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  CHAPTER ONE




  If dis­trust­ing peo­ple had been an Olympic event, Za­ck Mead­ows would have scored per­fect

  tens.




  He did not trust jock­eys with Ital­ian names. He was con­vinced they sat around in the

  club­house, hours be­fore the races, de­cid­ing who was go­ing to win what. How they al­ways

  man­aged to se­lect win­ning hors­es on which Za­ck Mead­ows didn’t have a bet, he as­cribed to

  sim­ple Mediter­ranean de­vi­ous-​ness.




  He didn’t trust po­lice­men. He had nev­er met a cop who wasn’t on the take and who didn’t

  have a sum­mer house. Nor did he trust civ­il ser­vice ex­am­in­ers. Be­cause three times they

  had turned him down for ap­point­ment to the po­lice de­part­ment, a job he want­ed bad­ly so he

  could go on the take and buy a sum­mer house. He al­so didn’t trust re­al es­tate peo­ple who

  sold sum­mer hous­es.




  Za­ck Mead­ows did not trust wom­en who came to him and said they want­ed their hus­band

  fol­lowed be­cause he was run­ning around with an­oth­er wom­an. This usu­al­ly meant the wife

  was hooked on an­oth­er man at the mo­ment and was think­ing of di­vorce but would prob­ably soon

  change her mind and try to beat Mead­ows out of his fee. Mead­ows han­dled this




  by first fol­low­ing the wife who hired him to find out who she was run­ning around with, then

  if she dropped him lat­er, he would ped­dle the in­for­ma­tion to the hus­band.




  Nor did he trust swarthy peo­ple, guys who sold hot watch­es, blacks, lib­er­als, cab drivers,

  Jews, doc­tors, book­ies, life in­sur­ance com­pa­nies, Amer­ican car man­ufac­tur­ers, for­eign

  car man­ufac­tur­ers, and places that claimed they could re­place your car’s muf­fler in twen­ty

  min­utes for $14.95.




  Not that he re­gard­ed him­self as dis­trust­ing. He thought he was soft­heart­ed, the

  orig­inal pat­sy, just oc­ca­sion­al­ly work­ing his way to­ward re­al­ism. Be­ing sus­pi­cious

  was just part of an ur­ban sur­vival kit in dog-​eat-​dog New York City. Za­ck Mead­ows

  some­times thought he might be hap­pi­er liv­ing in the north woods in a log cab­in. But he

  didn’t trust well wa­ter and who in his right mind would trust an­imals not to at­tack when your

  back was turned?




  So why did he trust this ner­vous lit­tle man who sat in front of Mead­ows’s

  cigarette-​scarred desk, twist­ing his gloves ner­vous­ly hi his hands, and hav­ing dif­fi­cul­ty

  meet­ing Mead­ows’s bleary-​eyed gaze? Par­tic­ular­ly when the man’s sto­ry made no sense; he

  had trou­ble telling it, and af­ter ten min­utes he still hadn’t been able to get it out.




  “Now let’s try again,” Mead­ows said. “You’re start­ing to eat up a lot of time and I’m not

  mak­ing any mon­ey sit­ting here lis­ten­ing to you yap.”




  The lit­tle man sighed. He was del­icate ap­pear­ing with long thin hands and the skin of his

  fin­gers bore brown blotch­es as if he made his liv­ing work­ing with chem­icals.




  “Have you ev­er heard of the Lip­pin­cott fam­ily?” he asked.




  “No,” said Mead­ows. “The last car I owned was built by one of their com­pa­nies and I bought

  gas from then: oil com­pa­nies and I’m in hock to six of their banks and if I ev­er get any time

  off I watch tele­vi­sion on net­works that they own. The on­ly thing I don’t have is pic­tures of

  them on my mon­ey and I fig­ure that’ll be next when they buy the rest of the coun­try. Of

  course, I heard of the Lip­pin­cott fam­ily, you think I’m stupid?” Mead­ows took a deep breath

  that raised his shoul­ders and ex­pand­ed his fat­ty cheeks. Sit­ting be­hind his desk, he looked

  like an out­raged blow­fish.




  The small man seemed to trem­ble. He raised a hand as if to ward off an at­tack.




  “No, no, I didn’t mean that,” he said quick­ly. “That’s just a way of speak­ing.”




  “Yeah,” growled Mead­ows. He won­dered if this guy would be done be­fore it was time for him

  to call his book­ie. There were Ital­ian jock­eys rid­ing in both the first and sec­ond to­day at

  Behnont. It was a sure dai­ly dou­ble.




  “Well, the Lip­pin­cotts,” the man said ner­vous­ly. He glanced to­ward the door of the seedy

  third-​floor of­fice and then leaned clos­er to Mead­ows. “Some­body is try­ing to kill

  them.”




  Mead­ows sat back in his squeak­ing swiv­el chair and fold­ed his arms. He as­sumed his

  ex­pres­sion of dis­gust. “Sure,” he said. “Who? Eng­land? France? One of them nig­ger coun­tries

  that change their name ev­ery week? Who the hell can kill the Lip­pin­cotts with­out declar­ing

  war on Amer­ica first?”




  “But some­one is,” the lit­tle man said. His eyes met Mead­ows di­rect­ly. Mead­ows looked

  away.




  “So what are you telling me for?” he asked. “What’s it to me or you or any­body?”




  “Be­cause the Lip­pin­cotts don’t know about it but I know. I know who’s go­ing to try to kill

  them.”




  “And?”




  “I think sav­ing their lives ought to be worth a lot of mon­ey to us.”




  “Why us?” asked Mead­ows.




  “Be­cause I can’t do it my­self,” the lit­tle man said. Sen­tence by sen­tence, his voice was

  get­ting stronger. His hands were no longer wring­ing out his gloves. It was as if, once hav­ing

  tak­en the first step, he was com­mit­ted and with the com­mit­ment came an end to ner­vous­ness

  about what he was do­ing.




  His name was Jasper Stevens. He was a med­ical tech­ni­cian and he worked for a pri­vate

  re­search lab­ora­to­ry that was fund­ed by the Lip­pin­cott Foun­da­tion. As he talked, Mead­ows

  tried to pic­ture the Lip­pin­cott fam­ily in his mind.




  There was the fa­ther, Elmer Lip­pin­cott. He was eighty years old but no­body had told him,

  so he act­ed like thir­ty. He had just mar­ried some young blonde. He had made his for­tune

  start­ing as a roustabout in the oil fields and as he ad­mit­ted in lat­er Ufe, “I got rich

  be­cause I was a big­ger bas­tard then any­body else there.” He had the face and eyes of a hawk.

  The press some­times re­ferred to him as an ec­cen­tric but that wasn’t re­al­ly true. It was

  just that the el­der Lip­pin­cott, dubbed “The First,” did just what he damn well pleased.




  He had three sons. Elmer Jr. was called “Lern,” and he was a kind of su­per­boss who han­dled

  all theLip­pin­cott man­ufac­tur­ing in­ter­ests: car com­pa­nies, tele­vi­sion

  fac­to­ries, mod­ular home con­struc­tion.




  Ran­dall was the sec­ond son, in charge of the fam­ily’s fi­nances. He ran the banks, the

  mu­tu­al funds, the bro­ker­age hous­es, and the over­seas in­vest­ment com­pa­nies.




  Dou­glas, the youngest son, was the diplo­mat. He tes­ti­fied be­fore the gov­ern­ment when

  they were dis­cussing tax in­cen­tives and bal­ance of pay­ments and how to im­prove trade. He

  dealt with the heads of for­eign coun­tries when the Lip­pin­cotts want­ed to start some new oil

  ex­plo­ration or build a new over­seas au­to plant.




  Mead­ows was sur­prised at how much he re­mem­bered about them. He had seen an ar­ti­cle about

  them in one of those peo­ple mag­azines a month ear­li­er when he had got­ten a hair­cut. It was

  an old mag­azine, with­out a cov­er, on the bar­ber’s ta­ble. In­side there was a pic­ture of the

  Lip­pin­cott fam­ily.




  There was Elmer the First, seat­ed in the back, with his new blonde young wife stand­ing by

  his side. And stand­ing on the oth­er side of the chair were the three Lip­pin­cott sons.

  Mead­ows had been sur­prised at how lit­tle they looked like their fa­ther. There was no steel in

  their faces, no hard­ness. They had the look of soft, well-​fed men, and he re­mem­bered hav­ing

  thought that it was a good thing that the old man had been the oil roustabout and not his sons

  be­cause they didn’t look like they could fight their way in out of the rain. Ex­cept for maybe

  the youngest one, Dou­glas. At least he had a chin.




  It took two hours for Jasper Stevens to tell his . sto­ry to Za­ck Mead­ows be­cause it had a

  lot of tech­ni­cal terms in it and Mead­ows kept go­ing back over




  it and over it, try­ing to get it clear in his mind, but al­so try­ing to trip Stevens up in

  an un­truth.- But the man’s sto­ry was con­sis­tent. Mead­ows found him­self be­liev­ing him.




  Fi­nal­ly, Mead­ows said “So why’d you come to me?”




  Jasper Stevens smiled. “I think some­body should be will­ing to pay hand­some­ly for all the

  in­for­ma­tion I’ve got. And I don’t know how to go about it.”




  Mead­ows laughed and Stevens winced. “In­for­ma­tion? You don’t have any­thing. You’ve got a

  few facts and a cou­ple of names and some ideas. But you don’t have any ev­idence. Noth­ing

  writ­ten down. No re­ports. Noth­ing that couldn’t be de­nied by some­body just say­ing that

  you’re a liar.”




  Stevens be­gan twist­ing his gloves again.




  “But you be­lieve me, don’t you?” He made it seem very im­por­tant to him.




  Mead­ows thought for a mo­ment. “Yeah, I be­lieve you. I don’t know why but I do.”




  This turned out to be crit­ical be­cause Jasper Stevens had no mon­ey with which to pay Za­ck

  Mead­ows for his lime, but the deal they quick­ly ar­ranged was a fifty-​fifty split of any­thing

  they got from the Lip­pin­cott fam­ily. Stevens nod­ded glum­ly. He had ap­par­ent­ly been

  ex­pect­ing a big­ger share.




  Af­ter Stevens had gone, Mead­ows sat for a long time in his chair, try­ing to avoid the lumpy

  tape patch­es that cov­ered the rips in the chair, which he had found in the street one night

  sev­er­al blocks from his rat­ty of­fice on Twen­ty-​sixth Street. Then he got tired of all that

  think­ing and de­cid­ed to save him­self the book­ie’s vig­or­ish and went to Bel­mont where

  the




  Ital­ian-​sur­named jock­eys in the first and sec­ond races ran dead last.




  Flossie was ly­ing on her bed, eat­ing choco­lates and watch­ing tele­vi­sion, when Mead­ows

  let him­self in­to her apart­ment, us­ing an en­tire ring of keys to get past her bat­tery of

  an­ti-​bur­glar locks and bars and alarms. He and Flossie had been “go­ing to­geth­er” for five

  years. Mead­ows spent most nights at her apart­ment and even though she was the one per­son in

  the world he to­tal­ly trust­ed, she did not have a key to his apart­ment far­ther down­town. Nor

  had he any plans to give her one.




  She looked up as he fi­nal­ly got past the last bur­glar bar­ri­er. She was wear­ing a pink

  neg­ligee that was frayed at the edges. On her am­ple bel­ly were chips of choco­late from the

  fam­ily-​sized bar of Nes-​tle’s Crunch she was eat­ing. Her dyed blonde hair was un­combed.




  “If it isn’t the world’s great­est gumshoe,” she said. Mead­ows care­ful­ly re­locked all the

  se­cu­ri­ty de­vices be­fore turn­ing around and an­nounc­ing, “I’ve got a big case.”




  Flossie looked in­ter­est­ed. “Oh? How much re­tain­er?”




  “None yet,” Mead­ows said.




  She looked away from him in dis­gust and turned back to her black and white tele­vi­sion set

  where four peo­ple, ob­vi­ous­ly cho­sen for se­ri­ous ge­net­ic de­fects, were at­tempt­ing to

  win a dol­lar and change by mak­ing fools of them­selves, some­thing God had al­ready seen to at

  the mo­ment of their births. “Yeah,” she sneered. “Re­al big case.” “It is,” he said. “It

  re­al­ly is.” “I’ll be­lieve it when I see some green.”




  “Green, hah? Well, let me ask you this, la­dy. You ev­er hear of the Lip­pin­cott

  fam­ily?”




  “Of course I heard of the lip­pin­cott fam­ily. You think I’m stupid?”




  “Well . . .”




  “They hired you?” Flossie asked. She adopt­ed a pose of full at­ten­tion as if ready to make

  the great ef­fort to rise from the bed if the an­swer was what she want­ed to hear.




  “Not ex­act­ly.”




  Flossie col­lapsed back on­to her three pil­lows, like a punc­tured bal­loon.




  “But I’m go­ing to save their lives,” Mead­ows said.




  Ris­ing al­most up once had been enough for Flossie, par­tic­ular­ly when it turned out to be

  a false alarm. She con­tent­ed her­self with “Yeah, sure. And Idi Amin wants me to mar­ry

  him.”




  “Not like­ly,” said Mead­ows. “He likes his wom­en skin­ny.”




  “Oh, yeah,” said Flossie. She choked on a rice krispie imbed­ded in the choco­late and coughed

  a lot. When her breath re­turned, she said, “Oh, yeah? Well, you want your­self a skin­ny blonde,

  you go get one. See if they put up with you for long, big gumshoe.”




  Sud­den­ly it be­came very im­por­tant to Za­ck Mead­ows that he im­press Flossie. He went to

  the kitchen ta­ble, swept aside the de­bris with his arm, and picked up a yel­low pad and a

  ball­point pen that com­mem­orat­ed the open­ing of a new ribs joint on Twen­ty-​third

  Street.




  “What are you do­ing?” Flossie de­mand­ed.




  “Im­por­tant case. Got to put it all down.”




  “Oh, yeah. The Lip­pin­cott case,” she said.




  “It re­al­ly is,” said Mead­ows. He won­dered why he went to such lengths to please Flossie,

  who had been a strip­per till she got old and a pros­ti­tute till she got fat, and then was just

  a barfly hang­ing around the West Side bars, cadg­ing drinks, when Mead­ows met her. She held the

  space in his heart that some men filled by own­ing a dog. Mead­ows didn’t trust dogs; they seemed

  al­ways to be con­niv­ing, prepar­ing to bite him. And if Flossie’s dis­po­si­tion wasn’t

  ex­act­ly the un­ques­tion­ing de­vo­tion of a Great Dane, it wasn’t bad ei­ther. Mead­ows had

  al­ways mis­trust­ed wom­en, but some­how he felt sure that Flossie wasn’t about to go tip­ping

  on him.




  And be­sides, her dirty lit­tle apart­ment was on­ly two blocks from his of­fice and it was a

  good place to flop when he didn’t want to ride the sub­way home.




  He worked on his notes for two hours, try­ing to write out the sto­ry Jasper Stevens had told

  him. The floor near the ta­ble was cov­ered with crum­pled yel­low sheets that Mead­ows threw

  away be­cause they didn’t have just the touch he want­ed.




  “What’s that?” Flossie asked. “A Tan let­ter to Elmer Lip­pin­cott?”




  “Busi­ness,” Mead­ows said.




  “Yeah, sure,” Flossie said. Mead­ows heard her flick­ing chan­nels on the TV set, look­ing for

  the most in­sipid of the game shows, turn­ing up the vol­ume to an­noy him. He smiled to

  him­self; she want­ed him to pay at­ten­tion to her, that was all.




  But he had oth­er things to do.




  When he was fi­nal­ly done with the let­ter, whicH turned out to be half the size he

  ex­pect­ed it to be, he stood up and looked over at her with a tri­umphant smile.“You got

  an en­ve­lope around here?” “Try the draw­er un­der the sink. There’s Christ­mas cards and things

  in there,” she said.




  Mead­ows root­ed around in the draw­er un­til he came up with a blue-​tint­ed en­ve­lope

  al­most six inch­es square and he fold­ed his yel­low pages neat­ly and stuffed them in­to the

  en­ve­lope. It al­ready had a stamp on it. Mead­ows knew Flossie was watch­ing as he sealed the

  en­ve­lope and print­ed an ad­dress on it.




  He walked to her side and ca­su­al­ly dropped the en­ve­lope on­to her big bel­ly.




  “If any­thing hap­pens to me, I want you to promise that you’ll see that gets

  de­liv­ered.”




  Flossie glanced down. The en­ve­lope was ad­dressed to: “The Pres­ident of the U.S.,

  Wash­ing­ton, Per­son­al and Con­fi­den­tial.”




  He ex­pect­ed her to be im­pressed. She looked at him and said “What’s go­ing to hap­pen to

  you!”




  “You nev­er know,” he said. He turned to­ward the door.




  “Hey, you’re se­ri­ous, aren’t you?” Flossie said.




  He nod­ded with­out turn­ing.




  “You go­ing to take care of your­self?”




  “You know it,” he said.




  “I wouldn’t want any­thing to hap­pen to you.”




  “I know,” Mead­ows said.




  “Be­fore you leave, would you get me the bot­tle of Fleis­chmann’s un­der the sink?”




  He hand­ed her the bot­tle, let him­self out through all the bur­glar bar­ri­ers, and start­ed

  down­stairs. In­side the apart­ment, Flossie took a swig from the bot­tle of rye, looked at the

  en­ve­lope, smirked and tossed it to­ward the cor­ner. It land­ed on a pile of clothes.




  Mead­ows al­lowed him­self the un­ac­cus­tomed luxury of a taxi­cab to get to the Life­line

  Lab­ora­to­ry. It was in a brown­stone build­ing on East Eighty-​first Street, a build­ing

  dis­tin­guished from its neigh­bors on­ly by the vis­ible fact that it had a small

  iden­ti­fy­ing, plaque next to the front door, and the in­vis­ible fact that it alone, of all the

  build­ings on the block, was not over­run with roach­es, a con­di­tion New York­ers ac­cept­ed

  with their ac­cus­tomed sto­lid­ity de­spite the fact that apart­ments on the street rent­ed for

  $275 a room.




  There was on­ly a small light in the front win­dow of the Life­line Lab­ora­to­ry, and

  Mead­ows walked qui­et­ly around the back. There was no sign of a bur­glar alarm on the back

  door. This prob­ably meant one of three things: one, there was a hid­den bur­glar alarm. This was

  high­ly un­like­ly be­cause the pri­ma­ry use of a bur­glar alarm in New York City-​where the

  po­lice could take thir­ty min­utes to re­spond to a call, thus al­low­ing bur­glars to strip

  ev­ery­thing in­clud­ing the wall­pa­per from the walls-​was as a de­ter­rent. There­fore, the

  more vis­ible the alarm the bet­ter.




  Two, there might be a guard on du­ty. Mead­ows de­cid­ed to hold that in abeyance.




  Three, the peo­ple at Life­line Lab­ora­to­ry were nuts and didn’t think they’d be

  bur­glar­ized.




  Mçad­ows de­cid­ed that no­body was that crazy so he re­ject­ed that pos­si­bil­ity. Back to

  pos­si­bil­ity two: the lab­ora­to­ry had a guard on du­ty. That was prob­ably the light in the

  front of the build­ing.




  Za­ck Mead­ows didn’t trust guards. He had been a pri­vate guard once and knew what they did.

  They brought their bot­tle, their girlie mag­azines, and thir­tymin­utes af­ter ev­ery­body

  went home for the night, they fell asleep.




  He got in­to the build­ing by slip­ping the back lock with an ex­pired cred­it card. Mead­ows

  didn’t car­ry cred­it cards any­more be­cause he could nev­er re­mem­ber what he had charged and

  he was sure the cred­it card com­pa­ny was mak­ing up most of the items on his state­ment.




  Enough light came through the un­cov­ered win­dows for him to be able to walk through the dark

  lab­ora­to­ry. It was a large room with tall lab­ora­to­ry ta­bles, eight feet long, topped with

  white formi­ca. There were five of them in a row on his right side. On his left were cages,

  stacked neat­ly from floor to ceil­ing, and he was star­tled for a mo­ment when he heard the

  high-​pitched squeak­ing of rats, but then he re­al­ized they were safe in the cages. There were

  oth­er an­imals in cages too, but he could not tell what they were in the se­mi-​dark­ness and he

  was care­ful not to walk too close to them.




  He walked to­ward the front of the build­ing. Through the win­dow in the door on the far end

  of the room, he peered down a long hall­way to­ward a front re­cep­tion room. Mead­ows could see

  a pair of feet propped up on a desk. Men’s shoes, blue trousers. A desk draw­er was open and a

  bot­tle of scotch was pro­trud­ing from it.




  He nod­ded to him­self, pulled down the shade on the in­side of the lab­ora­to­ry door, then

  pulled the shades on all the win­dows and the back door be­fore flick­ing on a light. He locked

  the door lead­ing to the rest of the build­ing. If he heard the guard stir­ring, he could turn

  off the light and flee the build­ing be­fore the man could get in­to the room.The place was

  like a zoo, he thought. The en­tire side wall was cov­ered with cages and in­side the cages were

  rats and mon­keys and some kind of lizards and even bowls of worms.




  Jasper Stevens had told him about the an­imals but he had want­ed to see for him­self.




  There was one small cage whose glass was paint­ed black. At­tached to the front of the cage

  was an eye­piece so an ob­serv­er could press his face to it and look in­side the cage.




  Za­ck Mead­ows pressed his face to the eye­piece. A pair of rats ran around in­side the big

  fish­tank. An over­head light bril­liant­ly il­lu­mi­nat­ed the cage. If what Jasper said was

  true. . . .




  Mead­ows turned off the over­head light in­side the cage. Enough light drift­ed in through the

  sides for Mead­ows to see in through the eye­piece. As soon as the light went ofí, the two rats

  scur­ried in­to a cor­ner and hud­dled there, squeak­ing and shiv­er­ing, the ter­ror that racked

  their bod­ies to­tal and crush­ing.




  Rats afraid of the dark? Jasper Stevens had told him that but he hadn’t re­al­ly be­lieved

  it.




  “Yes, that’s right, Mr. Mead­ows. They’re afraid of the dark,” said a voice be­hind him.




  Mead­ows wheeled and bunked his eyes once as the strong over­head flu­ores­cent light­ing

  con­tract­ed his pupils.




  Stand­ing just in­side the con­nect­ing door was the most beau­ti­ful wom­an he had ev­er

  seen. She had flam­ing red hair and a com­plex­ion that made him un­der­stand what peo­ple meant

  when they said creamy skin. She was wear­ing a light tan sweater with a brown suede skirt and a

  match­ing leather vest. She was smil­ing at him and if a wom­an who lookedlike that had

  smiled at him on the street, it would have made his day. His week. His month.




  But this smile didn’t seem all that warm and cozy­ing, be­cause the wom­an held a .38

  re­volver in her right hand, point­ing un­wa­ver­ing­ly at him. She looked as if she had held

  that gun be­fore and knew what to do with it.




  “How’d you know my name?” he asked.




  The wom­an ig­nored the ques­tion. “We have oth­er rats who are afraid of oth­er things,” she

  said. “And oth­er an­imals too. Not just rats. It’s amaz­ing, with a lit­tle elec­tric shock, a

  lit­tle star­va­tion, a lit­tle heat ap­plied to the gen­itals, you can teach any an­imal to be

  afraid of any­thing.”




  Mead­ows found him­self nod­ding. Jasper Stevens . had ex­plained all this to him in the

  af­ter­noon. He wished that he had been able to un­der­stand more of it. There was some­thing

  about an­imals, when they learned to be afraid of some­thing, they cre­at­ed some kind of

  pro­teins in their brains. And then if you in­ject­ed those pro­teins in­to oth­er an­imals, they

  would in­stant­ly be­come afraid of what the first an­imals were afraid of. It had sound­ed like

  bull­shit to Za­ck Mead­ows. It still did.




  “How’d you know my name?” he re­peat­ed.




  “And just what is it you’re afraid of, Mr. Mead­ows?” the wom­an asked him. She still had that

  smile on her full lips, her mouth shin­ing bright­ly. It looked as if she had just licked her

  lips with wet tongue.




  “Noth­ing, la­dy,” said Mead­ows. “I’m not afraid of you and not that gun ei­ther.” He waved a

  hand at her, and turned to walk to­ward the back door. His sens­es were sharp, wait­ing to hear

  the cock of the re­volver’s ham­mer.




  There was no sound.




  Just as he ex­tend­ed his hand to­ward the door­knob, the back door pulled open. There were

  two men stand­ing there, wear­ing white lab­ora­to­ry clothes. Big men.




  Be­fore he could run, they had his arms pinned be­tween them, and turned him around to the

  wom­an.




  She re­turned the pis­tol to the purse she had placed on the lab ta­ble. Mead­ows no­ticed

  that it was al­so brown suede. He liked wom­en who co­or­di­nat­ed their clothes. He doubt­ed if

  telling her that would make much dif­fer­ence.




  “So you’re not afraid of any­thing?” she said. “We’ll just have to see about that, Mr.

  Mead­ows.”




  “I asked you. How do you know my name?”




  “I’m afraid your friend, Jasper Stevens, was care­less.”




  Mead­ows shook his head. “I hate care­less peo­ple,”




  he said.




  The wom­an nod­ded. “That’s right. Care­less­ness




  kills.”




  The two men hus­tled Mead­ows down a short cor­ri­dor to a small of­fice off the

  lab­ora­to­ry. There were two tall fil­ing cab­inets in the cor­ner, and when one of the men

  pressed a but­ton on the book­shelf, the fil­ing cab­inets swung away from the wall, ex­pos­ing a

  flight of stairs lead­ing down to a base­ment. Be­bind him, Mead­ows heard the red­head call­ing

  out to the




  guard.




  “Ev­ery­thing’s all right, Her­man.” “That’s good, Dr. Glad­stone,” he said. His voice didn’t

  sound like that of a drunk, Mead­ows thought. Sud­den­ly he thought of a fourth rea­son why he

  might not have seen a bur­glar alarm. Thealarm had been hid­den. A trap had been set and he

  had fall­en in­to it.




  Down­stairs, he was pushed in­to a room with two met­al cots in it. On one of the cots was

  Jasper Stevens. He was curled up in a fe­tal pos­tion and his eyes opened wide with shock when

  the door opened.




  “You jerkoff,” Mead­ows growled. “This is what I get for be­ing so trust­ing.”




  He was ticked and he was still ticked when they locked the door and even more ticked a half

  hour lat­er when the two men came back and held him down and the red­head­ed Dr. Glad­stone

  in­ject­ed some­thing in­to his neck and then in­to Jasper’s, and then un­con­scious­ness

  over­took him.




  He didn’t know how long he was un­con­scious, but when he woke his hands and feet were tied

  and he was blind­fold­ed. His fin­ger­tips hurt and when he touched his thumb to his fin­gers, he

  felt them raw and mushy un­der his touch.




  But that did not both­er him. It was some­thing else. He heard the roar of an en­gine and the

  slap­ping of wa­ter against the sides of a boat, and even though he had gone through four years

  of the Navy with­out ev­er get­ting sea­sick, this was some­thing else and he felt the bile

  ris­ing in his throat and he fought back the im­pulse to throw up be­cause with the gag in his

  mouth he would like­ly choke on his own vom­it.




  Wa­ter. A wa­tery grave. He felt sweat break out all over his body and then turn to a cold

  chill. He was a strong swim­mer or had been be­fore bour­bon had turned mus­cle to fat but he

  knew now that he could not sur­vive for a mo­ment in wa­ter. The thought of it rilled him with

  dread. Wa­ter sur­round­ing his body.




  Block­ing his nose. Mak­ing it im­pos­si­ble to breathe. His body strug­gling, gasp­ing,

  try­ing to get breath, and when he opened his mouth, even more of the wa­ter pour­ing in, try­ing

  to fight its way down in­to his lungs, to blow them up like big bal­loons and then to burst them

  and spill his guts and his Ufe all over the sea where fish­es could feed on him.




  He faint­ed.




  When he woke again, there was still the sound of a boat en­gine and still the sound of wa­ter,

  but he won­dered why he felt no sense of move­ment if he was on




  a boat.




  He heard Dr. Glad­stone’s voice. “Still not afraid of any­thing, Mr. Mead­ows?” she asked

  mock­ing­ly. “You re­al­ize where you are? At sea. That’s wa­ter all around you. Wa­ter. Cold,

  dark wa­ter.”




  Mead­ows tried to scream but the gag muf­fled all sound. Then the blind­fold was re­moved and

  the gag was pulled from his mouth. He wasn’t in wa­ter. He was stand­ing near the edge of some

  kind of lake. Dr. Glad­stone was in front of him and the two big men were stand­ing be­hind him.

  Jasper Stevens was still un­con­scious on the ground.




  “Help me. I’ll do any­thing,” Mead­ows plead­ed. “Help me.”




  “Sor­ry, friend,” she said cold­ly. “En­joy your




  bath.”




  Mead­ows felt the ropes be­ing re­moved from his arms and legs and then he was lift­ed up

  in­to the air by the two men, swung back and forth and then tossed out in­to the lake. A mo­ment

  lat­er, Jasper Stevens fol­lowed.




  Mead­ows hit with a splash. He could feel the wa­ter wet his clothes and he screamed. He was

  surround­ed by wa­ter. It was all around him. He tried to climb on top of Jasper Stevens to get

  away from the wa­ter, but Jasper fought him off and tried to climb on top of Mead­ows. Mead­ows

  felt the wa­ter all over him and the fear of it brought tears to his eyes and he could feel his

  heart rac­ing in pan­ic, and then as the wa­ter reached his neck, he could feel his heart

  stop­ping, but be­fore his brain stopped too, he saw Jasper Stevens in front of him, float­ing,

  and the small man’s eyes al­ready had glazed over and Mead­ows knew he was dead and knew he

  him­self would be dead in a mo­ment and he wel­comed death be­cause any­thing was bet­ter than

  the wa­ter.




  And so he died, and his body and that of Jasper Stevens float­ed among the or­ange peels and

  pop bot­tles on top of 17 inch­es of wa­ter in the lake in Cen­tral Park.




  Dr. Glad­stone picked up the tiny cas­sette tape recorder with the boat and wa­ter sounds on

  it, turned it off and put it in­to her pock­et. She smiled at her two at­ten­dants and they left

  Cen­tral Park to go back to the Lif eline Lab­ora­to­ry.




  The bod­ies of Za­ck Mead­ows and Jasper Stevens were pulled from the lake the next morn­ing

  by po­lice who had been called to the scene by the 262nd jog­ger to pass the lake and no­tice the

  two float­ing bod­ies. The first 261 hadn’t want­ed to get in­volved.




  The med­ical ex­am­in­er said both men had died of heart at­tacks. No one thought it strange

  that both men’s fin­ger­tips had been mu­ti­lat­ed to pre­vent fin­ger­print iden­ti­fi­ca­tion,

  or that two men should choose the Cen­tral Park lake in which to have si­mul­ta­ne­ous heart

  at­tacks. The com­man­der of the Cen­tralPark po­lice precinct was hap­py when the heart

  at­tack re­port came back, be­cause if the two floaters had been mur­dered, he would have had to

  put some men on du­ty in­ves­ti­gat­ing the mur­ders, and all his men were now busy pa­trolling

  the park, giv­ing tick­ets to peo­ple who failed to clean up af­ter their dogs, and watch­ing for

  oth­er such se­ri­ous crimes.




  So with no iden­ti­fi­ca­tion and no in­ves­ti­ga­tion, no one ev­er thought to ques­tion

  Flossie, who lay in her bed, eat­ing choco­lates, drink­ing Fleis­chmann straight, and watch­ing

  game shows.




  When Za­ck Mead­ows did not come back to her for three days, she de­cid­ed he was gone. She

  didn’t think he was dead. Enough men had left her in her üfe for her to know that it didn’t take

  death to bring it about.




  On the fourth day, her last bot­tle of Fleis­chmann’s was gone, so she got out of bed and

  dust­ed her­self with a dry wash­cloth. She combed the front of her hair and put on lip­stick.

  She looked around for a dress and found sev­er­al in a pile of clothes in the cor­ner of the

  room. She took the one that looked least dirty.




  It was a red and blue flow­ered print that made her look like a so­fa. But the neck­line was

  cut low and her gi­ant bo­som and cleav­age were vis­ible, and since she had to find some­one to

  buy her a bot­tle, the dress would do. Tit men, she had re­al­ized ear­ly in Ufe, were not

  ter­ri­bly par­tic­ular. Big was beau­ti­ful tothem.




  As she picked up the dress, a light blue en­ve­lope flut­tered to the floor. She picked it up

  and looked at it. She had nev­er seen it be­fore. It was ad­dressed tothe Pres­ident of the

  Unit­ed States and had a stamp on it.




  She won­dered if she could get the stamp off and sell it to some­body. She tried a cor­ner but

  the stamp was firm­ly glued down.




  Any­way, the let­ter was ad­dressed to the Pres­ident It might be im­por­tant.




  She couldn’t imag­ine how it had got­ten in­to her apart­ment.




  She held it in her hand as she slid the blue and red dress over her head and she was still

  squeez­ing the let­ter tight­ly in her hand as she walked pon­der­ous­ly down the three flights

  of stairs to the street. As she head­ed for the cor­ner, she saw the red, white, and blue

  mail­box and it seemed ap­pro­pri­ate­ly col­ored to re­ceive a let­ter for the Pres­ident. She

  thought for a mo­ment that per­haps the let­ter was some great spy se­cret and she maybe would

  get a medal and maybe a cash re­ward from the Pres­ident, so she mailed the let­ter quick­ly,

  be­fore re­al­iz­ing that her name and ad­dress weren’t on it and they would have no way to track

  her down to give her her medal and her mon­ey.




  The hell with medals and mon­ey. She want­ed a drink. As she walked away, she de­cid­ed that

  even if the Pres­ident did send her a check, the post of­fice would prob­ably steal it. She

  didn’t trust the post of­fice. Some­body, a long time ago, had told her not to.




  

    CHAPTER TWO




    His name was Re­mo and he did not know fear. He knew the cold of the slick ice against his

    body in the dark moun­tains of New Hamp­shire. He knew the winds that could pop a per­son like

    a wick­er ball down the mid­night ravine, bang­ing bones to piti­ful chips in a skin-​slit

    shell of or­gans that would no longer breathe or di­gest food or pu­ri­fy blood or pump that

    blood. He knew the winds. He knew force.




    And be­cause he un­der­stood it, not as some hos­tile dead­ly force, but as part of the same

    uni­verse his breath­ing was part of, Re­mo Williams did not skid down the rock hard ice of the

    White Moun­tains in late De­cem­ber.




    His body, light­ly cov­ered with black mesh, moved as if it had grown on this moun­tain, up

    with each reach and press, a per­fect uni­ty that need­ed no stairs or lad­ders or ropes, the

    things that oth­er bod­ies, soft­er and un­used bod­ies, re­quired to move up a sheer ice

    cliff.




    He moved now up the cliff, not even think­ing of his breath­ing. He moved be­cause he willed

    it and the many years of pain and wis­dom that had brought him here with the win­ter taste in

    his mouth and thelow moan of the spruce down be­low, made him a part of this uni­verse

    that fright­ened so many men, which made oth­ers stiff of joints and, even worse, robbed them

    of their rhythms and of the tim­ing that gave some men pow­er.




    Those oth­er men had learned the wrong ways be­cause their food was mush and their lives

    starved for the dai­ly spring of sur­vival. They had not learned that fear was like a mild

    hunger or a light chill. They had be­come un­used to fear, so that from them it stole

    strength.




    To this man with the thick wrists and thin body mov­ing up in­to dark­ness un­der a black,

    cold sky, fear was, Like bis breath­ing, some­thing else, some­thing that ex­ist­ed apart from

    hun, and be­cause he did not need it to climb this slick cur­tain of glare ice, he did not call

    on it.




    He came up over the top of the cliff with a small rolling mo­tion that bare­ly dent­ed the

    deep fresh snow and then was stand­ing at the top, look­ing at the bright­ly-​light­ed cab­in,

    half-​hid­den be­hind a band of pine trees fifty yards away. He moved to­ward the cab­in. His

    feet made no sound in the deep fresh snow. No puff of breath nois­ily es­caped his lips, and he

    thought of the days when he clumped nois­ily down a flight of steps and puffed like a tea

    ket­tle climb­ing the same steps.




    That had been years ago, but it had been more than years too. It had hap­pened in a

    dif­fer­ent life­time.




    He had been Re­mo Williams then, Pa­trol­man Re­mo Williams in the Newark, New Jer­sey,

    po­lice de­part­ment, and he had been framed for a mur­der he hadn’t com­mit­ted and sen­tenced

    to an elec­tric chairthat hadn’t worked, and then res­ur­rect­ed to serve as the killer

    arm for a se­cret or­ga­ni­za­tion that fought crime in the Unit­ed States.




    That was what the or­ga­ni­za­tion, CURE, had con­tract­ed for, but what they got was

    some­thing else. No one had known that the years of train­ing and the dis­ci­pline of body and

    mind would have changed Re­mo Williams from what he once was to … to what?




    To what? Re­mo Williams grinned as he moved through the night. Not even he knew what he was.

    An an­cient and wise Ori­en­tal sit­ting in a house­boat on the shore of Lake Win­nepe­saukee

    fifty miles away thought that Re­mo Williams was the rein­car­na­tion of Shi­va, the In­di­an

    god of de­struc­tion. But the same wise Ori­en­tal thought that Bar­bra Streisand was

    Amer­ica’s most beau­ti­ful wom­an, that soap op­eras, be­fore they got dirty and ob­scene,

    were Amer­ica’s on­ly re­al art form, and that a de­press­ing lit­tle fish­ing vil­lage in

    North Ko­rea was the cen­ter of the uni­verse.




    So much for Shi­va. Re­mo was not the rein­car­na­tion of a god, but he wasn’t just a man

    ei­ther. He had be­come more. He had be­come what men could be, if they learned to use their

    bod­ies and their minds to the full ex­tent of their pow­ers.




    “I’m a man,” he said soft­ly to him­self, his whis­per lost in the wail of wind through the

    trees. “That’s got to be worth some­thing.”




    Then he was stand­ing along­side one of the win­dows of the cab­in, lis­ten­ing to the

    voic­es in­side.




    There were four of them, four men talk­ing. They were talk­ing with the fear­less­ness of

    men who know that no one could reach them be­cause the on­ly way up to the cab­in was along a

    twist­ing road, and thatroad was spot­ted with de­tec­tion de­vices, and, for the last

    sev­en­ty-​five yards to the cab­in, with buried land mines.




    So the mem­bers of the Cypri­ot Lib­er­ation Al­liance felt quite free to dis­cuss which

    kind of ba­bies were best to plant dy­na­mite sticks un­der. Lit­tle black ba­bies or lit­tle

    blonde ba­bies.




    “No­body touch a ba­by car­riage, es­pe­cial­ly when you wheel it in­to a ma­ter­ni­ty

    ward,” said one aloud.




    “What that got to do with main­land Greeks?” asked an­oth­er.




    “We show them, Tilhas,” said the first, “what we think of how they not help us when we

    at­tack the Turks and lose. All we have are the Pales­tini­ans, our spir­itu­al broth­ers.”




    A third voice spoke up. “Any­one who can see the moral im­per­ative in dy­na­mit­ing ba­bies

    as part of rev­olu­tion­ary jus­tice knows and un­der­stands Greek Cypri­ot val­ues,” he

    said.




    A fourth voice spoke. “We are vic­tims. Im­pe­ri­al­ists are the op­pres­sors.”




    The man called Tilhas who did not seem to un­der­stand all this blood lust asked “But why

    as­sault Amer­icans?”




    “Be­cause they sup­ply the Turks.”




    “But they sup­ply us al­so.”




    “How can you call your­self a Cypri­ot if you don’t blame oth­ers for what hap­pens to you?

    If you put up a bad roof, blame cor­po­rate im­pe­ri­al­ism. If your daugh­ter gets preg­nant,

    blame Hol­ly­wood movies. When you rob your fa­ther and he breaks your bones for it, blame the

    Egyp­tians. You must re­mem­ber at all times you are a Cypri­ot and that means you will nev­er

    in­vent any­thing or bund any­thing or grow anything any­one else will want. There­fore you can

    nev­er be on the side of do­ers. They must al­ways be your en­emies, Tilhas. Amer­ica is made

    up of the worst do­ers in the world. There­fore, we must hate them most. Be­sides, it’s

    eas­iest to dy­na­mite ba­by car­riages here. If we get caught, no­body pulls our arms out our

    shoul­ders. No­body peels our skin off our back. No­body starts bon­fires on our bare stom­ach.

    No one hurts us. They just put us in jail and let us go a lit­tle lat­er.”




    “Wrong,” came Re­mo’s voice. He stood in­side the door, look­ing around at the four men.

    “There are still some of us who think that evil ought to be pun­ished.”




    “Who are you?” asked one of the Cypri­ots.




    Re­mo raised a hand for si­lence. “Which one of you is Tilhas?”




    A small man with a scrag­gly mus­tache and bas­set-​hound eyes raised his hand meek­ly. “I

    Tilhas. Why?”




    “I heard you from the win­dow,” Re­mo said. “I’m go­ing to do you a fa­vor. You’re go­ing to

    die eas­ily.”




    He did. The oth­ers didn’t.




    Re­mo looked down at the thrash­ing body of the last one still to live.




    “They’ll find you in the spring,” he said. “When they see what hap­pened to you, I think

    ev­ery­body else in your rag­tag lit­tle gang is go­ing to go back to Cyprus and for­get about

    dy­na­mit­ing ba­bies. So don’t look at it like you’re just dy­ing. You’re giv­ing your life to

    save your fel­low Cypri­ots.”




    The man mum­bled.




    “I can’t hear, you,” Re­mo said.




    The man mum­bled again.




    Re­mo reached down and re­moved the man’s right el­bow from his mouth. “Talk up now. What’d

    you say?” “To hell with fel­low Cypri­ots,” the man said. “That’s what I’d thought you’d say,”

    Re­mo said. “If I meet any more, I’ll pass on the mes­sage.”




    And then he was back out in­to the cold windy night, mov­ing smooth­ly across the snow back

    to­ward the icy cliff.




    Yes, that’s what he was, he was a man. Re­mo Williams smiled. Some­times that wasn’t a bad

    thing to be.




    When he got back to the house­boat on Lake Win-​nepe­saukee, that il­lu­sion was shat­tered.

    He learned that he had two left feet and com­pared with him, hip­popota­mus­es were bal­let

    dancers and an ele­phant trum­pet­ing was a whis­per and “I don’t know why I let you hang

    around with me.”




    Re­mo had changed from his black mesh suit in­to black chi­nos and a white tee shirt. He

    lift­ed his head up from the built-​in couch on the house­boat and looked at the old Ori­en­tal

    who had spo­ken.




    The man was sit­ting on the in­door-​out­door rug­ging of the floor. He was sur­round­ed by

    inkwells and quill pens and on his lap, he had a large sheet of parch­ment. Be­hind him were a

    half dozen more sheets.




    All the sheets, in­clud­ing the one on his lap, were blank.




    “Can’t write again to­day, huh, Chi­un?” Re­mo said.




    “I could write any­time I want­ed,” Chi­un said, “if my heart were not so heavy.”




    Re­mo turned away and looked out the win­dowover his head. The stars still twin­kled

    in the night­time sky but akeady the hori­zon was light­en­ing as dawn grew near. With­out

    look­ing back, Re­mo said:




    “I sup­pose you bet­ter tell me how I’m ru­in­ing your life this time.”




    “You are very co­op­er­ative,” Chi­un said.




    “Just thought­ful,” said Re­mo. “I’m a thought­ful man. I fig­ured that out tonight on the

    moun­tain. I’m a man. Noth­ing else. All your sil­ly Ko­re­an leg­ends about Shi­va, the

    De­stroy­er, and me be­ing a god are all just that. Hog­wash. I’m a man.”




    “Hah,” said Chi­un. “Thought­ful, you say.” His voice was a high pitched pip­ing and his

    En­glish was pre­cise and un­ac­cent­ed. “It is to laugh. You. Thought­ful. It is to laugh.

    Heh, heh, heh, heh, heh.”




    “Yes, thought­ful,” said Re­mo. “Be­cause if I don’t let you blame what­ev­er it is you want

    to blame on me, then you’d have to face up to the fact that you just can’t write a thing.”




    “I do not be­lieve I am hear­ing this,” Chi­un said.




    “Just what I said,” Re­mo said. “Not a word. You can’t write movies and you can’t write

    books and you can’t write sto­ries and now, even when you conned some mag­azine guy in­to

    pub­lish­ing it, you can’t even write that icky-​poo Ung po­et­ry of yours. And God knows

    any­body can write that.”




    “Eas­ily said,” said Chi­un. “How emp­ty are chil­dren’s boasts.”




    “Ung Po­em Num­ber One Thou­sand Three Hun­dred and Six,” said Re­mo. “Oh, flow­er. Oh,

    flow­er with petals. Oh, flow­er with pret­ty petals. Here comes a bee. It is a big bee. Oh,

    bee, see the flow­er. Oh, flow­er, see the bee. Open, flow­er. Ac­cept the bee. Fly fast, bee,

    and greet the flow­er.”




    “Enough,” screamed Chi­un. “Enough.” He rose to his feet in a flash like steam sud­den­ly

    re­leased from a ket­tle. He was a small man, bare­ly five feet tall, and his yel­low skin was

    wrin­kled with the age of eighty years. His yel­low bro­cad­ed robe swirled about his body, and

    his hazel eyes glared at Re­mo.




    “More than enough,” Re­mo said. “It’s crap. Any­body can do it. Want to hear an­oth­er

    one?”




    “No one can write with these dis­trac­tions,” Chi­un said.




    “Any­body can write Ung po­et­ry. Any­time,” Re­mo said. “The on­ly thing that’s kept it

    from be­ing the laugh­ing stock of the world for two thou­sand years is that it’s writ­ten in

    Ko­re­an and no­body can un­der­stand how bad it is.”




    “I do not un­der­stand how some­one can start a con­ver­sa­tion so agree­ably and turn so

    per­verse so quick­ly,” Chi­un said. “All you white peo­ple are crazy but you are an

    ex­cep­tion­al spec­imen.”




    “That’s right,” Re­mo said. “I for­got. I was go­ing to let you blame it all on me how you

    couldn’t write. Go ahead. What was it, Lit­tle Fa­ther? My breath­ing. I was breath­ing too

    loud.”




    “No,” said Chi­un. “Your breath­ing was no nois­ier than it al­ways is. The snort­ing of a

    warthog.”




    “What then? My mus­cles. You heard them rip­pling and the rhythm was wrong, right?”




    “Wrong. Not your mus­cles,” said Chi­un.




    “What then?” de­mand­ed Re­mo.




    “Where were you tonight?” asked Chi­un. His voice was soft and Re­mo was im­me­di­ate­ly

    wary.




    “You know where I was. I had to go up the moun­tain and take care of those

    bomb-​throw­ers.”




    “And where was I?” asked Chi­un.




    Re­mo shrugged. “I don’t know. Here, I guess.” “That’s just it,” Chi­un said. “You go out

    all the




    time, and I stay here. All by my­self.”




    Re­mo sat up. “Wait a minute, Chi­un. Let me get




    this straight. You want to go out on jobs with me?” “Maybe,” said Chi­un. “I’d like to be

    asked.” “I thought you liked to be alone,” Re­mo said. “Some­times I do.” “I got this place

    just so that you could be alone




    and write,” Re­mo said.




    “Snow is de­press­ing. I can’t write when it snows.” “We’ll go some­place warm. Flori­da.

    Mi­ami’s




    warm.”




    “The old wom­en in Mi­ami talk too much about their sons, the doc­tors. All I can talk about

    is you.”




    “Chi­un, what do you want?”




    “That is what I want,” Chi­un said.




    “What is?”




    “I want you to ask me once in a while what I want. Maybe some times I would like to go out

    on as­sign­ment. I would like to be con­sid­ered as a per­son with feel­ings, not a piece of

    fur­ni­ture that one leaves when one goes out, know­ing that it will be there when he

    re­turns.”




    “All right, Chi­un. From now on, I’ll ask.”




    “Good,” said Chi­un. He be­gan to pick up his parch­ment, pens, and ink from the floor.

    “I’ll put this away.”




    He stashed all the equip­ment in a large or­ange lac­quered trunk, one of four­teen placed

    against the walls of the house­boat.




    “Re­mo,” he said as he leaned over the trunk.




    “What, Lit­tle Fa­ther?”




    “Dr. Smith hired me to train you, cor­rect?”




    “Cor­rect.”




    “Noth­ing was said about my go­ing out on mis­sions, cor­rect?” “Cor­rect.”




    “There­fore if I go out on mis­sions, it would seem the trib­ute should be

    rene­go­ti­at­ed.”




    “Not a chance,” Re­mo said. “Smit­ty’d go through the roof. He al­ready de­liv­ers enough

    gold to that vil­lage of yours to run a South Amer­ican coun­try.” “A small coun­try,” Chi­un

    said. “No raise. He’ll nev­er go for it.” “Sup­pose you ask him,” sug­gest­ed Chi­un. Re­mo

    shook his head. “He thinks I spend too much as it is.”




    “Sup­pose I of­fer to stay with­in the Pres­ident’s guide­lines for non­in­fla­tion­ary wage

    in­creas­es,” Chi­un said.




    “Try it. What’ve you got to lose?” “You think he will in­crease the trib­ute?” “No,” said

    Re­mo.




    “I will try any­way,” Chi­un said. He closed the trunk lid and stood look­ing out across the

    dark wa­ters of the lake. Both men were silent and then Re­mo be­gan to laugh.




    “What do you find hu­mor­ous?” Chi­un asked. “We for­got some­thing,” Re­mo said. “What did

    we for­get?” Chi­un said. “Smit­ty doesn’t ne­go­ti­ate con­tracts any more.” “No? Who does?”

    “Ru­by Gon­za­lez,” said Re­mo. Chi­un wheeled about and looked at Re­mo, search­ing his face

    for truth. Re­mo nod­ded. Chi­un groaned. “Oh, woe is me,” he said.


  




  

    CHAPTER THREE




    The four­teen Japanese busi­ness­men were ready. Each of them had ad­mired the suits of the

    oth­er thir­teen. Each of them had passed out thir­teen of his own busi­ness cards and

    re­ceived back thir­teen from the oth­er men, all of whom knew each oth­er well. Each of them

    paused to ad­mire ei­ther the print­ing or the card stock of each busi­ness card, and

    some­timesboth.




    Nine of them had car­ried cam­eras and had in­sist­ed up­on tak­ing pic­tures of all the

    oth­ers, ar­ranged in as many com­bi­na­tions and per­mu­ta­tions as was pos­si­ble. Three of

    them had shown off their new tape recorders in­stalled in their at­tache cas­es, along with

    their cord­less tele­phones, their new mi­cro-​chip print­ed cir­cuit in­for­ma­tion

    pro­ces­sors, and their print-​out cal­cu­la­tors.




    Fi­nal­ly they were seat­ed, wait­ing. They talked po­lite­ly among them­selves, even as

    they glanced at their gold LCD watch­es, won­der­ing why Elmer Lip­pin­cott Jr. was late for

    the meet­ing, par­tic­ular­ly since he had asked them to the se­cret meet­ing and

    par­tic­ular­ly since all the men at the ta­ble knew its pur­pose was to use Japanese

    in­ter­me­di­aries to open up vast new trade con­tacts be­tween the Unit­ed States and

    RedChi­na, in or­der to shore up the Amer­ican dol­lar, which had been tak­ing an

    in­ter­na­tion­al past­ing for two years.




    All the busi­ness­men had been ad­vised by the Japanese Trade Coun­cil that Lena

    Lip­pin­cott had met on­ly two weeks ear­li­er with the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States, and

    so all knew what the meet­ing was about, and they were sur­prised he was late.




    Around the ta­ble, the times on the LCD watch­es ranged from five min­utes and twen­ty

    sec­onds af­ter eleven to five min­utes and twen­ty-​sev­en sec­onds af­ter eleven.




    Mariko Kaki­ra­no said mild­ly in Japanese: “I wish he would hur­ry. I have oth­er press­ing

    busi­ness.”




    There were thir­teen nods of agree­ment, and all looked to­ward the door of the

    oak-​pan­elled board room of the Gin­za Bank, Tokyo’s largest.




    “I’m sure he will be here short­ly,” said an­oth­er busi­ness­man. Thir­teen faces turned to

    him as he spoke and nod­ded agree­ment when he was fin­ished. In a small con­fer­ence room

    twen­ty feet away from where the Japanese busi­ness­men sat, Lern Lip­pin­cott was hav­ing a

    dif­fer­ent thought.




    “I don’t want to go,” he told his sec­re­tary. Lip­pin­cott rubbed his fin­ger­tips up and

    down along his smooth­ly shaven pink cheek.




    “I don’t un­der­stand, sir,” said his sec­re­tary, a young man who wore a black suit, white

    shirt and black tie so nat­ural­ly that it looked as if he had been born in a morgue.




    “Noth­ing to un­der­stand^’ said Lip­pin­cott. “I just don’t want to go. I don’t feel like

    it. Some­thing doesn’t feel right.” He stood up. He was a tall man, the on­ly one ofthe

    three Lip­pin­cott sons to be tall like their fa­ther, but un­like his fa­ther, whose

    rail-​lean fig­ure still looked like the body of an oil­field roustabout, Lem Lip­pin­cott had

    a big soft bel­ly and a wide be­hind.




    He walked to the win­dow and looked down on the teem­ing street, then turned away quick­ly

    as if he had seen some­thing he didn’t like.




    His sec­re­tary was wor­ried. Lip­pin­cott had in­sist­ed up­on be­ing flown in­to Japan in

    a pri­vate air­plane. He had in­sist­ed up­on be­ing driv­en to the ho­tel room from the

    air­port in an Amer­ican car, driv­en by an Amer­ican. And he had lit­er­al­ly sneaked in­to

    the ho­tel through a back en­trance, first send­ing the driv­er up to make sure he would not

    meet any ho­tel per­son­nel on the way. Once in his room, Lip­pin­cott had giv­en his

    sec­re­tary in­struc­tions that he want­ed no maids to come in­to his room.




    “But your bed, sir?”




    “I’ll make my own damn bed,” Lip­pin­cott had said.




    They had left the ho­tel for the morn­ing meet­ing the same way. Down a back el­eva­tor,

    in­to a wait­ing car with cur­tains over the win­dows, and up a back flight of steps to this

    meet­ing room.




    It oc­curred to Lip­pin­cott’s sec­re­tary that the Amer­ican busi­ness­man had been in

    Tokyo near­ly twelve hours and had not yet seen a Japanese.




    Lip­pin­cott paced the del­icate pat­terned rug in the small room like a caged an­imal. He

    rubbed his hands to­geth­er over and over, as if wash­ing them of some in­finites­imal speck of

    dirt.




    “I hate this yel­low rug,” he said. “They got small rugs in this coun­try. Small, yel­low

    rugs. Ev­ery­thingsmall and yel­low. You’re not get­ting enough sun, Ger­ald, you’re

    get­ting pasty.”




    The sec­re­tary sighed un­der his breath. Break­down.




    “I’ll tell them that you’ve been tak­en ill, sir,” he said.




    Lip­pi­neott looked up as if, for the first time, re­al­iz­ing that his sec­re­tary was in

    the room.




    He shook his head.




    “No, no, that’ll nev­er do. Don’t you know, boy, we Lip­pin­cotts nev­er get ill. Fa­ther

    wouldn’t hear of it. We’ll go to your freak­ing meet­ing. Let’s just get it over with

    fast.”




    As they walked down the short hall­way to the con­fer­ence room, Lip­pin­cott leaned next to

    his sec­re­tary and whis­pered, “Stay close to me. I may need you.”




    The sec­re­tary nod­ded, even as he won­dered what Lip­pin­cott meant.




    He stepped ahead of the taller man to open the door to the con­fer­ence room, then moved

    aside to let Lip­pin­cott go in first.




    The four­teen Japanese busi­ness­men, as they saw Lip­pin­cott in the door­way, rose to

    their feet as a sign of re­spect.




    The sec­re­tary saw the Amer­ican re­coil a step, as if ex­pect­ing an as­sault on his

    per­son.




    Lip­pin­cott froze there a mo­ment and the sec­re­tary walked around in front of him in­to

    the room.




    “Thank you, gen­tle­men,” he said. “Will you please be seat­ed?”




    The four­teen men sat down. The sec­re­tary turned to Lip­pin­cott and smiled at him, as if

    to re­as­sure him. Lip­pin­cott nod­ded, but came in­to the room slow­ly, seem­ing­ly

    search­ing for land mines.




    He came to the end of the ta­ble near­est the door and pulled the chair out. He pulled it

    four feet from the ta­ble, turned it side­ways and then sat on the edge of it. It was as if he

    was ex­pect­ing to have to make a dash for the door at any mo­ment and this would give him the

    biggest head­start. The Japanese looked at him with po­lite cu­rios­ity. Manko Kaki­ra­no stood

    up at the ta­ble and moved his chair four feet from the ta­ble too, then sat down again. The

    oth­er thir­teen busi­ness­men did the same. To get some­thing from their at­tache cas­es now,

    they would have to stand and walk to the ta­ble.




    The sec­re­tary saw beads of sweat ap­pear on the Lip­pin­cott fore­head. The busi­ness­man

    hissed to him:




    “Ger­ald, you get a chair. Sit be­tween me and them.”




    Def­inite­ly a break­down, the sec­re­tary thought. Un­less he was very mis­tak­en, Lern

    Lip­pin­cott would soon be spend­ing some time at the ha-​ha house.




    The Japanese sat qui­et­ly, smil­ing, un­til Ger­ald was seat­ed. He put his chair halfway

    be­tween Lip­pin­cott and the ta­ble, but at an an­gle so he could watch both the Japanese and

    Lip­pin­cott. The Amer­ican busi­ness­man was sweat­ing now like a marathon run­ner, look­ing

    around the room, from yel­low face to yel­low face. Was he search­ing for some­one? Or

    some­thing? the sec­re­tary won­dered.




    Lip­pin­cott opened his mouth to speak.




    Each word seemed to be a la­bor to pro­duce.




    “You gen­tle­men know why we’re here,” Lip­pin­cott said halt­ing­ly, a pause be­tween each

    word.




    There were four­teen nods at the ta­ble.




    “The Pres­ident wants the Lip­pin­cott com­pa­nies, through your com­pa­nies, to open up

    trade with RedChi­na, as a way of in­creas­ing trade and help­ing the dol­lar. That’s

    what he thinks.”




    Four­teen more nods.




    “I know bet­ter,” Lip­pin­cott said. His speech was speed­ing up.




    “I know you lit­tle yel­low dev­ils can’t be trust­ed,” Lip­pin­cott said. “You think I

    for­got Pearl Har­bor?”




    The sec­re­tary looked in shock at Lip­pin­cott and then around the ta­ble. There were

    stunned looks on the Japanese faces, then mur­murs of protest.




    “Don’t ar­gue with me, you hea­then midgets,” Lip­pin­cott said. “I know what you’re like.

    Try­ing to catch us un­awares, try­ing to do us in. When you and those Chinks get to­geth­er,

    the first thing you’ll do is try to fig­ure out how you can pick on our flesh.” Lip­pin­cott’s

    knuck­les were white where he gripped the arms of the chair.




    Mariko Kaki­ra­no rose in his chair. “Mr. Lip­pin­cott, I must protest.”




    Be­fore he could say any­thing more, Lip­pin­cott shrunk back in his chair. “Stay away from

    me, you. I’m warn­ing you. Stay away from me. No more Ba-​taan death march­es. Re­mem­ber

    Cor­regi­dor.” He cringed like a child wait­ing to be struck.




    “You have no right,” Kaki­ra­no said.




    The thir­teen oth­er busi­ness­men rose to their feet, too. Some of their faces were an­gry.

    Most were just star­tled or con­fused.




    But be­fore Kaki­ra­no could say any more, Lem Lip­pin­cott jumped to his feet. He put his

    hands out in front of him, as if ward­ing off in­vis­ible blows from the four­teen men

    stand­ing in front of him.




    “No, you don’t, you yel­low dev­ils. I know whatyou’re af­ter, try­ing to pick my

    bones, eat my flesh. You won’t get away with it.”




    The sec­re­tary rose. Lip­pin­cott was wav­ing his arms in front of him, fight­ing

    imag­inary hordes of




    in­sects.




    “Sir,” the sec­re­tary said, “I think we’d bet­ter . . .”




    Be­fore he could fin­ish his sen­tence, one of Lip­pin­cott’s flail­ing arms caught him

    along­side the head and knocked him back in­to his chair.




    “You too, eh? In league with these vul­tures.”




    Mariko Kaki­ra­no shook his head in dis­gust. He glanced around, the ta­ble. The oth­er men

    nod­ded to him. Kaki­ra­no took a step to­ward the door, and the oth­er men moved from their

    chairs, and lined up be­hind him in a neat sin­gle file.




    “Com­ing af­ter me, eh? You won’t get me,” Lip­pin­cott shout­ed. He turned away and ran.

    His left leg knocked against his sec­re­tary’s chair, spilling it over and dump­ing the young

    man on­to the car­pet. He rolled to a sit­ting po­si­tion and looked af­ter Lip­pin­cott, just

    in time to see the busi­ness­man dive head­first through the plate glass win­dow and ex­tend

    his arms in a swan­dive to­ward the street, four sto­ries be­low.




    Lem Lip­pin­cott did not go alone. His plung­ing body crashed in­to three el­der­ly Japanese

    as it hit the crowd­ed side­walk. All four were killed.




    The Tokyo po­lice, af­ter care­ful in­ves­ti­ga­tion, called it a trag­ic ac­ci­dent.




    Lat­er that day, the tele­phone rang in the of­fice of Dr. Ele­na Glad­stone, di­rec­tor of

    Life­line Lab­ora­to­ry. The tele­phone sound­ed with an elec­tron­ic beep, in­stead of the

    usu­al ring­ing bell. Be­fore an­swer­ing it,Dr. Glad­stone pressed a but­ton un­der her

    desk, which dou­ble-​locked her of­fice door.




    “Yes,” she said as she ‘picked up the phone, then lis­tened to a voice that ex­plained what

    had hap­pened to Lem Lip­pin­cott.




    “Oh, I’m sor­ry,” she said.




    “I didn’t want him dead,” the voice said.




    “You can’t al­ways tell how some­one will re­act,” she said. “This is all very

    ex­per­imen­tal.”




    “Don’t let any­thing like that hap­pen again,” the voice said.




    “I won’t,” she promised, as she re­placed the re­ceiv­er, but with the phone hung up and

    be­hind the pri­va­cy of her locked of­fice door, Dr. Glad­stone put back her head and laughed

    aloud.




    Twen­ty-​five miles north of Dr. Glad­stone’s Man­hat­tan of­fice, an­oth­er tele­phone rang

    that af­ter­noon.




    Dr. Harold W. Smith, head of the se­cret agen­cy known as CURE, took the re­ceiv­er from the

    bot­tom left draw­er of his desk, and spun around in his chair so he could look through the

    one-​way win­dows out over Long Is­land Sound.




    “Yes, sir,” he said.




    Smith had run the se­cret agen­cy through five Pres­idents and each had a dif­fer­ent

    char­ac­ter on the tele­phone. The agen­cy had been set up by the first of those five, a young

    Pres­ident who had met an as­sas­sin’s bul­let. He had de­signed CURE in­ten­tion­al­ly to work

    in­de­pen­dent­ly of the White House. A Pres­ident could not as­sign CURE or its per­son­nel.

    He could on­ly sug­gest mis­sions. The sin­gle or­der a Pres­ident could give to Smith would be

    for CURE to dis­band. In choos­ing Smith to head the or­ga­ni­za­tion, that

    firstPres­ident had picked wise­ly be­cause Smith was one man who would dis­band the

    or­ga­ni­za­tion im­me­di­ate­ly up­on re­ceiv­ing such an or­der, with­out any re­gard for his

    own life or that of any­one else. It was a sign of what Amer­ica had gone through in the

    six­ties and sev­en­ties that ev­ery Pres­ident had want­ed to dis­band CURE but none had ev­er

    giv­en that or­der.




    Smith knew all their voic­es. The brit­tle, clipped New Eng­land ac­cent that made its

    mis­pro­nun­ci­ations sound like a planned virtue; the earthy Texas drawl that was the sound of

    a man who lived close to the soil and whose emo­tions lived close to the sur­face, the most

    tru­ly alive of all the Pres­idents Smith had known. There was the Cal­ifor­nia sharp­ness of

    the voice of the next Pres­ident, a voice that al­ways sound­ed as if it had ev­ery­thing

    planned and or­ga­nized in ad­vance; that sound­ed as if it had con­sid­ered twen­ty-​five

    things it might say and re­ject­ed twen­ty-​four and seized up­on the best. It was a voice that

    sound­ed pro­fes­sion­al and pre­cise and Smith al­ways had the feel­ing that un­der it was a

    man held on such a tight string that if any part of it ev­ery loos­ened, the en­tire man would

    come apart. That voice was fol­lowed by an­oth­er, a halt­ing flat Mid­west­ern voice. The

    Pres­ident who spoke like that seemed to have no feel for the En­glish lan­guage and gave no

    sense that he had any idea what he was talk­ing about. But bis in­stincts had been sound and

    his heart was strong. Smith had liked him. He couldn’t speak but he couldlead.




    It was a mark of Smith’s char­ac­ter that he had not vot­ed for a Pres­ident in eigh­teen

    years. He thought choos­ing be­tween one can­di­date or an­oth­er might, in some small way,

    in­flu­ence him when deal­ing withwhichev­er man be­came Pres­ident. So he hadn’t vot­ed

    for this new Pres­ident and had nev­er even con­sid­ered whether he would have or not. But he

    al­lowed him­self the oc­ca­sion­al lux­ury of ad­mit­ting to him­self that he did not like the

    man. The Pres­ident was a South­ern­er and Smith rec­og­nized that he was prej­udiced against

    him, thought about him pri­mar­ily in terms of how the man’s voice sound­ed over the

    tele­phone. His voice wasn’t melod­ic, the way many South­ern voic­es were. This voice was

    chop­py, paus­ing at the wrong time, as if read­ing groups of words se­lect­ed at ran­dom. And

    while the man was a trained sci­en­tist, he seemed to Smith to be con­tin­uous­ly fight­ing to

    over­come the pos­si­bil­ity that the sci­en­tif­ic method might have any in­flu­ence hi his

    life. He had an in­or­di­nate ca­pac­ity for fool­ing him­self and see­ing things that weren’t

    there, and Smith re­al­ized that not on­ly did he dis­like the man, but he was dis­pleased with

    him­self for not be­ing able to fig­ure the Pres­ident out more clear­ly.




    But he put his per­son­al feel­ings to­ward the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States aside as he

    an­swered the tele­phone.




    “What do you know about the Lip­pin­cott case?” the South­ern voice asked.




    “I re­ceived the re­ports on what ac­tu­al­ly hap­pened in Tokyo,” Smith said. “I have

    in­ves­ti­gat­ed and found them ac­cu­rate. I did a cur­so­ry probe and turned up noth­ing. No

    prob­lems in Mr. Lip­pin­cott’s home Ufe or busi­ness. No record of men­tal ill­ness, no record

    of hos­pi­tal­iza­tion or pri­vate treat­ment or what­ev­er,” said Smith. At this time, Lern

    Lip­pin­cott had been dead eight hours. “So I would tend to­ward the con­clu­sion that it was a

    to­tal, un­pre­dictable, andtrag­ic break­down. The man just snapped un­der some kind of

    pres­sure.”




    “I thought that too,” said the Pres­ident, “but just a few min­utes ago, this very un­usu­al

    let­ter came across my desk.” � “Let­ter? From whom?” asked Smith.




    The Pres­ident sighed. “I wish I knew. It’s just a ram­bling, dis­joint­ed kind of thing

    that doesn’t make a lot of sense.”




    “It sounds like much of your mail,” Smith saiddri­ly.




    “Yes, it does,” the Pres­ident said. “Usu­al­ly it would have been thrown right out and I

    nev­er would have seen it, but this hap­pened to hang around and some­body showed it to me

    af­ter we heard about Lip­pin­cott. And I thought it might be im­por­tant.”




    “What does it say, sir?” Smith asked, try­ing to hide his im­pa­tience. He hooked the

    tele­phone on­to his shoul­der and care­ful­ly tight­ened the knot of his reg­imen­tal striped

    tie.




    Smith was a tall spare man, now in his six­ties and go­ing bald. He wore a gray suit and

    vest with an un-​wrin­kled fa­mil­iar­ity that made it clear he had worn that cos­tume all his

    life. More and more his looks had be­gan to sym­bol­ize the rocky New Eng­land he came from, a

    look that seemed al­ways to have beenold.




    “It’s about the Lip­pin­cotts,” the Pres­ident’s voice said. “It says there’s a plot to kill

    them all and it has some­thing to do with an­imals.”




    “An­imals, sir? What has it to do with an­imals?”




    “The damned let­ter doesn’t say.”




    “Does it say who is be­hind this so-​called plot?”




    “No, it doesn’t say that ei­ther.”




    “What does it say?”




    “It says that the writ­er is a New York City pri­vate de­tec­tive.”




    “Name,” asked Smith as he reached down and tapped a but­ton un­der his desk. A pan­el in the

    cen­ter of the desk moved and a com­put­er con­sole rose silent­ly. Smith was ready to tap the

    name in­to it, even while the Pres­ident spoke, to get the gi­ant com­put­er banks of CURE, the

    largest com­put­er banks in the world, on the trail of the pri­vate de­tec­tive.




    “There is no name,” the Pres­ident said.




    Smith sighed. “I see. What does it say?”




    “It says the writ­er is a New York City de­tec­tive. He knows that there is a plot to kill

    the Lip­pin­cotts. It has some­thing to do with an­imals and he doesn’t know what. But he is

    go­ing to find out. It says that when the Lip­pin­cotts aren’t killed then I’ll know he was

    telling the truth and he’ll be in touch with me about giv­ing him a medal.”




    “That doesn’t make much sense,” Smith said.




    “No, it doesn’t,” the Pres­ident agreed. “But that in­ci­dent with Lern Lip­pin­cott . . .

    well, it made me won­der.”




    Smith nod­ded. Far out on the sound, he saw a sail­boat whipped along by the wind and

    won­dered who would be out sail­ing on a cold win­try day like this one.




    “It seems clear,” he said, “that you should turn the let­ter over to the Lip­pin­cott

    fam­ily. They have the re­sources to pro­tect them­selves.”




    “I know that. But the fact is, Dr. Smith, that we can’t af­ford the pos­si­bil­ity of this

    let­ter be­ing right.”




    “Why not?”




    “Be­cause I asked the Lip­pin­cott fam­ily to workout a num­ber of over­seas

    pro­pos­als. They look like sim­ple busi­ness deals but the idea was to use the Lip­pin­cott

    re­sources and work through com­pa­nies in Japan to open up ma­jor new trad­ing mar­kets in Red

    Chi­na.”




    “And you think some for­eign pow­er might be try­ing to pre­vent that?” asked Smith.




    “It’s a pos­si­bil­ity,” the Pres­ident said.




    “I wish I had known this be­fore,” Smith said. “We could have tak­en steps to pro­tect Lern

    Lip­pin­cott when he went to Tokyo.”




    “I know, I know,” the Pres­ident said. “But I didn’t en­vi­sion any trou­ble. I thought it

    would just move smooth­ly along like any oth­er busi­ness deal.”




    Smith re­sist­ed the im­pulse to lec­ture the Pres­ident on all the in­ter­na­tion­al

    ef­forts be­ing made by the Com­mu­nist bloc in board­rooms and bank of­fices around the world

    to try to un­der­mine the Unit­ed States’ econ­omy. No one in his right mind, ex­cept the most

    feath­er-​brained kind of dream­er, should have ex­pect­ed a ma­jor at­tempt to bol­ster the

    dol­lar to go un­no­ticed and fail to draw a re­sponse from the peo­ple in the world who would

    re­joice at the dol­lar’s de­struc­tion. But all the politi­cians Smith had known lived in a

    per­pet­ual world where -hope al­ways tri­umphed over rea­son, good wish­es over his­tor­ical

    lessons. So he said noth­ing.




    “I think your peo­ple should get on this,” the Pres­ident said.




    “Yes, sir. I’ll need the let­ter.”




    “You’ll be us­ing those two, I sup­pose?




    “I imag­ine so,” Smith said. “Even though they are not de­signed to func­tion as

    body­guards.”




    “Tell them to be cir­cum­spect,” the Pres­ident said.




    “All the killings . . .” Smith re­mem­bered how Re­mo and Chi­un had saved this

    Pres­ident’s Ufe from an as­sas­si­na­tion at­tempt; how they had head­ed off World War III

    when a mem­ber of the Pres­ident’s in­ner cir­cle of friends had un­wit­ting­ly un­leashed a

    mur­der at­tempt on the Rus­sian pre­mier. His New Eng­land heart could char­ac­ter­ize the

    Pres­ident’s state­ment as noth­ing more than in­grat­itude.




    He tried to keep the edge out of his voice when he said: “If you’d rather I didn’t use them

    . . . I’m sure they can find oth­er things to do.”




    “No, no,” the Pres­ident said quick­ly. “Just tell them to keep the deaths down.”




    “One does not tell them what to do or how to do it,” Smith said cold­ly. “One gives them an

    as­sign­ment, and then stands out of the way. Should I as­sign them, yes or no?”




    “Yes,” the Pres­ident said. “What­ev­er you say.” “No, sir,” said Smith. “It’s what you

    say.” The let­ter from the Pres­ident was in Smith’s hands in nine­ty min­utes. When Smith read

    it, he mar­velled that some­one could have used up three pages of le­gal sized yel­low pa­per

    and writ­ten such a lit­tle amount of in­for­ma­tion. There was no name and ad­dress of the

    writ­er, and there was a brief men­tion of a plot to kill all the Lip­pin­cott fam­ily and that

    it had some­thing to do with trained an­imals. The rest of the let­ter com­plained about

    Ital­ian jock­eys, po­lice­men on the take, and the high cost of Fleis­chmann’s Rye

    whiskey.




    If a Lip­pin­cott had not died by will­ing­ly div­ing head­first out a Tokyo win­dow, the

    let­ter would have been con­signed im­me­di­ate­ly to a trash bas­ket.




    Smith pressed a but­ton on the right hand side ofhis tele­phone re­ceiv­er and a

    mo­ment lat­er a wom­an en­tered his of­fice.




    She was a tall black wom­an with skin the col­or of whipped cof­fee mocha. She wore a pair

    of leather trousers and a tan tweed blaz­er with match­ing leather patch­es on the el­bows. A

    mod­er­ate Afro crowned her head. She was not tru­ly beau­ti­ful but her eyes twin­kled with

    in­tel­li­gence and when she smiled, as she did now at Smith, it was more than a so­cial

    ges­ture, it was an act of warmth.




    Her name was Ru­by Jack­son Gon­za­lez and she served as Smith’s ad­min­is­tra­tive

    as­sis­tant. She had been a CIA agent, but on two sep­arate oc­ca­sions she had been drawn

    in­to the or­bit of Re­mo and Chi­un. In the pro­cess she had fig­ured out enough about CURE to

    make her a can­di­date for killing or hir­ing. She care­ful­ly elim­inat­ed the first

    pos­si­bil­ity by black­mail­ing Smith with a well-​planned threat of ex­po­sure and so he was

    forced to hire her. She was or­ga­nized, earthy, and smart and she had an­oth­er virtue as

    well. When she want­ed to, her voice could rise in pitch high enough and loud enough to crack

    gran­ite, and she used her voice as a weapon to keep Re­mo in line. He would do any­thing Smith

    want­ed just as long as Ru­by didn’t yell at him.




    Chi­un al­so had a spe­cial feel­ing for Ru­by. He thought if that if she and Re­mo had a

    ba­by, it wouldn’t be yel­low, which was a prop­er col­or, but it would be tan, which was close

    enough, and Chi­un could take it young and train it prop­er­ly to be a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,

    some­thing he bit­ter­ly com­plained he could not do with Re­mo be­cause he got to him too

    late. Chi­un had of­fered many gold pieces to Ru­by if she would just do this lit­tle thing for

    him. Ru­by saidthere were some things she was not pre­pared to do for mon­ey. Re­mo said

    that was mere­ly a bar­gain­ing ploy to get Chi­un to raise his price.




    Ru­by was con­vinced that if she want­ed Re­mo, she’d have him. Any­time, any­where. Re­mo,

    for his part, was sure that all it would take would be a snap of the ringers and Ru­by would be

    his slave for life.




    Ru­by Jack­son Gon­za­lez had al­so killed a half dozen men. She was twen­ty-​three years

    old.




    “Yes, sir,” she told Smith.




    He hand­ed her the let­ter and she glanced at it quick­ly.




    “I want you to find the writ­er.”




    She looked up from the huge­ly scrawled writ­ing on the yel­low sheets.




    “What asy­lum should I look in first?” she asked. When she saw that Smith did not think that

    was fun­ny, she said “Right away.”




    She took the let­ter to her small pri­vate of­fice out­side Smith’s where she was the on­ly

    oth­er per­son in CURE to have a com­put­er con­sole and ac­cess to the gi­ant mem­ories of the

    or­ga­ni­za­tion’s elec­tron­ic brain.




    She punched up the com­put­er con­sole, then spread the three pages of the note side by side

    by side on her desk to ex­am­ine. The sprawl­ing, se­mi-​lit­er­ate hand­writ­ing might be her

    best bet and she asked the com­put­er to re­pro­duce for her the sig­na­tures from the li­cense

    ap­pli­ca­tions of all the pri­vate de­tec­tives in New York City.




    The ma­chine sat silent­ly, as it scoured its banks for three min­utes, and then on pho­to

    sen­si­tive pa­per which clicked out of the top of Ru­by’s con­sole, it be­gan to spin out

    sam­ples of the sig­na­ture and, next tothem, the print­ed names of all the pri­vate

    de­tec­tives in New York.




    There were hun­dreds of them and they came out on a big reel of pa­per from the back of the

    con­sole. Ru­by looked at them care­ful­ly. The sam­ples of hand­writ­ing were small, hard­ly

    enough for a per­fect anal­ysis, but she nar­rowed the long string of names down to ten. She

    al­so re­mind­ed her­self that there were ten il­lit­er­ate de­tec­tives in New York City whom

    she would nev­er hire un­der any cir­cum­stances.




    Ru­by looked at the let­ter again and smiled to her­self when she read the di­atribe against

    Ital­ian jock­eys. On in­stinct, she punched in the ten names of pos­si­ble sus­pects in­to the

    ma­chine and asked the com­put­er to cross-​check them against tele­phone ac­counts with New

    York’s Off-​Track Bet­ting of­fice.




    The com­put­er nar­rowed it down to three names. Ed Kolle. J. R. DeRose. Za­ck Mead­ows.




    She checked the sam­ples of the three men’s sig­na­tures against the note again, but was

    un­able to tell which of them might have writ­ten it. All of them seemed to have gone to the

    same school to learn il­leg­ibil­ity.




    She read over the note again, fi­nal­ly fix­ing on a para­graph that read: “And when you

    start do­ing some­thing in the white house, don’t you think you ought to do some­thing about

    cops on the take, and cor­rup­tion cops who take a piece out of ev­ery­thing and shake down

    ev­ery­body whether they de­serves it or not.”




    On an­oth­er hunch, she punched the three names in­to the com­put­er and asked it to check

    the names against ap­pli­cants dur­ing the past twen­ty years forthe New York City

    po­lice de­part­ment. The ma­chine searched for an­oth­er three min­utes and then gave Ru­by

    back one name.




    Za­ck Mead­ows.




    Ru­by took out a Man­hat­tan tele­phone book and called the of­fice of Za­ck Mead­ows. She

    rec­og­nized its lo­ca­tion as a seedy sec­tion on the west side, a rol­lick­ing dirty

    slum.




    The tele­phone had been dis­con­nect­ed. She asked the com­put­er why.




    It patched it­self in­to the com­put­ers of New York Bell sys­tem and re­port­ed back that

    the phone ser­vice had been shut off for non­pay­ment of bill.




    Ru­by asked the com­put­er for a full back­ground on Za­ck Mead­ows. It gave back his home

    ad­dress (a slum); his mil­itary record (undis­tin­guished); his ed­uca­tion­al back­ground

    (sparse); and his in­come tax records (laugh­able).




    There was no home tele­phone list­ing, but Ru­by got the ad­dress of the apart­ment house

    su­per­in­ten­dent from a re­verse tele­phone di­rec­to­ry, called him and found out that

    Mead­ows had not been seen in two weeks and his rent was four days over­due.




    Enough.




    The let­ter had been writ­ten by Za­ck Mead­ows. And Za­ck Mead­ows had been among the

    miss­ing for the last few weeks.




    She went back in­to Smith’s of­fice.




    “His name is Za­ck Mead­ows. He ain’t been seen in three weeks.”




    Smith nod­ded and thought for a mo­ment.




    He said, “I’m send­ing you to New York.”




    “Good. My ass be drag­ging hang­ing out at mydesk all the time. You want me to look

    for this Mead­ows?”




    “Yes,” said Smith. “This is why.” He filled her in quick­ly on the threat to the

    Lip­pin­cotts and what it might mean to Amer­ica’s econ­omy if there was a full-​scale threat

    against the fam­ily.




    “Got it,” said Ru­by. “I’ll leave right away.”




    She turned for the door. Smith said, “Al­so, ar­range a meet­ing for me with Re­mo.”




    “When?” Ru­by asked.




    “As soon as pos­si­ble.”




    “Okay. Tonight,” she said.




    “It’ll nev­er be tonight,” Smith said.




    “Why not?” asked Ru­by.




    “Re­mo likes more no­tice than that. He won’t show up.”




    “He’ll be there,” Ru­by said. “You can bank on it.”




    At the door, she turned back. “You putting him on this too?” she asked.




    Smith nod­ded.




    “Tell that turkey I said I’ll find out what it’s about be­fore he does.”


  




  

    CHAPTER FOUR




    Re­mo glared at Smith.




    “You want us to do what?”




    Chi­un said, “He just told you he wants us to guard the Lip­pin­cott fam­ily.”




    “I heard him,” Re­mo growled.




    “Then why did you ask him to re­peat him­self?”




    “Be­cause I want­ed him to say it again is all,” Re­mo said.




    “I see,” Chi­un said. “That makes it all clear.” He rolled his eyes up­ward in his head and

    turned to­ward the win­dow in the four­teenth floor suite in the Mead­ow­lands Hilton. Across

    the nar­row strip of the Hack­en­sack Riv­er and a buffer zone of New Jer­sey mead­ow­lands, he

    could see dark­ened Gi­ants Sta­di­um where oth­er teams came in and did foot­ball to the

    Gi­ants. Next to it was the bright­ly-​light­ed Mead­ow­lands race­track, its lights glow­ing

    in the dim fog­gy night like the ra­di­um smear in Madame Curie’s saucer.




    “Why?” Re­mo asked Smith. “If the Lip­pin­cotts need guard­ing, they got enough mon­ey to

    hire the Pinker­tons. All the Pinker­tons. Throw in the FBI too, for good mea­sure.”




    Smith shook his head. He was used to these com­plaints. “We don’t know that, Re­mo,” he

    said.




    “Why not?”




    “Be­cause we don’t know who is be­hind this at­tempt to kill the Lip­pin­cotts. If there is

    one.”




    “You bet­ter start at the top,” Re­mo said. “You’re con­fus­ing me more than you usu­al­ly

    do.” “I find it per­fect­ly clear,” Chi­un said. Smith said, “One of the Lip­pin­cotts dove out

    a win­dow in Tokyo. No­body knows it but he was there on a spe­cial trade mis­sion for the

    Pres­ident. The Pres­ident got word that some­one was go­ing to kill all the Lip­pin­cotts,

    us­ing an­imals some­how. We don’t know what that was about.” “You know a lot,” Re­mo said.

    Smith con­tin­ued. “It’s just pos­si­ble that a for­eign gov­ern­ment may be try­ing to do in

    the Lip­pin­cott fam­ily so they can’t per­form this spe­cial mis­sion for the Pres­ident. We

    don’t know but we can’t take chances. That’s why we need you.”




    “What’s this big spe­cial mis­sion the Lip­pin­cotts were on?” Re­mo asked.




    “It has to do with cur­ren­cy and the dol­lar abroad,” Smith said.




    “No more,” Re­mo said. “I hate eco­nomics.” ‘ “I find it very in­ter­est­ing,” said Chi­un,

    turn­ing back to the room. “You may tell me.”




    “You would find it in­ter­est­ing,” Re­mo said. Smith nod­ded and be­gan ex­plain­ing to

    Chi­un about the de­clin­ing val­ue of the dol­lar and how it raised the prices Amer­icans paid

    for im­ports and how these high­er prices brought about high­er prices on Amer­ican goods.

    These high­er prices brought about high­er wages, with no in­crease in pro­duc­tiv­ity, and

    this caused in­fla­tion and in­fla­tion, through a series of steps, caused job­less­ness and

    job­less­ness threat­ened to cause de­pres­sion.




    As he spoke, Re­mo sat down on the edge of the couch and with his hands, spun the cylin­der

    of an imag­inary re­volver, opened it, in­sert­ed an imag­inary bul­let, closed the cylin­der,

    spun it again, put the imag­inary gun to his head, cocked the ham­mer and squeezed the

    trig­ger, blow­ing his imag­inary brains out. His head slumped off to one side. Smith stared at

    him.




    Chi­un said to Smith, “Ig­nore him. He was not al­lowed out­side for re­cess to­day.”




    Re­mo sat there, his head lolling to one side like a dead man, un­til Smith had

    fin­ished.




    “I see,” said Chi­un. “We will guard the Lip­pin­cotts be­cause this is very im­por­tant.”

    Re­mo sat up­right. “We will, huh? Who says so?” “Ru­by Gon­za­lez said you’d be glad to take

    the as­sign­ment,” Smith said.




    “Well, Ru­by’s play­ing with a half a deck,” Re­mo said. “I’m not afraid of her any­more.”

    He reached in­to his pock­et and brought out two lit­tle cones of soft sur­gi­cal rub­ber. “See

    these? Earplugs. The next time I see her, I’m just go­ing to slip them in and she can yell all

    she wants for all I care and it won’t do her any good. Where is Ru­by any­way?”




    “She’s work­ing on this same case,” Smith said. “She’s try­ing to track down the per­son who

    wrote that let­ter to the Pres­ident about the Lip­pin­cotts.” “But where?” asked Re­mo.




    “In New York,” Smith said. He waved in the gen­er­al di­rec­tion of New York City, on­ly

    four miles away from the ho­tel where they sat.




    Re­mo opened a side win­dow and stuck his head out.




    “Ru­by,” he shout­ed hi­to the night. “I’m not afraid of you any­more.”




    He cocked his head, as if lis­ten­ing, then came back in­to the room.




    “She said she didn’t find out any­thing yet.”




    “I didn’t hear any­thing,” Smith said.




    “It’s on­ly four miles,” Re­mo said. “Ru­by’s whis­per can car­ry four miles.”




    “But she is a nice la­dy,” Chi­un said. “She will give you won­der­ful chil­dren.”




    “Not on your life, Chi­un,” said Re­mo.




    “That’s true,” Chi­un said. He con­fid­ed to Smith in a stage whis­per, “Ru­by will not have

    him. She has told me many times ¿at she con­sid­ers Re­mo too ug­ly to fa­ther her child.”




    “Yeah?” said Re­mo.




    “Ru­by said some­thing else,” said Smith. “Let me get this just right. She said to tell the

    turkey that she would find out what this is all about be­fore he did.”




    “She did, huh?” de­mand­ed Re­mo. Smith nod­ded. “Elmer Lip­pin­cott Sr. is at his es­tate

    in White Plains. He is ex­pect­ing you. He has been told that you are con­sul­tants with the

    gov­ern­ment and are set­ting up new se­cu­ri­ty pro­ce­dures for the fam­ily. And if you keep

    in touch, I’ll let you know what Ru­by finds out.”




    “We won’t need that,” Re­mo said. “We’ll have this cleaned up be­fore she finds a place to

    park her car.”




    Af­ter Smith had left, Re­mo said to Chi­un “I still think it’s stupid, Lit­tle Fa­ther.

    Guard­ing the Lip­piacotts. We’re not body­guards. Let them hire their own.”




    “You’re ab­so­lute­ly right,” Chi­un said.




    “Wait a minute. Wait a minute. Say that again,” Re­mo said.




    “You’re ab­so­lute­ly right. Why say it again?”




    “I want­ed to sa­vor it,” said Re­mo. “If I’m ab­so­lute­ly right, why are we do­ing

    this?”




    “It’s very sim­ple,” Chi­un said. “You heard Em­per­or Smith. If we do this, it will save

    Amer­ica a lot of dol­lars. It seems on­ly cor­rect that if we save Amer­ica many dol­lars,

    some of them should come to us.”




    “That’s not what Smith meant when he was talk­ing about sav­ing the dol­lar,” Re­mo

    said.




    “It’s not?” asked Chi­un.




    “No.”




    “Oh, the du­plic­ity of the man,” said Chi­un. “Re­mo, through the course of his­to­ry, the

    House of Sinan­ju has worked for many em­per­ors, but this is the on­ly one who nev­er says

    what he means, and al­ways means some­thing dif­fer­ent from what he says.”




    “You’re right,” said Re­mo. “But we’re go­ing to do it any­way.”




    “Why?”




    “To teach Ru­by a les­son,” Re­mo said. He went back to the open win­dow and leaned out.




    “Ru­by,” he shout­ed. “You hear me? We’re com­ing.”




    A voice from six sto­ries down an­swered back. “Hey, fel­la, shut up. We got a game this

    week.” It was a deep Texas voice.




    “Get lost,” Re­mo said.




    “What’s that, feUa? What’s that?”




    “Are you as deaf as you are dumb?” Re­mo asked. “I said, get lost.”




    “What room you in, fel­la?”




    “And your cheer­lead­ers are ug­ly,” Re­mo said.




    “What room?” the man” shout­ed.




    “Room four­teen-​twen­ty-​two. Bring your friends,” Re­mo said.




    And so it was that the stage was set for the foot­ball Gi­ants to win their first game of

    the year when the en­tire start­ing de­fen­sive team of the Dal­las Cow­boys came down with a

    se­ri­ous ill­ness two days be­fore the game. The ton-​and-​a-​half of play­ers de­cid­ed to

    tell the coach they were sick, rather than try to get him to be­lieve the truth, which was that

    they ac­cost­ed an an­cient Ori­en­tal and a skin­ny white man in the four­teenth floor

    hall­way of the Mead­ow­lands Hilton, and were tossed around the hall­way like bowl­ing pins.

    The Gi­ants, giv­en the priv­ilege of play­ing against Dal­las’s de­fen­sive sec­ond string,

    ran wild, man­aged to score nine points on three field goals and won 9-8, sur­ren­der­ing the

    eight points when their own quar­ter­backs were tack­led four times in the Gi­ant’s end zone

    while try­ing off-​tack­le plays on third and twen­ty.




    Re­mo and Chi­un did not see the game. They were in New York.


  




  

    CHAPTER FIVE




    Elmer Lip­pin­cott Sr. slid qui­et­ly out of his gi­ant king-​sized bed, mov­ing slow­ly so

    he would not wake his wife Glo­ria who slept next to him. Lip­pin­cott was eighty years old, a

    tall spare man with a face that had been weath­ered and hard­ened by an ear­ly life spent in

    the search for oil in the deserts of the world, in Texas, Iran, and Sau­di Ara­bia, and in the

    steam­ing jun­gles of South Amer­ica.




    He moved with a smooth vig­or that be­lied his years. His face was per­pet­ual­ly rud­dy and

    his hair a shock of thick white wool. If his blue eyes had had more twin­kle, he might have

    looked like an Irish sa­loon keep­er who had gone on the wag­on twen­ty years ear­li­er. But

    Elmer Lip­pin­cott’s eyes were flint hard and pierc­ing. They soft­ened now, how­ev­er, as he

    stood next to the bed and looked down at his wife who slept on undis­turbed. Glo­ria

    Lip­pin­cott was a young blonde wom­an, in her mid-​twen­ties, and her skin was as soft and

    creamy as Lip­pin­cott’s was tough and leath­ery.




    Her long blonde hair dis­played it­self around her head on the pil­low like a gold­en frame,

    and the old man’s heart skipped a lit­tle as it al­ways did when he ab­sorbed her beau­ty when

    she was not watch­ing. Helooked at the blonde hair, the per­fect com­plex­ion, the long

    line of her throat, the faint swell be­low the col­lar­bone. He let his eyes trail down her

    body and he smiled as he saw the large round­ed mound of her stom­ach un­der the blue satín

    sheet. Her bel­ly was big and ripe with his ba­by. Six months preg­nant and, God, she was

    beau­ti­ful.




    He touched her bel­ly once, gen­tly, let­ting his hand linger for a few sec­onds but there

    was no an­swer­ing kick from in­side, and dis­ap­point­ed he with­drew his hand. Then he walked

    qui­et­ly from the bed­room in­to the large dress­ing room ad­join­ing it.




    He spurned a valet.




    “I dressed my­self all my life. Just be­cause I found some oil don’t mean I for­got how to

    but­ton my own but­tons,” he had once told an in­ter­view­er.




    He glanced at his watch. It was ex­act­ly 6:30 A.M.




    He passed through the kitchen on his way to his down­stairs of­fice. Ger­tie, who had come

    to Mm as a young wom­an and was now in her six­ties, stood be­fore a fry­ing pan at the range,

    and he slapped her roub­st­ly on the butt.




    “Morn­ing, Gert,” he said loud­ly.




    “Morn­ing, the First,” she said with­out turn­ing. “Your juice is on the tray. So’s your

    cof­fee.”




    “Where’s my eggs?”




    “Hold your hors­es, they’re com­ing.” She flipped the eggs hard enough to break the yolks

    and while they cooked dry, she pulled two slices of toast from the toast­er and spread them

    with corn oil mar­garine.




    “It’s a great day, Ger­tie,” said Lip­pin­cott as he drained his six ounces of or­ange juice

    in one long gulp.




    “You ough­ta be ashamed of your­self. Lern bare­ly in his grave and you say it’s a great

    day.”




    Lip­pin­cott was chas­tened. “All right,” he said, “so it’s not a great day for him. But

    we’re alive and that’s a great day. My wife is hav­ing my ba­by and that’s a great day. And

    you’re cook­ing me the finest pair of over dry eggs the world has ev­er seen and how could that

    make any­thing but a great day? A lit­tle sad­ness should nev­er ru­in a great day.”




    “Missie Mary’d be spin­ning in her grave, she hear you car­ry­ing on that way, with Lem

    dead,” said Ger­tie, dis­ap­prov­ing­ly, as she scooped the eggs from the skil­let and slid

    them on­to a plate, along with three sausage pat­ties she had fried in a sep­arate pan.




    “Yes, she prob­ably would,” Lip­pin­cott said, think­ing for a long dis­taste­ful mo­ment of

    Mary, the stern au­to­crat­ic wom­an who had been his wife for thir­ty years and who had

    moth­ered the three sons who bore the Lip­pin­cott name. “But there are a lot of things that’d

    make her spin in her garve,” he said.




    He scooped up his plat­ter of eggs and pat­ted Ger­tie on the butt again. He re­fused to

    lose his good mood. Bal­anc­ing his cof­fee cup and plate in one hand, he walked from the

    kitchen, down the long hall­way of the big old man­sion and in­to his oak-​pan­elled of­fice at

    the far end of the build­ing.




    Even though the fam­ily for­tune was now mea­sured in eleven dig­its, life­time habits

    aren’t eas­ily bro­ken and Lip­pin­cott still ate like a man who was afraid of the prospect

    that he might have to share his food with some­one else. So he dis­posed of break­fast as

    quick­ly as pos­si­ble, then put the plate aside, sipped on the cof­fee and be­gan read­ing

    re­ports that were stacked neat­ly by his desk.




    Lern was dead. He had been en­trust­ed with the over­seas deal to open up trad­ing routes

    with Red Chi­na to help the dol­lar, but now he was dead.




    He shouldn’t have died, Lip­pin­cott thought. That wasn’t the plan.




    At 9 A.M., he had his first ap­point­ment of the day and as he peeled off his jack­et and

    rolled up his sleeve, Elmer Lip­pin­cott Sr. re­peat­ed that to his vis­itor.




    “It wasn’t the plan that Lern should die,” he said. Dr. Ele­na Glad­stone nod­ded as she

    pre­pared a hy­po­der­mic sy­ringe.




    “It was an un­for­tu­nate ac­ci­dent,” she said. “That hap­pens some­times when you’re

    deal­ing with ex­per­imen­tal medicine.”




    Dr. Glad­stone wore a tai­lored tweed suit and a rust blouse that was open four but­tons

    down from the neck. She car­ried a well-​worn leather doc­tor’s bag and from it she ex­tract­ed

    a rub­ber-​capped vial of a clear liq­uid.




    “Per­haps we should halt ev­ery­thing?” she said. “I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe.” “It’s

    all right,” Dr. Glad­stone said. “You can for­give and for­get, no one will ev­er know.”




    “No, dammit,” Lip­pin­cott growled. “I’ll know. You just be more care­ful.”




    Dr. Glad­stone nod­ded. Lip­pin­cott ex­tend­ed his arm to­ward her even as she was

    with­draw­ing the.vial from her doc­tor’s bag.




    She smiled at him. Her white teeth looked like pearls against her light­ly-​tanned skin and

    her bright red hair. “Not so anx­ious,” she said. “I have to fill the sy­ringe first. I gath­er

    ev­ery­thing is go­ing along well.”




    Lip­pin­cott nod­ded. “My wife’s fine and your as­so­ciate, Dr. Beers, stays here all the

    time now to take care of her. It couldn’t be bet­ter.”




    “And you?” she asked.




    He reached mock­ing­ly for her breast. She leaned back and his hand closed on emp­ty

    air.




    “Ele­na,” he said. “I’m randy as a bil­ly goat.”




    “Not bad for a man your age,” she said. She had filled the hy­po­der­mic with the clear

    liq­uid from the vial.




    “Not bad?” he said. “Good. Good for a man any age.”




    She took his left arm, and wiped the in­side of his el­bow with a cot­ton pad sat­urat­ed in

    al­co­hol. As she in­sert­ed the tip of the nee­dle, she said:




    “Well, just re­mem­ber, be­fore you go spread­ing the joy around to ev­ery nu­bile wom­an in

    your em­ploy, you’re not shoot­ing blanks any­more. Be care­ful or you’ll have more

    Lip­pin­cotts run­ning around than you know what to do with.”




    “Just one,” he said. “Just one will be fine.”




    He smiled as the nee­dle punc­tured his skin and he could imag­ine a glow of health and

    well-​be­ing as the clear liq­uid was in­ject­ed in­to his veins.




    Dr. Ele­na Glad­stone in­ject­ed the flu­id slow­ly, pulled the plunger back out to di­lute

    the flu­id with Lip­pin­cott’s blood, then slow­ly in­ject­ed the mix­ture back in­to his

    arm.




    “There you are,” she said as she with­drew the nee­dle. “Good for an­oth­er two weeks.”




    “You know, I just may out­live you,” Lip­pin­cott said to the wom­an. He rolled down his

    sleeve, but­toned his cuff and put his jack­et back on.




    “Maybe,” she said.




    He care­ful­ly but­toned all three but­tons of his jack­et. Ele­na Glad­stone had nice

    breasts, he de­cid­ed. Fun­ny, he hadn’t no­ticed be­fore. And the swell of her hip and the

    long line of her thigh were some­thing, well, they were some­thing he could do some­thing

    about. With­out at­tempt­ing to ap­pear ca­su­al, he walked to his of­fice door and locked it,

    once with the but­ton lock, and twice by turn­ing the key.




    When he turned back, Dr. Glad­stone was smil­ing at him and she had a wide love­ly mouth of

    beau­ti­ful teeth and a warm smile, and a man could do some­thing with a smile like that and

    she seemed to sense it. She knew what he was think­ing be­cause she be­gan to open her rust

    col­ored blouse, but be­fore she could, Elmer Lip­pin­cott Sr. sped his eighty-​year-​old body

    across the room to her, lift­ed her rough­ly in his strong arms, and car­ried her to the blue

    suede leather couch in his of­fice.




    Up­stairs in Elmer Lip­pin­cott’s bed­room, his wife Glo­ria stirred. She stretched

    lan­guid­ly in her sleep, then slow­ly opened her eyes. She turned to her right, saw that her

    hus­band was not in bed, then checked the clock on the small mar­ble ta­ble near her bed. She

    smiled and reached out her hand for a but­ton on the ta­ble and pressed it.




    Twen­ty sec­onds lat­er, a tall dark-​haired man with light green eyes en­tered the bed­room

    through a side door. He was wear­ing a tee shirt and blue slacks.




    Glo­ria Lip­pin­cott looked at him with ex­pec­ta­tion.




    “Lock the doors,” she said.




    He locked all the bed­room doors, and turned back to her.




    “I want an ex­am­ina­tion, Doc­tor,” she said.




    “That’s why I’m here,” said Dr. Jesse Beers with a broad smile.




    “An in­ter­nal,” Glo­ria Lip­pin­cott said.




    He nod­ded again.




    “As I said. That’s why I’m here.” As he walked to­ward her, he be­gan open­ing his

    trousers.




    Back down­stairs, Elmer Lip­pin­cott zipped up his trousers and put his jack­et back on.




    “So that’s how young you feel,” Dr. Ele­na Glad­stone said. “Mm­mm­mmimn.”




    “Ex­act­ly,” he said. “And I owe it all to clean liv­ing, good di­et and . . .”




    “And a healthy dose of erot­ic juices from the Life­line Lab­ora­to­ry,” the red­head said.

    She stood up from the blue couch and smoothed her skirt around her hips.




    “I give my mon­ey away to ev­ery dip­shit cause that any­body asks me to do­nate to,”

    Lip­pin­cott said. “Your lab’s the first one that ev­er did me any good.”




    “Our plea­sure,” she said.




    The in­ter­com buzzer rang on the phone on Lip­pin­cott’s desk, and he walked quick­ly over

    to the re­ceiv­er.




    “Yes,” he said.




    “I’m think­ing of you, dear,” said Glo­ria Lip­pin­cott.




    “And me of you,” said Lip­pin­cott. “How do you




    feel?”




    “Fine,” his wife said. She gig­gled slight­ly.




    “What’s so fun­ny?” Lip­pin­cott asked.




    “Dr. Beers. He’s giv­ing me an ex­am­ina­tion.”




    “Is ev­ery­thing all right?”




    “Oh, it’s fine. Just fine,” Glo­ria said.




    “Swell,” said Lip­pin­cott. “You be sure to do just what the doc­tor tells you.”




    “You can count on that,” said Glo­ria. “Any­thing he says, I’ll do.”




    “Good, and I’ll see you in a lit­tle while for lunch.”




    “Bye, bye,” Glo­ria said as she hung up.




    Lip­pin­cott re­turned the phone to the desk.




    “That Dr. Beers is a good fel­la,” he told Ele­na Glad­stone. “Al­ways on the job.”




    “That’s what we’re paid for,” Ele­na said, look­ing away from the old man with a smile. She

    fin­ished but­ton­ing her blouse.




    There were guards at the be­gin­ning of the long pri­vate drive that led to Lip­pin­cott’s

    sprawl­ing West-​chester es­tate and there were more guards at the big iron gates set in­to the

    twelve-​foot high stone walls that bor­dered the grounds.




    When they got close to the house, there were more guards prowl­ing the perime­ter of the

    main build­ing, and in­side the front door, there were two more guards.




    One called by tele­phone to Elmer Lip­pin­cott’s of­fice and was told that Re­mo and Chi­un

    were al­lowed to pass. The guard es­cort­ed them down the hall­way, lined with orig­inal

    Pi­cas­sos, Miros, and Seu­rats, with an oc­ca­sion­al Cre­mone­si minia­ture gouache

    in­sert­ed for bal­ance.




    “These are ug­ly pic­tures,” Chi­un said.




    “They’re price­less works of art,” the guard said.




    Chi­un tossed Re­mo a glance that said clear­ly that, at best, the guard was a per­son of no

    taste and dis­cern­ment, and, at worst, might even be in­sane and there­fore should be watched

    out for.




    “They’re fine,” Re­mo said. “Es­pe­cial­ly if you like peo­ple with three noses.”




    “In my vil­lage, we had a painter,” Chi­un said. “Oh, could he paint. When he paint­ed a

    pic­ture of a wave, it looked just like a wave. And when he paint­ed a pic­ture of a tree, it

    looked just like the tree. That is art. He got much bet­ter when I con­vinced him to stop

    wast­ing his time paint­ing pic­tures of waves and trees and to do im­por­tant sub­jects.”




    “How many paint­ings did he do of you, Chi­un?”




    Re­mo asked.




    “Nine­ty-​sev­en,” said Chi­un. “But who counts?




    Would you like one?”




    “No,” said Re­mo.




    “Per­haps this Mr. Lip­pin­cott will want to buy them. What did he pay for this junk?” He

    looked to




    the guard.




    “That Pi­cas­so there cost four hun­dred fifty thou­sand dol­lars,” the guard said.




    “I do not ap­pre­ci­ate your hu­mor,” Chi­un said.




    “Four hun­dred and fifty thou,” the guard said. “That’s what it cost.”




    “Is this true, Re­mo?”




    “Prob­ably.”




    “For a pic­ture of some­one with a head like a pyra­mid?” said Chi­un.




    Re­mo shrugged.




    “What should I of­fer my paint­ings to this Mr. Lip­pin­cott for, Re­mo?” asked Chi­un. “He

    whis­pered. “Be­cause to tell the truth, I am run­ning out of space for them.”




    “Try to get a hun­dred dol­lars for the lot,” Re­mo




    said.




    “That is in­sane,” said Chi­un.




    “Sure it is, but you know how these rich folks throw their mon­ey around,” said Re­mo.




    Elmer Lip­pin­cott was es­cort­ing Dr. Ele­na Glad­stone to his of­fice door, when the

    door­bell rang. “This’11 be the two se­cu­ri­ty men from the gov­ern­ment. I’ll han­dle it.” He

    leaned close to her ear, “And re­mem­ber, you be care­ful.” “I un­der­stand,” she said. “Fine.”

    He opened the door for her. Ele­na Glad­stone stepped out in­to the hall. Her eyes met Re­mo’s.

    His eyes were as dark as mid­night caves and, in­vol­un­tar­ily, she sipped in a puff of breath

    through open lips. She brushed up against him as she walked by and the smell of her hy­acinth

    per­fume filled his sens­es. She looked away and walked down the hall.




    “Come on in,” Lip­pin­cott told his vis­itors. Re­mo was look­ing down the hall­way af­ter

    Ele­na Glad­stone. As she turned to­ward the front door, she glanced back at him and when she

    saw him watch­ing her, she seemed em­bar­rassed and turned her head res­olute­ly away be­fore

    walk­ing off.




    Re­mo fol­lowed Chi­un in­to the of­fice. The smell of the hy­acinth per­fume was still in

    his nos­trils. “Nice look­ing la­dy,” he told Lip­pin­cott. “She smells like a brew­ery,”

    Chi­un said. “My per­son­al physi­cian,” Lip­pin­cott said. He nod­ded to the guard to re­turn

    to his sta­tion and closed the of­fice door.




    “You haven’t been sick, have you?” asked Re­mo. “No,” Lip­pin­cott said with a small

    chuck­le. “Just my reg­ular check­up. Sit down. What can I do for you?”




    “There are nine­ty-​sev­en paint­ings for sale,” Chi­un said. “All beau­ti­ful

    rep­re­sen­ta­tions of the vis­age of the kind­est, gen­tlest, most no­ble . . .”




    “Chi­un,” in­ter­rupt­ed Re­mo sharply. He lounged in the blue suede so­fa, fac­ing

    Lip­pin­cott’s desk. The so­fa seemed per­me­at­ed with the scent of the per­fume. Chi­un stood

    by one of the win­dows of the room, look­ing at Lip­pin­cott, who sat smooth­ly be­hind his

    desk. Re­mo asked:




    “You know who we are?”




    “I know that you’ve been sent here by peo­ple in very high places to see to our se­cu­ri­ty.

    I don’t know why. I don’t know any­thing about it. I’ve bean asked to co­op­er­ate with you,

    even though we’ve been do­ing a pret­ty good job of pro­tect­ing our­selves for as long as I’ve

    been alive.”




    “And your son who prac­ticed swan div­ing in­to the street? Could he pro­tect him­self,

    too?” asked Re­mo.




    Lippm­cott’s face red­dened and his big hands clenched in­to tight fists.




    “Lern was sick,” he said. “He just cracked un­der the strain.”




    “Some peo­ple in Wash­ing­ton think maybe he was helped to crack,” Re­mo said.




    “Not a chance,” said Lip­pin­cott.




    “Enough triv­ia,” said Chi­un. “About those paint­ings . . .”




    “Please, Chi­un,” said Re­mo. “Not now.”




    Chi­un fold­ed his arms and his hands dis­ap­peared in­to the open flow­ing sleeves of his

    blue ki­mono. He gazed im­pas­sive­ly at the ceil­ing. ¦




    “Who’s tak­ing over the Japanese deal?” Re­mo asked.




    “My son, Ran­dall. The deal’s just got to be tied up.”




    “Then he’s the one we’ve got to watch,” Re­mo said. “Where do we find him?”




    “He lives in New York City,” Lip­pin­cott said. He men­tioned an ad­dress in the east

    six­ties. “I’ll tell him you’re com­ing.”




    “Please do that,” Re­mo said. He stood up. “Are you ready, Lit­tle Fa­ther?” “Am I al­lowed

    not to talk about these price­less art­works that have been in my fam­ily for ten or eleven

    years?” asked Chi­un.




    “What art works?” Lip­pin­cott said. “Paint­ings of the most no­ble, most gen­tle, most . .

    .”




    “Nev­er mind,” Re­mo told Lip­pin­cott. “You wouldn’t like them.”




    He nod­ded to Chi­un to fol­low him and walked to the door. He stopped and looked back at

    Lip­pin­cott.




    “Your son, Lem,” Re­mo said. “Yes?”




    “Did he have any pets?”




    “Pets?” Lip­pin­cott thought a mo­ment. “No. Why?” “No con­tact with an­imals?” asked Re­mo.

    Lip­pin­cott shrugged. “Not that I know of. Why?” “I don’t know,” Re­mo said. “Some­thing about

    an­imals maybe in­volved in his death.”




    “That might make sense to you,” said Lip­pin­cott, “but it doesn’t make any to me.”




    “Me nei­ther,” Re­mo agreed. “We’ll see you.” He pre­ced­ed Chi­un in­to the hall­way and

    walked to­ward the front door. At the top of the broad nightof steps lead­ing to­ward the

    sec­ond floor, they saw a tall blonde wom­an wear­ing a white satin dress­ing gown, her

    stom­ach swelled with the child she was bear­ing. She smiled down at them, be­fore walk­ing




    away.




    “There is some­thing I do not un­der­stand,” Chi­un




    said.




    “What’s that?” asked Re­mo.




    “I do not un­der­stand how there come to be so many Amer­icans.”




    “What?” asked Re­mo.




    “That is the first wom­en with child I have seen in this coun­try in more than a year.”




    Re­mo wasn’t lis­ten­ing. At the front door, he asked the guard:




    “Who’s the blonde?”




    “Mrs. Lip­pin­cott.”




    “What Mrs. Lip­pin­cott?”




    “Mrs. Elmer Lip­pin­cott Sr.”




    Re­mo winked to the guard. “No won­der the old man keeps look­ing so fit.”




    The guard nod­ded. “You bet­ter be­lieve it.”




    Be­hind his locked of­fice door, Elmer Lip­pin­cott was di­rect­ing the mo­bile op­er­ator

    to con­tact the car of Ele­na Glad­stone.




    When she came on the air, he said “Those two men. They want­ed to know some­thing about

    an­imals.”




    “I see,” said Ele­na Glad­stone af­ter a pause.




    “Per­haps things should cool down for a while.”




    “Leave it with me,” she said. She re­placed the re­ceiv­er in the con­sole of her sil­ver

    Jaguar XJ-12. Inher mind’s eye, she saw the two men out­side Lip­pin-​cott’s of­fice. The

    old Ori­en­tal and the young Amer­ican with the pierc­ing eyes and the smooth move­ments of an

    ath­lete. No, it wasn’t an ath­lete. The move­ments didn’t look so much like pow­er as they did

    like grace. Per­haps, like a bal­let dancer. She hoped she saw them again. Es­pe­cial­ly

    the-​young one. She parked her car in the pub­lic garage next to the Life­line Lab­ora­to­ry,

    walked in­to her build­ing and went straight to her pri­vate of­fice. She made two tele­phone

    calls. On the first, she quick­ly re­count­ed that two gov­ern­ment agents were in­ter­est­ed.

    “I think the old man’s get­ting cold feet,” she said. “About Ran­dall.” She got a two-​word

    re­ply. “Kill him.”




    “But the old man?” she said. “I’ll take care of him.” She nod­ded as the phone clicked in

    her ear. Her next tele­phone call was to the head­quar­ters of the Lip­pin­cott Na­tion­al

    Bank, in­to the pri­vate of­fice of Ran­dall Lip­pin­cott.




    “Ran­dall,” she said, “this is Dr. Glad­stone.” “Hel­lo, Ele­na. What can I do for you? You

    need a cou­ple of mill?”




    “Thanks but no thanks. It’s time for your check­up. I’ve man­aged to squir­rel an hour away

    right af­ter lunch.”




    “Sor­ry. I can’t make it. My sched­ule’s full up.” “Mr. Lip­pin­cott told me to call you,”

    she said. “You know how he is.”




    Ran­dall Lip­pin­cott sighed. “He makes me crazy with all this non­sense,” he said.

    “Check­ups, vi­ta­minshots, tests. Why can’t I be a nor­mal walk­ing wreck just like

    ev­ery­body else?”




    “I’m sor­ry, dear,” said Dr. Glad­stone. “You’ll have to take that up with him. One

    o’clock?”




    “I’ll be there.”


  




  

    CHAPTER SIX




    Ru­by Gon­za­lez choked back her dis­gust as she looked down filth-​lit­tered East Sev­enth

    Street. Za­ck Mead­ows’s last ad­dress was in a fourth-​floor walkup, a half-​block east of the

    Bow­ery, a street so sod­den and de­gen­er­ate that it had lent its once-​proud Dutch name to a

    way of life, as in “Bow­ery bum.”




    She walked down the block to­ward Mead­ows’s build­ing, which was jammed neat­ly in be­tween

    a store that sold hand­made leather purs­es and belts and had gone out of busi­ness,

    ap­par­ent­ly fail­ing to re­al­ize that the belts that were im­por­tant in the Bow­ery weren’t

    made of leather, and a cheese store, which did bet­ter than the belt shop be­cause it al­so

    sold wine.




    The lit­ter in front of Mead­ows’s build­ing was so thick and res­olute, it looked as if it

    had been brewed and boiled to a uni­form con­sis­ten­cy and then spray-​paint­ed on the

    side­walk.




    In this sec­tion of town, the news from up­town about peo­ple be­ing re­quired to clean up

    af­ter their dogs hadn’t yet ar­rived, be­cause the side­walk and the gut­ter and the street

    were fes­tooned with dog re­minders.




    Ru­by picked her way neat­ly through the piles andwalked up the cracked con­crete

    steps of the build­ing. She had been in New York of­ten enough to know that door­bells in

    places like this nev­er worked, so she looked for the su­per­in­ten­dent’s apart­ment num­ber,

    which was writ­ten on the wall with a mag­ic mark­er, then slipped the in­side lock with a

    cred­it card from a Wis­con­sin cheese-​by-​mail shop.




    The sign out­side the apart­ment door said “Mr. Ar-​ma­duc­ci.” Ru­by rang the

    su­per­in­ten­dent’s bell. She had been pre­pared to charm the su­per when he ap­peared, but a

    look at the hulk wear­ing a strapped un­der­shirt with hair on the tops of his shoul­ders was

    too much, even for Ru­by’s well-​de­fined sense of du­ty.




    He growled at her, “Wotcha want?” and she fished in her pock­et­book and came up with a

    lam­inat­ed card that iden­ti­fied her as a mem­ber of the Fed­er­al Bu­reau of

    In­ves­ti­ga­tion.




    He fin­gered the card with grease-​stained fin­gers and she made a men­tal note to throw it

    away as soon as she got back out­side.




    “I want to see the Mead­ows apart­ment,” she said. “Yeah?” he said in the clever pa­tois

    that all New York­ers learn, as a con­se­quence of their school sys­tem be­ing the most

    ex­pen­sive to op­er­ate in the Unit­ed States.




    “Gee, you got it. First time too,” Ru­by said. “You got a war­rant?” Mr. Ar­ma­duc­ci said.

    That was the sec­ond thing New York­ers learned to say. It gave them their world-​wide

    rep­uta­tion for so­phis­ti­ca­tion.




    “Do I need one?” Ru­by asked. “You got no war­rant, you don’t get to see nuthin"




    “If I have to go get a war­rant, I won’t come back alone,” Ru­by said.




    “No?”




    “I’ll bring back half the health de­part­ment,” she said.




    “Big deal. Wha they gonna do, fine the land­lord? How the hell they fine him, I can’t even

    find him.”




    “Fine the land­lord, hell,” Ru­by said. “They take one look at this dump and they’ll drag

    you out in­to the street and shoot you. Bang, bang.”




    “Very fun­ny.”




    “Keys to the Mead­ows apart­ment.”




    “You wait here. I see I find dem.”




    It took five min­utes for Mr. Ar­ma­duc­ci to find the keys. From the looks of them, it was

    ap­par­ent that he had been keep­ing them hid­den in a pot of boil­ing chick­en grease on his

    stove.




    “You see dat Mead­ows,” the su­per­in­ten­dent said, “you tell him I tron him out, he tree

    weeks be­hind da rent.”




    “And places like this aren’t easy to find, ei­ther,” Ru­by said.




    “Dat’s right,” the su­per­in­ten­dent said. He scratched that six­ty per­cent of his

    stom­ach that did not fit be­neath his un­der­shirt and he belched. Ru­by walked away be­fore

    he re­lieved him­self in the hall which, judg­ing from the smell, seemed to be the habit of the

    build­ing’s oc­cu­pants.




    “Which is his?” she asked.




    “Tade flaw leff,” the su­per­in­ten­dent said.




    As she walked up the creak­ing steps, Ru­by won­dered if there were per­haps a spe­cial

    sub­species of hu­man who be­came New York City apart­ment su­per­in­ten­dents. Sure­ly, the

    pre­pon­der­ance amongthem of Mr. Art­na­duc­cis could not be ex­plained away by the laws

    of prob­abil­ity.




    Not the build­ing or the hall­way or the su­per­in­ten­dent had pre­pared Ru­by for the

    in­side of Za­ck Mead­ows’s apart­ment. It looked as if it had been used for the last ten years

    as a stag­ing area for an army laun­dry. Clothes, all of them dirty, lit­tered ev­ery cor­ner

    of the two small rooms. The sink was filled with a life­time sup­ply of plas­tic plates and

    sty­ro-​foam cups. She sighed and thought to her­self that white folks sure lived fun­ny.




    But the apart­ment would be easy to search. She mere­ly had to drag her feet to turn over

    all the junk that was on the floor and the on­ly two places where any­thing of val­ue might

    have been hid­den were a green enam­el bed­room dress­er and in a draw­er un­der the sink.

    Ru­by did not ex­act­ly know what she was look­ing for but there was noth­ing in ei­ther place

    that told any­thing about Za­ck Mead­ows ex­cept that he was a slob who didn’t own any clean

    clothes.




    Ru­by spent an hour kick­ing about the apart­ment, but she found noth­ing. No phone num­bers

    on the in­side of the three-​year-​old tele­phone book, no ad­dress­es of friends or

    rel­atives. Just one old pen­ny ar­cade pho­to­graph, pre­sum­ably of Za­ck Mead­ows. She

    thought he looked stupid. She found a pile of old rac­ing forms and skimmed them quick­ly. She

    no­ticed large x’s drawn through the past per­for­mance charts of cer­tain hors­es, as if they

    had au­to­mat­ical­ly been elim­inat­ed from con­tention. All the hors­es so treat­ed had

    jock­eys with Ital­ian-​sound­ing names. Ru­by was sure she had found her man. Fi­nal­ly, with

    a deep feel­ing of dis­gust, she turnedover the once-​white plas­tic garbage pail.

    Stuffed in­to the bot­tom of it, along with a few small pa­per bags, were a fist­ful of

    nap­kins print­ed in bleed­ing red ink “Man­ny’s Sand­wich Shop.” It gave an ad­dress around

    the cor­ner on the Bow­ery.




    Ru­by locked the door be­hind her and stopped at Mr. Ar­ma­duc­ci’s apart­ment to re­turn

    the keys.




    “Did Mead­ows ev­er have any vis­itors?” she asked.




    “Naaah, no­body come to see him.”




    “Thanks.” She gave him the keys, avoid­ing skin con­tact with his hand.




    “Hey,” he called af­ter her.




    Ru­by turned.




    “You did­den take nut­tin’ witcha, did­ja?”




    “God, I hope not,” Ru­by said.




    Man­ny’s Sand­wich Shop around the com­er was just what the neigh­bor­hood de­served and

    Man­ny, the own­er, seemed to have spent his life try­ing to live up to the qual­ity of the

    restau­rant.




    He knew Za­ck Mead­ows well.




    “Sure,” Man­ny told Ru­by. “He stops in here, two, three times a week. Likes my pas­tra­mi

    sand­wich­es.”




    “I bet they’re won­der­ful,” Ru­by said. “I’m look­ing for him. You seen him around

    re­cent­ly?”




    Man­ny shrugged. “Let me think. No, maybe a cou­ple weeks I ain’t seen him.”




    “You have any idea where he hangs out?” Ru­by asked. “Who his friends might be?”




    Man­ny shook his head. “I nev­er seen him with no­body. What you wan­na know for?” he asked

    sus­pi­cious­ly.




    Ru­by winked. “My boss sent me down. I’ve got some mon­ey for him.”




    “Mon­ey? For Mead­ows?” Man­ny wrin­kled his nose in dis­be­lief. “Yeah,” Ru­by said.




    “Who’s your boss?”




    “You’d know him if I said it,” Ru­by said. “Mead­ows did some work on the big man’s wife, if

    you know what I mean.” She looked at him with a wise face that Man­ny searched for a few

    mo­ments be­fore nod­ding.




    “Some­times he used to hang out at the Bow­ery Bar,” Man­ny said. “Maybe they seen him.

    Ernie there used to take Mead­ows’s ac­tion,” which meant, Ru­by knew, that Ernie was the

    de­tec­tive’s book­ie.




    Ernie was sit­ting in­side the door of the bar. He wore a blue pin-​striped suit, had

    pink-​tint­ed eye­glass­es, and a pinkie ring with a tiger’s eye stone that looked like a

    di­nosaur egg with a crack in it. He kept look­ing over his shoul­der at the street

    out­side.




    He made a pass at Ru­by, seemed re­lieved when she sloughed it off, and then seemed hap­py

    to talk about Za­ck Mead­ows.




    “A good dear friend,” Ernie said. “You can tell him that and tell him to come and vis­it me.

    He ain’t got noth­ing to be afraid of.”




    “I’m look­ing for him too,” Ru­by said.




    “He owe you mon­ey too?” asked Ernie.




    “No, but I’ve got some mon­ey for him.”




    Ernie looked up from his beer glass filled with red wine. “Yeah?” He seemed sud­den­ly

    in­ter­est­ed. “How much?”




    “I don’t ac­tu­al­ly have it on me. But it’s five hun­dred dol­lars,” Ru­by said. “I’ve got

    to bring him to my boss to get it.”




    “Five hun­dred, huh? That’s enough.”




    “Enough for what?” “For him to pay up.”




    “So you got any idea where I can find him?” Ru­by asked.




    “If I knew, I woul­da found him my­self,” said Ernie.




    “You know any­body who was his friend?” “Naaah, he got no friends.” Ernie sipped his wine.

    “Wait a minute. Up on Twen­ty-​sec­ond Street, there’s . . .” He paused. “You find him, you see

    that I get three hun­dred out of that five hun­dred?” “You got it,” Ru­by said. “When I find

    him, I’ll take him to my boss for the mon­ey, then I’ll per­son­al­ly drive him back here.”




    “All right. I guess I got­ta trust you. There’s this broad named Flossie. She hangs out on

    Twen­ty-​sec­ond be­tween Eighth and Ninth. In the sa­loons there. She used to be a hook­er.

    Maybe she still is. Mead­ows hangs around with her. I think he lives with her some­times.”

    “Flossie?”




    “Yeah. You see her, you know her. She’s like five hun­dred pounds. Watch out she don’t sit

    on you.”




    “Thanks, Ernie,” Ru­by said. “When I find him, I’ll bring him back here.”




    When Ru­by went out­side, a New York City tow truck op­er­ator was at­tach­ing a chain to

    the bumper of her white Lin­coln Con­ti­nen­tal.




    “Hey, hold on,” she yelled. “That’s my car.” The driv­er was a fat black man with a

    slicked-​down hair­do that made him look hike a 1930s open­ing act at the Cot­ton Club.




    “Il­le­gal­ly parked, hon­ey,” he said.




    “How? Where?” Ru­by said. “Where’s the sign?”




    “Down there.” The driv­er point­ed vague­ly down the block. When Ru­by strained her eyes,

    she was able to see some sort of sign on a util­ity pole.




    “What’s that sign got to do with up here?” she said.




    “I ain’t in charge of signs,” the driv­er said. “I just tow away the cars.” � “What’s this

    gonna cost me?” she asked.




    “Sev­en­ty five dol­lars. Twen­ty five for the tick­et. Fifty for the tow.”




    “Let’s try co­ex­ist­ing,” Ru­by said. “I’ll give you fifty now, and you let the car

    down.”




    The driv­er winked at her. “You give me eighty now and I’ll let you down.”




    “You know,” Ru­by said, “it ain’t just that you’re a turkey, you be greedy too.”




    “Nine­ty,” the driv­er said.




    “And you’re ug­ly, to boot,” Ru­by said.




    “Up to a hun­dred,” the driv­er said. He bent un­der Ru­by’s bumper to fas­ten the

    chain.




    Ru­by walked to the front of the tow truck. She let the air out of the front left tire, then

    out of the right front tire. The heavy truck set­tled down on­to its rims.




    The driv­er heard the hiss and came to the front of his truck, just as a cab was stop­ping

    to pick up Ru­by.




    “Hey, you,” the driv­er called. “What’m I gonna do now?”




    “Call a tow truck,” Ru­by said. “And then when I got your ass in front of the li­cense board

    next week, you bet­ter call you­self a lawyer.” She looked to the cab driv­er.

    “Twen­ty-​sec­ond Street,” she said.


  




  

    CHAPTER SEVEN




    Ran­dall Lip­pin­cott was whistling when he got back to his of­fice at 2:15 P.M., an act so

    ab­nor­mal that his two sec­re­taries looked at each oth­er in dis­be­lief.




    “The next thing you know, he’ll do a dance on the desk,” one of the sec­re­taries said.




    “Yeah, and I’ll be elect­ed the new Pope,” said Janie, the se­nior of the two sec­re­taries

    by six months.




    Be­ing elect­ed Pope might not have been as big a sur­prise for Janie as what hap­pened when

    she an­swered the buzzer and walked in­to Lip­pin­cott’s of­fice at 2:30.




    The banker had loos­ened his tie and opened his shirt col­lar. He was still whistling.




    “Are you all right, sir?” she asked.




    “Nev­er bet­ter. Feel like a new man,” he said. “Send out and get me a bot­tle of beer, will

    you? That’s a good girl.”




    At 2:50, Lip­pin­cott was not so sure that he was feel­ing all that well. He took off his

    jack­et and his tie. At 2:55, his shirt went and when Janie came back in with the beer, he was

    sit­ting be­hind his desk in a tee shirt. She al­most dropped the beer when she

    saw­ihim.He ig­nored her sur­prise and stood up to kick off his shoes. “I hate clothes,”

    he said. “Just hate them. That my beer? Good.”




    He drank from the can, then put it on the desk, and peeled off his tee shirt.




    The sec­re­tary no­ticed that his skin was pale with red­dish blotch­es, the kind of skin

    she would have ex­pect­ed an out-​of-​shape, over­weight, forty-​five-​year-​old to have.




    She stood fas­ci­nat­ed, watch­ing, un­mov­ing, but when Lip­pin­cott opened his belt and

    be­gan to un­zip his trous­er fly, she turned and walked quick­ly from the of­fice.




    At her desk, she con­sult­ed her ap­point­ment book and had a prob­lem. A vice pres­ident of

    Chase Man­hat­tan bank was due for a meet­ing at 3:15. How could she make sure that her boss

    was wear­ing clothes for the meet­ing?




    She thought about it un­til 3:10, then took a deep breath, sum­moned up her courage and

    walked back in­to his of­fice. She stopped in dis­be­lief in­side the door. Lip­pin­cott was

    ly­ing on the couch, naked, squirm­ing as if the smooth pol­ished fab­ric of the so­fa

    ir­ri­tat­ed his skin.




    He saw her in the door­way.




    “Hi,” he said with a wave. “Come on in.”




    She stood res­olute­ly still, avert­ing her eyes. “Mr. Lip­pin­cott, you’ve got a meet­ing

    with Chase Man­hat­tan in five min­utes.”




    “Good. I’m here.”




    “Err, I don’t think you can hold that meet­ing with­out clothes, Mr. Lip­pin­cott.”




    He looked down at his naked body as if notic­ing it for the first time. “Sup­pose you’re

    right,” he said.




    “God, I hate clothes. Maybe I could wear a sheet. Tell them I just came from a to­ga par­ty.

    Think that’ll work? Can you find me a sheet?”




    He looked at her hope­ful­ly. She shook her head no. He sighed in res­ig­na­tion.




    “No, I sup­pose you’re right. Okay. I’ll get dressed.”




    When the man from Chase Man­hat­tan ar­rived a few min­utes lat­er, she called Lip­pin­cott

    from the out­side of­fice and asked him point­ed­ly, “Are you ready for the meet­ing, sir?”




    “Of course,” he said. “Oh. Oh. I see. You mean, do I have my clothes on? Sure, I do. Send

    him in.”




    The sec­re­tary es­cort­ed the guest in­side.




    Lip­pin­cott was sit­ting be­hind his desk. He was in his shirt sleeves and not wear­ing a

    tie. Nor­mal­ly over-​po­lite, this time Lip­pin­cott did not rise to greet his guest, but

    mere­ly waved him to a chair. With a sink­ing hor­ror, Janie glanced over to a cor­ner of the

    of­fice. On the floor there, she saw Lip­pin­cott’s jack­et and tie, his tee shirt and

    un­der­shorts, his shoes and socks. He was sit­ting be­hind his desk wear­ing on­ly shirt and

    trousers. In bare feet. She want­ed to scream.




    “Will there be any­thing else, sir?” she forced her­self to ask.




    “No, no, Janie. Ev­ery­thing’s okay,” Lip­pin­cott said. As she left the of­fice, he called

    af­ter her. “Don’t go home with­out talk­ing to me first,” he said.




    The meet­ing last­ed for two hours, be­cause there was a shop­ping list of busi­ness to be

    con­clud­ed be­tween the two bank­ing em­pires. The man from Chase Man­hat­tan knew he had to

    ig­nore the way the usu­al­ly-​im­pec­ca­ble Lip­pin­cott was dressed and remind him­self he

    was in a cage with a fi­nan­cial tiger.




    But he soon re­al­ized that on this day Lip­pin­cott was a tooth­less tiger. He seemed

    agree­able to any­thing Chase Man­hat­tan want­ed.




    “Would you steer me wrong?” he kept ask­ing, with an in­sou­ciant smile and the man, who

    would steer his moth­er in­to crys­tal ra­dio stocks, was forced to shake his head. “No, no.

    Not me.” It was like tak­ing can­dy from a ba­by.




    Ran­dall Lip­pin­cott kept check­ing his watch, which he had tak­en off and placed in front

    of him on his brown desk blot­ter. He rubbed his bare wrist as if the feel­ing of the watch

    pained him.




    The man from Chase Man­hat­tan left.




    In the out­er of­fice, Janie Wana­mak­er had been sit­ting qui­et­ly since 4:30, ready to

    leave. The oth­er sec­re­tary had al­ready gone for the night with a look of com­pas­sion­ate

    con­do­lence at the one who had to stay. Janie fixed her lip­stick for the fourth time and her

    eye shad­ow for the third.




    It wasn’t like Ran­dall Lip­pin­cott to work late or to ask his sec­re­tary to work late. In

    fact, he was so un­de­mand­ing on his sec­re­taries that Janie had thought she had been hired

    for her bust­line or her long legs, but when six months had gone by with­out Lip­pin-​cott’s

    mak­ing a pass at her, she de­cid­ed she was wrong.




    As the man from Chase Man­hat­tan left, he told Janie: “Mr. Lip­pin­cott wants to see you

    now.”




    She went in­side fear­ing the worst. Per­haps he had stripped naked again. There was his

    broth­er’s sui­cide in Tokyo. Maybe the Lip­pin­cotts had a streak of fam­ily in­san­ity

    run­ning through all of them that man­ifest­ed it­self all at once in midlife.




    But Lip­pin­cott was still sit­ting be­hind his desk in his shirt sleeves.




    He smiled at Janie when she came in and the smile was so broad that she tilt­ed a lit­tle

    more to­ward the in­san­ity the­ory.




    “Janie,” Lip­pin­cott said, then paused. “I don’t quite know how to say this.”




    Janie didn’t quite know how to re­spond so she wait­ed silent­ly for Lip­pin­cott to

    con­tin­ue.




    “Er­rr,” he said, “are you do­ing any­thing tonight? Be­fore you say any­thing, I just want

    you to know that I’m not mak­ing a pass or any­thing but I just feel like go­ing out and I’d

    like some­body to go out with.”




    He looked at her hope­ful­ly.




    “Well, I . . .”




    “Any­place you’d like to go,” he said. “Din­ner. Danc­ing. Dis­co duck danc­ing, is that

    what they call it? That’s where I’d like to go.”




    The truth was that Janie Wana­mak­er had no date that night and an evening out with Ran­dall

    Lip­pin­cott didn’t sound half bad.




    “Well, I . . .” she start­ed again.




    “Good,” he said. “What place would you like to go?”




    She thought im­me­di­ate­ly of the lat­est New York in dis­co, a place whose man­age­ment

    was so rude that its at­trac­tion for New York­ers was to­tal. Each night, the dis­co

    at­tract­ed hun­dreds more peo­ple than it could hold, but there were some reser­va­tions that

    they had to hon­or. Ran­dall Lip­pin­cott was one.




    “I’ll go out to my desk and make reser­va­tions,” Janie said. “Mean­while, per­haps you can

    get your clothes on?” she asked hope­ful­ly. She tele­phoned and felt the ex­hil­arat­ing glow

    ofpow­er as she made reser­va­tions for Ran­dall Lip­pin-​cott and Miss Janie

    Wana­mak­er. Six times she had stood out­side that same dis­co on cold nights hop­ing to be

    cho­sen for ad­mit­tance and six times she had been ig­nored. Tonight would.be dif­fer­ent.

    Tonight was her turn to be haughty and pa­tron­iz­ing.




    She wait­ed in her of­fice. Lip­pin­cott came out five min­utes lat­er, ful­ly-​dressed but

    with his tie still loose around his neck and look­ing un­com­fort­able, wear­ing his shirt and

    jack­et again.




    They ate din­ner at a restau­rant near the bank and Lip­pin­cott itched all through the

    meal, even as he told her of his am­bi­tion to go to a South Seas is­land and live like a

    na­tive, walk­ing the beach­es and eat­ing clams. ;




    “A life-​long dream?” Janie asked.




    “No. Ac­tu­al­ly, it just came on me this af­ter­noon,” Lip­pin­cott said. “But some things

    are so right that you don’t both­er to ques­tion them, no mat­ter when they come.”




    She was glad he hadn’t asked her to feed him at her apart­ment. Like all singl&New York

    wom­en, her apart­ment was a mess and to get it ready for a din­ner guest she would have had to

    take ten days off from her job.




    They lin­gered a long time over drinks. Ran­dall Lip­pin­cott, she de­cid­ed, was a nice and

    gen­tle man and she had the feel­ing that if it had not been for the back­ing of the rest of

    his fam­ily, he was too soft a man to have be­come a mul­ti-​mil­lion­aire on his own. His

    char­ac­ter, like his face and body, seemed to have no bone in it, no cen­tral core of

    hard­ness that Janie felt ac­quir­ing rich­es re­quired.




    But she found him charm­ing in a sil­ly kind of way.




    He talked about the small plea­sures of life, walk­ing on the sand, swim­ming naked on a

    pri­vate beach near Hawaii, run­ning through the woods af­ter his prize pair of Gor­don

    Set­ters, look­ing at plan­ets through a high-​pow­ered tele­scope. The high point of his life

    seemed to have been rid­ing over the Los An­ge­les Col­ise­um in the Goodyear Blimp.




    Af­ter many drinks and four cups of cof­fee, they were ready to leave and Lip­pin­cott

    seemed calm­ly look­ing for­ward to the evening. De­spite the dis­par­ity in their ages, Janie

    be­gan to won­der if per­haps Ran­dall Lip­pin­cott was on the verge of bust­ing up his

    mar­riage, and sup­pose he were, and even though she was just his sec­re­tary, who knew what

    could hap­pen? Stranger things had hap­pened. She re­solved that if he want­ed to spend the

    night at her apart­ment, she would al­low it. She would make him wait in the hall­way for ten

    min­utes un­der some sort of pre­text, while she raced around in­side putting the piles in­to

    piles.




    It was af­ter nine o’clock when they got to the dis­co. Lip­pin­cott had tak­en his tie off

    in the cab and gave it to the driv­er. Al­ready a crowd of twen­ty per­sons stood around

    out­side the build­ing, hop­ing that tonight they would be among the anoint­ed ones al­lowed

    in.




    Janie led Lip­pin­cott from the taxi­cab to the man guard­ing the door. His look was surly,

    the kind of look fa­vored by the in­com­pe­tent giv­en pow­er over the in­con­se­quen­tial.




    “Mr. Lip­pin­cott and Miss Wana­mak­er,” said Janie of­fi­cious­ly. The door guard looked

    past her, saw and rec­og­nized Lip­pin­cott, and his face changed in­to an un­ac­cus­tomed

    smile.




    “Of course,” he said. “Go right in.”




    Janie smiled and took Lip­pin­cott’s arm. Who knows, she thought. Mil­lion­aires had

    mar­ried their /¦ sec­re­taries be­fore. Who was to say it couldn’t hap­pen again?




    In­side, the lights were pul­sat­ing in time with the in­ces­sant 120 beats a minute of the

    record­ed mu­sic. Cou­ples crowd­ed the small dance floor. They wore se­quins, see-​through

    plas­tic, opaque plas­tic, leather, furs, and feath­ers.




    Lip­pin­cott looked around in sur­prise. “So this is what it’s like,” he said.




    Janie felt a sense of sat­is­fac­tion as she took his hand and was able to say “Yes. It’s

    this way all the time.”




    They fol­lowed a wait­er to a ta­ble and gave him an or­der for drinks.




    Lip­pin­cott was thump­ing his hands heav­ily on the small round ta­ble. Sud­den­ly he stood

    and took off his jack­et. He sat back down in shirt sleeves. Janie didn’t mind at all, even

    though if some oth­er es­cort had done it, she would have been mor­ti­fied. No one was about to

    tell Ran­dall Lip­pin­cott to leave be­cause he wasn’t dressed right.




    She looked around the place while Lip­pin­cott, with a spoon, hap­pi­ly banged out the

    rhythm on the side of a wa­ter glass. She saw two movie stars, a fa­mous rock singer, and a

    well-​known lit­er­ary fig­ure who had giv­en up writ­ing for talk­ing on tele­vi­sion

    shows.




    Her night was made. She would have talk­ing rights on this evening with her friends for

    years to come.




    “Can’t stand these clothes,” Lip­pin­cott said. “Come on, want to dance?”




    “Do you know how?” Janie asked. It would beaw­ful to be em­bar­rassed in front of all

    these peo­ple. Then she had an­oth­er thought. How could some­one be em­bar­rassed by danc­ing

    with Ran­dall Lip­pin­cott? No mat­ter how bad­ly he danced?




    “No, but it looks easy,” Lip­pin­cott said. He reached out for her hand and led her to the

    floor, just as the wait­er ar­rived with their drinks.




    On the floor, Janie slipped eas­ily in­to the hip-​sway­ing so­lo steps of her dance.

    Ran­dall Lip­pin­cott was just as bad as she thought he would be. Per­haps even worse. He

    lum­bered about the floor, wav­ing his arms in­con­se­quen­tial­ly, and not even mak­ing a

    pre­tense of stomp­ing in time to the mu­sic.




    But he was laugh­ing aloud, hav­ing a good time, and seemed un­car­ing of the eyes watch­ing

    him. Ev­ery time he saw some­one do­ing a step or a rou­tine he liked, he tried it, and af­ter

    on­ly a few mo­ments, Janie stopped be­ing self-​con­scious about danc­ing with him and

    laugh­ing­ly joined in his spir­it of good fun.




    Per­haps it was the first time in his life that Ran­dall Lip­pin­cott had ev­er laughed, she

    thought. Re­al­ly laughed.




    It was cer­tain­ly the last.




    Three min­utes in­to the dance, puff­ing and laugh­ing, Lip­pin­cott had un­but­toned his

    shirt and tossed it on­to an emp­ty chair.




    His tee shirt fol­lowed a minute lat­er and then, as if the dam of in­hi­bi­tions had

    fi­nal­ly sur­ren­dered, he sat on the floor to take off his trousers, his shoes and his socks.

    Peo­ple by now had stopped to watch. Wait­ers were hov­er­ing at the edge of the floor,

    help­less­ly won­der­ing what to do.




    He tossed all his clothes to­ward a chair. Most of them land­ed on the floor. “Please, Mr.

    Lip­pin­cott,” Janie said. But he did not hear her. His eyes were closed as he galumphed up and

    down, back and forth, wear­ing on­ly his box­er shorts, and then, as the record played of a

    dis­co singer do­ing the on­ly hit song ev­er writ­ten about a cake in the rain, he hooked his

    thumbs in­to the elas­tic waist­band of his shorts and shim­mied them off.




    Janie Wana­mak­er was hor­ri­fied. It took an­oth­er full minute for the staff to re­al­ize

    they should do some­thing, and just as they came up to wrap a ta­ble cloth around Ran­dall

    Lip­pin­cott’s naked body, all the hap­py in­ten­si­ty seemed to ooze from him and he sat down

    on the floor shiv­er­ing, try­ing to squirm out from un­der the. ta­ble cloth, and cry­ing.

    Large tears.


  




  

    CHAPTER EIGHT




    In the pri­vate East Side clin­ic to which Ran­dall Lip­pin­cott had been tak­en, his

    doc­tor pat­ted the man gen­tly on the arm. Lip­pin­cott was ly­ing in a bed, Ms arms locked

    down by re­straint cuffs.




    “How’s my lit­tle naked dis­co dancer?” the doc­tor asked.




    Lip­pin­cott was calm now and he looked up hope­ful­ly at his doc­tor who said, “Don’t

    wor­ry about a thing, Ran­dall. Ev­ery­thing’s go­ing to be all right.”




    The doc­tor searched through a med­ical bag for a few mo­ments, with­draw­ing a sy­ringe and

    a vial of yel­low liq­uid. The sy­ringe was quick­ly filled and the doc­tor in­sert­ed it in­to

    the vein in­side Lip­pin­cott’s left el­bow.




    He winced at the small pinch of pain. The doc­tor with­drew the nee­dle, and even though it

    was a dis­pos­able sy­ringe, dropped it back in­to the med­ical bag.




    The doc­tor pat­ted his fore­head. “Ev­ery­thing’s go­ing to be all right,” she said, then

    Dr. Ele­na Glad­stone snapped shut her med­ical bag and walked to the door. Lip­pin­cott’s

    wor­ried eyes fol­lowed her.




    At the door, she turned and said, “Good­bye, Ran­dall. And I do mean good­bye.”




    She smiled for a mo­ment. Lip­pin­cott’s eyes showed his con­fu­sion and fright. Then she

    laughed aloud, throw­ing her head back and toss­ing her long red hair, be­fore she walked from

    the room.




    In the hall­way, she glanced to her right. Stand­ing in front of the nurse’s desk, their

    backs to her, she saw the young white man and the old Ori­en­tal she had seen that morn­ing at

    Elmer Lip­pin­cott’s es­tate. She quick­ly walked across the hall and dis­ap­peared through an

    ex­it door.




    She walked down two flights of stairs, and then in­to an­oth­er pa­tient area of the

    clin­ic. In the pa­tient lounge, she found a pay phone and placed a thir­ty-​five-​cent

    call.




    When the phone was an­swered, she said:




    “This is Ele­na. He’ll be gone in five min­utes.”




    Then she hung up.




    The nurse had nev­er had any­body as im­por­tant as a Lip­pin­cott on her floor be­fore. On

    the oth­er hand, no one had ev­er looked in­to her eyes like the thin dark-​haired man who

    stood smil­ing in front of her. His eyes were deep pools of dark­ness, and they seemed to act

    like vac­uums, suck­ing her emo­tion out of her, through her eyes, and she point­ed down the

    hall to­ward Lip­pin­cott’s room.




    “Room twen­ty-​two-​twelve,” she said.




    “Thanks,” Re­mo said. “I’ll re­mem­ber this.”




    “You’re com­ing back, aren’t you?” the nurse asked.




    “Noth­ing would keep me away,” Re­mo said. Chi­un smirked.




    “When?” the nurse asked. “You com­ing right back?




    “Well, I’ve got a cou­ple of things to do first,” Re­mo said, “but then I’ll be back. You

    can count on it.”




    “I work till 12:30. I get off then,” the nurse said. “I don’t live alone but my room­mate’s

    a stew­ardess for Pan-​Am and she’s in Guam or some­place like that. There’s no­body at my

    place. Ex­cept me. And who­ev­er I bring.”




    “Sounds good to me,” Re­mo said. He took Chi­un’s arm and led him down the hall.




    “This coun­try is ex­ceed­ing strange,” Chi­un said.




    “Why?” Re­mo asked.




    “The ado­ra­tion from that girl. Why, with all the peo­ple in this coun­try, most of them

    bet­ter look­ing than you and all of them smarter than you, why does she choose you to fall in

    love with?”




    “Must be my na­tive charm,” Re­mo said.




    “I would have sug­gest­ed brain dam­age,” Chi­un said.




    “You’re jeal­ous,” Re­mo said. “That’s all. The green-​eyed mon­ster has got you.”




    “One does not over­ly con­cern one­self with the do­ings of nin­com­poops,” Chi­un said.




    In­side Room 2212, Ran­dall Lip­pin­cott had the sheet in­side his mouth. He was try­ing to

    bite his way through it.




    Re­mo came to his bed­side and took the sheet out of his mouth.




    “You don’t know us,” he said, “but we work for your fa­ther. What hap­pened tonight?”




    “Sheets,” Lip­pin­cott hissed. “Got to get them off me. Suf­fo­cat­ing. Too much clothes.”

    His eyes werewild and flash­ing from side to side, blink­ing rapid­ly. Re­mo looked to

    Chi­un and the tiny Ori­en­tal moved quick­ly to the bed and re­leased Lip­pin­cott’s wrist

    re­straints. The man’s hands, once freed, pulled the sheet from his body and then be­gan to

    claw at the neck of his long hos­pi­tal gown.




    The gown sep­arat­ed as his pale white hands pulled off the but­tons and he yanked the gown

    from his shoul­ders and lay naked on the bed. He looked around him, eyes dart­ing fever­ish­ly,

    a cor­nered rat look­ing for an es­cape route.




    “Heavy,” he hissed. “Heavy.”




    “You are all right now,” Chi­un said. “Noth­ing will harm you.” To Re­mo, he said soft­ly,

    “He is most se­ri­ous­ly ill.”




    “Heavy, heavy,” Lip­pin­cott said again. “The air. Com­ing down. Crush­ing me.” He be­gan to

    flail his arms in the air above his head.




    “What’s go­ing on, Chi­un?” asked Re­mo, feel­ing help­less as he stood at the foot of the

    bed, watch­ing the sick man.




    “Some evil medicine has been worked on him,” Chi­un said. “Very evil.”




    Lip­pin­cott waved his arms as if try­ing to swipe his way through a cloud of sum­mer gnats.

    Sali­va drib­bled down the side of his mouth. His pasty face turned blotchy, then be­gan to

    grow deep red.




    “What do we do?” asked Re­mo.




    Chi­un touched the fin­ger­tips of his right hand to Lip­pin­cott’s so­lar plexus. He probed

    for a mo­ment. Lip­pin­cott ig­nored him, as if he did not know there was any­one else in the

    room.




    Chi­un nod­ded to him­self, then grabbed Lip­pin­cott’s left wrist. The nail­ing arm stopped

    as if it hadabrupt­ly punched in­to a pool of tar. Chi­un looked at the in­side joint of

    the el­bow, then nod­ded to­ward Re­mo, who leaned over and saw the small pin­prick of a

    hy­po­der­mic in the joint of the el­bow.




    Chi­un re­leased Lip­pin­cott’s hand, which be­gan swing­ing about his head again. His wispy

    white hair flut­ter­ing about his head, Chi­un moved quick­ly. He touched a fin­ger in­to the

    left side of Lip­pin­cott’s throat. The arms con­tin­ued to flail, the eyes to roll, the

    sali­va to flow, but then the arms be­gan to slow down and the eyes be­gan to steady.




    Chi­un pressed for a few sec­onds more and Lip­pin­cott’s eyes closed. His arms dropped

    heav­ily on­to the bed.




    “There is a poi­son in his body,” Chi­un said, “and it at­tacks his brain. All his mo­tions

    have helped to pump that poi­son in­to his brain.” “Can we do any­thing?”




    Chi­un moved around to the oth­er side of the bed. “We must close off the brain so no more

    poi­son gets in. Then we can hope that his body can cleanse it­self of the evil.”




    He pressed his fin­gers in­to the right side of Lip­pin­cott’s throat. The man was al­ready

    asleep, but slow­ly the red col­or be­gan to drain from his face.




    Chi­un held the pres­sure for ex­act­ly ten sec­onds, then leaned across Lip­pin­cott’s body

    to thrust his fin­gers in­to the mil­lion­aire’s left armpit.




    Chi­un hissed un­der his breath. Re­mo rec­og­nized the Ko­re­an word for “live.” Chi­un

    pro­nounced it as an or­der.




    Re­mo nod­ded as he saw that Chi­un was clos­ing off, one by one, the ma­jor blood ves­sels

    in Lip­pin­cott’s body. It was an old Sinan­ju tech­nique to prevent poi­son from cours­ing

    freely through a vic­tim’s body. When Chi­un had first ex­plained it to Re­mo, Re­mo had called

    it a “touch tourni­quet,” and Chi­un, sur­prised that Re­mo had ac­tu­al­ly un­der­stood

    some­thing, had nod­ded and smiled. The pres­sure ap­pli­ca­tions had to be done pre­cise­ly,

    and in ex­act or­der, so that the ma­jor blood ves­sels that car­ried the poi­son were sealed

    off tem­porar­ily, but the aux­il­iary blood ves­sels still car­ried enough fresh blood and

    oxy­gen to the brain to keep it alive. In a sur­gi­cal am­phithe­ater, the pro­ce­dure would

    have tak­en six med­ical spe­cial­ists, a dozen tech­ni­cians, and a mil­lion dol­lars worth of

    equip­ment. Chi­un did it with his fin­ger­tips.




    Re­mo had nev­er learned the se­quence but now as he watched Chi­un work over Lip­pin­cott

    from throat to an­kle, he saw for the first time the spe­cif­ic log­ic of it. Left side, right

    side, left side, right side, top to bot­tom. Six­teen points that had to be hit. And one er­ror

    could cause al­most in­stant death from oxy­gen star­va­tion of the brain.




    With­out think­ing, he said, “Be care­ful, Chi­un.”




    The Ori­en­tal turned his hazel eyes on Re­mo, star­ing at him with dis­dain, while dig­ging

    his fin­gers deep in­to Lip­pin­cott’s left thigh mus­cle.




    “Care­ful?” he hissed. “If you had learned this when it was of­fered you, it would be done

    twice as quick­ly and he would have more chance to live. If it goes wrong, do not blame me,” he

    said. “I know how to do it. Be­cause I have both­ered to learn. It is just that I can nev­er

    re­ly up­on cheap white help for any-’ thing.”




    “Right, right, right, right,” said Re­mo. “Stay with it, Chi­un.”




    To keep him­self busy, Re­mo went to the front ofthe bed and be­gan to mon­itor

    Lip­pin­cott’s pulse. As he stood along­side the man, a flow­ery smell in­sin­uat­ed it­self

    in­to his sens­es. It was a smell he had en­coun­tered be­fore. Sweet and musky. He put it out

    of his mind, and with his hand on Lip­pin­cott’s chest, mon­itored the heart rate and

    breath­ing rate si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly. When Chi­un fin­ished with the large vein in

    Lip­pin­cott’s right an­kle, the man’s pulse was beat­ing at on­ly thir­ty beats a minute, his

    res­pi­ra­tion rate was on­ly one breath ev­ery six­teen sec­onds.




    Chi­un stopped and looked up. Re­mo lift­ed his hand from Lip­pin­cott’s chest. “Will he

    live?” Re­mo asked. “If he does, I hope he nev­er has to suf­fer the in­dig­ni­ty of try­ing to

    teach some­thing to some per­son who does not wish to learn, and who re­jects the gift as if it

    were the f oot­mud of a …”




    “Will he live, Chi­un?” Re­mo asked again. “I do not know. The poi­son was much in his

    sys­tem. It de­pends on how much he wish­es to live.”




    “You keep say­ing poi­son,” Re­mo said. “What kind of poi­son?”




    Chi­un shook his head. “This is a thing I do not know, a poi­son that does not in­jure the

    body but changes the mind. This fight­ing one’s cloth­ing. This feel­ing that the air it­self

    is a heavy blan­ket. These things I do not un­der­stand.”




    “It hap­pened to his broth­er too,” Re­mo said. “Afraid of Japanese.”




    Chi­un looked at Re­mo quizzi­cal­ly. “We are talk­ing about poi­son of the brain. What does

    that have to do with it?”




    “His broth­er. He couldn’t stand be­ing in a room with Japanese,” Re­mo said.




    “That is not mind poi­son,” Chi­un said. “That is just good taste. Can you not tell the

    dif­fer­ence?”




    “Please, Chi­un, no lec­tures about the pushy Japanese. Any­way, this guy’s broth­er dove

    out a win­dow be­cause he couldn’t stand them.”




    “How high a win­dow?” Chi­un asked.




    “Six sto­ries.”




    “And the doors to this room were not nailed shut?” Chi­un asked.




    “No.”




    “Well, per­haps that was a lit­tle ex­treme,” Chi­un said. “Six sto­ries.” He thought about

    it for a mo­ment. “Yes, that was ex­treme. About three sto­ries ex­treme,” he said. “No one

    should ev­er jump out a win­dow more than three sto­ries high to avoid the Japanese, if the

    win­dows and doors are not bolt­ed and nailed phut.”




    Re­mo watched Lip­pin­cott care­ful­ly. A sense of peace seemed to have over­tak­en his

    body. The tense­ness that had bunched up his shoul­ders and hips was slow­ly pass­ing from his

    body, which was soft­en­ing in­to a re­laxed and deep sleep.




    “I think he’s go­ing to be all right, Chi­un,” Re­mo of­fered.




    “Si­lence,” thun­dered Chi­un. “What do you know?” He touched Lip­pin­cott’s throat, and

    then the pit of his stom­ach, prob­ing deeply with the balls of his fin­gers.




    “He is go­ing to be all right,” Chi­un said.




    “I won­der if that in­jec­tion in the arm had any­thing to do with this,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un shrugged. “I do not un­der­stand your west­ern medicine, ev­er since I stopped

    watch­ing Rad Rexas Dr. Bruce Bar­ton, when the show be­came vile and ob­scene. Since

    then, noth­ing is the same.”




    “I won­der who his doc­tor was,” Re­mo said. He went back to the nurse’s sta­tion, but the

    nurse on­ly knew that ev­ery doc­tor in the hos­pi­tal had looked in on Lip­pin­cott. She had a

    list of names a full page long.




    Re­mo nod­ded and be­gan to walk away. “When will I see you?” the nurse asked. “Very soon,”

    Re­mo said with a smile. Lip­pin­cott was sti­ill sleep­ing when Re­mo re­turned and Chi­un was

    watch­ing him, a pleased and self-​sat­is­fied look on his face. Re­mo used the tele­phone in

    the room to di­al a num­ber that re­port­ed on the win­ning lot­tery num­bers hi the 463

    sep­arate lot­ter­ies held in the New York-​New Jer­sey-​Con­necti­cut area. To get all the

    num­bers, a per­son at a pay phone had to drop nine dimes in­to the coin box. Re­mo lis­tened

    as the tape record­ed voice be­gan to spin out the win­ning com­bi­na­tions of num­bers, and

    Re­mo said de­lib­er­ate­ly: “Blue and Gold. Sil­ver and Gray,” and then gave the num­ber he

    read on the base of Lip­pin­cott’s tele­phone.




    He hung up and with­in a minute, the tele­phone rang.




    “Smit­ty?” Re­mo said as he lift­ed the re­ceiv­er. ” “Yes, what is it?”




    “Ran­dall Lip­pin­cott’s in the hos­pi­tal. He went some kind of crazy. I think it might be

    like his broth­er.”




    “Yes, I know,” said Smith. “How is he?” “Chi­un says he’ll live. But he needs a guard here.

    Can you get some­body from the fam­ily or some­thing?”




    “Yes,” Smith said. “Ill have some­body there soon.”




    “We’ll wait for him. An­oth­er thing. Check what you’ve got on the Lip­pin­cotts. There was

    a doc­tor here who might have shot Ran­dall up with some­thing to kill him. See if you can find

    any link among the Lip­pin­cotts. Same doc­tor or some­thing.” The smell of flow­ers was again

    strong in Re­mo’s nose.




    “All right,” Smith said.




    “Any­thing from Ru­by yet?” Re­mo asked.




    “Not a word.”




    “Hah. So much for wom­en,” said Re­mo.


  




  

    CHAPTER NINE




    Ele­na Glad­stone was asleep in the third floor bed­room of the brown­stone on East

    Eighty-​first Street. She slept naked and when the pri­vate tele­phone rang, she sat up in bed

    and cra­dled the tele­phone against her shoul­der. The sheet slid from her body.




    “This is Dr. Glad­stone,” she said. She lis­tened as she heard a fa­mil­iar voice, then sat

    straight up in bed, away from the head­board, as if star­tled.




    “Alive?” she said. “He can’t be. I ad­min­is­tered the shot my­self.”




    She lis­tened again. “I saw them there but they couldn’t …”




    “I don’t know,” she said. “I’ll have to think about it. They are still at the clin­ic?”




    She paused and pon­dered. “I’ll talk to you to­mor­row,” she said.




    Af­ter she re­placed the tele­phone, she re­mained sit­ting up in bed. She could not

    un­der­stand how the old Ori­en­tal and the young white man had saved Ran­dall Lip­pin­cott’s

    life. It wasn’t pos­si­ble, not with the shot she had giv­en him. But they had done it, and

    even now guards were on then: way to pro­tect Lip­pin­cott. If he re­cov­ered, he would be sure

    to talk.




    Some­thing would have to be done about him. Andabout the two in­trud­ers, be­cause she

    still had more Lip­pin­cotts to kill.




    She thought of the two. The Ori­en­tal. The young Amer­ican. And as she thought of Re­mo and

    his deep eyes and the smile that bared his teeth and moved his lips but nev­er ex­tend­ed to

    his eyes, she shud­dered in­vol­un­tar­ily and pulled the sheet up around her body.




    They had to go. In the case of the Amer­ican, it was a shame, but she could do it. She

    reached for the tele­phone.




    Ru­by Gon­za­lez had hit ev­ery sa­loon on Twen­ty-​sec­ond Street search­ing for Flossie.

    She hadn’t re­al­ized that white folks had so many sa­loons, that white sa­loons had so many

    drunks and that so many drunks thought they were God’s gift to young un­escort­ed black wom­en.

    Not that any of them throught so much about it that they would buy her a drink. She had bought

    her own in the first six sa­loons, a vile con­coc­tion of or­ange juice and wine. She had been

    raised on it as or­ange juice and cham­pagne but there was no cham­pagne to be found in these

    Twen­ty-​sec­ond Street sa­loons.




    She had start­ed out by hang­ing out in the tav­erns, hop­ing to get some­one in

    con­ver­sa­tion and find out about Flossie, but that hadn’t worked, and so, af­ter six bars and

    twelve OJ and wines, she had stopped drink­ing and stopped hang­ing out. In­stead, she walked

    in­to the bar, ac­cost­ed the bar­tender and asked if he knew where she could find Flossie.




    Bar­tender: “Who wants to know?”




    Ru­by: “You know who she is?”




    Bar­tender: “No.”




    Ru­by: “Big fat wom­an. Blonde.”




    Bar­tender: “Why you want her?”




    Ru­by: “You know her?”




    Bar­tender: “No. What do you want her for?”




    Ru­by: “She’s my nan­ny, suck­er, and I come to take her back home to Tara.”




    Bar­tender: “Oh, yeah?”




    Next bar.




    And now she was down to the last bar on Twen­ty-​sec­ond Street, as far west as one could go

    with­out falling in­to the Hud­son Riv­er. Or, more ac­cu­rate­ly, on­to it be­cause the riv­er

    de­bris was so thick, the wa­ter had the con­sis­ten­cy of lime­stone. If the riv­er were any

    dirt­ier, you could ice skate on it in Ju­ly.




    She walked in­to the fi­nal bar.




    Pay dirt.




    At the end of the bar, she saw a blonde wom­an par­tial­ly sit­ting on the stool.




    The wom­an over­flowed the stool, her gi­ant but­tocks sur­round­ing it, cov­er­ing the top

    and hid­ing it from view. She wore a red and blue flow­ered dress. Her up­per arms were

    mas­sive and her hair a tan­gled mass of ev­ery-​which-​way strings. Ru­by thought that if it

    hadn’t been for the fat and the dirt and the ug­ly dress and the un­combed hair and the bleary

    blue eyes and the dou­ble and triple chins and the arms that were shaped like legs of lamb, big

    legs of lamb, Flossie would still have been home­ly. Her nose was too broad and her mouth too

    small and her eyes were set too close to­geth­er in her head. Even at her best, she would have

    been pret­ty bad, Ru­by de­cid­ed.




    Ru­by ig­nored the sur­prised look of the bar­tender and the greet­ings of four bums

    sit­ting at the bar andwalked to­ward the back and sat on the stool next to Flossie.




    The fat wom­an turned to stare at her. Ru­by Gon­za­lez smiled, that quick sud­den smile

    that could melt peo­ple’s hearts and turn stranger in­to life-​long friend. “Hi, Flossie,” she

    said. “Have a drink?” Ru­by nod­ded to­ward the emp­ty beer glass and took a five dol­lar bill

    from her jack­et pock­et where she kept sa­loon mon­ey. It in­vit­ed trou­ble to open a purse

    and fish in a wal­let for cash in places like this. Too many peo­ple watched and won­dered.




    Flossie nod­ded. “Sure,” she said. “Roger,” she called. “A drink for me and my friend.” She

    turned back to Ru­by. “Do I know you?” she asked thick­ly. “I don’t think so ’cause I don’t

    have too many friends of the black per­sua­sion.”




    Her voice was slurred and she spoke slow­ly, as if try­ing to make sure that she said

    noth­ing wrong, noth­ing of­fen­sive, at least un­til the beer was bought and paid for.




    “Sure,” Ru­by said. “I met you once with Za­ck.” “Za­ck? Za­ck? Oh, yeah. Za­ck. No, you

    didn’t. I nev­er met you with Za­ck. Za­ck doesn’t like Ne­groes.”




    “I know,” Ru­by said. “He and I, well, we were nev­er friends but we worked to­geth­er on a

    case once.”




    The bar­tender ap­peared. Ru­by or­dered two beers. Flossie was still shak­ing her head.

    “Nev­er saw you,” she said. “Woul­da re­mem­bered. Re­mem­ber ev­ery­body as skin­ny as I used

    to be.”




    “I’ll tell you when it was,” Ru­by said. “It was one night, maybe three, four months ago. I

    bumped in­to Za­ck down near Sev­enth Street where he lives, andwe rode up to

    Twen­ty-​third Street on the sub­way, and he said he was go­ing to see you and we walked over

    near your place, and he met you down­stairs, and we just waved at each oth­er. I think you were

    go­ing to get some­thing to eat.”




    “Not Za­ck,” Flossie said. “Za­ck nev­er buys a meal.”




    “Maybe you were buy­ing,” Ru­by said.




    “Prob­ably,” Flossie agreed. “Give a man ev­ery­thing, best years of your life and have to

    feed him too.”




    “How is Za­ck any­way?” Ru­by said. “Seen him late­ly?”




    “Don’t want to talk about it,” Flossie said.




    “Oh? Why not? What’s he gone and done now?”




    Flossie screwed up her face in in­tense con­cen­tra­tion as if she were try­ing to

    rec­ol­lect not on­ly what Za­ck had done but ex­act­ly who he was.




    “Oh, yeah,” she said fi­nal­ly. “He left. He just walks out one night and doesn’t come back.

    Leaves me with­out noth­ing to drink or eat. Leaves me alone. Had to go out on the street again

    to get some­thing to drink and eat.”




    “When was that?” asked Ru­by. The beers came




    and she hoist­ed her glass, clinked with Flossie’s and




    toast­ed her im­pend­ing good luck. “When was that?”




    Flossie drained half the glass at a sip. “I don’t




    know. Not too good on time.”




    “Two weeks ago?” Ru­by said.




    Flossie con­cen­trat­ed on the con­cept of weeks, then




    nod­ded. “Some­thing like that, maybe. Or a month. I




    know a month. Thir­ty days has Septem­ber, April,




    Novem­ber, and June. All the rest have thir­ty-​six except leap year which ends too soon.”

    She fin­ished her beer. “Some­thing like that.”




    Ru­by sig­nalled for an­oth­er beer for Flossie as she took a small sip of hers. “Was he

    work­ing on a big case?” “Za­ck? Za­ck nev­er had a big case in his life,” Flossie said.

    “Try­ing to be the big man. Sit­ting there in my apart­ment, writ­ing his dumb let­ter,

    mess­ing it up, throw­ing pa­pers on my floor. Is that any way to act? I ask you. Any way to

    act? Throw­ing pa­pers on my clean floor. Dumb let­ter. Try­ing to be big man.” Her beer came

    and she con­cen­trat­ed on it. “What’d he do with the let­ter?” Ru­by asked. Flossie shrugged,

    a small move­ment at the epi­cen­ter of her body that sent shock waves ca­reen­ing through the

    sur­round­ing flesh for sec­onds af­ter. Start­ing at her shoul­ders, the shrug shud­dered

    down­ward un­til it reached the seat of the over­bur­dened stool, and then the af­ter­shocks

    car­omed back up so that her shoul­ders, which start­ed it all, shud­dered again.




    She drank her beer to calm the earth­quake. “What’d he do with the let­ter?” Ru­by

    re­peat­ed. “Who knows? Wrote it. En­ve­lope. My stamp on it. My good stamp. Yeah. I mailed

    it.” “To the Pres­ident?”




    “Thass right. To the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States of Watchamacal­lit, him­self. I mailed

    it. Me. Za­ck can’t even mail noth­ing right, I got­ta mail it.” .




    Ru­by nod­ded. So much for the let­ter. Now the on­ly ques­tion left was where was Za­ck

    Mead­ows.




    Ru­by drank with Flossie un­til the tav­ern closed, try­ing to get a clue on Mead­ows’s

    where­abouts, but the big wom­an knew noth­ing.




    Two barflies of­fered to walk them home but Flossie told them loud­ly that ladies like she

    and her friend Ru­by did not have any­thing to do with low­err class peo­ple like that.




    They laughed.




    Ru­by told them to fuck off.




    Flossie led the way to­ward the door.




    Ru­by was fol­low­ing her.




    One of the men stag­gered off his stool and grabbed Ru­by’s left arm.




    Her right hand dart­ed in­to her big over­sized pock­et-​book and brought out a .32 cal­iber

    snub­nose re­volver, which she in­sert­ed in­to the man’s left nos­tril.




    His eyes widened in shock and he let go of Ru­by’s arm. He stag­gered back to his stool.




    Ru­by nod­ded word­less­ly and re­placed the gun. She met Flossie out­side on the

    side­walk.




    “Gone home now,” Flossie said.




    “I’ll walk with you,” Ru­by said.




    “Don’t has to walk with me. 1 walks all time my­self.”




    “That’s all right,” Ru­by said. “I’ll walk with you any­way.”




    “Did­den get chancet to clean apart­ment,” Flossie said.




    “All right,” Ru­by said. “Let’s walk.”




    “Yeah. Walk,” Flossie said.




    The ten­ement build­ing was the equiv­alent, in re­al prop­er­ty, of Flossie her­self. It

    hadn’t been much to start with and had de­cayed steadi­ly. The halls were dark and Ru­by

    re­gard­ed her­self as lucky be­cause at � least she could not see the dirt.




    Ru­by went up the steps, plac­ing her feet down del­icate­ly, ready to jump in­stant­ly if

    she should step‘down on some­thing that squealed or moved. Flossie didn’t seem to mind.

    She stomped up the steps like a Wag­ne­ri­an so­pra­no march­ing to cen­ter stage to sing about

    a horse.




    Ru­by re­flect­ed that the worst slums she had ev­er seen in the Unit­ed States weren’t

    black peo­ple’s slums, they were white peo­ple’s slums. Maybe for a white per­son to get as

    poor as a black per­son re­quired some” kind of ex­tra efíort, some spe­cial skill, the kind

    that could go in­to mak­ing a slum an ab­so­lute un­live­able hov­el.




    “Ain’t much,” Flossie grunt­ed halfway up to the third floor. “But all I can af­ford right

    now.”




    “Za­ck ev­er help you with the rent?” Ru­by asked. “He on­ly helps race­hors­es with the

    rent. Book­ies,” Flossie said. She liked that so much she re­peat­ed it. “He on­ly helps

    book­ies with the rent.”




    Ru­by had thought Za­ck Mead­ows’s apart­ment was dirty, but com­pared with Flossie’s, it

    looked like a Frank Lloyd Wright ex­per­iment in open, care­free liv­ing.




    That the de­bris and clut­ter was nei­ther new nor un­usu­al, Flossie demon­strat­ed by

    pick­ing her way ac­cu­rate­ly through the piles of rub­ble, weav­ing her way to her bed, and

    col­laps­ing on it in a land­slide of mov­ing flesh that rocked the bed.




    “Good night, Flossie,” Ru­by said. “I’ll see my­self out.”




    The on­ly an­swer was Flossie’s rau­cous snor­ing. Ru­by closed the door be­hind her and

    looked around the room. If Mead­ows had writ­ten his let­ter here, he would have done it at the

    kitchen ta­ble. Flossie had talked about his throw­ing pa­pers on the floor. Ru­by looked

    around un­der the ta­ble and against the wall,found three crum­pled-​up pieces of pa­per

    from a yel­low le­gal-​size pad.




    She read them un­der the bare kitchen bulb. They rep­re­sent­ed Mead­ows’s ini­tial

    at­tempts to write his re­port to the Pres­ident, be­fore he had hit up­on the unique

    lit­er­ary de­vice of at­tack­ing Ital­ian jock­eys and all po­lice­men.




    Ru­by read the three pages and smiled to her­self.




    “Life­line Lab­ora­to­ry,” she said aloud. “Well, well, well, well, well.”




    She put the pa­pers in her pock­et­book, af­ter first shak­ing them care­ful­ly to make sure

    there weren’t car­ry­ing any non­pay­ing pas­sen­gers, then let her­self out of the apart­ment,

    lock­ing it be­hind her.




    Time to sleep. She would look in­to the Life­line Lab­ora­to­ry to­mor­row.


  




  

    CHAPTER TEN




    The two men had been fol­low­ing them since they had left the Up­per East Side Clin­ic.

    Re­mo had known it with­out know­ing why he knew it. He had not seen them and they had made no

    sound that any oth­er pair of pedes­tri­ans would not have made, but they were not just

    pedes­tri­ans. They were fol­low­ing Chi­un and him, and some­how he had just sensed their

    pres­ence.




    It was one of the prob­lems of Sinan­ju, Re­mo thought. The dis­ci­pline changed you, turned

    you in­to some­thing else, but it did it with­out your con­scious knowl­edge. Once, Smith had

    asked Re­mo how he had been able to do some spe­cial phys­ical thing, and Re­mo could on­ly

    tell him: “Be­cause I can.”




    The ques­tion, Re­mo knew, was like ask­ing an oak: “How did you be­come such a great

    tree?”




    “I grew from a lit­tle acorn.”




    “But how?”




    There was no an­swer to the how, no ex­pla­na­tion, just as there was no ex­pla­na­tion that

    Re­mo could give any­one about how he did what he did. In­clud­ing to him­self.




    “Let’s stop and look in this store win­dow,” Re­mo said to Chi­un as they strolled down

    Six­ti­eth Street inNew York, near the south en­trance to Cen­tral Park where horse­drawn

    han­som cabs were lined up, wait­ing for pas­sen­gers. The cabs no longer rode their

    pas­sen­gers through Cen­tral Park, pre­fer­ring in­stead the rel­ative safe­ty of city

    streets. To ride through the park at night, they would have need­ed some­body next to the

    driv­er rid­ing shot­gun.




    Chi­un ig­nored Re­mo’s sug­ges­tion and con­tin­ued walk­ing.




    “I want­ed to look in that store win­dow,” Re­mo said.




    “It is not nec­es­sary,” Chi­un said. “There are two of them. Both large, blonde men,

    big­ger than you. They are of the size of your foot­ball play­ers and may be that be­cause one

    of them walks with a slight limp. They are of the weight of sev­en­teen stones. The one on the

    left moves nice­ly, smooth­ly. He is not the one who limps. The one who limps moves more with

    mus­cle than with grace.”




    “How do you know that?” Re­mo said, re­al­iz­ing he was ask­ing Chi­un the kind of ques­tion

    Smith oc­ca­sion­al­ly asked Re­mo. How?




    “How did you know they were fol­low­ing us?” Chi­un asked back.




    “I don’t know. I just knew.”




    “As birds just fly? As fish just swim?” said Chi­un.




    “That’s right,” Re­mo said.




    “Then you have no more sense than bird or fish,” said Chi­un, “be­cause they have no choice

    but to fly and to swim, but you have learned to do what you do, and how can you learn

    some­thing with­out know­ing it?”




    “I don’t know, Lit­tle Fa­ther, and if you’re go­ing tostart yelling abuse at me, I

    don’t want to talk about it.”




    Chi­un shook his head. He jammed his hands even far­ther up in­to the sleeves of his green

    and yel­low bro­cad­ed ki­mono. The ki­mono, at the bot­tom, bal­looned out like a child’s hoop

    skirt so that Chi­un’s slip­per-​clad feet were not vis­ible, no mat­ter how rapid­ly he

    walked.




    “You were aware of them, Re­mo,” said Chi­un, “be­cause as you live, you move through a

    field of force. It em­anates from you and it sur­rounds you, and when oth­er peo­ple or things

    move hi­to that field, they dis­turb it and send some of that force back to you. That is how

    you knew they were there, be­cause for thir­teen of your blocks they have been mov­ing with­in

    your field and fi­nal­ly even your dulled sens­es picked up thek ex­is­tence.”




    “All right,” said Re­mo. “Then how come / don’t know how big they are or that one limps or

    how they move?”




    “Be­cause you are like a child with a gun. He thinks that be­cause he knows how to squeeze

    the trig­ger, he knows ev­ery­thing there is to know about marks­man­ship. It is a wise child

    who learns that he does not know ev­ery­thing and tries to learn more. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, it

    has nev­er been my good for­tune to have a stu­dent who wish­es to learn any­thing.”




    “A field of force, hah?” said Re­mo.




    Chi­un nod­ded. “It is why ev­ery­thing works,” he said. “Why do you think that wom­en

    re­act to you as that nurse did in the hos­pi­tal? Cer­tain­ly not be­cause you are the

    beau­ti­ful per­son of her dreams be­cause you are too tall and your skin is dead pasty white

    wrong col­or, and your hair is black and you have toomuch of it and you have the big nose

    that all you white peo­ple have. No, it is not be­cause of your beau­ty.”




    “I have a beau­ti­ful heart,” Re­mo said. “When I was in the or­phan­age, even when I got

    in­to trou­ble, the nuns would tell me I had a beau­ti­ful heart and soul.”




    “Nuns,” Chi­un said. “These are the ladies who al­ways wear mourn­ing gar­ments, even when

    no one has died, and al­ways wear wed­ding rings, even though they are not mar­ried?”




    “That’s right,” Re­mo said.




    “They would think you have a beau­ti­ful heart,” Chi­un said. “That child in the hos­pi­tal

    was in your field of force and she felt the pres­sure of it all over her body and she did not

    know how to deal with it, nev­er hav­ing ex­pe­ri­enced it be­fore. It was like the touch­ing

    of many hands on her body all at once.”




    “A psy­chic mas­sage,” Re­mo said. “You mean I give the lit­tle chick­ies a rub­down

    with­out ev­er rais­ing a hand?”




    “If you wish to be gross about it, and of course you do, that is cor­rect,” Chi­un said.




    “And sig­nals re­bound back and if I worked hard­er I could read those sig­nals?”




    “Al­so cor­rect. It is most im­por­tant that you study and learn this quick­ly.”




    “Why?” asked Re­mo, sur­prised be­cause Chi­un gen­er­al­ly gave in­struc­tions and lessons

    as if Re­mo had an­oth­er fifty years of study ahead of him.




    “Be­cause those two are rac­ing to­ward us right now,” Chi­un said, “and if you do not soon

    de­fend your­self, I will have to start look­ing for a new pupil.”




    Re­mo spun about as the two men were clos­ing in.




    One ran heav­ily, fa­vor­ing his left leg. The oth­er glid­ed smooth­ly, with the same kind

    of nat­ural grace that Re­mo him­self had had years ago when he was just an or­di­nary man. The

    limper had a knife. The oth­er man had a black­jack. They were wear­ing plaid lum­ber jack­ets

    over white pants.




    The man with the knife raised it over his head as he ran and as he reached Re­mo, plunged it

    down­ward to­ward Re­mo’s left shoul­der.




    Re­mo drew his shoul­der back so the knife missed by a frac­tion of an inch and then spun on

    his heel in­to a 360-de­gree turn. As he spun, he saw Chi­un am­bling away to­ward the

    en­trance of a pen­ny ar­cade.




    As Re­mo fin­ished his spin, he raised his left foot and took the black­jack out of the

    right hand of the smooth mov­ing one. The black­jack fell to the ground with a thud. The

    ath­let­ic one bent down for it and his hand closed on the grip, just as Re­mo’s heel closed on

    his hand. There was a sound like chick­en bones break­ing.




    The man yelped. The oth­er man with the knife lift­ed it again over his head and spiked it

    down at Re­mo’s face. The knife­point stopped a quar­ter inch from Re­mo’s face as the man’s

    arm was halt­ed by Re­mo’s up­flung wrist. The Shock­waves sent pain up the man’s arm,

    ra­di­at­ing down in­to the base of his spine. For the first time in fif­teen years, ev­er

    since he had been tak­en out of the Na­tion­al Foot­ball League by a crack­back block, his left

    knee hurt. He had on­ly an in­stant to sa­vor the hurt be­cause sud­den­ly he felt a burn­ing

    sen­sa­tion in his stom­ach and the skin­ny man’s fin­gers were buried in it, up to his wrist,

    and the foot­ball play­er could feel his or­gansmashed and he felt like a windup toy

    slow­ing down as the spring played out. The in­ner ten­sion of his body slowed down.




    Slow­er. Slow­er. Slow­er.




    Stop.




    The man dropped to the side­walk. The oth­er man yanked his hand out from un­der Re­mo’s

    foot, grabbed the black­jack in his left hand and swung again at Re­mo’s head. Re­mo slipped

    un­der the blow, slapped his hand up­ward against the man’s el­bow and in­stead of stop­ping

    his blow when it missed the tar­get, the man felt his arm speed­ing up and the black­jack

    wing­ing to­ward his own tem­ple; he did not have the pres­ence of mind to open his hand and

    drop the weapon be­fore it crushed his tem­ple bone.




    The man tried to scream, could not, then sipped air as he fell to the pave­ment over the

    body of the oth­er man.




    Re­mo looked down at the two of them. Their jack­ets had fall­en open and he saw that they

    wore white jack­ets that matched their white slacks. Like hos­pi­tal uni­forms, he thought.

    Nei­ther man stirred and Re­mo cursed his bad luck. If he had thought of it, he would have kept

    one of them alive to an­swer ques­tions.




    A man and a wom­an walked down the street to­ward Re­mo and the two men at his feet.

    With­out ev­er re­al­ly look­ing, they sep­arat­ed and passed the tableau, one on each side,

    and then joined hands again on the oth­er side and con­tin­ued strolling.




    A po­lice­man ap­proached. He stood along­side Re­mo and looked down at the two bod­ies.




    “Dead?” he asked.




    “I guess so,” Re­mo said.




    “You go­ing to want to re­port this?” the cop asked.




    “Should I?” asked Re­mo.




    “Well, you can, you know. I mean, two mug­gers at­tacked you and you killed them. I know a

    lot of po­lice de­part­ments don’t mind get­ting re­ports on things like that.”




    “But you do?”




    “Look at it this way, pal,” said the po­lice­man earnest­ly. He leaned close to Re­mo and

    Re­mo read his iden­ti­fi­ca­tion plate.




    Pa­trol­man L. Blade said “If you re­port it, then I’m go­ing to have to make a lot of

    re­ports and things, trip­li­cate and like that.” As he spoke, pedes­tri­ans con­tin­ued to

    walk by with­out stop­ping, tak­ing great pains not to look di­rect­ly at the dead men on the

    side­walk. “And they’ll take your name and ad­dress and then you’ll have to go be­fore a grand

    ju­ry and who knows what the hell might hap­pen, maybe they’ll in­dict you.”




    “For pro­tect­ing my­self?”




    “This is New York. You’ve got to un­der­stand how we feel about things like that,” said

    Pa­trol­man L. Blade. “Ac­tu­al­ly, I’m on your side. I guess, maybe, half us cops are. But if

    we let peo­ple go around get­ting the idea “that they can pro­tect them­selves, that they’ve

    got a right to pro­tect them­selves, well, where does that leave the pa­trol­men’s benev­olent

    as­so­ci­ation?”




    “In oth­er words,” said Re­mo, “pro­tect­ing your­self against a mug­ger with­out be­ing in

    the po­lice­man’s union is like scab­bing the job?”




    “That’s right,” Pa­trol­man L. Blade said.




    “I see,” said Re­mo. “I’d like to know who these guys are.”




    “Let’s give them a toss,” the cop said. He bentover the bod­ies. Prac­ticed hands

    moved through their pock­ets swift­ly. Nei­ther man car­ried a wal­let or any type of

    iden­ti­fi­ca­tion.




    “Sor­ry. No ID,” the po­lice­man said.




    “If I re­port this, the bod­ies go to the morgue?”




    The po­lice­man nod­ded.




    “And they iden­ti­fy them from fin­ger­prints, right?”




    “In the­ory,” Pa­trol­man L. Blade said.




    “What do you mean, in the­ory?”




    “We’ve got so many bod­ies that it takes a cou­ple of months to get to them. You want

    iden­ti­ties, fig­ure six­ty to nine­ty days. If ev­ery­thing goes smooth.”




    “What hap­pens if I don’t make a re­port?”




    “Noth­ing.”




    “What do you mean, noth­ing?” Re­mo asked.




    “You and me, we just go on about our busi­ness like noth­ing hap­pened.”




    “And what hap­pens to them?” Re­mo asked, point­ing down.




    “They’ll be gone by morn­ing,” the cop said.




    “But what hap­pens to them?”




    “I don’t know. I just know that they’re al­ways gone by morn­ing. Maybe med­ical schools

    take them for ex­per­iments.” He winked at Re­mo. “Maybe per-​voes need them for dirty things.

    I don’t know. They ain’t my unions.”




    “God help us,” Re­mo said. “Do what you want.” He turned to walk to the amuse­ment

    ar­cade.




    The cop called him. “Hey, bud­dy,” he said.




    “What?”




    “Re­mem­ber. You nev­er talked to me. I don’t know noth­ing.”




    “Truer words were nev­er spo­ken,” Re­mo said.




    In­side the high-​ceilinged ar­cade, Chi­un was negotiat­ing change of a dol­lar with the

    clerk. They both looked up in re­lief as Re­mo ap­proached.




    “Re­mo, will you tell this id­iot that that dol­lar bill is a sil­ver cer­tifi­cate and

    worth more than four quar­ters?” Chi­un said.




    “He’s telling you the truth,” Re­mo told the clerk.




    The clerk shook his head. “All I know is my boss wouldn’t like it, I give more than four

    quar­ters change for a dol­lar.”




    “In­vin­ci­ble ig­no­rance,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo took a dol­lar out of his pock­et and gave it to the clerk. The clerk re­turned the

    sil­ver cer­tifi­cate. Chi­un had it it out of Re­mo’s hands and back among the folds of his

    robe be­fore Re­mo’s eyes had a chance to fo­cus on the bill.




    “I owe you a dol­lar,” Chi­un said.




    “I’ll re­mind you,” Re­mo said. He asked the clerk which was the tough­est ma­chine.




    “South Sea Dreams in the back,” the young man said. “Nev­er giv­en up a game yet.”




    Re­mo walked with Chi­un to the back and showed him how to in­sert the mon­ey and ex­plained

    the pur­pose of the game. Chi­un seemed of­fend­ed that one did not win cash prizes.




    Two young men in black leather jack­ets smirked at each oth­er when they heard Chi­un talk.

    They were play­ing the ma­chine next to his.




    Re­mo told them: “This gen­tle­man’s go­ing to play this ma­chine. Save your­self a lot of

    trou­ble and leave him alone.”




    “Yeah? Who says so?”




    “Pal, I’m just try­ing to save you grief. Leave him alone.”




    “Yeah. Who says so?”




    Re­mo sighed. “Have it your own way.”




    There was a tele­phone booth out­side the ar­cade which van­dals had not yet turned in­to a

    pub­lic uri­nal, and Re­mo called Smith’s night­time num­ber. Smith an­swered the tele­phone on

    the first ring.




    “What’s the lat­est on Lip­pin­cott?” asked Re­mo.




    “Hold­ing steady. But no one can find out what’s wrong,” Smith said.




    “Chi­un says it’s some kind of poi­son,” said Re­mo.




    “They can’t find any for­eign sub­stances in his blood,” Smith said.




    “If Chi­un says it’s poi­son, it’s poi­son.”




    “Have you found out any­thing?” Smith asked.




    “Noth­ing re­al­ly,” Re­mo said. “Oh, two guys tried to kill us on the street.”




    “Who are they?”




    “Were,” said Re­mo. “I don’t know. They didn’t have IDs. But, Smit­ty, . . .”




    “Yes?”




    “They were wear­ing hos­pi­tal clothes. I’m think­ing there’s some kind of med­ical tie-​in

    with this thing. Can you run that through the com­put­ers?”




    “I’ll check it out,” Smith said.




    Re­mo looked through the win­dow of the ar­cade. The two young men with leather jack­ets and

    greasy fifties’ hair were stand­ing on ei­ther side of Chi­un, talk­ing to each oth­er across

    the ma­chine. Chi­un seemed not to pay at­ten­tion. Re­mo shook his head and turned away. He

    didn’t want to watch.




    “Any word from Ru­by?” asked Re­mo.




    “None yet.”




    “Good,” said Re­mo. “When she calls in, tell her we’ll have this whole thing cleaned up

    be­fore she even fig­ures out what it’s about. Tell her I said so.”




    “You sure you want me to say that?” asked Smith.




    “Yeah,” said Re­mo. “Well . . . maybe not. I’ll call you to­mor­row.”




    When he went back in­side, the two youths in leather jack­ets were stand­ing on tip­toe on

    ei­ther side of Chi­un, strain­ing up­ward. Re­mo saw why. Chi­un had them by the in­dex

    fin­gers and was us­ing their fin­gers to op­er­ate the flip­pers of the pin­ball

    ma­chines.




    “I warned you,” he said to the two as he ap­proached.




    “Make him let us go,” one squealed.




    “Let them go, Chi­un,” said Re­mo.




    “Not un­til this game is done,” said Chi­un. “They gra­cious­ly vol­un­teered to show me how

    it is played.”




    “I’ll bet they did. What ball are you on?” Re­mo asked.




    “I am play­ing my first ball,” Chi­un said.




    “Still?” asked Re­mo.




    “It is per­fect­ly good,” said Chi­un. “I see no rea­son to use an­oth­er ball.”




    And be­cause Re­mo knew that it might be days be­fore Chi­un used all five balls of the

    game, he pressed his hip against the pin­ball ma­chine and then hit it side­ways.




    The ma­chine’s scor­ing lights went out. The “Tilt”




    sign lit up.




    “What hap­pened?” said Chi­un.




    “The ma­chine tilt­ed,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un pressed the two young men’s fin­gers against the flip­per but­tons. The flip­pers did

    not work.




    “What is this tilt?” he asked.




    “That means the game’s over,” said Re­mo.




    “How did that hap­pen?” asked Chi­un.




    “Some­times it just hap­pens,” Re­mo said.




    “Yeah,” said one of the young men. “So let us go, will you, please, sir?”




    Chi­un nod­ded and re­leased the two youths. They be­gan try­ing to rub the pain from their

    fin­gers.




    “The next time some gen­tle soul comes in seek­ing a mo­ment’s di­ver­sion from the cares of

    his Ufe, I ad­vise you to leave him alone,” Chi­un said.




    “Yes, sir.”




    “We will, sir.”




    Chi­un walked away. Re­mo fol­lowed him. At the door, Chi­un said “I saw you tilt that

    ma­chine by hit­ting it with your hip.”




    “Sor­ry about that, Chi­un,” Re­mo said.




    “It is all right. I might have been there for days fin­ish­ing that game, and it is a

    sin­gu­lar­ly stupid way to spend one’s time, if you can­not win mon­ey.”




    When he re­turned from the Up­per East Side Clin­ic where his son Ran­dall still lay

    un­con­scious, Elmer Lip­pin­cott walked heav­ily up the steps to his bed­room. He didn’t

    rel­ish what he was about to do, but he had lived his en­tire life do­ing what he had to do. It

    was his code of con­duct.




    He won­dered. How do you tell a wom­an you love some­thing that might de­stroy her love for

    you?




    “You just tell her,” he mum­bled half-​aloud to him­self as he walked lead­en­ly down the

    up­stairs hall­way. It was a hall undis­tin­guished by paint­ings. Oth­ers as rich as

    Lip­pin­cott might have had a hall­way lined with oil por­traits of their an­ces­tors but Elmer

    Lip­pin­cott’s an­ces­tors had been dirt farm­ers and cow­punch­ers and once in jest he had

    said that while they weren’t ex­act­ly the scum of the earth, they weren’t ex­act­ly the salt

    ei­ther.




    He heard laugh­ter from in­side his bed­room as he reached the door so he knocked light­ly

    once, be­fore walk­ing in­side.




    His wife, Glo­ria, was sit­ting up in her bed wear­ing a satin gown, a sheet tucked

    de­mure­ly around her body. On the lit­tle stool at the dress­ing ta­ble sat Dr. Jesse Beers.

    They had ob­vi­ous­ly been shar­ing a joke be­cause they looked a lit­tle star­tled and if

    Lip­pin­cott’s mind had been work­ing more clear­ly, he might have thought they even looked a

    lit­tle guilty as he walked in.




    Dr. Beers blew his nose in a hand­ker­chief and seemed to take the oc­ca­sion to wipe his

    face thor­ough­ly. Glo­ria was not as im­mac­ulate as she usu­al­ly was. One strap of her

    night­gown was off her shoul­der and the ris­ing swell of her left breast was vis­ible. Her

    lip­stick seemed slight­ly smeared. Lip­pin­cott no­ticed none of these things.




    Beers fin­ished wip­ing his face and stood as Lip­pin­cott came in. The doc­tor was a tall

    broad-​shoul­dered, young man.




    “How’s the pa­tient, Doc­tor?” asked Lip­pin­cott.




    “Fine, sir. Top notch.”




    “Good.” Lip­pin­cott smiled at his wife and with­out look­ing back said, “Doc­tor, would you

    ex­cuse us?”




    “Of course. Good­night, Mrs. Lip­pin­cott. Sir.”




    Af­ter he closed the door be­hind him, Lip­pin­cott said to his wife: “Nice fel­la.”




    “If you like the type,” Glo­ria said. She opened her arms wide and ex­tend­ed them to­ward

    her hus­band in an in­vi­ta­tion to join her on the bed.




    Lip­pin­cott tossed his jack­et over a chair as he walked to­ward her. God, he loved her.

    And soon she’d be the moth­er of his child. Hope­ful­ly, a son. Are­al son. As he sat on

    the bed, her arms and eyes were so invit­ing, her look so lov­ing, that he again felt a

    shud­der a




    t what he had to do. He closed his big raw­boned hand around one of hers.




    “What’s the mat­ter, Ebn­er?” she asked.




    “You see right through me, don’t you?”




    “I don’t know about that,” Glo­ria said. “But I can see when some­thing’s on your mind. You

    come in here all sour and Wal­ter Bren­nan look­ing and I know some­thing’s wrong.”




    He smiled de­spite him­self, but the smile was just a flash across his face and then there

    was noth­ing there ex­cept hurt and pain.




    “You’d bet­ter tell me about it,” Glo­ria said. “It can’t be as bad as your face makes it

    look.”




    “It is,” Lip­pin­cott said. “It is.”




    He wait­ed for her to say some­thing. When she didn’t an­swer, the si­lence seemed tö fill

    the room like a pres­sure. He turned away and faced the hall door as he spoke.




    “I want you to know, first of all, that I love you and our ba­by,” he said.




    “I know that,” Glo­ria said. She touched her fin­gers to the back of his head, swirling them

    through his thick white hair.




    “I used to love my . . . my boys that same way,” Lip­pin­cott said. “Un­til I found out,

    thanks to Dr. Glad­stone, that they weren’t mine. Three sons my wife gave me. Sons of some

    oth­er man. Or men.” His voice broke.




    “Ebn­er, this is all old ground we’ve cov­ered be­fore,” Glo­ria said. “Why do we have to do

    it again? You can’t do any­thing about the past, about somewom­an who treat­ed you bad­ly

    and is dead now any­way. For­give and for­get.”




    He turned back to her. There was a tear in the cor­ner of his right eye. “I wish I had done

    that,” he said. “But I couldn’t. My pride was hurt too much. And then I was an­gry and

    venge­ful. You know those ex­per­iments Dr. Glad­stone does up at the lab­ora­to­ry?”




    “Not re­al­ly,” Glo­ria said. “Sci­ence doesn’t in­ter­est me.”




    “Well, she works with an­imals to pro­duce sub­stances that can be used in peo­ple to

    af­fect their be­hav­ior. It’s how she cured my im­po­tence. Well, I asked her to … to use some

    of those for­mu­las on Lem and Ran­dall and Dou­glas.”




    Glo­ria’s eyes opened wide. Lip­pin­cott shook his head sad­ly.




    “I didn’t re­al­ly want to hurt them,” he said. “I just want­ed to … to pay them back … to

    show them how much they owed to the Lip­pin­cott name.”




    “It wasn’t their fault, Ebn­er. They didn’t have any­thing to do with how their moth­er

    act­ed.”




    “I know that now. But too late. I want­ed to em­bar­rass them. But the medicine was too much

    for Lem and now he’s dead. And tonight . . . well, Ran­dall’s in a hos­pi­tal, al­most dead. My

    fault. I just came from there.”




    Glo­ria moved for­ward on the bed and put her arms around Lip­pin­cott, cradling him to her

    shoul­der.




    “Oh, hon­ey,” she said. “I’m so sor­ry. But you mustn’t feel guilty. That won’t solve

    any­thing.”




    “But Lem is dead,” he said.




    “That’s right. He’s dead and there’s noth­ing any­body can do about it. Ex­cept grieve.”




    “And feel guilty,” Lip­pin­cott said. Tears were rolling ful­ly down his face now, cours­ing

    through the crags and folds of his dry weath­ered skin.




    “No,” Glo­ria said firm­ly. “Guilt does noth­ing for any­one. What you can do is try your

    best to see that Ran­dall gets well. And, even though it sounds cru­el, you can just for­get

    Lem. You will, you know, in time. Try to do it now. Spare your­self the an­guish. For­get him.

    Do it for me. For our new son. Your son.”




    “You think I can?”




    “I know you can,” Glo­ria said. Lip­pin­cott took her in his arms for a mo­ment, then

    set­tled her back on­to her pil­low. He reached for the tele­phone.




    “I’ve told Dr. Glad­stone to stop,” he said. “Enough is enough.”




    “I’m glad,” she said.




    He spoke in­to the tele­phone. “Dr. Beers, would you come in here please?”




    Beers ar­rived a few sec­onds lat­er. He was still wear­ing his tweed slacks and quiana

    shirt.




    “Yes, sir,” he said.




    “Dr. Beers, my son Ran­dall is in the Up­per East Side Clin­ic in Man­hat­tan. I want you to

    go down there, and to con­sult with your as­so­ciate Dr. Glad­stone, and do what is nec­es­sary

    to make sure that Ran­dall re­cov­ers.”




    “What’s wrong with him, sir?” Beers asked. He looked, as if in con­fu­sion, from

    Lip­pin­cott to the young and beau­ti­ful Glo­ria.




    “Dr. Glad­stone will know,” Lip­pin­cott said. “So please go now.”




    “And Mrs. Lip­pin­cott?” Beers asked. “I’ll be here. She’ll be all right. If there’s

    any­thing wrong, I’ll call you im­me­di­ate­ly.”




    ‘Til leave right away,” Beers said. He left the room.




    “And now ev­ery­thing will be all right,” Glo­ria told her hus­band. “So you just take those

    clothes off and come to bed. I’m go­ing to the bath­room.”




    She locked the bath­room door be­hind her, turned the wa­ter on fast, then picked up the

    tele­phone on the wall next to the sink.




    She di­aled three dig­its.




    When the tele­phone was picked up, she spoke two words: “Kill him.”




    She hung up the tele­phone, washed her hands and went back to her hus­band.




    Af­ter Ran­dall, she thought, there were on­ly two Lip­pin­cotts to go. The third son,

    Dou­glas.




    And, of course, the old man.




    Elmer Lip­pin­cott took the news from Dr. Beers very hard. His son, Ran­dall, had ex­pired

    in the night. Nei­ther he nor Dr. Glad­stone had been able to do any­thing about it.




    “One mo­ment he was fine. And the next mo­ment, he stopped breath­ing. I’m sor­ry, Mr.

    Lip­pin­cott.”




    “You’re not to blame,” Lip­pin­cott said. “I am.” His heart was heavy un­til break­ing.

    For­tu­nate­ly, his young wife Glo­ria com­fort­ed him, and then she went to sleep.




    Very sound­ly.


  




  

    CHAPTER ELEVEN




    Ru­by couldn’t sleep. Even at 2 A.M., the traf­fic nois­es in the street be­low her ho­tel

    win­dow an­noyed her. The whirring of the heater in the’room an­noyed her. And the thought that

    Re­mo might be ahead of her in this case an­noyed her most of all.




    She turned on the bed lamp and di­aled Smith’s home num­ber. The spe­cial tele­phone was

    in­stalled in Smith’s bed­room. It had no bell and when a call came in, a small red light

    flashed at the base of the re­ceiv­er. Smith, who had spent his ma­tur­ing years with the

    O.S.S. and then with the CIA, be­fore be­ing se­lect­ed to head CURE, slept so light­ly the red

    flash woke him in­stant­ly.




    He lift­ed the phone off the base, lis­tened for a mo­ment to his wife’s heavy reg­ular

    snor­ing, and whis­pered: “Hold on, please.”




    He put the call on hold, then picked it up on an­oth­er tele­phone in the bath­room.




    “Smith,” he said.




    “This is Ru­by. I’m sor­ry for call­ing you so late but I couldn’t sleep.”




    “Nei­ther could I,” Smith lied. He did not like to make peo­ple feel un­com­fort­able.

    Un­com­fort­ablepeo­ple took longer to get to the point. “Have you learned any­thing?” he

    asked.




    “Well, I’m glad I didn’t wake you,” Ru­by said. “Re­mem­ber that de­tec­tive, Mead­ows? He’s

    def­inite­ly the one who wrote the let­ter to The Man. And he’s been miss­ing for about two

    weeks. The plot against the Lip­pin­cotts has some­thing to do with some­place on the East

    Side. Called Life­line Lab­ora­to­ry. And there was an­oth­er guy with Mead­ows.”




    “How’d you find this out?” Smith asked.




    “I got my hands on Mead­ows’s throw­away sheets when he was writ­ing that let­ter. They had

    more in­for­ma­tion than the let­ter did.”




    “What do you think hap­pened to Mead­ows?”




    “My guess is that he bought the farm,” Ru­by said.




    “It would seem like­ly,” Smith said.




    “What about the do­do? He find any­thing?”




    “Re­mo? A lit­tle, but it ties in with what you told me.” Quick­ly, Smith filled her in on

    the at­tempt to mur­der Re­mo and Chi­un, and the poi­son­ing of Ran­dall Lip­pin­cott, and the

    fact that the two men who at­tacked Re­mo and Chi­un were wear­ing hos­pi­tal type cloth­ing.

    Re­mo sug­gest­ed a med­ical tie-​in among the Lip­pin­cotts.




    “Shoot, he get­ting close,” Ru­by said.




    “I put it in the com­put­ers be­fore I left Fol­croft,” Smith said. “Hold on.”




    He pressed the hold but­ton and di­aled a num­ber that con­nect­ed di­rect­ly in­to the

    mas­sive com­put­er banks at Fol­croft San­itar­ium, CURE’s head­quar­ters. A me­chan­ical

    com­put­er voice an­swered. Smith pushed the but­tons on the tele­phone re­ceiv­er in a

    nu­mer­ical pat­tern that trig­gered the com­put­er’s read­out mech­anism. The com­put­er voice

    re­cit­ed some in­forma­tion me­chan­ical­ly to Smith, who hung up af­ter first say­ing his

    ha­bit­ual Thank You be­fore pick­ing up Ru­by’s call again.




    “You’re right,” he told her. “Life­line Lab­ora­to­ry is fund­ed by Lip­pin­cott mon­ey.

    It’s head­ed by two doc­tors, Ele­na Glad­stone and Loren Beers. They are al­so pri­vate

    physi­cians who treat the Lip­pin­cott f am-​ily.”




    “What they do at the lab­ora­to­ry?” Ru­by asked.




    “Some kind of es­oter­ic re­search. Be­hav­ioral stud­ies.”




    “Es­oter­ic?” asked Ru­by.




    “Far out,” ex­plained Smith.




    “Got it. Where’s the do­do stay­ing?”




    Smith gave Ru­by Re­mo’s ho­tel.




    “What are you go­ing to do now?” he asked.




    “I was go­ing to vis­it the lab­ora­to­ry.”




    “I wouldn’t rec­om­mend your go­ing there alone. Con­tact Re­mo,” Smith said.




    “He dumb,” Ru­by said. “He can’t find any­thing out. He’ll go barg­ing in and mess­ing up

    ev­ery­thing, break­ing fur­ni­ture and play­ing the fool. Then we nev­er find out

    any­thing.”




    “Now you know the cross I’ve had to bear,” Smith said pa­tient­ly. “But I don’t want

    any­thing to hap­pen to you.”




    He was silent. There was a pause at the oth­er end of the line.




    “All right,” Ru­by said. “I’ll get to­geth­er with Re­mo.”




    “Good,” said Smith. “Keep in touch.”




    He hung up. Ru­by hung up and said soft­ly to her­self: “Booshit.” She sat on the edge of

    the bed. It wasn’t that she didn’t like Re­mo. She did. In fact,some­times she tin­gled

    when she thought of him and if it hadn’t been for the fact that Chi­un was al­ways try­ing to

    push them in­to bed to­geth­er so they could pro­duce a tan ba­by for him, she and Re­mo

    prob­ably would have got­ten it on by now.




    Now, that would be a ba­by, Ru­by thought. Ho­mo su­pe­ri­or. If it got Re­mo’s phys­ical

    abil­ity and her brains. But what if the ba­by had Re­mo’s brains? What a bur­den to lay on a

    child.




    She’d wor­ry about that when the time came.




    Ru­by dressed quick­ly and checked the wal­let in­side her large pock­et­book to make sure

    she was car­ry­ing the right kind of iden­ti­fi­ca­tion. Down­stairs, she called a cab.




    “City morgue,” she told the driv­er.




    “Gee, la­dy,” he said. “You don’t have to com­mit sui­cide. I’ll mar­ry you.”




    “I al­ready got one los­er,” Ru­by said. “Drive.”




    Her Jus­tice De­part­ment iden­ti­fi­ca­tion got her through the string of clerks that

    manned the morgue, even at 2:45 A.M. New York might be bankrupt, but they nev­er seemed to run

    out of mon­ey to hire more clerks, she re­al­ized. At the morgue, she passed through sev­en

    lay­ers of per­son­nel be­fore she fi­nal­ly got to what was called “the stor­age room.”




    A bored po­lice­man checked her iden­ti­fi­ca­tion care­ful­ly, mov­ing his lips as he read

    it, then asked her who she was look­ing for. The cop smelled of cheap whiskey. His belt pressed

    in­to his huge bel­ly like a knife in­to an un­baked bis­cuit. Ru­by won­dered whose

    broth­er-​in-​law he was to get a job in­doors in win­ter.




    She took a pic­ture of Za­ck Mead­ows from her pock­et­book.




    “This one,” she said.




    “I don’t rec­og­nize hún,” the cop said. “But a lot of them don’t look like much any­more.

    When’d he come in?”




    Ru­by shrugged. “Some­time in the last two weeks.”




    “Oh, jeez,” the po­lice­man said. “Can’t you nar­row it down any more than that?”




    “No,” Ru­by said, “I can’t. How many uniden­ti­fied bod­ies you got com­ing in in the last

    two weeks any­way?”




    “A cou­ple of dozen, for Christ sake. This ain’t Con­necti­cut, you know. This is New

    York.”




    “Yeah, I know,” said Ru­by. “Let’s look at them.”




    The bod­ies were kept in lock­ers with large stain­less steel doors. They were put in head

    first. Each body was cov­ered with a sheet and there were card­board tags tied to the left big

    toe. With bod­ies that had been iden­ti­fied, the tags car­ried that in­for­ma­tion. Name, age,

    ad­dress. With uniden­ti­fied bod­ies, the tags car­ried when and where the body was found and

    re­ferred back to a po­lice file num­ber. Most of the uniden­ti­fied dead were vic­tims of

    gun­shot wounds.




    “Don’t you send prints to Wash­ing­ton for iden­ti­fi­ca­tion?” Ru­by asked the cop, as she

    shook her head “no” and he slid an­oth­er corpse back in­to the freez­er lock­er. The over­head

    light­ing was bright, nonglare flu­ores­cent. She was able to see the faces very clear­ly.




    “Sure. When we get around to it. But we got a lot of things to do and we don’t al­ways get

    around to it in a hur­ry. This is New York, you know.” *




    “Yeah,” Ru­by said. “I know. It ain’t Con­necti­cut.”




    “Right.”




    She found Za­ck Mead­ows in the sixth lock­er. There was no mis­tak­ing the bloat­ed face.

    Look­ing down at him, cov­ered on­ly by a sheet, his hair mat­ted around his head as if he had

    died step­ping out of the show­er, Ru­by thought to her­self that even in death, Za­ck Mead­ows

    looked stupid. She bit her lip. You shouldn’t talk bad of the dead, her moth­er had al­ways

    told her. God would pun­ish you for that. She in­spect­ed the corpse care­ful­ly. The

    fin­ger­tips on both hands were de­stroyed. They looked as if they had been cut off.




    “That’s un­usu­al, isn’t it?” she said.




    “What?” asked the cop.




    Ru­by point­ed to Mead­ows’ fin­gers. The cop shrugged.




    “Who knows?” he said.




    The tag on Mead­ows’s toe said he had been tak­en out of Cen­tral Park’s lake, with

    an­oth­er body, two weeks be­fore.




    “Where’s the oth­er body?” she said.




    “Let’s see.” The pa­trol­man looked at the tag. “It ought to say on the tag but it don’t. I

    don’t know what the hell help is com­ing to when they can’t do a sim­ple thing like put the

    right in­for­ma­tion on a toe tag. The kind of peo­ple we get around here.”




    “Where might the oth­er body be?” Ru­by asked pa­tient­ly.




    “Around here some­where,” he said an­gri­ly. “You done with this one?”




    “Yeah.”




    The cop slammed the rolling tray back in­to the freez­er lock­er. It hit the back wall with

    a loud met­allic clank. God help Za­ck Mead­ows, Ru­by thought, at the hands of this

    cretin.




    The cop be­gan to pull out slabs quick­ly, just check­ing the toe in­for­ma­tion. On the

    fourth try, he found it.




    “Here it is,” he said. “Cen­tral Park lake. Same day. That’s it. Want to see him?”




    “Yes,” Ru­by said.




    He pulled out the tray and pulled down the sheet from the face. It was a small man with

    thin­ning hair and a mousey meek face. Ru­by checked his hands. His fin­ter­tips too had been

    cut off.




    “Prob­ably two guys got a load on and got in­to a swim­ming con­test and both of them

    drownd­ed,” the cop said.




    “In De­cem­ber?” Ru­by said.




    “Could be. Re­mem­ber, this . . .”




    “I know. It ain’t Con­necti­cut,” Ru­by said. “What do you make of their fin­ger­tips be­ing

    mu­ti­lat­ed?”




    “I don’t make noth­ing of it,” the po­lice­man said.




    No won­der the city was like Fort Apache, Ru­by thought. She gave the small corpse an

    en­cour­ag­ing slap on the bot­tom of its bare foot, then smiled at the cop.




    “Thanks. You’ve been a big help,” she said.




    “All right,” he said. “Maybe you can do some­thing for me some day.”




    “Hope so,” Ru­by said. Like put a tag on your toe, she thought.




    Out front, Ru­by caught an­oth­er cab and gave it the name of Re­mo’s ho­tel. In­side the

    ho­tel, the desk clerk looked at her as if she were a hook­er on her way to vis­it a John with

    a mid­dle-​of-​the-​night urge.




    She rode a squeak­ing el­eva­tor up to the twen­ty-​third floor and stood out­side Re­mo’s

    door. She found a pen and pa­per in her purse and wrote a note.




    Chi­un heard the noise in­stant­ly. Some­thing had been pushed un­der their door. He rose

    qui­et­ly from the grass mat on which he slept. Re­mo was asleep in the in­side bed­room.

    Chi­un saw the piece of pa­per on the floor. He opened the note and looked at it. The greet­ing

    read: “Dear Do­do.” Chi­un de­cid­ed the note was not for him. He crum­pled it on­to the floor

    and went back to his mat to re­turn to sleep. He hoped the squeak­ing of the el­eva­tor did not

    keep him awake all night.




    Back in the lob­by, the clerk again looked at Ru­by with dis­taste. Once he could have

    got­ten away with; twice was too much.




    Ru­by walked up to the desk and even though the clerk was stand­ing di­rect­ly in front of

    her, she slammed her hand down on the night ser­vice bell, send­ing a loud ring through­out the

    lob­by.




    “What was that for?” the clerk asked in his best surly man­ner.




    “Just mak­ing sure you alive,” Ru­by said.




    “And now that you’re sure . . .”




    “Who says I’m sure?” Ru­by asked. “All I see is some­body star­ing down his long nose and

    mak­ing sounds.”




    The clerk took a breath. “What is it, Miss, that you want? We don’t want peo­ple hang­ing

    around the lob­by, if you get my drift.”




    Ru­by dug her wal­let from her purse and opened it to a New York City po­lice iden­ti­ty

    card.




    “That el­eva­tor over there ain’t been in­spect­ed in the last six months like it’s

    sup­posed to be,” she said.




    The clerk looked star­tled. He stam­mered. “Just an over­sight, I’m sure.”




    “Peo­ple get killed by over­sights,” Ru­by said. “If I look at all the rest of them

    el­eva­tors, you think they’ll have over­sights too?”




    “I … er … I don’t know.”




    “Well, I’m go­ing to take it easy on you. I won’t be back till noon. Make sure those

    el­eva­tors are checked by then ’cause if they ain’t, I’m go­ing to close them all down and you

    can have your guests walk up­stairs. You get my drift?”




    “Yes, ma’am.”


  




  CHAPTER TWELVE




  Dr. Ele­na Glad­stone had not been able to get back to sleep in her apart­ment above the

  Life­line Lab­ora­to­ry.




  She had felt re­lieved when Dr. Jesse Beers called her to let her know that he had “tak­en

  care” of Ran­dall Lip­pin­cott be­fore the man had a chance to talk.




  “Bet­ter late than nev­er,” she had told him.




  But what kept her awake was a tele­phone call she did not re­ceive and as the clock moved on

  to­ward 4 A.M., she be­gan to doubt if she was ev­er again go­ing to hear from the two men she

  had sent af­ter the Ori­en­tal and the Amer­ican. They should have been back by now, but they had

  not re­turned and they had not called and in­side she had the sink­ing feel­ing that per­haps the

  two gov­ern­ment agents-​what were their names, Re­mo and Cbi­un?-just per­haps there was more to

  them than met the eye. They had man­aged to keep Ran­dall Lip­pin­cott alive, when by all

  med­ical prac­tice he should have been dead. How had they done it? It had caused no re­al

  dan­ger. Jesse Beers had tak­en care of it, but still those two were a threat. For a brief

  mo­ment, a chill passed through her body and she thought that per­haps she might be will­ing to

  get out of the whole busi­ness.




  She re­ject­ed that thought right away. She wasn’t talk­ing aboui wealth; she was think­ing

  about rich­es. Not just mil­lions, but hun­dreds of mil­lions. She was think­ing of yachts and

  vil­las and chauf­feurs and the beau­ti­ful Ufe.




  Noth­ing must get in the way of that dream.




  Ru­by saw the silent alarm wires in the back door of the lab­ora­to­ry, so she did not

  at­tempt to slip the door. She root­ed around in­side her pock­et­book and found a long wire with

  two thin ad­he­sive clips on the ends. She care­ful­ly pressed the clips in­to the top of the

  door, un­til she was able to bridge the two wires of the alarm.




  Then she picked the lock with a small tool from a set she car­ried with her.




  “CIA was good for some­thing,” she mum­bled to her­self.




  She stood in­side the closed door of the lab­ora­to­ry for long min­utes, wait­ing, ready to

  flee if an­oth­er alarm had sound­ed and alert­ed some­one. Her eyes grew ac­cus­tomed to the

  dark. She saw the cages lin­ing the wall, cages of rats and mice and mon­keys. She ex­am­ined

  them clin­ical­ly. While most peo­ple might be afraid of rats and mice, in the neigh­bor­hood

  where Ru­by had grown up, they were con­stant com­pan­ions, and you didn’t stay emo­tion­al­ly

  fear­ful of them for long. When Ru­by was ten years old, a rat had climbed in­to her bed and

  bit­ten her. She had grabbed it be­hind the head, and beat­en it to death with the spiked heel of

  her moth­er’s shoe.




  The an­imals qui­et­ed as Ru­by stood in the room. She lis­tened. Had Za­ck Mead­ows been here

  too? Had he come to find out what was go­ing on, on­ly towind up dead in the Cen­tral Park

  lake? If that was what had hap­pened, Ru­by re­al­ized she had bet­ter be very care­ful.




  There was no point in try­ing to sleep any­more so Ele­na Glad­stone dressed ca­su­al­ly in

  blue jeans and a plaid shirt and de­cid­ed to go down to the lab­ora­to­ry to look in on her

  lat­est ex­per­iments. She had suc­ceed­ed in con­di­tion­ing a rat to be afraid of met­al, to

  the point that the rat went berserk if placed in a met­al cage. Even af­ter hun­dreds of

  ex­per­iments, she nev­er lost her sense of won­der that a learned re­sponse such as fear,

  trained in­to an an­imal, would pro­duce a sub­stance in the an­imal’s brain that could be

  iso­lat­ed, pu­ri­fied, and in­ten­si­fied so that it could be in­ject­ed in­to the blood­stream

  of an­oth­er an­imal and pro­duce ex­act­ly the same fear.




  She had got­ten in­to the re­search a decade be­fore when, just out of med­ical school, she

  had tak­en a job in a lab­ora­to­ry and been ex­posed to the fa­mous flat-​worm ex­per­iments, in

  which flat­worms were trained to re­spond to light. Then the trained worms were cut up and fed to

  oth­er flat­worms who im­me­di­ate­ly de­vel­oped the same re­sponse to the light stim­ulus.




  The ec­cen­tric doc­tor for whom she worked had been in­clined to dis­miss the ex­per­iment as

  a cu­rios­ity but it be­came the piv­ot of Dr. Ele­na Glad­stone’s life. She nev­er pub­lished

  any of her find­ings or orig­inal re­search. Some­how, in the back of her mind, there had al­ways

  been a feel­ing that there was a prof­it to be turned through this re­search and this prof­it

  would be in di­rect pro­por­tion to how much she knew and how lit­tle oth­ers knew.




  She was dressed and, bare­foot­ed, start­ed down­stairs.




  Ru­by had seen the guard sit­ting just in­side the front door of the build­ing, and she had

  seen a small of­fice ofl: to the side of the main lab­ora­to­ry room. She went in­to the of­fice

  and struck a match, to sat­is­fy her­self that the room had a win­dow through which she could

  es­cape if it be­came nec­es­sary.




  She closed the door be­hind her, locked it, opened the win­dow, and went over to the desk. The

  name-​plate read “Dr. Glad­stone.”




  Ru­by switched on the desk lamp and turned her at­ten­tion to the fil­ing cab­inet be­hind the

  desk.




  It was locked but her lock picks quick­ly opened it. She whis­tled soft­ly to her­self as the

  top draw­er opened. In the back of the draw­er were pa­tient fold­ers and there were the

  Lip­pin­cotts. Elmer, Lem, Dou­glas, and Ran­dall. She moved the desk lamp clos­er to the file

  cab­inet, then spun around in the swiv­el chair so she could read the re­ports more easily.




  Ele­na Glad­stone ca­su­al­ly un­locked the door to the lab­ora­to­ry, stepped in­side, then

  froze against the wall. At the end of the hall­way, light was pour­ing from her of­fice.

  Silent­ly, she walked down the hall, pressed close to the wall. She peered in through a cor­ner

  of the win­dow in the door. There was a wom­an in­side, a black wom­an with an Afro, sit­ting at

  the cab­inet, read­ing her files. Be­hind the desk, the soli­tary win­dow in the of­fice was

  open, ob­vi­ous­ly for fast es­cape if it be­came nec­es­sary.




  Who was she, Ele­na won­dered. Per­haps she hadsome re­la­tion­ship to that pri­vate

  de­tec­tive who had come snoop­ing around a few weeks be­fore.




  Noise­less on her bare feet, Ele­na moved away from the door and went back out the front door

  of the lab­ora­to­ry. In a hall­way clos­et, she found what she was look­ing for, se­cret­ed the

  small can in­side her shirt and walked to the front of the build­ing.




  The guard looked up when she ap­proached. As if strick­en by guilt, he tried to hide his copy

  of Hus­tler Mag­azine un­der some pa­pers on the desk.




  “Hel­lo, Doc­tor,” he said. “What are you do­ingup?”




  “Just walk­ing around, think­ing,” she said. “This is




  what I want you to do.”




  She ex­plained it very care­ful­ly, then had Her­man re­peat it. He did not un­der­stand his

  in­struc­tions but he nod­ded and said he would do just what she or­dered.




  Dr. Glad­stone walked out­side in­to the cold De­cem­ber air and as she stepped out­side,

  be­hind her, Her­man be­gan count­ing soft­ly to him­self, “One thou­sand and one, one thou­sand

  and two, one thou­sandand …”




  When the count had reached six­ty, Her­man stood up. Whistling loud­ly, he walked to­ward the

  lab­ora­to­ry door in the rear of the build­ing. Even though the door was un­locked, he fum­bled

  with the knob for awhile, then reached in­side and flipped on the lab­ora­to­ry light.




  In Dr. Glad­stone’s of­fice, Ru­by had heard the whistling and turned off the desk lamp. In

  the dark, she had re­placed the Lip­pin­cott fold­ers in the rear of the file cab­inet. She stood

  near the open win­dow,wait­ing. She heard the fum­bling with the door­knob in the out­er

  of­fice, and then her of­fice was se­mi-​lit as the lightswitch out­side was turned on.




  Ru­by didn’t wait to see the guard fol­low the last of his in­struc­tions, which were to turn

  around, go back to his desk, put on his coat and go home ear­ly.




  Ru­by stepped up on a book case to hoist her­self through the win­dow. Her body was halfway

  out when Ele­na Glad­stone stepped out of the shad­ows along­side the build­ing.




  As Ru­by looked up and saw her, Dr. Glad­stone raised a can of Mace and sprayed it in Ru­by’s

  face. It hit the young black wom­en like a punch, tak­ing the wind out of her lungs. She could

  feel it tin­gling on her face and the burn­ing sen­sa­tion in her eyes, and then she could feel

  her body start to grow numb and her ringers slipped from the win­dowsill and Ru­by fell back

  in­side, on the of­fice floor, un­con­scious.




  Ele­na Glad­stone, step­ping care­ful­ly in her bare-​feet, so she did not step on glass or

  sharp peb­bles, came back around the front of the build­ing. She checked to make sure that the

  guard had gone, locked the door be­hind her and walked in­to her of­fice, to see just what she

  had cap­tured.




  Re­mo was up be­fore the sun and when he stepped out in­to the liv­ing room of the ho­tel

  suite, he saw Chi­un ly­ing in a pink sleep­ing ki­mono on the grass mat, his hands fold­ed

  steeple-​like in front of him, star­ing at the ceil­ing.




  “What’s the mat­ter, Chi­un? Trou­ble sleep­ing?”




  “Yes,” said Chi­un.




  “Sor­ry,” said Re­mo."




  “You should be,” said Chi­un as he rose to a sit­ting po­si­tion.




  “I didn’t have any­thing to do with it,” Re­mo said. “I don’t snore. And I keep the door to

  the bed­room closed so you won’t com­plain about my breath­ing or the springs in the bed

  squeak­ing or any­thing like that. Find your­self an­oth­er pat­sy.”




  “A lot you know,” Chi­un said. “Who was it who put us in a ho­tel where the el­eva­tor

  squeaks? And if peo­ple were not al­ways com­ing to this floor to look for you, the el­eva­tor

  would not al­ways be squeak­ing and keep­ing me awake.”




  “Look­ing for me? Who?” Re­mo asked.




  “And if peo­ple were not al­ways slip­ping mes­sages for you un­der the door, I might just be

  able to get some rest,” Chi­un said.




  Re­mo saw the crum­pled note on the floor. He smoothed it out and read it aloud:




  “Dear Do­do. What you’re look­ing for is Life­line Lab­ora­to­ry on East Eighty-​first Street.

  Ru­by.”




  He looked at Chi­un. “When’d this come?”




  “You’re not go­ing to ask me how I knew it was for you?”




  “No. When’d it come?”




  “Who knows? Two hours ago. An hour ago.”




  “And you read it and didn’t do any­thing? Ru­by’s prob­ably gone to this place and she might

  be in trou­ble.”




  “One, I did not read it be­cause it was not ad­dressed to me. I am not ‘Dear Do­do.’ Two, if

  that Ru­by wom­an wrote it and is go­ing wher­ev­er that place is, she will not be in trou­ble

  be­cause she can take care of her­self, that one, which is why she wouldmake a fine moth­er

  for some­one’s son, if some­one had but the brains to see that, but one can­not ex­pect too much

  of a stone.”




  Re­mo was on the tele­phone to Smith and when the light flashed, Smith’s wife was down­stairs

  prepar­ing break­fast so Smith spoke from his bed­room.




  “Yes, Re­mo. The Life­line Lab­ora­to­ry. I told her to alert you be­fore she went there. All

  right. Keep me ad­vised.”




  When he hung up with Re­mo, Smith turned the re­ceiv­er of the phone up­side down to ex­pose a

  pan­el of but­tons. With prac­ticed fin­gers, he pressed a 10-dig­it se­quence. There was no

  buzzing ring of the phone. There was on­ly si­lence for thir­ty sec­onds and then a voice said

  “Yes, Dr. Smith.”




  “On the Lip­pin­cott mat­ter, our peo­ple are clos­ing in,” Smith said.




  “Thank you,” said the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States as Smith hung up.




  CHAP­TER THIR­TEEN




  It was a pain in the neck.




  Ru­by knew it was a pain in the neck and as she strug­gled to­ward con­scious­ness, her mind

  asked what was a pain in the neck. Re­mo. Re­mo was a pain hi the neck. Work­ing for the

  gov­ern­ment was a pain in the neck. If she had had any sense, she nev­er would have got­ten

  in­volved with the CIA and then with CURE. She would have just kept run­ning the Afro wig shop in

  Nor­folk, Vir­ginia, build­ing her busi­ness, mov­ing on to oth­er things, and sock­ing enough

  mon­ey away to re­tire by thir­ty.




  Not her, though. She had to be smart and work for the gov­ern­ment. That was the pain in the

  neck. And Re­mo, he was a pain in the neck. Chi­un and Smith, pains in the neck. Her broth­er,

  Lu­cius. No, he wasn’t a pain in the neck. He was a pain in the ass.




  Her eyes opened and the pain in her neck was re­al. It felt like the bite of a June bot­tle

  fly and she tried to move her right hand up to the left side of her throat to touch the sore spot

  but she couldn’t. She craned her head and saw that her right hand was strapped down. So was the

  left hand. So was she. She was ly­ing on a hos­pi­tal cot, with thick broad bands of can­vas

  hold­ing her down she she couldn’t move. Andit all came back to her. The Mace in the face

  as she tried to es­cape. And there, across the room, hang­ing up the tele­phone was Dr. Ele­na

  Glad­stone who had a broad smile on” her face as she turned to­ward Ru­by and walked to­ward her.

  The room was bright­ly light­ed with over­head flu­ores­cent fix­tures. Ru­by had seen that kind

  of light­ing SQme­where re­cent­ly. Where? She shud­dered as she re­mem­bered. In the city

  morgue, when she was ex­am­in­ing corpses.




  “How are you feel­ing, Miss Gon­za­lez?”




  “How’d you know my name?” asked Ru­by. . “I know a great deal about you. Your name. Who you

  work for. What you do. The iden­ti­ties of the Amer­ican and the Ori­en­tal who have been

  both­er­ing me. Your sus­pi­cions about the Lip­pin­cott tragedies and the death of Mr.

  Mead­ows.”




  “You drugged me,” Ru­by said. It was not a ques­tion, but more a silent grudg­ing ac­cep­tance

  of an un­pleas­ant fact.




  “Yes, dear, I did. Now how would you like to die?




  “Ei­ther of two ways,” Ru­by said. “Not much and not at all.”




  “Nei­ther of those is ac­cept­able,” Dr. Glad­stone said. “We’ll have to find some­thing

  bet­ter.”




  “Take your time. I’m in no hur­ry.” Ru­by’s cau­tious cat’s eyes had prowled the en­tire room.

  The walls of the room were lined with more cages, hold­ing rats and ham­sters. She saw a scalpel

  on a ta­ble across the room. Maybe there was a chance.




  “You seemT­to have fig­ured out ev­ery­thing about me,” Ru­by said. “I’m sure im­pressed by

  all that sci­ence stuff, but I can’t fig­ure out what you’re do­ing at all.”




  “It’s not sur­pris­ing,” Dr. Glad­stone said. “Few could.”




  Pick­anin­ny wouldn’t work, Ru­by de­cid­ed. Maybe van­ity.




  “The ad­vances you’ve made with pep­tides are re­al­ly a break­through,” Ru­by said.




  Dr. Glad­stone’s eye­brows lift­ed. “Pep­tides? My, you are well read.”




  Ru­by nod­ded and ig­nored the pa­tron­iz­ing. “I just don’t un­der­stand how you can

  syn­the­size com­pounds from one species and make them work in a to­tal­ly dif­fer­ent

  species.”




  The red­head­ed doc­tor’s eyes sparkled with in­ter­est. “I don’t syn­the­size them. I use

  nat­ural com­pounds. What I syn­the­sized and what made it all work, was . . . well, you re­call

  in or­gan trans­plants, the ne­ces­si­ty to use an­ti-​re­jec­tion medicines so or-” gans from

  one per­son would be ac­cept by an­oth­er’s body?”




  “I re­mem­ber,” Ru­by said.




  “I syn­the­sized the ba­sic com­po­nents that pre­vent re­jec­tion, and found out how to bind

  those to the pep­tide com­pounds. I can move sub­stances from one species to an­oth­er with one

  hun­dred per­cent ef­fec­tive­ness.”




  “In­cred­ible,” Ru­by said. “What got me too was the range of re­spons­es you can pro­gram. I

  can see train­ing an an­imal to be afraid of the dark or of wa­ter. But of Ori­en­tals? Of

  cloth­ing or re­straints? That’s amaz­ing.”




  “Not re­al­ly. It’s just the nat­ural out­growth of sim­ple be­hav­ioral train­ing. Use an

  Ori­en­tal as­sis­tant to abuse an­imals. When you in­flict pain on him, make sure his

  en­vi­ron­ment is yel­low-​col­ored. They willre­act soon enough. Cloth­ing? You just

  cou­ple some kind of blan­ket with elec­tric shock. Then switch to oth­er fab­ric cov­er­ings.

  Be­fore long, the rats learn. Any­thing cov­er­ing them means a painful jolt of elec­tric­ity,

  and that knowl­edge cre­ates pep­tide com­pounds in the brain, and those can make a man afraid of

  the same thing.”




  “Like Ran­dall Lip­pin­cott?” asked Ru­by.




  “Ex­act­ly like Ran­dall Lip­pin­cott,” Dr. Glad­stone’s eyes nar­rowed as she re­al­ized the

  wom­an strapped to the hos­pi­tal cot in front of her was still the en­emy.




  “But why? Why the Lip­pin­cotts?” asked Ru­by.




  “Be­cause we’re go­ing to get rid of all of them,” said Dr. Glad­stone, “and then what they’ve

  got is ours.”




  “Their heirs might have some­thing to say about that,” Ru­by said.




  “They will. They will. And now, dear, if twen­ty ques­tions is done, I think we have to

  de­cide what to do with you.”




  The tele­phone rang. Dr. Glad­stone an­swered it, then said “I’ll be right there.”




  She re­placed the phone and told Ru­by: “Your friends have ar­rived. This Re­mo and Chi­un. I

  have to go chase them first and then I’ll be back to take care of you.”




  “I don’t mind wait­ing,” Ru­by said.




  “By the way, if you wish to yell, feel free. But this place is ten feet be­low the brown­stone

  and is quite sound­proof. No one will hear you yell, just as no one will hear you scream.”




  The doc­tor left and Ru­by let out a hiss of air. That was one mean wom­an. With no time to

  waste, she be­gan rock­ing her body back and forth on the hos­pital cot. She hoped that the

  wheels had not been locked in place.




  They hadn’t and a sud­den jerk of her body was re­ward­ed by the cot rolling two inch­es

  clos­er to the counter on which she saw the scalpel.




  Two inch­es down. Ten feet to go. Ru­by kept rock­ing.




  Ele­na Glad­stone smiled au­to­mat­ical­ly as she walked in­to her book-​lined main of­fice in

  the front of the brown­stone and saw Re­mo and Chi­un sit­ting be­fore her desk.




  “How do you do?” she said. “I’m Dr. Glad­stone. I un­der­stand you’ve been sent by Mr. Elmer

  Lip­pin­cott, Se­nior.”




  “That’s right,” Re­mo said. “My name is Williams. This is Chi­un.”




  “You can call me Mas­ter,” Chi­un said.




  “I’m pleased to meet you both,” she said. She brushed past Re­mo as she walked be­hind her

  desk. She gave off a heavy fem­ine scent, a scent her body de­served even if the stark white

  lab­ora­to­ry cloth­ing she was wear­ing did not. He knew that scent from some­where.




  “What can I do for you?” she asked as she sat down.




  “First, it was Lem Lip­pin­cott and then Ran­dall,” Re­mo said. “We won­dered if you have any

  ex­pla­na­tion for why they did what they did. Mr. Lip­pin­cott told us you’re the fam­ily

  doc­tor.”




  “That’s right,” Ele­na said, but shook her head. “I don’t know what hap­pened to them. They

  were both in good health, or as good as seden­tary men can be. They had no se­ri­ous emo­tion­al

  prob­lems that I knowof. They weren’t on drugs or any med­ica­tion. I don’t know what

  hap­pened to them.”




  “Ran­dall Lip­pin­cott was afraid of cloth­ing,” Re­mo said. “He couldn’t stand hav­ing

  any­thing on his body.”




  “And I just don’t un­der­stand that,” Ele­na said. “I’ve nev­er, in all these years, heard of

  such an ir­ra­tional fear.”




  “You think you could have helped him?” Re­mo asked.




  “I don’t know. Per­haps. I would have tried. But I wasn’t called when he be­came ill.”




  “What kind of work do you do here?” Re­mo asked.




  “This is a life preser­va­tion fa­cil­ity. We try to find ill­ness­es be­fore they flare up.

  We do phys­ical ex­am­ina­tions whose goal is to pre­vent se­ri­ous ill­ness. If we find some­one

  is los­ing the tone in his back mus­cles, for in­stance, and we have so­phis­ti­cat­ed ways of

  mea­sur­ing that, we pre­scribe for them a se­ries of ex­er­cise that will pre­vent the trou­ble

  be­fore it be­gins.”




  “A big place just to look for bad backs,” Re­mo said.




  Ele­na Glad­stone smiled at him. Her broad smile usu­al­ly brought a re­sponse from men, an

  ea­ger­ness to please her. From this Re­mo Williams, it brought noth­ing but a deep­en­ing of his

  eyes, al­ready dark pools sunk deep in­to his skull. He looked vague­ly Ori­en­tal him­self, she

  thought, and won­dered if he were some­how re­lat­ed to the old Ori­en­tal who sat silent­ly at

  her desk, ex­am­in­ing the sharp­ened pen­cils in her pen­cil hold­er.




  “It’s not just bad backs,” she said. “We work the en­tire range of po­ten­tial health

  prob­lems. Hearts,blood pres­sure, chem­ical de­fi­cien­cies in the body, ar­te­ri­al

  prob­lems. Ev­ery­thing.”




  “And that’s all you do?” Re­mo was ob­vi­ous­ly unim­pressed, she thought.




  “And we do some ba­sic re­search on lab an­imals. That’s more a hob­by of mine than one of our

  main func­tions,” she said. “Mr. Lip­pin­cott has been very gen­er­ous in sup­port­ing our

  work.”




  Chi­un had touched the tips of two pen­cils to­geth­er, sharp­ened tip to sharp­ened tip. He

  was hold­ing them to­geth­er with just his in­dex fin­gers on the rub­ber erasers. The two

  pen­cils were spread out in front of him, like one long pen­cil, with two points in the cen­ter

  and an eras­er on each end. He seemed in­tent on the pen­cils. Re­mo looked at him and seemed

  an­noyed.




  Dr. Glad­stone was in­ter­est­ed. She had nev­er seen that done be­fore.




  “With two of the Lip­pin­cott sons dead,” Re­mo said, and she snapped back to at­ten­tion

  to­ward him, “we have to wor­ry about the third son.”




  “Dou­glas,” she said.




  Re­mo nod­ded. “Right. Dou­glas. Does he have any med­ical prob­lems we should know

  about?”




  “None. He’s the youngest son. He ex­er­cis­es reg­ular­ly and he’s in good shape. I’d be very

  sur­prised if Dou­glas should turn up sick some­how.”




  Chi­un was mov­ing his hands in front of him, still hold­ing the pen­cils, point to point. His

  hands made large cir­cles in front of him and he was mak­ing small sounds un­der his breath, as

  if im­itat­ing an air­plane en­gine.




  “I see,” said Re­mo. He was run­ning out of sub­tleques­tions. “We’re look­ing for a

  black wom­an. Have you see her?”




  “A black wom­an? Here? No. Was she sup­posed to be here?” Ele­na Glad­stone felt the hazel

  eyes of the old Ko­re­an burn­ing in­to her face.




  “Not re­al­ly,” Re­mo said. “She’s kind of an as­so­ciate of ours and she said she might be

  here to meet us.”




  “Sor­ry. I haven’t seen her yet. Can I give her a mes­sage if she comes?”




  “No, that’s all right,” Re­mo said. He rose. “Chi­un,” he said.




  Chi­un turned his right hand palm up and slow­ly moved his left hand around so that the two

  palms faced each oth­er, the dis­tance of two pen­cils apart. As Dr. Glad­stone watched, he

  re­moved his left hand and the two pen­cils touch­ing on­ly at their points re­mained bal­anced

  in the air above Chi­un’s right hand. Then he flipped the in­dex fin­ger on which they rest­ed

  and the two pen­cils popped up in­to the air. Each turned one slow rev­olu­tion and land­ed in

  the small open­ing of her pen­cil­hold­er cup.




  She clapped her hands in ap­pre­cia­tive glee.




  “Stop fool­ing around, Chi­un,” Re­mo snarled. “We’ve got work to do.”




  Chi­un rose slow­ly to his feet.




  “On your way out, I’ll show you the rest of our op­er­ation,” Dr. Glad­stone said, al­so

  ris­ing. She led them out in­to the re­cep­tion room. “My liv­ing quar­ters are up­stairs,” she

  said. She turned down the hall­way to­ward the lab. “On the sides here are our ex­am­ina­tion

  rooms. Here we do phys­icals and EKGs and mon­itor heart rates, stress tests, blood tests and

  such.”




  The doors to all the small of­fices were open and Ru­by was not in any of them, Re­mo could

  see.




  Re­mo again smelled the heady flow­ery scent of Ele­na Glad­stone’s per­fume as she pushed

  through a door in­to a large, light lab­ora­to­ry, lined on both sides with cages of mice and

  rats and mon­keys. The din was ear­split­ting.




  “These are our lab­ora­to­ry an­imals,” she said. “What do you use them for?” “We’re try­ing

  to de­vel­op a new an­ti-​stress drug,” she said. “And of course you have to make an­imal tests.

  We’re years away, I’m afraid.”




  Re­mo fol­lowed her along the line of cages. Chi­un was walk­ing be­hind him and he could hear

  Chi­un thump­ing his feet. Re­mo won­dered why.




  “And that’s it,” Dr. Glad­stone said. “The whole place.”




  “Thanks for your time, doc­tor,” Re­mo said. He looked around the lab­ora­to­ry. His eyes

  rest­ed on Chi­un who had a faint smile on his face.




  “What’s down there?” Re­mo said, point­ing down a short cor­ri­dor.




  “That’s my lab of­fice,” Dr. Glad­stone said. “Where I keep records of our ex­per­iments here.

  The of­fice up front is for when I play ad­min­is­tra­tor. This one is for when I’m play­ing

  re­searcher.”




  She smiled broad­ly at Re­mo who re­turned the smile.




  “Some­time we’ll have to get to­geth­er to play doc­tor,” he said.




  “Yes,” Ele­na Glad­stone said, look­ing di­rect­ly in­to his eyes. “Yes.” Her body

  tin­gled.




  She took Re­mo by the arm and led him back to­ward the front of the bund­ing. Chi­un

  fol­lowed,stomp­ing. Re­mo was ready to tell him to knock it off. The re­cep­tion­ist

  smiled at the two men as Dr. Glad­stone led them to the front door.




  “I hope to see you again,” she said as Re­mo and Chi­un stepped out­side.




  “I hope so,” said Re­mo.




  “You shall,” said Chi­un.




  Dr. Glad­stone closed the door be­hind them and when she saw through the peep­hole that they

  had walked down the steps of the build­ing, she qui­et­ly locked the door.




  “Call ev­ery­one sched­uled to­day, Hazel, and can­cel their ap­point­ments. I’m go­ing to be

  very busy.”




  “I un­der­stand.”




  Out­side, Re­mo and Chi­un made a pre­tense of walk­ing away from the house, but stopped hi

  front of the next build­ing. . “What do you think, Lit­tle Fa­ther?” Re­mo asked.




  “She is ly­ing, of course.”




  “I know. I rec­og­nized that per­fume of hers. It was the smell in Ran­dall Lip­pin­cott’s

  room at the hop­si-​tal. She was the doc­tor who drugged him.”




  Chi­un nod­ded. “The la­dy has a lit­tle vein vis­ible in her neck. When you asked her about

  the black wom­an, the vein be­gan to throb al­most twice as fast as be­fore. She was ly­ing.”




  “Then Ru­by’s in there,” Re­mo said.




  “Cor­rect.”




  “Where, I won­der?”




  “In the base­ment,” Chi­un said.




  “That’s why you were^ stomp­ing?” Re­mo said.




  “Yes. There is a large room be­low the lab­ora­to­ry. I imag­ine that we will find Ru­by

  there,” Chi­un said.




  “I think we bet­ter go back and col­lect Ru­by,” Re­mo said.




  “She will like that,” said Chi­un.




  Ru­by Gon­za­lez had got­ten her right hand around the scalpel when she heard foot­steps

  com­ing down the stairs.




  With the small amount of free­dom al­lowed her feet and legs, she braced her feet against the

  counter and pushed as hard as she could. The hos­pi­tal cot rolled back across the floor to a

  slow stop. She was three feet shy of where she had start­ed and she hoped Dr. Glad­stone wouldn’t

  no­tice.




  Care­ful­ly, be­ing sure not to drop it, Ru­by turned the scalpel around in her right hand, so

  that its blade point­ed to­ward her shoul­der and slow­ly she be­gan to saw at the can­vas band

  that pinned down her right arm.




  Dr. Glad­stone came back in­to the large bright room.




  “Your two friends have just left,” she said.




  Ru­by looked at her but said noth­ing.




  “They said there was no mes­sage for you in case you should ar­rive af­ter they left.” She

  smiled.




  “They turkeys,” Ru­by said.




  “Prob­ably true,” Dr. Glad­stone said. “And now we have to take care of you.”




  She walked to the counter. Ru­by saw her take a dis­pos­able hy­po­der­mic from a cab­inet and

  root around in the cab­inet un­til she found a vial of clear liq­uid.




  She had her back to Ru­by and Ru­by sawed fu­ri­ous­ly with the scalpel at the band on her

  right wrist. She could feel the can­vas weak­en­ing, then she feltthe warm ooze of liq­uid

  down her hand. She had cut her wrist with the scalpel. She kept saw­ing.




  Dr. Glad­stone spoke with her back to Ru­by. “I’d re­al­ly like for you to go out in style. I

  could have tried some­thing new and un­usu­al. Per­haps a patho­log­ical fear of au­to­mo­biles.

  Then put you in­to the mid­dle of Times Square.”




  “Ain’t noth­ing wrong with be­ing afraid of cars in this town,” Ru­by said.




  Dr. Glad­stone filled the hy­po­der­mic with the clear flu­id, then re­placed the vial in the

  cab­inet.




  “No, I guess that’s true enough,” she said. “But we won’t have time for that. It’ll have to be

  some­thing sim­ple and di­rect, like cu­rare in the blood­stream.”




  Ru­by gave one last fu­ri­ous jab at the can­vas band and felt it sep­arate. She be­gan to

  raise her right hand to cut away the band on her left wrist, but Dr. Glad­stone turned and Ru­by

  dropped her right hand to her side.




  Dr. Glad­stone, hold­ing the hy­po­der­mic in front of her eyes, ex­am­in­ing it, walked back

  to­ward Ru­by.




  With her left hand, she felt for the vein on the in­side of Ru­by’s left el­bow. She found it

  and pressed down the sur­round­ing skin with her fin­ger­tips to make the vein pro­trude. She

  low­ered the sy­ringe to it.




  “I’m sor­ry, my dear,” she said.




  “You sure are,” Ru­by said. She swung her right hand up from her side, putting as much force

  in­to it as she could with her body an­chored. The scalpel glint­ed as it flashed past her eyes

  and then it bit in­to the left side of Ele­na Glad­stone’s neck and Ru­by snapped her wrist on

  the fol­low-​through as if she were wrist­ing a lit­tle pitch shot on­to the green.




  The hy­po­der­mic fell to the high­ly-​waxed white tile floor. Dr. Glad­stone’s eyes opened

  wide as she re­al­ized what had hap­pened. A gush­er of blood pumped from the side of her slashed

  throat.




  She tried to scream, but all she could pro­duce was a bub­bling high-​pitched shriek as she

  fell.




  Out­side, mov­ing down the steps they had found be­hind the fil­ing cab­inet in Ele­na

  Glad­stone’s of­fice, Re­mo and Chi­un heard the sound.




  Re­mo said, “Hur­ry, Chi­un.” He ran down the steps.




  Chi­un slowed up and smiled. “It is too late, Re­mo. Ru­by does not need us.”




  Re­mo didn’t hear him. He pushed his way through the heavy met­al fire door in­to the large

  bright room.




  Ele­na Glad­stone lay on the floor, her dead body still pump­ing blood on­to the tiles.




  Ru­by was us­ing the blood­ied scalpel to saw away the band on her left wrist.




  She looked up as Re­mo came through the door. He stood there speech­less.




  “Re­mind me nev­er to count on you for any­thing,” Ru­by screeched. Re­mo smiled and took the

  earplugs from his pock­et and put them in his ears.




  “Oh, shut up,” he said with a smile.




  Chi­un came up be­hind him. He saw Ru­by strapped to the cot and whis­pered to Re­mo:




  “If you wish, I will leave and you can take ad­van­tage of her while she is a pris­on­er. But

  re­mem­ber, the ba­by is mine.”




  “If you think I’m go­ing near a black chick with a knife, you’re crazy.”




  “Will you two stop jaw­ing, and get me out of here? I’m tired of saw­ing,” Ru­by hollered.




  CHAP­TER FOUR­TEEN




  Dr. Jesse Beers took the tele­phone call from Hazel, the young re­cep­tion­ist at the

  Life­line Lab­ora­to­ry, in his room, two doors away from the mas­ter bed­room of Elmer

  Lip­pin­cott Sr. and his young wife, Glo­ria.




  His face turned white as he lis­tened. Then he said, “All right, Hazel. Just close up the lab.

  Lock ev­ery­thing up. Leave ev­ery­thing where it is.” He paused. “Yes, her too. Just you lock up

  and go home and I’ll come up lat­er and take care of ev­ery­thing. No, no, don’t call the

  po­lice. I’ll ex­plain it all to you when I come to your house.” He forced a smile. “I haven’t

  been to your house for a while, sweet­meat, and I’m about ready.”




  He wait­ed for the ex­pect­ed words of in­vi­ta­tion and when they had come, he said: “Think

  of me. I’ll be with you soon.”




  He hung up the tele­phone and walked down to the mas­ter bed­room.




  Glo­ria Lip­pin­cott was alone in the room. Her bel­ly swelling gen­tly, she sat in front of

  the make­up dress­er, ap­ply­ing mas­cara to her eyes.




  “Ele­na’s dead,” Beers said as he closed the door be­hindGlo­ria slow­ly put down the

  mas­cara tube and turned to­ward Mm.




  “What hap­pened?”




  “I don’t know. Our re­cep­tion­ist found her with her throat cut. She said she saw those two

  men your hus­band was with. The old Chink and the skin­ny dude.”




  “God­damit, I guessed they were trou­ble when Elmer told me about them,” Glo­ria said. “What

  about the re­cep­tion­ist? Will she talk?”




  “No,” Beers said. “I told her to lock up and go home and wait for me. She’s got the hots for

  me. She’ll wait.”




  “Doesn’t ev­ery­body?” asked Glo­ria.




  Jesse Beers grinned. “Present com­pa­ny in­clud­ed.”




  “Don’t flat­ter your­self,” Glo­ria said. “You’re a tool with a tool and don’t for­get

  it.”




  “I know it,” Beers said. He sound­ed de­flat­ed.




  “And we’re both hi this for one thing on­ly. The mon­ey. Cer­tain­ly not be­cause I like

  ru­in­ing my fig­ure and walk­ing around car­ry­ing this ba­by of yours in my bel­ly.”




  “Who knows?” he said. “You might like it.”




  Glo­ria did not an­swer. She was drum­ming her fin­gers on the dress­ing ta­ble.




  “All right,” she fi­nal­ly said. “We’ve got to get rid of Dou­glas. Then you can split.”




  “What about the old man?” asked Beers.




  “He can wait. Maybe lat­er when all this blows over. Hell, he’s eighty years old. He might

  just conk any minute with­out any help from us.”




  “I don’t like it,” Beers said. “Maybe we ought to just call ev­ery­thing off.”




  “Lover get­ting cold feet?” Glo­ria taunt­ed. “Lis­ten,we’ve gone this far and we’re not

  stop­ping now. I don’t think any­body’s go­ing to con­nect Ele­na’s death with Lem and Ran­dall

  dy­ing, but even sup­pose they did. You were here when both those twits died. You’re just a

  doc­tor in res­idence mak­ing sure Elmer Lip­pin­cott’s ba­by is born healthy and well.”




  Jesse Beers pursed his lips as he thought. Then he nod­ded.




  “Where do I find Dou­glas?” he said.




  “That’s the beau­ti­ful part. He’s here. The old man told him he want­ed to see him.”




  “He’s not go­ing to tell what he did, is he?” asked Beers.




  “No, you don’t un­der­stand the Lip­pin­cotts, Jesse A lit­tle guilt goes a long way. So he

  was feel­ing guilty last night blam­ing him­self for the two twerps’ deaths. But it was all gone

  by morn­ing. He just wants to talk to Dou­glas about han­dling more of the busi­ness, now that

  the broth­ers are dead.”




  “All right. How should I do it?”




  She mulled a mo­ment, suck­ing on the tip of her right in­dex fin­ger.




  “I’ll get Elmer to come up here and when I do you slip down­stairs and get rid of the

  twerp.”




  Beers nod­ded.




  “Can you make it look like his heart?”




  “Sure,” Beers said. “I’ve got medicines that can make any­thing look like any­thing.”




  “Good. Now get out of here and let me fin­ish my eyes. I’ll call Elmer up here in ten

  min­utes. Then you can get Dou­glas in the study. But let me fin­ish my eyes first.” She smiled

  at Beers. “I want Elmer to stay up here with me for a while.”




  “Who wouldn’t stay at your in­vi­ta­tion?” Beers asked.




  “Flat­ter­er. Even with this bel­ly you gave me?”




  “If it was twice as big.”




  “Get away now and let me do my thing. Ten min­utes, I’ll have him here.”




  Re­mo drove. Chi­un sat in the back seat while Ru­by ex­plained to them what she had learned

  from Dr. Glad­stone.




  “She was the one that killed the two Lip­pin­cotts,” she said. “And Za­ck Mead­ows be­fore

  that.”




  “Who’s Za­ck Mead­ows?” Re­mo asked.




  “He the de­tec­tive who wrote the let­ter to the Pres­ident about the plot to kill the

  Lip­pin­cotts. She killed him and some­body who tipped Mead­ows on what she was do­ing. Then she

  killed the two broth­ers.”




  “And she’s dead now,” Re­mo said, “so why are we rac­ing up to the Lip­pin­cott es­tate?”




  “Be­cause of some­thing she said,” Ru­by said.




  “What’d she say?” asked Re­mo.




  “Did she tell you what I did with the pen­cils?” Chi­un asked.




  “No,” said Ru­by.




  “She seemed very im­pressed,” Chi­un said.




  “What’d she say?” Re­mo re­peat­ed. . “I asked her why the Lip­pin­cotts,” Ru­by said. “And

  she said ‘we’re go­ing to get rid of all of




  them’!”




  “So what? She’s dead,” Re­mo said.




  “She said ‘we’re.’ Not her. She’s got a part­ner init.”




  “Or part­ners,” Chi­un said. ” ‘We’re’ could mean more than one ex­tra per­son with her.”




  “That’s right,” Ru­by said. “She say some­thing else too.”




  “What’s that?” Re­mo asked.




  “She said the Lip­pin­cott mon­ey would be theirs. I said the heirs might have some­thing to

  say about that. She said ‘they will, they will.’ “




  “What does that mean?” Re­mo asked.




  “Just that I think she’s got a part­ner in the fam­ily.”




  “That old man,” Re­mo said. “I didn’t like that old man from the minute I met him.”




  “That’s ageist,” said Chi­un. “That’s the worst kind of ageist state­ment I’ve ev­er heard.

  Ad­mit it, you didn’t like him just be­cause he was old.”




  “That’s prob­ably true,” Re­mo said. “Old peo­ple are a pain in the ass. They kvetch and

  bick­er and carp, day and night, night and day. If it’s not el­eva­tors, it’s notes un­der the

  door. There’s al­ways some­thing for them to bitch about.”




  “Ageist. But what would you ex­pect from some­body who’s racist and sex­ist and

  im­pe­ri­al­ist?” Chi­un said.




  “Right on, Lit­tle Dad­dy,” said Ru­by.




  Re­mo grunt­ed and stepped hard­er on the gas ped­al as the car thun­dered for­ward on­to the

  New York Thruway, head­ing north to­ward the Lip­pin­cott es­tate.




  Elmer Lip­pin­cott Sr. was feel­ing bet­ter. His young wife al­ways knew the way to cheer him

  up. Last night, he had felt guilt-​rid­den at the death of two sons, but to­day, he was able to

  see it in per­spec­tive. First of all, they weren’t his sons. He hadn’t any sons. Dr. Glad­stone

  at the Life­line Lab­ora­to­ry hadproved that con­clu­sive­ly, not on­ly with blood tests

  con­duct­ed with­out the Lip­pin­cott sons’ knowl­edge, but al­so by prov­ing in­dis­putably to

  the se­nior Lip­pin­cott that he had been ster­ile all his life. He had been un­able to fa­ther

  chil­dren. Those three-​Lem and Ran­dall and Dou­glas-​noth­ing but the off­spring of a cheat­ing

  wife, now bless­ed­ly dead, thank you.




  So Glo­ria had ex­plained to him, there re­al­ly wasn’t much to feel guilty about. But they

  were dead, and he hadn’t re­al­ly want­ed them dead.




  Glo­ria had held him in her arms and ex­plained that away too.




  “They were un­avoid­able ac­ci­dents,” she said. “You didn’t plan it that way and you can’t

  blame your­self for their deaths. Just ac­ci­dents.”




  And he had thought about it and felt bet­ter and soon he would have a son of his own thanks to

  Dr. Glad­stone’s fer­til­ity drugs, which made him a man again and helped him to fill Glo­ria

  with his own son.




  And what of Dou­glas, the sur­viv­ing Lip­pin­cott son? Well, it wasn’t his fault that his

  moth­er had been a cheat, cuck­old­ing her hus­band. Elmer Lip­pin­cott would treat him just like

  a son for the rest of hislife.




  He had de­cid­ed that and he was in the mid­dle of a good ear­ly-​morn­ing meet­ing with his

  son when the tele­phone rang.




  “Yes, dear,” he said. “Of course. I’ll be right up. Shall I bring Dou­glas? Oh, I see.” He

  hung up the phone and told his son: “Doug, wait for me, will you? Glo­ria has to talk to me about

  some­thing. I’ll be right down.”




  “Sure thing, Pop,” said Dou­glas Lip­pin­cott. He was the youngest of the three sons and the

  most likethe se­nior Lip­pin­cott. He moved with a mus­cu­lar kind of en­er­gy that years

  of sit­ting in board­rooms and bankers’ of­fices hadn’t been able to de­stroy. Elmer Lip­pin­cott

  had of­ten thought that of the three boys, Dou­glas was the on­ly one he’d like to have on his

  side in a sa­loon fight.




  As the old man left the of­fice on the first floor of the man­sion, Dou­glas Lip­pin­cott

  smiled. Young Glo­ria cer­tain­ly had the old man’s nose. When she said bark, he barked, and when

  she said come, he came. He won­dered how she was tak­ing the dou­ble tragedies that had hit the

  Lip­pin­cott fam­ily, but he sus­pect­ed she’d be able to bear up un­der the an­guish. He had

  watched her house-​count­ing eyes too many times to be fooled in­to think­ing that she loved the

  old man for the old man’s sake. It was the Lip­pin­cott bil­lions that she re­al­ly loved.




  Dou­glas walked to the cor­ner of the room where there was a desk ash­tray with a

  tele­scop­ing col­lapsi­ble golf put­ter built in­to the side of it. He had giv­en it to his

  fa­ther years be­fore to try to con­vince him to re­lax. But the old man would have none of it.

  He had nev­er used the put­ter.




  There was a round rub­ber eras­er on the old man’s desk and Dou­glas put a pa­per cup on the

  floor, opened the put­ter to its full length, then from six feet away tried to roll the eras­er

  in­to the cup. It bounced along the car­pet un­even­ly and at the last mo­ment, swung away and

  missed the cup com­plete­ly.




  Dou­glas fished it back with the put­ter and was lin­ing up the shot again when the door

  opened be­hind him. He turned around ex­pect­ing to see his fa­ther.




  In­stead, he saw Dr. Jesse Beers, who was walk­ing hice Napoleon, both hands clasped be­hind

  him.Dou­glas Lip­pin­cott didn’t like Jesse Beers ei­ther. The man al­ways seemed to be

  schem­ing some­thing. He turned back to his putt.




  “Hel­lo, Doc­tor,” he said




  “Good morn­ing, Mis­ter Lip­pin­cott.”




  As he lined up the putt, Dou­glas re­al­ized it was strange for Beers to walk in­to Elmer

  Lip­pin­cott’s of­fice with­out knock­ing. And now that he was here, what did he want? He turned

  to ask and as he turned he saw Beers mov­ing to­ward him. The man had a hy­po­der­mic in his

  hand.




  Dou­glas tried to swing at Beers with the put­ter but he was too close and Beers was able to

  grab it and yanked it from Dou­glas’s hands.




  “What the hell do you think you’re do­ing?” he asked.




  “Tidy­ing up loose ends,” Beers said. “Now take your medicine like a good lit­tle boy.”




  He ad­vanced to­ward Dou­glas with the sy­ringe in one hand, the golf club in the oth­er.




  “I promise it won’t hurt,” he said.




  “Up yours,” said Dou­glas. He reached his hand up to the book­case be­hind him, grabbed an

  arm­ful of books and tossed them at Beers. One hit the sy­ringe and knocked it to the gold

  col­ored car­pet­ing on the floor.




  Beers dove for the nee­dle and Lip­pin­cott came af­ter him to grap­ple for it. But Beers

  grabbed the han­dle of the put­ter and swung it at Lip­pin­cott. It caught him on the side of the

  jaw, lay­ing open his skin and knock­ing him to the floor.




  He lay there grog­gi­ly while Beers picked up the sy­ringe and came to­ward him again.




  He reached down for Lip­pin­cott’s arm. Then he heard a voice.




  “You lose.”




  Lip­pin­cott looked up dazed­ly. In the door­way stood a lean, dark-​haired man. Be­hind him

  was a black wom­an and an old Ori­en­tal in a yel­low robe.




  “Who the hell are you?” snarled Beers. “Get out of here.”




  “Game’s over,” Re­mo said.




  Beers growled and wav­ing the hy­po­der­mic over his head like a minia­ture spear, raced at

  Re­mo, his face con­tort­ed with rage and furey.




  Lip­pin­cott shook his head to clear it. He want­ed to shout to the thin man in the door­way

  that Beers was dan­ger­ous. He blinked. When he opened his eyes again, the thin man was in­side

  the room, be­hind Beers. Beers was up­on the old Ori­en­tal. The old man, with­out even seem­ing

  to move, spun Beers about un­til he was fac­ing back in­to the room, then pro­pelled him to­ward

  the thin man.




  As Beers came with­in reach, Re­mo moved in, re­moved the sy­ringe from his hand, and tapped

  him in the thick part of his left leg, halfway be­tween knee and hip. The doc­tor’s leg gave way

  and Beers fell to the car­pet­ed floor.




  Re­mo tossed the sy­ringe on the desk, and turned his back on Beers. He asked

  Lip­pin­cott:




  “You Dou­glas?”




  Lippm­cott nod­ded.




  “You okay?”




  “I’ll live,” Dou­glas said.




  “You’ll be the first one this week,” Re­mo said. He turned back to Beers. As he did, Ru­by

  moved in and stood by the desk.




  “All right, sweet­heart,” Re­mo said. “Hard or easy?”




  “I want a lawyer,” Beers said. “I’ll have your ass.”




  “Hard,” Re­mo said. “Have it your way.” Re­mo’s hand spun out and he grabbed the lobe of

  Beers’s left ear. He twist­ed it. It felt to Beers as if it were com­ing off.




  “Easy,” he yelled. “Easy, easy.”




  Re­mo re­laxed his grip and Jesse Beers talked. He told ev­ery­thing. The plot; how it worked;

  who was be­hind it; how the con­spir­ators had conned Elmer Lip­pin­cott Sr. As he spoke,

  Dou­glas Lip­pin­cott raised him­self to a sit­ting po­si­tion. The blood flow down his cheek had

  slowed to a trick­le and his eyes lit up with anger. He got slow­ly to his feet, and walked

  along­side Re­mo, glar­ing down at Beers.




  “Let that bas­tard go,” he told Re­mo.




  “What for?” Re­mo asked.




  “I want him,” Dou­glas Lip­pin­cott said.




  “All yours,” Re­mo said. He re­leased Beers’s ear and stepped back. Lip­pin­cott reached back

  his fist to punch the taller, heav­ier doc­tor. But at the last sec­ond, Beers scram­bled to his

  feet and ran to the desk. He reached around Ru­by for the sy­ringe, but she held it in her hand

  be­hind her back. Beers lift­ed his hand to hit Ru­by. She swung the sy­ringe around, buried it

  deep in­to Beers’s side and de­pressed the




  plunger.




  “Ow,” Beers yelled. Then he looked down at the sy­ringe in her hand. He looked up at her face,

  ques­tion­ing, pan­ic and fear in his eyes. He turned to look around the room. At Re­mo. At

  Chi­un, who was ex­am­in­ing the paint­ings on the walls, at Dou­glas Lippin­cott. The faces he

  saw were hard and un­car­ing. He tried to speak but no words would come, and he felt his heart

  be­gin to pound, and his limbs grow lead­en, and his eyes start to close, and then it was hard to

  breathe, and his brain told him to cry out for help, but be­fore he could, the mes­sages stopped

  com­ing from the brain and Jesse Beers fell to the floor dead.




  Lip­pin­cott looked down in shock. He looked up at Ru­by who was non­cha­lant­ly ex­am­in­ing

  the sy­ringe. Chi­un con­tin­ued to ex­am­ine the paint­ings, shak­ing his head and cluck­ing.

  Re­mo spied the put­ter on the floor and said to Lip­pin­cott “This yours?”




  “No. My fa­ther’s,” Lip­pin­cott said. “Hey, this man is dead. Don’t any of you care?”




  “No busi­ness of mine,” Ru­by said. Chi­un asked Lip­pin­cott how much the oil paint­ing on

  the wall was worth. Re­mo said, “You’re try­ing to putt this eras­er in­to that cup?” ,




  Lip­pin­cott nod­ded.




  “It won’t roll true,” Re­mo said.




  “I found that out,” Lip­pin­cott said.




  “You have to chip it in,” Re­mo said. He dropped the put­ter head sharply on­to the back edge

  of the eras­er. It popped the lump of rub­ber up in­to the air and it plopped heav­ily in­to the

  pa­per cup six feet away.




  “See? like that,” Re­mo said. “Ac­tu­al­ly, I’m a pret­ty good put­ter.”




  Lip­pin­cott shook his head. “I don’t know who you peo­ple are, but I guess I should thank

  you.”




  “About time too,” Chi­un said.




  “Now I’ve got some busi­ness to trans­act,” Dou­glas said.




  “Mind if we come along?” Re­mo said. “Just to close the books?”




  “Be my guest,” Lip­pin­cott said.




  “Good,” said Ru­by still hold­ing the sy­ringe. “I love fam­ily ar­gu­ments. When they ain’t

  my fam­ily.”




  “If your fam­ily’s like you,” Re­mo said, step­ping over Jesse Beers’s corpse, “don’t ar­gue

  with them. They’re all prone to vi­olence.”




  CHAP­TER FIF­TEEN




  “Are you feel­ing bet­ter now, dear?” Ehn­er Lip­pin­cott Sr. paced ner­vous­ly along­side the

  bed, where his wife lay un­der a thin satin sheet.




  “Yes, dar­ling,” Glo­ria said. “I’m sor­ry. Just for a mo­ment there, I was de­pressed. I

  thought . . . well, I thought, what if some­thing goes wrong with the ba­by?”




  “Noth­ing will go wrong,” Lip­pin­cott said. “That’s why we’ve got Beers here. Where is he

  any­way?”




  “No, Ehn­er, it’s all right. I called him and he ex­am­ined me and said there was noth­ing

  wrong. But, well, he’s not you, sweet­heart. I need­ed you. I’m all right now. You can go back to

  your meet­ing.”




  “If you’re sure,” Lip­pin­cott said.




  “I’m sure. Go. I’m go­ing to rest and get my strength so I can give you the nicest son.”




  Lip­pin­cott nod­ded. A voice be­hind him said, “A son, but why don’t you tell Trim whose it

  is?”




  Ehn­er lip­pin­cott wheeled, his face red with anger. Dou­glas stood in the door­way. Be­hind

  him Lip­pin­cott saw the man Re­mo and the old Ori­en­tal and a young black wom­an.




  “What the hell do you mean by that, Dou­glas?”




  Dou­glas Lip­pin­cott stepped in­to the room.




  “You fool,” he snapped. “They say there’s no fool like an old fool and I guess you prove that.

  That’s not your soa she’s car­ry­ing, you god­dam simp.”




  “I’ll re­mind you where you are and you’re aren’t wel­come here any longer,” Lip­pin­cott

  said. “It’d be bet­ter if you left.”




  “I’ll leave when I’m god­dam good and ready,” Dou­glas said. “But first I’m go­ing to tell you

  what hap­pened and how you man­aged to be the part­ner in the mur­der of two of your sons.”




  “They weren’t my sons, if you want to know. Nei­ther are you. Three bas­tards,” Lip­pin­cott

  said.




  “You se­nile, dod­der­ing id­iot. That was a line they fed you. Dr. Glad­stone and Beers, they

  were work­ing to­geth­er. First they conned you with that sto­ry that you had been ster­ile all

  your life and we weren’t your sons. Then they steamed you up to pun­ish us and they killed Lern

  and Ran­dall.”




  The old man looked con­fused. He looked past his son at Chi­un who nod­ded. He looked at Re­mo

  who said, “What do you want from me? Lis­ten to your kid for a change.”




  “Why?” asked Lip­pin­cott.




  “You clown,” Dou­glas said. “So they shoot you up with mon­key hor­mones so you feel like a

  young goat again and you go sail­ing off with that cheap piece of trim.” He point­ed at Glo­ria

  who shout­ed “No, no, no,” and sank down in the bed.




  “But the joke is on you, dear fa­ther,” Dou­glas said. ” ‘Cause you are ster­ile now and have

  been for years, and that ba­by that sweet­ie pie there is car­ry­ing isn’t yours. In three

  months, you’re go­ing to be the proud dot­ing par­ent of the son of Dr. Jesse Beers.”




  Lip­pin­cott wheeled. “Glo­ria. Tell him he’s ly­ing.”




  “Yeah, Glo­ria, tell me I’m ly­ing,” Dou­glas said.




  “I hate you,” Glo­ria hissed at Dou­glas. The breath came out of her like a de­flat­ing

  in­ner­tube. “I hate you.”




  Lip­pin­cott saw. that she re­fused to de­ny the charge. He sank down on­to the bed.




  “But why?” he sobbed. “Why?”




  “For your mon­ey,” Dou­glas said. “Why else? She was go­ing to give you a lit­tle bas­tard kid

  and kill us off and then when the kid was born, kill you off and she and Dr. Glad­stone and Dr.

  Beers and all these nice beau­ti­ful peo­ple were go­ing to live hap­pi­ly ev­er af­ter. Isn’t

  that right, Glo­ria?”




  Re­mo turned to Ru­by. “Kid’s all right,” he said.




  “Not bad,” Ru­by agreed. “A lit­tle talky maybe, but ba­si­cal­ly pret­ty good.”




  “If you two are talk­ing about an heir for me,” Chi­un said, “I wish you wouldn’t whis­per. I

  want to know about it.”




  “You’ll be the first to know,” Ru­by said. “When and if.”




  Elmer Lip­pin­cott buried his face in his hands and wept.




  Dou­glas spat the words at him. “And now, you old son of a bitch, I’m leav­ing this house. I’m

  go­ing back to my busi­ness­es and I’m go­ing to run you out of them. You may con­trol more stock

  that I do, Dad­dy dear, but I know what makes them work and I’m go­ing to shove them down your

  throat. By the time your sweet lit­tle son is born. . . .” He left the sen­tence

  un­fin­ished.




  “You’d de­stroy our em­pire?” his fa­ther said.




  “No. I’m go­ing to make it big­ger and bet­ter than ev­er. But I’m go­ing to do it with­out

  you. And whenyour con­cu­bine foals and then you go on to the great board meet­ing in the

  sky, she’ll just have to get along on a piece of what she ex­pect­ed. And who knows? Maybe you’ll

  live to be a hun­dred. You can watch your bas­tard grow up and watch Glo­ria turn to fat and

  wrin­kles and wor­ry ev­ery day that she’s putting rat poi­son in your pablum. Good luck,

  Dad­dy.”




  Dou­glas walked back to the door. “Thanks,” he said to Re­mo.




  “You’re wel­come,” Re­mo said.




  “Don’t thank me,” Chi­un said. “I did ev­ery­thing and you thank him. Ageist.”




  “Let’s go,” Re­mo said, af­ter Dou­glas left.




  “Just a minute,” Ru­by said.




  “What?” asked Re­mo.




  “This is how it ends? You let it end like this? He kills his two sons, four, five oth­er

  peo­ple are dead, and you just walk off in­to the sun­set?”




  Re­mo said, “It’s not our busi­ness to hand out pun­ish­ment to him. It’s our job to see that

  no more Lip-​pin­cotts get killed and that the Lip­pin­cott busi­ness­es don’t go un­der. We’ve

  done it, so we go home.”




  Chi­un nod­ded to­ward Elmer Lip­pin­cott, who was




  still weep­ing.




  “He has suf­fered much al­ready,” Chi­un said. “What­ev­er days are left to him will be lived

  with the knowl­edge that he killed his own sons.” He glanced to­ward Re­mo. “And with­out

  ex­ten­uat­ing cir­cum­stances.”




  Ru­by shook her head.




  “No,” she said. “No way.”




  “What do you mean,” Re­mo asked.




  “Maybe you let it go like that but I don’t,” Ru­by said. “Life ain’t that cheap.” She turned

  to a ta­blebe­hind them and fum­bled with a glass. Re­mo looked at Chi­un and shrugged.




  Her right hand be­hind her, Ru­by walked to the bed where Lip­pin­cott still sat.




  He paid no at­ten­tion as she un­but­toned the cuff of his shirt and slow­ly pulled up his

  left sleeve. When she had ex­posed his bi­cep, she took a hy­po­der­mic sy­ringe from be­hind

  her, jammed it in­to his mus­cle arid squeezed.




  Lip­pin­cott jumped at the shock. He slapped at his arm but Ru­by had al­ready re­moved the

  sy­ringe.




  “What?” he sput­tered.




  Ru­by stared down at him, her eyes flash­ing.




  “You wan­na know what?” she said. “Just a lit­tle mag­ic medicine from Dr. Glad­stone’s house

  of hor­rors.”




  “But what?”




  “I don’t know. I didn’t both­er to ask,” Ru­by said. “But some of her ex­per­iment stuff.

  Maybe it makes you afraid of the dark and you’ll die some night when the bulb hi your night­light

  burns out. Maybe it makes you afraid of high places and some­day you’ll be up on one of your

  skyscrap­ers and you’ll get afraid and fig­ure out the best way down is to jump. I don’t know,

  suck­er. I hope it makes you afraid of mon­ey ’cause you’d de­serve that one.” She looked across

  at Glo­ria. “I’m just sor­ry, la­dy, that I didn’t save enough for you, too. But I wouldn’t

  wan­na hurt the doc­tor’s ba­by.”




  She walked back to Re­mo and Chi­un.




  “Now we’re done,” she said. “Let’s go.”




  In the hall­way, she dropped the hy­po­der­mic in­to her purse. They walked in si­lence down

  to their car, parked in front of the man­sion.




  As they were get­ting in­to the car, Re­mo asked her:




  “What was in the sy­ringe?”




  “Wa­ter,” Ru­by said. “But Lip­pin­cott there doesn’t ev­er have to know that.”




  “Do you think there is any kind of drug that would make him want to buy a paint­ing of me?”

  Chi­un asked.




  “There’s no drug that strong,” Re­mo said.
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The U.S. dellar is saved when Remo and Chiun, and

their sexy friend, Ruby, discover 2 deadly conspiracy
involving America’s wealthiest family!





