
        
            
                
            
        

    Brett Halliday
Counterfeit Wife
Chapter One
A COUPLE OF C-NOTES
 
MICHAEL SHAYNE SAID GOOD-BY to Leslie and Christine Hudson outside the 36th Street air terminal at Miami. “Don’t bother to come in,” he insisted, as he got out of the Hudson car. “I’ve got only a few minutes to check in and catch that plane.”
Christine’s gray eyes were pensive when she turned them upon the tall, redheaded detective standing beside the open car window. She said, “Good-by, Michael,” and put her dark head out, her red lips puckered. Shayne bent to kiss them lightly. “And thanks again,” she added softly.
“Yes, thanks a million,” said Leslie Hudson, leaning across his wife to take Shayne’s hand in a hearty grip. “You realize, of course, how much Christine and I appreciate what you’ve done for us. Anything we can ever do for you—”
“I know.” Shayne’s left hand touched the square jewel box in his outer coat pocket and he grinned crookedly at the couple. “If I can sell a certain girl the idea that these pearls are the real thing, I may be bringing her back here for your inspection.” He turned away hastily, waving a big hand in their direction as the car slid forward.
Inside the crowded terminal, he pushed his way up to the National Airlines counter in front of a lighted sign that read Immediate Departures.
There was a brown-haired girl behind the counter who had freckles across the bridge of her nose and a nice smile. He said, “Shayne. For the midnight flight to New Orleans. I’ve a reservation, but no ticket yet.”
The girl ran her index finger down a typewritten list. “You’re the one who has been causing us so much trouble with cancellations. Michael Shayne?” She looked up for corroboration, pencil poised to check a name near the bottom of the list. “Flight Sixty-two?”
Shayne nodded. “The midnight flight to New Orleans.” He glanced at a clock above her head; the time was eleven-fifty. “The plane must be loading now.”
“It is.” She lifted a telephone and tucked it under her ear while she drew a ticket blank in front of her and began filling in the spaces. Into the mouthpiece she said, “Sixty-two. Michael Shayne. That’s right. He’s ticketing now.” She waited a moment, then replaced the receiver. “Have you any baggage, Mr. Shayne?”
“One bag. It has been checked here at the airport since yesterday noon.” He took the check from his pocket. The girl lifted her brows to a uniformed Negro porter who came forward and took it from Shayne’s hand.
“Sixty-two,” she informed the porter, and he hurried away while she continued filling out the ticket.
Shayne took out his billfold. The girl said, “That will be forty-five seventy-seven, Mr. Shayne. That is, if your bag doesn’t weigh more than forty pounds.”
“It doesn’t,” he assured her, sliding a fifty across the counter.
The porter came up with Shayne’s Gladstone while she was making change. He set it on the weighing platform beside the desk, glanced at the weight, and affixed a New Orleans tag, writing the number 62 on it.
He handed the detective the stub, grinned and said, “Thank you, boss,” when Shayne gave him a half dollar.
The girl laid his change and ticket on the counter, saying, “Gate Three. I hope you have a pleasant trip.”
“Thanks.” Shayne glanced at the clock again. There were still seven minutes before departure time. He strolled back to the men’s room, and a couple of minutes later was walking toward Gate 3 when the loud-speaker stopped him in mid-stride.
“Passenger Michael Shayne for New Orleans. A telephone call at the National ticket counter for Michael Shayne.”
He hesitated, glancing over his shoulder and frowning bleakly. It was less than five minutes before midnight. Lucy Hamilton had been stalling an impatient client in New Orleans for twenty-four hours, and he was determined not to miss this plane.
Stalking to the counter, he said, “Shayne,” to a young man who was pensively cleaning his nails with a penknife but who quickly became very businesslike and said, “Oh, yes. We just had you paged, Mr. Shayne. It’s a long-distance call. You can take it on this phone.”
Shayne picked up the receiver and said gruffly, “Shayne speaking.”
“Michael!”
He recognized Lucy Hamilton’s voice at once, though he had never heard his secretary sound exactly like that before.
“I’ve been trying to reach you for the last half hour.”
“What for? My plane leaves in a few minutes.”
“What plane? For where?” Her voice was husky, and he didn’t know whether the huskiness came from tears or anger.
“For New Orleans, of course. Didn’t you get my last wire telling you to keep stalling Belton?”
“Oh, sure, I got your wire. I got all of them. If it’s so hard for you to tear yourself away from Miami, I thought I’d tell you you needn’t bother. I’m sure you’re having much too good a time to worry about a little thing like business.”
Shayne was positive now that the tone of Lucy’s voice indicated both tears and anger. He said, “Look, darling, I’ve just cleaned up a case here. I didn’t clear a cent on it if that pleases you; and we need the Belton retainer. Tell him—”
“I’m telling you,” Lucy Hamilton cut in sharply from New Orleans. “There isn’t any Belton case, so you needn’t rush back here. Captain Denton got a confession from the murderer an hour ago.”
“That’s all right,” Shayne soothed her. “There’ll be other cases. I’ll see you in the morning.”
“You won’t see me, Mr. Shayne.” Lucy’s voice was no longer husky. It was clipped and icy calm. “I’m quitting as of tonight. I’m tired of lying to people and stalling clients and sitting here in an empty office with nothing to do while I chew my fingernails to the bone. I’ve left the key with the building superintendent, and—”
“Wait a minute, Lucy.” Shayne’s face was gaunt as he turned his head to look at the clock. “My plane leaves for New Orleans in about two minutes. You know I’ll never go back to that office if you run out on me. It’s too late to refund my ticket. We’ll talk things over in the morning and I—Damn it, Lucy, I’m bringing you a present.” His left hand touched the jewel box in his pocket.
“I don’t want any present from you, Michael Shayne. I’m leaving town myself for a long vacation.” There was a solid and definite click at the other end of the wire.
Shayne held the instrument to his ear as though he feared to remove it, as though he feared the mere physical act of cutting the connection at his end would make the break more decisive than Lucy had already made it. There were deep trenches in his gaunt cheeks and his shaggy red brows were drawn low over his gray eyes as he gently cradled the receiver and pushed the instrument toward the young man behind the counter.
Then, as he turned away, an eager hand was laid on his arm, and he was conscious of a rush of low-spoken words in his ear.
“I couldn’t help overhearing part of your conversation, brother. I gathered you’ve a ticket on Flight Sixty-two to New Orleans and you won’t be needing it now.”
Shayne turned his red head slowly and looked down into the face of the man who had hold of his arm. It was a good-natured, doughy sort of face, as though the dough had been taken from the oven before it had begun to brown. The man was bareheaded, neatly dressed in a gray business suit and white shirt with a black bow tie. The hand on Shayne’s arm trembled with eagerness and the soft brown eyes beneath bleached brows looked at him as supplicatingly as those of a hound puppy about to be fed a scrap of meat.
But there was something more than fawning supplication in the damp eyes. There was terror and a desperate and despairing urgency.
Shayne shook the tight fingers from his arm and started purposefully toward Gate 3, saying, “I don’t believe it’s any of your business.”
The smaller man trotted beside him, again clutching at Shayne’s arm. “But you don’t understand,” he said. The low murmur of his voice became a whisper. “It’s terribly urgent that I get a seat on that plane. There’s not a single vacancy. I’ve been pleading with the girl at the desk. When I heard your telephone conversation—”
Shayne stopped suddenly and again forced the man’s hand from his arm.
The man sighed and set his suitcase down, wiped sweat from his pallid brow, and went on rapidly: “It’d be a tremendous favor, brother, if I could have your seat. Pressing business, you understand.” He drew in a deep breath and tried to calm the shakiness of his voice. “I simply must be in New Orleans tomorrow morning. This is my only possible chance.”
Shayne shook his head, glancing at the clock. “There isn’t time to exchange tickets now. The plane leaves—”
“We needn’t bother about formalities,” the man broke in. “To avoid explanations and delays I’ll simply take your ticket and say nothing. Your girl turned you down flat, didn’t she? I heard enough to get that. You don’t want to go running after her. Show her you’re independent. That’s the way to handle ‘em, brother.” His trembling hand dug into his pocket and came out clutching a roll of bills. Under Shayne’s bleak and angry gaze he peeled a C-note from the outside of the roll, hesitated briefly, then peeled off another. “I’m glad to pay—well,” he whimpered. “You can get another plane tomorrow. That’ll be too late for me.” He ended on a note of despair.
The sonorous tone of the loud-speaker filled the room, calling, “National Airlines announces the immediate departure of Flight Sixty-two to Jacksonville and New Orleans from Gate Three. All aboard, please.”
Shayne shrugged his wide shoulders and his face relaxed a trifle. “I’ve missed planes before,” he admitted. “But my bag is already checked.”
“Take mine and check it instead,” the man said hurriedly. “Tell the porter there’s been a mixup and this is actually your bag. Have him bring yours back. You can get it at the gate.” He forced the two one-hundred dollar bills into Shayne’s big palm.
Michael Shayne was scarcely conscious of closing his knobby fingers over the two bills. His thoughts were wholly in New Orleans, occupied with a slim, brown-haired girl whose shining brown eyes were now probably cold with anger and full of tears. He visualized a deserted, locked-up office and the lonely emptiness of it without Lucy Hamilton behind the reception desk. He knew, now, that it had all been a mistake.
He had run away from Miami once to escape certain memories, and then he had run away from New Orleans to escape certain other things. Suddenly he knew Lucy was right. The whole thing had been wrong from the beginning. She deserved a vacation from him. He looked again at the clock, saw that the minute hand was covering the hour hand at twelve o’clock, and the smaller second hand was rapidly swinging past flight time. The loud-speaker was urgently announcing this fact.
“I’ve already given up my apartment,” he muttered aloud, “but it’s probably still vacant, and I can get it back.” He whirled and caught the arm of a passing porter.
“This gentleman and I have got our bags mixed,” he explained rapidly. “They’re both Gladstones and look a lot alike. Mine is loaded on Flight Sixty-two instead of his. Here—” He took a five-dollar bill and his baggage check from his pocket and thrust both into the porter’s hand. “If you can get my bag off the plane and his on in place of it there’ll be another five in it for you.”
“You bet!” The porter glanced through the window at the big airliner with the passenger loading platform still pushed up against the side of it. A couple of attendants stood at the foot of the stairs nervously looking at their watches and at a passenger list one of them carried. “I’ll fix it, boss,” the Negro said, snatching up the suitcase and sprinting away.
“Passenger Michael Shayne for New Orleans,” the voice of the loud-speaker called impatiently. “Flight Sixty-two is now ready to depart from Gate Three. Please go to Gate Three to board the plane.”
“That’s you,” Shayne told the smaller man. “Let’s go out and stall them long enough for the porter to exchange those bags.” He took his ticket from his pocket as he spoke, thrust it into the man’s pudgy hand, and they moved together toward the open gate.
The man gave a long sigh and mopped at his pasty face as they walked. With the ticket in his hand the stress left him; he suddenly became stiff and somewhat pompous. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this, Mr. Shayne. My name is Parson, sir. You’ve been most kind and obliging.”
“Think nothing of it,” Shayne told him. He stopped just inside the gate and watched Parson go toward the steps leading up to the cabin of the plane.
The baggage compartment behind the cabin was still open, and, as he watched, he saw the Negro porter hurrying across with Parson’s Gladstone in his hand.
Parson stopped at the foot of the wheeled loading platform and conferred briefly with the attendants while a blue-uniformed stewardess leaned out anxiously from the doorway above. Parson was showing his ticket, making some explanation. Shayne saw the porter step back from the baggage compartment with a suitcase in his hand. An attendant closed and locked the storage space. Parson then mounted the stairs nimbly and disappeared inside the cabin, followed by the two men who closed the cabin door from the outside and hurried down to wheel the loading platform away.
The four propellers of the huge airliner began to turn slowly, then two of them speeded up with a mighty roar to wheel the plane toward the runway.
The porter came up to Shayne with a wide grin on his face and, panting, handed him the Gladstone.
“I was mighty lucky, boss. Yours was loaded on last, right there where I could lay my hands on it.”
Shayne nodded absently and took the promised bill from his wallet for the Negro, his gray eyes riveted on the plane disappearing swiftly into the misty moonlight beyond the range of the floodlights atop the tower.
When the porter went away, Shayne stood very still, his bleak gaze still watching the plane. There was futile emptiness inside him as the colorful lights rose and climbed higher and higher toward the sky. It wasn’t so much the thought of Lucy running out on him, he thought morosely, as the fact that he had made a fool of himself. Standing in the Miami air terminal with no reason whatsoever for being there, he swore softly under his breath.
The New Orleans episode was over. That was very clear to him now. He convinced himself that he was glad he had been able to do Parson a favor, and he wasn’t at all sure that the little pasty-faced man had not also done him a favor in return. If Lucy couldn’t understand that a man sometimes gets caught up in a tangle he can’t get out of—if she didn’t have enough loyalty to carry on for a few days—A few days! He suddenly realized that it had been months since he had been in New Orleans.
He said aloud, “To hell with it,” picked up his suitcase, and strode back into the terminal building.



 
Chapter Two
BIG BLONDE
 
AS SHAYNE CAME IN from the rear, a woman entered the front door with a free-swinging, masculine stride. She caught his eye at once because she was statuesquely and lushly blonde, and because she carried her liquor superbly.
She stopped just inside and stood flatly with her feet planted apart a trifle, swaying ever so slightly while her head turned slowly in an arc to study every person in the waiting-room.
She was tall. Big-boned and solid-fleshed. She wore a gray tailored suit that should have looked mannish on a woman her size, but didn’t. It merely managed to look slightly out of place on her, as though the fabric itself dishearteningly realized that the most cunning tailoring could not hide the full, feminine convolutions of her body. She was bareheaded, with two heavy braids of honey-colored hair wound about her head. She wore no make-up except a great deal of freshly applied and very crimson lipstick. Her face glistened with perspiration.
When she completed her slow survey of the room with big, wide-open eyes, her lashes came down to make narrow slits of them. Her mouth tightened and she turned purposefully to the nearest ticket counter and asked a question. The clerk’s reply sent her swinging toward the National Airlines counter with that steady and careful manner of placing each foot solidly before the other, a practice of experienced drinkers who are just sober enough to realize they are drunk.
Men got out of her way and turned to look at her as she passed them by.
She brushed a small man aside and took his place in front of the Immediate Departures window, planted both elbows on the counter, and thrust her face toward the smiling girl with the freckles on her nose. Her neck was a white column rising from solid shoulders. Wisps of honey-colored hair curled downward behind her ears and lay plastered against her moist skin. Her voice was warm and husky. Not loud, but it carried well, and Shayne heard her question clearly.
“Has your plane for New Orleans left yet?”
“Flight Sixty-two has just taken off.”
The woman’s shoulders lifted slightly, swelling the tight fit of her tailored coat A pulse throbbed in the white flesh on the right side of her throat. She said, “I wonder if my husband managed to get a seat on that plane at the last minute?”
The girl said, “If you’ll give me his name I’ll check the passenger list.”
“Dawson,” the woman told her. “But that won’t cut much ice if he was sneaking out on me. He’d probably give another name. It would be in the last ten minutes,” she went on impatiently. “You’d remember him.”
“The last ten minutes have been very busy,” said the girl. “Perhaps you could give me a description of him.”
“He’s a little runt. Had on a gray suit. Not a drop of red blood in his body. He’s nobody you’d get excited about—sort of bald and stupid looking. Funny looking eyes on account of they’re brown, and his eyelashes and brows are pure white.”
Shayne edged closer as he listened. He wondered how a man like Dough-face could be married to a woman like that. There was an impression of tremendous vitality about her. She wasn’t old, not past her middle thirties, yet she gave one the feeling that here was a woman who might have mothered a brood of Vikings, a maiden of Odin straight from the pages of Norse mythology.
The freckle-nosed girl looked as though she were trying hard not to smile. “I do remember him now, Mrs. Dawson. He didn’t give me his name. He got here just before the take-off,” she went on, stroking her cheek with a forefinger. “He said it was terribly important that he get space on Sixty-two, but there simply wasn’t anything for him. We had no last-minute cancellations tonight.”
Shayne was standing at the counter, not more than five feet away from the girl as she spoke. He turned slightly, instinctively tugging his hat lower over his face.
Mrs. Dawson said, “They told me over at the Eastern counter that no other planes have left since then, and that none are due out until morning.” It was more a statement than a question.
“That’s correct.”
Mrs. Dawson straightened to her full height. She was at least ten inches over five feet tall, and her body tapered gracefully from heavy shoulders and big breasts to a neat waistline above the spread of wide hips. She turned slowly to study the interior of the waiting-room again with an intent gaze.
Shayne lit a cigarette and met her eyes from beneath the brim of his hat as her gaze passed over him. Her eyes were blue. A clear, hot blue like the clean flame of an alcohol burner. They dwelt upon him for a moment before going on to the others. She was relaxed now, and steady, with the outspread fingers of one hand lightly touching the counter.
The little man whom she had brushed aside fidgeted behind her, but made no move to take his rightful place.
Mrs. Dawson turned back to the girl and asked in her husky voice, “Where’d he go if he didn’t get on that plane? I don’t see him around.”
“I’m sure I don’t know.” She spoke with the compressed-lip patience of a public servant dealing with a fool or a drunk. “I presume he returned to the city after being told there would be no more planes departing until morning. And now, if you please—”
“I don’t see him around,” said the woman again.
“I’m very sorry I can’t do anything to help you. If you’ll please step aside now—”
The big blonde looked down at her for a moment in speculative silence. The girl looked back at her with a touch of weariness in the bend of her head. The little man behind Mrs. Dawson fidgeted again.
She turned, finally, and strode across the waiting-room toward a door marked Men.
Shayne thought she was going in, but she stopped just outside, beckoned to a porter and said something to him. The man went inside the room and Mrs. Dawson remained firmly planted outside, oblivious of the glances of people standing about.
The porter returned shaking his head. She gave him a coin and went toward the front door, and people got out of her way again.
Shayne picked up his suitcase and followed her out, keeping a dozen paces behind her. He hadn’t made up his mind yet whether to accost her or not. He remembered the terror in the pasty-faced man’s brown eyes, and he reminded himself that it wasn’t up to him to put a Valkyrie on the trail of a poor devil who might be trying to escape from a personal hell.
Yet he was, he realized, the only person in Miami who could tell her the truth about the man who called himself Parson. If she were actually worried about the little guy, he supposed it was only decent for him to put her mind at rest by telling her the truth.
She was moving across the driveway toward a row of parked cars as Shayne emerged into the illusive tropical moonlight. It glistened on the coiled hair about her high-held head, and played queer tricks with the contours of her body, softening and slenderizing her, producing the hallucinatory effect of stripping the severely tailored suit from her and replacing it with a flowing robe of some translucent material that trailed behind her, accentuating rather than hiding the sensuous, supple curves.
Shayne set the Gladstone on the steps, lit a cigarette, and watched her approach a gray sedan parked beyond the fringe of light from the terminal.
The left-hand front door opened as she reached it. She got in and closed it. He could not see the other occupant of the sedan. He couldn’t see anything of either of them as he stood there, undecided. He could, however, hear a murmur of voices from the parked car. Hers, throaty and full-bodied, faintly slurred but still resonant. Mingled with her tones were the strident ones of the man in the front seat with her. He sounded querulous and demanding, though Shayne couldn’t hear any of the words that were spoken.
He picked up the Gladstone, shook his head at the driver of a loitering taxi in the driveway, and passed in front of the taxi on his way toward the gray sedan.
The voices hushed as he approached, and his quickened perceptions guessed that they heard him coming and did not wish to be overheard.
He was ten feet away when a cigarette lighter flared in the front seat. The man’s cupped fingers shielded the flame as he drew it into a cigarette, and the light showed the flickering outline of a thin, hawklike face.
Shayne kept on walking at the same even pace but swerved to the left and passed the sedan without another glance. One look at the man’s face had been enough to warn him away from Mrs. Dawson.
He hadn’t seen Fred Gurney for three years, but Gurney was a man not to be forgotten easily. Any woman who bummed around with him was very likely to be bad medicine and not one whom Shayne cared to put on the trail of an escaping husband.
He walked on twenty feet to another row of parked cars, stood there indecisively for a moment as though looking for someone, then turned and went briskly back to the waiting taxi.
The driver unlatched the door; Shayne shoved his suitcase inside and stepped in after it.
The gray sedan showed headlights and the motor began throbbing. The taxi driver asked, “Where to, mister?”
Shayne hesitated for a moment. He hadn’t given any thought to the immediate future. He had checked out of his apartment that afternoon, and the management supposed him to be now well on his way to New Orleans. With the apartment shortage, there was every chance that the one he had vacated had been rented. Still, it was a building where he was well known from previous years in Miami, and if they had any sort of vacancy they’d be glad to give it to him.
He had no idea, however, how long he would stay in Miami. Perhaps only overnight. He hadn’t had time yet to sort out the feelings that had overwhelmed him since Lucy Hamilton had curtly hung up on him after informing him he was no longer her employer.
His first sensation had been one of angry hurt. It had been a long time since any woman had been able to hurt him. Somehow, his action in turning over his ticket to Parson—or Dawson if the big blonde’s statements were true—and remaining in Miami had been a way of striking back at Lucy. If she didn’t want the pearl necklace, he was damned sure he could find plenty of dames in Miami who would be glad to have it.
Inexplicably, he thought of the coiled braids of hair around Mrs. Dawson’s head, of the smooth column of neck rising above her shoulders. There, the pearls would look good.
The occupants of the gray sedan seemed in no hurry to move even after the motor was started. Now it was being backed out and turned into the driveway.
“Where to, mister?” the taxi driver asked again.
“Follow that car,” said Shayne. “The gray sedan heading toward town. But stay back far enough so they won’t know they’re being followed.”
The taxi slid away. Shayne settled back to make himself physically comfortable in the car, but there was a deep scowl between his half-closed gray eyes. Suddenly he wanted to get drunk. Drunk enough to forget all about Lucy and the empty office in New Orleans. But he needed a drinking companion and he liked women who could hold their liquor the way Mrs. Dawson had been holding hers when he had first seen her entering the terminal.
It had absolutely nothing to do with the glimpse he had had of Fred Gurney. Gurney was nothing to him. He simply felt sorry for a woman like Mrs. Dawson who had to rely on men like her dough-faced husband and Fred Gurney for male companionship. He was convinced that she deserved better than that.
On the other hand, perhaps she was genuinely in love with her husband and worried about him. In that case, the decent thing would be for him to tell her where he was. He’d heard too many women blaspheme husbands whom they loved, when they were angry or upset. And certainly Mrs. Dawson had reason to be worried and angry and upset about hers.
If he could contact her and get rid of Gurney, maybe she’d invite him to her home where they could talk privately and have some drinks. He’d like to see her in a flowing dressing-gown, with her hair brushed out and hanging around her shoulders.
Shayne stirred angrily as the taxi sped on through the cool, humid air. A derisive grin twisted his mouth as he looked ahead at the taillights of the gray sedan. He was bored and jealous and feeling sorry for himself. By God, he was chasing after the first woman to come within his line of vision after Lucy kicked him in the face. He was striking back at Lucy, and she was in New Orleans and would never know how he felt.
The sedan was whipping along at a good pace on the nearly deserted street a couple of blocks ahead. Mrs. Dawson drove steadily and well, giving no more evidence of drunkenness than she had at the airport. The road led due east into Miami, and Shayne’s thoughts went around in circles. It had been a tough day and a tougher evening.
He knew there were some night spots in this section, and he was about to tell the driver to forget the sedan and stop at the first place that was open when he felt a slackening of pace, and the driver grunted, “They’re slowing down. Want me to stay behind ‘em?”
“Without making it too noticeable,” said Shayne.
They were much closer to the gray sedan now. A cluster of neon lights on the left side of the street told passers-by that the Fun Club was still open for business and half a dozen cars parked in the semicircle in front proclaimed that they weren’t without customers.
The car they were trailing suddenly swung to the left and into the driveway leading up to the low, stuccoed building.
“Go on past,” Shayne directed the driver sharply. “Far enough so you can swing around and come back after they’re inside.”
The driver accelerated and passed the driveway as the sedan pulled into an open place among the parked cars. Shayne let him continue a few blocks before saying, “Turn around now and take me back.”
The driver made a U-turn and, a moment later, pulled into the driveway and stopped in front of the door. Music pulsed gently into the silent night, and brilliant red and green lights on the outside rippled over the gently swaying palm fronds circling the building, dimming the yellowish glow from within.
“No,” the driver said unhappily, when Shayne invited him to go in and have a drink. “I gotta be gettin’ in, see? I’m due in at midnight, an’ my old lady’s sorta sick, an’ I’ll catch Hail Columbia if I’m any later’n I am already.”
Shayne’s Gladstone was still in the back of the cab. He thought for a moment and then took his wallet out. “Will a five fix it for you to drive on in and drop my suitcase off for me?” He gave the address of an apartment hotel in downtown Miami and added, “Tell the night clerk that Mr. Shayne missed another plane and has decided to stay in Miami for a while. Tell him to hold my old apartment for me if it’s still vacant, or hunt up something else. I’ll be in later.”
He took a five-dollar bill from his wallet, noting as he did so that it was the last one smaller than a hundred. This reminded him of the two bills Parson—or Dawson—had given him at the airport. He reached in his pocket, found them wadded together in a ball, smoothed them out, and fitted them into the wallet with others of the same denomination.
The driver eagerly accepted the five-spot, saying, “Shayne? Are you Mike Shayne, the detective I been readin’ about that—”
“I’m Mike Shayne,” the redhead told him good-naturedly, “but don’t believe all you read in the newspapers. And don’t forget to deliver my suitcase and the message.”
He stood back and waited for the taxi to pull away, then strolled leisurely over to the parking space in front and looked inside the gray sedan. It was empty.
He sauntered back to the entrance of the Fun Club, pulled a screen door open and went in.
The room was not large, and the tawdry murals of cavorting nudes against dark green backgrounds on the walls, the low ceiling dotted with pale yellow lights, and the tables crowding the tiny dance floor diminished its size. The air was smoke-laden, and stuffy with the stench of liquor. There was a short bar, accommodating only six stools, on the other side of a small square left bare for dancing.
One couple was dancing languidly to muted music from a jukebox—a shapeless, skinny girl wearing a backless playsuit, and her slender partner, shirt hanging out, who held her in a vise-like grip, his sleek black head pressed against her pale blonde hair. Five of the tables were occupied by couples who had reached a mellow stage in their search for gaiety, or escape, via the alcoholic route.
Shayne quickly spotted the couple he had followed from the airport. They were seated at a table near the short bar. He went over and sat on one of the empty stools.
Fred Gurney wore a tan sports coat and had a Panama hat tipped back on his head. He was leaning forward talking to Mrs. Dawson, who sat solidly in her chair, filling it but not overflowing the edges; she did not spread as most large women do when they sit down. Their table was on his left, and Shayne could observe them without looking directly at them. The woman’s braids looked the color of tarnished gold in the murky yellow light, and there was an expression of determined placidity on her face.
Pulling his hat brim a little lower on that side, Shayne hunched an angular shoulder upward farther to conceal his profile, though he thought it unlikely that Gurney would recognize him. He watched with interest while the thin-faced bartender placed a drink order on a metal tray at the end of the bar. The drinks consisted of a double shot of rye with a glass of root beer for a chaser, two double shots of dry gin in separate glasses, a bottle of beer, and an empty goblet into which the bartender put four ice cubes.
A very dark-complexioned waiter with black hair greased against his scalp and wearing a dirty white jacket came lazily to the bar, took the tray and carried it to the table where Gurney and Mrs. Dawson were seated. Shayne watched him set the rye and root beer in front of Gurney and the two double shots of gin, the beer, and the ice goblet before the gray-suited blonde.
Shayne turned to see the bartender watching him curiously. He grinned and jerked his head toward the table and said, “That’s quite a mess they’re drinking. Got any cognac?”
“Enough to make a drinking man sick to his stomach,” he said, his upper lip curling. “Hennessy?”
Shayne repeated, “Hennessy. Two ponies in a snifter with plain water on the side.”
The bartender turned his back. Shayne saw Mrs. Dawson pour one of the glasses of gin on top of the ice in the goblet. She then filled it with beer and thrust a plump, tapering forefinger in the mixture to stir the floating ice.
Fred Gurney tasted his rye, wriggled his long thin nose, twisted the bloodless gash that was his mouth into a sour grimace, and took a quick sip of root beer.
Gurney had been a handsome man once. That was years ago, long before Shayne had known him except through having studied his police record and pictures. Now, at the age of forty, he was no longer handsome. His face had a wax-like pallor and the flesh was thinned away from nose and chin, leaving them starkly pointed and too close together. His eyes were sunken between graying brows and they glittered oddly in the light that filtered downward through the pall of smoke. His hair was thin and grayish. There was something repellent about him, particularly now as he sat across the table from the full-blooded and lush vitality of Mrs. Dawson.
Shayne watched the two of them from the corner of his eye and wondered about a lot of things.
The bartender set a big round glass bowl in front of Shayne and emptied two ponies of Hennessy into it. He filled a glass with ice water and turned away. The jukebox ended one record and began another. The couple on the dance floor was still hugged tightly together, feet scarcely moving, eyes nearly closed. There was nothing of ecstasy or even enjoyment on their faces. Shayne thought, with a wide grin, that they might have been a couple of somnambulists who, having met, were unable to pass each other and decided to lock arms and go round and round together.
Turning back toward the bar, Shayne lifted the big snifter in both hands and pretended to inhale the fumes filling the bowl. Actually, he considered this a very silly way to drink cognac, but tonight the big bowl hid his face from view while he sipped and sniffed in the approved manner.
Still listening to Gurney, Mrs. Dawson took her dripping forefinger from the goblet and stuck it in her mouth to lick off the wetness. She picked up the goblet in both hands, bracing her elbows on the table, and drank the entire glassful of gin and beer without removing it from her lips. Her Adam’s apple moved almost imperceptibly beneath the well-fleshed contour of her chin as she drank. She set the empty glass down, emptied the second portion of her drink, and again mixed it with her forefinger.
Thus far, Shayne had not seen her speak a word to her companion, though Fred Gurney paused now and again with a questioning scowl, as though he expected an answer and was becoming extremely irritated.
Now she leaned forward and said something to him. He shook his head angrily in disagreement, then shrugged and got up and walked to a telephone booth at the rear of the room.
Shayne sloshed the cognac around in his bowl, slid from the stool and walked over to sit down in the chair Gurney had vacated.
The big blonde had lifted her glass with both hands embracing it. She looked at Shayne over the rim of the goblet; her brows lifted slightly.
Shayne said, “Only thing lacking in that mixture is a couple of ounces of laudanum.”
She lowered the full glass far enough to say, “They don’t keep it in stock here.”
“That makes it tough.” He intended his remark to be sarcastic, but she only nodded agreement and said, “It takes a lot more to do the job drinking it straight like this.” She put the goblet to her mouth and emptied it in even, unhurried swallows.
“But you’re getting it done,” Shayne suggested amiably.
“I didn’t hear anybody ask your opinion,” she said in a husky drawl. “But if it’s anything to you, nosy, you don’t taste this stuff but once when you pour it down like that.”
Shayne grinned and said, “I had a big blonde for a nurse when I was a baby, and I’ve had a yen for them ever since.”
Mrs. Dawson sucked in her breath and her lower lip. Her blue eyes glowed with an unnatural brightness as she began a slow appraisal of Shayne, beginning with the brim of his hat and continuing over his wide shoulders downward until the table blocked her view. She nodded and said, “Come around some time, big boy, and bring your laudanum.”
“What’s the matter with tonight?”
She shook her head slowly from side to side, her eyes momentarily dull and troubled, looking past him to the rear of the room. He turned and saw Fred Gurney coming out of the telephone booth.
“We can ditch him,” he told her.
She said, “I’ve got more important things on my mind tonight.”
“You can forget Mr. Dawson, too,” Shayne told her.
She stiffened at his words. Again he saw the hot blue flame in her eyes that he’d seen earlier. Gurney was approaching the table. Shayne didn’t care much now whether Gurney recognized him or not. He was beginning to be bored with the whole setup. He wished he’d taken that plane to New Orleans and Lucy Hamilton.
The blonde said, “Dawson?” in a low voice that was almost a whisper, then looked up to ask Gurney, who now stood scowling behind Shayne’s chair, “Any luck?”
He didn’t reply, and Shayne imagined he must have shaken his head, for Mrs. Dawson said sharply, “Go on back and keep trying.”
Gurney stepped around to face Shayne, the scowl still on his face. “That’s my chair,” he snapped.
“Scram,” said the blonde. “He’s buying me a drink.”
Shayne looked up at Gurney and saw no flicker of recognition in his sunken eyes. The man’s lips curled back from his yellowed teeth. He hesitated for a moment, then turned and went slowly back to the telephone booth.
Shayne said, “He minds well.”
She leaned toward him and asked earnestly, “Did you say Dawson sent you?”
“What makes you think he’d do that?” countered Shayne.
The lazy waiter with the greasy hair came up and stood beside the table. Shayne still had a little brandy in his snifter. He said, “I’m buying the lady a drink.”
When the waiter went away, she asked, “What do you know about Dawson? Where is the little bastard?”
Shayne said, “Let’s dance. You’ll quit worrying about him that way.”
“You go to hell,” she said thickly.
Shayne pushed his chair back and stood up with a mocking grin. “Come on, if you can still stand up.”
She put one hand on the table and rose slowly, stood for a moment to get her balance. Shayne put his long arm around her, and they moved together onto the little dance square.
There was a clean, animal smell about her, like the odor of a young calf after it has been bathed by its mother’s tongue. Her body was supple and yielding and she danced as she had walked, with a deliberate carefulness and measured rhythm. Her full red mouth, smeared at the corners, was just below his chin.
“You can give it to me straight,” she told him in a low voice that was slightly guttural.
“Hell,” said Shayne, “I thought you’d be corseted up to the hilt.” His tone was one of surprise and admiration. His knobby fingers tightened on the hard flesh at her waistline.
“I don’t wear any of that tight stuff women bind themselves up in. What about Dawson?”
“Why worry about a shrimp like him when you’re dancing with a man?”
The record ended abruptly. They were close to their table. She pushed him away from her and sat down. The waiter was standing by with a tray containing a double shot of gin, a bottle of beer, and a goblet of ice cubes. Shayne sat down and said, “Why don’t you put the lady’s drink on the table?”
“Was goin’ to,” he stammered in broken English, “w’en you pay for one you have.” Shayne looked at him in astonishment, and the man said quickly, “Don’ get sore me, mister. Thees house order. We not allow serva two drink till first one pay for.”
Shayne repressed his first impulse toward anger as he realized the punk was merely stating a house rule. He took out his wallet. “Give it to her and bring me another cognac. You can take it all out of this.” He extracted one of the bills Dawson had given him and laid it on the table. “A double shot of Hennessy in a plain glass and ice water on the side.” He drained the snifter bowl and shoved it toward the waiter.
The man picked up the bill and started away. He turned back, his forehead creased and his black eyes narrowed on the rumpled bill. “This a hunner-dolla bill,” he said excitedly, pointing to the figure in the corner of the bank note. “You mean givva me thees?”
Shayne said, “It’s the smallest I have.”
The waiter looked from the bill to Shayne, his eyes filled with doubt. “You sure you gotta no leetle money?”
“I told you I didn’t have.”
The waiter shook his head and said finally, “I must take to office.”
“Get that cognac before you go,” Shayne ordered.
The waiter thought that over and evidently decided it was a reasonable request. He nodded and went to the bar, brought the drink back to the table, then crossed the room and knocked on a closed door on the other side of the room.
Mrs. Dawson mixed and stirred her fresh drink, then said, “I’m plenty worried about him and I guess you know why.”
Shayne grinned and said, “You must at least wear a brassiere.”
Her eyes glittered. “When this business is over—”
“Boss say you see him in office,” the waiter interrupted, his frightened eyes staring at Shayne.
“What the hell? Isn’t there a hundred dollars in change in this dump?”
“Tony not know,” he answered, jabbing a forefinger against his chest to indicate that he was Tony. “Boss say you see him.” He pointed nervously toward the office door.
Shayne picked up his glass of cognac and went across to the door, which stood slightly ajar, pulled it open and went in.
A square-faced man faced him across a bare desk. The office was small, with a bright unshaded globe suspended from the ceiling. The room was shabby and dirty, with two cane-bottomed chairs placed in front of the desk.
The square-faced man had large ears that protruded at a sharp angle from his head, and a large vise-like mouth. He wore a cream-colored shirt opened at the first button, revealing a thick, ruddy neck. He waited until the detective advanced close to the desk before asking, “Mind telling me where you got hold of this bill?” His voice was rasping, but not particularly unfriendly.
Shayne frowned and took a drink from his glass before setting it on the desk. He sat down on one of the chairs and asked, “Why? Isn’t it any good?”
“I’m asking you,” said the proprietor of the Fun Club patiently, “where you got it.”
“I don’t think it’s any of your damned business.”
“I’m making it my business.” The square-faced man’s voice remained rasping, yet not particularly unfriendly but colder, and he spoke more deliberately.
Shayne shrugged and admitted, “Printed it last night myself. Thought I did a pretty good job.”
“It is a good job, pal. One hell of a sweet job. You’ll save yourself a lot of trouble by telling me where you got it.”
Shayne emptied his cognac glass and set it down with a thump. “I don’t see why you’re playing puzzles, but I’m tired of it. I cashed a check at the bank this afternoon.”
“The bank didn’t give you this bill.”
“I say it did.”
“The cops won’t believe you, pal.”
“Why don’t you call them and we’ll see?”
“I think I’ll do that little thing.” There was a smirk on his thick lips and his slate-gray eyes stared coldly at Shayne. He picked up the desk telephone with a square left hand, laid it down and dialed a number with the first blunt finger of that hand. His right hand slid from the desk into his lap.
Shayne’s eyes narrowed at him. “You didn’t dial police headquarters. The number is—”
“I know what number I’m calling, pal. Just sit tight where you are.”
The muzzle of a .45 inched up over the edge of the desk and rested there, leveled at Shayne’s mid-section. The square-faced man lifted the telephone with his left hand and said, “Perry? Put the big shot on.”
Shayne sat very still with his hands folded in front of him. He wondered if the big blonde in the outer room had finished her drink.
He studied the bill lying on the desk between them, then reached out and picked it up by one corner. The proprietor watched him with no change of expression, the gun steady in his square right hand.
Shayne studied the bank note carefully, frowning and turning it over in his hands. It looked genuine enough to him, though he wasn’t an expert. He said so, and the man across the desk grunted something unintelligible.
Shayne laid the bill down and folded his hands again. Jukebox music came softly through the open door behind him.



Chapter Three
PLENTY OF TROUBLE
 
“THIS IS BATES, proprietor of the Fun Club,” the man at the desk finally said. “I got a C-note from that batch of fifty G’s you been huntin’.”
He listened for a moment, his face impassive, his gaze and the muzzle of the gun steady on the detective.
“Yeh. I got him here. He ain’t sayin’ where he got it. Yeh. Tough-like. Oh, he’ll stick around till the boys get here. I got a gun on him that says he’ll sit quiet. Sure. That’ll be fine.”
Bates pronged the receiver, picked up a half-smoked cigar from an ash tray, and settled back as comfortably as he could in the straight-backed chair.
Shayne kept his hands straight in front of him. He got up easily, careful to make no sudden motion. “That gun of yours,” he told Bates quietly, “is going to make a hell of a noise if you trigger it in here. I don’t believe you want all your customers to see you shoot an unarmed man.” He backed slowly toward the open door. A deepening of the trenches in his cheeks was the only evidence that he was under any undue tension. “I’m going to turn around and walk out,” he went on evenly. “I’m keeping my hands where you can see them so you won’t have any excuse for blasting me in the back.”
He turned in the doorway, dropping his hands limply at his sides. The interior of the Fun Club was just as it had been before, except that the somnambulistic dancers had collapsed in chairs at one of the tables and were wearily sipping drinks. A big fat man and a short plump woman had taken their place on the dance floor, and the man was slowly pumping the woman’s arm up and down to a dismal tune from the juke-box.
Mrs. Dawson turned her head to look at Shayne as he walked out of Bates’s private office. He went slowly toward her, his hands still hanging limply. He hadn’t formulated any plan but he knew he was fairly safe as long as he remained out in the open in sight of the customers of the Fun Club and until reinforcements arrived for Bates. He didn’t know how soon that would be nor what form they would take.
Right now he wanted to get close to the big blonde. She was his only contact with Dawson—the man who had slipped him the two hundred-dollar bills in exchange for passage to New Orleans. He had to work fast, gain her confidence somehow—
Shayne eased himself into the chair opposite her. She emptied the second half of the drink he had bought her, staring steadily at him over the rim of her glass.
Then she set it down, ran her tongue over her lips, and asked, “What’s all this monkey business about? I know Dawson was trying to get a plane out of town at midnight. If he’s run out on us—”
“I’ve got a couple of minutes,” Shayne interrupted her harshly. “Shut up and listen to me.”
Her eyes widened. “A couple of minutes?”
“Before some gunmen come in after me.” He turned his head to look at the open door of Bates’s office. He couldn’t see the proprietor but knew he was being watched from inside the room.
“That isn’t long enough to tell you what you want to know about your husband,” he said rapidly.
“My husband?”
“Sure. Only he told me his name was Parson.”
She said, “I haven’t got any husband.” Her eyes narrowed as she concentrated her gaze on his face. “I get you now. You were at the airline ticket office while I was asking about him.”
Shayne nodded impatiently. “I trailed you here in a taxi. Do we go somewhere and talk things over?”
“Where is Dawson?”
“I’m the only man in Miami who can tell you.”
“Well?”
“If I stay alive long enough,” Shayne amended.
The big blonde considered that statement for a moment, looking away from him.
Shayne leaned forward and took hold of her wrist. The bone was large under the generous covering of flesh. He said, “I’m not playing games. We’ve got maybe a couple of minutes to get away from here where we can talk.”
“And if we don’t?”
“Then you lose your chance to find out about Dawson.”
“Are you in trouble?”
“Plenty. I walked out of Bates’s office with a gun on my back. He’s got some boys on the way here now to take care of me.”
She nodded thoughtfully, and again her eyes traveled past Shayne to the rear of the room. She lifted her free hand and brushed her fingers across her forehead, then pressed her eyelids with the tips of two fingers.
Shayne realized she had reached that certain stage of drunkenness at which her thought processes were clear and direct but not swift—a condition in which her brain grasped the essentials of a situation and disregarded all side issues.
She said, “I wondered what Batesey wanted with you.”
“Is that gray sedan outside yours?”
“Yes.”
“Are you sober enough to push it?”
She smiled suddenly. It was the first time he had seen her smile. Her eyes crinkled at the corners and she smiled all over her face like a delighted child. “I’ve been soberer,” she told him, and added, “and a hell of a lot drunker.”
Shayne released her wrist. He said rapidly and in a low voice, “Go out and crank it up. I’ll wander out toward the door, but I’ll stay in the light, where there are too many people for Bates to do his stuff. Wheel the heap up as close as you can, and I’ll make a run for it.”
“What about him?” She inclined her head ever so slightly toward a rear table near the telephone booth where Fred Gurney sat glowering at them.
“Leave him out of it,” Shayne said lightly and swiftly. “You won’t be sorry, if we can get out of this together.”
The woman said thickly with a hint of excitement, “I don’t think I’d be sorry at that. But I could use a bracer—”
“Hell! Get going,” Shayne whispered furiously. “You’re carrying a big enough load now.”
Her face grew sullen and she started to protest, but after a long look into Shayne’s angry gray eyes, she got up and walked toward the front door without wavering. Shayne glanced at Gurney’s table and saw that the fellow had half risen as though to follow her. Gurney looked from her moving figure to Shayne, and Shayne shook his head not more than an inch. Gurney tightened his thin lips, and his scowl deepened, but he hesitated only a second before reseating himself.
Timing himself impatiently, waiting to give the blonde a chance to get the car to the door, Shayne wondered what sort of a deal they were working on together and what it had to do with Dawson. Why had she claimed at the airport that the dough-faced man was her husband, and now to him declared she had no husband? He wondered whether he was making a fool of himself and whether, after all, there could have been two men of the same description both trying to get tickets on Flight Sixty-two.
He glanced at the private office and saw Bates standing in the open doorway, his mouth grim and his worried, slate-gray eyes flickering from Shayne to the front entrance.
Shayne got up and went toward the door.
Bates moved quickly to intercept him. He said, loudly enough to be heard above the moan of the juke-box and the excited voices of the people in the room, “No you don’t, pal. You don’t get out of here without paying for the drinks.” His right hand was hidden inside his sagging pocket.
Shayne kept right on walking toward the door. He heard a motor racing outside. Then it was throttled down to a steady purr.
Bates was moving in at an angle to intercept him before he reached the door. He went on talking in a loud and angry voice. “You’re not walking outta here without paying. That’s a lead-pipe cinch. I don’t want trouble, but I—”
He was within six feet of Shayne, and his right hand was coming out of his pocket. Shayne hadn’t looked in his direction but now he whirled, took one lunging step sideways, and threw a left hook to Bates’s square jaw.
Bates reeled backward and went down.
Shayne sprinted toward the screen door. Bates’s .45 roared behind him and a slug plunked into the door casing above his head as he went through.
The gray sedan was pulled up outside with the right-hand door standing open and the motor roaring. He dived into the seat beside the woman, and the car raced forward down the gravel drive to the macadam.
He said, “Nice going, baby. We just—” He sucked in his breath and added, “Maybe we didn’t,” as tires screeched, and a big car with dimmed lights lurched into the driveway.
Mrs. Dawson swung the steering wheel violently to the right and stepped hard on the gas to avoid a collision. There were confused shouts behind them as she swerved to the left into 36th Street in second gear. She sat erect with both hands loosely on the steering wheel. The sedan got up to fifty in second gear and was tearing itself to pieces before she shifted into high.
Shayne was doing some fast figuring on how long it would take Bates to give the reinforcements the hundred-dollar bill and send them racing after the gray sedan.
They heard a few scattered shots from the direction of the Fun Club. The woman looked up at the mirror and said, “My God! They’re coming—but fast.” She switched off her lights and added calmly, “We may make it yet, big boy.”
In the light of the moon, now shining in a pool of unclouded sky, the straight black macadam had a grayish sheen. The way the sedan trembled, Shayne knew it must be making more than seventy. He grinned into the dark and said wonderingly, “You’re doing all right. If you pull this one out of the bag I’ll owe you a lot of drinks.”
“I’ll be able to use a lot.” Her eyes were on the road ahead; she was gripping the wheel tighter. Lights flashed by on either side of the street, and Shayne realized that they were approaching the more thickly populated section of the city proper. The headlights of the pursuing car were relentlessly gaining.
“What kind of jam you in?” she asked.
“I don’t know. I think they’d rather get me alive, though.”
She lifted her foot from the accelerator and put it on the brake. The sedan settled back on its haunches with tires screaming. She said nothing but suddenly swung the wheel hard to turn into a side street. The sedan skidded and the left side rose from the ground. Then it crashed into a concrete guard rail of a bridge.
The car turned over on its side, and the big blonde was on top of Shayne, pinning him against the door beneath.
She was inert and heavy, and blood trickled down on his cheek and seeped under his collar as he tried to push up against her dead weight.
He could hear shouting voices and running feet. Then someone was climbing up on the overturned car, and the left-hand door was opened. He twisted and lifted the solid hulk of the woman upward toward the opening, calling out hoarsely, “Take her out, quick. I’m afraid she’s badly hurt.”
A flashlight glared down from above. Shayne pushed from below as someone above dragged the woman out.
He then managed to stand up and pull himself from the tangled wreckage of the sedan.
There were men and women and a few children swarming around in various states of disarray, and in the midst of them the big blonde’s body was outstretched on the roadside a few feet away. A man bent over her with a flashlight.
Shayne took a couple of steps toward her, but was halted by the feel of a gun in his ribs and a harsh voice in his ear.
“This way, bud. Keep it quiet.”
Shayne turned slowly and saw a big black sedan parked on the other side of the bridge with headlights burning brightly. He knew by the intonation and by the feel of the gun that he couldn’t bluff this off as he had bluffed Bates.
On his way to the black car he thought, morosely, that he had encountered three very chummy guys within a couple of hours. He had been called “brother” and “pal” and now “bud,” and two of these chums had held pistols on him, and one had stuffed two, probably counterfeit, hundred-dollar bills into his hand.
He hoped the woman wasn’t badly hurt.



Chapter Four
THE SENATOR ENTERTAINS
 
THEY REACHED THE SIDE of the black sedan, and the man with the gun swung an ape-like arm past Shayne to open the rear door. He stood back and said, “Get in.”
Shayne got in; the man followed, closing the door.
 The man in the driver’s seat wore a stiff straw hat tipped far back on his head. Shayne could see the profile of a flat, black face, but that was all.
The man beside Shayne said, “Get rolling, Getchie,” and the car moved smoothly forward.
The man sat quietly for a moment, then said, “I reckon you’re not carryin’ anything or you would’ve showed it. But I’m not taking chances. Twist down with your face against the seat and put your hands behind you. If you move, I’ll split your head open.”
Shayne followed directions and got his hands clasped behind his neck with an effort. His left shoulder had been wrenched in the accident. At first it had felt numb, but in this uncomfortable position it began to ache. His head ached, too. The blood on his face was beginning to clot, and it itched.
He lay very still and tried not to think about things. The car was being driven smoothly on paved streets, making a lot of turns which Shayne made no effort to memorize. He wasn’t familiar with this northeast section of the city, and he had a feeling that he wasn’t going to have any particular desire to retrace the route even if he did have a chance to do so later.
It wasn’t more than fifteen minutes later that the car turned off the street and went down a steep incline into a place that smelled strongly of grease and gasoline. Shayne guessed that it was a basement garage. The man beside him said, “End of the line, bud. Get out that door.”
Shayne sat up and unlatched the door and got out. They were in a big concrete-walled and concrete floored room and there were half a dozen other cars parked around the walls. A twenty-watt, fly-specked bulb in the ceiling gave off a dim light.
The man with the gun followed Shayne out of the car; the driver came around to stand beside him. The gun was poked in Shayne’s ribs, and he was told to go straight up the stairs.
The stairs were wooden and shaky, ending at a small landing faced by a closed wooden door with a bar across it. Shayne lifted the bar and stepped into a narrow, dark passageway. The men stayed close behind him and the gun stayed against his back. He bumped into another door in the dark, found a knob and opened it onto a brightly lit room with a Persian rug on the floor and overstuffed furniture around the walls. The men closed the door when they entered, and Shayne turned to look at them.
The driver, Getchie, was a Negro. His nose had been smashed flat against his broad face, and he had a long grayish scar on one cheek. His forehead was low, and he looked mean and sullen.
His companion was white, rather tall, and fairly bulky. He gestured toward a davenport with his .38 and said, “Sit down there an’ I’ll tell the boss you’re here. But wait a minute,” he added, as Shayne started toward the long couch. “Shake him down, Getchie.”
Shayne stopped and lifted his right arm high. But his left arm balked when pain shot through his shoulder. The Negro frisked him carefully, stepped back with a grunt and a negative shake of his head. “He ain’t totin’ nothin’, Mistuh Perry.”
Perry nodded. “Watch him, Getchie.” He went to a door at the end of the room, opened it and called, “We got that guy from the Fun Club, boss.”
He stood in the doorway until a bulky man came in belting a black silk robe about his protuberant middle. He was bald with a fringe of gray hair around the back of his head. His face was plump and rosy and he had the placid, satisfied manner of a pastor of a wealthy congregation. He scuffed in past Perry, wearing a pair of rope sandals with heavy cork soles.
When he saw Shayne, the man stopped suddenly, his bleary eyes staring in blank amazement.
Shayne stared back at him and grinned. The grin broke the dried blood on his face into innumerable little cracks. He said, “Senator Irvin, by God.”
The ex-state senator said, “Shayne!” in a high, squeaky voice apparently gone completely out of control. His florid face became mottled with anxiety. He clasped his pudgy hands together over his belly and forced his voice down the scale by several notes when he asked, “What are you doing here?”
The grin stayed on Shayne’s face. He said, “I heard that you’d beat that Raiford rap, Senator, but I didn’t think you’d have guts enough to show your face in Miami again.”
“Mike Shayne,” Perry said softly. “That tough shamus I been readin’ about in the papers? Maybe you want Getchie should soften him up, boss?”
“Wait a minute, Perry.” The senator scuffed forward and seated himself in a comfortable chair opposite Shayne, who sprawled on the davenport. “Bring us something to drink, Getchie. Mineral water for me. Scotch, Shayne?”
“If you haven’t any cognac.”
“I’m afraid it’ll have to be Scotch.” The senator got a white linen handkerchief from a pocket of his robe and blew his nose resoundingly as the Negro left the room. “I’m really amazed, Shayne. I had no idea when Bates telephoned—But you’ve been hurt,” he went on with concern. “I’m sorry—”
“He got that in a car crack-up,” Perry said sourly. “Some blonde dame at the Fun Club took him for a ride and piled up on Thirty-sixth.”
“But I understood Bates to say he would hold the man for your arrival,” the senator said in a tone of extreme irritation.
“That Bates,” Perry spat out. “He don’t know which way is up. This mug walks out on him with the dame ‘fore we get there.”
Getchie came back into the room with a wooden tray containing a decanter of mineral water, a bucket of ice cubes, a bottle of Scotch, two glasses, and a siphon of soda. He set it on a table, put ice cubes and water from the decanter in one glass and handed it to the senator, put two ice cubes in the other glass, and took the cork out of the whisky bottle.
“A steady hand does it. I’ll say when,” said Shayne, leaning forward as the Negro began pouring. The glass was full to the brim before he said, “When,” and then added, “never mind the soda,” as the man looked questioningly at the siphon.
Shayne drank half of the whisky and felt a lot better. “Nice of you to have me here at this time of night,” he told the senator.
“How do you figure in this, Shayne?” Irvin asked.
Shayne said irritably, “In what?”
The senator sighed and looked at Perry. Perry stepped forward to hand him a hundred-dollar bill. Irvin smoothed it out on his knee. “Bates says you tried to buy some drinks with this.”
“What’s the matter with it?” asked Shayne.
“I didn’t say anything was the matter with it. I simply want to know where you got it,” Irvin countered.
“I cashed a check at the bank this afternoon.”
“Perhaps. But the bank didn’t give you this bill.”
“How in hell do you know it didn’t?”
“Please, Shayne,” said the senator patiently, “let’s not talk in circles.”
“Then tell me what it’s all about.” Shayne lifted the glass to his lips and took a long drink.
Irvin sighed and said, “Hit him, Getchie.”
The Negro hit Shayne in the face with his open palm.
“That was just to convince you that we’re not fooling,” the ex-senator explained quietly, pinching the pendulous flesh of his third chin. “Where did you get the bill, and how many of them have you?”
Shayne got up and walked to the tray holding the whisky bottle. Blood oozed from his upper lip where his teeth had cut through from the Negro’s blow. He picked up the decanter of mineral water, poured his cupped palm full, and, bending forward, dashed it over his face. He repeated the performance until his face felt free of the blood, then wet his handkerchief thoroughly and mopped around his neck.
The trio watched him in stony silence. Then Perry said, “They say this mug is plenty tough. Whyn’t you let Getchie work him over some more, an’ then we can—”
“I think Shayne will tell us what we want to know,” said the senator quietly.
Shayne strolled back to the davenport. The Negro took the detective’s wallet from his hip pocket. Shayne sat down again and nursed the bottle of Scotch which he had brought with him, watching the senator with an oddly abstracted expression on his gaunt face.
Irvin opened the wallet and fanned through the contents. He studied one bill and nodded, placed it with the other one on his knee and returned the balance to the billfold. “Two of them. Why did you try to pass one at Bates’s place? What did you expect to find out?”
“To hell with this,” Shayne exploded angrily. “If those bills are phonies, I’m the one who should be sore about it. I sold my car this afternoon for cash. Those bills are part of the price I got.”
“Who bought your car?” The senator’s voice was smooth as silk.
“I don’t know his name. I met him in a garage on Flagler.”
“We’ll find out his name,” the senator said. “There has to be a record of the bill of sale. We’ll keep you till tomorrow morning, and if you’re lying, Shayne—”
Shayne took a long drink from the bottle while he thought rapidly. “All right,” he admitted. “I was lying. But I don’t see why I have to stick my neck out for a guy I never saw before. Particularly if the bastard slipped me a couple of queer ones. I intended to leave town tonight on the midnight plane. You can check that easily enough. I missed the damned plane and came back in a taxi. I felt like a drink and dropped off at the Fun Club on the way to town.”
That, he thought, would cover the blonde’s angle, if she were in on it somehow and told her story.
“All right. But where did the bills come from?”
“I’m getting to that. I checked out of my apartment at noon, and—well, you know how things are in Miami right now. I happened to meet a guy that was yelling his head off about not having any place to stay. I didn’t see any reason not to pick up a piece of change so I slipped him a tip on my apartment, and he gave me those two C’s for the dope.” He dabbed at his cut and bleeding lip with the wet handkerchief.
“You’re probably still lying,” said Irvin. “What apartment house?”
Shayne gave the apartment name and the room number, hoping to God they had rented it that afternoon and feeling vaguely sorry for whoever had rented it.
The senator nodded to Perry. “Check on that.”
Perry went out of the room. Shayne set the whisky bottle on the floor and pressed the handkerchief to his lips again. He said to the Negro, “Next time we meet I’m going to slice the other side of your face to match that scar.”
The Negro’s arms remained insolently folded, and his eyes were low-lidded. He pushed his thick lips out at Shayne but said nothing.
Irvin irritably drummed fat fingertips on the arm of his chair and said placatingly, “Getchie simply did what he was told to do, Shayne. I had to convince you this was serious business.”
Perry came back into the room. He said, “Could be, boss. The shamus checked out at noon like he said, and sent his suitcase to the airport. His apartment was rented again right afterward, but the clerk don’t think the new fellow has moved in yet. By the name of Slocum. He didn’t answer his phone.”
Irvin said, “We’ll check with Mr. Slocum in the morning.” To Shayne he added, “I’m sure you won’t object to being my guest until we can hear Slocum’s story.”
“Do you expect him to tell you the truth about paying a bribe with phony money?”
“I think Mr. Slocum will tell what we want to know. If you’ve told the truth you’ll be in the clear, Shayne. If not—”
Shayne took another drink of Scotch and dangled the bottle by the neck between his knobby knees. “I hope you’ve got a comfortable bed for me to sleep on.”
“Perry and Getchie will see to that.” He nodded to them and got to his feet. “For your sake I hope you’re telling the truth this time.” He turned and scuffed out of the room.



Chapter Five
SHAYNE BLOWS A FUSE
 
SHAYNE’S LEFT SHOULDER was hurting badly, and a little blood still oozed from his cut lip. He said, “That davenport looks good to me.”
“Damned sight too good for you,” Perry snarled. “We’re going back down to the garage where there’s a nice little place all fixed up for you.”
The whisky bottle was a little more than half full. Shayne hefted the weight of it and figured his chances of slugging Perry with it before he could get going with his gun. Perry was ten feet away and the .38 was lax in his fingers, but he didn’t look like a man who’d be easy to take. Ever since the ex-senator had spoken Shayne’s name, the man had shown his respect for the detective’s reputation by keeping a good distance between them. Getchie wasn’t any pushover either. It was a cinch he had a shiv where he could get at it fast, and a further cinch that he would enjoy using it if Shayne started anything.
All in all, Shayne decided it would be much more sensible to drink the whisky and play along for better odds. He put the bottle to his lips, and Perry said to the Negro, “Shove him along down the stairs, Getchie.”
Getchie took a step forward, put his hand between Shayne’s shoulder blades and shoved. Shayne reeled forward and didn’t look back. He was getting damned tired of being pushed around, but he didn’t say so.
They stopped at the bottom and waited for Perry to come down. Shayne was breathing hard and fighting back the anger that threatened to possess him. He had stayed alive a lot of years by holding his anger in check and waiting for at least a fifty-fifty chance before striking out. Such a chance generally came to a man if he waited long enough.
Perry reached the bottom of the stairs and circled around them on the greasy floor. “Bring him over here to the can. It’s quiet in there and the door’s a double thickness.”
“Ain’ no lock to it,” Getchie objected, pushing Shayne forward.
“We’ll fix that,” Perry assured him. He stood back ten feet from the door of the small square alcove built into a corner of the room.
There was a concrete wall jutting out from the corner and a heavy wooden door that opened outward. Getchie stopped beside the door and reached inside to switch on a ceiling light. There was a dirty lavatory and a dirtier toilet inside the four-by-six room.
Perry said, “Wait a minute,” as the Negro started to push Shayne inside. “Take off your clothes,” he told Shayne. “Every damned stitch down to the skin.”
Shayne turned his head to glare at him and asked thickly, “What’s the idea of that?”
“Just so you won’t pull any smart tricks,” Perry explained happily. “God knows what you could pull inside there with a car backed up against the door, but I’ve heard too much about you to take any chances. Maybe you got a gas bomb in your pocket or a saw blade sewed in your underwear.”
“You’ve been reading too many comics.”
Perry said, “Strip him, Getchie.”
The Negro was behind Shayne. Shayne felt smooth metal touch the base of his neck and glide downward along his spine. Coat, shirt, and undershirt divided as the razor moved, the back of it cold against his flesh, while Shayne shuddered with impotent rage. It sliced cleanly through his leather belt, and his trousers and shorts slid down around his ankles.
Perry grinned and Getchie chuckled softly behind Shayne. Shayne set his teeth together hard and shrugged out of the upper portion of his clothing. It was impossible to move with his pants hobbling him. He stooped and untied his shoelaces, kicked his shoes off and stepped clear of the encumbering clothing.
Getchie was still close behind him with his razor, and Perry’s gun was ready, his eyes tight and watchful.
Shayne picked up the bottle of Scotch just as Getchie shoved. He sprawled forward on hands and knees, lifting the precious bottle to keep it from breaking on the concrete.
Perry laughed loudly. The Negro went out and the wooden door slammed shut as Shayne lifted himself painfully erect. He carefully set the bottle on top of the porcelain water closet and looked at his reflection in the small mirror above the lavatory.
The terrifying face of a complete stranger looked back at him. His gray eyes were humid and contracted, his hair and eyebrows were matted with the blonde’s blood.
Splotches of crusted blood were still on his face and neck, and his haggard features were set in a mask of such uncontrollable fury that it startled him. His swollen lips were drawn back from set teeth, and every muscle in his face was tense and trembling.
He drew a shaky hand across his forehead and forced himself to speak aloud. “Take it easy, guy. What you need is a drink.”
He turned away from his reflection, tilted the bottle, and let the whisky flow down his throat. He didn’t taste it as it went down, but it started a fire burning in his stomach.
His long rangy body was trembling violently as he seated himself on the filthy toilet seat and hunched forward, his elbows resting on his bare thighs.
A car started in the garage. In a moment there was a dull thud as a bumper was jammed solidly against the door.
Shayne didn’t move. He stared dully at the concrete floor and tried to figure his way out of this one. He’d been in tough spots before, but he couldn’t remember a tougher one. All because he’d done a guy a favor. What the hell was it all about? What was the matter with those two bills the pasty-faced man had given him? Were they counterfeits? How did ex-Senator Irvin figure in it? And Bates at the Fun Club? And the big blonde and Fred Gurney?
He took another drink and reminded himself that such questioning was utterly useless at this stage of the game. His present and very real problem was to get out and look for some answers. He wished now that he’d paid more attention to the comics—to Dick Tracy and Superman. They always had ways of getting out of fixes like this one.
He took another drink and looked around sourly. The walls, floor, and the low ceiling were of concrete. The only ventilation came from two openings about four inches square in opposite corners of the wall just below the ceiling. The door was a homemade affair, a double thickness of tongue-and-groove boarding reinforced with two-by-fours. He reached out and pushed on it. The door was solidly blocked.
His bleak eyes looked up at the ventilation squares near the ceiling. One of them was directly above the lavatory. He could hoist himself up on the lavatory and yell through the opening, but probably his voice would only be heard by Irvin and his gunmen in the apartment above.
He inspected the contents of the whisky bottle. It was still a quarter full. He drank two gulps and began considering ex-Senator Irvin.
It had been more than five years since Shayne had helped gather evidence on the sale of pardons to inmates of the state penitentiary. The investigation had developed into a nationwide scandal with Irvin in the middle of it at a time when he was supposedly serving the people of the state in an honorable capacity. There had been enough direct evidence to force his removal from office, but there had been a cover-up by other state officials and the trial had fizzled out without a conviction.
Shayne had neither heard Irvin’s name nor thought of the man since that time. He wondered what the devil he was mixed up in now. Counterfeiting, apparently. That could be the only answer to his curious interest in a couple of ordinary looking hundred-dollar bills.
He took another drink.
The senator had changed a lot in five years. Shayne remembered him as a pompous stuffed shirt. Five years had turned him into something else. What was it Bates had said over the telephone? “Put the big shot on.”
So Irvin was a big shot now, with gunmen and shiv artists to do his bidding. Shayne could still hear the soft purr of his voice when he said, “Hit him, Getchie,” and, as he remembered, a cold fear ran sickeningly over his naked frame.
He hadn’t thought about that angle very much. But, thinking back, he knew now that Irvin had made up his mind about something as soon as he, Shayne, had been recognized by the rosy-cheeked ex-senator.
Irvin knew Shayne’s reputation, and he knew a thing like that would never be forgotten. There was only one possible answer—Irvin had ruthlessly decided that Shayne would never be in a position to do anything about it, and for that reason hadn’t hesitated to have Getchie slap him around.
He remembered Irvin’s saying that he had to convince Shayne that this was serious business. That, thought Shayne, was a masterpiece of understatement. What it actually meant was that he didn’t intend to let Shayne out of the place alive, so the manner in which he was treated didn’t matter. They’d keep him alive until they checked his story with Slocum, the man who had rented his apartment. When they found they could learn nothing from him, they’d put the screws on.
He realized now that he should have put up a fight upstairs. He would have if he had thought things out clearly. The whisky was helping to clarify his mind and he excused his previous vacillation by telling himself he had been in no condition to think straight. His left shoulder and arm were of little use. Besides, he had been thrown off-stride by the suddenness of it all; by his complete lack of comprehension of what it was all about. He had been dazed and uncertain by the swiftness of events since he overheard the blonde talking to the freckle-nosed girl at the air terminal, and by the fact that none of it made any sense.
His mind was clear now, his thinking coldly logical. The odds were still a thousand to one against him, but they wouldn’t get any better while he sat and waited for the night to drag itself out.
He drank the rest of the whisky and turned the bottle over and over in his hands. It was a tall, round bottle. Better for his purpose than a squat, square one.
He took a solid grip on the neck and struck it a sharp blow just below the center against the edge of the lavatory. The bottom broke off neatly and clattered into the basin. He tapped the lower rim of the upper portion gently, turning it and working at it until three jagged glass prongs remained, then he studied it approvingly.
Except for a gun, he couldn’t ask for anything better, and for close work this was far better than a gun. The next thing was to arrange for some close work, preferably in the dark.
He stooped down and carefully gathered the fragments of glass from around the lavatory and tossed them into a corner. When he stood up, he knew he was quite drunk. That was good, for no sober, sane man would do what he was going to do.
He laid the top half of the bottle carefully on top of the water closet, reached a long bare arm overhead and unscrewed the electric bulb from the ceiling socket.
Feeling his way to the lavatory, he turned on the water and held the brass contact end of the bulb under the flow for a moment, then screwed it back into the socket. The instant the connection was made there was a momentary flare, then the water-shorted circuit brought impenetrable blackness again.
He gave another twist to set the bulb tightly in the socket, and sank back on the toilet seat to wait. Groping behind him, he got hold of his improvised weapon and hunched forward with his elbows on his knees.
It was hot and stifling and soundless inside the room. He knew a fuse had been blown, but he had no way of knowing whether it also controlled an upstairs circuit or only shorted the basement lights. He didn’t know, either, whether all the others upstairs were in bed. If their lights were not burning, they wouldn’t know a fuse had been blown.
He could only wait in the darkness and the silence and listen.
He waited a long time and nothing happened. He thought about Lucy Hamilton and about a lot of things he could have said to her over the telephone. None of this would have happened if he’d thought fast enough and kept her on the wire.
He was sorry he would never see Lucy again. Sorry that he would not be able to give her the string of simulated pearls, the only payment he had received or would have taken for recovering the real pearls for Christine Hudson, who had been Phyllis’s dearest friend.
Waiting in the black silence, his thoughts went back to Phyllis, his wife whom he had loved so dearly, who had died so valiantly trying to bring their son into the world.
Lucy was a lot like Phyllis. Perhaps that accounted for his feeling toward her. A mood of dejection seized him, and he thought, Phyllis is gone. Lucy is gone. The pearls are gone. He would probably never see his clothes or any of the things that were in his pockets.
The overhead light flared suddenly, went out again just as suddenly. Alert now, he sat naked and motionless on the toilet stool, waiting. Someone had found the burned-out fuse and replaced it with a good one. Current had flashed through for an instant, only to be shorted again by the wet contact.
Eagerness and anxiety flowed through him. Sweat ran down in streams from his body and made little pools of wetness on the floor around his feet. He wondered if they had any more fuses—if they would realize that it was he who was causing the short circuits from his concrete prison.
When the light flashed on again and burned steadily, he knew that the contact end of the bulb had dried sufficiently to let the current flow again.
He sat immobile and waited. No need to hurry now. Better to let the lights burn for a time. Long enough to convince those upstairs that they weren’t dealing with an ordinary short circuit. When he blew another fuse, they would know it was he who was causing it.
While he waited he decided to take advantage of the light, and he poured cold water over his face and body from his cupped hands, massaging his aching shoulder and working it gently as he did so. He took the broken glass out of the basin, then filled it and doused his head, washing the matted blood from his red and unruly hair.
When he finished he felt better. He reached over to the roll of toilet paper and tore off a sheet, folded it into a tiny square, then soaked it thoroughly. He held it ready in his left hand while unscrewing the bulb again.
Pressing the sodden mass firmly against the end of the bulb he inserted it carefully in the socket and twisted it tight. There was not even a momentary flash of current as it made contact.
Groping in the dark, he got a firm grip on the bottle neck and settled himself on the toilet to wait, confident that none of the house lights could burn again until the wad of wet tissue was removed.
He felt detached and impersonal about the whole thing now. His muscles were relaxed and he felt good. The darkness was reassuring and friendly. They had to come to him in the dark and he was going to have his chance. Maybe not a fifty-fifty chance, for, like all criminals, Perry and Getchie were cowards and would come together. He would, however, certainly have better than the thousand-to-one odds he had calculated a short time ago.
He heard them coming down the stairs. Just a faint sound beyond the concrete walls, but they were coming to him in the dark.
Shayne sat with his naked shoulders hunched, his long, hard body tense and ready to spring.
A thin ray of light crept through the crack under the door—the moving beam of a flashlight. Then Perry’s voice was startlingly loud in the utter stillness, “Shayne, you know what put the lights out?”
“Sure. I shorted them. The wires will be getting red hot and starting a fire in about five minutes.”
This wasn’t true, of course, but he hoped to God they didn’t know it.
Perry’s response was frightened and vengeful. “You lousy bastard. You’ll wish you’d left the wiring alone.”
“So’ll you after the joint burns down,” Shayne told him cheerfully.
There was a short silence outside the door. Then a motor roared. Shayne stood up with the jagged glass bottle in his right hand and his left hand against the door.
It didn’t give any, though he sensed that a car was being moved in the garage. Then light seeped in all around the edges of the door, and he realized they had swung another car around to throw the headlights directly on the door.
Shayne tensed himself and waited. If Perry continued to use his head, Shayne wouldn’t have a chance. All Perry had to do was stand back with his gun ready while Getchie drove the car away from the door and then let him have it when he leaped out into the glare of the headlights.
The palm of his hand was still on the door. He felt it quiver and knew that the bumper was being withdrawn.
He waited, the jagged bottle held belly-high and ready. Let them wonder what he was doing. Let them come in after him. This was his only chance—less than one in a thousand now.
A minute passed. Half of another minute. He could hear nothing except the subdued sound of an idling motor.
He felt a telltale quiver of the door as a hand touched the knob. He was ready and he hit it with his lame left shoulder the instant the knob turned.
The door flew open; Shayne collided with a bulky body just outside. The headlights blinded him, but he smelled the sweat of Getchie’s body and saw the dazzling gleam of a razor raised in a swift arc.
Shayne’s right arm was already driving the broken bottle forward and upward. It ripped through the corded muscles of the Negro’s arm and into the black face. An inhuman screech rattled in the Negro’s throat as he reeled backward and down.
A gun roared again and again in the confines of the underground garage. Shayne had leaped over the falling body and outside the circle of illumination where Getchie lay horribly twisted with his hands pressed to his face.
Shayne crouched beside the rear wheel of the car that had blocked the door of his prison and waited for Perry’s next move.
Perry had fired three times from somewhere back along the wall near the stairway where the headlights didn’t reach, and now he was waiting for Shayne to show himself. Shayne had the wild hope that the man carried no extra ammunition. Perhaps he could, by strategy, inveigle him into firing enough wild shots to empty the .38.
Shayne moved along on hands and knees to the front of the car, keeping it between him and what he guessed to be Perry’s position, studying the situation carefully and trying to decide his next move.
The motor in the car that had been backed around to throw light on the doorway was still idling. It stood a few feet beyond the car Shayne was hiding behind, and he saw that if he could get to it and turn off the headlights, his chances of coming out of the cellar alive would be much improved.
Reflected light lay on the concrete floor between the two cars, and Shayne dared not risk crossing between them. He crouched silently for a time, closing his mind to Getchie’s moaning and to everything except his next move.
He finally began to inch cautiously back toward the far wall of the garage where other cars were parked, taking an angling course. His shoeless foot stubbed against a hard object, and he swore under his breath. He felt for it, grasped it, and threw it hard toward the dark wall beyond him.
Perry’s .38 roared twice in quick succession. Then there was utter silence except for the slackening tempo of Getchie’s moans. Shayne guessed that the Negro was dying.
Shayne reached the wall of the garage, slid along it behind the parked cars until he reached a point which he calculated placed the car with burning lights and idling motor between Perry and himself.
Still inching forward in a half-crouch, alert for some sound of movement from Perry and hearing nothing, he decided the man was playing it smart, waiting Shayne out, close enough to the stairway and the street door to prevent the detective from getting past him. Shayne had the hope, too, that Perry was holding his fire after those five shots.
Shayne reached the rear of the car with the idling motor and felt his way cautiously along the side of it. The front door stood open. He had only to reach inside and switch off the headlights. He hesitated, his mind wary and active. Perry would still be guarding the exits with gun and flashlight. Things wouldn’t be much different with the car lights off.
He made one last survey of the dimly lighted garage before reaching in for the light switch. The door leading in from the street was ahead and to the left, out of the direct beams of light, but close enough for the side glow to light it clearly. It was a ramshackle wooden door hanging on rollers from an iron girder.
If it were open, Shayne thought despairingly, it would be a good bet to leap behind the wheel at the same moment that he turned off the lights and put the idling motor into action.
The hanging door swayed slightly at the bottom as he considered this. His body muscles tightened. Somewhere off to the right in the darkness Perry was crouched, waiting quietly for him to make a break for freedom.
Shayne studied the position of the front wheels in relation to the car exit. A slight swing of the steering wheel to the left would head the car directly toward it.
He drew in a deep, silent breath and got one foot on the running board. The dash light was on, illuminating the instrument panel. He picked out the headlight switch, lunged forward into the seat and pushed the switch while his left foot found the accelerator.
The blackness was absolute when the lights went out. Shayne gunned the idling motor and jerked the shift lever into low, swung the steering wheel slightly to the left, crouched low over the wheel, and drove the heavy car directly at what he hoped was a flimsy, swinging door.
He was conscious of a flashlight gleaming on his right and of a pistol thundering in the room, but there was no time to think of such things in the few seconds before the car struck the door with a splintering crash.
He was through at the same instant, and surging up the concrete incline to the street. He straightened behind the wheel and eased up on the gas, swung to the right on the deserted street, passing directly in front of the two-story frame structure above the cellar garage.
Street signs on the next corner located the spot perfectly for him. He heard another car roaring up the incline behind him. Perry was in pursuit.
For the first time since his prison door opened, Shayne became fully conscious of the fact that he was stark naked, behind the wheel of a strange car, and in a strange part of town.



Chapter Six
ALIBI TO ORDER
 
THERE WAS ENOUGH MOONLIGHT for driving without headlights, yet not quite enough, Shayne believed, to enable Perry to see the unlighted car a block and a half ahead.
Just as Perry’s headlights swung into the street behind him, Shayne took his foot from the accelerator and turned into a driveway leading to a vine-covered porte-cochere by the side of a small bungalow. He shut off the motor and let the car roll silently along the drive, braking it gently to a stop beneath the porte-cochere.
Perry’s car raced past the house, and the sound of it was presently swallowed up in the night.
Shayne sat very still, slouched low under the wheel, alarmed now by the thought of his naked body. The bungalow was dark and silent. If the family was at home it evidently had not been aroused by the sound of his tires.
He shivered as he sat there, not so much for lack of clothing as at the thought of some member of the household rousing and discovering his plight. That, he thought morosely, would be the crowning episode of the night’s crazy and puzzling adventure.
He became aware of a bundle on the other side of the seat—a fold of hard fabric. He sat up quickly and examined it by feel, unfolding and spreading it out. He found it to be a pair of mechanic’s coveralls, evidently left there by the owner when he finished work the preceding day.
Clutching the garment to him, he opened the door and got out, sidled to a corner of the porte-cochere where the vines were thick and stepped into the coveralls. They had been made to fit a short, stout man. The cuffs reached halfway between his knees and ankles, and the sleeves were well above his wrists. He gave a great sigh of relief as he fumbled with the metal buttons down the front.
As he gave a hitch to pull the coveralls more comfortably around his groin, he heard a metallic jingling. Thrusting his hand into the right-hand pocket, his fingers closed over a few coins. He drew them out and counted them by feel. Half a dollar, a quarter, and two nickels. He felt rich, and stopped thinking about the well-filled wallet he had left in the basement garage.
Sliding back under the steering wheel, he started the motor and backed quietly out of the driveway, made a left turn at the next corner and drove two blocks southward before turning on the headlights. He then turned west to Miami Avenue, and south again until he came to a lighted hole-in-the-wall drinking place. He parked and got out, crossed the sidewalk, and padded inside in his stocking feet.
There was a small bar with a skinny, hard-faced girl behind it. A man and a woman were seated on stools, bickering angrily. He was insisting that she had one up on him and refused to leave until he caught up with her. She accused him of having two up on her before they left home and intended to keep pace with him. He stated flatly that she was drunk before she left home, and she demanded to know how he thought she could take even a teaspoonful of his damned brandy when he kept the bottle marked every time he took a drink. He said that was easy because she snitched drinks and poured water in up to the mark. She called him a liar, and he called her a liar, and they went on drinking.
The skinny girl had a flat, unintelligent face, a tight mouth, and almost no chin. She turned from the quarreling couple and looked at Shayne without much interest as he slid onto the end stool. At that hour in the morning and at that spot on Miami Avenue, it was apparent that a customer with a cut lip and wearing a pair of undersized coveralls wasn’t out of the ordinary.
She moved toward him and said, “Yeah?”
Shayne looked at the rows of bottles behind the bar. He saw the label of a cheap domestic brandy that wasn’t too bad. “Gimme a slug of that,” he said in a tough drawl and added, “water on the side.”
She poured a shot of brandy and set a glass of ice water beside it. He put the half dollar on the counter, drank the brandy at a gulp, and washed it down with the full glass of water. She put a dime and a nickel in change on the counter.
Shayne asked, “You got a telephone in here?”
She said, “The booth’s right there,” pointing to the rear.
Shayne used one of his nickels to call Miami’s chief of police, Will Gentry, at his home. Gentry had been his loyal friend for many years past, and had never yet failed him.
He heard the phone ring three times before a woman answered. He asked, “Is Will there?”
She said, “Mr. Gentry is at his office. I imagine you can reach him there.”
Shayne said, “Thanks,” hung up, and used another nickel to dial the number of Gentry’s private office.
Gentry’s heavy voice heartened him as it boomed over the wire. “Hello.”
“What are you doing at the office this time of night, Will?”
There was a brief silence at the other end. Gentry’s voice lost its booming heartiness. He answered cautiously. “Sure, Mike. I’ll be glad to talk to you in about five minutes if you’ll call me back. Busy right now.” Gentry hung up.
Shayne opened the door of the booth and leaned against it, wiping sweat from his face with the palm of his hand. He was certain Gentry had recognized his voice, and just as certain that Will had a very good reason for not speaking his name aloud. Sure, Mike, could sound like a mere slang expression to whoever was listening in the chief’s office, but to Shayne it meant, Watch your step, Mike. I’ll get rid of this guy and be ready to talk to you in five minutes.
The men’s room was directly across from the telephone booth. Shayne went in and switched on the light, looked at himself grimly in the dirty mirror. His face was clean after the cupped-palm shower he had given himself, but his upper lip was badly swollen and there was clotted blood in the cut. He wet his hair and combed it with his fingers, then loitered in the room until he felt sure five minutes had passed.
When he called Gentry again, the chief of police sounded weary and worried and angry.
“Mike! Where in God’s name are you?”
“Out on North Miami Avenue.”
There was a long, indrawn sigh at the other end of the wire. “I just got Petey Painter out of here. I’ve spent the last hour proving to him that you were on a plane bound for New Orleans. How the living hell did you get back to town? And why?”
“I missed my plane again.”
“No, you didn’t. We checked with National. We know you were aboard when Flight Sixty-two took off tonight. The first stop was Palm Beach forty minutes later and there wasn’t any plane back. Even if you had quit the plane there and driven back the way you drive, you couldn’t possibly have reached Miami by one o’clock. That’s the only reason there isn’t a pick-up out for you right now,” Gentry ended.
“Why? What the hell is Painter trying to hang on me now?”
“It doesn’t matter much since you couldn’t possibly have been here. I suppose you did jump the plane at Palm Beach and drive back. Why, Mike? Why didn’t you keep on traveling away from here? Did you know you were sticking your neck out a mile? God in heaven! Less than three hours ago you were selling everyone on the idea you had to be on that midnight plane. Was that just a stall? Are you mixed up in this kidnaping? Is that why the fellow claimed he recognized you at the wreck where you couldn’t possibly have been?”
“Hold it, Will. What kidnaping? What fellow and what wreck?”
“The Deland kidnaping, goddamn it. There was an automobile wreck on Thirty-sixth at one-fifteen. A man and a woman in a gray sedan. The woman was cut and knocked out, and the man got away before anyone stopped him. One of the onlookers told police that he saw the man and swears it was you. Says he knows you well. Fellow by the name of Farrel.”
“Chick Farrel?”
“I don’t know. I’ve got his statement here. Edward H. Farrel.”
“That’s Chick,” Shayne told him. “He must have mistaken someone else for me.”
“Of course he did. That’s the idea I’ve been selling Painter. But when Petey finds out you did jump the plane in Palm Beach, he’ll figure you had an atomic rocket waiting to whisk you back, and even the discrepancy in time won’t convince him you weren’t in that wreck.”
“What would it matter if I were?” Shayne demanded.
“Plenty. The people in that car were the Deland kidnapers.”
“I haven’t heard of any kidnaping lately.”
“Neither had I until Painter came around an hour ago. They’re on the Beach, and it’s all been hush-hush until midnight tonight when the expected contact failed. The ransom was paid tonight. Fifty G’s. But the kid wasn’t returned by midnight as promised. They don’t know what went wrong. The contact man hasn’t showed either.”
“You say the couple in the wrecked sedan were the kidnapers? How do you know?”
“Because the girl’s body was crammed in the trunk of the sedan,” Gentry told him grimly.
Shayne’s belly muscles tightened. He asked, “Did the woman confess?”
“We haven’t got her,” Gentry rumbled. “She wasn’t hurt much. Just a crack across the head that knocked her out. She refused to go to a hospital, and an obliging cop drove her home and left her there.”
“After the body of the kidnaped girl was found in her car?” Shayne asked incredulously.
“It wasn’t found until later,” Gentry snarled. “None of them thought to look, of course. That would be too much to expect of the brainless wonders on my force.”
“If you know where she is or where she lives—”
“She’d skipped by the time anyone thought to go after her. What’s your interest, Mike? Are you mixed up in this thing?”
“Right up to my neck, Will,” said Shayne bitterly.
“How?”
“If I told you the truth, Will,” Shayne said soberly, “you’d have to arrest me. You couldn’t help yourself.”
Gentry breathed, “For God’s sake, Mike,” in a resigned whisper, and then was silent.
Shayne leaned against the side of the steaming hot telephone booth and thought rapidly. “Let me get this straight. Is Painter checking me on the plane?”
“That’s right. Even though the airline positively stated you were aboard, Petey figures you pulled some sort of trick to stay behind and get messed up in kidnaping and murder. You know how he is about you. As soon as your name was mentioned—”
“I know,” Shayne interrupted impatiently. “If he finds out I was aboard the plane when it left, what would he do?”
“He has already given orders to have you taken off at the next stop and brought back for questioning.”
Shayne said, “Fair enough. Let’s go on from there. Who was the blonde driving the death car?”
“I didn’t say she was a blonde and I didn’t say she was driving,” Gentry lashed out. “Look here, Mike—”
“I heard some men talking about the accident in this joint a few minutes ago,” Shayne lied glibly. “Of course, I didn’t know I was supposed to be the guy in the car, nor about the kidnaping. Who is she?”
“Gerta Ross. She runs a nursing home on West Fifty-fourth.”
“A nursing home? Any record?”
“No. We’ve had an eye on her for some time, but she’s smart. Probably a front for illegal operations, but nothing to pin on her.”
“You know Fred Gurney?”
“Better than I want to.”
“Know where he hangs out? What he’s up to these days?”
“We haven’t picked him up for months. Is he in this?”
“I’ve got a lead that points in his direction,” said Shayne cautiously. “Where would you look if you wanted him?”
“I’d ask around Papa La Tour’s. For God’s sake, Mike, give me something.”
“I can’t, Will, and don’t go looking for Gurney just yet if you want to do me a favor.”
His only hope, Shayne knew, was to get Fred Gurney and Gerta Ross before the police picked them up. If either of them spilled the truth about being with him at the Fun Club while Flight Sixty-two was winging toward Palm Beach—
Not that he could gain more than a little time, he realized as an afterthought. As soon as Dawson was taken from the plane and told his story, Shayne’s alibi would evaporate into thin air and Painter would never be convinced that he hadn’t intentionally stayed behind to take some part in the kidnap pay-off.
Gentry remained silent at the other end of the wire while these thoughts raced through Shayne’s mind. The detective gripped the receiver tightly and went on in a strained voice: “Have you heard anything about ex-Senator Irvin lately?”
“That old goat?” Gentry exploded. “No. He was around town about a year ago.”
“Do you want him?” Shayne asked sharply.
“Stinking up my jail?” Gentry asked indignantly.
“Any queer stuff been passed around lately?”
“Not that I’ve heard of. What—”
“Skip it. You might want to ask the senator about a dead man in his basement garage,” Shayne interrupted. “Here’s the address. The faster you get some boys out there the better.” He swiftly described the location of the house where he’d been held prisoner. “That’s about all. The senator has a gun-pal named Perry who might’ve had something to do with the killing. The less they’re allowed to talk after you pick them up the better it’ll be for a friend of yours named Mike Shayne.”
“I don’t get any of this, Mike. If you’re in the clear—”
“I’m not. I need a few hours on my own, Will.” Shayne hung up and pushed the door open. He was wet with sweat from head to foot, and his big hands were clenched into hard fists.
He went out of the place swiftly, got behind the wheel of the commandeered car and headed south on Miami Avenue.



Chapter Seven
UNWELCOME GUEST
 
SHAYNE CAME to a sudden decision when he reached Flagler Street. He needed a bath and some clothes, and he could use a drink. He swung to the left on Flagler, deserted now at two-thirty in the morning, drove two blocks toward the bay front and turned right to the side entrance of an apartment building on the north bank of the Miami River.
He parked, took the keys from the ignition, went in through the side door and across the empty lobby on unshod feet.
The night clerk was a slight, middle-aged man. When awake, he bustled around with a great show of energy, his lips compressed and three deep lines of worry between his eyes. Now he was hunched forward at the desk, asleep. His cheek was pressed against one outstretched arm. He looked neither precise nor efficient. His mouth was laxly open, and the lines between the eyes were not so deep.
Shayne stopped beside the desk and considered the sleeping man gravely for a moment. It seemed to him a wonderful thing to be able to sleep like that, as though he had nothing whatever on his mind. Then the thought came that all over Miami there were people sleeping soundly, with nothing whatever on their minds and with all the lines of daytime worry smoothed from their brows because they had chosen other professions than that of the harried private detective.
He touched the man on the elbow and said apologetically, “Wake up, Henry.”
Henry gave a little start, an involuntary twitching of his shoulder muscles, and snorted faintly.
Shayne joggled his elbow and said, “Henry,” louder than before.
Henry sat up and blinked at him, then compressed his lips and managed to look primly efficient. The deep vertical lines showed between his eyes again and deepened a trifle as he became aware of Shayne’s appearance.
“My goodness, Mr. Shayne,” he said, “I thought you’d left us. Is something wrong?” he added delicately.
Shayne asked, “Did a taxi driver bring my Gladstone back here with a message saying I’d missed the plane?”
“Yes, he did. I’d almost forgotten that. In fact, I’m afraid it slipped my mind altogether when those policemen from the Beach were in here asking about you.”
“When was that?”
“Half an hour ago, I imagine.” Henry glanced at the clock. “I gathered from the way they talked and acted that they suspected you hadn’t left town on the midnight plane, Mr. Shayne.”
Shayne’s ragged brows lifted. “So?”
“So, knowing that—er—you are sometimes in difficulties with policemen from across the bay, I decided it might be just as well not to mention the bag or the driver’s message.”
“You shouldn’t lie to the police just to keep me out of trouble, Henry.” Shayne’s voice was warm with comradeship and gratitude. Henry had been night clerk at the apartment hotel for years, and it wasn’t the first time he’d lied for Shayne.
“Oh, I didn’t lie to them. I really can’t help it if my memory is faulty, Mr. Shayne.”
Shayne said, “I hope it won’t improve if they question you again. I hear you already have another occupant for my apartment.”
“Yes. A Mr. Slocum. He rented it this afternoon.” The little man didn’t ask how Shayne knew this. The years had accustomed him to the fact that the detective often knew all sorts of amazing things.
“But he hasn’t taken possession yet?”
“I believe not. He took one grip up when he rented the apartment, but I believe the rest of his luggage is at a local hotel and he’s coming in with it in the morning.”
“Have you anything else for me? I may decide to stay in town for some time.”
The clerk spread out his thin hands helplessly. “Nothing, Mr. Shayne. Not a single thing.”
Shayne reached up and slowly massaged his ear lobe. “I’m not my usual fashionable self, as you’ll notice, Henry. I had to leave a certain place rather suddenly and I had to grab what was handy.”
Henry looked at him primly, his gaze sliding down the stiff, dirty coveralls to Shayne’s bony ankles and his feet clad only in a pair of socks. He nodded with a sober man-to-man air and murmured, “One might deduce the lady’s husband is not as tall as you, Mr. Shayne, and a trifle bulkier in build.”
Shayne grinned and said, “That’s a fair job of deduction, Henry. Do you suppose Mr. Slocum would mind if I took my suitcase up to his apartment and borrowed the bathroom and put on some clothes that fit me a little better?”
“I don’t see how he would ever know about it. But I’m afraid he has the only key. You didn’t turn yours in when you checked out.”
Shayne frowned. “Force of habit, I suppose, from carrying that key in my pocket for so many years. But don’t worry about that—But wait a minute,” he added sharply. “I left my key ring behind with my clothes. You must have more than one extra key.”
“We’ve a master key, of course.”
“Of course,” Shayne repeated. He reached for the large brass ring Henry lifted from a hook behind the desk. “Now if you’ll get my bag—”
“It’s right here.” The clerk opened a wooden gate and slid the suitcase out. “Joe is probably asleep on the top floor,” he added as they went toward the elevators. “He has a cot up there in the corridor.” He put his finger on the signal button and held it there.
“One more favor,” Shayne said as they waited for the buzzer to waken Joe. “I need a drink, Henry. You know how it is when a man needs a drink.”
Henry said, “I can imagine,” in a tone that told Shayne he couldn’t imagine at all.
“And I’m broke. There’s an all-night restaurant around the corner where they keep a few bottles under the counter for emergencies like this. Just mention my name.”
Henry nodded wisely. There was a clanking overhead, indicating that the elevator was coming down.
“How about slipping around there and getting a bottle for me while Joe takes me up? I’ll send him right down to watch the desk.”
Henry’s pale eyes twinkled. “I can do better than that, I believe. I have a small stock in the safe for emergencies. As I recall, you prefer cognac.”
Shayne looked at the neat little man in utter amazement. “After all these years,” he murmured. “One does live and learn. Yes, Henry, I do indeed prefer cognac. Send it up by Joe right away,” he added as the elevator stopped and the doors slid open to reveal a yawning Negro boy in a blue uniform.
Joe said, “Howdy, Mistuh Shayne. Yo’all back again?” with a sleepy grin, and took him up to the third floor.
Shayne got out and said, “Henry has something for me downstairs, Joe. Bring it up, and then you can take this key ring back to him.”
The lad nodded sleepily and closed the doors.
Shayne strode down the corridor to the familiar door and put the master key in the lock. It opened easily, and he padded inside with suitcase in hand. He set it down and turned on the light. The living-room was just as he had left it more than twelve hours earlier.
He felt an odd restlessness and realized that he hadn’t had a cigarette since his incarceration in the men’s room of the underground garage. He hurried to the telephone, asked Henry to send some up with the bottle, and then gave a deep sigh of relief as he hung up and began unfastening the metal buttons on the coveralls.
He let them drop from his body in the middle of the living-room, kicked off his socks, and went into the kitchenette where he turned on the cold water faucet and inspected the ice trays in the small refrigerator. They were full of cubes. He pulled one out, set it in the sink under the stream of water and got two glasses from the cupboard. He put four cubes in one glass, filled it with water, and went back into the living-room just as Joe knocked on the door.
Setting the glasses on the center table, he went to the door to get the bottle and two packs of cigarettes from Joe.
The cognac was Martell. Shayne’s nostrils flared as he got the bottle open and poured a generous draft in the empty glass. He needed this drink. Just as he needed a bath, some clean clothes, and a period of relaxation. He had a lot of thinking to do, and there wasn’t any place he could do it better than right there in the familiar living-room with a glass of cognac and ice water at his elbow.
Without consciously realizing it, he had resolutely thrust all thinking about what had been happening from his mind after talking with Will Gentry on the telephone. He needed time and quiet to digest the things Gentry had told him, to see how in hell they fitted into the curious pattern of events that had engulfed him.
He drank the cognac slowly and appreciatively, took a sip of water, and then went into the bathroom which opened directly off the living-room beside the closed bedroom.
He fixed the shower as hot as he could stand it and got under the spray, stood there for a long time, and then cooled it by degrees until it was as cold as water will run out of the pipes in Miami.
The telephone rang while he was drying his rangy body with a rough towel. He went into the living-room and answered it.
Henry said from the desk phone, “That policeman from the Beach and your newspaper friend are on their way up to see you, Mr. Shayne. They came in just now and seemed to know you were here, and I hardly dared pretend you weren’t.”
Shayne said, “That’s all right, Henry. Just so you don’t suddenly remember about the suitcase.” He hung up as a knock sounded on the door, went across to open it, holding an end of the towel in each hand and leisurely moving it back and forth to dry his back.
Peter Painter stood officiously on the threshold, and immediately behind him was the tall, emaciated frame and the melancholy face of Timothy Rourke.
Shayne said, “Hello,” stepped back, and continued drying himself.
Painter, chief of the Miami Beach detective bureau, was short and slender and exceedingly well dressed. He had a thin black mustache and piercing, inquisitive black eyes. He said angrily, “I thought we were rid of you, Shayne. You made a great to-do earlier this evening at the Leslie Hudson home about catching that midnight plane.”
Shayne said, “I decided to come back. I had a hunch there might be some more schoolboy stuff you’d be needing my help on.”
Painter bristled and entered the familiar room with short, deliberate steps, darting his sharp eyes around inquisitively.
Timothy Rourke stood in the doorway, narrowing his feverishly bright eyes and chuckling when he saw the condition of Shayne’s mouth. “Do the stewardesses on National carry knives to protect them from lecherous passengers? Or did she get over-enthusiastic and chew when she should have been kissing?”
Shayne touched his cut lip tenderly with the back of his hand. “I think she had panther blood, Tim,” he said soberly. They walked into the room together.
In a self-satisfied tone, Painter announced, “I had a hunch all along that that clerk was lying about renting this apartment to someone else. That plane jump to Palm Beach was just a dodge to throw me off the track.”
Shayne turned a look of innocent surprise on Timothy Rourke. “What’s your pint-sized friend talking about, Tim? Doesn’t he realize he has never been on the track?”
“Very funny,” snapped Painter. “You planned to come back all along, Shayne. Why did you make such an effort to make us think you were going back to New Orleans?”
Rourke chuckled and went over to pour himself a drink of cognac. His clothes hung on his bony body like the ill-fitting habiliments of a scarecrow. “I don’t know why he’s got the wind up, Mike. Is Chick sore at you?” he ended casually.
“Chick?” Shayne frowned, as though trying to recall the name. “Oh, Farrel? Chick has hated my guts ever since I beat his time with a redhead a few months ago. Why?”
“Never mind that.” Painter strutted forward, smoothing his thready black mustache with his thumbnail. “What have you been doing since you got back to Miami, Shayne? How does it happen I find you here in your old apartment when it’s supposed to be rented to another man?”
“It is rented to another man, but he hasn’t moved in yet. I’m simply borrowing it for a bath and a chance to change clothes.” Shayne gestured toward the strapped suitcase in the middle of the floor near Painter’s feet.
Painter snorted and went into the bathroom to look around. Shayne looked at Rourke with lifted eyebrows. Rourke shook his head slightly and lifted his own brows in response.
Painter came briskly back from the bathroom and demanded, “Where are the clothes you wore up here?”
Shayne said, “You seem to forget this apartment has a bedroom. A man usually undresses in his bedroom, but it so happens that the clothes I wore up here are there on the floor.” He pointed a bony forefinger to the dirty coveralls lying near the suitcase.
Painter went over and stooped to touch the dirty garment with his manicured fingertips, but instead, moved the coveralls with the tip of his shoe. He saw the pair of discarded socks and nothing more. “You were wearing more than this when you left to catch the plane. What have you been doing in this outfit?”
“One of these days,” said Shayne with disgust, “the city fathers on the Beach are going to catch on and give your job to the night clerk downstairs.”
“What?” Painter’s small mouth gaped open.
“Henry,” Shayne explained patiently, “deduced that her husband must be a mechanic and that he came home too soon.”
Timothy Rourke laughed happily and sat down. Painter started to speak, but didn’t. He looked Shayne’s naked body up and down and then snapped, “Don’t you have any decency? Get some clothes on so I can question you formally.”
Shayne said, “I’m sorry if my nudity offends you. What the hell are you doing up here, anyway?”
Painter retorted angrily, “Get into some clothes and I’ll be very happy to explain.” He turned away stiffly.
Shayne threw Rourke an amused look and said, “I’ll bet Petey used to undress behind a bush when he and the boys went swimming.” To Painter he said, “All right. I’ll put on a pair of shorts and make this formal.”
The big towel fell to the floor as he bent over to unfasten the leather straps and loosen the metal catches at each end of the bag and press the center lock to release the catch.
It didn’t release. Shayne frowned and pushed it back and forth, trying to pull the bag open, muttering, “It can’t be locked. I lost the key years ago.”
Rourke got up and came over to him. “Maybe it accidentally locked itself,” he offered. “Let me try one of my keys on it. Nearly all these locks are the same.” He squatted beside Shayne, took out a ring of keys, and carefully selected one.
Shayne shrugged and settled back on his haunches to watch. Suddenly he stiffened; his eyes widened with surprise. This was not his Gladstone. He was positive his had been unlocked. He saw, too, that this was a little newer than his. The same color and size, but not quite so battered. He was certain of it when he looked at the leather straps. One of his straps was badly worn in one place where it had been buckled for years. Neither of these straps was badly worn.
“There you are,” said Rourke triumphantly. He removed his key and pressed the knob. The bag came open a few inches, and Rourke lifted the top half which had a center layer of leather snapped in place to separate the contents of the two sides.
Shayne saw the contents at the same moment Rourke did. Neat bundles of bank notes spread across folded clothing in the bottom of the Gladstone. The top bill on each bundle was a hundred-dollar denomination, and a single glance told both men they were looking at a lot of thousands of dollars.
Shayne glanced at Peter Painter. He was still standing with his back turned on Shayne’s sinewy and lanky body, waiting for him to get some clothes on.
Timothy Rourke expelled the long breath he had been holding, gently and noiselessly. He let the Gladstone close itself. His eyes burned more feverishly than before as he turned them on the grimly set face of the detective.
Shayne moved his head negatively and his bleak gray eyes bored into Rourke’s. He pressed the Gladstone shut with a click and said, “Just to save Petey further embarrassment, I’ll go in the bedroom to dress.” He stood up with the Gladstone in his hand.
Rourke sat on the floor and watched him speculatively. He didn’t say anything, and Painter didn’t turn around until Shayne reached the bedroom door and opened it.
Shayne reached inside, turned on the light, and hesitated an almost imperceptible second before stepping in and pulling the door shut. He stood looking down with blank amazement at the bloody and battered face of a man he had never seen before.



Chapter Eight
THE CORPSE IN THE BEDROOM
 
THE MAN LAY on his back, half on and half off the bed. Both arms trailed on the floor, the stiff fingers of one hand just touching a heavy ornamental vase which had stood on a shelf just inside the front door of the apartment ever since Shayne could remember. The vase lay in a pool of blood.
The man’s features were a pulp. He wore yellow silk pajamas which were blood-spattered. His face and the front portion of his head had been smashed by several heavy blows, and death must have come slowly and with great agony.
“Slocum. He did come back to sleep in the apartment after all,” Shayne muttered to himself.
The muscles in his gaunt cheeks quivered involuntarily. He was probably responsible for the man’s murder. He recalled the lie he had told Irvin and Perry about the source of the hundred-dollar bills they were interested in. It had seemed an innocent enough lie when he was desperately fighting for time, the best he could evolve on the spur of the moment. He hadn’t expected them to come to the hotel before morning, especially since the clerk had said Slocum hadn’t yet moved in. Even then, he thought they would only question the man, not murder him.
Yet there was mute evidence all about the bedroom that it had been one of the senator’s crowd looking for more of the same kind of bank notes. There was an overturned Gladstone on the floor, and clothing and toilet articles were scattered all about the floor and on the bed. There was no doubt that it had been done by someone looking for the rest of the fifty grand mentioned by Bates over the telephone from the Fun Club.
And Shayne suddenly realized that the money the murderer had been looking for was almost surely in the Gladstone he still held in his hand—the one the porter had given him at the airport. More precisely, Dawson’s Gladstone, for Shayne was convinced that the porter had got the two suitcases mixed up, somehow, while he was supposed to be changing one for the other at the last moment before Flight Sixty-two took off.
Shayne turned, opened the door, and went out, carrying the closed suitcase. He set it down near the bathroom door. Rourke and Painter looked at his stony features and naked body with questioning interest.
Shayne said, “One of you had better call the police.”
“Police?” Painter bristled and strutted forward. “If you’ve anything to say to the police, you can talk to me.”
Shayne gestured wearily, as though to brush the little man aside, and said to Rourke, “This is a job for the local boys. Homicide. And see if you can catch Will Gentry at his office.”
Rourke whistled shrilly, studying Shayne’s face, then went obediently to the telephone to make the call.
Painter echoed, “Homicide?” planting himself solidly on his small feet and thrusting out his chin.
Shayne nodded. “There’s a dead man in the bedroom.” He went over to pour himself a stiff slug of cognac.
Rourke was speaking rapidly into the telephone. Painter’s narrowed black eyes followed Shayne’s naked body to the center of the room, then he swung around to the closed bedroom door. He went toward it slowly, as though afraid of being hoaxed; as though he strove to convince himself this was another sample of Shayne’s morbid sense of, humor but he couldn’t quite succeed in doing so.
Rourke hung up and walked swiftly to Shayne just as Painter hesitantly opened the bedroom door and went inside.
“What goes?” whispered Rourke. “I saw that dough in the bag.”
Shayne held his glass to his lips, glancing over his shoulder at Painter’s stiff back just inside the bedroom.
“The stuff’s still there,” Shayne told him in a monotone that didn’t carry more than four feet, then added in a louder voice, “Damned if I know who the stiff is, Tim. The man who rented this apartment out from under me, for a guess.”
Rourke said, “That’s one way to get an apartment, Mike.” His voice was steady and he laughed at his own wit, but his hand trembled as he took the glass away from Shayne and put it to his own mouth.
Painter whirled and came back to stand accusingly in front of Shayne. “Do you intend to sit around here naked all day? And I thought you said that the man who had rented your apartment hadn’t moved in yet.”
“That’s what the clerk told me. It may be someone else entirely,” Shayne went on with a shrug of his naked wide shoulders. “Why don’t you have Henry come up to identify him?”
“I will.” Painter thumbnailed his little black mustache and his eyes were full of suspicion. “How long had you been in this room before we arrived? It’s my guess that man hasn’t been dead more than fifteen minutes.”
“For my sake, I hope the M.E. makes that at least thirty.” Shayne picked up the suitcase and went into the bathroom while Painter went officiously to the telephone and curtly ordered the desk clerk to come up to the apartment.
Shayne closed the bathroom door and quickly opened the Gladstone. He picked up one of the bundles of hundred-dollar bills and riffled through them, scowling deeply. They looked like ordinary bills, not new and not too old. Just like the two Dawson had given him at the airport. He couldn’t see anything wrong with them.
He judged there were about a hundred bills in each flat packet. There were five such bundles in the suitcase. That added up to the amount Bates had mentioned over the telephone to ex-Senator Irvin.
He didn’t have time to worry about the money now. He pushed it down under the neatly folded clothing out of sight, then pawed through Dawson’s belongings to find something he could put on without making it too apparent that the clothing was not his own.
The dough-faced man was a lot shorter than Shayne, and heavy around the waistline. The detective found a short-sleeved sports shirt that could remain open at the neck, with a short tail designed to hang outside the trousers. He pulled that on over his naked torso, selected a pair of light flannel trousers and stepped into them. Without a belt, they slid down on his hips so that the cuffs were low enough not to be conspicuous, and the sports shirt hid the fact that they weren’t up around his waist.
He knew that shoes would be hopeless, but was lucky enough to discover a pair of heelless beach sandals which clung to his toes and stayed on, though his heels extended a couple of inches beyond the soles.
Attired in this manner, he opened the bathroom door and scuffed out in time to see Henry back out of the bedroom. The night clerk’s face was white and he was wiping it with a handkerchief.
He said to Painter, “That’s Mr. Slocum. I certainly didn’t know he had come back to spend the night when I let Mr. Shayne come up, or I wouldn’t—”
“Or you wouldn’t have let Shayne come up to murder him,” Painter snapped.
“I didn’t mean that at all.” Henry glanced at Shayne. His answer to Peter Painter was voiced in a tone of hopelessness, but the sight of his friend gave him courage. He spoke out boldly when he said, “I’m positive Mr. Shayne didn’t do it. A burglar must have broken in, though I don’t see how.” He became the prim and efficient little man Shayne had known for many years. He examined the windows and the door to the fire escape outside the kitchenette, then came back to stand unobtrusively near the bathroom door.
Timothy Rourke was sitting at one end of the couch on the other side of the room, nursing the cognac bottle between his thin knees. He cocked his head and leered as Shayne came over to him.
“That’s a new outfit isn’t it, Mike? You know, I think I like it on you. Gives you a certain flair.”
Shayne said softly, “Shut up, you fool,” as he sank down beside the reporter. He took the bottle from Rourke, tilted it to his mouth and drank deeply just as the front door opened to admit Chief Will Gentry and members of the Miami homicide squad.
Gentry was a big, slow-moving man with a florid and honest face lined with worry. He looked at the two men sitting on the couch, then advanced stolidly, chewing on the soggy butt of a cigar and pushing his hat back from his perspiring forehead.
Shayne said, “Make yourself at home, Will. I’m holding open house, as usual.”
“With a corpse in his bedroom, as usual,” snapped Painter. “This way, men,” he told Gentry’s squad of experts.
Gentry didn’t look toward his fellow official from the Beach. He thrust his hands deep in his pockets and said to Shayne, “I thought you were on a plane and halfway to New Orleans by now.”
“That’s what he wanted us to think,” Painter said, strutting back from the bedroom door after Gentry’s men had entered. “I told you I smelled something rotten about that fast take-off. He quit the plane at Palm Beach, hurried back here and bludgeoned a man to death.”
There was a thick silence in the room. Timothy Rourke’s voice broke it when he said quietly, “Last time I heard it, Painter, you had Mike mixed up in a kidnap killing.”
“Keep out of this,” Painter barked. “Shayne’s mixed up in that, too. I’m sure of it. But he hasn’t got an alibi for this one.” He jerked a forefinger toward the bedroom.
“What did Henry tell you?” Shayne demanded.
“Him?” Painter looked scornfully at the night clerk. “He’d lie for you any day.”
“Suppose someone tells me what this is all about,” Will Gentry rumbled mildly. “Who’s the stiff this time, anybody here know?”
Peter Painter pounced upon the question and said, “The night clerk here says it’s a man who rented this apartment this afternoon. He gave the name of Leonard Slocum—from Mobile. The clerk didn’t think he’d moved in yet, so he let Shayne in with a passkey to bathe and change clothes—according to his story.”
“What time?” Shayne asked quietly.
“He says it wasn’t more than fifteen minutes ago at the time I questioned him,” Painter admitted. “But—”
“You can check with Joe, the elevator boy,” said Shayne.
“I will. Perhaps it was just fifteen minutes, or they may both be lying. Here’s the way I see it, Will,” Painter went on pompously, turning his back on Shayne and Rourke. “Whoever killed that man must have gotten spattered with blood. What do you think we found Shayne doing when we came in here?”
“Taking a drink,” Gentry grunted sourly.
“He was stark naked and drying himself after a shower. Now, Henry admits he came into the lobby in his stocking feet and wearing a pair of coveralls. I’ve checked carefully and discovered that’s all he was wearing.” Painter pointed to the coveralls and socks still lying in the center of the floor. “Now, I ask you, why would a man dressed only in a pair of coveralls enter a sleeping man’s apartment at three in the morning?”
“You tell me,” Gentry said.
“A man like Shayne, remember. A man who has had a lot of close contact with murder and knows it’s likely to be a messy business. I’ll tell you why. Because coveralls are a one-piece garment that can be stepped out of in a moment. Not even any underwear, you understand. Does he mind a little blood from his victim? Why should he? He’s naked. It’ll wash off in the shower.”
“Astounding,” murmured Timothy Rourke, reaching over to pluck the bottle out of Shayne’s hands. “There you have it, Will. Premeditation and motive and everything. This guy had rented this apartment right out from under him. So, Mike strips to the skin and slips on a pair of coveralls—Oh, my sainted grandmother! Sometimes you make me so sick I need a drink, Petey.” He took a long one.
“I told you to keep out of this,” Painter said angrily, half turning to glare at Rourke. “We’ll find a motive, all right,” he continued tenaciously. “It’s quite evident that Shayne used the ticket to New Orleans as a ruse to fix up an alibi for slipping back and murdering Slocum. Why else did he jump the plane and rush back here?”
“Suppose you tell us, Mike.” Gentry removed the sodden cigar stub from his full lips, contemplated the full inch of dead ashes at one end of it, and laid it on an ash tray. When Shayne hesitated, Gentry looked at him solemnly from under the crinkled folds of his lids.
Shayne gestured impatiently. “There’s no mystery about it. You know all about the Belton case in New Orleans that I was in such a rush to get to after the Leslie Hudson case was solved—by me,” he looked sourly at Painter. “But Painter had me tied into another murder on the Beach less than twelve hours ago, so I had to stay over and solve it for him. Just before the plane left I had a phone call from my secretary in New Orleans. She told me I was too late. The Belton case had gone flooey. And that took the pressure off getting back to New Orleans.”
“You say you had that phone call before the plane took off?” Painter pounced on his story and began to worry it like a terrier worrying a bone.
“You can check with one of the clerks at the terminal,” Shayne told him.
“Then why did you take off at all?”
“My bag was already checked,” said Shayne lazily. “I didn’t have time to think things over. But I did have time to think on my way to Palm Beach, and I remembered some unfinished business in Miami. I wanted to know more about a certain girl, so I came back to find out,” he ended serenely.
“Was she—” Rourke began.
“I’ve never known Shayne to take off all his clothes to commit a murder,” Gentry interrupted, “but I’ve heard rumors to the effect that he does sometimes to go to bed.”
“How did you get back from Palm Beach?” demanded Painter.
“Has Petey started running your department?” Shayne asked Gentry.
“He’s interested in your movements tonight from another angle, Mike. Better give it to him straight.” He took out a fresh cigar, examined the wrapper carefully, then lit it.
Shayne said, “I hitchhiked back from Palm Beach. The plane was a few minutes late and it was almost one o’clock by the time I got my bag and got out of the terminal. Happened to be an old fellow there who was driving down here, and I hooked a ride with him. It was almost two when he dropped me off on the outskirts of town.”
Gentry nodded and told Painter, “I don’t believe Shayne need be any further concern of yours on the kidnaping. If you’ve checked with National Airlines and know he actually rode as far as Palm Beach, he couldn’t possibly have been in that wrecked car.” He gave Shayne a despairing look and puffed on his cigar.
“What kidnaping?” Shayne asked with innocent interest. “That’s the second time I’ve heard it mentioned. What wrecked car?”
“Painter has been sucking wind ever since an eyewitness testified he saw you crawl out of a wrecked car on Thirty-sixth Street and slip away at one o’clock,” Rourke broke in.
“Who was the witness?”
“A character named Chick Farrel,” Painter informed him.
“Oh, Chick?” Shayne lit a cigarette and looked at the reporter over the match flame. “I get it now. That’s why you asked a while ago if Chick had it in for me. Anyone can see he was lying. I was in Palm Beach at one o’clock; and thank you for establishing my alibi,” he ended mockingly to Painter.
“Farrel may have been mistaken,” Painter admitted unhappily. “But what about this job? Shayne certainly had time to pull it off just the way I described.”
Will Gentry turned to the Medical Examiner as he came from the death room carrying his satchel. “How about it, Doc? Give us the T.O.D.”
The M.E. was bald-headed and brisk. He said, “Not less than forty-five minutes nor more than an hour and a half.” He looked at his wrist watch. “Two o’clock is the best I can do.”
“Wait a minute, Doc,” Shayne said. “Will you testify that the man must have been dead by two-thirty?”
“Absolutely.”
Shayne said, “Thanks,” and turned to Painter. “What time does Henry say I came into the lobby?”
“He claims it was two-forty-five,” Painter admitted, “but if I were running this investigation I certainly wouldn’t accept that as gospel.”
“Since you’re not running the investigation,” Will Gentry rumbled, “hadn’t you better run along and look for some kidnapers?”
Rourke snickered. Peter Painter’s face flared red. A manicured forefinger shook with impotent rage when he pointed it at Gentry and said, “I acknowledged in the beginning that Farrel might be mistaken as to Shayne’s identity, but I’m convinced his reason for making such a mistake was that he confidently expected the man with Gerta Ross to be Shayne. I’m also convinced that Shayne’s shenanigans tie in with the Deland kidnap pay-off and I shan’t sleep until I prove it.” He went stiffly from the room and slammed the door behind him.
“Does he think Chick Farrel is mixed up in a kidnaping?” Shayne asked incredulously.
Rourke shook his head. “Chick happened to know the dame in the wreck. Painter knows it couldn’t have been you with her, but he’s grilling Farrel trying to establish some connection between you and the blonde kidnap-murderess.”
Shayne sighed and said, “I wish someone would bring me up to date.”
Will Gentry pursed his lips around the cigar and looked balefully at Shayne. He gave a grunt of disgust and disbelief, got up and started toward the death room with a firm stride. He stopped, turned, and said casually, “There was a big fire out on West Thirty-eighth Street a little after two o’clock. Two-story frame house burned down.”
“Anybody hurt?” asked Shayne with interest.
“Not by the fire. But there was a funny thing. A Negro’s body was found in the basement garage by firemen. Face was all torn up—like he’d tangled with a meat chopper.” Gentry hesitated, moving his cigar across his mouth to the other side, then added, “They found part of a whisky bottle with bloody, jagged edges lying close by.” He turned and went on to the bedroom.
“Whisky bottle?” Shayne called out. “It’s a good thing I’m a cognac drinker or they’d be hanging that on me, too.”
“Now why the hell,” asked Rourke when Gentry’s bulky body disappeared into the room, “did he take time out to tell us about that?”
Shayne said, “You never know about Will,” and reached for the bottle.



Chapter Nine
FATAL KIDNAPING
 
AFTER GENTRY’S MEN had taken pictures and measurements in the bedroom, fingerprinted the entire apartment, and carefully documented the possessions of the dead man, they departed, taking Slocum’s body with them.
Shayne and Timothy Rourke remained on the couch. When Gentry followed his men out of the bedroom he looked tired and harried. Shayne got up, went into the kitchen and put ice cubes and a small quantity of water in a tall glass. He returned and poured cognac in with the water and ice, sloshed it around to mix it, and handed it to Gentry.
He said, “Drink that down, Will, and tell us what you found out in there.”
“Not much of anything, Mike,” he said quietly, belching out a cloud of smoke from a freshly lit cigar. “The dead man appears to be Leonard Slocum, minor executive of an oil firm, recently transferred here from Mobile, Alabama. Contents of his wallet and suitcase are about what you’d expect from a man in his position. No fingerprints in the apartment except yours, his, and another set, probably the maid’s. The vase could be the death weapon. It’s heavy enough, and a man could get a pretty good grip on the neck of it, but the Doc doubts it. More likely the barrel of a heavy gun. Slocum’s prints are on the vase, but they could have been pressed there by the killer as a silly kind of blind after he’d wiped his own prints off. Doc is testing the blood on the vase to see if it’s Slocum’s—or yours, Mike,” he ended solemnly.
Shayne nodded. “What else?”
“Not much,” Gentry sighed. “A few drops of blood on the carpet in here leading to the front door. Didn’t that vase use to stand on the shelf by the door?”
“For years,” Shayne told him. “If someone knocked and Slocum answered the door and was attacked, he could’ve grabbed it to defend himself.”
“Or the killer could have grabbed it to use on him,” Gentry countered. “He may have been attacked right there in the bedroom, by someone who entered with a key and surprised him in bed.”
“What about the blood drops leading to the door?”
“If the killer got slugged he could have dropped those as he went out. Slocum’s about your size, Mike. How many people in Miami knew he’d be sleeping in that bed tonight and that you wouldn’t?”
“Not many.”
“Slocum isn’t the type of man to have many enemies here. Besides, he’s a stranger. On the other hand, Miami is lousy with mugs who’d like nothing better than to knock you off. By the time the killer swung a couple of times and bashed in Slocum’s face, he might not have known the difference.”
Shayne didn’t argue with him or point out several inconsistencies in this theory. At the moment he was quite happy to have the police go on thinking Slocum had been killed as a result of mistaken identity. He wished he could think so, but too many things pointed to Perry and Senator Irvin, with himself as the innocent instigator.
“Why did you come back to Miami so fast?” asked Gentry casually.
Shayne grinned and it hurt his swollen lip. “Didn’t you like the story I told Painter?”
Gentry set his glass down and got up to go over to the coveralls and socks which Shayne had discarded. He bent over them and studied them for a moment, then went back to his chair. “Some garage mechanic has been wearing those coveralls, and there’s old grease on the bottom of your socks.”
Shayne didn’t say anything. Rourke tried to help by remarking, “Some garage mechanics have good-looking wives and are jealous of them.”
Gentry paid no attention to the remark. He frowned and said, “I keep thinking about that dead Negro in the basement garage of the house that burned tonight. The boys found an open razor gripped in his right hand. He was about the size to have worn those coveralls.”
“How did the fire start?” Shayne asked blandly.
Rourke sat quietly, looking suspiciously from one to the other, trying to fathom the meaning of the seemingly irrelevant remarks.
“Short circuit in the electric wiring, apparently,” Gentry rumbled. “Fuses kept blowing out and when they had no more, some damn fool tried to make a connection by putting a penny in the fuse box socket. If it wasn’t for a telephone call I received I wouldn’t think so much about it,” he ended gently.
Shayne nodded. “I know what you mean. Have you picked up Irvin?”
“Not yet.” Gentry took a couple of swallows of his drink, then added, “I’ve got men asking questions.”
Shayne tugged absently at his ear lobe as the police chief got to his feet. He said, “Let me know as soon as you get any answers.”
Gentry stared for a moment at Shayne’s bland face and said, “It might help a lot if you’d tell me where you were between midnight and two-thirty.”
“Painter places me in Palm Beach at one o’clock,” Shayne reminded him lightly.
Gentry grunted. “I know.” He asked Rourke, “Coming along, Tim?”
The reporter squinted at the half-full bottle on the floor and shook his head. “Not for a while, Chief. I learned a long time ago to hang around Mike when I wanted a headline. And I like his drinking liquor.”
Gentry said, “There’s going to be an awful stink when the Deland kidnap story hits the morning papers. I’d hate to be involved in a deal like that.”
Rourke nodded soberly. “My story has already gone in to the local paper, and out over the wires. There’ll be a lot of tears mixed up in the stink all over the country. That’s one time Petey gave me a break. I guess I ought to’ve kissed him for it.”
Gentry gave a grunt of disgust and moved stolidly to the door, went out and closed it silently.
Shayne and Rourke sat quietly for a time, the latter’s deep-set eyes bright with excitement as he regarded Shayne hopefully.
When the detective said nothing, Rourke muttered, “Gentry made several queer cracks at you, Mike. I never knew him to be subtle before.”
Shayne made a violent gesture with his right hand. “Will knows I’m on the spot half a dozen ways, but he also knows I’ve never let him down.” He settled back in one corner of the couch and closed his eyes. “Give me everything on the kidnap story, Tim.”
“It’s nasty,” Rourke warned him. “It’s got all the elements of a cause celebre. Pathos, heartbreak, down-to-earth people. There’ll be a wave of popular indignation, sob stories, editorials, and sermons on the death of Kathleen Deland. For God’s sake, Mike,” Rourke went on shakily, “that wad of dough I saw in that Gladstone. If that’s what I think it is—”
“Don’t bother thinking about that now,” Shayne told him sharply. “Give me the kidnap dope.”
“I’ll give it to you straight,” Rourke growled. “After the wind-up at Leslie Hudson’s house last night I got a story off on the wires, and then beat it down to Beach headquarters to get a fill-in. I was with Painter in his office a little after twelve when he got the kidnap flash.
“I went with him to the home of Arthur Deland on Tenth Street. It’s a nice little white stucco cottage, on a modest street of other nice little cottages. A neat lawn and flowers and a white picket fence. One glance tells you it’s the home of a hard-working man who loves his family and takes pride in his property and—”
Shayne broke in impatiently. “Save the sob stuff for your copy. You’ve got soft since you got your guts nearly blasted out a couple of months ago.”
“Maybe,” said Rourke quietly. “But you’re going to get the picture the way I got it. I know you’re hard-boiled and you’d sell your grandmother’s soul to the devil for a Canadian dime, but I’ve got a hunch you don’t know what you’re in the middle of this time.”
Shayne lit a cigarette and said, “Go on.”
Rourke poured himself a drink. “There were lights on all over the place when we got there. Painter and I went in. We were met at the door by Arthur Deland. He’s a tall, gaunt-faced man with big knuckles and calloused hands that’ve done hard work for a lot of years. His eyes were sunken and tears were running down his cheeks. There were two other people in the living-room—Mrs. Deland, and her brother from New York. Mrs. Deland’s name is Minerva; she has white hair and a sweet face. I don’t suppose she’s more than forty, but years of poverty and the struggle to maintain a decent home for their only child are stamped in her face. There’s pride, too. Pride in her home and their way of life and in the beautiful child they’ve reared.”
Shayne groaned, reached for the bottle and tilted it, took a long drink, and said, “You’re breaking my heart.”
“I’m trying to,” Rourke assured him. “Mrs. Deland was slumped in a rocking chair. Probably the same one she rocked Kathleen to sleep in when she was a baby. She wasn’t crying. I think she was drained of tears. There was just an empty look on her face, as though she already knew the truth—and the futility of it all. I doubt whether she felt anything more when they brought the lifeless body of her daughter to her a couple of hours later.
“The rug on the living-room floor was faded and the furniture was worn. But it was clean and neat, and everywhere there were little touches of a woman’s loving care. Crocheted doilies, decent but cheap prints on the walls, fresh zinnias from her garden in a bowl, above the mantel a large picture of Kathleen at the age of ten. It was a tinted picture, Mike. She had laughing blue eyes and golden curls.
“That’s Miami’s house of sorrow tonight. A dead house, silent and cold. Life has gone out of it and all the meaning that life and drudgery and privation have been to that couple. No laughing young voice echoing through it and no sunlight glinting on golden curls. I tell you it got hold of me like nothing else in the world ever did. I’ve covered lots of stories in my time and I thought I was hardened to that sort of thing, but tonight I learned I wasn’t.”
“In the name of God, Tim, don’t switch off on your life story,” Shayne raged. “I’m still waiting to hear one single relevant fact about the kidnaping.”
“You’ll get the facts in good time.” Rourke lit a cigarette, took a deep puff on it, and continued. “The third person in that room was Minerva’s brother, Emory Hale. He’s a big, quiet man with shaggy eyebrows. He didn’t have much to say, but you could see how it was hitting him, too. You could see that he adored his sister and that Kathleen had been the one bright spot in his life. Just from little things he said, you could tell. He’s got a poker face and from the cut of his clothes I’d say he’s a rich man, but he was wilted when we got there. I had a feeling that he knew—just as Mrs. Deland knew—that they’d never see Kathleen alive again.
“I think I pitied the father most. He wouldn’t let himself give up hope. He was determined not to let it get him down. It was wonderful to see a man with such faith. He tried to know that no harm had come to his little girl, and in his own sorrow he tried to comfort the others. So I imagine it was hardest on him when they did bring Kathleen home.”
“How old was the girl?” Shayne asked sourly.
“Sixteen, Mike. Life must have looked pretty good to Kathleen Deland. She had everything before her. Honor student in the senior class at high school. Organist in the church, and a leader of a young people’s group. I swear to God, Mike, I’ll never get that girl’s picture out of my mind. I keep thinking of the thousands of sixteen-year-old floosies it might’ve been. Silly bobby-soxers and cocktail dopes strutting their adolescence—”
Shayne groaned loudly and reached for the bottle on the floor between them. Rourke’s skinny hand went out swiftly and closed talon-like fingers about his wrist.
“No, you don’t, Mike. I’m going to get around to asking some questions pretty soon, and I want straight answers.”
Shayne looked quizzically into Rourke’s dark gray eyes. They glittered with a feverish intensity and the left side of the reporter’s mouth jerked as he stared back at the redheaded detective.
Shayne relaxed and set the bottle down. He said mildly, “All right, Tim. I didn’t kill the girl, you know.”
“I know this,” Rourke told him in a tense and shaking voice. “Kathleen Deland was murdered by every rat that had a hand in her kidnaping. It was a composite job. The law may not say so, but I contend that every bastard who so much as dirtied the tips of his fingers by contact with the kidnaping is a murderer in fact.”
Shayne said, “I haven’t got all night.”
“That’s the background.” Rourke laced his fingers around one knee. “Arthur Deland was too upset to tell a coherent story when we got there, but his brother-in-law supplied the facts.
“It happened two days ago. Kathleen didn’t return from school in the afternoon. Her mother received a telephone call about four-thirty, before she’d had time to be worried about Kathleen not coming straight home from school. A man called her. He merely said that Kathleen had been kidnaped and was being held for fifty thousand dollars ransom. He warned the mother that if a word leaked out to anyone, the girl would be killed immediately. That was all. He told her he’d call later that night, that her telephone was tapped and the house was being watched. Then he hung up.
“Minerva Deland was frantic and called her husband immediately, afraid to tell him anything over the phone except to come home at once. He runs a small plumbing shop here in Miami. Not much business, I guess, and he and his partner have been doing most of the work themselves on account of labor shortage and lack of supplies. Just struggling along and keeping their heads above water and hoping for better days.
“That’s what I gathered, anyhow, because he said it was utterly impossible for him to raise as much as five grand, much less fifty. He got home as fast as he could and was just as paralyzed by fear for his daughter’s safety as his wife was. They knew they should call the police or the F.B.I., but they didn’t. They huddled together with their fear and waited for the telephone to ring.
“The second call was at ten-thirty. Mrs. Deland answered, and she thinks it was the same voice. Nothing particularly noticeable about it, just a voice over the telephone. He asked for her husband and repeated his threat of the afternoon, and told Deland to appoint a third party to act as intermediary in the negotiations. Someone whom Deland could trust and who could be trusted to keep his mouth shut. Deland immediately thought of Jim Dawson, his partner in the plumbing shop. He gave Dawson’s name and address, but protested that it would be utterly impossible to raise the ransom.
“The voice then told him that he had a rich brother-in-law in New York. ‘Midnight tomorrow is the limit if you ever want to see your girl alive again.’ The man hung up.
“Well, of course Deland and his wife had already thought of appealing to her brother, Emory Hale. Seems he’d helped them financially before, and is fixed so he might have that kind of money on tap.
“About midnight they phoned Hale in New York and laid their need before him. He argued at first that they should call in the F.B.I., but they were too frightened and made him promise not to. At least that’s what Hale said. He knew it was the right thing to do, but he loved Kathleen so much he was afraid to upset the negotiations. He promised to raise the money the next day and fly down with it at once.
“Neither of the Delands slept that night. They called Dawson and told him what was up, begged him to keep his mouth shut and follow instructions. Dawson agreed.
“They had a wire from Emory Hale the next day saying he would arrive with the cash at eight o’clock. They phoned Dawson so he could pass the word along.
“Dawson called by phone at five o’clock. He had received his instructions from the kidnaper. The money was to be wrapped in a paper package and be waiting at the Deland house at eight o’clock, while he waited at his house. They had previously specified that the money should be in old hundred-dollar bills, and that’s the way Emory Hale brought it from New York by plane. He came straight to the house and they wrapped it in a paper package, five bundles of bills, each bundle containing a hundred hundred-dollar bills.” Rourke paused, looking at Shayne gravely.
Shayne laughed shortly and lit a cigarette. “Finish talking before you start asking questions.”
“There isn’t much more to tell. About ten-thirty the phone rang. Deland answered it. He was told to leave the house alone and drive in his car by a certain route to the County Causeway and meet Dawson there. Dawson was to take the money, drive to Miami, turn north on Biscayne Boulevard, and keep driving north on the highway at about thirty miles an hour until he was accosted. He was warned that they’d all be watched every second after he left the house and if anything went wrong, the girl would be killed.
“Deland left the house in his car with the ransom money as directed and turned it over to Dawson, then came back home. The three of them waited until midnight for the girl to be returned to them. At midnight, Emory Hale blew up and demanded that they call the police. You can’t blame him. It was his money.”
“No word from Dawson?” Shayne asked softly.
“He had vanished into thin air. As soon as he got the gist of the story, Painter alerted every cop on both sides of the bay and up the coast! He called the local office of the F.B.I., and they’re sending experts down. I was still at the house with Painter at about two o’clock when we got the flash that the girl’s body had been found—asphyxiated—inside the locked luggage trunk of a gray sedan that had overturned just off Thirty-sixth Street an hour previously.”
Shayne expelled a long breath and relaxed. “Now we come to the part that’s supposed to tie me into it.”
Rourke nodded. “The best we could piece out the story, it happened this way. The sedan was traveling east on Thirty-sixth like a bat out of hell and tried to make a turn on Fourteenth Avenue. It struck a concrete bridge abutment and turned over, landing on its side. There’s some reason for believing the sedan was trying to escape from a pursuing car, but that isn’t positive. A crowd gathered at once and pulled out the driver—a big blonde. A man was riding with her and he climbed out unaided. Several people saw him in the light of headlights, and said he had blood streaming down his face. We got several conflicting descriptions, the way you always do, from excited witnesses. They all thought he was tall, and two or three said he had red hair.
“Nobody paid much attention to him in the excitement. Mostly, they were crowding around the unconscious woman, and the passenger slipped away. Chick Farrel happened to be one of those attracted to the wreck, and he told some of the cops he thought he recognized you, but he couldn’t be sure.
“They didn’t think much about it at the time. The woman was named Gerta Ross. She came to after a little and asked them to take her home. A cop wanted to take her to a hospital, but she refused. Said she was a nurse and knew how to take care of herself. So the cop drove her home—to a big place out on West Fifty-fourth. He let her out in front and she went up the walk to the front door by herself.
“In the meantime,” Rourke continued slowly, “the police wrecker came out to pick up the sedan. While they were getting ready to tow it in, one of the cops noticed a golden curl sticking out from under the lid of the luggage compartment. He lifted the lid and found Kathleen Deland’s body crammed inside. The girl was gagged and tightly bound, and she’d been doped to keep her quiet. The locking mechanism showed she’d been locked in, but the wrench the car received in turning over caused the catch to slip and the lid to open. Otherwise, they might not have found the body for days.” He ended angrily.
Shayne looked at him for a long moment. Then he asked quietly, “Can you tell me how long Kathleen had been dead?”
“Not more than an hour, Mike. About midnight. They had provided her with plenty of air,” he went on bitterly, “by boring three half-inch holes in the bottom of the luggage compartment. But the kid didn’t have a chance. The holes were right over the exhaust pipe—by accident or design—and the exhaust pipe had a big hole in it just beneath the air holes. She had been breathing carbon monoxide as she lay there bound and gagged. At least,” he ended sorrowfully, “she couldn’t have suffered too much.”
“What happened to the woman who was driving?”
Rourke looked longingly at the bottle of cognac, now no more than a quarter full, then propped his bony elbows on his knees and said, “She was gone by the time the cops went looking for her. It seems she ran a sort of private nursing home, an ideal place to keep a kidnaped child. As nearly as has been learned, she hasn’t had any patients for the past few days. No one knows enough about former patients to get a line on her.”
Shayne said absently, “Fifty grand in C-notes.”
“That’s right. Done up in five bundles of ten grand each. Mind if I take a look in that suitcase, Mike?”
“It’s in the bathroom,” said Shayne indifferently.
Rourke went into the bathroom and brought out the suitcase. He set it on the floor and opened it, lifted the top half and looked inside, then turned it over to dump the contents on the floor.
The five bundles of bills, held together by wide rubber bands, tumbled out. Rourke picked one of them up and moved back to sit on the couch. Shayne smoked a cigarette and watched him while he carefully counted the bills.
“I make it a hundred,” he said, looking at Shayne.
“Uh-huh?”
Rourke tossed the bundle back with the others. “Five times a hundred makes five hundred. Fifty thousand bucks in all.”
“I think you’ll find a few missing,” Shayne offered casually, “if you want to bother to count all the bundles.”
“Do you mind telling me where you got them?”
“I wish you’d tell me one thing before we get started on that angle. Was the ransom money marked?”
“No. Emory Hale swears it wasn’t. And Deland says he looked it over, too, before giving it to Dawson to make sure it wasn’t marked in any way to make the kidnapers suspicious and queer the pay-off.”
Shayne was sitting erect now, listening intently.
“Painter gave Hale hell about that,” Rourke went on. “He told him it was completely dumb not to have at least taken the serial numbers of the money to be used in a kidnap pay-off, and, under pressure, Hale admitted he did have the numbers. He gave Painter a typed list he said the bank had given him.”
“Were the bills in sequence?” Shayne asked sharply.
“No. They were all mixed up. I looked over the list with Painter. Hale explained that he had demanded bills that had been in circulation for some time.”
“What time was it when Painter got this list?”
“About twelve-thirty.”
Shayne shook his head and muttered, “I don’t see how in hell Bates could have had a list of the numbers not more than fifteen minutes later. Bates and Irvin. Or how they could have picked any one bill out of a jumbled list except by accident.”
“What are you mumbling about?”
“We’ll come to that later. Describe Deland’s partner to me. The pay-off guy.”
“Dawson? I didn’t see him, but Deland described him to Painter. A neat dresser, in his mid-forties, and a little on the stout side with a puffy, pallid face. Seems he ran the office end of the plumbing business, mostly.”
Shayne nodded decisively. His steel-gray eyes were very bright. “Dawson gave me that money, Tim. About two minutes before midnight.”
“Dawson! Good God, Mike! Were you really mixed up in that kidnaping?” Rourke’s voice was shaking and his tone incredulous and horrified.
“By accident,” Shayne told him. “Sit back and take a drink while I tell you all about it. And I swear to God I’ll wring your scrawny neck if you don’t believe every word I tell you.”



Chapter Ten
BLOOD MONEY
 
ROURKE’S EYES BLAZED venomously into Shayne’s for a moment. He started to push himself up from the couch, but the bleakness in Shayne’s eyes and the muscles moving in his gaunt face brought back memories of times when the detective had bound and gagged him to force him to listen to reason before spouting off and rushing headlines to his newspaper.
He settled back wearily after pouring a drink. “Okay, Mike. But this time it’s got to be good. Understand?”
Shayne nodded. He gave a brief account of his experience at the airport, dwelling upon the meeting with Dawson.
“When the porter brought me a Gladstone from the plane I didn’t realize he’d brought me the wrong one,” he explained. “I didn’t know I had Dawson’s bag until I discovered it was locked. You were very helpful in opening it for me right in Painter’s presence,” he added with a dry grin.
“Then Dawson is using your ticket and your name,” he exclaimed. “It’s actually Dawson who jumped the plane in Palm Beach.”
Shayne nodded and then related the story of the lush blonde with much less enthusiasm than he had felt at the time it happened. “I trailed her out,” he resumed, “because I didn’t know whether to tell her the truth about her supposed husband or not. She got in a gray sedan with Fred Gurney.”
“Gurney? He’s one of the cons there was such a stink about a few years ago. I covered that story. Bought a pardon from Raiford. There was a state-wide scandal afterward, involving a lot of other high-ups.”
Shayne nodded. “Senator Irvin was the central figure. They hushed it up somehow.”
“Yeah, I remember,” said Rourke sadly.
“I trailed the blonde and Gurney to a joint on Thirty-sixth street,” Shayne continued. “The Fun Club. Run by a guy named Bates. Ever heard of him?”
Rourke shook his head.
Shayne then told him about trying to pay for some drinks with one of the bills given him by Dawson, of the phone call Bates had made, and of his escape with Gerta Ross in the sedan.
“My God,” breathed Rourke. “Then you were the passenger in the wreck. Chick Farrel did recognize you. Why did you run away, Mike?” he went on excitedly. “Did you know the girl was in the trunk?”
“I didn’t run away,” Shayne told him. “I walked away with a gun in my back.” He gave a quick summary of his interview with ex-Senator Irvin and his escape from the house on 38th Street. “I stopped in a joint on Miami Avenue and called Gentry,” he explained. “He told me Farrel had spotted me in the wreck. That was the first time I knew there had been a kidnaping. I asked him to pick up Irvin, and that’s why he told me about the fire and the dead Negro in the basement. A broken glass bottle is a hell of a thing to shove into anyone’s face,” he added.
“I don’t get that stuff about the bills.” Rourke picked up the ten-grand bundle he had discarded and studied one of the bills carefully. “I don’t see anything out of the way about this.”
“That’s why I asked whether the ransom money was marked. Don’t forget what Bates told Irvin over the phone—‘I got a C-note from that batch of fifty G’s you been hunting.’ That couldn’t have been later than twelve-forty-five, Tim. Even if the money was marked, how could Bates and Irvin know?”
“Emory Hale is the only one who could have known that,” Rourke agreed. “Maybe he told them.”
“Hale wouldn’t have turned that information over to a bunch of crooks,” Shayne protested. “There’s a possibility he may have lied to his brother-in-law and Painter. He might have played smart by having some secret marking on the bills, and he might even have turned that information over to the F.B.I., in New York and didn’t want to admit it after the pay-off went sour. But suppose he did? How did Irvin get it? And suppose Irvin did have a list he’d circulated to stooges like Bates? Would he gain anything by chasing down the ransom money after it had been paid?”
“Could Irvin be playing it straight?” asked Rourke doubtfully. “Undercovering for the F.B.I., down here?”
“Even undercover agents for the F.B.I., don’t go around murdering innocent bystanders like this fellow Slocum,” Shayne reminded him ruefully.
“God! Do you think Irvin—”
“Who else? I’m actually Slocum’s murderer,” Shayne went on, the trenches deepening in his gaunt cheeks, and his gray eyes bleak. “I put the finger on him with my story about where I got those two bills. It was a lousy story, but I couldn’t think of a better one with Perry’s gun on me. Of course it was Irvin, or one of his trigger-men. They had the address and the apartment number. They even had my key after they stripped me in the basement,” he ended savagely.
“It looks as though Dawson was trying to duck out of town with the ransom money,” muttered Rourke. “That makes him Kathleen Deland’s actual murderer, Mike. Do you realize that? She didn’t die until about twelve-thirty—after Gerta Ross had driven all over hell and gone to catch up with Dawson and deliver the girl. If he hadn’t skipped on your ticket, she would be alive right now.”
“It seems likely,” Shayne admitted.
“And you’re letting him get away with it,” Rourke told him harshly. “You’re covering up for him by not reporting him as the airplane passenger instead of yourself.” He got shakily to his feet and walked up and down before Shayne, on unsteady legs.
“What do you think Painter would do if I told him the truth?” Shayne grated.
“He’d get men in Palm Beach on Dawson’s trail, by God!”
“He might believe me enough to do that,” Shayne admitted. “A trail that’s at least two hours old, Tim. But don’t you see I’m placed right in the kidnap car if I kill my plane alibi by telling the truth?”
“You’re in the clear, Mike.” Rourke stopped before him, his talon-like fingers clenched tightly. “No one would blame you after hearing the whole story.”
“Not if they believed it,” Shayne said quietly.
“I believe it.”
“You’re not Painter. He won’t believe a damned word of it. Look,” he went on patiently, “what proof have I got? Irvin and Perry have skipped, and that leaves Bates. He’ll deny every word of it. Where does that leave me? With fifty grand ransom money, joy-riding in the kidnap car, and an unexplained corpse here in the apartment. Who but you would believe such a cockeyed story as that?”
“You’ve got to take a chance on it. Damn it, Mike, you can’t let a skunk like Dawson escape just to keep your own neck clear.”
“I’ll get Dawson.”
“How? By sitting here drinking cognac?”
“That’s the best way I know of. Don’t forget that I’ve got something Dawson wants pretty badly.”
“The money?”
Shayne nodded absently and was silent for a moment while Rourke prowled the room, plopping his fist into an open palm.
“See here,” Shayne resumed, “by this time Dawson must have discovered the switch in suitcases. But he doesn’t know if I’ve discovered it yet. He’ll be frantic when he finds out he has contributed to the death of his partner’s daughter for nothing. He doesn’t know what I’ll do with the money when I find it. Give him a chance to come to me.”
“But he may not do it. He may keep right on going.”
“He may,” Shayne admitted. He slumped to a more comfortable position, his long legs stretched out and his knobby hands folded over his flat stomach.
“You can’t take a chance on it by keeping quiet.” Rourke again stopped before him. “You’ve got to put the cops on him. I’m telling you he murdered Kathleen Deland just as surely as if he’d slit her throat.”
Shayne said wearily, “My going to jail won’t help catch Dawson. Damn it, Tim, don’t you see the interpretation Painter’ll put on my story? He’ll just believe what he wants to. He’ll see the whole thing as prearranged for Dawson to slip the money to me at the airport while I give him my seat on the plane to make his getaway. He’ll never believe a word of my story about Bates and Irvin—and they’re mixed up in it somehow. They have to be. What good will it do to catch Dawson? Maybe he did contribute to murder, but there are others mixed up in it. We’ve got to find out what Irvin’s interest in the ransom money is and pin the Slocum murder on him. For God’s sake, be logical. You and I are the only two on the inside. With us behind bars you know the sort of job Painter will do. He’ll name me the kidnap-killer and you my accessory, and sit back smirking and thumbnailing his damned mustache while all the rest of them get away.”
“Accessory? Me?” Rourke’s feverish eyes were filled with consternation. “How do you figure that?”
“You knew I had the ransom money, didn’t you? You saw it in the bag and you didn’t say a word to Painter. If you didn’t expect a slice of it, why didn’t you yell right away?”
Rourke doubled up his fist and took a step toward Shayne. “Damn you, Mike, I’ll—”
“Hold it,” Shayne said angrily. “I’m telling you how it can be made to look. Use your head. There’s a hell of a lot more to this than appears on the surface. If you’re so hell-bent on bringing Kathleen’s murderers to justice, you’ll have to play ball with me and keep your mouth shut.”
Rourke took a short turn about the room, then came back and sat down on the couch. “I’ve seen you hold out on the police before, Mike,” he said in a slightly subdued tone. “I’ve always helped you get away with it. But you always had a good reason.”
“Isn’t avoiding a kidnap-murder rap a good reason?”
“You could beat that,” said Rourke earnestly. “You know damned well you could beat it.”
“Maybe. After I’ve rotted in Painter’s jail for a few months and the real killers got away.”
“Are you sure that’s the only reason you want to keep this hushed up?”
“What do you mean?” growled Shayne.
“That.” Rourke spoke hoarsely, pointing a trembling finger at the bundles of currency on the floor. “Fifty thousand dollars. You haven’t pulled down a fee on either of your last two cases, have you?”
Shayne said, “No, I haven’t.” His gaunt face was expressionless, and he tugged at his ear lobe abstractedly.
“It’s a hell of a lot of money. If Dawson isn’t caught, no one will ever know what became of it, will they?”
“Not unless we tell them,” Shayne agreed woodenly.
“And if Dawson is caught and tells the truth, we can claim we were holding it out for bait and meant to turn it back as soon as it served its purpose.”
“That’s right.”
“It’s blood money, Mike. Maybe that’s what Bates and the senator saw on those bills. Kathleen Deland’s blood. That’s what you’d begin to see after a while.” The reporter spoke jerkily, his eyes burning into Shayne’s face.
Shayne said, “If you think that about me you’d better call Painter right away.”
“I’m going to.”
Rourke lifted the receiver. In a voice that resembled nothing Shayne had ever heard before, he croaked out the number of the Miami Beach police station.
Shayne took a long drink and set the bottle back on the floor. He picked up one of the bundles of bank notes and examined the outside bill with meticulous care. The thing that bothered him most at the moment was the question of how Bates and Irvin had immediately recognized the two bills Dawson had given him. If all five hundred of the bills followed a straight sequence of serial numbers, it would be a simple matter to spot one of them. But Emory Hale denied that they were in any numbered order or that the money had been marked in any way.
Shayne glanced idly at the number on the first bill, then turned it back to look at the next bill. They were Federal Reserve notes, with the familiar picture of Franklin in the center. He frowned when he saw that the identifying letters were the same on both bills, and the first five numbers were exactly the same on both bills: F3704-1615A and F37041890A. He felt his belly muscles tighten as he turned bill after bill and glanced at the serial numbers. They all had the same identifying letters and the same first five numbers. Only the final three numbers were different on each bill, and Shayne quickly established the fact that the variance in the last three numbers did not range beyond five hundred.
He was vaguely aware of Rourke talking on the phone, but didn’t hear what he was saying. He picked up each bundle of currency and hurriedly riffled them. His quick inspection showed every bill to have the same 37041, and the last three numbers on any bill were not higher than 992 or lower than 512.
In the space of a few minutes he was convinced that all of the five hundred bills were in a straight sequence of serial numbers between 37041500 and 37041999. True, each of the five bundles had been well mixed so that none of the bills followed each other in actual numbered sequence, but he knew that was no more than an amateurish precaution and wouldn’t fool a shrewd crook for a moment. The first thing a receiver of ransom money would look for would be identifying marks on the bills, or a sequence of serial numbers.
He heard the receiver click on the telephone, saw Rourke coming toward him with a queer look on his face.
“I just talked to Painter,” he said in an awed tone.
“Is he sending the goon squad to pick me up?”
“He’s not sending anybody.” He sat down and grabbed for the cognac bottle, drank with desperate urgency, then said, “I didn’t tell him anything, after all.”
Shayne said, “Thanks, Tim.”
“Don’t thank me for a break. Thank Dawson.”
“What’s Dawson done?”
“Come back,” Rourke told him. “He stumbled into the Beach police station twenty minutes ago with a wild story about having been beaten by a band of masked ruffians out on the highway and having the money stolen from him. He evidently gave an account of his adventures that completely convinced Painter. I was so bowled over when Petey told me the story that I couldn’t do anything but listen and hang up.”
“It’s a good thing you did,” Shayne pointed out grimly. “Dawson has got the jump on us. This knocks my story into a cocked hat. My word against his, and you know Painter wouldn’t take my word against that of a thrice-convicted perjurer.”
“Wait a minute, Mike. I’ve got to think this out. Dawson can’t get away with it. We know he’s lying and that he tried to skip with the ransom money.”
“We’re the only ones who do know that,” Shayne reminded him. “Remember, he traveled to Palm Beach as Michael Shayne. That’s the name on the airline passenger list.”
“We can prove it wasn’t you,” the reporter protested weakly. “The stewardess can identify him and testify he was using your ticket.”
“Sure. In a day or so. After they bring her back here to make the identification. And maybe she won’t remember him after being aboard so short a time. He would make himself inconspicuous. We can’t take a chance on it, Tim.”
Rourke was silently thoughtful for a moment, then said, “I’m afraid you’re right. That slick bastard. Does he actually think he can get away with a story like that?”
“Why not?” Shayne shrugged and spread out his big hands. “Look at it from his angle. As soon as he opened my Gladstone he realized what had happened. He knows I’ll eventually find the fifty grand. Does he expect me to hunt him up to return the money? What would you think if you knew a perfect stranger had suddenly found himself with his hands on fifty thousand dollars?”
“I don’t know. I guess I’d—”
“Exactly,” Shayne cut in sharply. “You’d figure he’d take it on the lam, but fast. That’s the way Dawson figured. Without the money for a getaway, he’d be a penniless fugitive from the F.B.I., the rest of his life. His safest bet was to do exactly what he did. Now, I’ve got a surprise for you. Look at the serial numbers on these bills.”
Shayne handed him one of the bundles of currency.



Chapter Eleven
VACANCY BY MURDER
 
ROURKE BEGAN absently riffling through the bank notes. He appeared preoccupied, not actually looking at them at first. Then he began turning them slowly, studying them as Shayne had done. He sucked in his breath, let out a shrill whistle, and said, “Are all the other bundles the same?”
Shayne nodded. “See what I mean? Well mixed up, but not a single bill outside that limited sequence of numbers.”
Rourke dropped the packet carelessly on the couch. He sat hunched over, staring into space, the cracking of his knuckles sounding loud in the quiet room. He said finally, “Maybe my sob story was wrong as far as Emory Hale was concerned, Mike. The bastard lied about the money. That list of serial numbers he gave Painter was a phony. I saw it. But why? Why would he do that?” He looked at Shayne with aggrieved and disillusioned eyes. “I was so positive—”
Shayne chuckled. “You’ve a few things yet to learn before you write a masterpiece, Tim. Remember how I had to hog-tie you a couple of times when you jumped at wrong conclusions? But don’t let it worry you,” he went on consolingly. “This is the way I see it:
“It was evident to Hale that something had gone wrong. Think of his position as he waited there with his sister and brother-in-law for Kathleen’s return. Until past midnight. Until he knew something must have happened to her. Hale is evidently a man of the world. Not a simple, trusting soul like Deland or his wife. Think how he must have felt. He must have realized what a fool he’d been to get five hundred bills in straight sequence and hope that the kidnapers wouldn’t notice a thing like that. He couldn’t admit the whole thing was his fault in front of the girl’s parents. He felt like Kathleen’s murderer, and he knew they’d feel the same if they knew the truth.”
“But that list of serial numbers he gave Painter,” protested Rourke. “Where did it come from?”
Shayne shrugged. “Maybe he had anticipated such a possibility and forearmed himself with an innocuous list. Maybe he began to realize the terrible mistake he’d made while they waited for Kathleen’s return, and slipped back to his room to make up a new list. We can only guess about that. There are several other much more important questions.”
“Such as?” Rourke’s head rested in the palms of his hands as he sat forward, his elbows on his knees.
“Number one.” Shayne counted it off on one finger. “How did Irvin get hold of the correct list? Why was he looking for that money? And, most important and most impossible of all,” he continued, pulling down a finger with each question, “where did Hale get hold of five hundred rumpled and dirty bills in exact numerical sequence?”
“Wait,” said Rourke, frowning. “I don’t quite see that last one.”
“It’s very simple. When new bills come from the mint they are in direct sequence. But no kidnaper wants new bills. As soon as bills get into circulation they get all mixed up. It would take an army of men years to gather up five hundred old bills in the complete sequence that these are. Yet, Hale claims he picked them up at a New York bank in a few hours’ notice. Figure that one out.”
“You figure it out,” said Rourke wearily.
“I’d like to know a lot more about Emory Hale—and the bank that gave him this money.”
There was a heavy silence between them. Rourke lifted his head from his palms and asked, “What are we going to do about Dawson?”
“Nothing. He thinks he’s perfectly safe and he’ll sit tight. And I’ll be safe from Painter’s interference as long as he thinks I was on the midnight plane for New Orleans. The moment I tell him what I know about Dawson, I’m placed right back there in that kidnap car, along with Gerta Ross.”
“And we’re the only ones who know the truth about the money,” the reporter said dully. “Painter will be circulating that phony list of nonexistent money all over the country trying to catch a gang of nonexistent hijackers.”
Shayne chuckled without moving his sore lip. “Unless Hale has guts enough to come through with the truth and hand out the real list of serial numbers,” he agreed. “Petey’s probably strutting in his sleep right this minute.”
“Hale won’t dare confess the truth now,” said Rourke sadly. “Not as long as he thinks it was his cleverness with the bills that contributed to his niece’s death.”
“But he doesn’t think that any more,” Shayne pointed out patiently. “Not if he believes Dawson’s story about having been hijacked. Don’t you see? That clears Hale of any responsibility for things going wrong on the pay-off. The natural thing for him to do now is to admit the truth about the money and give the correct list to Painter to work on. The way things have worked out, Hale will be congratulating himself for having foreseen just such an outcome and furnishing the kidnapers with bills that can easily be identified. Think what a relief it must be to Hale to have Dawson come back and to realize that Kathleen isn’t dead because the kidnapers refused to accept easily identified money.”
Rourke nodded almost imperceptibly. “As soon as he hears Dawson’s story, you think he’ll come clean and tell Painter the truth about the serial sequence of the bills?”
“If he doesn’t,” said Shayne grimly, “we can bet there’s something screwier about him than just being dumb about the pay-off money.”
Rourke twisted his thin body around on the couch, fell back with his head resting on the upholstered arm, and lay inert.
Shayne picked up the cognac bottle, took a final swig, and stood up.
“What now, Mike?” Rourke asked.
“I’d like to know how Hale reacts to Dawson’s story. Maybe he hasn’t heard it yet. No matter how he takes the news, there’s still the problem of Irvin’s connection with the deal and how he and Bates got hold of the correct list of serial numbers.”
“Why don’t we go over to the Beach and see what’s going on?” Rourke’s voice was eager, though he didn’t move a muscle.
Shayne didn’t answer. He took off Dawson’s too-short and too big-middled clothing, stepped out of the sandals and said with disgust, “I haven’t a stitch of my own to put on.”
“What about Slocum’s things?” Rourke suggested. “He was nearer your size.”
“Slocum?” Shayne’s gray eyes grew bleak for a moment, then he said, “Maybe I can outfit myself temporarily from his clothes. It’s a cinch he won’t mind.”
He strode into the bedroom and circled the area where the homicide squad had washed the pool of blood from the floor, leaving dark stains around the edges. They had been through the dead man’s belongings and piled them on the dresser and in the open suitcase at the foot of the bed.
Shayne found clean underwear and socks, a shirt, and a light tan suit and sports shoes.
Rourke grimaced when he re-entered the living-room carrying the clothing. “The poor devil isn’t even cold yet. How’ll you feel wearing his things?”
“Pretty good—if they fit me.”
Slumped on the couch, Rourke watched him through half-closed eyes. Shayne got a paper sack and, after stripping off two of the bills from one of the bundles of currency, stuffed them into his pocket, then put the remaining bundles in the sack.
“Are we going to hand back all that jack?” the reporter asked.
“Not until we know what the score is. Don’t forget, you souse, that if one word leaks out about our having the money we’re both in the middle of something right up to our necks.”
“You mean that’s where Dawson would be,” Rourke protested.
“I told you Dawson got the jump on us with his story of being hijacked. The best we can hope for now would be to have Painter prove that you and I were the hijackers. For God’s sake, Tim, use your head for once.”
“You betcha.” Rourke grinned owlishly and swayed to his feet, clapping a soiled hat on the back of his head. “Holds my hat on, anyhow.” He took Shayne’s arm for support and they went out of the room.
Downstairs, Shayne tossed the paper sack filled with money on the desk. “I found the key Slocum used,” he said. “I guess you know I’ve moved in upstairs.”
Henry said, “Of course, Mr. Shayne. It’s too bad about Mr. Slocum, but that apartment seems rightfully yours after all the years you lived in it.”
“Thanks,” said Shayne, then added casually, “There’s approximately fifty grand in this paper sack, Henry. Lock it in the safe for me.”
“Yes, indeed, Mr. Shayne.” From Henry’s expression one might have supposed the detective had told him the sack contained a pair of. dirty socks. “Would you like a receipt?”
“No need of that. But I would like to get about fifty on the cuff until the bank opens.”
Again Henry said, “Yes, indeed, Mr. Shayne.” He opened a drawer and counted out four tens and two fives, wrote a memorandum on a slip of paper which he thrust in the drawer, then closed it. He counted the bills carefully and handed them to Shayne.
Shayne thrust them in his right-hand trouser pocket and went out the side door with Rourke.
“That clerk,” said the reporter, “thinks you’re a little tin god on a stick.”
“We’re old friends,” Shayne told him.
“He wouldn’t hesitate to murder a guy to create a vacancy if you needed a room.”
Shayne chuckled. “Don’t tell Painter, but it’s my private hunch that’s exactly what happened to Slocum.” He opened the door of the sedan to let Rourke in, then walked around the front to appraise the damage done to it when he crashed out of the senator’s basement garage.
The car was a late model with a lot of chromium falsework on the radiator. This was smashed in, and the left fender was curled back; but otherwise the car appeared not to be damaged.
Shayne got under the wheel and made a U-turn back toward Flagler Street. The reporter settled down comfortably in the seat beside him and began to snore gently. He had to be shaken awake when Shayne found an empty taxi at a stand on N.E. 2nd Street. “End of the line for you, Tim. Transfer here for the Beach.”
Rourke yawned and rubbed his eyes. “Thought you were going along,” he protested sleepily.
“I’m headed for some fun at the Fun Club. You get over to the Beach and keep an eye on things.”
Shayne leaned past him to open the door, gave him a gentle shove, and, when he saw Rourke get in the cab, drove on north toward 36th Street.



Chapter Twelve
PEACEFULLY PASSED OUT
 
THERE WERE NO CARS parked in front of the Fun Club, and the outside lights were turned off when Shayne reached it. A dim light shone through the front windows, however, and Shayne turned into the driveway on the chance that the proprietor had not left.
He tried the front door and found it was locked, walked to one of the windows and peered inside. Chairs were stacked on the tops of tables, and the only person he could see was the bent figure of a man mopping the floor.
Going around to the rear door, Shayne pounded on it loudly. After a time he heard a bolt slide back and the door opened to show the dark face and oily black head of the waiter he had encountered earlier in the evening.
He said, “We close up, mister. Nobody here.”
“Not even Bates?” Shayne shoved the door open and walked into the dimly lit room.
The waiter recognized him, and his black eyes widened with fright. “No. He go half hour ago,” he whimpered.
Shayne went to the bar, saying over his shoulder, “Let’s have a drink. Then you can tell me where Bates lives.”
The man shook his head vigorously. “We close up,” he insisted. “No serva drink now.” He still held the mop in one hand and gesticulated toward a wall clock with the other.
“That’s all right,” Shayne told him. “I like this. I’ll serve myself.” He went behind the bar, found a bottle of Martell and poured a couple of ounces in the glass. “I’ve got a few drinks coming to me,” he reminded the man, “from that bill your boss took off me.”
“Tony know nothin’ ‘bout that, mister. Never saw boss act lika that before. He say you no pay when I take him hunner-dollar.”
Shayne walked around to the front of the bar and sat on a stool. “Put that mop down and come over here. I want to ask you some questions.”
The Italian dropped the mop and glided lazily toward the bar. He perched himself on a stool beside Shayne, watching the detective warily.
Shayne said, “Exactly how did Bates act and what did he say when you took him the bill for change?”
The waiter looked thoughtful for a moment, then said, “I give boss big bill an’ ask for change. He taka bill an’ go to safe. He stop queek and looka like thees at big bill.” Tony demonstrated, holding an imaginary bill some fifteen inches from his eyes and scowling deeply. “Boss swing ‘round and say, ‘Where you get thees money? From customer out there?’ I say you,” he went on, pointing a finger at Shayne, “an’ he make me show heem. Then boss tella me go bring you to offeece,” he ended.
Tony took out cigarette papers and a sack of tobacco and started nervously making a cigarette.
“Here, have one of these,” said Shayne, and held out his pack. The waiter took one and Shayne held a light to it. “What else did he do?”
He again shook his head vigorously. “Tony not know,” he said, and crossed himself.
Shayne twirled the glass of cognac thoughtfully in his big hands. “Are you certain Bates didn’t look at a sheet of paper or something after he’d looked at the bill you gave him?”
“I no onnderstan’,” he declared, and made a gesture of complete bewilderment.
“I mean did he check the serial number of the bill with a list written on a paper, or anything like that?” Shayne repeated. “Damn it, I’m trying to find out what was the matter with that hundred-dollar bill.”
“Eet looka like other money, only we no getta many such big bills. No, no, boss no look at paper.”
“You’re positive?” Shayne asked harshly.
Tony nodded violently. “Tony sure.”
“What happened after I left?” Shayne asked.
“Boss get very mad. Then two men come in, talk to boss a minute, and run out queeck. We hear coupla car racin’ and gun go off. When he look out you gone. Mees Ross’ car gone. Boss mucha mad. He go back to offeece and shutta door—slam!”
“Where can I find Bates right now?”
“Not know. On Beach, but not know where.”
“Do you know the man who came in with Miss Ross?”
The waiter’s black eyes brightened. “Mr. Gurney? Sure. He beeg shot.”
Shayne frowned and took a sip of cognac. “Gambling in the back?”
Tony shook his head. “No, no. Mr. Gurney what you calla bookie for horse race.”
“Do Gurney and Miss Ross hang around here much?”
Again the sleek-haired little man moved his head from side to side. “One, two time a week. They drinka much lousy drink.” He curled his lips in disgust.
“Do you know Senator Irvin? Or a torpedo named Perry?”
Tony thought for a moment, his eyes puzzled, then frightened. He make a slight negative movement, slid from the stool, and picked up his mop. “Tony gotta finish mop an’ go home.”
“Wait a minute,” Shayne called. He carefully described the ex-senator and Perry, but the man disclaimed any knowledge of the two men. He denied, also, that he knew anything whatever of Bates’s personal life or habits, and said the proprietor would be in his office some time after noon.
Shayne finished his brandy while the waiter silently mopped the floor. Then he asked, “How long did Fred Gurney stay around tonight after the excitement?”
Tony thought for a moment. “Have ‘nother drink—maybe two. Mr. Gurney mucha excited when gun pop off and Mees Ross go. Then he getta phone call and go out. He take taxi.”
“Do you know the driver of the taxi?”
The waiter leaned on his mop and thought for a moment. The look of fright and doubt was still in his eyes. “Taxi driver come in an’ want drink. Mr. Gurney not givva him time. He in beeg hurry.”
“Do you know his name or the taxi company he works for?”
“Pinky,” Tony told him hesitantly. “He have red hair lika you. Beeg man. Maybe Black an’ White, maybe Greena Top, maybe—”
“Maybe,” Shayne repeated disgustedly. “And maybe it was Fred Gurney’s private chauffeur driving his Packard car.”
The waiter’s jaw dropped open and he looked baffled. “Mr. Gurney no hava car. No chauffeur.”
Shayne grunted angrily and got up from the stool and went out. The eastern sky was paling above the horizon, and the air was very still and damply cool. Complete silence lay over the community; the small houses were dark. Shayne’s footsteps were loud on the gravel as he made his way wearily to the sedan.
Again he felt that queer sensation of surprise that people were sleeping peacefully in all those houses. People for whom rest and sleep came naturally during the hours of darkness. People who never had any dealings with corpses or ransom money or big blondes who sighed for laudanum in their gin.
He got in the car and sat there for a time, his big hands gripping the steering wheel as he scowled at the paling stars and the growing radiance in the east.
He needed sleep, but he needed more desperately to get hold of Gerta Ross, and Fred Gurney. Soon it would be day, and he had many things to do. And the police would be looking for Ross and Gurney, too. At least for Gerta Ross. He didn’t know whether the police knew of the connection between the two.
He set himself grimly to think things out. Gerta would have been frightened after the accident. She must have realized that the girl was likely to be discovered in the trunk of her wrecked car. Yet, she probably hadn’t expected it to occur immediately.
But what about Gurney? He didn’t know about the wreck. That is, he probably hadn’t known about it when he left the Fun Club. Unless the telephone call he had received was from Gerta, warning him of what had happened.
What then? He’d be frightened, too. But there was still the fact that neither of them knew what had become of Dawson and the ransom money. Neither of them was likely to skip town until they were sure they weren’t going to get their hands on the fifty grand.
On the other hand, neither of them would continue to stay any place where the police were likely to locate them. That’s one reason why Shayne hadn’t bothered to follow up Gentry’s tip and ask at Papa La Tour’s for Fred Gurney. If that was a regular hangout, it was one place where he was not likely to be.
While he sat there indecisively the door to the Fun Club opened, and the waiter came out. He approached the parked car and peered in at Shayne.
“Tony theenk maybe you still here. No hear car go.”
Shayne said, “Well?”
The man hesitated as though trying to formulate his thoughts, then said, “I get theenking after you go.”
“It’s a bad habit,” Shayne growled. “You’ve got something to tell me?”
The man nodded slowly. “You wanta know where Mr. Gurney go when he leave Club?”
“With a guy named Pinky, maybe, who was driving some sort of a taxi, maybe.”
“Mr. Gurney maka phone call afta he get one I tella you ‘bout. Not hear mucha what he say. He get mad and holler, ‘At Tower an’ make it snappy. I register under name Fred Smith.’”
“The Tower?” Shayne said doubtfully. “I don’t know of any hotel by that name.”
“Not hotel. Tourist camp. I worka there once.” He made a wry face and a gesticulation of disgust and added, “This Tower not nice place. Outta past airport—leetle off road.” He pointed in the direction of the air terminal.
Shayne had a five-dollar bill in his hand and the motor started. “Thanks, Tony,” he said, and thrust the bill into the man’s hand. He backed around and drove west across the new steel bridge and on past the airport to a cabin camp set well back from the street in a grove of palms and Australian pines.
The office was lighted, and the small building was surmounted by a white tower topped with a high, lighted spire. He cut off the motor in front of the office and heard a couple of radios playing in cabins and the sound of singing and laughter.
A bleary-eyed man blinked at him as he strode into the office, then stood up and opened a registration book. Shayne forestalled him, saying, “I’m looking for a friend of mine who took a cabin here late tonight. His name is Smith.”
The man chuckled tonelessly. “We’ve had quite a lot of Smiths tonight. Ran ahead of the Joneses, I do believe.”
Shayne said, “Fred Smith.”
“M-m-m.” The man ran his finger down the list, then said, “Mr. and Mrs. Fred Smith. Number Sixteen. That’s right around the circle in front, at the far end. They’re still there far’s I know.”
Shayne went out to the car and drove around the circle to Number 16. It was one of the lighted cabins, and a radio was playing softly inside.
He got out, opened the door, and went in. The room he entered was nicely furnished for a tourist cabin, with a rug on the floor, a couch, two overstuffed chairs, and a pull-down bed. An open door on one side evidently led into another bedroom.
Gerta Ross lay on the pull-down bed, snoring gently. Her hair was uncoiled and lay in a tangle about her face. Her suit coat was hanging on a chair, and she wore a sheer white blouse with the gray skirt.
A half-empty gin bottle stood on the floor just beyond the reach of her trailing fingertips. There was a queer, sweetish smell in the room.
Shayne closed the cabin door softly and went over to pick up the gin bottle and smell it. It had been a long time since he had smelled laudanum, but he knew the gin had been spiked with the opiate. He set the bottle on the table beside the radio and went on to the open side door.
The bedroom was dark except for the beam of light coming through the door. He turned on the light and looked at Fred Gurney lying on the floor beside the neatly made bed. Gurney was fully dressed, and he looked peacefully passed out with his mouth vacuously open and his eyelids closed.
Shayne didn’t know he was dead until he knelt beside him and listened for his breathing, then felt for a pulse. His wrist was warm, but not as warm as living flesh should be. There was no pulse.
The time was 4:28 by Shayne’s wrist watch. He squatted back on his heels and studied the dead man thoughtfully. He didn’t see any wound at first, but when he turned the man slightly he saw blood underneath the body and the bone handle of a hunting knife protruding from between his thin shoulder blades.
Shayne got up and went back into the other room, turning off the bedroom light and pulling the door shut without touching the knob.
Gerta Ross still snored peacefully. He sat down on the bed beside her and put his hand on her shoulder and shook her urgently. Her snoring changed to a whimpering sound and she tried to snuggle her face farther down in the pillow to shut the light from her eyes.
Shayne slapped her lightly and she opened her eyes, rolled them up at him, and said in a husky, drowsy voice, “I must have dozed off while I was waiting for you to come. I thought you’d never get here, honey.”



Chapter Thirteen
TOO MANY DRINKS
 
BEFORE SHAYNE COULD SAY ANYTHING she reached up and locked her arms around his neck, pulling him down to crush his face against hers with surprising strength.
Shayne twisted his head, and his mouth slid off hers to the side of her throat. Her grip was like a wrestler’s, and he had to struggle against it, getting his hands on her shoulders and prying upward to lift himself from her grasp.
Laughter gurgled from her moist lips and her blue eyes were wide open, staring up into his with pleased recognition.
“Don’t be like that, honey,” she coaxed. “Let’s us have a drink and be chummy.”
Shayne said, “You’ve had too many drinks.”
“I never had too many drinks. Not ever in my whole life,” she said thickly. She sounded more drugged than drunk. She lifted herself on one elbow to look for the bottle, squinted at it with one eye when she saw it on the table, and said, “Gimme a drink, big boy.”
“I told you you’d already had too many. What about Gurney?”
“What about him?” She sank back on the pillow.
“Hadn’t you better get up and sit over there on the couch? He might come in and find us like this.”
“Fred?” She moved her head slowly and negatively, closing her left eye so that her face took on an expression of sly cunning. “Don’t you worry about Freddie.”
“He’s in his bedroom, isn’t he?”
“Sure he is. I guess so,” she amended with indifference. “But hell, he’ll stay right there.”
“How do you know he will?”
“Whatcha wanta ask so many questions for?” she demanded crossly. “Let’s us have a drink and talk about you and me. That’ll be lots more fun.”
“But Gurney might wake up and come in here any minute,” Shayne warned her again.
“I told you he wouldn’t. He’s dead.”
“What?”
“Sure. Knife in his back.” She looked at him solemnly. “He won’t bother us.”
“Why did you kill him?”
“Did I?” A tear formed in the corner of each eye and rolled down her cheeks, but otherwise her placid face was without expression.
“You arranged to meet him here, didn’t you?”
“He phoned me to meet him.” She drew one hand across her eyes and sat up with a lurch. “Gonna have a drink,” she announced with decision.
“I’ll get us both one,” Shayne soothed her. “Just lie back and try to remember why you killed Freddie.” He got up and went into the bathroom and found two water glasses. He half filled both of them from the tap, carried them back into the room, and poured gin into the water, keeping his body between Gerta Ross and the bottle so she couldn’t see that the drink was diluted.
She lay back on the pillow with her eyes closed when he approached the bed again. Shayne pulled up a chair and sat down. She reached for one of the glasses. The pupils of her eyes were contracted to pin points, glassy with a hard brilliance. She greedily drank from the glass and said, “You did it, I bet. You killed Freddie because you were jealous. What a laugh that is. I went for you first thing. You didn’t have to kill Freddie.”
“Was he alone when you got here?”
“I guess he was. I don’t remember much about it. I got knocked out when the damned car turned over. Knot on my head big as an egg.” She touched the place gently and added, “Had a hell of a time stopping the blood.”
Shayne looked at the spot she touched. He could see the swelling now. Her heavy hair covered it. There was no sign of any blood.
He asked, “What about Dawson?”
“What about the bastard?” she countered.
“Maybe he killed Gurney.”
“Maybe he did,” she agreed without interest. She finished her drink and dropped the empty glass beside her. Holding out her arms she said, “Come on, honey. Give mamma a kiss.”
“What about the girl—Kathleen Deland? She was found in the trunk of your wrecked car.”
“Oh—her?”
“She’s dead, too,” Shayne told her sharply.
“Unh-uh. Just doped. She’s awright. Been keepin’ her doped ever since Freddie brought her to my place.”
“They hang people for kidnaping whether she’s dead or just doped,” Shayne said.
Gerta Ross moved her head negatively. Her eyes were tightly closed. “I didn’t kidnap her. Freddie said she was in trouble when he brought her to my place. Pretty young for that, but they do start young these days.” Her voice was becoming thicker, and she scarcely moved her lips when she spoke. Shayne had to lean close to distinguish the syllables.
“Did he tell you to keep her doped?”
“Sure. Said she was hysterical. Fine rich family.” She opened her eyes with an effort and looked into Shayne’s intent face only a few inches from hers, then pushed herself up to press her lips against his mouth.
Shayne pushed her back on the pillow. He said, “But you knew the girl was kidnaped.”
“Found it out later. Freddie said not to worry. He had inside dope. Told me to keep her drugged till Dawson paid off. It was all fixed, see?”
Shayne said, “Go on. Who else was in on it?”
“I don’ know anything else about it. It wasn’t a real kidnaping, see? Kiss me, honey.”
“How much was Dawson going to pay you?” he demanded.
“I don’t know. Freddie said it’d be plenty. But the bastard tried to run out on us tonight.”
“Is Dawson the man Freddie was meeting here?” Shayne pressed her.
“Was he meeting somebody besides me?”
“Didn’t he phone you he was, and for you to come?”
“I guess so.” She closed her eyes wearily and said, “Let’s us have a drink.”
“First, tell me what Freddie said when he called you.”
“Said ever’thing was awright,” she muttered. “Said for me to come out here and we’d hide out a while and then get out of town. With that shrimp!” She laughed contemptuously. “Y’know what he’s got? He’s got false teeth. God, what a cluck.”
“Did he say he was meeting Dawson here?”
“Didn’t say. Just said it didn’t matter ‘bout the car getting wrecked when I told him. Said we were getting paid for the job anyhow. And now how’s about a drink?” She cocked one eye open and sighed deeply.
Shayne said, “I guess it is about time.” He got the bottle and handed it to her. She fumbled for it with her eyes closed, cuddled it down in the valley between her breasts and lifted the bottom just enough for the liquor to trickle into her mouth.
Shayne leaned back and lit a cigarette while she sucked contentedly on the bottle, and the level of the drugged gin went steadily and rhythmically down.
She stopped drinking after a time and the bottle slid from her bosom onto the bed where a small portion of it spilled. Shayne smoked and watched her with alert eyes. Her head fell sidewise on the pillow. She pouted her lips and began snoring gently.
He got up and went into the other bedroom, turned on the lights and knelt beside Gurney’s lifeless body. Methodically, he went through the man’s pockets. He found a few bills and some silver, a key ring and a couple of policy tickets, but no scrap of paper of any sort—nothing to tell him any of the things he wanted to know.
He turned out the lights and went back to the other room, carefully wiped his fingerprints from the glasses and the bottle, and from everything he could remember having touched, then went to the front door.
He stood there for a moment before going out, giving the room a final searching scrutiny. The radio was still playing transcribed music very softly, and Gerta Ross looked very peaceful on the bed.
He shrugged his shoulders, went out, got in the sedan and drove away, circling past the lighted tower and heading back to 36th Street. It was full daylight now. The sun was pushing itself up from the Atlantic and the sky was garish with red and crimson banners.
Stopping at the first all-night restaurant he came to, he parked and went in to the telephone. He called the Miami Beach police department and asked if Timothy Rourke was around.
After a long wait, he heard Rourke’s voice come over the wire. Shayne said gruffly, “Here’s a tip-off from a pal. The Deland kidnapers are in a cabin—Number Sixteen—at the Tower Cottages on West Thirty-sixth in Miami.”
He hung up as soon as he finished, went out to the sedan and drove directly to his apartment on the Miami River. He went in the side entrance and climbed the stairs without seeing Henry or the elevator boy, entered his old apartment, and emptied the last three inches from the cognac bottle.



Chapter Fourteen
ROCKERED BILLS
 
IT WAS NINE O’CLOCK when Shayne awoke. He made a distasteful grimace at the wrinkled clothing in which he had slept, and scowled as he pulled on the tight shoes. His scowl deepened when he looked at his puffed lip in the bathroom mirror. He made a sketchy toilet with cold water splashed over his face and neck.
The day clerk was on duty when he went down to the lobby, and he looked surprised when Shayne strode through to the front door.
Shayne walked two blocks to a restaurant where he bought a morning Herald and ordered a big breakfast.
The Deland kidnap-murder was spread all over the front page. There were pictures of the bereaved parents and the uncle, and three different poses of the sweet-faced girl who was dead. The parents looked about as Rourke described them, weary with long and anxious waiting and broken with grief.
The picture of the uncle interested him more than the others. Emory Hale had a square jaw and a tight mouth and eyes that looked cold and remorseless. The story described him as “A wealthy New York sportsman and financier” and quoted his offer of a $10,000 reward for the person or persons responsible for his beloved niece’s death. It gave a dramatic account of Hale’s hasty airplane flight south with the ransom money to meet the kidnaper’s demands, and painted a pathetic picture of his personal grief and outraged anger over the outcome of his rescue flight.
Rourke’s story covered the front page. Shayne was glad to note that the copy smacked of the old vigorous reporter he’d known for years, and not in the least like the sob story he had told Shayne.
On an inside page, however, a woman reporter described the scene in these words:
 
There was silence in the little house as Chief Peter Painter turned from the telephone and announced, “I am sorry to inform you that your daughter is dead.” The silence continued, thick and heavy-laden with disbelieving grief while the Miami Beach chief of detectives tersely explained the circumstances under which Kathleen Deland’s body had been discovered.
The tears of the stricken mother coursed down her cheeks and dropped upon the bosom of her simple dress. The hands of the anguished father lay still in his lap while his cavernous eyes were lifted to the framed photograph of his daughter above the mantel.
Mr. Emory Hale’s visage was like that of a statue carved from granite. There was no outward change of expression, yet with such a show of inward suffering and despair that the look upon his face will remain stamped indelibly upon my memory. He sat there, erect in his chair, one hand placed firmly on each knee, leaning forward slightly from the waist, his gaze fixed on Chief Painter’s face.
It was Mr. Hale who broke the silence first—the devoted uncle who had responded so swiftly and without question to his sister’s plea for help across the miles separating them; who had moved heaven and earth to obtain the required ransom money from his New York bank and fly south with it to meet the deadline set by the kidnapers.
Mr. Hale spoke flatly and without emotion, with a machine-like precision that conveyed an impression of dynamic force beneath the surface: “Have they found Dawson yet?”
Chief Painter replied, “Dawson seems to have disappeared into thin air, Mr. Hale. Along with your fifty thousand dollars.”
Mr. Hale made a brief and savage gesture to indicate that the loss of the ransom money meant nothing to him now. “And the man responsible for Kathleen’s death?”
“There have been no arrests as yet,” the detective chief admitted sadly. “However, the owner of the death car is known and I assure you that everything humanly possible is being done to apprehend the kidnapers.”
Emory Hale stood up to his full height. He thrust both hands in his pockets and strode from the room without another word.
Mr. Deland got up and said in a dead and hopeless voice, “I wonder where Emory is going. I wonder if I ought to—”
Mrs. Deland spoke the first words she had uttered since hearing the agonizing truth of her child’s death. She said simply, “Go after him, Arthur, before he does something desperate. You know he loved Kathleen as though she were his own.”
Arthur Deland nodded mutely and left the room, pausing only to lay a rough hand gently upon his wife’s bowed head.
I moved across the room then and sat beside Mrs. Deland. For a long time neither of us spoke. What could I say? What words of mine could assuage the mother’s grief—
 
The waiter brought Shayne’s breakfast, and he stopped reading the sob story. Following instructions at the end of the article, he turned to page six for more pictures.
There was one of Dawson, Deland’s partner in the plumbing business and go-between in the ransom pay-off. There was an inset showing a faded photograph of Gerta Ross as she had looked a decade or more ago above a caption: Find This Woman. And a diagram showing the spot on the highway northward from Miami where Dawson claimed he had been set upon by armed thugs and forced to give them the ransom money.
Shayne ate his scrambled eggs and bacon and drank three cups of coffee while he carefully read Dawson’s account of his adventures as given to the police at an early hour that morning. It was ingeniously simple and straightforward, and had the ring of truth.
Following instructions (said Dawson) he drove across the causeway after receiving the packet of money from Deland and turned north on Biscayne Boulevard at a moderate pace. He naturally presumed he was being trailed every foot of the way, and he did nothing to arouse suspicion in the minds of the kidnapers or to upset the plan for Kathleen Deland’s exchange for the ransom money.
After passing 79th Street, there was less traffic and he noticed that he was being followed at a distance of about five hundred feet by another car. He was confident then that the contact had been established and that the kidnapers would approach him as soon as they thought it safe to do so.
Fearing to do anything not in strict accordance with instructions, Dawson said he drove on northward at the same steady pace mile after mile, past the Hollywood traffic circle and onto the nearly deserted stretch of highway south of Fort Lauderdale.
The pursuing car came abreast of him suddenly, honked as it passed, and turned in front of him onto a dark side road. Happy in his belief that he was soon to have his partner’s daughter safe in his own car, Dawson followed the other car a quarter of a mile down the side road and stopped behind it
Three men got out of the car and approached him in the dark. All were armed, and one of them demanded the cash.
“I told them it was in the front seat of my car,” Dawson related, “and asked them where the girl was. One of the men laughed and hit me on the head with some heavy object. I presume it was the butt of his gun, though the unexpected blow knocked me unconscious, and I really don’t know what I was hit with.”
He remained unconscious for a couple of hours, Dawson said, and when he finally came to, his car was still there, but the other car, the men, and the money were gone.
The story was simple and had the virtue of strict plausibility. If he didn’t know the truth, Shayne reflected grimly, he himself would be inclined to believe Dawson. It was just the sort of thing kidnapers might be expected to do. The newspaper account added that Dawson was in the hospital receiving treatment for shock and his head injury, prostrated with grief that his mission had turned out so badly.
Shayne’s name was not mentioned in any of the stories. Reference was made to a male passenger in the wrecked kidnap car, and it was hinted that this person had been tentatively identified by a bystander before escaping in the excitement, but Painter had gone no further than that.
Shayne searched for a story on the affair at the Fun Club and the murder of Slocum in Shayne’s apartment, but found nothing.
On another page he did find a brief account of the fire on West 38th Street. He read it with interest while he drank a final cup of coffee. The two-story frame building had been a mass of flame by the time the fire apparatus arrived, and they had confined their efforts to keeping the fire from spreading. A Negro, as yet unidentified, had been found in the basement with injuries which were attributed to the fire, and there was evidence (said the story) that other inhabitants of the dwelling had escaped before the fire gained headway.
The house was rented by a Mr. Greerson who was something of a man of mystery, according to his neighbors, but who was presumed to have operated an automobile repair business in the basement garage. Mr. Greerson had not appeared to make a statement at the time the paper went to press.
Shayne left the paper on the table and went out. It wasn’t yet time for the banks to open, so he stopped at the first men’s store he came to on Flagler Street. They had no suits in stock that would fit him, but he found a pair of gray slacks, a tan shirt, and underwear to replace the ill-fitting garments he had borrowed from the dead man. He changed in a back room, ordered the clothing he had removed to be sent to his apartment, and continued up the street to a shoe store where he was lucky enough to find a pair of shoes that fitted him. He gave the clerk his address and asked that the discarded shoes be delivered.
He came out of the store and went west on Flagler to the First National Bank. It had just opened and there were a few customers in the lobby. Shayne chose a teller who did not know him and offered the two hundred-dollar bills he had held out from the ransom money, shoving them across the counter and saying, “I’d like twenties and tens and fives.”
The teller was young and blonde and obliging. He smoothed the bills out, looked at first one and then the other, pushed them aside and began to count out two hundred dollars in smaller bills.
Shayne gave a start, as though he suddenly remembered something important. He said, apologetically, “I’m sorry, but I’ve changed my mind. Would you let me have those bills back?”
The teller stopped counting and looked through the bars with a frown. “You don’t want the bills changed?”
Shayne said again, “I’m sorry. I’ve changed my mind.”
The teller looked down at the sheaf of smaller bills he had been counting, studied Shayne suspiciously, then picked up the money he had counted. Slowly and carefully he counted it again, then handed Shayne the two large bills with a disapproving look.
Thanking him cheerfully, Shayne went back to a series of railed enclosures in the rear. He unlatched a wooden gate and went through it to a desk and said, “Hello, Marsten,” to the big florid-faced man sitting there.
Marsten looked up and said, “Morning, Shayne.” He pushed some papers aside and leaned back in his chair. “What can I do for you?”
Marsten was a former Treasury employee, one of the foremost experts on counterfeit money in the country. Shayne sat down and flipped the bills in front of him. “One of the tellers just offered me two hundred in small bills for those.”
Marsten picked up the bills and studied them thoughtfully. He turned them over in his hands, frowning, crinkling them and smoothing them out, testing the fabric of the paper.
After a time he sighed. “I’ve been expecting some of these to show up in Miami, but it’s a little early in the season.”
Shayne leaned back and lit a cigarette. “Counterfeit?”
“Absolutely. They’ve plagued us several years. They’re so nearly perfect they’ll get by anyone but an expert.”
“How do you know they’re counterfeit?”
Marsten smiled briefly at the detective. “Feel, mostly. Intuition. Call it what you will. The plates are perfect. The paper is so nearly perfect that extensive tests are required to prove it isn’t genuine. But these bills haven’t been in circulation, Mike. They’ve been rockered.”
“Rockered?”
“And a good job of it. But they’re not quite limp enough. Feel one.” He passed one of the bills to Shayne.
“It hasn’t passed through hundreds of sweaty hands, yet it has the appearance of having done so. Compare it with a genuine bill. The crispness has been rockered out of it, but no counterfeiter has yet invented a mechanical device that will produce exactly the same effect as that achieved by constant handling. Every smart counterfeiter uses some sort of device to dirty and rumple a newly printed bill. Those devices are called ‘rockers.’ They wad bills up, dampen them, roll them out smooth. Some of them use chemicals, to fade and soil a bill. The gang that puts this stuff out does one of the best jobs I’ve ever seen. That’s why one of our tellers would have accepted it.”
“You know this stuff then?”
“Every Treasury agent in the country knows it by sight. I didn’t recognize it at once, because I was surprised to have it turn up in Miami right now. It isn’t due here for at least two months.”
Shayne took a deep breath and said, “Keep on talking.”
“These hundred-dollar bills first appeared a few years ago in New York. When the black market was at its height and big deals were being handled on a cash basis to avoid detection. New York banks were flooded with the stuff for about a month.
“Then the flow stopped abruptly. At least three hundred thousand was passed in the New York area during that period. But by the time it was recognized and all the banks were alerted, the gang folded their tents and closed up business. Not another bill turned up until after the Kentucky Derby was run that year. There was plenty of loose money and heavy betting on the Derby, and another hundred grand of the stuff was thrown into circulation there before we realized it.
“They’re devilishly smart. They waited a year before hitting Southern California with another two hundred thousand. That’s why I expected the stuff here this winter. But not until the season was well along. They’re getting careless if they’ve started passing it so early.”
Marsten paused, glancing at Shayne who was worrying his ear lobe with thumb and forefinger. “Do you mind telling me where you picked these up?”
Shayne waived the question. “Tell me how they work it to get so much out so fast.”
“They have it planned very carefully,” Marsten told him. “They select the time and the spot—a place where there’s some sort of a boom with big money rolling. They line up as many contacts as possible and place the stuff in readiness to go. Gambling houses are good bets, and bookie joints—any place that handles big money and can get rid of bills this size without too much trouble. They all let go at once, and there’s your clean-up. By the time it begins to trickle into the banks and we start tracing it, the tide dries up and the boys move on.”
Shayne nodded slowly. He reached over and picked up the other bill and fingered it, wondering how this information tied in with the ransom pay-off. “It sounds slick. You say the ordinary bank teller can’t detect the stuff?”
“We planned to be ready for them in Miami this year,” Marsten told him. “We’re printing circulars, getting press releases ready, hoping to educate the public so no one will be willing to accept a C-note without a written endorsement from the Secretary of the Treasury. If they’re jumping the gun on us, I’m glad to know it.”
“I don’t think they are,” said Shayne slowly. “In fact, I think it’s just the opposite and they’re as worried as you are about this stuff getting into circulation too soon.”
Marsten lifted his black and tufted brows. “So? What do you know about it, Mike?”
“Not much. I’m guessing. Just fifty grand of the stuff I ran into,” he admitted. “What’s it worth?” he ended abruptly.
“To whom?”
“Anyone who might get their hands on it. Me, for instance.”
Marsten studied the detective’s face thoughtfully, then said, “Someone with the right contacts could probably get forty cents on the dollar without too much trouble.” He frowned and added quietly, “You haven’t given me much, Mike.”
Shayne looked squarely into the keen dark eyes of the counterfeit expert and said, “I’ll give you this, Marsten. Your hunch about their preparing to hit Miami with the queer stuff this season is probably right. Do some checking on ex-Senator Irvin, for one. He’s got a gunman named Perry, and until early this morning he had a Negro razor expert named Getchie and a place on Thirty-eighth Street that might have been headquarters. There was a fire there, and the Herald carried the story. I think one of Irvin’s passing contacts might have been the Fun Club on Thirty-sixth. A man named Bates runs it, and there’s a bookie joint in the back during the season.”
Marsten was making notes while Shayne talked. When the detective stopped, he looked up and asked, “Is that where you got the two bills?”
Shayne shook his red head and said absently, “I don’t believe they’re ready to start shoving it yet. The gang may be breaking up, with one faction trying to jump the gun on the other. That’s all I can give you right now.”
“It’s a good start, Mike,” Marsten said, looking straight into Shayne’s eyes. “Later, maybe?”
“Later,” said Shayne. “And thanks.”
Marsten was reaching for the telephone when Shayne got up, waved his hand in farewell, and went out.



Chapter Fifteen
ADD THEM UP TO MURDER
 
THERE WERE FLABBY, liver-colored pouches under Chief Gentry’s eyes when Shayne entered his office after leaving the bank. He was chewing on the soggy butt of a black cigar, and he rumbled, “I’ve been trying to get hold of you ever since I came down this morning.”
Shayne pulled up a chair and dropped into it. “You look as though you’ve been out on a binge, Will.”
Gentry rubbed a big hand wearily over his ruddy face and growled. “Damned little chance I have for binges when you’re in town. Where did you get your hunch about Fred Gurney last night?”
“Gurney?” Shayne looked innocently puzzled. “Did I have a hunch about him?”
“Over the phone,” Gentry rumbled. “When you gave me the tip-off on the fire on Thirty-eighth that hadn’t started yet.”
“I didn’t say there was going to be a fire.”
“You told me about the body in the basement. I’ve got a report on that. He was dead before the fire caught him. Bled to death from a ripped jugular. Doc says it looks as though somebody had deliberately shoved a jagged broken whisky bottle in the man’s neck and twisted it.”
“People do the damnedest things nowadays,” marveled Shayne.
Gentry took the sodden cigar butt from his mouth, looked at it with extreme distaste, then tossed it over his shoulder toward a cuspidor in the corner. His aim had not improved with years of practice.
“You mentioned Gurney in connection with the Deland kidnaping.”
“I believe I did say something about having a lead that pointed to Gurney,” Shayne admitted.
“Sure you did. Where’d you get the lead, Mike?”
“You know how it is, Will.” Shayne made a negligible gesture. “A guy overhears something here and something else there. He adds them up—”
“And they make another murder,” Gentry interrupted in a deep rumble that held a grim significance.
“Another murder?” Shayne tried to look genuinely surprised, but Gentry had known him too long and too intimately.
“Tim Rourke got another one of those anonymous tips over the phone about daylight. Someone who wanted him to have a break on the story of Gurney’s murder—and the capture of Gerta Ross.”
“Tim has lots of friends around town,” murmured Shayne.
“Sure. Tim’s a very friendly guy,” agreed Gentry. “Could be the man who made the call was a big redheaded bozo who inquired at the Tower Cottage Camp for a Mr. and Mrs. Fred Smith about the time the murder was committed. The proprietor says he can identify that man, Mike.”
“After the murder was committed,” Shayne corrected equably. “Fred Gurney had a knife in his back, and the Ross woman had passed out in bed when I got there.”
“She says not. Says she guesses you killed Freddie so you could have her without a showdown with him.”
“How much of that is gin and laudanum?”
“Most of it, I guess.” Gentry grinned briefly. “They are pumping the stuff out of her stomach now. Look, Mike. Sometimes I do some adding up, too. You knew Gerta Ross was a blonde and was driving the death car. You mentioned Fred Gurney as soon as I told you about the kidnaping.” He meticulously ticked the two items off on blunt fingertips. “You knew there was a dead Negro in the Thirty-eighth Street house. There was a dead man in your old apartment. You got to Fred Gurney and Gerta Ross while the whole police force was looking for them.” He held up the five fingers of his left hand when he finished. “Add all those things up and it looks like you’re mixed up in the kidnaping all the way up to your neck.”
“I admitted that several hours ago over the phone,” Shayne reminded him.
“How, Mike? You’ve got to come clean. We’ve had four murders already.”
“Three,” Shayne corrected him. “The Negro’s death was justifiable homicide. Gurney’s may have been the same. I wasn’t there.”
Gentry let the obvious retort pass. He got out a fresh cigar, looked at its wrapper, scowled, and put it in his mouth. “From what we’ve been able to get out of Gerta Ross, it looks as though she and Gurney were the kidnapers, all right. But she swears she didn’t know the girl was kidnaped until she’d kept her drugged for a day at her place. By the time Gurney told her the truth, she was in it too deep to back out.”
Shayne nodded soberly. “That’s approximately what she told me between drinks last night.”
“Did she kill Gurney? And Slocum? Is Slocum mixed up in it somehow, or was it simply his hard luck that he was sleeping in the wrong bed? And if that house on Thirty-eighth Street was occupied by ex-Senator Irvin like you said, why did he call himself Mr. Greerson and pretend he was running an auto repair shop in the basement when we know he wasn’t? There was no equipment there.” Gentry paused for breath and added, “And why did Greerson—or Irvin—disappear just before the fire and fail to show up again?”
“I think,” said Shayne, “that the answer to all of your involved and pointed questions lies in the Deland kidnaping.” He looked levelly into Gentry’s eyes as he spoke.
“How, Mike? In the name of God, how?” Gentry pounded his desk angrily, and his face, normally ruddy, now became the deep color of the purple patches beneath his eyes.
“I think you’ll begin to get an inkling of the truth if you sit back and recall everything you know about Gurney and his past record.”
“Fred Gurney has never been anything but a cheap two-bit hustler,” said Gentry, leaning back in his swivel chair and sending a cloud of smoke from his cigar toward the ceiling, as though his sudden outburst relieved the tension of many long hours.
“He started snatching ladies’ purses when he was about twelve,” the chief went on calmly, “and graduated to rolling drunks and pimping—and what-have-you.”
Shayne relaxed and lit a cigarette. “Yeh. All cheap, small-time stuff,” he pointed out.
“Sure. Gurney’s always been a sniveling coward,” Gentry said. “He never had the guts for any big stuff.”
Shayne slid down in the straight chair, let his head fall back to rest on its back, stretched his long legs out comfortably, and said, “Doesn’t it strike you as queer, Will, that he suddenly pulled a job like the Deland kidnaping? A kidnaper really sticks his neck out since the F.B.I. took it over. There’s a difference between hustling for whore houses and gambling joints—and kidnaping and murder.”
Gentry said, “Keep on talking.”
Shayne said, “That’s it, Will. It’s a big jump for Gurney.” He jerked himself erect and spread out his big hands.
Gentry’s swivel chair moved forward and he sat with his elbows on the desk. The small rumpled awnings that were his eyelids went up, and he looked sternly at Shayne.
“What jump?”
“Add this in and see what you get, Will. Gurney called Gerta Ross last night after Dawson had been hijacked, and told her everything was all okay—that they’d get the pay-off anyhow. She was to meet him at the Tower Cottages to get her share.”
“How do you know that?”
“I wheedled it out of Gerta,” Shayne told him. “She happened to be in the mood to talk.”
There was a hint of humor in Gentry’s bloodshot eyes. “Seems to me,” he said, “you’re hinting that Gurney wasn’t the actual kidnaper. That he was fronting for someone else.”
“Let’s put it like this, Will,” said Shayne eagerly. “When Gurney told Gerta about the Deland girl, he assured her it was a cinch. That they had nothing to worry about. I suggest it was a hell of a lot more than a simple kidnaping. Gurney was being used by someone.”
“By whom? And for what?”
Shayne worried his ear lobe with a thumb and forefinger. “I don’t know. How does Emory Hale strike you, Will?”
“I only saw him for a few minutes last night.”
“What time?”
“It must have been between two-thirty and three. After I talked to you on the phone, and before Tim called me about the body up in your apartment. He came into my office raving about wanting justice done and how he had put up reward money himself. He threatened to tear the town wide open with his bare hands if the kidnapers weren’t caught and properly dealt with. He’d been drinking some, but he isn’t the type that liquor affects much.”
Shayne nodded absently. “I understand both Hale and Deland left the house soon after they got the report on Kathleen’s death. Do you know where either of them went?”
“Damn it, Mike, how should I know? Why do you always get me involved in these Beach cases with Painter? Slocum and Gurney—and the Negro over here in my territory—and the kidnap-murder on Painter’s side of the causeway?”
“But you did see Hale,” Shayne said.
“I guess he was making the rounds with some fool idea of picking up a clue on his own. Maybe Deland was trying to catch up with him like the newspaper said—to keep him out of trouble.”
“What sort of trouble?”
“Hale didn’t talk much to me. But I got the impression he knows, or has known, his way around with the tough boys. Maybe not in Miami, but he knows the ropes.”
“Is he legitimate now?”
“That’s hard to say. He’s smooth. I’d guess he came up the hard way. I wouldn’t want to buck him in a business deal.”
“What is his business?” Shayne’s gray eyes were alert.
“I don’t know.” Gentry waved a pudgy hand vaguely. “The newspapers call him a financier and sportsman.”
“Sure,” Shayne scoffed. “Any punk who pays income tax and lays a few bucks on the fillies is a financier and sportsman. I’d like to know how he makes his money. The sort of gang he runs with. Everything about him.”
“You don’t think he engineered the kidnaping of his own niece?” protested Gentry.
“Somebody did. Have you a list of the serial numbers on the ransom money Hale gave Painter?”
“Right here.” Gentry produced a mimeographed list and handed it across the table. “Painter had hundreds of copies knocked out last night.”
Shayne took the list and scowled over it, running his gaze swiftly down the list of numbers. It looked exactly like what it was purported to be—a list of five hundred bills picked at random out of the vaults of any bank. He asked, “Do you know the name of Emory Hale’s New York bank?”
“No, I don’t. But what does it matter?”
Shayne said slowly, “I don’t know, Will. I wish you’d find out. Then wire the bank and learn whether they gave him the money and this list.”
Gentry leaned back unsmiling. He moved his head slowly from side to side. “I’m not stooging for you unless you come clean, Mike. How did you get in the middle of it?”
“Remember what I told you this morning on the phone?”
“You told me lots of things,” Gentry growled.
“One of them was that if I told you the truth you’d have no recourse except to turn me over to Painter for free lodging.”
Gentry leaned forward and asked, “Were you riding with Gerta Ross when she crashed her car last night?”
“Painter himself proved I was in Palm Beach while that was going on,” Shayne answered evenly.
Gentry nodded. “And while the black boy was getting himself killed in a basement garage on Thirty-eighth Street.”
“One piece of advice I’ll hand you on a platter,” Shayne told him, dragging himself to a straight position. “Don’t waste any time looking for the hijackers who held Dawson up.”
“Like that, huh? What would you advise me to concentrate on, Mike?”
“Checking any connection Dawson or Deland or Hale might ever have had with counterfeit money, with Fred Gurney, with the Fun Club on Thirty-sixth Street, or with ex-Senator Irvin, alias Greerson, who lived on Thirty-eighth Street until the house burned down last night.”
Gentry was jotting notations on a sheet of paper. “It would help a lot,” he complained, “if I knew why you want to know those things.”
Shayne said, “Fred Gurney didn’t plan and carry out that kidnaping all by himself.”
“There’s another queer angle to that kidnaping you haven’t mentioned,” grumbled Gentry.
“Do you mean why Kathleen Deland was chosen as the victim?”
“Sure. Anyone who knew anything about the Delands would know it was preposterous to expect them to pay a fifty grand ransom for the girl.”
“Unless it was someone who knew them intimately enough to know about the rich brother-in-law and uncle in New York.”
“Even a rich uncle,” Gentry dissented, “isn’t always the type to shell out that kind of money.”
“That’s right,” said Shayne blandly. “It must have been engineered by someone close enough to know about Hale’s love for his sister and her daughter, and the fact that he was the sort of uncle who had shelled out before.”
Gentry doodled on the sheet of paper. “Dawson?” he asked.
Shayne shrugged. “He’d be in a position to know those facts. Add that to his fake story of being hijacked last night and see if it doesn’t make it worth while to keep an eye on him.”
“That’s the second time you’ve spoken of fake hijackers. What gives you that idea?”
Shayne started to grin, but stopped in time to prevent splitting his lip wound. “It isn’t an idea. It’s not even a hunch. I know Dawson’s whole story was a lie.”
The horizontal creases in Gentry’s forehead deepened, the puffy flesh between the lines paling from their natural ruddiness. “According to Doc Thompson on the Beach, Dawson’s head injury wasn’t faked. He says it couldn’t possibly have been self-inflicted.”
Shayne thought that over for a moment, trying to fit it into the hazy picture his mind was forming. “Exactly what time did Dawson check in at the Beach?”
“Around three-thirty. I can find out, if it’s important.”
“It may not be. What’s the best you can do on Gurney’s death?”
“Between two and four-thirty. The call to Rourke came a few minutes before five o’clock.”
“It was four-twenty-eight when I found him dead. He hadn’t been dead more than an hour. I’d guess thirty minutes. Do you know of any other callers for him at the Tower Cottages except the big redheaded guy you mentioned?”
“Not in person. The old man out there says there was a phone call at about two-thirty. Someone asked if Fred Smith had checked in and what his cabin number was.”
“Whoever made that call was Gurney’s murderer,” Shayne declared. “Here’s what actually happened last night, Will. I’ll give it to you straight—as much of it as I can right now—if you won’t ask any questions.”
Gentry said, “Give it to me.”
“Gurney and the Ross woman were badly worried when the pay-off didn’t materialize. They hung around a joint between twelve-thirty and one while Gurney tried to reach someone by telephone. Gerta Ross left him there while she went out and smashed up her car. He received a call some time after one o’clock, then called her at home to tell her he was meeting someone at the Tower Cottages for the pay-off and that he would register as Fred Smith. Whoever made that date with him called up later to get his cabin number, went out and slid a bone-handled hunting knife in his back.
“The only person who had any motive for that,” Shayne went on slowly, thinking things out as he spoke, “is the unknown person who hired Gurney to pull the job. With the girl dead, he was in a very bad spot. Accused of murder, Gurney wasn’t the courageous type to cover up for him. So Gurney had to be wiped out fast.”
“Dawson?” Will Gentry was doodling furiously. “If you’re sure he kept that fifty grand instead of losing it to hijackers, it begins to add up. He knew all about Emory Hale. By having himself appointed go-between, he had a beautiful chance simply to keep the money, claiming he’d turned it over to the kidnapers. But why didn’t he do just that, Mike? If Dawson planned it that way, all he had to do was meet Gurney and Ross as planned, get the girl from them and take her home.”
“It could be a slight case of double-cross,” suggested Shayne. “He must have agreed to give Gurney a fair split of the money. Suppose he just decided to keep it all for himself? How does that work out?”
A heavy silence lay between them for a long moment. Gentry dropped his pencil and folded his hands on the desk. Shayne put his head back and blew clouds of smoke toward the ceiling.
“In that case,” Gentry conceded presently, “Dawson might have thought a fake hijacking was smart. Knowing Gurney to be weak, he might’ve trusted the guy to turn Kathleen loose unharmed and say no more about it after he found out the deal was off.”
“I think, if I’d been Dawson,” Shayne muttered, clearly envisioning the pasty-faced little man, “I would have tried to jump town with the money.”
“But we know Dawson didn’t do that,” said Gentry. “I imagine he felt he was safe until he learned the girl was dead and we were on the trail of the kidnapers. Then he had to put Gurney out of the way before he was caught and started talking. That might even explain the blow on his head. Maybe Gurney socked him once before Dawson could use the knife.”
Shayne shook his head slowly, recalling the knife in Gurney’s back. “I don’t know. It’s a fair theory, but it leaves a hell of a lot of things unexplained.”
“Such as Slocum and the dead Negro and the fire,” Gentry agreed. “And most of all, how do you know so much when you were flying to Palm Beach and hitchhiking back?”
Shayne grinned at him and moved toward the door. He said quietly, “And how come the ransom pay-off was in counterfeit bills?” He went out quickly before the Chief could recover from his consternation and question him further.



Chapter Sixteen
TWO LINKS IN A CHAIN
 
PAPA LA TOUR’S REST HOME was on the bay-front, north of 20th Street. It was factitiously known to the authorities as a rest home because of Papa’s well-known and strictly enforced rule that none of his guests should engage in any of their various professions while residing there. It was comfortable and pleasant, a place to lie low and relax between jobs; a place where old friends could meet again and hobnob while planning new ventures in the world of crime.
The place had never been raided by the police, and, in return for this unofficial immunity, Papa La Tour had, on several occasions, given the authorities valuable information concerning some of the more unsavory characters who had sought protection there, which resulted in their arrest later on when Papa could not possibly be implicated.
As a consequence, the old gentleman basked in the trust of his well-paying guests, and in the confidence of the law-enforcing agents in Miami.
Papa La Tour had his own set of standards, a personal code of morals which had nothing whatever to do with legal definitions.
In his day, he had been the soup man for a mob of very successful safe-crackers who had operated for years through the Middle Atlantic states, saving their swag after each perfectly planned and masterfully executed job until enough years had passed to make each member financially independent and able to lead a more genteel and certainly a much safer life.
Papa La Tour had invested his own nest egg in a huge, rambling old house in Miami after the boom-bubble had burst and left the get-rich-quick guys holding the proverbial bag. It eventually paid him big dividends in the high rates he charged for the elaborate recreation facilities and other special services he offered.
The guests who were welcome at the rest home were those he defined as “honest criminals.” Papa’s idea of an honest criminal was, basically, one who pitted his wits against the world; who stole from corporations rather than individuals; whose activities caused no havoc in personal lives.
It was, in Papa’s estimation, perfectly all right to rub out a cop, if the officer got in the way of one who was legitimately pursuing his criminal way, but downright indecent and shocking for a crook to do his job so amateurishly as to disturb the victim and be forced to commit bodily harm in order to escape.
Thus, Papa La Tour did not appear in the least surprised to see Michael Shayne in his private office the morning after the Kathleen Deland kidnaping. His head was big, and bushy with white hair that stood up stiffly. He had a round belly that bulged just below his long torso and just above his short legs. His blue eyes twinkled with a tranquil enjoyment of life, his own portion of it in particular.
Shayne said, “I hear you’ve been putting Fred Gurney up here.”
“That lousy punk,” he wheezed, sinking into a chair. “Sit down, Mike. Who’d have guessed he’d pull a dirty one like that? Living right here at my place while he had a little girl staked out. Do you think it’d be fitting if I sent a wreath to the funeral?”
Shayne didn’t smile at the suggestion. He eased himself into a chair opposite his host and nodded. “I think a wreath would be in order. You could put in a card reading, ‘From a friend.’”
“Thanks, Mike. That’s a clever idea. I feel mighty bad about it. Sort of responsible. But I swear I didn’t know what was in Fred’s mind.”
“Sure, I know it. No one blames you, Papa. Fred was always just a cheap punk, with no real harm in him.”
“That’s the way I looked at it. Who’d have thought he’d pull a job like that?”
“That’s what I’m wondering.” Shayne hitched his chair closer and lowered his voice to a confidential tone. “I’m guessing someone put him up to it.”
“None of the boys here. None of them. I swear it.”
“I don’t mean that, Papa. But you and I know Fred wouldn’t figure out a deal like that on his own.”
“That’s right, Mike. Fred’s too dumb. That’s what he is—dumb.”
“Do you know what Fred’s been doing and who he’s been hanging around with lately?” Shayne asked.
Papa La Tour rubbed his plump chin with a plump hand. “Not much going on this time of year. I guess maybe he hustled for a couple of doctors when a girl, say, was in trouble. I never could see how that was bad, Mike. Sometimes a girl needs help.”
He thought for a moment, then said, “I wouldn’t know any more about it than I’ve told you. You know I don’t meddle. Is Gerta Ross in the kidnaping with Fred, like the newspapers say?”
Shayne nodded. “Innocently, maybe. She claims Fred brought Kathleen Deland to her, said she needed an operation, and asked her to keep the girl doped a couple of days. Fred admitted it was a snatch, after she was in too deep to get out.”
“There was a man here last night asking for Fred Gurney,” La Tour said. “I looked at all them pictures in the paper this morning. I don’t know for sure. This fella was excited or maybe sort of drunk. He favored one of the pictures in the paper. Just favored it, understand. I wouldn’t swear ‘twas him.”
“Which one?”
“The girl’s father, Mike. Arthur Deland, it says his name is in the paper.”
Shayne drew in a long breath. “Arthur Deland was here last night? Asking for Fred Gurney?”
“Early this morning it was. Fellow in my business don’t get much sleep. Never know when somebody’s going to pop up and ask questions. I didn’t know the man and he didn’t say his name. I didn’t know anything about this other then, neither. Claimed he was a friend of Fred’s, and I says, ‘Maybe—just maybe—you’ll find Fred at the Fun Club,’ and he went away.”
“What time was that?”
“A little after two o’clock.”
“Ever see him around here before?”
“Never did.”
“Ever hear Fred Gurney mention Deland’s name or anything connected with him?” Shayne persisted.
Papa La Tour shook his white shock of hair decidedly. “Not that I passed much talk with Fred,” he added. “Paid his money and I let him stay around. That’s about the way it was with Fred and me.”
Shayne stood up, thanked him, and went out a side door and down a private walk shaded by an arbor of purple bougainvillea intermingled with brilliant blossoms of flame-vine climbing over the lattice.
He got in the sedan and sat behind the wheel while he tried to digest the fact he had just learned.
What did Arthur Deland’s attempt to see Fred Gurney mean? Had Deland suspected all along that Gurney was the kidnaper, and had he concealed the truth from the police for private reasons? It was inconceivable that a man who loved his family as Rourke had reported Deland loved his could have had any part in the tragedy that had befallen his sixteen-year-old daughter.
Shayne, however, had seen too many inconceivable things turn out to be true to reject the idea completely. He frowned angrily, trying to fit the possibility into the kidnap pattern.
First, there was the undeniable fact that the ransom money had not come from Deland himself. It had been furnished by his brother-in-law, Emory Hale. That was one way of extracting money from a wealthy relative. On the other hand, Rourke had intimated that Emory Hale had been generous with his sister, Minerva, and had helped her financially in the past. Deland’s financial standing would bear investigation, Shayne decided—a close checkup to determine whether he had any pressing need for so large a sum.
Second, if Deland had engineered the kidnaping, why had he taken Dawson in as his accomplice? It was evident that Dawson must have been an accomplice, else it would have been foolish to trust the ransom pay-off to him. An accomplice only meant added risk and the need to split the proceeds further. And if Dawson were an accomplice, had the midnight getaway on the plane with the cash been planned?
Shayne didn’t think so. It would have been a foolish move and wholly unnecessary. If the affair had been planned by Deland and Dawson together, the obvious thing was to have Dawson simply meet Gurney, pay the man his price, and get the Deland girl from him.
No, if it was that way, Shayne decided, Dawson had been pulling a neat double-cross on both his partner in business and on Gurney by slipping away on the midnight plane.
But how in hell did that counterfeit money enter into any of those possibilities? That was the discordant note in the entire affair. No portion of the puzzle could be properly evaluated until the counterfeit money was explained.
Feeling completely checkmated, Shayne jerked the car into gear and drove back to the boulevard and then southward until he reached a drugstore with a pay phone. He went in and found the address of Deland and Dawson, General Plumbers, on N.E. 6th Street.
Ten minutes later he entered the drab ground floor display room of the company. A railed-off portion at the back apparently protected a stringy female office girl from customers. Shayne wondered what sort of customers a plumbing business attracted that she needed protection.
She had a sharp nose and a sallow complexion. Her lifeless blonde hair was cut in page-boy style, the irregular bangs beginning just above her glasses. She was wiping tears from her unrouged cheeks when Shayne came up to the railing.
The girl got up, took off her glasses as she approached him, and dabbed at her pale blue eyes with a wadded piece of tissue. The tip of her nose was red, and it quivered when she moved her lips.
“What can I do for you?” The tone of her voice indicated that she wished he would go away and leave her alone.
Shayne ran knobby fingers through his stubble of red hair and said, “It’s a very sad day for you, I’m sure, Miss—”
“M-Morrison,” she replied. “I h-hope you’ll forgive my c-crying like this. It’s horrible, that’s what it is. I can’t believe it’s true. She used to come in here, perch herself on this railing, and laugh and chat with me just like I was one of her young friends. She was so sweet and thoughtful of everybody. I don’t see how I can stand it.” She looked at the wet ball of tissue that was wadded in her hand and turned back to her desk, saying, “Excuse me.”
She came back with a couple of fresh tissues, after blowing her sharp nose lustily. “Now, what can I do for you?”
Shayne sat with one hip on the railing. He said, “Kathleen seems to have affected you as she did a lot of other people. Have you worked here long?”
“To know her was to love her,” Miss Morrison said reverently, ignoring Shayne’s leading question. “Last Christmas she brought me a hanky. Real Irish lace, with such a beautiful card. I’ll always remember the verse on it.” She closed her eyes, squeezing out the tears, and wiping them with a fold of tissue.
“How long have you been with Mr. Deland and Mr. Dawson?” he asked again.
“Three years now, come December.”
“I understand that Mr. Dawson did most of the office work and storeroom work, while Mr. Deland went out on repair jobs?”
“Yes,” said Miss Morrison with a deep sigh. “Mr. Dawson took care of the inside mostly. If you’ve come to see him, I’m afraid you’ll have to come back in a few days. Poor man. He’s prostrated with grief. Don’t you think it was noble of him to fight off that gang the way he did?”
“I certainly do,” said Shayne seriously. “Is Dawson married?”
“Oh, no. He’s a widower.” She fluttered her wrinkled eyelids coyly. “I was always telling him that a state of single blessedness was no way for a man to live, and sometimes he’d agree with me.”
“He and Deland seem to have had a very nice business here,” said Shayne. “I’d say Dawson should be able to support a wife.”
“Mr. Dawson wasn’t what you’d call wealthy, but the business brought in a nice income. He was thinking some of taking it over, buying Mr. Deland out, you know. I used to urge him to. Seemed like it wasn’t fair for him to get only half, for all the hard work and long hours he put in.”
“Deland didn’t do his part, eh?”
“I wouldn’t say that. He was difficult at times, but he was a hard worker, spending half a day on a repair job that wouldn’t stand for more than three hours’ charge, and even then forgetting to enter the charge in the books at all—things like that. Mr. Deland was careless, but Mr. Dawson was always one for exact detail. Sometimes it seemed to me Mr. Deland was rather bored with the business. Maybe that’s why Mr. Dawson wanted to buy him out.”
“They didn’t get on well?” asked Shayne. “Is that why Mr. Deland was thinking of selling out?”
“I didn’t say Mr. Deland wanted to sell out,” she corrected him. “It’s something Mr. Dawson and I discussed privately.” Miss Morrison’s eyes looked down at the balled tissue in her hand, and Shayne wondered if she was going to wipe the drippings from her pointed nose; but she said curtly, “Why are you asking all these questions, and who are you?”
“I’m from the United States Treasury Department,” he told her. “Last year’s income tax.”
Her pallid eyelids lifted and her strange eyes were startled. “I was afraid there’d be trouble about that on account of Mr. Deland’s carelessness,” she stammered. “I told Mr. Dawson, ‘Just you mark my words—no telling how many jobs like that Greerson job don’t show on the books.’ That was this year, of course, but I told Mr. Dawson, ‘You just can’t tell how many like it never showed on the books.’”
Shayne said, “Suppose you tell me more about the—ah—Greerson job. It may help to explain some of the discrepancies in last year’s report.”
Miss Morrison’s eyes narrowed and her mouth tightened. “Mr. Dawson is a keen business man, and I don’t understand why he wasn’t more strict with Mr. Deland. Of course, they were equal business partners and, as Mr. Dawson said, it really wasn’t his place to put his foot down. But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t run our office on a businesslike basis, and I told him so.”
“About the Greerson job,” Shayne said again.
She didn’t answer for a time, looking away from him with her head lifted and staring into space. Then she turned toward Shayne, her eyes filled with unshed tears.
“It wasn’t anything, really. Not compared with her death.”
Shayne said, “Business is never important to children, but it is to men who have to work to support them.”
Miss Morrison sighed deeply. “What I was going to say is that the Greerson job didn’t matter. It just showed how carelessness makes trouble. We never billed him on it. When I asked Mr. Deland about it after the first of the month, he got angry and irritable. First he said he couldn’t remember, and then he said he had had trouble getting the parts. Anyway, he never did fix it the way it should be, and he didn’t feel it was honest to collect a bill like that.
“I told him we couldn’t run the business that way. I insisted that his time was worth something. That was the first time Mr. Dawson ever spoke sharp to me, and he apologized afterward. He said I wasn’t to question Mr. Deland.
“Later, he told me privately that he agreed with me,” she went on, her colorless eyes looking at the dirty ceiling as though it were studded with stars. “But after all, Mr. Deland was a partner and was in charge of the outside work. That’s when he spoke of buying out Deland’s share of the business a little later on when he expected to come into a small legacy.
“But now all this terrible thing has come up, and I don’t know what the outcome will be, with Mr. Dawson lying there in the hospital fighting for his life, and with the tragedy in the Deland home and all.”
She ran out of breath and began sobbing again.
Shayne stood up and patted her shoulder and told her he would come back some other time when things were a little more normal. He left hurriedly with another small item of information tucked away in his mind, though he didn’t see, at the moment, how it could help him.
It did establish a slim connection between ex-Senator Irvin, alias Greerson, and Deland; but he couldn’t see how that connection fitted into the kidnap picture.
Dawson, too, it appeared, had also acted strangely about the Greerson job, refusing to urge his partner to press what appeared to be a legitimate repair bill.
But he was making progress, Shayne reassured himself; and somewhere in the complex pattern lay the answer to four deaths within the space of four hours.



Chapter Seventeen
SUMMING IT UP
 
SHAYNE FOUND TIMOTHY ROURKE in his apartment on the Beach. The neat condition of the living-room, Shayne noted, was further evidence that his reporter friend had undergone a change since fighting for weeks for his life in a hospital bed with a bullet in his abdomen.
Rourke was at his typewriter. He said, “Sit down, Mike. Thank God I’ve got an excuse to quit this and pour myself the drink I’ve been wanting. You’ll drink rye and like it, or you won’t drink.”
Shayne said, “Even rye will taste good to me right now.” He dropped down on the couch and looked around the room. There was a wastebasket beside Rourke’s desk and the trash was in it instead of around it. The ash tray on the desk held ashes and cigarette butts. Heretofore both had been strewn over the rug. Shayne grinned. “You’re getting to be a goddamned old maid about your housekeeping.”
“Yeah. I got used to having things clean at the hospital. I sort of like it.” His cadaverous face was sallow and his eyes bloodshot and weary. He shoved his chair back, went to the kitchenette, and returned with an unopened bottle of rye and two glasses. He handed the bottle to Shayne to open and went back to the kitchenette to get two glasses of ice water.
Shayne poured four fingers of rye in each glass and passed one to Rourke in exchange for a glass of water.
They touched glasses before drinking, and Rourke said, “Skoal” absently.
Shayne drank half of the rye and said, “I wish you’d get yourself a job so you could afford some decent liquor.”
“Three sixty-five a fifth,” said Rourke moodily. He walked to his typewriter, stared at the sheet of yellow paper half covered with typing, then pulled it from the roller.
“Another chapter of the Great American Novel?” asked Shayne idly.
“I’ve turned detective,” Rourke told him. “With you and Painter and Gentry going around in circles, I sat down and did some straight thinking.” He paused, then added, “Thanks for the tip on the Tower angle.”
“I figured you were the only person I could trust not to recognize my voice,” Shayne told him.
“Not that my denial did you much good,” said Rourke with disgust. “It didn’t take Gentry’s boys long to figure, from the old man’s description, that you were the visitor to Cabin Sixteen. They place you there about four-thirty.”
Shayne nodded equably. “Gurney was dead and Gerta Ross passed out when I arrived.”
Rourke slumped down in a chair with the sheet of paper in his hand. He emptied his glass of rye, took a big swallow of water, and said, “Dawson had time to rub Gurney out before he reported in at the Beach.”
“So did Hale and Deland,” Shayne suggested.
Rourke frowned incredulously. “So did thousands of other honest citizens. Why pick on those two?”
Shayne told him what he had learned at the Fun Club, about the call Gurney had received there, and the appointment he made with Gerta Ross to meet him at the Tower Cottages to get her share of the pay-off.
“Gerta practically corroborated that last night, as well as she could corroborate anything in her condition,” Shayne went on. “That makes it look as if someone had hired Gurney to snatch Kathleen Deland—and had to kill him after things went wrong to make sure he wouldn’t talk.”
“Dawson? He fits, Mike,” Rourke pointed out excitedly. “He was in a position to know that Emory Hale would pay off. By having himself appointed go-between, he was in a perfect position to glom onto the money without ever being suspected.”
“Then why did he try to jump town with it?”
Rourke thought for a moment. “To avoid paying Gurney his share,” he guessed. “Then, when he reached Palm Beach and discovered the switched suitcases, he was desperate. So, he hurried back to silence Gurney and turn up with that story of the hijackers.”
“Could be,” Shayne agreed. “That doesn’t explain the fifty grand in counterfeit bills.”
“Counterfeit? The stuff looked good to me.”
Shayne briefly described his interview with Marsten at the First National Bank that morning.
Rourke whistled softly. “Then Emory Hale must have tried to slip over the queer stuff. Maybe he’s one of the counterfeit gang himself. We ought to check on him, Mike—find out where he got the money.”
“Will Gentry is doing that right now,” Shayne cut in. “I’d like to know where Hale went last night when he left the Deland house after hearing Kathleen’s body had been found.”
“He acted pretty badly cut up,” Rourke said, frowning deeply. “I was there when it happened, you know.”
Shayne nodded. “I read Nora Fitzgerald’s account of it in the morning paper. Sounded like you’d dictated it,” he added, repressing a grin.
“Now look here, Mike, my story wasn’t—”
Shayne waved a big hand, and asked, “What was your impression of Hale’s departure?”
Rourke screwed his thin face into a grimace. “At the time, his grief and anger seemed genuine enough. He gave the impression of having to do something, of being unable to just sit there and wait. I know that Mrs. Deland was worried about him and sent her husband to be with him.”
“Did they leave the house together?”
“I don’t believe they did. I think Hale had already jumped in a cab—there were a couple loitering outside—and driven off before Arthur Deland came out. I’m pretty sure Deland took the family car. I’m not sure. That must have been shortly after two o’clock,” said Rourke, glancing at the typed notation he had taken from his typewriter.
“I’ve made up a sort of timetable here to keep the different things straight in my mind. This is the way I’ve got it set down. Deland left his house at ten-thirty with the ransom money. He met Dawson, as directed by the kidnapers, and turned the money over to him, returning home about eleven.
“We don’t know what Dawson did between eleven and twelve, but a little before midnight he was at the air terminal trying to get a plane out of town. And you obligingly furnished him a ticket on the midnight plane.
“Gurney and the Ross woman reached the airport a few minutes later. Failing to find Dawson, or any trace of him, they drove on to the Fun Club. Dawson quit the plane in Palm Beach about twelve-forty and made his way back to Miami somehow, after discovering the loss of the money. And the next we know of him is when he turned up at the Beach police station at three-thirty.
“In the meantime, the manager of the Fun Club, Bates by name, recognized one of the counterfeit bills and called Irvin to send his boys after you. You escaped with Gerta Ross, crashed in her car about one-fifteen, were picked up by Irvin’s gunmen and taken to his place on Thirty-eighth Street. Police discovered the girl’s body in the trunk of the Ross car about one-forty-five. They did some checking, and so forth, sent out a pick-up for the Ross woman some time later, and found her gone. Just about that time you were escaping from Irvin’s gunman and razor expert. Slocum’s body was discovered in your apartment about three o’clock, and the indications are that he was killed between two and two-thirty. In the meantime, Dawson arrived at the Beach at three-thirty-two—I checked that—and he told his story of the hijacking. You reached the Tower Cottages about four-twenty and claim you found Gurney dead. They say he was killed between two and four-thirty, probably between three-thirty and four.”
Shayne had been puffing on a cigarette, idly watching the smoke drift toward the ceiling. When Rourke stopped talking, he said, “The two murders we’re interested in right now are Slocum’s and Gurney’s. The important periods in those two murders are between two and two-thirty, and between three-thirty and four.”
“I thought you were convinced that Slocum was accidentally killed by Irvin or his men when they came looking for you after you got away from them,” objected Rourke.
Shayne sighed and admitted, “I’m not sure of anything any more. It would have been mighty fast work for them to reach my place and kill Slocum and get away before I got there.”
“Do you think Slocum was mixed up in this?”
Shayne moved his head negatively and slowly. “That would be too much of a coincidence. No. I think he was killed because he was in the wrong apartment at the wrong time.”
“In other words, because someone mistook him for you.”
“Not necessarily that. But at least because someone came there looking for me and ran into him instead.”
“Dawson?”
“It could be,” Shayne agreed. “Your timetable doesn’t exclude Emory Hale or Arthur Deland until we have a more positive check on their movements.”
“Here’s something I’ve been wondering about,” said Rourke thoughtfully. “Why did Dawson jump the plane at Palm Beach? He had your ticket all the way to New Orleans, and we presume he didn’t know anything about the switched suitcases until he got his bag from the plane and opened it. Why didn’t he just keep on going?”
“That’s something we’ll have to ask Dawson when the time comes, though there is a perfectly reasonable explanation. He knew there’d be a big stink raised as soon as the deadline passed and neither he nor Kathleen Deland showed up. The police would start looking for him, and he didn’t know how soon I might hear his description broadcast and recognize him as the man using my plane ticket. All I had to do was notify the police and they could wire ahead and have him jerked off the plane. He played safe by jumping at the first stop.”
“That makes sense,” Rourke agreed. “To get back to Hale and Deland. How could either of them have possibly gone up to your apartment and run into Slocum by mistake? As far as we know, neither of them even knew a man named Michael Shayne existed at that time.”
“Dawson knew it,” Shayne reminded him. “And Irvin. And maybe Fred Gurney—though I didn’t think Gurney recognized me at the Fun Club.”
“Hale and Deland came home together a little after four,” Rourke told him, glancing at his sheet of paper again. “Hale was fairly tight, but Deland appeared cold sober. He claimed he’d picked Hale up in some joint and persuaded him to come home with him.”
“When?” asked Shayne sharply.
“They didn’t say when they met. I got the impression that it wasn’t long after Deland found him that they got home.”
Shayne said, “Arthur Deland was at Papa La Tour’s rest home asking for Fred Gurney shortly after two o’clock this morning, and Papa told him that he might find Fred at the Fun Club.”
Rourke’s jaw gaped open and his feverish and bloodshot eyes held disbelief. “Good God, Mike! Then Deland could have made the phone call that sent Gurney to the Tower Cottages to be killed.”
“He could have,” Shayne agreed morosely. “And here’s something else to chew on—both Dawson and Deland knew Greerson, which is the name Irvin used on Thirty-eighth Street. Or at least they knew of him,” he amended. “Something screwy about a plumbing repair job that Greerson was never billed for.” He went on to give Rourke a brief account of the rambling monologue Miss Morrison had given him.
When he finished, Rourke said, “Dawson’s announced intention of buying his partner out after he received an expected legacy sounds like another angle. Could the ransom money have been the legacy he hoped to get?”
“Dawson fits perfectly,” Shayne admitted, “if it weren’t for that goddamned counterfeit money. That doesn’t fit anywhere.”
“Seems to me Bates is the man to give you the low-down on that,” suggested Rourke eagerly. “If Irvin has disappeared—”
Shayne looked at his watch and nodded. “Bates should just about be reaching the Fun Club. Want to go along while I ask him?”
“I wouldn’t miss it.” Rourke downed the rest of his rye. “Want another shot before we go?”
“No more for me. Bates owes me a few drinks and I think it’s time I collected.”



Chapter Eighteen
READY TO CRACK WIDE OPEN
 
THE FUN CLUB LOOKED DRAB and lifeless with the hot afternoon sun revealing its ugly architecture and peeling paint. There was one car parked in front of the entrance. Shayne pulled in beside it and stopped.
Inside, the place was even drearier. Window shades were drawn, and the dead air still held the stench of last night’s liquor and smoke. Two men wearing overalls were drinking beer at the bar, and a bartender leaned against the cash register, picking his teeth with a sharpened matchstick. He was not the same man who had been on duty the previous night, and he looked at Shayne and Rourke without recognition and without interest.
They chose two stools near the end. Shayne said, “Hennessy. Two double shots.” He turned the revolving stool to look across the gloomy interior toward the door leading into Bates’s office. It stood ajar a few inches, and light showed through the opening.
The bartender set two glasses in front of them and turned to get a bottle of cognac.
Shayne said, “Never mind pouring it. Just set it down. I like to pour my own.”
The man apathetically set the bottle on the counter. Shayne picked it up by the neck with his right hand and, taking an empty glass with the other, said to Rourke, “Bring your glass along and we’ll have a drink with the boss.”
They crossed over to the office door, and Shayne pushed it wide open. A bright ceiling globe illuminated Bates’s desk. He was evidently going over some accounts. An open ledger was at his right hand, and there were bills spread out in front of him. His large ears protruded more grotesquely than Shayne remembered, and his big mouth tightened into a straight line across his square face when he looked up and saw the detective.
He didn’t say anything, but made an involuntary movement with his right hand toward the half-open drawer of the desk.
Shayne advanced swiftly, swinging the cognac bottle. “Don’t try it, Bates. You might get hurt.”
Bates put his hands on top of the desk, his worried gaze moving from Shayne’s face to the pleased grin Rourke wore.
Shayne set his glass down on a corner of the desk, reached inside the open drawer and withdrew the .45 with which Bates had menaced him the preceding night. He slid it into his hip pocket, then poured his glass full of cognac, glanced at Rourke, and said, “Hold out your glass, Tim. I’ve got lots of credit here, haven’t I, Bates?”
“What credit?” growled Bates.
“Don’t you remember? I left something behind last night,” said Shayne cheerfully.
“A phony C-note,” the square man charged.
“But a sweet job. You said so yourself. Worth at least forty bucks in the open market, and I only had a couple of drinks out of it.”
Bates folded the fingers of both hands together and didn’t say anything. Shayne moved back to sit in one of the cane-bottomed chairs, and Rourke folded his stringy body into the other.
Shayne set the uncorked bottle on the floor beside him, took a sip of cognac from his glass, then asked Bates, “Heard anything from the senator this morning?”
“I don’t know any politicians,” said Bates stoically.
“Senator Irvin.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Could be you think his name is really Greerson,” Shayne admitted. “The big shot to you.”
Bates sat stolidly silent, his mouth a closed vise and his cold eyes slitted.
Shayne lifted himself and leaned forward with his left hand supporting his weight on the desk between them. With his open right hand he slapped Bates’s square face. The blow sounded loud in the office.
Bates cursed in a low tone, shoved back his chair, and stood with knotted fists in an attitude of self-defense.
Shayne remained leaning forward with both hands on the desk. He said, “Getchie got himself killed last night. Sit down in that chair and start talking before something like that happens to you.”
In a voice choked with impotent rage, Bates said, “You can’t slap me around like that, damn you.”
“The hell I can’t.” Shayne straightened up and started to move around the desk.
Bates dropped back into his chair. His face was darkly flushed, and he was breathing hard. He looked down at the papers in front of him and said thickly, “I read in the paper about the fire last night. I swear it’s the first I knew what had happened after Perry and Getchie took out after you last night. I was just—”
“Obeying orders,” Shayne prodded him. “I know that. How did you recognize that bill you took off me?”
“Serial number,” mumbled Bates. “Look, I didn’t know what I was mixin’ up in,” he went on rapidly and earnestly. “I thought you were just one of the mob. If I’d known you were a dick I wouldn’t of jumped you like I did.”
“How’d you find out I was a dick?”
“Somebody that was in here last night after you beat it. Said you were Mike Shayne. God! how was I to know?”
“You know now,” Shayne reminded him sharply. “Give me the low-down on Irvin and the counterfeit racket.”
“I don’t know anything about that. I swear I don’t. I got this steer about a month ago, see? If any of the queer turned up, I was to call that telephone number like I did last night.”
“You’re a liar. You called Perry by name and asked for the big shot,” Shayne raged. He returned to his chair and picked up his drink.
“Yeh. Perry was the one that tipped me off. Told me to call that number and ask for the big shot.”
Shayne took Bates’s .45 out of his pocket and rested the muzzle on the edge of the desk. His eyes were bleak and his voice harsh.
“I know all about the racket and the queer stuff. How the mob has played it smart for a couple of years by planting wads of it in dumps like this where it can be shoved in a hurry onto a sporting crowd. I know they’re about ready to start an operation in Miami and that you’re one of the shovers. Was the stuff being rockered in that Thirty-eighth Street house?”
Bates looked blank. “I don’t know anything about that. I only know—”
“That you’ll get a hole the size of my fist blasted in your belly if you don’t talk,” Shayne interrupted savagely. “Never mind that last question. I’m pretty sure it was being worked at Irvin’s place, because that would account for the repair shop in the basement without any repair equipment—a cover-up for running a rocker. That doesn’t matter. You spoke to Irvin about the fifty grand he was looking for.”
“That’s it,” said Bates desperately. “That’s what I’m telling you. About a month ago it was, Perry dropped in and says there’s fifty grand in C-notes that may be dumped any time. Consecutive serial numbers, and he gave me the numbers so I’d know the stuff right away. For my own protection so I wouldn’t get stuck with any of it.”
“Nuts,” said Shayne. “The truth of it is the mob was worried sick for fear it would begin turning up here in Miami before the date set for the heavy shoving to start. That would have warned the Feds to be on the lookout. That’s why Irvin was so damned anxious to get hold of any of it that showed up. That’s why you had orders to use a gun, if necessary, to hang onto the guy passing the phony bills.”
“Might’ve been that way,” said Bates hurriedly. “I didn’t ask too many questions. But from something Perry said, I figured it’d be one of the gang passing it, and that’s why I was rough with you last night. Honest to God I didn’t know you were the law.”
Shayne grunted sourly and returned the .45 to his pocket. He drank the rest of his cognac and pulled on his ear lobe for a moment. He asked suddenly, “How much of the stuff were you going to take when the time came?”
“I swear I wasn’t taking any. I don’t mix in anything like that. You can’t prove anything like that on me.”
“Probably not,” Shayne agreed. He turned to look at Rourke’s glass. “Want another shot, Tim?”
“Sure. Why not? It’s free, isn’t it?” He extended his empty glass.
“It’s free,” Shayne told him, filling the glass, and repeating the process with his own. “Bates is happy to see us enjoying ourselves.”
“Go right ahead,” Bates said uneasily. “I didn’t mean to get mixed up in any trouble. A man’s got a right to kick about having bad money passed on him,” he added righteously.
“That’s right. And I bet you’ve got a permit to carry this gun.” Shayne emptied his glass and stood up. He took the .45 from his pocket, broke it and pushed the plunger and extracted six cartridges which he dropped into his pocket. He laid the empty gun on the desk and turned to Rourke. “Let’s get going.”
When they reached the car and got in, Rourke stretched out his thin legs and, after a moment’s silence, asked Shayne doubtfully, “Do you think he was telling the truth?”
“To a certain extent.” Shayne put the car in gear and wheeled it out of the driveway. “I think he’s in with the counterfeit gang and was slated to shove a bunch of the stuff when the right time came. The way it adds up,” he went on meditatively, “is that somewhere along the line those five hundred consecutive bills turned up missing. Maybe the big boys didn’t know whose fingers were sticky; and maybe they guessed. Anyhow, they didn’t want the stuff to show up here in Miami before they started their own cleanup. So word was passed around to everyone who could be trusted, and I picked the wrong place to break one last night.”
“Could Hale have got hold of the counterfeit somehow in New York?” asked Rourke. “Without even knowing it was queer, maybe?”
“Not from any bank,” Shayne assured him grimly. “As for his not knowing it, don’t forget the list of serial numbers he handed over to Painter.”
“Maybe he switched the money after he got it from the bank,” suggested Rourke.
“Maybe. I’m hoping Gentry will have an answer for that by the time we get there.”
He drove east to Miami Avenue, turned south to Fifth Street, and went west around the traffic circle that skirted the west side of the courthouse. Across Flagler, he parked opposite police headquarters and Rourke got out with him to go into Chief Gentry’s office.
Gentry looked up with a grimace when they entered his office together. He craned his head suspiciously, as though trying to see out in the corridor behind them, then grunted, “Well, where’s the corpse this time?”
Shayne said, “We checked it outside.” He walked on and eased one hip down on the chief’s desk. Rourke crossed the room and slumped into a chair.
“I called your apartment ten minutes ago,” Gentry said. “A couple of things have popped.”
Shayne tugged at his ear lobe and waited.
“They finally got Gerta Ross’s stomach pumped out. When she sobered up, she told a very interesting story, Mike. I haven’t given it to Painter yet.”
Shayne shrugged. “Thanks for that, Will. But it’s hardly necessary to keep anything under cover much longer.”
“No?” Gentry looked relieved. “She makes out a fairly good case for herself, and with Gurney dead, she’ll probably have a chance to make it stick. Claims she didn’t know Kathleen Deland was kidnaped at first and that Gurney brought her to the nursing home doped up. She says the girl was on the verge of hysterics and needed to stay doped up for a couple of days. Then yesterday afternoon Gurney told her the truth, pointed out that she was an accomplice, and offered her five grand to keep her mouth shut and help him collect the ransom.”
“How much?”
“That’s a funny thing,” said Gentry. “Seems Gurney told her he was collecting twenty grand instead of the fifty he had demanded from Deland.”
Shayne murmured, “Forty cents on the dollar.” Then he said to Gentry, “Go ahead.”
“You’d already told me most of the rest of it,” Gentry went on sourly, “except the part about Dawson. Ross claims she and Gurney were in her car with the girl in the trunk—drugged but with plenty of air to breathe—watching when Deland delivered the money to Dawson near the causeway. She says they followed Dawson across but that, instead of following instructions and driving slowly up the boulevard, he double-crossed them by going like a bat out of Bimini, cutting around corners—and they finally lost him heading toward the airport a little before twelve.
“They suspected he might be trying to jump town with the money and went to the airport to check on him, but found he hadn’t gotten out of town by air.”
Shayne said gravely, “We might as well straighten things out right now. Dawson did leave on the midnight plane, Will. I was there and helped him catch it.”
“The same plane you were on?”
“He used my ticket.”
Gentry drew in a long breath and studied Shayne with worried eyes. “You helped him jump town with the ransom money, Mike? Then you were the redheaded guy who bought Gerta Ross a drink at the Fun Club later and who was seen leaving the wrecked car. Chick Farrel’s identification was correct.”
Shayne nodded and said easily, “You see what a spot I’ve been in, Will. If I told Painter that Dawson was actually the guy he traced to Palm Beach with my ticket, he’d have known I was in the wreck and would have arrested me on sight.”
Gentry’s big florid face flushed dangerously red.
“Watch that apoplexy, Will,” Rourke said, with a chuckle.
“I’m watching it,” Gentry said angrily. “If I weren’t, I’d blow up like an atom bomb right now.”
“Go on with Gerta’s story,” Shayne urged him placidly.
“It’s about like you said. She had a call from Gurney after she got home telling her to meet him at the Tower Cottages for the pay-off. That was a little before two-thirty. She called a cab and cruised all over town looking for an all-night drugstore where she could pick up some laudanum to mix with a bottle of gin.
“By the time she found that, and reached the Tower, she claims Gurney had already got paid off in full. She says she took a couple of swigs and passed out and dreamt about a big redheaded mug trying to roll her. She isn’t quite sure whether he succeeded or not,” Gentry ended with a grin.
“That doesn’t tell me anything I didn’t already know or guess,” Shayne grumbled. “You mentioned a couple of things—”
“That’s right. Some day I wish you’d tell me where you get your hunches.”
“I had a Dutch grandmother,” Shayne told him. “She knew the secret of talking to the wee folk. Now about Hale—”
“Emory Hale,” Gentry grunted, picking up a teletype sheet from his desk and studying it. “Park Avenue and all that. On the surface he’s okay, but, unofficially, he heads a gambling syndicate that runs the biggest baseball book in the city. He was a tinhorn until a couple of years ago when he finally hit the big-time.”
Shayne shook his head. “That doesn’t prove much.”
“He gave his bank as the Guaranty Trust on Forty-fourth, and claims they made up the packet of ransom money he brought down with him. He does carry a sizable account in that bank, but not nearly fifty grand, and the last withdrawal he made was for eight hundred dollars almost two weeks ago.”
“That’s it!” Rourke yelled excitedly, leaping up from his chair and coming over to slap Shayne on the back. “That explains the counterfeit money. Big New York gambler. The rest of it is straight enough. Dawson planned the deal, not knowing Hale would try to slip over a wad of phony stuff.”
“It’s time Dawson answered some questions,” Shayne agreed grimly. “Is he still in the hospital on the Beach?”
“I think he is. Resting well, the last I heard.”
“Let’s disturb his rest. Call Painter and have him pick up Hale and Deland and meet us at the hospital. This thing is ready to crack wide open.”
“Deland, too? Do we need to bother him?”
“I want to ask how he got acquainted with Gurney and whether he got hold of Gurney last night.”
“Do you mean that Arthur Deland knew Fred Gurney?” asked Gentry incredulously.
“And was out looking for him at two-thirty last night.” Shayne paused, his gray eyes very bright. “What about Slocum?” he demanded suddenly. “Do you still think he was killed by someone gunning for me? Or do you incline toward Petey’s idea that I undressed and did the job?”
Gentry smiled and said, “Painter doesn’t like it, but the doctor’s report seems to have cleared you on that. Blood on the vase was a different type from Slocum’s,” he went on to explain, “making it practically certain it came from the murderer. When Painter learned that, he couldn’t rest until he checked your blood type on a hospital record where they’d patched you up after one of your brawls. Your blood didn’t match, so Painter had to drop you as a suspect.”
“What about the drops of blood leading to the door of my apartment?”
“Slocum’s.”
Shayne said happily, “That’s the last thing I need. Get Painter on the phone and make that date.”



Chapter Nineteen
SHAYNE COMMITS A SUICIDE
 
DAWSON’S HOSPITAL ROOM was on the ninth floor of a brick building on Miami Beach. Peter Painter was already in the room with Emory Hale and Arthur Deland when the trio from Miami arrived. They were clustered around the bed talking to Dawson who wore a bandage across the left side of his head, but who otherwise looked all right. His face was no more and no less pasty than Shayne remembered it. His brown eyes under the oddly white brows held the same limpid wetness.
Painter nodded a brief greeting to the three men as they entered and, managing to give the appearance of strutting when standing perfectly still, he turned back to Dawson and resumed talking to him.
Rourke introduced Shayne to Hale and Deland in turn. Hale was a big, immaculate man, exuding an air of assurance and of well-being. His hands were fleshy and big, and a large diamond glittered on one of his fingers. His grip was firm and his voice friendly as he repeated the name.
“Michael Shayne? The detective, eh?”
Shayne said, “I didn’t realize my ill-fame had spread to New York.”
The big man laughed easily and naturally. “You’ve been in the papers enough. I recall several of your cases that I followed with a great deal of interest.”
“I’m flattered,” Shayne returned.
Then Hale looked away from Shayne’s steady gray gaze and said, “I trust you’ll be able to clear up this terrible tragedy—that is, give the police all the help you can.”
“I haven’t been retained on the case,” Shayne told him. He turned to Deland, who stood near the window with Rourke, and offered his hand gravely, saying, “You have my deepest sympathy, Mr. Deland.”
Arthur Deland’s hand was bony and calloused. He gave it to Shayne apathetically and said something in a low voice. The man hadn’t shaved and his appearance was shocking. There were deep lines of suffering indelibly etched in his sunken cheeks and mirrored in the cavernous eyes which appeared opaque and sightless. He didn’t seem interested in Shayne’s identity, nor concerned as to why he had been brought here for conference with the police and his business partner.
Indeed, his actions were those of a man whose every interest in life had died with his daughter on the preceding night—a man who went on living automatically without any conscious desire to do so.
Rourke said cheerfully, “Shayne is going to solve this case right now, Mr. Deland. You’ll at least have the satisfaction of knowing that the guilty parties will be punished.”
Deland stared at Rourke vacantly and raised a rough hand to scratch the dark stubble on his cheek. “That don’t mean much now, Mr. Rourke. Seems like nothing means anything any more.”
“Nonsense,” said Rourke in a hearty, over-loud voice such as one uses with an idiot or a sulky child. He took hold of Deland’s arm and led him closer to the window where they could see bright sunlight on the smooth green lawn and well-tended shrubbery and flowers.
“It’s the same world as it was yesterday,” he told the grieving man. “The birds are singing and life still goes on. You can’t give way like this. It isn’t fair to your wife. And Kathleen wouldn’t want it; you know that.”
Shayne was watching the pair and listening with narrowed, bright eyes. Their backs were toward him, and as Rourke spoke he saw Deland’s stooped shoulders stiffen and a spasm of agony shake his gaunt frame. He leaned forward to grip the sill fiercely and stare down at the peaceful scene as though he listened intently for some sound he would never hear again.
Crossing over to them, the detective put his hand firmly on Deland’s shoulder, drawing him back from the window. He said to Rourke, “Don’t tempt the man. Don’t you see the condition he’s in? We’ve had enough tragedy without inviting suicide.”
Rourke’s jaw dropped open as the full impact of Shayne’s words struck him. “Good God, Mike! I didn’t think—”
“That’s your trouble,” Shayne growled. “Try to think what you’re doing next time.” With his hand gripping Deland’s shoulder, he turned him back into the room. The plumber quietly obeyed, as though he had no will of his own.
Shayne gave his shoulder a final encouraging squeeze as they neared the hospital bed. Will Gentry stepped up closer and stood beside him to look down into Dawson’s pallid face.
Gentry said, “Shayne tells me you two have already met, Dawson. At the airport last night.”
Dawson’s eyes wavered before Shayne’s gaze, and his bloodless lips pursed into a round O of surprise and of fear.
“What’s that?” asked Painter sharply. “At the airport? When? And under what conditions?”
“We were both trying to catch a plane,” Shayne told him. “Dawson made it, but I didn’t.”
“You didn’t? But—” His small black eyes darted from Shayne to Dawson and back again.
“Dawson used my ticket,” Shayne said impatiently. “He paid me for it with a couple of bills out of the ransom money he was making off with.”
“What’s that?” Emory Hale stepped quickly toward them. His voice boomed through the room, incredulous and incisive. “Do you mean to say that Dawson faked the hijacking story? What became of the money? What is this all about?”
“Dawson is actually your niece’s murderer,” Shayne told the New Yorker. “Though he probably can’t be convicted for it because Kathleen was alive at twelve o’clock last night. If Dawson had met the kidnapers at eleven as arranged, she would be at home and alive today. And a Negro named Getchie would still be alive,” he added savagely, “and an innocent man named Slocum. Fred Gurney probably would be alive, too, though his death isn’t any great loss.”
“By God, Dawson!” Hale’s voice was a roar as he attempted to force his way to the wounded man’s bedside.
Shayne held him back, saying coldly, “There’s a lot more to it, Hale. You didn’t help matters any by trying to palm off counterfeit money for the ransom.”
“Counterfeit money? You’re crazy,” said Hale shortly.
“I’m giving you the opinion of an expert.”
Peter Painter had not given an inch from his position beside Dawson’s bed. He shifted his eyes steadily from Hale to Shayne, nervously thumbnailing his mustache.
“I don’t believe it,” thundered Hale. “It can’t be so. God, man, do you realize I got that money from the bank in New York myself and flew down here with it as fast as I could?”
“The Guaranty Trust Company?” asked Shayne acidly.
“Yes. That’s where I carry my largest account.”
Shayne turned his head and said, “Tell him, Gentry.”
Chief Gentry had availed himself of one of the chairs in the room and drawn it up to a vantage point so that he could watch everyone in the room. His heavy, rumpled lids were low over his eyes as he watched and listened intently.
He did not move, but said, “The bank has reported that you didn’t withdraw any such amount.”
Shayne resumed impatiently. “Let’s not beat about the bush, Hale. We know where you got that wad of dough. From the bookie syndicate you run up in the big town.”
Hale flushed heavily, was silent for a moment, then admitted with dignity, “Perhaps I did have to call on my business associates to raise such a large amount in cash in the short time allotted me. But I swear it wasn’t counterfeit. I checked every bill and took off the serial numbers myself.”
“The list you gave Painter last night?”
“Yes. I listed them myself. I don’t think it matters where I obtained the money.”
“Except that it turned out to be queer,” Shayne told him, “and thus contributed to a couple of deaths. But that’s not the important thing,” he went on harshly. “The man who started this whole train of events is the actual criminal. The man who arranged for the girl’s kidnaping by Gurney.”
There was dead silence in the room when Shayne stopped speaking. Dawson turned his head slowly on the pillow, closing his eyes against the intent gaze of the men grouped around his bed. Emory Hale was shocked into stiff silence by the implications of Shayne’s statements. Gentry sat solidly in his chair, his eyes half closed, chewing silently on his sodden cigar stub. Only Arthur Deland appeared unmoved, as though he hadn’t heard or understood the blunt words.
Shayne turned to Deland and said, “You’d better tell us what your connection was with your daughter’s kidnaper.”
Deland shook his head slowly, like a man in a dream. He appeared utterly mystified by the abrupt question.
“I’m talking about Fred Gurney.” Shayne’s voice was harsh and compelling. “When did you meet him? How well did you know him?”
“But—I didn’t.” He put one hand up feebly, as though to ward off the question.
“You were looking for him at two-thirty last night—before anyone else knew he had any connection with the kidnaping. What made you think of him?”
“Wait a minute, Shayne,” said Emory Hale angrily. “You can’t talk to Arthur like that. Can’t you see he’s in a complete daze? He’s not responsible for anything he did last night. He doesn’t realize what you’re saying just now.”
“I’ll make him realize it,” said Shayne savagely. He addressed Deland again, speaking slowly, spacing his words. “I know you went to Papa La Tour’s last night and asked for Fred Gurney. Why?”
Deland slowly brought up a rough hand and passed it over his face. As it fell limply to his side, comprehension shone in his sunken eyes. “Oh—yes. I thought he—might know the man who would—do such a thing.” His voice was scarcely more than a whisper in the ominous silence.
“Why did you think he’d know?”
“It was just—just an idea,” faltered Deland. “I felt I had to do something. I’m not—acquainted with the criminal element in the city, and I thought of Gurney. I didn’t know then that—that—” his voice trailed off, and he covered his face with his hands.
Tenseness grew in the small hospital room. The men listened silently. They watched Shayne as they would watch a barometer when a hurricane was about to strike—a force which would surely kill or injure someone among them.
Shayne’s voice was sharp when he said, “That’s quite a coincidence that you should go straight to the kidnaper of your beautiful young daughter, just on the off-chance that he might know something about it.”
Tears trickled from Deland’s eyes and ran down the creases in his face. He said, “I remembered what Emory said when he—introduced me to Gurney. Something about Gurney being a good man to know if I ever wanted a dirty job done. Like arson—or—poisoning my wife,” he ended, his body shaking with sobs.
Hale went over and took Deland by the shoulders and shook him soundly. “Get hold of yourself, Arthur. That’s nonsense. You know I wasn’t serious. I just happened to know Gurney was a cheap crook and I just told you that in fun. I’d had a few drinks,” he ended apologetically, and turned away.
Shayne said harshly, “Let him alone.” He asked Deland, “Did you telephone Gurney at the Fun Club last night?”
“Telephone him?” His cavernous eyes bored into Shayne’s, then wavered. “No, I went out there, but they said he’d already gone. So, I didn’t know where to look for him or what to do.” His arms fell limply against his thighs.
Shayne swung away from him and confronted Hale. He said bitterly, “So you knew Gurney. You knew he was a cheap crook who might be hired for a nice safe kidnaping?”
“God!” breathed Hale. “Do you think I’d arrange such a despicable thing as that? My own niece whom I loved like a child of my own?”
“You wouldn’t have thought Kathleen was in any real danger,” Shayne pointed out. “If it was all planned ahead and would mean no more than detaining her from home a day or two.”
Hale burst out furiously, “By God, I won’t stand for such an accusation.” He started toward Shayne with powerful hands doubled into fists.
As he did so the telephone on the bedstand beside Dawson rang. Shayne was standing over it. He scooped up the receiver and said, “Yeah?” He listened for a moment, then said, “He’s right here. How bad is it?” He listened again, then turned to Deland and announced quietly, “It’s the fire department. Your house is burning down.”
Deland hurried toward him, gasping, “Minerva! Is she all right?”
“Your wife is all right,” Shayne soothed him.
“How bad is it? The garage too?” His face was twisted with grief and panic.
“Just the house,” Shayne assured him. “You carry insurance, don’t you?” He spoke again into the instrument, saying, “Okay. If there’s nothing Deland can do about it, what was the use of calling him and piling up more bad news?” He hung up and turned to Emory Hale to answer his last outburst.
“The only reason I’m not accusing you,” he said, “is because I don’t see how you could have profited. Even if you did intend to furnish counterfeit money for the ransom you still wouldn’t make anything on the deal.”
Peter Painter turned to him, bristling angrily. “See here, Shayne. You’ve been doing a lot of talking about counterfeit money. It’s the first I’ve heard of any such thing. What are you trying to prove against Mr. Hale?”
Shayne silenced him with a gesture. “Keep on listening and you’ll learn lots of things about this case.” He turned to Dawson and said, “Though I don’t see how Hale could have profited by the kidnaping, you stood to make thirty grand if you promised Gurney twenty thousand for his part. You still didn’t know that money was counterfeit when you came back to my hotel looking for it and ran into Slocum, did you?”
Dawson moved his head feebly, but didn’t answer. Sweat stood on his pallid brow, and his eyes were dull through the wetness covering them.
Gentry pushed himself up ponderously from his chair and joined the others standing around the bed.
Shayne went on. “We know you murdered Slocum, Dawson. It had to be you. At the airport I mentioned that I’d try to get my old apartment back, and you found a paid-up hotel receipt in my luggage that gave my apartment number. We had you lined up for it all the time,” he added contemptuously, “but we didn’t have any proof until they compared the blood and some hairs on the vase with your blood and hair. You murdered Slocum in cold blood. He was just an innocent man wanting an apartment, and never harmed anyone.”
“It wasn’t murder,” panted Dawson. “I swear it wasn’t. It was self-defense.”
“Self-defense against me” said Shayne. “Not against Slocum.”
“Yes.” Dawson turned away wearily. “I expected you to open the door when I knocked, and I had a gun in my hand. The guy went berserk when he saw the gun. Before I could explain, he snatched up something and struck me. I hit him in self-defense. He wouldn’t go down. He fought back. I had to keep on hitting him.” Dawson covered his face and began to sob. “I had to,” he cried hysterically. “Don’t you understand? I had to fight him all the way back to the bedroom and keep on hitting him until he lay quiet.”
Shayne turned to Gentry and said moodily, “I knew it had to be Dawson as soon as I learned Slocum had been attacked at the front door instead of in the bedroom.”
Gentry rumbled, “It was premeditated murder, Mike, even if the victim was an innocent bystander.”
“Yeah,” said Shayne absently. “The other party I suspected, Senator Irvin, had my keys and would have unlocked the door and walked in without knocking.”
“Some day,” said Gentry, “your Dutch grandmother may take a holiday from you and the wee folk.”
“Some day, maybe,” Shayne agreed.
Timothy Rourke made his way to Shayne’s side and said in a low voice, “So it was Dawson all the way. He planned the whole damned job and had himself appointed go-between so he’d handle the money. Then he tried to double-cross Gurney by jumping town with the dough, and inadvertently caused Kathleen’s death by the delay.”
“Not quite all the way.” Shayne spoke reluctantly, with a note of genuine sadness in his voice that none of his friends had ever heard before. “The man who arranged the kidnaping of Kathleen Deland had fifty grand in queer money to get rid of. Using it for a ransom pay-off seemed like an easy way of exchanging it for good money. If Dawson had planned it, he would have been careful to have the kidnaper name him as the go-between. But the kidnaper didn’t do that, Tim. You told me yourself that Arthur Deland named the go-between. So—”
There was a strangled gasp behind him as Arthur Deland whirled away from the group and sprang toward the open window nine stories above the ground. Painter leaped to intercept him, but somehow Shayne’s big body was in his way.
Deland dived through the flimsy screen headfirst, and those in the room stood rigid, listening for the dull thud that drifted up to the hospital room an instant later.



Chapter Twenty
DUTCH GRANDMOTHER PAYS OFF
 
“IT’S STILL UTTERLY inconceivable to me,” muttered Emory Hale. “Fantastically unreal. Arthur idolized that child and his wife. You realize, of course, that she’ll never live down the shame of this.”
It was ten minutes later. Painter and Rourke and Hale had just returned to the hospital room after ascertaining that Arthur Deland’s neck was broken, and after arranging for the removal of the body.
“She’ll have a lot more to live for than if he hadn’t gone out that window,” Shayne told him. “She need never know he wasn’t driven crazy by grief unless someone in this room talks out of turn. Gurney’s dead,” he pointed out, “and Gerta Ross doesn’t know who hired him for the job. She’ll do a short stretch for her part in the affair, and that’ll end it. Nothing would be gained by dragging the Deland name through the dirt.”
Hale looked around at the two officers and the reporter, moistened his lips, and said, “Is that the way—Are you gentlemen willing?”
“I don’t see why we have to do any talking,” said Gentry gruffly. “Of course, Tim is a newspaper reporter.”
“Count me in,” said Rourke quickly. “God, what a story it is this way!”
“His jump out the window may have cost you fifty grand,” Shayne told the New Yorker. “He’ll never be able to tell you where he hid your fifty thousand after handing Dawson the fake ransom money last night. The phony stuff is in a paper bag in my hotel safe right now,” he added to Gentry. “It will have to be turned over to the government.”
“Damn the money,” said Hale. “There’s plenty more where that came from.”
“On the other hand,” said Shayne, “if you recovered the fifty thousand you might feel a little more like paying the ten grand you offered last night for the arrest of the kidnapers.”
“I might, at that,” Hale conceded reluctantly. “But I understand the finding of the Ross woman and of Gurney’s corpse was due to an anonymous telephone call received by Mr. Rourke this morning. If the reward is to be paid at all it should go to that man.”
Shayne looked at Rourke and grinned. “I think Tim will be able to identify the caller for you. Let’s make a deal, Hale. Suppose you agree to pay the reward if you recover the money your brother-in-law tried to hold out when he switched the phony stuff for yours.”
“Fair enough,” Hale agreed. “But you just pointed out that we’d probably never find it now that poor Arthur can’t tell us where to look.”
Shayne said, “He told us before he jumped.”
All the men in the room were looking at him queerly.
“That telephone call,” Shayne said, “was from one of the boys in your office, Will. Before we started over here from Miami I asked him to call Dawson’s hospital room at a certain time.”
It was Emory Hale who first understood what telephone call he meant. “You mean Arthur’s house isn’t burning down?”
“Not that I know of,” said Shayne cheerfully. “Remember he wasn’t particularly interested in the fate of his house. Only in his wife and—the garage. If that fifty grand you brought down from New York isn’t hidden in the garage, I don’t want any reward,” he ended quietly.
“Damn the money,” Hale repeated. “I still don’t understand this. Where on earth did a man like Arthur get hold of fifty grand in queer stuff to give to Dawson?”
“We’ve been talking that over with Dawson while you were downstairs,” Shayne told him. “Of course, we may never know the exact truth, but here’s the way it looks:
“Some time ago, Deland was called out on a plumbing job at a certain house on Thirty-eighth Street. That house was the headquarters of a gang of counterfeiters, and that’s where they mussed the new bills up getting them ready to put into circulation.
“While working there, Deland apparently came across a packet of five hundred hundred-dollar bills, and the temptation was too much for him. He snatched the money, though he must have realized it was counterfeit, and made off with it. He never finished the repair job. He was afraid to go back, of course, and he had a row with Dawson later because he refused to bill the counterfeiter for the work he’d done.
“All this is theory,” Shayne added to Hale. “But it fits the facts as we know them. Fifty grand did disappear, and last night Deland handed that exact amount to Dawson instead of the money you had brought down by plane. It was a simple method of extorting money from you, and Deland didn’t think his daughter would be harmed, since he had made all arrangements with the kidnaper himself.”
“But why go through all that falderal with counterfeit money?” exclaimed Hale. “He could have accomplished the same end by hiring the kidnaping done, arrange to have himself deliver the money, and then simply keep most of it.”
“It was possession of that counterfeit money that gave him the idea in the first place,” Shayne pointed out. “And he probably thought you might suspect the truth if he tried to make the pay-off himself. To avoid any faint possibility of suspicion that it was prearranged, he asked his partner to act as go-between, so that Dawson would always be able to swear that the fifty thousand dollars had actually changed hands. Then Dawson ruined everything by trying to skip out with the money. Deland killed Gurney both to avenge himself for his daughter’s murder and to keep his mouth shut.”
Later, when Timothy Rourke and Michael Shayne went down in the hospital elevator together, Rourke said, “There are still two things I want to know about, Mike.”
“Shoot.”
“When did you learn that the blood and hairs on the vase in your apartment matched Dawson’s?”
“I didn’t. No one has yet taken the trouble to compare them, as far as I know. I don’t even know whether there were any hairs on the vase. But I was morally certain they would match if there were any, so I jumped the gun a little in order to jolt a confession out of Dawson.”
“And once again,” said Rourke reverently, “a hunch inherited from your Dutch grandmother brought home the bacon. All right You may not want to answer my next question on account of it might tend to incriminate you.”
“Then I won’t,” Shayne promised him as they got out of the elevator and strolled down the long, silent corridor.
“How does it feel to be responsible for the death of a fellow human being?”
“I’ve forgotten,” said Shayne. “What in hell are you talking about?”
“Deland. You deliberately put the idea of suicide in his mind, Mike. I realize now that’s what you did. When you pulled him back from the window and away from me you planted the idea in his mind so he’d react later when you drove him into a corner.”
Shayne rubbed his angular chin meditatively. “You told me a story last night. About a sweet-faced mother who was grieving over her daughter’s death, and had only her husband to cling to. That story stuck in my craw, Tim. Go home and write a follow-up that’ll give Minerva Deland a heroic memory to cling to.”
“I’m headed for a typewriter right now,” Rourke assured him. “What about you?”
“I,” said Michael Shayne with a grimace, “am headed for a long distance telephone and a talk with a certain gal in New Orleans. If she still insists on a vacation I’ll sell her the idea that Miami’s the place to take it.”
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