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Larry Kent’s old buddy Jim Calloway was
murdered over a woman … so they said. But who was the woman? No one
seemed to know—not even Jim’s killer.

Larry suspected the woman was just a
diversion. There was another reason for Jim’s death. And just maybe
it had something to do with his job with the Narcotics Bureau. Only
thing was, Jim was a minor official at the Bureau, no one with any
clout, just a desk-jockey.

One thing for certain. There were people out
there—important people—who wanted to bury the case. And if they
couldn’t kill Larry to stop him investigating, then just maybe they
could send him to Cuba in search of a missing man. After all, he’d
be easier to rub out in a foreign country …
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Chapter 1 ... a guy only fries once ...


The guard nodded to me and I went
through to the inner cell. I heard the outer door clang and glanced
round to see the other guard sitting down again at the metal table,
just inside the doorway.

A voice said, “Don’t a guy get any
privacy around here?”

Dan Harbin was sitting at a small
table. There was a blanket folded over it. He had dealt out a hand
of solitaire.

I said, “One question,
Harbin.”

No answer. He was grinning.

I said, “Who was Calloway’s
girlfriend?”

Harbin laughed. He said to the guard.
“Who let this punk shamus in here?”

The guard said nothing. He was leaning
against the wall with his arms folded.

I said, “Who was the dame,
Harbin?”

He got up off his chair carefully, as
if every move he made had to be deliberate, calculated—timed. He
moved round the side of the little table and stood facing me,
blocky, sandy-haired, his eyes empty, his mouth a sneer.

“You find out who she was,
Kent. Me, I’ve got other things on my mind.”

He struck without warning, a short
chopping blow to the pit of my stomach. I swayed, jerked up my
hands—and checked the punch. Harbin was screaming, “I’ll kill ya,
ya bum!”

Then the guard was between us.
He fumbled his grip and Harbin all but got away from him. He was
writhing like a madman. There was a dribble of saliva down his
chin.

Then the other guard was running in,
and I heard a clatter at the outer door. In a few seconds they had
Harbin flat on his back on his cot. Over his shoulder the guard
said breathlessly, “You better blow, Mr. Kent. Time’s run
out—”

I said, “For that guy,
too.”

I went out through the double doors.
The deputy governor was waiting for me. He was
frowning.

“I won’t ask you how you
made out—”

“No dice,” I told
him.

He nodded. “You better come
back to the chief’s office with me.” As we walked along he glanced at his wrist,
checked the time with the big clock at the end of the echoing
hall.

“Thirty-five minutes to
go,” he said.

And when we were back in the executive
offices I stood around and watched the urgent comings and
goings—broken by a quick call from the District Attorney’s office,
countermanding his previous order that I be allowed to see the
condemned man.

Deputy Randall hung up and gave me a
crooked grin as he told me the news.

“The D.A. left his change
of mind a little late.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Too bad
about that.”

I lit a fresh cigarette.

Then a bell started ringing
some place—a long, insistent sound. I glanced at the deputy and
saw a nerve
twitching in his cheek.

Then on a wall panel near his desk a
red light went on, held for a few seconds, went off again, then
showed once more.

There was complete and utter silence
in the room.

The red light went off. A green light
showed.

And I saw the lamp over the
deputy-governor’s desk dim for a few seconds and then show bright
again.

The guard standing stiffly at
attention near the door relaxed suddenly and I saw him cross
himself.

The deputy-governor said, “Now we’ll
never know why Harbin killed James Calloway.”

 


There was a bunch of
newspapermen and photographers outside the tall gates of the
penitentiary. I walked quickly over to my waiting taxi. I was all
but there when I saw a guy detach himself from the car against
which he had been leaning and start toward me. I had a glimpse of a
thin face in the electrics that spilled over the driveway; above
the face was a Panama hat with a faded red ribbon round it. As I dived
into the cab I wondered fleetingly about that Panama hat; it looked
out of character on a newsman covering a big shot’s
execution.

The taxi sped down the driveway
and I lit a fresh cigarette, expecting the inevitable questions
from the driver. But the hackie, his face lined and worldly wise,
uttered not
a word. I
tipped him five bucks when we reached the railroad station and he
nodded, still without speaking.

I made my way down the
concourse, paused to buy a news magazine and a late edition of
the Clarion. I had a few minutes to wait.

The Clarion had the last-minute news on Harbin,
tucked away on page nine. The next edition would carry an even
smaller paragraph, to the effect that Harbin had been duly
executed, and “justice had been done.”

I glanced over the brief story they
ran on page nine of the edition: a terse recapitulation of the
events that had led up to Harbin’s trial for the murder of Jim
Calloway.

The train slid in and I stepped
on board. Something made me turn my head at the last moment,
and I had a
fleeting glimpse of the thin-faced guy in the Panama hat climbing
into the train two coaches down. I shrugged and made my way through
to a seat by the window, dropped my briefcase in the rack and
stretched myself out comfortably. The coach was all but
empty.

I finished reading the
Clarion’s
story. They even
had a plug for me.

“James Calloway was found
shot dead on the night of June 19. The body was found by a
patrolman just before midnight in an alley at the side of the
Excelsior Club on Canal Street. There seemed to be no motive for
the crime: Calloway was a minor official in the Narcotics Bureau
and as far as police could determine had never had contact with
members of the underworld. He was a war veteran who lived alone
with his mother in a quiet park side apartment. He had few friends
outside of his work and was believed to have had no
enemies.

“At first it
seemed there must be some connection between the shooting and the
fact that Calloway was employed by the Narcotics Bureau. But the
Bureau pointed out at the time that Calloway was not an outside
operative but was employed purely as a desk executive at
headquarters. There was nothing at all in his record to show that
he had had any direct contact with the narcotics traffic. Due
largely to the work of a city private investigator, Larry Kent, an
important witness was turned up in the person of Whitey Gondola, a
small-time mobster, who was once a triggerman
for
Duke Cerise.
Although Gondola was able to prove an alibi, it was through him
that the Homicide Bureau, again with the help of Kent, followed a
lead that eventually brought Daniel Harbin to trial.

“New evidence
came to light following the arrest of Harbin. It was proved that
Calloway was not a regular frequenter of the Excelsior Club, and
left the place alone on the night of the nineteenth and that Harbin
who had been drinking with cronies, left almost immediately
afterward. There was conflicting evidence from passers-by about a
quarrel taking place in the opening to the lane alongside the club;
at all events police were able to get a confession from Harbin who
finally boasted that he had killed Calloway because of an argument
over a girl. Attempts by the police to extract further details from
Harbin have not been successful. Harbin was duly tried and found
guilty...”

“Excuse me, Mr.
Kent.”

I glanced up. Sure enough it was the
guy in the Panama hat. I said, “You got the wrong guy,
buddy.”

“I don’t think so,” said
the Panama hat. He was standing there in the aisle between the
seats, swaying slightly to the motion of the train. I could see
that he was older than I’d thought and though his hat was shabby
the rest of his clothes were not.

I said, “Beat it, I’m
busy.”

He didn’t move. “I just want to talk
with you, Mr. Kent. It’ll only take a few minutes.”

“I’ve got no minutes for
the Press.”

“Oh, but you have me
wrong,” said the thin guy quickly. “I’m not from a
newspaper.”

I looked at him. “Radio, maybe? Or one
of those TV roundsmen with a cute little tape-recorder in your
pocket?”

He smiled faintly and shook his head.
“You’ve got me wrong. I’m just a private citizen, Mr. Kent and—I’d
appreciate it if you’d give me a few minutes of your
time.”

“Talking about what?
Executions, maybe?”

He shook his head. “Dan Harbin’s dead.
I would say, all round, a good thing.”

“Sure,” I said. “Read the
obituaries tomorrow.”

He put out a hand to steady himself as
the train took a bend at high speed. He said, “My name’s Jackson. I
represent J. B. Weiler.” Before I could speak he fished a card
from a vest pocket and held it out to me.

I said, “Right now I’m
stocked up
with vacuum cleaners.”

He licked his lips rapidly. “Mr. Kent;
I’m not selling anything. I’m hiring.”

I took out a package of cigarettes. As
I shook one loose I said, “I’m not open for hire.”

He blinked. “You
are
Larry Kent, aren’t
you? The private investigator?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I just
finished a tough case, and I’m taking a vacation.”

“Perhaps J. B. Weiler could
make you change your mind, Mr. Kent?”

“Nothing
could.” I shook out my copy of the Clarion, “See you, Jackson.”

I started to read the sport
page.

I knew he was still there.

“Mr. Kent?”

I said nothing.

He leaned closer to me. I could smell
garlic faintly. In an earnest voice he said, “You still want to
find out who Calloway’s girl was?”

I threw the paper from me and got to
my feet.

Jackson stood his ground.

I said, “What you trying to
pull?”

“You’ve got me wrong, Mr.
Kent. Maybe you’ve never heard of J. B. Weiler?”

When I said nothing he went on, “He’s
a very wealthy man—a rich importer of goods from Cuba. He asked me
to contact you just as soon as this Harbin business was over—he’s
followed your progress quite keenly, Mr. Kent.”

“Guess he had
fun.”

Jackson smiled faintly. “J. B. has
contacts all over the city. Even in the police department. In fact,
Captain Wagner who was in charge of the Calloway case is a good
friend of his.”

“So what?”

“Won’t you talk with J. B.
Weiler?”

“About what?”

“I think he’d prefer to
tell you himself, Mr. Kent.”

I said, “If it’s a case, I’m not
interested.”

“Not even in—”
He hesitated, “A five hundred dollar fee?”

“Usually,” I told him. “But
right now I’m through with work. See me in one month, Jackson.” I
sat down again and reached for my discarded paper.

The guy still didn’t move. One
stubborn guy. I ran my eye down the major league results. I heard
Jackson say in his light, impersonal voice, “I’ve placed one of J.
B.’s cards on the arm of your seat, Mr. Kent. If you change your
mind in the morning, call him. He’d be very happy to see you
anytime in the next twenty-four hours.”

I dragged on my cigarette. Presently I
turned my head. Jackson had gone.

 


At the terminus I was pushing
my way through the crowd when I caught sight of the Panama hat just
ahead of me, bobbing along among the commuters heading for the
escalators. I had Weiler’s visiting card in my side pocket. Then I lost sight
of him altogether. It was on a higher level. I was walking past the
corner of a news stand when it happened.

The crowd had lessened a lot but I was
suddenly jostled—felt a thrust against my back and turned quickly
to see Jackson’s face peering at me anxiously. I started to say,
“What in hell—” when he pushed me to one side violently.

I crashed against the corner of the
news stand and swung round. I guess there was a savage look on my
face—but I wiped it when I saw a guy standing not more than two
feet away, stooped a little, with his right hand thrust out as if
trying to shake hands.

Only a guy doesn’t do that when he’s
got a naked blade in his hand.

I heard someone call out something and
I surged forward. The guy with the knife seemed to bend his knees
and jump sideways. He went through the crowd like a quarterback
with the ball. In moments he was lost to sight.

I could see people looking at me
curiously as I straightened my tie. I said, “Jackson, did you see
that guy with the knife?”

“Why do you think I pushed
you, Mr. Kent?”

“Thanks,” I told
him.

The look of nervousness on his face
vanished. “I’m glad you’re not sore at me. I was coming up to speak
to you again—then I saw him. I figured the smartest thing to do
would be to push you out of the way first and explain
afterwards.”

“It was smart,” I told him.
“Any time I need help of that kind I’ll call you.”

He said anxiously, “Mr. Kent, have you
any idea who that man was?”

“I never saw him before in
my life.”

“Forgive me, but might he
be a friend of Daniel Harbin’s, perhaps?”

“Could be.”

The commuters were streaming past us
unconcernedly. The whole thing had happened so quickly it was as if
only a tiny pebble had been thrown into a big, big pool.

Jackson said, “Maybe you need a change
of climate, Mr. Kent. Why not take a working vacation? J. B. Weiler
will pay well.”

I said, “Look, Jackson, I owe you
something for getting me out of the way of that knife, but I’m not
working for Weiler now or any other time. You get it?”

He said, “Just as you say, Mr.
Kent.”

“Sure,” I said. “Just like
I say.”

I was turning away when he said
urgently, “Doesn’t it even intrigue you?”

I looked at him. “Doesn’t what
intrigue me?”

“The fact that
I asked you about the girl in the Calloway
case?”

I said, “A salesman’s got to use any
lead he can think up when he’s trying to swing a deal. Right,
Jackson?”

“I think you’ve got me
wrong, Mr. Kent.”

“It’s getting to be a habit
with me,” I told him. “See you around.”

 


I had a Scotch uptown and took a cab
round to Police Headquarters. Captain Wagner was on
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