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  SHEEP MEADOW STORY


  INTRODUCTION: THE GOBLIN ON THE DANCE FLOOR


  I'm sticking my neck out with this one, I know. Way out.


  And I figure it only remains to be seen who amongst you will come bearing the headsman's ax.


  Or axes. Knives and scythes and swords.


  Anything with which to chop or hack.


  I won't exactly blame you.


  Jack Ketch, after all, was British slang for executioner. And the worm doth turn.


  On the other hand some of you might just be perverse enough and forgiving enough to enjoy these early yarns.


  I offer them up in either case.


  Most were written during the years 1976 to 1981 while I was mostly doing other things. Record reviews, shorts and non-fiction of all kinds. Serious to half-serious to ridiculous, selling to every market I could scare up, from The Miniature Collector to Penthouse, from Parade to Creem to Classic Decorating and Home Crafts. I mean, I'd go anywhere. Just pay me and watch that IBM Selectric fly.


  All the fiction, though, sold to low-to-mid-level-paying men's mags, Swank Magazine in particular but also to Genesis, High Society, Cavalier, Stag and Nugget. Many were reprinted several times, mostly by Stag, climbing down the ladder of decency and good taste until at utter nadir one of them actually reached Knave.


  No kidding.


  Am I proud of this? Absolutely. And I thank the editors of all these magazines for giving me the opportunity to learn about writing fiction while paying me in the one-hundred-fifty to three-hundred-fifty dollar range for each of the stories. There are a lot of folks only starting out in writing today who would probably kill for such a trip down that ladder and they'd be absolutely right to feel that way.


  I've called these the Jerzy Livingston years because over half of them were written under that name and the rest under my real one. Somehow Jerzy seems more appropriate for this collection. My adoption of that particular pseudonym was both a joke—a play on words—and a nod to a very good writer, which I hoped someday to be. I had grown up in Livingston, New Jersey, a small suburban town across the Hudson River. My mom still lived there. As a college kid I'd been impressed with Kosinski's BEING THERE and THE PAINTED BIRD.


  Ergo, Jerzy Livingston.


  I was thirty years old at the time I put his name to the manuscript of THE HANG-UP, written at the insistence of my girlfriend that if I was such an all-fired hotshit writer I should get off my high-falutin' artsy ass and prove it and just sell something for chrissake and in fact the story I wrote in response to that dare was to be my first pro-fiction-sale. To a men's magazine. A stroke magazine. Swank Magazine to be exact and I was delighted as hell to have it.


  But not exactly sure how my relatives and my parents' friends were going to react to all that Wide-Open-Beaver.


  So I hid from the town I'd grown up in behind the name of the town I'd grown up in. It struck me as a neat idea so Jerzy became my nom de porn for a while.


  I'd been working like a dog in a sweatshop hell of a literary agency for three long years but I'd quit that finally and set myself free to play again. I had unemployment checks and the occasional magazine money to support me. The places in which I chose to play very often had long rows of bottles of amber liquid to soothe me and alter my concept of what was possible in certain matters of friendship, courtship and seduction.


  Some of these bottles would betray me. Some of these goddamn bottles would depress me or make me stupid. Or even cause me upon occasion to worship at the foot of some cold white god in the open mouth of whom someone had recently shat.


  I understood this and accepted it. Because most of these bottles I felt to be my friends. They held within them the power to loosen the tongue and lighten my load and the loads of others, male and female, they made for companionship, laughter, dancing, for amiable languorous talks till dawn and sometimes, when I got lucky, releasing other, warmer loads into soft wet pockets of mystery.


  I was callow. I was shallow. I was going to hell in a handcart.


  It was A-Okay with me.


  I had plenty of company.


  My friend Nick Tosches had written an article a few years back which, as his agent in the Job From Hell, I'd sold to Penthouse. It was called BROKEN ON THE WHEEL OF SEX and postulated, humorously though in all seriousness, not really screwing around at all when you got right down to it, that the sexual revolution of the sixties was already over.


  And that everybody had lost.


  It was a notion that informed pretty much all my own fiction at the time.


  The year was '76.


  Go back there.


  Disco and Punk, Country Music and soon, dead Elvis.


  Donna Summer has not yet found her way to Jesus. She's still a Bad Girl Sad Girl plying her trade in the throbbing Heart of Disco. Sid Vicious is still Just That. The British have invaded once again and the Ramones and Patti Smith have fired back. There is still a Shah on the throne of Iran. Jim Jones in Ray-Bans and tropical shirt is only a few months away from making Kool-Aid the preferred beverage of the Walking Dead.


  On-Premises Sex-Clubs attract Manhattan celebrities and wife-swapping newlyweds from Mamaroneck. Titty bars. Nude lap dancing. Reflecting globes and polyester three-piece suits. Snorts of coke and legal store-bought poppers. Drinks are still three or four bucks each in the clubs. A two-hour train-and-ferry ride from New York City to Fire Island and it is still possible to climb in the sack with practically anybody, any stranger who looks remotely fuckable, without attracting a certain nasty strain of virus.


  Which would change all this inevitably and forever.


  Nick was right. It was over and nobody knew.


  In the meantime, we played it.


  In the sixties it was Free Love.


  The accompanying head-music of the time was dope and acid, mescaline and mushrooms.


  In the seventies it was Fucking.


  By then the tune had changed to coke and amys, Quaaludes and speed.


  And all those rows of bottles.


  The demise of worry-free sex began long before AIDS raised its miserable head and started actually killing off the participants. Of course it did, and a lot of us in our heart of hearts knew it even then. To blame AIDS for all that followed is revisionist bullshit. Sex was already in decay, friends. It had gone from sacrament to scorecard all in just a few years. AIDS just corked the genie in the bottle for good.


  Still the period had its charms.


  All truly decadent periods seem to. If you are going to hell in a handcart then somebody is carrying you. Which means you don't have to expend a whole lot of personal effort. You can cruise and float.


  Which we did.


  But it had its dark side too.


  You saw it in the passed-out girls on the dance floor. You saw it in the rush to the john for one more snort of coke. Which usually you could ill afford.


  It was dark all right. And I created my own Dark Hero to dwell there.


  In a decade when Girl Next Door Nude Photo Contests abounded, when books and men's mags and women's mags and even some of the straight mags were promising you the stars, sexually speaking —if that old fat fuck Al Goldstein could get that much nookie, so can I—singing the praises of Recreational Sex and the zipless fuck, giving you instructions on how to hold the perfect swing-party or give the perfect blowjob, I pulled some guy up out of my twisted psyche who scored but almost never did, both at the same time.


  His name was Stroup. No first name, just Stroup.


  That was another play on words. Stroup was Proust sounded out phonetically and scrambled. Arguably the most sensitive writer in history I turned into a schmuck of almost leaden sensibilities. It was Stroup's lot in life to understand practically nobody, least of all himself and certainly not women, yet to pursue both women and his own satisfaction with dogged determination.


  Without having a clue as to what might actually bring him either one.


  A boozer. A loser. A homophobe. A highly questionable friend and unreliable lover. Misogynist as hell and for the most part proud of it.


  That was my guy.


  In the bars back then you met him all the time.


  The true poet of this kind of thing was Charles Bukowski and I confess to aping him shamelessly. But Bukowski's millieu was not my own god knows, neither L.A. nor Post Offices nor dens of serious passed-out alcoholic weirdness and his sheer ferocity was not mine either. Stroup is pretty much a middle-class nobody trying to get over with his own line of bullshit, writing ad copy by day, carousing at night, usually living with a woman whose name is Carla or Shiela and always cheating on her.


  Cheating almost as a code of honor. Always looking for more.


  A quester, a man with a mission.


  An asshole.


  For a while I kinda liked him.


  I wrote seven stories featuring Stroup, some in the first person and some in the third and sold six of them. When I started marketing the seventh my editor at Swank, Ben Pesta, asked to see a story that was not about this jerk, "unless Stroup is some goblin whose exorcism is really vital to your psychic well-being." Direct quote. I still have the letter.


  I didn't know if he was or he wasn't. But unlike Stroup I could take a hint. I shelved him and went on to other stuff. The seventh story is being printed here for the first time and I'll direct you to my comments which follow the piece as to why.


  In the tiny village of Fodele on the island of Crete I wrote three of the others appearing here, wrote them sitting on a terrace eating mezes and drinking retsina, typing on a little toy typewriter I'd rented for an exorbitant price in Heraklion because it was the only one! could find with an English-language keyboard. If they're generally nicer than the Stroup stories that's Greece speaking. But the sexual hustle of the seventies is still in there. All the others are set in New York City. East Side, Westside, All Around the Town.


  Taken together they're a fairly varied group.


  But I can't help thinking that the essence of Stroup keeps cropping up from time to time. Not in all the stories but somewhere in most of them. I think of the revenge-fuck in THE LIAR. All that cynical deadbeat bar conversation in EAST SIDE STORY. Slade Rule patting his brand-new client's ass in DEAD HEAT and his rampant homophobia.


  So that maybe Pesta was right. And I really did have a goblin to exorcise at the time.


  My heroes since have been largely nicer, I think.


  What I do know for sure is that there's a whole lot of anger here lurking beneath what is for the most part dark comedy. Re-reading all this stuff for the first time in years that much was instantly clear. So that I'm thinking now that maybe the goblin was the period itself and how it refracted in me. Remembering that time only a few years before when for some of us Love really was Free and missing that. Whistling in the graveyard of what it had become.


  We aging Hippies I guess have a lot to answer for.


  Guys like Stroup included.


  PART 1


  THE HANG-UP


  It was hard for Stroup to be nice to her.


  When what he really wanted was to kick ass.


  They'd been separated for a weekend, Stroup staying in the city while Shiela'd gone down to Cape May to visit some girlfriends and Shiela'd had a much better time than he had. Simple as that.


  Okay. Not quite that simple. There was also the small fact that she'd gotten laid while she was away. Stroup had gotten laid himself but it was lousy. Then she comes home Queen of the Hop.


  So it was hard to be nice but Stroup had no choice. They had an arrangement. They were living together and if he was going to put it to another woman once in awhile then she was going to give it to another man. That was the line.


  She'd been sucking up this feminist shit like a riverbottom catfish. If he wanted to keep her he'd better keep his trap shut, pretend it was fine, she could give it to a Labrador for all he cared. He had to play the tough guy. No hang-ups.


  The bitch.


  "You want to hear about it?" she said.


  Sure I do, thought Stroup. Like I want to dip my pud in a pound of strawberries. But what he said to her was sure I do.


  "It was exciting. He tied me up."


  "He what?"


  "He tied me up. Actually it was masking tape he used. See, he didn't have any rope. He tied my hands together. Then we made it that way."


  "Jesus. Did he hurt you?"


  "No."


  "He better not."


  "Except he pinched me once real hard. Pinched my nipple. It hurt like hell for a moment. But what was exciting was that he could have hurt me bad if he wanted to. You know, psychological."


  "Did you come?"


  "Oh, yeah."


  "You liked it, huh."


  "Oh, yeah."


  Figured.


  It's always the new guy who carries home the trophies, thought Stroup. That was the way with women. Shiela would never have tried that stuff with him. They'd been together too damn long. She'd have said he was crazy even to mention it. But he'd thought about it, plenty of times. Sometimes she'd piss him off and he'd think about her tied head to toe and begging for mercy.


  It was crazy, come right down to it. But hell, sex was crazy. It was crazy to live with a woman, crazy to give a damn. You could get lost thinking about a woman too much. Forget who you were supposed to be. What you were supposed to do with your life. That shit could tie you up too. A guy got angry.


  But what really tore him was that here was this other guy rutting around inside his fantasy. It wasn't fair. This asshole wasn't living with Shiela, he wasn't paying any dues. All the same he gets the gravy.


  It wasn't only when he was mad at Shiela that he thought about giving her a little smack now and then. He figured it was natural. Old days, they dragged 'ern by the hair. Sex was always violent to some degree, wasn't it? Or maybe, now that he thought of it, he was always mad at her in one way or another. He didn't know. Hell, he didn't care. It was hard to think about this shit.


  He only knew it wasn't fair. Decided it was high fucking time he took a poke at it.


  He smiled. Disarm her, that's the ticket.


  "You ever think you might want to try it again sometime?"


  "Sure, maybe."


  "You think you might want to try it with me? I mean, might be fun, right? Make a change. I've thought about it sometimes."


  "You have?"


  "Sure. Try anything. Why not? Spirit of scientific inquiry, right?"


  Was that casual enough? She laughed. He guessed so.


  "Okay, Stroup. One of these days."


  "I'll tie you up like a present. What color rope you want?"


  "Pink," she said.


  "You got it."


  The next day after she went to work Stroup finished typing up his goddamn ad copy and went shopping. He bought a box of masonry nails and one hundred forty yards of three-ply craft and rug yarn. Pink. He came home and sunk a nail just above the moulding in the middle of the bedroom doorway. He sunk it deep and tested it, gave it a couple tugs. It was in there good all right. A good wide head on it so the yarn wouldn't slip. Next he went to Shiela's dresser and found a scarf. It would be nice to blindfold her. Or maybe he should gag her instead. A gag and a blindfold would look terrible together. You couldn't have the both together. To Stroup it was a matter of aesthetics. He decided on the blindfold. The blindfold would add suspense. She wouldn't know what the hell was coming next. Finally he pulled off his belt and slipped down his pants and gave himself a whack on the ass.


  Not bad. He could use the belt without hurting her too too much. He looked at his ass in the bathroom mirror. Watched the red fade. The red faded quickly.


  He was set. He was ready.


  But then he had to wait. First she had her period. That passed. Then she got herself a sunburn and he had to wait some more. That faded. Then she came home one day and said she'd been to her gynecologist, she had a little disease, a little infection, nothing serious, not clap or anything but she was pretty itchy down there and they wouldn't be able to fuck for a while.


  Shit.


  At first Stroup was patient. He'd sit in bed at night with his hard-on and laugh to himself over the surprise he had in store for her—his secret. She hadn't noticed the masonry nail. He'd hidden the yarn. So one night he'd just pull it on her. He'd tie her up and she'd think she was getting it on the bed just like when the other guy gave it to her. Then he'd blindfold her. Then he'd stand her up and hang the yarn over the nail. She'd probably complain. Maybe not. Then he'd pull out his belt and smack her ass a little, tell her to spread 'em and give her a few on the insides of her thighs, turn her around and give her a good one across the tits. Now that would make her howl! Hell, yes! Then he'd throw her on the bed and bang the shit out of her.


  That was how he imagined it.


  But all this delay made him nervous. He sulked. He'd hardly talk to her. He felt somehow she knew his plans and was purposely screwing up her body in order to torment him. Period. Sunburn. Disease. Maybe there was no disease. How was he to know? It would be just like her to have found the yarn or the nail or the yarn and the nail and not tell him, put two and two together and then do all this stalling.


  Even if the disease was real it wasn't fucking fair. He was ready, dammit! And she'd brought this on herself, you had to remember, she and her damned story, she and her miserable one-shot taped-up Cape May screwing. He figured that if he had to wait then he had to wait but then watch out, sister. And inevitably he would eye the nail totemic above the door whenever he walked into the bedroom.


  Then one night after dinner she looked up at the doorway and pointed and said, Stroup, what the hell is that?


  "A nail," he said.


  "What's it for?"


  "You over your disease yet?"


  "Yeah."


  "I'll show you."


  Strip, he told her and she laughed and called him a horny old bastard, she seemed to forget about the answer to her question.


  Which was good. They got down on the bed and he started to ball her and when he could feel her opening up to him he pulled out and got off her and went to his dresser. He took out the yarn.


  "Pink," he said.


  "I don't know, Stroup," she said.


  "Yes you do."


  "I might not be in the mood."


  "You'll be in the mood. I'm in the mood. Put your hands out, dammit."


  She smiled. "How forceful," she said.


  "Horseshit."


  He tied her hands together, left a loop to go over the masonry nail. Then he got the scarf. He tied it over her eyes.


  "That's a nice touch," she said.


  She was up for it, he could tell. Her smutty little mind was working her into a lather. This was gonna be fine. He stood her up. "Where we going?"


  "You'll see. Right over here."


  He lifted her arms, found the head of the nail with his fingertips and hooked her.


  "Stroup!"


  Suddenly she was worried now.


  "It's okay. I won't hurt you, hon. Much."


  He kissed her.


  "Jesus Christ, Stroup."


  "It's okay. Relax."


  "What are you doing?"


  He didn't answer. Instead he scooped his belt off the bedroom floor and let her have it, right across that soft white heavy ass.


  "OWWWWWW! STROUP YOU FUCKING MANIAC, YOU CUT THAT OUT! You let me down, goddammit!"


  "Not a chance. You love it, baby."


  He whacked her again.


  "STROUP, I SWEAR I'M GONNA GET YOU FOR THIS, STROUP, YOU SONOVABITCH! LET ME DOWN, GODDAMMIT! LET ME DOWN YOU COCKSUCKER!"


  Cocksucker? Hell, thought Stroup, I could poleax her with this thing. It was big as a cucumber. This was a terrific idea. He was a fucking genius. This one's for the other guy, baby, he thought and whacked her again.


  "Ahhh!"


  And this one's for telling me about it.


  "Owww! Damn you, Stroup! That's it, you hear me? That's enough!"


  "Spread your legs."


  "Are you kidding?"


  "Spread your legs, tramp."


  "UP YOUR ASS, STROUP!"


  "Okay, let's turn you around, then."


  "The hell you will."


  "Turn around, dammit!"


  "No!"


  And this time when he hit her he damn well meant it. No fooling around this time, no sir. This whack was the real thing. Nothing erotic about it. He even felt his dick sag a bit. He was sagging and seething here.


  Shit, he'd had it with her. He'd had a bellyful. It was always her way. Always her goddamn way. Their arrangement was all her sweet little idea in the first place. He was crazy to have given in to her. He always got the bad end, Stroup did, never got the goodies. The bitch. The whore. He'd like to beat the shit out of her. This time it was gonna work his way.


  He hit her HARD.


  She gasped, a choking sound in her throat.


  "All right, Stroup! All right. You win. I'll turn around."


  He stood there looking at her tits, those terrific tits of hers. Begging him to take his best shot.


  But he didn't.


  He suddenly didn't feel like it anymore.


  He stood there feeling stupid. Trying to figure out what had happened. The tits had defeated him. They weren't as appealing whack-wise as they should have been. Now why the hell was that? Something wasn't right. Nothing was right. Not her, not him, not his life, jesus! not even fantasy. How was it supposed to have been? She was supposed to have liked it. Begged for more. Then he'd gone and lost his temper. He should never have lost his temper.


  He'd soured everything.


  Funny that it should be her giving in to him that pulled the wind out.


  He was limp now. Funny.


  "Forget it," he said. "It was a bad idea in the first place."


  He reached over and pulled her off the nail. She removed the blindfold. He looked for tears in her eyes, anger. Something. He saw the eyes flicker for a moment but then there was nothing. Like she didn't care, like nothing had happened at all. She'd had her way again, he realized. Somehow she'd managed it. He could almost hate her.


  Jesus.


  "Hey look, you're down," she said. "You mean it didn't do a thing for you? I don't get it."


  "At first."


  "It did for me. Here, feel."


  She was wet.


  He'd be goddamned.


  "You should have kept going."


  He shrugged. "It's a lot of bullshit."


  "It hurt but not too much. It made me hot, Stroup."


  "You kept yelling."


  "So?"


  "I got mad."


  "You shouldn't get mad."


  "Yeah, right."


  "Don't look so depressed."


  "I'm not depressed."


  "You know what? I got an idea. You should try it."


  "Me? Nah."


  "I'm telling you, it's pretty interesting up there."


  "Is it?"


  "Yeah, I bet you'd like it."


  "Nah."


  "You would. I know you would. C'mon. Let's do it, just a little."


  "I don't think so."


  "I wouldn't hurt you, I promise."


  "Forget it, Shiela."


  "I thought you'd try anything, Stroup."


  "I said so, didn't I?"


  "Well, then."


  Women. You never could figure them. All that yelling and now she wants to play some more.


  Maybe he ought to. He felt like shit. Probably somebody ought to smack him one anyhow. He deserved it, losing his temper the way he did.


  Another nice evening pissed away.


  Stroup watched as she tied his hands together.


  She didn't do too bad a job for a woman.


  She put the blindfold on him.


  Probably, he thought, she'd have a ball. And he wouldn't. All he'd get out of it would be a sore ass. That was the way it usually worked with them. Well, let her go ahead. Right now he didn't give a damn. He felt stupid. Stupid to be doing this, stupid dreaming about this stuff, stupid for being with her in the first place.


  He thought that maybe he'd break it off with her. Find somebody new. She was getting a little flabby in the hips. He'd find somebody with better hips, a better ass. Though he guessed the ass was all right.


  He'd start looking.


  A woman who'd stay home nights. That's what you wanted.


  She stood him up and led him to the doorway, raised his arms and looped the yarn over the nail a few times. Stroup had the strangest feeling that there was nothing going on here, nothing at all, they were just going through the motions. That neither of them was really in the room.


  "There," she said.


  The feeling persisted as she tried out a few of her own innovations. Tied his legs together at the ankles. Stuck a scarf in his mouth and tied another scarf around it. He guessed they had different aesthetics. The blindfold was a bit tight, it cut across his ears and made it hard for Stroup to hear.


  He dangled there awhile alone with his thoughts and sometime went by and he wondered why she didn't come over and get on with it for chrissake but he didn't really give a damn either and then dimly heard something slide across the floor which sounded like heavy leather. He couldn't be sure.


  "What are you doing?" he tried to say and it came out Blot aww ooo oooee?


  To hell with it.


  He was glad when she pulled the blindfold down off his ears, though. It was starting to make him uncomfortable. He smelled her familiar perfume, heard the toe of her boot tapping on the floor. She had her coat on and her hair brushed and her suitcase stood in the hall.


  "See you, Stroup," she said. "You know what made me hot? Thinking of this. Drop dead in your tracks some day, Stroup. You were always a bum fuck anyway."


  He watched her haul the suitcase out the door.


  He had a headache. Felt rotten.


  It was a good strong nail and it took him quite awhile to get down.


  THE HANG-UP was the first of the Stroup stories. In later stories it suited my purposes to resurrect his relationship with Shiela and particularly his arrangement with her. There were a lot of arrangements floating around in those days. They almost never worked.


  THE HEAT


  Stroup sat at the bar watching TOPLESS—ALL NUDE flashing in the window. Three-fifty per drink and he wasn't paying attention. Jesus! What the hell was wrong with him? Right beside him a customer was sucking off one of the dancers, Stroup could hear him slurping away like a hungry dog. No class at all. You'd never catch Stroup doing that, not on your life. God knows what guano had gone up that chute today. The dancer had at least twenty bucks in her garter belt and at a dollar a shot that meant plenty of fingers and drooly little mouths had been at her. Let her sit on Stroup's fist. He wasn't getting his mouth in there.


  Besides, she was a pig. They were all pigs. He didn't know why he bothered coming back to the joint. They were all fat and old and ugly. They made crazy sniveling sounds in your ear. He guessed that was supposed to be sexy. Stupid as flies, they were. Still it was a kick to have some woman sit down on the bar and play with your dick while a dozen other men watched and you nonchalantly sipped your Scotch. Hot meat and a heart of stone. And once in awhile they got a nice black bitch in there and you could have a good time.


  But right now it disgusted him. It was that goddamn Shiela.


  Ever since he'd taken up with her his life had been a misery.


  Shiela and her goddamn arrangement.


  The man next to Stroup finished ferreting around in the dancer's snatch. He laughed and smacked his lips. The asshole. He'd still be laughing when his tongue broke out in prickly heat.


  "You got a dollar for me, baby?" the girl said to Stroup.


  "I'm broke," he told her. "I'm gonna have to watch."


  She draped her arm around his neck. With the other hand she played with her nipple, made it hard for him. Nice big brown nipple. "Pity," she said.


  "Yeah."


  The trouble was, thought Stroup, that Shiela had logic squarely on her side. If he could fuck other women then she should be able to fuck other men. Fair's fair, right? If he objected he was just being a sonovabitch, he was old-fashioned, he was ridiculous. He wanted to live his own life? Well, so did she.


  How in hell did I ever agree to that? he wondered.


  It was okay in theory but now there was this Andrew character from work. Andrew yet! What kind of a candyass name was that for a man? Stroup had met him. Big rangy guy with broad hands, in pretty good shape, good-looking yellow beard. Shiela said he was good in bed but that Stroup was better. Of course she'd have to say that. But Stroup believed her. There was something precious about this Andrew. He doubted the guy could go the mile. Stroup could go the mile and then some. He wasn't worried. Shiela wasn't going to leave him for this guy. This guy was no big deal.


  All the same it pissed him off, nights like this when he was alone and Shiela was off somewhere with Andrew. He would picture that yellow beard working up and down against Shiela's pale red thatch and that would make him mad. Andrew was getting the goodies, that was the problem. Somebody was new to you, you gave him your best action. Adrenalin was up, anything was possible. Shiela was good with Stroup but it had been awhile since she was really great. The heat was off. They had no inspiration sometimes. And he wanted that, he wanted the heat. He wanted that fucking heat! It was easy to resent Andrew. He finished his Scotch.


  "Want another, mister?" said the barmaid.


  The dancers were all at the other end of the bar. One had her hand in some bum's lap, he could see her stroking him.


  "Jesus, no," he said. He had to get out of there. He paid the girl his three-fifty.


  "Come back soon," she said. He left her a quarter on the bar.


  Let her stuff it. He knew what he'd do. He had a phone number for Andrew's girl. Fair's fair, he thought.


  Go for the heat.


  He met her in a restaurant near her apartment, he picked it for proximity. They both ordered corned beef sandwiches and she had a side of coleslaw. Now that Stroup had a good look at her, she wasn't half bad. A little on the plain side, the face was. But he liked the body. Tight boyish ass, slim hips, big tits. Just about the way he liked it. He wondered why she let that little pale mustache grow there. It made her look dowdy. She should get rid of that.


  "You called because Andrew's with Shiela," she said. She took a big bite of her sandwich.


  "Right."


  "I don't sleep around, you know."


  "You don't, huh?"


  "Not usually. Once. Twice. Andrew does a lot, though."


  "So do I. But with me and Shiela it's even-steven. An understanding. You know."


  "So what did you have in mind for tonight?"


  "What did I have in mind?"


  "Yes."


  "Uh...I had in mind to fuck you I guess."


  "I don't like that."


  "What?"


  "'Fuck you.' It sounds cheap."


  "Sorry."


  "I do think you're attractive, though. I thought so the first time I saw you."


  "I think you're attractive too, Janet."


  She smiled at him. A little coleslaw dangled from her chin. He handed her a napkin. She smiled again.


  He had those great big tits in his hands and they were firm, they were soft and smooth, they were just dandy. He wished to god she'd shut up, though. She was a funny girl. She kept talking and talking, he guessed she was shy. Even while he stroked her nipples she was talking. She seemed embarrassed for him to look at her. All that yapping was to keep him from looking at her face when what he cared about was the body. The face was nothing. But it was a good body. She could use a little exercise, that was all.


  "Wait a minute," she said. "I have to get up."


  She went into the bathroom and Stroup got undressed and flopped down naked on the bed. He could hear her in there. She was brushing her teeth. Now what the hell was she doing that for? They'd both had the corned beef. So what was the problem? Corned beef can't hurt you. She came back and saw him lying naked. She laughed and turned away.


  "Yeah? What?"


  "Andrew and I never do that," she said. "We turn off the lights. We just never sit around nude like that."


  "I ain't Andrew, am I?"


  "No."


  "So what were you doing in the bathroom?"


  "Brushing my teeth. I do that a lot I guess. Three, maybe four times a day. I didn't throw up, though."


  "You what?"


  "I didn't throw up. Can I tell you a secret? Half the time I eat something I throw up. It's kind of a habit. Disgusting, I know. Do you hate me?"


  "No, I don't hate you."


  "I started dieting that way. Now it's sort of, like I say, a habit. Maybe that fact that I didn't this time's a good sign for us."


  "Could be. Come on. Get your ass over here."


  She giggled behind her hand and got into bed. Pulled the
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