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  Chapter One




  When I got home at six o’clock on an April Friday, the first hot day of the year, Lorraine’s copper-coloured Porsche was parked crooked in the driveway, keys in the

  ignition. After I put the station wagon in the garage, I ran hers in.




  I went into the kitchen. She could be in the house or she could be somewhere in the neighbourhood acquiring her evening edge. There was no point in yelling. If she didn’t feel like

  answering, she wouldn’t answer. And say later she hadn’t heard a thing.




  A man should like to come home at night. It had been a long time since I had looked forward to coming home. And this was the worst day of all. For the eight childless years I have been married

  to her, I have worked for her father, E. J. Malton of the E. J. Malton Construction Company – a little white-skinned man with a face like a trout and a voice like a French horn – one of

  those completely terrifying little men who combine arrogant stupidity with a devout conviction of their own infallibility.




  I didn’t know then that this was the night Vince Biskay was going to show up out of the past, a tiger in the night, a tiger coming to call, offering the silky temptation of big violent

  money. And if I’d known how it was going to work out for me, I would never have come home that night. Or any other night.




  But I went dutifully into the dull house at 118 Tyler Drive, the eight-year-old wedding present from her parents, and I found her in the bedroom, sitting at her dressing-table in yellow bra and

  panties, doing her nails, half of an old-fashioned shandy at her elbow.




  She gave me a quick glance in the mirror and said, ‘Hi.’




  I sat on the foot of my bed and said, ‘What’s up?’




  ‘What do you mean, what’s up? Does something have to be up?’




  ‘I thought maybe you were getting fixed up to go out.’




  ‘I’m doing my nails. Obviously.’




  ‘Are we going out?’




  ‘Who said we were going out? Irene’s going to get dinner.’




  ‘She wasn’t down there when I came in.’




  ‘So maybe she went to the john in the cellar. How should I know? She didn’t clue me.’




  ‘All right, Lorrie, all right. I’ve got the picture. You’re doing your nails. We’re eating in. And did you have a happy, happy day?’




  ‘It was so warm Mandy had her gardener fill the pool. But the water was too stinking cold.’




  By then I could tell how slopped she was. Not too bad. The one at her elbow was probably her third. Two years after we were married the drinking began to turn from a habit into a problem. A

  problem she still won’t admit. I don’t know why she drinks. The too simple answer is that she’s unhappy. She’s married to me. So part of the blame belongs to me.




  We got that adoption thing all lined up once, four years ago. But Lorraine, just before it went through, ran drunk through a stop sign and piled up the MG and got that little scar at the corner

  of her pretty mouth, and had her licence lifted and paid the two-hundred-dollar fine. The adoption people cancelled us out. And I haven’t suggested we try again. Nor will I.




  I watched her and again felt astonished that the heavy drinking has left no mark on her. She is a damned attactive female. They spoiled her and spoiled her brother rotten, and so she is unhappy,

  shallow, lazy, short-tempered, cruel and amoral. Yet sometimes there is a sweetness . . . So rarely. Once in a rare, rare while we are very good together, and when it is good it is like a

  beginning, and you can kid yourself into thinking the marriage will improve. But it won’t.




  I went to her and put my hands on her bare shoulders, my thumbs on the soft nape of her neck. She shrugged my hands away irritably. ‘Oh hell, Jerry.’




  ‘Just a thought.’




  ‘Aren’t you getting enough from Liz down at the office?’




  ‘You know that’s nonsense,’ I said. I sat on the bed again and lighted a cigarette. I had to tell her how the only good part of my little world had just come to a dirty

  end.




  ‘Today, Lorrie, your old man took over Park Terrace.’




  ‘So?’




  ‘Maybe you could try hard to understand. He promised me a free hand. It’s the biggest development the company has ever gotten into. I’ve worked like a dog for months and months

  so we’d put up some expensive spec houses we can move. It isn’t a seller’s market any more. Now he’s changed his mind and he’s going to put up one hundred homes just

  as dull as this one, the same house he’s been building for years. And it will be a fiasco and everything will go down the drain. Everything he owns and we own.’




  She turned around on the bench and looked at me coldly. ‘You know so damn much, Jerry. Daddy has gotten along fine. And he’ll keep on getting along just fine.’




  ‘A lot of stupid men have done fine in a business way. Good luck and good timing. He’s run out of luck this time. He took it away from me today. All that work down the drain. So . .

  . I’m getting out.’




  Her eyes widened. ‘Just how do you expect to do that?’




  ‘I don’t know. I’ll need some capital to get going on my own again. Sell our stock back to the corporation. Unload this crumby house to somebody who’s impressed by the

  neighbourhood.’




  ‘The house is in our names, and I won’t sign a thing. This is all a lot of talk. You won’t get out. You couldn’t make a living.’




  But I had made a living, before I met her. After I got out of the army in that second war, I had the restless itch. I had done some roving and some roaming, and I had gotten into several kinds

  of choice trouble – bigger trouble than the kind I had gotten into in high school and my two years of college. The trouble hadn’t scared me at all until one day I found myself in a Reno

  motel with a small group of deadly chums and we were planning how we would knock over one of the casinos. I’d been hypnotized by all those heavy stacks of money. And that scared me good and

  so I’d come home to Vernon, taken some odd jobs and then, on money borrowed from my mother the year before she died, money that was all that was left of my father’s small estate, I had

  drifted sideways into home construction, Jerry Jamison, Builder. And I liked it. I learned the trade. I did well at it.




  Until, at a contractor’s picnic, I met Lorraine Malton, fresh out of college, in July of 1950. She was with her father, E. J. I had met him a few times and thought him tiresome,

  self-important, and not very bright. But I had never seen anything more delightful than Lorrie. Glossy black hair and eyes of a wonderful clear blue. She wore white sharkskin shorts that day and a

  yellow blouse, and her legs were a longness of honey and velvet. When she moved it was like dancing, her narrow waist emphasizing the dainty abundancies that kept her constantly encircled by all

  the unattached men at the picnic. She had a cute squinty grin and no time for me at all.




  I guess I was ready to be married. I campaigned hard. Perhaps if I hadn’t been so eager I might have been able to see her more clearly, see the petulance and the greediness and the

  drinking. She had been brought up to believe she was the most important person in the world. And the verve that all pretty young girls possess kept her basic character from showing itself too

  clearly.




  So we were married on the fifteenth day of August, and, after an unforgettably strenuous Bermuda honeymoon, we moved into the wedding present house a block away from her parents. The week after

  we returned the thriving little business of Jerry Jamison, Builder, was absorbed by a stock deal into the E. J. Malton Construction Company, along with my good work crew foremanned by Red Olin. I

  got some stock and I became General Manager at twelve thousand a year. Both Lorrie and her brother, Eddie, Junior, then nineteen, had been given small blocks of stock. Eddie was a slack, dim,

  acne-ridden young man.




  I had it the best. I was a vigorous twenty-eight with a gorgeous lusty and loving wife of twenty-two. The corporation was stagnant, but I was going to make the old flooph see the light and start

  to wheel and deal in some modern house construction.




  And that was only eight years ago. And now I was thirty-six, with the house, some cash value in insurance, and eleven hundred bucks in the joint cheque account – if Lorraine hadn’t

  been shopping today. During the eight years the dividends on the stock had been too liberal. E. J. enjoyed passing out cheques at Christmas. And both Lorrie and her mother had one approach to money

  – if it was there, spend it.




  ‘I’m going to get out,’ I told her.




  She turned her back, huffed on her nails and then began to brush her hair. ‘You’re boring me, Jerry. Honestly you are. You won’t get out. Go take your shower or

  something.’




  As I was wondering how it would feel to spin her around and bust her solidily in the mouth, I heard the front door chimes.




  ‘Who the hell would that be?’ I asked.




  ‘And how the hell would I know? Go answer it.’




  I went down and opened the front door. A man as tall as I am stood there, and the familiar grin was wide and strong.




  ‘Vince!’ I said. ‘What the hell! Come in.’




  He came in, and he put his suitcase down in the hall, and we pumped hands and thumped shoulders and he said, still grinning, ‘Greetings, lieutenant.’




  The last time I had seen Vince was in Calcutta in August of 1945, thirteen long years ago. As my air transportation home had lifted off the runway I had looked down and seen him for the last

  time. He was standing beside the borrowed jeep between the two White Russian girls with whom we had spent the past two weeks, and he was drinking from a bottle and waving at the same time.




  I could see at once that he had weathered the years a little better than I had. He was deeply tanned and his grip was hard and firm. He is a big man, and something about his cat-lazy way of

  moving, his air of potential recklessness, has always reminded me of that Mitchum in the movies. Vince has a square jaw, high hard round cheekbones, and an odd slanting flatness about his eyes.

  There was a subtly foreign flavour about the cut of his suit, the trim of his hair, the large red stone in the gold ring on the little finger of his right hand.




  ‘I shall build drinks,’ I said, ‘and you will become a house guest.’




  ‘What else?’ he said, and followed me out into the kitchen to lounge against a counter top and watch me.




  Vince Biskay and I had achieved a special closeness during the war. We met when we were both assigned to Operations in O.S.S. Detachment 404 operating out of Ceylon under Lord Louis’s

  headquarters. Operations behind Jap lines had required a special kind of go-to-hell talent, and I suspect we were prime examples of what was needed. We worked well together. So we were sent

  together on one extended and three short operations, accompanied only by native agents. That was our war. A pretty nervous war, at times. You can lie on your face in the jungly brush and hear the

  Jap patrol clink and jangle by on the trail eight feet away from you, and when they are out of earshot, you can throw up because you’ve been that scared. Captain Biskay was in charge every

  time. We found out what they sent us to find out and radioed the data back to the Trinco tower. We destroyed what we could, and we armed the ones who wanted to fight. And I learned a lot they never

  taught me at Benning.




  And now, thirteen years later, he was in my kitchen and we clinked two strong Scotch and waters together, and I asked him how long he’d managed to stay in Calcutta after I left.




  ‘A couple of weeks more, I think. Then I had to get out while I had my health.’




  ‘You had my address. Not one damn postcard in thirteen years.’




  ‘I didn’t say I’d write.’




  ‘What are you doing in Vernon?’




  He held his glass up to the light. ‘Came to visit, old pal. Came to see you.’




  ‘You look prosperous enough. What have you been doing?’




  ‘Many many things, Jerry.’




  ‘Married?’




  ‘I tried it. I didn’t like it.’




  He was being almost rudely evasive, yet I got the impression that he was studying me with great care. I could sense that he was under some kind of strain. He was just a little too relaxed, and I

  remembered that that was the way he had always been when we had something laid on and we were getting close to the time for jump off.




  Lorraine came into the kitchen bearing her empty glass, wearing her maroon tailored doeskin slacks and a white orlon blouse.




  ‘I heard you talking to . . .’ Then she saw Vince and said, ‘Oh! How do you do?’




  ‘Honey, this is the fabulous Vince Biskay, the legendary guy I’ve told you about. My wife Lorraine, Vince.’




  I saw her react to him. I had seen a lot of women react to Vince. I felt a little twist of jealousy as I saw the heightened colour, a shine in the eyes, a flirtatiousness in the smile, a barely

  perceptible arching of the back.




  They went through the so-nice-to-meet-you routine. I built Lorraine a new drink. I was very jolly, doing the happy marriage bit. Even as I was doing it, I knew it was off key. A good marriage

  has a distinctive and unmistakable flavour. It can’t be faked. There is a warmth about it. When it is a marriage of strangers, no affectionate gestures, no amount of folksy enthusiasm can

  delude the discerning observer. And I was certain that Vince, with that almost feminine intuition of his, sensed the drabness and sourness of our relationship.




  When I alerted Lorraine to the fact that Vince had his suitcase with him and would stay with us, she responded with unexpected enthusiasm. She usually avoids all house guests. She became the

  jolly hostess, and took Vince up to show him the better of the two guest rooms where he would stay.




  I went back out into the kitchen and told Irene there would be three for dinner. She is a drab and faded woman so deeply and emotionally concerned with her relationship to her church that she

  seems remote to everything else in the world. She is a good cook and housekeeper.




  I went into the living-room and I heard Vince and Lorrie coming down the stairs. I heard Lorrie laugh. It was her social laugh, the one she uses when she’s being particularly charming. But

  there was an added texture to it, a throaty sexuality.




  Lorraine was very vivacious during dinner, dominating the conversation. But immediately after dinner she began to sag in the familiar way. Her eyes went dull and her diction went to hell and she

  could not follow the conversation. At about ten o’clock she gave us a glassy good night and went wobbling off to bed, precariously carrying her bedside jolt of raw brandy.




  ‘And now,’ I said to Vince, ‘you can tell me what’s on your mind.’




  





  Chapter Two




  We settled into the breakfast booth off the kitchen with fresh drinks. Irene had cleaned up and gone home. The back door was open and the first bugs of the season were banging

  their heads against the screen.




  He smiled at me in a wry, wise way. ‘Old Jamison. Now you carry a Chamber of Commerce card.’




  ‘Junior chamber.’




  ‘And you’re all settled down. Maybe you’re too far settled down for . . . this little thing I have in mind.’




  ‘So try and see.’




  ‘First, I’m in the country illegally. I’m not a citizen any more. I’ve got a very good passport. Forged. My boss thinks I’m off on a hunting trip in Brazil.

  He’d get nervous if he knew I was in the States. He might even figure out what I’ve got on my mind. Something I’ve been thinking about for months. Two good men can swing it. Me,

  and somebody I can trust. Really trust. So I keep thinking of you, Jerry.’




  ‘Aren’t you sort of backing into this?’




  He grinned and became more direct. He told me he had adopted nationality. For reasons which will become obvious, I will call that country Valencia. It is a country in South America under a

  strong dictatorial thumb.




  ‘The things I tried after the war didn’t work out, Jerry. I was too restless. I got a licence to fly. And then I decided to blow what was left of my father’s estate in buying a

  plane and taking a tour of Central and South America. I had a ball for about a year. I began to run thin in the money department in Valencia. I met a man at a party. I told him the shape I was in.

  He took my hotel address and said he had an idea. The next day a driver came and picked me up in a fat Mercedes and took me out to be interviewed by a Señor Melendez at his ranch in the

  country. He wanted a man for odd jobs, a pilot with both English and Spanish, somebody who wouldn’t get alarmed if things might get a little rough now and then.




  ‘I went to work for him eight years ago. It’s been . . . very interesting, Jerry. As tests he set up certain . . . temptations in my path. But I was just shrewd enough to play it his

  way. So, insofar as Melendez trusts anybody he trusts Vincente Biskay. And it’s been profitable.




  ‘Outside of our semi-benevolent dictator, el General Peral, Melendez is the most powerful man in the country. He’s an industrialist. Never has operated in the political field. A cold

  and ruthless guy. Now we come to the meat. For the past three years Peral and Melendez have been moving toward a showdown. Through monkeying with the tax structure, Peral has been putting the

  squeeze on Melendez. Raoul Melendez has been getting too strong and powerful, and any dictator gets nervous when one of his subjects shows signs of getting too damn big. Peral has been trying to

  clip his wings. Raoul Melendez won’t stand for it. So, to keep from being sunk without a trace, he’s forced to go into the field of political action. And in that area, it means bullets.

  Follow me?’




  ‘Who is going to win, Vince?’




  ‘Pertinent question. I think Peral is the likely one. He has the hard core of the professional army in his pocket. Melendez has bought himself some young and ambitious army officers.

  They’ve been selected with great care, but I can’t be certain Peral hasn’t got a plant among them. Melendez has been planning the coup with great care. It is supposed to look like

  a spontaneous uprising of the people and a chunk of the army to depose Peral. If it’s successful the country will be governed by an army junta for a time, and then a man will go in as boss

  man and he will be one of Melendez’s tame ones. But I don’t think the dream will work. And if it shouldn’t work and I don’t get out in time, I might get some mortal knots on

  my head. So, I’m making other plans. It’s a horse race and I’m betting Peral on the nose.’




  ‘How?’




  He took a long pull at his drink and set the glass down empty. ‘I’ve got a special source of information very close to Raoul Melendez. Very damn close. In bed with him, in fact. She

  has a lively intelligence and a lot of curiosity, and a deft way of getting data out of Melendez. Melendez is stockpiling modern weapons for the great day. In a recent fracas in the Middle East,

  one country picked up a lot of stuff they didn’t need. They’ve put it on the open market. The top agent for it is a smart Greek named Kyodos who lives in the States. He likes dollars. He

  has good shipping line contacts. So Raoul Melendez has been converting his holdings in other South American countries into U.S. dollars and turning them over to Kyodos. In return some very

  effective infantry weapons, some light artillery and some light armoured vehicles are being landed right under Peral’s nose, marked as machinery and equipment for one of Melendez’s new

  industrial construction projects. It gets stockpiled in a remote hacienda, and one of my recent projects has been to train the willing peons in the use thereof. The flow is still going on.

  It’s a slow process because it takes time to accumulate enough dollars to make a respectable shipment of funds to Kyodos. It just so happens, ole buddy, that I know exactly how the next wad

  of currency is being shipped and exactly when. Does any light dawn?’




  ‘So far I’m not interested.’




  ‘Didn’t expect you to be. You’re a moral type. My deal with Carmela, Melendez’s tootsie, involves getting her out from under. Plus a share of the take. But not a big

  share. The big share is for me. And you.’




  ‘I don’t feel any reaction yet.’




  ‘It would not be theft, Jerry. Keep that in mind. It would be just a little job of hijacking the war funds of a greedy joker who is trying to overturn the stable and U.S. recognized

  government in what promises to be a very bloody-type revolution. Hundreds of innocents killed. From the moral viewpoint we’d be doing the world a favour.’




  ‘Not “we”, Vince. This sounds crazy to me. Listening to it in my own kitchen makes it sound crazier.’




  ‘At great personal risk, but with certain . . . pleasant compensations, I have been teaching the lovely Carmela to fly a plane. She only has to make one trip. And by the time it’s

  over, Melendez won’t be coming after her, because by that time he’ll be in one of Peral’s nice deep political prisons, or maybe a few feet deeper than that. Here’s how easy

  it will be, Jerry. I get out at precisely the right time to meet you at Tampa. With a plan I’ve devised, which takes two to handle it, we deftly remove the funds from the courier. At about

  the same time that is happening, Carmela is taking off, having made certain the complete plans of the whole operation are falling into Peral’s hands. The Melendez empire goes pfft, we arrange

  our split and part forever. Nobody is hurt. No agitated forces of law and order. Nobody in any shape to claim anything stolen. I need one other man to swing it, a man I can trust.’




  I tried to think of the right way to say it. He got up to fix himself a drink. I said, ‘Maybe we’ve grown apart in thirteen years, Vince. I’m not the same kind of guy I was

  then. I can’t even imagine myself capable of doing some of the things I did then, taking some of the risks. You can call me stuffy, but you’re operating out of my league. I

  wouldn’t want to take a chance of getting all jammed up like that even if there was . . . oh, a hundred thousand bucks in it for me. I’m just a businessman in a medium-sized city. I

  used to do risky things, but that was a war. You’re still living that way, Vince, but I’m not.’




  As he sat down opposite me he looked thoughtful. ‘Boy, are you leading the big warm happy life? There’s never been any kids in this house.’




  ‘That’s beside the point.’




  ‘No it isn’t. If the setup looked good, then maybe this would have been just a friendly visit. Your lady is a lush, friend.’




  ‘That’s beside the point too.’




  ‘I’ll ask a different kind of question. What do you think war material costs in this brave new world anyway?’




  ‘Quite a lot probably.’




  ‘Melendez is worth somewhere between a third and a half billion dollars, Jerry. So he’s investing maybe forty million in his venture into politics. And, my naïve friend, in the

  next shipment of funds to Kyodos there will be between three and a quarter and three and three-quarters millions of dollars. Untraceable. Nobody will be anxious to claim it. The Greek won’t

  come after it. Melendez will be sunk. Peral will have no interest. The joker we take it away from will certainly make no squawk to the authorities. It’s a once in a dozen lifetimes chance,

  laddy. You’re thirty-six now. The split goes this way. I get two. You get one. Carmela gets the overage up to a half million. Anything over that you and I split down the middle. Your minimum

  will be one, your probable maximum one million one hundred and twenty-five thousand. But it could run to one million three. Then you have your choice. You can try to put it to work here without

  exciting interest of the little men with the briefcases. Or you can become an expatriate and live in horrible luxurious indolence for the rest of your turn around the track. We planned a lot of

  cute things together, Jerry, and we pulled them all off and, believe me, this little hassle is simple as can be compared with some of those others. So don’t say no in too big a hurry. Think

  it over. Mind if I carry this one up to my bed?’




  After he had gone up, I made myself some coffee. I sat in the booth for a long time. I thought of certain small changes in Vince. There had been a lightness in him that was now deadened. I

  sensed a coldness. But, hell, I had changed too. I wasn’t exactly bursting with joy. For the past two years young Eddie had been working for E. J. Malton, and at more pay than he deserved.

  His willingness to try to give me orders indicated that in his own mind he was the heir apparent. I suspected that if E. J. kicked off, young Eddie would inherit papa’s stock which, along

  with mama’s, would give him effective control. And working with the kid would be impossible, if there was any company left.




  One million dollars. Freedom from E. J. Maybe freedom from Lorraine too. Because I had had just about enough.




  And I found myself wondering if I might make room for Liz Addams. E. J. had hired her three years ago. The widow of a naval aviator, she had bought secretarial training with his insurance money.

  A tall, grey-eyed gal with pale, lustrous, creamy hair and a very direct manner. No coy feminine antics, and a good sense of humour. I had liked her from the beginning. About a year ago, for no

  reason at all, Lorraine started needling me about Liz. And only then did I begin to look at Liz from a different point of view – and see the curve of her waist, and the tilt of a hip, the

  long trim legs, and the soft and generous look of her lips.




  And I started to daydream about her a little bit.




  And took her to coffee and worked the conversation around to Lorraine’s accusations. Liz was amused and a little bit angry. ‘Buster,’ she said. ‘May I call you Buster? If

  the next step in this little gambit is to tell me we’ve got the name, so let’s have the game, the answer is no. No office romances for Lizzie.’




  ‘I wasn’t thinking of just an ordinary romance,’ I told her. ‘I was thinking of fleeing together to Samarkand or Pago Pago.’




  ‘Or Scranton. Let’s get back to work.’




  So now I daydreamed a little more. I added Liz to the million bucks and came up with an island, house boys, a schooner at anchor, and Liz swimming in the sunlight in the coral lagoon . . .




  But that was nonsense. I could be grateful to Vince for one reason. His wild plan had increased my determination to get out of E. J.’s little family corporation. Seeing Vince had

  crystallized my discontent with a futile job and a spoiled child wife.




  Your lady is a lush. It had made me angry when he said that in his cold, amused way. But it was accurate.




  Maybe this was the time to get out. Change the dice once more before it was too late.




  I went up to bed. There was no need to be quiet. I could have marched Armstrong and all the saints through the bedroom without changing the deep drugged rhythm of her breathing. I stood over her

  and looked at the slack sleeping face. In sleep her face had the innocence and vulnerability of a child.




  After I was in bed I began to plan my little chat with E. J.




  





  Chapter Three




  Liz told me at nine o’clock Saturday morning that the big little man wasn’t in yet. It was raining steadily. The rain on the window by her desk had a stained and

  greasy look.




  I sat by her desk and said, ‘I suppose he sent out a lot of cancellations when he got back yesterday.’




  ‘Dozens. All by wire.’




  ‘Liz, I’m going to get out.’




  She finished a line of her typing, banged the carriage back and turned and looked at me. ‘It’s about time Jerry.’




  ‘I didn’t know what your reaction would be. I didn’t expect that.’




  ‘Why not? Couldn’t it be as obvious to me as it is to you? All your reasons?’ She glanced towards the door and said, ‘Good morning, Mr Malton.’




  E. J. came in, followed closely by Eddie. ‘Good morning, good morning, good morning! Great day for ducks.’




  ‘I want to talk to you, E. J.’




  ‘In a moment, Jerry. In a moment.’ And he went into his office with junior and shut the door. Junior didn’t come out for half an hour. I couldn’t imagine any conversation

  that would require his presence for half an hour.
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