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THE BAD GIRL …!

“Tell me something, Alice. You trust me, don’t you?”

Her eyes were soft. “You don’t have to ask me that, Nicky. You know I do.”

“All right, but you have to believe something else, too. Nobody — not even Marie — knows about what I’ve been doing out here. I — ”

“Oh, I believe you,” Alice said, without hesitation. “I always believe you, Nicky.”

The poor, dumb slob, Nicky thought, she ought to get married and have a man, regular, so that she wouldn’t be frustrated all the time. It appalled him to remember that he had thought of her as being a nice girl, a clean girl, the kind that a fellow might settle down with for the rest of his life.

“Am I pretty, Nicky?”

“Hell, yes!” he breathed.

She arose to meet him and when he took her in his arms she was all fire and flesh.

“I’m not afraid now,” she whispered fiercely. “I’ll never be afraid with you again … I love you, Nicky. Very much!”





LADIES’

MAN

Orrie Hitt





[image: ]

a division of F+W Media, Inc.





1

THE TOWN was a patchwork of streets where ten thousand four hundred and forty people suffered through life. That, of course, was not Nicky Weaver’s count; he had read it on a sign while driving in. It looked like a lazy town, a dumb town. Chesterville, he thought, seemed to be a good name for it.

There was a cop at one of the intersections, pinch-hitting for a traffic light that was out of whack. Nicky stopped and inquired as to how he might reach the radio station. The cop squinted into the hot sun, thought a moment, then told him to keep straight on past the saw factory and take the first turn to the right. Nicky told him thanks, it was a nice day, wasn’t it, and let the Buick roll on down the street.

He tried to remember the call letters of the station, but couldn’t. It wasn’t, he decided, very important, anyway. The only thing that mattered was the fact that the ad in the Times had stated they were looking for someone familiar with selling intangibles. Nicky laughed and lit a cigarette. Life insurance was an intangible and he’d sold that. He laughed again, only this time there wasn’t any humor in his laugh. In a way, women were intangibles, too. And they were around, no matter where you went. They were always on hand to drain you dry, leaving you ready to push down any road where you thought there might be some real money around the next curve.

He drove through town, turning right at the saw factory. It was a warm day for fall, even at eight in the morning, and he was sorry he hadn’t lowered the top of the convertible. He started to pull over to the side of the road when, through an opening in the trees, he noticed the tower of the radio station up ahead.

Nicky wasn’t exactly sure what he had expected to find upon reaching Chesterville. The only thing he knew for certain about radio was that he had one in the car with a blown-out tube. Once, a long time before, he had walked past CBS in New York and now, remembering it, the appearance of the little yellow building left him almost as cold as a streetwalker’s heart. It was stuck out in the middle of a rather large field with the big tower, just in back of it, poking its pointed spear up into the sky. That’s all there was to it. Nothing more. To Nicky, it looked like a place in which it would be ridiculous for anybody to try to make a living.

He stopped the Buick in the parking lot in front and went inside. There wasn’t anybody in the office but in the rear, past the water cooler, he saw a young guy staring out at him through a double thickness of glass. The blond-haired kid motioned for Nicky to enter the glass cubicle, which bore a sign marked: Control Room.

“Hi,” the kid said. “Looking for somebody?”

The air in the tiny compartment was stale and heavy with the odor of old tobacco smoke. A record ground away on one of the turntables, the rock and roll beat thumping lustily against the walls and the glass. The operator flipped a switch, staring as he did so at the line of instruments and the bouncing red needles in front of him. The sound of the music fell away to a whisper.

“M. Hasset,” Nicky said. “I’m looking for M. Hasset.”

The record started to run out and the kid casually adjusted a switch. The turntable on the opposite side of the panel began to spin.

“Marie isn’t in yet,” he said. “Mostly generally, she gets in about nine.”

Nicky hadn’t considered the possibility that M. Hasset might be a woman. It was of no consequence, one way or the other, but it surprised him and he said so.

“Her old man died and she inherited the station,” the kid said.

“Well, that’s one way of getting ahead.”

“Ever meet Marie?”

“No.”

“Then your life isn’t complete, mister.”

He sat down in a chair, between the two turntables, and faded the music. Picking up a typewritten sheet, he began speaking into the microphone, adjusting the boom on the mike as he did so. He gave his listeners a long and glowing spiel about the new low, low prices on fall and winter suits. Actually, it didn’t sound as though he were reading the copy; rather, he gave the impression that he was speaking to each individually, letting them in on something that was supposed to be hush-hush.

“Damn morning show,” he complained, bringing the music up again. “You’re supposed to be able to cheer up everybody who’s taken on a load the night before, or slept with somebody else’s wife. Jesus, you’d think they’d get tired of this crap after a while.”

“Maybe they do.”

He grinned and got to his feet.

“My name’s Adams. Rip Adams.”

Nicky shook the extended hand. It was, he thought, a waste of energy. From the looks of the radio station he wasn’t going to be around long enough to see much of the kid.

“I’m Weaver. Nicky Weaver.”

Adams nodded, expertly flipped the record on the idle turntable and put the needle in place.

“Job hunting?”

“There was an ad in the Times.”

“I heard she thought of running one. Ever sell any radio advertising?”

“No.”

“Rough. Very rough.”

“What isn’t?”

Rip Adams shrugged and glanced at the huge electric clock on the wall.

“I’ve got a script show coming up at eight-thirty,” he said. “Maybe you’d better wait for the boss in the office.”

“Sure.”

Nicky turned, walked through the office and out of it and sat down in the Buick. The sun was hot for late September, blazing. He decided not to lower the top of the convertible. Yawning, he closed his eyes and rested his head against the cushions. He almost wished that he’d taken that job with Cumberland Insurance, chasing radio leads and shoving their phony accident and sickness coverage down the throat of every sucker who got in the way. But the rates had been low and the commissions hadn’t been enough, only twenty-five percent, and he had to make money faster than that. Driving up to Chesterville had been a gamble, a long chance on a weak horse. It didn’t seem, now, as though there were anything around the radio station that might interest him. Besides, the idea of working for a dame didn’t appeal to him in the least. He didn’t care if she was old and fat or young and pretty. A dame was a dame; he’d had quite enough of them. The one thing he needed from women he could go out and buy on a one-night basis. That way, there wouldn’t be any Bess, or any Irene, or any Sally to trouble him.

“Hello.”

Nicky sat up, turned around. The girl had walked up the road and across the parking lot and he hadn’t heard her soft-soled shoes on the stones. She stood only a few feet away, regarding him curiously, her red lips curving slightly as she favored him with a smile. She was small, about five-four, with dark hair and white, perfectly formed teeth. The black sweater above the red skirt looked the way a sweater was supposed to look, tight across the high jutting mounds of her breasts and very narrow and flat at the waist.

“Miss Hasset?”

“No. I’m Miss Hasset’s secretary.”

He got out of the car and slammed the door shut.

“Maybe you can help me, anyway.”

She had nice eyes, deep blue and soft.

“Perhaps I can.”

“I’m inquiring about the ad in the Times.” “I see. Well, it’s still open.”

She tossed her head and her long hair fell in wild, natural waves across her shoulders. “You’re the only applicant we’ve had so far.”

The ad had appeared in the Sunday edition, four days previously.

“Must be a pretty lousy job,” he said.

The girl laughed and glanced at the smooth lines of the long red Buick.

“Oh, the job’s all right,” she told him. “Have you had any radio experience?”

“No. But the ad didn’t specify radio experience. It said intangible sales was enough. I’ve had that.”

The girl shrugged and looked up into the sun. Her throat was long and smooth as cream and richly tanned.

“Well, everybody to his own choice,” she said, kicking some loose stones around. She had nice legs and when she moved them they looked good all the way to the top. “I could take your application,” she said. “If you want me to.”

“I might be wasting my time.”

“Your time can’t be worth an awful lot,” she said, glancing at him. “Or you wouldn’t be in Chesterville.”

Nicky grinned and lit a cigarette.

“You’ve got something there,” he agreed. “Believe me, you have.”

He followed her inside and she told him to sit down beside one of the desks. When she pulled the typewriter up out of the well he got a better view of the twin mounds beneath the sweater. Then she sat down, put a piece of paper in the machine and asked him his full name and the type of work he had done before.

“How come you quit the life insurance business?” she wanted to know.

“I was sick of it.”

That seemed to satisfy her and that was all right with Nicky. He didn’t want to talk about it. It was bad enough that he couldn’t stop remembering how it had been. That fifty thousand dollar policy on the life of Irene Schofield’s husband, issued by Great Northern, still haunted him. She’d kissed Nicky on the lips, accepting more then his kisses, and she’d had murder in her heart. He wanted to laugh, recalling the pitch at the end, how she’d set it up for him to kill Schofield, up there at the cottage at Hickory Lake, and how he could have burned for it. Only her husband had been smart, too, and he’d had some ideas of his own. She’d been a bitch and Schofield had pumped a bullet through one high breast and then he’d slid down over the cliff, landing in a tangled mass of bones and flesh on the rocks below. Nicky, thinking about it, felt cold and sick inside.

“Mr. Weaver?”

“Yes.”

“I asked you a question. You look — funny. Are you ill?”

“Not now.”

“I asked you if you were married.”

“No. I’m single.”

“Your address?”

“The car outside.”

“I see.”

But she didn’t. No one could. The Buick was all that he had left, not another thing. The eleven thousand dollars he had saved while working overseas before going into the life insurance business had been sucked away from him by Bess. Bess Walters had been real pretty, for a widow with two kids. Nicky had worked with her husband, for Great Northern, before Tommy had come up short on his accounts and had hung himself. After that, somehow, Nicky and Bess had gotten very close and following Irene’s death he’d taken his money and stuck it into a chunk of land Bess owned up in the hills. They’d been hoping to start a summer resort or a fishing club, or something like that, and he’d worked his guts out on it, hauling logs and clearing land and driving the tractor until he couldn’t see straight. He’d been so busy working that he hadn’t noticed that Bess and the guy who was cutting the lumber on shares were doing more than measuring trees in the woods. They’d been measuring each other, getting the proper distance, and one day he’d caught them doing it, right in his own bedroom and with not a stitch on. He’d beaten hell out of the guy, and he’d called Bess a no-good whore and, later, he’d insisted that she straighten up with him on the money. But there hadn’t been any money left, not a cent, and the bank had turned her down cold when she’d tried to get a loan. The place was now up for grabs and the only way he could salvage his investment was to buy her out. But he had to have a bundle to do that. And he had to have it quickly. It was hell, knowing that he’d been a sucker and that there wasn’t any way of undoing it. The futility of the whole thing had buried itself so deep and so far inside of him that he’d never be able to forget it.

“I can’t help you any more,” the girl said. “You’ll have to wait until Marie comes in.”

“Thanks,” he said, getting up.

“By the way, my name’s Alice.”

He went over and sat down in a chair by the door. The girl got some papers out of a wire basket and began filing them in a high metal cabinet. She had to stretch to reach the top drawer. Nicky watched her, admiring her small, compact shape.

“How much does this job pay?” he wanted to know.

“About seventy-five a week.”

“Is that all?”

“Well, you’re inexperienced, Mr. Weaver.”

“Sure.”

“There’s a good future in radio.”

“In this town?”

She glanced at him sharply.

“In any town.” She returned to her filing. “In anything. If you look for it.”

Nicky grinned. She was right. A guy had to look for it, a guy had to keep searching until he found a ribbon in the sky, a golden ribbon with a potful of bills hanging on the other end. And he had to find it alone, had to do it by himself. If he tried to find it with a woman like Irene, or a woman like Bess, they’d finish him off with the ribbon around his neck, twisting it tight, strangling him while their lips kissed and their eyes promised. Hell yes, a guy had to keep the women out of it. The dogs running in the streets had the right angle. The females of the species were good for just one thing and some of them weren’t of much use even for that. There’d been a time, not so long before, when he hadn’t felt that way about it. There’d been those wonderful moments when he’d held Bess in his arms, wanting her, needing her, oh, everything had been fine. She’d belonged to him, this lovely creature filled with fire and life, and he’d loved her very much. Then, without caring, she’d torn all of their tomorrows apart, ripping away all of their dreams, smashing every illusion that he’d ever had.

“This is only a small station,” the girl was saying. “Just a hundred watts.”

For a guy who was used to thinking about watts simply in terms of a light bulb, the explanation didn’t mean very much to Nicky.

“It’s hardly more than a year old.”

Nicky didn’t say anything.

“Miss Hasset’s father died about two months ago and she’s had quite a hard time of it ever since. To be honest with you, Mr. Weaver, she doesn’t know the first thing about radio. Anyone who knows anything about radio wouldn’t use the Times to advertise for a salesman. They’d do it through the trade journals.”

That would be some combination, Nicky thought in disgust, working for some dame who didn’t know any more about what was going on than he did.

“This Miss Hasset is the sole owner?”

“Yes.”

“And what’s the name of the station?”

“You mean, the call letters?”

“I guess so.”

“WKDY.”

“Sounds like a bird.”

The girl went over to the water cooler and got a drink. She seemed like a nice kid, talkative, and he asked for her last name. She said it was Gordon.

“You live around here?”

“On a farm, just down the road. My father has a dairy.”

She walked across the office. She had a ripe body, youthful and flowing. He decided, without a great deal of effort, that she might be good for that one thing.

“I think Miss Hasset’s coming now,” Alice Gordon said.

“She usually this late?” It was now almost nine-thirty.

“She’s seldom this early.”

Someone pushed open the door and Nicky stood up. He could smell her even before he saw her and after he saw her he couldn’t say anything at all.

She was fairly tall, not quite up to his shoulders, and she was a white blonde with lips the color of fresh blood. She wore dark glasses with heavy black rims and he couldn’t tell whether she was looking at him or not. She stood just inside the door, the sunlight bright and solid behind her. Her legs, long and straight, were sharply outlined against the yellow dress. The dark, full centers of her breasts thrust up and out against the thin material.

“Did you wish to see me?”

Nicky wet his lips and nodded. Hell, he didn’t want to see her. He wanted to touch her. She had something that he could use, any time of the day or night.

“Good morning, Alice.”

She came in and closed the door.

“Good morning, Miss Hasset.”

Her hips, as she walked across the office, rolled like they were fastened to her with ball bearings.

“Won’t you come this way, please?”

“Sure,” Nicky said. His mouth was dry.

She opened the door to her private office and hesitated for a moment, standing there.

“Why wait?” she inquired, smiling at him. “Let’s get it over with.”

“Yeah,” he agreed. “Why not?”

He had a feeling, as he went past her, that it was going to take a lot longer than either one of them anticipated.
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IT WAS almost noon and Nicky was still stuck inside of her office. At the moment, she was out at Alice Gordon’s desk talking to some guy about advertising for a revival meeting. Nicky was getting tired of the interruptions.

“I’m sorry,” she said, closing the door as she came in. “I told Alice I didn’t want to be bothered any more.”

Hell, she wasn’t sorry at all. He could see it in her smile, the way her lips curled back away from her white teeth. She had him on the end of the stick, holding a job out in front of him, a job that he needed, and it was apparent that she knew it. She was simply waving the stick, talking big money all over the place, just to watch him bounce. Maybe, Nicky conceded, she didn’t know very much about radio but it was quite evident that she knew more than her share about men. She knew so much — how to hold her body, how to talk, how to project her sex without any strain at all — that it almost frightened him. Irene had been like that and she had meant to kill him, or drive him to the chair. Bess had been different, less obvious but she had killed him inside. In a way, he supposed, he was at an advantage. There was nothing left in him to die.

“What were we talking about, Mr. Weaver?”

“Me.”

“Oh, yes.” She sat down behind her desk and scanned the information about him which Alice Gordon had typed. “So we were.” She glanced up, her gray eyes amused. “And what about you, Mr. Weaver?”

“You’re asking the questions.”

She pushed the sheet of paper aside and leaned back. Her breasts punched against the dress, pointing directly at him.

“You’re not very polite for a man who’s out looking for a job,” she said.

He stubbed his cigarette in an ashtray and leaned across the desk.

“Cut out the crap,” he told her. “So far, you’ve wasted your time and mine. If you don’t have a job open, or you don’t want to offer it to me, all you have to do is say so. There are lots of other things I could be doing.”

“Such as what?”

He got to his feet, feeling anger sweep through him. She was bitch, pure bitch, and he had no business bothering with her. She was another Irene, another Bess, a glamorous agglutination of female flesh with the mind of a pickpocket.

“To hell with it,” he said. In the distance, he could hear the noon whistles blowing, filling the valley with sound. “See you around, Miss Hasset.”

He turned at the door, looking back. She had gotten two bottles out of one of the desk drawers and she held one in either hand.

“Rye or scotch, Mr. Weaver?”

“Rye.” He was sore at himself for having driven all the way to Chesterville, yet reluctant to admit to himself that he should have accepted the offer from Cumberland Insurance. “I don’t like scotch,” he added, returning to the desk. “But rye’s just fine.”

“You’ll have to take it straight. I used up the soda the other night and I forgot to get more.”

She got a couple of glasses from another drawer. He wondered, idly, as she poured the drinks, who had been her previous drinking partner. He came to the conclusion, without any actual reason, that she would undoubtedly hoist the jug with almost anybody.

“Luck,” she said.

“Luck,” he told her.

He sat down again. The liquor burned at the lining of his belly, spreading the warmth out in all directions.

“You never sold radio advertising before, Mr. Weaver. What makes you think that you can?”

“That’s a good question. I don’t know.”

She looked a lot better with her glasses off. Her eyes, which were very expressive, grew alternately large and small as she spoke. There was something fascinating about her eyes; not just their unusual color, but the way they blended with the pink-white of her skin and her platinum hair.

“And you think I should spend my money to find out?” she wanted to know.

“That’s your business.”

“You don’t mind saying what you think, do you?”

“Not in the least.”

She examined the typed sheet again and when she bent forward her dress sagged down in front. She was all firm where it counted — firm and round and packed to the hilt.

“Your mother’s dead but your father’s alive?”

“True.”

“It says here that you’ve sold insurance. What other work have you done?”

He started at the beginning, when he’d gotten out of high school, and he spoke of the first job that he’d held, at a private club. He told her how it had been hell at home, following his mother’s death, and about his father, who worked for the Erie, marrying a girl a lot younger. Of course, he didn’t say that the girl had liked him, that she’d caused a lot of trouble or that this had been his chief reason for enlisting in the army. Afterward, he said, he’d worked abroad, on one construction job and another, but he’d gotten tired of it and he’d given it up for insurance.

“The story of my life,” he concluded.

“Don’t lie to me, Mr. Weaver.”

“I’m not.”

“You’ve been out of the insurance business more than a year. You must have been doing something during that time.”

“Yeah. I lost eleven thousand bucks.”

“How?”

“It doesn’t matter. I lost it, that’s all.”

She shrugged and the front of her dress had more life to it than a bag of eels.

“You don’t have to tell me,” she said. “I’ll find out about it. I’ll have a report run on you. Then maybe I’ll be able to tell you what happened, Mr. Weaver.”

Nicky nodded. She might be a floozie and it was possible that this radio station was way over her head, but she was smart. He’d stayed away from the big outfits for that one reason; the first thing a big company did was to draw a credit report. Most small businesses didn’t go in for that kind of stuff; they either took you on or they forgot about you. Marie Hasset, it would seem, was an exception to the rule.

“I had a little muss,” Nicky admitted.

“I thought that.”

“With a dame.”

“I believe that, too.”

“With two dames, as a matter of fact.”

She sloshed some rye into his glass and pushed it toward him. Still looking at him, still smiling, she poured herself an equal amount of scotch.

“You’re quite a man, Mr. Weaver,” she said.

There was only one way that she could be sure, but Nicky didn’t bother telling her about it.

“It’s a funny story,” he said, tasting the rye. “I don’t know why I go to the trouble of telling you about it, because I don’t think I want your damned job, anyway. However, if you’re curious …”

It didn’t take very long. He made short work of Irene, since he didn’t explain how good she had been in bed, or anything like that. He just told about the life insurance policy and how Schofield had killed his wife with a bullet and toppled over the cliff a second later. Nicky said that he’d met Bess Walters, while he was in the insurance business and before her husband hung himself, that she’d seemed nice and that they’d gone into business together.

“Now I remember your name,” Marie Hasset said, arching one carefully plucked brow. “A couple of months ago the police were looking for you. It came over our AP machine. Something about you beating up a logger.”

“Nothing serious. They wanted me to pay this guy’s hospital bills.”

“And did you?”

“I should say not. I talked it over with him and he dropped the charges.”

“Persuasion is the better part of honesty.”

“I told him I’d break his neck, if he didn’t.”

“You sound like a rough customer, Mr. Weaver.” He didn’t say anything. He was tired, after being up all night, and the liquor only made it worse.

“With that kind of a background, do you think I should hire you?”

“That’s your decision.”

She pushed the paper aside and studied him through narrowed gray eyes.

“The job pays seventy-five a week.”

“I’ll take a hundred.”

“But you’re inexperienced.”

“I’ll still take a hundred.”

“Perhaps I should tell you something about this radio station. Once you hear the facts, you may realize how unreasonable you are.”

“I’m listening.”

“Have another drink, if you want.”

“Thanks, no. Rye, even though I like it, isn’t a very good breakfast.”

“You should try scotch,” she said, lifting the bottle. “You wouldn’t feel that way.”

He’d been hanging around a long time, talking with her, getting nowhere. He was getting tired of it and he told her so.

“Listen to me. My father built the station,” Marie Hasset said. “He used to be an announcer on a big network in New York and he always wanted his own station. It was his life’s ambition. But he died before we’d been operating a year.”

“That’s the way it always goes. Up and down.”

“Mother and dad were both killed in the same auto accident.”

For an instant, he felt sorry for her. Under that blonde shell must be hope and pain and frustration. So what, he wondered? So it was none of his business, that’s so what. Fifty miles out of town he wouldn’t be able to remember what she looked like, or if she had an old man or an old lady. She was just a dame with a lot on the physical side. That made her one of thousands. Or millions.

“Tough,” he said.

“It might interest you to know they didn’t have any life insurance, Mr. Weaver. They cashed in all of their policies when dad built the station.”

“Well, that happens, too.”

“You’re not overloaded with sympathy, are you?”

“I’ll pass it around after I find some for myself.”

“Will you?” Her voice was steady and low. “I doubt it. I doubt it very much, Mr. Weaver.”

“Okay.”

She got up and walked over to the window. The sun tumbled inside, hot and bright, and the skin on her arms appeared smooth and richly tanned. She had a flat middle, hardly anything at all, but down below that she was just like she was up above, ripe and full, her body threatening to spill out of the dress at any moment.

“I’ve got my problems,” she confided. “Plenty of them.”

“Tell me, who hasn’t?”

She whirled on him suddenly, her face flushed and angry.

“I wish to God you wouldn’t act so damned cynical,” she stormed. “You want to listen to me, or don’t you?”

“For a hundred a week I’d hold hands with the dead.” He got up, pushing the glass across the desk. “But for charity I’ve got no time at all.”

“Mr. Weaver!”

He halted at the door.

“Yes?”

“I’d expect results for that kind of money.”

He smiled. She was no different from the rest, trying to get something for nothing.

“You’ll get results,” he assured her.

“And you’d have to announce part time, too, once in a while. We’d show you how, but you’d have to be willing to do it whenever we needed you.”

“I’d even do that.”

“The station has to start showing a profit, Mr. Weaver, or I’m going to lose it.”

He swung slowly, facing her. There was fear in her eyes and the way she spoke. In a way, he supposed, she was a lot like him. Afraid. Uncertain. Scared that there would never be enough.

“You owe a lot of bills?” he wanted to know.

“Not too many. But there’s a note. A big one.”

“They’re bad things.”

She crossed to the desk and poured another drink of scotch.

“Especially when they’re for twenty-three thousand,” she said. “That’s a lot of money, Mr. Weaver.”

“Banks can be rugged.”

“It isn’t a bank. A friend.”

“Somebody your father knew?”

“No.” She looked away from him, drawing in a deep breath. “A friend of mine.”

“Hell of a friend,” Nicky observed, lighting a cigarette. “‘Lend you money and then pull the string.”

“It’s not him.” Her eyes, sweeping across his face, were filled with panic. “It’s his — wife.”

“I see.”

“I’m afraid you don’t. You couldn’t.”

He went to the desk and poured a slug of rye. He was close to her, almost touching the smooth warmth of one arm. He could smell her perfume, deep and thick.

“It’s none of my affair,” he said.

“But it is, Mr. Weaver. Or I wouldn’t have told you. I’m hiring you and I expect you to do everything I ask.”

“At a hundred.”

“To sell advertising. To load this station with so much business that we won’t be able to get it all on the log.”

Now that he had the job, now that he was sure of something to do, he felt a sense of loss. A hundred a week was pretty good, better than he could demand elsewhere, but it still wasn’t anywhere near what he needed. If he could come up with fifteen or twenty thousand, drive it into Bess while there was still a chance to snare that property, it would make everything very simple. Only he couldn’t. He knew he couldn’t. He’d tried borrowing it, promoting it, but all of his efforts had failed. The land was worth a lot more than that, perhaps as much as fifty thousand, but his difficulties with Irene Schofield had made him a bad risk.

“I’ll knock ‘em dead,” he told Marie Hasset.

He had to do something, he thought. He had about fifty bucks left, maybe less if he counted it carefully. A hundred a week would give him a chance to live, an opportunity to think things out. And he might come up with an angle. There was always that possibility.

“You’ll be the highest paid man at the station, Mr. Weaver.” She looked up at him. Her eyes were wide and innocent. “For that, I may ask you to do something out of the ordinary. But you wouldn’t mind that, would you?”

“It depends.”

She shook her head, fluffing out her hair. Her smile walked across his face, mocking him.

“I wouldn’t hire you if I thought otherwise,” she said, quietly. “A man like you will do anything, Mr. Weaver.”

He knew, without thinking about it, that she was right.
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