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  Chapter One




  THE man who was pacing Bertha Cool’s office was in such an ecstasy of self-pity that he barely noticed me when I entered the room.




  “What a fool I was,” he said. “What this is going to do to my wife, to my social position, to my job! It’s terrible! It’s unthinkable. It’s—”




  Bertha Cool interrupted him to say, “Here’s Donald Lam now, Mr. Allen.”




  He looked at me, nodded and went on talking—not to anyone in particular.




  “Looking back on what happened in the light of day it seems absolutely impossible that any man in his right mind could do these things. I must have had some sort of a mental lapse, Mrs.

  Cool.”




  Bertha shifted her hundred and sixty-five pounds in the big swivel chair. Her diamonds glittered as she gestured with her left hand. “Sit down. Take a load off your feet. This is the

  partner I was telling you about—Donald Lam. He can help you.”




  “I’m afraid no one can help me,” Allen said. “The fat’s in the fire. The—”




  “What’s it all about?” I asked him, breaking in on his hymn of lament.




  “An indiscretion,” he said, “that has pyramided into catastrophic proportions and now has become something that’s going to affect my entire life. This is the one thing

  Dawn won’t stand for.”




  “Who’s Dawn?” I asked.




  “My wife,” he said.




  “Sit down, sit down.” Bertha Cool said. “For God’s sake, quit wearing out the rug and tell Donald what it’s all about. Donald can’t help you if you

  won’t light.”




  Allen seated himself but couldn’t seem to get his mind on anything except the disastrous cataclysm he felt was about to engulf him. He said, “It’s so unlike me to do this sort

  of thing. I—”




  Bertha Cool, turning to me, answered my question. “He took a chippy to a motel.”




  “No, no, no!” Allen said. “She wasn’t a chippy. At least spare me that, Mrs. Cool.”




  “Well, what was she?”




  “She’s a very nice young lady. Good-looking, tolerant, broadminded; modern in every sense of the word, but definitely not common, and certainty not one who would consider a financial

  transaction in connection with her . . . her indiscretions.”




  “What motel?” I asked.




  “The Bide-a-wee-bit,” Bertha said.




  “One of those places that rents rooms by the hour?” I asked.




  “Heavens, no! This is a nice motel. High-class. Swimming pool. Very fine rooms. Telephones in each room. Bellboy service. Television. Central air conditioning with individual regulation by

  thermostat.”




  “How’d you happen to go there?” I asked.




  “She suggested it. She’d been there before at a convention.”




  “So you took this girl there.”




  “Well, it wasn’t— It wasn’t like that at all, Mr. Lam. I wish you’d try to understand.”






  “Hell!” Bertha exclaimed impatiently. “He’s trying to understand but you won’t tell him.”




  “Tell me about the girl,” I said. “How did you meet her? How long had you known her?”




  “I’ve known her for months.”




  “Intimately?”




  “No, no, no! I do wish you’d try to understand, Mr. Lam.”




  Bertha sucked in her breath, started to say something, changed her mind. Her eyes were glittering with annoyance.




  I gestured her to silence.




  “Sharon,” he said, “Miss Barker . . . is the hostess at a cocktail lounge where I occasionally have a drink.”




  “What do you mean, a hostess?”




  “Well, sort of a head waitress. She seats people and takes reservations and assigns waitresses and sees that you get what you want, and then she keeps an eye on things.”




  “All right,” I said, “you took her to this motel and I take it you got caught.”




  “No, no, you don’t understand, Mr. Lam. It wasn’t like that at all. I’m afraid that . . . well, the whole thing may result in very great complications. I need to have

  someone who can take the load off my shoulders. I’m not going to sit back and take it without a fight, I can promise you that.”




  “Now you’re talking,” I told him. “What did you have in mind?”




  “Well, I want someone to—”




  “You’d better tell him what happened and how it happened,” Bertha Cool said. “Then you can talk about how you’re going to start fighting.”




  Allen said, “I like women, Mr. Lam. I am not a libertine but I am deeply appreciative of feminine charm.”




  “Sharon is good-looking?” I asked.




  “Wonderfully good-looking. Poised, cool, competent and the way she walks—there’s a certain . . .”




  “Wiggle,” Bertha Cool interposed.




  “No, no, not a wiggle! It’s a sway, a rhythm, an undulating something. It’s as though the girl were swimming.”




  “Go on,” I said.




  “Well, I like to compliment women on their appearance. When I like women, I— It’s my nature. I just can’t resist it, Mr. Lam. If a woman has a dress that sets off her figure to advantage, or a color scheme that is very

  flattering—well, I comment on it.”




  “And their figures?” I asked.




  “Their figures, yes.”




  “And legs,” Bertha Cool commented dryly.




  “Well . . . I notice them,” Allen agreed.




  “All right,” I said, “you started complimenting Sharon Barker about her walk and—”




  “No, no, nothing that crude. I commented on the dress she was wearing and the way she did her hair. And she has beautiful hands—very expressive, with long fingers. She uses them so

  wonderfully well! I— Well, I complimented her on this and that.”




  “And these and those,” Bertha Cool added.




  “And one thing led to another and finally she would come and sit at my table for a little while, and we’d swap laughs and that was all there was to it.”




  “But you wound up in a motel,” I said.




  “Well, that was this one night.”




  “What happened?”




  “I’d been working late at the office and my wife was spending the week-end in Reno with her mother. She makes a visit home about twice a year and I was pretty much at loose

  ends.”




  “So you dropped in at this cocktail bar.”




  “Yes.”




  “And it was late?”




  “Yes.”




  “And business was slack?”




  “Reasonably so.”




  “And Sharon came and sat at your table.”




  “Yes.”




  “And you got to talking to her about her work and her ambitions and her appearance and told her she really should be on the screen. And then you mentioned her walk.”




  “Yes, yes, yes,” he said. “How do you know all this, Mr. Lam?”




  “I’m just following your lead,” I said.




  “Well, that’s generally what happened, and it turned out that she didn’t eat until after she got off work.”




  “Which was when?”




  “Eleven o’clock at night. She eats very lightly during the first part of the evening and then, after she goes off work, has a good meal.”




  “So you invited her to go to dinner with you after eleven.”




  “Yes.”




  “And where did you go?”




  “To some restaurant that specializes in goulash, some Hungarian place that she knew about.”




  “So she was known at the restaurant?”




  “Yes.”




  “Were you known?”




  “No.”




  “Had you been there before?”




  “No.”




  “All right, you started to drive her home.”




  “She had her own car.”




  “You started out with two cars?”




  “No, I had driven her to the restaurant and we started home—that is, I started back to the parking lot near the cocktail lounge where she had her car—and I drove around a bit

  and we were up on Mulholland Drive where we could look down and see the lights of the city, and so I stopped the car and . . . well, I put my arm around her and she snuggled up to me, and then I

  said something and she turned and tilted her face up and—well, I kissed her. It seemed the most natural thing in the world.”




  “And then what?”




  “Well, that was all for a little while and then we kissed again and then we really started kissing, and the first thing I knew things had swept out of control and—well, she had been

  talking about this Bide-a-wee-bit Motel and what a nice place it was, and it wasn’t too far away, so I just drove there and—when she saw where I was stopping she didn’t make any

  protest and—well, suddenly I realized I had to go through with it.”




  “You registered?”




  “She was very tactful. She told me that she’d do the registering if I’d give her money to pay for the room.”




  “She didn’t make any token protest about registering as man and wife?”




  “No. You see, by that time we were . . . well, we were just all wrapped up in each other. She hurried into the motel and—”




  “You gave her some money?”




  “Yes.”




  “How much?”




  “Twenty dollars.”




  “How much was the room?” I asked.




  “Thirteen dollars.”




  “She gave you back the seven dollars change?”




  “Yes, yes, of course. My heavens, Mr. Lam, I wish you’d see this in its proper perspective. There was no financial consideration. That would have tainted the whole affair.”




  “I’m trying to get the proper perspective,” I told him. “Then what happened?”




  “What would you think?” Bertha asked.




  Allen said, “Well, she came back and told me that she had told the clerk at the desk that she and her husband had been driving from San Francisco and were terribly tired and wanted a good

  quiet room and that she had registered and there wasn’t the slightest question or suspicion.”




  “Under what name did she register?”




  “The name of Carleton Blewett.”




  “And how did she happen to pick that name?”




  “Well, that’s sort of—that’s a story in itself. She said she had heard that name once and it had made an impression on her mind. She had associated the name with San

  Francisco and since she was registering as having come from San Francisco, her mind sort of brought up the name of Carleton Blewett and she had registered that way.”




  “And the license number of the automobile?” I asked. “They usually ask for that in motels.”




  Allen said, “She played that one real cute. She hadn’t thought about that, so when they handed back the registration blank and pointed out that she hadn’t filled in the number,

  she was about to make up one, then she looked out the door and a car was being parked in front of the office and she just copied down that license number, simply changing the letter.”




  “When was all this?” I asked.




  “Saturday.”




  “You mean this last Saturday—the day before yesterday?”




  “Yes.”




  “All right,” I said. “This young woman came back and told you you were Mr. Carleton Blewett and she was Mrs. Carleton Blewett and you found the unit to which you had been

  assigned. Then what?”




  “We didn’t find the unit. A bellboy took us to it.”




  “Okay, the bellboy took you there and you tipped him.”




  “Yes.”




  “How much?”




  “A dollar.”




  “You didn’t have any baggage?”




  “No.”




  “Did the bellboy know that?”




  “No. I told him I’d get the baggage out of the trunk myself, that we just wanted him to show us the unit.”




  “And you think that fooled the bellboy?”




  “Well, he didn’t act as though it were anything unusual.”




  “He wouldn’t,” I said. “Go on, then what happened? You got in the motel and I take it you got caught some way.”




  “No, we didn’t, but— Oh, this is terrible. This thing is going to ruin me. This—”




  “Shut up!” Bertha Cool said. “Quit talking about that stuff and tell Donald what it is you want. Get down to cases.”




  “Well, I want you to be Mr. Blewett.”




  “Wait a minute,” I said. “You want me to be Mr. Blewett?”




  “Yes.”




  “How come?”




  “I want you to go there with Sharon and be Mr. Blewett.”




  “I’m to go there with Sharon Barker?”




  “Yes.”




  “When?”




  “Tonight. As soon as possible.”




  “What does Sharon have to say about this?”




  “She’s a good scout. She appreciates the position I’m in. She’ll co-operate.”




  “Just what position are you in?”




  “Well, it’s a peculiar story. You see, actually, Mr. Lam, nothing happened there at the motel.”




  “What do you mean, nothing happened?”




  “We got in an argument.”




  “Over what?”




  “To tell you the truth, I don’t know. I had made the mistake of picking up a bottle of whiskey and we had setups sent to the room and started drinking and I started—well,

  pawing, is the way she expressed it, and—somehow it didn’t go across the way it had up there in the car. It wasn’t spontaneous and natural and—well, dammit, it just

  didn’t seem the right thing to do. She said something about how she hated to be pawed over. She said she didn’t mind sex as long as it was frank and open, but she hated this pawing

  business and—well, she slapped me, and I got mad and she got up and walked out. I waited for her to come back. She never did come back. I found out afterwards she had called a taxi and went

  home.”




  “So what did you do?”




  “I waited awhile and must have gone to sleep. Then I woke up and was good and mad. I got in my car and drove home.”




  “Then what’s all the excitement about?”




  “The murder,” he said.




  “What murder?”




  Bertha Cool said, “That was last Saturday, the night Ronley Fisher was murdered.”




  “The guy who was hit over the head and dumped in the swimming pool?” I asked.




  Bertha nodded.




  I thought for a moment and said, “That was at a motel somewhere in that general vicinity, wasn’t it?”




  Allen said, “That’s right. They didn’t mention the name of the motel in the papers. They referred to it as one of the swanky motels. But one of the papers did publish the name.

  . . . That’s newspaper policy. When you have suicides or murders in a public place, the newspapers don’t mention the name of the place as a rule, they just say it was a downtown hotel,

  and they’re doing the same thing with the better class of motels.”




  I turned to Allen. “All right,” I said, “now, what happened?”




  “Well the police are anxious to talk with anyone who was in that wing of the motel. They thought that they might learn something. The murder is one of those things that simply has to be

  solved. Ronley Fisher was the deputy district attorney trying a big murder case. His death may have been accidental. The swimming pool was drained of water that night. They change the water once a

  week. Fisher could have been a little high and decided to jump into the pool and smashed his head on the cement floor, or he could have been hit over the head and then dropped into the empty

  pool.




  “If it’s an accident, there are lots of things to be explained. If it’s a murder, the police have to solve it.




  “Here’s an article in yesterday’s paper. It says the police have obtained the names of every person staying in the motel that night and are engaged in running them down,

  interrogating them to see whether they saw anything unusual. Some of the people are as far away as New York, but they’re covering all of them.”




  “I see,” I said. “And so the police are going to be looking for a Mr. and Mrs. Carleton Blewett at the San Francisco address, and then find the San Francisco address was a

  phony.”




  “Exactly,” he said, hanging his head.




  “All right, now what is it you want?”




  “I want you to go there tonight with Sharon Barker. I called the motel, told them I was Carleton Blewett, that we were keeping the unit but were going to make a quick trip to San Diego. I

  sent them twenty-six dollars by messenger. So the unit will be kept on the occupied list and since the police will be advised that the occupants are returning they won’t be too worked up

  about that phony address in San Francisco. They’ll figure we’re just a couple on a good-time trip.




  “So you and Sharon can go back there. Sharon will go into the office and ask for the key, and the clerk at the desk will remember her. In any event, the clerk will have reported my phone

  conversation to the police and they’ll be there to interview you.”




  “So then what happens?”




  Allen said, “It’s a perfect setup. The police aren’t going to get mad about a week-end party. They only want to be sure they’ve found the couple who were there Saturday

  night. You tell them you and Sharon had a spat that night and that she ran out on you, that she’s making it up to you now.”




  I shook my head. “No dice,” I said.




  “What do you mean, no dice?”




  “I mean I wouldn’t touch it with a ten-foot pole.”




  “Look,” Allen said, “I’m not unaware of the grave responsibilities of the situation. I have told Mrs. Cool I would pay one thousand dollars to have you impersonate me for

  this one night and tell the police that you know nothing and saw nothing on Saturday night, and that will be the truth because I didn’t see anything and— Don’t you understand? The

  police don’t really expect anyone did, it’s simply a gesture they’re making of rounding up everyone who was at the motel. I can’t afford to have them find

  me.”




  “Who are you?” I asked.




  “I’m Carleton Allen.”




  “What’s your line of business?”




  “I’m in the investment business.”




  “Go to the police,” I said. “Offer to tell them your story on the quiet. Let them interview you and let them interview Sharon and that’s all there will be to it. They

  won’t divulge your secret. They’re after information, that’s all.”




  He shook his head violently and said, “The situation is complicated. I’ve offered a thousand, Mr. Lam. I’ll make it fifteen hundred.”




  Bertha snapped bolt upright in her chair, her greedy eyes glittering.




  “What’s the catch?” I asked “Why can’t you go to them and tell them the true story right from the start?”




  “My wife,” he said.




  “What about your wife?”




  “My wife is Dawn Getchell.”




  “Dawn Getchell,” I said, “I don’t . . .” Suddenly I broke off.




  “My God,” Bertha said, “you mean she’s Marvin Getchell’s daughter?”




  “Yes,” he said.




  “Getchell, with all of his millions, can fix things up for you,” Bertha said. “He could—”




  “He could cut my throat,” Allen interrupted. “He doesn’t like me and never has and—this would finish our marriage. . . . Oh, why did I ever get myself in such a

  jam? This is the damnedest thing I’ve ever done. I’ve been in scrapes before but this is a lulu! This is the pay-off!”




  I shook my head, said to Bertha, “We can’t touch it.”




  “Now look,” Bertha said, “you’re ingenious, Donald. You can always find some way to do things if you want to bad enough.”




  “This one I don’t want to do,” I said.




  Bertha glared at me.




  I started to walk out.




  Carleton Allen said, “No, no, wait. Now, there must be some way.”




  I said, “Why did you bring this deal to us, Allen?”




  He said, “You’re the only one Sharon will work with.”




  “Sharon knows me?” I asked.




  “You were pointed out to her.”




  “When?”




  “When you were in the cocktail lounge.”




  “So Sharon is the hostess in the Cock and Thistle.”




  “Right.”




  I said, “We still can’t do it.”




  Bertha said, “Why don’t you take a walk, Allen? Go out in the outer office for about five minutes and let me talk it over with Donald.”




  I told her, “It won’t do any good, Bertha, I . . .”




  Allen jumped to his feet with alacrity. “I’ll be back in five minutes,” he said, and shot out the door.




  Bertha glared daggers at me. “Fifteen hundred dollars for a night’s work and you kick it out the window,” she said. “In addition to that, I’ll bet this girl is a

  dish and—”




  “Look,” I told Bertha, “this is a red-hot murder case. We’re being called on to act as red herrings and throw the police off the real scent. In the second place,

  we’re putting ourselves completely in the power of this Sharon Barker. Any time she wants to squeal to the cops she can have our license. Now then, do you want to live your life knowing that

  any time some cocktail hostess decides to blow the whistle you’re going to be put out of business?”




  Bertha blinked her eyes, thinking that over.




  “Why so conservative?” she asked. “You have often told me that you will try anything once. Why not give this a try?”




  I shook my head. “Carleton Allen,” I said, “may be Dawn Getchell’s husband but the guy’s a heel. What’s more, he isn’t telling us all of the

  background—just enough to sucker us in.”




  Bertha sighed, picked up the telephone, said to the receptionist, “This fellow, Allen, out there waiting—tell him to come back in.”




  Allen jerked the door open as soon as he had the message, looked expectantly at Bertha Cool, then, at what he saw in her face, turned to me and again started feeling sorry for himself.




  He closed the door, slumped down in a chair and said, “I can see the answer in your faces. Why can’t you give me a break?”




  “Because,” I said, “we can’t afford to get that far out on a limb.”




  “Look, Lam,” he said, “this is a very serious matter. It isn’t generally known, but my wife doesn’t have long to live. I’m in line to inherit something like

  twenty million dollars. Look, Lam, if you’ll ride along on this I’ll see that your agency gets all the high-class business it can handle.”




  Bertha’s chair squeaked as she shifted her weight and looked at me.




  I said, “I’ll tell you what I’ll do, Allen. I’ll think your proposition over. If I play it, I’ll play it my way, not yours. So let’s get things straight at

  the start. Now, as I understand it, all you want is to have the police fail to tag you as Carleton Blewett. Is that right?”




  “Yes. I want them to feel that they have checked Carleton Blewett and his wife and wiped them off the books.”




  “And if I can do that, no matter how it’s done, that’s okay by you?”




  “Oh, Lam,” he said jumping to his feet, “that would be a lifesaver! You’d— You have no idea what it would mean to me. It would give me a new lease on

  life.”




  I said, “You’ve talked this over with Sharon Barker?”




  “Yes.”




  “Get her on the telephone,” I said. “I want to talk with her.”




  He whipped a little black book out of his pocket. Bertha spun the dial to clear him on an outside line, and Allen’s stubby, well-manicured fingers moved over the dial.




  A moment later he said, “Hello. Sharon? Guess who this is . . . That’s right. Look, I’m up at the office of those detectives, and Donald Lam wants to talk with you.”




  I took the phone as he extended it to me and said, “Hello, Sharon.”




  Her voice was cool, but seductive. “Hello, Donald.”




  “You understand the deal that’s being put up to me?”




  “Yes.”




  “You’re willing to go through with it?”




  “With you, I am. I’m not going to go through with it with just any man, but I’m willing to do it with you.”




  “Why me?”




  “I saw you a week or so ago. You were in my place for cocktails with a young woman.”




  “You knew who I was?”




  “Someone pointed you out to me as Donald Lam, the detective.”




  “That’s bad.”




  “Why is it bad?”




  “A detective tries to keep anonymous. He tries to look nondescript and doesn’t want people to know who he is. He wants to blend into the background.”




  “Well,” she said, “you didn’t blend very well, Donald. I couldn’t help watching you.”




  “Why?”




  “Because you were such a gentleman.”




  “How come?”




  “That girl who was with you was in love with you and you were a perfect gentleman, you didn’t . . . oh, I don’t know. You were considerate and . . . well, you were nice. You

  didn’t play her for what you could get out of it—and you could have had it all.




  “So when they asked me if I’d put on an act with a private detective, I said there was only one detective in the business I’d go for—and just so we don’t get our

  wires crossed, Donald, this is business, you know.”




  “I know.”




  “There are twin beds in that room in the motel and they’ll both be used and—well, you’ll be a gentleman, that’s all.”




  “I’ll try.”




  “Okay by me. Do you want to drop around and talk things over?”




  “What things?”




  “Ground rules.”




  “Such as what?”




  “Look, Donald, I’m not going to sit up all night and I’m not going to be arguing all night. Lights are off when I say put them off and that’s that—well, you

  know.”




  “I’ll drop around,” I said.




  “Alone,” she told me.




  “I’ll see you later,” I told her.




  I hung up and turned to Allen.




  I said, “We’ll represent you for two thousand dollars and all the expenses. The expenses are going to be high. You want to see that you are not connected with the Carleton Blewett

  who registered at the Bide-a-wee-bit Motel the night Ronley Fisher was murdered. That’s all you care about. You don’t care how I go about it. Is that right?”
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