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“I’m a Nut, I’m a Thrill Seeker … I love my husband but oh, you kid…. All right. I’m sick. And one of the symptoms of my sickness was this little whippersnapper, this idiot boring boy, this pompous little nothing-type sex companion, this silly little momentarily satisfying Jason Touraine.”

Her name was Madeline McCormick and she’d come to Pete Chambers for help. The beautiful millionairess with a come-on eye for men and a daredevil sex life had had her fun inside marriage and out until she took on Jason Touraine, a professional lover-boy more greedy than gallant. He came to a deserving end — death by violence. And Mrs. McCormick was the last one to see him alive and loving!

Tough private eye Pete Chambers dodges the heady lures of volatile beauties as he investigates their love lives, tries to save his client from the city cops, and tracks down the killer of Jason Touraine, the dastard who recklessly courted murder.





Chapter One

JASON TOURAINE was a dastard.

Dastard is an old-fashioned term but I must be old-fashioned in describing Jason Touraine: there is no new-fashioned term more properly fitting.

Dastard implies coward, sneak, sinner, scourge, miscreant, recreant, scoundrel, cockatrice — and Jason Touraine was a gorgeous combination of all that and gorgeous is precisely the word for what was Jason Touraine. Jason Touraine was a tall, lean, hard, irresistible stack of male loadstone. Jason Touraine was as attractive to females as a powerful electromagnet is attractive to loose-strewn iron shavings. Jason Touraine, who stood up to no man — what need? — stood up to, and lay down with, many women, but valiantly: it was his stock in trade. I grew to know a good deal about Jason Touraine, all, however, in retrospect, because when I grew to know a good deal about him, he was already dead, and I had been hired to find out who killed him and why.

I saw him for the first and last time that Friday evening at the party of the McCormicks on East 66th Street — the evening that Harvey Everest McCormick became a customer. Harvey’s wife, Madeline, was already a customer — had been for a number of years — but Harvey was a novitiate: on that Friday evening, for the first time, he made initial encounter as client to a private richard.

The invitation said eight o’clock, so of course I showed up at eleven: who needs the frigid wassail of the warm-up period? I took care of that at home and arrived well-oiled but not askew, to be enthusiastically bussed, right on the mouth, by Madeline Van de Velde Clemson McCormick. She then led me to meet a lot of the guests, who were higher than breakfast for a giraffe — genial men and lovely ladies — and while I made earnest effort to dally amongst the more pulchritudinous of the latter, mine hostess would have none of it. I made earnest effort to dally because at the moment I was footloose, lovelorn, and looking like all hell to be entrapped in a liaison. But mine hostess was intent upon introducing her late arrival to all and sundry, even her husband.

“Peter,” she said. “You know Harvey, don’t you?”

“I do,” I said.

“Harvey,” she said. “You know Peter, don’t you?”

“I do,” he said.

“Well, damn! Christ! Do something! Say hello, kiss each other, shake hands, go into a buck and wing. Something!”

“Hello,” said Harvey Everest McCormick.

“Hello,” I said.

Mine hostess was something.

Ebullient, dour, dashing, lugubrious, lively, charitable, acquisitive — mine hostess had a personality with more tiers than a cut-through onion. Her maiden name had been Madeline Smetana. She had been born in Altoona, Pennsylvania. She had been an only child of Ukranian-Americans. Her mother had died when she was thirteen and she had been the woman of the house for her widowed father, a coal miner who believed in education. She had been a bright student in high school and when her father had met his end in a mine-crash pile-up, the insurance settlement had been sufficient to transport her to a one-room apartment in Poughkeepsie, New York; a change of name to Madeline Smith; and a matriculation at Vassar. She had been graduated cum laude, she had been the star of the Varsity Show, she had stayed on for her Masters in Drama, and then, of course, she had hurried to New York and acquired a two-line part in a revival of The Importance of Being Earnest under the direction of the esteemed Mortimer Van de Velde, who was then sixty-two. Mortimer — thrice-divorced — had cast a covetous eye upon unreluctant Madeline, and in a comparative trice, Mortimer was quatre-married. He had stayed alive and active until he was seventy-seven and until he had steered the dramatic Madeline through nine leading roles on Broadway. Then, in a sudden clutch of heart failure, he had passed on to his Valhalla, leaving behind a great name, no money, and a ripe widow who, at age thirty-nine, retired from the stage.

At age forty, svelte, slender, regal, and sophisticated, she had met and married Horace Delmont Clemson, a millionaire many times over and a client of mine. Horace Delmont Clemson had then been sixty-six, only four times married, and when I had remonstrated with him about his intended fifth launching, he had chuckled and said, “Baby, how many years do I have left? Isn’t it worth it to spend whatever those years in control of this marvelous woman?”

Those years had been three. He had died leaving his all to his dearest Madeline (I had been one of the witnesses to his will, as subsequently, I had been one of the witnesses to Madeline’s will). His all had been an astonishing accumulation of hard cash, a packed portfolio of blue-chip stocks and bonds, and the sole ownership of the successful enterprise called Horizon Press, the Managing Editor of which had been the tall, lean, loose, gangling, good-looking, red-haired Harvey Everest (his mother believed she had given birth to a mountain) McCormick.

Madeline Van de Velde Clemson had had many intimate conferences with Harvey Everest McCormick, both before and after the death of the venerable Horace, and one such conference, after death, wafted Harvey McCormick over the heads of anxious vice-presidents unto the office of acting president. Thereafter the acting president and the sole owner, after a short engagement, merged as husband and wife; the acting president became the actual president; and the name of the firm was changed to Harvest House (Harvest representing the first four letters of Harvey and the last three letters of Everest).

On this Friday of the party on 66th Street, the McCormicks had been married a bit over three years: Madeline was forty-seven, her husband was thirty-seven, and her latest lover, at least so inside rumor had it, was Jason Touraine, to whom she now led me in a last burst of introduction before rushing off to other pursuits, such as drinking.

“Jason Touraine,” she said. “Meet an old friend — Peter Chambers.

“Hi,” he said.

“Hi,” I said.

“You two ought to get along famously,” she said.

“Why?” I said.

“Why not?” she said and fled.

“Fabulous, isn’t she?” said Jason Touraine.

“Sure is,” I said. What else can you say?

“I’ve heard about you,” he said. “You’re the private detective, aren’t you?”

“Yep,” I said. As per prediction, we were getting along famously.

“Madeline talks about you often,” he said.

The guy was an assistant editor at Harvest House but he referred to the boss’s wife as Madeline.

“I imagine she talks about you often too,” I said.

“I hope not,” he said and grinned engagingly.

He lived up to his notices: he was a looker, no question. He was built like a sprint-swimmer: tall, broad-shouldered, lean-flanked, long-legged; he had green eyes, a tan face, square white teeth, an easy baritone voice, dimples, assurance, and black hair vibrantly crew-cut.

“Do you enjoy your work?” I said.

“Pardon?” he said but the grin got hard.

“Harvest House,” I said.

“Oh. Yes. I do.”

“How long have you been there?”

“Three months.”

“Like it?”

“Love it.” And now the green eyes squinted, looking past me, and he waved.

A lady approached. The lady was exquisite. The lady moved with the grace of a dancer. The lady was dark, wide dark eyes inscrutable, shining dark hair piled on head in theatrical coiffure. The lady was young, about twenty-five, sheathed within a discreet black gown, which, discreet or no, gave emphasis to a willowy, sinuous, olive-skinned figure.

Touraine looked at his watch and looked at the lady.

“It’s about time,” he said.

“I work for a living, remember?” She spoke in a rich, deep, cultured contralto.

“But I told you this thing went off at eight o’clock. I wrote the whole damned thing out for you, didn’t I?”

“My first show goes on at nine. Or have you forgotten?”

“You can skip one show, can’t you?”

“No, I can’t — at the risk of getting fired.”

“Did you ask?”

“I asked. But we had a full house. So the answer was no. This is the first break I’ve had, and I’ll have to be getting back soon.”

“Lovers’ quarrel?” I inquired.

“Worse,” said Touraine. “Family quarrel. Like husband and wife. Karen, I’d like you to meet Peter Chambers. Mr. Chambers — my wife, Karen Touraine.”

“How do you do?” I said.

“Don’t mind us,” she said and looked about. “This is a lovely place, isn’t it?”

“First time you’ve been here?” I said.

“First time,” she said. “It’s just beautiful, isn’t it?”

“The old Clemson mansion,” I said. “Three stories. One more beautiful than the other. Why don’t you ask Madeline to take your wife on the grand tour, Mr. Touraine?”

“Good idea,” he said.

“Do you know Madeline, Mrs. Touraine?”

“Madeline?”

“Madeline McCormick.”

“No,” she said. “I’ve never had the pleasure. I know Mr. McCormick, but I’ve never met his wife.”

“We’ll fix that right now,” said Touraine. “Come on, Karen. Nice having met you, Mr. Chambers.”

“My pleasure.”

Husband and wife, arm and arm, went off, and I had just set my course for the bar where two white-jacketed attendants were busily dispensing potables, when a touch on my arm produced Harvey McCormick, quite sober. Gravely he said, “May I talk with you, Mr. Chambers?”

“Beautiful gal, that one, isn’t she?”

“Beg pardon?”

“Karen Touraine.”

“Quite. Would you come this way, please?”

“I was heading for the bar.”

“I’ll take you to a private bar.”

“Yes, sir,” I said.

The private bar was in the library at the back of the house and when we entered I noticed that he touched a button on the knob, which locked us in, alone. He crossed to a liquor cabinet, opened it, said, “What’ll it be?”

“Drambuie,” I said. I reserved Drambuie for serious talk.

“Mr. Chambers,” he said, “you’re a man of the world.”

“Well, thanks.” I liked Drambuie.

“I need the services of a private detective, a discreet private detective, a man I can trust, and … well … a man of the world.”

“I’m it,” I said, sensing a fee.

“Actually, although you are an acquaintance of mine, you’re a good friend of Madeline’s. For that reason, I’m certain there are people who would say that I’m crazy to think of retaining you in these circumstances.”

“Girl trouble?” I said.

“No trouble. Not yet. I’m hoping there won’t be any. But just in case.”

“Is that where I fit in? — just in case?”

He poured Drambuie for himself and sipped. “It’s you — because there simply is no one else whom I know; that is, whom I feel I can trust. I can go to a stranger, but who knows who in hell the stranger is, and how far you can trust him. On the other hand, I do know you, I know of your absolutely impeccable reputation, and, I’m back to my first point — you’re a man of the world.”

“Meaning I don’t figure to snitch to a man’s wife?”

“Would you?”

“Of course not. And vice versa. I wouldn’t snitch to a woman’s husband. I’m in the kind of business where you must be neutral and disinterested and stay neutral and disinterested.”

“I know. I’ve inquired. About you. I’m an executive, Mr. Chambers. People are my business and in my business we are not disinterested; quite the contrary, we are vitally interested. I’ve been vitally interested in you, and you’re my man.”

“Give me a for instance,” I said.

He smiled. “For instance, Horace Clemson was your client. For instance, Horace Clemson, old as he was, was quite a ladies’ man. He was the boss, I was managing editor — there was a good deal I knew about Horace Clemson. For instance, I knew that he was mixed in some scrapes with very young girls while he was married to Madeline, and that you were helpful in getting him out of these scrapes, and that you were not critical about him, and you did not breathe a word to Madeline.”

“One thing has nothing to do with the other.”

“Perhaps you’re a superb cynic, perhaps a true sophisticate — ”

“I’m a slob who attends to his own business and keeps his nose out of other people’s.”

“No matter. You’re the man for me.”

“Thank you. Now what’s your trouble, Mr. McCormick?”

“Harvey.”

“I’m Pete.”

“No trouble, Pete. I’m going to Chicago tomorrow morning.”

“I know. Madeline mentioned it. Business, isn’t if?”

“Mostly. I’d like you to accompany me. I’ll be gone Saturday, Sunday, Monday. Return Tuesday. What would your fee be?”

“As bodyguard?”

“To accompany me.”

“Same thing. A hundred bucks a day. You pay the expenses.”

“We have a deal,” he said.

“Fine. Now what’s it all about?”

“Nothing very sinister. I’ll tell you all about it tomorrow. I’m making a nine o’clock flight. You’ll meet me at the American Airlines check-in counter at La Guardia at eight-thirty.”

“Oh my, that’s awfully early for me.”

“So I’ve heard. You’re sort of night people, aren’t you?” He went to a desk, opened a drawer, took out a checkbook and pen, wrote a check, and handed it to me. “Payment in advance,” he said.

He was a good executive. He realized that early morning was a huge sacrifice. The check was in the sum of seven hundred and fifty dollars.

“Tomorrow morning?” he said.

“La Guardia Airport. American. Eight-thirty promptly.”

He blinked, nodded, smiled, strode to the door, twisted the knob, and we returned to the party.





Chapter Two

THE TRIP to Chicago was uneventful. Harvey was uncommunicative and I did not press him. Once I said, “Do you go to Chicago often?”

“You know we have a branch office there, don’t you?”

“I’ve heard,” I said.

“I go on an average of once a month. Sometimes more, sometimes less.”

“This trip business?”

“Partly.”

And that was about it. I slept most of the way and when we arrived I was more chipper than when we left. We checked into the Palmer House, a suite for him and a room for me, and, after I had showered, he knocked on my door and said, “I’m going down to the office for a meeting.”

“You want me to go with you?”

“No.”

“Fine bodyguard.”

“Not yet.”

“When?”

“I’ll tell you about it over dinner.”

“What time will that be?”

“How’s seven o’clock?”

“Fine. Anywhere special?”

“We’ll meet in my suite. Madeline always calls me at about seven. After that, we’ll decide. Okay?”

“See you at seven, boss.”

I wandered about the town, nibbled in a couple of Chicago saloons, lunched on Chicago steak which is almost as good as Kansas steak, visited with some of my Chicago acquaintances of whom I have many, and at seven-fifteen, rear down and feet up in Harvey’s suite, I was sipping on a sent-up Rob Roy while he put the finishing touches to connubial conversation with New York. When he hung up, I said, “Man, you paid me a large seven and a half, remember?”

He grinned. “Tax free. Business expense.”

“But a large seven and a half, remember?”

“I remember.”

“So far I haven’t earned a dime of it.”

“Your very presence here is part of earning it.”

I put my feet to the floor and set my drink away. “Harvey, you’re a close-mouthed kind of guy, but don’t you think it’s time you opened up? A little?”

“Yes, I do, and here goes.” He pulled up a chair and sat opposite me. “There’s a young lady in this town in whom I’m interested.”

“Naturally.”

“Pete, if you please, I’d prefer that you keep your comments, such as they may be, to yourself.”

“You’re the boss.”

There had been a form of proximity since we had left New York but I had learned very little about the guy. He was quite clearly a gentleman, with all the polish and reserve that term implies, and he kept himself to himself behind a disarmingly open expression on a pleasant, freckled (he was red-haired), square-jawed face. The effect was icy, and for a moment I wondered whether there was a drive of passion within that frigid façade. The question immediately answered itself — he was Madeline McCormick’s husband. If the guy were the cold fish he externally presented, she would have pulled the hook from the lips and thrown him back long ago. She hadn’t. She had clung like hell.

“The young lady I have reference to,” said Harvey McCormick, “is a young lady of great talent.”

I did not say “Naturally.”

“I propose,” he continued, “to bring her back to New York with us on Tuesday.”

“Why?” I said. He could not complain. It was not a comment. It was normal inquiry in line with my employment.

“Because she belongs where the opporutnity is greatest. New York is it. New York is the Big Apple.”

“May I ask as to how you know her?”

He grinned his disarming boyish grin. “You needn’t be quite that diffident. I do hope I haven’t hurt your feelings.”

I fluffed it off. “Not at all. So … may I inquire?”

He rose up out of his chair and paced ruminatively. I was certain that he was arranging his words and phrases before shooting them at me. If Harvey McCormick was two-timing on his Madeline, he was not going to declare it to the private richard. Finally he said slowly, “I sort of gad about at night. Especially when I’m here, in Chicago. One night, some months ago, I dropped into Club Intimo. Have you ever heard of Club Intimo?”

“Who hasn’t? A plush joint with plush prices owned by a plush old-timer named Patsy Kirgo.”

“Do you happen to be acquainted with this Kirgo?”

“More than acquainted. A rough guy in the old days.”

“Still a rough guy.”

“I knew him in the old days when he was a bouncer at another classy clip-joint. I was instrumental in getting him out of a couple of bad jams.”

There was, at long last, a flicker of respect in my client’s eyes. I was beginning to earn the seven-and-a-half plus expenses. Somewhat nervously he touched a hand to his red hair, but he regarded me steadily. “Is it possible that you still wield a bit of influence with Kirgo?”

“More than a bit, I’d say.”

“Good. Good. Very good. Perhaps the job won’t be that of bodyguard at all. Perhaps the job will be that of lobbyist, wielder of influence, ambassador of good will.” The cute grin came back into place. “Any additional fee for such service?”

“None.”

“Thank you.”

“Harvey,” I said, “don’t you think we ought to get down to cases?”

“We are at cases.”

“Look, I’m not trying to pry into anything personal, but so far all I know is that you’re interested in a chick with talent and that you want a favor from Kirgo. Also I’m suddenly being transformed from bodyguard to ambassador of good will.”

“Quite simple, really. I’m interested in the girl and I’ve been promising, for weeks, to transfer her to New York. I’ve made up my mind to do it this trip. I am — or I was — worried about Patsy Kirgo, how he would take it. That was the reason I asked you to accompany me; I mean, in the event of trouble; I mean, if Kirgo didn’t take kindly to my raiding him of talent. Now it turns out that you know him. So …” He turned his palms up and shrugged.

I dredged up a cigarette, put fire to the point, and blew smoke at him. “And what happens,” I said, “when you take her to New York?”

“She’ll make out. I’ve talked to Johnny Rio about her.”

“Johnny Rio?” I said and I tried to keep it mild. My client kept getting more interesting by the moment. Johnny Rio was a tall, brawny lover-boy type, shrewd, capable, smooth as an oil slick and lethal as a time-bomb. Johnny Rio was chief factotum and ostensible owner of Chez Rio, a chic, expensive, lush-upholstered, mob-owned night club on East 54th Street in New York City. I had not been to the joint in more than six months, because I was not required to go. There was friction between Johnny and the mob because, word had it, Johnny was pocketing more than his prescribed percentage of the take. Such friction could proliferate into a flock of bullets and I preferred not to be in the situation of innocent bystander who stops a stray pellet. “Brother,” I said, “you certainly know the most fascinating people. Just for the record, how come a business executive, president of Harvest House, is on sufficiently intimate terms with Johnny Rio to recommend a talented chick — that is, if I’m not getting too personal, Mr. McCormick?”

“As a matter of fact, I met him through Harvest House.”

“You mean he’s writing his autobiography too?” Now I smiled. “And why not? Everybody else is.”

“No, he isn’t, although I imagine it could be quite interesting. Jason Touraine. I believe you met Jason Touraine at my home last night. One of our assistant editors?”

“Yes, I met him.”

“Well, in a way, Jason got his job with us — through Johnny Rio.”

“You’re losing me, Harv. You mean Johnny Rio doubles as employment agent for literary people?”

“No, not at all.” He turn to smile, broadly. And his turn to light up a cigarette. “You’re acquainted with Chez Rio?”

“Yes.”

“Then you know the bartender outside in the cocktail lounge.”

“Sure, Bernie Pearl.”

“Well, Bernie’s one of my favorite bartenders in all the world. I know Bernie since he had his own little place, the Green Emerald on Thirty-fourth. When the place failed and he went to work at Chez Rio, he dropped announcements in the mail to all his old customers.”

“Including me.”

“And me. Anyway, I went into Chez Rio — oh, an evening almost four months ago — not to the club proper, to the cocktail lounge, mostly, of course, to give my patronage to Bernie. There he introduced me to a young lady who worked in the club, a very charming young lady, Karen Touraine. She was at the party too. I don’t know whether you met her. She came rather late.”

“I did. A lovely gal.”

“Karen is Jason Touraine’s wife. The couple had only been in New York a short time, and Jason was casting about for a job. When Karen learned from Bernie who I was, she asked me to interview her husband with a view toward employing him. He had done writing, he was in the field. Anyway, I talked with him, he qualified, and I hired him.”

“So Jason got his job by way of Bernie through Karen.”

“I went back to Chez Rio a number of times with Jason to watch Karen perform, and she introduced me to Johnny Rio. I found him to be — your word is as good as any — fascinating.” He glanced down at his wrist watch. “Look, let’s have dinner and then let’s get over to Club Intimo. The first show goes on at nine, and I’d like you to catch that gal’s act.”

“By the way, does Kirgo know you?”

“Purely as a customer.”

“Does he know what you do, who you are?”

“No.”

“And the gal’s name? You haven’t mentioned it.”

“Barbara Hines.”

Club Intimo was anything but intimate. It was a big, dim, roomy place with a small stage, a large band, many tables, good liquor, and excellent service. It opened at five in the afternoon as a restaurant, and at nine it became a night club with a cover charge and six socko acts that went on continuously, each lasting about twenty minutes. Patsy himself personally auditioned his acts, and there was always a waiting list of artists who wanted to perform there.

The first act was a comedy-type magician, very good.

The second act was Barbara Hines. The second act was great. The second act started as a striptease, in reverse. Barbara Hines was clever. Barbara Hines was beautiful. Barbara Hines had an exquisite body. And Barbara Hines had talent. Cleverly, beautiful Barbara Hines revealed her exquisite body before she disclosed her talent, thus taking good showman’s advantage of every trick in the trunk. The act started as the applause of the previous act died away. The house lights faded and the stage went dark. In pitch blackness the orchestra pressed schmaltz to the strains of an old-fashioned waltz, leaning heavily on the strings. The house remained dark as the stage lights came up slowly upon the charming spectacle of a curvaceous blonde, nude except for bra and briefs, seated before a wide full-length mirror, applying the last dabs of make-up to her face. Make-up accomplished, the blonde turns, profile to audience, reaches for a silk stocking, dons it, a long and shapely leg aloft, repeats with other stocking on other leg. She slides her feet into high-heeled pumps, rises, stretches, and in time with the music, moves toward a dress hanging on a clothes tree, as the house lights gradually begin to glow. She slips into the dress and as she is about to zip it up — she discovers the watching audience. In a beautiful moment of perfect pantomime, she crouches, primly shocked, tying to cover up. Then hastily, all in a fluster, she zips up the dress, steps forward as a spotlight catches her and the stage behind her darkens, peers out intently upon the audience, and her first line is a genuine boff:

“My goodness … so many Peeping Toms!”

The laughter and applause were long and appreciative, and, as the music switched to a modern tune, the girl had to hold up her hands to silence the audience. Then she swept into the song in a rich, belting soprano, phrasing stylishly — and she rocked them. They forgot about the beauty, they forgot about the body, they forgot about marvelous preliminary pantomime, and they went all out for the talent. As she slid from song to song, she interposed wry satirical patter that brought the chuckles in bunches, and upon completion of the final song, the applause was deafening. Harvey McCormick had certainly picked himself a winner, no matter in what category you wished to judge her.

“What do you think?” he said.

“Only great.”

“You’ll meet her shortly.”

“I’m dying to.” Perhaps I sounded too enthusiastic because he grew glum as he sipped his scotch. “Brighten up,” I said.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Everybody has some kind of ethics and mine should suit you.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I don’t pick flowers out of another guy’s garden.”

“I still don’t understand, but I prefer that you don’t elaborate.”

“You’re the boss,” I said and I drank, but ruefully.

She came to our table, in a glistening black off-the-shoulder sheath, blonde hair pony-tailed, and I grunted boorishly, perhaps despairingly, certainly enviously, when he introduced us.

“Peter Chambers?” she said.

“Eh,” I said intelligibly, trying not to look at her.

“The eye?” she said.

“Eye, ear, nose, and throat,” I droned, devastatingly witty.

“No, seriously. Peter Chambers, the private detective?”

“I humbly admit.”

“Oh, I’ve heard about you. I’m quite a fan.”

McCormick stirred uneasily.

I said, “There must be another one. I’m not from Chicago.”

“Neither am I. Originally I’m from New York.”

“You don’t talk New Yorkish.”

She laughed. “One loses one’s accent. I left New York five years ago, when I was nineteen. I won some sort of silly beauty contest, and I landed in Hollywood.”

“How’d you ever get loose from there?”

“Nobody wanted me.”

“Shows you what they know.”

“I began to develop my act. Played small spots in Los Angeles and San Francisco. Then Reno, then Vegas, now here.”

“She writes all her own material,” said McCormick.

“Do you have a contract with Kirgo?” I said.

“No. Kirgo replaces an act whenever he feels like it. Kirgo doesn’t give a contract to anybody — except a great big star.”

“You’re a great big star.”

“Not to Kirgo.”

“That’s why you’re going to New York,” said McCormick.

I stood up. “Harvey,” I said, “should anybody ask — you’re an agent. You work for MCA.”

He got it, and nodded.

“Excuse me,” I said to Barbara Hines.

“You’re not leaving us?” The disappointment in her voice delighted me.

“Not for long. I’ve got to go talk to a guy about a gal.”

I corralled the maitre d’ who for five bucks led me to the den of Kirgo which was a fine-furnished office on a balcony and had a wall of dark one-way mirror which gave off an entire view of the club downstairs. Patsy Kirgo was a thick short-bodied man with a flat nose, white hair, and the shrewd eyes of a jewel-appraiser. He greeted me beamishly, slapped my back lung-looseningly, poured Scotch, declared, “Great to see you, pal old pal. What brings you?”

“Business, but nothing important.”

“Something I can do?”

“There’s no hurry.” We drank a bit, reminisced a bit — immodestly, but subtlely I hoped, I steered the reminiscences toward the times I had done some rather extraordinary favors for him — and then I said, “Patsy, you’re not the kind of guy who would interfere with somebody on his way up, would you?”

“Not Patsy.”

“Come here.” He stood beside me as I pointed out Barbara Hines and Harvey McCormick through the one-way glass. “That’s the person I’m talking about.”

“Barbara?”

“That’s the one.”

“Beautiful gal. Nice kid. A real nice kid.”

“The guy with her is a big shot from New York, kind of an agent, a big man.”

“Yeah, I’ve seen him around.”

“He’s kind of been scouting Barbara Hines. He’d like to take her back with him to New York — where she belongs.”

“When?”

“As soon as possible.”

He squinted the shrewd eyes at me. “You got an interest there?”

“Yes.”

Now he closed the eyes, thinking. “Her work-week finishes Saturday night, which is tonight.” He opened his eyes. “Okay. After her last show tonight, she’s done. I got my eye on a classy girl-singer that’s just been begging to come in. Okay. After the last show tonight, Barbara Hines has got the can. Okay?”

“Thanks, Patsy.”

“Think nothing of it. The way you was priming me I figured you was going to hit me for a big loan. And you want to know something? You would have got it.”

Sometimes your money comes easy, sometimes hard. This time it came easy but it is not politic to let your client know when it is easy. When he inquired, I made vague noises, mumbled mysteriously, and changed the subject, but I knew he was satisfied. On Sunday he arranged reservations at Hotel Quilton in New York, and on Sunday Barbara shipped most of her things. As befits a bodyguarding richard with no body to guard, I stayed out of their way as much as I could on Sunday and Monday — discretion winning over desire — and on Tuesday, practically at dawn, because McCormick wanted a full business day in New York, we were at the airport.

We landed at LaGuardia at nine in the morning, and as we went through the terminal toward a cab, I picked up a morning tabloid, and stumbled and lost pace when I saw the front page. Beneath the headline RIDE VICTIM was a full-page photo of Jason Touraine. The caption stated: The body of Jason Touraine, shown above, was discovered at 5 A.M. in a car parked on the East River Drive at 116th Street, victime of typical gang-style murder. (Story, Page 3.)

McCormick looked back for me and I folded the paper and hurried after them. Barbara entered the cab first, then McCormick, and then I. As we took off, McCormick said, “What kept you, Pete?”

I showed him the paper. I felt him stiffen.

Barbara, looking over his shoulder, said, “Somebody you know?”

“A kid who works for me,” he said in a parched voice.

“Oh, my,” she said.

He opened the paper and as we jolted along he read the story aloud. There was not much to read. Touraine had been found at five in the morning, in his own car, slumped over the wheel, shot through the temple. He had been dressed in evening clothes. No weapon had been discovered. The police were investigating.

“My God!” said McCormick when he finished reading.

“You’ll have cops talking to you today,” I said.

“Me? Why me?”

“You’re his employer. They always talk to the employer when they’re checking background.”

“Oh.”

Silence. Then I said, “They may inquire where you were over this long weekend.”

Silence again for a moment, somewhat embarrassed.

I said, “The entire truth is best in matters like these. Police inquiry is most confidential.”

“Very well,” he said.

“If they check with me, I have your permission to furnish corroboration?”

“Yes.”

“By the way, if you’re interested, this is my line of work.”

“Beg pardon?”

“I’m trying to drum up business. If you’re interested in a private investigation of this Touraine thing …”

“I believe the public investigation is perfectly appropriate. I believe the police are capable. Don’t you?”

“Sure,” I said.

So, Harvey McCormick did not retain me.

But Madeline McCormick did.
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