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RAPID EXIT
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For a man who had been hauled out of Lake Michigan in 1949, headless, his legs and arms broken, and stabbed in the heart with a red ballpoint pen, Frankie Blanco was in pretty good shape in 1953.


Identification hadn’t been easy. Forget dental records. Fingerprints had gone too: eaten by the fishes, maybe. But one helpful mark survived. On the left buttock was a faint tattoo of a snarling dragon.


As a kid, Frankie Blanco had run with a Chicago street gang, the Flames, and that was their badge. The gang had been small and unlucky, and soon Blanco graduated to more ambitious, better organised crime, a wise move because the other Flames all died young.


Chicago PD fished the body out of the lake and showed pictures of the faint tattoo to Blanco’s known associates, including ex-girlfriends, a masseur, and a steam-bath attendant. All agreed; this was Frankie, last of the Flames. That was good enough for the coroner and he released the body. It was interred in St Luke’s graveyard (then the last restingplace of choice for the Mob in Chicago’s South Side), the headstone bearing the simple epitaph: Not Forgotten.


This begged the question, remembered for what? Frankie Blanco was a fat and happy whacker. Tell him, whack this guy, the guy got whacked. Hobbies were simple: comic books and hamburgers. So he fell in the lake, so his head got lost, maybe chewed off by the screw of a passing freighter. So Frankie got screwed. What’s not to forget?


After a decent interval – two, three days – the word began to circulate. Blanco sang. He had talked to the Reds, shared his memories of multiple homicides committed by numerous colleagues. Names, dates, places, who ate what at which restaurant afterwards. He sang like a canary. Arrests began. Somebody put two and two together and made Blanco; and soon Blanco made a hole in Lake Michigan. Nobody claimed credit, and nobody asked. The job was pro bono publico. And that red ballpen through the heart? Suicide. A guy killed by his own words.


In fact the body was that of a drunk who reckoned his pickup could beat a freight train to a crossing and lost by a length. Nobody claimed the remains, and the FBI took them. Similar height and build to Frankie. The locomotive had clipped the head off when the drunk went through the windscreen, so that was a bonus. The Bureau hired a tattoo artist who cut the strength of his ink and made a faded dragon on the left cheek, twenty-five dollars including tax. Then, into the lake, wearing nothing but clean underwear.


While the dragon was growing soft and wrinkled, the FBI smoothly relocated the real Frankie Blanco to the little town of Truth or Consequences, New Mexico, and renamed him Floyd Boyd. He hated his new name. “Sounds like a bit part in a bum Western,” he said to the Agent who escorted him.


“That’s good. That’s exactly what you are, Floyd. Play dumb, stay sober, blend in.”


Frankie walked to the window and creaking floorboards walked with him. A small dust-devil tried to spin down the street but the effort was too great and it collapsed. “I do the right thing by you Feds, and you do this to me,” he said. “They got the name wrong, it ain’t Truth or Consequences. Truth and Consequences is what it is.”


“That’s very profound, Floyd,” the agent said. He gave him a card. “Your nearest FBI office. Don’t call us and we won’t call you.”
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He never liked Floyd Boyd but he came to accept it, like some stupid nickname. He had a new Social Security number, arranged by the Bureau, which also paid a monthly living allowance. His bank statements identified it as US Army Disability Award. That explained the lack of a regular job. When a genuine war veteran showed signs of wanting to compare wounds, Blanco said: “Ain’t somethin’ I care to remember. No weddin’ bells for me, know what I mean?” That closed the conversation.


He grew a shaggy cavalry moustache, and it changed the shape of his face: good. Then it turned silver-grey: even better. He experimented by shaving the top of his head and brushing the sides to make them fluffy, and startled himself. Now he looked like his dead uncle Eddie who drove his car over the side of the Grand Canyon, nobody knew why. For a while, Blanco wore a Panama to cover the damage, until he lost the hat or someone stole it and he realised he didn’t care. On impulse, he bought a corncob


pipe. Never smoked the thing, only kept it in the corner of his mouth. Kids called him Popeye, and he still didn’t care. He was moving further and further from Chicago. Once, indoors, he tried wearing an eyepatch and knew immediately it was too much. He wanted to be nobody, not somebody. Floyd Boyd, part of the furniture. He took an occasional part-time job, helping out when the regular guy was sick or on vacation. That’s how he came to be pumping gas at the Texaco station in 1953, seeing New Jersey plates on a Chrysler sedan and thinking: What in the name of sweet Jesus brings a Jersey car here? and finding only one answer. The Mob never quit.
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Frankie Blanco was both right and wrong. The Chrysler with the New Jersey plates was Mafia but the occupants were not.


Both were in their early thirties. He was Luis Cabrillo. Born in Spain, but since then he had acquired an English patina to which he was now adding American bravura with extra flim-flam on the baloney. He liked words. She was Julie Conroy. She was a New Yorker with the kind of looks that make middle-aged accountants misplace the decimal point. Also she could detect bullshit at fifty paces on a foggy night, a useful talent for anyone living with Luis.


They had left Washington DC suddenly and hurriedly before the sky fell in, and driven west, using country roads. They reached the middle of Virginia when hunger took command and they stopped at a diner.


The place was busy. Customers were expected to share tables. Luis and Julie, enjoying their ham and eggs and hashed brown, nodded when two young men asked if they might join them. They were casually dressed: one in a sports jacket and chinos, no tie; the other in a tired-looking brown corduroy suit, the tie hanging loose. Cleanshaven, although each could do with a haircut. Graduate students, maybe, doing their PhDs. But that wasn’t likely, deep in rural Virginia, and it became less so when the corduroy suit said politely: “Miss Conroy? Mr Cabrillo?”


“A wild rumour,” Julie said. “Put it another way: who the hell are you?”


“I’m Todd Rivers and this is Martin Jones.” He spoke softly. “We’re reporters from the Washington Globe.” More softly still. “Doing a story on Senator Joe McCarthy. Thought you might help.”


“Digging up scandal,” Luis said. “A shoddy trade. I wouldn’t sully my hands with it.”


“We’re not looking for scandal,” Rivers said. “It’s the Russian embassy link we need to confirm.”


Julie pushed her food aside. “Don’t use that sort of language in public,” she said. “You’ll get us all blacklisted.”


“There is a Russian embassy link, then,” Jones said, gently. Nobody was blaming anyone. They just wanted the facts.


“Does this go back to the Double Cross Department?” Rivers asked. “That name keeps coming up.”


Luis carefully placed his knife and fork together. “Julie… you rip your clothes off and seduce these two nice young men on the table, while I make a run for it.”


“We can’t talk in here,” she told them. “Let’s go outside.”


They sat on a log. The reporters stood and opened their notebooks. “Suppose we tell you what we’ve learned,” Rivers said. “Which is that during the war you both worked in London for a department of the British Secret Service called Double Cross. Mr Cabrillo was a double agent sending reports to the German military, all part of the Allied deception plans, very highpowered secret stuff. Miss Conroy was on that team.”


“I corrected his spelling,” she said. “The poor guy’s Spanish. They put the exclamation point first and last. It’s a waste of excitement.”


“The war ends, the good guys win,” Rivers said. “Miss Conroy, you return to New York, and Mr Cabrillo, you move to Venezuela. Correct?”


“We all signed the Official Secrets Act,” Luis said. “You can’t print any of that. The Secret Service will hunt you down like mad dogs.”


“This is just background,” Jones assured him. “It doesn’t really matter.”


“I was awarded the British Empire Medal and the Iron Cross. You can’t tell me it didn’t matter.”


“Can we quote you on that?”


“No,” Julie said. “Listen: we worked in counter intelligence. Leave it at that. Better yet, forget it. It’s ancient history. Who cares? I can’t believe the Globe is so short of news.”


“Yes, you’re right, of course,” Rivers said. He turned a page. “Moving on… Earlier this year Mr Cabrillo left Venezuela and teamed up with Miss Conroy again. In New York.”


“I was broke, he was broke,” she said. “That’s a crime in the USA. There’s your story. Page 17 in the Metro Section.”


“Our information is the FBI took an interest. Opened a file on you.”


“Files on both of you,” Jones said.


“Because I was reading War and Peace on the Subway. And Luis wore red pyjamas. Obviously the FBI had files on us. Jesus! Where do you guys get all this stuff?”


“That shaggy haircut of yours…” Luis pointed at Jones. “Rather UnAmerican, wouldn’t you say?”


“Smacks of the Bolsheviks,” Julie agreed. “Fetch a cop. Call the Marines. God Save America.”


The reporters were smiling. “You’ve got a point,” Jones said. “But the New York angle we’re looking at is the Mafia. Seems you made the acquaintance of Jerome Fantoni, who is a major player in that game.”


“Yeah.” Julie stood up and stretched. “His nephew dated me a couple of times. Nothing serious. His daughter Stevie had the hots for Luis, but Stevie had the hots for anyone in pants who would lie still for three minutes. Fantoni asked Luis and me to dinner. We ate, we left.”


“He gave you a Chrysler.”


“He loaned us a Chrysler,” Luis said. He pointed. “That’s it, over there.”


“Which brings us to Washington DC,” Rivers said. “In the Chrysler.” He was flicking through his notebook. “You go to work for Senator Joe McCarthy. That’s hard fact, isn’t it? You’ve been photographed standing alongside the senator.”


“On TV too,” Jones said.


“I was never on salary,” Luis said. “Freelance adviser.”


“Well, this is where we need to nail down the story,” Rivers said. “For instance, the senator acquired written evidence of Soviet subversion in hitherto unsuspected areas of activity. So our source tells us.”


“That source wouldn’t be the Washington Globe, would it?” Louis asked. “I seem to remember reading something about it there.”


“Subversion in the church, the General Electric company, the Idaho potato crop.” Jones was reading from his notes. “Also The US Treasury, the Ohio school system, the San Andreas Fault.” He looked up. “I don’t understand that last one.”


“McCarthy must be a desperate man,” Julie said. She spread her hands and looked helpless. “That’s what I read in the Globe, anyway. But don’t trust me, I’m blacklisted.”


“Maybe the senator is running out of treachery,” Rivers said. “And maybe Mr Cabrillo sold him some fresh treachery, and to prove it’s true he provided genuine documentation, in Russian. Any maybe those documents came from an accomplice working in the Soviet embassy. That’s what we’re hearing.”


“To quote the senator,” Luis said, “that’s the most unheard-of thing I ever heard of.”


“It gets better, or maybe worse,” Jones said. “McCarthy subpoenaed your pal Jerome Fantoni on the strength of a dossier you sold McCarthy that proved the Soviets infiltrated and subverted the Mafia. Then you sold Fantoni a different dossier that proved he’d been an undercover FBI agent, inside the Communists, in the Mafia, all the time.”


“You checked this with the FBI, of course.”


“They deny it,” Rivers said.


“Deniability is built into their system.”


“And you also checked it with McCarthy,” Julie said.


“He hates the Globe. We’re all Pinko liberals throwing dust in the eyes of good patriotic Americans.”


“Jerome Fantoni?”


“Unavailable for comment.”


“That leaves the Russian embassy.”


“Out to lunch,” Jones said. “Dos vedanya.”


Luis got up from the log and put his arms around their shoulders. “You seem like decent, hardworking young chaps. It’s sad to see two promising careers threatened by guesswork about fantasy. Possibly you are the victims of a practical joker. We wish you well. Meanwhile, we must head for Arkansas, where we hope to help celebrate the hundredth birthday of Miss Conroy’s granny. A big event in Arkansas, but perhaps too small for the Washington Globe.”


They shook hands. The reporters thanked them and drove away.


“No story,” Rivers said. “Guilty as hell, but…”


“Oh, they did it,” Jones said. “You don’t spread bullshit that thick unless you’re hiding something big.”


“Double agent and con artist. Not much difference between the two, I reckon. But still… Nobody’s willing to go on record. No facts, no story. Damn damn damn.”


“Miss Conroy was something, huh? What the British call a corker. A corker of a New Yorker. Her picture alone would be worth a four-column spread.”


“Cabrillo’s a lucky bastard.” Rivers concentrated on the road. With luck, there might be a juicy multiple pile-up ahead, involving a truckload of toilets, a school bus and a blazing gasoline tanker. Anything to make the news editor happy.


Julie and Luis were sitting in the Chrysler, analysing the Washington Globe. “They must have followed us from DC,” she said. “Long way to drive.”


“We deserved more credit for our work in Double Cross,” Luis said. “Young people today, they take the Hitler war for granted.”


“You sound like my old granny in Arkansas. The one who died in Nebraska five years ago.”


“And I felt shortchanged about our McCarthy dealings. They obviously haven’t done their homework. Not a word about Stevie. Nothing on The Metal Exchange.”


Stevie – Jerome Fantoni’s daughter – had shared their apartment in Washington until she fell in love with an Air France pilot and followed him to Paris. The Metal Exchange was Luis’s joke: it was the name he gave his business because he exchanged high-grade Russian paperwork for McCarthy’s cash. But the business had been too good to last. It affected too many covert operators – FBI, CIA, KGB, even the Mafia. Cabrillo’s doings angered people. Eventually he was punished with the same blunt instrument that stopped Al Capone. The tax men raided The Metal Exchange.


Luis was elsewhere, doing business, but Julie reached the office just as men with snapbrim hats and short haircuts were smashing the locks. She went to the bank and emptied their account; went home and packed their bags; then found Luis. “Party’s over,” she said. “Shut your eyes and pick a town.” She gave him a Rand McNally US roadmap. He opened it blindly and stabbed a finger.


“Unbelievable,” she said. “You have chosen the town of Truth or Consequences in New Mexico. Let’s go.”


He drove. “Which way?” he asked.


“West. Just follow the bleached bones of the pioneers.”


They took country roads into Virginia until they got hungry. That was when they had their long conversation with Rivers and Jones. “They were fishing,” Julie said. “If they had any proof, they would’ve said the paper was going to run the story anyway. They were bluffing. Let’s go.”


Ahead lay the Appalachians. They climbed over the mountains and, still using back roads, they entered Kentucky, dipped down into Tennessee and crossed Arkansas. That took them to Texas where they found some fine federal concrete highways which went from one end of that great state to the other and finally delivered them to Albuquerque, New Mexico. It had taken a week.
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The car sounded a little weary. They gave it to a garage to be refreshed, and found an outdoors restaurant which offered twenty kinds of omelette, with chilled beer.


Julie spread the road map. Truth or Consequences was 150 miles south. “We don’t have to go there,” she said.


He looked at her. She seemed unhappy. It was time to say something wise. “Huh,” he said. But he tried to make it thoughtful and sympathetic.


“We could keep driving,” she said. “Away from DC. Away from all those complications. I want a simple life.”


He looked at the map. “Arizona, Nevada, California. North to Oregon. Alaska. I could be a lumberjack. Simple enough?”


Her beer had a head like a cap of snow. She wrote her name in it with her finger but the name dissolved before she finished it. “Driving this far, it’s addictive. I don’t want to stop. Keep driving and you’re free. Floating along, flying forever until…”


He waited. “Until what?”


“Oh, you live to be ninety, go rockclimbing, break your neck.” She was happy again, or at least not unhappy. So his worry was wasted. Bloody women. He thought of making a witty remark about getting driven to distraction but it took too long to assemble so he abandoned it. Better never than late.
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Truth or Consequences would not die of thirst. It had twenty miles of reservoir to its north and much the same to the south. Apart from that, the map was noncommittal.


Julie was driving. She cruised into town and saw nobody. Well, it was New Mexico, it was afternoon, it was hot. “Here we are,” she said. “But where are we?”


“Shangri-la it’s not,” Luis said.


She pulled over and parked under a tree. It was next to a building site that had been coming along nicely until the builder lost interest or went bust or died, or all three, and left a flight of concrete steps leading up to half a house. A breeze, as bored as a small boy, chased a yellowed newspaper up the steps, kicked it around and wandered away. “Well, that was gripping,” Luis said.


“You want tickertape?”


“I must say I expected more splendour. This is the West. It should have grandeur. Immense grandeur. Also heroic status.”


“Let’s go find the sheriff.” She started the car. “Maybe he’ll let you hold his sixshooter.”


Nothing much was happening in the town square. Well, it was still hot. An old man sitting on a bench watched Julie pull into a space between nothing and nothing else. She killed the motor and they got out. “You done wrong,” the old man said. “Can’t leave your ve-hickle there. We got laws in this town. Got regulations. You done wrong. See, where you made your mistake was leavin’ your ve-hickle where it ain’t legal.” He spat.


“Are you the sheriff?” Luis asked.


“Was once. Ain’t now.” His voice was weaker. It had been a long conversation.


“We’re looking for immense grandeur. It’s somewhat lacking in these parts.”


“Get in, schmuck,” Julie told him.


They drove away. She said, “Towns like this, they don’t like out-of-State drivers. Soon as he saw our Jersey plates he was really pissed at us.”


“A little cheery banter might have helped.”


“Lack of grandeur? Around here, that kind of banter is an excuse to shoot a hole in you.”


“How quaint. Nobody in New York needed an excuse. What makes these people so fastidious?”


“Fastidious, that’s another insult. We need gas.”


She found a Texaco station. Luis walked around the car, kicking the tyres to show what an experienced driver he was, and ended up watching the attendant filling the tank. Now this man was the real McCoy. Beat-up cowboy boots, shaggy moustache, corncob pipe. “Howdy,” Luis said. The man grunted. Well, that’s how they were in the West: laconic. “Cute little town you got here,” Luis said. “Could a man buy a spread here, real easy?”


“Pay no attention,” Julie said. “He thinks he’s Jimmy Stewart. We’re from the East.”


“Uh-huh.” Frankie Blanco finished with the pump and made a long job of washing the windscreen, which allowed him a good look into the car. No weapons in sight. Proved nothing. “Don’t get many strangers here,” he said. “You folks on business?”


“Could be. You thinkin’ of sellin’?” Frankie didn’t like the idea. “Joke,” she said. He didn’t like jokes, either. She gave up.


Luis had been looking at the map. “Ben Hur,” he said. “There’s a place near here actually called Ben Hur! And look, there’s Pumpkin Center, and Noodle, and Cut and Shoot. There’s even somewhere called Uncertain.” He smiled at Frankie. “Could you live happily in Uncertain?”


“Ain’t never given it no thought.”


Julie paid him. “Where’s the best place to eat?” she asked.


“Texas.”


They cruised quietly out of Truth or Consequences. Julie drove, observing the speed limit and highway instructions at all times. “Watch out for the sheriff’s posse,” she said. “New Mexico hangs traffic violators without trial. That’s how Kit Carson took out the Comanches.” Luis was map-reading. “It’s a hundred and some miles to El Paso,” he said. “That’s Spanish for ‘the pass’. You’re lucky to have someone like me, fluent in ten languages including Khachachurian.”


“Gesundheit,” she said. “Whatever that means.”
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Frankie Blanco dug out the card given him four years ago and he dialled the number of the nearest FBI office. He said he was Floyd Boyd, and he told an agent that a man and a woman in a car with Jersey plates had been snooping around Truth or Consequences, acting peculiar. Tan Chrysler, recent model. He had the license plate number.


“In what way peculiar?” the agent asked.


Frankie thought hard. “The guy wanted to know how did I feel about livin’ in Uncertain. That’s a town I never been in, Uncertain.” It didn’t sound like much. “She asked me did I want to retire. Asked real nasty. Pair of freaks.”


“Not exactly discreet, were they? I mean, if they came to do a number on you… Why drive from New Jersey? Take the plane, rent a car, makes more sense. Were they armed?”


Frankie felt he was losing. “He’s carryin’ a 38, she got a 22 in her purse. I saw a big old shotgun in the car. They said they’re goin’ to Texas,” he added. “For the food.”


“So they’re not stupid,” the agent said. “Lock your doors, Floyd. Callus if they comeback.”


Not good enough. If the FBI wouldn’t watch his ass, Frankie knew he’d have to do it himself. He took fifty dollars from the till, gassed up his Chevy, locked up the station and headed south on Interstate 25. By driving flat out and collecting a black harvest of bugs on his windshield, he caught up with the tan Chrysler after about twenty-five miles. Then it was easy. He dropped back until he was a small soft blur in their rear-view mirror. They’d never suspect he was following, and he couldn’t lose them, because the road went to Texas and nowhere else. He enjoyed driving. He sprawled across the bench seat and hung his left leg out the window, in the breeze. He was taking positive action for the first time in four years, and that felt good. Felt strong. What next? Leave it to fate. Screw the Bureau. Besides, thinking hurt.
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As they hit the outskirts, Luis said, “We don’t have to stay here. If El Paso looks like el dumpo, then Fort Stockton is only 260 miles further on.” But El Paso turned out to be a lively little city. It had more than grandeur. It had splendour, passion, horse racing, Mexican rodeos, bullfights, mariachi music, margaritas, custom-made cowboy boots, and a fair claim to be the Tex-Mex food capital of the world. Why leave?


They checked into the Hotel Bristol, a goodlooking place where a squad of young and smartly uniformed Mexicans would be insulted if you didn’t let them park your car and carry your bags and cry at your funeral by prior arrangement with the management. Frankie Blanco watched from across the street and knew he didn’t have the clothes or the confidence and definitely not the money to stay at the Bristol. Including the fifty he took from the gas station, he had seventy-nine dollars and twelve cents. He had a bank account but it was in Truth or Consequences, along with his chequebook. He didn’t know how long he’d be staying in El Paso. Fate didn’t know either. Something else it didn’t know, or wasn’t saying, was what it intended him to do about this double-act that drove from New Jersey to Truth or Consequences just to talk to him about his uncertain future, as if it was a gag. He could whack one or both. Whacking people was his trade. Then what? The organisation in Jersey would take it very badly and he’d be on the run for the rest of his life. Just thinking about it gave Frankie Blanco a dull pain in the chest. He beat it with his fist and it moved sideways a little but it still ached. He took that to be the voice of fate: no whacking, not yet anyway.


Still, he felt happier to be out of Truth or Consequences. That place was too small, too vulnerable. He decided to stay in El Paso, keep an eye on his problem, wait for fate to show its hand. First, find a cheap motel, eat a cheap meal. It had been a hell of a day, and he was still getting it straight in his mind when he wrote Frankie Blanco in the motel register and felt his pulse jump so much that the pen bounced. He scribbled on his name until it was unreadable. “My mistake,” he said, with a shy grin. “Wrote my stage name. Forgot where I was.” He wrote Floyd Boyd.


“Ten bucks,” the manager said. “Including tax.” He’d seen shy grins before. They didn’t change the price.
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Julie and Luis didn’t stay long in the Hotel Bristol. They found a real estate agency and the agency quickly found what they wanted. It was a low-slung five-bedroom ranch-style house nailed to the side of a hill above Cliff Boulevard and offering sprawling views of two cities – El Paso on this side of the Rio Grande, Juárez on the Mexican side – plus the nearby Franklin Mountains as a backdrop. Available now, to rent fully furnished. Owner had gone to Africa to write a book about elephants. Might be gone a long time. Very big, elephants.


They were in the office, signing papers, when the head man said: “Congratulations. You’re our one hundred thousandth client,” and he held up the keys and stuck out the other hand, so Luis shook it and a photo flash went off. “One for the family album. And there’s a complimentary case of champagne waiting at your new home.” Luis didn’t like sneaky photographers but it seemed churlish to complain. He took the keys and cranked out a two-star smile.


By then, Frankie Blanco was living in a big old wooden roominghouse with an uninterrupted view of the tracks of the Southern Pacific Railroad. When a long freight passed, the building trembled. None of the toilets flushed properly. All the doors refused to shut, and the beds sagged from age and fatigue. But the rent was cheap. Apart from that, Julie and Luis had the better deal.


For the next few days he watched them from a distance as they explored the city.


They were in no hurry, stopped often to look around, which made him feel conspicuous so he bought some grey coveralls and a peaked cap that said Bell Telephone, and a clipboard. Nobody ever looked twice at a guy in coveralls carrying a clipboard. Big deal. He had them in view, sometimes from his car, more often on his aching feet, and what did it tell him? Big fat zero. He was losing confidence in fate. Losing money, too.


Then, after he’d followed them home to Cliff Boulevard, he stopped at a Texaco station only a mile away, filled his tank, got talking and got a job. Fate. It was meant to be. Suddenly he felt like the hunter, not the hunted. Stick around long enough and these jokers from Jersey would succumb to a hunting accident. Happened all the time, it was a national disgrace, a man couldn’t take a stroll in the woods without being mistaken for a grizzly bear. Frankie made a quick trip to Truth or Consequences for money and bought a rifle on the way back. Succumb: he liked that word. Better than whacking.
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On the day they moved in, Luis patrolled the terrace and checked out the view. He wore Bermuda shorts and a small black sombrero; nothing else. “See the hummingbirds in the wisteria,” he said.


Julie came out. “The wisteria is bouganvillea,” she said.


“Yes, a common mistake. In fact, your bouganvillea is actually Norwegian wisteria, which hummingbirds find irresistible. See?”


“There you go again,” she said. “Big Chief Bullshit.”


He touched a wall. “This must be adobe, which means we’re living in a hacienda. Perhaps we should have a few houseboys. A small Mexican butler?”


“Sure. Use your family title while you’re at it. Duke of Eggs Benedict. Should fool the FBI.”


“The Bureau isn’t looking for us. We haven’t committed any crime.”


“Try fraud. Grand fraud, with Sprinkles and a cherry on top.”


“Surely not. Fraud deprives people of what they value. We enriched those people. Enhanced their lives.”


“Bet you J. Edgar Hoover thinks different.”


Louis tipped the sombrero over his eyes. “If he comes looking, we can flee across the border. I’ve always wanted to flee across a border. It’s hot out here.”


They went inside. “Those pictures have got to go,” she said.


He looked closely at two white kittens playing with a ball of wool. The ball was as big as a melon. The kittens were as big as huskies. “Painted on velvet,” he said, and moved to another picture. “Puppies,” he said. “Or perhaps friendly timber wolves.”


“Here’s a canary thinks it’s a buzzard.”


“Look, more kittens. Cute, in a terrifying way.”


“Wait till they’re fullgrown,” she said. “They’ll have your leg off in a flash.”


She put her arms around his neck and kissed him on the lips so generously that he knew at once there was a price to pay. “Which leg?” he asked. Her right leg rubbed the inside of his thighs. “Oh, that leg,” he said. “Why are we talking about legs?”


“They matter. If I were crippled, would you still love me?”


“Not as much as I do now.” That made her eyes open wide. “Look, you started it,” Luis said. “Anyway, what if I go to jail? Would you wait for me?”


“Sure.” They kissed again, much more softly. “No, probably not.”


“See? That’s what we share: deep suspicion. We’re totally unreliable. It’s the glue that sticks us together.”


“Last night it was hot sex.”


“True. So maybe I’m wrong. I feel further research is needed.”


“Yeah, I can feel that too. But I’m hungry, so let’s go eat. After that…”


“I am the slave of science,” Luis said. “Glue has me in its grip.” They were just words, and words didn’t always have to mean anything; but they made her laugh, and that was good enough.
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Nobody wants to get his hands filthy, checking some other guy’s oil and water, when he could just as easily lay those hands on his girl, who sooner or later will get ants in her pants waiting for him and consequently will slip easily and treacherously into the smooth, clean arms of his best friend. Allegedly best.


So the least popular duty at the Texaco station was the evening shift, six p.m. to midnight. That’s how Frankie Blanco got the job – the last guy quit, usual reason, and the manager was very happy when Frankie said he liked the shift. He didn’t say why. It gave him all day to snoop on the Chrysler couple, that’s why.


He was sitting in his Chevy, watching the house on Cliff Boulevard, when they came out and he followed them into town.


By noon he had got through a pack of Pall Malls. He was always a happy smoker, forty a day at least, and now he was hitting sixty. It calmed his nerves, and besides they were free. The gas station had a smokes machine. Boost it in the right place with a screwdriver and out came a pack. His boss knew and didn’t care. He’d sooner the guy stole a quarter from the till to feed the machine, that would be sensible and quick and do less damage. But Frankie preferred his kind of theft. He preferred Pall Malls, too, because they didn’t wear those little white ankle socks that took away the kick in the throat. You can light either end, the makers boasted. Frankie approved. Life was complicated enough already, for Chrissake.


He was opening his second pack as he watched the pair go into a place called The Picture Show.


“Last chance,” Julie said. They had browsed the art galleries of El Paso, their feet ached and they had bought nothing but ice cream. Now they paused to let their eyes adjust to the gloom. “Hold the front page,” she said. “Breaking news. Cowboy dies, gunplay suspected.” She pointed to a painting of blazing revolvers in a crowded saloon. “Okay, the party’s over. Let’s vamoose.”


“That one’s kinda special,” the owner said. He came out of the back room: short and stocky build; steel-gray hair turning white and clipped short; army fatigues. “What you got here is the death of John Wesley Harden, fastest gun in the West, shot in the head while playin’ dice right here in the Acme Saloon, 1895. Killed forty-four men afore he was 25. Look close, you’ll see double-four on the dice. Fifty bucks.”


“People actually hang this in their homes?” Luis asked.


“Their money. Their choice.”


“We’ve seen enough dead cowboys today to fill Boot Hill,” Julie said. The rest of the stock was familiar to them. Paintings of rodeo riders in action, of prickly-pear cactus in bloom, of bighorn sheep and mountain lions in noble poses, of Apache braves with blank expressions and good pectorals, of half-naked Mexican girls with nothing to do but smoulder. And one painting of two small commercial fishing boats in a bright, choppy sea.


Small boats, much sea. The water bounced and glistened and frothed; it was alive. The picture was no bigger than a place mat. “Now where the hell did that come from?” she asked.


“Oh…” The owner squinted at it. “She lives over in Mexico, some no-account two-bit village. Can’t paint worth a damn. See? All spots and speckles. Never sells.” He turned the picture over. “Princess Chuckling Stream. Pureblood Comanche, she says.”


“Got any more?”


He found a box on a shelf with six more, all place-mat size. “Don’t get your hopes up,” he said. He leaned them against the wall. Three seascapes, a mountain stream with snow, a blurred face seen through a rainy window, city kids dancing in the wild spray from a fire hydrant.


“These six and the fishing boats,” she said. “Two hundred dollars.”


The owner was in no hurry to agree. He stood, knees slightly bent or maybe the legs were straight and the pants were bent, and he picked flakes of dead skin off his finger ends. That took all his attention.


“Say what,” he said. “Here’s a better deal. Four hundred, an’ I throw in the John Wesley Hardin, a Pancho Villa, and a General Black Jack Pershing who chased Villa all over New Mexico, never caught him.”


Julie badly wanted the seven Chuckling Streams, and just as badly she hated the rest. She looked at Luis for help. But Luis had wandered off and was peering into the back room. It was half-full of motorbikes and bits of bikes. Scramblers, racers, even a sidecar model. Faded posters on the walls. Yellowed newspaper cuttings hung from thumbtacks. “Isn’t that a Triumph?” he asked, confidently. The machine certainly wore the Triumph logo. “Do you still race?”


“Any chance I get. You only live once.”


“How very true. My guess is…” Luis stood very still and spoke softly. “Art is not your first love, sir.”


“Brother died. Left me this place. Still got a year on the lease. Don’t like to see it wasted.”


“I’ll give you eight hundred dollars for your stock and what’s left on the lease,” Julie said. “And you can keep your motorcycles in back, if you want.”


“Yes, ma’m.” They shook hands on the deal.


There was no typewriter. Julie wrote out two brief Statements of Sale in longhand and they all signed both copies. “Hot damn!” she said. “We own an art gallery! Ain’t that somethin’?”


“I’m too full to speak,” Luis said. “Paralysis caused by shock. We came in for a pint of milk and we bought the dairy.”


“Chuckling Stream, kid. She’ll chuckle us to the bank.”


Frankie Blanco saw them come out carrying a small box. They drove away. He waited thirty seconds and then went into the store.


“All sold,” said the owner. Ex-owner. “Nothin’ left.”


“Sure, no problem. Gonna meet my friends here, got held up, kinda late, so… Was that them just left? I saw a couple drive off.”


“What can I tell you?” He picked up the Statement of Sale. “Julie Conroy, Luis Cabrillo. Mean anything?”


“Yeah, sure. Conroy, Cabrillo, that’s them. Just my luck. How’s your luck? They buy anythin’?”


“Look around you, pal. They bought the store.”


Frankie went and sat in his car, found a ballpen, wrote their names on his arm before he forgot them. Worrying made him light a Pall Mall. See here. A car with New Jersey plates drives two thousand miles to hassle him in Truth or Consequences, a nowhere place nobody in Jersey ever even heard of. Cabrillo sounds Italian. Cuban, maybe. Damn Cuban hoods were all crazies, everyone knew that. So why get a house in El Paso? Then they bought a store sells paintings. What sort of hitman does that? Nothing was right here. He found a phone and called the number the FBI gave him.


“You moved to El Paso, Floyd. Why did you do that?” the Agent asked. Frankie told again about the Chrysler, but now he had their names as well as the license plate. And an address. Also an art shop. Some kinda front, probably.


“So,” the Agent said, “after this pair scared the bejesus out of you in Truth or Consequences, you upped and followed them into Texas, and now you’re keeping close company with them. Think about that, Floyd.”


“Shadowin’. They don’t suspect nothin’. I’m shadowin’ them.”


The Agent told him to stay out of trouble and asked where he was staying. Frankie gave him the phone number at the Texaco station. “Call evenings,” he said. “Don’t say you’re Feds. Say you’re…” He thought fast. “Say you’re the Lone Ranger. Code,” he explained.


“Uh-huh. High-ho, Silver! My work here is done.” The Agent hung up.
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The only way to San Carlos was by road. It took them four hours. They drove 80 miles from El Paso to Van Horn by Interstate 20, then 60 miles to Marfa by US 90, then 50 miles by US 67 to Presidio and the Rio Grande. Went through the unhurried customs and immigration check, over the bridge to Ojinaga, and now they were in Chihuahua Province. They took Highway 18 south for about 20 miles, then picked up a bulldozed track for maybe 40 miles, always climbing until they were more than four thousand feet above sea level, and at last they reached San Carlos, a tiny town in the middle of the biggest desert in North America.


According to the former owner of The Picture Show, this was where Princess Chuckling Stream lived.


Water ran in neat channels through the streets. Fields were green. Beyond stretched the mile-high desert. Within was an abundance of cool clear water. The stuff was irresistible. Julie got out and knelt and trailed her fingers in it and splashed some on her face. She looked up and a small boy was watching her intently. Didn’t Yankees have water in the street? Peculiar people. She sat on her heels, flicked water at him, he blinked, made a big smile. Eat your heart out, American Dental Association.


“Por favor,” Julie said. “Señora Americana?”


He led them, and kept up a flow of boy-soprano Mexican that meant nothing to them. “Can’t argue with that, kid,” Julie said. The boy pointed to an adobe house. Luis gave him a quarter, which bought a smile beyond price, and the boy ran off.


The house was small and plain. No name, no number. She knocked on the door and it swung open. She murmured, “When Humphrey Bogart did that, he found a body in the bath.”


“I hear voices.”


Inside, a man said, uncertainly, clumsily, “I will work… for dollars.”


A woman said, crisply, “Every day.”


“Every…day.”


“Okay. Now you want food. Arroz, leche…” She came in view, leaning in a doorway, a tall redhead in a black tee shirt and faded jeans, and she saw them. “Jesus H. Christ,” she said.


“Yayzoos Etch…” the invisible man echoed.


“Can it, Miguel,” she told him.


“We’re looking for Princess Chuckling Stream,” Luis said.


“She’s dead.”


Nobody moved, nobody spoke. Then Miguel appeared, young and slim in white shirt and pants, and drifted past them.


“Dead, huh,” Julie said.


“Yeah. Caught in the crossfire, wrong place wrong time, bunch of bandidos fightin’ over drugs, women, poker, who knows what.” The redhead hadn’t moved from her doorway. “You’re law enforcement? Too late, amigos. The federales came, busted a few heads, made some arrests.” She took a thin black cigar from behind her ear and struck a match against the wall. “Nothin’ to see here, folks. Move along, now. Keep movin’.”


“We’re not the law,” Luis said.


She heard a buttoned-down East Coast voice and didn’t like it. “Taxes.” She lit the cigar. “Wastin’ your time. She died in debt. I know, I bought the coffin.”


“Not taxes,” Julie said. “Not law. Nothing official.”


She blew smoke at a gecko on a wall and suddenly it was on a different wall. “Nothin’ doin’ with you,” she said. “Nothin’ doin’ with me. That’s Mexico. Plenty of nothin’.”


“We’ve driven a long way,” Luis said. “At least show us the grave.”


The redhead took the cigar from her mouth, blew softly on the tip and studied its glow. “Ain’t much to see.”


They followed her. A black dog lying in the shade saw them walk past, and got up and shook himself and joined them. “You got a name, pooch?” Julie asked. The dog wagged his tail. “Says he’s called Pooch,” she told Luis.


The cemetery was crowded. They zigzagged between gravestones and crosses until the redhead reached a far corner and stood by an unmarked mound. “Like I said,” she told them.


They stood in a half-circle, Luis, Julie and Pooch, and looked at a long heap of dirt. “What brought her to San Carlos?” Julie asked. “Kind of… remote.”


“Never asked. Never said.”


“When exactly was the tragedy?” Luis asked.


“Oh…” the redhead shrugged. “Way back.”


“We could check it out,” Julie suggested. “Records? Church, police, mayor?”


“Wouldn’t bet on it.”


Luis stooped and took a handful of dirt. “Feels fresh.” He offered it to the dog. The dog sniffed, looked away, yawned. “Pooch estimates about a week old.”


“Your stupid hound got all the answers, you don’t need me.” The redhead walked away.


“Suppose I said I’ve got a cheque for twenty-five thousand dollars,” Julie said, “made out to Princess Chuckling Stream.”


The redhead came back.


“That’s you, isn’t it?” Luis said.


“What’s this all about?”


“Ask the stupid hound,” Julie said. “He’s got all the answers.”


The redhead thought about it for so long that the dog went to sleep. Luis stretched out on the ground and put his hat over his eyes. Julie filed her nails.


“Okay, it’s me. I’m her. So what? Show me the damn cheque.”


“I only said suppose.”


“You lied.”


“Well, you lied first,” Luis said. “And we came all the way from El Paso, so we’re entitled to some payback.”


Julie said: “If you’re still Princess Roaring River, you can have a hundred bucks in cash, now, for your best painting.”


“What d’you reckon, Pooch?” The redhead gently rubbed the dog’s ribs with the side of her boot. He rolled onto his back, legs splayed, and showed a fine pair of balls. “Looks like a yes to me. Let’s get out of here. I need a beer.”


“Who was buried, if not you?” Luis asked.


“Some bum,” she said. “Does it matter?”


[image: Image]


An hour later they were all heading down the road, with thirty-seven more paintings in the trunk.


It was Princess’s idea to come with them. When she got her $100, heard real enthusiasm for her work, and knew that they owned an art gallery, she had no wish to stay in San Carlos. It wasn’t an artists’ colony. Farmers there grew the best hot chilli peppers in Mexico. They made your eyeballs sweat, blew steam out your ears, and set your hair on fire. Two or three times a year someone died, the people laid on a big funeral. Nothing else to talk about in San Carlos, just hot chillis and fancy checkouts. Quiet town. It got so she never knew the month, leave alone the day.


Julie asked why she went there in the first place.


Scared, she said. Scared and broke, a miserable combination. “I’d been the drummer in an all-girl band, touring Texas, The Humdingers, corny name. We were playing a dance hall in San Antone and our manager amscrayed with the money, left us flat broke.


“Then – stroke of luck. Met Ted. He flew fighters in the Air Force. Love at first sight, both ways. Married at the base chapel, honeymoon in Chihuahua. Hey! Life is lookin’ up. If we’d been lookin’ down, might of seen a couple of Mex hitmen waitin’ outside the hotel. Didn’t have to wait long. Me and my shiny new husband are arm in arm, strollin’ along the main drag, guns go bang-bang, there’s blood everywhere an’ I’m a widow.


“So the Mex cops haul the body away and they get on the horn to the military police at Ted’s base in Texas. Turns out I’d married a gambling man, the worst kind, the losing and borrowing kind who keeps losing until the shylocks turn up the heat. He beats it to Mexico, not far enough, and they close his account. I’m left with thirty bucks and a feeling they’ll come after me next because I inherit everything including his debts, which is crazy but who knows how these people think?
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