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  ››› 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. ›››
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  Chapter One




  By the time I had finished my two drinks at the bar, the tourist crowd that had packed the Lufthansa Flight 16 into Kennedy International had left the baggage area. The porters

  had parked my battered leather bag in the unclaimed area at the far end and I snaked it out from under a set of matched luggage and a pair of skis. The slalom slats looked a little out of place in

  June, but dedicated skiers could find snow anytime.




  The lone cabbie at the curb glanced up from his paper, grinned and swung open the rear door. I flipped in my bag, handed him a ten-dollar bill through the Plexiglas partition separating us and

  sat down. He looked at the bill first, then me. ‘What’s this for?’




  ‘A slow ride in. I want to see what New York looks like now.’




  ‘How long you been away?’




  ‘Pretty long.’




  ‘So they tore it all down and built it back up again. Nothing’s new. It’s still crowded.’




  I gave him the address I wanted. ‘Go the long way,’ I said.




  And he was right. Nothing had changed. Like a farm, the ground was always there. The crops changed, the colors would be different, the stalks longer or the head heavier, but when it was all cut

  down the ground line was still the same.




  On the Triborough Bridge the driver waved a hand toward the skyline in an idle gesture. ‘Reminds me of Iwo Jima. All that fighting over a hill. Now all the guys are dead and the

  hill’s still there. Who the hell ever wanted it anyway?’




  ‘Maybe the people who lived there.’ He was thinking the same thing I was.




  Outside Lee’s apartment he took the meter fare and the other ten with a big smile, his eyes on mine in the rearview mirror. ‘Slow enough for you?’




  I smiled back. ‘You were right. Nothing’s changed.’




  ‘Y’know, you could take one of them bus tours and . . .’




  ‘Hell, I was born here. Between then and now I’ve seen it all.’




  The driver nodded sagely and pocketed the dough. Then, slowly, and with that odd, direct curiosity only native New Yorkers seem to have, said, ‘Who’s gonna catch all the heat,

  feller?’




  I felt the grin twist the corner of my mouth. I had almost forgotten about the taxi psychologists. Next to the bartenders the best. ‘Do I look like trouble?’ I asked him.




  ‘Shit, man,’ he said, ‘you’re loaded for bear.’




  The doorman said Lee Shay had apartment 6D, didn’t bother to announce a visitor and let me edge into the elevator with a mod couple whose offbeat clothes clashed with

  heavyweight jewelry in antique gold and diamonds. Lee had picked his quarters well. He still had a near-Greenwich Village outlook with an almost businesslike mind. One thing was certain. He was

  still having fun, so at least he had never changed.




  I pushed his door buzzer, heard it hum against the stereo and high, tinkly laughter inside, then the door swung open and Lee stood there, tall and gangly, a highball in his hand, with a sudden

  grin that split his face from ear to ear. All he had on was a pair of red-striped jockey shorts with a LOVE button pinned to the side, but for him that was the uniform of the day until

  they posted further notice.




  He said, ‘Dog, you dirty old son of a bitch, why the hell didn’t you let me know what time you were landing?’




  He yanked the bag out of my hand, gave me a hug and hauled me into the room.




  ‘It was easier this way. Hell, we had to hold for an hour in the traffic pattern anyway.’




  ‘Damn, it’s good to see you!’ He half turned and shouted over his shoulder, ‘Hey, honey, come here, will you?’




  Then the girl with the tinkly laughter came out, a big beautiful brunette who slithered over the carpet like opening the centerfold of Risqué magazine, and handed me a drink. She

  didn’t have anything on except a black-satin sash tied around her waist and for some screwy reason it was the only thing noticeable.




  ‘Dog, this is Rose,’ he said.




  ‘So you’re the Dog?’




  ‘The Dog?’




  ‘From the stories I heard, I was beginning to think you were one of Lee’s war stories. A myth.’




  ‘Rose is a whore,’ Lee laughed. ‘First class and high priced. We’re friends.’




  I sipped at the drink. It was my usual. A good inexpensive whiskey blend and plenty of ginger ale. I looked at Rose and nodded. ‘Then we’re friends too, kid. Am I interrupting

  anything?’




  ‘Come off it, buddy. We’ve been waiting for you.’ He stepped back and took a good look at me. ‘Same damn disreputable Dog,’ he said. He glanced at Rose and shook

  his head. ‘Never did own a pressed uniform. The only reason the old man in the squadron didn’t chew his ass was because he had more kills than anybody else. Besides, he never left the

  base anyway.’




  ‘I had more fun in the revetments with duty personnel while you were boozing it up in London,’ I reminded him.




  Rose sidled up, took my arm to escort me into the living room, Lee behind us carrying my bag. ‘Like always,’ he said, ‘one lousy suitcase filled with trade goods for the

  natives, the only clothes the ones he wears on his back and he still needs a shave.’




  ‘I had a half-day layover in Shannon, kid. We got socked in right down the coast. Shannon was the only place open.’




  ‘So you grabbed a bottle and a broad and hit for the hills?’




  ‘I grabbed a book and a beer and hit for the lounge.’ I stopped at the end of the foyer and let my eyes sweep around his apartment. It was a wild place, this; big, bachelorized, with

  all the junk professional seducers could ask for and ready for takeoff at the first scramble horn. ‘Nice,’ I said. ‘Why the hell didn’t you ever get married?’




  Rose squeezed my arm and let out that laugh again. ‘Kids never get married. They just want to play.’




  ‘A pretty expensive playground.’ I looked at Lee. ‘What are you up to now?’




  He picked an ice cube out of his drink and popped it into his mouth. ‘I’m an arranger, old buddy.’ He caught my frown and grinned even bigger. ‘Not that kind,

  you nut. I dumped advertising and busted into show biz. What I arrange is hard-to-get properties or people for the theatrical trade. It pays for the playground.’




  ‘Who pays for the playmates?’




  Lee reached out and tugged the black satin cord at Rose’s waist and it came loose in his fingers. Somehow it was like undraping a nude. Suddenly she was really naked and the

  effect was startling. I shook my head and took a sip of my drink.




  ‘Friends are for fun,’ he said.




  Rose tipped her head and her hair swirled down around her shoulders. ‘Dog,’ she said, ‘you should be staring. You’re not. Why?’




  ‘I wouldn’t want to embarrass myself so early in our meeting. You won’t be forgotten so easily, so don’t worry.’ She finished her drink and put the empty glass down

  on the table. ‘Why don’t I leave you two retreads to get your old-timer talk out of the way and when you both sober up I’ll get another girl and we can plow this city up a

  little.’




  I said, ‘Look, Lee . . .’




  But he stopped me right there with a wave of his hand and gave a handful of her hair an affectionate tug. ‘You get to be more of a woman every day, sugar. She’s right, Dog. We got a

  lot of time to make up for in a hurry.’ He gave her fanny a tender pat. ‘Better not go out looking like that.’ He handed her the satin cord and she knotted it around her wrist.

  ‘That’s more like it,’ Lee told her.




  I shook my head and laughed. I thought a scene like this had died with the war. We both watched her deliberate burlesque-stage walk toward the bedroom with sheer appreciation, fascinated by the

  way the muscles of her thighs and back rippled in the light. At the door she turned and looked over her shoulder. ‘Dog,’ she said, ‘what’s your right name?’




  ‘Dogeron. It’s an old Irish name.’




  ‘I like Dog better. Do you bite?’




  ‘Only in the heat of passion,’ I said.
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  Three years in whoredom and no married woman can match my knowledge. Except the answer to why to have a man. One push from a forty-five-year-old fat grocer and my virginity became history

  with two boxes of Shredded Wheat and a candy bar for silence.




  Linebacker for Bailey High thinks he’s a rape artist specializing in virgins and, because I was tight, figures up another notch on his scorecard. For a while, I was real popular with

  the team. Maybe I should have looked in the mirror. I was one of the lucky ones. No acne, big tits and sour-apple fresh with a pussy aching to be filled.




  Hal said I was a bitch in heat . . . but he was a crazy, comic-book artist and the first tender man I had met. Wild, but soft and sweet and tender. He liked to kiss before screwing and

  laughed when the excitement got me wet. Some nights he didn’t even bother screwing. He laughed and kissed and . . . then one night he told me how very much he loved me, but he had leukemia

  and wanted to die somewhere on the slopes of the Florida Keys. He gave me twelve thousand dollars in treasury bonds, told me to take the pill, not get the clap and to have fun.




  I bought a college education and became a whore. No man could fool me, trap me or fake me out. That’s what I thought. Two years ago I lost count of all the lays. Anyway, all johns look

  alike. No scars, either. A few bite marks, maybe, but no scars, no needles and I’m top cat in the trade. The blow-job pro, that’s me. Anal intercourse? A pleasure, mister. Simple

  screwing? Must be an odd nut to pay for the unfancy.




  But they all respond. They dig the long hair, the smooth, long legs.




  Oh, they love it, all right, all but this big slob of a Dog. He looks at me naked and says hello. He appreciates, nods his approval, shakes my hand and couldn’t care less. Shekky

  Monroe gave me five hundred just to run his fingers across my snatch one night. This dirty Dog says hello and smiles.




  That’s the bad part. He really smiled. The bastard is for real. They’re all going to take him wrong and somebody will hurt.




  Me, I’m lucky. I can’t be hurt anymore. Now I’m curious. Especially about that smile. The louse knew me inside and out like he knew everybody else.




  Okay, Dog, now let me read you. Clothes good, but old. Perhaps fifty bucks in your jeans. I made more between cocktails and dinner last night. I had felt his arm and it scared me a little

  bit because I knew about how old he was and the arm was a little too big and too hard. Poseur? Some do it. A cheap barber had chopped his hair, but it was all there and would be grown back in

  another week. Gray spotted it and a little white streak tufted up in front. He looked heavy, but there was no fat and he walked funny, one hand always hanging loose, and whatever those green eyes

  looked at, they saw and understood.




  I wanted to screw him, only it wouldn’t be any use trying. Tomcats pick their own time and place.




  Time. The clock said three minutes after five. I had known the Dog exactly eight minutes.




  The empty Pabst beer cans made odd splotches of color around the room, their big blue ribbon seals decorating every piece of furniture in the bedroom, including two that I had

  balanced delicately on the headboard of the bed directly over my face. A couple of soggy towels lay on the floor, sopping up the beer that Lee had spilled and I lay there listening to him sound off

  just like he used to. Only those days he didn’t wear a LOVE button on his shorts.




  ‘Just quit being a silly bastard,’ he said. ‘And don’t tell me staying here is an imposition. Shit, man, why spend loot on a hotel room? You can’t even

  find a decent apartment in this town anymore unless you’re loaded with cash or have a couple months to poke around in.’




  I popped open another beer. ‘Can it, Lee. You lover types need privacy.’




  ‘Balls. I got two bedrooms right now. If it gets crowded, so we have an audience. I lost all my modesty twenty years ago.’




  ‘Look . . .’




  ‘Forget it,’ Lee said. ‘You’re staying here. We shared everything during the war, we do it again. Besides, you’re going to need more than a pad, buddy. I’m

  damn glad we’re both the same size. I got three closets full of clothes and we’re both about the same height. You take your pick of the rack, I’ll get them let out a little in the

  chest and shoulders and you can look like nowadays.’




  I went to say something and he shut me up again. ‘I get them wholesale, Dog. I do big favors for a guy who heads up a chain and he pays off in threads. What the hell do I need? I change

  twice a day and it would take me a month to repeat a suit. Nice, hey? I’m not rich. I’m not poor, I get along pretty well, and, by damn, you’re my buddy and you’re going to

  share it with me. I’ll give you a week to get stretched out, find your way around, then we’ll hunt up something with scratch behind it so you can get on your feet.’




  The beer stopped halfway to my mouth. ‘Lee . . .’




  ‘Don’t crap me out, Dog. I got plenty of contacts and it won’t be all that hard. Who has to know you stuck yourself in Europe all this time because a bunch of half-assed

  relatives kicked you out? Man, you have too much false pride. You were a fucking war hero, man. You could have shoved it up their tails. Why the hell did you try to bury yourself for?’




  I tried to answer him, but he wouldn’t let me.




  ‘Oh, sure, there’s always a dame. But you’re still not married, are you?’ I shook my head. ‘See, you blew it, you didn’t even nail a broad. You still look

  like you always did, a raggedy-tail fly-boy who’d sooner scream around the wild blue yonder than screw a dame.’




  ‘I got my share.’




  ‘You could have gotten more.’




  ‘I was too busy flying,’ I said.




  ‘And you came up with zilch. Plenty of kills, lots of ribbons and you weren’t even smart enough to get bullet creased a little so you could get a partial pension. No, you have to

  come home anyway.’ He yanked a cold beer out of the bucket of ice water and looked at me with funny Pabst-colored eyes. ‘Why did you come back?’




  ‘The old man died and left me an inheritance. I’ve been trying to tell you.’




  He paused, his finger hooked into the circle of the pop top. ‘Old Cameron Barrin?’




  I nodded. ‘My maternal grandfather. I guess he figured he owed me something, my being a sort of blood relation. If I can establish myself as having a good, clean . . . or, let’s say,

  totally pure . . . moral record since leaving his household, I can claim the munificent reward of ten thousand dollars.’




  ‘Cash?’




  ‘Uh-huh.’




  Lee finished opening the can and let a grin twitch at the corners of his mouth. ‘How much chance have you got?’




  ‘Not a smidgen,’ I told him.




  ‘Then why come back?’




  ‘Hell, maybe I can lie a little,’ I said.




  For a good ten seconds, he looked at me, then took a long pull of the beer and shook his head. ‘Damn, it’s the same old Dog. Still as naïve as they come. You never did learn,

  did you? Ten grand and you come all the way back for something that can be eaten up in a matter of months. Buddy, the world has changed. The war’s over. This isn’t Europe. The old days

  are gone. If we were kids all we might ask for is a bike, sleeping bag and an occasional remittance from home to buy some pot or a little snatch and maybe a side trip into a little bistro on the

  Left Bank for some gourmet spaghetti, but we’re big kids now and we can’t go that route.’




  I shrugged and drank my beer.




  ‘Brother,’ Lee said. ‘Am I glad you checked in with me. I guess I got a father image. I got to take care of you, Doggie boy.’




  My teeth showed in a grin when I looked at him.




  Lee grinned back and nodded. ‘Sure, I remember you pulling those ME109s off my tail. I got a good picture of you squiring me through the skies like a Dutch uncle and keeping my ass intact.

  You got one lousy year on me, nursed me through the whole damn war and made sure I came out with all my skin and now it’s my turn. I play big daddy. From here on in until you’re on your

  own two pedals again I’m going to be big daddy and take care of you.’ He finished the beer off in a single long pull. ‘You are now my responsibility and the

  first thing I’m going to do is dump your past into the incinerator, dress you like a living New Yorker and put you back into the world again.’




  He flipped the empty can against the wall, yanked a dressing robe from a hook behind the door and wrapped it around him. With a faked gesture of distaste he picked up the battered suitcase with

  all the pasted-on stickers that were loose around the edges and said, ‘Anything in here of sentimental value?’




  I took another taste of the beer. It was cold, refreshing and lighter than all that other stuff. ‘A few things,’ I said. ‘You can tell which ones.’




  Lee tossed the old bag on the bed, undid the straps, fingered the clasps open and threw the lid back. His expression was very funny. He took his two forefingers and poked around in there and

  didn’t quite know what to say.




  It wasn’t often that a guy saw a couple of million bucks in ten-thousand-dollar bills.




  He looked up. ‘No underwear?’




  ‘No underwear,’ I said.




  





  Chapter Two




  The law offices of Leyland Ross Hunter occupied an entire floor of the Empire State Building, a private world hundreds of feet above the concrete and asphalt surface of the

  city, existing in the almost-stunned hush of a library where even the whisper of feet shrouded in thick pile carpets was a minor commotion. Supposedly silent typewriters were touched with timid

  apprehension as though the operators were waiting to be castigated for every tiny click. It should have smelled of old leather and old people, but modern air conditioning and artificial atmosphere

  gave it the lewd tang of incense inhaled.




  Behind the antique desk the maiden secretary peered at me over her gold-rimmed, flat-plate glasses, thought she bought me with an invisible peripheral glance and said, ‘Yes, Mr. Kelly, do

  you have an appointment?’




  I said, ‘No, ma’am.’




  ‘You’ll really have to call for an appointment.’




  ‘Why?’




  Her smile was very condescending. ‘Mr. Kelly, please, Mr. Hunter is . . .’




  ‘A very busy man,’ I interrupted.




  ‘Quite.’




  ‘What do you bet he sees me?’ I lit a cigarette and grinned a little bit.




  The vox populi had to be kept in its place. She took off the glasses with a ladylike gesture and smiled back indulgently. ‘Mr. Kelly . . .’




  ‘When I was ten I took a picture of him skinny-dipping with Miss Erticia Dubro, who, at that time, was common nanny to our clan.’ I took another drag on the butt and blew the smoke

  over her head. ‘Miss Dubro was forty-some and fat and was the first broad I had ever seen with hair on her chest. I think old Hunter had a thing for hairy-chested ladies because he let me

  drive his car that weekend around the estate in exchange for the film.’




  ‘Mr. Kelly!’




  ‘Just tell him Dog is here and mention Miss Dubro. Please?’




  She was funny. The indignation was real, but so was the curiosity, and with me standing there speaking too quietly to be anything but real too, she flushed, and turned a pair of toggle switches

  off on her intercom and sniffed up out of her chair into the office behind her.




  And when I heard the high cackle of laughter come through the locked doors I was ready for her red face and wide eyes, with that total expression of disbelief that comes from living too long in

  a commercial nunnery.




  ‘Mr. Hunter will see you now,’ she said.




  I stuffed the butt out in her paper clip bowl and nodded. ‘I figured he would.’




  ‘Twenty years,’ the old man said.




  ‘Thirty.’ I sat down. ‘You were a horny old bastard even then.’




  ‘I wish you worked for me so I could fire you.’




  ‘Balls.’




  ‘You’re right. I’d give you a raise for reminding me I used to be a real he-goat. Now word’ll go around I’m an old roué and maybe some of those young squirts

  will give me a little respect. Good to see you, Dog.’




  ‘Same here, old man.’




  ‘You got a copy of that picture of me and Dubro?’




  ‘Hell no. You got the film before I even developed it.’




  ‘Shit, I wish I had a copy. I’d have it enlarged and hung over the front entrance. I could use a taste of those days.’




  ‘Don’t tell me you had your prostitute gland removed.’




  ‘Only massaged, Dog. That’s not even fun when a doctor does it.’




  ‘Why not try a lady doctor?’




  ‘Who the hell you think I went to?’ He sat back and roared, a wizened old guy with a face like a shaved pixie in a leprechaun body. You could see why he could still make it in a

  courtroom against the young ones and when the chips were down you’d have to guess where he got the single cauliflower ear that looked so ridiculous stuck there on the side of his head.




  ‘I should have gotten that film developed,’ he said.




  ‘Look, if it worries you, I’ll set you up for another one. I know some dolls . . .’




  ‘Ah, me. It sounds so good, but let me live with my memories. I’m too old to be embittered or flattered. It’s just nice to be reminded.’ He handed me a silver and walnut

  humidor. ‘Cigar?’




  I shook my head.




  ‘You got my letter, naturally. I had a dickens of a time locating you.’




  ‘No sweat. I jump around a lot.’




  For a few seconds he looked at me, then sat back and folded his arms across his chest. ‘There’s something peculiar about you, Dog.’




  ‘I’m older.’




  ‘Not that.’




  ‘Wiser?’




  ‘Don’t we all get that way?’




  This time it was my turn to wait. ‘Not everybody.’




  His smile was impish, his eyes twinkling. ‘Too bad the old man didn’t like you.’




  ‘Why should he? All he wanted was a legitimate heir. My mother got knocked up by an itinerant bartender and I was locked in under the bar sinister to preserve family pride.’




  ‘Did you ever know your mother married your father?’




  ‘Sure. I still got a copy of the wedding certificate. She made sure I knew about it.’




  ‘Why didn’t she mention it?’




  ‘Maybe she had her pride too.’




  Leyland Hunter unlocked his arms and leaned on the desk. ‘If the old man had known, things would have been different.’




  I tapped another cigarette out of the pack and lit it. ‘Who gives a damn? All I want is my ten grand. It was standard practice in the family ever since they had slaves and servant girls.

  They buy you off, kick you out and the foul deed is forgotten.’




  ‘Speculate further,’ Hunter said.




  ‘Why not? If the perpetuator was a male, it was laughed off as a boyish prank. If the recipient of the seed was a female claimant to the family name, she was buried under the cloak of

  shame.’




  ‘You should have been a lawyer.’




  I grinned at him again. ‘Let’s say I’m a philosopher.’




  ‘No hard feelings?’




  ‘What for?’




  ‘All the others take ownership of Barrin Industries. Cousins Alfred and Dennison are president and chairman of the board, respectively, Veda, Pam and Lucella own a majority of the stock,

  your uncles and aunts sit back and direct operations from the big houses at Mondo Beach and Grand Sita, arranging debutante balls and marriages that highlight all the celebrity columns.’




  ‘Sounds pretty dull.’




  ‘And now you’re back.’




  ‘I promise not to spoil their fun. All I want is my ten grand.’




  ‘The will was very specific. If there’s one hint of immorality in your past . . .’




  ‘I killed a few people, remember.’




  ‘That was wartime. You were decorated for it.’




  ‘So I’ve had a few dames in the hay too.’




  ‘Even that was anticipated. Boys are prone to experiment.’




  ‘I’m not a boy.’




  ‘Exactly.’




  ‘Then get to the point.’




  ‘Is there any possibility that any, er, woman, could ever substantiate that you and she . . . er, had . . . let’s say, an illicit relationship?’




  ‘Now I know you’re a lawyer.’




  ‘You didn’t answer the question.’




  I sucked in on the butt and leaned back, grinning. ‘Old friend, I’m not exactly abnormal. I’ve had me broads and I’m damn glad to admit it. In fact, I’m damn glad

  to hear them admit it. I come with a pretty good set of references.’




  The laugh lines creased his face and he snuggled back in his chair again. ‘Dog, you’re still a puppy. Talk like that and you’ll wipe out that inheritance sure as hell. Why

  can’t you fib a little?’




  ‘I’m not an expert at it like the family is. I always get caught. Hell, even when I told the truth I got nailed for lying, so where’s the percentage? All I want is my ten

  grand.’




  On the wall, the old-fashioned windup clock ticked ominously. I looked at the family solicitor sitting there, knowing he was feeling for words he didn’t want to say, and just waited. It

  was an old story; I just wanted to hear it again to make sure nothing had changed.




  Finally: ‘Nobody even wants to let you have that.’




  ‘A small price to pay out of all those millions. Why rattle the skeletons in the closet?’




  ‘You ever read stock market reports, Dog?’




  I shrugged again. ‘Sometimes. They fluctuate. I hate to gamble.’




  ‘Barrin Industries is shaky.’




  ‘Ten thousand bucks can break them?’




  ‘Not exactly. The old man’s will had to conform to his father’s will and if you have a copy of your mother’s original wedding certificate you can take over as the first

  male heir.’




  ‘It’s only a photographic copy made a long time ago. I guess you know the courthouse it was filed in burned down and the preacher and the witnesses are dead?’




  ‘Yes, I know that. How did you find out?’




  ‘I wanted to make sure.’ I squeezed out the hot tip of the cigarette and dropped it in the ashtray on the desk. ‘No ten grand, then, I suppose?’




  ‘No nothing, Dog. I’m sorry.’




  I stood up and stretched. Outside it was a nice day and despite the smog I was going to enjoy myself. ‘Want to bet?’ I asked him.




  ‘Not with you,’ he said. ‘Of all the family, you got your grandfather’s mouth, his hair, even the way he held his jaw.’




  ‘Look at my eyes,’ I said. ‘Whose are they?’




  ‘I don’t know, Dog. They aren’t your mother’s.’




  ‘They were my dad’s. That guy must have been a terror. Let’s go have a beer. You probably haven’t been in a saloon for ten years.’




  ‘Make it fifteen and I’ll go with you,’ Hunter told me.




  She said her name was Charmaine, but only a Polack knows how to smell a kielbasa to make sure it’s real and slip it inside a hunk of doughbread she whipped up out of

  natural ingredients from a delicatessen at one o’clock in the morning, and when she came out of the bedroom wrapped in a bath towel, all peasant legs and cow-busted with a lovely people grin

  showing through teeth that tore the sandwich apart, I laughed and turned the Beethoven down on the record player and poured the rest of my beer in the glass.




  ‘That old man’s pretty hot stuff,’ Charmaine told me.




  ‘Big?’




  ‘Nope, just talented. Kind of like surprised me.’ She tore the sandwich in half and paused a moment. ‘Hey, Dog, he ain’t . . .’




  ‘No relation,’ I said. ‘It would be a hell of a thing for a kid to buy his old man a piece, wouldn’t it?’




  ‘Guess so. Didn’t they used to do it the other way around?’




  ‘That’s what I heard. They gave him a year to get some hair around his gizmo and the kid got treated to a whorehouse job on his birthday. Poor slob, he probably sweated,

  couldn’t get it up, tipped the dame a bundle to lie to his old man and went home bragging about the experience.’




  ‘You do it that way?’ she asked me.




  ‘Sugar, I was an old pro by the time I was twenty.’




  ‘How about twelve?’




  ‘I was an old amateur,’ I said. ‘Hunter treat you kindly?’




  ‘A dream. I think maybe I’ll specialize in old men.’ She bit into the sandwich and sat down opposite me, the towel falling open before she rearranged it. Then she leaned back

  and propped her feet on the glass-topped coffee table.




  ‘Will you cross your legs or something,’ I said.




  ‘Uh-huh.’ She finished the sandwich and licked her fingers. ‘Do I embarrass you?’




  ‘No, but you get me horny and I’m tired.’




  ‘You got Marcia all pooped out. You like my roommate?’




  ‘Good kid.’




  ‘A crazy kook. She was an acid head until I straightened her out. Always giving it away. Now she meets the right people. She thinks you’re out of sight. What’d you do to

  her?’




  ‘She needed loving. Incidentally, I’m sending her to an old buddy of mine tomorrow. She’s going to get a job.’




  ‘She told me. One-fifty a week taking dictation. What a way to ruin a good hooker.’




  ‘Sorry about that.’




  ‘I’m not. She graduated from Pembroke, y’know. Me, I barely made Erasmus High in Brooklyn. I wish somebody had done that for me.’




  ‘Come on, Charmaine, you like it this way.’




  ‘Only because I’m a nympho. I only know two other girls who really get their rocks off when they’re making it for pay with a guy. Maybe I’m the total professional.

  How’d you ever find me anyway?’




  ‘Joe Allen in Belgium. Remember?’




  ‘Ho, old Joe. He wanted me to get tattooed.’ She smiled at me and looked for more crumbs on her palm to lick. ‘He told me about you too. I didn’t believe it.’ Her

  eyes flicked toward the other closed door. ‘Marcia says old Joe was not lying, repeat, not lying.’




  ‘I try harder,’ I said.




  ‘That’s what Marcia says. Why ring the old man in too?’




  ‘Just to make sure he doesn’t have to lie when he kills me.’




  ‘That’s about that ten grand, isn’t it?’




  ‘Even great lawyers will tell a prostie anything, won’t they?’




  ‘Look at Mata Hari,’ she said.




  ‘And look what happened to her. She got banged the real hard way.’




  ‘You guys are nuts,’ Charmaine said.




  ‘All nuts,’ I repeated.




  ‘Balls,’ she laughed.




  ‘That’s what I said.’




  We sat in the Chock Full o’ Nuts mopping up the plate of eggs with crisp toast, two guys watching the early shift of New York go to work before seven in the morning.

  Leyland Hunter’s cauliflower ear was redder than the day he got it and his suit was a mess, but there was a James Cagney twitch in his shoulders that was a suppressed laugh at himself and me

  at the same time.




  ‘You’re dead now, Dog. You proved your point,’ he said.




  ‘I just wanted you to be sure.’




  He tucked the last piece of toast in his mouth and sat back, happy and satisfied. ‘I never thought an old fart like me could get laid anymore.’




  ‘When was the last time?’




  ‘I forget.’




  ‘Charmaine thought you were pretty damn good.’




  ‘Lovely of her. She’ll never be forgotten. Ah, the feel of silky flesh unmarred by wrinkles is something to be remembered. What annoys me is that I never thought of the alternative.

  Never again will I be so devoted to my work. By the way, I understand you footed the bill. What do I owe you?’




  ‘My treat. I always felt guilty about spying on you and old Dubro.’ I laughed again. ‘How did you make out in the end?’




  ‘A brush-off. I understand she married the gardener a year later. In those days a skinny-dip was a real orgy.’




  ‘Man, have you got a lot to learn.’




  ‘Unfortunately, no. I’ll get all my kicks from pornography collected during the censorship trials or wait for those rare, exotic visits from distant friends. Now let’s get back

  to you. I’m not quite stupid, you know.’




  ‘I didn’t want you to have to lie, friend.’




  ‘There are some lengths you don’t have to go to.’




  ‘Why not?’ I asked him.




  ‘Because I could have told. You’re not the same Dog they used to kick around.’




  I finished my coffee and picked up the bill. ‘Isn’t it going to be a ball when everybody finds that out?’ I said.




  This time Leyland Hunter wasn’t smiling. With a studied, serious look, he scanned my face and nodded solemnly. ‘I’m going to be afraid to look,’ he said. ‘Do you

  hold still for advice these days?’




  ‘Depends on the source. From you, yes. What pearls of wisdom have you got for me?’




  Hunter took out a gold ball-point pen and fiddled idly with the calibrated rings that made it a slide rule. ‘Remember, Dog, I’ve been close to the Barrin family all my life. It was

  your great-grandfather that made sure my education was attended to and who established a business for me. All that because he and my father were friends, old prospecting buddies, and my father was

  killed before he ever saw me. Like it or not, I have a moral obligation to be of service.’




  ‘You paid off any debt a long time ago, Counselor. It was your business acumen that saved the Barrin corporation during the Depression, your foresight that built them into millionaire war

  profiteers and your ingenuity that kept them rolling ever since.’




  His fingers kept working at the dials, arranging them into precise figures. ‘That was while your grandfather was alive and active. Unfortunately, the generation gap isn’t a new thing

  at all. When Cameron Barrin began to decline, the family was quick to introduce a new regime . . . their own. I was one of the old guard and my opinions were merely tolerated, not

  accepted.’




  ‘Then why sweat it, mighty Hunter? You’ve made it big on your own. Today you’re handling conglomerates that make Barrin Industries look like a toy. Oh, a damn big toy, but

  that’s all.’




  ‘I told you,’ he said. ‘I feel the obligation.’




  ‘Good for you, but I’m still waiting for the advice.’ I signaled the waitress for some more coffee. It looked like it was going to be a long lecture.




  ‘Remember when your cousin Alfred had that accident with his new roadster?’




  I let the sugar lumps drop in my coffee with soft plops. Somehow they had the faraway sounds of bones breaking. I said, ‘There was no accident. The little bastard ran me down deliberately.

  He got a roadster and I got a used bicycle. He went off the road to get me and if I hadn’t jumped for it there would have been more than a broken leg.’




  ‘He said he lost control in the gravel drive.’




  ‘Balls. You know better.’ I stirred the coffee and tasted it. Now it was too sweet. ‘Funny, but I was more pissed off about my first bike being wrecked than getting the leg

  busted.’




  ‘Remember what you did to Alfred when you got out of the hospital?’




  My mouth was working to suppress a laugh. I had swiped a short-fused aerial bomb from the July Fourth fireworks display in town and rigged it under his car. It blew right through the seat of

  Alfred’s roadster and they picked stardust out of his ass for a month. ‘How did you know about that?’




  ‘Being of a legal, inquisitive mind, I surmised it, then made inquiries until I located a few witnesses. Tying in a boy with missing pyrotechnics wasn’t too difficult.’




  ‘You could have burned my hide, buddy.’




  ‘Why?’ His eyes twinkled. ‘Frankly, I thought Alfred deserved it and it was an original form of revenge. I don’t think he ever molested you again, did he?’




  ‘Not physically. There were other ways.’




  ‘Except they never really bothered you.’




  ‘What I didn’t have, he couldn’t steal. Alf had more to lose than I did.’




  ‘That brings us up to Dennison.’




  ‘He’s a prick,’ I grinned. ‘I suppose you’re referring to the time that little town twist said she was knocked up and the old man paid off for an

  abortion?’




  Hunter nodded and waited.




  ‘She was an uninvited guest at the picnic. We were all playing in the same area out of sight. I never touched the dame. It was Dennie who took her into the bushes, but he blamed me for it

  and paid her a hundred bucks to point the finger my way.’




  ‘I understand you were rather severely reprimanded, weren’t you?’




  The laugh came out and I nodded. ‘With a stick. I was in bed for a week, all privileges revoked and before I was on my feet they had even disposed of the dog I had adopted.’ I

  laughed again and sipped at my coffee.




  Leyland Hunter frowned again, watching me curiously. ‘Was it all that funny?’




  ‘In a way,’ I told him. ‘Now it seems even funnier. You see, I was the only one who ever really knew the kid, being the only one who ever managed to slip out into town. She was

  a smart little slob, a whore at fifteen who used to make it on pay nights with the factory crowd. She was no more knocked up than you were, but she saw money in the deal and pulled the act on

  Dennie. It scared him shitless, especially since it was his first piece. The old lady everybody thought was her mother actually was Lucy Longstreet who ran a sleazy bordello on Third Street.




  ‘I still don’t see the humor in it, Dog.’




  ‘Ah,’ I said. ‘It’s there. Dennie boy got the damndest dose of gonorrhea you ever saw. I used to enjoy watching him hang from the overhead pipes in the garage toilet and

  scream while he tried to piss. His treatment was a closely guarded family secret. I used to take great pleasure in hiding his medication.’




  Hunter’s slow smile turned into a silent guffaw. ‘You know, I wondered what that was all about. There were some dealings with the public health service when the doctor turned in his

  report. It took some doing to keep it quiet. Small Connecticut towns can make a big to-do about the scion of its leading family getting a dose from a local wench. I don’t suppose there was any

  attempt to mollify your indignity at having been made a patsy?’




  ‘You’re slipping, Counselor. That’s when the old man made me a present of a new car and told me I could pick my own college. The trust fund didn’t come from the goodness

  of his heart.’




  He picked up his coffee cup and held it in front of his mouth. Over the rim his eyes were birdlike, with a strange intensity. ‘I think maybe it did, now that I know the whole story. Your

  grandfather had his own peculiar code. You were the sucker, you could have blown the whistle on his scurrilous nephew and made the family a laughingstock and have been justified in doing so. On

  your own volition you chose not to. That was when he began to like you. I think it was a great misfortune that you saw little of him from that time on. Does anyone else know about this?’




  ‘Sure. My mother before she died. She thought it was kind of funny. And there was the gardener your skinny-dipping Dubro finally married. You see, he knew me better. The real funny part

  was that at that time when Dennie was ripping off his first piece, I had been through a dozen women. I was far from a virgin. There wasn’t even a chance of me hitting that little twist

  because I knew damn well she had the clap. All I did was stand back, take my lumps and wait for the pee pains to hit Dennie. It was worth the wait.’




  I waited while Leyland Hunter finished his coffee and set the cup down. Finally he said, ‘Then I take it that going back is not a personal vendetta?’




  ‘All I want is my ten grand,’ I told him. ‘That is, if I can get past the morals clause.’




  ‘By your own admission, an impossibility.’




  ‘Yeah, but if there’s one for me, there must be one for the others too, isn’t there?’




  ‘An astute observation. However, their lives have always been under careful and constant scrutiny. They have a proven, up-to-date record that will stand the cold light of

  investigation.’




  I laid a five-dollar bill down on top of the check and stood up. ‘Hunter, my friend, you are old enough to be my grandfather, but there are still some things you have to learn.

  Everybody’s got something to hide.’




  ‘Even you, Dog?’




  ‘When I bury my bone,’ I said, ‘I bury it deep.’




  ‘Nobody can dig it up?’




  ‘They have to fight me first.’




  ‘All this for ten thousand dollars?’




  I shrugged and lit a butt.




  We walked across town and back to Hunter’s office in the tower on Thirty-fourth Street. From the elevator starter to the receptionist on his floor, we got the same looks, some bemused,

  some incredulous. Leyland Hunter never wore the same suit twice in any month, and here he was showing up disheveled and happy along with another randy mutt and there wasn’t any doubt about

  where we had been or what we had done. The maiden lady behind her desk whipped off her glasses, dropped them in her confusion, tried to hide her embarrassment in a stuttering ‘good

  morning’ and when we were inside the old man said in a low growl, ‘She don’t know it, but what I got is just what she needs.’




  ‘Hell, friend, I didn’t mean to turn you into a lecher type.’




  ‘You didn’t. I’m beginning to think I always was. I just never had time to perfect the art.’




  ‘Never too late,’ I said.




  His eyes twinkled as he eased into his big chair behind the desk. ‘Well spoken, Dog. Now I’ll quit giving to those damn high-handed charities and put my excess money into hands that

  can truly justify their existence. Incidentally . . . what was her name?’




  ‘Charmaine.’




  ‘Lovely creature. Would I need your, er—endorsement for another engagement?’




  I grinned at him and he grinned back. ‘Now, what’s on your mind, Counselor?’




  Leyland Hunter leaned back in his chair, tugged his tie open a little bit farther and let the air of his profession seep back into his face. ‘Do you know how often I tried to locate you,

  Dog?’




  ‘Nope.’




  ‘At least every year,’ he said.




  ‘Why bother?’




  ‘Because certain business matters were entrusted to me and I intend to fulfill my obligations. You didn’t make it easy for me at all. You took your Army discharge in Europe and

  promptly dropped out of sight. I went to every extent possible to find you, ran down every lead, none of which ever panned out, and frankly, Dog, I was beginning to believe you were dead. It

  wouldn’t have been unusual at all. Army Intelligence, Interpol and the police departments of every country had all too many cases of ex-soldiers heavy with discharge pay suddenly being found

  dead or not found at all.’




  ‘I had no trouble.’




  ‘Why, Dog?’




  ‘Counselor,’ I said, ‘there was nothing for me back here except aggravation. I was twenty when I left and twenty-four when I got out. I wanted to see things and do things

  without the entire Barrin family breathing down my neck. And don’t tell me they weren’t happy about my decision. I was their skeleton in the closet, but I rattled a little too loudly

  when I was home and they didn’t like to be reminded of my mother’s indiscretion that brought everlasting shame upon the great family standards. The entire clan was a pain in the ass and

  I was glad to be rid of them. When my mother died there were no ties left, so this Dog snapped his leash.’ I stopped and tapped another cigarette from my pack and lit it. ‘Funny, but I

  sort of miss the old gent. Gramps was just at the age where I could get him all shook up with my oddball behavior. I used to play games with him and he took the bait every time.’




  ‘Maybe you weren’t really fooling him,’ Leyland said. ‘He was pretty cagey.’




  ‘Ever hear him fart he got so mad?’ I let out a little laugh, remembering. ‘The day I beat hell out of that snotty Webster kid and his old man wouldn’t sell the acreage

  Gramps wanted on the south side of Mondo Beach, the old boy almost blew the seat out of his pants yelling at me.’




  ‘I know.’ Leyland smiled. ‘And you told him to go to hell and joined the Air Force the next day.’




  ‘I was going to anyway. I had my two years of college and wanted to fly.’




  ‘You made quite a record. Old Cameron was rather proud of you.’




  ‘Balls,’ I said.




  ‘True, however. It was something he only mentioned to me. In a way you reminded him of his own youth. Your main fault was never aspiring to greatness. You know how he was about wanting a

  direct male heir.’




  ‘Come off it, Hunter buddy. As far as he was concerned I was a plain old bastard in the true sense. Even when my mother married my father, it was too late to lift the stigma. At least his

  brother’s one kid left enough progeny around before he kicked off so he had plenty of blood relatives to leave his money to. Barrin Industries fell into well-trained hands. My ten-grand

  inheritance was only a token gesture, but I want it.’




  ‘Oh, it’s there all right. Cameron’s instructions were to deliver to you stocks whose total worth was ten thousand dollars within a certain period after I contacted you.

  Provided you met the requirements of course. Had you returned home in forty-six, you would have received five thousand shares. They had quite a market value in those days. However, the situation

  has changed. Wall Street is wallowing in an all-time low. Ten thousand dollars now represents twenty thousand shares. The remaining five will be split equally between Alfred and Dennison. It was a

  rather strange provision in Cameron’s will and he certainly didn’t foresee the drop in the economy or the current inflation. The only reason he held back those shares of stock from

  Alfred and Dennison was to let them mature further before handling a greater interest in the business.’




  ‘But it’s still only ten grand,’ I said.




  ‘There’s a little more.’




  ‘Oh?’




  Hunter spun around in his chair, pulled a file drawer open and extracted a stiff yellow folder. He handed the contents across the desk to me. ‘Nothing much, but part of my obligation. Your

  grandfather once purchased a large tract of land in New Mexico, speculating that a government irrigation project would be instituted in the area. The bill never passed Congress and the land is

  still there . . . beautiful, rocky and arid. It’s a snake collector’s paradise and tourists take pictures of it. He left it to your mother and now it’s yours.’ He tapped the

  paper in front of me and handed me a pen. ‘If you can find a sucker you might get him to take it off your hands at a quarter an acre. That would net you an even thousand dollars. At least

  it’s something. Taxes are negligible and paid to date.’




  I scratched my name on the papers and shoved them back to him. ‘Thanks a lot,’ I said. ‘Now how about my ten grand?’




  ‘You just signed a notification of availability for it. Delivery may take place to you, Alfred and Dennison simultaneously at a formal meeting at Grand Sita, your former palatial

  residence. Let’s say day after tomorrow?’




  I scowled in disgust. ‘Do I have to?’




  Leyland nodded. ‘I’m afraid so. Besides, think of the reunion you’ll have.’




  ‘Like meeting a pack of cobras,’ I said.




  A ghost of a smile crossed the old man’s face, but I didn’t catch what he said. I asked, ‘What?’




  He shook his head and smiled. ‘The day after tomorrow. We’ll leave from here. Four P.M.’




  REFLECTIONS: LEYLAND HUNTER




  ‘Like meeting a pack of cobras,’ Dog had said, and didn’t hear me when I answered, ‘But who’s the mongoose?’




  Dogeron Kelly, the kid they could never figure out or pin down. He didn’t give a damn for anything then and he sure doesn’t now. Anybody else would take him for just another big

  guy who had been around the world and had seen and done as he damn well pleased, a guy who wasn’t anything and didn’t want anything.




  But me, I’m old in the trade. Too damn many courtrooms. Too damn many times looking through wire screens at clients and watching their minds work. There are types and types, but they

  all fall either on one side of the fence or the other. Dogeron Kelly was walking around behind a disguise. He was a predator in camouflage, always stalking, but so much at home in whatever world he

  lived in he was completely at ease.




  Idly, I wondered how many men he had killed. The ones he didn’t get medals for killing. Once Interpol had queried me about a possible identification of a man whose description answered

  his, a man who had hijacked a shipment of stolen Nazi gold destined for Moscow. The picture was indistinct, Moscow denied the incident, and, upon further investigation, the man was reported

  supposedly dead or missing. I still had the photo in my desk drawer. I took it out and looked at it for the hundredth time. It was still indistinct. It could and could not be Dogeron Kelly. Or

  anybody else for that matter.




  Who are you really, Dog? That look that comes from the back of your eyes isn’t new to me at all. It had violence in it and something I can’t pin down at all, something that

  doesn’t belong there.




  I glanced at the calendar and wondered how much longer it would be before the explosion went off.




  You’re a bomb, Dog, a damned walking bomb, but I like you anyway. You bring excitement into an old man’s life.




  





  Chapter Three




  LEE SHAY . . . REFLECTIONS




  Oh, boy, when I buy trouble I buy it in big, fat bundles wrapped in FBI WANTED posters smelling of cordite and burning rubber. Already I could hear the hum of the spectators as the jury

  filed in and the rap of the judge’s gavel and the clanging of steel bars. How the hell does it feel to have your hands braceleted behind your back with nickel-chrome cuffs? The only guy I

  ever knew who spent time in the pen said the food was lousy, the guards sadistic and the queers a menace.




  And here I sit like a big idiot in front of an old open suitcase carefully counting out the bills. It wouldn’t have been so bad if they had been all old or all new, but they were

  mixed, and by the time I reached two million five I was in a sweat, my hands shaking and the pain in my gut wasn’t to be believed. The crazy green stuff was all over like grass thrown from a

  mower and more was still in the bag.




  Where did it come from?




  How the hell did he get it through Customs?




  Whose was it?




  That wild loon of a Dog didn’t even give a shit about leaving it here, and me with a single lock on the door and not a gun in the place. I kept looking around wondering where I could

  stash the stuff, but modern apartments didn’t come with hidden panels and there wasn’t enough room in the closets to take care of an extra shoebox.




  Damn it, Dog, we’re buddies. You saved my tail and I owe you, but how much, buddy, how much? We were full of piss and vinegar during the war, but for me the vinegar is all gone and all

  I have left is the piss and the way I’ve been leaking over your pile, there won’t even be much of that left.




  You were such a nice guy at one time. No trouble. Always doing somebody a favor, flying extra missions when a pal wanted to get laid in London; dumping yourself in front of a junior birdman

  to get a Jerry off his tail; taking care of the dame who got stood up. Man, you were a fooler. I don’t know what happened or why, but you changed. You wouldn’t come back after it was

  all over . . . no, you take a European discharge and disappear into the back alleys of the world and except for a few postcards from screwball places like Algiers and Budapest, nobody knows

  anything about you. Ernie Kirrel thought he saw you in Marseilles, but he couldn’t be sure.




  Then I remembered yesterday’s News, the item about the new controls to be exercised in narcotics production. Turkey was cutting back on her licensed poppy fields; France was

  going against the illegal processors; the U.S. was funding for an all-out war against the distributors. I started to sweat all over again. The origin of the postcards made sense now. So did the

  money. Dog was in the racket and was cutting out before they had him over a barrel. Damn it, Dog, are you nuts? You went and heisted somebody’s bundle and they weren’t law-conscious,

  good-guy police types. They’d track you down, cut your nuts off and let you bleed to death while you were holding them in your hand.




  And me. I was in it now too. I was his protector. I couldn’t give the stuff away . . . I couldn’t take a chance dumping it somewhere without leaving tracks. I just didn’t

  think that way at all. All they had to find was the money or the bag and I’d be holding my own balls too. There was no way out, none at all.




  But there was. I had almost done it the first time. I picked up every bill lying around, repacked it, closed the lid of the suitcase and buckled the straps.




  The whole thing would just about fit into the hall incinerator.




  I was sweaty and grimy and looked forward to a cool shower when I stuck the key in the lock and walked into Lee’s apartment. He was standing in the middle of the living

  room pulling on his pants with nervous hands, his face white and puckered looking. He jammed his feet into a pair of loafers and never saw me until he picked up my suitcase and started toward the

  door and when he caught my eyes across the distance he nearly lost his grip on it.




  ‘Going somewhere?’ I shouldn’t have let my teeth show through the grin like that. Hell, I could have told him where he was going. His face was like a proverbial open

  book. He was scared halfway out of his mind, but he was still the same old Lee and going through no matter what happened.




  ‘Don’t stop me, Dog.’




  I shrugged, stepped aside and pulled a cigarette from my pack. ‘That leather’s tough. It won’t burn so easily. And besides, supposing some of that money starts drifting up the

  flue and lands in the street?’




  The simple idea of it shook him and this time his fingers did let go. The bag slammed to the floor and rocked over slowly to lie on its side.




  ‘You always could think things through, you bastard.’ His face was mad now, more at himself for being stupid, then his anger turned back to me again. ‘Okay, where can

  I dump it?’ He was ready to come through me again.




  ‘Why not try the bank? There’s one across the street.’ I looked at my watch. ‘We still have an hour until closing.’




  ‘Don’t try bluffing me out, Dog.’




  ‘You can always call, kid.’




  ‘Okay, I’m calling,’ he said.




  I went over, picked up the bag and he followed me out, pulling on a tattered sport jacket over his T-shirt.




  The teller called the manager and the manager called the president. Lee waited in the reception room while the president took me into his office. Two bank guards stood by

  watching Lee, and his lips were dry and cracked. When I came out, the bank was closed for the day, but we got a grand escort to the front door and a fine shaking of hands.




  Outside, I handed Lee an envelope with two passbooks, so he could look at them and he still didn’t have enough spit in him to wet his lips. All he could say was, ‘What took so

  long?’




  ‘They had to count it,’ I said.




  ‘You’re crazy, Dog, absolutely crazy. You’re going to get nailed sure as hell. Right now they’re on somebody’s hot line and we’ll have visitors before we ever

  get home.’




  ‘What makes you say that?’




  He shook his head, astounded at my lack of interest. ‘Buddy, unless that was tax-paid, clean money with verified sources of ownership, your ass is in one hell of a sling.’




  I grinned at him. ‘How about that? Now can I get my shower?’ I asked.




  I said, ‘Rose?’




  ‘Yeah, Dog.’ She sounded sleepy, but she knew my voice.




  ‘I need you.’




  ‘Sure. I knew you would. I’ve been waiting.’




  ‘Sorry to be so long.’




  ‘It’s only a day. Forget it.’ I heard her yawn elaborately and let her get it out.




  ‘You’re going to get a kick in the twat, honey. Money you can grab, but take that from the slobbies, okay?’ I said.




  ‘Come on, Dog . . .’




  ‘If you really want me to wake you up . . .’




  ‘Try getting past the doorman.’ She hung up with total, flat finality and I went up and got past her doorman. The fifth pick opened the lock and I kicked her out of bed and watched

  her lie there, eyes wide open for a good five seconds, wondering if she was going to be raped or robbed and when she finally recognized me all she could say was, ‘What happened to the

  doorman?’




  ‘I gave him a hundred bucks,’ I told her.




  ‘He can’t be bought.’




  ‘If he didn’t take it I’d of killed him,’ I said.




  ‘He’s a retired cop. An honest one.’




  ‘So I lied. I said I was your lover . . .’




  ‘He believed it?’




  ‘Shit. He said you deserved the likes of me,’ I grinned at her. ‘He thought I was a cop too.’




  ‘He would have asked for your badge.’




  ‘Come on, I showed it to him.’




  ‘Dog . . . all that for a piece of ass? You could have had it for free if you wanted.’




  ‘Then . . .’




  ‘Shut up and get dressed.’




  Rose said, ‘Tell me . . .’




  ‘No,’ I told her, ‘Lee doesn’t know. Only you know. Amateurs are out and that’s for sure.’




  ‘I want my due. Something’s on your mind and if I have to go along I want my due.’




  ‘That’s old-timey talk, sweetie.’




  ‘So give me my due.’




  ‘Like what?’




  ‘A piece of ass,’ she laughed.




  ‘Supposing it hurts?’




  ‘Use some baby oil. It won’t hurt. I can control my sphincter muscle.’




  ‘Oh, you dirty girl.’




  ‘But don’t you love me?’




  ‘Naturally.’




  ‘So? Don’t tell me it’s your first time?’




  ‘It isn’t.’




  ‘I didn’t think so. You probably come equipped with your own lubricant,’ she said.




  ‘Not now.’




  ‘At least I did,’ she told me.




  ‘So break out the baby oil,’ I said. I smirked at her and stepped out of my pants. ‘Stop watching,’ I told her.




  ‘I just wanted to see if you were equipped,’ she said.




  ‘Hell, doll, I only want to satisfy you without hurting your little teeny tiny body.’




  Her laugh was loud and clear. She flipped the covers off, switched onto her spread legs in such a classic position with her head buried in her folded arm that she damn near forgot what I came

  for. ‘Go, man,’ she said.




  I lit a cigarette and said, ‘Sorry about that, kid.’




  Rose looked around, all expecting to see the weirdo, the incapable, the all talk, but I was big and able and ready to go, only I wanted a smoke first.




  ‘Dog, you’re a dirty slob.’




  ‘I could have told you that.’




  ‘Why?’




  So at last the lovely whore turned over and let me look at all that naked garishness, big tits tightened into hips and legs that were all so damned luscious, especially with that gorgeous snatch

  peering its lonely eye into mine. . . .




  I got up and got a hairbrush. There’s one hell of a way to talk to a broad when you want to think. So I began brushing her hair.




  She talked.




  Nice and easy, but there were a few things I had to learn. The dolls overseas were all different. Their wants were specific, every undulation pointing to the specific, but at last here was a

  pure American whore, specific only in her attitude toward money, and I said, ‘Oh, you capitalist, you,’ just as the hairbrush gave her an orgasm.




  ‘Son of a bitch,’ Rose breathed.




  ‘Compliment or criticism?’




  ‘Nobody should know that much about a woman. What will happen to the girl you marry?’




  ‘At least she’ll lead a sexy life,’ I said.




  ‘Somebody better believe that.’




  ‘Oh, they will.’




  ‘I’ll give you references.’




  ‘For a hairbrush?’




  ‘Damn, Dog, if you can do it with a hairbrush, what can you do with the rest of the goodies?’




  ‘Just try me,’ I said. ‘Roll over.’




  ‘You bastard. You know you only wanted to talk to me.’




  ‘I was softening you up.’




  ‘Like I need it. You’re the one who needs softening.’




  ‘How do you feel?’




  ‘Can you give me a little more than the hairbrush?’ Rose asked.




  I said uh-huh and gave her a little more and when she got her breath back she looked up at me with a terrible smile and said, ‘Maybe Lee will kill you.’




  ‘He already tried.’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘Certainly. That’s why we’re friends.’




  ‘You guys are all nuts.’




  ‘That’s why we’re winners,’ I said. ‘You want to be with us?’




  Rose took a long look at me. Very deliberately she licked her forefinger and ran it up through her slit. ‘Pornographic?’




  ‘Damn,’ I said, ‘you sure know how to build a man.’




  And for the first time I knew she was like me. ‘Who the hell you kidding?’ Rose said.




  ‘Not me, that’s for sure.’




  ‘Dog . . . you ever been shot?’




  ‘Young lady, I went into World War Two at the early age of twenty. I was a flier and my personal history before then belongs only in the unwritten biography, but four years of garbage got

  me nothing, then four years of civilian life got me shot four times. There’s only one way you can see the scars.’




  ‘I was hoping you’d say that. Now let’s get laid.’




  ‘Only if you’ll tell me what I have to know.’




  ‘You’re asking for a lot.’




  ‘Not really that much.’




  ‘Truly, Dog?’




  ‘You know I’m a mean son of a bitch.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘Still want me?’




  ‘After that last episode . . . damn!’




  ‘Okay, roll over.’




  ‘But where away, buddy?’




  ‘Were you in the Army?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘So why the army talk . . . or was it navy?’




  ‘Aw, shaddup and just screw.’




  ‘Not without your consent,’ I said.




  ‘So pick a hole,’ Rose told me.
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