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A whisper into the
mouthpiece – a name, a place – and maybe that night a black truck
would careen up the El aimed at Steve Galloway. Or it could be a
knife, or a gun.

Galloway knew all this. But Sam,
who had raised him, was dead, dead at the hands of these civilized
killers, these quiet, dark men who dealt in corruption and
decay.

So Galloway fought them anyway –
with all the wildness of the black Irish in him – and he almost had
them when the house fell in on him … for he found himself in love with his
enemy’s girl.

Now somewhere, he knew, in
Greater New York, and in a matter of hours, a phone would be lifted
and over the wires would hum … the message of death …
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Chapter One

 


HE SUPPOSED THERE had been
changes in
eleven years, but walking down Fifth Avenue he could not detect
them. More of the men did not wear hats, the women seemed less
burdened with habiliments and walked with easier stride. But the
noise was as great, the odors were as strong, the cops as big, the
show windows as garish—and the lean girls still carried their
hatboxes and hustled to their appointments with cameras.

It was early fall and his deep
tan was not
particularly noticeable among the returned vacationists. He had
managed to buy a ready-made blue suit with accessories to match. He
carried the Homburg the salesman had insisted upon, envying
bareheaded men on their lunch hours who swung along empty-handed.
He had always hated carrying anything in his hands when he
walked.

He was taller than most New
York men, and broader, yet he was not an outsize. He fitted well enough, he
thought, despite the years abroad. The inner difference was not
apparent even to a close beholder. It was extremely important that
he should be undistinguished; he had thought about it a lot since
the news of Sam’s death had come to him.

Sam Goulding had first shown him New
York, long ago, before the war, and it had been fun. Things always
had been fun with Sam, because of the sentimental gentleness, the
profound belief in life just for the living that comprised the soul of the
little old horse player. These things Steve Galloway had loved in
Sam, and this was the reason he had returned to New
York.

He crossed Forty-second
and a young girl
with slender legs and ankles to turn a Moslem’s eye skyward almost
ran into him. She looked at him fleetingly, half-smiling a hasty
apology, and was gone. Steve gazed after her a moment, shrugged,
and went on. Plenty of time for that. Plenty of time to use the
things Sam had allowed him to find out for himself.

The lions still looked
broodingly down their noses in front of the library and the pigeons
still maculated their stone skulls and this was pleasing. He had
never admired the lions.

He thought some more about Sam
and wished he could rid himself of the deep-seated guilt that
gnawed at him because he had not thought subjectively about the old
man for years. Had he returned a year ago, Sam might still be
alive. He had planned to come back, every year he had made plans.
Always there had been something.

Last year it was Saudi Arabia
and the oil deal into which he had walked, blind lucky as usual where
there was money to be made. Before that it was the small house in
Sydney where the games had almost tilted the roof. Before that it
had been Honolulu and the girl with green eyes and the dice table
he had owned through bribery of the proper authorities. Before that
it had been the Army and the opportunities presented to a sharp lad
with cards.

Now Sam was dead and he had to
see Lou Moscow. It was bad to think of Sam dead at sixty, that
healthy small man with the happy grin who had raised Steve
Galloway.

He turned east on Forty-second
and the tempo changed near Grand Central, people scurrying, busses
tangling traffic as they turned west from Park, sober-faced men
arguing with their hands as they hustled along, a cool, dusty wind
blowing down the canyon of concrete and metal. The sky was never as
blue or as sunny on the side streets, he remembered. He found
himself increasing his pace.

No use wasting time on regrets,
he thought. Sam was dead and soon he would know and then he would take
steps. It was—it was something to do. He had chased money and its
components far enough and long enough, stretching his luck, the
luck that seldom failed him. He needed something in which to fasten
his teeth, he was growing irritable and restless and at thirty-five
he was beginning to look backward at what had happened to him. Like
an old man. As Sam had never done.

He found the building and went
into the lobby and looked at white-lettered names on a black board.
He went to the elevator bank and a man snapped a gadget like a cricket
and several people surged forward and he let himself be shoved,
disliking it, realizing that this was one thing that had kept him
from New York, this physical contact with the millions. He got off
on the eleventh floor and walked down a corridor around a corner to
a small office bearing the sign “Moscow, Hittleman, Nevers,
Attys.”

When he was twelve Sam had
first brought him here and made a small joke for an orphaned
boy. “Hittleman is dead and there never was a Nevers.” He had
added, “But Moscow ain’t a city in Russia, it’s a shyster in New
York.” Steve went into the dingy reception room and faced a blonde
girl with the general outlines of an inverted cello.

She was a girl of medium height
but everything else about her was almost embarrassingly
extravagant. She wore a loose sweater, but it wasn’t loose enough. She wore a
skirt tucked into a nineteen-inch waistline, but it seemed scanty
from there on down. Her flat-heeled shoes should not have pointed
up exquisite anklebones, but they did.

Her eyelashes were fringes for
eyes that were peculiarly slanted and probably green, Steve thought, trying
not to stare. He said, “My name’s Galloway. I don’t have an
appointment, but I think Mr. Moscow will see me.”

“Mr. Stephen Galloway?” she
asked coolly. Her voice was like that of a boxer hit too many times
in the larynx, but smoother.

“That’s right.”

She said, “You can go in, Mr. Galloway.”
She pressed a buzzer, walked to the door to the inner office and
waited a moment, then opened it and stood aside.

Steve went past her and felt,
rather than heard, the door close behind him. He shook off a surprising
feeling of being on the defensive as he said, “Hello, Mr.
Moscow.”

Louis J. Moscow looked at him
from behind a cluttered old oak desk. He was a lean man, ageless, dry-skinned,
rumpled, myopic. “Hello, Steve.”

“It’s been a long while.” Steve
sat on a straight chair, put his hat on the desk. It was as if
things had never changed since that first day Sam had brought him
here. “I guess you didn’t expect to see me.”

“I expected you.” Moscow seemed
to be waiting for a lead in order to counterpunch.

“Everything’s the same except
that vision in the outer office,” Steve said. “You never were a man
for getting excited.”

“Why should I be excited?
Because you turn up?”

“Look—what’s the matter with me?
I thought we were friends, at least in a business way,” Steve said.
“I came here on business.”

Moscow leaned back, brushing
cigarette ash from his lap, tilting his head to look over the
bifocal lenses of his horn-rimmed glasses. “You’re late. We buried Sam
six months ago.”

“And I got the news three months
ago. I had to clean up a deal, book passage, travel from Saudi
Arabia to New York,” said Steve. “What do you want from me,
blood?”

“Twenty-three years ago Sam
brought you in here. He was not a wealthy man, he lived on the thin
edge of a shaky world.” Moscow’s voice was hard. “He made provision
for you to go to school. He took care you didn’t want for anything.
He went short plenty of times so you’d have the best of
it.”

“Who knows that better than
me?”

“You go into the Army. That you
couldn’t help,” Moscow went on coldly. “You get out of the Army,
you got something cooking. We get a letter once a year.”

“I never was much for writing
letters.” Again he was on the defensive.

“We get a few checks.” Moscow
fumbled in a drawer, took out a bankbook, tossed it at Steve.
“You’ll find them accounted for. The only expenditure is for Sam’s
funeral. I took great pleasure in making it cost two thousand
bucks.”

Steve leaned forward, knocking
the book aside with his index finger. “You can keep the rest for your fee,
you goddamn shyster. And you can stop lamming into me about Sam. He
wouldn’t if he was here. And you can go to hell.” He got up and
reached for the Homburg. Then he paused, looking down at the lean,
angry man behind the desk.

He replaced the
hat. He sat
down, crossed his knees. He said quietly, “All right, Lou. You
loved him. I was thoughtless—I goofed as far as Sam was concerned.
Now let’s talk business.”

There was a long pause. Steve lighted a
cigarette, waiting.

Moscow said,
“What
business?”

“About Sam. A crumby
short-carder drifted into camp and before I threw him out he said
things were wrong at the end.”

Moscow said,
“What kind of
wrong?”

“Before Sam was
murdered.”

“You mean about the
horse?”

“Yes.”

“Things were wrong. Damned
wrong.”

“Damnit, I want to know,” said
Steve.

“Why?”

Steve looked incredulously at
the lawyer. “You mean you think I won’t do something about
it?”

Moscow tipped his chair
forward. “I’m out of smokes. I was just going to ask Virginia to get
some for me.”

Steve handed over
his pack. “That
girl outside?”

Moscow found a long holder, fitted a
cigarette into it. “Sam brought her here three years ago. Her
father was another one of them like yours, only he lasted longer.
Sam always had to have some kid to worry over. Her last name is Butler and keep your
hands off her.”

“So that’s why she acted like I
was poison.” Steve nodded. “She knows all about me.”

“To her, you’re a
heel.”

“So I’m a heel. Look, Lou, all I
want to know—what happened to Sam?”

“He finally got a horse,” said
Moscow. “A good one.”

“That’s bad? All his life he
wanted a good one.”

“He rated it along. Flaming
Arrow. How he loved that nag!” Moscow shook his head. “Never could
see it. A horse—an animal. But to Sam it was his life. He had a
couple of others—platers. Nothing. But Flaming Arrow—it was a thing
to him.”

“So Sam had a horse.”

“He was smart, you know. Not
many people knew about this horse. Small tracks, a jock barely an
apprentice, Legs Murphy, a no-good little jerk. But Sam loved kids
and Legs was a kid. They played the Florida back country—Tampa,
like that. Charlestown, they win a couple, just for cakes. Sam was
building.”

“Sure, for the big one,” Steve
said impatiently.

“For the Derby,” said Moscow.
“Sam dreamed. He came up to Belmont and dropped Flaming Arrow into
an eight-horse thing out of his class, just for the experience.
Legs had his orders—let the horse run, but don’t try
anything.”

“Nothing wrong with that. It’s
been done since Apollo ran against the sun,” said Steve. “What
happened?”

“Flaming Arrow won the race,”
Moscow said deliberately. “And died in the barn right after they
gave it the saliva test.”

“What happened?”

“They found that someone had
slipped Flaming Arrow a goof ball. Big enough to shoot him home
first—and to kill him. A dumb job, pulled by amateurs. What could
they figure?”

Steve said, stunned,
“They figured Sam
did it?”

Moscow nodded.
“Or Legs Murphy,
which amounts to the same thing. They pulled Sam’s colors, barred
him from the tracks.”

Steve sat a moment, thinking
about it, about Sam’s lifelong dream of the horse he would someday find. The
little man must have been pretty close with this Flaming Arrow; he
had never fooled himself too much about horseflesh.

He asked, “What about Legs
Murphy?”

“Disappeared.”

“The cops, what about the
cops?”

Moscow said
slowly, “You
got to understand how Sam was killed. Legs had already gone. Sam
was drinking it up a little. You know how he was—nothing serious,
just a little slump when things hit him.”

That was correct. Booze had
never been a problem to Sam. Only horses.

“They picked him up on First
Avenue, near Fifty-second Street. It looked like robbery and
homicide. His rock was gone.”

“First near Fifty-second. Around
the corner from Dead End,” Steve muttered. “Yeah. I knew that rock.
It was in and out of hock so often it had grooves worn
in
it.”

Moscow said,
“So there was a
wave of muggings at the time and the cops lumped it in with the
run-of-the-mill stuff. Sam’s publicity had been bad and they knew
he was on a bender and they filed the case. You can’t hardly blame
them.”

“You don’t agree.”

“No. I had a call from Sam. He
was cold sober. He said he had a lead on the horse thing. I talked
to him the day he was killed.”

Steve thought some more, about
the gentle,
happy Sam trying to clear himself by detective work, fighting to
get sobered up and make sense, calling his lawyer, then getting
skulled before he could make a move. Fresh anger was building on
the embers of the smoldering flame that had begun with the news of
Sam’s death. He forced himself to deliberate.

He said, “You must have some ideas. How
do you figure it, Mr. Moscow?”

The lawyer tapped a pencil
against his fingers. “Money was down on Flaming Arrow all over the
country. Every bookie not in the know was slaughtered. Right around
here the money was spread evenly. That’s all I know.”

“One of those syndicate deals,”
said Steve slowly. “They move in, pick a sucker, make the kill,
move out.”

“You ought to know. You were
raised in the business.”

“Six months. The bastards could
have killed each other off by now.”

“Easily, they could
have.”

“I’ll have to find out.” Steve
touched the bankbook again. “Keep this for operating expenses. Draw
me up a power of attorney so if anything happens to me you can
handle everything. Make out a will.” He paused, then grinned.
“Split my estate between you and the girl outside until further
notice.”

Moscow ground out his
cigarette. “I’ll do no such thing. You leave that girl
alone.”

“Draw up an agreement that I’m
never to mention it to her,” Steve said. “What the hell, I’ve got
nobody. She was Sam’s kid—who else would I leave it to? An
orphanage? Nuts to that. You do like I say and stop making like a
boss.”

Moscow asked,
“And what is the
size of this estate you’re making so much about, gambler
boy?”

Steve picked up the hat.
“I’ll send you all
the papers on the oil deal in Saudi Arabia. They said it would be
well over a million. There’ll be taxes for you to figure out. See
you later. I got to start looking for trouble.”

He took a moment’s satisfaction from the
amazement on the lawyer’s face, then made his exit as though on
cue. That had been another of Sam’s teachings—knowing when to get
off stage. In the outer office he paused. The girl looked at him
without expression.

“I’m not stopping to argue with
you now,” he told her solemnly. “Check with Moscow. I’ll call you
later.”

“I’ll be busy later,” she said
flatly.

“That’s what you think.” He
flourished the Homburg and left.

Pretty flamboyant, he thought,
going to the elevators. You and your million, your lucky million that
you parlayed from a drunk’s conversation and a gambler’s bankroll
into an oil well. Big stuff, real big, and Sam six months in his
grave. Bring Sam and his horse back with your million, let me see
you try that. Or follow a stale trail to get to the people
responsible for his death and wind up where? In the chair for a
killing? Just because you got away with a couple of self-justified
killings in far lands, don’t think you can do it in this
country.

Yet, as the story of Sam’s ending sank
deeper into his consciousness, he wanted to kill. Slowly and
hurtfully he wanted to kill someone, to take him apart, piece by
piece. An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth—and a few fingernails
plucked by hot pincers to pay for the broken dream of a kind old
man.

That’s the way it is, Galloway, he told
himself. You never had a mother to bring you up right. You’re a
slob, never a mother since you were twelve. Why, you bum, your
mother was a swell dame out of burlesque and you remember her as
well as you remember Sam. She was the very best kind of mother a
kid could have, quick with a buck, quick to anger, quicker to
forgive. Your old man was just like her and he was crazy about her
and about you and that’s why it was the first of your million lucky
breaks that Sam knew this, took pity on you, gave you every chance
in the world.

You’ve got your reasons for what you’re
going to do.


Chapter Two

 


THE FIRST THING
was to get out of
the hotel and establish himself in an apartment. He bought
the Times and made a few calls and walked around Central Park South
and by noon on Saturday he had found an apartment for only slightly
less than his left arm per month. It had everything he needed for
the front he wanted. Three bedrooms, three baths, and daily maid
service. A doorman big as Atlas and with a crooked gleam in his
eye. Self-service elevators to stave off nosy operators and petty
blackmail. An enclosed fire stairway leading to a basement garage.
And a den.

The den was big enough for a
six-handed poker game. The bar was in the corner, out of the way. There were
pictures on the wall, mostly horses like Man O’ War, and Citation,
and in a corner just for kicks several colts in a blue-grass
pasture. Yes, the den would do fine.

Saturday noon he was moved in.
He ate lunch out of his newly stocked double-door refrigerator, enjoying the
manufacture of a jelly omelet and coffee black as his Homburg. He
looked in the yellow section of the directory and found that the
Businessman’s Midtown Gym was on the Avenue of the Americas near
Fifty-ninth, and this floored him a moment, but he called the board
downstairs and they informed him that La Guardia had flipped his
lid and allowed Sixth Avenue to lose its hallowed name in mistaken
hemispheric patriotism, but that nobody paid any heed—it was still
east of Broadway and people still called it “Sixty.”

He walked, digesting his light
meal, happy in the autumn sun. He found the entrance to the gym and went
upstairs and into a large, well-lighted loft fitted with everything
to make the tired businessman even more tired.

There were half a dozen men
puffing at various pieces of apparatus. In one corner there was a businesslike
squared circle, complete with taut ropes and swinging corner
stools. Steve nodded and looked around for Socker Cane.

The big man was directing
a corpulent
gent toward the rubbing room at the rear of the gym. He looked just
the same as when Sam had staked him at Hialeah twelve years ago. He
wore his slightly bunched ear and his scarred brows and twisted
nose with the patient air of a man who knows he is not beautiful
and couldn’t care less. His blond hair was cropped close, his
shoulders were square, and his back was straight as a board. He
looked forty and was fifty-two. He saw Steve, hesitated, started
forward, paused in disbelief. Then he roared, “You come back! Hiya,
boy! Hiya!”

They shook hands and
Socker’s
left fist pounded Steve’s shoulder. The big man boomed, “You’re in
shape, huh? Wanta go a couple rounds?”

“With you, any day, you bum,”
said Steve happily. It made him feel inordinately good to have
someone welcome him without cavil. “Can we talk first?”

There was a small
office, well
appointed, with framed photographs of celebrities on the walls.
Steve sat in a deep chair and looked at a shiny print inscribed “To
Socker, who could hit. Jack Dempsey,” and shook his
head.

Socker grinned.
“Sure, I signed it
myself. Jack wasn’t around.”

“He wasn’t around when you were
his sparring partner, either,” Steve said. “You swatted at him, he
wasn’t there. How many times did he K.O. you in
training?”

Socker said, “From him, who
minded?”

“Where’s Greb’s picture?” asked
Steve.

“That dirty
sonofabitch.”

“Sam always said he was the
best.”

“That freak.”

“Sam said he could have beaten
Dempsey.”

Socker glared.
“Did you come up
here to argue with me or to find out about Sam?”

Steve dropped his teasing air.
He lighted a cigarette, looked at the glowing end. “Moscow called you,
huh?”

“No. The hell with
Moscow.”

“The girl, then. Virginia
Butler.”

“She’s all right. You won’t mess
with her, will you, Steve?” The big man seemed to be pleading. His
brow was furrowed; he looked like an unhappy gargoyle.

Steve wagged his head,
marveling. “What’s this with me? Have I got glamour or something?
Everybody tells me, lay off Virginia Butler.”

“It ain’t you. It’s her. She’s
got an effect on men. And she—she don’t exactly hate the
idea.”

“But you older characters want
to keep her pure and innocent.” Steve laughed. “O.K., Socker, O.K.
Now tell me your story about Sam and what happened.”

“They goofed his horse, the
stewards slammed him, he got clobbered and died,” said Socker
sadly. “You got the story from Moscow. It’s straight. Moscow’s all
right.”

Steve looked around.
“Nice place you got
here. For a horse player. You’re supposed to die broke, you
know.”

“Mortgaged,” the big man said
glumly. “I hit a crazy parlay, set this joint up. Ain’t had a
winner since.”

“I hear you get a lot of mains
for customers.”

“There’s some high players
around.” Socker grew cautious. “They know me from the tracks, see?
Some of ’em remember ’way back when I played tackle for Steve Owen.
Some of ’em saw me box—the older ones.”

“Any of them remember you were a
private eye?”

Socker said
uncomfortably, “Leave us not go into that. It was only a spell with the
Pinkertons. It wasn’t serious.”

Steve said slowly,
“You’ve been a lot
of things, Socker. One thing you never were. Crooked. You say you
got a mortgage here. How much?”

“Ten gees.”

Steve said, “I might lift that for
you.”

“I’d only plaster it again when
I hit a losin’ streak,” Socker said without enthusiasm. “This way
the bank won’t give me no more. I got to take it easy, see? Maybe
it’s better this way.”

Steve said, “I want Legs
Murphy.”

“I ain’t got him.”

“I want to go from him to the
contact man. Then I want the man behind the contact
man.”

“Steve, this is somethin’ I
don’t know about.”

“I believe that. I just want you
to help me find whoever is responsible for Sam’s death.”

Socker sat quietly for a long
moment. Then he said, “Steve, you know how I felt about Sam. He staked
me often enough. He was a doll. He was the best. But this
business—I don’t know.”

“Scared, Socker?”

“Not exactly. Only—well, Sam’s
dead. Nothin’s goin’ to bring him back. What’s the use of opening a
can of beans?”

“Sam brought me up.
I’m
peculiar. I want to
know the whole score.”

“What you gonna do when you find
out something?”

“How about letting me
worry?”

Socker hesitated.
“What you want from
me?”

“You know people. You know the
tracks and I don’t even want to know them. You’ve got a good spot
here for learning where Legs Murphy might be found. I can trust
you.”

Socker looked at the picture of
Dempsey. “You still play a little cards, Steve?”

“If it will help, I’ll be glad
to play a little cards.”

Socker said,
“There’s some
people hang around here. One of them is a real nice guy. Name of
Jack Barr. Square gambler. Maybe you ought to meet him.”

“All right.”

“This guy is a main. Lives
uptown in a neighborhood where he was raised. Funny kind of
guy.”

“Important?”

“On his own. No big connections,
except the cops. He knows a lot of cops.”

“You mean he’s not with a
syndicate?”

Socker nodded.
“Nobody knows any
connection between you and Sam. It’s too long ago and you went
away—nobody could figure it. But if you start askin’, it’ll be a
tip-off. So maybe you better start by gettin’ with the high
players, like Barr.”

“You’ll check Legs
Murphy?”

Socker sighed.
“This I don’t like.
Everything tells me I should leave this strictly alone.”

“But you’ll play?”

“I’ll play.”

Steve took out his checkbook.
He wrote in it. He tore out a pink slip and handed it to
Socker. “Ten
thousand dollars. When the deal is completed I’ll sign
it.”

Socker put the check into his
wallet with great care. He said, “That’s good enough for me.” His face
wrinkled into a carefree grin that utilized every muscle above his
shoulders. “Come on. I’ll give you a locker and sell you some
stuff.”

There were a couple of men
getting dressed in the locker room. They looked curiously at Steve as
Socker introduced them. “Pal of mine—been away.”

One was named Charlie Goode, a
big fellow with bulky shoulders and close-set eyes. He had a most pleasant
manner, almost ingratiating. The other was called Sid November,
which was not reasonable. He was reminiscent of the Near East, a
barrel-bodied, hairy fellow with liquid brown eyes and an air of
self-importance that Steve found incongruous. They both welcomed
Steve to the club with offhand cordiality and continued to adorn
themselves with most expensive haberdashery and suiting.

Steve stripped and donned an
elastic supporter, shorts, white wool socks, and
rubber-soled
leather gym shoes, provided from Socker’s retail supply counter. He
threw a towel around his brown shoulders and nodded to the two men
as he went toward the gym.

Socker, stripped to tights, was
in the ring with big gloves and a couple of head guards.
Steve jumped over
the ropes and took a pair of gloves. In Saudi Arabia he had kept up
his boxing to kill time, and in the Army he had skipped a lot of
irksome duties through his ability to box. It had also helped
distract authority from his activities with dice and cards. To the
brass a gambler was a certain type, a jock strap another. They
could not conceive of a man who could be proficient in both
categories.

Socker chuckled in Steve’s ear, “Watch
Barr get interested. That’s him with the skip rope.”

Jack Barr was shorter than Steve, but
weighed about the same. He was very fair, with freckled skin and a
pug nose. His jaw was round and strong, his gaze direct. He skipped
rope like a professional pugilist, deftly, without apparent effort.
He turned himself now, looking up into the ring, slowing the tempo
of the looping rope.

Socker turned back to Steve and
said, “O.K.,
kid, let’s see what you forgot.”

They sparred.
Socker
didn’t move much. He wheeled easily, picking off leads, countering
lightly. Steve stepped around him and lazily poked out a left.
Socker caught him with a right cross that almost tore his moorings
loose. He heard the big man’s light laugh.

Instinctively Steve swung back,
covered. He dug in close and let Socker clout his elbows and head.
He got his
bearings back, eased off. He feinted a left, threw an overhand
right.

Socker caught it on the side of
his jaw. He went down on his haunches as though someone had blackjacked
him.

He stayed there, shaking his
head. Then solemnly he began removing his big gloves. “Too old,” he complained.
“No reflexes. I seen it, but what can I do?”

Steve said, “You shouldn’t have clipped
me.”

Socker winked one eye. “Maybe Jack would
like to try you. Jack tries out all the new guys. Jack’s our cop
around here.”

Barr dropped the rope and bounced into
the ring. He was laughing heartily, from his belly. He held out his
hand. “I’m Jack Barr. Anybody who can hit Socker with a sucker lead
is a pal of mine.”

“Steve Galloway. Glad to meet
you.” He could feel Barr’s firm grip through the padding of the
twelve-ounce glove. “Want to go a round or two?”

“About two,” said Barr. “How do
the pros go ten, fifteen?”

Steve watched Barr put on the
gloves, expertly, from long practice. “People don’t know what it
takes.”

Socker finished with
the lacings
and came over to Steve and examined his gloves. In a quick whisper
he said, “He was a pro.”

Steve kept his expression
blank. He
went back to a corner, leaned there. He liked Barr at once. There
was an enthusiasm, a friendly air that the man wore like a mantle,
attractive on sight. But there was something going on here and
Socker had tipped him.

Goode and November had come
from the
locker room. The other men in the gym were lounging, drifting
toward the ring. Steve saw Goode nod in answer to something
November said, saw one of the other men lift an eyebrow, look
squinting into the ring, shrug, and nod. No one needed to announce
that bets were being made.

He looked at Socker, who held a
stop watch. The big man said, “Two three-minute rounds?”

“O.K. with me.”

Barr was no longer smiling. His
brow furrowed, his blue eyes were gray. Socker said quietly,
“Time, gentlemen.”
Steve came out with his hands high. A whirling fury swept across
the ring at him. Barr came with both hands winging, hooking for the
body.

Steve side-stepped.
His left snapped
down at the shorter man. He prodded, trying to keep Barr off
balance. He succeeded only in part. A swinging glove slid upward,
slapped against his ear so that bees seemed to swarm inside his
head.

He moved right,
then left.
He cocked his right, watched a moment, ducked a left, and pulled
the trigger. The big glove met Barr solidly, drove him across the
ring and into the ropes. An amateur would have dropped his hands
then, but Steve followed across to where Barr was already bouncing
back to the attack. He shoved the other man off balance, sent a
dipping right behind the ear. He led with the overhand right. Barr
staggered, looking respectful. Steve hit him with a calculated
right cross on the chin. Barr fell in close.

Steve tied him up,
whispered, “You want to kill the bets?”

Barr said, “They got a right.”

Steve said, “O.K.”

They sparred tamely to
finish the round. They rested when Socker gave them the word. Steve
looked down at the gaping men on the gym floor. Sid November looked
slightly unhappy, Goode was smiling. Socker called them out
again.

Barr discontinued his
rushing tactics. The man could box, Steve knew very well. They went
around too fast for men of their years who were not in strict
training, and both felt the pace.

Suddenly Barr increased the
tempo. He had got a second or third wind. Steve met the attack with
all the
skill he could command. He slipped a left, rolled with a right. He
bent at the waist to get leveled off at the smaller man. He set his
heels.

Barr came with a hook. Steve pegged it.
Steve’s right followed over Barr’s left.

Barr stumbled, his feet
tangled for
a brief instant. Steve held a punch in mid-air, a right from over
in Jersey. He poised, waiting for Barr to regain
balance.

“That’s enough,” Socker said,
stepping between them, snapping his watch. He looked at Steve, at
Barr. “Barr landed most punches. Galloway hit harder.”

Barr was biting at the laces of
his glove, panting, his face reddened from punches. He managed to
gasp, “Don’t
be a chump. You know as well—as I do.” He drew in air, grinned.
“Let the long-shot gamblers win. I bet they got three, four
to
one.”

Socker nodded.
“Galloway
wins.”

The men on the gym floor said
nothing. Sid November took money from his pocket and gave it to
Charlie Goode, then they left together. Barr stripped his second
glove, watching them go. He said absently to Socker, “Good old Sid.
He believes in me. Loyal to the end.”

Socker said,
“I got a fat-guy
class comin’. You mind?” They drifted together toward the lockers.
The remaining customers came in and Barr introduced Steve all
around. They showered. When they came out, Barr said, “I’d like to
see you sometime. You going to be around town for a
while?”

“For a while. Doing anything for
dinner?”

“I’ve got a business date.” Barr
hesitated. “Well—sometime, maybe. That’s some right hand you
got.”

“How many bouts did you have?”
asked Steve.

Barr’s eyes twinkled. “Ten or twelve.
Sixes and eights. I wasn’t conning you about ten or fifteen
rounds.”

“I never went over six,” Steve
said. “Mostly in the Army. You were Navy.”

Barr said ruefully,
“Every smart guy
knows a Navy fighter.”

“Hookers. You’re all
hookers.”

“Funny, ain’t it?” Barr picked
up a Homburg hat identical to Steve’s. “It was fun, Galloway. We’ll
try it again, for grabs.”

“Any time.” Steve finished
dressing. He picked up his hat and started out. The fat men, a
dozen of them, assorted, were coming in. He waved to Socker. “Call
you tomorrow.”

He went out onto Sixth. The
afternoon was waning and people were all about, busy at week-end preparations.
He was not a man to suffer loneliness, but suddenly he realized he
had nothing in the world to do with himself. Nothing that he wanted
to do, anyway.

That was pretty stupid, he told
himself. He was young, healthy, and wealthy, and this was New York. He had only
to walk toward the Plaza, go into a fashionable bar, and keep his
eyes open. Results were guaranteed anywhere in the
world.

Maybe that was it, he thought.
It had worked for him so often that nothing of anticipation
was left.
The same tired routine, the same amount of money spent, the same
result. He wasn’t knocking it, he hastily assured himself, he
hadn’t reached that stage. He was merely wishing it could be
different for once.

A cool breeze slapped his still
damp brow.
He put on the Homburg and turned to look for a cab. He stood on the
curb for a moment, trying to adjust the hat to a comfortable
angle.

It did not fit. He tried it
again, took it off, stared at it. The salesman had been very
particular about it. A cab wheeled to a stop and he crawled in, giving his home
address, still examining the hat.

Initials were perforated in the
sweatband.
They were J.E.B. He studied them a moment, then light dawned. He
remembered Jack Barr going out of the gym with a Homburg in his
hand.

He turned the hat over, feeling
the expensive sheen of its nap. There was an inscription,
“Custom Made by
Fowler,” and a Madison Avenue address. He asked the driver, “What
kind of shop is Fowler’s on Madison?”

“How should I know?” snapped the
cabby. “Could I buy a shoelace in that neighborhood?”

“Drive me over there,” Steve
said.

“You wanted to go to Central
Park South,” the driver said accusingly.

“That’s right.”

“Now you want to go to
Madison.”

“I’m eccentric.”

“Go here, go there,” muttered
the cabby. “Nobody knows what he wants. Nobody knows nothin’
anymore.” He was a small man with a dented nose. The identification
card gave his name as Sol Mintz. He crouched low behind the wheel,
driving with insolent skill through the harrowing
Saturday-afternoon traffic. He slid the cab between a delivery
truck and a chauffeur-driven Rolls Royce. He sneered at the
uniformed figure behind the wheel of the Rolls and said, “Them
foreign cars. Crazy for ’em. Everybody. Big thing, foreign cars.
Nobody knows nothin’ no more.”

“You got ulcers, Sol?” Steve
asked him mildly.

“Big thing, ulcers. Everybody’s
got ulcers. What’s so great about ulcers?”

“I never had ulcers.” Steve was
beginning to enjoy this. “So don’t tell me about ulcers.” The light
changed and the cab leaped like a willing animal, beating the
traffic, crossing Fifth. A uniformed policeman stepped tentatively
off the curb, restraining suicidal pedestrians, and Sol Mintz
nearly took off his heel.

“Traffic cops get ulcers. The
jerks. Too good for ’em.”

“Why should traffic cops get
ulcers?”

“Occupational disease,” Sol
Mintz said grandly. “Nerves. All the noise. You ever hear so much
noise? I was inna Battle of the Bulge. It was quiet,
compared.”

“You don’t like it?”

“Like it? Are you kiddin’? What
are you, a wise guy or somethin’?”

“Just looking for information,”
Steve said humbly.

“Nobody likes it. Everybody
hates New York. And you know why? Noise. The big noise. That’s this
town. Big noise!”

“I’d noticed.”

“You noticed. That’s a laugh.
Lemme tell you somethin’, bub. You stick around this town. It’ll
getcha. Like it gets everybody. Noise. Cabs, tracks, whistles,
trains, planes, subways, people ... noisy. Real noisy. You ever
been on Fifth on a Sunday?”

“Not for a long while.” He
remembered walks with Sam along the
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