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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles

  by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are

  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of

  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid

  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  PART ONE




  Chapter One




  ON A WINDY OCTOBER night when the air smelled of apples, frost and burning leaves, Nina Redfield disappeared. No night this

  for moods and mystery; the sky was polished by starlight. Although the calendar had promised bats, vultures and witches astride of broomsticks, the heavens were singularly free of such phenomena.

  The night’s ghosts, earthbound, roved street and alley, congregated at corners and in the open light of electric lamps plotted their foul deeds. Now and again a shade clutched at the sheets

  that shrouded blue jeans, an elder witch interrupted malevolence to fasten a younger spook’s winding sheet, a novice skeleton jerked into position his disarranged bones. Jack O’Lanterns

  smouldered with real fire, skulls grinned athwart baseball bats, doorbells jangled incessantly. Woe to the householder who failed to heed! His fence was attacked, his windows soaped with vile but

  indecipherable legends, his front door cursed with the juice of tomatoes, eggs and other demoniac combinations of evil fluids.




  No doorbell was rung with more frequency than Nina Redfield’s. Believing it the right of youthful spirits to disport themselves on this unholy night, it had been Nina’s habit to

  fling wide her front door and render unto her visitors such tribute as custom demanded. A supply of jelly-beans, doughnuts, gum-drops, molasses kisses, apples and chewing-gum was later found on the

  hall table beside her front door. After her disappearance, when the police looked into the night’s events, they also discovered that she had opened her door several times, had assumed a

  delightful expression of horror and paid toll generously to the small hallows.




  Her disappearance caused great clamour and excitement, not only in the immediate vicinity of her home, but throughout the State and the entire country. In addition to professional detectives and

  investigators, hosts of citizens set themselves to the task of finding the woman or the body. Some were inspired by indignation or excitement; others by the hope of winning all or part of the

  rapidly growing reward. These were people who had not known Nina. Her friends wished unselfishly to rescue her, and many contributed more than they could afford to the reward fund. Nina had a great

  number of friends and no acquaintances, since to be acquainted with her was to be considered and to consider oneself her friend. It was not only that she was an attractive young woman; her charm

  was more than physical. The slightest transaction—the purchase of a newspaper, the exchange of a coin over a counter, Nina’s smile and grave attentiveness—bestowed such flattery

  that the beneficiary grew in self-esteem. This was no trick. Nina was sincerely interested in everything human, animal and alive; had never been afraid of mice, snakes nor bosses.




  Had she been a homely woman, these qualities would have made her seem pretty. Many of her best friends had not the slightest idea of her features. They recalled the breadth of her mouth when she

  smiled, the tint of her pale, freckled flesh, the brightness of her eyes, the effect of sunlight on her hair. As a child Nina had been distinguished by a wealth of copper-coloured curls, but now

  their exuberance had dwindled, and she had cut and tamed the unruly waves so that only in certain moments of wind or excitement did she appear wild-headed or auburn.




  None of this appeared on official descriptions: REDFIELD, NINA MARY, spinster, age 26, height 5' 3", weight abt. 110 lb., hair

  red-brown, eyes grey. Both inaccurate and inadequate, this sent many people off in search of a woman who was not at all like Nina; twenty-six, unwed, a teacher in the public schools. She sounded

  plain; the subject she taught, art, suggested an addiction to batik or Indian jewellery. This is how Philip Everclyde felt before the first meeting. He had not expected mascaraed lashes, bare legs

  and such an abundance of laughter. Her way of listening made everything he said seem extraordinary, either profound or humorous. At their second meeting she wore slacks and a green leather jacket

  whose colour was caught by her eyes. The sun shone upon her hair and kindled a red blaze; she had been captious and he had kissed her.




  This had been on Sunday, the thirtieth of October. On Monday evening he wrote her a letter and waited all of Tuesday for her telephone call. That night from the unlikeliest lips in the world he

  learned that Nina Redfield had disappeared in the most mysterious fashion and, according to the newspapers, partially if not wholly unclad.




  The series of events that culminated in the disappearance of Nina Redfield had begun the week before on a wet Thursday afternoon. The rain had been going on and on and on.

  Houses were damp, clothes clammy, beds smelled of mildew. There could not have been a more unfortunate time for Nina’s car, known as The Antique, to be laid up in the garage. The garage

  proprietor who counted himself one of her friends . . . his son was one of Nina’s favourite finger-painters . . . would have had the repair done had the factory fulfilled its promise to

  deliver the needed parts.




  On that Thursday morning, in spite of a headache and a tickle in her throat, she left her house early and stopped in at the garage. She found The Antique with its hood propped up, its skeleton

  bared. “Hi, Nina, I got good news. Your parts are coming in. You’ll have the car when you finish work this afternoon,” called a voice from some dark region.




  “Oh! I’d hoped to drive to school. I suppose I was too optimistic again.”




  “I’ll drive you down. Won’t take five minutes.”




  “How kind of you. But you’re too busy. I can take a bus.”




  A stained dungaree appeared and a young man with a smudge across his forehead slid out from under the motor. “You might as well wait for the car to be finished as for one of them buses.

  I’ll be glad to drive you if you don’t mind riding in the repair truck. My wife’s got our car.”




  “The repair truck!” cried Nina. “Oh, Lester, I’d adore it.”




  “Come along then.” A greasy hand helped her to the high seat. “But suppose the other teachers see you? Dr. Griffin or some of them prissy old maids. What’ll they say to

  you riding to school in a repair truck?”




  “The kids’ll love it,” Nina said, settling herself primly on the seat because it was not a prim place for a teacher to be sitting. Small, out-of-the-way adventures delighted

  her. What other teacher came to school in such style?




  And she had been right about the children’s enjoyment. Six first-grade pupils, three in the second and one in the fourth grade chose repair trucks as the subject of the day’s art

  work. This alone would have made the morning successful, but there was more. A fifth-grade girl did a study in water-colour, autumn leaves in a blue vase, certain to be chosen for the county

  exhibition. The sense of a job well done exhilarated Nina until that hour in the afternoon when the beat of rain on roof and window took on the same dreary sing-song as the questions and answers in

  her History of Art class. The locker with her raincoat smelled clammy, the telephone in the teacher’s rest-room was surrounded and the garage’s wire busy for a straight twenty

  minutes.




  “Sorry, Nina,” said Lester Ziff when finally she got him on the wire, “I’d have had your car but it so happens that the parts were wrong. That model’s pretty old,

  you know. I didn’t figure out they’d changed the parts when I sent my order to the factory.”




  “Could you fix it up temporarily with other parts?”




  “Impossible. You see, there’s a thread in the screw . . .”




  “There’s always a thread in the screw,” said Nina, and hung up hastily because she wanted to catch the next bus.




  For the first time in years the 4.07 was not late. She missed it by seconds. The downpour increased. A passing truck splashed her with mud. A taxi slowed down at the corner but she closed her

  eyes to temptation. The house her father had built was five miles out of town and local taxi fares were scaled to the purses of millionaires and the extravagance of drunks. Decent people drove cars

  or waited patiently for the bus. Nina waited but not patiently. The dreariness of standing idle on a corner and the dampness in her bones awakened a self-pity, a feeling for which she ordinarily

  had little tolerance. As women do when low in spirits she remembered the men she might have married.




  The bus came along. “Hi, Nina, we don’t often see you on common public carriers,” teased the conductor, who had gone to school with her. The bus was crowded, mouldy and

  incredibly slow. It took turns like a palsied camel. Passengers were swung about mercilessly. At an abrupt stop that almost threw her into the aisle Nina thought happily of an accident and a long

  rest in the hospital. Next to being married and having a strong shoulder to bear her burdens, the dream of a slightly painful illness with good care and lots of flowers is a favourite with women

  worn down by independence. This scented reverie occupied Nina until she saw the fishtail convertible.




  New, arrogant, a thing that seemed alive in its self-awareness, the car had halted beside the bus. Its heart was a powerful engine, its body a metal beast so sleek and stylish that even the

  raindrops seemed to respect its glossy coat. Yet with all of its power the great beast could move no faster along Main Street than the shabbiest jallopy. No driver heeded its sullen horn nor

  yielded way to its uniformed chauffeur. From the bus Nina observed his irritability. He was a heavy-set square-bodied man who wore his uniform uncomfortably, as an amateur actor wears a period

  costume. Something about the man’s appearance struck her as untidy but she could not say why until the lights had changed again, the car had gained a foot on the bus and she had seen the

  passenger.




  Bushie Neal! No? Yes. Why not? If one could believe the newspapers, Bushie would ride in a six-thousand dollar car driven by a chauffeur who looked like an ex-pug. She was not sure it had been

  Bushie until the bus stopped beside the convertible at another traffic light and she looked again at the appalling profile. A black felt hat was pulled low on his forehead, the collar of his coat

  turned up, probably to keep old neighbours and schoolmates from recognizing him. Why had Nina seen him to-day? To-day, when she had neither the strength to cope with her frustrations nor

  the courage to remember her mistakes.




  It was the fault of the garage, of the factory, of the thread in the screw. Had she owned a decent car, she would not now have had to see that oaf slouched on the seat of a magnificent

  convertible while decent people rode in jogging buses. She ought to have been at home by now, cosy, with the fumes of China tea rising from a Crown Derby pot and firelight adding lustre to the ruby

  brocade of old curtains and cushions, giving life to the ivory cheeks and golden eyes of the small Andrea del Sarto (if it was a del Sarto) prince on the west wall, and the glow of spring to

  Fantin-Latour’s lilies and primroses. Were she willing to part with these she could own a better car, but why should she give up things that were almost as much a part of her as her eyes or

  her heart? Why should she not own them and a decent car as well? Why should Bushie Neal ride behind a chauffeur in a costly beast of a car? Bushie would not know what a del Sarto was, nor a

  Raphael, nor a Michelangelo. “It’s nice,” Nick Brazza had once said of a colour-plate of “The Original Sin”. She had believed then that there was hope for Nick. His

  were the people for whom Michelangelo had painted the Sistine ceiling. But Bushie Neal! Just as she had prophesied, Bushie had become a thief. And a murderer.




  The fishtail car turned off the road. Nina pulled the cord with such desperation that the bus stopped between corners. Seven or eight minutes later, her raincoat dripping on linoleum in the

  office of the local police chief, Nina said, “Bushie Neal’s in town. I think I know where you can find him. His car might not be parked there but it’ll be somewhere in the

  neighbourhood, and he’ll be with Gracie Malloy. You know Gracie, don’t you? She was a McHenry but she married a man named Malloy after Bushie left town. But Bushie’d never let

  anything go and now . . .”




  On the six o’clock broadcast that day it was announced that after three months’ search by the police, Bernard (Bushie) Neal, wanted for the murder of Sol Craven, a collector for a

  slot machine agency, and for that of Craven’s companion, truck driver Joseph Ryan, had finally been captured as the result of courage and quick action on the part of a schoolteacher, Miss

  Nina Redfield. Immediately Nina’s telephone and doorbell became busy. Reporters and photographers drove out from the city to get first-hand stories and pictures of the new heroine. Her best

  friend, Florence Allan, who had a nose for notoriety and a knowledge of newspaper men (her second husband had been one) arrived with several bottles of good whisky. When Nina’s last guest

  left she was so exhausted that she fell into bed and was almost immediately asleep. At three in the morning she was awakened by a sound like the tapping of fingernails on her window.










  Chapter Two




  FOR A TIME AFTER the capture of Bushie Neal, Nina was surrounded by such hubbub and flattery that she did not pause to

  question her journey to the police station. When she had read of Bushie’s crime she was righteously pleased at the confirmation of her earlier prophecies; Bushie had not yet reached the end

  but he had certainly come to a bad middle. That the local papers reported his exploits so lengthily and lovingly had seemed to her typical of a suburban town’s pride in local celebrity. It

  had struck her as ironic that the birthplace of a famous sculptor, a senator and a well-known writer should boast because it had nurtured two nationally known gangsters.




  Early in the evening she had been as pleased as on a birthday to receive congratulations and praise. As the night advanced and the telephone kept ringing, she grew self-conscious. It is

  uncomfortable to be treated as a heroine when one has not been heroic. Although Nina did not allow these qualms to diminish her pleasure in the atmosphere that always seemed to develop when more

  than three people gathered at her house, she was quite willing to let Flo Allan officiate at the telephone.




  “Some character called Lester Ziff wants to talk to you. He seems to know you well. Want to talk to him?”




  “Of course. If it hadn’t been for Lester, I’d never have seen Bushie.”




  “How’s that?” asked Cullen, a reporter with a face like a ripe blister. “Who is this Ziff?”




  “Proprietor of the Old Colonial Garage. If he’d had my car ready the way he promised, I’d never have been on that bus when Bushie passed. Not that it was Lester’s fault.

  It was the thread in the screw. Hello, Lester!” she said into the telephone. “Want your picture in the papers? I was just telling the reporters that you’re really responsible for

  Bushie’s capture.”




  “What about giving me a cut in the reward?”




  “I never thought about the reward.”




  “I was only kidding, Nina. If anyone deserves the dough! We’re all mighty proud of you. What I called about is to tell you before you do anything about your car, make an exchange or

  anything like that, I got a customer who’ll give you a better price than any dealer.”




  “Why should I trade in my car?”




  “With a five thousand dollar reward, you’re not going to hang on to The Antique, are you? First thing I thought when I heard the news, now she can get herself a decent

  car.”




  “I never thought about the reward.”




  This was the truth. Neither in reporting Bushie’s presence to the police nor in receiving congratulations had she remembered that five thousand dollars had been offered for information

  leading to the apprehension of Bushie Neal. The reporters did not believe this. There was laughter.




  “I swear to you. Until Lester mentioned it just now I never thought of the reward.”




  “You’re not deaf,” Cullen said, “and that five grand has been mentioned several times in this room. Also on the radio . . .”




  Nina sighed and leaned wearily against the cushions. “There was so much noise and everybody talking at the same time, and I’ve been in such a twitter . . .”




  “That the thought of five thousand pieces of silver hadn’t entered your immaculate mind?”




  A columnist named Stoneycroft who wore a striped suit and considered himself dapper said, “I believe her. Nina’s the last person I’d suspect of insincerity.”




  “Thank you very much,” Nina said.




  “I didn’t say Nina was trying to kid us. Nina’s okay, but she might be kidding herself. Or maybe she doesn’t need the money.” Cullen’s eyes roved the room,

  rested on the Fantin-Latour, noted the improbable del Sarto, considered rugs, furniture, bits of Staffordshire, Chelsea and old glass.




  “Maybe you don’t know how much they pay schoolteachers in this town. In my income bracket you think of money twenty minutes out of every hour. These things,” she had noted the

  appraising glance, “are all inherited. My father was Claude Redfield.” She saw at once that the name meant nothing to them. “He was editor of the old Muses.”




  Flo Allan added, “It was an art magazine. Claude Redfield was famous in his day.”




  “The name’s familiar,” Stoneycroft said. “What ever happened to the magazine?”




  “It failed. Later Daddy started the New Muses.”




  “With his own money,” Flo explained.




  “And,” Nina said sternly, “that failed, too.”




  “So you were thinking of money.” The twisting of his mouth gave Cullen’s face a shrunken look as if the blister had collapsed. “Thinking of the old car the garage is

  trying to fix up and what it will cost and how much tax you pay out of that pitiful income, but you never once thought of how much easier it’d be for you with five thousand fresh berries in

  the bank.”




  “Perhaps you’re right. I was worrying about my car and wishing I could afford a taxi and I got simply green at the sight of a monster like Bushie in that terrific

  convertible.”




  “And it never occurred to you that merely by whispering his name to the local gendarmes you, too, could drive a terrific convertible?”




  “I don’t remember consciously thinking about the reward but I might have been,” said Nina in the voice of a penitent child.




  “What tripe, darling.” This was Flo, as ever aggressively loyal. “Bushie’s a murderer and menace to society and it was your civic duty to report him to the

  authorities.”




  The reporters laughed. So did Nina. She was not of the stuff of which true heroines are made. The true heroine moves with pious directness toward the unquestioned goal of duty; no humour, no

  self-doubt, no humility adulterates her resolute will. “That wasn’t it at all, Flo.”




  “It certainly couldn’t have been the money, darling. You’ve never done anything sane about money in your life.”




  “Perhaps it would have been saner of me to think of the money than of how much I loathed Bushie and wanted to hurt him.”




  “Why?” asked Cullen. “Were you ever intimate with him?”




  “Intimate!” cried Flo, indignant as though a filthy act had been committed in her best-friend’s living-room. “Nina didn’t know him well at all.”




  “Sorry, lady. I didn’t mean to imply that your girl chum and Bushie Neal . . .”




  “She didn’t say you implied anything,” Nina interrupted. “She merely questioned your use of an inaccurate word.”




  “You must have known Bushie fairly well to have hated him so much. And don’t give us any more of that stuff about his having been a public enemy. What’s the real dope?”

  Cullen asked.




  “I hated Bushie because he had such a vile influence on Nick Brazza.”




  “Brazza!” someone said.




  At once Nina recognized her error. They were all talking again, tossing the name about, asking about Bushie Neal’s connection with Nick Brazza and Nina’s with both.




  “So Bushie and Nick were intimate, too.” Cullen stressed the offensive word with delicate mockery.




  “Of course. Both of them came from this town,” remarked Flo with pride as though she had spoken of sculptor or senator.




  “But Brazza doesn’t operate round here.”




  “The last I heard of him was in Las Vegas. Wasn’t he mixed up with the Coolley crowd?”




  “Where’ve you been all your life? Don’t you read your own paper?” asked Cullen of the young reporter who had made the last statement. “Coolley’s cowboys rode

  Nick Brazza right out of the golden west. He’s back in this State, address Westfield Penitentiary.”




  “On some phoney charge,” added Stoneycroft. “Petty larceny or a parking violation. Do you know what the deal was?”




  The blister puckered. Cullen said, “He might have been seeking a bullet-proof safety deposit vault for his carcass. Coolley’s cowboys aren’t the only mobsters who might aim

  their weapons in his direction. Nick never got along too well with the big boys.”




  Nina was not displeased when her guests said goodnight. Stoneycroft lingered to ask a few more questions of Flo.




  “That man’s going to work on you, and if you tell him anything about me, we’re no longer friends,” warned Nina when they were alone.




  “Darling, you know I’m loyal.”




  “Yes, I do. But you’re so easily flattered by men.”




  “Who isn’t?”




  Nina dropped the subject. She knew that Flo would never knowingly betray her. “Be an angel and go home. I’m dying to get to bed.”




  “Are you sure you want to stay alone? Why don’t you come back with me?”




  “Thanks, but I’m not nervous.”




  “You’re wonderful!”




  “Why? What have I to be afraid of? The only person who could possibly have anything against me is Bushie and he’s locked up, thank goodness.”




  “I wish I had your sense,” said Flo, pulling a three-dollar plastic raincape over a three-thousand dollar mink.




  Nina switched off the lights and went to her bedroom. Rain surrounded and shut off the house like a wall. Except for its dull beat the night ached with silence. No dog barked, no fieldmouse

  scratched the walls. The darkness was equally undisturbed.




  While Nina slept the rain stopped. Clouds lifted and watery light broke through. A patch entered Nina’s window like an angular ghost. The wind with wild shrieks announced its triumph over

  the clouds, tossed branches, tore ageing leaves from weary boughs. Waking slowly, hearing these sighs and groans, Nina tried to ignore the clatter and, when she failed to deafen herself, sought to

  identify each sound so that she could assure herself that floorboards, hinges, locks and loose windowpanes were merely these. At last she forced herself out of bed, shuffled through the house in

  slippers, switched on lights, slammed doors, fastened bolts, locked windows. “Now I’ll sleep,” she said, crawling back to bed.




  Something tapped at her window.




  Had she heard it earlier and forced herself not to heed? There had been other, more definite noises. Now there remained no other she could not name nor place. The tapping was not consistent. A

  series of knocks, light but deliberate, was followed by silence, silence interrupted by scraping. Like fingernails against glass. Over and over. Tap, silence, scratch. Tap, silence, scratch.




  Sensible, accustomed to loneliness, she had never before been afraid of night sounds. Who, she asked herself, would tap at her window? The wind. What fingers would scrape the pane? The laurel

  bush. She turned in the bed, trying to relax, refusing to listen. The delicate ominous signals continued. Tap, silence, scratch. She became paralysed, unable to move her legs, to stretch out her

  hand to command light. Five thousand pieces of silver. He was an enemy, that Bushie! It had been her duty to report him. He had killed one man, wounded another. What if he denied firing

  the shots? Five thousand pieces of silver. The informer betrays the victim less than himself. Out of hate, acrimony, bitterness, stale emotions which ought years before to have been buried

  in the ash heap, she had betrayed Nina Redfield. What had been her motive? Under old resentments and memories, beneath the envy of an evil man enjoying luxury that was denied virtue, there had

  worked in her, as Cullen had suggested, the greedy hope. Five thousand pieces of silver. Tap, silence, scratch. Tap, silence, scratch, endlessly, at her window.










  Chapter Three




  IN SPITE OF THE growth of the suburban town, Nina’s house was still isolated in its own dead-end road. Once the

  suburb had been a proud town whose residents looked down upon the dwellers in the nearby city, but the metropolis, sending out railroad lines and highways, factories and foreigners, had conquered

  its neighbour. The suburb still boasted of its cultural superiority but depended upon the city for its luxuries, entertainments and newspapers.




  Flo Allan had all of them under her arm when she arrived at Nina’s house the next morning. “Look, you’re on every front page. Did you see what that Cullen wrote? Anyone’d

  think that you and Nick Brazza . . .”




  “I’d rather not talk about it.”




  “You needn’t snap at me. Why are you so nervous? Didn’t you sleep?”




  “Perfectly,” lied Nina. “I’m sorry if I was cross. How about a cup of coffee?”




  “Isn’t it all exciting? Nothing so thrilling’s happened since my second divorce.” The telephone rang. “Let me. I’ll be your secretary.” In a voice that

  imitated her maid’s Flo said, “Miss Redfield’s residence. One moment please.” Grimacing, she brought the telephone on its long cord into the living-room. “You’ll

  have to speak to Griffin.”




  “Dear child, this is unpleasant, isn’t it?” An old man of overwhelming dignity, Dr. Griffin addressed his teachers as if they, voters and wage-earners, were delicate ladies of

  an earlier century.




  “Yes, Dr. Griffin, I’m ever so sorry . . .”




  “I must congratulate you on having performed a public duty with promptness and resolution.” The principal’s voice was chill with distaste. “My wife admires your courage

  tremendously. She is afraid you have placed yourself in a position of danger.”




  “Do tell her not to worry about me.”




  “I am less disconsolate. This person, the Neal boy . . . how unfortunate that he was once one of our pupils, although he was delinquent in his studies and never did graduate . . . is

  safely behind lock and key. That is not what worries me, however.”




  “There’s nothing to worry about. I’m quite safe.”




  “Your health, my dear. This shock to your nerves.”




  “I’m quite all right, thank you.”




  “There will be a reaction. You’ve suffered a nervous shock. I should advise rest until Monday. If you need an extra few days’ sick leave later in the winter, I’ll see

  that this absence is not counted against your record.”




  As when they had been schoolgirls Nina and Flo laughed at Dr. Griffin’s clumsy evasions. Flo was contemptuous. “The old pig, afraid to give the kids a thrill. No wonder

  school’s such a bore.”




  “I can see his side of it. Imagine trying to keep discipline to-day. Who’ll want to paint red apples with a gangster’s moll in their midst?” Nina saw herself as the kids

  would, a newspaper heroine. “I’m grateful for the day off. Now I can catch up with things, unanswered letters and buttons and bra straps.”




  The doorbell rang. Two men from the District Attorney’s office had come to question Nina. She told them exactly what she had told the reporters.
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