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  Chapter One


  THE NURSE SAID, Doctor Crabtree wants to see you before you see the patient. Will you follow me, please?


  She walked ahead. Professional efficiency emanated from her in the rhythmic pound of her heels, the rustle of a starched uniform. She turned right, pushed a door open, and stood holding it.


  Mr. Lam, she announced.


  I walked in, and she pulled the door shut behind me.


  Dr. Crabtree had a thin nose with penetrating pin-point eyes. Looking at him, you had the impression of staring at a long, straight line with
  a dot on each side.


  Mr. Donald Lam?


  Thats right.


  Long, cold fingers wrapped themselves around my hand. Sit down.


  I sat down, said, My plane leaves in forty-seven minutes.


  Ill try to be brief. Youve come to get Mrs. Cool?


  Yes.


  What do you know about her condition?


  Not much. She had flu and pneumonia. The doctor in Los Angeles suggested this sanitarium for a long rest.


  Did he tell you why?


  No.


  Youre her partner?


  An employee.


  She operates a detective agency?


  Yes.


  And left you in complete charge?


  Yes.


  She has a very high opinion of you, Mr. Lam, a regard which amounts to affection.


  The pay checks dont show it.


  He smiled. Well, I want you to know about her condition. I dont want to alarm her unnecessarily so Im not telling her. But if it should become necessary, I want you
  to get her Los Angeles doctor to tell her.


  What about her condition?


  You knew, of course, how much she weighed?


  Not exactly. She told me once that everything she ate turned to fat. She said she could go on a diet of pure water and put on weight.


  The doctor took it literally. Oh, hardly, he said. What she undoubtedly meant was that her digestive enzymes are highly efficient, and she


  Squeezes the last drop of nourishment out of every bite of food.


  Well, something like that.


  Thats Bertha, I said. She would.


  He studied me for a minute. Ive given her a rigid diet to follow.


  She wont follow it.


  Its up to you to see that she does.


  I cant. Ive got my hands full.


  Shes let herself get in a deplorable condition so far as weight is concerned.


  She just doesnt care, I said. She tried to keep thin until she found her husband was two-timing her, then she let him have his friends, and she had her potatoes and
  desserts. Anyway, thats what she once told me. After he died, she kept right on eating.


  Well, shes down to a reasonable size now, and she must hold that weight. After all, you know, her heart isnt going to stand up forever under the strain of carrying
  around an enormous burden of flesh such as she was carrying. Theres not only the extra exertion due to the added weight, but each pound of fat requires yards of capillaries to keep it
  supplied with blood.


  Have you talked with Mrs. Cool about that?


  Yes.


  What does she say?


  I could see indignation in his eyes. She told me I could go to hellI mean literally, Mr. Lam.


  Im not surprised.


  He pressed a button. The nurse promptly opened the door.


  Mr. Lam is calling for Mrs. Cool. Shes ready to leave?


  Yes, Doctor.


  Very well.


  The bill paid? I asked him, taking the statement hed mailed to the office out of my pocket.


  He avoided my eyes. Its been settled. Mrs. Cool made a protest, and we adjusted theerfees.


  I followed the nurse down a long corridor and up a flight of stairs. She paused before a swinging door. I pushed it open, and Bertha Cool said, Get the hell out of here! Ive paid
  my bill, and I wont have any more thermometersOh, its Donald! Youre a sight for sore eyes. Come on in, lover. Well, dont stand there staring like that. Come in.
  Pick up my bag, and lets get the hell out of this place. Of all thewell, whats the matter?


  I said, I hardly knew you.


  I hardly know myself. I lost it while I was sick, and the doctor says I cant put it back on. Nuts to him. Do you know what I weigh, Donald Lam? A hundred and sixty. Think of it. I
  cant wear a single stitch of clothes Ive got to my name.


  You look fine.


  Bosh! Thats some more of that hooey the doctors been handing out. Told you to flatter me, didnt he, Donald? Did the old croaker tell you confidentially that my pump
  couldnt stand the strain?


  What gave you that idea? I asked.


  Id be a hell of a detective if I couldnt read the mind of a string bean like him. Asking about when the plane got in, when I expected you to get here, and telling the nurse
  that hed like to see you as soon as you arrived. Bosh! Stuff and nonsense! What are you doing with the agency, lover? Are you making any money out of it? Berthas been under a big
  expense, and weve simply got to watch every penny. And do you know what that income-tax man did? My God, Donald, its all right to be patriotic, but I dont want to pay
  for their whole damn rearmament program. I


  I picked up the bag and said, The plane leaves at ten oclock. I have a cab waiting outside, and


  A cab! Waiting outside!


  Yes.


  Well, why didnt you say so? Here youve been chinning while the taximeter is clicking off money. Is that any way to help me meet expenses? Youre a nice enough boy,
  Donald, but you think money grows on bushes. The way you throw it away, you


  The nurse held out her hand as Bertha Cool was striding out of the door. Good-by, Mrs. Cool, and good luck.


  Good-by, Bertha said, without looking back. She went marching down the corridor at double-quick.


  I said, He isnt charging us for waiting time.


  Oh, she said, and slowed her pace.


  We went down the stairs, and the taxi driver took Berthas bag.


  Airport? he asked.


  Airport, I said.


  Bertha settled back against the cushions. What about that Gilman case, Donald?


  Its closed.


  Closed? How am I going to make any money when you close the only decent case


  We found her. He paid us a bonus.


  Oh.


  Weve got another case.


  What?


  I dont know. A Mr. Whitewell wrote the office to have a representative meet him in Las Vegas tonight.


  Did he send any money?


  No.


  What did you tell him?


  I wired him Id meet him.


  Didnt ask for an advance?


  No. We go right through there anyway. I can stop over without it costing anything extra.


  I know, but you could have got some expense money out of this Whiteside, and


  Whitewell.


  All right, whatever his name is. Whats he want?


  He didnt say. I took his letter from my pocket. Heres his letter. Notice the stationery. They could use it instead of sheet metal to build
  airplanes.


  She took the letter. Well, Ill stop off with you.


  No. Youre supposed to rest for a week or two.


  Bosh. Ill talk with him myself.


  I didnt say anything.


  We got to the airport with fifteen minutes to spare. We sat around and waited for the plane. After a while it came skimming in from the east, taxied across the field, and was serviced.


  A loudspeaker blared out that passengers for the west would be taken aboard the plane. A gate slid open.


  The men who had been filling the plane with gasoline and giving it a routine check-up got back out of the way. The stewardess opened the plane door, and a uniformed attendant pulled away a
  barrier. Bertha and I got aboard. There were already half a dozen through passengers on the plane. Bertha settled herself, heaved a deep sigh, and said, Im starved. Donald, run back
  and get me a chocolate bar.


  No. There isnt time.


  Dont be a sap. Theres two minutes yet.


  I think your watch is slow.


  She settled back against the cushions with a sigh. The man who was seated by the window turned to give her a surreptitious glance.


  Everything all right? I asked.


  All right, except my knees are wobbly. There isnt any food in me. Im a dishrag. Those doctors drained me dry.


  The man next to me held out a watch and tapped the dial.
  It was still three and a half minutes of time for departure. I happen to know, he said, that this is rightto the second.


  Bertha twisted her neck around. I said, Yes, I knew her watch was a little slow. You see, mine is exactly right. I set it at the airport this morning.


  I took out my watch and showed him. It was the same as his.


  He started to say something, then changed his mind, and looked back out of the window.


  They started the motors, and the engines clicked the props around at idling speed. A late passenger came bustling out to climb aboard the plane. He acted as though hed made it by the skin
  of his eyeteeth. He settled down in a seat and waited for the plane to start. When it didnt take right off, he seemed surprised.


  Bertha Cool looked at her watch and then turned around to glare at me. Two minutes and fifteen seconds later, the plane started taxiing down the field.


  After we got up off the ground, and the roar of the motors settled into a low, monotonous hum conducive to sleep, Bertha started to doze. The man who was beside me leaned across so that his lips
  were close to my ear and said, You didnt misunderstand about the time, did you?


  No.


  He laughed. Youll pardon me, but Im interested in psychology.


  Its an interesting subject.


  Youve been at the Springs Sanitarium?


  She has.


  I heard what she said about the doctors and the wobbly knees. Seems husky enough.


  Yes.


  He studied me for a few seconds, then settled back, and looked out of the window. After another half hour he turned to me again. Shes reducing?


  I shook my head.


  He went back to his window for a while, and I settled down. A little later, I heard him turn and could feel that he was staring at me. I opened my eyes. He was watching me in frowning
  concentration. He shifted his eyes hastily.


  I beckoned him to lean over and said in a low voice, The doctor wants her to reduce. Shes had flu and pneumonia. Shes taken off about a hundred pounds. The doctor wants her
  to keep it off. Shes never denied herself anything. She loves to eat. Now, leave me alone and let me sleep.


  He seemed surprised at first, then he got the idea, and laughed. Youre all right, he said.


  I dozed off for a few minutes, then woke up as we were coming in to a landing. The man next to me leaned over and tapped my knee.


  The motors were throttled down now, and he lowered his voice, and asked hastily, How long had she been so much overweight?


  I dont know.


  Youre going to have a hard time to keep her from putting it right back on.


  Im not. Its her funeral.


  Youre not related?


  No.


  He seemed disappointed for a moment, then said, Perhaps I can help you, and at the same time try an interesting experiment in psychology. Ill bet its been some time since
  any man has noticed her as a woman. Ill make up to her a bit at this stop, and you watch and see what happens.


  Dont do it on my account.


  Id like to. It will be interesting.


  Okay. Its your party.


  The plane glided into a smooth landing, skimmed over the paved runway, past the hangars, to come to a stop in front of the big administration building and passenger depot. The stewardess said,
  Ten minutes at this stop. The motors were shut off, and most of the passengers trooped out.


  How do you feel? I asked Bertha.


  Im weak as a kitten.


  You have to expect that after your illness.


  Im starved to death.


  Going to get out?


  I think I will. I want some chocolate bars.


  She got out, and walked into the depot, saw the cigar counter and newsstand, marched across, and bought herself two chocolate bars.


  The man who had been seated next to me strolled over to her and said something. Bertha stared at him with those diamond-hard eyes of hers. He looked her over approvingly, started to move away,
  then turned back, and said something which made Bertha smile.


  I bought a newspaper and read through the headlines. After a few minutes, the man who had been talking with Bertha moved over to stand at my shoulder and said in a low voice, Want to make
  a bet?


  No.


  He laughed. Itd be a cinch. Ill bet you anything you want she doesnt eat that second candy bar.


  I folded the newspaper. She paid a nickel for it, didnt she?


  Yes.


  Then shell eat it.


  


  Chapter Two


  THE PLANE DIPPED DOWN over the desert, skimmed low over a dazzling white surface spotted with clumps of sage and greasewood. The shadow cast by the big
  ship seemed inky black as it scudded along over the ground below. Then the wheels touched the ground. The plane settled, and taxied up to where attendants were waiting.


  This is it, I said to Bertha.


  The man who was seated next to me said, with some surprise, Are you getting off here?


  Yes.


  So am I.


  Bertha smiled at him. Thats nice. Perhaps well be seeing you.


  Staying long? the man asked me as we settled ourselves in the automobile which would take us to town.


  I dont know.


  Business?


  Yes.


  Bertha Cool was up in the front seat beside the driver. The man leaned over so his lips were close to my ear.


  I take it then you arent acquainted here in Las Vegas?


  No.


  We rode on for a while, then he said, The Sal Sagev Hotel is a nice place to stay. Names hard to remember until you realize that its just Las Vegas spelled backwards. This
  certainly is a great town. Reno gets the advertising, but Las Vegas has just as much color as Reno. Sometimes I think more. Its more distinctive, more individual.


  Ive been to both places.


  Well, you know what its like then. I get a kick out of it.


  Bertha Cool turned in the seat. This desert air certainly makes you feel good.


  The man next to me said with a little bow, It certainly makes you look good. Youre the picture of health.


  My war paint, Bertha said.


  That sparkle in your eyes didnt come from a drugstore, and if you have any make-up on, its simply gilding the lily. Persons who have your smooth, fine skin texture
  dont need make-up.


  It had been a long time since Bertha had heard anything like that. I looked for her to tell him off. Instead she tried a smile. It melted into a simper as she turned around to face the
  windshield.


  At the Sal Sagev Hotel, Bertha Cool inscribed her scrawl on the register. The man said, Thats interesting. Im to meet the representative of a man by the name of Cool.


  Bertha looked at him. Youre Whitewater? she asked suddenly.


  Whitewell, I amended.


  He stared in surprise. ButbutI He turned to me. Are you Lam?


  I nodded.


  Dont tell me that B. Cool is a woman.


  Bertha said, I run the agency under the name of B. Cool because it saves a lot of explanation.


  Whitewell said, Lets go upstairs and talk. Your room, Mrs. Cool?


  Yes, she said, in ten minutes.


  His room was a floor below our rooms. After hed left the elevator, Bertha said, Hes nice.


  Uh huh.


  Refinedsort of distinguished looking.


  Uh huh. Arent you going to eat that chocolate bar?


  Not now, lover. I have a little headache. Ill save it. Run along to your room, but be sure youre back in ten minutes. I dont want to keep Mr. Whitewell
  waiting.


  Ill be there.


  I washed up, and got to the door of Berthas room in exactly nine and one-half minutes. Whitewell came down the corridor just as I knocked.


  Bertha let us in. She smelled of hand lotion and toilet water. Come right in, Mr. Whitewell, she said. Come right in and make yourself comfortable. Donald, sit over there in
  that chair.


  We sat down. Whitewell glanced quizzically at me, and said, He isnt exactly the type Id expected.


  Bertha dragged a coy smile out of moth balls, draped it over her face, and said, in a voice that sounded kittenish, And I surprised you, too, didnt I?


  Very much. I simply cant picture a dainty, refined woman in such a business. Dont you find it sordid?


  Oh, not at all, Bertha said in stilted tones of mealy-mouthed politeness. Its really very interesting. Of course, Donald takes over the sordid part. What was
  it you wanted us to do?


  I want you to find a young woman.


  Donalds good at that. He just finished one of those cases.


  Well, this is a little different.


  Bertha asked cautiously, Are you her father?


  No. Im the father of a young man who is very much concernedtoo much concerned, in fact.


  We waited for him to go on. He crossed his knees, clipped the end off a cigar, and asked, Mind if I smoke?


  Oh, please do, Bertha said. I like to see a man smoke a cigar. Its so thoroughly masculine.


  He lit the cigar, carefully dropped the match into a tray, and said, I have an only son, Philip. I run an advertising agency. Philip is coming in with me. Im going to incorporate
  the business. I intended to give Philip a half interest as his wedding present.


  Thats nice.


  You see, he didnt care much about settling down in an office. Perhaps Ive been too indulgent. But when he fell in love, it changed all that. He was simply crazy over this
  young woman. She worked as secretary to one of the officials in an airplane factory and is strong for work and self-reliance. She imbued Philip with her ideas, and he suddenly decided he wanted to
  take his coat off and dig in. It was a miraculous transformation.


  Must have made you feel pretty good.


  It didin a waybut


  Didnt you want him to marry her?


  At first, I didnt want him to marry anyone until hed become settled in a career. Hes twenty-eight, and has never done anything except play and travel. I could never
  get him interested in hard routine work.


  I see. Whats happened to the woman?


  Two days before the wedding, on the tenth, to be exact, she disappeared.


  Leave any notes or anything?


  Not a thing. She simply vanished into thin air, and hasnt been heard from since.


  If you didnt want him to get married, why not let it go at that? Bertha asked. She had some reason for leaving. Its probably something that would make
  herwell, even less desirable as a daughter-in-law.


  Whitewell made a little gesture with his hand. Ive thought of all that.


  Whats the answer?


  Philip. I told you shed completely changed him. Frankly, Im opposed to the match. But the circumstances surrounding her disappearance are such that I simply have to
  find herfor Philips sake if for nothing else. Philip isnt sleeping; he isnt eating. Hes going around in a half daze, losing weight, and looking like the
  devil.


  Bertha said, All right, Donald will find her.


  He turned to me.


  Tell me all you know, I said.


  As Ive said, Corla was employed as secretary to one of the executives in the Randolf Aircraft Company. She lived with another girl in an apartment. On the day of her disappearance,
  she seemed moody and distraught. The girl with whom she was living tried to find out what was the matter. Corla said everything was all right.


  About ten minutes past eight, on the morning of the tenth, she started for work. She showed up on the job. Her employer said she seemed the same as usual, except she was very quiet.
  Shed already given notice that she was going to leave as soon as they could find someone to take her place. She and Philip were going to defer their honeymoon until later. Corla was
  exceedingly efficient as a secretary, and her employer had tried on several occasions to get her to remain on the job. Im mentioning this because I want you to understand how thoroughly
  conscientious she was in regard to her work. Even if something had happened to make her take a run-out on Philip, she wouldnt have left her employer in the lurch.


  Go ahead, Bertha said.


  She took dictation until about ten oclock, then she started transcribing. Among the letters she had taken was a very important and confidential communication, dealing with a new
  model plane. Also there were some interoffice memos which were important and confidential.


  Her boss stepped out of the office after hed finished his dictation to have a brief conference with one of the other executives. The conference lasted about twenty minutes. When he
  returned, he noticed that Corla was not at her desk. A sheet of paper was in the typewriter. Shed started to write the first letter, but had only transcribed a few words. Shed
  stopped typing in the middle of a sentence.


  Her employer thought shed gone to the restroom. He went on into his office, sat down at his desk, and started work. About fifteen minutes later, he thought of another letter that
  had to go out, and pressed the buzzer for Corla. When she didnt show up, he went out to the outer office and found things just as they were when he had come in.


  About ten or fifteen minutes later, he summoned one of the other secretaries and sent her into the restroom to see if Corla was ill. Corla wasnt there. Theyve never found a
  trace of her from that time on. Her handbag was lying on her desk. There were fifty-odd dollars in it in currency, every cent the girl had in the world. She didnt have a bank account. Her
  lipstick, powder, rouge, keys, everything, were in that bag.


  The police were notified? I asked.


  Yes. They didnt do anything.


  Any clues?


  Only one.


  What is it?


  According to her roommate, Corla had been feeling radiantly happy up until twenty-four hours before her disappearance. I have, therefore, tried to find out something about what happened
  in that last twenty-four hours. The only thing that I can find thats at all unusual is that the morning prior to her disappearance she received a letter. Now, that letter was from someone
  named Framley in Las Vegas, Nevada.


  How is that known?


  The landlady distributes mail to the apartments. Her maiden name was Franleywith an n. Her story is that she wouldnt think of scrutinizing the mail
  received by her tenants except for the sole purpose of ascertaining which letter goes to which apartment.


  No, of course not, Bertha said sarcastically. She wouldnt think of looking over their mail.


  Whitewell smiled briefly, said, She claims that the name, Framley, in the upper left-hand corner was so much like her own maiden name that she thought for a moment it had been written by
  some of her family. Then she saw that it was an m instead of an n in the name.


  And she noticed it was from Las Vegas?


  Yes.


  What address in Las Vegas?


  She doesnt remember.


  Remember the first name, whether it was a man or a woman?


  No, only that it was from Framley, Las Vegas. That, of course, is a very slender clue, but its the only clue we have. Theres nothing in the facts surrounding her
  disappearance to help us.


  How about her notebook? I asked. The shorthand notebook with the notes on the important and confidential


  Lying right there on her desk, he said. If that had been missing, I could have got some action from the F.B.I., but theres absolutely nothing to indicate that her
  position had anything whatever to do with her disappearance. Apparently its purely a private matter.


  And you think theres a person named Framley in Las Vegas who knows something about her disappearance? Bertha asked.


  Whitewell said, Yes, Mrs. Cool. Theres a Helen Framley who lives here in Las Vegas. That is, shes been here for the last few weeks.


  Youve been to her? I asked.


  What makes you think Ive been to her? he inquired cautiously.


  I said, Once youd located her, youd hardly pay money to a detective agency unless youd already tried getting the information yourselfand failed.


  He didnt answer immediately. He took the cigar out of his mouth, studied it for several seconds, then shifted his position in the chair, and said, Frankly, I did. It happens that I
  have some friends here, the Dearbornes. Ever heard of them?


  I dont know anyone in Las Vegas, I said.


  He said, Mrs. Dearborne is a very close friend. Her daughter, Eloise, is quite attractivefor a long time I had hoped that Philip would realize just how
  attractive.


  He hasnt?


  Well, theyre friends. I had hoped that friendship would ripen into something deeper. I think it would have if it hadnt been for Miss Burke.


  Anyone else in the Dearborne family?


  Ogden Dearborne, a young man whos employed in the powerhouse at the Boulder Dam. Amateur aviator. Owns a quarter interest in a plane.


  Thats all?


  Yes, just the three.


  And you got one of them to look up Helen Framley?


  Yes. Ogden made an investigation. I called him on the telephone, asked him to try and find out about a person named Framley. If he could locate such a person, to try and find out what
  this person knew about Corla. He learned there was a Helen Framley in the city.


  Did he locate her? Bertha asked.


  Yes. He found Helen Framleyand thats all the good it did him.


  What happened? Bertha asked.


  Miss Framley told him she hadnt written any letter, that she had no idea who Corla was or where she was, and didnt want to be questioned about anything pertaining to her,
  that shed never even heard of Corla Burke.


  Was she telling the truth? Bertha asked.


  Whitewell said, I dont know. Ogden seemed to think she was. Theres something very evasive and mysterious about the young woman. Thats why I wanted a professional
  detective on the job.


  How about the police? Bertha asked. You said they werent interested?


  He moved his shoulders. Just another missing person so far as theyre concerned. Theyre going through the motions of trying to locate her, but thats all. They insist
  that a certain percentage of young women who disappear that way are either going to have a baby or are running away with some man. They seemed to think Corla was really in love with someone else,
  had decided to marry Philip because he looked like a good catch, and then had changed her mind.


  Would he be a good catch? Bertha asked.


  Some mothers have so considered him, Whitewell said dryly.


  And you want Donald to break through on this Framley girl?


  I want him to find out what happened to Corla, why she disappeared, where she is now.


  Just what do you want him to find? Bertha asked.


  I want to establish that her disappearance was voluntary. Im hoping the reason back of it will not only set my sons mind at rest, but make him realize the advantages of
  strengthening his friendship with Eloise Dearborne. After whats happened, I feel Corla wouldnt be exactly the sort Id want as a daughter-in-lawtoo much
  notorietythis disappearance businessBah! Shes a nice girl, but the Whitewells cant stand for anything like that.


  Bertha said, Donald will turn Helen Framley inside out. Girls fall for Donald, and fall hard.


  Whitewell looked approvingly at Bertha. Im very well satisfied indeed, he said, that your organization is exactly what I wantalthough Id hardly expected
  to find a woman at the head of a detective agency, nor such an attractive woman.


  I asked, Have you a picture of Corla Burke?


  He nodded.


  Ill want it, also a description, also an introduction to Ogden Dearborne. You can telephone him and tell him Ill be out. Ask him to tell me anything I want to
  know.


  Whitewell thought for a moment, then said, Yes, I guess that will be the best way.


  And the address of Helen Framley if you have it.


  Ill write that out for you.


  Got that picture handy?


  He took two photographs from his inner pocket, and passed them over. One of them was a small-sized studio photograph of a girl with light hair, a slightly turned-up nose, and wistful eyes. The
  other was a snapshot. The shadows were pretty dark. The camera had been slightly out of focus, but it showed a girl on the beach in a bathing-suit. The camera had caught her just as she was
  reaching to throw a beach ball. She was laughing, and her mouth showed even rows of regular teeth. Her eyes were too shaded and blurred to give expression, but there was something in the poise of
  the figure the camera had caught, a dashing verve, a zest for life. Such a girl would never be quiescent, would never settle down. She was thoroughly volatile. Shed make mistakes as she went
  through life, but shed keep moving.


  I put the pictures in my pocket. Dont forget to call the Dearbornes and tell them that Ill be out to see Ogden.


  I could run you down there and


  No. Id prefer to go by myself.


  All right.


  Donald, Bertha said, works very fast.


  Whitewell said, I think I am to be congratulated. He was looking steadily at Bertha as he spoke.


  Bertha lowered her eyes. Id never seen an expression on her face like that in all the time Id been with her. She looked coy.


  Whats all this going to cost me? Whitewell asked.


  Berthas face changed as though someone had jerked off a mask. Twenty-five dollars a day and
  expenses.


  Isnt that high?


  Not for the service we give.


  I understood a private detective


  Youre not hiring a detective, but an agency. Donald will be out on the firing line. Ill be in the office, but very much on the job.


  At that figure, Whitewell said, it seems to me you should guarantee results.


  Berthas eyes glittered into his. What the hell do you take me for? she asked.


  He said, Theres got to be some limit.


  Bertha said, Well keep the expenses down.


  How about expenses for entertainment?


  There wont be any. And well want two hundred dollars in advance.


  Whitewell started making out his check. If you can either find her or get proof that she left of her own free will within a week, Ill give you a bonus of five hundred dollars. And
  if you can find her, Ill make it an even thousand.


  Bertha looked across at me. You get that, Donald?


  I nodded.


  Well, get out and start working. I may have been cooped up in a sanitarium for six months, but I dont need any help to sign a receipt.


  


  Chapter Three


  PURPLE SHADOWS WERE CREEPING across the desert. The air was clear as gin, dry as a piece of new blotting paper. It was early spring, but none of the men
  wore coats, except an occasional tourist.


  Las Vegas keeps to the traditions of western towns by having one main street which shoots the works. A few cash-and-carry grocers and businesses that people will search out hang on to the side
  streets. Two main districts branch out at each end of this main street: one of them a two-mile-long collection of tourist camps containing some of the best air-conditioned auto cabins in the
  country. At the other end, like the arm of a big Z, is the stretch of houses where women sit aroundwaiting.


  The length of the main street is sprinkled with gambling-casinos, eating-places, hotels, drugstores, and saloons. Virtually every form of gambling runs wide open. The whir of roulette wheels and
  the peculiar rattling clatter of the wheels of fortune were distinctly audible on the sidewalk as I walked along, taking stock of the place.


  After Id soaked up a little atmosphere, I found a taxicab, and gave the address which Whitewell had written out for me.


  The house itself was rather small, but it was distinctive. Whoever had designed it had tried to break away from the conventional styling which characterized the other houses on the street.


  I paid off the cab, walked up three cement steps to a porch, and rang the bell.


  The young giant who came to the door had blond hair, but his face was the color of saddle leather. He looked out at me from gray, sun-bleached eyes, said, Youre Lam from Los
  Angeles, and, at my nod, gripped my hand with lean, strong fingers.


  Come in. Arthur Whitewell telephoned about you.


  I followed him into the house. The smell of cooking came to my nostrils. My day off, he explained. Were having dinner at five. Come on in. Try that chair over by the
  window. Its comfortable.


  It was comfortable. It was the only really comfortable chair in the room. The whole house was like that. Little economies paved the way for a splurge on one or two items that would count. The
  house didnt have the stamp of poverty, but it bore unmistakable evidences of persons who wanted better things, and would make every sacrifice to possess one or two objects that would be
  symbols of what they wanted.


  Ogden Dearborne was lean as a log, but he moved with quick, easy grace. You could see his job was outdoors in the desert, and he was young enough to have a boyish pride in his deeply bronzed
  skin.


  A door opened. A woman came in. I got up, and Ogden said, Mother, may I present Mr. Lam of Los Angelesthe one Arthur Whitewell telephoned about.


  She came toward me, smiling graciously.


  She was a woman who was still in the running. Shed taken care of her figure and her face. She might be in the late forties, perhaps in the early fifties, but she might have been in
  the thirties. She knew the pinch of self-denial, this woman. She didnt eat everything she wanted and try to keep her figure by wrapping her body with elastic. She had kept her figure by
  self-disciplineby going hungry.


  She was brunette with eyes that glittered like polished, black marble. Her nose was long and straight, and the nostrils were so thin they seemed almost transparent.


  She said, How do you do, Mr. Lam. Anything we can do for a friend of Arthur Whitewell will be a privilege. Wont you make our house your headquarters while youre in Las Vegas?


  It was one of those invitations that was a symbol. If Id said yes, someone would have had to sleep on the back porch. I wasnt expected to say yes. I said very gravely, Thank
  you very much. Ill probably be here only a few hours, and Ill be busy. But I appreciate your invitation.


  The girl came in then. It was as though theyd been standing
  outside the door, timing their entrance, each one careful not to interfere with the impression the others would make.


  Mrs. Dearborne went through the formula. Eloise, I wish to present Mr. Lam of Los Angeles, the person Mr. Whitewell telephoned about.


  Eloise was unmistakably the daughter of her mother. She had the same long, straight nose. The nostrils werent quite as paper thin. Her hair was a deep auburn. Her eyes were blue, but
  there was the same hard leanness, the same purpose of living, the same impression of self-discipline. These women were hunters, and they had just that feline touch which the woman hunter always
  has. A cat, sprawling out in front of the warmth of a fireplace, looks as softly ornamental as the fur thrown about a womans throat. The padded feet move noiselessly, and softly. But the
  claws are there, and its because theyre kept sheathed, theyre so deadly dangerous. A dog doesnt conceal his claws, and theyre only good for digging. A cat
  sheathes its claws, and they possess needlesharp efficiency in the problem of sustaining life by death.


  Wont you sit down? Mrs. Dearborne asked when I had muttered the conventional formula.


  We all sat down.


  You could see that whatever was discussed was going to be discussed jointlynot that they distrusted Ogdens ability to report, but these people werent the kind to trust
  anyone else. They wanted firsthand information. Theyd all come to attend the conference. Theyd planned it that way.


  I said, Ill only stay for a minute. I want to find out about Helen Framley.


  I really know virtually nothing, Ogden said.


  Thats good. Then you wont have to skip over any of the details.


  He smiled. Well, I went up


  I think, Ogden, Mr. Lam would like to have you begin at the beginning.


  Yes, Eloise said, your call from Arthur Whitewell.


  He didnt even bother to communicate his acceptance, simply adopted their suggestion as a matter of course,
  something that went without saying. I received a call from Arthur Whitewell. He was calling from Los Angeles. Weve known the family for some time. Eloise met Philip in Los Angeles a
  year ago. Hes called at the house several times. Shes been entertained in Los Angeles. Arthur, you know, is Philips father. Hes Ogden flashed a quick
  glance at his mother, evidently failed to get a go-ahead signal, so said instead, He comes through here quite frequently and drops in to spend an evening.


  What did he say over the telephone? I asked.


  Said that a someone named Framley had sent a letter to Corla Burke. He wanted me to find this Framley and ask about what was in it. Said it had seemed to upset Miss Burke.


  I didnt have anything whatever to work on. It took me half a day to locate this party. Shes living in an apartment, has only been here for two or three weeks. She said she
  didnt know anything about it, that she didnt know any Corla Burke, that she hadnt sent any letter, and, therefore, couldnt help me in the least.


  Then what?


  Thats all there is.


  Did Miss Framley seem frightened or evasive?


  No, just frankly told me she didnt know anything at all about it. Seemed rather bored.


  Do you know Corla? I asked.


  His eyes shifted, not to his mother this time, but to Eloise. Ive met
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