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I was almost asleep when Robin came out again.

Her hair was done up in a towel, and she was wearing the black-rimmed, harlequin glasses, and a smile. Period.

“Hazel thought you might like to have a surrogate piece of tail,” she said to me.
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one

I stood inside the barroom phone booth and listened to the long distance operator’s Ozark twang inquire if she was speaking to the Lazy Susan Motel, in Hudson, Florida. A honey-and-molasses Southern drawl, male, replied that indeed, ma’am, she was.

“I have a person-to-person call for Mrs. Hazel Andrews,” the operator said.

There was a brief pause. “We have no Mrs. Andrews registered,” the drawl said.

“Sir—” the operator began to say to me.

“She was registered two days ago,” I cut in.

“One moment, please,” the Florida drawl said. There was an empty humming sound on the line. “Ahhh, yes. Mrs. Andrews checked out day before yesterday, sir.”

“Then why the hell wasn’t I told that when I called the motel the day before yesterday?” I demanded heatedly.

“Sir, this is a person-to-person call,” the operator warned.

“I’ll talk to this man,” I said. “You, there, at the Lazy Susan. Why wasn’t I told day before yesterday that Mrs. Andrews had checked out?”

“I’m sure I don’t know, sir.” The voice was gently tolerant of human frailty. “I wasn’t on duty at the time.”

“Do you have the check-out card in your hand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What time did Mrs. Andrews leave?”

“Four thirty-eight P.M., sir.”

I had called at seven P.M., the same hour I was calling now. “Let me speak to the manager,” I said.

“I’m sorry, but he won’t be back until nine in the morning.”

Frustration sharpened my tone. “Is there anyone there who knows what’s going on?”

“We have quite a few guest check-outs every day, sir,” the drawl apologized. “There’s really no reason anyone would—”

“Listen,” I broke in again. “Mrs. Andrews is a six-foot redhead with a figure you wish your wife had, if you’ve got a wife. She’s probably—”

“Oh, her!” The drawl not only quickened, it warmed appreciably. “Yes, sir, I did see that guest several times the first part of the week, but not—let’s see, now—not for the past three or four days.”

Not for the past three or four days?

Today was Friday.

I’d called Monday night, and hadn’t been able to speak to Hazel.

I’d called Wednesday night, and hadn’t been told that she’d checked out Wednesday afternoon.

And now that she wasn’t at the motel, I didn’t know where to call her.

“All right, operator,” I said finally. “Give me the charges.”

“I’ll call you back, sir,” she replied.

I hung up but remained in the booth waiting for the call-back. Hazel had gone to Florida two weeks ago, and we had agreed I’d call her at the Lazy Susan every other night. The first week we connected three times, the second week not at all. There was something damn peculiar about it. There was something—

The phone rang, and I picked it up. “That will be three twenty-five, sir,” the operator’s voice said.

I pumped quarters into the coin slot, swept the rest of my prepared change into a jacket pocket, hung up again, and left the phone booth. I returned to my table at the far end of the bar, sat down, and morosely contemplated my freshly replenished Jim Beam on the rocks.

I couldn’t understand it.

It wasn’t at all like Hazel to go off without leaving a message as to how I could get in touch with her. I could call Nate Pepperman’s office in Hudson, of course, but that would have to wait until morning. Pepperman was Hazel’s financial consultant and property manager. Nate would know where she had gone. It had been a phone call from Hazel to Nate two weeks ago that initiated her trip to Florida.

Ordinarily Nate did the calling, but after returning from Spain a month ago, Hazel and I had rented an in-place trailer on Lake Peckerwood, north of Stuttgart, Arkansas, to do some fishing. Everyone thinks the name’s a joke—the lake’s name—but it actually is Lake Peckerwood. There were no phones at our end of the lake, so we used to drive to Stuttgart a couple of times a week for supplies and to allow Hazel to catch up on her various business affairs via telephone.

I’d made a good touch in Spain, but in doing so I’d lost the safe haven I’d been using previously, Hazel’s ranch in Ely, Nevada. Too many people had learned how to find me there. Hazel had put the place up for sale, and now that I thought about it, some legal aspect of that situation could have been why Pepperman wanted her in Florida.

Although it could have been almost anything. Twice widowed, Hazel had inherited chunks of cash, real estate, stocks, and bonds from both husbands. Telephone calls to and from Florida as to the disposition or acquisition of this, that, or the other asset or liability had been commonplace. I’d never paid much attention.

But I had been reluctant to see her go back to Hudson. I’d met her there while I was running down a crooked deputy sheriff who had killed my partner and tried to make off with a score my partner and I had taken from a bank in Phoenix. Hazel and I had hit it off almost immediately. But in settling with the deputy I wound up with most of my face burned off. That came from the gas-tank explosion of a car from under which I was engaging in a roadblock shoot-out with the deputy’s legitimate cohorts. I had scragged the deputy before the roadblock situation developed, but my style had attracted attention.

Hazel and I had been separated for two years while I acquired a new face through the skill and greed of a little Pakistani plastic surgeon in the prison hospital where I was jugged. When the facial surgery was completed, but before anyone had seen my new face, I acquired a gun and took off. There were bound to be more than a few people around Hudson, Florida, who would never forget my departure.

Hazel had never been connected with any of my activities in Hudson, and I had never permitted her to visit me while I was in the prison hospital. So there was really no reason why she couldn’t go back to Hudson. It was different for me, of course, even with a new face. If I went back and was identified—although, as I’d told Hazel, I didn’t see how it was possible now—there were still enough open charges against me to create an overrun on a court calendar. I’d mentioned going with her, but she’d said firmly it was much better to let sleeping dogs lie, and off she’d gone.

Which was why I was sitting in a bar in Stuttgart, Arkansas, staring down into Jim Beam on the rocks.

I picked up the drink and took a meditative swallow.

Could a police reaction have developed to Hazel’s presence in Hudson? It seemed highly unlikely, but something had provoked her into leaving the Lazy Susan without letting me know how to keep in touch with her. Something must have happened that—

A burst of noise, near the center of the large barroom, distracted me. Three loud-talking farmer-types in barn-stained overalls were seated at a table there. They all had stubble-bearded, weatherbeaten faces as red as the backs of their necks. I saw the bartender looking in their direction, too.

Beyond their table, movement caught my eye. A girl had entered the bar and was peering intently around. She brightened suddenly when she looked in my direction, then waved. I stared, and she smiled. Even before my acquisition of a new face, with its inherent stiffness of expression, girls had never been noted for smiling at the old one. I looked at the tables on either side of me to see if I had misjudged the direction of her interest, but both were empty.

I looked toward the girl once more. She baffled me additionally by waving again. She had a pretty face, with dark hair cut short in what used to be called boyish fashion, before the boys started letting it grow down their backs. Black-rimmed, harlequin-style glasses gave the girl’s face a piquant expression. She had on dark slacks and a form-fitting blue jersey, and the jersey emphasized a firmly jutting shelf of bosom.

The girl shook her head as though impatient with my slowness. She started across the floor toward me. Her route took her past the table containing the bleary-eyed, loud-talking rednecks, and one of them reached out and grabbed her wrist, throwing her off-stride. An undeniably plump hip bumped a corner of the table, and the beer glasses jumped into the air, spilling part of their contents.

The redneck said something to the girl in a leering undertone.

His wordage didn’t carry to me, but his message did to everyone in the barroom. I didn’t even see what the girl did. The next second, her wrist was free, and the redneck was rubbing his arm. The girl hadn’t even seemed to look at him. She started toward my table again, but the man jumped up and lunged at her, mouthing curses.

I got to my feet, but the girl removed and folded her glasses, then thrust them, in a single quick movement, inside her jersey into the ample cleavage between her breasts. The redneck’s bulk obscured the girl from me, so again I didn’t see what she did. While the farmer-type was still moving toward her, he soared into the air above her sleek-looking dark head. He landed on his back on the hard pine flooring with a crash that rattled the bottles on the back bar. He didn’t get up. I could see him blinking at the ceiling.

His two companions were on their feet, shouting drunken threats. The girl’s left arm swung across the table in a casual-looking, level arc. Her bladed palm took the nearer man full in the throat. He doubled up and fell back onto his chair, then rolled onto the floor. The girl stood above him and her knee flashed up and down. Even across the room I winced as she stomped him in the groin.

The furious-faced third man kicked the table partly out of his way and launched a roundhouse swing. The girl stepped inside it and jabbed extended fingers into his face. He grabbed at his eyes with both hands, then spun away from her with his arms shielding his face. The girl picked up a beer bottle and broke it off against the back of his neck with a full-armed swing of the bottle.

The bartender arrived on the run, bungstarter in hand. He surveyed the human carnage littering the floor with a foolish look on his round face. The girl looked him over as though deciding whose side he was on, then dismissed him as a creature of no importance. A hand dipped into her cleavage, she extracted her glasses, then put them on again. It was like watching a lioness clean the fur from her claws after breaking a gazelle’s neck. The girl continued across the room and seated herself at the table. I was still standing beside it, with what I was sure was a foolish look on my own face.

“I’m Robin Ford,” she said calmly. “And you’re Earl Drake.”

The bartender had enlisted assistance in removing the bewildered-looking, staggering rednecks from the tavern. The large room was quiet. My table was getting a lot of attention, more than I liked. I sat down. “Glad to meet you, Robin,” I said. “I think.”

The bartender appeared beside our table. “You tend to overdo things, lady,” he said.

She eyed him coolly. “I don’t ask to be loved,” she replied.

He shrugged, then went back behind the bar.

“What do you do for a living?” I asked the girl. Not a single jet-black hair appeared to be out of place, despite her activity.

“I’m a stunt girl in the movies,” she said. “When they’re making movies. Falling off horses, jumping from burning buildings.”

“And cleaning out bars,” I suggested.

“Oh, sure,” she agreed. “I tuck my hair up under a sombrero and relieve a few frustrations.”

The former hubbub in the large room had gradually resumed. Robin Ford and her semi-lethal response to harassment had been a five-minute wonder, but people were returning to their own preoccupations. It was time I got down to business myself. Not too many people know me as Earl Drake. If a girl could cross a barroom floor in Stuttgart, Arkansas, and lay the name on me, maybe it was time to change it.

“What makes you think my name is Earl Drake, Robin?” I asked.

She smiled, an odd-looking little smile with no real warmth. She wasn’t as young as I’d first thought. Late twenties, probably. A ripened peach. Certainly no vestal virgin. Sophistication showed. If she hadn’t moved so gracefully, her figure could almost be called stocky. “Hazel described you,” she answered me.

“When did you see Hazel?” I rapped at her.

She looked surprised at my vehemence. “Day before yesterday. Why?”

“What time?”

“Ten in the morning. Maybe ten-thirty. I flew to St. Louis that afternoon, and to Little Rock yesterday. I hired a car and drove here. Hazel couldn’t remember the name of this bar, but she remembered the street. I found you in the third bar I tried. If I hadn’t, I’d have looked for the trailer out at the lake.”

I was still digesting that load of information when she hit me with a real twister.

“Hazel wants you to come to Hudson,” she added.

My brain was churning at a thousand miles an hour. Hazel knew all about the possible involvements for me in Hudson, Florida. If she wanted me there, it added up to only one thing: trouble.

Robin’s cool-looking blue eyes studied me. “Hazel couldn’t telephone you,” she continued. “So she sent me to find you.”

“Where did you meet Hazel?”

“At a motel south of Hudson called the Lazy Susan. I was visiting an aunt nearby, but I don’t like staying with relatives. Hazel and I were both alone at the motel, so we had dinner together one night and a couple of drinks another. She knew I was at a loose end—we’d talked about my Hollywood career, or ex-career, the way the movie situation looks now—so Wednesday morning she called me at the motel and asked me to meet her in town at the office of a man named Pepperman. When I got there, Hazel said—”

“Was Nate Pepperman there, too?”

“Yes. A dapper-looking little man. But Hazel did most of the talking. And that’s how I became a paid messenger girl.”

“No indication why she wanted me to come?”

“None. I got the impression she seemed to think you’d know.”

I didn’t know.

Not that it made all that much difference.

Mentally I’d been on my way to Hudson before Robin Ford had halfway finished her story. “What about you?” I asked. “Do you cut out here?”

“Hazel said I should come back with you,” she answered. Just for an instant I received a fleeting impression of curiosity in her blue eyes. Or speculation. “If you’re going.”

“I’m going. We’re going.”

“Will we fly?”

“No.” I paused. “Did Hazel say there was that much of a rush?”

“Not really.” She appeared to be thinking it over. “The little man, Pepperman, seemed more upset than she was.”

“Upset?”

“Well, nervous. Agitated. Disturbed.”

“That’s a way of life with Nate. We’ll keep your rental car.”

Airlines are getting more touchy daily about weapons being carried aboard planes, and I never go anywhere without a weapon. Due to that same airlines situation, before Hazel and I flew to Spain I’d mailed my fine-tuned Smith & Wesson 9mm. automatic to a drop in Mobile with hold marked on the package. I’d used the drop before. Via car, Mobile was on our direct route to Hudson. I could retrieve my automatic. Right now all I had was a.22-caliber target pistol. There have been days when I didn’t need anything else, but the little gun has no real stopping power.

“When will we start?” Robin wanted to know.

“We’ve started. Did you check in anywhere in town?”

She shook her head. “My bag’s in the car.”

“So we’ll pound out a few miles tonight. Let’s go.”

“What about the trailer?” she asked.

“The trailer will keep.”

I didn’t want to take the time to drive back to the lake.

No one paid any attention to us as we left. The night air was mild and humid. The rental car, a blue Chevrolet, was halfway down the block. “What about clothes for you?” Robin asked, pausing after she’d unlocked the car door. “What about toilet articles?”

“I have a few things with me,” I said. “And I’m used to traveling light.” I took the car keys from her.

I was thinking ahead to Hudson, Florida. It irritated me that I couldn’t pinpoint the problem there. It had to be serious, or Hazel wouldn’t have asked me to come. She knew better than anyone what was hanging over my head in Hudson.

I drove around the block and pulled in at the curb behind Hazel’s fire-engine-red MG. I tossed its keys onto Robin’s lap. “Take it two blocks straight ahead, then pull into the parking lot on the left with the big red neon sign,” I directed her. “Tell the attendant you might be away for three or four days.”

Robin got into the MG. She had a little trouble with the gears at first, but finally she moved the feisty little car slowly down the street. I followed in the Chevy. I had a reason for making Robin drive the MG. When she turned into the parking lot, I parked on the street, far enough beyond the lot so she couldn’t see me.

I walked around to the Chevrolet’s trunk and opened it. I’d already made sure there was nothing in the back seat. There was a single piece of women’s luggage in the trunk. It wasn’t locked. I opened it and lifted handfuls of clothing while I explored beneath.

The contents didn’t tell me much about Robin Ford. She traveled light, too. One demonstrable fact was that she had a remarkably exotic taste in underwear. Toiletries were in a small leather case. In one corner of the bag was a slim billfold. It contained two ten-dollar bills and five crisp hundreds. The five hundred was probably what Hazel gave the girl to make the run, I decided. Nothing else in the bag was of any significance except to a female.

I put the bag back in order, snapped it shut, and closed the trunk lid. I wasn’t thinking anything adverse about Robin Ford. It just would have been a damn-fool play to pass up the chance to check out her bag.

I crossed the street and located Robin in the parking lot. The attendant was giving her a receipt. I opened the passenger-side door and picked up a slightly-larger-than-attaché-sized briefcase. Ever since the plastic surgery after the gas-tank explosion, I’ve needed a complete makeup kit for my face. I never go anywhere without it, and it’s never as far away from me as the locked trunk of a car or the baggage compartment of an airplane. Once I’d stood and watched helplessly as a quarter of a million dollars burned up in the trunk of a car to which I didn’t have the keys and to which I didn’t dare get too close; the little Pakistani plastic surgeon had warned me my once-burned face couldn’t be repaired again. After he said that, the briefcase never left my side.

In addition to the makeup kit, I always carry two extra wigs in the case. And the.22 was in it. I wasn’t worried that Robin might have opened it as I had her bag. Hazel had given me the briefcase, and she’d had it set up with a four-letter alphabetical combination lock. In her usual whimsical fashion she’d had the combination set to s-e-x-y.

Robin and I crossed the street to the Chevrolet. I set the briefcase down on the front seat beside me, got under the wheel, and we took off. I knew it was 270 miles from Little Rock to Jackson, Mississippi, because I’d driven it before. It should be about the same from Stuttgart, because we had to backtrack to Pine Bluff on Route 79 before we could head southeast on Route 65. “We’ll take two hours on and two hours off at the wheel,” I told Robin.

I could see the route in my mind’s eye. At Tallulah we’d turn east on 80, crossing the Big Muddy at Vicksburg. Across the river, Highway 80 becomes Interstate 20, and Jackson wasn’t far beyond that. It was mostly two-lane to Jackson. No speed driving.

“Are you planning on hammering it straight through?” Robin asked after an hour.

“I’d just as soon make it as soon as possible.”

“I don’t know if I can take it,” she said. “I’ve had two full days already, and I can’t sleep in a car. Can’t we stop?”

“We can get a few hours’ sleep in Jackson,” I said grudgingly. “But I want to make Mobile tomorrow afternoon.”

It was quiet then except for the rush of night air through the open windows. We kept running in and out of light rain showers which hardly dampened the highway and certainly didn’t cool the countryside. At Eudora I refilled the gas tank.

Robin took the wheel at that point. I felt tired, but I couldn’t sleep. I kept running through my mind the situation in Hudson as I’d known it, wondering what could have gone wrong. I was almost sure it wasn’t a police situation. There was almost no way it could be a police situation.

I was almost at the end of my second two-hour stretch when we arrived in Jackson. I turned off at a Howard Johnson Motor Lodge, and Robin stretched lengthily as the car drew to a halt. She sat silently while I went inside and registered as Mr. and Mrs. Earl Drake. I wondered about continuing to use the name. Nobody in Hudson should know Earl Drake, but nobody in Hudson should be making trouble for Hazel, either.

I drove to the assigned ground-floor unit and carried Robin’s bag and my briefcase into the room. “I’ll match you to see who uses the shower first,” I said.

“You go ahead,” she returned.

The steaming hot water was relaxing. I emerged from the bathroom swathed in a bath towel. I stripped the double bed and climbed into it. I’d halfway expected Robin to say something about the double bed, but it had been her idea to stop. She didn’t say anything, though. She eyed my body scars curiously, those created by skin transfers while I was acquiring a new face, but she made no comment about those, either. She went into the bathroom and closed the door.

I was almost asleep when she came out again.

Her hair was done up in a towel, and she was wearing the black-rimmed, harlequin glasses, and a smile. Period.

“Hazel thought you might like to have a surrogate piece of tail,” she said to me.

“She did, did she? She’s getting quite emancipated.”

“She also told me that you were an ass man,” Robin went on, turning to exhibit a real butterball type. She glanced at me over her bare shoulder.

“You can play that contract vulnerable and redoubled,” I agreed, scrutinizing the scenery. “Did she also tell you I bite?”

“Where it shows?”

“Only if you’re a nudist.”

She came over and sat down on the bed. Her pelt was dazzling and its texture was like satin. She had two or three extra pounds attached to each curve, but that situation never gets any criticism from me. There was no particular expression on her face. I mean it wasn’t coy or lustful or even playful.

She reached and took a finger-and-thumbful of my flesh near my ribs and gave me a twisting pinch. Her hand strength was such it felt like a lanced boil. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I demanded, slapping her hand away.

“I like to hurt men,” she answered. She giggled, a high-pitched sound in contrast to her normal speaking voice.

“Yeah? Better be careful about those you pick to hurt or you’ll get that handsome ass fractured,” I told her.

She stretched out on the bed and pulled me down on top of her. I have to be careful with women. More turn me off than on, but this one had a way with her. When she saw my readiness, she stuffed a pillow under her butt. I removed her glasses and slid into the saddle. Her reactions were mechanical but expert. She had the type of firmly rounded belly that could have served as a launching pad for a moonshot.

All my life I’ve been hearing that muscle-broads are no good in bed.

It’s a crock of shellac.

What I got was better than what I gave, although the surrogate didn’t match up to the original.

• • •

I woke in early-morning darkness with Robin nibbling at my ear, so we got a late start. Even so, we reached Mobile by mid-afternoon. Beyond Jackson we’d turned southeast again on Route 49. Past Hattiesburg we joined the Old Spanish Trail at Gulfport. I left Robin at a motel cocktail lounge when we reached Mobile. “I’ll only be about an hour,” I told her.

“I can hardly wait,” she answered with a smile marred only by a full-grown tabby’s attempt to look kittenish.

I drove to the Golden Peacock, Rudy Hernandez’ place. I knew he worked the bar afternoons. Evenings he prowled the floor, keeping order. Sometimes he had a lot of it to keep. The police had never been known to compare the neon-encrusted bar to a convent.

I selected an isolated bar stool and ordered my usual Jim Beam on the rocks. The dark-faced, potbellied Rudy paused in his supervision of the barboy’s washing of glasses to serve it to me. We were alone at one end of the bar. “You’ve got a package in your safe for Earl Drake,” I said. “It’s marked ‘hold’.”

“Who said I had a safe?” he countered.

“I’ve been here before.”

He looked me over carefully. “I don’t know you,” he said.

He knew me.

He just didn’t know the name or the face.

“There’s a 9mm Smith & Wesson automatic with a notched sight in the package, Rudy.”

He studied me again. “C’mon into the office,” he said abruptly. He raised a wooden flap in the bar and I joined him behind it. He unlocked a door and we entered a dingy, cluttered back room. Rudy paused in front of a large, old-fashioned safe. “You say you’ve been here before?” he repeated my statement.

“Not often enough to know the combination.”

He stood with his head cocked to one side while he listened to the sound of my voice. “Okay, somethin’ about you rings a bell,” he decided. He opened the safe, his bulk hiding the dial while he spun it. He handed me the package, and I ripped it open and showed him the automatic. He nodded, and started to close the safe.

“How about a couple of extra clips and a box of 9mm Parabellum cartridges?” I asked. Rudy had no difficulty in producing the items. “Any interesting toys in that crackerbox?” I continued when he again started to swing shut the massive door.

“Crackerbox?” he echoed in an injured tone, but he reversed the direction of the door. Neatly arranged on shelves inside, each on its own individual chamois, were a Walther; two Colts, one long-barreled; a Webley; a Beretta; and a conventional-sized pistol I didn’t recognize. To one side was a tiny palm gun. I reached inside the safe and picked it up.

“I took that in on a bad debt,” Rudy said. “At anything more’n twenty yards it prob’ly wouldn’t do much more damage ‘n a kick in the ass. I only got about a dozen bullets for it. They’re.41 caliber, an’ they don’t make ‘em any more.”

The gun was an over-and-under derringer, a replica of the old-style gamblers’ vest-pocket weapon, but made in modern steel. Fired across an average-sized room there could be a ten-inch variation in bullet placement, depending upon which barrel was used, but a man doesn’t always want to shoot across a room. The last time I’d been in Hudson I had a midget weapon, and without it I wouldn’t have gotten out of town. “I’ll take it,” I said. “What about a lock-pick?”

Rudy opened a drawer. He had spring steel picks, very thin but of great tensile strength. The torque wrenches were both Z-shaped and L-shaped. I selected a Z-shaped wrench with its accompanying pick, buttoned my collar, and inserted both flexible strips of steel in place of collar stays. Placed there, a man can stand almost any kind of a frisk.

Rudy nodded approvingly, and an exorbitant amount of money changed hands. Rudy’s prices were outrageous, but he always had reliable merchandise. We parted without farewells. I put the automatic in my briefcase before I went back to collect Robin.

She had a half-finished beer in front of her. “Drink up,” I ordered. “The highway awaits.”

“I hoped we’d be staying here overnight,” she complained. “Didn’t you like the sample I gave you?”

“Almost thou persuadeth me, Robin. Almost.”

I loaded her into the car. Her attitude was sullen. “Hazel never mentioned what you did for a living,” she said after a while.

“I’m a pimp,” I replied. “We’re breaking you in for the South American trade.”

“You couldn’t break in a baby to a pacifier,” she informed me loftily, but she didn’t ask any more questions.

I drove to Tallahassee, and I really pushed it. It was almost full dark when we arrived. Robin looked at me inquiringly when I parked in front of the Greyhound terminal. “You’re finishing the trip on the bus,” I informed her. If I had to make a quick move in Hudson, I didn’t want to be burdened with a female.

She started to argue, then changed her mind. “You’ll come to see me in Hudson, won’t you? At the Lazy Susan?”

“Sure, Velvet-Ass. Since you’re under Hazel’s sponsorship, I can’t wait to get both your asses in the same bed.”

“I wonder about you,” she said slowly. “I really do.”

“I just talk a good game, Robin,” I said.

“You haven’t forgotten it’s a rental car?”

“I’ll get the papers from you in Hudson.”

I put her on the bus with a ticket and her bag. Then I took the Chevy to the Tallahassee rental agency and turned it in. I told the agency I’d lost the papers. I had them call Little Rock and get the charges. I paid up, took my briefcase, and hailed a cab.

I had the cabbie take me to the largest used-car lot in town. In twenty minutes I was the owner of a two-year-old Ford for which I paid cash. The dealer’s boy put on the temporary ten-day tags.

An hour after Robin’s departure I aimed the Ford toward Hudson.

Near midnight I pulled into a trucker’s terminal. I had a sandwich, then took my briefcase into the men’s room. I went into a cubicle and changed wigs and makeup. I took my Bianchi belt-holster from the briefcase and exchanged it for the belt I had on. I settled the Smith & Wesson in it after loading a clip. Its solid, familiar weight felt comforting.

I tested the trigger-pull of the derringer before carefully inserting two of the dozen cartridges acquired from Rudy Hernandez. Fortunately the trigger-pull wasn’t unduly sensitive. I made a temporary shin holster from two heavy elastic bands I bummed from the restaurant’s cashier. I put the derringer under the lower one, pulled my long sock up, covering the weapon, then fastened the sock under the upper elastic. I’d arrange something more permanent later. Right then I got back out on the highway.

Beyond Perry there was little traffic. I reached Hudson at two A.M. The last time I’d driven past its single traffic light it had been at 90 m.p.h. with a posse of police cruisers after me. I knew where my first stop was going to be. I was going to break into Nate Pepperman’s office. There might be a message from Hazel.

Nate’s office was upstairs over the bank. I parked a block away and walked back. The outside door at the foot of the stairs was ajar a fraction of an inch. I examined it for a full minute and the silent street for another before I widened the aperture cautiously. That door shouldn’t have been open.

I went up the stairway, staying close to the wall to avoid squeaky stair treads. The upper hallway was dimly illuminated by a streetlight shining through a window. The door to Nate’s office was wide open. I think I knew what I was going to see before I saw it.

Even in the poor light I could see Nate Pepperman sitting at his desk, slumped to one side.

The top of the desk was covered with blood.

Pepperman’s throat had been cut viciously.

Hazel’s financial consultant was dead, and it was plain that he had been for some time.
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