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Captain
Gringo—boxed in by death
in Mexico!

In front of him, a muzzle pointed at his gut.
Behind him, a cave full of rabid bats. Gringo’s only chance is to
throw himself into the arms of a sultry blonde whose insatiable
lust has been known to kill—but at least her victims die in
bed...

Trapped, he’ll have to blast
a swath of bloody death with his Maxim, slaughtering an army of
murdering bandits—while still staying one step ahead of the
relentless Rurales. And all the while, a desperate crew of
Americanos are dogging his tracks. If he won’t tell them where
their gold is, they won’t hesitate to burn him over a slow fire and
then bury the charred carcass in the... Cavern of Doom!
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Captain Gringo was
dead. It said so on the front page
of La Prensa Oficial, so it had to be true. Did anyone dare to dispute the official
press release of the benevolent stable government of
El Presidente Diaz?
People who didn’t trust the word of their Enlightened Dictator were
obviously enemies of Los
Estados Unidos de Mexico, and los Rurales would doubtless deal with them
just as they had dealt with the notorious Yanqui soldier of fortune, Ricardo
Walker, alias Captain Gringo.

According to the papers,
Captain Gringo had been captured by los Rurales in
the railroad yards of Tepic, and, not surprisingly, had been shot
while “trying to escape.”

Nobody in Mexico was more surprised or
delighted to read all this than Captain Gringo himself as he
lounged on a bed in one of the better hotel suites overlooking the
main plaza of Mexico City.

The tall, blonde American
lay fully dressed, save for hat and jacket, still wearing his
shoulder rig, and ready for action. Checking into a first class
hotel in the center of town had made him nervous as hell, even
though he saw the sense of it.

As all roads had once led to Rome, all
railroad lines across Mexico bottlenecked through Mexico City. So
the train they’d caught out of Tepic had only carried Captain
Gringo and his sidekick, Gaston, so far and no farther.

Well-dressed, well heeled,
and well-armed, the two soldiers of fortune would have stood out
even more had they holed up in one of the shady little
posadas knock around
guys, and the police, knew about. Nonetheless, it had felt pretty
tense checking in here that morning, knowing, or assuming,
los Rurales
were right on their trails. The front page of the
paper he’d just had room service deliver cast a whole new light on
things, however. Captain Gringo wondered, idly, who in hell the
bastards had shot by mistake back in Tepic. He couldn’t help
feeling sorry for what had to be a fellow Yank. But things could
have been worse. Was it his fault some poor drifter had been gunned
by los Rurales again? It happened all the
time in Mexico these days. The first time they’d tried to shoot
Captain Gringo, los Rurales hadn’t known who he was,
either. A guy had to look out for himself down here.

Looking on the bright side,
Captain Gringo knew the dumb story gave him and Gaston a breather.
At the moment his smaller, older, and less obviously non
Latin-looking sidekick was out trying to arrange discreet passage
to Vera Cruz, which was even farther away from those purple-pissing
government pricks they’d just tangled with on the west coast. By
now Gaston would have spotted the headlines. Captain Gringo hoped
it wouldn’t cause the dapper little Legion deserter to let down his
guard. They were both still a long way from Home Free. They still
had to make it to Vera Cruz and a steamer out of this tightly
policed dictatorship before some wise-ass Mexican figured out
they’d made a mistake. The trouble with El
Presidente Diaz was that the sly old
dictator appreciated talent, and had a lot of damned slick hired
guns on his payroll. Captain Gringo was wanted in a lot of places
besides Mexico and so, to collect the outstanding rewards on his
head, the damned Rurales
would doubtless send the head, suitably preserved,
to the highest bidder. The paper said the victim of
rurale Justice in Tepic
had been shot in the face. That probably explained part of the
mix-up. But anyone fixing to pay cash on the barrelhead would
doubtless want to make sure—and, damn it, the U.S. Army had his
dental records.

“Remind me never to have
another wisdom tooth pulled,” he muttered to himself, tossing the
paper aside and getting up to go to the window.

There was nothing much to
see, or worry about, in the plaza below. The sun was high,
and la siesta was
about to begin, Shop keepers were putting up their shutters, and
the waiters at the open-air cantina
across the way were trying to shoo their
customers, mostly foreigners at this hour. Mexico D.F. was high,
dry, and cooler than most of the country, but the locals knew,
better than tourists, what the tropic sun could do to you at high
noon, even at high altitude. The paving and stucco walls were
starting to bake, and the thin air was starting to shimmer, giving
the already haunted atmosphere of the antique town an even greater
air of unreality.

In the middle distance, the
twin towers of the old Spanish cathedral built atop the ruins of a
razed Aztec temple seemed to quiver like jelly while, beyond, the
red tile rooftops, punctuated by exclamation points of dark cedar
trees, rippled in shimmering waves that could make a guy with a
hangover seasick. He knew the drunken leans of chimney pot and
ridgepole were more than a trick of the shimmering atmosphere.
Mexico City had been built atop more than just Aztec ruins. There
had once been a vast, shallow lake spread across the floor of the
valley. Most of the water was still there, a few feet under the
Spanish engineer’s hasty land fill. The foundations of the
sprawling town rested on bottomless goo, and the people had learned
to live with flooded basements and cracked wall plaster as any new
construction slowly sank below street level.

The visible surface, of
course, like everything else in the Mexican high country, was dry,
dusty, and smelled like baked cornhusks and horseshit. Captain
Gringo shut the window and moved back to sit on the bed, trying not
to inhale. That pretty and willing widow he’d ridden up with on the
train hadn’t hung him over with her nubile body. It had been that
goddam pulque they’d been drinking between the lovemaking that had
done in his stomach. He wondered if she felt as lousy this morning
as he did. And he wondered, wistfully, where she was right now.
She’d said, when she got off the train, she’d never forget him.
They all said that.

He hoped old Pilar would
have the brains to forget him when she read the papers at her own
village. She probably would. Los
Rurales had been after
her, too, and she’d seemed pretty fond of him in that Pullman
compartment. On the other hand, there was one hell of a reward out
on him and Gaston, and old Pilar came from humble stock.

He fished out a Havana
Claro and lit up, both to kill time and the smell of the streets
outside. It was a good cigar. Thanks to having intercepted that
tribute money meant for people El
Presidente was fonder of, he could afford
good tobacco again. But thanks to the pulque he still tasted when
he belched, even a Havana Claro tasted like shit wrapped in
cornhusk today.

There was a soft rap on the
door. It was Gaston’s rap, but the tall American drew his double
action .38 anyway as he got up and went to the door. Putting his
free hand to the barrel-bolt and standing out of line from a bullet
through the panels, he growled, “¿Quién
es?” and heard a familiar voice
reply, “Merde alors, whom were you expecting, Santa Claus? Let me in, you species
of persecution complex! I have good news for you!”

Captain Gringo unbolted the door to admit a
short, dapper figure who could have been fifty or seventy, French
or perhaps something else, saint or sinner. Gaston Verrier was one
of those nondescript, gray little guys nobody could pick out in a
crowd or police line-up. He had other things going for him, too.
Save perhaps for Captain Gringo himself, Gaston was one of the most
dangerous professionals in a very dangerous profession. If he
couldn’t con his way past you, he could kick hard, higher than his
own head. On more than one occasion he’d made Captain Gringo
nervous by knifing people in public places and then simply fading
away like a small spook in the resultant gathering crowd.

As Gaston entered, waving
his own edition of the paper, Captain Gringo said, “I read it.
Before we start jerking off with glee, let’s remember the dopes
still have you at
large, and you’re wanted for everything but smallpox. Did you get
the tickets to Vera Cruz?”

Gaston removed his own
jacket, exposing his own shoulder rig and a knife handle protruding
from the back collar of his shirt as he said, “Mais non. I saw this delightful paper
on a newsstand a block this side of the depot. When I got to the
depot, I observed a trés fatigue
group of unwashed D.F. policia checking passports at the
entrance. You are doubtless correct in assuming they are still
searching for me. Fortunately, I am a true invisible man, so I
simply tied my shoe long enough to take in the situation, then
returned to the arms of my beamish boy.”

“You’re not wearing lace
shoes. You’re wearing mosquito boots, like me.”

“Mais Oui, but who
notices things like that at any distance? The point is that the
depot is trés hot.
They must have assumed, correctly, I rode the train they
caught you trying
to make, hein?”

“That sounds reasonable. I wonder who the hell they mistook for me
back in Tepic? I guess we’ll never know.” Gaston laughed boyishly
as he moved to the dresser and proceeded to build himself a
highball with the bottles and soda syphon there. He said, “I know
who they shot in the rail yards at Tepic. I turned him in to
los Rurales
myself. Knowing he would be there, I made a call
from a pay phone up the line when our adorable train stopped to
pick up more chickens. Do you want a drink?”

“May as
well. It hurts to puke on an empty gut. Wasn’t that a sort of
shitty trick, even for you, Gaston? Who the hell did you
sick los Rurales on? I didn’t notice any other
knockaround Yanks at the depot in Tepic.”

Gaston poured two healthy
shots of bourbon and fizzed them with the syphon as he explained,
“It was our old friend Lt. Carson, of the U.S. Navy. Remember him?”
Captain Gringo laughed incredulously and replied, “Not fondly. It
couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy! Jesus, that means I don’t
have to worry about that
bounty hunting sonofabitch, either!”

Gaston handed him his
drink, saying, “I thought you’d be pleased. But enough of these
happy reminiscences. Thanks to my amusing ruse, we have a whole new
ball game to consider. The notorious Captain Gringo is dead. The
doubtless equally annoying Gaston Verrier is much harder to pick
out of a crowd, as those tedious policia will soon discover. I told
you how I once settled down with a wife and waterfront
cantina in Tampico for a
few years, while every lawman in this lawless country was searching
for me. With the heat off you, you great blonde moose, the manhunt
shall soon fizz away like the bubbles in this thrice-accursed
species of soda water. In a day or so it should be safe for us to
show our adorable faces on the streets again, even here in the
lion’s den.”

Captain Gringo took a sip of his drink, felt
it was going to stay down, and risked a puff on his cigar before
saying, “Okay, we have enough of a stake to hole up here for, say a
week. Then what?”

“Ah, then
what indeed? Has not the picture sunk in yet, Dick? You are dead.
Nobody is searching for you. You are, as they say,
off the hook. Since the day we met, I have been listening to you piss
and moan about never being able to go back to the States again
because of that droll way you avoided a hanging by murdering your
would-be hangman. Now, thanks to me, there is nothing stopping you!
Perhaps I shall enjoy Connecticut, too. I have always wanted to
visit New England, and they are not looking for me there,
either!”

Captain Gringo’s eyes
widened thoughtfully. Then he sighed and said, “It won’t work. They
print papers in Connecticut, too. And they may or may not read I
got myself killed in Mexico. But a while back they were reading
about me being a renegade U.S. Army officer, wanted for murder and
a lot of things I didn’t
do. Those Connecticut Yankees don’t believe in
ghosts. And when the folks in my old home town see me, they’ll have
a chance to use those new telephones they just got, too.” Gaston
shrugged and said, “The States do not just include Connecticut.
Other parts must be as beautiful, n’est
pas? Let me think. You are wanted in the
Southwest. You are known in New England. What if we hopped a
steamer to New Orleans and lost ourselves in the vast reaches of
your Middle West?”

Captain Gringo blew a
thoughtful smoke ring and asked, “What would we do for a living?
I’d still be looking over my shoulder all the time. Down here, at
least they hire guns a lot. The day of the hired gun is about over,
up in the States. The old open range is about fenced in, and every
goddam little town has vagrancy laws these days. We’d have to get
jobs—I mean honest jobs. When a guy goes for a job, they ask all
sorts of dumb questions, unless it’s something like digging ditches
or picking fruit. I don’t know about you, but the life, of a hobo
doesn’t sound much easier than the one we’ve been living. If we had
a real stake, I suppose we could go into some sort of business.
Then we could ask
the questions when you guys came to us for jobs. Going back half broke is
just asking for trouble.”

Gaston refilled his own
glass as he considered, then said, “Eh
bein. I rather
enjoyed running that clip joint in Tampico that time. My wife was a
good cook, and while one exhausts the possible positions with one
woman in a short time, marriage has its comfortable aspects, as
long as one does not overdo it. I understand the girls of Frisco
are warm natured and have fine legs from climbing all those hills.
What if we were to open a trés
fantastique French restaurant on the
Barbary Coast, hein?”

Captain Gringo laughed and said, “They’ve
cleaned that up, too. Besides, it would take a bundle to open up
any kind of business back home. Don’t forget we’d be in no position
to apply for a bank loan. We’d have to pay all bills due to keep
people from checking our credit, and our pasts. Any new business
loses money for at least the first year or so. Where in hell would
we get the bundle it would take, Gaston?”

“From a bank, of course.
That is where one always goes when one needs money,
non?”

“Have you got wax in your
ears? I just said we’d get checked out if we hit any bank for a
loan!”

Gaston looked disgusted and
said, “Merde alors, it is you who pay no attention to
your elders. I said nothing about applying for a
loan at any bank. I
suggest we go to a bank for some money. A lot of money. All in all, it
seems more logical to rob a Mexican bank, of course.”

Captain Gringo coughed on
his drink and gasped, “Rob a bank? Now I know you were out in the
sun too long! We just agreed that, thanks to los Rurales fucking up with the wrong guy, we might have a few days before
they start hunting us again! How long do you figure it will take
them to figure it out if a tall blonde Anglo and a short fuzzy
Frenchman rob a Mexican bank, for crying out loud?”

Gaston shrugged and said,
“Don’t get technical. The point is that we have to gather a
considerable grubstake if we are to escape this trés fatigue existence completely.
Perhaps I was hasty in suggesting the obvious. But we simply have
to get the money from somewhere,
non?”

Captain Gringo finished his drink and got up
to build another. He said, “You put too much booze and not enough
soda in the glass. But at least now I don’t taste pulque. I like
the idea of going back to the States. It’s tempting as hell. But
Jesse James would still be alive if he hadn’t tried to settle down
as a respectable horse trader. Our best bet is to stick to the
original plan, Gaston. We wait till the coast is clear, then head
back for Costa Rica. It’s the one place we have more friends than
enemies. It’s still the best place to hole up between jobs.”

Gaston shrugged and
said, “Oui,
but the money we have will not last us forever,
even in Costa Rica. If we are to continue as well-known soldiers of
fortune, it pays to advertise, so how long do we continue this
charade about your death in Mexico, Dick?”

“Till we’re out of Mexico,
of course. Is there any other way to get from here to Vera
Cruz?”

Gaston grimaced and said,
“There are many ways. None safer than by train, with the approval
of the abominable authorities. As you know, El Presidente prides himself on
Mexico’s grotesque reputation as a safe place for foreign
businessmen to travel and, hopefully, invest. Native travelers on
the lesser-known byways tend to get killed for their shoes. Travel
on the old Spanish trail to Vera Cruz tends to become a running
gunfight, with the results depending on whether we were to run into
mere bandits or the better-armed Rurales. On
the other hand, the government frowns on gunplay on the state
controlled railroads. So the men policing the rails, while as
ruthless, tend to be more refined than los Rurales. Travelers with proper papers have
little to fear, riding by rail.”

Captain Gringo started to
ask a dumb question. Then he nodded and said, “Okay. How long will
it take you to get us some forged I.D?”

Gaston sipped thoughtfully
and replied, “It depends on whether the rogues I used to know here
are still in business. If la policia
federale are any good, I may have to make
new contacts. Even invisible men attract suspicion wandering the
slums during la siesta. Later, as the sun becomes more
reasonable and the light more tricky, I shall wander out to buy
dirty postcards, lottery tickets, and so forth, until I am sure
nobody is interested in my real
business. Meanwhile, I shall go to my own room and
console myself with the dirty postcards I already have. I think it
would be best if we were not seen together down in the
lobby, hein?”

“Right.
When you get tired of jerking off, slip out like you just heard
about El Paseo. I’ll wait for you here.” Gaston stood up, refilled
his glass, and headed for the connecting door between their suites
as he said, “Perhaps it would be better if you waited for me at the
sidewalk cantina across the way, non?
I may arrive in a bit of a hurry.”

Captain Gringo shook his
head and said, “Not on your tintype! If there’s one way for an
obvious Anglo to get in trouble down here, it’s sitting at a table
during el paseo.
Guys like me don’t even have to look at the local prick-teasers to
get in fights. Sometimes I think it pisses the local street toughs
more to see a guy just sitting there not trying to screw their damned
sisters!”

Gaston chuckled and said,
“I tend to forget the effect a full head of blonde hair has on
brothers and sisters alike in such a moody dark clime.
Eh bien, if I am not
caught, I shall meet you here, then. But what on earth will you do
to keep your hands busy, my virile youth? The paseo will be taking place right
under your window, and Mexico City is notorious for its
paseo girls. In such a
cosmopolitan city, they come in all sizes, shapes, and
colors, n’est pas? I warn you, I may return very late. It pains me to think of a
boy your age sitting all alone in the dark.”

“Get out of here, you old
sex maniac. I’m still hurting from the booze and broad I had on the
train last night. This may surprise you, but sometimes it’s a
luxury to sleep alone.”

“He
calls me old?” snorted Gaston to himself, leaving Captain Gringo to his
own devices.

For a while they weren’t
bad. Captain Gringo’s stomach had settled, Havana Claros tasted
good again, and, with the shutters closed, the room was cool. He
knew no cops would be prowling during la
siesta unless they were in hot pursuit, and
nobody was after him right now. He stripped and stepped into the
adjoining bath for a long, luxurious soak—with the .38 on the
nearby commode, of course. He felt even better after he’d bathed,
dried off, and flopped naked onto the clean linen sheets. The
sheets smelled of lavender, and he was starting to forget the
perfume and muskier scent of good old Pilar.

He closed his eyes and tried not to think of
her anymore. That was the trouble with gals like Pilar. You had to
forget them.

By now she’d made it back
to her folks with the grubstake he’d given her. She’d be starting
her life over as a beautiful young widow, with new duds and more
money than she and her late husband had ever seen from that shitty
little ranch they’d been robbed of. Yeah, she was going to be all
right. Damn, she’d been
all right, and they’d had to say
adios so soon. It was no
wonder he had a hard on, damn it!

He didn’t feel like
sleeping. Masturbation was distasteful. What else was there to do
during la siesta?

He sat up, grimacing, and told himself not
to make any foolish moves.

On the other hand, what was
so foolish about going down to the lobby for a few minutes? The
hotel catered to foreigners, so nobody would have a fit if an Anglo
wasn’t smart enough to be enjoying la
siesta. It was well established that mad
dogs and Anglo Saxons went out in the noonday sun, and he wasn’t
going out of the damned hotel. The help knew he was checked in
here, as one Roberto Mason of Canada. By now, any cops they’d have
told about it would have knocked. Since it was a first class hotel,
they might have a few things open for business. He could use some
more smokes, something to read, and, if the cafe was open,
something to eat. Now that he was over his hangover, Captain Gringo
was hungry as a bitch wolf.

He dressed, leaving his hat in the room but
packing his .38 just in case, and went down the stairs to the large
baroque lobby. The room clerk was talking with a maid, more
interested in the view down the front of her thin black uniform
than the passing of a guest paid up until the end of the week.

Captain Gringo found the newsstand open, and
the view down the front of the girl behind the counter was
interesting, too, but he settled for some magazines and a box of
cigars.

A fat man with a walrus
mustache was seated under a potted palm, reading
La Prensa Oficial. Captain Gringo saw it was an afternoon edition, so his death
in Tepic was no longer on the front page. He smiled crookedly and
muttered, “How soon they forget,” as he strode across the lobby,
and was pleasantly surprised to find the hotel cafe open for
business.

The cafe was dimly lit, and smelled of
coffee and chocolate. As he’d surmised, a few other guests sat at
tables here and there among the shadows. But, like him, they all
had to be foreigners. No local Mexicans were present, and the
waiter on duty looked pained as he came over to take yet another
crazy gringo’s order.

Captain Gringo saw the menu
was European, too. He ordered chicken soup. The waiter said the
place was famous for its vichyssoise. Captain Gringo said he’d have
hot chicken soup anyway, and the waiter left, looking
hurt.

A feminine voice said, in English and with a
chuckle, “I see you’ve learned about ordering anything cold in
Mexico. I wish my husband had listened to me.”

Captain Gringo turned to
study the woman at the next table in the dim light. The veil
covering her face from the nose up didn’t help, either. But what he
could see wasn’t bad. He didn’t see anyone seated with her. He
raised an eyebrow and asked, “Did he order the vichyssoise,
ma’am?”

She laughed and said,
“Worse. He drank the water! I
don’t know why they call the results Montezuma’s Revenge, do you?
After all, it was the Spaniards who treated the Aztecs so
unpleasantly. By the way, I’m Iris Cabot from Boston. Not
those Cabots, of course.
My husband, Donald, has to work for a living.”

Captain Gringo smiled and said, “I know the
feeling. I’m Bob Mason. Journalist. Working out of Toronto.”

“Really?
I could have sworn that was a Nutmeg accent. There’s something all
we New Englanders do with the letter r that gives the show
away.”

He kept his voice desperately light as he
replied, “I’ve noticed. I’d best confess I was born in Hartford.
Moved to Canada years ago, though.”

Then, to for-chrissake-change-the-subject,
he asked, “What does your husband do, ma’am?”

It worked. She seemed to be repressing a
sniff of distaste as she said, “He’s down here buying bat shit.
Forgive my choice of words, but I don’t know what else to call
it.”

He sighed and said, “Ask a
silly question and you get a silly answer. I’m sorry. Naturally,
it’s your own business what’s brought you to the happy democracy of
Mexico.” His waiter brought his order. He turned to consume it. But
Iris Cabot rose and slid over to join him as she protested, “I
wasn’t trying to be nasty. That’s really the business Donald is in.
I thought it was crazy, too, when he first told me about it. But
that’s what we, or rather, he
came down here to buy. We have a schooner waiting
for it, down on the east coast. But it seems we had to come all the
way up here to the capital to get a, well, a mining
license.”

She giggled and added, “Can you believe it?
According to the Mexican government, they claim one-fifth of all
minerals dug from Mexican soil.”

He nodded and said, “Yeah, the Spanish Crown
passed that law back in the days of the Conquest. It’s one Spanish
law none of the new republics down here ever seem to drop from
their new constitutions. They call it the King’s Fifth. It tends to
make illegal mining a growth industry down here.”

“Donald
explained all that to me,” she cut in. “But honestly, a fifth
of bat shit! What on earth would President Diaz
do with it?”

“Beats me? Why does your
husband want to fill a schooner with it?”

She sniffed and said, “Oh,
I suppose anything has some value if you gather enough of it. I think they make
gunpowder out of it, or something.”

The conversation was ruining his appetite
for chicken soup, but beginning to make sense at last. He nodded
and said, “Sure, guano is one source of nitrate. I thought they got
most of it from those bird islands off the coast of Peru,
though.”

She said, “My, you do know
your way around down here, don’t you? The Peruvian guano islands
are around the Horn. A long way to sail until and if they ever
finish that silly Panama Canal. Meanwhile, Donald’s contracted with
a New Orleans chemical firm to deliver the, ah, nitrate closer at
hand. It’s in an old abandoned mine, over to the east in the Sierra
Orientals. As I understand it, the gold gave out shortly after
Cortez took the diggings away from the original Aztec miners. So
nobody’s been in it since then but the local bats, and since bats,
ah—”

“If you
please, ma’am, I’m trying to eat! I get the picture. Your husband’s
deal is to scrape the old mine clean and sell the guano by the
schooner load. Frankly, it sounds like a, well, shitty deal. Even
without El Presidente
Diaz demanding a share of the profits and the
local Rurales shaking down your workers, there’s just not that much profit
in guano these days. Some German chemical whizz has been trying to
make synthetic nitrate. I think the young Kaiser likes noise.
Anyway, the market’s dropped out from under old-fashioned
saltpeter.”

“Salt what? I thought we
were talking about ammonium nitrate.”

“That’s the finished
product that goes bang-bang. Raw guano leeches to potassium or
sodium nitrate that’s good just for fertilizer. The chemists do
funny things with it, and you wind up with explosives. Personally,
I think the new German process is quicker, as well as
cheaper.”

She grimaced and said, “Oh,
dear, are you sure? It’s bad enough to wind up with a shipload of
bat shit. It’s even worse if you can’t sell it anywhere!”

He gave up on the soup,
sipped some coffee, and said, “I’m sure your husband and that
chemical firm in New Orleans know what they’re doing. I’m not a
subscriber to The Scientific
American, and I could be wrong about them
having the synthetic process perfected. The Germans may be just
bragging again. They do that a lot, lately. And even if German
chemists know how to make nitrate the easy way, they must have all
sorts of patents. I guess some outfits will go on using the
old-fashioned process for a while.”

She said, “I think you’d better have a talk
with Donald, when he’s up and about again, poor thing. We’re just
down the hall from you and your little friend. I noticed you when
you checked in this morning.”

He didn’t answer. He hadn’t
noticed anyone else in the hall when he and Gaston had been taken
up to their rooms by the bellhop. On the other hand, nosey dames
looked out door cracks a lot, and what else did she have to do with
her old man down with the trots?

He said, “I don’t really know too much about
chemistry. Besides, I’ll be leaving soon. Hopefully this
evening.”

She said, “Oh, drat. The doctor says Donald
won’t be able to get out of bed, or even make much sense, for at
least seventy-two hours. What on earth do people do for amusement
in this drab town?”

“Unescorted?” He shrugged. “Not much, ma’am. A woman alone on
the streets after dark is fair game in most Hispanic communities.
You’re okay in the hotel. But I wouldn’t advise going out alone.
Right now, everything’s closed for la siesta. Later, el paseo starts. You don’t want to go
out unescorted during el
paseo.”

“Why not?
Is this paseo thing any fun?”

He chuckled and said, “You
might say that. It’s pickup time for the unescorted and desperately
lonely. You’re not a bad looking woman, no offense, and if
the hombres spotted
you strolling el paseo you’d have to beat ’em off with a club.”

“Oh,
that does sound like fun! But I don’t speak Spanish, and there are
limits to what a girl’s supposed to endure, I suppose. Tell me,
Bob, will you be going out to stroll tonight, or do you have
someone lined up a little closer?”

He met her unwinking gaze
as he studied that. He could see her better, now that she was
practically sitting in his lap. He liked blondes no matter what
color hair they really had, and if that wasn’t an open invitation
in her smoky gray eyes, she surely liked to tease a lot.

He didn’t like being
teased, even by an ugly dame, which this one wasn’t. He knew he
could end it or get the show on the road by just coming out and
asking for it. But the other game he and Gaston were playing was
too dangerous for side bets. He put down his cup and signaled the
morose waiter for his tab. Iris trilled out, “Bring mine, too.
We’re both leaving.”

In the lull that followed, he hefted the
magazines he’d brought from the newsstand and said, “I’d split
these with you, if you read Spanish. Maybe they have something out
there in English.”

She said, “Pooh. It’s too early to even
consider reading myself to sleep, even if I had a comfy place to
lie down. I can’t go back to my suite. It’s stinky. Donald has a
chamber pot, but he’s so groggy he tends to miss it. I’m not about
to go back there.”

He didn’t ask her where the hell else she
had in mind. Aside from this cafe and lobby, there was only one
place he could suggest, and he knew better. Teasing dames were
often screamers
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