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CHAPTER ONE


Michael Shayne was sweaty, irritable, and dog-tired when he let himself into his hotel apartment at eight o’clock that evening. It had been a long, frustrating day, and the preceding night had been a long night. He tossed his Panama on a rack near the door as he closed it firmly, and rubbed his hand over a stubble of red beard, letting his broad shoulders slump while he headed for the small kitchen at the rear.
He opened the refrigerator and checked first to be certain there was a cellophane-wrapped package of ground chuck on the top shelf, then took out a tray of ice cubes and carried it to the sink. He had run warm water over the tray and dropped two of them into a tall glass when the telephone rang in his living room.
He filled the tall glass with cold water and carried it in to the square table in the center of the living room and set it down beside the telephone which kept on ringing.
He glared at the instrument with impersonal hatred, and turned aside to a wall liquor cabinet where he got a bottle of cognac and a four-ounce wineglass. The phone was still ringing when he went back to the table and settled himself in a comfortable chair and filled the glass to the brim. He drank about an ounce, slowly, savoring the taste; washed it down with a sip of ice water and lighted a cigarette before lifting the telephone which had, by that time, rung about twenty times.
He said, “Shayne,” and Timothy Rourke’s voice came over the wire aggrievedly, “Why don’t you answer your telephone?”
Shayne said, “Anybody else but you would have given up five minutes ago.”
“Pete told me you had just come in.” Pete was the desk clerk and switchboard operator who had been on the job all the years that the redheaded detective had lived in the hotel. Sometimes Pete took a little too much on himself, but he did know, of course, that Rourke was Shayne’s closest friend.
Shayne said, “All right. I’m in.”
“Going to be there for awhile?”
“All evening,” said Shayne flatly. “All night. I’m going to have three or maybe four more big drinks, and I’m going to broil a pound of hamburger, and then I’m going to bed.”
“Sounds like good, clean fun,” the reporter commented lightly. “And that’s just fine, Mike. I’m sending a guy up to see you.”
Shayne said, “I don’t want to see any guy. I’ve seen too many guys today. Good night.”
He replaced the telephone on its prongs and picked up the glass of cognac lovingly. The second long and lingering swallow tasted better than the first.
The telephone rang again. He quirked a ragged, red eyebrow at it, then sighed and lifted it on the third ring.
“Go away, Tim. Honest to God, I’m pooped.”
“This guy’s in trouble, Mike.”
“Most of your friends are mostly in trouble.”
“I owe him a favor, Mike. He saved my life once.”
“Which was a mistake,” grunted Shayne sourly. “Except for that, I’d be sitting here enjoying my drink in peace.”
“It’s Doctor Ambrose,” said Rourke quietly. “Remember that time I got shot up…?”
Shayne remembered vividly enough. But it had been many years ago and he didn’t remember the doctor or his name or what he looked like.
He sighed and asked, “What sort of trouble?”
“I’d rather he told you, Mike. Just listen to him, huh? You don’t have to interrupt your drinking routine for that.”
Shayne said, “Okay. I’ll listen. But if I’m in bed before he gets here…”
“Not more than twenty minutes. He’s on his way right now.” Timothy Rourke hung up fast before Shayne could change his mind.
Shayne grinned wryly and tugged at his left ear-lobe as he put down the telephone. He settled back comfortably in his chair and took a deep drag on his cigarette and a smaller swallow of cognac than the previous two. It had been nip and tuck with Rourke that time when he got shot on the Beach while Shayne was in New Orleans. He vaguely recalled something about a certain doctor whom Rourke insisted had pulled him through after the others had given him up.
He lifted the telephone and told Pete, “If a Doctor Ambrose asks for me, send him up.”
“You bet, Mr. Shayne. I guess you musta been taking a shower when Mr. Rourke first called, huh?”
Shayne said, “I was taking a drink, Pete. No more calls tonight.” He was working on his second drink and already in a much more agreeable mood when a knock sounded on his door about twenty minutes later.
He heaved his rangy body out of the chair and went to the door and pulled it open. A somewhat short, somewhat plump man stood there. He wore a neatly pressed, light tan suit, and a neat, blue polka-dot bow tie, and neat brown shoes that had recently been polished.
He was about fifty, Shayne thought, with thinning gray hair and harassed brown eyes that blinked at the detective behind horn-rimmed glasses. He also looked worried or frightened as hell.
He said nervously, “Mr. Shayne? Mr. Rourke, ah…”
Shayne stepped aside holding the door open cordially. “Come in, Doctor. Ambrose, isn’t it?”
“Yes. I’m Doctor Ambrose. I’m grateful… it’s good of you to see me, Mr. Shayne. I know you’re a very busy man.”
Shayne said, “Not doing a thing but having a quiet drink. Any friend of Tim’s…”
He closed the door behind the doctor and moved past him toward the table. “What will you have?”
“Nothing for me,” said Doctor Ambrose hastily. “That is… well… perhaps a small glass of sherry if you have it.”
Shayne said, “Sure,” moving to the liquor cabinet. He paused and asked over his shoulder, “Cream or cocktail?”
“What’s that? Oh, no cocktail for me. They’re much too strong. A small glass of sherry…”
Shayne reached a long arm to the top shelf and got down a bottle of Harvey’s Bristol Cream and a tall-stemmed glass. He carried them back to the table and said gently, “Sit down, Doc. Relax. Tim tells me you’re in some sort of trouble.”
The doctor obediently sat down, but he did not relax. He sat bolt upright on the edge of a chair and laced his fingers together nervously. He blinked his eyes and swallowed hard, and then stared downward at the rug. “I don’t… know how to say it, Mr. Shayne.”
Shayne said encouragingly, “You’re a doctor. You have patients who come to you with… well, troubles… some of which they don’t like to talk about. But they have to if you’re going to diagnose the case. Look at this the same way.”
“Yes, of course. I know it’s foolish to hesitate.” Doctor Ambrose sighed deeply and unlaced his fingers to reach for the stem of his wineglass. He took a sip of the sherry and set it down. “I’m being blackmailed, Mr. Shayne.” He spoke the words as though he were confessing the murder of his grandmother.
Shayne said nothing for a moment. His gray eyes were very bright as they studied the worried face of his visitor. Then he said quietly, “Lots of people come to me who are being blackmailed. Just as people come to you with venereal diseases. Some deserve it and some don’t. How bad is it, Doctor?”
Dr. Ambrose looked up at the redhead beseechingly. “It’s very bad, Mr. Shayne. It happened a long time ago, but it would ruin me… absolutely ruin me… if it became public knowledge.”
“Which is what the blackmailer threatens?”
“Yes. He has the proof. I can’t fight it, Mr. Shayne. I have to pay what he demands. Don’t advise me not to be intimidated,” he hurried on a trifle wildly. “Timothy Rourke was full of good advice. It’s easy for Rourke or for you to sit back and say: ‘Don’t pay him a penny, Doctor.’ But it’s my reputation… my medical practice… my entire life that’s at stake. Can you understand that?”
Shayne said, “I can understand it, all right. At the same time, nothing was ever gained by paying a blackmailer. They’re never satisfied. They’ll come back for more and more; I give you my word of honor, Doctor…”
“I’m already practically bled white,” Ambrose told him despairingly. “A thousand dollars a month for the past six months. How long do you think I can stand such a drain?”
“It proves exactly what I just told you. Your mistake was in making the first payment. If you’d gone straight to the police…”
“No, Mr. Shayne,” Doctor Ambrose interrupted him with a queer assumption of dignity. “My mistake was made years ago. Unintentional and innocent though it was at the time. Now… I must pay for my folly.”
“Who?” asked Shayne softly.
There was a long silence. Doctor Ambrose took another sip of his cream sherry. “I don’t know, Mr. Shayne. To be frank, I don’t believe I would tell you if I did know. What earthly good would it do? You would probably want to approach him directly. I realize you are a man of action… of violence. But it could only make matters worse.”
“You claim you don’t know who is blackmailing you?” Shayne asked incredulously.
“It is the simple truth. I received a letter six months ago… demanding that I mail a thousand dollars in cash each month to a post office box in Miami Beach. I have done so. But I realized it couldn’t continue. A thousand a month, Mr. Shayne!”
Shayne said, “Twelve grand a year.”
“Precisely. For the rest of my life. Do you know what my annual income is?”
Shayne shrugged his broad shoulders. “I understand that doctors are doing very well these days. I don’t know anything about your practice, but… assuming you’re competent and moderately successful… thirty or forty thousand?”
“I’ve averaged slightly over forty thousand gross during the past few years,” the doctor told him evenly. “But I have heavy expenses. The salary of my receptionist-nurse alone is over six thousand. Office rent… supplies…” He waved both hands vaguely. “At least another six thousand.”
“So that leaves you twenty-eight thousand net,” said Shayne patiently. “I don’t see…”
“On which I pay income tax. About eighty-five hundred dollars. That leaves me twenty. Deduct twelve thousand from that…”
“All right,” agreed Shayne irritably. “I didn’t start this discussion with the idea of advising you to pay blackmail the rest of your life. Exactly the opposite. I say you should have never paid a cent.”
“And lose everything?” shuddered the doctor. “I have a pleasant home, a charming wife. Up to this point, she suspects nothing. To explain the drain on my income, I have told her…” His voice faltered and he dropped his gaze to the rug again. “I confessed to her that I have been gambling. Laura is a wonderful woman. A fine wife and helpmeet. Instead of upbraiding me for my supposed folly, she has been sympathetic and understanding. But… it can’t go on, Mr. Shayne.”
“No,” said Shayne grimly. “It can’t and mustn’t. So, what do you intend to do about it, Doctor? What do you expect me to do?”
“I have made arrangements for a final pay-off, Mr. Shayne. Tonight. Last month, I enclosed with my cash payment a letter pointing out the fact that I was reaching the point where I could no longer keep up the monthly payments. That it is impossible to squeeze blood from a turnip. In desperation, I offered a lump payment of twenty thousand dollars in return for the incriminating documents. By cashing in my insurance policies, taking out a second mortgage on my home, liquidating every available asset, I have gotten that sum of money into my possession.”
He paused and looked up into Shayne’s face steadily for a long moment, then reached inside the left lapel of his coat and withdrew a long, bulky white envelope. “The money is here,” he said expressionlessly. “I have only to exchange it for a similar envelope containing the evidence against me. I want you to help me make that exchange… see that it is consummated fairly.”
Shayne said sharply, “You speak of incriminating documents. What do they consist of?”
“I don’t think that matters. To anyone except myself.”
“It matters in this way,” grated Shayne. “What assurance have you that they will be genuine? How do you know he hasn’t had them copied or photostated? Do you think a blackmailer will be satisfied with twenty grand? Good God, Doctor! Don’t you realize he’ll be back at you in a few months with further demands? It’s what always happens.”
“It won’t in this case. I shan’t reveal the nature of the evidence, but I assure you that photostating or copying would be worthless. Once I am convinced that the documents I receive in exchange for my money are genuine… then I have nothing more to fear. Take my word for that, Mr. Shayne. That is why Mr. Rourke suggested that I come to you tonight.”
“Why?” asked Shayne bluntly. “To help you make the pay-off?”
“To be present while the exchange takes place… and merely by your presence to assure that I receive what I am paying for. Your reputation in Miami is enough for that, Mr. Shayne. You are known as a dangerous man to cross… honest but implacable. I simply ask your protection so long as I have this huge sum of money in my possession. I don’t ask you to take any active part in the transaction,” the doctor went on rapidly. “Knowing that you are there… prepared to take a hand if anything goes wrong… should suffice, I think. Whoever the blackmailer may be, he must certainly know who and what Michael Shayne is, and will not dare try any trickery with you on hand to witness it.”
Shayne shook his red head slowly. “You’ve been listening too much to Tim Rourke. My reputation isn’t that good.”
“But it is, Mr. Shayne. In truth, it is I who went to Mr. Rourke and suggested the arrangement. I knew that you and he were close friends, and I asked him to use his influence to get your help in this matter.”
“And he agreed?” asked Shayne in some surprise.
“His reaction was the same as yours in the beginning… that one should never pay a blackmailer. But when I made him understand that I was determined… that there was no other way… he agreed that it would be a good idea for you to stand by and see that it was done properly.”
Shayne scowled and drummed his fingertips on the table. He lifted his glass and drained it, and then leaned forward and said casually:
“Answer me this one question, Doctor Ambrose. How many abortions have you performed since starting your medical practice?



CHAPTER TWO


The doctor was disconcerted and shocked by the question. He jerked his head up and stared at Shayne, and protested, “What has that to do with this situation? I assure you…”
Shayne cut him off in a flat, even voice: “I asked you a question, Doctor. Answer it.”
“None,” said Dr. Ambrose with dignity and in what sounded like a truthful voice.
“Never once?” Shayne persisted. “Not even in the very early days when the going was probably tough?”
“Never.”
“Were you ever tempted to, Doctor?” Shayne asked the question quietly, as though it were prompted only by mild curiosity.
“Certainly not,” he snapped. “No reputable physician…”
“Just answer my questions,” interrupted the detective. “During all the years of your practice how many times have you been approached by a woman who wanted… needed… an abortion?”
“Do you want me to distinguish between wanted and needed?” asked the doctor grimly.
“Just needed will do. How many, Doctor?”
“A dozen, perhaps. Not having that sort of unsavory reputation, I’m not likely to be approached.”
“But of those dozen… most likely your own patients… you turned them all down?”
“Of course I did. See here, Mr. Shayne. If you’re intimating that the blackmail threat has anything to do.…”
“Why?”
“Why what?” The doctor hesitated, pursing his lips. “Why did you turn them all down?”
“Because… for heaven’s sake, you know that such operations are not only illegal, but immoral and certainly unethical. I could lose my license. A doctor is bound by a very strict code of ethics. Even the hint of a rumor that he is engaging in such a practice can ruin him utterly.”
“Yet, Doctor,” said Shayne quietly, “just man to man… between the two of us here in this room, won’t you admit there are cases in which an abortion would be justified? Where it’s the only answer that will avoid the wreckage of a human life… or two or three lives?”
“If you mean physical reasons of health, there are legal provisions which apply.”
“I don’t mean physical reasons, Doctor. I mean psychological reasons.” Shayne paused and reached out for the cognac bottle and refilled his glass.
Dr. Ambrose said querulously, “I don’t see how this discussion is at all apropos.” He looked at his wristwatch with a worried frown. “I haven’t all evening…”
“You will see how it’s apropos, Doctor,” Shayne told him soothingly. He took a sip of cognac and marshalled his thoughts. “Let’s discuss a hypothetical case. Say there’s a married woman. A really nice, decent sort. In love with a good husband who is in love with her. Suppose he’s away for six months on business… abroad, perhaps. So she goes to a perfectly innocent cocktail party and has just one drink too many.”
“Whatever happens would be her own fault,” said the doctor snappishly. “A woman who drinks too much…”
“Hold it!” Shayne said harshly. “You’re not a drinking man yourself. You don’t know how easy it is to take one too many drinks inadvertently. I do. But to hell with that,” he went on. “We’re not placing blame. We’re discussing consequences. So this basically nice, decent woman wakes up in the wrong bed the next morning. She’s disgusted with herself, and remorseful. But she’s also pregnant, as she discovers to her horror a few weeks later. So… there it is. Her husband will be coming home in a few months. Their marriage will be wrecked. Her life will be ruined. And her husband will not come out of it without scars on his soul if he really loved her. And what about the child? There’s my hypothetical case, Doctor. Faced with one of your patients in that situation, what would you do?”
Dr. Ambrose sighed and moved uncomfortably. “I would advise her,” he said stiffly, “that there are other doctors in a city the size of Miami who have less scruples than I, and suggest that she seek one of them out.”
“You’d wash your hands of the whole affair,” said Shayne angrily. “You’d send the frightened, distraught woman off to some damned abortionist and continue feeling very ethical about the whole thing even if she died getting rid of the baby?”
“That wouldn’t necessarily happen. There are many competent men in the medical profession who…”
“Who care more about human values than their damned code of ethics,” Shayne broke in. He lifted his glass and took a long drink of straight liquor, his bleak gaze pinning the squirming doctor into his chair.
“Yet you have the guts to come here and proposition me. I’m licensed by the State of Florida also, Doctor. Private detectives have their own code of ethics. It’s not only illegal, but in my book it’s also immoral and unethical to pay money to a blackmailer.”
“What am I going to do?” asked the doctor miserably, turning his eyes away from Shayne’s belligerent glare.
Shayne said: “There are other private detectives in a city the size of Miami who have less scruples than I. I suggest you seek one of them out.”
“But they haven’t your reputation for integrity. How do I know they are to be trusted?”
“Ah,” said Shayne remorselessly. “That’s just the point, isn’t it? How do you think I got my reputation? The same way you got that reputation of yours you’re so jealous of, Doctor. By washing my hands of cases like yours.”
The telephone rang beside him. He picked it up without thinking, and growled, “Shayne.”
“Have you seen Doctor Ambrose, Mike? Is he there?”
“He’s here,” grunted Shayne. “Look, Tim. Why the hell did you send him to me? You know how I feel about blackmail pay-offs.”
“I know, Mike. That’s why I called. Look. I’m not asking you to do it for him. It’s a favor to me.” Timothy Rourke’s voice was honestly pleading. “You don’t have to make the pay-off. You don’t have to do a damned thing except bodyguard him until he delivers the money and gets the stuff in return. You know how ticklish these things are. For God’s sake, and for mine, Mike, get off your high-horse. A good little guy gets in a spot. How’ll you feel if you send him off alone and they grab his twenty grand without making an even exchange… and maybe gun him down at the same time? He’s not equipped to handle a thing like that. You can see that for yourself.”
Shayne said through set teeth: “I’d feel just about the same way as he’d feel about our hypothetical pregnant lady.”
“What in hell are you talking about?”
Shayne grated, “Nuts,” and slammed the phone down. Dr. Ambrose had gotten up from his chair and stood hesitantly beside it. “I’m sorry I wasted your time, Mr. Shayne.” He spoke hopelessly, but again with an odd sort of dignity. “I… may as well be going.”
Shayne said gruffly, “Sit down, Doc.”
The doctor looked at him searchingly while Shayne settled back and ran big-knuckled fingers through his rumpled, red hair. Then he sat down again.
Shayne said: “Drink some more of your sherry and tell me what you’ve got set up. That was Tim Rourke on the phone,” he added abruptly, “reminding me that I’m not God.”
The doctor studied his gaunt face for a moment, and realized that Shayne’s eyes were no longer bleak. He asked quietly, “Then you’ve decided to help me?”
Shayne said: “Let’s see exactly what the situation is. You wrote to this guy at his post office box last month telling him you had to get off the hook, and offering twenty grand to settle the thing. What happened?”
“I received a telephone call about a week later. A man’s voice. Cultivated and… well, educated. He acceded to my offer. I told him I would need two or three weeks in which to raise the money. He agreed without protest, and said he would call me again today.”
Dr. Ambrose paused and wet his lips with the tip of his tongue. He was staring across the room, speaking in a low, impersonal sort of tone. “This afternoon, the same man called me at my office. I told him the money was ready and that I would like to complete the transaction tonight. He agreed, and suggested that I meet him on a deserted stretch of the Beach to make the, ah… payoff. I demurred, Mr. Shayne.” The doctor turned to shoot him a troubled look.
“I am not au fait with such matters, but I realized I would be terribly vulnerable with twenty thousand dollars in cash in my possession. What was there to prevent him from passing me an envelope with folded newspapers inside, or… worse still, simply shooting me and taking the money?
“So, I made a counter proposition: that we should meet in Miami at some public place with other people present. I felt I would be better protected that way. And, having already thought of you, and hoping that I might be able to get your help through Mr. Rourke, I warned him that I would be guarded during the meeting by a gunman.
“He acquiesced, seeming very sure of himself. I suggested the Seacliff Restaurant. That’s on Northeast Third Street. A rather large, brightly lighted place.”
Shayne said, “I know it. I’ve eaten there.” He nodded. “A good choice, Doctor.”
Dr. Ambrose appeared gratified by this small bit of approbation. “We left it that way. I have a telephone number which I am to call at precisely nine o’clock, settling the final details.” He looked down at his watch. “In exactly four minutes. I would like to tell him that you are going to be with me, Mr. Shayne. So that he will know exactly where he stands. If he protests your presence, I will feel that he isn’t really… as you would say it, I think, on the level.”
Shayne nodded, grim-faced. “How difficult will it be for you to determine that the documents he gives to you are worth your twenty grand?”
“Not difficult at all, Mr. Shayne. I envision us exchanging envelopes under your supervision. I will expect him to open mine and verify the amount contained inside it. At the same time, it will require only a minute for me to satisfy myself that all is in order. As soon as we are both satisfied, we will so signify, and go our separate ways. That is all I ask of you, Mr. Shayne.” The doctor’s manner was earnest and appealing.
Shayne nodded, rubbing his blunt, whiskered chin. “You’re to phone him at nine?”
“In exactly two minutes,” said Dr. Ambrose with another glance at his watch.
Shayne nodded and yawned widely. “Set it up for as soon as you can. Nine-thirty, if possible. I’m sleepy as hell. Tell me one thing, Doc,” he added casually, opening the center drawer of the table beside him. “You’re not packing a rod, are you?”
“I?” The doctor’s eyes widened. “Of course not. Why would you suspect that I would be… ‘packing a rod’?” The intonation he gave the three words put quotation marks around them.
Shayne grinned wryly and said, “Some amateurs get strange ideas. I’ll have a gun, but I don’t want you messing things up by pulling one on your own.” He reached inside the open drawer and withdrew a short-barrelled.38 which he laid on the table. “Better make your phone call, hadn’t you?”
Dr. Ambrose hesitated, pursing his lips and looking down at the rug. “That goes through the switchboard, doesn’t it?” He nodded toward the telephone at Shayne’s elbow. “To make a call from here I have to give the number?”
“Sure,” said Shayne. “But what the hell? Pete, downstairs, isn’t going to keep track of a number you call.”
“I wasn’t thinking about that, Mr. Shayne. I would be happier if you did not know the number either.”
“What the hell?” grated Shayne. “Don’t you trust me?”
“Not entirely,” said Dr. Ambrose. “You made it very clear to me that you disapprove of this… as you call it… pay-off. I trust you to go with me and see it through, as you have offered to do. But, also, Mr. Shayne, I have read enough detective novels to know that you have ways of tracing a telephone number… and, after this matter has been concluded satisfactorily, I would not want you to do any further investigating. I trust you understand me?”
Shayne stared at the plump, little doctor for a long moment with lifted eyebrows and with a sardonic look on his rugged face.
Then he chuckled unexpectedly. “I get you. It’s nine o’clock,” he went on. “The telephone in the bedroom is a direct outside line. Go in there and dial your number. But I want to hear what you say over the phone. I don’t trust you a damn bit more than you trust me.”
“Very well,” said Dr. Ambrose. He got up from his chair and went into Michael Shayne’s bedroom. The detective leaned back and sipped from his cognac glass while the doctor dialled, making no attempt to identify the numbers dialled because he had learned long ago, while practicing his profession, that it was humanly impossible to do so.
He did, however, get up from his chair and stroll forward to the open bedroom door to hear Dr. Ambrose say:
“Hello. It is nine o’clock. I have the envelope ready and will be at the Seacliff Restaurant in exactly half an hour to deliver it.”
There was a brief pause. Dr. Ambrose went on. “I will be accompanied by the well-known private detective, Michael Shayne, whose only interest in the matter is to see that a fair exchange takes place. We will be seated together in a booth along the wall if there is one vacant, or at a table together.”
Another pause. Then: “Well, you know Michael Shayne, don’t you? His picture has been displayed often enough in the Miami newspapers.”
Another pause. Then: “That is correct. Nine-thirty at the Seacliff. Mr. Michael Shayne and I will be together.”
Dr. Ambrose broke the connection and came out of the bedroom. Shayne said, “Okay, Doc. I’ll grab a fast shave and we’ll take off.”



CHAPTER THREE


The Seacliff Restaurant in downtown Miami was big and brightly lighted, and did a heavy business in early dinners with a special, low-priced children’s menu which attracted family groups.
At this hour of the evening, the rush was over and not more than a quarter of the tables were occupied. There was a long row of booths along the right-hand wall as you entered, opposite the bar on the left, and Shayne and his companion found the third booth empty.
Shayne slid into the seat facing the entrance, and Dr. Ambrose sat opposite him. A waiter spread two huge menus in front of them, but Shayne pushed his aside and said, “We’re just having some drinks. A sidecar for me. With Martell, and go easy on the cointreau. Harvey’s Bristol Cream for you, Doctor?”
Dr. Ambrose looked uncertain. “A small sherry perhaps?”
Shayne nodded to the waiter and reassured the doctor. “That’s what you were drinking at my place. Relax.” He grinned across the table at the fidgety, plump little man who had removed his spectacles and was cleaning them nervously with his napkin. “It shouldn’t be long now.” He looked at his watch. It was nine twenty-five.
“I hope not,” murmured Dr. Ambrose fervently. “I confess I’m nervous. I’ve never done this sort of thing before. If you weren’t here to give me moral support, I don’t think I could possibly have gone through with it.”
“Still time to change your mind,” Shayne suggested. “If you duck out fast. I’ll stay here and let your man brace me. Could be I might get your stuff back without you paying the bastard a dime.”
“Oh, no,” shuddered Dr. Ambrose. “I… I’d never feel safe again.”
“Have it your own way.” Shayne settled back with his shoulder-blades against the back of the booth while the waiter placed a brimming cocktail glass in front of him and a smaller glass of darker fluid in front of the doctor.
Shayne tasted his drink and found it good. Despite his apparent nonchalance, he was keyed-up to the limit and his hooded gaze suspiciously studied each new customer who entered the restaurant. It was so easy for something to go wrong with a deal like this. From long experience, Shayne realized this fact much better than the doctor. Twenty grand was a pretty fair hunk of cash even in these days of inflation, and a man who would stoop to blackmail was not exactly a trustworthy type in Shayne’s book.
However, the doctor had chosen well in setting the time and place for the pay-off, and Shayne had to admit to himself that he had been smart to insist that the redhead accompany him. It should go off all right… if both of them were playing it straight and were prepared to make a fair exchange. Knowing that Michael Shayne was sitting in on the deal should keep the blackmailer in line. And he didn’t think the doctor would be fool enough to try and pull a fast one without the full amount of money in the envelope.
A lone man came through the doorway from the street and paused near the upper end of the bar. He was bareheaded, with a crew-cut, and a smooth, unlined face. He wore a light tan sport jacket over a white sport shirt that was open at the throat, and there was really nothing about his appearance to distinguish him from any one of a dozen or more tourists who had entered since Shayne and Dr. Ambrose had sat down.
Yet, to Michael Shayne there was a difference. An almost indefinable aura of excitement about him. A tightness of the muscles. A feral, searching gleam in the blue eyes that were just a little too cold, just a little too inhuman.
He moved forward slowly, hands lax at his sides, glancing inside the first two booths with studied indifference as he moved.
Shayne drained his cocktail glass and put it down and waited. The man stood beside their booth and looked at him. He said, “Shayne?” and the redhead nodded.
“I’m Michael Shayne.” He slid out of the booth, standing for a moment, towering at least four inches over the bareheaded man.
He said pleasantly, “I guess maybe you two have got business together,” and moved backward slowly to an empty spot at the bar, keeping his gaze fixed on the pair.
The man sat in the seat just vacated by Shayne. He paid no further attention to the watchful detective. He said something which Shayne couldn’t hear across the table to the doctor, and Dr. Ambrose nodded and reached inside his coat pocket to withdraw the long, white envelope he had shown Shayne at his apartment.
At the same time, Crew-cut reached inside his inner coat pocket and withdrew a similar envelope. For a moment the two men regarded each other thoughtfully across the table, and then simultaneously they exchanged envelopes.
Shayne leaned back with his elbows behind him on the bar supporting his weight, his right hand dropping casually into his coat pocket, which sagged under the weight of his revolver.
Both men had turned slightly toward the wall, shielding their envelopes from view, and were tearing them open. If anything was going to happen, now was the moment for it.
A long thirty seconds passed while each of them carefully inspected the contents of the other’s envelope. Then they turned back toward each other and both of them nodded. The churning stopped in Shayne’s stomach and his muscles relaxed, but he didn’t take his hand off the gun in his pocket.
The two men at the table each turned back the lapel of his coat to pocket his envelope.
At that precise moment, a flash-gun exploded with brilliant white light a few feet up the bar from Shayne. He jerked his head to catch a glimpse of a wiry, young man with lank, black hair, lowering a press camera with a flash attachment. It was only a glimpse, because he turned and ran for the door as he lowered his camera. Shayne could have shot him, but didn’t. Shayne had seen that face before.
He stood very still with his big hand bunched around the butt of the.38 in his pocket, and looked at the booth.
Dr. Ambrose and Crew-cut sat exactly as they had sat a moment before, each with a long, white envelope half inside his coat pocket. Both their faces were turned toward the fleeing photographer, mouths slightly open and a look of blank surprise on both faces.
The tableau held for a long moment and Shayne waited tensely to see if something would explode between them.
It didn’t. They turned back toward each other and each pocketed his envelope. Shayne pushed himself away from the bar and strolled forward, getting two dollar bills from his pocket to drop on the table in payment for their drinks.
He asked, “Ready to go, Doc?” and Dr. Ambrose nodded and looked at him in agitation and said, “Yes, it’s… all right. But I… did that man take a picture?”
“It looked that way,” Shayne said cheerfully. “God knows what for. Maybe you and God, huh?” He transferred his gaze to Crew-cut.
The man shook his head and appeared honestly puzzled. “Not me. I swear I never saw him before.”
Shayne shrugged and stepped back so Dr. Ambrose could get out. “If you’re all set,” he said indifferently, “I don’t see it matters.” He took hold of the doctor’s arm and walked firmly to the door with him without looking back. They had driven to the restaurant in the doctor’s car, and it was parked half a block away.
Shayne led him rapidly toward it in the cool night air, and asked, “Get what you wanted?”
“Oh, yes. Why did you do that, Mr. Shayne? How did you arrange it? In the name of heaven, why? I hoped tonight would be the end of this affair. I certainly don’t want…”
Shayne stopped beside the doctor’s late-model sedan and pulled the door open. “I’d get going, if I were you. I didn’t arrange anything, goddamit.”
“But that photographer.” The doctor hesitated, half in and half out of his car. “If you didn’t have him there… who did? Why would anybody want a picture of us?”
Shayne said, “I don’t know. For a moment, I thought maybe it was your idea. You not knowing who your blackmailer was and all.”
He waited stolidly, but Dr. Ambrose merely got in behind the steering wheel, shaking his head in a puzzled manner. “I can only hope there are no repercussions. Mr. Shayne… ah… I will expect a bill from you for your services.” He turned the key in the ignition and drove away.
Michael Shayne stood on the sidewalk looking after his departing car with anger building up inside him. Damn Tim Rourke, anyway! What in hell was the matter with the reporter? He’d never pulled a stunt like that on Shayne before. Goddamit! If he wanted a picture of the blackmail pay-off for reasons of his own, why in hell hadn’t he warned Shayne in advance? That photographer might easily have got himself shot. Shayne’s finger had been tight on the trigger when he whirled, after the flashbulb went off.
He turned and strode away through the night toward his hotel on the north bank of the Miami River, still boiling with rage at Timothy Rourke.
Everything had been beautifully set. Everything had gone off on schedule, without a hitch. A perfect blackmail pay-off… in front of a lot of people, none of whom suspected anything. Twenty thousand dollars in a sealed white envelope exchanged for the incriminating documents in a similar white envelope. Everybody satisfied, and the whole thing washed up. Except for the photographer. That might be a complication. And Shayne had agreed to accompany Dr. Ambrose tonight… as a favor to Tim Rourke… simply to see to it that there weren’t any complications.
He damned Timothy Rourke again as he approached the side entrance to his apartment hotel. He’d been all set for a quiet evening at home and an early jump into the hay when Rourke had intervened.
Shayne went in the side door and up the two flights of stairs, bypassing the lobby, seething with rage. He rammed the key into his door and strode to the center table and dropped his short-barrelled.38 into the open drawer before pouring four ounces of cognac into the waiting wineglass and drinking half of it.
The ice cubes had melted in the tall glass on the table. Shayne carried it into the kitchen and emptied the glass, put in more ice and fresh water. He sloshed it around to get it cool and drank off half the glass, then carried it back into the living room and asked Pete for Timothy Rourke’s home number. He listened to the telephone ring seven times at the other end of the line before hanging up.
Then he called the News and got the City Room, and was told that Mr. Rourke was not in and they didn’t know where he could be reached. Before the newspaper connection was broken, Shayne asked hurriedly, “Is George Bayliss around?”
There was a long wait while people checked. Then he was told that Bayliss was also out of the office, “Off duty,” so he was informed.
He held on doggedly and asked for George Bayliss’ home telephone number. He had to identify himself before he got it. Then he hung up and told Pete to try that number.
Again, he listened to the phone ring seven times without getting an answer. He slammed it down angrily, tossed off the rest of his drink and poured himself another.
He sipped the top off the glass so he could carry it without spilling any, and took it into the kitchen. He put water on to boil for the dripolator, methodically measured four heaping tablespoons of coffee into the top, and put a heavy iron frying pan on the stove with the heat turned high.
He tossed half a cube of butter into the pan, got out the pound of ground chuck and mashed it up in his hands, sprinkling both sides liberally with Lawry’s Seasoned Salt and working it into the meat with his fingers.
The coffee water was boiling, and the butter had melted in the frying pan and was sizzling and brown. He reduced the heat, mashed the pound of meat flat between his palms into a thick patty, and dropped it into the hot grease.
He poured the water into the top of the dripolator and drank half the cognac, got out a spatula and turned the gas flame high for a moment, then turned the hamburger and lowered the flame, and sipped at the rest of his drink.
He got out a dinner plate and slid the beautifully-browned-on-both-sides and still-red-in-the-middle hamburger onto it, carried it into the living room, and returned to get a mug of strong, black coffee.
He ate the entire pound of meat with gusto, washing it down with coffee, carried the empty plate back to the kitchen sink and poured another mug of coffee to which he added a couple ounces of cognac in the living room.
He settled back comfortably with a cigarette and the coffee royal, and let himself think blissfully about bed.
A good ten hours of shut-eye was what he needed. If it hadn’t been for Tim Rourke’s interference, he would have been asleep at least an hour ago.
He yawned widely and carefully forced himself not to think about Rourke. Tomorrow would be time enough for that.
He drained the coffee mug to its delectable dregs, got another cigarette going, and dragged himself to his feet. He turned out the living room lights and began shedding clothes on his way into the bedroom.
He was naked down to his shoes and socks when he reached the bed, and he threw back the covers and sat on the edge, unlaced his shoes and kicked off his socks.
He padded across to the window and opened it wide, went back and turned off the light and slid under the covers with a sigh of contentment.
The telephone beside his bed began to ring. It was an unlisted number which only a very few people very close to him had.
He dragged his mind back to awareness, groped in the darkness for the telephone and lifted it to his ear and muttered, “Hello?”
He came fully awake and mad as hell when he heard Tim Rourke’s voice saying urgently, “Mike! Listen to me, Mike.”
“You listen to me,” he grated. “What the goddam hell did you mean…?”
“Did you go with the doctor, Mike? Make the pay-off?”
“You ought to know,” he roared. “Goddamit, Tim…”
“He’s dead, Mike.”
Shayne held the telephone away from his ear and shook his head angrily. He put it back and asked, “Who’s dead?”
“Doctor Ambrose, poor bastard. Gunned down in his own driveway on the Beach.” Rourke gave him the street address. “I just got a flash from the office. See you there.”
The reporter hung up.



CHAPTER FOUR


Michael Shayne lay very still for at least a full minute, staring upward into the darkness while unanswered questions churned through his mind. Ambrose dead? In the name of God, why? He’d made the pay-off in front of Shayne. Everyone had been satisfied. Maybe his death had nothing to do with blackmail, of course, but that was just too damned coincidental.
Yet it couldn’t be worth risking a murder rap for the blackmailer to get the stuff back from the doctor. He must realize that the twenty grand he’d gotten tonight had bled his victim dry.
The photograph? He hadn’t seemed particularly perturbed about it in the restaurant. Even if he had suspected that Ambrose had arranged to have the picture taken in order to identify him, he hadn’t kicked about it.
Of course, there was a good chance that the man who received the money was just a go-between… that the real blackmailer had stayed in the background. In that case, the incident would have been reported back to him. And…?
At that point in his thinking, Shayne sighed and reached out and turned on the bedside light. God! the bed felt good. He was dead for sleep.
He threw back the covers and swung his legs over the edge, got a fresh undershirt and shorts from the bureau and put them on. He picked up his slacks from the floor where he had shed them only a few minutes before on his way to bed, grabbed a fresh sport shirt and finished dressing fast.
The Miami Beach address meant that Peter Painter was in charge. That meant that Shayne was going to have a lot of questions to answer when he showed up on the murder scene. The longer he delayed making his appearance, the worse it would be.
He went out of the apartment hurriedly, and down in the elevator. Pete was alone in the lobby behind the desk. He looked curiously at the detective and said, “Hey, Mr. Shayne. I thought you was bedded down for the night. When you came in at eight o’clock, you said that all hell couldn’t pull you out of your room tonight.”
“That’s what I thought.” Shayne broke his stride to pause momently at the desk. He recalled, now, that he and Ambrose had gone down the stairway when they left because the doctor’s car was parked on the side street, and that he had returned the same way. Thus, Pete was not aware that he had already been out once since coming in at eight. It might be a good idea to keep it that way.
He said, “At least I grabbed a couple of hours, Pete. Any calls come for me, I’m over on the Beach consorting with a dead man.”
“Sure, Mr. Shayne.” Pete’s jaw dropped as he watched the rangy redhead hurry out the front door.
Shayne got his car from the hotel garage where he had carefully parked it for the night, earlier, and gunned it to the Boulevard and then north toward the Causeway to Miami Beach.
He found Dr. Ambrose’s house on a quiet side street in one of the older residential sections of Miami Beach without difficulty. There were several police cars parked along the street, and an ambulance was backed into the driveway with spotlights brilliantly lighting the doctor’s sedan that stood directly in front of a closed double garage beside a neat, white stucco house.
Shayne pulled into the curb behind the police cars and got out. He walked up the sidewalk toward the driveway, and encountered a uniformed policeman who was shunting curious householders from up and down the street away from the scene.
Shayne stopped beside the harassed policeman and asked, “Has Tim Rourke got here yet?”
“That Miami reporter? Yeh. You got business with him?”
Shayne said, “More with Chief Painter, I guess. He here, too?”
“Sure. What kind of business, Mister? There’s been a murder committed, you know.”
Shayne said, “I know.” He started down the drive toward the group of men on the lawn at the left side of the doctor’s sedan.
The policeman called out, “Hey, you! Wait. I didn’t say you could…”
Shayne kept on walking toward the group. A tall, lanky figure standing in the background and peering over the heads of some others, turned and saw him approaching. Timothy Rourke moved back swiftly and exclaimed, “Mike! What happened with you and the doc?”
“Just what you set up,” said Shayne irritably. “Tell you about it later. What’s the dope?”
“Just got here myself.” The reporter shook his head despondently. “But they say it looks like he was ambushed here when he drove up. Took a bullet in his heart when he got out of his car to open the garage.”
“When?” Shayne demanded.
“I don’t know that yet. I just got here…”
Another, shorter, figure detached itself from the group and moved toward them. Chief of Detectives Peter Painter was a slender man who appeared to bounce on the balls of his feet as he walked. He was immaculately dressed, as always, and the pencil-line of his mustache was very black against his upper lip in the glare of the ambulance floodlights. He said, “Rourke… and Mike Shayne. What do you two want here?” He stopped on the grass in front of them, squaring his shoulders belligerently.
Rourke said, “I’m after the story, Chief. I called Mike as soon as I got the flash from my paper.”
“Why?” demanded Painter, rocking back on his heels. “Why did you call Shayne?”
“Because he thought you might be able to use some help,” Shayne told him harshly. “If you don’t need any information… if you’ve got the case all solved and wrapped up tight… that’s just fine with me. I’ll go back to bed where I belong.”
He started to turn away, but Painter said stridently, “Wait, Shayne! If you’ve got any relevant information, I demand that you give it to me. You can’t just walk away…”
“The hell I can’t,” grated Shayne through set teeth. “I jump out of bed and break the speed limits to get over here like any good citizen to help you out, and, by God.…”
“Wait a minute, Mike,” groaned Timothy Rourke. “I called him because I knew he saw Doctor Ambrose earlier this evening,” he told Painter.
“How did you know that?” demanded Painter suspiciously.
“Because I sent the doctor to see him. I don’t know whether that has anything to do with what happened here, but I thought you ought to know about it.”
“What did happen here?” asked Shayne quietly.
“When did you see Ambrose?”
“He came to my apartment about eight-thirty. Damn it, Petey,” Shayne went on impatiently, “I’m willing to cooperate, but I want some idea of what I’m walking into. When was he killed?”
“A few minutes after ten o’clock, the best we can place it.” Painter thumb-nailed his mustache and peered up at Shayne’s rugged face suspiciously. “That mean anything to you?”
Shayne looked at his watch. It was shortly after eleven o’clock. He said truthfully, “It could mean a lot… if the time is right. Any witnesses to swear to it?”
“The next door neighbor noticed his car turn into the driveway a few minutes after ten. He didn’t think anything of it until about half an hour later when he took his dog for a walk and noticed the car still standing here in front of the closed garage, headlights still on and engine running. He also noticed the overhead light on inside the car, indicating that a door had been left open. He came over to investigate. Dr. Ambrose was lying beside the open left-hand door, shot once through the heart. Now, what does that mean to you?”
Shayne said, “He was being blackmailed. He had an appointment to make a twenty grand pay-off at the Seacliff Restaurant in Miami at nine-thirty. If he kept that appointment, it looks as though he drove straight here without any stops along the way.” He paused briefly and then said, “At my place he showed me a thick white envelope which he said contained twenty thousand dollars. Did you find it on him?”
Painter shook his head. “Nothing like that at all.”
Shayne said quietly, “Then he must have kept the appointment at nine-thirty and got rid of it.”
“Now wait a minute, Shayne. Why did he come to you in the first place?”
“Tim sent him. He had a crazy idea of hiring me to go along as a sort of bodyguard while he made the blackmail pay-off.”
“It wasn’t crazy at all,” retorted Rourke. “Sounded like a lot of sense to me. Nobody was likely to start anything with you backing his play. Damn it, Mike! Didn’t you go with him as I asked you to?”
Shayne looked at his old friend expressionlessly. “You know how I feel about blackmail and paying them off,” he growled.
“But I asked you as a personal favor…”
“Let me get this straight,” Chief Peter Painter broke in importantly. “You claim you refused to help him, Shayne?”
“I told him, goddamit, that I could lose my license by aiding and abetting blackmail. I told him I considered it immoral and unethical,” Shayne added truthfully and righteously. “I also warned him that it never worked. That no blackmailer was ever satisfied, but always came back for more. I advised him to refuse to pay, and to go to the police for protection.”
“Mike!” protested Rourke, aghast. “You let that innocent, little guy go off alone to meet a blackmailer with twenty grand in his pocket?”
“It certainly doesn’t sound like you or your methods, Shayne,” commented Painter suspiciously.
“He got my goat with his holier-than-thou attitude,” said Shayne angrily, and, again, truthfully.
“I asked him what he did when a woman came to him needing an abortion desperately just because she’d made one tiny mistake in the past. Know what he said?”
“Being a reputable physician,” said Painter with unction, “I’m sure he would have refused.”
“Exactly,” Shayne blazed at him. “He washed his hands of the whole thing. All right. I happen to be a reputable private detective. I want nothing to do with blackmail pay-offs. I told him so.”
“Mike,” groaned Rourke again. “If you’d listened to me…”
“How did he react to that?” interrupted Painter.
“He insisted on going through with it.”
“Did he?”
Shayne said, “When he left my place at about nine-fifteen he was headed for the Seacliff Restaurant to keep a nine-thirty appointment with his blackmailer.” He chose his words carefully as he spoke, saying the exact truth, though certainly not the full truth.
“Who was he meeting?” demanded Painter.
“He refused to tell me. As a matter of fact, he insisted he didn’t know the man’s identity. I don’t know whether he was holding out or not,” Shayne continued truthfully. “He didn’t want me to interfere either before or after the pay-off, and claimed that all he had was a telephone number… which he also refused to turn over to me.”
“He told me the same thing,” muttered Rourke. “When he came to me about it, I advised him the same way you did, Mike. But he was determined to make the pay-off tonight and end the affair. I thought he would be safer accompanied by you than going it alone. That’s why I sent him over to your place. And you turned him down cold, Mike?” Rourke’s voice was troubled, wondering. “Even when I told you the way I was indebted to him? That’s what sticks in my throat. That’s what I’ll never forgive you for. If you’d done as I asked, damn it, he might not be lying here dead.”
“What do you think that has to do with it?” Shayne demanded angrily. “If he made the contact and passed on the money…”
“But we don’t know he did,” Rourke pointed out. “When you refused to help, maybe he decided not to chance it alone. If he came home carrying that money with him, it would have been a perfect motive for murder.”
Shayne said, “That’s theorizing. It couldn’t take him an hour to drive from my place here. The timing is right to indicate that he made the contact at nine-thirty, and then drove here.”
Peter Painter was listening restlessly to the irritated exchange between the two men who had always been the closest of friends. Now he decided it was time to assert his authority.
“You claim he refused to tell you who was blackmailing him, Shayne. What was he being blackmailed for? What did he expect to receive in return for his twenty thousand dollars tonight? That might be very important.”
“He refused to tell me that either. Just that he was in a particularly vulnerable position as a doctor, and that the information could ruin him both socially and professionally, if it became public knowledge.”
“Do you know what was being held over him, Rourke?”
“No,” the reporter confessed reluctantly. “He told me just about the same as Mike says he told him. Something that was worth twenty thousand bucks for him to keep quiet. And he wasn’t a wealthy man. Look at his home here. It’s not worth more than twenty-five, and I happen to know it’s mortgaged to the hilt.”
“He told me that, too,” said Shayne quietly. “That he’d taken out a second mortgage on his home to raise the money.”
“Yes, well…” Peter Painter lightly brushed his mustache with the back of his thumbnail again. “Can you prove that you didn’t accompany him to the Seacliff Restaurant, Shayne?”
“Do I have to prove it?” The redhead’s voice was bland.
“You very well may. I don’t take anything you tell me on faith, Shayne. Indeed, I wasn’t aware that you were quite so ethical as you pretend to be.” His voice became thinly sarcastic. “It’s nice to know that you value the trust imposed in you by the State of Florida so highly, though I must say there have been times in the past when I have doubted it.”
Shayne said easily, “You’ve just got a mistrustful nature, Petey. Check with the desk clerk at my hotel,” he went on generously. “He’ll tell you I came in at eight o’clock completely pooped and ready for bed, and that I didn’t leave the hotel until shortly after eleven when Tim Rourke phoned me to meet him here.”
“I’ll check with him, all right,” Painter promised. “Both of you stick around.” He swung about on his heels as one of his homicide squad approached, and moved out of earshot where they had a low-voiced colloquy.
Rourke stepped a couple of feet aside from Shayne at the same moment, and turned his back, hunching his thin shoulders to light a cigarette.
Shayne started toward him, and then held himself back. This was not the time or place for confidences. He had sold Peter Painter on the idea that he hadn’t accompanied Dr. Ambrose to the pay-off, and he wanted to keep him sold. The less Rourke knew about it, the better for all concerned.



CHAPTER FIVE


Peter Painter moved into the group surrounding the doctor’s body, effectually screening it from Shayne’s view, and, after some further discussion and the issuance of orders by Painter, the group began to disintegrate.
Two white-coated ambulance attendants moved toward the rear of the ambulance carrying the sheet-draped body on a stretcher, while some of the men went back to their parked cars and drove away. Others fanned out on foot in both directions from the doctor’s house, and Shayne, who knew the routine well, knew they would be ringing neighborhood doorbells for the next few hours, arousing neighbors who were not already aroused, taking statements and gathering as much information on the private life of the Ambroses as possible.
Chief Painter came back across the grass carrying a.32 automatic dangling by the trigger-guard from his forefinger. He stopped in front of Rourke and held the weapon up to him and demanded, “Ever see this before?”
The reporter stared at the gun and said, “Hell, I don’t know. All automatics look alike to me. That what killed him?”
“What I mean is,” said Painter silkily, “since you were such buddies with the doctor, did you ever see a gun like this in his possession?”
“We weren’t buddies,” protested Rourke. “The guy saved my life that time I was shot here in your territory. I’ve seen him a few times off and on since then. No reason I’d know whether he owned a gun or not.”
“How about you, Shayne?”
The detective shook his red head. “I met him for the first time this evening. I didn’t frisk him before he went to make the pay-off, but I did ask him and he swore he wasn’t carrying a gun.” He frowned, recalling the neat, tan suit the doctor had worn. “I don’t believe he was,” he added flatly.
Painter said, “H-m-m. This thirty-two was lying on the ground beside him. One shot fired from it. Only blurred fingerprints. He was killed with a thirty-two slug. Powder burns indicate the muzzle was rammed up against his body.” He sighed. “So far, we haven’t found anybody who heard the shot.”
“What about the widow?” asked Shayne. “Was she home?”
“Now, that’s something I want to ask you both. Do you know Mrs. Ambrose?”
Shayne shook his head. “Never met the lady.”
Rourke said, “I met her a couple of times. Haven’t seen her for at least two years.”
“Pretty much of a lush?” demanded Painter.
Rourke hesitated. “I don’t know her well enough to say. She’s one of these, well, sort of professional southern belles, if you know what I mean. Pretty and plump and young-looking, and never forgetting that her family was real southern gentility. In a nice way,” he hurried on. “Nothing overt about it. Just… the way she’d been brought up. She just couldn’t help flirting, but you knew all the time it didn’t mean a damned thing. Doctor Ambrose treated her like a child-bride, and she gobbled it up.” He paused thoughtfully. “I always had a hunch she was the type of southern gal who had been taught by her mother that it was perfectly ladylike to sip a pint of Southern Comfort in the privacy of her own room, but who was shocked to see other, more emancipated females tossing off cocktails in public.”
“A secret drinker.” Painter nodded with satisfaction.
“Wait a minute. Don’t quote me on that. It’s just that I got an impression…”
“It adds up,” said Painter. “She was passed out cold when we got here. Not Southern Comfort, but straight vodka, apparently. With a couple of ounces of Peppermint Extract mixed into the bottle, from an analysis of the dregs from an empty quart bottle in her room.
“The doctor has just got her sobered up enough to do some talking,” Painter went on briskly. “I want you both to come and sit in on it. I’ll do the questioning, but since you both talked to her husband about blackmail, you’ll be better able than I to decide whether she knew what was going on or not.”
He wheeled about precisely on his heels and marched toward the front door of the neat stucco house which showed light from every window.
Timothy Rourke fell into step with Shayne behind him, and muttered nervously, “This isn’t like Petey. Since when did he start asking for any cooperation?”
“He thinks we’re both lying our heads off,” Shayne told him quietly. “Watch it, if you’re holding anything back.”
“I’m not, Mike. I swear I’m not.”
“Then take it easy,” growled Shayne. “And let him do the talking.”
In front of them, Painter opened the front door and marched inside stiffly, leaving the door standing open behind him.
They entered directly into a square living room with subdued gray wall-to-wall carpeting, comfortably though unostentatiously furnished with overstuffed chairs and a long sofa against the far wall. There were innumerable floor lamps with pastel silk shades in various colors, and all of them were lighted. There were also a lot of footstools scattered about, with small, puffy cushions in each chair and cushions bunched on the sofa.
Mrs. Ambrose sat huddled at the far end of the sofa. A couple of feet back from it, regarding her intently, was a tall, thin-faced man whom Shayne recognized as the Assistant Medical Examiner on the Beach. Chief Peter Painter crossed the rug in front of them with sprightly steps and stopped directly in front of her.
Dr. Ambrose’s widow had soft, platinum hair that was cut quite short and formed a riotous mass of tiny curls all over her head. She had a petulant face that was streaked with tears and needed make-up badly, and a babyish mouth that Shayne supposed had often been likened to a rosebud when it was properly lipsticked. Right now, the lips were plump and pouting.
She had very wide and very blue eyes in which tears were forming and sliding down her cheeks. She wore some sort of formless Mother Hubbard housecoat of citron yellow and lavender blue which effectively concealed whatever sort of figure she had.
Peter Painter rocked back on his heels in front of her and said gravely, “I realize this is a terrible ordeal for you, Mrs. Ambrose, and I’ll make this as brief as possible. Tell me first: When did you last see your husband?”
“This morning. When he left for the office.” She shut her eyes tightly and two big tears squeezed through under the lids.
“Did you hear from him during the day?”
She nodded violently without opening her eyes. “His nurse telephoned about four o’clock to say Doctor was tied up and wouldn’t be home for dinner. She said not to expect him until some time late this evening.”
“Was this… unusual?”
“Not so very,” she faltered. “He was a doctor, you know. And this morning he said, well… that something might come up to detain him tonight and I shouldn’t plan anything fancy for dinner.”
“What sort of thing, Mrs. Ambrose?”
She hesitated and tightened her plump lips and then opened her eyes wide and said, “It was those gamblers. I know it was. I knew it all the time. They killed him. He couldn’t get enough money for them and so they killed him. Oh God, what am I going to do now?” She turned her head to the police doctor and implored in a trembling voice, “Couldn’t I please have just a tiny drop of something for my nerves? I’m going to pieces. I know I am.” Her voice rose thinly. “Don’t just stand there looking so supercilious. I know what I need. What do you know about it? Is your husband lying out there in the yard murdered by gangsters?”
Painter glanced at the doctor who shook his head slightly, and told her cheerfully, “I’ve administered a sedative, Mrs. Ambrose. It will begin to take effect in about five or ten minutes and you’ll be fine. Please try to answer Chief Painter’s questions in the meantime.”
Painter asked, “What’s this about gamblers?”
“They were after him… hounding him all the time for money. He’s always gambled. It was a sort of compulsion with him. On the horses, you know. He confessed to me the first year we were married, and I forgave him. He was lucky and often won as much as he lost. Sometimes he was real lucky and we’d go out for a big splurge. But lately it’s been different. He was unlucky, and I’m afraid he started plunging. Just a month or so ago he told me he was in too deep. He said they were pressing him, and he broke down and cried like a baby with his head in my lap and said he was afraid they’d do something to him, if he didn’t pay up. And he promised he’d never bet on the horses again, if I’d help him this time, and I signed all the papers. You know. Insurance and on the house and all.
“And I thought it was enough and everything would be all right again and just the same as before, but I could see he was worried again, the last few days, and it frightened me and I wondered. And now… oh God!” She put the backs of both her hands up against her mouth and her wide blue eyes were anguished as they looked up at the chief of detectives.
“He didn’t say anything about this this morning?” asked Painter patiently.
“He didn’t have to. I could tell. You can’t be married to a man for twenty-two years without having an intuition. And when Nurse called this afternoon I had a premonition.”
“Is that why you hit the bottle of vodka so hard that you passed out and didn’t even know when he came home… didn’t even hear the shot that killed him?” asked Painter, folding his arms and thrusting his chin forward.
“Now I like that! Why, you, you… No gentleman would make an insinuation like that to a lady. I was worried and frightened, and I took a little sip of spirits, and it relaxed me and I took a nap. That is absolutely all.”
“Dr. Cross,” said Painter flatly, “tells me you had the better part of a quart of ninety-proof vodka in your stomach when he found you passed out in the bedroom half an hour ago.”
“Of all the insolent lies!” She turned her head and looked at the doctor like a little girl reproving a parent. “Don’t you realize I could sue you for slander and libel for making such a gratuitously untrue statement? What sort of doctor are you, anyway? I don’t know you, do I? Doctor Cross?” She spat out the two words venomously. “What sort of doctor are you? An osteopath?”
Dr. Cross studied her patiently and disapprovingly, and did not reply.
“This gambling of your husband’s,” said Painter. “On the horses, you say? Did he bet at the tracks?”
“Oh, no.” She turned her round, blue eyes on him in a manner to indicate that she thought him some sort of imbecile to ask such a question. “With his patients and all, he hardly ever had time to get out to the racetracks. It was a… a bookie, I guess you call them.”
“Can you give us his name, Mrs. Ambrose?”
“The bookie’s name?” She registered mild surprise. “You know them all, don’t you? You’re a policeman. I remember asking Doctor if it wasn’t illegal, and he said they couldn’t operate five minutes without police protection. So you must know lots more about that than I do.”
“We’ll skip that,” said Painter brusquely. “Now then, Mrs. Ambrose, answer me this: Were you aware that your husband was being blackmailed?”
Watching her face closely, Shayne could have sworn that her surprise was genuine. “Blackmailed?” she wailed. “Doctor? Whatever for?”
“I hoped you could tell us that.”
“But how could I? I simply don’t believe it! That’s something you made up because you’re a policeman in cahoots with the gamblers who murdered my husband. And so you start accusing my poor, dead, murdered husband of blackmail! Shame on you!” She turned to the doctor again, trembling violently now, and holding out both her shaking hands, palms upwards. “Now, couldn’t I?” she beseeched him. “You can see how overwrought my nerves are.”
“In about three minutes,” Dr. Cross told her austerely, “your nerves will be perfectly all right again.”
“Let’s not waste those three minutes, Mrs. Ambrose. Let’s go back to this afternoon. After the doctor’s nurse telephoned you that he would be detained. You say you had a premonition that it had something to do with his gambling debts?”
“Yes… I… I thought about that.” The widow slumped sideways on the sofa. Her eyes were becoming slightly glazed.
“What did you do?” demanded Painter urgently.
“What could I do? I… waited for him to come home. I was so worried. Mercifully, I dropped off to sleep about nine-thirty when he still wasn’t here.”
“And you didn’t see his car come in the driveway at ten? You didn’t hear the shot that killed him?”
“I was taking a nap,” she murmured defensively, sighing and blinking her eyes shut and open rapidly.
“One more thing, Mrs. Ambrose.” Peter Painter glanced at Dr. Cross and received a brief nod. He took the.32 automatic from his pocket and held it out in front of her face. “Have you ever seen this before?”
“Is it Doctor’s?” she asked weakly.
“I’m asking you.”
She murmured, “It looks like Doctor’s,” and closed her eyes, slumping a little more to the side and cuddling down among the nest of puffy pillows.
“You mean… he owned a pistol that looked like this?”
Keeping her eyes closed, she answered drowsily, “Yes… he… had a permit for it.”
“Where did he keep it, Mrs. Ambrose?”
“Here, sometimes. In the office, I guess. Glove compartment…” Her voice trailed off and she settled down convulsively in a huddled pile on the sofa.
Dr. Cross took two strides to stand in front of her and lift a limp wrist to feel her pulse. He glanced over his shoulder at the chief of detectives and said, “She’ll be out for eight hours, at least.”
Painter nodded and stepped back, wiping sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. “I’ll send a man in to help you get her into the bedroom… and he’ll spend the night.”
He swung on his heel and made for the front door, motioning Shayne and Rourke to follow him. Outside, he issued orders to a detective who was standing at the bottom of the steps, and then faced the redhead and the reporter and asked, “Did either one of you get anything in particular out of that?”
When Timothy Rourke shook his head and didn’t reply, Shayne said, “That business about the gambling, Chief. I may have an angle on it.”
“What is it?” snapped Painter.
“He’s been paying blackmail for six months,” Shayne explained. “He told me that, in order to cover up in front of his wife, he had told her he was gambling heavily and losing.”
“And she believed him.” Painter swung on the reporter. “How about it, Rourke? You’ve known him for years. Was the doctor a heavy gambler?”
“I told you I knew him only casually,” protested Rourke. “I never checked on his personal habits.”
“You mean you don’t know?” persisted Painter.
“I mean I don’t know,” agreed Rourke stiffly.
“All right.” Painter swung away. “You can both go. I may be calling on you tomorrow.” He went down the walk on hard heels toward his unmarked car with a police chauffeur at the curb.
Timothy Rourke turned after him, muttering, “Guess I’ll take off, too.”
Shayne caught up with him in three long strides. He clamped the fingers of his big left hand tightly around the reporter’s thin biceps and pulled him to a halt. “We’ve got things to talk about, Tim.”
“I don’t see it.” His old friend faced him defiantly in the thin moonlight. “I asked you for a favor. You refused. That’s your right. What the hell?” He looked away from Shayne’s scowling face. “I need a drink.”
Shayne said, “So do I.” He released Rourke’s arm, gave him a little shove toward the sidewalk. “Get in your heap, and I’ll follow,” he said grimly. “Pull in at the first gin-mill where we can have a quiet drink and some talk.”



CHAPTER SIX


Shayne got in his car and switched on the headlights that picked out Timothy Rourke’s shambling figure as he got into the driver’s seat of the shabby coupe which the detective knew so well. He started his motor and waited until Rourke drew away from the curb, then pulled out behind him. There were only two police cars left parked on the quiet side street as they drove away.
Rourke’s coupe turned south toward the business section of Miami Beach, and Shayne followed close behind. On Fifth Street, Rourke turned to the right toward the Causeway, slowed and pulled into the curb in front of the first bar at which there was parking space.
Shayne parked behind him, cut off his ignition and headlights, and got out briskly. He caught up with the reporter as Rourke was entering the bar, and walked beside him, without speaking, to an empty booth. Timothy Rourke slid into it and Shayne sat opposite him. Rourke avoided meeting his eyes as a waiter came up to take their order. He said, “Bourbon and water. Make it a double,” and Shayne ordered cognac with ice water on the side.
The waiter went away, and Rourke continued to avoid meeting Shayne’s eyes.
The redhead lit a cigarette and said tonelessly, “Get off your high-horse, Tim. We’ve been friends for a good many years.”
“That,” said Rourke, “is what’s bothering me.”
“So, why did you pull that fool stunt tonight?”
“Sending Doc Ambrose to you for help?” Rourke darted an angry glance at him. “I didn’t think it was a fool stunt when I did it. I was crazy enough to think that those years of friendship you just mentioned meant something to you. That you, by God, would help a man out, if I asked you to. Without asking any questions.”
The waiter brought their drinks. Shayne waited until he had gone away before countering mildly, “And I thought you’d trust me to handle it, Tim. Without sticking your oar in. Goddamit!” he went on strongly, “from where I sit, it looks to me like your interference triggered Doctor Ambrose’s death.”
“My interference?” Rourke looked at him incredulously with his highball halfway to his mouth. “What in hell are you talking about?”
“George Bayliss.”
“George… Bayliss?” Rourke frowned and took a long pull at his double bourbon and water. “The photographer on the News? What’s he got to do with it?”
“Cut it out, Tim,” said Shayne angrily. “You’re talking to Mike Shayne. Remember. I covered up for you in front of Painter, but now, Goddamit, I expect you to come clean.”
“What are you talking about?”
“George Bayliss… and that picture he took of Ambrose making the blackmail pay-off.”
Timothy Rourke lowered his glass slowly to the table with a shaking hand. “What picture are you talking about?”
“Damn it, Tim, I was there. Bayliss must have told you that. Cut out your pretense that you swallowed the story I gave Painter.”
“Wait a minute.” Rourke’s eyes glowed queerly in their cavernous sockets. “Are you saying you did go with Ambrose?”
“Didn’t Bayliss tell you I was there?”
“What’s this Bayliss routine? I heard you tell Painter flatly that you refused to help Doc Ambrose… that you washed your hands of the whole affair. I never knew you to tell an outright lie before, Mike. Even when the pressure was on.”
“I didn’t lie to Painter,” Shayne corrected him quietly. “I did refuse to help Ambrose… when he first broached the subject. I did my best to dissuade him from making the pay-off. But after you phoned that last time… hell, Tim, of course I went with him. I thought you knew it all the time.”
“Wait a minute, Mike. I don’t get this at all. I distinctly remember hearing you tell Painter that Ambrose walked out of your apartment headed for the Seacliff.”
“He did.” Shayne shrugged and grinned sourly. “What I failed to add was that I was right beside him at the time.”
“You also told him, flatly and unequivocally, that you didn’t leave your hotel from the time you came in at eight until you left at eleven after I phoned you that Ambrose was dead.”
“Unh-uh.” Shayne shook his head blandly. “You’re not up on the fine points of evading the truth, Tim. Think back carefully and you’ll remember that I told him the desk clerk at my hotel would testify that I hadn’t gone out. He will. And believe he’s telling the truth when he does. I used the stairs and the side entrance both going and coming, and Pete didn’t see me.”
“In the name of God, Mike!” Timothy Rourke ran distracted fingers through his black hair. “Are you telling me now that you did go with Ambrose to the Seacliff Restaurant?”
“I’ve been trying to get that through your thick skull for ten minutes,” growled Shayne. “I thought Bayliss would have reported back to you, and I thought you were putting on that act of being sore at me in front of Painter.”
“Tell me just what happened.” Rourke’s eyes were very bright.
Shayne sipped his drink and told him in detail. About Crew-cut coming in and the exchange of bulky white envelopes, which seemed to satisfy them both. About the flash-bulb explosion and turning his head in time to see George Bayliss run out of the restaurant.
“The picture didn’t seem to worry either one of them particularly,” he said thoughtfully. “Doc Ambrose seemed to think it was my idea, and he didn’t like it. What made me sore was you not telling me what you had in mind. I might have shot the guy. I damn near did.”
Rourke said quietly, “It wasn’t my idea, Mike.”
“Bayliss wasn’t? He’s top photographer on the News.”
“Sure he is, but I didn’t send him to the Seacliff. I haven’t even seen him for a couple of days.”
“Then who in hell…?”
“Let’s ask him.” Rourke pushed out of the booth. “I don’t know whether he’s working tonight or not…” He fumbled in his pocket for a dime, looking around for a telephone booth.
Shayne said, “He isn’t. I checked with the paper as soon as I got back. And he didn’t answer his home phone either. I’ve got the number, if you want to try him again.”
Rourke nodded and Shayne gave him the number from memory. His eyes were bleak as they followed the reporter’s emaciated figure into a telephone booth near the front door. All the time he’d taken it for granted that the picture had been Tim’s idea. If not, who then? Who else could have sent the press photographer to the Seacliff at nine-thirty to take a picture of the two men exchanging envelopes in the booth. And why had anyone bothered?
The gangling reporter came back shaking his head soberly. “His phone still doesn’t answer.” He slid into the seat opposite Shayne and drained his glass. Shayne polished off his cognac at the same time, and nodded to the hovering waiter.
“This changes everything,” he told Rourke with a worried frown. “Somebody sent Bayliss there to get that picture. Anybody on the paper, Tim? Did you talk this over with the editor or anybody?”
“Lord, no. Not a soul.” Timothy Rourke drummed thin fingertips on the table with feverish intensity. “He didn’t have to be sent by the paper, Mike. Guys like Bayliss do pick up private assignments. He’s got his own by-line, and anybody wanting a job like that done might very well call on him.”
The waiter brought their drinks. When he went away, Shayne asked casually, “Ambrose?”
A deep frown furrowed Rourke’s forehead. “Who else? Remember. He didn’t know who was blackmailing him. But the blackmailer had to know his identity.”
“He didn’t make any phone call,” objected Shayne, “after setting up the appointment from my place at nine o’clock.”
“But it was tentatively set up at the Seacliff before he came to you,” Rourke reminded him. “Maybe he already had it fixed with Bayliss to be there at nine-thirty unless he called and said differently.”
Shayne grunted, “Maybe. But he did act surprised and angry, Tim, when he accused me of having the picture taken. Was he that good an actor?”
“I don’t know what Doctor Ambrose was… except being a damned fine doctor. If you think it was his idea to take the picture… do you think that’s what got him bumped off?”
“That doesn’t quite add up either. I told you Crew-cut didn’t seem much perturbed about having his picture taken.”
“Maybe he thought it over and decided it was important.”
“Then he changed his mind pretty fast to be waiting for the doctor when he got home. The way I figure the time, Ambrose must have driven straight home from the Seacliff.”
“How about this? Suppose Crew-cut wasn’t the actual blackmailer… just hired to pick up the money. Suppose after you and Ambrose left, he phoned the boss to say everything was all right and he had the money… and mentioned in passing that someone had taken a picture of the transaction. Maybe the boss didn’t like the idea and sent a gun over to waylay Ambrose when he got home.”
Shayne frowned and said, “Maybe. But why would he care if one of his hired hands got his picture taken accepting a bribe?”
“Could be a dozen reasons. If Crew-cut, for instance, were immediately identifiable as being one of his boys. It might point the finger directly at him.”
Shayne agreed, “Might be. Right now, I’m worried about Bayliss. Why doesn’t he answer his telephone?”
Rourke glanced at his watch. “It isn’t midnight yet.” He lifted his drink and perceptibly lowered the level in his glass. “He’s a bachelor. A woman-chaser. Let’s give him until past midnight to answer his phone.”
“All right,” said Shayne somberly. “So we’ll give him until past midnight.” He paused, studying the liquor in his glass. “What did you make out of the doctor’s widow tonight?”
“Celia Ambrose?”
Shayne said stiffly, “I didn’t know you were on a first-name basis with her. You didn’t tell Petey.”
Rourke said, “Nuts, Mike. Don’t make something out of this that isn’t there. Celia Ambrose just gets a man on a first-name basis fast.”
“You figure that drunken act of hers was legitimate?” demanded Shayne.
“Don’t you?” Rourke looked at him wonderingly.
Shayne said softly, “I don’t know the woman. What about the gambling angle, Tim? You do know Ambrose better than you admitted tonight. Has he bought lots of hay for the nags who didn’t come in?”
“I doubt it,” said Rourke cautiously. “That is… I seem to recall that he used to ask me for tips, and I think maybe he invested small sums now and then, but I seriously doubt that he got in over his head… the way she intimated.”
“Intimated?” questioned Shayne. “You think she was making it up?”
“Either that, or else your explanation fits. That the doctor made her think he was gambling to account for the drain on his income for blackmail.”
“What do you suppose he was being blackmailed for?”
“Damned if I know.” Rourke scowled down at his glass. “In my book,” he said strongly, “Doctor Ambrose was one fine gent… and a hell of a good doctor. I suppose every man is capable of making a slip now and then. And, as he pointed out to you, Mike, an M.D. is particularly vulnerable. One breath of suspicion directed at him can ruin his practice. Not like a private eye or a newspaper reporter.”
Shayne nodded somber agreement. “Too bad it’ll all probably have to come out now… after he paid off plenty to prevent it.”
“Why should it, Mike? Whoever killed him and lifted the envelope with those documents isn’t likely to make them public.”
“This is a murder investigation. Everything about the doctor’s private life is important now. Painter won’t leave a stone unturned to dig up the blackmail information. There’ll be something in the doctor’s files that’ll put him on the trail. Painter’s not too smart, but he’s dogged as hell.”
Timothy Rourke nodded unhappy agreement. He tightened his lips and narrowed his eyes thoughtfully. “I still owe Doc Ambrose something.”
Shayne watched his old friend speculatively. “He’s dead now. There’s not very much you can do, Tim.”
“Celia’s still alive. They’ve got married children, I think.” Rourke’s thin fingers closed convulsively about his glass. “I feel responsible in a way. If I’d tried harder to talk him out of it tonight. If I hadn’t sent him to you… put pressure on you to help him make the pay-off…”
Shayne said, “Afterthoughts don’t help.”
“No, but maybe there’s something we can do.” Rourke peered across the table at him with eyes that were feverishly bright. “You feel up to a spot of breaking and entering?”
“Frankly… no.” Shayne stifled a wide yawn, then asked resignedly, “What have you got in mind?”
“His office files, Mike. They’re not ten blocks from here. If we go through them before Painter gets around to it in the morning…”
Shayne drummed blunt fingertips on the table. “That’s illegal as hell. In addition to obstructing a murder investigation.”
“Obstructing?” snorted Rourke. “Don’t be ridiculous! If we do find a lead to the blackmailer, you’ll know how to follow it up a lot better than Petey will. We owe it to Ambrose to try it, Mike. It might lead straight to his murderer.”
“It might. But it’s a slim chance.”
“All right. If we don’t find anything important there’s no harm done.”
Shayne hesitated. “You got his address?”
“Sure. I’ve been there several times. It’s a perfect location for us. On a side street off Fifth. One of those little medical centers with half a dozen doctors’ offices grouped in a U about a patio. Not a soul around this time of night.” He got out his wallet and looked around for the waiter who hurried up and presented the bill. Rourke put four ones on the table and got up.
Shayne followed him out reluctantly. Rourke said, “Follow me,” and got in his coupe before Shayne could protest further.
The detective walked back to his own car and got in, inwardly cursing the reporter for his stubborn loyalty toward a dead friend, yet knowing in his heart that he would feel exactly the same, if Ambrose had been his friend.
He followed Rourke along Fifth Street, and made a right turn behind him, and they drove a few blocks north away from the bright lights, and Rourke eased in to the curb near a corner. Shayne pulled in close behind him, and got out, and Rourke clutched his arm and said in a low voice, “It’s around the corner on this street. I thought it was best not to park right in front.”
They walked casually around the corner and there was a street light behind them and a dark street in front.
They passed three unlighted residences, and Rourke guided Shayne onto a flagged pathway between a row of one-story connected offices and a wide patio with flowerbeds on the left. “It’s down near the end,” Rourke whispered. “See how dark it is.”
It was pleasantly dark for the job they were doing, until they reached the door indicated by Rourke. There was just enough moonlight to make out the bronze plaque, “Philip H. Ambrose, M.D.”
There was a wide window on the right of the door with tightly closed Venetian blinds, and it wasn’t until they stood directly in front of the door that they could discern a faint glow behind the closed blinds.
They stood very still and looked at the glow, and in the utter night silence of the deserted side street they heard the unmistakable sound of movement inside.



CHAPTER SEVEN


Shayne caught hold of Rourke’s thin wrist and pressed it tightly to enjoin silence. With his right hand, he cautiously took hold of the brass door-knob and turned it. The door was locked. He got a pencil flashlight from his breast pocket and turned the small light on the edge of the door and the jamb, running it from top to bottom without finding any evidence that the door had been forced open. Then he crouched down and turned the light on the keyhole while he studied it carefully, switched off the light and drew Rourke back onto the grass verge of the patio.
“Must be the killer,” whispered Rourke tautly. “He could have got the key from Doc’s body.”
Shayne nodded. “Probably. You stay here, Tim.”
“You got a gun?” Rourke demanded.
Shayne shook his red head in the moonlight and drew a large, well-filled key-ring from his pocket. “That’s an easy lock,” he muttered.
“I’ll call the cops,” offered Tim, his teeth chattering slightly.
“And have them get their hands on all Dr. Ambrose’s secrets?” asked Shayne calmly. “I thought that’s what you wanted to avoid at all costs.”
“Well… yeh… sure… but if that’s a murderer in there, Mike…”
“Then we take him,” said Shayne coldly. “Just stand back out of the way, Tim.” He patted the reporter confidently on the shoulder and moved forward to crouch in front of the door again.
Using the sliver of light, he selected a key from the ring and tried it in the lock. It did not enter… nor did the second key he selected. The third went into the keyhole but would not turn. Shayne studied it very carefully after drawing it out, and then chose a fourth key.
This one not only entered, but turned the lock smoothly and soundlessly.
Shayne got to his feet and put the flashlight back into his pocket. He gripped the knob firmly and put hard downward pressure on it as he turned. Keeping the hard downward pressure on the knob, he pushed the door open and stepped quietly into the carpeted reception room. He felt Rourke’s breath on his neck as he stepped forward, and it was too late to order the reporter to remain safely outside.
The glow of light they had seen on the blinds came through a half-open door across the room. There was a clicking sound within the lighted room. Shayne moved springily across the carpeted floor until he reached the door, then lunged through it without hesitation or warning.
His momentum carried him crashing into the stooped figure of a woman leaning over a desk with a metal strongbox in her hands.
She screamed and they went to the floor together, and the metal box clattered against the wall. Shayne was on top of her for a moment, and was conscious of soft, warm, womanly flesh beneath him, and he got a hand over her mouth to muffle her screams and as he rolled off he heard Timothy Rourke exclaim in astonishment, “Belle! Miss Jackson. What in the living hell are you doing here?”
Shayne sat up and blinked at her. Belle Jackson was quite a hunk of woman. She lay on her side with her skirt riding high up on thick but beautifully formed thighs, and her big breasts were heaving, and the panicked look slowly went away from her face as it was replaced by an expression of recognition.
She said, “Mr. Rourke! Whatever in the world?” She pushed herself up to a sitting position, glanced down at her exposed thighs and modestly tugged the hem of her skirt down, and looked at Shayne accusingly. “If you’re a friend of Mr. Rourke’s…?” There was acid in her tone.
Shayne sat there on the floor in front of her and clasped his arms about his knees and began laughing helplessly. She was about forty, with a well-fleshed, un-lined face, and soft, blue eyes that were so righteously indignant that it seemed to him the most ludicrous moment he had ever known in his life. As he continued to laugh, he heard her voice going on severely, “Really, Mr. Rourke! You and your friend might have knocked. This is a private office and it’s closed, you know.”
And he heard Rourke moving over to her, and his voice was soothing. “We thought it was a murderer in here, Belle.” He choked back his laughter and opened his eyes to see Rourke gallantly offering his hand to assist her to get up. The reporter looked down at him and explained, “This is Dr. Ambrose’s nurse. Miss Jackson.”
She got to her feet with a sort of flounce, and settled her skirt down over her hips. She looked down at Shayne doubtfully and repeated, “A murderer?” and then her placid face fell apart and she wailed, “Doctor’s dead, Mr. Rourke. He’s de-ad! Oh, Mr. Rourke!” And her big body wilted and she collapsed against him, sobbing convulsively.
Shayne figured she must weigh at least thirty or forty pounds more than the emaciated reporter, and he got to his feet hastily before she overwhelmed him with her blubbering weight.
He slid one arm around her quivering shoulders and pulled her away from Rourke, turned her about to face him and deliberately slapped her face-hard. She choked over her sobs and looked at him blankly. He put both hands on her well-fleshed shoulders and shook her roughly.
“Come out of it, Belle. I’m Mike Shayne. A detective. How do you know Doctor Ambrose is dead?”
“I heard it on the TV. I couldn’t believe it… and then…”
“And then what?” Shayne shook her again.
Her head lolled back loosely. She had corn-colored hair that was woven into two heavy braids on each side of her head and twisted together in a knot at the nape of her neck. Her soft blue eyes were glazed over for a moment, and she wasn’t seeing him.
“I knew what I had to do,” she said slowly speaking with great precision. “Doctor had told me what I must do if that ever happened. So I called a taxi and came straight down here to get the box from the bottom drawer of his desk like he always said to do if anything happened to him.
“But it was lying on the floor, open and empty when I got here. I was too late to even do that last thing for him. Oh, God! I got here too late.”
Shayne shook her again. “What was in the box, Belle?”
“I don’t know. He never said. Just that I was to take it away locked and get rid of it. ‘Throw it in the ocean,’ he said. I don’t know.” She wailed, awareness creeping back into her eyes. “I just knew I should do it.”
Shayne stood with his hands on her shoulders, looking into her eyes for a long moment. He had a feeling that this was a lot of female… that if she gave herself to a man she’d give every bit of herself. With no reservations.
He released his grip on her shoulders and stepped back from her, knelt down in front of the metal strongbox and studied it carefully without touching it. It had a hinged top like a bank safe-deposit box, and a strong, well-made lock in front that would require a small flat key to open it. There was no indication that it had been forced open. He asked Belle over his shoulder, “Did you have a key to this?”
“Oh, no. Doctor had the only key… so far as I ever knew. He carried it on his car key-ring… along with his office and house-key.”
Shayne rocked back on his heels and looked up into her face with narrowed eyes. “Let me get this straight… fast. You were at home and heard on TV that your employer had been murdered. He had previously instructed you to take possession of this locked box and dispose of it with contents intact if anything happened to him?”
Belle Jackson nodded wordlessly when he paused. Her face was composed again, though tears rolled in a stream down both cheeks.
“So you hurried down here,” said Shayne dispassionately, “unlocked the outer door with your own key and came in… to find the box lying on the floor, opened and empty?”
“Yes. I…” She paused, biting her full lips and darting a glance aside at Timothy Rourke. “And then you slammed through the door and knocked me down. If you’re really a detective like Mr. Rourke says…”
“All right,” said Shayne wearily, getting to his feet. “I guess we were all too late. Tim. Call the police. Get Painter if he’s back yet. Tell him to get over here. You and Miss Jackson wait, and don’t touch anything until they get here. Tell them the exact truth except about me. Better just say you drove by the office out of curiosity or something and saw a light. When you investigated, Miss Jackson opened the door and told you about the box.”
“Where’ll you be?”
“Home and in bed… I hope and sincerely trust.” He sidled past them toward the door. “Miss Jackson. It’s been a pleasure meeting you, and next time we roll on the floor together I hope it’ll be because we both want to.”
He went out into the reception room fast, and through the outside door into the night, hurried down the flagged walk and around the corner where their cars were parked.
Shayne got in his own car, and pulled past Rourke’s shabby coupe, and stepped hard on the accelerator across the Causeway and south on Biscayne Boulevard to Southeast First Avenue, where he turned west across Second Street to the hotel garage where he parked the sedan for the second time that night.
He walked back up the street with dragging footsteps to the lobby and went in. Only a few lights were lit, and it looked completely deserted except for Pete behind the desk.
Michael Shayne was headed past him toward the waiting elevator with no more than a glance and a good-night nod, when Pete’s sibilant voice slowed him to a halt.
“Hey, Mr. Shayne?”
He swung his head toward the desk with a weary scowl. “Not tonight, Pete. This time I’m really rolling in the hay, and I don’t care who wants me…”
“Happens we want you, Mister.”
The curt voice came from his left, close at hand, and Shayne swung about in surprise to blink at the two goons who had materialized from the shadowed lobby to stand uncompromisingly between him and the elevator.
They were two of a kind. Cut from the same pattern which Shayne knew so well. Medium height and slender, and about thirty. With thin, hawk-like faces that looked as though they saw little sunlight, wearing sharp suits and highly polished patent leather shoes.
They both held their right hands pressed close to their sides, and in each right hand was a short-barrelled, big-calibre double-action revolver pointed at his belly.
He knew that his body hid the guns from Pete’s sight, and the elevator man who was waiting for him behind them had no idea of what was going on either.
They were both pros who knew exactly what they were doing, and Shayne stood very still in front of them, and waited for them to call the signals.



CHAPTER EIGHT


The gunman on the right said quietly, “Just say: ‘Hi, there,’ like we were pals, then turn around slow and we’ll walk out together without any fuss or trouble.”
Shayne said, “Hi, there,” loud enough for Pete and the elevator operator to hear him. He turned about slowly, and they stepped forward to press in closely on each side of him. He grinned wryly at Pete over his left shoulder as they started back toward the street entrance. “I’ll be back for that roll in the hay, Pete. Take a message, if Tim Rourke calls.”
“Sure, Mr. Shayne.” Pete stood behind the desk and watched the trio march out together.
Outside, in the cool night air on the sidewalk, one of the men jerked his head toward a dark sedan parked at the curb just beyond the hotel entrance and said, “We’ll take a little ride, Shamus. Boss wants to talk to you.”
The muzzle of a gun was pressed against his left side just below the rib-cage, and Shayne forced himself to relax as best he could.
He moved toward the sedan between them, and said, “Sure. As a matter of fact, I’m just as anxious to talk to the boss as he is to see me.”
“That makes everything hunky-dory.” They stopped beside the sedan, and the man on Shayne’s right stepped on two paces, holding his gun ready. “Give him a fast shakedown, Jud. This joker has a rep for having all sorts of tricks up his sleeve.”
Jud slid his revolver into a shoulder harness and expertly shook the detective down. He said, “He’s clean,” and opened the rear door of the sedan, stepping back and drawing his own gun again.
Shayne got in and slid over to the left side of the rear seat while Jud’s companion circled behind the car and opened the left front door. Jud got in and closed the rear door, resting the barrel of his gun on his right knee with the muzzle pointing toward Shayne. The other one got under the wheel and started the motor.
The entire operation had been accomplished with split-second timing and careful precision. Since being confronted by them in the lobby, there had not been a single instant in which the redhead had one chance in hell of seizing the initiative… even if he had been carrying a gun in every pocket.
He relaxed against the seat cushion and asked, “All right if I reach for a cigarette?”
Jud said indifferently, “Sure. Just don’t make any sudden moves because my trigger-finger is nervous.”
Shayne got a cigarette from his shirt pocket and lit it. The smoke was clean and satisfying in his lungs. The driver drove carefully, turning north and then east toward Biscayne Bay. Shayne said, “The boss must be a big-shot, huh? Imported talent, aren’t you?”
“You sounded back there like you knew him… saying you wanted a talk, too.”
Shayne said, “In my business, the only way I can get answers is to talk to the people who know them.”
“Lay off it, Jud,” the driver said over his shoulder. He slowed as they approached one of the large and better-known hotels fronting on the Boulevard, pulled in smoothly and cut the motor-well back of the canopied entrance so the doorman wouldn’t bother with them.
He got out and opened the door on Shayne’s side. “We’re going to walk in through the lobby and go up in the elevator. That’s all. Just take it real easy and we’ll all stay happy.”
Shayne got out and Jud slid out after him. They walked companionably together toward the canopy and the doorman held the door open for them.
There were only a few people in the lobby at that hour, and no one paid any attention to them. An elevator was waiting, and they got in and Jud said, “Four.” They got out at the fourth floor and turned to the left and then to the right and stopped in front of a door numbered 430. Jud turned the knob and pushed the door open onto a lighted and luxuriously furnished sitting room, and his companion gave Shayne a little push forward over the threshold and he looked at the lone occupant of the room who sat back comfortably in a deep chair with a cigar in his left hand and a highball glass in his right.
He was a complete stranger to Shayne. He was about forty, and very slender, but with the well-fed look of good living about him. He was bare-headed, with thinning black hair that was very carefully combed to conceal the bald spot on top, clean-shaven, with cold gray eyes and thin lips that were parted in a frosty smile.
When he spoke, his voice was modulated and his words precise, though with a trace of midwestern nasal twang. “It was nice of you to accept my invitation, Shayne. No trouble, boys?” he asked the pair who had entered the room behind the redhead and closed the door.
Jud responded affably, “Not at all, Boss. Acts like he knows what the score is.”
“That’s what I’ve heard about you, Shayne, and it should make things easier. Why don’t you sit down?” He gestured toward a chair in front of him with his left hand, and a large diamond reflected brilliant fire from the third finger.
Shayne said, “Thanks,” and sat down facing him.
He took a thoughtful sip from his highball glass, and a thoughtful pull on his cigar. “How well do you know Dr. Ambrose?”
“I met him for the first time tonight.”
The slender man frowned down at his cigar. “In what capacity?”
Shayne did not reply. He sat and looked steadily at his questioner, who raised his steely gaze to his for a long moment, and then sighed. “I think I should warn you that Phil and Jud have means to make you talk. I advise you not to be stubborn.”
Shayne grinned slightly and said nothing.
His host sighed again. “Perhaps I should make my position in this matter very clear.”
Shayne said, “It might help.”
“Dr. Ambrose owes… owed me a large sum of money which he had promised to deliver to me tonight. I have been sitting in this room since ten o’clock waiting for a telephone call from him advising me where we should meet for the pay-off. The deadline was midnight. I had the television set on while I waited, and on the eleven-thirty newscast I learned that Dr. Ambrose had been murdered. Your name was mentioned on the newscast, Mr. Shayne, as having been with him earlier in the evening and possibly having some knowledge of the events leading to his death. That’s why I asked you to come here.”
Shayne said, “I see,” though he didn’t see at all. He got out a cigarette and lit it. “What sticks in my craw,” he said flatly, “is your word owes… owed. Not in a legal sense, certainly.”
“We’ll dispense with legalities. Let us merely say that I am a collection agent. The sum was twenty thousand dollars, Mr. Shayne. I want it.”
“Do you think I have it?”
“I wouldn’t be at all surprised. I am positive he planned to have that sum in readiness… in cash… tonight. It now appears that he was murdered before he was able to turn it over to me. According to the newscast, no such sum was found on his person. Did he entrust it to you before he was shot?”
Shayne said, “No.” He took another drag on his cigarette and did some very hard thinking. What was the angle? He had seen Dr. Ambrose turn the money over in the Seacliff Restaurant. And the doctor had made the phone call arranging the pay-off at nine o’clock from his hotel bedroom. What was this thing about a phone call at ten to arrange it? All he could do was to play it by ear and see what happened.
He said, very slowly, “Someone must have pulled a fast one on you. Dr. Ambrose made the twenty grand pay-off, all right. At nine-thirty. I watched him do it. If you didn’t get your money, someone else sure as hell did.”
The slender man stiffened perceptibly. He stretched out his left hand to drop the smouldering cigar butt in an ashtray, and very carefully set the highball glass down on a table beside him. His eyes were very cold, and his mouth tight-lipped.
“I don’t believe you, Shayne.”
Shayne said, “That’s your privilege.” He settled back comfortably and grinned. “Why don’t you go to the police and protest? They’d be delighted to hear all the details about your arrangement to collect twenty grand from Doc Ambrose tonight.”
His host was leaning toward him stiffly, breathing sibilantly through flared nostrils. “I think you’re lying. I think you got your big hands on that money, Shayne, by some sort of hocuspocus… if you didn’t gun him down yourself and lift it off him. I want it.”
Shayne shrugged his broad shoulders. “Sue me.”
Without shifting his gaze from Shayne’s, he said, “Sap him, Jud.”
Shayne sensed motion behind his chair… too late. The roof fell in on him. He rocked forward in his chair, and then slid laxly to the floor. His eyes became glazed and he fought back successive waves of unconsciousness, and then he pushed himself up to his knees and began laughing up into the face of the seated man.
He nodded his head, and Phil kicked the redhead in the ribs. There was searing pain as though all the bones had given way under the shattering impact, and he pitched heavily to his side.
Dimly and from a vast distance, he heard the incisive voice say, “Put him out cold, Jud.”
Jud was, as Shayne had realized the first moment he saw him, a professional. He carried out the boss’s order swiftly and efficiently. Shayne felt numbing pain, and then he heard no more and was conscious of nothing more for a long time.
He came back from blackness very slowly into darkness. Queer images wavered back and forth haphazardly in his mind, and it required certain periods of recurring consciousness for him to realize where he was and how he had got there. Slowly, lying on his back on the hotel carpet and blinking upward into the darkness, it came back to him. The meeting of the two men in his hotel lobby, the ride to the Bay front hotel, and his encounter with the boss.
Shayne gritted his teeth against the dull, grinding pain in his head, and sat up. He reached up gingerly and encountered two egg-shaped and egg-sized lumps on his head. His left side was a solid mass of hurt, and he suspected that several ribs were cracked. He rolled over on his hands and knees, and then stood upright, staggering as he did so and encountering a floor lamp which fell onto the carpet beside him. He knelt by it, and groped for the switch and turned it.
Light came from the bulb, and he pulled himself to a sitting position and looked around in a dazed way.
It was the hotel sitting room as he remembered it. Empty, now, of everyone except himself. He looked around slowly, blinking his eyes open and shut, and they settled on the highball glass still sitting on the table where the boss had placed it. The ice in the glass had long since melted, but there remained a couple of inches of liquid in the bottom which looked damned enticing to Shayne in his present condition.
He dragged himself forward on the floor, crawling on his hands and knees, until he could reach up and get the glass in a firm grasp. He lifted it to his mouth and drank avidly. It was good Scotch, and he knew it must have been at least a double shot in the glass to leave the dregs so strong.
He dropped the empty glass on the floor and got to his feet, located the bathroom door and stumbled in on rubbery legs to run cold water in the wash-bowl and duck his head into it repeatedly.
He toweled his face carefully, wincing when he touched either of the lumps on his head, and finally knew that he was going to live.
Back in the sitting room, he glanced around carefully, turned on the overhead light, and could see no sign of occupancy except the empty highball glass on the floor and two cigar butts in the ashtray by the chair where the slender man had been sitting.
Shayne went to the bedroom door and turned on the light. Twin beds were neatly made, and there was no luggage or any evidence that the room had been used.
His watch told him it was 12:48.
He left all the lights on, and went out the door and down the corridor to the elevator. His hat remained behind him in the empty apartment because he knew it wasn’t going to fit those two lumps on his head.
The elevator man regarded him dubiously as he rode down, but Shayne didn’t look at him. In the lobby, he stood for a moment looking around, and then made his way to an alcove beyond the desk where a long-legged, bald-headed man was relaxed in a leather chair with his head back and his eyes closed, snoring as blissfully as a small child.
Shayne poked a thumb in his ribs, and he jerked erect, blinking his eyes indignantly and making mewling sounds. When he recognized the redhead, he muttered, “Mike Shayne? What the hell you think you’re doing?”
“Hell of a Security Officer you are. Here I get clobbered in your goddamn hostelry and you sleep peacefully through it all.”
“I wasn’t asleep. Just catching forty winks. Hey, Mike!” He sat up aghast with his eyes wide open finally. “You look like the devil.”
“Which is exactly how I feel. Got a drink in your office?”
“Sure, Mike.” He got up fast and took Shayne solicitously by the arm, leading him back behind the desk. “You got clobbered? How come?”
“That… I don’t know… yet.” Shayne went into a small office with him and sank wearily into a chair while the hotel detective got a bottle out of a desk drawer and offered it to him with the top unscrewed. It was cheap, blended rye whiskey, but Shayne took a long pull out of the bottle and nodded his gratitude. “Suite Four-Thirty, Hank. Got anything on it?”
“Nothing I know about.” Hank’s face was worried, his eyes alert. He pressed a button on the desk and spoke into an intercom, “What’s with Four-Thirty? I got a complaint.” While he waited, Shayne said, “I think they’ve skipped, Hank. I went up with two guns on me and got sapped. At least an hour ago.” He paused as a voice came from the intercom:
“Suite Four-Thirty was rented at eight o’clock for overnight by Robert Jenson, Number Two-Three-Eight East Eighteenth Street, New York City. No luggage, cash paid in advance with statement he needed the suite for a business conference. No checkout.”
“Mr. Jenson checked out all right,” Shayne said grimly, after Hank pressed the button. “Call the cops, Hank, and have them go over the suite for fingerprints. They’ll find some of mine. I’ll check with Will Gentry in the morning, and sign a complaint, but right now I’m passed out on my feet.” He got up and swayed a little, and Hank hurried around the desk to help him out the door and flag a cab for him at the entrance. Shayne gave the driver the name of his hotel and sank back, fighting off nausea until they arrived.
He got out a dollar bill and made it through the lobby, shaking his head wearily at Pete as he stumbled past the desk.
In his own apartment, he went straight through to the bedroom where he collapsed on the bed fully clothed, and sank dazedly into dreamless sleep.



CHAPTER NINE


The telephone awakened Michael Shayne from his deep and dreamless sleep. He lay with his eyes closed for a long time listening to it. Vaguely, he knew, ’way down deep in his subconscious mind, that it was the private line beside his bed that was ringing. That meant, in all probability, either Will Gentry, Miami Chief of Police, Lucy Hamilton, his secretary, or Timothy Rourke. A few other people had this unlisted number, but not very many. And, none… thought Shayne… who would have the audacity to call him at this ungodly hour of the night.
He opened his eyes for a moment, and then closed them quickly. Hell! It was broad daylight. The rays of the morning sun were streaming in through his window. There was a dull, continuing ache that permeated his head, and his left side felt as though it shouldn’t be there.
He reached out for the offending phone and lifted it and pulled it over across his chest. Into the mouthpiece, he grated, “Go away, Tim, for God’s sake. It’s still the middle of the night, and I…”
“Middle of the night, hell!” exploded Timothy Rourke’s unpleasantly cheerful voice in his ear. “It’s damn near eight o’clock in the morning, and all good citizens are up and at it.”
Shayne growled, “I’m not a good citizen, Tim. I never claimed to be a good citizen or wanted to be one. For Christ’s sake, Tim…”
“Thought you might want to meet us for breakfast,” effervesced the News reporter. “George Bayliss and me, that is. He’s got a story to tell, Michael. I think you’ll be interested.”
Shayne held the receiver away from his aching head for a moment while he thought back. George Bayliss! The News photographer. Complete recollection of all the things that had happened since eight o’clock the preceding evening flooded back over him. He lowered the mouthpiece and said, “Bring him over here, Tim. As a matter of fact, I’m making breakfast for myself right now, and I’d like nothing better than some company.”
He dropped the receiver on the prongs beside his pillow, and essayed to sit up in bed. To his amazement, he discovered that he was still fully dressed and lying under the top covers. To his further amazement, he discovered when he gingerly lifted his fingers to touch the painful lumps on his head that they were no longer the size of hens’ eggs. More the size of roosters’ eggs. He scowled at that point in his thinking, and asked himself whether roosters had eggs or not?
He decided the hell with it, and threw back the cover and tried to throw his legs over the side of the bed. His left side refused to move with his right side. He sank back with a convulsive groan, and then gritted his teeth and clenched his fists and slowly pulled himself over the side of the bed and forced himself to sit upright.
He sat there, breathing hard, and then unbuttoned his shirt and unbuckled his belt. He stood upright and let his pants slide down to the floor, painfully stripped down to socks and shoes. The entire left side of his body was an ugly bruise of deep blue, shading to lavender at the edges.
He walked out into the living room and paused beside the center table to scowl down morosely and questioningly at the cognac bottle and glass he’d left sitting there last night. It took him about thirty seconds to make up his mind that a drink was definitely what he needed. He drank deeply from the bottle and then went on into the kitchen where he put water on the stove to boil and filled the top of the big dripolator with coffee.
While the water heated, he went into the bathroom and got a wide roll of adhesive tape, tore off a dozen foot-long strips, and tightly taped up the bruised area where he was certain two or three ribs were cracked.
He felt a lot better able to face the world after that was accomplished, and he slid into a terry-cloth robe and went back to the kitchen to pour boiling water into the top of the dripolator.
Back in the living room, he was hesitating beside the cognac bottle again when there was a rap on the door. He went to it and pulled it open to admit Timothy Rourke and the News press photographer.
George Bayliss had a sleepy, sullen look on his lean young face, but Rourke appeared rested and effervescent. He stepped inside the door and cocked his head in astonishment at sight of the twin lumps on Shayne’s head and exclaimed, “What happened to you? I thought you were so hell-bent on getting back here to bed last night.”
Shayne said sourly, “I was. But three other guys had different ideas.” He shut the door and said crisply, “Tell you about it later, Tim. Right now I want some coffee and Bayliss’s story.”
They went to the kitchen and got mugs of strong coffee.
When they were settled in the living room, Rourke explained with a grin, “Don’t blame George if he isn’t his usual cheerful self this morning. I don’t think he got much sleep.”
“You know damn well I’d just got home to change clothes when you called at seven-thirty.” George sighed deeply and took a sip of hot coffee. “She was some hot number.”
Shayne said irritably, “We’re not interested in your sleeping arrangements. Just your extra-curricular activities with a camera.”
“There’s no law against my taking a picture on my own time, is there?” bristled the young man.
Rourke said, “Just tell Mike what you told me.”
“Well, I got this phone call at the paper just before I was leaving last evening… a little after six, I guess. A man’s voice. He didn’t say much. Just asked was I busy for the evening. I told him I had a late date, about eleven, but nothing else, so he asked did I want to make a fast fifty bucks.
“I told him, sure. What the hell? With what the lousy paper pays me I can use an extra buck any day. So he gave me this pitch. If he didn’t phone me at home before nine o’clock I was to go to the Seacliff Restaurant with a flash camera. He’d meet me outside. For one picture he’d pay fifty bucks.
“He didn’t phone, so I got to the Seacliff about nine-twenty and this guy stopped me outside and asked was I George Bayliss.”
“What did he look like?” Shayne asked when he paused.
“Young, sort of. Under thirty. Fat-faced and plump. He asked if I knew you by sight and I said sure, and he passed me twenty-five bucks and said you’d be coming along soon with another guy and would go inside and sit down together, and I was to wait a few minutes and then drift in with my camera out of sight, and there’d be another guy join you two, and then those two would trade envelopes. He wanted a shot of them when they did. He said I was to come out fast after shooting the pic and he’d meet me with the other twenty-five.
“It sounded okay to me, so I said all right, and he drifted off down the street a ways, and pretty quick I saw you and this fellow that Tim says was Doc Ambrose go in the restaurant together.
“I followed in after a few minutes, just in time to see you getting up from the booth and this other fellow sit opposite the doctor. I moved on down the bar close enough, and got my shot while they were putting their envelopes away. I ran out and he grabbed my arm outside the door and hurried me down the street and said for me to give him the plateholder and he paid my twenty-five bucks. I got in my car and pulled out fast and that’s every damned thing I know. I didn’t even know about the doctor getting shot until Tim told me awhile ago.”
“So he got the plate and you don’t even have a negative?” said Shayne in disappointment.
“That’s right. I only took the one shot… as you know.”
“So there it is, Mike,” Rourke said eagerly. “What does it mean? Who wanted a picture of whom?”
“From the way George tells it, it still could have been Ambrose who arranged it,” growled Shayne. “The blackmailer knew who he was, all right, but he insisted he didn’t know the identity of the man blackmailing him.”
“What good would a picture do him? You said he looked in the envelope and was satisfied with what he got in exchange for his twenty grand. Seems to me that ended it as far as he was concerned.”
Shayne said, “It would seem so.” He drank black coffee and tugged at his left ear-lobe.
“You’ve got something else I don’t know about,” challenged Rourke with bright-eyed intensity.
“Yeh.” Shayne gingerly touched the two lumps on his head. “Plus two or three busted ribs. But they don’t add up to anything either.”
“What happened after you headed home from the beach?”
Shayne shook his head. “I’ve got to see Will Gentry just as soon as I get some clothes on. Come along and sit in, and I’ll just have to tell the story once.” He drained his mug and got to his feet. “Make yourselves at home. There’s more coffee and there’s liquor. I’ll get dressed.”
He went into the bedroom and dressed slowly, and when he returned to the living room Timothy Rourke was sitting there alone with a half-empty glass of bourbon and water. “What did you think of our young friend, Mike?”
“You know him better than I. What did you think?”
“He made it sound straight enough.” Rourke frowned down thoughtfully at his glass. “I don’t know. George has always got his eye out for a buck. Would that picture be worth anything to anybody?” he ended abruptly.
Shayne considered that for a moment, very carefully. The Boss knew, if he accepted Shayne’s story as the truth, that someone had double-crossed him by making a prior arrangement to meet Dr. Ambrose and collect the pay-off. Someone in his own organization most certainly. Someone who knew Ambrose had the cash ready for delivery that night and had telephoned the doctor on his own, setting up the meeting at the Seacliff.
The trouble with this theory was that Crew-cut had delivered the incriminating documents to Dr. Ambrose in exchange for the money.
How could he have got his hands on them? If the Boss were to be believed, he had expected to meet Ambrose between ten and midnight to make the exchange. This implied that he had the blackmail material in his possession in readiness for the pay-off.
It was all damned confusing… particularly to a man with a few broken ribs and two lumps on his head so tender that he didn’t dare try to put a hat on.
Shayne said, “I just don’t know, Tim. I’m beginning to get a crazy glimmer of an idea, but let’s let it lie until we sit down with Will Gentry and talk it over. He may have the whole goddamned answer right there for us… just from a set of fingerprints. Let’s go see. If you think you can make it all the way to his office without another drink to sustain you.”
“I can make it fine,” Rourke assured him, draining his glass and setting it on the table with dignity. “I got a good night’s sleep,” he added virtuously. “I didn’t go tomcatting around with some dame whose husband swings a mean sap.”
Shayne summoned up a wry smile and said, “Very, very funny, Timothy Rourke.” He went to the door and held it open and they went out together.
As they went down the corridor toward the elevator, Shayne said, “I forgot to ask about last night at the doctor’s office. What happened?”
“Nothing much. I got Painter and he came over himself and strutted around. I don’t think he believed either Belle or me one damned bit, but what could he do?”
They stopped in front of the elevator door and Shayne pushed the button. “Any fingerprints?”
“Nothing. Just the Doc’s and Belle’s… where they should have been. I took her home after Petey let us go,” Rourke added with a slow grin. “You made quite a hit with her, Mike. Really bowled her over with your masculine approach, as a matter of fact.”
The elevator door opened and they got in. Shayne grinned reminiscently, “I bowled her over, all right. She’s a lot of woman.”
“Damn right she is. Think she was carrying a torch for the doc?” Rourke added casually.
Shayne considered this with interest as they crossed the lobby. “You read it that way?”
“I dunno. If so, she’s in the market for another man this morning. I think you could take over, Mike.”
Shayne said, “That’s something to think about,” and they got into Rourke’s car at the curb.



CHAPTER TEN


Miami’s Chief of Police, Will Gentry, looked up from his littered desk with a faint smile on his blunt features when the redheaded detective and the reporter entered his private office. He removed the soggy butt of a black cigar from his mouth and rumbled, “I thought you’d show up this morning, Mike. What’s this thing at the Bayside Hotel last night?” He lifted a typewritten sheet of paper from a pile in front of him, glanced at it and dropped it back.
Shayne ruefully touched the lumps on his head and then pulled up a straight chair into which he eased himself with a grimace. He said, “I’ve also got a few busted ribs that don’t show. Did anything come from a shakedown of the room, Will?”
“Not a thing. Not even a partial fingerprint… except a few of yours.”
Shayne said, “I was afraid of that, Those boys know the score. I’ve got a physical description that I’ll turn over to I.D., Will. I’d say it’s a professional extortion ring, and there must be a record, but maybe not in Miami. The Boss sounded distinctly midwestern.”
“Does it tie in with Doc Ambrose?” demanded Rourke, settling his elongated body in a chair beside him.
“Yeh. In a damn funny way.” Shayne spoke directly to Gentry, “Has Painter briefed you on that?”
“Yeh. I’ve got it here.” Will Gentry put the cigar back in his mouth, drew in happily and then exhaled a cloud of black smoke. “He asked for a check on your hotel, Mike. We got a clean bill of health on you from the desk clerk for eight o’clock to eleven last night.”
Shayne said, “Fine. Just between the two of us, Will, I’m not all that clean, but I’d just as leave Petey keeps on thinking so for a time.” He hesitated, frowning and tugging at his left ear-lobe. “You better know how it went, Will. It may shift over to this side of the Bay. In fact, it started here in Miami last night.
“Tim sent Ambrose to see me last evening.” He went on to swiftly fill in the salient details of their meeting and the subsequent blackmail pay-off at the Seacliff, not omitting the picture shot in the restaurant by George Bayliss.
“I know Ambrose left the restaurant in his car not later than nine-forty with a thick, white envelope in his pocket, containing documents that were worth twenty grand to him. He was shot in his own driveway, on the Beach, about thirty minutes later… and the envelope was missing when his body was found. I told Painter this much, though I didn’t admit standing by for the pay-off.”
Will Gentry grunted noncommittally.
“When I got back to my hotel from the Beach,” Shayne went on, “a couple of torpedoes were waiting for me in the lobby. They took me for a ride to room Four-Thirty at the Bayside Hotel.”
He graphically described the meeting and the way it turned out. “That’s why I’d like to get a line on Jud and Phil and the Boss,” he ended morosely. “With just a little bit of a trifle of an edge on my side next time.”
Will Gentry looked baffled. “It doesn’t make sense. Who got the money, if he didn’t? You say Ambrose was perfectly satisfied with the contents of the envelope he got in exchange.”
Shayne said, “I’ve got one faint hunch. It doesn’t help us much, but it does add up to the only possible motive I can see for the doctor’s murder.”
He paused a moment to clarify his thoughts. “The Boss is a professional blackmailer… with some sort of an organization which includes at least Jud and Phil. Maybe Crew-cut, too, who didn’t look like a hood at all, but would fit in better as a liaison man. Suppose he normally handled the pay-offs… the actual collections. So he’d have the stuff ready to trade with Ambrose while the Boss waited in the hotel room to set it up.
“But he jumps the gun, phones Dr. Ambrose on his own and sets it up for nine-thirty. He gets the cash, all right, but now, by God, he’s on the spot. When the deadline passes at midnight and the Boss starts putting further pressure on Ambrose, the doctor will naturally tell him to go to hell. So it behooves Crew-cut to get the stuff back into his own hands, if he wants to go on living. So he follows Ambrose home and kills him and gets the envelope back.” Shayne spread out his hands. “He’s in the clear with twenty grand. The doctor is dead, and all the Boss can do is take out his frustration on the first private detective he can get into his hotel room under a couple of guns. Can you buy that?”
Gentry agreed, “It makes sense that way.” He swung his attention to Timothy Rourke. “That picture you had Bayliss take might be important. Got a print of it with you?”
Rourke shrugged unhappily. “I’m sorry it wasn’t my idea at all. Someone else hired him to do the job.” He repeated the story George Bayliss had told Shayne earlier. “The only person we can figure who had any use for a picture was Dr. Ambrose. The others didn’t need a picture of him. They knew whom they were blackmailing. But, if he did arrange it, certainly the guy who handed the fifty bucks to George would report it to the police after learning that Ambrose had been murdered.”
“Maybe he has… to Painter,” suggested Shayne. “Would you check with him and find out, Will? Without giving it away that I saw the picture being taken?”
Gentry nodded and lifted a telephone on his desk. Both men settled back and lit cigarettes while he conferred with the Chief of Detectives on the other side of Biscayne Bay. He hung up, shaking his bullet head. “Nothing like that has come in. Painter did shake the Seacliff down, of course, and has already got word about a flash-bulb going off at about nine-thirty. He doesn’t know why, and can’t connect it with the pay-off… which he still doubts took place,” he added to Shayne. “I think he’d like to prove you sent Ambrose home from your hotel with the money intact… followed him and killed him for it.”
“He and the Boss both,” muttered Shayne. He shook his head very slowly, because a sudden motion still started bells ringing inside his skull. “How about the gun found beside the body?”
Gentry said, “He didn’t mention it. He did say, though, that he wanted more talk with you this morning, and, if I happened to see you, I was to tell you to call him.”
Shayne said, “So you’ve told me.” He hesitated, and then said slowly, “If Ambrose did arrange to have Bayliss take the picture… as some sort of precaution or insurance against further blackmail… then the only reason I can see why it hasn’t been reported is that the man who paid Bayliss fifty bucks for the plateholder has some idea of cashing in on it. He might figure it’s worth a good hunk of that twenty grand to Crew-cut to keep the picture out of circulation.”
“Would he know how to reach him?” asked Rourke skeptically.
“Probably not. Any more than I do.” Shayne stood up carefully. “I guess that’s it, Will. Right now we’ve got five people mixed up in this thing one way or another… without knowing who they are or exactly how they tie in. I’ll stop for a talk with Sergeant Fillmore, huh, and give him all I’ve got on all five?”
Gentry said, “Do that, Mike. And don’t forget that I passed Painter’s message on to you.”
Shayne said, “I’ll be seeing him before he gets too impatient,” and went out of the chief’s office with Rourke on his heels. In the corridor, the reporter stopped him on his way to the Identification Department. “I’d better get in to the paper and write my story, Mike. Uh? You want anything in on the Bayside Hotel last night?”
“Christ, no! And nothing on Bayliss either… if he’ll keep his mouth shut.”
“He will. I think he’s scared right now… that it’s mixed up with a murder. There’s nothing really wrong with what he did, but the paper is going to take a dim view of the fact that he was on the spot to witness a blackmail pay-off that turned into murder and hasn’t even got a picture for us to print. He’s not going to boast about turning his plateholder over to a possible killer.”
Shayne grinned and agreed, “I guess not. Okay, Tim. Take it from there. I’ll be in touch the minute I’ve got something you can print.”
“Mike.” Rourke’s anxious voice stopped him as he started to move on.
“Yeh?”
“Last night… did you get any inkling of what Doc Ambrose was scared of… what he was being blackmailed about?”
“Not an inkle.”
“Because, damn it, I still say he was a swell guy,” declared Rourke fervently. “Whatever he’d done in the past, don’t forget…”
“I know,” Shayne cut in sardonically, “that he saved your worthless life a few years ago. I’m not forgetting that, Tim.”
He swung away down the corridor, and pushed open a frosted door marked IDENTIFICATION DEPT.
It took him fifteen minutes to give Sgt. Fillmore a careful description of the Boss and his two goons, Crew-cut, and George Bayliss’s rather vague description of the man he had encountered outside the Seacliff.
The Boss and Jud and Phil were the only ones Shayne had any hopes about. Crew-cut, although probably a member of the same group, was less likely to have a police record, and the buyer of the plateholder was a completely unknown quantity at present.
The sergeant promised to go through the M.O. files carefully and pull out anything he could find, which would go straight to Will Gentry’s desk, and Shayne left police headquarters feeling he had done everything he could in that direction.
Rourke had driven him from the hotel, so Shayne walked the short distance back to his office on Flagler Street.
Lucy Hamilton was at her desk behind the low railing across the reception room when he entered a few minutes after nine o’clock. She was reading the morning paper, and looked up with a frown at him. “How did you ever manage to get mixed up in a murder last night, Michael?” she demanded. “When you left here you swore that nothing could stop you from going straight home to bed.”
“Is that what it says in the paper… that I got mixed up in a murder?”
“It says you were questioned by Chief Painter in connection with the murder of a Dr. Ambrose on the Beach… and were released until your story could be checked.”
She wrinkled her nice nose at him, and as he started to walk stiffly past her to the open door of his private office she suddenly caught sight of his head, and wailed, “What happened to your head, Michael? And why are you walking that way?”
Without breaking stride, he said, “That’s what comes of getting mixed up in murder. Come in, Angel. I want to talk to you.”
When she entered his office he was setting a bottle of cognac on his desk. He turned away to fit two sets of paper cups inside each other, and filled one pair from the water cooler. Turning back and setting the other two nested cups on the desk beside the bottle, he said cheerfully, “We haven’t got a damned thing on for today, have we?” He uncorked the bottle and poured out a couple of ounces of cognac.
“One telephone call this morning, Michael. A sweet little old lady who’s worried about her son, Cecil.” Lucy gave it the English pronunciation. “Cecil, to you,” she added, using the long “ee.” “Seems he got mixed up in some sort of unpleasantness last night and you’re to rescue him.”
“Uhn-uh.” Shayne shook his head decisively, forgetting to keep it easy, and winced with pain. He sat in the swivel chair behind his desk and took a drink and said judicially, “Let the Cecils of this world get out of their own jams. Besides,” he asked suspiciously, “how do you know she’s sweet or little or old?”
“Because she sounded that way. Mrs. Montgomery. I promised you’d call her as soon as you came in. She did sound worried, Michael.”
He said, “We’ve got other worries.” He leaned back and stretched out his long legs and contemplated the ceiling. “I want you to close up shop, Lucy. Go over to the Beach and check all the neighbors of the Ambroses. Make up some good cover story that’ll get you inside the houses, and get the inside dope on the doctor and his wife. You know… like you’re doing a survey for Better Homes and Gardens
“What kind of inside dope am I supposed to get for you, Michael?”
“What sort of home-life. How much money they spent… on what. How often her neighbors ever see Celia Ambrose sober.” Shayne waved a big hand vaguely. “The good doctor was being blackmailed and I’d like to get some idea what for. The police have already questioned them, of course, but you know how people clam up for the police.” He grinned at her reassuringly. “The one thing they’ll be eager to talk about this morning is the Ambroses.”
“Michael. We can’t just close up shop. Mrs. Montgomery, for instance. I promised her you’d call.”
“All right, call her,” he said impatiently. “Tell her I’ve got a fractured skull and it’s going to stay fractured until I catch a murderer.” He drank some more cognac and washed it down with plain water.
“What are you going to be doing while I’m snooping into the private life of the Ambroses?”
“I’m going to visit his office and try to persuade his nurse to patch up my head and maybe put a fresh bandage on my broken ribs. Then I’ve got a date with Painter, and… Tell you what, Angel. You get cracking, and we’ll meet for lunch? At the Doubloon, huh? That’s where they make those…”
“I know perfectly well where the Doubloon is,” Lucy interrupted him icily. “What did you say about your ribs?”
“My ribs? Oh, I got kicked last night. Look, Angel.” His voice softened. “That’s why I’ve got to work on Ambrose. I don’t want my other side kicked in. Twelve-thirty at the Doubloon?”
Lucy Hamilton sighed and smoothed back the brown curls from her forehead with trembling fingertips. “Michael Shayne! You’re the most…” She paused and sighed again. “The Doubloon at twelve-thirty. But I will call Mrs. Montgomery first so she can get another detective, if she wants.”
Shayne said, “Fine. If she wants to tell me what the trouble is, I’ll recommend someone.”
He settled back to finish his drink while Lucy went out to her desk, and through the open door he could hear her dialling a number.
But he didn’t hear her talking on the telephone, and after a short time she reappeared in the connecting doorway and reported, “Mrs. Montgomery’s telephone doesn’t answer this time. As a matter of fact, I’ll confess to you now that I don’t believe it would be exactly up your alley, Michael. She was pretty vague about Cecil’s trouble when I tried to pin her down, but I rather gathered that he got caught in some sort of compromising situation with another man last night, and the dear old thing wants it hushed up.”
Shayne scarcely heard her. He said, “Then that’s allright. See you at twelve-thirty, Angel.” He finished his drink and swung his feet off the desk and prepared to follow his secretary out, leaving the office locked up behind him.



CHAPTER ELEVEN


This morning, Shayne parked directly in front of the doctor’s office. He went briskly down the flagged walk and found the door closed. He turned the knob and discovered it was locked. There was an electric button beside the door, and he put his thumb on it. He could hear a buzzer sounding inside the office, but nothing happened.
While he stood there in the morning sunlight, a young and pretty girl in a nurse’s uniform looked out at him from the open door of the adjoining office. “They’re not open today. Didn’t you read in the paper about Dr. Ambrose?”
Shayne said, “Yes. But I thought his nurse would be here.” He turned away from the locked door toward her. “Do you know Belle? Miss Jackson?”
“Oh, yes. Quite well. Isn’t it terrible about the doctor? He was such a nice, gentle man. I don’t see why anyone would do a thing like that.”
“Do you happen to have Miss Jackson’s address?”
“No. But I know it’s here on the Beach. She always came to work by bus. It might be listed in the telephone book,” she offered helpfully.
Shayne asked, “Do you mind if I look?”
“Of course not.” She turned away from the open door to the interior of a reception room similar to the one next door Shayne had glimpsed briefly the preceding night. She went behind her desk and leafed through the directory, and looked up and nodded. “Belle Jackson.” She started to read off the street address, and Shayne said, “If I could borrow a piece of paper…”
She said, “I’ll write it down for you.” She did, and handed it to him, her eyes bright with curiosity. “You’re that famous detective from Miami, aren’t you? Michael Shayne?”
He said, “I’m Michael Shayne,” and accepted the slip of paper. “Thanks a lot.”
“Do you have any idea who did it? I remember I was still working when he left the office last night about seven. He smiled at me so nicely as he went past the door, and called out, ‘There are better things for a pretty girl like you to be doing of an evening.’ He was always kidding me about working so hard and not having dates.”
Shayne asked, “Why don’t you?” as he backed out of the door.
“Oh, I do. All I want. You tell Belle if there’s anything I can do, to just call me.”
Shayne said, “I will, and thanks again.” He walked back to his car, glancing down at Belle’s address. It wasn’t very far. South of Fifth Street near the bay side of the peninsula. He got in his car and circled back, threading his way among narrow streets until he found the address. He frowned incredulously, and checked the number on the paper again to be sure he had it right. It was one of the very old buildings of Miami Beach, that had been built long before the Beach became an exclusive and luxurious resort center. A two-story building of crumbling stucco built around a patio with outside iron stairways leading up to private little balconies by which the tenants could go to and from the beach in dripping bathing suits without discommoding their neighbors. There were beach towels and bathing suits displayed on most of the balconies, and a squad of small children playing in the patio.
It had been originally designed for cheap summer rentals where a family could come from the mainland and occupy cramped quarters near the Bay at weekly or monthly rates, and Shayne knew it was the sort of place now occupied mostly by permanent residents who worked on the Beach and could not afford the higher rentals farther north.
A professional woman like a registered nurse, he thought, should be able to afford better living quarters. What was it the doctor had said last night? Something about paying his nurse over six thousand dollars a year.
He shrugged and opened the door to get out. Maybe Belle Jackson had a pair of crippled parents and a couple of small children to support. Or maybe she was a miser and preferred to live like this and hoard her money.
He crossed the sidewalk to the main entrance, and went into a small, damp-smelling hallway that had rows of dingy mailboxes with names above them. He found one marked Miss B. Jackson, and the number I-F. He went out and started to circle the patio, finding, as he had guessed, that the first-floor apartments were numbered I and alphabetically.
I-F was halfway down on his right. The children stopped their noisy play and stared at the stranger with bright, inquisitive eyes, and there was a curious sort of silence in the sun-drenched courtyard as Shayne stopped in front of I-F and knocked on the door.
The door opened after a brief interval, and Belle Jackson faced him across the threshold. She wore her white nurse’s uniform this morning, and it bulged in the right places. Her hair was neatly coiled up in braids again at the back of her head, and though her eyes were red-rimmed, her face was carefully made up and she seemed placidly in control of herself.
Her baby-blue eyes widened and she blinked at him, and then she said, “It’s Mr. Shayne, isn’t it?” She hesitated only momentarily, sucking in a full underlip between her teeth, and then stepped backward, saying formally, “Won’t you come in, Mr. Shayne?”
He entered the dim coolness of a large, disordered room. A double bed, which could obviously be folded into the wall in daytime, occupied the left side of the room. It was unmade, with rumpled covers, and an open suitcase lay on the end of it, half-packed. Across the room, bureau drawers stood open, and a couple of dresses lay on the bed beside the suitcase. On the right, an archway opened onto a very small and very compact kitchenette, and there was a closed door on the left which Shayne assumed led into the bathroom.
It was just about the layout he had expected to find in this building, and he knew it must rent for about $75.00 per month.
There was one overstuffed chair and two straight chairs and a cardtable against the wall. A coffee-cup and a jar of instant coffee stood on the cardtable. Two pairs of stockings and a brassiere were draped over the back of the big chair. Belle Jackson picked them up and dropped them on the bed and said, “Won’t you sit down? I was just having a cup of coffee.” She waved toward the table. “There’s hot water on the stove and I can get another cup…”
Shayne grimaced at the thought of instant coffee and said, “No, thanks. I’ve had my coffee this morning.” He sat down and smiled at her. “You go right ahead. I just came from the office where I thought I’d find you this morning.”
She sat in a straight chair in front of the coffee cup with her profile to him. “There’s no need for my being there. Doctor’s dead.”
She spoke the two words thoughtfully, as though she needed to keep on saying them aloud, and listening to the sound of them, to make the fact real to her.
Shayne said, “There must be the telephone to answer… appointments to cancel.”
“The answering service will transfer all calls to Dr. Transom, who always covers for Doctor.” She lifted the coffee cup and drank from it as though she enjoyed the stuff.
Shayne glanced at the half-packed suitcase on the bed, and asked, “Are you going on a trip?”
“No. Just out to Doctor’s house for a few days. I telephoned Mrs. Ambrose this morning and insisted that I would stay with her for a little. My salary is paid through the week,” she went on placidly, “and I thought that was the least I could do for Doctor.” She put down her empty coffee cup and turned a tortured face toward him. “Have they found anything about who did it? That policeman seemed awfully stupid last night, but Mr. Rourke told me you’d be handling the case, and that you never failed to get your man. Have you got him yet?”
“Not quite yet. I hoped you might help me.”
“How?”
“You’ve been with him many years,” Shayne said gently. “You probably know more about him than anyone else… including his wife.”
“Celia?” she said simply. “She’s a child.”
Shayne lit a cigarette and leaned forward. “What enemies did he have, Belle? Who wanted him dead?”
“Doctor?” she said wonderingly. “Enemies?”
Shayne said, “Someone shot him last night.”
“It was those gamblers who were forever after him for money.” She sighed and placed the palms of her hands flat on the table in front of her, turning her profile to Shayne again. “It was his only weakness. He did think he could beat the races. He was always on the verge of making a big killing… and never did.”
“How long has this been going on?”
“For years. Ever since I’ve been with him. But it hasn’t got real bad until these last few months. They’re the ones that did it. They’ve been threatening him, and he’s been so worried.”
Shayne asked, “Did you know he was being blackmailed, Belle?”
“Blackmailed? Doctor?” She swung her head to look at him with absolute incredulity on her face. Then she began to laugh. Softly at first, gurgling and chuckling from deep inside, and the laughter grew until it took possession of her, shaking her heavy body and coming out gaspingly which slowly grew to the proportion of hysterics.
Shayne got up and stood behind her and put both his hands on her shoulders and shook her ungently. “What’s so funny about it, Belle? Tell me what’s funny and maybe I’ll laugh, too.”
“Doctor? Blackmailed?” She lolled her head from side to side and tried to stifle her laughter. “What on earth for? If you only knew…”
Shayne said, “I know. He was kind and gentle and ethical and everything in the book that a doctor should be. But he was paying blackmail, Belle. Why?”
“I don’t believe it,” she said flatly. She had stopped laughing and had control of herself now.
“Nevertheless, he was.” Shayne took his hands away from her shoulders and went back to his chair. “They were sucking him dry, and last night was the big pay-off. He admitted to me last night that he had explained the drain on his income to his wife by pretending to her that he had been losing heavily on the horses. He evidently told you that, too.”
“Yes. Yes, he did.” Belle nodded emphatically. “I never dreamed…” She paused and became silent, then arose from her chair and turned briskly toward her suitcase. “Goodness! Celia will be wondering what on earth has happened to me. If you’ll excuse me, Mr. Shayne…”
He got up and said, “Sure. I’ll step outside while you finish packing your bag. Then I’ll drive you out to the doctor’s house, if you like. I’d like to talk to Mrs. Ambrose for a moment… while she’s still sober,” he added, tossing out the bait and waiting expectantly in the doorway.
Belle ignored it. She said placidly, “That will be nice. I’ll be ready in just a few minutes.”
He walked slowly out to the sidewalk and waited for her, wondering again about her choice of living quarters, mentally comparing the one-room layout with Lucy Hamilton’s pleasant three-room apartment in Miami. Yet the two girls earned about the same salary. Well, he told himself, some people liked to spend their money on one thing, and others on another, and reminded himself again that he had no idea what sort of private drains Belle Jackson might have on her income.
He watched with pleasure as she came toward him from her room, erect and statuesque, swinging the suitcase along in her right hand as though it were filled with feathers. She had a free-swinging stride and a lightness of step that minimized her bulk and weight and betokened an inner vitality that was good to see.
He opened the back door of his car and took the suitcase from her, and opened the front door while he put it inside.
As he drove away, he said, “One thing I wanted to ask you. About the doctor’s pistol. Did he take it with him last night?”
She didn’t answer for a moment and he glanced aside at her curiously. She was looking straight ahead and appeared to be frowning.
She said, “His pistol? I didn’t know he had one.”
“Mrs. Ambrose said last night that he had owned one for a long time. She also said he usually kept it at the office or in the glove compartment of his car.”
“I don’t know anything about it. He certainly never kept one at the office. Wait a minute, though. I do believe he said something once, a long time ago, sort of jokingly, I guess, about having some sort of gun at home, and he hoped his wife wouldn’t get jealous of him making late calls on some of his women patients and decide to use it on him.
“I know he was just joking about that,” she went on quickly. “I remember now that we both had a good laugh about Celia either being jealous or being able to shoot a pistol, if she were.”
She paused and then asked, in a queerly strained tone, “Was that what they used to do it with? Doctor’s own pistol?”
“I haven’t got the official report yet. A thirty-two automatic was found lying beside his body with one shot fired. I don’t even know if it was his own gun.”
They drove on a short distance further in silence, and then Belle Jackson asked hesitantly, “Where was Celia when it happened?”
“In the house. Passed out cold in the bedroom, I guess. With about a quart of straight vodka inside her, according to the police doctor. Do you know if that was habitual with her?”
“I don’t know much about her personal habits. Doctor wasn’t one to gossip about his home-life. Sometimes he did say little things that… that indicated he… was worried about her.”
“Was he popular with his women patients?”
“He was popular with all his patients.” She made this statement with a note of finality which seemed to rule out further discussion of the doctor’s private life and personal habits, and Shayne found himself wondering again about the past relationship between Dr. Ambrose and his full-bodied nurse.
Given a wife like Celia, sipping on her vodka bottle at home, and thrown into close, day-by-day intimacy with a woman like the one who sat beside him, you couldn’t rule out the possibility of an adulterous triangle.
Could that have been the basis for blackmail? If it were true, how far would the good doctor have gone to conceal the knowledge from his wife? What incriminating proof could have been contained in the white envelope for which he had been willing to pay twenty thousand dollars?
This was a question that Shayne kept coming back to in his own mind. Since the very beginning, last evening, he had wondered why the doctor had been so certain he was buying back complete immunity from further blackmail. Any document can easily be duplicated… as he had tried to point out to the doctor.
He turned onto the quiet side street and slowed to a stop in front of the modest house where Dr. Ambrose had met his death.
He turned off the ignition and said, “I’ll carry your bag inside. If Mrs. Ambrose is up to it, there are a few questions I would like to ask.”
Actually, what he wanted more than anything else was to witness this meeting between the two women on the morning after the doctor’s death. On the surface, everything appeared placid and proper, with the widow requesting the doctor’s nurse to come and stay with her for a few days, but, inwardly, Shayne wasn’t so sure.
He carried Belle’s suitcase in his left hand and took long strides to stay abreast of Belle up the walk, and he stood close to her when she rang the doorbell.
The door opened immediately, and Shayne was completely unprepared for the appearance of the widow this morning.
Her platinum curls were carefully arranged as though she had just come from a hairdresser, and the flesh of her rounded cheeks was as smooth and firm as a young girl’s, and her mouth was like a rosebud. She was effectively attired in a black, silk skirt that clung caressingly to her hips and thighs, and a short-sleeved blouse of dull bronze which reflected a metallic sheen in the sunlight. She was wearing tiny, bronze pumps with very high heels which gave her a look of poised youthfulness utterly at variance with the spectacle she had presented the previous night.
She put out both her hands to the nurse and said too sweetly, “Oh, Belle, honey. I know you loved him, too.”
Belle took Celia’s small hands in her big ones and said throatily, “I just can’t make myself believe it yet. I couldn’t go near the office anyhow… with it being empty and all.”
Celia Ambrose looked past her at the redhead, and a small, puzzled frown marred the smoothness of her forehead. Her blue eyes rounded inquiringly, and Shayne was positive she didn’t remember him at all from the night before.
He said, “I’m Michael Shayne, Mrs. Ambrose. A private detective whom the doctor consulted last evening.”
“A private detective? But how absurd! Why should Philip consult a private detective?”
“Because he was being blackmailed, Mrs. Ambrose. Don’t you remember being told last night…”
“I remember some sort of vicious innuendo being made,” she told him calmly. “I think you had better go away now. Do come in, Belle.” She drew the larger woman inside composedly.
“Mr. Shayne is working on the case, and wants to help find Doctor’s murderer,” the nurse told her. “He’d like to ask you a couple of questions.”
“Oh, very well.” Celia appeared completely indifferent. She nodded to Shayne. “You may bring her bag in, if you wish.”
She turned away from the open door, holding Belle’s arm lightly, and led her across the room, saying, “You’ll have the blue room at the back. I’ve closed up Philip’s room, of course, and, later on, I hope you’ll help me go through his things.”
The two women disappeared down a hallway to the left without a backward glance from either of them toward Shayne, and he carried Belle’s bag into the living room and closed the front door.
He stood there, flat-footed, looking about the basically feminine room and reinforcing the first impression he had received last night.
It was not a room designed for a man to relax in comfortably after a hard day at the office. He tried to imagine Dr. Ambrose and Celia inhabiting it happily together over the years past, and the picture refused to focus clearly.
He heard the light clack of high heels returning from the rear, and he moved forward to one of the overstuffed chairs, noting that there wasn’t an ashtray in sight, and putting aside his desire for a cigarette.
The doorbell rang behind him as Celia reentered the carpeted room, and she made a little moue at the sound and went past him to open the door.
He sat down on the edge of the chair, and his body stiffened as he heard a familiar voice say brightly,
“Good morning, Madam. I represent the Women’s Civic Betterment Association, and I would appreciate just a few minutes of your valuable time to get some statistical information for a survey we’re making that is of vital importance to every homeowner in Miami Beach.”



CHAPTER TWELVE


With her back toward him, Celia Ambrose blocked his view of the speaker, and he listened with absorbed interest as the widow replied, “Not this morning, I’m afraid. I’m very busy and…”
“But it will take just a moment and it’s vitally important that I contact every person in the block. Just one or two questions, Madam.”
Shayne rose slowly to his feet as Mrs. Ambrose backed away reluctantly from the doorway. Lucy Hamilton pushed forward vivaciously with a notebook and a pencil in her hand, and she stopped suddenly when she saw her employer standing in the middle of the room, looking at her with amused tolerance.
She said, “Oh…” and then managed a gay little laugh. “I didn’t know the man of the house was in. That’s just dandy. It’s so seldom I do find the husband at home…”
“My husband is dead,” said Mrs. Ambrose woodenly. “This is a private detective.”
“A detective?” Lucy sobered at once and pursed her lips. “He doesn’t look like one,” she told Celia. “Are you sure…?”
“I’m just going,” Shayne said hastily. “Good day, Mrs. Ambrose. Perhaps I can see you this afternoon.” He strode forward and past his brown-haired secretary, giving her a simulated glare in passing. Behind him, he heard Celia Ambrose say composedly, “I don’t like that man’s manners at all. Now, what was it you wanted?”
He went down the walk toward his car parked in front, and wondered how the devil Lucy had failed to recognize it and realize that he must be inside. He wasn’t at all sure she hadn’t. It would be just like her to put on an act like that in full knowledge that he was listening to her inside the room.
A wry smile twisted his lips as he got in and drove away. You had to hand it to Lucy. She did pull that sort of thing off well. He hoped Nurse Jackson would come out and join them while Lucy conducted her interview. He would be exceedingly interested to know how she reacted to Belle.
At the Miami Beach Police Headquarters, Shayne had no difficulty this morning getting into Chief Painter’s private office.
The head of the detective division sat rigidly upright behind a wide expanse of clean-surfaced desk and regarded the redhead with snapping black eyes that managed to appear accusing. “You’ve been long enough coming in, Shayne.”
Shayne said, “I was checking a couple of things.” He pulled a straight chair closer to Painter’s desk and sat down. “What can you do for me?”
“What can you do for me?” Painter challenged. “I want to know more about Dr. Ambrose’s blackmail payoff last night.”
“I’d like to know more about it myself.” Shayne unconsciously touched the twin lumps on his head and winced. “Have you heard anything about the possibility that he handed his money over to the wrong man?”
“What’s that? Don’t hold out on me, Shayne!”
“Why should I hold out? I was the Patsy in the deal.” Shayne hesitated and then said carefully, “Tim Rourke tells me you checked the Seacliff and got some kind of confirmation that Ambrose met his blackmailer there at nine-thirty… as I assumed.”
“Yes. That is… it’s all pretty vague. I couldn’t get a definite identification of the doctor, but the description is close enough. What do you know about a flashlight picture being taken of the transaction?”
“Rourke mentioned that.” Shayne frowned thoughtfully and lit a cigarette. “Ambrose certainly didn’t tell me he had anything like that in mind.”
“You think Ambrose arranged it?”
“Who else?” argued Shayne. “Remember, I told you he claimed he didn’t know who was blackmailing him. It looks to me as though he wanted some proof the pay-off had been made, and hired a man to take a picture.”
“What’s that got to do with your suggestion that he paid off the wrong man?”
“A lot, maybe. I don’t know. Here’s how it went.” He proceeded to give Painter a straightforward account of his encounter in the hotel lobby with Jud and Phil, and his interview with the Boss at the Bayside Hotel. “You figure it out,” he urged when he ended. “Seems to me that picture of the man receiving the money from Ambrose might be damned important.”
“I still don’t see who killed the doctor… or why,” exploded Painter.
“I don’t either,” Shayne agreed mildly. “That’s your problem. What’s this thing Tim Rourke told me about the doctor’s office last night?”
“You mean the nurse and the empty strongbox?” Painter asked reluctantly.
Shayne nodded. “What do you make of it?”
“It just gets screwier and screwier,” muttered Painter. “According to the woman’s story, he had some private papers in the box which he had asked her to destroy if anything happened to him. But someone beat her to it. When she searched the office, after learning the doctor had been murdered, she found the box open and empty.”
“Not forced open?” Shayne asked urgently.
“No. Unlocked with a key, from all indications. The office door, too.”
“Was there a key-ring in the doctor’s pockets when you checked his body?”
“No. His wallet was intact… but no key-ring.”
“Why in hell,” asked Shayne thoughtfully, “would his murderer make the effort and risk the danger of going to his office and emptying that strongbox? What was in it to make it worthwhile?”
“You tell me,” suggested Painter.
“If none of these other things had happened,” said Shayne slowly, “I would assume the strongbox held some documents that referred to the matter the doctor was being blackmailed about. But why would he keep them? And why would someone want to get hold of them after he had already paid off?”
“Because they identified the blackmailer,” said Painter quickly.
“But if the guy who got the money wasn’t the actual blackmailer…?”
They looked at each other for a long moment, and each man helplessly shook his head in bafflement.
“One more thing I wanted to ask you,” Shayne said briskly after a moment. “That thirty-two automatic you found beside the body. Was it the murder weapon?”
“Ballistics says it was. And it’s registered in Dr. Ambrose’s name. He’s had a permit for years. Are you sure he wasn’t carrying it last night, Shayne?”
“No,” said Shayne truthfully. “I didn’t shake him down. I don’t think he was lying to me, though.”
“There’s nothing to indicate it was taken out of the glove compartment,” muttered Painter. “In fact, very careful chemical tests practically rule out the possibility that the gun has been in the glove compartment for months at least. If he normally kept it at his office…”
“His nurse swears he didn’t,” Shayne told him.
“What’s that? Have you talked to Miss Jackson?”
“This morning. I drove her over to the doctor’s house, where she’s going to spend a few days with the bereaved widow. Who, by the way, looked pretty spiffy this morning. Miss Jackson claims he had mentioned owning a gun to her, and said he kept it at home.”
Painter drummed impatiently on the top of his desk with his small fingertips. “She was dead drunk when he was getting himself shot in their driveway.”
Shayne nodded agreeably. “So that puts her in the clear.”
He glanced at his watch and stood up, stretching and yawning. “I guess that just about winds it up.”
“What did you mean by that last statement?” demanded Chief Peter Painter suspiciously.
Shayne looked at him benignly. “Doesn’t it?”
“Wind it up?” demanded Painter.
Shayne looked surprised. “I thought you meant my saying that Celia Ambrose seems to be in the clear.”
“Why shouldn’t she be? My God, do you think she shot her husband… with a quart of vodka inside her?”
“Doesn’t seem reasonable,” Shayne agreed amiably. “I’ve got a luncheon date.”
He strode out of the Chief of Detectives’ office, and went down a corridor to a side exit leading out to the parking area and his car.
The Doubloon Restaurant was on the ocean front, halfway north toward 79th Street.
Shayne turned his car over to a parking attendant and went into the dimly-lighted interior. It was just 12:20 when he entered. He stopped and peered around at the half-dozen waiting people in the small foyer without seeing Lucy, and went on to the entrance to the dining room where the headwaiter greeted him:
“Mr. Shayne! You are lunching alone?”
Shayne said, “No. My secretary is meeting me. You know Miss Hamilton?”
“But, yes. She is… I think not come yet.”
Shayne said, “Good. I can use a drink or two. I’ll be at the bar.”
He turned to the left to a small bar, where he found an empty stool and sat down. He ordered a sidecar and lit a cigarette, and wondered what was keeping Lucy Hamilton so long.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Shayne had his second sidecar in front of him when he felt a light tap on his shoulder and turned his head to look into Lucy Hamilton’s dancing brown eyes.
He regarded her sourly and demanded, “All right. What should a detective look like?”
“They’re mostly flat-footed, fat slobs. Which you aren’t.” Lucy linked her arm in his. “They’ve got a table for us.”
Shayne slid off the bar-stool and nodded to the bartender. “I’ll finish my drink at the table.” He went into the dining room with his secretary, and when they were seated, she confided to him, “Mrs. Ambrose doesn’t like you, Michael. I think she suspects you’re in league with the gamblers who she is convinced killed her husband. On the other hand… that big bitch of a nurse. Oh, my!” Lucy widened her eyes laughingly. “She thinks you’re pretty much of a guy. Darned if she doesn’t practically blush every time your name is mentioned. How did you get so well acquainted with her so fast, Michael?”
He shrugged and said blandly, “We rolled on the floor together last night. There’s nothing like a fast roll on the floor to induce lasting friendship.”
A waiter set his drink in front of him, and Lucy wrinkled her nose. “For a man who was headed straight for bed last evening, you appear to have had a pretty full night. Can I have a sidecar, too?”
He said, “Sure,” and nodded to the waiter and waved aside the menus offered them. “We’ll order when you bring her drink. What did you manage to find out, Lucy?”
“Not much. Nothing important, I’m afraid. The Ambroses led a quiet, orderly, and seemingly circumspect life. He was very well regarded professionally, and had a thriving practice. They didn’t go out a great deal, and almost never entertained at home. Celia was regarded as something of a recluse, and didn’t encourage neighborhood friendships.”
“A lush?” demanded Shayne.
“Possibly. I guess I should make that probably. There was some reluctance to discuss her personal habits in the light of what happened last night, but I got several hints that she was in the habit of hitting the bottle at home alone. But she didn’t bother anybody or do it in public, and her neighbors are inclined to be charitable.”
“No financial difficulties?”
“That…” Lucy hesitated as the waiter set a sidecar in front of her. Shayne told him, “We’d both like the stuffed French pancakes… flambe. Make it a la carte, with coffee later.” He raised ragged, red eyebrows at Lucy. “You were about to say?”
“It is the neighborhood consensus that they lived quite frugally… considering the doctor’s estimated income. This could be due to his over-fondness for the bookies and the bangtails.”
“Lucy Hamilton! The slang you do pick up.”
“All in the day’s work as a representative of the Women’s Civic Betterment Association.” She wrinkled her nice nose at him over her cocktail glass. “I think I pulled that off pretty damn well.”
“That’s something I want to take up with you. Why the devil did you come barging in at the Ambrose house when you must have seen my car parked outside? You could have waited until I left.”
“I didn’t notice your car, Michael. I swear I didn’t. I was just as surprised as you were when I walked in. Anyhow, the widow Ambrose confided in me that she didn’t trust you one little bit and had no intention of answering any of your questions.”
Shayne said, “She’ll have to answer them later.”
“What sort of questions?”
“Mostly about the doctor’s pistol… which she claims was at his office and Belle says he kept at home. Also, I’d like to know what time of day she started drinking yesterday.”
“Belle?” said Lucy, wrinkling her nose at him again and finishing her cocktail with a gratified sigh. “You know something, Michael?”
“Probably not. What?”
“I got a strange feeling that neither one of those gals is actually and honestly and truly mourning the doctor’s demise.”
Shayne stared across the table at her for a long moment, very soberly. “What gave you that impression?”
“I just picked it up out of the air.” Lucy made a little deprecating gesture. “They were both gushing about ‘Dear Doctor’, but, damn it, it just didn’t seem to ring true.” The waiter wheeled up a serving-table with a blue-flamed alcohol burner on it and a silver platter above the flame carrying four small pancakes, rolled about a creamed mixture of chicken wings and giblets. He poured warm brandy over the rolls and tilted the platter to catch flames from the burner, and served them on hot plates as the brandy burned out.
“Then you don’t think Belle was carrying a torch for him?”
“The only person that female is carrying a torch for is big and broad-shouldered and red-headed, and he’s seated right across from me this minute,” retorted Lucy. “As for Celia: she lives in a sort of little dream-world of her own that’s difficult to penetrate.”
They were both silent for a time while they attacked their delicious stuffed pancakes with gusto. When Lucy sighed and slowed down, she said, “You know, you haven’t told me very much about the Ambrose case, Michael. You did say he was being blackmailed, and I know you got yourself beaten up and kicked around last night, but that’s about all I do know.”
Shayne said, “I don’t know a lot more than that. There are several curious angles. Like somebody taking a flashbulb picture of the blackmail pay-off… certain indications that the money was paid to the wrong person… and an empty strongbox in the doctor’s office soon after he was knocked off.” He frowned and forked up the last scrap of chicken from his plate, shaking his head in perplexity. “None of them add up to very much. Ready for coffee?”
Lucy nodded. “And then I’d better get back to the office, hadn’t I? Your mention of the flash-bulb picture reminds me of Mrs. Montgomery and her boy, Cecil. I told you she was pretty vague about his trouble, but I’m afraid he got his picture taken last night, too… in some sort of embarrassing circumstances. Did I tell you she mentioned money, Michael? To the effect that it was no object?”
He said, “No, Lucy. You didn’t mention that.” He looked at her consideringly, tugging at his left ear-lobe while the waiter removed their plates and put coffee in front of them.
He said, “That’s most interesting. Do you remember her telephone number?”
“No. It was a Miami number. I’ve got it written down on my pad.”
“Just what did this Mrs. Montgomery say, Lucy?”
“You weren’t interested before,” she protested. “You just gave her the brush-off. Let her get another detective, you said, with a wave of your hand.”
“I’m interested now. Try to remember what she said.”
“I never knew you to be so money-hungry, Michael. All right, all right,” said Lucy hastily. “Let me see. She wanted to see Mr. Shayne at once. It was very important, and I was to tell you that money was no object. You were to drop whatever else you were doing to see her.
“When I explained that you didn’t take cases just for money, and asked for details, she said that she was afraid her boy, Cecil, had been very indiscreet last night and had been caught in the act by a photographer.
“I told her as sweetly as I could that you aren’t particularly interested in juvenile delinquents, and she interrupted to say icily that Cecil wasn’t really a little boy… past thirty, in fact, even though he hadn’t yet reached the age of discretion. And that’s about all, Michael. I promised you’d call her as soon as you came in… and her telephone didn’t answer when I did call. You remember?”
Shayne nodded brusquely. He took a sip of hot coffee and set the cup down, reaching for his wallet. “Drink yours up, Lucy. And then let’s get back to the office.”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Lucy Hamilton had her own car at the restaurant, and the doorman whistled hers up before Shayne’s. She pulled away with a wave of her hand, and the detective followed her across to the mainland a few minutes later.
He didn’t speed crossing the Causeway, but drove slowly in a relaxed and meditative mood, mentally going over and over the unanswered questions in the Ambrose case, and still coming up with no answers that fitted the facts as he knew them.
The outer door of his office stood open when he got out of the elevator, and Lucy was already bending over her desk and looking at her pad when he walked in. She glanced around to ask, “Shall I try to get Mrs. Montgomery now?”
He nodded, and crossed over to settle one hip on the low railing beside her desk.
She sat down and dialled a number. He lit a cigarette while she said briskly, “Mrs. Montgomery, please. Michael Shayne’s office calling.”
There was a pause and then Lucy said, “Mrs. Montgomery? Mr. Shayne… returning your call.”
She handed the instrument to him, and he said, “Shayne speaking.”
“I must say, Mr. Shayne, that you’re very lax about returning my call.” She didn’t really sound particularly sweet or little or old to Shayne. Her voice was brittle and dry.
He said, “My secretary tried to get you as soon as I came in this morning, and got no answer. Since then, I’ve been… occupied.”
“H-m-m. Trying to keep your own skirts clean in the Ambrose murder, I presume.”
“What do you know about that?”
“I read the newspapers and even watch television occasionally. Has the case been solved yet?”
“Not to my knowledge.”
She said peremptorily, “I must see you at once. Come to this address.” She gave him a street number in the Southeast bay area, one of the older and more expensive residential sections of the city, and her telephone clicked decisively.
Shayne passed his phone back to Lucy, and she looked at him with eager curiosity as she replaced it. He rubbed his chin reflectively and said, “It may tie up with Ambrose somehow. I’ll go out and see her.”
The Montgomery residence was in reality a mansion. One of those old, three-story, coral stone monstrosities built in the early 1900’s in the center of its own stonewalled and lavishly landscaped acres. It was one of those that had refused the blandishments and the million-dollar offers of land speculators in the Twenties, and remained aloof and alone in this backwash of the modern city.
The grounds were untended now, a mass of tropical verdure that had taken over the formal gardens of yesteryear, and the old stone house was weathered and desolate in appearance.
Shayne parked under a wide porte-cochere in front that was rampant with flaming bougainvillea, and when he cut off his motor he was surrounded by hushed silence and the overpowering incense of magnolia blossoms.
He got out and mounted stone steps to a wide veranda with worn, creaking boards underfoot, crossed to heavy, double oak doors where a large, wrought-iron knocker was seemingly the only way a visitor could announce his presence. He tried the knocker skeptically, and was surprised when the door opened at once. A trim young girl, wearing a maid’s black dress and a maid’s wispy, white apron stood in front of him, and, beyond her, he saw a dim, vaulted hallway, leading into the cavernous depths of the house.
She said, “Mr. Shayne?” and, when he nodded, she stepped back and said, “Madam expects you. Come this way, please.”
Shayne followed her down the long hall for at least forty feet, past closed doors on both sides, to an archway with portieres, which she parted for him to enter.
The room was pleasant and well-lighted by a chandelier and wall-sconces on all sides, carpeted from wall to wall with a light blue rug that gave back a springy feel to his feet, pleasantly furnished with good, modern furniture that harmonized with the rug and the golden-flecked wallpaper.
Mrs. Montgomery sat facing him across the room, in a wheelchair with big, rubber-tired wheels. She was a large, grossly-fat woman, with completely white hair that needed brushing, snapping black eyes, almost hidden by the rolls of fat on her face, wearing an absurdly youthful bed-jacket of baby-blue silk with peek-a-boo lace strained over the bulging breasts and threaded with pink ribbons tied in bow-knots at the throat and short sleeves. A knitted afghan was tucked in at the sides of the chair to cover the lower portion of her body.
There was something grotesque and something frightening about her silent scrutiny as Shayne hesitated on the other side of the room, and the words, “sweet,” “little,” and “old” flashed through his mind.
Her voice was unexpectedly resonant and placid now. “Well, Mr. Shayne. You needn’t stand there gawking. Sit down and I’ll ring for a drink, if you like.”
Shayne said, “Thank you. It’s a little too early-right after lunch.”
He crossed to a blue-brocaded chair she indicated and sat down.
She cackled with unexpected mirth. “I didn’t know it was ever too early for a private eye to accept a free drink. Perhaps I should have phrased it: ‘Be my guest’?”
Shayne said, “You’ve been watching too much television.”
“Possibly. Now then: aren’t you thoroughly ashamed of yourself, Mr. Shayne?”
“What for?” he asked in complete surprise.
“For encouraging and abetting blackmail, of course! Don’t you agree that a blackmailer is the most loathsome human being on earth? You don’t need to answer that,” she added sharply. “It’s already quite evident that you don’t. Probably you have no morals whatsoever.”
Shayne couldn’t repress a grin. “What is all this about blackmail?”
“Don’t play coy with me, Mr. Shayne. Please. I’m an old woman, confined to a wheelchair, but that’s no reason for you to treat me like a half-wit. I’m talking about the pay-off you arranged and supervised for Dr. Ambrose last night at the Seacliff Restaurant. You’re not going to sit there and deny it, are you?”
Shayne said, “I’m not denying anything, but what do you know about it?”
She leaned forward and peered into his face with shining, suspicious, black shoe-button eyes behind a roll of fat. “Don’t pretend to me that you are unaware that it was my son, Cecil, who participated in that unwholesome affair.”
“I was until this moment,” he told her honestly. “Is Cecil the one with a crew-cut?”
“Yes. Cecil persists in that childish haircut. Who did the doctor tell you he was meeting last night?”
“He insisted to me that he didn’t know. That the man had kept his identity a secret.”
“And you fell for that line?” she cackled incredulously.
Shayne said, “I saw no good reason to doubt him.”
“How well were you acquainted with Dr. Ambrose?” she demanded imperiously.
“I met him last night for the first time.”
“Yet you went along to protect him?” she marveled. “A great, big man like you to protect him from my Cecil? Shame on you!”
Shayne started to explain to her about his old friend, Tim Rourke, who owed the doctor a debt of gratitude, but decided the hell with it. He said, “All right, Mrs. Montgomery. So your son stuck his neck out last night. Did he kill Dr. Ambrose?”
“Cecil? Why ever would he? You witnessed the entire transaction, from what Cecil told me. You know he got what he went after… all fair and square. Why would he want to kill the doctor?”
Shayne said, “I came here hoping you were going to tell me that.”
“Hoping I was going to tell you my son is a murderer? Really, Mr. Shayne…!”
“What do you want to tell me?”
“Very frankly, I’m worried. The doctor’s murder upset everything. Naturally, I want my son’s connection with the affair kept out of it entirely. If… if I were able to give you a lead to the identity of the real murderer, would that suffice?” She leaned forward eagerly in her wheelchair.
“You mean in return for my promise to keep Cecil in the clear?”
“Yes. Is that too much to ask? He did nothing wrong… really.”
“You’re the one,” he reminded her sharply, “who recently asked me to agree that a blackmailer is the most loathsome human being on earth. Yet, you’re now asking me to protect an admitted participant in blackmail.”
“Mr. Shayne.” Her voice was tremulous suddenly, and old. “Cecil is all I have left in life. I have protected him for years, from the results of his own folly. No mother can be blamed for doing that. Whatever mistakes he has made in the past… can they not be forgiven now? I assure you he had nothing to do with murder last night. Except… possibly… as an indirect result of his own folly. That is why I asked you to come here today. To listen to a mother plead for her only son. He acted in a misguided and foolish manner last night. In a sense, I have myself to blame for having protected him in the past. But… he is my son, Mr. Shayne.”
Shayne said, “If I’m convinced Cecil is in the clear on the killing, I’ll make a deal with you, Mrs. Montgomery. Give me the name of the man Cecil was working for when he collected that twenty thousand dollars from Dr. Ambrose… and give me the name of the man who killed the doctor… and, if humanly possible, I’ll keep your son out of it.”
She worked her lips in and out slowly, and her eyes showed complete perplexity.
“When he collected twenty thousand dollars?” she repeated slowly and emphatically. “Are you out of your mind, Mr. Shayne? Cecil paid him twenty thousand dollars of my money… and you saw him do it.”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Michael Shayne sat very still for a long sixty seconds while he absorbed the impact of Mrs. Montgomery’s statement.
“Are you going to sit there and try to make me believe you thought it was the other way around?” she demanded, tartly, before he could get his thoughts in order.
He sighed deeply and got out a cigarette. He very carefully struck a match and put flame to it, drew in a deep puff of smoke and found a clean ash-tray at his elbow into which he dropped the matchstick.
“Mrs. Montgomery,” he said earnestly. “Do you know what was in that white envelope your son passed over to Dr. Ambrose at the Seacliff?”
“Most certainly, I know. There were ten one-thousand-dollar bills, and one hundred one-hundred-dollar bills. They were delivered to me by the bank yesterday afternoon, and I placed them inside the envelope myself, and sealed it in Cecil’s presence.”
“Then what was in the doctor’s envelope?” Shayne protested weakly.
“Exactly what he had promised in return for the money. Certain documentary proofs of a page out of Cecil’s youth which I have no desire to discuss with a stranger. They are destroyed now, and the subject is closed.”
Shayne drew sharply on his cigarette and leaned back in his chair with his eyes half-closed, tugging at his earlobe while the scene with Dr. Ambrose in his apartment came clearly into focus.
The doctor’s appeal for sympathy… for help in meeting a blackmail demand! The thick envelope he had produced from his inner pocket with the statement that it contained $20,000!
If Mrs. Montgomery was to be believed, he and Tim Rourke had both been beautifully bamboozled by Dr. Ambrose. Neither one of them would have touched the collection of blackmail with a ten-foot pole. Realizing that, the wily doctor had simply switched the situation around to meet his own needs.
To carry out his plan he was forced to insist that photostats of the “documents” incriminating him would be harmless. That part of his ingenious lie was true, because the “documents” were non-existent and you could not photostat the non-existent.
Shayne opened his eyes and said, “Can you prove what you’re just told me, Mrs. Montgomery? That Cecil paid out money instead of receiving payment from the doctor?”
“If necessary. My bank will verify delivery to me of that sum in cash yesterday. Why is proof necessary, Mr. Shayne? Dr. Ambrose was a scoundrelly blackmailer, and he met his deserved end last night. I thought you knew all that. You stood by and helped him receive the money. By my standards, you are as guilty of extortion as he is.”
Shayne said, “Mrs. Montgomery, if we are to work together at all on this matter, you will have to believe this one fact. Dr. Ambrose came to me last night and told me he was being blackmailed. He showed me a sealed envelope which he claimed contained twenty thousand dollars… every penny he was able to scrape together… and he persuaded me to accompany him to the Seacliff for his protection in dealing with a blackmailer. Until five minutes ago, I had no reason whatsoever for doubting the truth of his story. This puts his murder in an entirely different perspective. If he had twenty grand in his pocket when he was shot…” He paused, striving to readjust his thinking.
“Then you know who did it, Mr. Shayne?” The fat, old lady leaned forward eagerly in her wheelchair.
“No. I still have no idea. I simply see a motive now, which didn’t seem to exist previously. You brought me here to give me a lead,” he reminded her. “I was hesitant about protecting your son, when I thought he was the blackmailer. If he was the victim instead, I have no hesitancy at all in covering up for him. You said he acted in a foolish and misguided manner last night… which may have resulted in murder. You had better tell me all about it.”
“Yes. I think it is time someone in a position to act knew the facts. I realize now that my son’s action was partially my fault. You see, when I sent him to pay the money, he did not know whom he was going to pay it to. I pretended that the doctor’s identity was unknown to me. Don’t ask me why, Mr. Shayne. It goes far back into the past which I did not wish to discuss with Cecil. I thought it would all end with the simple exchange of envelopes. This nightmare of fear that has enveloped me for years.”
“For years?” asked Shayne gently.
“Yes. I’ve been paying him tribute for many years. I was his patient once, Mr. Shayne. As so many foolish women do with their doctors, I quite adored him. He was a little, tin god, who took the place of a priest and I confided in him as one would in the Confessional. Then he gently… oh, so gently… began tightening the screws. It was very simple and his method made it almost painless and practically impossible to prove that I was being blackmailed. He merely increased my bill for medical services by a hundred dollars each month. They don’t send itemized bills, you know, and there was nothing to indicate I hadn’t received the services I was billed for.
“I ceased going to him as a medical man, of course, but the monthly bills continued to arrive… in varying odd amounts of a little more or a little less than a hundred dollars each month… and I continued to pay them.
“Until recently, when he called me to say that he was in desperate need of cash and that the monthly driblets were no longer sufficient and he was willing to liquidate the affair for a flat payment of twenty thousand dollars. I agreed.”
“He had some tangible evidence against your son?”
“Yes,” she told him stonily. “Somehow, using the information I had given him in confidence, he had acquired certain documents which I did not wish made public. They are now destroyed, thank God, and no one need ever know the facts.”
“I shan’t press you for them,” Shayne assured her. “What happened last night that you fear has a bearing on his death?”
“I knew nothing about it until Cecil confessed last night, after we learned from television that Dr. Ambrose had been shot. As I told you, Cecil did not know the name of the man who was blackmailing me on his account. I didn’t want him to know because I feared he might try to take matters into his own hands… recover the documents by force. He didn’t do that, but he did do something that I fear may have been equally foolish. He confided in a friend of his that he was making a blackmail pay-off at the Seacliff last night, and asked this friend to make arrangements to have a picture made of the meeting… with some idea of holding this picture over the blackmailer’s head in the future, if he ever renewed his demands on me.”
“So it was your son who had that picture taken! I supposed all the time it was Ambrose’s cute idea.”
“Why on earth would he want a picture of himself committing blackmail?”
“You’re got to remember that I’ve been going on the assumption all the time that Dr. Ambrose was the victim. What happened to the picture, Mrs. Montgomery?”
“That’s what worries me. Cecil had arranged with this friend to meet him afterward and get the picture. He went to the rendezvous and waited for more than an hour, but the fellow did not turn up. Cecil wasn’t unduly worried at the time, but after he returned home and we learned that Dr. Ambrose had been murdered, he did begin to wonder whether this so-called friend might have been tempted by the thought of the twenty thousand dollars in the doctor’s possession… followed him over to the Beach and killed him for it. You see the implications, Mr. Shayne. Only this man and my son knew what that envelope contained.”
“So you think one of them killed him?”
“Not my son, Mr. Shayne. But I am afraid his friend may have been tempted.”
“Where is Cecil now?” demanded Shayne.
“He is in New York,” she told him calmly. “After he told me last night what had happened, I insisted that he take an early plane north. I am not going to have him questioned and badgered by the police.”
Shayne said quietly, “If he has information about a homicide, he can be brought back to testify, Mrs. Montgomery.”
“That is what I expect you to avoid. You gave me your word to keep Cecil’s name out of it.”
Shayne said, “I told you I would, if we can solve the murder without bringing him into it. Who is the man Cecil suspects?”
“His name is Fritz Harlan. That’s just about all I can tell you, Mr. Shayne. It is practically all that Cecil told me. I don’t know the man personally. From things Cecil has said, I gather that he is a person who is known to the police and has a variety of unsavory contacts in the city. It shouldn’t be difficult for an experienced man like you to get on his trail.”
Shayne said, “We’ll see.” He paused, marshalling his thoughts. “This Fritz Harlan knew Cecil was turning twenty thousand dollars over to Ambrose last night? At your son’s suggestion and request, he arranged to have a photographer present to make a record of the pay-off? He had arranged with Cecil to meet him afterward and deliver the picture? He didn’t show up as had been arranged? Then, when Cecil learned that Ambrose had been murdered… presumably to obtain possession of the envelope containing your twenty thousand dollars… Cecil jumped to the conclusion that Fritz had committed the murder to get his hands on the money? Is that the essence of your thinking… what you are trying to tell me?”
“It all sounds logical, doesn’t it?”
“Sure,” agreed Shayne morosely. “On the other hand, Dr. Ambrose sounded pretty damned logical last night himself. How do I know your story is any straighter than his was?”
“You don’t,” she agreed promptly. “But, if you find Fritz Harlan, I don’t think you’ll have to look any further for your murderer.”
“If we do find him and arrest him, isn’t he likely to tell the whole story of your being blackmailed on Cecil’s account? It’s pretty difficult, Mrs. Montgomery, to keep all one’s dirty linen from being washed in public when there’s a homicide investigation involved. I wouldn’t want you to think I’m promising anything that I can’t deliver.”
“I think I’m going to trust you, Michael Shayne,” she told him abruptly. “Frankly, I don’t know what else to do under the circumstances. I want you to understand one thing, however: I would and will be perfectly happy if Dr. Ambrose’s murderer goes scot-free. I have a feeling that a lot of people were relieved and happy to hear about his death last night.”
“You think he was blackmailing others at the same time he was collecting money from you?” Shayne asked her bluntly.
“I have only my intuition to go on, but I do believe that… yes. From certain small hints he let drop… I think he made a practice of it over the years.” She paused, collecting her thoughts. “From my own experience, I suggest that women patients of a doctor are likely to confide very intimate details of their personal life to him. In nine cases out of ten, probably, there would be nothing in such confidential revelations that would provide material for blackmail. But in each tenth case…”
She paused, looking at the detective shrewdly. “And think what a wonderful position a doctor is in to collect a certain sum each month from his victims. Most of them are married, with husbands, who pay the monthly bills. They can’t ask for extra money from their husbands to pay blackmail each month, but it is easy for them to agree to have a small extra amount tacked onto their medical bill each month. What husband questions his wife closely as to how many visits she paid the doctor that month? Considering the temptation,” she ended, “it is probably to the credit of doctors that more of them don’t turn into blackmailers.”
Shayne grinned at this rather novel idea. “Perhaps they do.” He paused, collecting his thoughts again. “Was your son a gambler, Mrs. Montgomery?”
“Cecil? No. Why do you ask that?”
“Are you quite positive?” persisted Shayne.
“Yes. That is… I know where his money went. I gave him a definite allowance and required him to account for every expenditure that he made.”
“What about his friend, Fritz Harlan? Was he connected with the gambling crowd?”
“I really don’t know. I should think not because my son did not associate with that type of person.”
Shayne nodded and got to his feet thoughtfully. “I appreciate all the information you’ve given me, Mrs. Montgomery. If anything else important comes to your mind, please call my office.”
She said austerely, “You’re perfectly welcome, I’m sure. May I say: good hunting, Mr. Shayne.”
He said, “Thanks,” and went out of the room to find the maid waiting in the hall to escort him to the front door.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Shayne drove directly to Police Headquarters. Sergeant Fillmore shook his head when the rangy detective strode into the I. D. office. “I haven’t come up with anything on those three, Mike. Either they’ve been careful to stay out of trouble, or else they haven’t been operating long enough in Miami to pile up a record I can put my finger on.”
Shayne said, “Drop them, Sergeant. I think I’ve got an angle for contacting them personally. But I’ve got a full name for you to make another check. Harlan. Fritz Harlan. Strike any chord with that phenomenal memory of yours?”
“Maybe it ain’t so phenomenal, Mike.” Sgt. Fillmore shook his grizzled head sadly. “Fritz Harlan? Extortion, too?”
“I doubt it. If he’s got a record, I’d look under homos.”
“Fritz Harlan,” the sergeant repeated thoughtfully, walking to the rear of the square room that was lined with filing cases.
Shayne leaned one elbow on the counter and lit a cigarette while Fillmore slid a drawer from a filing cabinet and began thumbing through the alphabetically arranged folders.
He came back whistling cheerfully and carrying a thin cardboard folder. “Here he is. Nothing vicious about the guy, Mike. Mostly, ‘Consorting with Known.’ Pulled in half a dozen times during the past six years.”
“Got a current address for him?”
“Sure.” Fillmore turned to the final, typewritten entry in the folder. “He’s on probation.”
“Who’s handling it?”
“Lincoln. You know him, don’t you?”
“Sure. Everybody knows Honest Abe.” Shayne hesitated, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “Anything in your files on Montgomery? Cecil?”
“I’ll check.” Again the sergeant went back to his filing cases, but this time with no result. He came back, shaking his head.
Shayne nodded without surprise. “His mama has got enough money to cover up for him. Will Abe be around this time of day?”
“Probably up in the Probation Department. Else they can put you onto him.”
Shayne thanked Fillmore and went out of his office. Upstairs he found Abraham Jones Lincoln at his desk. He was a roly-poly man with twinkling, brown eyes, and he greeted the redhead cheerfully, “What’s with you this morning, Shamus?”
“I’d like to get a line on one of your boys… Fritz Harlan.”
“Not one of my boys… not really and truly, I mean.” Lincoln made his voice high-pitched and girlish.
Shayne grinned and asked, “Can you put your finger on him?”
“Sure. He’s clerking in a downtown store. What’s the squeal, Mike? Has Fritzie got frisky again?”
“I don’t know for sure. What does he look like, Abe?”
The Probation Officer used much the same words to describe Fritz Harlan that George Bayliss had used early that morning.
Shayne nodded. “That’s him. I think you’d better handle it, Abe. There’s a chance that he may have been mixed up in murder last night. The Ambrose kill on the Beach.”
“I don’t believe it,” Lincoln said promptly. “He shudders at the sight of a gun.”
“But maybe he wouldn’t shudder at the thought of fingering a guy for twenty grand,” Shayne suggested cynically.
“Maybe not. Give me the pitch.”
Shayne gave him the salient facts as he knew them. “All we’ve got against him,” he ended, “is the fact that he failed to meet Montgomery and turn over the picture.”
“Knowing Fritz as well as I do, I’d guess he just got the piss scared out of him when he found out the thing had ended in murder. Remember, he’s on probation. My boys make a habit of keeping their noses clean.”
“I hope he did. But check it out, Abe. Right away, huh?”
“Sure. Reach you at your office?”
Shayne stood indecisively, a fierce light beginning to burn in the depths of his gray eyes. “I’ve got another piece of business to settle first. But call my office anyhow, Abe, and leave word with Lucy. I’ll be calling her.” He went out with long strides, all trace of indecisiveness vanished, his heels hitting the floor solidly and hard.
His first stop was at a small and dingy bar on Northeast 12th Street. The television set was on in the rear, and half a dozen beer drinkers were at that end of the room, watching it languidly. Shayne stood at the front of the bar as far removed from them as possible, and the bartender moved toward him with a grin of recognition on his wizened face. He paused to reach for a cognac bottle and an old-fashioned glass. He said, “Long time no see, Mike,” poured the squat glass half-full of cognac and placed a glass of ice water beside it. “People gettin’ killed all over the place, huh? Keeps you jumpin’.”
Shayne’s big hand closed around the glass and he asked, “What’s hot at Hialeah this afternoon, Sam?”
“Look here now.” Sam screwed his face up in patent disapproval. “Not you, Mike. Not in your old age, you ain’t gonna start buyin’ oats?”
Shayne took a sip and grinned and asked, “How do you stay in business… discouraging possible cash customers?”
“Business?” said Sam virtuously, waving his hand toward the beer-drinkers. “You know… a mug of suds here an’ a slug of cognac there. I make out.”
“Sure, I know. Where do you little guys go these days to lay off a bet that’s too big for you to handle?”
Sam studied the hard look on the detective’s face for a moment, and then said softly, “I ain’t no stoolie, Mike.”
Shayne made an impatient gesture with his left hand. “This is important… to me, Sam. I can get the info a dozen places, but I don’t want to waste time going a dozen places.”
“Well… you know… the Syndicate,” said Sam uneasily.
Shayne said, “I’ve been out of touch. Would that still be Big Vic Cartwright?” He paused and recited a telephone number from memory.
Sam nodded, obviously relieved that he wasn’t passing on any really secret information. “Still at the old stand.”
“Bank of Bay Biscayne Building?”
When Sam nodded again, Shayne put down the rest of his drink and chased it with a gulp of ice water. He put a ten-dollar bill on the bar and said, “That was good cognac, Sam. Keep the change.”
He went out into the hot afternoon sunlight and got in his car, and five minutes later he was striding into the lobby of an office building on Flagler Street. He paused at the directory and found Cartwright Associates listed on the 5th floor.
There was a small, neat reception room with a pert blonde at the end of it, seated in front of a large switchboard. She was manipulating plugs and murmuring into the mouthpiece hanging from her neck, and Shayne stood beside her for thirty seconds before she glanced aside and said, “Yes?”
“I want to see Big Vic. Tell him it’s Mike Shayne. Important and personal.”
She nodded and turned back to her switchboard. Shayne lit a cigarette and waited. She continued to flip plugs dexterously, and to murmur briefly into the mouthpiece, and in a short time she turned again and nodded. “Second door on your left, Mr. Shayne. Go right in.”
The second door on his left was simply lettered, PRIVATE. He turned the knob and went in without knocking.
There were four telephones on the big desk in the center of the big room. The man who sat behind the desk talking into one of the telephones was big enough to fit well into the setting.
He nodded his bullet head at the detective, spoke softly into the mouthpiece and listened for a moment, scrawled a notation on a pad in front of him.
Shayne sat down in a chair across the wide desk from him. Big Vic Cartwright replaced the telephone on its prongs and leaned his massive weight back in the swivel chair and clasped two hamlike hands at the back of a very thick and very short neck, and said genially, “It’s all right, Shamus. I’ll go quietly.”
Shayne said, “Somehow, I doubt that, Vic. How’s business?”
“So-so.” The right-hand telephone rang. He snatched it up and said, “No calls, Vergie.” He put it down and looked at Shayne benignly. “If it isn’t a pinch, what is it?”
“I need some information, Vic.” Shayne frowned and tugged at his left ear-lobe. “I’ve got a client who’s got his teat really in the wringer. He’s in deep. ’Way over his head, Vic, to at least a dozen boys around town where he’s established credit over the years. But he’s had a real bad run of luck and they’re clamping down. Now, he can’t possibly pay off a hundred cents on the dollar. On the other hand, he’s a good Joe and doesn’t want to welsh. So he’s dug up a pretty fair bunch of dough which he hopes will get him off the hook. Instead of going around and trying to make separate deals with each one of the boys, he turned the thing over to me to see if I could clear it all off the books for him.”
“How much?” demanded Big Vic.
“Altogether, they’re holding markers for a little over thirty grand. I’ve got eighteen thousand of his money to make it right.”
Cartwright shook his head sadly. “You know that ain’t kosher, Mike. This sucker expects a clean pay-off when he wins, doesn’t he? He’s always got it, hasn’t he? Fair and square, and cash money on the barrel-head. So now he comes crawling and wants a discount on his losses. You know that’s no decent way to do business, Mike.”
Shayne said flatly, “I know that the boys around town will be damned lucky to divvy up his assets. They either take a share… or nothing.” He hesitated momentarily. “I don’t expect to make a deal with you, Vic. But I’ve heard around town that when a guy gets in deep like this there’s a sort of collection agency that takes over. They’re the boys who can deal with this. If I can’t convince them to take the short end of the stick, then it’s no skin off my ass. All the rough stuff in the world won’t get them any more money than my client has already dug up. But I want to lay it on the line… and all I want from you is where I go to lay it.”
Vic Cartwright nodded and unclasped his hands from behind his neck. “Take your problem to Jess Hayden. If there’s that much cash involved, he’s probably already got the whole thing for collection. I don’t say you’ll get anywhere with him, Mike, but you can try.”
Shayne shrugged his wide shoulders. “That’s all I want.”
Cartwright opened the center drawer of the desk and looked at a pad. “Try the Splendide Hotel. Suite three-twenty. That’s out on Biscayne Boulevard…”
Shayne said, “I know the place. Three-twenty? Jess Hayden. Thanks, Vic. If he’s inclined to be reasonable, we can do business together.”
He got up and went out with a wave of his big hand. The Splendide was one of the newer and fancier gimcrack hostelries that had been erected during the Fifties as one of Miami’s answers to the mushrooming tourist facilities on the other side of Biscayne Bay.
Shayne had never set foot in the place before, and he felt a little overwhelmed by the rococo lobby, the squads of extravagantly uniformed bellmen hurrying about to fulfill every guest’s slightest desire, the bustle and confusion of a huge afternoon crowd representing the total population of the hotel which equalled that of a small city.
With the unerring sense of direction of a homing pigeon, Shayne made his way among them to a quiet corridor at the rear of the registration desk and to a plain wooden door that was marked SECURITY.
He knocked perfunctorily and turned the knob and entered a small office with an erect, white-haired man seated behind a cluttered desk. He was in his shirt-sleeves, wearing a neat bow tie, and was relaxed with his feet on the desk and a paperbacked novel in his hands when Shayne opened the door. He hastily dropped his feet to the floor and straightened up and slid the book down onto the chair beside him and said frostily, “This is a private office.” Then he opened his eyes wider and stared for a moment and said happily, “Mike Shayne, by God! What are you doing in a classy joint like this?”
Shayne said just as happily, “Parson Smith! Last time I knew, you were a bouncer down in a little waterfront bar. Well, well! Congratulations are indeed in order.” He leaned over the desk and offered his big hand, and Smith took it in a hard grip and told him with a wide grin, “Sometimes I wish I were back there, Mike. It didn’t pay as well, but things did happen. Life is just about as dull as dishwater around this place.”
Shayne said, “Maybe I can rectify that.”
“Wait a minute, now. The management frowns on what you and I might consider good, old-fashioned fun. But rest your feet, Mike,” he urged hospitably. “Drink?” He leaned forward to pull open a drawer, but Shayne forestalled him.
“Not right now, Parson. You’ve got a guest in Suite Three-twenty. Jess Hayden. Ring a bell?”
“Not… right off the bat.” Smith turned to his left where there was a large panel covered with an intricate arrangement of numbered dials and different colored arrows that looked to Shayne like the control board of a machine shop.
He twisted one arrow to point to a 3, used his forefinger to dial another number below the arrow, and relaxed proudly. There was a whirring noise from the back of the panel, and a moment later a white card popped up out of a slot in the desk in front of him. He picked it up delicately between thumb and forefinger, explaining with a grin, “Just a simple little system of electronics, Mike. Only cost a couple of hundred thousand to install and doesn’t get fouled up more than a dozen times a day. Let’s see what we have here.” He frowned and read from the card: “Three-twenty. Richard Dirkson. Three-Seven-One East Fifty-fourth Street, New York City. No luggage. Overnight bill paid in cash advance.”
Shayne said, “That’s my man. I’m going up there, Par-son.
“Expecting trouble?”
Shayne said, “There’ll be trouble if Mr. Dirkson is at home.”
“I’ll go along,” Smith said promptly.
“No.” Michael Shayne shook his red head and his eyes were hot. “What facilities have you got for a quiet arrest and out the back way to the hoosegow?”
“I’ve got six good men on duty, Mike. It’s my job to keep a thing like this quiet.”
Shayne said, “I know what your job is. Come along up behind me with a couple of men. But stay outside Three-twenty until I’ve had my time at bat.” His blunt forefingers strayed up to touch the lumps on his head that were now subsiding. “This is sort of personal.”
The Parson said, “I’ll give you two minutes.”
Shayne said happily, “Make it three.” He got up and strode out of the office without a backward glance.
An elevator was loading as he crossed the lobby. He got in and stood close to the door and said, “Three.”
His floor was the first stop and he got out alone. He glanced at arrows on the wall with numbers underneath them, and went swiftly to the right in search of 320. He knew Smith wouldn’t give him much more than his allotted three minutes.
He pressed the bell at 320 and stood flat-footed in front of the door waiting.
It opened and Jud stood there. He had a highball glass in his left hand, and his mouth sagged open slackly when he recognized the detective. Shayne saw Phil rising from a chair behind him with a sudden pleased look on his face.
Jud stepped back a pace and said, “Look who’s here!” He glanced over his shoulder at Phil who was coming forward, cat-footed. “Who d’yuh think we got for company, Phil?”
Phil’s hand snaked his big revolver from a shoulder holster and he held it laxly at his side, pointing downward. He said, “I see him, Jud. I guess he likes the kind of games we play.”
“Sure,” Jud agreed happily. “I bet he’s one of them mas-so-kists.”
“What do you want here?” Phil paused close beside Jud, their shoulders touching, the two of them directly facing Shayne on the other side of the threshold about two feet away.
He took one fast step forward and his two big hands swung up simultaneously on opposite sides of the two heads with palms wide open.
Their two heads made a sharp cracking sound as they came together with terrific force. They crumpled to the floor like two rag dolls, and Phil’s gun dropped from his hand.
Shayne pulled the door shut and scooped the gun up. He stooped over Jud and got his revolver from its shoulder harness. He heard a faint sound across the room as he straightened up, and he faced the Boss, standing in the doorway of an inner room.
His thinning hair was disarranged so that the bald spot showed through, and he was in his undershirt and wearing black felt slippers.
He spoke gratingly, “What do you want, Shayne?”
Shayne said, “You.” He started slowly across the sitting room toward him.
“You’ve got nothing on me,” Jess Hayden said placatingly. “Maybe that was a mistake last night. Mistakes can be paid for.”
Shayne said, “That’s right. And you’re going to pay for yours right now.”
Hayden backed away from him inside the bedroom, and Shayne stopped in the doorway and saw the room was empty. He moved inside and tossed both revolvers contemptuously on the bed, and laughed deep in his throat when Hayden dived desperately aside, scrabbling to get his hands on one of them.
He cuffed the man back, so he stumbled to the floor beside the wall, then got him by the scruff of the neck and dragged him back into the sitting room, where Jud was beginning to stir and trying to sit up.
Very deliberately, Shayne held Jess Hayden erect with the tips of the toes just touching the floor, his left hand tight around the neck, and smashed his fist into the man’s face.
Blood splattered wetly and his features got all flat and disorganized. Shayne tossed him aside and strode toward the door, where Jud had waveringly got up on his hands and knees.
There was a loud, authoritative knock on the door just at the moment that Shayne drew back his right foot and kicked Jud with all his strength in the side. He scowled at the door and said “Just a minute,” and turned to Phil, who still lay supine, and methodically kicked in half-a-dozen of his ribs, also.
He heard a key in the outer lock, and the door was suddenly thrust open and Parson Smith stood on the threshold with two men close behind him. He looked at the two men on the floor, appalled, and breathed out, “My God, Mike!”
Shayne said, “I’m just giving you a nice package… all wrapped up and ready to go.” He walked back springily to the Boss, who lay flat on his back with his face smashed in, deliberately placed the sole of his big foot on the bloody pulp and twisted hard.
Then he told Smith, “Get them down to Headquarters and I’ll sign a complaint. And you can send me a bill for cleaning the blood off your rug.”
His shoulders slumped suddenly as all the anger went out of him, and he felt tired and a little bit disgusted with himself.
He walked to the door, adding gruffly, “They had it coming, goddamn it, but right now I wish you’d opened that door thirty seconds sooner.” He went out, scowling.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Shayne stopped downstairs in the crowded lobby to call his office. Lucy Hamilton told him, “Two calls, Michael. Abe Lincoln, the probation officer. At first look, he’s pretty sure Fritz Harlan is in the clear. He’s checking further. One thing he thought might interest you: Harlan was once a patient of Dr. Ambrose’s… and recognized him at the Seacliff last night. He’ll call again as soon as he has something more definite.
“Your buxom nurse on the Beach is the other one,” Lucy went on chattily and almost cattily, although Lucy didn’t have it in her to really be catty. “She wants you to come see her at once. She refused to confide in a mere secretary why she wants to see you, but dropped some mysterious hints intended to make me believe it’s something more important than your virile sex appeal… which I somehow doubt.”
Shayne said, “I’ll get over there as fast as I can… in the hope your hunch is right. In the meantime, Angel: Call Will Gentry and alert him to the fact that the house dick from the Splendide Hotel is bringing three mugs in for booking. Tell him to hold them until I can get in to make charges… which are going to start with assault with intent to kill, and go on from there. Explain to him that they got roughed up a little by resisting arrest.”
“Michael! Are you all right?” There was instant alarm in Lucy’s voice.
“I’m wonderful.” Shayne grinned reassuringly at the mouthpiece. “Feel better than I have since I got my ribs kicked in last midnight. Take care.”
He hung up and walked out of the lobby briskly. He did feel wonderful, by God! The mood of depression, that had momentarily possessed him in the hotel room upstairs, had vanished. The three of them deserved everything they’d got. God knows how many poor suckers they had manhandled in the past while collecting legally uncollectable racing bets.
Twenty minutes later he walked springily up the walk to the Ambrose house and pressed the doorbell. The door was opened almost immediately by Belle Jackson, wearing her white nurse’s uniform and with a warning finger pressed against her lips. “I hoped it would be you,” she told him in a conspiratorially low tone. “Celia is resting in the bedroom. I don’t think she’s in any condition to be aroused, but you never can tell about… well, you know?”
“Drunk?” Shayne asked bluntly, stepping inside and keeping his voice low.
“Well,” said Belle delicately, “she’s been nipping anyhow. And now I hope she’s asleep.” Belle moved close to him, so she could keep her voice low. “I called your secretary, Mr. Shayne, because I made what I think is an important discovery and I wanted to tell you instead of that stupid policeman, who came to the office last night.”
Shayne grinned at her characterization of Peter Painter. “What is it, Belle?”
“I want to show you in a minute. It’s in the bedroom and that’s why I hope Celia stays asleep. But tell me this one thing first: was it Doctor’s own gun that was used to murder him? This morning you said you hadn’t got the official report yet.”
“Yes. It was his gun all right. And a careful chemical analysis of the glove compartment of his car gave no indication at all that it had been carried there recently.”
“I wondered about that,” she said sibilantly. “Whether they would be able to tell for sure where a gun had been. How do they know?”
Shayne shrugged. “I don’t know anything about that end of the business. Ultra-violet rays, I guess. Stuff like that. Why are you so interested in the gun, Belle?”
“You’ll see.” She linked her big, solid arm closely with his and led him across the carpeted floor, moving with that same soundless grace he had observed in her before.
He followed her example by keeping on the balls of his feet, and she guided him to the right, down a hallway off the living room and into a large bedroom that was cool and dim with heavy draperies carefully drawn at the windows. There were twin beds in the room, and one of them was occupied by Celia Ambrose.
The bed was made up, and she lay on her back on top of the silk spread, fully clothed, as Shayne had seen her earlier.
Her eyes were closed and her mouth was open, and small, wheezing sounds came out of it with her breathing. There was a faint smell of alcohol in the room, and an overturned highball glass lay on the rug beside the bed just underneath the trailing fingers of her left hand.
An open door on the left led into a large bathroom, and beyond that was another closed door.
Shayne let Belle lead him quietly across the room to the closed door, which she opened. This was a smaller bedroom with a three-quarter sized bed, and with masculine appointments. The draperies were tightly drawn here, too, and Belle drew the connecting door shut behind them before switching on an overhead light.
Then she crossed to a chest of drawers and leaned down to open the bottom one. She straightened up and stepped aside and said triumphantly, “There it is. I don’t think we should touch it until they can come and make their chemical tests or whatever.”
Shayne squatted down in front of the open drawer. It contained several pairs of folded pajamas on the right side. On the left side there was a neatly folded hand towel in a rectangle about six inches by twelve. A fully loaded clip from a.32 automatic pistol lay at one end of the folded towel. In the center of the rectangle was a faint yellowish stain. Shayne leaned close to it and sniffed the unmistakable smell of gun-oil.
He rocked back on his heels and looked up at Belle, who stood with both hands on her hips.
“Did I guess right?” she asked in a low, urgent voice. “I don’t know anything about pistols, but isn’t that thing part of one?”
Shayne nodded and got to his feet, his eyes bleak. “It’s a spare clip that generally comes with an automatic. How did you come to find it?”
“I looked for it. I just opened the drawers, and there it was. Remember, I told you this morning that I knew Doctor didn’t keep any pistol in the office… and I didn’t think he had one in his car. So, when you said you thought he was shot with his own gun… well, I wondered… how anybody could have got hold of it. So I looked here in his room, after Celia lay down to rest.”
Shayne tugged at his ear-lobe thoughtfully, looking down at the open drawer. “I don’t know whether the scientific boys can tell how long ago a gun was there. I don’t suppose there’ll be an actual proof that it was in that drawer as late as last night.”
Belle Jackson drew in a deep breath and let it out in a sibilant sigh. “If they could prove that…?”
Shayne said gently, “It still wouldn’t be proof that Celia used the gun last night. If she was passed out when it happened… as she is now… anyone could have come in here without her knowing it and got the gun.”
“How do you know she was passed out when it happened?” demanded Belle. “I know that’s what the detective told me last night, and he seemed to think it gave poor, dear Celia a perfect alibi. I don’t think that holds true at all. Maybe she did have most of a bottle of vodka in her when the police doctor finally got here. What was to prevent her drinking it and passing out after she shot Doctor?”
Shayne said, “Nothing… really. What motive did she have, Belle?”
“I don’t know. I’m not accusing her, for heaven’s sake,” said Belle virtuously. “I’m just guessing how it could have happened.”
Shayne said abruptly, “Let’s go back into the living room and talk about it. I don’t believe you’re telling the whole truth, Belle. I think you knew a lot more about the doctor and his business and private affairs than you’re admitting. Without some motive for the murder, this evidence is useless.”
He turned and opened the door into the widow’s bedroom and went past her sleeping figure into the hallway with the nurse following him.
He sat down and lit a cigarette, oblivious of the fact that there were no ash-trays in the room. He waited until Belle Jackson lowered her sturdy body into a chair near him, and then asked: “How long had he been blackmailing you, Belle?”
She stiffened indignantly. “Blackmailing me? Who? What do you mean by that impertinent question?”
“Dr. Ambrose,” Shayne told her. “It’s perfectly obvious, Belle. He was paying you a good salary, wasn’t he?”
“Indeed he was,” she responded indignantly. “Hundred and twenty-five a week.”
“That was on the books for income tax deduction. How much of that did you kick back to him each week?”
“Of all the insulting questions… Belle’s smooth brow was furrowed and she was breathing hard.
“It doesn’t really matter, Belle. He’s dead now… and you can go out and get another job and keep all your salary… and move into a decent apartment where you can begin to live like a human being again.”
“How did you know…?” She caught herself a little too late, and bit her lower lip.
Shayne said quietly, “You had to know about his blackmail, Belle. You made out the monthly bills to patients. You knew the ones who were forced to pay added amounts each month as the price of his silence… to make up his gambling losses. Being the essentially decent woman that I think you are, you wouldn’t have gone along with this over the years, if he hadn’t been holding something over your head also.”
She wilted suddenly, and hung her head. Listlessly, she said, “I hoped… no one would ever have to know. It was years ago. I fell in love with my patient. He was dying-a painful, incurable disease. But he would have lived in agony, for months longer, if I hadn’t given him an overdose of sleeping pills. Dr. Ambrose knew. He was the doctor. No jury would have believed I did it for love. The boy left me all his savings.”
“That’s why you went to the office and emptied the strongbox last night after Ambrose was dead, wasn’t it?”
Shayne went on remorselessly. “Because you felt sorry for all his patients, who had been paying him off in monthly installments for years to keep the contents of that box secret?”
“I didn’t,” she cried out violently. “It was lying on the floor, open and empty, when I got there last night. Whoever killed him must have got the key to the box and to the office.”
Shayne shook his head. “That doesn’t add up, Belle. You told me he carried the key to the box on his car keyring. But his car was sitting in the driveway, with the motor still running, when the neighbor found his body. That means the ignition was still on… the car key still in the lock. You’re the only one who knew about the box and had another key to it, Belle. You went there and emptied it before Rourke and I got there last night. You already had those blackmail documents in your bag when we broke in on you… didn’t you?”
“All right, I did.” She faced him defiantly now. “I’m proud to admit it. Why shouldn’t I? Every one of them is burned up now, and a lot of people in Miami and on the Beach are going to breathe easier because of it. If it’s a crime to destroy blackmail evidence, go ahead and arrest me.”
Shayne said, “I don’t think that’s a crime, Belle. But, unfortunately, murder is. Even if the victim was Dr. Ambrose, who probably deserved killing as much as any man who ever got his just deserts.”
“They won’t be too hard on her, will they?” Belle asked in a hushed tone, nodding toward the rear bedroom. “None of us know what sort of cross she’s had to bear… living with him all these years. Won’t they take all that into account when she stands trial?”
Shayne said, “I hope they’ll take all that into account when you stand trial for this murder, Belle.”
She stared at him incredulously, lacing her fingers together in her lap, and unlacing them.
“Me? You know that gun was right here in this house all the time! She must have grabbed it last night, after she heard him drive up…”
Shayne shook his head and held up a big hand to shut off her protestations.
“You were the one who knew what he was getting in that envelope he picked up from Cecil Montgomery at the Seacliff Restaurant last night. The temptation was just too much to resist, wasn’t it? You knew he was going to turn that twenty thousand dollars over to the bookies’ collector later on in the evening, and you thought you might as well have it as they. You were waiting out here for him with his own gun, which you had taken from the office… and they’re going to prove premeditated murder against you, Belle, no matter how you argue otherwise.”
“But you saw that towel and the extra clip in his bedroom drawer! You said they could make tests to prove how lately the gun had been there.”
“They can make a pretty good guess how lately the gun was on that towel,” conceded Shayne. “But the towel wasn’t in that drawer last night, Belle. Only way it could have got where it is at present is for you to have brought it here from the office and planted it there after you got Celia tight.”
Belle was panting hard, staring at him unbelievingly. “I didn’t! You can’t ever prove I did!”
Shayne said, “That’s the one place you miscalculated, Belle. You thought Peter Painter was pretty stupid when he questioned you last night. I grant you that he isn’t exactly brilliant. But he’s a good policeman and he follows the rule-book. He had his men go over this house with a fine-tooth comb last night, and if that towel and extra pistol clip had been in the drawer last night, Celia Ambrose would be under arrest right now. You overplayed your hand when you planted it there after the police search. It’ll be a damned shame and a waste of raw material if they put that big, beautiful body of yours in the gas chamber, but you’re like so many murderers, Belle. You just can’t leave well enough alone.”



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


It was six o’clock before Michael Shayne finally got away from Police Headquarters in Miami and found time to telephone Lucy.
He let her telephone ring a long time, thinking she might be in the shower, but got no answer.
He frowned as he hung up, and hesitated, then dialled his office on the off-chance that she might still be there. Her voice answered on the first ring.
He said, “Why aren’t you home?” and she replied in that tone of patient forbearance, which only secretaries and wives can manage:
“Because I’ve been sitting here the last two hours expecting you to call every moment. I thought you’d be interested in a final report on Fritz Harlan.”
“I just talked to Abe Lincoln,” Shayne told her. “How about meeting me for dinner?”
There was a brief pause. Then Lucy replied frigidly, “If you’re quite sure you can drag yourself away from your nurse that long, I will be happy to accept your invitation, Mr. Shayne.”
He chuckled, realizing that she knew nothing about what had happened and must suspect that he had spent the entire afternoon with Belle. He said blithely, “That’s okay, Angel. She’s otherwise occupied for the evening. How about some seafood? Meet you at the Seacliff in five minutes.”
She said, “Ten,” and hung up.
It was nearer fifteen minutes later when she hurried inside the restaurant. Facing the door in the third booth, Shayne waved to her and she came toward him eagerly with a sunny smile on her face. “Why didn’t you tell me, Michael? I turned on my car radio and heard all about it.”
“I was saving it for a surprise.” Shayne fingered the cocktail glass in front of him, and nodded to the waiter. “Two more sidecars, please.”
“So it was Belle who did it? And you actually came here and helped a blackmailer collect his money last night?”
“I was sucked into it beautifully. Right here in this booth while I stood at the bar and watched it happen.” He emptied his glass and shoved it aside. “But Mrs. Montgomery will get her money back.”
“Mrs. Montgomery? Was she being blackmailed?”
“I forgot you didn’t know about my visit with her. On account of her son, Cecil.” Shayne spoke the name with distaste, using a short “e.” “That’s how Fritz Harlan got mixed up in the deal.”
Two sidecars were set in front of them and Lucy took a sip of hers before saying, “I didn’t understand that very well when Mr. Lincoln tried to explain it over the phone. Did he take a picture of them?”
“He hired George Bayliss to. But he recognized Dr. Ambrose at once, and because he had been a participant in the old scandal that was behind the blackmail, he got frightened and went into hiding instead of turning the picture over to Cecil.” This time he pronounced the name with a long “e.”
“Mrs. Montgomery was afraid he had killed the doctor and might implicate Cecil,” Shayne added, lifting his glass and drinking deeply.
“Like me to take a picture of you and the pretty girl, Mister?” a wheedling voice asked beside him, and Shayne turned to see one of the strolling photographers, who infest Miami during the tourist season.
He grinned widely and said, “This is where I came in last night. Sure, take a picture. We’ll send it to her husband back home for a souvenir.”
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