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The Mafia was trying to
infiltrate Australia, so Australia did the only thing it could – it
called for Larry Kent.

Larry, a New York private eye,
was the only man who’d ever been put on the Mafia’s Kill List and
lived to tell the tale. He’d made a lifelong study of the Mob and
its ways, and the minute he touched down in Sydney he went to work.
The first thing he did was target Benny Wade, Australia’s new
would-be Godfather. The second thing was to declare all-out war on
the Syndicate … a war he was determined to win!
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1 ... hello Sydney ...

 


The captain of the 747 came on
the inter-com and told us that we’d be going straight into
Kingsford Smith Airport. Below was low cloud, but suddenly we were
through the cover and there was Sydney’s necklace of golden
beaches, and, just ahead, the city. Ah, the bridge, wonderful old
“coat
hanger.” And the billowing sails of the opera house, insect like
derricks poised over it. Not finished yet? Well, don’t worry,
you’ll be the eighth wonder of the world.

Even from this height I could see
changes in the city. Taller buildings, serpentine lines of traffic
that looked as bad as rush hour on the Cross-Bronx Expressway and
the Henry Hudson Parkway. But one thing hadn’t changed: what Sydney
did to me. It was like coming home.

Customs pushed me through quickly,
then a cab driver with a Greek accent took me to the City House
Hotel in Double Bay. He pointed out the hotel long before we
reached it; a tall cylinder that was a hell of a lot higher than
any building had been allowed to be when I was a struggling private
detective in Sydney.

The lobby of the City House was big,
modern and lush. There was a briskness about the place, an urgency
that was alien to the Sydney I remembered. As I signed the register
I spotted a well-known American actor flash past, flanked by a
blonde and a redhead and followed by a cloud of
reporters.

“He’s here to
make a film for TV,” the desk clerk told me. Then proudly, “There
are always five or six world-famous personalities in
residence.”

A uniformed bellhop took my
bags and led me to an elevator that whisked us quickly to the
sixteenth floor. Celebrities, hustle, tinsel. I felt a trifle sad.
But the feeling disappeared after I gave the bellboy a dollar and
stood at the large picture window and looked down at the
harbor. A large
freighter was coming in. Sailboats danced. A Sunderland flying boat
had just taken off from the Rose Bay base. Someone on the 747 had
told me that only a few flying boats were left at Rose Bay. The
jets had taken over.

Sadness touched at me again as
I caught sight of the TV set in the big room. There had been
wonderful drinking sessions with radio actors and writers, first at
the Australia Hotel’s long bar, and then, when they tore the long
bar down, at the Carlton Hotel across the street. But the advent of
TV meant the end of radio drama, and actors and writers had to go
to England to practice their craft. And there was no longer any Australia
Hotel; the Carlton was gone, too.

I opened one of the duty-free bottles
of scotch I’d been allowed to bring into the country, poured three
fingers into a glass. Then I raised the glass and toasted missing
friends. And that was it, I told myself; no more brooding on the
past. Sure, things had changed; that, in fact, was why I was
here.

They hadn’t told me much in
Washington, just that the Mafia was trying to get its tentacles
into Australia, Sydney in particular. I’d been briefed by Horatio
Q. Moon, East Coast Section Chief for the CIA. The CIA had paid
me—five thousand dollars in cash—but I wasn’t working for them.
Actually, I wasn’t representing anyone, especially if I ran into
any sort of trouble that could be embarrassing for Australia or the
United States.

“Of course, you do not
have to accept this assignment,” the cherubic Moon had told me. “As
a private citizen you had a great deal of trouble with the
Syndicate; in fact, you were on their so-called Kill List for quite
some time. You were removed from that list because of pressure from
the various news media, but I’m afraid you have no chance of
getting that kind of help on the other side of the world
...”

Moon is a shrewd little bastard. He
damn well knows that the easiest way to get to me is to tell me how
dangerous an assignment is and then give me a chance to bow out. He
also knows how I feel about the Mafia.

I looked at my watch. Ten after ten. I
felt like taking a walk but I couldn’t leave the room for it was
here that I’d be contacted.

“An Australian agent will
brief you further in your hotel room on the morning of your
arrival,” Moon had told me.

I opened my bags on the bed and put
away my clothes, leaving a fresh change laid out. Then I showered
and shaved and got dressed. After that I sat by the window and
smoked and sipped scotch. At five to eleven there was a rapping on
my door. I opened it.

A face from the past smiled at me. A
very attractive face. “Hello, Larry.” Her voice was warm,
husky.

“Come in,” I
said.

Her name was Valerie Greer. She
was a green-eyed redhead. I’d worked with her eight years back,
when the CIA sent me to Wellington, New Zealand, on an assignment
involving counterfeit currency. The counterfeiters had turned out
American dollars and were getting rid of them in Australia. Valerie
had been sent to Wellington by Canberra, and she and I had worked
in cooperation with New Zealand agents.

Now Valerie stood in the middle of my
hotel room looking absolutely gorgeous in a green shift.

“You did keep your word,”
she said with only a faint touch of sarcasm in her voice. “You did
come to Sydney.”

I’d made the promise on my last night
in New Zealand, a few hours before boarding the jet that took me
back to Washington.

“I meant it,” I said. “I
intended to go to Sydney.”

She nodded. “You meant it when you
said it.”

“And later on,
too.”

“How much
longer?”

“Years.”

“And then I
faded.” She laughed. “Don’t look so miserable, Larry. We had three
or four wonderful nights together. Some people
go through a whole
marriage without scoring that well. I know I did.”

I looked at her left hand.

She laughed again. “The ring is gone.
I discovered that marriage is a bore, at least mine was, and so I
got a divorce and went back to work for Daddy Longlegs.”

Daddy Longlegs was her name for her
boss in Canberra.

I said, “I’m sorry,
Val.
I mean about your
divorce.”

“Well, don’t be. Another
month of suburbia and I would have swallowed a bottle of sleeping
pills.” An impish look came onto her face. “Aren’t you glad to see
me?”

“Of course I
am.”

“Then do something to show
it.”

I cupped her face in my hands and
kissed her on the lips. She started to sway towards me, then she
pulled away. Her face was flushed. She looked down at the
carpet.

“Damn you,” she said, but
not harshly. “It’s eight years and a marriage later, but you still
do things to me.”

“It’s mutual,” I
said.

Her eyes came up to meet my gaze. “You
know, if someone told me that Lawrence Patrick Kent could still
turn my knees to jelly I’d have been willing to lay odds against
it.”

She reached up to touch my cheek.
“After all, it’s not the same face.”

“I wondered
how you recognized me,” I said.

“Daddy Longlegs showed me
photos of the new Larry Kent, full face and profile. Then he told
me about the plastic surgery operations. They did a good
job.”

“The old face was more
honest,” I said. “It had the marks of living on it.”

She nodded. “It certainly wasn’t
beautiful. Nor is this one.” She gave my face a little slap. “But
it’s not just the look of a man that draws a woman to him; it’s a
kind of chemistry. Or perhaps it’s hypnotism.” She crooked a finger
at me, wagged it. “Lean down to me, Larry Kent.”

I did, and then she cupped my face in
her hands and kissed me on the lips, hard. After that she pushed me
away and suddenly she was all business.

“Let’s get to
work, shall we?” She’d dropped a slim briefcase on a chair. Now she
picked it up, zipped it open, took out a manila folder. “This ...”
she handed me a large glossy photograph “... is Benny Ward, a
fellow American.”

The photo showed a man in a dinner
jacket from the waist up. He had a roundish face, dark hair, a
sharp nose, large eyes with long lashes.

“What’s the story on him?”
I asked.

“His parents were killed
in a car accident some ten years ago. His mother’s maiden name was
DiSoto.”

“Like in Jerry DiSoto?”
When Valerie showed surprise, I said, “They told me in Washington
that this assignment would involve the Mafia. Jerry DiSoto is a
Mafia godfather. The last I heard, he was running things in
Florida. This Benny—how is he related?”

“He’s Jerry
DiSoto’s nephew. Dear uncle saw him through the last two years of
college, then he made him an executive with a record company. After
a few years of that, Benny was given various positions in
entertainment—talent agencies, booking offices, nightclub management,
and so on.”

I said, “Jerry DiSoto must have done
that grooming quietly. I keep myself up-to-date on the Mafia and I
never heard of Benny Ward.”

“They were
very careful,” Valerie said. “Benny saw his uncle only rarely. But
your FBI knew that Jerry DiSoto paid for Benny’s last two years of
college, so they took a great interest in Benny’s career. In their
opinion, Benny was being groomed for a big job in the entertainment
division of the Mafia empire. But Benny never ran foul of the law.
He paid his income tax, didn’t get involved in scandal, and was
scrupulously honest in every business transaction. Then, last year,
Benny made some property and business investments here in Sydney. A
few months later he applied for a resident’s visa so he could look
after his interests. Naturally, the FBI learned about this, and
then your CIA stepped in. Soon high-level discussions took place
between Washington and Canberra. We didn’t want the nephew of a
Mafia chief in this country, but on the other hand we’d been
receiving intelligence reports to the effect that the Mafia planned
to expand its operations in this part of the world. Customs could
have given Benny some language tests and then refused to allow his
entry, but the Mafia might have risen to the challenge by
blueprinting a more subtle plan. It was finally decided to let
Benny in.”

“Wise decision,” I said. “The
devil you know ...”

“Exactly.” Valerie smiled
thinly. “And Benny Ward is quite a devil.”

“Why don’t you deport
him?”

“Because we
can’t prove he’s representing the Mafia.”

“Is that where I come
in?”

“Yes.”

I offered my Camels to Valerie. She
took one and we lit up.

“Before we go any
further,” I said, “cue me in. Why was I brought halfway around the
world? You have plenty of good men in your security forces here,
and some of them look and sound more American than I
do.”

“I asked Daddy Longlegs
the same question, Larry. You’re here for two reasons. Firstly, you
are an American. Secondly, you’ve crossed swords with the Mafia and
came out the winner. You know how they operate; you’re not afraid
of them.”

I said, “The first reason is the one
that intrigues me. Why did your people decide on an American
agent?”

“International politics,
dear boy. If and when we break the Mafia here in Sydney, it will be
world news. At the present time there is some anti-American feeling
in Australia. It certainly hasn’t reached epidemic proportions but
it’s growing. Let’s say we smashed the Mafia without the aid of an
American. Do you know what would happen?”

“It wouldn’t be good
publicity for the stars and stripes,” I said.

“It could be a tragedy for
Austral-American relations. Thousands of Australians are angry
because the United States has no intention of making us a nuclear
partner. Tens of thousands more are saying there is too much
American investment in Australia. Some claim that the United States
is trying to make us their fifty-first state. Still others complain
about the preponderance of American films and TV series. Larry,
just imagine how all those people would react to a Mafia
scandal.”

I nodded. “It would certainly give
them some anti-American ammunition.”

“But it
wouldn’t be nearly as bad if they knew an American had led the
fight against the Mafia. And that is precisely why you’re here,
Larry. My government is worried about the anti-Americanism. Thus
far it’s affected Austral-American relations in only small ways,
but if it grows ...”

“Yes.” I
squashed out my cigarette. There was strong anti-Americanism all
over the world, most of it due to the Vietnam War. But, even before
Vietnam became hot, South Americans stoned, booed and spat at
visiting American dignitaries including a vice-president. And then
there was Cuba …

“All right,” I said.
“What’s Benny been doing?”

“He has control of the
Southern Star Booking Agency. All entertainers from overseas who
come here to work must go through Southern Star unless they don’t
mind performing for a hundred dollars a week.”

“How did Benny Ward get
control?”

“He bought it.”

“Legitimately all the
way?”

“Yes.”

“Then we can’t touch him
on that. But if Benny is representing the Mafia, then he’s been
taught not to be satisfied with just one pie.”

Valerie smiled. “You do know
them.”

“They’re so greedy that
they don’t know when to stop reaching out. The trick is to grab
them when they reach too far.”

Valerie took a handful of photographs
from the folder. “I have some examples here of Benny Ward’s
extremely long reach.” She passed over the top picture.

I saw a long-haired blonde in a white
evening gown. The V-neck showed deep cleavage. She had a narrow
face, high cheekbones. You’d have to call her strikingly
attractive, but you could go as far as beautiful only if you like
your women to resemble jungle cats.

“Margo Law,” Valerie said.
“Singer. She started in small clubs a few years ago and now she’s
at the top, at least in this country. Her climb started with a hit
record that was released a few months before Benny Ward arrived in
Sydney. Then came TV appearances and big club dates. Margo Law has
plenty of talent and would have been successful if she’d never met
Benny Ward, but now she’s singing under his sponsorship. But he’s
not her agent on paper. Here he is.”

She gave me the photo of a
weak-faced fellow with thinning hair. The picture was taken beside
a swimming pool. The guy reclined on a beach chair, a drink in his left
hand, a cigarette in his right. He was in trunks. His ribs could be
counted and he had a chicken chest.

“His name is Peter
Collingswood,” Valerie said. “He was Margo Law’s agent right from
the start. There are six or seven other well-known performers in
Collingswood’s stable. At ten per cent of their income he should be
doing well indeed, but he drives a five-year-old car and is
notorious for borrowing money at his club. He’s overdrawn at the
bank and creditors are forever chasing him. But he’s not a gambler,
isn’t married, doesn’t even have a mistress.”

“Benny is bleeding him,
eh?”

“It’s probably worse than
that. Apparently he works for Benny Ward as an agent in name only.
Now to Des Dunne.”

I looked at the photo of a guy with
dark hair, a long face. He had the rough look of an outback Aussie
but his suit had been turned out by a good tailor. Valerie went
on:

“Dunne is the
owner-manager of a Kings Cross cocktail bar called the Green Tiger.
The place did fairly well when American boys were coming to Sydney
on
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