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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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  The Villa Rosal


   Burlingame,
 

   California,
 

   1st January, 1937.




  To The Director,


  Bureau of Investigation,
 

  U.S. Department of Justice, Washington.




  Dear Sir,—After a great deal of thought I have finally decided to write to you. This letter probably sounds mysterious, but at the moment, mystery is

  necessary.




  During the last two or three months I have, by accident, obtained knowledge of certain matters which, I believe, should properly be dealt with by your department. These matters are criminal

  matters of a federal nature. I do not wish to say anything more at this moment, because I hope that further disclosure by me may be unnecessary.




  I have every hope that I may be able to write you more fully during the next ten days, or it may be that during the period 1st to 9th of this month events will justify my calling you on the

  long distance and clearing up this matter.




  But should you not hear from me by the 9th of this month I think it is imperative that you send a reliable operative from your department to contact me here on the afternoon of the 10th

  instant. If this becomes necessary I will make a full statement to him.




  Faithfully yours,





  Marella Thorensen












  Chapter One




  FREEZE-OUT FOR A DAME




  I AM standin’ lookin’ at this house and I think that if ever I get any dough I will settle down an’ get myself a dump like this.




  Because it has got what they call atmosphere. It is standin’ back off the roadway on the side of a little green slope. There is a white thicket fence separatin’ it from the road

  an’ there are flower beds and ornamental bits edged out with white stones all over the place. Through the gate there is a flight of wide steps linkin’ a sorta terrace path that runs up

  to the front door.




  Me—I reckon I would like a rest. Travellin’ by airplane is all very well but it sorta gets you tired. But then I’ve found that anythin’ gets me tired. Even

  “G” men get tired, but maybe they told you about that.




  Walkin’ up the path to the porch I get wonderin’ what this Marella Thorensen is goin’ to be like. I’m sorry that we never got any picture of this dame because if I see a

  picture of a dame I sorta get ideas about her. But as I’ll be seein’ her in a minute maybe the picture don’t matter.




  This is a funny sorta job. You’ve seen the letter that this dame wrote to the Director at Washington. She says it’s mysterious. I looked this word up in the dictionary, an’ it says

  that mysterious means enigmatical, so I look up enigmatical an’ it says that means beyond human comprehension. Well, it ain’t beyond my comprehension.




  Work it out for yourself. If this dame writes a letter to the Director of the Federal Bureau and suggests in it that there’s some sorta funny business goin’ on that he oughta know

  about, well it looks like there is some sorta hey-hey breakin’ around these parts. O.K. Well if that’s so it looks a bit screwy to me that she don’t go an’ tell her husband

  about it. After all if you’ve been married to a guy for ten years he’s the guy you go to. So what?




  But then ladies do funny things. But who am I to tell you that? I reckon you knew that for yourself. Dames are a lot more definite than people think. It’s guys who are the romantic cusses.

  I’ve known plenty dames who was very practical, like one in Cincinatti. She was a religious dame this baby, an’ she stabbed her second husband with a screwdriver just because he

  wouldn’t go to church of a Sunday, which shows you that women can get tough too.




  These ruminations have brought me to the front porch. There is a pretty ornamental bell-push, and when I work it I hear a musical bell ring somewhere in the house. I stand there

  waitin’.




  It’s four o’clock an’ there is a bit of a breeze blowin’ up. I think maybe there is goin’ to be some rain. Nobody don’t take any notice of the bell so I push it

  again. Five or six minutes go by. I take a stroll around the side of the house. It’s a swell place, not too big or too small. A path goes around to the right an’ behind the house I can

  see a well-kept lawn with a little Chinese pagoda stuck in the far corner.




  In the centre of the back of the house are two French windows givin’ out on to the lawn, an’ I can see that one of ’em is open. I walk up. When I get to the French window I can

  see that whoever was comin’ in or goin’ out last time they was in such a hurry that they had to bust the handle off, which is a funny thing to do to a glass window.




  I stick my head inside an’ look inta a long low room. It’s full of nice furniture, an’ all sorts of pretty knick-knacks. There ain’t nobody there. I go in an’ do a

  spot of coughin’ just to let anybody know that I’m around. Nothin’ happens.




  On the right of the room in a corner is a door, I walk over to this, open it an’ go out inta a passage. I cough some more but I might be a consumptive for all anybody cares. I walk along

  the passage an’ come to the hallway behind the front porch. There is a table on the right with a brass tray on it with some mail.




  Under the table up against the wall where it has slipped down off the tray I see a telegraph form. I pick it up an’ read it. It is a telegram from the Director to Mrs. Marella Thorensen

  tellin’ her that Special Agent L. H. Caution will be contactin’ her between four an’ five to-night.




  Well, where is she? I turn around an’ I call out Mrs. Thorensen. All I get is the air. I walk back along the passage an’ up to a wide flight of stairs away down on the left. I go up.

  On the first floor I turn around into another passage with the banister rail on the right where it turns and two or three white door rooms on the left.




  Facing me at the end of the passage is a door an’ it is open, an’ lyin’ on the floor is a woman’s silk scarf. I walk along and stick my head in the door. It is a

  woman’s bedroom an’ it looks very nice to me. It also looks as if some one has been havin’ a spot of hey-hey around here because all the things on the dressin’ table between

  the two windows that look out towards the front of the house are on the floor. A big lounge chair has been overturned an’ there is a towel lyin’ curled up like a snake right in the

  middle of the blue carpet. I think that maybe Mrs. Thorensen has been in a bad temper about somethin’.




  I go downstairs again, walk along the passage an’ start doin’ a little investigatin’. I go all over the place but I can’t find anybody. When I get into the kitchen I see

  a note stuck up against a tea canister on the table. This note is addressed to “Nellie” an’ it says:




  “Don’t worry about dinner. I shall not be back until nine to-night.”




  It looks to me like Nellie has taken time out too.




  I go out of the place the way I came in an’ shut the French window. I go back to where I have parked the hired car, get into it an’ light a cigarette. I reckon that if this dame is

  not goin’ to be back till nine o’clock to-night I might as well go over to San Francisco an’ have a word with O’Halloran. Maybe he can wise me up to something.




  I am just goin’ to start the engine when I see a car come around the corner way down the road an’ pull up outside the Villa Rosalito. A dame gets out. She is a slim sorta baby with a

  nice walk, an’ she is wearin’ a funny little hat an’ has got black hair. I reckon she is goin’ to pay a call on Mrs. Thorensen.




  I start the engine an’ drive off, but because I am a curious cuss, as I go past the car outside the villa, I take the number. Way up at the end of the pathway I can see this dame

  pushin’ the bell-push. I reckon she’ll be disappointed.




  I make San Francisco by five-thirty. I put the car in a garage an’ go along to the Sir Francis Drake Hotel which is a dump where I have stayed before. I check in, take a

  drink an’ a shower an’ do a little quiet thinkin’.




  Maybe you are thinkin’ along the same lines as I am, an’ anyhow you gotta agree that it looks durn silly for this dame Marella Thorensen to write letters askin’ for

  “G” men to be sent along an’ then, when she gets a wire to say that I am comin’, to scram outa the house an’ leave a note for the cook sayin’ that she

  won’t be back till nine o’clock. At the back of my head there is a big idea that there is somethin’ screwy goin’ on around here.




  I get a hunch. I call through to the Hall of Justice, an’ ask if O’Halloran is there. I get right through to him. “Hey, Terry,” I tell him, “listen. Are you

  doin’ some heavy sleuthin’ or have you got enough time on your hands to come around to the Sir Francis Drake an’ talk to Lemmy Caution?”




  He says sure an’ he will come around.




  Terence O’Halloran, who is a Police Lieutenant in ’Frisco, has been a buddy of mine since I got him a beat poundin’ job in this man’s city a long whiles ago. This guy can

  also drink more whisky than any cop I ever knew, an’ in spite of the fact that his face is as homely as a mountain gorge he sometimes has brains. Pretty soon he comes around an’ I order

  up a bottle of Irish whisky, an’ start workin’ the pump handle on him.




  “Looky, Terry,” I tell him, “this is sorta unofficial, see, because right now this business is not a police department job, but maybe you know something about Mrs. Marella

  Thorensen, an’ if so you can spill it.”




  I tell him about the letter this dame has wrote to the Bureau of Investigation, an’ how I came out to contact her.




  “I’m goin’ back there to the Rosalito dump at nine o’clock,” I say, “an’ I thought that maybe I could fill in the time gettin’ the low down on

  this babe an’ her husband.”




  “There ain’t much to tell, Lemmy,” he says. “I don’t think I’ve seen the dame in years. She’s easy to look at an’ she only comes into

  ’Frisco once in a blue moon. But her husband is a fly baby. I reckon this guy Aylmar Thorensen knows his groceries all right, an’ I’ll tell you why.




  “Six years ago this palooka is just another attorney. He gets an industrial case here an’ there but he don’t amount to anything much, an’ then all of a sudden he gets

  himself appointed as attorney for a guy called Lee Sam. Ho Lee Sam is in the money. He’s got a silk business in California an’ four factories on the other side of the slot. But like all

  Chinks he hasta go on makin’ some more, so he starts musclin’ around in the number rackets, and pin table takes in Chinatown an’ gets himself tied up with a guy called Jack Rocca

  who come here outa Chicago an’ who has got a record as long as the Golden Gate bridge.




  “One way an’ another it looks like these two are goin’ to get themselves in bad with the Hall of Justice, but this guy Thorensen is always there with bells on just when things

  are lookin’ not so hot. If it wasn’t for him keepin’ Lee Sam’s nose clean I reckon that Chink woulda been in plenty trouble—money or no money.”




  I nod. “An’ I suppose Lee Sam pays plenty to keep a legal eye on the proceedin’s?” I ask him.




  “Right,” he says. “An’ has Thorensen done himself good. That guy has got himself two cars an’ a swell house out at Burlingame an’ an apartment on Nob Hill.

  He’s a clever guy that Thorensen, but maybe some of these guys are so clever that in the long run they double-cross themselves.”




  He lights himself a cigarette.




  “Say, Lemmy,” he says, “what’s this dame Marella Thorensen tryin’ to do to you Federal guys?”




  “Search me,” I tell him, “I wouldn’t know, but I reckon I’m goin’ to find out. This dame leaves a note for the cook sayin’ she’ll be back by nine

  o’clock so I’m bustin’ outa here at about a quarter to nine. When I’ve seen this dame maybe I’ll know what I’m talkin’ about. In the meantime,” I go

  on, “supposin’ we eat.”




  I ring down to the desk an’ I order a dinner, an’ we sit an’ eat an’ talk about old times before prohibition when men was men, an’ women was glad of it.




  At half-past eight Terry scrams. He has got to go back to the Hall of Justice on some job, an’ at a quarter to nine I start thinkin’ about gettin’ the car an’ goin’

  back to have my little talk with Marella Thorensen.




  I am just walkin’ outa the room when the telephone bell rings. It is O’Halloran.




  “Hey, Lemmy,” he says, “what do you know about this? You remember I was telling you about this guy Lee Sam. Well, he’s just been through here on the telephone. He says

  he’s worried. I’ll tell you why. This guy’s daughter has been over in Shanghai, see, on a holiday or something. O.K. Well this afternoon she rings him up. She’s just got in

  at Alameda across the Bay on the China Clipper1 from Shanghai. Well Lee Sam is plenty surprised at this because he didn’t know anything about this dame

  coming back, and he says so what? She tells him that she’s had a letter from Marella Thorensen saying that she’s got to see her and fixing that she’ll be in at the Villa Rosalito

  this afternoon.




  “Lee Sam’s daughter says that she is taking a car right away and going out to the Villa Rosalito at Burlingame, that she reckons to be there in about half an hour and that she ought

  to be home at the Lee Sam place on Nob Hill at six o’clock.




  “O.K. Well, she ain’t appeared and the old boy is getting scared. He is wonderin’ what’s happened to her. He’s gettin’ all the more scared because he’s

  been ringing the Villa Rosalito on the telephone and he can’t get any reply. It looks like there ain’t anybody there. I thought I’d let you know and if you’re goin’

  out like you said maybe you can tell me what’s goin’ on around there. Then I’ll let the Chink know.”




  I do a spot of thinkin’.




  “O.K. Terry,” I tell him. “But you do somethin’ for me, will you? There ain’t any need to get excited about this Lee Sam girl yet. Maybe I’ve gotta idea about

  that. Stick around. I reckon I’ll be back here somewhere about eleven o’clock to-night. You blow in. Maybe I’ll have somethin’ to tell you.”




  “Right,” he says, “I’ll ring this old palooka an’ tell him we’ll get in touch with him later.” He hangs up.




  It looks like this business is gettin’ a bit more mysterious, because it looks to me now that the dame who got outa the car that I saw outside the Villa Rosalito musta been the Lee Sam

  girl, an’ I wonder where she has got to, because she musta found out pretty good an’ quick that there wasn’t anybody in the place.




  I go down an’ around to the garage where I have left the car, an’ I drive good an’ quick out to Burlingame. There is a mist comin’ down—one of them blanket mists

  that blow down over the San Francisco district from the Sacramento River, an’ I aim to get out there whilst I can see.




  I pull up outside the Villa Rosalito, walk up the long terraced path to the front door an’ start playin’ tunes on the bell. Nothing happens. I had an idea it wouldn’t. I walk

  around the side, round to the back an’ get through the French window like I did before. I notice it is open an’ when I came out I closed it, so maybe the Chinese girl went in this

  way.




  I switch the lights on an’ take a look all round the place. There just ain’t anybody there. Finally I go inta the kitchen. When I get there I see the note that was propped up against

  the tea canister is gone an’ I wonder if Nellie the cook has been back. If she has, where is this baby?




  I go back to the hall an’ I grab the telephone. I ring through to O’Halloran an’ ask this guy if he’s got any news. He says yes, that he has been on to Lee Sam an’

  the girl’s cashed in all right. She got in just after nine o’clock. She’s been stickin’ around seein’ friends. I ask him if he has said anythin’ to this Lee Sam

  about Mrs. Thorensen not bein’ out at the Villa Rosalito, an’ he says he ain’t said a word, that there didn’t seem any call to say anything, but that the daughter would know

  that anyway.




  I then tell him that I’m comin’ straight back to the Sir Francis Drake Hotel, and as it is good an’ foggy I reckon to be back there about eleven o’clock, an’ that

  maybe he would like to meet me at the dump an’ drink a little more whisky. He says O.K. he will go any place to drink whisky.




  I go outside, start the car up an’ drive back. The mist has come down like a blanket an’ there is a thin drizzlin’ rain. It’s a miserable sorta night. It’s not so

  easy to drive an’ it is quarter after eleven before I get back.




  Upstairs in my room I find O’Halloran. He has finished the bottle I ordered when I was there before so I get another one up an’ we have a drink.




  “Look, Terry,” I tell him. “I’m gettin’ plenty leg-work on this job. Right now I’m takin’ a run up to this Lee Sam’s place. I wanta have a word

  with that daughter of his. I reckon I wanta know where Marella Thorensen is.”




  He puts his glass down. “Why don’t you call her husband?” he says. “He’s got an apartment up on Nob Hill. Maybe she’s out there.”




  “Yeah, an’ maybe she ain’t,” I tell him. “If this dame wanted to talk to her husband about this business that she wants to talk to me about, she’d have done

  it before. Right now I don’t wanta disturb this guy Aylmar Thorensen. I just wanta talk to this Chinese dame, but if you wanta be a good guy I’ll tell you what you can do. Stick around

  here an’ go on drinkin’ whisky. Maybe I’ll want you to do somethin’ for me. If I do I’ll call you through from Lee Sam’s place.”




  “O.K. Lemmy,” he says. “Me—I’m happy. I’ve got my feet up an’ I’m drinking whisky. What can a guy ask more than that?”




  I leave him reachin’ for the bottle.




  I jump a cable car up the hill an’ get dropped off somewhere around this Vale Down House where Lee Sam lives. As I walk up to it I see a lighted window stickin’

  outa the mist. The house is one helluva big place standin’ in its own grounds with a high sorta wall around it an’ big ornamental gates. It looks like this Chinaman has got plenty

  dough.




  I go through the gates, walk along the drive an’ ring the bell. A slit-eyed palooka in a butler’s coat opens the door. I tell him that I am a Federal Officer an’ that I would

  like to have a few words with Miss Lee Sam, an’ he shows me inta some sittin’ room that is filled with some swell Chinese furniture, an’ tells me to park myself.




  About five minutes later a guy comes inta the room, an’ I reckon that this will be Lee Sam. He is a fine old benevolent lookin’ guy with white whiskers an’ a Chinese pigtail,

  which not many of ’em wear these days. He is wearin’ Chinese clothes an’ looks like he’d stepped out of a picture on a willow pattern plate. He has got a nice quiet sorta

  face, bland an’ smilin’, an’ he speaks good English except that he can’t sound his “r’s.”




  “You want see Miss Lee Sam?” he says. “Can I help. Velly solly I disturb Police Department unnecessarily. Daughter is quite safe. She was driving alound seeing

  fliends.”




  He smiles. “Young people velly thoughtless,” he says.




  “Fine, Lee Sam,” I tell him, “an’ I’m glad your daughter’s O.K., but I wanta have a word with her, see? I wanta see her about something else.”




  He looks a little bit surprised, but he don’t say anythin’, he just sorta shrugs his shoulders, turns around an’ walks outa the room. I sit down again an’ light myself a

  cigarette, an’ in a coupla minutes the door opens an’ a dame walks in. An’ what a dame!




  I tell you she’s got everything. She is tall, slight an’ supple, but that don’t mean she’s thin. She has the right sorta curves. I tell you that dame’s figure would

  have made a first-class mannequin jump in the lake out of envy. Her hair is as black as night but her eyes are turquoise blue. If I didn’t know that this dame was Lee Sam’s daughter

  I’d never have guessed she was Chinese in a million years. I woulda thought she was just a super American lovely.




  She is wearing a black silk Chinese coat an’ trousers worked over with gold dragons. The coat is buttoned high to her neck an’ a pair of black satin shoes with diamond buckles set

  off her feet swell. Her skin is dead white an’ her lips are parted in a little smile as if she sorta thought she liked you but wasn’t quite certain. Her teeth are pearly an’ even,

  an’ she has got about twenty thousand smackers’ worth of diamond necklace around her neck an’ another ten grands’ worth on her fingers in rings.




  If this is what dames look like in China then I am wise to why so many palookas are tryin’ to be missionaries.




  She stops right in front of where I am sittin’ an’ looks down at me. “Good night to you,” she says. “You wish to speak to me?”




  I get up. “Just a few questions, Miss Lee Sam,” I tell her. “My name’s Caution. I’m a Federal Officer. I suppose you don’t know where Mrs. Thorensen

  is?”




  She looks surprised. “Marella was at home when I saw her last. I arrived there at four-forty-five. There was no one there. I waited a little while and then she returned. That would be five

  o’clock or a little after.”




  “O.K.” I say, “an’ then what did you do?”




  “We sat an’ talked.”




  She is lookin’ at me with the same half smile, sorta old-fashioned, if you know what I mean.




  “An’ how long was you sittin’ there talkin’?” I ask her.




  She shrugs her shoulders. “For a long time,” she says. “Until about seven o’clock or maybe later. I left there at about twenty minutes to eight.”




  “An’ you left her there?”




  She nods her head.




  “If that’s so, Miss Lee Sam, can you explain why it was that your father couldn’t get any answer on the telephone when he called through after he’d got worried about

  you?”




  She is still smilin’. She looks to me like a very swell-lookin’ school teacher bein’ patient with a kid.




  “I can tell you that, Mr. Caution,” she says. “When we were talking Marella took the telephone receiver off the hook so that we should not be disturbed. Then afterwards we went

  up to her room and I expect she forgot to put it back again.”




  I think a minute. I remember that when I went out there the second time an’ rang O’Halloran from there the telephone receiver was on the hook all right.




  “That’s possible,” I say. “An’ why did you go out there in such a helluva hurry directly you got in on the China Clipper?”




  She smiles a bit more.




  “She wanted me to,” she answers. “She wrote to me in Shanghai. She told me to go to her very urgently because she was in trouble. She write me by air mail on the first of this

  month. She said I was to come to be with her on the 10th at latest. She is my friend,” she says, “so I came.”




  I grin. “Lady,” I tell her, “I wish you was so friendly with me that you’d fly four thousand miles if I wrote you a letter. Was that the only reason?”




  “That is enough reason, Mr. Caution,” she says. “If I loved you I would fly four thousand miles to you if you asked it.”




  I reckon that I oughta keep my mind on the business in hand, so I don’t say anything to this crack.




  “Maybe you’ve got the letter that Mrs. Thorensen wrote you askin’ you to come over?” I say.




  She shakes her head. “No,” she says, “I destroyed it. I saw no reason to keep it.”




  “What’s you first name Miss Lee Sam?” I ask her.




  “Berenice,” she says.




  She looks at me an’ her eyes are like a deep stream in the summer. I tell you this baby is no pushover. She has got poise an’ calm an’ the whole works an’ her brain is as

  snappy as a whip.




  “Don’t you think it a nice name, Mr. Caution?” she says.




  “So your mother was American?” I shoot at her.




  “Yes,” she says. “How did you know?”




  “Your father can’t pronounce ‘r’s’ ” I tell her. “So he wouldn’t have christened you Berenice.”




  “You are very much more clever than you look, Mr. Caution,” she says. “And you are right about my father. He pronounces it ‘Belenice’; but he has another name for

  me. It is Chinese. It means ‘Very Deep and Very Beautiful Stream.’ Do you like that Mr. Caution?”




  “Lady,” I tell her, “you’re beautiful all right an’ I think you’re plenty deep.”




  She starts smilin’ again an’ turns around as the old guy comes inta the room. He comes over to me.




  “Gentleman to spleak to you,” he says. “Telephone in hall outside.”




  I go out after him. I leave her standin’ there smilin’. It is O’Halloran.




  “Listen, you beautiful brute,” he says. “I been amusin’ myself doin’ a little telephonin’ around this town an’ here’s a flash for you. Half an

  hour ago some cops from the Harbour patrol find a body floatin’ around the New York Dock. They sent it along to the morgue. It’s a dame. I ain’t been around there because I hate

  leavin’ this whisky, but here’s a rough description. Height about five feet five: weight estimated at 120 to 130 lbs. Blonde an’ bobbed hair. Does that mean anything to

  you?”




  “O.K. Terry,” I tell him. “Just stick around an’ I’ll take in the morgue personally. I’ll be seein’ you.”




  The old guy has disappeared. I go back inta the room. She is still standin’ there where I left her.




  “Listen, lady,” I tell her. “There’s just one thing more. What clothes was Mrs. Thorensen wearin’ when you saw her?”




  “She was wearin’ a blue suit with an oyster coloured crepe-de-chine shirt,” she says. “She had on grey silk stockings and black patent court shoes.”




  “Any rings?”




  “Yes, a diamond and ruby betrothal ring, and a diamond set wedding ring, and a single ruby ring on her little finger. She always wore those.”




  “Thanks a lot,” I tell her. “I’ll be seein’ you some more Very Deep an’ Very Beautiful Stream,” I crack at her, “an’ mind you don’t

  run out to the sea while I’m away.”




  I scram.




  I jump a cab that is wanderin’ an’ I go down the hill. I pay off the cab at Kearny an’ walk along past the Hall of Justice to the morgue. This is a long low dump lyin’

  beside the hall on the other side of a little roadway.




  It has started to rain like hell an’ in spite of the mist it is sorta close an’ heavy. Away down the street I can just see the blue lamp outside the morgue.




  Just along by the entrance I can see a dame. She’s got no slicker an’ no hat an’ no umbrella; she is just standin’ there lookin’ as if she was lost an’

  likin’ it.




  “Hey, sister, don’t you know it’s rainin’?” I tell her as I walk past. “What’s the matter? Has some guy stood you up?”




  She looks at me sorta fresh, but there is a scared look in her eye. “On your way, sailor,” she says. “Maybe I like rain; it sets my hair.”




  As I turn inta the entrance I am thinkin’ that all dames are nuts anyhow. I go up the entrance steps an’ push the door open. Inside on the right of the hallway is the office. I go in

  there. There ain’t anybody in it; but there is a bell for the attendant on the desk.




  I push it. Then I wait around for a few minutes. Nothin’ happens. I push the bell again. After a bit the door on the other side of the counter opens an’ the attendant comes in. He is

  in his shirt sleeves an’ his uniform cap is about two sizes too small for him. I start wonderin’ why it is that they always give these morgue guys caps that are too small.




  “An’ what can I do for you?” he says.




  I show him my badge. “There was a dame brought in here to-night by the Harbour squad,” I tell him. “I wanta have a look at her.”




  “O.K.” he says. “This way.”




  He opens up the flap in the counter an’ I go through. Then I follow him across the office an’ along a passage an’ down some stairs. As we go down the air gets plenty cold. We

  go through an iron door at the bottom an’ he switches on the light. Then he gives a sorta gasp an’ points with his finger.




  “Well, can you beat that?” he says. “Look. To-night just after they brought this dame in the freezin’ apparatus down here goes wrong an’ I have to telephone through

  for a whole lot of ice to keep this place cold, because we got eight stiffs down here. One ice block was put on that iron shelf above the tray they laid that dame on an’ look what’s

  happened to it.”




  I look. Right along the sides of the walls are what looks like white japanned filin’ cabinets, an’ the trays they lay the bodies on come outa these on rollers. Way down at the end of

  the morgue is a white tray out with a dame’s body on it, an’ a block of ice about three feet square has slipped off the shelf from above the tray right on the face of this dame. It

  wasn’t no sight for babies, I’m tellin’ you.




  I go along an’ look at it. It is dressed in a blue suit with patent court shoes, an’ I can see that the shirt was oyster silk—that is before the ice slipped. I look at the left

  hand. There is a diamond and ruby ring on the third finger an’ a weddin’ ring set with diamonds next to it. On the little finger is a big single ruby ring.




  “O.K. buddy,” I say. “That’s all I wanted to know.”




  I scram. I walk back to the Sir Francis Drake an’ go to my room. Terry is there drinkin’ whisky an’ playin’ solitaire. I give myself a drink.




  “What’s eatin’ you, Lemmy?” he says. “You been to the morgue?”




  “Yeah,” I tell him, “but that ain’t what’s worryin’ me right now. I just got a funny idea. Listen, Terry, you tell me how the freezin’ apparatus at the

  morgue can go wrong?”




  “It can’t,” he says. “Not unless the electricity for the whole city goes wrong with it.”




  “O.K.” I say. “This is where you an’ me go out an’ get busy.”




  He looks up. “How come?” he says.




  “Look, Terry,” I tell him. “When I go down to the morgue I see a dame standin’ outside in the rain just for nothin’ at all. Inside I see that the attendant’s

  hat don’t fit him. Also he tells me that the freezin’ has gone wrong an’ that they have had to get ice in, an’ shows me how one block has slipped an’ wiped out the

  face of the dame that was Marella Thorensen. Like a big sap I fell for it.”




  “For what?” he says.




  “Just this,” I tell him. “We’re goin’ out to find what they did with the real morgue attendant, the one they got outa the way while they brought that ice block in

  an’ smacked it on the face of that corpse. The guy I saw down there was a phoney. That’s why his hat didn’t fit him.”




  I put on my hat.




  “I’m layin’ you six to four that we find the real guy down there in one of the trays,” I say. “The girl outside was the look out. When I got in they was

  fixin’ the job an’ the others got out the back way while one smart guy came back into the office when I rang the bell an’ played me for a sucker while they was doin’

  it.”




  Terry sorta sighs an’ heaves himself up. We go down in the lift an’ grab a cab outside.




  When we get down to the morgue office there ain’t anybody there at all. We go through the office an’ along the passage and down the stairs to the corpse room. I switch on the light

  an’ light a cigarette an’ then we start pullin’ out the trays with the stiffs on.




  We found the morgue attendant all right. He was in number five tray. His eyes are wide open an’ lookin’ sorta surprised.




  Which he was entitled to be because somebody has shot this guy three times.












  Chapter Two




  TWO-TIME TOOTS




  O’HALLORAN finishes the bottle.




  “Ain’t it like life?” he says. “Anyhow this dame Marella hadta die sometime. Why couldn’t she get herself a piece of pneumonia or somethin’ normal instead of

  havin’ herself put outa circulation by some gun guy thereby causin’ plenty trouble for all concerned?” He hiccups so hard he nearly ricks his neck.




  “What I wanta know, Lemmy,” he says, “is why some bozos haveta smash this dame’s pan. It don’t make sense to me. An’ look at the risk they was runnin’.

  It’s just sorta ridiculous. Here is the morgue stuck right next to the Hall of Justice. There is about seven cops on night shift who mighta strolled inta the morgue office any time to pass

  the time of day with Gluck. I don’t get the idea at all.”




  “I get it plenty,” I tell him, an’ as I say this Brendy comes in.




  Brendy is the Precinct Captain. He is a nice guy an’ plays along very sweet with anybody who don’t rub him the wrong way. He is a bit sore about bein’ got up over all this

  besuzuz.




  “Well, you guys,” he says, “we got that identification sewn up all right. I had Thorensen down an’ it nearly made him sick. I don’t reckon I’ve ever seen a

  guy look so green around the trap. It’s Marella Thorensen, an’ if somebody will proceed to give me some sorta low-down on all this ice block stuff I’ll be very pleased to listen to

  ’em.”




  He grabs himself off a glass an’ gives himself a snifter.




  “Also,” he goes on, “I wants know just what we are goin’ to do about these killin’s. This job starts off as a Federal Investigation inta some sorta low-down that

  Marella Thorensen says she has got about Federal offences around here. O.K. Well, now the situation has changed plenty. There’s two bump-offs in my precinct, an’ that’s a matter

  for me an’ the Chief of Police. How’re we goin’ to play it, Lemmy?”




  “Look fellers,” I tell ’em. “Let’s take this thing easy, shall we? Brendy, you don’t know that you got two bump-offs. You’re only certain that you got

  one. You know that Gluck, the morgue attendant, was murdered, but you don’t know that Marella Thorensen was, an’ that’s why somebody put that act on with the ice block.”




  They get interested.




  “Here’s how I see this thing,” I tell ’em. “The doctor says that Marella Thorensen was dead before she was chucked inta the drink. O.K. He knows this because there

  ain’t any water in the lungs. So she died before she went inta the water, didn’t she, an’ at the present moment there ain’t any medical examiner who can say just how she did

  die. Well I’m goin’ to make a coupla guesses.




  “Here’s the way I reckon they played it. Somebody shoots Marella through the head, an’ the next thing is to get rid of the body, so they take it along down to the wharf

  an’ slam it over the edge.




  “Now you tell me something, Brendy. How was it that the Harbour Squad found Marella floatin’?”




  “Some guy calls through on the telephone to the Squad Office,” he says. “Some guy says he has seen a stiff floatin’ around the Little Basin, an’ then he hangs up.

  The Squad go out an’ look around an’ they find her.”




  “All right,” I say, “an’ then the Squad pick her up an’ stick her in a patrol wagon an’ send her along to the morgue, an’ that’s that.




  “Now you guys have gotta admit that there is something screwy about that call. If the guy who called through was a legitimate guy he is goin’ to say who he is, ain’t he? But he

  don’t. He just hangs up an’ scrams. So it looks to me as if he called through just so that Marella Thorensen should be found, an’ what does that mean. Well, it means that

  somebody wanted the world to know that she was dead, see?”




  They nod.




  “O.K.” says O’Halloran, “so what?”




  “Well, if you guys are goin’ to accept that, maybe you will accept this as well: What reason would some guy have for bumpin’ Marella, throwin’ her in the ditch an’

  then callin’ through so’s the Harbour Squad will find her an’ get her identified? Well it looks to me as if the reason might be this one: This dame Marella Thorensen has sent a

  letter to the Bureau of Investigation to say that she is goin’ to spill the beans on the 10th January—to the operative who is sent down. Well now, if somebody kills this dame to-night

  an’ we all find out that it is her, then the Federal operative knows durn well that he ain’t goin’ to take any statement from Mrs. Marella Thorensen, don’t he? So what does

  he do? He reckons that the two deaths—Marella’s an’ Gluck’s—are just the business of the local Police Department, so he scrams back to Washington, don’t

  he?”




  “That sounds like sense to me,” says Brendy.




  “It is sense, an’ it’s just what I ain’t goin’ to do,” I tell ’em. “I reckon that if these guys took all that trouble to let us know that Marella

  was dead then they done it because they wanted me to pack up on this job, an’ the reason they would want me to pack up is because I might find out from somewhere else just what she wanted to

  talk about, an’ that’s why I’m goin’ to stick around.”




  “O.K.,” says Brendy, “an’ supposin’ for the sake of argument that that is right too, we still ain’t got any further with this ice business, hey

  Terry?”




  Terry shakes his head. “Me—I just cannot understand about that,” he says.




  I grin. “I reckon it’s simple,” I tell ’em. “Look, here’s how I figure it. This guy who has shot Marella Thorensen an’ had her chucked in the harbour

  has either called through himself or got some guy to call through to the Harbour Squad so’s they’ll find her an’ so’s we’ll know she’s dead, like I told you

  before.




  “O.K. When all this business is over an’ the body has been sent down to the morgue, this guy suddenly gets a very funny idea. He remembers that the probability is that the bullet he

  shot this dame with is still in her head an’ he particularly don’t want the medical examiner to find that bullet. Now you guys know as well as I do just why he wouldn’t want that

  bullet found.”




  They both look up. They’re gettin’ interested.




  “Sure I know,” says Brendy. “He don’t want that bullet found because we can identify the gun that fired it from the bullet itself. That means to say that Marella was

  bumped by a guy who has already ironed out somebody around here, and whose gun has been identified once before by a bullet taken out of a corpse.”




  “Swell, brother,” I tell him, “you’re gettin’ warm. That bein’ so what does he do? He knows durn well that if that bullet is found we’ll know who killed

  Marella an’ we’ll also know who it was who was so keen to get her outa the way so’s we shouldn’t find out about this letter she wrote.




  “So he takes a chance. He loads some ice blocks on a truck, he gets down to the morgue, he gets Gluck downstairs on some pretence inta the corpse room an’ bumps him. Then he opens

  the back door an’ the other guys come in with the ice blocks. They drop one of ’em on Marella’s face an’ they get the bullet. They’re just finishin’ off when

  they hear the bell ring in the office upstairs. That’s me. I’ve just arrived. So one of ’em—a guy with a nerve—grabs off Gluck’s cap, takes off his coat

  an’ comes up an’ does that act with me.




  “When he hears that I’m a Federal Officer who’s come around to have a look at the stiff that’s just been brought in, he gets a bit of a shock, but his nerve is still

  workin’ so he pulls that story on me about the freezin’ apparatus havin’ gone wring, an’ I fall for it.”




  They look at each other.




  “Lemmy, I reckon you’re right,” says Terry. “It looks like that’s the low-down.”




  “Maybe,” I tell ’em, “an’ if it is we still got a clue. Maybe we can still find this guy an’ d’ya see how?”




  “Sure I do,” says Brendy. “All we gotta do is to go through the Police records an’ make a list of every guy whose gun has been matched up by the ballistics department

  with a bullet that has been taken outa some stiff during the last year or so. Then I reckon the guy we’re lookin’ for is somewhere on that list.”




  “O.K. Brendy,” I say. “Maybe you’ll do that for me. Another thing is this,” I say, “you guys have gotta realise that this Marella Thorensen killin’ is

  tied up like I said with a letter she wrote to the Director of the Bureau. O.K. We don’t wanta play these two killin’s separately. Let’s make this one job. I reckon we can all

  help each other. What do you say, Brendy?”




  “That’s O.K. by me,” he says. “Lemmy, I don’t mind playin’ around with you. I’ll speak to the Chief in the mornin’ an’ get his O.K. on it.

  Where do we go from there?” he says.




  I light myself a cigarette. “You tell me about Thorensen, Brendy,” I say. “What happened when you got him down to the morgue to-night?”




  “He wasn’t lookin’ so good,” says Brendy. “He comes down an’ I tell him that maybe we’ve got a bit of bad news for him. I tell him that a Federal

  officer was trying to find his wife this afternoon an’ couldn’t, that a body has been found by the Harbour Squad, an’ we’d like him to have a look at it. I tell him that

  maybe he’d better prepare himself for a shock.




  “He don’t say anything very much. He just says O.K. So I take him down to the corpse room and I show him Marella. He just looks at it like he was poleaxed, then he nods his head

  an’ he says ‘that’s her all right,’ an’ that’s that. Then he went back home, and,” Brendy goes on, gettin’ up, “I reckon I’m going home

  too. I can do with spot of sleep all right. I wish guys wouldn’t kill each other so much around here.”
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