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  Chapter One




  THE man whom Elsie Brand ushered into my private office was one of the “Big I-Little You” type of executives.




  “This is Mr. Donald Lam,” Elsie said, and then to me, “Mr. Jarvis C. Archer, Mr. Lam.”




  He gave me a firm handclasp, with just a trifle more emphasis than was necessary at the last. I rather suspected these final few ounces of pressure were for the purpose of indicating to me that

  his executive mind had sized up the situation, had reached a decision and that he was now prepared to go ahead.




  He was somewhere in his late thirties, with steely gray eyes, rather heavy, dark eyebrows, dark hair, a high forehead, broad shoulders and a developing paunch which he tried to hold in during

  our talk, as though he had been practicing posture in front of a full-length mirror. He had probably practiced everything he did in front of a mirror—he was that type.




  “Mr. Lam,” he said, “I have heard a great deal about you and about your firm.”




  I nodded.




  “A matter of extreme delicacy has come up,” he said, “and I find myself in need of the services of a detective agency, an agency composed of both a woman and a man. Therefore,

  I have decided to consult with you.”




  “I see,” I said noncommittally.




  “I won’t mention names,” he said, “but I have talked with a business executive for whom you did some work. He was lavish in his praise. I have, however, been less

  fortunate in finding out about your partner, B. Cool. The ‘B’ I understand stands for Bertha.”




  “That’s right.”




  “Can you describe her to me?”




  “No.”




  “What?” he asked in surprise.




  I smiled and said, “Words can only do so much. You have to know Bertha to appreciate her. Shall I arrange an interview?”




  “Not until I’ve discussed a few preliminaries with you,” he said. “I take it, Bertha Cool is competent?”




  “Highly competent.”




  “As a woman she is in a rather peculiar profession, one which at times may . . . well, may lead to physical jeopardy. Can Miss Cool take care of herself in a situation of that

  sort?”




  “Mrs. Cool,” I said, “can take care of any situation which may arise.”




  Archer looked me over thoughtfully. “I see,” he said.




  “Why do you need a team consisting of both a man and a woman?” I asked.




  “I want to employ a bodyguard for a young woman. The bodyguard must be with her day and night. Naturally, it would be embarrassing to have a man on the night shift. On the other hand, the

  day shift will require a man.”




  Again Archer looked me over critically.




  “How do you react to violence, Mr. Lam?” he asked.




  “I try to avoid it.”




  “You hardly have the build that one would associate with a detective.”




  “That’s right,” I agreed wearily. “And since it’s quite apparent that you want physical protection for the young woman you mention, you had probably better look

  elsewhere.”




  “Now, wait a minute, wait a minute,” he said. “I didn’t say that at all, and I don’t want you putting words in my mouth. The situation is very peculiar. In fact,

  it’s somewhat unique. There may be an element of danger involved, but I understand that you’re cool as a cucumber when it comes to facing danger. You have the reputation of

  being able to think your way out of trouble.”




  “You’d better take what you’ve heard,” I told him, “and divide it by two. In the meantime, if you want to discuss the matter with Mrs. Cool, I’ll try and get

  her before she leaves the office. She’s going out on an appointment in a few minutes.”




  “Very well,” he said. “I’d like to talk with both of you.”




  I picked up the phone and had the operator put through the call to Bertha’s office.




  “Now what is it?” Bertha said, when she recognized my voice on the line.




  I said, “A Mr. Jarvis C. Archer is in the office. He wants to arrange a bodyguard service, a day and night operation. You on nights, me on days.”




  “Nuts to that stuff,” Bertha said. “A twelve-hour day? What does he think he’s doing, running a sweat shop? Tell him to go to hell.”




  I said, “He came to us because the person to be guarded is a young woman, and he would like to secure the services of people of both sexes, the woman for night duty and the man for day

  duty.”




  “And because your firm was highly recommended,” Archer suggested to me as an interpolation.




  “Now, wait a minute,” Bertha said. “Have you discussed compensation with this guy?”




  “No.”




  “Then don’t,” Bertha snapped. “You’re a push-over for a hard luck story. You pilot him in here and let me soften him up.”




  “You had an appointment this morning, I believe,” I suggested.




  “Only with that goddam dentist,” Bertha said, “and he can wait for a little while, if he has to. Bring that guy in here.”




  I hung up the phone and said, “Mrs. Cool is leaving on an important appointment, but she can see you rather briefly, if you’re prepared to come with me immediately.”




  “Let’s go,” he said.




  I escorted him out of my private office, across the reception room and into Bertha Cool’s private office.




  Bertha, one hundred and sixty-five pounds of belligerence, somewhere around sixty, with a form like a roll of barbed wire, looked up from the creaky swivel chair with eyes that were as hard as

  the diamonds on her hands.




  “Mr. Archer, Mrs. Cool,” I said.




  “Hello, Archer,” Bertha said. “Sit down. You’ve got about five minutes. Tell me what’s on your mind—fast.”




  Archer wasn’t accustomed to having people assume the conversational initiative with him. He tried to suck in his stomach another inch or two and looked down at Bertha seated there at the

  desk in the creaky swivel chair, with a look that was designed to let her know he was the one who gave the orders.




  His gaze locked with hers and then wavered. He went over and sat down.




  “Shoot,” Bertha said




  Archer said, “Here is one of my cards. I am an executive with the Molybdenum Steel Research Importing Company. Under no circumstances is my identity to be disclosed, or the fact that any

  executive of the Molybdenum Steel Company has any connection with the case.”




  “What’s the woman’s name?” Bertha snapped at him, looking at her wrist watch.




  “The young woman is my confidential secretary. She is a very valuable secretary and I would hate to lose her. But unless this situation can be handled, and handled at once, I am going to

  lose her services.”




  “What’s her name?” Bertha repeated.




  “Marilyn Chelan.”




  “Where does she live?”




  “In an apartment house not too far from our place of business. But I think perhaps you’re getting a false impression, Mrs. Cool.”




  “In what way?”




  “You seem to feel that there may be some personal interest. This is a business matter.”




  “What do you want?”




  “Miss Chelan has been getting threatening letters through the mail. She has been subjected to repeated annoyance. People ring her telephone at all hours of the night. She picks up the

  instrument and can hear someone at the other end of the line breathing heavily, then the person hangs up. It is rapidly giving Miss Chelan a nervous breakdown.”




  “What does this person want?” Bertha asked.




  “Apparently nothing.”




  “See the postal authorities!” Bertha snapped, watching Archer like a hawk. “They can do more than a private agency with threatening letters.”




  “We have hesitated to enlist the aid of the postal authorities because of a desire to avoid publicity.”




  “Getting an unlisted telephone number?” Bertha asked.




  “We’ve done that twice. It does no good. The calls continue on the unlisted number as soon as it is assigned.”




  “Put a shut-off on the telephone bell so it can only ring at certain times,” Bertha said.




  “We hesitate to do that,” Archer told her, “because Miss Chelan has a mother in Salt Lake City who is not in good health. She wants to be able to keep in touch with her mother

  by phone.”




  “All right,” Bertha said, looking at her watch, “my time’s about up. What do you want?”




  “I would like to have you and your partner work in alternate shifts. You working nights, of course, and Mr. Lam working daytimes.”




  “No third party?”




  “No third party,” he said. “I want this kept in the high executive level of your firm.”




  “That would mean a twelve-hour day,” Bertha pointed out.




  “My mathematics are quite adequate to divide twenty-four by two,” he said.




  “What I’m getting at,” Bertha told him, “is that all this would run into overtime.”




  “I would assume so.”




  “The company is going to pay?” Bertha asked.




  He said hastily, “That doesn’t need to concern your agency. You will bill Marilyn Chelan for your services. I will personally guarantee your bill.”




  “Nobody’s going to guarantee anything,” Bertha said. “On a deal of that sort, we work on a cash basis. A hundred and fifty dollars a day, plus expenses.”




  “Isn’t that rather steep?” Archer asked.




  “Hell, no,” Bertha told him. “That’s cheap. I started to say two hundred a day. When you consider a twelve-hour day, it’s a man-killing job.”




  “Very well,” Archer said. “A hundred and fifty a day.”




  “All right,” Bertha said. “What’s the pitch?”




  “I want to find out who is causing this annoyance. I want the annoyance stopped. I want adequate measures taken to see that this thing is nipped in the bud.”




  “The bud’s become a blossom,” Bertha said. “And if you’re personally trying to tell us you’re going to pay a hundred and fifty bucks a day just to keep your

  secretary from being annoyed, and she’s nothing to you other than a secretary, you must have a poor opinion of our intelligence.”




  Archer said, “I am not accustomed to having my word questioned, Mrs. Cool.”




  “Better get a more convincing line, then,” Bertha snapped.




  “What I said was that I would personally guarantee the payment and that I didn’t want the company mentioned. I didn’t say I wouldn’t reimburse myself from the

  company.”




  I said, “Let’s get one thing straight. No matter who pays the bill, we have to have one client and be loyal to that client. In this case, you’re hiring us but we are protecting

  Marilyn Chelan. We’re doing everything necessary to protect her. She’s the only one we’re protecting.”




  “That’s the way I want it,” Archer said. “That is what I have been trying to tell you. I am concerned about her. You are to protect her.”




  “All right,” Bertha said. “On a deal of that sort, we don’t want guarantees and credit is no good. You leave us four hundred dollars spot cash. That will cover two days

  and expenses. If we haven’t got a result at the end of two days, you can put up some more money, or let us go.




  “Now then,” she went on, before Archer could protest, “when we find the person who’s doing this, what do you want us to do?”




  “Do whatever is necessary to stop it,” Archer said, “but do it without any publicity. There must be no publicity at all.”




  Bertha said, “Well, I can make a pretty good guess right now what’s back of all this. You’ve either been making a play for this babe, or she’s making a play for you, and

  someone else in the office who doesn’t like to see that situation develop is doing something about it.”




  “That is the obvious explanation,” Archer said with frosty dignity. “If I thought it was the true one, I wouldn’t be here.”




  “You married?” Bertha asked.




  “Yes. And that doesn’t enter into the picture.”




  “How do you know it doesn’t?”




  “I know. You can take my word for it.”




  “Why is this girl so valuable?” Bertha asked suspiciously.




  “She knows my work. She gets along well with everyone. She has a photographic memory for faces. She never forgets a face, a name or a connection. I am somewhat inclined to be the other

  way. Many times I can’t recall either the face or name of some of our contacts.




  “Miss Chelan would make an absolutely invaluable secretary for a politician. Even in my work, her ability to remember names and faces is so uncanny that it is of the greatest

  value.”




  “How long has she been with you?” I asked.




  “About eight months.”




  “How long with the firm?”




  “The same length of time.”




  “What about her background?”




  “I don’t know much about it. She came here from Salt Lake City, registered with the employment agency that handles our personnel, and as I was in need of a secretary, they sent her

  to me for a tryout. I found her unusually competent and gave her a week’s trial. It was then I learned of her remarkable ability to remember faces and names—qualities which are

  invaluable in our work.”




  “You’ve never been to her apartment?” Bertha asked.




  “I didn’t say that,” Archer said. “I have been there in a business way, yes. . . . I have had to go there to talk this matter over with her. This is hardly a problem one

  would discuss in the office, particularly with a business that works in areas as sensitive as our business.”




  “Just what is your business?” Bertha asked. “This card says Molybdenum Steel Research Importing Company. Now, that doesn’t mean a damned thing to me.”




  “It doesn’t have to,” Archer said, getting to his feet and pulling out a roll from which he took four one-hundred-dollar bills. “If you’ll kindly give me a receipt,

  Mrs. Cool, I’ll give you Miss Chelan’s address and you can go up and start work at once. That is, Mr. Lam can take on the day shift and you can be prepared to go on duty starting

  tonight.”




  “Wait a minute,” Bertha said, looking up from the receipt she was signing. “If she’s employed as your secretary, she’ll be working during the daytime.”




  “She’s on a temporary layoff until we can get this thing straightened out,” Archer said.




  “She’s at the Neddler Arms on Neddler Drive. Her apartment is 617. I don’t have her telephone number. It’s an unlisted telephone and the number has been changed lately,

  so you’ll just have to go out there and explain the situation to her. Mr. Lam can simply tell her that I have retained your firm. She will understand, because we have discussed the

  situation.”




  Archer pulled in his stomach, buttoned his coat, bowed from the hips, said, “I think you can get any other information from Miss Chelan. You’re in a hurry and my

  time is valuable—very valuable.”




  Archer walked out of the office.




  Bertha looked at me and said, “The sonofabitch—trying to pretend that he isn’t the sugar daddy!”




  I didn’t say anything.




  Bertha sighed. “You feel like screaming at him, ‘Quit holding your breath and let your belly down where it belongs!’ After a man gets past thirty-five and starts putting on

  weight, trying to impress people that he’s got the figure he used to have at twenty-two is strictly a losing proposition.




  “All right, Donald, you’ll have to get that moon-eyed secretary of yours briefed on what’s going on. I’ll handle things at the office during the day for the next few

  days. I’ll show up at nine o’clock tonight to take over.”




  “Nine o’clock?”




  “That’s the way we’ll work,” she said, “nine to nine. And remember, we only have a hundred-buck margin for expenses, so when it comes to dinners, let her

  pick up the tab.”




  “We have a hundred dollars for two days,” I said. “We could afford to—”




  “There you go!” Bertha said. “Giving away all the profits. Let her buy the dinners or stay home and cook them.”




  “You’re late for your dental appointment,” I reminded her.




  “No, I’m not,” she said. “I don’t have to be up there for fifteen minutes. I always lie to the office about the time of my appointments. That gives me a

  fifteen-minute cushion. Otherwise, I’d never get anywhere on time, and that damned dentist has a snippy office nurse who charges you for the doctor’s time the minute he’s ready

  for you—and if you aren’t there, it’s just too bad. If he wasn’t such a good dentist, I’d flatten that snippy office nurse into a grease spot.”




  Bertha sighed. “So now we’ve got ourselves a job, babysitting!”




  She heaved herself up out of the creaky swivel chair, strode to the door, turned and said, “And don’t make any passes at this babe. That Archer guy strikes me as a guy who could get

  crazy jealous.”










  Chapter Two




  THE young woman who answered my ring at Apartment 617 was about twenty-seven, blond, blue-eyed, with a nice figure and a look of intelligence on her

  face. But her eyes were the eyes of a hunted, frightened animal.




  “Miss Chelan?” I asked.




  “Yes,” she said cautiously.




  “I’m Donald Lam of the firm of Cool and Lam. We have been retained to act as bodyguards for you.”




  “Oh, yes,” she said.




  “You know about it?” I asked.




  She stood in the doorway. “May I see your credentials, please?”




  I took my credentials from my pocket. She checked them carefully, then smiled. “Won’t you come in, Mr. Lam?”




  It was a nice apartment. Although there was a wall bed in the living room, I was sure it was a two-room apartment with a kitchenette.




  “You’ll forgive me for being so cautious,” she said, “but I’ve had a whole series of annoying experiences.”




  “I know,” I told her.




  “I had expected a more . . . well, a more— Well, a heavier type.”




  I said, “Have you been subjected to physical annoyance or mental annoyance?”




  “Mental.”




  I didn’t say anything more, and, after a moment, she laughed nervously and said, “You have an interesting way of making a point.




  “Won’t you please sit down, Mr. Lam. You’re going to have to make yourself at home here. And, since we’re going to be together a great deal of the time, you may as well

  call me Marilyn and I’ll call you Donald.




  “Another one of those things just came in by special delivery, and I confess that I’m a little upset.”




  “What do you mean by ‘those things’?” I asked.




  “This one’s on the table there. You may look at it.”




  “That special delivery letter?”




  “Yes.”




  I took a pair of tweezers and some gloves from my brief case and picked it up.




  “Why the tweezers and gloves?” she asked.




  “I don’t want to damage any fingerprints that are on it, so I’m holding it by the edges, so far as possible, and I don’t want to leave my fingerprints on it.”




  “You can’t get fingerprints from paper.”




  “You seem to speak with the tone of authority. Have you consulted the police?”




  “No, but Mr. Archer says that you can’t get fingerprints from paper. Only occasionally will there be enough of a print to be developed in iodine vapors, and he says it’s not

  worth while trying to get fingerprints from paper.”




  I took the paper from the envelope and unfolded it, holding it by the edges.




  It had been pasted together from lines cut from newspapers. It said: GET OUT, GET OUT, GET OUT WHILE THERE IS YET TIME. WE MEAN

  BUSINESS. THERE ARE CERTAIN THINGS YOU WOULDN’T LIKE TO HAVE THE PUBLIC KNOW ABOUT. GET OUT.




  I carefully folded the letter, put it back in the envelope and inspected the address.




  The name, Miss Marilyn Chelan, and the address, Apartment 617 Neddler Arms Apartments, Neddler Drive, City, had been put on with a rubber stamp, apparently made from one of those toy printing

  presses which are sold for kids at Christmas. It was a hand stamp and the right-hand side was a little lighter than the left.




  “That’s the tenth,” she said.




  “All the same?”




  “Just about.”




  “What have you done with them?”




  “I’m saving them. Mr. Archer thinks I should burn them, but— Well, if the thing gets bad enough, I’m going to go to the postal authorities, regardless of what

  anyone says.”




  “What do you mean, bad enough?”




  “I don’t know—worse.”




  “How much worse?”




  “As far as I’m concerned, things couldn’t get any worse. I’m a nervous wreck. They’ve given me two weeks’ leave of absence at the office. Of course,

  the people up there don’t know what it is. They think I’m ill.”




  “Where’s the office?”




  She looked at me with sudden suspicion. “You should know.”




  “I just wanted to check. It’s my turn now.”




  “Well, you don’t need to check on things like that.”




  “What else?” I asked. “What other threats?”




  “All just about the same,” she said.




  “Threats to bring some information to light that you wouldn’t want to have generally known?”




  She was silent.




  “Anything in your past?” I asked.




  “I think everyone has something in his or her past that— Well, something . . .”




  As her voice trailed into silence, I said, “What about the telephone calls?”




  “They come in spurts,” she said. “There will be four or five of them in an hour, then I won’t get any for a long time. Then perhaps two or three.”




  “And what are the phone calls, the same thing as the letters you get?”




  “No, those phone calls are different. The phone rings, I pick it up to answer, and I can hear someone breathing heavily.”




  “Man or woman?”




  “Heavens, I can’t tell. It sounds like a great big burly man, the way he breathes, but it could be a woman putting on an act.”




  “And then what happens?”




  “The person at the other end of the line hangs on until I hang up.”




  “Says something?”




  “Never.”




  “How well do you know Jarvis Archer?”




  “He’s my boss.”




  “How well do you know Jarvis Archer?”




  “I’m his secretary. I’ve worked for him for nearly a year.”




  “How well do you know Jarvis Archer?”




  She met my eyes defiantly. “Is this catechism in accordance with your instructions?”




  “My instructions were to find out who was doing all this and put a stop to it. You want that, don’t you?”




  “Yes.”




  “How well do you know Jarvis Archer?”




  “Well.”




  “He’s married?”




  “Yes.”




  “He’s been here in the apartment?”




  “Some.”




  “He’s listened to those telephone calls?”




  She hesitated a moment, then shook her head and said, “No.”




  “Why not?”




  “He hasn’t been here often and there haven’t been that number of calls. As I told you, they go in a series.”




  I said, “The main thing to do when the next phone call comes in is to make the person show his hand—or her hand. You think it could be a jealous wife?”




  “I don’t know who it is.”




  “You just hang on to the phone and say nothing?”




  “Most of the time I just get numb with terror. At first I tried to talk. I don’t say much now.”




  I said, “After this, try to make conversation. Try and say something that will make him—or her—talk.”




  “But how could I—”




  The phone rang.




  She jumped at the sound of the phone as though someone had stuck her with a pin. Automatically, she reached forward to answer it, then her hand was stopped in mid-motion. She looked at me with

  panic-stricken eyes. “That may be one now,” she said.




  “See if it is,” I said.




  The phone rang again.




  She said, “Oh, I hope not, I hope not. We’ve just had the number changed—a new unlisted number. I hoped that that would put a stop to these phone calls.”




  Again the phone rang.




  I pointed to it.




  She picked it up, said, “Hello,” and then her face set in lines of terror. She looked at me and nodded.




  I reached over her shoulder, took the instrument from her hand and placed it to my ear. I could hear heavy, ominous breathing.




  I said, “Hello, fourflusher. This is Donald Lam talking. In case you don’t know who I am, you’ll find out after a while. I’m the guy that’s going to track you down

  and send you to prison.”




  I quit talking.




  The heavy breathing continued.




  “You want to know why I’ve called you a fourflusher,” I said into the phone casually. “Well, that’s because you’re a piker, a quitter, a two-bit jerk. You

  make a lot of big threats and you don’t do anything about them. You ring up on the telephone and breathe heavily.”




  I laughed. “You’re going to have to do better than that from now on,” I said. “What else have you got to offer?”




  There was no sound except the heavy breathing.




  I said, “With these dial telephones, it’s a little difficult to trace a call, but it’s not impossible. And when we nab you, you’re going to have a nice, long stay in a

  federal penitentiary. Using the mails for illegal purposes, blackmail, attempted extortion— Oh, we can give you quite a ride.




  “Also,” I went on, “you’ve made a mistake with that last missive you sent. You got your finger in paste and left a very nice little fingerprint for us. How do you like

  that?”




  I stopped talking, and the phone was hung up at the other end of the line.




  I put the receiver back into place.




  “What happened?” she asked.




  “He hung up.”




  “He hung up?”




  “Whoever it was at the other end of the line.”




  “Why,” she said, “that’s the first time that’s ever happened. Usually, they stay right on there until I hang up.”




  “Have you ever tried talking the way I did?”




  “No, of course not. I wouldn’t have the nerve. I’ve asked who is it and what they want and why on earth they keep annoying me and what have I ever done to them, and things of

  that sort, but I’ve never talked the way you did.”




  “And no answer?” I asked.




  “No answer except the heavy breathing.”




  “Never heard a voice?”




  “Never a voice.”




  “And you’ve had this unlisted number for how long?”




  “This last one was only put in service about twenty-four hours ago, and it was handled most discreetly.”




  “You did it?”




  “No, Mr. Archer worked through friends at the telephone company and every precaution was taken to see that the number was kept absolutely confidential. My mother and Mother’s nurse

  are the only ones who know it—and Mother’s doctor.”




  I said, “Well, I’ve been given a pretty fair demonstration. So far, we’ve had a phone call and a special delivery letter. . . . You haven’t had any experience with knocks

  on the door at times when you couldn’t go to the door, when you were taking a shower, or things of that sort?”




  “No, nothing except the letters and the telephone calls.”




  I picked up the phone, called a recording company that did work for us and said, “I want a small portable tape recorder with a connection for telephone conversations. I want a good one

  that’s sensitive, and I want a hook-up that will faithfully record every sound that comes over the telephone, and to hell with the federal regulations. Send it up to Apartment 617 at the

  Neddler Arms Apartments just as fast as you can, with a goodly supply of tape, and charge it to Cool and Lam.”




  I was assured a recorder would be on its way up within thirty minutes.




  I hung up the phone and settled myself in a chair.




  “There may be other calls,” she said. “Sometimes there will be two or three within an hour or an hour and a half.”




  “Good,” I said. “I like to talk with the guy, or, rather, I like to let him listen to me. So many people interrupt me when I’m talking.”
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