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  crime writers.
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  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
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  Part One


  Chapter One


  KEN TRAVERS, Pittsvilles deputy sheriff, sat in his ageing Packard, chewing gum, his mind clouded with the frustrating
  prospects of his future.


  Tall, lean and dark, Travers had an aggressive jaw, grey intelligent eyes and a burning ambition to gain a position in life that would enable him to marry, raise children and have a decent home
  of his own.


  It was frustrating to know that this ambition could only be achieved when the present sheriff either retired or died. Sheriff Thomson, who Travers not only admired but liked, was nudging
  seventy-six. Travers felt the old man, no matter how smart he happened to be, no matter how good a sheriff he might be, should have retired long ago and allowed him (Travers) the chance to take
  over the well-paid job of sheriff of Pittsville. Holding that position and with that income, Travers could have married Iris Loring, a nineteen-year-old beauty he had been courting for the past
  year and with whom he was very much in love.


  Apart from these frustrating thoughts, Travers was also labouring under the grievance of having to spend his Saturday afternoon guarding the Pittsville bank when he should have been spending the
  time with Iris: a date he had arranged and had had to cancel when the news came to the sheriffs office that Joe Lamb, the manager of the bank, had had a stroke.


  Sheriff Thomson, who planned to spray his rose trees, had handed the job of guarding the bank to his deputy.


  Sorry, son, he said with his genial grin, but Ive important things to attend to. You watch the bank. You never know. Someone might get ideas and theres Miss
  Craig waiting for the fellow from head office to take charge. I know Iris and you have a date, but this is an emergency. Youll have plenty of time to meet each other at other week-ends, so go to
  it.


  Travers had been sitting in the car since half past ten a.m. The time was now three forty-five and all hopes of seeing Iris had now vanished. As he shifted irritably in the car seat, he spotted
  a dusty Mercury with San Francisco number plates pass him and then slow down as it passed the bank. It drove on to the municipal parking lot. He watched a tall, heavily-built man get out of the car
  and come walking back towards the bank.


  Travers studied the man, his eyes alert. Obviously an athlete, Travers told himself. He had an easy, long stride, his shoulders were broad and he had that springy step that could cover miles
  without fatigue. Travers had no time to form a further judgment for the man had started up the path that led to the bank doors. Travers got out of his car and moved forward.


  Hey! he called, his voice pitched so it would carry. Just a minute!


  The big man turned and looked around, pausing. Travers joined him in five long strides.


  The banks closed, he said and flipped back his lapel to show his badge. You want something?


  Now he was close to this man, he was aware of piercing blue eyes, a lipless mouth, a square brutal jaw, but all this suddenly dissolved into charm when the man smiled: it was a wide, friendly
  smile that softened the brutal lines and made Travers suddenly wonder why he had disliked this man at first sight.


  Im Dave Calvin, the man said. Im the new manager of the bank.


  Travers returned the smile.


  Deputy Sheriff Travers, he said. Will you identify yourself, please?


  Calvin took out his bank pass and offered it.


  Will this do? I see you people take good care of the bank when you have to.


  Travers studied the pass, then returned it.


  The sheriff didnt think Miss Craig should be left alone, he said, so I got stuck with the job. Now youve arrived, I guess Ill clear off.


  The piercing blue eyes ran over him. The wide, friendly smile was very evident.


  Hows Mr. Lamb?


  Travers shrugged his shoulders.


  Hes pretty bad. The doctor says its touch and go. Well know by tomorrow if hes going to get over it or not.


  Calvin made sympathetic noises.


  Id better meet Miss Craig. Shell be glad to get home.


  She sure will, Travers said. He walked up the path with Calvin. This has given her a shock. She found him on the floor in his office.


  As the two men reached the bank entrance, the door opened and a girl stood in the doorway. Calvin took her in with one quick, searching glance. She was about twenty-five or -six, above medium
  height, and frail looking. The rimless spectacles she wore gave her a spinsterish look. Although she was plain looking, her complexion was good. Her mouse-coloured hair was neat.


  This is Mr. Calvin, Travers said. I thought Id stick around until he arrived.


  The girl was looking at Calvin: a painful flush rising to her face. Calvin smiled at her. His wide, friendly confident smile coupled with his staring blue eyes generally made an impact on women.
  It seemed to be having a devastating impact on Alice Craig.


  Im sorry to have kept you waiting, Miss Craig, Calvin said, aware of the impression he was making on the girl, but it was short notice and I had quite a way to
  come.


  Oh . . . thats all right, she stammered. I  I didnt expect . . . wont you come in?


  Travers said, Well, I guess Ill get along. Glad to have met you, Mr. Calvin. Anything I can do, just ask. Im over the way at the sheriffs office.


  Calvin shook hands with him, then followed the girl into the bank. Travers walked back to his car.


  Calvin shut the door of the bank and looked around. It was very small. There was the usual grill-protected counter. Behind this was a glassed-in office. There was a door near him and another
  door facing him behind the counter. There was a wooden seat for waiting customers and a table on which stood magazines and a vase of flowers.


  Alice Craig watched him. He could see she was making futile efforts to control the deep flush that still stained her face.


  Im sorry about Mr. Lamb, Calvin said. It must have been a shock for you. Im sure you want to get home. Suppose you give me the keys and then get off? Theres
  nothing we can do now until Monday.


  She looked startled.


  You dont want to check?


  Not right now, Calvin said, smiling. Ill do all that on Monday. He moved past her, not looking at her because her embarrassment began to irritate him. He
  opened the door leading into the managers office. It was a nice room with a carpet, an armchair, a handsome-looking desk and a high-backed desk-chair. He went around behind the desk and sat
  down. Alice came to the door and stood looking helplessly at him.


  Come in and sit down, he said, waving to the armchair. A cigarette?


  No, thank you. I  I dont smoke. She came in reluctantly and perched herself on the arm of the chair, looking down at her slim, well-shaped hands.


  What a type! Calvin thought. She has as much personality as a potato and shes as sexless as a nun.


  Well, now, he said, keeping his voice mild and friendly. How about the keys?


  Theyre in the top drawer on the left, she said, still not looking at him.


  He opened the drawer and took out a set of keys. They were all neatly labelled.


  What keys do you hold? he asked.


  I  I have a key to the front entrance as you have and I have a key to the vault. There are two locks on the vault. You have one key and I have the other.


  He smiled at her.


  So I cant rob the vault without your permission and you cant without mine. Is that it?


  She gave a nervous little smile, but he could see the joke as such wasnt appreciated.


  There was a pause, then he asked, Can you give me Mr. Lambs address?


  The Bungalow, Connaught Avenue. Its the fourth turning on the right down the main street.


  Thanks. He made a note of the address on the scratch pad on the desk. How about accommodation in this town? Whats the hotel like?


  She hesitated, then she said, Its very bad. The best and the most comfortable place is where Im staying. Mrs. Lorings rooming-house. The food is very good and it
  isnt expensive.


  Calvin realized he had made a mistake by asking her such a question. He had no wish to live where she did, but now, it was impossible for him to turn down her suggestion.


  Sounds fine. Well, okay, let me have the address.


  Its on Macklin Drive. The end house. Its about a mile and a half off the Downside highway.


  Ill find it. He put the keys in his pocket and stood up. I guess Ill call on Mrs. Lamb now, then Ill come on to Macklin Drive. He looked
  curiously at her. How come you dont live with your parents?


  He saw her flinch.


  I havent any, she said. They died in a road accident five years ago.


  Thats too bad. Calvin cursed himself. He seemed to be asking all the wrong questions. He moved to the door. You lock up. Well talk business on Monday.
  Im sure we are going to get along fine together.


  It amused him to bring the painful flush to her face. He watched it for a brief moment before walking quickly down the path and along the sidewalk to the car park.


  He drove to Connaught Avenue and pulled up outside Joe Lambs bungalow. It was made of brick and timber, showing signs of wear.


  Calvin sat in the car for several minutes, looking at the bungalow. This was bank property and his possible inheritance. If Lamb died, he would have to move into this depressing box of a
  place.


  He got out of the car, opened the wooden gate and walked up the path. An elderly woman opened the door. She was bemused and tearful. She stared stupidly at him as he introduced himself.


  He spent half an hour with her in a gloomy, cramped sitting-room full of heavy depressing furniture. When he finally left, he knew she thought he was wonderful and because this opinion flattered
  his odd ego, he didnt begrudge the time spent with her. He had learned that Lamb was desperately ill. There was no possibility of him returning to work for some months.


  Back in the car again, Calvin drove slowly to the highway. He stopped just outside the town at a bar and asked for a double Scotch. It was not yet six oclock and at this time the bar was
  empty. He sat on a stool up at the bar and rested his fleshy face between his hands, staring down at the tiny bubbles in his glass.


  Months! he thought. He could be stuck in this dreary hole for months and if Lamb died, he could be permanently stuck here. He and Alice Craig would grow grey together. Even when she was fifty,
  she would still blush when a man looked at her. A fifteen-year jail sentence might be easier to bear. He drank the whisky, nodded to the barman and went out into the gathering darkness.


  Macklin Drive was a mile further on at the cross roads. When he finally reached the rooming-house he was pleasantly surprised. This was a compact, three-storey house set in a well-kept garden
  with a view of the distant hills. Lights showed at the windows. The house looked solid and cheerful and completely unlike the other cheap little houses and bungalows he had seen in the town.


  He left his car in the drive and walked up the four steps to the front door. He rang the bell and waited.


  There was a pause, then the door swung open and a woman, her back to the light, stood looking at him.


  Im Dave Calvin, Calvin said. Did Miss Craig . . .?


  Oh, yes. Come in, Mr. Calvin. Alice said you were coming.


  He entered a large hall with a table set in the middle of a fawn-coloured carpet. The lighting was pleasantly subdued. From a room at the end of the passage he could hear music from a television
  set.


  He looked curiously at the woman who had closed the door and he felt a quickening of interest.


  She was wearing a dress that had a crimson top and a black skirt. The dress looked home-made and not very well made at that. Her long legs were bare and she was wearing shabby red slippers. Her
  hair was anyhow and fell to her shoulders: it was brown and might have looked attractive if it had been cared for. She had rather fine features with a longish nose, a large mouth and clear
  glittering eyes. Her appearance meant little to Calvin, but he was immediately aware of a vital sensual quality in her that sparked off his own sensual quality.


  Im Kit Loring, she said and smiled. She had good teeth, white and even. I run this place. If you would like to stay here, I would be very happy.


  Calvin switched on his charm.


  I would be too, he said. I have no idea how long Ill be here. Im taking over until Mr. Lamb gets better. Hes pretty bad from what Im
  told.


  Yes. She lifted her hair off her shoulders with a quick, two-handed movement. Her breasts lifted as she raised her arms. Im so sorry for Mrs. Lamb.


  Ive just come from seeing her . . . its tough.


  You must be tired. Come upstairs and Ill show you the rooms. I have two vacant rooms. You can choose which one you like best.


  He followed her up the stairs. She held herself well and she moved gracefully. He watched the movement of her hips under the creased material of her skirt. He wondered how old she was . . .
  thirty-five or -six, perhaps even more: an age he appreciated. He saw the wedding ring. So she was married.


  They reached the head of the stairs, and she led him down a passage with doors either side. She paused outside a door at the end of the passage, opened it and flicked on the light.


  Pretty nice, he said, but whats it going to cost? Bank managers have to struggle these days to live.


  This is forty a week including breakfast and dinner, she told him. The room upstairs is smaller but, of course, it is cheaper.


  May I see it? he asked and smiled at her. How much cheaper?


  She looked steadily at him for a brief moment. He felt a strange creepy sensation crawl up his spine. It was something he couldnt explain to himself.


  Thirty, she said. If you are going to stay some time, I could make a slight reduction.


  May I see it?


  The room was smaller, but as comfortably furnished as the room he had already seen. There was a double bed instead of a single one and to its right was a door. Facing the bed was a wide,
  curtained window.


  He pointed a thick finger at the door by the bed.


  Does that lead to the bathroom?


  The bathroom is the second door down the passage. This door isnt used. He was aware she was now looking intently at him. It communicates with my room. This is really
  my floor, but sometimes I dont mind someone being up here.


  He was suddenly aware that his heart was beating slightly faster than normal.


  I prefer this room if its all right with you, he said.


  She smiled: the amused expression in her eyes wasnt lost on him.


  Have it by all means, she said, and then she looked at her wrist watch. I must start dinner. Ill tell Flo to bring up your bags.


  Thats okay, Calvin said. I have only one and Ill bring it up myself. Can I leave my car in the drive?


  Theres a garage around the back. Dinner is at eight. If there is anything you want, please ask. She smiled at him, then moving to the door, she was gone.


  Calvin remained motionless for some seconds, then he walked deliberately to the communicating door and turned the handle. The door was locked.


  He rubbed the side of his jaw with a thick finger as he stared at the door, then he went out of the room, humming tunelessly under his breath, and descended the stairs to collect his bag.
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