
        
            [image: cover]
        

    





[image: tmp_941bfb5f5eee58d208fdc17089ed47b6_NP2Uff_html_315de9f1.jpg]












Two cops had gone missing, and their boss
wanted to know what had happened to them. But he wasn’t sure just
who he could trust down at headquarters, so he gave the job to
Larry Kent, the only man he felt he could rely on.

Larry soon found himself up to his shoulder
holster in trouble. Whatever the missing cops had been
investigating, it was big. That’s why the dapper little
chili-eating hustler Pete Grills wanted him dead. Why the seductive
Ester Newell tried to recruit him rather than fight him. Why the
shallow TV personality Grant Kelso had to die … and why the stakes
were higher than Larry could ever imagine.
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Chapter 1 ... by any name – a cop ...

 


“Morning, Kent,” he said.

I kept my feet on the desk and looked
through the gap between the rubber heels of my brogues. For
unimportant guys I don’t bother with my social routine. And the guy
who greeted me at ten that morning, wasn’t important. Not to
me.

“A
busy guy like you, Kent, you got time to listen to a
cop?”

His voice went with his blue serge
uniform; regulation tone, trust-nobody severity.

“Depends,” I said.

“This
cop is a client,” he said. “Write down in your clients’ book.
Twentieth of May, eighty, Joe Hoffner.”

I didn’t move. I said,
“Sit down, Hoffner,
and save your feet.”

“Sure,” he said. From the way he wasn’t talking as fast as
usual, I knew he had a problem. And if he did, New York was in for
a cold winter. Joe Hoffner’s a cop who looks at life from under the
sewers, because most everything he touches ends up there anyway. In
a heaped-up sort of stir-crazy way he’s what’s known as the
toughest cop west of the Mississippi. A tough, hard cop living in a
tough, hard, dirty world. He has a built-in hate for all creeps
dealing in drugs, blackmail, extortion and violence—yet he doesn’t
clamp down on nude shows or girl parlors. For a guy who lives and
moves among liars and traitors he has an acceptance of life that
sometimes puzzles me. That’s when I get time to think about him
which is almost no time at all.

I said, “Cops have their own outfits,
Joe. Me, I’m just a guy with a part-time secretary and an answering
service.” I took in my office with a wave of the hand. “My world
and work are dominated by money. Nearly all my cases are connected
with money and property. And my clients are motivated by greed and
jealousy. What brings you?”

“A
need.”

“Of
me?” When he didn’t answer that one I added, “I heard you have a
dozen guys willing to run at the snap of your delicate
fingers.”

“Sure,” Hoffner said. “Dozens of bums.”

I grinned and moved back in the swing
chair. While I waited for him to continue, I helped myself to a
Scotch. I didn’t offer Hoffner one.

He stared right at me.
“I want you to find
two guys for me, Kent. Fast.”

“Escapees?”

“Cops.
I sent them out on a routine check and they haven’t come
back.”

“The
solution’s easy,” I told him. “They got out, they want to stay out.
I don’t blame them.”

Hoffner didn’t take offence. I eyed
him carefully, trying to get beneath the cold veneer of a guarded
cop. His face was as expressionless as the front side of a
glacier.

“One
of them’s my brother. He’d come back. A smart young punk who knows
how to look after himself because I taught him. The other guy’s a
lifer in the corps, sworn in right up to his braces.”

I pursed my lips and sat up. I
didn’t know Hoffner’s parents had the nerve to reproduce after
their first effort. If he’d turned out a fag or closet queen, maybe
yeah. But the way he was ...

“How
come me?” I asked.

Hoffner half-smiled. It was the
closest he ever got to being happy, and I knew, through some freak
miracle, I was top boy in his diary this month.

“I’ll
put it straight,” he said. “I sent the two of them out on an
assignment. One first. When he didn’t come back, I sent the second
guy. Names are Ben Hoffner and Dave Bulloch. If I send another one,
I got an idea he won’t come back either.”

“Great,” I said. “I’m expendable, eh?”

“Some
guys can smell a cop,” he said. “You’re smart enough to leave the
smell behind.”

“I
never had it.”

He grunted. “We’re off the record. I know a
lot about you, C.I.A and the rest. I want the two guys turned up,
dead or alive.”

I sat back. Hoffner was putting it
right on the line. He’d know my price sheet and knew he could meet
it.

I said, “Who pays?”

“The
Government for the two of them. I give a few hundred extra bucks
for my kid brother.”

I kept staring at him wondering
how soft this hard guy could go. It was a change in a guy I’d expected would give
the cremation parlors a lot of trouble when he came to that. I
looked at his sleeve. No heart showed.

I said, “You know the
rates.”

“I
been around this town a long time, Kent. Five hundred down and a
hundred a day plus expenses.”

“On
the ball,” I said.

“You
can pick up the dough at the Precinct. I’ve arranged for a clear
passage.”

I lifted my eyebrows. Any job I’d done
for the cops had left me with an account unpaid for three, four
months. Which meant Hoffner, clearing the way so well, had to be
more than I’d given him credit for.

I said, “You must be top-dogging this
one, eh?”

Hoffner shook his head.
“I said the kid was
my brother. And I know how to find a shortcut when it matters. You
won’t have any trouble.”

“If I
take the job,” I said.

His eyes flicked
nervously. “You’ll take it, Kent. I don’t want any numbskull in on
this. You take it and you get to peddle your wares for as long as
you like in my city. We also stay friends.”

“We’re
that, huh?”

“Till
you finish this job. After that, when the handshakes are over,
you’re a private eye and I’m a cop.”

He didn’t have to say more. He
lived by the book so rigidly he had once sued a lesbian high on
marihuana for damages for biting his finger. And he’d collected.

I said, “I don’t take any job until I
know the score.”

“There’s nothing you can’t find out for yourself, Kent,” he
came back at me. “I’ll give you places and names. A guy like you
can get more from those contacts than any cop. Just find
them.”

I sat back and rocked some while I
watched him. Hoffner was no mannequin so my eye-wash didn’t
embarrass him as he sat waiting it out.

Finally I stretched my hand
across the
desk. “I’ll have the list,” I said.

The half-smile came on again.
Then he produced a neatly-typed sheet with a lot of names on it, and
information tabulated beside each. I scanned it for a few minutes,
sipped my Scotch and thought about it.

Hoffner got to his feet.
“I’ll be in the
background someplace. When you want me one of my boys’ll be close
enough to help. Just give it to him quietly, so nobody gets
hysterical on the other side.”

I nodded, got to my feet and collected
my coat. Hoffner watched me carefully.

I said, “First we get my retainer, then
we have lunch. I’ve still got a few questions that you’ve got
answers to. And I won’t be moving till I get them. We understand
each other?”

Hoffner stared back at me. Then
he shrugged in a halfhearted way and wandered to the door. We went down in the
elevator together. As he said, we didn’t have any money
troubles.

 


The guy in the next office to
Hoffner’s passed me the envelope and watched while I counted it.
Then Hoffner said:

“Don’t
you trust anybody, Kent?”

“Myself,” I said.

We used the squad car to get uptown to
Barney’s Bar and Grill.

Hoffner looked the place over as
though he were a dealer in termites, then chose a seat where he
could watch anybody coming in. I ate a hamburger sandwich while
Hoffner sat on a martini. Then we got down to business. Hoffner
didn’t bother to spar.

“There’s a mob from Chicago interested in aliens. They’ve
been shooting guys out of the country like rabbits out of a warren.
I sent Ben in to check on them. Top name on the list. He didn’t
give back a report. Then Bulloch went in. He got down to the bottom
name before he disappeared. That’s all we know.”

I kept an eye on the booths
next to us. Even in Barney’s it pays to know who’s listening to
what. But I didn’t see any faces I knew. Hoffner was worried enough to be
careful. Maybe that was because he was more concerned over his kid
brother and didn’t really give a damn if I came back or not. Cops
cost a lot to train. Private eyes don’t. At least not with
Government money.

We finished the drink and
Hoffner left me. I had a case on my hands that I had no choice about. Back in
the office I was snowed under with routine stuff that had about as
much appeal as a grandmother’s chances in a sixty-day bike race. So
I looked over the names again and sat out another two scotches
while I made plans. It was a Secret Service detail, and the
newspaper guys wouldn’t be able to help me. If anything I could get
myself a ten-year term in State pen by bringing them in. Hoffner
would, maybe, like that.

I folded the piece of paper, moved
down the booth side and out into the cold fresh air. I stopped at a
magazine counter and fingered a couple of glossies. Over the top of
the photographic qualities of a full-frontal nude I checked in the
cigar mirror. Only one guy had followed me into the
street.

I tossed a couple of dimes on the
counter, picked up a Daily and walked down the block. I turned into
Helmsworth Parade and strolled along the sidewalk towards the lanes
at the drop end of town. Ten minutes later, I still had the guy on
my heels.

I turned down a lane between
two warehouses, took my time going into an old engine shed, then
flattened myself against a moldy wall. The chug of a worn-out motor resounded
through the tin roof.

I had to wait but one minute before
the door squeaked open and a guy in a pencil-striped suit,
pawnbroker vintage, edged around the door. His eyes were wide open
like a squid’s, and his fingers were long and lean. They were also
folded around a jackknife.

He couldn’t see me because his eyes
were still burned up by the glare outside and the minute I had on
him was all my way. I dived at him, slammed a hand on his wrist,
then twisted and clamped the other across his mouth. He didn’t have
time to yell. The knife hit the floor. I kicked it away, used one
knee to bend him over, then rabbited him in the kidneys.

For a big guy, he dropped slowly. And
soundlessly. But he dropped. I stood over him and played with my
.45, keeping the nose of it down where he could see it. He took
half a minute to get his bearings and another to show me what the
sight of a gun in his face did to his nerves.

I said, “Hi, buddy.”

The guy went as pale as a whitewash
bucket and tried to get to his feet. I planted a hand on his wrist
and screwed it around. It was his knife-hand and it hurt like hell,
but I figured if I made pulp of it he could always get another job,
like testing the height of the Empire State Building—from the
outside. His yell got lost in the chug of the old motor.

I said, “You can get up
now.”

I removed my foot and stepped
back. I gave him room to breathe once or twice. He gulped the air
like a water-nymph who’d out-dived herself.

“You
followed me from Barney’s. Tell me why.”

The guy shook his head and the fear
came into his eyes.

“You
got the wrong guy,” he said.

“No—you did. Now talk some so we can be friends.”

He clamped his teeth so hard his voice
got lost in the echoes. I grabbed his shoulder and walked him out
into the air. Nobody else was in the alley so we took a slow walk
to the front street. I hailed a cab, tossed my friend in and sat
with my brogues on his insteps. The guy remained silent all the way
to Joe Hoffner.

At the Precinct I escorted him up the
stone steps and got through to Hoffner without being
challenged.

When I deposited the guy at his feet,
Hoffner sucked air through his teeth and looked as disappointed as
a dame staring at a phone that won’t ring.

“Next
time you get any bright ideas of playing me for a pigeon, Hoffner
make sure you don’t backfire. This guy belongs to somebody who
knows your brother. Use your valuable time loosening him
up.”

The guy looked at Hoffner’s uniform
like it was something out of a nightmare. He backed away but was
stopped by my balled fist. When he fell across the desk, Hoffner
jumped to his feet, squawking.

I said, “Sorry about that, but this
creep likes to carve things up. I don’t like being one of those
things.”

I pulled the knife from my belt and
flicked it at the desk top. It dug in a good three inches and went
on quivering, throwing shafts of light across the
blotter.

By the time it stopped quivering, I
was out the door and looking for fresher air and more pleasant
company.

 


I went back to my office, checked my
answering service but found nothing remotely interesting. I then
picked up my Corvette from the parking lot, and spent an hour
trying to shake a tail which followed me all over town. By noon I
was alone, so I headed uptown and did some social running on the
expense account. On the top of my list was a guy named Grant Kelso,
a top-flight T. V. boy who made all sorts of money, and then some,
on a network that served America from coast to coast. I’d seen his
face on a hundred billboards and heard his name in every corner of
the city. But I’d never met Kelso. And Kelso had never met
me.

Saturdays this guy relaxed at the
Nations Club, and held forth on how great America was. And it was
still Saturday when I got there. It took me ten minutes and twenty
bucks to convince the guy on the door that my membership ticket was
still in the mail. He warned me to sit tight and watch, and not get
involved with anybody but the bar jockey.

I sat. From the plush I dropped
into, I could see Grant Kelso holding fort over a
bunch of
guys whose clothes, wristwatches and trinkets made me feel like a
leftover from a downtown dive. I was too far away from Kelso to
hear what he was on about, but I got the general impression that he
was saying what the other guys wanted to hear. The minutes dragged
and I got to wondering what made millionaires, what made a broad a
broad, how Hoffner would take to my spending his money in such a
joint, and mainly how the hell I was going to get closer to
Kelso.

The break came after the fifth scotch.
A little sawn-off guy who looked like he didn’t have a dime to call
his own, let alone a million, came in through the drapes behind
Kelso, and stood looking at his boots and waiting to catch Kelso’s
eye. Mine was the only eye he caught.

He waited for ten minutes, filling the
gap in the drapes as though he were part of the material, then he
moved forward and touched Kelso on the sleeve. Kelso turned,
scowled then waved the little guy away. But the little guy didn’t
move. He just sucked in air, took a step closer and whispered
something. If it had been news of a downturn in the stock market,
Kelso couldn’t have reacted more quickly. His face went pale. Then
he pushed himself to his feet, made some hurried excuses, and
pushed the little guy in front of him through the
drapes.

I got to my feet and walked towards
the drapes showing a lot of interest in the pictures on the wall. I
carried my Scotch and gave the general impression that I was an
out-of-towner checking out the welcome mat they’d put down for
me.

Then I was through the drapes. I heard
a door slam at the end of a long corridor. I soft-footed it as fast
as I could. The door opened to the end of a fire escape and I just
had time to see a blue Cadillac nose out of a driveway. I also
caught a glimpse of Kelso’s neat little fedora through the back
window.

I reversed my way through the club,
made a casual tour of the lounge and exited through the front door
past the guy who had my twenty bucks. I picked up my Corvette from
the front street parking space. So much for Grant Kelso. Back of my
mind I kept a picture of the little guy and I didn’t think he’d be
too hard to find if I set my mind to it.

I cruised to the west end of town and
stopped before
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