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Wet Kisses …


There she was, alone out there on the raft with me — and naked. I moved a little closer.

“Maybe I’m the wrong kind of a guy for you,” I said. “Maybe I shouldn’t be talking this way to you. I’m not smart — the way you are. I don’t even know what kind of a fork to use when I go out.”

I kept on talking and I kept on moving in on her. I told her how much fun she was and how much I liked her.

“I like you, too,” she murmured.

All the time I kept getting nearer. Until I could feel the heat of her body. Until I could hear her deep breathing. Then I touched her smooth skin and the rockets went off. I pulled her head around and mashed my mouth down on her lips. She trembled and clung to me.

She was still in my arms when we lost our balance and fell off the raft into the lake …
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CHAPTER I

Dark Passion

I SAT on my stool behind the hotel desk, thinking about the redhead who had just checked into two-four. Then I forgot all about her as the telephone girl started straightening her sweater in some interesting places.

“Lord!” Janet Hobbs sighed. “Only ten-thirty! Isn’t this night ever going to end? Half-hour to go.”

By my watch every night in this creep joint was too long. The rugs in the lobby were faded and the seats of the chairs sagged worse than the knees of my pants. The manager had a lousy disposition and a couple of ulcers as big as watermelons. One of the bellhops was always chasing strange-acting guys. After almost a month in the racket I was ready to get out of the hotel business for good.

I kept looking at Janet as she went about making her connections at the switchboard. There was one connection I was willing to bet she hadn’t made yet. I’d only known her three weeks, but already I’d been thrown out near home a couple of times. That didn’t bother me any. Hell, I told myself, give me enough time and some night she’d let me pull the shades down for her.

“Coffee later, Johnny?”

“Yeah.”

She went back to her buzzers, her slim fingers dancing over the board. She wasn’t any raving beauty. She just looked innocent and interesting. Her hair was black and her eyes were black and she had a pink rose complexion. She also had an hourglass figure with round, soft curves that wobbled just right when she walked — and got me thinking all wrong.

A drunk came in and tried to get the key to somebody else’s room. I gave him the right key and he went off toward the elevator, swearing and stumbling. I kicked the stool out of the way and started counting the cash in the drawer.

It was a damn shame for a guy to be caught in a mouse trap like the Hotel Shelly.

The redhead came down from two-four and tossed her body outside. I got the cash mixed up and started all over again.

The only difference between the Hotel Shelly and the city dump was that the hotel had a roof over it. Besides, the dump was out past the edge of town — past Clarke Street, even. Every time I thought of Clarke Street my feet felt like they were stuck in a couple of piles of sand. Clarke Street was the beginning of one world and the end of another.

“You ought to go down and see your folks some night,” Janet said. “They’d be glad to see you.”

She told me the same thing every night.

“To hell with it,” I said.

I told her the same thing every night.

There was no sense for me to knock on the door of number eight Clarke Street. That place was so crowded now there wouldn’t be room enough for me to stand inside on one foot. My brother Sam and his wife and four kids had moved in the same day I’d checked out. They only had five rooms on the second floor. The way my old man snored they’d have to sleep with their heads stuck out of the windows. They were welcome to it.

I closed up the cash sheet for my shift and thought about number thirty-seven Clarke Street. That was the big apartment house at the corner of Clarke and Main. That was a tear in another piece of cloth. That was where Julie Wilson lived.

The last time I’d seen Julie she’d been pushing the baby carriage down Main, her slim body looking good in a thin summer dress, her blonde hair cascading over her square-set shoulders, her chin plenty stubborn and her eyes defiant.

“Hello, Julie,” I’d said.

The late evening shadows had been falling off the tops of the buildings into the street and she’d looked at me for a second or so before she knew who I was.

“Hello, Johnny Reagan,” she’d said.

And, then, she’d leaned down, looking at the kid, a slight smile pulling at her full lips.

“He looks like me, Johnny.”

“Yeah.” It’d been getting so dark that I couldn’t tell if the kid had one or two heads. “Yeah,” I said, “she looks like you all right.”

“He,” Julie said. “He’s my boy.”

“Okay.”

She’d gone on down the street, passing under the light, and I could see that she was walking real straight, like she didn’t care. I’d watched her for a long time, thinking about what a lot of guts she had. She wasn’t crying, or yelling for the army to bring her sergeant back and make him marry her. She was just living it out to the end of the string.

Fairweather, the other clerk, came on at five of eleven. He was forty-five and as bald as a tennis ball in the sun. He got a bottle out of the cash drawer, went behind the key rack and made a lot of noise with his nose. When he came back I could see some brown spots down the front of his white shirt. Maybe he looked like hell, but there was one thing about him — he was one hundred percent for the hotel and that helped make up for the fifty percent I lacked.

I had to stick around until after he checked the cash. He put on a pair of five-and-ten-cent store glasses and looked everything over like he had a first mortgage on the place. I was getting a whole lot tired of Fairweather.

“On the button,” he said, after a while.

I went through the lobby and out to the street. Janet was down at the corner talking with a big, fat man. The white polo shirt the man was wearing hung on him like a burlap bag. I lit a cigarette and walked toward them.

“I want you to meet Mr. Connors,” Janet said, tossing her curls. Mr. Connors, Johnny Reagan.”

“Hello,” I said.

The fat man grunted and I felt a big, warm hand wind around five of my fingers.

“Mr. Connors is in the insurance business,” Janet told me.

We struggled briefly and I got my hand back.

“Life insurance,” Connors said.

“That’s a tough racket,” I said.

“I have agents working for me,” Connors explained. “Six of them. I don’t do any of the collecting any more myself.”

“Well, that’s different.”

“And it isn’t a racket,” he insisted. “It’s a good way of making a living.”

“Sure.”

All the insurance men I’d ever known had had big cars — fast and often.

“Johnny works in the hotel,” Janet said. “On the desk.”

I gave her a hard look; I didn’t like to be reminded about the crumby job I had.

“Once I get myself a better deal,” I said, “I’m pulling out of that Siberia.”

“I know they don’t pay much,” Connors said.

“You can say that again.”

“A young fellow ought to have a better job than that.”

Sure, I thought, thirty-one, and five years worse off than if I’d stayed in the box factory. The box factory hadn’t paid much, either, but there was always somebody around who could punch the clock for you and build up overtime. At the hotel you could work until they swept you up off the floor and they wouldn’t even give you a bottle of beer for your trouble.

“Supposing I wanted to get in the insurance business?” I asked Connors. “How would I go about it?”

He tried to tuck his shirt into his pants but he couldn’t quite make it.

“You might just as well come right out and ask me for a job,” he said.

“Maybe I will.”

“No hedging with you, Johnny.”

“It wouldn’t get me anyplace, if I did.”

He was silent for a couple of minutes, looking me over real good. His face was fat but there was something strong about it, too. Maybe it was his eyes, small eyes that seemed to pull you right up against him. He was a couple of inches shorter than I was, probably six feet, and he held his head back a little, staring up at me.

“I guess you’re used to meeting the public, Johnny?”

A guy meets the public in a hotel, in bars, in the box factory, on Clarke Street. The public is people and people are all over, crawling around the world like mice on a box of cheese. A guy can’t help stumbling over them.

“I’m used to meeting the public,” I assured him.

“And selling? Ever do any selling, Johnny?”

When I was twelve I’d done a little selling for Mae, who’d lived down at the end of Clarke Street, about a yard of cinders away from the railroad. I’d gone up to Main, about ten at night, wandering along the sidewalk and asking all the guys I met all the questions Mae had told me to ask. Mae had been a whore and the cops had run me in for being a kid pimp. I’d given up selling right away.

“I never had a chance,” I told him. “I got stopped before I ever got started.”

He nodded and lit a cigar as long as my right leg. The smoke from it smelled good in the damp June night. Janet coughed once and waved the blue cloud away from her face. She had a nice smile and clear white teeth. She was a fairly good looking head.

“Tell you what,” Connors said. “Why don’t you come down to my office in the morning and we’ll talk this thing over.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I will.”

“I think one of my men has made up his mind to quit and there might be a possibility for you.”

“That would be a good break, all right.”

“No promises,” he said. “But we can both think about it.”

“Sure.”

I didn’t have to think about it. All he had to do was wave a job at me and I’d knock him down on my way to work.

He gave Janet a big, friendly hug and said goodnight. He went across the street and got into a Cadillac that had wire wheels and lots of chrome. The engine ripped a hole in the night as he shot off up the street.

“Thanks, Janet,” I said quietly. “Thanks a hell of a lot.”

She looped her arm through mine and crept in close. She had a soft, round hip and I didn’t try to push her away. We walked slowly through the alternate patches of light and shadow.

“You might get a good job out of Mr. Connors,” Janet said.

“Yeah.”

“He seemed to like you.”

We kept on walking. The top of her head, about five-feet-two from the ground, hung down there below my left shoulder. All around me was the good, clean freshness of her.

“I was wondering how you knew him,” I said. “A big guy with plenty of money.”

“I guess he’s got money.”

“Are you kidding?”

“He used to come to Rotary,” she said. “That was last winter, when Rotary met at the hotel and before they decided to go out to Cranberry Inn. He had lots of calls and I tried to be nice to him.”

“I guess you were.”

She squeezed my arm tight.

“I hope it pays off all right for you,” she said.

Up the street a flashing neon light said Pawn Shop. Past that, on the other side, a lighted arrow pointed the way to the Emergency Finance Company. I wondered how many times my old man had gone up there and hocked his soul.

We turned down a side street and the night was a deeper black.

Janet lived on the third floor of a big brick building in the middle of the block. I had a room in a cracker box a little further down Center Street, two or three smells away from the tannery shed. Both places looked hulking and miserable against the gray night sky.

“It’s a hell of a way to live,” I said. “Like a rat in the bottom of an empty barrel.”

“It’s your own fault,” she said. “With me it’s different. I don’t have anybody, but you’ve got a family.”

Janet’s father had shot her mother when she was just a little kid, and the father had stuck his head in the gas oven. An aunt had brought her up, but the aunt had died during Janet’s last year in high school.

“Damn place looks like a tomb,” I told her; there wasn’t a light visible from within the brick house.

“They all go to bed real early,” she said. “Most of them have to be on the job before eight every morning.”

“I suppose so.”

We went up the wooden steps to the long, wide porch. The low roof leaned out into the night and pulled the blackness inside. We stumbled over a floor mat and I swore softly.

“’Night, Johnny,” she said.

I could feel her right there, real close, and I didn’t want her to go away.

“We should have stopped and had a beer,” I said.

“I sure as hell don’t want to go to sleep just yet.”

“You’re thinking about tomorrow morning, I guess.”

Her hand slid up my chest and across my face. I could feel my beard crackle against the soft touch of her fingers.

“Maybe I’m thinking about something else,” I said.

A train whistle squalled in the night and a dog started to bark. Somebody next door swore loudly at somebody else and then things got quiet again.

“You’re a funny guy, Johnny,” Janet said softly. “You talk so tough sometimes — so hard — and you aren’t hard at all.”

She could take me any way she wanted to.

“I’ll be thinking of you in the morning,” she said. “And wishing you luck.”

She stood on her toes and reached up and pulled my head down. Her lips were dry and afraid and she just pushed them up against my cheek and let go again.

“Plenty of luck, Johnny!” she whispered.

My arms went around her hard and quick and I felt her whole body stiffen. Her back was warm and soft and the taut strap of her brassiere grew more rigid under my thumb.

“Janet, baby!”

She tried to turn her head away but I was too fast for her. My lips found her mouth without any trouble at all. My one hand slid down to the small of her back, just above the roundness, and I slammed her to me. The heat from her breasts burned through my shirt and blazed twin dots on my chest.

Her lips parted and a tiny sob came up from her throat. Her fingers kneaded my flesh, moving around, and her tongue flashed wild and hot.

“Johnny!”

She began to cry. She was afraid and I knew she was afraid. She was falling apart inside.

I pushed the door open.

“I’ll follow you,” I said. “I won’t make any noise.”

“No!”

I kissed her again and she didn’t try to get away. But she wouldn’t open her mouth any more and the tears were wet on her face.

“Don’t turn on the light,” I told her. “Just hang onto my hand.”

I couldn’t see her there in the darkness, but I could feel her trembling.

“Johnny?”

“Yes.”

“I — ”

She didn’t say anything more. Her voice died off into a whimper and she walked on into the house. Her fingers felt cold as she held tight to my hand.

We went up the first flight of stairs and along another hallway. Somebody was snoring in one of the rooms and another guy was talking in his sleep. There was a fifteen-watt bulb at the bottom of the second set of stairs. We slid by that and kept right on going up.

She unlocked her door and we went inside. It was as black as the inside of a bag in there and I couldn’t tell very much about the place.

“I think I’m going to hate myself for this tomorrow,” she said.

“Tomorrow’s a long ways off.”

“Maybe it won’t come.”

“Maybe.”

She took me across the room and we sat down on the bed. We sat real close, sliding down into the hollow of the old mattress.

“I’m almost afraid,” she said.

“You needn’t be.”

“It’s the first — time.”

I pulled her around roughly, jamming my mouth down on her lips. She’d stopped her crying and I was glad of that. Her hair fell against my face and her mouth opened up and the night began.

I got hold of her sweater and ripped it off her.

“You’re hurting me, Johnny!”

I hooked my finger under the brassiere strap and the thing popped open.

I touched her breasts and her little flat stomach. Her fingers clawed at my clothes and I heard a button strike the wall. My hand kept going down. She kissed me once more, real hard, and then she flung herself back on the bed, moaning.

“Janet?”

“Yes?”

“If you’re afraid — ”

“It’s all right,” she murmured. “I’m not afraid.”

I bent and kissed her again. Her arms coiled around my neck, making my shoulders ache. She clung to me with a passion that made me weak, made me almost sick, made me want to die right there in that room.

I pulled the shades down for her that night.





CHAPTER II

Morning After

I SAT on the arm of a chair, staring out of the window at the newness of the morning, seeing nothing. I didn’t even bother looking at her. I knew that she was in bed, with the sheet pulled up around her chin, hiding herself like I didn’t know what was underneath. Right then, I didn’t much care.

“You’d better wait until after the others leave for work,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“It wouldn’t seem right, you going out of here at this time of the morning.”

“How’d they know what room I just left?”

She was quiet for a long time, so I turned and looked at her. Her hair slashed a dark ribbon across the white pillow. Her face was flushed and her eyes had a sparkle to them. She smiled and stretched.

“I guess they wouldn’t,” she said. She puckered up her nose and dug down into the bed. “Anyway, I wouldn’t care an awful lot. It would be different if we didn’t love each other.”

I just stared at her.

She rolled over on her side, facing the wall, and I watched one finger trace a lazy design on the wallpaper.

“It is love, isn’t it, Johnny?”

I got up and walked around the chair a couple of times. I couldn’t remember everything I’d told her. I was pretty sure that I’d only told her all of the things that any man would tell any woman he happened to take to bed.

“I’d want to be sure, Johnny. I’d want to be awful sure.”

“Yeah.”

She sat up in bed. The sheet slid down and lay across her hips. Her nightgown dipped away from her breasts, and the hollow between them appeared deep and warm.

“Promise me something, Johnny?”

“Sure.”

I offered her a cigarette, trying to keep my eyes on her face. She shook her head and I dropped the pack on the end table.

“Promise me it won’t happen again, Johnny?”

“All right.”

“Maybe it’s real, Johnny, and maybe it isn’t. We ought to know, for sure, before it happens again.”

“Okay.”

She bit her lip and stared at the points her toes made in the sheet.

“I just hope nothing happens because of — last night.”

I began to sweat. I grabbed up a cigarette, lit it and went over to the chair and sat down. I put my shoes on, jerked the strings tight and tied a good, fast bow knot.

“I gotta breeze out of here,” I said. “I can’t miss seeing that guy Connors this morning.”

“Kiss me before you go.”

I kissed her. She arched her back and pulled me nearer. I had a pretty good idea how it was with her. She’d been all alone, almost always, and now she thought she’d found somebody.

“Make it good,” she said. “And get the job.”

I walked over to the door.

“I’ll let you know,” I said.

I stepped out into the hall and closed the door. Maybe she’d see me again and maybe she wouldn’t.

An old lady was running a vacuum in the lower hall but she didn’t bother giving me so much as a glance. I heard her shut the cleaning machine off just as I went down the steps.

It was a good morning, clear, and with gentle puffs of white clouds roaming a blue sky. The leaves on the maples were a cool green and some of the dew from the night before lingered in the air.

When I got to Main I stopped in a diner and had coffee and a hard roll. It was still pretty early, only a few minutes after nine, and I didn’t think I ought to get down to see Connors before ten.

I had another coffee and kidded the waitress about it going to be a hot day.

“I don’t care how hot it gets,” she said. “As long as the flies stay out of here. The heat, I dress for that. I don’t mind the heat. It’s the flies that chase hell out of me.”

She had a big body and a little uniform. She was dressed for the heat — and anything else that didn’t require much clothes.

I left the diner a few minutes before ten. A little further down Main I stopped in a cigar store and looked up Connors’ address in the phone book. I saw that he had a place in town, one out in the country and an office in the five-and-dime building at forty-four Main.

The Connors office was on the second floor, reached by one of those fancy elevators you run yourself. I made a couple of round trips to the basement, prior to stepping off into a rather large waiting room lined with chrome furniture and frosted glass windows.

“Yes, sir?”

The blank face on the opposite side of the counter belonged to a pair of glasses and a fifty-year-old biddy.

“I’d like to see Mr. Connors,” I said.

She tried to smile sweetly.

“So would I,” she said.

I lit a cigarette and let the smoke wander around her long nose.

“I’m looking for a job,” I said.

“I don’t know of any here.”

“Well, he said there was.”

“He ought to know.”

“I’ll go along with you on that.”

The nose carried the glasses away and left me by myself. I picked up a folder that said “Get Nifty — Be Thrifty.” I didn’t read any of it. I could see that it was just a lot of crap about why a guy should hock his life to an insurance company so that he could die, some day, on a full stomach.

“Mr. Connors isn’t in this morning.”

I glanced up, ready to swear, but I didn’t get around to doing it. I wasn’t looking at any phony glasses or long nose or anything like that. What I saw was a piece of blonde dynamite, supercharged with a pair of bright red lips and deep blue eyes.

“Well, Julie,” I said. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“Working.”

I thought about Clarke Street, and Julie and her kid without any father.

“That’s good,” I said.

“My third week.” Those wet, red lips parted in a smile. “I like it fine.”

She had on a thin blouse and she was just tall enough for her breasts to point straight out at me across the counter top. Every time she breathed, they moved. And every time they moved, the more I watched them.

“Mr. Connors won’t be in at all today,” Julie said. “He called this morning and said he wouldn’t be in for the rest of the week.”

“The lousy liar!”

Julie studied her unpolished fingernails, picking them together.

“You can’t talk that way around here,” she said. “All these people have got some class. You aren’t back on Clarke Street, Johnny.”

“I’m not crying about that.”

“Clarke Street isn’t so bad,” she said. “It’s how you live that counts.”

I thought about Janet and the night before.

“I’m living,” I said.

“Besides, Mr. Connors didn’t lie to you, Johnny. Mr. Connors doesn’t lie. He’s one of the nicest men I’ve ever known.”

“You’re beating a hole right through my heart,” I said.

Her eyes clouded over and she stopped smiling. She started to say something, but one of the phones inside screamed and she went over to answer it. Beyond where she stood, leaning over a desk and writing something on a pad, I could see some typewriters and adding machines and a couple of more girls.

I could see Julie’s legs and they were sleek and trim, sliding up like little columns into the form-fitting folds of a thin pink skirt. I could remember how I’d watched those legs go up and down Clarke Street — when she was ten, when she was fifteen, when she was so damned beautiful that I looked the other way. I remember how I’d tried to get at her, once at night and once when we’d been swimming, and how she’d chased me off every time.

She put the phone down, wrote some more on the paper, and then came back to the window. Her curves didn’t miss any loose movements and I didn’t miss any of her curves.

I began to wish I’d never seen her again.

“You know where Willow Lake is, Johnny?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“Mr. Connors has a place out there. He’s moved out there for the rest of the summer.”

“Well, good for him.”

“When he called this morning he said to have you come out about two this afternoon.”

Willow Lake was six miles from town. I wondered how I was supposed to get there.

“His daughter’s going to stop around for the mail about one-thirty, and if you’re here at the office at that time you can ride out with her.”

“Okay.”

Things were looking better. If the old guy wasn’t interested in me he wouldn’t be going to all this trouble.

“You won’t get mad if I say something, will you, Johnny?”

“Why should I get mad?”

One of her hands slid across the counter and touched, only briefly, the green sleeve of my sport shirt.

“Wear something better than this, Johnny.”

I looked down at the shirt. It really wasn’t green any longer, just a sort of pale green-blue shade that looked as though somebody had scrubbed it out on a pile of rocks. I’d been washing the thing days and wearing it nights to keep from running around naked.

“Yeah,” I said.

My pants weren’t much better. Almost anybody could see, even without looking for it, the press-on patch I’d slapped on the right knee, inside, to keep the leg of the pants from falling off into the street.

“Yeah,” I said again. “Thanks. I didn’t know I looked so like a crumb.”

“Now, don’t go getting sore!”

“I’m not.”

Her blue eyes grew deep and solemn. The red tip of her tongue came out and moistened her lips. I could hear her breathing, full and unsteady.

“I don’t know why I do things like this,” she said. “I should keep my big mouth shut. But you can’t go out to see Mr. Connors the way you look.”

“I can’t take these clothes off,” I said.

“Another pair of slacks and a nice shirt hadn’t ought to cost too much.”

“It wouldn’t.”

“You ought to be able to afford that.”

I figured what I had in my wallet. I had something back at the hotel I had to take care of.

“If they started charging me for air this minute,” I told her, “I’d drop dead.”

She shook her head and turned away.

“You’re always broke, Johnny.”

“I didn’t have anything to start with.”

“And neither did I.”

She went over to one of the desks and yanked a drawer open. She lifted up some papers and took out her pocketbook. She dug around inside, removed something, then put the pocketbook back in the drawer and closed it.

She was a good kid. She had a buck.

“There’s thirty dollars here,” she said, sliding her little fist across the counter. “That ought to help you some.”

“Maybe I won’t get the job.”

Her eyes were steady.

“You’ll pay it back, Johnny.”

I dropped the bills into my shirt pocket.

“Sure,” I said. “I’ll pay you back.”

She didn’t ask me when and I didn’t try to tell her. I thanked her, gave her another good look and left.

I went down to Barney’s at the corner of Main and West. I got a pair of slacks for fourteen ninety-five, a shirt for five bucks and a pair of shoes for eleven dollars. Barney had some sport coats on sale for seventeen-fifty, not bad looking, and I got a gray one with brown dots to go with the brown slacks.

“Must be rolling in dough,” Barney said.

“I haven’t seen so much money since I got my army bonus,” I told him.

“Guys like you,” he said, “oughta see more money. You spend it, Johnny.”

“Like water.”

I had lunch in a dump opposite the railroad station. The prices in Nick’s were so low that if you got a roach with your dinner he charged you extra.

“Mighty sharp,” Nick said.

“Get your damned dirty hands off my coat!”

“Okay. Okay.” He lifted the white apron from around his knees and wiped the sweat from his round face. “Who you studdin’ for tonight, Johnny?”

“Shut up!”

I went back to Connors’ office shortly after one. I looked around for Julie but I didn’t see her, so I guessed that she was out to lunch. The old bag with the nose was arguing with some policy-holder about an overdue premium and stuff like that. I threw a road block across my ears and sat down. Wearing the coat, I felt hotter than a stove lid in the sun.

About one-thirty the door opened up and a girl came in. She was a real tall girl with dark hair and an unimportant face. There wasn’t anything wrong with her face, not actually, only it didn’t leave much of a first impression. Maybe that was because she wasn’t wearing any lipstick or other make-up, just the slight tan that had been given her by the outdoors.

“Mr. Reagan?”

“Yes.”

I got up. I looked down at her. She was a couple of inches under six feet and not filled out any more than nature intended.

“My name is Beverly. Beverly Connors.”

“Glad to know you.”

“Dad asked me to pick you up here and lug you out to Willow Lake.”

The way she talked, I might as well have been a sack of potatoes. I guessed that she’d gone to Vassar, or some other snob school.

“Okay, Miss Connors.”

“You’re all ready?”

I had my shoes on and my teeth were brushed. What the hell else did she want?

“Sure.”

I let her operate the elevator because I didn’t want to take a chance on it going down into the cellar again. She knew her buttons all right and we got to the first floor without any trouble.

A yellow Packard convertible, with the top down, was parked at the curb.

“Won’t you get in?”

She didn’t have to write me an invitation. I got in, sinking up to my stomach in cushion.

I got a glance of a long, straight leg as she slid in behind the wheel. I could tell, the way her dress lay across her thighs, that her legs were a lot better than some of the rest of her.

“Dad won’t be home until around five,” she said. The Packard lurched out into the traffic and the heat funneled around the windshield. “He wanted me to invite you to stay for dinner tonight, so that you could talk later.”

I was supposed to be at the hotel desk at four.

“Would it be too much trouble to stop by the Shelly Hotel?” I asked her. “I ought to tell them I’ll be late.”

“Glad to.”

“Thanks.”

There was something else I had to do, too. Somebody might give that guy in nine-four a bill and then the roof would blow off the place.

“Mr. Reagan, I was talking to you.”

“Oh? Sorry!”

“I was asking you if you swim?”

“Why, sure.”

The wind dropped inside of the car and did things with her skirt.

“Daddy suggested that I might entertain you while you’re waiting for him.”

“That’s nice of you.”

She smiled and threw her head back, letting her hair fall wild across her shoulders.

“That means we go swimming, Mr. Reagan.”

“Okay.”

“You ought to pick up your suit, then. There aren’t any extra ones out there.”

I didn’t own a suit. The last time I’d gone swimming I hadn’t needed a suit. And neither had the girl.

“Forget about the hotel,” I told her. “Just stop by Barney’s and I’ll get myself a pair of trunks.”

“Fine!”

I gave her a big grin and casually lit a cigarette.





CHAPTER III

Jail Bait

WILLOW LAKE is one of those summer resorts where the rich come in June to stay all summer, and where the poor come in July or August to spend two weeks — and manage to survive one.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it, Johnny?”

It was late in the afternoon, around four, and by this time we’d got around to calling each other Johnny and Beverly. We were lying on a raft, about fifty feet off shore, soaking up the sun.

“Nothing like it.”

I sat up, yawning, and looked around. The surface of the lake was wide and silver, ringed with dark green pines. The shoreline was studded with sandy beaches and all sorts of little and big houses. At the extreme end a motorboat cut a white swath through the water.

“You’re from Middlesville, aren’t you, Johnny?”

“Yes.”

“What part?”

I thought about Clarke Street, where people slept four to a bed, where a couple of white fellows lived with colored girls, where the cops walked in pairs at night.

“Just town,” I said.

The raft jiggled and I knew that she was rolling over. She’d been doing that all afternoon, first one way and then the other, letting the sun burn her an even shade of brown. I’d looked at her a lot, trying to get interested, but I hadn’t had much luck.

“All the time?” she asked. “Were you born there?”

“Sure.”

“So was I.”

Well, I thought, good for her.

“But I haven’t lived there very much for a long time,” she said. “Just during the summer months.”

“Away to school?”

“That’s right.”

“And you go back in September?”

“I’m all finished,” she said. “Isn’t that nice?”

“I guess so.”

“And I didn’t learn a thing.”

The motorboat swung wide at the end of the lake, turning toward us, plowing a wide furrow in the water.

“Well,” I said, “maybe you don’t have to know anything.”

Her old man had plenty of money and she wasn’t the worst looking head in the state. She’d do all right for herself.

“Maybe you’re right, Johnny,” she said, standing up. “Perhaps I don’t have to know anything. Only what I want.”

I got up, feeling the hot sun on my body.

“We ought to be getting in,” I said. “I don’t want to keep your father waiting.”

She nodded and pulled the red cap down over her hair. Her suit, a one piece thing, matched the color of her cap. She filled it out pretty good all over, and I began to wonder if I hadn’t been somewhat wrong about her.

Her legs flashed brown in the sun and she cut the water like the sharp point of a knife. I waited until she came up for air and then I went in after her, traveling fast.

I beat her to the shore and she laughed about that.

“With those shoulders of yours,” she said, “you ought to be able to swim all day.”

I gave her a grin and took her arm as we went up through the deep sand.

The Connors summer home was a big place, long and rambling. All of the rooms were on one floor, arranged in sort of a square, and these were connected by a wide, screened-in porch.

“You know where your room is, Johnny?”

“Yeah.”

She padded off across the porch and I went down to one of the corner rooms. It was a large room with a double bed and maple furniture. The wide window pointed straight at the lake.

I took a shower in the tiled bath and rubbed down good. I’d just put my shorts on when somebody knocked on the door.

“Yes?”

“Would you like a drink, Johnny?”

What I wanted to do was see Connors, find out about the job, and get the hell back to the hotel. Clerking wasn’t my life’s work but I didn’t have this other job yet and it was better than nothing.

“Dad got back,” Beverly said, “but he’s gone down to the lake for a dip. He said you might like a drink while you’re waiting.”

“Well, then, I’ll take a beer.”

“Surer?”

“Positive.” I tried to put my socks on but I had to dry my feet some more. “I usually drink beer.”

“Okay.”

I got into the rest of my clothes, slung the coat over my arm and went outside. I saw her suit hanging on the porch railing, so I draped mine beside it.

She came along the porch, carrying a tray. There was a bottle of beer and a couple of highballs on it.

“We’ll go around to the terrace,” she said, handing me the tray.

I’d never seen a terrace before, not that I knew about, but I found out that it was nothing more than a lot of rocks thrown around on top of the ground. The small space was crowded with a couple of tables and some wicker furniture. A gray-haired woman lounged in one of the chairs, her head thrown back, her eyes closed.

“Mother,” Beverly said, “I’d like you to meet Johnny Reagan. Johnny, my mother.”

The woman slowly opened her eyes and blinked at the sun. I had the feeling that she’d closed them just a couple of seconds before we got there.

“How do you do?” she wanted to know, pulling herself up out of the chair.

“Okay,” I said.

Mrs. Connors was a short, skinny woman with dark eyes and a trace of fuzz across her upper lip. She was wearing purple shorts and a yellow halter that sagged away from her loose breasts. I didn’t like her for sour apples.

“Good swim?” she wanted to know.

“Very good,” Beverly said. She poured the beer and it foamed up over the top of the glass. “Johnny’s pretty sharp in the water.”

Her mother grunted and put the highball away without fooling around about it.

“Well,” she said, “I’ve got to go and see about dinner. I wish I could get help that would stay out here in the sticks in the summer. Becky got mad and quit again.”

“Oh, no!” Beverly tasted her drink and glanced at me. “Isn’t that horrible?”

I agreed that it was.

“Stupid help!” Beverly complained, after her mother had gone. “They can stay out here all summer, living just like us. You’d think that they’d appreciate it. But they don’t. They’re just — stupid!”

I drank the beer and made some mental rules as concerned the Connors family. I had no opinion about the old guy himself, but I had a great big idea about mother and daughter. Anything that might happen to them was all right with my conscience.

We talked some more and she swung her long legs around but I didn’t pay any attention to them. I was getting a little tired of her company by the time Connors came up from the lake.

The water ran down off his fat stomach and splashed onto the terrace. His chest was big, almost like a woman’s, only covered with thick gray hair. “Have a drink, Daddy?”

He gave Beverly a pat across her backside. She jumped and he laughed at her.

“Your hand’s all wet!”

“If you wore some clothes,” he said, “you wouldn’t know it.”

Her face colored slightly and she swung away from him.

“You run along,” he said. “Maybe you can help your mother. Johnny and I have something we want to talk about.”

She gave me a smile before she left.

“Don’t let him do all of the talking,” she warned. “He will, if you give him a chance.”

Connors stared after his daughter until she disappeared around a corner of the house. Then he shook his head, laughing, and sat down in one of the chairs. The frame of the wicker shifted over to a precarious angle and hung there.

“Great girl,” he said, with pride. “Great pal.”

“Yeah.”

“Only child,” he went on. “Not spoiled. Not spoiled a bit.”

“No.”

He could think any way he wanted. He was paying for it.

He talked about the lake, and this house, and how long he’d been coming out there every summer. The sun burned across my face and I began to get sleepy.

“It’s been a good life,” he said. “And it’s come out of the life insurance business. Every bit of it.”

I tried to wake up.

“That’s the way I had it figured,” I said. “A man can make his own goal when he’s selling. Nobody’s going to tell him to take it easy and not do so much.”

..“You’re right, Johnny.”

“You wouldn’t tell me I could only write so many policies. Instead, you’d tell me to get out there and get more.”

“I guess you have the general idea.”

“And you’d be doing me a favor,” I said. “Because I’d be making more. We’d both be making more.”

He told me about some of his agents and what they didn’t want to do and why they didn’t want to do it. It was obvious that I’d said the correct thing and every time he gave me a chance I said some more of the same.

“You talk like you might fall right into it,” Connors said, after a while. He squinted his eyes into the sun, following the movement of a canoe in the middle of the lake. “That’s why I asked you up here today. I had the same thoughts last night.”

“Thanks.”

“Funny how you can decide something so quickly.”

“Yeah.”

He stood up, rubbing the palms of his hands against his eyes.

“We’ve got a routine questionnaire down at the office that would have to be filled out,” he said. “But you hadn’t ought to have any trouble with that. Never had any — money troubles, have you?”

“I’ve been broke.”

“I mean, never swiped any money, have you?”

“No.”

“That’ll be all right, then. Of course, we’ll check where you’ve worked, and like that, but there shouldn’t be any question about it. You can have the job if you want it.”

“Thanks.”

“You’d start at sixty a week, plus commissions.”

“Not bad.”

He went around the house and I followed him.

“I’m going in to town after dinner,” Connors said. “I’d like to have you eat with us and I’ll take you in when I go.”

I thought about the hotel and how something might happen before he checked on me the next day.

“Maybe I could use the phone?”

“Help yourself,” he said. “You’ll find it in back of the third door, down.”

“Thanks.”

I was getting tired of thanking him. He hadn’t done much for me yet.

“There’s liquor in there, too,” he said. “And beer in the coke box. Help yourself. I drink quite a lot, so don’t think I’ll hold it against you.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

He shuffled off, his weight making some of the boards squeak. I went to the third door and pushed it open. I saw that it was a play room with a pool table, record player and a slot machine. The coke case was over in one corner, and, above that, several shelves loaded with liquor.
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