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  Peter Cheyney and The Murder Room


   This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.


  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and
  the emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.


  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated
  frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some
  of which have been out of print for decades.


  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally
  ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. 
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    Operation 42-7-3-36.

  


  Special Agent Lemuel H. Caution will proceed to New York for the purpose of effecting under-cover contact with Federal Special Agent Myras Duncan, Chicago G Division, from
  whom further instructions will be obtained.


  Special Agent Caution will assume the identity of Perry Charles Rice, travelling bond salesman: home town Mason City, Iowa. Contact with Myras Duncan to be made casually at Moksies
  Cafe, Waterfront, New York.


  Duncan will have assumed identity of Harvest V. Mellander, rich middle western manufacturer seeking good time in New York. He may be identified by top joint of little finger missing from
  right hand. Special Agent Caution will prove identity by razor cut scar running from lower wrist across left palm.


  Necessary funds available local G office. Take immediate action.


  Read, learn, destroy.


  


  Chapter One


  RUB OUT FOR ONE


  WAS I pleased or was I? Im tellin you that kickin around Alliance Nebraska never pleased me any; more especially when I say that
  I have been rusticatin in this dump so that I am already beginnin to think I am growing hay in my hair. But I reckon that the ways of the main G office is
  nobodys business, an I have also got an idea at the back of my head that they have kept me kickin around this spot all this time so that the bezuzus I started over the Miranda
  van Zelden case could die down.


  It looks to me like they have got something pretty good boilin up for me because I reckon if they are pulling Myras Duncan down from Chicago and plantin him to contact me in New
  York, the job is not goin to be one for sissies, because Im tellin you that this Duncan is a tough ace G man, and that guy has got more medals for cleaning up
  mobs than you ever heard tell.


  I reckon a train is a great spot for thinkin things out. All the while I have been in this train I have been sittin back letting my mind play around. There is a lot of guys think
  that being a G man is a mugs business and thats as maybe; but Im tellin you that if you are a guy like me who likes to see things happen sometimes
  an who falls for contrast, its a great business, that is if they dont get you first, an all the time I am wonderin just what the lay-out is going to be on this
  job an just what is going to happen to Lemmy Caution before I hand my ticket in and sign off the charge account.


  It is eight oclock when I arrive. I check out of the depot and get along to some hotel near West 23rd Street where they dont know me, and I register myself as Perry C. Rice,
  an I do a little talking in the reception that would show anybody that I was an egg and butter man who thought New York was a nice place for strangers only a bit big.


  After this I give myself a bath an I dig myself out a tuxedo, the sorta cut that a guy like this fellow Rice would wear. After which I get around the town a bit, absorb a little bourbon,
  an about ten oclock at night I jump myself a taxicab and I scram down to Moksies on Waterfront.


  This Moksies is the usual sorta dump. Its a place I dont know because I aint acquainted with New York any too good, my not havin operated around there very
  much, which looks to me like the reason I have been picked for this job. But it is the usual sorta waterfront dive where you can win yourself any amount of bad hooch an anything else
  youre looking for including a split skull an a free dive in the East River with a flat-iron around your neck.


  When I go down the steps a lotta tough guys give me the once over, but they dont look very surprised so I imagine they have seen guys in tuxedos before. In one corner is a bar an
  behind this bar is a big guyI hear em call him Moksiean I tell him that I am drinking rye straight an that he looks as if he would like one too. I am right about
  this. I then start givin him a lotta dope about good times in Mason City where they make bricks an beet sugar, an by the time that I am finished talking these guys have got a
  definite idea in their heads that I am such a hick that ferns will start growing outa my ears any moment.


  I stick around this dump for about twenty minutes and then some guy comes down. He is middle-sized guy an he is round and plump an smilin. He is wearing a good grey suit
  an he has got a big pin in his scarf. His right hand is stuck in the armhole of his waistcoat an I see that the top joint is missing from the little finger, so I do some mathematics
  an conclude that this is Myras Duncan, my contact, otherwise Harvest V. Mellander.


  Hes got a coupla dames with him an it looks to me like he is making a play that they have been showin him around the town. They go over to a table an they sit down
  an presently some thin feller comes in an takes the two janes away.


  I just dont do anything at all. I just stick around.


  Pretty soon this Harvest V. Mellander comes prancing up to the bar, an believe me he is puttin on a very good act that he is good an high. He buys himself a four-finger shot
  of bourbon an whilst he is drinkin it he looks at me an sorta grins.


  Listen, kid, he says, I wouldnt try anything on with you, but aint your name Rice an aint you from Mason City?


  I look at him an I tell him yes, an say how would he know a thing like that. He tells me that he knows it because he once had a car smash on Main, an dont I remember
  taking him in for the night.


  I then do a big recognition act an we start buying drinks for all an sundry, and in about an hours time we have got this place jazzed up good, an plenty so that
  nobody takes any notice when this guy Myras and myself scram off to some table at the end of the room with a bottle of bourbon an start tellin stories about the old days.


  I turn my hand over so that he can see the razor cut which I got off some mobster four years before. He pours me out a drink.


  O.K. buddy, he says. Now get a load of this. You an I are chasing daydreams because believe me the job were on is so slim that nobody knows anythin
  about it including me. I suppose you dont know nothin.


  Youre dead right, I tell him with a big hiccough. I dont know a thing, Harvest. Whats it all about? Is somebody goin to shoot the President or
  what?


  He lights himself a cigar. All around the other guys in this place are making plenty noise an we can talk easy.


  It aint quite so bad as that, he says, but its this way. The Bureaus got this tip-off that somebody is goin to try something funny with a gold
  shipment thats goin to Southampton England in a weeks time. Well, how anybody in the Bureau reckons that any palooka can get at that gold I dont know, but thats
  the idea thats flying about, an you gotta handle the works. Im here to give you the low-down as far as it goes an Im scrammin out in a coupla days leaving
  you to carry the baby.


  The Bureau reckons that theyve forgotten you down in this part of the world an anyway youre elected.


  I light myself a cigarette and have a little more bourbon. I reckon this sounds good to me.


  Listen, Harvest, I say, where do they get all this fancy stuff from. It sounds to me like a pipe-dream from a police nose. Maybe the cops around here have been goin
  to the movies or somethin.


  He grins.


  Thats what I figured in the first place, he says, only it aint like that. Its this way. One night there is a schlmozzle in some swell joint, an
  some tough egg gets smacked over the front-piece with a bottle of White Rock, an it dont do him no good neither, see? This guy just goes out like he had listened to two lullabys at
  once an he never comes round again.


  Any how they run this wop down to Bellevue in a patrol wagon, an he gets delirious an starts shootin off his mouth about this and that. Finally this guy starts
  talkin about the gold shipment an does he know all about it or does he? He knows the amount to be sent over, the boat its goin on, the U.S. Treasury order for
  movin it an what will you. He knows the whole piece an where he got it from is nobodys business.


  Carson, a New York G man, was takin it all down in shorthand, after which this palooka passes out and hands in his dinner pail before he comes round again,
  an so that is that, an where do you go from there?


  You certainly aint got a lot to work on, I tell him. Aint there anything else on the job?


  Thats just it, he says. I cant tell you a thing. All Ive been doin is to go around here an try an get contacts with the outside
  of the mobs so as we can try and get wise to any one who is plannin to pull something funny over that shipment, but up to the moment I have drawn a blank.


  Now you know as well as I do that there are only about five bad men around this City who are big enough to try and get away with a pinch of a shipment of bar gold worth about eight
  million dollars, so I reckon all you can do is to contact those five guys here, get in somehow, let em play you for a sucker, lose your money, but try an get next to
  em.


  He pulls a toothpick out of his vest pocket, an he starts gettin to work on his back teeth. All of a sudden he gets a big idea an I see his eyes change. He looks across at
  me an he grins again.


  Say listen, he says. Ill tell you something else that might amuse the children. Directly Carson shoots in a report to the Bureau they put me on this job an I
  pick three good boys from police headquarters an start to do a little investigatin. I put these guys on doin a quiet muscle-in act on any mob or really tough egg they can
  contact, an the joke is that the whole lot of em has had the works one way or another. McNeila nice kid from Queensgot himself shot near Brooklyn Bridge, nobody knows
  how. The second guyFranton, a wise dickwas found in East River with a card in his pocket inside a waterproof tobacco pouch he used to carry with Come around again some time written on it, and the third feller, a tough copper with brains, was taken off the dope squad to do this one, an he got smacked down with a blackjack so hard that he never even knew
  theyd hit him. So what do you know about that?


  He stops talking because a lotta new guys have come down into this dive, an a bunch of em come around our table.


  O.K., he says, lettin out a phoney hiccough that could be heard a mile away, now get a load of this. Ive got one or two people workin for me, people
  Ive picked up, people who get around places and hear things. I dont mean G men, I mean just ordinary pikers. I gotta scram outa here now. You meet me at Joe
  Madrigauls place at one oclock this morning. Maybe I can show you somethin.


  With this he shakes me warmly by the hand, an waltzes out of this dump.


  I sit there an I do a bit of quiet thinkin because this job does not look so easy to me. It looks like chasing a needle in a whole lotta haystacks. At the same time what Mellander
  has said is true. There are only about five mobsters left the in City of New York who would have the nerve or the organisation to try and pull a break like this and even then theyd be
  bughouse, but I reckon his system of musclin in on this case from the outside on the chance of picking something up is good, an that looks like the only way this job can be
  pulled.


  In any event I have always found it a very good thing not to start any trouble until it comes up an hits you. Too many guys have had to use hair restorer over goin out an
  meeting a whole lot of grief before it got there, an I have been too long in this thug chasing game to get excited about anything very much.


  The only thing that is worryin me at the moment is that my good friend Mr. Mellander has left me to pay the bill which when you come to weigh it up is not so hot, an while I am
  waitin for the guy who is lookin after our table to bring me my change I am doin some quiet thinkin.


  I am thinkin that this is a break for me anyhow. It looks like a job for the brain trust all right, and I start to hand myself a bouquet for getting it.


  Then I come back to earth. I remember also that I have not got through with this yet, an that I am just as likely to win myself a royal smack in the puss an a nice bronze casket,
  as a citation from the Director, an it looks to me as if I had better look out for myself plenty.


  Still, after I have finished the bourbon, and got my change it looks to me like this New York can be a very interestin place.


  Also, they tell me, they have some very swell dames around here which is a thing that I am very interested in at any time providin that it does not interfere with the business in
  hand.


  And after these ruminations I scram.


  I go back to my hotel dump, an I lay on the bed an I begin to do some heavy thinkin about this gold bullion bezuzus. Because it looks to me like there is a leak somewhere if
  all these police dicks have got themselves bumped off just hangin around and tryin to make some sense out of what is goin on. Mark you I aint surprised that these
  coppers have got themselves in bad because I have often noticed that a police dick will go out for too many contacts in order to keep himself wised up as to what is goin on, an some
  of these contacts are not so good an go shootin their mouths off all over the place, after which some mobster gets wise to the game an starts a little target practice on the
  bull.


  Thats why they started this G man business. They reckon that we have got to work on our own an not get tied up with the coppers unless we have to, which believe me
  is a thing we dont do unless the have is spelt with one helluva big H. Another thing is that we are a mixed lot of guys an you can pick practically any sort of class of
  guy from a G division any place. There is guys who meant to be lawyers an guys who meant to go on the stage an guys who have taken a run out powder on some
  damein fact there is every sorta guy you can think of an a lot youd never dream of.


  I am also feelin a bit pleased that they have put me on to this job because it is a big sorta job, an if they are takin Myras Duncan off it an leavin it to me
  then I reckon that they think I am the cats lingerie, an I dont mean maybe, an I am also thinkin that they musta been sorts pleased with the way I handled that
  Miranda van Zelden case in England with the English cops.


  From here I start rememberin Miranda an what a swell piece she was. Believe me that dame had got a figure that woulda meant a lot to a blind man. I also start wonderin just
  what sorta dames I am goin to run across in this case that I am on, an whether I am goin to contact any swell lookers whilst I am tryin to rub in on the mob that is
  plannin this gold snatch.


  Because I am a guy who is very interested in women, an I am tellin you that women are very interestin things an that if a woman aint interestin then she
  oughta go an see somebody about it, because even if you are as ugly as a bunch of stale frankfurters you can still have that sorts something that makes guys go goofy an start
  writin in an orderin correspondence courses on How to acquire a mysterious personality an all that sorta punk.


  Im tellin you women are the berries an I mean just that, because I have noticed things about women in cases I have been in on an in nine cases outa ten if you handle
  a dame the right way she will spill the beans an wise you up to something you are after even before she knows that she has got her little mouth open. In fact I will go so far as to say that
  some swell mobsters pet in Missouri once gave me the low-down on a hot ice proposition just because she liked the way I showed my teeth while I was yawnin my head off when she was
  tellin me how much she would like to tear her best friends ears off.


  By now it is half after midnight, an I reckon that it is time that I got a move on an met up with Harvest V. Mellander at Joe Madrigauls place, which is only a ten minute
  run in a cab from where I am. So I doll up a bit, an just before I go I have a meetin with myself as to whether I should pack the old shooting iron because Lemmy Caution without a
  Luger under his arm is about as much use as a lump of pickled pork to a rabbi, especially when I come to consider that these palookas have been givin the heat to these previous guys, but
  after doin a bit more thinkin I conclude that this guy Perry Charles Rice would not pack a rod, so I leave it behind an believe me havin regard to what happened this was
  a durn good thing for Perry Rice an Lemmy Caution as I hope to tell you.


  You oughta know that it was a swell night when I got outside an what with the shot of bourbon an me gettin this bullion case I am feelin like the guy who four-flushed
  the pot in a poker game when the other guys forgot to ask him to show his openers.


  Pretty soon I get around to this Joe Madrigauls place which is called Madrigauls Club Select, which looks to me like a good crack because this Joe Madrigaul, who is a Greek, was
  one of the original forty thieves if some of the stories I have heard about him are O.K.


  It is a swell dumplike the night club you always see on the movies, only with real liquor. There is a gold sorta entrance an then you go along a wide passage an up a few
  stairs an through some doors an you check your hat at a place on the right. In front of you is a few more wide stairs an then a dance floor with tables all around it an
  a curtained-off stage on the floor level right at the end. Away on the left, half-way to the stage, is a little passage with a blind end an some telephone booths in it. Right dead on the
  right-hand side down near the doors is a bar with a couple of bar tenders in fancy white coats shakin em up. The band platform is on the right of the stage with a little door beside
  it, and there is a band playin some hot tune with a swing that would make Caruso wish he had been a song an dance guy.


  I check in my hat an cross over to the bar, an as I open my mouth to say rye I catch a look at a guy who is on the other side of the room. Now there is something
  familiar about this guy because he is pretty high an is yet steady on his feet an when I have another look I see that this guy is Jerry Tiernan, a reporter on the Chicago
  Evenin Sun an Gazette, an I get the jitters because this palooka knows me for Lemmy Caution an I reckon that I have gotta tell him to keep his trap shut about
  my being a G man otherwise there is likely to be some sweet complications.


  Now you oughta know that this Jerry Tiernan is a right sorta guy an that I have made use of him once or twice before now, an that he is very hot at findin out things that
  you do not want checked up through the office. He is also a guy with a lot of sense an knows how to keep his trap shut, so I ease over across the floor and grab him just as he is about to
  stagger off some place.


  Listen, Hangover, I say, just take a pull at yourself an meet your old friend Perry Charles Rice who is down from the old bond-sellin racket in Iowa,
  an I hope you aint too drunk to get that, big boy, an like it!


  Mind you this Hangover is well gonehe was one of them guys who is always half cut anyhow an I dont suppose hed ever been any other way for yearsbut his brain
  is workin all right because he looks at me an grins an says:


  Well . . . if it aint the old Perry. . . . What are you doin down here you ol son of a hoodlum. An hows the big bond salesman? Let me promote you to a
  big drink, Perry. . . .


  An with this he grabs me by the arm an takes me back to the bar where I tip him off that I am down here on a little business an that he is not to forget that I am Mr.
  Ricethe stuff you use at weddingsan that if he does I am liable to go haywire an cane the pants off him with stingin nettles.


  After which I turn around and start to give the once over to this Joe Madrigauls place. This is a swell place Im tellin you an cost some sweet dough to sling
  together. There are plenty people there eatin and drinkin and they look like heavy spenders to me.


  I was wonderin just why my friend Harvest V. Mellander had got me to go along to meet up with him there, an just how this place broke in the little bit of business we had on,
  an I am not surprised anyhow because I reckon that more thuggery starts in night clubs the world over than in any other sorta place.


  Just then I see something that makes me catch my breath an gasp. I see a dame!


  This dame is comin out of the little door by the side of the band platform at the end of the dance floor on the right. An although I have seen plenty swell dames in my life I have
  never looked at one in this class.


  I reckon that some of you educated guys have heard of that Greek dame Helen whose face launched a thousand ships. Well Im tellin you that this honeys face would have
  launched the United States Navy an a couple submarines. She was tall an she moved like a queen. She had a figure that would have kept Rip Van Winkle awake just sos he could
  wonder whether he wasnt dreamin it. She had an oval face that was as white an as perfect as marble, an there was two lovely eyes lookin out of it that sorta
  looked right into you an then out the other side.


  Was she swell? . . . Im tellin you that this dame had a mouth that was so perfect that you had to look again so that you knew you wasnt takin yourself for a
  ride.


  An she had a guy with her. This guy was so ugly he could have got himself a free scholarship into a college for gargoyles. Im tellin you that it hurt you to look at him. He
  was short an plump an white faced. An he was frightened sick. Ive seen some scared guys in my time, but none of em had anything on this baby. When it came to
  bein frightened he was ace high.


  They stand there for a minute in front of the door as if they was undecided about somethin. Then, just as it looks as if they was goin to sit down at one of the tables near the
  band platform another guy comes out of the door an joins in.


  This last guy is a slim, wiry, good-lookin feller. He has gotta clean cut sorta face but he looks so tough that he would like to pull cats legs off. You know, one of them cruel
  mugs. He is certainly dressed up an looks swell, an he has gotta coupla diamonds twinklin in his shirt front that never come out of no five and ten.


  He smiles at the lovely dame an says somethin an then she turns around to the gargoyle an says somethin to him. After this they turn around an go back
  through the little door.


  I am sorta interested in this set-up, an I turn around to the bar lookin for Hangover sos I can ask him one or two questions about these people, because I reckon that
  Hangover is the night club king, there aint any place in Chicago or New York that he aint next to. I dont know whether I told you before, but Jerry Tiernan is one swell crime
  reporter an his paper just lets him do what he likes an he gets around plenty Im tellin you, an has been of use to me more than once in jobs I was on.


  I look around this place some more. It is certainly a swell joint. It has filled up considerable an they have a good trade. There is lots of champagne corks poppin and some of the
  women are pretty lookers an can swing a mean hip.


  Hangover is standin by the end of the bar drinkin rye and talkin to some red neck who is payin for it, so I ease over an I get the news-hound on one side
  an I ask him if he knows who the dame was that just went through the little door. I tell him that she was a very swell dame an a heavy looker an does that help him in the
  identification parade.


  He looks at me an he grins. This guy Hangover has got a sickly sorta musical comedy grin; maybe because hes met so many murderers. He says:


  Thats Carlotta, Perry. Dont you know Carlotta? Well . . . youll have to meet the lady, only mind your eye Perry, because you might get yourself burned. Didnt
  you ever hear that dope about the moth an the flame?


  He takes another gulp at the rye.


  Shes a honey, he says, but oh boy, is she bad? An Perry, can she sing?


  He then goes on to tell me that this Carlotta is a dame who sings in the cabaret at this club, that she is a hot momma an that plenty guys have handed themselves a smack by getting next
  to her. This dame, according to Hangoveran Im tellin you that he knows his stuffhas gotta sorta Cleopatra complex an she believes that every guy with a wad
  that looks like bein worth takin is good to play Marc Antony opposite her. Hangover also tells me strictly confidentially that the gargoyle-faced palooka is a fellow called Willie the
  Goop by the boys around the night clubs.


  This Willie the Goop has got a real nameCharles Frenebut nobody ever thinks of using it, an apparently he has got one big crush on Carlotta an is hangin around
  tryin to make her good an hard.


  By what Hangover tells me this Carlotta is plenty tough, an she is aimin to cash in on the Gargoyle proposition, this guy having more money than he rightly knows what to do
  with.


  Well, I was gettin so interested in pickin up this local colour that I very nearly forgot my date with Myras Duncanor rather Mr. Harvest V. Mellanderan when I
  look at my watch I see that it is twenty minutes past one and that he is good an late, which surprises me because I have always heard that this guy is a dead shot for bein any place
  at the time nominated.


  I stick around for a few more minutes and then I have an idea that I will get through to this Moksies dive on Waterfront where I contacted Duncan, an find out if he has left any
  message or tried to contact methat bein the only place where he would know he could get mean so I feel in my pocket for a nickel an I walk around behind the
  tables on the left-hand side of the Club up to the little passage where Id seen a telephone booth.


  When I got to this place I see that it is a little passage about fifteen feet long an there are three telephone booths in it, all painted cream an gold to match the decorations and
  with little pleated curtains over the windows. The passage is lit with three little electric bulbs like lilies, one over each booth.


  I go down to the end booth an I open the door. I oughta tell you that I went to the end booth because you can see the other twothey bein opposite each otherfrom the
  club floor an I am not particularly keen on drawin attention to myself.


  I take a look at the directory an I find the number of this Moksies dive an I get my nickel ready an I open the door, an I get a considerable shock.


  Because propped up against the wall with the telephone receiver in his hand an his hat slipped over one eye an a little trickle of blood runnin down on the floor is nobody
  but Myras Duncan, otherwise Mr. Harvest Mellander, an somebody has given him the heat good an plenty, having shot him three times at close range, there bein obvious powder
  marks on his light grey suit.


  Now this business does not please me at all because it stands to reason that I cannot find out very much about this business now, Duncan being very dead, an it also looks like there was
  some folks around here who are not very well disposed to G guys like myself, an that they are probably plannin to make things a bit difficult for me now that they have
  disposed of Mr. Mellander.


  So I close the door an I go back to the bar an I have a shot of rye all by myself an I do a little quiet thinkin. After which I go outside to the place where I
  checked my hat an I ask the jane behind the counter if she has gotta bit of cardboard about twelve inches by twelve inches.


  This baby is a nice jane an she falls for the come on look I give her, so she cuts out the bottom of a white cardboard box she has got an she gives me this an also a bit of
  string that I asked for. I then slip her a buck an go off to the wash-room.


  Up in the wash-room, which is up a little flight of stairs, I take out my fountain pen an I start doin a big printin act on this bit of cardboard, an when I have done
  it I run the string through two little holes I have punched in the corners, an I put it under my coat an I go back into the club.


  I have another rye at the bar an then I ease round to the little telephone passage on the left an I take a quick look in the end booth an I see that Mr. Mellander is quite
  undisturbed and is still very dead.


  I then shut the door, an havin done this I hang the notice that I have printed up in the wash-room, which says OUT OF ORDER, on the door handle of the death booth,
  and I ease out again an go over to the bar an buy myself a big one.


  Because it looks to me that this case is goin to be a very interestin case.
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