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Eddie McEvoy wanted Larry Kent
to take on a murder case even though he had no
official,
payng client. As far as Larry was concerned, it was none of his
business. But then police Lieutenant Bruce Comstock warned him off,
and that’s when Larry had a change of heart. He didn’t take kindly
to being threatened by anyone, much less a corrupt cop who was on
the take.

So he started delving ever deeper into the
murder of the man who called himself Stan White … and realized
there was much more to his death than met the eye.
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Chapter 1 ... blue Monday ...

 


Monday is the worst day of the
week in New York City. You can see it in the glum faces of the
people on their way to work in the city’s concrete and glass
towers, and in the slow trade on Wall Street—unless the President
of the United States said something on TV over the weekend that
made investors either pessimistic or optimistic. Monday is also a
bad box office day for movie houses and Broadway
theaters that
aren’t showing smash hits. Bars aren’t crowded and the near empty
restaurants make it look as though eating has gone out of style.
Monday is the traditional day off for prostitutes who can afford
that luxury, and even muggers aren’t around in their usual numbers.
And Monday is a terrible day for private investigators. My books
say that only four percent of my cases start on a Monday. But there
is always that four percent ...

The guy who entered my office
seven floors above the bottom of the 42nd Street canyon on a
scorching Monday in mid-July, 1978, was definitely not potential
client material. Although my window thermometer showed the
temperature to be 91 degrees Fahrenheit, he wore a long coat that
had seen many winters and had provided a feast for more than one
hungry moth. His name was Eddie McEvoy. He had a few tufts of brown
hair on his head and a scraggly moustache that made his small mouth
invisible. His nose twitched constantly, like a rabbit’s, and his
shoe-button dark eyes darted this way and that as though seeking
out the many dangers of a hostile world. Eddie lived on the fringe
of the underworld, too frightened to be crooked and too crooked to
consider working for a living. I’ve used Eddie seven or eight times to
gather information in places where I dare not show my face. There
are many such places in New York City; knowing where they are is
one of the reasons why I’m still alive.

“How are things going?” I
asked as Eddie shuffled over to my desk.

“Terrible,” he said
mournfully.

“Too bad,” I
said.

He let out a long sigh and sat
in my red client chair. I made a mental note to clean the
upholstery after he left. He flicked his hands over the front of
his coat and bits of fluff became airborne, settling gently to the
carpet.

“Cats,” Eddie explained. “I
got three cats and they’re sheddin’ hair like crazy.”

Did the cats sleep on his coat?
I wondered. I said, “Are you in trouble, Eddie?”

“Me? No.” He examined his
fingernails. They were bitten to the quick. “But there’s this
friend of mine,” he said after a long pause.

“What about
him?”

“Well, he
always treated me right. Nice guy. Lemme tell you what happened the
other day. I got a room at the back of this buildin’, see, and my
friend had this apartment in front. Well, a big black limousine
pulls up outside the place and this old duck gets out of the back.
Behind the wheel is a chauffeur—don’t see many of them these days.
Anyhow, I’m in the alley when I see this old duck go into the
building. She looks like money ... diamond necklace, rings on her
fingers, all that stuff. I go into the vestibule and see her knock
on my friend’s door. I go around the other side of the buildin’ to
look through my friend’s livin’ room window. Well, my friend lets
her into his apartment and the old duck kisses him. Then they have
an argument. The old duck has a cane with a gold knob on it and she
keeps jabbing this cane at my friend. Finally she goes. My friend
sits down for a while, lookin’ miserable, then he gets to his feet,
goes to get his kit and gives himself a jab in the arm.”

“Then your friend’s a
junkie,” I said.

“Yeah. Had at least a
hundred-dollar-a-day habit.”

“Had, Eddie?”

“Yeah. My friend is dead.
Somebody put a bullet through his brain. Must’ve been a silenced
gun ’cause no shot was heard. Only happened a couple of hours ago
so it ain’t been in the papers yet.”

“Why come to me,
Eddie?”

“Well ...” His nose began to twitch. He looked like an unhappy
rabbit. “He was a real nice feller. I’d like to see who killed him
get what he deserves. Then there was the old girl who came to see
him in the big limousine. She’s money, Kent. Even if she wasn’t
drippin’ with diamonds and she didn’t come there in the limousine,
I’d’ve known that with one look. Money.”

“So?”

“Well, I
figure my friend was her nephew or son or somethin’. Mebbe you can
go see her, get her to hire you. That should be worth
... well, ten
percent of what you get, huh?”

I held back a smile. Eddie was always
playing the percentages. I said, “What was your friend’s
name?”

“He called himself Stan
White but I think it was a phony name.” He examined what was left
of the nails on the fingers of his left hand. “There’s just one
thing, Kent. I, uh, I want you to keep me out of this.”

“Why, Eddie?”

“Well, uh, the Central
homicide man investigatin’ the murder ... he don’t mind beltin’
people around.”

“Who is he,
Eddie?”

“Uh ... Comstock.”

“Lt. Bruce
Comstock?”

“You know him,
right?”

“Right. I know the
lieutenant well.”

“Tough bastard,” Eddie
said, still examining his fingernails.

“The toughest.”

“He asked me some questions
just before I came here. He said I was to keep my mouth
shut.”

“That was good
advice.”

Eddie cocked his head, looked at me
through one narrowed eye. “Does that mean you ain’t gonna follow
this thing up?”

“It means exactly
that.”

Still peering at me with one eye,
Eddie said, “You ain’t afraid of Comstock, are you,
Kent?”

“I’m a private detective,
Eddie. Comstock is a cop. A private detective goes to work after
he’s hired by a private citizen. A private detective who walks into
a police case on behalf of a client has more nerve than brains. A
private detective who walks into a police case when he doesn’t have
a client has no brains at all.”

“But you can have a
client,” Eddie said. “All you have to do is look up the old
girl.”

“You don’t even know who
she is.”

“She’s got to be his mother
or his aunt or his godmother or something. You could tell he meant
a lot to her the way she waved the cane in his face. Damn near took
his nose off.”

“Eddie,” I
said with a sigh, “do me a favor.”

“Like what?”

“Get the hell out of
here.”

His nose twitched. “You are afraid of
Comstock,” he said accusingly.

“Eddie,” I said, “you’ve already worn out your welcome. Now
you’re working on the last shreds of my patience.”

“You had a run-in with
Comstock once,” Eddie went on. “He said he’d strip off your skin if
you ever got in his way again. It was all over town. You didn’t say
a word. You just turned your back on him and walked away. Never
said a word. All over town.”

I said, “There are times when you
back-talk a cop and there are times when you keep your mouth shut.
There were three other cops with Comstock. It wasn’t the time to
assert myself. But why the hell am I even bothering to tell you how
it was? Anyhow, he was the one who was hurting, not me.”

“I know all about the
case,” Eddie said. “The Meadows murder. You solved it right under
Comstock’s nose and took all the credit. You made him look like a
jerk. He never forgave you for that. Now he’s a big wheel again.
They call him the Murder Man at Central. Solved every murder he
investigated since that Meadows one. They say he’s gonna be an
inspector soon and after that he might go to the commissioner’s
office. When you come right down to it, I guess it’s smart of you
not to lock horns with Comstock again. This time he’ll probably
clobber you. Yeah, he’s a big man these days. It’d be stupid to
stand against him.”

“Go home, Eddie,” I
said.

“Sure. There’s
just one more thing.” He reached into one of the side pockets of
his heavy coat and there was a crinkling sound as he produced a
balled-up piece of paper and smoothed it out. “No good to me,” he
said, placing the slip of paper on my desk. “I took down
the license number of that limousine that brought the old girl
to Stan’s place.”

“I don’t want it,” I
said.

“Never can tell, Kent. You
might change your mind about buckin’ Comstock.”

“No chance.”

“Things happen.”

I made a ball of the piece of paper
again and tossed it into the wastepaper basket.

“I guess that’s that,”
Eddie said. “There goes ten percent of nothin’. Still, like I said,
you never can tell.”

Maybe he was smiling, maybe he wasn’t;
the scraggly moustache made it impossible to see his
lips.

“Go,” I said.

He went and then I started to think
about Bruce Comstock. He was with Narcotics when I first ran into
him about four years back. In those days we weren’t friends and we
weren’t enemies. We had a few drinks together with a mutual friend
and after that it was a nodding acquaintance. But I knew about
Comstock. He was on the Syndicate payroll. He made more than his
fair share of arrests, but always in Harlem and Spanish Harlem,
grabbing pushers and handlers who were trying to buck the
Syndicate. There were those who said he got his information from
the Syndicate and that he was working for the Syndicate more than
he was for the people of New York. Then some Narcotics men working
on their own made a big grab in a Syndicate warehouse; they brought
in pure heroin that would be worth about ten million when broken
down with milk powder. The heroin was placed in a police department
warehouse. Six months later the stuff was tested. Milk powder. The
heroin had been stolen and packets of milk powder left in its
place. There was a big scandal but the people behind the robbery
weren’t caught. One thing was known: they had to be cops. The
Narcotics Division was broken up. Comstock went to Homicide in the
23rd Precinct. He solved a few murders and was moved up to Central
and promoted from detective first class to lieutenant. I clashed
with him soon after his promotion. He swore he’d get even with
me.

Comstock was a bastard, but even his
worst enemy had to admit that he had a homicide record unmatched in
the history of the New York City police department. He’d
investigated more than fifty murders and the only one he’d come up
short on was the one I’d solved, the Meadows case. When you
consider that nearly three thousand people are murdered in New York
City each year, and about two thousand of those murders go
unsolved, you get a true perspective on Comstock’s record. It’s an
impressive record despite the fact that three of Comstock’s
convicted murderers were pardoned after serving only a few months
of their life sentences. The pardons came after it was proved that
someone else had committed the killings. The three innocent men
sued the city of New York and the cases were settled out of court.
A newspaperman tried to make something of the cases, saying that
each of the three falsely accused and convicted men had claimed
Comstock had used strong-arm methods to get confessions out of
them. But the newspaperman was sent to the Middle East and that was
the end of that.

A small sound from outside the office
cut into my thoughts; the scuff of a shoe maybe. I looked at the
door and saw a distorted silhouette take shape against the frosted
glass. A man, big, wide. Knuckles rapped against the
glass.

“Come
in,”
I said.

Lt. Bruce Comstock entered my
office.


Chapter 2 ... rogue cop ...

 


Comstock had a face only a
myopic mother could love. The eyes, nose and mouth seemed to have
come from three other faces. A sharp nose, small dark eyes set
close together, a pouting mouth. The coat of his
dark-striped gray suit looked ready to burst at the seams. He was all
muscle. Even his face had muscle.

He smiled at me, showing sharp yellow
teeth. It was not a nice smile. He said, “Hi, Kent.”

“Hello, Lieutenant. Is
there something I can do for you?”

“There’s something you can
do for yourself.” He dropped into my red client chair and for some
reason it was a nice feeling knowing that he’d leave my office
carrying fluff from Eddie’s cats with him. He crossed his legs.
“You can level with me,” he said.

“About what?”

“About why that stool
pigeon came to see you.”

“Stool pigeon?”

“Eddie McEvoy.” His small
eyes probed mine. “He was here, wasn’t he?”

It was no time to lie; Comstock
wouldn’t be asking if he didn’t know. “Yes,” I said.

“What did he
want?”

“A friend of his was
murdered.”

“Give his friend a
name.”

“The name Eddie gave me was
Stan White.”

“Meaning that wasn’t his
real name?”

“Meaning nothing at all,
Lieutenant.”

He uncrossed his legs. “I guess you
know,” he said, speaking slowly, “that I had the creep tailed
here.”

“Did you?”

Comstock’s mouth went sour. “Don’t
play games with me, Kent.”

“I don’t know why you
should say that, Lieutenant.”

“I say it because of the
last time you played games with me. The Meadows case.”

“I was hired to investigate
a killing that time.”

“But you
didn’t come to me when you lucked onto some
information that
led you to the killer. You went to the newspapers
instead.”

“If you’ll recall,
Lieutenant, you told me to keep out of your way. That was what I
did.”

He stared into my eyes, his
small mouth curling. “You made me look like a damn fool. You knew
that would happen.” He leaned forward. “Well, it better not happen
again. If you get in my way just once more, you’re going to wish
you were born in some other country. Now, I want the truth. Why did Eddie
McEvoy come here?”

“He wanted me to
investigate the murder of his friend.”

“And what did you say to
that?”

“No.”

“What else did McEvoy
say?”

“He told me his friend was
a junkie.”

“And?”

“That he was shot through
the head.”

Comstock produced a toothpick from his
handkerchief pocket, and began to probe at his teeth. “What did
McEvoy offer you?” he said.

“I don’t
understand.”

“What’s to understand? You
say he wanted you to investigate the case. He knows you don’t live
on air. He must’ve made some kind of an offer of
payment.”

“All right,” I said after a
moment. “I’ll level with you, Lieutenant. Eddie figured I’d welcome
the chance to cross swords with you again.”

“Did he put it into
words?”

“More or less.”

“And what was your
answer?”

“I told him there were
enough troubles in this world without going out of my way to look
for more.”

He grinned. “You’re learning,
Kent.”

I shrugged. “What’s to learn? I’ve got
my side of the street, you’ve got yours.”

His grin disappeared. “Wrong. I have
both sides of the street.” He got up from the chair. “Remember
that, Kent. Both sides of the street. I don’t care what you do in
Canarsie or Cincinnati or Columbus—but here in New York you’ll feel
a hand on your shoulder if you even look like you’re going to spit
on the sidewalk. You got that?”

“You came through loud and
clear, Lieutenant.”

“Don’t you forget
it.”

“I’m not likely
to.”

Comstock went to the door, turned,
looked at me for a long moment, his eyes hungry. He said, “I’m
almost sorry you finally learned how to show respect. For a long
time now I’ve been itching to come down on you.”

I smiled at him. He slammed the door
behind him. I bent over and retrieved Eddie McEvoy’s balled-up
piece of paper from the wastepaper basket. I smoothed it out on my
desk, and punched out numbers on my phone.

“Motor Vehicle Bureau,”
said a too-sweet female voice on the other
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