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TAKE A WOMAN BY FORCE, A MAN BY STEALTH

She said:

“… a hand clamped over my mouth. I heard a grunt and smelled stale tobacco. I curved my fingers and twisted, trying to face him. But his arm was a steel clamp holding me to him. Like a striking snake, his hand darted upward beneath my dress. I heard the top of my panties give with a rubbery tear, and a fingernail raked my stomach.

“The next thing I knew was the pain going down my legs and up my back. It had the rhythm of a headache—each thrust of pain marked by a movement of the shadow and a hiss of breath.”

He said:

“You’re the prettiest, so you’re probably the most dangerous. The prettiest flowers have the longest thorns, the loveliest snakes carry the strongest venom.”





CAST OF CHARACTERS

Laurie Crewes

She wanted to be an actress—until her very life depended on it.

Richard Farham

Being in love with the wrong girl made him a target for suspicion.

Lieutenant Koch

This puppet would stop at nothing to do as he was told.

Ann

She couldn’t resist her first lover, even though she detested him.

Jules Curtright

He was so used to success, he longed for a chance to fail.

Ben Crewes

When he tried to do things lawfully, he found he’d made a mistake.

Eileen

She could make raw lust seem like warm love.
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PROLOGUE

EACH EVENING a twilight wind blows through Curtright City. Old newspapers flutter down wide, empty streets. A beer can rolls and tumbles into the gutter. Loose windows rattle as the train roars through on its way from Chicago to Los Angeles.

You watch from the club car, a glass cool against your palm, and think of people living in Curtright City. Or dying there. You suddenly appreciate the noisy chatter around you; the voices brush away the prickly discomfort of looking at death.

Curtright City isn’t dead, though many cities die in this unrelieved country where the Great Plains reach for the Rockies like a tilting table. They live on a single industry. Like many parasites, they die when the host dies.

Death isn’t sudden. The town shrinks and the graveyard grows. One by one, salesmen mark it off their stopping lists and chain stores close their outlets. One day the sheriff holds his last sale and the graveyard covers the entire town.

Curtright City lives, after a fashion. And its people live, caught in the city’s ebbing tide. They watch the stripper wells pump more slowly each year, dipping their heads like drowsy giant mosquitoes drinking from the earth. They watch the great machines march through seas of wheat. Some years the seas are bright gold, some years, a sickly beige. Otherwise each year is like the last.

Here the girls ripen young. Their skins glow with the velvety texture of a plum about to fall. They feel their juices boiling in the hot sun and for a time they live frenetically, like fever victims. One day they find their skins have dried and flaked and wrinkled, and they settle back to share the fate of the city.

Not long ago a man changed in Curtright City. A rot spread inside his mind. One day he crossed to the dark side of that vast, shaded area that runs between the sane and the sick.

They found a girl ripped and torn at the bottom of a new swimming pool. Dead. She’d won a beauty contest that afternoon.

For a week the people suffered the bright glare of notoriety. They were glad when it went away. They were glad when the girl’s parents buried their dead and moved away. It helped erase the unpleasantness. Nobody suggested canceling the contests—they brought in trade. Besides, it couldn’t happen again.

But it did. This time the girl lived.





CHAPTER ONE

I AWOKE slowly, from the inside out; and it was only when I reached a certain point of consciousness that I realized that something was terribly wrong.

Instead of sunlight, darkness pressed against my eyelids. Instead of soft flannel pajamas, nylon enclosed my legs with a warm, gentle pressure. Above them, there was only the tingle of cool air.

In the next second I became fully awake and then I was like a person awakened in the night by a crash of thunder. My ears rang and my mind held only an echo of terror. For a minute all I knew for sure was that my name was Laurie Crewes.

Minutes ago, the fight had ended in smashing violence. I remembered only the sound of hoarse breathing somewhere above me. Now currents of pain wriggled along my legs and dug into my stomach. I tried to gasp and nearly choked. My mouth and chin felt drawn and sticky, and my lips refused to part. He had sealed them with tape.

Still I hadn’t tried to move my body. He was near, waiting for something. I could feel his eyes crawling over my skin like the little gray bugs that scurry when you lift a rotten board.

Water trickled somewhere, and frogs chirred like alarm clocks ringing under water. I smelled damp, rotting wood and wondered where I was.

Something creaked nearby with the slow rhythm of a child on a rusty swing. A parked car. I must be near the rutted dirt road that ran between the ballpark and the river. The parking spot behind the bleachers would explain everything—the lovers, the frogs, and the rotting wood. Except how did I get under the bleachers?

Lord, I ached to move. My back felt as though ice tongs dug at the base of my spine. He’d taped my wrists to my ankles. I lay like a folded ruler, breasts flattened against my legs.

I found I could move my right hand. The man was on my left, I decided, where the seats slanted to meet the ground. I tried to isolate the sound of his breathing but the car was too noisy.

Silently I twisted my wrist and felt the little hairs pull loose. I mentally rehearsed how I’d free the other leg, leap to my feet, rip the bandage from my mouth, and run screaming to the car.

But could they help? There’d be a moment before they became aware of me. Another moment to get out of the car, even longer if they were in the back seat.

I stopped moving. Hurry, you two!

Something soft was holding my hips off the ground. I moved just enough to identify it: chiffon, bunched and crumpled. It was the white formal I’d worn in the contest.

I remembered sitting on the stage and looking out between the two girls who sat in front of me. Their shoulders were already pink from the sun. The audience filled the infield of the ballpark—unused since our team had moved to another city ten years before.

I watched the girl who stood at the front of the stage, reading from her script in a high, uncertain voice. Sweat gleamed on her bony shoulders. Above her head, a string of service-station pennants sagged between crepe-wrapped two-by-fours.

They hand out a thousand dollar prize, I thought, fanning myself with the script they’d given me, and they can’t afford a decent stage.

The girl walked back to her seat, and applause sounded. Another girl stepped to the front and the planks rattled on their supporting oil drums.

My satin slip stuck to my legs where they touched the metal folding chair. I moved my legs to free them and searched the sky for a cloud. There was only the flat haze that marked the refinery. A chair creaked beside me.

“Son of a bitch! It’s hot!”

I turned to see Ann pull out the front of her pink formal and blow into the deep hollow between her breasts.

“It was a hundred and five at noon,” I whispered. “And the boys are watching you, Ann.”

Ann twisted to look at the boys and a handful of tawny hair fell over her eyes. I didn’t turn; I’d already seen the group perched on a platform laid across the stock rack of a cattle truck. Parked outside the fence, it gave them a plunging view of the girls onstage.

Well, we’d come to be seen. I remembered when my mother was alive, she would always say an actress’ greatest talent was being a woman.

Not that I hoped to win the contest on physical appeal; I was too tall, too slim. But the contrast might draw attention from the wide-hipped blondes around me. I’d even combed my hair flat against my temples, leaving a loose fringe over my forehead. I hoped my large violet eyes would make me look elfin and not just hungry.

Anxiety gnawed at my stomach with tiny, sharp teeth. Someone on the truck whistled.

“Do it again, Ann!”

Ann turned around and threw her hair back. “Stupid high school boys.” She pulled up the front of her dress. “I wouldn’t care if it was somebody interesting.”

She clasped her hands in her lap, covering first one then the other. She had a man’s hands, with thick fingers, broad palms and dark, wrinkled knuckles. Trying to hide them, she constantly drew attention to them. When we were younger, she’d always twined her arms behind her back and hopped when she got excited. I wondered if she still did it. I’d seen little of her since she’d moved off our street three years before, the day the police brought her dad back from Mexico.

The girl in front of me stood up and walked forward. Her legs seemed to move on unoiled hinges. She was tall; brown hair lay on her shoulders and spilled down her back. She stumbled against the card table in the center of the stage; a water glass rolled off, bounced, but didn’t break. Someone laughed. I could see her script fluttering as though in a breeze.

I gasped as Ann’s elbow jabbed my ribs. “She’ll never get it.”

“I don’t know,” I said.

“I do. She’s got nothing up front. Like two raisins on an ironing board.”

I felt the sharp teeth gnawing again. “Ann, this isn’t a dairy show. It’s a drama contest.”

“Yes, but think back. Did they ever pick a flat-chested Miss Stella? Eileen last year was at least a thirty-six. So was Carol the year before.” She leaned back and the tight dress forced her breasts up into sharp relief.

Ann would be at least thirty-six. She’d developed early and kept developing. I thought of something. “Aren’t you over nineteen?”

Her eyes widened. “Don’t tell them, please.”

“You know me better than that, Ann. But you’ll have trouble if you win, being over the age limit.”

“Oh, hell, I can’t win with you here. You can act.”

But would the judges know? I watched the master of ceremonies. He sat on the edge of the stage slightly in front of the girl performing. He stood up and patted his hands together as the girl finished, then crooked his finger at a girl in front of me. She threw back a red-gold mane of hair and swayed toward the front. Her green organdy dress broke like pale surf against her knees.

“Mother, buy me that!” yelled someone on the truck.

Ann’s breath was warm in my ear. “I’ve seen that bitch before. She’s from Chicago.”

“Oh?” It wasn’t unusual for a half-dozen strange girls to turn up each year, either after the two-year dramatic scholarship or the cash. They rarely won; but this one …

Her hair caught the sun, added a touch of burnt gold, and threw it back. She spoke in a throaty voice I could hardly hear, but she didn’t have to project her voice. Eyes followed every twist and bend of her body, and widened as she finished with a pirouette that whirled her skirt six inches above her knees.

In spite of this, the applause was scattered as she took her seat.

Since my turn was almost at the end, I had plenty of time. Minutes oozed by as I studied the monologue.

I remembered how my scalp tingled as a sweat droplet formed, trickled down my temple, rolled along the hollow above my collarbone, then dropped between my breasts. I felt like a wet cat steaming in a petshop window.

Garments rustled, and I looked up to see Jules Curtright slouch into a vacant chair in the judges’ row. He wore a striped sports shirt; a tuft of black hair pushed upward from the open collar. His dark, brooding eyes swept over the girls without a flicker of interest. I closed my script and watched him, noticing how his straight brows met his high-bridged nose like the cross on a T. He flipped out a cigaret, caught it between his lips, and puffed as a judge two seats away stretched forth a lighter. Jules nodded and the man leaned back and looked smug.

I could feel a new tautness in the air, as though the contest had so far been only the tuning of an orchestra. Miss Haggerty, the woman who had hired me to work part-time in her dress shop, had told me: “You’ll be a lucky girl if you’re named Miss Stella this year, Laurie. There sits Jules Curtright. A 35-year-old bachelor with a family tradition as old as Curtright City. Stop saying you’d rather be an actress and let’s look at the record.” She had opened the safe, pushed aside the calendar on which she circled wedding dates and birthdays and pulled out a scrapbook. “Here’s the clipping of Jules’ grandmother, Miss Stella of 1896, she was quarter-blood Osage, always wore the brooding, go-to-hell look she’d passed on to Jules. And there’s his mother, Miss Stella of 1923. Maybe they wanted to be actresses too, but they didn’t pass up million-dollar marriages.”

I didn’t believe in the Curtright tradition she’d mentioned. No Curtright was like another. Jules’ great-grandfather was only a legend, whose vision and dedication in founding the town and naming it Charity was always mawkishly overdone in the special newspaper the Clarion put out every Stella Day. Jules’ grandfather had brought the oil boom to town and changed the name to Curtright City. I might have liked him, if only for his open egotism. He’d ordered no-parking signs set in front of the restaurant where he ate lunch, at his club, at his home—and now and then, a few weeks at a time, in front of some woman’s home.

I knew little about Jules’ father, the man who ruled while the boom dried up. He’d blocked traffic on the street where he lived, and later built a huge house on a walled estate in the country. His suicide was like a nasty word that wouldn’t come off the sidewalk.

I watched Jules’ hands, noticing how he kept turning his cigaret between his thumb and forefinger. I’d seen him do it on the tennis court between sets. An impatient man, I thought. He wouldn’t follow a tradition even if there was one.

“Laurie …”

I jumped as Ann squeezed my arm. “What?”

“I asked what you’d do with the money if you won.”

“Nothing. I plan to take the scholarship.”

Her mouth formed an orange O. “Have you told them?”

“Told them what? That I’m going to ask for the scholarship that’s worth three times as much as the cash prize?”

A shrug rippled her pink bosom. “They don’t give a damn. Jules Curtright pays, either way.”

Just then Jules threw down his cigaret and ground it into the stage with his foot. He turned and for a moment our eyes met. I thought I saw a flicker of interest but I wasn’t sure. Did he care whether anyone took his scholarship and became an actress? I knew his great-grandfather, who started the contests, knew nothing about acting. He’d happened to name an oil well after a girl who’d left the village to go on stage. The well gushed, Stella Day was proclaimed, and a beauty queen named to symbolize the real Miss Stella who’d never come back. The scholarship had been tacked on later.

Ann spoke again. “What I meant a while ago was if you’d told Jules Curtright he might have helped you.”

“He’s not a judge. He couldn’t help.” Or could he? Maybe another girl had gone to him and the contest was already settled. The thought had made me feel flustered.

“Ann, did you ask him?

“Me? No.” She didn’t look at me.

“You know anyone who did?”

“No. I was just thinking about it.” She smoothed her dress with a fluttery movement, then hid her hands in her lap. “Could I see what you’re giving, Laurie?”

I gave her my script and started to ask another question. Then I saw that only two girls remained ahead of me. I had to relax.

“Not much,” said Ann, after reading my script. “But better’n mine. Mine’s about a dog dying. A damn dog. I can’t stand dogs.”

“So …” I slumped a little as my back relaxed. “Pretend it’s something besides a dog.”

Ann’s fingers dug into my arm as the girl beside me stood up. “Laurie, you’re next and then me.”

“Yes.” The red spots on her cheeks were brighter.

“I wanted to go after you but now I don’t know. I’ll be an anti-climax.”

“No you won’t. Just relax.”

“Relax? God. I think about going up there and the boys yelling and I feel like throwing up.”

“The boys don’t judge, Ann,” I said.

“No, but they’ll make some smart crack about my old man. Laurie, if I win, I swear this town will never see me again.”

A minute later the girl returned to her seat. My turn. The M.C. beckoned. I stood and felt my palms go slick with sweat.

“Laurie, here’s your script.”

I took the paper, walked forward and gave my name to the M.C. I started on and a hand rested on my forearm. “I didn’t catch the name.” Jules Curtright stood beside me wrinkling his brow. “Do I know you?”

His voice was a deep note that vibrated inside me.

“Do I?” His eyes were dark gray, like oil smoke.

“You—” I cleared my throat. “You should. My dad runs some of your stations.”

“This district?” He tugged at his earlobe. “That would be Ben Crewes. So you’re—”

“Laura.”

“I was about to say that. You look nervous. Can I help?”

Self-consciousness had drained the fluid from my joints. I must relax. “No … no, thanks.” I managed to smile.

“Good luck.” He smiled back and his hand cupped my elbow and turned me. I heard him saying to the M.C., “Mort, you should have been with me in Denver …”

Then I was in front, facing the audience. I looked down and thought of the eggs I had made that last Easter, with painted faces and little crepe hats.

I relaxed and opened the script, ready to become the girl in the typed pages. Suddenly my cheeks went stiff. The script was about a little dog. Ann had switched them!

I whirled angrily and saw her watching me, her lip caught between her teeth. I pointed to the script and raised my eyebrows. She raised hers and shrugged. Didn’t she understand, or didn’t she want to?

Someone yelled, “Take it off!” The boys on the truck roared, and I felt cold anger splash over me. I wouldn’t go back now.

I laid the script on the table and poured a glass of water. It was hot and flat, like lukewarm lemonade. I drank slowly as the crowd mumbled. With the glass to my mouth I read Ann’s script and groped for the character of the little girl, trying to understand her puzzled grief on learning her dog was dead. The script was ridiculous and the dog meant nothing to me. To know grief, I must remember grief.

I remembered and turned back to the audience.

Silence roared in my ears when I finished. I had nearly reached my seat when it was broken by applause like hail on a shingle roof.

But Ann was gone. I glimpsed her as she pushed through the gate with her head down, shoulders hunched forward. I dropped into my chair, feeling like a limp washrag. Maybe Ann had just made a mistake in the scripts, then couldn’t face the audience cold. I hated to think otherwise.

Then the last girl returned to her seat and the contest ended. The judges huddled and hummed while fifteen minutes droned by.

Finally the junior-high band formed up and six convertibles rolled in with a flutter of crepe. I read MISS STELLA on the lead car.

“Laurie?” I looked up to see Jules holding out his hand. “Mort didn’t hear your performance, but we convinced him you were best. I’ve got the crowning job. You ready?”

I let him pull me to my feet, then my knees went watery. “Lord, did I win?”

“You did.” His smile sparkled. “You’re Miss Stella.”





CHAPTER TWO

NOW THE AFTERNOON seemed to have happened to another girl.

The car creaked without pause; a monotonous rhythm that sounded as though it would never end. I wished I had some idea of how long it would take them to finish.

The sound of the car quickened and grew louder. And finally it was strangely quiet. After a minute, I heard a weak female voice: “Yawn a see ‘er wet?”

“Mmmmm,” a male voice mumbled. “Wade’ll turn ‘em alight.”

Light shone through my eyelids and I held my breath to halt the movement of my bosom. Then the light went out. I smelled cigaret smoke and understood the muffled words. “You want a cigaret?” she’d asked.

Now! I tensed my right arm.

Suddenly footsteps grated beneath the bleachers where the man waited. They came near and I could hear his breathing; felt him looking down at me. I lay taut. If he touched me I’d lose my mind.

His steps moved away and I breathed again. I heard his shoes scrape on the concrete sidewalk outside the park and I began picking at the tape on my left hand. It came free as a car door clicked. An engine caught and tires squalled.

Hate curdled deep inside me. Someday I’ll know who you are. And I’ll kill you. Oh, damn you.

My stomach heaved. I clawed the tape from my mouth and rolled onto my side. Warm, bitter liquid spewed out. Pain hooked deep into my throat where his thumbs had gouged my windpipe.

Someone mumbled in the parked car. The engine started and the car rolled without lights a hundred feet down the road. They thought I was a drunk, lost. Fine. I didn’t need them now.

I pushed myself to my feet, shook out the satin slip, and stepped into it. Then the formal. I felt on the ground and found the wad of cloth that had been my strapless brassiere. The clasp was torn from the fabric but it could be fixed. Carrying it, I walked toward the gate.

Something caught on my heel. My panties. I picked them up, then threw then down in revulsion. Oh, damn you, whoever you are. I wished I’d had a disease to give him.

Nausea came again as I stepped through the gate. I clutched the board fence and arched my back in a minute of dry retching. When it was over I started walking. Through the mist in my eyes I could see the road stretching along the broad river bottom and light shining in the window of the first house beyond the river. Daddy was waiting up.

I walked faster. My teeth grated and my mouth tasted like the inside of an old champagne bucket. Champagne …

I’d tasted it for the first time that evening, and I’d drunk a lot of it, I remembered. Had I passed out and then been found somewhere by the wrong kind of man? Surely not. Hadn’t I been with friends? As I walked, I went over the evening in my mind, looking for a hint of the man’s identity. So many things, so many people …

There’d been the parade, then I’d picked up Richard and we’d gone to the Barn. After nearly two hours in an open convertible, my face had felt like an old sun-baked shoe. I’d sat at a table slightly larger than a dinner plate and watched Richard pour champagne.

His blunt, thick hands were a rugged contrast to the fragile glass he set in front of me. “Why did you come by for me tonight?” he asked.

“Why? Three reasons.” I sipped, and the stuff bubbled intangibly in my mouth. Fatigue was an undertow ready to drown me, but I felt at ease with Richard. I’d known him since he’d pulled his peeling plywood house trailer into town two years ago and started doing features for the Curtright City Clarion. There was nothing serious between us; I’d told him at the beginning it had to be that way. So he saved his endearments for his golden retriever.

“In the first place,” I went on, “daddy loaned me the car, and your front seat always has dog hair on it.”

He wrinkled his nose at the champagne and bit the plastic seal from a bottle of Scotch. Richard had the scrubbed, battered look of a prize fighter just out of the shower. A white scar split his left eyebrow into blond parallel lines, but his blue eyes lacked a fighter’s birdlike alertness. They were too languid, too thoughtful, and they seemed too old for a man of twenty-six.

“I have a point in asking, Laurie. What are the other reasons?” He poured Scotch over an ice cube and swallowed.

“Second reason. You asked me before the contest. The others didn’t.”

He shrugged heavy shoulders, and the white shirt stretched between the flat planes of his chest. “I thought you might lose and want some discreet sympathy. I didn’t think you’d pass up the banquet for this.”

He flipped a hand at the barnlike club. The building had once been used as an exhibition hall, attached to the park. Now, with tables jammed into a quarter-acre floor, it was a club where you bought setups and brought your own liquor. It was nine o’clock, still cool inside with less than half the tables filled. Later the place would steam.

I thought of the banquet at the hotel where they relived the boom days in long, rambling reminiscence. “Old men and old speeches,” I told Richard, “I have the strength to sacrifice.”

“Jules Curtright always escorts Miss Stella to the banquet and afterwards. I guess you know that?” His deep voice was faintly mocking when he mentioned Jules.

“Yes. He told me.” I pushed my glass forward. “More.”

He filled it, half-smiling. “How did I beat out Jules Curtright?”

I twisted my glass and wondered what he was leading up to. He seemed to be fishing for a hint of how I felt about him. I wasn’t sure.

Once he told me he was planning a book, but every time he started writing, some new complication changed his philosophy of life. He suspected that somewhere the trend would turn toward simplicity and he’d be able to sum up the whole mess in a single querulous epigram.

He didn’t try to be handsome. He kept his blond hair short because it was less trouble, left his broken nose unstraightened because he said it would just get broken again.

“Rich, today it’s been like walking barefoot on hot sand. I wanted to relax, and I couldn’t with Jules.”

“Why? Does he excite you?”

“Don’t question a royal whim, Rich.”

All right.” He seemed disappointed. “If a commoner may presume, when does the royal coach bug out for New York?”

“Next Saturday.”

“I’ll drive you.”

“A five-day trip?”

“Make it seven. That’s time for a honeymoon.”

I lifted my glass to cover my surprise. His expression suggested he’d just told a joke I hadn’t yet caught. I laughed uncertainly. “Richard, are you proposing?”

He rubbed his index finger over his eyebrow. “I can work. I’ve had so many jobs the social security people don’t even bother to put away my file anymore. I’ve got talent and I can write upside down and backwards.”

“Rich, are you serious?”

“Sure.” He lifted his glass and drained it in a swallow, then poured another. He seemed nervous. “I’ve never tried to make money, Laurie. If that’s what you want, I’ll make it. Don’t worry.”

How could I turn down a proposal I wasn’t sure was real without looking ridiculous? I made my voice serious, with no hint of flippancy. “Rich, I’ve only got two years, and that’ll take all the energy I have with nothing to spare. You remember Eileen who won last year? She was going to wait until this year and we’d go to New York together.”

“Eileen is dead,” he said.

“She wouldn’t have wanted me to give it up.”

Rich raised an eyebrow. “Now I know why you didn’t enter the contest last year. Eileen was nineteen and you were eighteen. It was her last chance; you’d have another. So you divided it up, like slicing a cake. Right?”

It sounded too smug, but it was nearly true. “Maybe I just didn’t want to compete with Eileen.” I twirled my glass between my fingers and changed the subject. “Which sounds best for a stage name, Rich? Eileen or Clara?”

“Who’s Clara?”

“My mother.”

“It depends, then.” Rich drank again. He was drinking it straight. “Whose life do you want to fulfill, your mother’s or Eileen’s?”

I stiffened. “My own, naturally.”

He shrugged. “All right. Use your own name. Just so you know what you want. I gather it isn’t marriage.”

“I told you, I’ve got two years. Then, if I wash out …”

“Don’t make any promises.” A sullen, brooding expression flashed across his face, then the half-smile returned. “Maybe I’d go to New York and get on as a drama critic, and pan the hell out of your performances so you’d fail. So you’d better not promise me anything.” He poured another drink and laughed.

Chairs scraped and a couple took the table behind us. The man was short and round-faced with a mustache like a black postage stamp. The woman was tall with half moons of pallor below her eyes.

The guitar-trumpet-piano combo opened up in one corner. A few couples rose and began floating around the floor. The man with the mustache spoke to the woman; she shook her head. He shrugged and turned his back to watch the dance floor.

“Dance with me,” said Rich.

“If you’ll stop worrying about Jules Curtright.”

“All right.”

Rich handled his bulk well on the floor; a strong leader. I felt the strength in his arms and wished I hadn’t had to turn down his proposal.

Back at the table, I noticed the club was full. Several people stood around the walls and set their bottles on window ledges. Conversation rose, the combo played louder, people talked still louder. The noise would spiral upward indefinitely, feeding on itself.

Rich caught my arm. “Brace yourself. You’re about to receive a great honor.”

I turned to see three people threading toward our table. First was Jules Curtright, his white teeth showing in a smile. He wore a tuxedo instead of the sports outfit he’d worn to the contest.

Next came the girl with the red-gold hair who’d displayed herself in the contest. She walked in a way that thrust her pelvis against the metallic sheath dress which somehow clung to the inner side of her legs. I suddenly felt drab and mousy. She carried a champagne bottle trailing a streamer which read: MISS STELLA.

The third person was the owner of the club. A short man with a long, sad face, he carried two padded chairs.

“May we join you?” asked Jules. He took the woman’s arm. “You remember Simone. She took second this afternoon.”

“Hi!” She flourished the bottle and set it on the table. They had this for you at the banquet and I insisted they let us deliver it.”

“Well …” I had a feeling of going in debt to someone I might dislike. “That’s nice of you, Simone.”

“Listen, you call me Sam.” She snapped her fingers. “Come on, shorty, give me a place to park it.”

The short man shoved the chairs up to the table, leaving Rich and me sitting opposite each other. I tried to catch his eye, but he was looking into his drink, a half-smile on his face.

Simone jerked her chair forward and whispered in my ear. “Congratulations on the contest. Jules promised it to me, but now that I’ve met you I forgive him, the bastard.”

So the girls did go to Jules; I was glad I hadn’t, and wondered how Simone had persuaded him to promise. She began gushing forth a description of the banquet. It had all been fabulous, she said. She hung a cigaret in her mouth and turned it toward Jules without taking her eyes off me. He lit it with a smooth, precise gesture, his gray eyes amused. He winked at me.

I stopped feeling drab. Beneath the bright animation of Simone’s face was a hard calculating set that never quite disappeared. She was talking to me with the quick, powder-room intimacy that made me wary and uncomfortable. I interrupted her narrative of events in Chicago night clubs to tell her I’d never been in the city.

“Really?” She looked sympathetic. “I used to dance in all those places.”

Rich spoke for the first time. “I bet you done real good.”

I looked at him sharply. He’d spoken with an exaggerated country drawl, but Simone didn’t realize he was teasing. She leaned toward him and the square neck of her dress fell outward. “Don’t take my word. Ask me to dance and I’ll show you.”

“Aw, I don’t know if I can dance them fast ones.”

“This isn’t fast.” She took his hand and pulled him up. “Come on, mountain man.”

Rich let her lead him to the dance floor, throwing out his feet as though kicking mud off his shoes. Then he stopped and waited until she put his arms in place.

“We can leave if you’re bothered,” said Jules.

I smoothed off my frown and felt my neck grow warm. “I’m not bothered.”

Jules smiled and made watery circles on the table with his glass. “I know a quiet place on the state line.”

He waited, tugging his ear lobe. I met his eyes and thought again of oil smoke, this time with tiny flickers of fire. I can’t trust myself with him, I thought.

“I came with Richard,” I said finally. My palms were sweating again.

“That’s no pain.” He jerked his head toward the dance floor. “He and Simone will get together.”

I turned to watch their slow, halting movement. She curved against Richard like a drawn bow, her dress creased above and below her buttocks. “They couldn’t be more together. Is that why you brought her?”

He moved a shoulder. “She wasn’t my first choice. I’m never satisfied with second.”

“Jules, I can’t just walk out. And you’re mistaken about Richard.”

The two returned before the dance ended. Simone flopped and whispered: “I’ve met some hayseeds, but oh, brother!” She pulled a foot into her lap and rubbed the arch.

“Simmanny,” said Richard in his exaggerated drawl. “How about you coming to my place and I’ll cook up a mess of mountain chicken.”

“Sounds wonderful,” she said with strained enthusiasm. “What is it?”

“It ain’t rilly chicken. You take this kittle of boiling water and you drop in a big live toad—”

“Oh, God!” She jumped to her feet and started tugging on her shoe. “That’s enough for me.” She looked down at Jules and her voice grew plaintive. “Can’t we go? I’m getting a terrible headache laughing at this funny man.”

Jules smiled and rose. “Of course. Keep the champagne, Laurie. It’s yours.” His smile slid over to me as though we shared a secret, then he followed Simone out.

Richard watched them go with regret in his eyes. “I shouldn’t have made it so rough on her. She was just doing her job.” He chuckled. “Jules should raise that girl’s salary. You realize she can’t afford underwear?”

“Does she work for Jules?”

Rich nodded. “She doesn’t remember me, but she was lighting cigarets and pouring martinis at one of his press conferences. I don’t know what else she does for him.” He paused. “Did he try to move in while we were dancing?”

“Move in?” Now that Jules was gone, I felt as though I’d been pulled back from the edge of a tall building. “He offered to take me out, yes.”

“I thought he would.” He half-smiled as he filled his glass. Usually he drank slowly. I wondered how long he’d last at this rate. “Rich young bachelor, little god of Curtright City.”

“You’d like Jules better if you’d been here when his dad and grandmother ran things.”

“He’s smart, Laurie. So smart he can pay the lowest wages in the country. Why is there no other industry here? Why didn’t you get that missile plant here?”

I felt us drifting into an old argument.

“People didn’t want it, Rich, because it would bring in a lot of Mexicans and undesirables. The Clarion surveyed the whole county.”

Rich made a sound with his lips. “Curtright’s paper. It didn’t say it’d push wages up.” He picked up his bottle, tipped it and watched moodily as liquid trickled and stopped. “You people work like hell for nothing and think you’re lucky because he builds a new college and a new swimming pool.” He waved a hand toward the window. “It’s nothing but institutional charity. It all comes off his taxes.”

“Ann’s father didn’t.” For a moment I wondered again about the scripts, then I was telling Rich now Ann’s father had been an officer in Jules’ company and embezzled nearly a hundred thousand dollars. Jules hadn’t pressed charges when they’d caught him. Jules let him resign from the company and gave him a farm to manage.

“That’s what you call charity?” Rich raised an eyebrow. “It looks like Ann’s dad knew something and had to be bought off.”

“That’s silly.”

“Jules doesn’t do something for nothing. Talking to him I always feel he’s planning to do something to me and I won’t figure out what it is until it’s too late.”

He tipped his bottle, then threw it under the table. “Empty. Be right back.”

Just then the owner set a bottle on our table. “Compliments of Mister Curtright,” he said. His sad eyes were wide and unblinking like those of a fish. “He said to keep you supplied. It’s on the house.”

“The hell he did.” Richard’s face stiffened. “Well, you can take this damn stuff and—no, here, it’ll save you a trip.” He held out a bill.

The sad-eyed man held up a hand. “Mister Curtright instructed me—”

“I don’t care what he instructed. You’re the goddam owner!” Rich stood up and waved the bill. “Here.”

The man looked mournfully at the bill, then at Rich. “Mister Curtright said not to take any money. And Mister Curtright owns the property.”

“All right!” Rich stuffed the bill into the man’s breast pocket. “There. You didn’t take it. Don’t go away yet.”

With his teeth Rich tore off the seal and unscrewed the cap. The little man’s eyes bulged as Rich lifted the bottle above his head and tipped it. I jumped up and lifted my skirt as an amber stream spattered on the floor.

The bottle was still more than three-quarters full when Rich slammed it down on the table. “Now tell Mister Curtright we’ve poured a libation to him.” He gripped the man’s shoulders and turned him around. “Tell him.”

Rich jerked out his chair, poured a drink, then looked up as though surprised to see me standing. “You can sit down, Laurie.”

I didn’t move. ”That was no way to accept a gift, Rich.”

“A gift?” He laughed. “I told you Jules doesn’t do something for nothing. He wants me drunk then he’ll charge in and rescue you. Simple?”

Anger rose in me. “I’m not a doll you two can pass back and forth. Besides, he isn’t forcing you to drink.”

Rich looked down and swirled his drink. “I’m sick of people like fish-eyes and Simone—” He lifted the glass and swallowed three times. “And everybody else in this town afraid to offend Curtright and lose a buck.”

“Not everybody.” I thought of daddy.

“No? What if Jules said no dramatic scholarship this year?”

I felt cold. “He couldn’t.”

Rich shrugged. “Offend him and find out.”

A glass shattered over near the bandstand. A hoarse, gleeful voice yelled “fight!” Wooden tables thumped and metal chairs shrieked. A huge crowd gathered around the fighters. Two huge off-duty policemen who served as bouncers plowed in and reappeared a minute later; each held a smaller man by the arm.

“Will they hurt them?”

Rich glanced up. “No. They’ll let them in again when they’re ready to spend their money quietly.” He drank again. “Are you going to sit down?”

I hesitated. The combo blasted forth again. Conversation, bottled up during the fight, came uncorked again and rose to a shout. I felt the warning stab of a headache. “Let’s leave, Rich.”

“Leave?” He shrugged. “You’re the driver. Dance with me first.”

“Just one.” I didn’t want Rich here if Jules came back.

He swayed against me as we paused at the edge of the dance floor, as one might pause before plunging into a thorn thicket. Couples jammed the floor and the air steamed. Shirts clung to men’s backs, and the women’s bare shoulders gleamed.

I saw Ann standing, outside, watching the dancers with the expression of a kid looking into a candy store. A button was loose on her blouse. I didn’t know the boy who stood behind her with his arms around her waist. I saw him bend and let his lips trail over her shoulder, and a long, waxy strand of her hair fell over his eyes. Ann moved her shoulder and her mouth hooked down at the corners.

Our eyes met just as a couple moved between us. They swayed for a moment, lips glued together. When they moved on, Ann and the boy were gone.

“Did you see where Ann went, Rich?”

“I haven’t seen Ann all night. Let’s dance.”

He shouldered his way on the floor and pulled me after him. I pushed Ann from my mind and let myself float through the odors of sweat, tobacco and liquor. As we danced, my head seemed to detach itself from my body, buoyed up by heat, champagne and relief from the tense afternoon. I smiled at men who grinned over shining shoulders and smiled at girls who glared. Laughter bubbled up inside me as Rich spun me against other dancers.

I lost track of the times we returned to the table to drink, then went back to dance. Once Rich mixed my champagne with his Scotch and I laughed at the face he made. Once the fat man with the moustache tapped me on the shoulder. I shook my head and smiled. He mumbled and stumbled away trailing flakes of meat and lettuce from the sandwich he was trying to stuff into his suit pocket. He tapped another girl then stood, a fat and forlorn figure, watching her whirl away with someone else. I glanced at his table and saw that the thin woman had gone.

Once we eddied into a corner and swayed to a slow, dreamy tune. Richard’s hand pressed the small of my back and I relaxed against him. His whisper was warm in my ear. “Ready to go now?”

“Yes,” I said against his shoulder.

“To my place?” His hand moved lower and I felt its warmth through the satin slip.

“I haven’t seen daddy since this morning, Rich.” My fingers touched the springy hair on the back of his head. I pressed hard against his chest. “He’d call. He calls around when I’m late.”

“So what if he found you there?” His voice was muffled by my hair.

“He’d be disappointed.”

“Beat you?”

Vaguely I noticed we no longer swayed with the music. I laughed against his shoulder at the thought of daddy beating me. “Never.”

“Come after you?”

“Not unless I asked him. He trusts you.”

“The kiss of death.”

The word suddenly drained off the pressure inside me. I lifted his hand up to my waist. “No I trust you.”

“Has your dad got you scared of it?” His hand dropped again.

“I’m not scared, Rich.” I steeled myself and pulled away from him. “I don’t want distractions—like affairs and babies.”

“Scared is the wrong word.” He tried to pull me against him. “Your dad’s a helluva nice guy, but he’s got a man’s idea of virtue. Your mom would have been more practical.”

“How?”

“Teach you to have the fun and avoid the danger.”

Oddly I remembered Jules then, and slipped out of Rich’s arms. “Rich, we have to go. Right now.”

Back at the table, Rich discovered the bottle contained one more drink. I was waiting for him to finish when Jules walked up, alone. We’d waited too long.

Jules flashed a grin. “May I sit down?”

I jerked my head toward Richard, frowning. “We’re just leaving.”

Rich spoke without looking up. “Laurie, I wish I had a million dollars. I want to see if money makes a bastard, or if a bastard just makes money.

Jules raised an eyebrow at me.

“You’d better go, Jules.” I said.

Rich squinted up at him. “By all means stay, Mr. Curtright. We were just talking about you.”

Jules smiled. “There must be more fascinating subjects.”

“Not at all, Mister Curtright. I’ve tried to tell Laurie you’re only human but she isn’t convinced.”

I felt foolish and helpless. I picked up my purse and stood. “Let’s go, Rich.”

He made a chopping motion with his hand without taking his eyes off Jules. “In a minute. Would you prove it, Mr. Curtright? Would you take us up to your democratic, middle-class apartment? I want to see if you have a stool in your bathroom.”

Jules’ smile didn’t flicker. “You’re welcome, if you can keep from marking on the walls.”

Rich pushed back his chair and rose slowly. “Let’s go outside, Mister Curtright. Or I’ll mark you right here.”

They stood without moving. Rich was almost quivering, but Jules tapped his long fingers against the table top and smiled at Rich.

“Come on, Rich. I’ll take you home.” I started around the table, then saw the two bouncers gliding up. “Look out!”

They jumped and caught him before he could turn, each holding an arm close to his body. Richard’s neck muscles corded but he couldn’t move.

“Any trouble, Mister Curtright?” asked the smaller one, only two inches taller than Rich.

“No,” said Jules. “He’s harmless.”

Rich whitened and dragged the two men a step. “I’ll show you who’s harmless, you gilt-edged bastard.” His voice was low and hoarse.

“You—” the smaller man strained to hold Rich’s arm. “You want him arrested, Mister Curtright?”

“You can’t arrest a man for making an ass of himself,” said Jules.

Richard surged again and knocked a glass off the table.

I was sick of watching and felt tears burning behind my eyelids. “Jules, go away. You’re making it worse.” I turned to the smaller man. “You can let him go. I’ll take him home.”

“In a minute, little lady. We’ll give the lad some fresh air first.” They wheeled and walked Richard toward the door, like two men helping a drunken buddy. I followed for a few paces then a hand caught my arm. It was the man with the moustache whose wife had left him. “You’ll dance with me, won’t you?”

“No!” I pulled free of his pudgy hand.

He caught my arm again. “Come on, honey.”

From behind me, Jules’ voice grated, “Get away, Howie.”

The man looked up angrily, then jerked away his hands and rubbed them on his trousers. “Oh, Mister Curtright. Say … come and have a drink with me. You and your girl friend.”
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