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CHAPTER ONE 

 

 

The streetlamps above the San Francisco streets cast long black shadows on the wet pavements turning the puddles into tiny lakes of silver. From where I crouched, left hand gripping the Gucci bag which held my Colt automatic, I was not concerned with the eerie loveliness of the scene, all my attention was focused on dark shadows where four Mafia buttons waited in the quiet of the early summer night. 

Those men were there to beat up a man. 

It was my job to protect him. My name is Cherry Delight—born Priscilla Delissio—and I work for N.Y.M.P.H.O., which stands for the New York Mafia Prosecution and Harassment Organization, whose task it is to fight the Mafia crime lords wherever and whenever we get the chance. Like now, in this city of the cable cars. 

The buttons and I were waiting for Everett Hunn to put in an appearance. He was inside the big building that looked like a warehouse but was in actuality a moving picture studio of sorts, where porno movies were made. I would much rather have been inside the huge, cement block building, watching the boys and girls going 

through their skin flick capers, but duty is duty. 

I shivered against the cold wind coming in off the bay, hunching my shoulders and turned up my collar so the misting rain that still seeped downward wouldn’t get inside and onto my neck. If those four hoods could stand this sort of weather, so could I. 

From time to time we all watched the doorway of the building, alert for any movement that would show us Everett Hunn, emerging to get into his sleek maroon Lamborghini Miura and head for his suburban home. My eyes flicked from shadows to door, to the Miura, and back again. 

I don’t know exactly how long we waited, maybe an hour or a little more, all told. But eventually the door opened, a crooked rectangle of light sprang out onto the wet sidewalk, and the figure of a tall man in his early thirties stepped into view. The door closed behind him and the man moved toward the Lamborghini. 

The Mafia boys waited until he was far enough away from the door so he couldn’t run back inside, then they made their move. They came out of the shadows from four different directions and they aimed their big feet right at Everett Hunn. 

I think he suspected trouble. He stopped and stared at them, moving his head slowly. His right hand made a fist, then his fingers opened. I straightened up, came into view myself. The buttons could not see me, I was behind them, but Hunn could, if he’d wanted to look; he was too busy eyeing the bulks of the strong-arm squad to bother about passersby. 

Each of the four was fitting bright brass knuckles on his right hand. That brass showed clearly under the streetlamps, they were doing it to put fear in his guts, as a man might flex his muscles before a fight. 

“Who are yah—you?” Hunn quavered. 

He was afraid. I didn’t blame him. I have fought the Mafia from here to Italy and back, and I know how they operate. These men were persuaders, I was sure. Everett Hunn was in for a good beating, unless I could prevent it. As a sort of friendly gesture, urging him to do what the Mafia bosses wanted. 

“You know who we are.” 

“And why we’re here.” 

“You didn’t do what Jimmy the Horse asked.” 

They did not hurry, they sauntered forward, very sure of themselves. They were big men, they ran upwards of two hundred and fifty pounds, each one of them. But a lot of it was blubber, I felt sure. Some of their raincoats stretched at the seams. Still, they were more than a match for poor Everett Hunn. 

My Lujano boots beat a quick tattoo as I ran. Nobody heard me. 

Frankly, I was a little surprised. This corner of the city was the property of Big Frankie Sarnelli. Jimmy the Horse Gacciano was from Oakland, not San Francisco. For his buttons to be here meant he was encroaching on land sacred—in Mafia parlance to the Sarnelli crowd. I wondered, as I raced across the street, what Big Frankie might have to say if he knew that the Gacciano mob was moving into his territory. 

“Ya should’ve answered him,” growled one man. “It was a big mistake, not to.” 

“So the Horse sent us to talk to ya.” 

Lamplight flickered on upraised brass knuckles. That was when I went into action. My right hand, very rigid, chopped down on the big wrist of the man with the upheld arm. I can break five wooden planks with that judo chop. I didn’t quite break the guy’s wrist, but I heard him grunt in pain. 

I didn’t stay where I was. 

Before the next man could turn, I had made a slight pivot on my left foot and kicked upward with the toe of the Lujano boot on my right foot. That toe caught number two button in the groin. He shouted in pain and doubled up. 

By this time the other hoods were facing me. I saw their eyes widen, their jowls drop. 

“It’s a dame,” one of them yelled. “Grab her, Fats!” 

Fats came for me, bent over, leering. I guess he figured that as soon as he laid me out cold and beat up on Everett Hunn, he and his buddies would lay me out in a somewhat different manner. I let him come. When he was almost on top of me, I grabbed his bullet head and drove it downward with my hands, at the same time lifting my right knee to catch him flush on the nose with it. 

He tumbled sideways, moaning. 

The last man to face me gave a short bark of laughter. “You’re some dame, kid. I like your spunk. It’s too bad for you that you ain’t got the marines backing you up, because the boys and me are going to spoil that pretty face of yours.” 

He swung his right arm. I saw the brass knuckles flash. 

He really should have known better. He must have seen how I handled his fellow thugs. But dumb types like this never seem to learn. All he could think about was a pretty girl with red hair, about five feet two and with a shape to make an octogenarian drool. Me, that is. I was a “hole” in his kind of talk, and “holes” were good for only one thing. 

My hands went up, I caught his wrist. At the same time I whirled and bent. My fingers wrapped around his wrist, I heaved. The button went up into the air. He seemed to hang there for a long moment, before he went down onto the sidewalk, head first. 

The hollow sound of his head meeting stone pavement was very satisfying to my girl-girl soul. I had used the ippon seoi nage, the shoulder throw of the judo experts. He lay there, completely out of the action, arms and legs sprawled wide. 

Actually, only one of the four showed any fight at this point, and this was the button whose wrist I’d whacked with my hand-edge. He was circling around, grunting a little with pain, but otherwise still on his feet. 

I smiled at him as I slid feet in his direction. “You know what Big Frankie would do to you boys, if he knew what you were up to?” I asked softly. 

His pig eyes got big. “Whatta you know about Big Frankie?” 

“I ought to call him up to send a few of his own buttons over here to pick up you crumbs and take you to some nice, quiet place where he can go to work on you. You ever seen a man hung on a meat hook?” 

Even in that pale light, I saw he had turned white as a freshly bleached sheet. He seemed to stagger a little, too. Oh, he knew about Big Frankie Sarnelli and the fact that he was in his territory. He also knew that one branch of The Family takes a dim view of having another branch of that same Family move into its territory uninvited. 

“You goddamn hole,” he snarled. “Who you working for?” 

“Myself, maybe. Or for Big Frankie. Or even the fuzz.”

He launched himself at me. At one time he must have played some football, because it was a very nice tackle, indeed. The only trouble with it was, I didn’t stay around to get pinned by it. I moved sideways and as he went past around my knees, I did a little football maneuver myself. I placekicked, using his head for the football. 

He hit the sidewalk and lay there. I looked over his prone body at Everett Hunn. “Call the police,” I told him. 

Hunn gulped and nodded. His eyes grew big when he saw my right hand lift out the snub-nosed Colt automatic that I’ve carried with me on all my N.Y.M.P.H.O. assignments. 

I waved the gun. “This will persuade them to stay still, don’t worry. You go make that phone call.” 

He ran. I put my spine against the cement block wall and waited. After a time a couple of the boys sat up and stared at my gun. It was steady in my hand and seemed to aim at each of them. 

“I can use it,” I assured them. “Now be good boys and just wait. The cops won’t take long.” 

It was relief I saw on their faces. I think they were afraid I was going to turn them over to Big Frankie. This they didn’t want, knowing the methods Sarnelli might adopt, which would be unpleasant in the extreme. They relaxed as best they could, and eyed me. 

Everett Hunn came out of the building. 

“Don’t get between them and me,” I called, “or one of them may grab you and use you as a body shield against my bullets.” 

He stepped back so fast he almost fell down. His eyes were big, his face was rather pale, and his hands were shaking. The aftermath of what he had gone through was still in Everett Hunn. 

His tongue licked his dry lips. “You’re pretty cool about all this. Who are you and how come you can handle four thugs so easily? 

“I’ve been well trained.” My gun barrel waved at the sitting buttons. “I don’t want to talk in front of these bottoni. You understand?” 

He nodded and sidled along the wall until he was by my side. He was an attractive guy, with a mane of yellow hair and a rather bushy blonde mustache. He wore a glen plaid suit with broadcloth body shirt and a silk twill tie. He looked very sharp. The word around town was that he was a millionaire, having made his fortune from producing skin flicks or what are known as porno movies, and by making them well. 

I could hear him breathing harshly. “Relax,” I said. “It’s all over.” 

“You must have nerves of steel,” he muttered. “How can you just stand there, knowing that these men would kill you at the flick of an eyelash if you made a mistake?” 

Their eyes were watching me carefully, from where they sat or lay. Hunn was right. One false move and I was a goner. My strength was no match for theirs, I’d succeeded in downing them because I wear the black belt and am expert in karate as well. 

“I can shoot straight,” I said. And they know it.” 

“But how? How can they tell?” 

“They’re looking into my eyes. Aren’t you, boys? You know damn well the first man who moves funny gets hot lead in his navel. Oh, yes. They know.” 

I heard a dry chuckle. “You scare me too, I think.” 

“Oh, I’m here to protect you. That’s my job. “Keep your eyes on Hunn and don’t let even his pinkie finger get bruised’, my boss told me. I obey him. 

“Who is your boss?” 

“No questions, remember. At least, not with the bottoni listening.” 

We heard the police sirens then, and three squad cars pulled up against the curb. A fourth car slid in behind the others. Two plainclothesmen got out of the fourth car and moved toward us. 

While the uniformed police put handcuffs on the Mafia boys, the detectives spoke to me. I drew them aside from Everett Hunn so I could flash my N.Y.M.P.H.O. badge at them and explain that I was working against the Mafia in this corner of their world. They were big men, one was in his forties, with premature gray hairs mixed in with the black, the other was in his late twenties and with an Italian cast of countenance. 

The younger man introduced himself as Raf Rovere. The other was Charles O’Malley, Irish and with blue eyes to go with the black hair. O’Malley was dressed quite conservatively, charcoal gray suit and dark tie on white shirt, but Raf was more of a swinger in a velvet shirt-suit and a print silk square tied about his throat. 

“You handled those four bruisers all by yourself?” asked Raf in awed tones. 

“Faith, I don’t believe it,” O’Malley growled. 

“Ask them,” I suggested. 

The Irishman did. The volley of cuss words made him glance at me, eyebrows raised. “I’d like to see you in action, sometime,” O’Malley muttered almost wistfully. 

Raf grinned, showing big white teeth. “Girl like you, you could take my job away.” 

“I’m happy as I am,” I told him. 

In less than fifteen minutes, the squad cars were off with their prisoners. Raf lingered, I think he wanted to make a date but O’Malley urged him away by hooking his elbow with a hand. 

Everett Hunn sidled up to me, then. “I owe you,” he informed me. “More than I can repay, which you and I both know. I can’t offer you money, but how would you like to have dinner with me? I have a suggestion to make to you, if you’re agreeable.” 

Dinner sounded good. I hadn’t eaten all day, I’d been too busy landing at International Airport and being whisked away in a limousine to my meeting with the N.Y.M.P.H.O. bossman who was to clue me in on my job. The Mafia was getting ready to muscle in on the porno business, he told me, and while the police scowled on the skin flick trade, they admitted it was their business to protect the citizens who were involved in it. Where the Mafia was concerned, the police worked hand in glove with N.Y.M.P.H.O., whose main stock in trade was the smashing of Mafia plots and counter-plots. 

And so I’d driven a rented car to Mason Street and waited for the Mafia toughs to go into action. My stomach was telling me that a leisurely dinner would be a great idea. 

“I’d love it,” I whispered up at him, batting my long red lashes so he could get the full effect of my green eyes. 

He gawked down at me. I can change in an instant to the helpless, gushy female type that some males like. I was afraid he thought of me as a slim version of the powerful Katrinka, if any of you out there remember that old-time comic character. I had to rub out that idea and start over fresh with him. 

Everett Hunn grinned and took my arm. “Come along, then. I know a place that specializes in English food. You do like roast beef, don’t you?” 

“I adore it.” 

The Lamborghini Miura was a low, sleek car that housed a twelve cylinder rear engine and was capable of doing a hundred and eighty miles an hour. A flip-back deck and a louvered rear window added to its air of luxury. This particular model was equipped with real tiger skin seat covers. 

I oohed and aahed over it, much to Hunn’s delight. He was quite proud of Ferruccio Lamborghini’s design. It had cost him close to thirty thousand iron men, and he considered it his outdoor toy. The motor made no sound that I could hear when he started it up, and it merely purred as it moved along Mason Street toward Columbus Avenue. 

“We’ll eat at the Quill and Pottle, if that’s all right with you. I like the atmosphere, it’s Shakespearean and cozy.” 

“Sounds heavy,” I smiled. 

“We’ll dine in the Lady Anne Room. On steak, if you prefer. I know I do. They grill it over charcoal and the salad is out of this world.” 

“Please. Already, I’m drooling.” 

He laughed softly. “Good. I despise a girl who picks and nibbles. I hope you’re a hearty eater.” 

“I will be, especially after all that exercise.” 

He sobered, staring at the traffic up ahead. “Yes, about that exercise. I’m taking all this a little lightly, but 

I was scared witless, back there. You must be made of chilled steel, to handle four bruisers like that.” He shuddered. “If you hadn’t been there. 

His voice trailed off. I said softly, “It was my job to be there. You wrote a letter to NY.M.P.H.O., didn’t you—asking for help?” 

For a second he took his eyes off the road to glance at me. “And you’re their answer? A girl?” He waited a moment, then shook his head. “No, wait. I take that back. It smacks of male chauvinism, doesn’t it?” 

“A little,” I admitted. 

“Well, I didn’t mean it the way it sounded. Maybe it’s because I always associate the idea of a bodyguard with a two hundred and fifty pound strong-arm-guy. You don’t weigh more than a hundred and ten, but—Jeez!” 

“In your letter, you said you were getting threats from mobsters. You asked if N.Y.M.P.H.O. could help. They sent me, and I did. Now it’s your turn to help us.” 

Surprise widened his eyes. “Me? How can I do anything?” 

“You can date me for a while.” 

It was a damn good thing we were waiting for a red light at that moment. Otherwise, Everett Hunn would have run his thirty thousand dollar wheels up onto a sidewalk or into the path of an oncoming car. His amazement was almost funny, but we were playing a pretty serious game. 

“‘Date you? Is that all I have to do?” His voice went a little high in his excitement. “I was going to ask you for a date, anyhow. I’m throwing a bash tomorrow night at my place and I want you to come.” 

“I’ll come.” 

“Good. But why am I supposed to date you?” 

“Don’t be dumb, Ev. I’m the bodyguard.” 

He laughed in honest mirth. “You’re right. I should have figured it out for myself.” 

“Sometimes we have trouble getting Mafia victims to allow us to work with them. They’re afraid the buttons will come hunting them with brass knuckles or worse. You’ve already had that happen, so you know they play rough.” 

“And you really think you can protect me?” 

“What do you think?” 

“I think yes. And the best part of it is, you’re like one of my own actresses. You’re beautiful, you’re glamorous, and you’re hell on wheels.” 

N.Y.M.P.H.O. had taken all that into consideration, as I informed him. It was the reason they had yanked me from New York out to the Pacific Coast. Nobody around San Francisco knew me, I was a complete stranger to The Family in these parts. And unless somebody from the East Coast showed up, my disguise was perfectly safe. 

Hunn turned the Lamborghini Miura into the curb on Beach Street. Even as he shut off the motor, it seemed that I could smell the good food cooking, and my mouth began to water. 

My escort was a gentleman. He came around to my side of the car, opened the door and offered me his arm. Maybe I wasn’t really dressed for such a swank place, I’d have preferred an evening gown cut down to my belly button to show off my breasts, but my working clothes would have to do. I was not too disheveled by my meeting with the four Mafia men, I looked reasonably presentable, I told myself as I glanced in a lobby wall mirror. 

I saw something besides myself in that mirror. 

There was a man, tall and lean, standing with a gold cigarette lighter halfway to the filtered cigarette he held between his lips. On his face as he looked at Everett Hunn was a stare of mingled disbelief and horror. I didn’t get a chance to study him, I was walking past the mirror at the time, but I turned my head to stare after him. He had turned and walked away, so swiftly that I hadn’t caught sight of his face. His hair was long and black, slightly curly, that was all I could be sure of. 

I had half a frown on my face as Everett Hunn led me into the Lady Anne Room. That man back there had certainly not been expecting to see my escort walking around in here. Was he connected with the Gacciano mob? Had he been the finger man, he who gave the kiss of death? Naturally, I couldn’t be sure, but I knew I walked on eggshells as long as I stayed anywhere near the skin flick producer who strolled so unconcernedly beside me. 

The Lady Anne Room of the Quill and Pottle is right out of the Shakespearean era. Literally. Inigo Jones himself had created it somewhere in the early seventeenth century, it had been brought tile by piece of wood from England and very recently put together on the ground level of a big office building. A magnificent fireplace faces the chairs and tables where the diners eat off pewter plates and drink from pewter goblets, for this is a Tudor great hall, darkly wooded and thickly carpeted, and there is a hush as of the centuries that falls upon it when people gather 

We sat at a table for two in the semi-shadows. A red tablecloth set off the pewter service, the silver knives and forks. In the distance, there was a sound of lutes and flutes softly playing. Very romantic, very congenial. And to add to the decor were the pretty girls who served the tables in Elizabethan costumes, low-necked to show their pale, quivering breasts and most of their bared shoulders. 

As we sampled the sorrel puree, I mentioned the man in the lobby. “All I could see of him was a glimpse of his face, I wasn’t expecting to notice anyone. By the time his look registered on me and I turned my neck to see who he was, he’d turned and walked away. He had long black hair, sort of curly.” 

Everett Hunn looked thoughtful. “I know half a dozen men who lave long black hair that’s curly. Some of them are my own actors.” His eyes narrowed. “They left the studio before I did. It might be one of them.” 

“Someone like that wouldn’t get that expression on his face at sight of you—unless he had tipped off those buttons about you.” 

Hunn snorted, “Not those boys! They know where their bread is buttered. All they do is make love to pretty girls and collect plenty of bread for it. I don’t think any one of them would do it. Tip off the Mafia about me, I mean.” 

I hunched forward, saying, “Now about the Mafia. You received threatening letters? Demands for payment or to be cut in on your profits?” 

He nodded heavily. “The skin flick trade is pretty big these days. Millions are being made, at an outlay of—ah, say about fifty thousand dollars. We take a crude plot the viewers aren’t interested in story content, for the most part—and we wrap up some very torrid sex scenes around it.” 

The girl brought a lazy Susan containing clams Casino, chunks of lobster, crab-meat and fish, some salad that would melt in your mouth. We nibbled for a while. 

“Back in my neck of the woods, which is New York,” I told him, “the mob has been moving in on the porno palaces, the massage parlors, the naughty movies. Those boys can smell out profit faster than a cat can sniff a mouse. They’re wizards at it. 

“Anyhow, there have been a lot of fire bombings and beatings taking place, the owners of these places are menaced by attacks on their families; on their own persons, and all because The Family wants a piece of the action. How many shakedowns there are is anybody’s guess. A lot of bookstore and movie house owners are scared witless by The Mob, they pay and pay and keep their mouths shut to avoid being killed or having wives or children maimed or beaten. They are bad playfellows, those Mafia people.” 

“Maybe I ought to have kept my mouth shut, too.” 

“You have me,” I smiled at him. 

He regarded me with calm eyes. “I saw you in action. I have a high regard for your fighting powers. But even a girl like you—what can you do, really, against the whole mob?” 

“That is something I keep up my sleeves.” 

He smiled faintly, but his eyes lingered on my arms and breasts. I could see the lust-fires start in those eyes, and I took it as a compliment. I’m afraid I preened a little, straightening my back so my breasts jutted out while I batted my eyes at him. 

That was when the lights went out. 




CHAPTER TWO 

 

 

My body has been trained to react instinctively to danger. And a tiny voice in my mind was telling me very clearly that Everett Hunn and I were in danger, but good. So I came off my chair and dove for him, just a few seconds before something made a tiny plopp! and I felt the brush of a bullet where the movie man had been sitting. 

By that time my arms had closed about him and tumbled him sideways off his chair. I heard his gurgle of amazement, of protest, and felt his hands come on my shoulders as if to push me away. 

“Lie still!” I hissed. 

He went limp under me. I think he rather enjoyed the feel of my girl-girl body on top of his own, because he started to show his excitement the way a man will do if he is reasonably healthy. I nudged his growing part with my thigh and breathed, “Don’t make a sound.” 

The rest of the diners were making the sounds. Screams and shouts, roars and bellows filled the big room. I heard a couple of the serving girls sobbing softly off to one side. 

I waited a few more seconds, then made it to my feet, gripping Everett Hunn by his hand and yanking him up, too. There were a few candles glowing here and there. By their dim light, I could make out scared faces. My eyes ran around the room. The Mafia hit man had gone. 

“Sit down and look natural,” I told him, taking my own advice. 

“Look natural!” he gasped. 

His face was white. I think he knew what had happened, but he wasn’t quite sure. Me, I was sure. Because I saw two bullet holes in the wooden partition behind us. I’d heard only one shot, from the sound of which I’d judged the hit man had used a pistol with a silencer, but he’d probably squeezed two of them off so fast they’d sounded almost together. 

I made no motion to show Hunn the bullet holes. I didn’t want publicity. But in the corner of my head, a little glob of worry was forming. If the Mafia mob suspect ed that I was from N.Y.M.P.H.O., my life wouldn’t be worth a broken bottle. Sure, sure. I can protect myself, I’ve been taught the tricks of the trade, but if I were to be any good to Everett Hunn, I had to stop worrying about little old me. 

“When the police come,” I whispered, leaning across the table, “tell them I’m an actress in your movies. A new actress.”

“The police?” 

“You don’t think there can be a shooting in a swank place like this without some sort of investigation, do you?” 

He moaned, but brightened at the idea of my being one of his actresses. His eyes did a lecherous dance over as much of my body as he could see, and told me mutely that he’d love to see me in the nude, cavorting around before one of his cameras. 

The manager was moving from table to table, reassuring everyone and making sure that nobody had been hit. When he came to our table, there were beads of worry on his forehead. It doesn’t do a place a bit of good to have some gangland character taking pot shots at its pa trons. 

When he said something about this, telling us at the same time that we would have to stay until the police got here, I tried to cheer him up. “Think of the publicity,” I enthused. “No, no. You’re wrong to worry. Why, people will flock here to see the bullet holes in the walls.” 

“What bullet holes?” 

He damn near fainted when I pointed them out. So did Everett Hunn. 

I added, “The same sort of morbid curiosity that causes rubbernecking at the scene of an accident will bring them in. You can make money out of this, if you’re smart.” 

He looked at me as if I’d started frothing at the mouth. “People will stay away, they’ll be scared to death.” 

“Want to bet?” 

He eyed me a moment longer, then sighed. “I hope you’re right, I really do. But I’m afraid—” 

“Don’t be! You can’t afford to show any fear. This shooting will get you page one publicity. It all depends on how you use it. You’ve got to hang loose about what happened. Treat it as a joke.” 

“A joke?” he gasped. “If you don’t, you’re dead—financially, that is.” 

He sagged, but pulled himself together. “I hope the owners view this the way you do. I’ll put it to them the way you put it to me. And tomorrow, when our patrons come in, I’ll show them the bullet holes and try to laugh.” 

He turned, walked away. 

Everett Hunn was goggling at me. ”Did you mean all of what you said to him? About laughing it off, pointing out the bullet holes to customers?” 

“Of course. People will come to see them, for a while. 

Then the novelty will have worn off and they’ll come for the good food and drinks.” 

Hunn turned and stared at the wall. He studied the holes, turned his head. He was no dummy, he could add two and two and come up with four. He said slowly, “Those bullets were aimed at me. And maybe at you, too. The man who fired them stood in the doorway and waited for the lights to go out. A confederate must have turned off the main switch.” 

“He memorized our positions and fired. If you hadn’t reacted so fast, we’d both be dead.” 

“Right the first time,” I caroled. “But—but what are we going to do?” 

“Finish our dinner. I’m still hungry.” 

His eyes studied me, then he smiled faintly and shook his head. “What a woman. I didn’t think a girl like you existed.” 

“I reached for some lobster, saying, “You’d better believe it.” 

The police came and did their thing, while Everett Hunn and I finished our steaks and enjoyed Irish Coffee. I watched the detectives working without seeming to do so, and explained what had happened. 

The detective in charge gave me the fish eye. “You acted pretty fast, ma’am. As soon as the lights went out, you dove off your chair and knocked Mr. Hunn to the floor, too.” 

“Wasn’t that clever of me?” I smiled. 

The detective said blandly, “It might almost make me suspicious. It might even make me think that you knew what was going to happen.” 

“It might, yes. But I didn’t.” I hesitated, then added softly, “I’m getting to know the San Francisco police force fairly well. Earlier this same evening…” 

I told him about my fight with the Mafia, and how detectives O’Malley and Rovere had showed up to take the buttons off to jail. This plainclothesman—his name was Ralph Plunkett—listened quietly, but there was a gleam in his eyes when I finished. 

“You’ve had a busy night,” he muttered. “I’ll see Rovere and O’Malley later; I’ll check with them.” 

He looked at the bullet holes, then at my escort and me. His eyebrows arched. I didn’t wait for him to speak. 

I said, “Oh, yes. The shots were meant for us.” 

“I think you’d both better come down to head quarters.” 

“I intend to, after I finish my dinner. I want a place where we can speak quietly, without anyone listening in.” 

He stared at me, still very suspicious. I sighed, reached into my bag and lifted out a pack of cigarettes. At the same time I managed to flip open my identification wallet, still inside the open bag, and give him a peek at it. My stare told him I didn’t want to advertise the fact that I worked for N.Y.M.P.H.O.. His eyes got big at sight of the little badge that was fastened to the wallet. 

“Oh,” he breathed softly, and looked at Everett Hunn. 

After a moment he stood up, nodded, and moved away between the tables. The diners were torn between talking and eating, there was an undercurrent of excitement throughout the entire room. I expected newspaper reporters at any moment. 

“Let’s beat feet, Everett,” I whispered. He nodded, lifting an arm to signal our waitress. 

When we were out on the street, he said, “I’ll never be able to sleep. Why don’t you come to my pad, have a drink or two to settle our nerves?” 

I made the excuse of being tired, and that I had to report in to the San Francisco police force. I’d been a busy girl and the detective bureau would want me to fill in an affidavit about what had taken place. 

“Just drive me back to my car, and I’ll see you first thing in the morning,” I promised. “You ought to be safe until then.” 

“I’m not so sure,” he muttered, but did as I asked. 

I’d rented a new Camaro for the city of cable cars, and when Everett Hunn let me off a few feet from it, I paused to lift the hood and check for hidden bombs. Then I started it and drove to detective headquarters. 

They were all there, waiting for me. Rovere, O’Malley and Plunkett. I told myself as I gave them a great big smile that they sounded like a double play combination. There was awe in their eyes as they stared at me, so I knew they’d been exchanging gossip. 

“Go back to New York,” said Raf with a grin. 

“I’m after thinking that’s a good idea,” nodded O’Malley. 

“Trouble comes in big doses where you are,” growled Plunkett. 

“Don’t blame me, boys. Those buttons and that hit man are the ones you’re after. If it hadn’t been for me…” 

“We know, we know,” said Raf. “Everett Hunn would either be dead or badly beaten up in some local hospital. What do you do for light exercise?—wrestle tigers?” 

“I fight off mashers in the New York subway.” 

“God help them,” muttered the Irishman. 

I sat on the edge of a desk and asked about the affidavits. The boys wanted to rap, but I was pretty tired by this time. With a sigh, Plunkett went and got the documents, gave them to me to read. When I’d scanned them, I signed them. 

“Now I’m off to bed. Oh! Tomorrow I’ll be going to work for Hunn as one of his actresses. He needs a body guard and I’m it, but I’ve got to have some sort of cover. Capisce?” 

Raf nodded gloomily. “I’d like to have you for a bodyguard, myself. You do a real good job.” 

I wriggled my fingers at them, and as I walked away, let my hips sway in a way that can stop all traffic along a sidewalk. Their sighs were so loud I heard them all the way to my car. Or so it seemed. 

Bed in my room at the Mark Hopkins was so warm and cuddly that I overslept next morning and had to really stretch to get dressed and have breakfast in the hotel and then get to the Hunn Studios only half an hour late. Everett Hunn was already there, pacing up and down with about a dozen lads and lassies standing by in various degrees of mod clothing protecting their otherwise naked bodies. 

One young man wore Levis and a dirty sweatshirt, another had on plaid slacks and a ruffled silk shirt, a third wore corduroy slacks and a matching Eisenhower type jacket. The girls were more or less similarly arrayed. one having on low-slung hiphuggers and a shirt tied just under her rather heavy breasts. Another wore a bloomer dress, a fourth showed off her handsome gams in a modified play-suit. 

They all eyed me as I entered. 

The interior of the cement brick building had been hollowed out, affording plenty of space to put up bits of scenery and props. I found myself staring at a living room equipped with fireplace and bay windows, at a jungle habitat with a little pool of water, a couple of differently styled bedrooms, and a number of other locales. I gathered that the scripts were written around these to save money. After all, in a nudie movie, who looks at the furniture? 

Everett Hunn came running up, losing the lines of worry on his face at each step. “I thought something had happened to you,” he panted. “You’re all right?” 

“I’m right as rain. Anything happen to you?” 

He shook his head, gave a big sigh, and grinned. “Now we can get down to work. I want to introduce you to my people. 

The introductions were made, I saw a lot of faces and heard a lot of names, but in cases like this, when one meets a whole many people for the first time, that was all it meant to me. I didn’t connect faces and names, except for a couple, right at the start. I would get to know them all later, if I was around that long. 

They seemed friendly enough, though I got a couple of cold stares from the girls. I was a newcomer, I was a threat to their paychecks, maybe, and they were not exactly delirious at sight of me. 

“All right, now gather around,” said Hunn. 

He held a shooting script in his hand, which he waved every now and again to emphasize a point. “We’ve al ready cast our new movie, so Cherry here won’t be in it.” A number of female faces relaxed at that, one or two even managed a faint smile. 

“But I want her to get to know you, so maybe she can have a part in the next one. First of all, let me run over the plot with you. Our title is, ‘Behind Closed Doors’. There’ll be a narrator’s voice—yours, Ken, you have a rich tongue—and you’ll say something like, ‘Have you ever driven down a street in any block in the United States and seen the closed, locked front doors and wondered what goes on behind them?” That’s our theme, see?” 

He went on talking for about twenty minutes. I told myself that if all that he spoke about went on behind those closed doors he mentioned, a lot more people than I’d believed possible were having all sorts of sex fun. Still, it was rather a cute idea. 

“We’ll start with a delivery boy. You, Curt, you have a kind of baby face and look pretty young. You’re making a delivery to—say, Nadine there. Nadine is in her nightie, she lets you into her kitchen, we show she isn’t wearing anything under the nylon nightgown, and you get excited. After that, well, maybe we’ll just get footage on what comes naturally.” 

Nadine was the girl in the bloomer dress, she was older than the others, she had long black hair that fell to below her shoulders and in which I could make out streaks of early gray. Her breasts were big and shook loosely as she moved around without a bra, and she seemed to carry the faint odor of lavender perfume about with her. She was a perfect matron, I told myself. 

Hunn was scowling at the script. “This shooting will take us a couple of hours. You others might as well go out and have fun. But I want you back here at two, we can get in the next episode this afternoon. Oh, yes. And I want you at my place tonight for the bash.” 

They chorused their thanks and fled, all except Curt and Nadine. Curt Bauman was the guy in the Levis and sweatshirt, appropriate enough for a delivery boy. He went off into the shadows and came back wheeling a bike with a wire basket that held two bags filled with groceries. 

“The groceries go to my place for the bash,” Hunn grinned at me. “We don’t waste any money at Hunn Studios.” He looked up, waved a hand. “All right, around to the front of number 9. Nadine, you go slip into that black nylon nightie, honey.” 

Nadine wandered off, buttocks wobbling lazily. 

I went at heel behind Everett Hunn, around to the other side of a set that included a kitchen and a small living room. Here there was fake grass and a field-stone walk, up to a front door with a big brass knocker. A cameraman came out of the shadows, wheeling his equipment. 

I found a chair and sat down. 

Curt walked his bike up the flag-stoned path. He had found a stick of chewing gum and was chomping on it, which gave him a fairly insolent air. He leaned the bike against a railing and used the knocker. The cameraman ran across the fake turf and up to the door so his lens had a perfect view of Nadine in the transparent black nightie as she opened the door. 

She posed for a moment, smiling, so the camera could record the dark nipples of her big breasts and her entire nakedness beneath the nightie, finally zooming in on the black bush of hair on her lower belly. Then she gave a surprised gasp and ducked back behind the door. 

“Oh, it’s you Billy,” she cried, in a voice that told the audience she knew damn well it was the young delivery boy and that she had wanted him to see her nudity behind the black mist that passed for a sleeping garment. 

Billy registered lust with a quirk of his lips and a widening of his eyes. I guess these skin flick actors and actresses have a certain gamut of emotions they use from time to time, in situations such as this one. To me, it seemed like fairly good acting. 

Billy—as played by Curt—lifted the grocery bags and went through the door. The door closed. Everett Hunn yelled, “Cut!” 

He turned and beamed at me. “How was it?” 

“Great!” I enthused. 

“We go around the other side, now, into the hall that leads to the kitchen. Sam—he’s the cameraman—will follow Nadine down the hall, as if the camera were Billy’s eyes. He’ll get a great shot of her from behind.” 

I trotted after Everett around to the side of the set just as Nadine came into the kitchen with the cameraman taking shots of her bouncing rear, Billy—Curt following them both into the kitchen. Sam drew back, brought him into focus. 

Billy the delivery boy was bulging in his Levis. The camera showed it. It also showed Nadine as she became aware of the youth’s excitement and gave a lewd little smile as she fumbled with her handbag on the kitchen table. 

“You in any hurry to get back to the store?” Nadine asked. 

“No, ma’am. This is my last delivery of the day. I’m off to play ball.” 

Nadine smirked. “I could show you a better game, if you’re interested. My husband left yesterday morning for a three day convention. I’m kind of lonely.” 

“Sure, ma’am. Whatever you say.” 

The camera showed Nadine slipping down a shoulder of the nightie to bare her big left breast. “You ever play with one of these?” 

Billy’s eyes got big. So did something else he carried on his person. “No, ma’am. But I sure would like to!” 

Dumb dialogue. But Everett Hunn wasn’t making this movie for an Oscar award, just for cold cash. And the audience would be watching Nadine expose her left titty and wouldn’t be listening to trivial talk. All you had to give them was a few words to carry the story line along, if you could call it that. 

Billy moved in on Nadine. His hand went to her breast, slid under it. He lifted it, bounced it a little. Nadine cooed, “Isn’t playing with that better than playing with a baseball?” 

“Beats it all hollow,” Billy gulped. “Want to kiss it?” 

Billy kissed it. The camera was within inches of his parted lips, so that the film would catch both the swollen brown nipple and the eager mouth. For a few moments, Billy suckled on that breast, then Nadine lifted out her other one and fed him that for a time. 

Her hand went downward across his hard belly. The sound of a zipper was heard. Then the camera caught her hand sliding into the open fly. 

I found myself caught up in the action, much to my surprise. I have a pretty low boiling point, and Curt and Nadine were really putting on quite a show. I wondered a little at the cameraman and at Ev Hunn. Didn’t they react to this sort of love-play? Apparently not. Maybe it was old hat to them. 

I also found that I was thinking of the Mafia boys, too. This sort of skin flick would make money. It was a low budget affair, his only expenses being the salaries Hunn had to pay, and the cost of the film and its processing. I felt certain that Hunn Studios owned its sets and props. The actors used their own clothes. Maybe the producer had bought a five dollar nightgown for Nadine to put on. But that was all. 

The Family wanted in on something this good, and from a business point of view, I didn’t blame them. For a measly fifty grand you might make over a million. Multiply this one movie by ten others or even twenty, and you wound up a millionaire several times over, very quickly. 

From time to time, I tore my eyes away from the action in the kitchen—Nadine had her nightie down below her bellybutton by this time and Billy the delivery boy was slobbering kisses all over her breasts and belly—while I glanced at the street door. It wouldn’t have surprised me to see half a dozen buttons force their way in and spray lead. 

Still, nothing like that happened. 

All the action was in the fake kitchen, where Nadine was slipping down Billy’s jeans and jockey shorts, exposing his swollen manhood. Her soft hand went to it, clutched and squeezed while Billy moaned and shook. 

He was pretty hot, all right. So was I. 

My thighs squeezed together against betraying moisture. I tried to tear my eyes away, I wanted to be calm and ready if trouble showed, but the temptation to stare was a little too much. Nadine pushed her nightgown into a black pool at her slippered feet, and stepped out of it. I caught the musky smell of a woman in heat above her perfume. 

Naked, she posed for Billy and the camera. She had a great figure, with very heavy breasts and a slightly pouching belly, but her legs and hips were good and her buttocks were dimpled moons. Billy goggled at her as though he’d never seen her in the nude before. Maybe he hadn’t, for all I knew. 

He ran to her, caught her up in his arms and they stood naked like that, kissing wildly. At this point, they had forgotten about acting; they were doing what came naturally. His hands slid up and down her creamy back, over her pallid buttocks. Her own hands slid about on him, too, the scarlet brightness of her fingernails standing out against his skin. 

Billy was starting to kneel, now, his lips going from one breast to the other while Nadine hung her head back and made little moaning sounds. Billy kissed her soft belly, his hands going to her quivering thighs. 

Slowly, he inched those thighs wide apart. Then he buried his face between them. 

Nadine jerked and shook, she rose up and down on her slippered feet. Her buttocks quivered steadily, and her hands were scrabbling about on Billy’s head, keeping it where it was. 

Me, I crossed my thighs and squeezed them together. My nipples were up so big they ached. And my tongue came out again and again, to moisten my dry lips. I told myself I couldn’t take much more of this. 

A voice at my right ear whispered so the mike wouldn’t hear it, “We have to play this right through, once they get excited.” 

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. 

“Sometimes in the past when I’ve called a halt, they never were able to get back into the mood, if you know what I mean.” 

Again I nodded. My mouth was very dry. “No—more,” whimpered Nadine at last, convulsing. 

Her hands held Billy, pushed him away from his feast. She stood staring down at him with wide eyes, shaking her head a little which made her long black hair ripple about her shoulders and halfway down her back. 

“The—living room,” she panted. “The—sofa…” 

She half lifted him, urged him with a hand at his back to go with her out of the kitchen and into the next set which showed the living room of an upper middle class family. There was a big sofa in it, toward which the woman led the delivery boy. She had put her right hand to his excited maleness, dandling it as the camera picked up her movements. 

“I think I’d better take a walk,” I breathed. 

Everett Hunn nodded, his eyes on the blue sofa as Billy and Nadine were lowered onto it. “It gets every body, first time. Go ahead.” 

I caught a flash of white female legs and darker male legs as I rose from the chair. Nadine was drawing Billy down on her, a hand guiding him to his target which she offered by spreading wide her thighs. 

I turned my back and walked off into the shadows. I could no longer see them, but I could hear Nadine’s gurgling sobs and Billy’s grunts and bellows. I told my self that if I was going to be around Everett Hunn very much, I’d better develop a thick skin where his skin flicks were concerned. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be of help to anybody. I stood and gripped my bag with both hands, almost wishing some Mafia hoods would come through the door so I might work out my overexcited nerves on them. I began to walk up and down, after a while. 

It was there that Everett Hunn came to find me, after the shooting was over. I noticed, as I turned to face him at his touch on my arm, that the floodlights were out, that two naked bodies lay limp in exhaustion on the carpeted floor of the living room set. 

“You all right?” he asked with a twinkle in his eyes. 

“Fine. I just got a little up tight about what was taking place.” I frowned and added, “‘That isn’t like me at all. I do enjoy a roll in the hay and I love to see other people being happy. Maybe it’s just because I’m so worried about you.” 

“You can’t just stand around with a gun in your hand. You have to live a little.” His blue eyes laughed at me. “I thought I ought to put you in the scene I’m shooting this afternoon.” 

Maybe he ought, at that. I was really wound up so tightly that there was going to be an explosion of some sort if I didn’t get some relief. Hunn saw the torture in my eyes and nodded. 

“Yes, that’s what we’ll do. I’ll use you in place of Paula.” 

“No. I’m not taking anybody’s job away from them. You use Paula. I’ll just stand by in a dark corner and I won’t look.” 

“You serious? It would do you good.” 

“Amen to that, but I won’t. But I’ll tell you what I will do, right now. I’ve got to put some food in my stomach.” 

He laughed and grabbed my hand. “Pastrami sandwiches on rye, with hot coffee. Right this way.” 

We had to walk past the living room set. Curt was up, gathering his clothes, but Nadine was still stretched out on the carpet, breathing softly. I freed myself from Hunn and went to crouch down beside her. 

“You okay?” I wondered. 

Her eyelids flickered open. She gave me a weak smile. “I’m getting too old for this sort of thing. That boy Curt is hell on wheels where it comes to a good lay. He really drags it out of me.” 

I offered her a hand. Her breasts were still big, still firm, and the rest of her naked body was generously curved. She wasn’t fat, she was just goddamn sexy. She said wryly, “I’ve got to shower. I’m a mess.” 

I watched her move off, behind quivering from side to side, wrapped in lavender fragrance. Everett Hunn came up to me again, saying, “She isn’t all that old. She’s only a little past thirty. But I’ve heard rumors about her, she has a boyfriend.” 

“You know what I think? He bangs her night after night. She’s like a nympho, that dame. She can’t get enough of it. Naturally, she’s pooped. She’ll go back to her pad now and make zees until it’s time to get dressed for ray bash. I wonder if she’ll bring her friend?” 

He led me toward a rectangular table with a red—and white checkered tablecloth on it, along with several platters of sandwiches and an urn of coffee. My right hand made a grab for a pastrami on rye. I bit into it. 

Sam the cameraman came up then, nodding to me. “We got good stuff, today. There won’t be anything in it that has to be changed.” He chose a corned beef on white. 

“Doesn’t it get to you?” I asked. 

“Sure. But not the way it used to. I had to go find me one of the actresses who’d been watching the fun and get her to lay me.” He chuckled. “They’re always eager for it themselves, after a filming, if they’ve been watching and haven’t been in on the action.” 

I knew what he meant. 

His shoulders shrugged. “But now? Hell, it’s old hat. Still, every once in a while when I’m plenty rested, I get the urge.” His faded blue eyes stared at me. “How about it?” 

I whooped laughter, patted his hand and shook my head. “Sorry, I have a headache.” 

We grinned at each other. He said, “Next time, maybe. 

I glanced at my wristwatch. “I’m going to take a walk around in the fresh air,” I told Everett. “What time are you going to start shooting again?” 

“Not until two. You have an hour or so.” 

I did not intend to go far. I was going to keep the front door of the studios in full view every moment while I was pacing back and forth. No Mafia hit man was going to catch me napping. I stepped out into the California sunshine and took one more stride. 

A white Maverick was easing down the street past the studios. I didn’t see the face of the man at the wheel, he had a fur felt hat pulled low on his forehead. But his hair was black, long and curly. This was the same man I’d seen at the Quill and Pottle last night, I was sure. 

My hand went into my Gucci bag for my Colt. I was sure he was about to hurl a hand-grenade or a bomb of some kind, at the studio door. Since I was standing right in front of that door, I’d take the full brunt of the explosion. Maybe I could put a bullet in him before he could hurl his bomb. 

To my surprise, he didn’t even glance at me. Instead he picked up speed and drove away. 



 




CHAPTER THREE 

 

 

I stood frozen to the spot, staring after him. I was sure of one thing: the Mafia was still after Everett Hunn. But why hadn’t he thrown the bomb? I’d have made a prime target! Besides, he would have done some damage to the studio, which would have been like The Family leaving its calling card. 

My brain told me to run back inside the place, to alert Everett Hunn and get him out of there, to safety. Then I thought a little more. If Curlylocks was going to throw the bomb, my presence wouldn’t have scared him off. He’d have heaved it at me and risked getting a bullet. It was a way of life to him. 

A sneaky little voice in the back of my head whispered that there was something fishy going on here. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, no matter how much think tanking I did. I kept my hand around the butt of the Colt automatic, however, and began my walk up and down. 

The white Maverick didn’t come back, so after a time I went inside the studio and stood around until the actors and actresses returned. By this time Nadine had had her shower and was dressed for the street. She came over and told me she’d look forward to seeing me at the bash to night. 

“Right now I’m going to hit the sack and replenish my energy. Ev always throws heavy wingdings. You’ll have a ball.” 

“Sounds like fun,” I smiled. 

She patted my wrist. “No matter what your bag is, he’ll have it for you. You wait, you’ll see.” 

I went and found a chair in the deep shadows of the studio and sat there, listening to Everett Hunn as he clued in his boys and girls on the next part of the movie. This one, I gathered, dealt with a wife-swapping couple. One of the girls was the tawny blonde in the hiphuggers and shirt tied just below her breasts, named Paula Loring, the other was a brunette wearing a modified play-suit, whose name was Joan. 

The boys playing the husbands were Eddie Harley and Chuck Knight. Eddie wore the plaid slacks and ruffled silk shirt, Chuck the corduroy outfit. They were in their middle twenties, slightly older than the girls. Each was well-built and looked athletic. 

When they went off to give their lines a fast reading, Everett Hunn saw me sitting in the shadows and walked my way. “I’ve got a great idea,” he enthused. “When we’re done shooting, I’ll follow you to your place, you pick up your clothes and we’ll go on to my pad in Monterey. I’d like you to act as hostess, if you would.” 

“No steady girl?” 

“Not a one. Besides, it’ll give you a good opportunity to play bodyguard to me.” It wasn’t a bad idea, and I told him so. His eyes danced as he added, “Better close your eyes on this next part, it may get exciting.” 

“How can I guard you with my eyes closed? I’ll take my chances.” After seeing Curlylocks in the white Maverick, I didn’t dare take my eyes off him. I decided not to tell him about the man I’d seen, he had a job to do and there was no sense in getting him up tight. 

I told myself I was far enough from the action not to be too affected by it. Still… 

The scene opened in the Harley bedroom with blonde Paula stark naked, walking around on the wall-to-wall carpet, putting perfume here and there on her person, touching her nipples with lipstick, making remarks to her husband who was in the shower, that they had to hurry, the Knights were coming over and they had to be on time. 

It was real homey, with Chuck coming out of the shower naked and using a big towel on his heavily tanned skin. Paula went up to him and pressed her naked body to his, giving him a French kiss with wide open mouth. When she drew back, he had started to grow excited. 

“Joan will love that,” she giggled, giving his manhood a little pat with her perfumed fingers. 

The camera dollied in to make sure nobody misunderstood. 

“How about you? Chuck really loves that thing of yours too.” Eddie grinned as the lens turned to give a closeup of the blonde patch between her soft white thighs. 

Paula giggled and walked away, rump jiggling. 

She slid into a black lace jumpsuit. Under it she was stark naked. Even from where I sat, I could make out the fact that her hard little nipples were poking out from two holes in the lace. She paraded around like that so the camera could take her in for the benefit of the movie’s audience 

A doorbell rang. Paula and Eddie went to welcome Joan and Chuck. Joan wore a long coat that hid her from neck to shoes. Chuck had on his corduroy outfit. The camera moved in on Joan. With a faint smile she undid the coat buttons and opened it. Under the coat she wore only a garter-belt and black nylons, together with a skimpy brassiere. 

“I came prepared,” she giggled. 

Eddie grabbed her and kissed her, running his hands over the exposed parts of her body, settling at last on her soft buttocks. Chuck and Paula slid toward each other, also clinching. 

While Eddie made the drinks, Paula turned on the stereo set. Dance music flowed out, and she and Chuck began a slow number. As they danced, Paula started undressing Chuck. When the record was at an end, he was naked and quite aroused. 

Then he sank into a chair, drawing Paula with him while Joan undressed Eddie. It was all much fun and such, with Joan and Paula making free with each other’s husband. Both men were very aroused by the time they settled down to the serious part of the evening. 

The brunette drew Eddie toward a piano bench cover ed with a felt cloth, and stretched him out on his back. Then she toyed with him for the camera’s benefit, while Eddie grimaced and groaned in pleasure. Joan straddled him then, gripping him with tender fingers and placing his manhood where she wanted it. The other couple were sitting on the edge of the chair, staring. 

As Joan rose up and down, Paula and Chuck went to the piano bench. Chuck started kissing his wife’s bobbing breasts while Paula went to the other end and started tickling both her husband and Joan in their most sensitive parts. 

I turned my head away, being still wound up from the morning set—to between Nadine and Curt. Maybe Everett Hunn and his cameraman got used to scenes like that, but I didn’t think I ever could. I waited a while, letting my excitement simmer down before I risked another glance. 

Paula had her heavy breasts outside the jumpsuit, now, she was doing a shimmy for the boys and Joan and those breasts flew around like big white melons, up and down and sideways. She slid the lace thing down until she was naked to her navel. Then she began a belly-dance. 

I could easily understand why men would pay good hard cash to see movies like this, they opened a new vista to all the sexually repressed husbands and boy friends who find modern society something of a drag. In the old days, men had mistresses all over the place, and if they were too poor for that, why, tavern maids and shepherdesses took care of their excess energies. 

Over the years, inhibitions have come into being, and a lot of men are too shy to ask a waitress or a go-go girl for a date. Or any other woman, for that matter. But they have their little fantasies, and for those who have nothing more, these blue movies supplied it. 

Paula was naked now. She turned around, showing her behind to Chuck, seated on the edge of the piano bench. She backed toward him slowly, on widespread legs. Her thighs quivered and shook, the camera picked up her hanging breasts swaying lazily. 

Then she sat down on Chuck, and began to squirm around, slowly and lazily. Chuck was leaning back, eyes closed and mouth a little open, gently moaning. I don’t think he was acting, he didn’t have to. Paula was giving him a damn good time. Her bare hips did a wicked hula on him, so that his hands came up to catch hold of her breasts and squeeze that soft flesh between his fingers, to slow her down. Paula was licking her lips, eyes closed, head back. After a time, when she slowed her swift rotations, her head fell forward and I could see her belly convulsing as she went into an orgasm. 

The party wasn’t over. Joan went to serve the drinks, and Paula and Chuck relaxed along with Eddie. They all rested for a while, sipping their drinks and smoking cigarettes. The camera picked up an occasional bit of footage here, enough to suggest that they were taking their time. 

Then Paula rose and said, “Now all together, in the bedroom!” 

They ran into the bedroom, the girls threw themselves on the big king-size bed and the boys fell on top of them. After that it got a little hectic. I saw Joan and Paula kissing each other while Chuck and Eddie toyed with their bodies. Then the girls got on their knees, heads resting on the coverlets while the fellows went from one to the other and back again. 

Those boys had staying power, I’ll say that for them. 

From time to time I got up and walked around to cool my blood. I would dearly have loved to throw myself on that bed with the others and do what comes very naturally to me, but I had a job to keep me busy. I didn’t want Curlylocks to come in and throw a bomb or two with me mother naked on those rumpled covers. 

So I did what N.Y.M.P.H.O. paid me to do. And suffered silently. Then I heard Ev yell, “Cut!” 

Four naked bodies sagged down on the bed, totally out. I saw a jumble of naked legs and arms, bellies and breasts. Not a muscle stirred among all four of them. 

“Up! Up! Come on, now. No sleeping.” 

Paula groaned and flopped over on her front. A glance at my watch told me they’d been going at it for more than three hours, off and on. No pun intended. No wonder they were exhausted. I was pooped myself, and I’d only been watching. Finally Eddie stirred, muttering to himself, and made it off the bed. He bent to pick up his clothes. Joan came to life, and then Chuck. Finally, Paula slithered across the covers to sit on the edge of the mattress, head hanging. 

“Go home, take a nap,” Everett Hunn was urging them. “And don’t forget my party.” 

He turned and trotted back to me. “Got some great shots today,” he told me. “I’ll have to stay a little longer, just to check on things. I won’t be more than half an hour.” 

I went outside for some air. Dusk was creeping in by way of Stockton and Modesto, moving westward toward the sea. The sky was red and orange, flushed a deep, dark blue in places, it was sunset time and I could smell the salt tang in the air. I breathed it in and felt more refreshed. 

Then Everett Hunn was hooking my arm and half carrying me toward his maroon Lamborghini. “I need a nice shower, I’ll bet you do, too. So into your Camaro, I’ll follow to your hotel. Then it’s off to Monterey for us.” 

At my room in the Mark Hopkins, I selected a mod evening gown with all the accessories, fitting them carefully into a valise. Like a gentleman, Ev came up to the room to carry my bag. 

Then we were off in his car, speeding along the coastal highway toward Santa Cruz and Monterey. It is roughly a hundred and twenty-five miles from San Francisco to Monterey; Ev did it in a little under two hours. By the time we swung into the driveway of his private house, it was dark-time. 

The house was lit up like the proverbial Christmas tree. Servants and such, with the caterers, Ev informed me, guiding me toward the redwood and glass plus field stone house that was built into the side of a hill. A red wood balcony overlooked the drive and a long stretch of lawn, the twin roofs were domed, giving the impression of size while sliding glass doors, with their glimpse of the ornate interior, added a touch of intimacy. 

I loved the place, and told Ev so. He beamed, “It’s my hideaway. Someday, when I give up the blue movie business, I’ll come here and enjoy life, play golf and give parties, maybe even get married and raise a couple of kids.” 

We went up a flag-stoned walk that curved past a pool where goldfish were swimming. A rock fountain spouted gobs of water into the pool and hidden lights turned the thing into a little bit of fairyland. The redwood walls showed us a door with a huge bronze knob and matching knocker. 

Ev opened the door and stood back. 

I took two steps onto a thick carpet and froze. “I don’t believe it,” I managed to gasp. 

The sound of water almost drowned out my words. There was a waterfall with lush tropical growths to my left, and a little bridge that let one walk over the pool of water that was part of the living room decor. Most of the living room was to the right of the bridge, but when you walked over it, as Ev and I did, you saw that it led to a kind of den, dimly and romantically lighted, that featured a stone bar and a big fireplace, with divans and easy-chairs and coffee tables strewn here and there. 

“Hey, wow!” I breathed. 

One wall of the den was solid field-stone, another was of redwood. There were floor-to-ceiling mirrors along the third wall while the fourth backed up the big, curving bar. A girl could get seduced in a setting like this without much trouble, I told myself. 

Everett Hunn moved behind the bar. “Before we get dressed, let’s have a quick one. What’ll it be? Anything you want.” 

I settled for a Tanqueray martini and put my rump down on one of the bar-stools. “What about your guests?” I wondered, after taking a sip. 

Ev waved a hand. “Oh, they wander in and out, whenever. I never set a time for my bashes, though most of them get here around ten. There’s no special breakup hour, some even sleep on the floors if they’ve had too much of the sauce.” 

It was very restful, sitting in the dim radiance of this den, I could have remained here all night, but there was a party on the horizon and I figured it was time for me to slip out of my clothes and into something more glamorous. When I mentioned this to Ev, he nodded and finished his drink. 

“You’re right, you’re right. Off we go.” 

He led me up a staircase that was made of redwood planks and seemed to hang in midair on slender cables. One side of the house was taken up by his bedroom, to which mine, a smaller one, adjoined by an open archway. 

“Very convenient,” I laughed. 

Ev looked embarrassed, then chuckled. “Oh, I won’t try to lie to you and say this room of yours has never had a girl in it—” 

“If you did, I wouldn’t believe you.” 

“But it’s never had a prettier one! I figure that since you’re here as my bodyguard and hostess, you’ll want to be where I can call out for help and you can get to me on the double.” 

“Excellent thinking,” I admitted. 

Then we went into our rooms and I slid out of my clothes and under a shower. If Ev wanted to peek at me stripping down, he could. I’m not a modest miss, I’m proud of my body and I know men like to see it. I stayed under the shower for close to fifteen minutes, letting the warm water wash the tiredness out of me, and the frustrations I’d undergone while watching those boys and girls bang each other during the morning and afternoon filming. 

I toweled down and moved naked into the bedroom. I had selected black satin lounge pajamas to wear, cut low in front and back, with hooped cuffs trimmed with black ostrich feathers. It was mod, it was chic, and there was only the bare me under it. 

While I made up my face before the dresser mirror, I saw that Everett Hunn had come to the open archway to look in on me. His grin told me he liked what he saw. I’d done my red hair in an upsweep which the mirror told me was rather flattering. 

“Nobody would suspect you of being a bodyguard,” he commented. 

“Oh, that reminds me,” I took my Colt automatic out of my bag and shoved it into a black satin evening purse. Ev’s eyes got big at sight of the gun. 

“Can you use that thing?” he goggled. 

“I can shoot the As out of the ace of spades at fifty feet,” I told him, “and that’s the truth.” 

“I believe it,” he muttered solemnly. Then we went downstairs to meet his guests. 

There were doctors and lawyers, movie actors and ac tresses, stockbrokers and insurance. men, plain old businessmen and a couple of writers and artists from Big Sur up the coast. His friends were legion, as the cliche has it. I mingled with them all, talking with their girl friends and wives, mixing in as a good hostess should. 

I got a good gander at all the folks, which was just the way I wanted it. If any Mafia types showed, I wanted to be the first to make them unwelcome. Nadine Falkner was there, revived and lovely in a nude-look outfit that consisted mostly of beads under which her naked body was quite visible. She was drinking screwdrivers, I noticed. We yakked for a few seconds, then when Paula, Eddie, Joan and Chuck came in, I left her to say hello to them. 

A stereo was playing music and some of the guests danced. Most of them stayed near the bar, imbibing liquor. I went from group to group, saying hello and introducing myself to the newcomers, until I had them all in my mind. Once I saw Nadine talking animatedly to a big guy with short blonde hair. He was very friendly, beaming at her, reaching out from time to time to pat her almost bare behind. Nadine didn’t seem to mind. 

“Johnny Falconetti,” whispered a girlish voice in my ear. “Her ex. That’s why she uses the name Falkner. Her real name is Whipple.” 

Paula Loring leaned against me, giggling. I smelt straight scotch on her breath, and not just one or two or three. Her eyes were glazed. I remarked that they seemed very friendly 

“Oh, they are, they are. Johnny’s a good kid, he can’t afford Nadine, that’s all. She likes expensive clothes, she likes to swing day and night—she’s a nympho, you know, though we don’t talk about it—and Johnny just couldn’t keep the pace.” 

“What does he do?” 

“Johnny? He’s in stocks and bonds, somewhere in Frisco. I don’t know where, and Nadine doesn’t tell.” 

I wandered over to another group that consisted of doctors standing around and talking of operations they had made and patients they had known. It was fairly interesting, at first, but I had other things on my mind than medical gossip. I moved my eyes around the room, watching and waiting for trouble. 

There was no trouble. Far from it. 

As the evening went on and the liquor started taking effect along with the pot—oh, yes, I saw a few sticks lighted here and there—people began to have a communal love affair with one another. Hands and lips wandered hither and yon over female anatomy, I caught couples locked in embraces in dark corners, and here and there caresses were being exchanged which were far from casual. 

Around midnight, somebody opened the sliding glass doors that opened onto a stone staircase which sent its treads down into green water. A swimming pool lay at that second level, and I guess it was natural enough for the boys and girls, men and women, to decide that they wanted to take a dip. 

A matron in her early forties was the first. She bent and lifted the hem of her evening gown, tossing it onto a nearby chair. This left her in brassiere and stockings. The shoes she kicked off just before she ran down the steps and dove into the pool. 

“Terrif,” muttered a girl who could hardly stand up. She started stripping, and was joined by a bald accountant. Naked, they dove in and began to splash the matron. 

It wasn’t long before a good many of the other guests went to join them. I saw Paula slipping out of her gown, and running with a doctor into the cool pool-waters. Wives and girl friends were going along with her, and the male guests were not far behind. I stared from the living room carpet through the open glass doors down at big breasts and little breasts, wide hips and narrow hips, and at a couple of male loins that were demonstrating their virility in no uncertain terms in that clear water, lighted by underwater lamps. 

I saw a female reach out for one such rigid manhood. 

“Party’s getting rough,” hiccuped a lawyer at my elbow. 

“That’s what fun parties are for, to let down your hair.” 

He took off his wig and waved it around. “Like this?” 

“Oooooh, you made a funny,” I shouted. 

His eyes were on the matron who was now naked, her bra and stockings in a limp, wet mass on the side of the pool. She had big white breasts with huge brown nipples, and looked ready for a banging. 

“Go ahead,” I encouraged. “Take your clothes off, too.” 

He did what I commanded, and ran bare-ass down the stone steps into the pool. I watched him swim toward the matron, and next moment they were wrapped about each other and sliding tongues back and forth. I sighed. Everybody was having fun these days but me, seemed like. 

Lips touched my bare neck and a hand went up and down my hip. I turned my head to see Ev standing so close he was nudging my rear end with his priapus. Lazily I moved my buttocks back and forth. 

“Good to see you standing up and taking an interest in things,” I chuckled throatily. “But mama’s on duty, remember?” 

“The hell with that duty. I can think of something else for you and me to do. Come on, Cherry. Don’t be so cold.” 

Cold? Who, me? 

This boy didn’t know what he was saying. My breasts were like rocks and my nipples hurt, they were so stiff. Under the water, the boys and girls had been playing with each other, and I’d been watching and not doing a damn thing about it. I was on fire and ready to burn. Moist lips crept along my bared shoulder, fueling the lust-flames already leaping in my every erogenous zone. A moment later, Everett Hunn was kissing the upper swell of my right breast. 

He was pressed up against my behind, too, and he was quite a man. I slid my plump cheeks back and forth, building his strength a little more. A tiny song was winging its way upward from somewhere inside me, advising me to do what I wanted. I was his bodyguard, right? I couldn’t guard his body any better than by having it make love to mine, right? 

So I turned and put my belly where my behind had been, together with my thighs. I did a wicked hip wriggle, inching closer all the time. Ev forgot everything but me. His arms wrapped about me, his open lips swooped toward my mouth, and we were locked in an embrace that should have given off smoke. 

It was right about then that I heard the shot. 



 




CHAPTER FOUR 

 

 

At first I thought it was my heart. 

It wasn’t a real loud sound, but I’ve been working for N.Y.M.P.H.O. for so long that my ears can pick up sounds and translate them to my brain by pure reflex. My ears recognized a silencer, the same sort of silencer Ev and I had heard at the Quill and Pottle last night. 

I pushed away from him in horror. “Did you hear it?” I gasped, turning my head left and right, trying to orient my wits that had been off in bang-bang land. 

“Hear what? I only heard the music.” 

“A silencer! Somebody fired a gun.” 

“Oh, come on,” he laughed, pulling me back toward him. 

“No, Ev. I mean it! I’ve got to go check.” 

He could have wrung my neck, I guess I didn’t blame him, I’d been right up there in the carnal clouds with him—but he gave my face one look and nodded. “All right, if you heard a shot, you did. But I’m the supposed victim, remember? And if anybody took a pot at me, he missed. 

I grabbed his hand. “Lead me, lover. I don’t know your house as well as you do. But start over there by that waterfall. It’s where the shot seemed to come from.” 

I knew damn well he was the victim, and I worried the hell out of me that someone may have shot somebody else. A jilted lover or a jealous husband, maybe. But jilted lovers and jealous husbands don’t usually carry lethal hardware with them when they go to fun things like Everett Hunn’s bashes. As my slippered feet pounded the carpeting, I told myself this was a great big coincidence. 

It took us a few minutes but we finally found Nadine Falkner crumpled up under an artificial fern some feet from the waterfall, in a shadowy corner of the living room. She was on her back, her arms limply out-flung, and there was a neat hole in the middle of her forehead. 

“Oh my God,” whispered Everett Hunn. 

I knelt, putting my hand to her wrist, fumbling uselessly for a pulse that wasn’t there. Nadine was dead: even at a glance, you could tell that. I did what I did to cover my confusion. 

Why would anyone want to shoot Nadine Falkner? 

Okay, okay. A jealous husband—Johnny Falconetti, her ex?—or a spiteful lover? Well, maybe. But from what I’d heard about Nadine, she was more or less a nympho, and anyone who went with her must have known it, and should have known that trying to pin her down to one guy was like trying to knock out Joe Frazier with a slap on the wrist. 

This made no sense. 

This was Mafia business, my instincts told me. But why would The Family want Nadine Falkner dead? My brains did a saraband, I couldn’t think straight. 

“What can we do?” Ev asked. 

“Call the police. Don’t let anybody leave.” 

I stood up, still numb in the think tank department. There was nobody in the living room but us and poor Nadine’s body. Everyone else was in the den or in the pool. I went and found an afghan tossed decoratively over a big sofa, and covered her body. While Ev ran for a telephone, I went prowling for the gun. 

What wits I still had told me nobody would be dumb enough to keep a gun on him (or maybe her). Whoever had shot Nadine had either left the house or had tossed the gun away. Might be I could find the gun, here in the living room. Because I was determined not to leave the living room until the police arrived. 

Nadine had been standing near the waterfall, about five feet from the little wooden bridge when she had been shot. Her killer had been facing her, possibly holding her in conversation. There was no expression, other than a peaceful one, on her face. Death had come unexpectedly, she’d had no chance to react to it, apparently. 

Maybe the killer had stood some distance away, and had taken dead aim while Nadine had been fluffing up her hair or some such thing. My eyes went all over the room, but I didn’t see anything that looked suspicious. 

Sounds of revelry reached my ears, I heard girls yelling and screaming in high glee, I heard men shouting, though I couldn’t make out their words. Only one person—if he or she were still here—knew that Nadine Falkner lay dead here. 

I heard a police siren, after a time. 

Two squad cars and an unmarked car pulled into the driveway. The bell rang, I went to answer it, half expecting to see one of the boys in my double play combination of Rovere to O’Malley to Plunkett. Instead, a lean man with a sour expression stood in the floodlight, scowling down at me. I remembered then that I was in Monterey and not in San Francisco. 

“Come in,” I invited, moving back. 

“My name is Jackson, Joe Jackson,” he told me in his clipped speech, flipping open his ident wallet to show me he was a lieutenant of detectives. 

He stepped past me, and a couple of cops and some photographers and such crowded in after him. Flashbulbs began to go off. A guy knelt and drew a chalk outline around the body. 

Jackson asked me questions. Everett Hunn came up then and stood by my side. We had been together when I’d heard the soft plop of the silencer. We had been in the den, near the sliding glass doors that lead down into the pool. Most of the guests had been in the pool or in the den. 

“I’ll have to question your other guests,” he told Ev. “Oh, one thing. Have any of them left?” 

“Not to my knowledge. I don’t keep a close check on them. As a matter of fact, I couldn’t even tell you how many people were here, or who they are . The detective looked disgusted. Over his shoulder, he told one of the uniformed men to stand at the door, not to let anybody in or out. Then he started for the den. He paused when he came to the bridge and stared at the waterfall and the pool. 

“Quite a setup,” he muttered. 

There was excitement and then pandemonium when Jackson announced that Nadine Falkner had been shot. Girls screamed, men cursed, and it took a little while to quiet everyone down. Johnny Falconetti was beside a cute girl with long black hair and big breasts, his face got a sober, intent look as he moved through the water and pulled himself up to sit on an outcropping of rock. Like the other swimmers, he was stark naked. 

“She was my wife,” he told the detective quietly. “I’m her ex-husband. We were divorced two years ago. It’s all in the records, you can check it. I want to tell you this so you don’t get the idea I’m hiding something.” 

Water dripped from his blonde hair. He was big and handsome, and quite muscular, as though he did push-ups and bends and lifted weights. His sexual apparatus was pretty well developed, too, I saw with one fast glance. 

“Fine. We will check,” Jackson nodded. 

The questioning went on for about three hours, until the wee hours of the next day. The gist of the questioning elicited only one fact, nobody in the pool could be guilty, apparently, because everyone was very nude and there was no way to hide the gun with the silencer that had done Nadine in. As for those who hadn’t gone swimming, they were either bellied up at the bar rapping about something or other, or twisted up in an embrace with a member of the opposite sex, like Ev Hunn and me. Everybody had an alibi, seemed like. 

The detective displayed no trace of the irritation he must have felt. He turned to Everett and told him he’d have to have a look around the house. He wanted to find the gun. He also sent men to check on the cars in which the guests had arrived. He had jotted down their license numbers and handed this sheet of paper to one of the cops. 

Every car was there, every person was accounted for, nobody had left the party. It was a real puzzler. 

Then one of the cops found the gun. It was a Smith and Wesson M39 automatic, still with the silencer attached. There was a right hand glove wrapped about the butt. It had been shoved under some ferns close to the waterfall. 

We needed identification, to make sure it’s the murder weapon. Not much doubt of that, though. There aren’t two guns fitted with silencers around here. What puzzles me is, how could anyone have walked from the living room back into the den, say, and not been noticed.” 

““Everybody was occupied,” I suggested. “Nobody was watching anybody else.” 

He shook his head. “Someone at the bar would have seen.” 

Everett Hunn muttered, “There is a way…” 

The detective fastened his black eyes on the movie producer. “What way?” 

“Through the water, of course. The waterfall pool is connected to the swimming pool by means of a big pipe that passes under a corner of the den. If someone knew about it, he or she could swim through it, pop out of the pool and fire.” 

“He couldn’t carry a gun naked in that pool,” Jackson growled. “But if he hid the gun and the glove before hand under that fern where nobody would notice, he could have done it.” 

“That’s probably how it happened,” I said brightly. “But how in the world are you ever going to prove who the swimmer was?” 

The detective snarled, indicating his helplessness. “I’ll just have to ask more questions, that’s all.” 

Dawn was glowing in the east by this time. Jackson glanced at his wristwatch, took a baffled look at the shocked faces of the guests, and nodded. “All right, not now. But I don’t want any of you skipping. I have your addresses, I’ll be phoning for an appointment to talk with you in the next couple of days. I want you there when I say.” 

His hand made a gesture. “I guess you can go home now.” 

Johnny Falconetti came up, dressed by this time in a velour single-breasted suit with a floral design Indian silk tie over a cotton broadcloth shirt. He looked the proper young executive. He wanted to claim the body, he would arrange for the funeral, he would pay all the expenses. 

“No objection to that, after the autopsy is done. I’ll be in touch. Meanwhile, stay around town.” 

The guests filed out, so did the police. Everett Hunn and I were left alone. I walked back and forth, vaguely noticing the dishes and glasses, and waved my hand at them. 

“Maybe I ought to wash those,” I suggested. 

“Don’t be silly. I have people coming in in the morning to clear up and put things to rights. You come up stairs. We both need sleep.” 

I didn’t fight him. The love-sickness was gone out of me, totally destroyed by what had happened to Nadine. I trudged upstairs and moved into my bedroom. I slid out of my evening gown and between the sheets. I tried to think about what had happened tonight, but my leaden eyelids sank down and in seconds I was asleep. 

It was the middle of the morning when I woke. 

For a split moment I knew panic. Suppose Everett Hunn had wakened early and gone off to make his skin flick without me? He’d be a sitting duck for the Mafia buttons who might come nosing around to put the arm on him. 

To my relief, when I slid out of bed and ran into his room, I saw he was still curled up under the covers. I had a bad taste in my mouth, I figured a shower would be its prescription, but then I remembered the pool. 

I scrabbled around in the bedroom closet, discovering an old flannel bathrobe. It wasn’t glamorous, but it would hide my nudity as I made my dash past the servants who would be cleaning up the mess downstairs. 

To my surprise, the den was in immaculate shape. I heard vague sounds from the kitchen, I guessed the washing process was in full swing. I ran down the stone steps to the pool, dropped the robe and plunged in. The water was not cold, but it was not too hot, either. Just right. I swam about, letting the tensions ease out of me, then decided to investigate the water-pipe that connected this pool with the waterfall pool. 

I swam easily, it was dark down here, but up ahead I could see light. It only took a second or two to make the trip, and when I popped up just beneath the waterfall, I found I had a good view of the ceiling, the rail around this pool, and the bridge. I was about three feet down from the level of the living room floor. 

“Now if I were the killer, and I called to Nadine, and she took a few steps toward the pool railing and looked over, and I held a gun…” 

The shot would catch her in the middle of her fore head and knock her back a few feet. She would fall in approximately the same position as we found her. Then I would strip off the glove and put it and the gun under the big fern here—just where the gun had been found and I’d swim back to join the rest of the swimmers. Chances are that nobody would have noticed I was missing. 

That was how the murder was done. But—why? Why kill Nadine? That was my problem. 

For I felt certain that this was Mafia business. Don’t ask me how I knew, I just did, the way a detective gets hunches, after having been on a lot of cases. It’s a kind of hunch, a feeling that some crazy idea is the right one. 

I swam back into the larger pool. 

Everett Hunn was standing on the lower steps, shucking out of his silk bathrobe. He was naked, too. And as his eyes caught sight of me in the water, my buttocks and my thighs and my bare back, he started to grow outward and upward at a very vital part of him. 

“Well, well!” I enthused, taking in his size. “I got a good night’s sleep,” he laughed. “You and me both.” 

I guess he took that as a sign of interest because he dove into the pool and right up to me. I was standing in the water up to my bellybutton, he wrapped his arms about me and fed me some tongue between my lips. I felt his straining manhood at my thighs, so I opened them and let him nestle between them. 

His meat felt good. I slithered my thighs together and let him have my wet, open mouth. I desperately needed to relax my tensions, and this was the best way I knew of doing it. In my mind’s eye I could see those boys and girls going at it as they had yesterday at the studio. It whetted my appetite as the pool waters wetted my bare skin. 

There was no need of foreplay between us, we were both pretty excited. So I locked my hands behind his neck, my forearms resting on his shoulders, and parting my legs, inched up his body. He caught on fast, his hands came down to my buttocks so he could boost me upward. 

I reached down, caught hold of him and lowered myself. I took him all the way in and just sat there, impaled. It felt so damn good, I didn’t want to move. I whispered, “Thanks. I needed that!” 

He chuckled. The water buoyed me up, I wasn’t at all heavy, so Ev started walking back and forth in the pool. I slid around and bounced up and down a little, adding to the crazy feeling. The water swirled and frothed at our hips. 

Ev moved his head, nuzzled my hard breasts. His tongue licked them all over, he drew one of my out-sized nipples between his lips. I moaned and groaned and panted to the sensations going through my flesh. I could feel him sliding in and out and I damn near went bonkers. 

We kept it up for quite a while, it was really funky, we were into this together, sexually spaced out. His breathing was a bellows working at my ear, and I guess I was huffing and puffing right along with him because I couldn’t control the lazy, even movements of my hips anymore, they were circling, lifting and dipping as though set on springs. 

Ev was standing still, now. His knees were shaking, he was just about ready to lose control. His hips pumped back and forth like a living metronome, and my loins followed and met his every motion. If the servants had come to the open glass doors and watched, neither of us could have cared. 

“Eeeeiiiyowwwww!” 

Well, it sounded like that, the sound he made. I closed my constrictor muscles about him and let my own emotions flood out of me. We shook like leaves in a high windstorm, with the water making little waves all around us. Ev sat down, after a little of that, me right along with him, and we rested. 

“God almighty,” he breathed, staring at me with big eyes. “Nobody ever made me feel like that, before.” 

“You’re sweet,” I smiled, and kissed him. 

“No, I mean it,” he muttered after a time. “It’s always been slam-bang with me, with every girl I knew. You’re something special.” 

“Good. I want to be. Now come on, get up. It wasn’t all that heavy. I’m ready for breakfast and a full day of work.” 

He looked vaguely sheepish. “I gave the kids the day off. I always do that, the day after I give a bash. Nobody feels like working, anyhow. Though,” he added thought fully. “I do want to get down to the studio and pick up some financial statements that should come in the mail today.” 

“We’ll go down together,” I told him. 

Wrapped in robes, we padded on bare feet up to the bedrooms. It didn’t take long to dress, and then a bell rang somewhere and Ev yelled, “That was the signal for breakfast. You nearly ready?” 

I was, and we went down to feast on scrambled eggs, bacon, toast and coffee. Unlike most girls, I eat a good breakfast. Maybe it’s because I lead a more active life, out in the open most of the time, with plenty of exercise. 

We drove to the studio in the Lamborghini Miura. 

While Everett Hunn worked on his books and papers, checking shooting scripts and making a few phone calls, I wandered about the big barn of a place, looking over the props, the sets. Usually, when they finished a movie, they sent back the furniture to a big warehouse, re-papered or painted the walls and the sets, and got a new shipment of furniture. Then they were all ready for a new movie. Whenever they needed some outdoor scenes, there was all of the state of California at their disposal. 

His movies were low-budget affairs; the money was spent mostly for salaries of the actors, actresses and cameramen. He hired a few technicians from time to time to screen the films for flaws, and a few packagers to send them out when the orders came in. It was basically a one-man operation, with everything revolving around Everett Hunn. He made the appointments for the filmings, he ordered the props changed and paid the salaries, his fingers were on every button. 

“Be through in a minute,” he said after a while, “I’m just getting everything ready for tomorrow’s shooting. We’ll do two more scenes, two more the next day, and finish up the others same time next week.” 

He had phoned out for coffee, I went to the front door to pay the deliveryman and take the cartons from him. I noticed a big green car across the way at the time, but it was empty and I paid no more attention to it. 

We chatted over coffee and cigarettes while he took a break. Ev Hunn liked this work, it made him rich, he was dedicated to the proposition of personal liberty. He would argue at the drop of a hat about freedom for adults to pick and choose the way of life they wanted to follow—so long as it did not interfere with anyone else’s freedom. 

“Man has a right to see a blue movie if he feels like it,” he said now, leaning back in his swivel-chair and waving a hand to encompass the big barn in which we sat. “Doesn’t do anybody any harm. He comes in, sits and watches the film, and goes his way. Not bashing anyone over the head, not making a lot of noise and a nuisance of himself. 

“I can’t understand these bluenoses who want to force their prudish ways of life on other people. If they don’t want to see my movies, fine. Nobody’s twisting their arms. But let them keep their big mouths shut about their next-door neighbor who might like to watch some body making love.” 

“Couldn’t agree with you more,” I nodded. 

He talked for a little longer, and my head kept nodding back and forth in full agreement. After a time he grinned and shook his head, saying, “I get too wound up about such things. Pollution, the environment, personal freedoms and liberties. I could go on for hours. Better not. I want to get this work out of the way.” 

So I wandered around some more, checked the clip of my Colt automatic to make sure it was fully loaded. In my line of work, such a detail can mean saving a life usually my own—and was top priority with me. I sat down on the sofa where Curt Bauman and Nadine Falkner had made love yesterday morning. Now Nadine was dead. 

I thought about her, how she was killed. 

It was Mafia work. I was convinced of that, in my mind and in my heart. The unfortunate part of that was, I couldn’t go into a law court and open my head or ex pose my heart and offer any proof. I was here to do a job, which was to protect Everett Hunn’s life and get enough on the Mafia bosses to put some of them in jail. If I could also nail Nadine’s killer, this was a bit of lag niappe, as they say in Louisiana. 

“You ready for lunch?” Ev yelled. 

“I’m not a bit hungry,” I called back. 

“Then we’ll take a drive up the coast. I know a sea food place not far from Big Sur—you ever been in that neck of the woods?—where the lobster melts on your tongue right along with the sauce.” 

“Sounds heavy,” I laughed. 

We went step by step across the studio. Ev opened the door. I stepped out into the sunshine. The street was quiet. My nerves, that are alert to such things, said it was too quiet. 

A bullet winged past my ear. 

 




CHAPTER FIVE 

 

 

I whirled on a heel and shoved Ev back inside the studio. 

“Down! Get down!” I howled. 

I followed my own advice by flopping flat on the sidewalk. While I was on my way, my right hand went into my Gucci shoulder bag and came out with the Colt automatic. 

The Mafia had struck again. 

I knew they were out there, but I couldn’t see them. They must have been crouched down behind cars and such trucks as were parked nearby. My eyes took in the green car across the way. I saw a head rise up from the back seat. 

My hand fired the Colt at it in pure reflex. There is a N.Y.M.P.H.O. test course that includes such things as dummies popping up here and there in houses or along little streets in the town that N.Y.M.P.H.O. owns, and we agents go there from time to time for refresher courses. If you fail to react in the proper time, you are often given a desk job. 

My reflex-action time was very low. Like now. I put a bullet just over the edge of the window, where I’d seen that head. The head had been rising. The eyes hadn’t cleared the metal part of the car door yet. Whoever it was hadn’t seen me, nor my snapped-off shot. But I saw the bullet-hole pop into view a second before the guy who owned the head rolled side ways, dead. 

I started to edge my way backward toward the partially opened door. My miniskirt was up around my hips and Ev, if he were looking, must have gotten a real good look between my legs and at my quivering behind. Well, let him look, I thought. This is no time for maidenly modesty. Besides, he’d seen all I had to offer this morning in the pool. 

My eyes scoured the street. I saw a pair of legs crouched down behind a Camaro, maybe fifty feet away. I got off a shot at them—I missed, I’m sorry to say—just before I wedged myself in that half-opened door way. 

I heard whispers in Italian. Now I’m Italian myself and I caught more than a few of those words. Maybe it is because I’m Italian and appreciate the culture Italy has given the world, that I resent the bad name the Sicilian Family has also given us. Men like Michelangelo, Fumo, Raphael, Verdi, Titian, Belli, Leonardo da Vinci, are examples of the good guys. A punk like Jimmy the Horse Gacciano is a model for the bad ones. 

It was Jimmy the Horse’s buttons out there on the street. I gripped my gun-wrist in my left hand to steady the Colt as my eyes ran along the far curb. Just give me one head to shoot at, like that other one! I prayed. 

Meanwhile, they were whispering. 

“Non mi piace!” 

“It’s only a hole with a gun!” 

“She can shoot, that hole. She got Enzo!” 

“E vivente?” 

“I don’t think so. He’s dead!” 

“Cattivo! Cattivo!” 

“I think we ought to rush her!” 

“Benny, you always were an idiot! She’ll get two, three of us!” 

“We can’t stay here all day.” 

I heard a motor car rounding a corner on screaming tires. I told myself it was reinforcements, that there’d be a hit man leaning out of the oncoming car with a sub machine-gun cradled in his arms, and that he was going to spray this doorway—and me—with a rain of hot lead. I tried frantically to wriggle backward but the door was jammed into my hip and wouldn’t budge. 

“Pull me back!” I yelled to Hunn. I felt his hands go around my ankles. 

At the same time, a big black limousine (probably armor-plated) roared between the Mafia buttons and me. Brakes shrieked. The sound of those tortured brakes was drowned out by the rat-a-tat-tat of a sub-machine-gun. I ducked my head instinctively, and then I realized that I was not the target of the blast. 

Another car came from the opposite direction. Its doors opened and half a dozen Mafia boys jumped out with guns in their hands and began banging away. Relief made me laugh and kick back at Ev with my free hand. 

“Let me go, you silly! The cavalry is here!” 

“The police?” 

“Even better, from our point of view. If I’m any judge of Family action, Big Frankie Sarnelli has arrived with all his powers! 

The Mafia buttons were shooting straight and true. Unlike the police, they didn’t let a little thing like a car or two interfere with their marksmanship. They sent so many bullets through those cars that they made sieves out of the buttons who were hiding behind them. 

The air was exploding in my ears, or seemed like. 

The fight lasted for maybe two minutes, but it seemed like a couple of days. The shooting stopped so abruptly that my eardrums hurt in the silence that followed. 

I crawled out of the partially open doorway and made it to my feet. A big man, dressed in a geometric-patterned suit with pleated front and sharply pressed trousers, slightly blue about his jowls but handsome enough in a dark way, moved gracefully across the street toward me. 

“Are you all right?” he asked softly. 

He was Big Frankie Sarnelli, I’d seen enough photos of him back at N.Y.M.P.H.O. headquarters to know him anywhere. He had the reputation of a tough, hard headed business man who ran his territory with a cold eye on trouble and a hot paw always stretched out for the profits. He ranked high among the top bosses. Under world scuttlebutt had it that he aimed to become the boss of bosses himself, in due time, the capo di capi. 

I stared up at him in admiration. “You saved my life,” I whispered as if awed. Well, maybe he had, maybe he hadn’t. Those punks might have chickened out if I’d been able to get behind the studio door and lock it. But you never know about such things, and I really was damn glad to see him. 

“Non importa, it was my pleasure,” he smiled, his eyes taking in the size of my breasts where they strained against the dress bodice. 

I put a hand on his wrist; his muscles stiffened in reflex, but then they loosed. Big Frankie considered him safe enough with his mob at his back. “I’d like you to meet Everett Hunn, he’s a motion picture producer and he’s been bothered by—those men lying down out there.” 

His lips quirked and his eyes assessed me again. I wanted him to like what he saw, so I stared right back at him. Ev was at my elbow, he cleared his throat to make us remember that he was there, too. 

Big Frankie merely nodded at Hunn. He said softly, “He seems to have enemies.” 

I had to play this carefully. I wanted to put a bug in the Sarnelli ear, but I didn’t want him to get the idea I knew anything about the Mafia. Still, I’d just been witness to a gun battle and people were gathering, staring. The police would be here any moment. 

“He does have enemies, and I’d like to talk about them to you,” I said, waving my hand at the street where people were clustering. “Couldn’t we go for a ride, the three of us? In your car,” I added hastily, when I saw Big Frankie shying back. 

He made up his mind quickly. His hands caught us by our elbows and herded Ev and me across the sidewalk and into his black car. “Give me the key to the door, I’ll have it locked and guarded.” Everett Hunn did what he said with a sick look on his face. I guess he figured, there go Hunn Studios! But the button locked the door, brought back the keys, and handed them to Sarnelli, who gave them to a somewhat surprised Everett Hunn. 

“Where to?” Sarnelli asked when we were sitting in the back seat of the Rolls Royce, with me in the middle. 

“Now, I’m hungry,” I said. “Ev here was telling me about a place where they have lobsters that melt in your mouth, somewhere around Big Sur.” 

“The Lobster Trap, Gino,” Sarnelli said to his chauffeur. 

The car purred along the street. 

Big Frankie smiled. “They will be taken care of. Those men are strangers to San Francisco, they are out of their territory. The police and I sometimes work together, in such cases. Neither the police nor I want any citizens of our fair city molested by—foreigners.” 

He talked as though he ran the place. Well, maybe he did, in a way. I beamed at him happily. “I’m glad to hear you don’t like those men. They tried to kill us both 

because Ev here wouldn’t turn over his movie studio to them.” 

“Is that so?” murmured Big Frankie. 

Everett Hunn opened his mouth, but I kicked him in the shin. My womanly intuition told me he was about to blurt out that Big Frankie himself had threatened him, had demanded to be let in on the action where skin flicks were concerned. I didn’t want to make any waves; right now this Mafia capo was on my side, and I wanted to keep it that way; an idea was stirring in the back of my head. 

I turned to Big Frankie and let my eyes go wide. “Movie-making is his life, he has a special genius for it. If anyone were to take over his studios, they’d never get the charisma that Ev puts into his films. Techniques and all that, you know.” 

Big Frankie thought that one over, then nodded. “You make good sense, Miss…?” 

“Cherry Delight,” I smiled. “Cherry. A tasty name. I like it.” 

“So even if those men took over Everett’s movies, they’d soon run them into the ground and wouldn’t make a cent!” 

I thought Big Frankie winced. Of course, I was talking about Jimmy the Horse, but Big Frankie was smart enough to apply my words to himself. If he did what Jimmy the Horse was trying to do, he might wind up with a useless, profitless moving picture studio, and this wasn’t the name of the Mafia game. Those boys wanted to make money at all their enterprises. 

“You have a point there,” he muttered. 

“It’s as if those bad men hired a little girl to do their killing for them,” I suggested. “The right man for the right job, and all that. You’re a businessman, I’m sure. You know how these things work.” 

His grin was faint. “You have a head on your pretty shoulders. Usually I don’t admire a smart girl, I’ll make an exception for you. Go on, tell me more.” 

I talked for a while, explaining how those mobsters had been trying to beat up Ev and failing, how they tried to kill him this afternoon, and all because they wanted in on his movie business. I decried the fact that he had no protection, I was trying to help him as best I could, I could shoot a gun and felt that if I were seen by those mobsters at his side all the time, they might hesitate to shoot him down. 

“At least, I thought so until today. They would have killed me too, just to get at him. I’m shocked, I really am.” 

I thought for a moment that I’d laid it on too thick, but his hand came down on my stockinged thigh, patting it. He must have liked its feel, for he went on stroking my leg for quite a while. 

“Now don’t you worry about a thing,” Big Frankie said smoothly in his rich Italian voice. “I heard from ah—friends of mine that a business rival was in town and so I showed up at those studios—just in time, it seemed.” 

His eyes dared me to ask questions. 

Not me. I’m no dope. Instead I bubbled, “And we’re so glad you did, aren’t we, Everett?” When he mumbled something to that effect, I added, “And we hope you’re going to continue to take an interest.” 

Everett Hunn opened his mouth and for the second time I kicked his shin. Big Frankie was admiring my legs—he could see practically all of them with the miniskirt back at my haunches—and he must have noticed how I kicked Ev, but he didn’t say anything. Not for a while, at any rate. We all studied the lovely Pacific, and sat there quietly. 

Big Frankie had been thinking, all that time, because he finally leaned over and looked at Hunn. “Wasn’t there some trouble at your house last night? A girl shot or something like it? Seems I read a newspaper. …” 

I let Ev talk for a while, telling about what a swell actress Nadine was, and how broken up he was about her death. He asked at last, “Do you think it was Mafia work? Those mobsters that tried to kill me may have killed her to frighten off my other boys and girls who work in my pictures.” 

I turned and stared at him in surprise. He hadn’t said anything about this to me. “Everett! Why, I do believe that’s it.” 

My ears were wide open to hear what Big Frankie had to say, though. I was getting the impression that Ev Hunn was scared witless right about now, that he wanted no part of any more skin flick making. And that was bad, from my point of view. Because to do what I was sent here to do, aside from keeping him safe, that is, I had to keep his movies at full production schedule. 

His face and eyes told me he’d like to have words with me in private, but that was impossible, so I turned back to Sarnelli. 

“You see the trouble he’s in? It isn’t fair, to let those —foreigners —take him over this way.” My tone of voice implied that it would be okay for big Frankie to move in on him, because this was San Francisco, which was his territory. I think he got the message, because he gave me a big smile. 

“We don’t want him to go out of business,” the mobster said, with syrup in his throat. “I’ll have to think about this, and what we may do.” His black eyes touched me a moment. “I suppose you have an idea about that?” 

I nodded vigorously. “Oh, yes. I’ve been doing some thinking as well as talking while we’ve ridden along, and I think maybe I have an idea that will benefit all of us.” 

Everett Hunn said hoarsely. “There’s something you ought to know, Cherry. I’ve been thinking myself, and I’ve come to a conclusion. I’m getting out of the movie business. It isn’t worth the danger. Why, I could have been killed today, back there. I would have been, too, if you hadn’t been there and if this gentleman hadn’t shown up.” 

“Ev, I was hoping you’d say that,” I smiled. 

He gawked at me. “You were hoping…?” 

“Of course. Don’t you understand? You’ll hold a press conference tomorrow, you’ll announce your retirement, you’ll say that you’re turning Hunn Studios over to an associate for the next few months while you take a trip around the world.” 

““But I don’t want to go around the world. I—” 

“Ev, you aren’t going anywhere. You’re just going to hole up in your Monterey house. I’m going to run your movie business for you—maybe with this man’s help. Don’t you understand? You believe in personal freedom and liberty. Well! I believe in them myself, and I say no two-bit gangster like Jimmy the Horse Gacciano is going to put you out of business. 

A bellow of laughter in my ear told me that Big Frankie Sarnelli agreed with my sentiments completely. I think he had figured out that with my cooperation, he would be able to take over the Hunn Studios without too much difficulty, this would give him a foot in the door of the skin flick movie-making business, and from there on, it would be so much cherry pie. I wanted him to think that, but I didn’t want Ev Hunn to think so. He was pondering just that, to judge by the woebegone expression on his face.. 

“Good girl, Cherry. Hunn, you listen to this girl, she’s got a head on her shoulders and she knows how to use it. You stay close to home and let her run the outfit. I’ll give her all the help she needs. Besides, I kind of like that personal liberty and freedom gig, I go for it, too.” 

Everett Hunn sat slumped in the car seat beside me, his face a tragic mask. I wished I could say something to him, but the capo on my left was too close. Not until the limousine pulled into a curb on a height of land over looking the Pacific and came to a stop in the parking lot of The Lobster Trap, did I get my chance. As we got out of the car, I managed to whisper into his ear. 

“I’m still on your side, but let me carry the ball,” I told him. “Don’t get up tight about anything I say.” 

The Lobster Trap was one of those modern redwood and glass buildings that can be seen all over the place in California. Its huge windows fronted the sea, affording a spectacular view. Big Frankie, Ev Hunn and I ate at one table, close to a big picture window. His hired help—a chauffeur and a muscleman—ate at another. 

The mobster was in an expansive mood, saying, “This lunch is on me. I feel I kind of owe it to you both, all the trouble you’ve been having.” He didn’t say it, and neither did we, but it was tacitly admitted that he was part of the Mafia, and that we had been caught up in a Family quarrel. 

We had shrimp cocktail to start. Over that, Big Frankie wanted to know more about the Nadine Falkner murder case we were involved in. He leaned his blue jowled face closer to mine as he spoke confidentially. “You know what I think? I think some jealous lover did it.” 

“It could be. Nobody knows for sure.” 

“The fuzz don’t have a clue, hey?” 

I smiled brightly. “Not a single one. Obviously, it was a guest at the party, though.” I told him all about it, there was no need to hold anything back; I was betraying no confidences. He listened quietly, his black eyes always on my face. He sensed I was telling the truth, though he did come in with a few questions. 

Could it have been relief, that momentary flash of some emotion in his eyes, when I was done? I didn’t figure Big Frankie to be involved with Nadine Falkner, but you never know. I decided to test him, a little. 

“It could have been her ex-husband,” I murmured. “Ex-husband?” 

Johnny Falconetti. He’s a stockbroker, and was married to Nadine some years back.” 

“That’s ridiculous,” Ev snorted. “I know them both. Very well. Johnny isn’t that sort of man. Besides, he still loved her.” 

Big Frankie eyed him. “You sure about that? If he loved her, why’d he get that divorce?” 

“It was Nadine who got the divorce. She’s a nympho—or was. One man was never enough to satisfy her, that was the reason why she went into the kind of movies I make.” 

Sarnelli grinned. “Yeah. I forgot about that. Well, if it wasn’t her ex, who was it then? A jealous lover, I’d Say.” 

“What about Jimmy the Horse?” I wondered. 

Big Frankie sat up straight. Surprise was written in big letters all over his normally immobile face. “Gacciano? Nah! Couldn’t be. Why’d he want to kill her? Hey? Jimmy wasn’t at that party, was he?” 

“Certainly not!” Ev snapped. 

The capo chuckled. “Didn’t think so. Nah, you got it all wrong, but that’s because you’re so upset by Jimmy’s buttons. Forget them. From now on, you’re both under my protection.” 

Everett Hunn cocked an eye at him. “How much will that cost me?” 

Big Frankie waved one of his ham-like hands. “Nothing. I’m doing it because I like you both. I don’t ask protection money from my friends. But just you wait and see, it was some guy done Nadine in. Jealous of her, wanted her for himself. Maybe she made promises to him and broke them. Some guys are like that, crazy over holes.” 

When the girl brought the Lobster Mornay Big Frankie ordered a bottle of Chablis. The lobster was chunky, tasty in its sauce, and the dry French wine added that extra bit of flavor that made it a gourmet occasion. Even Everett Hunn seemed to be enjoying himself. 

Big Frankie ate with abandon. This is the only way I can describe his table manners. He used both hands, lifting his fork with the right and a lobster claw with his left. He chewed and reached for his wine glass, drained it and then held it for a refill. He grinned, he smacked his lips, he was so honestly having a good time that he made me feel even hungrier. From time to time he would pause to take a swipe at his sauce-dripping lips with a napkin. His black eyes sparkled, his grin was fixed and steady. 

Once he said, “One thing I do like and that’s good food. I got to thank you, Hunn, for suggesting this place. I gotta come here more often.” 

He was not quite the same suave man when he ate as he was when he was dealing in Family matters. His guard was down, knocked aside by the sheer animal enjoyment of eating good food. I wondered how he made love. With those same high animal spirits, with shouts of happiness and a wide grin? There would be no delicate nuances from Big Frankie Sarnelli when he had a woman in his bed, it would be all high exuberance and maybe even a few slaps on the bare backside to spur on his companion. 

We had coffee, but no dessert. It was then that Everett Hunn said, “If I’m going to stick close to home, I’ll want to go over my shooting schedule with Cherry. She’ll have to read the script and get to know what I want done.” 

Big Frankie waved the hand that held his coffee cup. “Sure, sure. Like the lady says, the movie has to have your touch or it might not be any good. Which means it won’t make money and money is what we want, right?” 

He swallowed what was left of the coffee in one gulp. “But after that, I want to see you myself, Cherry. We got a lot of work to do if you and me are going to be partners.” 

Ev got a sick look, but said nothing. Me, I nodded my red head. “Wouldn’t have it any other way.” 

The Rolls Royce left us off in front of the studio. It. was dark by this time and Ev and I got into the Lamborghini Miura. Ev started the motor, then muttered, “Well! That was a pretty shabby performance. What are you trying to do, cut the legs out from under me? You were sent here to protect me, not to hand me over to the wolves.” 

I could have cut the bitterness in his voice with a hatchet. I leaned to pat his thigh. “Relax, for Pete’s sake. Can’t you see that you don’t stand the chance of a chunk of catnip at a cat convention if you don’t play ball with Big Frankie? Listen good. I hate The Family. I hate Jimmy the Horse and Big Frankie, both. But they pull a lot of muscle. We have to use our wits. 

“I’m taking over your movie studio so you can stay alive and get your studio back. For no other reason, believe me. 

He pouted like a small boy. “How can you do that?” 

“I have my methods. Ev, you’re just going to have to trust me. Frankly, I don’t dare tell you a thing for fear you’ll blab it out to somebody and it will get back to the Family.” 

“That means you don’t trust me.” 

“Right on. You don’t know the enemy you’re fighting. I do. Why, your own servants may be taking Mafia pay to betray you. Who knows?” 

“Oh,” he said softly, staring straight ahead. 

“So be a good boy, move the car out and let’s get the show on the road. If you want to clue me in on how to make those movies, do it while you’re driving me to the Mark Hopkins. Because I’ve got a hunch Big Frankie is going to send for me, real soon.” 

The Miura moved into San Francisco night traffic and headed for my hotel. Hunn drove silently for a little while, faintly frowning. 

Then he said, “Actually, there isn’t much I can tell you. Sam—he’s my cameraman—has worked with me so long that he knows just the way I want the films made. If I told you anything now, it would only confuse things. You aren’t going to learn the art of movie-making in an hour or two. The best thing for everybody concerned is for you to let Sam do what he knows how to do. I’ll phone him, explain matters to him.” 

“Can you trust him?” 

“As much as I can trust anybody. He makes a damn good salary, he knows a lot more about camera work than I do. I just tell him what effect I want to get and he does the rest.” 

“I’ll admit that’s a load off my mind. I’ve been a little worried about that angle of it, turning out a good movie for you. If I leave such things to Sam, then I can concentrate on my real job.” 

He glanced away from the traffic at me. “You have no objections? What I mean is, some people think that if they could get in back of a movie camera, they could make all sorts of fancy shots, trick stuff. Be an artist in celluloid, so to speak.” 

“Not me. I have enough to worry about with Jimmy the Horse and Big Frankie. I just don’t want to hurt your business, that’s all.” 

He heaved a relieved sigh. “Fair enough. But I do wish you’d keep in touch, if you can. Keep me posted on what’s going on. Maybe it won’t be any of my affair, in that case do as you think best.” 

He dropped me off at the Mark Hopkins. I went up to my room, took off my clothes and showered. I was about to get into my clothes and go up to the Top of the Mark to have a cocktail and something to eat when the phone rang. It was Big Frankie. 

“Hiya, doll, he chortled. “Surprised to hear my voice so soon again?” 

I wasn’t really. But I said I was. “However did you know where I was staying?” 

“Oh, I have ways and means. Now, look. I want you to have dinner with me, you and I have things to talk about. Suppose I pick you up in half an hour?” 

What could I say? I caroled a promise to be ready for him. And I was, dressed in a scarlet crepe evening dress by Valentino with a plunging neckline and no back, except for the part that covered my rear end. When I walked into the lobby with my mink Crahay evening cloak tossed across my shoulders, I attracted quite a few stares. 

Two big bruisers rose up out of the shadows when I came across the lobby. The lobby of the Mark Hopkins is not as large as it should be, and I wondered vaguely where they’d been hiding themselves. One of them was the same button who had ridden to the Lobster Trap with us that afternoon. 

“‘The boss is outside,” he mumbled. 

I swept out to the carriage entrance, which was a part of the original house. Big Frankie got out of the rear of his limousine and stared at me. 

“You got class,” he growled, eyeing me up and down. “I like that in a hole. I don’t like dames that don’t know how to act when they go out with me.” 

“A man like you should get what he wants. All the time. Demand the best, like the man in the television commercial. You’ll get it.” I wondered if I was doing too much of a snow job, but his big grin reassured me. 

“That’s the way I feel, Cherry. You and me, we’re going to get along real good. I figured we’d have dinner at my town house, just the two of us. It’ll be cosier than at a restaurant. Give us a chance to get to know each other better. We can talk there without any chance of our being overheard.” 

I hugged his arm before I slid into the back seat. “A tête-a-tête! I’d love it. A dinner a deux is ever so much more appealing than one in a public place.” 

He ate it up, this flattery. He beamed at me, his hand patted my wrist, he leaned back and gave a big sigh. Now don’t get me wrong, Big Frankie was no dope, he was as sharp as they come. But he was a little out of his element with me, I don’t think he knew quite how to take me, and was going along with my game until he felt more confident. 

As the Rolls purred down Mason Street, I said, “Everett Hunn says that whatever I do is fine by him. He’s turned over his studio to me, he’s going to stay home and be a good boy.” 

“I got to hand it to you, you sure know how to get what you want. Yesterday, you were only an actress. Today, you’re a producer. You might as well say, you own the whole damn studio.” 

I gave him a grateful smile. “I’d never have been able to do it without your help. Or maybe I should thank Jimmy the Horse.” 

That made him sit up straight. “Jimmy the Horse? What in hell’s that bastard got to do with it?” 

“If he hadn’t come muscling into your territory, and given you the chance to rescue me, we might never have met.” 

His sharp brain was going over my words. A slow chuckle turned into one of his booming laughs. “Yeah, that’s right. But what do you know about Jimmy the Horse and territory rights and all that?” 

“Oh, come on, Frankie. I read the newspapers, and books. I know you boys are pretty powerful, and that you have Family squabbles every so often. All I’m hoping is, Jimmy the Horse won’t really show his muscle to you.” 

He sat up straight and there was anger on his blue jowled face. “His muscle? What about my muscle? Me and my boys ain’t scared of that two-bit tough guy. 

“I hope not, or it would spoil a nice friendship. Yours and mine. What’s in the back of my head is, suppose he moves in and takes over the Hunn Studio? That would leave me out of a job. Or maybe even dead.” 

“Don’t you worry none about that. You’re in Big Frankie’s country, and I know how to take care of my friends.” 

I had touched on a raw nerve, I was happy to see. I don’t think Big Frankie was as sure of himself as he made himself out to be, he was worried about an all-out gang war with Jimmy Gacciano. The blue movie bit was just the excuse. If it hadn’t been the Hunn Studio, it would have been something else. The quarrel had been a long time building, and now it was ready to explode. 

Inside, I felt nice and warm. Things were going just right. Since I didn’t want this man beside me to get too suspicious, I began chatting about the meal we’d had that afternoon, the chances of the Giants to win a pennant, about clothes and hairdos and an allied number of things. Big Frankie listened, made comments, seemed very interested in what I had to say. 

His town house was one of those that abound here and there, relics of a former grandeur. The front hall was paved with tile and boasted marble walls along with its glittering mirrors. A huge crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling. To the right was a living room out of the baroque era, to the left was a dining room with a big table that seemed to cower beneath its own chandelier. It was set for two, I noted, with gold plates and sterling silver settings, with crystal goblets and wine glasses. Evidently, Big Frankie liked luxury. 

“Wine first,” he told me. “I don’t hold with cocktails. That’s all right for some folks, but it spoils the taste buds.” 

I would have given much for a dry martini, but I made do with a sherry. We had our wine in the living room, while a pretty girl in a maid’s outfit waited on us quietly but efficiently. She served little chunks of provolone and mozzarella cheese along with the sherry, as hors d’oeuvres 

Big Frankie expanded in his own home. His voice got louder, he was more confident here. Or maybe he was trying to impress me. He told me of his business interests, of the money he was using to buy into legitimate businesses (with terror tactics, in all probability), and of how he was going to be the boss kingpin of the whole Pacific Coast, one of these days. 

I widened my eyes and let him talk, feigning admiration and little-girl awe. He said he’d always wanted to get into the movie business, there was a lot of money to be made in it, but he’d always been too busy, before. 

“Now I got an opening wedge, in you,” he grunted, stuffing cheese into his mouth. “You and me can go places, Cherry. Just you leave it to me. Hunn Studio is just a start. We make money out of it, we buy into some of the older, better established places, maybe. Or we even take over all the porno ones.”

“Quite an ambitious undertaking. Don’t you realize that it doesn’t take much money to make a movie? You get a couple of guys and girls, you pay them peanuts, and all your other cost is the film and cameraman. An investment of thirty thousand has been known to clear four million. You can’t put them all out of business.” 

He leered at me. “I can’t, hey? I’ll find a way, once I get going. Right now I’m new to this movie bit. But I’ll learn—and fast.” 

I complimented him, I laid it on with a shovel and he sopped it all up. Big Frankie had a big opinion of Big Frankie. Nothing I said surprised him. He felt it was his due. The only effect I made was to let him think I was even smarter than I really am. 

After two sherries, we headed for the dining room. 

“I hope you like Italian food,” he growled. “I ordered some special treats I don’t often get.” When I explained that I was Italian too, that my real name was Dellissio, he all but fell down in a dead faint. 

“Goddamn! I knew I liked you. Now I know why. About these dishes you’re going to enjoy. I made up the menu myself. How about that?” 

We started with antipasto along with thin bread sticks served on a gigantic silver salver. It consisted of Genoa salami, prosciutto, mortadella, Provolone, roasted peppers, marinated artichoke hearts, pepperoncini, anchovies and ripe black olives. I ate until I thought I would burst, with Big Frankie nodding approvingly. 

“I haven’t had anything like this since since I left home and mamma used to grace her Sunday night suppers with platters like that, after which we had soup or lasagna,” I sighed happily. “Mamma always thought we should eat a lot. It was easy for my brothers, but since I’m a girl and girls today are on the lean side, there was always an argument or two.” 

Big Frankie laughed, slapping the table. “Girls should eat more. I like a girl with curves.” 

I took that as a challenge, I stood up and turned slowly. His eyes went all over me, slowly and with gusto. “You got curves,” he nodded. 

Then he clapped his hands, “Osso buco next, served with risotto alla Milanese.” 

“Fattening, fattening,” I cautioned. “You eat; it does me good to see you eat.” 

The osso buco, which is called ‘hollow bone’, consists of young veal shanks cooked with onions, carrots, tomatoes, celery, beef broth and white wine. You have to dig into the bone with this dish because the bone marrow is the tastiest part of the whole thing. Reminding myself that I hadn’t had osso buco in ages, I ate with an appetite that brought a happy grin to my host’s face. 

After this, there were peaches in wine, and espresso. 

Fortunately, I wasn’t wearing a girdle, or it’d have been killing me. Even so, my garter-belt damn near cut me in half. While I drew in on a cigarette, Big Frankie puffed on a cigar. He was in an expansive mood. 

“You and me, we’re partners, now,” he announced, cocking an eye in my direction. “As for this guy Hunn, I haven’t made up my mind. Maybe we’ll need him for a while, maybe we won’t. I want to get a list of the other little companies around these parts, up and down the state. I’m gonna move in on them, too.” 

“You can handle all that end of it. I’m only here to make movies. Though I want to warn you that this may not be so easy.” 

He stiffened, fastening those black eyes on me. Those eyes were reflective of his character, they could be soft with warmth and human happiness, or they could be like now, cold and deadly as a snake’s. 

“What do you mean—not so easy?” 

“I mean Jimmy the Horse.” 

“Jimmy? Marrone! A nothing.” 

“Not to me, not when his buttons are shooting at me.” 

“Forget him. Now I got an idea. I got some land out Big Sur way, a lot of acres of woodland, grass and trees and all that. I’d like to throw a picnic for your actors and actresses, maybe give some of my boys a little vacation, let ‘em see how movies are made. Bring ‘em all out there—say, tomorrow or the next day.” 

“There’s nothing in the script that requires outdoor shooting. It all takes place behind closed doors, supposedly in the same block.” 

“But it could be done?” 

“Well, I suppose so,” I muttered doubtfully. 

“Then do it. We’ll have fun.” 

It was a command. I shrugged my bare shoulders and agreed. What else could I do? I wondered if I could turn it to my advantage, in some way, but I didn’t see how. 

Big Frankie got to his feet. “Come on, Cherry. I want to show you the rest of the house. It’s a swell place, cost a fortune.” 

He was right. It was a swell place and it damn well did cost a fortune. The halls were paneled in rich wood, the rooms showed the mark of a good interior decorator. It was the home of a cultured millionaire. Big Frankie wasn’t cultured, but he sure as hell was a millionaire. Many times over, probably. 

Then we came to the bedroom. 



 




CHAPTER SIX 

 

 

He ushered me into a wonderland of gilt and white satin with an arm hooked about my waist. I didn’t fight him, I was full of good food and warming wine, and it was part of my job to butter up the Mafia bigwigs. I let my softness rub against him, my hip was firm against his own, as I looked around the big room. 

The bed was king-size. A white satin and gold brocade spread lay over its bigness and a backrest that towered to the ceiling was padded with the same rich stuff; a canopy jutted from the headboard with yards of gold and white. A king could have slept comfortably in that thing. 

The furniture consisted of a dresser and bench, a chaise lounge, a big easy-chair, all in white satin and gold brocade. A white shag rug ran from wall to wall. The walls were in white wood with gilt decorations. It was right out of the Nineties, but it was done so tastefully, re ally, that it was actually graceful. 

A girl could get herself seduced very easily in this setting. I turned my eyes up at him and said, “I love it, Frankie. It’s the most beautiful room I’ve ever seen.” 

He expanded. “Yeah, it’s pretty nice, if I do say so myself. At first I thought it was kinda overdone, you know what I mean? Then the first hole I bring in here, she damn near swoons, so I—” 

He broke off and fastened a cold eye on me. “That bother you, my talkin’ about other dames?” 

I leaned my breasts and belly against him as I put my arms about his bull neck. “I’m jealous, naturally. Who wouldn’t be? But I also realize that a man like you at tracts women. You can’t live the life of a hermit. It wouldn’t be healthy for you. What you did before you met me isn’t my business.” 

He stared at me for several seconds. “You’re either the smartest hole I ever knew, or you’re trying to con me.” He grinned, suddenly. “And you know what? I don’t care. Because all them other holes was nothin’, compared to you. It’s like I never lived before now, you know?” 

I giggled up at him. “You’re going to start living now, if that’s what you mean.” I pulled his head down and gave him a juicy soul kiss. 

Down there where he was a man, Big Frankie stood up proudly. I could feel him nudging my inner thigh, so I started wriggling, moving my thighs back and forth and giving him a mild bump and grind. He was panting like a horse with the heaves in no time at all. 

“I just hope you ain’t no tease,” he growled, his apelike arms hooked about my slim middle. 

I managed to turn in his arms. “My zipper. Undo it.” 

He gurgled and ran the Talon all the way down to the cleavage of my buttocks. His arms locked around me and he started mouthing my smooth shoulders while I rubbed back into his standing manhood with my behind. 

“Come on, come on,” he sobbed. “On the bed!” 

“Oh, not yet. Let’s play a little.” 

I slid out of his embrace and moved across the shag carpet, at the same time pushing the bodice of my scarlet crepe evening gown downward. This didn’t do very much for Big Frankie, because the gown didn’t have a back to it anyhow, and I was facing away from him. But if he had glanced in the mirror just then 

My breasts were visible all the way to my brown nipples, full white swells of blue-veined flesh. They quivered gently to my movements, they shook and jiggled. As I slipped the red crepe dress down to my hips, my pale belly came out and joined them. 

I swung about, my spine almost touching the mirror, and smiled at my host. He was goggle-eyed, his eyeballs dipped and swiveled, he couldn’t get enough of eating me with his stare. I posed for him, head high, my red hair like a crown on top of my head. 

“Jeez,” he breathed. “Jeez!” 

The scarlet gown slid down a little more so that he could see the garter-belt of black lace and red bows, and a little below it. I pouted at him. “Here I am all nice and almost naked, and you’re dressed. It isn’t fair.” 

He nodded dumbly, began getting out of his jacket, his tie and shirt. He wore no undershirt, he didn’t need to, his chest was all covered with black hair like his shoulders. If hair is the sign of male virility, as some say, Big Frankie was a goddamn Superman. There was hair on his belly, too, I saw as he undid his pants and let them drop. 

My breasts began to get hard, the nipples stood up. I shoved the gown to the floor and stepped out of it. All I had on were red nylons and the garter-belt, plus my shoes. As if to match the stockings, I caught a glimpse of my red pubic bush in the mirror on the vanity. I was a symphony in red hair and white flesh, I told myself. 

Big Frankie also thought so, too. Because as his shorts went down, another part of him sprang up. It was my turn to goggle. He was a really big man. He grinned when he saw my awe. 

“Why do you think they call me Big Frankie?” he chuckled. “A girl gave me that name, a long time ago. It’s stuck.” 

“Oh, my!” I breathed. 

If you flatter a man for his maleness, he will believe almost anything you say. Usually a man knows how smart or how dumb he is, how well he plays golf or bridge, rides a horse or drives a car. The way I figure it, he has standards in those instances with which to make comparisons. In most cases, a man has no other source of reference as to his manhood but himself, and if a girl tells him he’s the biggest or the best she’s ever seen, he thinks she is telling the truth. 

Or maybe he wants to believe her. 

Big Frankie took my flattery as his due. He said, “I won’t hurt you. Come on, Cherry. On the bed. I’ll go easy, I swear.” 

Now something about this Mafia capo’s very maleness did something to my female pride. While I approve of certain features of Women’s Lib, I’m no ardent follower. Still, I told myself it would be a nice thing to be able to bring this big shot boss to his sexual knees, so to speak. 

“Music,” I told him sweetly. He stared at me. 

“Music?” he howled. “I want to dance, like this.” 

I don’t think Big Frankie had ever engaged in any form of love-play before. It was on the bed for him, and whack away until he’d had his jollies. I was going to teach him something about making love before the night was over. 

“We don’t have to rush, do we?” I asked. “We have the whole night before us, and it’s early yet.” 

“Well, yeah—but I’m hurting.” 

“What I have in mind will make it even better,” I wheedled. 

So Big Frankie padded naked to a night table and located one of those so-called French phones from inside a white satin and gold brocade cover. He dialed and growled, “Play some music, Joey. Soft an’ low.” 

Within seconds, melody was pouring out of hidden speakers. I moved toward Big Frankie with my arms out stretched, and we began to dance. It was a little awkward at first, a big part of him kept getting in the way, but we managed it. Of course, my nakedness against his own was torturing him, but I figured he needed a little torturing. 

He panted, “I can’t stand much more of this.” 

I opened my thighs and tucked him between them, into moist warmth. “Of course you can. Now come on, dance.” 

We took two more turns around the room before he lost his head. He pulled back from me, turned me with a big hand on my arm, and whacked my bare behind with his big hand. The sound was loud in the room. Surprisingly, that touch of pain was more than enough to turn me on. 

I whirled and shouted. “You! You get on the bed. On your back.” 

“Hey! What is this?” 

“We play my way or not at all!” 

He stared at me, and for a second or two I thought he was going to grab me and throw me down and fall on me. But he just sighed and turned toward the bed. 

“Okay, okay, if it scares you that much.” 

He lay back with his manhood pointing upward. I slithered toward that big bed, put a foot on top of it and stood up. Big Frankie was staring at me between my legs, panting harshly. 

I walked forward, spreading my thighs so I could stand over his hips. He had a great view of me, then, and began licking his lips. I started to squat down over him, not hurrying, taking my time. I wanted him as much as he wanted me, but I wasn’t about to let him know 

His hands came off the coverlet to grab my legs and hurry me, but I yelled for him to behave himself. I made a tempting picture in those red nylons and black garter belt, with my thigh widely parted, my big breasts hanging down. I didn’t blame him, but I wanted to control the action. 

My hand caught him, guided him. 

He groaned when I slipped over him and sank down ward. My feet were braced on either side of his hips, and I leaned forward to put my palms on his deep chest. In this way, I could set the pace for what was about to happen. 

I posted up and down gently, while his face assumed that stupid expression every man gets when he is being sexually pleased. From time to time I tightened my constrictor cunni muscles on him, giving him an added thrill, making his big, hairy body jerk and lift off the bed. 

Erotologists tell us that there are women of many races who can use those muscles inside the female vagina like a hand, to grip and hold the male organ. In France, they are known as casse-noisette. In Egypt, such a woman is called a ghenujeh, and gebbadzeb in other Arab countries. It is a form of milking of the male organ—tertereh—that has made them renowned the world over. In England and the United States, such a woman is known as a milkmaid. By using these interior muscles, she can often govern and control the movements of the male and most especially, his ejaculatory powers. 

I controlled Big Frankie this way. Again and again I brought him to climax, then halted it by gripping him so tightly he could not per form. His eyes were bulging out of his head as he stared up at me, he was swimming in a sea of lewd pleasure, he was shaking and moaning to the thrill that went up and down his body. He could not have moved to save his life. 

If I’d wanted, I could have killed him. 

But that was not in my game plan. So I set myself to affording him all the delights that my name implies, belly-dancing on him, doing an improvised hula, shaking my breasts at him, doing everything that came naturally until I dared not delay any longer. 

He howled and shouted, shuddering. 

His loins rose and lurched, his body shook like a leaf in a windstorm, he performed what the Japanese call gokuraku-ojo. In English, this translates to the sweet death’. He sweat-deathed for such a long time I thought maybe he really was going to die. 

I crawled off him, stripped and ran to the bathroom. I took a fast shower. There was plenty of soap and hot water, so I dallied there for a while, getting my strength back. I toweled down, reached for some perfume and powder on a glass shelf and made myself attractive again. 

When I was done, Big Frankie stood in the doorway of the john, staring at me with almost haggard eyes. “You’re some dame. Some dame! I never met nobody like you before.” He managed a faint grin. “Lemme shower, then I want to sleep.” 

I waggled my eyelashes at him. “You want to sleep when I’m around?” I burlesqued. He nodded heavily, saying, “You took it all out of me, kiddo. I got nothing left.” 

“You only think you don’t.” 

I fanny-waved my way out of the bathroom and to ward the bed. Very carefully, I turned back the white satin and gold brocade spread, then placed myself equally carefully in the middle of the bed. I stretched out my legs and flung wide my arms. Oh, yeah. The sheets were black silk. I looked terrif spread out like that. 

When Big Frankie came back and filled his eyeballs with my nudity, he said, “Honest Injun, honey. I’m pooped.” 

I let my eyes assess him. He wasn’t all that tired, the shower had done him good. He was long but limp, all he needed was a little backbone to his banger. It never pays to expect a man to be ready, one has to use a little finesse about such things. So I shifted sideways in the bed, making sure my legs were open and my breasts hung a little, and patted the black silk sheet beside me. 

“All right. Let’s sleep.” 

He clambered into bed, turned on his side away from me. I cuddled up to him as he pulled the covers around us. It was warm and snug, his body was like a furnace, and I made I fed his body fuel by keeping my breasts jammed against his back. My tits were hard, and I moved them back and forth a little, so that the nipples would scratch his flesh and remind him that he was in bed with an attractive female. 

My left arm I put around him. 

I waited a minute or two, then trailed the long red fingernails of that left hand across his belly. He shifted uneasily and I smiled in the dark. My fingertips slid downward a little more until they met a part of him rising to meet them. 

My fingertips stroked him lazily. 

Big Frankie started to quiver. “How in hell can I sleep while you’re doin’ that?” he half-laughed, half-growled. 

“Self control. Go ahead, sleep. I’ll guarantee you’ll have nice dreams.” 

His hand pushed my hand away. He said, “Turn over. We’ll sleep with you facing away from me.” 

Silly boy! He didn’t know what I could do with my plump little backside. I started demonstrating to him as soon as we were curled up in the spoon position. I nudged him, I caressed him with my buttocks, I had him breathing hard in no time at all. 

“You never quit, do ya?” he rumbled. 

“You tempt me,” I giggled back. 

Big Frankie sighed and heaved upward to turn on the night table lamp. It gave off a pinkish glow that high lighted my breasts and shoulders. I’d pushed down the covers more than somewhat when Big Frankie had turned on the light. As he swung back to me, his eyes couldn’t help but see how big and firm my breasts were. 

“Look,” he said, staring at my nipples. “I got a big day tomorrow. I got a lot of things to do.” 

“More important than I am?” 

I let the covers drift toward the foot-board by judicious nudgings of toes. Pretty soon he could see all of me but my feet and ankles, and that part of him that took an interest in such things was standing up proudly. 

My hands moved up toward my breasts, lazily. They circled those generous flesh-moons and pressed. Big Frankie licked his lips. I let my fingers slide under my breasts and shook them up and down in a fleshly dance. My mind was telling me I had to make a damn good impression on Big Frankie Sarnelli, not only because I wanted to make him freaky over me but because I hoped, by doing so, I’d be making sure he’d go to any lengths to side me against Jimmy the Horse Gacciano. 

And so my hands slid downward over my belly, dimpling the soft flesh as they moved, and a little further on, until my red-nailed fingertips blended with the reddish curls. I caressed myself as he watched with goggling eyes and his mouth fell open. Another part of him responded, too, which I was happy to see. 

“There,” I murmured. “You aren’t as pooped as you thought.” 

“You’re some kind of woman, Cherry!” he panted. “Your kind of woman, I hope.” 

He chuckled and reached for me, pushing my hands aside so he could toy with me as I’d been playing with myself. To my surprise, he was gentle. Maybe it was because his first animalistic desires had been satiated, perhaps it was my influence on him; I liked to think it was the latter. 

He took his time, for a change, he made me feel wanted. And when he gathered me into his arms and lay over me, I was ripely ready for him. We hammered at each other a long time before we both dissolved in our shuddering orgasms. 

We fell asleep like that, with his body on top of mine. Sometime during the night he must have reached down to pull up the covers, because when I woke in the morning, we were sleeping spoon-fashion, with my back side fitted into his loins and the blankets up around our necks. Big Frankie was kissing my shoulder and telling me I was going to move in with him, he couldn’t let me out of his sight, he’d never met a girl like me and he wasn’t about to take a chance of losing me. 

All this was very flattering, but it spoiled my plans. I giggled and kissed him, and told him it wouldn’t do, not at all. Not right now, at least. I had to run Hunn Studios, I was still the career girl and Everett Hunn’s right hand. Big Frankie glowered and ripped out a few Italian ate curses, but I was adamant. 

“I’m not going to be far away,” I told him, a fingertip on his nose. “You’re going to take me and the boys and girls to that picnic ground, remember? Well, I’ve got to call Hunn and make sure it’ll be all right, that this out door sequence will fit in with the rest of his movie, and then I’ve got to arrange for the cameraman and the actors and actresses, get some sort of a working script all those details have to be attended to.” 

He argued and bullied a little more, but I had the answer for that. I got out of bed stark naked and walked around gathering up my clothes while he lay there and watched. I placed everything over a chair arm, neatly, then turned to him. 

Come on. How’s about a shower?” He leaped out of bed and followed my jiggling buttocks into the bathroom which was all white tile and solid gold fixtures: We lathered up and let the warm water wash off the suds, and by the time we were toweling down together, he was in a slightly more receptive mood. 

“All right, all right. Have it your way. I’ll have Looey drop you off at your hotel. But I want you to keep in touch with me, understand?” 

“I’ll call you every hour on the hour. Fair enough?” 

He grinned, “And you come back here tonight. No staying by yourself at that hotel, no matter how swank it is.” 

No reason why I shouldn’t, I told myself. Big Frankie offered me security, while at the same time giving me an opportunity to learn all I could about his Mafia methods. I slithered my legs into my nylons, I hooked my garter belt, I slipped feet into my evening shoes. 

All this time, Big Frankie was watching me. 

“I go for you,” he rasped harshly, afraid of displaying verbal emotions to a woman, “I really to Christ do!” 

I ran over and kissed his forehead, which gave him a funky view of my dangling breasts swinging heavily back and forth. His paw-like hands reached for me but I wriggled out of his grasp. 

“We both have work to do,” I reminded him. 

He said some naughty words but he stopped looking at me long enough to get dressed. We ate breakfast in the big dining room, and then he ushered me out onto the street where the Rolls Royce waited with purring motor. 

“You keep callin’ me, understand?” he growled. 

I promised. His right hand clapped me gently on the fanny and half pushed me into the big car. The door closed, Big Frankie waved, and I was off. I sat there and thought all the way to the Mark Hopkins. The first thing I had to do was call Ev Hunn, tell him about those out door shots and ask him if it would be okay. Okay? He had to go along with it, Big Frankie was boss of the operation right now. Ev would be lucky if he got any money at all out of Behind Closed Doors. 

Ah, and the next thing to do was… 

I had to make a phone call to Jimmy the Horse Gacciano. 

The limousine pulled to a stop on affluent Nob Hill, halfway between the James Flood mansion, which is now the exclusive Pacific Union Club (to which only one hundred members are allowed to belong) on one side of the street, and the Mark Hopkins Hotel on the other. I got out, wriggled my fingers at the silent chauffeur, and made my way into the hotel. 

I took the elevator to my floor. 

As soon as I swung the door open into my room, I knew I was in for trouble. Somebody behind me closed the door and put his back to it. A second man came out of the attached john, a cold look on his face. 

They were Mafia buttons. Jimmy the Horse had sent them. 

 




CHAPTER SEVEN 

 

 

“Am I ever glad to see you,” I bubbled. 

They looked startled. One of them had been reaching inside his jacket for a gun—I could see the leather strap of the shoulder holster harness—but he paused to scowl at me suspiciously. 

“Glad to see us?” he echoed. 

I tossed my mink evening cloak on a chair and dropped my evening bag beside it. “Well, of course! I’ve been Big Frankie’s prisoner all night long, and I thought a girl in trouble ought to have some protection—from somebody like Gacciano.” 

One of the buttons, the man with his back to the door, said, “What do we do now, Joey?” 

Joey snarled. “It’s a trick.” 

I spread my hands and gave them my most innocent smile. “What trick? Surely, two big men like you aren’t scared of a little girl like me?” 

“I ain’t so sure. Our lawyer spoke to some of our boys you met up with a few nights ago and they told him that some hole had roughed them up. 

My eyes widened until I thought they might pop out. “A girl? Roughed up some friends of yours? Oh, come on. You can do better than that.” 

Joey had the grace to flush. “Me, I don’t believe it. Not for a second. But the boss seems to think there may be something to it.” 

“And?” 

“He wants to see you.” 

My heart sang a little song. I tried not to let him see how pleased I was, though, for fear it might make him suspicious. I gestured at my scarlet Valentino gown and asked him if I could change into street-wear. 

His eyelids narrowed. “You mean, you ain’t gonna give us trouble? 

“I’ve been dying to meet your boss for some time now. Why should I make waves? Just let me change, like good boys. 

They stared at each other, Joey took away his hand and nodded. They were ready to jump me if I made a false move, but I was quite circumspect. I went to the closet, lifted out a plaid pants suit with a turtle neck pull over. I smiled at the buttons and disappeared inside the john. 

It was a simple matter to yank the gown off and dress. I spent a few more seconds in front of the bathroom mirror, arranging my hair. I had carried my Gucci bag into the john, now I lifted out the Colt automatic and slid it in under my Valentino gown that lay on the floor. 

I didn’t want to walk in on Jimmy the Horse with a gun in my shoulder bag. It would have been a bummer. 

Then I stepped out into the other room and posed for their appreciative eyes. “Do I look all right?” 

Joey grunted, and gestured toward the door. 

I started for it, when a hand grabbed my Gucci. Joey muttered, “I should have searched you before.” My obvious pleasure at seeing him had driven everything but surprise from his mind. I guess. He rummaged a few seconds, finding only keys and compact and other girl-girl things like tissues and such inside. He handed it back with a faintly abashed look. 

We went down in the elevator and out of the lobby along the sidewalk to a red Camaro. Joey gestured me into the back seat. The other button got behind the wheel, and Joey sat beside me. 

We drove into Oakland by way of the Bay Bridge and the Nimitz Freeway. We headed for the Piedmont district, which is a posh residential section, fitted out with beautiful homes and lovely gardens. I knew the Mafia bosses lived high, but I thought this was a little much. 

Between two iron gates that formed part of an iron fence around several acres of rolling grassland and neatly tended trees, we drove along a graveled drive. The house itself was a huge, old-fashioned mansion built of gray stone and featuring hooded windows and at least half a dozen chimneys. The lower windows were balconied, a patio stood to one side of the house, a matching one on the other. 

It was one of those Victorian creations that are so out of place in the world today, but in its own time, it must have been a showplace. Frankly, I was a little awed as I set foot on the first of the patio steps and mounted them. Off behind the house, I could see the corner of what appeared to be an ornate swimming pool. 

Joey went ahead of me into a big hall graced by a mahogany staircase. The house was silent as a tomb, cool and spacious. I could imagine the parties that had been held here, more than half a century before. But all that old grandeur was gone, now; today, Jimmy the Horse lived here. 

“Go on, straight ahead,” said Joey. 

I walked into a sixty foot room walled in mahogany and with a mahogany ceiling. There was a fireplace that took up about a third of the far wall, an oil painting above it was lighted by electricity, two chandeliers hung from that overpowering ceiling. 

At the north end of the room, a huge desk was placed with a floor-to-ceiling bookcase as a backdrop. A man was sitting in the swivel chair behind the desk, staring at me coldly. He was bald, with a rim of longish hair about his skull, so that his shiny pate looked like an ostrich egg in its nest. I would have smiled but I fancied that Jimmy the Horse might be sensitive about his baldness. 

I walked toward him. 

His eyes went from my toes to my face. They were without expression. He had an equine face, long and with broad nostrils, which accounted for his nickname, but there was a sharp intelligence behind that ugly facade. I told myself to be careful with this one. I don’t think he looked on me as a female, as Big Frankie had, he just saw an object that might stand between him and what he wanted. I had to force myself to meet that cold stare. 

He was dressed in charcoal gray, wearing a gray silk tie that had a pearl tiepin, believe it or not, on a white silk shirt. Very somber, very businesslike, absolutely without color. Like his personality. But he had a brain. 

“Your name is Delight.” He made a moue with his thick lips. “Cherry Delight. You work for Everett Hunn.” 

The cold stare never left my face, he spoke in a deep voice that rumbled out of his chest into the air where his words lay against me like an accusation. I nodded, both hands gripping my Gucci bag very tightly. 

“Hunn is a damn fool. He turned down my proposition.” 

I shrugged. “I’ve only been with him a few days, sort of secretary, you might say. I haven’t had a chance to learn his business very well.” 

“I don’t like opposition. I ride over it. I destroy it.” 

“Yes, sir,” I answered meekly. 

His sneer was like an insult to my intelligence, which I assumed it was meant to be. He said, “I thought I had a deal worked out. It fell through. I want you to go to this Everett Hunn and tell him that I intend to take over his studios. He’s got a good thing, there. I want in on it. If he doesn’t agree, I’m going to kill him.” 

He said it without emotion. I nodded, making my eyes big. “Yes, sir. I surely will tell him. But 

I hesitated. A flicker of interest showed in his black eyes. “But what? Go on, talk. That’s why you’re here.” 

“But I’m afraid you’re a little too late.” 

He sat bolt upright. If I’d thought his stare was cold before, it became absolutely frigid, now. The sneer was gone, he was all business. Deadly business. What he had told me was true, Jimmy the Horse didn’t like opposition, he destroyed it. 

“Keep talking,” he whispered. 

“There’s another gentleman who’s declared himself a partner of Everett Hunn. Only yesterday, as a matter of fact. He might not like your trying to take over his studio. I think he means to take it over himself.” 

Somebody moved, behind me. Joey? Or one of the other buttons who were here to guard their capo? Jimmy himself didn’t flick an eyelash. He was one ruthless guy. I could feel the threat coming from him like a wind. 

”You’re talking about Frank Sarnelli.” 

“That’s right. How did you know?” 

His glance stabbed right through me, with disgust. In his eyes I was nothing but a dumb broad. A part of me—that part that admires Women’s Lib and what it stands for—writhed in dull fury, but I kept that stupid smile plastered on my lips and tried to look as witless as he thought me. 

“I know, I know. I had a connection—never mind that. That’s water over the dam. But the connection— ended. Now I got to get me another.” 

A hush fell on the room while he studied me. Nobody breathed, at least I couldn’t hear them. Me, I know I didn’t. I just sat there and let him assess me with that reptilian stare. 

“You like jewels? Furs? Good things like flashy cars and all that?” he asked abruptly. 

“What girl doesn’t? That’s why I went to work for Everett Hunn. I read about how much those porno movies make, I thought it might be a good idea to try and get in on some of that take.” 

He reached out, lifted a stiletto that served him for a letter opener. It was razor-sharp, I could see that from where I sat. He toyed with the blade a few moments, trying to make himself smile. 

“I can do a lot for a smart girl. I had a smart girl once. Or at least, I thought she was smart. She was just one more stupid hole.” He grimaced with disgust. “With her, I knew everything Hunn did, how much he ate, what pictures he was planning, that sort of thing. I need a new girl. I thought it might be you.” 

I sat up straighter. “Oh! Why, that would be—just wonderful. I guess it would, anyhow. You mean I’d make more than I would from Everett Hunn!” 

He chuckled. “Hunn isn’t in the same class as I am.” He reached into a drawer, lifted out a packet of green backs. He slapped them against his palm, looking at me over them. There’s ten thousand dollars here. It’s all yours, no strings attached, if you do what I say.” 

I squirmed my behind on the chair as if the sight of all that money gave me the hots. Jimmy noted the action. “My goodness! Ten thousand dollars, all for nothing. What could I possibly do for you that’s worth that much money?” 

“Set up Big Frankie for me.” Blood money. 

I wanted to yell out that I’d be only too happy to do what he asked. It was why I was here in the first place, to destroy both factions of this Mafia family. But my brain told me I couldn’t act so fast or Jimmy the Horse might get suspicious. 

“Gee, I don’t know. Not that I don’t want to help you, I do. Especially for ten thousand dollars. But what could I do? You see, Mr. Sarnelli has already told me that he’s going to be Mr. Hunn’s partner in that movie he’s making, Behind Closed Doors. And he even offered to stand treat to a picnic for the actors and actresses while we do some outside shooting. It would spoil the shooting tomorrow, it really would, if I were to try and get him away from there.” 

The squat man chuckled. His hand moved only slightly but the packet of money flew over the desk to plop down an inch or two from where my wrist rested on the rim of the glass top. I stared at it, making a moue of my lips, then stared at him. 

“It’s all yours, girlie. Go ahead, take it. You don’t have to do anything more than you’ve already done.” 

“But—but what did I do?” 

Disgust at my dumbness showed in his face a moment before he ironed it out. “If Big Frankie is going to be on hand when you make that movie tomorrow, that’s all I need to know. You’ve done your job.” 

I blinked at him. “That’s all?” 

“Go on, beat it. Take her out, Cesare.” 

A big man with shoulders almost a yard wide, who looked as if he could play defensive tackle for the Forty Niners, put a hand that must have weighed ten pounds on my shoulder. “You heard the man, girlie.” 

I stood up, my hand grabbed for the ten thousand dollars. I opened my Gucci bag and thrust it inside as though I were afraid Jimmy the Horse were going to take it back. I hesitated, licking my lips, pretending to be trying to find words of thanks, but actually trying to make up my mind about whether or not I wanted to tell him something else. 

I compromised by saying, “I—I hope I see more of you, mister. I really do. You’re quite a guy.” 

He nodded boredly. 

I rushed on with, “Maybe I could work out the same sort of deal with you I have or had with that Mister Sarnelli.” 

The boredness vanished. Interest flickered back into his black eyes. “What sort of deal is that?” 

“Well, I’m to run the studio for him. From time to time I confer with Mister Hunn, because he has a knack with making those porno movies that pays off. He adds an element of class to them, something that seems to have audience appeal—I mean, aside from the sex.”

“Go on, I’m listening.” 

“Well, Everett Hunn knows the business, I’m sort of new at it. Mister Hunn is important to the project. Right now, he just stays out of sight in his house, letting me handle all the details. He really is very important, if anybody wants to make money out of those movies. He has charisma, it shows up on the screen, if you know what I mean.” 

The flat eyes studied me a moment. The alert brain behind that ugly face was adding and subtracting at a great rate. He was no dope, this man. He knew that if he was going to make money by taking over the porno movie business, the pictures Hunn Studios turned out had to sell and bring in the customers. It would do him little good to make movies that never sold. 

“Maybe you ain’t as dumb as I thought,” he said finally. “Okay, okay. I’ll buy what you say. You can tell that guy Hunn that his life is safe, if he plays ball with us, like he’s doin’ with Big Frankie.” 

Relief washed over me in a flood, but I dared not show it. My face broke into a big smile and I danced up and down on my toes in obvious delight. “Oh, thank you, thank you. Mister Hunn will cooperate, I know he will. I’ll see to that.” 

Jimmy Gacciano gave me a fleeting smile and an expansive wave of the arm. “That’s okay, kiddo. You and I may be able to do good business together. I pay well for services that let me make money. Keep that in the back of your pretty little head. Now get the hell out of here.” 

I walked ahead of Cesare, heart thudding, my brain telling me I’d done a good day’s work. Everett Hunn was safe, and sometime tomorrow, at about this time, Jimmy’s Mafia buttons would be having a shoot-out with those of Big Frankie. Everything was working out just fine. 

Cesare sat beside me in the back seat all the way to the Mark Hopkins. He never said a word, neither did I. I just hugged the Gucci bag to my breasts as though I dreamed of all the goodies the ten thousand dollars in it would buy me. If Cesare reported back to Jimmy the Horse, as I knew damn well he would, he would only add to the evidence that made me out a stupid, greedy broad. 

I even waved goodbye when the red Camaro left me standing on the sidewalk. I walked into the hotel and right out of it. I went and got my rented car from its parking lot and drove to Monterey. 

Ev was delighted to see me; he practically grabbed me and wrestled me into an easy-chair in his bar den, wanting to know everything that had happened since yesterday. By the time I’d finished telling him, he was nursing his third scotch and water, and looking lower than the worm’s belly. 

“At least, you’ve saved my life,” he muttered, moving the glass around on the bar where he was sitting. “I’m grateful for that. But my business. …” 

“… is safe for a while,” I snapped. “Look! You’ve got to play this game with me. If things go my way, it won’t last long, then you’ll be back making your movies without a thing to worry about except how well they pull an audience.” 

He raised his eyebrows. 

“Tomorrow, I take the gang out to that nature’s wonderland Big Frankie spoke of. Jimmy the Horse is going to attack him. There’ll be a shoot-out. Now I’m hoping that they kill each other off, which leaves us all in the clear.” 

He brightened. “Say, I never thought about that.” 

“If they don’t, then I’ll have to make more plans. But you’re a necessary part of them, and you’ve got to cooperate.” 

“Oh, I’ll do anything I can.” 

“Fine. First of all, do I need some sort of script to have in my hand when I start directing the movie shooting tomorrow?” 

“I’ll bang one out, something you can Xerox at the studios. No, I’ll have Sam do that for you, he helps me with that, sometimes. He’ll have to work overtime, that’s all. I’ll call up the boys and girls, tell them you’ll be taking over for me, that I have a virus or some such thing. They’re to take their orders from you.” 

He hesitated, swallowing his scotch, and stared into the empty glass. He asked heavily, “Have you heard anything from the police about Nadine’s killer?” 

“Not a thing. You!” 

He shook his head. “They’ve done all their investigating here, as far as I know. They’re checking out the guests that were here, I understand. Trying to find some body besides her ex, who knew her, who might have had some sort of relation with her.” 

I thought about Nadine for a few moments. “It beats me, it really does. I have it tabbed as a Mafia shooting, but that seems to make no sense at all. I just wish there were something I could do to help.” I squirmed around on the divan where I sat brooding. After a time I asked, “Do you know where Nadine lived? I’d like to go there, have a look around.” 

“Sure, she lived on Sutter, I have the number some where about, I’ll give it to you. But I don’t see what you can do, the police will have searched it quite thoroughly.” 

I shrugged. “The woman’s angle, or something like it. Those cops are all men, maybe something would strike me as a woman that wouldn’t occur to them.” 

We rapped for a little longer, then I got up to leave. Ev would need time to write up that shooting script-it wouldn’t take too much time, he assured me, he’d change a little of the former script to include some sort of picnic for the whole crowd—but if I gave him three, four hours, he’d have it in Sam’s hands before morning. 

“Sam will Xerox the stuff tonight, be ready with it to morrow in time for the outdoor scene,” he concluded. “And take my Lamborghini to run around in, leave your rented car here. The Miura will give you a bit of added luxury.” 

The maroon import was one sweet car. I felt like a millionairess as I drove into San Francisco and to a little apartment house on Sutter Avenue where Nadine Falkner had lived. 

When I rang the bell, an old man came to the door. He was the owner and super, he informed me, cupping his ear the better to hear me. Yes, he would let me see Nadine’s apartment, the police had gone over it and it was for rent, even though her personal belongings were still there. 

The interior of the old building had been completely refurnished and reshaped so that what was once a one family home now housed four apartments. We went up a narrow staircase and to the landing on the second and top floor. The old man lifted out a master key and opened the door to a sunny sitting room, the maple furniture of which was covered in chintz, with chintz matching drapes at the windows. It was a clean, neat room, nothing very special, but with a nice appearance to it. 

The old man muttered an excuse and left me, so I moved here and there, opening drawers, lifting pillows and seat cushions, hunting for some sort of clue that might tell me who her killer might be. I found nothing in this sitting room, so I moved on into the bedroom. 

The bed was carefully made, but I lifted the mattress and peered under it, even got down on my belly and stared under the bed itself. The night table drawer held Sominex tablets and a box of tissues, a couple of crumpled paperbacks, a nail file and an empty aspirin bottle. 

I was luckier in the closet. Her clothes were there, plus about half a dozen wig boxes. I took down the wig boxes, went through them. There were four blonde wigs, one of red hair, and one of glossy black. I put them back and checked her clothes. Nadine liked mod outfits, there were jump suits and hiphuggers, long coats and some miniskirts, along with a pair or two of hot pants. Over all was a trace of that same perfume I’d noticed when she was acting in the movie. 

I stared around the room, hands on my hips. Nadine Falkner had been a vagabond, apparently. There were no photos, nothing that might indicate where she had been born, educated, or even where she had lived before she’d come to San Francisco. It just wasn’t natural. Unless the police had been here, or Johnny Falconetti, and taken her personal things away. 

In that case, why hadn’t they removed her clothes, dusted them for some telltale clue or other? Maybe they had, for all I knew. I shut the closet door and moved into the bathroom 

There was just the usual stuff in here, iodine and band-aids, a douche bag, a pessary under the enclosed sink in a box, witch hazel and a couple of pills bottles. Not even a pair of stockings hanging on the shower curtain rod. This room was as lifeless as the others. 

One place was left, the kitchen. This was a small room, with barely enough space to move between counters and stove. A little eating bar was built against one wall, with two stools set before it. I wondered how many lonely meals Nadine had eaten here, and felt pity stab me. There are so many girls like her who run away from their home towns and their families and try to find the proverbial pot of gold under a non-existent rainbow. 

I turned away, checked the hall closet, finding a couple of winter coats, and I was done. I turned with my hand on the doorknob and looked around me. The place was sunny, pleasant enough. I sighed. 

The knob turned in my limp fingers. 

I stepped back, a sense of alarm in me. I hadn’t turned that knob! There was someone outside in the hall, trying to get in. 

The old man? But he had a master key. He— 

I heard a key slip into the lock. My eyes stared, fascinated, at the knob as it turned this time and the door opened inward. 

Johnny Falconetti stood there, his face mirroring the surprise I was feeling. The surprise changed to dark, black anger. 



 




CHAPTER EIGHT 

 

 

He stepped in and closed the door. “What are you doing here?” he snarled. 

“Just trying to see if I could learn something that might help the police find Nadine’s killer. You do want the killer found, don’t you?” 

“Of course I do. But it’s a job for the police, not for you. You have one hell of a nerve, you know that?” 

Maybe he was right. I spread my hands and apologized, telling him that my idea was to have a woman look for a clue that a male cop might ignore. As I spoke, his face softened a little, but there were still hard lines about his full lips. 

“I know you meant well, but—you just took me by surprise, that’s all. Nothing personal in this. Nadine meant a lot to me, if it hadn’t been for her nymphomania we might have made a go of it.” 

Sympathy touched me. “She couldn’t help it.” 

He made himself smile. “I know, I know. I don’t have old fogey ideas about sex, I tried to be understanding. But one man never satisfied her. I thought for a time, when she acted in those porno movies, that it would satisfy her hunger for males. It didn’t, it only seemed to whet her appetites. Night after night she’d go out to prowl the local bars. She never came home, sometimes, until the following day. 

“A life like that got to be hell, after a while.” 

“Did you live here, too?” 

“Here? No, no. I have a private house, on Pacific Heights. I make good money as a stockbroker, I’ve made some smart investments. Nadine could have had all that, I gave her jewels and furs, all kinds of things.” 

I frowned. “There’s no evidence of those things here. Just a few clothes, cheap jewelry, nothing worth more than maybe twenty dollars.” 

“Everything’s back at my place. She wouldn’t take anything with her. Said it was a matter of principle. She caused me enough trouble, those were her words the night she walked out and told me to get a divorce. I told her that her things would still be there if she ever changed her ways and wanted to come back.” 

He waited, his patience showing thin. He was in the right, I had no business here, so I made my excuses and walked out. I went down the stairs with a part of my heart weeping for the might have been between Johnny and Nadine. 

It wasn’t until I was in the Miura and moving along Stockton Street that I thought to ask myself what Johnny Falconetti had been doing at his dead wife’s apartment. There were no jewels or furs to take, he certainly didn’t want those mod clothes. Did he? For a new girl friend? It didn’t seem at all likely. 

But what had he been after? 

I was tempted to go back and ask him, but again, it was none of my business and he would have told me so. A policewoman I was not, and he would have seen in me just a nosy female. 

Better I should go back to the hotel, fill myself with good food, and get a good night’s sleep. Tomorrow was going to be a busy day. 

Just how busy it was to be, I knew the following morning as soon as I pulled the Lamborghini in against the curb before the Hunn Studios. A flock of guys and gals were waiting to be let in, I saw a powerful black car that held some of Big Frankie’s buttons (to act as escort for us), and Sam the cameraman opening the door for them all. 

Sam got me off by myself, after I’d walked in. He had the shooting scripts ready, Everett Hunn wanted to use all the cast on these outdoor scenes, he would hand them out, and at the same time, gave me one. I riffled through its pages, saw that there wasn’t much to learn in the way of lines for anybody, and told myself that my first day as director might go off reasonably smoothly, after all. 

Like a mother hen, I herded them all out toward the cars—I took three of the girls with me in the Miura and then, with the buttons in the black car leading, we started off. The girls in my car were excited as kittens with a ball of wool at the prospects of spending a day in the open. I didn’t have the heart to tell them there might be a gun battle. 

The sun was out, the salt air off the Pacific was alive in our nostrils as we moved south on the Cabrillo High way. The girls sang, they swapped stories about their love life, they even told a number of off-color jokes. I drove with a grin on my lips, all the way. 

Then the black car was turning off Numero Uno and onto a road that wound into the hills. This was a wooded, very scenic area, and I was thinking how good it would look on color film. It wasn’t far from Big Sur, and the whole world knows how beautiful that place is. 

Big Frankie was already there, sitting on a bench with three of his buttons. He came to meet us as we pulled off the back road and shut off our motors. He wore a big grin and a five hundred dollar suit with a sports shirt under it open at his bull throat. 

He would have kissed me, except that I twisted away from him and muttered, “Are those the only muscle men you have with you. Those three and the four who brought us here? 

He stared at me, eyes narrowing, “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” 

“Only that you’d better call up the cavalry.” 

His hand went around my forearm like a steel vise. “What do you know that I should know? Come on, Cherry. Give!” 

“Jimmy the Horse had me picked up yesterday and driven to his swank place over in Oakland.” 

He cursed for about a minute. His grip never relaxed; if anything, it grew tighter. “You’re hurting me,” I told him.” 

“You ain’t seen nothing yet if you’ve done me dirty!” 

I pulled free, he opened his fingers and let me go. I rubbed my forearm, saying, “If I was going to do you dirt, would I bother warning you? Now get off my back and send somebody for reinforcements. Jimmy the Horse is going to pay you a shooting visit, I think.” 

“Tell me.” 

“Not now. Later. Just get some more gunmen, if you want to stay alive. We can always rap. I have to set up the show, get the camera turning.” 

“Wait. Cherry, you’ve got to—“ 

“I don’t have to do anything. But just think of this: if the Gacciano forces hit you and you’re not ready for them, you’re going to be one sad little boy.” 

He cursed some round Italian oaths I’d never heard before, and my education in this respect has been very good indeed. He set off at a run and a moment later was talking to one of his buttons in the black car. This button started up his motor, backed off, and swung down the road at hell-for-leather speed. 

Then Big Frankie came back to me. 

I was passing the shooting scripts around, cluing the actors in on the changes Ev Hunn had made in the story. 

This was to be a picnic for everybody—I gestured at a heap of wicket baskets which Big Frankie had furnished for the treats—and everybody was to team off and make love to other people. 

“Give you ten to learn your lines,” I called. 

Then I turned to a fuming Frankie. “Keep your cool,” I told him. “I have to get the movie underway. If I don’t, Jimmy the Horse will get suspicious, won’t he? He might even pull off and not fire a single shot.” 

“Say, what the hell is this? You got hot pants for a gang war?” 

I tried to freeze him with a look, but capos like Big Frankie are very hard to freeze, even for a girl like me. So I explained, “You want him where you can destroy him, don’t you? That’s where he wants you, he told me so himself. So I’m playing the Judas goat and leading him to slaughter. I should think you’d be appreciative.” 

He gave me the fish eye. “Maybe. Maybe not. You’re some kind of girl, I’ve told you that. I’m wondering how come you could twist Jimmy the Horse around your little finger. It isn’t natural.” 

i fished in the Gucci shoulder-bag, lifted out the ten thousand dollars. “Maybe this will explain things. It’s blood money I took to set you up for the kill. At least, Gacciano thinks it is.” 

He stared at it, tongue-tip running around his mouth. “By Christ,” he breathed. “You got a nerve to tell me that!” 

“What would you have done in my place? I was alone in that posh place with his soldiers all around me. Did you want me to cross my arms, look him in the eye, and say, ‘You may kill me, but I’ll never betray Big Frankie Sarnelli?” Are you so stupid? I’m leveling with you, I warned you.” 

His lips broke into a friendly grin and his ham-like hand dropped to clap me on the buttocks. “The rest is up to me, you did your part. By God, I sure hope Jimmy does come nosing around. I’ll have everybody ready for him. You get your guys and holes out of here and—“

“No! We shoot the film.” 

His eyes glazed, he didn’t like being contradicted. I went on, “Don’t you see? You have a chance to lay an ambush. If we weren’t shooting footage, Gacciano would get suspicious. If he sees us filming and your boys standing around as if unconcerned, he’ll come charging in.” 

The black eyes grew bright. “Yeah. Sure. You got a good head, Cherry. I’ll play it as you say.” 

We sent off to gather his buttons and explain matters to them, leaving me with the boys and girls. I gave them a brief reading of the script; they all knew the characters they were to portray, I told them to pick up the wicker baskets and pretend they were coming here on a picnic. They could act that out without script directions, but there was a thread or two of plot that had to be revealed, and I wanted to make sure the necessary characters knew their lines. I gave them ten minutes for a fast study. 

Then Sam was at my elbow, making suggestions. “Have ‘em come in through those trees where the sun is shining. I can get some good shots with those shafts of sunlight on them. They should come into this glade, put down the baskets, maybe a couple of the girls can strip topless, I’ll get their tits on film and we’re on our way.” 

This was a good idea, I told the cast, and they started off for the woods. Sam got his hand camera ready and went after them. I went at his heels. 

The day was bright, sunlight filtered between the trees, and a soft breeze was playing with the leaves, making them move. Sam got some shots of the trees, zeroing in on a couple of the girls—those who were wearing thin blouses without any brassieres so the sun made them seem almost naked from the waist up—and in general adding a touch or two of atmosphere to the film. 

They came into the glade. Rhoda Dumont, a gorgeous blonde, attracted Sam’s particular attention. As she lifted her face to the sun, eyes closed and a faint smile on her mouth as though she were a woods dryad worshiping the source of all life, she began to unbutton the ruffled shirt she wore. 

When her breasts came into view, I understood why Sam had chosen her for his camera lens. She had magnificent breasts, firm and with big red nipples standing right out, about half an inch long. There were delicate blue veins just beneath the pallid skin of those faintly jerking breasts, adding a note of delicacy to their size. 

Sam moved closer, Rhoda gave her shoulders an impatient little shiver, making those white mounds bounce and jiggle. They quivered as though set on springs. She had a little smile on her full lips, and once her eyes opened so that she was staring right into the lens, very invitingly. It was a message that the viewers would accept as an invitation, once the movie reached its audience. 

He panned backward from her and to the other girls, they were waiting as though on cue to bare their own bosoms, and each one did it with a certain individual flair. Ev Hunn had worked carefully with these actresses, they knew what he wanted, what Sam demanded of them, and they gave it to the camera. 

I saw a couple of Big Frankie’s buttons gawking at all the bared titties, forgetting everything but this flesh feast. I waved to the bossman and when he came to stand beside me, I warned him of what was happening. 

“If they keep staring at the girls, they’ll never be able to do any shooting when Jimmy the Horse shows up.” 

“Yeah! Yeah, I see what you mean.” 

His eyeballs were popping as a girl with black hair and gorgeous knockers was leaning forward, sliding down her blue jeans. As her hips came into view, and her fluff of black pubic hair, he swallowed hard. 

“Right, right. This is very disturbing, to say the least. Hey, you guys! 

He went striding off, waving his men back and away from the actresses. He shooed them off as a sheep dog runs the animals it guards. In a few seconds, his men were almost out of sight near some trees in the background. 

The movie went on. 

Poor Nadine was dead, so the delivery boy—Billy, as played by baby-faced Curt—paired off with a girl who was playing a widow visiting her sister and her husband. In the script, she was going to play a part with sister and husband—we hadn’t come to that bit, yet—so right now, she paired off with Curt. The husband came up behind a neighbor’s wife and started playing with her breasts. The wife chose another husband, helped him strip naked to the sun, and so on. 

In a little while, the actors and actresses were paired off, making love by couples. Sam was kept dancing here and there, getting all the amorous action on film; we had to hold back a few of them who were too engrossed with each other to care much about the movie. 

For instance, the delivery boy was lying with his head buried between the widow’s thighs, which naturally made the girl playing the widow very emotional, indeed. She wanted a little more of the same treatment, but we had to stop them to get in a husband with a woman who was not his wife (film wife, that is), because he had her in a kneeling position and Sam wanted some shots of them at work. 

I was getting excited, moving from one couple to the other, advising them, trying to calm them down. My clitoris was aching; I wanted loving myself. But I had a job to do, and I concentrated as best I could on doing it. 

I don’t know what Big Frankie’s buttons were looking at, I had no time to think about them. I wanted to do this up brown, for Ev Hunn. So I watched those naked, moving bodies that jerked and strutted and convulsed, staying close to Sam so I could hear his whispered words and follow them to the best of my ability. 

We were poised above a couple who were going at it in a sixty-nine when the first shot sounded. I don’t think any of the boys and girls heard it, I know Sam didn’t. But I was more or less waiting for that loud crack, and when it came I hurled myself at Sam. 

He went over backward. “Somebody’s shooting,” I screamed. “Lie still!” 

Sam and I lay very still, indeed. The boys and girls couldn’t help the shudders and shakes their bodies were producing in the throes of orgasm. 

My hands went out to the camera and tore it from Sam’s surprised fingers. “Let me have that baby,” I panted. 

“Hey, what—!” 

I lay belly-down and lifted the camera, panning it slowly around the glade. I could see Jimmy the Horse and his men rushing through the woods, crossing the grass and racing for the woods where Big Frankie and his boys were hiding. It was a stupid move on their part, they made great targets. 

Their shots were going wild, I could see the leaves and branches they were hitting. I got their faces down on film, the camera whirred away at a great rate. Sam was panting softly beside me, groaning and alternately taking a look and then hiding his face. 

“What have we got into?” he moaned. 

“A gang war, Sam. But stay close to the ground, don’t make a move. Those guys don’t care about us, all they want to do is exterminate each other.” 

A couple of Jimmy the Horse’s boys were down on the grass, very still. Big Frankie and his gang were having a field day at their target practice. They were outnumbered about three to one, though. 

One break they got was the lousy shooting of the Gacciano buttons. They had seen the boys and girls making love, they weren’t prepared for this, it affected their gun hands. Even so, they might have rubbed out Big Frankie and his soldiers. They ran fast and when they realized they were being shot at, they calmed down and shot back after taking aim. 

I heard Big Frankie cursing, and I guessed that some of his buttons were down, too. He didn’t have many with him, five or six, he hadn’t expected trouble until I’d warned him. 

Then three cars pulled up and more buttons came out. The cavalry. I got their pictures as they came racing after Jimmy the Horse and his mobsters, firing as they ran. Caught between two fires, Jimmy the Horse slid to a halt and stared around him. 

“Back to the cars,” he screamed. 

His men broke into pairs and fled. Shots followed them, here and there I saw one of them drop, but most of them reached their cars and tumbled in. I got all that with the camera. 

Their cars raced off. 

I shoved the camera back into Sam’s hands. “Don’t tell anybody I was using it, if you value your neck.” 

“I w—won’t!” 

I rose to my feet. Big Frankie was moving across the grass toward me, scowling blackly. His rod was still in his big right hand, and for a second there I thought he was going to use it on me. 

“Two of my boys—dead,” he exclaimed bitterly. “Three of them with wounds.” 

I moved my hand toward the still bodies lying on the grass. “You’re lucky. The Gacciano crew didn’t get off as easily as that. Must be nine or ten of them there on the grass. 

He nodded heavily, his eyes glittering cruelly. “Yeah, they come charging across that lawn like they was making a suicide rush. I don’t think they expected me to have so many boys with me.” 

“Give a credit to my boys and girls. Seeing what they were doing disturbed their marksmanship.” 

“And to that warning of yours. I won’t forget that, Cherry.” 

“Enough of the kudos. I have to get back to work.” 

“You’re goin’ ahead with the picture?” 

“It’s partly your picture, too.” 

He shook his head, wandering off to bury dead bodies with his buttons. I put Sam and the others to work. It was a little difficult, they were some shook, but I got out the bottle of wine and the sandwiches, and after we had eaten and had a few swallows of the rosé, they relaxed and went to work again. 

It was close to dusk when we were done. 

I drove back to the studio with Sam, despite Big Frankie’s protests. He wanted me to have dinner and go to bed with him again, but I had work to do. I promised to meet him for a late snack and maybe a go between the sheets, but he had to give me a little liberty. 

So I drove the girls back to the studio, said good night to them and went into the studio with Sam. I told him I wanted the footage that showed the fighting between the two gangs, and to keep a still tongue in his head. 

Sam was scared. He was in his fifties, he’d had a great job with one of the major film studios, years back; his trouble had come out of a bottle. He drank a little wine these days, but that was all; he was making a new life for himself. He loved books, he read a lot, loved his cam eras, and wanted no part of any Mafia menace. 

There would be no bum rap for him, if he zipped his lips. Only he and I had noticed that I’d done some extracurricular filming. He would develop the film, remove that part of it which I had taken, and give it to me. 

I wanted the film, of course, to hand over to my fellow N.Y.M.P.H.O. agents in the Frisco area. They would make blowups, have stills of all the Gacciano mob who had been engaged in the fight as well as shots of some of Big Frankie’s men. Proof positive to hand over to a prosecutor. 

He would work all night long, he promised me, to have the footage ready in the morning. I went out and got him some sandwiches and hot coffee as well as a bottle of Gallo burgundy, the half-gallon size. 

“Just don’t feel called on to finish it,” I warned him. 

He gave me a weak grin. “I’m too nervous to enjoy it. I’ll take a glass, no more. On my word.” 

I got the Lamborghini Miura and drove straight to Big Frankie’s town house. My common sense told me that Jimmy the Horse might be smelling a dead rat, right about now. He could easily reason out that he had been the one whom I had set up, instead of Big Frankie. I kept my eyes and ears open, all the way to his place. 

A worried button let me in, brought me to where Big Frankie was pacing up and down in the ornate living room. He came to me, arms outstretched, caught my hands and drew me to him for a kiss. 

“You’re worried,” I accused, stepping back to study his face. 

“It’s Louie. He’s disappeared.” 

“But how can that be? He was with you this afternoon at the shoot-out. Was he wounded? Badly hurt?” 

“He was fine. I was standing alongside him all during the fight. I know. He left me to go home to his family, then was to have been here an hour ago. He’s never late. This is not good.” 

“Oh, he’ll show up. His wife probably sent him out for some cannoli.” 

He tried to smile but he was too up-tight. I said, “I’ve been worried about myself, too. The thought occurred to me that may be Jimmy the Horse will realize I betrayed him and take some sort of action.” 

His hand patted my arm absentmindedly. “That may be it, yeah. Jimmy couldn’t be sure about you, so he decided to play it safe.” 

“You see, he thinks he’s got a good thing going for him with you on his side. He could shoot you or haul you in for questioning, but he’s afraid it might scare you off, if he did any of those things. This way, he kidnaps Louie, makes him talk.” Big Frankie smiled tightly… 

“The only thing, is Louie don’t know about you and Jimmy the Horse. So you’re safe enough. But he ain’t.” 

He walked around the room, head bent. “I could pull a raid, of course. But Jimmy the Horse would shoot Louie just to spite me. And Louie’s a good boy. I don’t want him to die.” 

“Maybe you’re fretting over nothing.” 

“I hope you’re right.” His big palm slapped his fore head. “But here I am talking and I’ll bet you’re half starved. I know I am. You didn’t eat, did you?” 

I assured him I hadn’t, he caught me by an elbow and guided me into the dining room. The table was fitted out for a dinner a deux, with crystal glasses and gold-plated dishes. Candles were burning, which gave the scene added glamour. I’ll say one thing for Big Frankie, he knew how to dine well. 

Our first course was melon and prosciutto. After this we feasted on fettucini alla Milanese, and then came the main dish, trotelle alla Savoia, baked trout served with tiny white mushrooms. We did not rush, we sampled red wines and white wines, it must have been close to eleven o’clock when we finally tackled the dessert, which consisted of Fontina and a bowl of fresh fruit. 

Big Frankie grew increasingly nervous, toward the end of the meal. From time to time he glanced at his wrist watch, with a faint scowl. I knew what was in the back of his mind, he was zonked out about his henchman. 

At last he said, “Cherry, I’m sorry. I’ve got to find out what happened to Louie. If Jimmy the Horse got him, I have to make plans. I wanted to—” 

His shrug was eloquent. “I wanted to spend another night with you, you must know that. But there are times when even a capo must forego his own personal pleasure to look into his business matters.” 

I made a couple of remarks about how well I under stood, that business always came first, and that I could use a good night’s sleep myself. I gathered up my wrap, and in less than fifteen minutes was back in the Lamborghini. Big Frankie all but pushed me out. 

The Miura purred smoothly while I tossed ideas around in my head. I could return to the Mark Hopkins for a good sleep, but I felt a little guilty about that; after all, if Jimmy the Horse had kidnapped Louie, it was because of me. I drove around for about half an hour, trying to make up my mind. 

My conscience won. I headed for Oakland. 

I parked about half a mile from the Gacciano mansion and decided to walk. It was a moonlit night. I passed iron fences and stone walls that marked the boundaries of the big estates dotting the landscape; The wind was cool and I was not dressed for action, really, I was still wearing the pants suit in which I’d spent the day. I felt grimy and dirty, I wanted a nice shower, but I put my cleanliness to one side for the moment. 

From the glove compartment of the car I drew out my Colt automatic and slid it inside my Gucci shoulder-bag. I set off on my little stroll, moving on the grass borders of the road when I could, to muffle my footfalls. 

I studied the iron fence that marked the Gacciano place when I came up to it, frowning slightly. It would not be easy to hoist myself over that. But somehow or other, the job had to get done. I walked until I discovered a big rock buried in loam that would give me a mounting block. From the rock I could jump to a cross bar. I hoisted myself up, stepped over the spear-points that acted as ornaments and dropped lightly into a few bushes. 

I ran between trees and clumps of rhododendron until I was fifty feet from the big stone house. I didn’t know whether Jimmy the Horse would have eyes watching the grounds, there was open space between me and the side patio, and I’d show up on that lawn like a sore thumb in bandages, when I crossed it. 

I drew a deep breath. I had to risk it. I started to run. 

 




CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Nobody fired at me. Nobody yelled. 

I threw myself flat on the ground at the base of the patio steps and lay there for a few seconds, to get my second wind. The moon was out, the night was fairly bright, all anybody had to do to see me was take a casual gander out the window. 

Nobody looked, I crawled up the steps and to the front door. I fumbled in the Gucci bag, lifted out a strip of celluloid. I carry this length of celluloid with me on all my jobs, it is disguised as a lady’s nail-file, but it serves as a pick-lock. It slips between the door and the jamb, and if I manage it properly, will slide back the bolt of a lock and let the door open. 

This front door lock was an old one, as old as the house itself, I guess, I’d paid attention to it when I’d been brought here yesterday. I slid the celluloid strip in, wriggled it about for maybe a minute, and then the bolt slid back. 

I stepped into darkness. Gently, the door closed behind me. I paused, listening. The house was very quiet. Too quiet, my instincts warned me. It was only about midnight, and somebody ought to be awake, listening to a radio or looking at television. I eased out of my shoes, carried them to an armchair in the living room to the right of the hall and hid them under a cushion. 

On stockinged toes I made my way along the hall. And a man screamed. 

I shook, listening to that cry. My right hand flew to my lips and I bit down on my knuckles, hard. It had been so sudden, so unexpected! In it had been the wail of a man in dire agony, despairing and shaken to his core by physical agony. 

My hand went into the Gucci, gripped my Colt. 

I was going to shoot the first thing that threatened me in this house, Jimmy the Horse Gacciano or any of his lieutenants or his buttons. I crept forward on stockinged feet, silent as any shadow. 

The scream came again, ending on a gurgling note. I was ready for it, this time, I kept right on walking. In the cellar, my mind told me, they have poor Louie and are working him over. Faintly, I heard a groan, and then a couple of voices talking. 

I moved toward what must be the cellar door. Very gently, I opened it. There was light down there and I closed my eyes a moment, then opened them to become better accustomed to it. I could hear the voices more clearly now. 

“He’s passed out, give him a rest.” 

“Hell with that, Jimmy wants him to talk.” 

“Get some cold water, throw it on him.” I moved down the steps, very softly. 

The room I was descending into was paneled in wood, it looked like a game room, with dart boards on the wall, a card table or two in the corner covered with cards and poker chips. I came to the lower steps, crouched down and took a look at the rest of the place. 

A naked man was strapped down on what looked like a ping-pong table. Around him stood four men, big types, dark of hair and face, with long black hair. They were Mafia buttons, all I needed was a look at them to know them. One man held a long metal rod in his hand, to the end of which was attached an electric cord. 

An electric goad. He’d been using it on the poor devil tied down on that table. No wonder the guy had screamed. One of the four moved away. I heard water running into a tin pail. Then he came back with the pail and splashed water over the unconscious Louie. Oh, yes. It was Louie, all right, I could see enough of his face to recognize him 

I didn’t want to shoot those four soldiers down in cold blood. I hesitated on the lower stairs, peering between the banisters, trying to convince myself that these men needed killing, what they were doing to poor, helpless Louie made them deserve to die. 

Still, I had a job to do. I raised the Colt. 

That was when one of the four doused a sheet in the water still remaining in the pail and spread the sheet over the man on the ping pong table. The button with the electric goad chuckled thickly. 

“Hey! Good thinking. I’ve read about what wet sheets do when used with one of these gadgets.” 

So had I. 

In Argentina, when Juan Peron was in power, his secret police used to have the cute little habit of wrapping copper wires about a political prisoner’s testicles and shooting electricity through them. This hurt like hell. Not only that, it made the poor devils impotent. 

When Algeria rebelled against France and before that nation won its freedom, torture by attaching electrodes to various parts of the body was common. It was agony, I understand, when they were attached to the private parts. This shock treatment was known as the gegene. 

A variation of this gegene is the electric goad. This goad has the advantage that it can be moved here and there on the body, catching the poor prisoner by surprise, thus adding to the anticipation of pain which is worst of all. When you doused the victim with water or placed him in wet sheets, the shock of the electricity was even worse. 

Louie was groaning, moving his head back and forth. From time to time I could hear his mumbled pleas. The buttons who served Jimmy the Horse grinned and assured him they would stop what they were doing when he talked. 

“But I’ don’t know about no hole!” he screamed. “There’s that redheaded movie actress or whatever she is…” 

“She’s the one!” 

“What do you know about her?” 

Louie could tell them nothing because he knew nothing. His torturers seemed to think he was one tough nut, they were sure he knew all that Big Frankie knew, and so the button with the goad lifted it to touch Louie on his genitals. 

My Colt automatic came up. I caught a broad back in my sights and squeezed the trigger. The soldier dropped, the electric goad flying through the air to hit the floor and send out showers of sparks where it touched the metal leg of a nearby chair. 

The other three boys stood stunned. They couldn’t see me, I was hidden in the stairway shadows, it was as if a bolt of lightning had sprung to life in that cellar and cut down one of their fellows. Their faces were gray with terror, their eyes shifted as they backed away from the ping-pong table and reached for their own guns. 

It might have been more chivalrous on my part if I’d waited until they saw me, but since it was my life at stake and since I know the modus operandi of these Mafia butchers, I lifted the Colt and fired at a second man. He went back as if poleaxed. That left two against one. 

The others saw me, or the flash from my automatic, at that instant, and their own guns came up and leveled. I shot one of them in the middle of his forehead, just as a bullet chipped a chunk of wood from the stairway banister. 

These gunshots sounded like thunder in the confines of that cellar. They convinced me that we were the only people in the mansion; anybody who might be upstairs would be slamming feet to get down here in answer to them, otherwise. But while the last button panted and tried to take aim with a shaking hand, and I breathed quietly and did the same to him, there was utter silence. 

I got my shot off first. 

A neat little hole appeared in his chest, right about where his heart was, less than a second after I squeezed the trigger. He lurched sideways, his shot went into the ceiling, and he fell like a stricken ox. 

I tried to move, found my muscles cramped. It took an effort to make it to my feet and go down those last few steps to the cellar floor. The silence was numbing, after that fusillade of shots. I walked on my stockinged feet to the four buttons, checking them for life. There was none, they were deader than King Tut’s mummy. 

Louie was groaning. I walked to the table, undid straps. His eyes opened, he stared up at me and his tongue came out to lick his lips. 

“No more,” he whimpered. “Chrissakes, no more!” 

“They’re dead, Louie,” I told him. “And you’re a free man—if you can move, that is. I can’t carry you.” 

I helped him sit up and slide around to the edge of the table. He sat there with his head hanging for a few minutes, breathing deeply. Then he looked at me and nodded. 

“I can make it, I think.” 

His legs buckled when he tried to walk, I had to catch him, hold him upright. I snapped, “I feel sorry for you, Louie—but you’ve got to do it on your own. I could use a fireman’s hitch to carry you if you were a little lighter, but you’re a big guy, you must weigh two-fifty.” 

He tried to grin, but only made a grimace. “I know, I know. I’ll make it—somehow.” He drew a deep breath, managed to straighten his bent body. “I don’t want to go back on that table. God! It was horrible. Anything is better than that even if I get a heart attack trying to get out of here.” 

He took a step, then another. They hurt his pain-wracked body, sweat beads formed on his forehead, but his teeth were sunk in his lower lip and his eyes were bright with determination. My arm was around his middle, as far as it would go, and he leaned heavily on my shoulder. I played crutch until he got to the staircase. 

Louie knelt down and negotiated the stairs on hands and knees. He was damn near out by the time we were on the ground floor. I didn’t dare let him rest, there was no telling when Jimmy the Horse and his other soldiers might come back to see how the torturers were doing. 

“Just make it to the patio,” I begged. “I’ll go get the car, drive it up to the patio steps. Can you do that? 

He nodded and began his crawl along the hall. 

I ran for the front door, left it slightly ajar, then raced along the driveway to the iron gate. I figured it would not be locked, Gacciano himself was probably coming back here tonight, there was probably only a latch to be lifted and the iron gates would swing open. I was right. 

The latch lifted and I ran for the Lamborghini Miura. The motor purred to life, I drove the half mile or so to the gates and swung in along the graveled drive. 

Louie was lying on the patio, half out, when I braked to a stop. I raced for him, dragging and urging him to crawl a little more. I finally got him inside the Miura, closed and locked the door behind him. He had fainted by the time I was behind the wheel again. 

I was scared witless for fear Jimmy the Horse and the rest of his buttons would show up on that driveway before I got out of it. Luck was with me, I made it onto the road and fled along it as though ten thousand devils were after us. 

The drive revived Louie somewhat, or maybe it was just sitting there, letting his strength come back. Long before we were in front of Big Frankie’s town house, he was sitting up and taking an interest in things. 

“How come you went there alone?” he asked. “Where’s Big Frankie and the boys?” 

“I was playing a hunch,” I told him. “Big Frankie didn’t know where you were.” 

He thought about that for a time. “There were four of those buttons torturing me. You get ‘em all?” 

“Every last one.” 

I felt his eyes on me as I watched the traffic, that cold scrutiny was a forerunner of the way Big Frankie was going to act. Now no movie actress is a dead shot and will walk into a Mafia hideaway by herself, to gun down four Mafia soldiers and free a member of a rival Family, Louie was telling himself that I was something more than a pretty face. 

Louie was damn suspicious. Big Frankie would be even more so. But Louie was grateful, and I didn’t know whether that would extend to Sarnelli himself. 

I said lightly, “I can use a gun pretty good.” 

“Goddamn! I’ll say you can. Took a lot of nerve, walking into Jimmy the Horse’s place like that, doing what you did.” 

I glanced at him. “Rather I hadn’t?” 

“Hey, hold on. You saved my life. They wouldn’t have killed me fast, either. You got me all wrong.” 

“Have I, Louie? Let’s face it. Big Frankie is going to get the whole story out of you, two minutes after I leave you off at his place. He’s going to get funny ideas about me. I don’t think Women’s Lib has reached the Mafia yet, they don’t take kindly to holes going around shooting Family soldiers.” 

“Yeah, but you’re with Frankie.” 

I shrugged. “Will Frankie stop to consider that? He’ll begin to wonder about me, Louie. 

He screwed his face up in deep thought. “I don’t get it. Don’t you want me to tell him you rescued me?” 

I reached over, patted his thigh. “Sure I do, Louie. No sense in lying. I’m just worried that he’ll get funny ideas about me, that’s all.” 

I wondered if I was over doing it, I couldn’t very well come out and tell Louie that maybe Big Frankie would suspect I was from N.Y.M.P.H.O. and arrange my execution before I could arrange his. On the other hand, I didn’t want him blabbing a lot of praise about me that would make Big Frankie suspicious. 

Not until I could do what I had to do, that is. 

“Tell you what, Louie,” I told him. “Just say I helped you escape, that you were too dazed to know very much what happened.” 

Louie exclaimed, “That’s just it. I don’t know what happened. First thing I knew—after I’d fainted and the torture stopped—was you setting me free.” 

“Good. Just tell him that and let me carry the ball from there on. You see, I like Big Frankie, I like the deal we have with that movie studio. Me running it, and all that. If Big Frankie were to think I was a rip-snorting terror, he might think I was out to do him no good. I don’t want him thinking that, not at all.” 

“You leave it to me,” Louie nodded. 

I didn’t trust Louie any further than I could throw the Mark Hopkins Hotel, but I figured I’d done all I could. The rest was up to Big Frankie, to Jimmy the Horse, and to fate itself. 

I let him off in front of the town house. “Ain’t you coming in? He’ll want to see you.” 

“I’ll phone him,” I promised. “Right now I want to go home and clean up. I feel dirty.” 

I wheeled the Lamborghini to the Mark Hopkins, parked it and went into the hotel. Two minutes after I was inside my room, I was under the shower. It had been a long day for me, I was pooped. Bed looked great, I told myself as I came naked out of the bathroom, toweled off and powdered. I would dearly have loved to crawl between its sheets. 

There was work to do, first. 

I sat down and dialed the number I’d memorized from that visit I’d first made to Jimmy the Horse. I listened to the phone ring far off in Oakland, wondering if Gacciano had returned yet. 

The phone lifted off the hook. “Yeah?” 

“This is Cherry Delight. I want to speak with the bossman.” 

There was a silence. Then: 

“You dumb hole! I got a good mind to send my boys after you. That was a neat setup you pulled, dragging me into that trap yesterday.” 

Raw hate and fury pulsed out at me. I could visualize Jimmy the Horse standing there, his face purple, a vein or two pulsing in his forehead. 

I said, “Now wait a minute! I did what I promised. Could I help it if Big Frankie had told the rest of his boys to come out there, and they lost their way and were late? Give a girl a chance!” I made my voice aggrieved, as though he’d really done me an injustice. 

It could have happened the way I said. I guess The Horse realized that, because a little of the hate and fury went out of his voice. “Okay, okay, maybe I got you wrong. Maybe you didn’t set me up. I just can’t make up my mind.” 

“Well, maybe this will help you. Big Frankie is going to send his boys out to your place tonight. Seems he heard you kidnapped one of his lieutenants.” 

There was silence on the other end, except for some harsh breathing. “Those bastards been here and gone!” 

“Oh! I—I’m sorry. I—I thought I’d be of some help to you.” 

“Maybe you can be, Cherry. It’s war between Big Frankie and me, it’s been a long time coming, it’s finally here. He made his raid tonight, he got four of my soldiers and rescued Louie Raccini. Little good it’ll do him.” 

The sneer was there in that thick throat, like a menace vaguely covered. I made my voice as sweet as possible as I asked, “Is there anything I can do?” 

He chuckled, “You just stay where you are.” He hung up on me, so I dialed Big Frankie. 

That capo was just as mad as Jimmy the Horse, or al most. “Where in hell are you?” he howled. “Why didn’t you come in with Louie? He don’t remember nothing about what happened, except that he claims you rescued him.” 

“I was lucky,” I muttered. 

“Yeah? Well, I want to hear about it. You get your tail over here fast, you hear? Or I’ll send somebody for you.” 

“Tomorrow, Frankie. I’m bushed.” 

He argued for a while, but he knew goddamn well he just couldn’t barge into the Mark Hopkins hotel and steal me. I threatened to ask for police protection if he sent any of his buttons my way. That calmed him down a little. 

“But I want to know about tonight, Cherry,” he pro tested. “Louie was tortured, he don’t remember nothin’!” 

“I’ll tell you all about it—tomorrow.” I heard him grunt, I was afraid he might hang up, so I added, “Don’t you want to know why I called?” 

His suspicions came alive, I could almost feel the mental antennae being run up. “Yeah. Yeah, I do. It wasn’t to say goodnight.” 

“I was just talking to Jimmy the Horse.” 

The bombshell exploded in many four letter words, plus some others I’d never heard before. When he calmed down, he asked me in a strangled voice, why in hell I had called up The Horse. 

“To help you,” I told him meekly. “Jimmy Gacciano still isn’t sure about me, so I rang him up and said you’d made a raid to free Louie.” I hesitated, then asked plaintively, “I couldn’t very well tell him I’d done this rescuing, could I? He trusts me the way the South Vietnamese trust the Viet Cong, but he needs me for those movies he hopes to take over, and he’s still playing ball. 

“So I thought I’d better call you and warn you—he’s planning a raid on you tomorrow.” 

“He is, is he?” 

“You can do what you want about it, but it seems to me this is one great chance to finish him off forever.” 

“I don’t need you to tell me what to do.” 

“I’m only trying to help!” I snapped. 

He softened, told me to come around to see him first thing in the morning, and hung up. I got off the bed, double-locked my door, and crawled naked between the sheets. I slept like a dead person. 

It was late morning when I woke. I had a lot of things to do before I could consider this job finished. I found a pair of cire jersey pants to be worn with a matching beige jacket, under which I donned a dark brown pullover, and was ready for business. 

Ten minutes after brunch, I was tooling the Miura along Union Street on my way to N.Y.M.P.H.O. head quarters for the Golden Gate area. Sam had stopped off at the hotel desk with the developed films I wanted, and these were snuggled in my Gucci bag alongside my Colt automatic. 

The boys at N.Y.M.P.H.O. drooled when I showed them what I had. They would have blowups made of the movie clips, turn them into stills and distribute them to the police and their own agents. They had a direct line to Rovere, O’Malley and Plunkett, so one of the N.Y.M.P.H.O. gang put through a call and got Raf on the other end. 

Raf was excited about it, the stills were just what he needed. When he heard about the coming shoot-out, his voice rose a few octaves as he gave orders for me to stay away. I shook my head at the agent with the phone, and told him I wanted in on the kill. 

“Here,” said the man with the phone, passing it over. “You tell her. She won’t listen to me.” 

“This is police work,” Raf told me solemnly. 

“The hell it is. What do you think I am a girl scout?” I yelped. “I set this up, and I’ll be there.” 

He argued some more, but I knew my rights. I was a special officer from N.Y.M.P.H.O., it was my job, I had my finger on the pulse, so to speak, and I was not about to remove it. 

To change the subject, I asked, “What about that Nadine Falkner murder case? Anything new on that?” 

“Now that is my territory! You aren’t going to muscle in on that.” Raf sounded aggrieved, so I soothed him. After a time he calmed down enough to tell me that something had been taken from Nadine Falkner’s little apartment. 

“What, for Pete’s sake? There was nothing in there to steal.” 

“A black wig. At least, I’m pretty sure it was the black one. There were six wigs in the closet, now there are only five.” 

I remembered that Johnny Falconetti had been in her apartment, same time as I had, and that I’d wondered what he was doing there. To take a wig for his girl friend? Maybe, maybe. 

I said slowly, “There were six wigs, I counted them. And there was a black wig among them.” I explained about Johnny Falconetti. 

“But he has a full head of hair. Don’t tell me he wears wigs!” 

“No, no. But he may have a girl friend who does.” 

I kicked myself in the seat of the pants mentally for not having taken a closer look at those wigs. Especially the black one. It might have told me something. 

“All right,” Raf finally mumbled. “Do what you want. I can’t do anything to stop you.” 

“Hey,” I protested when he was about to hang up. “You will have some police around Big Frankie’s place, won’t you?” 

In something like disgust at my seeming stupidity, he muttered, “Yeah, yeah. I know my job.” I blew him a kiss and hung up. 

Then it was back into the Lamborghini and on to the Sarnelli town house. I parked two blocks away to make sure Ev Hunn’s car wasn’t caught in any line of fire, and walked the rest of the way. 

The door opened to my ring. Louie Raccini stared at me, eyes big. He opened his mouth to say something, closed it, and stepped to one side. “Come on in, Cherry. The boss wants to see you.” There was dull menace in his voice tones. 

My heart sank. Could it be that Jimmy the Horse and Big Frankie had made up, had joined forces against me, having discovered who I was? It didn’t seem likely, but Louie’s face was a dead giveaway. I was in for trouble. 

Big Frankie was waiting in his ornate living room. There were four big, muscular bruisers in the room with him, all of them glowering at me. Big Frankie’s face was almost black with suppressed rage. 

“You sneaking, double-crossing hole!” he bellowed. 

He took one step forward, his ham-like hand came up and clobbered me alongside the head. I saw stars as I went back off my heels and landed on the floor. I think I bounced once or maybe twice, I’m not too sure about that, I was only half conscious. 

I lay there a moment, panting. I had to get my wits back and they seemed scrambled, totally useless. The side of my face smarted like hell, and my behind hurt where I’d come down on it. 

“What in hell’s the idea?” I yelled. 

“I’ll show you what the idea is! Somebody give me a rod.” 

One of his buttons lifted out his gun and handed it over. Big Frankie took it and aimed it right at me. 




CHAPTER TEN 

 

 

Death glared down at me from his black eyes. The gun held very steady, its muzzle pointing right between my breasts. His finger on that trigger quivered. In another moment I was going to be dead. 

“You’re crazy, you stupid bastard!” I snarled. 

I was up on an elbow, spitting out my fury at him. All of a sudden I was thinking again. Various hints and innuendoes, little things a part of me had noticed but my brain had paid no attention to, began to click into place. 

“You’re as moronic as the rest of your musclebound buttons! You can’t think worth a damn! How did they ever come to make you capo of capos for this district? You wouldn’t know your own hand on a dark night if it wasn’t attached to your arm. Shoot me? You blithering numb-skull, I’m the only person you know who has any gray matter in the think tank!” 

It was a close thing, he damn near pulled that trigger. But I think the vehemence of my outburst stunned him. He expected to see a weeping, sobbing woman in front of him. Instead, I was a virago. I blistered him with my tongue and sneered at him with my lips. 

Nobody had ever talked that way to Big Frankie, not even his mother, I’d have bet. His soldiers stood there with their eyes bulging and their jaws open. Big Frankie was in just about the same condition. 

When he didn’t shoot, I made it to my feet and stood there dusting myself off, still quivering with raw rage. Well, some of it was fear, but I didn’t let him see that part. I glowered at him and put my hands on my hips. 

“If it weren’t for me, you’d be dead, Frankie boy and don’t you ever forget it. Now what’s all this crapola about my being a double-crosser? Who says I am?” 

Big Frankie drew a deep breath. I think I had shocked the hell out of him. He lowered the gun and I saw glints of admiration in his eyes. “I got to say this for you, you got nerve,” he growled. 

“Never mind my nerve. What about this other bit?” 

“You were in Nadine Falkner’s apartment, weren’t you?” Sarnelli snarled, getting some of his suspicions back. 

“Certainly I was. And so was Johnny Falconetti.” 

“He was her husband.” 

“Right on! For all it’s worth, too.” Big Frankie stared blankly at me. 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“Why don’t you reason it out for yourself, instead of having me do all your work for you? A man and wife, they’re pretty intimate, right? I don’t just mean sexually, they talk a lot together, right?” 

“Not necessarily,” he muttered. 

I laughed at him. “Big male chauvinist pig! Think you’re so goddamn smart, so stinking brave! You were being robbed blind, you idiot. You know Johnny Falconetti, do you?” 

“Sure. He handles my stocks and bonds, that sort of thing.” 

“And he’s got a tongue, hasn’t he? He talks. He talked to his wife, and she talked to Jimmy the Horse.” 

I thought for sure Big Frankie was going to wallop me with the gun in his hand. Oh, he wasn’t going to shoot me—not yet, anyhow. He was too interested in what I was saying. The kiss of death could come later. 

Now, I wasn’t just talking off the top of my head. I remembered the time I had been taken to meet Gacciano. Jimmy the Horse had mentioned a contact with Big Frankie, a contact that had petered out. It had finally hit me, as I lay on the floor from the Sarnelli fist, that Nadine Falkner had been that contact. It made sense, especially since I now knew that Big Frankie knew Johnny Falconetti. 

I told him what The Horse had said. Big Frankie stared at me, white as the proverbial bleached sheet. He really wasn’t stupid, he was just emotionally immature, he let his feelings get in the way of his reason. I made good, hard sense to him as I talked. 

“So okay. The Horse has a spy in your ranks. I don’t know how high this Johnny Falconetti stands,” Big Frankie’s eyelids quivered a moment, so I knew I’d struck a raw nerve, “but it only stands to reason he either told Nadine Family business or she wheedled it out of him, some way. 

“She sold that information to Jimmy Gacciano.” 

Big Frankie swore savagely. Evidently he was remembering how much Johnny Falconetti knew about Mafia matters and how much he could have told Nadine who furnished The Horse with all that info. He looked very sick, indeed. 

“No wonder that bastard has begun cutting in on my territory! He knows all about it! Sure, sure. I begin to see it now.” 

I sneered at him. “You should have seen it a long time ago. Now let me talk for a time. Johnny Falconetti accused me of being that go-between, didn’t he? Said I was a Gacciano spy. Bah! He’s even more stupid than you.” 

“Now look here, you little hole!” 

I walked right up to Big Frankie and tilted up my chin. “You shut up! It’s my life that’s on the line, not yours! Didn’t you ever stop to think that Jimmy the Horse was muscling in on you long before you ever met me? But Nadine knew you. She was married to Johnny. She’s the one who did you dirt.” 

It was on the tip of my tongue to add that this was why he—Big Frankie—had ordered her murdered. It made sense, at last, her tie-in to the Mafia mob. But wait! If Big Frankie had ordered her murdered, this meant he would have known she was the spy. 

I grabbed for the brass ring. I said, “You had her killed, didn’t you? You gave out the hit contract and ” 

“Goddamn you! I did no such thing!” 

He told the truth. It was there in his eyes, on his tongue. He was shaking in hot fury. He shouted, “It was Gacciano murdered her. He gave the contract. She wasn’t useful to him any more and so he decided to get rid of her.” 

Maybe he believed that. I didn’t. I had spoken to Jimmy the Horse and he was as puzzled about her death as were the police. 

There was one thing Big Frankie was not puzzled about. I saw the regret in his eyes as he lifted his gun arm and aimed the Smith and Wesson at me.

That was when the explosion shook the house. 

At first I thought he had killed me, that I was hearing the report of the gunshot. But no flame came out of the muzzle, no hot lead slammed into poor little me, and a look of vast alarm came over his face. 

“It’s The Horse!” he screamed. 

Men dove in all directions. Me, I dropped flat to the floor and got my hand around my Colt automatic. Big Frankie forgot me, forgot everything but the fact that the Gacciano forces had come to settle matters between them. He ran to the window, staying back out of sight but managing to peer out, just the same. 

“They’re here! They threw a grenade at the door! Here they come.” 

The men who had been with him ran out into the hall. I heard the chatter of a sub-machine-gun. Men dropped like trees before the lumberjack’s saw. I slithered across the floor and made it into the back room. 

I got to my feet and ran. 

There was a back stairway to this old mansion that offered me a way out of here. My soles took that staircase three treads at a time. I flew. At any moment, I expected a bullet in my back. Or maybe a bullet from the ground floor, where Big Frankie would have stationed lookouts. Nobody showed. 

One hand grabbed for the newel post. I swung around— 

I saw Johnny Falconetti! 

He was racing out the back door into a back yard that seemed to consist mostly of garden. The morning sunlight glinted on his yellow hair. There was a brick wall in front of him. He made a diving leap for it, his hands went to the stone capping on top, then he was up and over, out of sight. 

Honestly, I was so surprised, I froze. 

He was Big Frankie’s broker. What was he doing here, when Big Frankie expected a big hit by the Gacciano mob? I ran forward, vaguely aware of the gun-battle going on over my head and the sound of police sirens. The cops were closing in, my common sense told me this was the end of the two Mafia mobs. 

I raced through the open door and along the garden flagstones. I leaped for that wall just as Johnny Falconetti had done. As my eyes came above the wall-top I saw a gray Cadillac pulling away from the curb. Johnny was behind the wheel. 

Under my breath, I cursed the fact that I had parked the Lamborghini Miura so far away. By the time I’d legged my way to it, Johnny would be long gone. There was nothing else I could do but go get it, though. I slid over the wall and down on the sidewalk. I ran like hell. 

As I skidded around the corners, I saw that Jimmy the Horse Gacciano and Big Frankie Sarnelli were wearing handcuffs, and were being escorted down the stone steps of the town house by half a dozen uniformed policemen with automatic rifles under their arms. Big Frankie was bleeding at the arm, Jimmy the Horse from a shoulder. Behind them came other buttons, those who were still alive and could walk. 

I paid them no never-mind. 

My case would not be complete until I brought that bastard in for the murder of his wife. He had to be the guy, nothing else made sense. I reached the Lamborghini, slid behind the wheel. Moments later, I was moving along the streets I figured Johnny had to take to reach his house. 

Then it finally dawned on me that I didn’t know anything about Johnny Falconetti, or where he lived. He’d said he was in the stockbroker business, and Big Frankie had backed him up on that, but maybe the business wasn’t in his name. When I saw a public telephone booth, I pulled to the curb, got out and reached for one of the phone books hanging on a chain. No Falconetti, anywhere. 

So I called police headquarters. 

Raf Rovere was on duty, he remembered the night he’d come to pick up the Mafia hoods. Sure, he could contact Monterey and get the license number for Johnny Falconetti’s car. All he had to do then was contact the Motor Vehicle Bureau. 

It took about ten minutes. He gave me the address, it was for a private home in the swank Pacific Heights area. I wasn’t too far away, he added. He’d send a squad car, if I needed a backup team. 

He hesitated, then asked, “What’s with this Johnny Falconetti? I know he’s Nadine’s ex, but—hey! You got something on him?” 

“No proof, exactly. Just a hunch.” 

“Now you wait a darned minute. If you suspect he’s the murderer, this is a police matter. We gave you your head with the Mafia boys, but this is something else again.” 

I hung up on him. 

The Lamborghini ate the miles with a flow of sweet power from its hood. In hardly any time at all, I was swinging into the driveway of a big mansion built on two acres of neatly clipped lawn and shrubs. The gray Cadillac was there in the drive, just ahead of me. I braked the Miura, got out and locked it. Then I walked toward the Caddy. 

Its hood was warm. Evidently, Johnny had just arrived. I ducked and ran—stooped over—for the back door. 

I paused in the shadow of the porch overhang to put a hand on the doorknob. It turned easily to my fingers. I let myself slide into a rear entryway, from which I could see a big kitchen ornate with copper pots hanging from a brick wall, two stoves and two wall ovens, yet, and an eating bar complete with four beautifully upholstered stools. There was a louvered doorway leading into a magnificent dining room. The boy Falconetti really knew how to live! 

My shoes came off and I went on stockinged feet, the Colt automatic naked in my hand. The house was uncannily quiet. Too quiet. Johnny Falconetti was in this house, and unless he was sleeping, he ought to be moving around, somewhere. 

He wasn’t in the hall, nor in the living room. The big library, with its bookshelves reaching from floor to ceiling and with a huge brick fireplace dominating the west wall, was also empty. 

My eyes touched the staircase leading upward. My feet went toward the treads. 

One by one I mounted them, expecting at every second to see Johnny Falconetti leaning over the banister rail with a gun in his hand, shooting down at me. I made a terrific target, alone on those steps. 

I made it to the landing, then to the second floor. 

Time out for some deep breathing exercises, I told myself. My heart was galloping in my rib-case, I could hear it even as I took those deep breaths. My legs lost their rubbery feel as the adrenaline surged back into me. I thought about Nadine Falkner and this helped. 

The upper hallway was lushly carpeted. The thick pile muffled my footfalls as I moved forward. The first bed room was empty. So was the second. On the south side of the hall were two more rooms. One was a third bed room, as empty of life as the others. 

One door remained. I slithered along the hall wall, brushing it, the Colt a firm weight in my hand. The door was partially open. I touched it with a hand, gave it a push. 

A man with glossy black hair was kneeling in front of a wall safe. His back was to me, and I felt my heart lift up into my throat. This was the man I’d seen drive past Hunn Studios, whom I’d first noticed that night in the Quill and Pottle when somebody had taken two shots at Everett Hunn. 

“Freeze!” I snarled. 

The hands that had been lifting out neatly wrapped packages of banknotes halted. A shudder went through the tall, lean body. The head lifted and the man stared straight ahead into the empty safe. 

“God damn you,” he breathed. 

He turned his head. Johnny Falconetti looked at me. The glossy black wig gave him a completely different look, but I knew him. Raw hate and bafflement glared at me out of his eyes. 

“Get up,” I told him. When he was standing, I could see the straps of his shoulder holster, so I ordered him to turn around and put his hands against the wall and to spread his legs. Then I came up behind him, reached quickly and grabbed his gun. It was a snub-nosed Savage automatic, 32 caliber. I tossed it across the room and stepped back. 

“Now let’s rap,” I breathed. He turned slowly, stared at me sullenly. 

“You got one hell of a nerve,” he growled. “What’s the idea of coming in here and pointing that gun at me?” 

“Come off it, Johnny. I followed you from Big Frankie’s place. You ran when Jimmy the Horse made his hit—or tried to.” 

“What do you mean—tried to?” 

“The cops were there, too. Or didn’t you know? No, I guess you didn’t. You ran too fast when the fight started.” 

“Just who are you? You’re no goddamn movie actress. I knew that the minute I saw you.” 

“Did you, Johnny? Then why didn’t you tip off Big Frankie?” 

“I had no proof,” he muttered sullenly. “Besides, you were in great with the boss, and I’m not one to stick out my neck when I don’t have to. I thought I’d keep an eye on you, see what developed.” 

“You’re a cockeyed liar. All you’ve ever been interested in is Johnny Falconetti.” I waved my gun at the money on the carpeting. “Like now, you’re all ready to split with that loot, aren’t you? How much is in those packets? A hundred thousand? Two hundred grand? Maybe more. Enough to let you live like a king the rest of your life somewhere in South America? Whose money is it, Johnny? Yours—or The Family’s? With Big Frankie and Jimmy the Horse out of the way, there’s no body around to ask questions except me, is there?” 

The truth was written all over his face and in the eyes that blazed their hate at me. He stood with his head lowered slightly, his shoulders hunched, as if he were a bull pondering a charge. Only the Colt automatic in my hand made him behave himself. 

He shrugged, suddenly. “You’re crazy. I was getting that bread ready to turn over to an attorney to defend Big Frankie.” 

I sneered, “You’ll have to do better than that.” 

“It’s none of your business, anyway.” 

“I think it is. Especially when I bring you in on a murder rap.” 

His eyelids flickered. “Murder? Me?” 

“Your wife, remember? My guess is, you’re the hit man for Big Frankie. Sure, sure, you’re a respectable broker, you dress well and put up a damn good front. Nobody would ever suspect you of doing a death job for the Mafia. 

“Somehow, you tumbled to the fact that Nadine was reporting what you told her about Big Frankie and his business interests—to Jimmy Gacciano. He paid her well. What did you do—find out about her bankbooks and the big amounts she’d been depositing? Yes, that must have been it. 

“You knew you were the only one who had told her those things, before you two split up, and maybe even after. She was a nympho, she would have let you lay her, from time to time. I’m sure she told you anything you wanted to know while you were banging her.” 

My words were like sledgehammers slamming into him. He seemed to shrink, and beads of sweat came out on his forehead. Once he lifted a hand to brush them away. 

“You damn near died when you discovered what she had done. Sooner or later, even Big Frankie would have tumbled to what was going on. Even he would have realized that you had to be the one to let slip that information. What difference would it have made to him if you were innocent of any double-dealing with The Horse? You had blabbed, and so would have signed your own death warrant. You would have to be eliminated. So you decided to strike first. You would kill Nadine to protect yourself. 

“You went into that pool, maybe you had already hidden the gun and the glove under the ferns near that waterfall. You swam through that big pipe, you called to Nadine and when she came to the pool rail, you shot her. You put the gun and the glove back under the ferns and went to join the others. Nobody could ever prove you’d done it that way—but we know, Johnny. We know.” 

“No court will ever convict me.” 

“Won’t it? That black wig you’re wearing—you kept it in Nadine’s apartment. You were after it the day we met each other there. I saw it, it was with a lot of women’s wigs, so I never examined it. I didn’t recognize it as a man’s wig. You wore it when you shot at Ev Hunn and me at the Quill and Pottle. To scare him into meeting Big Frankie’s demands to be let in on his business? 

“With Nadine out of the way, you were safe enough, you assumed. Big Frankie couldn’t make her talk if she was dead. Besides, you’d get all that nice money Jimmy the Horse was paying her. You had it all worked out.” 

Johnny put his hand to his forehead to wipe away more sweat. Too late, I saw his hand catch his wig and drive it full into my face, blinding me. My nostrils got a whiff of lavender perfume—Nadine’s perfume, from being in her wig box and among her things—even as my trigger finger tightened and I sent a bullet where Johnny Falconetti had been standing. 

The trouble with that was, he lurched sideways and I missed him. Next thing I knew, the edge of his hand hit my gun wrist and jarred the Colt loose. It went flying off through the air. 

The wig was still in my face. I clawed at it, got it down just in time to see a fist flying at my face. I ducked, but not fast enough. I took the blow under the ear and went flying. 

As I left my feet, in an almost instinctive gesture my hands darted out and closed on Johnny’s right arm, grasping his coat-sleeve. My fingers tightened and held so that I yanked him forward off his feet even as I left my own. 

I landed on a hip, stockinged toes scrabbling for a purchase on the rug. My feet dug in, I launched myself right at Johnny who was trying to get to his own feet. My hands went to his face with the fingers curved like claws. 

I have long red fingernails. I’m quite proud of them. I drew them down his face, digging deep. Johnny screamed. 

The pain froze him momentarily. 

This was all the time I needed to drive a knee into his solar plexus. The breath whooshed out of him and he lay there, writhing, scarcely able to breathe, his hands covering his face. 

I got to my feet, wobbled over to my fallen Colt. I picked it up, then went back and stood over Johnny, waiting. 

When he could breathe again, I said, “Get up, buster, and walk ahead of me. I won’t hesitate to put a bullet in your kneecap if you try anything funny again. I’d be only too happy to kill you, I honestly would—for Nadine. But I think you’ll sweat more knowing that the Mafia will realize you were about to do a bunk on them with their money. 

“Even if there is no death penalty, and you’re sent to jail—can you imagine how The Family boys in the clink will work you over some dark night? And if you beat the rap, there’ll be more Mafia boys waiting to have a little talk with you, outside of jail. 

“Either way, buster—you’re in bad shape. “Now march.” The fight was out of him. I gathered up the money as evidence and brought along his Savage. I would have telephoned the police, but two squad cars were parked behind the Lamborghini, so I turned him and the evidence—including the wig—over to the cops. 

I made my report to N.Y.M.P.H.O. and then to the team of Rovere, O’Malley and Plunkett. I signed all sorts of affidavits. Then I was free for a little while. 

So I drove out to Monterey and gave Everett Hunn back his expensive car. I told him the whole story, over martinis. He was wildly grateful, begging me to spend a few days with him before I had to report back for another assignment. 

“You need a little rest, after all you’ve been through,” he argued. “Come on, let’s take a dip in the pool, then we’ll have crepes suzettes and coffee. After that we’ll go for a ride, wind up for dinner at the Gibson House in Bolinas. How do oysters Diablo, roast beef with Yorkshire pudding, and then cherries jubilee sound to you?” 

It sounded heavy, and the pool beckoned. I got up and started taking off my clothes. 
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