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Karen Cambridge was murdered
in a most unusual manner … poisoned by a dart tipped with
curare.

The police did the best they
could, but even after weeks of investigation they were no closer to
catching her killer than they had been at the beginning.

So Karen’s wealthy father
put Larry Kent on the case. But Larry ran into trouble as soon as
he started snooping around. A psychotic stalker with a knife didn’t
like the way he befriended Karen’s man-hungry friend Rita Dell. The
cops warned him off the case because they were scared he’d make
them look incompetent.

And then the body count
started to rise, as one by one, the only people who could offer him
a key to Karen’s murder were themselves being disposed of
…
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1 ... a dead case ...

 


His name was Marshall Cambridge. He was in
his mid-fifties and had the look of a hawk except for his paunch.
Cambridge gave me a limp hand, stepped back and let me enter his
Central Park West apartment.

“I know you must be a busy
man,” he said. “Thank you for coming to see me.”

I looked at a small oil painting featuring
clock faces and women’s bottoms. An original Dali. “No problem at
all,” I said. “You caught me on a slow day.”

Cambridge smiled. “Your business must be a
lot different than mine. I never admit to an idle moment.”

“I doubt if you have any,”
I said. “For just about as long as I can remember, Cambridge and
Associates has been one of the biggest law firms in New York
City.”

“Strange we haven’t met,”
Cambridge said. “It wasn’t for lack of trying on my part. I wanted
to hire your services on several occasions but you were always out
of the city on a case.” His face clouded and his small, deep-set
brown eyes all but disappeared under thick brows. “Have you heard
about my daughter, Mr. Kent?”

“I’m afraid so,” I
said.

He gestured towards an over-stuffed chair
and I sat down. He moved to a leather-upholstered chair opposite me
and dropped into it all at once, like the strength had suddenly
left his body. “Karen was my only child,” he said. “My wife died
almost ten years ago. You can imagine how I felt when—” He didn’t
finish.

I took out my Camels, set one alight. I
said, “Can you tell me exactly why you asked me to come here to see
you, Mr. Cambridge?”

“Karen,” he
said.

“Yes?”

“I want you to investigate
her murder.”

I dragged on the cigarette for a moment.
“Aren’t you satisfied with the work of the police?”

“They haven’t made any
progress at all.”

“What makes you think I
may succeed where they’ve failed?”

“You have imagination; they
don’t.”

“Imagination doesn’t solve
murder cases.”

“Lack of it certainly
doesn’t help the police.” Cambridge stared down at his manicured
nails. Then he made fists of his hands, unclenched them, ran a hand
over his near-bald head. Finally he looked at me, pain in his
small, glittering eyes. “Karen was murdered a month ago, Mr. Kent.
One month and the police don’t know any more now than they did in
the beginning.”

“It wasn’t for lack of
trying,” I said.

His finely chiseled lips twisted. “You’re
about the last person from whom I expected to hear a commercial for
the police department.”

I shrugged. “We’ve had our differences.”

“That’s an understatement,
isn’t it?”

“It is if you’re referring to
three or four specific cops on the force. But if I told you that I
owe a lot to some cops and that I have nothing but the deepest
respect for them—that would also be an understatement. There are
bad cops, yes, but there are also bad private detectives ... and
bad lawyers.”

Cambridge chuckled; a short, dry little
sound in his throat. “I stand corrected. What you say is true, of
course. Yes, there are brilliant police officers—but there are also
plodders who put in their time and try hard but don’t accomplish
very much. Lieutenant John Bradman belongs to the latter
group.”

“Is Bradman in charge of
the investigation into your daughter’s death?”

“Yes. That is, he
was.”

“Was?”

“In my opinion the police
have given up on the case. Oh, they don’t say so of course, but
it’s obvious to me that they hold no hope of making an arrest. They
have no motive, no suspect; they don’t even have a clue to work
on.”

“A murder investigation isn’t
like a legal brief,” I said. “There are lots of bits and pieces
that don’t seem to fit together, but then something happens
and—”

“I know how it works,”
Cambridge said a bit testily. “But believe me, nothing is going to
happen that will make those ‘bits and pieces’ fit together. I’m a
lawyer, remember. I’ve defended thieves and extortionists—killers,
too. I know how the police investigate a murder and I know when
they don’t have anything to work on. They’ve decided, I’m sure,
that Karen’s murder will go on their unsolved list. Do you know,
Mr. Kent, how many murderers are brought to justice in New York
City?”

“Less than
half.”

“Yes.” He paused. “Do you know
any of the details concerning my ...” He faltered for a moment.
“Have you read about the case?”

“I have, Mr.
Cambridge.”

“A poisoned dart killed
her.”

“Curare,” I
said.

He nodded. “A strange weapon on
the streets of New York, to say the least. The newspapers made a
lot of it. Bizarre, they called it. And because it was bizarre they were
predicting that the police would find the killer without too much
difficulty.”

“Twisted thinking,” I
said.

“Why do you say
that?”

“There is only one kind of
murder that’s easy to solve, Mr. Cambridge, and that’s the one
that’s thought out carefully in advance. Most well-planned killings
are the work of a person with a strong motive. The police usually
find him without too much difficulty. They get the motive first and
then fit the crime to it. Are you following me?”

“I think so,” Cambridge
said, but he looked doubtful.

“I’m saying that the
method of murder doesn’t mean a thing. A bullet or a knife or a
curare-tipped dart—they kill. Motive is the key.”

Cambridge sighed. “You seem almost like a
spokesman for the police. When I couldn’t suggest a motive and was
unable to produce a friend of Karen’s who could, they mumbled
something about motiveless murders being just about impossible to
solve.”

“And they’re right,” I said.
“But what they probably didn’t tell you was that motive isn’t often
supplied by relatives and friends of the victim. Motive can be a
shadowy thing, Mr. Cambridge, a thing that’s based on a set of
circumstances the victim doesn’t want loved ones to know
about.”

Cambridge blinked his eyes a few times. “Are
you suggesting that Karen kept secrets from me?”

“It’s
possible.”

His face closed up and he looked away from
me. “My daughter was a fine girl.”

“I’m sure of that, Mr.
Cambridge. You say your wife died about ten years ago. I take it
yours was a happy marriage?”

“Yes.”

“And did you tell your wife
everything about yourself?”

“I don’t see what
you’re—”

“Did you?”

“I told Dorothy everything
she should know.”

“So there were certain
things you kept from her. I’m trying to make a point, Cambridge.
Maybe you had some business enemies ... or you were friendly with
another woman. It happens.”

Cambridge’s face went livid. “You’re
saying that Karen had some sort of filthy affair with—”

“No.”

“You certainly seem to be
saying something of the sort.”

Cambridge got to his feet, stood over me.
“The police did their best to dirty her name, too. Well, I wouldn’t
have it with them, Mr. Kent, and I certainly won’t stand it from a
private detective.”

I rose.

“I expect an apology,”
Cambridge said.

“You’ve got it,” I said. “I’m
sorry that I’ve wasted my time and yours by coming to see you.
Goodbye, Mr. Cambridge.”

I walked past him and kept going when he
said, “Wait.” I reached the door and was about to grasp the knob
when he added, “Please. Please, Mr. Kent.”

I turned.

“I’m sorry I lost my temper,” he
said. “I—I loved my daughter. Try to understand how I—I
...”

“That doesn’t take much
understanding, Mr. Cambridge.” I walked back to him. “Look, I don’t
know whether I’ll take this case or not. If I decide to refuse it,
the big reason will be your inability to realize that your daughter
was a human being. I don’t hold that against you as a man, but it
will make our relationship impossible.”

“I don’t
understand.”

“If I investigate your
daughter’s murder I’ll be digging for motive. I’ll be looking for
something in her life big enough and emotional enough to get her
killed. To do that I’ll have to ask you some questions you won’t
like.”

“I’ll answer
anything.”

“There’s another
possibility.”

“What’s that?”

“You may know something
about your daughter that you’d rather keep hidden.”

He shook his head. “There’s nothing like
that, I swear it.”

“Was your daughter on
drugs?”

His eyes largened and he made fists of his
hands. Then his head fell forward and he slumped. “You’re right
about me,” he said. “I am unreasonable when it comes to questions
about Karen. I was that way with the police, too. But please
believe this, Mr. Kent: if there was any sort of problem in Karen’s
life—a man, drugs, anything of that nature, I wasn’t aware of it.
Of course, she may have kept it from me; I can’t deny that
possibility.”

It was a start. He was willing to admit that
his daughter hadn’t been a saint.

“I want you to see all the
angles,” I said. “When I start digging I may get to dirt. I’m not
saying I will, but it can happen. If it does, what will your
attitude be?”

“I want you to find out
who killed her and I want that person to go on trial and be
punished.”

“When I say dirt, Mr.
Cambridge, I mean the kind the newspapers like to
print.”

“That won’t
happen.”

“But if it
does?”

He stuck out his chin. “I have enough
confidence in my daughter to—”

“If it does, Mr. Cambridge. Will you tell me to stop
digging?”

“No!”

“Think about
it.”

“I don’t have
to.”

“All right. I just wanted
to get it straight. Now some more questions.”

“I’m ready.”

“Was there a man in your
daughter’s life—a special man—one who gave her trouble?”

“No.”

“Maybe she gave him
trouble?”

“No.”

“Did she
drink?”

“She wasn’t an alcoholic
if that’s what you mean.”

“Then drinking wasn’t a
problem.”

“Not in the
least.”

I sat down, lit another Camel. I said, “If I
remember correctly, your daughter was killed just as she was about
to enter a night club.”

“The
Nightingale.”

“Did she go there
often?”

“No.”

“Is that an opinion, Mr.
Cambridge, or—”

“The police investigated
that aspect of the case thoroughly, Mr. Kent. They learned that
Karen had gone to the Nightingale on only a few
occasions.”

“Was she supposed to meet
anyone in the Nightingale that night?”

Cambridge made a face. It was a frown that
came and went so quickly that he may not have been aware he’d let
me see it.

“She went there to meet a
friend,” he said. “A girlfriend. I—”

He hesitated. “I imagine you’ll want to know
about Karen’s friends.”

“Yes.”

He walked across the room, stopped at a
cocktail bar. “Would you like a drink?”

“A scotch,
please.”

“Cutty Sark suit
you?”

“Fine. About the same
amount of water, no ice.”

He grunted, then nodded as though approving
of my choice of drink. He reached over the cocktail bar and lifted
a bottle of Cutty Sark from a shelf and poured into two glasses.
“Karen,” he said, “had only one close friend, and this was who she
was meeting at the Nightingale that night. They’d made the date
that afternoon.” He added water to the scotches, walked back to me
and handed me a glass.

I raised my scotch-and-water to him.

“Drink in good health,” he said
and sat down opposite me. I sipped and watched him swirl the drink
around in his glass before he said, “Don’t read anything into the
fact that Karen had no fiancé. There were men in her life; she just
didn’t meet anyone whom she loved enough to marry.”

“Was she ever engaged to
any man?”

“Nothing like
that.”

Behind Cambridge was a large color
photograph in a frame; it sat on a table. Even from where I sat I
could see that the girl was a blue-eyed blonde well endowed in the
upper statistic. The photo was from the waist up. A slim
waist.

“Your daughter?” I
asked.

He turned partly towards the picture, saw I
was looking in that direction, nodded.

“Very attractive.” I saw
pain cross his eyes and added, “If I’m going to take this
assignment, Mr. Cambridge, I’ll have to say quite a few things that
will hurt. There’s no way around it.”

“I understand, Mr.
Kent.”

“All right. You say your
daughter never had trouble with a rejected suitor. Are you sure
about that?”

“Positive.”

“Did she always tell you
everything?”

“Yes. We had a wonderful
relationship.”

Like hell, I thought. Cambridge was only
deluding himself if he thought his daughter didn’t have problems
that she kept from him. I said, “Let’s go back to this girlfriend
she was going to meet. What’s her name?”

“Rita Dell. They were
friends for a number of years. Went to school together.”

“Is this Rita
married?”

“No. She runs a dress shop
in the Village.”

“Did your daughter do
anything for a living?”

Cambridge shifted his position in the chair.
“Karen did some charity work. Hospitals, mainly. She didn’t have to
take a job; her mother left her a great deal of money. There was
also a legacy from an aunt on her mother’s side.”

I squashed out my cigarette. “Mr. Cambridge,
this next question doesn’t have to mean anything but it must be
asked.”

“I think I know what it
is. You want to know what happened to Karen’s money.”

“That’s right.”

“All but a few small bequests
went to me.” Cambridge smiled without humor. “Don’t feel too badly
about the question, Mr. Kent. I’m sure I was number one suspect
when the police found out about Karen’s will. Perhaps you might
like to follow their line of reasoning and ask if Karen was my
natural daughter.”

I looked away. “They were
checking out all the possibilities, Mr. Cambridge. A police officer
can’t take anything for granted.”

“Especially when he’s completely
mystified. I’m sure you’ll show a great deal more imagination, Mr.
Kent.”

I mumbled something about doing my best. He
didn’t have a chance of getting me to agree with his feelings about
the police. I’ve known a lot of cops in my life. Some are rotten,
but sooner or later most of these get picked out of the barrel. The
average cop is a hard-working, underpaid professional who puts his
life on the line every time he wears his badge. Even when he’s off
duty he’s sworn to protect human life and property and enforce the
law. He can’t be sure he’s on a picnic even when he’s on a
picnic.

I said, “Speaking about imagination, Mr.
Cambridge, I’d like to give mine a little exercise. Your daughter
had her own room, of course?”

“Yes.”

“I’d like to sit in it for a
while. Alone.”

“If you’re thinking of searching
through Karen’s room—”

“I am.”

“The police have already done
that. However, as I’ve made abundantly clear, I’m no admirer of the
police or their methods. Karen’s room is this way, Mr. Kent
...”

It was a large room that didn’t have much of
a woman’s touch about it. The bulky black leather chairs were more
suited to a man’s den or office, and the dull brown carpet and
plain wallpaper were more utilitarian than feminine. There was a
large mahogany desk. I tried to lift one end and barely managed it.
Karen Cambridge would have had one hell of a job moving this
furniture around.

I sat at the desk.
The wall I looked
at was lined with books. Classic novels. Great plays. Historical
tomes. Heavy reading for
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