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The Home of Great Detective
Fiction!


The cops said Robert Lawson’s death was
suicide. Larry Kent believed it was murder – and set out to prove
it. Along the way he found himself threatened by a casino boss and
a beautiful feminist, an irate cop and a sleazy loan shark. But
nothing – and no amount of bodies – was going to stop him from
uncovering Lawson’s killer, and the reason he had to die …
nothing.
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Chapter 1 ... my brother’s name ...

 


I was flipping cards into my
upturned hat, or trying to, in my office seven floors above the
surface of 42nd Street, when a shadow moved against the frosted
glass of my door. A woman. The nearly opaque glass distorts, but
after all the years of looking I’m an expert at that sort of thing
so I knew my visitor was the owner of a petite, neatly molded
figure. As she hesitated, I guessed she was reading my gold-leaf
sign:

 


LARRY KENT

Private Investigations

 


She rapped on the glass.

“Come in,” I
said.

She did. She was petite, all right, but she
hadn’t given me a side-on view of herself at the frosted glass so I
hadn’t been able to see that her bust development was well above
average—this was obvious despite the loose jacket of her black silk
suit. A perky little pillbox hat sat atop hair so dark brown it was
one shade short of black. She had a sharp nose, big brown eyes, a
wide mouth, and her legs were slim. She was class. It was in the
way she looked, the way she walked, the way she spoke when she
introduced herself, the way she sat down. We went through the usual
preliminaries, and then, before she could tell me why she needed
the services of a private detective, I realized I’d seen her
before. I told her so and she smiled.

“You may have seen me on
television or perhaps you saw my photograph in a newspaper or
magazine. I’m Amanda Ralston. My husband and I have been getting a
great deal of publicity lately. If I give you the name of a horse
I’m sure it will come to you.”

I snapped my fingers. “Portland Pilgrim! You
and your husband are the owners. I saw you on television after
Portland Pilgrim won the Kentucky Derby.”

She nodded.

“That’s some horse,” I
said. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you.”

I said, “I read in the
Post
about threatening
letters—someone claiming he’d destroy the horse if your husband
didn’t pay him a small fortune.”

She gave a little shrug. “That kind of thing
happens to the owners of all highly successful racehorses Even if
the letter writer was serious, we’re not worried; our security is
airtight. No, Mr. Kent, I’m not here to see you about Portland
Pilgrim.” She looked down, played with the purse on her lap. “It’s
my brother.”

“Yeah?”

“Robert Lawson.”

“I’ve seen or heard that
name,” I said.

“You may have read about
him in the newspapers, ten or eleven days ago. He was found dead in
his apartment.”

“Suicide,” I said,
remembering.

“Yes. At least that’s what
the police called it.”

“And you think it was
murder?”

“I know Bob wouldn’t take
his own life, Mr. Kent.”

“Is that just your opinion,
Mrs. Ralston?”

“I knew my brother very
well.”

I hesitated before saying, “I’ve had a lot
of experience with homicides—and suicide is, of course, a homicide.
The one thing I’ve learned is this: if you push a person past a
certain point he’s capable of almost anything.”

“I’m aware of that, Mr.
Kent. I’m also aware that my brother was in financial difficulty at
the time of his death.”

I was about to say, “There you are,” but I
held it back. Instead, I said, “How bad was his money problem?”

“Seven thousand dollars.
The police seemed to think this was very important, but I know
otherwise. I’d have given Bob the money—and he knew it.”

“Who did he owe the money
to?”

“A gambler and a loan
shark. The gambler tried to contact me after Bob’s death, but my
husband answered the phone and insisted on knowing all the details.
Then the gambler said that a friend of his, a loan shark—he called
him a loans consultant—had given Bob three thousand dollars just
before Bob went to Europe.”

“Europe?” I
said.

“Yes. He’d been back only a few
days when he ... died.”

“Where did he go in
Europe?”

“France, Italy, other
places. Bob spoke to me on the phone before he left. He said it was
a business trip; he was going to buy paintings and sell them
here.”

“Did he do
that?”

“Yes. He brought back
twenty-four paintings.”

“Did he sell
them?”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“The Manning Gallery, here
in New York.”

“I know the place. Did he
sell all the paintings to Manning?”

“Yes. He made a profit of
more than seven thousand dollars. Most of the money is still in his
bank account. The police checked.”

“Mrs. Ralston, what did
your brother do for a living?”

A faint smile touched her lips.
“Not much of anything, I’m afraid. You see, our parents aren’t
wealthy at all. They live in the State of Washington, a small town
called Ferndale. I was living with my parents when I met Phillip.
We were married in Ferndale. Phillip was just getting along in
those days. He was a timber contractor. Someone would buy land for
the timber on it and Phillip would cut down the trees and ship the
lumber to wherever the owner wanted it. Then Phillip bought timber
rights to a very large section of pine forest. Soon after that the
price of wood pulp almost doubled. Phillip made a fortune. We’re
now quite wealthy. Phillip tried to get Bob into the business, but
Bob ...
well, he had his own ideas. Bob was always getting into schemes
that were going to make him a millionaire, but almost every
business he went into blew up in his face.”

“Did your brother ever
borrow money from you or your husband?”

“Once. Five thousand
dollars. He paid it back within a few months. It was one of the few
schemes of his that turned out to be a modest success.” She paused.
“I hope I’m making my point, Mr. Kent.”

“Which is?”

“That Bob could have got
seven thousand dollars from me or Phillip without any
trouble.”

“Are you sure about your
husband?”

“Of course I’m sure. When
Bob needed the five thousand dollars it was Phillip he went to, not
me.”

“What happened after your
husband spoke to the gambler?”

“Phillip insisted on seeing a
note signed by Bob. The gambler had an IOU, and so did the man
who’d lent Bob the three thousand dollars. Phillip met both men in
town. He wrote out checks for the IOUs.”

“And you’ve heard nothing
about other debts?”

“Not a word.”

“Something bothers me a
little,” I said.

“And what’s that, Mr.
Kent?”

“There was no mention in
the newspapers about you being his sister.”

“We can thank the police for
that. Knowing that Phillip and I have been very much in the news
because of Portland Pilgrim, they didn’t mention that I was Bob’s
sister in the details they released to the news media. As for the
news reporters, apparently they weren’t very interested in the
suicide of a young man who wasn’t well-known.”

Which wasn’t in the least surprising, I
thought. There’s an average of seven murders and six suicides a day
in New York City. Insurance investigators claim the figure for
suicides would go to at least ten per day if they could get to the
truth behind deaths due to falls from high places or from overdoses
of sleeping pills and other drugs, not to mention the many deaths
on rail and subway lines and on the roads, that go on record as
accidental.

I said, “Let’s go over what the police have
on the case. If I remember correctly, your brother’s body was found
on the floor of his living room. A woman discovered the body.”

“Mrs. Porter. She came in
three days a week to clean up Bob’s apartment.”

“She phoned the police and
didn’t touch anything. The police found an empty glass near your
brother’s outstretched hand. The glass was examined in the police
laboratory and traces of curare were found. Curare is a poison once
used by Indians in Central America; they tipped their arrows and
spears with the stuff. Death is almost instantaneous when the
poison hits the bloodstream. The police also found a suicide
note.”

“The note was in Bob’s
typewriter,” Amanda Ralston said. “It wasn’t signed. Anyone could
have typed that note.”

“Including your brother,” I
said.

“But he didn’t type it, Mr.
Kent. There simply wasn’t any reason for Bob to take his own
life.”

“I don’t know about that,
Mrs. Ralston. Professional gambling people and loan sharks can get
awfully uptight about money owed to them.”

“But I told you about that.
Bob knew he could come to Phillip and me for help. I told him so,
many times.”

“Maybe he was too
proud.”

“He was proud, but not that proud. Believe me, Mr. Kent.”

I looked into her eyes. Direct, no-nonsense
eyes. She wasn’t saying her brother hadn’t taken his life because
that was what she wanted to think—she truly believed he hadn’t
killed himself.

“How does your husband feel
about the finding of suicide by the police?” I asked.

“He argued with them. He
said he wouldn’t accept it.”

“Did you tell him you were
coming here to see me?”

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t he come with
you?”

“I told him on the phone.
He’s in Florida with the horse. I usually go along when we ship
Portland Pilgrim out for races, but this time I stayed
home.”

“And home is ...?”

“Long Island. East Aslop. I
wrote out the address and telephone number.” She opened her purse,
produced an envelope. “I went to the bank before coming here. I
thought you might require a retainer.”

“That isn’t
necessary.”

“Well, I wasn’t sure how
you conduct your business. Will you accept me as a client, Mr.
Kent?”

“First let’s
get things straight in our minds, Mrs. Ralston. You want me to
prove your brother didn’t commit suicide?”

“Yes. If you can do that
the police will be forced to take action.”

“The way I see it, the only
way to prove your brother was murdered is to find the murderer. I
don’t know if I can do that.”

“But you can
try.”

“Mrs. Ralston, you say you knew
your brother well and you’re convinced he wouldn’t take his own
life. You could be right, in fact I feel that a typed note without
a signature is suspicious in itself. But I need more than that
before I can really begin to conduct an investigation. I need a
motive for murder and a person or persons to go along with that
motive. Can you furnish anything along those lines?”

She looked away, shook her head. “I’m sorry,
no.”

“Then I’ll be working in
the dark. All I can promise is that I’ll do my best.”

“I’ll accept that, Mr.
Kent.”

“Will you accept it a week
from now if I tell you I’ve made no progress at all?”

Her gaze locked with mine. “When I decided
to seek help outside the police I asked a number of friends to
recommend the best private detective in New York City. Your name
was mentioned more than any other. But most of my friends doubt
that you or any other private detective can succeed where the
police failed. So I don’t expect miracles, Mr. Kent, but I’m
certain my brother was murdered and I must do something about it.
Incidentally, don’t concern yourself with expense. Do anything you
feel should be done.”

“No, Mrs. Ralston. If I
have to lay out a great deal of money I’ll contact you first for an
okay.”

“If I’m not available,
spend the money—I’m authorizing you to do so.” She rose. “Perhaps
you’d better open this envelope, Mr. Kent.”

I got to my feet and took the
envelope she held across the desk. It was only lightly sealed. I
tore the flap free and dumped the contents onto my desk. A slip of
paper, two one-thousand-dollar bills, and a blank check
signed Amanda Ralston.

I said, “You’d better take back
this check. Your retainer is more than adequate.”

“You keep it, Mr.
Kent.”

“Then make it out to me—in
case I lose it.”

I handed her a pen and she bent
to write my name on the check.

I said, “I’ll report to you on my progress
or lack of it whenever I can.”

“Thank you.”

“How about your brother’s
apartment?” I asked.

“Oh.” She opened her purse
and took out a key. “The building superintendent gave me this. I
took over the lease of the apartment until the end of this year. I
thought you might like to search the place.”

“I’ll do that. I imagine
the police have already searched it.”

She made a face. “The way
they’ve handled the case, I doubt that they looked too hard. Here
...”

She gave me a card that she had taken from
her purse. It was made of plastic. Written in blue script against a
gold background was her brother’s name, address and telephone
number.

“I’ve had the phone
transferred to my name,” she said. “You may use the apartment as
you like. It’s a full security building, by the way. May I use your
phone?”

“Of course.”

She delved into her purse and her hand came
out with a small address book in it. She consulted the book and
dialed a number. “Mr. Malvern? Amanda Ralston. I want a gentleman
named Larry Kent to have full use of the apartment. Yes. Will you
please pass this information along to your guards? Thank you, Mr.
Malvern.” She cradled the phone. “Good luck, Mr. Kent.”

We shook hands and she left.

Piedmont Towers was a new high-rise
apartment complex on the East Side, a short distance from the
United Nations building. The apartment, number 43, was in the West
Tower Annex. There was a burly looking guard on duty in the
lobby.

“Help you, sir?” he asked
politely enough, but his cold brown eyes gave me a thorough going
over. A bulge on the right side of his tunic told me that he
carried a gun.

“My name is Larry Kent,” I
said. “Mr. Malvern was supposed to tell you about me.” I held up
the key Amanda Ralston had given to me. “Apartment
forty-three?”

“Identification, please,
sir.”

I took the private detective license from my
wallet, handed it to him. He smiled briefly and handed the license
back.

“Would you care to see more
identification?” I asked.

“I think not, sir. Fourth
floor.”
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