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They called her Angel, but
she was a devil in bed, as Saddler found out when he sampled her
favors at Miss Molly’s New Orleans bordello. When he awoke, he
found that his Angel had flown—and so had his gambling winnings of
five thousand dollars.

His search for the money and
the girl led him into more danger than he could possibly have
imagined. He’d have to be quick on the draw and fast on his feet if
he wasn’t going to wind up on Boot Hill!
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Editor’s
Note

When Peter McCurtin
(writing as ‘Gene Curry’) came to write A
Dirty Way to Die in 1979, he chose to
revisit an earlier novel, the Carmody western Tough Bullet, (also available from
Piccadilly Publishing). He changed the names of his characters and
added between 18-20,000 additional words (mostly sex scenes, which
were almost obligatory during that period), but essentially the two
books are one and the same.

However, such is the strength of the
story, not to mention the author’s superb, hard-boiled style of
writing and the wonderful sense of atmosphere he brings to New
Orleans, that it’s hard to complain about it. McCurtin was always
such a pleasure to read. He might not have been in the same class
as his contemporary, Ben Haas, but he was certainly head and
shoulders above many other action-escapism writers of his
time.

McCurtin was a true
writer’s writer. You can read more about him at my own
website, here, or check him out at
the official Piccadilly Publishing website, here.

Now – read on … and enjoy!

Ben Bridges

 



Chapter One

Well, there I was in New Orleans with five thousand
dollars burning a hole in my pocket.

I had come downriver from Helena, Arkansas, and on the
boat, The
Natchez Queen, I won the money from the no-account son of a rich cotton
planter who had sent the boy south to do some business with the wad
of cash.

He was just a kid, but a mean,
loud-talking kid, and he kept drinking and glaring at me all the
time he was losing his daddy’s poke.

Now I can play poker any way you want,
straight or crooked, but there was no need to deal off the bottom
with this fool.

His name was Beauregard Phipps, and he
talked a good game, but he didn’t know one thing about
cards.

Young Beauregard with his pleated
shirt, string tie and a wispy yellow mustache that did its best to
hide a weak, pink mouth, talked and talked.

The other men in the game were all
right, as pissed off with him as I was, and they dropped out of the
game when the stakes got too high.

One of them stayed to watch, a retired
army officer with a bad cough and a short-barreled gun in a
shoulder holster. It was plain for all to see that he wasn’t a well
man. I never did get to know his name, but he was a real man, as he
was to prove later.

After women and good whiskey there’s
nothing I like better than a game of poker with men who know how to
win or lose without bragging or crying in their beer.

Beauregard just wanted to win, which
means he couldn’t bear to lose, and as every gambling man knows,
that’s no way for a poker player to be.

The more he lost the meaner and
talkier he got.

He had
two of his daddy’s hired hands with him, and I had to tell one of
them, a half-breed Louisiana Frenchman with an eye patch, to get
out from behind my back.

He did what he was told, but he didn’t
like it, and neither did Beauregard. The other one, a big yellow
octoroon, stayed close to massa, as if daddy had warned him to keep
an eye on the young rascal.

It would have been a fine river ride
if it hadn’t been for Beauregard. I wasn’t in the game for ten
minutes before I wanted to get out. Even so, gambling is a main
part of my business, so I stayed.

After
the fool had dropped fifteen hundred dollars I tried to call it a
day. By that time Beauregard had soaked up ten or twelve mint
juleps and was calling the black boy who fetched them a lot of
dirty names. Instead of putting the money for the drinks in the
boy’s hand, or on the table, as if he didn’t want to get his hand
dirty by touching black skin, the bastard threw the money on the
floor, and the waiter had to scramble to pick it up.

If you don’t know much else about a
man you can tell a lot by things like that.

When I
tried to get out of the game after taking his fifteen hundred
dollars he got even meaner than he had been.

“What’s the matter, mister?” he said. “You afraid I’m going
to win it back and clean you out besides?” He hiccupped. “Because I
tell you, mister, that’s what I’m going to do. No gentleman quits
while he’s ahead.”

That got me mad, a little mad, but I
didn’t show it. Nobody on this earth has ever accused me of being a
gentleman, not after the way I was dragged up in the Texas
Panhandle, but I’m always ready to take a gentleman’s
money.

If he insists.

Beauregard insisted, and I stayed
on.

It went on like that. The black waiter
brought sandwiches, beer for me, another julep for Beauregard. I
ate my sandwich; Beauregard threw his on the floor.

Good breeding will always
tell.

“Come on, play cards,” he
kept saying. I don’t know why he had to say that, because I was
playing them the way they’re supposed to be played and he wasn’t
playing them any way but badly.

It was
on about dawn when I raked in the last of his five thousand
dollars. Beauregard slapped his pockets, and didn’t come up with a
dime; this boy wasn’t the kind to carry small change.

Everybody in the long, mirrored saloon
had gone to bed; it was deserted except for me and Beauregard, the
two hired guns, and the retired soldier. He was still there,
sipping whiskey and coughing occasionally.

I raked the money into my hat and
stood up. Beauregard got up too, looking right unfriendly, and not
too steady on his feet.

He said, “You wouldn’t want to stake
me, would you, friend?” His eyes were red-rimmed from lack of
sleep. He sucked at his julep and slammed the glass down hard on
the table.

I said, “Would a couple of hundred
help?”

That was a right generous offer, I
thought, but Beauregard didn’t see it that way.

“The hell with your two hundred,” he said. “You know what
you can do with it.”

“Suit yourself,” I
said.

I was glad he didn’t call me dirty
names. If he did that, drunk or not, I would just have to kill him.
But, truth to tell, I didn’t want to kill anybody.

In my time I had killed more than a
few men, but always for good reasons, mostly to keep from getting
killed myself. Not only that, but riverboat captains don’t take
kindly to people killing other people for any reason. I didn’t want
the whole crew swarming all over me and getting dumped off in irons
at the next landing.

“Let it drop,” I said
quietly, always the man of peace. “You wanted a game and you got
it.”

“Like hell I’ll drop it,”
Beauregard said. “You know what I think? I think you took unfair
advantage of me because I was drunk.”

He
smiled viciously, his eyes soggy as poached eggs, soft and runny at
the edges. He wobbled from side to side as he talked. “I think you
ought to give back the five-thousand, seeing as how you didn’t win
it fair.”

“Not a chance,” I
said.

“Give it back, cardsharp. You’re one against three.” Which
was true but I figured I could handle it. The half-breed Frenchman
looked like he could use a gun. I wasn’t too sure about the
octoroon. He had a Colt in his pants pocket, the butt sticking out,
easy to get at.

A voice behind me said, “Wrong, young
man, two against three.” It was the sickly army man. “While you’re
drawing on this man I’ll be killing your Frenchman and maybe your
colored boy too,”

It’s surprising how mild and yet
deadly a dying man’s voice can sound. Walking dead men know they’re
close to the end, so they don’t have any fear like the rest of us,
and they don’t have to shout. Doc Holliday was like that, and maybe
this quiet man was the same.

Without turning, I said, “No need for
that, sir. Mr. Phipps didn’t mean what he said. I think Mr. Phipps
is ready to turn in.”

Beauregard didn’t do any more name-calling or accusing, and
after he staggered out of there, helped by his two men, the old
army man said, “Watch that puppy, my friend. He’s as dangerous as a
rabid rat. If you need a hand, I’m bunking with a drummer from
Cincinnati, cabin twenty-six.”

About
twenty minutes later, not ready to sleep yet, I was taking the air
at the stern, on the top deck. It wasn’t full light yet, and the
boat was quiet except for the soft thunder of the paddles and the
spray thrown back by the wind. The boat was moving at a right good
clip; the cold spray felt good in my face.

Something, not really a sound, made me turn, and there were
the three of them creeping up on me. Beauregard was still
staggering slightly, and even though he already had a stubby
five-shooter in his hand, I turned my gun on the half-breed first.
He got off a shot before I did, but missed. My first shot took him
squarely in the chest and he went staggering back half the length
of the deck before he went down.

I shot the octoroon next, and he
dropped like a sack of spuds. By then Beauregard was pegging shots
at me. He was nowhere close to target, and I yelled at him to give
it up. He wouldn’t do what I said, so I had to kill him
too.

I had to do in all three of them, and
it didn’t take more than seven or eight seconds.

At that point I expected the whole
crew, from dishwasher to captain, to come at me with anything they
could lay hands on. Nothing happened: the crash of the paddles and
a strong wind had drowned it all out.

I had to
work fast or face the hangman. I had killed in self-defense, but
there was no way to prove that now. Nobody had witnessed the
shootout; besides, Phipps Senior was an important man on that
stretch of the river, as Phipps Junior had informed us more than
once. When the son of an important man is killed, somebody has to
swing for it, and a sympathetic jury would be always glad to
oblige, that is if they bothered with the legal
formalities.

Quickly, sweating in spite of the wind
and spray, I dumped the bodies over the side; Beauregard, the
commander in chief, went first. I watched him being carried away by
the wash of the boat; he rolled and turned for a while before he
went under.

Now they were gone, but there was
blood on the deck. I had to get rid of that. Between gusts of the
north-blowing wind I listened for sounds of men coming to do battle
with me. Still nothing.

I took a canvas fire hose off its hook
and snapped down the brass latch that unleashed the water, washing
the dark red stains from the planking. The wind blew up hard again
with a lonesome sound, the way it always does when it’s coming off
the water.

And that was how I arrived in New
Orleans.

When I got there I checked into the
Hotel Boudreau because it was the best in the city. I’m not fussy.
If the money is there I travel first class; if it isn’t I can get
by with one thin blanket and a can of cold beans.

After I had the biggest T-bone the
restaurant in the hotel could dish up, and plenty of good bourbon
to wash it down, I set out for Molly’s place because I wanted a
woman and I wanted the best. Everybody in the world had heard about
Molly’s bawdyhouse; it’s famous as far west as El Paso. They said
that if you couldn’t find the kind of sex you wanted at Molly’s,
then you weren’t likely to find it anywhere else. I had never been
there before, so I felt like the patriotic Southern schoolboy who
always wanted to visit the tomb of Jefferson Davis and finally gets
his wish.

I took
enough money to see me through anything plain or fancy that might
come up; the rest I checked into one of the hotel’s deposit boxes.
In no time at all there I was in front of the door of Molly’s
three-story redbrick house, yanking on the spring bell.

A big black man with a sullen smile
opened the door. I gave him a dollar for just doing his job. His
smile broadened a little, but it stayed mean.

Molly took charge of me right away;
she kept a close, hard eye on things.

There was nothing bawdy about this bawdyhouse. On the first
floor there was a big parlor where the girls who weren’t
entertaining sat around studying their Bibles or the
Police
Gazette. The
part about the Bible is a joke, but for sex mechanics they were
pretty genteel. One girl was different: she was paging
through La
Vie Parisienne.

Because Molly ran a genteel
establishment, you didn’t just walk in there like it was a horse
sale and check their teeth and legs. What you did was stand behind
one of those reverse mirrors and look over the fillies at your
leisure.

Molly,
in a Louisiana voice made husky by brandy and cheroots, told me to
take my time; and she really took a shine to me after I stuck a
twenty-dollar bill between her big knockers, and said, “That’s for
luck, lovely lady.’’

In spite of her bulk Molly attempted a
curtsy; it wasn’t too successful but the spirit was there. I kind
of liked the greedy old bitch. Molly was overstuffed like
everything else in the elegant whorehouse. Once upon a time she had
been all right herself, and still would do in a pinch. Her bright
red hair was a sight to behold, and all the jewelry she was loaded
with clinked and jangled when she moved.

She stayed with me while I looked over her lovely little
flock. Yes, sir, I looked them over, and there wasn’t one there who
wasn’t a thoroughbred. I just ached for a little yellow-haired gal
about eighteen. I could see myself shoving it into her so far it
would come out between her pearly teeth. And yet...

Molly saw where I was looking. “An
excellent choice, Mr.—”

I said, “Jim Saddler.”

“You couldn’t do better,
Mr. Saddler.”

Still I hesitated and Molly pressed on
in her merry manner. “Confidentially, Mr. Saddler, that delightful
little thing was studying to be a nun before she finally decided
that the life of the cloister was not for her. If you know what I
mean.”

I did in spite of all the bourbon I had put away. All it
took was one look to see that the little, full-lipped gal wasn’t
meant for the life of the cloister. For such a little girl she had
big ones, and they peeped like small well-ripened pears from the
top of her low-cut velvet dress. She was reading the
Police
Gazette, favorite reading of barbershops and whorehouses, and she
moved her lips when she got to the hard words.

Molly, eager to close the deal,
clapped her hands and the big surly black came in with a bottle of
brandy and a glass on an enameled tray.

“Thanks, Duke,” she said,
and he went away to stand guard by the front door.

To me
she said, “Fine old Napoleon,” frowning slightly at the way I
knocked down a full glass without any sniffing or tongue rolling.
Molly washed the frown from her face and replaced it with a smile.
“I can see you’re a man of taste, Mr. Saddler. Hard to please and I
can understand that. But what exactly did you have in
mind?”

I said I didn’t know, especially after
I had helped myself to some more of Molly’s old
Napoleon.

“But you must have a
notion.”

“I do, Miss
Molly.”

“Something really
special,” she prompted me. “That’s it. Do you have such a
thing?”

“She’s very special so she’s very expensive.”

“Don’t fret about the
money.”

“Fifty dollars for the
usual, a hundred and fifty for all night. Can you see your
way?”

I said I
could. “Is she really as …?”

“Most definitely, Mr. Saddler, and she’s more.”

“As good as that, Miss
Molly?”

Better, was Molly’s reply.

I gave
Molly the hundred and fifty bucks and she led me
upstairs.


Chapter Two

The carpet I trod on was Turkish, on the floor and
on the
stairs, and the wall lights, banded together with nickel-steel, had
birds and flowers painted on the frosted globes and I guessed the
scent the whole place smelled of was some kind of French, because
everything in New Orleans is some kind of French, and that includes
the girls.

When I’m tired I like getting it
French, big or small mouth doesn’t matter, but mostly I like to do
my own work. After all, I’m still a West Texas boy, and man on top
of woman, or the other way around, is jake with me.

I hoped old Molly wasn’t going to
disappoint me. High-priced madams have a way of talking a big
banquet, yet when you lie down to enjoy it, all too often it turns
out to be the same refried beans. Nothing I like better than
spending easy-earned money on good-looking women. What else is
there in life after steak and cards and whiskey? It must be true
that Hell is a place where the steaks have no taste, the whiskey
bottles are empty, and the women have no heavenly holes.

I followed Molly like the trusting
soul I was. “Duke, our houseman, will bring the champagne up as
soon as it’s properly iced. That’s on the house, at least the first
bottle is,” Molly said.

There
were so many potted plants in the hallway I thought I was in
Central America. You could hide a platoon of guerrilla fighters in
all that shrubbery. What I was paying a hundred and fifty dollars
for must have been really special, because Molly knocked on the
door and waited for a response before she let me in. I knew at once
that my money had not been spent in vain when I saw the girl lying
buff naked on the huge canopied bed. Even Molly seemed to be in awe
of the lovely lady. I sure was. My cock came to
attention.

Let me
try to explain how she looked to me; it isn’t easy though. One time
I spent ninety days in the hoosegow in Fort Griffin, Texas. At
night, when the bedbugs let me sleep, I dreamt of beautiful, soft,
sweet-smelling women. Sweet pussy. I slept a lot during my time in
jail; it was the only way to get away from the stink and the
monotony. After a while I stopped dreaming of a lot of women and
narrowed it down to one, a delicious combination of all the others.
There was nothing she wouldn’t do for me or to me. We were in a big
hotel suite with a bed as big as a bandstand; the sheets were silk
and the carpet on the floor was so soft you could bury your fist in
it. We never went out; the waiter brought our food: steaks you
could cut with a spoon, chilled champagne, roast duck. She fed me
oysters from a bed of ice; I fed her grapes. We took long perfumed
baths together; we fucked in the tub, on the floor, in the bed. She
knew all there was to know about sex. She was everything a horny
man ever wanted.

When we
weren’t eating, we were fucking. Come to think of it, my dream girl
would rather fuck than eat. She would rather fuck than do anything
else. She could never get enough of my cock, which stayed rock-hard
no matter how many times I came. My dream girl was always wet with
joy juice, always begging for more. And believe you me, she didn’t
have to beg: if she wanted it, she got it, strong and steady. I was
a bull, I was a stallion. We fucked and sucked every which way.
Sometimes before she sucked me off she would take a mouthful of
crème de menthe but didn’t swallow it, so that when I put my cock
in her lovely mouth there would be a sweet burning sensation that
drove me absolutely wild. A French Hummer she called it. And for my
part, I was the West Texas boy with the educated tongue. I loved to
tongue that gorgeous girl, and she was so young. When your cock or
your head were between her legs, and she was squeezing hard and
groaning with pleasure, you’d think you’d died and gone to heaven .
. .

Angel Duval was like that.

Ladylike as hell, Molly did the
honors. “I’d like to present Mr. James Saddler, my dear. This is
Miss Angelique Duval, Mr. Saddler.”

She was such an angel it was hard to
believe that she ever went to the water closet. Her face was as
fragile as a seashell; violet eyes, the longest lashes you ever
saw, hair so black it was almost blue, a soft wide mouth and a
pointed chin. Her skin was olive with a pale touch of brown in it.
A Creole, of course.

At first she spoke in French. Damn! I
felt like a rube, and was sorry I couldn’t speak it back. When she
spoke in English her voice was soft like the rest of her, and for a
minute I thought I was back in jail in Fort Griffin, still
dreaming.

Molly knew I was pleased, and that
pleased her. Angel made a purring sound and stretched like a cat.
She closed her violet eyes and shivered, though the big room was
overheated like the rest of the house. Molly had said my name
clearly, but I don’t know if Angel remembered it five seconds
later. It could be that she hadn’t heard it at all.

Angel, certainly a lady, looked up at
me with a dreamy half-smile. I wondered who she was, where she came
from, and what she was doing in a place like Molly’s. It was plain
to see she didn’t belong there. She belonged in a big house with
servants and rose gardens and riding thoroughbreds in the morning
and at night sitting down to dinner at a long well-polished table
with candlelight, with solid silver on the table, and linen
napkins, and the subdued buzz of polite conversation.

A real
honest-to-goodness Louisiana lady, and she was all mine for a
measly hundred and fifty dollars. I could do no other than ask Miss
Molly to send up a couple of buckets of cold wine. Naturally, the
best wine to be had.

Me, the big-spender from Jonesboro,
Texas.

“Of course the best,”
Molly said with a satisfied smirk. “That’ll be extra, Mr.
Saddler.”

“Just keep it coming, pretty lady,” I said, laying a
fifty-dollar bill in her pudgy hand.

Molly brightened up like a Christmas
tree. She said it was downright delightful to do business with a
gentleman and a cattleman.

I’d said I was the last part, but I
don’t think she believed me.

No
matter: she had more than two hundred dollars of my money in
safekeeping between her udders, and I could be Butch Cassidy for
all she cared. I knew she would nick me for more before the night
was out, and that was all right too.

Turning, with her hand on the
doorknob, Miss Molly said, “Would you be wanting to taste the wine
before the waiter brings it in, Mr. Saddler?”

I wasn’t as gentlemanly as I should
have been. “No, Miss Molly, I’m fixing to taste other
things.”

“Well, I think I’ll leave
you two young people alone now,” Molly said. “The wine will be here
in a jiffy. Enjoy yourselves, y’hear?”

We really didn’t get settled down
until the waiter brought the wine and left. Propped upon an elbow,
Angel drank greedily but it looked like more from genuine thirst
than a craving for alcohol. She had very little to say, not that
she wasn’t polite; it was just that her eyes kept getting dreamy,
as if far removed from Molly’s whorehouse.

Three
large glasses of champagne gave her strength. She rolled languidly
off the bed and began to take my clothes off. After she got my
boots and socks off she massaged my feet, bending the toes,
squeezing the back of the heels. You never know how tired and stiff
you are until someone who knows how to do it gives you a good
rubdown. She massaged the stiffest part of me until I had to tell
her whoa, slow down, young lady, I didn’t lay out two hundred
dollars to have my dingus pulled. That’s for later, maybe, if I get
that limp feeling and want my energy restored. Truth to tell, I
didn’t think it would come to that, not with what she had between
her silky-smooth legs.

She paused to go into the big tiled
bathroom to run the tub. Then she came back and pulled my pants
off. She worked her way up from my toes to my bandana. Her eyes
were still dreamy and far away, but she did everything with skill,
and I played with her while she played with me. I slid my hand
between her warm muscled thighs, and she groaned with pleasure when
I put two fingers into her. At once I knew that here was no
ordinary high-priced whore because as far as I could tell the groan
of pleasure was real. When I took my fingers out she put them in
her mouth and sucked on them, tasting herself. Eyes closed, she
smacked her lips.

In spite of myself, I wondered again
what she was doing in a place like Molly’s. It had to be the old,
old story, a decline in the family fortunes, but that didn’t
explain all of it. Even if Angel Duval didn’t have a dime in the
world there must have been a dozen wealthy men panting to marry
her. But I was having such a good time I didn’t give it much
thought.

With gestures rather than words she
indicated that the bath was ready. I thought it was just going to
be a regular hotel-sized tub; instead it was like a small cattle
tank, long and deep and wide. It was made of black marble or
something that looked like black marble; the faucets were gold
plated. That tub was so big you could swim a few
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