



  [image: cover]




  





  James Hadley Chase and The Murder Room




  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to

  making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we

  are obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent

  of digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid

  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››




   




  The Murder Room




  Where Criminal Minds Meet




  themurderroom.com




  





  Want to Stay Alive?




  James Hadley Chase




  [image: ]




  





  Contents




  Cover




  The Murder Room Introduction




  Title page




   




  Chapter One




  Chapter Two




  Chapter Three




  Chapter Four




  Chapter Five




  Chapter Six




  Chapter Seven




  Chapter Eight




   




  Outro




  By James Hadley Chase




  About the author




  Copyright page




  





  Chapter One




  They hadn’t been asleep for more than an hour when Meg woke with a start. She lifted her head from the rucksack that served as a pillow and peered uneasily around the

  unfurnished moonlit room. Cobwebs hung in thick festoons and a giant spider moved across the ceiling.




  ‘A spooky place,’ she had said to Chuck when they had broken in. ‘A place for ghosts.’




  But Chuck had no imagination. He had sneered at her.




  ‘Okay . . . so we keep them company. Anything’s better than these mosquitoes.’




  They had come on the derelict house as they had left Highway 4 to look for somewhere to sleep. Their money had run out soon after leaving Goulds, a citron and potato town. Chuck had tried to get

  a job at one of the packing plants but they had turned him away. His shoulder-length hair, his beard and his smell that had built up on him since leaving Jacksonville where he had had his last wash

  made him a non-starter.




  This deserted house stood in a jungle of stunted palms, palmettoes and flowering shrubs. It was a Southern colonial two storey building with six square porch columns reaching to the roof: a

  rich man’s house that must have been impressive in its day.




  Meg had stared curiously at the building and had wondered who the owner had been and why no one wanted to buy it.




  ‘Who cares?’ Chuck had said when she had expressed her thoughts and going up to the entrance doors, he had aimed a kick at the heavy iron lock. The doors sagged open. One of them

  came away from its hinges and fell with a clatter, raising choking dust.




  Meg had drawn back.




  ‘I don’t want to sleep in there . . . it’s spooky.’




  ‘Oh, shut up!’ Chuck was in no mood to listen to her talk. He was hungry, tired and depressed. He caught hold of her arm and pulled her into the dusty darkness.




  They decided to sleep on the upper floor as the lower windows were boarded up. The moonlight, coming through the dirty window panes up there was strong enough for them to see to unpack. The wide

  staircase was impressive. Meg imagined someone like Scarlet O’Hara descending the stairs in all her finery, watched by a group of admirers, waiting for her in the big hall. She didn’t

  pass this thought on to Chuck. She knew he would only jeer at her. Chuck lived essentially in the present. Even the future was a blank wall to him.




  Now, suddenly awake, her heart beginning to beat unevenly, she listened.




  The house seemed alive. The wind coming off Biscayne Bay moaned softly in the eaves. The shredding wallpaper made soft rattling noises. The woodwork creaked, and somewhere below a door swung in

  the wind, its rusty hinges squeaking.




  Meg listened for some moments, then reluctantly settled to sleep again. She looked over at Chuck who lay on his back, his mouth half open, a strand of his long, dirty hair lying across his face.

  Even from where she lay she could smell him, but that didn’t bother her. She probably smelt herself. They would fix that up when they reached the sea and could have a bathe.




  She looked up at the ceiling, spreading her long legs and cupping her full breasts, covered by a thin, dirty sweater.




  By now she had got used to living rough. It had many advantages: at least she was free to go where she liked and to live how she liked, and this was important to her.




  She thought of her father working for peanuts as an insurance salesman and her dreary mother. Until she was seventeen years of age she had gone along with them, but even at the age of fourteen,

  she had made up her mind that the moment she was sure enough of herself to quit, she would quit. This middle-class, suffocating life was not for her. It wasn’t until Chuck met her that she

  had made the break.




  Chuck was four years older than she. She had been to a movie on her own: something she seldom did for she always had lots of friends. This particular night she wanted to be alone. She had told

  her parents she was meeting Shirly and they were going to a movie down town. She always had to tell her parents who she was meeting and she always lied, knowing they were too dumb to check. She

  lied even when she went with Shirly, telling them she was going with Edna. She got a kick out of lying to her parents. She wondered if they even heard what she told them. Often she wondered if they

  would say anything different from the usual ‘have a good time, honey, and don’t be late’ while they stared at the TV screen if she said she was going out with Frank Sinatra.




  The movie turned out to be a drag and she left half way through it. As soon as she got into the hot night air and realised it was only 21.00 she regretted leaving the movie house. She now had

  nothing to do except go home, and the thought of watching TV with her parents filled her with dismay.




  ‘Are you looking for company?’




  Chuck had moved out of the shadows and stood before her. She regarded him appraisingly. Meg had done everything a teenager will do with men except surrender her virginity. She liked the

  struggles in cars when she kept her legs tightly crossed and submitted to everything except that one thing. She had been warned so often by her mother to have nothing to do with strangers that the

  warning was now a bore and a challenge.




  Chuck had a certain appeal. He was short, stocky and powerfully built. His long reddish hair and beard pleased her. His face was attractive in its care-free ugliness. He had a virility that

  stirred her.




  She recalled how they had gone down to the beach and had swum naked. Chuck was so natural about his nakedness that he killed any shyness that Meg had to strip off.




  When they reached the sea, he had said, ‘Let’s swim.’ He had taken off his clothes before Meg realised what was happening and naked, he had run into the sea. After a

  moment’s hesitation, she had followed his example and later had submitted to his urgency.




  Her first sexual experience had been explosive. Although Chuck had many failings, he knew how to handle a woman.




  ‘I like you, Meg,’ he had said as they lay side by side, drained and relaxed. ‘Have you any money?’




  She was to learn that money and sex were the only two things in which Chuck was interested. She had saved three hundred dollars from presents given her from wealthy relations over the years,

  saved against a ‘rainy day’ as her mother had put it. This wasn’t a rainy day, but why should she care?




  Chuck told her he planned to go to Florida. He wanted the sun. No, he didn’t do anything. When he ran out of money, he got a job – any job – and when he had saved enough, he

  quit. It was a good way to live and Meg thought so too. With three hundred dollars they could live forever, Chuck had said. How about going with him?




  This was the moment Meg had been waiting for. She had found an exciting man whose thinking was the same as hers. He was strong, tough, reckless and his love making terrific. She didn’t

  hesitate.




  They arranged to meet at the Greyhound bus station the following day and they would go together to Florida.




  The following morning, when her mother was out shopping, she had packed her camping outfit, written a note to say she wasn’t coming back, helped herself to fifty dollars her father kept in

  the house also for a rainy day and left home for good.




  Her three hundred dollars and her father’s fifty dollars didn’t last forever as Chuck had predicted. Among his many weaknesses was a compulsive urge to gamble. Meg sat with a

  hammering heart as Chuck cheerfully rolled dice with two youths who they had picked up on their way down to Jacksonville. When Chuck was down to their last fifty dollars, Meg had said in a

  trembling voice that it was time to stop.




  The two youths had looked at Chuck. The elder had said, ‘Do you take that kind of crap from your woman?’




  Chuck had put his broad, short fingered hand over Meg’s face and had given her a shove that sent her flying to land on the uneven ground with a jar that shook the breath out of her. By the

  time she had recovered, Chuck had lost the rest of their money and the two youths had faded away into the darkness.




  ‘So what’s money for?’ Chuck had snarled at her when she had screamed at him. ‘Shut up! We’ll get more . . . there’s always money!’




  They had got jobs as orange pickers and had toiled in the heat for a week until they had scraped together thirty dollars, then they quit and started once more towards Miami.




  The money didn’t last long after paying the fares and buying food. Now they had nothing and Meg was hungry. They hadn’t eaten for twelve hours: the last meal had been a greasy

  hamburger, and yet she still had no regrets. This kind of life: being dirty, hungry, homeless was a lot better than living in that dreary prison ruled by her parents.




  Well, something will turn up tomorrow, she thought. She had faith in Chuck. She again settled herself to sleep, then again she started up.




  Someone was moving around in the hall below!




  She distinctly heard the scrape of shoe leather and her heart began to race. She shifted silently over to Chuck and taking hold of his arm, she gently shook it.




  ‘Chuck!’




  He moaned, threw off her hand and began to turn over, but she shook his arm again.




  ‘Chuck!’




  ‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ He came awake and half sat up. His smell of dirt even at this moment made her wrinkle her nose. ‘What’s the matter?’




  ‘There’s someone moving around downstairs.’




  As she gripped his arm, she felt his steel muscles tighten and she was reassured. His physical strength made a tremendous impression on her.




  ‘Listen!’ she whispered.




  He shook off her hand and got to his feet. Moving silently, he went to the door and gently opened it. She looked at his broad back. His crouch and steadiness helped to diminish her fear. He

  listened for a long moment, then shut the door and came over to her.




  ‘Yeah . . . you’re right. There is someone down there . . . could be a cop.’




  She stared at him.




  ‘A cop?’




  ‘We’re trespassing. If some nosey cop . . .’ He chewed on his lower lip. ‘We could get knocked off for vagrancy.’




  ‘We’re not doing any harm . . . vagrancy?’




  Chuck wasn’t listening. He took an object from his hip pocket and pushed it into Meg’s hand.




  ‘Put it down your pants. If it’s a cop he mustn’t find it on me.’




  ‘What is it?’




  ‘A knife, stupid!’ He went to the door and opened it softly. Meg watched him walk out and pause at the head of the stairs. She stared at the bone handle of the knife with its

  chrome button and her finger touched the button. She flinched as three inches of gleaming steel snapped into sight. She had no idea how to return the blade into the handle and getting to her feet,

  she crossed the room and hid the knife under a pile of mildewing shreds of wallpaper. Then she joined Chuck. He waved her to be silent. They both stood motionless, listening. All Meg could hear was

  the rapid beating of her heart.




  ‘I’m going down,’ Chuck whispered.




  She caught hold of his arm.




  ‘No!’




  He didn’t seem to need any further persuasion. She had the idea he was as scared as she was and she was faintly disappointed in him. They stood there listening for several more moments,

  then they heard someone walking in the room to the left of the hall. Then a shadowy figure came into the hall. They could see the red glow of a cigarette and Chuck relaxed. He was sure whoever the

  intruder was, he wasn’t a cop. Cops don’t smoke on duty.




  ‘Who’s that?’ he demanded, and to Meg his voice sounded harsh and tough.




  There was a moment’s pause. They could see the shadowy figure standing motionless, then the beam of a powerful flashlight hit them, making them start back. The beam remained on them for a

  second or so, then it went out, leaving them blind.




  ‘Get me the knife,’ Chuck whispered.




  Meg stumbled into the room, ran over to the heap of wallpaper and found the knife.




  ‘I saw the door was open,’ a man was saying from below as she joined Chuck, ‘so I walked in.’




  Chuck’s hot, sweaty fingers closed around the handle of the knife.




  ‘Then walk out again,’ he snarled. ‘We have first claim. Scram!’




  ‘It’s big enough for all of us, isn’t it? I have food. I don’t like eating alone.’




  Meg heard her stomach rumble. The thought of eating made saliva fill her mouth. She gripped Chuck’s arm. He got the message. He was starving too.




  ‘I thought you were a cop,’ he said. ‘Come on up.’




  They watched the man below move into the room off the hall and return, carrying a rucksack. He started up the stairs, using his flashlight.




  Keeping his knife in his hand, Chuck waited for him, pushing Meg back towards the room they had just left. She paused in the doorway, her heart beating uneasily as the man reached the head of

  the stairs.




  Chuck peered at him. All he could see was a tall outline: a man a head taller than himself, but slimly built and without his shoulder spread. Not much strength, Chuck decided and relaxed a

  little.




  ‘Let’s have a look at you,’ Chuck said in his bullying voice. ‘Give me your flash.’




  The man offered the flashlight. Taking it, Chuck swung the beam on the man’s face.




  Watching, Meg stiffened. This man was a Seminole Indian. She had seen several such Indians on the way down from Jacksonville, and she recognised the thick blue-black hair, the dark skin, the

  high cheekbones and the narrow black eyes. This man was around twenty-three or four and handsome, but his wooden, expressionless face and his stillness made her uneasy. He wore a yellow pattern

  shirt, dotted with white flowers, dark blue hipsters and his brown feet were thrust into rope soled slippers.




  He stood still, letting them both examine him. In the light of the flashlight, his eyes seemed to Meg to be on fire.




  ‘Who are you?’ Chuck demanded, lowering the beam to the floor.




  ‘Poke Toholo is my name,’ the man said. ‘And you?’




  ‘I’m Chuck Rogers . . . this is my girl, Meg.’




  ‘Let’s eat.’




  Lighting the way, Chuck led the way into the room. Meg had already gone ahead and was sitting by her rucksack, her stomach was cringing with emptiness.




  Poke dumped his rucksack on the floor, knelt, opened it and produced two candles which he lit, then stuck them to the floor. He reached up and took the flashlight from Chuck and put it in the

  rucksack, then he produced a roast chicken and several slices of ham from a plastic sack.




  ‘Hey! Where did you get this from?’ Chuck said, his eyes growing round. He couldn’t remember when he had eaten chicken last.




  Poke looked at him.




  ‘Should you care?’ He divided the chicken into equal parts skilfully, using a bone-handled knife.




  They ate in silence, savagely and contentedly. Meg noticed the Indian kept looking at Chuck, then away. He didn’t once look at her.




  When they had finished, Chuck rested back on his elbows.




  ‘Man! That was good! Where are you heading for?’




  Poke produced a pack of cigarettes.




  ‘Paradise City. And you?’




  ‘Miami, I guess.’




  They lit their cigarettes from a candle flame.




  ‘Have you a job to go to?’ Poke asked. He was sitting crossed legged, his hands on his knees.




  ‘I’ll find one.’




  ‘Think so?’ Poke stared at Chuck. ‘Cops don’t dig for bums.’




  Chuck stiffened.




  ‘You calling me a bum?’




  ‘What else are you? You’re dirty and you stink.’




  Meg flinched. She was sure Chuck would attack this Indian with his knife and she was startled when Chuck remained where he was.




  ‘I’d rather be a bum than a buck savage,’ he said. ‘You think you’ll get a job?’




  ‘I don’t need a job.’




  Chuck stiffened to attention.




  ‘You got money then?’




  Poke nodded.




  ‘How much? Ten bucks? I bet you haven’t that!’




  ‘I’m buying a car tomorrow.’




  Chuck’s breath hissed between his teeth.




  ‘A car? What kind of a car?’




  Poke shrugged.




  ‘Something cheap . . . second hand. I need a car.’




  ‘For Pete’s sake!’ Chuck stared at the Indian for a long moment. ‘Hey! Why don’t we three gang up? Suppose we come with you as far as Paradise City . . . what do

  you say?’




  Listening, Meg marvelled at Chuck’s nerve. He was right, of course. If you didn’t ask, you didn’t get.




  ‘Why should we join up?’ Poke asked after a pause.




  ‘What have you got to lose? No fun in travelling alone. We’ll keep you company.’




  Poke got to his feet and carrying his rucksack to the far end of the room, away from the other two, he sat down.




  ‘You deaf?’ Chuck said. ‘What have you got to lose?’




  ‘I’ll think about it. I’m going to sleep. Blow the candles out . . . they cost money,’ and Poke stretched out on the floor.




  Chuck and Meg exchanged glances as they watched the Indian turn over on his side, his back to them, his head on his rucksack.




  Meg leaned forward and blew out the candles. Darkness closed in on them. It was several minutes before their eyes grew accustomed to the moonlight. By that time, Poke seemed to be sleeping. His

  breathing was slow and steady.




  Chuck and Meg settled down.




  Her hunger satisfied, her body tired, Meg slid into sleep, but not Chuck. He lay still, his mind active.




  Was this Indian bluffing? he asked himself. Could he really be planning to buy a car? If he meant what he said he must have the money either on him or in his rucksack.




  Chuck began to sweat. He must have at least two hundred dollars! A goddam Redskin with two hundred dollars!




  His thick, short fingers closed around the handle of his knife. It would be easy. He had only to creep across the room and one slash with the knife would finish it.




  Chuck was no stranger to murder. It was always the first one that counted and he had two behind him. What was one more?




  Then he remembered Meg and he grimaced. He should never have picked her up. He was sure she wouldn’t stand for him killing the Indian. His fingers tightened their grip on his knife. Two

  hundred dollars! Well, if she didn’t go along, then she would have to go the same way. He would be miles from here before the bodies were found – if they were ever found.




  He wiped his sweating face with the back of his hand.




  Yes, he would do it! But not yet. The Indian was sleeping lightly. Later, the light sleep would turn heavy . . . that would be the time.




  ‘Chuck?’




  The sound of the Indian’s voice made Chuck stiffen.




  ‘I sleep light and I have a gun.’ There was a pause, then Poke went on, ‘We’ll talk tomorrow.’




  A gun!




  Chuck’s fingers relaxed on the handle of the knife. It was as if this bastard had read his thoughts.




  ‘Oh, shut up,’ he growled. ‘I’m trying to sleep.’




  ‘We’ll talk tomorrow.’




  Eventually, Chuck did fall asleep.




  For breakfast Poke supplied more ham, some stale bread and a bottle of coke.




  They ate in silence, but again Meg was aware that Poke kept looking at Chuck, his black eyes glittering as if he were trying to make up his mind about him.




  When they had finished, Chuck said abruptly, ‘When you buy that car, are you giving us a ride?’




  Poke went over to his rucksack and produced a cordless electric razor and a pocket mirror. Propping the mirror against the window frame, he began to shave.




  Chuck clenched his fists and blood rushed into his face.




  ‘Did you hear what I said?’ he snarled.




  Poke glanced at him, then went on shaving. When he had finished, he said, ‘I’m still thinking.’ He cleaned the razor and put it away, then took out a towel and a piece of soap.

  ‘The canal is just across the way. You coming?’




  Chuck’s heart skipped a beat. Here was his chance! Away from Meg! He could kill this Indian, come back, and tell her he had drowned. She mightn’t believe it, but at least she

  wouldn’t be a witness.




  ‘Sure.’




  He followed Poke out of the room. At the foot of the stairs, he said, ‘Hell! I’ve forgotten my towel.’




  His brown face wooden, Poke stared at him.




  ‘Tell her not to bother. I have the money on me,’ and he crossed the hall and walked out into the sunlight.




  Chuck returned to the room, his face red with fury. He found a filthy towel in his rucksack as Meg said, ‘Do you think he’ll let us go with him?’




  ‘How the hell do I know?’ Chuck snarled and left the room.




  He caught up with Poke who led the way through the undergrowth to the canal.




  Chuck thought: I’ll take him when we’ve stripped off. I don’t want any blood on me: a knee in the groin, then the knife.




  They reached the canal. The water sparkled in the sunlight. On the far side, Chuck could see Highway 27 that led to Miami. At this early hour there was no passing traffic.




  He pulled off his grimy shirt and flexed his muscles. Poke wandered away from him. He took off his clothes and moved to the edge of the canal.




  Looking at him, Chuck saw he was wearing a plastic money-belt around his slim waist. The belt looked bulky and Chuck’s eyes narrowed, then he felt sudden apprehension as his eyes moved

  over Poke’s body. He had never seen such a build. Flat muscles rippled with every movement. This was a body that seemed to be made of flexible steel and Chuck suddenly lost confidence in his

  own strength. Maybe this Indian wouldn’t be so easy to take. His hand went to his hip pocket and his fingers closed on the handle of his knife.




  He watched Poke dive into the canal and begin to swim with powerful strokes towards the far side. Turning his back, Chuck took from his pocket a thick elastic band which he slipped onto his

  wrist. He fastened the knife to his wrist by sliding it under the band. Then taking off his trousers and kicking off his shoes, he dived into the water. He was a clumsy swimmer and not at home in

  the water. He saw Poke had turned on his back and was floating. He heaved himself through the water towards him. A powerful stab upwards would finish the job, but he had to get that belt off before

  he let the body sink.




  He was now within a few yards of Poke. He trod water.




  ‘Pretty good, huh?’ he said, his voice husky.




  Poke nodded.




  Chuck made a stroke to bring himself closer. The gap between the two men closed, then suddenly Poke sank out of sight. Where he had just been was now a ripple of water.




  Cursing to himself, Chuck waited, his eyes searching the surface of the canal. He felt steel like fingers grip his ankles and he was dragged down, water filling his mouth and nostrils. He kicked

  out wildly, thrashing around, felt the grip slacken and the fingers leave his ankles. He came to the surface, spluttering and gasping. When he had shaken the water out of his eyes, he saw Poke

  swimming away from him. The knife that had been strapped to his wrist was gone!




  Chuck started for the bank, frustrated rage swamping caution, but Poke easily beat him to it. He was already on the bank as Chuck scrambled out of the water.




  With a bellow of rage, Chuck went for the Indian like a charging bull, his head down, his thick fingers hooked and groping. Poke weaved aside and as Chuck blundered by him, he kicked

  Chuck’s legs from under him, bringing him down with a body shattering thud.




  Then Poke was on him. His knee slammed into his chest and Chuck saw his own knife in the Indian’s hand. The razor sharp, glittering blade touched Chuck’s throat.




  Chuck cringed. He looked into the glittering black eyes and with terror he thought his life was about to be wiped out.




  Poke regarded him, the point of the knife pricking Chuck’s skin.




  ‘You were going to kill me?’ he asked softly. ‘Don’t lie! Tell me!’




  ‘I wanted the money,’ Chuck gasped.




  ‘You want money badly enough to kill?’




  They looked at each other, then Poke stood up and moved back. Chuck struggled to his feet. He was shaking and sweat ran from his face.




  ‘You want my money?’ Poke said. ‘You’re welcome to it if you can get it.’ He tapped the plastic belt. ‘Two hundred and twenty dollars.’ He looked at the

  knife, then holding it by the blade, he offered the handle to Chuck. ‘Take it.’




  Bewildered, Chuck snatched at the knife. Poke watched him.




  ‘Take my money if you can.’




  Chuck looked at the Indian. The glittering eyes and his stillness like a snake waiting to strike frightened him. His nerve failed. The knife slid out of his fingers and dropped onto the

  grass.




  ‘So you’re not stupid,’ Poke said. ‘Go and wash. You smell.’




  Cowed, Chuck took the piece of soap Poke was now offering him and went down the bank into the water. When he had washed and dried himself, Poke was dressed and sitting on the bank, smoking a

  cigarette. He watched Chuck get into his dirty clothes, then beckoned to him.




  Like a hypnotised rabbit, Chuck came and sat by his side.




  ‘I’ve been looking for a man like you,’ Poke said. ‘A man without a conscience. You would have killed me for two hundred and twenty dollars . . . how many people would

  you kill for two thousand dollars?’




  Chuck licked his lips. This Indian was out of his head. He thought of the moment when the knife could have slit his throat and he shivered.




  ‘You live like a neglected pig,’ Poke went on. ‘You are dirty, you are hungry, you stink. Look at me! When I want something I take it. I shave because I stole a razor. I stole

  the chicken and the ham from a Self Service store. I stole this money.’ He tapped his waist. ‘Two hundred and twenty dollars! Do you know how I stole all that money? It was easy. A man

  gave me a ride and I threatened him. I have a gun. When people are frightened they pay up. All I had to do was to show him the gun and he gave me the money. It’s very simple. Fear is the key

  that unlocks the wallets and handbags of the rich.’ He turned to stare at Chuck. ‘I have the formula for fear.’




  Chuck didn’t understand. All he knew was he wanted to get away from this Indian. He was sure he was crazy.




  Poke took a pack of cigarettes from his shirt pocket and offered it. After hesitating, Chuck took one and lit up.




  ‘Tell me about yourself,’ Poke said. ‘I don’t want lies. I think I can use you. Tell me about yourself.’




  ‘Use me? What do you mean?’




  Chuck had a creepy feeling this Indian wasn’t bluffing. Two thousand dollars!




  ‘How do I do that?’




  ‘Tell me about yourself.’




  Confident he had nothing to lose, Chuck talked.




  He admitted he was semi-illiterate. He could read, but wrote with difficulty. His mother was a prostitute. He never knew his father. At the age of eight, he was a leader of a gang of kids who

  stole from stores. Later, he acted as his mother’s pimp. He was continually being chased by the cops and at the age of eighteen he had killed a cop. This cop had been the most hated man on

  the block and finally Chuck had ambushed him and had battered him to death with an iron bar. At twenty, he had come up against another youth who imagined he could take over Chuck’s mob. There

  had been a knife fight and Chuck had won. His opponent’s body had been fed into a cement mixer and his bones and flesh had gone into the foundations of a new slum tenement. His mother had met

  a violent end. Chuck had found her with her throat slit. She had left him a hundred dollars and he had cleared out of the district and taken to the road. He had been on the road for the past year,

  picking up a living here and there, living rough and not giving a damn about anything.




  He tossed his cigarette butt into the canal.




  ‘That’s the photo. What’s this you said about two thousand dollars?’




  ‘So you’ve killed two men.’ Poke stared at him. ‘If you join up with me there will be other killings. That bother you?’




  ‘I don’t want to stick my neck out,’ Chuck said after a long moment. ‘Tell me about the money.’




  ‘That will be your cut.’




  Chuck drew in a deep breath.




  ‘What’s the racket then?’




  ‘Something I have been planning for months: an idea that will work, but I can’t handle it alone. Tell me about this girl you have with you. I could use her too.’




  ‘Meg?’ Chuck shrugged. ‘She ran off from home. She’s a good screw. I don’t know anything else about her.’




  ‘I could use her.’




  Chuck’s little eyes narrowed as he thought. Then reluctantly, he shook his head.




  ‘She wouldn’t dig for killing.’




  ‘I want a girl. It’s part of the plan. Could you sell her the idea?’




  ‘How the hell do I know? I don’t know what you’re talking about! What’s this racket?’




  Poke stared at him. The glittering black eyes continued to worry Chuck.




  ‘Are you sure you want to know?’




  ‘What do you mean? Of course I want to know!’




  ‘You said just now you didn’t want to stick your neck out.’




  ‘For two thousand dollars, I’ll stick my neck out. What is it?’




  Poke continued to stare at him.




  ‘If I tell you and you change your mind and don’t want to go along, you won’t leave here alive. This is something I’ve been planning for some time. Once I’ve told

  you, it won’t be my secret, will it? You’re either in or you’re dead.’




  Chuck saw there was a blunt nosed gun in the Indian’s hand. It had appeared like a conjuring trick. He flinched back. Guns scared him.




  ‘Make up your mind.’ Poke stared down at the gun. ‘If you want out, get up and go and I’ll find someone else. If you want in, you’d better not change your

  mind.’




  ‘What’ll it be worth to me?’ Chuck said to gain time.




  ‘I told you . . . two thousand dollars.’




  ‘And these killings . . . how safe will they be?’




  ‘There will be three . . . they will be safe. I’ve got it planned. I don’t stick my neck out even though my cut will be bigger than yours.’




  Two thousand dollars! Chuck thought what he could do with all that money.




  ‘I’m in . . . go ahead and tell me,’ he said.




  Poke put the gun back in his hip pocket.




  ‘And the girl?’




  ‘Leave her to me. I’ll talk her into it.’




  ‘Fear is the key that opens wallets and handbags,’ Poke said. ‘I have found a formula for fear.’




  Looking at the expressionless brown face, the glittering black eyes and the Indian’s unnatural stillness, Chuck suddenly had the urge to stop him telling him more. Then he again thought of

  the money.




  A trickle of sweat ran down his forehead, down the bridge of his nose and dripped into his chin.




  He listened as the Indian talked and as he listened he realised the Indian was on to a soft touch.




  ‘We need a target rifle,’ Poke concluded. ‘There’s a gunsmith in Paradise City. It’ll be easy. When we have it, we’re in business.’




  ‘You know the City?’ Chuck asked.




  A strange, bitter smile crossed Poke’s lips.




  ‘Yes. One time it was where I lived. Yes, I know it.’




  Chuck was curious. He had told this Indian about himself. He felt entitled to be told in return.




  ‘Did you work there?’




  Poke got to his feet.




  ‘I’m going now to buy the car.’ He stared Chuck. ‘You’re in?’




  Chuck nodded.




  ‘I’m in.’




  ‘Talk to the girl. If you’re not sure of her, we leave her. We can find some other girl.’




  ‘Okay.’




  Chuck watched Poke walk away towards the highway, then picking up his towel, he went uneasily back to the derelict house.




  It was after Meg had bathed in the canal and was drying her hair that Chuck came to sit with her on the bank.




  Half an hour ago, she had been waiting anxiously for him and had asked immediately if Poke was going to take them with him in the car.
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