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Chapter One


SHAKEDOWNS ARE DANGEROUS

For some minutes Michael Shayne had been aware of the nervous regard of the young man sitting beside him at the bar. The tall redhead remained placidly impervious to the squirmings which seemed designed to attract his attention. It was not until Shayne lifted his glass to drain it that the young man said, “I guess that’s cognac you’re drinking.”
Shayne set the glass down and turned his head slowly, lifted his bushy red brows, and said in an impersonal tone, “What business is it of yours what I’m drinking?”
The man turned on the stool and faced Shayne. His thin blond mustache was tinged with nicotine on the left side, and his round face, which should have been plump, was haggard. There were dark circles beneath bloodshot blue eyes, and an uncertain smile quivered on his lips.
He said, “You are Michael Shayne, aren’t you?”
“So what?”
“So you must be drinking cognac.” The young man looked at the empty glass in Shayne’s big hand. “I’ll buy one. A double?”
Shayne shrugged his wide shoulders and resumed his hunched position after shoving the glass aside. “Make it a triple if you insist,” he said placidly, turning his head slightly to look at the man again. “Am I supposed to know you?”
“Sure.” His smile was steady now, his tone eager and placating and hopeful at the same time. “We met a couple of years ago. I was with-”
“Wait a minute. You were with Tim Rourke. Just starting in as a reporter on the News.” A frown of concentration trenched his forehead and drew his red brows together. “Bert Jackson,” he continued after a moment. “Tim was throwing a party for you. You were getting married or divorced or something.”
“Married,” said Bert Jackson, patently pleased that the detective hadn’t forgotten. “It was on the Coco-Palm Plaza roof. I’ve seen you around since then, and read lots of stuff about you in the papers, but I guess-”
“Still on the News?” Shayne asked idly when Jackson’s voice wavered off to indecisive silence.
“No. I’m on the Tribune now.” He spoke defensively, with a note of hopeful entreaty or of worried expectancy. He ordered the drinks, then appeared to be anxiously awaiting some comment, but Shayne remained silent until the bartender set an old-fashioned before Jackson and poured three ounces of Martell into a glass.
“Still married?” Shayne forced himself to ask with a show of interest when the silence became awkward. He was turning the glass absently between his blunt fingers, admiring the clean amber liquid; and thus occupied, he failed to see the look of hurt and disappointment that flashed across his companion’s face.
He did notice a thinness in Jackson’s monosyllabic affirmative, and waited for him to say more, but there was silence.
Shayne lifted his glass and turned toward Jackson to say, “Here’s to Tim Rourke.”
Jackson’s upper lip drew away from his nicotined teeth and tightened, and his red-streaked eyes glinted with anger. He lowered his lids and lifted his glass with seeming effort. “Sure,” he agreed listlessly. “To Tim.”
Shayne sipped his cognac and wondered what was bothering his companion. Jackson had been a sort of protege of Rourke’s back there in the beginning, he recalled. The older reporter had groomed him for the job, given him a hand up by taking him along on important assignments. He frowned again, recalling that he hadn’t heard Rourke mention the young reporter for a long time.
He heard the empty old-fashioned glass thump down on the bar, and Jackson’s strained voice say, “How about getting out of here where we can talk privately? I’ve been trying to catch up with you for a couple of days.”
“Rourke could have told you where to find me,” said Shayne shortly.
“I didn’t want to ask Tim Rourke.”
Shayne took a big sip of cognac and washed it around in his mouth as he considered Jackson’s terse reply and almost hostile tone. He took his time finishing the drink, then slid from the stool and said, “My place is just a couple of blocks away.”
Jackson followed him out of the air-cooled bar and onto the sidewalk where a blast of hot, humid air struck their faces. The street was choked with late-afternoon traffic and the sun-drenched sidewalk was crowded with tanned and bareheaded tourists. The reporter was almost a head shorter than the rangy detective, and he moved his legs rapidly to keep pace as they turned the corner off Flagler toward the drawbridge over the Miami River. There were fewer pedestrians on the Avenue, and Shayne walked faster after crossing Southeast First Street. Shayne’s Panama was tipped far back from his forehead, and he strode along with a look of quizzical unconcern on his rugged face. Jackson panted beside him, occasionally pushing his hat back to mop his brow, then pulling it low over his face as though to avoid recognition by passers-by.
Shayne stopped at the side entrance to an apartment hotel on the north bank of the river and opened the door for the reporter to precede him. He nodded to the stairway that by-passed the lobby and elevators and said, “Up one flight.” At the top of the stairs he took the lead down the hall and unlocked a door that opened onto a large, untidy living-room with windows overlooking Biscayne Bay.
Jackson entered the room behind him, and Shayne indicated a deep armchair beside the battered oak desk that had served him through the years, until he engaged a suite of offices in a downtown office building. He tossed his hat on the rack near the door, crossed the room to part limp curtains in the hope of inducing a bay breeze into the room, then dropped down into the swivel chair behind the desk.
Jackson sat with both hands deep in his pockets, short legs stretched out, and a sullen expression on his face.
Shayne lit a cigarette, frowning at the somewhat theatrically dejected posture of his visitor. “So you’ve been trying to catch up with me,” he began, leaning forward with both elbows propped on the desk.
“For a couple of days.” Jackson’s eyes were shielded by the brim of his hat, his gaze intent upon the floor.
“And you didn’t want to ask Rourke to find me?” He blew a cloud of smoke toward the ceiling.
“That’s right.” Jackson paused, sucking in his lower lip, then added bitterly, “I don’t see Tim much nowadays.”
Shayne waited a full minute for him to say something more, but when the reporter did not look up or speak, he said crisply, “My time is worth a certain amount of money, Jackson. You’ve used up about the price of a triple Martell. If you’re going to sit around and brood, you can just as well do it elsewhere.”
Jackson pulled himself stiffly erect and lifted a worried, haggard face. “I know,” he said hoarsely. “I’m a dope. I don’t know where to begin.”
“Try the beginning.”
“How does one know where the beginning is?” Jackson spread out his hands, and he suddenly looked very young and defenseless. “Two years ago when you met me-on my wedding night? That was one beginning. A year ago when I got canned from the News? That was another beginning.”
“Why did you lose your job? Rourke used to think you had the makings of a newspaperman.”
“It doesn’t matter.” Jackson’s hands fell limply in his lap. He studied them for a moment, then resumed. “Maybe it began a month ago when-”
“When what?” Shayne prompted him.
“Nothing. That was more of an ending.” He laughed harshly. “To hell with all this. Could I have a drink?”
Shayne said, “No,” flatly.
Jackson looked startled, then belligerent, as though he had been slapped. His gaze went past the detective to the built-in liquor cabinet with an array of glasses and bottles behind the glass doors. “Why not?” he demanded. “If I had a bracer-”
Shayne shook his head, saying, “I’m wasting my time on you, but that’s no reason why I should waste good liquor, too. Have you had a fight with Tim?”
“No,” muttered Jackson. “I haven’t seen him for weeks.”
Shayne took a final drag on his cigarette and rubbed it out in an ash tray, made an impatient gesture, and pushed his chair back.
“I don’t know why I’m sitting here beating around the bush like a tongue-tied fool,” Jackson burst out. “As if, by God, I’m afraid I’ll shock you. A guy like you.” He laughed again, harshly and derisively.
A muscle tightened in Shayne’s left cheek, and his gray eyes were cold. “A guy like me,” he said evenly, “is pretty hard to shock.”
“Sure. That’s what I’ve been telling myself the last few days while I’ve been trying to work up nerve to approach you. From everything I’ve heard about you, this is right up your alley.” Jackson relaxed and slid back to his former position, took off his hat, tossed it on the floor, and wiped the beads of sweat from his face.
“You can hear all sorts of things about me in Miami,” Shayne told him. “What do you think is right up my alley?”
“I’ve got a proposition.” Jackson sat up again, slid forward in the chair. “Look-could I have that drink now?”
“If you’re ready to say something that makes sense.”
“You needn’t worry about wasting the price of a drink,” Jackson told him, a strange smile spreading his blond mustache. “There’ll be several thousands in it for you, Shayne.”
“That’ll buy a lot of liquor,” the redhead agreed. He got up and crossed to the cabinet, asking, “Bourbon or rye?”
“Rye. Mixed with a little plain water-if you don’t mind.”
“I don’t mind,” said Shayne, “if you want to ruin good whisky.” He poured rye in a tall glass, took another empty glass into the kitchenette where he put ice cubes and water in both, and returned to pour himself a glass of cognac. He carried the rye-and-water to Jackson, and when he was settled behind the desk with ice water and cognac he said, “Let’s have it.”
Jackson took a long drink, settled back with the tall glass clutched in one hand, and began.
“I’ve got hold of something so hot it’s scorching my fingers. I’ve been covering City Hall for the Tribune the last two months. An open assignment. Digging up any small items I could. I ran onto this thing and I’ve been holding it back while I covered all the angles. Now I’ve got it!” His tone was exultant. “Names, affidavits-everything. The biggest damned political scandal that ever hit Miami.”
“Miami,” said Shayne, “has had some lovely political stinks in the past.”
“But nothing like this one,” Jackson vowed, jerking himself erect again, squirming around in his chair. “I’ll crack the present administration wide open at its rotten seams and send one V.I.P. to the penitentiary for a long stretch-if my stuff is ever published,” he ended slowly and with waning enthusiasm.
Shayne took a sip of cognac and lazily washed it down with ice water while Jackson gulped a drink of rye. “If?” said the detective quietly.
“That’s what I said. I’ve got this exclusive, see? No one else is in on it. I haven’t peeped a word about it to the office. They don’t even know there is such a story floating around-else they’d never have turned me loose to dig it out.”
“Why are you holding it out if it’s so hot?”
“I’ll tell you why.” Bert Jackson slammed his glass down on the arm of his chair, pounded the opposite arm with his fist, and exploded, “Because I’ll be double-damned if I’m going to watch it die the way other stories like this one died. You know the sort of rag the Trib is.”
“I thought it was a pretty good paper,” said Shayne mildly.
Jackson’s mouth twisted in a snarl. “It’s nothing but a damned mouthpiece for the administration. I’ve watched this happen before. A story like mine hasn’t got the chance of a snowflake in hell. Not a word would ever see print if I were fool enough to turn it in.”
“That doesn’t make sense,” Shayne argued. “Newspapers live on circulation. If this story is as sensational as you claim-”
“Nuts!” the reporter interrupted violently. “I’ve been around for two years now, finding out what oils the wheels. The Trib is no worse than any other paper. They all distort the news to fit their private policies. Deliberately play down certain stories, and front-page other stuff that doesn’t deserve more than a few lines. It’s a stinking, rotten business, and I’m sick of playing sucker.”
Shayne took time to light a cigarette and take a sip of cognac before saying, “I’ve known Timothy Rourke a lot of years, Jackson, and I never heard him complain that a story of his was killed because it didn’t conform to his paper’s policy. That expose of insurance rackets a couple of years ago that won him the Pulitzer prize. I happen to know his publisher was one of the biggest stockholders in one of the companies involved, yet there was never the slightest pressure on him to stop the investigation.”
“Oh, sure,” agreed Bert Jackson sourly. “A guy like Tim Rourke-Pulitzer prize winner. No one dares edit his copy. That’s why-I decided to get in touch with you.”
“Why?”
“I need money.”
“Most of us do these days.”
“I mean money.” Jackson surged to his feet with drink in hand, shaking a tight left fist at Shayne. “A lot of money. Ten grand. And I need it fast.”
“What for?”
“That’s my business,” flared Jackson, the red streaks in his eyes glinting between half-closed lids.
Shayne took a long puff on his cigarette and deliberately blew smoke upward, trying to decide whether to throw the reporter out on his ear or encourage him to keep on talking.
Jackson gulped another drink, set the glass down, and began to pace up and down the room, his hands alternately clawing at his long, sandy hair and ramming deep in his pockets, his angry words flowing rapidly.
“Know what my salary is? Sixty-two fifty a week. Know what my take-home pay is? Figure it out. I’m sick of scrimping and splitting pennies to make ends meet. I’m damned fed up with taking Betty to a juke joint on Saturday night for a beer while crooked bastards like this big shot I’m talking about are drinking champagne at swell hotels.
“Betty’s sick of it, too, and I don’t blame her. It isn’t what she expected when she married me. All that stuff Tim Rourke spread around about me being a big-shot reporter in a few years!” He choked over this, and hurried on. “I don’t blame Betty for stepping out on me. Why shouldn’t she have some fun?” he demanded, stopping in front of Shayne and glaring down at him.
“Now we’re getting somewhere,” Shayne drawled. “Your wife is stepping out on you because you don’t earn enough money to take her places. Is that all that’s bothering you?”
“That and a lot more,” he answered with tight-lipped fury. “What’s it got me to play it straight these two years? I dig up a real story like this, and what happens? Do I get credit for doing a job? Nuts. If I play Little Boy Blue and turn it over to the front desk, what happens? It lays an egg. A damned rotten egg. And I go on working for peanuts. To hell with that. Why shouldn’t I cash in?”
“How?” asked Shayne coldly.
“How much do you think Mr. Big would pay to have my story suppressed? What’s ten thousand to him? He’ll pick up four times that amount in graft in the next twelve months if he stays out of the pen. Why in hell shouldn’t he split some of it with me?”
Shayne lifted one shoulder and settled deeper in his swivel chair. “Shakedowns are dangerous.
“I’m not afraid of a little danger,” Jackson snorted. “All I want is my share.”
“If you want my advice-” Shayne began.
“I don’t want your advice,” Jackson interrupted. “I’ve made up my mind.”
“Then what the hell are you doing here?” Shayne snapped. “Frankly, I’m not interested in your personal problems. It’s no concern of mine if you’re married to a money-hungry female. Go ahead with your sophomoric shakedown and get your ears pinned back.”
“Why should I get my ears pinned back?”
“What makes you think Mr. Big will pay off?”
“I’ve told you-”
“You’ve told me a lot of things,” Shayne broke in wearily. “Among them is your conviction that your paper will suppress the story if you turn it in. Then you talk about blackmailing Mr. Big by threatening to do just that. Why in the name of God would he pay you blackmail if he knows your paper won’t print the story?”
Bert Jackson dropped into his chair and took a long drink of rye, warm, now, and weakened further by melted ice cubes. “I thought about that angle,” he admitted, his haggard face twitching. “That’s what had me stymied until I thought about Tim Rourke.”
“What about Tim?” Shayne’s voice was suddenly harsh.
“You said it yourself a minute ago.” Jackson tensed forward and continued eagerly. “If it were Tim’s story, no one would dare suppress it. It would be front-paged just the way he wrote it-and Mr. Big knows that as well as we do.”
“But it isn’t Tim’s story, nor the News’s story.”
“I could turn all my stuff over to him.”
“To a rival paper?”
“Not to be printed,” said Jackson quickly. “Just to put pressure on Mr. Big. He’d pay plenty to keep it quiet if he knew Timothy Rourke had the lowdown on him. A lot more than ten grand. And ten grand is all I want out of it. Rourke can have the rest. You and Rourke-to split between you.”
Shayne was silent, watching his perspiring visitor through half-closed eyes to hide the rising anger in them. Jackson’s damp, sandy hair lay aslant his forehead, adding a maniacal look to his grim face. “Where do I come in?” he asked after a brief period.
“You put it up to Rourke. I’ll give you part of what I’ve got, enough to convince Tim it’s the real thing.”
“Why don’t you put it up to Tim yourself?”
Jackson licked his lips and combed his bangs back with nervous fingers. “Let’s say for personal reasons. What’s that to you? You’ll get a nice cut just for passing it on to Tim.”
“Tim Rourke didn’t get where he is now by suppressing legitimate news,” said Shayne shortly.
“But he won’t be suppressing anything. Not really. Don’t you see? There’s nothing actually unethical about my proposition. The way things are now, Rourke can’t print the story because he hasn’t got it. I can’t print it because I know my publisher will turn thumbs down on it. So, what the hell? We can all collect a chunk of money from a situation that can’t be changed.”
Shayne finished his drink and came to his feet. His face was deeply trenched, and white showed at the knuckles of his clenched fists. “I wouldn’t insult Tim Rourke by suggesting it. You’d better get out of the newspaper game and tout for the races or some other place where your particular talents will be appreciated. And get out of here fast if-”
“Wait a minute, Shayne. Don’t go off half-cocked.” Bert Jackson was on his feet, backing away from the redhead’s slow advance. “Why don’t you try Rourke on it and see what he says?”
Shayne stopped in his tracks. A peculiar intonation, a suggestion of sneering bravado in the reporter’s voice struck him as being all wrong. He tightened his mouth and studied the man appraisingly.
Jackson returned his scrutiny with sullen self-possession. “Don’t be so damned certain about Rourke,” he warned. “He might fool you. Why don’t you call him and see what he says?”
Shayne shifted his angry eyes from Jackson’s drawn face and instinctively massaged his ear lobe as he stared bleakly at the wall beyond his would-be client. “I will,” he said decisively, and went back to the desk. “And when he tells me to kick your proposition right down your throat that’s what I’ll enjoy doing.” He picked up the receiver and gave the switchboard operator the number of the Daily News while Jackson picked up his warm drink and sauntered nonchalantly around the room.
The City Room of the News told Shayne that Rourke was out and was not expected back soon. Shayne asked for the City Editor and waited until a voice said, “Dirkson speaking.”
“Mike Shayne, Dirk. You know where I can locate Tim?”
“I’ve got a telephone number,” said Dirkson cautiously. “Is it important, Shayne?”
“Since when did Tim start playing hard to get?”
“It’s just-he gave me this number privately, for us in case something special came up-any emergency. I guess that includes you.” He gave Shayne a number and hung up.
Shayne clicked for the switchboard and gave the number, holding the receiver against his ear. The phone rang four times before a woman’s voice answered. A low, intimate voice that conjured up a vision of a bedside table, a silken negligee, and cocktails for two. The kind of voice he was prepared to hear after Dirkson’s hocus-pocus about a private number and a long acquaintance with Timothy Rourke.
He said, “I want to speak to Tim Rourke,” and heard a breathy murmur of astonishment, then Rourke’s voice rasping with irritation.
“What the devil is it, Dirk? Can’t you let a man-”
“Mike Shayne, Tim. I’m calling for a friend of yours. A kid named Bert Jackson.”
There was a long moment of dead silence. Shayne glanced around and saw Jackson emerging from the kitchenette, heard the clink of ice in his glass, and watched him stop at the liquor cabinet and pour more rye over the cubes.
“What about Bert Jackson?” Rourke’s voice blustered defensively against Shayne’s eardrums.
“He’s offering us a proposition-to join him in a small blackmailing deal.” Shayne sketched in the details of the reporter’s offer, and added, “He insisted that I put it up to you before kicking him out.”
“Don’t kick the kid out, Mike,” said Rourke.
“Why not?”
Rourke’s next words came swiftly, muffled, as though he pressed his mouth against the instrument and tried not to be overheard by someone in the room. “Stall him, Mike. Pretend to go along. Get whatever you can and arrange to see him later. I’ll call you.” Before Shayne could speak he heard the receiver click. He slammed the instrument on the prongs and glared angrily at the recumbent form in the chair beside his desk.
“Did you really think Rourke was so lily-white he’d turn down a thing like that?” said Jackson, a sneer of triumph lifting his sparse mustache.
Shayne picked up his glass and drained it, thumped it down and said, “It’s nothing to me, youngster, but I have yet to see a blackmailer come out on the top of the heap. It never works out that way. Who’s the guy you plan to put the clamps to?”
“Oh, no.” Jackson took a long swig of his fresh drink, smiled with cocky assurance, and said, “Once you and Rourke had the name you could handle it without cutting me in. Tim’s got ways of digging up the same stuff I’ve got.”
Shayne set his teeth hard, silently cursing Rourke for placing him in this ambiguous position. After a moment’s deliberation he creaked the swivel chair forward and said persuasively, “Look, Jackson, I’ve been around Miami since you were wetting your diapers. There’s a lot of loose money in this town and a lot of ways of picking up a fast buck. Blackmail isn’t one of them. Give this stuff of yours to me and I’ll figure out another angle. If Tim and I can’t find a paper to break it locally, we’ll put it over a wire service and give you full credit.”
“Damn the credit. I’ve got to have cash.”
“How much?” Shayne swiveled forward and propped his elbows on the scarred desk. “I’ll advance you something. It depends on how good the stuff is after you lay it on the line for me to see.”
“Ten grand,” said Jackson sullenly.
“No story is worth that.”
“This one is-to a certain party.” Bert Jackson finished his second drink and wavered to his feet. Steadying himself with one hand on the back of the chair he said belligerently, “I tell you I’ve got enough to send Mr. Big up for life.”
“Then sell it to him,” Shayne snapped. “It’s your neck, not mine.”
Jackson bent down carefully, still clinging to the chair back with one hand, picked up his hat, and carefully fitted it on his head as he straightened. He then hiccuped and patted a sagging side pocket of his coat, leered at Shayne through half-closed lids, and said with drunken emphasis, “Don’t worry about my neck. Just let him try to get tough.”
“The sort of man you’re talking about,” Shayne told him wearily, “will have a dozen hoods on his payroll. You’d be safer tangling with a buzz saw.”
“So you’re backing out on it?” Jackson demanded.
“I haven’t been in on it. It’s okay if you and Rourke want to play, but count me out.”
The young reporter swayed indecisively beside the chair, still holding onto the back with one hand. Suddenly he let go and held himself rigidly erect. He rammed one hand in his trouser pocket and jangled coins nervously. “That’s just what I’ll do, Mr. Shayne. And thank you for-nothing.”
“You’d better get out, and fast,” Shayne said quietly. Bert Jackson tugged the brim of his hat low over his face and with the measured tread of the very drunk went out, slamming the door behind him.
The ringing of the telephone broke stridently into Shayne’s confused thoughts. He picked up the receiver and heard Timothy Rourke’s anxious voice coming over the wire before he clamped it against his ear.
“Mike-I’ve been calling your office, but no answer.”
“Lucy and I closed up early,” Shayne told him.
“Where’s Bert Jackson?”
“He just left, half tight and headed for trouble.”
“What sort of trouble?” asked Rourke. His voice was high-pitched, nervous, and excited.
“I told you about the screwy proposition he was making us not more than five minutes ago,” Shayne said impatiently. “Why did you tell me to stall him? A thing like that doesn’t make sense.”
“Hold on, Mike,” Rourke said sharply. “There’s no time to discuss the ethics of it now. Do you mean you turned Bert down flat?”
“I told him he could go to you, but I wasn’t having any.”
“Do you think he will-come to me?”
“I-don’t know,” said Shayne, thinking rapidly. “He seemed pretty sour on you. Have you had a fight?”
“Well, sort of, Mike,” Rourke answered cautiously. “Do you think he’ll try to put it through himself?”
“He was hell-bent on it when he left here,” said Shayne indifferently.
“For godsake, Mike,” Rourke exploded. “We’ve got to find him. Fast. Have you any idea-”
“You find him,” Shayne snapped. “I’ve had all of Bert Jackson I can stomach for one evening.” He slammed the receiver hard on the cradle and was eyeing his empty glass when a loud, urgent rapping sounded on the door. He strode toward it angrily, determined to conduct Bert Jackson to the top of the stairs and give him a swift kick down.
Shayne jerked the door open and saw an athletic figure with dark hair brushed neatly back from a smooth forehead. He was hatless, and attired in a sports jacket with gray gabardine slacks.
“My name is Ned Brooks, Mr. Shayne,” he said. “A friend of Tim Rourke. I work on the Trib with Bert Jackson.” His face was broad and squarish, his complexion dark and richly sun-tanned.
Shayne blocked the entrance with his tall, rangy body, looking down at the shorter man with a scowl. He said, “What do you want?” harshly.
“I’d like to talk to you a minute,” Brooks said. “About Bert. I saw him walking up this way with you a while ago, and I’ve been hanging around the lobby waiting until he left. He’d be sore if he knew I came here.”
“Why?”
“Because-well, look, Mr. Shayne,” Brooks said nervously, “Bert and I have been teamed on a story for some time. I know he’s got onto something big down at City Hall, and he’s holding out on me and the Trib. I want to know why-what’s he planning to do.”
“What makes you think I know?”
“Because of hints he let drop,” said Brooks, folding his arms across his massive chest. “It’s my story as much as it is his, and I have a right to know why he doesn’t break it into print.”
“Why don’t you,” Shayne parried, “ask Bert?” He remained solidly in the doorway and showed no inclination to invite the reporter in.
“I have. But he’s gotten funny lately. I’ll tell you why I think he was here, Mr. Shayne, and if I’m wrong you can say so, and I’ll beat it.”
Shayne turned and waved a big hand toward the chair Bert Jackson had vacated and said, “I’ve got a few minutes to waste.”
Ned Brooks sat down carefully to preserve the sharp creases in his slacks. “I think Bert’s got some crazy idea of selling the story for cash instead of turning it in and he came to you for help in putting over some sort of deal.”
Shayne lowered one hip to the scarred desk. The blank expression on his face told the reporter nothing.
Brooks wet his lips nervously and went on. “You can see why that worries me. We’re working on it together, and anything he does reflects on my integrity, also. Don’t let him do it, Mr. Shayne. You can prevent it if you will. Aside from my own personal connection with it, I hate to see Bert get mixed up in a shady thing like that. He’s married to a nice girl and he’s got a big future in the newspaper business if he’ll just be patient.”
“What’s come between Bert and Tim Rourke?” Shayne asked abruptly.
Ned Brooks hesitated, shifting his gaze from the detective’s. “They had a bust-up. About a year ago when Bert got fired from the News.”
“What do you know about it?”
“Well, I-not too much,” Brooks hedged.
“Do you know Bert Jackson’s wife?”
“Sure. Betty’s a swell kid. I’d feel sorry for her if anything happened to Bert.”
“That’s not exactly the way he told it to me.”
“You mean Marie? What did Bert tell you about her?”
“Not much,” Shayne said, and it seemed to him that Ned Brooks was faintly relieved by his reply.
The reporter leaned back and produced a neat leather case from an inner pocket. He took some time selecting a cigarette, lit it, and asked anxiously, “Was I right about what Bert wanted from you?”
“I don’t discuss the private affairs of my clients,” Shayne told him shortly.
“Then Bert is a client? You agreed to help him?”
“Or the private affairs of people who come to me, whether I take them as clients or not.”
“Would you tell me this one thing?” urged Brooks. “Did he mention my name at all?”
Shayne considered for a moment, then said flatly, “No. And now I’ve wasted all the time I have to spare.”
Ned Brooks arose swiftly, and was overprofuse in his thanks and apologies as he went to the door.
Shayne waved him away impatiently, and frowned when the door closed behind him. He wondered who Marie was, then angrily pushed the question from his mind, reminding himself that it was absolutely none of his affair.



Chapter Two


FRIGHTENED FEMALE

Michael Shayne was stepping from the shower half an hour later when his phone rang. He snatched up a heavy towel and dried himself sketchily as he went to answer it.
A throaty female voice with a suggestion of tears came over the wire. “Mr. Shayne? Can I see you?” There was a faint note of familiarity about the voice, but he couldn’t place it.
“Where are you?” he asked.
“Downstairs. May I come up?”
“Who are you?” Shayne said swiftly, dabbing at his wet body with his free hand.
“I’m Betty Jackson. I have to see you about Bert. I’m terribly worried-and frightened.”
“All right,” growled Shayne. “I’ll leave the door on the latch. Come in and wait. I’m dressing.” He hung up and padded to the front door, threw off the night latch, and went to the bedroom.
He wondered about Betty Jackson as he finished drying himself and got into fresh clothes. And about Timothy Rourke and the extent of his interest in the young couple. And how Mrs. Jackson had learned about Bert’s visit to his apartment.
He was prepared thoroughly to dislike Mrs. Bert Jackson as he buttoned a clean white shirt and knotted a gray figured tie around his neck. He vaguely recalled meeting her at the wedding party two years previously, and retained an impression of softness and youth and superficial prettiness as she clung to her new husband’s arm, wide-eyed with adoration.
That had worn off fast, he told himself grimly. Judging by what young Jackson had said, at least. Less than two years of marriage, and she was stepping out with other men because her husband earned only sixty-two fifty a week.
Shayne knew lots of men who earned less and whose wives made homes with that amount. He was angry at himself for bothering with Betty Jackson as he made a pretense of brushing damp, unruly hair.
He had heard no sound from the outer room, but when he opened the bedroom door and stalked out he saw her sitting in the same deep chair where her husband had sat a short time before. He stopped abruptly and looked at her.
Much of her softness and youth had been shorn away by two years of marriage, and she had become a beautiful woman. Her eyes were large and velvety black and imploring. She was thinner, and the good bone structure of her face was more delicately outlined. Dark hair was brushed smoothly back from a high forehead, her dark brows heavy and slightly arched, her mouth full-lipped, and long lashes black against deep sockets as she looked up at Shayne. She sat erect with her feet planted close together and a hand pressed on each arm of the chair as though prepared to leap up and throw herself into his arms.
“I had to see you,” she said. “Please tell me about Bert-what he said to you and where he has gone.”
Shayne moved slowly toward her and said, “Among other things, your husband told me that you’re not satisfied to live on his salary and that you’ve been going out with other men who can buy champagne.”
She winced, and her eyes grew moist, but she did not move from the strained position. “What-were some of the other things he told you, Mr. Shayne?”
“First, tell me how you knew he was here.” Shayne crossed to his swivel chair and sat down.
“Tim Rourke phoned me. Do you know where Bert was going when he left here?”
“No. He could have been headed straight for the devil so far as I was concerned.”
She winced again, caught her lower lip between her teeth, and blinked her lids. The lashes were moist when she opened her eyes and strained forward to say, “I know Bert’s a fool, Mr. Shayne. But I–I love him-and I’m frightened.”
“Women who love their husbands don’t drive them to unethical and criminal acts to pick up a little extra dough.” Shayne’s tone was uncompromising, and he turned his eyes slightly to avoid looking directly into hers.
“What did he say?” Her voice rose hysterically. “Is he going through with his crazy plan to extort money for that story?”
“Don’t you approve?”
She sprang up and went toward him, anger blazing in the black eyes that had been liquid and shining a moment before. “Damn you!” she raged. “You’ve no right to say that to me. Bert’s crazy with jealousy, and he’s got everything wrong. Did he give you the idea he wanted that money for me?”
She was standing over him, and Shayne looked up into her eyes. “Didn’t he?” said Shayne coldly.
“No!” She turned away and sat down again. “He wanted it for her,” she told him in a dull voice. “So he could leave me. What did he say about Tim?”
“That he hadn’t seen Tim for several weeks. I gathered they aren’t friends any longer.”
Betty Jackson buried her face in her hands for a moment. Her cheeks were streaked with tears when she took them away, and there was a wild glint of hysteria in her eyes. “Something happened while Bert was still on the News,” she cried. “I don’t know exactly what, but it gave Bert this crazy idea he has now. Something about a story that Tim got paid money for covering up. Bert accused Tim of it, I guess, and Tim got him fired. All he’s talked about since then is how he was going to do the same if he ever had the chance.”
“What’s Tim Rourke to you?” demanded Shayne.
“Just-a good friend.” Color flooded her pale face under Shayne’s searching gaze, but she lifted her chin defiantly. “Tim has been like a brother to both of us.”
“Does Tim buy you champagne?”
“Sometimes,” she answered aloofly.
Shayne studied her for a moment, allowing himself to wonder. He knew Rourke’s weakness for beautiful women. Then he made an impatient gesture and growled, “All this stuff about your personal life doesn’t interest me. Why did you come here?”
“I want to find Bert.”
“Start looking in the nearest bars,” Shayne advised her callously. “It’s not more than an hour since he left here. I doubt if he’s gotten far.”
“Tim said he would check the places where Bert usually goes,” she said dubiously. “But we’re both afraid he’ll try to do-that other-by himself.”
“You mean the extortion deal?”
“Yes. He’s been getting up his nerve for weeks. I’ve tried to make him see how foolish it is, but he insists.” She paused, and again her voice rose hysterically. “It’s that other woman! She’s driven him to it-wanting money-offering to go away with him.”
“That’s twice,” said Shayne patiently, “that you’ve mentioned some other woman in connection with your husband. He gave me the impression he wanted the money for you.”
“Then he lied! All this last month-”
Her mouth trembled, and she was making a supreme effort to control herself when Shayne got up and said, “Let me get you a drink.”
“No thanks,” she said angrily, then added with heavy sarcasm, “You probably haven’t any champagne.”
Shayne was at the liquor cabinet reaching for a bottle of cognac, his back turned toward her. He grinned briefly. Along with her beauty, he decided, Betty Jackson appeared to have spirit and courage. “No champagne,” he told her evenly, “but I could mix a cocktail. Sherry?”
“I’m sorry,” she murmured. “Sherry will be fine.” She was relaxed with her hands folded in her lap when he came back with two glasses. He gave her the sherry and resumed his seat, took a sip of cognac, and nursed the glass between his palms.
Betty Jackson sipped her sherry, then said, “I want to tell you everything and get your help. Tim says you’re perfectly wonderful.” A wan smile flitted across her lips and she added, “You know, we always call you Mike when we speak of you.”
“Tim Rourke is full of blarney,” he replied. “Call me Mike if you like, and I have just fifteen minutes to listen before I have to go out.”
She moved to the edge of the chair and leaned toward him, her eyes wide and hopeful, her lips parted, as though she considered her thoughts carefully before speaking.
Her expression disturbed him. He said impatiently, “Let’s get down to cases. I gather you know about the scandal your husband has dug up and hopes to sell for a big price.”
“Yes. He’s been gathering the data for weeks, but it’s only lately that he’s been talking about holding it back from the paper.”
“Who’s the man in the scandal?” he asked bluntly.
“I don’t know. But when I told Tim about it he said it was crazy and about as safe as playing with an atomic bomb. Tim says no matter who it is, if the man is mixed up in the sort of graft Bert claims, he’ll have all sorts of underworld connections who won’t hesitate to commit murder to keep the story quiet.”
“Tim’s probably right,” Shayne agreed. “You’re afraid Bert will go direct to the man tonight after I turned down a chance to help him collect?”
“Yes.” She shivered, then took a quick sip of sherry before saying, “I know that’s what he’ll do, Mike. He’s bewitched by that woman and by his insane jealousy of me.”
Shayne glanced at his watch. It was almost time for him to leave to keep his dinner date with Lucy Hamilton. “If you really want to find your husband before he does anything foolish, why don’t you check with this woman you’ve mentioned? That’s probably where he is.”
“But I don’t know who she is. That’s one thing Tim said you could do, find out her name and whether Bert is there tonight.”
“How am I supposed to find out her name?”
“Tim says you’re the best detective in the country,” she answered simply.
“Yeh,” grated Shayne. “But how in hell does a detective find out the name of some woman you think your husband is in love with?”
“I know where she lives,” she told him, eager and hopeful again, “At the Las Felice apartments on Northwest Sixty-Seventh Street. Tim said you’d know how to go there and check up on all the women and find out which one Bert goes to see.”
“Tim says a lot of things,” Shayne growled. He glanced at his watch again, frowned, and hurried on. “Frankly, Mrs. Jackson, after meeting your husband this afternoon I can’t work myself up into a lather about what happens to him. I have an engagement.” He drained his glass and started to rise.
“I wish you’d call me Betty,” she said wistfully, coming to her feet. Her face was tragic and full of despair. “You’re supposed to be Tim’s friend. You care about what happens to him, don’t you?” She took a few steps toward him, swaying a little.
“What’s Tim got to do with it?” he demanded roughly.
“He’s out looking for Bert right now. If he finds him while they’re both in this mood-I don’t know what might happen.”
“Tim can take care of himself.”
“But don’t you see that Bert is using the thing that happened on the News as a lever?” she cried out. “If anything happens to him and it all comes out-”
She was weeping openly now, moving close to him. Shayne had to catch her in his arms to prevent her slipping to the floor as she flung herself upon him. Her arms went around his neck and she clung to him, sobbing convulsively.
“Please, Mike. Don’t you see that Tim is determined to prevent that? I’m so frightened. If they should meet while they’re both angry and upset-”
Shayne had both hands under her armpits to push her away when the door opened.
“Pardon me, Mr. Shayne,” Lucy Hamilton said frigidly. “If I’d known you were entertaining a client I wouldn’t have dreamed of intruding. But the door was on the latch.”
Shayne whirled about angrily, slipping his hands along Betty Jackson’s clinging arms to disengage them from his neck. He growled, “Skip it, Lucy. This isn’t a client. It’s Mrs. Jackson-a friend of Tim Rourke’s.” Lucy was cool and poised in a frosty-green cocktail dress, lace gloves, and a wide-brimmed hat. She looked down her straight nose at Betty’s tear-stained face and murmured, “How nice for Tim. I came up to save you the trouble of stopping by for me, Michael, but if you’re otherwise engaged-”
“I’m not,” Shayne assured her. “Mrs. Jackson is on her way out.” He took her firmly by the arm and led her to the door, thrust her into the corridor without a word, and swung back to try to make his peace with Lucy.



Chapter Three


BLOOD MINUS BODY

The insistent ringing of the telephone wakened Shayne. He lay in the darkness and mechanically counted the rings. On the tenth, he threw back the covers and turned on the light. A long-standing arrangement with the switchboard operator in the hotel gave him no hope that the phone would stop ringing until he answered. Not if the call was important. If the operator considered it unimportant he would let it ring three times, inform the caller that Shayne was not in, and break the connection.
Shayne took his time, stretching and yawning widely. He looked at his watch. The time was seven minutes after two. He padded into the living-room, barefooted and gaunt-faced after less than an hour’s sleep. Lifting the receiver he growled, “Mike Shayne.”
“Dead drunk-from the time it took you to answer.” Chief Will Gentry’s gruff voice rumbled over the wire.
“Not yet,” said Shayne amicably. “Hold the line a minute, Will, while I pick up a bottle.”
“Damn it, Mike,” Gentry protested, before Shayne laid the receiver down and went across the room where he took a half-filled cognac bottle from the liquor cabinet. He drew the cork as he returned to the desk, took a long drink, grinning at the unintelligible snorts emanating from the prone instrument.
Plunking the bottle down hard, he picked up the receiver and said, “What’s on your mind, Will?”
“Your office, Shamus,” Gentry snapped. “Get down here as fast as you can.”
“What about my office?” Shayne scowled at the wall. “What in hell are you doing there?”
“I’ll expect you in ten minutes,” Gentry said flatly.
The banging of the receiver rang in Shayne’s ears. He hung up, took another drink from the bottle, and tugged absently at his left ear lobe as he slowly returned to the bedroom.
It took him five minutes to dress and only a few minutes more for his long-legged strides to carry him the few blocks to the downtown office building where he had rented a suite because Lucy Hamilton, his secretary, did not consider it proper to work in her employer’s apartment.
Chief Gentry’s sedan and two radio cars were parked at the curb, and a uniformed patrolman guarded the entrance to the building. The officer intercepted Shayne as he swung into the doorway.
“Nobody allowed in-” he began, then stepped aside. “It’s you,” he amended. “Chief’s waiting for you upstairs, Mr. Shayne.”
Shayne strode to the elevator which was manned by another officer whom he didn’t recognize. He stepped inside, and the man fumbled with the controls to get the door closed, sent the cage jerkily upward to the third floor where Shayne got out and went down the corridor.
He stopped in front of an open door that was scarred from jimmy marks around the lock and bore leaf-gold lettering on the frosted glass reading: Michael Shayne-Private Investigator.
Detective Sergeant Riley stood just inside the reception room over which Lucy Hamilton presided from nine to five every day. Around her desk and the filing-cabinet papers were scattered over the floor.
Shayne’s bleak gaze swept over the disorder and came back to the sergeant’s face. “What the hell goes on, Riley? If you guys wanted something-”
“The chief’s inside,” Riley interrupted, jerking his thumb toward a closed door marked Private.
Shayne set his jaw and stalked to the door, flung it open to a scene of devastating wreckage. The drawers of his desk were pulled out and piled on the floor. The compartments of a tall green metal filing-cabinet stood open, and piles of papers and cardboard folders lay haphazardly around it.
Two men squatted on the floor, their backs toward Shayne, pawing through the papers. Shayne closed the door quietly and watched for a moment, his eyes smoldering dangerously.
“If you’re looking for a drink,” he said, “I keep a bottle stashed in the top compartment.”
Will Gentry turned his graying head slowly, grunted as he heaved his bulk upward, and turned to face Shayne; but his companion continued to squat on his heels, poking industriously through the papers.
Shayne lounged forward and lowered one hip to a corner of his desk. He lit a cigarette and said, “Even if you’ve got a search warrant, Will, you might have called Lucy and asked her to get whatever you’re looking for. Sometimes she has a little trouble finding things, but she never has to go this far.”
Chief Gentry was a big man with a normally ruddy and good-natured face. Now, purple veins stood out from the ruddiness, and his murky gray eyes were angry. “You know we didn’t do this,” he snorted.
“What the hell am I supposed to think?” said Shayne. “I find the two of you squatting on your haunches going through my stuff.”
“Cut it,” said Gentry wearily. He went to the swivel chair behind the desk and dropped into it. “Let it go, Morgan,” he said to the officer. “Go on out and wait with Riley. And close the door,” he added as the Homicide dick reluctantly arose and let the paper in his hand flutter to the floor.
Shayne’s eyes narrowed when he recognized Detective Morgan. He waited until the door was closed before asking Gentry, “How does Homicide come into this?”
“A stiff,” grunted Gentry. He took out an ugly blackish cigar, looked at it distastefully with slightly protuberant eyes, and returned it to his inside pocket. “When were you here last, Mike?”
Shayne half-stood, turned, and lowered the other side of his buttocks onto the desk to face Gentry. “About four-thirty. Lucy and I closed up early. We had a dinner date, and she went home to doll up.”
“Neither of you been back?” Gentry persisted.
Shayne shook his red head slowly. “Who’s the stiff, Will? Give it to me.”
“Can you prove you haven’t been here since four-thirty?” Gentry parried.
“I had to doll up, too. You know how Lucy is. Do I need an alibi?” he asked impatiently.
Gentry took the cigar out again, lit it, and said, “What you working on now, Mike?” He emitted a puff of noxious smoke and watched it float drearily through the airless room.
“Nothing. That’s why we closed up early.”
“No recent client?”
“Look, Will,” said Shayne patiently, “if I had a client I’d be working.”
“Put it this way, then. What have you got hidden in your office that somebody’d go to all this trouble to find?” He waved a plump, stubby hand over the wreckage.
“Not a damned thing,” said Shayne promptly. “I mean it, Will. All this stuff is junk-stuff from old cases that are closed.”
“A man was murdered tonight,” Gentry rumbled, “so that killers could get in here and go through your office.”
“Who?”
“The night elevator operator. Don’t hold out on me, Mike. It’s got to be a case you’re working on.”
“I’m not working,” Shayne reminded him. “Mike Caffrey?”
“That’s the name we found on his operator’s license,” said Gentry.
Shayne ground out his cigarette in a desk ash tray. A muscle twitched in his angular jaw, and his eyes were bleak. An innocent old man who addressed him as “Mr. Shayne” and whom he always called “Mike” was dead. And a wide-eyed dame named Betty, a fanatic named Bert-and maybe Tim Rourke, plus a reporter named Brooks were probably responsible-plus a Mr. Big and a girl named Marie.
He was brooding over the possibility when Gentry said, “We haven’t anything to go on, Mike. Just Caffrey with his head smashed to a pulp. Soon as we know what they wanted from your office we’ll have something to work on.”
“I swear I don’t know, Will,” he said solemnly.
“Can you tell if anything is missing?” Gentry demanded.
Shayne looked at the piles of papers and said disgustedly, “Lucy might-after a month or so of straightening up and refiling. You know how I work. When I’m on a case I carry most of my stuff here.” He tapped his temple. “Lucy records the case afterward with whatever documentary evidence comes to light.”
“That’s not good enough.” Gentry bobbed forward in the new, well-oiled swivel chair. “You must have some idea-”
He was interrupted by a rapping on the door which opened immediately to admit the tall, emaciated figure of Timothy Rourke. He whistled expressively as he closed the door and said, “I just got home and was ready to park my car and turn in when I got the flash. What’s up, Mike?”
“Ask Will,” said Shayne. “He’s telling the story. I’m on the side line this time.”
“I doubt that,” said Gentry. “It has to be something important-worth killing for.”
Rourke’s slate-gray eyes glittered in their cavernous sockets, and his nostrils flared. “Could it be the Bert Jackson deal, Mike?”
“As I’ve told Gentry,” Shayne said calmly, “I have no idea what anybody could be after.”
“Who’s Bert Jackson?” Gentry demanded, his half-closed lids rolling up like miniature awnings, his murky eyes fixed on Rourke.
“A punk I threw out of my apartment this afternoon,” Shayne interposed. “I told you that, Tim. I told you I wouldn’t touch his proposition with a ten-foot pole.”
“Yeh. You told me that,” said Rourke. His eyes shifted feverishly from Shayne to Gentry and to the littered floor.
“What sort of proposition?” rumbled Gentry.
“What does it matter?” Shayne said hastily. “I’ve told you I turned it down flat.” He didn’t look at Gentry, but turned to study Rourke with brooding curiosity. He caught a glimpse of panic in the reporter’s expression before he turned away and slumped into a chair.
There was a long silence between them. Gentry chewed his cigar across his mouth twice, then said, “You can go home if you’re not going to give us anything we can use.”
Shayne slid from the desk and took a turn around the small private office. Rourke was sprawled in the one extra chair in the room, his head lolling against the back and his eyes closed.
Stopping before Gentry, Shayne said, “You know I’d give if I had anything, Will.”
“If you thought you wouldn’t pass up the chance to make a buck. Don’t lie to me.”
“Have I ever lied to you?” Shayne demanded.
“Hell, yes. Any time it suited you. And I think it suits you now, by God.” Gentry struck the desk resoundingly with the heel of his doubled fist. “When I prove it, you’ll lose your license. I’ve been lenient before, but I warn you that this time I mean it.”
Shayne rubbed his angular jaw thoughtfully. “We’ve been friends a long time, Will.”
“And I’ve taken a lot from you,” fumed Gentry. “What about this Bert Jackson? Rourke said-”
“Why don’t you call Lucy and ask her?” Shayne interrupted.
“I did call Lucy, before I called you.”
“And?”
“How do I know you hadn’t called her first and told her to keep quiet?”
“But I didn’t know about any of this,” Shayne declared, waving his big hands toward the muss of papers, “until I got here.”
“Maybe you didn’t and maybe you did,” said Gentry wearily. “You can get out of my way now and let me finish up here.”
“If you find anything, let me know,” Shayne said. He tapped Rourke on the shoulder, and the reporter jumped as though suddenly awakened from a deep sleep.
They went out together, closed the door, and as they walked silently to the elevator Shayne scowled in deep concentration. The cop took them down, and when they emerged from the building Rourke said, “I’ve got my heap here. Let’s find a bar where we can talk.”
“Okay.” Shayne’s tone was stiff and his fists clenched. There were deep trenches in his gaunt cheeks when he walked around the press car and settled beside the reporter. He took off his hat and laid it on the seat as Rourke pulled away from the curb, leaned his head back against the cushion to let the night air from the open window blow across his face.
After a moment of relaxation he became aware of an uncomfortable wetness against the back of his neck. Glancing aside he saw that Rourke had his head out the window watching for a place to stop. He sat up and ran his palm over the short hairs, then dabbed the back of his hand against the seat.
From long experience he knew that the sticky, viscous stuff on his hands and neck was partially dried blood. He got out a handkerchief, wiped his hands, then sat rigidly erect to avoid contact with the seat cushion again.
Shayne’s thought went bleakly back to another case when Rourke had jumped the gun in an effort to scoop a story and had received bullet wounds that nearly cost him his life. Now, there was every indication that he was mixed up in this one right up to his scrawny neck.
Rourke slid the car to the empty curb before a dingy all-night bar. They got out and walked silently through the door, and it was not until they were seated with drinks on the table that Shayne frowned at the palm of his right hand and said, “Why in the name of God did you mention Bert Jackson to Gentry?”
“Do you know that Bert hasn’t been home yet?” Rourke countered. “I phoned at two o’clock, and Betty said he wasn’t there.”
“I don’t know and I don’t give a damn if he never goes home,” said Shayne angrily. “Do you?”
“Of course I do,” said Rourke gravely. “Why in hell do you think I’ve been hunting all over town for him tonight?”
Shayne took a drink and made a distasteful grimace before saying, “From what Betty Jackson told me, I assume it’s because you were afraid he was going ahead with the blackmail deal on his own without cutting you in on a share of the loot.” His voice was bitter and his gray eyes bleak.
Rourke looked at him in astonishment. “For God’s sake, Mike! You don’t believe I’d go into a thing like that!”
“I phoned you when Bert was with me,” Shayne reminded him. “You didn’t say no then.”
Rourke swallowed half of his drink, set the glass down, and rested both elbows on the table. “What did Betty tell you?” he inquired casually.
“A little about some incident on the News,” Shayne said, studying Rourke’s anxious face. “The way I got it, you pulled the same stunt Bert’s trying to pull, and Bert was in on it. You got him fired because he knew too much.”
“Betty has it all wrong, Mike,” Rourke told him gravely. “She’s been listening to Bert.”
“How was it?”
“Lay off me,” Rourke grated. “Damn it, Mike, if you feel that way-”
“How am I supposed to feel?” Shayne spread his right hand, palm up, showing the dark stain clearly. “Know what that is? It’s blood. Know where it came from?”
Rourke leaned forward and squinted at the detective’s palm. “Where?”
“From the back of the seat cushion in your car,” Shayne told him. “You say you were chasing Bert Jackson all over town tonight. You’d better level with me, Tim. Did you catch up with him?” He looked up and met Rourke’s eyes.
Rourke moved his head uneasily under Shayne’s hard stare. “What in the name of God have you got on your mind, Mike?”
“I don’t know,” he confessed wearily. “Betty Jackson was worried about what might happen if you and Bert met. I’m wondering if you did meet.”
“Why? Why was Betty worried?” The reporter’s eyes were feverishly bright again.
“Because of that thing on the News, I guess. Because she thinks you’re afraid Bert will bring it out into the open if anything happened while he was trying to pull the same stunt. For God’s sake, Tim!” Shayne exploded. “I can’t go on in the dark. Tell me where you stand and what this is all about. I keep thinking about the crack you made about Jackson in my office. Why pull that in front of Gentry?”
“Because it hit me all of a sudden,” said Rourke slowly. “Someone killed the elevator operator and tore your place up looking for something. Could be the guy Jackson planned to blackmail-if Bert didn’t get to him tonight.”
“Why would he tear up my place?” said Shayne. “I ran Jackson out-”
“I know, you told me that,” Rourke broke in irritably. “But I got to thinking.” He paused, raking his fingers through his sparse hair and drawing them down over his bony face.
“You got to thinking that I lied,” Shayne said in a fiat, toneless voice. “You decided that I threw in with Bert and that I lied to you to cut you out of your share of the blackmail. Damn it, Tim.”
“Get off your high horse,” Tim shouted hoarsely. “We’ll get nowhere suspecting each other this way. I didn’t think anything like that. I did think maybe you’d got the kid to leave his story with you, and that maybe you’d stall him like I asked you to over the phone.” He stopped talking long enough to drain his glass, then flung the accusation.
“That thing at your office looked exactly like what might happen if Bert had spilled everything. Now that he has disappeared, I wonder.”
Shayne looked at the liquor in his glass, and his mouth tightened with distaste. “It’s what might have happened if he had turned his dope over to me.” He stood up. “Lucy and I will have a mess to clean up in the morning.”
Rourke arose with him. “I’ll drive you over.” Neither of them spoke until Rourke drew up to the curb at the side entrance to Shayne’s hotel. The detective opened the door, got out, said, “Good night,” and turned away.
Rourke hesitated, hunched over the steering-wheel. His face showed intense strain. Then he jerked his door open and followed Shayne in, hurrying up the stairs behind him. Catching up with him on the top step, he panted, “I’ll be damned if I’ll let it break off this way, Mike. We’ve been friends too long to let a couple of punk kids come between us.”
Shayne shrugged and continued down the corridor. “You’re always welcome to a drink, but I don’t-”
He stopped abruptly as he reached the door of his apartment. It sagged open, and the marks of a jimmy scarred the doorframe. He reached inside to switch on the lights and began to curse deep in his throat when he saw the wreckage.



Chapter Four


COVER-UP FOR A PAL

Timothy Rourke whistled shrilly. “Somebody is certainly looking for something,” he said with conviction.
“That,” said Shayne grimly, “is the understatement of the year.”
There were fewer papers here to be scattered, but the same intensive search as of his office was evidenced. The desk drawers were pulled out and the contents dumped on the floor; chair and couch cushions had been removed and tossed aside.
Shayne stalked into the bedroom to find chests of drawers emptied and mattress and pillows from the bed piled on the floor. In the kitchen the same careful search had been made of cupboards and refrigerator. His gray eyes were bleak when he re-entered the living-room slowly, massaging his angular jaw.
He made a sudden, savage gesture and went to the liquor cabinet muttering, “The bastards were in too big a hurry to drink my liquor, anyway. Rye, Tim?”
Rourke, after quietly peeking into the bedroom, was straightening chairs and replacing cushions. He nodded assent, then said, “If Gentry wasn’t convinced by your ransacked office, this will be the clincher that you’ve got something someone wants badly and in a hell of a hurry.”
“Yeh. If Will saw it,” he agreed, moving toward his desk with two bottles and glasses. “I think I’ll keep this to myself.” He set the bottles and glasses down and gazed restlessly around the room. “I gave it to him straight, Tim. There’s not one damned thing in my office or apartment worth a dime to anyone. And no reason for anyone to believe there is. I’m not working on anything, and haven’t had a client for weeks.” He sat down heavily and creaked the swivel chair forward, poured two drinks, glanced at his watch, and noted that less than an hour had elapsed since Gentry’s call had wakened him, and went on absently. “They didn’t waste much time breaking in here after I left for the office.”
Rourke drew up a chair, sat down, reached for his drink, and suggested, “They probably had you tagged when you went out.”
Shayne scowled. “Do you know how the cops got onto my office so fast?”
The reporter moved his head slowly and negatively. “I just got a piece of it over my car radio. When they said it was your office I beat it down there, even though I knew our man at headquarters would cover the regular angles.”
Shayne took a long drink, thumped his glass down, and said, “See if you can get him on the phone and find out. I’ve a hunch it was a tip-off to drag me away so they could make a try here after they failed to get what they wanted at the office.” He leaned back with a look of fierce concentration on his rugged face while Rourke picked up the receiver and asked for a number.
After a moment Rourke contacted his fellow-reporter, asked a couple of questions, hung up, and reported. “Your hunch is probably right, Mike. The cops had an anonymous call at one-thirty saying a man had been killed during the burglary of your office. They beat it down there and found the operator dead inside his cage.”
“Knowing that I’d be called right away,” Shayne ruminated. “Which gave someone the opportunity to do this job in a hurry.” Again his angry gaze roamed over the wreckage. “In the name of God, why?”
The strain that had threatened their friendship a few minutes before vanished with this new development. Rourke was silently thoughtful, his slate-gray eyes glittering in their deep sockets. “Do you suppose Bert Jackson might have slipped an envelope-or something-out of his pocket,” he suggested with some delicacy, “and hid it behind a cushion or somewhere while he was here?”
Shayne nodded slowly, recalling the drink Bert Jackson had helped himself to, getting ice cubes from the kitchen. “He could have. But why? I’d turned his proposition down flat.”
“He knew it was hot stuff,” Rourke argued. “If he planned to make his extortion pitch tonight, he might have wanted the stuff stashed in a safe place. It would be a lever to be able to say it was in your possession and that you’d take over if anything happened to him.”
“Could be,” Shayne agreed. “He was drunk enough and excited enough to think that was smart. Call his house and see if he’s come home.”
Rourke hesitated. “I can try. But if he isn’t there I doubt if Betty will be in shape to answer the phone. When I called at two o’clock she promised she’d take a couple of sleeping-tablets and go to bed.”
Shayne said, “Try her,” in a curiously urgent voice, then relaxed deeper in his chair and sipped brandy, his eyes half-closed.
Rourke dragged the desk phone toward him reluctantly and asked for a number which Shayne mechanically memorized for future reference After a long time Rourke hung up and said, “No answer. Betty must have knocked herself out with sleeping-tablets, and Bert evidently isn’t home. Damn it, Mike, I’m worried about him. I think we ought to put the whole thing squarely up to Will Gentry and get a search organized.”
“Are you sure you want that, Tim?”
“Why not?” The reporter’s tone was challenging.
“We’d have to tell him the whole story,” Shayne said evenly. “Like myself, Gentry’ll wonder why Bert Jackson seemed so sure you’d be willing to go into that blackmail deal with him. Can you afford that?”
“Damn it, Mike,” Rourke flared. “I told you the kid got that other deal all wrong.”
“I know you told me. But the death of the elevator operator makes this a Homicide investigation, Tim. I’ve been on the inside of those before. Every damned bit of dirt from the past will come out, even if you and Will are old friends. Think it over carefully before I say anything that mixes you into it.”
Rourke set his thin lips and stared down at clenched hands. Twice he started to speak, checked himself, then picked up his glass and drained it in spasmodic swallows. “I don’t believe there’s a man on earth,” he muttered, “who could justify everything he’s ever done. Do I have to for you?”
“Not for me,” said Shayne promptly. “And not to the police if you let me handle this my own way and keep you in the clear. But I can’t go barging ahead in the dark, Tim. I’ve got to know the truth so I’ll know how much to suppress. First-all these places where you went and asked for Jackson tonight, did you get on his trail at any of them?”
“He hadn’t been in any of the bars I went into. I finally tried the Las Felice apartments and hit pay dirt. Betty had told me about a woman Bert visited there, so I tried it about midnight.”
“And?” Shayne was studying his hands and frowning at the dark smear of blood on the right palm.
“There’s a doorman who goes off duty at midnight,” Rourke told him swiftly. “Five bucks bought a description of Bert from him. He remembered Bert arriving early in the evening, probably went directly there from here, and leaving about ten o’clock.”
“Alone?”
“Alone, and just about sober enough to stay on his feet. But an offer of ten bucks more wouldn’t buy the name of the woman he visits. There’s a self-service elevator, you see, and the doorman swore he didn’t know what floor Bert stopped on.”
“And after that?” Shayne probed.
“I drove straight to his house which is only a few blocks away. Betty was alone. Bert still hadn’t shown up.”
“So you comforted her?” Shayne suggested.
“The best I could,” Rourke admitted blandly. “Then I left to make the rounds of a few more places without any luck. Don’t you see what it adds up to, Mike? That woman at the Las Felice was egging him on-to get money for her. She must have worked on him plenty during those hours he was with her. I’d guess he made his contact by telephone from her apartment, and left at ten to keep an appointment to collect the swag.”
“That’s just a guess,” objected Shayne.
“But it ties in with what happened at your office and here.” Rourke gestured wearily. “What other theory does make sense? Even though you refused to go in with him he could, as I said, have used your name for a lever to threaten the guy. Say the stuff was in your possession and would be turned over to me for publication in case anything happened to him.”
“Could be,” Shayne agreed moodily. “And in that case I should be hearing from Mr. Big, after he has failed to find what he wants. There’ll be that chance just so long as I don’t let the police in on it,” he continued swiftly. “Once it comes out in the open, any chance of a deal will be off. From what Jackson said, there’s enough money involved to make it worth waiting for an offer.”
“Do you mean you’d make a deal with a man who had that night operator murdered?”
“What’s wrong with that?” Shayne demanded. “It isn’t as though I’ve actually got anything to sell him. If he chooses to think I have and wants to pay me to suppress it, why shouldn’t I let him?”
“Suppose he’s already murdered Bert Jackson, too?” Rourke burst out. “And that’s what I’m afraid has happened.”
“Then I’ll get him for it and let him pay me for doing the job in the bargain. Don’t you see, Tim,” he went on persuasively, “it’s the only way we’ll ever find out who he is? Our only chance to get a lead is to sit back and hope he’ll come to me.” He paused to drain his glass and pour another drink. “Unless you can give me the name of the man Jackson is after,” he ended casually.
“All I know is what Betty has told me-what Bert has told her. He has never mentioned a name, or any specific details.”
“But you could make a guess,” Shayne challenged. “If the thing is as big as Jackson claims, you’d have heard rumors.”
“Miami’s full of rumors,” Rourke hedged. “Sure, I can make a guess. Half a dozen guesses. Without some facts I couldn’t pin it down closer than that.”
“What about someone on the Tribune?” Shayne persisted. “Wouldn’t he have had to turn in some dope during the past few weeks that would give them a lead on what he was digging up?”
“That depends on how cagey Jackson has been about it. Abe Linkle isn’t the kind of guy to give him his head too long without demanding something in the way of results.”
“There’s a fellow named Ned Brooks who’s been working with Jackson on the story. Wouldn’t he know something?”
“I think he’s been holding out on Ned, too. Something Bert got hold of and has been running down alone.”
“What about the Tribune — and Jackson’s theory that they wouldn’t print the story if he turned it in? I thought newspapers lived by printing the news. The more sensational the better.”
“There are angles and angles,” said Rourke cautiously. “Matters of policy that sometimes dictate a certain story is better killed. The Trib has backed the present city administration to the hilt. It would depend a lot on what the story was and who it would hurt.”
Shayne took time out to sip brandy and stare absently at the wall. Then he set his glass down and held out his right hand, palm up. “Do you want to tell me how this blood got on the cushion of your car tonight?” he asked abruptly.
Rourke stood up and began pacing the floor restlessly, combing his hair with thin fingers. He came back to face Shayne. “You’ve known me a long time, Mike. Will you take my word for it that I’m not a murderer?”
“I like to know where I stand if I start tangling with Will Gentry.”
“Look-suppose I told you that I killed Bert Jackson tonight, that that’s his blood. What would you do then?” Rourke’s eyes were feverishly bright, his tone demanding.
“Did you, Tim?” Shayne asked gently.
Rourke shrugged his knobby shoulders and resumed his pacing with his hands clasped behind him and his chin bent upon his chest.
“If I say no, you’ll still want to know where the blood came from. Aren’t there certain conditions under which it might be better for you not to know the full truth?”
Shayne considered for a moment before asking, “Better for whom?”
“For you, for me, for everybody. Suppose I did kill somebody. You couldn’t cover up for me. Not legally or ethically. Your license carries a certain responsibility,” he went on in a strained, weary voice. “I’m asking you not to push me too far. That way, you’re in the clear to go ahead any way you want.” Rourke stopped pacing. His back was toward Shayne, and there was silence in the room for a full minute.
Shayne’s chair scraped back. He came to his feet saying, “All right, Tim. If that’s the way you want it. I’ll keep Gentry away from you as long as I can.”
Rourke turned and said, “Thanks. I guess-I might as well be going.” He started toward the door.
“I guess you’d better,” said Shayne grimly, “if you don’t want to answer any more questions,” but his rugged features softened at the look of abject misery on his friend’s face. “Have a nightcap before you go.”
“No, thanks. I-”
The telephone rang. Rourke paused on his way to the door. Shayne picked up the receiver.
Will Gentry said with barbed sarcasm, “Hope I didn’t interrupt your beauty sleep, Mike.”
“Oh, no,” Shayne assured him breezily. “I’ve practically given up the habit. What’s on your mind now?”
“I want you to come out and identify a dead man.”
“Who?”
“Stuff in his wallet says he’s a reporter on the Tribune named Bert Jackson,” Gentry growled. He cleared his throat significantly and added, “I just happened to remember that Rourke mentioned the name in your office an hour or so ago.”



Chapter Five


CORPSE WITH A KEY

“That’s right. I believe he did,” Shayne said with deliberate indecision.
“If Tim is with you now, better bring him along,” the chief of police ordered curtly.
“If you need Tim, why don’t you call his apartment?”
“I have, but he doesn’t answer. You know where he is?”
Shayne glanced at Rourke’s back. He was moving slowly toward the door, and Shayne said truthfully, “Rourke was headed for home the last time I saw him. Where are you, Will?”
“On Northwest Thirtieth. Come out Okeechobee Road and turn right on Thirtieth.”
“Right away.” He hung up and said to Rourke, “They’ve found Bert Jackson’s body.”
Rourke’s hand was on the doorknob. He turned, nodded, and said, “Where?” without surprise.
“Out in the northwest section. Gentry remembered you mentioning his name in my office, and wants me to come out and identify him.”
“Let’s go,” said Rourke listlessly. “I’ll drop you there and go to Betty.”
“You’ll do no such damned-fool thing,” Shayne snapped. “You heard what I told Will. Stay away from this as long as you can. Beat it to some bar where you’re known and have a few drinks. They’ll be on your tail fast enough without your stepping up and asking for it.”
“But Betty will need me, Mike. I can’t just-”
“You’ll stay away from the Jackson house,” Shayne ordered more gently. He went over and clamped a big hand on the reporter’s thin shoulder. “Damn it, Tim, don’t you realize Gentry’ll eventually turn all this stuff up? Your friendship with the Jacksons, the fact that you and Bert have had a fight, your hunting through bars for him tonight? That doorman at the Las Felice will remember your asking about him there. Keep out of it. Make them come after you. I’ll get out there and see what’s what.” He rushed the reporter out the door and closed it.
Shayne long-legged it into the bedroom, stripping off his coat and shirt as he went, hurried to the bathroom and wet a hand towel, sopped it over the hairs at the back of his neck, soaped and washed his hands, then dried neck and hands on the way to a chest of drawers for a clean shirt.
In three minutes he was at the front door with his hat on. He lifted the slight sag, slammed the door hard to make the night latch catch, and hurried down the steps to the side entrance. Rourke’s car was gone, and he strode back to the tenants’ garage for his car.
Once on the Okeechobee Road with the Miami Canal shimmering with moonlight on his left, he stepped hard on the accelerator and did not slow until he passed the Seminole Village and began to watch for street signs. He swung to the right on 30th Avenue and a few blocks ahead he saw the spotlights of police cars and an ambulance. He pulled up behind them and got out.
Bert Jackson lay on his back in the weeds choking the gutter. Gentry nodded curtly as Shayne pressed in beside him. “Recognize him?” grunted the chief.
“It’s Jackson, all right. Legman on the Tribune. Hit-and-run accident?”
“Bullet through the back of his head,” Gentry told him, shifting the soggy butt of a black cigar to the other side of his mouth and rolling his puffy eyelids up to look somberly at the rangy detective. He spat out the cigar as a short man wearing thick spectacles rose from a squatting position beside the body. “What do you make of it, Doc?”
The police surgeon climbed up the shallow embankment and stood beside them. “Not much, Will. He has been dead several hours. Either side of midnight. Shot once directly through the back of the head with a small-caliber bullet. Twenty-two is my guess. Either a rifle or a long-barreled target pistol. Everything indicates he was killed elsewhere and dumped here sometime later.”
“We figured that,” said Gentry, “from the position of the body and tracks of a car that pulled off to the side. Would you say he was shot in the car that dumped him?”
“I can’t say, Will. It’s possible. But-there are a couple of curious aspects that’ll have to wait on a p.m.” The physician shook his round head and said mildly, “That’s all I can give you right now.”
“Here’s a funny thing, Chief,” said a Homicide man who squatted on the edge of the pavement going through the contents of Jackson’s pockets and cataloging them. He held up the brass key to a Yale lock. “There’s a regular key ring in his pocket, but this one was zipped inside his wallet. Funny place for a man to carry a single key. And it’s not a duplicate of any on the key ring. ‘Three A’ is the only marking on it. Might be the number of a room or apartment.”
Shayne went over to the officer and said, “What else did you find on the body?”
“That’s about all. Some loose change in a trouser pocket. Cigarettes and a book of matches from a Flagler Street bar.”
“Nothing else in his coat pockets?” Shayne persisted.
“A handkerchief, that’s all.”
“What are you getting at, Mike?” rumbled Gentry, stepping up beside Shayne. “What else did you expect to find on him? How well did you know Jackson?”
Shayne didn’t answer, but continued to stare down at the motionless body. “See if there’s a hole in the lining of the right-hand coat pocket,” he suggested, “where something could have slid through to the coat lining.”
The man squinted up at Shayne, frowned, then stooped again to explore the inside of Jackson’s jacket pocket. He turned the coat back to show his thumb protruding through a hole in the bottom of the pocket. “Here’s the hole,” he admitted, “but the coat isn’t lined. If anything went through it would fall out and be lost.”
Shayne’s face was grim, but he said lightly, “So we’ll never know what might have fallen through, will we?”
“What sort of hocus-pocus is this, Mike?” Gentry demanded impatiently. “What do you think is missing from his pocket-and why?”
“It was just an idea, Will,” Shayne told him. “Probably nothing to it at all. That hole is just about big enough for a key to slide through,” he added with a shrug.
Gentry took Shayne by the arm and drew him aside as two men bearing a stretcher came up to remove the corpse. “What do you know about Bert Jackson, Mike?”
“Not much. I first met him a couple of years ago when he went to work on the News with Tim Rourke. He seemed a nice kid, newly married and enthusiastic about being a reporter.”
Gentry brushed this nonessential information aside and said brusquely, “You threw him out of your apartment this afternoon. Why?”
“A personal matter.”
“You told Rourke you didn’t like his proposition.”
“I didn’t.”
“What sort of proposition?”
“It can’t have any bearing on this,” he answered stubbornly.
“I’ll be the judge of that,” Gentry growled. “Why did you throw him out?”
“I’ve told you it was personal.”
“Privileged communication from a client?”
“You might call it that.”
“You said you didn’t have any clients,” Gentry reminded him with thinly controlled anger.
“I didn’t then.” Shayne drew in a long breath. “But this changes things. Mrs. Jackson is now my client. My talk with Bert Jackson also concerns her.”
“Don’t push me too far, Shayne. Don’t forget that as soon as Rourke saw the condition of your office he guessed it had a connection with Bert Jackson. We had one murder then, but I let you walk out without giving me anything. Now we’ve got another.”
Shayne hesitated before answering. He knew Gentry to be a man of long patience, but the fact that the chief had addressed him by his last name evidenced that his patience was reaching the breaking-point.
“Look, Will,” he said placatingly, “Jackson couldn’t have done the job in my office. The doc said he’d been dead since about midnight.”
“I’m not saying he did that job. I want to know why Rourke thought there was a tie-up.”
“Ask him,” said Shayne.
“Morgan,” Gentry called, and an officer detached himself from the group and came toward them. “Put a pair of cuffs on Shayne,” the chief directed pleasantly.
Shayne thrust his hands deep in his pockets and took a backward step. “Dammit, Will,” he raged, “you’re making the biggest mistake of your life.”
“I don’t think so. You can either talk now or sit in a cell until you decide to give me what you’ve got.” The trenches deepened in Shayne’s cheeks, and his voice was hoarse with anger and disbelief.
“This is a fool move. Let me work out my own angles and I’ll solve both murders for you.”
“Give me what you’ve got and I’ll attend to solving the murders. I can’t take this sort of thing from you any longer, Mike,” he continued in a pleading tone. “I’ve let you have your head too often in the past, and look at the publicity it’s got me. People read the papers and get the idea that we don’t need a police department in Miami, that you’re a one-man homicide bureau.”
“Maybe they’d be right at that,” Shayne said angrily. “Give me a little time on this. Just a few hours.”
“I’ve done that too often,” Gentry told him stolidly. “We sit around and twiddle our thumbs while you withhold vital information until you can work out some sort of deal to collect a whopping fee for solving a case we’d have tied in knots if you didn’t hold out. This time it’s going to be different. If you won’t give, at least I’ll know you’re put away where you can’t make a deal. Go ahead and put the cuffs on him, Morgan.”
Shayne was shaking with rage. He backed away another step, taking his hands from his pockets and clenching them into fists.
“Before God,” he grated, “I’ll break the jaw of the first man-”
“Dennis-Martin,” Gentry ordered gruffly, “help Morgan arrest this tough shamus.”
Shayne was thinking fast and fighting against his overpowering anger as the three officers moved toward him. “Better hold it a minute, boys. I’ve got to figure this thing out.”
The trio paused, glancing at Gentry for orders, uneasily aware of the redhead’s long friendship with the chief.
“You’ll have lots of time to figure it out in jail,” said Gentry. “This time I mean it, Mike.”
“Call Mrs. Jackson first,” Shayne demanded. “Get her permission for me to give it to you. That’s all I ask, Will, that you don’t force me to betray the confidence of a client.”
“We’ve already tried to call her. Right after I tried to call Rourke. No one answered at the Jackson house. What the hell does that add up to? Nobody home at four o’clock in the morning?”
“I can’t help that,” Shayne pointed out. “I don’t go around tucking my clients in bed. Wait until you get hold of her. If she agrees-”
“I’m not waiting any longer. Either give it to me now or stick out your wrists for the cuffs. Or take them the hard way,” he added uncompromisingly.
Shayne relaxed his white-knuckled fists. He realized that he couldn’t keep quiet any longer. Locked up, he couldn’t do Rourke or Betty Jackson or anybody else any good. His one chance to accomplish anything was to buy a few hours of freedom with some sort of story that would satisfy Will Gentry. To even hint at the few facts he knew about in the case would be damning to Rourke and to Betty Jackson.
“All right, Will,” he said, forcing a choke into his voice. “You’ve got me in a corner. If you’re sure you want it this way-”
“I’m sure,” Gentry interrupted.
Shayne took a deep breath and began tonelessly, “Bert Jackson came to me this afternoon to hire me to get divorce evidence against his wife. I threw him out because I don’t like that sort of business.”
“And?”
Shayne spread out his big hands. “That’s all. I refused the job and tossed him out on his ear.”
“Maybe so. But you still haven’t told me why Tim suspected Jackson and his proposition had something to do with the elevator operator’s murder and the ransacking of your office. And where does Tim come into the picture?”
“Tim’s an old friend of both Betty and Bert. A sort of brother-confessor. He got Bert his first job on the News, and-”
“I want to know why Tim brought up Jackson’s name in your office tonight.”
“I’m coming to that,” said Shayne rapidly. “I didn’t understand it myself until Tim and I left the office together. It seems that Bert had told his wife he was hiring me to get evidence against her-gave her the impression, in fact, that I had already got enough dope to get him a divorce. Tim said she was hysterical about it, and wanted him to get the evidence from me. When he refused to help her he was afraid maybe she had gone to whoever is involved with her and gotten him to search my office for it.”
It wasn’t a very convincing story, Shayne knew, but it had to do for the moment. It would provide Gentry a tangent to investigate, and Shayne could only hope fervently that there wasn’t a man involved with Betty Jackson on whom suspicion would fall.
Gentry was frowning and chewing on a fresh cigar. His protuberant eyes were fixed on Shayne’s brightly illuminated face, but the redhead didn’t bat an eye.
“That sounds okay for a beginning,” said Gentry grudgingly, “but how does it fit in with this?”
“I told you I didn’t think Jackson’s death had anything to do with it. If I have to solve all your homicides for you-”
“Beat it!” Gentry roared. “Next time, come clean in the beginning and there won’t be any hard feelings.”
Shayne stalked to his car without replying, got in and gunned the motor viciously in a U-turn, hit Okeechobee Road fast, and followed it to Grapeland Boulevard, where he turned north to 67th Street.
The cool stillness of the hour before the dawn shrouded the city as he drew up in front of a three-story stucco apartment with Las Felice lettered on the archway above double entrance doors.
He got out and went up the walk, found the outer doors unlocked, and entered a small foyer with a row of letter boxes on each side. Shayne tried the inner door and wasn’t surprised to find it locked in the absence of a doorman to admit visitors.
He turned back and found the mailbox for apartment Three A. A small engraved card inserted in a slot read Miss Marie Leonard. He didn’t want to forewarn the occupant of Three A of his impending visit, and decided it was too early in the morning to ring bells at random.
Instead, he took out a well-filled key ring, stopped to study the lock for a moment, then began selecting keys and trying them. The fifth one opened the lock, and he entered a small lobby. A self-service elevator stood waiting. He got in and pressed the button for the third floor.
Three A was the front apartment on the right. Shayne put his finger on the button and held it down while he counted to twenty. He released it, listened, and started to press it again when a crack of light showed under the door and the knob turned cautiously.
A sleepy voice asked through the narrow opening, “Who is it?”
Shayne said, “Police,” and shoved the door hard to confront the occupant.



Chapter Six


ACCIDENTAL STRIP TEASE?

Marie Leonard looked small and appealing in a blue silk dressing-gown that trailed behind her and swept the floor around her bare feet. Her eyes were enormous and blue, round with fright in a heart-shaped face that seemed waxen without make-up. Her brows and lashes were dark; and blond, touseled hair fell around her shoulders. She looked almost childish until she drew back from the tall redhead and wrapped the robe tightly around her to reveal the mature curves of her body. She opened and closed her lips three times before she succeeded in gasping the three words, “You-said-police.”
“They’ll be here soon enough,” Shayne said gruffly. He closed the door, took off his hat, and absently rubbed his palm over his stubby hair as he looked around the living-room.
He recognized this as one of the widely-acclaimed efficiency apartments in Miami which were usually rented furnished. This one, beyond doubt, had been done over by the occupant with gray and dull-blue stippled walls to accentuate the richness of deep cream silken drapes at the triple windows that blended into the dull-gold brocaded cover of a day bed, replete with blond end tables and fat pillows resting against the inner wall. The rug was silver-gray, leaving a generous portion of polished floor between the edges and the wall. A lacquered Japanese table with splotches of red at the west end held a combination television set, and at the east end, near the windows, two leatherette club chairs were drawn companionably together with a low glass table between.
Directly across from the entrance door where he stood Shayne saw a swinging door which he guessed led into a kitchenette, and opposite the leatherette chairs a door with an inside full-length mirror stood ajar to reveal a portion of the bedroom.
Two small, oddly shaped lamps on the blond end tables, a larger one on the Japanese table, and three or four choice statuettes added to the decorativeness of the small room. There was no suggestion of crowding, nothing expensive, and Shayne’s swift glance of approval gave him the impression that Marie Leonard strove for an effect of simplicity, comfort, and elegance with inexpensive imitations.
His eyes were softer when he turned back to the shrinking figure.
“What do you mean-the police will be here?” she asked tremulously. “Who are you and what do you mean by forcing your way into my apartment?”
“I’m a friend of Bert Jackson’s.”
Color flooded into her face. “But-why the police?” she stammered.
“Don’t you know the sort of mess Bert has got himself into?” Shayne demanded.
Marie Leonard backed away until she leaned against the sill of the swinging door, lifted her pointed chin, and said stormily, “There was nothing wrong about Bert coming here. It was all in his wife’s nasty mind. We never-” She hesitated, her lashes half closing over her eyes.
“It’s not the vice squad you’ve got to worry about.” He turned away, hat in hand, and dropped into one of the chairs opposite the mirrored door. “We’ve got to talk about a lot of things, and I could do with a drink.”
“Has something happened to Bert?” she cried, taking a few quick steps toward him.
As she moved Shayne caught a glimpse of bare legs and guessed that she wore nothing underneath the dressing-gown. “Didn’t you know he was heading for trouble when he left here tonight?” he countered.
She held the robe at her waist with one hand and covered her face with the other as she sank down on the edge of the day bed. “Yes-I was afraid,” she wailed, bending forward until her chin touched her bare, crossed knee. Then she lifted her face. It was waxen-white again. “Damn him, anyway,” she said. “I begged him not to go through with it, but he was wild. He wouldn’t listen.”
“If you could scare up a drink,” Shayne suggested.
She caught her breath in sharply and exclaimed, “I know who you are! You’re Michael Shayne, the private detective Bert went to see yesterday afternoon.”
“That’s right.”
“Why did you encourage him to go on with it?” she raged. “You’re older and more experienced. You must have known it would never work. If anything has happened to him it’s your fault.” She grabbed at the crawling silk of the robe and covered her legs.
“Wait a minute,” Shayne protested. “I don’t know that-”
“I know your reputation,” she burst out, spots of red in her cheeks. “You’re tough and cynical, and you don’t care what happens to other people. You egged him on-”
“Is that what he told you?” Shayne broke in gruffly.
“Yes. And you can’t deny it. I heard him make the phone call.”
“What call?” Shayne demanded. “To whom?”
“I don’t know who the man is. Bert never would tell me. He didn’t even mention any name when he phoned.”
Shayne lit a cigarette, and a breeze from the windows floated the smoke across the room before he said gently, “Tell me about the call.”
“Why should I tell you anything?” she blazed at him. “You know all about it. If something-has happened-to Bert-” She stood up and moved closer to him, tightening her robe again. A single tear squeezed its way out from under each lowered lid and ran down her cheeks.
“I think we could talk this out better with a drink,” Shayne told her quietly. He met her stormy gaze through a cloud of smoke, his gray eyes cold and demanding.
She backed away, tucking her hair behind one ear with one hand while the other clung to the lap of the long, loose robe. She nodded without speaking, turned, and disappeared through the swinging door.
Shayne slid down in the chair and stretched his long legs out comfortably, put his head back, and scowled at the ceiling. Something was definitely wrong here. Marie Leonard was certainly not his preconceived idea of the “other woman.” She couldn’t be much more than twenty, he thought wearily, and nothing about her fitted into the Betty-Bert triangle. She acted more like a bobby-soxer with a naive crush on a man who was about to break into the limelight with something big, yet-
Her return broke into his analysis. She carried a small tray containing a tall glass with ice cubes, a bottle of Scotch, and a siphon.
“Aren’t you having one?” he said, quirking his red brows when she deposited the tray on the table.
She shook her head with decision. “I don’t take a drink very often.” She took a backward step as he poured whisky in the glass and squirted soda over it.
“Please tell me about Bert, Mr. Shayne,” she begged. “Is he in jail?”
He stirred his drink and tasted it before saying, “Bert Jackson is dead, Marie.”
She gasped, and her body stiffened. Her eyes widened a trifle, and her lips tightened. Then she shivered and without warning began to sway forward.
Shayne jumped up just in time to catch her. She leaned against him and buried her face against his chest and sobbed convulsively, her arms limp at her sides. Shayne left one arm around her waist and stroked her soft blond hair with his free hand.
She straightened after a while, drew back, and tried to smile. “I’m sorry. I think I knew it all the time-as soon as you came. Maybe before that.” Her lips trembled, and she caught the lower one between her teeth. “Do you mind waiting while I put on some clothes?”
“Not at all. Go right ahead.” He sat down and poured more Scotch over the ice cubes, stirred it in, then settled back with a deep frown creasing his brow to sip the drink.
Glancing around absently he saw that she had left the bedroom door ajar fully six inches. From his position he saw her strip off the robe, and he had a rear view of her nude body as she stood in front of the dressing-table. She sat down and began doing things to her face, leaning close to the mirror. The line of her neck flowed smoothly down to well-fleshed, sloping shoulders and on to a neat waistline and fully developed buttocks that didn’t spread as she sat. When she stood up and lifted one arm to puff powder under it he had a glimpse of one large breast that sagged from the upper muscles, then protruded tuberously.
All of a sudden Shayne remembered that anyone he saw reflected in a mirror could also see him, and he hastily turned his eyes away. He took a long drink, looking squarely at the Japanese table at the opposite end of the room. Then he recalled that Marie Leonard had been wholly occupied with her toilet and had not once looked at his own reflection which had most certainly been in the full-length mirror.
Was it an act?
He was thinking rapidly, occasionally cutting his low-lidded eyes toward the mirror and no longer feeling like a peeping Tom. Marie moved in and out of his view as she dressed. She lived in this apartment, he reminded himself cynically, and must have known the angle of the mirror would reflect her body at certain positions in the room.
Shayne’s wide mouth tightened. It hadn’t been an accident that she left the door open those few inches. If she wanted to put on a strip-tease act for him there was no reason why he shouldn’t look. She had just been informed that her lover was dead, he told himself, and who could blame her if she set about acquiring another?
Suddenly he thumped the half-empty glass down on the glass-topped table and jerked himself erect. A sardonic smile twisted his lips, and he swore under his breath for having almost been taken in by a carefully calculated act.
Marie re-entered the living-room wearing a canary-yellow blouse of heavy, satiny material, and a gray skirt. The neck of the blouse was round, cut low to reveal the even sun tan of her chest and shoulders, and the fullness beneath the youthful neck revealed only the tips of her breasts encased in an uplift brassiere. With heels, she was taller than Shayne believed possible, and her heavy make-up dispelled his former illusions of youth.
“I think I’ll have a drink now,” she said. She disappeared through the swinging doors and returned with a glass full of ice cubes, poured a generous amount of whisky over them, and sat down in the club chair opposite Shayne.
“Did Bert’s wife kill him?” she asked abruptly.
Shayne sputtered on a sip of Scotch at the suddenness of her question. “What makes you think that?” he asked in a hostile tone.
Marie was leaning back with her eyes closed, but the rise and fall of her chest was rapid beneath the bright blouse. “She was horribly jealous of him, you know. And there was that other man she’s been in love with for years.” Her voice was low, gentle as a purr, but, Shayne thought, more effective than wild hysteria.
“What man?” he asked mildly, humoring her mood.
“I don’t know his name,” she answered.
“But you must have some idea,” he insisted.
“If she didn’t actually kill Bert,” Marie continued softly, “she was responsible for his death. She drove him to it-nagging him all the time for money and always refusing to divorce him unless he paid her a big cash settlement.” Her eyes fluttered open. She picked up her glass and took a long drink, then settled back again with the glass in her hand.
Shayne said, “Tell me about last night.”
“There isn’t much to tell. Bert was drunk when he came here. He said you were going to help him get enough money to buy a divorce from his wife. I begged him not to do it, but he was determined.” Her voice was subdued, listless, resigned.
“He made a phone call from here?”
“Just before he left, about ten. He was terribly angry with me for trying to persuade him to give up this plan of his. He dialed a number and then muffled his voice so I couldn’t hear whom he asked for, but I gathered that the person wasn’t there or couldn’t come to the phone.
“He talked to somebody,” she continued, keeping her eyes closed and her features in complete repose. “He said that you were working with him. He got terribly excited and insisted that it had to be done at once, and that if whoever it was didn’t call him back within half an hour with a proposition he was going to give the story to the paper-and if they refused to print it or if anything happened to him that you were going to turn all his information over to Timothy Rourke on the News. He gave his home telephone number for whoever it was to call, and hung up.”
“His home number?” Shayne asked, surprised.
“Yes. He left right after that. You see-”
“Hold it,” Shayne interrupted with a scowl, jerking his rangy body erect and trying to fit this information into the facts he already knew. “Are you sure he was headed for home when he left here at ten o’clock?” Marie had her glass to her lips and was swallowing rapidly.
“That’s what he said. How else could he get the call if he wasn’t home in half an hour?” She spoke irritably, set her empty glass on the table, relaxed, and closed her eyes once more.
Shayne settled back and did some fast thinking. How else, indeed, he wondered. Yet, Rourke had said that he went to the Jackson house at midnight, and Betty denied that Bert had returned all evening. Of course, Bert might have changed his mind on the way home. He could have stopped at a bar for a quick one and decided to make another phone call from there instead of going home and waiting. That would explain what Betty had told Rourke at midnight.
Setting his angular jaw, Shayne swore silently. If it were not for Tim he could go ahead with the extortion thing. But Marie Leonard was hinting at “another man” and that man was bound to be Tim, in spite of his hopes that there wasn’t another man when he lied to Gentry.
He came to his feet suddenly and walked slowly around the room, absently studying the two prints hanging on the wall, fingering the artistic statuettes on the lacquered table. Returning to his chair he poured another small drink, downed it, and demanded of Marie, “Why didn’t Bert stay right here to get the call? Didn’t he usually stay later than ten o’clock?”
“Sometimes.” She opened her eyes, drew one leg up on the chair, turned her body, and rested her cheek on the chair back to look directly at Shayne. “We’d had a big fight about this trouble he insisted on getting himself into. I told him it was all over between us unless he gave it up. I’ll-never forgive myself for doing that to him.” Her red mouth primped, and tears rolled down her cheeks. She dabbed at them with a handkerchief and continued.
“I sent him away angry. He slammed out without even saying good-by, but I didn’t know then-that I’d never see him again. Oh-I should have made him stay here with me, Mr. Shayne. If only I’d been-kinder to him.”
“Bert Jackson was a grown man,” he reminded her.
“But he wasn’t. He was just a boy in so many ways. Did that man kill him, Mr. Shayne? You haven’t even told me how Bert died.”
“What man?”
“That other man. You know-the one Betty-”
“Bert Jackson was shot,” Shayne told her harshly. “His body was found about three o’clock this morning out in the Northwest section.”
She shuddered and covered her face with both hands, weeping again. Shayne got up and stepped around the table, caught her wrists gently and pulled her hands away from her eyes. She gripped his fingers and cried desperately, “You must know who did it! With the information Bert gave you. He must have told you who the man was. You’ll see that he’s arrested and pays-even if Bert’s story about his political graft isn’t ever printed.”
“I don’t know who the man is,” Shayne told her.
“But Bert said that you-that he-”
“Your account of his telephone call clears up certain aspects of it,” he said soothingly. “If this man believes I have the information, he may come to me to buy it.”
“But if he does, you won’t deal with him!” She looked up into his eyes, her own wide and pleading. “You wouldn’t do that-not after-what happened to Bert.”
“If he killed Bert or had him killed,” Shayne promised soberly, “I give you my word he’ll pay for it. I wish you’d try to think back and recall all the things Bert must have told you about everything,” he urged. “Any names at all on this story of his, any facts. He must have talked about it to you, at least back in the beginning when he was so enthusiastic and didn’t realize quite what it might lead into.” Shayne put a small amount of whisky in her glass and sprayed it with soda, then resumed his seat and waited.
Marie lifted the drink with trembling hands, swallowed half of it, and said, “Bert didn’t talk to me about things like that.” A poignant sadness in her voice caused the detective to wince involuntarily.
What had they talked about, he wondered, these two young people caught up in a passion that could not be legalized. He raked blunt fingers through his hair as he compared Marie with Betty Jackson who vowed she was in love with her husband, and gave a forelock a savage jerk recalling Tim Rourke’s anomalous position in the situation. Tim, who had always preferred unattached blondes, had evidently beaten a triangle into a square, intentionally or not, and left Shayne with many unanswered questions, vague relationships, contradictions, and all because of a brunette.
Shayne came to his feet impatiently. The first light of dawn was streaming through the triple windows. He didn’t want Gentry to find him here when the police chief got around to connecting the lone key in Bert Jackson’s wallet with the Las Felice apartments.
Marie roused and stood up. In spite of her claim that she seldom drank, she was steady on her high heels after three stiff drinks of Scotch. She took a couple of steps and looked up at Shayne with a wan smile.
“The police will be here to question you about Bert Jackson,” he said, placing a big hand lightly on each of her shoulders. He kept his voice even, neither pleading nor warning as he continued. “Tell them as much of the truth as you wish about Bert being here last night-and so forth. But thus far, they don’t know anything about his extortion plan. You don’t have to tell them about it if you don’t want to. Not right away. I’d rather work on it alone.”
“Nothing matters very much to me now,” she murmured, lowering her lids.
“Nonsense,” said Shayne cheerfully. He shook her shoulders gently and took his hands away. “You’re young, and tomorrow is another day. I’ll be in touch with you.” He picked up his hat from the floor where he had tossed it and went toward the door, jamming it down on his heavy hair and pulling the brim low over his forehead. He stopped suddenly, turned, and asked, “Do you know Bert’s home address?”
“It’s not far from here,” she said, “on Sixtieth Street. I don’t know the house number. Only the telephone number.” She repeated the telephone number without hesitation.
Shayne hid his surprise by pretending to admire the lamp on the Japanese table. None of the figures Marie gave him coincided with the number Rourke had asked for in his apartment when he called the Jackson home to find out whether Bert had returned last night. “Are you positive?” he asked.
“Of course. I’ve called there often enough.”
“But-you must be mistaken,” he protested. “That’s not the number-”
“It is,” she interrupted loftily, “unless it has been changed in the last day or so. There’s the telephone book.”
The telephone was on a small stand that just missed the front door when it was wide open. Shayne stalked to it, picked up the directory, and began leafing through it, positive that he could not be mistaken.
He found Bert Jackson’s street address on Northwest Sixtieth Street in the directory, but a tingle crawled up his spine when he saw the telephone number. It was identical with the one Marie had given him. It was not the one Rourke had called.
Shayne kept his back turned to Marie as he scowled at the stippled wall. He had heard that number before, and recently. Very recently. He had not consciously memorized it, but the peculiar circumstance under which he had heard it had impressed it upon his memory.
Suddenly he knew.
Bert Jackson’s number was the one that Dirkson, Rourke’s city editor, had reluctantly given him when Bert insisted that he get in touch with Tim yesterday afternoon. A private, secret number that was to be called only in emergencies; and the deep-throated voice who had answered that call was Betty Jackson. She was the woman Rourke was with.
And Bert Jackson knew it!



Chapter Seven


A CLICKING TELEPHONE

Shayne swore under his breath, and when Marie said, “It is the right number, isn’t it?” he began flipping through the book.
“Yes, it’s the right number, Marie, but there are a couple of others I want to look up.”
This made so many things clear to him that hadn’t made sense before. Timothy Rourke’s evasiveness, his disinclination to discuss Bert and Betty and his relationship with them, his reason for sending Betty to his apartment to pump him for information the moment he learned that Bert had been there.
It explained Bert Jackson’s arrogant self-confidence when he suggested that Shayne call Rourke and put the proposition to him. Conscious that the older reporter was visiting his wife, he had used the fact to try to force Rourke to go along with his blackmail scheme.
Where did Rourke stand?
One count against his old friend came with the stabbing recollection that he had not called the Jacksons’ number while ostensibly trying to find out whether Bert had come home. He had called an entirely different number, listened for a long time before hanging up and reporting that there was no answer and advancing the theory that Bert was not at home and that Betty was asleep under the influence of sleeping-tablets.
Bert was dead at the time. Did Rourke know?
Shayne thought of the blood on the cushion of the reporter’s car, and of Rourke’s refusal to discuss that, and other details of Jackson’s murder; and as these thoughts flashed through his mind an even deadlier realization came in their wake.
In attempting to shield Rourke from Gentry’s probing, he had accomplished exactly the opposite! Inadvertently, his lie to the police chief about Bert wanting divorce evidence against his wife now appeared to be too near the truth for comfort. By withholding information on the blackmail scheme in which he believed Rourke was somehow involved, however innocently, he had actually tipped Gentry off to a fact that would eventually put the police on the track of Rourke as the “other man.”
All because Rourke hadn’t been frank with him, Shayne thought furiously, remembering that Marie was standing back of him, waiting until he had found what he was looking for.
“There’s a pencil and pad in the drawer of the telephone stand,” she said. “Unless it’s true that you remember everything you see and hear-like I’ve heard.”
“Thanks. I don’t,” he said soberly. He took a pencil and memorandum book from his pocket and pretended to write down numbers, grinding his teeth and damning Rourke for his lack of faith and failure to tell the whole truth.
It was too late now. At any moment, and certainly before many hours, Gentry’s men would have Rourke pegged as Betty Jackson’s lover, through a confession by Betty or the sudden return of Marie’s memory about the “other man.” Add that to the known bad blood between the two men, the undeniable fact that Rourke had combed the bars for Jackson last night, and the police would have evidence of murder.
Shayne picked up the receiver and dialed Rourke’s apartment, clamping the receiver against his ear, then dropping it with an oath when he heard a busy signal.
He whirled around to face Marie.
She cried out in alarm at the expression on his face. “What is it? I don’t-”
“Is there a rear stairway and a door in this place?” he interrupted rudely.
“Yes. The stairway is past the elevator at the end of the hall. There’s a back door that goes out to the parking-lot where we leave our cars. But why?”
“I’d just as soon not meet the cops coming in the front,” he told her. “And if you really want Bert’s murderer caught you will forget that you ever saw me. Better get back in bed and pretend you’ve been asleep all night.”
She ran to him and impulsively threw her arms around his neck. “I want Bert’s murderer caught more than anything in the world. I’ll go right to bed-but when will I see you again? I’ll be thinking about you-and wondering, Michael.”
Shayne put one arm around her and quietly turned the doorknob with his free hand. She pressed against him, and he pushed the bolt, freeing the night latch. Then he patted her shoulder and promised, “I’ll be in touch with you, Marie. Get some sleep now, if you can.”
He put her away from him gently, went out and closed the door, strode down the hall a dozen steps, then turned and tiptoed back. He paused outside with his hand gripping the doorknob and listened intently. He was rewarded by the clicking of the telephone as Marie dialed a number.
He turned the knob silently, eased the door open a crack, then wider when he heard the low murmur of her voice. Her back was toward the door, and she held the mouthpiece close to her lips.
Shayne could not distinguish any words as he moved stealthily inside and approached her. She stopped talking to listen, and as though some inner intuition warned her that someone was listening, she glanced around. A strangled cry escaped her throat.
“’By-Ned,” she exclaimed, dropped the instrument on its prongs and whirled to face Shayne with dilated eyes. “How did you-what do you mean?”
“Ned Brooks,” said Shayne flatly.
“Well, what of it?” she flared.
“Why did you call him?”
“Because Ned is Bert’s best friend-and he’s got a stake in that story they’ve been working on.”
“How well do you know Ned?”
She turned away from his cold, demanding gaze and said indifferently, “He has been here a few times with Bert. That’s all.”
Shayne wondered if that was all, but he knew he would get no more from her now, so he went out and continued down the hall to the back stairway.



Chapter Eight


MIKE PULLS A FAST ONE

The sky was growing light when Shayne stepped from the rear exit of the apartment building into the enclosed tenants’ parking-lot and made his way to an opening in the high board fence that led to a side street.
He yawned widely, then twisted his wide mouth in a grim grin. There had been a time, he reminded himself disgustedly, when an hour or so of sleep was enough. Especially when he was working on a case. But he was getting older. Besides, this wasn’t his case. Not officially. Thus far there wasn’t a fee involved, but from what Marie Leonard had told him about Bert Jackson’s phone call from her apartment he felt pretty certain he’d receive an offer before long. Whoever had gone so far as to murder an elevator operator and ransack his office and apartment must be convinced that the data for Jackson’s graft story was in his possession.
It wasn’t difficult, now, to surmise approximately what must have happened after Jackson left the Las Felice at ten o’clock. He probably stopped some place to call Mr. Big back and foolishly made a date to meet him that night, trusting that his story about a detective named Shayne having possession of the material would hold as life insurance for him.
And it hadn’t worked out that way.
The only trouble with that theory, he corrected himself sourly, was that it failed to account for the smear of blood on the back of Rourke’s car seat. If that smear had any connection at all with Jackson’s death.
He wished now that he had forced Rourke to explain the blood as soon as he discovered it. There could be a dozen plausible explanations. But at that time, he excused himself, things had been so mixed up in his own mind that he had been unwilling to press his friend for an explanation for fear-he acknowledged-of what Rourke might have told him. It was one thing to go to bat for an old friend if you suspected, but did not know, he had committed a crime. On the other hand, if he took advantage of friendship and confessed, it became an entirely different matter.
So you went along and kept your mouth shut and hoped for the best.
Shayne shrugged off the unpleasant thoughts as he rounded the corner cautiously and glanced down the street to make certain his car was the only one parked in front of the Las Felice, realizing that it was only a matter of time before Will Gentry would connect the key marked Three A with Marie Leonard’s apartment. And he didn’t relish the thought of what would happen if the police found him in the vicinity.
His was the only car. He went to it briskly, got in, and pulled away fast in the direction of Timothy Rourke’s bachelor quarters.
The busy signal he had received when he called the reporter’s number bothered him. If he had been talking to Betty Jackson, it might already be too late to do anything about the mistake Shayne had made in lying to Will Gentry. It was quite possible that the police were at the Jackson house, hoping to pick up just such a lead as a call from Rourke would give them. He hoped to God Rourke would be at home.
His luck held. Rourke’s car was parked in front of the apartment building. Shayne didn’t stop, but went around the corner and parked on a side street near an alley which he knew could be reached via the fire escape from the reporter’s second-floor apartment.
Long-legging it back to the front entrance, he hurried in and up one flight. The door of Rourke’s apartment stood ajar, and Shayne pushed it open onto a disordered living-room, saw the reporter sitting at his desk with the telephone receiver at his ear.
Rourke dropped the instrument on the hook and exclaimed, “I’m worried about Betty. She still doesn’t answer. I’m afraid she took more than two sleeping-tablets.”
Shayne heeled the door shut and strode into the room saying, “You’ll both be lucky,” grimly, “if she swallowed enough of them to stop her talking to the cops for a long time. Dammit it, Tim! Why didn’t you speak up back at my place? I warned you I couldn’t work in the dark. Now I’ve messed things up, set the police right on your tail.”
“Give you what straight?” Rourke countered belligerently.
“Everything. You not only didn’t tell me about your bedding down with Betty Jackson, but you threw me off completely by making that phony call to a number you pretended was the Jacksons’.”
“Okay,” Rourke muttered. He moved to a worn armchair and dropped into it. “Knowing the way your mind works I was sure you’d take it this way if you found out I was with Betty when you phoned me yesterday afternoon. There’s no use telling you now that we’re just good friends.”
“It doesn’t matter a hell of a lot what you tell me,” Shayne agreed, sauntering over to the couch and sitting down. “You’ll find out that the police have got nasty minds, too. It didn’t help things a bit,” he went on savagely, “when I thought I was covering up on this other business for you by throwing Will Gentry a false lead in the shape of private information that Betty has been two-timing her husband with some guy.”
“You told him that?” the reporter exclaimed incredulously. “Why? It’s a damned lie. Betty is-”
“Because,” groaned Shayne, “I thought it was a lie. I had to think fast and give Will some reason for that crack you made about Bert Jackson in my office to stop him from slipping the cuffs on me.”
“Why didn’t you tell him the truth? About Bert’s blackmailing scheme. Damn your soul, Mike, I believe you’d sell your own mother for a piece of cash.”
Shayne’s gaunt features tightened. He exhaled a long breath and forced himself to speak calmly.
“Don’t say things you’ll be sorry for later, Tim. You can see the spot I was in. I had no intimation that there was anything between you and Betty Jackson-or between her and anyone. There were angles on this other thing in connection with you that worried me. I thought if I could send the cops off hunting for a nonexistent lover it would give me a free hand to chase down the real angles. Instead, I’ve turned them loose on you.”
“But I swear to you, Mike, that Betty and I-”
“It makes no difference whether you’ve been sleeping with her or not,” Shayne cut in swiftly. “You had a fight with Bert recently, spent all last evening trying to find him, after spending the afternoon with his wife. There are bloodstains in your car, and Bert Jackson was shot through the head with a twenty-two-caliber bullet. Where’s your target pistol?” he ended abruptly.
Rourke leaned back, his face drawn and haggard. “What’s that got to do with it?”
“Everything. If a test bullet fired from it does-or doesn’t-match the death bullet. Dozens of people know you took a prize in that tournament last month and own a long-barreled twenty-two,” said Shayne impatiently. “Including Will Gentry who was one of the judges. Give me the gun if you’re in the clear, and I’ll turn it over to Ballistics.”
Rourke said, “I can’t give it to you, Mike.”
“Why not? If you’re afraid to have it tested-”
“I haven’t got it. Somebody stole it soon after the tournament.”
Shayne studied his friend somberly, tugging at the lobe of his left ear. “I hope to God you reported the theft to the police,” he said slowly.
“I didn’t. It just didn’t seem important.” Rourke came to his feet, avoiding Shayne’s searching scrutiny. “Let’s have a drink.”
“If you’ve anything fit to drink,” said Shayne, watching the reporter’s curved spine as he went to the kitchenette.
Shayne was at the telephone with his hand on the receiver when Rourke came back with a bottle and glasses. “Do you know if the Jacksons have a regular doctor?” he asked, his stubby red brows drawn together in fierce concentration.
“I recommended Doc Meeker to them once when Bert was sick,” Rourke told him. “I think they’ve had him a few times. In fact, he gave Betty a prescription for the sleeping-pills.”
“Good old Doc Meeker,” Shayne said fervently, lifting the receiver and dialing a number while Rourke poured two drinks. The phone rang six times before a sleepy voice answered, and Shayne said, “Michael Shayne, Doctor. Are you awake enough to listen fast without interrupting?”
“I’m awake,” the doctor answered.
“This is an emergency, Doctor. A patient of yours, Mrs. Bert Jackson, needs you in a hurry. She has taken an overdose of sleeping-pills. Her husband was murdered a few hours ago, but she doesn’t know it yet. The police are probably on their way to her place now to question her.” He paused a moment before adding significantly, “As a detective who has her best interest at heart I’m very much afraid the shock might be fatal if she were awakened and questioned in her present condition. Do you agree?”
“It is possible,” said Doctor Meeker cautiously, “that under certain conditions it would be advisable to delay the shock.”
“Exactly,” Shayne broke in, and continued swiftly: “Under those conditions, wouldn’t you advise a strong sedative to take effect as the sleeping-pills wear off, something that might last a few hours at least?”
“I will go to Mrs. Jackson at once,” Doctor Meeker told him. “If my diagnosis confirms your opinion I will certainly see to it that she isn’t disturbed until-” He paused, a question in his tone.
“I’ll be in touch with you in a short time,” Shayne promised hastily. “And, Doc-if you’re asked, it might be just as well to say that Timothy Rourke called you.” Sweat was standing on Shayne’s brow. He sighed with satisfaction as he dropped the instrument on the prongs and took out his handkerchief. “That will take care of Betty Jackson for a while, at least,” he said. “If I know Doc Meeker, and I think I do.”
“You should,” said Rourke sharply. “He’s been doing your dirty work long enough.”
“But strictly ethical, Tim. You’ve got to admit that.”
Shayne mopped his face on the way to the couch, picked up his drink from the table, and made a wry face when he took a sip.
Rourke dropped into his chair and burst out, “You don’t believe a word I’ve said, Mike. You’re afraid Betty will tell the police about me and her.”
“I know police methods,” Shayne growled. “If they aren’t stopped they’ll barge in when she’s in a dazed condition and wring all sorts of admissions from her-twist the most innocent statements into damning revelations. Wake up, Tim. You know damned well that the minute they connect you two in any degree of intimacy they’ll stop looking elsewhere for her husband’s murderer. It’s the perfect pattern.”
Rourke sat slumped on his fifth vertebra, his legs crossed like sticks in ample trousers, and his head lolling back on the chair. His eyes, in their cavernous sockets, were closed, and he made no comment.
Shayne bent forward and said grimly, “That story about your pistol being stolen isn’t going to help any, Tim. It’s the oldest dodge in the world. Can’t you think up something better?”
“That,” said Rourke listlessly, “happens to be the truth.”
“Look, Tim, you’ve got to drop out of sight for a while,” Shayne said urgently. “For at least as long as Doc Meeker is able to keep Betty from being questioned. Give me one day with neither of you making damaging admissions to the police. But you have to get out of the way and stay there. I warn you, they’ll be pounding on your door within an hour or so.”
“Because of what you told Gentry,” said Rourke bitterly.
“All right. Because of what I told Gentry. That’s water over the dam. Right now we’ve got to think of some place for you to duck out of sight for a day or so.” Shayne got up with drink in hand and paced the floor restlessly. “It would be best if you’d get out of town, hole up in some small town upstate-”
The ringing of the telephone stopped him in midstride. Rourke sprang to his feet and went toward it.
Shayne growled a warning. “Hold it, Tim. We don’t know-”
The reporter’s face was set and inscrutable as he strode on, lifted the receiver, and said, “Tim Rourke speaking.”
An apologetic and worried voice came over the wire. “Ned Brooks, Tim. Sorry if I wakened you at this ungodly hour.”
“You didn’t waken me, Ned. What’s on your mind?”
“Two cops just left my place,” said Brooks rapidly. “I’m afraid, damn it, that they’re on their way to see you. I didn’t know what in hell it was all about, pounding at my door and throwing accusations at me-questioning me about Bert Jackson and his wife, wanting to know who were their close friends, and when did I see either of them last.”
“Well?”
“I told them the truth, damn it, and now I wish I hadn’t. Did you know Bert is dead?”
Rourke said, “Yeh. Go on, Ned.”
“I didn’t know what they were after, so I told them about running into Bert on the street last night a block from his house. That he was pretty drunk and raving about you and a big news story he’s planning to break. The same stuff he and I have been trying to dig up at City Hall, I gathered, except tonight he acted as though he was on to something I didn’t know about.
“Anyhow,” Ned Brooks went on rapidly, “he said he wanted to see you. I asked him if he’d tried his own house. But, hell, Tim, I didn’t mean anything. He was tight, and I thought he ought to get home.”
“You told the cops all this?” Rourke asked.
“Sure. Before I knew what was up. Honest to God-”
“Isn’t your wife out of town, Ned?” Rourke cut in sharply.
“Why, yes. Visiting her folks in New York. I’m batching it, and-”
“You’re going to have company if I can get away from here before the cops grab me. Sit tight, Ned. You can tell me the rest when I get there.” He slammed up the receiver and looked at Shayne with eyes that glittered with excitement.
“What’s up, Tim?” Shayne hadn’t moved. He had stood quietly, listening and gently massaging his ear lobe and staring bleakly into space.
“That was Ned Brooks-reporter on the Trib who was working with Bert on the City Hall run. Claims he doesn’t know much about the story Bert dug up, but if I pump him for details I might pick up something useful. His wife’s out of town, and he can put me up for a few days.”
“Is he a good friend of yours?” Shayne asked doubtfully.
“One of my best friends,” said Rourke with heavy irony. “Like you, he’s gone out of his way to tell the cops how friendly I am with Betty. He ran into Bert after he left the Las Felice tonight and he told the cops Bert was looking for me. They’re probably on their way here now.”
Shayne’s face was very grave. He caught Rourke’s arm and said brusquely, “Get out the back way-down the fire escape. I’ll go out front to your car. If I meet the cops coming up I’ll stall them and say I’ve been trying to rouse you without any luck. Give me Brooks’s address, and for God’s sake stay in out of sight until I contact you there. Are you sure he’ll keep his mouth shut and not turn you in?” he ended desperately.
“Ned owes me a few favors,” said Rourke. He gave Shayne the address, shrugged off the detective’s grip on his shoulder, and went through the kitchenette to the fire escape without another word.
Shayne hastily turned out the lights and left by the front door, closing it and making certain it was locked. He went down the corridor at a leisurely pace. He met no one, and outside he waited until Rourke got in his car and drove away.
As he walked toward the side street where his own car was parked he heard a speeding motor come up behind him, heard the squeal of brakes when it stopped in front of the apartment building. He glanced over his shoulder and saw two uniformed men entering, and without breaking his stride he went on, got into his car, and wheeled it away toward Sixtieth Street.



Chapter Nine


NOSY NEIGHBOR

The Jackson residence on Sixtieth Street was one of a row of bungalows erected from the same architectural plan. The monotony was relieved by reversing the design with every other house, and by the use of different colors of paint on the stuccoed exteriors. Here and there wide awnings had been installed on front porches to shut out the sun’s glare, thus obscuring the numbers. Set back some twenty feet from the sidewalk, each narrow lot boasted a patch of St. Augustine’s grass, and the houses were separated by graveled driveways leading back to one-car garages.
Shayne didn’t have to check the house number. An official police car and a gray coupe were parked in front of a bungalow a third of the way down the block. He drew in behind them and got out. He recognized the gray coupe as Doctor Meeker’s, and felt quite sure that the police weren’t getting anything from Betty Jackson.
As he started up the walk he heard the front door of the house next door slam and a voice say, “Pssst-young man.”
Shayne turned his head and saw a little old lady standing at her porch steps. She beckoned a gnarled finger imperiously. He hesitated briefly, then took off his hat and crossed the driveway, smiling his pleasantest smile.
“Now, young man, I want to know exactly what’s going on next door,” she began without preamble, her bright-blue eyes glittering with curiosity. “You come right in here and tell me. I saw the doctor come first,” she continued, catching his arm and urging him toward the open living-room door, keeping her voice low. “Then I saw those other men. They’re policemen. You’re not a policeman, are you?”
“Not exactly,” Shayne told her as they entered an immaculate room with a large window directly opposite a similar window in the Jackson house.
“I know there’s trouble next door, and land sakes! I’ve been expecting it. Such a nice young couple, too, when they first moved in. Neighborly and all. Took right in to calling me Grandma Peabody just like everybody else in this whole block, and her popping in for a visit most any afternoon. But it didn’t last long. These young people nowadays! Playing at being married, that’s what. It’s easy divorce that does it.
“Now you sit right down there, young man, and tell me what’s going on. Who’s sick, and what’re the police doing there? I’d of been over long ago, but it’s no more’n a month or so since she says to me snippylike, ‘I’ll tell you why I keep my living-room curtains drawn, Mrs. Peabody. Because I like a little privacy in my own house, that’s why.’ As if I cared a whit what she does in her own house, and it’s not my fault our houses happen to be built so my window is right opposite hers with no more’n the driveway between us. A body can’t help glancing out her own window now and then. Not if you’re neighborly the way I’ve always been.
“‘Oh, you needn’t try to pull the wool over my eyes, Mrs. Jackson,’ I told her right off. ‘It’s just when that other newspaper reporter comes visiting you while your husband’s not home that you’re ashamed to have anybody see in. And him ’most old enough to be your father,’ I told her right out. I’d of given her a real piece of my mind if she hadn’t slammed the door shut right in my face. I’ll tell you right now I haven’t set foot on her porch since that day and don’t expect to without I’m straight out invited.”
“I’m sure you’ve been a good neighbor, Mrs. Peabody,” Shayne broke in when she stopped to catch her breath.
He started to get up, but she commanded, “No you don’t, young man. You stay right here and tell me what’s going on. I’ll not rest easy until I know. He was there yesterday afternoon. Walking up brazen as you please at six minutes after three o’clock, and Mr. Jackson never home till six or after. Some people think things like that don’t get noticed in the daytime, but land sakes! I always say there’s just as much sinning goes on in the daytime as at night, and nobody can pull the wool over my eyes that way.”
Shayne settled back, suppressing a grin. “What time did this reporter leave, Mrs. Peabody?”
“They went out together at twenty-five minutes of six,” she told him triumphantly. “I made special note of the time because I was watching to see did Mr. Jackson come home early and catch him there. He did once,” she continued, hitching her chair closer and lowering her voice to a confidential tone. “Almost a month ago it was, and there was all manner of a row. After he left, the two of ’em went at it hammer and tongs till almost midnight. A body can hear a lot goes on over there if you leave the window up and sit right close to it. Now I want to know who’s sick-or what. I didn’t hear anything last night after he finally did come home, and drunk as a hooty owl, too. At nine minutes after ten, but then you never do know, do you, and I always say-”
“Do you mean to say that Bert Jackson came home at ten o’clock?” Shayne cut in sharply. “Was Mrs. Jackson home?”
“She was home all right. After leaving with that man, like I said, she came back alone at six-fifteen in a taxi and kept it waiting outside while she went in the house for a few minutes. Then she came back at ten of seven and didn’t stir out again.”
Shayne pressed four fingers of a hand against his wide mouth to hide his mirth at the definite timetable. He asked, “How can you be sure she didn’t go out?”
“With me sitting right here by the window every minute of the time watching out?” she said scornfully. “There’s a street lamp lights their front walk at night bright as day ’most.”
“Isn’t there a back door?” he persisted.
“It doesn’t go anywhere except to their garage, and they don’t have a car. Isn’t even an alley they can get to. What are you trying to make out, young man? Does he claim she wasn’t in when he came in staggering all over the walk? And you haven’t told me yet what the trouble is.”
“Bert Jackson was killed last night,” Shayne told her, “and Mrs. Jackson seems to have taken an overdose of sleeping-tablets and can’t be aroused.”
“Killed? Right next door to me and I didn’t hear it! Mercy me, you’d of thought I’d heard something.” Her toothless mouth worked nervously, and she shook her snow-white head from side to side in anger or sheer disappointment. She made a clucking sound and said, “So she did it so quiet I never even suspected. Oh, she’s a sly one, all right. Cut his throat-or was it a blunt instrument like they say in the radio plays?”
“He was shot and his body found in a ditch several miles from here,” Shayne told her gravely. He watched keenly for her reaction, and decided that it was definitely one of disgust and disappointment.
“How’d he get out of the house?” she asked, greatly agitated, the end of her sharp nose twitching. “I thought for sure he was dead drunk when I heard the telephone ringing and ringing and nobody answering it.”
“When was that?” Shayne asked quietly.
“About half after ten-and then again a minute or two past eleven.”
“How can you place the time so close?”
“Because I had my radio on, that’s why,” she retorted. “I keep it on all evening with the lights out while I’m sitting here-now that they’ve got so careful to be quiet that a body can’t hear anything even when it’s off.”
“If you think he was too drunk to answer the phone, didn’t you think it was queer that she didn’t? Didn’t it make you wonder if maybe she had slipped out before he got home without your seeing her?”
“I know she didn’t, so why should I think that? Besides, she’s always taking those sleeping-pills and going to bed early so she doesn’t hear the phone, and it rings lots of times at night when she’s by herself. Too many sleeping-pills, eh? I’m not surprised. No, sir, not one speck surprised. Are they pumping her out-or is it too late to save her?”
“I imagine the doctor is pumping her out,” Shayne told her. “What time did Bert Jackson go out again after he came in?”
“He didn’t,” she said flatly. “Not till after midnight anyway when I went to bed. Land sakes! If I’d just had any idea-”
Grandma Peabody went on to assure him emphatically that if she’d known what to look forward to she certainly wouldn’t have closed her eyes during the night, but Shayne was convinced of that fact and he didn’t listen to her.
His mind was busy with the puzzle of Bert Jackson returning at ten o’clock when Rourke had told him positively that at twelve o’clock Betty denied that she had seen him all evening. If Mrs. Peabody was right-if Betty had been home at ten-
But perhaps she had already taken the sleeping-tablets by that time, he thought, trying not to listen to the old woman’s chatter which had turned into personal grievances.
That didn’t check. Rourke admitted talking to her at twelve-and comforting her. And he distinctly recalled that Rourke had mentioned talking to her on the phone again at two o’clock and advising her to take the tablets.
He got up suddenly and moved across the room to the window, looked out, and noted that the corner of the Jackson house cut off her line of vision of the front walk at a point about ten feet in front of the Jackson’s front porch.
Pointing this out to her he said casually, “When the police get around to questioning you, I advise you not to be too positive in saying that Mr. Jackson entered his house soon after ten o’clock and didn’t leave it until midnight.”
She came over and peered out the window with him, reluctant to give up her role as the all-seeing eye. “I’d like to know why not,” she snapped. “I saw him with my own eyes, didn’t I? Staggering up that path and land knows how he managed to walk all the way from the bus in that condition.”
“You saw him walk up the path to within ten feet of the front porch,” Shayne corrected her. “You don’t know that he went in. He could have circled around either side of the house without you seeing him.”
“Why in the name of goodness would he do a fool thing like that?” she asked, slightly crestfallen.
Shayne shrugged and returned to his chair. “Drunks get queer ideas sometimes. I’m just showing you what a lawyer would do with your testimony if you got on the witness stand.”
Her old eyes beamed with anticipation. “I’ve never been a witness in court before.” She paused, savoring the idea, then said, “Still and all, I don’t see why he’d sneak around his own house without going in. Not unless he saw something through the front window when he came up-or somebody inside with his wife. But-I reckon that couldn’t of been,” she ended limply, “because nobody else came after she came home by herself.”
“There’s always the back door,” Shayne reminded her, hoping to God as he implanted this thought in her mind that Rourke would be able to prove where he was between ten and twelve last night.
“You mean that other man slipped back in the back way after going off with her so openlike?” She was eager again, nodding her white head knowingly. “Just like in a play I saw once. And him so broke up and noble he went off and shot himself so he wouldn’t be in their way any longer and they could get decently married.”
“You have to keep in mind that drunk men get queer ideas sometimes, Mrs. Peabody,” Shayne reminded her, choking a desire to laugh. He arose and added, “This has been very pleasant, and I’m sure the police will want to hear everything you can tell them.” He paused near the door, a frown creasing his brow, asked, “Are you positive Bert Jackson didn’t come home in a taxi when he arrived at nine minutes after ten?”
She shook her head emphatically. “I watched him walking all the way from the corner. But I did notice a car come up behind him when he turned in his walk, and I remember thinking it was stopping at his walk and wondering who it’d be at that time of night, but it went on after a minute, and I guess it was just somebody watching him stagger down the sidewalk and was curious to see if he’d fall flat on his face or make it home all right. Some people are pretty curious like that.”
Shayne gravely agreed that some people were. He escaped by promising to bring her news of Betty Jackson’s condition before he left, and recrossed the driveway and patch of lawn to the Jacksons’ walk.
The front door opened as he stepped up on the porch. A detective sergeant whom he knew slightly said with an unwelcoming scowl, “Sorry, Shamus. We got orders you’re not to talk with Mrs. Jackson.”



Chapter Ten


MR. BIG BAITS A TRAP

Shayne lifted his ragged red brows in simulated surprise. “Oh?” He lounged against the doorframe and lit a cigarette, then asked, “Who gave the orders, Sergeant?”
“The chief,” Sergeant Allen replied mildly. He smiled briefly, then added in a confidential tone, “Not that you’re missing much, just between you and me and the gatepost. Some doctor got here first, and he’s in there working on her now. Looks to me like she did a job with sleeping-pills that’ll keep her quiet for a good long time.”
“She’s not dead?” Shayne asked quietly.
“Nope. But she’s sure as hell out like a light. Morgan’s in there arguing with the doc.”
“If she isn’t conscious,” said Shayne good-naturedly, “it can’t do any harm to go in and see what the score is.”
Sergeant Allen pursed his full lips, creased his forehead and finally agreed, “I guess not. Chief didn’t say anything except you wasn’t to talk to her.”
“I’m sure Morgan will be happy to run me out if she recovers enough to talk.” Shayne pushed past the sergeant into a living-room identical in size and shape with Grandma Peabody’s. There the resemblance ended, for here was cluttered disorder in contrast to the immaculate neatness of the other room.
A long, narrow table was stacked with magazines and old newspapers, and half a dozen ash trays were filled with cigarette stubs. The pillows on the couch were crushed and rumpled, and books were thrust haphazardly in dusty bookshelves.
A narrow passageway led from the center of the room to two bedrooms with a bath in between. Shayne heard the sound of angry voices and sauntered down the narrow hall to an open door.
“… mighty highhanded way of doing things,” Detective Morgan was saying. “I tell you this woman is an important witness in a murder investigation.”
“And I’m her physician,” Doctor Meeker replied crisply. “I don’t care if Saint Peter wants to interview her. She’s my patient, and as long as she’s alive I won’t have her disturbed. This injection is necessary, and I intend to administer it.”
“I’m warning you, Doctor, that you’re liable to prosecution.”
Shayne stepped into a bedroom with shades lowered. He said provocatively, “Don’t pay any attention to Morgan, Doctor. When I get around to it I’m going to prosecute him for digging into my private office files.”
Morgan whirled around and faced Shayne with a hostile gaze, but the doctor remained in his bent position, holding Betty Jackson’s arm in one hand and a hypodermic needle in the other.
Inserting the needle deftly he said, “I don’t know who you are, but I have no intention of endangering my patient’s life just to please some oaf of a policeman.”
“What are you doing here, Shayne?” Morgan demanded. “Didn’t Sergeant Allen tell you-”
“That I wasn’t to interview Mrs. Jackson. From what I just heard I guess there’s not much danger of my doing that, is there, Doctor?”
“Not for at least six hours,” said the doctor, withdrawing the needle and massaging the spot on his patient’s arm with a piece of cotton. He was a short, heavy-set man with gray hair and a strong jaw that was at the moment set determinedly. He glanced casually at Shayne with no show of recognition and began replacing things in his black physician’s bag.
“Will Mrs. Jackson be all right?” Shayne asked anxiously.
“With proper care and attention she should regain consciousness shortly after noon with no effects worse than a bad hangover,” he answered gravely. “But I absolutely forbid any attempt to waken her for questioning before she rouses from her condition normally.” He snapped his bag shut, turned to Morgan, and continued.
“I intend to hold you strictly accountable, Officer Morgan. Your full name and badge number, if you please.”
Morgan bristled, his face reddening. “See here, Doctor. As an officer of the law-”
“As an officer of the law it is your duty to see that the patient is not disturbed,” Doctor Meeker interrupted with quiet professional reserve. “Your name and number?”
“I can give you his name, Doctor,” Shayne interposed. “And I can get his badge without any trouble. But what about Mrs. Jackson? Shouldn’t she have a nurse to take care of her, stand by? Some of these hot-shot Homicide boys have conveniently short memories when it comes to a thing like this.”
“Decidedly,” snapped Doctor Meeker. “She must have a nurse with her. I’ll arrange to have one come on duty at once.”
Detective Morgan’s nostrils were flaring with each enraged breath. “That’s enough smart talk from you, Shamus. If you don’t get out and stay out, I’ve still got those handcuffs I didn’t use last night.”
“But you’ve only got one man to help you this time,” Shayne reminded him.
Doctor Meeker went quietly from the room. Shayne followed and went on outside when the doctor stopped at the telephone in the living-room, then nodded and said, “Thanks,” to Sergeant Allen as he went out the front door and down the walk.
He loitered on the sidewalk until Doctor Meeker came out, then moved beside him toward the gray coupe, asking in a low voice, “Is Mrs. Jackson really bad, Doc?”
“Just knocked out with an overdose of barbital,” said the doctor, keeping his eyes straight ahead, his short legs taking three steps to Shayne’s two long strides. “She was beginning to come around a few minutes before you arrived, but I gathered that you had some particular reason for hoping she would be unable to talk to the police for as long as possible. The sedative I administered will simply delay normal return to consciousness for a few hours.”
“Thanks, Doc,” Shayne murmured, not looking at his shorter companion.
They stopped beside the gray coupe. The doctor opened the door and thrust his medical bag onto the seat and got in under the steering-wheel.
“What actually happened to Mr. Jackson?” he asked, still avoiding looking at Shayne, and switching on the ignition, pressing the starter.
Shayne put both big hands on the open window sill as though purposely detaining the physician, and hastily told him the facts in a few words, then asked, “Do you think this was a suicide attempt, Doc?”
“I don’t know. I’ve known them ever since they were married, and have been watching their marriage go on the rocks. Months ago I advised her to see a psychiatrist. I just don’t know,” he repeated slowly. “Under certain conditions of shock she was capable of taking her own life. But I judge not in this case. I’m quite certain that she took no more than six tablets, and I’m sure she must know that that number is not likely to be fatal.”
“Why would she take six?” Shayne persisted. “Wouldn’t one or two put her to sleep?”
“Normally, yes. I’ve been prescribing them for her the past several months. Never more than half a dozen at the time. At first, one prescription lasted two to three weeks-”
“But couldn’t a person save them up?” Shayne broke in swiftly.
Doctor Meeker raced the idling engine as though anxious to get away, carefully avoiding looking at Shayne. “More than half the cases you read about are really accidental, Mike,” he said. “The effect of any drug taken regularly will gradually diminish, and a larger dosage is required. It’s perfectly normal for a person in a highly nervous state to feel that the prescribed dosage is inadequate, so they take one-maybe two more. The effect of even a moderate overdose often produces hallucinations, so they end up by taking the whole bottle without realizing it.”
Shayne was worrying his left ear lobe with thumb and forefinger, and a frown trenched his forehead. “About a nurse,” he said abruptly. “Have you got one you can trust?”
“I called the registry before I left. There’s not one available, but I think I could arrange for a practical nurse right away. Actually, the only necessity is to have someone who will see that she isn’t disturbed.”
“Look, Doc, suppose I get hold of one and send her over to take charge?”
Doctor Meeker nodded jerkily. “It would save me the bother, Mike. Just be certain she’s kept quiet and allowed to sleep off the effect of the hypodermic.” For the first time he turned toward Shayne. He asked, “Is our friend Tim Rourke mixed up in this?”
“More or less.” Shayne sighed, and after a moment’s thought he asked bluntly, “Was their marriage breaking up on account of Tim?”
“I’d rather you asked him that, Mike.” He raced the motor again, slid into low gear, and said, “Well, if there’s nothing more I can do-”
Shayne reached through the window to wring his hand and say heartily, “You’ve been swell, Doc,” then strode back toward Grandma Peabody’s house as the doctor drove away.
He was too late to keep his promise to report Betty Jackson’s condition. Sergeant Allen was standing just outside Mrs. Peabody’s living-room door with a notebook in his hand, and he could hear the old woman’s breathless words spanking the air, as vicious as the blazing sun’s rays which were unobscured by a single cloud in the sky and portending the scorching heat to come.
Turning back, Shayne got into his car and headed toward Biscayne Boulevard. He looked at his watch and was surprised to find that it was only a little after six. He remembered then that he hadn’t had a case for weeks and, therefore, hadn’t been awake at dawn for some time, and that the sun did rise surprisingly early in June.
Yawning widely, he felt the need of a few hours’ sleep more than anything else, but there was no time for that. Not now. Things were moving and were likely to move faster in the next few hours.
He drove slowly, slumped behind the wheel, morosely thinking that if it weren’t for Tim Rourke he’d wash his hands of the entire affair and go home to sleep all day. But Tim was in it up to his scrawny neck. Playing around with a married woman-and a brunette! That, he could not understand or forgive when Miami was so full of eager blondes.
Jerking himself erect, he went over all the facets of the situation now confronting him, trying to put first things first. He made up his mind suddenly, stepped on the accelerator, then slowed to turn off onto a side street to drive a couple of blocks and stop in front of a two-story apartment house.
He got out and went into the small foyer, pressed a button, and three long, steady rings brought the desired click of the latch. He pulled the door open and wearily climbed one flight of stairs.
Lucy Hamilton stood in the doorway of her apartment, wearing a silk robe over cotton flowered pajamas. Her dark hair was disarrayed, and her brown eyes were anxious and heavy with sleep.
“Michael!” She put both hands on his shoulders and looked up into his lined face. “What is it? You look-awful.”
“Nothing that a drink won’t fix,” he told her cheerfully, pulling her hands gently from his shoulders and drawing her into the pleasant living-room where he released her, chucked his hat on a chair, and sank down on the couch.
His secretary closed the door and stood with her back against it, studying him with a solicitude that was almost maternal. Yet there was a hint of the cool reserve she had shown the afternoon before when she entered his apartment to find Betty Jackson in his arms.
“Chief Gentry phoned me last night. What was it all about, Michael? He wouldn’t tell me. He asked about clients and wanted to know what valuable papers we had in the office.”
“Yeh. He called me at the same time. The night elevator operator in our building was murdered and our office ransacked. Somebody looking for something. Will didn’t believe me when I told him we didn’t have a client-or anything worth murdering for.”
“And you’ve been up ever since then?” she cried, moving toward him, her brown eyes glowing softly.
“Worse than that.”
“I’m sorry I was-well, upset when I walked in your apartment and saw you holding that woman in your arms. I don’t know why.” She perched on the wide arm of the couch, catching her lower lip between her teeth and looking down at his bowed red head.
Shayne took his chin from his chest and looked up at her. “It’s all right, angel. I didn’t blame you.”
“But I blame myself. Why can’t I ever learn? I had no right, Michael. Even if we were married, I wouldn’t feel I had the right.” Her voice was shaky, stricken, and stormy and tender, all at the same time. “If that damned door hadn’t been unlocked-if I hadn’t walked in on you without warning-”
“No one else had a better right,” he said gently. “If I ever do persuade you to marry me-”
“I won’t be a jealous wife, Michael.” Her eyes were wide and bright and starry. “I know how you are with women, and how they are about you-And I know it’s all-well-impersonal. Something that doesn’t touch me. But I never actually saw you with a woman in your arms before.”
Shayne’s long arms grabbed her and pulled her from the arm of the couch. He kissed her gently, then held her hard against him for a long moment. When he released her he said, “I’m going to tell you this once more, then you forget it. It wasn’t what you thought with Betty Jackson. She was worried about her husband, and-in love with Tim Rourke, I guess,” he ended slowly.
“In love with Tim?” Lucy pulled away from him and resumed her seat on the arm of the couch. “What an odd way of demonstrating it.”
Shayne sighed and raked his bristly hair with his finger tips. “If I could have that drink, maybe I could make a better job of explaining that Bert Jackson got himself murdered last night and I’m afraid Tim is mixed up in it.”
Lucy said, “Tim?” She stood up slowly. “Bert Jackson? Was he that woman’s husband?”
Shayne nodded. “Suppose we have that drink.”
“Wouldn’t you like coffee?”
“Cognac first. Then coffee with cognac laced in,” he agreed, grinning up at her anxious face, then lounging to his feet. “Is there any around?”
“It’s right where you left it the last time you were here,” she told him, going toward the kitchen.
Shayne caught up with her, lifted her slim body clear of the floor with his right arm, released her, and they were both laughing when they went through the open archway into the tiny kitchen. Lucy began measuring water and coffee into the pot while Shayne took a bottle of cognac from the cupboard. It was two-thirds full. He poured a couple of inches into a glass and sipped it slowly, leaning against the drainboard end of the sink.
“I’m terribly sorry about Tim being mixed up in this, Michael,” she said gravely, going to the stove and turning the front gas jet for the dripolator. “How is he involved in it?”
“I don’t know, angel. The police are going to believe he killed Jackson as soon as they add a couple more things up.”
Lucy turned the gas low and said, “Let’s go in and get comfortable, and you can tell me all about it.”
She sat beside him on the couch, and in a flat monotone Shayne related every incident, beginning with his meeting with Bert Jackson in the bar after they closed the office, carefully including the fact that he had consulted his watch several times near the end of Betty Jackson’s visit to his apartment, and ending with his final talk with Doctor Meeker.
“A lot depends on what sort of story-”
“Just a minute, Michael,” said Lucy, springing up and hurrying into the kitchen. “The coffee’s gurgling.” She returned with a tray bearing two cups of coffee and the cognac bottle. Shayne laced brandy in his cup, tasted it, settled back with the cup in his hand, and continued.
“The story Betty Jackson will tell when she wakes up is going to be very important. If Grandma Peabody is right and Bert did go straight home from Marie Leonard’s apartment-”
“Either Betty lied to Tim, or Tim lied to you,” Lucy supplied excitedly.
“Wait a minute,” said Shayne. “Maybe Betty wasn’t there and didn’t know her husband had come back. Maybe she’d slipped out the back way to meet Tim and they were together. Hell! I don’t know, Lucy.” He made a savage gesture with his left hand and set his cup on the coffee table.
“Why not ask Tim?” she suggested.
“I’m afraid to,” he acknowledged. “I’m afraid of what he’ll tell me. As long as I don’t ask him-as long as he stays out of sight-”
“Then you think it’s the man Bert Jackson was trying to blackmail-the unknown Mr. Big.”
“I hope to God it is,” Shayne said fervently.
“But how are you going to find out, Michael? With Bert dead-”
“Don’t forget that Bert told him I had all his dope,” Shayne broke in. “We know that much from Marie Leonard. And Bert must have made it pretty convincing,” he added wryly, “because my apartment as well as my office was ransacked last night.”
“No!” Lucy exclaimed. “You didn’t tell me that.”
Shayne thought for a moment, then grinned. “I was so intent on keeping the fact from Will Gentry I must have buried it in my mind. Tim took me home from the office, and we found my apartment door jimmied and everything ripped apart,” he said. “Since they didn’t find anything in either place, it’s a cinch they’ll have to come after me. Whoever committed the murders is desperate to get his hands on that Bert Jackson story.”
“Oh, Michael,” Lucy cried out, “why didn’t you tell Chief Gentry the truth when he threatened to arrest you? If you hadn’t told him Bert Jackson wanted divorce evidence-”
“It seemed like a good idea at the time,” he told her. “If I hadn’t told him something good I’d be in jail right now. Besides, it was bound to come out.”
“But you’d be safe in jail,” Lucy said in a small, frightened voice, “with no murderers coming after you for something you haven’t got.”
“But that’s the only chance to smoke them out,” he reasoned patiently, taking her small, cold hand in his. “They have to come to me-if Betty can be kept quiet a few hours so Gentry can’t get onto it and mess things up. And that’s where you come in, angel. Ever had a yen to be a nurse?”
Lucy looked at him with round, startled eyes. “Why, no. A first-aid course in Civilian Defense during the war convinced me.”
“Then you’ll be able to pull this off,” Shayne said excitedly. “As soon as the stores open, go out and buy yourself a nurse’s outfit. White shoes, white cotton stockings, perky cap, and all. Go out to the Jackson house and introduce yourself as the nurse Doctor Meeker sent to take care of Mrs. Jackson. Be tough about it, angel, and insist on staying in the room with her-alone. The minute she starts to come out of her stupor, get the story of every move she made last night-everything that happened, before you tell her about her husband-and before the police get to her. Think you can do that?” He had turned to face her, holding her hand in a tight grip.
“Of course, Michael. I’d be glad to do anything.” She responded to his enthusiasm, but her practical mind added, “Isn’t there a penalty for impersonating a nurse?”
Shayne grinned at her. “A year or so in the pen, maybe. Okay?”
“If anybody even makes a move to send me to the penitentiary for a year, Michael Shayne,” she burst out, “I’ll tell-”
“Look, angel,” he cut in, “just get the essence. Don’t try to pump her. Ten o’clock is the crucial time. If she was home when Bert returned, if she heard him get his phone call and knew where he was going-”
His voice trailed off and he shook his head worriedly, releasing her hand and turning to let his head loll against the cushion. “You should be able to leave as soon as she comes to and you get her story. Your duty as a nurse will be over then, I guess.”
“Where will you be, Michael? How can I get in touch with you?”
“I don’t know.” He got up and began pacing the floor, his head bent forward and his left hand tugging at his ear lobe. “I’m going home now and wait for something to break.”
Lucy Hamilton watched him for a moment, got up, and went to him and stopped his impatient pacing by putting her hands on his shoulders. “Try to get some sleep,” she begged. “And don’t worry about Tim. He’s been involved with women before, but he has never murdered a husband. Or has he?” she added lightly.
Shayne’s arms clasped her waist, and his wide shoulders drooped. “If he has,” he said bitterly, “he covered his tracks better than he did this time.” With a sudden, fierce move he held her to him, resting his gaunt cheek against her hair. “Let’s hope Will Gentry doesn’t decide to question Betty Jackson himself and find you guarding her in a nurse’s uniform.”
He let her go abruptly and stalked across the room to get his hat. The telephone rang before he reached the door.
“It’s probably for you, Michael,” she said. “You’d better wait.” She answered the ring, listened for an instant, then covered the mouthpiece with her palm to ask, “Shall I say you’re not here? It’s some man.” Shayne recrossed the room speedily, took the instrument, and said, “Shayne speaking.”
“I called your hotel, Mr. Shayne,” a man said, “and was given this number as one where I might possibly reach you.” The voice was smooth, cultivated, pausing inquiringly on the last words.
“All right. You caught me.”
“Am I correct in assuming that you have the documents from Bert Jackson in your possession, and that the police have not been told about them?”
“The police don’t know anything about them,” said Shayne flatly. “They weren’t in my office or apartment, so you can assume whatever you wish.”
“Then I judge they are still for sale,” said the voice confidently.
“Are you making an offer?” Shayne countered.
“Is the price still twenty-five thousand?”
“The value has not depreciated. In fact-”
“No. Of course not,” the voice broke in hastily. “If you will bring all of Jackson’s material to the Beach at once, the money will be waiting for you.”
“Where on the Beach?”
“Do you know whom you’re speaking to, Mr. Shayne?”
“Frankly, no. I felt that the sales value would be higher if I didn’t break the seals and dig into something that’s actually no concern of mine.”
“Good. I’ve always heard you were a square dealer, Shayne,” the voice said with weighty relief, then went on vigorously. “Drive across the County Causeway to Collins Avenue. Then turn north. Take it slow as you approach the old Firestone estate. If you’re alone and not followed, I’ll contact you thereabouts, and we can close this up fast.”
“I’ll start rolling right away,” Shayne said. He dropped the receiver on the hook and turned to Lucy Hamilton, took one look at her pale face and round, frightened eyes, looked past her, and said, “I guess this is it. They’re ready to pay cash since they didn’t find the stuff stashed in my office or apartment.”
“Who is it, Michael?” Lucy gasped.
“I still don’t know. This is my one chance to find out.”
“It’s a trap, Michael,” she cried, her voice sharp with fear. “Why should anyone pay you money and trust you to keep quiet? Wouldn’t it be more sensible and safer for them to just-k-kill you, too?”
Shayne pretended not to notice her small clenched fists and the sudden pallor of her face. He grinned reassuringly and said, “Of course it’s a trap. But you know how I am about traps, angel, unless-”
“You won’t go, Michael-not until you call Will Gentry and set a trap of your own.”
“Will and I decided to go in different directions this trip. I’ll bait the trap myself,” he said, his voice cold and remote. “How in hell else can I hope to win?”
“You’re a crazy, quixotic fool, Michael,” she cried, throwing her arms around his neck and clinging to him, tears flooding her eyes and bitterness in her tone. “You just love walking into danger and you don’t care what happens.”
“That’s not true, Lucy. It’s the only way I know how to handle a thing like this. If I sit back on my dead butt and demand a police escort to protect me-”
“But you don’t even have an excuse,” Lucy Hamilton persisted tearfully. “You don’t have a client. You don’t even have a prospect of a fee.”
Shayne gathered her in his arms and, with his lips bent close to her ear, said, “Don’t forget-I have a friend.”
Lucy relaxed and stood very still for a brief moment. Then she drew away from him and said, “Tim,” looking up into his gaunt face and bleak eyes.
“Do you still have that thirty-two automatic I gave you?”
She smiled. “It’s in my top bureau drawer, Michael.” She held the smile until she turned her back. Her mouth was tight and her eyes wide with fright when she glanced in the mirror before opening the drawer and taking the pistol out. Deliberately she composed her features, turned with her shoulders set and her head high, and went back to the living-room.
“Here it is, just the way it was when you gave it to me.”
Shayne said, “Thanks,” and pressed the catch that released the clip, slid it out far enough to make certain it was fully loaded, then replaced the clip and drew the slide back to throw a cartridge into the firing-chamber. He pushed the safety on and dropped the weapon into his coat pocket.
Turning toward the door he said gruffly, “Don’t worry about me. You’ve got a job of your own to do. Call me as soon as you can get anything sensible out of Betty Jackson.”
Lucy watched him stride to the door, open it, go out, and close it without looking back. Then she went into the bedroom and got dressed, feeling certain that she would be the first customer in Burdine’s department specializing in nurses’ uniforms.



Chapter Eleven


MR. SHAYNE BITES

Shayne felt physically refreshed from the cognac-laced coffee, satisfied with the arrangement for Lucy to act as nurse to Betty Jackson, alert after the telephone call from Mr. Big, the mystery man, but he couldn’t yet see how anything had been gained by Bert Jackson’s murder.
He pulled the brim of his Panama low to shut out the sun’s glare when he got in his car, gunned the motor, and drove away, a worried frown between his ragged brows.
The telephone call was the break he had anticipated, his sole justification for keeping important facts from the police. So long as he could keep up the bluff that the incriminating documents were actually in his possession he felt fairly safe. Mr. Big would be a fool to have him knocked off until the papers were actually produced.
But why kill Bert Jackson?
Had the reporter played his cards badly? Or had someone else blundered in handling the assignment? Someone whose finger was a little too fast on the trigger of a. 22? The small caliber of the murder weapon in itself was a strong indication that the bullet had come from some source other than the man Bert was blackmailing.
The sort of man and the sort of big-time graft that Jackson had implied was sure to include professional gunmen, and such hoodlums didn’t bother with. 22’s. The brutal bludgeoning of the elevator operator was more in their line.
Inevitably the thing he was trying to ignore came back to torment him. There was no escaping the fact that Timothy Rourke did own a. 22 target pistol and that his claim of its being stolen and the theft unreported to the police was too thin for serious consideration.
Shayne jerked himself angrily erect and thrust that line of thought from his mind as he hit the traffic circle at 20th Street, deserted at this early hour, and rounded it to speed past silent warehouses and docks eastward onto the causeway. He held to the middle of the three right-hand lanes, pressing hard on the accelerator and watching the needle climb to 75. The high speed matched his mood, and he had a sudden feeling of suffocation, a lack of air.
He leaned across to crank the right-hand ventilator open and let the salt-tanged air blow in. When he straightened he frowned heavily at the sight of a car in the rearview mirror coming up behind him fast. A glance at his speedometer showed eighty, and the heavy old sedan wasn’t capable of more than that.
Shayne reacted instinctively and from years of experience, realizing that it might be coincidence. Although he was far from the appointed meeting-place, he pushed the accelerator down and grimly watched the car come on. The showdown might be coming sooner than he expected. There was no real reason why it should wait until he approached the Firestone estate on Miami Beach. It could just as well take place here on the lonely causeway if a car had been stationed at the causeway entrance, waiting for him to pass.
When he realized that his top speed could accomplish nothing, Shayne eased his big foot from the accelerator and slowed.
For a few moments the car behind him continued to close the gap between them with unabated speed, and he began to think his hunch was wrong, but this thought died swiftly as the driver of the car also slowed.
Shayne slumped behind the wheel and assumed a careless, lounging position, but his big hands gripped it, and his gray eyes were narrow and alert. His speed diminished to forty, and the following car which could now be distinguished as a big black Cadillac, slowed to the same speed, but it had swung out and was traveling in the outer lane as though to pass him.
Swiftly calculating the strategy his pursuers would likely take, he glanced ahead. The sweeping curves did not allow a clear view for any considerable distance, and the two men in the front seat of the Cadillac seemed content to maintain their position for the time being.
In another half mile the causeway straightened out on a long tangent leading directly onto the peninsula. If it was clear of traffic, Shayne felt certain that the interception would come there. He visualized the guard fence along the dirt shoulder near the edge of the twenty-foot fill. It was strong enough to withstand the sidelong impact of a skidding car and prevent it from going over the side into the bay, but was it strong enough to withstand the crushing power of a heavy car aimed directly at it at a speed of forty miles?
Watching the action of the big black car behind him, Shayne knew with grim certainty that he was going to get an answer when he straightened out at the end of the last curve and saw the long straightaway completely deserted.
He was ready when the pursuing car came up on his left with a sudden surge of power. Hunched over the wheel, Shayne stared straight ahead, apparently oblivious of the other car until a shouted warning caused him to turn his head.
The two cars were moving abreast with only a few feet between them. Shayne looked directly into the face of a hooked-nose man sitting beside the driver, motioning Shayne into the curb with his left hand and cuddling the butt of a Tommy gun with his right. The ugly muzzle protruded over the top of the lowered window and pointed directly at the head of the detective.
Shayne nodded, swung his eyes sharply back to the road as the Cadillac pressed in on his left fender. He sucked in a deep breath, wrenched his steering-wheel sharply to the right, and stepped hard on the accelerator. His sedan lunged toward the guard fence midway between two posts as he grabbed the door latch, opened it, and let the impact of the crash send his body out in a looping dive.
He catapulted through the air, clear of the plunging car, forcing his body muscles to go limp as the soft beach sand rushed up to meet him. He landed on the back of his shoulders with an impetus that knocked him breathless.
At the same moment there was a terrific crash. He dragged himself to his knees, panting for breath, and saw his car settle upside down in five feet of water with the four wheels showing above the surface.
Stunned and groggy, he reacted instinctively to carry out the plan he hoped would give him the advantage over the two gunmen. He dragged himself erect and plodded through the deep sand to the foot of the perpendicular piling supporting the roadway embankment against the bay waters at high tide.
Crouching, he waited, the automatic in his hand.
Shayne’s sudden maneuver had sent the Cadillac a hundred or more feet beyond the broken guardrail. Now, from his place of concealment he heard hurrying footsteps on the macadam above and angry voices cursing him.
“… plain goddamn scared to death when he saw my gun,” the hook-nosed man grated. “For a shamus with a reputation like he’s got-”
“Not a sign of him yet,” a surly voice cut in. “He’s drowned by this time, for sure. The boss ain’t gonna like this.”
“How can we help what the fool done? Le’s get outta here fast, Tiny. Ain’t no use hangin’ around. We been lucky so far, but somebody’s likely to come along any minute.”
“Nuts,” said the surly driver of the car. “Only a few feet of water there. We got to drag ’im out.”
“What the hell for? He’s drowned by this time.”
“He’s supposed to have that stuff on ’im,” Tiny reminded the hook-nosed gunman. “The boss sent us out to get it. We drag ’im out, see, and go through his pockets.”
“To hell with that,” growled the gunman. “The cops are likely to be prowling by here any minute. If they find us down there-”
“Rescuing a drowning man,” said Tiny. “We’re driving along and we see a guy break through the guardrail. So we stop to save him. Hell, there ain’t a mark on the Cad, and he damn sure won’t do any blabbin’, and maybe we get a medal or somethin’.”
“Maybe you’re right at that,” the hook-nosed man agreed reluctantly. “Reckon we can slide down where the fence is busted.” His voice trailed off, and Shayne waited tensely, peering around to see a shower of sand precede a body that dropped heavily down the embankment. He landed with a grunt, picked himself up, and Shayne saw the hook-nosed man whose Tommy gun had been pointed at him a few minutes ago. “Come on down, Tiny,” he called up to his companion. “I ain’t gonna stay here ’less you-”
“Stand out of the way!” Tiny yelled. “Look out!” The hook-nosed man took a backward step, glancing wildly around. He saw Shayne’s huddled figure less than ten feet away, and his hand dived toward his shoulder holster when he saw the gun in Shayne’s hand.
Shayne pulled the trigger of the small automatic. A round hole appeared directly above the hooked nose, and the man’s body fell limply on the sand, face down, his right arm crumpled beneath him, reaching for the holstered gun.
Instantly another body landed in a flurry of sand. Shayne swung his automatic to cover the driver of the Cadillac. He pressed the trigger, but nothing happened. The gun had jammed after ejecting the first cartridge.
With a savage curse he threw the useless weapon aside and lunged at Tiny who threw up a hand to protect his face when Shayne leveled the gun on him. Shayne’s weight smashed the man to a kneeling position, and they both sprawled on the sand. Bouncing to his feet, Shayne whirled to see his opponent rising slowly and jerking a blackjack from his hip pocket, and in that fleeting moment Shayne realized why he was called Tiny. He was not more than five feet two and nearly a yard wide. His long arms reached to his knees, and his eyes were set close together in a face that was ludicrously flat except for the sharp nose.
Tiny’s right hand, wielding the blackjack, described a vicious arc, but Shayne drove in fast with his head low. The blow grazed the left side of his head with searing pain, but the impact of his body threw the heavy, short man off balance, and Tiny staggered and went down, his flat, unprotected face upward. Shayne aimed his big foot at the man’s blunt jaw.
Tiny jerked his head in time to take the crushing weight on his collarbone, flung out both his apelike arms, and grabbed Shayne’s leg. The jerk brought the rangy redhead down on top of him. Shayne doubled one knee as he fell and ground it into Tiny’s groin.
Tiny gave a guttural moan of pain, but he was tough and an expert at this sort of in-fighting, and his squat body was writhing, twisting long arms and ironthighed legs around the detective.
Shayne fought to get one arm free as he went underneath and succeeded just in time to spread his fingers over Tiny’s face as he brought the blackjack into play again. One of his fingers found an eye socket, dug in, and there was an animal scream of pain, a sideward writhing that allowed Shayne to eel from under and stagger to his feet.
Tiny was coming up again, his face contorted, and blood streaming from his eye, his yellowed teeth snarling with atavistic hatred. Shayne plowed in, slugging full-arm lefts and rights into the flat face, the weight of his body behind each blow. The shorter man wavered dazedly under the onslaught, taking one backward step, then two, reeling from the blows and trying to lift his arms to protect himself, refusing to go down under punishment that would have killed an ordinary man.
Shayne’s breath was whistling through his teeth when he stopped from sheer weariness, leaving Tiny swaying, his face battered to a pulp, yet held on his feet by some force beyond consciousness. The blackjack had dropped from his lax fingers.
Shayne scooped it up, swung it with precision and cruel force. It struck Tiny between the eyes, and he went down like an ox felled by the blow of an ax.
Without another glance at the recumbent figures, Shayne picked up the jammed automatic, dropped it into his pocket, and scrambled up the embankment to the highway. Moving painfully, driving his tortured muscles, he went to the Cadillac, opened the door, and saw that the keys were in the ignition. He got in and sat for a moment drawing in deep breaths to ease the fast beating of his heart. In the mirror he saw blood oozing down the left side of his face and dripping onto his ripped shirt. Sand stung his eyes and was caked on his face and clothes. He blinked watery lids until most of the sand washed out of his eyes, then turned the keys in the ignition, gunned the motor, made a U-turn, and headed back to the mainland.
Slumped wearily behind the wheel, he drove slowly until he slid into the curb at the side entrance of his hotel. When he reached for the keys to turn off the ignition he felt a hard object slide against his thigh. He removed the keys and turned to look at the object on the seat.
It was a short length of one-inch pipe with connection threads on one end. Careful not to touch the exterior, he explored with a forefinger, found one end open, and slid his finger all the way in to lift it. Scowling at its heaviness, he discovered upon close examination that the threaded end had been poured full of melted lead, as vicious a small weapon as he had ever encountered. The heavy end was covered with dried blood that contained a few hairs and bits of flesh and skin. The other end was clean. He slid his finger out and left the weapon on the seat while he got out and opened the rear car door to look inside.
Pushed close against the back of the front seat was the Tommy gun.
His mouth was grim when he closed the door and turned back to retrieve the short length of pipe. Balancing it carefully on his finger, he crossed the walk and dragged himself wearily up one flight of stairs to his apartment.
He paused as he neared the door. He distinctly remembered closing it and hearing the latch click when he went out. Now, it stood partly open, and in spite of the bright sunshine outside, light from the electric fixtures in the living-room streamed through into the darkened hallway.
Setting his teeth hard he thought of the jammed and useless automatic in his pocket, then glanced at the lethal weapon impaled on his finger. To use it on the intruder meant getting a firm hold on the clean end and destroying whatever prints might be on it and replacing them with his own.
Weary, and with his sore muscles aching, he muttered an oath and strode angrily through the doorway.
He looked balefully, but without surprise, at the bulky figure of Chief Will Gentry seated solidly in a deep chair.
Shayne let his gaze travel slowly around the still-disordered room as if seeing it for the first time, then growled, “Damn it, Will, you might at least straighten up my place after you get through tearing it to pieces.”



Chapter Twelve


ANOTHER DEAL

Gentry’s beefy face expressed a ludicrous combination of consternation and surprised anger as he stared steadily at Shayne’s appearance.
“My God, Mike,” he rumbled slowly. “What have you been doing?”
Shayne looked down at his torn and bloody clothing, put the fingers of his free left hand tenderly to the side of his head where Tiny’s blackjack had torn the top of his ear from the surrounding flesh, said, “Out doing a job for your Homicide Squad-as usual.” Stalking over to his desk he laid the pipe down carefully, extracted his finger, then glared around the room and muttered, “I hope you had a search warrant when you did this.”
“It was like this when I came in half an hour ago. What do you mean about doing a job for Homicide?”
“What I said,” Shayne snapped. “If you’re not responsible for this, who in hell is?”
“You tell me,” exploded Gentry. “The same man, I suppose, who tore up your office. I thought you probably found it like this when you came back earlier, and I’ve been waiting, swearing I was going to throw you in the can for not telling me when I called you about Bert Jackson.”
“Why wouldn’t I have told you?” Shayne demanded. “I’d like to know who it was as much as you would.”
“Maybe it was Mrs. Jackson,” Gentry returned with heavy irony, “looking for divorce evidence you turned up against her.”
“Might be.”
“I’d say Mrs. Jackson is a very determined woman,” Gentry commented, settling back in his chair.
“What sort of weapon killed the elevator operator last night?” Shayne asked.
“A round heavy object. Not too big in diameter,” Gentry told him cautiously.
“Something like this?” He pointed a knobby finger at the pipe.
“Something like that,” he conceded, slowly chewing a dead cigar to the other side of his mouth.
Shayne said, “There are a few hairs and skin stuck to the dried blood in the threads. Your smart boys can compare them with samples from the operator. You can also probably get prints from the other end that will match one of two guys you’ll find on the bay sand off the south side of the causeway near the beach.
“One of those two,” he went on sourly, taking the jammed. 32 from his pocket and laying it on the desk beside the pipe, “has got a bullet from this lousy gun between his eyes. His partner may be dead, too. The damned gun jammed before I could shoot twice, so I’m not sure.”
“Who are they, Mike?” Gentry asked in a dangerously low rumble. “What are you giving me?”
“A couple of killers.” He started to shrug out of his coat, winced with pain, then stepped over to Gentry and said, “Help me off, will you? I’m afraid I’ve got a couple of cracked ribs.”
Gentry pushed himself up and helped him ease the coat off. “Give me the rest of it fast,” he demanded gruffly. “How did you come to tangle with them?”
“They tangled with me,” Shayne told him. He limped across to the liquor cabinet, poured four ounces of cognac into a glass, limped back, and eased one hip onto the desk.
“Crossing the causeway in my car,” he continued. “A big black Cadillac came up behind me and forced me into the bay. A driver and a Tommy-gun artist. You can find the place by a hole in the guard fence and my car upside down in the water. I drove the Cad back,” he added casually. “It’s parked downstairs at the side entrance. Tommy gun in the back.” He took a long drink of cognac and began unbuttoning his shirt.
“Why? What were they after?”
Shayne’s sore face muscles rebelled at an attempt at a wry grimace. “I don’t know any more about it than I do about my office and apartment being ransacked. Help me get this shirt off, Will. I’m getting under the shower so I can take a look at what’s left of me.”
Will Gentry eased the shirt off, one sleeve at a time, ejaculating, “My God, Mike,” when he saw the lacerations and bruises on the detective’s torso. He began easing the straps of the undershirt from one shoulder, then the other, and stripped the garment down to the waist.
“Thanks, Will. I can manage the rest.” Shayne went stiffly through the open bedroom door and into the bathroom.
Gentry went to the telephone and barked a number into it. He was sitting in the big chair with a highball glass at his elbow when Shayne returned fifteen minutes later wearing a pair of shorts and a patch of adhesive tape on his ear. Spreading areas of red and purple showed all around his torso, and his jaw was bruised and swollen.
“Nothing broken as near as I can tell,” he announced cheerfully. “In fact, I’d say I’m in damned good shape for the hard life I lead.” He padded across the room barefooted and picked up his drink, again carefully lowering one hip to the desk.
“I got in touch with the Beach police,” Gentry told him. “You must have slugged the second one harder than you thought. They’re both dead, and Peter Painter was getting ready to drag the bay for your body after checking the license plate.”
“Hopefully?” said Shayne.
“When I told him you were here and alive he ordered me to arrest you on a charge of double murder.”
Shayne managed a brief grin. “Let me put on a robe first, Will.” He went into the bedroom and returned tying the belt of a faded blue-striped robe around his lean waist. “Did Painter identify the bodies?”
“Tentatively. Much as he hated to admit it, he acknowledged that both appear to be well-known trigger boys with long records.”
“Any known mob tie-up?”
Gentry moved his graying head slowly from side to side. “No particular tie-up right now.” He settled back and took a drink from his glass. “I think it’s time you and I had a long informative talk,” he suggested moodily.
Shayne said, “Sure. You start while I put on some coffee.” He slid from the desk carefully and on his way to the kitchen asked, “Shall I put your name in the pot?”
“Why not?” The chief’s tone was caustic. “The way you’re passing out information it looks like I’ll be here a long time.”
“You haven’t done too badly for a start,” Shayne remonstrated from the kitchen, and in a couple of minutes he returned to the desk and his drink, lit a cigarette, and resumed. “How many murders do you expect me to solve in one night?”
“There’s still Bert Jackson.”
“Can’t your boys do anything?”
“Let’s not bat it around too much, Mike. Who hired those two hoods to take you on the causeway?”
“I don’t know.” Shayne took a long drink of cognac. “Before God, I don’t,” he went on angrily when Gentry shook his head in disbelief. “When I do find out it’ll probably be something that can’t be proved, so better let me take care of him in my own way.”
“The way you took care of his two men?” Gentry rolled up his rumpled eyelids and fixed his cold gaze on Shayne’s face.
“Isn’t it a pretty good way?” Shayne challenged.
“Are you intimating that the man who searched your office and this place, sent the two hoods after you, also killed Bert Jackson?”
“I wouldn’t know about that. Can you tie things up?”
“I might,” Gentry rumbled, “if I knew what Jackson was doing here yesterday afternoon and why you threw him out.”
“I told you about that,” Shayne reminded him. “He wanted me to get divorce evidence.”
“I know what you told me. But that was before Ned Brooks spilled his guts and Mrs. Jackson’s next-door neighbor Mrs. Peabody gave us a pretty detailed statement on the private lives of Bert and Betty Jackson.”
“Who’s Ned Brooks?” Shayne parried.
“A reporter who’s been teamed up with Bert Jackson on the Tribune recently. Also, a close friend of Bert’s. It’s no use, Mike. From what Brooks and Mrs. Peabody say, Bert knew that Tim Rourke was playing his wife. He wouldn’t have come to you to get divorce evidence that would point to your best friend.”
“My God, Will, do you think I would have made up a story like that if I’d had the faintest idea Tim was involved with Mrs. Jackson?” Shayne burst out angrily. “I swear I didn’t know.”
Gentry took a leisurely sip of his highball, still staring straight at Shayne. “I don’t believe you did, then,” he conceded mildly. “I think you believed it was a safe lead to send us off on the wrong trail. But you know better now. I know you pumped Mrs. Peabody before Sergeant Allen got to her. And when you realized what you’d done you tipped Tim off. Where is he, Mike?”
“Why ask me?”
“He’s disappeared.”
“Why would Tim do that?” marveled Shayne.
“Because you and Ned Brooks and Mrs. Peabody have all put him right in the middle of the Jackson killing,” said Gentry, a warning weariness in his voice. “If he didn’t actually do the shooting himself, he’d better come in and tell us what he knows about it.”
The fragrant odor of fresh coffee brought Shayne to his feet again. He padded into the kitchen and returned with a steaming cup in each hand. He set one on the end table beside Gentry’s chair and the other on the desk, and poured the remaining brandy from his glass into it. Then he settled down, stirred it, and said, “Give me what you’ve got on the Rourke angle, Will. If Tim has killed anyone, I want to know it as much as you do.”
“We’ve got more than I like,” said Gentry gruffly. “Enough to charge him with murder right now. Add these up and see if you still think you’re justified in hiding him out.” The police chief had his fingers ready to tick off the charges when Shayne intervened to protest.
“I haven’t said I’ve got him hidden out.”
“I know you haven’t admitted it. One-Tim’s a friend of both the Jacksons and helped Bert get his first job on the News.”
“Since when did friendship become a motive for murder?” Shayne cut in fiercely.
“Two,” Gentry resumed, unperturbed, “Mrs. Jackson is a beautiful woman who didn’t get along with her husband. Tim’s been seeing her at home when her husband was at work, and not more than a month ago Bert had a big fight with his wife about that. Oh, hell, Mike, let’s face it. Mrs. Peabody’s report is pretty conclusive, and Ned Brooks says it was common knowledge among people who knew them.”
Shayne’s face muscles were growing stiffer. His scowl pulled at the edges of the tape binding his ear. He took a drink of hot, cognac-laced coffee and said, “Even if Tim was working that side of the street, does that make him a killer? You know how Tim is about women, Will. If he made a habit of killing every husband he-”
“There’s always a first time,” Gentry interrupted angrily. “Maybe you don’t know this, Mike. Tim was out on the town all evening, going from bar to bar trying to locate Bert Jackson. Yet we know they weren’t on speaking terms. Jackson was definitely killed by a bullet from a twenty-two target pistol. I’d feel a lot better about that if Tim hadn’t taken second place in that tournament last month.”
“Yeah,” said Shayne broodingly. “So would I. But if you can get hold of his gun and check it against the bullet that killed Jackson-”
“We searched his apartment when my men went there and found him missing. The pistol was missing, too.”
“Which doesn’t necessarily mean a damned thing.”
“Not in itself. Even the jealousy motive isn’t enough in itself. If Bert Jackson had been out looking for Tim and they happened to meet it would make more sense. But Tim was looking for Bert. Why? There’s another angle on this thing, Mike, that really makes it look bad for Tim. Do you know anything about the big story Tim’s supposed to have stolen from Jackson just prior to getting him canned from the News?”
“No. What about it?”
“It’s just a rumor I’ve heard around. You know how hard it is to pin a thing like that down. Something about Tim taking the credit for a story that Jackson actually dug up.”
“I don’t believe it,” said Shayne flatly.
“I wouldn’t either-ordinarily. But it does tie in with the other. If you steal a man’s wife, why not steal a story from him?”
“Nuts. Nobody stole Mrs. Jackson from her husband. Have you talked to her?”
“You know damned well I haven’t,” Gentry roared. “Some officious medico got to her first and shot her full of dope before she recovered from a dose of sleeping-pills.”
“Is there a law against a doctor taking care of a sick patient?” Shayne interposed acidly.
Gentry tested his coffee for temperature, took a big swallow while he ignored Shayne’s question, and resumed. “There’s another angle on this story business. I didn’t quite get the straight of it, but it seems that Brooks and Jackson were onto something pretty hot around City Hall and were getting ready to break it. Brooks didn’t admit it in so many words, but he implied that Jackson was afraid of Rourke getting onto it first and stealing it for the News. In fact, Jackson was so afraid it would leak out that he kept most of the essential details secret from even Ned Brooks, his partner on the assignment. It looks as though his decision to turn the whole story in for publication last night may have precipitated something. It might be the reason Rourke was trying so hard to locate Jackson-to prevent it. And if he did locate him in time-” The police chief paused significantly and drained his coffee cup while studying Shayne with lifted brows, noting the look of blank bewilderment on the redhead’s bruised and swollen face.
“You’ve got a couple of things all wrong,” Shayne protested vehemently. “Who says Bert Jackson was going to turn in an important story to his paper last night?”
“Ned Brooks. He ran into Bert near the Jackson house last night and Bert told him then. He was pretty drunk, according to Brooks, and was raving about putting one over on Rourke and wishing he could find him so he could gloat about it.”
“And in a nice friendly way,” Shayne interjected angrily, “Brooks suggested that Bert might go home and find Tim there with his wife.”
“How did you know that?” Gentry demanded.
“Never mind how I know. Damn it, Will, don’t you see that Brooks is lying all over the place for some reason of his own? I know Bert Jackson had no intention of turning in his City Hall story last night. He couldn’t have told Brooks that. I suggest that everything else Ned Brooks told you is a lie.”
“The city editor on the Tribune corroborates Brooks’s claim,” said Gentry, unruffled.
“Abe Linkle? What do you mean?”
“Just that. Jackson phoned in last night while Abe was off the desk and left a message for Abe to call him back as soon as he came in. Said he had a City Hall scandal so hot it was burning his hands and he wanted to bring it in.”
“Bert phoned from where?” said Shayne incredulously.
“From his home. At least, he left word for Linkle to call him there. Which Abe did soon afterward. But Jackson’s phone didn’t answer. He tried again later without getting an answer, then gave up.”
Shayne finished his coffee, slid painfully from his position on the desk, and began walking stiff-legged around the room, his head bowed in fierce concentration as he tried to digest this amazing bit of news. He tried to recall exactly what Marie Leonard claimed she had heard Bert say over the telephone in her apartment.
Jackson had called the man he planned to blackmail and given him half an hour to call him back at his home before turning the story in. Suppose the man hadn’t called? Suppose Bert had waited at home for the call, getting drunker and more desperate, and finally decided to drop the idea of blackmail and turn the story in to his paper?
That made sense. But Ned Brooks claimed he had met Bert before he reached home and Bert had told him of his decision then. How could Bert have reached such a decision if the half hour hadn’t elapsed? And it hadn’t-if Marie Leonard and Mrs. Peabody were correct in their timing. Marie said he left her apartment around ten, and Mrs. Peabody had seen him reach home at nine minutes after ten-just about time to have walked the distance from the Las Felice, but not enough to conclude that his blackmail scheme had fallen through.
So Ned Brooks must have lied about that. Yet how had Brooks known the truth if Bert hadn’t told him?
“What time,” Shayne asked, going slowly toward Gentry, “did Bert Jackson phone the Tribune and ask for Abe Linkle?”
“Around ten or ten-thirty. Linkle got back a little after ten-thirty, found the message, and called Jackson’s number at once.”
That was the first unanswered phone call, then, that Mrs. Peabody had heard from next door, Shayne figured, turning away.
“And Linkle called again about eleven?” he flung over his shoulder.
“Right. Says he waited about half an hour, and when he didn’t get an answer decided to put it off till morning.”
There it was-more definitely now. That crucial period between Bert’s return home shortly after ten and the unanswered telephone about half an hour later. What had happened in the Jackson house during that period? Where were Bert and Betty Jackson at the time Abe Linkle called back that neither of them was able to answer the phone?
More than ever, Shayne realized that Betty’s testimony was of the utmost importance, and he wondered, now, whether he had made a mistake in calling Doctor Meeker to attend her. But he had been afraid her story would involve Tim Rourke-was still afraid of that. There was Rourke’s testimony that he had seen Betty soon after midnight, and she claimed Bert hadn’t returned home all evening.
Was Rourke lying? Or was Betty lying? Or had Betty actually been out of the house for a period and didn’t know Bert had returned? If that were true, why had Bert gone out soon after calling Linkle, without waiting for the city editor to call back?
Shayne’s brain was confused with the muddle of so many unanswered questions, and his head ached from Tiny’s blackjack. He turned to Gentry again and said, “How close can you spot the time of Jackson’s death?”
Chief Gentry was slow in answering, and he chose his words carefully. “The full report isn’t in yet. Won’t be until the p.m. is completed. Doc tentatively places it somewhere before midnight, an hour or so, maybe. There’s one peculiar thing he has turned up,” he went on cautiously. “He admits he’s guessing right now, but from certain indications of the way the blood settled-what they call post mortem lividity-he thinks the body lay in one position for a certain length of time after death-couple of hours at a guess-before it was dumped where we found it. And it must have been put there at least two to three hours before we reached it.”
“You mean the corpse was carried around in a car after the shooting for a couple of hours before the killer dumped it?”
“According to Doc.”
“But why?”
Gentry didn’t answer. He took his half-smoked cigar from the ash tray, looked at it with a distasteful grimace, lit a fresh one, and puffed on it until the end glowed.
“I’ve given you a lot, Mike,” he said quietly. “Are you ready to tell me where I can find Tim Rourke?”
“Even if I knew,” said Shayne, “I don’t think I’d tell you, Will. Damn it, you haven’t got anything on him, really.”
“Then why not bring him in and have him turn over his pistol for Ballistics?”
“You’ve known Tim as long as I have. You don’t believe he’s a murderer.”
“Been better if he hadn’t ducked out,” Gentry rumbled.
“It’s probably the smartest thing he ever did,” Shayne disagreed. “If I get to him first and he takes my advice he’ll stay out of your way until we know more about this case.”
“As soon as Mrs. Jackson comes to her senses we’ll know more,” Gentry reminded him patiently. “Look a lot better if we don’t have to go looking for Tim.” Shayne turned his back on Gentry when the phone rang and kept it turned as he stepped over to the desk and picked up the receiver. “Michael Shayne speaking.”
After an audible indrawn breath a voice said, “I just caught a news flash on the radio from the Beach. I guess you won that round, Shamus.”
“I generally do.”
“Yes. I guess you do.” The voice grew worried, submissive. “I’m ready to deal with you on the original basis.”
“I was ready to deal with you,” Shayne said grimly, “a couple of hours ago.”
“My mistake, and I’m admitting it. When can I expect to get delivery?”
“There’s not going to be any delivery,” Shayne growled. “Not after that deal on the causeway.” He turned his head slightly and saw Chief Gentry puffing furiously on a cigar and pushing himself up from his chair with a heavy hand on each arm. Shayne continued talking rapidly. “You’ll trust me this time or to hell with it. I’ll destroy everything Bert Jackson left in my possession without breaking the seals after you pay off.”
“How do I know I can trust you?” The man’s voice broke on the whining demand.
“You don’t.” Shayne felt Gentry’s sleeve brushing the sleeve of his robe. He tightened the receiver against his ear and motioned frantically to the police chief to keep quiet.
“I guess I’ve got that coming,” said the voice bitterly, “after those two mugs messed up the deal the way they did.”
Shayne said, “I guess you have. It’ll be my way or nothing. You’re nuts if you think I’m going to walk into another Tommy gun.”
“I don’t blame you,” said the other quickly, and again there was a noisy, long-drawn breath. “It was a fool move, and I’m sorry. Does the original arrangement still hold good?”
“Yeh. Twenty-five grand.”
“And you still want it in hundred-dollar bills addressed to Mrs. Bert Jackson, care of General Delivery, dropped in the main office at ten o’clock this morning?”
Shayne’s face was a purplish, swollen mask as the unexpected words came over the wire. Mrs. Bert Jackson? He thought he must have heard incorrectly.
“Let’s get this straight,” Shayne said harshly, thinking fast. “Don’t you know Bert Jackson is dead?”
“Of course I know that,” said the voice impatiently. “When Mrs. Jackson phoned me she assured me that you and she were in complete understanding on the method of payoff, and I was to mail it to her. If that’s not satisfactory-”
“It is,” said Shayne quickly. “I thought for a minute you didn’t understand the deal. Ten o’clock is right.” He dropped the instrument on the hook and turned slowly. Will Gentry had resumed his seat. His heavy face was only slightly less purple than Shayne’s bruises, and his murky eyes were hard as granite. Shayne’s hand went instinctively toward his left ear lobe, but dropped swiftly when his fingers touched the bandage. His head had stopped aching, and his brain was clear.
“Women,” he breathed softly. “By God, Will, you and I are just a couple of softies.”
“Cut the preliminaries,” Gentry growled. “Give it to me fast, Mike. You made some sort of deal with the man who was back of that attack on you this morning.”
“Yeh.” Shayne picked up his empty glass and stretched his sore leg muscles with long strides across the room to the liquor cabinet. He poured two ounces of brandy into it and recrossed the room with an expression of fierce concentration on his face. Settling himself on the desk once more he faced Gentry and said, “This should be worth twenty-five grand in damages, don’t you think?” He touched his injured head gingerly, and flung open the upper part of his robe.
“Damn it, Mike,” raged Gentry. “You can’t make a deal with a murderer.”
“Why not? His money will spend just like any other.”
“What are you selling him for it?”
“Not a damned thing,” Shayne told him cheerily, and downed a swallow of cognac.
The beefy color was draining slowly from Gentry’s face. He remained stiffly upright in the chair, his whole expression stolidy demanding, but his tone deceptively mild when he asked, “What was that about destroying everything Bert Jackson left in your possession without breaking the seals?”
“I promised him that. And if you leave me alone I’ll not only collect a fair-sized fee, but I’ll hand over Jackson’s murderer.”
“What did Bert Jackson leave with you? I’ve got to know, Mike.”
“I told you. Not one damned thing, Will.” He met the chief’s stony gaze levelly.
“But I heard you tell him-”
“That I’d destroy everything Bert Jackson left with me,” Shayne repeated blandly. “Maybe he needs a course in semantics. If Jackson had left anything with me I’d be bound to destroy it. Since he didn’t leave anything here-”
“Is the man you just talked to the killer?” Gentry broke in. “Are you going to collect twenty-five thousand from him for nothing and then turn him in?”
“Won’t it serve him right if he did murder Jackson?” Shayne countered.
“By God, Mike! Sometimes I wonder-” Words failed the police chief, and his face was growing darkly red again. He relaxed in his chair, shaking his head helplessly.
“Trouble with you cops,” said Shayne judiciously, “is that you treat crooks like honest men. The Golden Rule is all right in some cases, but I’ve learned to twist it a little. Like this-do unto others as they would do unto you-if they had the chance. Now, I’ve got to get dressed and go places. I’d certainly like to be around to hear what Mrs. Betty Jackson has to say about last night when she gets in shape to talk.” He stood up and started toward the bedroom.
“Do you expect me to leave things like this?” roared Gentry.
“Like what?” Shayne paused and turned back. Gentry was on his feet. He took two stolid steps toward the redhead, then stopped, and Shayne resumed innocently, “You’ve got one murderer already, Will. Lay off me until ten o’clock and I’ll give you another one.”
“Until you can collect a payoff for something you haven’t got?”
“Somebody has to keep me in liquor and pay Lucy’s salary.” Shayne waved a big hand in blithe dismissal and went on to the bedroom, closing the door firmly behind him.



Chapter Thirteen


A HELPFUL CLUE

It was still early when Shayne went down the street. He stopped at a newsstand, bought a Herald and a Tribune extra, then sauntered on to his favorite restaurant on Flagler Street.
Seated at a table with a double orange juice before him and an order of crisp bacon and four scrambled eggs coming up, he unfolded the papers and looked at the Herald first.
They carried a brief story on the murder of the elevator operator, but nothing on Bert Jackson whose body had evidently been discovered too late to make the early edition. His own name wasn’t mentioned; it was simply stated that an office in the building had been rifled and the police believed the operator had been murdered by the burglars.
Shayne finished his orange juice and turned to the Tribune extra. They had really spread themselves on the murder of one of their reporters. A four-column cut of Bert Jackson, bordered with stark black lines, took up a lot of the front page. It was captioned:
Ace Reporter Mourned by Colleagues
There was not much on the actual story, less than Shayne already knew, but there was a glowing and colorful biography of Jackson which used a lot of adjectives like “stalwart” and “fearless” and intimated that the leading newspapers throughout the world were flying flags at half-mast to mourn his passing.
There were cautious references to Jackson’s latest assignment on the City Hall beat, with veiled hints that his death had been plotted by sinister elements in the city’s underworld who had feared publication of certain facts which Jackson had unearthed and which he refused to suppress even under threat of personal violence.
There was also a caustic second-page editorial commenting on the known inefficiency of the Miami police force and an offer by the Tribune of $1000.00 reward for any information leading to the arrest and conviction of the person or persons responsible for Bert Jackson’s death. There was a flattering picture of Betty Jackson on the same page, captioned: Bereaved Bride, and it was stated that she was in seclusion at her home under the care of her personal physician and a trained nurse.
Shayne quirked his unswollen brow as he read this, and was glad that the enterprising reporter hadn’t snapped a picture of his secretary in her newly bought nurse’s uniform as an added attraction for the extra.
He ate his breakfast leisurely, then sauntered out and down Flagler to the Boulevard and north to the automobile dealer with whom he had dealt for years and from whom he had bought the sedan. He wondered idly whether it was still lying upside down in the bay or had been towed away by Painter’s men, but once inside the dealer’s establishment he brushed aside questions concerning the nature of the accident, and arranged without difficulty to drive away with a new model which he agreed to purchase at the list price, less the appraised value of his old car after it was checked for damages.
He chose a dull-gray sedan with corded silver upholstery, keeping Lucy’s approval in mind, drove it to West Flagler, where he parked in front of the unimposing building housing the Tribune plant.
Normally, he knew, there would be few of the editorial staff around at this time, but he had a hunch that most of them would be working overtime on the Bert Jackson story for the regular edition at eleven. This was confirmed when he asked for Abe Linkle and was directed to a small office off the City Room, after giving his name.
The editor was alone at his desk, a small man with prominent ears and tremendous vitality. A cardboard container of hot coffee rested on the desk at his elbow, and he was scribbling rapidly with a heavy black pencil on a wad of copy paper.
Linkle looked up, pushed a green eyeshade up on his forehead, and said, “I’ve been trying to get in touch with you, Shayne. Some of the boys got a hint or two from the cops that you were in on the Jackson thing, and Brooks tells me Jackson went to see you about some mysterious something yesterday afternoon.”
Shayne nodded an affirmative to both statements, lowered himself gently into a chair, and sat quietly while Linkle’s shrewd eyes studied his bruised face and bandaged ear.
The editor said, “We got a flash early this morning on your car turned over in the bay off the causeway and a couple of dead gangsters on the beach near by. Want to give me something on that?”
“Ask Will Gentry,” said Shayne.
“I have. He’s keeping mum.”
“Keep after him,” Shayne suggested. “Needle him with stuff like has one of the stiffs been positively identified as the murderer of the elevator operator in my office building last night.”
Quick interest glinted in Linkle’s eyes. He made a notation on a sheet of paper and bawled through the open door, “Boy!” While he waited, he asked directly, “Any connection between all that and Jackson?”
“There might be,” Shayne told him affably, “but I wouldn’t want you to print any guesses just yet.”
A copy boy scooted in and took the memo from Linkle’s outstretched hand, and Shayne asked, “About this City Hall scandal you mention in your extra-Will Gentry tells me that Jackson evidently had something hot he wanted to turn in last night.”
Abe Linkle pushed the eyeshade farther up on his bald head, and his eyes narrowed speculatively. “We intend to follow that down and get it if it takes every man on the paper working twenty-four hours a day for six months.” He struck the desk resoundingly with the heel of a bony fist.
“No matter who it is-where it hits?”
“No matter nothing,” declared Linkle.
“How much idea have you got?”
“Damn little,” snapped the editor. “Just between you and me, and I hope I won’t be quoted. Jackson was close-mouthed. He had some fool idea that a reporter on the News had stolen a story from him once, and he wasn’t letting much out this time. Not even to Ned Brooks who was teamed up with him on the assignment.”
“What about the call Jackson made here last night? Do you know exactly what he said over the phone?”
“I was out for beans and beer about three quarters of an hour. Came back a little after ten-thirty, and Tommy Green, who was on the desk, handed me this.” Abe Linkle scrabbled among the papers on the desk and came up with a penciled notation, which he handed to Shayne.
The detective read, Call Bert Jackson’s house at once. He asked, “Did Green tell you any more about it?”
“He said Bert sounded tight and excited, claimed he was onto the grandpappy of all scandals and wanted to spill it for an exclusive in our first run today.”
“So you called Jackson’s house?” prompted Shayne.
“Right away. There was no answer. I waited until eleven, and when there still wasn’t any answer I let it drop. We were making up then, and I figured it would have to wait.”
“You don’t know exactly when Green took the message?”
“He didn’t say. Sometime during the forty-five minutes I was out. If you’ve got anything on this, Shayne, we’ll pay good money for a lead.”
“I know a little,” Shayne admitted. “Not enough to be worth your money-yet.” He arose and took a short, restless turn about the small office, then asked, “Is Tommy Green in now?”
“No. He’s got the day off. Gone fishing down on the Keys.”
Shayne swore softly, thought for a moment before asking, “Are you positive Ned Brooks can’t give you anything definite on the story Jackson wanted to turn in?”
“Pretty sure. I phoned him after I couldn’t get Jackson the first time last night. He said Bert had something hot, but he didn’t know what. He was surprised that Bert hadn’t answered his phone because he’d seen him going home a little after ten and said that Bert had told him at the time that he was going home to call me.”
Shayne scowled, moving his head from side to side slowly, grimacing with distaste and wincing slightly at his sore muscles.
That was one of the big pieces that didn’t fit. What had caused Bert Jackson to change his mind during the few minutes between leaving Marie’s apartment and arriving home?
He asked, “Is Brooks around now?”
“I think so.” Linkle shouted, “Brooks!”
In less than a minute the reporter came in answer to the call. His eyes were bloodshot, and his face was haggard. His whole appearance was droopy in contrast with the dapper elegance of the afternoon before. He looked at the detective and shook his head gravely.
“This is a bad business, Mr. Shayne. Do you think it has anything to do with what we talked about yesterday? If not, I hope that-all that stuff won’t have to come out.” His eyes were probing, pleading, and it was evident that his friend’s death had been a great shock to him. “That wasn’t like Bert at all. You can see that for yourself,” he went on swiftly. “When it came to the showdown Bert did the decent thing. I just don’t see why he had to get it just when he was coming through.”
“What’s all this about?” Linkle demanded. “What did you and Shayne talk about yesterday?”
Shayne hesitated, studying Ned Brooks. “You haven’t told anybody?” he asked quietly, “what you suspected Bert was up to?”
“Why should I, now that I know I was wrong? I’m damned ashamed of ever suspecting him-”
“Hold it,” said Shayne. He turned to Linkle. “I think you should be in on this, though I agree with Brooks that it wouldn’t do Jackson’s or the Tribune’s reputation any good to make it public.” He eased his rangy body down to the chair and briefly outlined what Jackson had said to him the preceding afternoon, leaving out all mention of Tim Rourke and of Betty Jackson’s later visit.
Linkle was fuming when he finished, and Shayne said hastily, “Don’t blame Bert too much for thinking about selling out to the highest bidder. As Brooks says, give him credit for not being able to go through with it at the last minute. If you are positive about it,” he added, turning to Brooks. “That’s the one thing we’ve got to settle right here. You’re sure Jackson had decided to turn in the story When you met him on his way home last night?”
“Of course I’m sure. Hasn’t Abe told you he phoned in and was ready to do the right thing? That’s what’s so horrible and unfair-that somebody bumped him off before he had a chance to put things straight.”
“I know about his phone call. But we don’t know when he made that call, and I want to know exactly when he changed his mind. What happened when you met him?”
“Well, he was staggering along the street about a block from home. He was pretty drunk, and I was worried about him, been sort of cruising around all evening looking for him.”
“Did you try Marie’s apartment?” Shayne asked abruptly.
Ned Brooks hesitated, shifting his bloodshot eyes. “I did phone her. About nine o’clock. She said she hadn’t seen him all evening.”
“She was lying,” said Shayne shortly and pleasantly. “Go on about meeting Bert on the street near his home.”
“Maybe she was lying, but I took her word for it then. Well, I stopped my car and got out and asked him if he could make it home all right. That made him sore. You know how a drunk is-hates to admit he’s drunk. He told me to go on and leave him alone, then started babbling about this story he was ready to break. Said he was looking for Rourke, though I couldn’t quite figure out why. Wanted to crow over him, I guess. Kept saying it was bigger than anything Rourke had ever come up with.”
“So you told him that he might go on home and try looking for Tim Rourke in his wife’s bed.”
Ned Brooks’s pale face flushed. “Not that,” he protested. “And I was sorry later that I said anything. But-well, a man shouldn’t let a drunk make him sore, but Bert did get my goat. In fact, I was all wound up at the time about this other deal you and I had talked about, and in the beginning I got the idea Bert was going ahead with that angle. You know-I was mad, and I was disgusted, and I guess I said that about Rourke,” he ended haltingly.
“Wait a minute,” Shayne interposed. “You thought at first that Bert was talking about selling out?”
“That’s right. He didn’t make too much sense. Later, when Abe called me to say what had happened, I realized I must have misunderstood Bert.”
Shayne drew in a long breath. At last things were beginning to make a little sense. He said, “When you threw that at Jackson, about Rourke and his wife, was there any particular reason for you to think Rourke was at his home?”
“No, no particular reason,” Brooks mumbled. “He just made me sore, and I spoke out of turn. Everybody knows about Tim and Betty,” he went on sullenly to exculpate himself. “Even Bert knew. And I thought I had seen Tim’s car parked around the corner earlier when I was cruising around looking for Bert. I’m sorry I said it. I don’t really know that Tim was there, even if all the shades were drawn.”
“Go on,” Shayne snapped. “Did you take Bert home?”
“Oh, no,” he denied stoutly. “He wouldn’t have any help. After we argued a minute on the corner he went on by himself. I got in my car and drove home.”
“What,” asked Shayne, “did Marie Leonard say to you when she telephoned you around daylight this morning?”
Again Ned Brooks shifted his eyes under Shayne’s hard gaze. “She called me back after breaking the connection and told me about you sneaking back and catching her calling me. But don’t get any wrong ideas about Marie and me. She just knows me as Bert’s friend, and as soon as you told her what happened to Bert she thought she ought to call me.”
“She didn’t tell you that Bert had spent most of the preceding evening with her and that she’d run him out about ten o’clock when he insisted on trying to carry out his blackmail scheme?”
“Good God, no!” Stupefied with surprise he jerked his eyes back to Shayne’s and demanded, “Did she tell you that?”
“And who is this Marie?” Abe Linkle interjected with a touch of irony when Shayne answered Brooks with a nod of his red head.
Turning to the editor, Shayne said, “I can tell you who she is, but I’ll be damned if I know what she is. Was Jackson trying to keep her in that apartment on his reporter’s salary?” he demanded of Brooks. “Is that why he needed the extra money?”
“I think he wanted to divorce Betty and marry Marie,” Brooks muttered. “Hell, I never asked him if he was keeping her.”
“If you ask me,” Shayne told Linkle, “she’s the kind who probably had six different men paying the rent at the same time.”
“What’s her last name and her address?” Abe Linkle clipped the words out and compressed his thin lips.
Shayne said, “Get it from Brooks. If the cops catch one of your reporters interviewing her I wouldn’t want them to find out I gave her to you.”
Abe Linkle yanked his eyeshade down, picked up a pencil, and held it poised over a pad, and the angry flash of his eyes demanded the woman’s name and address from his reporter.
Brooks gave the information reluctantly, and immediately protested, “Can’t you keep that stuff out of your filthy sheet, Abe? The guy is dead. It’s going to be tough enough on Betty Jackson without digging up this kind of dirt.”
“I’ll decide what we print,” said Linkle curtly. “Your job is to report, not have information dug out of you the way Shayne’s been doing for the past ten minutes.”
“Don’t blame Brooks too much for trying to cover up for a pal,” said Shayne pleasantly. “By the way, how’s our friend doing?” he added to Brooks, and when he received a blank stare for response, explained, “The one who went to visit you early this morning.”
“Okay when I left. That is-he was hitting the bottle pretty heavy,” he amended, glancing aside at Linkle. “Nervous as a cat on a hot stove.”
“I’m afraid he’s got reasons for being nervous,” said Shayne harshly. He arose, nodded at Linkle. “Thanks for everything. I’ll be moving along.”
There was a stir in the outer office, and as all three of the men moved toward the door it was suddenly blocked by a uniformed policeman who looked from one to the other and said, “Ned Brooks?”
“What do you want with Brooks?” the city editor asked.
“Orders from headquarters.”
“What for?” Ned Brooks asked hoarsely.
“Are you Brooks?” the officer asked and took a step forward. “I don’t know what for, but you can come along easy or the hard way if you want it.”
Brooks’s murky eyes were wide with fright. He sent a despairing glance at Shayne as the officer took him firmly by the arm.
“Mind if I follow along, Officer?” said Shayne.
“My orders are to bring in Ned Brooks,” he replied. “Whoever comes along is none of my business, but there’ll be no more talking now.” He ushered the reporter through the outer office and out the door.
The wiry city editor was bristling with anger. “What the hell?”
“I’ll go along and see,” said Shayne.
Linkle detained him, saying, “Phone me if it’s important. Goddamn it, Shayne, I’ve already lost one reporter.”
“I’ll phone you if it’s important,” Shayne promised, and went out in a hurry.



Chapter Fourteen


WILLING WITNESS

Ned Brooks and his police escort were nowhere in sight when Shayne came out of the Tribune building. He got in his car, made a U-turn on West Flagler, and drove to police headquarters, where he parked in a No Parking Reserved for Police area, and entered by a side door.
The officer who had brought Brooks in blocked the entrance to Will Gentry’s private office. Shayne shouldered him aside impatiently, went in, and confronted the chief, who was standing in front of his desk with a plain-clothes man on each side of him.
Ned Brooks was standing behind a chair, gripping the back of it with both hands and vehemently pointing out his rights as a private citizen.
Gentry turned his head, rolled his rumpled eyelids up, and said, “It’s all right, Jack,” to the uniformed officer who had followed Shayne in and held a vice-like grip on his sore arm muscles.
“Okay, Chief.”
The man went back to the door, and Gentry said to Shayne, “You will witness the fact that we’re not trying to frame this man as he claims. There’s a party waiting in the next room to try to identify the person he saw having an altercation with Bert Jackson on the street near his house about ten o’clock last night. If Brooks insists on a formal line-up he can have it, but you and my two men here should be enough to stand alongside Brooks to make it a legitimate identification.”
“I’m not insisting on anything,” sulked Brooks, “except decent treatment. If the cop had told me what you wanted when he came to the office I’d have come without protest. Hell, I’ll even waive the identification. I’ve admitted I saw Bert last night. Shayne knows all about that. It wasn’t an altercation. We just argued-”
“We’ll let the witness tell it first,” Gentry broke in. “Then you can make a statement. Just for the record, Brooks.” He backed up against his desk, and the two plain-clothes men took a couple of steps forward. “Get in here between them,” he said to Brooks, “and you bring up the rear, Shayne. We’ll see if our witness can pick Brooks out.”
Chief Gentry preceded the quartet and opened a side door, waited while they filed into a small, brilliantly lighted room, closed the door, and moved stolidly forward as the men lined up beneath the lights.
The witness was thin and middle-aged and bald. Lines in his face bespoke years of work and worry. He wore a shabby Palm Beach suit, and his thin fingers clasped and unclasped nervously as the men lined up before him.
“Now, Mr. Pastern,” said Chief Gentry, standing beside him.
Mr. Pastern stiffened, jerking his round shoulders erect.
“Look carefully at these four men,” Gentry resumed in a mild, conversational tone. “Tell me if you’ve ever seen any one of them before. Take your time. There’s no hurry. But keep in mind that you are serving the end of justice.”
Mr. Pastern looked dutifully at each face in turn. He blinked a couple of times, swallowed his Adam’s apple several times in rapid succession, then got to his feet and stepped forward, pointing the forefinger of his right hand dramatically at Ned Brooks.
“That one there. I saw him last night like I told you, having a fight with Mr. Jackson. They were right under a street light, and I was on my way home-a block beyond where the Jacksons live. I had to circle around on the grass to get past them because they were blocking the sidewalk.”
One of the plain-clothes men had a pad in one hand and a pencil in the other and was scribbling rapidly when Ned Brooks protested.
“It wasn’t a fight! Bert was drunk and got sore when I tried to help him home.”
Gentry nodded to the officer with the notebook, slid close behind the witness while the other officer took a firm hold on Ned Brooks’s arm, and Shayne left the group to saunter over to the police chief.
“Sit down, Mr. Pastern,” said Gentry, “and tell us exactly what you saw. Take Brooks back to my office, Wilkins,” he ordered without turning his head. “We’ll hear his story after we get Mr. Pastern’s full statement.”
Wilkins took Ned Brooks away, closed the door, and Gentry said to Shayne, “Since you’ve already talked to Brooks about last night’s episode, you’d better sit in on this, Mike.”
“I didn’t pump him, Will,” Shayne told him. “Brooks volunteered the information.”
Gentry nodded his gray head. “I know. He mentioned it to my men when he was hauled in. Meeting Jackson, I mean, but nothing about a fight.” He settled himself in a chair beside the witness and said, “Go ahead with your story.”
“I didn’t think much about it at the time,” Mr. Pastern began nervously. “I know Mr. Jackson a little, being neighbors with him, you might say. Enough to say howdy when we meet on the street. I know he’s a drinking man-like all reporters, I reckon. So I thought it was a couple of friends having a drunken argument, like I said. I was coming up the walk when I saw this car stop under the street light and a man got out. I didn’t recognize the one walking along until I got close. It was Mr. Jackson, and he was weaving from side to side. The other man, the one that was up there with the others, grabbed his arm, and they were arguing when I came up to them.
“I didn’t pay much attention to what they were saying. They were sort of growling at each other, and like I said, I had to circle around them. You know how it is when you see a thing like that. I’m a man who minds his own business, but if I’d had any idea one of them was going to be murdered, you can bet your life I’d of walked slower and listened harder. I tell you, you could’ve knocked me down with a feather when Sally said-Sally’s my wife-‘That Mr. Jackson in the next block was murdered in cold blood last night.’ She handed me a copy of the Tribune extra, and I read all about it.
“I just couldn’t believe it at first. I said to Sally, ‘But I saw him last night and he wasn’t dead, right down the street not more’n a block from his house.’ Sally got terribly excited. We talked it over and decided that what I’d seen might be important, so I called up my boss and asked for the day off. I explained it all to him, too, and he said it was my duty and he’d see I didn’t lose a penny-”
“Think hard, Mr. Pastern,” Gentry broke in. “Try to remember some particular thing they did, something they said.”
The excited glow in the old man’s eyes dulled as he met Gentry’s determined gaze. “Why, I’ve told you. They were sort of wrestling and cussing-”
“Did you see any blows struck?” Gentry interposed patiently.
“Well, not what you’d call blows, exactly. Pushing each other around, I guess. After I went around them I kept looking back and I saw Mr. Jackson go on toward his house. This other one just stood there and watched him.”
“Then Jackson was all right when the two men parted?” Gentry did not try to hide his disappointment.
“Except being drunk.” Mr. Pastern seemed to realize that his story was falling flat. He fidgeted, looking from Shayne to Gentry, then went on awkwardly. “I wouldn’t want to say a single word but the truth. No matter what happened later, I’m bound to tell you the killing didn’t happen then. I kept looking back, like I said, and saw Mr. Jackson start to turn up his walk. Then this other fellow got in his car and drove off. But with bad blood like there was between them I guess it’s pretty plain he must’ve come back later to do it, don’t you reckon?” Again he appealed to the detective and the police chief, met their cold, impersonal gazes, and his body sagged wearily, his thin hands dangling between his knees.
Gentry said, “You’ve been very helpful, Mr. Pastern, and it’s a pleasure to meet a citizen who is willing to take time off from his work to do his duty.”
Mr. Pastern straightened, and there was pride in his bearing. “You think I’ve been a help? I always aim to do my duty.”
“Your statement will be typed immediately. Officer Cline will take you along, and you can sign the document before you leave.” Gentry nodded to the plainclothes man; Mr. Pastern came to his feet, looked uncertainly around; then the two men went out together.
Turning to Shayne the police chief asked, “How does his story check with what Brooks told you?”
“Pretty close. With his friend dead, Brooks would naturally try to minimize the seriousness of the argument.”
“There’s one thing I wonder about, Mike,” rumbled Gentry, moving stolidly toward the closed door leading from the line-up room to his private office. “When my men first got to Ned Brooks at his house this morning they found him in the kitchen wearing slippers and a robe and making coffee. He claimed he’d just waked up and couldn’t go back to sleep, but they had a feeling he wasn’t really surprised to hear about Jackson, though he pretended he was.”
“He wasn’t,” said Shayne flatly. “Bert Jackson’s girl friend phoned him about it a short time before.”
“How do you know that?” Gentry paused with his hand on the doorknob.
“He told me about it, back at the newspaper office.”
“How did she know about it?” Gentry fumed. “His girl friend, eh? Who?”
Shayne said, “You’re not going to like this, Will, but if you jump Brooks about it he’ll tell you, anyway. Her name is Marie Leonard, and she lives at the Las Felice. I told her about Bert, Will. Right after you got me sore when they were picking up Jackson’s body.”
“Goddamn you, Mike! You knew about her and didn’t tell me?”
“We weren’t exchanging confidences at the moment,” Shayne reminded him grimly. “I didn’t actually know about her then, but when I saw the key with ‘Three A’ on it taken from Jackson’s wallet, I put two and two together and decided it was probably kept there where his wife wouldn’t see it. Three A is Marie’s apartment number. I found out when I went to the Las Felice to see who lived there.”
“Just like that,” raged Gentry. “I suppose you just picked that particular apartment building by one of your famous hunches.”
“You know I’m usually a couple of jumps ahead of you,” Shayne reminded him. “If you hadn’t got me sore by threatening to arrest me-”
“And if I had arrested you,” Gentry roared, “you wouldn’t have got to this Leonard woman first.”
Shayne looked down at the chief’s purpling face and said mildly, “You made up for that by keeping me away from Mrs. Jackson, Will. Has she talked yet?”
“No. When she does, it’ll be to the police. I warn you to stay away from her, Shayne.” He jerked the door open and trampled solidly into his private office.
Shayne followed him and started to pull up a chair to sit in on the interrogation of Ned Brooks, but Gentry settled his bulk in his swivel chair and shouted an order to the patrolman at the door.
“Take Shayne outside and see that he stays there until I’m through with this man.”
Shayne quirked his right brow in surprise, then glanced aside at Brooks. “Look, Will-”
“Get out,” roared Gentry.
“Better let me stay, Will, and see if he tells it the same way twice.”
“From now on I’ll handle this case,” the chief said flatly.
“Have it your way,” said Shayne. He sauntered toward the door as the patrolman started forward.
The telephone on Gentry’s desk buzzed. He lifted the receiver and barked, “Gentry,” listened for a moment, then roared at the doorman, “Hold Shayne there until I get the straight of this.”
The officer moved to grab Shayne’s arm. Shayne sidestepped him and lounged against the closed door to watch the chief’s apoplectic face and listen to him say, “Go on, give me the rest of it.” He listened again. Suddenly his big fist hit the desk, and he shouted into the phone, “Arrest her. Bring her to my office.” He slammed the receiver on the hook and glared at the lounging detective.
“Is it all right if I go now, Will?” he asked in a pleasant tone.
“Goddamn your double-crossing soul, Shayne,” growled the chief.
“What’s eating you now? Honest to God-”
“Don’t honest-to-God me,” sputtered the chief. “So you dressed your secretary up in a nurse’s uniform and sent her out to take care of Mrs. Jackson, pretending that some doctor sent her. This is the last straw, Shayne. I swear-”
“Lucy’s a damned good nurse,” Shayne told him cheerfully. “She took a first-aid course in Civilian Defense during the war, and when Doctor Meeker said he needed someone to look after Mrs. Jackson this morning I sent her over. She went out of the kindness of her heart, and I don’t see-”
“Out of the kindness of your heart, you mean,” the chief interrupted ironically. “You deliberately planted her there so she’d be the first one to hear her talk. This is the last time you’ll fool around with evidence in a murder case.” He took a drooling cigar stub from his mouth and hurled it at a wastebasket.
Shayne moved toward his desk slowly. “Look, Will, you’ve got this all wrong,” he said soothingly. “I’ll wait for Lucy, and if Mrs. Jackson did tell her anything-”
“You’ll wait outside,” Gentry informed him coldly. “Jack, take Shayne out in the hall and hold him there,” he ordered the officer at the door. “When Sergeant Allen brings in a woman wearing a nurse’s uniform, don’t let her speak to Shayne.”
“I was just trying to help, Will,” said Shayne mildly. “Sometimes Lucy gets awfully stubborn. She doesn’t like to be pushed around.” He turned and ambled through the open doorway, and the officer closed the door firmly. Shayne leaned against the wall and lit a cigarette.
He was finishing his second cigarette when Sergeant Allen brought Lucy in. The white uniform accentuated the perfection of her slender figure, and the little cap gave her a professional look completely at variance with the uncompromising set of her mouth and the flaming anger in her cheeks; and the dull stubbornness in her normally soft brown eyes brought a grim half-smile to Shayne’s lips.
Lucy Hamilton caught her breath in sharply and started to speak to him, but Sergeant Allen gripped her arm and hustled her on when the doorman said, “No talking, miss. Chief’s orders.”
“It’s okay, Lucy,” Shayne told her as she went by with her head high.
“That’ll be enough of that,” Jack warned him officiously.
Shayne’s third cigarette was not more than half smoked when the door opened and Sergeant Allen beckoned him inside. Lucy sat primly erect in a straight chair, her eyes blazing and her lips tight. Chief Gentry was chewing on a fresh black cigar, shifting it across his mouth as his murky, protuberant eyes glared at Lucy, and Ned Brooks was slumped disconsolately in a chair.
“For the last time,” Gentry burst out, “you and this young lady are going to have one chance to come clean with me. Push me one inch further and you both go behind bars.”
“What’s the trouble?” Shayne asked mildly.
“Miss Hamilton doesn’t seem to realize the seriousness of withholding evidence. If she thinks you can talk her out of this-”
“Withholding evidence?” Shayne’s tone was both shocked and grieved. He shook his head at Lucy, turned to Gentry, and asked, “What is the exact situation?”
“Miss Hamilton talked to the witness,” Gentry charged, “and refuses to tell us what Mrs. Jackson said. After getting into her bedroom by impersonating a nurse she bolted the door and refused to allow Sergeant Allen to enter, even after he heard them talking and knew the witness was conscious.
“When Miss Hamilton did come out,” he went on angrily, “she claimed that Mrs. Jackson had gone back into a coma and shouldn’t be disturbed. And, by God, when Allen went in she was pretending she was in a coma and refused to talk to him!
“Your secretary might have got away with it,” the chief continued bitterly, turning to Shayne, “if she hadn’t been recognized by one of my men when she was leaving the house. She still refuses to tell me one thing Mrs. Jackson told her. If she persists in this attitude-”
“Did Mrs. Jackson tell you anything about what happened last night in her brief return to consciousness?” Shayne interrupted in a stern, reproving voice.
Lucy stared at his bandaged ear and the puffed, purple left side of his face. “Yes, she did, Michael. But you’ve always told me the confidence of a client is inviolate and must not be repeated under any circumstances.”
“Since when did Mrs. Jackson become your client, Shayne?” the chief cut in. “You told me last night you didn’t have a client.”
“She became one-sort of-after I told you that,” Shayne explained. “I’ll make a deal with you, Will. If you’ll come down off your high horse and forget all this stuff about impersonating a nurse and withholding evidence, I’ll ask Lucy to tell us exactly what she got from Mrs. Jackson.”
“Not by a damn sight,” Gentry exploded. “You’re through messing in this case. She’ll tell me without you, or she goes to jail.”
Shayne spread out his big bruised hands. “Have it your own way, Will.” He grinned crookedly at Lucy and said, “It’s not too bad in jail, angel. Tell me what you need, and I’ll go pack your bag.”
“Like hell you will,” Gentry fumed. “You’ll be locked in the next cell block.”
“And you’ll wait until Mrs. Jackson is able to talk,” Shayne reminded him. “Which she may decide not to do, now that she knows her husband is dead. You did get the stuff from her before she knew that, didn’t you?” he asked Lucy.
“Yes, Michael,” said Lucy. “Just the way you told me. She was just coming to and hardly knew what she was saying.”
“There you are, Will. Are you going to hold things up just because I had sense enough to put a woman on the job and get the actual information before some cluck like Morgan or Sergeant Allen clammed her up by telling her the truth?”
Chief Gentry creaked back wearily in his swivel chair and was silent for fully thirty seconds. “I’m going to do it some day, Shayne,” he said slowly. “I swear to God I am. I’m going to catch you out on a limb-”
“But right now,” Shayne interrupted, “you’d better compromise. Give me your word that Lucy and I walk out of here together after she gives you the whole story. What could be fairer than that?”
Gentry grunted, rocked forward, and planted his elbows on the desk. “Will you give me your word, Miss Hamilton,” he asked formally, “that you’ll repeat exactly what Mrs. Jackson told you about last night?”
Lucy looked at Shayne for confirmation. “If Michael agrees.”
“I’d rather have it privately,” Shayne told her. “But this appears to be a stalemate, Lucy. Tell us what Mrs. Jackson said.”
Lucy faced the chief and met his cold gaze levelly. “Mrs. Jackson said she remembered taking two sleeping-tablets about nine-thirty last night because she was worried about her husband. He hadn’t been home, and she didn’t know where he was. She dimly recalled taking one or two more tablets sometime later. Before ten o’clock, she was sure, and she doesn’t know what happened after that.”
There was silence in the office.
Shayne’s face had a look of blank amazement. Tim Rourke had said he talked with Betty Jackson at twelve o’clock and that he had called her on the phone at two!
“Do you think she was telling the truth, Lucy?” he asked, trying to keep the tenseness he felt out of his voice.
“Why, I got the impression she was, Michael. She was just coming out of a coma, and she was terribly worried about her husband not coming home.”
“Did she claim she wasn’t conscious when Jackson returned at ten o’clock?” Gentry asked.
“Yes. She didn’t remember anything from nine-thirty on,” Lucy told him.
Shayne said, “This is as much a surprise and disappointment to me as it is to you, Will. I was counting big on getting some important dope from Mrs. Jackson.” He dragged a straight chair up to a strategic position where he could face both Lucy and the chief, sat down stiffly, and continued. “This leaves me completely out on a limb. If she’s telling the truth-”
“And if Miss Hamilton is telling the truth,” Gentry broke in pointedly.
“You are, aren’t you, Lucy?” Shayne asked. “I want you to. Don’t hold anything back now. You heard the bargain I made with Will.”
“That’s all of it, Michael.” She nodded emphatically. “When I was sure she wouldn’t tell me anything more, I told her about her husband being murdered.” She paused, moistened her lips and looked down at her hands.
“And?” Shayne prompted her sternly.
“Well, unless she’s a superb actress, it was a surprise-and a terrible shock to her.”
“So much of a shock that she sank right back into a coma?” Gentry demanded, rolling his rumpled lids halfway down.
“I didn’t say that,” Lucy protested. “It was Sergeant Allen. He insisted on going in to question her as soon as I unlocked the door. He’s the one who told you that.” She glanced aside at the sergeant who lounged against the closed door.
“I’m pretty sure Mrs. Jackson was pretending unconsciousness, Chief,” said the sergeant, moving forward to join them. “I had the distinct impression that she wanted to avoid being questioned.”
“What does it matter now?” said Shayne impatiently. “We know what she told Lucy before she knew her husband was dead.” He took Lucy’s arm and drew her to her feet. “Let’s get out of here. You’ve got a job waiting-straightening up the office.” He glanced at Ned Brooks and asked significantly, “You want me to drop you some place?”
“If you don’t mind,” the reporter answered, then added stiffly, “if the chief is through with me.”
“Hell, yes,” Gentry roared. “I’m through with all of you. If I find out Miss Hamilton isn’t telling the exact truth, Mike-”
“You can throw us both in jail-in the same cell.” Shayne gave him a lopsided smile and propelled Lucy from the room and down the corridor, with Ned Brooks following behind them.
Outside and on the way to the car Lucy breathed, “Michael, what has happened since I saw you this morning? Your face looks simply awful.”
“Just a little accident,” he told her cheerfully. “Ran my car into the bay. Had to buy a new one. Picked out one you’ll like.” They turned left on the walk, and Shayne glanced back. Ned Brooks was trailing some fifteen feet behind. Shayne lowered his voice and asked, “Anything you want to tell me fast?”
“Yes,” Lucy whispered. “I quibbled back there. I didn’t really lie, because I only promised Chief Gentry I would repeat exactly what Mrs. Jackson told me. And I did do that, but I promised her I wouldn’t say anything about this other thing.”
“What thing, angel?”
“A letter I’m to get for her. I promised I’d go to the post office and pick it up from General Delivery. It’s addressed to her,” she went on hurriedly. “She told me about it after she knew her husband was dead. She made me promise to get it and keep it for her and not mention it to the police. I said I would if she’d promise me she’d pretend to be sound asleep when I left and not tell the police anything. I thought you’d want to know first, and it was the only way I could make her promise not to talk.”
“You did exactly right,” Shayne assured her. He glanced at his watch and added in a louder voice as Ned Brooks came up behind them, “You go right along and attend to that. Then wait for me at the office. Right now I’ve got to see Tim and tell him he’d better change his story to fit the one Betty Jackson has told before the police get to him.”
“Then I’ll see you at the office soon?” Lucy asked.
“Yeh.” Shayne consulted his watch again and scowled when he saw that it was a little after ten. “It’s getting pretty warm, Lucy. Why don’t you grab a taxi?”
Her eyes widened with surprise, but the urgent expression on his face prompted her to say quickly, “Oh, it is warm. And I do feel rather conspicuous in this uniform.” She turned and hurried away.
“Want to ride out with me?” Shayne said to Brooks.
“To my place? Sure.” The reporter got in while Shayne trotted around to the other side and slid under the wheel.
“But what do you mean about Tim changing his story?” Brooks continued in a puzzled tone as Shayne started the motor and pulled away from the curb.
“Some things he told me don’t fit with what Betty told Lucy,” he explained casually. “Tim gave me your address, but I’m not sure-”
“Northwest Eightieth. Fastest way is out the Boulevard and west on Seventy-Ninth. I’ll tell you an impression I got from Tim this morning, Mr. Shayne,” the reporter went on earnestly. “He seemed to be badly worried about Betty, and maybe was sort of covering up for her.”
“You mean Tim is afraid she did the job on her husband?”
“Well, maybe not that exactly. But something. I don’t know. He began hitting the bottle when he reached my house and he talked a lot.”
Shayne nodded grimly. He was on the Boulevard, and when he passed 20th Street he let the new car out in a surge of speed. Neither of them spoke again until they passed through the Little River business section.
“Next turn to the right,” Brooks directed. “Go one block, then left. It’s the third house from the corner.”
Ned Brooks lived in a small stucco bungalow with a vacant lot on either side separating it from the nearest neighbors. Shayne frowned as he pulled up to the curb and saw no car resembling Rourke’s parked in the vicinity. He muttered, “If he’s dodged out without telling me-”
“His car is in the garage,” Brooks said. “I drove it in after driving mine out this morning, in case some cruising cop came along.”
Shayne’s expression cleared when he saw the closed garage doors at the end of the driveway. He said, “That was a good idea.” He got out and followed the reporter with long, stiff strides to the front door where Brooks pushed the electric button.
After thirty seconds the reporter took out his key, saying, “He’s probably passed out,” unlocked the door, and opened it upon a small living-room with shades and drapes drawn against the sun. He snapped on the ceiling light and moved toward the emaciated figure of Tim Rourke lying sprawled half off the long couch, with his head pillowed on one arm and one leg dangling off the edge.
“I was right, by God,” he said hoarsely. “He is passed out.”
Shayne was at Brooks’s side, rubbing his jaw with blunt fingers and staring bleakly down at Rourke.
“And no wonder,” Brooks continued, pointing to an empty whisky bottle lying on the floor beside the couch. “That bottle was full when he started on it this morning.”
Shayne pushed him aside and dropped to his knees near a pool of blood on the bare floor between the edge of the couch and the rug. He saw the smear of blood trickling down the waxen face from a bullet wound at the hairline above Rourke’s left temple, the. 22 target pistol drooping from his right hand. He heard Brooks moving restlessly around the room, heard him stop, and when Shayne came stiffly to his feet again he turned to see the reporter staring down at a sheet of paper rolled into a portable typewriter.
“Here, by God, is a confession.” Brooks turned slowly. “Has he committed suicide?”
“Not quite-get a doctor here, fast. He’s still breathing.” Shayne’s voice cut savagely through the room.



Chapter Fifteen


INCREDIBLE CONFESSION

Ned Brooks stared stupidly, wavered on his feet, then hurried through the doorway leading into the hall. Shayne turned back to Rourke, listened until he heard Brooks dial a number, then bent impulsively to lift his friend’s thin legs to a comfortable position on the couch.
He drew his big hands back instinctively. From all indications Rourke had been lying like that for several hours, and he realized the importance of leaving him exactly as he was until the doctor arrived.
His eyes were grim and brooding as he went to the typewriter and studied the note in the roller. There were only two lines:

I killed bertJacksonm and Bettr docsnST know anything about it nomatter what she tellsyxx yox.

Ned Brooks hurried back to the living-room shouting, “Ambulance will be here in a few minutes. My God, Shayne, what’ll we do? Tear up that note before the police get here? I’m willing to do whatever-”
“The police?” Shayne swung on him angrily. “I told you to call a doctor.”
“Well-it’s an emergency,” faltered Brooks. “I called headquarters because they’re faster.”
“You were probably right at that,” Shayne grunted absently. His bleak eyes reread the note for the tenth time, and he mumbled, “It’s too late to try to cover up anything now.”
Brooks sank down in a chair and hid his face with his hands. “I suppose it is,” he moaned.
“Is this your typewriter?” Shayne asked abruptly.
“Yes. I opened it up for Tim when he first came and wasn’t so tight. He said he might write a story. My God, Mr. Shayne-I wonder if he was planning that while I was still here? That gun. He must have had it in his pocket all the time.” He uncovered his face and asked miserably, “Do you really think he’s still alive? The bullet didn’t-didn’t-”
“He’s got a pulse,” Shayne growled. “I didn’t examine the wound closely, but it looks to me like it bounced off without actually penetrating. Tim’s got a thick skull, and a twenty-two doesn’t have too much power. Tell me exactly how he acted before you left,” he went on swiftly. “Everything he said that you can remember. We haven’t got much time before Gentry gets here-that is, if you reported who you wanted the ambulance for.”
“I did,” moaned Brooks. “I thought they’d be faster if they knew it was Tim. He-Tim had been drinking, like I told you, and he acted funny. I got the idea he was worried about Betty Jackson.”
“What do you mean he was acting funny?” Shayne asked harshly.
“Look, I’m not a detective,” said Brooks, moving his arms in a gesture of despair. “You know a lot more about such things than I do, but if you’ve read that note carefully, don’t you get the idea that he was really covering up for Betty? Or do you think they were in it together and when he got drunk he decided to do it this way and take all the blame? He must have been awfully drunk after emptying that fifth of whisky.” The thin keening of a siren sounded from a distance as Brooks finished. Shayne turned without answering and went to the window. He watched in silence until the ambulance came into view, then hurried out to signal the driver as he slowed to hunt for house numbers.
The vehicle swung into the curb at his signal and an intern leaped nimbly from the front seat. Shayne urged him inside with a jerk of his thumb and a couple of words, waited for the attendants to pile out of the ambulance, then followed them as far as the front porch where he said, “Wait here until the doc calls you.”
When he re-entered the living-room the intern was bending over Rourke. Shayne motioned Brooks to a corner and muttered, “You understand that Will Gentry will have to draw his own conclusions if Tim doesn’t stay alive to tell us anything. You’d better tell them the exact truth about phoning Rourke to warn him you’d set the cops on his tail, and how you invited him over here to hole up to sort of make up for it. The truth won’t hurt you, and anything else is likely to. Tim wasn’t a fugitive, and there’ll be no charge against you for harboring him.”
Other sirens were screaming close by. Shayne whirled toward the door, adding, “Think it over carefully, Brooks,” and went outside again.
A radio car with two officers pulled in behind the ambulance. Shayne halted them as they trotted up the walk. “Doc’s inside,” he told them shortly. “This is for Homicide. Chief Gentry will be here in a moment, so you’d better not mess around too much.”
The senior patrolman knew Shayne by sight. He nodded and said to his partner, “I’ll go inside, Jenkins. If Chief Gentry shows up-”
“There’s his car now,” Shayne interrupted. “I’ll tell him you’ve got things under control.” He moved slowly down the walk as Gentry heaved himself from his sedan and walked stolidly toward the detective.
“I thought you’d be in on this,” the chief growled without rancor. “What is it with Rourke?”
“It looks like attempted suicide, Will. With a twenty-two target pistol.”
Gentry puffed furiously on his cigar, avoiding Shayne’s cold gray eyes, aware of the close bond of friendship between the rangy redhead and the crusading reporter. His own relationship with Timothy Rourke had been very close in the past, and his voice was strangely hoarse when he asked, “Is he bad?”
“There was just a flicker of pulse when Brooks and I got here,” Shayne told him as they walked unhurriedly toward the house. “He left a note that looks bad. I knew he was here at Brooks’s place, Will. I sent him here early this morning.”
“To keep us from getting hold of him,” said Gentry without inflection.
“Yeh.” Shayne’s mouth twisted bitterly. “I didn’t know. There were a lot of things-and I needed time to work on some angles. Before God, Will, I don’t know what I’d have done if I had decided that Rourke fired a bullet into Jackson’s head.”
“I knew something like that was worrying you,” said Gentry heavily. “Better stick around outside while I take a look.” He stalked up the steps and disappeared into the living-room.
Shayne paced the length of the walk twice before the summons came. Gentry met him just inside the living-room door and said, “It’s not too good, Mike. The intern has patched him up and gives him a fifty-fifty chance. Tim’s beginning to come out of it, and a hypo is necessary. We’ll have maybe three or four minutes to question him before it takes effect, and I’m giving you a break. Come on in and hear what he says. If he doesn’t recover I don’t want you feeling there was any funny business.”
Shayne’s throat was dry. “Thanks, Will,” he said huskily. “But do me one more favor. Since Tim will be conscious to answer only a few questions, let me ask them. I know what to say to get the truth out of him.”
“Sorry,” said Gentry gruffly. “I’m stretching a point to let you listen in-”
“Don’t you gee how it is?” Shayne burst in angrily. “I know Tim didn’t do it. A dozen things tell me. Damn it, Will, he’s covering up for Betty Jackson, and she’s not worth it! I don’t have time to give it to you now, but if you’ll let me talk to Tim I’ll get the truth.”
“This is a police investigation,” Gentry reminded him.
“Hell, don’t you think I realize that? Let me do the talking-give Tim the impression I’m alone. Stand aside and listen in.”
Gentry took a dead cigar from his pudgy lips, glanced aside at the intern, who crooked a forefinger for them to come closer. He sighed and said, “Okay, Mike.”
Shayne was on his way to the couch where Rourke’s body lay in a comfortable position, the white bandages around his head making a sharp contrast to his deeply sun-tanned face that was drawn and discolored from the impact of the shot and loss of blood. He motioned to the intern, went close to him, and said in a low whisper, “Get out of sight, over there with the chief. If either of you object to my questions or the replies I get, you can intervene. But if you really want to know the truth,” he added to Gentry, “you’ll let me do it my way.”
Gentry frowned but said nothing. The intern bent over Rourke, his fingers on Rourke’s pulse. “In about thirty seconds the patient will rouse,” the young doctor said. “He should be conscious for a few minutes before the hypodermic takes full effect. But I must warn you that he must not become excited. If he chooses to answer questions of his own volition, however, it shouldn’t harm him.” He stepped aside and joined Gentry.
Timothy Rourke’s head moved slightly. He opened his slate-gray eyes. The pupils were dilated, and he looked up at Shayne with a dull, blank expression. Recognition came slowly as his eyes focused on Shayne’s face a foot above his own.
“It’s all right, Tim,” Shayne said softly. “Don’t move, and listen to me. Can you hear me?”
“Yeh,” Rourke answered feebly. “What the hell?”
“Let me ask the questions, Tim. You’re going to pass out in a minute or two, and it may be too late after that. You may be dying.”
“Yeh,” said Rourke again. “I guess I passed out, huh? Ned and I were sitting here drinking-”
“Save your strength for something very important,” Shayne broke in anxiously. “You’ve got to stop covering up for Betty. She’s not worth it, Tim. I swear she isn’t.” His voice became harsh as he continued. “I know you thought she did it because she loved you, but she didn’t. She gunned Bert for cash-to get twenty-five grand. That was her real reason, Tim.”
For a brief instant Rourke’s eyes glittered, and he tried to raise his head and shoulders from the couch.
Shayne put gentle pressure on his chest and said, “Listen, Tim, while I give it to you straight. Betty killed Bert because at the last moment he decided to do the right thing and turn his story in to the Tribune. She had been needling him into the blackmail scheme and she became frantic when she saw that money slipping away. So she shot him. Just like that. Through the back of the head with your target pistol. Then she calmly called Mr. Big and demanded twenty-five grand mailed to her care of General Delivery at ten o’clock this morning. Then she took a batch of sleeping-tablets and passed out. That’s the way you found her when you got to her house a little after midnight, wasn’t it? In bed, passed out cold? And you found Bert Jackson murdered with your gun. How did she get your gun, Tim?”
Sweat stood out on his face. Half of what he was saying was pure guesswork, but he drove the points home and hoped he wasn’t blundering.
Timothy Rourke closed his eyes, and a spasm of pain twisted his cadaverous features. “Is that-the truth, Mike? About the money?” His voice was faint, wavering.
“I swear it’s the truth, Tim,” Shayne told him, bending closer, his voice tense. “Tell me, how did she get hold of your gun?”
“I–I loaned it to her. A week ago.” Rourke opened his eyes slowly. For a moment he appeared to study the taped ear and the puffed left side of Shayne’s face, and the deeply trenched right side, a familiar sight, and the only thing in the world that made sense to him at the moment. His lips twisted in a slow smile intended to show bitterness, but succeeded only in being pitiable. “The gun-was to protect her from Bert-if he got abusive,” he said. “When I-stumbled over his body-on the front porch and went inside and found Betty-passed out in her bed-I thought-”
“That she and Bert had had an argument over you?” supplied Shayne. “And you felt guilty and partly responsible, so you carried his dead body out to your car and stuck him inside, getting blood on your seat cushion in the process, and drove away and ditched him by the side of the road. You hoped to take suspicion off Betty and make it appear he was killed by the man he was planning to blackmail. That’s the way it happened, isn’t it?”
“That’s-right-Mike.” Rourke’s eyes were glazing, and he tried to moisten his dry lips with a dry tongue. “What-happened to me-after I passed out?”
“How much do you remember, Tim?” Shayne asked anxiously, glancing aside at Gentry’s beefy face and seeing his pudgy hand firmly holding the young intern back from the patient.
“Not-much,” Rourke answered thickly. “I was drinking Ned’s liquor. I knew I was getting tight, but I-started to write a story on Bert Jackson-and that’s all-I remember. I blacked out. You know how it hits me, Mike. Like I-feel now-” His voice trailed off, and he closed his eyes.
The intern jerked away from Gentry and took a stethoscope from the rear pocket of his trousers, fitting the listening-tubes in his ears as he approached the prostrate form of the patient. He placed the bell on Rourke’s chest with his left hand and felt for his pulse with the right. After a moment he said, “That will be all. He’ll be out for several hours.”
Gentry came up behind the intern, and Shayne met his stony eyes with the challenge, “Are you satisfied?”
“I got it all,” he admitted, stepping aside and beckoning Shayne to follow as the intern drew up a chair and took his place beside the patient.
“And you don’t think Tim was telling the truth?”
“I had the feeling that you were leading him on, getting him to answer the way you wanted,” Gentry said. He got out a fresh cigar, lit it, and puffed until the end glowed red, then burst out, “It did sound like the truth, damn it, Mike, except that stuff about not remembering shooting himself. Even if a man does pass out from too much liquor-”
“You know how Tim was about that,” Shayne broke in gently. “Hell, you were at my place that night when he picked up twelve hundred in a poker game and didn’t remember one damned thing about even playing poker the next day, yet none of us realized he was dead drunk when we were playing with him. Tim was like that,” he went on urgently. “I’ve seen him write feature stories in his office and he never hit a wrong letter. The next day he wouldn’t even know what they were about until he read them in the News and saw his by-line.”
“That’s very interesting,” the intern said, “and I should like to discuss it further.” He stood up and pushed his chair aside. “May I ask what a mental blackout from alcohol without physical disability has to do with the case?” He took a few steps toward Shayne and Gentry, stopped, and looked at Ned Brooks who sat dejectedly in a chair across the room with his head bowed in his hands.
“From the information I gathered from Mr. Brooks when I first came in, the patient witnessed a murder last night by a woman for whom he cared a great deal. Convinced that it was committed on his account, Rourke destroyed certain evidence pointing to her and later took one drink too many, and a mental block resulted.”
“That’s about it,” Shayne growled, “but Chief Gentry doubts that he could have written a confession and shot himself without being conscious of doing so.” He glanced at Brooks, whose presence he had forgotten until the doctor mentioned his name, but the reporter kept his head bowed.
The intern was saying, “That is exactly what the patient might have done under the circumstances. There is a well-developed theory that when a man blacks out mentally-to use the layman’s phrase-from alcohol, his subconscious controls his actions. Thus, a man under the complete domination of the subconscious, becomes a superlative poker player, or he may attain perfection in any game or any endeavor.
“Let us assume that this man is inherently decent. His subconscious rebels, under the influence of alcohol, against the thing he has done consciously. He makes amends by destroying the evidence of witnessing a murder through the medium of writing a confession absolving the woman he loves and whom he knows to be guilty. Then he attempts to take his own life, believing it is the only way out for him.
“And now,” he continued, turning abruptly to the front door, “it is important that we remove the patient to the hospital.” He called the two men who waited on the porch with the stretcher.
Shayne watched the orderlies edge Rourke’s body gently from the couch onto the canvas stretcher and pull a sheet over him. His mouth was grim and he rubbed a hand hard over his uninjured right jaw.
“Have you gone through Rourke’s pockets?” he asked abruptly, turning to Gentry.
“No. I don’t think-”
“Hold it, boys,” he called to the orderlies as they lifted the stretcher to carry it away, and again turned to Gentry. “Don’t you think you ought to do that, Will?”
“They’ll inventory his effects at the hospital,” the chief said.
“To hell with that. I want it done here, in my presence. I know how hospitals are, and you do, too. If Tim has two grand on him now you’ll find it reported as fifty dollars by the pillroller who goes over him.”
“I resent that,” the young intern retorted with professional dignity. “If you mean-”
“I mean I want to see what he has on him before he is taken away,” Shayne cut in sharply.
Gentry growled, “Go through his pockets and see what you find, Jenkins.”
The orderlies set the stretcher down and waited while the Homicide officer knelt beside it and went over every pocket in Rourke’s clothes. He produced a wallet, a stamped letter to an insurance company, a soiled handkerchief and a clean folded one, three partially used books of matches, a pack of cigarettes half full, a key ring, and a handful of loose change.
When the objects were displayed on the floor Shayne looked them over carefully, shook his red head, and demanded, “Are you sure there’s nothing else?”
“What else did you expect?” Jenkins hunkered back on his heels and looked up at Shayne.
“What does it matter?” Gentry asked impatiently.
Shayne ignored the police chief. With a questing, groping expression on his face he demanded of Jenkins, “Are there any holes in any of his pockets?”
“I didn’t notice any.” He appealed to Gentry.
Gentry’s murky, protuberant eyes were studying Shayne’s face curiously. “I remember you asked the same thing about Bert Jackson when we found him,” he rumbled, then nodded to his subordinate and ordered, “Check every pocket for a hole.”
Jenkins rechecked with ill grace, arose from his kneeling position, and said, “Not a hole big enough for a pin to go through.”
Shayne waved to the patient orderlies, said, “Okay,” then turned to Gentry. “You won’t mind if I follow the ambulance to the hospital? I’d like-”
Ned Brooks’s telephone rang in the hallway. Jenkins hurried to answer it and called to Will Gentry, “It’s for you, Chief.”
Shayne hesitated, watching the men take Rourke away and listening to Gentry on the telephone. Before he could make up his mind the chief re-entered the living-room and growled, “When I first met Lucy Hamilton she was a sweet, innocent kid, Mike. Now, by God-”
“What has she done now?” Shayne asked.
“Just got herself picked up for a hair-pulling brawl at the post office and taken for a ride in the paddy wagon. She’s raving like a lunatic and demanding to see me, and they can’t do a damned thing with her or the other woman. I’ve ordered both of them to be brought here. Before God, Mike, Lucy’s getting to be exactly like you.”



Chapter Sixteen


ONE ENVELOPE TOO MANY

Shayne hid a one-sided grin and, at Gentry’s gruff suggestion, sauntered out into the bright sunlight to await Lucy’s arrival while the chief further interrogated Ned Brooks, and Jenkins made a more thorough examination of the suicide scene.
His first amusement over Lucy’s predicament faded as he paced the walk, and he wondered what had happened at the post office. Why was she arrested? What did Gentry mean by a hair-pulling brawl?
As he paced up and down, he realized that it had to be something connected with the letter Lucy had gone to pick up for Betty Jackson, a letter which should contain twenty-five thousand dollars. Had Betty roused from her stupor and got there ahead of Lucy? Fought for the letter?
It didn’t matter much now, he told himself ruefully. Gentry had heard him tell Rourke about the money that was being mailed to Betty, and the whole story would have to come out now. There was no telling what would become of the money after the police got their hands on it, but that would be something to worry about later.
Shayne tossed away a cigarette when he saw the Black Maria swing around the corner. He strolled out to meet it when it pulled up to the curb. A policeman stepped down from the rear step, opened the door, and ordered the occupants out.
Lucy Hamilton came out first. There were two scratches across one cheek, and her left eye was beginning to puff and turn green. She blinked uncertainly, holding herself stiffly erect, looked around, then ran to Shayne with a little cry and with tears streaming down her cheeks.
“I feel so awful, Michael,” she sobbed. “You’re not going to be angry with me? I did the best I could. I–I didn’t know what else to do, and I just couldn’t let her get away with it.”
Shayne held her close and muttered soothing words while he watched anxiously for the second occupant of the Black Maria to emerge from its dark interior.
Marie Leonard wore the same yellow blouse and gray skirt he had watched her don earlier in the morning. One shoulder was ripped, and the sleeve dangled in shreds from a bare arm, and her blond hair was in mad disorder. Her face was livid with rage except for a red blotch across one cheek about the size of Lucy Hamilton’s hand. She fought furiously against the policeman’s firm grip on her arm, protesting angrily, but he hustled her along.
“Fancy meeting you again, Marie,” said Shayne pleasantly. “I didn’t realize you two girls knew each other.”
Marie Leonard glared at him, and the officer said curtly, “Cut it out and bring yours along if you can handle the hellcat. Nothing will do her but to see the chief, so that’s who she’s going to see.”
Shayne disengaged Lucy from her clinging position. “Take it easy, angel,” he said. “Don’t hold anything back from Will this time. He already knows about the envelope addressed to Betty Jackson.” He pressed a handkerchief into her hand, and she went beside him submissively.
Will Gentry met them in the doorway, looked gravely at Lucy’s scratched, tear-stained face and asked, “What’s the meaning of this, Miss Hamilton? The arresting officer says you started the fracas with no provocation at all, and practically forced him to arrest you and take you to headquarters.”
“I-had to-on account of the envelope,” Lucy told him in a choked voice. “She got there ahead of me. I was right behind her when she got it. I couldn’t let her get away, and all I could think of was to get us both arrested so she wouldn’t have a chance to hide it.” She turned to Shayne and added, “She’s still got it, Michael. Inside the front of her blouse. I tried to take it away from her after we left the post office, but this policeman interfered.”
“They were screaming and scratching like wildcats and pulling each other’s hair,” the officer interposed.
“I’ll have to explain one thing you don’t know about, Will,” said Shayne. “Betty Jackson asked Lucy to pick up an envelope for her from General Delivery and made her promise to tell no one about it. Lucy went to the post office to get that envelope right after she left headquarters. Now, Lucy, tell us exactly what happened.”
“When I went to the window, she was there. I didn’t hear her ask for a letter, and I didn’t think anything about it. When she left I asked for Mrs. Betty Jackson’s mail. The clerk looked at me suspiciously and told me that Mrs. Jackson had just picked up her mail, and he pointed her out to me.
“It was that woman,” Lucy continued, pointing a trembling finger at Marie Leonard who stood aside looking sullen and frightened. “I knew she wasn’t Betty Jackson, and I didn’t think she had any right to her mail. So I ran after her and saw her slipping a long white envelope in her blouse. So I grabbed her and demanded it. She denied having it and tried to run away, and so I-well, I tried to take it away from her. I’d have done it, too,” she added angrily, “if this policeman hadn’t come up and tried to separate us.”
“How about it, Marie?” Shayne asked. “Did you get Betty Jackson’s mail from the General Delivery window?”
“Certainly not,” she stormed. “I got a letter of my own and was just walking out with it when this crazy woman pounced on me and started pulling my hair and trying to tear my clothes off.”
“She has got it, Michael,” Lucy declared. “It’s inside her blouse. I’ve been with her every second since she put it there. That’s why I couldn’t let them release us at headquarters when they offered to.”
Will Gentry had listened in frowning silence. He turned to Marie Leonard and said, “It’s simple enough to prove the point,” in a mild rumble. “Show us the letter. If it belongs to you, I advise you to charge Miss Hamilton with assault.”
“I told you it’s mine,” Marie said stubbornly. “I don’t want any trouble, and I’m willing to call the whole thing quits without making any charge against her.”
Chief Gentry took two stolid steps toward her with his hand extended. “We’ll have to see the letter, Miss Leonard. You can give it to me now, or I can send you down to be searched by a matron.”
Marie hesitated, her eyes blazing with anger, then she thrust her hand down the neck of her blouse and jerked out not one but two long white envelopes. “Here they are,” she raged, “but you can’t blame me for trying. How did I know anyone else knew about it? With Bert dead I thought they’d finally go to the dead-letter office and I might just as well get it.” Gentry was studying the envelopes curiously. “Both addressed to Mrs. Betty Jackson,” he muttered. “One on a typewriter and the other in ink. What do you make of them, Mike?” He passed them over to the redhead.
Shayne tested each envelope for weight, a scowl between his gray eyes. There was no return address on either. The one addressed in ink was slightly the heavier. He studied the postmarks and noted that the heavier one had been mailed the preceding evening. The one addressed on a typewriter was postmarked 10:07 that morning.
Comprehension dawned slowly. After a long moment he said, “I’ve been all kinds of a damned fool, Will. I made two and two add up to three.” His tone was bitter with self-condemnation as he held out the typed envelope and explained, “This should contain two hundred and fifty hundred-dollar bills, a payment by some man whose name I don’t know for suppression of the City Hall scandal Bert Jackson dug up.
“This other one-” He paused, studying the envelope again, then burst out, “I have one hell of a hunch it contains all the data on that story. Betty Jackson must have hurried home from my apartment and mailed it to herself at six-thirty yesterday afternoon, the only safe way she could think of to stop Bert from carrying out his blackmail threat. That would explain Grandma Peabody’s timetable of Betty’s movements. She went directly home from my apartment in a cab, had it wait outside while she went in to get something, then was gone again just about long enough to drive to the post office.”
Will Gentry nodded slowly. “Ned Brooks has been telling me about the efforts he and Betty Jackson were making to keep Bert from selling out. But you told Tim Rourke that Betty killed her husband in order to get this money,” he objected with a heavy frown. “After she learned he was going to turn the story in to the paper instead of selling it. Now you say she mailed this data to herself to prevent Bert from selling it. That doesn’t add up, Mike.”
“Like two and two adds up to three,” Shayne agreed somberly. “I muffed that, Will. I honestly believed that when I told it to Tim. But I didn’t know then that Miss Leonard would be at the post office shortly after ten to pick up the money. I thought Betty had arranged the payment that way after killing Bert.” Shayne paused again. His eyes brightened, and his mouth quirked in a crooked smile. “By the way,” he said abruptly, “I haven’t introduced you properly, Will. Meet Miss Marie Leonard of apartment Three A at the Las Felice.”
The name didn’t immediately register with Gentry. He was absorbed in puzzling over the latest developments. He rumbled, “Then Tim was right all the time, and Betty did kill her husband because of him.”
“I’m not too sure about that yet,” Shayne hedged. He turned to Marie Leonard and said, “I think you’d better explain how you knew that money would be at General Delivery after ten o’clock.”
“I’ve told you,” she said sullenly. “Bert made a phone call from my place and arranged for the money to be paid this way. I don’t know why he had it addressed to Mrs. Jackson instead of to him. Maybe he thought it was safer that way. Anyhow, after I heard Bert was dead I thought it wouldn’t hurt just to go down and see if it was there.”
“We might buy that story,” Shayne told her, “if I didn’t know you lied about the call Bert made from your place. He did make a phone call, all right, but it was to the city editor on the Tribune, not to the man he was going to expose. Then he left your place to go home and get the data to take to Abe Linkle. That call was made a little before ten o’clock,” he went on swiftly, sure of himself now and of the actual sequence of events. “But Bert didn’t reach home until sometime after ten.
“You fought with him about the phone call, all right,” he went on grimly. “But it was because you were sore at him for turning soft and not going after the money. You saw a chance to get it yourself, didn’t you, Marie? A long chance, but you took it. With Bert dead before he had a chance to turn the story in, it was you who phoned the blackmail threat and not Betty Jackson. But you used her name to make it sound authentic, knowing you could pick up the envelope from General Delivery addressed to her just as easily as one addressed to you.
“And for good measure,” Shayne continued, “you tossed in the idea that Mrs. Jackson and I were working together and that I would turn the dope over to Rourke if the payoff failed to come through. That’s why my office and apartment were searched,” he ended wearily, turning to Chief Gentry, “and why an elevator operator was killed last night.”
“None of it’s like you say,” Marie protested shrilly. “How could I know Bert was dead? He was all right when he left my place. Ned Brooks will tell you he saw him about a block from his own home. Bert was killed right there, wasn’t he? On his own front porch? How could I have done that?”
“How do you know he was killed on his front porch?” Shayne pounded at her. “Only the killer knew that-until a few minutes ago when Tim Rourke admitted finding the body there and carrying it away to protect Betty.
“You were not a witness to that confession,” he went on inexorably. “You knew because you shot him, didn’t you, Marie? From the front seat of your car at the curb while he was going up the steps-and with Tim Rourke’s target pistol which you then tossed out where Rourke found it later.”
“No!” she screamed. “I didn’t do it! I don’t know who told me where he was killed, but I heard it some place.”
Shayne took a step toward her, his face ludicrous with one eye nearly closed and the other wide open staring at her. “Jackson had that pistol in his pocket when he was at my place late in the afternoon,” he drove in relentlessly. “I suppose he found it where Betty had hidden it. He went directly to your apartment from there. He was pretty drunk when he left, and I imagine it was quite easy to get the pistol from him.”
“The doorman will tell you I didn’t leave my apartment all evening,” she protested wildly. “I never even saw his pistol.”
“There’s a back stairway,” Shayne reminded her, “leading directly to the parking-area where you leave your car at night. It was easy enough for you to slip down and follow him home. A neighbor of the Jacksons saw your car pull up to the curb and stop as Bert Jackson staggered up the walk. She didn’t hear the shot because a twenty-two isn’t loud, and she didn’t see him fall because she can’t see his front steps.”
“I didn’t! I didn’t!” Marie Leonard shrank away from him as she cried out in terror.
“It had to be you who made the phone call, Marie. We know about the one call Bert made. This other call was from a woman. Betty Jackson was unconscious from an overdose of sleeping-pills at ten o’clock.” Shayne turned back to Gentry and said wearily, “It could have happened just like I said. In fact, I think you could take her into court and get a conviction on that much, Will.”
The police chief removed a cigar from his mouth and studied the soggy end of it broodingly. He said, “I think so, too. Come on, Miss Leonard, make it easy on yourself. Tell us the whole thing-”
“Which would just go to prove once more,” Shayne broke in musingly, as though he had not heard a word the chief said, but was continuing with his own thoughts, “the dangerous unreliability of circumstantial evidence. It could have happened that way, Will, but it didn’t.”
“No?” Gentry didn’t look up or change the stolid expression on his heavy face. “Then what the devil?”
“We’re forgetting a couple of things,” Shayne told him. “Most important is the fact that while there was a hole in Bert Jackson’s coat pocket, there wasn’t any hole anywhere in Tim Rourke’s suit.”



Chapter Seventeen


THE HOLE IN A POCKET

“What has a hole in somebody’s pocket got to do with any of this?” Chief Will Gentry demanded.
“Everything,” Shayne told him blandly. “That pistol has an eight-inch barrel. The only way you could carry it in your pocket would be to make a hole in the lining for the barrel to stick through. When we found that hole in Bert’s coat pocket I was pretty sure it was there to accommodate a long-barreled pistol-the one that killed him.”
“All right,” said Gentry impatiently. “But what have Rourke’s pockets got to do with it?”
“There wasn’t any hole, remember?”
Gentry’s rumpled lids rolled up, and his eyes were like streaked granite. “Suppose you give out with the information you’ve been holding back,” he said to Shayne. “Maybe then some of your theories will make sense.”
Shayne looked around at the group gathered just inside the living-room door, the policeman from the Black Maria who still held a firm grip on Marie Leonard’s arm, Jenkins, and the cop stationed just outside the open door, and Lucy Hamilton who stood close beside him. He glanced across the room to see Ned Brooks still slumped in a chair in the corner, his head buried in his hands. His gaze came back to Gentry. They had been friends for years, and he had no desire to discredit the chief before his subordinates.
He said, “You know how it is when I have a client, Will. I know I have to hustle to keep a step ahead of you and your boys.”
“So?” Gentry growled.
“So Tim Rourke couldn’t have been carrying that pistol in his pocket when he came here to Ned Brooks’s house. I saw him leave his apartment to come here, and there wasn’t any pistol sticking out of his clothes.”
“So?” Gentry repeated sourly.
“How did that pistol get here-in Tim’s hand, as we found it?” Shayne said pleasantly.
“You tell us,” the chief rumbled.
“The murderer brought it. That is,” he amended, “if Ballistics prove it’s the weapon that killed Jackson. I think you’d better ask Ned Brooks about that, Will.”
“Brooks?” Gentry roared the word and turned to the reporter. “Come over here.”
Ned Brooks dragged himself up from his chair and took half a dozen steps toward the group at the door. “You want me?”
“How about it?” Gentry demanded.
“How about what?” Brooks asked dazedly, moving slowly forward.
“You heard Shayne. If Tim Rourke didn’t have that gun when he came here, how did he get it?”
“How should I know?” he asked. “Maybe he slipped out after I left for the office and went home to get it.” He combed his tousled hair with his fingers and looked around confusedly as if seeing the others for the first time.
“Why would Tim go home to get his gun and come back here to shoot himself?” Shayne demanded.
Brooks shook his head slowly. “I-wouldn’t know.”
“You were a pretty good friend of Marie Leonard’s,” Shayne said quietly and thoughtfully. “I’ve been making the same mistake about you that I made about her-assuming that you wanted to prevent Bert Jackson from committing blackmail. Actually, it was the other way, wasn’t it? You were egging him on to it so Marie would get the money from him and then ditch him for you. Bert signed his death warrant when he phoned Abe Linkle from her apartment. She realized that the call would ruin everything if something wasn’t done about it in a hurry. So she phoned you as soon as Bert left.
“It’s less than a ten-minute drive from here to Jackson’s house,” he went on evenly. “You did intercept him a block away, as you’ve admitted, and you did argue with him, but you lied when you said you tried to persuade him to phone the story in to the paper. It was just the other way around. When Jackson refused to change his mind after he’d resolved he’d do the decent thing, you fought with him and got the pistol from his pocket. It was you who followed him to his front walk and shot him as he went up the steps. Then you got in touch with Marie and told her to go ahead with the blackmail contact at once. It has to be that way, Brooks. How else did the pistol that killed Bert Jackson get here in your house?”
“My God!” Brooks cried hoarsely and vehemently. “If I had done what you say do you think I’d have handed the pistol over to Rourke this morning so he could shoot himself?”
“No. I don’t think you’d have done that. But you see, Brooks, as soon as I read that purported suicide note I knew Tim Rourke didn’t type it. I was also sure he hadn’t shot himself. And that leaves you.”
Ned Brooks squared his athletic shoulders. “That’s preposterous. Rourke’s fingerprints were on the pistol and the typewriter keys. You and Chief Gentry-all of us know how Tim was about doing all sorts of things when he was drunk and never remembered them later. It was just another case of his mind blacking out and his subconscious taking over his physical reflexes.”
“That’s where you’re wrong again,” Shayne told him. “Remember, Will,” he went on, turning to Gentry, “my telling you about watching Rourke type a three-page story when he was passed out without hitting a wrong key? Yet in that two-line note there are no less than six typographical errors and one word exed out and another letter struck over. Exactly the sort of mistakes that a person who didn’t know Tim too well would make intentionally in a forgery to indicate that the man doing the typing was drunk. Making those errors was just one degree too smart for your own good, Brooks,” he ended with a stiff gesture of finality.
“This man is crazy,” Brooks shouted, appealing to Gentry. “Your men checked the prints and they matched Rourke’s. I couldn’t possibly have-”
“That’s right, Mike,” Gentry interrupted. “How did Tim’s prints get on the keys if he didn’t type the note?”
“Tim told us that himself. Remember he said that before he passed out he started to write a story about Bert Jackson on Brooks’s typewriter?”
“But that was before he passed out,” Gentry objected. “If I get you right, you’re accusing Brooks of shooting Rourke and typing the note afterward. In that case we would have found Brooks’s prints superimposed on all the letters contained in the note.”
“Not necessarily,” said Shayne. “There’s another way of getting at the solution.” He went to the typewriter and took a fountain pen from his pocket. Without removing the protective cap he leaned over and tapped several keys sharply with one end.
Gentry was moving toward him when he straightened up, and the chief demanded, “What are you up to now, Mike?”
“Have your men check the prints again,” Shayne said. “That’s how he did it. But he didn’t realize how hard Tim’s head is, and he bungled the last part of the job.
“You can see that Jackson’s murder lies between you and Ned Brooks,” he continued savagely, stalking back to confront Marie Leonard. “All you have to do is admit calling him right after Bert left you. If you continue to protect him, it’ll be your neck that’s stretched at Raiford.”
There was a long, deadly silence in the room. Shayne felt Lucy’s hand trembling on his arm, but he didn’t look at her. No one looked at anyone else, and the tenseness of waiting was broken simultaneously by Gentry’s first heavy step returning to the group and the exhalations of indrawn breaths.
“I–I did call Ned,” Marie Leonard said faintly. “But I didn’t know what-I didn’t know until he called me back-just like you said. I swear I didn’t know.”
“You damned slut!” Ned Brooks shouted. “If you’d kept your lousy mouth shut-” He plunged toward the girl, but one of the officers grabbed him and shoved him back.
“That’s enough for now,” Will Gentry said gruffly. “Take them both in and get statements.”
Shayne stepped back with Lucy still clinging to his arm. The officer who had been guarding Marie led her away, followed by Ned Brooks struggling against the officer who had grabbed him. Jenkins closed in and caught Brooks’s other arm. Together, they forced him through the open doorway.
Gentry turned to Shayne and asked, “What about these two envelopes addressed to Mrs. Jackson? We still have nothing more than your guess as to their contents.”
“My guess still stands,” Shayne said shortly. “Legally, they’re Betty Jackson’s property. If that story is in one of them I’m pretty sure she’ll want to turn it over to the Tribune for publication.”
“But the money was paid in good faith to prevent publication,” Gentry objected.
Shayne touched his swollen face gingerly, and his eyes were bleak. “No it wasn’t, Will. You heard me make that deal yourself. The money was paid on my promise to destroy everything Bert Jackson had left in my possession. I’ve kept that promise to the letter, because there wasn’t anything to destroy in the first place.”
“Then that’s collecting money under false pretenses,” exclaimed Lucy.
“So it is,” Shayne agreed with a painful grin. “But I had to play along with our unknown friend in order to break the case at all. You understand how that was, Will?” he appealed to the police chief. “And at the same time I couldn’t tell you the truth either. I had to let you go along thinking I was conniving at blackmail or those two murderers of the elevator operator would never have come after me on the causeway as they did.”
“Even so, Michael,” said Lucy severely, “you’ve no right to keep the money in this envelope.”
“In the first place,” said Shayne patiently, I have no intention of keeping any of it. The contents of both those envelopes belong to Mrs. Jackson. If some anonymous friend wants to make her a cash contribution through the mail, I don’t see how she can refuse it. And the sender is not only a lousy political grafter,” Shayne went on angrily. “He also arranged one murder last night and did his damnedest to get me bumped off. Basically, Bert Jackson is dead because of him. It’s poetic justice that his widow should get a little cash out of the deal.”
Will Gentry was nodding slowly, fighting to keep a smile off his stolid face. “The two envelopes are her property,” he agreed. “I don’t see why she has to know who sent the money or why.”
Shayne had Lucy by the arm and was propelling her toward the door before Gentry had time to change his mind. Outside, he said casually, “Let’s take a look at our new car and see if you approve the color scheme. Then I’ll drive you home and you can do whatever you like, but I’m going to sleep for a week or so.”
“And I,” said Lucy with feeling, “am going to stay locked in my apartment until these scratches heal on my face.”
“You do look sort of-”
“Take a look at yourself,” she interrupted sharply. They stopped and looked at each other, and both began laughing.
“Let’s compromise,” said Shayne, “and look at our new automobile instead.”
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