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INTERFACE: the common boundary between two systems.


We are creatures of a day.


What is one, what is one not?


Man is the dream of a shadow.


Pindar’s


Pythian Odes
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The dead Mexican lay on his back and stared at the ceiling. On the flat’s close air still lingered the tang of gunpowder, but the unnatural angle of the Mexican’s head suggested his Colt .38 had been a poor idea. He had gotten off one shot, then had been knocked backward over the sprung worn sofa, had landed on the back of his neck and had died.


The blond man flexed his hands once, like a wrestler who has thrown his opponent in the ring and is waiting for him to rise again.


‘Goddam fool,’ he said aloud, even though he was quite alone in the shabby flat.


He looked like a wrestler, in fact, or a pro football player, apart from horn-rimmed glasses with dark heavy frames which gave his hard, bony face an unexpected scholar’s cast. Ash-blond hair came nearly to his shoulders, and his short-sleeved white shirt, open at the throat, exposed arms which were lumped and knotted with muscle. His dark slacks emphasized the trimness of his waist and hips.


The blond man looked at his watch, looked at the dead Mexican, swore again, went to the window and drew aside the tattered lace curtains to peer out. He grunted at whatever he saw outside, and with sudden energy turned back from the window. When he moved there was a hesitation in his stride, a momentary check in the movement of his right leg almost too slight to be called a limp.


In the corner of the living room closest to the kitchen was the sort of Salvation Army dining table and chairs usually found in furnished flats in the Mission District. On the table were a brown attaché case which looked very new, and a squatty, evil foot-high figure of brown clay which looked very ancient.


The blond man picked up the pottery figure. Seen up close it had mold marks down the sides, which made it much less than ancient but no less evil. He dropped it on the floor. It shattered. From the shards, the blond man picked up an ordinary Ziploc plastic bag. Inside the bag were a considerable number of much smaller sealed bags, also of clear plastic, which contained scant measures of white powder.


As he laid the Ziploc plastic bag on the table with gloved fingers, the doorbell echoed through the unheated and sparsely-furnished flat. The blond man padded down the hall, his steps slightly uneven on the bare wood floor, to push the old-fashioned iron door-opener. This disengaged the latch of the street door at the foot of the interior stairs.


‘The front room,’ he called.


He turned away as the chemist started up, went back along the hall to the living room. He crossed the room to the attaché case and opened it. It was three-quarters filled with orderly rows of banded hundreds, not new. He dumped the Ziploc bag in on top of them, snapped shut the case again.


The chemist was old enough to have gotten only to the head of the stairs by that time, breathing heavily from the climb. He carried a black bag such as a doctor might carry, a small, precise man wearing a hat and an overcoat too heavy for the San Francisco autumn weather. Few San Franciscans wore a hat anymore. It, and the coat, made him look like someone mislaid during the twenties who was up and about again.


The chemist went up the hall. The hall was sufficiently dark to put the blond man in virtual silhouette at the end of it. His heavy shoulders, made sloping by the powerfully developed trapezius muscles, filled the living room doorway and blocked any chance view of the dead Mexican.


‘You aren’t Marquez,’ said the chemist, Addison, when he was close enough to be sure.


‘I’m the bagman. This is my apartment.’


The chemist stopped as if he had run into a turnstile. ‘I only deal with Julio Marquez.’


‘Julio Marquez is dead.’


‘Dead?’


‘I killed him,’ said the blond man.


As he spoke, he struck the chemist heavily in the face with an almost casual swing of one club-like arm. The chemist’s hat flew off. His black bag slid several feet down the hall with the sound of breaking glass as he himself slid down the wall to a sitting position. His damaged face looked like a cartoon face drawn to express surprise.


The blond man checked the chemist’s pulse, listened to his respiration, loosened his tie, lifted an eyelid. He was unconscious, his eyes rolled back, but he was breathing steadily and his pulse was strong. The thread of blood inching down out of his left nostril was too slight to be from anything but tiny capillaries ruptured by the force of the blow.


Leaving the chemist where he was, the blond man went by him down the hall to the bathroom. The medicine chest held only two twenty-milligram ampules of clear liquid. He looked at them thoughtfully.


‘So it will work as well for the police as for the others,’ he said, again aloud.


One of the ampules slipped through his fingers to shatter on the grey octagonal floor-tiles below the wash basin. He left it there, replaced the other in the medicine chest, went out without stepping into the mess.


In the front room he pulled on a black topcoat, picked up the attaché case and started out without a backward glance. Then he stopped. He stared at the dead Mexican. He grinned. He squatted and opened the attaché case. He opened the Ziploc bag, shoved the dead hands, one after the other, down among the plastic bags. The blond man left taking with him the dead man’s fingerprints, shut away in the attaché case.


The house was narrow, Victorian, painted grey and peeling, three-storied if you counted the ground floor which had no flat in it. The October morning was cold and bright, the sun just coming up and still without warmth. Two battered metal mailboxes were fixed to the door of the inset garage. The box for 1748 wore a new slip of paper with the word DOCKER typed on it.


The blond man, wearing his black topcoat and carrying his attaché case, appeared in the street door of 1748 through which the chemist had entered three or four minutes before. He descended the grey, chipped stairs to Bryant Street. The ornamentation of the black iron handrail was softened with a patina of old layered paint and was gritty with city dirt.


At the bottom of the stairs the blond man dropped the front door key into the mailbox for 1748. That made him the DOCKER typed on the slip of paper. He turned away, stripping off thin gloves of surgical rubber, pinching the attaché case between arm and body while his hands were busy. He looked both ways before stepping off the curb to cross deserted Bryant Street, ignoring the mustachioed youth sitting on a stoop a few doors away.


On the far side of the street was Franklin Square, which was bounded by Bryant, Potrero, Sixteenth and Seventeenth. Apart from this park and the nine houses on the even-numbered side of Bryant’s 1700 block, it was a totally industrial area. To Docker’s left was the site of the old Seals stadium, now a merchandise mart which itself had gone bankrupt in the midst of its mindless blacktop parking lots.


Docker tossed his attaché case up on the steep grass above the chest-high concrete retaining wall of the park, then jumped up after it. He started up the slope, his limp more noticeable during the climb.


Franklin Square was a flat, green oasis above the surrounding streets, studded on this edge with tall eucalyptus trees which smelled like wet dogs. Docker went through the trees and out across the worn grass toward the restrooms. They were set under a dozen young evergreens on the far side of the park, toward Potrero Street. A black boy and a black girl with wildly exaggerated Afros, both wearing slacks and velvet-trimmed high-heeled boots, were arguing about another girl the boy had taken home the night before. A white hippie chick with a blue bedroll beside her was leaned back against one of the trees as if she were exhausted. Her eyes were shut and her face wan; from the roach between her fingers drifted the harsh scent of burning grass into the clear air.


When Docker was halfway across the grassy area, the youth with the bandido mustache appeared at the top of the slope. He went through the trees, started out into the open as Docker reached the distant restrooms. His mustache, color, and facial features made it impossible to tell whether he was of Negro or Spanish blood.


He started trotting when Docker emerged from the restroom and disappeared around the far side of the small stucco building. He went around the corner fast. But Docker had waited, his back against the notice someone had spray-canned on the wall beside the phone booth: SYLVA CAN ASS IS VISITACION VALLEY’S SLUT!


Docker seized double handfuls of the boy’s fleece-lined carcoat and slammed him up against the phone booth, hard enough so the back of his head starred the glass. Only thin crisscrosses of embedded wire kept the glass from breaking.


‘Jesus, man, what—’


‘You followed me up from Bryant Street,’ said Docker almost dreamily. He lifted the dark youth so the toes of his boots just touched the ground and held him that way, jammed back against the side of the dark green phone booth. ‘Talk to me.’


‘Man, I was just … you know …’


The youth’s eyes were watering and his nose was running. His arms twitched. Docker giggled suddenly and set him back on his feet.


‘What are you on?’


‘Smack. I figgered … When I seen you go into the can …’


‘There’s a pusher working this park?’


‘Right, man.’ The hype was sweating. His eyes darted first one way and then the other. ‘It’s my connection’s turf, man, dig, but he got busted. But I heard someone was takin’ over, so I waited.’


Docker broke into sudden laughter. It was a high, nervous laugh edged with paranoia, which didn’t go with his earlier calm. He said, ‘There’s a dead man over in seventeen-forty-eight. There’s another man there, unconscious. There’ll be money in their pockets. In the bathroom is a twenty-mill ampule of speed you can sell for more bread. The key’s in the mailbox. Get moving.’


The young addict was staring, wide-eyed. ‘What are you tellin’ me, man?’ he exclaimed in alarm. ‘What are you tryina do to me?’


‘Up to you,’ said Docker.


He was still laughing. He seemed to have a hard time stopping. The laughter had tones of hysteria in it. He stood with his hands in his topcoat pockets and the attaché case between his feet, watching the hype edge away around the corner of the building. When he had disappeared, Docker quit laughing. His face looked as if it had never known laughter of any kind.


He fished a dime out of his pocket. After he had used it, he caught a bus.
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The phone was ringing in the empty office when Pamela Gardner unlocked the street door. On the inside of the glass in capital letters were the words NEIL FARGO and underneath in smaller caps, INVESTIGATIONS; Pamela was carrying a newspaper, her brown-bagged lunch, the current doorstop from Book of the Month, and a dress in a large cardboard box which she was returning to House of Nines after work. She was a tiny girl barely five feet tall, perhaps 95 pounds in weight.


‘Coming,’ she muttered as she fought to get her key back from the door.


The ringing phone hurried her, however, so she dropped first the Book of the Month, then, in retrieving it, the dress. She finally left them to run up the narrow straight stairs to the second-floor office. Her skirt was short enough so she would have been showing a great deal of pantyhose to anyone climbing the steps behind her. Her thighs still had a slight adolescent chunkiness which was somehow rather innocent.


The phone stopped ringing just as she picked it up.


‘Oh, damn!’


She had rescued her packages, had begun distributing items into drawers, on desk and file cabinet tops in the time-honored secretarial ritual, when the phone started ringing again.


‘Neil Fargo, Investigations.’


Still wearing her coat, she took the message, hung up. The phone immediately began ringing again.


‘Neil Fargo, Investigations.’


She took another message, got out of her coat and got the coffee started. She always cleaned the pot before leaving the office at night. She was around twenty, with a short nose and a long upper lip. Her eyes were blue, very bright, wide-set. Given five more years and five fewer pounds, the right clothes and a different hair style, she would be a beautiful woman. Right now she was a perky kid with a trim figure a little too wide in the hips for her diminutive size, her small, pointed breasts softened by a furry pale yellow sweater.


Twelve minutes later, at 8:19, the street door admitted Neil Fargo. He came up the stairs two at a time, whistling cheerily. Pamela was reading the morning Chronicle, since there had been no reports on the dictating machine.


‘Any calls?’


‘Maxwell Stayton’s secretary will expect you when Mr Stayton arrives at ten.’ She made a face, either for Mr Stayton or his secretary but probably the latter. ‘Two calls from that importer down on Battery Street, Walter Hariss; he’ll drop by personally. One from a man named Docker, no message, and—’


‘Docker?’ demanded Neil Fargo sharply.


His direct brown eyes had gotten surprisingly bleak. He was a big, blocky man with an angular, somewhat Indian face and nondescript brown hair cut subtly shorter than current styles. It made his face almost brutal in the way that Burt Lancaster’s once was brutal, although he looked nothing at all like Lancaster.


‘No first name or initial.’ She suddenly giggled, betraying her youth. ‘He had a mushy voice, like he had false teeth.’


‘He leave a number?’


‘Said he’d call back.’ But something in his voice had sobered her. She looked up at him with bright blue eyes alive to nuance. Her face was narrow, narrow-chinned, all the features fine and sharp as good portraiture. ‘Is something the matter, Neil? Who is Docker?’


Neil Fargo tapped lightly on the edge of her desk with his knuckles. He smiled. The smile made the hard, bony face less stark even though he did not have the sort of features that a smile particularly enhanced.


‘If Docker calls back, try to get a number.’


‘Neil …’ She paused, troubled, then said in a rush, ‘This doesn’t have anything to do with Walter Hariss, does it?’


‘Why?’


She made a small, meaningless gesture. ‘I’ve heard he … People say he imports more than cheap pottery and tourist curios. And that Docker mentioned his name. Something about getting to you before Hariss did.’


‘Docker and Hariss?’ Neil Fargo was not totally successful in making the idea sound new to him. He said, ‘You’ll be a detective yet, doll.’


He went into his small private office set off from the main room by head-high partitions. The windows looked down on the intersection of Bush and Franklin Streets. Neil Fargo took off his topcoat. He was wearing a dark blue double-knit suit and a white shirt with a wide dark tie that gave him a substantial, conservative air. He set the dusty Venetian blinds so he could look out the windows.


By the time he had drunk a cup of black coffee and smoked one cigarette, Walter Hariss had arrived. Neil Fargo smiled without mirth, watching the importer get out of the rear seat of the black Fleetwood his nasty little chauffeur had maneuvered into a slot halfway up Bush Street.


Neil Fargo went to the open door of his office, which offered privacy from his secretary only with the door shut. He leaned against the frame with his arms folded. The two men clattered up the stairs.


‘You’ve met my secretary, Pamela Gardner,’ said Neil Fargo. He made appropriate gestures. ‘Pamela, Gus Rizzato – Mr Hariss’ chauffeur.’


Hariss followed him into the inner office, then after Neil Fargo had sat down behind the desk, said, ‘This is private.’


The detective nodded amiably and went to the door again. Gus Rizzato was beside Pamela’s chair, leaning down to say something to her. He was built like a jockey and had black hair and a swarthy face with a bad complexion. His tie was six inches wide, just barely wider than the lapels on his suit. The girl was shaking her head at what he was saying, making her short brown hair dance around her temples. Her face was set and pale.


‘Will you go downstairs to Stempel’s and get us some doughnuts, doll?’ The girl nodded hurriedly and stood up. Neil Fargo added, ‘And then go over to the Seventy-Six station and tell Emil to fill up the Fairlane. Don’t hurry.’


‘Yes, Mr Fargo.’ There was relief in her voice.


She got her purse and started down the stairs. Rizzato looked appreciatively after her. He winked at Neil Fargo, made obscene gestures that crudely suggested sexual intercourse, and swaggered out after the girl.


Neil Fargo stared after him, then returned to the cubicle where Hariss waited impatiently.


‘Sometime I’m going to do something about that little son of a bitch,’ he said to the importer.


Walter Hariss made a dismissive gesture with his hand. He was a small-boned, solid man in his late forties, with a good tan and a round, slightly fleshy face and full lips, who wore very expensive clothes well. He wore his grey hair medium length, brushed back from his face in a modified pompadour. His shoes gleamed. Only the overripe diamond on his pinky finger destroyed the illusion of solid businessman.


Neil Fargo sighed and nodded. ‘All right. What went wrong?’


‘We got knocked over.’


‘Knocked over!’ The detective’s thin lips tightened into a wolfish grin, emphasizing the Indian cast of his features. He made it an exclamation, not a question.


‘At the drop point. My courier, Julio Marquez, got killed and my chemist got laid out. And then the cops showed up before he could get out.’


‘Tipped,’ muttered Neil Fargo.


He got up, paced twice back and forth beside the desk, cracking his fisted right hand into his left palm.


‘Your fucking friend Docker is missing and so is my kilo of H,’ said Hariss. ‘To say nothing of the attaché case.’


‘Docker called here before I got in. Docker. Hah!’ He struck the desk suddenly with the flat of his palm. His calender jumped an inch off the polished hardwood. His eyes got mean. ‘Well, you’re the fucker who wanted everything done through intermediaries. Didn’t want to be there yourself. Didn’t want me there. A hundred and seventy-five thousand bucks was in that attaché case and I’m responsible to the money man for it!’


‘Was there?’ asked Hariss. His pale eyes burned softly in his ruddy face. He had a well-modulated voice that suggested he had spent quite a lot of time learning to speak well.


‘What the fuck’s that supposed to mean?’


‘You’re the one came up with Docker as the drop man. Old Army buddy from Vietnam, would lick the sweat off your balls for you.’ He leaned closer. He jabbed Neil Fargo in the stomach with the forefinger of the hand that held his dollar cigar. ‘Maybe you just kept the money, told your buddy to knock off the courier and Addison, my chemist, and—’


‘Sure,’ said Neil Fargo in a savage voice. ‘We plan murder in an apartment I rent in my own name that has my fingerprints all over it so the police will be sure to know where to look. Quit fucking around. I’m on the hook to the money man, Hariss!’


‘Who is the money man?’


Neil Fargo just shook his head. ‘How did you get onto this so fast? The seven o’clock news?’


‘It was a phone tip, one of the prowlies who responded called me, he owed me a favor and knew I used Addison. He said there was a pottery figure broken on the floor – you know what that means.’


‘And no attaché case,’ muttered Neil Fargo.


‘I asked my man about that, casually. That’s when he remembered he saw someone getting on a Bryant Street bus with an attaché case. Just as they were pulling up. He didn’t know it was important at the time.’


‘Observant cop,’ said Neil Fargo. ‘Any description?’


‘Big man, long blond hair, glasses – that’s your fucking Docker, right?’


Neil Fargo nodded sourly. ‘Docker.’


‘Do you know where to find him? Where he’d go? What he’d do?’


‘He’s only been in town three weeks – he was supposed to be staying in that apartment.’ He took his nervous turn around the little office again. ‘Christ, Hariss, he needed the money, he looked right for this. He was square with me in Nam, kept me from getting my ass shot off a couple of times.’


Precision lent heavy menace to the importer’s voice. His gestures wreathed his head in cigar smoke.


‘I want that fucker, Fargo. A quarter of a million in smack in that clay figure, and—’


‘Street prices,’ said Neil Fargo almost contemptuously. ‘I figure you paid maybe twelve, thirteen thou for it in Mexico. If it was ninety-five percent pure, as you claimed.’


‘Your chemist.’


‘I had a chemist there in good faith—’


Walter Hariss suppressed whatever he had been going to say. He stood up. He was a stocky five-eight, the top of his razor-cut grey hair came to Neil Fargo’s upper lip. He put an arm around the detective’s broad shoulders. He found a smile that cost him something extra.


‘We don’t have to fight, Neil. We both want the same thing, right? The money back, the heroin back. You—’


He broke off as the street door opened, closed; Pamela’s light, nervously cheery tones came up the stairwell ahead of the sound of her heels on the stairs.


‘Find Docker, we’ll get the rest of it straightened out,’ said Neil Fargo hurriedly. ‘Have Alex Kolinski get his street people on Docker, and add to the description that he’s got a slight limp – nicked in the right knee in Nam. Partial disability. I’ll start at the other end – phone, utilities, driver’s license, the usual skiptracing routines.’


He stood aside for Hariss to leave first, trailing aromatic cigar smoke. Outside, Pamela Gardner was back behind her desk, the white paper bag of doughnuts on the blotter in front of her. She looked as if the desk were a breached redoubt. Gus Rizzato was sitting on the edge of it, one hand on her shoulder, talking earnestly. In talking, he used eyebrows and mouth and his entire mobile Latin countenance. He looked up at the detective and grinned.


‘I like this little girl, Fargo. Why don’t you tell her it wouldn’t be a bad idea for her to act a little more friendly?’


Neil Fargo said heartily to Hariss, ‘Good to have you drop by, Walt. I think we can clear up that little matter today.’


Then his long arm shot out and his big hand gathered in the front of Rizzato’s shirt, tie and jacket lapels as well. The arm twitched. It jerked Rizzato off the desk and slammed him down on his feet like snapping a towel in a locker room.


‘You put any more hands on that girl, Peeler, I’ll break them off.’ His voice and mouth were cool, contemptuous. His eyes were hot and vicious. He let go of the shirt front and stepped back.


Rizzato measured him icily, on the edge of violence, though he was at least a foot shorter than the detective. Hariss said sharply, ‘Gus.’


Rizzato’s fighting-dog stance relaxed. He straightened his jacket with a pompous shrug, strutted out of the office like a jockey who can no longer make the weight. Hariss followed.


When the street door closed behind them, the girl, who had been sitting very straight in her chair, put her hands up to her cheeks. Crimson suddenly flushed across her features.


‘He said to me … He told me he wanted to …’


‘Sorry I let him in here, doll.’


She started to say something more, stopped, then took down her hands from her face. The flush was receding. She said, ‘Why did you call him Peeler?’


‘The story goes that he was once assigned to shut up somebody who was talking to an assistant DA back East …’ He broke off. He said tonelessly, ‘You don’t really want to know.’


‘I do.’ Her eyes were bright again.


‘The story goes he took this guy down into a basement in Brooklyn and skinned him alive.’


The girl made a choked sound in her throat and her flush receded further, so her face was almost pale.


‘You asked,’ said Neil Fargo. He was bent over the desk writing rapidly on her scratch pad. As he wrote, he talked. ‘Docker. Here’s everything I have on him, which isn’t a hell of a lot. I want the full drill, doll. DMV check for license and possible auto registration, credit check, phone company, our contacts at the gas company and scavengers. I want to know if he’s bottled up here in town, or if he made it out. Airlines, train, buses. If he doesn’t have a car, start a run on the car-rental places. Private charter plane services – you know the routine. If the police call, I went out, you don’t know where.’


‘Police?’


‘That’s the way it is. Friend Docker put me in the middle.’


‘Between Walt Hariss and who?’ she said bitterly. ‘Nobody ate any doughnuts and your car didn’t need any gas.’


Neil Fargo laid a hand on her cheek, knuckles to the flesh, ran it back toward her ear like someone playing with a cat. Her eyes went very slightly unfocused. He went back into his own office, shut the door, sat at the desk, dialled a number he didn’t have to look up. Through the closed door he could hear Pamela dialling also on the other line, starting the skiptracing routine on Docker.


The phone was picked up, but whoever had picked it up did nothing except breathe into it. Neil Fargo said, ‘Your money’s been hijacked.’


The breathing arrested. ‘Hijacked?’


‘This morning.’


‘I thought you told me that money would buy me—’


‘Forget what I told you.’


‘I see.’ There was a pause. ‘Would it be asking too much to know how that amount of cash money was placed in a position where it could be hijacked?’


‘I trusted somebody I shouldn’t have. A man named Docker. He saved my life in Vietnam, but now …’


‘I wonder why I should trust you, Fargo.’


The detective ignored the remark. ‘There’s another complication. At the same time your money got lifted, a man got killed.’


‘Who? Where? Did this man Docker—’


‘I’ll know more when the police catch up with me.’


‘Police? How do they know you have anything?’


‘I rented the place where it happened – in my own name. I didn’t expect anything like a killing there.’


After a longer pause, the voice said, ‘How vulnerable are you?’


‘I’ll get by,’ said Neil Fargo. ‘I’ll be in touch.’


He hung up. He sat with his hands still on the phone for a few seconds, frowning. There was a light sheen of sweat on his forehead although it was not particularly hot in the office. He stood up, flipped his topcoat over his arm, picked up a briefcase from beside the desk. He stopped at Pamela Gardner’s desk. Her scratch pad was open to a new sheet, and scribbled notations already covered it.


‘If Docker calls again, get a phone number out of him.’


‘Neil,’ she almost wailed. ‘Why? You promised you’d go down to the city assessor’s office today to get a lead on Maxwell Stayton’s daughter. That’s clean money. It isn’t dangerous. Why can’t you—’


‘And so I shall, doll,’ he said soothingly. ‘But meanwhile, if you get anything important on Docker, leave a message with Stayton’s secretary. I’ll be getting over there eventually to report. See, I am working on his case. I expect something to break on it today.’


She said bitterly, ‘While you’re off—’


He grinned and touched her under the chin. ‘You’re a lovely, romantic little nut. But if all I did was look for Roberta Stayton when she runs off threatening to marry some flake, neither of us would eat. Docker, doll. It is important.’


He went out.
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Age had shrunken the door from its frame, so it rattled discreetly under the timid knuckles. Alex Kolinski, fully clothed from the waist up, paid no attention. Instead, he spoke to the girl kneeling beside the ancient, broken-down double bed.


‘Keep it up, bitch,’ he said in a monotone, as if training a dog. The timid knuckles sounded against the door again.


‘Mr Kolinski?’ The voice from the hall was female, Negro south, frightened. ‘It’s the telephone, Mr Kolinski. It’s … Mr Hariss, Mr Kolinski.’


Kolinski looked up unwillingly, like a man disturbed in the midst of an absorbing book. He had a prognathous jaw and heavy ridges of bone around the eyes, making them deep-set. But it was not a stupid face, nor was there anything Neanderthal about his body. The neck which supported the hominid face was surprisingly unmassive.


‘Mr Kolinski …’


‘All right, goddammit!’ he burst out. ‘Tell him …’


A sudden spasm of cruel ecstasy stilled his voice. He plunged his hands into the thick, lifeless hair of the girl on her knees beside the bed. Dandruff speckled the scalp around the center part.


‘Oh, yeah! That’s it!’ exploded Kolinski in a hoarse, thickened voice.


From the hall came the timid rapping again. ‘Mr Kolinski, he … he said it was important.’


But Kolinski was finished. He stood up to dry himself with a corner of the sheet. The girl stared up at him from eyes which looked huge in her famished countenance. She had a face that had once been astonishingly beautiful. Even now, haggard and drawn, it was patrician of nose and striking of facial bone. A thoroughbred face. The eyes were dark, very dark-circled also, wet with tears even though they met his gaze without shame.


‘Alex, can I have it now?’


Kolinski standing above her like a sated storm trooper, jerked his belt tight. ‘I’ve got a phone call.’


‘But afterwards, Alex.’ An almost childish hope of reward curved her thin lips. ‘Afterwards you’ll let me have it.’


‘We’ll see, bitch.’


The girl put her face down in her arms, like an exhausted distance runner. The arms were thin. She was dressed in a strapless flannel nightgown so only her long narrow well-shaped feet, bare against the cold linoleum floor, were visible.


‘Alex, please, you promised …’ When he stepped away without answering, she raised her head from her arms to cry after him, ‘Alex, please!’


He paused in the doorway to look back at her. He laughed.


‘Sweat, bitch,’ he said.


He went out.


The girl remained motionless after he had gone. Fnally, she climbed wearily to her feet, like a housewife summoned by the phone in the middle of scrubbing the kitchen floor. She was tall and would once have been fashionably slender, now was angular and thin under the washed-out, faded nightdress. Despite her height, she could not have weighed as much as Pamela Gardner.


She walked back and forth in the center of the room with quick, jerky strides. Her face worked with passion or pain. She stopped abruptly in mid-stride to stare at the single straight-backed chair which, with the bed and the narrow, gaudily pink dresser, gave the room its only furniture.


Kolinski’s three-hundred-dollar overcoat was tossed carelessly over the back of the chair.


‘Oh, thank God! Thank God!’ the girl exclaimed in a low voice.


She bent over the coat to stroke it with an almost feline motion, like a cat licking its paw so it can wash its face. She did not try to go through the pockets. Instead, she turned away quickly to the dresser.


From the top drawer she got a white candle stub about three inches long. She lit it, dripped wax on the top of the dresser next to myriad shiny places where other blobs of wax had been scraped away. Next to the candle she laid a blackened tablespoon with the handle bent in a crude S-shape, and an empty ten-cc syringe with the needle already attached.


The girl went back to the bed, sat down on the edge of it where Kolinski had sat. Sitting, she fidgeted and shivered. Only muscles standing out along the side of her narrow jaw like molded strips of putty kept her teeth from chattering. Her face looked aged under the lank, sweat-dampened hair. Her sweat had a sweetish smell, like the dried sweat in dancers’ leotards not laundered often enough.


Sitting there, waiting, she kept monotonously flexing her left hand like an athlete squeezing a handball to strengthen his fingers. Twice she stopped to look anxiously at the veins inside the elbow, where the masses of scar tissue from needle tracks were. Some of the more recent tracks were ulcerated. She had long since stopped using Preparation H in an effort to shrink and minimize the marks.


The girl gave a low moan of either pain or frustration. The skin was so calloused that the veins had not really come up beneath it.


She extended the arm, palm up, and began gently slapping the scarred inner elbow with the fingertips of her right hand. The left hand kept spasmodically flexing as she did. Frustrated need made her hips writhe slowly on the bed in a terrible travesty of sexual arousal.
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