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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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  Chapter One


  BEFORE I begin to tell you the story of my association with Eve, I must first tell you, as briefly as possible, something about myself and the events that led up to our first
  meeting.


  Had it not been for the extraordinary change in my life at the time when I had resigned myself to the mediocre career as a shipping clerk, I would not have met Eve, and consequently, I would not
  have endured an experience which was ultimately responsible for spoiling my life.


  Although it is now two years since last I saw Eve, I have only to think of her to feel again the craving urge and angry frustration which kept me chained to her during a period when all my
  energies and attention should have been focused upon my work.


  It does not matter what I am doing now. No one has ever heard of me in this Pacific coast town where I came nearly two years ago after I had realized what a worthless and elusive will-o-the-wisp
  I had been chasing.


  But it is not the present nor the future that is important. My story is to do with the past.


  Although I am anxious to bring Eve upon my stage without delay, there are a few details about myself, as I have said before, that first must be told.


  My name is Clive Thurston. You may have heard of me. I was supposed to be the author of that sensationally successful play Rain Check. Although I did not, in fact, write the play I did
  write three novels which were, in their way, equally successful.


  Before Rain Check was produced I was, as I am now, a nobody. I lived in Long Beach in a large apartment house near a fish cannery where I worked as a shipping clerk.


  Until John Coulson came to stay at the apartment house I lived a monotonous and unambitious existence; the kind of life that hundreds of thousands of young men lead who have no prospects and who
  will be doing the same work in another twenty years time as they are doing now.


  Although my life was monotonous and lonely I accepted it with apathetic resignation. I could see no escape from the routine of getting up in the morning, going to work, eating cheap meals,
  wondering whether I could afford this thing or that and having an occasional adventure with a woman if money allowed. There was no escape until I met John Coulson and even then it was not until he
  died that I saw my chance and took it.


  John Coulson knew he was going to die. For three years he had been fighting tuberculosis and now he could fight no more. Like a dying animal who goes into hiding, he cut himself off from his
  friends and connections and came to live in the sordid apartment house in Long Beach.


  There was something about him that attracted me and he seemed willing enough to share my company.


  Perhaps it was because he was a writer. For a long time I had wanted to write, but the labour involved had always discouraged me. I felt that if I could once get started, my latent talents,
  which I was confident I possessed, would bring me fame and fortune. I suppose there are many of us who think like this, and like many of us, I lacked the initiative to begin.


  John Coulson told me that he had written a play which, he assured me, was the finest thing he had ever done. I gladly listened to him, learning some surprisingly interesting things about the
  technique of play writing and the money that a good play will earn.


  Two evenings before he died, he asked me to send his play to his agent. He was now bedridden and could do little to help himself.


  I dont think Ill live to see it produced, he said moodily, staring out of the window. God knows wholl benefit, but thats something my agent will
  have to arrange. Its a damn funny thing, Thurston, but I have no one to leave anything to. I wish I had children now. It would have made all this work worth while.


  I asked him casually whether his agent was expecting the play and he shook his head. No one but you knows that Ive even written it.


  The following day was Saturday and the yearly Water Sports Carnival was being held at Alamitos Bay. I went down to the beach with the thousands of other weekenders to watch the yacht racing.


  I disliked mixing with crowds, but it was obvious that Coulson was sinking and I felt I had to get away from the atmosphere of pending death that pervaded the house.


  I arrived at the harbour as the tiny yachts were being prepared for the most important race of the afternoon. The prize was a gold cup, and competition ran high.


  One particular yacht attracted my attention. She was a grand little boat with bright red sails and her lines were designed for speed. There were two men working on her. One, whom I gave only a
  cursory glance, was a typical longshoreman, but the other was obviously the owner. He was expensively dressed in white flannels and buckskin shoes and around his wrist I noticed a heavy gold
  bracelet. His big fleshy face had that arrogant expression which comes only from much wealth and power. He stood by the tiller, a cigar clamped between his teeth, watching the other man put the
  final touches to the boat. I wondered who he was and decided finally that he might either be a movie director or else an oil magnate.


  After watching him for a few minutes, I moved away only to turn back at the sound of a heavy fall and a shout of alarm.


  The longshoreman had slipped and was now lying on the harbour with a badly fractured leg.


  The accident was immediately responsible for my extraordinary change of fortune. I had some experience of handling yachts and I volunteered to take the longshoremans place and by doing so
  I shared the honours with the owner of winning the gold cup.


  It was only after the race that the owner of the yacht introduced himself to me. When he told me his name I did not at first realize my good fortune. Robert Rowan was, at that time, one of the
  most powerful men behind the Theatre Guild. He owned eight or nine theatres and he had a long string of theatrical successes behind him.


  He was childishly pleased to have won the cup and embarrassingly grateful for my help. He gave me his card and solemnly promised that if there was anything he could do for me he would do it.


  You can now probably see the temptation that lay ahead of me. On my return to the apartment I found Coulson was unconscious; the next day he was dead. His play, ready to be mailed to his agent,
  lay on my bureau. I did not hesitate for long. Coulson had admitted that he knew of no one who would benefit by the play and I had felt at the time that he might at least have thought of me. It
  took me only a few minutes to reason with my protesting conscience and then I opened the parcel and read the play.


  Although I knew little about play writing, I realized when I had finished it, that the play was outstanding. I sat for a long time considering the chances of detection, but I could see no danger
  at all. Then before I went to bed I substituted a new title page and cover to the manuscript. Instead of Boomerang by John Coulson, the title page now read, Rain Check by Clive
  Thurston. The following day I sent the play to Rowan.


  It was almost a year before Rain Check was produced. By that time many alterations had been made to the original script as Rowan liked to have his personality impressed upon any
  theatrical venture that he financed. But in that time, I had become quite used to the feeling that the play was mine and when it was finally produced, scoring an immediate success, I was genuinely
  proud of my achievement.


  It is a great feeling to walk into a crowded room and have someone introduce you and see by the peoples faces that you mean something to them. Anyway, it meant a lot to me. It meant a lot
  too when I began to receive large sums of money, where previously I had to manage on forty dollars a week.


  When I was assured that the play would enjoy a long run, I left New York for Hollywood. I felt that with my present reputation I should be in demand and perhaps establish myself as a top flight
  script writer. As I was now drawing almost two thousand dollars a week from royalties, I did not hesitate to take an apartment in a modem block off Sunset Boulevard.


  Once I had settled down, I determined to exploit my opportunities and after considerable thought and planning I began work on a novel. It was a story of a man who had been hurt in the war and
  could not love his girl. I had known such a case and I knew what had happened to the girl. It was explosive material and it had made a big impression on me. Somehow I managed to get that impression
  over in the book. My name helped it, of course, but even at that, it wasnt such a bad piece of work. It sold ninety-seven thousand copies and was still selling by the time my second book was
  on the market. This one was not so good, but it sold. It was my first attempt at creative writing which I found exceedingly difficult. My third novel was based on the lives of a married couple I
  knew intimately. The wife had behaved outrageously and I had felt very bad about the final break up. All I had to do was to sit at my typewriter. The book wrote itself and when it was published it
  scored an immediate success.


  I was sure after this that I had the golden touch. I told myself that I could have succeeded without John Coulsons play. I marvelled at my stupidity to have wasted so many years of my
  life on an office stool when I could have been writing and earning big money.


  A few months later, I decided I would have to write a play. Rain Check had finished playing on Broadway and was now touring. It was still doing excellent business, but I knew that before
  long I would be receiving smaller royalties and I did not wish to lower my present standard of living. Besides that, my friends were asking me when I was going to write for the theatre again and my
  constant excuses were becoming threadbare.


  When I began to plan a play I found I had no ideas that could be dramatized. I kept trying. I talked to people, but in Hollywood, no one gives away ideas. I thought and worried, but nothing
  came. Finally I said the hell with a play, and decided to write another novel. So I sat down at my typewriter and wrote another novel. I just cut into it and kept writing until I finished it. Then
  I sent it to my publisher.


  Two weeks later, my publisher asked me to lunch. He was very direct and said bluntly that the book was no good. He did not have to convince me. I knew that the book was no good the moment I had
  finished it. So I told him to forget the book. I explained that I had rushed it, that I had been constantly interrupted and that I would let him have something up to standard in a month or so.


  I began to hunt for a place where I could work without interruption. I told myself that if I could get away from the mob that demanded my time and attention, if I could find some quiet spot with
  a good view so that I could get my nerves right, I would write another best seller, and even a great play. I was so sure of myself now that I was certain that, given the right surroundings, I could
  do really good work. Eventually I found a place that I felt was ideal in every way.


  Three Point was a one storey cabin which lay back a few hundred yards from the road to Big Bear Lake. It had a wide porch and a magnificent view across the hills. It had been furnished with
  every conceivable luxury and a number of modern labour saving devices had been installed, including a small, but powerful generating plant. I was delighted to hire it for the summer.


  I hoped that Three Point would be my salvation, but it didnt work out that way. I would get up around nine oclock and sit on the porch with a pot of strong coffee at my elbow and
  my typewriter before me. I would stare at the view and get nowhere. I would spend the morning smoking, looking at the view, writing a few lines and tearing them up. In the afternoon I would take
  the car over to Los Angeles, where I would wander around talking to the movie writers and watching the film stars. In the evening, I would try again, get irritated and finish off the evening by
  going to bed.


  It was during this crisis of my career, when success or failure could be influenced by the slightest mental disturbance, that Eve came into my life. Her influence became so great that I was
  drawn to her as a pin is drawn to a giant magnet. She never knew the real extent of her power over me and if she had known, she would not have cared. Her arrogant indifference was the hardest part
  of her character I had to endure. Whenever I was with her, I had an overwhelming urge to obtain some moral surrender from her, to make her give up the secret strength that she had. The struggle
  between us was an infernal obsession with me.


  But this enough. My stage is set and my story can begin. I have long planned to write it. I have tried before and failed. This time I may succeed.


  It may be that if this book is ever published, it will find its way into Eves hands. I can imagine her lying in bed, a cigarette between her fingers, reading what I have written. Because
  her life is peopled by so many unidentified men, who must inevitably be shadowy figures in her mind, she will have forgotten most, if not all, of the things we did together. It may interest her to
  re-live the futile moments of our association and it may also give her confidence in her strength and ability to continue to stand alone. At least, she will learn when she has reached the end of my
  story that I have probed deeper into her life than she imagined, and, in stripping some of the camouflage from her, I have also stripped myself.


  And when she has reached the last page, I can imagine her, with that contemptuous, wooden expression on her face I have seen so often, tossing the book indifferently aside.


  



  Chapter Two


  AT a gas station in San Bernardino, they told me there was a tornado warning out.


  The attendant, in smart white overalls with a red triangular badge on his breast pocket, advised me to stay in San Bernardino for the night, but I wouldnt listen.


  When I got into the hills, it began to blow. I kept going and a mile further on the stars were blotted out and then torrential rain came down like a black steel curtain shutting in the night
  with mist and water.


  All I could see through the half crescent clearing made by the windshield wiper was the rebounding rain on the cars hood and a few feet of the shiny black road in the light of my
  headlights.


  The noise of the wind and the rain against the car made me feel that I was imprisoned in a giant drum upon which some lunatic drummer was beating. All around me came the sound of trees falling
  and rocks shifting, and above all this, the noise of water against the wheels of the car. Rain flowed down the side windows and reflected my face, lit by the yellow light from the dashboard.


  Then I nearly ran off the road. I had the hillside on my left and nothing but a clean drop into the valley on my right. My heart raced as I wrenched at the driving wheel and I fed more gas into
  the engine. The wind was so fierce that there was hardly any increase in the cars speed. The needle of the speedometer flickered between ten and fifteen miles an hour which seemed to be the
  best speed I could squeeze out of the engine.


  Coming slowly around the next bend, I saw two men standing in the middle of the road. They had lanterns and they wore black slickers that shone in the rain and lantern light.


  I slowed down to a crawl as one of them came over.


  Why, hello, Mr. Thurston, he said, rain from his hat dripping onto my sleeve, Making for Three Point?


  I recognized him. Hello, Tom I said. Can I get through?


  I dont say you wont make it. His face was the colour of bruised meat from the wind and the rain. Itll be bad though. Maybe youd better go
  back.


  I started the engine. Ill take a chance. Do you think the roads open?


  A big Packard went through two hours ago. It aint come back. Maybe its still all right, but youd better watch out. The wind up therell be hell.


  If a Packard can get through, Im damned sure I can, I said and wound up the window and drove on.


  I drove around the next sharp bend and edged up the hill, keeping close to the mountain-side. A few more minutes driving brought me to the narrow mountain track that led through to Big
  Bear Lake.


  The forest stopped abruptly at the foot of the track, and, except for a few jagged boulders on the mountainside, the rest of the track to Big Bear Lake was bare and exposed.


  The wind crashed against the car as I drove out of the shelter of the trees. I felt the car rock. The outside wheels lifted a few inches before thudding back onto the road. I cursed. If that had
  happened when I was pulling around a bend, I would have been flung into the valley. I shifted into low gear and decreased my speed. Twice the car was brought to a standstill by a sudden gust of
  wind. Each time the engine stalled and I had to act quickly to stop from rolling backwards.


  My nerves were badly frayed by the time I reached the crest of the hill. The rain drove against the windshield and I had to lean out of the window to see where I was going. The road was not more
  than twenty feet wide and I rounded the next bend more by luck than judgment with the wind tearing at the car, shaking and lifting it. Once around the bend, I found shelter. The rain continued to
  drum on the roof of the car, but I felt easier, knowing that the rest of the run was downhill, out of the wind.


  Three Point was only a few miles further on and although I knew the worst part of the journey was over I continued to drive with caution. It was as well for, without warning, a stationary car
  suddenly appeared in my headlights and I only managed to slam on my brakes in time. The wheels locked and for one unpleasant moment, I thought I was going to skid off the road; then my bumpers hit
  the back of the other car and I was thrown forward against the driving wheel.


  Cursing the fool who had left this car in the middle of the road without a warning light I stood on the running board of my car while I groped for my flashlight. Rain poured down on me and
  before stepping to the ground, I turned the light down to see where I was going. Water was up to my hub caps and sending the beam of the flashlight over to the other car, I now realized why it had
  been left like that. Water was up to the front wheels and had probably got into the distributor.


  I could not understand why there was a miniature lake in a road, which, I knew, went steeply downhill for the next few miles. Cautiously, I lowered myself into the water which rose to my calves.
  Gluey mud sucked at my shoes as I splashed over to the other car. By now, the rain had reduced my hat to irritating sogginess. Impatiently, I pulled it off and threw it away.


  When I got over to the stationary car, I peered through the windows. It was empty. I climbed on its running board and worked my way towards the front of it so that I could see the road beyond.
  The beam from my flashlight showed me that the road had ceased to exist. Trees, boulders and mud completely blocked the track, forming a kind of dam.


  The car was a Packard and I decided that this must be the car Tom had told me about.


  There was nothing for me to do but walk. I went back to my car and lifted out the smaller of my two bags. I locked the car doors, climbed past the Packard and splashed through the water to the
  jungle of trees and rocks that blocked the road. Once out of the water, I continued to climb without difficulty. I soon reached the top of the rubble and could look down onto the road below which
  was, as far as I could see, clear of any further obstruction.


  The climb down was more difficult and once I nearly fell. I had to drop my bag and clutch frantically at the roots of a tree to save myself and there was more delay before I found my bag again.
  But finally I reached the road.


  Once past the obstruction, my progress was straightforward and in ten minutes or so, I reached the white gates of Three Point. I had not gone far up the drive before I saw a light in the sitting
  room. I immediately thought of the driver of the Packard and wondered a little angrily how he had got into the cabin.


  I approached cautiously, anxious to catch a glimpse of my visitor before I made my own presence known. In the shelter of the porch, I put down my bag and peeled off my soaking wet bush jacket
  which I tossed onto the wooden bench against the log wall. I walked slowly to the window and looked into the lighted room. Whoever had broken into the cabin had lit a fire which blazed cheerfully.
  The room was empty, but as I stood hesitating, a man came in from the kitchen, carrying a bottle of my Scotch, two glasses and a syphon.


  I looked at him with interest. He was short, but his chest and shoulders were powerful. He had mean blue eyes and the longest arms I had ever seen on anything more civilized than an
  orang-outang. I disliked him on sight.


  He stood in front of the fire and measured out two stiff whiskies. One glass he put on the mantelpiece, the other he raised to his lips. He tasted the Scotch as if he were a connoisseur and was
  a little doubtful of this particular brand. I watched him roll the whisky round in his mouth, cock his head and eye the whisky thoughtfully. Then he nodded, apparently satisfied, and gulped down
  the rest of it. Having refilled his glass, he sat down in the armchair by the fire with the bottle on the table within reach.


  I guessed he was on the wrong side of forty. He didnt look like the kind of man to own a Packard. His suit was a little shabby and his taste in ties and shirts, to judge from what he
  wore, was violent. I heartily disliked the prospects of spending the night in his company.


  The second whisky on the mantelpiece also disturbed me. It could only mean that this intruder had a companion and I was in half a mind to remain where I was until this other person appeared.
  However, the wind and my wet clothes decided me. I wasnt going to stand out there any longer. I picked up my bag and walked around to the front door. The door was locked. I took out my keys,
  opened the door noiselessly and entered the lobby. I put my bag down and as I stood hesitating, wondering whether to go into the sitting room and make myself known or to go straight to the
  bathroom, the man appeared at the sitting room door.


  He stared at me in ugly surprise. What the hell do you want? His voice was coarse and rasping.


  I looked him over. Good evening. I hope Im not in the way, but I happen to own this place.


  I expected him to collapse like a pricked balloon, but he became even more aggressive. His mean little eyes snapped at me and two veins at his temples began to swell.


  You mean this is your cabin? he demanded.


  I nodded. Dont let it embarrass you. Have a drinkyoull find whisky in the kitchen. Ill run along and take a bath, but Ill be right back.


  Leaving him staring blankly after me, I walked into my bedroom and shut the door. Then I became really infuriated.


  Across the room, like stepping stones, lay various feminine garments; a black silk dress, lingerie, stockings, and finally at the bathroom door, a pair of black suede, mud-covered shoes.


  A pigskin suitcase lay open on the bed from which spilled other femine garments. A blue tailored dressing gown with short sleeves was draped over a chair before the electric heater.


  I stood staring at this disorder, angry beyond words, but before I could do anythingI was on the point of walking into the bathroom and expressing an opinion of such bad mannersthe
  bedroom door opened and the man came in.


  I turned on him. Whats all this? I asked, waving my hands at the scattered garments on the floor and the confusion on the bed. Did you imagine this was a
  hotel?


  He fingered his tie uneasily. Now, dont be sore. We found the place empty and


  All right, all right. I snapped, fighting down my annoyance. It was really no use making a fuss. They happened to be unlucky that I had returned. You certainly know how to
  make yourself at home, I went on. But never mind. Im wet and irritable. Its a hell of a night, isnt it? Excuse me, Ill use the spare bathroom. I
  pushed past him and walked down the passage to the guest room.


  Ill fix you a drink, he called after me.


  I liked that too. To have a stranger offer me my own Scotch is something I go for in a big way. I slammed the bedroom door and got out of my wet clothes.


  After a hot bath, I felt better. After a shave, I felt sufficiently human to wonder what the woman would be like. But my mind recoiled when I thought of the man. If she were anything like him, I
  was in for an indescribable evening.


  I put on a grey whipcord, fixed my hair and glanced at myself in the mirror. I did not look my forty years. Most people thought I was in my early thirties. All right, I was flattered by this.
  Im as human as they come. I looked at my square jaw, my high cheekbones and the cleft in my chin. I was satisfied with what I saw. I was tall, rather on the thin side, but my suit fitted me
  excellently. I could still qualify as a distinguished playwright and novelist, although that was a tag a newspaper had yet to put on me.


  I paused as I reached the sitting room door. The mans voice came faintly through the panels of the door, but I could not hear what he was saying. Squaring my shoulders and settling the
  casual, disinterested expression on my face that I reserved for press meetings, I turned the knob and went in.
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