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Cast of Characters

REID RANCE—This travel agent’s moment of truth lasted a lifetime

MAY GIBSON—Fate took care of her three husbands, but her daughters were another cup of tequila

KAREN FRANKEL—A cold cookie, but Reid crumbled her

HAL CHESNEY—Disconsolate insurance agent who could cover much more than your assets

LESLIE GIBSON—This kookie Texan teenager wanted to play potsy in Mexico, but not for keeps

SALVADOR—The Guanajuato cabdriver who made the scene with Leslie as soon as Reid was off-stage

EL GORDO (FATS)—This beached whale knew the way to The Man, but, after he turned on, it was the end

CARA PRIETA (BLACKIE)—This black cat was a miniature Mexican Fu Manchu

EL MONO (MONKEY)—A marajuano—it took a machete to cut him off

EL DELGADO (THIN ONE)—An emaciated horror; the only thing he didn’t cross was the Rio Grande

JIM KILDER—An armchair archaeologist who proved to be a foul-weather friend of Reid

CHIEF TURNER—His integrity didn’t interfere with his ambition

THE STREETERS—Victimized innocents, they upheld American womanhood

FELIPE—An Indian boy whose life was a beautiful uncompleted gesture

DELGADO’S WOMAN—This mestizo would have worked her fingers to the bone for The Man if he hadn’t cut them off


One

Reid labored (for the sake of public relations) and produced a smile. To sit there and see his client’s chair actually occupied by a Gibson should have given him that old steak-and-potatoes feeling. Instead of which, he had to tell the client—politely—that he wasn’t hungry, which was sheer Texas brag.

May Gibson was an original. Around forty-five, the TV hair-rinse age, she left the touched-up gray syndrome to the lesser women of Greengrove. Her hard beauty might be shatterable, but it was not to be dented. Everything about her was understated and unique, like the black Givenchy suit and the emerald solitaire burning her finger.

Reid glanced over at the checkbook lying lasciviously open on her lap and thought of his office rent, the payment due on his three-year-old Dodge, the bank loan, and other disagreeable facts of his life.

“You’ve come to the wrong man, Mrs. Gibson.”

Her eyebrows went up with the sweep of longhorns. “I thought you were a travel agent.”

“Not in the ordinary sense.”

“Then what does that sign on your door mean?”

He cautiously shifted the bones of his bottom on the lumpy chair and looked past her head at the reverse lettering on the frosted glass: REID RANCE TRAVEL SERVICE.

Well, you had to wear a label, and you had to get used to people never seeing beyond it. He had worn the Reid Rance label for 32 years, but who knew him? They saw a male American: height, six feet, two and a half inches; weight, one hundred and ninety-two (he weighed more and enjoyed it less when he was hung up in the office); eyes 20/20, blue, with permanent wrinkles at their corners from squinting at the south Texas sun (which gave him that probing Texas look that really came from staring into the mirror and not liking what he saw); hair, Indian black (with smudges of gray above the ears that he carefully encouraged); complexion like brown shoe polish, free of blemish except the scar received, not in a knife fight with a desperado, but by falling on a sharp rock at ten); a face that he had been told didn’t frighten women away (they frequently frightened him); mental condition, coolly sane (he often doubted it).

He had one way of getting back at the surface-lookers: he never accepted a client he disliked. This, he kept telling himself, spelled integrity.

“The sign means what it says, Mrs. Gibson. I sell a travel service. A rather special kind.”

“Well, that’s precisely what I want,” she snapped. “And I’m prepared to pay for it.” She riffled her checkbook.

Reid felt his neck warm up. So that’s what she saw behind the label—a man who’d do anything for a price. She’d probably got the idea from his office, the barren waiting room outside, and the ancient receptionist he shared with an insurance agent and a seedy lawyer. Reid’s carpetless cube of an office was furnished shabbily; it had a wheezing air conditioner and a single window that had been stuck for the three years of his occupancy which offered a grimy view of the Greengrove railroad yards.

Reid paid little attention to his office; the men who came there to hire him seemed to like it the way it was. They looked at the bullfight posters, the press clippings, the photographs tacked to the walls; they stroked the jaguar pelt draped over the threadbare sofa; they fingered the multiple rows of a shark’s teeth set in jaws the size of a bushel basket; they rubbed the obsidian nose of the pre-Columbian mono he had dug up in the mountains of Guerrero; they hefted the rifles which gleamed in the wall rack and tested the business end of a six-foot spear gun with slackened cables which stood in a corner. His clients measured him in terms of swamp, jungle and sea; to them, as to him, an office was a place to hang one’s hat, pick up mail, maybe chew the fat. Only a woman like May Gibson would demand more of it.

“Money is beside the point, Ma’am. I don’t feel qualified to escort a high school girl on a three-week tour of Mexico.”

“My daughter is not a high school girl, Mr. Rance. She graduated this spring.”

Reid sighed and wondered how to terminate the interview. He glanced over at the window where the girl was a small silhouette against the brilliant morning. She had been standing for ten minutes without joining in the dispute. A pale blue suit jacket sheathed her back and narrow waist closely and ended at the flare of feminine hips. May Gibson had introduced the girl as her older daughter Karen. The relationship was self-evident. Karen had the same dark eyes and hair, the same fine-edged looks, the same straightforward, let’s-stick-to-business air. Reid wondered what the younger daughter was like, the one who wanted to go to Mexico.

“I still can’t take her, Mrs. Gibson.”

“Why not?”

He held out his hands, palms up, a Mexican gesture he caught himself using more often than he liked. “For one thing, I’m a bachelor.”

“I know that, Mr. Rance.”

“For another, I’m not old enough to play father to a restless adolescent.”

“You’ll find Leslie quite mature.”

“Lez-lay?”

“L-e-s-l-i-e. She’s really a completely self-sufficient girl. She’s toured Europe—”

“Alone?”

“No. But she could.”

“Then let her go to Mexico alone. I’ll arrange transportation, hotels, guides—”

Her lips vanished. “That’s exactly what I won’t permit.”

“Then you go with her.”

“That’s exactly what she won’t permit.”

“Her sister—?”

“I work,” interrupted the sister, still staring out the window. May Gibson’s older daughter worked? And what the devil was fascinating her out there? There was nothing to see but the railroad tracks and the flat cotton lands of the Rio Grande Valley stretching twenty miles south to the river and, beyond, the brush-and-thorn wasteland of Tamaulipas. Was Karen the reserves—waiting to jump in and finish him off after her mother wore down his resistance? It sounded silly—it meant a planned campaign and he couldn’t possibly be that important to them.

“Why not hire a traveling companion, Mrs. Gibson? Or I could arrange for a responsible Mexican duenna—”

“Leslie won’t hear of a woman,” May Gibson said.

Reid felt the warning stomach flutter that signaled the onset of exasperation. What the hell was this Leslie, anyway? A spoiled rich darling whose every whim had to be satisfied? A teenage nymphomaniac? Or what? He began to think that what Miss Leslie Gibson needed was a good smack in the panties.

He told his stomach to behave, and after a moment it did. After all, he had no intention of becoming involved with the brat, and there was no point in getting on the wrong side of a Gibson. He still had to live in Greengrove.

“Tell me, Mrs. Gibson,” Reid asked, leaning forward companionably, “what does your daughter want to do in Mexico?”

“Quote: ‘Dig it.’” Mrs. Gibson barely smiled; it made her look sad and, for a moment, human.

Reid felt sorry for her, but the flutter was starting again. “Okay, so Leslie wants to ‘dig it.’ It’s true that it’s the dig-people who come to me, Mrs. Gibson, but, the trouble is, they’re all men. I mean, you dig? Businessmen, professional men, retired men—men who like to squeeze out from behind their desks or climb out of their holes once every year or so to prove that they’re still macho. Some want to make the bullfight scene. All right, I take them down, give them a look from the inside, police a tequila bust with some of my corrida de toros friends, take them out to a ranch where they can wave a muleta at some tottering old bull and make believe they’re the reincarnation of Manolete, and so on. Would Leslie dig that? Does she dote on Hemingway and Tom Lea?”

“I don’t think so. She’s sensitive about animals.”

“All right, how about this?” He pushed up and went over to the wall, where an 8 x 10 glossy showed him kneeling beside a five-hundred-pound jewfish. “I went down seventy feet off La Paz to spear this baby.” He fondled the open jaws of the shark. “These teeth came out of a white shark that made a very serious pass at one of my clients off San Blas. That hide over there is off a four-hundred-pound jaguar I shot in Chiapas. Do you think Leslie would like to go for cat? Or would she rather shoot alligators in Quintana Roo?”

Karen half turned from the window. Her dark eyes were cold. “You do the sarcasm bit very badly, Mr. Rance.”

“My apologies, Miss Gibson. I didn’t mean to sound superior. It’s just that I’m trying to convince you ladies that I’m not set up to escort little girls on shopping tours.” He went back to his chair, but he did not sit down; maybe they’d take the hint. “I couldn’t even show Leslie where to buy a serape—I mean the kind you’d let her bring into your home.”

“I can’t believe,” May Gibson said, not stirring from the client’s chair, “that you limit your services to giving your male clients a cheap thrill with a harmless bull or saving the fools from sharks.”

“No—” Reid sat down, stifling his sigh. These women didn’t give up; maybe that’s because they were Gibsons. “If a client is stupid enough to want it, I can take him where the wheels are running in Acapulco. Or I can show him—provided he isn’t a cop—acres and acres of marijuana under cultivation. I once took a doctor to Oaxaca to sample teonanacatl, the sacred mushroom of the Aztecs; I held his head in San Luis Potosi when he insisted on trying peyote and threw up all over the place. I remember once arranging for a client to see a fellow in Mexico City who claimed he could arrange anything for a price. My client had told me he wanted to see a fight between a mongoose and a bushmaster. It turned out that what he really wanted was to arrange a little friendly killing. I left him on his hands and knees picking up the money he had paid me. So, you see, even with male clients I have my limits.” Smiling, Reid reached for his phone. “Why don’t I put you in touch with Interamerican Tours? They have a couple of dozen reliable men—”

“They wouldn’t do,” said May Gibson.

He settled back slowly. So that was it. “And I would. Reid Rance, or you don’t play. Why, Mrs. Gibson?”

“I’ll answer that, Mama.”

Here come the reserves, Reid thought. He turned toward the girl. “All right, Miss Gibson. Why me?”

“You were a police officer once,” the girl said.

He was surprised, but he kept his face blank. “How did you know that?”

“I work for the Houston Post. I asked the Greengrove Leader about you, Mr. Rance, and they let me look at your folder in their morgue. In it—among a lot of other things—I found a photo of you being sworn in as a policeman.”

“I’m flattered at all the trouble you’ve gone to,” he said dryly.

“You’ve had quite a career,” Karen said, but not as if she admired it. “Calf-roping. Brahma-riding. Stunt-driving. Even bullfighting, Mr. Rance. And other gay, mad adventures on land and sea. I’m sure you’ve been bored sitting around this office for the past two months.”

So Girl Reporter knew about the last two months, too. He looked at her, not concealing his resentment; she looked back at him quite coolly. He found himself fighting the impulse to tell her that autumn was his slow season, that the summer had been full, that December would bring more business than he could handle. He won, and turned back to her mother.

“My police career didn’t last very long, Mrs. Gibson. I like my own freedom too much to enjoy locking other people up, even those who deserve it. I was a rotten cop and I haven’t improved since. If it’s a bodyguard you’re looking for—”

“Not exactly a bodyguard, Mr. Rance.”

“I sit corrected. Just a guard.”

May Gibson lost her poise for the first time. She flushed and fumbled with her checkbook. “I just think Leslie would be less likely to … well, get away from you, Mr. Rance.”

“Oh,” Reid said slowly. “Now I get it. Leslie wants to solo on this flight, and she’ll do her damnedest to give the slip to anybody you send with her. Well, Mrs. Gibson, you couldn’t write a check big enough to send me out with a thrill-happy girl handcuffed to my wrist. I’m sorry.”

“But if I pay you far more—”

“Mama, put your checkbook away.” Karen came away from the window with a businesslike tap-tap-tap of her heels on the uncarpeted floor. She took up a position beside her seated mother and looked down at Reid. It was the kind of look, he thought, that she might have given the boy who sacked her groceries at the supermarket. “Mr. Rance, would you please leave us alone for a few minutes?”

He went out into the waiting room and through the door marked: HAROLD CHESNEY, GENERAL INSURANCE. Chesney was a thin, bald man with a sad voice who would have been type-cast in Hollywood as a mortician. Reid usually took his morning coffee break with Chesney, chiefly for the pleasure of listening to the insurance man’s condemnation of the marriage trap or his laments over Reid’s barren bachelor existence, as the case might be. It all depended on whether Mrs. Chesney had got up in time to prepare his breakfast.

Hal started to rise eagerly, but Reid waved him back. “Coffee later, Hal. I’ve got some people in my office.”

“Like clients?”

“Like May Gibson, for one.”

“My God!” The insurance man looked positively funereal. “Is she evicting?”

“That’s right, I forgot!” Reid exclaimed. “She owns the damn building.” He sank into a chair. “Man, that’s all I need just now. She’s made up her mind that I’m to take her daughter Leslie to Mexico. Now what the hell do I do? I owe her a month’s rent.”

“What’s the problem?” jeered Chesney. “If li’l ol’ May Gibson wants you, Reidy-boy, you can write your own ticket. That Leslie means more to her than her left one.”

“How do you know so much about them?”

“My daughter Betsy. She and Leslie graduated from high school together.”

“What kind of brat is this Leslie?”

“Well, you remember her old man?”

“No, I’ve been out of touch with Greengrove society.”

“You know May’s had three husbands, don’t you?”

“No.”

“You haven’t been out of touch—you’ve been daid. Want me to brief you, boy?”

“Looks as if I’m in for it,” Reid said glumbly. “I guess you’d better.”

Hal Chesney made a comfortable arch of his fingers and leaned back in his swivel chair. “You take May’s family. Just folks—came here with the railroad, never amounted to much. I don’t think there’s any of ’em left. Well, May was twenty when she got hitched the first time. To Jim Frankel, a sharp young lawyer who’d just got started in practice. Then the war came. Jim made lieutenant at Fort Bliss, and the first thing you know, an artillery round fell short and wiped out a dozen of Jim’s platoon, including him. Karen was two years old; I doubt if she remembers him.

“Well, May played the chin-up young war widow till after the war—you could almost hear the violins. Then she started dating Bradley Gibson, and the tune changed so quickly you’d have thought she’d opened a parlor house.”

“Brad was four years younger than May. His dad was old Nate Gibson—the first man in the Valley to think of bulldozing off the mesquite and planting cotton. Nate wound up owning half the county. Brad was his only son, a wild kid, moody as a bull in season. Smashed up a car every six months. He had a little Bonanza he flew to Dallas or New Orleans when he got tired of Greengrove. Good flier, Brad—I’ve seen him make a perfect landing and then have to be helped off the field because he was too drunk to navigate by himself.”

“When he married May, Brad seemed to settle down. After Leslie was born, Brad went into business with old Nate, and everything looked cosy. Then, one day, while Brad was flying a duster, sober as a judge, he hooked his wheels in a high wire, the plane flipped over and burst into flames, and that was the end of Brad Gibson. Am I boring you, Reid?”

“No, indeedy,” Reid said. “I’m just on edge, thinking of May Gibson sitting in my office. Better speed it up, Hal.”

“May moved into old Nate’s big ranch house and started working for him as a kind of unpaid private secretary. ‘Just for something to do,’ Nate used to tell people. He was sure fond of his son’s widow. Well, Nate had a stroke, and May took charge right off. Did such a bang-up job that, when Nate had the second stroke, he married her. Must have been a tax gimmick, because he wasn’t good for anything any more—couldn’t even sit up for the ceremony. When he died, May came into a hell of a lot of money—I don’t know how much. I do know Leslie gets about two hundred thousand of it when she’s twenty-one.”

“How about this Karen?” Reid asked.

“Karen got frozen out—or more likely froze herself out, if I know Karen. She’s smart and prickly and independent as a bronc at its first sight of a tailgate. She sure gave the Greengrove bucks a hard time—any boy who forgot there were brains behind that pretty face slunk off holding his crotch. She took off after two years of college and got herself a job on that Houston paper. She’s got a by-line now, and I don’t figure she’s long for Texas. Sharp as a whip, Karen. Not a bit like Leslie.”

“Leslie’s wild?”

“I wouldn’t say ‘wild,’ exactly,” Hal Chesney remarked critically. “More like … well, my wife dragged me to a school do once—Betsy played a clarinet solo, and Leslie read a poem she’d made up. The poem had words in it that … well, the school superintendent looked like he’d been hit over the head with a singletree. I thought, uh-uh, bye-bye, Leslie. But when Leslie finished, she said in a shy voice that she was sure she hadn’t shocked anybody, because she’d only used four-letter words that people saw on the walls and sidewalks of Greengrove every day. About all that happened was the PTA sent a delegation to the mayor, and the mayor put the tenants of the city jail to work painting out the dirty words.” The insurance man grinned. “That give you a picture of Leslie Gibson?”

Reid groaned as he rose. “I’ve got to get back, Hal.”

“Don’t forget the Mann Act. Make the kid’s old lady put everything in writing.”

“Maybe they’ve left.”

He was only half right. When he re-entered his office, he found Karen alone; apparently she had talked her mother into leaving the mop-up operation to her. The girl had her hands behind her, patent-leather purse dangling. She was studying a newspaper clipping framed on the wall.

“Is this really you, Mr. Rance?” she asked without looking around.

Reid stopped just inside the outer limits of her perfume. Even in her heels, Karen stood no higher than his nose. The glistening black hair strained against the severe upsweep of her coiffure; a wisp had fallen free and straggled down the nape of her neck. For some reason, this atom of disorder pleased him.

“Yes.”

The four-column bullfight close-up had been brought into gory focus by a telephoto lens. Reid lay on his face in the sand; two inches of horn had been buried in his back, the bloodstain spread widely over his traje de luces. That coronada had left him with a deep puckered dimple in his back and a slight droop to his left shoulder.

“It happened eight years ago at a small corrida de toros in Puebla. I turned my back on the bull during a quite, thinking I had him immobilized. I thought wrong.”

“Weren’t you a good bullfighter?”

“Well, I took some powerful risks,” Reid drawled, “but I was too big to be a crowd-pleaser. I made the bulls look scrawny. There was always some hundred-pound Mexican kid pulling the big money.”

“But, of course, you didn’t care about that, did you? You did it for the risks—isn’t that right?”

Karen faced him suddenly with an unlit cigarette between her lips. Reid found himself looking deeply down into a pair of unwavering, large dark brown eyes. After a moment, he said, “Oh, excuse me!” cracked a match-head with his fingernail, and held the flame up to the cigarette. She puffed and nodded, still examining him.

“I don’t know, Miss Gibson,” he said, and blew out the match. “I wouldn’t say I did it just for kicks. The kicks and the money sort of go together. If people have to pay somebody to do what they’re afraid to do themselves, the pay makes the risks sweeter—and there’s more of it. Pay, I mean.”

“Afraid?” The girl raised her brows. Nothing longhorn about them. Delicate. She turned away, walking toward his sagging sofa. “Or just sensible?”

“You don’t know much about people, do you?” Reid asked pleasantly.

She stopped in her tracks. Then she was facing him again, taking the cigarette from her lips with a steady hand. Nice control, Reid thought with admiration. “What makes you ask that, Mr. Rance?”

“I didn’t mean to get you angry.”

“I’m not angry!”

“Sorry. What I mean is, fat cats can afford to be sensible, Miss Gibson—”

“That’s the third or fourth time you’ve called me ‘Miss Gibson,’” the girl said icily. “My name is Frankel. Of course, you couldn’t know. And I’m not a fat cat. I work for a living—just as you do, Mr. Rance.”

“With one difference, Miss Frankel,” Reid said dryly. “If you should lose your job, or become incapacitated through illness or an auto accident, you can always go back to mama’s millions. I can’t.”

“We’re getting off the subject—” She was flushed.

“One minute more, and we’ll get back on it. The first money I ever earned, outside of delivering groceries for my dad’s little store, was collecting snake venom. I was twelve. This guy gave me a bottle with a thin rubber cap and told me how the rattler was supposed to sink his teeth through the cap and squirt his venom into the jar. I hunted through the brush for a week with a stick and a bent rod. When I found a rattlesnake, I pinned his head to the ground, grabbed him behind the jaws, and milked him. The little prairie rattlers gave only a thimbleful, but man, those big diamondbacks! Two of ’em would fill the bottle. So you see, Miss Frankel, even at the age of twelve I’d already learned what you’ll never know—that the bigger the physical risk, the quicker the money. No, I wouldn’t say I took that horn in my back just for kicks. I was broke.”

She was over at the sofa now, rubbing her palm absently over the pelt of the jaguar. Her left hand was ringless, he noticed. He felt a momentary satisfaction and wondered why.

“If you’re so interested in money, Mr. Rance,” Karen murmured, “why not take Mama’s offer?”

“Because it’s not my kind of risk. Hasn’t it occurred to your mother—or to you, for that matter—that I’m young, male, and have never taken the vow of celibacy?”

“Oh, that,” she said. “Mama’s willing to risk that. I mean, she’s looked you up, and you have a good reputation personally, and … well, I mean, she wishes Leslie would act like a normal girl. Mama has some idea that Leslie’s a freak. I keep telling her that there’s no such thing as a ‘normal’ teenager and never was—that they’ve always been little bundles of receptor nerves responding to stimuli. In Mama’s day, it was gin and roadhouses and dancing all night. Now it’s folk music, poetry and pot. The trouble is that today they can go way out where nobody’s ever been. Like picking up on pills, saggies and bennies and dexies, or dangerous barbiturates like redbirds and yellow jackets.”

“Is Leslie a pillhead?”

“She’s not hooked, but she’s been high. Mama tells me she’ll come home with her eyes out of focus and a goofy smile on her face, but nothing on her breath. Once Mama smelled ether in the house for two days. She didn’t realize it was coming from Leslie. Ether-sniffing is a hundred years old, but these kids think it’s a brand-new kick. Marijuana, peyote, mescaline … they think they invented it.”

Reid leaned back against his desk. In Mexico, you could walk into a pharmacy and buy almost any drug except cocaine, heroin, paregoric or marijuana. No prescription needed. He began to understand why Leslie dug Mexico.

“Who picked me, Miss Frankel? You or your mother?”

Her chin came up. “I’d rather you called me Karen. Men can’t say ‘Miss’ without condescending.”

He smiled, letting his eyes trail downward. She had perched on the arm of the sofa, one knee raised slightly higher than the other; he could see the lacy edge of a black slip under her skirt. “If you don’t like being a woman, Karen, why do you dress like one?”

She reddened, but he noticed that she did not move. “Since I live in a man’s world, I intend to exploit whatever advantage my sex offers.”

“Why not play your advantage to the hilt? Get married and have kids.”

“Naturally, you’d be one of those.”

“One of what?”

“Those great big hairy-chested men who say the only way to handle women is to keep them pregnant and barefoot.”

“Do I remind you of somebody you hate?”

The red deepened; for a moment she seemed confused. Then she began hunting through her purse. “You asked me who picked you—”

“It’s not important.”

“It’s very important. It’s Leslie who picked you. She says if she has to go with somebody, it’s got to be you. Otherwise, she threatens to take off on her own.”

“But why me?” Reid frowned. “She doesn’t even know me!”

“She reads the papers. She had this stuck in her vanity mirror.”

Karen handed him a ragged clipping. The headline read: SOLE SURVIVOR OF SEA DISASTER. The cut showed him in a hospital bed, almost hairless, his face a hollow black mask against the pillow. Reid winced, recalling those thirty days adrift on a sea of burning gunmetal … the rough lump of his tongue scratching his mouth, gums turning spongy, skin sloughing off like a boiled potato’s, eyesight going bad from lack of food. He had watched his three companions roll up their eyes and sink into death. When the tanker picked him up, his rescuers later told him, he was croaking over and over: “Stay alive, stay alive, stay alive.”

“I don’t see how this turned her on, Miss Frankel—oops! Karen.”

“Leslie admires people who risk their lives for a cause. You were hauling supplies to the rebels in the hills—”

“I didn’t dig the rebels’ cause one little bit. Like a lot of revolutionary cliques, what they were really after was their turn at the public trough. They needed guns and supplies, and I went in with three other guys and we bought a sloop. The rebels had agents buy the stuff, and all we had to do was load it under cover and haul it without getting caught. There was big money in it. But somebody got drunk in the wrong place and shot his mouth off, and a coast patrol boat was laying for us. We had to run for it—straight out to sea. Then a tropical storm with the pretty name of Irma twisted the drive shaft off our auxiliary engine, tore away our canvas and rigging, and split a hundred seams. To keep afloat we had to throw the guns and supplies overboard. We drifted for a month, my three partners lay down and gave up the ghost. I was stubborn and stayed alive till that tanker found me. And that was the end of my gunrunning career. No blood on the flag, no heroics—just a business venture that went sour.”

Karen got up. “All right, Mr. Rance. I’ll tell her that.”

Reid frowned. He remembered a bronc rider he had once esteemed as the greatest human who ever threw candy bars at the boys hanging around the rodeos, and how bewildered and hurt he had been when the man was sent to prison for armed robbery. He had known with infinite exactitude after that what the kid had gone through who begged of Shoeless Joe Jackson, Say it ain’t so.

Karen was offering her hand. “And thank you for listening to me. I know you didn’t have to.”

Oh, didn’t I? he thought. Or maybe you don’t know who’s the landlord of this building.

She gave his hand a quick, impersonal squeeze and tried to withdraw hers. He held on. It immediately went dead; softly female, but dead. Nevertheless, he kept holding on. “What are you going to tell your sister?”

“That you’re an unromantic coward and an unsuccessful mercenary and she’d better look for a normal, healthy relationship with someone else.”

“Oh, blackmail, is it?”

She smiled. The smile created a dimple in each cheek. “Or you could tell her yourself.”

“Where is she?”

“Downstairs in the coffee shop. She’s wearing—”

“I’ll know her. Are you coming along, or did you and your mother set it up for me to see her alone?”

“You’re horrible,” Karen laughed. “Alone.”

The coffee shop was crowded by the midmorning break. Reid looked over the clusters of office girls at the tables—big and small, fat and thin, homely and pretty, but all managing to look as if they had just been produced on an assembly line, each with a pile of swirled and convoluted hair stiff with spray, each with electric blue eyelids, each with iridescent fingernails and not quite clean fingers. One girl was sitting alone, staring into a coffee cup as if she saw something sadly amusing there.

He walked over to her table. “Leslie Gibson?”

She looked up slowly, her brown eyes distant. She was pretty enough, but that was not what startled him. It was her hair. Her hair was … vivo. Where the other girls carried on their heads stony masses, like garden urns, Leslie’s hair fell in glinting waves to her shoulders, great combers in a dark brown sea that seemed to be in motion even when it was still. The illusion of vital movement extended to the rest of the girl’s body. The fashionably loose yellow frock could not contain what it covered … vivo, vivo … a vibrancy that unified her parts … so that her lack of a brassière, for example—and her lack of need for one, Reid thought—was not apparent at first; it became so only after a while. He almost whistled. Quite a punkin!

With a bit of artfulness she could have turned herself into the girl on the billboard, the face on the movie poster, the figure in the bathing suit ad, or any of a dozen other commercial stereotypes. He decided at once that he liked her just the way she was. But what she must do to the boys!

“If you are,” Reid said, “I’ll sit down. But I know you are.”

The distant look went away. “Then why don’t you?” When he promptly pulled up a chair she said, “Your voice is a surprise. I expected you to squeak.”

“Me, squeak?” He offered her a cigarette. “Why?”

“I don’t smoke tobacco, thanks. Why, because your voice is the only thing I didn’t know about you. Something had to be out of character. There always is. I’m so pleased, Reid.”

So it’s ‘Reid’, is it? “Generalizing is a bad habit. That’s your first lesson, Miss Gibson. It is Gibson, isn’t it?”

“Of course. Why do you ask?”

“Your sister chewed me out for not knowing her name is Frankel.”

“Oh, Karen. Of course, she had a different father. Anyway, call me ‘Leslie’.”

“Not ‘Lez-lay’?”

“Not ‘Lez-lay.’ I loathe ‘Lez-lay’.”

“So do I.”

“Then we’re off to a flying start.”

“Whoa!”

Her big eyes opened wide. “But isn’t everything set?”

“Nothing is set.”

“That’s all right,” Leslie Gibson said calmly. “I like it with nothing in front. We can split now, this afternoon.”

Reid pulled his nose. This would make his third refusal—somehow, the toughest of the three. “I told your mother I wouldn’t take you.”

“Oh?” She looked down, smiling her secretive smile. “Mama never accepts no. That’s why I never say it. I let her go ahead and make all the arrangements, then I do what I want. I mean, it’s my life and I’ll live it my way.” She looked up suddenly. “You’ve got another client, is that it?”

He was tempted to grab the excuse. But his experience was that the easy way usually turned out to be the hardest. “No, that’s not the reason.”

“I know, you think I’ll bore you. That you’d have to stand around yawning while I buy silver in Taxco, bells in Oaxaca, sweaters in Toluca—load my camera for me when I swoon to photograph a bunch of stupid churches—”

“Wouldn’t I?”

She laughed, a low throbbing sound. “Do I really look like the tourist type? Man, if I wanted to pick up on that, I’d take Mama.” She leaned forward. “Look at me, Reid. I mean, look. What do you see?”

Her eyes were on fire. Reid thought: For all her sophisticated airs, she’s still just a kid putting her head down and charging at life, with no responsible background to rein her in. She thinks she’s going to rip open Mexico’s seams and find what they’re hiding from the squares. He felt a vague alarm. This kid could get into trouble. Real trouble. And her mother and sister knew it.

“What do I see? I see a seventeen-year old girl—”

“That,” said Leslie, “is a temporary condition.”

“—who thinks she’s wearing a beard and riding an old nag named Rosinante.”

“A romantic?” she exclaimed, as if he had called her a dirty name. “My God, you’re like all the rest!”

“You’ve looked around from your long observation post of seventeen years and you’ve asked yourself, ‘Is this all there is to life?’ And you figure it can’t be—they’re hiding something—”

Leslie sniffed. “They only think they are.”

“The fact is,” Reid said, “They’re all asking the same question you are: ‘Is this it?’ The girl with the muscles on her fifteenth parachute jump, the burned-out boy on his fiftieth drag race, the movie star with her fifth husband—”

“So let her take number six. Maybe she’ll make it with him.”

“If she’s smart she finally admits, ‘Yes, this is it.’ The hash-slinger, the notions salesman, the guy in the teller’s cage, everybody has to learn to settle down and make the most of what he is and has in a large economy-size world that holds no mysterious gifts, only a little plastic doodad worth about a twentieth of a cent.”

“A philosopher, too,” the teenager laughed. “Look, philosopher, I’m a chick who comes into two hundred thousand dollars at the age of twenty-one. How do I make the most of those apples?”

“Learn how to use it.”

“Like practice with stage money?”

“Like don’t hit people over the head with it.”

“The way Mama does, huh?” Leslie set her little jaw. “Fear not, I’ll play it cool when I collect. Meanwhile, there’s four years to get through.”

“A long time to live for kicks.”

She frowned at that. “This is getting us nowhere. All right, I’ll dig Mexico alone.”

“No,” Reid said.

“No, Papa?” she gibed. “What makes you think I’d listen to you? Any more than if you were my father?”

Reid tottered on the brink, trying to pull back. Then, without really knowing why except that somebody had to do it, he said, “if you’re going with me, young lady, you’d better listen.”

Her mouth opened like a little girl’s at the sight of a new doll. Then she was up and around the table and gone like a spring breeze, leaving him with a soft tingle on his cheekbone. A minute later, she came running back with her mother and sister in tow. Reid got up mechanically and held chairs for them, feeling like an exhausted bear finally treed by three hounds. Karen’s face showed nothing; she was wearing her neuter mask again. Mama’s face showed nothing—her checkbook showed it for her; she had it out and was unscrewing the cap of a gold pen.

“I ask only one thing, Mr. Rance,” May Gibson said. “You’re to call me every evening at seven. I’ll feel better if I can speak to Leslie.”

Leslie made a face. “Mama, don’t start spouting conditions.”

“I’m talking to Mr. Rance, dear.”

Leslie muttered something.

“It’s your money, Mrs. Gibson,” said Reid. “But suppose we go where there are no telephones?”

“I prefer that you don’t,” she said coldly.

Reid shrugged. Telephones were the exception, not the rule, in most of Mexico; didn’t she know that? Well, he would fight that battle when he came to it.

“Now about the financial arrangements,” said May Gibson. “What is this going to cost me, Mr. Rance?”

“I’ll use my own car. It has six-ply tires, extra road clearance, and it’s equipped for long trips. Fifty a day for expenses; I’ll refund what we don’t use. Assuming a twenty-day trip, that would be a thousand dollars. My fee is two thousand. In advance.”

She stared at him. “It seems to me that’s very high, Mr. Rance.”

“It sure is,” said Reid. “Double my usual,” and gave her back the stare. Go ahead, he thought, do me a favor and turn it down.

“Oh, give it to him, Mama,” Leslie said impatiently. “Apply it against my trust fund, or something.”

The stare switched to Leslie, and something in it made the girl subside. Mrs. Gibson began writing a check. As she wrote she said crisply, “I’ll pay a thousand dollars of your fee now, Mr. Rance. You’ll get the other thousand when you return Leslie safely.”

Reid counted to ten in his head. “Mrs. Gibson, you either put your daughter in my charge with confidence, or keep her. I intend to bring her back undamaged, barring acts of God. Retaining fifty percent of my fee isn’t going to make me fifty percent careful. Or would you rather have me operate on that basis?”

She stopped writing. “But there are special dangers for a girl of seventeen—”

“Suppose you give me a rundown, Mrs. Gibson?”

She colored slightly. “I’m sure that’s not necessary.”

“I’m sure it is, since I don’t know what you’re talking about. Is it the Indios? They quit sacrificing young virgins a long time ago.”

“For God’s sake!” said Leslie. “Who says I’m a virgin?”

“Leslie.”

“Mama, were you a virgin at seventeen?”

“Leslie!”

Karen’s neuter mask came alive with feminine amusement. “You’ll have to give Mr. Rance what he asks, Mama,” she said. “You either trust him or you don’t, as he says. Once they take off, he’s your proxy.”

“I suppose that’s so,” said May Gibson reluctantly. “Very well.” She tore up the check, stowed the bits in her purse, and wrote out another. “Here you are, Mr. Rance. Three thousand.”

She had written something on the back of the check. He turned it over and read: Fee $2,000.00—Expenses @ $50 per day—Any Unused Funds Returnable.

“How long will it take you to get ready?”

“I can leave any time, Mrs. Gibson. Any supplies we need I’ll buy in Mexico.”

“Then you may pick my daughter up Thursday morning.”

“No,” Leslie said. “Tomorrow morning. You know I’m practically all packed. And,” the girl said to Reid just as his mouth was opening, “that gives you all the rest of today to go to the bank, get your gear together, or whatever. Right?”

Reid shut his mouth.

“But, dear,” May Gibson said weakly—how often did she say anything weakly?—“we have so much to talk about first.…”

“Mama, for heaven’s sake. I’m not going to the moon. Anyway, didn’t you say yourself we’ll be talking on the phone every night?”

There was a glint in Leslie’s eye, Reid observed; the girl knew perfectly well that much of the time they would be in places where no telephone service was available.

“Oh, all right.” Her mother suddenly looked quite old. “Then we’d better go home now, darling, and get you ready.”

“You and Karen go on,” Leslie said carelessly. “There are a few things I want to pick up at Snider’s. And some of the kids to see and stuff. And I want to get better acquainted with this cat.”

Greengrove’s wealthiest woman labored and (thus history turns its tables, Reid said to himself) produced a smile. So in the end, he thought, snoot-faced Lady Got-rocks is just like all the mamas. Talk about Achilles’s heel! He was rather relieved when Leslie embraced her and gave Karen a peck.

A moment after Mrs. Gibson and her elder daughter disappeared, Leslie had his arm in hers and was pressing it against her full, firm young breast enthusiastically as she began chattering away.

What had he got himself into? Remembering the amalgamated look of amusement and pity on Karen’s face when she gave him a casual handshake, he had to bolster his sinking stomach.


Two

Reid drove slowly along the pitted road south of Montemorelos, passing an occasional high-wheeled buggy. The red aurora of the setting sun flared up behind the jagged sierra to the west. A smell of oranges came through the open window.

“Ohhh. You feel it?”

Leslie sat beside him with her long legs drawn up beneath her. She was wearing the brown slacks and blouse she had put on after they crossed the frontier. There was a language guide on her lap. She was looking out the window.

“Feel what?” Reid asked.

“The breathlessness in the air. How swollen everything seems.” She drew up her breasts. “Something glorious is going to happen.”

Reid wondered why he felt disquieted. Leslie was proving far more tractable than he had expected. He had let her take the wheel on the little-used road between China and Montemorelos, and she had driven with confident competence. At lunch in a little fly-infested café in General Bravo, she had reacted with none of the nose-wrinkling that annoyed him in most tourists. Eating her beans and enchiladas with one hand, she had used the other in true Mexican fashion to wave away the flies. So far she was an exemplary client.

It seemed impossible to discourage her enthusiasm for Mexico. During the drive south from Reynosa, after miles of dry brown hills relieved only by occasional adobes, he had remarked that the scenery would improve.

“But it’s beautiful now!” she said. “No billboards. You don’t realize what they’ve done to the States until you see a place that hasn’t felt their grubby commercial fingers.”

Now Leslie suddenly turned on the radio. The car thumped and blared with Mexican rock-and-roll. Reid cringed; maybe his optimism had been premature. If he had to spend three weeks with this banging in his ears.…

Abruptly she turned it off. “Same old stuff with a cha-cha beat. No counterpoint, no melody.”

She bent to her language guide, her lips moving as she ran a finger down the page.

“How come you didn’t learn Spanish in high school?” he asked.

“Mama wanted me to go to one of those finishing schools where you get French, horseback riding, flying, art appreciation, modern dance and the psychology of marriage. We compromised—I learned French in Greengrove and she forgot the finishing school.” She glanced at her watch. “Talking about Mama, it’s nearly time to punch the clock. Where’s the nearest phone?”

“It’s twenty miles to Linares. We’ll call from the hotel.”

“Where do we go from there?”

“Where do you want to go?”

“Quién sabe? Did I pronounce it right, Reid?”

“You’re supposed to shrug and roll back your eyeballs.”

“Like this?”

Reid glanced at her and grinned. “You look as if you’re going down for the third time.”

“I’ll practice. I can also ask ‘how much?’ and where the john is.”

“Fine. Now where would you like to go in Mexico besides the john?”

She pouted. “Don’t make me schedule all the fun out of it! I want to go where it grooves me. How will I know till I get there?”

“Well, I’ll give you a thumbnail travelogue. Going straight south from Linares, you’ve got a hundred and fifty miles of country about the same as this. You can take the cutoff to Tampico, but that’s a hundred miles of brush and hemp and a hundred back. Tampico’s an oil town. Takes you a couple of days to stop smelling like rotten eggs. And there are blobs of oil on the beach at Madero.”

“You make it sound delightful.”

“I can live without Tampico. But if you want to see it—”

“You’ve unsold me. Where else?”

“If we pass the cutoff, we’ll go through the mountains around Tamazunchale. Beautiful, but it’s a back-breaking drive. And they aren’t the only mountains in Mexico.”

She smiled at him like a kitten. “Reid, you don’t have to keep up the fiction that I’m in charge. You lay it down, you’re boss-man.”

“Okay, we’ll try the new road going west from Linares. It takes us onto the central plateau and joins the Piedras Negras-Mexico City route. You’ll see two hundred miles of saguaro and yucca before you hit anything interesting, but it’s a fast road. The farther I get from the frontier, the better I like Mexico.”

“Then that’s it,” she said, and turned back to her book. He was pleased.

At Linares, Reid got May Gibson on the phone and turned it over to Leslie. He supervised the bellhop who carried in their bags, returning to the desk as Leslie finished her call: “I won’t forget, Mama. ’Bye.” She turned to Reid. “I’m suppose to drop halezone tablets in everything I drink. Remind me one of these days.” She frowned at the bags. “Do we have to stay here? It’s so … state side.”

“We’d better enjoy innersprings while we can.”

“I’d rather get off the beaten track.”

“That means filth, no plumbing, no screens, doors you can’t lock, straw mattresses, bedbugs, rats—”

“Cool.”

He shrugged and picked up the bags. “Okay, you may as well learn right off.”

In the falling darkness he drove upward between the deep canyon walls of the Rio Linares. Passing the town of Iturbide, newly ablaze with electric lights, he turned onto a narrow asphalt road. It climbed toward steep mountain peaks. Outside Galeana, which nestled in a crater of a valley, he pulled off the road.

“Better jump in back and put on your dress.”

“Don’t be Victorian.”

“Leslie, in Mexico only bad girls wear slacks. A bad girl in a Mexican movie is as recognizable by her slacks as a bad guy in an American Western by his black shirt and hat. Take my advice and you stand a reasonable chance of not getting your bottom pinched.”

Grumbling, she crawled over into the back and changed with a rather hasty rustle of clothing. Reid smiled to himself, thinking that the rare moments when she acted her age would have been refreshing if they didn’t make him feel so old.

He drove twice around the central plaza before he saw the word HOTEL in letters not much larger than the middle line of an optometrist’s chart. The entrance led to a “restaurant” with a grand total of three oilcloth-covered tables. A kitchen at one end gave off a smell of charcoal, fried beans and overripe meat. A pair of swinging doors beyond opened into a cantina with a sawdust floor and a high, brass-railed bar. A bubbling, throbbing Wurlitzer disgorged a Mexican ballad at full volume. A third door led into a flower-filled patio hemmed in by the two-story hotel.

Reid arranged for adjoining rooms with a smiling señora whose round belly jiggled beneath a grimy apron. There was no bellboy, so Reid carried their bags up the stairs and along the wooden balcony overlooking the patio.

“Why did you say I was your sister?” Leslie demanded.

“To explain the separate rooms and still account for our traveling together,” Reid explained patiently. “As my sister you’re under my protection and nobody will bother you.”

She made a face. “I’m older than they are, and I don’t see any ‘brothers’ around.”

Two girls were lounging outside a door on the ground floor. Their heavily rouged faces were so young they looked like little-girl dolls—dolls with plumply swelling breasts under low-cut blouses.

“They don’t need protection, Leslie. Being bothered is their business.”

“They’re prostitutes?” Leslie looked thoughtful.

He opened the door to her room. It was what he had expected: unpainted walls, a forty-watt bulb dangling from the ceiling, calendar showing a garishly blonde girl being serenaded by a young man in an embroidered charro costume, both generously pocked with flyspecks. Music from the cantina seeped up through the cracks in the wooden floor.

Reid walked over to the tarnished brass-poster, jerked the quilt away, turned out the seams of the gray mattress cover, and examined them closely. After a moment he said, “High class. No bedbugs.”

Leslie pointed her toe at a white enameled vessel with a flaring top. “Is that what I think it is?”

Reid nodded. “The facility. El servicio. If you want a bath, I’ll have the criada heat some water.”

“Let me try. May I?”

“Andale pues! Go ahead.”

A half hour later, with an earthenware olla of steaming water beside him, Reid stripped off his shirt and dampened a facecloth. Splashing sounds came through the flimsy wood partition between his room and Leslie’s. A few moments later he heard her sing in a teasing voice: “The eyes of Texas are upon you.…” He turned quickly and saw a shadow move across the wide crack in the wall. He hung his shirt on a nail above the crack.

“Don’t forget, Brown Eyes, a peephole works two ways.”

“Oh, you’re not the peeping type. Anyway, I’m already dressed.”

He joined her on the balcony ten minutes later. She was wearing a beige wrap-around skirt and cashmere sweater. He took her arm and walked her down the stairs and around the plaza. He bought her some tostadas and hot peanuts and kept stifling yawns until she began to shiver and said, “I guess I’ll go to bed.” He waited on the balcony until her light went on.

After a half hour of trying to shut out the banging music from below, Reid got out of bed, slipped on his trousers, stuffed his pajama top inside, and stepped onto the balcony. Leslie was standing at the railing with her back to him. She was talking to a small Mexican with a straw sombrero tied under his swarthy chin. At sight of Reid, the man made an abrupt bow to Leslie and walked swiftly away, high heels doing a tap dance on the balcony floor. One shoulder sloped lower than the other, Reid noticed, and the Mexican wore a gun in a belt-clip holster.

She was staring after the man in perplexity when she saw Reid. He walked over and leaned on the railing. He tried to make his voice casual. “Who’s your friend?”

“Antonio something. He’s a guard at a mine back in the mountains, or something like that.” She looked at him, frowning. “You’re scowling. Did I do something wrong?”

He studied her in the poor light. Her mammary development was sharply etched by the cashmere. He had begun to doubt’ that her aversion to brassières, which he had put down to her generation’s rebellion against restraint, was as ingenuous as it seemed.

“What were you doing out here, anyway, Leslie?”

“I couldn’t sleep.”

“You hadn’t even undressed.”

“I knew I couldn’t.”

“You’re not half as naïve as you pretend.”

“Do I act naïve?” She tossed her wealth of hair. “And you haven’t answered my question, Reid.”

“All right, I’ll pretend, too. Nice girls don’t talk to strange men on Mexican balconies. Not if they want to stay nice.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” She laughed and moved closer. “I told him I had a very strict brother.”

“Not strict enough, he’s saying to himself right now. No doubt thinking about the friendly gringo chick in Room One while he tosses a few tequilas down his gullet in the cantina. And pretty soon he’ll be deciding you’re worth a little risk. You’d better turn the key in your lock.”

Leslie laughed again. “All right, hermano mio. If you’re really so worried, why don’t you curl up outside my door?”

He did not answer. Instead, he lit a cigarette and stared out over the patio without seeing it.

After a moment, Leslie made an impatient little sound. “Will we be passing anywhere near Acapulco?”

“Why?”

“I think I’d like to see it.”

“You don’t pass Acapulco, you make deliberate plans to go there. I thought you wanted to stay away from the tourist places.”

“Well, everybody goes there. There must be reasons.”

“Plenty. The beaches are out of this world. The food is the best in Mexico, and you can get whatever cuisine your taste runs to—German, Italian, Yucatecan, French, Chinese, almost anything. The night life is one continuous Mardi gras. The beach boys are the brownest, the girls are the readiest, and they both come in all shades. Even fly in over the North Pole from Stockholm if you get tired of Latins. Whatever you dig, you can find it in Acapulco.” He squinted through the smoke at her. “Come on, now. What’s this all of a sudden about Acapulco?”

She was looking into the patio. “Like I think it might groove me.”

“Like you’ve set this up so you can meet somebody beyond the end of Mama’s arm?”

That brought her head up. Then she giggled. “It must be that nasty police training.” So she knew about that, too. “No, Reid, I’m not meeting anybody. Can’t I just say ‘Acapulco’ without getting the rubber hose?”

“All right, don’t tell me. You know I’ll find out.”

She was silent. Then she shrugged. “Oh, hell, deception’s such a drag. Did you ever hear of Acapulco gold?”

He was puzzled. “The sand?”

“No, a plant.”

A warning bell jangled. He kept his voice level. “Marijuana?”

“A particular kind.”

“Who told you about it?”

“The word is out, man. It’s supposed to be the most. Jet service to the top floor.”

His abdominal muscles tightened. A faint memory out of his past mingled with the earlier foreboding. “Marijuana grows the same there as anywhere else, Leslie. The difference is in how it’s cured.”

“You know how?” the girl asked eagerly. “Tell me!”

“It grows big and rank on the flatlands twenty miles south of Acapulco. They strip it green and take it up to the mountains where the air is cool and dry. They hang it in a shed with open sides to let the air circulate around it. Like a tobacco shed. The slower the curing, the more resin is drawn into the marijuana leaves. That’s the active principle, the resin. Cured too fast, it comes out green and fairly mild. Cured slow, it’s brown dynamite. ‘Gold?’ I’ve never heard it called that.”

“Can you get me some, Reid? Reid, please?”

“I don’t plan to try. I’m being paid to keep you out of trouble, not get you into it.”

“But I’ve never turned on, man! I sit around like a lump when the kids talk about pot.”

“Turn on when you get home. Here, with me, it’s out.”

She turned peevishly to look out over the patio again. From the cantina came the thrum of a guitar. A high voice sobbed a Mexican hillbilly song. On the lower floor, a door burst open. A girl in a thin slip shrieked and started running around the patio. A man ran after her, shirttail flying. He caught her and snatched her up, giggling softly, and lugged her back to his room. The door slammed.

“Crazy!” Leslie cried, delighted. “They play at sex like little kids.”

A shot burped in the distance, followed by a man’s faint whoop of glee.

“They play with guns like little kids, too,” Reid said. “Only the guns shoot real bullets.”

“You’re just an Eeyore, you know that?”

“A what?”

“Oh, never mind. A poop-out,” she said crossly, and pushed away from the railing. “I’m sacking in. Good night.”

“Don’t forget to lock your door.”

She screamed. Reid was across the balcony in one bound. Leslie shrank into his arms, pointing a quivering finger at her bed.

“My God, Reid, I … I touched it.”

There was a big rat on her bed. Disoriented with terror, it was trying to climb the brass bedpost and slipping back and trying again. Reid lifted Leslie to one side and started forward. A strong hand gripped his arm.

“Dispénsame, Señor.”

It was Leslie’s straw-hatted friend. The Mexican shouldered past him, yanking at his revolver.

“Espérate—”

Reid was too late. The gun exploded; and so did the rat, streaking the walls and bed with blood and gobbets of flesh. The Mexican holstered his pistol and bowed to Leslie. “Que pase una buena noche, Señorita.” Then, with drunken dignity, he lurched from the room.

Leslie doubled over with laughter. “Oh … perfect! Wonderful!” she gasped. Then she straightened up and gulped. “Reid, I can’t sleep here.”

“Of course not. Use my bed. Meanwhile I’ll see if I can get this mess cleaned up.”

He found the señora behind the bar, a bottle at her elbow, her smile stupidly euphoric. She said the cleaning girls had gone home; she had to remain in the cantina. “Mañana, Senor. Manana lo arreglamos.”

Reid returned to Leslie’s room. He took one look at the dripping walls and walked out. Leslie opened to his knock.

“The word is mañana,” he said, “and I’m not going to sleep in your room the way it is. I’m too damn tired to act noble and bed down on the floor here. Suppose I stretch out on top of the covers. Okay?”

He was uncomfortably aware that her pajamas ended at midthigh and did a halfhearted job of covering the rest of her.

She seemed amused by his embarrassment. “Be my guest.”

In bed, with the lights off, Reid tried again to shut out the noise from below. This time something new had been added: a clean, fresh, female scent from the girl beside him. He lay still, listening to her breathe.

When he was sure she was asleep, Leslie suddenly asked in a quite wide-awake voice, “You never married, did you?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“I wanted to be like my father. He was a bachelor. Go to sleep, Leslie.”

She mumbled something. Then she was quiet. Then she said, “I never slept this close to a man before.”

Reid decided not to answer.

Five minutes later she said thoughtfully, “You know, I just said that to drug Mama.”

Reid groaned. “Said what?”

“When I implied I wasn’t a virgin. I am.”

“Good for you.”

“Is it? Really? I mean, doesn’t it seem sort of square?”

“To be a virgin at seventeen? I wouldn’t say so. Why do everything the mob does? And that includes blowing pot, by the way. Now, how about signing off and getting some shut-eye?”

“I only told you, Reid, because you’d find out sooner or later.”

At first he thought of letting it pass. But then he decided he couldn’t afford to.

“Find out what?”

“That I’m a virgin.”

“Leslie.” He sat up abruptly. “Get this straight. This is as intimate as we’re going to be. You keep on with this kind of fooling, and in twenty days—”

“—you’ll have to make an honest woman of me.”

“Or more likely face a charge of rape brought by your mother. I’m taking a room on a different floor from now on. If that doesn’t do it, we’ll stay at different hotels. You follow?”

“Oh, Reid.” She laughed. “I was only teasing.”

He lay back with a grunt. This time Leslie did not reopen the conversation. She turned over, and, after a while, her breathing changed to a deep, regular snuffle. The last thing Reid saw was a rat silhouetted on the windowsill, hunching slowly away. He closed his eyes, thankful that Leslie had her back to it.

The next thing he knew, the sun was warm on his eyes and Leslie was shaking him awake. She was dressed, and her face had a scrubbed little-girl look.

“Your bath is ready, Señor. Would you like me to wash your back?”

They breakfasted on huevos rancheros made with too much grease, and coffee so bitter Leslie choked. He was glad to check out.

Leslie clapped her hands as they dropped off the chilly peaks into the cool clean air of the central plateau. Leslie gasped at the vastness of the altiplano. The dust devils dancing like serpents on their tails delighted her. She tossed silver pesos at the women and children begging along the highway; she studied her Spanish; she napped. They settled into an easy friendliness; sometimes she talked, sometimes he did; sometimes both were silent.

The molten silver sun climbed in the sky. They stopped to swim in Matehuala, where she exhibited with cool slyness an expanse of dazzling golden flesh barely interrupted by a peppermint-striped bikini, so that when she got into Jamaican shorts and a halter afterward she seemed overdressed.

Because Leslie wanted to change from restaurants, Reid bought the makings of a picnic in San Louis Potosi and pulled off the highway beside the Rio Bagres. Here they feasted on goose liver sandwiches, baby eels in garlic, a bottle of Chianti, and Spanish peanuts.

He was sprawled on his back, in the semi-conscious aftermath of good food and wine, when Leslie suddenly asked, “Reid. How do you say marijuana in Spanish? I can’t find it in this dictionary.”

“Never mind,” he said sleepily. He almost laughed.

“All right, if you won’t tell me I’ll ask somebody.”

He popped up on an elbow. “Leslie, if you start asking these people——”

“Don’t you trust me?”

“I never trust people who ask me if I trust them.”

She looked at him over the rim of her paper cup. “If I have to, I’ll use sign language. I’m pretty good at it.”

He lay back. A pilote was wheeling on the rising air currents. She was right. He couldn’t stop her by keeping her in ignorance, not if she had made up her mind.

“Officially, it’s cannabis saliva, but usually they call it mariguana, with an aspirated g. Colloquially, it’s mota. They sometimes call it weed—yerba. Users tend to have their own regional words for it.”

“How come you know so much about it?”

He felt the wine beginning to curdle in his stomach. “I’ve used it. The last time was eight years ago.”

“You?” Her startled face appeared over his. “And you never mentioned it!”

“I’m not exactly proud of it.”

“Tell me about it! Please, Reid?”

She was too close; he could smell the wine on her breath and the sun on her young flesh. He rolled away, sat up, lit a cigarette.

“I was bullfighting at the time. It was a jittery business. I couldn’t relax on alcohol; anyway, it slowed my reflexes the next day. And some joker got me to try pot. Pot seemed to unravel my nerves in the evening and leave me fresh and alert the next day. I could function perfectly—I thought. Also, when I got high I became detached from my problems. So gradually, pot got to be the answer for everything—fire up a joint and blow your worries away. It was cool—except for the spooks.”

“The spooks?” Leslie frowned. “What’s that?”

“It’s a vague dread of you don’t know what. One minute you’re gay as a lark, the next your flesh is creeping with fear. Sometimes the fear focuses on somebody or something—the bartender, he’s poisoning your drinks; your manager, he’s trying to get you killed in the ring; the front wheel of your car, it’s been booby-trapped. Contemplating the simplest act becomes agony, because it’s going to end up in disaster. And all the time you know you’re in no real danger, because all you have to do to kill off the spooks is to take another smoke. So that’s what you do. You smoke another, then another …”

“But you can’t smoke it all the time, can you?”

“In Mexico, you can. I knew an American beach bum who smoked three joints before he got out of bed in the morning. He smoked twenty or more a day.”

“And still functioned?”

Reid laughed. “He was functioning—if you can call it that—in the Guadalajara jail last time I saw him. He’d tried to sell it and got caught.”

“Can they do that—put an American citizen in jail?”

“He had a choice between Mexican jail and deportation. He chose the Mexican jail because there he can get his pot brought in daily by the jailer.”

“How did you kick it, Reid?”

“It took a bull’s horn in the back. In the hospital, I had nothing to do but lie on my belly and wonder why I’d goofed in the corrida. I decided it was the pot, so I quit.”

“Was it hard?”

He squinted up at the sun, thinking back. “Right now that whole year is overlaid with a thick fog. As if it happened to somebody else. Pot gives you a different frame of reference. It wasn’t until I fought my way out of the frame that I saw I’d been turning myself into a vegetable.”

“But … couldn’t you still smoke now and then?”

“What for? Once you penetrate the illusion of the weed, it’s never the same again. The kick is gone. You know what’s going to happen—reality shifting, time being disrupted … you can’t help telling yourself, ‘This isn’t real.’ Pot is for people too lazy or unimaginative to use their normal senses.”

Leslie got to her feet and began picking up cans and paper plates and stowing them in the sack. “Well, at least it’s an answer, for which I thank you, Señor. Everybody else I’ve ever asked about pot just did some horrified eyerolling and said to stay away from it or else.”

“They probably figured to scare you. Lots of youngsters have been led to believe that it’ll make them jump out of a window or go berserk with a knife. Of course, telling that to a teenager only makes him more afraid of chickening out when he is challenged by his peers to try some than of the horrid consequences promised by his elders. So he takes some, and he finds out that he didn’t turn blue and his hair didn’t fall out after all, and he decides it’s all a grown-up world’s plot to oppress the lowly delinquent.”

“So then he starts wondering: They lied about pot; why not about cocaine, too? He sniffs some, gets high, comes down, and again finds that there’s nothing in his chemical make-up that craves more. Psychologically, yes; the high is a real gas, and he’ll try it again one of these days. But coke is hard to come by; since it isn’t addictive in the physical sense, there’s no percentage in it for the pusher. But heroin—now, that’s a profitable product In fact, an obliging pusher will even give you H for free—to get you hooked.”

“So our boy—or girl—picks up on H, and that’s the beginning of the end. Your whole body chemistry becomes rearranged; you’ve got to have the stuff or die. Going without it is like having hot water squirted up your nose and mouth with increasing pressure.”

“Pot is dangerous not because it’s addictive—it isn’t—not because it drives you nutty—it doesn’t—but because too often it starts you on the road to heroin. And that, boys and girls, is the end of today’s lesson.”

Reid jumped up and brushed his trousers. “We’d better hit it, Leslie. We’ve got a hump of mountains to cross before dark.”

Leslie rode beside him in silence for nearly an hour. He had just turned into the side road which would take them through Dolores Hidalgo and Guanajuato when she said: “You said yourself one joint doesn’t do any harm. That’s all I want, Reid. One high, then period, finis.”

Reid was jolted. “So much for leveling! What if you really dug it?”

“How could I, the way you put it down?”

“I’m responsible for you.”

“All the more reason for you to get some for me. You wouldn’t want me to get in trouble trying to score on my own, would you?”

The dark brown eyes were unblinking. She was an armful, all right—her mother and sister rolled up into one, and then some. Automatically glancing into the rearview mirror, he noticed a deep crease between his eyebrows. He almost laughed. He looked like a father at the end of his rope.

“I’ll see what I can do, Leslie.” Why in hell had he ever let himself in for this?

“Oh, Reid, you darling!” she cried, grabbing his arm and hugging it to her; he had to wrestle with the wheel to keep it on the road. “When, Reid, when?”

“Maybe in the next town. There’s a man I know.…”

Reid looked down at the Mexican who had just given him the bad news. The taxi driver was smiling uncertainly, obviously afraid that the disappointment of the big gringo might vent itself on him.

“You’re sure?” asked Reid. “I saw Torres two months ago. He said nothing about retiring.”

The smile took on a differrent character; it turned into the grin of a man with a private joke. “I am sure, Señor. The police said he must retire for three years. To the cárcel.”

The word policia made Reid tense. He concealed it by lifting his brows and narrowing his blue eyes. The Mexican switched from one foot to the other. Since his joke had fallen flat, he now looked up at Reid and spoke with deep sincerity. “I tell you the truth. El Señor Torres is in the penitentiary. La Chirena. El Bote.”

“I understand you,” said Reid. He was speaking Spanish with the slurred tejano accent of the Texas border. “Why was Torres arrested?”

“I do not know, Señor,” said the Mexican. In English. “I could ask the policia—”

Reid thought: Watch your step. A Mexican who insists on speaking English wants something. And this one seems too happy about his colleague’s arrest. Maybe he helped put Torres away. Maybe he’s working for the police. Maybe he’s been staked out to intercept Torres’s old customers.

Reid felt helplessly exposed. He looked away from the Mexican to the sunny plaza of Dolores Hidalgo. A drayman pulled his empty cart past the cabstand, his blackened feet sliding inside his straw sandals. A zapatero was setting newly dyed huaraches in the sun to dry, lining them up in a row at the curb. An old woman walked past the church with eyes averted, crossing herself. Workers were prying up slabs of sidewalk in front of the hotel. In the park old men sat on stone benches watching other old men on other stone benches.

It looked all right. Yet the sun was many degrees hotter on the back of Reid’s flower shirt; sweat ran down his spine. He thought: No score in this town. Not now. Better get out of here.

The taxi driver tapped his arm. “I now have his taxi, Señor. Where did you wish to go?”

“Nowhere,” said Reid. “Just looking around. Thanks.”

He crossed the street, forcing himself to walk slowly. He walked past the plaza, gawking at the flowers and the fountain, until he came to his gray Dodge with its TURISTA sticker and Texas plates. In the reflection of the window, he saw the taxi driver watching him. I should have parked off the main square, he told himself fretfully.

Leslie gave him a questioning look as he slid behind the wheel. Reid could have slapped her. He stuck a cigarette between his lips and stabbed the dash lighter in, then forgot to use it. He started the engine, rolled out of the plaza, followed the twists of a cobbled street to the edge of town. He then turned sedately onto the asphalt of the highway, snaking up out of the sunken city toward the mountain range that threatened it from the west.

Abruptly, Reid pulled off onto a graveled turn-around. He killed the engine and looked back.

The highway was empty. The Independence Monument standing behind the town looked like a rocket poised for blast-off. The town had a sleepy, innocent look.

“Why so mysterious?” Leslie asked curiously. “Did he lay one on you or didn’t he?”

Reid leaned back and discovered his unlit cigarette. Perspiration from his upper lip had made it unsmokable. He tossed it out the window, took another out of his pack, lit it and inhaled, a long one. Then he released the smoke and said, “He didn’t. My man got busted.”

“Damn,” she said. “How come?”

“He’d been operating for ten years without any trouble at all. Had three women working for him—cleaning the stuff, rolling it into little five-peso packets. He paid off the local police and everybody was happy. All of a sudden—jail. That means heavy heat from higher up. I had a bad few minutes there.”

“You did?” Leslie exclaimed. “You didn’t seem shook. You don’t right now.”

“I long ago learned not to let anything show. It’s something you’ll learn, too.”

She stared at him. “You’re terribly vulnerable, aren’t you?”

Reid started the engine, lowered the visor to keep out the sinking sun, pulled out onto the highway. They drove slowly past a herd of goats.

“When I was dealing for pot down here, Leslie, I put myself outside the protection of the law. It’s a feeling that stays with you. Sure, I’m vulnerable.”

“Maybe the heat is only local. Some other place—”

He shook his head. “The only place to score is from the underworld. And that’s out.”

“Why?”

“Twenty years ago, the cops here didn’t bring in prisoners, they shot them where they caught them. Still do—in the back country of Chiapas and Guerrero. Or often enough so a man never knows when he’s arrested whether he’ll get to see the inside of a courtroom. Or, suppose he’s lucky and they don’t shoot him out of hand, just send him up. It’s a three-years jolt for selling pot, usually more—and if you kill a man, maybe you get off with four years. It makes the pushers kind of rough, dig? They just don’t care. If I got hung up with the Mexican underworld of pimps, thieves, pistoleros, God knows what, they might decide to go for all I’ve got. And that includes you, my little chick. Especially when they find out you’re a virgin.”

It was brutal, but he was angry. Leslie said nothing; she merely bit down on her lip.

She maintained her silence during the awesome climb to the peaks—around hairpin turns, on the edge of thousand-foot cliffs, up to the thick pine slopes of the sierras. He topped the summit.

Two thousand feet below lay Guanajuato, a tinted jumble of adobe and stone. It looked like the debris of a landslide. The setting sun lit up a few domes and spires; the rest of the city was shrouded in purple shadow.

“It’s got two main streets,” Reid said, trying to arouse Leslie’s interest. “Both barely wide enough for one traffic lane—a single burro can tie up the entire town. When we get down there, you’ll see the scars on the sides of the buildings where the trucks and buses have gouged out their own passing room.”

“I’m fascinated,” she said sullenly. “Will you try again down there?”

“No.”

She leaned forward and turned on the radio.

“And if I catch you trying to score on your own, I’ll take you home.”

She gave him a sidelong look. “Sure, man. You didn’t have to tell me that.” Her tone was hostile.

Reid touched his brakes delicately as he approached a hairpin curve. He felt the bird of ill omen clawing at his belly again. It was likely the end of a beautiful friendship, but the hell with it. Leslie would have to be watched.


Three

There was trouble with Mama that night. Reid placed the daily call immediately on checking in at the Posada Santa Fé, but the lines were busy. Not until an hour later, when Leslie and he were at dinner, was she called to the phone.

Leslie returned in ten minutes with red in her cheeks. She sat down and pointed at Reid’s order, which had just arrived. “What’s that?”

“Quesadillas. Try one.”

She seized a brown cylinder in her slim fingers and bit into it. “Cheese—good! Oh, Mama wants to talk to you.”

Reid dropped his fork. “Why me?”

Leslie reached for another quesadilla. “She called the hotel in Linares after we left. She’s all shook up. I tried to explain, but you know Mama. Or do you?”

Reid approached the desk with dread. This was going to be nasty. He found the phone receiver in its cradle.

“Wasn’t there a call?” he asked the clerk, who was sorting mail.

The clerk, a fat man, looked up and blinked behind rimless glasses. “The señorita, was she not finished?”

“No. She went to get me.”

At that moment the desk phone rang. The clerk answered, then looked up. “Señor Rance?”

Reid took the phone from him and managed one syllable. May Gibson’s voice knifed through it.

“What did you hope to accomplish, Mr. Rance, by hanging up?”

“I didn’t, Mrs. Gibson. The clerk misunder—”

“I’m not going to bandy words with you. Last night I had a feeling something was wrong and I phoned Leslie. It was one A.M., Mr. Rance, and she wasn’t in her room! Where was she?”

Oh, brother, thought Reid. Suppose I tell this woman her precious teenager was sleeping in my bed—with me? Because of an exploded rat!

“The room she’d been given, Mrs. Gibson, turned out to be full of bugs. I had to get her a different room.”

“And the management didn’t know it?”

Reid sighed. “It must have been a night man, or somebody, who didn’t know of the change. Mexican hotels aren’t like—”

“Mr. Rance, you’re lying to me!”

“Look, Mrs. Gibson,” he said. “You put your daughter in my charge, so you must have trusted me. If you don’t trust me any more—”

“I most certainly do not. For some reason, Leslie’s infatuated with you. I was insane to allow this jaunt. Girls will lie to their own mothers when they get that way—especially to their mothers! Unless I can get adequate assurances—”

Reid held the blatting membrane away from his ear as May Gibson ran on and on. She would stand for no repetition of last night’s … whatever-it-was. She was going to phone the Posada Santa Fé tonight—never mind what time!—and if she didn’t find Leslie in.… Reid gathered the impression that the provisional result would be immediate recourse to the American consul, the American ambassador and the United Nations. She had friends in high places, she would have him understand, and at the least suspicion of hanky-panky.…

“Mrs. Gibson,” Reid put in.

“You’re not going to turn my child into a—a Lolita!”

“Be quiet for a moment.”

There was a gasp in the receiver, then silence.

“I haven’t seduced your daughter and I have no intention of seducing her. And if you persist in these conditions, Mrs. Gibson, I have even less intention of continuing this trip. I’ll refund the fee and the unused expense money and return home.”

“Just you try and come back to Greengrove without Leslie,” May Gibson screeched, “and I’ll have the law on you, I’ll make you wish you’d never heard the name Gibson—”

He set the phone on the cradle gently, a considerable feat of self-control, and leaned against the desk to simmer down.

It was interesting that the woman had leaped to the conclusion that he was threatening to abandon her daughter in mid-tour. He had never left a responsible client stranded, much less an irresponsible one seventeen years old. But that’s what May Gibson was afraid of—Leslie’s being left on her own in Mexico. Well, let Mama stew about it; maybe she’ll start behaving herself. He wouldn’t abandon Leslie; and he wasn’t sure he could persuade her to let him take her back to the States until the three weeks were over—if then.

Reid went back to the dining room.

Leslie had company.

The man who stood behind Reid’s empty chair, talking across the table to Leslie, was a stocky young Mexican in a patched green corduroy jacket. Leslie was eating and she had apparently taken Reid’s warnings seriously, because she was paying no more attention to the Mexican than if he had been part of the heroic murals on the dining room walls.

He started away as Reid came up, but Reid said, “One moment. You wanted something?”

The young man turned and touched his finger to his forehead. “Soy un chófer. Salvador, a sus ordenes.”

Reid stared after him, memorizing his catlike walk, the small ears set close to his head, the way his oiled black hair curled at the back of his neck. Had he sounded a bit smooth for a Guanajuato cabdriver? But then it was a fair-sized city, and it had become tourist-wise in recent years.…

Reid frowned and sat down. He sank his teeth through the crisp casing of a quesadilla into its tart cheese filler without appetite.

“Hello again,” said Leslie, smiling. “Did you catch hell from Mama about last night, too?”

Something in her voice sent a chill through him. “Leslie. Did you tell your mother that I—that you spent the night—?”

“Are you out of your mind? There’d be a Red Alert at SAC right now. How did you weasel out of it?”

“Let’s not talk about it now. I want to enjoy my dinner.”

“Which reminds me. How about ordering a bottle of wine, Reid? I mean, if Mama didn’t put it on the proscribed list.”

He signaled the waiter. “Por favor. Vino tinto. And by the way, Leslie, go easy on the vino. All I need now is for you to get lushed. Your mother is calling you again tonight, late.”

She laughed. “Mama’s so square she thinks nothing can happen past midnight. She’d never dream I could make innocent little yes-Mama noises over the phone while lying in your arms—”

“Cut that talk out. I mean it, Leslie.”

“Sure, baby,” she cooed. “Who needs talk?”

He put down his fork with a little bang. “What’s behind this sexy come-on, Leslie? Don’t you realize how unbecoming it is? Why don’t you start growing up?”

She flushed.

“Or is this some new strategy to get me to score for you?”

“I’m sorry, Reid,” she said submissively. “But that’s not true. You tried, you didn’t make it, and you’ve said you won’t try again—okay, I accept it. As for growing up.…” She gave him a little-girl smile. “Let’s not let Mama get us down, Reid. How about some fun?”

The waiter’s appearance saved Reid from answering. He filled their wine glasses and Leslie proposed a toast to Alexander Graham Bell, “inventor of the long-distance umbilical cord.” That made him grin.

They were on their second glass when Reid asked casually, “What did the taxi driver want?”

“Who?” Leslie asked.

“That Mexican I found talking to you.”

“Oh! From what I was able to gather, he was trying to sell me on a tour of some mummies tomorrow.”

“The Catacombs? I’ll take you if you want.”

“I don’t know, Reid. A lot of crumbling skeletons—”

“They’re not skeletons. Something in the soil here has preserved a few dozen bodies in almost perfect condition. You see them as if they just died yesterday—bullet holes, knife wounds, graphic expressions of terror, agony, a regular Grand Guignol, only for real. One woman apparently had been buried alive in a cataleptic trance. You can tell she woke up later—”

“Reid, stop!”

“You come out wanting to forget what you saw, but you can’t. You keep remembering that the mummies have living relatives—people right here in the city. You suddenly recall that the Aztec priests used to flay human beings and wear the skins like long underwear. You go over to the Alhóndiga de Granaditas—it’s a fort I’ll show you—and wonder how the Hidalgo forces ever thought they could storm it; then somebody points out the corners where the heads of Hidalgos, Allendes and Aldamas were stuck on spikes. And that leads the talk around to Jalisco, where, for a time, the favorite decorations on telegraph poles were the rotting bodies of crucified priests. And so on. It’s pretty hard after that to think of Mexico as the land of glorious sunshine and the smiling peón. Do you want to take in the Catacombs?”

Leslie shuddered. “No, thank you.”

He talked her out of drinking any more wine, and they left the dining room. He made her sit through a concert in the jardin outside the hotel, then took her for a drive around the cliffs which overlooked the pocketed city.

He parked at the pink stone monument to Pípila, the Indio hero of Guanajuato. Leslie looked up at the immense spotlighted statue. “What a kookie monument! He looks like a deodorant ad, with his arm in the air that way. Who was he?”

“An Indian volunteer who, the story goes, got the Hidalgo forces to place a huge stone slab on his back during the storming of the Alhóndiga and, bent double, rushed the entrance to the fort and cracked it.”

Reid walked to the railing and looked down at the city. A string of lights wound through the canyon like a jeweled serpent. From below came a sleepy hum, as if a beehive were settling down for the night. Now and then a radio struck a dissonance. A dog barked, and the answering yap traveled around the cliff city like a canine night watch calling the “all’s-well.”

Leslie took a deep breath. “Man, this I dig.”

“It’s not a bit better on pot.”

“Pity I’ll never know,” she replied in a flat tone. She peered at her watch in the light from the statue. “Midnight. Mama will want to know if I’ve got my chastity belt on tight.”

She was being paged as they entered the lobby. Reid went on to his room, showered, and climbed into bed. He was just dropping off when Leslie tapped lightly on the door and he had to get up to open it. In the pale light from the window, he saw that she was wearing a sheer black negligee. It was about as concealing as a cobweb.

Here we go again, he thought. He shut the door against curious eyes, and when he turned around Leslie was standing between him and the window. On the pretext of getting a cigarette, he went over to the bureau. He did not put on the light.

“Everything all right on the Greengrove end?”

“Of course not,” Leslie said. She drifted over toward his bed. “Mama’s positive I suffered a fate worse than death last night. If she only knew how safe my honor is!”

“It’ll be a lot safer if you get out of here right now.”

“Oh, goodie! Do I tempt you?” She whirled around, laughing.

“Go back to your room, Leslie.”

“No.” The bed sagged as she sat down on it. “Look, Mama’s convinced you deflowered me—that’s her word—so why not do it?”

“Because I prefer not to. Go back to your room.”

“Man, don’t come on noble. It’s bound to happen.”

“Pick on somebody your own age.”

“Boys? They either turn arrogant and act as if they own you, or they’re eaten up with guilt because they think they’ve maimed you for life. I want a mature man who’s been around.”

“There are plenty of those available.”

“You mean that, Reid? You really want me to start my experience with somebody else?”

He looked at her. The dark eyes were wide with excitement. He felt old, battered and corrupt, conscious of a regret he could not identify.

“Let me put it in your language Leslie. The initiation ceremonies are a drag. It’s something I don’t go for. And I especially don’t want it with you. And, no, I don’t want you to have the experience with somebody else. Not now. I don’t think you’re ready for it. However, that’s your affair. But while you’re in my charge—regardless of what your mother thinks—you’re going to remain lily-white and clean-o.”

She was silent. Then she tossed her hair and asked, “You really don’t want me, Reid?”

“I really don’t want you.”

“Suppose it were my sister Karen you were squiring around Mexico. Would you feel the same way?”

He squinted, picturing Karen Frankel. “No, I don’t think I would.”

Leslie jumped off the bed. “I guess that’s it. May little sister kiss you goodnight?”

Before Reid could evade her, her mouth was searching, finding his, her body pressing, warm and moist. He seized her shoulders and shoved her away, and she padded demurely to the door.

“Don’t worry about me, Brother Reid. Hasta mañana.”

He lay on his bed for a long time after she left, watching his smoke spirals drift to the ceiling like ghosts. Pull out of this, he kept telling himself. This kid’s a walking fire hazard, shooting live sparks in all directions.

Gradually, he became aware that he was uneasy. Why? He probed. Something was wrong, but what? He decided after a while that it was something Leslie had said. It hovered just outside his consciousness, tantalizing him. He began to think over their talk.…

“Don’t worry about me.…”

That was it. Why should her having said those words on leaving bother him? It seemed a natural thing to say after his turndown. On the other hand, it might mean.…

He got out of bed and reached for his trousers. Barefooted, he hurried out of his room and up the corridor to Leslie’s door and knocked. There was no answer. He tried the knob; it turned in his hand. He opened the door. “Leslie?”

The bed was empty, not even rumpled; her negligee lay in a heap on it. She was gone!

He raced back to his room and dressed swiftly, cursing.

At the cabstand outside the hotel, a black-mustached Mexican was standing by the telephone box. Did he have a driver named Salvador? Yes, indeed, Señor, but Salvador had gone off with a fare, a beautiful young americana.

“Where did they go?” demanded Reid.

The man tugged warily at one side of his mustachio. “You are perhaps the señora’s husband, Señor?”

“She’s a señorita, not a señora—”

“Her lover?”

“Look,” Reid said. The pulse in his throat was going like a drum. “The señorita is a turista, and she is in my charge. I am responsible for her safety. How reliable is this fellow Salvador?”

He had switched to Spanish, and the man replied in his own tongue, shrugging.

“Who knows? He works much to make himself handsome and attractive, for the young tourist women often choose quick romance with a taxi driver rather than rely on chance meetings in the gardens. Salvador earns many large tips.”

There was a roaring in Reid’s ears. The man said, “Señor, you are ill?”

Reid jumped into the cab. “Start driving, hombre. We go to look for Salvador and my client.”

For five hours they searched Guanajuato’s romantic haunts: the reservoir, the monument, the narrow road leading to the mountaintop, the blind alleys and darkened plazas. At dawn he dismissed the driver and sat in his own car watching the sitio with unblinking eyes.

It was 9 A.M. before Salvador drove up and parked at the cabstand.

Leslie was not with him.

Reid was at the taxi window before the boy could turn off his motor.

“Where did you leave her?” he asked harshly; his throat was raw from chain-smoking.

“Who, Señor, who?”

Reid reached inside the cab and seized a fistful of corduroy jacket. He pulled, and the boy’s head banged.

“La norteamericana. Adonde la dejaste?”

Salvador’s eyes began to roll. “Por favor, Señor … no sé nada de ella.…”

Reid made a fist with his right hand and raised it. The boy’s mouth opened with terror. At that moment, Reid caught sight of a policeman. He was standing on the sidewalk before the opera house.

Reid released the jacket. “We will see what lies you will tell the police.” He turned away.

“Señor, no!” gasped Salvador. He was gesturing frantically toward the seat beside him. “Please. Get in. Let us talk. I will tell you the entire truth.…”

Reid got in. For the first time he noticed that Salvador’s handsome dark face was haggard. Salvador told his story in an agitated voice, shrinking a little from the big Texan. He had thought the girl wanted amusement, but the moment they had begun driving she asked him to find her some mota. He had been afraid, but he had also been a fool. He had thought that if he found her some, then perhaps when she was happy with it.… He did not excuse himself; it he could he would gladly die for his stupidity.… He had driven her to León, some thirty miles to the west. There he had introduced her to a man he knew, who had taken her away in another taxi. He had waited and waited, growing more and more anxious; at last, the other driver had come back—alone—and handed him this message to send by telegram, which he had just done.

Salvador pulled a dirty piece of, paper from his packet and gave it to Reid. He read the crude printing. Reid felt death rake his back.

MRS. MAY GIBSON

GREENGROVE, TEXAS

MOTHER, I AM ALL RIGHT BUT I NEED MONEY URGENTLY. PLEASE SEND FIVE THOUSAND DOLLARS TO THE TELEGRAPH OFFICE HERE SIX O’CLOCK THIS EVENING. I WILL BE OKAY IF YOU SEND THE MONEY. LESLIE.

Reid folded the paper with numb fingers. It seemed impossible, but here it was.

Some Mexicans had found an obviously rich American girl wandering into those cold, empty spaces outside the law and had snatched her for a quick fortune. Maybe their time was running out anyway, or they were mixed up in other things beside pot, or they just didn’t care.…

Reid snapped, “You say you know the man who gave this to you. Who is he?”

Salvador looked desperately unhappy. “I know only a little about him. He takes men to see the women. He takes others to buy mota. It is said that if you steal something he will take it away and bring back money. But I think he is only … in between. You understand, Señor? He does not have these things; he knows only where they can be obtained.”

“You don’t think he has the girl?”

“No, Señor, I do not think so.”

“And you? All you were to do was to come back to Guanajuato and send this telegram?”

Salvador hesitated. The tip of his tongue just showed between his full red lips. Then he said miserably, “No, Señor. I was also to wait for the money when it should arrive—”

“And if you did not?”

“I do not even think of that! I would do it—for her—”

Reid hunched his shoulders a little, and Salvador wriggled as far back as he could in the driver’s seat.

“How do I know you’re not in this with them, Salvador? One of the gang? You approached her in the dining room last night—you were the one whose taxi she subsequently took. I think you’re lying to me.”

“No,” whispered the boy. “On the breath of my mother—no, Señor.… I took her to the man in León only because she wished mota.…”

Reid looked at Salvador for a long time. Finally, he asked, “Why didn’t you go to the police?”

The boy cried, “It would then be as if I killed her with my own hands! The man in León told me this. I believe him, Señor. You had better believe him also. I have heard of such things. At the first appearance of a policeman, they would cut her throat.”

The kid was right, of course. The police were out.

Reid looked at the note again. He was quite calm now. He could not afford to get blind-mad or panicky. The thing was to get Leslie back in one piece. There was no room for anything else.

The first question was: Would May Gibson take the telegram seriously? He thought not. She would be certain it was a dodge on the part of Leslie and himself to chisel five grand out of her and take off for the South Seas or some other romantic place to have a ball for themselves at her expense.

Mama Gibson might send the money, but she’d be right behind it on a chartered plane loaded with cops. Didn’t Leslie realize that? Of course, she did. The wire hadn’t been written by Leslie—it was addressed to “Mother”—Leslie never called May anything but “Mama”—and the hand-printing was too crude to be the girl’s work. No doubt they—whoever “they” were—had got Mrs. Gibson’s address from some identification in Leslie’s purse.

“Salvador, did the man give you anything belonging to the señorita to prove that they indeed had possession of her?”

Salvador looked startled. “I forgot! This.” He reached into his shirt pocket and carefully took out a tuft of glowing chestnut hair. There was no mistaking it.

Hair can be taken from a corpse.… He pushed the thought away.

“Do they know of me?” Reid asked.

“I did not tell them.”

“Let us assume they do not know of me. Tell them nothing. I shall try to get her back.”

“And I, Señor,” Salvador said, spreading his hands, “I shall pray.”

“You do that.”

Reid left a few moments later with a description of the León cabdriver and the information that Leslie had worn her beige skirt and cashmere sweater. As he drove through the fertile bajío, he planned his strategy. He would follow Leslie’s route; he would be a man merely trying to score for pot, knowing nothing of Leslie. He would carry the transaction all the way through and keep his eyes open. If he didn’t find Leslie at once, he might be able to spot the men who had her.

And if he were wrong about Salvador and the boy was in on it?—or if the snatchers had cased the job and knew all about his connection with Leslie?—or if Leslie had mentioned him inadvertently—?

Were they setting a trap for him?

It would serve me right, Reid Rance thought.


Four

It was 10:05 A.M. when Reid rolled into León. The city was twenty years more modern than Guanajuato, and it was stamped with the hallmarks of progress: clogged traffic, quivering neon, garish billboards, street banners proclaiming discount sales, and that special Mexican instrument of torture, the cruising sound truck.

He left his car with the attendant of an underground garage, saw it driven safely out of sight, and went out to the sidewalk and began to saunter along.

Reid could not ask directly for the taxi driver Salvador had mentioned; he would have to play the tourist down the line. He must get himself taken to the man in a natural way. The cabarets would make a good starting point, but not at this hour. The same objection applied to the bordellos.

He decided to approach a cabman. It was risky, but he had no choice. Time was racing by.

Reid made his way as if haphazardly to the palm-shaded plaza flanked by two hotels. At least twenty cabs were lined up. In some, the drivers slept, caps tipped over their eyes. Others were taking their siesta sprawled under the palms. Nothing moved in the plaza. This was the Sargasso Sea of León’s’ taxi fleet where the drivers assembled to wait out the slow afternoon hours.

Reid strolled past several cabs. Which drivers could he trust not to turn him in? Which were in the pay of the police? Which would go on the take the moment they had something to sell?

He felt the vulture claw in his belly again; then a sudden thirst. Mexicans were used to American tourists drinking in midmorning.

Reid turned away from the plaza and walked into the bar of the Hotel Mexico. There he ordered a straight Bacardi, drank it quickly; ordered a second. The second he drank slowly, chasing it with Tehuacan. Leaving, he fended off two lottery salesmen and a trio of mariachis who wanted to serenade him.

Squaring his shoulders, he returned to the plaza. He walked over to the oldest cab in sight and shook its driver awake.

The man had a swarthy face pocked like beaten brass and crowned by a cracked red leather cap. If I were casting a villainous Mexican cabdriver for a movie, Reid thought, I’d pick this man.

“I wish to see the city,” he said in deliberately awkward Spanish. “Are you for hire?”

“Si, Señor.” The man grinned evilly.

Reid got into the front seat. For the next ten minutes the driver wheeled him past churches, the market, the hotels, giving him the turista spiel. Then they passed the bull ring, and he engaged the man in a discussion of bullfighting. They began to argue the relative merits of Spanish and Mexican toreros. It was the argument that decided Reid: the driver showed none of the subservience characteristic of stool pigeons.

“I have,” he said, “a most delicate question to ask.”

“No question is too delicate,” said the man, glancing sidewise at him.

“I would like to buy some marijuana. I wish to see what it is like. I have been told it is easy to buy in your country.”

From the corner of his eye, Reid saw the Mexican’s face go blank. It remained that way for several seconds.

Then the man spoke in a totally neutral tone. “I know a man, Señor. I will take you to him.”

There was no more conversation. They rolled back through the center of town. The driver’s face retained its blankness. He disapproves, thought Reid; probably he’s mentally doubling the fare.

Near the edge of town they came to another taxi-stand. Half a dozen men were lying about on the ground. One jumped up as Reid’s cab stopped, then lay back as if he recognized its driver.

“Wait here, Señor.” Reid’s driver got out.

Reid watched him walk onto the grass and gingerly toe the side of an immense man who lay on his back like a beached whale. The man heaved himself to his feet, fastened the suspenders of his bib overalls, and walked with Reid’s driver away from the others. He looked too big to get behind a wheel, yet his walk was remarkably graceful. He fitted Salvador’s description: the grease-blackened baseball cap on the back of his head, the larded neck overhanging the collar of a filthy T shirt. As the pocked driver talked, the big man turned in Reid’s direction. His very small eyes were half shut. He smiled a languid smile. He was on the stuff high, high as an eagle.

Reid’s driver came back quickly. “You go with El Gordo, Señor. For me, ten pesos.”

Reid handed the man twenty and got out of the cab. The driver slithered behind the wheel, and steamed off.

El Gordo—the Fat One—had by some blubbery miracle managed to squeeze himself into the driver’s seat of a rusty old Ford. Reid walked over and got in beside him. This was awfully easy. There was a tingle in the nape of his neck.

The fat Mexican twisted his bull’s head to look at Reid, and grinned. The spread of his massive lips held an almost affectionate quality. He made no move to start the Ford.

“Where do you want to go?” El Gordo asked in Spanish.

“Did he not tell you?” Reid said, using the same turista accent he had used with the other cabman.

“You tell me.”

“I wish to buy marijuana.”

El Gordo’s smile broadened. He seemed to be enjoying himself. “To buy what, Señor?”

“Marijuana.” Reid kept his voice low. “I believe it is also called in your country mota. I wish to try some for excitement.” He used the stiff word estímulo.

The fat man continued to stare. He was now moving his huge hands over the steering wheel as if it were a woman. Reid felt his skin crawl: He’s way out, on his own time.

“If you do not know where to get it,” Reid said with some petulance in his voice, “just say so. I will seek someone else.”

El Gordo blinked and grunted; he fumbled for his key. As the engine caught, a thin little man jumped up from the grass and struck his knee with the edge of his hand. He was asking if the Fat One wanted help. El Gordo nodded. The little Mexican ran over, jerked open the door, and threw himself into the back seat.

As the Ford lurched off, Reid turned to look at the Fat One’s pal. He was a sawed-off package of skin and bones, with a tangle of black hair over a knife-scarred, very dark face. A mustache hung from each corner of his mouth, making him look like a miniature Mexican Fu Manchu.

The cab began creeping up a side street. The little cadaver launched the conversation. “You want to buy mota?” He spoke in English.

“Yes,” said Reid. His heart sank. El Gordo’s friend was also floating on pot. He showed all the signs—the bright bloodshot eyes, the breathless rush of words, the way he squirmed in his seat and thumped his feet against the floor boards.

“Why you want it?” asked the newcomer.

“To smoke. Por estímulo.”

Little Skin-and-Bones trilled; the driver added a chuckle. Reid forced himself to smile back. Why were there two of them? He wanted desperately to watch where El Gordo was taking him, but he hated to turn his back on the little guy behind him.

“You know the man who brought you to me?” asked El Gordo, turning onto a wide, deserted thoroughfare.

“No,” said Reid. “I found him in front of the Hotel Mexico.”

“We think he is police.”

“Police!” The fear in his voice was not altogether synthetic.

El Gordo nodded solemnly. Reid glanced at the other man; he was also nodding.

“He wants to put us in the cárcel,” said the little man breathlessly. “En el bote. Have you been in the bote?”

“No!”

“There it is,” said the little man, pointing.

It was a mustard-colored building decorated with Churrigueresque stonework. At each side of a studded door stood a soldier in light blue uniform and helmet with a rifle at slung-arms.

“You want to stop?” asked El Gordo, slowing the car.

“No!” said Reid, so frantically that the pair howled. El Gordo speeded up, and Reid decided that they had been testing him.

Apparently he had passed. He relaxed a little.

The man behind introduced himself. “Cara Prieta,” he was called. Did the señor know what that meant?

Reid pretended to hesitate. “Black Face?” he asked doubtfully.

The little fellow seemed pleased; he grinned, showing stumps of blackish teeth. And the señor, how was he called? Reid knew that they did not expect him to give his real name. El Gordo and Cara Prieta—Fats and Blackie—were cover names; he was on the fringe of the Mexican underworld, the abajomundo.

“El Deporto,” Reid said. The Sport. “That is my name.”

It broke them up; El Gordo almost ran into a bus as he wheezed and choked over the joke.

A few moments later, the Ford wheeled into a slum street. The unpaved street, lined with shanties of gray adobe, was seething with ragged children, dogs and burros. El Gordo stopped his cab in the middle of the street, hit his horn twice, then lay back and yawned.

Reid asked, “Why do we wait?”

The fat man jerked his massive head. A tall slim boy was approaching the car with lithe strides. He was dressed in light beige trousers and shirt. His coloring was light. Curiously, he had patrician features.

Reid asked nervously, “Who is this one?”

“El Mono. He will take us to El Delgado.”

El Mono, the Monkey. El Delgado, the Thin One. Reid’s muscles tightened as the tall youth slid into the back seat beside Blackie. Three of them now.…

“Who is El Delgado?” Reid asked.

“El Hombre,” said El Gordo, driving off.

Reid watched the car nose along the twisting street, plunging deeper into the adobe slum. He wanted very much to tear open the door and take off.

“How about a tocacita?” asked El Mono suddenly.

The boy had a high-pitched, insolent voice. Tocacita … “little touch”—in the patois of the marijuanos a few drags on a reefer.

El Gordo stopped the Ford beside a featureless mud wall. Reid could see nothing but adobe huts. He had no idea in which direction the central section of the city lay.

“I want much more than that,” he said.

“But now,” piped the Monkey. “Surely you would like a tocacita?”

Reid’s head was going like a computer. He had not smoked marijuana for eight years. And he’d had those two Bacardis back at the hotel. Blowing pot on top of the rum, then walking into the Mexican underworld … not to mention the necessity of disguising his real purpose.…

“No,” he said, “I never use it in the morning.”

The instant freezing of the tall boy’s face told him that he had pulled a boner. Even Fats peered at him suspiciously. To them, the weed was good any hour of the day or night. Reid thought profanity. Now he had to cover up.

“It is not good for me in the daytime. At night I can dance, sing—”

“Dance?” Blackie leaned forward, eyes bright. “You dance the Cha-cha-cha? Rock-and-roll? You know those dances?”

The little guy began to shuffle and sway, humming a tune. Sweat ran down his face. Suddenly he broke off and looked down at his hands; he studied his palms intently, a secretive smile on his face.

The other two were waiting for something. Reid felt the sun burning his back. Why hadn’t Gordo parked in the shade? The others were sweating, too, but, of course, the pot kept them cool inside.… Reid’s stomach began hurting.

“What are we waiting for?” Reid asked.

“For you,” said El Mono, the boy. “You want a tocacita? Delgado will ask me.”

“Why?”

“It is a thing of confidence. So that we know you are not of the police.”

“A policeman could smoke it.”

“Ah, but if he smoked with us, we would know him for what he is.”

So that was it. Test Number Two. It was pretty tough to lie on pot; you become overconfident. Life was a game, and you had to play fair. Will the real J. Edgar Hoover please stand up?

Sweat trickled down Reid’s back; he would have to do it. He would push Leslie so far back in his mind.…

“All right,” he said with a shrug. “A tocacita.”

The log-jam broke. Gordo laughed. Mono leaned forward and began explaining to Reid with great sincerity that the pot came in packets costing five pesos apiece. He would get one packet, they would have a smoke together, they would become friends, and then the señor would be sold more. How many packets did he want to buy?

“With seeds?” asked Reid knowingly.

“Yes. But you throw them out.”

“It all depends on how well it cleans down—how good it is in the beginning. If it’s good, I’ll take two hundred packets.” This time he left the awkwardness out of his Spanish.

Mono and Gorko blinked. Blackie came out of his lethargy. The three Mexicans looked curiously at Reid.

“A thousand pesos’ worth?” shrilled young Mono. “How will you carry it?”

“If it’s good, I’ll go buy a valise.”

The trio communicated silently, then began debating the merits of Reid’s idea aloud. The valise idea evidently met with their approval. Their discussion centered on what size case he would need, and where he should buy it. They finally reached a decision. Mono asked for five pesos with which to buy the sample. Reid was digging his wallet out when Mono said, “I will not cheat you, Señor.”

When a man says gratuitously that he will not cheat you, Reid thought, cheating you is what lies uppermost in his mind. He had been waiting for a signal of intention, and here it was. He considered his three Mexican friends as he feigned difficulty in getting the wallet out of his pocket. The boy Mono was tall and smoothly built; there was power in him. Blackie looked as if he could be blown away, but Reid had no illusions—he was undoubtedly a knife artist, and probably as quick as a snake. As for El Gordo … it would be like facing the bull without cape or sword.

“Why should you cheat me?” Reid asked. “We’re going to do good business together, aren’t we?” He handed Mono five pesos.

The boy was back in the car in ten minutes. He leaned over Reid’s shoulder. Something dropped into Reid’s lap. Fats made an ecstatic bass sound. The Ford jerked into motion.

It was a piece of soiled newspaper rolled into a tube and tucked in at the ends, like a surprise snapper at a kids’ birthday party. Reid undid the ends, unrolled the newspaper and saw a compressed mass of twisted stems, leaves and seeds. It was green, slightly musty. Second-rate stuff.

“Here,” Mono said, handing Reid a packet of rice paper. “Roll it.”

Reid acted nervous and unskilled; Mono said insolently that he could do it faster and better. By the time Gordo parked the car between the river and a crumbling wall, the boy was setting fire to a thick, lumpy cigarette. Acrid smoke rolled about the car; Gordo shut the windows. Mono handed the cigarette to Blackie, who pursed his lips eagerly and sucked. Blackie then turned his head away and gasped; his eyes protruded as he held his breath. He passed the joint to Gordo, who smoked the same way. Gordo handed it over to Reid, saying in a croak:

“Si, es buena mota.”

Reid drew the smoke into his mouth and expelled it with his next breath. The three men groaned; he was doing it wrong, they all protested.

“Like this,” said Blackie. He snatched the cigarette and sucked noisily a dozen times. His cheeks distended like a chipmunk’s, he handed the cigarette back. Reid tried again clumsily; it was no problem to make his lungs rebel at the fire blazing in them, and he doubled up, coughing. The others laughed. Since he had lost the smoke, he must smoke again. He held the smoke this time, and Fats took the joint from him. He felt his head growing light, growing airy.…

His eyes watched the joint making another round. The pot was coming in, all right. El Mono looked handsome and more patrician than ever; Blackie was far less ugly; actually, a little on the cute side. Gordo, with his bloat and sausage skin, was a man he could love dearly, a pal to be trusted. How could good old Fats have had anything to do with—?

Forget her. Push her back back back.…

Reid felt the cigarette between his fingers. He wondered how it had got there. Didn’t matter. He filled his lungs with acrid smoke, passed the stick and looked out the window.

The world was wonderfully bright. Details sharp as cat’s teeth. A jumble of rocks in the river formed a beautiful pattern. As he studied it, pleasure surged up and threatened to choke him. He opened his mouth to release the pressure and a giggle came out. The sound was so incongruous that he burst out laughing. Laughing at the giggle made him laugh at the laughter. Then he tried to remember what was funny and could not. Suddenly a lumpy terror pervaded him. The flesh on his arms crawled; he could see his skin rippling like water, cool, but underneath burning. He was aware that his mighty friend El Gordo was pointing toward his feet and asking something. Reid moved closer, trying to hear, but Gordo’s voice was mixed up with the sound of a truck that seemed to be in the car with them. Then he saw the truck a quarter of a mile away. Reid heard Gordo ask what he had paid for his shoes. Reid peered into his head and finally remembered that they had cost twelve dollars. He turned to tell Gordo, but Gordo was fingering a plastic doll that hung from the rear view mirror. Reid forgot about the shoes.

After a while he was looking out the window at the river. The water sparkled. It made him want to take off his shoes and go wading. He could already feel the water trickling over his feet, cool and pure and wet.

Wet. He was licking his lips. How long had he been licking them? It seemed like an hour. It couldn’t be. The cigarette was still being passed around although it was nearly smoked out. Gordo was holding the butt.

Reid tried to remember why he was there. He struggled for a long time without success. But then he noticed the packet in his hand. Yes, he was going to buy some more of the stuff. Wasn’t there something else.…?

“You like the river?” asked Blackie.

He realized that he had been looking at the river again and thinking of the wet water. Blackie must have caught his brain wave. It happened sometimes on pot. Yes, this was good stuff. Great!

“We had a river back home,” Reid said. “The Rio Grande. We used to swim in it. Sometimes we took off our shoes and waded.”

Blackie applauded the idea. He and El Deporto would take off their shoes and wade in this river. “Hey, Sport?”

Gordo was still stroking his doll, growling endearments. It was the boy Mono who told Blackie to put his shoes back on.

“We have to get his valise,” the Monkey said.

“We get it later,” said Cara Prieta.

“But Delgado is waiting.”

“But Sport wishes to wade in the river.”

“He prefers to buy the valise.”

“You stink,” said Cara Prieta.

Reid had been trying to get their conversation straight. Deporto? The Sport? Who was he? They were looking at him but talking about a third party. He didn’t want to wade in the river. There’s something I have to do. Yes. What?

Suddenly he remembered and thought, But I’m so high. How am I going to get this job done?

“Let’s get the valise,” he said. The words were accompanied by gouts of perspiration.

Driving, oh so slowly, out of the slum.

Gordo was going the wrong way. Reid told him to turn around. Gordo stopped.

The three discussed the direction. It was Reid who was lost, not Gordo. The car proceeded. Reid wondered where they were taking him.

He looked at them. Blackie was a funny little guy out of a minstrel show. Mono was a young aristocrat who had squandered the family estate through gaming and wenching. Gordo, nostrils distended, was pawing the ground, the banderillas sagging from the hump on the back of his neck. Reid felt a great elevation of spirit. These were his friends. Only a fool distrusted his friends. Hadn’t they smoked together? Hadn’t they brought him the pot and not cheated? Weren’t they on their way for more?

His elation drained away. They were driving along a narrow street. These Mexicans were taking him to jail. They were going to turn him over to the law because the law paid a reward for gringos who tried to buy mota. It meant three years in the cárcel. Three years.

“Where are we going?” Reid asked.

“To buy you a valise,” said El Mono.

Of course. To buy a valise. That’s why he had come with his friends, to buy a container for the pot. A pot for the container. A bag for the mota. A.…

Reid stopped singing. They were parked in the plaza. Fats had turned off his engine. The three were looking at him. Waiting.

Reid felt fear again. All those people out there. They would know all about him, and it took all his will to move just one finger. The sky looked dark. The people went too fast around the square. Everything was chaotic. Prattling people, honking cars, whirring bicycles. The noise roared in his ears. He would surely get hit crossing the street. He saw himself lying in the road like a sack of dirty laundry. The clock on the Woolworth store said twelve. Time to die.

With all his strength Reid opened the door and got out. Mono and Blackie got out, too, and they started across the steet. Reid tried to force one shoe ahead of the other. Funny. He could not feel his feet touch the pavement, so how could he be moving? A cold wind was blowing across the plaza. Two soldiers stood guard in front of the Presidencia Municipal. Reid thought: They’re just waiting for me to reach the middle of the street, then they’ll arrest me. When he reached the middle of the street, he thought: They’re just waiting for me to reach the curb. When he reached the curb and followed Mono and Blackie into the luggage shop, he thought: They’ll wait till I buy the valise, then they’ll ask me why I want the valise.

“Forty-eight pesos,” the shopkeeper said, holding out a bag. It was a good suitcase. Reid thought he should make a show of examining it; he tried to touch the leather. But his arm would not move.

He’ll get suspicious, thought Reid. I must do something.

Carefully, he prepared the words in his mouth, then—quickly—he forced them out.

“I’ll give you forty,” The effort had exhausted Reid; he wanted to sit down and rest. He leaned against the counter.

“Forty-two,” said the shopkeeper.

Reid got out his billfold and tried to count off forty-two pesos. It was damnably difficult. He could not get past three. Each time he got to three, he forgot and had to start over. Finally, he handed the man a hundred-peso note. He shoved the change in his pocket and followed Blackie and Mono out the door.

Mono carried the valise.


Five

Twice during the drive back to the slum Reid forgot where he was. But only twice. He seemed to be getting on top of the moto now. Those first thirty minutes had caught him off-balance. He suddenly realized that he had been humming a line from Moñaquita Linda over and over: Dime si me quieres, como yo te quiero, dime si me quieres.… He told himself to stop humming and he still hummed. He told himself to stop humming again; this time he did stop.

The old Ford dropped anchor by the same adobe wall. Reid said to himself you’d be a fool to let the money out of your possession till you get delivery. He stepped out of the car with dignity, carrying the valise, and walked away to wait. The trio in the car went into a quick huddle. Then Mono jumped out, followed by Blackie.

“This way, Señor,” the tall boy said courteously, leading the way up a precipitous lane that had once, long ago, been graveled. The clay of the lane was split down its length, making a gully, a real ankle-trap.

Mono was walking to the left of the gully, and Reid was a little behind him on the right. Putting one foot in front of the other was much easier now; also, separated from Mono by the gully, Reid felt more comfortable. The only trouble was, Blackie was walking right behind him, within knife range. But, for some reason, Reid was not afraid; the muscles of his back were quite indifferent.

He tried to think back to a time when at least two of them had not been with him. These boys were careful. If he had been a cop, he would never have stood a chance.

Reid’s marijuana kick had entered a new stage. Gone was the spinning terror. His sight had never been so spectacular—objects seemed to fly up and stab him in the eyes; shapes flickered at the edge of his vision; he turned twice, sure he was being followed. But it was only Blackie. Reid chuckled. He was amazed to see that he had walked less than a hundred yards.

A moment later he heard a voice call out clearly in English: “Reid, come here a minute?”

He whirled toward the sound, but it was only a burro swatting flies. El Mono glanced at him and smiled, pointing to the valise. “They know what you’re after with that.”

The hell with the voice. The hell with Mono. The voice did not call him again.

He kept seeing movement from the corner of his eye. Each time he turned toward it, it was gone. He always forgot it between times, lost in comtemplation of the cracks in the walls. They formed pictures. He saw Old Faithful erupting. Salome wrapped in swirling veils. Leslie washing her hair in a porcelain basin. Leslie. The thought filled him with sadness. So young to die.… He began to wonder, Where are they taking me? How many corners have we turned now? Are they trying to get me lost?

They turned into an alley. The two Mexicans stopped and leaned against the wall.

“Now what?” asked Reid.

“Wait,” said Mono. “El Delgado will come.”

An apparition appeared at the end of the alley. It had a bald skull, empty sockets for eyes, cheekbones which threatened to knife through the leathery film of skin with deep hollows under them. The thing was dressed in a blue shirt and blue pants; the shirt flopped around on its shoulder bones; the trousers flapped about its meatless shanks.

It was, or once had been, a man. He looked like pictures Reid had seen of men in Büchenwald when they were liberated by American troops.

The Zombi. The Thin One. El Delgado, El Hombre, The Man.

The Man began to move toward Reid. He walked cautiously, as if he were afraid his paper-thin figure might be toppled by a breeze. He came to rest before Reid and held out the collection of bones that constituted his hand. Reid gave him the valise. Delgado held out the other bundle of bones.

Reid shook his head.

Señor,” said El Mono, the boy. “El Hombre wants the money.”

“When I get the stuff.” There were eyes, Reid now saw, in those sockets, but they were not human eyes. They were only peepholes into darkness.

Nevertheless these non-eyes seemed to be taking Reid apart and laying the pieces out on a table. Reid thought: this man doesn’t take pot.

A voice emerged from empty spaces in the sunken chest. “Let me see the money.”

Reid pulled out his wallet. He knew immediately that he would have the same trouble counting out bills that he had had in the luggage store, so he merely opened his billfold and showed Delgado its contents. The man nodded, turned and walked off.

“Come,” said El Mono. “We must wait for him in another place.”

Reid wanted to protest; he felt secure here; he was too tired to move. But arguing took effort, too. So he walked back down the alley with Mono and Blackface.

“What’s the matter with him?” he asked Mono.

“Delgado spent many years on a prison island.”

“What for?”

Mono shrugged. “Who knows?”

“What if he has to go back?”

At the time Reid asked this question, it seemed terribly important to know how Delgado would react if he had to go back to prison. But Mono was slow in answering, and Reid became engrossed in the shape of a rock. He picked it up, enjoying the way it felt in his hand.

“He says he will not go back,” said Mono at last. “He will die, but first he will take some of the police with him.”

Obviously Delgado—El Hombre—was insane. The hell with him.

After leaving the alley, they slid down a steep bank and began walking across the river on rocks. Reid knew it must be the same river he had seen before. He was also happy to discover that he no longer wanted to take his shoes off and go wading. What a childish idea. Maybe he was coming out of it.…

Then he was dismayed to find that he could not, for the life of him, remember where they were going or why. For a long time the struggle to remember occupied his mind. When he returned to awareness, he was stepping from a path that wound through a thicket of nopal cactus and thorny huizache into a small clearing. Reid was about to ask why they were there when it suddenly came back to him.

“Delgado will bring the stuff here, Mono, right?”

“Yes,” said the tall boy.

The three stood waiting.

After a while, Blackie pulled a knife from his pocket. He exposed the blade with a flick of his wrist and began throwing the knife at a pad of nopal cactus. He seldom hit the mark; several times he failed to stick the point in the ground. Reid laughed to himself. Knife artist! I ought to be reported to the U.N. Committee on National Stereotypes.…

Abruptly, the laughter left him and the fear returned. He knew he would never be a user; the fear for Leslie’s safety had been bad enough without marijuana. Now it was worse, lots worse.

He thought he caught a movement from the corner of his eye and he whirled. He saw only cactus and trees, but he knew they were waiting, hiding in the bushes. They had lured him out here and planned to leave him stripped and robbed, maybe dead. He couldn’t recall who “they” were, but he remembered riding in a cab with some men and he remembered that Leslie had run away from the hotel and that her mother was relying on him to take care of her.

Reid watched the boy Mono stoop for a rock. So Reid picked up a larger rock. Mono glanced at him, grinned, and threw the rock at a tree thirty feet away. He missed. He looked at Reid, as if waiting for him to throw, too. But Reid liked the heft of the missile in his hand. Mono picked up another rock, threw it, missed again. He tried over and over. Reid began grunting in sympathy each time Mono came close. How could he have distrusted the kid? They had blown a joint together, hadn’t they? Friends to the end. Besides, Mono had a nice little game, even though he was lousy at it. Here, kid, let an expert show you.

Reid stepped up beside Mono, smiling. He made his windup, started his throw. A blurred movement at the edge of his vision made him turn: Mono was swinging a fist-sized rock in an arc that was monitored to land in his face. Reid watched it loom larger. At the last moment, he jerked his head back. The rock struck him on the collar-bone. Pain arrowed down his arm and shot out of his fingertips like static electricity.

But the pain was remote. It was as if he were standing off to one side while the gross part of him leaped into action, programmed by past struggles. With appreciation, Reid watched his arm streak forward, heard the crack as the rock in his fist met Mono’s jaw. Mono spun around, fell on his face, and lay still. Some friend!

A weight landed on his back and clung there. Reid staggered, his reflexes took over, he reached back, and seized a head between his hands. He yanked the skull forward at the same instant that he doubled up and arched his back. A weight flew over his shoulder and Blackie thumped onto the ground at his feet. The ugly little face turned appropriately black as the man fought for air.

Reid straightened up. He felt tempered and fine, eager for more action. Then he saw El Gordo lumbering like a bull across the clearing toward him.

“Et tu, brute.” Where the hell didst thou come from?

Sadly he sprang at the Fat One. His body smashed into a bone-jarring wall that felt more like stone than flesh, and Reid called on his brain, despite its condition, to take charge. His brain said: think before you leap. This man-mountain has muscles of rock under that greasy bloat. Once he gets those arms around you.…

Which was precisely what Fats was trying to do. Reid danced away from the menacing arms. He darted in, out, in, lashing at the beefy face. All the time, he was watching from one side. He knew part of him was landing blows because he could feel the jolt in his shoulders and he could see scarlet streams start from the flattish nose and spread over the mouth and chin. What was happening? Was he really in this clearing fighting for his life, or was he sitting somewhere over a beer and seeing all this on a TV screen? The actor on the screen moved in with a flurry of blows, sad to be hurting El Gordo because El Gordo had once been his dear friend. He also knew he had to get away before his three dear friends got smart enough to go for him at the same time.

Just as Gordo went down, the weight landed on his back again. Welcome, Blackie. Reid felt a sharp pain in his shoulder. The little bastard bit me. Again, he reached back, grabbed two handfuls of head, and heaved Blackie off his back. The Mexican Fu Manchu opened his mouth and screeched.

But the pain had not left Reid’s shoulder. He felt for the hurt place and encountered the hilt of a knife. So they were starting to play dirty. He jerked the knife out and from the blood saw that less than an inch of the blade had gone in. He held it out low and straight before him, street-fight fashion, and swung it to include Blackie, who was scrambling to his feet, and Mono, who was on his knees silently groping for another rock.

“Don’t move or I’ll kill you.”

Blackie and Mono froze. Gordo was crouched on one hand and both knees, a bright ruby swaying on his nose. The other hand pointed a gun at Reid.

Reid was horrified. This is real, I can die from it. A shadow fell over his mind. When it lifted, the world was again sharply clear. He heard the high, thin trumpet note split the air above the bull ring, felt the arena sand beneath his feet, the hilt of the sword in his palm. Gordo, blood dripping from his nose, was the beast. It was the moment of truth. Reid aimed for the sweat-gleaming hump at the back of the bull neck and thought: Over the horn! Make a good kill!

Gordo was squinting as he took aim. Reid felt no fear; he was matador, invincible.

“Uh, toro,” Reid grunted; and he moved forward like a dancer with the knife held stiffly in front of him. It happened as though in a slow motion film. Reid saw that he was going in too far back; he delicately turned the knife downward at the last instant to a point just above the little knob of the topmost vertebra. He nodded as the blade sliced through the bull’s flesh, felt the vibration in his palm as the point grated on cartilage, then slid neatly between the bones to sever the thick cluster of nerves connecting brain to body. The blade disappeared.

Reid let go of the hilt and stepped back.

Gordo’s arms dropped. He looked stupidly surprised. His mouth opened and blood jetted out. He fell forward on his face, rested a moment with his buttocks in the air as if he were suddenly very tired, then tipped sideways with a sigh. A convulsion rolled him over, then another. Finally he was quiet, sprawled on his back, sightless eyes open to the sun.

Blackie and Mono stared thoughtfully at their dead companion. All was silence.

To the left.

Reid whirled.

“Leslie!”

Her eyes—her face—looked strange. Her cheeks were swollen around the strip of adhesive tape over her mouth. Her arms were strained backwards. A man stood behind her, a Mexican Reid had not seen before. They seemed like the dragon’s teeth. Springing up everywhere.

Reid saw the gun glinting on the ground beside Gordo’s carcass and he was about to lunge for it when an H-bomb went softly off in his head and the ground rose like dreamland and then he was part of it.


Six

He opened his eyes and saw thorns, as in an etching. All sounds were distant. He sensed his aloneness. Pain filled his head and back, but it had a neutral quality; it was a mere pressure on the nerves, tolerable.

Reid sat up. Five o’clock by the sun. Out four hours. He tried to think, but his thoughts spun about without order or sequence, like a bottled emulsion that had been shaken.

Leslie will be killed they were waiting for me all ooooo yes good kill but shouldn’t have Greengrove Mama police.…

Hold it, hold it!

Reid got to his feet. Yes, it had really happened. Gordo’s blood-crusted face was busy with flies. A delegation of vultures sat hunched in a nearby pirul tree. He could hear dogs grumbling in the brush all around, waiting for him to go away. Death in Mexico brought plenty of company.

His valise lay on the ground. Reid picked it up. Inside he found a note printed in the same kind of rough capitals as in the first message:

NOW PRICE IS TEN THOUSAND. BRING IT IN SMALL OLD BILLS TO CHURCH IN SANGRE DE CRISTO TO GET YOUR WOMAN BACK. YOU HAVE SEVEN DAYS. ON THE EIGHTH DAY SHE DIES.

El Hombre wasted no words lamenting the death of his Fat One. Reid remembered Delgado’s eyes; the man would care nothing for revenge; revenge was a human emotion.

Delgado had, nevertheless, made a human mistake: Leslie was not Reid’s woman. But Delgado was right in a deeper sense. How could a man turn his back on a human being in distress? He would have to return to Greengrove, get the money, and come back for Leslie. And without telling Mama.

Reid walked in widening circles around the clearing, looking for the path. He could not find it. For a time his sanity deserted him. He did not remember leaving the cactus thicket or running among the thorns. The next thing he knew, he was standing on the riverbank watching a woman wash clothes. His face and arms were bleeding from scratches; his clothes were in tatters. A burro train loaded with charcoal was moving placidly along the opposite bank. It seemed a very long time since he had crossed the river. How could the sun be indicating that it was not yet six?

He wondered if he should go back to hide Gordo’s body to gain time. But suppose he got lost in the thorn thickets? He could feel his consciousness drifting away again. How much of that damn mota had he smoked anyway?

Then Reid found himself leaning against a wall, laughing. The river was gone, the woman, the burro train. He was also out of breath. That made him remember. He had followed the river back into the ’dobe slum; he was thirstier than he had ever been in his life.

Then he evoked a sudden clear picture of himself in a cantina, gulping beer. Many Mexican eyes had been fixed on him—the domino players, the bartender, the old man with the newspaper. Their eyes glared hate. They were loyal friends of Gordo who had gathered to avenge his death. At that moment, a man rose from the domino game so Reid had run from the cantina tearing through the twisting streets.

Well, that brings me up to date, he thought; and he began to laugh again. Now he felt the wetness on his back; it sobered him. He stepped away, turned around and saw the red stain on the wall.

“Sure,” he said aloud. “That’s why they were staring.”

The pain was worse; he had to hold his knifed shoulder still as he walked. He passed a hole in the adobe wall and heard a whining noise. He looked inside and saw a fat woman pedaling an ancient Singer machine. Beside her lay a pile of bright fabrics; behind her stood a rack of shirts and dresses.

He stepped through the doorway onto the dirt floor. “May I buy a shirt?” he asked.

The woman looked up. She was fat and greasy, but there was a deep sadness in her eyes that gave her beauty. She stood up heavily and turned to the rack.

“A red one,” Reid said, thinking of the blood.

She handed him a short-sleeved red shirt embroidered with white arabesques. The material was heavy and coarse, the seams strong.

“Thirty pesos,” she said.

He was surprised at first to find his wallet intact. But then he understood. Delgado was playing for high stakes. The kidnapper knew that Reid would have to go back to the States for the ten thousand dollars, and that he would need money to get there.

He paid the seamstress, and asked, “May I change here?”

She nodded and drew aside a curtain; he stepped past her into a packed earth courtyard. A pot of water was boiling on a charcoal burner. Reid stripped off his shirt gingerly, wincing as it came away from the wound. He heard the scrape of bare feet.

“I will fix that,” said the woman’s voice.

“Do not trouble yourself, Señora.”

“And you, do not be stupid. Sit.”

He sat down on the bench. She washed his back as if all her patrons came to her with knife wounds, applied a rancid ointment with gentle fingers, and bandaged the wound with clean coarse linen.

“Did they take much money?” she asked as she tied the bandage.

“Pardon?”

“I have seen such wounds as yours before. Are you going to the police, Señor?”

“No.”

The woman looked relieved. She helped him into the shirt and buttoned it for him. She smelled powerfully of garlic.

“Stay here for a time, Señor. They may be waiting.”

“No,” he said. “They could have killed me if they had wanted to. But I thank you, Señora, from my heart. May I pay you—?”

But she refused to take any more money from him. She told him how to reach the highway, and he left with a warm feeling.

He flagged a cab on the highway, rode uptown, retrieved his car without a hitch. His color sense was still unpredictable, but, as he drove out of town, it seemed to him the bad periods were growing shorter and further apart. Perhaps he was finally coming down off the mota.

During the drive back to Guanajuato, another memory came back, and he stopped to throw out the sample packet of marijuana he had bought from El Mono. Once he became aware of a car following him. He pulled off the road and let it pass; it was full of women. He drove on with relief, but the fear of being followed never left him. The marijuana daze waxed and waned like a flickering flame. His jaws ached from grinding his teeth, but he hardly felt it.

Go home.

Get the money.

Get Leslie back.

A knuckle-cracking Salvador was waiting for him.

“There is no need to worry now,” Reid told the anxious cabdriver; “The señorita is flying home, and I am driving up to join her.”

Salvador wiped his face dry. “That is good news, Señor,” he said fervently. “I think I will go to Vera Cruz for a little change of scenery.”

“You do that.” Reid was glad Salvador would be out of the way.

The desk clerk told him that a Mrs. May Gibson had telephoned from Texas three times. She had said she would call again. If the señor was checking out, what could they tell her?

Reid slipped the clerk a five-dollar bill. “You tell Mrs. Gibson that her daughter and I are on our way to Oaxaca. Miss Gibson will phone her from there. Just that—no more, no less.” He managed a wink, and the clerk grinned. Reid parked Leslie’s luggage in the hotel checkroom and left.

He drove north without stopping, staying awake on pills and black coffee. At dawn two days later, Reid rolled into Greengrove.

Reid parked his dusty car in the alley behind the apartment building, and slipped up to his two-room flat over the barbershop by the backstairs. An accumulation of junk mail lay on the floor under his letter slot. The sofa was heaped with the clothes he had taken off to change for the trip with Leslie. The dirty dishes were still in the sink. The bed was still unmade.

Welcome home!

The bed looked very good. Enticing. Fatigue seeped from every joint in his body like sweat. But there was no time. He refueled on eggs, sausage, toast and coffee without tasting any of them; took a shower; examined his shoulder wound in the bathroom mirror. The inch-long cut had puckered; red streaks radiated from it. But the pain was only a dull, endurable throb; he decided it could wait for treatment. He doused it with methiolate and replaced the bulky bandage with a gauze pad. He got into clean underwear, socks, slacks and shirt.

Reid sat down at the kitchen table with a pencil and paper:



	Cash in bank

	$2000




	Equity in car

	  1400




	Travelers’ checks

	    700




	Cash on hand

	      50




	       TOTAL

	$4150





With a margin for operating room, he needed $7000 more. It was 8:20 now; he might catch Jim Kilder before he left for the bank. The head cashier was a good friend of Reid’s; an amateur archaeologist, he had made several trips with Reid to temple diggings in Yucatán and Guatemala.

He dialed; Jim answered.

“Jim. How much am I good for?”

Silence. Reid knew that Kilder’s eidetic memory for numbers had spread an open account book out in his mind.

“Well, your note for a thousand comes due next month. We can refinance that and let you have … mmm, another thousand.”

Reid said, “Jim. I need seven thousand dollars in cash—this morning.”

A whistle came through the receiver. “Man, what are you biting off?”

“It’s an old mansion on a cliff in Acapulco. A hotel owns it, the Mirador, but it’s too isolated to pay its own way. They want to sell it to somebody who won’t compete in the hotel business. I can unload it on a certain rich American writer and double my money in a month.”

“Reid,” said Jim in scolding tones, “you know the bank can’t finance a real estate deal in Mexico.”

“It’s too good to pass up, I tell you.”

Kilder was thinking. “Did you mean double your money, or was that the usual exaggeration?”

To make his answer sound sincere took great effort on Reid’s part. “No exaggeration, Jim. One gets me two, period.”

Jim Kilder thought again. “I’ll tell you what, Reid. I’ll cosign your note, and we’ll go halves on the profit. That’s the best I can do.”

So now, Reid thought, she’s turned me into a liar and a chiseler. It was bound to trip him up. However, that was tomorrow’s headache. Today’s was Leslie.

“It’s a deal, Jim.”

“Okay. Meet me at the bank and we’ll sign the agreement.”

“Why don’t you come here?” Before Kilder could ask why, Reid added, “There’s someone I’d rather not risk running into. If I see her, I’ll lose a lot of time, and I’m in a hurry.”

Kilder chuckled. “A single man and his troubles. Say no more, pal. Okay, I’ll be about two hours—”

“Bring the money with you. And I’ll need what I’ve got in the bank.”

“You’ll have to give me a check.”

“And, Jim, I want small, used bills.”

“Hey, are you pulling me into a shady deal?” The tone was only half jocular.

“Would I kick in my own money if it wasn’t on the level? That’s the way they want it; that’s all I know. Who asks a Mexican why?”

Once more hesitation at the other end. Kilder was obviously weighing his misgivings against the chance to make several thousand dollars by merely signing his name. Reid waited, half hoping Kilder would back out. But cupidity won the battle.

“Okay, Reid. See you in a couple hours.”

Reid gulped black coffee and concentrated. According to Delgado’s note, Leslie had over five days of life remaining. But Delgado didn’t know Mama. Long before the five days were up, May Gibson would have the police on both sides of the border hopping. Every minute counted. That meant he would have to charter a plane.

He called Paul Bowden at the airfield. Bowden was a freelance pilot who flew a Bonanza; he was used to sudden departures. He promised to get flight clearance and have his plane ready in an hour.

Now for the rest of the stake. Reid stole out the back way, drove to the nearest used-car lot, and put his Dodge up for sale. Haste proved expensive. Instead of the $1400 he had figured on, he was offered $700 by a salesman who knew a desperate seller when he saw one.

“I’m sorry, brother, but that’s my top.”

Reid could not even try another lot; there was no time. He took the $700. With the travelers’ checks and cash in his pocket, he now had $1450. Jim Kilder was bringing $9000—$7000 from the new loan, and the $2000 from Reid’s account. Total: $10, 450. Just enough to pay Delgado his blood-money and get Leslie back home. After that.…

Still, he felt better as he climbed the stairs to his apartment. He was not surprised to find his door standing open; he had left it unlocked for Kilder. He walked in; there sat May Gibson like the Three Furies rolled into one.

“Mr. Rance, where-did you leave my daughter?”

The shock tied up Reid’s tongue. As his thoughts raced, he searched her face for clues to an acceptable explanation. What he saw made his belly act up again. Leslie’s mother looked grim, very grim. There were deep lines around her aging mouth; her eyes were hot, tired and full of hate; she was quivering with malice. And no sign of hysteria. Bad, bad.

He grabbed for time. “Mrs. Gibson. How did you know I was back?”

“I’m a director of the bank. Jim Kilder had to call the board to get the loan approved.”

“And the loan?” Reid knew the answer already.

“Disapproved, naturally.” Mama was very pale. “Where is Leslie? Where did you plan to take her?”

He managed to shrug and smile. “May I offer you some coffee?”

“You may answer my question.”

Reid stole a breath. Here goes another lie, and no end in sight.

“Leslie took off on her own. I couldn’t talk her out of it; she met some kids who were going on a horseback tour around Oaxaca. Strictly her own age group, and they didn’t want me. I came back here to clean up some odds and ends and leave the car. Now I’m going back to pick her up—”

“That’s a clumsy story, Mr. Rance. What’s all that money for?”

He was about to tell her the story he had told Kilder, when he remembered that she knew he had been nowhere near Acapulco.

“It’s a personal matter, Mrs. Gibson.”

She rose abruptly. “You leave me no choice. There are laws to keep men from carrying off underage girls. Since I can’t get the truth out of you, perhaps the police—”

“Mrs. Gibson, I give you my word I’ll have her back in twenty-four hours.”

“I’d rather get her back myself. Just tell me where she is.”

“Mrs. Gibson, would you like it better if I told you Leslie’s been kidnaped? She’s all right, I tell you.”

She glared at him as if he had just climbed out of a septic tank. “You—wait—right—where you are!” she cried; and she ran out. He heard her clattering down the stairs.

The hell I will, Reid thought.

He flung some clothes into his bag. The $10,000 ransom was now out of the question; with the police of both countries casting their nets, Delgado would have to accept what he had. If he refused, he was a fool. Or a madman. Reid slammed his bag shut, shivering. A madman he might well be.

Reid opened the door and bounced off a wall of fat in a blue uniform. It was Tub Turner, the 270-pound chief of the Greengrove police department.

“Let’s go inside and talk, Reid.” He had a squeaky voice.

Turner had been chief when Reid was on the force. They had parted company on proper terms, neither too formal nor too friendly. Chief Turner had said: “You’d make a good cop, Reid, if the work was all bang-banging it out with holdup men. But it ain’t; it’s chalking cars and rousting bums out of the park and chasing prowlers that likely weren’t there in the first place. You ain’t got the patience for that. So I reckon I’ll accept this resignation.”

For a moment, Reid actually considered strong-arming his way past Turner; but then he remembered that one of his arms was hors de combat and that the chief had judo-trained his men personally. So he went meekly back into his apartment.

Chief Turner closed the door with his foot and began rolling a Bull Durham.

“I reckon you know, Reid, that May Gibson’s got her bowels in an uproar. Are you fixing to run off with her kid?”

“Of course not. Chief. Leslie took off on her own, as I told Mrs. Gibson. I’m headed back now to pick her up.”

The Chief struck a kitchen match on his thumb, lit his cigarette, and smiled at Reid through the smoke. “Kind of fails to explain why you wanted so much money, don’t it?” His smile widened. “It ain’t that I give a damn, Reid. You want to make May Gibson mad at you, you want to kick over your business, you want to fix it so you can’t live in Greengrove, it’s okay with me. Maybe the kid’s worth it to you.” His grin disappeared. “But she ain’t to me. May’s got the law on her side, and I’m it. I ain’t getting my tail burned so you can lay under a palm tree and play Romeo with Leslie Gibson. Where is she?”

“She’s in Oaxaca, in the Hotel del Rey.”

“That’s better. Now, let’s go down to the station and get Oaxaca on the phone.”

“Sure, Chief.” Reid walked casually to the door and opened it. The next instant he was sprinting toward the backstairs. He skidded to a stop. A figure in blue stood at the bottom, looking up. Reid dove through a side door and ran down into the storeroom attached to the barbershop. Another of Greengrove’s finest was in the alley.

Reid went into the barbershop, forcing himself to slow to a walk. He nodded at Charley Holt and Harve Downs, who were getting their morning shaves, and stepped out on the sidewalk. Each arm was seized in a beefy hand, something twisted, and paralyzing pain shot through his wounded shoulder. The street began to whirl.

“Reid, that girl must really be something.” Chief Turner’s voice held no trace of friendliness. “Cuff him Ralphie.”

On the ride to the station, Reid sat in the back seat squeezed between two policemen, hands manacled. The pain in his shoulder kept him fighting nausea. He said nothing about it.

At the station, Reid put his wallet, change and keys into a paper bag and pulled off his belt. He was removing his shoelaces when Chief Turner said affably: “Boy, I surely hate to lock up an ex-patrolman.”

“You’ve got no case against me, Chief.”

“I got a couple days to throw one together.” Turner looked at Reid searchingly. “Reckon there’s no use calling Oaxaca?”

“No,” said Reid. He handed over his shoelaces.

“I figured not.” The Chief sighed deeply. “Well, Reid, you don’t have to be told your rights—phone call, anything you say can be used agin you, and so forth. You want to step into the office and make a statement?”

“No.” Reid took his receipt. “Look, Chief, I can have that girl back here in twenty-four hours if you’ll let me go.”

“No deal, buddy-boy. I only got six years to go to retirement.”

Turner took Reid’s arm and propelled him toward the steel door that led to the cell block.

“Send a man with me, then,” Reid said urgently. “Two men!”

“Nope.” Turner gestured to the turnkey to remove the handcuffs. Reid watched the steel door open, saw the cold gray pattern of bars, and felt a mighty urge to cut and run. But the chief, the radioman, the desk sergeant, and the two patrolman who had brought him in were in the way.

So he let himself be marshaled into the cell; the door clanked, the key turned, and the law went away.

Five days left.

This time, when the trouble started in his belly, he was sick all over the floor of the cell.


Seven

By the time the noon whistle blew, Reid was desperate.

He seized the bars and shouted, “Chief Turner! Chief! Hey, Tub! What’s the matter with you—you deaf? TUB!”

The steel door opened. Turner moved massively down the walkway, looking annoyed. “You’re making a hell of a racket, boy.” Whap! A pacifier caught his knuckles where he was gripping the bars. Reid jerked back his hands, more surprised than hurt. “Prisoners don’t call the chief like he was a goddam spic busboy. What you want?”

So May Gibson was really turning on the heat.

“Chief, listen to me. I’m just as leery of Mrs. Gibson as you are. That’s why I didn’t tell her my real reason for coming back here. She’d have gone off halfcocked and got Leslie killed. Leslie’s been kidnaped, and I came back here to raise the ransom money. That’s the God’s truth, Turner. Will you please let me go?”

“Yeah?” asked Chief Turner. “Kidnaped, huh? Where?”

“It happened in—” Reid stopped. The police chief was grinning. “Turner, humor me and assume for a few minutes that I’m telling the truth. What would you do?”

The grin turned into a scowl “You don’t learn very fast, boy, do you? I don’t answer questions around here, I ask ’em!” He glared at Reid. “But okay, I’ll humor you. What would I do? I’d get down the details and I’d turn ’em over to the Mex judicial, that’s what I’d do.”

“Those trigger-happy commandos? Have you ever seen them operate? They’d surround the hide-out and start shooting and Leslie would be dead before their first bullet landed.”

“That’s Mexico for you. If you’d wanted first-rate police protection, Reid, you should of stuck to your own country. Now, has that kid been kidnaped or hasn’t she?”

“No,” said Reid wearily.

Turner guffawed. “You figgered we’d let you out so you could take us to her in person? And maybe give us the slip when we got across the border?”

“You’re right, Chief. You’re always right.”

“When you’re ready to tell me where you got her stashed away, boy, just sing out—politelike.”

The chief trundled away whistling through his teeth.

Reid lay down on the steel latticework of the bunk. He had no thought of going to sleep, but someone dropped a sandbag on his head and the next thing he knew a dimly remembered perfume was tickling his nostrils. He opened his eyes.

Karen Frankel was standing over him, holding her purse before her like a shield. She was looking down at him with the absorption of an entomologist studying a strange bug.

Karen was wearing a dark blue suit which made her appear studious. She made him think of a young school-marm trying to look like an old one.

“Hi,” Reid said. “Where’s the rest of your sociology class?”

“Rance,” Karen asked, “what happened to Leslie?”

“Now don’t tell me they didn’t fill you in.”

“They told some stupid story about your coming back here to sell your car, raise some cash, and run away with her. It’s ridiculous.”

“Oh,” said Reid. “How do you figure that, Miss Frankel?”

“Because it’s so out of character.”

“Well thanks,” said Reid. “That sets me up, it really does.”

“Not your character,” May Gibson’s older daughter said “my sister’s. Leslie wouldn’t dream of sneaking off. She’d phone Mama and tell her exactly what she planned to do. Then, if Mama didn’t like it, she could go climb a tree.”

“And me?” asked Reid. “What would I do?”

“Something foolish. Like coming back here and bankrupting yourself to bail Leslie out of some jam she got into while technically in your charge.”

Reid sat up quickly, swallowed a gasp as pain arrowed through his back and swung his legs to the floor with caution. The girl watched him critically. He got off the bunk, went over to the bars and peered into the walk-around. There was no one in sight.

Karen seemed to understand his look. She explained, “Our fatboy thinks I can find out where you’ve got Leslie tucked away. What’s the real story, Rance?” she asked quietly. “Tell me.”

Reid felt an almost causeless relief. He motioned for her to sit beside him on the bunk and told her exactly what had happened. When he finished, Karen was silent. Then she got to her feet. She was pale.

“So the longer we wait,” she said, “the worse it gets?”

“Yes.” He watched her walk to the bars, her heels clicking on the concrete floor. Her face was a solemn cameo in the light from the cell window. “What time is it?”

“About eleven.”

“I almost slept the clock around,” he muttered. “We’ve got four days left.”

Karen turned, her fingers tight on the strap of her purse. “Can you get her back safely if you’re free?”

“It’s the only chance we’ve got.”

“I’ll talk to Mama. Maybe I can get her to make Turner let you go.”

“You’ll ten her the truth?”

“No. You can be thankful she didn’t believe your kidnap story. I hate to think what she’d do if she thought Leslie were really in danger.” She was walking around the cell now, biting her lip. “If I can’t free you legitimately, I might be able to arrange an escape. Would you try?”

“Yes.”

She looked at him. “You might get shot.”

“Yes.”

She hesitated. Then she nodded. “All right, Rance. Be ready.”

Karen called out, and Chief Turner himself came at once to open the cell door for her. Reid watched her walk down the corridor with Turner waddling behind, a slim girl leading a hippopotamus.

He did not probe his feelings. He felt unaccountably better and let it go at that.

An hour later, the chief came in and handcuffed him. The fat man was grinning. “Couldn’t sweet-talk her, hey, boy? You’re sure going to feel sorry you tangled with the Gibsons. That Karen, she’s even more set than her ma on you being formally charged.” He yanked brutally on the cuffs. “Come on, you’re going over to the courthouse for arraignment.” Reid thought: This is the chance Karen mentioned—the chance to escape.

They walked down the street; Reid, with his handcuffs hooked through his belt, looked like a man with stomach cramp. Turner huffed along beside him. Old acquaintances nodded at Reid, then saw the handcuffs and looked away. Hal Chesney yelled from the doorway of a restaurant: “Hey, Reid, come in and have lunch.”

“Can’t, Hal.” Reid grinned. “I’m all tied up.”

The insurance man gaped at Reid’s hands. His jaw dropped.

At that instant, a woman’s scream cut through the traffic noise. “He stole my purse! Stop thief!”

Reid tensed. Chief Turner’s heavy face was a study in indecision; he was jerking his head about in search of one of his officers, but none of them seemed to be about. He resolved the dilemma between his policeman’s instinct to give chase and his fear of losing a prisoner by cursing, snatching out a whistle, and starting to blow furiously for help.

Reid peeled off the sidewalk into the road like a fighter plane going into its dive. In a deep crouch, he darted through the slow-moving traffic toward the disorderly parade of pedestrians on the other side of the street. He was not worried about Turner; the police chief could not shoot without hitting a car or a passer-by. Reid lunged and dodged, manacled hands tight against his belly, searching frantically for Karen Frankel.

Just as Reid reached the opposite sidewalk, an old black Cadillac pulled up beside him and honked; he turned and saw Karen behind the wheel. She pointed sharply to the corner. He made swiftly for the corner and rounded it and she came shooting around it with the car door open. Reid jumped in and dropped to the floor board. The car surged forward, flattening him. He lay there for a long time, catching up on his breathing and watching Karen’s little foot work the accelerator and brake.

After awhile, he became aware that the sounds of the city had died out.

“Which way are we going?”

“North. They’d expect you to head south.”

Karen did not look down; she concentrated on her driving.

Smart girl, Reid thought admiringly. He felt curiosly at peace. It was a comforting sort of position to be in, lying on the floor looking up at her, the trim line of her leg and thigh and torso, the calm profile, the lovely head. She had changed to a white blouse and a turf-green skirt. He watched the play of her calf muscle as she slowed for a caution light.

“They’ll be broadcasting my description,” he said.

“Of course. So I went to your apartment and got your bag. You’ll be able to change your clothes. I also bought a bottle of peroxide for your hair. I wasn’t sure whether that repulsive mammoth would handcuff you, but I brought a hacksaw just in case.”

“You’ve been busy,” Reid said softly. Her face showed no pleasure at his tone. After a moment, he asked, “Where are we going?”

“A place I know. You can sit up now.”

Karen turned into a dirt road that threaded through a stretch of swampland. She followed it for two miles. Then she got onto a track that angled off into an abandoned oil field of crumbling derricks. She stopped beside the pumper’s shack, turned off the motor, and jumped out.

Reid, made awkward by the handcuffs, got out, too. The shack was cracked and weather-blackened; half the roof was gone. He sat down on a wooden step. Karen reached into the car and came up with a hacksaw. He could feel the nervous reaction begin and he steeled himself against the shakes. She bent over him and got to work. She smelled good.

She sawed at the handcuffs with a skill and strength that surprised him. She was full of surprises.

She freed one of his hands and started on the other.

“You’ve done a grand job, Karen—”

She looked up at him. “Will you please not say things like that in that tone of voice? I did it because it had to be done. If I did it well, compliment me, not my sex.”

“Your sex!” he exclaimed, astonished.

“Didn’t your tone imply, ‘Thanks, that was pretty good for a woman’?” She brushed a strand of hair back and resumed her sawing.

Reid felt a certain amusement. She was right, he had been thinking that she was remarkably competent “for a woman.” He had also been thinking that, as a woman, she was remarkably attractive. The severity of the bun at the back of the head bent before him could not conceal the thickness and luster of her black hair; if she’d display it instead of trying to hide it, he thought, it would be as beautiful as Leslie’s. Her forehead and little nose were dewy with perspiration as she labored with the hacksaw in the hot sun; in her position on her knees before him the blouse fell away and he could see that she was wearing a bra which was too small for her. He felt a surge of warmth for her, as much sympathetic as sexual. What kept driving her to deny her femininity?

“You’re a lot of woman, Karen,” he said, “and in my dictionary that doesn’t mean condescension.”

“Thank you,” she said tartly; but he noticed the instant blush form above the bra. “I’ll have this off in a minute.”

Reid sighed. “Incidentally, all my identification papers are in a manila envelope at the police station. I’ll need replacements to get across the border.”

“What, for instance?” she murmured without looking up.

“A birth certificate.”

“I can get you a fake one.”

He began to wonder if there were any end to her versatility. “It would have to be a good fake, Karen—”

“It will be.”

She was sawing in careful strokes now. He felt a short sharp pain on his wrist; the metal parted. She laid aside the hacksaw and pulled on the two sawed ends of the cuff to widen the gap, frowning and biting down on her lip; it made Reid feel very warm indeed. Then, with great gentleness, Karen pulled the second handcuff down over his hand. She got up, threw the manacles and hacksaw into a patch of weeds and brushed her knees.

“What else do you need?”

“Registration certificate for the car.” Reid massaged his numb wrists. “And your written permission to take it across the border.”

“You won’t need that. I’m driving it.”

He stared at her. “You aren’t going!”

“Of course I am. I packed a bag for myself, too.”

“My God, Karen! I’m a fugitive, I won’t be able to stop and sleep—there’s considerable danger—”

“You think I’ll be in the way?”

He groaned. “I don’t mean that—”

“They’ll be looking for a man alone. We’ll have a better chance getting through as a married couple.” She bit her lip. “I mean—”

“I know what you mean,” Reid growled. “And I still say no. I’ll manage better alone.”

“Then you can go back to Turner’s jail, Mr. Rance.” Her hands were curled into fists. “Which will it be?”

Reid shrugged. “All right. Have the birth certificate give me blond hair. I’ll bleach it while you’re gone. You’re a tough baby, you know that?”

That almost made her smile. She tossed her head and got into the old Cadillac.

“And don’t forget the ten thousand dollars.”

“The what?”

“The ten grand for Leslie’s ransom. Remember? That’s what this is all about. Can you lay your hands on that much?”

It seemed to him that she hesitated. But it was only for the flicker of an eyelash.

“I’ll get it, Reid.”

She raced off in a cloud of exhaust, leaving him with his mouth open. She had called him “Reid.” Now, why in the world would she suddenly start doing that?

Shaking his head, he opened his suitcase, found the bottle of peroxide, and started rubbing it into his hair.

Karen drove swiftly north, her mind busy with calculations. She had only three hundred dollars in the bank and this ancient gas-thirsty Cadillac. Houston was murder on the wages of a reporter who insisted on paying her own way. Getting hold of ten thousand dollars would take some doing.

She set her jaw. I’ll show this Reid character I know the angles as well as any man.…

The first angle took her to Bolton, fifty miles north of Greengrove, and a photostat-tattoo parlor. She had once done a series of articles on illegal documentation for her paper, and she knew that the tattoo artist could accommodate her with a forged birth certificate.

“A man?” The proprietor was a hunched, wrinkly old fellow who had to look up even to Karen; his position gave him an air of slyness. “How old? What color eyes and hair?”

“About thirty-five. Blue eyes. Blond hair.” And, Karen added to herself, an insufferably masculinity. “How long will it take?”

“An hour.”

Karen gave the old artist the other data and went over to the Bolton bank. Here, after a call was made to her bank in Houston, she was able to cash a check for three hundred dollars. An hour later, she picked up the birth certificate. It even looked old.

“How much?” Karen asked the tattoo man.

“Twenty dollars.”

“Twenty? I thought it was only ten.”

“That’s when people want to be twenty-one. Why would anybody want to be thirty-five?” the old man asked, showing one brown tooth in a grin.

“Look, my bucko,” Karen said. “I’ll give you fifteen dollars for no trouble, ten if you want to argue, nothing if you’re going to get nasty. Make up your mind fast.”

He took the fifteen.

Karen headed back south to work out angle number two.

It was fast fading twilight when she reached the outskirts of Greengrove and dark when she got to the Gibson house. She hid the Cadillac behind some bushes and made her way softly to the rear of the big house. She sneaked up the outside backstairs and let herself into her mother’s bedroom through a window. There were sounds of conversation from the dining room. Guests for dinner. Mama might be frantic with worry over Leslie, but the social charade played on. Karen opened her mother’s wall safe and picked out a diamond necklace, an engagement ring with a three-carat stone, and a diamond bracelet—all gifts to her mother from Leslie’s father—what could be fairer than that? Karen tossed the jewels into her purse, began to shut the safe, hesitated, opened it again, and appropriated the pearl-handled .32 May Gibson’s lawyer had given her after Leslie’s father’s death. It was unloaded, but there was a box of shells in the safe, so Karen took that, too.

If Reid Rance thought that traveling with her as man and wife entitled him to marital privileges, she thought grimly, the little revolver should prove an effective dissuader.

She found Reid asleep in the pumper’s shack with his head on his suitcase She flashed the light and he was on her like a cat.

“It’s Karen!” she cried. “Reid, stop! You’re hurting me.”

“I’m sorry.” He released her, and she backed off, heart pounding. “You shouldn’t have come in like that. Are you all right?”

“Yes.” She managed to keep the tremble out of her voice. Behind her back, she chafed the wrist he had seized.

“Did you get the certificate?”

She gave it to him, and he went out of the shack and sat down on the step to examine it by the light of the flash. He did not seem pleased. “I suppose it will have to do.”

“I thought it looked pretty good,” Karen said stiffly. Then she giggled.

“What’s so funny?” Reid growled.

“Your hair. It’s pink.”

That made him grin. “That’s as blond as Indian hair will get, apparently—with peroxide, anyway. Did you get the money, Karen?”

She showed him the jewels, and he scowled.

“You’re a hard man to please,” Karen snapped. “What’s wrong with them? I assure you they’re the real thing!”

“I don’t doubt it. But our Mexican friends haven’t my faith.”

“For heaven’s sake, Reid, these are worth I don’t know how many times more than ten thousand dollars.”

“What do you expect Delgado to do, send them out to an appraiser?” Reid asked dryly. “Why didn’t you bring cash?”

“Because I don’t have ten thousand dollars, Mr. Rance!”

He stared at her. “You really don’t.”

“Look, I stole these from my mother. If there’d been cash in her safe I’d have lifted that in preference, but there wasn’t. Anyway, Leslie’s father gave Mama these, so it’s really not stealing—I’m sure he wouldn’t mind seeing his gifts to Mama go to get Leslie back in one piece. We’ll just have to turn these into cash, that’s all. I’ll go to some jeweler and pretend to be a rich man’s wife who needs a bundle to run away with her boy friend.”

Reid shrugged. “I’ll be very happy if it works.” He did not sound happy. “Let’s go.”

“Where?”

“Well, Reynosa’s out because I just crossed there—they might recognize me. We’ll cross at Laredo.”

On the way to Laredo, Reid fell asleep, and as she made a turn his head flopped over and came to rest on her shoulder. Karen tried, unsuccessfully, to ignore it. Its weight was not unpleasant, and he did look kind of helpless asleep; but then she thought angrily how easy it was for a woman to lose her individuality when she got mixed up emotionally with a man. The Lord knew her mother was a shining example, trying to please first one man and then another and never being able to be herself … or a mother to her children, when it came to that.

Karen took one hand off the wheel and shook him. “Reid.”

“Hunh?” He half woke with a start.

“Will you please stop sprawling all over me? It’s hard to drive this way.”

He mumbled an apology and leaned against the other side of the seat. In a moment, he was breathing heavily again. She felt a sense of loss.

It was still dark when they reached Laredo. Reid had her drive into a junkyard to wait until the jewelry stores opened.… The old Caddie, he said, was perfectly camouflaged among two acres of junk cars. At seven, Karen left the yard on foot and bought rolls and coffee and brought them back to the car.

“We’d better stay here,” Reid said. “If I know Turner he’s got everything out including dogs. And if your mother’s discovered her jewelry’s missing—”

At five minutes past nine Karen was in a fashionable jewelry store performing her runaway-wife routine. The jeweler examined the pieces, pushed up his loupe, and gave her a sharp look.

“The ring’s not too bad. I’ll give you six hundred for it.”

“Six hundred!” Karen exclaimed. “That’s a three-carat stone.”

“It’s also full of flaws,” the man said. “Six hundred is the best I can do.”

“Well, what about the necklace and the bracelet?”

“We don’t handle imitation jewelry, madam.”

“Imita—!” Karen’s mouth stayed open. Then she asked furiously, “What do you mean?”

“Both these pieces are paste.”

“Paste? They can’t be! They were a gift from—”

The jeweler shrugged. “Try any jeweler in town. They’ll all tell you the same thing.”

Karen snatched the three pieces back and stalked out. But the man had been telling the truth. Three other jewelers declared the bracelet and necklace to be worthless paste, and the three-carat diamond flawed. In the end, she let the ring go for six hundred and fifty dollars.

Walking back to the junkyard, Karen boiled. All these years, her mother had cherished those jewels in tearful memory of her dear, departed Bradley Gibson. And he had simply cheated her, cynically aware that she was too ignorant to know the difference. Typical male trick, Karen thought bitterly. Well, it served Mama right.…

Suddenly it struck her. What were they going to do about ransoming Leslie from those cutthroats now?

Karen ran the rest of the way to the junkyard.

Reid listened to her tale of woe in grim silence.

“I’m sorry, Karen. We’re in trouble, all right. More than money trouble. I bought a morning paper. Look.”

A three-column photograph of him stretched across the front page. The accompanying story read:

GREENGROVE, TEX. (Special to the Times)—Reid Rance, Greengrove tourist guide suspected of seeking to elope with 17-year-old Leslie Gibson, yesterday made a daring daylight escape from the Greengrove police. Miss Gibson, heiress to the N.R. Gibson fortune, has been missing in Mexico for three days. Her whereabouts are still unknown.

In engineering his breakout from police custody, Rance is believed to have forced Karen Frankel, the missing heiress’s half sister, to help him. Miss Frankel has not been seen since she went downtown yesterday to shop.

“There is no question in my mind that Rance overpowered Miss Frankel,” Chief of Police Turner said. “He forced her to accompany him in her black 1947 Cadillac, Texas Plate Number MK-4 29213. It is my further belief that he forced Miss Frankel to open her mother’s bedroom safe and take jewels valued at $40,000, also a .32 revolver.

The tourist guide and his alleged abduction victim are expected to head for Mexico, where Leslie Gibson is believed to be hiding. U.S. and Mexican border authorities have been alerted. Rance is now armed and presumed to be dangerous.

Karen sat staring through the windshield at the wasteland of twisted metal. Her eyelids burned and her throat ached. Something nudged her, and she saw that it was Reid offering her his handkerchief. She started to push his hand away, changed her mind, took the handkerchief and blew her nose.

“You think they’d let her go for six hundred and fifty dollars, Reid?” she snuffled. “That’s what I got for the ring. Or wait, I’ve got three hundred more … though we need some money for expenses—”

“Not a chance,” Reid said. “Delgado said ten thousand; he meant ten thousand. They’d just take the money, kill Leslie, and maybe you and me in the bargain. They might do it even if we had ten thousand. I’ll have to get her back without money.”

“How do we get across the border now?”

“We can’t. I probably can, alone.”

“No!”

“Listen, Karen, they’re looking for two people now. And when those Laredo jewelers get around to reading the paper, they’ll undoubtedly report your attempt to sell the jewelry. That would pin us down here. There might even be roadblocks.”

“I’m in this up to my neck,” Karen said quietly. “This was all my idea, remember? And there’s Leslie to consider. Tell me what to do, Reid, and I’ll do it.”

He studied her for a moment. Then he said, “We’ll have to steal a car and ditch this one. That’s for openers.”

She swallowed. “All right.”

“Start driving. Keep your eyes open for a couple who resemble us, at least superficially.”

She started the engine.

“And give me the gun, Karen. I’ll need it.”

Numbly, she took the gun from her purse and handed it to him. Her original reason for taking it seemed ludicrous now.


Eight

She drove south down Highway 83 while Reid scanned the road ahead through a small pair of field glasses Karen had had in her bag. They were south of Zapata, passing a Humble station, when he said: “Slow down. That couple in the two-tone Chewy at the pumps … if he only has blue eyes—” He raised the glasses, nodded. “He has. Step on it.”

Two miles out they set the stage. Reid worked the jack under the back bumper and Karen waved down the approaching Chewy, feeling butterflies in her stomach. The Chewy slowed and pulled onto the shoulder thirty feet ahead. She ran over to the driver’s side and asked: “Do you happen to have a lug wrench? My husband—”

Reid’s voice came like chipped ice from the other side: “Reach down and turn off your engine. Then hand me your keys and slide over.”

He was pointing the gun at the woman. The man’s face turned gray. He complied immediately.

“Get in the driver’s seat,” Reid told Karen.

Karen slid behind the wheel, smelling the sweat of fear from the man at her side. Reid opened the other door. He said to the woman: “You’ll come with me.”

The man stiffened. “Don’t! Please—”

“Relax,” said Reid. “We’ll just get both cars off the road. Your wife rides with me and this young lady rides with you. Nobody gets hurt. Fair enough?”

The man slumped. “Go with him, Mary. Do what he says.”

Karen started the Chewy engine, waited until Reid and the other woman passed in the Cadillac and swung in behind. Reid turned onto a track that led through a cotton field, and Karen followed.

The man pulled out his handkerchief and mopped his face. “What … what’s he going to do with us, miss?”

She felt sorry for the sweating man. “Nothing, if you don’t make trouble.”

“My God, he’s welcome to whatever I’ve got. The car’s insured. The money … I’ve got fifty-some dollars on me. I won’t give him any argument. Will you tell him that?”

She nodded, and the man seemed to feel better. The Cadillac stopped behind the high bank of an irrigation canal and Karen pulled up behind it. Reid got out and motioned them forward. He had put the gun in his pocket.

“I need your car and your identification. I’ve explained the reason to your wife, and she’s willing. You can say no and go free, but a girl may die if you do.”

“A girl?” The man looked wide-eyed at Karen. “You—”

“My kid sister,” said Karen. “They’re holding her in Mexico. We’ve got to get her back without telling the police.”

The man exclaimed, “Leslie Gibson! I heard about her, but I thought she was running away with some guy—” He looked quickly at Reid, then at Karen. “You’re going on his word?”

“I believe him.”

“I do, too, Bill,” said the man’s wife. “He’s no criminal.”

The man reached inside his coat and took out his wallet. “I guess the papers can be replaced. And the car. Anyway—” He gave Reid a lopsided smile—“you convinced my wife, Rance, so at least I won’t catch hell from her.”

Reid took the papers, glanced over them swiftly, stuffed them in his pocket.

“Can you wait twenty-four hours before reporting this? There’s no reason why you should—but we need the time. I give you my word—it’s all I can give you right now—that you won’t lose a penny by any of this.”

The man hesitated. Then he smiled and stuck out his hand. “Good luck! You have our address. I’d like to hear how it all comes out.”

Reid shuffled through the papers as Karen drove the Chewy down the palm-lined highway.

“We’ll cross at Brownsville,” he said. “We’re from Dallas. Been married seven years. My name is William P. Streeter, I’m an engineer, and I’m thirty-four. You’re Mary, maiden name Phillips—with two l’s—twenty-nine years old. Now run through it.”

“We’re from Dallas, married seven years. You’re William P. Streeter, engineer, thirty-four. I’m Mary Streeter, nee Phillips, aged twenty-nine.”

“You carry your age well.”

Her lips tightened. “Reid, how can you be so flippant?”

“Bill. Keep calling me that. We’re taking a second honeymoon in Mexico to recapture that old magic. Got it?”

“Yes … Bill.”

“And try to look like a woman looking forward to it.” He grinned.

Karen felt herself flush all over. I won’t answer when he talks like that, she told herself. Second honeymoon.… Her nerves were screaming by the time they reached Brownsville.

Reid put the gun in her purse. “Keep that in your hands and don’t get too far away from me. If I grab for it, that means we’re in trouble, and you’re to let go of it and run like hell. Do you understand?”

She nodded, not trusting her voice.

In the immigration office she found no difficulty obeying his warning to keep silent. She could only admire the way Reid handled it; he was the most confused and ignorant tourist the Mexican officials had ever seen. He spoke no Spanish and he could not understand their English. He went over to the wrong desks, produced the wrong papers, and insisted on reading every word of the documents he was asked to sign. Finally, when it became apparent that this idiotic norteamericano was tying up international traffic, they were rushed through by a young man who spoke perfect English and who looked relieved as they drove away.

She felt better when they were rolling across the hot brush-covered flatland south of Matamoros. She tightened up again when Reid remarked thoughtfully that they probably should switch cars again, since the Streeters might change their minds about reporting the theft.

But Karen relaxed again when he said: “On second thought, that’s sure to pinpoint us. We’ll hang on to the car we have and trust the Streeters to keep their word.”

He drove. Karen, tiring of the ugly unchanging view, curled up beside him and dozed.

It was dark when they reached El Mante. Reid checked into a second-class Mexican hotel where, he said, they were not likely to meet gregarious fellow-tourists. In the hotel room, she said accusingly, “There’s only one bed!”

He nodded, yawned and began to unbutton his shirt.

“You’d better get used to this, Karen. We’re stuck in this husband-and-wife routine. I’ll get twin beds where I can. But we’ll have to use the same room. I’m not going to do anything to you you don’t want me to do. Which side of the bed do you prefer—the left or the right?”

“I’ll sleep on the floor!”

He shrugged. “I hope you’re immune to scorpion stings.”

She stood there biting her lip. After all, he hadn’t wanted her to come—she’d forced herself on him.… She’d have to make the best of a bad deal.

She watched him peel the shirt off his bare chest. A prickly heat was climbing her legs. Then he got up to go to the bureau, and she saw the discolored bandage on his back.

“When did you get hurt?” Karen cried.

He looked over his shoulder. “I was stabbed. I told you.”

“Yes, but I had no idea.…” She tossed her purse on the bed. “Sit down and let me look at that!”

He gasped as she peeled off the tape. The wound was fiery red at the edge, purple at the center. She probed it gently with a forefinger and a yellow pus oozed out.

“It’s infected. You’ll have to see a doctor.”

“No.”

“Now listen, Reid, I can’t have you getting sick on me and leaving me with all the responsibility—”

“Karen, I may be wanted for murder here in Mexico. I can’t risk a doctor.”

In the end, they compromised. She went with him to a drugstore, where the pharmacist gave him a shot of penicillin and sold him sixty-pesos’ worth of antibiotic pills for a hundred pesos. The man asked no questions.

“He thinks I’m venereal.” Reid laughed when they were outside. “You’d better be careful, cara mia.”

She flushed only a little this time. Could it be that she was getting used to his suggestive remarks?

The shot had made him drowsy by the time they got back to the hotel room, and he fell asleep fully dressed on the bedcovers. Karen stole out and struggled through a Spanish menu; she found the food spicy but edible. When she returned to the room, Reid was twisting and turning, breathing noisily; his skin was doughy-looking and moist. She looked down at him. Should she undress him and put him under the covers? The thought brought another tide of warmth to her legs. She eased the blanket out from under him and covered him with it. She lay down beside him, but on top of the covers and without removing her clothes.

A groan awakened her. “Water … water?”

She rolled off the bed and fetched a glass of water from the bathroom. She had to lift his head to help him drink. His skin was now dry and burning.

“Can you see any ships?” he asked in a loud, belligerent voice.

“Ships?” He was delirious. “Yes, Reid, they’re coming,” Karen said softly. “Go back to sleep—”

He clutched her hand. “Leslie, don’t go.”

Karen froze. Leslie … who got everything she wanted. Was it possible that Leslie and Reid …?

She could not sleep. She sank into the chair and watched the jump and fall of his chest, listened to his snuffly breathing. Even in sleep, and ill, he looked … what? trustworthy? strong?… manly, that was it. The way a man should look … ideally. What nonsense! she thought. I’m going on like a smitten teenager. And she wondered why her defenses were down. Perhaps it was because he was so helpless.

Karen went over to the bed and felt his forehead softly, and it seemed to her that it was not so feverish; it was getting damp—the fever was breaking. She brushed his hair back for a moment, that silly-looking strawberry blond hair with the Indian black roots, and caught herself smiling.

She went back to the chair.

No, Leslie would be too bold, too cocky, too callow for a man like Reid. He would prefer to take the initiative, even battle for what he wanted.…

The thought was peace-inducing, and Karen closed her eyes.

Karen opened her eyes to the sound of Reid’s voice calling her name. To her astonishment, he was out of bed, in fresh clothes, haggard but clear-eyed. Gray daylight filled the gray room.

“Reid!” She sprang out of the chair. “How do you feel?”

“Better,” he said. “Is it something I dreamed, or was I out of my head for a while last night?”

“You were a little delirious.”

“Did I say anything stupid?” he asked quickly.

“You were talking to Leslie.”

“Oh,” he said, and turned to the bed.

Karen stretched her aching body. Then she noticed that the bed was littered with scraps of newspaper.

“What’s all that, Reid?”

“I’ve been making a decoy.” He picked up one of the five packages lying on the bed. It was about four inches thick and he had wrapped it in tough brown paper and tied it with strong cord. “Five packets of paper cut to U.S. bill size, with a genuine ten-dollar bill top and bottom of each packet. They’ll find out they’ve been had if they cut the cords and unwrap the packages, of course, but I’m hoping their pickup man will simply grab and run. By the way, I had to dip into your fund of cash for the decoy bills.”

She made an impatient gesture. “How will all this get Leslie back?”

“When the pickup man makes a beeline for their hideout, I aim to be right on his tail.”

At one P.M., Karen lay on her stomach behind a white-flowering bush and looked down on the ghost town of Sangre de Cristo—a hundred acres of crumbling stone walls; some, patched with rust-red adobe; others, overgrown with scrawny vines. Saguaros thrust up here and there like the remains of a stockade; magueys spread their huge fleshy leaves over the rubble. A goat blatted somewhere in the distance, but there was no sign of human life.

“What happened to the people?” Karen asked Reid.

“Gold and silver played out a hundred years ago, a flood did the rest. The old church is there by the river.”

He pointed to a flat plain which had been left by a bend in the river. Inside a walled rectangle stood the roofless church, larger than the railroad station in Greengrove. Karen raised the field glasses. The floor was littered with rubble from the fallen roof. Empty wall niches gaped back at her like empty eye sockets. The murals were grime-streaked and faded.

“When were you supposed to leave the ransom?”

“There was no time set. Delgado’s probably had a man watching the church twenty-four hours a day.” She felt his hand squeeze her shoulder. “I’ll go down and leave the bait. If anyone goes in, “try to spot which direction they come from. And don’t move from here—that’s an order.”

He was gone, and Karen was very much alone. Ten minutes later, she saw Reid go slowly into the church with the shopping bag. A moment later, he reappeared empty-handed and ducked in among the willows that bordered the stream. Soon afterward, she heard the whine of the Chevrolet’s starter. Karen knew he would drive away, hide the car, and come on foot to rejoin her.

A half hour went by.

Suddenly Karen remembered that somewhere nearby one of the murderous gang was watching the church, too. The thought rippled her flesh; she felt her hands grow slick on the glasses and perspiration dampen her armpits.

Karen jumped a foot. Someone or something had broken out in a raucous, triumphant cry practically in her ear. She looked wildly around, her heart hammering. Reid, help me! But then the cry came again, and she looked up and saw a Mexican crow scolding her from a branch of the eucalyptus tree overhead.

“A-kaw! A-kaw! yourself, damn you,” Karen breathed fiercely … and jumped again at a scraping sound behind her. She whirled, and almost sobbed in relief. It was Reid.

“What’s the matter?” he asked quickly.

“Nothing,” Karen said. “Nobody’s gone in yet.” And damn him for having noticed!

He crawled up beside her and took the glasses. He scanned the ruins below for ten minutes.

“They’re being too cagey to suit me. And if they check those bundles right away and learn they’ve been had—”

“What will you do, Reid?”

“Grab the man who comes and make him tell where they’re hiding Leslie.”

“Make him … tell?” Karen repeated faintly.

He lowered the glasses not looking at her. He looked sad and angry. “You won’t have to watch.”

Almost an hour passed before Reid said softly, “Blackie.”

He handed Karen the glasses and pushed himself up. “You stay here, Karen.”

She watched him half run, half slide down the hill. Suddenly she could not remain where she was. She scrambled to her feet and followed him. Halfway down the hill she caught her dress on something and ripped it. She pulled away from the obstruction frantically, ran, stumbled, fell, skinned her hand, got up … somehow, years later, she reached the roofless ruins of the church.

Reid was holding a skinny, very dark Mexican pinned against the wall. At their feet lay the shopping bag and the five packets. One of the bundles had been ripped apart; its contents of bill-sized pieces of newspaper lay strewn over the rubble.

“Reid!” Karen gasped. “Oh, Reid.”

He did not turn, but she saw his jaw set angrily. “Didn’t I tell you to wait up there? But as long as you’re here—come here.”

She came forward bravely, forcing herself to stare at the ugly mustached face of the Mexican. The man leered at her and said something in Spanish.

“Càllate!” Reid snarled. “Karen, take the gun from me and hold it on him while I work him over. It’s your own fault if you have to watch.”

She took the gun and backed away, pointing it at the cowering Mexican. To her horror, Reid deliberately pressed his thumb into the Mexican’s right eye. She could see the eyeball begin to bulge under the lid. Her stomach flopped over.

“Reid!” she screamed.

Reid’s thumb came away. “It’s all right, Karen. I can’t scare him, anyway. He’s high on pot.”

Relief washed over her. Reid began to walk the man toward the entrance.

“What are you going to do now, Reid?” she asked apprehensively.

“Give him the water treatment. Come on and keep him covered.”

She followed, warning her knees not to give way. She had reported floods, fires, car wrecks, riots; she had seen people in pain, heard their screams. But …

When she got to the river, Reid was up to his knees in an eddy of clear water, holding the little man under, like a preacher baptizing a convert. The Mexican’s face was quite visible under the surface; bubbles streamed from his nostrils. His back was arched and he was kicking frantically.

Reid lifted him out. “Dónde está la güera?”

The little man coughed, choked, and spat out a sulphurous word. Reid plunged him back into the water.

Two minutes passed. The Mexican was thrashing like a hooked fish. His mouth opened.…

Karen gave a cry of relief as Reid hauled him out. The little man coughed and choked; water streamed from his nose and mouth. When he could finally talk, he gasped out one word:

“Zihuatanejo!”

They were going back toward the bank when it happened. Reid slipped on the wet rocks and lost his grip on the man’s arm. The Mexican tore free, leaped onto the bank, scrambled up the slope, and started running along the churchyard wall.

“Shoot, Karen!” Reid yelled.

She aimed the gun at the flapping legs. But something was wrong. She could not squeeze the trigger. She looked to see if the safety … yes, it was off.…

“Karen, stop him!”

She aimed again just as the man disappeared around the corner of the wall. The gun chose that moment to go off. There was a roar, and stone-dust flew six feet behind the spot where the man’s head had been.

Reid raced up, snatched the gun from her, dashed along the wall, and disappeared around the corner. Karen waited for the shot, but it never came. Reid returned ten minutes later gushing sweat. His clothes were torn and his arms were bleeding from long scratches.

“Lost him,” was all he said.

“I’m sorry,” Karen was flushed. “I … just couldn’t.”

He looked at her and turned on his heel and went into the church. He came out with the shopping bag and made for the road, unwrapping the packages as he strode along, pulling off the ten-dollar bills, letting the scraps of newspaper flutter away. She had to trot to keep up with him, and after awhile it annoyed her.

“All right, so I couldn’t kill the creature,” Karen panted. “Will you slow down! Do I have to bring you a scalp before you’ll talk to me? Anyway, you did find out where they’re holding Leslie. That Zihuat-something.”

Reid said nothing until they were in the car. When he did speak, it was with exasperating patience. “All we know is the name of the town. They’d hardly be holding Leslie prisoner in the main plaza of Zihuatanejo, do you think?”

“I’m sorry,” Karen said again, miserably. “How far away is it, Reid?”

“About a hundred and fifty miles north of Acapulco. It’s wild country. Only one road leading in, and that was torn up by a flood not long ago. They’ve probably got her hidden in the bush. It may take us days to find out where, while Blackie will get there as the crow flies.” He started the engine, glanced down at her. “You know what a Mexican kidnaper does when his ransom attempt fails?”

“Sometimes—” she licked her dry lips “—sometimes they turn them loose, don’t they?”

He did not reply, and Karen shivered.

As he drove, she became conscious of the gun in her lap and she felt a helpless frustration curdle inside her.

He held out a hand. “Better let me have the gun, Karen. You aren’t going to use it.”

She gripped it tightly. “I will if they do anything to Leslie.”


Nine

Leslie woke up and peered through the lattice of split palm that formed the walls of her hut. The banana leaves were a bright green in the morning sun; papayas hung in golden clumps at the top of the trees; coco palms rattled in the morning breeze. A guacamayo flapped its iridescent green and blue wings and scolded from a nearby mango. Gu-wak-a! Gu-waaaak-a! Its screech cut through the heavy silence of the clearing like a machete. The three net hammocks with their lumped sleeping men swayed gently between the palms like cocoons.

Leslie lay back on her straw petate, thankful that so far she had had the hut to herself. Soon Felipe would prepare her breakfast: beans and tortillas, an orange, perhaps, an egg if he could find one. Felipe treated her with old-fashioned chivalry. She would have enjoyed it if she had not felt like a valuable captive animal which must not be allowed to damage itself.

How long ago had it been when Reid was struck down in the thicket because of her stupidity? First, there was the long drive—all that night, and all the next day and half the night again. Then the boat ride up the river to the waterfall in the foothills of the mountains., Then the trek to this clearing. And six days here.

Eight in all.

Leslie had no idea where she was, only that it was near the sea because sometimes a breeze brought the scent of salt, and sea food was plentiful: red clams, oysters and some stunted relative of the abalone. Once Felipe brought her a live spiny lobster and dropped it into boiling water; the tail was delicious. She could not say the same for the chopped octopus he prepared with lime juice and onions. And there were always coconuts, papayas, bananas, mangoes, squash, plantain. Meat seemed restricted to horrors like the baby iguana Felipe held up for her with the air of offering a gourmet’s pièce de résistance, or the little armadillo he captured alive which tried pathetically to hide inside its useless armor.

Felipe was a dark, curly-headed boy only a few years older than Leslie. His onyx eyes and broad arched nose were pure Indian. He had made it clear to her that he was not flojo, not a bum, like the others. This hut had been his home, these trees, his source of livelihood. Every other day, Felipe would load his two burros with bananas and plantains and then disappear down the path to the river. In the afternoons, he would return with his baskets empty, so she knew there must be a village not too far away.

She was watched night and day.

Felipe was the only one of the gang with a proper name. The others were all called by nicknames, like Mexican versions of Damon Runyon characters. El Mono, the monkey, fancied himself a girl-pleaser; he had flirted with her the first two days and played his guitar for her at the fire. On the third night, she had awakened in her hut to the depredations of his hands, busy at her clothing. Her nails had scored his face; her screams had brought Felipe swiftly, his machete a red glitter in the lantern light. He had backed Mono against the center post and spoken in cold Spanish whispers while the point of his blade dimpled the other’s shrinking bare belly. Since then, Mono had been sullen. He kept staring at her and puffing his acrid cigarettes.

The smell of pot sickened Leslie now; she wished she had never heard of marijuana. She remembered the horror of that night in the thicket: the weird sensation of being suddenly cut off from her own body, then the terror, the futile attempt to run, the brutal hands which told her eloquently that she was a prisoner.…

There was another man, a skinny little devil, whose name, Felipe had told her, meant Dirty Face. The name suited him. He had very dark skin, a tangle of sooty hair, and a straggling mustache. He had gone away three days ago; Leslie was glad to see the last of that sly, wrinkled face.

Then there was El Gato, the Cat; and this one, too, was well named. He walked with controlled violence, like a leopard. Sometimes the name El Gordo, the Fat One, would come up in conversation, and El Gato would curse, seize his machete, and bury its blade in the bole of the nearest palm. Leslie gathered that El Gordo was the cab-driver she had last seen lying dead at Reid Rance’s feet; he had been El Gato’s brother, and the Cat burned for revenge. He too was a marijuana; he would smoke in a smoldering silence, then suddenly break out in a volcano of curses, and, just as abruptly, fall silent again. Once he had glided toward her hut, and the others had promptly borne him to the ground. Only the mention of another name, Delgado, had caused him finally to turn away.

Delgado was mentioned often, with awe. She had only glimpsed the gang’s chieftain when he had clubbed Reid from behind. Delgado had been in the thicket that first night, but the night had been dark and she had been blinded with fear. She remembered nothing about him but a hollow, inhuman voice.

The days would have been intolerable except for Felipe’s passionate desire to learn English. He owned an ancient textbook—its ragged cover showed a Mexican and an American shaking hands across the Rio Grande. The American wore a straw hat with a string attached to his collar. From time to time Felipe would approach her, his face tortured with effort and wring from himself an English sentence. Our automobile has a broken tire or I gets up very early this morning. Got, Leslie would say, I got up very early this morning. He would practice until she conferred her approval, and then his white teeth would flash in an anguished smile. When he learned the English, he said, he would become rich. All rich people had the English.

On days when Felipe did not go to the village, he would escort Leslie to the waterfall, standing guard in the path until she had finished bathing. She had come to think of him as simpático. But even Felipe had his limits. When she tried to find out why they were holding her, he would say only that she would not be harmed, that she would be soon freed. Lately he had frowned when he said it, as though he were no longer certain.

Today she would bathe in the waterfall and get rid of this sticky feeling. And she would ask Felipe to help her escape.

There was an egg for breakfast, pale-yolked, with beans and a diced papaya. She found the food tasteless this morning.

When Felipe came to take away her plate, he asked:

“You—” He made the tortured gurgle that meant he was searching for a word. “You … bath today?”

“Bathe. Yes, Felipe, whenever you’re ready.”

He returned leading a burro, a woven hemp riding pad over its back, She would have preferred to walk, but Felipe seemed to enjoy having her ride his beast. And that morning she wanted to please him.

At the waterfall she dismounted and Felipe backed off. She walked to the edge of the rocky pool, pulled off her now-gray cashmere sweater, unwrapped her faded skirt, stepped out of her panties, and laid the garments in shallow water, weighting them with a rock. She shivered as she waded into the waist-deep water; according to Felipe, it traveled a full mile down from the mountains. She stepped under the cascade that poured from a split in the rocks twenty-five feet over her head; she had to stand with her legs wide apart to keep from being knocked over. Her flesh quickly numbed. It was better than a massage; she could feel a quickening surge in her veins. She let the stream beat against her chest, stomach and thighs for a while, then waded into calm water and lathered herself with the gritty brown soap Felipe provided. Rinsing herself, she took her clothes from the water and spread them on a rock, then stretched herself out beside them in the sun.

Nice, she thought, to be able to lie naked like this and not have to worry. On her second trip to the waterfall, she had glimpsed movement behind the broad-leaved plants that lined the pool. Felipe had brandished his machete when she told him.

“Next time you call me. I drive them off,” he told her.

There was something overdone about his indignation.

“So you can look alone?”

His face had darkened in confusion.

“The burro wandered,” he mumbled. “I could not help—”

“When a woman wishes to be seen naked she will show herself,” Leslie had told him in a stern voice. “Only an animal peeps from hiding.”

He had looked at her abjectly. “I will tie the burro better next time, Señorita. And I will keep the others away.”

Since then he had stood watch on the path.

Leslie’s clothes had dried. She dressed and called Felipe.

He appeared with the burro and asked eagerly, “You feel yourself better?”

“I feel better, yes.” She made as if to get on the burro, then stopped. “You like to see me happy?”

He nodded. “I like for you to smile, Señorita.”

“Then take me with you to the village. Now, Felipe.”

He shook his head instantly. “I cannot do that.”

“Then I cannot smile.”

“But if I take you, I will get no money. And, without money, I cannot buy a car and become a taxi driver for the tourists in Acapulco. Cara Prieta—Blackie—brings the ransom tonight, and then you go free.” Tonight, Leslie thought, climbing on the burro. Then there was no need to escape. She wondered how Reid had handled it with her mother.

Back at the camp, Leslie awaited the evening impatiently. Felipe prepared a filet of red snapper and sugared plantain for her supper, but she could not eat.

It was nearly dark when Blackie stumbled into the light of the campfire, looking like a casualty of some battlefield. He talked with great rapidity, making the palms-up gesture of failure several times. When he finished, El Mono and El Gato looked Leslie’s way in a chilling manner. Felipe frowned at her and nodded his head very slightly in the direction of the hut. Leslie rose. Something had gone wrong. She might become a consolation prize.

She went to her hut and watched through the palm-leaf wall. The men sat talking in low, impassioned voices. Mono rolled a marijuana cigarette and passed it around. All smoked except Felipe. A strange silence fell over the group. Then Blackie said something which ended in a shrill giggle. El Mono got his guitar and began playing in an irregular rhythm, too fast or too slow. Leslie could see that they were high again. There was a dreadful joylessness in their gaiety.

Suddenly the guitar twanged a clashing chord and El Mono jumped up and started toward the hut. El Gato shouted something and El Mono whirled. The pair began to argue; Leslie heard Delgado’s name mentioned several times. El Mono grinned evilly and returned to the fire. He began to strum again as though nothing had happened. El Gato rose and glided into the darkness.

A few minutes later Felipe crept up beside her hut. He whispered that Blackie had met her tall gringo friend; there had been no money, only a trick; the tall one had tortured Blackie. The men had been furious. Felipe had feared they might kill her on the spot; but they decided not to touch her until they received new orders from Delgado. El Gato had gone to tell him the bad news. Felipe, meanwhile, was to go to the village to watch for the gringos. They were expected to appear, since Blackie had been forced to give the name of the town she was in while half-crazed from the water torture.

“They?” asked Leslie in a whisper. “He brought another man with him?”

“A woman,” Felipe muttered. “A pretty girl with black hair. She held the gun for the man.”

Karen! But why hadn’t Karen brought the ransom money? Was it possible their mother had refused to pay? No, there must be some other explanation.… Leslie held her left breast in both hands. Her heart was hammering so hard she was shaken by each beat.

“Felipe! What will you do if you see my friends in the village?”

“Return here and tell Mono and the others.” Felipe sighed. “I should run away to the mountains. There will be no money now for the car. I cannot become a taxi driver in Acapulco.”

“You could, you could,” whispered Leslie urgently, “if you take me to my friends. They will give you money!”

Felipe thought that over. “Delgado would kill me like a fly.”

“My friend would kill Delgado first. You know how he killed El Gordo?”

“Yes.” Felipe was silent. Then: “I will go to see If they have come.”

“Then you’ll help me, Felipe?”

“I will see.”

Leslie tried to concentrate. As long as she was in this nightmare, she had to pretend that it was really happening. Should she try to escape, or should she rely on Felipe and wait for him? Suppose Reid and Karen weren’t in the village? (And what would it be like when those maniacs, El Mono, Blackie and El Gato, came for her? But this possibility she froze out of her mind,)

Sleep was out of the question. She watched the two men at the fixe. El Mono played his guitar and sang heavy, sad tunes, occasionally throwing his head back and howling toward the treetops. Some time later, Blackie staggered to a hammock and, after three attempts, managed to curl up in it. El Mono stared into the fire, cigarette drooping from his lips, long dirty fingers brushing the strings. He leaned gradually to the left and finally fell on his side and stayed there. When Leslie rose from her peephole, the boy was stretched out, caressing the guitar and crooning to it as if it were a woman.

The next day was maddening. El Mono and Blackie smoked and smoked. Their knowing smiles knotted Leslie’s body. In the afternoon, a three-foot iguana blundered into camp, looking like some prehistoric monster which had wandered in out of its epoch. With casual skill, Mono flipped a noose over its head and jerked the ugly creature onto its back. Blackie ran forward with another rope, threw several loops around its legs, then tied the jaws together. Laughing like children, the pair built a big fire and boiled water in an old cutaway oil drum. When it was steaming like the waters of hell they dumped the iguana in alive. Leslie turned away gagging.

A half hour later El Mono ceremoniously offered her a coconut shell filled with iguana meat. Leslie ran behind her hut and retched. The smacking sounds of their feast kept her doubled over and gasping. The two men laughed so hard they fell on the ground.

Felipe returned in the late afternoon, looking grim and shaking his head. No gringos. But to Leslie his eyes said, Yes, they are here.

Leslie could have shrieked for joy. Instead, she rose and walked droopily out of the clearing, taking the path that led to the clump of bamboo which had been assigned to her for her private necessities. She waited a few minutes, then strolled back. Felipe was squatting beside the path, screened from the clearing by a stand of ferns.

She knelt beside him: “You saw them?”

Felipe looked over his shoulder. “I spoke with him.”

“Did you tell him—”

“I said nothing of you. I told him only to meet me at a certain place tonight.” He grimaced. “Ay carai, the man is strong. He grab me and try to make me tell more, but I free myself and run.” He pulled up his sleeve and showed her the bruises on his right biceps. “When I meet him you must be with me. If not, I think maybe he kill me.”

“I’m ready now,” whispered Leslie. “Oh, let’s go, Felipe, please!”

He shook his head negatively. “We go with the darkness. Say you are sick and would go early to bed. When you hear this song played on the guitar—” he hummed a tune “—leave the jacal and wait beside the path to the waterfall. I will come.”

She had no trouble successfully playing sick. El Mono and Blackie laughed as she staggered toward the hut clutching her stomach; she heard them telling Felipe with many cackles about the iguana. From the hut, she watched as they smoked marijuana and played their off-beat music. A half hour passed. Then Felipe said something to El Mono, who nodded and began to play Fe lipe’s tune. Leslie crawled through the slatted palms at the rear of the hut and circled the clearing. She had to wait ten interminable minutes before Felipe appeared with frantic gestures.

He kept hurrying her along during their flight to the waterfall. A hundred yards downstream, he waded swiftly into a cluster of canes and pulled out a small flat-bottomed boat with an outboard motor.

“We cannot use the motor,” he whispered. “We must float downstream.”

Leslie crouched in the bow while Felipe steered the boat with a short paddle from the stern. A dozen times they ran aground in the dark and she had to jump into the mud and push the boat off.

Hours later, it seemed, Felipe nosed the boat into the bank and said: “Here we can walk to the road.”

She struggled up the bank and followed him as he sped silently along. Twice, he had to stop while she disentangled herself from mangrove roots. Another time, she fell in muck and when she got up she could no longer see him.

“Felipe,” she whispered. There was no reply. She called in panic. “Felipe!”

She heard a grunt and started toward it. The water was knee-deep, and plants clutched at her legs with slimy fingers. She lost a shoe pulling free but decided there was no time to look for it. But she could not find Felipe.

It must be the wrong direction. Leslie turned back and then she saw the shadow waiting for her.

“Felipe!” She held out her hand gladly. “I’d better hang on to you—”

She saw then that it was not Felipe but El Gato. El Gato put his hand on her intimately and twisted her arm and propelled her up the path with derisive thrusts of his body, laughing all the while.

He yanked at her arm and she squealed with the pain. Then a bright light flashed in her face, blinding her. The light walked down her body like an animal and stopped at the ground before her feet. She could see now that the light was in the cadaverous hand of Delgado. In his left hand, for, in his right hand, he held a blackly glittering machete.

Leslie stared at the thing that lay on the ground between them and said, “Felipe,” but Felipe gave no answer. He lay on his stomach with his arms out at his side like a swan-diver’s; his head lay several feet away with the dark river of his blood between them. Leslie opened her mouth, but only a dry noise came out, like the cry of a beetle.

And then it seemed to her that a great many bees were humming far away.

The next sounds Leslie heard were the coughing of an outboard engine and a rush of water. She opened her eyes.

She was lying in the boat. El Gato was sitting in the bow making a hole of light in the darkness ahead with his flash. She turned her head. At the tiller sat the cadaver. Beside him squatted a woman in Mexican dress whose face was hidden by a dark shawl.

Delgado seemed to be looking at her. Leslie could not be sure because the sockets of his eyes seemed hollow. His lips moved and his hollow voice came out of his hollow chest.

“How much is your old lady worth, kid?”

Leslie looked around, but El Gato was intent on gouging holes in the night and the Mexican woman had not stirred. She turned back to gape at Delgado.

“You’re an American!”

“That was a long time ago,” said Delgado.

“An American!”

“A long time.” He laughed.

Leslie watched him pull the machete from underneath the seat and lay it across his corpselike knees. The machete was patchy with Felipe’s blood. The face above it was deader than Felipe’s. Delgado hasn’t been anything for a long time, Leslie thought mechanically.

“I asked you a question, kid.”

“I don’t know exactly,” Leslie said.

“You got any idea why she wouldn’t pay a lousy few grand to get you back alive?”

“No. It’s not possible. There’s something terribly wrong. She’ll pay.”

“You better hope she does. One other thing. Did Felipe spot your boy friend in the village?”

“No,” Leslie said a little too quickly.

There was no time to prepare; yet she saw the action in minute detail as if this was all a film and she was watching it in slow motion. His hand came out. It was just bones covered with bloody skin. There were six fat hairs on the knuckle-to-first joint section of the middle finger. All his fingernails were torn. This was his left hand and it took hold of her hair and pulled up gently and she saw the machete come up in his right hand and come down, all very gently. That was all she saw because she fell back then in the boat.


Ten

Reid waited under the big banyan. The half-mile-long beach was deserted except for a few pigs rooting in the sand behind a sea-food restaurant. A silent juke box on a dance floor reflected the pale light of a gibbous moon.

He kept staring out over the long line of surf to the crawling waters of the bay. A light showed between two jutting ridges that all but pinched the bay off from the sea, but that was on a rock far out. Another light bobbed over the stubby charter boats clustered about the concrete jetty like the pigs behind the restaurant. And there were lights in the resort hotels along the eastern shore of the bay. But that was it.

Reid did not expect Felipe to come at all now. It was three in the morning; the Mex had said before midnight. But what else was there to do?

A foot scraped on the terrace of the Bel Mar Hotel. But it was Karen, wearing a beachcoat over the shorts and halter she had worn since her arrival. He stepped out from under the tree.

“He’s not coming, Karen.”

“Is there any chance he really knew where Leslie is?”

Reid nodded, studying her drawn face in the dead light. Karen had certainly changed. She had shrugged the chip off her shoulder, dropped her false-face of masculinity. She no longer opposed him for opposition’s sake; there was the inkling of a partnership, even a touch of tenderness when she changed the dressings on his healing wound.

They had hardly slept since leaving the ruined church in Sangre de Cristo. It had been a thirty-hour drive down to the Pacific Coast village of Zihuatanejo, whose only connection with the world was a landing strip and a hundred and fifty miles of hurricane-devastated highway which passed through villages still buried in sand. The last fifty miles were unpaved, gullied by the rains and rutted by banana trucks.

How to begin looking for Leslie had been a question still unresolved on their arrival in Zihuatanejo. Then Reid worked something out. El Mono and Blackie were marijuanos; if they had contacts here, the contacts might also be smokers.

Cautious inquiries had turned up the information that all mota connections in the area led to soldiers. It was said that many of the soldados smoked. Reid had lounged across the street from the barracks and after watching the men drowsing on the steps and plodding sleepy-eyed along the beach, he knew it was true.

The only thing was, he could not approach them. Their lieutenant was a clear-eyed young officer with a .45 on his hip. And Reid had overheard him speaking excellent English to the Americans who flew in from Acapulco and Mexico City. The lieutenant was the only law there was in this back country, and his eyes and his .45 made a forbidding combination. Reid kept out of his way.

So he had had no recourse but to begin a search of houses in and about the village. He and Karen strolled the streets hand in hand like lovers, tense with the knowledge that they were walking targets. And then they had been accosted by the little Mexican, Felipe.…

Reid slipped his arm about Karen’s waist. She went iron-hard for only a moment. Then she became all softness again, and he began to walk her back to the hotel. He was very conscious of her hip against his thigh.

“He knew, all right. It’s possible he couldn’t make it tonight. In which case, he may try again tomorrow. If he does, we’ll set a trap for him.”

Karen came to the slightest pause as they reached the door of their room, looking up at him. But when he smiled, she nodded and went into the room. He heard the key turn over.

Reid slung a hammock before the door. He had borrowed it from the hotel manager with the explanation that he liked to sleep in the open. The manager had naturally looked incredulous; they were registered as man and wife. But then he had shrugged and gone for the hammock. Who could say what went on in the head of a crazy American?

The hammock had been a security measure as well. But it was chiefly because of Karen’s embarrassment each time they had had to share a room in their man-wife masquerade.

Reid got into the hammock, arranged the netting around his head, and fell asleep with his hand on the .32 in his belt.

The following morning Reid rented a house. It was a beach house on a narrow strip of sand a quarter of a mile from the village proper, separated from the main beach by a shallow river and a rocky headland thrusting into the sea.

The house had blackened walls, a tile roof, and two tiny rooms containing a table, two stools, a two-burner kerosene stove, and two canvas Mexican beds swathed in mosquito netting. Conch shells lay in a line before the house; bleached, half-covered by sand, they looked like the bones of the long-dead.

He went over the plan with Karen and then climbed the cliff behind the house. He crept out on an overhanging rock covered with brush and hexagon cactus, searched the ground for scorpions, lay down on his stomach.

He could see the entire bay through the field glasses.

Their own beach was a yellow ribbon of sand dotted with black rocks that looked like seals in the sun. To the east, a barrier of rock isolated them from the crescent beach that served the Hotel Irma. Further east, a pebble beach ended in a sheer cliff, the height of a five-story building. Then came the two-mile-long ribbon of Las Moscas Beach, anchored at one end by the Hotel Catalina and at the other by more cliffs. It was early; only a few fishermen were out, casting their nets in shallow water.

Reid saw Karen come out of the house with a blanket and a bottle of lotion and stroll down the narrow beach a bit. She threw the blanket on the sand, smoothed it out, sat down, daubed herself with the lotion, then set the lotion aside, stretched out on her stomach and unfastened her halter. Her golden back lay exposed to the coccyx.

That ought to do it, Reid thought. In Mexico or anywhere else, for that matter. It was a mighty pleasant sight, mighty pleasant.

He laid the .32 on the rock. He could not hope for accuracy at this distance, but it beat throwing stones.

Not a soul showed up until nine o’clock, when half a dozen boys romped onto the beach and began playing soccer. Karen adjusted her halter, got up, and went into the house. When the boys left, some schoolgirls appeared and dashed into the water with their clothes on. Reid watched them for a while. The sun climbed. Perspiration soaked his shirt.

The schoolgirls left, and Karen reappeared. She was still in shorts and halter, but she had put on the enormous floppy hat he had bought her in Acapulco. She began strolling up and down the beach, stooping idly now and then to pick up a shall.

At noon, Reid ate the canned beef and biscuit he had brought with him.

For the next three hours, the beach was deserted except for Karen, who had borrowed a book from the hotel and lain down under a palm-leaf shelter to read. Her body looked relaxed, but he noticed that she was chain-smoking. He found himself wishing she would stop.

Suddenly, a figure appeared on the rocks at the western end of the beach and climbed down. Reid’s stomach tightened. It was the lieutenant of the soldiers.

The officer strode briskly along the hard-packed sand, his .45 slapping against his hip. Reid watched him with welling anxiety. He stopped before Karen, saluted impeccably, and through the glass Reid saw his lips move. After a moment Karen laid aside her book and got to her feet, saying something. The lieutenant saluted again with great courtesy and began to follow her. Karen walked rather quickly back to the beach house and the soldier went inside with her.

Reid waited nervously.

Five minutes later the lieutenant came out and strode off toward the village. A moment later Karen appeared in the doorway. Without looking toward the cliff she held her hand close to her stomach, and with her thumb and forefinger formed a circle. All okay.

Reid relaxed. He watched her stroll to the rocks at the end of the beach, climb them, and disappear from view.

Five minutes later, her voice said behind him: “The lieutenant wanted to see our papers.” She was standing on the path looking out to sea.

“That’s all we need,” he said, without turning. “To have the army on our backs! What did you do?”

“I showed him mine and said you were out exploring. He was very polite. Said there was no hurry, you could bring them in any time this afternoon.”

Reid chewed this over; he looked eighty years old. “Maybe he’ll forget. You’d better get back. No, wait.” He knuckled his eyes. “Our man may be afraid to show himself in daylight. When it gets dark, light the kerosene lamp and turn it down for just a second every ten minutes. That way I’ll know he hasn’t sneaked in the back way.”

“All right,” Karen said. He heard the retreating scrape of her sandals.

Toward sunset, the beach came alive. A pair of skin divers swam past, snorkels whooshing, vanishing from time to time with a flash of swimfins. Charter boats returned from the sea; people collected on the jetty to examine the catch. Full darkness saw the arrival of strolling lovers; trolling fishermen began to spread out over the bay; their lanterns bobbed on the swell. Reid watched the lamplit patch of sand before the house, feeling relief each time the light dimmed and brightened. The moon climbed in the east, casting black shadows on the sand. Reid tried to loosen up. If something didn’t happen soon.…

He braced himself. One of the beach strollers had stopped five yards from the house. A flash of white, a tinkle of glass and the man started running away. Reid jumped up, stumbled, cursed his stiffened joints, and scrambled down the cliff. He reached the beach just as the man was pushing a boat out through the surf. Reid heard the sputter of an outboard, fired the .32 and missed. He ran into the surf and fired again, but the boat was almost out of range. And there were only three cartridges left in the gun. Raging, Reid watched the craft scud between the rocks and head south in the open sea at full speed.

A boat, a boat, he thought. He raced for the house. Karen.…

Karen stood, dazed in the lamplight. She tried to speak, failed, and pointed to a sheet of crumpled newspaper on the floor, evidently the wrapping for a group of objects lying on and near it that the fleeing man had thrown through the window. Reid knelt to examine them.

The objects were: a small rock, a swatch of rich chestnut hair—Leslie’s, unmistakably, a note … and a human finger.

It was a female finger, a little finger, which had been severed neatly at the second joint. The flesh had retracted from the bone and was lightly spattered with dried bloodstains. Circling it, was the birthstone ring Reid had seen last on Leslie’s little finger.

Blindly, Reid picked up the note and smoothed out the dirty piece of paper:

Get the dough from her old lady. Every day it goes higher. Now it’s $15,000. Two days from now it’s $20,000. And every day, I will send you another finger.

Reid got to his feet. His voice sounded very strange. “I’m going after him.”

Karen was in shock; he had to take her arm and haul her along the sand, over the rocks, onto the main beach. Halfway to the jetty Karen fell to her knees, sobbing.

“It’s too much, Reid. I can’t take any more.”

He leaned over her. “All right. You wait in the hotel.”

“Reid, please. Let’s wire Mama—have her send the moneys. What good are we doing? Let’s put this in the hands of the Mexican authorities. We’ve got enough proof—this note, the ringer—”

Karen shuddered and hugged herself as if she were cold. Reid pulled her to her feet. She was limp; he had to half carry her.

“Karen, you’ve got to believe me. I know these people. If we invite the Mexican law in, it will only get Leslie killed before she can be rescued.”

“How can you be so sure they’d kill her?”

“These men are marijuanos. They’re in a constant state of detachment from reality. Killing means nothing to them—no more than cutting off the finger. It would be like acting in a movie. All but Delgado—he’s something else again. But he wouldn’t hesitate, either, if he’s threatened.”

She shook him off suddenly. “All right. I’m coming with you.”

He looked at her tearstained face. It was set hard.

“Then come on. Run!”

At the end of the jetty sat a group of Mexicans, smoking. Reid pointed to a fast-looking diesel launch named Margarita.

“De quién es?”

A small man got to his feet, tossed a cigarette into the water, and sauntered to the edge of the jetty. He peered at the boat as though he had never seen it before.

“I am the owner,” he said in Spanish. “Where do you wish to go?”

“Out to sea,” said Reid, waving.

“Si, mañana.”

“Right now!”

The man shook his head. Reid pulled out a wad of U.S. currency. It came to about a hundred dollars. The man shuffled through it, shoved it into his pants pocket, and untied the line.

Reid shoved Karen aboard, leaped to the wheel and pulled on the starter. The engine sputtered and caught and the owner gave an angry yell as the Margarita roared off without him.

They were only a few yards out when a spotlight stabbed Reid from shore. He glanced over his shoulder and saw the silhouette of a jeep, alive with helmeted men, parked at the end of the jetty. A splinter of wood flew from the cabin and he heard the crack of a .45.

“Get down!” he shouted to Karen.

She seemed frozen. More wood spattered, accompanied by the bark of rifle fire. Reid tripped her roughly to the deck and crouched as low as he could at the wheel. More bullets struck the boat. A splinter of wood gouged his forearm. Reid jerked it out and looked back. The soldados had stopped shooting and were piling into a launch.

He slipped the boat between the rocks and headed for the sea. To starboard, black water stretched emptily to Japan. He felt the old grip of fear and fought to shake it off.

Two miles down the rocky coast Reid caught sight of the outboard. It looked like a little dark chip, floating on the choppy sea—bobbing, disappearing, then bobbing up again. It hugged the coast just outside the breaker line. Reid estimated that he would need five miles more to overtake it.

Reid shook his head and turned to Karen, who was standing beside him, her black hair tumbling in the wind. “Go into the bow and watch him through the glasses. Sing out the moment he heads in to shore.”

Karen scrambled for the bow. He glanced back. The launchful of soldiers was four hundred yards behind, riding low in the water and not gaining. A Mexican standoff, Reid thought with a sour grin. Rifles were going off in the other launch; they sounded like faint firecrackers and twinkled like fireflies. A bullet thunked somewhere in the Margarita’s hull, close by, and his back began to itch. He was glad that the cabin was between the pursuing launch and Karen.

“He’s pulling in!” Karen cried.

Reid peered ahead and indulged in some fancy Texas profanity. The outboard he was chasing had darted into what appeared to be an inaccessible lagoon. It was cut off from the sea by toothy rocks that chewed the surf into pulpy fragments. The shallow-draft outboard had managed to get over, but the Margarita drew at least three feet of water.…

“Come here, Karen!” Reid shouted. “Show me exactly where and how he went in. And keep down!”

She came running back in a crouch and jabbed toward a low point in the rocky wall. Three waves crashed and broke there, but the fourth went over in a sheet. He eased up to the gap, and fought with engines reversed to keep from smashing the hull, praying for a wave big enough to carry him over and into the lagoon. The soldiers’ launch drew nearer; a bullet splintered a spoke of the steering wheel. Karen hit the deck without being told. Reid, wishing he could join her there, gripped the wheel and looked around. The sea was mounding up behind him; a giant was coming. Behind it the sea stretched flat. It was now or never.

He aimed the keel carefully to pass through the lowest point of the barrier. The boat began to lift, and he gunned his engine to stay precisely with the crest of the wave. As they went through he heard a monstrous scraping sound. The Margarita shuddered under his feet and careened almost onto its side. And then they were in the lagoon.

“You made it!” Karen screamed.

Reid grinned, not sourly this time, and steered straight for the black hole in the jungle that marked the river’s mouth.

Then Karen was shrieking, “Reid, they’re coming over! They’re coming over, too!”

Reid glanced back quickly. He saw the cruiser heave up, smash down with a thundering thump, then lift again. After it smashed down the second time, it stayed down, stuck. Helmeted figures began splashing into the lagoon.

They were a mere hundred yards upriver when the Margarita stopped with an impact that slammed him against the wheel. Reid reversed the engines with no effect. The launch began to settle fast. He took a look into the cabin and caught the sheen of water on the floor.

“Got holed crossing the reef.” He killed the engine. “We’ll have to make it on shoe leather, Karen.”

They waded to the bank and Reid found a burro trail winding alongside the river. He began to slosh along in the pearly moonlight with Karen trotting in his wake. He stopped abruptly, and she bumped into him.

“Don’t look, Karen,” he said swiftly; but she had already seen it. She grabbed his arm and held on, shuddering.

It was a savagely scattered collection of human bones picked nearly clean by buzzards, wild dogs and ants. The clothing had been ripped to shreds. What was left of the head lay some distance from the rest of the body.

“Turn your back,” Reid muttered.

She obeyed, gulping. Fighting his own battle with nausea, Reid poked around in the remains of the clothing, took a close look at the neck and the distant head.

“Close your eyes, Karen.”

She closed her eyes, and he steered her around the remains and back onto the burro trail.

After awhile he said, “It’s all right now.”

She opened her eyes; she was still gulping.

“That was Felipe,” he said.

“Who?” Karen asked feebly.

“The Mexican boy who didn’t show up. And that’s why he didn’t. I recognized what was left of the clothes.”

“But how—?”

“He had his head sliced off with a machete.”

She shuddered again. “You mean because—?”

He gave her his indifferent Mexican shrug. When Reid realized what he was doing, he deliberately put his hands into his pockets.

“You’d better sit down on this stump for a while, Karen,” he said gently. “You’re panting like a puma.”

“But that outboard we were following—”

“Listen.” The sputter of the outboard upriver was almost inaudible by now. “We’ll never catch him on foot Sit down. You’ll need your strength.”

She sat down on the stump. He squatted against it, breathing deeply. You’ll need more than strength if Delgado catches us, he thought; and kept breathing deeply.

“All right, Karen, let’s go,” Reid said.

“Didn’t you hear that voice?” Karen asked.

“Yes.” He had been listening for some time to the faint sounds of the Mexican lieutenant’s voice giving commands. The soldiers were not too far away.

“The soldiers, Reid?”

“That lieutenant will go far if Mexico ever fights a war. Now we’d better make tracks.”

She nodded and jumped up. He hurried her up the path.

It wound up and down the bank, crossed gullies, wandered through stretches of overgrown muck. Every few minutes he made Karen stop for a breather. She had long since been reduced to moaning misery by the mosquitoes. The sounds of the pursuing soldados were faint, but it seemed to Reid that he and Karen were losing ground.

“We can’t afford to stop any more,” he said. “We’ve got to step up the pace.”

“I can’t, Reid—”

“Then I’ll have to carry you.”

He carried her piggy-back until she protested that she could walk again.

As he set her down, she said, “What’s that roaring up ahead?”

“A waterfall. He’ll have to leave his outboard there. From here on in, it’s walking on eggs, Karen. I was out of my mind to bring you.”

“I was out of my mind to come.”

They found the outboard drawn up on the bank of a rock-walled pool fed by a twenty-five foot waterfall. Reid hid Karen under an overhang and circled the area. When he found another path he came back for her and the way she clutched him told him a long story.

Stealthily, they followed the path. They had not gone more than a few hundred yards when Reid put a warning hand on Karen’s arm. He left her crouched in a bush and crawled forward. He was gone five minutes.

When Reid came back he whispered, “There’s a camp up ahead. We’ve found them. Can you move like a ghost?”

“I can try.” Her whisper gurgled.

They lay in the brush at the edge of the clearing. In the moon’s eerie shine, the clearing looked dead. But Reid silently pointed out hammocks hanging between the trees; from the ashes of a campfire, a trickle of smoke arose. He watched the hut concentratedly for several minutes. Finally, he put his mouth to Karen’s ear.

“Stay here.”

She nodded. Her mosquito-bitten face was swollen up like a balloon; she had to squint to see clearly.

Reid disappeared. Minutes later, Karen heard a very slight sound to her left and saw his hand appear from behind a big palm tree and work a machete loose that had been stuck in the bole. He Waited and watched again. Then he stepped noiselessly into the clearing and signaled to her.

She came to him then, gladly, and he handed her the .32 and took a good grip on the machete. They tiptoed to the hut. There was somebody in there, a dark and shapeless figure curled up on a straw petate, a woman.

Karen’s heart jumped. Leslie!

Reid read her thought and shook his head. He sprang into the hut and was on the woman in a moment, knees pinning her arms to the pallet, left hand over her mouth. She struggled for a moment, then went limp.

“Light a match, Karen.”

In the flare of the match they saw that it was a Mexican woman, her dark skin bearing the telltale reddish undertint of the mestizo. She appeared middle-aged.

“Dónde está la güera?” Reid asked harshly.

She stared back at him with feverish black eyes. Her left hand was wrapped in a bloody cloth. He seized her wrist and unwrapped the cloth. Karen uttered a faint cry. The woman’s little finger was missing at the first joint. The wound was festering.

“The finger wasn’t Leslie’s after all,” Reid said. “Quién lo hizo?” he asked the woman. “Delgado?”

She nodded sullenly.

“Do you work for him?”

She looked at him with contempt and drew her shawl together. “Does not a wife always work for her husband?”

“Delgado is your husband?”

“Since he took me from the prison island, we have lived together. That makes me a wife, no?”

“Where did he take the American girl?”

She pinched her lips together and pulled the shawl over them. Reid controlled himself—he was wasting irretrievable time, the soldiers were hot on their necks, but this mestizo woman could not be forced.

“I don’t want Delgado. I just want the girl.” He put his hand on Karen’s shoulder. “This is her sister, Señora. Look at her and say to her, Señora, that you are willing to let her sister die.”

The status symbol of the title did it. Delgado’s woman stared at Karen, then slipped off the pallet and shuffled out of the hut. They followed her to the edge of the clearing.

She pointed to a path leading off through tall grass. “Follow this path for four kilometers, Señor. You will come to the place where they grow the mota. That is where my husband took her.”

Reid took a fresh grip on the machete and started up the path, Karen at his heels.

It happened with great rapidity when they were only a short distance from the clearing: Reid’s consciousness of a different sound behind him, Karen’s cry, the weight landing on his back and bearing him to the ground.

His attacker was all speed and power. A steel forearm had Reid’s nose crushed against his face and his breath cut off; a knife blade caressed his throat. This is it, this is curtains, Reid thought—no preparation, no warning, the stupid end of a stupid enterprise, without meaning or purpose. He felt the man’s muscles bunching for the slash and then there was a dull crack! and the man collapsed on him, a dead weight.

Reid pushed him off and got to his feet. Karen’s swollen face was rigid with accomplishment. Smoke curled from the gun in her hand.

He touched his throat; it came away bloody. “That, Miss Frankel,” he said huskily, “was as close as I ever want to come. Thanks. You learned how to shoot at a very good time.”

Karen’s lips moved. “I couldn’t let him kill you, Reid.”

He examined the dead man in the false dawn. Karen’s bullet had left a small hole below the left ear; it had lodged in the skull. Most of the blood had come out through the mouth. He recognized the man as the Mexican who had been holding Leslie in the thicket. Judging by the streaks of black grease and dried salt on his shirt sleeves, the dead man had probably been Delgado’s messenger, the one who had hurled the note through the beach cottage window and escaped in the outboard.

Reid got up. “We’d better hurry,” he said to Karen. “Maybe they didn’t hear the shot. If they didn’t—and if the lieutenant and his men don’t catch up with us first—we may be able to take them by surprise.”

They topped the ridge at sunrise. At their feet, stretched a long narrow valley; beyond, rose a high cliff. Smoke swirled upward from the matted jungle at the foot of the cliff. The smoke was the only sign of human life.

They worked their way cautiously around until they were on the opposite cliff. From there, they could see down to the clearing in the valley. Through the field glasses, Reid made out a lean-to of palm leaves and Leslie lying inside, her hands tied behind her. Her clothes were in rags, she was scratched and dirty, but, otherwise, she appeared unharmed. Blackie was walking restlessly about the clearing playing a game of throw-the-machete with a coconut tree as his target. El Mono sat astride a fallen palm trunk strumming his guitar. And Delgado … Delgado was there, too, squatting on the ground, his caricature of a face totally without expression. Occasionally, his death mask squinted over at the jungle.

“He’s waiting for his messenger to report delivery of the note,” Reid muttered to Karen. “Looks as if they didn’t hear the shot after all.”

“What do we do now?” Karen whispered. “There are three of them.”

“I’ll have to cut down the odds.”

“Kill them?”

“Well, if I go in blasting, one of them is almost sure to get Leslie. I’m afraid I can’t risk it.”

“No,” she said fiercely. “Kill them one at a time.”

Reid waited until he saw Blackie give up the game and leave the clearing. As the little man disappeared into the jungle, Reid tapped Karen’s arm reassuringly, crawled to some undergrowth which encroached on the cliff, and made his way silently down the slope, supping from bush to bush until he reached the valley floor some distance from the clearing but on a line with the point at which Blackie had entered the jungle. Here he stopped to listen. He heard a rustling and some muttered Spanish and followed the sounds.…

Blackie was squatting in the bushes in a primitive fashion, knees hugged to his chest. His back was to Reid.

Reid stood up and threw the machete. It turned in the air and the hilt struck the back of Blackie’s head with a solid thud. The little man fell forward on his face and lay still.

Reid worked in swift silence. He bound and gagged Blackie with the man’s shirt and jeans, rolled him under a giant fern, then listened intently. He made his way back to the top of the cliff. “I got Blackie. That leaves two,” he informed Karen.

She nodded. “You’ll have to hurry. Look!”

Reid looked at the ridge across the valley through which they had come and to which she was pointing. Bobbing along the path which Reid and Karen had climbed were numerous dully gleaming helmets.

“The lieutenant must have got Delgado’s woman to talk,” Reid said. “We may have just enough time. Listen, Karen.”

He told her his plan quickly. They would slip down to the clearing together. El Mono and Delgado were too far apart to be covered by the same gun. He would have to attack from the far end of the clearing with the machete and jump El Mono. The trouble was, El Mono’s log was twenty feet from the jungle’s edge, and there was a machete leaning against the log at El Mono’s feet. So her confrontation with Delgado at the other side of the clearing must not only immobilize Delgado, but, at least momentarily, hold El Mono’s attention, too. To this end, Karen must step out of the jungle near Delgado before Reid showed himself and say something sharply. Could she do it?

Karen licked her lips and nodded.

“Are you sure? You’ll be covering Delgado with the .32. He may respect it or he may not. You’re to shoot him without hesitation if you have to. Can you do that?”

She nodded again.

“Good girl. Here we go.”

They separated at the bottom of the slope under cover of the jungle. Reid made his way around to where El Mono was sitting. He peered through the foliage of a banana tree, saw Karen step out of the jungle across the clearing with the gun before her, heard her begin to say, “Put your hands—” and waited to see and hear no more. He hurled himself across the twenty feet of clearing toward El Mono.

Something went wrong; what it was, Reid had no time to analyze. All he knew was that, before he could reach El Mono, the boy was on his feet, machete in hand, ready to parry Reid’s slash. Their machetes clanged together, striking sparks. Then Reid was fighting for his life.

El Mono was quick, quick. His long arms moved like whips; his machete was like a tongue of flame. For an eternity Reid parried death. Then he sensed a sudden slackening in his opponent. El Mono was puffing, sweating. It was the marijuana. The boy’s lungs were burned out …

Reid called on the coiled fury—against Delgado, Mexico, May Gibson, his own stupidity—in his body. He sprang to the attack; El Mono dodged too late. With a soft tic! Reid’s machete sliced through the slim throat just below the bulge of the Adam’s apple. A geyser of red shot up and El Mono was falling. Before the blade completed its arc, Reid whirled to see what was happening at the other side of the clearing … and groaned.

Delgado was clutching Leslie Gibson to him, knife point pressed to her throat; the girl’s eyes were glassy—Reid doubted that she was conscious. Karen stood facing them with the most stricken look he had ever seen. Her gun was pointed at the ground.

He heard Delgado’s surprising American voice say, “Throw the gun towards me,” to Karen, and to Reid, “And you, Sport. Drop the blade. Or the kid gets stuck like a pig.”

Reid dropped the machete.

In a voice brittle with horror Karen said, “I tripped, Reid, I tripped, I tripped. What am I going to do?”

“Do what he says.” The words tasted very bitter.

Karen tossed the .32 at Delgado’s feet, sank to the ground staring at her half sister.

Delgado did not let go of Leslie until he had picked up the gun. Then he went about the clearing gathering up the other weapons. At no time did he turn his back on Reid. Leslie simply sat on the ground, glassy-eyed; if she recognized Karen or Reid, she gave no sign of it. She had apparently gone through more than even her ebullient spirit could fight off.

The cadaverous man pointed the gun at Reid. “Where is the dough?”

“There isn’t any, Delgado. We came to tell you that. Give us the girl. You can still go free.”

Delgado cocked his head like a listening bird. He was staring at a point several feet above Reid’s head. “You got the note, right? So you know it’s twenty grand now. You get it and you bring it here.”

He stooped, circled Leslie’s waist with one arm, straightened up and, half dragging her, backed into the jungle.

Reid did not move. Where were the soldados?

Karen made a sound.

“What?” Reid asked.

“Doesn’t he understand that there’s no point in any of this?”

“He doesn’t understand anything, Karen. The record is going around and around in the same groove. The only voices he hears are the ones in his head.”

“He’s … crazy?”

“Quiet.” He listened. “He’s taking her up the cliff. Karen.”

“What?”

“Do you hear me?”

“I heard you.”

“I’m going to try to draw his fire. Maybe I can get him to empty the gun. Meanwhile, you start climbing up the other slope and see if you can delay those soldiers. Keep them from firing on Delgado till you don’t hear any more shots.”

Karen asked stifly, “What about Leslie?”

“She’s the only protection Delgado has. She’s no good to him dead. We’ve got to hope he’s rational enough to realize it.”

Harry Schmidt, alias Delgado, crouched behind a boulder and watched the tall man’s darting, erratic progress up the cliff. Across the valley, on the far slope, he could see the soldiers coming down toward the clearing with the other girl, this one’s sister, waving her arms, clinging to some of then, trying to hold them back. It interested him in a mild sort of way. There were other things to think about. Harry Schmidt, alias Delgado, was run to earth. He knew it; there was no escape from this one. It was the end. Of a full life. Not a good life, but certainly full.

He laughed, talking to himself. When were you ever such a tough guy, Harry? They didn’t know how you hated fights, how scared you were. And they also didn’t know—till it was too late—that when they pushed you into a brawl something inside of you took charge, a little red beast that never knew when to stop. That time you were beached in Tampico and the drunken soldier went for you and the little beast saw its own bright blood and made you smash the bottle and go for the throat—lunge—slash—twist. They gave you ten years on the Island for that, but the little beast didn’t mind, he lived on that soldier’s blood for a long time. On the Island, men died from paludismo, from bushmasters, from amebic dysentery, from God knew what. But the little beast saw that you survived.

He glanced at the American girl trussed up beside him. He had ripped off her sweater and tied her feet as well as her hands, and he had used a piece of the wool to stuff in her mouth. She had a big mouth, this kid, with her talk of why-don’t-you-give-yourself-up-you’re-an-American-they-wouldn’t-kill-anyone-in-your-condition, as if he were some sort of nut or something. She was bad news, all right. It was all Fatty’s fault for snatching her in the first place.

He stared at her flesh and the torn brassière and tried to remember the last time he had had an American woman and could not. They were no good, anyway. She was still talking to him with her eyes. He didn’t like her eyes.

“Stop talking to me!” Along with the shout, he clouted her across the face. Under the gag she screamed; it came out more like a whinny, and Harry laughed again.

Helen’s eyes had been something like that. Especially when she had begged him not to go off to sea, to stay and take a job in the mill and get hitched. And again, but worse, that time he came back and found out she’d got married and the little red beast climbed to the back of his neck and sank its lobster claws into the base of his brain and made him leave her for her husband with her face black and her tongue sticking out under the pillow, and her eyes.…

He struck Leslie again. She fell back and lay quiet. That would teach her to talk to him with her eyes.

Not that she was a bad kid, this kid. She had guts. Well, it was too bad. Life was tough and he had seen a lot of people die. On the Island, each death had meant more life for Harry Schmidt—fewer mouths to feed. More for old Harry. And, of course, for the beast.

Delgado raised the gun, took aim, and fired. The man fell down behind a rock about twenty yards away.

“Got you,” said Delgado.

“Guess again,” yelled the man, showing himself. “You’re a lousy shot, Delgado!”

He shot again and again. And then the gun would shoot no more. The man rose and began to walk up the escarpment in a leisurely way.

“Give up, Delgado,” the man said, very friendly. “The gun is empty.”

“The hell it is, Sport, I got one more,” said Harry Schmidt, alias Delgado. “You take another step and I shoot it right in the kid’s eye. She talks too damn much with that eye.”

“Don’t, don’t!” the man cried, and got down behind a rock again. He began to wave frantically to the soldiers, who were on their way up the cliff. “Back, stay back!”

Harry laughed and picked up a stick and began to sharpen it with his knife. It was good hard wood and it made a good spear.

“Leslie! You all right?” yelled the man.

The kid was game, all right, she tried to get to her feet; she couldn’t make it, but she was game. The best she could so was get to her knees and her head must have showed or something because the guy gave another yell and began to assure Delgado that, as long as he hadn’t hurt the girl, he could give himself up and no one would hurt him. That was a funny thing to say because all the time he was yelling about giving up, the guy was trying to claw his way the last few yards to the top of the cliff.

Delgado got to his feet. The girl was watching him from her knees, her eyes stiff with horror. Speechless, at last.

“Better shut your eyes, kid,” Harry Schmidt, alias Delgado, said to her kindly; and he planted the tip of the stake between two of the ribs over his heart, and, gripping the stake firmly with both hands, he fell over on it just as a bullet tore into his brain from halfway down the cliff. Over the lip of the cliff came the Sport, clawing at him like the little red beast who would claw at him no more.

“You were taking a hell of a chance, Lieutenant,” said Reid angrily, “snapping off that uphill shot. You might have hit the girl.”

“I thought he was going to stab her,” the lieutenant said. “My apology, Mr. Rance.”

“I’m sorry,” said Reid. “Of course, you couldn’t know. That was a most delicate shot.”

The lieutenant nodded, pleased, and offered Reid a cigarette. They puffed in amity. “And yet I should have known,” the lieutenant admitted.

“That he would kill himself?”

The officer shrugged and toed Harry Schmidt’s body, rolling it half over. “I have been studying this man’s face on the posters for many years, Señor. I should have known he would kill himself in the end. He would surely have been executed. He was a wolf, a tiger, a madman.” He added with a smile, “A countryman of yours.”

They went down the cliff to the clearing while some soldiers followed with Schmidt’s body. Leslie and Karen sat on El Mono’s log with their arms about each other. Leslie had her head cradled between Karen’s breasts. Karen was murmuring to her. A few yards away, the flies were busy on El Mono. The lieutenant said something in Spanish and two of his soldiers took machetes and ran into the jungle to cut palm branches for stretchers to transport the corpses.

“Lieutenant,” said Reid. He was very tired, but at peace. “Why did you follow us from the jetty?”

“The men there said you shot at a man who was going off in an outboard. One man complained to me that you had stolen his launch. I could not avoid the conclusion that you were a desperate criminal. Otherwise, would you not have asked me for assistance?”

“That, Lieutenant, does not necessarily follow,” said Reid. “Anyway, it’s a very long and probably incomprehensible story.”

“On the contrary,” the Mexican lieutenant said. “I understand very well about the kidnaping and what led up to it. Your wife has explained everything.” He glanced admiringly over at Karen.

“Well, not everything,” Reid said dryly. “For instance, the lady isn’t my wife.”

“Not your wife?” The lieutenant’s brows arched. “But you occupied the same house, Mr. Rance … Ah, I see. I beg your pardon.” He gave Reid a little bow. “It is the same with us, Señor. Perhaps the formalities come later?”

Reid looked at Karen. She was still crooning over Leslie, rocking on the log like a little girl with her doll, or a young mother with her infant. She looked nothing like the Karen who had started out for Mexico with him, nothing at all. She seemed to feel his glance, because she looked up suddenly, and smiled.

Reid smiled back, and said to the lieutenant, “Perhaps. Quién sabe?”


All rights reserved, including without limitation the right to reproduce this ebook or any portion thereof in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of the publisher.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, events, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 1964 by Ellery Queen

Copyright renewed by Ellery Queen

Cover design by Kat Lee

ISBN: 978-1-5040-1913-2

This 2015 edition published by MysteriousPress.com/Open Road Integrated Media, Inc.

345 Hudson Street

New York, NY 10014

www.mysteriouspress.com

www.openroadmedia.com

[image: image]


EBOOKS BY ELLERY QUEEN

FROM MYSTERIOUSPRESS.COM AND OPEN ROAD MEDIA

[image: image] [image: image] [image: image] [image: image] [image: image]

[image: image] [image: image] [image: image] [image: image] [image: image]

These and more available wherever ebooks are sold

[image: image]

MYSTERIOUSPRESS.COM

[image: image]



[image: img]

MYSTERIOUSPRESS.COM


Otto Penzler, owner of the Mysterious Bookshop in Manhattan, founded the Mysterious Press in 1975. Penzler quickly became known for his outstanding selection of mystery, crime, and suspense books, both from his imprint and in his store. The imprint was devoted to printing the best books in these genres, using fine paper and top dust-jacket artists, as well as offering many limited, signed editions.

Now the Mysterious Press has gone digital, publishing ebooks through MysteriousPress.com.

MysteriousPress.com. offers readers essential noir and suspense fiction, hard-boiled crime novels, and the latest thrillers from both debut authors and mystery masters. Discover classics and new voices, all from one legendary source.



FIND OUT MORE AT

WWW.MYSTERIOUSPRESS.COM

FOLLOW US:

@emysteries and Facebook.com/MysteriousPressCom

MysteriousPress.com is one of a select group of publishing partners of Open Road Integrated Media, Inc.






[image: img]

The Mysterious Bookshop, founded in 1979, is located in Manhattan’s Tribeca neighborhood. It is the oldest and largest mystery-specialty bookstore in America.

The shop stocks the finest selection of new mystery hardcovers, paperbacks, and periodicals. It also features a superb collection of signed modern first editions, rare and collectable works, and Sherlock Holmes titles. The bookshop issues a free monthly newsletter highlighting its book clubs, new releases, events, and recently acquired books.

58 Warren Street

info@mysteriousbookshop.com

(212) 587-1011

Monday through Saturday

11:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m.

FIND OUT MORE AT:

www.mysteriousbookshop.com

FOLLOW US:

@TheMysterious and Facebook.com/MysteriousBookshop







[image: img]

Open Road Integrated Media is a digital publisher and multimedia content company. Open Road creates connections between authors and their audiences by marketing its ebooks through a new proprietary online platform, which uses premium video content and social media.


Videos, Archival Documents, and New Releases

Sign up for the Open Road Media newsletter and get news delivered straight to your inbox.

Sign up now at

www.openroadmedia.com/newsletters



FIND OUT MORE AT

WWW.OPENROADMEDIA.COM

FOLLOW US:

@openroadmedia and

Facebook.com/OpenRoadMedia



OPS/images/backads9.jpg





OPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    


     
         
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OPS/images/logo_1.jpg





OPS/images/logo_2.jpg
OF‘EN(I)ROAD

e iR





OPS/images/back_logo1.jpg





OPS/images/backads1.jpg
F—

THE
ADVENTURES
oF

ELLERY
QUEEN

| S ey





OPS/images/backads2.jpg
CALAMIEY
TOWN

ety Queen





OPS/images/end_logo.jpg





OPS/images/backads3.jpg
TAILS





OPS/images/backads4.jpg
THE
CHINESE
ORANGE
MVS‘\‘F.RY

Etteny Queen





OPS/images/backads5.jpg
\THE.
puscH

W“&“
ety Quon





OPS/images/backads6.jpg
THE
FRENCH
pOWDER
MYSTERY

ey Queor





OPS/images/backads7.jpg
THE
Gl;EE\Q
:cQEF N
R A

oy |





OPS/images/backads8.jpg
THE
ROMAN

MYSTERY
ey Queen.





OPS/images/backads10.jpg
TEN
DAYS'
WONDER

oy Queon





OPS/images/fig_02.jpg





OPS/images/MP_copy_logo.jpg





OPS/images/fig3_01.jpg
OPEN(I)ROAD

INTEGRATED MEDIA





OPS/images/fig_01.jpg
OFEN(ORDAD





OPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg





