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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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  Chapter One




  It had been a tough morning and there were no signs of a letup during the first part of the afternoon.




  I had been working on a complicated accident insurance case and had been out on the firing line almost constantly for a full week. Now I was trying to get my reports caught up. There

  wasn’t time to dictate them in shorthand, so Elsie Brand, my secretary, had been taking them direct on the typewriter, doing a good job, but nevertheless under the terrific strain which comes

  when even the most competent secretary is making an original and four copies from direct dictation.




  At three o’clock we had wrapped it up and I drew a sigh of relief. Our client was coming in at five o’clock that night to get the report from Bertha Cool, my partner in the detective

  agency.




  Bertha Cool, built like a sack of cement, had that hard-boiled exterior which appealed to clients. I did the legwork. Bertha ran the office, fixed the fees, for the most part, and handled

  investments.




  Elsie racheted the last sheet of paper out of the typewriter. “That’s the end of that case. With the information you’ve uncovered, the insurance company will settle for

  peanuts. They’ll be tickled to death.”




  I nodded. “We’ll let Bertha study the reports before the client comes in so she’ll know how to fix the fee. Let’s take a coffee break.”




  “I could use about two cups of coffee right now,” Elsie admitted.




  I gathered up the reports, took them into Bertha Cool’s private office.




  Bertha Cool was seated in her creaky swivel chair behind the battle-scarred desk.




  “You got it?” she asked.




  “I’ve got it.”




  Her diamond rings flashed cold fire as she reached to grasp the reports.




  “That’s a hell of a lot of reading to do between now and five o’clock,” she said.




  “It buttons up the case,” I told her.




  “In our favor?”




  “In our client’s favor.”




  Bertha grunted, picked up her reading glasses from the top of the desk, adjusted them, and started reading.




  “Sit down.”




  “No, thanks, I’m bushed. Elsie and I are going out for a coffee break.”




  Bertha didn’t look up from the reading. “You and Elsie!” she snorted.




  “That’s right,” I told her, and walked out.




  Elsie was waiting for me. “Okay?”




  “Okay.”




  “Does she know we’re going?”




  “Yes.”




  “What did she say?”




  I grinned at her.




  “Printable?” she asked.




  “Printable,” I said.




  “That’s a relief,” Elsie said.




  “Bertha was preoccupied,” I told her. “She had started reading. It cramped her verbal style. Come on, let’s go.”




  We went down to the coffee shop in the building and found a booth.




  “A big pot of coffee,” I said, “some toasted crackers, and a double order of Camembert cheese.”




  “Donald,” Elsie protested, “my figure!”




  “Wonderful!” I told her.




  The waitress hurried off with the order. I settled back and unwound. I had been pretty well keyed up, reading my notes, translating them into the type of report a client could understand,

  keeping pace with Elsie’s fingers on the keyboard, trying to space the dictation so there weren’t any pauses yet she didn’t have to drive herself in order to keep up.




  The waitress brought the coffee. “I thought you’d like this right away,” she said. “The cheese will be along in a few moments. We’re toasting the

  crackers.”




  “Great,” I told her.




  The man who came in stood aimlessly looking around for a moment, seemed to be trying to locate someone rather than selecting a place where he wanted to eat.




  His eye drifted over to our booth, paused, came back again, then hastily looked away.




  The man sat down at a table in the center of the room—a table from which he could see our booth.




  I said to Elsie, “Don’t look now, but I think we’re being tailed.”




  “Good heavens, why?” she asked.




  “I don’t know,” I said.




  “The man who just came in?”




  “Yes.”




  “What in the world would he want?”




  “Well,” I said, “he’ll probably order coffee and doughnuts. But what he really came in here for was because someone had told him we were here and he wanted to

  check.”




  “Someone who came to the office looking for you, and Bertha told him you were down here?”




  “I doubt it,” I said. “It could be, but he looks as though he had money; and if a potential client came in and looked as though he had money, Bertha would have said, ‘Sit

  right down there. I’ll have him for you within two minutes.’ With that, Bertha would have dispatched one of the typists down here telling us to get up there in a hurry.”




  Elsie smiled. “You’ve been with Bertha long enough so you not only know what she’d say, but you have the knack of making your voice sound almost like hers.”




  “Heaven forbid,” I said.




  Our cheese came and we had the hot toasted crackers and cheese. The man at the table had coffee and a chocolate-covered doughnut.




  “It makes me nervous,” Elsie said, “like—I feel like a fish in an aquarium with kids staring at me.”




  Abruptly the man pushed back his chair.




  “Here it comes,” I said.




  “You mean he’s coming over?”




  “I think so. He’s just made up his mind.”




  The man got up from his chair, marched directly over to our booth.




  “Donald Lam?” he asked.




  I nodded.




  “I thought I recognized you.”




  “I don’t think I know you,” I told him.




  “I’m quite certain you don’t. I’m Nicholas Baffin.”




  I didn’t offer to get up or to shake hands. I simply nodded and said, “How are you, Mr. Baffin?”




  He looked expectantly at Elsie.




  She didn’t say anything and I didn’t either.




  He said, “It is of some importance that I talk with you, Mr. Lam.”




  “I’ll be up in the office within ten minutes,” I told him. “You may see me there.”




  “As it happens, I would like to get to know you first. . . . That is, I would like to talk informally with you. . . . Could I bring my coffee over here and have a brief few minutes with

  you? It’s on a matter of business.”




  I hesitated, looked at Elsie, sighed, said, “All right. It’s during business hours. It’ll cost you money.”




  “I expect to pay for your time—to pay well.”




  I said, “This is Elsie Brand, my secretary. Bring your coffee over.”




  He hurried back to the table and came over with his coffee cup and the uneaten half of his doughnut.




  I made room for him to sit down.




  He said, “Your firm is Cool and Lam?”




  “That’s right.”




  “You’ve done some rather spectacular work as private investigators.”




  “We’ve handled some interesting cases.”




  “With, I understand, great satisfaction to the clients.”




  “And your interest in that?” I inquired.




  He laughed nervously and said, “I have a very delicate matter and I hardly know just how to bring it up.”




  “A woman?” I asked.




  “A woman is involved, yes.”




  “In what way?” I asked.




  “How many ways are there?” he countered.




  “Quite a few,” I said. “Blackmail, alimony, paternity suits, broken hearts, and just plain sex.”




  He glanced apprehensively at Elsie.




  “She’s been my secretary for some time,” I said.




  “I guess this is just plain sex,” he blurted, “—as far as the woman angle is concerned.”




  “There’s another angle?”




  “Yes.”




  “What?”




  “Blackmail.”




  “By the woman?”




  “No.”




  “You sure?”




  “Yes.”




  “Go on,” I said.




  “How,” he asked, “do you deal with a blackmailer?”




  I said, “You lay a trap, get a tape recording of the blackmail offer, scare the living hell out of the guy, and then go free.




  “Sometimes you go to the police, confide in the police what it’s all about. The police lay a trap for the blackmailer; and if you’ve got political pull, everybody plays

  ball.”




  “Isn’t there another way?”




  “Sure,” I said.




  “What?” he asked.




  “Murder.”




  “There’s still another way,” he said.




  “What’s that?”




  “The pay-off.”




  I shook my head. “That’s like trying to get out of deep water by walking away from the shore.”




  “In this case,” he said, “unfortunately, it’s the only way.”




  “A pay-off?”




  “Yes.”




  I shook my head. “It won’t work.”




  He finished his coffee, pushed the coffee cup away, said, “Do you know Sergeant Frank Sellers?”




  “Very well,” I told him.




  “And I believe he knows your partner, Bertha Cool?”




  “Yes.”




  “I understand he and Bertha Cool get along very well together.”




  “They talk the same language.”




  “And you?”




  I said, “Sellers and I get along. I’ve been on the inside of two or three cases where I’ve given him a chance to come out on top smelling like a rose. In other words,

  we’ve been good friends at the finish, but prior to that time there’s been what you might call an element of suspicion. . . . Sergeant Sellers thinks I am willing to cut corners once in

  a while.”




  “He thinks you’re smart?”




  “Too smart.”




  Baffin nodded. “That’s what I’d heard,” he said.




  “All right,” I told him, “you’ve taken up time. You’ve had a lot of fun asking questions. You want to ask any more?”




  “Yes.”




  “Put down fifty bucks,” I told him.




  He laughed and said, “I had heard Bertha Cool was the manager of the outfit.”




  “Bertha,” I said, “would have had the fifty dollars out of you before you brought the coffee over.”




  He took a leather folder from his pocket, opened it, reached in and pulled out a fifty-dollar bill. I took it and said, “Elsie will give you a receipt when we go back to the

  office.”




  He said, “I run Baffin’s Grill.”




  “I’ve heard of the place,” I told him. “It’s supposed to be pretty high class.”




  “It’s very high class. I pay my chef big money. He has a couple of assistants who get more than the average chef.”




  I didn’t say anything.




  “Do you suppose,” he went on, “that it could be arranged so that . . . well, so that you and your partner, Mrs. Cool, and Sergeant Sellers could be there for dinner tomorrow

  night?”




  I shook my head.




  “Why?”




  “It would take manipulation; and any time you try to manipulate Frank Sellers, you’re trying to push a granite rock while you have a sore shoulder.”




  “Everything would, of course, be on the house,” he said. “Champagne, steaks, the works.”




  “That,” I told him, “would appeal to Bertha but it might not to Sergeant Sellers. He’d want to know what he was doing there.”




  “It must be handled in such a way that he’d never know.”




  “Just what would he be doing?” I asked.




  “Lending a certain touch of atmosphere.”




  “I’d want to know a lot more about it.”




  “You’d know all about it.”




  I said, “We’ve just cleaned up a case. It has an angle in it that might appeal to the police. Sergeant Sellers would probably welcome the information. It possibly could be

  given to him over a dinner table.”




  His face lit up. “Bertha Cool could invite him to dinner with the understanding that it was her dinner?”




  I laughed at him. “If Bertha offered to spend the price of a dinner on Frank Sellers, he’d call a psychiatrist.”




  “You could invite him, then.”




  “It might work.”




  “Bertha is close?” he asked.




  “Tight,” I said. “A dollar coming in looks like a dinner plate. A dollar going out looks like a drain cover.”




  “I see,” he said thoughtfully.




  “Perhaps,” I told him, “you’d better tell me just what you want, and since people have just come into the booth behind us, you’d better keep your voice

  low.”




  He leaned toward me and said, “I am aware of that. I noticed your secretary’s eyes moving as she sized up someone behind us. I felt it was a couple coming into the other

  booth.”




  “Anyhow,” I told him, “this is a hell of a place to talk business.”




  “I’m not talking business. I’m talking preliminaries. They’re important.”




  “Why?”




  “I’m being blackmailed,” he said.




  I nodded. “You told me that.”




  “The blackmailer wants ten thousand bucks.”




  “This is the first bite?” I asked.




  He nodded. “He assures me this is a one-bite deal.”




  “I know,” I said. “They all say that.”




  “For reasons which I can’t go into at the moment, I have got to pay off.”




  I shook my head.




  “It’s the only way I can protect the woman in the case. I’ve got to do it.”




  “When are you going to pay off?”




  “Tonight.”




  I said, “Don’t be silly! You pay ten thousand dollars tonight and within six months you’ll pay twenty thousand. And you’ll keep on paying until you’re out of the

  restaurant business. Every time it’ll be some excuse. They have it down to a science. They’ll say they intended to play fair with you, but there’s this matter that came up where

  they themselves are being blackmailed and they’ve simply got to raise money. You’re the only source they have.




  “Then he’ll tell you that he’s sick of the whole rotten rat race; that he wants to go to South America and get into business; that he has an opportunity to go in with a

  partner; that, this time, it won’t be a payment, it will be a loan—an absolutely gilt-edged loan; that you can count on his repayment. He’ll even give you a promissory

  note.”




  Baffin looked worried.




  “Still going to pay off?” I asked after a short silence.




  “Still going to pay off this once,” he said. “I have to do it.”




  “Why talk to me?”




  “Because,” he said, “I want you to make the pay-off.”




  “What good will that do? Ten thousand bucks is ten thousand bucks; and a blackmailer is a blackmailer.”




  “You don’t get it. You make the pay-off. Then tomorrow night you, your partner, Mrs. Cool, and Sergeant Frank Sellers will be dining at my restaurant. People will see you. One of the

  people who sees you will be the columnist, Colin Ellis. He will mention in his column, ‘Goings On About Town,’ that Cool and Lam were hosting a party at Baffin’s Grill—a

  convivial foursome with steaks and champagne. Everybody seemed to be in a happy mood, as though perhaps celebrating a business matter brought to a satisfactory conclusion.”




  “A foursome?” I asked.




  He nodded his head toward Elsie.




  “All of this,” I said, “would take a lot of doing.”




  “You have the reputation of being successful,” he said. “In fact, in inner circles, you’re getting quite a reputation.”




  “What about the outer circles?” I asked.




  “Things percolate.”




  “And what about the blackmail tonight?”




  He said, “We leave here, go to your office, and you get instructions.”




  I shook my head.




  “No?”




  “No,” I said. “Elsie and I go back to the office. You come in and contact Bertha Cool. You tell her your story. She fixes the fee.”




  “How do I explain the fifty dollars I’ve already paid?”




  “You don’t,” I said, and slid the fifty dollars back across the table.




  “I’m afraid I don’t understand,” he said, reluctantly taking the fifty.




  “You will,” I told him. “That fifty was simply to shut you up in case you were one of these fellows who thinks he can get free information by getting a professional man away

  from his office. Those kinds of people are everywhere. Doctors avoid social parties because they have to make a diagnosis over the bridge table. Lawyers go out to a dinner party and some guy in a

  black tie sidles up alongside and says, ‘Say, Counselor, I’ve got one for you. This is a funny case that happened to a friend of mine. Let me tell you about it and see what you

  think.’ ”




  “I never did do business that way,” he said.




  “I couldn’t be sure,” I told him, “until I had made sure.”




  “And you made sure by asking for fifty?”




  “That’s right.”




  “What would Mrs. Cool do if she knew that you had given a client back fifty dollars?”




  “Bertha Cool,” I said, “would have kittens.”




  “It could be, you know, that I wouldn’t even show up at the office.”




  “Could be,” I said, looking at my watch. “Better give us ten minutes to get up there and get oriented. Then you come in and ask for Bertha Cool. Tell her your

  problem.”




  “I don’t want her to know all of it.”




  “Even I don’t know all of it,” I said. “You’re holding out.”




  “There are some things I have to hold out.”




  “Holding out on Bertha,” I said, “is a little different from holding out on me. But cold, hard cash makes Bertha very amiable.”




  “Quite friendly?” he asked.




  “Purrs like a cat,” I assured him.




  “How much cash?”




  “More than you had contemplated paying.”




  “It’s a relatively simple matter,” he said, “just passing over ten thousand dollars.”




  “Tell that to Bertha,” I told him.




  He hesitated a moment, said, “Thank you, Mr. Lam,” and took his coffee cup and the empty doughnut plate back to the table in the center of the room, seated himself and sipped the

  dregs of the cold coffee.




  I nodded to Elsie. “Let’s go,” I told her. “Bertha will be keeping track of the time. She’ll know what time it was when we went out, and she’ll make it her

  business to know the time it is when we get back.”




  “And you aren’t going to tell her about Baffin?”




  “Don’t be silly,” I said. “A partnership is a two-way street.”




  We went back to the office.




  The phone rang.




  Bertha was on the line. She said, “You must have had a dozen cups of coffee.”




  I said into the telephone, “I was talking business.”




  “With Elsie?” Bertha asked sarcastically.




  “With a man by the name of Baffin who is going to come to see you in about five minutes. You’re not to let him know that I’ve tipped you off. He owns Baffin’s Grill. He

  has money. He’s in a jam. He wants us.”




  “How deep is he in?”




  I said, “That’s in your department, Bertha. I’m too soft-boiled; I was afraid to try and find out. I told him you made all the business and financial arrangements. I suggested

  he’d better come in about ten minutes after we returned to the office and not let on that he had met me.”




  Bertha’s voice lost its chill. “Donald,” she said, “you’re learning. You really are learning.”




  





  Chapter Two




  It was around four o’clock when my phone rang and Elsie Brand said, “Bertha wants to know if you can come in.”




  I winked at Elsie, patted her shoulder as I walked by, went from my private office through the general offices and through the door marked: B. COOL—

  Private.




  Nicholas Baffin was sitting there looking as though he had been washed in hot water without starch.




  Bertha said, “This is Nicholas Baffin. He owns Baffin’s Grill. Donald Lam, my partner.”




  I simply bowed my head.




  Bertha opened a drawer in her desk, took out ten fifty-dollar bills, said, “Mr. Baffin has given us a retainer of five hundred dollars. He wants your services tonight.”




  “Doing what?” I asked Baffin.




  “Paying off a blackmailer,” he said.




  “That doesn’t usually work,” I told him.




  “It has to work this time,” Bertha said. Then she turned to Baffin and went on, “Donald will make it work. He’s a brainy bastard. Now, I’ve got some work to do

  before we close up so you two get out of here and make your plans and I’ll check with Donald in the morning.”




  Baffin said, “If everything goes right, and I’m satisfied it will, I’d like to have a little celebration dinner tomorrow night at my Grill—tenderloin steaks, stuffed

  baked potatoes, champagne, the works. All on the house, of course.”




  Bertha blinked her eyes at me.




  “If you could make it a foursome,” Baffin said, “I’d have a table reserved.”




  “A foursome?” Bertha echoed.




  Baffin nodded. “I know that Donald Lam could scare up a date who would like to go with him, and you, Mrs. Cool—I think you were in my place about six months ago with an officer,

  weren’t you?”




  “An officer?” Bertha asked.




  “Sergeant Frank Sellers.”




  “Oh,” Bertha said, “we were working on a case that Sellers was interested in, and he bought me a dinner and gave me a third degree all at the same time.”




  “Tell him you’re returning the compliment,” Baffin said.




  I could see the idea appealed to Bertha.




  “He’s done us a couple of good turns,” she said, and then added thoughtfully, “but I’d have to tell him that we’d done a job for you and that you were giving

  us a complimentary dinner.”




  “Why, certainly,” Baffin said, “that’s what I expected you to do.”




  “Well, we’ll see how things turn out by tomorrow,” Bertha said, and nodded to me. “You go with Mr. Baffin, Donald; and when you deal with that blackmailer, put the fear

  of God into him.”




  “Blackmailers are tricky,” I told her. “That’s why they get into the racket in the first place.”




  “And they’re sneaky,” Bertha said, “and they don’t stand up and fight. They put bugs in bedrooms and snoop and cower and whimper when someone stands up to

  them.”




  Baffin looked me over critically and said, “You don’t seem to be overburdened with beef, Lam. Do you think you can make a blackmailer cower and whimper?”




  “He’s overburdened with brains,” Bertha said before I could answer the question. “And you watch your blackmailer cower and whimper.”




  Baffin got up. “Shall we go and make plans, Lam?”




  “Let’s go,” I said.




  I led the way back into my private office. Baffin sat down and whistled. “Five hundred smackers!” he said. “There’s nothing modest about your partner, Lam.”




  “I never said there was.”




  “Well,” Baffin said, “as you may have surmised, I’m doing this not for myself but to protect the good name of a woman.”




  “And what’s the good name you’re protecting?”




  “I’d rather you didn’t know her except by her first name,” Baffin said. “The first name is Connie. We’ll go to see her at seven o’clock tonight, if you

  don’t mind.”




  “When do we meet the blackmailer?”




  “Eight.”




  “How much do we pay him?”




  “Ten grand.”




  “Why do we have to see the girl?”




  “Because,” Baffin said, “she’s putting up the money. It wouldn’t be convenient for me to put it up right now and, besides, it’s her party.”




  “Seven o’clock,” I said. “Where do we meet?”




  “I’ll pick you up at the entrance to the building. I’ll have my sports car.”




  “Seven on the dot,” I told him. “I don’t like to stand around waiting.”




  “Everything is going to be done on the dot,” he said “We’re working on a split-second schedule.”




  “Okay,” I told him. “See you at seven, and remember it’s the girl’s party.”




  





  Chapter Three




  Baffin met me right on the dot of seven o’clock. He was driving a high-priced sports car.




  He pulled in to the curb and opened the door, and as I climbed in beside him and fastened the seat belt, he said, “Now, you understand I’m doing this for the woman in the

  case.”




  “That’s what you’ve told me.”




  “Only for her.”




  I didn’t say anything.




  “Otherwise, I’d have told the blackmailer to go jump in the lake.”




  “You’re married?” I asked abruptly.




  “What does that have to do with it?”




  “In blackmail, it has a great deal to do with it.”




  “Yes,” he said shortly, “I’m married.”




  We drove in silence for a minute or two.




  “My wife,” Baffin went on, “has developed into a cold-blooded, mercenary gold digger.”




  “Any chance of a split-up?” I asked.




  “All the chance in the world.”




  “Then you don’t think she’s back of any of this?”




  He shook his head.




  “Why not?”




  “Because I know the setup,” he said. “My wife and I have been trying to get the goods on each other for the last seven or eight months. She’s known that I was playing

  around—in fact, she made damn certain that I would be playing around. She moved into the guest bedroom. She keeps the door locked. I seldom even see her any more. When I do see her,

  she’s cold as ice. And she’s been hiring private detectives.”
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