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Chapter One

Floyd Wyckoff watched from the window of his compartment as another station receded in darkness. The train gathered speed with the gentle ease of streamlined acceleration. Again there was the soft rhythm of movement, dots of light in the jagged dashes of night terrain, and the muted sounds which filtered with dream-like unreality to the isolation of the compartment — like the distant cry of engine to crossing, and then the thin warning bell at the gates, its volume growing in a splash of headlights, diminishing, gone.

Wyckoff plucked the newspaper from his lap and continued his examination of the financial section. But after a moment he yawned and thrust the paper aside. He pulled back the white French cuff of his shirt and studied his watch.

It was a gold watch; smartly modern. The design of the case was unusual, shaped like a diamond, but the face was without numerals; gold hands pointed to ruby chips. The watch had cost fifteen hundred dollars and was presented to him by the senior executives of Wyckoff, Bonham and DeWitt with an appropriate inscription. The occasion was his tenth anniversary as chairman of the board.

He had come to hate the watch because sometimes, in the haste of the moment, he misread the deceptively uncomplicated dial. Presently, it was 8:37. He observed with some irritation, that the train was going to be about forty minutes late into Miami.

Floyd Cameron Wyckoff was a multimillionaire at fifty-one. W. B. and D., a national brokerage house, was only the favourite of his holdings. There were others. He had the controlling interest in an airline, a shipping company and an auto parts chain. With so much achievement he had long ago forgotten the taste of failure and the exhilaration of success. In terms of personal need, he never thought of money at all. But there was still the pride and joy of power. When he spoke, even lightly, people moved to fulfil his smallest wish. His suggestions became orders, and his commands could rearrange the structure of big business and the lives of thousands.

Even now he was conscious of this power, dormant as a great jungle cat who sleeps in his cave and saves his energy for the prey. And with the knowledge of his power there was a feeling of indestructibility, as if the bulwark of ownership and command were almost a physical assurance of immortality.

Yet, like the lateness of the train, though in a larger, more destructive sense, there were unforeseen elements beyond his control. And toward these, Wyckoff was already moving too fast.

He was a big man, tall and imposing. Unlike most of the lesser brass who surrounded him, he was not one of those balding globs of fat, as sexual as a side of beef. His dark brown hair was barely touched by grey, and there was an ageless quality in the strong fibre of his body.

His face was square with tough, craggy skin. His eyes were chilled grey. His wide mouth was bold, his jaw demanding. His features were set in permanent lines of self-interest and arrogance.

He watched from the window until the outskirts of the city faded and once again the flat palm-strewn countryside lost character in the blur of speed and darkness. Then he pulled down the shade.

He lighted a cigarette. For a moment he sat tapping his teeth with a forefinger. He looked again at his watch. Frowning, he glanced toward the closed door of the compartment. “Damn,” he said aloud. He got up and paced the few steps possible, pivoted and returned. He produced a bottle of Scotch and a glass, added ice from the abundance provided by the porter and a ten dollar bill, and poured generously from the bottle. He picked up the glass and drank.

There was a knock on the door, a gentle furtive sound.

He put down the glass and quickly pulled his suit coat over his white shirt He opened the door and the girl slipped into the room with a little twist of her body, pushing the door closed in the same movement.

“Very good, very good,” said Wyckoff, clapping his hands in a mock gesture of approval. “I haven’t been waiting much over a half-hour.”

“Oh, now, Floyd. I had to eat, didn’t I?” She leaned back against the door.

“Sure, sure. You had to eat. But I still don’t see why we can’t at least take our meals together. I think this secrecy bit has become exaggerated in your mind, Bonnie. It’s a little silly.” He picked up the glass and swallowed.

“It’s for your protection, darling. There are a lot of jealous little people who would just love to tell your wife.”

“And your husband?”

“Yes, and my husband. Not that I care — except that he’s just the type to make trouble, the brawling kind of trouble that gets into the paper.”

“Anyway,” said Wyckoff, “I don’t know anyone on this train.”

“Have you checked every car? Besides, there are many people you’ve never met in your life who might recognize you. A man in your position has his picture in the paper, has people pointing him out. See?”

“You don’t exactly pass for my wife at that,” said Wyckoff, smiling suddenly. “Not by twenty years, even if she had half your looks. But — separato meals, separate rooms, separate cars — we might as well be on separate trains.”

“Don’t I get a drink too, darling?”

He looked at her for a moment, twirling ice in the glass. His jaw relaxed, the shadow of hunger crept into his eyes. He began to fix her drink.

Bonnie reached behind her and with a groping of her hand, locked the door. Wyckoff finished pouring the drink and held it, not offering it to her, waiting for her to come to him. He really liked the way she made such an intrigue of the whole thing. It added an extra dash of spice to the affair. There was a subtle sense of drama in everything she did. And every act carried with it the overtone of her sensuality.

He had known more beautiful women, lots of them. But they were dummies with wooden faces and wooden responses. They fell in love with all the mirrors in all the rooms of the world. And in the intervals between mirrors they were merely actresses in one degree of skill or another, having no truthful appetite for the bed. Bonnie was that real article, the genuine wanton. She gave to sex a kind of cunning imagination and that rare abandon which searches out and invites the secret perversity of desire.

Wyckoff was a man who had seen it all and done it all and had all of it, often with the giant yawn of a rich man’s surfeit. And still he knew that Bonnie was the best, though they had met only six weeks ago.

She kicked off her shoes and went toward him with the unaffected grace of a lusty animal. Her hair fell in long waves to her shoulders. It was styled simply, none of the manufactured beauty-shop busyness of curl, or the short tight bob — the creation of fairies to make men out of girls.

He watched the long taper and swell of her body with anticipation as strong as anger. It was good to feel alive and hunger-driven, for there was so little which he wanted or needed any more.

He was about to reach for her but she plucked the drink from his hand and sat down with a little smile of amusement “What the hell,” he said. “More games?” “You know me better, Floyd. Won’t you wait for tonight?”

The train had slowed and there was the hollow drum of wheels pounding over a bridge.

“I’m not much good at waiting. I gave it up years ago People wait for me now.” He dropped down beside her.

“I know,” she said. “And isn’t this a refreshing change?”

“Listen, Bonnie, don’t give me a hard time. Understand?” But he rather liked her independence. All the others had been so damn docile. “You put me off last night, too.”

“Do you think it was fun for me? I told you, I didn’t want the porter, the conductor or someone else catching me sneaking in and out of here in the middle of the night. I shouldn’t be here now. When I leave, you’ll have to check first to see if anyone’s around.”

“Hell, next time I’ll hire a special car.”

“It’s just another hour or so to Miami,” she said.

“We pulled out of Palm Beach forty minutes late. The railroads don’t give a damn about time any more, even on these express runs from New York. They want to discourage the passengers so they can haul nothing but freight. Sure you wouldn’t rather stay at a hotel?”

“No.” She shook her head vigorously. “Remember, Miami used to be my town. I know a lot of people there. I don’t want to take a chance running into someone.”

“Well, I don’t suppose this girl friend of yours and her husband think you want to use their house for charades.”

“Jane and Vince are two people I can trust, no questions asked.”

“Sure they won’t come barging in?”

“Never. They were glad to stay over at the beach for a weekend, especially after I sent them your two hundred bucks. To them, that’s a lot of money. Now don’t worry — and don’t expect the kind of palace you’re accustomed to. It’s just a little house, two tiny bedrooms and a bath.”

“On the contrary,” he said. “I’m looking forward to it. You bet I am.” He put his arms around her and pulled her close. She settled against him with a sigh.

“Love me?” she said.

He groaned. “Don’t start that. Don’t play any moonlight songs for me, honey. I told you from the beginning where I stand.”

“Wouldn’t you rather be married to me?”

“I’d rather be in bed with you than anyone else. I don’t want to discuss the rest of it again. Period. If you want an end to this, you’re on the right track.”

“All right, all right. Sorry. That’s the last time. You’ll see.”

“Good. Good girl.” He lifted her chin and kissed her, meaning it to be a sort of handshake. But the kiss got away from him. For a moment she resisted, fingers pressed against his chest. But then she made a sound in her throat and turned her body toward him.

The train leaned around a curve and hurtled them into the night.





Chapter Two

He saw her standing at the curb in front of the Miami station as he drove up. She looked anxious, a little strained, and still exciting, even after the session on the train. He opened the door and she handed him the overnight case. He tossed it in back and she ducked inside, first glancing around to see if anyone had noticed her. While he had claimed the car from the rental agency, she had gone to the drugstore in the depot for, “What the add people call beauty aids, darling,”

He released the brake and swung into traffic.

“Turn right at the next corner,” she said. “It’s quite a way, I’m afraid. But then, it’s very private.”

He made the turn.

“It’s a beautiful car, Floyd.”

“Glad you like it,” he said without enthusiasm.

“I didn’t know you could rent a brand-new Cadillac like this.”

“You can rent anything for a price,” he said. “Or any one.”

He felt her eyes on him and he almost smiled.

“Of course,” she snapped. “And I’m cheaper by the week — so why do you take me for just a couple of days?”

“Oh, I can afford it, I think,” He chuckled.

“That’s not funny, Floyd. If I was interested in your money it would take a lot more than a few presents that I have to hide most of the time anyway. Please make a left at the next corner.”

“You’re too sensitive, Bonnie. I was joking. If you ever did need money, you’d only have to ask. I know you don’t have much, but I never wanted to embarrass you.” He braked and tugged the wheel left.

“Money doesn’t really embarrass me,” she said, “except in small quantities. A hundred dollars would embarrass me, but a thousand would not be quite so embarrassing. Understand?”

“In the morning,” he said. “I’ll make you out a cheque for five thousand. Then you needn’t blush at all.”

He was irritated. He had especially liked Bonnie because there was no financial arrangement between them, and the degree of her passion had therefore flattered him. But this kind of talk worried him. It made him aware of his constant need to be self-protective.

“Five thousand,” she repeated. “That’s very nice — very. But as a matter of curiosity, would you say I’m worth more?”

“Oh, a lot more.” Now that she had opened the subject, he was impelled to see what was on her mind.

“How much does your wife spend a year, Floyd?”

“I couldn’t tell you that, even if I wanted to. She has a more or less unlimited bank account of her own.” He stuck a cigarette in his mouth and pressed the dash lighter.

“A hundred thousand? Two hundred?” “Perhaps.”

“Would I be worth two hundred thousand a year to you?”

“No,” he said coldly.

“Why not, if I’m so much better in bed?”

“Because you’re not a permanent fixture in my life, for one thing.”

“Ahhh,” she said. “That’s what I really wanted to know. How long could I last, Floyd? A few more weeks or months, a year?”

“I couldn’t say, Bonnie. Not long at all if you’re going to complicate it like this. I’m extremely busy with important decisions and I can’t afford any outside pressures.”

He stopped for a traffic light and got the cigarette going without offering her one.

“If I got a divorce, would that make me at least a permanent side line?”

“I can’t make any promises, Bonnie. And I think you would be very unwise to get a divorce on such a gamble.”

The light changed and he shot ahead. He knew this sort of thing would come up sooner or later. It always did. What she probably wanted was to be on the payroll as a second wife, the kept woman in the penthouse apartment, spending recklessly, with about the same abandon as she made love. Never — and not because he couldn’t afford it. But she was not nearly the companion that Margaret was; there could never be that closeness or affection. In fact, in the spaces between those frantic sessions, he was not even sure he liked her very much. No, it wouldn’t last. Better that she learned it now. Otherwise, a parting could get messy.

“Don’t push me, Bonnie,” he said. “I don’t push, you know. If you want to make some reasonable arrangement with me financially, that’s okay. You’ll find me generous enough. But it’s temporary. I’ve never kidded you about that.”

There was a silence in which his resentment diminished and his remoteness grew. He wished now that he was going directly to Harvey Burnett’s house on the bay instead of killing the weekend in petty bickering, being wheedled by Bonnie for the sake of an urge — the one weakness he could never quite master. Tomorrow he could be fishing in the stream over the transom of Harvey’s yacht.

As the silence lengthened between them, they left the city proper and sped through a suburb.

“Darling,” she said then. “Don’t be angry. I was never serious for a minute about the money. I wouldn’t take a cent from you. It would cheapen the whole thing. I just wanted to know where I stood.”

“Well, you can still have that cheque in the morning, Bonnie. I meant it.”

“I won’t even talk about it. And I do admire your honesty, Floyd.”

“Let’s forget it, then,” he said, feeling relieved, his good humour returning in a rush. “Let’s just forget it.”

“Forgotten,” she said breezily. “All forgotten. Now, turn left at the next traffic light.”

“I should phone Harvey Burnett. He’s expecting me in the morning and I’ll have to stall him.”

“Darling, you had plenty of time to get in touch with him.”

“No, I wanted to make it casual, a last-minute change. I’ll tell him I met someone on the train.”

“Well, you can call him from the house,” she said. “They have a phone.”

“Good. Would you like a cigarette?”

“Yes, thank you.”

It seemed a long and involved drive, taking better than a half-hour, but Wyckoff enjoyed it. The night was balmy, the tepid air pleasant after the biting chill and snow of February in New York.

“We’re almost there now,” she said. “About another quarter-mile.”

“When will your husband be back from San Francisco?” he asked.

“Next week,” she answered. “And I’m not looking forward to it. He’s a louse and I hope you never meet him, darling.”

“Don’t worry.”

“There,” she said in a minute. “Just up ahead on the left. Slow down.”

They were driving on a narrow road, lined with very few houses and those widely separated. He lifted his foot from the accelerator.

“That little white house,” she said. “Naturally they didn’t think to leave a light. Well, just pull into the drive.”

He braked and swerved, came to a stop, cut the motor and lights.

He got her suitcase and then his own from the trunk. He carried the bags to the door and she fumbled around beneath a mat.

“Such an obvious place,” she said. “I’ll bet you could collect a hundred keys in an hour just searching under door mats. Here — I found it!”

After a couple of stabs she got the key in the lock and turned. They entered. She fumbled for a switch, flicked on the lights, closed the door. It was a small living room cluttered with nondescript furniture and throw rugs. The blinds were drawn, the windows closed. It was stuffy and there was an odour peculiar to the inhabitants. In spite of his expectation that it might all be fun, he looked around with distaste. He dropped the bags and sighed.

“Would you like to see the rest of it?”

Floyd smiled faintly and nodded.

They moved into another room and she pressed another switch. She stepped away from him and leaned back against a high bureau.

There were three men in the room — two in chairs and one reclining comfortably on the bed, pillowed up against the headboard. The men wore slacks and sport shirts. Their faces reflected a mixture of curiosity and amusement.

The man on the bed had size over the others. Tanned biceps bulged from the short-sleeved shirt, dark eyes looked out from a sullen face upon which the smile seemed incongruously drawn. A big hand rested lightly around the butt of a .45 automatic on the bed. The hand lifted the gun almost casually.

“Floyd,” said Bonnie. “I’d like you to meet my husband.”

“A real pleasure, Mr. Wyckoff,” said the man on the bed. His grin widened.

“Yes, sir, Mr. Wyckoff. I want to tell you, it’s a real pleasure.”





Chapter Three

On a Monday morning in New York two days later, Bryan Wyckoff awoke to the sound of music. The music throbbed from beyond his bedroom door. He covered his head with a pillow but the beat was so insistent that a thin hammer of sound still echoed rhythmically in the chamber of his skull. After a minute of tossing, he thrust the pillow aside and sat up, stretching his lithe, young body.

He smoothed the black disorder of hair and then with his palms squeezed his temples in a rotating motion. A very slight headache, considering, he thought. Well, you had to stay reasonably sober when you were hosting your own party.

Bryan glanced unnecessarily at the empty space beside him on the double bed. That would be Donna playing his hi-fi, hinting that she wanted company. Donna was a young actress who did bits on Broadway and was currently “between plays”. She was a hangover from the party. She had arrived alone and then by prearrangement, remained hidden in Bryan’s bedroom until the guests had slopped out the door, embarrassing the silence of the hall with their raucous farewells.

Bryan got out of bed and pulled a robe over his shorts.

He went to the window and with his fist, cleared a round space on the frosty pane. A light snow fell indecisively, the little flakes scattered by quick currents of wind. The day settled like a grey shadow above the darker grey of the Hudson River. Twelve stories below the apartment house, buses, taxis, cars, moved in a nodding cadence along Riverside Drive. The pace was faster on the stilted roadbed of the West Side Highway in the background, while the few pedestrians, darting over the walks of the Drive, huddled into their overcoats, leaning against the wind, scurrying for shelter.

Bryan blinked his eyes and squinted at his watch — 11:25. He usually got up at noon and stabbed at his typewriter until six. He’d have to get rid of Donna because there was a certain self-discipline he demanded. All right, get rid of her, but not too fast. He smiled. He might pay the penalty and work until seven.

Bryan Wyckoff, like his father, was a lot of man. Actually, he was an inch taller, there was more spread to his shoulders and he was deeper in the chest with a leanness of torso that his father had lost. He had the same block of jaw but the nose was less prominent, the cheekbones higher.

It was a dominant face but did not bear his father’s look of arrogance and self-interest. At twenty-nine he was as widely separated from his father by attitude as by age. Bryan often said that he and his father had a single meeting ground, and that was the ground upon which you could find all women worth meeting.

He crossed the room now and paused, listening a moment to the strident pulse of a cha-cha before opening the door and peering into the living room.

Donna stood with her back to him. She was sipping from a cup of coffee, tapping her foot from side to side, her tawny hair swaying about her neck. She wore nothing but one of his giant maroon bath towels, knotted at the side. She put down the cup and began a few experimental steps until she was furiously involved in the whole dance with all its breaks and twirls. Her movements carried her in full circle so that she must have seen him, though she pretended oblivion.

Soon the towel worked itself loose and fell to the floor. She gave it a kick and her breasts surging with the tempo, danced toward him.

She came within a few steps of him, said, “Hi!,” went undulating past and returned. He grabbed her.

“You’ve got a lot of talent,” he said. “But it’s all vertical. What a waste, what a waste!”

Arms around him, she danced in place.

“You’ll have to forgive my appearance,” she said. “I just came out of your shower.”

“I’ll never wash that towel, Donna. I’ll keep it under my pillow always — for lonely, lonely nights.”

“Oh, lonely, lonely one,” she breathed, dancing on. “Anyone for coffee? I just burned up a new batch.”

“This is no time for coffee!”

He stepped backward into the bedroom, pulling her along until his legs touched the bed. They fell limply together and with a little bounce of the mattress, lay still. Her face had grown serious, intent. Her lips opened and suddenly locked against his. He ran his hand down her smooth, supple body.

The phone rang.

“Hell,” he mumbled.

“This is not time for Alex Bell, darling. Ignore him.”

He went back to kissing her and might have forgotten the phone altogether, especially since the sound came distantly from the room he had made into a study. But the bell continued to ring relentlessly, intruding upon his consciousness, trampling desire.

“Someone means business,” he said. He got up and gave her thigh a pat. “Back in a minute, lover. Don’t start without me.”

He moved with long easy strides through the living room, noting in passing the grey muck of ash and twisted butts in the swollen trays, the scatter of drink-grimy glasses and half-chewed sandwiches. Someone had dropped a cracker laden with cheese dip upon one of the turquoise cushions of his sofa.

At least one slob in every damn crowd, he thought. The hell with parties — my own, that is.

He snatched the receiver from the cradle and sat on a corner of his desk.
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