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  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.
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  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
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  Chapter One


  PUSHING my way into the office, I stood just inside the door, my hat in my hand.


  There were six men ahead of me. The ad had said between the ages of twenty-five and thirty. If appearances were any indication, some of them were optimistic liars. For the most part, we were a
  seedy-looking outfit.


  A straw-haired secretary behind a typewriting desk banged away at a typewriter. She looked up at me. Her face was as cold as a clean bedsheet.


  What do you want? she asked.


  I want to see Mr. Cool.


  What about?


  I moved my head in a comprehensive gesture to include the half-dozen men who were looking up at me in casually hostile appraisal. Im answering the ad.


  I thought so. Sit down, she said.


  There seems, I observed, to be no chair available.


  There will be in a minute. You may stand and wait, or come back.


  Ill stand.


  She turned back to her typewriter. A buzzer sounded. She picked up a telephone, listened a moment, said, Very well, and looked expectantly at the door which said B. L. Cool,
  Private. The door opened. A man, who looked as though he was trying to get to the open air in a hurry, streaked through the office. The blonde said, You may go in, Mr.
  Smith.


  A young chap with stooped shoulders and slim waist got to his feet, jerked down his vest, adjusted his tie, pinned a smirk on his face, opened the door to the private office, and went in.


  The blonde said to me, Whats your name?


  Donald Lam.


  L-a-m-b? she asked.


  L-a-m, I said.


  She jotted it down, and then, with her eyes on me, started making shorthand notes under the name. I could see she was cataloguing my personal appearance.


  That all? I asked when shed covered me from head to foot with her eyes and finished making pothooks with her fingers.


  Yes. Sit down in that chair and wait.


  I sat and waited. Smith didnt last long. He was out in less than two minutes. The second man made the round trip so fast it looked as though hed come out on the bounce. The third
  man lasted ten minutes and came out looking dazed. The door of the outer office opened. Three more applicants came in. The blonde took their names, sized them up and made notes. After they were
  seated, she picked up the telephone and said laconically, Four more, listened for a moment, and hung up.


  When the next man came out, the blonde went in. She was in there about five minutes. When she came out, she gave me the nod. You may go in next, Mr. Lam, she said.


  The men who were ahead of me frowned at her and then at me. They didnt say anything.


  Apparently she didnt mind their frowns any more than I did.


  I opened the door, entered a huge room with several filing cabinets, two comfortable chairs, a table, and a big desk.


  I put on my best smile, said, Mr. Cool, I and then stopped, because the person seated behind the desk wasnt Mister.


  She was somewhere in the sixties, with gray hair, twinkling gray eyes, and a benign, grandmotherly expression on her face. She must have weighed over two hundred. She said, Sit down, Mr.
  Lamno, not in that chair. Come over here where I can look at you. There, thats better. Now, for Christs sake, dont lie to me.


  She swung around in her swivel chair and looked me over. I might have been her favorite grandson coming in for a cookie. Where do you live? she asked.


  I havent any permanent address, I said. Right at present Im in a rooming house on West Pico.


  Whats your training?


  Nothing, I told her, that does me any good. I had an education that was supposed to fit me for the appreciation of art, literature, and life. It didnt have anything
  to do with making money. I find I cant appreciate art, literature, or life without money.


  How old are you?


  Twenty-eight.


  Parents living?


  No.


  Youre not married?


  No.


  She said, Youre just a little shrimp. I dont spose you weigh over a hundred and twenty, do you?


  A hundred and twenty-seven.


  Can you fight?


  NoI do sometimes, but I get licked.


  This is a mans job.


  And Im a man, I retorted hotly.


  But youre too small. People would push you around.


  When I was in college, I said, some of the boys used to try it. They gave it up after a while. I dont like to be pushed around. There are lots of ways of fighting. I
  have my way, and Im good at it.


  Did you read the ad carefully?


  I think I did.


  Did you consider yourself qualified?


  I have no ties on earth, I said. I think Im fairly courageous. Im active, and, I hope, intelligent. If Im not, somebody wasted a lot of money giving me
  an education.


  Who?


  My father.


  When did he die?


  Two years ago.


  What have you been doing since then?


  Odd jobs.


  Her face didnt change expression. She smiled at me benignly and said, Youre a God-awful liar.


  I pushed back my chair.


  Being a woman, I said, you can call me that. Being a man, I dont have to take it.


  I started for the door.


  Wait a minute, she said. I think you stand a chance of getting the job.


  I dont want it.


  Dont be a sap. Turn around here and look at me. You were lying, werent you?


  What the hell! The job was gone anyway. I swung around and faced her. Yes, I said, I was. Its a habit I have. Oddly enough, however, I prefer to have my
  prevarications called to my attention in a more tactful manner.


  Ever been in jail?


  No.


  Come back here and sit down.


  Thats what pounding the pavement does for your morale. I went back and sat down. I had exactly ten cents in my pocket. I hadnt eaten since yesterday noon. The employment agencies
  either couldnt or wouldnt do a thing for me. Id finally resorted to answering the ads that looked just a little fishy on their face. Thats the last step.


  Now tell me the truth, she said.


  Im twenty-nine, I told her. My parents are dead. Ive had a college education. Im reasonably intelligent. Im willing to do almost anything. I need
  the money. If you give me the job, Ill try and be loyal.


  Is that all? she asked.


  Thats all.


  Whats your name?


  I smiled.


  Then I take it Lam isnt your real name?


  I said, Ive told you the truth. Now, I can keep on talking if you wantIm rather good at that.


  I fancy you are, she said. Now tell me, what did you really study in college?


  What difference does that make?


  I dont know, Im sure, she said. But it was the way you answered questions about your college education that made me realize you were lying. You never went to
  college, now, did you?


  Yes.


  You didnt graduate?


  Yes, I did.


  You werent expelled?


  No.


  She pursed her lips. Do you know anything about anatomy?


  No, not much.


  What did you study in college?


  Want me to improvise? I asked.


  No, she said. Not nowyes, I do, too. This job needs a liar. It also needs a convincing talker. I didnt like your first lie. It wasnt
  convincing.


  Im telling you the truth, now, I pointed out.


  Quit it, then. Lie to me for a while.


  What about?


  Anything, she said, only make it sound convincing. Build it up. Embroider it. What did you study in college?


  The love life of microbes, I said. So far scientists have only considered the propagation of microbes in terms of guinea pigs. No one has ever considered it from the
  standpoint of the microbe. Now, when I refer to the love life of a microbe, you are doubtless inclined to interpret it in terms of your own


  I havent any, she interrupted.


  outlook on life, I went on smoothly without paying any attention to her interruption. Now, given an even temperature, a reasonable amount of nourishing food, microbes
  become exceedingly ardent. In fact, the


  She held up her hand palm outward as though she were pushing the words back in my mouth. Thats enough of that God damn tripe, she said. Its glib but it
  isnt good lying because nobody cares. Tell me the truth. Do you know one single damn thing about microbes?


  No, I told her.


  Her eyes glittered. How did you stop them from pushing you around when you were in college?


  Id prefer not to go into thatif you want the truth.


  I want the truth, and I want the information.


  I used my head. I have been called mean, I said. Everyone has to protect himself in life. When hes weak somewhere, nature makes him strong elsewhere. I figure
  things out. I always have. If a man starts pushing me around, I find a way to make him stop, and before Im through hes sorry he ever started pushing. I dont mind hitting below
  the belt if I have to. I guess I even get a kick out of it. Thats because of the way Im made. A little runt is apt to be mean.


  Now if youre through amusing yourself at my expense, Ill be going. I hate being laughed at. Some day youll find its been rather expensive amusement. Ill
  work out a scheme and get even with you.


  She sighed, not the wheezy sigh of a fatigued fat woman, but a sigh that marked a load off her mind. She picked up the telephone on her desk, and said, Elsie, Donald Lam gets the job.
  Clear that riffraff out of the office. Put a sign on the door that the position has been filled. There have been enough bums in the office for one day.


  She slammed the receiver back on its hook, opened a drawer, took out some papers and started reading. After a few moments, I heard the scrape of chairs and muffled sounds from the outer office
  as the waiting applicants filed out.


  I sat still, speechless with surprise, waiting.


  Got any money? the woman asked abruptly.


  Yes, I said, and then added after a moment, some.


  How much?


  Enough to last me, I told her, for a while.


  She looked at me over the tops of her bifocal glasses, and said, Amateurish lying again. Its worse than the microbes. That shirts in bad shape. You can get one for
  eighty-five cents. Throw that necktie away. You can get a good one for twenty-five or thirty-five cents. Get your shoes shined. Get a haircut. I suppose your socks are full of holes. Are you
  hungry?


  Im all right, I said.


  For Gods sake, dont pull that line with me. My God, look at yourself in the mirror. Your complexion is like a fishs belly. Your cheeks are hollow, and there are dark
  spots under your eyes. Ill bet you havent eaten for a week. Go get yourself a good breakfast. Well figure twenty cents for that, and youve got to do something about a
  suit, but you cant do that today. Youre working for me now, and I dont want you to get the idea you can go shopping on my time. You can get a suit of clothes after five
  oclock tonight. Ill give you an advance on salary, and God help you if you double-cross me on it. Here, heres twenty dollars.


  I took the money.


  All right, she said, be back here by eleven. Get started.


  As I reached the door, she raised her voice. Now listen, Donald, dont you go blowing that money. Twenty-five cents is absolutely tops on breakfast.
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