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Chapter One

The car leaned hard into the curve and before it had a chance to right itself came to a rocking stop.

Benny Tapkow sat back in his seat “I’m not telling you again,” he said. He had a quiet voice. “Next time like that and you’re through.”

“You said to make time,” the driver said. “All I was trying — ”

“Try to shut up. I said drive fast. I didn’t say stop fast.”

The driver didn’t give an answer because he wasn’t expected to have one.

Benny swung the car door open and jumped to the sidewalk. With a careful movement he gave his hat a small adjustment, feeling along the high crown and the wide brim. It was a big hat and he wore it square over his ears and forehead, as if wearing it were a feat of balance.

Then he walked down the street When Benny Tapkow moved, it was like a tight spring moving, as if there were a lot of power that had to be used up.

He walked past a couple of stores and turned into a place that said, “While U Wait.” He walked past the shoeshine boy, the man who blocked hats behind the counter, and then around the steam press in the back. Nobody said anything. They listened to the sharp click of his heels and watched him disappear through the door in the back.

It was a crumby office. The roll-top desk was stuffed with junk and there were blocking forms and bottles of cleaning fluid all over the floor.

“Hi, Louie.” Benny let the door slam shut and stopped by the desk. “You got it?”

“Sure.” Louie gave himself a tired push and got up. He was flabby and short. Benny could look him straight in the face without looking up. He couldn’t do that with many people.

“This way,” Louie said. He led the way through another door and into a room with a safe, two tables, and a dozen telephones. “You’re kinda early.” Louie wheezed and let himself down on one knee in front of the safe. “Paddy never used to get here till late.” Louie dialed the combination.

“Paddy isn’t running this territory any more.” Benny sat down on one of the tables. He lit a cigarette and watched the smoke.

“I know,” Louie said. “I was just saying. Paddy always — ”

“Come on, come on. Forget about Paddy and get the dough.”

Louie got the safe open and brought a cashbox to the table. “Kind of in a hurry, huh?”

“Open the box and let’s have the receipt book.”

“Here. Wanna count the cash?”

“You’re damn right I’m going to count the cash.”

Benny opened the small ledger and looked at the week’s entries. Then he got off the table, put his hands in his pockets, and walked up close to Louie. “It says five-ten from numbers and eight hundred from protection.”

Louie took a small step backward, looking confused. “Sure, about the same as always.”

“What did I tell you last week, Louie?”

“You mean about raising the take?”

“About raising the take.”

Louie frowned and ran a hand through his thin hair. His scalp showed white between the black strands. “Christ, Benny, I thought you were kiddin’. How am I gonna double the take? All the time Paddy was here — ”

“Forget Paddy! I got the territory now and I set the quota. Why do you think I got the job? Why do you think I run myself ragged doing flunky errands and doing my own collecting? To get you guys on the ball!”

“But, Benny — ”

“Shut up. I want a thousand from the numbers and sixteen hundred from the rest.” Louie stepped back.

“I’m waiting, Louie.” Benny’s voice was short and matter-of-fact.

“Look, Benny, let’s be serious. How can I double — ”

“Get your runners on the ball. If that doesn’t do it take it out of your percentage. I told you last week and that’s all the telling I’m going to do. Now pay up.”

Louie threw his hands up and rubbed them over his face with an angry gesture. “For chrissakes! You out your mind or something? You think you can walk in here and give me a crazy quota just like that and think everybody’s gonna jump? You think you can — ”

“You’re damn right I can.”

Louie gave a little gasp, as if he wasn’t sure he had heard right Then he changed his tack. “Does Pendleton know about this?”

“You’re dealing with me, not Pendleton.”

“I’m asking a question,” Louie screeched. “I wanna know if the boss knows about this deal you’re pulling with me!”

Benny’s hand came out fast and hooked into the shirt under Louie’s neck. “Whom are you calling a crook, you bastard?”

Louie’s face was getting mottled. “You crazy runt,” he said.

Benny pulled the man close with a sudden jerk. “Whom are you calling a runt?” he said, and suddenly there was his other hand. It whipped across Louie’s swollen face, the hard knuckles making a sound like stone where they hit Then he let go of the shirt and Louie stumbled to the floor.

Benny paid no attention. He had turned back to the table and was counting the money in the cashbox. Once he nodded to the man on the floor and told him to get up. “The rest of the cash,” he said. “I’m in a hurry.” Then he finished counting.

When he was through he lit another cigarette and watched Louie rummage in the safe. “Count it out on the table,” he said, and he watched how Louie’s hands were shaking. “Add it in the book.” He put the money into the box, signed the receipt book, and handed it to Louie. “See you next week.” Benny left with the box under his arm.

That night he carried a leather satchel through a door marked “Imports, Inc., Alfred B. Kent, Pres.” and threw the case on a desk where a thin guy in a pin-stripe suit was tapping an adding machine. Then he sat down by the water cooler and waited. Twenty minutes later the thin guy looked up and said, “Hey, Benny.”

“Yeah?”

“Listen, kid, I went through this twice. Everything comes out double.”

“That’s right. Gimme my receipt.”

The guy looked puzzled. He checked his tape again and turned to Benny. “Listen, kid. It’s double.”

Benny got up and went to the desk. “It’s double because I collected double. I’m reorganizing the territory.”

“You — you what?”

Benny didn’t answer. He stuck his hand out and waved it impatiently. “Come on, come on. Let’s have that receipt.”

“Now, wait.” The guy looked at the tape again. “Now, wait just a second. You mean this is from Paddy’s old district?”

“Not Paddy’s. Mine. I’m collecting double. You hard of hearing, Jack?”

“Hell, no. When did this come off? Pendleton never said a word about it. He was here around noon, just for a minute or so, but he never — ”

“Pendleton doesn’t know yet. This is the first collection under the new rule.”

“New rule? Who’s making this new rule and I don’t know a thing about it?”

“I’m making the rule. Pendleton gave me the territory and I’m making the rule. So let’s have the receipt, huh, Jack?”

Jack leaned back in his swivel chair and looked up at Benny without saying a word. Then he swung forward, picked up the phone, and dialed. “Just wait a sec, will ya? Before I can — Hello? This is Imports. That you, Turk? Listen, lemme talk to Pendleton…. Yeah, it’s kinda important. Lemme talk — Well, you know Paddy’s old territory; what was Paddy’s. This kid Tapkow has it and he just checks in with the receipts all double…. How the hell do I know? He just made a new rule, he says…. Yeah, I’ll hang on.” Jack looked up from the phone and nodded toward a chair by the desk. “Just park it for a sec, will ya, kid? Turk is talking to the boss.”

Benny bit his lip and waited. He wasn’t impatient any more, just nervous. This thing was out of his hands now.

At times like this he didn’t feel right. He needed his hands in things, and he rarely did anything that wasn’t big; big as far as he was concerned. All that concerned him was Benny Tapkow going to the top, no matter what.

He stood by the desk, a nervous tingling in his hands. They were narrow and slim. They didn’t show half their strength. Except for the tendons on the back, like wires.

“Fine,” Jack was saying. “Fine. So long, Turk.”

Jack put the receiver down and started to scribble on a pad. He tore the leaf off and gave it to Benny. “Here’s your receipt, kid. Boss says to give you the receipt.”

Benny took the paper and turned to go. He felt all right again. Why should Pendleton kick? He knew a good man when he saw him, and Benny had made sure that Pendleton noticed. He’d been making sure for years.

“One sec, kid.”

“You can stop calling me kid.”

“Pendleton wants to see you.”

Benny turned. “Pendleton?”

“Himself. Tonight.”

“Did he say — ”

“All he said was tonight, kid.”

• • •

Benny used to see a lot of Pendleton, but that didn’t mean a thing. The job called for it. It was Mr. Pendleton then and it was Mr. Pendleton now.

He had an apartment on Sutton Place, where he spent most of his time. Benny sat in a gold-and-black anteroom waiting for the butler to come back and show him where to go. Through the archway with the columns he could see another room, a large one with a view. There was more black and gold.

“Mr. Pendleton is ready,” said the butler, and then Benny was in the dark library where Pendleton sat behind a desk.

It had been a while but Pendleton hadn’t changed. His bony face looked white and his mouth was a thin straight line. The close-set eyes were like flint.

“A little closer, Tapkow,” Pendleton said. He moved one narrow shoulder under his suit. He often did that. He did it in a quick, precise movement that was hard to catch.

Benny stood by the desk and waited.

“Did you get your receipt?” The voice was noncommittal. It was always noncommittal.

“Yes, sir. Right here.”

Pendleton looked at it, moving only his eyes.

“Why is it more than usual?”

“I collected it that way.”

“Why, may I ask?”

“Well, you see, Mr. Pendleton, when you gave me the territory I made a study of the place. I studied the way Paddy used to run it and how everything went Then I figured the territory could make more.”

“You figured?”

“Yes, sir. I figured it out.”

“Why?”

Benny hesitated for a moment because he didn’t understand. “To improve it,” he said finally. “I figured — ”

“Tapkow,” said the voice, “I didn’t tell you to improve it.”

“You didn’t have to, Mr. Pendleton. I could tell — ”

“How long have you been with us, Tapkow?”

“Seven years. You see, when I took over — ”

“You took over?”

In the silence that followed, Pendleton never moved. Benny could see the space between Pendleton’s back and the chair and there was no movement one way or the other.

“What was your first job, Tapkow? Seven years ago?”

“Uh — messenger. Sort of a messenger.”

“And then?”

“Chauffeur.”

“And when you were my chauffeur you quickly adopted a number of additional duties. After that I sent you to Imports, and you were barely able to contain yourself there. Correct?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“And now you have Paddy’s job, correct?”

“Sure.”

Pendleton got up from his chair and looked down at Benny. “What, Tapkow, do you consider the real difference between being a chauffeur and running a territory? … Well, answer me!”

“There’s a hell of a difference. Look Mr. Pendleton, let me tell you what that district — ”

“Let me tell you, Tapkow.” The voice was like a knife. “There is no difference, Tapkow. There is absolutely no difference, because I tell you where to go in both cases. I tell you what to do.”

“Now, listen, Mr. Pendleton, just wait a minute.”

There suddenly were two sharp lines running from the sides of Pendleton’s nose to the corners of his thin mouth. “Tapkow,” said the mouth, “you are shouting.”

Benny got confused. Had that old bastard forgotten that he wasn’t the chauffeur any more? Did Pendleton think he was talking to just another punk who ran errands? Or worse, this was the sack! The bastard was playing games and was going to give him the sack.

“And if the matter is quite clear to you, Tapkow, I give you this one opportunity to learn what I thought you knew. As of tonight you have your job back. Turk will show you the chauffeur’s uniform.”

“But — listen, the collections — ”

“Tapkow. The jobs are the same. Or do you prefer none?”

This was it; or almost. He needed time to set things straight. Seven years of work….

“Yes — no, sir, Mr. Pendleton.”

Pendleton did the thing with his shoulder again and sat down behind his desk. “Turk will show you the uniform. I need you at nine,” and Benny Tapkow was dismissed.





Chapter Two

He did as a chauffeur should and drove in silence. Pendleton sat behind his glass partition in the dark.

They took the Henry Hudson Parkway north, and after the turn into the Cross County Parkway Pendleton used the speaking tube to give directions. When the headlights picked up the massive gate with the big A in the scrollwork, Benny guessed what the place was. He had never been there before and he had never met the man who owned it. But he knew him. Everybody did, one way or the other.

Big Al Alverato.

Nobody ever heard of Pendleton, because that’s the way he handled it. But not Alverato. Since the late twenties, the machine-gun parties, the big war in Chicago, the New York docks, all through until the present time there had been brash and loud Big Al Alverato.

The gate opened mechanically and Benny wound the car down a long drive with black woods on either side. When he swung up to the house and stopped under the pillared porte-cochere he still hadn’t seen a soul. No other cars, nobody. Benny opened the door for Pendleton and started back to his side of the car.

“You are coming along,” Pendleton said.

Benny rang the bell for him and then a light went on in the hall and the tall door opened.

“Hi,” the girl said. She was a redhead with a small pink face and eyes that looked like blue porcelain. She giggled and said, “Did you want to come in?”

“I have an appointment,” Pendleton said. He handed her his card, but she didn’t take it She looked at it, then at Pendleton, and giggled again.

“So come on in. I was just passing through the hall.”

“Will you tell Mr. Alverato that I am here?” Pendleton hadn’t moved.

“Whyn’t you come in? Look. See that door at the end, to the left? He’s in there, I think.” She raised her arm to point and Benny noticed how the dress stretched across her front. Then she turned and walked off with quick little steps. “Slam the door,” she called over her shoulder. “It sticks a little.”

The ugly lines had started to show around Pendleton’s mouth, but the hall was empty again.

“Well, Tapkow? Find someone!”

Benny moved. He knocked on the door in the back, and when it opened there was a small guy with a head like a bird’s. He took a look at the uniform and said, “Pendleton here already? You’re early.”

“Look, buster. Mr. Pendleton — ”

“Bring him in. I’ll call Al.”

They waited in the room, Benny standing by the door and Pendleton stiff in a chair by the French doors. The mood in the room was like ice.

Then Alverato came, and they could hear his footsteps when he was still at the end of the hall. He threw the door open and said, “You’re early, Pendy.”

Pendleton’s shoulder twitched, but he didn’t say anything at all.

“Let’s have a drink first. Who’s this, your shofer?” Alverato turned to Benny and looked him up and down. Benny looked back at him. He saw why they called him Big Al. He was big and fleshy with success, and the eyes were deceptively lazy in his red face. Alverato’s bulk was half fat. The other half was muscle.

“Blow, James.” Alverato waved at the door.

“He stays,” Pendleton said.

Alverato, who was reaching for a bottle, stopped his hand in mid-air. “What you say, Pendy?”

“He stays. Whatever you have to say can’t be as important as all that. I assume it’s the Ager business again. Am I correct?”

“Look, Pendleton. Don’t high-hat me. We got business together.” Then he turned to Benny. “All right, James, beat it.”

“He stays. And come to the point, Alverato. My time is limited.”

Alverato stared for a moment but he didn’t say a word. He was still holding a drink in his hand. With a sudden movement he slammed down the glass and took three steps to the door. He yanked open the door and yelled, “Birdie! Get over here! And bring two of the boys.” They could hear footsteps running before Alverato got back to the table.

The little guy with the thin head came chasing into the room and then two others, guns in their hands.

“All right, close the door. Stand over there and make an impression. Pendleton and I are playing games.” They stood as they were told and Alverato sat down. “Over here, Pendleton, and let’s get down to business.”

Pendleton didn’t move. Then Birdie walked over to his chair. Pendleton got up and took a chair by the table.

“All right, Pendleton.” Alverato’s eyes didn’t look lazy any more. “From the beginning.”

He reached for the bottle again and offered to pour a drink for Pendleton. Pendleton shook his head.

“All right, Pendleton. Old Man Ager is dead. Now there’s you and me.”

There was a pause while Pendleton looked bored.

“For Chrissakes, Pendy, we got to settle this thing. Look what I got to offer, the whole organization! I ran it for him. I built it up.”

“What you are trying to say, Alverato, is that I have the contacts and neither you nor your army of hoodlums can do a thing without them.”

“Damn it, I don’t care how you put it. You ran one end of the business and I handled the other. Old Ager is dead and you and I got to get together, don’t you see?”

“I don’t see that at all.”

“Whaddaya mean?” Alverato was starting to shout “For Chrissakes, everything is standing still! Nothing big has moved for months now. You want the whole thing to fold up?”

“Alverato. The organization has always been your concern. Aside from some minor collection activities that I inherited from Ager, my business dealings don’t resemble yours in the least. And as I have told you, I am not interested in helping you along in your affairs.”

Big Al took a deep breath and closed his eyes. When he opened them again they looked small and piggish. “The dough, Pendleton. Think of the dough. Without our partnership — ”

“I am not interested in money. That is to say, not the way you make it. My activities as Ager’s assistant had very little resemblance to your outdated methods.”

“Outdated! Listen, you bastard. I was making dough when you were still sitting on your wrinkled ass doing bookkeeping someplace. What I got to offer — ”

“I know what you have to offer. An army of hoodlums with guns in their hands. Outdated, as I have said. Guns are noisy and corpses talk, Alverato.”

“Well, you listen to me. It happens I like noise and I got a way with a corpse so he don’t talk!”

“Nevertheless, Alverato, I would always consider you a liability. In fact, it escapes me how you ever got to where you are.”

Pendleton did the trick with his shoulder and continued to look bored. Even when Alverato jumped up from the table, his face livid, Pendleton did not stir.

“Escapes you?” Alverato roared. “Escapes you, you sonafabitch? I’ll show you in a second how I got where I am! Scotty, get over here,” and he waved at one of the hoods. The man stood close to the table while Alverato kept bellowing: “And I’ll show you how I’m going to stay where I am!” Without the slightest sign of preparation Alverato’s massive fist swung out and cracked hard into the gunman’s face. Scotty’s head snapped back and he hit the floor with a dull thud. His gun clattered down next to him. “Did you see that, Pendleton? Did you catch the meaning, Pendleton? Hey, Scotty!” Alverato walked over to the man on the floor and prodded him with his shoe. “Get up, Scotty.”

The man tried his best, but there was blood in his eyes and he started choking on a broken tooth.

“Get up, damn it,” Alverato took him under the arms. When Scotty was up, Alverato leaned down and picked up his gun. He gave it back to the man and nodded toward the wall.

“You got any other questions in your mind, Pendleton? You got any other ideas about what’s outmoded or something?”

Benny looked over at Scotty. The man was standing as before, gun in hand, watching Pendleton the way he had been told. He was breathing open-mouthed because of the blood in his nose. Benny reached in his pocket, pulled out a handkerchief, and started to walk to the other wall when Pendleton pushed himself up from his chair.

“My hat, Tapkow,” he said.

Benny stopped and gave Pendleton a short look. Then he walked over to Scotty and put the handkerchief in his hand.

“My hat, Tapkow.”

Benny walked to the chair by the French windows and picked up the hat.

“What’s this hat business?” Alverato’s voice was still loud. “Sit down, Pendleton, and let’s get down to brass tacks.”

Benny had stopped by the window, waiting for Pendleton to sit down again. But he didn’t. When Pendleton waved, Benny didn’t see it. He wasn’t thinking about hats. He was thinking about the deal that was breaking up, Old Man Ager’s empire halfway on the rocks because that dried-up bastard — 

“Look, Mr. Pendleton.” Benny said it fast. “This thing you’re talking about. I got an idea — ” and then he saw Pendleton’s face.

There was no point in going on. Benny looked around the room, at Alverato, and at Pendleton’s back by the door. Then he followed his boss to the car and drove him back to Sutton Place.





Chapter Three

Pendleton sat behind the glass in the dark and Benny drove back to New York without a word, as a chauffeur should. But he wasn’t through yet. Seven years of saying, “Yes, sir,” seven years of pushing up the hill — that wasn’t going to end with a little slap on the wrist and a “Thank you, sir, for the uniform.” Benny worked his hands on the wheel. He wasn’t through yet; nor was Pendleton.

He let him out at the front of the apartment, parked the car in the basement garage, and took the service elevator to the top floor.

“In the library,” said the butler, and Benny walked into the long room where Pendleton was waiting behind the desk. No part of him moved. When he opened his mouth to speak he looked almost like a puppet.

“Tapkow,” said the voice.

Benny waited.

“You were much impressed with my former associate, Tapkow…. Well? Answer me.”

“You didn’t ask anything.”

Pendleton twitched his shoulder. He put one white hand on the edge of the desk and began to stroke the smooth wood with the movement of a pendulum. “You seem to favor the point of view that a loud voice denotes authority. Have you ever heard me shout, Tapkow?”

“No.”

Pendleton’s hand kept moving back and forth. “There are other methods that ensure discipline. I have other methods.” Pendleton parted his lips and moved the tip of his tongue from right to left. “And you, Tapkow — ”

“Listen,” Benny said. His voice sounded rough with impatience. “Now listen to me, Mr. Pendleton.”

The white hand stopped moving back and forth.

“The more you say, Tapkow, the worse it gets.” Then he almost smiled. “What do you think is the worst thing I can do to you, Tapkow? Do you remember a few years ago, a man called Murdock? Did you ever wonder what happened to Murdock? He’s still alive, you know.”

Pendleton paused to give things weight, but he hadn’t been watching Benny. He hadn’t seen the stubbornness and the angry impatience.

“The hell with Murdock,” Benny said. His breath sounded tight “The hell with Murdock and all this talk. You haven’t given me a chance to say a word, Mr. Pendleton. So here it is.” His voice suddenly turned quiet. “I’ve worked for you for seven years. I’ve tried to do better than the next guy because I know something they don’t. I am better. You think so, or you wouldn’t have let me stick around. I’ve done your crumby jobs, I’ve done some big ones. And then I’ve done some extra jobs you didn’t ask for, because all I ever wanted was a chance to show I’ve got the stuff. And then you started putting on the brakes. ‘Tapkow, take my pants to the cleaner,’ while I should have been working at Imports. ‘Tapkow, bring my car around,’ when Turk could have done it just as well.” Benny started talking faster now. “Finally I got a territory, a run-down, no-good territory, where Paddy used to rob you blind. I took that and glad for the chance. I start collecting double in my district and handed the stuff in. I needn’t have. So look at it that way for a minute, Mr. Pendleton, and then see if you’re doing right. I’m not trying to tell you what to do, but you’ve got to remember I’m not the chauffeur around here any more. I’ve done better than that.”

He had it all thought out and it came off the way he’d wanted. He meant every word of it. Only Pendleton didn’t know that.

“Are you through?” Pendleton sat as before.

“Sure. That’s all.”

On top of the desk the white hand started to move back and forth again. “Then let me tell you about Murdock.”

Benny sucked his breath in and held it for a moment. When he let it out his voice was still quiet. More quiet than before. “You’re making a mistake.”

Suddenly Pendleton jumped up. He didn’t often look the way he did now. “Are you threatening me, Tapkow?”

“You’re making a mistake, Pendleton.”

There was a little button on the side of Pendleton’s desk and the white hand started to move there.

Then the hand stopped. Pendleton turned his head. There had been the sharp click of a doorknob and a girl came into the room. She didn’t bother to close the door. She said, “I’m happy to see you’re in,” in a metallic voice, clear and hard. “I’m really thrilled and happy to find you in, Daddy.”

There was a mean line between her eyebrows and her light eyes looked flat. “Well, aren’t you going to ask me how I am, Daddy?” When she said Daddy, it sounded like a word from a meaningless language.

Pendleton had a time trying to control himself. His face was working and there was the merest quaver in his voice. “Patricia,” he said.

“Patricia,” she aped. She ran her hand through her cropped hair with a gesture like a man’s. “Your little Patricia. Come to have a word with her daddy.”

She had been ignoring Benny. She hardly gave him a look when she said, “Give me a cigarette, Tapkow.”

“My dear — ” Pendleton said.

“I know. You don’t approve. A light, Tapkow.”

Benny lit her cigarette and watched the smooth face over the flame. Only her jaw made a sharp shadow. When she exhaled she didn’t say thanks. She turned back to her father and took another drag on the cigarette. She had an impatient way of smoking, an impatient way of standing with her arm on her hip and tapping one foot. Benny couldn’t see her feet because of the long evening dress she wore, but he could hear the nervous clicking of the shoe.

“Well,” she said, “it happened again. Your little Patricia, because she’s your little Patricia and her last name is Pendleton, walked right into it again. What do you say to that, Daddy?”

“My dear, if you will wait outside for — ”

She laughed, a clear and ugly laugh. “Wait outside. That’s just about what happened half an hour ago. Wait outside! Do you know where I was tonight, Daddy?”

“Patricia, please!” Pendleton sounded controlled. “Have the courtesy to wait till — ”

“Never mind about Tapkow, Daddy, just mind what I’m telling you.” She pulled on her cigarette once moreand threw it on the floor. “I was at the Wellbeys’ tonight The Wellbeys.’. That wonderful family with a house on Long Island, a cottage in Bar Harbor, and a wee place in Florida. And all told they haven’t got half the money that little Patty’s daddy has. And what do you think happened, Daddy?” She leaned across the desk, hate in her voice. “‘Did you say Pendleton?’ Mr. Wellbey said when Betty introduced me to her father. ‘Did you say Pendleton?’ And then he excused himself, and his wife excused herself, and everybody that came within arm’s reach excused himself except the butler, who came up with my wrap and told me the car was waiting to take me back. What would you and your gangster friends call that, Daddy? The freeze is the word, isn’t it? The freeze!” Her voice rose sharply.

Pendleton turned to Benny and waved at the door. “Wait outside, Tapkow. I’ll be with you in a minute.”

“Leave Tapkow be. There’s nothing I know about my daddy that Tapkow doesn’t know, or the Wellbeys, or the District Attorney, or — ”

“Tapkow, leave this room!” Pendleton’s voice had that sharp ring, the way Patricia had sounded.

“Do him a favor, Tapkow, and wait outside.” She sounded offhand, hardly looking at him.

Benny left. He waited in the black-and-gold room, because he and Pendleton weren’t through yet. There were a few more things he wanted to say; perhaps he could even patch things up. It was worth the chance. He could hear Patricia’s voice, clear and angry, and then silence, because Pendleton never raised his voice enough so that he could hear.

Turk was leaning against the hall door with his hands in his pockets. Pendleton wasn’t through yet, either.

When the library door opened and Patricia came out, Benny jumped up. She was walking fast. Her evening dress made a dry sound and she dragged her cape as if it were a towel. “Your turn, Tapkow,” she said.

There was nothing soft about that girl. Her thin body was probably hard as iron and the cold face looked as regular and impersonal as a fashion ad.

When Benny got to the desk in the library, he noticed that Turk was right behind him.

“You don’t need Turk here,” Benny said. “I want to talk business to you.”

Pendleton rubbed his hands together. “Before you opened your mouth, Tapkow, I was going to give you another chance. I was going to — ”

But he didn’t get any further. Benny saw the way it was, that Pendleton had made up his mind, that he was through, and that the old bastard was standing there ready for another one of his speeches before hauling out the ax.

“Another chance!” The excitement came through in Benny’s voice now. “Another chance! Like what? Like dusting off the desk for you, maybe? Like drawing the drapes, maybe, so the rug won’t fade?” Benny could feel Turk close behind him now. “You think you’re looking at Tapkow the handy boy? I’m going to show you just how handy — ”

Then Pendleton nodded his head.

Turk had been close, too close. Benny made a half turn that ended when his elbow rammed into the stomach of the man behind and then his stiff fingers shot into the neck right under the chin. Turk’s eyes went crazy and the gun he was holding made a thud on the floor. Then Turk fell over.

Before Pendleton had moved, Benny was at the door. He tore it open. That’s when he almost fell. Pat was there, and her cold face looked startled when he put his arm around her waist to steady himself.

That was the second time she’d got in his way, but this time it helped. Pendleton was by the gun on the floor when Benny swung the girl around and Pendleton stopped where he was. His hand hadn’t even touched the gun yet.

“You idiot, you impertinent idiot!” Pat twisted around, stumbling, and her small hard fist caught Benny on the shoulder.

He held on. He dragged her through the black-and-gold room, under the columns, into the entrance hall. “You bastard!” she was yelling.

There was a junction box on the wall, hidden discreetly under the two-legged table with the mirror. The table went, then the box. Another kick and the wires tore. That took care of the phones. While the elevator doors opened, Benny held tight and watched Pendleton, who stood in the library door without moving. Then the elevator doors closed and Benny let go of the girl. He’d been right. She had felt hard and muscled, and when she swung around her balled hand caught him on the side of the head. “You bastard,” she said, but that was all she did. She turned away as if she had lost interest, and Benny couldn’t see her face.

She was wearing different clothes now. Her sweater had pulled up under her small breasts and the jacket she wore had come half off. She straightened her clothes as the elevator went down slowly, as in a bad dream.

They looked at each other and Benny felt uncomfortable under her cold, disinterested stare.

“Didn’t mean to drag you,” he said. “Sorry.”

“That’s what you got clipped for,” she said. She turned to look at the floor numbers blinking slowly over the elevator door.

“Turk got rough,” he added.

She just shrugged. He couldn’t see her face, but he had the feeling she didn’t give a damn for any explanations one way or the other.

Benny stood by the floor buttons and listened to the creeping hum when she talked again. “You needn’t worry,” she said. “I was going out anyway.”

She had meant it. When they got out at the basement garage she walked to one of the cars while Benny was running for the door. He was at the end of the alley when he heard the car squeal into the turn toward the street.
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