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  Vera Caspary and The Murder Room


   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 nights 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 spooks winding sheet, a novice skeleton jerked into position his disarranged bones. Jack OLanterns
  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 Redfields. Believing it the right of youthful spirits to disport themselves on this unholy night, it had been Ninas 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 nights 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 transactionthe purchase of a newspaper, the exchange of a coin over a counter, Ninas smile and grave attentivenessbestowed 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 Ninas 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 Ninas 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. Youll have the car when you finish work this afternoon, called a voice from some dark region.


  Oh! Id hoped to drive to school. I suppose I was too optimistic again.


  Ill drive you down. Wont take five minutes.


  How kind of you. But youre 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.
  Ill be glad to drive you if you dont mind riding in the repair truck. My wifes got our car.


  The repair truck! cried Nina. Oh, Lester, Id 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. Whatll they say to
  you riding to school in a repair truck?


  The kidsll 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 childrens enjoyment. Six first-grade pupils, three in the second and one in the fourth grade chose repair trucks as the subject of the days 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 teachers rest-room was surrounded and the garages wire busy for a straight twenty
  minutes.


  Sorry, Nina, said Lester Ziff when finally she got him on the wire, Id have had your car but it so happens that the parts were wrong. That models pretty old,
  you know. I didnt figure out theyd changed the parts when I sent my order to the factory.


  Could you fix it up temporarily with other parts?


  Impossible. You see, theres a thread in the screw . . .


  Theres 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 dont 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 mans 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-Latours 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. Its 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 Neals in town. I think I know where you can find him. His car might not be parked there but itll be somewhere in the
  neighbourhood, and hell be with Gracie Malloy. You know Gracie, dont you? She was a McHenry but she married a man named Malloy after Bushie left town. But Bushied never let
  anything go and now . . .


  On the six oclock 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 Cravens 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 Ninas 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 Ninas 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.
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