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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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  Prologue


  There was the heat. There was the darkness. Beyond these boundaries there was nothing but sound.


  His eyes had learned to see in the dark, this dark lifted from blindness only by the small iron grille, high in the wall, too high for fingertips to reach. His eyes could distinguish the marks
  his broken nails grooved in the earthen walls, the marks which told him the day but not the month or year. The long groove for Sunday, the day of church bells. That the war was over, he knew;
  church bells were rung again in Spain.


  There was always sound.


  The heat he could not overcome. It was a moist black sponge enveloping him. His quivering hands brushed at the dank swarm of it, tore it away from him, but it resettled persistently, a stolid
  unaware weight. There wasnt enough water. A warm cup twice a day. Sometimes the weak tears dribbled his cheeks and the taste of wet grime and salt was lifegiving to his cracked lips.
  Sometimes he wasnt asleep but his mind went away and he and Louie were splashing barefoot, two ragged boys with summer-shaven heads, in the blissful wake of a sprinkling truck on the New
  York streets. Sometimes his mind was clear and there was a greater thirst, for Barby, for the cool cleanness of Barby.


  There was always sound.


  He couldnt stand it again. Not even to return to her. She was waiting for him; how long shed waited now, he didnt know. He could only tally days. She waited. She was cool
  and clean as a birch and her eyes were like rain. But he couldnt stand it another time. He couldnt. Hed have to tell. When that sound came again, hed tell.


  Let them win. Theyd won anyway. He was too small to halt the juggernaut. He was too tired, too hot, too parched, his body too agonized, to dare any longer. Even the changeless truths that
  had sent him with gay heart and arrogant passion to join the International Brigade had gone in heat and dark and bestiality. He couldnt defend these longer.


  They wouldnt drag him from this open grave again to vent their sadism. They wouldnt fling his remnant into this underground tomb again, cajole it back to life with crusts and a
  warm tin of water, only to further their cruelties. He would tell them what they wanted to know.


  After he told, he would die. They had no use for him when they obtained his secret; theyd kept the small flare of life in him only because he knew what they would know, and what no other
  man knew. Better never to drink cold water than to endure it again. Better death than to go through what they would repeat.


  There was always sound. Somewhere a rusted creak, footsteps. Only the barefoot pad of the peasant guard. He waited listlessly. Once long ago when there was strength in him, he had tried to break
  through that iron door when the guard opened it. He lay quiet while the hinges creaked and the crusts, the water, were set on the floor. He waited warily. In darkness his ears had attained animal
  hearing. Something had fallen when the man stooped over, something that made no audible sound on the earth. He waited until there was no soft pad . . . pad . . . pad . . . receding into silence. He
  crawled without breath. His hands felt nervously over the ground, clutched on something. His fingers moved over it; it was too small to see in the dark. A pencil stub; he caressed the unbroken
  lead. He jerked back to the wall. They wouldnt take it away from him. Hed bury it.


  His fingers bled into the earth. Deepnot deep enoughdeeper. His lips were crafty, pulling away from his teeth. They hadnt found out about the piece of paper. It had blown in
  through the grillehow long ago?days. It too was buried.


  There would come a time. Perhaps through the other guard who exchanged buenas noches with him. If he could get word to Louie. He didnt know where he was but there was a landing
  field near, and heat. And he knew where hed been taken prisoner. Not more than a days journey away. Louie would surmount the unsurmountable. Louie would come for him. Louie
  didnt care about the odds.


  He would save the water. He didnt need it now. Hed have cold water again. He gnawed without tasting. Hed go home again. To cleanness; to his mother and Geoffrey who thought
  him dead; to Barby waiting, to the remembered bravery of her eyes lifted to him, her words, I dont want you to go. But it is a fine thing, I know, and it is the right thing. It
  had been right; it had been what his father would have done, not just sit and think about it, but get into action to help the oppressed. It had been more right to refuse to let them win even when
  he had been beaten to earth. They couldnt win now. Hed never tell them. He could endure; he was going home.


  His mouth was quiet. He didnt move. He thought hed heard them againthose wobbling steps! The heat was sudden grisly cold. Not so soon. Oh God, not this soon! His
  fingers fumbled the scar on the wall. It hadnt been a week. He crouched, his ears lifted in listening.


  He chewed. It was too soon for the man hed never seen, only heard, to return. He listened. . . . It was too soon. He couldnt stand it again this soon. They knew it. They
  didnt want him to die. They didnt dare let him die. The little man who gave orders to them would punish them if he died before he gave up the secret. Listen! The thump of his heart.
  The hiss of his breath.


  He swallowed without chewing. Cautiously, as if someone in Berchtesgaden, countless miles away, were aware, he raised the acrid water. A thuda minute silencethe slavering drag of a
  wasted foot. The cup fell from his nerveless hands; the water spilled, untasted, upon the ground. It was the Wobblefoot!


  Quivering, he scuttled to the far corner, pressed frenziedly against the dirt wall. The deformed steps pounded against his eardrums. He thirsted. Remembering the wasted water he began to weep.
  He couldnt endure it. Hed have to tell. But he couldnt tell.


  He didnt want to die. He wanted to live.
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