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He was trapped.

Inside the apartment lay a dead girl. 
The cops were closing in. He had no 
place to hide …

Then a low voice whispered in the darkness, 
“This way.” A warm hand guided him through 
the door. “Get your clothes off.”

He ripped off his coat, his shoulder holster.
He crossed to the bedroom, tore off his
pants. In a moment bare warm flesh
squeezed into the bed against him.
A hand reached up, mussed his hair.
Lips smeared his face and mouth as
the pounding started at the door …

A cop looked in, snickered, left. 
And Johnny Liddell got his first 
look at the girl …



“An excellent rough, tough thriller.” 
—Lewiston Journal
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THE APARTMENT was small, dark, hot.

The man in the rumpled white suit swabbed at his face with a pocket handkerchief, poured two fingers of rum into a water glass, swallowed it in a gulp. He got up, walked to the window, and stared out at the heat mist that shimmered over New Orleans and gave no evidence of relief.

He wiped the back of his neck with the handkerchief, shrugged out of his jacket. The armpits of his shirt were half-mooned with sweat; the back stuck damply to his body.

The tap on the door was so soft he almost missed it. He cocked his head, listened. The tapping was repeated.

He crossed the floor and put his ear against the door. “What is it?” There was a faintly liquid accent in his voice.

“I have a message for you from Kirk,” the voice on the other side of the door whispered.

Satisfied, the little man turned the key in the lock and pulled the door open. A man and a woman stood in the hallway. The man in the room squinted at them in the half-light.

“You were not supposed to come here,” he complained. “No one must know I am here.” He gestured impatiently for them to come in, closed the door after them.

As he turned to face them, something in the other man’s expression startled him. He looked from the man to the woman, started to back away.

“Give me the message, please. I am busy. I—”

The other man started toward him; the girl took up a position in front of the door.

The man in the white suit stared at the newcomer, recognition slowly dawning in his eyes. “You? But you said—” The words froze in his throat. His lips moved, but no sounds came. His eyes widened until they were completely rimmed with white.

“Come here,” the other man ordered.

The little man moved back in horror, turned, tried to run. The other man moved faster. In two steps he was on the back of the little man, his arm around his neck in a murderous mugger’s grip. As the little man struggled to break the hold, the mugger put his knee in the small of his back and bent him slowly but relentlessly back.

The victim reached up with both hands and clawed desperately at the arm that was cutting off his breath, slowly strangling him. His eyes started to pop; his struggles grew weaker. After a minute, his hands seemed to grow heavy and dropped to his sides, fingers clenching and unclenching spasmodically.

Relentlessly, the mugger tightened his grip until even the fingers stopped moving. The man in the white suit went limp. Satisfied that his victim was beyond further resistance, the mugger loosened his hold and let the little man’s body slump to the floor.

The mugger stood over him, while he wiped the wet smear of his mouth with the back of his hand. The girl walked over, bent over the man on the floor, and pulled a wallet from his breast pocket. She flipped through the papers and held up a torn baggage check. “Here’s half of it.”

The man swore fluently. “Where’s the other half?”

“Kirk must have it.”

The man swore again. He brought back his foot and kicked viciously at the fallen man’s head. The girl turned, walked to the door. The mugger kept kicking at the man’s head until it gave off a sound like an overripe melon.

• • •

Two days later, Johnny Liddell leaned against the bar in Mike’s Deadline Café in New York, staring morosely at his reflection in the back-bar mirror. It didn’t look any better than he felt.

The man behind the bar made a production out of selecting a bottle from the well, filling a jigger to within a hairline of the top, and sliding it across the bar without spilling a drop.

Johnny Liddell wasn’t quite as successful in transferring it to his glass.

The bartender bared the yellow stumps of his teeth in a grin, as he swabbed the bar dry with a damp cloth that left oily circles. “Takes practice, my boy.”

“I should have enough of that,” Liddell grunted.

The man behind the bar tossed the cloth under the bar. “Haven’t been around much lately, Johnny. Business picking up?”

“Business?” Liddell made a sour face. “Playing bodyguard to some tin coffeepots at a wedding. A couple of dames who want to know where their husbands spend their evenings, a couple of husbands ditto their wives. You call that a business?”

“It’s better than working.” The bartender caught a signal from the far end of the bar and shuffled down.

Liddell took a deep swallow from his glass, while he studied the other denizens of the Deadline Café. He tried to work up some interest in the redhead at the other end of the bar who was working an overtired businessman, but decided it wasn’t worth the trouble. He finished his drink, spilled some change next to it, and turned up the collar of his topcoat.

The bartender shuffled back, scooped up the money. “One for the road, Johnny? On the house.”

Liddell considered it, decided no amount of liquor would shake him out of the mood he was in, shook his head.

The cool breeze flapping the awnings of some of the fancier boîtes along Madison Avenue felt good after the closeness of the bar. He looked up at the sky and decided it was a good night for walking. He was halfway up the block when the man came up behind him and tapped him on the shoulder.

“I thought you was never going to come out, Liddell,” a nasal voice whined accusingly. “A guy could catch his death of cold in this damn climate.”

Liddell looked him over in the yellow street light. He was thin and undersized, a fact that the carefully tailored gabardine, built-up shoulders, and elevator shoes failed to conceal. He wore no hat; a mass of thick black hair rolled back in oily waves from his low hairline. He wore it in a three-quarter part revealing the startling whiteness of his scalp. His thin, bloodless lips were split in what was intended to be a smile, but there was no trace of it in the eyes that squinted across the high bridge of an enormous hooked nose.

Over his right arm he carried a carefully folded topcoat. The ugly snout of a .45 poked out from under its folds.

“What’s on your mind, friend?”

“I just came by to invite you to a party.”

Liddell’s eyes dropped to the .45. “You make it hard to refuse such hospitality. But give me a rain check on this one. I’m not dressed for a party.”

The thin lips tilted at the corners, and the eyes grew bleaker. “You are for this one. It’s a come-as-you-are party.”

“Who’s throwing it?”

“What do you take me for, a stool pigeon?” Without taking his eyes off Liddell, the little man raised his hand in a signal. A big black sedan pulled away from the curb down the block and glided toward them. It came to a noiseless stop at the curb, and the back door swung open. The little man motioned with the .45. “Be my guest.”

Liddell debated the advisability of making a fight for it, dropped the decision. “You talked me into it.” He stepped in and dropped back against the cushions.

The man with the gun followed him in, closing the door after him. He settled back in his corner, with the .45 cradled in the crook of his elbow. Its muzzle stared at Liddell’s midsection.

“Have we got far to go?” Liddell wanted to know.

The little man shrugged. “Depends on how much traffic we hit in the tunnel.” He took a flat platinum case from his pocket and held it out. “Smoke?”

Liddell selected one of the long, thin cigarettes, smelled it, shook his head. “I prefer tobacco in mine.”

The man with the gun shrugged. “After a day like this has been, I can use a lift.” He stuck one of the long cigarettes in the corner of his mouth, motioned with the .45. “Get one of your own if you like. But just use two fingers in bringing it out.”

“I’m not heeled if that’s what’s worrying you.”

The little man pasted the frosty grin back on his lips. “Who’s worrying? I’m just careful. Use more than two fingers and I’ll blast the hand off.”

Liddell fished in his jacket pocket with thumb and forefinger, brought up a pack of cigarettes. He shook one loose and replaced the pack. “Heading for Jersey, eh? Anyone I know?”

“There you go, trying to spoil the surprise again,” the little man chided. He leaned over, touched a lighter to Liddell’s cigarette, returned to his corner. “You’ll find out soon enough.”

Liddell shrugged and settled back, smoking moodily. The big car emerged on the Jersey side of the Holland Tunnel, headed for the Pulaski Skyway. The driver handled the car as if it were a scooter, cutting in and out of the crawling traffic, making time. Once past the Newark Airport, he bore right toward Union, swung onto Route 29.

The character of the neighborhood changed from densely populated to suburban, with bigger and bigger stretches of unpopulated areas showing up. About forty minutes from the Holland Tunnel, the driver swung off 29 onto a macadam road that meandered back about a mile.

“Club Coronet, eh?” Liddell asked.

The little man’s teeth flashed whitely in the gloom. “You do know your way around. I told you we were going to a party.”

“Lew Crossan behind this?” Liddell growled.

“That punk?” There was contempt in the little man’s voice. “You think I’d be running errands for him?” He snorted audibly, then relapsed into an injured silence.

From the outside, the Club Coronet gave no hint of its character but looked like any other estate that had been kept up. The lawn and shrubs were in good condition, and it was only by the small brass name plate on the stone pillars that it could be identified.

The big car swung between the pillars and headed up a bluestone driveway that wound and curved its way through a row of trees to the house itself.

“Know where the office is?”

“Still upstairs?”

The little man nodded. “That’s where we’re going. Make it easy on yourself. I’ll be right behind you.” He brandished the .45. “So will Betsy.”

The car pulled up to a canopied entrance. The little man got out first, waited for Liddell, then followed him up the broad stone staircase. A grilled metal door led into what obviously had once been a reception hall.

Small groups of people in formal dress were clustered all through the hall. A low murmur of polite conversation welled toward Liddell as he walked in. Overhead a pall of smoke stirred restlessly in the draft from the opened door.

Liddell headed for the staircase at the far end of the hall; the little man trotted along at his heels.

The door at the head of the stairs had the word Private stenciled on it in gold leaf. The little man turned the knob, pushed the door open.

A man sat on the corner of a desk that looked as if it had cost important money, his feet swinging lightly against the side. He didn’t look up from the engrossing task of paring his fingernails.

“Here’s Liddell, boss.”

“Took you long enough, Hook.”

“I couldn’t get to him, boss. He was in a bar with a lot of people. I had to wait until he came out, didn’t I? I damn near froze.” The little man sounded as if he were on the verge of crying. “I got him here soon’s I could.”

“Go down to the bar and get something to warm you up. I’ll call you if I need you.”

The little man nodded, turned, and scooted out the door.

The man on the desk looked up. “Hello, Liddell. Remember me?”

Liddell studied the man’s features, then nodded. “Marty Kirk.”

“Nice of you to come all the way out here to see me,” Kirk snapped the blade of his knife closed and dropped it into his pocket.

“You mean I had a choice?”

Kirk chuckled. “That Hook, he never learns. You tell him to bring somebody, he only knows one thing.” He got off the edge of the desk, walked around, sat behind it. “Been a long time, Liddell. Must be four, five years.”

“Five.”

The years had made a lot of changes in Kirk, Liddell realized. The lean wolfishness of his face was blurred by a soft overlay of fat. Flat, lusterless eyes still peered from beneath heavily veined, thickened eyelids, but the soft, discolored pouches beneath them took away the old menace.

“I need a boy, Liddell. I came up personally to offer you the job.” Kirk reached into the lower drawer and brought up a bottle and two glasses. “Before you say anything, it’s strictly legit.”

“Where is this job? Here?”

“You know my territory’s the bayou country. I just borrowed this place from Crossan because I don’t want word out that I’m in town. It’s personal business.” He uncorked the bottle, spilled some liquor into each of the glasses. “Listening?”

Liddell took one of the glasses. “Listening,” he said.

“Take a look at these.” He pulled a batch of stapled clippings from his pocket and tossed them across the desk. Liddell picked them up, riffled through them, read snatches.

“So?”

“Interesting?”

“Fascinating. So what? Some guy running a Holy Roller show in New Orleans blasts hell out of you in the newspapers. He’s against sin. So?”

Kirk looked up. “He’s disappeared.”

“So what?”

“I want him found.”

Liddell shook his head. “It’s still like the old days, Kirk. I don’t bird-dog anybody for a hit.”

Kirk shook his head. “It ain’t like that, Liddell. Anything happens to him, I’m sunk. That’s why I’ve got to find him before something does.”

“Why?”

“Don’t you get it? He’s been tearing the hide off me and my operation in the newspapers. He disappears, somebody gets the idea I had him hit, the heat goes on. Him calling me names don’t mean anything. But if anything happens to him, there’s plenty heat.”

Liddell tasted his drink, approved. “Good stuff.”

“Private stock. Not the varnish they pour down there.” He tasted his drink, emptied his glass. “Well?”

“You think this character’s been snatched?”

“What pro would pull a job like that?” Kirk snorted. “This guy’s playing house with one of the dames that fall for that yogi routine of his, and if the papers ever get their hooks into it, we’re cooked.”

Liddell shook his head. “It doesn’t sound kosher to me, Kirk.”

“Maybe this will convince you I’m leveling,” Kirk leaned back in the desk chair, put the sole of his shoe against the edge of the desk. “Remember a little blonde named Gabby Benton?” He outlined an hourglass with his hands.

Liddell grinned. “Sure, I remember Gabby. She still running her detective agency down there?”

Kirk nodded. “I hired her agency to find this creep. She’s got the only outfit down there I trust. She can’t swing it alone. You’ll be working with her on it.”

“This Gabby’s idea?”

Kirk shrugged. “She says you’re the only op in the country can find this guy fast enough to keep it out of the papers. She won’t come up and ask you to work with her. So I did.” He pulled out his wallet, riffled through a wad of bills. “There’s five gees in it for each of you if you find him.”

Johnny Liddell looked out the window at the cold, wind-swept November evening, compared it to the tropical warmth of New Orleans. Mentally, he tried to compute how many tin coffeepots he would have to guard and how many suspicious spouses would have to be told how their other half loves to make five thousand. The tin coffeepots, the suspicious spouses, and the northern climate dropped the decision.
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THE SUN WAS SHINING BRIGHTLY when Johnny Liddell got off the DC-6 in New Orleans. He stood at the head of the debarking-platform, squinting into the slanting sunlight. Gabby Benton was behind the fence near the exit gate. She spotted him at almost the same moment he saw her, and waved.

She shouldered her way through the cluster at the gate and ran to meet him. From close she didn’t look a day older. Her skin was still a smooth cocoa-tan. Her hair was silky and gold, caught up in a soft bun on the nape of her neck. She wore a loose-fitting silk peasant blouse that did nothing to discount her assets. There was a faint-blue color under her eyes that supplemented their deep-blue color.

Her lips were full, moist. She hadn’t forgotten how to kiss.

Johnny Liddell held her out at arm’s length, ran his eyes from the molten gleam of her hair to her ballet slippers with appropriate stops on the way. “You sure look good, baby. You haven’t changed a bit.”

“You’re a liar, but I love it.” The blonde grinned. “But you really haven’t changed. You’re two hours late. Five years have passed and here I am still waiting for Liddell.”

Liddell caught her by the arm, headed for the exit gate. “Don’t give me that. Waiting for Liddell,” he snorted. “You got yourself married before I hardly got out of town.”

“Oh, that one,” she dismissed it airily. “That was just to show you I didn’t care that you were walking out on me.” She pointed to a light-blue Cadillac convertible in the parking-lot. “Want to drive?”

“In this town? Not if I’m in my right mind.” He shook his head. “If I tried to drive that tank down Bourbon Street, I’d scrape the fenders against the houses on both sides.” He tossed his bag into the back seat, slid into the front.

The blonde groaned. “Don’t tell me you’re going to stay at that flea bag?”

“The Delcort, if you don’t mind, driver.”

“You remember how broken down it was last time you were here? Well, it was in first-class shape then compared to the way it is now. Why do you want to go there?”

“Sentiment. Pure sentiment. It brings back my youth.”

Gabby slid behind the wheel. “I’ve got plenty of room at my place.”

Liddell grinned. “I didn’t mean it brings back my youth exactly. I meant it brings back memories of my youth.”

The blonde muttered under her breath, stabbed at the starter button on the dash, raced the engine to a roar, let it settle back to a purr. “I’m beginning to wonder if it was worth all the trouble to connive you back to New Orleans. The town’s already full of old men.” She eased the car out of the lot and swung onto the state highway.

“What’s the real pitch on this Brother Alfred deal?”

Gabby shrugged. “The usual. He runs this so-called temple for a bunch of the local cutups. Gets away with murder, but they keep hands off because he seems to know too many right people.”

“Sort of a Holy Roller deal, eh?”

“Worse. Alfred’s a cross between Marie Laveau and Malvina Latour. Some of those prayer meetings of his would make a voodoo turn white.”

“Sounds interesting,” Liddell grunted.

“You’ll see one tonight. I made a contact with Angie Martinez. She’s one of Alfred’s pets. She’s going to pass us in.” She swung the big car around a slow-moving airport bus, pushed the accelerator to the floor. The big car leaped away, ate up the miles toward the center of town. “It’ll give you something to write in your diary.”

“Your boy Kirk really interested in finding Alfred or is he using us to bird-dog him for a kill?”

Gabby shrugged. “It figures that the heat will really be on if anything happens to Alfred. He’s been getting a lot of space lately blasting Marty. I don’t think Marty would take the chance of having anything happen to him.”

“Any idea on what did happen to him?”

The blonde wrinkled her nose. “My guess is that he’s playing house with one of his flock, and he’ll turn up when he’s good and ready. He’s got a pretty ripe reputation.”

“Then how come the papers have been giving his blasts against Marty so much space?”

“Everybody’s against sin. And Alfred’s good copy. Walks around in flowing white robes and all that sort of thing. Makes Aimee Semple MacPherson look as colorless as an albino on a snow pile.”

Gabby swung the car onto Canal, headed uptown.

“What’s my status with the police in this town, Gabby?”

“You’re all set. I registered you at City Hall as connected with my agency. They issued a thirty-day license and gun permit. It’s renewable.”

Liddell grinned. “Okay, boss. What’s the first thing on the calendar?”

“What would the Chamber of Commerce think of me if I didn’t insist on the Blue Room to take the dust out of your throat?” She threaded the big car through the traffic on Canal, turned off on Baronne, braked to a stop in front of the Hotel Roosevelt. A big black man in an admiral’s uniform came running down the steps, opened the door.

“There are some bags in the back, Nick,” Gabby told him. “Have a boy run them over to the Delcort on Bourbon Street and register Mr. Liddell in, will you?”

The doorman’s white teeth gleamed brightly in a broad grin. “Doggone, ef it ain’t. You goin’ be with us long, Mr. Johnny?”

“Depends, Nick.”

The doorman shook his head, grinned. “You better stay around till Mister Weiss gets back from his trip. He awful mad if’n he miss you.”

Liddell slipped a folded bill into the man’s hand and led Gabby up the short flight of steps into the hotel.

The Blue Room was dim, cool, intimate after the heat of the street. Johnny Liddell told the waiter to bring two Ramos and two bourbon and settled back.

“Doesn’t feel as if I’ve ever been away. Nothing ever changes much, does it?” The waiter deposited two frothy white drinks in front of them, laid two jiggers of bourbon alongside them.

Liddell took a swallow from the white drink and made a face. “I never could work up a taste for that stuff. Take it away,” he told the waiter.

Gabby frowned at him. “What was that all about? What did you order it for in the first place?”

“For five years I’ve been trying to remember what it tasted like.” He washed the sweet taste from his mouth with the bourbon. “Now I remember why I don’t like it.”

“How are we going to tackle this Brother Alfred chore, Johnny? Marty expects action, and he gets pretty nasty when he’s disappointed.” She fumbled in the depths of her handbag and came up with a pack of cigarettes.

“Fill me in on this guy. How long’s he been operating? What’s his graft?”

Gabby lit two cigarettes and held one out to Liddell. “I’ve got a whole file on him over at my place. Nobody knows where he came from. He showed up here about five years ago. Started this Eye Almighty cult. First just the frustrated old dames who fall for any racket like that flocked around. But then, when word got around, it became fashionable to be a member.”

“How’s it operating with him out of the picture?”

“He’s got a high priestess. A big full-blown gal named Wanda. She’s been standing in for him. You’ll get a chance to see her in action tonight. I understand she’s real gone.”

Liddell emptied the second jigger of bourbon. “Any line on her?”

Gabby shook her head. “Rumors around are that she’s a New Orleans octoroon, but I’ve never been able to nail it down.”

“How about the cops in this burg? They used to be pretty tough on that kind of operation.”

“The temple is just across the parish line. And you know how some of the parish sheriffs are down here.” She finished her drink. “Want to go up to my place and look over the file?”

Liddell took a last drag on the cigarette and snubbed it out in the ash tray. He pulled a wallet from his pocket and dropped three bills on the table. “Living in the same place?”

Gabby shook her head. “I moved over to this side of Canal a year or so ago. Not as picturesque as your side, but more livable.” She pushed back her chair and stood up. “When a gal gets to twenty-five, she’s willing to trade quaintness for comfort.”

• • •

Gabby Benton’s place turned out to be an elaborately furnished apartment in one of the expensive cliff dwellings that had sprung up along Carondolet and all throughout the modern area of New Orleans since the end of the war. She led the way through a cluttered foyer into a cheerfully furnished combination living-room and den. She pushed a pile of papers off the settee onto the coffee table, dropping her handbag on top of them.

“There’s some pretty fair rye and Scotch in the decanters, and I’ve got some real old bourbon hidden under the bed. What’ll it be?”

“Bourbon.”

The blonde nodded. “You get the ice and water. I’ll get the bourbon.” She disappeared in the direction of the bedroom.

Liddell wandered out to the kitchen, found a bowl, filled it with ice. He brought the ice and a pitcher of water back to the coffee table and set them down.

The bedroom door opened; Gabby handed a bottle out. “Make the drinks, Johnny. I’ll be out as soon as I freshen up.”

Liddell took the bottle, dropped some ice into each glass, drenched it down with bourbon. He added a touch of water, swished the liquor over the ice. “Now I remember why I left this town. It’s an oven,” he called in.

“Take off your jacket and be comfortable. I intend to be.”

Liddell shrugged out of the jacket and draped it over the back of his chair. He sniffed at his glass, approved, took a deep swallow. It tasted as good as it smelled. He was just refilling his glass when the door opened and Gabby came in.

She had changed her blouse and skirt for a housecoat of clinging blue material. Her yellow hair was piled on top of her head, her face looked as though it had been freshly scrubbed. She wore no make-up except a smear of lipstick.

“Let’s take the drinks and the makings out to the sun deck,” she suggested. “That’s the only place we’ll get a breath of air.”

She led the way through a French door to a porch that seemed to be pasted to the side of the building with no apparent support from below. It had a gaily colored awning that protected it from the sun and the curious above, and fan-shaped, opaque glass guard screens that guaranteed it privacy from neighbors on either side.

Liddell looked around, staring out through the heat mist that seemed to be settling over the city. “This is all right. The private-eye business must be good down these parts.”

Gabby shrugged. “It’s a living.” She dropped onto a large divan drawn against the side of the building, drew her knees up under her. “The apartment is the only thing I got out of my brief plunge into matrimony.” When she leaned back, her breasts strained against the fabric, threatening the seams. “I suppose you know that I always blamed you for the bust-up of my marriage?” She sipped at her glass.

“Me? What are you talking about? I was a couple of thousand miles away.”

Gabby nodded. “I know. But you spoiled me for other men.” She leaned forward and raised her half-parted lips to him, seemingly unaware that the front of her housecoat had sagged open with breath-taking effect.

When he covered her lips with his, she shuddered deliriously, drew away. She studied him with half-closed eyes and bit at her lower lip.

“I read all about you and that newspaper girl, too, Johnny.” She patted the couch at her side. “It sounded serious.”

Liddell dropped down beside her, shrugged. “Muggsy’s a swell kid. But a guy in my racket has no right to ask any gal to share the risks.”

The blonde put her hand on his knee. “I’m in the same racket.” She turned the full power of her eyes on him, then grinned. “Okay, Liddell. I’m not trying to make an honest man out of you. One fling at matrimony proved it’s not for me, either.” She took a deep swallow from her glass. “I guess we’re two of a kind.”

“Discouraging, ain’t it?” Liddell grinned.

She drained her glass and held it out for a refill. When he handed it to her, she set it down on the floor next to the couch, swung her feet up, lay back in his lap. She caught him by the tie, pulled his mouth down to hers. After a moment, her arms slid around his neck, her nails dug into his shoulder. Her lips moved against his.

The phone in the living-room started to jangle. Liddell straightened up, glowering at it.

Gabby made a halfhearted effort to pull the robe together over the broad expanse of flesh it revealed, but gave it up as a bad try. She looked at Liddell and chuckled. “You look good in lipstick. My lipstick.” She touched her lips lightly to his, swung her legs off the couch, walked in to the phone.

Her round hips worked smooth and easy under the thin fabric of the gown. When she returned a few seconds later, the effect was as satisfying from the front as it had been from the rear.

“That was Martinez, Johnny. The gal that’s going to sneak us into the temple tonight. We’re to be at the back door at nine.” She consulted her watch. “It’s almost six now.”

Liddell handed her her drink, staring up at her. “Three hours.”

The blonde took a sip, studied him over the rim of her glass.

“Think you’ll be bored waiting?”

He got up, stood close to her. “I never used to be, baby.” He grinned crookedly.

She pressed against him, found his mouth with hers. After a moment he started to pull away. She shook her head frantically, sank her teeth into his lower lip. When she finally drew back, her lips were moist, soft, her eyes glazed.

“I’ve been waiting for you a long time, Johnny,” she told him huskily. “Five long years.”

She slid out of his arms, shrugged her shoulders free of the gown. It slid down past her knees, and she stepped out of it. Her breasts were firm, full, pink-tipped, her waist trim and narrow. Her legs were long, tapering pillars; her stomach flat and firm.

“Maybe we can turn the calendar back,” she whispered.

She slid back into his arms, melted against him. As his lips found her half-open mouth her nails dug spasmodically into his shoulders. She emitted little animal cries deep in her chest, quivering uncontrollably.

Liddell kissed her cheeks, her closed eyes, the lobes of her ears.

“You’ll never know how much I’ve wanted you. How very much,” she breathed heavily.

He got a pretty good idea.
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THE EYE ALMIGHTY TABERNACLE was four miles from downtown New Orleans, just across the line in San Vincente Parish. Gabby nosed the big convertible past the row of ramshackle frame buildings that clustered on the parish line, and headed for the open country beyond. After a few minutes’ drive, she swung the big convertible off the state road onto a macadam road that wandered back through a clump of trees.

After a moment, the car’s headlights picked up the boarded-up windows of an old paint-peeled white house.

“You sure this is the place, Gabby?” Liddell grunted.

“What do you want, neon lights and a brass band?” The blonde guided the big car around the building and stopped in a weed-choked parking-space in the back. There were a dozen or more other cars huddled there in the darkness. Gabby cut her motor and lights. She snapped on her dash light, consulted a tiny baguette on her wrist.

“Pretty nearly on the head. Eight fifty-five. Let’s go.”

They walked over to a door set in the rear of the building and knocked. The door creaked open, spilled a long yellow triangle of light that seemed to spread across the yard toward the cars.

“Gabby?” A girl asked in a low voice.

“Yeah.”

They stepped in through the door, shut it behind them. The girl was small, mousy. Her eyes seemed to pop as she studied Liddell; her upper teeth were painfully prominent. She pushed a wisp of mousy hair out of her face, tucked it untidily into place behind her ear. She was dressed in a flowing white gown that reached to the floor.

“Be careful, will you, Gabby?” she pleaded. “If Wanda ever found out I passed you through, she’d give me a hard time.”
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