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CHAPTER 1


Michael Shayne moaned and jabbered in his sleep. A faint and insistent ringing disturbed him. Subconsciously he reached out a long arm and his hand fumbled over the night table beside his bed. A glass clattered to the floor. He threw back the covers and sat up in bed, yawning widely.
The faint sound of the telephone persisted, and slowly he remembered why it was so muffled and far away. The instrument was in the other room and the bedroom door was closed. He couldn’t reach out and lift it from the night table any more. That was in the other apartment one flight up where he had lived with Phyllis before her death.
Remembering sent a surge of pain through Shayne and cleared his sleep-drugged mind. He reached for the switch above the bed and flooded the room with light, clawed knobby fingers through his coarse red hair and swung his feet to the floor. Barefooted and in pajamas, he padded into the adjoining room to answer the monotonous summons.
He growled, “Hello,” into the mouthpiece.
An excited voice said, “Hello… hello! That you Mike Shayne?”
“Yeh. It’s me.”
“This here’s Clem. Clem Wilson. You know… the filling station out on the trail.”
“Sure. I know. What the hell…?”
“Look, Mike, I got to see you right now. You got to hurry or it may be too late.”
“But it’s midnight,” Shayne protested. “I was catching up on my sleep.”
“You ain’t asleep now,” Clem Wilson yelled. “You got to come right now. I tell you, by God, I got something…” The vibrant and urgent appeal broke off suddenly.
Shayne said impatiently, “Clem… are you still there?”
“Right here.” Wilson spoke in a swift, shaky undertone. “I got to hang up. That’s him comin’ back. If he catches me telephonin’…”
A crash as of broken glass jangled in Shayne’s ear, followed by a dull thud, like the sound of a falling body. He yelled, “Clem! What’s happening out there?”
Pressing the receiver hard against his ear, he heard the faint creak of a door and footsteps coming nearer to the instrument at the other end. Then, shatteringly loud in the receiver came the sharp crack of a pistol. Almost immediately the line was closed by the harsh bang of the receiver being replaced on Clem Wilson’s telephone.
Shayne’s angular features tightened, deepening the hollows in his cheeks. He held the connection down hard for an instant, lifted it and spoke tersely to the clerk at the switchboard: “Get the police quick! There’s trouble out on Tamiami Trail… the first filling station this side of the Wildcat. Get that? Somebody’s been shot out there. And get my car out, Tommy. I’ll be down soon as I can dress.” He slammed the receiver up and trotted into the bedroom, stripping off his pajama coat as he ran. He snatched up his clothes and flung himself into them, paused long enough to slide a bottle of cognac into a side pocket of a belted trench coat. Grabbing a soiled and much-abused felt hat, he jammed it down over his uncombed hair and slammed the door shut behind him.
The clock in the apartment lobby pointed to ten minutes past midnight when he strode from the elevator. The night clerk, a round-faced young man, leaned eagerly over the desk and reported:
“I called the police right away, Mr. Shayne. And one of the boys is getting your car. What’s happened this time? What’s going on?” His blue eyes shone with hero worship for the tall, lanky detective, and with curiosity.
“I’m afraid a friend of mine has just got himself murdered, Tommy. Did you tell the cops the first filling station this side of the Wildcat?”
“I sure did, Mr. Shayne,” Tommy answered vigorously. “Was it the man who rang you so long?”
Shayne nodded. “Did you talk to him?”
“Only to tell him you didn’t answer your phone. But he told me to keep on ringing. I noticed he sounded terribly excited and he said it was awfully important, so I kept on trying to get you.”
Shayne fingered a cigarette from a pack in his pocket, frowned heavily at it and struck a match. He said somberly, “If I’d answered the phone sooner it might not have happened. I’ve got to start leaving the door open.” He shrugged wide shoulders and set his jaw in a hard line. He started toward the door, hesitated, and half-turned to say, “See about getting my telephone moved to the bedroom.”
Turning back, Shayne met a youth running through the front door. Breathlessly the boy announced, “Your car’s outside, Mr. Shayne. I got it quick as I could.”
Shayne said, “Thanks,” and longlegged through the door where his car waited with the motor idling. He slid behind the wheel and drove south over the Miami River drawbridge, keeping his headlights dimmed and holding his speed to twenty miles an hour in compliance with the strict dimout regulations. The street lights were blacked facing the ocean, but light from the landward side shone upon the street as he drove south along the palm-lined avenue.
There were no other cars abroad after he turned west on Eighth Street, the beginning of the Tamiami Trail through the Everglades to Tampa. Driving away from the ocean, Shayne switched on bright lights and accelerated to thirty-five. There wasn’t any great hurry now, of course. The police should be at Clem Wilson’s filling station, but he carefully kept the needle at the top speed limit.
Accustomed for many months to the dimout and gasoline restrictions, Shayne no longer noticed the paucity of vehicular traffic, but this, coupled with deserted business buildings on the Trail beyond Coral Gables, gave added protection to criminals who took advantage of the wartime necessities to rob and murder.
Morosely he watched the road, slowing as he approached a blinking red light in the center of the highway. There were two cars parked on the edge of the pavement, and a policeman waved him to a stop with a red-lensed flashlight. Recognizing the officer in the police radio car, Shayne leaned out and said:
“Hello there, Gary, what’s doing?”
“Hello, Shayne,” Gary answered. “Go ahead. There’s hell to pay up there at the filling station.” He waved his red light toward a cluster of lights by the side of the road a half mile west.
Shayne asked, “Is Clem Wilson dead?”
“Yeh. The chief and the M.E. are up there looking him over.”
As Shayne shifted gears to drive away he noticed that the second car parked on the edge of the pavement was a green Buick coupe with the right rear wheel jacked up. It appeared to have been deserted temporarily, and he drove on to the filling station.
Three cars were parked beside the gasoline pump in front of the three-room building which served as both business and living quarters for the Wilson family. Shayne pulled up behind the cars and got out.
A bright light blazed in the front room office, and half a dozen men were crowded into the small space. The door stood open and one pane of glass was out, lying in shattered bits on the floor just inside the threshold.
Chief Gentry looked up from a squatting position and nodded stolidly as Shayne stopped in the doorway. The Miami Chief of Detectives was a big man with a generous paunch. He breathed audibly, mopped sweat from his heavy, florid features, but he did not speak at once.
The police doctor knelt beside the corpse of Clem Wilson. The dead man was middle-aged. His tall, spare frame, clad in greasy overalls and a faded cotton shirt, lay in a crumpled heap on the floor. He was partially bald, with leathery features and a prominent Adam’s apple. The front of his shirt was stained with blood, and there was an ugly hole where his left eye had been.
Turning his morose gray eyes from the corpse, Shayne saw Mrs. Wilson pressed against a wooden counter at the other side of the room. Her sharp face and deep-set eyes showed only bewilderment. Her thin hands clutched a flowered cotton wrapper to her body, and gray hair hung in limp strands around her neck and face. Her bare feet were thrust into shapeless cloth slippers, and her attitude was that of a woman so dulled by poverty and hopelessness that one more shock could have little effect upon her.
The medical examiner rocked back on his heels, looked up at Chief Gentry and said, “Either bullet would probably have been fatal. Thirty-two’s, I think. The one in his chest was shot through the glass… the other by someone standing directly over him.”
Mrs. Wilson began crying silently when the examiner made his pronouncement. Her eyes stayed wide open and tears trickled into the crevices of her pinched cheeks. She let go her tight hold on her wrapper and wrung her hands, but made no other movement.
Will Gentry went over to her and said soothingly, “We know how you feel, Mrs. Wilson, but you’ve got to help us all you can. How did this happen?”
She pressed her lips tightly together, shook her head mutely from side to side, and copious tears dripped from her chin onto her wrapper.
A uniformed policeman behind Gentry shuffled his feet and cleared his throat. Detective Sergeant Grayson was in plain clothes beside him. Shayne didn’t recognize either of the other two men crowding the small office. One was a youth wearing a modified zoot suit with brown and purple stripes. The other stranger was a tall man with clean-cut, impassive features. He wore a well-tailored gray business suit and held an expensive Panama hat in his right hand. One trouser leg of his suit was badly torn. His calm gray eyes rested on Mrs. Wilson with an expression of sober pity. Shayne pushed past them to stand beside Chief Gentry, and facing Mrs. Wilson. He said quietly, “You remember me, Mrs. Wilson. Clem was telephoning me when it happened.”
She nodded her unkempt head. “Sure, Mr. Shayne, I know.” Her voice had a high, nasal quality. “Clem come runnin’ in to ask me your telephone number and I couldn’t remember and he had to look it up. He was scared-like. No… more mad, I reckon. I didn’t know what’d got into him. Talkin’ to hisself he was, when he went out to phone you. Then I… I heard what sounded like shootin’…” She broke off and her eyes were filled with terror as they moved from one officer to another. It was as though realization of the tragedy suddenly came to her. Her body swayed and trembled violently.
Shayne caught the emaciated flesh of her forearm and held her steady. He asked gently, “Where were you when you heard the shots, Mrs. Wilson?”
“I… I was in bed a’ready. In the back, you know. Time I could get out here the car was gone, an’ Clem… was layin’ there. I knew he was dead soon’s I looked at ’im.”
“You didn’t see the car, nor anybody?” Gentry asked. Her head moved jerkily and negatively. “I didn’t see nothin’. I heard the car drivin’ off. There’d been some men here talkin’ to Clem. It was right after they left when he come in to hunt up your number.” Her tears started afresh, washing away the terror, and hopelessness again became her only outward show of emotion.
Gentry turned to Shayne and asked, “What do you know about it, Mike? You had the squad cars called out.”
“Only what Clem told me over the phone before he was shot.” He glanced over his shoulder at the men in mufti behind him. “Who are those two men?”
“The kid is a Herald police reporter. He’s new on the job. And you,” Gentry said to the tall man, “didn’t you say your car was broken down close by?”
“I had a flat tire. I was changing it when I heard the shooting up here. My name is Carlton… Herbert P. Carlton. I live in Coral Gables. I hurried up here as fast as I could after hearing the shots and seeing a car whiz past me. Matter of fact the car almost ran over me. I had to jump back into the side of the road and tore my pants.” He looked down ruefully at his knee, then went on, “I knew that something must be wrong. I had been here only a moment when you arrived.”
“What kind of a car whizzed past you? Exactly what did you see?” Gentry demanded.
“It was a sedan… some dark color… with two men in the front seat.” Carlton paused and a thought crease formed between his eyes. After a moment’s hesitation, he went on diffidently:
“I’d been noticing something queer going on up here. That is… well, you know how it is at night when you’re alone on the highway changing a tire. You notice things… and perhaps your imagination works overtime. The lights of the filling station were the only thing I could see. In fact, I debated about coming here to get my tire changed, but decided the damage to the tire would be too great, so I changed it myself. As I worked, I kept glancing up here.”
“Where is your car now?” Gentry asked.
“About a half-mile down the road. I didn’t quite finish changing the tire. Thought I’d better hurry up here to see what the trouble was.”
“Go on,” Gentry said.
Mr. Carlton stroked his chin meditatively, and with a hint of apology in his voice resumed:
“I’m explaining this to give you the picture as I saw it. Probably it isn’t important. I noticed a car parked here and it stayed quite a while. Then a man got in and drove away. I watched the car come toward me, but it stopped a couple of hundred yards up the road from my car, turned around, and went back. Well, I watched, thinking perhaps the driver was turned around in his direction and had started out the wrong way. But… it pulled in here at the filling station again. Almost at once I heard what sounded like a backfire. Then I saw a man running in the door and heard another shot and then he ran out and the car roared away. I could see him quite plainly in the bright light outside the station. Before I had time to make up my mind what I ought to do, the car shot past me, too close for comfort. As I say, there were two men in the front seat. I felt something must be wrong, so I hurried up here as fast as I could. I’m afraid none of that will be of much assistance,” he ended deprecatingly.
“Could you get the license number… or see the men?” Chief Gentry asked.
“It all happened too fast,” Carlton said regretfully. “I didn’t think to try to get the license number. That probably would have been impossible. But with the moon so bright and with a dim light on their instrument board I did get a glimpse of the men. But it was only a glimpse.”
“Could you identify either or both of them if you saw them again?” Gentry queried.
Carlton hesitated, his gaze resting briefly on the corpse on the floor. A flicker of fear swept across his features. He moved his head slowly and spoke with unnecessary force. “No. No… I’m afraid not.”
Shayne had been standing aside studying Carlton keenly. He moved up beside Gentry and said harshly, “You’re evading the issue, Carlton. You’re afraid to admit you might be able to identify those men, aren’t you?”
Carlton compressed his lips and looked coldly at Shayne. “After all, I’m merely an innocent bystander. I don’t…”
“You’re afraid,” Shayne charged. “You don’t want to stick your neck out. You’d stand by and see a couple of murderers go free rather than put your own life in jeopardy by appearing against them.”
“But I have done what I could,” Carlton argued. “The car passed me going at terrific speed, and…”
“You had the advantage of standing still as the car approached you. The moonlight is bright, and you say there was a light on the instrument board. Now you were very curious about what the men were up to, they almost ran you down, and you probably made every effort to get a good look at them.”
“Wait a minute, Mike.” Gentry caught Shayne’s arm and pulled him back. “Mr. Carlton seems to be doing what he can. And now, Carlton,” he went on, taking a step nearer to the man, “if you’re holding something back because you might endanger your own life, let’s have it, and we’ll guarantee you full police protection.”
Carlton looked from Gentry to the dead man, moistened his lips, and took a step backward. “It isn’t up to me,” he burst out. “I’m a private citizen. It’s police work… dealing with murderers.” He turned toward the door.
“Wait a minute,” Shayne called harshly. “This is more than a police job. Clem Wilson was murdered because he had guts enough to stand up for what’s right. For his country, by God. He died fighting an enemy that’s just as dangerous as any Jap or German. It is up to you, Carlton. It’s up to every citizen to help us catch his killers.”
Chief Gentry frowned and demanded of Shayne, “What are you talking about? Some sort of subversive activity connected with this killing?”
Shayne gestured savagely toward the crumpled corpse. “What do you make of it? Don’t you get the picture? A couple of mugs come here and argue with Clem. As soon as they pull away he rushes in to call me. They come back and catch him at the telephone and blast him through the door without asking any questions, then come in and give him another slug just to make sure. Sweet Christ, do you need a diagram, Will?”
Gentry mumbled, “Keep talking.”
“If you’d known Wilson personally, you’d know what I mean. We were talking only yesterday and he told me about veiled propositions he’s been receiving since gas and tire rationing. Black market gas and hot tires. Schemes to beat the rationing rules. It made Clem’s American blood boil. He considered anyone with a scheme like that a traitor. Clem Wilson had one boy killed in the Pacific. His second boy is waiting to be shipped overseas. There’s your answer, Will.”
“You think that’s what those two hoods were about tonight?” Gentry asked heavily.
“I know it was,” Shayne growled.
Chief Gentry rolled a coldly suspicious eye up at Shayne. “How much did Wilson tell you on the phone before he was murdered?”
Shayne’s expression hardened. “I’ll keep that information to myself for a while.” His gray eyes brooded over Clem Wilson’s body.
“The hell you will,” Gentry roared. His florid face darkened. “Give… if you’ve got anything.”
Shayne shook his head stubbornly and emphatically. “I’ll handle this my own way.”
“This is police business, Mike,” Gentry said persuasively.
“Not yet. Not till I do some work on it.”
Herbert P. Carlton stood stiffly erect on the spot where Shayne had stopped him. His eyes stared coldly as the two men argued. The other officers lounged against the counter looking bored, and Mrs. Wilson sat huddled in the only chair the room afforded, her face buried in her work-roughened hands. The kid reporter’s eyes were round and popping and his pink ears appeared to spread. He chewed gently on his pencil eraser.
Gentry’s breathing became audible again. A scowl brought his bushy brows together. There was no hint of persuasion in his voice when he said, “I’ve stood for a lot from you in the past, Mike. I won’t stand for a cover-up.”
Shayne laughed harshly. “Turn what I’ve got over to you and let you mess it up? No.”
Will Gentry warned, “There are ways to make you talk.”
“They don’t work on me. Be reasonable, Will.” Shayne softened his tone. “You know I’m right. You’re a cop and there’s been murder committed. All right. It’s your job to arrest the killer. If I sing, that’s just what you’ll do, and it’ll end there. This thing is big, and it’s vicious. Chiseling on gasoline rationing is sabotage just the same as blowing up a power plant. You don’t want just one man. You want the whole ring of traitors.”
“All right… all right,” Gentry roared impatiently, “I admit all that. But it makes you an accomplice with them when you hold out vital information. God knows I hate a chiseler as much as you do.”
“But you’re still a cop, Will.” Shayne glanced aside at the Herald reporter. The youth was hastily scribbling on a pad. “That’s why I’ve got to keep this to myself,” Shayne went on sorrowfully. “Clem Wilson was my friend, but I would rather see his killers go free if that’ll help round up the gang back of them. That’s what Clem would’ve wanted, too.”
“I’ll have you arraigned before a grand jury,” Gentry threatened angrily. “Withholding evidence in a murder case is serious business.”
“Confidential information received from a client? Nope. I’m keeping what I’ve got.”
“You’re crazy,” Gentry exploded. “There’s a reporter taking down every word of this. How much will your life be worth if its publicly announced that you know who murdered Clem Wilson and are keeping it secret from the authorities? Hell, Mike, you might as well send out invitations to your funeral.”
Shayne said shortly, “I can take care of myself.”
“You sound like a Boy Scout,” Gentry snorted.
Shayne shrugged and turned his attention to Carlton. “Now that you know what’s back of this murder, have you changed your mind about being able to identify those men?”
Carlton wet his lips again. He lifted his shoulders slightly and said, “I try to be a good citizen. I have the same contempt as you for traitors who undermine our war effort and morale by evading the rationing rules. Yes, Mr. Shayne… I believe I’d recognize them again.”
Shayne said heartily, “I’ll try to give you the chance.” He stepped past Gentry and went over to Mrs. Wilson. “Why don’t you get dressed and let me take you to a neighbor’s house? I’ll take care of everything here for you.”
“Wait a minute, Shayne.” Gentry’s voice was harsh with authority. “For the last time, I’m asking you to cut this nonsense and repeat exactly what Wilson told you over the phone tonight.”
Over his shoulder, Shayne said mockingly, “I’m glad this is the last time. I’m getting damned tired of saying no.” He caught Mrs. Wilson’s arm and assisted her from the chair, opened an inner door leading into the shabby living quarters behind the office, and led her through. He hesitated in the doorway, turned and spoke to the youthful reporter:
“You’d better get going, kid. You’ve got a deadline to meet if this story makes the early edition.”
The lad nodded and edged toward the door. “Yeah, I… guess I’ve got enough.”
“You’ve got too damned much,” Chief Gentry growled. “I’m not going to let you print…”
Shayne let his breath out angrily. He released the widow’s arm and stepped back inside the office. He said to the reporter, “Gentry hasn’t started censoring the news yet. Get going.”
The young man gulped and started for the door again. Gentry barked, “Grab him, Grayson,” to the detective sergeant. The sergeant moved forward, but Shayne lunged in front of him, driving the reporter through the door with his shoulder.
Outside Shayne commanded, “Get in your car and beat it.” He whirled to face Grayson with fists doubled as the youth sprinted toward his car. Shayne said, “I’m sorry, Will, but…”
“Take him!” Gentry barked.
The harness cop and the detective sergeant started forward together. Shayne braced himself with lips drawn back from his teeth, gray eyes coldly watchful.
A motor roared outside as the two policemen closed in. Shayne laughed shortly and drove a straight left to the sergeant’s chin. The other cop bulled in under his right and pinned Shayne against the wall. Grayson recovered and deliberately smashed a fist into the redhead’s mouth.
Shayne lunged at the sergeant, dragging the cop with him. He tripped Grayson and the three of them went down in a pile almost on top of the corpse. Shayne let his body go limp while Grayson sat on his chest and snapped handcuffs on his wrists.
Gentry was striding toward the telephone, but Shayne warned him, “Better not touch it, Will. Someone hung it up after Clem was killed. It might have fingerprints.”
Gentry stopped with his clawed fingers reaching for the phone. He turned slowly, chewing on his thick underlip. “Damn you, Mike, what do you think you’re pulling?”
Shayne struggled to a sitting position. Blood smeared his chin from a cut lip. He grinned cheerfully. “Protecting the sanctity of the press.”
“Do you realize the Herald will print everything that went on here?” Gentry roared.
“Why not? It’s still a free country.”
“Goddamn it, I was just trying to protect you, Mike. You and Carlton. What will your lives be worth when the killers read that you refused to give out what Clem Wilson told you… and that Mr. Carlton stands ready to identify them?”
“If you weren’t so thickheaded you’d see that’s the only way to smoke ’em out. When that story’s printed they’ll have to get me and Carlton. We’re your bait. They’ll show their hands by coming after us.”
Mr. Carlton shuddered and his face turned a shade paler. “That’s deliberately inviting death, Mr. Shayne.”
Shayne said, “Gentry will give you a body guard. Better make it two, Will.” His tone was one of disgust.
“Take the cuffs off him,” Gentry ordered Grayson wearily. “It’s not a bad idea. But, damn it, Mike, there’s no reason why you shouldn’t give out whatever dope you got from Wilson before he was gunned.”
With the handcuffs off, Shayne got up slowly. “There’s one hell of a good reason, Will. As long as I’m the only one who knows, the killers can protect themselves by bumping me. But as soon as I tell you or anyone else, my death is no longer of any great importance.”
“That’s all right for a public announcement. But privately…”
Shayne said doggedly, “Not privately either. You’re a cop, Will. No matter how hard you tried, you’d find yourself taking some action on my information. That would tip our hand and I’d no longer be important.”
He took out a handkerchief, wiped the blood from his chin, and went back to Mrs. Wilson.



CHAPTER 2


When Mrs. Wilson went into the bedroom and closed the door, Shayne leaned against the inner threshold of the door from the outside office listening to Gentry and his men snapping pictures and going over the death room with microscopic thoroughness.
The room before him was a combined sitting room, dining room and kitchen. Worn and grease-smeared linoleum covered the floor, a sink and cupboard occupied one corner, and there was a gas range and an old-fashioned icebox beside it. A kitchen table covered with faded oil cloth was pushed back against the wall with an unpainted kitchen chair at either end. A shabby sofa stood against the opposite wall, with a floor lamp at one end and a smoking stand drawn up close. Clem Wilson’s blackened briar pipe lay on the smoking stand and the Miami News lay on the floor beside it.
Beyond the other closed door, Shayne could hear Mrs. Wilson moving about in the bedroom, getting dressed and packing a few things to take with her.
Shayne reached in the slanting pocket of his trench coat and took out the bottle of cognac he had snatched up as he ran from his office-apartment. His eyes were narrowed as he twisted the cork out and put the bottle to his lips. He could hear Gentry giving gruff orders about removing the body, and presently there was silence in the outer room.
His gaze wandered around the little room as he recorked the bottle. He had become intimately acquainted with every detail of the scene during long and pleasant visits with Clem Wilson. Though uneducated and poor, Wilson had been a philosopher of sorts and they had had some good talks here in the back room when Shayne occasionally stopped to have his tank filled. Wilson had been proud of his two sons in the service. On the wall where he could lift his eyes to it while seated, hung a framed picture of the boys together.
Shayne sank wearily on the sofa and looked up at the picture. He frowned and drew in his breath sharply. The ten-cent-store frame was still there against the soot-stained wallpaper, but only one pair of eyes looked down at him. This was Joe Wilson, a grave-faced youth proudly wearing the uniform of a sailor. Joe Wilson, who had gone down with his torpedoed ship in the Solomons two months ago.
Shayne slid the cognac bottle back into his pocket and got up, walked over to look more closely at the frame. He was not mistaken. This was only half of the picture which had originally been in the frame. The Wilson boys had posed for it together while Joe was home on leave and Bob had just enlisted in the Army. Joe, the elder brother, had had his arm loosely around the shoulders of his grinning brother, Bob.
Shayne fumbled for a cigarette and stuck it between his lips with his eyes fixed on the picture. He could see clearly that the figure of Bob had been cut out of the double photograph. Joe’s left arm was cut off just beyond the shoulder. The single figure had been moved to the center of the frame, leaving a strip of blank cardboard background on either side.
It didn’t make sense. He knew that Clem and his wife had been as proud of Bob as of Joe. Bob was the baby, their favorite, if, indeed, people like Mr. and Mrs. Wilson had a favorite. Bob had been a little wild, a laughing youngster who refused to consider life a serious business. Bob had been the instrument, in fact, which had brought Shayne and Clem Wilson together. He had been in trouble the previous year, and Shayne had arrested him in the company of older men in an attempted drugstore robbery.
Because of his youth and inexperience, and believing he recognized a basic honesty which had been led astray, the detective had not booked Bob Wilson with his older companions, but had brought him home to his father to be punished.
Shayne remembered that punishment. He still winced when he recalled the thrashing Clem Wilson had administered to his erring son. And Clem had been grateful for the consideration shown. Thus they had drifted into a close friendship founded on mutual respect.
No. It certainly did not make sense. Perhaps because of that one mistake, or because he recognized an intrinsic weakness in his younger son’s character, Clem Wilson had been a proud and happy father the day Bob enlisted in the Army. To him it signified that Bob had become a responsible citizen and a son of whom he could justly be proud.
The doorknob of the bedroom turned and Shayne hastily walked away from the framed picture. He struck light to a cigarette and tossed the match into the ashtray as Mrs. Wilson came out wearing a neat black dress and carrying a rattan suitcase. He took the bag from her withered hand, and asked briskly, “Are you sure you have everything you need?”
“I reckon I have, Mr. Shayne,” she answered tonelessly. “I’ll be going to Joe’s wife. She’s expecting come two months, and it’s just as good I should be with her. Sarah’s like my own girl, and we’ll make out. She’s got Joe’s insurance you know, for her and the baby.” The ghost of a smile moved her thin lips. She gave Shayne the address in the southern suburbs of the city, and followed him apathetically into the office.
Chalk lines and a pool of blood near the door were the only indication that a dead man had recently lain there. Shayne led her out to his car and put the suitcase in the back, helped her in, and drove down the Trail with dimmed lights.
Bright moonlight outlined the Buick coupe and the police car which were still parked off the pavement. Shayne stopped when he came abreast of the radio car, got out, muttering to Mrs. Wilson, “I’ll only be a minute.”
The policeman was lounging in the front seat of his car smoking a cigarette. Mr. Carlton was on his knees beside the Buick tightening the lugs of his spare wheel on the right rear axle.
Shayne went to the police car and rested his elbows on the door. “Got yourself a new job, Gary?”
“Yeh. Damned nursemaid,” he grumped. He spat with disgust through the opposite door. “Chief says I’m to ride herd on this guy. Ain’t supposed to let him out of my sight. Does that mean I have to sleep with him?”
Shayne grinned. “Maybe his wife’s good-looking and you can sleep between them,” he offered.
“Fat chance. Even if I get that break he’ll probably turn out to be a light sleeper. You figure they’ll try to get him, Mike? Account of he saw them two torpedoes.”
“I doubt it. Not if they can get me first. I wouldn’t worry too much.”
Shayne went over to Carlton, who had taken the jack from under the wheel and was stowing it in his luggage compartment. “It looks as if you’ll be adequately protected, Mr. Carlton.”
Carlton nodded, brushing the knees of his trousers. “I don’t like to seem unduly worried, but I confess the protection of an officer will be welcome. It does seem to me,” he went on severely, “that no useful purpose was served by publishing my willingness to identify the murderers. I may have been overly enthusiastic listening to you and Chief Gentry speaking of patriotism. Those men had their hats pulled down low on their foreheads, and they looked very tough. What if I slipped up trying to do my duty?”
“Don’t worry,” Shayne said soothingly. “It’ll give them more reason to bump me off before I can show them to you for identification. I doubt whether they’ll bother you at all if they can get me out of the way. After all, I’m the only one who actually knows where to look for them. You’re not a danger to them unless they’re arrested and put into the lineup. If they are, I’ll see that they wear hats pulled low over their foreheads.”
“That’s some consolation,” Carlton agreed in a relieved voice. He came close to Shayne and asked, “Just between us, how much do you know, Mr. Shayne? I’ll admit I became confused listening to you and Chief Gentry arguing, but it seems to me if the filling station man told you anything definite, you’d be out after them right now.”
Shayne laughed lightly and cheerfully. “It isn’t that simple. I’ve got to do some checking. This is a big thing, and there are a lot of loose ends to be tied together to verify what Clem told me.”
“Oh, I see,” Carlton murmured. “I know nothing of such things, of course.”
Shayne put a hand on Carlton’s shoulder and said firmly, “I promise you it won’t be long, and I want you to know I appreciate what you’re doing. It would have been easy for you to have denied seeing the men. If more citizens would do their duty courageously we’d have less racketeering.”
Carlton squared his shoulders and his eyes were grateful, but his tone was deprecative when he said, “I’m afraid it wasn’t courage that prompted me. Frankly, I’m frightened. I’m a family man, Mr. Shayne, and have to consider others besides myself. But the evasion of rationing is, as you said, a vicious evil, and must be stamped out.”
“You’ve done a brave thing,” Shayne told him cheerfully, “whatever your motives were. But don’t worry. Gary will keep tabs on you,” he called on his way back to his car.
Shayne slid the gears in and rolled away.
Mrs. Wilson put a timid hand on his arm and asked, “How much did Clem tell you tonight, Mr. Shayne? Before he got shot?”
“Enough,” Shayne assured her, “to make certain his murderers won’t get away with it.”
Her hand trembled and tightened on his arm. “Was it… was it gas racketeers like you told the police?”
Shayne glanced at her wrinkled face. “I didn’t exactly tell the police that, but it all adds up… what you heard and the way Clem acted as soon as the car drove away.”
“You’re not… not keeping anything from me, are you, Mr. Shayne?” she asked in a faint voice. Her hand had slid back into her lap and her fingers intertwined.
“What makes you think I am keeping something from you, Mrs. Wilson?”
Her body trembled against him. “Oh, I don’t know. Oh, God! I don’t know.” She began to sob silently.
Shayne waited a while, then asked gently, “You’re not holding anything back from me, are you?”
“You mean… about tonight?” she asked between sobs.
“About tonight,” Shayne said. “You’re positive you didn’t see anyone or recognize the voices arguing with Clem? Didn’t he say anything to indicate who they were when he came in to ask my telephone number?”
She shivered. The night air was growing chilly. Shayne said, “You’re cold. Roll up your window and I’ll close mine part way.”
She fumbled for the handle and rolled her window up tight. “What… makes you think… I mighta recognized their voices?” she asked through chattering teeth.
“Are you sure you didn’t?” Shayne’s tone was suddenly firm.
“Yes… I’m certain sure.” She stopped sobbing and a nervousness twitched her emaciated body. “I’ll swear it… on my Bible. But… I wish you’d tell me who you think it was. Seems to me like… I’ve got the right to know… who killed Clem.”
“It’s very important for me not to tell what Clem told me,” Shayne said. “I couldn’t even tell Chief Gentry for fear he might bungle things trying to do his duty.”
“Why are you so dead set on keeping it to yourself?” she asked after a brief silence. “If anything happens to you there’d be nobody else could do much.”
“You’ll have to trust me.”
“You’ve been a good friend to us, Mr. Shayne. Clem was always that proud of the way you’d set and talk with ’im, and you were mighty good that time when Bob got in trouble. Oh, I do trust you.” Her voice shook with sincerity.
“Then let me handle this my own way. I’ve got the others to fight, and I know what I’m doing.”
Mrs. Wilson suddenly relaxed and her slight weight leaned against Shayne as though she sought warmth and strength from his body. “Tell me one thing,” she whispered. “You’re not keeping nothin’ back on account of friendship for Clem and me? Swear you’re not.”
Shayne felt her tense again and grow rigid against him. He frowned and said slowly, “I don’t believe I understand exactly what you mean, Mrs. Wilson.”
“Maybe you don’t, but I want to tell you this. Clem was a mighty good man. I reckon just about the best man any woman ever had to do for her. I don’t care who killed him. Do you hear me? I don’t care who done it… you’re not to protect ’im. I want he should pay for it.” Her voice rose to a hysterical note and she moved away from him, crouching against the opposite car door.
Shayne said soothingly, “Of course they will pay. I’ll see to that.”
His answer appeared to satisfy her. She sighed deeply and made herself comfortable against the cushions, drying her eyes with a man’s cotton handkerchief.
Shayne turned to the right off Tamiami Trail. He said, “How about Bob, Mrs. Wilson?”
“Bob? What… about Bob?” She stiffened to an upright position and her voice had a sharp ring.
“I mean about notifying him of his father’s death. If you’ll give me his address I’ll take care of it for you. Maybe he could get a furlough and come home.”
“I… I don’t know his address.” Her voice trembled and she continued to sit stiffly, her body bent slightly forward with her hands tightly clasped. “Bob was due to be shipped out to God knows where. That’s what he said in his last letter.”
“Yeh. I know. Clem told me a couple of weeks ago. But you have some address where he could be reached.”
“There’s a letter and some figures after his name,” she mumbled vaguely. “Care of the postmaster in New York, I think ’twas. But there’s no use tryin’ to let Bob know. He’s… most likely on the ocean right now.”
“He may not have been shipped yet,” Shayne said gently. “Maybe I can get in touch with his outfit and find out. Wasn’t he at a camp in Georgia?”
“Y-e-e-s.” She gave him the name of the camp reluctantly. “But you got enough on your mind ’thout botherin’ about Bob, Mr. Shayne. I’ll get a telegram off to ’im right away.”
Shayne said, “You do that. It’ll be better that way.” He slowed and stopped in front of a small stucco bungalow on 14th Street. “I believe this is the number,” he said doubtfully.
“This is it.” She had the door open, ready to get out, but Shayne detained her.
“There’s one thing I want to warn you about, Mrs. Wilson.” He paused thoughtfully and phrased his words carefully. “They may suspect Clem told you more than he did before he telephoned me. There’s a chance they’ll try to harm you… try to find out how much you know. I’m going to ask Gentry to post a police guard over you and your daughter-in-law.”
“You won’t do no such thing,” she responded with spirit. “Sarah’s got Joe’s pistol and I’d be proud of a chance to use it on whoever killed Clem.”
Shayne studied her thin face in the dim light. “Well, promise me one thing,” he said earnestly. “If you notice the least thing… anyone hanging around or following you… anything of a suspicious nature… call the police at once. Don’t go out by yourself at night, and above all, don’t let yourself be lured away by any fake telephone calls or messages.”
“Don’t you worry about me. You go right out and get them crooks.” She got out and Shayne lifted her suitcase from the rear of the car and went up the walk with her. There was no electric button, so he knocked loudly on the door.
A light came on and after a moment the door opened. The young girl standing in the opening was quite obviously and proudly pregnant. She exclaimed, “Why… Mother! What on earth…?”
Shayne slid the suitcase inside the door and went back to his car. He had a sour taste in his mouth as he drove away. He slumped low under the wheel. He had inured himself against hurt. Sorrow and grief were for lesser men than he, but as he drove toward Miami in the bright moonlight an acute pain gripped him. Sarah Wilson, the widow of Joe Wilson, carrying his child so proudly within her slender body, and Shayne suffered the agony of the damned, remembering his own slender, dark-eyed wife who had not been so fortunate as the humble wife of Joe Wilson.
With all his strength he pulled himself erect. He was nearing the outskirts of the business section of Miami. He squinted at the numbers on buildings and realized that the one he sought was in the next block.



CHAPTER 3


He stopped in front of a downtown office building and went in. A night light burned in the foyer, but the elevators were not running after midnight. He walked up two flights of stairs and down the corridor to an office door with only a number on it.
He rapped, then turned the knob. It opened and he stepped inside a large room containing two big flat-topped desks, several armchairs, and a number of filing cabinets.
A tall man with alert blue eyes sat in a swivel chair behind one of the desks. He wore the uniform of a United States Army Captain, with the blouse unbuttoned and his tie askew. He took a cigar from his mouth and waved a hearty greeting.
“Hello there, Shayne. Come in.”
Shayne grinned and asked, “Don’t you ever sleep, Captain?”
Captain Ott yawned. “The Military Intelligence never sleeps. Bad conscience keeping you awake, Mike?”
“A conscience is a luxury no private dick can afford.” He unbuttoned his trench coat and shrugged it off. He took the bottle of cognac from a pocket before throwing the coat over the back of a chair. Arching bushy red brows quizzically, he invited, “Join me in a nip?”
“Sorry,” the captain said regretfully. “Not while I’m on duty.” He opened the center drawer of the desk and took out a paper cup which he tossed to Shayne. “Go ahead. Don’t mind me. They tell me you drink your clues out of a bottle.”
Shayne said, “I’ve got a clue, so I’ll wait till I catch you off duty,” as he returned the bottle to the pocket. He sat down across from the captain.
“What’s on your mind?” Ott asked. “Got something for us?”
Shayne tugged at his earlobe, frowned, and said, “I’m not sure. I hope maybe you’ve got something for me. That is… maybe I hope you haven’t.”
“Now I’ll tell one,” Captain Ott said approvingly. “Riddles are a swell way to pass the time on night duty.”
Shayne leaned forward and said, “Let’s take a hypothetical case.”
“Shoot.”
“Suppose a soldier whose home is in Miami gets into some sort of trouble with the Army. As a routine matter, would your office get a report on that soldier?”
Captain Ott’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully, then he said, “What sort of hypothetical trouble would you have in mind?”
“I’m not sure. Something rather serious.”
“It isn’t likely we’d know about it. There isn’t any reason why we should receive a report on it.”
Shayne scowled at his knobby fingers. “I was afraid of that.”
“If you have a reason to check on some soldier,” the captain offered with brisk interest, “I can get in touch with his commanding officer and get the details. Is that what you have in mind?”
“That might be difficult. This man is presumed to have been shipped overseas a couple of weeks ago.”
“There are always ways of contacting him, of course. But I would want to know how serious the necessity before sending a request through official channels.”
“What about desertion?” Shayne asked.
“In a case of desertion we would be notified at once if his home is here. It’s routine to interview the family and associates of a deserter… keep some sort of surveillance on his home in case he tries to contact them.”
Shayne massaged his angular chin and said, “U-m-m.” He lit a cigarette, tossed the match toward a wastebasket. “My hypothetical soldier is named Robert Wilson.”
“Wilson?” Captain Ott swung around in the swivel chair and reached for one of the files behind him. He pulled a drawer half-way out, lifted a large folder from the front, and turned back. “I don’t have to look that one up. I made the investigation myself a few days ago.”
Shayne looked at the closed folder. “Then it is desertion?”
“A bad case,” Captain Ott told him. “Wilson deserted his outfit on the eve of their embarkation for foreign service. That places his action in the same class as desertion on the field of battle.”
Shayne leaned back in his chair and said, “That’s what I thought you might have on Wilson.”
“See here, if you’ve got anything on this deserter, give it to me,” the captain warned sternly. “He’s nineteen years of age, and…”
“I know.” Shayne held up a big hand. “I know Bob Wilson and his parents.”
“That’s a pitiable case, Shayne. As I say, I made the investigation and had to inform his parents. It would have been more merciful to shoot them. Particularly the father. He impressed me as being a fine man. Runs a little filling station out on the Trail.”
Shayne said, “Clem Wilson was a fine man. I can imagine how it hit him.”
Captain Ott did not notice his use of the past tense. “They have another son who was killed in a naval action recently,” the captain said. “Damn these thoughtless youngsters. If they could know the heartbreak they bring to parents they might think twice before doing some of the things they do.”
“Have you been keeping watch on the home?”
“Only in a cursory way. I’ve kept in touch with Mr. Wilson. If I’m any judge of character he can be trusted to turn his son in if he comes home. Wilson gave me his word of honor he’d let me know if he heard from the boy. I felt that I could trust him to handle the situation.”
“That’s too bad,” Shayne muttered, his gray eyes morose and his voice glum.
Captain Ott’s keen eyes snapped. “Why? Don’t tell me I was mistaken in the old man,” he grated. “If he has crossed me up I’ll never trust another human being to play fair.”
Shayne squinted at him through smoke roiling from flared nostrils. “You weren’t mistaken in Clem Wilson,” he said. “He hasn’t crossed you up.” He crushed his cigarette out viciously. “If you had had a guard over the house you might have prevented murder tonight.”
“Murder? Who?”
“Clem Wilson. He was shot down in his filling station at midnight.”
Captain Ott sprang up and paced the floor, came back to the desk and demanded, “Did the boy have anything to do with it? What do you know about it?”
Shayne crossed his knobby knees, leaned back in his chair and calmly gave a detailed recital of all that had happened, beginning with the urgent telephone call from Clem Wilson.
“I’m explaining this to you,” he ended with a rueful grin, “because I don’t want the Army on my neck when the morning paper comes out. Actually, that telephone conversation told me nothing. But as long as I can make the murderer think it did…” His broad shoulders lifted in a significant shrug.
Captain Ott resumed his seat after listening to Shayne with intense interest. He nodded approvingly and said, “Using yourself for killer-bait, eh? It might smoke them out at that. But what’s this about Bob Wilson? Why did you come here to inquire about him?”
“Two or three small things that added up into a hunch. In the first place, I know Bob. He’s weak. I pulled him out of a jam about a year ago. And tonight Mrs. Wilson seemed to be suffering from something more than grief over her husband’s death. She was deeply troubled and anxious. Then… there was a photograph of the boys taken together. Bob’s picture had been cut away. After talking with her, I made up my mind that Bob…”
“I remember that picture,” Captain Ott broke in soberly. “Mr. Wilson showed it to me when I first started discussing the boys… before I had told him the truth. His pride in them was extraordinary.”
“That’s what started me thinking,” Shayne admitted. “I couldn’t conceive of Clem destroying the picture of Bob unless he had brought some drastic disgrace on the family. Mrs. Wilson seemed afraid of something Clem might have told me over the telephone, and when I asked for Bob’s present address, she pretended she didn’t know.”
Captain Ott emerged from deep and furrowed contemplation to ask, “Do you think the son might have murdered his father?”
“I’m pretty sure Mrs. Wilson thinks he may have,” Shayne admitted heavily.
The captain stood up and began buttoning the neck of his blouse and straightening his tie. “I’d better see Mrs. Wilson at once. If that boy is in Miami…”
“Wait a minute,” Shayne said swiftly. “Will you let me handle it?”
Captain Ott looked at Shayne in astonishment. “You should know the Military Intelligence handles its own cases, Shayne. You work on your murder case. The Army is after a deserter.” He spoke bluntly and with authority.
Shayne stood up. “I appreciate all that fully,” he said placatingly, “but hear me out before you see Mrs. Wilson. You see, Ott, I know Miami. And I know Mrs. Wilson. I’ll grant you this… she’s a mother and would probably do everything in her power to protect a deserting son, but she wouldn’t protect her husband’s murderer. I don’t believe any of this necessarily means that Bob is here,” he went on slowly. “Bob’s desertion is preying on her mind, of course. It may be that she just fears he might have returned and gone to his father… had an argument with him and shot him.”
Captain Ott sat down on the edge of the desk and lighted a cigar. He asked, “What do you propose to do?”
“If I tie Bob up to the murder or make Mrs. Wilson think he’s mixed in it, then she’ll spill everything.”
“You’re still solving a murder, and I’ve…”
“You won’t get anything out of her,” Shayne cut in warningly, “as long as she believes Bob is innocent.”
Captain Ott was silently thoughtful for a long moment, then said, “Your treatment is pretty rough for an old lady who’s trying to protect her son.”
“You want him for desertion, don’t you?”
The captain’s expression hardened. “We do. All right, I’ll let you handle it. We haven’t forgot your cooperation on the Nicholson case. Any time you want a commission, Shayne…”
Shayne’s gaunt features contorted in a wry grin. “Thanks. But I’m not cut out for a uniform, and certain of your regulations might cramp my style. I think I’m worth more on the outside.”
“There’s something in what you say.” Captain Ott lifted himself from the table and Shayne put on his trench coat.
They shook hands and Shayne promised, “I’ll notify you the moment I get anything definite.”
Shayne went swiftly and purposefully down the two flights of stairs, through the foyer, and outside. The un-blackened side of a few street lights shone dimly through the before-daylight mist and the streets were tomblike with utter silence. His trench coat felt snug and warm against the damp chill in the air, for in spite of the resort’s slogan of “June in Miami the year around” early spring nights were chilly in the semi-tropics.
His big shoes made a loud tramping sound on the pavement as he made his way to police headquarters. He went directly back to the file room and spoke cheerfully to a gray-haired man in uniform drowsing in a cushioned chair. “Hi, Pop,” he called, and closed the door. “Brought you something to keep you awake.”
The old man’s ruddy, seamed face broke into pleasurable wrinkles when Shayne pulled out his bottle. “’Tis a fine lad you are, Mike, to be thinkin’ of old Pop Gans on a night like this.”
He took the bottle and tilted it to his lips, let a generous portion of the liquor trickle down his throat. His red-rimmed eyes beamed when he handed the depleted bottle back to Shayne. “And what was that bribe for?”
“Just want you to look up an old case for me, Pop. Or maybe you’ll remember. About a year ago… three punks robbing a drugstore on the corner of Miami Avenue and Sixth.”
Pop Gans squinted at him with rheumy eyes. “About a year ago, you say?”
“Yeh.” Shayne frowned. “One of the men was named Willie Garson. And there was…”
“The others were Red Axtell and Peewee Dimoff. Sure, I’ve got it now. What is it you’re wantin’ to know, Mike?”
“What disposition was made of the case. What came out at the trial… whether anyone was back of them… any mob.”
“The three of them took a guilty plea,” Pop told him. “There wasn’t any trial. But here’s something for you to chew on, Mike. Manny Markle appeared for them.”
“Manny Markle? Where’d those three amateurs get the money for Manny’s fee?”
The old man cackled loudly. “That’s the morsel you’re to chew on.”
“I get it,” Shayne said slowly. “If Manny was fronting for them they must have had the right sort of connections. Thanks, Pop. That’s what I needed. Know what they drew?”
“Five to eight years.”
Shayne said, “I don’t see why the hell they keep any files in here,” and went out to his car.



CHAPTER 4


From the police department Shayne drove to the garage of his apartment hotel, got out wearily and went around to the front door and into the lobby.
Tommy was alone, dozing behind the desk. His head jerked up and his eyes popped open when Shayne’s heels thudded across the tiled floor. He jumped up and asked eagerly, “What happened, Mr. Shayne? Did everything turn out all right?”
“Everything turned out lousy, Tommy,” Shayne said. He leaned both elbows on the desk and morosely tugged at the lobe of his left ear. “I’m sort of on the spot. You’ve got to keep your eyes open and help me.”
“You bet I will.” The clerk’s blue eyes sparkled.
“Certain people are going to have a yen to wipe me out,” Shayne explained. “They’re liable to come around here. You’ll have to be on your toes to warn me of anybody or anything that looks a bit off-color.”
“You bet, Mr. Shayne. Say!” Tommy lowered his voice to a confidential pitch. “You reckon they could be after you already?”
“I doubt it. Not quite so soon. Why?”
“Well, couple of fellows came in about twenty minutes ago. Real toughies they looked like. They asked about rooms and apartments, then asked if you stayed here. I told them you did.” Tommy paused to catch his breath.
“And?” Shayne prompted.
“And they wanted to know the number of your apartment. To tell the truth, Mr. Shayne, I guess I was sort of sleepy, and I gave them the number of your upstairs apartment. The one you haven’t used much since…”
“Yeh,” Shayne said roughly. “What else?”
“Well, they said they were friends of yours and asked if I had a vacancy near to it. So I rented them the one right across the hall. Said they wanted to surprise you and gave me a five-spot to not mention them to you.”
Shayne kept on tugging at his earlobe. “What names did they give?”
The young clerk went over and took a card from the file. “Here it is. L. J. Martin and John Anderson. City.”
Shayne said, “Thanks, Tommy. That may be it, though I don’t see…” His voice trailed off. “Anyway, it won’t take long to find out.” He took a bill from his wallet and shoved it across to the clerk. “Maybe you won’t be getting in any naps at night for a while.” He started toward the elevator.
Tommy called out, “You want me to do anything, Mr. Shayne? Should I call the police?”
Shayne grinned reassuringly over his shoulder. “We’ll keep the police out of this.” He stepped into the elevator and went up to his office-apartment on the second floor.
Everything was as it had been when he had left hastily after Clem Wilson’s telephone call. Shayne hung his hat up after looking carefully around, then took the cognac bottle from his pocket and set it on the center table. He shucked off his coat and dropped it on a chair, went into the kitchenette whistling a tuneless air.
He put ice cubes in a tall goblet, filled it with water, and got a wine glass from a shelf above the sink. Back in the living room he filled the wine glass with cognac and stood on widespread legs while he drank half of it slowly. He washed it down with ice water, yawned and rumpled his red hair, then drank the rest of the liquor.
Going to a drawer, he took out a. 38 revolver, spun the cylinder to make certain it was fully loaded, tucked it into the waistband of his trousers and went out.
Shayne climbed one flight of stairs and went down the hallway to the corner apartment, which he had not entered since his wife’s death. There was no light in the apartment across the way, but the transom was open and the door stood ajar a crack. A sardonic grin flitted across his gaunt features as he got out a keyring and jingled it loudly, pushing each key around until he came to the one which fitted the lock. Inserting the key, he turned it, glancing over his shoulder as he stepped inside.
He saw the opposite door edge open a trifle wider.
Closing his door, he turned on the lights and stood looking about the beautifully appointed and restful living room with an expression of acute sorrow tightening his face. Everything reminded him of Phyllis. Never would there be a wife like her again. She had selected the rugs and the furniture, had sewed the bright curtains herself. There was the deep chair she had loved to sit in, facing east, to watch the colors on Biscayne Bay flashed back by the setting sun. There was the hassock she dragged close to his own chair and curled up on like a little girl…
Shayne set his teeth and turned his back on the room. He dropped to his knees and peered through the keyhole at the door across the hall.
It was tightly closed, and light showed around the transom. He stayed on his knees, watching through the keyhole for a long time. The door stayed shut and the light stayed on.
He got to his feet and removed the. 38 from under his belt, cocked the double-action weapon, and opened his door very softly.
With the cocked gun in his hand he took one long step across the carpeted hall and knocked lightly on the door, standing back against the wall in order not to be seen unless the door was opened wide. His eyes were very bright and a muscle quivered in the hollows of his cheeks as he waited.
He heard a chair being pushed back inside the room, then a gruff voice asked, “Who’s there… what do you want?”
Shayne muttered something that could be heard through the closed door without forming any definite words. There was a moment’s hesitation before the door started to open.
He hit it with his shoulder low and his legs driving him into the room. The man who had hold of the knob was flung violently backward, and another man in shirtsleeves sitting at a card-littered table looked up with a grunt of surprise.
Shayne plowed to a stop in a low crouch with his gun covering both men. He straightened slowly and said, “Well, I’ll be damned,” when he recognized two members of the Miami detective force. “Playing games, huh? For chrissake, McNulty, is this all you and Peterson have got to do?”
The man who had stumbled to the floor was long and gangling, with a bushy black mustache adorning his horse-shaped face. He got to his feet with a look of injured dignity, and Peterson growled, “Is that the way you always come into a room?”
“It’s God’s mercy you haven’t got lead in your guts,” Shayne snorted, heeling the door shut. “What the devil…”
“Can we help it if the chief has a crazy idea the world would be better off with you alive?” McNulty complained from the table. He scratched a four-finger area of his bald head. His square face was wholly expressionless. “We didn’t pick the job.”
“’Tain’t my idea of a good time,” Peterson grumbled. He stalked to the table and sat down opposite his partner.
Shayne uncocked his gun and dropped it in his pocket. He muttered, “You’d think, by God, I was still in rompers.”
“What’s it all about, Mike?” McNulty rolled a frayed cheap cigar around in his mouth, squinting through the smoke. “You been playing around in the wrong bedroom?”
“Nothing like that,” Shayne said ironically. “Hadn’t you heard? I just inherited a million dollars and the bad old kidnappers are after me.”
“How’d you know we was here, anyhow?” Peterson demanded. “Gentry told us to keep out of sight or you might try to shake us.”
“Will Gentry is a damned fool,” Shayne muttered. “With you two birds hanging around my neck I’ll never get a nibble. How’s for beating it and leaving me to hatch my own eggs?”
“We can’t do it, Mike,” McNulty said, shaking his bald head sadly. “It’s back to the beat for us if we let you out of our sight. Gentry didn’t stutter when he handed us this job.”
“C’mon, Mike, and make it three-handed,” Peterson urged. “You’re stuck with us whether you like it or not.”
“No thanks. You two go ahead and cut each other’s throats. I’m going to get some sleep.”
He went out and closed the door, re-entered his apartment and slammed the door loudly. Striding to a wall mirror, he swung it out, took a bottle of cognac and a glass from the built-in liquor cabinet on the reverse side. He poured a drink and set the bottle back, wandered into the bathroom and flushed the toilet. He came back and finished his drink, puffed on a cigarette for a few minutes, then turned out the lights and went into the kitchen.
Unlatching a rear door leading out onto a fire escape, he went out and down one flight to the kitchen door of his office-apartment. He unlocked the door with a key from his ring, went through the kitchen to the living room and lifted the receiver of the wall telephone. When Tommy answered, Shayne said:
“That was a false alarm, Tommy. Those boys are a couple of cops sent here to prevent something I don’t want prevented. They think I’m still in the apartment opposite them, but I sneaked down here. Now listen carefully, Tommy. I’m going to stay here, and I don’t want those bird dogs to be pointing at this door. But if anyone else comes, shoot them up here. But call me first, see? If you go off duty before anything breaks, tell the day clerk what the deal is.”
“Sure, Mr. Shayne,” Tommy breathed into the phone. “You don’t want the cops to know about the other apartment?”
“No. Let them amuse themselves up there. That’ll keep them busy and out of the way.”
Tommy chuckled. “And I’ll call you if anything happens.”
Shayne hung up and put his revolver on the center table. He looked at his watch. The time was a quarter to three. The ice cubes were melted in the water glass. After replenishing the ice cubes and pouring another drink, he settled himself in a chair and lit a cigarette, moving the gun so that the butt was in a position to be grabbed without fumbling. He stretched his legs out and relaxed, his head lolling comfortably against the cushion, lighting one cigarette from the glowing butt of another and sipping, alternately, cognac and ice water.
The procedure kept him awake. He did a lot of thinking without reaching any definite conclusions. There wasn’t much to go on. The facts and the theory of Clem Wilson’s death pointed to some kind of gasoline racket. Approached with any sort of proposition, Clem wouldn’t have left any doubt about his position.
It was a cinch his murderers weren’t professional killers. Men who lived by killing didn’t employ a. 32 for their work. There wasn’t anything else to put your finger on. They must have suspected Clem was reporting them, and they had no way of knowing how much he had told over the phone before a bullet silenced him.
That was his only trump card.
Blurred, grayish light pressed against the living-room windows. Shayne’s half-closed eyes stared as objects in the room swam into cloudy view out of the darkness. There was the desk near the door, the filing case for which he had no use. Sleepily he recalled that a man had died on the floor just inside the threshold, and at his left was the studio couch on which he had slept that first night while he hid Phyllis from arrest in his bedroom.
That was a long time ago.
The strident ringing of the telephone brought him to his feet. He reached it in two long strides.
Tommy said, “There’s a messenger boy on his way up, Mr. Shayne. He acted funny. Said he had a letter to deliver to you personally and wouldn’t leave it at the desk. I gave Joe the wink to stall him in the elevator while I called you.”
Shayne said, “Good work, Tommy,” and hung up.
He took his gun and went to the door, unlatched it, and left it open a crack. The elevator doors clanged in the hall as he pressed back against the wall beside the door. He held the cocked gun in his right hand.
Footsteps approached his door and stopped. There was a light, hesitant knock.
Shayne said, “Come in.”
Nothing happened for a moment. The immediate response appeared to have startled the messenger. Then the door was cautiously pushed open and a peaked face peered in.
Shayne gave a snort of disgust and lowered his gun. The boy was about nineteen, thin and ill clad, with a limp cap pulled low on his pimpled forehead. His teeth chattered when he saw Shayne’s grim visage and the gun in his hand. He gave a violent start and almost dropped a white envelope clutched in one grimy hand.
Pocketing the gun, Shayne said, “Come on in,” and closed the door.
“Gee, Mister,” the lad whined, “what was you pointin’ that gun at me for? I ain’t done nothin’.”
“I was expecting someone else,” Shayne explained, and held out his hand for the letter. “That for me?”
“Is your name Shayne?” The boy looked around the room with bulging eyes and ejaculated, “Gee, looks like you been settin’ up all night.”
Shayne took the envelope from his lax fingers. “Where’d you get this?”
“Feller give it to me on the street while ago. Give me a buck to deliver it an’ get a answer.” The boy strode insolently past Shayne to the table and clutched a cigarette which extended from the opened pack. He struck a match to it and wandered to the windows to peer out while Shayne tore the envelope open.
“Gee, you got a good view here,” the boy said, his back toward Shayne.
Shayne was turning a blank sheet of paper over and over in his big hands. He scowled and looked inside the envelope again, but there was nothing more inside. He turned on the light and held the blank sheet up to it to make certain he wasn’t missing any trick writing.
The paper was completely blank.
Shayne asked angrily, “What’s the gag?”
The boy whirled around with a bewildered expression on his face. “What kinda gag? I was s’posed to get a answer.”
“Do you know what was in the envelope?”
“Nope. I sure don’t. It was all sealed up.”
“Where’d you get it?”
“Down on Flagler.” He gestured vaguely out the window and as he did so, a spasm of coughing shook his thin body. “I slep’ in the park an’ was wonderin’ could I find a joint open where I could get a cup of Java when this guy walks up to me an’ ast me did I wanta make a buck. Did I wanna make a buck!” An attempt to laugh choked him again, and he finally sputtered, “He gimme that an’ tol’ me to deliver it to you personal and get a answer.”
“What did he look like?”
“I dunno. Sorta medium, dressed good, but I didn’t see his face so good,” he ended defensively.
“Where are you supposed to meet him to give my answer?”
“Same place… right there on Flagler.”
Shayne said, “I don’t get it.”
“Me neither, Mister. Gee, I dunno. Is anything wrong?”
“Maybe I’m nuts,” Shayne told the boy, scowling heavily. “Go on back and tell him that’s my answer.”
The youth’s jaw sagged. “Did you say you’re nuts, Mister? You want I should tell him that’s what…”
“It’s as good as any. Go on. Tell him that.”
The ragged boy edged toward the door, watching Shayne with round, frightened eyes, darted out and ran down the hall.
Shayne waited until he heard the elevator stop and start again. He then raced down the hall to a stairway and down to a side entrance. He stepped out on the sidewalk and checked his speed, sauntering toward the corner around which was the main entrance to the apartment building.
He heard the roar of a motor as he neared the corner. A sedan shot past in low gear, careened north on Third Avenue. The license plate was splashed with mud and was indecipherable.
Shayne ran around the corner and into the lobby. Tommy blinked and looked at him with excited eyes.
“Gee, Mr. Shayne,” he said breathlessly, “something awful funny just happened. That kid that went up to your room… he came down, and when he went out a guy grabbed him and threw him in the back of a car that was parked in front of the door. It dashed away like a bat out of Bimini.”
“Yeh. I saw it,” Shayne said absently. His eyes were on the lobby clock and the time was five forty-five. “Keep on keeping your eyes open, Tommy,” he grinned, and went to the elevator.
In his apartment he hesitated about taking another drink and decided against it. He studied the envelope and blank sheet of paper, but they told him no more than they had before. He yawned and rubbed his hand over a sprouting stubble of red whiskers.
Deciding that a shave might refresh him, he stripped to the waist and went into the bathroom, lathered his face and shaved, then doused cold water over his head and torso.
Still stripped to the waist, he went to the kitchenette and put on a percolator of coffee to brew, turning the gas low under it.
In the bedroom he took out a clean shirt and undershirt. As he pulled the undershirt over his head he stepped to the window and let the shade up all the way to allow the morning light to stream into the room.
Before he could pick up his shirt there was a spanking sound on the pane of glass above his head. Glass clattered and broke into pieces around his feet. His muscles went lax and he slithered to the floor in a heap before the window.
Glancing upward at the opposite wall he saw a lead bullet flattened in the chipped plaster above his bed, about head high. He wriggled upward cautiously and peered over the window sill.
Directly across the street he looked at the windows of a three-story building. A dingy lace curtain fluttered out of an open window almost directly opposite his own. All the other windows were closed.
Hunching along the floor to the door of his bedroom, he ran out and grabbed his coat, buttoned it up over his undershirt and sprinted out the door and down the stairs to the lobby.
He grinned at Tommy’s sleepily startled face and waved to him as he ran swiftly through the deserted lobby and across the street.
The small, ornate lobby of the hotel opposite his own was deserted except for an alert clerk. He was a severe young man with nose glasses and a receding chin. He was startled when Shayne barged in and demanded harshly:
“Has anybody checked into one of your front rooms in the last couple of hours?”
“May I ask why you want to know?” the clerk asked in a cold, authoritative tone.
Shayne pounded a hard fist on the desk and growled, “Somebody just took a pot-shot at me from about the middle room on the second floor facing south.”
“A shot? At you? But I’m sure…”
“Which room has just been rented?” Shayne reached across the desk and caught the clerk’s shoulders in a hard grip. “Goddammit, man, don’t argue with me.”
“The… ah… number two-sixteen,” the clerk chattered.
Shayne released him and ran to the elevator, ordering, “Bring up a key,” as he ran. He stepped into the waiting elevator and said, “Two… and make it fast.”
The Negro operator rolled the whites of his eyes at Shayne and sent the cage up fast. Shayne asked, “Which way is two-sixteen?” and the Negro pointed a shaking finger to the left as he opened the door.
Shayne sprinted down the hall and stopped at 216. The door was locked. He pounded on it without getting any response.
The elevator went down and brought up a white-faced clerk. His tightly compressed lips expressed his disapproval of Shayne and his aspersions against a guest, but he had an extra key which he reluctantly inserted in the lock.
Shayne rushed into the room and to the open window. He nodded grimly as he looked out and across to the bedroom window of his apartment. Turning back, he looked searchingly around the room, stooped and picked up a brass shell from the carpet. After studying it for a moment he held it out to the clerk, saying, “An automatic rifle. The slug out of that shell missed my head by a couple of inches.”
The clerk stared and his body shook with fright. He stammered, “I don’t understand. I didn’t hear anything. I simply don’t understand it… unless the man was, perhaps, an enemy of yours.” He glared through his glasses with suspicion at Shayne’s set face and hot gray eyes and backed away.
“You’re going to stay and witness this,” Shayne said harshly. He was examining an unlocked Gladstone containing a wadded collection of old newspapers. He bent to examine them, sniffed, and pointed to an oily spot on one of the papers. “He brought the rifle in that bag, taken down, so it would fit easily.” He stood on widespread legs and glowered at the clerk.
“But… but… all our guests bring luggage,” he stuttered, his bespectacled eyes blinking nervously.
“Stop having the hissies and tell me all about the guy that rented this room,” Shayne demanded, his fists doubled.
“He… he seemed quite a gentleman,” the clerk insisted. “He arrived in a taxi with that one bag about half an hour ago. He was tall and slender and very well dressed. He insisted that he must have a room with a southern exposure and on the second floor. I showed him the floor diagram with a few vacancies on this side, and he… selected this room. That’s all I can tell you about him. But,” he went on with rising agitation, “where is he? He hasn’t gone out… I’m sure of that.”
“You’ve got a back stairway, haven’t you?”
“Of course… the one leading to the service entrance, but our guests…”
“He wouldn’t stick around here very long,” Shayne mused. “I don’t believe he knows whether he got me or not. Don’t touch a thing in here. I’ll get the police up to look for fingerprints. What name did he sign?”
“I’m not sure.” The subdued clerk followed Shayne out. “We can look in the file.”
The file was not very helpful. It supplied the name of B. Antrim, New York City. Shayne pocketed the card over a protest from the clerk and after showing his badge. He called Will Gentry and told him what had happened and suggested locating the taxi driver as a possible means of tracing the would-be assassin.
The early edition of the Herald was delivered to the hotel while Shayne was phoning Gentry. It had already been on the streets for more than an hour.
Shayne bought a copy and went back to his apartment.



CHAPTER 5


Tommy had a copy of The Herald spread out on the desk when Shayne went into the lobby. He looked up from the headline which read: MIKE SHAYNE REFUSES TO REVEAL RATION RACKET, and his face was clouded. “Gee, they sure make it look bad for you here in the paper.”
“Do they?”
Tommy said angrily, “Looks like the newspapers and the cops’d learn to lay off when you’re working on a murder case. Don’t you always get your man, Mr. Shayne?”
Shayne grinned. “Newspapers have to have headlines and the cops have to hold their jobs. By the way, you’ll have to get a new pane put in my bedroom window right away.”
“Did something happen? What’d you go running out for just now?” the young clerk asked eagerly.
“Chasing a clue,” Shayne called on his way to the elevator.
A stench filled his apartment when he opened the door. Shayne swore under his breath and longlegged to the kitchenette. The water had boiled out of the percolator and the vile odor of burning coffee was stifling. He snatched it from the fire, turned off the heat, and went back to the living room to spread out the front page of the morning Herald.
There was a photograph of himself beside a picture of Herbert P. Carlton. Below them was a faded likeness of Clem Wilson and an exterior shot of the filling station on the Tamiami Trail.
Shayne shucked off his coat and sat down; he tugged at his earlobe as he glanced over the newspaper story. The facts were, as a whole, correct, but they were presented in a manner to intimate that the detective had a sinister personal motive in suppressing what Wilson had told him over the telephone. His supposed association with criminal elements in the city was recalled to readers, and the entire story was couched in phrases to make it appear that Shayne was circumventing justice by refusing to turn his information over to the authorities.
Chief Will Gentry came in for his share of castigation for not taking more effective measures to force Shayne to reveal the facts in his possession.
Shayne grinned as he finished reading the story. The Herald had been after his scalp for a long time because he had let Timothy Rourke scoop them on the News. This was too good a chance to pass up.
At that, he reflected grimly, it wasn’t a bad angle to consider. If the gang could be led to believe that he was holding out for a pay-off, they might decide to make him an offer rather than waste time and bullets trying to kill him.
Brushing the sheet aside, he went into the bedroom and put on a clean shirt, adjusted a belt about his lean hips inside his trousers to permit a holster to lie flat against the front of his right thigh. After buckling his pants over the holster he went to the bathroom, found a used razor blade, and cut the right pocket out of his pants. He slid the. 38 through the opening into the holster, pressing it down and out of sight to a point of instant availability. He knotted his tie before the bathroom mirror, put on his coat and hat and went out.
Shayne scowled heavily when he saw Detective Sergeant Grayson at the desk in the lobby. Grayson was leaning negligently against the desk, facing the elevator. He gave Shayne a thin smile and said, “Let’s go down to headquarters.”
“Is it a pinch?”
“Not unless you make it one.”
Shayne sighed. “We’ll keep it friendly, then. Where’s your car?”
“I’m walking,” Grayson told him. They went out together and turned toward Flagler Street.
Chief Gentry was alone in his office when Grayson and Shayne entered the room. Gentry said, “That’s all, Sergeant,” and waited until the door closed before barking at Shayne, “Well, are you ready to start talking?”
Shayne pulled up a chair in front of the battered oak desk and asked, “What about?”
Gentry choked over a soggy cigar butt. He flung it toward a cuspidor and said, “I thought maybe that bullet would scare some sense into your thick head.”
“It wasn’t even close,” Shayne scoffed.
Gentry folded his massive arms on the desk and implored, “Mother of God, Mike, get wise to yourself. Those boys aren’t fooling. That hood checked into the room opposite yours at six twenty-two, just twenty-two minutes after the first edition of the Herald hit the streets. They didn’t lose any time.”
“That’s what I hoped they’d do,” Shayne protested.
“It’s your own neck,” Gentry growled. “I’m damned if I care whether you get it chopped off or not. But give me something to go on after they get you. That’s all I ask.”
Shayne lit a cigarette and said blandly, “You’ll never learn, Will.”
“We’ve worked together,” Gentry argued evenly, “and you know I can keep it under my hat till it’s time to go.”
Shayne moved his red head stubbornly from side to side. “They’re going to be watching close for any sign that I’ve squawked. As long as I’m the only one who knows, they’ll keep on gunning for me.”
Gentry relaxed, took a fat cigar from his pocket, sank his teeth into it and struck a match. He asked, “That your only reason for clamming up, Mike?”
“Can you think of any other?”
“Maybe I can’t, but other people can. The Herald.”
“To hell with the Herald.”
“People read it. Lots of people… like the State’s Attorney.”
Shayne stared at Gentry. “Has Osgood been after you?”
“He phoned me a little while ago wanting to know what the hell I mean letting you get away with it. He’s always suspected you had your hand out for dirty money, but he never suspected you’d cover up murder and sabotage for a price.”
“He thinks that, does he?” Shayne’s voice was hard.
“Hell, you know how Osgood is. You can’t buck a thing like that. Everybody’ll be thinking you’re holding out for a cut-in on the racket.”
“Everybody thinks too damned much,” Shayne grated, “including Osgood. Let them think.”
“It’s not that easy. Osgood wants you over at his office.”
“Okay.” Shayne stood up. “Let’s go.”
Gentry remained solidly in his chair. “I think you’re right, Mike. That rifle bullet shows they’re plenty scared of what you know. But Osgood isn’t going to see in that way. I’m warning you.”
Shayne said, “Let’s go.”
Gentry sighed heavily. His telephone buzzed. He lifted the receiver and flipped a connection, grunted into the mouthpiece and listened. After a time he said, “You don’t need me on every kid bum that gets bumped off,” and hung up. “Now, look, Mike…”
“What was that call?” Shayne asked.
“Some hobo out near the railroad yards. Drilled with a forty-five. I tell you…”
“What did the kid look like?” Shayne dropped into his chair and leaned toward Gentry.
“That was just a routine report. I didn’t get a full description.”
“Call back and get the details… a description of the hobo, Will. Find out if he had pimples and a buck in his pocket. And if he was skinny and dirty and wore a cap.” Shayne spoke swiftly and earnestly.
As Gentry dialed a number, he asked, “Why are you so worked up over it?”
Shayne waited impatiently while Gentry asked questions, settled back when the chief kept nodding his head. He hung up and turned on Shayne. “Now what the hell do you know about this murder?”
“Did the description check?”
“Yeh, pimples and all,” Gentry growled.
Shayne drew in a long breath and said, “Sounds like the kid who paid me a visit this morning and was so interested in the view from my windows.” He gave Gentry full details concerning the messenger and the envelope containing the blank paper.
Gentry said, “I’ll be damned. Suppose it’s got anything to do with the other?”
“Your guess is as good as mine. Are you taking me over to see Osgood?” Shayne stood up again.
Gentry heaved his bulk from the chair. “If that’s the way you want it, Mike. Maybe you’ll talk for Osgood.” His face was dark and glowering as he reached for his hat.
They went out and across Flagler Street to the Dade County Courthouse.
State’s Attorney Osgood was a big man with stern dark eyes and mane of white hair. He was dictating rapidly to a competent-appearing young woman when Chief Gentry and Shayne went in. He dismissed the young woman with a wave of a manicured hand and remained seated behind a large polished desk as the two men came toward him.
Waving them to seats across from him, Osgood came swiftly to the point. Over a leveled forefinger he asked brusquely, “Now what’s all this about your holding information from the authorities, Shayne?”
“I’m working on a case. It’s my legal and ethical right to withhold confidential information given by my client until I solve the case.” Shayne’s tone was clipped and firm.
Osgood’s stern eyes regarded him coldly. “It’s the State’s case. This is no time to play fast and loose with important evidence. As a licensed private detective you are as much an officer of the State as I. If this Wilson murder, as you contend, is a result of the machinations of a gasoline ring, then I say to you all the more reason that ring should be stamped out.”
Shayne crossed one long leg over the other and nodded. “That’s exactly why I’m forcing them to come to me.”
“Do you expect me to believe that’s your only reason?”
“I don’t give a goddamn what you believe,” Shayne told him bluntly.
“Just a minute,” Gentry groaned; “he doesn’t mean that, Osgood.”
“The hell I don’t,” Shayne snapped.
Osgood cleared his throat and pursed his lips. “You leave me only one course, Shayne. I’m going to order your immediate arrest.”
“On what grounds?”
“Suppression of evidence in a murder case.”
Shayne got up. “I’ll stay in jail as long as it takes my lawyer to get a writ of habeas corpus.”
“Now look, Mike,” Gentry interposed, but Shayne interrupted him wearily:
“Osgood is bluffing. He’s not going to arrest me. He’s got enough sense to realize his only chance to crack this thing is to leave me in circulation where Wilson’s murderers can get a crack at me.” He turned and stalked out, leaving the State’s Attorney’s face a mottled red.
Outside the door of Osgood’s private office his arm was seized by Timothy Rourke, his long-time friend and a reporter for the afternoon News.
“Just got a tip Osgood had you on the grill,” Rourke ejaculated, his nose twitching like a bloodhound’s on a hot scene. “What’s up, Mike?”
Shayne advised, “Ask Osgood,” and went down the hallway.
Rourke went with him, complaining, “All I know is what I read in the Herald. Give me an angle, Mike.”
“Play up the Herald angle,” Shayne said. “It’s a good one.” He stopped at the elevator shaft and pushed the DOWN button.
“But I figured on busting that story wide open,” Rourke said cheerfully. “Hell, it was practically libelous. They all but accused you of holding out for a bribe from the murderer for keeping your mouth shut.”
Shayne’s wide mouth twisted into a sour grin. “Maybe I could use a bribe.” An elevator stopped and he got in.
Rourke went in with him. “Don’t give me that. I made the mistake of falling for a shenanigan like that once before.”
When they got out on the ground floor Shayne took Rourke’s arm and guided him to the Flagler exit of the building. “Had breakfast yet?”
“No. I’ve been chasing around trying to dig up some dope.”
“And I’ve been dodging bullets and State’s Attorneys.” They went into a small restaurant and took a table for two in the rear. “Sit down and spread your ears, Tim. You can do something for me if I’m still alive when you go to press this afternoon.”



CHAPTER 6


After breakfast Shayne and Rourke argued on the sidewalk outside the restaurant. Rourke was disgruntled and adamant, demanding a headline that had at least a hint of the truth in it.
“Sorry,” Shayne said, “but that’s the way it has to be,” and made his way to an old building on Miami Avenue.
A sardonic grin twisted his features as he entered and walked up two nights, turned to the right in the dark corridor and stopped before a wooden door on which a painted shingle read, MANUEL P. MARKLE, Atty. at Law.
Manny Markle was the shrewdest criminal lawyer in Miami. His clientele included the wealthiest crooks of the nation who flocked to the sunny, semi-tropical playground during the season. But Shayne knew that his expert legal mind was as dirty as the offices he maintained.
He turned the knob and entered a dingy room which appeared crowded with a desk and four chairs. It was unoccupied.
An inner door was marked PRIVATE. Shayne opened it and walked into an office twice the size of the reception room. It was lined with law books. Near the windows was a scarred desk which was dusty and cluttered with papers. A squat iron safe stood open behind it.
Manny Markle was alone in the office. He looked up from his desk and said, “Hello, Shayne,” without cordiality. His face was thin, almost gaunt, except for thick lips which looked puffed by comparison. His eyes were a pale, cold blue and predatory, overshadowed by heavy brows. A wisp of long hair made a grayish-brown strip across the top of his bald, pointed head. He wore a rumpled Palm Beach suit smeared with ashes.
“Hello, Manny,” Shayne responded. Upon closing the door marked PRIVATE he noted that it had a rusty iron bolt on the inside. “Your secretary taking the day off?”
“She hasn’t come down yet. The third girl I’ve had in three weeks and they get progressively worse. They try on jobs like they try on hats. Sit down,” he ended negligently.
Shayne sat down and leaned forward with his forearms on the attorney’s desk. He said, “I need a little information, Manny.”
“My fee is fifty dollars in advance.”
Shayne said, “This information isn’t going to cost me anything. I’m not trying to beat a rap.”
Markle rustled some papers in front of him and murmured, “You know I’m always willing to co-operate with the dicks.”
“Sure. I know that, Manny. That’s why this is going to come easy. It goes back a year. You represented three punks on a breaking and entering charge. A drugstore on Miami Avenue. They were Garson, Axtell, and Dimoff.”
Markle’s eyes were fixed on Shayne’s face, cold and inscrutable, telling him nothing.
“Do you recall the case?” Shayne prompted.
“Maybe I do… maybe I don’t.”
“They grabbed a guilty plea and didn’t stand trial,” Shayne reminded him. “One of your stinking private deals with Osgood.”
The lawyer’s expression did not change. He puffed on a cigar and let half an inch of ashes drop on his coat.
“Who paid your fee on that case?” Shayne demanded.
Markle’s thick lips smiled coldly. “Is that the information you’re after?”
“That’s it.”
“You’re wasting your time, Shamus. How should I know? A year ago? I should remember so long.”
“It’ll be in your records.”
“I don’t keep records.”
Shayne said, “I’ve got to know who was backing those three punks. Someone who paid you money to fix up a deal and keep them out of court so they couldn’t testify.”
“Aren’t you building up a lot of hypothesis out of a little conjecture?”
“I don’t think so.”
Markle said again, “You’re wasting your time… and mine.” He picked up some typewritten sheets and started to look at them.
Shayne’s features tightened. He reached out a big hand and slapped the papers from the attorney’s hand. “I’m not kidding, Markle. I want that name.”
Manny’s eyes became venomous. “Don’t try to push me around, Shayne. I’m warning you. Don’t do it.” He spoke with passionate sincerity.
Shayne’s hand doubled into a fist on the desk. He growled, “I’ll push this down your throat if you don’t give… and fast.”
Markle leaned back in his chair. “You’re making a mistake,” he warned. “You’re just a punk and you don’t know it. You’ve been smart for a long time, Shayne. You’ve kept out of my way. That’s the only reason you’ve lasted this long.”
With one movement Shayne got up and kicked his chair from under him. He turned and deliberately pushed the iron bolt, locking the door on the inside. When he turned back, Markle was reaching for the telephone. Shayne warned flatly, “Don’t make that mistake. I’ll break every bone in your body before anybody can get in here to you.”
Manny’s breath wheezed in between his stained teeth. He sat with his arm outstretched for the telephone, studying Shayne’s set face intently. “Do you realize what you’re doing?”
Shayne advanced toward him slowly with flared nostrils and upper lip drawn back. “I got socked in the puss last night by a cop. And I dodged a rifle bullet this morning. I’m playing for keeps, Markle. You’re going to give me that name, so make it easy on yourself. Personally, I don’t care. I’d like to smash your damned face. I don’t like it.”
Markle’s face turned ashen. He pushed his chair back, holding up a long-fingered hand as though to fend off a blow, and ejaculated, “I believe you’re crazy, Shayne.”
Shayne laughed without moving his lips. He stopped beside the desk, towering over the attorney. “Who were you fronting for, Manny, when you represented Garson and Axtell and Dimoff?”
“That’s something I couldn’t tell you if I knew,” Markle panted. “Confidential between a client…”
Shayne slapped him. The force of his open palm slewed Markle sideways. He reached down with his left hand and gathered up a handful of the lawyer’s shirt-front, lifted him half out of his seat. He said, “This is going to cost you a whole mouthful of new teeth.”
Shayne let go and Markle slumped into his chair. His face was pasty and his eyes shifted away from Shayne’s gray and steady stare. “Think fast and give it to me straight,” Shayne warned implacably.
“I’ll have to know how you’re going to use it…”
“You don’t have to know anything except that you’re going to take one hell of a beating if you don’t come through.”
Markle’s thick lips moved and in a choked voice he said, “Kline… Dennis Kline asked me to handle the case.”
Shayne repeated, “Dennis Kline,” and nodded thoughtfully. “Might be. I had a hunch those lads were after dope when they broke into the drugstore.”
“You’ve got to promise me Kline will never find out I told you,” Markle whimpered. “If he…”
“What’s Kline’s racket now,” Shayne interrupted, “since the feds have buttoned up the dope business?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Markle said in a harassed voice. “Kline has been unjustly persecuted by the police for years. He has been acquitted every time he was dragged into court.”
“And you’ve taken a nice slice for getting him acquitted. All right, Manny.” Shayne turned away. “I’ll find out from Kline if you’re going to be coy.”
He unbolted the door and strode out without looking back. Striding down Miami Avenue, he swung into a drugstore and went to a telephone booth, called his apartment garage and ordered his car brought to the corner of Flagler and Miami Avenue. He then found Dennis Kline’s residence number in the phone book and strolled down to the appointed corner to wait for his car.
Ten minutes later he was driving north on Biscayne Boulevard. He pulled to the curb before a modern apartment house built around a patio centered with a fishpond and studded with royal palms.
Dennis Kline was a tall, spare man with an austere face. He wore a close-cropped gray mustache and there was a rim of gray hair around his bald head. He was having breakfast in the luxurious sunlit living room of his bachelor apartment when a Filipino boy ushered Shayne in. Kline was munching on a strip of crisp bacon and he waved his napkin and nodded. “Hello there, Shayne,” he called jovially, “you’re just in time for breakfast.”
Shayne tossed his hat to the boy and sauntered to the wheeled breakfast table. “I’ve had my scrambled eggs. Thanks.” He leaned over to inhale the steam rising from the spout of a silver coffee service, wrinkled his nose and said, “It is coffee. If I had my coupon book I’d join you in a cup.”
Kline swallowed, chuckled, wiped his lips and said, “Nonsense. Pull up a chair.” And to the Filipino, “Another cup.”
Shayne drew up a brocaded chair and sat down. “That’s the ultimate in hospitality. Offering a cup of coffee nowadays is something like cutting off your right arm.”
Kline dipped a piece of toast in the yolk of a fried egg. “There’s plenty of coffee on the market if you know where to look.”
“I suppose,” Shayne said noncommittally. He lit a cigarette as the boy placed a cup and saucer before him, filled the cup from the pot. Shayne tasted it and nodded appreciatively. “Tastes just as good as though it wasn’t bootlegged.”
Kline chuckled again. “Understand, I’m admitting nothing.”
“I’ve wondered what racket you’d taken up since the dope business got too hot.” Shayne flipped cigarette ashes into the exquisite chinaware saucer.
“Don’t jump to any conclusions,” Kline warned jovially.
“I’m really interested. That’s what I came to ask you.”
Dennis Kline kept his tone genial then said, “You’re an amazing man, Shayne. I’ve always said so.”
“Thanks. What are you handling besides coffee?”
“It’s a beautiful day,” Kline parried.
“Have you thought of gasoline?”
“Why beat around the bush?”
Shayne looked surprised. “I thought I was being very explicit. I’m asking you… are you handling bootleg gasoline?”
Kline’s eyes narrowed momentarily, then his face cleared, and he glanced toward the morning Herald lying on a chair nearby. “I suppose you’re chasing your tail on that murder last night.”
“Not chasing my tail, Kline. I’ve got some pretty straight dope that points to you behind the gasoline racket,” Shayne said quietly. He took a sip of coffee and inhaled the aroma.
“Is that so?” Kline finished his eggs and toast, emptied his coffee cup with a grunt of satisfaction. “You wouldn’t be needling me, would you?” he asked with gentle mockery.
“You’ll know when I start needling you,” Shayne promised.
“Would you like to search my place for the death weapon?”
“I know you don’t dirty your hands with stuff like that,” Shayne snorted. “You hire trigger boys… like the one who smashed my window with a rifle bullet this morning.”
“A rifle bullet? Indeed?” Kline shoved the breakfast away and turned his chair to face Shayne squarely.
“You’d better have your boys do some practicing.”
“If I had any boys they’d be in practice, Shayne.” Kline took a fat cigar from his breast pocket, leaned back, and lit it and let out a puff of smoke with the question, “Don’t you think you’re getting in over your depth?”
“No.”
Kline belched gently and asked, “Would you like to tell me why you’ve come to me?”
Shayne gestured toward the Herald. “I thought you’d read the story.”
“So I have.”
“Then you should be able to guess.”
Kline looked surprised. “I don’t follow you.”
“Clem Wilson talked before he was shot last night.”
“About me?”
“You’re beginning to catch on.”
“About my offer to buy his station?” Kline looked at Shayne with amusement. “Don’t tell me you think I had him killed because he refused to sell.”
Shayne lowered his eyelids to hide the leaping light of excitement in his eyes. He said, slowly, “I figure that may have been a contributing factor.”
Kline laughed outright. “You’re slipping, Shayne. You’re a fool if you think I cared that much about his site. Service stations are a drug on the market since rationing.”
“Is that the reason you’re buying them up?”
“Precisely. This war can’t last forever. It looks like a good investment.”
“But you’re not letting them stand idle as an investment,” Shayne said. “You’re operating them while other stations are closing for lack of business.”
“I’m operating some of them… yes. It doesn’t take a very smart detective to find that out. It’s a matter of record.”
“You won’t get away with it, Kline. I’ll see that the FBI gets a list of every station you own. They’ll check your supplies morning, noon, and night. This country is going to get tough on ration chiselers.”
Kline smiled genially. “I’ll be glad to co-operate with the FBI. Indeed, to make their task easier I’ll see that they’re furnished with a list of my stations.” He stood up suddenly and said, “This is very pleasant, but I’ve others things to do.”
Shayne stood up. “Sheltering an army deserter is a pretty serious business in wartime, Kline. Do you know what the penalty is?”
Dennis Kline looked at him sharply. “What are you driving at now?”
“You’d better talk it over with Manny Markle. He’s plenty good, but that’s one rap even Manny would find it hard to get you out of.” Shayne turned on his heel abruptly and strode toward the door. The Filipino glided up with his hat. He took it and went out.
Driving back on Biscayne Boulevard, Shayne stopped at the first drugstore and called Chief Gentry from a telephone booth. He said, “Will, did you know Dennis Kline was going into the service station business in a big way?”
“Kline? That you, Mike?”
“Right. I just thought you might be interested.” He kept his lips close to the mouthpiece and spoke very softly.
There was a short silence, then Gentry asked, “What cooks now?”
“That’s what I’m wondering. Kline is a smart operator. Yet it doesn’t look smart to jump into a business that’s been dead for months.”
“Maybe Kline figured out an angle.”
“I think maybe he has,” Shayne agreed wryly. “What gets me is that he isn’t covering up. He doesn’t seem to be worried about an investigation.”
“He’ll never get by with it if he’s figuring on handling bootleg stuff. We’ll start checking his stations.”
“Sure. Kline knows we will. I imagine you’ll find everything in apple-pie order.”
“What the hell are you getting at, Mike?” Gentry’s voice came louder, baffled and aggrieved. “Damn you, first you act like you’ve got a smart tip, and then you hedge.”
“I’m just giving you the dope I got,” Shayne assured him. “But I wish you would go to the records and get a list of every filling station he’s bought or leased. Manny Markle is probably handling the deals for him.”
“Sure. I’ll do that. Are you getting anywhere on the Wilson murder?”
“I’m learning things,” Shayne admitted cautiously. “For instance, Kline has been trying to buy Clem Wilson out, and Clem wouldn’t sell.”
“What does that mean? You don’t think Dennis Kline is fool enough to kill a man just for a service station site?”
Shayne said, “No. But it’s something to think about, Will.” He grinned as he hung up and cut off Will Gentry’s angry sputtering.



CHAPTER 7


Roger, the day clerk, was on duty when Shayne got back to his hotel apartment. He raised his eyebrows and motioned to the switchboard where a girl operator was on duty. “I think Gladys has a call for you on the wire right now, Mr. Shayne. Want to take it here?”
Shayne said to Gladys, “Switch it to the booth,” and went into the tiny compartment and closed the door.
An unctuous voice came over the wire. “Mr. Shayne, this is Mr. Brannigan speaking… of the Motorist Protective Association.”
Shayne said, “I don’t know you, do I?”
“I believe not, but I hope you will. I wonder if you could drop into my office for a conference?”
“What about?” Shayne asked.
There was a slight hesitation at the other end of the line. Then Mr. Brannigan said heartily, “I think we should get together, Mr. Shayne. It appears to me we might be of mutual benefit to each other.”
“How?”
Mr. Brannigan’s soft laughter gurgled soothingly over the wire, like thick oil bubbling from a bottle on a cold morning. “You are certainly forthright, Mr. Shayne. I’d like for us to discuss certain information in your possession regarding what the morning paper calls a ration racket.”
Shayne grinned. He said, “I’m open to suggestions.”
“Good. I’d like to see you at once.” Brannigan quit purring and became brisk as he continued, “Our offices are in the Biscayne Building.” He gave a fourth-floor number and asked, “May I expect to see you soon?”
“Right away.” Shayne hung up and stared at the inanimate instrument for an instant, then emerged from the booth worrying his left earlobe. He stopped, turned back, and riffled through the pages of the telephone book until he found Motorist Protective Association listed at the address Brannigan had given him.
Shayne went out and started to get into his car, checked the gasoline by turning on the ignition, returned the keys to his pocket and walked with long, swift strides to the Biscayne Building between First and Miami Avenues.
The lettering on the frosted glass door of the Motorist Protective Association looked fresh and neat. He went into a reception room containing new furniture, a soft blue rug, and attractive seascapes adorning the wall. A trim receptionist looked up from her desk and smiled at him, and asked, “What can I do for you?”
“I’m to see Mr. Brannigan,” Shayne told her.
“The name, please?”
“Mike Shayne.”
“Oh,” she said, and smiled again. “You’re to go right in, Mr. Shayne.” She sprang up and preceded him to a door chastely lettered, “President, Private.”
The private office was newly decorated in pastel shades with long windows veiled by half-closed Venetian blinds. Soft lights reflected on an immaculate glass-topped desk and the man sitting behind it.
Brannigan wore a double-breasted pongee suit, and the red carnation in the buttonhole matched his tie. His head was square, and the short stubble of dark hair standing up from a low forehead enhanced the squareness. His upper lip was too short, almost cherubic, but his chin was forceful. His blue eyes twinkled, and as he stood up to greet Shayne effusively, he smoothed his coat down over a hint of a paunch.
“Well, well, Mr. Shayne, you are very prompt. I like a man to be prompt. I do, indeed.”
Shayne grinned and pulled up a leather-cushioned chair. He said, “You’re Brannigan, of course?”
“That’s correct, Mr. Shayne.” He sat down and folded his hands on the glass-topped desk. “You are doubtless familiar with the work of our organization.”
“Never heard of it,” Shayne said. “It’s a new racket to me.”
A look of pain flitted over the president’s face. “I’m afraid you have the wrong impression, Mr. Shayne.”
“It’s new, isn’t it?” Shayne’s gray eyes roved around the immaculate room, taking in the shining newness of everything in the office.
“We’ve been operating only a short time… yes. But our work certainly cannot be considered a racket. It is, in fact, the exact opposite.”
Shayne tipped his chair back and crossed his legs. “Just what is your line?”
“Line? Oh, we don’t carry a line, Mr. Shayne. You see, we are organized to fill a very real need during this period of wartime restrictions. We offer sympathetic counsel and guidance to every motorist who is patriotically co-operating with the Government to conserve gasoline and rubber so vitally needed by our armed forces.” The words rolled sonorously off Brannigan’s tongue.
Shayne lit a cigarette and tossed the match on the deep, wine-colored rug. “What kind of counsel and guidance?”
“We show them how to stretch their gasoline allowance in innumerable ways by maintaining a corps of specialists who advise in methods of gasoline conservation. With a legal department which studies the individual problems of our members and makes recommendations toward applications for supplemental allowances. By skilled field workers who assist in the preparation of budgets for essential driving needs. The organization of the share-the-rides clubs among our membership. These are only a few of the services we offer.”
“Sounds fair enough. But why did you want to see me?”
Brannigan leaned forward eagerly. “Another service we plan is a drive against all forms of ration racketeering. Every gallon of gasoline and every tire diverted to illicit channels leaves that much less to go around among our membership. We feel it is our duty to ruthlessly stamp out all such practices.”
“Isn’t that a police job?” Shayne asked. “Or a matter for the FBI?”
Brannigan laughed indulgently. “I can see you are a very practical man, Shayne. But… you should know how far the local police and the FBI have gone in meeting the problem. Thus far there has not been a single arrest in the city of Miami… yet it is well known that an extensive Black Market exists here. You and I know there is an organized ring of gasoline thieves who bootleg their stolen stuff at an enormous profit. The police seem powerless to stamp it out. And lately…” he paused to give his words emphasis, “… I’ve heard rumors of a counterfeiting ring offering forged ration books for sale.” Brannigan’s eyes were no longer twinkling. They were cold and demanding. “Have you heard any such rumors?”
Shayne took his cigarette from his mouth and studied the burning tip. He said, “Whether I have or haven’t, how do you propose to use such information?”
Mr. Brannigan fitted the fingertips of his hands together. “We plan to make that one of the outstanding services of the Motorist Protective Association. With our vastly expanding membership, soon to include every motorist on the Eastern Seaboard, we have an unparalleled opportunity for public service. Each member will be urged to report every person who approaches him with a scheme for rationing violation.”
“But I still don’t see where I come in,” Shayne said.
“According to this morning’s paper the murder last night was committed by members of a gang who sought to force Wilson to deal with them.”
“That,” said Shayne, “is true.”
Brannigan nodded. “And it appears that you possess information about the scheme, perhaps even the identity of the actual murderer or murderers.”
Shayne murmured, “Perhaps.” His eyes were very bright but his angular face remained impassive.
“Don’t you see how important that is?” Brannigan’s soft fist struck the desk. “What wonderful publicity it would be for our organization if we could expose the racket!”
Shayne took a final drag on his cigarette and ground it out in a shining brass tray on the desk. “What’s your idea on it?” he asked.
Brannigan folded his arms on the desk and leaned toward Shayne in a confidential attitude. “I wonder if you could be induced to share your information with us, Mr. Shayne? With our facilities it is likely we could promptly smash the racket and obtain the arrest of Wilson’s murderer. We could even prevent further murders brought on by gasoline racketeering.”
Shayne said, “It would depend on the inducement you offer.”
Again a pained expression flitted over Brannigan’s face. “It’s a great opportunity for public service. In times like these no loyal citizen can conscientiously put a price on patriotism.”
“I suppose you’re going to tell me that your organization operates on an altruistic set-up,” Shayne said bluntly.
Dejection covered the square face of the president. “There are certain expenses connected with such an organization as ours,” he said with stiff dignity. “We have a large overhead and a salaried staff.”
“You don’t look exactly ill-fed, Brannigan.” Shayne held up a big palm to stop a protest, and continued, “Let’s drop the preliminaries and get down to business. You’ve got a good thing here. It looks legitimate and your members probably get what they pay for. But that’s beside the point. If you could get the credit for rounding up a gang of murderers and gas racketeers it’d be worth a million dollars in publicity. New members would flock to join you. Isn’t that true?”
“Well…” Brannigan squirmed. “Presumably, yes.”
“All right. How much?”
The president spread out his smooth white hands. “Really, Mr. Shayne, how do I know how much your information is worth until I know what it is?”
“You don’t.”
“I assure you we’ll be fair. If you could only give me an inkling.”
Shayne said, “No.” He made himself comfortable and lit another cigarette. “I’m playing for high stakes, too.”
“Surely you have no thought of dealing with those scoundrels,” Brannigan said in a trembling voice. “You wouldn’t take a bribe from them?”
“I’d rather get paid for turning them in than accept their proposition, Brannigan. After all, Clem Wilson was my friend.”
“But don’t you see how impossible it is to judge what your information is worth as long as I don’t know what it is?” Brannigan argued.
Shayne laughed harshly. “You and the gang are in the same boat. They don’t know how much Wilson told me before he died, either.”
“Does it concern forged ration books?”
Shayne’s gray eyes were hard as he looked squarely at Brannigan. “I’ll have to see some money before I start talking.”
“Very well. A thousand dollars… payable when and if the gang is apprehended and our association receives appropriate credit for their capture.”
Shayne laughed scornfully. “A grand is peanuts. How many members have you?”
Brannigan blinked. “Some eight thousand at present.”
“At how much a head?”
“Annual dues are five dollars. Little enough when you consider our service.”
Shayne growled, “Leave out the sales talk. Eight thousand at five bucks… that’s forty grand. Is that the extent of your charge?”
“That’s the basic charge,” the president admitted uncomfortably. “There are, of course, nominal charges for various special services.”
Teetering his chair back to a solid position, Shayne said, “Hell, you’ve got a gold mine. You’d double your membership over night if you got the right sort of publicity on this Wilson murder. And you offer me a thousand bucks!”
“But you don’t realize what our expenses run to,” Brannigan said irritably.
Shayne waved the feeble protest aside. “When you start playing with forty grand you can afford a front like this. How does this deal sound?… I go ahead and work on this my own way and when I crack the case I see that you get the credit… the publicity. We split the admission fees of all new members you get as a result.”
Brannigan smiled thinly. “That’s impossible. We’re getting new members every day. There would be no way of determining how many joined as a result of your work. Besides, half the admission fee is a preposterous sum.”
Shayne heard a door open behind him. Brannigan was facing the door and Shayne saw an almost imperceptible change in his expression.
Turning his head, Shayne saw a woman coming toward the desk with a sheaf of legal papers in her hand. She stopped when her eyes met his.
Brannigan said, “Come on in, Miss Taylor. This is Michael Shayne. Miss Taylor,” he explained, “is our vice-president and head of our legal department.”
She kept on looking at Shayne while she said to Brannigan, “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were busy.”
Shayne stood up and extended his hand, saying, “I’m glad to know you, Miss Taylor,” looking into a pair of clear hazel eyes that returned his gaze with composed interest.
She was tall, compactly put together with firm curves in the right places. She had the appearance of a woman who always bathed in cold water. Her gray suit was mannish and well tailored, and her honey-colored hair was severely coiffured.
Her mouth was soft, upcurved at the corners, and she was not in a hurry to take her hand from Shayne’s. She said, “Michael Shayne… you’re the local bogey-man aren’t you?” impudently. Her fingertips trailed against his palm as he let go of her hand.
“I’m a bogey-man only when the occasion demands it,” he said.
“I suppose you’d rather be called a private detective,” she drawled in a deep, intimate contralto. Her mouth smiled, but her eyes held no hint of laughter.
“Mr. Shayne has refused to co-operate with us, Edna,” Brannigan interposed fussily. He turned to Shayne and explained, “Miss Taylor and I discussed the matter before I called you.”
“Naturally,” Shayne said dryly.
“That’s a shame,” Edna Taylor murmured. She moved around to Brannigan’s side and laid the papers before him. She looked directly at Shayne and said, “I think I would enjoy working with you.”
“Miss Taylor was prepared to handle the legal details,” Brannigan cut in hastily, “if you saw fit to join with us.”
“Maybe,” Shayne conceded, “you’ve got something there.” He took out a pack of cigarettes and offered one to the vice-president.
She said, “Thanks,” leaning close for a light from the match he struck. “I hope your decision isn’t irrevocable.”
Shayne drew in a lungful of smoke. “I haven’t made any decision. I’ve been waiting for the right kind of an offer.”
“He has a preposterous idea of what his information is worth to us,” Brannigan complained.
Edna puckered her mouth so that a dimple came to her smooth cheek when she blew smoke through her lips. “Perhaps I could persuade you, Michael Shayne.”
“I’m not easily persuaded,” he warned.
“So?” Her eyes were provocative. “Let’s see… I’m frightfully busy with a brief today. Perhaps we could discuss it over a cocktail.”
“A lot of cocktails,” Shayne amended. “About six this afternoon?”
She nodded slowly. “If you’ll call for me.” She gave him an address on the Bayfront.
Shayne took a notebook from his pocket and wrote the address.
Miss Taylor moved back to Brannigan’s chair and put the tips of her fingers on his shoulder. She said, “As soon as you look this over I’d like to discuss it with you.” Coming back past Shayne she said, “Bye… now. See you later,” and went out.
Brannigan muttered, “Wonderful woman,” without lifting his eyes from the papers she had laid before him. “Wonderful legal mind. I’m sure she’ll present some arguments you’ll be unable to resist, Mr. Shayne.”
“I have a hunch,” said Shayne as he picked up his hat, “she will.”



CHAPTER 8


Detectives Peterson and McNulty greeted Shayne reproachfully in the lobby when he returned to his hotel-apartment.
“That was a fine stunt to pull,” McNulty complained, and Peterson added mournfully, “Did we get chewed up by the Chief! As if we could of kept that guy from shooting at you in the bedroom even if we’d been camped across from the right door ’stead of being one flight up.”
The two officers closed in on Shayne and marched him to the elevator.
Shayne grinned and asked, “Did you sit up all night watching that door? Didn’t Gentry tell you I had moved to my old apartment?”
“Nobody told us anything except to tail you,” Peterson said. “Sure we stayed up there watching your apartment. Gentry had a conniption when we called and said you hadn’t left your apartment when you was spreadin’ yourself all over town.”
Shayne turned his face away to grin. He said, “I’ll make it up to you boys,” when the elevator stopped on the second floor. He led the way down the hall to his office-apartment. “Come on in. I’ve got a deck of cards and we’ll dig up a bottle. How’s that?”
“It’s okay by us, but what about Gentry?” McNulty said sadly.
They entered the room and looked around suspiciously. Peterson went to the table and tilted the cognac bottle up to the light. He asked, “Is this the bottle you were talking about?”
Shayne went to a cabinet in the kitchenette and brought out a full bottle and set it on the table. He said, “Make yourselves at home, boys,” and yawned widely. “I’ve got some sleeping to do.”
In the bedroom he pulled the shade down over the broken pane, stripped off his tie and shirt, and lay down on the bed. His body went limp and he closed his eyes. He could hear Peterson and McNulty arguing in a desultory way in the other room.
Then he heard nothing.
He slept a couple of hours. The telephone wakened him. He lay on his back and heard McNulty saying gruffly, “Just a minute and I’ll get him.”
Shayne sat up when the police detective came in. Pitching his voice high, McNulty shouted, “Paging Mr. Shayne… telephone for Mr. Shayne,” and held out his hand for a tip.
Shayne caught his hand and pulled himself from the bed, saying, “You can make my bed now, boy,” and went in to the telephone.
An unfamiliar voice asked, “This Mike Shayne?”
“Yeh,” Shayne answered, yawning into the mouthpiece.
“Who was that answered the phone?”
“That,” said Shayne pleasantly, “was the Blue Fairy. Who the hell is this?”
“Look, Shayne,” the voice grated, “you alone?”
“Practically. Couple of dicks here but they’re not very bright.”
“Can you ditch ’em?”
“Sure. Why?”
“If you’re smart you’ll get rid of ’em. Maybe you’re ready to do some business.”
“What kind of business?”
“Listen, Shayne… this is the pay-off.”
“In that case,” Shayne said, “I’m always glad to talk things over.”
“You’re pretty smart, but we ain’t dumb either, see? Here’s the way you’ll do it. Get this, and get it straight.”
“I’ll get it,” Shayne said impatiently.
“Go to the post office and there’s a letter for you in General Delivery. It tells you what to do. You’ll be watched while you get the letter and from then on. If you say anything to anybody or signal anybody or are followed when you leave the post office, the deal’s off. And the next bullet won’t miss.”
Shayne said, “It’s a date.” He hung up, turned around and grinned at Peterson and McNulty, ruffling his hair. “I wish to God dames would let me alone when I’m on a case.”
“That dame,” McNulty observed, “ought to do somethin’ about her voice.”
“She’s got a bad cold,” Shayne told him. He went into the bathroom and soused water over his face and head. In the bedroom he replaced his shirt and tie, fingered the gun in the holster nestling against his right groin, came out and picked up his hat.
McNulty and Peterson ranged themselves alongside him. Peterson said, “Maybe she’s got a couple of girl friends, so we’ll just tag along.”
“They wouldn’t be your type, boys,” Shayne argued.
“With my charm,” said McNulty, “I’ll get along okay.”
The trio moved out of the room and down the hall. McNulty said to Peterson, “Stick close to him, Pete, and maybe some of Mike’s Irish luck’ll rub off on us.”
Peterson nodded happily. “I’m curious. I’ve allus wondered what kind of dame would spread for a Shamus.”
“Trouble with you boys,” Shayne said, “is you don’t ever get down on your knees at night and pray.”
A derisive grunt came from the two men as the elevator stopped. They went down, marched through the lobby with him and out to his car. Shayne slid under the wheel, his face impassive. He waited for them to get in beside him, then drove up Third Avenue a couple of blocks beyond Flagler. He stopped in front of a bar and said:
“We’ve got some time to kill before I keep my date.”
He parked his car where it couldn’t be seen from the interior, got out and strolled in.
McNulty and Peterson followed him with grim determination.
Shayne said to the bartender, “Set out a bottle of cognac for me, Louis,” and went on to a rear booth. The two detectives stalked back with him and squeezed into the seat across the table.
Louis came back with a fifth of cognac, a four-ounce glass and a tumbler of ice water.
McNulty said, “What’s the idea? Two more glasses, Louis.”
Shayne said, “Hell, no. You guys buy your own drinks.” He carefully filled his glass to the brim.
“Beer for me,” said Peterson with resignation and disgust, and McNulty nodded confirmation to the bartender.
Shayne lifted his brimming glass in both hands and passed it back and forth beneath his flared nostrils, breathing deeply of the aroma, then drank a small portion.
Louis brought two beers and set them before the police detectives.
“Look, Mike,” McNulty exploded, “what’s the dope? Who was on the phone back there?”
“Her name,” said Shayne dreamily, “is Geraldine.”
“To hell with that!” McNulty thumped his beer mug down. “I answered the phone. You’re figuring on pulling another disappearing act.”
“Listen, boys,” Shayne said seriously, “I know how Gentry is. I wouldn’t let you down.” He toyed with his glass a moment, then refilled it.
Peterson’s long nose twitched. He complained, “Goddamn it, Mike, you know we had this job wished on us.”
“Yeh. I know,” Shayne said sympathetically. He took a sip of cognac, pushed the glass away and got up. “Want to match to see which one of you accompanies me to the can?”
Peterson’s face darkened and McNulty choked over his beer. “I’ll go,” said Peterson. “I’ll just see, by God, that there’s not a back door.”
Shayne waited politely while he got up and preceded him to a side door lettered MEN. Peterson went in and turned on the light, surveyed a four-by-six cubicle containing a stained lavatory and a toilet. Sunlight streamed through a cobwebbed skylight eight feet above the floor and there was no other exit.
Peterson went out muttering, “All right, smart guy. I’ll wait outside.”
Shayne closed and locked the door, got up on the lavatory and unlatched the steel-sashed skylight. With the toe of his shoe he pushed the toilet lever and flushed it, then pushed up on hinges that squeaked slightly from long disuse. He caught the edge and chinned his long body upward, wriggled through the opening and rolled out on a sloping roof, slid down to the edge and dropped off into an alley.
Running swiftly to the street he got in his car and drove to the post office. At the General Delivery window, he said, “Shayne, Michael.”
The clerk riffled through a batch of letters from the S pigeonhole and handed him an envelope. Shayne held it up and looked at it, went back to his car and got in. He didn’t look at the loiterers, didn’t try to guess who might be watching him.
The address on the envelope was typed. The postmark was 11 A.M. He tore it open and took out a folded sheet of 8? by 11 Hammond Bond. The brief message was typewritten:

“You are being watched every second. Drive straight to Tahiti Beach on the Coral Gables road. Take it slow all the way but don’t stop. We’ll know if any cops are following you.”

Replacing the note in the envelope, he started his motor. He took the most direct route to Coral Cables, driving slowly and watching through the rear-view mirror, but he was unable to spot any car which might be definitely following him. As he drove he got out a pen-knife and cut a slit in the upholstery of the back of the front seat, slid the envelope into the slit and smoothed it back.
Beyond Coral Cables he turned onto the winding road leading down through deserted hammocks and swampy land toward the edge of the bay where there was a now deserted resort which had once been a popular bathing beach and dancing casino. Gasoline rationing had ended, temporarily, the popularity of the picturesque spot.
There was not a car in sight behind him as he drove slowly between rows of straggly palms and wild palmettos. This was understandable. There was no side road once one turned from the main highway, and anyone following could stop and effectually prevent help reaching him.
Shayne swore softly at himself for having started on what would probably be a wild-goose chase, but he knew that it was important to follow every lead. He decided that the murderers were getting desperate to plan a meeting here in the jungle, and he hunched low under the wheel, keeping his foot on the accelerator.
A warm, stagnant dankness filled the air as he approached the dead-end at the bayshore. An occasional sandcrab scuttled across the road in front of his car, but they were the only living things to be seen.
The winding highway debouched suddenly into a clearing. The serene shimmer of the bay showed between gray trunks of royal palms, and there was a graveled parking space marked off in neat lanes, but empty now of cars. The palm-thatched dance pavilion and bath houses were deserted and silent.
Shayne turned into the parking lot and turned off his motor. He lit a cigarette and listened to the sluffing slap of waves on the wide sandy beach and to the faint whisper of palm fronds.
The air was warm, and the humid stench of the swamp was thick in his nostrils. A squirrel chattered angrily from a twisted mangrove beyond the silent pavilion, and a fish broke the calm waters of the bay with a loud splash.
For several minutes there was no other sound. Shayne finished his cigarette and spun the butt away. He wished he had that drink of cognac he had left as a decoy on the barroom table. His mouth twisted into a grin at the thought of Peterson and McNulty keeping watch on the empty men’s room.
He heard a sound as of someone moving stealthily in the palmetto thicket behind him. He stiffened with his hands tight on the steering wheel.
A voice, quite close to him, said, “Hold it like that and you won’t get hurt.” The tone was curiously thick, as if it came from a sore throat.
Shayne did not move. He said, “I’m holding it.”
He heard other movement behind him. The same voice spoke again, much closer. “Unlatch the door and get out slow. Keep your back turned this way.”
Shayne grumbled, “This is a hell of a way to talk things over.” He unlatched the door and slid from the car.
The voice gave a low order, “Go over him, Pat,” and foot-steps approached from behind.
“I’m not carrying anything,” Shayne told him. “Hell, I thought we were going to make a deal.”
“Maybe we will, but it’ll be our way.”
Shayne felt breath on the back of his neck, and a growl, “Git yore hands up.”
A pair of hairy paws came around patted his chest and sides all the way down to his waist, then slid around to feel across his hips and outer thighs. “He’s clean, I reckon,” the surly voice said. “You want I should slug him now, Gene?”
“Not yet.” Gene moved forward and faced Shayne. He was slender and dark-featured, wearing ragged corduroys and a canvas fishing jacket. His face was clean-shaven and of the unhealthy pallor of a grubworm. A. 45 Colt’s automatic hung carelessly from the long, lax fingers of his right hand. His expression was one of curiosity rather than of animosity.
Pat was a hulking man in overalls and a sweaty cotton shirt open at the throat. The sleeves were rolled up above his hairy forearms, and matted black hair showed in the open V of his shirt. He was bareheaded and had flat features characterized by a leer of animal cunning.
Shayne’s gaze flickered past the dull eyes of Pat to Gene. He said, “What’s the idea of all the hokus? I’m not pulling anything.”
“Sure you’re not,” Gene agreed. His voice sank to a sibilant purr. “Not never no more.”
Shayne’s lips drew back from his teeth. “The old double-cross, eh?”
“That’s right, chum. You’re through listening to telephones.” Gene glanced down at the automatic in his hand. “You want to break him in two, Pat?”
Pat bobbed his head and said, “Yup,” happily. Slaver wet the corners of his mouth. He doubled his fists and they were like picnic hams. Childlike anticipation glinted from his eyes as he took a step forward.
Shayne said, “Wait,” sharply. He scowled at Gene. “I’m not going to be tough to deal with.”
Gene laughed. “You’re not going to be tough, period. Not after Pat softens you up.”
“You’re making a mistake,” Shayne warned. “If I’m not back by dark Will Gentry gets a sealed envelope with everything Clem Wilson told me last night.”
“I figured you’d make that stall,” Gene said. “I’m taking a chance on it.” He then added softly, “Slug him, Pat.”
Shayne saw the fist coming but couldn’t get his head out of the way in time. It was like being clubbed with a baseball bat. He was lifted off his feet and rocketed backward.
Pat lunged forward and kicked viciously at his face. Shayne rolled aside, forcing his right hand down to his side pocket. Pat fell on top of him, slobbering happily. He clubbed Shayne with huge fists, then lifted his body high and thumped it down.
Shayne twisted himself into a ball and got one heel in Pat’s mouth. His fingers closed about the butt of his. 38 and it came free from the cut-out pocket as he drove Pat backward. He threw one shot at Gene’s crouching figure before Pat lunged in again. Twisting the muzzle upward, he pulled the trigger twice. The explosions were muffled beneath the weight of Pat’s hulking body.
Pat’s hands were seeking his throat. Shayne twisted his head to get his teeth into one palm. He got his right wrist free and fired another bullet into the carcass sprawled across him.
Pat responded with a grunt. His huge body began to grow limp. Shayne put all his strength in a twisting, side-wise motion, and suddenly sat up.
He blinked in the bright sunlight and looked around stupidly for Gene, but Shayne and Pat were the only ones in the little clearing.
Swaying to his feet, he heard the sputter of a gasoline motor somewhere on the bay. He staggered forward a few steps and collapsed in a heap. He felt as though all his ribs had been shoved into his lungs.
As he lay there fighting for breath he witnessed an amazing thing.
In spite of three steel-jacketed bullets in his body, Pat was getting to his feet. He came up slowly, a look of childish hurt and disappointment on his broad, flat face. He whined, “Gene… don’ leave me, Gene,” and began dragging himself toward the sound of the motor.
Shayne lay on his side and watched the big man’s faltering progress. Twice he fell on his face, twice he dragged himself up and went on.
A complete sense of lassitude enveloped Shayne. Why had Gene taken it on the lam instead of finishing him off with the. 45? None of it made any sense.
He rolled over and painfully drew himself to a sitting position. Sunlight glinted from Gene’s heavy automatic near his feet. He picked it up and let his breath out in a low whistle when he saw the trigger of the automatic smashed back against the guard, rendering the weapon useless.
As he stared in amazement, examining the weapon carefully, he realized that his one unaimed shot had struck the pistol at a vulnerable point. It was pure luck. He could not repeat such a performance in a thousand shots by taking careful aim. One of those once-in-a-lifetime accidents… and it had saved his life.
He rocked to his knees and stood up. When he broke through the underbrush fringing the shore, he stopped. A small motorboat with a single occupant was pulling away rapidly, already well beyond pistol range.
Pat was staggering down the sandy beach toward the water’s edge. There was a sharp, angry spat from the motorboat, and Pat’s giant body quivered as though a shot of electricity passed through him. He sank to his knees, then fell flat on his belly with his face in the damp sand.
Remaining crouched in the underbrush, Shayne’s features contorted into hard lines. If Gene had handled the rifle that morning he wouldn’t have missed the easy target Shayne made at the window of his hotel bedroom.
When the motorboat whipped around an arm of the shore-line and slid from view Shayne dragged himself to his car and drove away.



CHAPTER 9


In the emergency ward at the hospital Shayne gritted his teeth and winced when the doctor drew a strip of adhesive tape tight about his chest. “Does it have to be that tight, Doc?”
“It does. You’ve got a couple of cracked ribs to be held in place,” the doctor told him.
“Only two?” Shayne grinned. “I thought they were all busted on the right side.”
“It will likely feel that way for several days,” the doctor informed him cheerfully.
Shayne swung his legs painfully from the operating table. He could hear Will Gentry stamping around the reception room, and he grinned ruefully as he went out.
Gentry was savagely chewing on the butt of an unlit cigar. When they were in the corridor, he burst out:
“You’ve got to come clean, Mike. This is too big for one man. You can see that now.” He glared at Shayne’s mottled face.
Shayne’s lips were puffed and there was a purple bruise under his right eye. He said, “I thought I was doing all right playing it my way.”
“All right?” Gentry sputtered. “What have you accomplished except to try to get yourself killed and to look like hell?”
“I’ve got them worried,” Shayne argued. “They’re coming to me, just as I knew they would.”
“Yeh… they’re coming to you, all right. The next time will be the charm. You can’t go on shooting the triggers off guns.”
Shayne tried out another grin. He pushed the DOWN button for the elevator and said, “Something’s bound to break soon.”
“For the love of God,” Gentry pleaded, “let me take over, Mike. Tell me what you’ve got.”
Shayne shook his head stubbornly. “That would ruin everything. Right now they’re plenty panicked. They’ll quit trying to kill me after a while and come across with a proposition.”
Gentry took the cigar butt from his mouth, studied it with a heavy scowl, tossed it away and said, “You’re not waiting for that, are you?”
“I’m waiting for anything that turns up.”
Gentry hesitated, then asked, “Have you seen today’s News?”
“No.”
The elevator stopped and they got in. Gentry said in an undertone, “You’re not going to like it. Even Tim Rourke is beginning to wonder why you’re so stubborn about keeping the racket information to yourself.”
They stepped out of the elevator and Shayne said, “To hell with Rourke.”
“But that’s what everybody’s asking,” Gentry argued as they stepped out onto the street. “Look at the spot it puts me in. I let you get yourself killed… the only witness in a murder and racketeering set-up. So you’re a goddamned hero and I’m the goat. And the boys go on merrily running their Black Market.”
“We’re making progress,” Shayne assured him. “We’re smoking them out. We’ve got a description of the guy who took a pot-shot at me, and I’ll know Gene if I ever see him again. We know they use a motorboat. And you’ve got a. 45 that you can check against the bullets in that kid hobo’s body. The one who visited me early this morning. And you’ve got Pat’s corpse. Anything on him?”
“Not a damned thing. We’re checking on his prints, but as far as I know he’s not hooked up with any local outfit.”
“We wouldn’t have a damn one of those leads if I hadn’t stuck my neck out,” Shayne reminded him wearily. “You know I’m right. The minute I talk they’ll pull in their horns and go into hiding. As long as they have only one man to kill, they’ll keep on trying.”
Gentry was sullen as they walked toward Shayne’s car. He said, “I’m pulling Peterson and McNulty off their assignment. If you’re going to be a pigheaded fool there’s no use making the department look any sillier than necessary.”
“Thanks. That’ll save me the trouble of ditching them,” Shayne agreed. “I’ve got a six o’clock date and I don’t need any chaperons.”
“A date? You mean female stuff?” Gentry frowned.
“Yeh. I got to get some stuff to put on my upper lip.”
Gentry grunted. “Here’s a drugstore. I’ll wait out here while you get something to make yourself pretty.”
Shayne grinned painfully and turned into the drugstore, went back to the prescription department and spoke to the druggist. “Got anything that’ll help this lip of mine?”
The druggist examined the wound carefully, said, “I think I’ve got something that’ll fix you up.” He stepped from his cage and went to a row of shelves in the rear, took down a small carton, and handed it to Shayne. “Massage the lip at thirty-minute intervals. It’s the best thing I’ve found for bruises.”
Shayne said, “Thanks,” and paid the bill on his way out.
Gentry was waiting. He said, “There’s another thing… your other witness isn’t going to hold out very long.”
Shayne leaned against the building and opened the package, which contained a jar of yellowish salve. He smeared it on his lips slowly and thoughtfully, said, “You mean Carlton?”
“Yeh. He called up after reading about that rifle attack on you this morning. Wanted to know if that was a sample of the police protection I could give. And he’s called three times since noon wanting you. He’ll cave in when he hears about the fun you had at Tahiti.”
Shayne said grimly, “I’ll see that he doesn’t cave in.” He tossed the small carton toward the gutter and put the jar of salve in his pocket.
Gentry squinted up at him and asked, “What about this date you’ve got with a dame?”
“A gal I met today. A she-lawyer. One of those dames that look cold and intellectual, yet something tells you she’s nothing but a bottled-up volcano. Know what I mean? Ready to go off like a firecracker if a man lights the fuse.”
“I suppose you think you can light the fuse?”
Shayne grinned. The salve was beginning to limber his lip. He said, “I’m taking along a pocketful of matches.”
“Got anything to do with the Wilson case… or the racketeers?” Gentry asked suspiciously.
“Maybe.” He looked at his watch. “I got to be going now. See you later, Will.”
“See here, Mike,” Gentry called, but Shayne waved his hand and stalked to his car.
He drove out to Coral Gables and located the Carlton house in an exclusive residential district near the Biltmore Hotel. It was a large, two-story, Spanish-style stucco house with balconies and exterior stairways. He parked behind a police car in front and went up a flagged walk to ring the bell.
A maid opened the door and Shayne asked for Mr. Carlton. She led the way to a long library with the afternoon sun streaming through the west windows. There was a stone fireplace at one end of the room, and bookcases on either side with books which looked as though they had been read.
Carlton was seated at a desk in front of the fireplace. Another man stood beside the desk, leaning over and talking with Carlton in a low tone. In front of the windows a slender woman with a youthful face and snow-white hair reclined on a chaise longue reading a book. She looked up and Shayne met a pair of appraising blue eyes, but she made no move to greet him. Shayne was wondering why her hair was white when the maid announced:
“Mr. Shayne to see Mr. Carlton.”
Mr. Carlton pushed some papers back and got up. The other man stepped aside, thrusting his hands deep into the pockets of an untidy tan suit and looking at Shayne with an insolent frown. He was past middle age, with aquiline features and bushy black hair.
Carlton’s face looked haggard and his eyes were those of a frightened man. He said, “I’m glad to see you, Mr. Shayne. I’ve been trying to reach you by telephone.”
The white-haired lady coughed delicately. Carlton turned to her and said, “Mr. Shayne, this is Mrs. Carlton.”
She closed her book with a finger between the pages and said, “You look more like a truck driver than a detective, Mr. Shayne,” but her eyes held a pleasurable glint.
“I can drive a truck, too,” Shayne told her.
“You’ve been hurt,” she said, her blue eyes lingering on his face. “Have you had another encounter with those gangsters?”
“Yes… for heaven’s sake, Shayne,” Carlton broke in with a tremolo of fear. “You’re all battered up.”
Shayne laughed and touched his swollen, salved lip. “A bee stung me. I’m allergic to bees,” he added gravely to Mrs. Carlton.
“This is scarcely the time for joking,” Carlton reprimanded.
“I didn’t know whether you wanted to discuss business just now,” Shayne apologized. He looked at the man standing back from Carlton’s desk.
“Oh yes… Mr. Bartel knows all about it. Bartel is my compositor and pressman,” Carlton added. “He brought these items up from the office for my okay.” He indicated the litter of proofs and newspaper cuts on the desk.
Studying Bartel with intent eyes, Shayne frowned and said, “Haven’t we met before?”
“I don’t think so.” Bartel’s aloof tone indicated that he would be pleased if they didn’t meet again.
Shayne shrugged and moved close to the desk to ask, “Just what is your business, Carlton?”
“I publish the Coral Gables Trumpet.” He bent forward and opened a drawer.
“Weekly?”
“Yes.” He straightened up and offered Shayne a folded sheet of paper. “I received this threat in the morning mail.”
The threat was typed. On the same Hammond Bond which had been used for Shayne’s letter. It, too, was unsigned and read:

“Maybe your eyesight is too good for your health. You’ve got till tomorrow to decide you made a mistake last night.”

Carlton watched Shayne’s face as he read the note, then said anxiously, “I’m afraid I did make a mistake.”
“You mean you think you can’t identify the killers?”
“Precisely. I’m afraid I let my natural desire to be of help run away with me.”
Shayne laid the anonymous threat down. “You had to expect something like this. They’re not passing up any bets.”
“That’s just what I told you, Herbert,” Mrs. Carlton said sharply.
Shayne looked at the publisher’s wife. A flicker of disdain curled her unrouged lips. Bartel had quietly moved away from the desk and was sitting in a chair near the window a little behind Mrs. Carlton. He sat stiffly with his legs crossed and his arms folded, staring impassively through the window. There was a curious air of tension between the trio that made Shayne’s Irish blood pound a little faster. He studied the two by the window gravely for a moment, then turned to Carlton.
“You have a policeman on guard, haven’t you, Carlton?”
“What good is a policeman?” Carlton’s voice rose nervously. “I understand there were two on guard at your door when the rifle bullet was fired at you. I am a prisoner in my own house,” he went on fretfully. “I dare not go to my office. Though we get the Trumpet out only once a week we have a large volume of commercial printing and I can’t afford to be away from my office this way. It’s a preposterous situation.”
“It won’t last long,” Shayne said with assurance. “Another day or so and…”
“You don’t understand,” Carlton interrupted. “I’m positive I wouldn’t recognize either of those men again.”
Shayne said, “It’s cowards like you who encourage rackets and murder.”
There was a long moment of flat silence in the sunlit library. Carlton sat down heavily behind the desk. His eyes were steely and focused on Shayne. He said, “I’ll have to ask you to apologize for that, Shayne.”
“Don’t be absurd, Herbert.” Mrs. Carlton’s voice dripped malice. “Mr. Shayne is simply saying what everyone else will be thinking.”
Carlton’s face grew flaccid. He said, “Laura!” hoarsely.
“Don’t you agree with me, Mr. Bartel?” she asked.
Shayne turned again to look at them. Bartel was still staring out the window. Mrs. Carlton’s profile showed intense concentration, as though his reply mattered terribly to her.
Bartel said gruffly, “It’s not for me to say.”
Shayne didn’t see the man’s lips move, though his words came clearly across the room.
Laura Carlton turned from him and looked directly at Shayne. She said in a tired voice, “You can see how it is. I’ve tried to argue with Herbert. After all those editorials he’s written about Americanism, too. About putting shoulders to the wheel, being a good soldier on the home front, the necessity for rationing restrictions…” She paused with her voice high, as though she would add more if her memory served her.
Carlton flushed at his wife’s tone and put his head in his hands.
Laura went on slowly, “I was almost proud of you last night when you told me what you had done. That was foolish of me. After being married to you all these years…” Her upper lip curled away from nice teeth. She stood up suddenly and pulled a silken bell cord. “I need a drink,” she said, looking at Shayne.
He nodded. “It might help to wash the taste out.”
Turning to Bartel, she asked, “Will you join us?”
“Just a small one before I go back to the office,” he said in his odd, tight-lipped tone, and did not look at her.
The maid appeared in the doorway. Mrs. Carlton said, “Scotch, Emily… for three.”
When the maid went away Carlton lifted his head from his hands and said, “Must we quarrel before a stranger, Laura?”
“I’m not quarreling.” To Shayne she said, “I’m ashamed of my husband.”
“Would you like a cigarette?”
“Please.”
Shayne stood beside the chaise longue and she took a cigarette from his pack. The maid brought a tray holding three tall glasses, a bottle of Scotch, an icetub of cubes, a siphon, and three large ponies. As Mrs. Carlton put ice in the tall glasses, Bartel got up stiffly and said, “No soda for me.”
She filled a pony and passed it to him, then glanced up at Shayne inquiringly, tilted the bottle over his glass. He nodded when it was half full. She poured as much in her glass and filled them with soda.
Bartel drank his and set the small glass back on the tray. He said to Carlton, “You can send that stuff down after you’ve checked it,” and went out abruptly.
Laura Carlton held her glass out to touch Shayne’s and said, “Here’s to happy hunting, Mr. Shayne.”
In the silence, as they drank, Carlton snapped from the desk, “You might have some consideration for my feelings, Laura. You know I don’t approve of your drinking in the afternoon.”
She ignored his plea, raised her eyes to Shayne and said, “It must be wonderful to live dangerously.”
“It takes all kinds to make up the world,” Shayne responded genially.
“And I had to draw Herbert.” She emptied her glass and reached for the whisky bottle.
Carlton said, “Laura,” forlornly, as though he knew she would not answer.
She didn’t. She said between her teeth, “I hate little people. I detest hypocrisy. Don’t you, Mr. Shayne?”
“That gives you a lot of detesting to do,” he said.
“Do you think they’ll kill you?” she asked suddenly.
“They’ll do their best.”
“They’ll probably succeed.” She sounded very sad. “And after I’ve just met you, Michael.”
Shayne grinned. “I’m hard to kill.”
“But they’ll get you, and Herbert will keep on living. And I’ll keep on living with him, because I’m a coward, too, Michael.” Twin tears rolled down her smooth cheeks. She sank back on the chaise longue with a glass of whisky between her palms.
Shayne took out a handkerchief and wiped the tears away. He heard Carlton get up and move hesitantly toward them across the soft rose rug, but kept his back turned.
Laura caught Shayne’s wrist and held it tightly. “You’re not afraid of anything, are you?”
“Laura!” Carlton spoke harshly from close behind Shayne. “You’re making a ridiculous scene. I demand that you go to your room at once. You’re disgustingly drunk.”
“Go down and publish your paper,” she said thickly. “You know, I hate you.”
Carlton stepped forward to face Shayne. He said meekly, “Perhaps you’ll listen to reason, Shayne. Surely you can see that my wife is… indisposed.”
Shayne stood up, wincing with pain from his broken ribs. He looked at Laura Carlton as he finished his drink and thought he knew why her hair was white. He said, “I feel sorry for you, Carlton.”
“Your opinion does not interest me.”
“You were almost a man for a little while last night,” Shayne reminded him.
“The maid will show you out,” he said severely.
Mrs. Carlton pulled herself up and said tearfully, “I wish you’d stay, Michael.”
“I’ll be back and we’ll have another drink together,” he promised with a puffy smile.
Carlton seized his arm as he turned toward the door. His grip was surprisingly strong. He exclaimed, “It isn’t fair… what either of you think. I tell you I’ve decided…”
“Save it for the editorial page,” Shayne said. He shook the editor’s hand from his arm, and Carlton turned away in despair.
Laura had dropped back against the cushions and her blue eyes were closed when he said, “Good-by.”
Bending over her slightly, Shayne slid the first two fingers of one hand inside the shot glass Bartel had used, and widened them against the inner edges. He dropped the glass into his pocket, turned and went out of the library, down the wide hallway and out into the sunlight. He glanced over his shoulder and shivered as he went down the circuitous flagged walk to his car. He felt sorry as hell for Laura Carlton.
The sun was dipping low in the west as he drove to Miami police headquarters. He went directly to Chief Gentry’s private office.
Gentry looked up hopefully as Shayne walked in. “Well… well,” he began jovially.
Shayne said hastily, “I’m still fishing, Will.” He took a handkerchief from his pocket and carefully lifted the shot glass from his coat pocket. Setting it on Gentry’s desk, he explained, “A guy who says his name is Bartel drank out of this. I think he has a record. Check the prints for me, Will… and quick.”
Gentry nodded unhappily. “I sit here waiting for things to break,” he said sadly, “and you bring me a whisky glass.”
Shayne had the bottle of salve out and was smearing some of it on his upper lip. Replacing it, he said, “Well… so long.”
“Where you off to now?”
“I’ve still got that date. Remember? The she-lawyer.”
Gentry grunted. “If you walk into a bullet…”
“No woman has ever had to protect herself from me. You ought to know that, Will.” He waved a big hand and closed the door as he went out.



CHAPTER 10


When Shayne entered the hotel-apartment lobby, Roger, the day clerk, reached into a pigeonhole and took out several slips of paper. He beckoned to Shayne, winked significantly, and handed him a handful of papers.
“There’s a lady waiting to see you,” Roger whispered. “She’s on that couch between the two palms.”
Shayne fanned the slips of paper out. All were telephone messages, and all from Herbert Carlton. He turned slowly, leaning an elbow on the desk, and looked toward the couch.
He had never seen the girl who sat there. She wore a plain cloth hat with the brim rolled in the back and pulled down over her forehead, partially obscuring her face. Her dress was of some cheap material with red flowers and a white belt drawn tight around her slim waist. The skirt was short and skimpy and she kept pulling it down over her bony knees. Thin legs stretched out in front of her, her match-stick ankles were crossed. She wore red shoes with absurdly high heels. Her hands were folded in her lap and she appeared to stare fixedly down at the tips of the stocking toes sticking from the open-toed shoes.
Shayne studied her for a moment before asking Roger, “Did she give any name?”
“No sir. She’s been sitting there an hour maybe. Made me promise I’d tell her the minute you came in. She said she’d wait all night if she had to,” he went on excitedly, “when I told her you mightn’t be back this afternoon.” He kept looking at Shayne’s bruised face and swollen lips, but didn’t ask any questions.
Shayne dropped the telephone messages into the wastebasket, lit a cigarette, and walked across to the girl. He said, “The clerk says you’re waiting for me.”
She gave a start and looked up at him. “Yes… yes, that is… I’ve been waiting quite a while.”
Shayne saw that she was very young. Her cheeks were hollow and her eyes much too big for her face. Heavy rouge did not hide the dark circles of weariness beneath her eyes. Her mouth was too wide to be pretty, but the bone structure of her face would have been nice with more flesh over it.
She uncrossed her ankles and drew her legs up with her knees tight together. She wore a plain gold wedding ring and a large imitation diamond on her left hand.
Shayne said, “I haven’t much time. If you could tell me what you want…”
She sprang up and said, “I won’t take much time. Can we go some place and talk?”
When Shayne hesitated she put one hand on his forearm and gripped it with fingers that were like thin talons. “Please. I’ve got to talk to you.”
“We’ll go up to my office,” he said, taking her hand from his arm and placing his palm under her sharp elbow. They went up in the elevator and down the corridor silently.
Inside the office with the door closed she faced him squarely, her face taut and her eyes filled with fear. She asked, “Did my husband kill Mr. Wilson?”
“Your husband?”
“Yes. Did he commit that awful murder? I’ve got to know. Can’t you see I’m almost crazy not knowing?” Her voice trembled.
Shayne tossed his hat on a hook and said, “Sit down and try to relax.” He went to a wall cabinet and came back with a glass of wine.
“No… no,” she cried, “I don’t want any wine. I want to know whether Eddie’s a murderer.”
Shayne sat down opposite her and asked, “What is your husband’s name besides Eddie?”
“Edward Seeney.” Her enormous eyes were fixed on him fearfully when she spoke the name.
Shayne shook his head. “Unfortunately I don’t know the name of the man who killed Clem Wilson.”
“But the paper said…”
“Clem did talk to me just before he was killed, but he didn’t have time to mention any names. Tell me, why do you think your husband might be a murderer?”
Mrs. Seeney sat on the extreme edge of the chair with her thin legs under her at an angle indicating her readiness to leap up at the slightest provocation. “Was Mr. Wilson killed on account of some kind of gasoline deal like the paper said?”
A deep frown creased Shayne’s forehead. “I’m not answering any questions. Some people are damned anxious to find out how much I know. You may have been sent by them.”
“I’m not,” she cried, “I swear I’m not.” She leaned eagerly toward him. “I’m just crazy worried about Eddie.”
Shayne said, “Maybe. You go ahead and do the talking.” He got up and went into the bathroom, leaving the door open. He peered at his face in the mirror and was astonished to see that much of the swelling had gone from his lips. The salve, by God, was doing its stuff. He reasoned that if a little did a little good, a lot would do more. He took the jar from his pocket and smeared some more on.
When he went back into the room Mrs. Seeney was crouched back in her chair looking diminutive and appallingly childish to be a married woman. Shayne offered her a cigarette.
She shook her head listlessly. “Thanks. I don’t smoke.”
Shayne lit one and sat down. He explained, “I know a lot of things about Clem Wilson’s murder and I’m finding out more all the time. If you’ll explain about your husband… why you think he may be guilty… I’ll probably be able to add things up and give you some kind of an answer.”
“Well, Eddie has changed lately,” she said, pulling herself erect, “since the war and all. We got married just before the first draft. Just enough so it kept Eddie out. We were crazy about each other, and I couldn’t stand to think of him having to go to war.” A note of bitterness tightened her voice on the last words.
“You must have been very young,” Shayne suggested.
“I was sixteen. Eddie and me eloped and we were awful happy. Then, when the baby came it seemed like he changed. He took to drinking and he admitted the only reason he married me was to get out of the draft. Well… I don’t want him to be drafted and taken away from me, but I didn’t figure on it the way Eddie did.”
Shayne smoked his cigarette and didn’t look at the girl.
“Eddie had a good job then,” she went on falteringly. “He sold a line of accessories to filling stations all up and down the coast. Then… priorities and things started, and pretty soon there wasn’t anything to sell.”
She stopped talking, and when Shayne glanced at her, her big eyes appealed to him for understanding.
“I’m listening,” he said gently, “go on.”
“Maybe I shouldn’t be telling you all this,” she said in a small voice. “None of it counts… now. What’s important is…”
“All of it counts,” Shayne told her. “Every little thing about Eddie counts. They all add up. What happened after he lost his job?”
“We… we didn’t have any money saved up and things were awful hard. He got some odd jobs off and on, but he’d drink most of the money up. Then last month he got a new job. He bragged about how good it was. He gave me money for the house and bought a car for himself. But he never has told me what he does. He stays away a lot. Mostly at night, and he’s only got a B card, but he always has lots of gasoline. I noticed last week he had two new tires, but whenever I ask him about the gas and tires he laughs and says he’s got connections.”
“So you think he’s mixed up in some kind of racket?”
“I… I don’t know. It’s got so I’m afraid to think.” A frown came between her smooth brows, stayed for an instant, and flickered away as she continued, “Eddie started carrying a gun after he got his new job. I saw it in his coat pocket. He got mad when I asked him why he needed to carry a gun.”
“What kind of a gun?”
“I don’t know… a pistol. Not a very big one,” she answered vaguely.
“What kind of car did he buy?”
“It’s a Chevrolet sedan… nineteen forty-one model. It’s black,” she ended breathlessly, straining toward him with stricken eyes, “and the Herald said…”
“There are ten thousand black sedans in Miami,” Shayne told her gently. “What happened last night to make you suspect that Eddie committed the murder?”
Mrs. Seeney wrung her hands together. “Well, he was gone all afternoon and evening. When he came home he’d been drinking… almost drunk… and there was lipstick on his mouth and face.” She began to cry silently and fumbled with the zipper of her purse to get a handkerchief. She wiped her eyes and blew her nose gently, then huddled back in the chair. Her skirt crept up over her knees, showing thighs no larger than Shayne’s forearms, but she did not notice it now.
Shayne swore softly, got up and went to the liquor cabinet, took down a square bottle of Cointreau which he kept for mixing sidecars, poured a jigger into the bottom of a wine glass and carried it back to her. He touched her shoulder and said, “Try sipping this. You can’t go to pieces now.”
She turned her tear-streaked face away, but her fingers reached for the glass. As she lifted it obediently to her lips, Shayne went back to the cabinet and poured a drink of cognac.
She had stopped crying when he returned and had shifted her position to one of comfort by drawing one leg under her and leaning her elbow on the upholstered arm of the chair. The liquor had brought some color to her pale cheeks and she began to speak rapidly:
“Eddie was drunk, as I said. Drunker than I ever saw him. He was so disgusting… vomiting on the bathroom floor and I had to take off his clothes and get him to bed. It was about two o’clock when he got home.” She stopped and chewed on her underlip, twisting her thin fingers together. Her eyes were flooded with tears, but she didn’t cry again.
Shayne waited for her to go on. He was certain, now, that she was on the level.
“That was more than I could stand,” she went on after a little while. “I decided to leave him. I had threatened to before, and he always got mad and said he’d beat me if I did. It was the draft, you see. I stayed on because I felt guilty too, but after we got in the war I didn’t feel the way I did before. But Eddie figured he was safe as long as he had a wife and baby. If I left him he was afraid they’d put him in one-A.
“Well, after I got him to bed last night I was determined to find out what I could, so I went through his pockets. He had a lot of money… over two hundred dollars. I took exactly half. There wasn’t any gun in his pockets, but I found a list of names written on a typewriter.” She paused, shivered violently, and looked at Shayne.
Shayne’s gray eyes were soft and sympathetic. He asked, “Would you like another sip of wine?”
“Could I? Just a little. It makes me feel… stronger.”
Shayne took her glass and poured a small portion of the sweet liquor into it. He sat down as he handed it to her, asked, “What about the list of names?”
“I don’t know anything about business, of course,” she said. “Some of the names had a checkmark in pencil and some weren’t marked at all. Two of them had a pencil line drawn through them.” Her voice trembled and slid into silence. She took a sip from her glass. She lowered her eyes to her lap, but no tears came out.
“Then you’ve left Eddie… left home?” Shayne prompted.
“No… well, I didn’t leave then. The baby was sick and I didn’t want to take her out at night. But… I hid my half of Eddie’s money and I wired my folks I’d be home today. They live up at Sebring.”
Shayne looked at his watch when she stopped talking. It was five-thirty. He took the jar from his pocket and rubbed some more salve on his lips. His upper lip was feeling almost normal again.
Mrs. Seeney roused and said, “I couldn’t sleep all night. Jessica… that’s the baby… kept waking up and crying. She had a little fever and I was busy with her. When the Herald came I read about the murder last night and I remembered that one of the names crossed out on Eddie’s list was the same as the man who was murdered… Clem Wilson.” She had drunk the small portion of Cointreau Shayne had poured. The glass sagged in her right hand, resting against the cushion of the chair. She stared at him with big dark eyes that seemed empty of emotion.
Shayne frowned. “Now let’s get this straight. You saw a typewritten list of names with two of them crossed out. One of those was Clem Wilson.”
She nodded mutely.
“What was the other name?”
“I don’t know. I can’t remember. As soon as I read about the rationing racket and all I began remembering all those things about Eddie’s new job… the amount of gas he has and his new tires. I remembered the gun… and then that list.” She shuddered and slumped in the chair.
Shayne stood up and caught her bony shoulders in his big hands. “All this is very important,” he said. “What did you do then?”
She wriggled, pulled her foot from under her and planted it solidly on the floor beside the other. She appeared to have gained control of her fear and her emotions. She said, “I didn’t know what to do. I kept thinking about the baby. I couldn’t stand to think of calling the police and telling them about Eddie.” Her voice broke, but she straightened her shoulders and went on:
“The more I thought about it the more I knew I had to see you. It was bad enough for me having a slacker for a husband, but thinking of Jessica having a father who was a murderer… a traitor… like the paper said, and I couldn’t stand that. So I packed up and got ready to go. I left the baby with a friend and came over here to see you.”
Shayne looked at his watch again and asked, “When does your train leave?”
“At six-thirty. Do you think…?”
“You’ve done the right thing,” Shayne interrupted hastily, “and your husband has a lot of explaining to do.” Shayne got up and took a pencil and a sheet of paper from a drawer. “Give me a description of your husband… everything about him.” He had the pencil poised, ready to write.
“Well… Eddie is twenty-four years old. His hair is brown like his eyes, and he is dark. Sort of good-looking. He’s not very tall…”
“Know of any places he might go nights when he doesn’t come home?” Shayne asked.
“He goes to the Heigh-Ho club sometimes… somewhere on Seventy-ninth… beyond Little River.”
“Have you got a picture of him?”
“Oh, yes. It’s hanging on the wall in our apartment.” She gave him the number of an apartment in the northwest section.
“What’s his license number on the Chevrolet?”
“I never noticed,” she admitted.
Shayne jotted down the information, then said, “The best thing for you is to take Jessica and go home to your mother. Give me your address there and I’ll let you know how things turn out.”
She gave him the address of her parents in Sebring and stood up shakily.
Shayne went to the door with her and asked, “Do you have to go back to your apartment? Where’s your baby?”
“I’ve got my things checked at the depot,” she told him. “And Mrs. Jones… the friend I left the baby with… lives in an apartment here in town.”
Shayne said, “That’s fine.” He patted her shoulder and said, “Try not to worry about things. A clean break with Eddie will be the best thing that can happen to you.”
She appeared to have matured in the short time during which she had poured out her troubles to Shayne. She looked up at him with dry eyes and said, “I think you’re right, Mr. Shayne, and I’m thankful to you.”
Shayne went back into his apartment and telephoned Will Gentry. He gave the chief of detectives a succinct resume of Mrs. Seeney’s damning information against her husband, a complete description of Eddie and the address of the apartment. “His car was bought here about a month ago, Will,” he said, “and you can look up the number. I’d put a man at his apartment if I were you, and get out a pick-up on Eddie.”
“You think he’s the one, Mike? Does he fit with the dope you got from Wilson?”
“I’m pretty sure Seeney can tell us a lot of things we need,” Shayne told him grimly. “I’d like to know the minute you pick him up and have a chance to sit in while he’s being grilled.”
“Damn it, Mike,” Gentry complained, “I don’t believe you know a hell of a lot more than I do about this case. Sounds to me like you’re fumbling in the dark.”
“I’m finding things out,” Shayne reminded him. “That’s more than you’re doing.” He hung up and grinned.
It was almost six o’clock.
Shayne went into the bathroom and inspected his lips, washed them carefully with soap to get the salve off, then took a quick shave before keeping his cocktail date with Edna Taylor, vice-president of the Motorist Protective Association.



CHAPTER 11


The address Edna Taylor had given him took him to a winding street on the bayfront east of Brickwell Avenue, a section taken over, for the most part, by rambling estates of the very wealthy. Miss Taylor’s bungalow was a small house of weathered rock tucked in between forbidding walled-in estates on either side, charmingly rustic and appealing in its setting of green lawns and cocopalms.
The cottage was situated on the edge of the bay at the end of a hundred-foot strip of ground leading down from the street. Red and purple bougainvillea intermingled with bright orange flamevine, having outgrown the slender trellises, ran rampant over the south side and upward to partially cover the roof.
A concrete driveway led in along the side of the lawn and a polished coupe was parked under the porte cochere. The coupe carried a Washington, D.C. license plate.
Shayne parked behind the car and got out. The bay waters rippled with red and gold and deep purple, reflecting the colorful clouds obscuring the setting sun. A gentle wind from the east splashed the wider waves against a low concrete bulwark, making a musical sound. Palms and Australian pine moved whisperingly, gleaming already in the light of a full moon riding low in the eastern sky.
There was a peaceful feeling of isolation in the protection afforded by the walls sloping down on either side to the edge of the water. Shayne stood for a moment taking in the scene before circling the coupe and making his way to the door.
The exterior of the smaller dwelling was decorated to conform with the old mansions. The massive wooden door looked weatherbeaten, and the heavy wrought-iron knocker was worn.
Shayne knocked twice. The door opened almost immediately and Miss Taylor smiled up at him. She said, “Do come in, Mr. Shayne,” in a welcoming lilt.
He stepped into a low square room with heavy hand-decorated beams overhead. Two ship’s lanterns were suspended from the center beam, wired for electricity, but with dim globes which gave off the yellowish light of kerosene wicks. Bright hand-woven rugs were strategically placed on the polished oak floor, and the furniture was of a simple, massive design. A wide fireplace of native rock was laid with driftwood, and a silver cocktail shaker was gathering frost on the mantel.
Edna Taylor still wore the tailored gray suit she had worn that morning, but her hair was brushed out in soft honey-colored ringlets and she held out a firm hand to Shayne.
“I’m late,” he apologized. “Got tied up with some things at my office.”
“Only five minutes,” she said, glancing at her watch. “If you’d come earlier you’d have caught me with a dirty face.” Her hazel eyes deepened with concern when she spoke of the bruise on his cheek. “Have things been happening to you?”
“Things are always happening to me.” Shayne tossed his hat onto a stiff occasional chair and looked around the room with approval. “You certainly have an attractive place here.”
“It’s no credit to me,” she told him gaily. “It belongs to a friend who couldn’t get down this season. I’m acting in the capacity of caretaker.”
“Nice work.” Shayne gave her a cigarette and took one for himself. She came close to him and he touched a match flame to both.
She said, “Do sit down,” indicating a comfortable chair.
Dropping into a chair close by she shook her head to loosen her curls so that they softened the contour of her face. Stretching her well-formed legs out she said, “Oh… this is nice.”
Shayne grinned. “I like you here better than in an office.”
“Oh, damn the office. And call me Edna. I get so tired of being ‘Miss Taylor, head of our legal department,’” she said, mimicking Brannigan’s tone.
“It’s the price you pay for having brains. You overawe men.”
“I don’t overawe you, do I?” The yellowish light from the ship’s lanterns was soft upon her face as she turned her eyes anxiously toward him.
“Not here,” Shayne assured her.
She put out her half-smoked cigarette and stood up. “I’m glad it’s different here,” she said in a rich contralto. “Excuse me a moment.” She went out of the room with long-limbed graceful strides.
Shayne crushed his cigarette in a brass ashtray, let his head sink back against the cushioned chair, clasped his hands above it and felt relief from the pressure of the bandage.
She returned after a moment, took the shaker from the mantel and poured cocktails into round, hammered copper bowls. She said, “I had just time to shake up some sidecars before you came,” and handed one to him.
Shayne raised bushy brows and said, “Sidecars,” in a tone of pleased surprise.
“They’re your favorite, aren’t they?” She resumed her seat and lifted her bowl from the end table beside her chair.
“I know a lot of things about you, Michael Shayne.” She made three soft syllables of his first name.
“I’m flattered.” He took a sip of the drink.
“You’re not… really,” she charged gaily. “How is it?”
“As good as I ever made,” he declared.
“Meaning that’s the highest accolade?” she laughed.
“If that means what I think it does, you’re right. What else do you know about me?”
“You’re tough and ruthless and mercenary. You solve cases your own way and set your own fees and drive the police department crazy.” She chuckled deep in her throat and her eyes danced.
“Well, what do you know… and I’m just a child at heart,” he muttered.
“You intend that for sarcasm,” she told him quietly, “but it’s true. Your toughness is all on the surface.”
“Am I being psychoanalyzed?”
“It’s my legalistic mind. I spent most of the afternoon reading up on you in old newspaper files.”
“Now, I am flattered,” Shayne said musingly. He emptied his glass and set it on the table beside him.
“You needn’t be. You see, I want something from you and I merely studied the best approach.”
“Your sidecars are a good beginning.”
She got up and brought the shaker, leaned over to refill his bowl. He looked up into her eyes and surprised a faint flush on her cheeks. “I’m not going to deny that I thought they would be.” She set the shaker on the table beside him. The line of her throat was smooth and girlish and her breasts swelled the tailored coat in wholly satisfactory curves.
“Let’s not rush things,” Shayne said. “I’m afraid I’ll say no to your proposition and then you won’t pour any more cocktails and I’ll have to leave and I don’t want to. I haven’t been so relaxed for a long time.”
She went back to her chair, sat down and clasped both hands around one knee which was crossed over the other. “I don’t think you’re going to say no,” she said with deep-toned conviction, “for I’m going to advance a lot of good arguments.”
“You’re strangely direct for a lawyer,” he opinioned.
“That’s because I’ve been studying you. I believe subtleties would irritate you.”
He said, “Clever women frighten me.”
“No… they don’t. That’s just a pose, Michael. You can be as direct as I am.”
“I could if you wouldn’t sit so far away from me.”
She studied him intently for a moment. She sighed and said, “I thought we would be completely businesslike… impersonal.”
“You lie,” Shayne muttered. “You didn’t think that. You weren’t impersonal at the office this morning.”
Her breathing quickened. She did not look at him when she said, “You are a strange man.”
“I’m not,” he contradicted roughly. “We’re alone here. You arranged it that way. You wouldn’t have done that if you expected to keep our discussion impersonal.”
She blushed furiously and lowered her eyes to the copper bowl in her hands. “Now I’m afraid of you.”
“You’re afraid of yourself,” he said gruffly. “Right now you’ve got a tingle inside. You’re afraid of that.”
“Perhaps I am.”
Shayne painfully drew his taped torso erect from his comfortable position, drained his bowl for the second time. “What do you want from me?” he demanded.
She finished her drink before answering, looked levelly at him and said, “I want to talk to you about the Wilson case.”
“Go ahead.”
“How much do you actually know, Michael?”
His nostrils flared. “So you’re a stooge for Brannigan.”
“No. I’ll swear I’m not.”
“Just feminine curiosity?” His mouth curved ironically.
“It’s a lot more than that. I have to know if it’s something we can really use.”
“You’ll have to take my word for it.”
“Then he was murdered by ration racketeers?”
Shayne nodded and said curtly, “That much is free.”
Edna Taylor drew in a long breath. “It’s worth a million dollars, Michael, if we handle it right.”
“We?” He poured another drink from the shaker.
“To you… and to me.”
“What about Brannigan?”
She said swiftly, “Brannigan is out. We don’t need him.”
“So? How about his organization? He’s the president of the Motorist Protective Association.”
She made a derisive gesture. “He is a little man, Michael. He has no vision. He’s satisfied with things as they are… a paltry few thousand per year and the title of president.”
“And you?”
She got up and paced the length of the room, came back to get her bowl and poured a drink. After swallowing half of it at once, she spoke swiftly and with rising excitement:
“This thing is just beginning. In six months it can be the biggest thing in the country. Why stop with motorists? Everything else is being rationed. Why not a Consumer’s Protective League… with every citizen of the United States as a potential member? We spread out… establish key offices throughout the country. With the right sort of publicity the idea will spread like wildfire.” She paused with her head held at a dramatic angle, her eyes staring at the rafters. “Fifty million members isn’t impossible,” she ended, lowering her gaze to meet his.
“What,” asked Shayne, “do you plan to protect consumers from?”
An irritated frown flickered between her brows. “We render the same services we now render motorists. Advise them about ration problems, find legal loopholes and methods by which our membership is able to get a jump ahead of non-members.”
“Which would mean a complete breakdown in the rationing system,” Shayne stated flatly and without enthusiasm.
She drank the last of her drink and began pacing again. “No… not that at all. It’s really protection against their own ignorance. The government expects everyone to take full advantage of the law. It’s like the income tax. It isn’t unpatriotic to protect oneself by legal advice against paying excessive amounts.”
Shayne said, “All right. Granted that it’s legal, and even that it’s dubiously ethical, where do I come in?”
She stopped in front of him. “As a partner, of course. You and I together.”
“What have I got to offer? I’m a private detective.”
“You could continue running down ration frauds. That would be an important part of our service. People hesitate to report chiseling neighbors to the Government, but we would break down that prejudice so far as our organization is concerned. When you crack the Wilson case as a starter, we launch our new league on the wave of nationwide publicity that follows.”
Shayne smiled grimly. “You’re taking in a lot of territory. You’d find competitive organizations springing up everywhere, and they wouldn’t bother to be so legal. The light sentences and fines being imposed on out-and-out racketeers… and criminals of every sort… by the judges in this country encourage sabotage. The higher-ups can always produce a goat, so they have no fear of the law.”
Her shoulders drooped and she clasped her hands tightly together. She regarded him intently for a moment, then said, “We would have nothing to fear on the legal side. Don’t you think you could work with me?”
“And keep our relationship impersonal?” he asked roughly.
“Perhaps that wouldn’t be necessary,” she said quietly.
Shayne lit a cigarette and leaned back comfortably. He didn’t say anything.
She continued to stand before him. “You haven’t said no yet, have you?”
He did not look at her. His eyes were half-closed and there was a deep crease between his brows.
Suddenly she took a step backward, turned, and said, “I’m sorry I hadn’t time to change before you came. Do you mind?”
Shayne muttered, “Not at all.”
He had a hunch he ought to get the hell out before she came back, but he didn’t like to run away. He poured another drink and sipped it moodily. He should be at work. He tried to convince himself that he was at work. He knew he was getting drunk… pleasantly drunk.
He told himself he didn’t trust Edna Taylor. Not worth a damn. She had too many glib arguments. You couldn’t trust a glib woman. She was after something, he wasn’t quite sure yet what it was. She had made it sound simple enough, but he wasn’t sure it was so simple. He had never believed in the theory of income-tax experts. He had always taken his beating every March with the reassuring belief that it was the right thing to do. Maybe he was wrong.
He took another drink and ground out his cigarette. He heard Edna come into the room and turned to look at her.
She wore a pair of white satin pajamas and a hip length Mandarin coat of heavy brocaded satin. The coat had a high collar buttoned under her chin, and her feet were encased in white, furry slippers. She lowered her eyes and said, “I feel deliciously sinful.”
“You look like something good to eat,” he muttered.
She was highly rouged and her hair was combed into a mass of loose honey-curls. She asked, “Do you like this better than tweeds?”
“Much better.”
She poured a drink, complaining, “You’re not being a bit helpful.”
“What do you want me to do?”
“I don’t know,” she confessed. “I can’t quote any precedents.” She laughed shakily.
Shayne reminded her harshly, “You’re the one who’s making the propositions.”
“You’re a hard man, Michael Shayne,” she told him with a slight shudder. She emptied her bowl and walked over to set it on the mantel. It clattered to the hearth and the room rang with a gong-like sound. She giggled and said in a small voice, “I guess I’m drunk.”
Shayne remained stubbornly silent.
She came toward him, stopped close beside his chair and said, “I don’t know much about leading a man on. I thought… you might attack me.”
Shayne grinned up at her. “You’re the one who’s selling a bill of goods.”
“You’re being mean,” she accused, her eyes luminous. She lowered her hands to the arms of his chair and pressed her face against his. Her breath was hot on his cheek and she moved her face slowly until her mouth covered his. She tensed and her lips clung fiercely. His lips remained flaccid, and she drew herself upright with a choked laugh. “Aren’t you going to do anything?”
He said, “You’re doing all right.”
She backed away from him and collapsed on the divan, curling her legs under her. She said bitterly, “So you’ve made me feel like a prostitute.” She buried her face in her hands and began to cry.
Shayne watched her closely for a moment before saying, “Maybe you’re on the level. I’ll be damned if I know.”
“What do you mean?” she sobered.
Shayne made a grimace. “This whole set-up… it stinks. Why is my information on the Wilson case so important to you?”
She lifted her head and her wet hazel eyes smouldered with anger. “Get out!” she ordered between clenched teeth. “I hate you! Do you hear me… get out!”
Shayne winced with pain as he came up from the deep chair. He went over to sit on the couch beside her and laid a big hand on her shoulder. He said hoarsely, “Maybe I’m crazy,” and patted her. Abruptly he asked, “What do you know about Eddie Seeney?”
She stopped trembling and sat up to ask wonderingly, “Who?”
“Eddie Seeney. He works for your outfit, doesn’t he?”
She worked her lips together to moisten them. Her eyes were blank and bewildered. “I don’t know… what you mean.”
Shayne’s hand was still on her shoulder. She caught it and pulled it gently around her neck and snuggled against it.
“I guess we were both fools,” she murmured. “It simply wouldn’t work, would it? I’ve spent too much time pouring over law books to know how to be alluring. And you… you’ve lived on the edge of suspicion too long. You can’t let go, no matter how hard you try.” She pressed his hand down hard against her body and he felt the throbbing of her hot flesh beneath his palm.
Her other arm curved up around his neck. She pulled his face down to hers and widened her moist lips to receive his kiss. They stayed like that for a long time, then she sighed and her lips slid away from his. She twisted her body to press her face against his chest. “So, it’s like this,” she murmured. “I’ve been missing a lot, haven’t I?”
Shayne winced with pain as she pressed against him. He asked, “How old are you?”
“Thirty-two, Michael. Thirty-two empty years behind me. Don’t ever let me go. I’ve dreamt of this… through lonely nights.”
Shayne cautiously pressed her body with his left arm, and pain shot through the area of the broken ribs on his right side.
She looked up at him and whispered, “You haven’t said no, have you, Michael? You’re not going to say no.”
“You’re offering some good arguments,” he confessed. His face was bleak in the yellow light of the ship’s lanterns.
She sighed and closed her eyes. “I’m glad,” she said simply, and snuggled comfortably in his arms.
The silence was broken by a thumping on the front door. An insistent sound, made by the heavy iron knocker.
Edna stiffened and sat up. Her hazel eyes grew black with the dilated pupils filling the iris. “What… who is it?”
Shayne grimaced. “Maybe it’s Barnacle Bill.” The trenches in his cheeks deepened and his eyes were suddenly wary.
She said, “I don’t know… who it could be.”
“Don’t you?”
She winced and shrank from him at the rough savagery in his voice. “Michael! You don’t think I…”
“There’s one way to find out.” He started to get up.
She clung to him in panic. “Don’t… don’t answer it! Whoever it is will go away. Don’t go to the door, darling. Everything will be spoiled.”
He took her clutching hands from his arm, saying, “You can hide under the bed. I’m going to see who’s at that door.”
As he moved toward it his hand slid into his pocket and drew out the. 38. He cocked the weapon and held it with no effort at concealment as he opened the door.
A dark-featured young man stood on the threshold. His jaw gaped open when he saw the gun in Shayne’s hand and he swayed backward, throwing one hand out to grasp the door frame for support. The reek of liquor came from him and he appeared to be very drunk.
Shayne heard a choked cry from Edna Taylor. He half-turned and saw her rushing toward him.
Shayne said to the man, “Well, what do you want? Who are you?”
The man leered vacantly and said, “I’m comin’ in.” His voice was thick, but he straightened himself and started forward.
Shayne lowered his gun and took a step back.
Edna cried, “No!” She snatched the pistol from Shayne’s lax grasp. Before he could stop her she swung it up and fired pointblank at the intruder.
He collapsed on the threshold and lay still.
Shayne threw Edna back angrily, closing his big hand over hers and wresting the weapon from her. “You fool!” he grated. “Why did you do that?”
She swayed back against a chair and covered her face. “He was coming in, Michael. He was coming right at you.”
Shayne knelt beside the man and turned him over. He tore his coat and shirt open, nodded somberly at the sight of blood oozing from a small hole in his chest. “You shot him right through the heart. You’ve played hell now.”
“Who is it?” she whimpered. “Do you know him? I didn’t know what I was doing, Michael. Everything went blank when I saw him coming in. Is he… dead?”
“Plenty.” Shayne stood up, frowning down at the lifeless body. “I think his name is Eddie Seeney. You wouldn’t know about that, I suppose?”
“Why should I? I don’t understand.”
Shayne said, “Neither do I… yet.” He turned away from the open door. “Where’s your telephone?”
“Why? What are you going to do?” She straightened up and stared at him.
“Call the police. Where’s your phone?”
“Please… wait,” she cried. “Do you have to?”
“It’s customary when there’s been a murder.”
“Murder?” She sank into the chair which she had backed against, her face going white. “It isn’t murder. He was forcing his way into my house. I fired in self-defense. You know I did.”
Shayne growled. “Maybe. We’ll find out. Maybe you arranged to have him come here.”
She sobbed, “Michael… you’re so strange… and cold. Can’t you get him away from here? Don’t you see what will happen if you call the police? Everything will be ruined. Don’t you love me… a little bit?”
“Love you?” He laughed shortly. “Just because you made me want you a little while ago?”
“Oh God! And I thought…”
“Where’s your telephone?”
She came to him again and pressed her body wantonly against him, crying, “I can make you want me again. You’ll hate yourself if you call the police. It’ll turn this into something ugly…”
“… And make very bad publicity,” Shayne interrupted with harsh irony. He put her away from him, saying, “I’m going to call the police. You can do as you please, but if you’re smart you’ll get into some clothes fast.” He turned away, searching the room for the telephone.
There was no instrument visible. He went into a bedroom and turned on the light. A French phone stood on a table beside the bed.
He dialed Will Gentry’s number. Edna came back into the room as he waited for an answer. He kept his back toward her, and when Gentry answered, said:
“Mike Shayne talking. I want to report a homicide.”



CHAPTER 12


Will Gentry turned away from the body and the small group of men clustered in the doorway of Edna Taylor’s living room. He said, “You can take him away now.” He moved heavily to a small table and dumped out a handful of trifles taken from the dead man’s pockets. He folded his arms and teetered back and forth on widespread feet, addressed Shayne who sat slouched in a chair.
“Well… let’s have it, Mike.”
“Is his name Edward Seeney?”
“That’s right. The fellow you phoned me about. What makes?”
Shayne glanced behind him and saw the front door closing behind Gentry’s men and their limp burden. He said, “I haven’t introduced you to our hostess. Chief Gentry, Miss Taylor.” In a gently mocking tone, he went on, “Miss Taylor is a she-lawyer, Will. Vice-president of the Motorist Protective Association.”
Gentry looked with new interest at the slender woman sitting stiffly erect on the couch. She had changed to the gray tweed suit, and appeared composed with her hands folded in her lap. She nodded and said, “How do you do, Chief Gentry.”
“Pleased to meet you, Miss Taylor,” Gentry rumbled, and after a searching scrutiny he turned his attention to Shayne. “This time you’re going to put your cards on the table, Mike. Four men have died while you horsed around and acted mysterious.”
Shayne said, “Sit down, Will. I’m ready to do a lot of talking. How about pouring us a drink, Edna?”
She said, “Of course. I’ll mix some more,” and got up.
Gentry watched her admiringly as she swung out of the room. “She the one you figured was ready to go off like a firecracker?” A faint smile of amusement quirked his mouth.
“I forgot my matches,” Shayne grinned.
Gentry lowered his big body into a chair, stripped cellophane from a cigar and lit it, then said, “I’m listening.”
“I want Miss Taylor in on this,” Shayne told him.
She returned in a few moments with a fresh shaker of cocktails and an extra hammered copper bowl for Gentry. She poured three drinks and went back to the couch.
Shayne said, “Miss Taylor and I were having cocktails when this man came to the door. Perhaps you’d better give him your version first, Edna.”
In a calm voice she said, “I didn’t know who it could be. I have no friends here… very few acquaintances. I wasn’t expecting anyone. I asked Michael not to answer the door, but he insisted. He drew a gun from his pocket when he went to answer the door. I looked out and saw that man, a complete stranger, trying to force his way in. I could see he was horribly drunk, and he began cursing and threatening us. When he started in, I guess I was frantic with fear. I hardly know what I did, but I have a confused impression of grabbing Michael’s gun to defend myself and my home. There was a shot… and that’s all.”
Gentry looked at Shayne. “That’s the way of it?”
Shayne said gravely, “Miss Taylor would make a good witness. I have a couple of corrections. Eddie Seeney didn’t curse or threaten us, and he didn’t try to force his way in. He didn’t have time. He merely said, ‘I’m coming in,’ and started forward. Miss Taylor snatched my gun and shot him before I could stop her.”
Gentry rolled his cigar across his mouth and rubbed his blunt jaw. He did not see the flare of anger in Edna Taylor’s eyes before she swiftly lowered her lids.
He turned to her and asked slowly, “You’re sure you didn’t know Seeney?”
“I never saw him before,” she avowed.
“Ever hear of him?”
She hesitated for a moment, looking at Shayne, then said bitterly, “Mr. Shayne asked me if I knew him… a little while before it happened.”
“That right, Mike?”
“Sure.”
“How’d you come to ask her that?”
“I wanted to find out.”
Gentry spread out his broad hands and rumbled, “Quit playing hide and seek with me, Mike. Who was Seeney? Why did you ask me to pick him up a couple of hours ago?”
“He may very well be Clem Wilson’s murderer. Or one of the men at the filling station. That is, if there were two men.”
Gentry asked, “What do you mean…?”
“Seeney’s wife paid me a visit this afternoon,” Shayne interrupted. “I called you right after that. Now that list of names, with Clem Wilson’s crossed off, sounded like it might be the real thing,” he ended. “I’d give a lot to get the other names off it.”
“Seems to me like you’re doing a lot of guesswork,” Gentry growled. He got up with Shayne and they went to the pile of the dead man’s belongings. Gentry picked up a creased and worn sheet of Hammond Bond typewriter paper. He smoothed it out, explaining, “I noticed a bunch of names but didn’t look at them careful.”
“This is it.” Shayne pointed to the middle of the list. “Clem Wilson… with a pencil line drawn through it. And there’s the other one his wife mentioned… Felix Ponti. Several others with check marks and some not marked at all.”
“What do you make of it?” Gentry asked.
“I don’t know. I’d like to have this list.”
Gentry shook his head emphatically. “Not until you tell me a lot more than you have.”
“Then let me copy the names.” Before Gentry could remonstrate, Shayne got out a pencil and notebook and began jotting down the names on the list, noting the same check marks as were on Seeney’s list.
Gentry went back and sat down again. When Shayne finished, he growled, “All right for that. But why did you think Miss Taylor might know the guy?”
Shayne tucked his copied list in his pocket, returned to his chair and picked up his odd-looking cocktail bowl. Turning it around slowly in his hands, he confessed, “It was a shot in the dark.”
Gentry grunted. “Some more of your guesswork, huh?”
“Some things you find out, and some things you guess at,” Shayne said, aggrieved. “You know how that is, Will. But here’s the way things stack up.” He went into a full recital of all that had happened in Brannigan’s office that morning.
Edna Taylor sat quietly and listened without a change of expression as Shayne continued:
“Then she invited me over here. She did her best to pry some information out of me on the Wilson murder. Maybe the reason she and Brannigan gave is legitimate… maybe it isn’t. It’s not hard to figure that an organization like that could be on the racket side. Brannigan’s special services could mean furnishing certain monied members with bootleg gas and tires, while others who couldn’t afford to pay more than the nominal fee… or pay an abnormal price for gas and tires… would be no better off than before they joined up.”
Edna Taylor said, “You rat!” in a vicious undertone.
Chief Gentry glowered at the vice-president and asked, “What additional services can you render to the public that free Government agencies can’t give without charge?”
“I suppose you’ve never heard of Governmental red tape,” she said witheringly.
“That’s not much of an answer,” Gentry rumbled.
Edna Taylor bit her underlip and strove for calmness. “You’re not a private citizen trying to understand the new rationing regulations that come out of Washington every day. We have all the forms and regulations on hand. We furnish free assistance in filling out requests for B and C cards, for new tires and so forth.
“Not only that,” she went on sharply, “we maintain trained mechanics who have made a special study of gas-saving devices and methods of obtaining maximum efficiency from available fuels. This service is supplied at cost to our members. And one of our most popular services is the formation of share-the-ride clubs among our membership. By dividing the city into sections we are instantly able to furnish a list of other members living nearby who wish to ride to work together, go downtown shopping on appointed days, arrange beach parties and so forth. All in all, our swiftly expanding membership list proves the value of the services we offer.” She shot Shayne a venomous glance as she ended.
He grinned cheerfully. “You make it sound good,” he admitted. “On the other hand, it’s a nice spot for a racket. And if you and Brannigan are mixed up in bootleg stuff and if one of your men bumped off Clem Wilson because he refused to go along… then you’d have a mighty good reason for wanting to know how much Clem told me before he was killed.”
Edna got up and asked Gentry in a tone of icy anger, “Do I have to sit here and be insulted in my own house, Inspector?”
Chief Gentry said, “If you’re in the clear I’ll see that Mike gets down on his knees and apologizes. But you’d better tell us what Seeney was doing here.”
Her cheeks flamed and her hazel eyes flared angrily. “I’ve told you I haven’t the faintest idea.”
“You’re too good a lawyer to believe we’ll accept his coming as a coincidence,” Shayne stated flatly.
“Perhaps he followed you here,” she parried. “If he is Mr. Wilson’s murderer he was probably looking for a chance to kill you.”
“Seeney wasn’t packing a rod, was he, Will?”
“No. He wasn’t armed. We searched his car, too. No gun in it.”
Shayne spread out his hands and looked at Edna. “That doesn’t look as though he was trailing me.”
“I don’t know,” she cried, breaking down at last. “I don’t know anything about it. You both look at me as though I… as though I…” She began sobbing violently and sank back on the couch.
Gentry raised his bushy brows at Shayne. Shayne shrugged and finished off his drink. The sound of the vice-president’s sobbing was loud in the room.
“She did kill him,” Shayne reminded Gentry soberly. “You can lock her up on that.”
“What’s the use?” Gentry sighed heavily. “She’ll cop a self-defense plea and we’ll never make it stick.”
“I could testify that…”
Gentry interrupted with a derisive laugh. “After all that nice publicity you got I don’t think your testimony would hold water with judge or jury.”
Shayne’s gaunt face was bleak when he said, “You could keep her out of circulation for a while.”
He stood up and thrust his hands deep into his pockets. He paced impatiently around the room for a moment, stopping before the couch.
Edna Taylor lifted her head and stared at him with teary eyes, “And I thought you…”
“You thought you had me on the end of a string,” he grated. “Like most women you think you can shake your sex at a man and make him forget everything else. Sure, I liked kissing you,” he went on brutally. “What you dames don’t take into consideration is that most men have something decent to remember.
“I’m out to get Wilson’s murderer, and by God if you had a hand in it I’ll see that you hang with the rest of them.” He turned his back on her abruptly, strode to the fireplace, rested his elbow on the rustic rock and put his palm against his bony cheek.
Gentry’s shrewd eyes followed his movements. He turned to Edna Taylor and asked, “Have you got anything to say to that?”
“It’s a filthy accusation,” she said in a taut, angry tone. “The whole thing is an utterly fantastic hypothesis based on nothing more concrete than the wildest supposition.”
Gentry heaved a sigh. “Is this all you’ve got for me, Mike?”
“That’s all right now,” he answered without lifting his head. “I must congratulate Miss Taylor for taking your cue so well.”
Gentry frowned, his eyes puzzled. “Did Wilson say anything that pointed directly to this motorists’ organization? And what do you mean by a cue?”
Shayne’s broad shoulders drooped. “Forget it. Wilson didn’t say anything that directly connects Seeney with the case, but I suggest you make a careful investigation of Seeney’s connection with Brannigan and Miss Taylor.”
“I will.” The puzzled frown on Gentry’s brow stayed fixed as he finished his one drink and got up.
“Are you taking her in?” Shayne asked.
Gentry shook his head. “Not yet. As it stands now, according to your own story, Seeney was drunk and intent upon coming into Miss Taylor’s home, even if he didn’t use force. I want to do some more checking up.” He strode to the door, turning before he went out to say, “Keep your nose clean, Mike.”
Neither Shayne nor Edna moved until the sound of Gentry’s heavy footsteps faded from the pavement and his official car rolled away.
Then, she asked brokenly, “How could you have said all those things, Michael?” She came close to him and lifted her arms toward his neck. “What sort of a woman do you think I am?”
He turned away and tossed a cigarette butt into the fireplace. “I don’t know,” he said in a harsh, weary voice.
She shivered. “It’s getting chilly in here.” She bent forward and struck a match to a small portion of matted pine needles and resin. The flame leaped up and the smell of burning driftwood was pleasant in the big room.
“You’re a fool,” she said drearily. “We could have had so much, but you’re afraid to believe in anything. You’re cursed with the need always to look beneath the surface for a hidden motive. I’m sorry for you.”
Shayne’s laugh was sardonic. “Hidden motives are my meat,” he confessed.
She laughed and there was a queer haunting sadness in her laughter. “You don’t know very much about women. You won’t let yourself. You’re too busy being cynical.”
Shayne turned away and got his hat, saying, “You missed your calling, Edna. You should have been an actress instead of a lawyer.” He stepped over the bloody spot where Seeney’s body had fallen and closed the door firmly behind him.
The soft mantle of moonlight lay over Miami. Stars shone faintly, striving against the moon’s bright light to lend their luster to the beauty of the sky. Shayne stopped for a moment and drew in several short breaths of fresh air, wincing with the pain of taped and broken ribs, then got in his car and drove moodily away. He had a sour taste in his mouth.
Edna Taylor was right. He was a fool. There wasn’t a particle of real evidence against her. It was entirely possible that Eddie had trailed him to her house. Eddie’s wife could have changed her mind and tipped her husband off. Eddie could have brought her to his apartment and waited to follow him.
He could have kept his mouth shut in front of Gentry and let Edna Taylor’s story stand. But before God she was a murderess, and he intended to find out why she had shot Eddie Seeney.



CHAPTER 13


Shayne stopped at the first drugstore and went into a telephone booth. The directory listed three Brannigans. One was a doctor and he disregarded the initials. He tried to remember whether Edna had called the president of the Motorist Protective Association by a front name, but could not recall it. He tried the other Brannigans until the unctuous voice he had heard that morning answered.
Turning his mouth partially away from the mouthpiece he made his voice sound excited and a little drunk. He said:
“Mr. Brannigan! I got to see you! Right away!”
“Who’s speaking?”
“Eddie. I got to see you, boss.”
“Eddie who?”
“Eddie Seeney. You know me, Mr. Brannigan.”
A short silence ensued. Brannigan said, “You must have the wrong party, Mr. Seeney.”
Shayne put the wide part of his tie over the mouthpiece and said thickly, “You’re head guy in the Motorist Protective Association, ain’t you?”
“I’m the president… yes. But I… I don’t do business after hours… in my home.”
“But this is important.” Shayne made his voice shaky and urgent. “That man… that detective is after me an’ I gotta see you.”
“Is this some kind of a joke?” Brannigan asked. “I don’t understand.”
“This here’s Eddie Seeney, see? I work for you.”
Brannigan cleared his throat. He said irritably, “You sound drunk. You certainly do not work for me.”
Shayne whined, “You can’t turn me down. I’m on the spot. You gotta help me.”
“I’ve heard enough of this nonsense.” Brannigan hung up.
Shayne tugged at his left earlobe with his right thumb and forefinger, then opened the door of the booth, dragged in a breath of fresh air and closed it again. He looked up Ponti in the phone book, running his forefinger down to F. Ponti, Res. and Serv. Sta. The address was far out on West Flagler Street. He scribbled the address in his notebook and began looking up other names on the list he had copied from Eddie Seeney’s list.
Three of those bearing checkmarks were listed as filling stations or garages. Two other checked names did not appear in the telephone book. Four of the unchecked names were in the tire or gasoline business.
He closed the telephone book with a grunt of satisfaction. Things were beginning to add up.
Hurrying out to his car he drove directly to his garage. His gauge indicated that his tank was less than half full. He called an attendant and asked, “Got a five-gallon can, Joe?”
A lanky youth who came to attend him asked, “A five-gallon can, Mr. Shayne?” in a puzzled voice.
“I want to drain the gas out of my car,” he explained.
“But that’s against the rules,” the youth protested. “You ain’t supposed to take no gas out of a tank once it’s put in.”
Shayne said impatiently, “To hell with the rules. Get me a can.”
Joe nodded and trotted off. When he brought the can, Shayne ordered, “Drain it off full and set it aside for me.”
A gleam of understanding came into the boy’s eyes. “Yes sir. You got a hot case on, Mr. Shayne?”
Shayne grinned and said, “Hot enough. I’m hunting some guy who’ll feel sorry for me having an empty gas tank.” He watched the five gallons being drained from his tank. Aware that at least two gallons was his reserve supply, he flipped the ignition switch and saw it go to “empty.”
“I get you,” Joe beamed. “You’re going after that murder case the paper said was on account of bootleg gas. Gee, I sure hope you get ’em.”
Shayne warned, “Don’t let anything happen to my gas, Joe,” and backed out.
He drove out First Street across the Florida East Coast tracks and turned onto Flagler where it became a two-way street.
Felix Ponti’s service station was on a corner on the right-hand side of the street. A neat, three-pump station, complete with grease rack and washroom.
A dark, diminutive man hurried out when Shayne stopped beside one of the pumps. Black hair fell aslant his forehead and he wore neat white overalls with F. Ponti in red lettering on the back. He flashed a white-toothed smile at Shayne and asked, “What’ll you have today?”
“I want to see the boss,” Shayne told him.
“But I am the boss,” the little man said.
“You’re Ponti?”
“You bet my life.” He smiled ingratiatingly.
Shayne lowered his voice to a confidential whisper and said rapidly, “I’m in a jam. Somebody drained my tank.”
Ponti stuck his head in the window and watched when Shayne switched on the ignition.
He saw the needle rest at empty. “The thieves been after your tank, so?”
“Like I said, I’m in a jam. I got to have a couple of gallons.”
“Sure. You got the coupon, Mister?”
“That’s the hell of it. I’ve used up my quota.”
“Ha! You try to get gas without a coupon?” Ponti shook his head emphatically. “Sorry, Mister, you come to the wrong place.”
“What am I going to do?” Shayne groaned. “It isn’t my fault some sonofabitch stole my gas. Goddamn it, I’ve got to have a couple of gallons right away.”
“You go to the board, Mister. Maybe they give you extra coupons.”
“The ration board?” Shayne laughed derisively. “Those fellows won’t listen to a man. Hell, no! They have all the gas they want to drive around in Government cars. But they tell us we can have just so much. To hell with us. What right have they got to ration gas? There’s plenty for everybody.”
“Look, Mister, I don’t like talk like that.” F. Ponti’s small dark hands doubled into fists and his black eyes snapped angrily. “They know what is best for all. You got a C card. They give you plenty.”
“Plenty hell,” Shayne argued. “I don’t get half I need.”
“By golly, I think you need somebody to tell you a few things. A fellow like you should be in jail. This country’s at war.” His black eyes narrowed. “Maybe you don’t know that,” he ended in a threatening voice.
Shayne softened his voice to a tone of anxious pleading. “Be a pal, Ponti. Just a couple of gallons. You must have some extra stashed away. I’ll give you a buck a gallon for it.”
The small dark man choked with rage. “You trying to bribe! You go on or I’ll call the police.”
Shayne laughed suddenly. He showed Ponti his badge and said, “Okay, Felix. I’m just checking up on bootleg stuff. Did you ever have any propositions made to you?”
“Detective, huh? That’s good. Sure, I have plenty chances to handle extra gas. But not me, Mister.”
“Been anybody around here lately?” Shayne described Eddie Seeney. “Has anybody answering that description been trying to sell you bootleg stuff?”
“I think you mean that fellow a coupla days ago. I told him plenty.” Ponti laughed. “I bet he won’t come back here.”
Shayne lit a cigarette, puffed thoughtfully, then said, “You may be in trouble, Felix. That gang killed a man last night. You’re next on their list. You keep a sharp lookout for them.”
“Me? No.” He laughed scornfully. “They bettern’t try nothing on me.”
Shayne started his motor. “All the same, watch your step. If they come back, don’t argue with them. Call the police.”
He rolled away, studying the list as he drove slowly. He saw that one of those checked by Seeney was a garage on the Trail a few blocks west. He cut south and stopped in front of Dexter’s garage and got out.
There were two gas pumps in front and a dim light burned inside. The doors of the garage were closed.
Shayne called, and a large man came to the door of the office. He wore a greasy mechanic’s cap and there was a stubble of black beard on his jaw. He was chewing on a matchstick.
“Yeh?” he inquired.
Shayne said rapidly, “Look, chum, I’m in a hell of a jam. Some bastard drained my tank and I’ve got to have a couple gallons. Haven’t got a coupon left.”
The man scowled and demanded, “Who sent you here?”
“Nobody. I just thought maybe… hell, you know how it is. My tank’s damn near dry. You must have a few extra gallons. How’s for helping a guy out? It’ll be worth plenty to me.”
The man shook his head. “Sorry, but I can’t do it. God, if you knew how they check up on us you’d know I ain’t got no extra. We got to account for every gallon we put out. And they ’low damn little for evaporation. I’m telling you it’s enough to drive a man outta business.”
“I know it’s tough. But how am I going to get anywhere without gas? Do you know where I can get some?” he ended desperately.
“Nope. Sure don’t.” The man turned and went inside.
Shayne grinned and got back into his car. Maybe those checkmarks on Eddie’s list didn’t mean what he thought they meant. This man’s refusal had been very definite. He decided to try once more, and found another checked name on the list with an address back toward the city.
A plump woman was in charge of the pumps. She told Shayne that her husband was out. She was sympathetic but adamant when he went into his act, turning the tables on him by interrupting with a long account of her own grievances.
Shayne lugubriously agreed with her and drove back to Miami. It was seven minutes past eight when he parked his car on Flagler Street in front of the Biscayne Building.
There was a single elevator in operation, and he went up to the fourth floor. Light showed through the frosted glass leading into the offices of the Motorist Protective Association.
He tried the knob gently. The door was locked. He stooped and put his ear to the keyhole but could hear nothing. He dropped to his knees and examined the lock, got out his keyring and quietly went to work. After a couple of minutes he opened the door and went into the outer office with his hand on his pocketed gun. The reception room was empty, but a door to the right of the president’s office was ajar and light came through.
Shayne stepped silently across the soft blue rug to the open door. Edna Taylor straightened up from closing a steel filing cabinet which stood beside the south window, She gave a little start when she saw Shayne, then asked angrily, “How did you get here?”
“Picked your lock.” He sauntered into the office and put one hip to the corner of a polished oak desk. There were several steel filing cases and two straight chairs in the room. Directly behind the swivel chair at the desk was a bookcase of fumed oak, the shelves laden with books.
She compressed her lips into a straight line and thrust her hands into the pockets of her gray suit, regarding him with a mingled expression of fear and hatred. “That was quite a cute trick,” she said icily.
“I thought it was a good idea.”
“And I suppose it was you who telephoned Mr. Brannigan and pretended you were the man who died in my house.”
“I was playing detective,” he said amiably, “but your president was too smart to take the bait.”
“Because he never heard of Eddie Seeney,” she said witheringly.
His gaze flickered over the filing cabinet. He sighed and said, “I suppose there’s no use going through your records now. You’ve had time to get rid of any evidence showing that Seeney worked for you.”
“If you think that’s what I’ve been doing here…”
“It’s what you would have done if Seeney had been employed here,” he interrupted. He took a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and offered her one.
“No… thanks,” she said.
Shayne took one and struck a light on his thumbnail to light it.
She went stiffly to her desk and sat down, rested her elbows on the table and cupped her chin in her palms. “Why do you persist in believing those things about me, Michael?” she asked in an injured tone.
“You had some good reason for rushing down here at night.”
“I often work at night,” she said wearily. “I was upset, and I certainly didn’t want to sit around and look at the blood on the floor.”
“Did you get in touch with Brannigan about Seeney?”
“Of course I did. I was anxious to know whether there was any connection.”
“And he told you?”
“He had never heard of Edward Seeney… until you made that silly attempt to trap him into an admission over the phone.”
Shayne said blandly, “I make a lot of mistakes, but I usually come up with the right answers.”
“And you still think I’m a murderer?”
“I don’t think… I know. You killed a man.”
“Oh, why did you come here, Michael? Why don’t you leave me alone?”
“I didn’t know you’d be here. I rather hoped to go over the records undisturbed.”
“Breaking and entering.” She twisted her lips scornfully. “You could be shot for that, you know.”
Shayne looked at her in mild surprise. “That’s the way a detective has to work. Didn’t you know?”
“You enjoy it, don’t you… snooping around and suspecting everybody.”
“It’s a living.” He puffed on his cigarette, then asked, “Does a boathouse go with that estate of yours?”
“Of course there’s a boathouse.”
“With a motorboat thrown in?”
“I don’t know. The boathouse is locked and I haven’t bothered to investigate. How does that concern you?”
Shayne touched the bruise on his face and said, “A man tried to kill me today… and he got away in a motor-boat before I could kill him.”
“Are you sure it wasn’t I, dressed as a man?” Her sarcasm lashed out at him.
“How about fixing me up with a membership in your organization?” he suggested. “I need to be protected against a lot of things.”
“If you think I’m going to…”
“Oh, I don’t want you to give me one.” He took out his wallet and extracted a five-dollar bill. “That’s the initial fee, isn’t it?”
Her lips curled as she looked at the bill in his hand. “That’s not one of my duties,” she said sternly. “If you’ll come around in the morning…”
“It has to be tonight,” Shayne told her firmly.
“I think you’re utterly insane, Michael Shayne,” she said without conviction.
Shayne grinned and said, “It’s very simple,” cheerfully. “The more I learn about the Motorist Protective Association the more I realize I’m just the kind of guy who needs a membership.”
“We reserve the right to refuse membership to anyone.” She stiffened her body and looked at him, and it was as though she suddenly clothed her body and her expression with armor of steel.
Shayne laughed softly. “You’re not afraid, are you, Edna? Not afraid of what I might learn if I became a member?”
“Of course I’m not afraid. Our business is strictly legitimate.”
“Then prove it by giving me a membership card.”
She took a keyring from her purse and stood up, walked swiftly through the reception room, and unlocked the door marked PRIVATE.
Shayne followed her, looking over her shoulder when she opened a steel file drawer. She took out a card and went to a typewriter desk. He followed her again, and while she filled out the card, filling in his description without looking at him, he picked up a blank sheet of typewriter paper and held it up to the light.
The paper was not Hammond Bond.
She signed the card and looked up. She said angrily, “Go ahead and search the place if you want to. I don’t believe I’ve left any bodies around.”
Shayne handed her the bill when she stood up and gave him the green membership card. He asked, “Can the newest member aspire to the honor of seeing the vice-president home?”
“I’m not going home,” she said icily. “I’ve some work to do.”
Shayne tucked the card in his wallet and said, “I’m sorry as hell things have to be this way,” and went out.
The elevator took him downstairs and he went out on the sidewalk.
His car was parked directly in front of the building door. As he started toward it he paused. The rear window was lowered a few niches. He was positive he had left it tightly closed when he had gone into the building. His nostrils flared and drew in a scent of cigar smoke. He looked to the right and left, but saw no one smoking a cigar.
Shayne’s eyes narrowed. He took a cigarette from his pack and lit it nonchalantly, tossed the match away, and strode to his car.
He opened the door and slid under the wheel without looking in the back seat.
As he pulled away from the curb, a voice from the rear seat said, “Take it easy and keep your hands on the wheel.”
Shayne recognized the curious hoarseness of the voice. It belonged to Gene, the gunman who had shot Pat at Tahiti Beach.



CHAPTER 14


Shayne took it easy and kept his hands on the wheel. A man climbed over the back seat and slid in beside him. Shayne glanced aside and was surprised to see that it was not Gene. This man had smooth, regular features and a tiny black mustache.
Shayne said, “Mr. B. Antrim, I presume?”
“It ain’t a bad monicker to sign on a hotel register,” he said.
“You’re a lousy shot with a rifle,” Shayne muttered.
Gene’s hoarse voice said from the rear seat, “Cut it out. Turn the corner here, Shamus… to the right. Cross the drawbridge and pull off to the side and park.”
Shayne punctiliously obeyed orders. He eased up to the curb on the other side of the drawbridge and stopped. A car passed with dimmed headlights, and there were no other cars in sight.
Gene said, “Get out and go around on the other side, Mark. Get under the wheel. You slide over, Shamus.”
“But what about going over him?” Mark protested. “After what happened today…”
“Yeh,” Gene agreed, “go over him. And for chrissake do a better job than Pat on it.”
Shayne sat stiffly erect and let Mark go over him inch by inch searching for a weapon. He clenched his teeth to keep from wincing when the man’s rough hands pounded against his sore ribs.
Mark, alias B. Antrim, exhaled happily when his pawing hands found the concealed. 38 which was holstered against the front of Shayne’s right thigh. “Here it is,” he announced. “He ain’t got no pocket in his pants and the gat’s right down here where it’ll tickle him between the legs.” He pulled the weapon out as he spoke.
Gene growled, “I’m damned. Go on over the rest of him,” he ordered thickly.
Mark went over the rest of Shayne, finally saying, “I’ll swaller whole any gun left on ’im.”
“All right, let’s get going,” Gene ordered.
Mark got out and went around the rear of the car to the left side. Shayne slid over and let him get under the wheel.
“Tie up his glims while I hold my gun on him,” Gene directed. “The boss don’t want him to see where we take him, though I’ll be damned if I know why. If I have my way he won’t be coming back to tell anybody.”
Two muscles in Shayne’s lean cheeks twitched while Mark tied a handkerchief tightly over his eyes. Then he relaxed and let his head loll against the cushioned seat when the car started again.
He said, “I hope you boys know what you’re getting into.”
“You’re the one who’d better be worried,” Gene snarled.
“Worried? Me? By you two punks?” Shayne chuckled. “You’ve already misfired twice today.”
The car made a turn to the left and presently swung to the right. “Third time’s the charm,” Gene remarked from the rear. “Your Irish luck has run out, Shamus.”
“Maybe.” Shayne was concentrating on the various turns Mark was making. He knew this south bayshore part of the city quite well, but all he could do was to keep a hazy sense of direction as the car wound around crazily through the twisting streets.
After a long time they stopped. Mark and Gene got out and the door on Shayne’s side was opened. A hand took hold of his arm and Gene said, “End of the line for you.”
Shayne got out and stood on loose dry sand. With a captor on each side he was led blindfolded across loose sand and up a short board walk. He heard a door being unlocked and he was thrust inside a room. He discerned through the handkerchief that the room was lighted. A hand fumbled with the knotted blindfold and pulled it from his face.
He blinked at a kerosene lamp on a wooden table, then turned with a slow grin to stare at the disheveled figure of Herbert Carlton who bounced up unhappily from a hard chair in the far corner of the roughly finished room.
“Shayne!” Carlson moaned. “So they got you, too. I had hoped they wouldn’t.” He sighed, wet his lips, and sank back into the chair.
Carlton was a sorry sight. His gray suit, so immaculate when Shayne had last seen him, was wrinkled and torn as though by a terrific struggle and his face was liberally patched with strips of adhesive tape that drew his features into a horrible grimace.
Shayne said, “Looks as if you’d been playing drop the handkerchief with a buzz saw.”
Carlton drew his shoulders up with dignity. “I resisted as best I could.”
“Damned if he didn’t fight like a wildcat,” Gene said with a hoarse laugh. “He ain’t got as much sense as you, Shamus.”
Shayne’s gray eyes roamed around the room slowly. There were two windows on one side, both securely closed with heavy wooden storm shutters. The rough pine floor was bare and scuffed, and cobwebs clung to the corners of the room. The walls were of roughly hewn pine boards, as was the ceiling, and there were two chairs and an unfinished pine table for furniture.
Gene and Mark stood together in the doorway. Beyond them he could see nothing but moonlight on white sand. He could hear the distant sound of waves lapping gently against a shore.
Gene’s right hand was bunched suggestively in his coat pocket, and Shayne’s. 38 dangled by the triggerguard from Mark’s right forefinger.
Shayne went across the room and turned the other chair around, and sat down facing its back. He rested his forearms on the highest rung and hooked his chin over them. He said, “All right. Now we’re here… all nice and cozy. What’s the payoff?”
“That’s up to you,” Gene told him. He brought his hand out of his pocket and handed an automatic to Mark, who disappeared outside with both weapons.
Gene closed the door. “Mark’s locking the door from the outside,” he explained. “I haven’t got a gun, so it wouldn’t be smart to jump me. This is the boss’s idea. If it was up to me I’d bump you both right now and be done with it.”
Shayne asked, “When is the boss coming?”
“He’s here now. He’s kind of bashful about showing his face.” Gene walked over and inserted his finger in a knothole about waist high in the plank wall. He tugged on it, and a short length of six-inch board came loose from the two-by-four uprights.
“The boss,” he went on, “is sitting right outside there listening, and after we’ve had our confab he’ll decide whether you and this guy keep on living or get turned into worm fodder.” He addressed Shayne, as though Carlton had already been apprised of the method of procedure.
“A very neat arrangement,” Shayne agreed. “It’s nice to know that the boss is listening in.” He turned to look at Carlton, who was huddled in his chair in a posture of utter hopelessness.
“How’d they get hold of you, Carlton? I thought you were too scared to stir a leg out of your house.”
Carlton answered miserably, “I thought it would be safe to go to my office. There were so many things demanding my attention. And I had a police escort.”
“What happened?”
“I don’t know. I had gone a block before the police car suddenly stopped. I slowed and looked back, and another car rammed mine. Then… these… these men… piled out and grabbed me.” His body shivered. “I tried to fight them off but they overpowered me. They blindfolded me and brought me here.”
Shayne demanded, “Are these two men the ones who killed Wilson?”
“I… don’t know.” Carlton glanced at Gene, then went on strongly. “That is… no. I’m positive they are not. I’m ready to swear I don’t recognize either one of them.
“But for God’s sake, Shayne,” he went on in a sudden burst of fear, “I’m sure they intend to kill both of us if we refuse to deal with them.”
Shayne said sardonically, “That should please the listening boss. But why the hell,” he asked Gene, “are you fooling with Carlton at all? The safest way to make sure he doesn’t doublecross you is to kill him.”
“Sure. That’s what I told the boss. But I don’t know. He says there’s been too much killing already.” Gene’s hoarse voice sounded aggrieved. “I say we’re fools if we don’t feed both of you lead right here.”
“Not me,” Shayne told him. “My information will go straight to Gentry if I die. With what I’ve got the police will have all of you and a lot of others rounded up in an hour. But with Carlton it’s different,” Shayne pointed out wolfishly. “The only way he is a danger is as long as he lives.”
“Please, Shayne!” Carlton cried in alarm. “Are you turning on me, too?”
Shayne cocked a shaggy red eyebrow at Carlton and said, “I’m just trying to get things squared around. You’re done for,” he ended deliberately. “You haven’t got anything to bargain with. I have.”
Gene said, “Nuts, Shamus. You tried to pull that one this afternoon.”
“And you’re goddamned lucky Pat didn’t find my gun and I came out of it alive,” Shayne told him, emphasizing each word. “You’ve been lucky twice today. Your only chance to beat this rap is for me to keep on living. And you know it. You know goddamn well you can’t make a deal with Gentry.”
“Maybe it is that way,” Gene conceded in a surly tone. “Let the boss hear just what you’ve got to say and he’ll maybe make an offer.”
Shayne said, “No. I want you rats to keep on squirming. I want you to keep on thinking, ‘Hell, maybe Shayne don’t know anything. Maybe he’s just putting up a bluff, but your white livers won’t let you take a chance on it. You’re on the run and you know it.”
Gene’s black eyes glittered in his dark, pasty face. He drew in an excited breath and said, “That’s just what I’ve told the boss. I don’t believe Wilson had time to tell you a damned thing over the phone. If you know what you claim to know, why don’t you do something? That’s what I keep telling the boss,” he ended in a choked voice.
Shayne asked, “How do you know what Wilson had time to tell me?”
“It’s none of your goddamned business.”
“All right. Maybe I’ve got my own reasons for not doing anything.”
Carlton pulled himself up straight from a doubled position in his chair. “You mean you’ll listen to reason?” he asked eagerly. “That’s what you mean, isn’t it, Shayne? That’s the only thing we can do. If you’re so stubborn about it they’ll kill us both.”
“They’re not going to kill me,” Shayne said bluntly. “Anybody but a crazy punk would know they can’t afford to take a chance.” His eyes scorned Gene.
“The boss ain’t going to make a deal till he knows what you’ve got to trade,” Gene sneered, his eyes wavering.
“And I’m not going to tell him what I’ve got to trade,” Shayne said easily. “Not yet. That’s what the boss might call an impasse, isn’t it?” He addressed his words directly to the rectangular opening in the wall.
“He ain’t going to answer you,” Gene said impatiently.
“I didn’t think he would… which means he’s afraid I might recognize his voice.”
Gene frowned and his eyes were baffled now. “Damned if I see any way except to bump you both.”
“Please, Shayne,” Carlton cried hoarsely, cowering in his straight-backed chair again. “You have no right to jeopardize my position, also. I’m merely an innocent bystander, and you talked me into this dangerous situation. If I hadn’t listened to your arguments last night I wouldn’t be in this predicament.”
“But you’d have a dirty smear on your conscience.”
“I don’t care about my conscience. All I ask is to be allowed to go in peace.” Sweat stood on Carlton’s face between the strips of adhesive.
Shayne said, “I’m willing to listen to a proposition.” He turned to Gene with lifted brows.
“I’ve told you the only way the boss will dicker.”
Shayne sighed. “There’s our impasse again.” He lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply, with every indication of great enjoyment of the situation.
“We’ll have to see can we persuade you,” Gene said.
“I don’t persuade easily.”
“Then it’ll be just that much tougher on you.”
Shayne was keenly aware of his sore, broken ribs, but he argued placidly, “If the boss is smart he knows that torture never accomplished anything. Sure, you can maybe make me talk, but you’ll never know how much of it is the truth.”
Carlton rose from his chair and cried wildly, “How can you be so stubborn, Shayne? Don’t you realize we’ll both die if you don’t tell them what they want to know?”
“I don’t think so. They don’t dare kill me and they know it.” Shayne threw his lighted cigarette on the floor. He lifted his body with both hands gripping the back of the heavy wooden chair. “Know what I’m going to do?” He addressed Gene in a calm, conversational tone.
Gene took a backward step. “You better watch your step, Shamus.”
“You’re the one who’d better be watching your step,” Shayne grated. His anger anaesthetized the pain in his ribs as he lifted the chair. “I’m going to smash your head with this, then I’m going to unlock that door and walk out.” He moved forward, stalking the small dark man.
“No! Don’t do it,” Carlton screamed hysterically. “For God’s sake don’t! They’re waiting outside with guns.”
“You keep out of this,” Shayne growled, not looking at him.
Gene cowered, unarmed, against the door. Shayne set himself and swung the chair over his head.
There was another squawk of protest from Carlton, who lunged forward and threw his weight desperately against Shayne’s legs.
Shayne and the chair and Carlton went to the floor together. Cursing, Shayne extricated himself, got to his feet in time to see Gene dash through the door and slam it shut in his face.
He dived for the knob, but the door was locked again from the outside. He turned and grabbed the chair, raging at Carlton, “They’ll get away now, goddamn it. If you’d left me alone…”
“If I had let you go on with it we’d both have been shot,” Carlton said in a shaky tremolo.
Shayne’s hard gray eyes rested on him for a moment. He said, “I think they would have, at that.” Then he snorted in disgust and swung the chair over his head to bring it down savagely against the door.
A panel splintered under the impact and the sound of a racing motor came clearly as Shayne swung the chair again. This time the whole upper portion of the door gave way. He reached out and turned the key in the lock, opened the door and rushed out in time to see a red tail light fade away.
Carlton peered out fearfully, then came gingerly to join him. Shayne muttered angrily. “They’ve taken my car… and I don’t know where the hell we are.” He turned about, trying to get his bearings in the moonlight.
Carlton caught his arm and exclaimed, “They left my car.”
Shayne muttered, “If they left the keys.” He sprinted across the walk and plowed through the sand to Carlton’s green Buick coupe.
Carlton raced up beside him panting for breath. He pushed in beside Shayne and felt for the keys. “They’re here,” he said and gasped with relief.
“Get under the wheel,” Shayne ordered, “and let’s get to a telephone.” He got in on the right-hand side and leaned out to get his bearings as Carlton pulled away fast. By the time they had gone two blocks he had the location of the cabin fixed in his mind. It was in the midst of the undeveloped hammocked section in the south part of the city, lying about half-way between the bayfront and Coral Gables.
“Turn left at the first corner,” Shayne directed. “That’ll take us out to a little business section.”
Carlton drove ably and fast. He regained his composure and was no longer the shrinking thing he had been when he thought death was inevitable.
When he pulled up in front of a drugstore Shayne had the door open. He leaped out as the coupe slid to a stop. He ran in past a couple of startled loungers at the counter and on to the phone booth in the rear.
Dialing Will Gentry’s number and waiting impatiently for an answer, he tugged at his earlobe. When Gentry said, “Hello,” Shayne barked, “Get a call out on my car, Will.” He gave the license number. “A couple of hoods stole it… probably headed for Coral Gables.”
Gentry growled, “Hold it.”
Shayne waited and could hear a mumble as Gentry transmitted the order to the radio operator; then Gentry’s sharp demand in his ears, “What’s doing, Mike?”
“We’re on the last lap, Will. I haven’t time to go into it now, but get some men together right away. You’ll be using them soon.”
Gentry groaned and said, “Maybe you want this. Those prints on the liquor glass belong to a guy named Donald Frazier. A two-time loser. Last released from San Quentin a year ago. Counterfeiting both times. And that forty-five with the busted trigger from Tahiti Beach… Ballistics says it’s the same gun that fired the slugs into that kid in the railroad yards this morning.”
“That ties it up in a knot,” said Shayne exultantly. “I’ll call you, Will.” He dropped the receiver and loped back to the car, ordered Carlton:
“Get out to that printing plant of yours… fast.”



CHAPTER 15


Herbert Carlton meshed the gears obediently, turned a taped face toward Shayne which showed more than the horror of drawn lines. His eyes were terrified. He panted, “My… printing plant?”
“That’s right. And step on it. Bartel will be there, won’t he?”
“Why… he often works at night since I’ve had to be away from the office.”
“Alone?” Shayne asked grimly.
“Yes… at night. I have a boy who helps in the daytime. What…?”
“Faster,” Shayne interrupted, glancing at the speedometer. “I’ll take care of any cops.”
Mr. Carlton licked his lips and demanded with asperity, “What is this about Bartel… and my printing plant?”
“In the first place, his name is not Bartel. He’s Donald Frazier, an ex-convict.”
“Bartel! An ex-convict?”
“That’s right. He’s done a lot of time for counterfeiting. This time he’ll do a lot more,” Shayne ended grimly.
“But I… I don’t understand,” Carlton stammered.
“He’s been using your plant to run off forged gasoline ration books. Hell, it was perfect, being there alone at night.”
“But… are you positive?” Carlton quavered. “I don’t… why, I trusted Bartel implicitly.”
“I knew I’d seen his mug somewhere,” Shayne explained. “I checked his fingerprints. Can’t you, for God’s sake, get any more speed out of this bus?”
“I’m going fifty,” Carlton said with dignity, but he pressed the speedometer harder. “Does that mean that you suspect him of having a hand in that murder last night?”
“That’s something I want you to think about,” Shayne urged. “Visualize that car speeding past you last night. Could Frazier, I mean Bartel, have been one of the men?”
“I believe he could,” Carlton said excitedly. His hands shook on the wheel and the coupe swerved sideways. He righted it and rounded a corner leading into a Coral Gables business street. “I’ve had a tantalizing feeling of familiarity all the time,” he went on miserably. “That’s one reason why I was so loath to say I could make a positive identification. I felt I should know, yet I didn’t.”
He slowed the car and Shayne asked sharply, “How much farther?”
“Middle of the next block.”
“Do you have a gun?”
“Yes. There’s one in the glove compartment. I always carry it in the car.”
Shayne opened the compartment and felt among some papers and tools, drew out a tiny pearl-handled automatic which he regarded with disgust.
“A twenty-five. If you want to hurt a guy I suppose you crack him on the head or throw it at him.” He dropped the pistol onto the seat beside him as Carlton pulled up to the curb in the middle of the block.
“He’s not here,” Carlton said. “That’s the office.”
At that instant lights came on behind a wide plateglass window across the sidewalk from them. Through the window they saw the tall figure of the ex-convict turning away from a drop-cord dangling from the ceiling light. The street door was open.
Shayne slid out and without a word started across the sidewalk to the open door. There was a plain business office with a high board partition all the way across the back. Frazier was on his way toward a door in the partition when Shayne stepped inside.
Frazier, alias Bartel, looked at Shayne, smiled thinly and asked, “Looking for me?”
Shayne heard Carlton coming across the sidewalk. Shayne said, “That’s right, Frazier,” and started forward slowly.
Frazier’s gaze darted past Shayne. His smile went away. He hunched his shoulders and stepped swiftly toward a desk.
“Look out!” Carlton yelled, “he’s going to…”
There was a light spatting sound… as though the publisher had clapped his palms together.
Frazier swayed in his tracks, dropped to his knees, then toppled sideways to the floor and lay very still.
Shayne strode to the body and stood over it. He said, “I’ll be goddamned,” and turned to look at Carlton.
Carlton was staring stupidly at the baby automatic hanging limply in his hand. A thready wisp of white smoke curled upward from the muzzle. He whispered hoarsely, “It… went off.”
“Right between the eyes,” Shayne grated. “That would be shooting, if you’d meant it.”
Carlton began to tremble violently. He rubbed the back of one hand across his eyes. “I guess I did mean it… sort of. When he started for that desk I remembered that he always kept a gun in the drawer. I… I didn’t know what to do.”
Shayne said, “I’ll never call one of those a plaything again.” He stepped over Frazier’s body to the desk, asking, “Which drawer?”
“His gun? In the top right-hand, I think.”
Shayne opened the top right-hand drawer and pawed around, then tried the other drawers, but came up with only a handful of Hammond Bond typewriter paper. “I don’t find any gun, but here’s some of the same paper those anonymous letters were written on.”
“But I know he always kept a pistol there,” Carlton persisted in a quavering voice. “Said it made him feel better working alone at night.”
“What caliber was it?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know much about guns.” He looked at the. 25 in his hand and shuddered. “Some larger than this one.”
“A thirty-two is the next size larger,” Shayne told him. “Clem Wilson was killed with a thirty-two.” He went to the telephone and called Gentry’s office. Giving him the address of the printing plant, he added, “There’s a dead ex-con lying on the floor here. He matches those fingerprints I gave you today.”
He listened for a moment, then said impatiently, “I didn’t gun him. We’ll have to give Mr. Carlton credit for that. Have somebody case this joint carefully for evidence that ration books have been forged here. And how about that pick-up on my car?”
“Your car is located,” Gentry told him. “Empty gas tank. Near the Coral Gables entrance gates.” He specified the exact location.
“Things are speeding up,” Shayne warned him. “And I’m still going to need those men. I’ve got one more call to make before we pull the curtain down.” He hung up and said to Carlton:
“I’ve got things to do. Stay here until the police come and tell them just how it happened.” He strode out before the publisher could protest, hurried up the street to a taxi and got in, directing the driver to the location of his car.
A radio car was parked beside his deserted sedan when the taxi drew up. Shayne got out and paid the driver, approached a grinning policeman at the wheel of the police car.
“You’ll be calling on us to find your hat for you next, Mike,” the officer chuckled.
Shayne grinned agreement, “Or my badge. You got some of those emergency cans of gasoline in this hack?”
“Standard equipment since rationing,” he said.
“This is an emergency. Let’s have it.” Shayne unscrewed his tank top.
The officer got out and brought a full gallon can, poured the contents into Shayne’s tank, and reminded him, “I’ll have to take a receipt for that.”
Shayne scribbled his name on a blank pad the policeman held for him, thanked him, and got into his car. It took only a few minutes to reach the small stucco bungalow where he had left Mrs. Wilson some fifteen hours earlier. There were lights in the front windows.
Mrs. Wilson opened the door to Shayne’s knock. She was alone in the small, cheery living room, and explained, “Sarah’s lyin’ down in back. I told her she could just as well take it easy while I’m here to do for her.” Her tragic eyes searched Shayne’s face anxiously as she spoke.
He took off his hat and tangled his red hair, said, “That’s just as well. My news isn’t very good, Mrs. Wilson.”
She steadied herself with one blue-veined hand on the back of a chair. “You… ain’t found the man that shot Clem?”
Shayne didn’t look at her. “I know who he is.” He paused, then added gently, “I’m sorry.”
“You mean… Bob, don’t you?” Her voice was flat, devoid of any emotion.
Shayne asked, “Did you know all the time?”
“I didn’t, Mr. Shayne. I was scared…” Her voice broke. She recovered and went on strongly, “I won’t protect him if that’s what you’re thinking. I would from desertin’, no matter how shamed I was. I guess any mother would. But not if he killed his own father.”
Shayne dropped into a chair and took out a cigarette. “You better tell me all about it now.”
Her thin lips worked in a spasm, as though she urged them to speak. Presently, she began:
“It started when that Army man come out an’ told us Bob had run away… deserted. Clem was that mad he swore Bob wasn’t no son of his no longer. He cut his picture off that’n of Bob and Joe on the wall. And he swore to the officer he’d turn Bob in like any other deserter if he showed his face at home.” She paused and covered her face with her hands.
After a moment she continued, “Two days ago a man come out an’ talked to Clem. I didn’t hear what was said, but Clem told me. The man said Bob was in Miami hidin’ from the Army. Bob was afraid to face Clem hisself, but told the man to say he’d be all right an’ wouldn’t get arrested if Clem would agree to sell his station for most nothin’. Well, Clem told him plenty, I reckon. Said to tell Bob he’d have no truck with him an’ he’d give Bob one chance to give hisself up to maybe make it easier on him. He gave him till midnight last night.”
Her voice broke again. She wiped tears from her eyes with the back of her hand and went on in a hushed voice:
“An’ it was right on to midnight when Clem come in mad an’ wantin’ to call you. I got to thinkin’… after a while it was when it come to me… I got to thinkin’, what if it was Bob out there? If he saw his father go to the phone… but I couldn’t believe it. Not my boy. An’ Clem had allus been so good to his younguns. Bob was wild, but he wouldn’t… he couldn’t do that. I knew he wouldn’t.”
Shayne said, “You should have told me right away. It was wrong to protect a deserter.”
“I know it, Mr. Shayne. I know it. I prayed over it last night but I couldn’t see what was right to do.”
Shayne got up and said, “I don’t think Bob killed his father, Mrs. Wilson, but he has to be arrested for desertion.”
She caught the arms of her chair, braced herself stiffly and looked up at him incredulously. “You mean it?” Then she sank back moaning, “Oh, thank God if he didn’t! That’s all I care now. I know he’s got to pay for desertin’.”
Shayne pulled his hat down over his tangled hair. “Try not to worry about it. I’ll call you just as soon as anything happens.” He hurried out to his car.
Driving back to the city on the Tamiami Trail, Shayne slowed as he approached the last filling station at which he had attempted to buy bootleg gasoline. He saw an elderly man leaning against one of the pumps, and the plump woman was nowhere in sight. The station was one of those checkmarked on Eddie Seeney’s list.
He pulled into the station and stopped. The man hurried to the open door of Shayne’s car and said, “Evenin’, stranger. Somethin’ for you?”
Shayne said, “I’m in a hell of a jam. Got a date with a doll on the Beach and no gas. I’d pay plenty for a couple of gallons.”
“No coupons, I reckon.”
“No. I’ve used them all up. Look, I…”
“Nothin’ doin’, Mister.” The man backed away. “I’d sure like to ’blige you, but I can’t do it. Not the way things are.”
“You needn’t be afraid of me.” Shayne reached for his wallet, flipped it open and drew out the green membership card of the Motorist Protective Association. “See? I’m all right.”
“Whyn’t you say so?” the man grumbled. “Two gallons all you need?”
“That’ll be plenty.”
He hurried around to the pump and rang up two gallons, came back and said, “That’ll be one-fifty. You know we got to be almighty careful who we sell it to.”
Shayne said, “Sure. I know.” He paid for the bootleg gas and drove on into town, stopping in front of the police station on Flagler Street.
Will Gentry looked up with a suspicious grunt when Shayne walked in. The detective grinned and said, “It’s all over but a few details, Will. Got those men rounded up?”
“Three squad cars. That enough?”
“It should be. Did you get that list of stations Dennis Kline has been buying up?”
“Yep. Fifteen of them. Mostly little stations around on the outskirts.”
“Those are the ones that would be easiest to work in his racket. They’re your meat. Start your men raiding them. Don’t waste any time looking for bootleg stuff. Search the operators and stations thoroughly for forged coupons or ration books.”
Gentry’s jaw sagged. “That the way he was working it?”
“I hope so. And I’ve got another job.” He described Gene and his pal who had signed the hotel register under the alias of B. Antrim and whom Gene called Mark. He told Gentry where to look for them, then said:
“I guess the Army will want the next assignment.”
He lifted Gentry’s telephone and called Captain Ott at Military Intelligence. “Shayne talking. I’ve got something for you on Bob Wilson. He’s in the city being hidden out by a local racketeer named Dennis Kline. Why don’t you get together with Will Gentry and raid Kline’s dives? You’ll find him in one of them.”
After listening a moment, Shayne went on, “That’s right. You can call Gentry when you’re ready.” He hung up and turned to the Chief of Detectives. “Ott will call you in a few minutes. You’d better pick up Kline and a man named P. T. Brannigan. His number is in the phone book. And send a car out for Carlton in Coral Gables. I doubt whether he’ll stick his nose out without an escort. Bring them all to Edna Taylor’s place. You know where it is.”
“My God,” Gentry complained, “we’ll have half the city out there. Do you know what you’re doing, Mike?”
“I hope so.” Shayne got up wearily. The tight tape around his sore and swollen ribs was growing very painful. He promised, “I’ll see you at Edna Taylor’s,” and went out.



CHAPTER 16


There was no light in Edna Taylor’s living room when Shayne parked out front. He got out stiffly and walked around the side, saw a light in the bedroom, and went back to rap on the door.
Nothing happened for a couple of minutes. Then he heard a window in the living room being cautiously opened. Edna Taylor asked, “Who’s there?”
“Michael Shayne,” he answered.
She made no reply. The window went down and he waited another full minute. Then the door swung open. Shayne pushed it wide on his way in.
There was no light in the living room, but a faint glow came through the open bedroom door. In the dim light he watched her back away from him. She had removed her suit coat and wore a white blouse with the tweed skirt. The blouse had short puff sleeves with a flattering shirred neck. She looked younger and more appealing than at any other time he had seen her.
“Why did you come here?” Her voice was a nervous whisper.
“Didn’t you suspect I’d be back?”
“No. I… I wish you’d go.”
Shayne shook his head. He tossed his hat on a chair and said, “We’ve got a lot of things to talk about.”
Her left hand clutched at the shirred neck of her blouse. “I suppose you still think I murdered that Seeney man in cold blood… and that I’m a gasoline bootlegger.”
“I’m tired of thinking,” he told her. “Can’t we sit down and take it easy for a while?” He moved past her toward the hearth and stood with his elbows resting on the mantel to ease the pressure from his throbbing ribs. The bedroom light touched the right side of his gaunt face, leaving the other side shadowed.
Edna looked at him searchingly for a time, then asked, “Would you like a drink?”
“Not now. I want to relax and forget there are such things as murder and racketeering in the world.”
She moved to the couch and sat down at one end of it, folded her arms, and leaned forward to gaze pensively at the white fluff of ashes on the hearth left by the burnt driftwood.
“Things could be so different, Michael… if you’d just let them be.” Her voice was troubled.
“I’m in a mood to let them be right now.” He went over and lowered his body to the couch a couple of feet from her, then carefully and painfully arranged his torso on the couch, draping his knees over one end and letting his head down on her lap. He closed his eyes and lay still.
He felt her thigh muscles tighten under his head. Then she relaxed and her lap was soft and warm.
When she spoke after a time her voice was troubled again. “Why do you drive yourself so, Michael? One would think you expect every hour to be your last.”
He mumbled, “I never know.”
“But you can’t go on that way forever. Always in the present… just for the moment.” One of her fingers lightly traced the line of a deep groove in his cheek downward to the point of his chin.
“I don’t expect to go on forever.” His voice was relaxed. “As long as I can have moments like this…”
“You don’t trust me, do you?”
“I don’t trust any clever woman.”
“That isn’t fair, Michael.” Her voice throbbed with sincerity. “Don’t you see what we could be to each other? What we could accomplish working together?”
He opened his eyes and looked up into her face, said gravely, “There you go away from the present.”
She tried to smile, but her eyes were tortured in the dim light streaming from the bedroom. “I suppose I want too much.”
Shayne closed his eyes again. He said, “All women want too much.”
Her muscles tightened beneath his head again. He felt her slowly leaning downward, was conscious of the flat, hard warmth of her stomach pressing his cheek. Her fingers tangled his hair, tightened suddenly, and a tremor shook her. Her voice was low and clear when she said, “I love you, Michael. Do you hear me! I love you. What are we going to do?”
Shayne said, “This,” without moving his lips.
“Can’t we go away together?” A hot tear splashed down on his face, “Now… tonight!”
Shayne heard an automobile coming into the driveway. He pulled himself up and away from her, eased his feet off the end of the sofa to the floor. He said, “You’d better turn on a light. We’re going to have company.”
“Company?” She shrank back from him.
“I invited a few people to meet me here.” He turned away without looking at her, stepped around the couch and switched on the two ship’s lanterns swinging from the overhead beam.
She remained where she was while he went to the front door and opened it. Chief Gentry and three detectives were getting out of a police sedan with Mr. Brannigan and Dennis Kline.
Shayne called, “Come on in.”
Brannigan entered first, pale and fuming. “It’s you, Shayne. Is this your idea of a practical joke?”
Shayne grinned and shook his head. He said, “Hello, Kline,” as the other man stepped in behind Brannigan.
Kline appeared, as he had that morning, wholly unperturbed. He said, “My pal,” and clasped his hands behind his back as he wandered in and looked about the unusual room with interest.
Gentry said to his men, “You boys spread out around the house. No one leaves till I say so.” He nodded to Shayne and stepped in heavily. “Couple of other boys are fetching Carlton.”
Shayne said, “We won’t need him at the moment.” He started to close the door when a coupe rattled into the drive and parked behind the police car.
Timothy Rourke fell out of the door and ran up the walk. “A hell of a guy you are,” Rourke complained. “If Gentry hadn’t tipped me off…”
“I was just going to phone you.” Shayne grinned. He closed the door and turned to survey the gathered crowd.
Brannigan had gone directly to the couch, and his vice-president had risen and was talking with him in a low tone. They both looked at Shayne.
Brannigan squared his shoulders and said querulously, “I presume this meeting is the result of your decision to accept my offer of the morning, Mr. Shayne.”
“What offer?”
“To accept a position as special investigator for the Association… on the new membership basis you mentioned.”
Shayne said shortly, “You don’t need an investigator.”
“But I assure you…”
Shayne shook his red head. “The last thing in the world your association can stand is investigation.” He turned to Gentry and explained, “The Motorist Protective Association is nothing but a racket. I don’t know all the details, but you can sweat them out of Brannigan.”
“That’s a libelous statement,” Edna Taylor said crisply. “You’ll be held accountable for it.”
Shayne said, “I’ll do better than that. I’ll prove it.” He addressed Gentry again. “They work through selected filling stations, though whether they actually furnish the bootleg stuff or not I don’t know. It’s a beautiful set-up. They get members by posing as a benevolent organization offering legal advice on rationing problems too complex for the average citizen to comprehend. They have men who contact these members, talk things over with them, and find the ones who are eager to chisel a little. These people are given a list of filling stations handling Black Market stuff. Their membership card assures the bootlegger they have been investigated and can be trusted not to talk.”
Gentry nodded. “Sounds all right the way you tell it.”
“It’s a pack of nonsense,” Edna Taylor said heatedly. “You haven’t a particle of evidence.”
“I’ve got plenty.” He went on to Gentry: “They have other field men who go around sounding out service-station operators. Edward Seeney was one of those men.”
“So that’s why Miss Taylor shot Eddie Seeney,” Gentry growled.
“That’s right.” Shayne didn’t look at Edna. “Remember that list of names Eddie was carrying? I haven’t checked them all, but all whom I’ve contacted run service stations. Remember, Gentry? Two names on that list were crossed out. Others were checked.”
Gentry nodded. “Clem Wilson was one of the men crossed off.”
“And you know how Clem stood on bootlegging gas. Clem’s dead now. The other name was Felix Ponti. I talked to Ponti and found him the same type as Clem Wilson. On the other hand, the names that were checked were all sympathetic, but none of them would let me have gas without a coupon.”
“You’re contradicting yourself,” Miss Taylor said quickly, “If those checkmarks meant anything…”
Shayne stopped her with a short laugh. “Let me finish. They wouldn’t sell me any illicit stuff until I flashed a Motorist Protective Association membership card. That made the difference and they weren’t afraid of me.”
He glanced at Edna and met a venomous glare from her hazel eyes. He said, “Don’t blame yourself for giving me that card. After all, you could hardly refuse without arousing more suspicion. I had already guessed the angle and it simply made proving it easier.”
“How about Seeney?” Gentry put in impatiently. “Did he kill Clem Wilson?”
“I’m coming to that. When Brannigan read about Wilson’s murder last night he was scared. He didn’t know whether one of his men had found it necessary to kill Wilson or not. If not, it meant there was another gas racket operating in town in competition with him. In either case he was damned anxious to know who’d killed Wilson… and how much I knew.
“So he called me to his office and tried to find out what I knew by claiming his association wanted to help stamp out gas racketeering. He was partially truthful. It was to his interest to stamp out any competitive organization.”
Shayne paused to draw a long breath. “When I wouldn’t play ball, he sicked his vice-president onto me. She tried to wangle it out of me. Eddie Seeney came to the door while we were having fun. He was scared, too, because he’d been to see Wilson lately with a proposition. Wilson cussed him out and he crossed Wilson off the list. But he was afraid Wilson might have described him to me over the phone. His wife had accused him of the murder, too. He tried to see Brannigan, but Brannigan put him off… fired him. So he tried to turn to Miss Taylor. As soon as she saw him in the doorway drunk, she knew she had to shut him up before he spilled things in front of me. So she grabbed my gun and let him have it, her brilliant legalistic mind realizing she could claim self-defense. Mrs. Seeney, by the way,” he ended, turning his eyes on Edna Taylor, “has a very young baby.”
Edna gave a little gasp and swayed to the couch, burying her face in her hands.
Gentry growled, “All right. That’s one murder. But who did kill Clem Wilson? Seeney? And what about those hoods that have been trying to rub you out?”
“I’m coming to that.” Shayne paused at the sound of a car pulling up outside. He looked relieved and said, “That must be our missing witness.”
He strode to the door and opened it, caught Mr. Carlton by the arm and drew him inside, saying cheerfully, “Everything is under control, Carlton, and you’re not going to get hurt.”
Herbert Carlton nodded nervously to Chief Gentry and his gaze flickered over Brannigan and Dennis Kline with no show of recognition.
Shayne said, “Just take it easy, Carlton,” and asked Gentry, “Did you find any evidence of ration-book forging in Carlton’s printing office when you picked up Donald Frazier’s body?”
“Plenty. We found the plates used for the coupons, but we didn’t find any of the printed stuff.”
Shayne said, “Carlton’s trusted employee, whom we know as Bartel, was an ace counterfeiter. Working alone at night, he has been forging gas coupons and books. And that’s where you come in, Kline.”
Dennis Kline smiled coldly and fingered his gray mustache. “You’ll have one hell of a time proving anything, Shamus.”
“I don’t think so. Gentry has a dozen men out raiding your string of outlying service stations.”
“They won’t find anything. Not a drop of bootleg.”
“They’re not looking for that. We knew you were too smart to take a chance that way. With your reputation, it was a cinch your stations would be closely checked. But forged coupons are a different matter. They’re easily concealed, and there’s no way in God’s world to prove they’re not legitimate once they’re torn from a book and put with the others. You thought it was foolproof, didn’t you, Kline? There’d always be the exact number of coupons to match the amount of gas sold.”
Kline grated, “You’re crazy. I don’t know anything about any forged coupons. Those stations are legitimate business.”
Shayne turned to Gentry. “Can you get a report on that raiding squad?”
“I’ll call in and see,” Gentry answered. He heaved himself from the deep chair and looked around for a telephone.
“It’s in the bedroom,” Shayne told him. He preceded Gentry into the room and tested the instrument, nodded with satisfaction, and said, “It’s okay. See what you can get.”
Gentry dialed a number and consulted briefly with headquarters, hung up and turned with a glint of satisfaction in his eyes. “I got plenty,” he said and they went back to the living room.
Gentry confronted Kline and growled, “You’ve tangled with the Feds this time, Denny. Three of your stations raided. One drew a blank, but the other two were lousy with loose coupons.”
“Can I help it if some of my men don’t have any better sense?”
“With coupons turning up at enough of your stations, it’s going to make a federal grand jury suspect that you might have a hand in it,” Gentry said. An expression faintly resembling a smile spread over his beefy face. Turning to Shayne, he went on: “By God, Mike! I’ve been waiting for years for Kline to get careless enough so that Manny Markle couldn’t push him through a loophole. This is it.”
“And that isn’t all,” Shayne said. He heard another car stop outside and strode to the door, yanked it open and said, “Come in and join the gathering,” to Captain Ott and the shrinking youth whom the officer pushed in front of him.
Shayne caught Bob Wilson’s arm and straightened him up. The Army deserter cowered away from him, but Shayne turned him around to face the others, ordering, “Point out the man who’s been hiding you here in town.”
Bob Wilson drew in a long breath and blurted out, “Nobody’s been hiding me.”
Shayne said, “You know you went to Dennis Kline as soon as you hit town. Kline got you into that drugstore holdup a year ago and you knew he would help you because you kept your mouth shut. Isn’t that it?” He pressed hard on the youth’s shoulders.
Kline took a step forward, his eyes leering angrily. “You’re putting words into his mouth, Shayne. I don’t even know who this boy is.”
“How about it, Captain Ott?” Shayne glanced at the Army officer. “Where’d you pick him up?”
“Just where you said we would find him, Shayne. With the help of Gentry’s men we raided a night-club owned by Kline. This lad was hiding there.”
Kline blustered, “That doesn’t prove anything against me. I’m not responsible…”
“I can prove that you sent a man to Clem Wilson offering to protect his son from arrest if Wilson would sell out to you. Wilson refused and threatened to notify the authorities last midnight unless Bob gave himself up. You knew Wilson would do it, didn’t you, Kline? So you couldn’t afford to let Clem live until midnight.”
Bob Wilson was suddenly standing erect of his own accord. He fought Shayne’s arm from his shoulder, took two steps toward Kline with his face contorted and his fists doubled. “Did you murder my father, Dennis Kline? Did you?”
Shayne stepped forward and laid his hand on the lad’s shoulder again. “Draw your own conclusions, Bob. Midnight was the deadline.”
“Don’t listen to him, kid,” Kline put in hastily. “It’s a trick.”
“You bastard! Goddamn you to hell, you bastard.” Bob ducked from under Shayne’s restraining hand and rushed Kline. “And all the time you were telling me all you’d do for me.”
Kline sidestepped the lad’s pounding fists and Shayne jerked him back and flung him over to Captain Ott, saying, “Save your punches for the Japanese, Bob. The law will take care of Kline. He’s yours, Captain. He’s got a lot of fight in him.”
“We’ll take care of everything,” Captain Ott promised grimly.
Will Gentry stood by, his massive face very red, a scowl trenched between his eyes. He asked incredulously, “Do you mean it, Mike? Did Denny have the old man killed? I always figured he was smarter than that.”
Shayne looked at the chief in surprise. “Of course he is. He’s too smart to stick his neck out like that. I thought you knew.”
Gentry’s eyebrows appeared to bristle with anger. Shayne shrugged wearily and said, “That’s about all that’s left to clean up, I guess. Carlton killed Clem Wilson,” he announced without enthusiasm. “Mr. Herbert P. Carlton of Coral Gables… the best witness I have against himself.”



CHAPTER 17


There was a moment of dead silence inside the crowded room after Michael Shayne made his casual announcement. The only sound was the soft lead of Timothy Rourke’s pencil scribbling furiously on a pad of copy paper. He stopped writing to lift his eyebrows at Shayne.
Carlton exclaimed vehemently, “Do you know what you’re saying, Shayne?”
Will Gentry screwed up his face anxiously and asked, “Do you, Mike?”
Shayne dropped into a chair and sprawled his legs out comfortably. He said, “Honest to God, Will, I thought you knew it was Carlton. I thought you were just waiting for me to get the dope on him. Hell, it had to be… from the very first.”
Gentry growled, “What do you mean by ‘the very first’?”
“Last night out at the filling station. I suspected him then, though I wasn’t positive until this morning.”
In a trembling, aggrieved voice, Carlton said, “I demand an explanation for your absurd charge, Shayne.”
“You’ll get it. You thought you were safe from suspicion every time I dragged a dead herring across your path.” To Gentry he said impatiently, “That stall about having a flat and seeing all those things happen sounded goofy. In the first place, look at him. Is he the type to change his own tire when there’s a filling station handy, rubber conservation or not? Not on your life. And didn’t you notice his hands and the knees of his pants? They were clean. And that malarkey about the car almost hitting him. His pants were torn, but there wasn’t any bruise on his leg. He hadn’t been changing any tire. All he had time to do was slide a jack under the wheel. Then he hurried to the station because he was stuck with that flat and had to go through the normal actions of an innocent man.”
Gentry got out a handkerchief to mop his florid face. “You can’t hang a murder rap on a few little things like that.” His words drooled with disappointment and disgust.
“Don’t worry. I’ve got plenty more. Those things just made me suspicious. I saw what they could point to. If Carlton had killed Clem Wilson and then got a flat as he was driving away he would have done just those things. He couldn’t drive on… not in these days of tire rationing… without attracting a lot of attention. And he felt pretty sure Clem Wilson was calling the cops and he was likely to meet up with them. He couldn’t desert his car half a mile from the crime, because that would throw too much suspicion on him. So he had to face it out by acting the innocent bystander.
“He overdid it,” Shayne went on slowly, “with the details he claimed he saw half a mile away which fitted Mrs. Wilson’s story. He was careful to mention two men in a dark sedan, and after I gave him the idea, he realized it might be well to claim he could identify them.”
Carlton broke in angrily, but Shayne raised his voice and continued:
“All that is actually immaterial, though. Carlton made his real mistake early this morning. I knew it had to be him. Hell, Will, you’re the one who pointed it out to me. Before God, I thought you knew.”
“Me?” Gentry scowled heavily.
“Sure. When you pointed out to me how prompt the man with the rifle was after the Herald came out. Remember? You said he checked into the hotel at six twenty-two. Just twenty-two minutes after the first edition was out.”
Gentry sputtered, “I don’t get it. Twenty minutes is plenty of time to read a paper and check in at a hotel.”
“But you’re forgetting the call that came in while I was in your office. About the kid killed near the railroad yards. I told you he had been in my room with a phony message at five forty-five… fifteen minutes before the Herald came out.”
“What’s that got to do with it?”
“It was perfectly clear that the boy was sent to my apartment to learn its exact location. He was just a punk they picked up. They grabbed him as he came out of my hotel, got the information, then bumped him. The rifleman who signed his name B. Antrim knew which hotel room to rent in the hotel opposite… and which window to watch for his try at putting me out of the picture.”
Gentry said glumly, “Come again.”
Shayne lifted his arms and clasped his hands at the back of his head, took a deep, painful breath, and said, “That made it absolutely a cinch that whoever was after me didn’t have to wait to read the paper about the murder. He already knew, and that made it Carlton. He was the only person, other than Mrs. Wilson and the police, who knew that Clem Wilson talked to me before he was shot… the only other person who knew I was keeping the information to myself.”
Gentry subsided, venting his disgust with a half-hearted snort.
Herbert Carlton’s voice was out of control when he said, “It all sounds perfectly absurd. I don’t know what all your gibberish is about. What about that threat I received… these wounds I got while those men were abducting me? What about my car fenders being smashed when they rammed into me? And what about the boss who listened outside the cabin while we were locked inside?”
Shayne let his head loll against the chair. He said, “I have already said you were your own best witness… or worst… in the crime you committed. You wrote an anonymous threat to yourself at the same time you wrote that note to me. A check will show they were written on your typewriter. And as for the wounds on your face, the tape looks mighty clean. People don’t tape up bruises. They tape up scratches where there has been blood.”
He came up from his chair in one movement, stepped forward swiftly, and ripped a strip of adhesive from his cheek. There was no wound underneath. He pinned Carlton’s arms behind him with his two hands, held him with his left while he stripped the last piece of tape from his face. Then he dragged him toward Gentry, saying, “Look, Will. A boy scout would be smarter than Carlton. There’s not a scratch on him.”
He shoved Carlton away from him and continued, “Sure the boss was right there at the cabin. Inside the room with me… trying his goddamnest to get me to spill how much Clem Wilson had told me. Why, you were even afraid of your own gunman… made him check his gun with the other hood outside. That was cute, too, the way you tripped me and gave Gene a chance to get away. And the way you murdered Frazier in cold blood before he had a chance to say anything to incriminate you.”
Carlton kept going backward until he leaned against the wall. He stared at Shayne with the eyes of a hunted and cornered animal. “What makes you think I shot Wilson? What possible motive could I have had?”
“Because you were fool enough to try to sell the wrong man some of those fake gasoline coupons you and Frazier were forging. I don’t know why you decided to go out selling them that night. But you picked Clem Wilson. You should have let Frazier do the dirty work. Murder and racketeering were new to you, and you got panicky and went back and killed Wilson while he was phoning me.”
“So he did tell you?” Carlton moaned and continued frantically, “I knew I shouldn’t have waited…” Appalled by his admission, his knees gave way and he sank to the floor.
Gentry was sending out quick puffs of smoke from a cigar. He turned on Shayne and demanded, “If Wilson did tell you it was Carlton, why the hell did you go through all this hokus-pokus?”
“Wilson didn’t tell me anything. He didn’t have time. And that’s why you had me on the spot every time you got tough and demanded that I tell you.”
“But you said you knew it was Carlton right after six o’clock this morning,” Gentry rumbled. “Why the devil did you go on walking into trouble… nearly getting yourself killed?”
Shayne wearily paced a few steps and back, stood facing the others in the room, letting his cold gray eyes rest upon each before passing to the other. Captain Ott had taken the erring young soldier away, and Kline, Brannigan, and Miss Taylor were huddled together on the couch.
“By that time,” Shayne said, “I was smoking out a lot more skunks. I couldn’t afford to arrest Carlton and call it a day. Besides, I had to have more proof against Carlton. Then, these others kept coming at me as long as they didn’t know exactly who I was after. Except Kline, of course. Manny Markle sent me after him.”
The telephone rang shrilly. Gentry went in to answer it. He came back and nodded to Shayne. He said, with a hint of apology in his tone:
“You’ve rung the bell again, Mike. My boys picked up Carlton’s two gun pals just where you thought they’d be. They were getting ready to take out in a motor launch from Carlton’s boathouse.”
Gentry struck a pose of heavy authority. His shoulders straightened; his voice was harsh when he said, “All right, you,” waving a pudgy arm around the room, “the party’s over. We got enough on all of you. Get going out the door.”
Shayne said wearily, “Just a minute, Will. This is the first case I’ve ever worked on where there was no possibility of a fee. You know I never have asked for any credit in solving a case. I’ve always let the police department have it, but this is different.”
Gentry’s face grew very red and he started to speak, but Shayne waved him down.
“I’ve got to appear as witness against all these people, and I want credit for solving the case, because it’s my only compensation. I’ve got to avenge a certain young lady,” he went on, his mouth unsmiling. “She’s a very young lady, only four or five months old. Her name is Jessica. Her father is… was… Eddie Seeney.”
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