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Not many people know I was a silent partner in a burlesque show in Houston, Texas from 1978 thru 1983. I did it to help an old buddy from the Army. Seemed a great way to meet girls when work brought me down that way. Turns out it got me up to my neck in trouble a few times, too. Let me tell you about one of them. 

This would've happened, oh, somewhere in September of '78. I'd been a silent partner for just five months, sending regular payments Dick Lange's way so he could renovate and keep the doors from shuttering while amassing some talent . . .

#
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"HEY CHUCK CAVE," BENS Down called over to me from the DJ booth. He was a little guy, just a hair taller than a midget with a beard that looked artificial and a sun tan that came from a can instead of UV rays. "Do me a favor?"

That favor consisted of heading out back and finding the dancer called Dolly Dearest, aka Gretel Rockatansky. She smoked out there to get away from the club's clients—nowhere inside was safe, not in the bar, not on the dancing stage, and not even in the back rooms. Girls invited guys back there so often that the bouncers couldn't vet anyone and so let all comers who looked reasonable go back there. When real trouble started, they could haul an ass out and to the door. Kick them out. Tell them never to come back. Sometimes it was too late, of course. Damage was done.

So, Gretel snuck out the back door for occasional butts. Her next set was coming up, and no one'd seen her for almost ten minutes.

"Sure thing, Bens."

When I got back there, er lithe body wasn't where I expected it. She was not parked on the stoop next to the door, where the butt can waited, not next to the rickety fence around the Dumpster's little enclosure, and not even kicking her feet through the air while sitting on the fire escape servicing the rooms over the club.

Gretel Rockatansky was a looker. Eighteen and pert, with crazy big bleached blonde hair and outrageous makeup. She was like David Bowie with tits out to there and hips that could hypnotize. Unless she was in the spike heels she favored, her crown never got past my sternum, but that hair made her seem bigger than life.

I dragged a pack of Luckys from my shirt pocket, saw only three cancer sticks left, and tapped one out. Lit up with the cheap Bic lighter I'd picked up at the five and dime, and waited. On my third drag, I heard the whimpering.

I was a twenty-six-year-old Sergeant when I came home from Korea. So, in 1972, I would have been forty-five, forty-six? Old enough to know better than to charge off into the dark like some kid. But I ended up doing just that. 

To smoke, Gretel'd pulled on a mesh shirt over her bra, and the material was too thin to hide much of anything. A pair of short shorts kept her goodies tucked away. The sneakers did not go with the rest of the ensemble, but they were unlaced, easy to slip on or off, and therefore perfectly comfortable for a quick jet out back for a smoke.

I didn't expect to find Gretel pushed up against the wall, some leering wolf holding her by the throat with one hand and wrists by the other. As I arrived, her unwanted companion finished dragging his tongue across her lips and then delivered another lick to the chin. From the mussed state of her makeup, he must've been going over her face like a happy puppy, unconcerned if he was doing lips, eyes, nose, cheeks ...

I snapped, "The hell you doing, pal?"

He looked over at me, that smirk knocked off his face for a moment. He cocked his head like Michael Meyers in that movie, trying to understand who I was and what I wanted.

Now, I called him a wolf, but don't get the wrong idea. He was human enough, a stubby looking dude with broad shoulders and powerful arms. It was a warm September night in the city, sky mostly clear. He was wearing a dark tank top and chinos, a pair of scuffed combat boots. His eyes were wild as any animal's, and his muscles glistened with sweat.

The girl wasn't breathing quite right, catching wind only when the hand on her throat lightened up some. Well, it must've done that because she turned her baby blue eyes toward me, and the smeared lipstick gash of her mouth opened with a quick plea: "Help me, Mr. Cave." Then, the son of a bitch's hand squeezed tight again.

When the wolf spoke, the squeaky voice surprised me, "Hush now, pretty-pretty. You're Orloff's."

"She's her own, pal." I stalked forward, hands clenching into fists. The Bic was still in one, and it would be lousy brass knuckles. I hoped this wouldn't turn into an actual fight. "Let her go."

He surprised me again by doing what I said. His hand left her pretty throat, and then he bared his teeth at me in a theatrical hiss like he was a freaking vampire. It was distraction enough for his hands to pull a weapon from his chinos.

"Watch out!" Gretel shouted.

It was the chance I needed to step back as the wolf struck with his claw. A straight razor flicked open and then swept through the air. It passed where my throat had been. Too fast for me to catch, though I tried. His brought the razor back around, splitting the meat between my left hand's thumb and forefinger. I winced. He danced back, giggling. 
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