
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_6cfeded33998c83f4580f986a64ab19c_LRqGtK_html_2ce2eb14.jpg]


 


 


Eleanor Gesualdi was a friend, that’s all. At
least that’s what Larry Kent kept telling himself. But when he
received a long-distance call from Eleanor, and learned that
someone was trying to kill her, he realized his feelings went a
whole lot deeper than that.

Then Eleanor just vanished … and Larry spared
no effort in trying to find her … or what had become of her.

The trail led to a husband with a secret, a
Mob connection, a hard-nosed cop who became a faithful ally … and
one violent death after another …
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Chapter 1 … murder—come home …

 


She had a high bosom and a low boiling
point.

And right at that moment both were
very much in evidence.

I was in the Savoy Hotel,
London. My “guest” was Sylvia Slocum, whose husband, Sir Henry Slocum,
was out of England looking after his worldwide holdings—as he was
more often than not. Which meant Sylvia was on the prowl most of
the time. Actually, she was ready, willing and available even when
Sir Henry was in residence at the Slocums’ London manse, for the
old boy was in his seventies and couldn’t remember the last time
he’d come across anything more exciting than a fast business deal.
Besides, he got under the sheets no later than nine p.m. every
night and was asleep in a matter of minutes.

Sylvia didn’t even bother with
sheets.

She put a finger in my hair and
tried to make a curl. “What time is it?” she asked.

“Why?”

“I
want to know how long it’s been.”

“Huh?”

She laughed low in her
throat.

“Oh,”
I said, getting it. “You want to know how long it’s been
since—”

“Yes,”
she said.

“Well,
it’s ten minutes to eight.”

“Fourteen minutes.”

“Are
you trying to establish some kind of a record?”

She grasped my wrist, pulled my
hand to her. “I’m just storing up some memories. You say you’re going
back to New York in a few days.”

“Well,
once I give evidence in court tomorrow my business here is
finished.”

“Your
business ...” She pressed my hand hard against her. “... isn’t
nearly finished.”

I looked into her
wide-set gray eyes, moved my gaze down to her full, hungry lips,
parted now, white teeth gleaming. Her long auburn hair spilled over
the pillow. My eyes took in her lushness. A lovely English rose
without a thorn on her ...

“Nothing,” I said, “annoys me like unfinished business.”
Just then the phone rang.

She pulled me to her.

“The
phone,” I said.

“There
is none, Larry.”

It kept ringing.

“You’re not home,” she said.

“The
man at the desk knows I’m up here.”

“You’re in the bath. You can’t get out of the bath just to
answer the phone.”

“It
could be important.”

“If it
is, they’ll ring again later. Come here …”

I tried to forget the damned jangling
by concentrating my attention in other directions, but the shrill
persistence of it had about the same effect as a pail of ice-cold
water.

“You’re beginning to remind me of Henry,” Sylvia said with a
defeated sigh. “Oh, for heaven’s sake answer the stupid thing and
get it over with!”

So I removed myself from the arena
with as much dignity as possible under the circumstances, walked to
the phone table and put the receiver to my ear.

“Is
this Mr. Kent?” asked the hotel operator.

“Yes.”

“There’s a person-to-person long distance call from New York
City. A Miss Eleanor Gesualdi.”

This wasn’t quite
accurate.
She wasn’t Miss Gesualdi yet—her divorce wasn’t final. Eleanor was
a good friend—so good a friend that I was acutely conscious of
Sylvia behind me. The relationship between Eleanor and me was
entirely platonic, but this is something women like Sylvia just
can’t understand.

“Put
her through, please,” I said.

There were some clicks and
static sounds, then the long distance operator’s voice came
on: “Mr.
Lawrence P. Kent?”

“That’s right.”

“One
moment, please.”

More static, then Eleanor’s
voice, sounding small and somehow childlike: “Larry? Larry?”

“I’m
here, kiddo,” I said gently.

“I
didn’t think I’d get to you. I—” Then her words came tumbling out:
“I got in touch with your answering service and I gave them that
code name you told me about before you left—‘Grimwald’—I had it
written on the back of a business card and I looked for it for
hours. They wouldn’t give me any information about you until I—”
Her voice broke.

“Easy,” I said. “Take it nice and slow. What’s your
problem?”

“I
shouldn’t be bothering you with my—”

“That’s how I want it, kiddo.”

Eleanor began to sob.
“Just ... just give
me a few seconds ...”

“Sure.”

I felt Sylvia beside me.
“May I ask who that
is, Larry?”

“A
client.”

Her voice was honey laced with
acid. “Do
you call all your clients ‘kiddo’?”

Eleanor was speaking again. I
took my hand from the mouthpiece long enough to say,
“Just hold it for a
few seconds, El.” I turned to Sylvia. “Please put your claws away,
honey. This happens to be a sweet kid who needs help.”

Sylvia threw back her head and
laughed harshly. “Oh, we all need something, darling.”

“Are
you going to sit down and let me make this call?”

“I’d
like to hear what your ‘sweet kid who needs help’ has to say.” Her
nostrils were dilated and there was a hard light in her eyes, but
she kept her voice to a purr. “May I just stand here? Or are you
afraid your ‘client’ will find out you’re entertaining another
woman?”

She was a tease and a fatherless cat.
And her smile told me that she thought she’d hit my problem right
on the head. So I took my hand off the mouthpiece and spoke into
it.

“El?”

“Yes,
Larry.”

“I’ve
got a dame here in my room. Right now she’s wearing nothing but a
smile. Change that to scowl. What do you think of that, El? Loud
and clear, kiddo, so my ex-friend is sure to hear it.”

“What
... what do you want me to say?”

“Tell
her how much you care about my affairs.”

“Maybe
I shouldn’t have called.”

“Tell
her, kiddo. Tell her how much you care.”

“Larry
and I are friends, that’s all,” Eleanor said.

“Thanks, kiddo. Look, hold the line just another few
seconds.” I put my hand over the mouthpiece again, looked at
Sylvia. She moistened her lips. I said, “Put on your rags and get
the hell out of here.”

She tried a smile, blinked her
eyes repentantly. “I’m sorry, darl—”

“Out.”

The fatherless cat came
back. “Just
who do you think you—”

“Out,
or I’ll toss you in the hall just as you are.”

“And
I’ll scream bloody murder!”

“Sir
Henry would love that.”

Her mouth opened, but no sound came
out. Sir Henry was worth maybe ten million—pounds. This is enough
to keep almost any woman quiet. I turned my back on Sylvia, talked
into the mouthpiece:

“All
right, kiddo, I’m listening.”

“Larry, I’m sorry if I—”

“Forget it. Now what’s the problem?”

“Someone—someone tried to kill me.”

This stopped me for a
moment. “You’re sure?”

“Yes,
I’m sure.”

“What
happened?”

“I ...
I have a glass of milk every morning. The milk is delivered—a
bottle is placed outside my apartment door. Well ... I poured
myself a glass and was about to drink it when Sparky—that’s my
cat—meowed. So I poured her a saucer of milk. Then there was an
announcement on the radio that caught my attention for a minute or
so. I ... all of a sudden the cat made strange sounds. She was
writhing on the floor. Then she was still ... dead!”

“Did
you go to the police?”

“I
didn’t know what to do. I—I guess I panicked. I went outside and
walked around for a while. Finally I decided to go back to the
apartment and call the police. But ...”

“Yes,
El?”

“Sparky was gone. The cat was gone, Larry!”

“What
about the milk?”

“There
was a fresh, unopened bottle on the kitchen table. Larry, look, I—I
know I spent some time in a sanitarium, but I swear—”

“I
believe you, kiddo.”

“I
couldn’t go to the police after that! They’d say I was—was crazy!”
Her voice caught. “Maybe I am.”

“Don’t
talk like that. Now listen—that husband of yours—when was the last
time you saw him?”

“Weeks
ago.”

“Does
he have a key to your apartment?”

“He
had one when we were living together, but he gave it to
me.”

“He
could have had a duplicate cut in fifty places in the city. Where
are you calling from?”

“My
apartment.”

“Do
you have a gun?”

“No.”

“Let’s
see ... it’s a little after four in the afternoon there
right?”

“Yes.”

“El, I
wish I could fly to you right away. But I have to appear in court
tomorrow. As soon as I’m finished I’ll grab a plane. In the
meantime I don’t want you to be alone.”

“Larry.” She said my name urgently.

“Yes,
kiddo.”

“You
do believe me, don’t you?”

“I
believe you, El. You had a nervous breakdown but you were cured.
You never suffered from hallucinations.”

“But
...”

“But
... Stan? You don’t think Stan would ...”

“You
know your husband better than I do. Besides, it doesn’t matter
right now what I think. The important thing is to get you some
protection. Do you have a pencil handy?”

“Just
a moment ...”

I turned to look at Sylvia. She
was almost dressed. Her pretty but empty face was waxy and
her gray
eyes stared through me.

“All
right, Larry,” Eleanor said.

“Write
this down,” I said into the mouthpiece. “Delmar Detective Agency,
77 East 42nd Street. Got it? All right. Phone number: LT 1-0097.
Okay? Ask for Tom Sloane ... Tom Sloane. If he’s not in the office,
tell them it’s important that you get in touch with Tom. Use my
name. Say I phoned from London.”

“Yes,
Larry.”

“And
tell Tom everything, El. He’s a good man and he’ll look after you
until I get back.”

“Thank
you, darling.”

“One
more thing—get Tom to phone me here at the Savoy, just as soon as
possible. And if you have any trouble getting him, call me back. In
any case, I want to know what’s going on. I’ll be waiting for a
call.”

“Yes.
L—”

There was a click and the phone went
dead.

“Hello,” I said. “Hello, hello.”

I hit the cradle rest and in a
moment the overseas operator came on: “Your call seems to have been
disconnected, sir, apparently at the other end. I will try to
reconnect you. Hold on, please ...”

There was a series of clicks
and buzzes, silence, a few more clicks and then the operator came
on: “I’m
sorry, sir, but it seems your party was disconnected.”

“Get
her back,” I said. “I’m making the call this time. Lawrence P.
Kent, suite 9, the Savoy Hotel, London.”

“I
have the particulars, sir. Person-to-person?”

“Yes.
Miss Eleanor Gesualdi.” I spelled her surname.

“Very
well, sir. If you’ll replace your telephone and stand by, I will
try to contact your party.”

I cradled the phone. Sylvia was fully
dressed now, slim and cool-looking in a green sheath and a matching
Robin Hood hat with a long blue feather. She took a silver
cigarette case from her purse, selected an ivory-tipped cylinder
that she tapped against the case. Then she fumbled around in her
purse. I stuck a Camel in my mouth and walked over to
her.

“Here
...”

I flicked my Ronson and touched the
flame to the end of her cigarette before lighting mine. Suddenly
her face wasn’t so long and cold. In fact, she almost
smiled.

“She is a
friend, isn’t she?”

I nodded. “A dear, dear
friend.”

“Is
she pretty?”

“She’s
one of the most attractive women I’ve ever seen.”

“And
she’s just a friend?”

I looked into Sylvia’s eyes,
decided she was asking an honest question. “That’s all.”

Sylvia sat on the edge of the
bed, was quiet for a long moment. “Larry?”

“Yes?”

“What
would happen if I needed your help, the way she apparently
does?”

“You’d
get it.”

Sylvia nodded at this, then an
almost-sad smile touched at her lips. “Before I went into modeling and met
Sir Henry, I almost married a garage mechanic.”

“Really?” I laughed.

“Really.” Her smile broadened, then faded. “I saw him in the
city a few months ago. He was with a pretty brunette, undoubtedly
his wife, and two little tots. They all looked so
happy.”

I inhaled deeply, let out
smoke. “It’s
not for you, honey.”

“No;
it’s not, is it?”

“To
each his own.”

She got to her feet.
“May I consider
myself forgiven?”

“You
may.”

She kissed me on the cheek. I put my
hands on her shoulders and planted a kiss on her lips.

“Take
care of yourself,” I said.

“I
wish your friend luck, Larry.”

“Thanks.”

She walked to the door,
turned. “Goodbye?” It was a question.

“No,”
I said firmly.

She smiled, and let herself out. I sat
down. You can never tell about people. I closed my mind and waited.
Three cigarettes later, the phone rang. It was the hotel
switchboard operator.

“The
overseas operator, Mr. Kent.”

She switched me on.

“Mr.
Kent?”

“Yes.”

“I’m
sorry, sir. The New York operator has been calling your number
there, but there is no answer. Shall we try again
later?”

“Yes.
Wait. I have another idea. I’d like to make a person-to-person call
to Mr. Thomas Sloane in New York City.”

“Just
one moment, sir. Mr. Thomas Sloane ... New York City
...”

“Delmar Detective Agency ... LT 1-0097.”

The operator repeated all this, then
asked me to stand by. I cradled the phone, sat down, lit another
cigarette. I was crushing the butt in an ashtray when the phone
made noise. I put the receiver to my ear. It was the overseas
operator again. She had Tom Sloane at the other end.

“I am
connecting you, sir.”

A click, some static.

“Larry? Hello, Larry?”

“Yes,
Tom.”

“You’re coming in clear, chum. How the hell are
you?”

“Fine.
But worried.”

“Oh?”

“This is a
business call, Tom. I need your agency’s
help—your help in particular.”

“You’ve got it, chum. Shoot.”

“Take
this down.”

“Right.”

“Eleanor Gesualdi. Metropolitan Towers ... apartment 47
...”

“Got
it.”

“BR
7-3246.”

“Uh-huh. BR 7-3246.”

“Eleanor phoned me half an hour ago, Tom. An attempt had
been made on her life and she was scared. I told her about you—said
she should get in touch with you—then we were cut off. She told me
she was calling from her apartment, so I had the long distance
operator try to get her back. But no one answers the
phone.”

“Want
me to try the number while you’re on? I’ll use the other
phone.”

“Yes.
Please do that, Tom.”

“If I
can get her, maybe we can have a three-way conversation. I’ve got a
speaker attachment for the phone. Hold the line, chum.”

I waited. Maybe half a minute
passed, then Tom was back: “Dialed the number twice, Larry. No answer. What
do you want me to do?”

“I’d
like you to go to her apartment.”

“Right.”

“Got
your skeleton keys?”

“The
same set you have.”

“Well,
use them if—”

“Got
you, chum. You’re at the Savoy, right?”

“Yes.
And I’ll stay in my room.”

“I’ll
call back.”

“Thanks, Tom.”

I cradled the phone, closed my eyes
and tried to get my mind to form an image of Eleanor.

I knew her face so well
... large, dark
eyes set wide apart—eyes a man could get lost in ... small nose ...
cleanly sculptured lips, always ready to move into a smile ...
black hair, piled high ...

But in my mind I saw her face
through a kind of smoky haze. Why? I thought of Jenny
... Jenny, the one
woman in this world who’d heard me say “I love you.” It had been
the same with Jenny—I couldn’t ever grasp and hold an image of her
face in my mind.

But why was it like this with Eleanor?
I didn’t love her. At least, this was what I kept telling myself.
Love her? Hell, when I kissed her it was on the cheek. But maybe I
didn’t want to let myself love Eleanor. Why? Because the one woman
who’d loved me never lived to get roses from me. Lilies of the
Valley, yes, but she was dead then—dead because she was close to
Larry Kent, private eye with too many enemies. Maybe I didn’t want
this to happen to Eleanor. Maybe I was protecting her.

Protecting her? I was three
thousand miles away and someone had tried to kill her.
“Get to her, Tom,”
I whispered. “Reach her and find that she’s all right.”

I closed my eyes and willed my mind to
become a blank. There are times when it’s best to keep yourself
from thinking.

The jangling phone cut into the
blankness. Suddenly the receiver was hard against my ear and the
operator was telling me I had a long distance call and then I was
listening to Tom Sloane’s voice:

“I
pressed her door buzzer for two minutes, Larry, then I used my
skeleton keys and got into her apartment.”

“And?”

“Nothing.”

“Were
there any signs of a struggle or—”

“No,
Larry.”

“Are
you sure?”

“Look,
chum, if you’ll remember, I was the guy who taught you about search
technique.”

“Sorry, Tom.”

“Sure.
I ...
this girl ... she means a lot to me.”

“I’m
not brilliant, chum, but I figured that out for myself.”

“I
want you to stay on this. Pull out all the stops and find
her.”

“Do
you have a photo of her? I didn’t find an album or anything in her
apartment.”

“There’s a picture of her in my apartment. It’s on my
dressing table. But don’t try
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