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  Part One




  Chapter One




  KEN TRAVERS, Pittsville’s 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 sheriff’s 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 I’ve important things to attend to. You watch the bank. You never know. Someone might get ideas and there’s 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. You’ll 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 bank’s 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.




  ‘I’m Dave Calvin,’ the man said. ‘I’m 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 didn’t think Miss Craig should be left alone,’ he said, ‘so I got stuck with the job. Now you’ve arrived, I guess I’ll clear off.’




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




  ‘How’s Mr. Lamb?’




  Travers shrugged his shoulders.




  ‘He’s pretty bad. The doctor says it’s touch and go. We’ll know by tomorrow if he’s going to get over it or not.’




  Calvin made sympathetic noises.




  ‘I’d better meet Miss Craig. She’ll 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 I’d 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.




  ‘I’m 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 . . . that’s all right,’ she stammered. ‘I – I didn’t expect . . . won’t you come in?’




  Travers said, ‘Well, I guess I’ll get along. Glad to have met you, Mr. Calvin. Anything I can do, just ask. I’m over the way at the sheriff’s 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.




  ‘I’m sorry about Mr. Lamb,’ Calvin said. It must have been a shock for you. I’m sure you want to get home. Suppose you give me the keys and then get off? There’s

  nothing we can do now until Monday.’




  She looked startled.




  ‘You don’t want to check?’




  ‘Not right now,’ Calvin said, smiling. ‘I’ll 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 manager’s 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 don’t 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 she’s as sexless as a nun.




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




  ‘They’re 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 can’t rob the vault without your permission and you can’t without mine. Is that it?’




  She gave a nervous little smile, but he could see the joke as such wasn’t appreciated.




  There was a pause, then he asked, ‘Can you give me Mr. Lamb’s address?’




  ‘The Bungalow, Connaught Avenue. It’s 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? What’s the hotel like?’




  She hesitated, then she said, ‘It’s very bad. The best and the most comfortable place is where I’m staying. Mrs. Loring’s rooming-house. The food is very good and it

  isn’t 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.’




  ‘It’s on Macklin Drive. The end house. It’s about a mile and a half off the Downside highway.’




  ‘I’ll find it.’ He put the keys in his pocket and stood up. ‘I guess I’ll call on Mrs. Lamb now, then I’ll come on to Macklin Drive.’ He looked

  curiously at her. ‘How come you don’t live with your parents?’




  He saw her flinch.




  ‘I haven’t any,’ she said. ‘They died in a road accident five years ago.’




  ‘That’s too bad.’ Calvin cursed himself. He seemed to be asking all the wrong questions. He moved to the door. ‘You lock up. We’ll talk business on Monday.

  I’m 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 Lamb’s 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 didn’t 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 o’clock 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.




  ‘I’m 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.




  ‘I’m 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 I’ll be here. I’m taking over until Mr. Lamb gets better. He’s pretty bad from what I’m

  told.’




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




  ‘I’ve just come from seeing her . . . it’s tough.’




  ‘You must be tired. Come upstairs and I’ll 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 what’s 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 couldn’t 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 isn’t used.’ He was aware she was now looking intently at him. ‘It communicates with my room. This is really

  my floor, but sometimes I don’t mind someone being up here.’




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




  ‘I prefer this room if it’s all right with you,’ he said.




  She smiled: the amused expression in her eyes wasn’t lost on him.




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




  ‘That’s okay,’ Calvin said. ‘I have only one and I’ll bring it up myself. Can I leave my car in the drive?’




  ‘There’s 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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  THERE were only two other guests besides Alice Craig staying at the rooming-house: a Miss Pearson and a Major Hardy. Miss Pearson, a bright, bird-like

  little woman in her late sixties was in charge of the local Welfare Clinic. Major Hardy, in his early seventies, was the secretary of the Downside Golf Club.




  Calvin met them when he went downstairs for dinner.




  The talk centred around Joe Lamb and his stroke. Calvin listened while Alice described how she had found the old man on the floor of his office. From time to time, Calvin said the right thing at

  the right moment, and wondered irritably when they were going to eat.




  When the topic of Mr. Lamb was finally exhausted, they sat down to an excellent dinner, served by Flo, a large, cheerful coloured woman. Calvin was vaguely disappointed that Kit Loring

  didn’t eat with them. With his ready charm and his confident manner, he easily won over the two old people who hung on his every word. Even Alice Craig seemed more relaxed as he chatted. He

  was careful not to embarrass her by addressing his remarks directly to her, but making sure she wasn’t left out of the conversation.




  After the meal, Alice went upstairs to write letters and Miss Pearson went to listen to a quiz programme on television. Calvin and Major Hardy wandered into the lounge and sat down.




  Calvin allowed the Major to question him about his war record, his golf, his career as a banker until the old man had satisfied his curiosity. Then Calvin felt it was his turn to satisfy his own

  curiosity.




  ‘I’ve only just arrived here,’ he said, stretching out his long, powerful legs. ‘Miss Craig was good enough to recommend this place.’ He smiled his charming smile.

  ‘Who is Mrs. Loring? What’s happened to her husband?’




  By now the Major, a lean, burnt-up old man, was ready to gossip.




  ‘Mrs. Loring is a remarkable woman,’ he said. ‘There isn’t a better cook in the district. I’ve known her off and on for ten years. Her husband was Jack Loring, a

  successful insurance agent who worked this district. In some ways, it was a pity they married. They didn’t hit it off. Loring was always after the women.’ The Major shook his head and

  paused to polish his beaky nose with a silk handkerchief. ‘But that’s neither here nor there. There was a child: a girl, Loring was killed in a car crash. Mrs. Loring was left a little

  money. She bought this house and set it up as a rooming-house and educated her daughter. She has had a very hard struggle and she’s still having a struggle.’




  ‘Does her daughter live with her?’ Calvin asked.




  ‘Certainly. She’s a nice girl and she works hard too. She’s in the box office of the movie house at Downside. She works the late shift.’ The Major smiled shyly.

  ‘She and young Travers, the deputy sheriff, are courting. He does the night shift at the sheriff’s office more often than not so Iris prefers to have her days free. You probably

  won’t see much of her. She doesn’t get to bed before two o’clock and is seldom up before ten.’




  They continued to chat until half past ten, then Calvin said he was ready for bed. He went up to his room and lay in bed, smoking and staring up at the ceiling. He never read books. Occasionally,

  he would flick through a magazine, but reading didn’t interest him.




  He had a habit of talking to himself, and he began a silent monologue as he lay in the double bed, a cigarette burning between his thick fingers.




  ‘This looks as if it is going to be yet another wasted year,’ he said to himself. ‘I’m thirty-eight. I have less than five hundred dollars saved. I owe money. If I

  don’t do something pretty soon, I’ll never do anything. I’ll never be any good as a banker, but that doesn’t mean I couldn’t be good at something else . . . but what?

  If only I could lay my hands on a big sum of money! Without capital, I can’t hope to get anywhere. For seventeen years now I have been waiting for the right opportunity. Now, I’ve just

  got to do something. I can’t go on hesitating. Is there something I can do here in this one-eyed hole? I don’t think there can be. If I’m going to take a risk, it’s got to

  be for something worthwhile. It’s got to be for big money, and I can’t believe there is big money in Pittsville.’




  A sound coming through the wall from the next room jerked him out of this silent monologue. He lifted his head from the pillow to listen.




  He could hear Kit Loring moving around in the other room. He heard the closet door being opened and he imagined her getting ready for bed. A few minutes later, he heard the bath water

  running.




  He reached for another cigarette. As he lit it, he heard her walk from her room with a slip-slap sound of slippers into the bathroom. He slid out of bed and silently opened his door and peered

  into the passage. He was in time to see the bathroom door close. Moving silently, he walked down the passage and looked into the next room.




  It was a pleasant room. There was a double bed: on it lay her dress, a pair of flesh-coloured panties, stockings and a girdle. There were two comfortable armchairs, a writing-desk, a television

  set and a range of closets. On the wall was a good reproduction of an early Picasso.




  He returned to his room and closed the door. For some moments he remained motionless, his blue eyes fixed in a blank stare at the opposite wall. Then he sat on the bed and waited.




  After twenty minutes or so, he heard Kit Loring come from the bathroom, enter her room and close the door. He imagined her getting into bed. The click of the light switch told him she had turned

  out the light.




  She was interesting, he thought. She had that something that could compensate him for the dreariness of this job and the town. He had an idea she might be easy, but he wasn’t entirely

  sure. That amused expression he had seen in her eyes warned him it would be unwise to rush anything.




  He stubbed out his cigarette, then settled himself once again in bed. He turned off the light.




  It was when he was enclosed by darkness that his stifling fear of failure, his pressing need for money, his realization that unless he broke out of this rut, he would never get anywhere, crowded

  in on him as it did every night when he turned off the light.




  He lay still, struggling to throw off this depression, saying to himself, ‘You’re no good. You never will be any good. You might be able to kid yourself sometimes, but you’re

  still no good.’




  It was only when he turned on the bedside light that he finally fell into a restless, uneasy sleep.




  2




  The next four days followed a pattern that Calvin forced himself to endure: a pattern of boredom and meaningless routine. Each morning he had breakfast with Alice, Miss Pearson

  and Major Hardy. At nine o’clock, he drove with Alice to the bank. The girl seemed embarrassed to be with him in the car, but there was no alternative. He lived where she did: it would be

  impossible for him to go to the bank by car and leave her to get to the bank by bus.




  The business at the bank was dull and of no interest to him. All the time he was in the bank dealing with this financial problem and that financial problem, he was constantly aware of his need

  for money and the need to get away from this routine job.




  At four o’clock, the bank closed. Then he and Alice completed the bank business behind locked doors. At five-thirty they left the bank and drove back to the rooming-house. Calvin would

  remain in his room, smoking and staring blankly at the ceiling until dinner time, then he would go down to the dining-room, eat with the other three, making polite conversation, and then pass an

  hour watching television before retiring to his room again.




  During these four days, he got to know something about Alice Craig. She was a good worker, and once she got used to him, an easy companion. He found he could leave most of the routine work to

  her and he was happy to do so. He was thankful she was so completely sexless and negative. To share such long hours with her if she had been otherwise would have been dangerous. Calvin had always

  made a point never to have an association with any girl employed by the bank.




  During these four days he had seen little of Kit Loring. He had listened to her going to bed each night, and he had got into the habit of lying in his bed, staring fixedly at the communicating

  door as if he were willing it to open. Each time he met her to speak to, he found her more attractive, but he made no serious attempt to get to know her better.




  On the Wednesday evening while he was completing the work of the day, his desk-lamp alight, papers spread out on his desk, Alice tapped on the door and came in. He looked up, switching on his

  charm.




  ‘It’s about tomorrow, Mr. Calvin.’ Alice said, hesitating at the door.




  ‘Something special? Come in and sit down.’




  She perched herself on the arm of the armchair.




  ‘The money for the wage pay-out will be coming.’




  ‘What wage pay-out?’




  ‘It’s for the four local factories. The money arrives in an armoured truck at six,’ Alice explained. ‘Sheriff Thomson and Mr. Travers are here to see it into the vault.

  Then the following day the accountants from the four factories come at nine and collect the money.’




  Calvin rubbed the side of his jaw while he looked at her.




  ‘Seems an odd way to do it. What amount is involved?’




  ‘Three hundred thousand dollars, Alice said quietly.




  Calvin felt a sudden rush of cold blood up his spine. He leaned forward, staring at the girl, his blue eyes alive.




  ‘How much?’




  She looked startled at his reaction.




  ‘Three hundred thousand dollars,’ she repeated.




  Calvin forced himself to relax. He leaned back in his chair.




  ‘That’s quite a sum,’ he said. ‘What’s the idea – leaving it here over night?’




  ‘It comes from Brackley. It wouldn’t arrive in time if they delivered it on Friday. The pay-outs always starts soon after nine. We don’t really have anything to do with it. We

  just house the money for the night. The factory accountants handle it.’




  Calvin stared at the glowing end of his cigarette, his mind busy. Three hundred thousand dollars! You could take quite a few risks to get your hands on that kind of money!




  ‘Has this arrangement been going on for long?’




  ‘Oh, yes, for the past five years.’




  ‘Well,’ so what do we have to do about it? Are we responsible for the money until it leaves here? It doesn’t seem to be a hundred per cent safe bet. Any determined robber could

  get hold of it. Our security isn’t all that brilliant, is it?’




  ‘It’s quite safe,’ Alice said seriously. ‘You have the key to one of the locks of the vault and I have the other. There is also a device that protects the vault. No one

  could rob the vault without being detected.’




  Calvin ran his fingers through his sand-coloured hair.




  ‘That sounds like famous last words to me. Just what is this wonderful device?’




  ‘It is an electronic eye one of the factories installed,’ Alice told him. ‘Once it is switched on you can’t go near the door of the vault without setting off alarms at

  the sheriff’s office and the Federal Bureau’s office at Downside . . .’




  ‘Sounds fine: so we just don’t have to bother our heads? It’s not our responsibility?’




  ‘No. We lend the vault, but we’re not responsible.’




  ‘But we do have to remain here late every Friday?’




  ‘Yes, we do have to do that.’




  ‘And it looks as if I’m going to be a little late tonight. I have another half-hour’s work to do. Have you finished?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Well, okay, you get off. I’ll lock up.’




  ‘Can’t I help you?’




  He gave her his charming smile.




  ‘Thanks, no. I have to write this report about Mr. Lamb. I’ll be back in time for dinner.’




  She smiled nervously at him and went out of the office. After a few minutes, she came back wearing her hat and coat.




  ‘I’ll lock myself out,’ she said.




  What an awful taste in clothes this girl has, Calvin thought as he got to his feet. She was wearing a mustard-coloured coat with a green collar that made her complexion seem muddy. Her big dowdy

  hat half hid her face.




  ‘I’ll let you out,’ he said and walked with her to the door. ‘Tell Mrs. Loring I won’t be late for dinner.’




  He watched her walk towards the bus stop, then as he was closing the door, he suddenly realized that across the street was the sheriff’s office. He could see the sheriff’s ten-gallon

  hat hanging on a peg through the big, lighted window that was half screened to hide the actual office. As a symbol of authority, the hat made Calvin stiffen and stare. He stood for a long moment

  staring at the hat, then he closed the door and locked it.




  He remained, his hand on the door handle, thinking, then he went behind the counter, opened the door leading to the vault and descended the ten steps into the cold, steel-lined room. Facing him

  was the door of the vault with its two elaborate locks. He could see no sign of an electronic eye. He stared at the door for some minutes, then humming tunelessly, he left the vault, closed and

  locked the door and returned to his office.




  He sat at his desk and stared sightlessly at his half-written report.




  Three hundred thousand dollars! Was this the chance he had been waiting for for seventeen long, dreary years? The sum was certainly worth great risks, but just what were the risks?




  ‘I’m here for at least six months,’ he said to himself. ‘I musn’t rush this thing. I have plenty of time. I must see how the money is delivered, how this electronic

  gadget works. I must find out if there is any weakness in the security measures these people have taken to protect their money. If I am going to take this money, I must be absolutely certain no one

  will know I have taken it. That’s how every bank robbery fails. Once the Federal agents know who has taken the money, you’re as good as cooked. The trick in this set-up is not to let

  them have a clue that you have taken it. If you can do that, if you are patient enough not to spend a cent of the money until the heat is off, you stand a ninety-nine per cent chance of getting

  away with it. These odds are worth the risk when three hundred thousand dollars are for the having.’




  With an effort he shelved these thoughts and finished his report about Joe Lamb. Then he turned off the lights and left the bank.




  As he edged his car into the big garage at the back of the rooming-house, he saw Kit getting out of her car.




  ‘Hello,’ he said. ‘Have you just got in?’




  She was wearing a short leather coat and black slacks. She rested her hips against the fender of the car and surveyed him coolly.




  ‘I’ve been to the movies. Now I must rush. It’s Flo’s night off.’




  He came closer to her. He took out his pack of cigarettes and offered it. They both lit up.




  ‘I’m a handy man,’ he said, switching on his charm. ‘Can’t I help? I’d like to. I get bored sitting up in my room waiting to eat.’




  Her brown eyes studied him with that odd, amused expression that slightly irritated him. It was as if she were telling him she knew his charm wasn’t to be trusted.




  ‘I never refuse help. Come on then: help me get the dinner.’




  He followed her from the garage, around the back of the house and into the well-equipped kitchen.




  ‘The menu is soup, grilled kidneys and apple pie,’ she told him. ‘Can you peel a potato?’




  ‘I can make soup. Want me to prove it? What have you got?’




  She opened the refrigerator.




  ‘Beef bones, vegetables, cream and flour. Anything else you need?’




  ‘Do fine.’




  ‘Well, all right, then you make the soup. I’ll run up and change. I won’t be a minute.’




  She tossed him an apron and then went out of the kitchen. He watched her go: his blue eyes taking in the shape of her body. When she had gone, he stood for a moment, his smile fixed, then he

  turned his attention to making the soup.




  When she returned, wearing her black and scarlet dress, he was already well advanced with the soup. She collected the table-ware and went into the dining-room to set the table. By the time she

  had returned, he had prepared the vegetables and had set the pressure cooker on the stove. He took the kidneys from the refrigerator and was skinning them expertly.




  ‘Where did you learn to cook?’ she asked, moving to his side.




  ‘It sounds corny,’ he said, intent on what he was doing and not looking up, ‘but my mother taught me. She said if ever I fell in love with a girl who couldn’t cook, it

  would be a good idea for me to know how. It so happened I did just that thing. She couldn’t cook, so I did.’ He looked up suddenly, his blue eyes staring at her. ‘It didn’t

  save the marriage. I guess my mother was just kidding herself the way most mothers do.’




  Kit lifted her hair off her shoulders with an unconscious, graceful movement.




  ‘So what happened?’




  ‘Oh, the usual thing: we begged to differ and we got a divorce.’




  ‘I suppose I was luckier. I didn’t have to get a divorce. My husband died. It’s a mess, isn’t it, when people marry and then stop loving each other?’




  ‘Yes . . . it’s a mess.’ Calvin scooped up the chopped kidneys and put them in a saucepan. ‘Have you any brandy?’




  ‘Yes . . . it isn’t much good.’




  ‘It doesn’t matter. Let me have it. I’ll cook these in a brandy sauce. They’ll make the Major’s single hair curl.’




  She went to the store cupboard and took out a half-filled bottle of brandy.




  He moved to the table towards the brandy and that brought him close to her. She didn’t move out of his way and it seemed to him the most natural thing in the world to reach for her. His

  thick fingers dug into the flesh of her back as he pulled her to him. She didn’t resist. His mouth came down on hers. They stood for a long moment, straining against each other, then she

  jerked away. They stood looking at each other: her eyes were dark with desire. As he reached for her again, she moved away, holding up her hand.




  ‘This isn’t exactly the way to get dinner, is it?’ she said unsteadily. ‘Are you doing the kidneys or am I?’




  He drew in a long, deep breath, then he managed a crooked smile.




  ‘I’ll do them,’ he said and picked up the bottle of brandy. ‘You’re damned attractive, but you would know that for sure.’ He put a knob of butter in the

  saucepan and set the saucepan on the stove. ‘I’m surprised you’ve buried yourself in this dead hole. Just why did you do it?’




  She rested her hips against the kitchen table and folded her arms across her breasts.




  ‘I made a mistake. The house was very cheap. I didn’t have much money . . .’ She shrugged her shoulders. ‘Money! Ever since I was a kid I’ve wanted money.

  I’ve been waiting and waiting for money now for over twenty years.’




  He moved the kidneys around in the saucepan with a wooden spoon.




  ‘Yeah . . . that makes two of us. I want money, too,’ he said. ‘There are people who inherit money and then don’t know how to use it. There are people who even make money

  but still don’t know how to use it, but there are also people like you and me who don’t have it but would know how to use it. Tough, isn’t it?’
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