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ONE


Lucy Hamilton was on the telephone when Michael Shayne returned to his office after lunch. She sat at her desk beyond the low railing with the receiver held to her ear, a little frown of resignation ruffling her forehead as she listened.
She turned her head as Shayne entered, lifted her left shoulder a trifle and said into the mouthpiece: “I’ve explained it will be impossible for me to promise that Mr. Shayne will come to see you unless you give me some idea of your business. He is a very busy man, and…”
She paused, wrinkling her nice nose at the instrument and then at Shayne, who grinned widely as he tossed his hat on a wall-hook and lounged closer to lower one hip onto the railing near her.
“I understand all that,” Lucy said, firmly. “And if you wish to see Mr. Shayne in his office, I will be glad to arrange an appointment. But I’m afraid that…”
She was interrupted again by a voice Shayne could hear crackling over the wire, and, when it stopped, she said flatly, “Yes. I did get your name correctly the first time, Mr. Peralta. But I’ll still have to insist…”
“Hold it, Lucy!” It was her employer who interrupted her this time. The rangy redhead was sitting erect with a gleam of interest in his gray eyes. “Would that be Julio Peralta?”
“One moment, please,” Lucy said into the mouthpiece. She covered it with her hand and nodded to Shayne’s question. “He seems to think you should jump through hoops when he speaks. I’ve told him…”
“It’s okay, angel. Tell him I’ve just come in, and switch him inside.”
Shayne rose and took three long strides to the open door into his private office. He crossed to the flat desk in the center and scooped up the phone, said, “Hello? Shayne speaking.”
“Mr. Shayne.” Peralta’s voice was precise and demanding, tinged with relief. “I’ve been explaining to your secretary that I must see you at once. Please come to my place immediately.”
Shayne said, “I’m tied up for a time, Mr. Peralta. In a couple of hours?” He glanced at his wrist watch. “Say four-thirty.”
“If you can’t possibly make it sooner. This is an extremely important matter that won’t brook delay.”
Shayne said, “Four-thirty it is. You’re on the Beach, aren’t you?”
“I am.” His caller gave him an address on Alton Road. “I’ll expect you here no later than four-thirty, Shayne.”
“I’ll be there,” Shayne promised. “With bells on,” he ended sotto voce as he replaced the receiver. He straightened and stood for a moment, tugging at his left ear-lobe and looking across the empty office with ragged, red brows arched a trifle.
The questioning expression faded to a slow grin as Lucy’s voice came indignantly from the outer office:
“After all the times you’ve told me, Michael Shayne, that a client must state his business before you’ll see him! I was just building you up as an important guy, darn it, when you spoil it all by saying, meekly, ‘Yes, Mr. Peralta. Whatever you say, Mr. Peralta.’ Who the devil is Mr. Julio Peralta anyhow?”
Shayne’s grin widened as he went back to the open door and leaned against it. “You should read the papers, Lucy. Particularly the crime news.”
“I do read the papers,” she defended herself. “I don’t remember anything…”
“About three weeks ago,” Shayne cut in. “There was a jewel robbery on the Beach.”
“Oh.” Lucy Hamilton put her doubled fist against her mouth and looked contrite. “Something about a fabulous emerald bracelet-and the story was garnished with striptease pictures of a distraught female. You would remember that case.”
“Just a couple of intimate snapshots of Mrs. Julio Peralta in her boudoir that morning after, pointing out exactly where she had tossed the bauble the preceding night.”
“But this was Mr. Peralta on the phone,” Lucy reminded him acidly. “He won’t be greeting you in a filmy negligee.”
“Probably not,” Shayne muttered. “But the bracelet was insured for a hundred and ten grand, angel. And there hasn’t been a single lead turned up in three weeks.”
“So you’re going to find it for him?”
Shayne shrugged. “If I just collect a retainer on a job like that, it won’t be chicken-feed.”
He turned away from the door, adding over his shoulder, “Get Miami Beach Headquarters on the line for me. Detective Division.”
When his desk phone rang a few minutes later, he picked it up and Lucy told him formally, “Detective Furness is on the wire, Mr. Shayne.”
He said, “Hello, Ed. How’re things?”
“As usual. How’s with you, Shamus?”
“I need a little information from you boys. Can you tell me who is handling the Julio Peralta robbery?”
“Just a minute, Mike.” Ed Furness sounded suddenly wary. “Hang on, will you?”
Shayne hung on. It was at least a full minute before a voice rasped over the wire, “That you, Shayne? What’s your interest in the Peralta case?”
Shayne winced at the voice of the chief of detectives in his ear. With assumed heartiness, he protested, “Furness needn’t have bothered you about this, Painter. I simply wanted to know…”
“It was his duty to bother me,” Peter Painter informed him. “I’m handling the Peralta case personally. What is it you want to know?”
“Just the low-down,” growled Shayne, knowing he wasn’t going to get it now. “What leads you’ve got thus far. What the chances are for…”
“And what is your interest, Shayne?”
“I thought I might take it on,” said Shayne, easily, “since you’re apparently not doing so well handling it personally.”
There were a few seconds of silence. Shayne grinned, imagining he could hear Painter grinding his teeth together in rage. When the chief’s voice did come over the wire again, it was a vicious snarl:
“You keep your goddamned big nose out of the Peralta job, Shamus.”
“Why?” asked Shayne, innocently. “Don’t you think you could use a little help after three weeks’ horsing around with it?”
“You try to horn in on that case, Shayne, and, so help me God, it’s the last one you’ll ever louse up. If I hear the slightest rumor of a pay-off on that case, you’ll lose your license and end up in a cell.” There was a decisive click as the detective chief hung up.
Shayne replaced his phone thoughtfully and got up to stroll to one of the windows overlooking Flagler Street. This could only mean that Painter felt he was on the verge of solving the case by an arrest. His savage insistence that Shayne stay clear of it hadn’t been feigned. Yet, in the past the Beach chief had not been averse to turning his head the other way while discreet arrangements were being made with an insurance company to recover stolen articles for a fraction of their insured value. Not that Shayne had any particular reason to think such an arrangement might be possible in this case. That had been Painter’s idea entirely.
Shayne shrugged and turned away from the window, glancing at his watch. He went to the outer hall and took down his hat, told Lucy Hamilton, “Close up whenever you like, angel. I don’t think I’ll be back this afternoon.” He pulled the hat low on his bristly, red hair and went out with a wave of his big hand.

Timothy Rourke was lolled back in an aged swivel chair with his feet cocked up on a battered desk when Shayne entered the Miami News City Room a short time later. The reporter’s eyes were placidly closed and his partially open mouth emitted a rhythmic snoring sound despite the loud clatter of teletypes and the rattle of typewriters filling the room.
Shayne crossed to Rourke’s corner with a grin, nodding greetings to other reporters who hailed him, pulled up a straight chair in front of the attenuated, sleeping figure and sat down. He lit a cigarette and said quietly, “Tell me about the Peralta thing, Tim.”
Rourke’s cadaverous features twitched. His mouth closed, then opened again into a wide yawn. One eyelid lifted cautiously, but he made no other movement.
“Go ’way,” he muttered. “Information desk’s outside.”
Shayne settled himself more comfortably as Rourke closed his eyes again and opened his mouth in a pretense of continuing to snore. The detective said nothing, but reached in a sagging side-pocket of his Palm Beach jacket to lift out a full pint of bourbon. He broke the seal and uncorked the bottle and leaned forward to gravely hold the open bottle under Rourke’s nose. The thin nose twitched and bloodless lips opened greedily. Shayne tilted the bottle and let a couple of ounces dribble into the open mouth.
He took the bottle away and said, cheerfully: “First course. What’s on the Peralta case, Tim?”
Rourke closed his lips and worked them in and out, opened both eyes this time and said warily, “Nothing new. You got an angle?”
Shayne shook his head. “A phone call from Peralta to see him this afternoon. You heard anything at all on it?”
Rourke sighed and dropped his heels off his desk. He sat up and reached for the pint bottle, lifting it deftly from Shayne’s lax grasp. He tilted it to his mouth, let it gurgle for a time, and set it on the desk in front of him. “Not a thing on it since the snatch, Mike.” His deep-set eyes glittered brightly in their hollows. “You got ideas?”
“Trying to pick some up before I see him,” explained Shayne. “Was it your story?”
“Only a follow-up. Human interest stuff. There was plenty of that with Laura Peralta cooperating on the cheesecake angle. How that dame loves to show her legs. Guess she’s damn tired of hiding ’em behind Julio’s millions.”
Shayne took a drag on his cigarette and frowned. “Former show-girl, isn’t she?”
“Right out of Minsky’s.” Rourke took another sip from the bottle and firmly corked it. “You see those first shots she gave the boys that morning?”
Shayne nodded. “X marks the spot.”
“Only the important spot in those pix was a Y and it didn’t need inking in.” Rourke chuckled obscenely. “You think there’s a deal in the making?”
“I don’t know. Fill me in on the actual job. Sort of amateurish, wasn’t it?”
Rourke shrugged. “I dunno. Call it that if you want, but a pro couldn’t have done better. There the bracelet was, lying on top of her bureau, where she’d tossed it the night before. There was a ladder up to her window with the screen cut out. No fingerprints. No clues. No nothing.”
“Did she always leave it lying around?”
“Only when she was too tight to bother with the big wall-safe in the sitting room between her room and her husband’s. After this happened a couple of times in the past, her maid had standing orders from Julio never to leave the room at night until she’d seen the bracelet locked up.”
“And?”
Timothy Rourke shrugged cheerfully. “Your guess is as good as mine. Which is that the maid was more afraid of Laura than of Julio. Her story is that her mistress threw a couple of slippers at her that night when she wanted to lock the thing up, and that, when she went in to knock on Julio’s door to inform him, he couldn’t be wakened. My guess is she didn’t try very hard.”
“So the maid knew the bracelet was left out that night?” said Shayne, thoughtfully.
“Right. And a lot of other people might have guessed it would be if they saw Laura staggering home. Petey Painter put the maid through the wringer plenty, so why not ask him?”
“I will. The burglar didn’t arouse Mrs. Peralta?”
“Hell,” said Rourke, disgustedly, “a whole herd of elephants wouldn’t have aroused her from the one she had hung on, from what I gathered.” He reached for the bottle and took a long swig, grimaced and glared at the amber fluid remaining. “Nasty stuff,” he muttered. “Responsible for nine-tenths of the troubles of modern civilization, according to statistics.”
Shayne grinned and reached out his arm to take the bottle for a short drink. He said: “Here’s to more and bigger troubles,” and then went on:
“The ladder at the window. Was that just fortuitously left around?”
“Brought in for the job. One of those sectional affairs made of light metal. Aluminum or magnesium or something. You see them advertised under Army Surplus bargains in the Sunday papers. They don’t bill them that way, but might as well advertise them as Second-Story-Worker Specials.”
Shayne said, “Give me a quick run-over on the rest of the household.”
“A batch of other servants I don’t know about. You can be sure they all knew about Laura’s propensity for hanging one on and leaving her emeralds lying around. Then there’s Julio’s secretary, whom you’re just going to love; a governess, whom you’re probably going to lay; and the two Brats.” He gave the final word a capital B and reached for the bottle again.
Shayne ran knobby fingers through his hair and said: “Come again.”
“Edwin and Edwina. Julio’s first-born, and the best positive proof of the degeneration of the species I’ve run into for a long time.” He waved Shayne’s speculative glance aside with a long thin hand and shook his head stubbornly. “I’ll not deprive you of the pleasure of meeting them first-hand.”
Shayne looked at his watch and asked a final question:
“Know what firm carried the insurance?”
“Not a firm. A man named Hamilton Barker is the adjuster who’s handling the claim. He refused to talk to me about it. In fact, there was a lot of hush-hush on the whole thing.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“I’m not sure. It was a feeling I got at the time. Circles within circles. Peralta himself was most uncommunicative. Didn’t want the servants interviewed, and insisted I get all my information from Painter. You know how Painter is when he takes over a case personally.”
“Yeh, I know.”
“Of course,” Rourke admitted judicially, “Peralta may have good reasons for not wanting reporters digging in too deep. There was that matter of the cyanide and the two Boxers.”
“What was that?”
“Happened about a week before the bracelet was snatched. All I could get was hints and evasive answers, and it wasn’t even officially reported to the police, so far as I could learn. Well, hell, they were his dogs and his kids.”
“You mean the kids poisoned the dogs?” Shayne asked incredulously.
“That’s the way I pieced it together. I tell you they’re precocious.”
“You think the death of the dogs had any bearing on the robbery?”
“Well, it did set things up pretty nice for the ladder job. The dogs did run loose at night.”
“You think that’s why Peralta clammed up? Because he suspects the kids engineered the snatch?”
“Hell, Mike. They’re only about ten years old. But I don’t know, at that. They’re a couple of enterprising youngsters.”
“You think Petey has any such suspicions?”
“Who knows what Petey suspects? Frankly, I doubt that he even knows the dogs were poisoned. I told you it wasn’t even reported when it happened. I ran onto it by accident.”
“Give me a run-down on Julio Peralta. Seems to me his name turns up in the papers frequently.”
“Yeah, and he doesn’t like it. He’s one of those rich Cubans who got out with their cash before Castro came in. He was educated in this country. Harvard, I think, and had a sort of reputation as an international playboy some years ago. Married New York money and settled down in Cuba a dozen years ago… all cozy with Batista. That’s where the twins came from. His wife died giving birth, and about five years ago he married the present Mrs. Peralta. Laura’s quite a lush dish.”
“Wait a minute, Tim.” Shayne was frowning thoughtfully. “You say Peralta skipped with his dough before Castro took over. It’s my impression, from things I’ve read, that he’s pro-Castro. That his money is one of the important sources of munitions shipped over to the revolution.”
“That’s the way it looks, and it may even be true. He claims he had a change of heart after getting out with his own money, and then seeing how Castro took over. His heart bleeds for his country, which is shaking off the shackles of American imperialism.”
“With the help of the Commies?”
Timothy Rourke looked at him shrewdly. “You don’t swallow too much of that propaganda, Mike. Hell, of course the Commies are exploiting the revolution to the limit. And Mr. Julio Peralta may even be one, secretly. You know how it is in Miami right now,” he went on disgustedly. “The city is full of refugees and rife with rumors of plots and counterplots. No one knows for sure whose side anyone is on. I’ll lay you ten to one that at least half the arms ostensibly being smuggled over to Castro end up in the hands of counter-revolutionaries. Julio Peralta isn’t the only rich Cuban who moved his money out before the crash, and most of them are eager to spend a hunk of it to get the old way of life back.”
“But not Peralta?” mused Shayne.
“I don’t know. I do know he doesn’t like newspaper reporters snooping into his affairs, and I’m surprised he’s called in a private detective. As I say, I got a strong impression from Barker, from Painter, and from Peralta himself that the loss of the bracelet was chicken-feed and was sort of being glossed over. That’s why I’m surprised he wants you in on it.”
“Hell, it may not be the jewel thing at all,” said Shayne impatiently. “Maybe he wants to hire a bottle-guard for his wife.”
“That could be a pleasant assignment.” Rourke yawned and propped his feet up on his desk again. “Let me know, huh? What cyanide tastes like, and whether that governess looks as good under her clothes as I’m guessing she does.”
Shayne said, “I’ll let you know.” He made his way out of the City Room and got into his parked car.
Ten minutes later he entered a sixth floor office on Flagler Street. There was a medium-sized, pleasantly cool reception room presided over by a pleasantly cool blonde at a desk near the door. She was medium-sized in some respects and somewhat more than that in others. She gave the redhead an aloof glance and said, “Yes?” with her nose tilted a little higher than was necessary.
Shayne took off his hat and tugged at a red forelock bashfully. “It’s this here humidity, Ma’am. Makes a man sweat right through his flannel underwear. And, when I sweat, I stink, as the girl told her momma, and, when I stink, the boys won’t dance with me. That must be what you smell, Ma’am.”
The nice nose tilted higher and beautifully arched platinum brows became more severely arched. “Is there something I can do for you?”
“Not what I first thought about when I peeked in,” Shayne told her cheerfully, “so you might as well let me see Mr. Barker.”
“Have you an appointment?”
He said, “Shayne. And how the hell do you know I haven’t dropped in to buy a million bucks worth of insurance?”
She said, “Mr. Barker is not a broker. He is an adjuster.” But there was the faintest tinge of warmth in the cool depths of greenish eyes as she lowered them from his face and lifted an inter-office phone.
As she spoke into it, Shayne moved past her toward the single door opening off the reception room. It was closed and marked PRIVATE. He opened it and went in.
Hamilton Barker was alone in his neat office, just replacing the handset in its holder. He was a slender, stony-eyed man in his early forties, and he greeted the detective without undue cordiality.
“Shayne. I just told my secretary you’d have to wait a few minutes.”
“I’ll wait in here,” suggested Shayne easily, closing the door behind him and lounging forward to sink into a comfortable chair by the insurance adjuster’s desk. “A couple more of my witticisms just might cause the blonde to break down and smile, and I have a feeling that would be fatal.”
Barker was obviously not amused. “Now that you’re in here, what is it, Shayne?”
Shayne tensed and his gray eyes studied the other man with alert interest. After a moment, he said slowly, “Maybe I do smell bad. I was just kidding with your secretary, but…”
“Please, Shayne.” Barker held up his right palm and looked pained. “I’m extremely busy. If you have any business with me, please get to it.”
Shayne hesitated only a second. Then he shrugged and said, flatly, “You’re handling the insurance on the Peralta bracelet?”
“Julio Peralta? Yes.”
“Satisfied with it and ready to pay off?”
Barker’s eyes narrowed. “What is your interest?”
“Are you?” pressed Shayne.
“It’s not a matter I care to discuss with an outsider.”
“You mean you’re not interested in a deal?” demanded Shayne, incredulously.
“What sort of deal are you referring to?”
“For God’s sake!” said Shayne angrily. “What is this, Ham? You’ve made some nice pay-offs in the past to recover stolen stuff. You know damned well the sort of deal I mean. Twenty per cent for the bracelet and no questions asked.”
The insurance adjuster leaned back, shaking his head vigorously, making a tent out of the tips of his fingers pressed together. “That sort of thing is strictly against the public interest, Shayne. If you bring us the bracelet and the thief, naturally we’ll be glad to pay for your services. Say twenty per cent of the insurance. But we certainly can’t promise immunity as part of the pay-off. Actually, Shayne, such an arrangement would make us liable to a charge as accessory after the fact.”
Shayne shook his head helplessly. “You know it’s being done all the time. Your company won’t be happy paying off the full amount.”
“Let’s hope we won’t have to,” said Barker, thinly. “If that’s all you have to say…” He pushed back his chair and half rose to indicate the discussion was ended.
The detective shrugged and rose with him. “What all this adds up to,” he guessed, “is that Painter has sold you a bill of goods that he’s on the trail of the bracelet, and you hope to recover it without any payoff at all. Am I right?”
“Why don’t you ask Painter?”
Shayne said equably, “I don’t have to ask him now, Ham. Thanks for the information.” He turned and went out with his brow wrinkled thoughtfully, passed the blonde in the outer office without seeing her and went down to the street and his parked car.



TWO


Alton Road on Miami Beach runs north from 5th Street, skirting Flamingo Park and across Lincoln Road to wind circuitously along the eastern shore of Biscayne Bay between the large estates of wealthy landholders which crowd in on either side.
Michael Shayne drove north along the road at a moderate pace, relaxed behind the wheel and deep in thought. There was little afternoon traffic along the winding, palm-lined street, little to be seen beyond the high hedges hiding twenty- and thirty-room mansions set well back from the road.
Searching for street numbers on the widely separated gateposts, he paid no attention to the car that idled up behind him and followed closely on his rear bumper for a couple of blocks, noticed it only when it speeded up suddenly and swung around abreast of him. It slowed in that position and honked commandingly.
Shayne glanced aside to see two men in the front seat, wearing the uniforms of Miami Beach police. The one nearest Shayne was waving him down while the driver stayed abreast, and after a brief moment of indecision, Shayne took his foot off the gas and put it on the brake.
The police car slowed and pulled in behind him, and Shayne sat fuming behind the wheel of his car while the officer got lazily out of the right side and strolled forward to lean his elbows on the door at Shayne’s right. He had a big paunch, and a seamed, weather beaten face, and he was chewing a big wad of gum as rhythmically and placidly as a contented cow working on her cud. As he leaned on the door, Shayne demanded impatiently, “What the hell is it, Officer? I’m in a hurry to keep an appointment.”
“Noticed you was in a hurry all right. Wondered right away where at was the fire.”
“For God’s sake,” said Shayne, wonderingly. “I wasn’t doing over twenty-five.”
The policeman nodded gravely. “We clocked you the last two blocks. Forty-two you was making by our speedometer.”
“Then you’d better get your damned speedometer checked,” snapped Shayne. “Step aside, for Christ’s sake, and let me get along.”
“Resistin’ arrest, huh?” grated a thin voice at his left elbow. A long arm snaked in past him to turn the ignition key in the lock. The driver of the police car had come up on Shayne’s left. He was thin and hatchet-faced and spoke with a sneering, Georgia drawl. “You ain’t goin’ no place. Mister. Speedin’ is a right serious offense here on Miami Beach. We loves our children, Mister.”
Two limousines sped past in the same direction as he spoke, both chauffeur-piloted and both doing fifty or more miles per hour. Shayne motioned to them with a big hand and growled disgustedly: “Then why aren’t you after those two? They’re driving twice as fast as I was.”
“Right now, we got you,” Hatchet-face told him. “I say we take him in for resistin’ arrest, Geely,” he went on, speaking past the detective to his gum-chewing partner on the other side.
Shayne slumped back against the seat and looked from one to the other in irritated amazement. “What the hell are you two clowns trying to prove?”
“Resisting arrest, sure enough,” agreed Geely, placidly. “Threatening an officer to boot, I reckon.”
“Wait a minute, damn it!” exclaimed Shayne, controlling his anger as best be could. “There’s some mistake. We’re all in the same racket, for God’s sake.” He reached for his wallet to show his credentials, but as he drew it out, Hatchet-face leaned forward without warning and slapped him viciously with the back of his left hand, while Geely exclaimed, virtuously, “Bribery, by God. Now you are going in for sure.”
Michael Shayne sat very still with his half-opened wallet in his hand. There were four white marks on his left cheek from Hatchet-face’s fingers, and that lanky individual had stepped back hastily and drawn his service revolver after slapping him. Shayne’s gray eyes blazed and the lines in his gaunt face became deep trenches as he sat quietly and fought for self-control.
Geely quietly seated himself beside him on the front seat and closed the door. He interrupted his gum-chewing long enough to say, heavily, “Put your bribe-money away, Mister, and get this heap moving. Turn right at the next corner and back to the police station. You foller along,” he directed his companion. “Resisting arrest and attempted bribery.”
Hatchet-face holstered his gun and swaggered back to the patrol car. Michael Shayne replaced his wallet with shaking fingers. He put both hands on the wheel and sat there for a moment, fighting the most overpowering anger he had ever known. After a moment, and without looking at Geely, he said hoarsely, “Maybe you know what you’re doing, but, by God, I’m telling you…”
“I’m telling you,” said Geely, placidly, “to drive to the police station and no more monkey business less’n you want my sap on the other side of your face from where you already got slapped.”
Shayne drove to the police station without speaking again. He was followed closely by the official car, and Hatchet-face pulled up beside him when he parked behind the station.
Shayne opened the door to get out and felt a steel band snapped around his right wrist. Geely opened the door on his side and stepped out, tugging urgently on the links of chain binding his left wrist to his prisoner.
Michael Shayne clamped his teeth together hard and slid over to follow Geely submissively. Hatchet-face sidled up beside him as they went around the walk to go in the front, and he held his gun half-drawn from its holster as they mounted the steps and went inside, three abreast.
There were half a dozen policemen and a reporter for the Miami Herald lounging about a table with a greasy pack of cards in the anteroom. They all glanced up carelessly, and there was a moment of intense silence. Two of the cops knew Shayne well, and the reporter was an old friend.
He came to his feet with swiftly indrawn breath as he took in the trio. “Sweet Mother!” he ejaculated. “It’s Mike Shayne. Hey, boys…”
Geely and Hatchet-face marched Shayne past the table toward the desk sergeant in the rear while all the card players stared at the sight, and Shayne twisted his head to snarl a single sentence to the reporter: “Get Tim Rourke.”
Geely shouldered him forward roughly as he spoke, and Shayne set his teeth again and went with them in stony-faced silence to face the sergeant whom he had also known for years and who carefully avoided looking at him while he was officially booked for speeding, resisting arrest, and attempted bribery.
Shayne gave his name, address and occupation in a steady voice, demanded permission to telephone a lawyer and was told he could do that later. The reporter, Edwards, was loudly clamoring for a word from him and an explanation of the charges from the two arresting officers, but he was rudely shoved back and Michael Shayne was marched back through a dingy corridor and unceremoniously locked into a cell.
He stayed in the cell three hours. During that period he smoked all his cigarettes and worked hard at the job of accepting the situation philosophically. It was the most difficult thing he had ever done, but he knew from long experience that anger wasn’t going to get him anywhere. Nor, he conceded moodily, were mere innocence and outraged denials of guilt. He had been in the business long enough to fully realize that when the police decide to frame a man, there is nothing to prevent their doing so. The sworn testimony of two police officers in court would be accepted at face value by any judge or jury against the unsupported denials of a citizen.
He knew, too, that as soon as word of his situation got through to Timothy Rourke, the wheels would be set in motion to effect his release as swiftly as possible, and that Edwards would contact Rourke at once.
So there wasn’t any use wasting time thinking about that phase of it.
The one thing that remained as a possible subject for constructive thought was the single question: Why?
His arrest hadn’t been an accident. He wasn’t naive enough to accept that answer. He knew he had been driving less than thirty miles an hour when picked up, and even if Geely and Hatchet-face were two over-zealous eager beavers who had been attracted by that slight excess over the legal limit, their further actions after stopping him were proof enough that it wasn’t merely a routine traffic pick-up.
Orders from Peter Painter were, of course, the obvious answer. He had been on Alton Road nearing the Peralta address just prior to four-thirty when the incident occurred. If Painter had known the hour of his appointment, it would have been simple enough to have the two officers planted on Alton Road to pick him up on some pretext.
But again: Why? Why in the name of God should Painter go to such lengths to keep him away from Julio Peralta? True, he and the Beach detective chief had clashed often in the past, and Painter had more than once openly sought to prevent his practicing his profession on the Beach, but a phony arrest and faked charges were going far beyond anything that had happened before.
By the time two hours and a half had passed and Shayne had smoked his last cigarette, he had achieved to a fair degree the philosophical mood he sought. Painter (if it were indeed Painter behind it) had him where the hair was short, and that was that. He couldn’t, Shayne thought, hold him in jail more than a few hours. Rourke would see to it that bond was forthcoming, and Shayne resolved to circumspectly keep his mouth shut after he was released until he could do some digging into the whys and wherefores. There was the matter of the bad manners of Hatchet-face and Geely to be disposed of, but that could well wait until later.
Michael Shayne was lying stretched out at full length on the iron bunk with a folded mattress under him when a turnkey opened the door of his cell at seven-thirty.
Shayne swung long legs over the edge of the bunk and sat up, rumpling his hair and grinning. “Got a cigarette on you, Bud?”
“I don’t smoke and my name ain’t Bud and front and center with you,” the turnkey said surlily, holding the cell door open.
Shayne went out and down the aisle to a small, brilliantly lighted room where Timothy Rourke was pacing nervously up and down, and a small, neat gentleman sat quietly on one of the wooden benches enjoying a cigar.
Rourke hurried to meet Shayne with a worried frown. “What in hell have you stepped into this time, Mike? Goddamn that black Irish temper of yours.”
Shayne grinned and said, “Give me a cigarette, Tim.”
“Sure. Keep the pack.” Rourke extended a battered pack and waved to the small, neat gentleman. “Mr. Belknap, Mike. He’s counsel for the News, and arranged your bond.”
“How much?” Shayne shook out a cigarette, lighted it and inhaled deeply.
“A thousand bucks. Everything is set for you to walk out, Mike, except Petey wants us in his office first.”
“Painter?” Shayne frowned down at his cigarette, then asked the lawyer complainingly, “If the bond is fixed, can’t I tell him to go fly a kite?”
“I don’t advise that course of action, Mr. Shayne.” Attorney Belknap had a surprisingly deep and resonant voice. He stood up and flicked ashes from his cigar. “This way, please.”
He turned and went sedately through a door and Shayne shrugged at Rourke with lifted eyebrows, then followed him. They went down another corridor to Peter Painter’s private office, where Belknap entered solemnly and sat in a chair near the door. Painter sat importantly at his desk in the center of the room flanked by Cleve Edwards of the Herald and another reporter whom Shayne knew slightly as a wire-man for one of the news services.
Painter was a slender, dark man who sat very erect behind a big desk. He had a pencil-thin black mustache and very black eyes which glittered as Shayne entered with Timothy Rourke.
He said swiftly, “I’ve asked these gentlemen of the press to be present, Shayne, so they’ll be able to report objectively that there is no personal animus whatever behind your arrest this afternoon.”
Shayne thrust his hands in his pockets, dragged deeply on his cigarette and said nothing.
“You are a mere citizen like any other man, Shayne,” said Painter severely. “We have laws here in our municipality and officers to enforce those laws. Your license as a private detective gives you no special privileges in Miami Beach. I want you to know, and I trust it will be fully noted in the public press, that I am officially commending officers Harris and Geely for courageous and impartial discharge of their duties in connection with your arrest this afternoon,”
“So Harris is the name of the guy who slapped me,” said Shayne, lazily. “Thanks. I’ll remember that.”
Blood came into Painter’s thin, dark features. He raised a small fist and thudded it lightly on the desk in front of him. “Officer Harris is especially commended for meeting with physical force your efforts to resist arrest.”
“If he’d sapped a defenseless man,” asked Shayne with interest, “would he have got a promotion?”
Painter half rose from his chair. His narrow shoulders were shaking with wrath and he pointed a trembling finger at Shayne: “You’re out on bail and I advise you to watch your step, Shamus. You know now that my men are incorruptible and not at all impressed by newspaper stories of your physical prowess. You will be well advised to steer clear of the honest indignation that has been aroused in the entire force here on the Beach by your brazen effort to buy your way free this afternoon. Think that over before you come across the Causeway again.” He sank back into his chair and waved a hand. “That’s all. I hope I’ve made myself clear.”
Shayne said, “Quite clear, thanks.” He turned and strode out of the room on hard heels with Rourke trotting along beside him.
“What’s it all about, Mike?” demanded Rourke as they went out into the night air from a side exit. “What the devil has Petey got his tail up in the air about this time?”
“That,” said Shayne, “is what I’m going to try and find out. And God help Harris and Geely if they get in my way again.”
He stopped beside his parked car to draw in deep breaths of night air and drive away the last vestiges of murderous rage that still lingered after he had forced himself to accept Painter’s tongue-lashing in silence.
He leaned forward after a moment to see that his keys were still in the ignition, then asked Rourke: “Your car here?”
“No. Belknap drove me over.”
Shayne said, “Get in and I’ll drive you back.” He grinned crookedly as he got under the wheel and started the motor. “I’m over three hours late for my appointment with Peralta now, so another half hour shouldn’t matter.”
As he backed away, his grin widened when he noted another car backing out at the same time. In the rearview mirror he watched it pull into the street behind him and start following at about fifty feet distance, and he warned Rourke through set teeth, “Watch for traffic signs as we go along. We’ve got a tail and I want you for a witness this time that I’m not exceeding any limits.”
“Sure,” said Rourke, not quite understanding yet. “It’s twenty here. You’re only doing eighteen.”
Shayne’s face was set grimly as he tooled the car along at that speed toward 5th Street. A procession of other cars with impatient drivers sped past in the same direction doing from ten to twenty miles over the limit, but the sedan from the police station remained doggedly fifty feet to his rear.
After a few blocks of progress at the comparative snail’s pace, Rourke said diffidently, “You mean the whole thing this afternoon was a frame-up and you’re afraid they’ll pull it again if you go one mile over the limit?”
“They’ve got my license number,” Shayne told him moodily as he turned left on 5th toward the County Causeway. “Without a witness, I doubt if I’d have to go a mile over the limit to get pulled in again. That’s why I’m borrowing your heap as soon as we get to Miami,” he went on.
“If we ever get there,” groaned Rourke, settling himself in his corner while Shayne carefully hugged the right-hand lane and held the speedometer needle a couple of miles below the legal limit. “You think Painter’s going to all this trouble to keep you away from Peralta, Mike?”
Shayne said, “I don’t know any other reason. Relax and enjoy the scenery,” he went on cheerfully. “Those two cops behind us aren’t any happier than you about this. I’ll bet it’s the slowest they’ve driven since they put on uniforms.”



THREE


It was almost five o’clock, and Lucy Hamilton was preparing to close up the office and go home. To what? she asked herself as she placed a cover over the typewriter and tidied up her desk.
Well, to a quiet evening alone in her pleasant second-floor apartment. She knew there were a couple of lamb-chops in her freezer, and the makings of a salad. Two or three drinks before dinner, she told herself, while the chops unfroze and she wondered whether Michael would call and suggest they go out together.
Most likely he wouldn’t, she told herself sternly. She would take the chops out and start thawing them as soon as she reached home. Because she had recognized the symptoms when he talked to Mr. Peralta this afternoon. He was suddenly interested in a case, and that meant he most probably wouldn’t be interested in an evening with his secretary at the same time.
Michael Shayne was like that. Lucy recognized and accepted the fact after several years in his employ. He was one of the sweetest and laziest guys in the world. When he wasn’t working they had fun together, but the basic trouble in that was that Lucy always had a guilty feeling that she should urge him to get back to work.
So, she told herself firmly, she should be very glad that he was interested in recovering Mr. Julio Peralta’s emerald bracelet. Even if it meant a long, lonely evening at home for her, and even if the pictures of Mrs. Peralta in the newspapers had been so damned attractive. Not only attractive, but… well, suggestive.
She sighed, wishing Michael weren’t quite so susceptible to suggestive women. Honestly, she told herself, she wasn’t jealous. Not one tiny mite. In the first place, she had absolutely no right to be. Her relationship with her employer was quiet and dignified and friendly. They did have fun together… and sometimes when he kissed her lightly…
Lucy heard a tap on the door of the office, and whirled about in front of her desk behind the low railing, her cheeks flaming, to see the door pushed open cautiously.
The man who stood in the aperture blinked at her behind thick-lensed glasses, and slowly removed a dark Homburg from his head. He was medium height and thick-set, with a solid, intelligent face, and wore a dark suit that looked a little warm for the Miami climate.
Lucy’s first impression was that she faced a nonentity. A pleasant, fairly intelligent man, but not a pusher. Not a doer. A man who had safely come to grips with life and who accepted the terms and the limitations placed before him.
She was aware of the color in her cheeks which came from her thoughts about Michael, but she wasn’t bothered by it because she was quite sure her visitor did not notice her as a human being. Her appraisal of him was that he would regard any secretary in a business office as impersonally as he would regard any other piece of furniture.
When he spoke, his dry and precise voice bore out this first impression:
“Is Mr. Shayne in?”
Lucy Hamilton said, “No,” glancing openly at her wrist-watch. “I don’t expect him back this afternoon.”
The man said, “Oh, my!” in a voice of definite disapproval.
Lucy repressed a silly desire to giggle. She and Michael had a private joke about the two words the man had just uttered, and the subject matter was so very far removed from the sort of man he appeared to be that it struck her as utterly ludicrous that he should speak them.
“It is extremely important,” he told her, “that I should see Mr. Shayne at once. Or contact him over the telephone at the very least. Do you know where he can be reached?”
Lucy hesitated. He still stood in the doorway with his hand on the knob. She said, “Won’t you come in and have a seat?” She moved her own typing chair out and sat down in it on her side of the railing as he entered the anteroom and perched himself on the edge of one of the straight chairs lining the wall.
Lucy said, “It’s possible that I could reach him by phone, but I wouldn’t want to bother him unless it’s very important. Can you tell me what it is about?”
He settled his hat on his thighs and told her earnestly, “I want to speak to him about an emerald bracelet.”
“The Peralta bracelet?” she asked in astonishment.
“Yes. It is imperative that I talk to him before he discusses the case with Mr. Peralta.”
Lucy said, “I’m afraid that will be impossible. His appointment with Mr. Peralta was half an hour ago.”
“Perhaps it isn’t too late yet.” He leaned forward eagerly. “Could you telephone him there? Allow me to speak to him.”
Lucy hesitated. The baldheaded, precise-voiced man baffled her. Her first impression of him had subtly changed. She asked, “Do you have the bracelet? Do you have information about it?”
“Miss…” The voice was still precisely enunciated, but it had become sibilant and somehow dangerous. “If you will be kind enough to tell Mr. Shayne that I wish to speak to him about the recovery of the bracelet, then your function in the matter will have been performed.”
Lucy reached for the telephone. Before lifting it, she asked stubbornly, “Who shall I say is calling?”
“My name doesn’t matter. If you will get him on the telephone, please…?”
Lucy compressed her lips, lifted the receiver and dialed the Peralta number on the Beach. A masculine voice answered almost at once. She said, “This is Michael Shayne’s office calling. His secretary. May I speak to Mr. Shayne, please?”
She listened and a frown furrowed her smooth brow. She said, “One moment, please,” and covered the mouthpiece with her hand. To her visitor, she explained, “Mr. Shayne has not arrived yet to keep his appointment. They are still expecting him.”
“Splendid! Excellent. Have him call you immediately on his arrival. Before he confers with Mr. Peralta. Say nothing about the bracelet.” His voice was harsh now. His eyes gleamed behind the thick lenses. “Simply say that Mr. Shayne must telephone his office on an urgent matter upon arrival.”
Lucy kept her hand tightly over the receiver. She spoke calmly, though her heart was pounding angrily. “I don’t think I like the way you are issuing orders to me.”
“Orders?” He jumped to his feet, worried and distraught. “I did not intend… forgive me, Miss. It is because it is so urgent. I beg you to have Mr. Shayne call you at once.”
She took her hand from the receiver and said, “Please have him call his office.” She replaced the telephone and said composedly, “I’m willing to wait ten minutes or so. No longer than that unless you explain the urgency.
“But I have explained it.” He sank back into the chair and settled his hat on his thighs again. “About the bracelet.”
“Did you steal it?”
“I? Steal it?” he sputtered. “Whatever gave you that idea?”
“But you do have it?” persisted Lucy.
“No. That is… not precisely. Am I to be cross-examined because I wish to speak to Mr. Shayne?”
Lucy said calmly, “Many people wish to speak to Mr. Shayne. As his secretary, it is my job to keep a lot of those people from wasting his time. I’m beginning to think you are one of them.”
“Indeed, my dear Miss… ah…?”
“Hamilton,” she told him sweetly. “Lucy Hamilton.” She pushed back her chair and stood up. “Perhaps it would be best if you explained to Mr. Shayne personally in the morning. I’m sure he will be in soon after nine.”
He made no move to get up. He studied her very earnestly for a moment, and then nodded seriously. “Of course. It is after office hours and you are young and pretty and have affairs of your own.” He cocked his head on one side and essayed a wintry smile, taking a thick wallet from his breast pocket. “There is no need for you to remain. I will answer the telephone when Mr. Shayne calls. If you will accept this for the trouble I have caused…?”
“This” was a crisp hundred-dollar bill which he held out to her, standing up with a slight bow to do so.
Lucy looked at the bill, horrified. “And leave you here alone in Michael Shayne’s office?”
“But my dear Miss Hamilton,” he soothed her. “To allow you to go on and keep your engagement. There can be no harm in my remaining to answer the telephone.”
Lucy said, “My salary is quite adequate.” She bit her underlip and glanced at her watch. “I said ten minutes. If you will excuse me…” She unlatched the gate in the low railing and swept past him into Shayne’s private office, leaving the door open behind her.
She crossed to the window and stood looking down at the late afternoon traffic on Flagler Street while she fought to regain her composure, and then turned when she sensed that she was no longer alone.
The man stood on the threshold, hat pressed against his chest and an apologetic smile on his face.
“I regret that I have offended you in my eagerness to reach Michael Shayne. If I knew any other way to contact him…”
“Why don’t you call the Peralta residence yourself?”
His smile faded. He said shortly, “I am the best judge of the manner in which this should be handled. If you would relax and sit down…”
Lucy looked at her watch again. She said, “His appointment was for four-thirty and he is always very prompt. Something important must have detained him. I think I shall have to ask you to leave now, and I will close up the office.”
He took a small, short-barreled gun from the side pocket of his coat and gestured toward the swivel chair behind Michael Shayne’s desk.
“You will sit there, Miss Hamilton. We will wait for the telephone call, and you will proceed as instructed when it comes.”



FOUR


Michael Shayne was almost exactly four hours late for his appointment with Julio Peralta when he turned Timothy Rourke’s shabby coupe between imposing stone gateposts off Alton Road.
The macadam drive curved gently upward between a double row of feathery Australian pines to the large three-story house dominating several acres of carefully landscaped lawn and tropical shrubbery. There was a cream-colored Cadillac convertible and a long, dark blue limousine parked in front of the house, and Shayne pulled in behind them.
Twin porch lights illuminated a flagstone path leading to wide double front doors beyond a row of white pillars rising two full stories, and the front windows of all three stories showed light behind them.
There was the scent of hibiscus and bougainvillea in the soft evening air as Shayne went up the flagged walk to press the doorbell, and, as he stood there, he could hear the barbaric strains of a Stravinsky symphony coming from a second-floor window.
A maid opened the door for him. She wore a plain, dark uniform with a little, frilly white apron, and she tilted her head slightly to look up at the detective and ask, “Yes, sir?”
“I’d like to see Mr. Peralta.” Over the maid’s head, Shayne could see a wide empty hallway leading back to a magnificent curving stairway. Draperies were drawn back from a wide archway on the right of the hall, and soft light came through it together with the subdued clink of glasses and silverware.
The maid pursed her lips doubtfully and shook her neat dark head. “I’m afraid he couldn’t be disturbed just now. If you’ll give me your name, I’ll see…”
“Michael Shayne. If he’s at dinner, I’ll wait.”
“I’ll see,” she said again doubtfully, and started to close the door as she turned away. Shayne grinned down at her wearily and moved forward over the threshold, suggesting, “You might bring me a drink while I’m waiting.” He moved past her along the hall to a point where he looked through the archway at a long dining table lighted only with a dozen or more candles. Half a dozen people were seated at the table. Only one of them raised her eyes to notice the detective.
She sat at the opposite end of the long table, wearing a low, square-cut frock showing creamy, smooth shoulders and a considerable swell of breasts in the soft light. She had plump, even features, and a lot of dark brown hair piled in tight ringlets on her head. At that distance and in that light, her eyes appeared vacant and unseeing. Not a ripple of interest crossed her face as she looked at him.
The visual encounter with the woman whom Shayne recognized from newspaper photographs was very brief because the maid was almost instantly at his elbow, looking properly horrified and a little frightened by his intrusion, urging him past the archway with a hand on his arm and whispering, “Please! This way, please.”
Shayne allowed himself to be led down the hall and into a large square library on the left. He smiled at the agitated maid and assured her, “It’ll be perfectly all right with Mr. Peralta. I’m late for an important business appointment is all. You might let him know I’m here and that you’ve made me comfortable with a brandy.”
“Yes, sir. Perhaps I could give your card to Mr. Freed.”
“I haven’t any card,” he told her cheerfully, dropping his hat into one chair and sitting down in another. “My business is with Peralta, not with someone named Freed. Martell, if you have it,” he went on calmly, “though I won’t quibble over Courvoisier or Napoleon. With some ice-water on the side,” he added, taking out a pack of cigarettes and lighting one.
The maid hesitated momentarily, then went away. Shayne relaxed in the deep, leather-covered chair and looked about the library with approval. It had very much a lived-in look. The half dozen comfortable chairs were pulled around under reading lamps or in front of windows, an open book lay on the seat of one, and the low table beside another was strewn with three books and the current issue of the Saturday Review. The bookshelves lining two walls were filled with volumes that had not been selected for uniformity of binding and which mostly showed signs of handling.
Shayne was not aware that he was no longer alone until a voice spoke at his elbow:
“Annette tells me you forced your way in and refuse to leave.” It was a tenor voice with a note of grievance in it that sounded habitual. Shayne turned his red head slowly to squint upward through cigarette smoke at the man who had entered noiselessly on thick crepe soles of cream-colored loafers. He wore dark trousers which bulged tightly at plump hips, a white shirt with a neat blue and white polka dot bow-tie and a fawn-colored lounging jacket. He had a plump face and a petulant, rose-bud mouth which stayed slightly open to show the white tips of two protruding upper teeth. He appeared to be in his mid-twenties, though he was quite bald with only a fringe of hair at the sides of a darkly sunburned scalp covered with tiny fuzz.
Shayne knocked ashes from his cigarette and said, “I’m waiting for a drink to keep me company until Peralta is free to see me. Don’t tell me there’s no cognac in a layout like this.”
“I’m Mr. Peralta’s secretary. Nathaniel Freed.” The secretary fluttered plump, white hands at Shayne with an expression on his face of shooing off a caterpillar. “I know you did have an appointment with Mr. Peralta this afternoon… made against my advice, to be quite frank… but after you failed to keep it, he made other arrangements. Mr. Peralta is not a man,” Freed went on severely, “to be kept waiting for hours without an explanation.” He did not add, “by a punk like you,” but the idea was implicit in his tone.
Shayne said, “I’ll let your boss do his own talking, if you don’t mind.”
“I do mind. Most definitely.” Freed’s upper lip quivered under Shayne’s amused gaze. “I am following his instructions in ordering you to leave.”
Shayne said, “I think you’re lying, Bud. I don’t believe he knows I’m here.” He came to his feet easily and Freed took a hasty backward step just as there was the sound of excited footsteps behind him in the hall and two youngsters trotted into the library.
These must be the Brats, Shayne realized, looking at them with a grin and wondering which was Edwin and which Edwina.
They were dressed exactly alike in slacks and short-sleeved seersucker sport shirts, and they looked exactly identical at first glance with fair hair cut boyishly short and eager faces studying him with unabashed curiosity. They were about ten, he guessed, and whichever of the two was Edwina hadn’t yet developed sufficient feminine traits to distinguish her from her brother.
“Hey,” one of them said to Freed. “Eddie says she heard Annette whisper to you that Mike Shayne was here. Is that right? Is this him?”
“Are you Mike Shayne?” Eddie, who was evidently the sister, looked at the detective in some disappointment. “Where’s your gat, if you’re a detective?”
“Aw, he doesn’t carry it out in sight, you nut,” said her brother in disgust. “But you don’t look so tough, either,” he added to Shayne. “All those newspaper stories are the bunk, I bet.”
“Ed,” said Freed fretfully, “you and Eddie should be back at the table. I’m certain your father wouldn’t approve…”
“Why not? Hey, Dad!” Ed turned and raised his voice in a shrill shout. “That detective’s in here. You gonna hire him to get back the bracelet?”
Freed clamped his pouting lips together disapprovingly and turned away hurriedly to go back along the hallway, his plump hips wiggling behind him.
Shayne sank back into his chair and grinned at the Brats. “Now you’ve upset him.”
“Oh, him,” said Eddie airily. “He’s always upset. He’s just a nance.”
“Hey,” exclaimed Ed, “why aren’t you guzzling cognac?”
“For the simple reason,” said Shayne, “that no one has brought me any. Most inhospitable house I ever visited.”
“Call yourself a detective?” giggled Eddie. She trotted around in front of Shayne, knelt before the smoking stand in front of his chair and pressed a button at the bottom. The front of the stand swung open showing a shelf holding a cut-glass decanter filled with amber liquid and six large snifters in a neat row. “Right under your nose all the time and you didn’t even know it.”
Shayne grinned appreciatively as he reached a long arm for one of the snifters and held it for Eddie to splash cognac in the bottom. He was holding it to his nose, warming it with the palms of both hands, when they were interrupted by footsteps in the hall and an angry voice saying, “… told you a thousand times you’re not paid to do my thinking for me. I don’t care what the chief of detectives told you…”
The footsteps stopped in the doorway and the voice softened somewhat: “You two youngsters run along now. Daddy has important business to discuss with Mr. Shayne.”
“Aw, heck,” they moaned in unison. “Can’t we stay, Dad? Can’t we watch him detect?”
Shayne took another deep inhalation of the fumes of ancient brandy and lowered the snifter to look at his millionaire host.
Julio Peralta was very tall and very thin. He appeared to be about fifty, and had a gaunt face and black eyes beneath beetling brows. He glanced at Shayne with a brief nod as the detective rose, but spoke to the twins again, “Not this time. I’m sure Mr. Shayne will be glad to explain his methods to you later, but you’re to go in to Mother now.”
They said, “Aw, heck,” again, and started to edge away unwillingly, their round eyes fixed on Shayne. “Aren’t you gonna drink it?” demanded Eddie sotto voce, and Shayne nodded solemnly and tipped up the snifter to empty the contents down his throat.
“You go along with the children,” said Peralta to his secretary, who stood two paces behind him. “I won’t need your help with what I have to say to Shayne.”
He stood just inside the door, waiting until the trio vanished, then sighed heavily and closed the door. He passed in front of the detective with a springy step for his years and said impatiently, “Sit down. Help yourself to the brandy, if you wish. And then explain why the devil you didn’t show up this afternoon.”
Shayne said, “I was shanghaied.” He sat down and poured more brandy, asking with interest, “Why is Chief Painter so determined I shan’t see you?”
“Painter? Is he really? I had no idea… Shanghaied, eh? Exactly what do you mean by that?”
Shayne shrugged. “Your secretary tried to get rid of me by saying you made other arrangements after I failed to show up.”
“Nathaniel sometimes takes too much on himself.” Peralta sank into a deep chair near Shayne and produced a leather cigar-pouch. He started to extend it to the detective, noticed the lighted cigarette between his fingers, and selected a cigar for himself. “I was irritated when you didn’t turn up. Naturally. I spoke of the possibility of getting another detective, and, without instructions, my secretary telephoned Chief Painter for a recommendation.”
“Painter already knew you had called me in, I presume,” said Shayne easily.
“What’s that? Why, yes. He came here around three o’clock to ask if I had some idea of hiring you, and was most offensive in warning me against doing so. It appears he doesn’t think highly of your abilities or trustworthiness.”
Shayne grinned and took a long sip of warm cognac. “Why does he care if you call in outside help?”
“There was a lot of talk,” said Peralta indifferently, “about your connections among the criminal elements and your reputation for arranging deals in cases like this where the thief is offered immunity and a certain sum of money for the return of stolen goods. Chief Painter is too ethical to countenance any such arrangements and threatens to arrest you as accessory if you make any such attempt.
“But all this is beside the point, Mr. Shayne,” Peralta went on impatiently. “The bracelet was completely insured and I am not particularly interested in whether it is recovered or not. I pointed out to Painter that certainly I had no interest in paying out money for its recovery. That is entirely up to the insurance people.”
“Naturally,” agreed Shayne drily. “So, why did you want to see me?”
“Because of a letter I received this morning.” Peralta took an envelope from his inner breast pocket, studied it for a moment, then leaned forward to hand it to Shayne. “Luckily Nathaniel was otherwise occupied this morning when the mail came, and I opened this first. No one else has seen it, Mr. Shayne.”
It was a plain, stamped envelope with no return address. Julio Peralta’s name and address were neatly printed in ink on the front. It was postmarked Miami, Florida, 4:30 the preceding afternoon. Shayne set his brandy down and took a single sheet of plain letter-size paper from the envelope.
There was no heading or date at the top. It was neatly printed, like the envelope:

“Dear Mr. Peralta:
“I’ve got your so-called ‘emerald’ bracelet. I mean the one stolen from your wife recently, which they say is insured for $110,000.
“You can have it back and no one the wiser on payment of one-half the insurance. As a business man, I think you’ll agree this is a bargain.
“Put $55,000 in old, twenty-dollar bills in a plain 9x12 manila envelope, securely sealed and address to James Morgan, General Delivery, Miami, Florida, and mail to me at the main post office in Miami before 12:00 noon on Thursday, the 14th.
“If you do this and don’t try to trace the receiver of the money, your bracelet will be returned to you by registered mail within a few days. Then you can keep the imitation and go ahead and collect the insurance money.
“If you are too greedy to share equally with me, or if anything at all goes wrong, the imitation emerald bracelet will be sent to Mr. Timothy Rourke, feature writer for the Miami News, with a full explanation of your attempt to collect $110,000 insurance on an imitation worth a few hundred dollars. I know Mr. Rourke will enjoy printing the story and exposing you for the crook I, alone, now know you to be.
“This is my first and final offer. You have until noon Thursday.”

There was no signature to the letter. Shayne read it thoughtfully and in silence. When he finished and refolded it, he looked up to see the Cuban millionaire leaning forward watching him anxiously, chewing unhappily on his unlit cigar.
Shayne shrugged and shook his head. “You’ve let yourself get into a damned compromising position by letting three weeks pass before you announce the stolen bracelet was actually just a cheap imitation. Even if you do come out with a statement now, if a reporter like Rourke ever gets hold of the fact that it took a threatening letter like this to force your hand, you still won’t be in a good position. By slick maneuvering, you might avoid actual prosecution for attempted fraud, but there wouldn’t be much doubt in anyone’s mind that you did attempt it.
“Why, in the name of God,” Shayne burst out angrily, “did you show this letter to me? Far better if you’d kept your mouth shut and paid the man off. You can’t do that now that I’ve seen the letter. I’m only private and I cut corners sometimes, but I can’t go along with an insurance fraud.”
Julio Peralta’s face had slowly turned a sickly white as Shayne spoke. “But it’s not true,” he exclaimed in a horrified voice. “Good Lord, man, don’t you think I know the value of the bracelet? It was purchased at Tiffany’s in New York four years ago. Don’t you realize it was appraised by the insurance company?”
“I’m sure you bought it at Tiffany’s and it was carefully appraised,” said Shayne, wearily. “But none of that proves anything, if the one actually stolen is proved to be an imitation. Lots of rich people do a thing like that,” he went on, angrily. “Have imitations made for their wives to display in public. It’s common practice and nothing to be ashamed of. But, if the imitation is stolen, it isn’t ethical to pretend it was the original and try to collect insurance on it.”
“You’re insulting, Mr. Shayne. Some men may allow their wives to wear cheap imitations, but I consider it a tawdry thing to do.”
“All right. So it was the real thing. How do you explain this letter?”
“I don’t. I hoped you might.”
Shayne shrugged again and picked up his brandy. “If it’s a bluff and you know it’s a bluff… call it, of course. Simply tear it up and forget it. Or, better yet, fix up a decoy envelope and mail it. I’ll see that James Morgan is arrested when he calls for it at General Delivery.”
The financier from Cuba was silent for a long moment, fidgeting with the unlighted cigar in his hands and studying it as though he had never seen one before. Without raising his eyes to the detective, he asked in a low voice:
“Suppose the man has such an imitation? No matter how he got hold of it. What then?”
“Let’s understand each other,” said Shayne, slowly. “Do you suspect the bracelet may have been copied without your knowledge? And that you weren’t told of the substitution after it was stolen?”
“No. That’s impossible,” cried out Peralta. “Who could possibly have done that?”
As though in answer to his question, the door was pushed open without warning and Laura Peralta entered the library.



FIVE


Neither her newspaper pictures nor the brief glimpse Shayne had caught of her at the candlelit dining table did Mrs. Peralta justice.
She was in her early thirties, he thought, and her figure was svelte rather than plump as the pictures had made it appear. Actually, she was quite tall for a woman, he realized, as she stood in the doorway teetering a trifle on very high heels. Tall enough to carry her full hips and prominent bosom with a faint swagger that was reminiscent of Mae West in one of her most seductive roles.
Her features were smooth and even, with a touch of arrogance in the slightly uptilted nose, but there was a hint of smouldering fire in the brown eyes that regarded Shayne from beneath heavy, dark lashes.
Her voice was a low contralto, carefully modulated and with a precise enunciation that indicated theatrical voice culture rather than an expensive finishing school in her youth.
“Who is this man, Julio?”
Michael Shayne got to his feet slowly. A faint grin twisted his lips as he met her eyes squarely and held her gaze across the twenty feet that separated them. From the chair beside him, he heard Peralta’s nervous voice explaining:
“A business associate, my dear. We’re endeavoring to have a quiet and private talk here,” he went on petulantly. “I’ll join you upstairs very soon.”
Shayne knew that Laura Peralta wasn’t actually listening to her husband. She doubtless heard the words as he spoke them, but her eyes were probing Shayne’s eyes, her mind was probing Shayne’s mind.
She shook her head slightly as though puzzled, moved toward him, swaying slightly at the hips and paying no attention at all to the older man in the room.
“The children say you are a detective. Why did you force your way in here tonight, Mr. Shayne? What hold have you over my husband that induced him to admit you?”
Shayne shrugged. “Hadn’t you better ask him that question?”
She was close to him now. He could smell her, and she smelled good. She stopped two feet away and had to tilt her head upward only slightly to look directly into his eyes. She said pleasantly, as though she were discussing an absent person in whom she had little interest:
“Julio is an awful fool at times. He thinks there’s only one place for women and they should stay there. What do you think, Michael Shayne?”
Her voice and the look she gave him were challenging and provocative. Shayne heard Peralta clearing his throat rather loudly, but he followed the woman’s lead by ignoring his host.
“I don’t believe this is exactly the best time or place to discuss my ideas about women, Mrs. Peralta. Some other time, perhaps?” He didn’t need to add “When we’re alone” because that was implicit in the way he spoke.
Her lips quirked faintly and she swung away from him to confront her husband, who had lighted his cigar and was now puffing on it nervously. Her voice took on an intonation of subtle mockery when she addressed him:
“Why do you sit there glowering, Julio? I thought you agreed this afternoon that it was up to the police and the insurance company to get back the bracelet. Why should you go around hiring private detectives to do their work?”
He said wearily, “I told you from the beginning, Laura. I feel a certain responsibility. After all, you are my wife.”
“Still harping on that?” she flung at him. “Just because I didn’t lock it up in the safe that one night. I never promised anyone I would. That’s a chance they take when they insure jewelry.”
He sighed and rubbed his hand over his face. It was clear to Shayne that this was an old, warmed-over quarrel between them, and that Laura Peralta fiercely resented having her actions questioned.
She put her hands on her hips now, and squared her shoulders belligerently at her husband.
“I don’t believe you, Julio.” There was anger and scorn in her voice. “You know Chief Painter told us this afternoon that it was practically in the bag and he certainly neither needed nor wanted outside help. I think you’ve some other reason for calling Mr. Shayne in, and I demand to know what it is.”
“What other reason can you think of?”
“I don’t know unless you have some silly idea of trying to put some restraints on my personal liberty as you threatened recently. Go ahead and hire a private eye to follow me around Miami in the evenings and report to you,” she stormed at him. “See if I care. There’ll be no grounds for divorce, I can assure you of that.” She turned to glare over her shoulder at Shayne who was listening with grim amusement. “If you’re starting your assignment this evening, I’ll make it easy for you. In half an hour or so, you’ll find me in the roulette room of the Green Jungle in North Miami. Know where it is?”
Shayne nodded.
“I’ll be there all evening if I win,” she told him with a toss of her head. “Or the length of time it takes me to lose the five hundred my husband allows me to spend on entertainment each evening. If I’m unlucky, perhaps you’ll buy me a drink after I go broke.”
“Perhaps I will,” Shayne agreed pleasantly.
She turned away haughtily and swept out of the room, swinging her buttocks just enough to indicate she was aware two males were watching her exit-one of whom was married to her.
Julio Peralta shook his head and sighed despondently when the door closed behind his wife. “I don’t understand Laura,” he murmured. “I’m afraid I simply don’t understand American women at all. I realize she is young and high-spirited, and that this household may seem dull to her. But she is my wife. I ask only that she keep that fact in mind and do nothing to disgrace the name. In the name of all that is holy, Mr. Shayne, is that too much to ask?”
Shayne shrugged and resumed his seat. He said drily, “We were discussing the possibility that a cheap imitation of the emerald bracelet might have been substituted for the genuine without your knowledge before the robbery occurred. How many people were in a position to have accomplished that?
Peralta puffed on his cigar nervously. “Yesterday I would have said it was an utter impossibility. But since this letter arrived, I’ve been trying to see how it could have been done. How long would it take,” he demanded anxiously, “to make up a convincing substitute of imitation gems?”
“We’d have to ask a jeweler that. A few days would be enough, I should think.”
“And it would be a good enough imitation so it mightn’t be noticed by anyone except an expert?”
“I think so. Depends what you mean by an expert, I guess.” Shayne paused, then went on somewhat harshly because he did not like saying this to the older man: “I’ve been told by jewelers that it is almost impossible to foist off even an extremely good imitation on the owner of a particular piece who loves jewelry and has owned that piece for any length of time. I can’t vouch for this personally, but the experts claim there is a sort of aura about the real thing that can never be duplicated except to the casual observer.”
“What you are saying,” said Peralta impatiently and with a bite in his voice, “is that it is unlikely such a substitution could have been made without Mrs. Peralta’s knowledge.”
“That would be the opinion of experts,” Shayne agreed, cautiously.
The older man drew in a deep puff of smoke and put his cigar down. He turned to the detective with both hands flat on his knees. “What do you advise me to do… about the letter you read?”
Shayne shook his red head slowly. “I’m hardly in a position to advise you yet. I need to know more… about the bracelet and the various people involved. How many know the combination of the safe the bracelet was normally kept in?”
“Presumably, only my wife and I. I impressed the need for secrecy on Mrs. Peralta in the beginning. Not because I didn’t trust others in the household,” he went on hastily, “but because a secret shared is no longer a secret.”
“You said presumably.”
“That is correct. My wife is notoriously careless about such things. I shouldn’t be at all surprised to learn, for instance, that Miss Briggs, the twins’ governess, knows the combination. And probably Freed, also.” He spread out his hands. “Perhaps even the children, too. They do have a surprising way of nosing into things. And my wife’s former maid, Felice, whom I discharged immediately after the theft.”
Shayne nodded. “I understand it was one of her duties to make sure your wife’s jewels were locked up every night.”
“Which she neglected to do that evening.”
Shayne counted the names off on his fingers and frowned. “That gives us a total of seven people who might have had access to the safe in the past and been able to take the bracelet out for a substitute to be made.”
“That is true.” Peralta regarded him steadily. “But there is also the point you made about it being so very difficult to fool the owner with an imitation.”
“There is that point.”
Julio Peralta drew in a deep breath. “So what course of action do you advise me to take?”
Shayne hesitated. “Let’s face it on the assumption that your wife either pulled the switch or connived with someone who did.”
“Haven’t you made it clear that is almost a necessary assumption?”
“Almost,” Shayne agreed, tugging at the lobe of his left ear. “If it was an imitation that was stolen and your wife knows it, she must be on pins and needles waiting to see if it is recovered. How has she been acting?”
“Quite nonchalant about the whole matter. But my wife is an excellent actress, Mr. Shayne.”
“What does Chief Painter actually tell you about the progress of his investigation?” demanded Shayne.
“He was quite noncommittal until very recently. Yesterday, he volunteered the information that he was on a hot lead, as he called it, and today he insisted that we had nothing to worry about… that the bracelet would be recovered very soon.”
“Which is exactly what would worry your wife, if she knows the thing is an imitation. Do you know if she has had any private conferences with Painter?”
“I couldn’t say,” said Peralta, stiffly.
“Your man wants fifty-five grand in his letter,” Shayne pointed out. “As much as he could possibly get from a fence for the genuine bracelet, and twice what he could hope to pick up by making a deal with the insurance company.”
“And if I don’t pay his demand, he will brand me publicly as a crook trying to collect insurance on a worthless imitation. What am I to do?”
“You can’t pay him,” said Shayne, angrily. “Good God, man, that would just be tossing fifty-five grand down the sewer. You have no assurance he’ll return the bracelet after you pay him. Just his word for that. Naturally, he’d hold onto it and blackmail you further.”
“So what am I to do? If I don’t pay him, he will turn it over to a scandal-loving newspaper reporter and the whole unsavory story will come out.”
“How far will you go to protect your wife,” asked Shayne, harshly, “if she was in on the substitution?”
“I don’t know. She can’t have been. What madness it is to suspect Laura of that! There was no need,” Peralta cried out despairingly. “I am a wealthy man. She has all the money she could possibly need. Charge accounts in every store on Lincoln Road and in the best shops in New York. I never protest the size of the household accounts. It’s inconceivable that she should have ever wanted more money.”
It wasn’t inconceivable to Michael Shayne. Not as he recalled her tone when she mentioned the five hundred dollars she was allowed each evening for gambling. To the wife of a man worth many millions, that must seem like peanuts. But Peralta would never be able to understand that. He probably, Shayne thought pityingly, felt he was being wonderfully generous to provide that sum for her to squander at Miami’s gaming tables each night.
“Inconceivable or not,” Shayne said, wearily, “you’ve got to face facts. I’ll repeat my question: how far will you go to protect her in case the worst is true?”
“I suppose,” Julio Peralta said quietly, “I would do anything within reason. So long as it is honest and hurts no innocent person.”
“The man who wrote you that letter deserves no consideration. He is a blackmailer and almost surely a thief. Fix up an envelope for him as he directs and mail it to him tomorrow. Let’s see,” mused Shayne, “fifty bills to the thousand, times fifty-five.” He did the sum in his head. “Twenty-seven hundred and fifty bills in all. In a large manila envelope, they would fit in four packets. About seven hundred to each packet. Have them cut out of old newspapers to size,” he went on briskly, “so it looks and feels right. I’ll arrange to have the receiver of the envelope tailed when he calls for it at General Delivery.”
“But he warns me specifically,” reminded Peralta, “that the imitation bracelet will go to this man Rourke on the newspaper if we do anything like that.”
“We’ll try to prevent his carrying out that threat. If we fail, I think I can guarantee Rourke’s silence until we know exactly where we stand. In the meantime,” he added, recalling Rourke’s description of the governess, “I’d like to have a talk with Miss Briggs, if I may. And I’ll want the address of the maid, who was here the night of the theft.”
“Yes. Miss Briggs can give you that, I am sure. But I’m afraid she isn’t here just now. She mentioned at the dinner table that she was going out for the evening immediately after dinner.”
Shayne said with real regret, “That’s too bad. I look forward to interviewing Miss Briggs. I’ll be here to see her first thing in the morning.”
He got up and held out his hand to the millionaire. “Try not to worry too much about all this. And I advise you to tell no one about the letter. No even your alter ego, Freed.”
“I agree,” said Peralta, hastily. “Ah… about a retainer, Mr. Shayne?”
“We can discuss that in the morning… after I’ve a better idea what I may be able to do for you.” Shayne turned away, in a hurry to get back to Miami and to the Green Jungle before Laura Peralta lost all her money and got tired of waiting for him to show up.
The little maid popped up in the hallway as he strode from the library, and scurried ahead of him to open the front door. He thanked her and went out.
The cream convertible was gone from the driveway, but the dark limousine was still parked in front of Rourke’s old coupe.
Shayne went down the flagged walk and circled the limousine to open the left-hand door of the coupe. Cigarette smoke came out into the night air, and mingled with it was the delicate scent of a good perfume.
Shayne could see only a blurred outline of the occupant of the coupe as he slid under the wheel. She was far over on the right side of the seat, and when he slammed his door shut, she told him calmly, “I’ve been waiting long enough. Let’s get away from here before someone comes out and sees me.”
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Shayne started his motor and backed a little so he could circle around the limousine and out the drive. The voice sounded young and cultured and calm. Looking straight ahead as he turned onto Alton Road, Shayne asked, “Why are you afraid someone will see you?”
“I prefer they don’t know I’m having this private talk with you, Mr. Shayne. You are Mr. Shayne, aren’t you?”
“Yes. And you’re Miss Briggs?”
“Marsha Briggs.” The governess sitting on the far side of the seat rolled down the window and spun her cigarette out. “Tell me one thing honestly.” There was a faint tremor in her nice voice. “Has Mr. Peralta retained you to recover the bracelet?”
“More or less. I’m looking into it before I decide to take the case or not.”
“Could we stop for a drink? I won’t detain you long, and will take a taxi back to the house.”
Shayne said, “Of course. A drink is exactly what I need.”
He slowed Timothy Rourke’s coupe as they approached the neon lights of a cocktail lounge, pulled into a parking spot and turned off the motor and lights. Only then did he turn to look at his passenger.
Marsha Briggs looked back at him searchingly. She wore a blue silk scarf over her head, tied tightly with a bow-knot beneath her firm chin. It framed a piquant, heart-shaped face with nice coloring and delicate bone structure. Her eyes were blue and probing. Her lips were lightly touched with red and slightly parted. She looked about twenty-five, and Shayne surmised she might be in her mid-thirties. His first impression was of a strong and self-reliant young woman who had been carefully reared but had learned to cope with life on its own terms.
She said, “I know. I don’t look like a governess. I’m much too pretty and too young and too sexy to spend the rest of my life cooped up in the Peralta house with a couple of brats. I should be eagerly grasping at life and love with both hands while there is yet time.”
Shayne chuckled happily and opened his car door. “You’ve been talking to a newspaper reporter named Timothy Rourke.”
“Do you know Mr. Rourke?”
“Very well.” Shayne went around to open her door. “This is his car I’m driving. Would you be interested to know how he described you to me this afternoon?”
“I don’t… think so.” She stepped out and stood close beside him and he saw she was wearing a severely tailored suit of raw white silk which was molded to her slenderly lithe body in a way that vividly brought back Rourke’s parting words in the City Room that afternoon. The top of her blue-scarfed head came just above his left shoulder, and the scent of her perfume was heady in the warm stillness of the tropical air.
Shayne put his hand lightly under her elbow and they went into the dimly lighted lounge and found a vacant booth near the door. She settled herself across from him and he lifted his ragged, red brows inquiringly when a white-jacketed waiter soft-footed up to the booth.
She said, “A daiquiri please. A little on the dry side.”
And Shayne said, “And a sidecar, also light on the cointreau.”
Marsha opened a soft, white leather handbag and got out a pack of flip-top cigarettes. Shayne put one of his own in his mouth, struck a match and held it to hers and then to his. She inhaled deeply and let thin smoke trail from her nostrils and asked quietly, “Does Mr. Peralta want you to find the bracelet… or is he hiring you to get in the way of the police to prevent them from recovering it?” She put a very slight emphasis on the word “find,” and Shayne wrinkled his brow thoughtfully at the question.
“Why do you ask a thing like that?”
“A conversation I overheard between Julio and Nat this afternoon. Nathaniel Freed,” she added with a faint lift of her upper lip.
“And it gave you the impression that Peralta isn’t anxious to have the bracelet found?”
“That seemed to be Nat’s impression. I can’t imagine why. But it appears that Chief Painter is positive he’ll crack the case in a day or so and looks on you as a hindrance rather than a help.”
The waiter brought their cocktails. Shayne sipped his thoughtfully and found it good. He said, “Painter is always overly optimistic about his own ability, and resents a private detective being called in. Can you or Freed think of any reason in the world why Peralta wouldn’t want the bracelet back?”
“I don’t know what Nat Freed thinks, and certainly haven’t discussed it with him,” she replied somewhat acidly. “The only reason I can think of is that he wants to teach Laura a lesson. Punish her for her negligence by having the bracelet stay lost.”
“A rather expensive lesson,” suggested Shayne.
Marsha Briggs shrugged. “It was insured. And you have no idea how her carelessness with money and jewelry irks him.”
“Does she complain about not having enough actual cash to spend?”
“Not specifically. Just in a general way.”
“Has there been any occasion during the past few years when she might have needed a large sum in cash? Some crisis that she didn’t want to go to her husband about?”
“I’ve been with them only two months.” Marsha finished her cocktail and set the empty glass down decisively. “Aren’t you interested to know why I slipped out of the house and waylaid you tonight?”
Shayne grinned cheerfully and said, “I hoped it was on account of my sex appeal.”
She looked at him with candid, appraising eyes and said, “There is that… after being cooped up in the same house with Nat Freed for a couple of months. But I didn’t know it at the time. I just caught the merest glimpse of you as you passed the dining room.”
Shayne sighed and finished his drink. He glanced at her empty glass and raised his eyebrows. She said, “One more, thanks. Then I must get back to the twins.”
Shayne signaled the waiter with two fingers, then asked, “So, why did you waylay me?”
“Because I’m frightened, Mr. Shayne. Terribly frightened.” Her voice was pinched and thin, and she vainly tried to repress a shudder.
“Something to do with the theft?”
“It has everything to do with it. I received a threatening letter in the mail this morning.”
“From James Morgan?”
Her blue eyes widened and her lashes fluttered. “I don’t know any James Morgan. It was unsigned.”
She kept her wide eyes steadily on his face while she groped inside her handbag. “Perhaps I’m a fool to show this to anyone. But… private detectives are like lawyers, aren’t they? About respecting the privacy of a client? So if I could be your client…?” Her voice shook with entreaty as she withdrew a cheap white envelope from her bag-the sort that can be bought in any drugstore in packs of half a dozen. She held it in her hand indecisively and went on: “Should I pay you a retainer first… to make it official that I am your client?”
The waiter brought their second round of drinks, and Shayne gestured toward the check on a silver plate. “You pay the bar-bill as a retainer. That will make it official.”
She nodded and smiled wanly, extending the letter to him. “I just have to talk to someone. I’ve read about you in the papers, and it seemed like an Act of God when you came to the house tonight.”
Shayne took the envelope and looked at it. There was a typewritten address: “Miss Marsha Briggs” at the Peralta street address, with an underlined “Personal” beside it. It was postmarked in Miami the previous day. There was no return address.
Shayne took out a single sheet of plain typewriter paper. It was undated. The letter was neatly typed, without a single erasure or error:

“Dear Marsha Elitzen:
“It is unfortunate, is it not, that another similar jewel theft should occur in the Peralta household on the heels of that most unfortunate affair on Long Island last year?
“If you are very lucky and the local police are as stupid as I believe them to be, the case will be solved before they get around to checking the fingerprints and records of the members of the household.
“However, I think they would be most interested in a clipping I have in my possession from the New York Mirror of last August
“I do not want money from you, dear Marsha Elitzen. I desire only your fair, white, young body to hold warmly in my arms for one night.
“This, I think you will agree, is a small price to pay for my silence.
“If you do agree, whole-heartedly and without reservations, call this telephone number at exactly midnight, Wednesday the 13th. (A Miami Beach telephone number followed.)
“Say to whomever answers the telephone: ‘This is Marsha Elitzen. Yes.’ Then hang up. I will contact you later giving the time and place for our one-night assignation.
“Believe me, dear Marsha, you will not regret acceding to this simple request… and if you are foolish enough to refuse I sincerely fear you will exceedingly regret that decision.
“An ardent admirer.”

Michael Shayne read the entire letter without raising his gaze from the typewritten page. Then he slowly shifted his eyes upward to the salutation, and read it aloud in a questioning tone: “Marsha Elitzen?”
He looked up from the sheet of paper in his hands and across the table to the Peralta governess who was leaning forward, fiercely gripping the slender stem of her cocktail glass with both hands.
She nodded slowly, holding his eyes with hers. “That is truly my name.”
Shayne said, “Do you want to tell me what this means?”
“Yes. I want very much to tell you.” She lowered the lids over her round blue eyes and made an obvious effort to relax, unclenching her tense fingers from about the stem of her glass, and slumping her shoulders a little.
She lifted her lids again, and the blue of her eyes was startlingly clear and deep.
“I had a position as a child’s nurse with a wealthy family in East Hampton. I fell foolishly in love like a young girl with a man who swept me off my feet. For the first time in my life, Mr. Shayne, I loved and believed I was loved. I met him frequently at night, and for week-ends, when I was free. I gave myself to this man, and I trusted him the way a woman in love does trust a man, and I talked freely of my position and my employer and the household… and one night it happened.
“There was a jewel robbery at the house. It was the man I thought I loved,” she went on listlessly. “It became obvious that he had carefully planned it that way. He had selected me as a source of information, and made love to me only to accomplish the theft. The police soon discovered our intimacy and traced him to Chicago where he was arrested with the jewels in his possession.
“They believed and tried to prove that I was his willing accomplice,” she continued in the same dead tone. “But there was no proof. Legally, I was guilty of no more than a foolish indiscretion, though both my employer and the police persisted in believing I was as guilty as he. He was sentenced to twenty years in jail, and I was discharged under a cloud of suspicion.” She paused and viciously stabbed out her cigarette in an ashtray between them. Her blue eyes, still holding his steadily, had become pools of agony. Shayne asked gently, “Do the Peraltas know about this affair on Long Island?”
“Of course not. Who would employ Marsha Elitzen if they knew? Who would trust that woman in their home… to care for their child? I came to Miami and I chose the name of Briggs. It seemed to me solid and substantial… and far removed from Elitzen. I faked some references with two friends who knew the truth and felt sorry for me. It wasn’t difficult. Few people today check a servant’s references carefully. Particularly people like the Peraltas with two children like the twins to be looked after. They were happy to employ me… after a succession of four other governesses in less than a year. So I have been happy and thinking I could make a new life under a new name… until this. Until the bracelet was stolen. And then I saw it as a recurrence… as a judgment on me. I have been waiting for the police to check more carefully into my background… to learn the truth about me.”
Shayne thoughtfully pulled at his left earlobe between thumb and forefinger, and then finished his drink. He asked abruptly, “Is the situation today the same as it was on Long Island?”
The question appeared to take her completely by surprise. She put both hands up to her cheeks and opened her mouth into an O and inhaled deeply.
“You mean,” she faltered, “do I have another lover who may have betrayed me by stealing the bracelet? No! There is no one. I swear it. I have learned my lesson. I hate and despise all men.”
Her heaving bosom and flashing eyes attested this. “There has been no man in Miami,” she declared vehemently. “But would that matter to the police if they knew? You know I would be judged guilty without a trial. I would be arrested and tried in the newspapers. They would say it cannot be coincidence.”
Shayne looked down at the typewritten anonymous letter and tapped it with a blunt forefinger. “All right. I’ll take your word for that, Miss… Marsha. Now! Who wrote this letter to you?”
For answer, she silently lifted the bar-bill and looked at the total, then took a bill from her purse and laid it atop the check. “I have paid your retainer,” she said composedly. “You will find out for me?”
Shayne grinned at her spunk in so replying. He said, “With a little help from you, I’ll try. To begin with, how many people know who you are and that you have taken the name of Briggs?”
“Only two… and those two I will swear by. They helped with my references, as I told you. I trust them both as I would my own mother.”
Shayne said harshly, “That’s not good enough.” He tapped the letter again. “This wasn’t written by your mother.”
“No.” Color suffused her cheeks. “That much I do admit.”
“By whom?” urged Shayne. “You must have some idea. Some man who’s tried to make love to you and whom you’ve repulsed? Some man who knew you in the North and followed you down here? You must have some inkling to his identity.”
“There has been no man in Miami, Mr. Shayne. I swear it. Except Mr. Freed.” Her lips curved in a faint gamine smile and merriment danced in her eyes.
“Freed?” Shayne did a fast double-take, and shook his head flatly. “Even the twins have him tagged for a fairy. You’ll have to give me someone better than that.”
She shook her head and pursed her lips in a small moue. “It is simple for a man like yourself to have a positive opinion about one with Nat’s physical appearance. But I am not so sure.”
“You mean,” asked Shayne bluntly, “that he isn’t a homo?”
“He may have such tendencies, but I can assure you he is at the very least, ambivalent. No, that is not the word I mean,” Marsha hurried on in embarrassment. “Ambidextrous, perhaps? I know that he and Felice were… intimate. And he has said things to me… small innuendos, with a sly suggestiveness in his voice, which I have pretended not to understand.”
“Are you trying to tell me you think Nathaniel Freed may have written this note?”
“I am telling you he is the only man I have met in Miami who could have written it,” she responded with spirit.
“How about some man you knew in the North who has recognized you here?”
“I can’t think of anyone,” she cried, despairingly. “None who might write a letter like that. There have been men who made love to me in the past,” she went on reflectively, “but I can’t think of any who might know I’m working for the Peraltas and using the name of Marsha Briggs.”
“What do you intend to do about this telephone call at midnight?”
Marsha looked down at the change the waiter had left beside her, and pushed it away. “I am your client now,” she told him composedly.
“Make the phone call,” Shayne told her. “Say exactly what he says to say, and then hang up.” He made a mental note of the telephone number and shoved the letter back to her.
“And… the assignation?”
Shayne said, “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. Now, tell me where the twins got hold of the cyanide they fed the Boxers?”
The question took Marsha completely off base. She looked at him with round frightened eyes. “How do you know about the dogs?”
Shayne said, “I’m a detective. One who detects. What about the poison?”
“I don’t think the children did it, Mr. Shayne. Whoever told you they did, is…” She paused, searching for a word.
Shayne asked, gently, “Didn’t they admit it?”
“They boasted of it.” Her nice lips curved in a curious, contemplative smile. “They are queer ones, those twins. So old in some ways, and yet…” She paused, shaking her head earnestly. “Sometimes I think I will never understand them. Their rearing in a foreign country with no mother. Only nurses and native maids for companionship. And a father who is…” She paused again, compressing her lips.
“What sort of man is Julio Peralta?”
“I don’t know, Mr. Shayne. A curious mixture of soft idealism and harsh parental authority. It is all mixed up somehow with the political situation in Cuba. I don’t understand that. People coming and going at night, and secret conferences.”
“What’s that got to do with the poisoning of two dogs?”
“Nothing, probably. Yet, perhaps everything. They were Laura’s dogs,” she explained. “He hated them. I think she insisted on keeping them because he did hate them. I think the twins made up their story of poisoning them just to infuriate her more… and perhaps to please their father.”
“What sort of story did they tell?”
“That they got the cyanide from the house next door… where they are forbidden to go. It is closed for the season with only a caretaker. And yet I see lights sometimes late at night, and boats docking there from the Inland Waterway. This is a forbidden subject at the Peralta house. I think it has some connection with his political activities. He was furiously angry once when he learned that Felice had been seeing the caretaker at night. He would have discharged her, but Laura would not allow it.”
“Felice is the maid who was fired after the bracelet was stolen? I want her address from you, by the way. Mr. Peralta said you would have it.”
“Yes. It is here in my bag.” She started to open her handbag, but Shayne intervened. “What sort of investigation was made into the poisoning of the dogs?”
“None. Laura was furious and wanted to call the police, but Mr. Peralta refused. Perhaps he believed the twins did do it, and kept it quiet on that account.”
“But you don’t?” persisted Shayne.
Marsha sighed wearily and twisted her hands together on the table in front of her. “I told you I think I will never understand what goes on in those young minds. When it happened, I had the impression that their father encouraged them, at least, to make up their story of poisoning the dogs.”
“At least?” Shayne asked alertly.
She gave him a tired smile. “I know it’s all mixed up and confused. If Mr. Peralta learns I’ve discussed it with you, I’m sure he’ll fire me at once.” She looked at her watch. “I must be getting back to them.”
“One thing before you go.” Shayne put his hand on her arm. “This caretaker next door whom Felice used to see? You think he poisoned the dogs, don’t you?”
“I don’t know, Mr. Shayne. I think he may have even given the poison to the twins and told them how to do it. He is an evil man.”
Shayne settled back and got out a notebook. “Let’s not forget Felice’s address.”
“No.” She opened her bag. “It is in Miami.” She found a small address book and thumbed through it, and read out a street address in the Northeast section. “Felice Perrin,” she told him.
She hesitated while he wrote it down, then said impulsively, “I shouldn’t tell you this, but… I don’t think you’ll find her at home until much later tonight.”
“Why not?”
“I told you how she was friendly with the caretaker of the empty house next door. Brad his first name is. I don’t know the other.”
Shayne nodded. “And that Peralta disapproved strenuously of her seeing him.”
“He was terribly angry and forbade her ever to see the man again. My room is on the top floor, Mr. Shayne, overlooking the house next door. That is why I have noticed lights late at night and boats coming up to the dock. There is a high, stone wall around the entire estate, with iron gates in front that are kept padlocked. On the other side of the grounds is a smaller side entrance that is also kept locked, but is used by Brad when he goes in or out. Felice had a key to that entrance. She showed it to me one night.”
Marsha paused, dropping her eyes demurely from Shayne’s intent gaze. “Felice is not bad,” she said, as though trying to convince herself of the fact. “She is young and light-hearted, and sex to her is a natural instinct or function.”
Shayne nodded. “You mentioned that Freed had been her lover.”
“Hardly her lover, Mr. Shayne. That was before she met Brad. He was no more than a… convenience, I would say.”
Shayne brought her back to the immediate subject. “You say Felice had a key to the side entrance.”
“Yes. From my room, the high wall cuts off the view from the other side of the entrance, but through the trees I can see a small part of the walk in from the gate. At dusk tonight, just before real darkness, I heard a car drive up beyond the side gate and stop. I watched out my window idly, and in a few moments saw Brad hurry out the walk to the gate. It opened before he quite reached it, and a woman hurried in. She stumbled and he caught her in his arms and supported her up the path out of my sight. I could not see her face, but she was young and slender and I had a quick impression it was Felice. The car drove away almost at once. A taxi, perhaps. I did not see it.”
“So you think Felice has kept the key and continues to visit the caretaker at night?”
“There is one other small reason I think it was she. She had been drinking with Brad the night she showed me the key, and she boasted of the exciting time they had together. He is supposed to live in the servants’ quarters over the boathouse, but, for their lovemaking, he took her to the master bedroom in the big house and brought up champagne from the cellar. That bedroom is on the second-floor with windows on my side.”
“And?” Shayne pressed her when she stopped.
“Tonight, soon after the brief scene at the gate, lights came on in that room behind drawn shades. They remained on until I went downstairs to dinner. That is why I think Felice will be late reaching home tonight.”
Shayne looked at his watch and said easily, “I have another stop to make first anyway.”
“I know,” she said composedly, without amplifying what she knew. “No matter how late you call on Felice,” she went on with a twinkle in her eyes, “I am very sure she will be most welcoming.”
Shayne had risen and pulled the end of the table back so she could slip out more easily. He paused, looking down at her. “Just what do you mean by that crack?”
“It is not a crack,” she told him sweetly. “It is a fact of life. I think you will have rapport with Felice.” She stood up and tilted her head back to smile at him challengingly. “I like being your client, Michael Shayne,” she announced seriously and surprisingly.
“You’ll make that phone call tonight?”
“Yes. And now I will take a taxi back and you can hurry to the Green Jungle.”
Shayne was taken aback for a moment. “Where did you get that idea?”
“I saw Laura when she looked at you from the dining-table… and when she came back from talking with you.”
Shayne took Marsha’s arm and led her toward the door.
“The Green Jungle can wait. I’ll drive you back.”
He led her firmly to Tim Rourke’s coupe and helped her in.



SEVEN


Shayne pulled to the side of the road in front of the stone gateposts marking the entrance to the Peralta house. A hundred feet beyond, he could see the high stone wall separating the Peralta grounds from its neighbor, and the second story of the big house beyond the wall.
“The bedroom windows are dark now,” Marsha Elitzen said. “Perhaps Brad has taken her home earlier than I thought.”
Shayne said, “Perhaps.”
She opened the door on her side and slid out. She held the door open and told him, “If you could answer that telephone at midnight, Michael Shayne, it would be much easier for me to say ‘yes.’” She closed the door and walked up the driveway before Shayne could reply.
He sat very still for a moment, and then moved the car forward slowly, keeping to the edge of the road and passing the corner of the ten-foot stone wall Marsha had mentioned. He slowed to a complete stop in front of the big iron gates at the main entrance, and pondered the situation for a moment, then drove on very slowly to the other corner of the wall which led straight back from the street to the bank of a canal connecting with the Inland Waterway. Beyond the closed estate was a large vacant area grown up with scrub pines and underbrush, and leading off the street outside the wall was a narrow pair of ruts which Shayne knew must lead to the service entrance described by Marsha.
He turned into the ruts, leaving his headlights on, and half-way down the wall came to a graveled turn-around with wooden gates barring an archway leading into the estate.
He cut off the motor and took time out to light a cigarette, making himself relax and getting the feel of the place.
He could see nothing beyond the high wall at his left, and could hear nothing inside the grounds. Indeed, the night silence all around him was pervasive, and somehow threatening.
The redhead took three, long, contemplative drags at his cigarette before leaning forward and opening the glove compartment where Timothy Rourke always carried an automatic pistol. He took it out and drew back the slide, saw the firing chamber was empty, pulled the slide back the rest of the way to insert a cartridge, and thumbed the safety into place.
He left the headlights burning, directed straight forward along the wall where the entrance road ended, got out of the car and closed the door firmly, not slamming it but making no attempt to muffle the sound which was loud in the silence.
He slid the loaded automatic into his hip pocket and walked briskly to the solid, wooden gates which were on hinges and met snugly in the middle. There was a Yale lock set flush with the surface near the edge of the right-hand gate, and when he pressed hard against it the gates did not budge a fraction, indicating the presence of a heavy and well-fitted latch.
The headlights from the coupe behind him gave enough light for Shayne to see an electric button set in a wooden frame on the left.
He hesitated a long moment before pressing the button, glancing up at the top of the gates, which were just above his head, and at the clear space above them beneath the stone arch. It would be simple enough to swing himself up and over the gates and inside the grounds without announcing his presence-if there were, indeed, anyone inside.
Did he want to meet Brad just now? If the caretaker was amorously engaged with Felice, it wasn’t likely he would enjoy the interruption.
But Shayne did want to talk to Felice, and, if she were here spending the evening surreptitiously, as Marsha suspected, the element of surprise at being caught in a compromising situation might bring more answers from her than he would get by a more conventional approach.
At this point in his thinking, he hesitated no longer. He dropped his cigarette to the ground and toed it out, then put his forefinger firmly on the electric button and held it there for a dozen seconds.
He could hear no sound of a bell inside to indicate that it was connected, but Marsha’s description of the arrival of Brad’s visitor that evening indicated that he must have been summoned to the gate by some means before it was unlocked.
He waited for at least two full minutes, then put his finger on the button again and held it down for at least sixty seconds.
Again, he waited a long time without getting any response whatever. He studied the tops of the gates once more and debated whether it would be wise to enter that way, and reluctantly decided against it. If Brad had taken Felice away (as Marsha somewhat naively surmised) then nothing much would be gained by entering the vacant grounds. If, on the other hand, the caretaker were inside the wall, he would be fully alerted by the ringing of the bell, and Shayne’s legal position would be indefensible if he swung himself over the gate.
He turned away instead, and made his way down the path of the headlight beams alongside the wall toward the bank of the canal about a hundred feet away.
There was no roadway beyond the gates, and Shayne made his way carefully to avoid the sharp fronds of dwarf palmettos and the cunning thorns of briars that sought to waylay him.
The solid stone wall had been built all the way to the very edge of the steep-banked canal, and then continued at right angles along the bank for fifty feet or so, where a boat-house jutted out a few feet into the swiftly moving current.
At this point the bank had been concreted to prevent erosion, and the wall was simply a continuation of the concrete, leaving not even a foothold on the outside, above the water, where one could possibly reach the boathouse.
If you were hell-bent on getting in, you could slip into the stream and swim those fifty feet to the boathouse, but the chances were it would be firmly locked against ingress from the water side, so that wouldn’t do you much good either.
Shayne shrugged his wide shoulders and turned around and started back.
With the headlight beams in front of him this time, it was easier to pick his way among the wild growth, and he arrived back at the graveled turning-area with only mild damage to his trouser-legs and ankles.
He was headed directly toward Rourke’s coupe, disgusted with himself for having wasted time stopping here, when a sound from his right attracted his attention and he stopped in mid-stride, drawing Rourke’s automatic from his hip pocket.
It was the sound of the wooden gates swinging inward on their well-oiled hinges. The side-glow from the car’s headlights revealed a brawny figure standing menacingly in the opening. He was bareheaded with an unruly shock of thick hair standing up in wild disarray. He had a square, brutal face and a thick-lipped mouth, and he held a double-barreled shotgun with twin sawed-off barrels pointed directly at Michael Shayne’s mid-section.
Both barrels of the lethal weapon were cocked, and the man’s right forefinger was crooked menacingly about both triggers.
Shayne stood very still, facing him, glad that the pistol was hanging loosely at his side and in full view of the other man.
He said, “Hi,” and sincerely hoped that his tone was casual and light. “Mind pointing that thing just a little bit away from my belly?”
“Why should I?”
Shayne shrugged and said, “I’d feel much more like carrying on a light conversation if you did.”
The man with the shotgun said belligerently, “To hell with that light conversation stuff. Throw that gat on the ground over here.”
Under the circumstances, Shayne was glad to get rid of the pistol. It was a poor match for the more lethal weapon in Brad’s hands, and this was a case in which discretion was much the better part of valor.
He tossed it forward carefully at the feet of the caretaker, who grunted, “Now you step back about six more feet.”
Shayne did so. Brad shifted the shotgun firmly into his right hand, and picked up the pistol by its barrel. He rested the short-barreled shotgun loosely in the crook of his arm to leave both hands free, and released the loaded clip of the automatic and let it drop to the ground. Then he thumbed the safety off and expelled the loaded cartridge from the firing chamber, tossed the useless weapon back to Shayne contemptuously, and growled, “Now, Mister. What the hell are you doing here?”
Shayne stooped to scoop the unloaded gun up and slide it back into his pocket.
“Looking for Felice.” Shayne tried to make his voice sound as though it were the most natural thing in the world for him to be looking for Felice here and at this time of night… as though it were the only reason why anyone could reasonably be expected to be prowling around outside the grounds of a deserted house.
“What’s that?” The twin, sawed-off barrels of the shotgun wavered slightly, but not nearly enough for Shayne to seriously consider trying to take advantage of it.
“Felice,” Shayne explained patiently. “Miss Perrin, you know.”
“What about her?” The bores of the shotgun, which looked as big as cannon barrels to Shayne, came back to steady themselves on his belly.
“Isn’t she here?”
“Why should she be here?”
“She works here, doesn’t she?”
“Look, Mister. I’m the only one that works here. The caretaker, see? My boss don’t like night-prowlers around his property.”
“Wait a minute. I don’t get this at all. Isn’t this the Peralta residence?”
“No. That’s the next house back.” Brad jerked his head toward the rear.
Shayne said, “I don’t know how I could have made such a mistake. If you’ll point that thing the other way, I’ll get into my car and apologize for bothering you.”
“Won’t do you any good to go to Peralta’s either,” the man told him.
“Why not?”
“She used to work there, but not any more.”
“Is that so? Do you know where she can be reached?”
“How would I be expected to know?” Brad asked easily. He stepped backward slowly, still holding the gun steadily on Shayne. “Get lost,” he growled, and slammed the wooden gates shut.
Shayne went slowly to the coupe and got in. The door to the glove compartment stood open. He reached inside and fumbled around and found an extra loaded clip for the pistol. He got it out of his pocket and slid the clip in, but did not throw a cartridge under the firing pin. He put it back in the glove compartment and started the motor and backed around to head out into the street. On the other side of the wall the big house showed no lights in any of the windows as he drove away.



EIGHT


The Green Jungle was not at all the sort of place Shayne would have expected a wealthy woman like Laura Peralta to frequent. It had none of the swank and glitter of the showplaces on the Beach, offered no floor-show or entertainment of any sort, did no advertising, and made no effort whatsoever to attract socialites or theatrical celebrities.
It was a solid, substantial establishment that had been in operation under the same management for more than two decades and made no pretense of being anything other than what it was: a place where people could go to spend a quiet evening dining exceedingly well on a simple but excellent cuisine at extremely moderate prices, with good drinks cheerfully served at one-half the normal charge in Miami bars, and with sedate gambling rooms where two-bit bets were welcomed at the roulette tables and no eyebrows were raised if a crap-shooter risked only a buck on his turn with the dice.
Thus, over the years it had become almost a family sort of place, catering to a substantial, middle-class clientele which enjoyed the excitement of gambling without being high-pressured into losing more than they had budgeted for an evening’s entertainment.
There were no drinks served in the gaming rooms, and no rowdiness tolerated. Professional gamblers gravitated to the place by instinct, and the pace of the games was kept leisurely enough to encourage system players to keep their notes and figure their odds without being rushed into making reckless bets.
It was, in other words, a comfortable place in which to lose one’s money, and Shayne wondered about Laura as he parked Tim Rourke’s battered coupe among a hundred other lower-priced cars. His brief encounter with her had not given him the impression that she was the type of woman to choose a “comfortable” place in which to lose her money. Her nightly stake of five hundred dollars was far in excess of the amount most habituees of the Green Jungle could afford to lose, and that might be the answer, he mused, as he got out and threaded his way among parked cars toward the entrance of the low, rambling building almost hidden by a luxuriant growth of untended tropical shrubbery.
Here, a woman with half a grand to drop at the tables every night would be marked as a V.I.P. and treated with every consideration and respect, while the same half-grand would be disdainfully considered peanuts at the more publicized Beach joints.
The front doors were invitingly open, and Shayne entered a low-ceilinged hallway with a bar and cocktail lounge on the right. Directly ahead at the end of the hall was a sign that said, “Dining Room,” and halfway down, on the left, was a large archway leading into the gambling rooms. There was a winsome-faced and adequately dressed hatcheck girl behind a counter on his left as he entered, and he exchanged his hat for a numbered check and a smiling “Good evening, Sir.”
Shayne returned the smile and went into the barroom where there were booths along the left wall and a long bar with half a dozen bartenders behind it at the right.
No more than half the stools at the bar were occupied, mostly by men hunched quietly over their drinks, and less than half the booths were in use.
Shayne stood for a moment in the doorway, glancing down the bar at the backs of half a dozen women on stools without recognizing Laura Peralta. Then he strolled past the booths, looking into each one that was occupied with the same negative result.
Glass doors at the end opened into a pleasantly-lit cocktail lounge with well-separated tables and an air-conditioning unit that kept the atmosphere clean and fresh. Again, Shayne paused on the threshold to study the room carefully without seeing Laura. A smiling waiter came up and asked, “One, Sir?” but Shayne shook his head and said, “Later.” He strode through the room to a side entrance into the large dining room that was being well-patronized at this hour; and turned left to meet the maitre d’ whom he knew by sight, but not by name.
He was welcomed pleasantly, but not effusively. “Mr. Shayne, isn’t it? A table for dinner?”
Shayne said, “I’m meeting someone. Mrs. Laura Peralta. Have you seen her tonight?”
“Mrs. Peralta? No, Mr. Shayne. Not yet tonight. Have you tried the roulette tables?”
Shayne said, “I will. If she turns up, tell her I’m here.”
He went out into the entrance hall and sauntered through the archway to the main portion of the building and its reason for being.
The large room was brilliantly lighted and luxuriously carpeted, with no whirring clatter of slot machines to distract the players from the serious business of losing money at the tables. Just inside the archway was a cashier’s grilled window where chips could be cashed on leaving, and beyond were six well-separated roulette tables, four of which were getting a good play at this hour, and three huge revolving wheels where a player could get as much as twenty to one if the arrow on the wheel stopped in the right slot.
Opening off the main room on the right was the Card Room with its black-jack, poker and baccarat tables, and four crap layouts were in a similar room on the left.
It was a quiet and orderly scene that Shayne surveyed as he stopped inside the archway. Each of the four operating roulette tables had from four to six players seated about the rim, with half as many spectators standing behind the chairs watching the balls go around with intent but not feverish interest.
Shayne’s first casual glance did not discover Laura Peralta at any of the tables. He lit a cigarette and started forward over the thick carpet and was intercepted by a tall, ascetic-faced man wearing a dark business suit and a black bow tie. It was Alexander Griffin, manager of the Green Jungle, and he held out his hand to the detective with a faintly wary smile.
“Feel like trying your luck, Mr. Shayne?”
Shayne shook hands cordially and shrugged wide shoulders. He said, “I may donate a few bucks, Alex. Actually, I’m looking for someone.”
“No trouble, Shayne.” It was part question, part statement, and part plea. “Not inside? If you got to make a pick-up, just tell me and we’ll handle it quiet.”
“No pick-up,” Shayne assured him. “At least not the kind you mean. I was to meet Mrs. Julio Peralta here.”
“Her?” Griffin looked and sounded relieved. “Sure. At the far table with her back to us.” He jerked his chin to the right and Shayne’s eyes followed the gesture to see Laura’s piled dark ringlets above bare white shoulders that leaned forward eagerly as she watched the bouncing ball slow and drop into a slot.
“Mrs. Peralta, huh?” The manager’s voice dropped on a note of questioning. He sucked in his lower lip and put a persuasive hand on Shayne’s arm. “Why don’t we go in my office for a drink? She’s just starting on her second C-note and wouldn’t want to be disturbed just yet.”
Shayne said easily, “Sure,” and turned with Griffin toward a closed door on the left marked PRIVATE.
The manager opened the door on a lighted and orderly office. He crossed the room and opened the sliding door of a wall cabinet, revealing a well-stocked bar. He hesitated, asking over his shoulder, “Cognac, Shayne?”
“Please. And don’t bother with a snifter. A straight slug… with ice-water on the side, if it’s handy.”
Griffin said, “I should have remembered.” He selected an old-fashioned glass and filled it halfway from a bottle of Martell. Then he opened the freezing compartment and took out two ice cubes which he dropped in a tall glass and filled it with water from a decanter. He set both glasses on the desk and Shayne pulled a chair up and sat down while the gaming house manager made himself a Scotch highball.
He brought it to the other side of the desk and sank into a swivel chair and lifted his glass. “Here’s to crime.” His voice was blandly expansive, yet it seemed to pose a question. Shayne lifted his cognac glass to return the salute, took a sip and set the glass down.
“What are you worried about, Griffin?”
“Worried?” The manager blinked at him owlishly.
Shayne said, “This is good cognac. I appreciate it. What’s on your mind?”
Griffin looked past him at the open door. He got up, circled the desk and closed it firmly. Then he went back to the swivel chair.
“I run a quiet, decent business here, Shayne.”
“I know you do.”
Alexander Griffin sighed and squirmed uneasily in his chair. “Mrs. Peralta is a respectable, respected, and always-welcome customer here.”
Shayne took a sip of cognac and chased it with ice-water. “I’m sure she is,” he agreed calmly. “Anyone who drops half a grand an evening at your tables would be characterized in just those words.”
“That’s a high estimate.”
“Is it?” challenged Shayne.
“Quite high. On the other hand…” Griffin sighed deeply and spread out his hands. “She’s a woman, too, Shayne.”
“I have a certain feeling about that.” Shayne kept his eyes hooded as he turned the old-fashioned glass around and around on the desk in front of him. “Want to volunteer any information?” he demanded abruptly.
“About one of our steady customers?” Griffin sounded properly shocked.
Shayne said, “There’s an emerald bracelet missing.”
“I heard about that.”
“Is that all?” Shayne threw at him.
Alexander Griffin lifted one hand defensively. “I’m not a fence, Shayne.”
“Then you do think she had a hand in lifting it?”
Griffin hesitated a long time as though seeking exactly the right words with which to answer the detective. He took a long, contemplative pull at his highball, opened the center drawer of the desk and took out a blunt cigar. He lit it carefully and slowly.
“Mrs. Laura Peralta has been coming here two or three nights a week for the past six months, Shayne. She plays roulette exclusively. She buys twenty five-dollar chips and plays them, and then buys another twenty. Never more than five batches. She walks away from the table… a perfect lady… any time she has dropped her half grand. If she gets ahead and stays ahead, she cashes in around midnight. I’ve kept track… as we do in a place like this… and when she goes away ahead one night, she doesn’t buy extra chips the next time she shows up. Never any more than five hundred.”
Shayne frowned thoughtfully. “You say she cashes in around midnight, if she’s ahead. What if she’s behind, but still has some of her original stake at midnight?”
“Then she keeps on spreading chips around until she breaks or gets ahead,” said Griffin, promptly.
“Do you keep such minute records on all your customers, Alex?”
“You know we don’t. But you notice a woman like Mrs. Peralta. The house-men all get to know her and they begin talking about her. In all my years in the business I’ve never known another player who followed a line so exactly.”
“A good customer,” mused Shayne. He took a sip of cognac and made a rapid calculation. “Dropping several grand a month.”
“That’s about it.” Alexander Griffin’s voice was bland. “So you can see why we wouldn’t like it if… you did anything to disturb the set-up.”
“By ‘we’ you mean Joe Locke?”
“Joe’s the owner,” agreed Griffin. “I just work on a salary. Does that satisfy you?”
Three horizontal creases indented Shayne’s forehead. His left hand went up to the side of his head, and thumb and forefinger tugged, at his earlobe. His gray eyes were very bright and interested, and they fixed themselves on Griffin’s austere face across the desk from him.
“I don’t think so. You’re trying to tell me something, but I don’t know what it is.”
“I’m telling you to stay away from her, Shayne.”
“Why?” The redhead’s voice was dangerously calm.
Griffin started to reply angrily, but checked himself. He spread out his hands, palms upward, placatingly. “You can start asking questions, Shayne. I can’t stop you… I wouldn’t try to stop you. But, don’t.”
Shayne said, “Nuts. It’s good cognac, Griffin. I appreciate it.” He drained his glass and took a sip of ice-water, and then stood up.
“I’m going to ask Mrs. Peralta the questions. There’s only one answer I want from you, and I want it straight, Griffin. During the time Mrs. Peralta’s been coming here… has she ever gone over the line and plunged deeply?”
He replied flatly, “No. She’s never dropped more than five C’s any one night. She’s got ice-water in her veins, Shayne.”
“When it comes to gambling,” Shayne amplified harshly.
“Yeh. That’s what we were talking about, isn’t it?”
Shayne said, “That’s not what I’m going to be talking to her about. Thanks for the drink.” He turned away abruptly and went to the door with silence behind him.
The roulette room looked just the same as before. Shayne strolled across to the far table and stopped directly behind Laura Peralta who was seated at the end of it. She had a stack of a dozen or fifteen five-dollar chips in front of her. He watched over her shoulder while she spread six of them out in a seemingly haphazard pattern on combinations of the numbers closest to her. The ball went around while other, smaller bets, were being placed about the table, and settled into a slot at the upper end.
The croupier raked in Laura’s chips, and she listlessly played with the stack remaining in front of her. She turned her head and glanced sideways and up at Shayne with no start of surprise, as though she had known he was standing behind her.
She said, “Hello,” composedly. “It won’t be long now. This is my last stack.”
Shayne said, “It certainly won’t be long if you keep on playing them that way.”
The ball started around the wheel again, and she turned back to the table and began arranging chips again in the same haphazard manner. “Do you know a better way to play roulette, Mr. Shayne?” She hesitated pensively with her last two chips in her hand, then dropped them on a single number just an instant before the ball dropped into the zero.
Shayne said wryly, “There are betting systems that lose money a little more slowly.”
The croupier raked in her chips and she pushed her chair back and said to him, “Thank you for a pleasant evening, George.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Peralta. And good night.”
She turned to Shayne and asked challengingly, “Who wants to lose money slowly?”
Shayne shrugged. He took her arm and said, “I’ll buy you that drink.”
“Several drinks,” she amended, moving her rounded hip against his thigh as they went toward the archway.
“As many as you want.”
The door of the manager’s office was open, and Alexander Griffin stood on the threshold watching them go by together.
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Outside the archway, Shayne hesitated, glancing down at his companion. The entrance to the cocktail lounge was directly in front of them. Laura Peralta squeezed his arm and turned him toward the outer doorway.
She said throatily, “Take me some place, Mike. Some place that’s rancid and depraved. You do know about the seamy side of life, don’t you?”
He grinned down at her, fumbling in his pocket for half a dollar and his hat check which he exchanged with the girl at the counter for his Panama. He told her gravely, “I’ll try to think of a joint that fits those descriptive adjectives.”
“Take your car,” she told him. “I think I’m going to get drunk tonight.”
“What about yours?”
“They’ll drive it home for me and leave it. Jimmy,” she called out to a parking lot attendant, “see that my car gets home.”
“Sure, Mrs. Peralta,” the attendant replied cheerfully, and Shayne led the way around a row of parked cars to Timothy Rourke’s nondescript heap. He said, “It sounds like a regular thing.”
She said, “If you mean do I usually go off with some man and leave my car here, the answer is ‘no,’ Mike. On the other hand,” she went on composedly as he opened the door for her, “I am a very favored customer and they take very good care to see that no harm comes to me. Which includes driving me home and depositing me there whenever I get too tight to drive myself.”
Shayne went around and slid in under the wheel. “I can understand why you’re a very favored customer,” he told her grimly.
She put her hand tightly on his biceps as he stretched out his arm to turn on the ignition. “Why don’t you kiss me, Mike? Why don’t you pretend that I’m your best girl? And then let’s just see what happens.”
He said, “All right,” and turned slowly to slide his right arm around her shoulder. She pushed up against him and lifted her face with closed eyes and open lips, and her fingers circled the back of his neck urgently.
She worked her open lips and her tongue against his mouth, and Shayne’s arm tightened roughly about her shoulders. She was a hunk of passionate, quivering woman flesh, and both of them were breathing hard and unevenly when they slowly drew apart. The tips of her fingers trailed around the side of his neck and along his jaw, and moonlight glinted in her wide-open eyes as they stared into his for a full thirty seconds. Then she laughed lightly and turned and moved away from his encircling arm and composedly took a cigarette from her handbag. “That’s the first time I’ve been kissed in the front seat of a little, old, battered-up car for a good many years, Mike Shayne.”
“Like it better than a Cad?”
“Much better. Though I don’t get kissed in Cads very often these days either.” She flicked on a lighter and held it while Shayne put a cigarette in his mouth, lit his and then her own. She closed the lighter and dropped it back into her bag, inhaled deeply and then blew out a thin stream of smoke.
Shayne made no move to turn on the ignition again. He folded his arms across the steering wheel and asked, “What’s this all about, Laura?”
“All what?”
“Everything.” His voice was angry. Then he gentled it. “Do you enjoy gambling?”
“Not particularly. It’s a way to kill a few hours when one is married to Julio.”
“An expensive way… following your system at roulette.”
“Julio can afford it.”
“All right.” Shayne doubled his fist and rapped his knuckles against the wheel. “We’ll pass that one for a moment. How about your act just now?”
“My act, Mike?” She sounded genuinely confused and hurt. “Don’t you think I enjoyed kissing you?”
“I think you enjoyed it all right.” Shayne hesitated a moment, reaching up to tug at his left earlobe. Then he asked flatly, “What do you want from me, Laura?”
“I told you inside. I want to bust loose tonight. I want to forget I’m Mrs. Julio Peralta. I want to go some crazy place…”
“That’s rancid and depraved,” Shayne finished for her when she hesitated. “Any specific suggestions?”
“Yes.” She rolled her window down a little and spun her cigarette out. “It was like the answer to a prayer when you showed up at the house tonight. The redoubtable Mike Shayne. The big, tough redhead who really knows his way around the back alleys of this town. So I made a quick play for you, Mike.”
“That was obvious,” he growled. “Why?”
“Do you happen to know a place called Las Putas Buenas?” she parried.
Shayne said, “Yes,” then added after a pause, “Now I know where you got those adjectives.”
“Is it rancid and depraved, Mike?” She sounded delighted.
“Do you know any Spanish?”
“No.”
“Skip it. What about Las Putas Buenas?”
“I want you to take me there. I had hoped,” she added in a small voice, “that after kissing me you wouldn’t insist on asking so many questions. Maybe if we tried it again…?” she added hopefully.
Shayne turned his head to look at her. He said, “If we try it again, Laura, we’ll more likely end up at my place.” He hesitated. “What’s all this got to do with an emerald bracelet?”
“I don’t know, Mike. Honest to God, I don’t know. But I’m frightened.”
“Because you’re afraid the bracelet will be recovered?”
“That’s a strange thing to say.”
Shayne growled, “Lots of strange things are happening tonight. So… you’re frightened. Why?”
“I received an anonymous note this morning.”
“My God, someone is certainly on a writing spree. What did yours say?”
“Mine? Were there others?”
Shayne said, “Skip it for now. Was it typewritten or printed with pen and ink?”
“Neither one. It was scrawled in a heavy black pencil… almost illiterate. It said: Go to the bar called Las Putas Buenas in Miami alone tonight between ten and twelve. Sit at a table and order cerveza. You will regret it, if you don’t! Mike! What does it mean?” Laura’s voice became tremulous and she put out her hand to grasp his arm tightly.
He said, “Why don’t you tell me?”
“But I don’t know. I don’t know what it means.”
“Let me see the note.”
“I don’t have it,” she confessed. “I tore it up. I wasn’t going to pay any attention to a thing like that. But I kept thinking and thinking. Who wrote it? Why? What would happen if I don’t go?”
“So you decided to ring me in as an escort?” Shayne’s voice was harsh.
“It came to me this evening when you were at the house,” she confessed. “I’d feel safe with you.”
“It said to come alone,” Shayne reminded her.
“I know. I thought you could drop me off and I’d go in alone. Then, when you came in and pretended not to know me, no one would know why you were there. I wouldn’t be afraid, knowing you were there, Mike.”
“How much of this were you going to tell me if I hadn’t dragged it out of you?” demanded Shayne.
“I don’t know. I was sort of feeling my way.”
“Why did you use the adjectives ‘rancid’ and ‘depraved’ when you first described the sort of place you wanted to go to?”
“I honestly don’t know, Mike. I’ve been racking my brains all day trying to remember where I ever heard of Las Putas Buenas. I know I have. I know it strikes some chord. My best guess is that I once heard either Nathaniel or Felice mention the name. I can’t recall the context, but I have the vague impression it’s a very low-down sort of joint.”
“Felice being your former maid,” muttered Shayne. “Did she and Freed often discuss low-down joints in front of you?”
“You know how it is,” Laura said impatiently. “You hear people talking.”
“Then you think one or both of them knew the place?”
“By reputation, at least. I know I’ve heard the name mentioned recently. Will you take me, Mike?”
“If you really want something to happen, I think you’d better go alone,” Shayne advised her bluntly. “If I drive up and drop you at the door, the whole deal will be ruined.”
“Why not let me off a block away?”
Shayne shook his head. “To do it right, you’d better drive up openly in your own Cadillac convertible. Do you know the address?” he went on briskly.
“Yes. I looked it up today. It’s down on the Miami riverfront.”
“All right.” Shayne leaned past her and opened the door. “I’ll go first. You come along in a few minutes. By the time you get there, I’ll be inside at the bar. Don’t pay any attention to me. Just sit at a table and order beer and see what happens.”
“Is beer cerveza in Spanish?” she asked in a dubious voice.
“That’s right.” Shayne had not drawn back from opening the car door on her side. Now, he brought his left hand up slowly to the side of her face, and turned it toward him. She didn’t close her eyes this time, but she didn’t close her mouth either.
When he released her, she slid off the seat and onto the ground, but hesitated before closing the door. She said, “I see what you meant about ending up at your place. Maybe…do you think we can, Mike?”
He said gruffly, “Get your car and come on down to Las Putas Buenas. If we do end up at my place, I’ll translate it for you.”
She nodded and closed the door and walked away in the moonlight with her shoulders back and her head erect. Shayne sat and watched her disappear around a row of parked cars. There were a hell of a lot of unanswered questions about the Peralta case. At this point, Laura Peralta was the most important one.
When she was out of sight, he started the motor and drove out of the parking lot. Las Putas Buenas was located in the Southeast section of the city, on the bank of the Miami River, and was frequented mostly by Spanish-speaking dock-workers and crews from small fishing boats anchored in the vicinity.
There was a small, private parking lot adjoining the low building that extended out over the tide-flat on pilings. There were only half a dozen cars there, and no attendant in sight when Shayne drove Rourke’s car in and got out. There was only one dim light over the door and the muted sound of a carioca coming from a jukebox as Shayne went up to the door and opened it on a square, very low-raftered room heavy with smoke that was thickly tinged with the acrid odor of marijuana and pervaded by the smell of garlicky sweat.
There were half a dozen empty tables along the right-hand wall, Shayne noted as he entered, and three or four couples were dancing in a small cleared space between crowded tables on the other side of the room. Directly ahead was a right-angled bar with three stools at the end of it, empty, and Shayne strode forward to the first of them which would afford him an excellent view of the empty tables where Laura Peralta was most likely to sit.
The bartender was a dapper Cuban with a black hairline mustache that reminded Shayne of Peter Painter’s, and with very white teeth which he displayed in a welcoming smile as the redhead seated himself.
Shayne studied the array of bottles behind the bar, and pointed to a brand of Portuguese brandy that he knew and liked. “A double shot of that brandy with ice water on the side.”
The bartender said, “Si, Senor,” cheerfully, and set out a glass which he poured full to the brim. Shayne sat half-turned with his back to the wall, so he could watch the entrance unobtrusively. He had taken only one sip of the brandy when he was conscious of the smell of strong perfume on his left and the insinuating pressure of a soft buttock against his thigh. Without turning his head, he said, “Hi.”
A soft giggle answered him. “You weel buy me a drink, Senor?”
“If you’re one of the really good ones,” he said over his shoulder, grinning at the waiter and nodding to him while he spread out three bills on the bar.
“That you mus’ say for yourself, Senor. After we ’ave a dreenk, maybe.”
He said, “Maybe,” still without looking at his feminine companion. The bartender set an amber-colored highball in front of her and scooped up Shayne’s bills, leaving a little pile of silver. The carioca changed to a rhumba, and the dancing continued without Shayne being able to see any change in the gyrations of the dancers.
He lighted a cigarette and sipped his drink and casually kept his gaze on the entrance as he waited for Laura to appear, and suddenly he became conscious that the stool beside him had been vacated and that another person stood very close beside his left shoulder. From the smell of hair oil and pomade he was sure that the newcomer was not one of the girls who gave the place its name.
He started to turn on the stool to take a look, but by the time he faced directly forward there was a stinging pain in his left side just below the ribcage and a sibilant warning hissed into his ear:
“Do not move, Senor. Thees knife, she ees sharp.”
“So is this one, bud.” A new and heavier voice spoke behind his right ear as he sat rigid on the stool facing straight ahead. The needle-sharp point of a second knife broke the skin at a similar place on his right side.
“Take it easy an’ you’ll make out okay,” the second voice advised him. “One word or a sudden move out of you, an’ Jose an’ me’ll spill your guts over the floor. That right, Jose?”
“That ees right.” The knife on the left moved a trifle, and Shayne gritted his teeth as he divined its eagerness to enter his body.
“Here’s what you’re gonna do. Turn slowly to your left on the stool without jerking or turning your head. Keep your hands out in front an’ we’ll stay close behind, like three real good buddies headin’ for the can. You slide off the stool an’ walk real slow down the corridor to that door at the end marked Hombres. You got that straight?”
Shayne’s face was deeply trenched and rivulets of sweat began running down the trenches. He knew what a sudden thrust of either of those knives would do to his guts. He said out of a dry mouth, “I got it.”
“All right. Start moving.”
Shayne swung slowly and cautiously on the stool toward the rear, giving the man on his left plenty of time to step back and stay out of sight while holding the knife in position.
He stood erect very slowly, and so far as he could tell neither the bartender nor anyone along the bar was paying the slightest attention to what was going on.
An aisle led off the barroom to a white door at the end that was lettered Hombres. Shayne drew in a deep breath and held himself rigidly and began walking toward the door. The two men kept pace with him and he was helplessly cornered in the dead-end corridor.
He reached the swinging door at the end and hesitated, and the gruff voice said, “Go on inside.”
Shayne put out the palm of his hand flat against the edge of the door and pushed it slowly inward. As it opened, he slid his fingertips around the inch-thick board and got a solid grip on the inner surface.
Then he drove his body forward, shoving the door open to slide through and slamming it shut behind his body with all his strength.
There was a shriek of pain beyond the wooden barrier as he whirled to throw his weight against the door, and a long-bladed knife clattered to the floor at his feet, dropped from dangling brown fingers at the end of a sinewy arm that had been trapped by the closing door and the bone in the forearm broken.
Shayne kept his full weight remorselessly against the door with the broken arm pinned between it and the frame while he stooped down to snatch up the knife that had recently threatened his life.
Then he jerked the door open and a body crumpled to the floor just outside when the pinioned arm was released. A burly man was running into the big room at the end of the corridor shouting Spanish words in a badly accented voice.
One glance at the man at Shayne’s feet showed him writhing on the floor, his face contorted with pain.
Shayne realized it would be utterly hopeless to face the roomful of excited and vengeful Latins at the end of the corridor. He drew back and slammed the door shut instead, throwing the latch on the inside to gain a few moments before they could break it in, and then whirled about to look at the cubicle in which he was imprisoned.
There was a urinary on one side and a wash-bowl on the other. Beyond was a sagging door leading into a toilet stall, and shoulder-high on the far wall was a window about two feet square.
There was an excited babble of voices and a rush of feet outside the door behind Shayne. It rattled and shook as angry fists began pounding on it.
Shayne hesitated one brief moment while he tried to orient himself and judge whether the rear window overlooked the river or not.
Before he could decide, he knew that the question had become academic. The door was straining inward now, and the latch would give way at any moment.
Shayne leaped forward and caught the crosspiece above the sagging inner door with both hands. Using the impetus of his leap, he swung his legs and lower body high off the floor and drove feet-first at the window, arching his body to carry him through the aperture and downward, accompanied by fragments of broken glass.
He went into the muddy water of the Miami River feet-first, and sank into soft mud before he was waist-deep.
Three strides carried him to the bank where he scrambled up behind the kitchen just as there was a crash inside the restroom and excited shouts came out the broken window.
Shayne loped around the side of the kitchen to the parking lot, darted to Rourke’s car and leaped inside. There was no Cadillac convertible parked in the lot.
He got the key in the ignition and the motor roared to life just as the vanguard of the angry mob poured out of the front door.
He went away with screaming tires and with his lights off, and drove several blocks before he eased into a stream of traffic and turned them on.
He drove west a dozen blocks, heard a siren racing in the opposite direction behind him, and then north a few blocks until he found a small bar with an empty parking space in front. He got out and went in with his muddy shoes and his clothing dripping from the waist down, and pushed up against the end of the bar where the lower portion of his body was hidden from the bartender’s sight.
He said, “A double cognac straight,” and then motioned to the telephone behind the bar just out of his reach. “Would you push that a little closer, please?”
The bartender set the phone where he could reach it, and got down a bottle of cognac. Shayne dialed the Peralta number from memory. It rang six times before Freed’s unctuous voice answered, “Mr. Peralta’s residence.”
“Mrs. Peralta, please. Sergeant Olson from police headquarters.”
“One moment, Sergeant. I believe she just returned.”
Shayne held the receiver to his ear and gratefully sipped the body-warming liquor. When Laura Peralta’s voice said “Yes?” over the wire, he put the telephone down thoughtfully without replying. There was a black scowl on his trenched face as he toyed with his drink. Right now, Laura Peralta was a bigger question mark than before. He smoked a cigarette and had another, single, cognac without coming to any conclusion about her.
The scowl remained on his face when he finally clumped out in wet shoes and got into Rourke’s car. He drove to his apartment hotel and parked outside, grinned reassuringly at the expression on the desk clerk’s face as he crossed the lobby. “I’ll tell you all about it tomorrow, Dick. Right now I need some dry clothes.”
“Sure. That’s okay, Mr. Shayne. But I gotta tell you. That reporter friend of yours, Tim Rourke, and the chief of police, are up in your apartment… with some other guy I don’t know.”
Shayne stiffened. He asked with a frown, “How long ago?”
“About five minutes. Mr. Rourke’s got a key, you know.”
Shayne said absently, “I know.” He went to the open elevator wondering what in hell this visit portended.
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Shayne had his key-ring out when he approached the door of his second-floor apartment, and he turned his key in the lock and pretended surprise to find the living room brightly lighted and Tim Rourke in the act of pouring a drink at the center table. He also pretended not to notice the presence of Chief Will Gentry and another man seated on the divan back against the wall on his right.
He turned slightly to the left to close the door, and said heartily, “Pour one for me out of my own bottle while you’re at it, Tim.”
“Hey! Where the devil have you been?” Rourke held a bottle tilted over a glass and stared at Shayne’s wet pants and shoes.
“Her husband came back unexpectedly. Thank God there was a swimming pool directly underneath the balcony off her bedroom.” Shayne shucked off hat and coat and started forward, reaching down to unbuckle his belt. He stopped with a start of surprise as though seeing his other visitors for the first time. “Will! Don’t tell me that’s the husband… come up to have me arrested for jumping out of his wife’s bedroom. If you are,” he told Gentry’s companion seriously, “and if I catch my death of pneumonia out of this, I’m going to sue you for not keeping your pool heated at night.”
“Cut out the gags, Mike,” Will Gentry said heavily. “This is Mr. Erskine and we’re here on a serious matter.”
Mr. Erskine was smaller than Miami’s Chief of Police, and at least ten years younger, built with the same solidity and wearing a look of portentous gravity. He wore a dark, neatly pressed business suit, a dark blue bow-tie, and dark, horn-rimmed glasses.
Shayne acknowledged the introduction with a breezy nod of his head. He said, “Let it wait three minutes, Will, while I get out of these wet clothes.” He went on toward Rourke at the center table, unbuttoning his shirt. “Pour the gentlemen a drink, Tim, and make mine straight.”
Timothy Rourke said, “Sure,” and Shayne passed him into the bedroom with a wink, stripping off his shirt and dropping it on the floor as he entered. He emerged in a moment with a bathrobe flapping about his bare shanks, went into the bathroom where he took a quick, warm shower.
Both Gentry and Erskine sat stolidly on the sofa with drinks in their hands when he came out wearing the robe again. He paused by the table to pick up a glass of cognac Rourke had poured, and sipped it as he went back into the bedroom.
The glass was half empty when he came out a few minutes later wearing dry slacks and slippers and a tan sport shirt. Tim Rourke was slumped down in a deep chair across the room from the others, his eyes half-closed and his cadaverous features relaxed while he nursed a tall glass of bourbon and water.
Shayne set his glass down on the table and went into the kitchen to bring back a glass of ice water which he set down beside it, then he sank into a chair and sighed deeply and said, “All right, Will. What is it?”
“Where have you been all evening?”
“Working. Ever since Tim’s lawyer sprang me from Painter’s jail.”
“On the Peralta case?” demanded Gentry.
“Sure on the Peralta case. Did you think I was going to let that little twerp scare me off it?”
“It might have been better if you had, Mike. If you and he would just talk together instead of butting your heads every time you meet.”
“Talk?” Shayne demanded angrily. “Listen. Has Tim told you how those two goons of Painter’s grabbed me off the street on phony charges and kept me locked up in a lousy cell for three hours before Tim could arrange bail?”
“I know all about that,” Gentry told him heavily. “But answer me this one question honestly, Mike. What would you have done if Painter had asked you nicely to stay out of the Peralta case?”
Shayne hesitated. “I expect I would have told him to go to hell. Why shouldn’t I take on a case he’s messed with for three weeks? Who the hell is he to tell me…?”
“That’s what Mr. Erskine is here to tell you, Mike. But before we get into that… have you seen Lucy or heard from her this evening?”
“Not since I left the office about four o’clock.”
“She was trying desperately to get in touch with you… I guess while Painter had you locked up. That’s the one place she wouldn’t think to try.”
“What did Lucy want?”
“She finally phoned me about eight o’clock, Mike. She talked fast and then the connection was broken before I could ask any questions. She said she was all right and would keep on being all right, if you’d stop trying to recover the Peralta bracelet. But that she wouldn’t be all right if you refused to lay off.”
“My God!” Shayne’s face was suddenly angry. “You don’t think that Painter…”
“No,” said Gentry scathingly, “I don’t think that Peter Painter would kidnap your secretary and threaten her with harm just to frighten you off. But this thing has ramifications, Mike. Mr. Erskine here is from the State Department in Washington. Painter sent him to me after your run-in this afternoon, to see if the two of us could pound some sense into your thick head.”
“Wait a minute.” Shayne’s face was deeply trenched and very grim. “What about Lucy? What have you done about her?”
“What can we do about her? I checked your office and her apartment. Both are in perfect order. Looks as though she closed up the office with her usual efficiency, but there’s no sign at all that she ever got home. Ashtrays clean… everything tidied up the way I’d expect Lucy to leave it in the morning.”
“What’s all this pressure from various sources to lay off the Peralta bracelet?” demanded Shayne.
“That’s what Mr. Erskine is here to tell you. What Painter should have explained to you this afternoon if you would have listened.”
The telephone rang at Shayne’s elbow. He scooped it up and said, “Shayne speaking,” and listened a moment before holding it out to Gentry. “For you, Will.” He sank back and picked up his drink moodily while the chief took the instrument and said, “Yes.”
He finished the cognac and took a sip of ice water while Gentry held the phone to his ear and listened. He finally said, “I got all that. Mike Shayne’s here now. I’ll probably bring him in.”
He leaned over the detective’s long legs to replace the telephone, and commented morosely, “You do have a way of getting around, don’t you, Mike?”
“What was that?”
“Just a report on a little ruckus in a river-front bar.” Gentry went back to sit on the sofa. “Place called Las Putas Buenas.”
Erskine sat up alertly and spoke for the first time since Shayne had entered the apartment. “That’s one of their meeting places, Chief Gentry. We’ve had it under surveillance for some time.”
“I’m not surprised,” said Gentry grimly. “My sergeant reports that about half an hour ago a big drunken redhead blustered into the place and started a fight with a couple of customers who were quietly minding their own business. He broke the arm of one of them, trying to drag him into the men’s room for some unknown purpose. Then he locked himself in and got away from the infuriated mob by jumping out a window into the Miami River where it’s about waist-deep. I thought your shoes looked pretty muddy for coming out of a swimming pool, Mike.”
“Good heavens!” exclaimed Mr. Erskine in earnest dismay. “You have stirred up a hornet’s nest, Mr. Shayne. If you were recognized…”
“He was recognized, all right,” said Gentry flatly.
“Look, Will.” Shayne spoke very quietly and disregarded Erskine. “I dropped into that bar for a nightcap, and ordered one drink for myself and one for a gal who sat beside me and whom I didn’t even look at. Two men came up behind me while I was quietly drinking my brandy. They held pig-stickers on either side of me at my gut-line. I didn’t see their faces, but from their voices one was Spanish and one wasn’t. They told me to walk back to the rest-room. Which I did. I slammed the door on one of them and broke his arm. Then I went out the window and away from there fast. Are you going to arrest me for that?”
“I don’t know yet. I think maybe I will.”
“What the hell is this all about?” demanded Shayne, fiercely. “Should I have sat there and let them spill my guts all over the floor?”
“You should not have ventured there in the first place,” Erskine told him severely. “If you had heeded Chief Painter this afternoon, all this could have been avoided.”
“All what?” Shayne’s voice was harsher than before.
Mr. Erskine put the tips of his fingers together precisely in front of him and blinked at Shayne behind his hornrimmed glasses.
“Julio Peralta is a dangerous Communist conspirator, Mr. Shayne. We have a long dossier on his affiliation with various subversive organizations over the years, both in this country and in Latin America. He was one of the architects and the principal financial backer of the Castro revolution, while cleverly remaining in the background, and left Cuba before Castro took over on the pretense that he was a refugee from the Communistic forces which he had helped into power.
“In Miami, he has played a double role among the various Cuban factions who are feverishly plotting to extend the Communist conspiracy to other Latin American countries and those patriotic groups who are appalled by the turn events have taken in their war-torn country and are determined to overthrow the tyrannical Castro government and bring peace and prosperity back to their land.
“Our government… your government, Mr. Shayne… is not asleep during this crisis, as so many people mistakenly assume. Julio Peralta has been under constant and careful surveillance by our counter-espionage agents since the first day he settled in Miami. We have dedicated and expert operatives planted in his camp who furnish daily reports of his activities, and whose presence he does not remotely suspect. For the past few months there has been a vast build-up of the most modern munitions to equip a trained expeditionary force that is being gathered in Cuba now under the leadership of Russian officers.
“It is only a matter of days before we will be ready to swoop down and confiscate this vast store of arms and arrest the ringleaders, including Peralta. But these are anxious days, Mr. Shayne, and a very delicate balance must be maintained. The slightest intimation of their danger to the conspirators could easily wreck all our carefully laid plans. Thus, it was a great misfortune from our viewpoint when the Peralta bracelet was stolen two weeks ago.
“Ironically enough, I should add, it was just as great a blow to the Communist conspiracy.” Mr. Erskine smiled thinly and his eyes gleamed owlishly behind his glasses. “They wanted nothing in the world less than to call police attention to Peralta, his household and his associates. Someone blundered when the theft of the bracelet was even reported to the police, and Peralta quickly tried to rectify that mistake by requesting Chief Painter on the Beach to drop the investigation at once… even going so far, I believe, as to assure the insurance company that a claim for loss would be waived.
“Naturally, however, as an energetic police official, the Miami Beach Chief of Detectives was loath to give up the effort to recover the stolen bracelet. At that point, I stepped into the picture. You can readily see that we, no less than Peralta and his fellow-conspirators, did not want the boat rocked by any overt prying into Peralta’s affairs, interrogating his servants, and so forth. They must be made to feel that they are wholly in the clear… that there is no danger whatsoever of official interference… in seeking to solve the loss of a paltry emerald bracelet.
“In seeking this end, I had a long and secret conference with Chief Peter Painter. As soon as he understood the situation, he patriotically agreed to put his personal feelings aside and allow the robbery investigation to fizzle out… even though people who did not understand his real motives would consider it sheer incompetence on his part.
“That was the situation until today, Mr. Shayne. I do not know, I cannot even hazard a guess, as to why Peralta called you in to the case today. Up to this point, so far as we know, he has been delighted to let the matter rest with no further police investigation. But for some reason, he did call you in for consultation. Chief Painter, I may say, has a very high opinion of your ability as an investigator. He was worried about the possible consequences as soon as he learned of Peralta’s decision. He first attempted to persuade Peralta to cancel the appointment… and then took matters into his own hands by intercepting you while you were on your way to the Peralta house.”
Shayne said slowly, “I take it that you view the bracelet snatch as something entirely outside the political situation.”
“I think the bracelet may well have been stolen by someone who was sufficiently on the inside to hope that Peralta wouldn’t even report the loss to the police.”
Shayne nodded. “Like the poisoning of the two Boxers wasn’t reported.”
“What’s that about two Boxers?” asked Chief Gentry with sudden interest.
“Mrs. Peralta’s pets who ran loose around the place at night. I can see why Peralta and his friends might have been glad to get them out of the way. But, listen to this, Will. You say Lucy phoned you at eight o’clock. I talked to Peralta about eight-thirty, and at that time he was still eager to retain me on the case. It doesn’t make sense to suppose that he’d have Lucy grabbed to persuade me to lay off the case when he was trying to hire me to take it.”
“I would suggest it wasn’t Peralta himself who kidnaped your secretary, or had her kidnaped, Mr. Shayne. He has various associates who are in as much danger as he from a police investigation, and I think it might well have been one of them who took matters in his own hands to attempt to forestall you. What I cannot understand yet,” Erskine went on worriedly, “is why Peralta suddenly decided to call you in at this late date. He was apparently perfectly pleased with the manner in which Chief Painter was cooperating by not pressing the investigation.”
Shayne hesitated a moment, weighing the question of whether to tell them about the anonymous letter Peralta had received or not. He decided that nothing would be gained by giving out the information at this point. Something about Erskine’s didactic and faintly pompous manner irked hell out of him.
“There it is, Mike,” Will Gentry said flatly. “Laid right out in front of you. I know you don’t want to help the Commies any more than any of the rest of us.”
“Hell, Will!” Shayne burst out. “Just because a guy has a little revolutionary blood in his veins doesn’t mean he’s a Commie. I know a lot of damn fine Cuban patriots who are for Castro but who aren’t Commies. In fact, I’m not entirely convinced that Castro himself is really a Communist.”
“I’m afraid you’re one of those deluded liberals who cause us a great deal of difficulty in this country, Mr. Shayne.” Erskine spoke with more vehemence than he had shown before. “Well-meaning, but deluded,” he added sternly.
“At least I don’t see a Communist lurking behind every beard,” Shayne was stung to retort. “I know what the conditions were in Cuba before Castro’s regime.”
“That may well be, but I don’t believe you have the faintest idea what conditions are in your own country today. I think there is only one question right now, Shayne. Are you prepared to cooperate with your government or not?”
“By dropping the Peralta case?”
“By staying completely out of it for a few days while we close in on them. One wrong move at this point might stampede them so that months of patient undercover work on our part would be nullified.”
“Good God, Mike! There’s Lucy to think about, too,” interjected Gentry.
Shayne nodded grimly. “I’m thinking about Lucy.”
“This recent attempt on your life in Las Putas Buenas… if your version of the affair is to be believed… should convince you how desperate they are.”
“What do you mean… if my version is to be believed?”
Erskine smiled thinly and took off his glasses to polish them on a handkerchief. “None of us is completely credulous, Mr. Shayne. Don’t you think it is an insult to our intelligence to pretend that you dropped into that particular bar on this particular night and were singled out for attack? Nonsense.” He replaced his glasses firmly. “I suggest you were following some lead when you went there… that you were expected or were followed, and were then attacked.”
“It does sound awful damned coincidental,” Will Gentry agreed.
“Are you going to arrest me for it, Will?”
“Not if you give me your word to stay out of it from now on.
“Suppose I don’t, Will? Suppose I decide for myself what’s best for Lucy and for me?”
“And for the United States?” said Mr. Erskine stiffly.
Shayne gave him a baleful glance. “I’ve sat here and listened to you,” he burst out. “How do I know there’s a word of truth in what you’re saying? How do I know you didn’t steal the damned bracelet and figured out this hocus-pocus to keep the heat off?”
“That doesn’t make very much sense, Mike,” said Gentry reprovingly.
“Doesn’t it? That ‘paltry emerald bracelet,’ as he describes it, happens to be insured for a hundred and ten thousand dollars. He pointed out that it was probably lifted by someone on the inside, who knew the situation and had reason to believe Peralta wouldn’t even report it. Now, here he is putting pressure on Painter and me to drop the whole thing. I don’t know what the State Department pays its communist-hunters, but I don’t think his salary is big enough to keep him from being tempted by a quick hundred grand.”
“You are insulting, Mr. Shayne.” Erskine’s voice trembled and he rose to his feet slowly.
“Am I? How well do you know Felice Perrin?”
“I recognize the name from reports I have read. The former maid in the Peralta household. What has she to do with this?”
“Or Marsha Elitzen?” Shayne shot at him.
“I don’t know whom you mean.”
“What about her fair, white, young body?” Shayne taunted him.
“I think you’re going over the line, Mike.” Will Gentry got up to stand beside Erskine. “What in hell has got into you?” he went on angrily. “I’ve backed you up lots of times in the past, but I’ll be damned if I like the way you’re talking now.”
“So, you don’t like the way I’m talking, Will?” Shayne grinned infuriatingly at his old friend. “Have we still got freedom of speech in this country, or haven’t we?”
“All right then. I don’t like the way you’re acting, Mike.” Will Gentry shook his head slowly. “You can’t always be right… and everyone else wrong.”
“In my opinion,” said Mr. Erskine precisely, “you should put Mr. Shayne under arrest, Chief Gentry.”
“What’s that?” Gentry turned and regarded him wonderingly.
“A matter of protective custody,” explained Erskine. “I get the impression that he is much too volatile… much too concerned with his own prestige and his own reputation as a very tough guy… to be trusted to act in the larger interest of his country.”
Will Gentry frowned and spoke slowly, formulating each word and enunciating it carefully, “I’ve known Mike Shayne a lot longer than I’ve known you, Mr. Erskine. I’m going to leave him to act according to his own conscience.”
He started heavily toward the door, speaking over his shoulder to the reporter who had not spoken once since the interview started, “You coming, Tim?”
Timothy Rourke was relaxed in his chair with his eyes closed. He opened them to observe the half-emptied glass in his hand. “I’ll stick around and finish this drink, Will.”
Erskine turned to follow the chief of police, saying plaintively, “I do hope you understand what you’re doing, Chief Gentry. I must say that my next report to Washington will emphasize the fact that Chief Painter on the Beach was much more cognizant of our national peril, and much more cooperative.”
Will Gentry opened the door and paused with his hand on the knob for Erskine to precede him out of the room.
He said, “You do that, Mr. Erskine. In the meantime, I’ll run the Miami Police Department the way I see fit.”
He waited until Erskine passed him out into the corridor, then turned his head and said softly, “Take it easy, Mike.”
He went out and closed the door firmly behind him.
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“You do have a hell of a way of putting your friends on the spot,” Timothy Rourke told the redhead dispassionately.
Shayne glared at him. “If you feel that you’re on the spot by continuing to associate with me, finish up your drink and beat it.” He angrily poured himself more cognac.
“Not me, Mike. Will Gentry. That’s pretty heavy pressure he had on him tonight.”
“Ahh!” Shayne exclaimed disgustedly. “Those fancy-pants boys from Washington trying to throw their weight around.”
“I wouldn’t call Mr. Erskine a boy, nor were his pants very fancy,” said Rourke acidly.
“You know what I mean.” Shayne drank half his cognac and set the glass down hard. He swung to his feet and started to stride up and down the room, rumpling his bristly, red hair fiercely. “What do they know about internal conditions in Cuba? My God, for years they sat back approvingly and let a rotten, murderous dictatorship rape the island of its resources and keep the great mass of the population in virtual slavery. Now, they start crying Communism… and smear everyone who sees any good in the revolution.”
“That’s quite a hunk of campaign oratory, Mike,” said Rourke cynically. “Know what you’re doing?”
Shayne stopped at the end of the room to glare at his old friend. “I’m stating some simple facts. What do you think I’m doing?”
“You’re working yourself up to a point where you’ll eventually decide it’s perfectly proper for you to disregard Erskine’s warning and move in on Peralta. Just because they’ve got Lucy Hamilton.”
“Just because?” Shayne walked forward slowly and stopped in front of Rourke’s chair. “What do you expect me to do? Go to bed and forget about her?”
“No,” agreed Rourke moodily. “Not Mike Shayne. But look,” he went on persuasively. “Your whole argument about Castro and Communism is full of holes. All right, so you suspect Peralta may be a real Cuban patriot, who wants only to do what is best for his country… with no strings attached from Moscow. Suppose you’re right and Erskine is wrong, and you go bulling into the situation to try and rescue Lucy, and thus force the issue prematurely? How will that help the downtrodden Cubans your big heart bleeds for?”
Shayne hesitated, softly pounding his clenched right fist into his open palm. He swung away and said harshly, “I don’t know whether Peralta is a patriot or not. From his whole past record, I’d say he’s probably been a Batista man all along. You know how most of those rich Cubans made their money. He ducked out with his fortune intact. I’d like to know a lot more about his activities here before I decide which side he’s on.”
“Mike, Mike,” pleaded Timothy Rourke. “Don’t you see you’re just grasping at straws, trying to find some way to justify yourself for going after Lucy?”
Shayne stood at the center table with his back to the reporter and angrily tossed off the rest of his cognac. In a flat voice and without turning his head, he said, “Maybe that is what I’m doing, Tim. No matter what my real motive is, I’d like to have a talk with that Cuban friend of yours I met about a month ago.”
“Alvarez?” asked Rourke alertly.
“Yeh. The newspaper guy. You’ll agree he’s no Communist, won’t you?”
“Yeh. That I will vouch for.”
“Think you could get hold of him this time of night?”
“I can try.” Rourke dug into his coat pocket for a badly worn address book. “I’ve got a couple of numbers here where I might reach him.”
While he was thumbing through the book, Shayne lifted the telephone and asked the switchboard for the Miami Beach telephone number he had memorized from Marsha’s anonymous letter a few hours earlier.
He heard six rings before a background of jukebox music came over the wire and a voice said, “Scotty’s Bar.”
“What is your address there? I’m to meet a guy and I don’t know where it is.”
He was given a street number on Fifth Street near the ocean, and he hung up and wrote it down.
Then he turned the telephone over to Rourke, and went into the bedroom to change his slippers for dry socks and shoes. Rourke was talking on the phone when he came back. “About an hour, eh? Are you positive?” He listened a moment and then said, “Hold it.” He turned his head and said, “Alvarez will definitely be in a back room at the Jai Alai Club on South Beach within an hour. Want to try and meet him there?”
Shayne looked at his watch. That wasn’t too far from Fifth Street, and should allow him to make Scotty’s Bar by midnight. He said with satisfaction, “That’s fine, Tim. I’ll be there.”
Rourke confirmed the appointment over the phone and hung up. “I don’t know what you’re getting into, Mike,” he said unhappily. “I hope to Christ…”
Shayne said briskly, “Grab another drink if you want it. We’ve got one other call to make before I meet Alvarez.”
“Where?”
“It’s out in the Northeast section. Have you got my car here?”
“It’s parked in front.” Rourke hastily slopped whiskey into his glass on top of half-melted ice cubes.
“I’d better keep on driving yours,” Shayne decided, “because I’ll be going on over to the Beach. I can drop you back here to pick mine up.” He went to a closet to get a light jacket, and took his hat from beside the door. Timothy Rourke gulped down the whiskey hastily and joined him, asking, “Who are we going to call on in the Northeast section?”
“A lady. That is, maybe not too much of a lady. At least, I want to find out whether she’s home yet or not.” He opened the door and followed Rourke out.
In Rourke’s car, Shayne drove east to Biscayne Boulevard and north toward Felice Perrin’s address which had been given to him by the Peralta governess. As he drove, he filled in Timothy Rourke briefly on the events of the evening after leaving the reporter to go to the Peralta house, and on his own surmises.
“I want to be in Scotty’s Bar at midnight when Marsha makes her phone call there,” he ended grimly. “I don’t know whether that threatening letter of hers has anything to do with this situation or not, but I want to see who takes the call.”
“This deal at Las Putas Buenas where the two knifemen jumped you,” said Rourke with interest, “that sounds like it was set up with malice aforethought by the luscious Mrs. Peralta, doesn’t it?”
“It does,” Shayne grunted sourly, still able to taste her mouth on his in the Green Jungle parking lot. “That story of hers about an unsigned note directing her to be there tonight sounds completely phony. If it was designed to put me on the spot, it would have to have been written before Peralta ever called me in on the case.”
“Do you think Laura did have the counterfeit bracelet made without her husband’s knowledge?”
“I haven’t the faintest idea. I think her husband strongly suspects so, and that’s why he called me in on the thing in direct defiance of his confederates… and almost certainly without telling them why he was doing so. Isn’t this Felice’s street?” Shayne asked, peering ahead at the partially obscured street sign.
Rourke could see it better out the right-hand side, and he said, “Yes. Turn to the left, I think, for that number you gave me. Not more than a block or so.”
Shayne got in the left-hand lane and cut across the Boulevard divider. There was a small, neon-lighted restaurant and cocktail lounge on the southeast corner of the intersection as he turned into the quiet, palm-lined street where most of the houses on both sides were older two-story mansions, now cut up into furnished rooms and housekeeping apartments.
Shayne drove westward from the Boulevard slowly, letting Rourke crane his head out the window and watch for street numbers. A single automobile was parked half-way up the block on the left-hand side. Shayne noted idly that it carried Miami Beach license plates as he approached, and then saw the flare of a match in the front seat as they passed, indicating that it was occupied.
He turned to see the briefly-illumed faces of two men in the parked car just as Rourke said, “It’s the next house, Mike. On the right.”
Instead of pulling into the curb, Shayne increased his speed slightly to the corner where he swung left. He went around the corner and parked, turning off his lights and motor.
“I told you, Mike,” said Rourke in an aggrieved voice. “It was back there…”
Shayne said, “I know it was, Tim.” His voice was chilling and cold. “Did you see the car parked across the street?”
“I didn’t notice it. I was watching for numbers…”
“It has a Beach license, Tim. Two men in the front seat. I got a quick look at their faces as we went past. Unless I’m crazy as hell, they’re two of Painter’s dicks. A couple named Harris and Geely. Those names mean anything to you?”
“Wait a minute, Mike. In Painter’s office this evening…”
Shayne nodded grimly. “The pair whom Petey is officially commending for slapping me around and pulling me in.”
“What are they doing here?”
“A stake-out, I suppose. On Felice Perrin. Maybe with specific orders to see that I don’t make contact with her. I’m not positive, Tim. I may be wrong. I’ll slide out and walk around the block back to the cocktail lounge on Biscayne. You drive on and circle back and pull up beside them parked there. You’re a reporter, and you’re looking for Miss Perrin to interview her. Make them show their hands. If they are Beach cops on a stake-out, they’ll admit it to a reporter. They’ve got no official standing on this side of the Bay. As soon as you find out if they are Geely and Harris, come on around to the lounge where I’ll be waiting.”
Shayne opened the door on his side and stepped out. Timothy Rourke groaned dismally as he slid under the wheel. “The things you talk me into, Mike…”
Shayne chuckled. “How often do they add up to headlines? You should complain.”
He crossed the street and walked swiftly southward to circle back to the Boulevard and north a block to the open restaurant.
He was standing at the end of the bar enjoying a slug of cognac when Rourke came in six or eight minutes later. The reporter nodded as he moved up beside him at the bar. Shayne told the bartender, “Bourbon and water,” and Rourke told him, “It’s those two, all right. Harris and Geely. I made them show me their identification before I could be persuaded not to call on Felice Perrin.”
Shayne said happily, “I’ve got it all worked out, Tim. Take your time with your drink. I’ll beat it. In exactly three minutes, go in that phone booth behind you and call Police Headquarters. Be excited and don’t identify yourself. Just say that a couple of drunks are having a hell of a fight down the street, and they better send a patrol car. Then hang up fast and come walking on down to the Perrin address. I’ll be waiting for you there.”
The bartender brought Rourke’s drink and Shayne laid a twenty-dollar bill on the bar. He said in a low voice, “I’ve got a date with a lady, Mister. Will that pay for a pint I can take with me. You know how it is,” he added with a conspiratorial wink. “Candy is dandy, but liquor is quicker… and you don’t have any candy for sale here anyhow.”
“We sure don’t.” The bartender winked back at him and palmed the bill. He turned away and returned in a moment with a pint of brandy in a small paper sack which he slid over the counter to Shayne.
As the detective slid it into his pocket, Rourke asked sadly, “What in hell are you going to do, Mike?”
“Make a couple of punk detectives named Geely and Harris wish to God they’d stayed out of my way this afternoon. Three minutes, Tim.”
Shayne strode out blithely, and Rourke checked his watch and sipped his drink, getting a dime ready to make the telephone call to the police.
Outside, Shayne hesitated when he saw that Rourke had parked his coupe directly in front of the bar headed south. He walked over to the right-hand door, opened it and got the reloaded automatic out of the glove compartment and put it in his hip pocket. He hoped he wouldn’t be forced to use it in taking care of the Beach detectives, but its weight was comforting at his hip. On this side of the Bay, Miami Beach cops had no more legal rights than any ordinary citizen, and Shayne’s pistol permit was just as good as theirs.
He went swiftly up the sidewalk toward the parked car with the two Beach detectives in the front seat. He tugged the brim of his hat low as he approached, stepped out into the street just behind the car and strode around to the right-hand side.
The big, paunchy man named Geely was on that side, half-turned in the seat toward his hatchet-faced companion so that his back partially rested against the closed door. Shayne turned the handle and jerked the door open before either of the men were quite aware of his presence.
Geely grunted and slid partly out, and Shayne’s left arm snaked in around his neck to help him, while he set himself solidly on the roadway and swung his right fist to the big, gum-chewing jaw before Geely could straighten up.
Shayne stepped back to let him slump to the ground, and then dived over him through the open door into Harris who was cursing loudly and trying to drag a gun from a shoulder holster, somewhat impeded by the steering wheel.
Shayne locked his big hands around Harris’ thin neck and dragged him out over the seat into the roadway. He hit him once on the sharp point of his chin and felt the body go limp. He dropped him into the street a couple of feet away from Geely’s recumbent figure and stared down at both of them for a moment before kicking the big man lightly in the side. He didn’t stir. They were both breathing heavily, out cold, and Shayne didn’t think either of them had recognized him or could describe him.
He got the pint of liquor out of his pocket and unscrewed the top, sprinkled the pungent stuff liberally over both men, and tossed the open bottle in on the front seat.
He turned, then, to look toward the lighted Boulevard, and saw Rourke’s tall, emaciated figure come out of the lounge and hurriedly start to angle across the street toward the opposite side. Shayne strolled across to intercept the reporter in front of the two-story house where Felice Perrin lived, and asked casually, “Get the police okay?”
“Sure. Said they’d have a patrol car here fast. Let’s get inside. What happened with you?”
“Why the two damned fools got all excited when they saw the bottle, and knocked each other out cold,” Shayne said good-humoredly. “They’ll have fun explaining that to the Miami cops. Got no business over here on a stake-out anyway.”
They went up onto a front porch and into a small hallway where a dim bulb burned high in the ceiling. A row of mailboxes along the wall had numbers and names on them. Shayne found one marked PERRIN 2-A.
The stairway on the right was dark, but there was a wall-switch at the bottom which lighted another dim bulb at the top, and they went up.
There were two front rooms, both dark behind their transoms, and there was no sound or light in the entire house to indicate that any of the occupants were awake.
2-A was on the right in front. Shayne knocked gently, and then more loudly. He waited twenty seconds before rapping hard with his knuckles, and he got out his key ring and studied the lock while he waited another brief time. A police siren sounded on Biscayne Boulevard from the south, and Rourke said nervously, “There’s the cops, Mike. If they find us here…”
“Why should they look for us here?” Shayne’s first key entered the lock, but wouldn’t turn it. The second one opened the lock with a protesting creak.
The wail of the siren keened down to a low moan and then to silence as the patrol car pulled opposite the house, its red light flashing eerily through an open window.
Shayne hesitated on the threshold with his hand on the switch beside the door. In the pulsing red glow from the window he saw the outline of a figure lying in the middle of the floor in front of him.
He said hoarsely to Rourke over his shoulder, “Stay right here and don’t turn on the light until I pull the shade.” He skirted around the figure, stumbling over an overturned chair and a cushion on the floor, lowered the shade and turned with his back to it, and said, “Switch on the light.”
A chandelier in the ceiling sprang into brightness. The girl lying in the middle of the floor between the two men wore a white cotton dress and her eyes were closed, and at first glance she appeared peacefully asleep. But her head was twisted at an awkward angle and there were angry bruises on her neck.



TWELVE


“Mother of God,” breathed Rourke from the doorway. “Is that the gal we’ve come visiting?” He closed the door firmly behind him.
“Didn’t you see Felice after the robbery?”
“Yeh. Just briefly before Peralta chased me out. I guess that’s her, all right. They always look different dead,” he added plaintively.
The single front room had been thoroughly torn to pieces, giving every indication that a hasty, but complete search of the premises had been made. Bureau drawers gaped open and clothing was strewn on the floor, the sofa-bed was denuded with cushions and bed-clothing on the floor. Two framed pictures had been taken from the wall and the cardboard backing on both of them ripped off.
“Someone looking for an emerald bracelet?” hazarded
Rourke.
“Maybe.” Shayne studied the picture frames speculatively, wondering if anyone would expect to find a bracelet concealed between the picture and cardboard backing. He moved forward and knelt down beside the dead girl, put his hand on her cold wrist and lifted the arm enough to determine that rigor had already begun to stiffen her flesh. “At least three hours ago,” he muttered, settling back on his haunches and tugging at his earlobe thoughtfully.
“Let’s get the hell out of here, Mike,” Rourke said nervously. “Suppose those cops across the street decide to pay her a visit and find us here?”
“Why should they? So far as I know the Miami cops don’t even know who she is.”
“But they may revive one of the Beach men and he’ll tell them about her… including the fact that I was cruising around the neighborhood looking for a chance to interview her.”
“Yeh. They might at that,” Shayne agreed happily. He swung to his feet and went to the window to draw the shade aside a crack and peer out. “But I don’t really think so. Looks like they’re pouring them both into the back of the patrol car.”
“But it won’t be long before they do,” protested Rourke.
“That’s why you’d better jump the gun by reporting the body first,” Shayne said, turning from the window. “It makes sense,” he insisted. “They shooed you off from visiting her, and you stopped in the corner bar for a drink. Then they got in this street fight and knocked each other out, and you seized the opportunity to come up anyway. Sure,” he said persuasively. “You grab that phone as soon as I get out of here, and call Gentry. That way you’ll be in on the whole story.”
“The cops will have to go to Peralta when they discover her connection with him.”
“Probably. That’s why I’ve got to get there first.” Shayne looked down sombrely at the girl’s lax body again. She was fully clothed except for her feet which were shoeless, and her nylon-clad legs were drawn up in tight vees against her thighs, indicating the agony of her death throes. From his position Shayne could see the sole of her stockinged left foot, and his eyes narrowed as he stared at it from across the room.
“Painter and Erskine will be sore as hell,” Rourke began, but Michael Shayne wasn’t listening to him. He was moving forward slowly, staring intently at the body, and Rourke watched in open-mouthed amazement as he dropped to his knees beside the corpse again, and began tugging the hem of her white dress up over her knees to expose bare white thighs.
“For Christ’s sake, Mike!” he exclaimed in revulsion. “You said she’d been dead for three hours.”
Shayne disregarded him, exposing the snaps of her garter-belt and clumsily unfastening them from the top of her left nylon.
Rourke continued to watch in angry perplexity while the detective stripped the stocking down off the cold flesh and free from her foot. Then he peeled a small square of yellow cardboard from the instep and stood up, looking down at it broodingly.
“What in hell is that, Mike?”
“It looks like the torn half of a claim check,” Shayne told him casually.
Rourke swallowed hard and his gaze darted about the room. “You think that’s what the murderer was looking for?”
“It’s a good guess.” Shayne dropped it in his side pocket and went back briskly to the window where he peered out again.
“Coast is clear,” he announced. “They’re going around the corner headed downtown.” He turned back, tugging Rourke’s own automatic out of his hip pocket, holding it carefully by the corrugated handgrip. He looked down at the gun bleakly for a long moment while Rourke watched him uneasily, and then dropped it on the floor.
“I’m going to make a trade with Will Gentry,” he announced, “but you don’t have to tell him, Tim. That’s your gun on the floor, by the way. Don’t touch it. I think it may very well have the murderer’s fingerprints on the barrel. Blurred, maybe, but they should be able to get enough for comparison with any prints they can pick up here.”
“Whose prints, Mike?”
Shayne shook his red head maddeningly. “I don’t think you should know. Just be sure that they get prints from it, and check them against what they find here.”
“But it’s my gun, Mike. How shall I tell Will it got here?”
Shayne paused a moment, tugging at his ear-lobe while he considered this.
“Tell it to him this way, Tim. That I used your car this evening, and after he and Erskine left my apartment, I told you to be careful handling your pistol because I thought the barrel of it might carry the fingerprints of the man who stole Peralta’s emerald bracelet. Then say you brought it with you when you came up to see Felice, and dropped it on the floor when you saw her lying there. That should cover up pretty well.”
“Yeh,” said Rourke unhappily. “For you, maybe. If the murderer’s prints are on it, I’m going to be ’way out on a limb.”
“Why, no, Tim.” Shayne smiled happily. “You’ll be the man of the hour. Reporter’s gun identifies murderer,” he declaimed loudly. He walked toward the reporter. “You got it straight, Tim. Call in as soon as I leave, but stall as much as you can when they get here to keep them off Peralta. There’ll be a certain amount of protocol involved anyway, with Painter insisting on handling the Beach end. It should give me plenty of time.”
“Time for what, Mike?”
“To wrap things up and maybe get my hands on the other half of this claim check.” Shayne stopped in front of Rourke who stood stubbornly in front of the closed door. His face was deeply trenched and his gray eyes were bleak. “And maybe find Lucy,” he added as though she were a casual afterthought.
Timothy Rourke wet his lips and dropped his eyes before the redhead’s hard gaze. He nodded unwillingly and stepped aside to let Shayne go out, and muttered, “Good hunting.”
Shayne went past him and hurried down the stairs. A little knot of interested onlookers had gathered across the street while the patrol car was there, but they were dispersed now and the last of the laggards were turning into the cocktail lounge for a nightcap and to discuss the queer affair of two drunkards getting out of a parked car to knock each other out cold in the street.
No one noticed Shayne slip out of the house and hurry back to the Boulevard and Rourke’s car with the key in the ignition where the reporter always left it. He got in and started the motor and drove south toward the Causeway to Miami Beach.
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The Jai Alai Club on South Miami Beach was, like Las Putas Buenas on the Miami riverfront, almost exclusively patronized by a Spanish-speaking clientele, but there the resemblance ended.
The Jai Alai Club was quiet, well-run, and orderly. There was a small bar, it is true, but it dispensed mostly cerveza. There were two well-patronized billiard tables in front, and ranged along the wall toward the back were a series of small tables where chess, checkers and card games were quietly enjoyed by players who could toy with a single glass of beer for an hour without being noticeable.
It was eleven-thirty when Michael Shayne walked into the Club. Both billiard tables were in use, and most of the tables toward the rear had occupants.
Shayne walked back past the bar slowly, noticing that most of the patrons were middle-aged and well-dressed, and that none of them did more than glance at him incuriously as he passed by.
A middle-aged and very fat Cuban sat with an alert young companion at the last table in the rear. They weren’t playing any game, nor did they have drinks in front of them. Shayne paused beside their table and said, “I am looking for Senor Alvarez.”
The fat man looked up at him genially, though his eyes were cobra-bright. “Your name, Senor?”
“Michael Shayne.” The rangy detective automatically removed his hat, showing the shock of red hair that was his trademark in the city.
The young man leaned forward and said something quickly and earnestly to the older man in Spanish. He nodded and said, “You are expected, Senor. The first door on the left.”
Shayne went to the first door on the left and opened it. A slender, dapper, brown-faced man sat alone at a table in the center of the small room. He had sensitive, intelligent features, and very even, white teeth which he showed in a pleasant smile when he recognized his visitor. “Mr. Shayne.” His voice was clipped and betrayed no trace of an accent. For many years before the advent of Castro he had been employed as Cuban correspondent and feature writer for one of the American wire services, but his laudatory accounts of the revolutionary policies had earned him disfavor and he had been recalled soon after Castro took over.
His resignation had followed, and he had established himself in Miami as the center of a conservative, pro-Castro group, which utilized every means in its power to combat the growing anti-Castro sentiment in the United States that was constantly being fomented by the right-wing press.
Shayne had met him twice in the company of Timothy Rourke, who had known him intimately for more than a decade, and he had formed a high opinion of his intelligence and his personal integrity. Now, Alvarez stood up to lean across the table and shake hands warmly, “How is our good friend, Timothy Rourke?”
“Tim’s fine.” Shayne sat down and began without preamble, “I need some straight information fast. Do you trust me enough to answer some pertinent questions without asking why?”
“I think I trust any friend of Tim Rourke’s,” Alvarez told him gravely.
“I know that you’re closely in touch with the Castro supporters here. What do you know about the activities of Julio Peralta?”
“Peralta is a question-mark, Mr. Shayne. I do not trust him.”
“He is working for Castro. Using his own money to buy arms to ship over for the movement.”
“Is he, Mr. Shayne?”
“Isn’t he?” Shayne asked in astonishment.
“I do not know. He is a man who has carried water on both shoulders.” Alvarez shrugged cynically. “He is involved in many intrigues.”
“Is he a Communist?” Shayne asked bluntly.
“Peralta?” The question seemed to honestly astonish the Cuban. He paused before saying flatly, “There are no Communists here among us, Mr. Shayne. Russia is a foreign power that has been friendly and has extended a helping hand. So much for that. She is an unfriendly power to the United States, and here, in your country, we would not conspire to receive aid from the Communists.”
“Would you refuse arms from Peralta if you could be convinced he were a Communist?”
“I think nothing would convince me of that, Mr. Shayne.”
“Let me put it this way.” Shayne looked at his watch and saw he didn’t have much time to waste before getting to Scotty’s Bar. “Do you know the location of Peralta’s house on Alton Road?”
“I know the house. I know there are many conferences held there between various factions. In my personal opinion, Julio Peralta has not changed his former allegiance.”
“You mean,” persisted Shayne, “you suspect he is still anti-revolutionary?”
“I have strong reason to think so.”
“I have strong reason to think otherwise.” Shayne hesitated a moment, marshalling his thoughts. “I have also strong reason to believe there is a large arms cache being accumulated by small boats from the Inland Waterway at the vacant estate next door to Peralta’s.”
“I have heard such rumors,” said Alvarez calmly.
“If they were being supplied by Communists… for the express purpose of being shipped over to Cuba for Castro’s use… you would object to that?”
“Most strenuously. We want no outside interference from any country. If your own government would only understand that fact, Mr. Shayne… if they would aid us to eliminate Communist influences… a strong Cuba could be built to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with America against subversion.”
Shayne said impatiently, “Speeches are fine, Alvarez. In fact, I happen to believe you. But I have a definite problem that has to be resolved in the next few minutes.” He paused again, seeking the right words.
“All hell is going to break loose before tomorrow morning with Peralta right in the middle of it. Don’t ask me how I know. I do. Local police, probably with the assistance of government agents, are going to move in on Peralta and confiscate whatever arms may be stored there waiting for shipment to Cuba.”
“That would be a great pity,” said Alvarez. “They are needed by my country to maintain the New Order.”
“You’ve got about an hour. Not more than that.” Shayne looked at his watch again. “Make it exactly twelve-thirty. Can you have a raiding party at the canal dock of the house next door to Peralta?”
Alvarez said, “It can be arranged.” He paused before adding, “It would be a great pity if we came into conflict with the police… a larger diplomatic error if government agents are involved.”
Shayne said, “I can’t promise anything. I think you’ll have at least a couple of hours head-start.”
“That should be sufficient.”
Shayne pushed back his chair and stood up. “Let’s synchronize our watches. I have thirteen minutes to twelve.”
The Cuban newspaperman glanced at his own watch. “We are within seconds.”
Shayne said, “I’ll make my move at twelve-thirty exactly. If you’re not there…”
“At twelve-thirty, Mr. Shayne.” Alvarez sat behind the table and watched the big redhead go out.
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Michael Shayne entered Scotty’s Bar on Fifth Street at exactly four minutes before midnight. It was a brightly lighted, resolutely cheerful sort of place, with lots of bright chrome and imitation red leather on the bar stools.
Shayne kept his hat-brim pulled low over his face as he went to the empty end of the bar near the door. There were eight persons seated at the bar, and two of the tables were occupied by couples. Behind Shayne, near the door, was a public telephone booth. He saw no other instrument behind the bar.
A tall, sad-looking bartender came up to him, and Shayne ordered cognac with water on the side. In the mirror he could see the reflected faces of his fellow drinkers. At the far end a drunken blonde of indeterminate age was giggling loudly with the two men on either side of her. Removed from the trio by one stool sat a solitary drinker nursing a half-filled highball glass in which the ice cubes were melted. He was in his late twenties, wearing a plaid sport jacket, and had an exaggerated crew-cut that gave his face a square, stern appearance. He pushed back the cuff of his jacket and frowned at his watch as Shayne looked him over. He was a distinct possibility, the detective thought.
Next to him sat an elderly bald man with the dregs of a mug of beer in front of him. He was slovenly dressed and had a faint stubble of gray beard on his face.
Removed from him by one empty stool was a very young couple leaning forward with their arms about each others’ shoulders and their cheeks pressed amorously together. Shayne felt like a Peeping Tom as he glanced at their entranced faces in the mirror, and he shifted his attention swiftly to the last occupant of the bar, sitting three stools away from him.
He was a young Cuban, with glistening black hair and pouting red lips. He had the sort of hairline black mustache that Shayne detested because it was so like Peter Painter’s, and his black, hooded eyes met Shayne’s in the mirror and held for a long moment with a look of arrogant challenge.
The bartender put Shayne’s drink in front of him, with a chaser beside it, and moved back past the Cuban who spoke to him sibilantly, “Que hora es?”
The bartender reached under his dirty, white apron and hauled out a thick, gold watch. “Right at twelve o’clock.” He yawned widely and went on down the bar to refill the beer mug in front of the bald-headed man.
Shayne took a sip of cognac and let his gaze drift down to his own watch. The two hands were straight up and almost directly together. Out of the corner of his eye, he noted the Cuban toss off the last of his drink nervously and put a cigarette between his lips. He turned slowly on his stool as he struck a match, and Shayne thought he was looking toward the telephone booth.
At that moment it rang loudly.
The match jerked slightly in the brown-skinned hand, and missed the tip of his cigarette. Then it steadied and he drew in fire as the phone rang a second time. Shayne looked alertly on down the row of faces reflected in the mirror.
No one had changed position. No one appeared even remotely interested in the ringing of the telephone except the bartender who scowled and then circled around the end of the bar to trudge toward it.
Shayne kept his back turned and continued to watch the faces in the mirror. The telephone rang six times before it stopped and the bartender’s voice was loud in the almost silent room, “Scotty’s Bar.”
There was silence, and Shayne could discern only mild interest on any of the faces, the normal interest with which people pause to overhear a telephone conversation in such circumstances.
The bartender said, “What’s that again? Hello?” and then there was a loud click as he hung up.
He came back around the end of the bar still scowling, and made drinks for the trio at the end of the bar.
The Cuban completed a half circle on the stool, slid off it and went swiftly to the Men’s Room in the rear.
Shayne finished his drink and got a bill from his wallet. The bartender saw him and came to pick it up, and Shayne asked casually, “Wrong number?”
“I guess maybe. Some damn fool dame said her name was somethin’ or other an’ then hung up. You get all kinds in a place like this.” He rang the cash register and put change in front of the detective.
Shayne said, “I guess you do.” He wasted one more speculative look down the length of the mirror, and then slid off the stool and went out of the bar with long strides.
A sense of driving urgency coursed through his big, rangy body as he broke into a trot outside, reached the parked coupe swiftly and slid under the wheel. He pulled away fast toward Collins, and then northward.
Scotty’s Bar had been the last stop where he could hope to pick up any further information or verification of his several hunches. From now on, he was committed. If he had guessed wrong…!
Well, damn it! you had to guess sometimes in this business, he told himself savagely. You couldn’t just sit back and play it safe and wait it out.
Not if you were Mike Shayne, you couldn’t. Not if the stakes were big and you had used up your last lead.
He kept his big foot hard on the gas as he raced up the nearly deserted street. He had cut the time mighty damn thin for what was left to be done. By this time Will Gentry would be in telephone conference with Chief Painter about the Felice Perrin murder, and they would be arguing about procedure.
For once Shayne was glad Painter was such a stubborn bastard. He would require a lot of convincing before he took any action. At least, Shayne fervently hoped he would.
He turned a corner on protesting tires, and braked as he approached the Peralta residence. He slowed in front of the stone gateposts enough to note that dim light still showed through the ground and third-floor windows, but did not turn into the driveway. Instead, he cut his lights and pulled past, and off the pavement in front of the locked front gates next door.
The night was very still as he strode back to the Peralta driveway. There were no cars parked in front of the house this time, nor was there any welcoming front light on.
Shayne mounted the porch and put his finger hard on the electric button and held it there.
He didn’t release the button until the door opened a cautious crack and Nathaniel Freed peered out at him. He blinked disapprovingly and said, “Mr. Shayne. It’s very late and…”
Shayne said angrily, “It’s not too late for some talk, Freed,” pushed the door back and shoved by the secretary into the wide hallway. “Peralta in?”
“No. Mr. Peralta is… out. You are not welcome here, Shayne, and I don’t propose…”
“Where’s Marsha?” Shayne cut him off curtly.
“She… went up to her room a few minutes ago. I warn you, Mr. Shayne…”
“Did she make a telephone call before going up?”
“I really don’t know,” said Freed, sulkily. “I have been in the study for the last half hour. Really, Mr. Shayne…”
The detective swung away from the agitated man and went to the foot of the stairway. He lifted his voice so it vibrated through the three-story house, “Marsha! Marsha!”
“I shall call the police, Mr. Shayne,” said Freed in a nervous voice behind him. “I really cannot countenance…”
Shayne turned fiercely and held up a big hand to shut him up as Marsha’s voice responded faintly and fearfully from above them:
“Who is it?”
“Mike Shayne,” he bellowed back at the unseen governess. “Come down here as fast as you can.”
He whirled about again, and told Freed, “Keep your mouth shut. You can call the cops after I get through here… if you really want to,” he ended wolfishly.
He turned to look up at Marsha Elitzen hurrying down the stairs, a frightened look on her face. He said soothingly, “It’s all right, Marsha, except I’m in a hell of a hurry. Did you make that phone call?”
“Yes. I said it and hung up.”
“What phone did you use?”
“In the library.” She pressed her trembling body close against Shayne and pointed. “There is no upstairs extension I could use except in Laura’s sitting room.”
“And Freed was in the study when you called?” Shayne put his left arm about her shrinking body and held her comfortingly close to him while he looked down into her eyes. “With an extension telephone in there?” he ended grimly.
“Yes… there is an extension…” Marsha caught in her breath and her eyes rounded as they looked up into Shayne’s.
“I’ve had enough of this nonsense,” said Nathaniel Freed in a thin voice behind them. “For the last time, Mr. Shayne, I demand…”
Shayne smiled down at the governess and put her away from him gently. He turned on Freed and said in a curiously calm voice, “You stinking little hunk of pseudo-masculinity. Where is that clipping about Marsha?”
“What do you mean?” Freed shrank away from him. “I don’t understand…”
“You understand well enough,” growled Shayne. He took one step forward and struck the fat-butted secretary with a sweeping back-handed slap that sent him reeling across the hallway and crashing into the wall. “So you craved her fair, white, young body?” raged Shayne. He stood over Freed, glaring down at him implacably. “Where’d you get hold of the clipping from the New York Mirror?”
Freed cowered on the floor beneath him and began to sob. “When I checked her references. I knew there was something. And I checked back and I finally remembered. I didn’t mean to…”
Shayne swung away from him on his heel. He told Marsha, “You needn’t worry about the clipping. Everything is coming apart at the seams anyhow. The bracelet isn’t important any more. He didn’t steal it. He just seized the opportunity the theft presented.”
“When I made the telephone call…?” faltered Marsha.
“It was just the number of a bar he selected at random. All he had to do was pick up the extension a few seconds after midnight and hear you say ‘yes.’” Shayne looked at his watch. It was eighteen minutes past the hour. “Is Laura upstairs?”
“Yes. She’s… I’m afraid she’s not in very good condition to receive company.”
“She’ll receive me,” said Shayne grimly. He took a firm grip on Marsha’s elbow and started up the stairs with her, leaving Freed groveling in the hallway behind them. “Show me her room.”
Marsha climbed the stairs beside him, her cheeks flaming with embarrassment. “When I think about him writing that note…”
“Forget it,” Shayne advised her. “The twins are going to be needing you after tonight more than ever.”
They reached the second-floor landing and Marsha turned to the left and stopped in front of a closed door. “This is her sitting room. I’m afraid you’ll find her…”
“Passed out?” said Shayne cheerfully. “I hope not.” He pushed Marsha aside and knocked peremptorily on the door, and then opened it without waiting for a response.
It was a very feminine room, with two lighted boudoir lamps on either side of it. It was empty as Shayne strode in, but a door on the left was open into a dark room which he guessed was Laura’s bedchamber, and an alcohol-thickened voice came through it faintly, “Julio?”
Shayne walked to the threshold and felt inside the door for a wall switch. He didn’t find one, but as he groped, a pink-shaded bedlamp came on in the room, and he saw a bare, rounded arm and the lace of a black nightgown, and Laura Peralta’s face on a white pillow with her eyes burningly fixed on his.
She didn’t move as her eyes focused on his face and he knew she recognized him. The tip of her tongue came out to wet her lips, and she said wonderingly, “Mike Shayne. I thought you were… never coming to me.” She closed both her eyes and freed her other bare arm from beneath the cover and lifted them both toward him embracingly.
“You mean… you thought I was… dead,” said Shayne brutally. He walked into the room and stopped beside the bed and looked down at her outstretched arms and her closed eyes dispassionately. “You’re not that drunk, Laura. Cut it out.” His voice was savagely incisive.
Her eyes opened slowly and her bare arms dropped back to her sides. Two tears ran slowly down her cheeks. Her full lips opened and she pleaded in a blurred voice, “Kiss me, Mike.”
He said angrily, “I kissed you once before tonight. Tell me, Laura. Who told you to send me to Las Putas Buenas?”
She closed her eyes sadly before his intent gaze. “Mr. Tatum.”
“Who in hell is Mr. Tatum?” demanded Shayne fiercely.
She kept her eyes closed and moved her head slowly from side to side on the pillow. “Don’t you know Mr. Tatum, Mike? He’s Julio’s… friend. His… I don’t know, Michael. He frightens me. He came here tonight after you left.” Her voice rolled on like that of a mechanical doll that had been wound up and could not stop. Listless and devoid of emotion. As though she were in a mild state of hypnotism and knew not what she said.
“They had a terrible scene, he and Julio. And he came to my car as I was driving away… when I knew you would meet me at the Green Jungle, Mike. He frightened me. He said Julio had lost his senses and you must be… ‘taken care of.’ He said you would take me to a place called Las Putas Buenas if I told you the story about an anonymous letter. And so I did.” Her voice became low and dreamy and Shayne had to lower his ear close to her lips to make out the words. “But you went there alone, Mike. And I… got frightened and… came home. Now… kiss me again.” The final words were throaty and very low, and she turned her head slowly so her lips touched his and held hotly against them.
He didn’t think Laura Peralta was quite as drunk as she pretended to be. He straightened up and walked out of the bedroom, and didn’t look back as he strode through the sitting-room to the hallway where Marsha waited for him.
The front doorbell was ringing downstairs as he closed the door firmly behind him and Marsha seized his arm. He turned her toward the stairway and looked at his watch. It was just seven minutes since he had checked the time last. Five minutes until twelve-thirty. They started down the stairs and heard Nathaniel Freed’s voice saying petulantly at the front door, “Yes, I do remember you, but I don’t care whether you’re a reporter or not. Mr. Peralta is not at home, and it is far too late at night…”
“Tim!” shouted Shayne, going down the stairs two at a time and leaving Marsha behind him. “It isn’t too late at all. Just in time as a matter of fact.”
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He ran through the hall and shoved Freed aside at the front door, pushing Timothy Rourke out onto the porch in front of him. His own car was parked there, but he led the reporter past it and down the driveway, saying urgently, “We’ve only got a few minutes, Tim. Talk while we’re moving.”
“That’s what I came out to tell you. There isn’t any rush. Painter refused to move until tomorrow morning.”
“Good for Painter.” Still holding Rourke’s arm tightly, Shayne pulled him impatiently down the street past the reporter’s own coupe parked in front of the iron gates.
“Will had quite an argument with him,” panted Rourke as he was rushed along, “but Painter absolutely refused to do anything until he could get hold of Erskine and give the State Department a chance to step in first if they want. Neither Will nor Painter knows you’re on the personal rampage, Mike. Though I think Will suspects it all right.”
They rounded the corner of the stone wall toward the service entrance, and Shayne looked at his watch. It was one minute until twelve-thirty. From the rear of the estate came the muffled sound of a gasoline-powered launch approaching on the canal.
“I don’t know what you’re up to, Mike,” Rourke said desperately as they stopped in front of the locked wooden gates under the archway, “but I wish to God you’d hold off.”
Shayne said, “It’s too late for that.” He let go of Rourke’s arm and said calmly, “I’m going over the gate and I’ll try to unlock it from the inside to let you in. Go back to your car and get out of here if you want,” he continued roughly, “but you’ll pass up a headline story if you do.”
He reached up with both hands and got a firm grip on the top of the gate, swung his body up and scrambled over, dropping to the ground on the inside.
He fumbled with the lock in the darkness, found a knurled knob which released the catch, and shoved the door outward just as the sounds of a melee came from the boathouse at the rear.
Rourke moved in, muttering hoarsely, “What the hell?” and lights came on in the rear and suddenly they were bathed in the beams of a bright searchlight mounted on the big house in front of them.
Shayne darted forward toward the dark hulk of the house with Rourke following a few paces behind. There were shouts from the rear and the loud sound of splintering wood, and they were suddenly at the kitchen door which opened when Shayne turned the knob.
The floodlight from outside gave enough light through the windows for Shayne to cross the floor and locate a switch on the opposite wall. He pushed it and ran through a butler’s pantry into a wide hallway beyond where he found another light switch that showed a curving stairway leading to the second floor.
Shayne pounded up the stairway with Rourke panting at his heels. From outside and to the rear there came the sound of a single pistol shot, no louder than the popping of a champagne cork inside the thick walls of the house.
At the top of the stairs, Shayne hesitated a moment, facing three closed doors on the side toward the Peralta house.
He tried the center door first and it was securely locked.
He drew back two steps and lunged forward, lowering his left shoulder and hitting the door like a battering ram. It crashed inward and Shayne went to his hands and knees on a thickly carpeted floor, dazed by the force of the impact.
A bright light came on over his head, and from the doorway behind him he vaguely heard a loud exclamation of astonishment from Rourke.
Then the reporter hurried past him and Shayne slowly pushed himself up and saw the big double bed in front of the windows with Rourke leaning over the figure of Lucy Hamilton securely bound and gagged on top of the bedspread.
Shayne swayed a little and shook his red head to clear it, and then stumbled forward to the side of the bed as Rourke released the gag.
There were tears in Lucy’s eyes as she stared up at him imploringly, and she cried out softly, “I thought you’d never come, Michael. It seemed like years and years…”
Shayne dropped to his knees beside the bed and put a big hand comfortingly on her face. Rourke had his pocket-knife out and was cutting through the strips of torn sheet which bound her wrists and her ankles tightly together behind her back.
Shayne said hoarsely, “It’s all right, Lucy. Just relax. Can you tell me who did it?”
A convulsive shudder traversed her body as her arms came free and she was able to straighten her cramped legs. In a blurred voice, she whispered, “I never saw him before, Michael. He came to the office with a gun. Thick glasses and a dark suit. He didn’t hurt me, Michael. Just brought me here and there was another man waiting inside the gate…”
Shayne pressed his fingertips against her bruised lips. Rourke had her ankles loosened and was gently kneading the muscles in her lower legs to restore circulation.
Shayne stood up and told Rourke, “Take care of her, Tim. As soon as she can walk, take her out the side way and put her in your car parked in front. Then come on back to the boathouse if you want to pick up the pieces.” Rourke straightened up and yelled, “Wait a minute, Mike!” but Shayne was already out of the bedroom and on his way down the stairs.
The floodlight still bathed the side of the house and the backyard with bright light as the detective ran out the kitchen door, and brilliant lights were shining from the upper and lower windows of the two-story boathouse at the rear. But there were no more sounds indicative of a struggle. He had heard the one shot and that was all.
He ran back along a concrete walk to a door leading into the boathouse, and jerked it open. The first person he saw was Alvarez standing in the middle of the floor with a pistol in his hand. The Cuban whirled and leveled the gun as Shayne came through the door, then lowered it and smiled pleasantly. Beyond him were twin slips opening out into the canal, and a power cruiser bobbed gently in each slip. At least one half of the interior of the boathouse was piled almost to the ceiling with stout wooden crates of various sizes and shapes, and half a dozen men were busily engaged in loading the crates into the two launches. There were two men on the other side of the boathouse against the wall, one seated on the floor and the other lying beside him.
The seated man was Mr. Erskine. His glasses were missing and his hands were handcuffed in front of him. He sat bolt upright, facing Alvarez’s pistol, and he glared malevolently at Michael Shayne, but did not speak.
Sprawled on his back on the floor beside him was Julio Peralta. There was an ugly wound on his forehead and blood streamed down his face, and he was breathing stertorously.
On Shayne’s left a stairway with a wooden railing led up to the caretaker’s living quarters on the second floor. The caretaker, himself, lay crumpled at the foot of the stairs. His sawed-off shotgun was on the floor a foot beyond his body, and there was a neat round bullet-hole drilled in the center of his forehead.
Shayne drew in a deep breath as he completed his survey of the place and lifted his gaze from Brad’s corpse to meet Alvarez’s eyes which were fixed steadily on him.
“It was unfortunate,” said the Cuban, “that he attempted to use his weapon. I was forced to shoot quickly.”
Shayne said, “I don’t think it’s too important. Unless I’m all wrong, he strangled a woman this evening.”
“So?” Alvarez turned his head to glance at the men working behind him. He spoke swiftly in Spanish, and they grunted, “Si, si,” and began moving faster. He turned back to Shayne and said questioningly, “If we are given time to load these two launches? There is a larger boat anchored in the bay which can be well out to sea before daylight with most of these arms… which were destined to bring death to my countrymen, Mr. Shayne.”
Shayne said, “I think you’ll have time. If the neighbors took that pistol shot for a back-fire…” He shrugged. “What about Peralta?”
“He will live,” said Alvarez grimly, “to be given a fair trial by his own people.”
“And Erskine?”
“Who, Mr. Shayne?”
The detective nodded toward the handcuffed man.
“You mean Mr. Albert Tatum. Him we will have to leave to the good graces of your own government, Mr. Shayne. He is an American citizen with a price on his head if he ever returns to Cuba voluntarily, but I will not be a party to his illegal seizure.”
Shayne studied the seated man with interest. “A price on his head? For what?”
“For crimes against my country extending back over a period of twenty years. He and Peralta have been business partners that long, and they plundered and pillaged under the Batista regime. Since the revolution, they have been plotting to overthrow it.”
“Have you any proof he isn’t a Communist?”
“That one?” Alvarez snorted his contempt.
Shayne said, “All right,” mildly. “At the very least, I think I can promise you he’ll get a long jail term for kidnaping.”
He turned aside and looked down speculatively at Brad. “Do you mind if I check something on this guy?”
Alvarez said, “I have no interest in carrion.”
Shayne squatted down beside the dead caretaker and found a wallet in his right-hand hip pocket. There were bills in the money compartment which he didn’t count and left undisturbed, but he emptied the card compartment in the center and sorted through old business cards, scrawled notations and telephone numbers, and receipted bills with interest.
He found two items that repaid his search. One was the torn half of a yellow claim check which he recognized instantly. He knew it matched the other half in his pocket without putting the two halves together.
The second was a receipted bill from a Miami jewelry shop in the sum of $630.42, which was marked “Paid” three days previously. The charge was for, “Reproduction bracelet.”
Shayne carefully placed both items in his own wallet, returned the rest of the stuff to Brad’s and replaced it in the dead man’s pocket.
As he completed doing so, he heard footsteps outside the door, and got to his feet to see Timothy Rourke and Lucy Hamilton appear in the doorway.
He expostulated to Rourke, “I told you to take Lucy out to your car…”
“Michael!” Lucy stood inside the door staring at the handcuffed man seated on the floor. “That’s the man. He brought me here in his car…”
“Erskine?” Standing beside her, Timothy Rourke said wonderingly, “He’s from Washington, Lucy. The State Department.”
“He’s as much from the State Department as you are,” Shayne said angrily. “My God, Tim, don’t tell me you’re as naive as Peter Painter. He and Peralta were in cahoots all the way along.”
Rourke shook his head from side to side. “I don’t get it. Why would he tell that long, involved story about Communism and all that? Mike, I’m afraid you’re making a hell of a mistake.”
Shayne grinned at him sardonically. “You heard Lucy, didn’t you? Alvarez can fill you in on the rest of it. Don’t you see how it was, Tim? He and Peralta had this operation going, and they needed a little more time without police interference. The theft of the bracelet was a monkey-wrench, and when Painter insisted officiously on pushing the investigation despite Peralta’s protests, Albert Tatum went to Painter with his State Department-Communist story which Petey swallowed hook-line-and-sinker. After all, the one thing no red-blooded, patriotic American can do today is to question the State Department. Oh, hell,” Shayne ended in disgust. “Of course Painter didn’t question the man’s credentials. Will Gentry might have been a little harder to convince, if he’d been approached directly, but you know yourself that Tatum came to Will with Painter’s seal of approval. So Will accepted him at face value.
“They had everything all set until yesterday when Peralta upset the apple-cart by calling me in,” Shayne went on swiftly. “It was a personal thing with him, reflecting on his wife, which he didn’t want to divulge even to Tatum.
“As I say,” Shayne ended up with an angry wave of his hand. “Ask Alvarez who ‘Erskine’ actually is. While he fills you in, I’m going to take a quick look-see upstairs where the caretaker lived.”
He swung on his heel and climbed the stairs to the small, compact, bedroom-sitting-room apartment above the boat-house. It took him less than five minutes to find the emerald bracelet. Brad had been so sure that Tatum and Peralta would forestall any search by the police that Shayne found it thrust carelessly underneath some clean shirts in a top right-hand drawer in a chest in the bedroom.
He held it up for a moment and admired the light reflected by the emerald-green facets, and then dropped it into his pocket and hurried back downstairs.
Timothy Rourke was deep in conversation with Alvarez, and the loading of the crates of munitions into the two power cruisers was continuing methodically. Lucy Hamilton, looking wilted and forlorn, stood drooping by the doorway.
Shayne went to her and put his arm about her waist tightly, and announced in a loud voice, “Lucy and I are getting out of here, Tim. The headlines are all yours.”
“Wait a minute, Mike.” Rourke turned on him with a worried scowl. “What about the emerald bracelet that started the whole thing to cooking?”
With a look at the still-unconscious Julio Peralta, Shayne said blandly, “I never did take a retainer on that case, Tim. I think I’ll just drop the whole thing and forget about it. Let’s go, Lucy. My God, I just remembered I haven’t had any dinner.”
“Neither have I, Michael.” She pressed her head against his shoulder and allowed him to half-carry her out the door. “Do we have to go any place? I’ve got some hamburger at home.”
“And some cognac?” he demanded teasingly.
“You know there’s always cognac, Michael.”
“Come on then.” He led her out the side gate with his arm tightly around her, and toward the street. “We’ll take my car,” he decided. “I don’t believe Mr. Geely or Mr. Harris will get in our way tonight.”
“Who are they?”
“A couple of drunks,” he told her cheerfully.



SIXTEEN


It was comfortably and cozily homelike in Lucy Hamilton’s apartment. Sprawled on the sofa in a completely relaxed posture with his jacket off and sport shirt open at the throat, Michael Shayne allowed himself to think (as he had often done on other evenings like this) what a thoroughly comfortable person Lucy was to be with.
Close at hand on the low coffee table in front of him was a four-ounce stemmed wine-glass half full of cognac, with a tall glass of ice-water beside it, and within easy reach was an uncorked bottle of Monnet. A rich, garlicky odor drifted tantalizingly from the kitchen into his nostrils, and there were the small domestic sounds of Lucy preparing her special “poor-girl steaks” to which she had first introduced him in New Orleans many years ago.
“Like an old shoe,” he told himself complacently. That’s the way Lucy was comfortable. Then she came out of the kitchen wearing her absurd, frilly, little apron and with her face rosily flushed from the heat of the stove.
She carried a highball glass in her hand and said, “I’ll let the sauce simmer another five minutes while I finish this drink.”
He studied her appreciatively and said, “You don’t look old-shoeish.”
“What?” She sat down hard at the other end of the sofa and stared at him with narrowed eyes.
“Well, you don’t.” He grinned sheepishly and lifted his own drink in a salute. “In fact, you’re pretty damned beautiful.” He spoke angrily, as though defending her.
“What are you talking about, Michael Shayne?”
“You,” He sipped his drink and dropped his gaze from her challenging eyes. “And you can cook, too,” he added lamely.
“Michael.” She deliberately made three syllables out of his name. “Tell me what you’ve been sitting there thinking while my back was turned.”
“You know what?” He sat up enthusiastically and put his glass down. “I know just what you need to make you into a real glamour-puss.”
“I don’t know that I care to be a glamour-puss.” She lifted her firm chin and glared at him. “On the other hand, I don’t particularly appreciate…”
“I know, I know,” he interrupted placatingly. “It just slipped out while I was sitting here feeling so comfortable.” He got to his feet and crossed the room to his jacket neatly hung over the back of a chair, and fumbled in a side pocket. “Close your eyes,” he directed her, and turned about slowly with the emerald bracelet concealed in the palm of his hand.
Lucy hesitated a moment, trying to remain angry, and then obediently closed her eyes like a little girl. Shayne crossed to the sofa and knelt beside her, took her wrist and laid it flat on the arm of the sofa, and carefully draped the bracelet across it. Then he said softly, “Open your eyes, Angel.”
Lucy opened her eyes wide, and a rapturous, “Oh!” came from her lips as she looked at the flexible golden bracelet with six large, square-cut, green stones brilliantly reflecting light from the table lamp beside her.
“Michael.” She touched it gently with her fingertips, lifting her arm so that it hung about her wrist. “You lied to Tim out there. You did find it. It’s… heavenly.”
“Let’s see if it fits.” He bent over her arm to fasten the catch.
“You shouldn’t, Michael. It frightens me. A hundred and ten thousand dollars,” she said in an awed voice.
“Just what you need to set off that apron. It’s a trifle loose on you, but that can be fixed, I guess.” He stood back, smiling down at her admiringly.
“Michael! I shouldn’t even try it on. It frightens me just to think…”
“Keep it,” he said casually. “The thief is dead, and, if Peralta goes off on that boat to Cuba tonight, I don’t think he’ll be in a position to do any complaining.”
“That’s terrible, Michael,” she said severely. “You’ve got to return it to Mrs. Peralta. You can’t even think…” Her door buzzer rang three times loudly from downstairs. Shayne said, “That’ll be Tim hoping to soak up a nightcap. Keep it on your wrist, Angel,” he urged her as he crossed to press the release button. “Let’s see anybody compare you to an old shoe with that on.”
“But you’re the only one,” she began, and then subsided, holding her arm up and turning it slowly, admiring the green fire lurking in the depths of the stones.
Shayne opened her door and stood aside to let Timothy Rourke in. The reporter shambled past him, saying, “Couple of questions I want to ask, Mike. Hi, Lucy. If you’ve got a drink…”
He stopped in mid-stride with his mouth open. “Mother of God! Where’d you get that?”
“Just a paltry little old emerald bracelet I picked up for her,” Shayne said casually. “Sets off the apron rather nicely, don’t you think?”
“Where’d you get it, Mike?”
“Upstairs over the boathouse in the caretaker’s bedroom.”
“So he was the one who stole it! Wait a minute, Mike. That torn half of a claim check you found on Felice’s body. I figured she had been in on the theft and they had stashed the bracelet away in some checkroom and each of them kept half the check. So, why did Brad kill her and tear up her room looking for her half of the check, if he had the bracelet all the time?”
“Did Brad kill her, Tim?”
The reporter shook his head slowly, getting his thoughts back into focus. “Whose fingerprints were on the barrel of my gun?” he demanded.
“Brad’s.”
“I thought so,” exploded Rourke. “In fact, before I came up here, I phoned Will Gentry and told him to check the dead caretaker’s prints with those on my gun and the ones they found all over Felice’s apartment.”
“You hadn’t told me that before,” Shayne reminded him.
“I know. Things have been happening too damned fast.” Rourke looked imploringly at Lucy who was still admiring the bracelet on her wrist. “For the love of God, Lucy, darling, are you going to get me that drink?”
She said, “Sorry, Tim. I was practicing being a glamour-puss.” She stood up regally, holding her braceleted arm stiffly in front of her. “Bourbon and branch water, Mr. Rourke?”
Rourke stared after her as she swept out into the kitchen. “What makes with the bracelet, Mike?”
Shayne shook his head sadly. “I just gave it to her.”
“A hundred grand worth of emeralds?” gasped Rourke.
Lucy came back carrying Rourke’s drink. Shayne went to her as she handed it to the reporter, and put his arm tightly about her slim waist. He asked, “Do you really like it, Angel?”
She looked down at the glittering bracelet on her wrist. In a curiously small and forlorn voice, she told him, “I’d like it a lot better, if you’d buy me a kind of imitation that we could afford instead of stealing one for me.”
Shayne asked quietly, “How’d something be at about six or seven hundred dollars?”
“It would be wonderful, but…”
Shayne carefully placed the first two fingers of his left hand underneath her chin and turned her mouth up to his. He kissed her on the lips and then told her cheerfully, “We can easily afford that bauble on your wrist, Angel. Don’t you think that garlic sauce is about ready to serve?”
She drew away from him, looking up into his face with rounded, imploring eyes. “I don’t have enough for Tim. too.”
“Timothy Rourke,” said Shayne, firmly, “is leaving. As of this moment.” He released Lucy and gave her a little shove toward the kitchen. Then he put his arm about Rourke’s thin shoulders and moved him toward the door. “Aren’t you, Tim?”
“Wait a minute. About that bracelet…”
“Call me in the morning, Tim, you and Will Gentry. After I’ve had time to work on that torn claim check. That’s where the real bracelet is. When we get it, we’ll all go to call on Ham Barker and see what sort of deal we can work out. In the meantime…” Shayne opened the door of Lucy’s apartment and ushered the reporter out happily, “… if you want a hamburger, go order one at the nearest Greasy Spoon.”
He closed the door firmly on the departing reporter.
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