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  DALLAS DROP


  Prologue


  This time the boat was a Carver 32, brand new. I liked that. It was stocked for a long stay out on the water, and I felt good. The twin gas inboards purred at an easy two thousand on the tach. That meant about eight knots, with a range of better than one hundred seventy nautical miles. I told myself my trophy tarpon was half an hour away, playing in an easy swell under a dazzling Gulf of Mexico sky. I was sure of it, the way a fool is sure.


  Ahead of us was blue water forever. I tied down the helm and eased into the cockpit. From there I could see forward through the saloon into the stateroom beyond. The boy was asleep already, curled into a ball on my bunk.


  On the Carver the gunwales are wide and flat. That makes for a bit of a reach when you are landing a big one over the side, but it is an easy stroll forward from the cockpit to the forward sun deck. I stopped even with the windshield to look at the woman, a lean and leggy blonde.


  She was on the deck on her back, slathered with oil and shiny in the sun. The strings of her bikini were pink against the glistening copper of her thighs, her breasts sloshed against her ribs with the rhythm of the boat. Her nipples were like rosebuds.


  Mozart was playing on the stereo piped out across the water, bright and well made, like the new boat and the half-naked woman on the blindingly white deck at my feet. I stood looking down at her until she sensed that I was there.


  She raised herself, poised on an elbow. She looked at me for a moment, then made a pretty line of her throat as she turned her head to look forward. She knew how she looked.


  I peeled off my shirt and knelt beside her. She gave herself up to my kiss, for a moment. Then she pulled away.


  “Where is the boy?” she asked.


  “Below,” I answered. “Asleep.”


  “Good,” she said, smiling a hungry smile. “Come here.”


  I moved toward her on my knees and she kissed me. I felt her hand at my waist, then inside my trunks. I looked beyond her at the endless blue water ahead. Clear sailing, I thought. The boat could look after herself for a little while.


  My arms closed around her and pressed her to me, her breasts against my chest, the fragrant oil of her spreading over me.


  Her fingers closed around my sex and I felt my trunks slipping down.


  There was a click, a metallic mechanical menacing click that did not belong anywhere in the scene of me and the copper shining woman on the prow of the silver-and-chrome new boat charging out across the azure water toward my trophy tarpon beneath the near and searing tropical sun. It did not belong, but there it was, the click of a switchblade knife opening. I looked down to see that she held my rigid cock in one hand, the knife in the other. She laughed softly.


  An alarm sounded. The depth-finder! Beneath us the bottom was rising. Our sleek new hull was slashing through beguiling blue water toward … what? Something was reaching up to tear our bottom out. A reef maybe, or a wrecked ship.


  She would not let me go to run to the helm, to save us. Laughing, she held me there, and the knife swept down as the alarm bell rang and rang and …


  I awoke and slapped the cheap clock off the desk into a trash can. It rang on, muffled, and I sat up, alone in cool gray morning light.


  Chapter One


  It was a quarter to seven.


  The place where I found myself was not a boat at all, but my office. The boat, the sweet new Carver, belonged to another time. My office, on the other hand, belonged to Metroplex Properties. It was one of a hundred or so offices in a four-story building that overlooked the Lyndon B. Johnson Freeway in north Dallas. It was on the second floor.


  Mine was one of the cheapest floor plans that Metroplex offered, what they called a “starter,” for new little businesses like mine. Ten by twelve feet, unfurnished. About the size of the tent I bought a few years ago to take my son camping.


  All the offices on the second floor shared a receptionist who sat out front in the lobby, facing our two elevators. Some of the offices had two or three rooms and private secretaries as well; KYLE AND ASSOCIATES was just me, with the one room. I had a Private Investigator’s License, Class B, issued by the State of Texas, a desk, three chairs, a file cabinet, and a trash can with an alarm clock in it. There was a potted plant, too. Della the receptionist kept it alive.


  My file cabinet had four drawers. In the bottom one I kept a pillow and a blanket; in the next one, socks, shorts, and a shaving kit; a few books and a chess set in the next. The top drawer was for my case files. It was empty except for a dozen manila folders stuffed with blank typing paper, for show. When I was not sleeping on it, my army surplus cot was kept tucked out of sight behind the file cabinet.


  I have it on good authority that there are people who can bounce right up out of bed in the morning when their alarms go off, but getting up was a chore for me. Had been for a couple of years, since I got run over by a car in the line of duty as a member in good standing of the Dallas Police Department. My attorney was working on my disability claim, the same guy who had handled my divorce. I was no more than cautiously optimistic about my chances of getting a pension.


  Me getting out of bed in the morning sounds like one of those preschool rhythm bands I remembered from my childhood, which mothers and teachers probably do not have time to be bothered with anymore. A lot of castanets and rhythm sticks, all popping and crackling as my vertebrae worked themselves more or less into single file. When I was finally out of the cot, I stored it away and hobbled out to the coffee maker behind Della’s desk and put on a pot. While the coffee was brewing I fished my shaving kit and some clean shorts and socks out of the filing cabinet and made my way down the hall to the men’s room. I was fresh and clean-shaven by the time the coffee was ready.


  The morning papers lay in their respective stacks between the elevator doors. I poured myself a cup of coffee and picked up one of the papers, a Dallas Times Herald. Dallasites tend to think of the Herald as liberal and the Dallas Morning News as conservative, which is a laugh. The Herald was supposed to be owned by the L.A. Times people, as if that meant anything one way or the other. There might have been a difference if you were prone to study the editorials, but I picked the Herald because of the crosswords. With the Herald, the object was to finish; with the Morning News, the idea was to see how fast you could finish. And I do like “Doonesbury,” which the Herald carried and the News did not. Maybe that made the Herald a liberal paper in Dallas, where it did not take much.


  None of the other occupants of the second floor had come in yet. Della had told me once that my neighbors thought I must be a real early riser, being the first one in every day. If they had known I lived in my office, they would have had me thrown out for violating my lease or a zoning law, or something.


  I put the coffee and the paper on my desk and dressed myself in my cleanest shirt and the tan slacks. I owned exactly one suit, a navy-blue one. The jacket went with my gray slacks and my tan ones, for a total of three outfits. Four white shirts and a couple of ties rounded out my wardrobe. I kept it all in a plastic suit bag, hanging on a coatrack in the lobby.


  Dressed and fresh, I settled down to the Herald. Page one above the fold was all about the Middle East and some local entrepreneurs who had gotten busted for dealing cocaine. It could have been any day of the last five or ten years. But when I unfolded the paper, Brendan O’Bannion’s face caught my eye. It was a file photo, in a black border.


  DALLAS POLICE NARCOTICS LIEUTENANT SUSPENDED IN SHOOTING


  My heart leaped with glee. I would have been happier only if the headline had read “O’Bannion Killed.” I did not want to rush this, so I laid the paper down on my desk and went out into the lobby to warm my coffee. This was going to be good.


  O’Bannion was in trouble, all right. According to the story in the box, he had killed a man, an unidentified Latin American, the night before. Beyond that, the story was vague. It just said that an investigation was underway, and that O’Bannion had been suspended pending the outcome. That was all. I thought about calling my friend Lieutenant Cochran in Homicide, but I remembered that he was working evenings, and would not be in his office until around three in the afternoon.


  After pouring myself one more cup of coffee, I took the newspaper to the community copying machine and photocopied the story about O’Bannion. Then I copied the crossword puzzle, refolded the paper neatly, and put it back on top of the stack by the elevators. It belonged to one of my neighbors.


  With the crossword puzzle and the O’Bannion story side by side in front of me, I lit my first cigarette of the day, a generic ultra-lite. That was breakfast—coffee and a cigarette. With not quite enough money left in my checking account to cover that month’s child support, I was cutting back.


  The O’Bannion story was fishy. There was not much to it, which was odd in itself. News stories of cop shootings were usually full of information, most of it wrong. And O’Bannion was the furthest thing from a street cop you could imagine. I had no idea what might have lured him out at night to a place where he could get into anything like this. A woman maybe, but I did not like thinking about that. Obviously, the deal was shaky; that was why he had been suspended, which meant without pay, not just put on administrative leave. The Department was treating him like a bad guy.


  The phone rang eight times. Had to be somebody I owed money. Nobody I liked would be up that early. Naturally, I did not answer it.


  I had finished the crossword except for a four-letter word for a Philippine musk ox when I heard an elevator door open and looked up to see Della walk in. She was a perky blonde with short hair and long legs, just a kid. She came in smiling. Everyone else on our floor was in some dull line of work, accounting or brokering of some kind. Della liked me because I was a private eye, and she was a fan. Mike Hammer was her favorite.


  “Good morning, Jack. You look spiffy this morning.”


  Her voice was musical; she really brightened up the place. “So do you, kid,” I said. “You always look spiffy.”


  We chatted for a while, and she asked me about the big case I was working on. I did not like to admit that I had no cases of my own, just a little something here and there to help out other guys who had gotten behind their workload now and then. Since I did not want to have to keep up with any lies, I always just told her it was too big to talk about. She loved it. She probably knew it was bullshit, because she was the one who was supposed to type up any contracts I signed with clients, but she loved it anyway. I sat on the edge of her desk while she puttered around getting ready for her workday to start, and we kidded back and forth.


  When our neighbors from the other offices started coming in, I went back into my office and closed the door. Before I could decide what to do next, my phone rang again. Della took it at the switchboard and buzzed me on my intercom.


  “It’s a Mister O’Bannion, Jack. Sounds urgent.” she said.


  “Brendan O’Bannion?”


  “He just said Mister. He said he was a friend of yours.”


  I was surprised, to say the least.


  “Jack, he said it was urgent.”


  “Take a message.”


  “Whatever you say.”


  I had one solid gold reason for not talking to O’Bannion. In a perverse way, I did want to talk to him, though. A call from him on the same morning he was page-one news was no coincidence. I did not believe in those, not anymore.


  Della buzzed me again to give me O’Bannion’s number. I smoked another cigarette. On my austerity program, I was trying to hold it down to a pack a day. Usually I smoked more at night. When I was through, I mashed the butt out and dialed the number Della had given me. No answer.


  “Della, are you sure you got the number right?”


  “That’s what the man said, Jack.”


  The number she had given me was not O’Bannion’s home number, but it was the same exchange.


  I was wearing my last clean shirt. The other three were down in my car, waiting to be taken to the cleaners. I was about to leave to take care of that when Della buzzed me again. “Mister O’Bannion.”


  “Okay, I’ll take it.” I sat down. “This is Jack Kyle.”


  “I know. Have you read the papers?”


  “You know me, I did the crossword.”


  “I guess that’s why you were too busy to take my call the first time.”


  “I was in conference,” I said. “With a client.”


  “Sure you were.”


  “What do you want, O’Bannion?”


  “I want you to come over. To the house.”


  “You’ve got to be kidding.”


  “I only kid people I like.”


  “What is this number you gave my secretary?”


  “It’s a pay phone. So what?”


  “So I got no answer there a minute ago.”


  “I changed phones.”


  “A tap? You’re worried about a tap?”


  “Just being careful, that’s all,” he grumbled.


  “You should know,” I said, thinking about the time I was sure he had a tap put on my phone. “So, how’s the wife?”


  “Leave her out of this. This is business.”


  “And the kid?”


  “There’s some money in it for you.”


  “I don’t think so,” I said.


  “Cut the crap. Leave now. I’ll meet you.”


  And he hung up. He was sure I would come, out of curiosity if nothing else. The disconnected line hummed in my ear while I wondered who he thought had tapped his phone.


  Della tapped on my door and came in, not waiting for me to answer.


  “It was urgent, wasn’t it, Jack? Is that the same O’Bannion who’s in the paper?”


  “No.” I cradled the dead phone. “He’s not the same one. Besides that, I didn’t get a call from anybody by that name. You got it?”


  She nodded and winked, her smile bigger than ever.


  Chapter Two


  I am a summer person. The hotter and more humid it gets, the better I like it. Someday I am going to live in the tropics and captain a charter boat. But of the winter months, I think I like January best, when the whole world is hung over from the holidays and bummed out from realizing that another year is shot to hell. It was a January day when the story about O’Bannion came out, and cold enough that by the time I made it from my building to my car I could feel it getting into my bones. That is the thing about the cold when you have a bad back, everything tightens up on you and you feel so damned old.


  I drove east on LBJ Freeway and watched a light mist fall on a gray and somber landscape that looked the way I felt. I left the freeway at Preston and drove south toward downtown. It would have been quicker to stay on until Abrams, but I had a stop to make.


  Taylors bookstore at Preston and Northwest Highway is a place I like to waste time in on occasion. Taylors Books is a locally owned chain and it’s a big place with a hell of an inventory. I went straight to the psycho-babble section and found half-a-dozen books on dreams. The first one I thumbed through said that dreaming about castration had something to do with getting your anima and animus mixed up, not paying enough attention to the feminine side of yourself, or else maybe you really secretly wanted your cock whacked off for some reason. I liked the second book better. It said that a dream about castration, whether you were the one doing it or the one having it done to you, meant that some long-standing issue that had been troubling you was about to be dramatically resolved. I quit while I was ahead and left.


  From the bookstore I drove east again, on Northwest Highway, across Central Expressway, then south on Abrams to Mockingbird. I went that way so I would pass within sight of White Rock Lake. I liked the lake because I could pretend it was the Gulf of Mexico if I tried hard enough, and because neither of us had panned out. The lake was dug around 1910, and the city fathers figured they had their water problems licked until the year 2000. But they did not figure on the Sun Belt boom, and the little lake got swallowed up in the maw of prosperity. Now it was an inner city curiosity, peopled on one side by mansions built by oil wildcatters in the first boom, by plucky cottages on the other.


  Mockingbird Lane skims a low ridge across the north end of the lake, and as I passed, I could see the sailboats moored here and there, and the piers. Nobody was sailing. I remembered taking my little boy to feed the ducks at the lake.


  O’Bannion lived in Casa Linda, east of the lake on the other side of Garland Road. Most of the houses there were fifteen or twenty years old, and there were lots of trees. It was a solid, family neighborhood in most places, where the people who lived in the houses were buying them.


  Mrs. O’Bannion answered the door, and I wished that she had not. Her face looked tired, her eyes pleading. In the suspicious crack of the door, I could see that the chain was still on.


  “Jack. What do you want?”


  “I came to see O’Bannion,” I answered. “Leave us alone.”


  “Who is it, honey?” It was O’Bannion’s voice, from behind her somewhere.


  She closed the door and I heard them talking about me. When the door opened again, O’Bannion and I stood face to face. Mrs. O’Bannion was nowhere to be seen.


  “I guess you know how hard it was for me to call you,” he said.


  I said nothing. I did not care how hard it had been, and I did not know what to expect. I was not even sure why I had come. He moved to one side and I stepped inside.


  The room was quiet; O’Bannion looked away from me, fiddling with an unlit cigar. I started to smoke a cigarette, but did not. He picked up a transistor radio from the table beside his easy chair and walked out of the den, toward a sliding-glass door at the rear of the house. He motioned for me to follow and I did.


  The patio was roofed and stocked with lawn furniture, several chairs, and a table. He sat in one of the chairs and pointed at another one for me. His back yard ran uphill to a stockade fence, and there were two oak trees you could hardly reach around for shade. The way it was laid out, it would have been hard for anyone outside to see into the yard without being seen themselves. As cold as it was, somewhere in the low forties and damp, O’Bannion had not bothered to put on a coat. I figured he did not plan for my visit to be a long one.


  He put the radio on the table between us and turned it on, loud.


  It was playing rock and roll, of which I knew he was not a fan. “Think you’re bugged, too?” I asked.


  He shrugged, as if to say he did not know, but that he was taking no chances.


  “If you think so, I mean if that’s the reason for the radio, you really ought to turn it to KRLD.”


  “Why?”


  “Because music is not much good at beating a bug. It’s too easy to filter out. It’s better if you play an all-talk station, make it tougher for the listeners.”


  He did not change the station. That was how pig-headed he was.


  He would wait and do it after I left.


  “Reporters have been all over me,” he said. “Like maggots on a corpse. Did you see how they trampled all over the yard, the flower bed?”


  I had not noticed and I did not care.


  “The wife’s had about all she can stand. I don’t know if she can hold up to all this crap.”


  O’Bannion caught himself and stopped talking about her. He was quiet for a while. Maybe he was hurt that I was not more sympathetic. Surely he was a better judge of character than that. We sat on the cold, damp patio and listened to rock and roll.


  He was a big man, but soft-looking, puffy. His face was pasty white and he wore a toupee that did not match what was left of his hair. His hair had been red, but now it was mostly a wild, wiry gray. The dark-red toupee set atop his head like a cow turd. His eyes were watery blue, almost washed out to gray. Aside from his vaudeville hair, the only color about him was his gin-drinker’s nose. At six foot six, he used his height to intimidate people, but I had never thought of him as strong. Devious, but not strong. Looking at him while I waited for him to start talking, I realized that he had aged hard in the year or so since I had seen him last. Booze and using people will do that, I thought. He had a lot on his mind.


  “Aren’t you curious about why I called you, Jack?”


  “I guess that’s why I’m here.”


  “Jack, it’s a hell of a deal. There’s a lot more to it than you read in the paper.”


  “There’d have to be. There was next to nothing in the paper.”


  “There’s just a hell of a lot more to it. Stuff I can’t even go to the Department with yet. That’s why I’m suspended. I know it looks bad right now. But when the whole story comes out, everything will be all right. Better than all right.”


  Then you don’t need me, I thought.


  “Did you kill the guy?” I asked.


  “That’s not the point. The point is who he was and what he was. There’s just a hell of a lot more to it, that’s all.” He looked me in the eye for the first time. “I was working on something kind of on my own, a deal I came across. It runs parallel with something…. Anyway, I was working on this deal, and some things happened. It couldn’t be helped. Now I’m out of action. I can’t do anything now, with this shooting thing hanging over me. That’s why I called you.”


  “I don’t follow.”


  “There are still a couple of things to be done. I want you to take care of it for me.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  “I’ve never been more serious.”


  “Well, it doesn’t make a damned bit of sense. For one thing, you and I have never been friends, anything but. For another, I’ve been a PI for just less than a year now, and you are tight with a dozen ex-cops who have established agencies. For that matter, you know everybody in this town. You could get more done in a day on the phone than I could running my ass off for a month.” I realized I was leaning toward him. I lit a cigarette and eased back in my chair.


  “I don’t blame you for being a little hesitant. You’re right, you’re hard-headed and I don’t like you. You’re not a team player and you don’t know how to get along with people. You’re a smartass, with your crossword vocabulary and all that crap. You were a cop for what, twelve, fifteen years or whatever it was?—and still you never connected with the people who count anywhere in this town. The people who run things never heard of you.”


  “So what are my good points?”


  “In a weird way, the same things. You’re hard-headed. Once you start on something, you won’t quit, even if you should. And you’re not connected. This deal I’m working on … was working on, involves some big people. Real big. And there may be a rat in it somewhere. I don’t know who to trust, and that’s why I can’t go to the Department. I have some friends, like you say, but if any of them got involved, it would make waves. It might queer the whole deal.”


  I thought that over. If he was on the level, it sounded like something way over my head. What I had in mind when I got the license was divorce work, maybe an insurance scam now and then.


  “Besides,” O’Bannion went on, “the people on the other side of this thing play rough. If they found out a guy was working for me, he might turn up dead or something.”


  “And you wouldn’t want that to happen to a friend of yours.”


  “That’s right, Jack. You I could live without.”


  I laughed. I could not help it. As far as I knew, it was the first time he had ever told me the truth.


  “What I’m talking about doesn’t involve a lot of brain work. If I didn’t think you could handle it, I wouldn’t have called you. I remembered your background in the service.” That bothered me. My “background in the service” had been shooting people. I had been a sniper in the Marines. But I had not shot anybody in four or five years, and I was not looking for a chance to do it again.


  “Two hundred dollars a day plus expenses, right?” he asked, then added, “That’s standard.”


  I had worked for less, but O’Bannion did not have to know that.


  “I’ll give you a thousand,” he went on. “Go as far as you can on that and call me if you need more. But that should cover it. I don’t want daily reports. I’ll give you a number to call. Use a pay phone. She will set up a meet. Go along with her, whatever she says.”


  “A woman?”


  “That’s right.” He cut me a mean look with his watery eyes and fished a bill out of his pants pocket.


  I took it. It was a thousand-dollar bill, the first one I had ever seen. Folded inside it was a handwritten note: the name Pilar and a phone number.


  “You don’t want to hear from me unless I turn up something,” I said. “So I’ll use your thousand to cover my rent and child support, spend a few days rereading Dashiell Hammett in my office, and then tell your friend here that I drew a blank.”


  “Nah, you’re too dumb to cheat. You’ll give it your best shot, Jack. I just hope it’s good enough. Besides, it’s not that kind of deal. Just call her, that’s all. She’ll take it from there.”


  “You have this kind of money to throw around?” I asked.


  “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Just thought I’d ask. If I decide to take the job, I’ll need more information.”


  “Not here. You’ve been here too long already. Talk to Pilar. She has everything I have—more. She’ll fill you in.”


  “Sounds like you trust her.”


  He did not answer. He stood up, and I followed him back through the house to the front door.


  “I’ll think it over, Brendan,” I said. “If I decide to pass on it, I’ll return your money.”


  He ignored me and opened the door.


  “Don’t go see her today,” he said. “Don’t take the money to your bank today. Better yet, don’t put it in your account at all. Break it somewhere. Make it a straight-cash deal, no paper trail. And don’t send me any contracts to sign. If you have to keep any records, which you shouldn’t, do it in longhand, or tape it. Don’t have your secretary type any of it. Don’t leave anything lying around your office. And don’t contact me again. Use Pilar for everything.”


  I stopped on the porch and turned to face him. “Brendan,” I said, “you haven’t changed a bit. Still like to boss people around.”


  I smiled at him. I could tell he did not like my calling him Brendan. I did not blame him.


  “Why,” I asked, “do I get the feeling you’re trying to set me up for something awful?”


  “You’re paranoid, always were. There’s one more thing. It could be that somebody’s watching my house, watching us right now.”


  I looked both ways, up and down the quiet street. He’s the one who is paranoid, I thought. Then I noticed the plumber’s van at a house four doors down. A couple of doors up the street in the other direction, I saw a house with a FOR SALE sign in the front yard. Maybe not.


  “Jack,” he said. “It would be better all the way around if people didn’t get the idea that you and I were buddying up.”


  I was about to say that I did not think there was much danger of that when I saw the punch coming. He was not very quick, but I was not looking for it, either. I rocked back, flat-footed, and brought my left arm up, almost in time to block him. Not quite, though. His hammy fist with the pinky ring brushed inside my forearm and caught me on my left cheek as I leaned away. It was not much of a punch, but I was off balance, and I fell back a step or two, almost going off the porch into poor Mrs. O’Bannion’s flower bed.


  He yelled at me to get my ass out and stay out. I did not bother to feint or to pretend that I was going. I did not even hit him with my right hand. A straight left with a little snap to it, aimed somewhere just beyond his eyes, and he went down. He landed flat on his back, like a sack of fertilizer thrown off a truck. Mrs. O’Bannion appeared from a hallway, running to her fallen champion. She screamed and I left.


  I always knew O’Bannion could not take a punch. As I drove away in the swirling mist, I felt terrific! I was almost back to my office when I noticed the blood. My cheek did not hurt, but that did not mean anything; it was too cold to hurt much. I looked in my rearview mirror and saw that O’Bannion’s pinky ring had opened my cheek a little. I was bleeding on my last clean shirt.


  Chapter Three


  “You’re bleeding!”


  Della’s eyes bulged and her smile disappeared when I walked off the elevator. She ran to meet me as if I were dying.


  “Jack, what happened to you? You’re bleeding!”


  Heads popped out of offices here and there around the floor as people looked to see what all the fuss was about.


  “It’s nothing, Della, really. Calm down.”


  “God, Jack, you are tough.”


  I saw a little light twinkling in her eyes.


  “Yeah,” I said. “Just like Mike Hammer.”


  “Sit down at my desk, Jack. Sit down and I’ll fix you right up.”


  She took me by the hand and led me to her chair. “Don’t worry about it, Della. I’ll get a Band-Aid. It’s nothing.”


  “Nothing? You probably need stitches. At least let me put something on it so it won’t get infected.”


  I sat down. I did not want to spoil her fun. She went to a cabinet beside the coffee machine and rumbled things around until she came up with an old first-aid kit.


  “I knew this would come in handy. It came with my first-aid course I took at the Y.” She brought the kit to her desk and set it down. “Just relax. I won’t hurt you.”


  She produced a bottle of disinfectant and an applicator.


  She stood in front of me and leaned toward me, daubing the stuff on my face. I cocked my head to one side and looked down her blouse. She had wonderful breasts. The French are supposed to have a saying that the perfect breast just exactly fills a champagne glass. I read that somewhere, also that the champagne glass was first modeled after the breast of some French queen. Della was wearing a chemise, no bra. She finished with me all too soon.


  “There, that’s better.” She stepped back to admire her work. “You’re my first real-live victim.”


  She had taped a chunk of gauze over the nick, when a Band-Aid would have been plenty.


  “It feels better, too. I think you saved my life, Della.”


  “Any time.” She repacked her gear in the kit and returned it to the cabinet. “I don’t suppose you’ll tell me what happened.”


  “Too big to talk about, kid.”


  “You sound a little like Bogart when you say that. I mean when you call me ‘kid.’”


  “Whatever turns you on.”


  I smiled at her, but I was the one who was turned on, from looking down her blouse and getting the scent of her. I tried not to be obvious as I studied the lines of her legs under her skirt. Della was no tease. She dressed sensibly for the office, and she did not try to show off her figure. But she had one of those tight, leggy bodies that could not help itself. I really did not think she had any idea of the effect she had on men. I could have been wrong.


  “Is there anything else I can do, Jack? Do you need any help?”


  “Not right now, kid. You’ve done plenty. I feel much better, no kidding.” I got up from her chair. “I’d better let you get back to work.”


  “I think you’d better change your shirt. That one’s ruined.”


  That was when I remembered about the run to the cleaners that I had not made. My other shirts were still out in the car.


  Della thought I should lie down with my feet elevated or something, but I convinced her that I was up to running an errand. I dropped the shirts off at a little one-hour shop near the office. It was nearly lunchtime when I got back, but I had decided to skip lunch. The way my day was going, I might feel like a drink by evening, and I did not want to go over my budget.


  When I got back, Della told me someone was waiting in my office. She said she thought he looked like a live one, and gave me a big wink.


  I did not explain the blood on my shirt to the man and he did not ask. He was fortyish, about my age, but he had taken better care of himself. He was about my height, too, maybe a fraction under six feet, but well fed and prosperous-looking. His face was so ruddy and shiny-clean it was pink. The suit was expensive but understated banker’s gray with subtle pinstripes. I noticed a school ring and no wedding band: a company man. The tortoise-shell frames of his glasses made his eyes look enormous, like a frog’s. He smiled. A lot.


  “Mister Kyle, my name is Arthur Crandall. I’m with Amalgamated Enterprises.”


  “Never heard of it.”


  We shook hands. His grip was firm, stronger than I had expected. He sat back down in one of the chairs in front of the desk; I sat in mine.


  “We’re rather a large operation, Mister Kyle. Very large, as a matter of fact. But I can understand how you might not have heard of us yet, especially if you don’t follow the financial news.”


  I thought he lingered over that a bit. Screw him, I thought. If he’s looking for a Wall Street Journal type, he can look somewhere else. I did not have anything against the WSJ. I mean, if one of the accountants on my floor subscribed, I would read it.


  “We like to maintain a low profile, Mister Kyle,” the well-fed man was saying. “Operate discreetly, as most holding companies do. We are headquartered in New York City for the time being. But we plan to relocate our corporate headquarters here in the near future, to Dallas.”


  “There’s a lot of that going on.”


  “Yes, quite a lot. And that is why I am here today.”


  “What is?”


  “The move. We may be in need of your services.”


  “Oh.”


  “Is that all you have to say?”


  “For now. I’m kind of a low-profile type myself.”


  “I see.” He laughed a little, without losing the smile. “I’ve heard about you Texans. You are all supposed to be … laid back, I understand.”


  “Or backward, depending on where you’re from.” I did not bother to tell him what Lyndon Johnson was supposed to have said about talking slow and thinking fast. “Which of my services do you think you might be in need of?”


  “There is practically no end to them. We will be hiring people locally, and we insist on thorough background checks. That would be a job in itself, in addition, we will be interested in property, which means that a man who knows his way around the courthouse, who has longstanding local sources, would be valuable. It could work into something really nice for you in the long run.”


  “Sounds great.” I studied him, but I could not make anything out behind the smile and the glasses. “How did you happen to pick me? Did somebody recommend me?”


  “Not exactly. We contacted the State Board. You are what we are looking for, a new, one-man operation hungry for business, someone who doesn’t already have a big client list. We want someone who can give one hundred percent of his time and attention to our needs. We intend to make it worth your while. Believe me, money is not a problem with us when it comes to paying for
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