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Kiki Kalmer was attired in tight-clinging white lastex toreador pants and white high-spiked shoes and was attired in nothing else. Her firm, enormous, pink-nippled breasts seemed to quiver with far more, if involuntary, inquisitiveness than her green shockproof eyes.

“You?” she said.

“Were you expecting someone else?”

“As a matter of fact I was. But come in, come in; just don’t stand there glaring.”

I came in but I did not stop glaring.

“What is it with you? Haven’t you ever seen a broad without a bra?”

“Yes, but let’s say not quite so casually.”

But there was a lot that wasn’t casual in Kiki Kalmer.

Somewhere along the line, Kiki had met a murderer. A person or persons unknown, who would kill again with no hesitation unless Peter Chambers could get to the heart of the mystery first.

And if he didn’t make it he would be forced to solve the DEATH OF A HOOKER! With his own death slated close after!
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ONE

A hooker is many different things to many different people in many different places. In Holland, a hooker is a frigate, two-masted. In Ireland, a hooker is a fishing smack, one-masted. In England, a hooker is the individual who hooks the hoisting chain to the bucket in a coal mine. In the United States, a hooker is a prostitute.

A prostitute is a female who practices the world’s second oldest profession. (Quick now!—what is the world’s oldest profession?) In Broadway plays, a prostitute is respectful, reliable, insouciant, winsome, empathetic, and semi-respectable. In the fat-bellied books of old (Dostoyevsky) and the fat-bellied books of new (O’Hara), a prostitute is a soulful and sympathetic creature of circumstance with caustic wit, brackish humor, and heart of gold. In my book, a professional prostitute is a vicious harpy, without moral or scruple, closely akin to a psychopath.

If my opinion strikes you as being particularly harsh, I agree; but permit me to add that in my business, perforce, I have met more prostitutes than you have in your business, perforce, unless you are a pimp. Again, please understand, I am passing an opinion—I am not passing judgment; I am making a flat statement of opinion and a rather unpopular statement in this era of the willful coddling of the wicked. A hooker is not good, is not sweet, is not kind, is not trustworthy, is not true-blue, and she does not have a heart of gold. She has a heart in the mold of a cash register, and any gold involved is any gold she can grasp. Inquire, if you please. Ask of those who must deal with them. Ask a policeman. Ask a social worker. Ask a welfare investigator. Ask a probation officer. Do not ask a psychiatrist because a psychiatrist by profession bleeds for all humanity (except his relatives), has compassion for all youngsters (except his children), and understands the transgressions of all women (except his wife’s). I am attempting to set the scales straight. I am attempting to subtract some of the glamour that has been wrapped around our strumpets by naive playwrights and fat-bellied novelists. A woman must be of a certain stripe—bad—to be able to enter into the most intimate of physical relations with a constant succession of men, each a paying customer. I am not talking about the chick who needs loot and flips for a guy with money. I am not talking about the casual gal who accepts cab fare from her boy friend (though where the devil can she live when the “cab fare” has a spread of anywhere from twenty to fifty dollars)? I am not talking about the demure little flower who shyly accepts gifts (ranging from clothes and confections to cars and cottages) from her benificent, elderly, and slightly-impotent heart-of-hearts. Nor am I talking about the rapacious, tempestuous mistress to a single (though married) man. Nor even about the haughty lady who weds the man of great wealth for whom she does not give one whit and takes unto herself a lover or two, or three or four, or five or six, and fits them in among her other activities such as churchgoing, antique-buying, poetry seminars, and PTA meetings.

I am talking about the professional prostitute whom, as a class, and despite the trumpetings of the couch-washed playwrights and analysis-drenched novelists, I would not trust as far as I could throw a ton of wet cement. So how did it come about—you have the right to ask—that I lent $6,000, cold cash, without chit or collateral, to a hooker named Beverly Crystal whom I knew to be all whore?

You have a right to ask, which gives me the opportunity to answer.

Bend an ear, fellow human. In a sense, we all suffer together.

It was eleven o’clock of a sunsplashed Tuesday of a warm September in my office in the City of New York. I was engaged in preliminary conversation with a client of long standing. My client was 46 years of age. My client had red hair, white skin, a good figure, and cold grey eyes. By dint of diet, exercise, cosmetics, and the best of beauty salons (she could afford the best), my client made a stern attempt to look younger than her 46 years of age, and she just about succeeded. She looked like a well-kept, well-coiffed, well-boffed forty-five. Her name was Mrs. Astrid Kalmar Lund, but the Mrs. was somewhat of an honorary title because her husband, Leopold Lund, was dead for the past twenty years and she had never remarried. I had met her, years ago, through her brother, Olaf Kalmar, whom I respected and admired. She lived with her mother-in-law, Mrs. Barbara Lund, whom I also respected and admired. Mrs. Barbara Lund, now a childless widow, was very old and very ill with an inoperable malignancy, but she staunchly disregarded age and illness; she was ambulatory, active, ever-smiling, busy, and fighting all the way. Mrs. Barbara Lund was extremely wealthy, a millionairess many times over, which did no harm to the only living relative left to her, albeit a relative by marriage, her daughter-in-law Astrid, and which perhaps explains why the said daughter-in-law never remarried. However, although I admired and respected Mr. Olaf Kalmar, and I admired and respected Mrs. Barbara Lund, it does not necessarily follow, of course, that I admired and respected Mrs. Astrid Kalmar Lund. As a matter of fact, I did not. Astrid Kalmar Lund was a client and, since she lived for kicks and dwelt along the edges of forbidden excitement, she constantly fell into scrapes, which made her frequent fodder for the private richard, and I was her choice in that category.

We had talked about the weather, we had made desultory inquiries about the respective states of our health, we had exchanged some titillating tidbits of gossip, and she was just about girding for the recital of whatever her emergency, when the telephone rang. Since I had made no request of my secretary not to be disturbed, I was angry at no one but myself. I said “Excuse me” to my client and “Hello” to the telephone.

“Beverly here,” said the voice.

“Who?” I said.

“Is this Mr. Chambers?”

“This is Mr. Chambers.”

“Peter Chambers?”

“Peter Chambers.”

“Don’t sound so cranky. I just wanted to be sure.”

“Beverly who?” I said.

“Beverly Crystal.”

“Oh,” I said.

Beverly Crystal was a prostitute. Prostitutes are people. There are gradations in people. Beverly Crystal was Grade A. I am not referring to her skill of performance. I would not know. I am constitutionally incapable of engaging in love by purchase. Beverly Crystal was a call girl. Her minimum price was one hundred dollars per engagement. She would not venture out for less, even if it meant shoplifting for a living, and that made her Grade A. She was a beautiful girl. She was probably bright. She was hip, wise, sophisticated. She had a veneer of culture, she had poise, she knew how to dress, and her customers were of the highest calibre. At a minimum of a hundred bucks a throw, her customers, naturally, figured to be. Beverly Crystal was a client of mine: a private detective does not screen his clients in matters of moral turpitude (or he would be out of business). The sex, color, creed, politics, religion, profession, or ethics of his clients are no concern of his; only his own ethics do, or should concern him.

“So?” I said into the telephone.

“I want to see you,” said Beverly Crystal.

“For how much?”

“Oh, now, you’re always talking money.”

“Aren’t you?” I said.

“Ha, ha. Funny fella. It’s a favor, Peter. Please.”

“I have a client now, Miss Crystal.”

“Oh, it’s with the Miss Crystal, is it? Fancy client?”

“No more fancy than you.”

“That’s fancy.”

“Okay. Fancy.”

“Look,” she said. “Please. I want to talk to you. You’ll be doing me a real favor. I’ve done favors for you, haven’t I?”

“Like what?”

“Entertained friends of yours from out of town. Recommended clients. Plenty of favors.”

“Oh. I thought you meant personal.”

“Personal, you can have it any time you ask, man. For you, it’s for free.”

“Thanks. I pass.”

“Look. I’m home. Will you come over?”

“When?”

“The sooner the better. As soon as you’re finished with your fancy client. Okay?”

“Okay,” I said. I hung up. I lit a cigarette. I sighed and said to my client, “So?”

“Where were we?” said Astrid Lund.

“Nowhere. Just talking around.”

She opened her bag and took a cigarette from a silver case. I made no move to light it for her. She lit it herself and blew smoke at my face. “You don’t approve of me,” she said. “Do you?”

“Neither approve nor disapprove.”

“You think I live too high, spend too much, burn the candle at too many goddamn ends, don’t you?”

“Maybe I do, and if I do, it’s none of my business, is it; so why are you bugging me, Astrid?”

“I hate the way you look at me.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Maybe I deserve it.” She shrugged. She sucked on her cigarette and blew smoke at my face again. “What do you expect? I’m an unhappy bitch. I live with that old lady like a paid companion—limited to an allowance.”

“Limited?” I said. “Like at three thousand bucks a month—I’d like to be limited.”

“Three thousand bucks a month—hell. People in my station of life find it hard to get along at three thousand dollars a week.”

“Ah, come on.”

“I was a beautiful young girl who married a very rich young man—only I didn’t know that he didn’t have a sou; that he lived with, and on, his sickeningly rich mother. He died, and he left me nothing, because he had nothing to leave. And I moved in with that old bitch, and I’ve lived with her since—like a glorified paid companion.”

I stubbed out my cigarette. “She has a paid companion—her personal maid. She also has a cook, a butler, and a chauffeur. You’re her daughter-in-law, she has a great regard for you—she seems to love you dearly—and you’re far from a paid companion because you’re hardly ever home. So what’s the beef?”

“She won’t die,” she said bitterly. “That’s the beef. She’s seventy-eight, if she’s a day—and she won’t die.”

“She’s a sick woman,” I said. “She’s dying.”

“How long can I wait?” She broke her cigarette in an ashtray. “Twenty years I’m waiting, like a vulture, like a scavenger. Growing old, getting old, I’m waiting, waiting. Two years ago the doctors told me she wouldn’t last six months. But she’s still around, stronger than I am, strong as a horse. She’s still around, isn’t she?” But she took her eyes from mine. She looked away, as though in shame.

I said, “Why are you here, Astrid?”

The cold grey eyes returned to mine. There was no shame in the eyes. There was fury. “Bored with my chitchat, aren’t you? Bored with my complaints, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” I said.

“You don’t like me, do you?”

“I don’t,” I said.

“But you take my money.”

“That’s business,” I said.

“And you’ve attended my parties, haven’t you?”

“Maybe I like your guests.”

“You can go and drop dead.”

“Is that all?” I said. I stood up and came around my desk. I went to the window and looked out. “You just want to get rid of some venom? Is that it?”

“No, that’s not it.”

“Well, come to the point, please. Or get the hell out of here.”

That was the kind of treatment she liked. I turned to face her. She was smiling now, savagely.

“You’re scum,” she said.

“Thank you,” I said.

“But you’re efficient.”

“Thank you,” I said. “Let’s get to the point.”

She opened her bag again, and placed two hundred dollars on my desk. “Remember I was in Vegas during May and June?”

“So?”

“I went for a bundle.”

“Naturally.”

“But a big bundle. Tremendous.”

“Oh?” I came back to my desk and sat down.

“I was Mrs. Astrid Kalmar Lund. They took my markers. But then when I wanted to go home—they wouldn’t let me.”

“How much?” I said.

“A lot.”

“How much?”

“Two hundred thousand.”

My lips formed in a whistle but no sound came because my breath was intake rather than outgo. “But you came home,” I said.

“I called Mickey. He bailed me out.”

I shook my head. “I don’t buy. Sorry. Not Mickey. Mickey can’t handle two hundred thousand.” Mickey was her sweetheart. Mickey was ten years younger than she. Mickey was Mickey Bokino, front man in one of the offices of Gotham Loan Association, (one of many throughout the city) located at 500 Fifth Avenue. Gotham Loan Association was in the business of check cashing, making small legitimate loans, and large illegitimate loans. The power behind the wicker of the Gotham Loan enterprises was Vincent (Vinnie) Veneto, a distinguished don of the Mafia from way back. But not Mickey. Mickey was no power. Mickey was an employee earning an extraordinary salary, but nonetheless a lackey; well-dressed, perfumed, pomaded, and silk-shirted, Mickey Bokino swaggered about with an air of bravado, but Mickey, actually, was a small-time hood affixed to a rather big-time job, a loan shark with stature, but his stature evolved from Vinnie Veneto, and to such as the quiet, polite, dangerous Vinnie Veneto the likes of the showy, boisterous Mickey Bokino compare as the parasitic louse to a full head of hair. Mickey Bokino was tall, dark, strong, handsome, and a junkie in full control of his habit (that is, he could afford the luxury). I suspected that dear Astrid Kalmar Lund was also a full-blown junkie but I could not state for certain because no one had ever told me and I had never asked.

“Mickey helped to bail me out,” said Astrid Lund.

“Like how?” I said.

“He communicated with Veneto. Veneto said okay. Mickey flew out with the loot, I paid off, and we came home together.”

“For how much?” I said.

“It’s costing me two thousand a month. I signed legitimate notes, of course, to Gotham Loan.”

“So what’s your problem?” I said.

“You’re a friend of Veneto’s,” she said.

“Let’s be precise,” I said. “Acquaintance. I choose my friends.”

“He thinks you’re a terrific guy.”

“He’s entitled to his opinion.” I was beginning to get impatient. “Now what’s your problem? And what’s with the large stipend of two hundred dollars on my desk?”

“I want an extension,” she said.

“What do you mean by extension?” I said.

“Extension of time. I started paying my interest—for want of a better word—on July first. I missed my payment on August first. And now I can’t make this payment either, the September payment. I want an extension of time.”

“For how long?”

“A month. Two months. Then I’ll return the entire principal.”

“Honey, these babies are not as much interested in the principal as they are in the interest.”

“If he gives me two months—I’ll return the principal with six month’s interest. Tell him that.”

“Why me?” I said.

“What do you mean?” she said.

“You want a favor from Veneto—why don’t you have Mickey ask him? Why me?”

“First, because I’ve heard you carry weight with him. And second, I prefer that he doesn’t know that there’s anything personal between Mickey and me.”

“And when do you want me to do this?”

“Today. Now. As quickly as possible. That two hundred bucks is your retaining fee. If you swing it, there’s three hundred more for you.”

“When?”

“Tonight. I want you to report to me at eleven o’clock at home.”

“Which home?” I said. She lived with her mother-in-law in a penthouse at 700 Park Avenue, but she had a lavish four-room hideaway in a walkup without a doorman at 12 East 72nd to which no one else had a key but Mickey Bokino.

Icily she said, “I have only one home. The apartment—that’s for laughs.”

“But real yaks,” I said. “Belly laughs.”

She stood up. “Eleven o’clock, then?”

“Okay. But what about Mrs. Lund? I don’t expect you want to talk about this in front of her.”

“She’ll be out. Theatre party. Big charity. She won’t be home until about eleven-thirty.” She drew out a new cigarette, snapped her bag shut, held the matches, and talked with the cigarette in her lips. “All right, you have your orders. I’ll see you tonight.”

I saluted. “Yes ma’am, Your Highness.”

She lit the cigarette, blew smoke at my face again, and left.





TWO

I arrived at Beverly Crystal’s at 11:30. Beverly Crystal held sway in a stylish five-room domicile at 18 West 58th Street, a tall, old, once-fashionable apartment house with an automatic elevator. Beverly Crystal’s well-furnished five rooms were departmentalized in peculiar manner. One room was a kitchen. (Of course, there was a bathroom done in gold.) The other four rooms consisted of two bedrooms and two living rooms. One living room was done in quiet, deep-toned, mahogany, period furniture; and one living room was done in sprightly, modern, light-wood walnut. One bedroom was severe, dour, and antique (with a canopied bed); the other was frilly and contemporary (with a mirrored ceiling). I suppose dear Beverly knew what she was doing; after all, her apartment was also her place of business. It was entirely possible that certain of her antique customers were more comfortable in staid surroundings while her more frivolous customers preferred an atmosphere more gay.

I touched her bell and the door was opened by a smiling Beverly, ice-tinkling glass in hand.

“Hi,” she said.

Dutifully I intoned the dutiful greeting of our day. “Hi.”

“Good to see you,” she said. “I’ve got company.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” I remained in the doorway. “But didn’t you tell me to come—”

“I said company, sweetie, not clients. Come in. Come in.”

Beverly Crystal looked more like a post-debutante than a prostitute, although there does not appear to be much difference in these days of our times except that the post-deb does not insist upon monetary compensation in exchange for her favors. Beverly Crystal was about thirty, petite and smooth-skinned, with round-brown innocent eyes and short-cut auburn hair. She was wearing expensive conservative black velvet slacks and a sleeveless beige blouse which was also conservative but frightfully daring by reason of the fact that there was no brassiere underneath it. Upright nipples, like two accusing fingers, pointed at me from excellent breasts in full mold revealed.

“Don’t just stand there,” she said. “Come in, come in. Nobody’s going to bite you.”

She was entertaining in the modern living room and there she led me. Her company was comprised of two gentlemen both of whom I knew but one of them did not know that I knew him. One gentleman was tiny, sandy-haired, grinning, and weather-beaten. The other was tall, dark, pale, slender, and exceedingly handsome. Both held tall glasses of jiggling iced highballs.

“You know Earl Dunbar,” said Beverly Crystal.

“You bet,” I said, cheerfully you-betting.

“Hi, Pete,” said Earl Dunbar.

“Hi, Earl,” said Pete Chambers.

Earl Dunbar was the tiny one. Earl Dunbar was a jockey. Earl Dunbar was under exclusive contract to the Lund Stables. The Lund Stables were owned by Mrs. Barbara Lund.

“And the good-looking guy is Danny,” said Beverly Crystal. “Meet Danny. Danny—Peter Chambers.” That was all. Danny. Just Danny.

“Hi,” said Danny.

“Hi,” said I.

“Danny’s from Chicago,” said Beverly Crystal.

“Uh huh,” I said.

Danny did not know me but I knew Danny. Danny had been pointed out to me while he was in a spotlight performing and I was at a ringside table. Danny was Danny Danzig, known as The Dancer, a talented young guy from Chicago, with noodles in his head instead of brains. Danny was a gifted dancer who could have made it the hard way but Danny insisted upon trying to make it the easy way. The easy way was running with the racket boys and trying to promote himself into a slot as a big shot, which he never did. The hard way would have been to stick to dancing until somebody picked him up for Hollywood and changed his name to Tab Torn and put him in a picture from a one-act play by Tennessee Billingsgate and at once he would have been a star because Danny Danzig was a gorgeous hunk of man. But Danny worked the short cuts looking for his rainbow and, though Danny had got in and out of trouble, he had never been arrested. Danny’s brother, Jerry Danzig, owned a successful nightclub in Chicago, The Copa Danzig, and whenever the heat got too hot for Danny, brother Jerry welcomed him back to dance at the club. Pity poor Danny. The guy was a marvelously graceful dancer, a personality on stage, and a favorite with the regulars, but he was always in and out of The Copa Danzig, because for people like Danny the heat always gets too hot. He was reputed to be slick, smooth, vicious and ugly-tempered, a bad actor when aroused, and a tough conscienceless guy to tangle with. Danny had watched too many late-late shows starring the early George Raft, and he had listened to too many records and too many legends starring Frank Sinatra. He had taken on the least attractive mannerisms of each, he dressed like a combination of both, and he was younger than either. Danny was about thirty.

“Peter here is a private eye,” said Beverly Crystal.

“Thrilling,” said Danny.

Beverly took another shot at convivial conversation. “Danny’s called The Dancer,” she said. “Cute, huh?”

“Thrilling,” I said.

“Would you like to make something out of it, punk?” said Danny the Dancer.

“Slow waltz or fast ballet?” I inquired.

“There’s a new number called Smack In The Puss. Wanna dance it, pal?”

“Always willing to oblige, although you’re probably more accustomed to dancing with boys than I am. Who’ll lead?”

“Me,” he said and started coming, an ugly expression on his mouth, but Earl Dunbar grabbed his wrist. “Cut,” said Earl Dunbar.

“Leggo,” said Danny the Dancer.

“You’re company, Dancer. You got a hostess, you know?”

That seemed to hold him. George Raft and Frank Sinatra and Allan Ladd and Dean Martin and even Marlon Brando—they all had company manners and they were all gallant to a lady. “A punk is a punk,” said Danny the Dancer, now stationary, “and this punk is a punk and I’m allergic to punks.”

“Now, Dancer, you started with the remarks,” said Earl Dunbar.

“But she said the guy was an eye, didn’t she?” said The Dancer in an aggrieved tone of seemingly apparent logic.

“So he’s an eye,” said Earl Dunbar. “So what? Happens he’s a right guy, even if an eye.”

“You got rocks, pal. An eye is a fink, period.”

And now Miss Crystal interposed the balm of charming drawing-room chitchat. “Danny’s staying here with me for a couple of days,” she said brightly. “He’s like visiting from the Windy City.”

“Shortage of hotels?” I said. “Or shortage of money?”

“See what I mean by a fink?” said The Dancer.

“Honey,” I said to my hostess, “if I belt this beautiful guest you’re harboring, you’re liable to have blood all over your pretty rug—so if you want to talk to me, there must be another room where the stink isn’t so bad.”

The Dancer churned into gear, but Earl Dunbar got in his way.

“Now, boys, boys, please, please,” said Beverly, somewhat firmly.

“Who served this cat buckshot for breakfast?” I said.

Earl Dunbar stayed in his way, although I was now ready to enjoy.

“Gentlemen, gentlemen, please, please,” said Beverly Crystal and took me to the antique living room and closed the door. “What the hell?” she said. She put her drink away and flung up her hands as though shooting a basketball. “Now what the hell went on in there?”

“Clash of personalities,” I said. “Or something. I come bearing roses and the guy spits in my eye.”

“Man, you’re really burning,” she said and grinned in delight.

“No more,” I said.

“All simmered down?”

“Purring like a pussy cat. Now what am I doing here, please?”

“I asked you here, remember?”

“I have a faint recollection. Why?”

“Would you like a drink?”

“Thanks. Too early for me.”

“I’ve known you to drink earlier.”

“Honey, please. Let’s say I don’t feel gala.”

“Why, baby? You know Beverly loves you like mad.”

“Let’s say I didn’t cotton to the reception.”

“Don’t let that throw you. You’re a big boy now, Peter.”

“Sweetie, I’ve just about had it with the small talk. You want to make with the big words, or do you want me to get the hell out of here?”

She sat down. I sat down.

“I’m in trouble,” she said.

“Those are big words,” I said. “Who’s your trouble?”

“Mickey Bokino.”

I groaned. “Oh no. Don’t tell me you want an extension on a loan.”

Her round eyes grew rounder. “How do you know?”

“I’m telepathic.”

“No, really.”

“It’s an epidemic.”

“Did he tell you?”

“How much?” I said.

“Did he tell you?”

“No.”

“Then how do you know?”

“I guessed. How much?”

“Thirty thousand dollars.”

Now my round eyes grew rounder. “You’re out of your mind.”

“I wish I was.”

“I’ll have that drink now.”

She remained seated. “Help yourself.”

I helped myself from an antique cabinet. I said, “Thirty big ones? What are you smoking these days?”

“Nothing.”

“Now look, Bev. This isn’t a very sensible morning, but let’s try. Thirty thousand dollars from Bokino to you—that’s ridiculous. For a small loan, sure, okay, but for thirty gees, you’re a bad risk. Now let’s try to make a little sense here, huh?”

“Please listen,” she said.

“Damn, I’m listening, but so far I haven’t heard anything around here except short rehearsals for fast lunacy.”

“Please sit down.”

Once more I sat but I clung to my drink as tenaciously as a politician clings to God, Mother, and Sanctity during a Presidential election year. “Shoot,” I said, feeling profane.

“Nobody knows this, but the Lund Stables are being put up for sale.”

“What the hell does that have to do with thirty thousand dollars from Mickey Bokino to Beverly Crystal?”

“Sit quiet,” she said. “Drink. Don’t get impatient.”

I sat quiet. I drank. But I was impatient.

“The old lady is selling out,” she said. “It’s not yet open-up public stuff, you know? She likes Earl Dunbar. He’s been her contract jock for thirteen years now. She offered him King Fleet for sixty thousand bucks. Sixty thousand for King Fleet—that’s like giving you an option on the mint for a half a buck. Dig?”

“I dig, I dig,” I said. The Lund Stables had some of the best thoroughbreds in the country, the finest of which was King Fleet. The King was four years old and he had lost only four races in his lifetime. When he was three, the King had been even money in the winter book for the Kentucky Derby, but he had pulled up lame two weeks before the Run for the Roses and he had been scratched. King Fleet was as sweet a hunk of horseflesh as had ever been bred in the United States and he would have been worth sixty thousand dollars merely as a stud stallion had he been fourteen years old and grown bored with mares and poor in matters of equine love and constant production of progeny. But the King was four, campaigning at his prime, winning stake after stake, dramatically dawdling at the outset, beginning to jump in the turn at the stretch, and then eating up horse after horse in the last two furlongs, and invariably shoving his nose under the wire as the Number One that he was.

“Why?” I said.

“Why what?” said Beverly Crystal.

“Why the bargain for Earl Dunbar?”

“Like I said, the old lady liked him. One day they were talking and she said she’d give him the champ for sixty gees, like for a present. Earl held her to it, and the old lady said sure, you get up the sixty gees, and you got the King. Now follow me. Earl don’t want to spread this around. Earl can get up thirty, and then he comes to me.”

“Hold it,” I said.

“Yes?” she said.

“Why does he come to you?”

She smiled, a woman’s smile, which is a difficult smile to put into words. “It’s like Earl has an appreciation, if you know what I mean. It’s like Earl would like to do me a good turn—like one good turn deserves another—if you know what I mean. Earl is a jockey, a little one, a midget, and Earl is a midget in all departments. Earl knows me for a long time—a lot of chicks might laugh at the sample he can produce—which has made him a bashful feller in matters of such production—but I never laughed at Earl—I made him feel like a big man—I’m not saying I did nothing for nothing—but I never laughed at the guy, I never kidded the guy, like I know other chicks did kid the guy—and he’s stayed along with me for a long time—I think I’m the only woman he ever goes with—and so he likes me, you know, real way deep down, and if he can do me a good turn, he wants to do me the good turn. Do you capture what I’m trying to say?”

“I capture,” I said.

“So he comes to me and he says if I can get up the thirty we can be partners in the buy because the old lady is willing to stick along with the chance remark that she made to him. She loves the horse, and he’s sold her on the idea that he loves the horse, and he tells her that the horse is going to be his whole life to him, and she goes for this like the horse goes for hay. Earl has no such idea. He’s a jock, not an owner. He knows we can turn that steed over for a quick and sizable buck, get double or more fast for our dough. So now the problem is for me to raise the thirty gees.”

“So you talk to Bokino.”

“I give him straight goods. You know Mickey. He’s a crazy man for dames, and he likes crazy tricks, and I know more tricks than even Mickey can dream up, and that boy’s been nuts for me for a long time—nuts for plenty other chicks too—but when he needs an ace in the hole, I have never refused him, even though that jealous old bag, that Astrid, hates my guts, but she gives him trouble with all the chicks he digs, even the legit chicks, and that boy never stops. Are you with me?”

“Right alongside you, baby.”

“So I talk to Bokino.”

“When was this?”

“Couple of months ago.”

“And he delivered?”

“First he thought I was conning him. He could swing it for me, but only if he knew it was legit. He wanted convincing.”

I drank, put the glass away, and lit a cigarette. “Did you convince him?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

“Mrs. Lund set up a meeting at her lawyer’s office, you know, that Roy Paxton. Mrs. Lund came with Earl and I brought Mickey. Mrs. Lund explained to Paxton how she was going to dispose of the stables and how she was going to give the King to Earl for sixty gees in appreciation for the long time he has been with her. Paxton asks—so how come she don’t give the King to Earl as an outright gift? The old lady smiles and says—that long Earl ain’t been with her, and futhermore, at sixty gees, King Fleet is an outright gift. Everybody laughs, including Mickey. Then the old lady tells Paxton to set up the contract, and when it was ready to let us know, and we would all come in to close the deal. The party breaks up with Mickey convinced. The next day he delivers the loot.”

“For how much?”

“Beg pardon?”

“How much bonus?” I said. “What terms?”

“No bonus. No terms. I was to return the money within six weeks, which figured to be enough time for the buy and the resale at a real pretty little profit.”

“Did you sign a note to Gotham Loan?”

“No. This was no loan from Gotham Loan. This was a loan from Mickey-boy to Bevvie-girl. I signed a note to Mickey Bokino.”

I rubbed out the cigarette. I said, “Mickey Bokino can’t afford that kind of loan on his own.”

“He afforded it, pal. He produced it.”

“Everybody has his own kind of vanity,” I said. “Everybody wants to show everybody how big a man he is. Mickey Bokino was able to help you out on a quick sure-pop deal, so he showed you what a big man he was. All right. So what happened?”

“A little trouble.”

“It always happens, doesn’t it? Though on a cinch deal like this, I can’t see how.”

“Well, Earl lays in his thirty gees with the barrister, and the barrister gives him a receipt, but the contract takes time because the barrister has other matters, and he also has Kiki Kalmar.”

“Ah,” I said.

“Kiki’s been working the clubs from Chicago to Philly and Barrister Paxton, who is only like a little bit mad about her, though I cannot say that she returns the compliment—he flies out to squire her around in whatever town she’s working at. This contract deal is not the most important deal in the world, and there’s been no rush put on it, and you know how lawyers they stall just naturally.”

“She’s back in town now, isn’t she?”

“Who?”

“Kiki.”

“Yeah. But she only just got back.”

“So?”

“Where were we, man?”

“Contract for the sale of King Fleet.”

“So the contract kind of gets itself stalled off. Meanwhile Earl makes a beauty deal for the resale, for one hundred and eighty thousand dollars, exactly three times what we pay—an option contract, you know, that legal jabber—but the deal sets and we get paid the minute we get title to the King. The purchaser is Hughie Paar, a millionaire, but pretty shrewd, and he kind of starts asking around, and it gets back to the old lady, and she blows her cork. Earl conned her like he wants to own the horse till the day he dies, and run the horse, and practically hand-feed the horse, and spend his life making love to the goddamned horse—and now she hears that he’s planning to sell the bloody steed practically the minute he gets title. Of course, Earl denies, and cries, and hollers it’s a lot of bull, and states that if he was a horse he’d marry the damn horse, and that he’d rather sell his soul than sell King Fleet, but the old lady is shook up now, and the whole bit is up in the air. And all this time, me—me!—I got thirty gees, and I’m going to the race track every day.”

It was, finally, beginning to come to me. We all have our weaknesses and Beverly Crystal, hard and cool in many other respects, was soft and hot in the matter of compulsive gambling, and her need for dabbling with horses was as urgent as the need of the men who dabbled with her—and more expensive. If not for her neurotic compulsion for gaming, Beverly Crystal would have been a rich woman—she earned a lot and in her business there is no tax bite—and she would have been in a position to lend money to the likes of Mickey Bokino rather than borrow from the likes of such. But we all have our weaknesses, patent or hidden, and which of us dares cast the first stone?

“How much did you go for?” I said.

“Guess,” she said.

“The bundle,” I said.

“I started making fifty dollar bets, and then a hundred, and then a couple of hundred to get even, and then more, and more, and more. You know how it goes.”

“I know,” I said.

“I was scared two ways. Scared of Bokino and scared that I was running out of dough that could earn me a lot more dough. If I bet the favorite, the dog won; and if I bet the dog, the favorite hits the wire in a canter.”

“How much do you have left?”

“Nothing,” she said. She stood up. She glanced at her highball and rejected it. She went to the antique cabinet, poured sour-mash sipping whiskey into a shot glass, but she did not sip, she gulped. She poured again, gulped again, laid away the shot glass. “It’s a mess but I can get out of it,” she said, “and you’ve got to help me. Please. I’m begging.”

“Mickey’s been pressing?”

“But pressing, brother!”

“Threats?”

“First a little bit, but real now, and I’m scared right down deep to the belly. Last night was last call. He came here and laid it on the line. Unless he gets paid by nine o’clock tonight, in full, he doesn’t ask again. After that I can expect acid in the face, enough to wreck me, and if a plastic job fixes it, I’ll get acid again. You know Bokino, he’s a crazy junkie, and when he makes threats, he doesn’t kid. And you know that organization. They’d catch up with me no matter where I’d run.”

I stood up and started walking around. “And what can I do for you?”

“Two things. First I want you to go to Bokino and ask him for a three-day postponement. That’s all. A three-day layoff. He gets paid in full Friday night at nine o’clock. I’m sure you can swing that for me. Can’t you?”

“Yes, I think so. And what’s the other thing?”

“I want you to lend me six thousand dollars.”

“What?” I stopped walking around. “I beg your pardon?” I said.

“Six thousand dollars.”

“Me?” I said.

“Please,” she said.

“Why me? You’ve got a million friends.”

“Sure, until you need loot, emergency loot, and then suddenly you’ve got no friends. I’ve been asking and I’ve been getting polite answers which all add up to the old run-around. Everybody stalls. Nobody’s come up with a dime.”

“What about Dunbar?”

“He scraped himself clean to get up the thirty gees.”

“But that horse-buying deal is off, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“Did he get back his thirty thousand from Paxton?”

“Yes.”

“So?”

“Most of it wasn’t his and he gave that back where he borrowed it from.”

“But some of it was his, wasn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“So?”

“He needs it. All of it. For the same reason I need your six thousand.”

“And what reason is that?”

“I … I can’t tell you. I’m not allowed.” She came to me. “Pete, please,” she said, “you’ll get paid Friday night; same time Mickey Bokino gets paid. It can’t fail. It’s a sure-pop. And, man, you’ll be doing me the best turn of my life. Please. I’m begging.”

“How soon do you need it?”

“By Friday noon.”

I moved away from her, started walking again, and stopped at the door. “Friday noon and you return it by Friday night plus you return thirty thousand to Bokino the same night?” It was puzzling but then an idea thudded through my mind and skidded to a stop. I practiced at being a detective. I watched her as I said, “King Fleet is running at Belmont on Friday.”

It hit. Somewhere. Like a pebble dropped into a well. I knew it hit, somewhere, but I didn’t know where.

“But sweetie,” I said. “What good can six thousand do you? That’s going to be a four-horse race, practically a walkover, and the King will be odds-on.”

“Please … please don’t ask me.”

“What about The Dancer?” I ventured.

“What about The Dancer?”

“Why don’t you borrow from him?”

“Because he doesn’t have a quarter, that’s why. He’s a lad that’s always shooting high, but he’s never gunned it down big. Not yet. He will. Someday. But not yet.” She came to me and put her arms around my neck and pressed her body to mine. Her breasts were like cannonballs and she squirmed. Whisperingly she implored, “Please, please, I’m begging you.”

She knew her business. I was upset.

“Lay off,” I said.

“What’s the matter?” she whispered.

“Stop wriggling.”

“I’m not wriggling.”

She wasn’t. Only one isolated part of her was, and that was wriggling where it could do the most damage. I lifted my elbows and broke out of our strange dance. She stood alone, wrists limp and eyes filled with tears, and for a moment I was sorry for her. She had used up the only ammunition in her arsenal and she had not brought down her quarry. “Please, please,” she said quite simply.

“I’ll see what I can do,” I said and turned the knob of the door.

“Where you going?”

“Bokino. Remember him?”

“Thank you. And, please, the other thing?”

“I’ll be in touch with you.”

“Before Friday noon?”

“Before Friday noon.”

“Thank you,” she said.

In the modern living room, the jockey and The Dancer, fresh highballs in hand, were smiling amiably. The Dancer said, “Earl has been telling me some nice things about you, Pete-boy.”

“To you,” I said, “I’m not Pete-boy.”

He shifted his glass to his left hand and extended his right.

“Shake, fink,” he said. “I may be able to throw you some business some day.”

“Declined,” I said, “in advance.”

“That’ll be the day—when a fink turns down a crumb of bread.”

“Good-bye, Bev,” I said.

“Shake,” commanded The Dancer. “All is forgiven, Mr. Fink.”

“Look, die or something, will you! You’re bothering me!”

That hit The Dancer in his dander. He flung the glass at me. I ducked but I had had it. My left hand turned into a fist around his tie and I pulled him to me. I smacked and back-smacked with an open right hand, closed the hand, and shot a short one to his chin. I released the tie and I was ready to make my graceful bow of adieu but the handsome bugger was stronger than I had thought. He was on his feet and the feet were moving. He came at me in a rush. My left was out to parry but he hit where I had no left to parry. His hands moved wildly which covered the thump of his knee to my groin. I bent double in a bow of anguish which was not at all akin to my intended bow of adieu. As I came up from my enforced crouch, I saw Earl Dunbar hurtling through the air, landing upon The Dancer, and clinging like a monkey to his back. Meanwhile Beverly was pulling at me and in my pain I permitted myself to be led and when I straightened up I was in the foyer and she was pleading with me.

“Please, Pete, please, no more, no more. I got troubles enough. I don’t need a raid. I don’t need cops. I got troubles enough without cops.”

“Yeah.” I grunted. “Yeah, I suppose you have.”

“Good boy,” she said, pulling me toward the door.

And from the living room came the wail of The Dancer redolent of Gertrude Stein: “A fink is a fink is a punk is a punk, yellow like a dog, a dirty yellow dog….”

I strained for the living room but she hung to me like ivy.

“Please, no, please, no,” she said. “You got more brains than that.”

“Yeah, brains,” I said intelligently as I stopped for breath.

“Please, now, I beg you, get the hell out of here.”

Right is right and she was right, as right as rain, whatever that may mean. I brushed her off and I got the hell out of there.
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