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Chapter 1

A minute before five p.m. he pulled to the curb in front of the Longport Daily News. While he waited for Austin Lamar Vollmer, president of the News and son of the founder, he took the .45 from his pocket and shoved it under the seat. His face was without emotion, his eyes steady on the glass doors.

It was the last day of June, pleasantly warm, and people moved along the streets of the Virginia town with easy strides and purposeless features, as if nothing as monstrous as death ever had or ever would destroy their complacency.

At five, exactly, Mr. Vollmer appeared on the walk in front of the building and looked around him nervously. He wore a drab brown suit, no hat. His shirt collar was open and his tie slightly askew. He was a plump, middle-sized man in his fifties. He had black hair seeded with gray and wore glasses. He did not have the appearance of a man who had inherited a newspaper and several million dollars. Rather, he gave the impression of being a self-made man, with a face carved from the rock of arrogance — the only softness in him was at the belly.

Mr. Vollmer came over to the car and thrust his jaw in the window. “You Powell?” he asked.

“That’s right,” the occupant of the car lied.

Mr. Vollmer hesitated. He straightened, a hand on the door. For a few seconds he stood uncertainly, his gaze searching up the street, his eyes darting. Abruptly his expression changed, became decisive.

He gave the car a disdainful glance, opened the door and fell heavily upon the seat. They moved off into traffic. After a few blocks, Powell swung away from Broadway onto a residential street which ran parallel to it toward the outskirts of town.

Mr. Vollmer lighted a cigar and, after stinking up the air with a few giant puffs, said, “I realize you couldn’t talk much on the phone, Powell, but I don’t like all this goddamn secrecy. What do Lansky and his wife want now? Are they trying to hold me up again? Because, by God, they won’t get another cent. They were well taken care of.”

“I thought,” said the man who called himself Powell, “that the Lanskys never did hold you up. Didn’t you make them, an offer?”

“Well, sure, but you know what Babbitts of the Lansky sort are like.”

“No,” said Powell. “What are they like, Mr. Vollmer?”

Vollmer gave him a look, twisted the cigar in his mouth. “You a good friend?”

“I wouldn’t say that.”

“A shoe clerk in a department store,” snorted Vollmer. “Sees his first real money in a lifetime and begins to get grand ideas. Thinks I’ll pave all his streets with gold.” Vollmer hawked and spat out the window. “Well, there are other ways to take care of Lansky and company.”

“There are always ways to take care of things if you have the dollar working for you, eh, Mr. Vollmer?”

“That’s right and don’t forget it. And who are you, anyway? Don’t talk wise with me, mister. Now, what I want to know is what are the Lanskys doing here in the first place? I packed them off and told them to get lost — for keeps.”

“They got word there was trouble.”

“Trouble? What kind of trouble?”

“Gordon Steadman trouble. He’s back.”

The cigar came out of Vollmer’s mouth abruptly. “Steadman! You mean — ? I thought he was at sea — on a submarine.”

Powell turned off the main highway onto a narrow blacktop falling away between tight stands of trees to the horizon.

“Submarines surface,” he said. “Boats come back to port sooner or later.”

“I know, but — well, I expected it, of course. I’m not unprepared. Steadman will find everything quiet and forgotten. He’s much too late. Say — where are you headed? They’re not staying at some goddamn farm, are they?”

When Powell didn’t answer but turned left onto a rutted dirt road — just a dusty tongue soon swallowed in the trees — Vollmer eyed him carefully, tossed the cigar and let his hand creep for the door handle.

“I wouldn’t try that, Mr. Vollmer.” He wheeled right and braked before a ramshackle shed by a stream. When he cut the motor, the gun was in his hand and Vollmer sat blinking into the barrel, draining color, his face losing character in the slackness of fear.

“Who are you?” he said.

“I think you know that very well by now, Mr. Vollmer. I’m Gordon Steadman.”

Vollmer brought out a fresh cigar and tried to look composed. The cigar trembled in his hand. He couldn’t seem to find his lighter. He put the cigar back in his pocket. His eyes roved over the surroundings, came back to the gun and flicked up.

“How did you find out?” he said.

Steadman was silent. In truth, he hadn’t found out much at all. Except the names of the witnesses and a hint that Vollmer money and Vollmer power were behind their sneaky departure from the town.

“I’ll sign a check, you fill it in, Steadman. Any amount.”

“There isn’t that much money in the world, Vollmer.” He swallowed. “Do you realize,” he said, fighting the pressure of tears, “who we’re talking about? Do you?” He grabbed Vollmer by the throat. “We’re talking about my wife. My wife!” he screamed in Vollmer’s face.

Vollmer’s heavy lips hung open, revealing a great block of teeth, irregular, stained with tobacco. There was about him a sick-sweet smell of perfume poisoned with sweat. He tried to speak but only a gurgle of sound came from him. Steadman released his grip.

“Right out there on that road, just about where we turned, it happened, Vollmer.” Steadman spoke more quietly. There was need of control, even now. “And unless I get all the answers, Vollmer, this is where it will happen to you. Right here! A dirty, pompous little swollen bug — crushed. Beaten half to death, finished with a slug in the gut.”

“I had nothing to do with it,” said Vollmer, rubbing his neck. “You have my word.”

“Your word!”

“Anyway,” said Vollmer, “it was an accident.”

“An accident? I see.” Steadman nodded. “A little mishap on a lonely road in the middle of the night. An accident. I see. It’s very clear.” He was on the edge of breaking again. The picture was filling his mind with weeping horror. Kill, kill, kill! was a thundering march that drummed in his brain.

“Vollmer,” he said. “You’ve got seconds left. That’s all. Just seconds.”

Vollmer turned slowly, looked out the back window through the trees to the join of dirt road, his head cocked in a listening attitude. When he swung back there was a new set to his jaw — not so much fear in his eyes.

“Did you hear that?” he said. “Sounded to me like a car. Roaming around, searching. What kind of car? A police car. Do you think I would go off alone with a perfect stranger — a man like me? Without letting someone know? I didn’t get where I am by being a goddamn idiot. That car was never far behind.”

Steadman listened and still heard nothing. “Don’t bluff me, Vollmer. You can’t bluff a man who has nothing to lose. You think I care what happens to me? You’ve got just as much time as there is slack in this trigger.”

“Of course you care,” said Vollmer, leaning forward slightly, his eyes snapping with persuasive confidence. “You care more than you think. Don’t let your emotions run wild. Naturally you’re crazy with grief. And I’m sorry about your wife, believe me. But you’ll get over it. And then life will be sweet. I could sweeten it for you. Otherwise — ”

“Otherwise, what?”

“Otherwise, nothing but trouble for you. Big trouble. Listen, son — you’re not going to kill me. You’re not a killer. You’re soft inside. I can see that in your eyes. You won’t kill me, but you might beat me senseless. And that’s when the trouble begins for you. I carry this town right here in my pocket. In an hour every cop on the beat, every squad car and cycle will be hunting you down — if they don’t find us in the next few minutes. Don’t fight the odds — play it smart, boy. Smart!”

They stared at each other, Steadman with his hate and sorrow, Vollmer with the conviction of a man who never lost at anything.

Steadman waved the gun. “Get out,” he said. “You’re a lousy judge of character, Vollmer. Out!”

Doubt crept back into Vollmer’s eyes. He hesitated, got out. Steadman pushed him along to the broken-down shed. The door sagged on its hinges. Inside, the sunlight of a fading afternoon slashed obliquely over the dirt floor.

“Down on your knees,” said Steadman.

“Please, please!”

“Down!”

He stood for a long moment with the gun at Vollmer’s temple. He was acutely aware of bird sounds, the faint scratch of leaves on the shed. “Even if you didn’t do it yourself,” he said hoarsely, “you’re almost as bad. Maybe worse. Your kind makes it possible — makes it almost legal. Now — I want to know who you’re protecting. Who did it?”

“I … I don’t know,” said Vollmer, looking up with the face of a man still not quite convinced that he would die.

“Pray,” said Steadman. “You’ve got a few seconds to pray. Let me hear it.”

“No!” choked Vollmer.

“Tell me about money and power and how it saves you when a bullet goes through your brain and takes off the back of your head,” said Steadman. “Oh, Christ, how I wish you could be here to see yourself.” He pulled back the hammer. “Good-bye, Vollmer.”

“Wait,” said Vollmer. “Wait!”

“I’m waiting.” And he would go on waiting. He had lied when he said Vollmer was a lousy judge of character. There might come a time when he would kill. But this wasn’t it.

He was astonished to see that Vollmer’s expression was changing again. First came a wary look, then one of certainty, with just the suggestion of a smug smile.

An arm came around fast under Steadman’s chin, lifting, locking against his windpipe. He could feel his eyes bugging, the breath going out of him. A hand took the gun from limp fingers while the smile grew on Vollmer’s face. Then the pressure was gone and he turned around.

The tall officer in the tan uniform stood spread-legged, holding the forty-five easily, his own weapon holstered. He had a long heavy-jawed face, craggy and burned red-gold in the chemistry of sun and wind. His big shoulders squared above a frame of lean and tapered hardness all the way to the burnished tan of his boots.

There was neither anger nor tension in the gray-green of his eyes, merely a cool curiosity.

In the background, to the right, a chunky officer held a shotgun at the ready and framed in the doorway was a third officer, just then lowering his service revolver.

Vollmer stood up, brushing himself off deliberately. “You want me to die of heart failure, Marty?” he said pleasantly to the tall one. “Next time, see if you can’t arrive about three minutes earlier.”

“There won’t be any next time, Mr. Vollmer,” said Marty. “We didn’t wanna lay too close and we lost you at the turn-off. Never figured he’d come in here.”

The officer who had been in the doorway approached with handcuffs. “You want him in bracelets, Sheriff?” he asked the one called Marty.

The sheriff nodded, Steadman lifted his wrists on command and felt the cool metal cuffs ratchet tight against his skin.

“Outside, buddy,” said the sheriff.

Steadman retraced his steps, heard the clump of feet, the murmur of voices, the sound of speech inaudible. He felt nothing, only a deadness and the understanding that this was the end of a phase, perhaps the end of everything. He didn’t care.

He paused in front of his dusty gray Ford, behind which, squat and formidable, sun aglint on chrome of siren, sat the police cruiser with the star insignia of the sheriff.

He stood there and no one paid any attention to him. Vollmer had taken the sheriff aside and was talking in low tones. The other two leaned against the squad car with bored indolence.

Steadman didn’t know what to do. He thought maybe he had better walk over to the cruiser and see if they wanted him to get in back. Oh, God! Oh, Christ! What difference did it make? What difference did anything make with Julie gone? Even if he found out who and why and how, would that bring her back?

But in a moment, Vollmer, a new cigar in his mouth, stepped jauntily over to the cruiser and got in back, puffing complacently. The chunky cop put the shotgun in the trunk, slammed it closed and slid behind the wheel. There was the sound of the motor spun to life — the police car backed, halted, shoved ahead.

Steadman saw that Vollmer was resting easy on the cushioned seat, the cigar poised in a stubby hand, the hand being brought to his mouth. Vollmer’s gaze was on the road beyond the windshield.

And, as the car departed, he never so much as turned his head.

The sheriff opened the back door to the Ford. “Inside, mister,” he said.

Steadman ducked and fell limply into a corner. He felt out of place in the back seat. He couldn’t ever remember being there except to clean — he and Julie, each with a whisk broom, dusting the shabby interior. Such a little thought — and yet it was a giant of oppression, crushing him.

The sheriff, standing by the front fender, out of earshot, conferred a moment with the other officer. The latter nodded and got behind the wheel, the sheriff climbed in back with Steadman.

The officer fumbled a second or two with the keys, studying the unfamiliar arrangement of the panel. He ground the starter and backed jerkily onto the dusty, pitted road. They jogged away. No one spoke.

The sheriff adjusted his holster, lit a cigarette, extended the pack towards Steadman, straight-arm, not looking at him. When Steadman continued to gaze at the manacled hands in his lap, the sheriff put the pack back in his pocket.

They bounded through the trees to the blacktop, wheeled right toward town.

After a while, Steadman turned slowly and began to study the long rib of the sheriff’s jaw, the bronze wrinkles at the corner of his eye, the firm slash of his wide mouth, seen obliquely.

“Sheriff,” he said in a tight thin voice, “this is the same road, the very same one. You’re the law here. What happened to her? What happened to my wife?”

The sheriff smoked in silence, looking out the window.

“Now goddamnit, Sheriff, don’t give me that treatment. Right now, at home, you’ve got a wife waiting — haven’t you? Listen to me. Listen, listen! Haven’t you? Haven’t you?”

“Shut up,” said the sheriff without turning his head. “Just shut up, mister.”

In a while they were close to town, seemingly skirting it through side streets. Steadman looked for a police building, a jail. He saw neither. It was not that sort of district — a residential section. He wondered.

The town was hardly familiar to him. In that time before, he had been here only a matter of days. But now he began to have the impression that he remembered streets. Yes — there was the little drugstore where they sold ten-cent sodas, Saturday only — and he and Julie … That was what? About three blocks from the house? Sure it was. Another block and they pulled to the curb.

“What’re we doing here?” asked Steadman.

“Shut up,” said the sheriff.

They waited another minute or two and then the sheriff’s car, minus Vollmer, but with the same chunky driver, eased to the curb just ahead.

“Now,” said the sheriff, turning at last, “my name is Gifford — two f’s as in sheriff. And if you want to get to know me a lot better, just keep it up, mister, just keep it up. You’ll wish you never heard of me or the town of Longport, Virginia. You’ll wish you were in that tin can at the bottom of the ocean, safe with the rest of the sardines. So you go on to your hut down the street and you pack your junk and get out of here while you can. Because, I wanna tell you, mister, you’re the luckiest goddamn fool who ever crossed with Austin Lamar Vollmer since this town heard the name. Now beat it!”

Sheriff Gilford unlocked the cuffs and Steadman got out quietly, went around to the driver’s side, replaced the officer at the wheel. But when the sheriff had left the car and was standing, hands on hips, waiting, Steadman leaned out the window.

“Give Vollmer a message for me, Sheriff. Tell him it only takes one man to blow up a fortress if he can find a little hole in the wall. Tell him I’ve just begun to look for that hole. S’long, Sheriff.”

Steadman ground the gears and was gone.

• • •

He sat in the rented cottage-size house with its beat-up rented furniture and sipped from the open pint of whiskey. The day closed outside the living room window and interior darkness set him still deeper in the isolation of himself.

Even when he had to grope for the bottle on the table he did not turn on the light. Somehow, though the furniture was scarred and anonymous, it reminded him of Julie, for they had lived here together in the few days before he spent those seven weeks under and over the North Atlantic, entombed in the submarine on which he had been proud to say he was executive officer. And not quite thirty years old.

He held the bottle in his lap now, staring absently at the dull shine of it as it caught a pale swath of light from a street lamp. In that unguarded moment, his mind slid back, skipping the worst of it, holding to unimportant fragments …

Another little house, also cottage-size, this one in Hawaii. One of many as they moved from port to port, all alike. If she was there, it didn’t seem to matter. She brought her own comfortable atmosphere. She could give a shack personality.

It was a few years back. The boat was operating out of Pearl and they had a one-bedroom at Waikiki, just off the main drag. He came home around ten in the morning after twenty-seven days in the area of the Marshalls. Another exercise.

She wasn’t there and he sat down with a lonely beer, watching the door. She came in a half-hour later with a bag of groceries that almost topped the tawny crest of her head. She didn’t see him until she was almost to the chair and then she was so surprised, the groceries slipped from her grasp and spewed out onto the floor.

The grin got started on his face and wouldn’t stop. He leaped up and grabbed her in his arms.

“Darling!” she gasped. “Oh, darling, when did you — ?”

But her words got swallowed in the hungry press of his lips over her mouth. Everything was forgotten in the search of his hands over her body, exploring, discovering her again. For, always, after the long separation, they were like lovers joined in their first affair — yet more violent lovers because shyness was gone, intimacy established.

She pressed toward him, their bodies melding, her tongue darting, entwining, her taut breasts heaving against his chest.

At last she broke away and said, “Oh, God! Oh, sweetheart! This could become downright involved before I even get to know you!”

They laughed. “Well, don’t just stand there,” he said. “Get to know me!” She giggled and he held her away from him, studying her, matching memory with reality. “You’ve gained a little, honey. Just a little. But I like it. I really do. You’ve put it on in the right places.”

“You’re trying to tell me something,” she teased. “That I’m top heavy?”

“I’m trying to tell you that whatever you’ve done with those extensions under that blouse, it’s an improvement. Keep up the good work.”

“You fool, you lovable idiot!”

“But here I thought you were wasting away for me and I find you positively ripe and voluptuous.”

“Oh, hell,” she sighed. “That’s only because while you’re away there isn’t another damn thing to do but eat — trying to feed the real hunger, the one that won’t go away.”

“Oh, baby,” he moaned, kissing her again. “It’s so good to be with you, so good, so good.”

“I love you,” she said. “Lord, how I love you! And now, because I love you, I’m going to feed you. Sit down there in that chair and I’ll make you an enormous breakfast. While you eat, we’ll talk and talk and talk.”

“Eat!” he groaned. “I couldn’t even swallow a marsh-mallow. Not yet, baby. I’m too excited. Talk, yes. By the volume. Later. But right now — ”

“Oh-oh,” she said. “I see that look!” She made a pretense of crouching to run.

He scooped her up and, nearly stumbling over the litter of groceries, carried her into the bedroom.

He had. peeled down to his shorts, was sitting on the edge of the bed, watching her. Slowly she had taken off the blouse and skirt, the slip. And now she stood in panties and bra, combing her long hair before the mirror.

“What is this, a strip-tease and hair-do contest?” He chuckled, trying to hide his wild impatience.

“Don’t you want me to look beautiful for you, darling?”

“Yeah, sure, hon. But don’t make it a four-star production, huh.”

In the mirror she gave him a saucy smile and continued combing her hair.

He saw that she was playing with him, needling his desire. So he gave a huge yawn, saying, “Listen, you got a newspaper around, hon? Locked up in that can, I haven’t heard any news in weeks. Just the quickie junk that comes into the radio room.”

She turned slowly, gaping her surprise. “Don’t you want me, darling?”

“Sure, sure. Plenty of time.”

She put down the comb and came toward him unfastening her bra, slipping her shoulders from the straps. Her breasts, unconfined, tremulous, reached outward. They dipped sweetly, rose impudently to urgent nipples. She moved in close until she stood just above him. Then she slithered out of the panties.

He stared now with a fascination he couldn’t conceal.

“Oh, God, oh, Jesus, but you’re beautiful,” he said. “You lie on your bunk, close your eyes and think you remember, but you don’t. You don’t half remember.”

He reached out and pulled her to him, kissed the small mound of her tummy, moved upward to her breasts, shoulders, mouth.

She stepped back with a challenging little smile. She stood naked for one breathless moment before she fell on top of him and they rolled in a tight embrace to the center of the bed.

“Take me, take me!” she whimpered. “Make it all up to me. Make it like you were never gone!”

Then they were locked together. And he was kissing her eyes, her ears and mouth. And they said soft tender things and things violently erotic, all disjointedly spoken in the frenzy of a new-old passion and longing. Until there were no words at all but only animal sounds of ecstasy in that final rocketing release that washes the mind of all but sensation.

He lit cigarettes and for a time they lay side by side smoking in thoughtful silence, a known closeness without need of words.

“It’s no good,” he said then. “No good without you, baby. You’re my whole goddamn world, the rest is garbage. Garbage! Crammed into that sub for weeks on end, thinking, thinking. I get so goddamn lonely for you I could damn near cry. And no one to tell it to, not the way I really feel it. Sure, there are guys on the boat who don’t mind it too much, even some of the married ones. But they don’t have it for each other the way we do. You can tell, you know? I can think of one or two jokers who’re glad to get away, brag about it. Imagine! Not me, buddy. Can’t wait to get home, then don’t ever want to leave again.”

“Don’t,” she pleaded softly. “Don’t leave again, darling.”

“Maybe I won’t,” he said. “I’ve been thinking about it, mulling it over the whole time.” He propped himself on one elbow and looked down upon her, watched the smoke eddy from her soft-rich mouth, loving the way her hair fell in a long burnished tangle across the pillow. “Listen,” he said. “I’m going to resign my commission. I’ve made up my mind. Just now. Just this very second!”

“Oh, angel, will you? Will you?”

“Why not? I don’t have any special talents but I’ll take some kind of a job. Anything to get started. Anything that’ll keep us together.”

“And I’ll go to work typing,” she said excitedly. “I can do that. I might even qualify as a secretary. Oh, Lord, I’d even scrub floors to have you home. Honest to God, I would!”

“The hell you would! You’re not going to work at all, if I can help it. We’ve got a little dough saved. We’ll get along.”

He kissed her tenderly. “Julie, I love you. I need you, baby. Too much to go on like this. It’s not simple, but if I can arrange it, I’m home to stay. If not, next time out is the last. You’ll see.”

“Where is home?” she said. “We move like gypsies from place to place. Where is home, darling?”

“Wherever you are, hon. I mean it. The rest is just furniture and a roof to keep the rain out.”

She mashed her cigarette quickly and turned into his arms. “You always, always say the right thing. Oh, I’m so happy!”

For moments they clung to each other in silence.

“Darling?”

“Un-huh.”

“Now can I have a baby?”

“Sure you can have a baby. Haven’t I always wanted it? Have two, they’re small.”

She giggled. “Oh, I’m practically bursting with love and excitement and — listen, I’m hungry. Are you?”

“I’m starved!”

“Let’s eat, then. And drink and make love and talk and start all over again.”

“Right! The whole goddamn week-end. Just the two of us.”

“It’s a celebration,” she said. “Because you’re not going to leave me again, it’s the biggest celebration of my life!”





Chapter 2

They had not moved from the house for two days and he was really hungry for the first time and they ate much and drank a little, talked incessantly, read shoulder to shoulder, slept in a huddle and made love as if they had just discovered it.

As he left for the base on Monday, he swore that he would resign if they had to eat coconuts. But he never did. And there was no child. Not then. But there was one on the way when he came back to Virginia from what was to be the final voyage.

The child was only four months along, dead in her belly, when they buried her.

He swallowed the last of the whiskey in a single gulp and hurled the bottle across the room. Miraculously it struck a chair and didn’t break, but fell to the carpet with a dull thud. He wanted to be drunk and he couldn’t feel anything but a soggy depression.

He listened inside himself and heard her voice. Bits of conversation, teasing inflections, laughter that began with a giggle and became a squeal. And even a tight choking sob, the end of some argument, for he was easily touched by her tears.

His thoughts drifted here and there and inevitably caught up with the days just past.

One of the cruelest aspects of the whole wretched business was that if there ever was a message sent, and now he doubted it, he never got it. Nothing but a few stale letters when he reached port. And his phone call unanswered, though he wasn’t worried because he supposed she was in town shopping or visiting some neighbor.

He had taken a taxi, riding over the unfamiliar streets, carrying inside of him the big excitement and the big love which he had been building and storing the whole seven weeks.

He went surging up the walk, only to find the door locked, no answer to his ring, the house having a strangely vacant aura about it.

So he had gone next door and the thin pale woman with the blotchy skin dried her hands on a dish towel, eyed his uniform curiously and gave him the oddest look when he asked where he could find Mrs. Steadman. It was a look which said the question was so absurd, he was to be pitied.
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