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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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  Foreword




  MY FRIEND, Tom Sidlo, is in his quiet way doing a job of great importance to the country generally and to you readers of mystery stories who are

  interested in justice.




  I want to tell you a little about that job in this short foreword.




  Today there are dangerous forces at work undermining our whole concept of justice. Some of these forces have a tendency to lessen respect for the organized bar of this country.




  Too few of us realize what the organized bar really is, or appreciate the work it is doing.




  Individual lawyers are, of course, retained to represent individual clients. Whenever one side wins a lawsuit it follows that the other side loses. It is only natural for the loser to cuss the

  lawyer on the other side (sometimes the lawyers on both sides).




  But lawyers as a group are constantly fighting for you, to protect your legal rights, to safeguard your constitutional liberties.




  The organized bar accepts that as an obligation of the profession. The organized bar asks for nothing in return. It is constantly trying to secure better justice.




  People generally know far too little about this work of the organized bar. They know far too little about the activity of the “office lawyer” whose function it is not to win lawsuits

  after a brilliant trial, but to handle affairs so as to avoid lawsuits in the first place.




  These men are entitled to the one thing that you and I can give them—a measure of increased respect.




  Two classes of people have poor public relations—mothers-in-law and attorneys at law.




  The mother-in-law soon becomes “grandmawd” and grandmothers have excellent public relations.




  Too frequently the lawyer remains behind the eight ball.




  This is a bad thing for your freedom and for mine. It is time some of us called attention to the work being done by the organized bar and by those lawyers who specialize in what is known as

  “Preventive Law.” (See A Manual of Preventive Law, by Louis M. Brown—Prentice Hall, 1950.)




  Tom Sidlo is Chairman of the Public Relations Committee of the American Bar Association. For years he has devoted the biggest part of his time and energy toward helping the general public learn

  about the organized bar and what it means to all of us.




  He’s entitled to the thanks of the public and to some expression of appreciation for the work he is doing.




  So I dedicate this book to my friend,




   




  THOMAS L. SIDLO




   




  Chairman of the Committee on Public Relations of the American Bar Association.




   




   

  

  

  A. A. Fair








  Erle Stanley Gardner




   










  Chapter One




  I WAS HALF AN HOUR LATE getting to the office. Anyone would have thought I’d embezzled a hundred thousand dollars.




  The elevator man said, “Bertha Cool was looking for you, Mr. Lam.”




  “Thanks,” I told him.




  “I think it’s important.”




  “Thanks.”




  We rode up the rest of the way in silence. He opened the door, and I walked down the corridor to the door that bore the legend on the frosted glass: Cool & Lam, Investigators.




  I opened the door, and the receptionist, who was frantically plugging in telephone lines, said, “Oh, there you are! Bertha Cool wants you at once.”




  “She alone?” I asked.




  “No. Mr. Bicknell is with her.”




  “Who’s Bicknell?”




  “Someone new.”




  I said, “Give Bertha a ring. Tell her I’m here and that I’ll be in in a minute.”




  I walked into my own office, and Elsie Brand, my secretary, said, “Gosh, Donald. Bertha’s having kittens all over the place. Have you seen her?”




  “Not yet.”




  Elsie was quivering with excitement. “Donald, do you know what?”




  “What?”




  “You’re going to Honolulu.”




  “That’s nice.”




  “Aren’t you excited?”




  “I’ll wait for confirmation,” I told her.




  “No, you’re going tomorrow. On the Lurline.”




  “You don’t just sail on the Lurline on twenty-four hours’ notice,” I said.




  She looked at her watch. “You’ll have a little more than twenty-four hours.”




  “What’s it all about?”




  “I don’t know,” she said. “I’m giving you scuttlebutt. Bertha has been wringing her hands trying to find you. She put through a call to the Matson Navigation

  Company. She had the file clerk running in with some papers on an old case, and this man Bicknell was begging her to go to Honolulu. She said nothing doing, that you were going

  and—”




  The knob on the door of my private office twisted as though someone were trying to wrench the brass apart. The door burst open. Bertha Cool stood on the threshold, a hundred and sixty-five

  pounds of greedy-eyed, money-hungry anger.




  “Where the hell have you been?”




  “Out,” I said.




  “Well, I’d certainly say so! I’ve been raising the roof trying to get you for half an hour. Here we have a client who’s a gold mine and we can’t locate you. This

  man wants what he wants when he wants it, and he wants it now.”




  “What does he want?”




  “He wants you to go to Honolulu.”




  “Let him tell me so, then.”




  “He’s talking to me.”




  I said, “Then it’s you he wants to go to Honolulu.”




  “What he wants and what he gets are two different things.”




  I said, “All right, let’s go talk with him.”




  “Now wait a minute,” Bertha said, closing the door and glaring at Elsie Brand as though resenting her presence. “Let me tell you something about this fellow.”




  “Go ahead.”




  “He’s a fragile little pipsqueak,” Bertha said, “and when you shake hands with him just give him a token shake. If you squeeze the least bit you’ll hurt his

  arthritis, but don’t let him know you look on him as anything other than a big he-man.”




  “What’s the case?” I asked.




  “Time for that after you get in there,” she said. “I’m only wising you up now. I don’t like to leave a prospect alone. A client is a funny fish. You have to

  dominate the situation. Leave him alone too long and he gets ideas. I just wanted you to know how to make the initial approach. I’m going back there. You give me about ten seconds and then

  come in. Make a stall about having been working on a case. I don’t want him thinking this is an office where a partner comes drifting in any old time he pleases.”




  “How did he happen to come to us?” I asked.




  “He’s known about us for a long time.”




  “He knew you were a woman?”




  “Certainly he knew it.”




  “Well, that helps,” I said.




  Bertha Cool had herself listed on the door as B. Cool, and, as senior partner, it sometimes made for embarrassment. Clients would want to see the head of the organization, and when they

  found out the B stood for Bertha, it was sometimes hard to hold them in line—not that Bertha couldn’t do it, but every once in a while it took time. Bertha was hard as a spool of barbed

  wire and by the time she got done with a client there was never any question about her being soft because she was a woman. Sometimes it took a little while to get the idea across.




  “As a matter of fact,” Bertha said, “Mr. Bicknell wants a woman. He feels that this is a case that calls for the feminine touch.”




  Knowing that Bertha’s feminine touch was a steam roller of ruthlessness, I couldn’t help grinning.




  “Who’s Bicknell?”




  “Bicknell has orange groves, gold mines, and oil wells.”




  “If he wants anyone to go to Honolulu on short notice it’ll have to be by air,” I said. “You can’t just walk on the Lurline and—”




  “Don’t kid yourself,” Bertha interrupted. “He’s got bookings for half a dozen people. He’s going over himself, and—”




  “And wants you to go and do the job,” I said as she hesitated.




  “Well, yes.”




  “Why don’t you go?”




  Bertha said, “I don’t like to travel. I don’t like to climb stairs. My God, look at my feet!”




  She pulled up her skirt and thrust out a leg that was still shapely but would have graced a football player. It tapered down to a trim ankle and a foot that had a high instep, neat lines, and

  shouldn’t have been called on to support more than ninety pounds.




  “Here I am,” Bertha said, “with feet that go with an antelope, and a fanny that’s like the differential on a truck!”




  Elsie and I knew she was inordinately proud of her feet, so we looked at the smooth-fitting expensive shoe.




  I nodded and said, “There are elevators on the boat.”




  Bertha said, “There are elevators on the boat and they’re crowded. There are hills and mountains all over Honolulu. I’ve seen pictures of it. The whole damned Island is uphill.

  It gets hot. If I tried to lug myself around Honolulu I’d sweat and I’d swear. What’s more, you can put up with this guy and I can’t. I hate sickness and I hate people who

  are sick.”




  “What’s the matter with Bicknell?”




  “He’s all gummed up with arthritis. If I went on a boat with him and had to listen to the sonofabitch creak I’d throw him overboard. Now don’t let on I’ve told you

  anything about him. Give me about ten seconds, then come in and make a stall about having been working on a case.”




  Bertha turned, jerked the door open, slammed it shut behind her, and walked across to her own office.




  “Gosh, Donald,” Elsie said, “it would be wonderful if it should turn out to be a big case, and I had to catch a plane over there to do shadow work or something. Think of

  it! Honolulu! Diamond Head! Waikiki Beach! Leis! Luau! Poi!”




  “And raw fish,” I said.




  She wrinkled her nose. “They say it’s delightful.”




  I said, “Well, don’t get your hopes up. If we needed any confidential work done on the Island, Bertha would hire someone by the hour or the day. The very idea of sending a secretary

  from the mainland would give her a heart attack.”




  “I know,” Elsie said, “but I can build air castles, can’t I?”




  “Sure,” I said, adjusted my tie, and walked across into the office that said, B. Cool, Private.




  Bertha’s smile was simperingly sweet. “Mr. Bicknell, Donald,” she said, and then beamed at Bicknell and said, “This is Donald Lam, my partner.”




  I crossed over quickly to him, said, “No, no, don’t get up,” and extended my hand.




  He gave me the tips of his fingers and was drawing his hand away even before I touched it.




  “Careful,” he said, “my hand’s a little sore—just a touch of rheumatism.”




  “I’m sorry,” I told him.




  I looked at my watch and said, “Well, we’ve got that case all cleaned up, Bertha. The one you were worrying about last night.”




  “Oh, is that where you’ve been, Donald?”




  I drew up a chair and sat down.




  Bertha said, “Mr. Bicknell has a problem he wants us to work on.”




  “What is it?” I asked.




  “He’ll tell you,” she said, and then added, “You’ll have to go to Honolulu, Donald.”




  “How come?”




  “That’s where the case is. You’re to sail on the Lurline tomorrow.”




  I said, “Call up the Matson people and they’ll tell you that the Lurline is booked solid for—”




  “You’re sailing tomorrow,” Bertha interrupted firmly. “Mr. Bicknell has everything all arranged and they’re making out the tickets right now.”




  I turned to Bicknell and gave him a good once-over.




  He was around forty-five. A good wind would have blown him away. He had bushy eyebrows, penetrating gray eyes, high cheekbones, and stringy dark hair. There was a waxy look about his skin that

  made him look unhealthy. He wore a tailored suit of clothes that must have cost over two hundred and fifty dollars, shoes that were polished so they fairly glittered, a hand-painted

  twenty-five-dollar necktie, a shirt with French cuffs, and cuff links of emeralds set in gold. His bony hands were wrapped around the knobby head of a sturdy cane. He was trying to be the big

  executive, but his face was drawn with anxiety as though he might be afraid of something—perhaps that we’d turn him down, perhaps that somebody would ask the wrong questions.




  “How long have you had reservations on the Lurline?” I asked.




  “Quite a while.”




  “You knew the case was coming up in advance, then?”




  “No.”




  “Intended to take someone else along, then?”




  Bertha said, “For God’s sake, Donald, let Mr. Bicknell tell this in his own way. Don’t cross-examine him. You’re going to get things all balled up.”




  “I was trying to get it straightened out.”




  “Well, you’re getting the cart before the horse, putting the horse in the shafts backward and facing in the wrong direction.”




  I grinned and asked, “Who’s the horse?”




  Bertha’s eyes glittered with concentrated anger. “You are,” she said, and then suddenly she was all smiles as she looked at Bicknell and said, “Donald loves to kid. You

  mustn’t pay any attention to him. He’s brainy as they come and he’ll get the answer to your problem.”




  “I hope he does,” Bicknell said. “I’d feel a lot better if you’d go along, Mrs. Cool. Not that I underestimate you at all, Mr. Lam,” he assured me.




  Bertha said hastily, “Well, we’ll talk about that later on, but we can’t both of us be away, and as it happens Donald can leave on short notice and I can’t. Now, Mr.

  Bicknell, if you’ll just go over the details once more. Just hit the high spots. I have some notes and I can fill Donald in on the details, but I want him to hear about the thing from you. I

  want him to get it firsthand.”




  Bicknell folded his bony, warped hands over the head of the cane, leaned forward so that his skinny shoulders pushed up as he put part of his weight on the cane. “There really aren’t

  any details,” he said. “You’ll have to uncover the details.”




  “Well, you want a woman protected,” Bertha said. “You think it’s a blackmailing-racket.”




  “Exactly,” Bicknell said. “I want Mira protected—and I don’t want her to know that she’s being protected. That’s why I was anxious to have a woman on

  the job. I would much prefer a woman, Mrs. Cool.”




  “I know,” Bertha told him, “but after all what you want is results, isn’t that right?”




  “That’s right.”




  “And Donald is the brainy little devil who’ll get them for you. Donald is young and full of pep and—”




  “And that may not be an advantage,” Bicknell said irritably.




  “Why not?” Bertha asked.




  “Mira is—well, I don’t want to have the situation complicated.”




  “You mean Mira is susceptible?” Bertha asked, her voice showing sudden realization of a new angle.




  “Well, Mira is unpredictable. Let’s put it that way.”




  “You don’t need to worry about Donald,” Bertha said, all too vehemently. “Donald is all business once he gets on the job.”




  Bicknell looked at me dubiously. So did Bertha!




  “Perhaps I can run over a little later on,” Bertha said, and then with her greedy little eyes appraising him she added, “if the job is big enough.”




  “The job is big enough,” Bicknell said. “It’s big enough to warrant the greatest effort. Understand, now, I’m not an easy mark, Mrs. Cool. I don’t want to be

  stuck. But I am willing to pay for what I get.”




  “Well, we’re the ones that’ll give you what you pay for,” Bertha said, beaming all over her face. “Now tell us some more about Mira.”




  “Mira,” Bicknell said, “has wired me that she’s in serious trouble. She needs money. That’s all I know.”




  “Now Mira is Miriam Woodford?” Bertha prompted, looking at me.




  “That’s right.”




  Bertha looked at her notes. “She married your partner, Ezra P. Woodford, and Woodford died and left her a pile of money.”




  “That’s substantially correct. Ezra was fabulously wealthy. He had no living relative other than Mira.”




  “How long ago did he die?” I asked.




  “Three months.”




  “How long ago was he married?”




  “Nine months.”




  Bertha said, “Ezra Woodford was sixty-nine. Is that right, Mr. Bicknell?”




  “That’s right. Sixty-nine when he died. He was sixty-eight when he married.”




  “And Mira?” I asked. “How old is she?”




  “Twenty-seven.”




  I said nothing.




  “All right,” Bicknell said, glaring at me. “It was a marriage of convenience, but Ezra wanted her. Mira didn’t throw herself at him. Mira is a swell girl. Ezra

  didn’t have anyone else to leave his money to other than Mira and me. He loved Mira. He liked to be around her. Once you see her you’ll realize exactly what I mean. She radiates life,

  youth, laughter, activity. She somehow makes you realize that there’s more to life than just the ordinary routine of living. She makes you laugh. She makes you feel good. She’s like a

  breath of fresh air, a drink of wine. She—”




  “Yes, yes,” Bertha interrupted. “The girl is good! Now, Donald, Mr. Bicknell was in partnership with Ezra Woodford. There was a partnership agreement that if either partner

  died while unmarried all of the partnership property went to the survivor. If either party left a widow, then the widow was to get half.




  “Well, Ezra Woodford married, and in accordance with the partnership agreement promptly changed his will. Under that new will Ezra left his property in two parts. Part of it went outright

  to Mr. Bicknell, and the other part went to Mira in trust.”




  “With you the trustee?” I asked Bicknell.




  “That’s right. I’m discretionary trustee. I invest the money and turn over the income. In addition to that I have the right to turn over such amounts of the principal as I

  think may be required. That, however, is only in the event of an emergency.”




  “How long does the trust continue?”




  “For five years.”




  “Then what?”




  “Then Mira gets the principal provided that during that time she has not become involved in any scandal that in my opinion would cheapen or besmirch the name of her dead

  husband.”




  “And if that should happen, what becomes of the trust?”




  “That won’t happen.”




  “But suppose it does?”




  “Then the money would go to several charitable institutions.”




  I said, “That trust may be subject to question. What state was it in?”




  “Colorado.”




  “Have you looked it up?”




  “The attorneys seem to feel that the way the will is drawn it’s quite all right.”




  I said, “To put it on a cash basis, your partner’s marriage cost you quite a sum of money.”




  “As it turned out, yes.”




  “Knowing it might turn out that way, didn’t you oppose the marriage?”




  “I misunderstood Mira’s motives at first.”




  “And opposed the marriage?”




  “Not in the way you mean. Ezra was old enough to reach his own decisions.”




  “They cost you half a fortune.”




  He laughed. “I had plenty. I can’t possibly spend all I’ve got. However, I thought at first Ezra was making a fool of himself.”




  “Later?”




  “Later on I realized he had done a wonderful thing. He had achieved happiness.”




  “Now, then,” Bertha said, “let’s get down to brass tacks. Mira has wired you that she’s in trouble; that she needs a substantial amount of money in addition to the

  income; that it’s an emergency.”




  “That’s right,” Bicknell said.




  “How much?” I asked.




  “Ten thousand dollars,” Bicknell said.




  “And,” Bertha said, “Mr. Bicknell believes it’s blackmail. He thinks that someone is putting the squeeze on Mira.”




  I looked at Bicknell.




  Bicknell met my eyes and nodded. He said, “After all, the estate is very large. The amount of money involved isn’t particularly important. It’s the principle of the thing. Once

  you pay blackmail you have to keep on paying blackmail. I want to protect Mira fully. She can’t be protected by paying money.”




  “Who’s trying to get the money out of her?”




  “I don’t know. I’m not absolutely certain anyone is.”




  I said, “Let’s be frank about this, Bicknell. Miriam Woodford is evidently a live wire.”




  “She is.”




  “She’s twenty-seven.”




  “That’s right.”




  “She married a little over nine months ago.”




  He nodded.




  “Her husband’s dead and she’s wealthy. Now who’s going to blackmail her over what? Quite obviously some indiscretion that she may have committed isn’t going to

  bother her very much—not ten thousand dollars’ worth.”




  “Well, of course, Mira is a nice girl. She is well thought of and—well, of course, if it’s a scandal within the meaning of the trust—you see my position, Mr.

  Lam.”




  “Where did Ezra Woodford live?”




  “Denver.”




  “Mira was a Denver girl?”




  “No, New York.”




  “How long had she known Ezra before they were married?”




  “Three or four months.”




  “How did Ezra meet her?”




  “On a cruise.”




  “How long had you known her?”




  “I met her after Ezra did.”




  “You’re fond of her?”




  “She’s a very charming young woman.”




  “What was the idea in making the will so that she had to avoid scandal for five years or lose all of that money? That was just an invitation for blackmailers to move in.”




  “I never discussed the matter with Ezra. I assume, however, he knew Mira was impetuous and he wanted to protect the name he had given her in marriage.”




  “Just what do you want?” I asked.




  “I want to surround Mira with a wall of safety. I feel that something has happened, that she is in danger. I want her to be protected.”




  “That’s going to be difficult without letting on that we’re looking out for—”




  “That is the one thing I do not want her to know. I feel that she would be indignant if she felt I had communicated her troubles to anyone.”




  “Just what do you want us to do?”




  “That,” Bicknell said, “is why I preferred to have a woman on the job. I came here because of my knowledge that Mrs. Cool was a very competent, very determined, very

  resourceful woman, and that she was hard as nails. I felt that she could casually meet Mira, could cultivate her friendship, find out the danger, and forestall it.”




  “Suppose she’s being blackmailed?”




  “I think she is.”




  “What kind of protection do you want her to have? Do you want the blackmailer arrested?”




  “Good heavens, no. I just want him—well, I just want him eliminated. Removed from the picture.”




  “How?”




  He said, “I don’t care how, Mr. Lam.”




  “Why don’t I fly over?” I asked. “If Mrs. Woodford is in danger it seems to me I’d be wasting a lot of time—”




  “I want you to go on the boat because there’ll be an opportunity for you to make a contact on the boat.”




  “Yes?”




  “Norma Radcliff is a friend of Mira’s. She’s sailing tomorrow to join Mira. I felt that there would be an opportunity on the boat to build up an acquaintance with Norma

  Radcliff, and through Norma a contact could be made with Mira.”




  “I see. What do you know about Norma Radcliff?”




  “Very little.”




  “Do you know her personally?”




  “No, I’ve never met her.”




  “She’s not from Denver?”




  “No, she’s a New York girl. She’s been a friend of Mira’s for years.”




  “In the meantime, what have you told Mira? She’s wired you asking for money.”




  “I’ve told her that I was arriving on the Lurline.”




  “Oh, you’re sailing tomorrow yourself?”




  “Yes.”




  “And she knows you’re coming?”




  “She does by this time.”




  “Well,” Bertha said, “I guess that’s it, Donald.”




  Bicknell said, “I will be willing to add substantially to the agreed rate of remuneration if you will go yourself, Mrs. Cool.”




  “I’d be lost,” Bertha said. “I can’t run around. I can’t do the leg work.”




  “I would much perfer a woman,” Bicknell said.




  Bertha looked at her wrist watch, at the stack of stuff on her desk.




  “And, of course,” Bicknell said, “I shan’t be niggardly about expenses, Mrs. Cool. I know that it costs money to travel to the Islands—”




  Bertha glanced at me. “Why not?” I asked, grinning.




  Bertha glared and said angrily, “Because I hate boats. I hate travel. I hate climbing. I hate these overrated tropical paradises of the Pacific. I hate to hear tourists gush ga-ga. I

  don’t like Hawaiian music. I don’t like to leave the office. I want to be where I can keep an eye on what’s going on. I—”




  Bicknell slid one hand into his breast pocket, significantly pulled out a checkbook, opened it, and waited.




  Bertha broke off talking as the checkbook came into sight. Her greedy little eyes were riveted on it.




  There was silence for several seconds.




  “All right,” Bertha said angrily. “I’m headed for Honolulu. Give him your fountain pen, Donald.”




  I grinned at Bicknell. “If Bertha is going you won’t need me?”




  “That’s right.”




  Bertha sputtered, “Why damn it, I need him. I can’t get around the way he can. I can’t—”




  “Oh, yes, you can,” Bicknell said in his dry, dispassionate, husky voice. “You can do everything that needs to be done, Mrs. Cool. I’ll feel much better if you handle it.

  In fact, the understanding is that you are to handle this personally, otherwise we’ll just call it off.”




  There was a period of silence.




  I handed Bicknell my fountain pen. “It’s all right,” I said. “She’ll go.”










  Chapter Two




  BICKNELL HOBBLED from the office with his peculiar shuffling gait. His gray face was twisted into a triumphant smile.




  I saw him as far as the elevator, then came back to talk with Bertha.




  Bertha had already placed a phone call to the Denver bank. She was talking as I came in.




  “This is Bertha Cool of Cool & Lam. We hold a check for three thousand dollars payable to us, signed by Stephenson D. Bicknell. Is it good? . . . You’re certain? . . . I’m

  putting it through my bank tonight. . . . You’re certain about it? . . . Because we’re going to have to incur some expenses. . . . All right, thank you.”




  Bertha banged up the telephone, said to me, “The guy didn’t even stop to look at a ledger. Just said the check was good as gold.”




  I said, “While you’re at it, wire our correspondent in Denver. Tell him we want to know everything we can find out on short notice about Miriam Woodford, about Ezra P. Woodford, and

  Stephenson D. Bicknell.”




  “Our client might not like that,” she said.




  I said, “Okay, go it blind if you want to. I have a hunch you’ll be sorry.”




  “Why?”




  I said, “He tries to tell us this is an emergency. He wants us to go by boat. He insists that we go by boat. You could take a plane and be there tomorrow.”




  “He’s explained that. He wants us to make a build-up through this Norma Radcliff.”




  “Sure,” I said. “That’s a good way to get acquainted, but it means a delay of five days. Why should a contact be worth that much time? Why not have you go by boat and let

  me go by air?”




  Bertha blinked her eyes at me. “What do you think?”




  “I think Mira’s ‘trouble’ is a lot more serious than the routine job Bicknell tries to make us believe.”




  “Why?”




  I said, “He’s sending you over to the Hawaiian Islands by de luxe transportation. He isn’t doing that just because he thinks you need a little surf-bathing on the beach at

  Waikiki.”




  “Bathing!” Bertha snorted. “Hell’s bells, I look like a sack of potatoes in a bathing-suit, and I blister the minute the sun touches me. I hate Hawaii. What the hell did

  I ever agree to go over there for?”




  “Money,” I said.




  Bertha looked at the check. “You said it, Donald.”




  I said, “All right. Now wire our Denver correspondent.”




  Bertha demurred, but finally sent the wire through.




  At four-thirty that afternoon we had the answer.




  

    

      MIRIAM WOODFORD MARRIED EZRA P. WOODFORD NINE MONTHS AGO. SIX MONTHS LATER EZRA DIED LEAVING HUGE FORTUNE HALF TO STEPHENSON BICKNELL HALF TO WIDOW. MIRIAM WOODFORD REPORTED

      IN HONOLULU. DETECTIVE EDGAR B. LARSON OF DENVER HOMICIDE SAILING TOMORROW FOR HONOLULU ON LURLINE OSTENSIBLY ON VACATION. BICKNELL LEFT DENVER TEN DAYS AGO WHEREABOUTS UNKNOWN. SUGGEST

      EXERCISE EXTREME CARE. WIDOW MAY BE GOLD DIGGER WHO WOULDN’T WAIT FOR NATURE TO TAKE ITS COURSE. POLICE ARE QUIETLY INVESTIGATING.


    


  




  I said to Bertha, “Well, that’s more like it. From what I gathered about Mira’s character anyone could dig an episode from her purple past and she

  wouldn’t even turn a hair. Murder is a different matter.”




  “Fry me for an oyster!” Bertha said under her breath, then added, “But the widow only got half. Bicknell also inherited.”




  “Don’t go overboard on that line of thinking,” I told her. “Bicknell was a full partner. He’s rich in his own right. Moreover, if he’d planned on getting rid

  of his partner he’d have done it before the marriage, not afterward.”




  “Why?” Bertha asked, and then, before I could answer, said hurriedly, “Oh, yes, I get you. It would make a fifty-percent difference.”




  I nodded.




  “He seems to like her,” Bertha said.




  “He does now.”




  “What are you getting at?”




  “When Miriam married Ezra Woodford,” I pointed out, “Bicknell must have hated her. Now he sings her praises all over the place. Perhaps after Mira realized he was going to be

  custodian of her money for five years she decided to cultivate him. If she made that much change in that short time she must be a fast and willing worker.




  “Perhaps her wire about trouble was just to get Bicknell over to Honolulu where he’d be under her influence without having all of Denver society watching developments.”




  Bertha looked owlishly at me.




  “And,” I went on, “Bicknell is carrying the torch for Miriam Woodford. He wants her protected but he wants to be damned certain it’s a woman who furnishes the protection.

  He didn’t like the idea of a man entering the picture. But does he really want her protected, or does he want evidence that would enable him to declare she’d forfeited her

  interest in the trust?”




  “Mash me for a potato and dish me up with parsley!” Bertha exclaimed. “This could develop into one hell of a mess!”




  “Do you,” I asked, “want to give him his money back?”




  “Do what?” Bertha screamed.




  “Give him his money back,” I said.




  “Do you think I’m crazy?” she yelled.




  “Well,” I said, “have a nice trip on the boat, Bertha. Maybe you’ll have a chance to strike up an acquaintance with Edgar B. Larson. Or, on the other hand, he might be

  the one who takes the initiative. He might want to know what you’re going to the Islands for.”




  With that I walked out, stopped by my own office, and said to Elsie, “Ring up one of those companies that makes a specialty of packing junk in baskets covered with cellophane, tied up with

  ribbons, and with a lot of ‘Bon Voyage’ wishes stuck all over them. Send a big basket to Bertha Cool, care of the Lurline.”




  “Who pays for it?” she asked.




  “The office does,” I told her, “and we put it on the expense account in the Bicknell case.”




  “She’ll be mad as hops,” Elsie warned.




  “I know she will,” I told her. “I just want her to be in a good mood to meet a fellow passenger.”




  “Who?”




  “You wouldn’t know him,” I said. “His name is Larson. He’s on the Denver police force. We’ll put a card on the basket, ‘Compliments of The Denver Police

  Force.”




  “Good Lord, Bertha will froth like a broken champagne bottle!”




  I said, “Bertha needs something to take her mind off of the office problems. This will do it.”










  Chapter Three




  I WAS BUSY all Friday morning. I telephoned the office a little before noon. Bertha was out. I telephoned at twelve-thirty. She hadn’t come

  in.




  I had to search some records at the county clerk’s office. The job proved more complicated than I had expected. I didn’t finish until a little after two o’clock.




  I telephoned the office.




  “Bertha in?” I asked.




  “No. Is this you, Mr. Lam?”




  “Yes.”




  “Bertha left a message that you were to see her before she leaves. It’s an absolute necessity.”




  “I want to see her,” I said, “but the way things look now I’ll have to go down to see her at the boat. Let me talk with Elsie.”




  The operator switched me over to Elsie Brand.




  Elsie said, “Donald, are you going down to see Bertha off?”




  “I suppose I’ll have to.”




  “Could I go? I’m crazy about ships and—and about Honolulu. Oh, Don, why didn’t you go?”




  “Because our client thought I had wolfish tendencies,” I said, “and under the circumstances Bertha was the logical person.”




  “Well, I’d certainly like to go to the boat with you. Don’t you suppose there’ll be some last-minute conferences and stuff with Bertha that you’d want your

  secretary to take down?”




  “Probably,” I said. “I’ll pick you up in about twenty minutes. I’ll be finished here then.”




  “The boat sails at four o’clock,” she said.




  “I know,” I told her, “but we’ll make it.”




  “Be sure you do. Bertha is really having kittens. She left word all around the office for you to get in touch with her.”




  “I’ve been trying to get in touch with her,” I said. “Damn that woman, I can’t carry on business and trail her around, too. What’s she been doing?”




  “What do you think she’s been doing?” Elsie said. “She’s been shopping, getting her hair done, getting some clothes to wear on the ship.”




  “Bertha!” I exclaimed.




  “Bertha,” Elsie told me. “After all, she’s a woman, you know.”




  “You could have fooled me,” I told her and hung up.




  Twenty minutes later I stopped by the office and gave Elsie a ring. I thought under the circumstances it would be better not to go in, so I had Elsie come down to join me. I had the car at the

  curb and opened the door as Elsie came running out.




  She jumped in and said, “Donald, you’re going to have to drive like everything to make it.”




  “I know,” I told her. “Just hang on.”




  We barely managed to squeeze through the traffic signal at the corner, fought our way to the freeway, and made time.




  “I have a map showing where the ship is berthed,” Elsie said.




  “It’s okay,” I told her. “I know how to get there.”




  We violated a few speed limits, took a chance on a signal, and suddenly found ourselves at the pier with the Lurline looming high above us, buff-and-blue smokestacks outlined against the

  clear sky.




  A whistle was bellowing.




  “Oh, I’ll bet it’s too late for visitors,” Elsie said in dismay.




  “We’ll make it,” I told her.




  “But there isn’t a parking-space within miles. We—”




  Just as she spoke a car pulled out of a parking-space that was almost opposite the entrance to the gangway.




  I backed my car into the vacant parking-space.




  “It’s an omen,” Elsie said.




  I grabbed her arm and we hurried through the big covered shed at the pier, up to the gangway.




  Bertha was standing there, tight-lipped with indignation.




  “Well,” she said, “it’s about time!”




  “I called the office four or five times this morning,” I said. “You were out shopping.”




  “Well, why not? My God, I can’t walk around that boat without anything on,” Bertha said. “I didn’t have a thing to wear. You don’t realize what it means to

  try and get ready on short notice, to—”




  “Well, you’re here,” I said. “Anything on your mind that you want to discuss before you shove off?”




  Elsie Brand opened her purse and whipped out a notebook.




  Bertha said, “Elsie, you wait there. Donald, you come with me. I have something to tell you.”




  “If you want any notes,” Elsie said, “I—”




  “No. Donald, come with me.”




  Bertha opened her purse, handed Elsie Brand a folded envelope, and said, “Those are instructions for you. Read  them.”




  I started to follow Bertha up the gangplank.




  A big guard said, “No more visitors permitted. The boat sails in a few minutes and—”




  “Shut up,” Bertha told him. “We’re passengers.”




  She led the way across the gangplank, up into the lobby.




  “You’ve got to see Stephenson Bicknell,” she said.




  “I haven’t time,” I told her. “He’s way up on A deck and—”




  “You’ve got time,” Bertha said. “You come with me.”




  Bertha started punching at the elevator button.




  I said, “Have a heart, Bertha. This is sailing-time and—”




  Miraculously the elevator seemed to appear from nowhere. The attendant opened the door.




  “A deck,” Bertha said.




  We went up, got out of the elevator, and I started for the door leading out to the deck.




  “We’ll never find him in this mob, Bertha,” I said, looking at my watch.




  “This way,” Bertha said.




  I followed her down A deck to a line of single staterooms near the front part of the boat. Bertha fitted a key to the lock, jerked open the door, and said, “Hurry, Donald! We’re

  going to have to cut it fine because the boat sails in ten minutes.”




  I stepped inside and looked around the spacious, single-occupancy cabin.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
SOME WOMEN WON'T WAIT

‘The bestselling author of the century
.. . a master storyteller’
New York Times






OEBPS/html/docimages/logo.jpg





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





