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Hijack

by Edward Wellen

H-DAY MINUS 30

NICK Tallant lay watching the glowing dial of his travel clock.
Magnolia Motel. He had yet to smell magnolias. Or maybe he
smelled them without knowing they were what he smelled. He
heard it start to rain. Great.
. He tongued the new cap on his molar. Testing, one-two-three-
four. The gum around it still felt sore. A radio transceiver in his
tooth, for God’s sake. The things he did for the Family. Lucky it
didn’t need an antenna lifting out of the top of his head.

He heard Ferro get up in the next unit and saw it was time. He
didn’t move. Let Ferro earn his bread.
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A knock, soft for a heavy hand.

“Come in.”

The door opened. The lights in
the court silver-plated the fine rain.
Ferro slipped in. Not only the dim-
ness hid much of Ferro’s smile. His
nose took up much more of his face
than it had been born to cover.

“Time, Nick.”

Nick sat up and swung his stock-
inged feet to the rug. He put on his
shoes, buckled them, stood up. He
tied a neat bow tie, put on his
jacket, ran his comb through his
hair. He took his time, trying to
show Ferro he wasn’t burning to
know what was up. Ferro must be
wondering even more but hid it
behind that nose. Why didn’t Ferro
get a plastic job? Maybe he liked
looking tough.

“How about bringing the car to
the door? No sense both of us get-
ting wet.”

Ferro looked at him.

“Yeah.”

But Ferro brightened as always at
the chance to get behind the wheel
of a car. This car was the Ford
Galaxy outside the motel manager’s
unit. It waited for them, gassed,
oiled, greased, and, to make it rain,
washed. Ferro turned to the door.

A car started up. Ferro and Nick
looked at each other, guessing where
the sound came from, and rushed
out. The Galaxy was pulling away.

“Hey!”

A boy at the wheel, a girl beside
him—at least Nick thought it was a
girl. The car picked up speed. In a
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second it would be out on the high-
way.

Nick had never seen anyone look
as indignant as Ferro looked right
then. Ferro’s hand shot toward his
shoulder holster. Nick made a move
to grip Ferro’s arm, then remem-
bered the Law of the Hand. Not
that this would really be a breach of
it, but he used his voice instead.

“No.”

The sharpness worked. Ferro
grimaced, but slowly pulléd his gun
hand back empty. The car flashed
away toward Atlanta.

Nick and Ferro got back under
the overhang. Ferro looked at Nick.
“What the hell now? Call a
taxi?” 3

“You know we can’t use a cab.
Not with big ears in the front. Any-
way, by the time we got one here in
the rain . . .4

Ferro scanned the court. His eyes
lighted on a white Mustang three
units down.

“How about that one? Want I
should jump the ignition?”

Nick wzllvered. Nothing excused
getting stuck in the middle of no-
where when Don Vincenzo Podesta
waited. He was about to nod when
he saw through the entrance gap the
headlights of a truck coming down
the highway. A private garbage
truck. He gestured Ferro toward the
entrance.

“Flag it down.”

Ferro shook his head but ran.
Nick took off his jacket to cover his
head, then followed. By the time he
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came up with Ferro the truck had
stopped in a near-skid a few feet
from Ferro, and the white driver
and the two black loaders were get-
ting out of the cab. Before any of
them could say anything Nick had
his wallet out and flashed green.

“We need to borrow your truck
for an hour. We'll bring it back here
the same shape it's in. Why don’t
you guys all just report a break-
down?”

The driver said nothing with his
slack mouth! Ferro swelled his chest
so the shoulder holster would bulge.
The driver looked at Nick, at Ferro,
at the truck, at the two loaders.

Well w2

Nick handed each a fifty-dollar

bill. The driver frowned at the
fifties in the black hands. Nick
handed him another fifty. The

driver nodded. Ferro had already
climbed into the cab and was finding
out how much play there was in the
wheel.

One of the black men wore with-
ered blossoms in his cap. He caught
Nick eyeing them. He grinned.

“Magnolias.”

Nick smelled nothing. He
lowered his jacket, shook it, folded
it. He climbed into the cab, spread
his handkerchief on the seat, and sat
with his jacket in his lap. He
nodded to Ferro and slammed the
door.

Ferro was rusty at double-clutch-
ing and got the truck rolling with a
jerk that made him redden. The
truck rumbled like a whale’s belly,
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then ran smoothly. Nick glanced in

the rear-view mirror on his door.

The driver and loaders got. wetter
and smaller.

Nick tried to sit easy without let-
ting his silken back touch the worn
upholstery. Ferro made good time
but looked still red from the lousy
start.

“Jeez, Nick, you got style.”

“Let me return the compliment,
Ferro. I feel fine, I feel real secure
with you riding shotgun.”

“What shotgun? I always pack a
Police Special.”

Nick reached across himself to
touch Ferro. Ferro glanced at Nick.

“What's that for?”

“You said the word police. I
touched you against the evil eye.”

Ferro’s lumpy jaw grew lumpier.

“I bet you don’t believe none of
that, the evil eye and all. T bet you
just said that for the laugh. T bet
you think I'm so dumb I don’t even
know my name means iron, why
you touched me against the evil eye.”

“T don’t think you're dumb.”

“Sure:”

In his mind Nick swung his right
forearm up and sliced his left hand
into the hinge. Up yours, Ferro.
Ferro would never be anything more
than a button man. While
Nickmaie:

Ferro must have reminded him-
self of the same.

“Not that a shotgun don’t have
its points. Pumpkin-ball shotgun
shells rip a man to pieces worse than
a forty-five.”
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“That’'s a good thing to know,
Jimmy.”

Ferro cut a glance at Nick and
saw Nick really meant it. Ferro
smiled.

“Sure. I can give you lots of
pointers.”

The truck slewed some on a slick
curve. Ferro scowled.

“Them goddamn juvenile delin-
quents. Swiping that Galaxy for a
joy ride.”

“That reminds me, Ferro. Stop
for a second at the first outdooor
phone booth.”

Vandals had been at the first
phone booth. The one after that
proved sound. Nick phoned the
motel manager and told him to re-
port the car missing from its parking
space.

The manager
cranky sleepiness.

“T thought I heard the car tear
away. But I figured it was you.
Sure, Mr. Tallant, I'll call the cops
right away, tell them I just nmow
looked out and saw it gone.” He
hawked. “There’s nothing else I
should know?”

Nick hung up.

All the man had to know was
what Nick had told him. Now if
the cops nailed the car for speeding
and called the registered owner, the
man wouldn’t blurt Nick’s name.
“But I loaned it to Mr. Tallant—"

Ferro made up the time. The
garbage truck held north toward the
glass and steel towers of Atlanta’s
Five Points, though aiming short of

snapped out of
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that promised land. The scatter of
lighted windows made the buildings
a giant stand of negative punch cards.
Ferro slowed the truck suddenly but
carefully.

And as they rounded the curve,
Nick saw the red pulse of a police
car. A cop came toward them swing-
ing a flashlight. In the other hand
he carried a flare.

“Easy, Ferro.”

But Ferro had already seen the
wreck beyond the police car and put
his gun hand back on the wheel.
Nick drew his face back into shad-
ow. Ferro leaned out his window as
the cop drew near.

“A bad one?”

“A bad one. You can go on but
take it slow going by.”

Ferro nodded and took it slow
going by. Looking back, Nick saw
the cop plant the flare just around
the curve and light it. Looking past
Ferro, he saw the Galaxy had
skidded across the dividing line and
slammed into a concrete post on the
left shoulder of the road. The kids
were part of the car.

My father the car. In a flash the
whole thing of his father passed
through Nick’s mind. Not that Nick
had known at the time what had
happened, he being too young then.
But he had pieced it together when
he came to know the way of his
father’s world. The ride. The body
in the trunk. The crusher.

Suddenly, as if some catch had
let go, the arm of the Galaxy’s
windshield wiper made one drunken
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sweep over a jag of glass. Then the
truck swung past the other cop and
the other flare. It picked up speed
again, soon made a right turn.

Ferro raised a finger from the
wheel.

“See, there’s always a coat of oil
and gas and rubber on the road.
Dumb kid didn’t know rain floats it
up and makes a slick. It washes
away after a half hour, but until
thens e e

“Yeah.”

What was his father like? He
couldn’t remember anything but a
blur of bigness and strength and the
smell of cigar smoke. There was no
family album to show how he looked
at the stages of his life. No Family
album. And no police file; that was
missing. The Family had fixed that.
Newspaper morgues would show
only bent head, or hat or cuffed
hands in front of face. There was
only Nick to show that his father
had had being. Wasn’t his mother
roughly fond of hand-brushing the
hair from his eyes and saying that
sometimes Nick locked just like his
father?

Ferro was pointing across Nick’s
eyes.

“That’s it there.” He caught
Nick’s glance. “No, I never been in
there. But I know.”

Stone walls did not a prison make
nor iron bars a cage, but they sure
helped. The granite walling in the
vast acreage behind the main build-
ing looked to run between thirty and
forty feet high. Atlanta Federal
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Penitentiary must seem a strong il-
lusion to Don Vince Podesta and
some three thousand other inmates.

“Come on, you stupid bastard!”

Nick’s head nearly hit the cab
roof. The voice rang loud and clear
in his skull, but Ferro hadn’t heard.
The cant of Ferro’s head showed him
wondering why the jump and the
burning face. Nick tapped his ear
and nodded toward the pen. Ferro
nodded back and put the truck in
low, slowly following the contour of
the pen. Nick drew a breath.

“I'm here, Don Vince.”

“What? What? Speak up.”

“I'm here, Don Vince.”

“You ain’t Tony.”

“No. I'm Tony’s nephew. Nick
Tallant.”

“Oh, yeah, the nephew. Taglione.
The son of Mike Taglione.”

Did he imagine a shade of laugh-
ter in Don Vince's voice?

“Yes, sir.”

“Hey, it just hit me. I bet you
thought I was talking to you at first.”

Laughter exploded in Nick’s skull.
It did no good to hold his hands
over his ears. Then Vince’s voice
came soft in his head again.

“T was talking back to the TV. I
been giving them the idea T talk
back to the TV. So now when I talk
to you if they look in they think
I'm talking to the TV. I was just
now hollering to Randolph Scott
why he didn’t see the guy in the
black hat behind the rock. It's a
Randolph Scott festival on the late
late show all this week.”



10

Nick leaned back. Don Vince’s
voice snapped him forward again.

“Listen, Taglione, what’s the mat-
ter Tony didn’t show? Too proud he
got all his teeth? Don’t wanna
grind away the enamel just to talk
to me?”

“Not that, Don Vincenzo.”

Maybe it was that. Hard to smile
when the joke was on you, but good
old cunning Tony Chestnut must’ve
winced and looked for an out when
Don Vince’s code word for this kind
of secret meeting reached him. To
cap the jest, it had been Nick him-
self who had made it feasible.

The Family’s vending machine
corporation had taken over an elec-
tronics firm and planned to milk it
to death. But Nick showed Tony and
Tony showed Vince the greater
profit in keeping it alive and well,
in keeping up with the state-of-the-
art -spin-offs of space research. And
a few months back the payoff came
when Don Vince, before surrender-
ing himself for imprisonment, let a
Family dentist ruin one of his good
molars, cement in a silicon-chip
transceiver, and crown it. Bone
conducted the radio signals to the
brain. Muscle-flexing, the mere
working of the jaws, powered it.

“Not that? Then what is it?”

“He got the word you wanted him
to end the dock strike, and he got
the code word you wanted to speak
this way. He sent me here because
some of the longshoremen didn’t like
the idea, and he had to go to Brook-
lyn and show his face.”
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“Yeah?” Don Vince let some
silence sink in. “Well, here’s what
you tell him for me. He knows we
started the wildcat strike so I could
make a deal with the Feds to cut my
sentence or at least agree I'm a sick
man and send me some place nicer.
It worked better than I thought.
They call me to the warden’s office,
and what do you know it's the At-
torney General himself there. We're
alone and I put it to him first. T say
to him, ‘Mr. Attorney General, you
know you sent me up on a bum rap.
Narcotics conspiracy? That meet was
to get my people out of the junk
traffic and let the Cubans have it all.
Then you would turn the heat off us
and on them.’

“His hands plead innocence but
I see he’s in a cold sweat. These
bastards. They muscled in on the
Indians, they took over the territory,
they think it all belongs to them,
and we’re going to be a bunch of
organ grinders and knife sharpeners.
Well, we got a few stings for the
Wasps. After all, who found this
place? Randolph Scott? Cristoforo
Colombo from Genoa, that’s who
found this place.”

Ferro cut a glance at Nick. Nick
made a sign it was all right, Don
Vince was coming through. Don
Vince went on coming through.

“Well, anyways, we come to an
understanding about the strike. I tell
him he should quit rough-shadowing
the capos. I say to him, ‘It ain’t nice
to shame them in front of their
neighbors. Besides, they can’t move
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around and get in touch with who
they got to get in touch with to fix
what you want them to fix if you
guys are dogging them.’” And he says
he'll lay off. And in return for my
patriotic cooperation they’re sending
me to a nice hospital in a month or
two.

“But here’s why I wanted to speak
to Tony. I get the feeling something
big’s up. I listen to my feelings. Tell
Tony to find out what it is. We can
put more arm on them to get me
out quicker if we know where they're
hurting, or at least cut ourselves in.
So what we do now, we bust the
strike. We even stop all pilfering on
the piers. We keep things moving so
we can follow them and see where
they wind up, what it all adds up to.
Got that?”

“T got that but the signal’s fading.
We'll drive around once more, Don
Vince.”,

“No, the picture’s over and the
station’s going off the air. I don'’t
want them to think I talk to myself,
or they’ll send me to another kind of
hospital. You just tell Tony what
| B A

“Yes, Don Vince.” Loud.

Nick didn’t know if Don Vince
heard him but it was Ferro’s turn
to jump. He nodded to Ferro that
Don Vince was over and out. If
Ferro noted the sweat sticking Nick’s
shirt to his armpits, back, and chest,
he said nothing. He put the truck
smoothly into high.

The rain had stopped. They
ditched the truck under the Viaduct,
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just parked it at the curb and walked
to an all-night luncheonette.

“The carting outfit has got to
belong to a Family,” Nick said.
“Teach the hired help not to hand
over company property to strangers.”

“That’s right, Nick.”

Nick put on his jacket and
smoothed the sleeves as Ferro held
the luncheonette door for him and
they went into the steamy place. A
man came from the back with a late
smile. They ordered and ate. Nick
wondered if Don Vince could hear
him bite the toast. He smiled and
crunched hard. He felt Ferro’s
glance and dipped the rest in his
sunnyside-up egg.

There was a cab rank around the
corner and they taxied back to the
Magnolia Motel. The taxi took
another road south out of Atlanta,
cut across below the motel, and
came up the highway to turn into
the motel.

Cater-corners from the motel en-
trance the garbage men leaned under
two dripping trees, facing north.
The man with the magnolia blos-
soms in his cap was the only one
who might have seen them come in,
having the tail of his eye toward the
taxi. But he either dozed or didn’t
want to see them.

The blind at the motel manager’s -
unit stirred as Nick paid off the
driver. The taxi drove off.

Ferro nodded and went into his
unit. Nick stood by his own door.
He took a deep breath. Magnolias?
He went in.
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He stripped for a shower. More
than to wash away the garbage
stink, he showered to wash away the
stickiness from gabbing with Vince.
He had a few hours till he had to
catch the plane back to New York
and Tony Chestnut. Ferro would see
he caught it. This time he would sit
apart from Ferro and maybe make
time with a hostess. He lay down as
day broke out of prison grayness.
The court lights were still on, with
diminishing returns. The luminous
face of the travel clock burned
palely, shadowing forth 5:45. Took
matt-black to make some lights
bright. The minute hand moved. He
fell asleep thinking of the drunken
sweep of a windshield wiper.

Tony Chestnut spotted the cop
before the cop spotted him. The cop
was a plain-clothes dick on airport
detail, name of Rocco Urbano. A
real hard-nose who liked to show
what a good American he was by
being rough on The Boys. Too late
to turn and go and save face. By
now Urbano had spotted him and
was waiting to see whom he was
here to meet off the flight from
Boston, which meant Urbano would
embarrass Tony in front of Rose.

But no punk of a cop was going
to make Tony Chestnut turn and
run. Besides, Urbano’s face would
fall when he saw Tony meet only
his wife.

Tony felt his own face burn under
the expensive tan. Urbano would
split a gut laughing if he learned
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why Rose went up to Boston in the
first place. Their son getting in with
a bad crowd, the Students for a
Democratic Society, and landing in
jail. Goddamnit, if Rose’s talk with
Sonny didn’t do any good, he would
have to deal with Sonny himself.
Here came Rose.

He read Rose’s face. She had on
too much smile. That meant she
got nowhere with Sonny. That
meant he would have to deal with
Sonny, teach him that like all kin of
Mafiosi he should keep a low sil-
houette.

Rose knew he knew and looked
surprised when he grabbed her to
kiss her. But then she understoood
when he said in her ear, “The fuzz.”

She switched her overnight case
to walk on Tony’s left. They made
for the exit. They were almost there
and Tony thought maybe Urbano
wasn’t going to brace him after all.
But there he was, blocking the way.

“Okay, Tony, lean over and put
your hands on the wall.”

“The Supreme Court says—"

“I know what the Supreme Court
says. I can always say I thought that
cigarette case in your pocket was a
gun.”

“You're just doing this to embar-
rass me.”

“That’s right.”

“Mind showing your

“You know who I am.”

“Sure, but how do I know you're
still on the force? Cops get the boot
all the time.”

Urbano flashed his badge.

tin?”
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“Satisfied?”

“You know when I'll be satisfied.”

Tony turned to the wall and made
himself a hypotenuse. Urbano fol-
lowed the book frisking Tony. Don't
pat. Run the hand. Patting misses
telltale bulges. Left foot in front of
friskee’s left foot when searching
Ieft side and right foot in front of
friskee's right foot when searching
right side, ready to trip. Gun in left
hand at level of and close to left hip
when searching left side, switching
gun to right hand when searching
right side.

“What's the matter, paisan'?”
“Don’t call me paisan’.”
“You Jewish? You don’t look

Jewish.”
“The trouble is you don’t either.”
“You sound like you prejudiced.”
“Face to the wall, Tony."" :
A flash bulb popped. Tony stif-
fened, but didn’t push from the wall.
Some goddamn lens-hound hanging

around to catch celebrities had
caught him.

“Don’t you know nothing, De-
tective Urbano? English tailors

don’t put in hip pockets. Some
time that might be a clue. Like who
sat on the grass in a park on Staten
Island.”

Urbano’s hand finished and fell
away. '

“Okay, Tony.”

Tony straigchtened. He looked at
Urbano’s loud sports shirt and
baggy slacks.

“Give me your measurements and
I'll send them to my tailor.”
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“Sure you don’'t mean undertak-
er?”

“Whyn’t you go climb back on a
peach?”

Tony cursed himself for wasting
time bad-mouthing Urbano when
the terminal clock was telling him
to get to a phone for the cheesebox
call from Nick about the talk with
Vince. But Urbano had had his
fun. He turned to Rose and tipped
the pork-pie hat that hid his bald
spot. She looked away. Urbano left
them. Tony grabbed Rose’s elbow
and steered her to the phones.

His luck was coming back. He hit
a phone that worked first try. Rose
drew breath and put a hand on his
arm.

“Tony, you going to talk to Nick?”

He looked at her hard, then
nodded.

“Please tell him hello from his
Aunt Rose and say not to forget he
has a date with Clara Dellaripa to-
morrow night.”

“Instead of matchmaking, better
you worry about your own son mak-
ing' a bad name for us.”

He broke into the line hum with
spins of the dial. Rose planted her-
self in front of him so no one could
see to read his lips. It was 10:32.

At 10:32 Nick Tallant stepped
into a phone booth in Manhattan
and dialed another number.

Whitewash on the plate glass
windows of an empty store in the
Bronx strained milk of sunlight.
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Some spilled on two phones. An
electrical circuit—the cheesebox—
connected them. Too, the cheesebox
tied into burglar alarms on doors,
windows, and skylights and would
cut the connection if anyone tried
to break into the store.

“Hello?”

“Hello, goombah.”

“What he have to say?”

“He says Mr. G is working on
something big. He says make no
waves till we find out what it is.”

“So long.”

“So long.”

Click.

Click.

The automatic timer on the
cheesebox suffered frustration. It

was all set to cut them off after
i three minutes. Its job was to frus-
trate a snooper. Even with fore-
warning of a call, a snooper needed
seven minutes to trace the call.

That goddamn Urbano. But when
Tony, riding in the back of a new
Cadillac with Rose, saw his home
swing into sight as the car turned
into the drive, he felt high. Urbano
would never own a home in Bronx-
ville. Urbano wasn’t Jewish or
Black, but he didn’t have the
scratch. Tony looked around with a
fat smile.

But that goddamn Urbano again.
The shot of him frisking Tony
Chestnut made the evening edition.
Tony scowled at the caption. He
phoned his lawyer.
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“You seen my pitcher in the pa-
per?”

Professional caution.

“T believe I noticed what you
refer to.”

“Where do they get off printing
I got a crooked smile? You know I
ain’t never been convicted of noth-
ing. Can't I sue them for libel?”

H-DAY MINUS 29

Tm-: POLICE COMMISSIONER
himself pulled the carpet out from
under Detective Rocco Urbano.

“At ease, at ease. It seems Tony
Chestnut is passing word on from
Vince Podesta for dock wallopers to
go back to work and, would you be-
lieve it, to stop pilfering. I got my
own word from high up, little lower
than the angels, to lay off the Mob.
I don’t know, they tell me it has to
do with national security. We can’t
be harassing such good citizens, can
we now. I'm taking you off airport
detail and posting you out on Staten
Island.”

Urbano slowly reached for his
shield.

The commissioner sighed.

“Hold it, Urbano. Don’t be a big
fool.”

Urbano’s hand stopped, dropped
empty.

“All right, sir, TI'll be a bigger
fool.”

Down in the hold of the Queen
B., alongside the Red Hook pier,
Knocko Kelly was bitching again.
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“You can’t even knock up a dame
these days. The damn pill. Even the
good Catholic girls pop them on the
sly. How’s a man to know he’s a
man?”

“Sure, Knocko, sure.”

The others found level places,
stretching themselves and the work
out. Knocko moved restlessly
around. This was one of the in-
creasingly rare ones. Not much fun
any more, what with contain-
erization. He found himself out of
sight of the others.

They had all got the word, but
could he help it if a crate happened
to open enough to show what it
held? What the crate held would
hardly have a bearing on national
security. He pawed through the
stuff. Just her size and just the
thing to get him in good with his
girl again.

He looked around, grabbbed a
handful, and puled off his pants.
When he came out he had got his
pants back on, but the clench of his
zipper showed the strain.

The others kept from looking at
him. Knocko tried to fill the silence
but saw it was no use. They put
their minds and backs into unload-
ing. The pier boss stared, then
laughed as they came up on deck.

“You guys wanna give me a heart
attack finishing so fast? How come?”

No one answered. But they eyed
. the hold. Knocko's awkward walk
had put him last on the hook. He
rode up to find everyone looking at
him.
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The pier boss looked hard. He

nodded to the pier winchman.

The hook swung the wrong way,
jerked, and slipped. Knocko
squeezed the blood out of his hands
on the cable, but his head struck
the pier, and he was out when he
hit the water. A great, sopping
weight dragged him down.

He surfaced on a hospital bed in
a sea of grinning faces, and the
nurses and nuns were peeling
French lace panties off him one by
damn one.

With searing awareness he knew
he had lost the name Knocko for-
ever. From here on out it would be
something like Lace Panties Irish
Kelly. He turned his face to the
wall.

Sunlight slowly churned the
empty store’s volume of air. Tiny
thunders curdled the milky dust
near the two phones.

“Hello, zio?”

“Hello, nipote. What you got?”

“It all funnels down to Cape
Kennedy.”

“T get the same. But what does it
mean?”

“They’ve been sending stuff into
orbit for a space platform. But this
begins to look like something more.”

“Yeah? Yeah. Well, stay with it.
So long.”

Click.

“Goombye, goombah.”

Click.

Frustration.
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Nick Tallant didn’t like the look
of the chauffeur double-parked on
Park. The cop on the corner didn’t
like the guy's look so much that he
kept his back to the car. Nick
glanced past the guy to look down
Park at the big clock on Grand Cen-
tral. The chauffeur eyed Nick as if
wondering why Nick hung around
or as if he knew why and had his
doubts. The girls were coming out
of Miss Knox’s School of Skills, so it
was a cinch he knew why.

A man passing seemed familiar.
Of course. Buglewicz. Dr. Norman
Buglewicz. Nick brightened. He was
just going to call Buglewicz's name
when he heard his own.

Clara. She danced to meet Nick.

“Hello, Clara. Here, let me carry
your books.”

School days, school days, damnit.
But at least she had dressed up for
the date and had made up to look
older than eighteen. She whirled
the books away from him.

“No thanks, Nick.”

“Well, all right. Wait there, I'll
get acab.”

“Never mind, Nick.”

The double-parked limousine slid
forward so the chauffeur had room
to swing open the rear door. Nick
laughed.

“T should’ve known.”

He helped Clara in. She dumped
her books on the floor.

“Where to, Miss Dellaripa?”

“Where to, Nick?”

“A nice quiet little place for a
nice quiet little girl.”

VENTURE

Clara made a face.

“Not too quiet a place. I've been
saving up. My stomach’s rumbling.”

Nick met the raised eyebrow in
the mirror and called it.

“East Thirty-sixth. I don’t re-
member the number but I'll say
when.”

“Yes, Mr. Tallant.”

Yes, Mr. Tallant. He was famous.
He smiled at Clara. Her answering
smile took a moment to break, but
when it did, it seemed all the
brighter. She had been looking at
him gravely. He settled back. He
didn’t know Clara well, had met
her, now he came to think of it,
only a few times over the years, but
he felt comfortable with her.

Looking at her, he knew that
with her, as with him, it hadn’t
been traumatic learning their fami-
lies were Families. They had grown
into knowing.

The limousine passed the man
walking. Buglewicz, all right. Begin-
ning to get gray.

School days, school days. Nick
had still been in high school when
once in a while he got a tip to get a
bet down on a certain horse in a
certain race and the horse always
came in first, even if the other
horses had to walk. And he was in
college when once in a while he got
a warning not to go to a certain spot
at a certain time because it wouldn’t
be safe, and it always turned out
unsafe for someone.

And then one day he found him-
self asking as if he had the right
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now to know, “Tell me, Uncle
Tony, how did my father die?”

“Look; Nick. Your father had a
few nice things going, from a loan-
sharking franchise to points in a Ca-
ribbean gambling joint. Some people
wanted what he had. So they
started spreading a lot of crap about
your father. They said he was get-
ting soft in the head from the syph.
They said he was liable to spill his
guts. I didn’t for a minute fall for
it. I don’t think nobody really did.
But once the word gets around like
that, the guy is through. So the
Commission met and voted to make
the hit. But them people never got
what they wanted. I seen to that. A
little gunplay made them see they
better lay off, and in the end I
picked up the pieces. And I don’t
know how good I done, but I looked
out for your mother, and I tried to
take your father’s place with you.”

Nick put his hand on Tony’s
shoulder and squeezed. Then a
thought took hold of him. Tony
knew where the devil kept his tail.
He would know the answer to this.

“Who killed my father?”

“You don’t want to know tRat.”

“I want to know.”

“I'm telling you you don’t.”

“He was my father. And your sis-
ter’s husband.”

A long pause. Then Tony shrug-
ged.

“On your head, then. It was the
Corvinos. Renzo and Nunzio Cor-
vino.” He smiled. “They was the
ones wanted what your father had
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and they was the ones got the con-
tract. But they didn’t get nothing
else.”

Renzo and Nunzio Corvino. Nick
burned the names into his brain.
Renzo and Nunzio Corvino. He had
heard of them. They were into
West Coast gambling and smug-
gling. Renzo and Nunzio Corvino.
He would remember.

That was his true rite of passage,
not the initiation ceremony that
came after he got out of college.

“Now who's the quiet one?”

“Sorry, Clara. I forgot to push
the button for small talk.” Nick tilt-
ed his head to read the lettering on
the spines. “Spanish and Portuguese
and international commerce. Good.”
That fitted in with what he knew.
The Family was planning to filter
its business into Latin America.
“How are they coming along?”

She so-so’d with her hand, then
looked at him gravely again.

“You're twenty-seven.”

“Guilty.”

“And I'm eighteen. But I'm not a
schoolgirl schoolgirl.”

“I know, I hated that kind of
question too.” He leaned forward.
“It’s in the middle of the next
block.” He sat back. “We’ll start
fresh when we get inside.”

The headwaiter bowed them to a
cozy table at a banquette corner.
But Nick started anything but fresh.
You didn’t use the same small talk
on the granddaughter of Don Vin-
cenzo Podesta that you did on an
airline hostess.
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Halfway through the meal he
stopped his fork halfway to his
mouth.

Clara slowly turned to look,
seeming to stiffen herself against
stiffening. She smiled when she saw
it was a man.

“The way your eyes lit up.”

Nick laughed.

“For the longest time you don’t
see someone you know. Then all at
once you run into him time and
again. I'm having a run of Bugle-
wicz.”

“Buglewicz?”

“That man, oblivious to every-
thing but his veal parmigiano, is Dr.
Norman Buglewicz. No? Doesn’t
mean anything to you, but he’s fa-
mous in the think-tank world. I had
him for a series of lectures at Har-
vard.”

“Oh? On what?”
“Buglewicz on systems-analysis
management techniques. Use of

computers to simulate and predict
situations.” '

“My. Want to go over and say
hello?”

“He probably wouldn’t remember
me. And I don’t want to come be-
tween a man and his digestion.”

But for the rest of the evening he
kept coming back to Buglewicz in
his mind. He couldn’t take the
granddaughter of Don Vincenzo Po-
desta to “Hair” or any other of the
four-letter shows. Buglewicz helped
block out the kind of show he did
take her to.

Clara seemed to enjoy it, though.

VENTURE

In the limousine taking them to her
home in East Orange, New Jersey,
he listened to her tell him what
they had seen. He saw her to her
door. The chauffeur drove him to
the station to catch the train back to
Manhattan. Clara’s hand had been
warm and firm. And she had kissed
him on the cheek.

H-DAY MINUS 28

Two BLACK PHONES IN A SPILL
of smogrified sunlight.

“Hello?”

“Hello.”

“Getting nowhere, huh?”

“Nowhere. Like to try some-
thing.”

“What?”

“Ever hear of Buglewicz?”

“What is it?”

“It's a guy. B-u-g-le-w-i-c-z. He
runs a think tank. That's an outfit
that works mainly for the Pentagon.
He gets contracts—assignments—to
say what would happen if the Rus-
sians thought we thought they
thought we thought they thought
our ABM was better than their
ABM. I had this guy at college and
he’s good. I remember him figuring
a way to end the population ex-
plosion.”

“Hell, I could tell you a way to
end the fucking population ex-
plosion. Look, he sounds like a real
gem: if you say he’s good, he’s
good. All T care is, can he do the
job?”

“If anyone can he can.”
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“Then get him.”
“Fine, gopom—"
Click.

Satisfaction.

Nick Tallant used the Gotham
Towers house phone. Buglewicz had
trouble getting the name right and
trouble placing the person.

“Tallant. Oh, yes.” Pause. “I sup-
pose I can see you. Come on up, as
long as you're here.”

But when they shook hands, he
nodded.

“Oh, yes. Tallant. So you're one
of the shell-like ears I muttered
pearls of wisdom into. Did it do any
good? Did it take? Have you been
humping the bitch-goddess Dogma?”

Before Nick could answer, Bug-
lewicz looked at him with sudden
sharpness. L

“How in the world did you know
I was in town and where to find
me?”

“I happened to catch sight of you
around town, and my secretary
phoned hotels till she hit.”

“Your secretary?” Buglewicz took
Nick in, pursed his lips, and nod-
ded. He gestured Nick to a chair.

He pulled scraps of paper from
flesh-tightened pockets and tried to
make out his handwriting.

He glanced up at Nick’s silence
then returned to shuffling the pa-
pers.

“Errands. I'm only in town to
wind up some business and buy a
few things before joining my family
in the Poconos for a well-earned
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holiday. Don’t mind me, uh, Tal-
lant, go on with what you want to
say.”

“Can you use ten thousand dol-
lars cash for a few days’ work?
More if it takes longer.”

Dr. Buglewicz stuffed the scraps
of paper back in his pockets.

“Pearls upon the waters?” He sat
down facing Nick. “Who wants to
know what?”

“‘I'm with Delphic Enterprises.”
Pause. “It's a holding company, a
conglomerate. Some of our business
is with the government. We'd like
some more.”

“Go on.”

“We know something big is up,
up in more ways than one, at Cape
Kennedy.” He put up his hand.
“Only from piecing together what's
public knowledge. But we dor’t
know exactly what. And to get in
with the prime contractors we have
to know exactly what.”

“Go on.”

“TI' can feed you all sorts of
figures pointing to something big go-
ing on down there. Shipping, manu-
facturing, employment—"

As Buglewicz frowned, Nick has-
tened to cut in on himself.

“Like I said, no going into de-
fense secrets, no doing anything to
breach national security—"

Buglewicz waved that away.

“Funny, I haven’t heard anything.
You'd think - they'd have—" He
smiled. “Touches my vanity. I like
to think they call me in on every-
thing new.” His face hardened. “I too
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would like to know what. Still—”

He got up abruptly and stood fac-
ing the window. He blubbed his lips
with his index finger. Nick fidgeted.

“Well?”

“You're going to a lot of trouble.”

“We do things in a big way.
You'll be making a mistake if you
make too much of it.”

“Once you say ‘too’ of anything,
you beg the question.”

“The question is still ‘Well?’ ”

Buglewicz turned. Sleepy eyelids
over wide-awake eyes.

“Count me in—with conditions.”

“Name them.”

“I'll have to do this on my own,
away from the Institute.”

“Office right next to mine.”

“Computer time.”

“You got it.”

“And man doesn’t live by thought
alone. A nice little refrigerator with
a nice little bellyful of goodies.”

“Done.”

Buglewicz smiled.

“Sure you want to go through
with it after all? A fish thinks
there’s a hell of a lot more to an
iceberg than there is.”

H-DAY MINUS 26

NICK WALKED IN, KICKING
crumples of printouts left and right.
Buglewicz tossed him another wad.
Nick toed it on the fly.
“Where are we now?”
“Where was Moses when
light went out? In the dark.”
Buglewicz walked over to the

the
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nice little refrigerator. He picked
through it, slapping together a thick
miscellany of a sandwich. He took a
big bite and talked, chewing.

“But things are shaking down a
bit. We know a lot of things it
isn’t.”

He pulled open a beer can,
walked to the window, and took a
big swallow. He looked down at
Wall Street.

“But the thing it is still eludes—"

He squeezed his eyes shut against
a burst of sun-glitter pane. He stood
quite still. He said softly, “By God.”
He stepped away from the glare and
opened his eyes. He returned to his
desk, set the sandwich and beer can
carefully down. He moved around
to the touch-tone telephone set that
tied in with the computer center
and leaning over it began to tap the
keys.

Nick took a step toward him.
Buglewicz shook his head.

“Leave me alone for ten min-
utes.”

“Sure.”

Buglewicz didn’t look up when
Nick came back in after twenty
minutes. He worked so hard at not
looking up that he looked further
down.

The sandwich lay on the desk
with no second bite out of it. The
beer level looked the same, allowing
for evaporation and flatness. A fresh
yard of printout had taken a criss-
cross of heel marks on the floor.
The brief slant of sunlight had slid
away.
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Buglewicz shoved himself up out
of his chair. He stood with his back
to the window. He clasped his
hands under the catenary of his
belt. He eyed Nick as if really
weighing him for the first time.

“T have to know something about
the sun.”

“The sun?”

“You know. The big wheel that
shines by the grace of God. T want
to get hold of the latest spectrohelio-
graphs from Mt, Wilson or maybe
even from the space platform.”

Nick stopped himself from say-
ing, “Spectroheliographs?” He said,
“Who would have them?”

“Since I'm not working on this
for the Pentagon, my need to know
would carry negative weight. Let’s
see, there’s an astrophysicist—1I for-
get his name, it'll come to me—who
might know. Boyd Sandsmark,
that's the nmame. Last I heard the
was at Cal Tech.”

“Boyd Sandsmark. Okay.
your name?”

“God, no. I don’t know him all
that well, and I don’t trust him not
to spill it back to the government.
And you do want to keep it quiet,
don’t you?”

“I'll get on it right away.”

“Good. I have a
thafeesis il

“That what?”

“I'm surprised at you, Tallant.
You should be able to finish it your-
self.”

“That we
time?”

Use

feeling

don’t have much
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”

“That we'd better make hay.

Nick took a handful of change
and ten grand from petty cash and
went out to a public phone.. He
spoke to Tony Chestnut over the
cheesebox.

Tony couldn’t spare Ferro just
now but made up for the turndown
by giving Nick a number to call in
L.A. and by telling him to com-
mandeer the company plane.

Nick went to another phone
booth, got the number in L.A., and
told the voice to find out about an
a-s-t-r-o-p-h-y-s-i-c-i-s-t name of Boyd
Sandsmark in or around Pasadena
and put a tail on him. Then he tax-
ied to his apartment and packed for
a short trip.

Before boarding the Delphic En-
terprises plane, Nick had to sign a
paper giving up all claims on the
company for any and all damages.

“One of these silly formalities,
Mr. Tallant.”

Nick signed. Wind lifted the
form as he started to hand the clip-
board back. He noted the name on
the waiver form below his.

“Another passenger?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Martha Washington?”

“She often uses the company
plane. A different funny name each
time. The company lawyer says it's
all right.”

Martha Washington wore a yel-
low sweater and pink bell-bottom
slacks. She was shrugging out of a
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black sable coat as Nick climbed
aboard. A somewhat sharp chin
gave her a nice witchy look. Wrap-
around sunglasses. Bouncy shoulder-
length honey-blonde hair.
“Damn. I would go and take this
coat with me.”
He moved to help.
“What's wrong with
“Thanks. It's black.”

it?”

”SO?”
“So on the West Coast, it's a dead
giveaway you're from the East

Coast. And this is one of the trips
when I want to blend in.”

“So you can leave the coat on the
plane or in a locker when we land.”

“That’s too easy.”

Her eyes lit up behind the sun-
glasses. Nick saw she was going to
take his hand. He quickly wiped it
on his pants leg. She took his hand
and tugged him forward.

“You seem to be the big shot.
C'mon in case he won't listen to
me.”

They entered the cockpit. The pi-
lot slid his earphones away and
smiled.

“Listen, Handsome. When we
reach the coal-mining area, Pennsyl-
vania or West Virginia, make a pass
over some one-horse town.”

The pilot looked from her to
Nick and frowned a bit.

“Gee, I don’t know. It can get
you in bad with the board when
you stray too far from your flight
plan.”

“Once you say ‘too’, you beg the
question.”

VENTURE

“Come again?”

Nick fished out his wallet and
handed the pilot a C-note. The pilot
nodded.

“T'll let you know when to light
your lamps.”

Martha Washington kissed him
and pulled Nick back to their seats.
They strapped in.

When they were in the air, she
opened her overnight bag. It was
half full of bundles of currency.
The other half held a bottle of red
wine and Saran-wrapped sand-
wiches.

“Lucky for you I packed a lunch
for two just in case.”

She handed him the bottle and
an Italian cork-puller. He uncorked
the bottle and filled the styrofoam
cups she held. He bit into a roast
beef on Jewish rye.

“This is the only way to go.”

He sublimated the hunger her
body heat, her woman smell,
aroused. He knew now who Martha
Washington was. Not the mother of
her country but den mother to The
Boys. Marta Vallejo. She served as a
Mob courier, carrying black money
skimmed from the gambling tables,
payoffs to politicos, deposits to num-
bered accounts.

And Don Vince Podesta’s mis-
tress, or at least protegee. Before
that she had been Nathan Shapi’s.
After Nutsy died of lead poisoning,
she let Vince back her try at a show
biz career. Vince bankrolled lessons,
special material, gowns, furs, jew-
elry, publicity, record promotion, ce-
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lebrity parties—the works.. He put
her records in juke boxes coast-to-
coast, booked her into night spots
and on a few TV shows.

Too bad the kids didn’t keep
spinning her disks. But she was tax-
deductible. That was the way Don
Vince would like to keep a mistress,
on Uncle Sam.

Marta Vallejo. Nick knew by her
smile that she was taking in the way
he was taking her in now that he
knew who she was.

The pilot’s voice broke up that bit
of mutual feedback.

“Black-lung country, folks.”

Marta looked at Nick.

“You know what I have in
mind?”

Nick nodded. He got up. He
braced himself solidly and opened
the cabin door. With one hand he
held himself against wind stream
and plane bank. He reached back
his free hand. He looked around.

She was running her hand over
the fur, fluffing it up with her
breath, smoothing it.

She caught his glance.

“Tust saying good-bye.”

She handed him the fur. He
started to throw it but her voice
stopped him.

“No, wait till T tell you.” She
pressed her face to a window. “I'm
looking for a shackety place on the
edge of town with a small vegetable
patch in the shadow of tailings.”

Nick waited, fuming.

“There’s one. Throw it now.”

He flung the fur. It unbunched
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and planned like a flying squirrel.
Nick shut and dogged the door and
sank in a seat. Marta kept her nose
to the window following the flight
of the sable as long as she could,
and longer.

“Okay, folks. I'm going to
straighten out and fly right.”

Marta sank down beside Nick.

“T hope the right person finds it.”

“Someone like you were a few
years back?”

She looked at him and smiled.

“Yeah, a few years .back.”

“Nice gesture, but you're not that
crazy. You're going to file a claim
with your insurance company for
one lost black sable coat.”

“Insurance? What insurance?
When they find out who I am they
don’t sell me insurance.” :

“My apologies. You are
crazy.” .

She wrinkled her nose at him.

“You know it.”

Someone, the pilot perhaps, had
brought a newspaper aboard and
left it on one of the seats. Marta
picked it up. She swung the sun-
glasses up, resting them on her
blonde hair. Green eyes. She sat
reading the daily astrological fore-
cast. Everything else in the sheet
seemed to bore her. She looked up
to catch Nick smiling at her.

“You ever erect your horoscope?”

He stared at her, smiled again,
shook his head.

Marta studied him and at the
saime time gave him her three-quar-
ter face, the nose nicely inside the

that
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curve of cheek, the eyes toward
him. This made her gaze quizzical.

“What's your birth date?”

He told her.

“You're a Leo. That goes good
with what T am. I'm a Virgo. If you
crack a smile, I'll bust your head.”

“T hope you don’t mind if I break
out in a yawn. I'm dead beat.”

Her eyes flickered but her face
didn’t change. Maybe she thought
the shadow of Don Vincenzo Po-
desta fell across his mind whenever
he looked at her.

“Sure.”

She turned back to her dos and
don’ts for the day in the paper.

Nick leaned back and closed his
eyes. If his mind weren’t on what
lay ahead in L.A., damned if he
wouldn’t be making a play for her,
or making believe to be, to pass the
time. Don Vincenzo Podesta or no
Don Vincenzo Podesta. But it was
as well he didn’t feel up to pressing
the small-talk button. He’d be talk-
ing of one thing while thinking of
another—getting the spectrohelio-
graphs from this Boyd Sandsmark—
and would not come off looking the
way he’d want to look in her eyes.

He woke up, a turbulence in his
belly. The plane had hit a hole in
the air. For part of a second they
were weightless. Marta got her
breath back.

“Hey, I wonder what it would be
like to make love in zero gravity!”

The sunglasses hid her eyes, the
paper had slipped from her lap. She
too had been dozing.
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Neither went back to sleep for
the remaining hour of the flight.
They spoke little, as befitted small
talk. They came down in L.A. un-
der an incubus of cumulus.

Nick let Handsome - help her
down. A man waited for her in a
car near the apron. She waved to
the man, gave her overnight case a
slight tap, and nodded. She turned
and called to Nick before she 'got
into the car.

“So long, Leo.”

The shopping center in Pasadena
looked like a shopping center any-
where, only more so. Nick paid off
the cab driver and headed for the

~supermarket. An old man in Salva-

tion Army uniform stood by the
door. The man held an armful of
magazines and whispered “War
Cry” to people who passed.

Nick took a War Cry, handed the
man a sawbuck, waved away the
blessings. As he walked into the
store he opened the magazine to the
center fold and turned the outside
in. At the meat counter he stopped
beside a man his own age or
younger who also carried a War Cry
with the center fold on the outside.
They stood gazing into the convex
mirror for spotting shoplifters.

“Hi, Nick, 'm Tommy.”

He could tell Tommy was going
to try to make an impression on the
wise guy from back East. He nod-
ded. Tommy tried.

“We really went to town on this
guy Sandsmark. We—”
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Nick turned to glance down at
the franks. Red cellophane beefed
up the pale pork.

“Okay, you can cut out the red
cellophane. Just give me what you
found out.” ‘

Tommy opened his mouth.

They weren’t blocking the aisle,
but the wheel of a shopping cart
clipped Nick’s foot. Nick met the
glare of a woman wearing a ker-
chief over curlers. Nick smiled. He
dropped the War Cry and opened
his arms.
~ “Madam, you're the thousandth
customer this week and you get our
free ham.”

He heaved the biggest ham he
could find into her shopping cart.

“Tust tell the checkout clerk the
district manager said it's all right.”

“Gee, thanks. Thanks a million.”

“Our pleasure, ma’am.”

Nick strolled off with Tommy
tagging along. They made their way
outside. Tommy started to toss his
War Cry away. Nick stopped him.

“We don’t want to get picked up
for littering.”

He took the magazine, set it to
rights, and handed it to the Salva-
tion Army man.

“You've got some real hard-core
inspiration there, Major.”

He saluted and headed for the
parking lot. Tommy hurried around
him to lead the way to the car.

“This here’s Jimmy. Jimmy,
here’s Nick. He's a friend of ours.”

Jimmy sat at the wheel of the air-
conditioned Buick. Nick nodded
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and Jimmy nodded a heavy head
back. Nick and Tommy climbed
into the rear seat. Tommy drew a
folded Xerox from an inside pocket.

“The guy’s credit report.”

It told Nick that Sandsmark was
white, Episcopalian, 35, divorced
(twice), had no children, had his
Ph.D., an associate professorship at
Cal Tech, his own home (mort-
gaged), a late model Chevy C(he
usually traded in every other year),
held odd lots of various stocks hav-
ing a market value of $8,000, had a
savings and loan account with a
current balance of $400, was slow
to pay, but otherwise nothing derog-
atory was known about him.

“I got word just a few minutes
ago, Nick. He’s home now. There’s
nobody there but him. He didn't
show up for work the past few days.
Didn’t bother calling in sick. When
they called him up and -asked was
he sick he said yes he was sick and
hung up. He got a delivery of a case
of Scotch this morning. Teacher’s.
Went out once last night, to a
whorehouse. Only stayed a short
while. The girl says he had a hard
time getting it up, like he was just go-
ing through the motions. She says it
was funny, he didn’t get shook up
about it, he just laughed.”

Nick grimaced.

“Looks like money’s our best bet.
We'll see. Let’s go.”

They pulled up behind a car that
was parked around the corner from
Sandsmark’s street. Tommy pointed
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out how a space between houses
gave them a view of Sandsmark’s
driveway and the late model Chevy,
and a rosebush. A man got out of
the car in front of theirs and
walked back to them. At a nod from
Tommy he spoke.

“He didn’t go out and nobody
went in.”

“Okay, you can go.” Tommy
turned to Nick. “We're going in to
see him now?”

“Yeah.”

The man had taken a step away.
He came back.

“T'd wait a few minutes. There’s
a dame down the street starting to
walk her dog.”

hey waited in the dusk. The
woman passed Sandsmark’s with an
Irish setter all feathery eagerness.
The dog wanted to stop and make,
but she hauled on the leash till they
reached a lawn two houses further
along. She stood gazing skyward
with the tail of her eye on the pic-
ture window overlooking the lawn.
They finished their business and re-
turned home.

Jimmy drove around and pulled
up behind the Chevy. Nick and
Tommy got out. Tommy touched a
rose, then spat on the bush.

Nick leaned on the doorbell. He
wondered how hard he’d have to
lean on Sandsmark.

The door opened at last.

“Who tolls?”

Jesus, a cunning drunk. Nick
flashed a press card.

“We're doing a story. A feature

VENTURE

on the sun. We need a reliable
source. We're told that’s you. Natu-
rally we protect our sources. And
we pay well.”

“The sun?” But it wasn't a ques-
tion. “Just what do you want?” That
was a sharp question.

“We'd like to get hold of the lat-
est series' of spectroheliographs.”
The corner of Nick’s eye caught
Tommy giving a start.

Nick pressed steadily against the
door, and Sandsmark gave without
knowing. Nick stepped past.

“Thanks.” :

Tommy followed him in. Sands-
mark stood still a moment, then
closed the door.

“Who says I have them?”

“Ah-ah. I told you we protect our
sources.”

Nick looked around. Sandsmark’s
undershirt, bare feet, unbuckled
belt, day-old beard, slight' sway—
these had their counterparts in the
litter of the room. A carton for an
electric organ stood in a corner.
The lid rested athwart the top,
helping: form an eight-pointed star.
Triangles of interior showed the or-
gan still inside.

“Always wanted an organ.” Sands-
mark grinned. “Have a theory about
where to find the lost chord.” He
frowned. “It's been here a week now.
Got to get around to playing it
soon.”

He followed Nick with his eyes
as Nick moved about taking in
brand new stuff.

“Always wanted really good
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tackle. Got to go down to the surf
tomorrow . . . Always wanted to
try my hand at painting. Got to—"

He went to a table, poured more
Scotch in a glass, drank.

“Help yourselves. Should be more
glasses somewhere. Soda and ice in
the kitchen if you insist on the ame-
nities. I just take it straight and say
amen.”

“The spectroheliographs.”

Sandsmark emptied the glass.

“Time, gentlemen of the press.
You're wasting your time. I don't
have any. And if I did, that’s the
last thing the world needs.”

Nick too: out an envelope and
began edging bills into view.

“Help you pay for all this stuff.
How much you want? One grand?
Five? Okay, ten. All in cash so it
doesn’t have to go down on your in-
come tax return.”

Sandsmark coughed a laugh.

“Death and taxes. Friend, only
one of them is certain. Hell, T don’t
need money. Everything’s on credit.
I0U.”

He started to refill the glass. Nick
took the glass away.

“We’'d hate having to get rough.”

Sandsmark stared at Nick, at
Tommy, at Nick.

“Rough?” He paled but smiled.
He fixed his gaze on the wall and
recited :

“0, the Beast his number is six-

SiX-Six—

D,C,L,X,V,I to Roman hicks.

Plot these numerals on a graph,

observe
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How the Beast his descent forms
a J-curve.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“It means that's all you'll get out
of me if you try to force me to talk.
I'm good at self-hypnosis. I've
trained myself to repeat only that if
someone uses torture or drugs on
me.”

Nick wet his lips.

“Who said anything about drugs
or torture?”

Sandsmark went back
speeches.

“What does it mean? What does
anything mean? The tip of our
finger is what we point to. Who are
you? Who am I? An identity crisis,
for crisis’ sake.” He held up the
bottle. “No more answers. I'm tak-
ing the fifth.”

He put the bottle to his mouth.

Nick shook his head to hold
Tommy’s hand back. Nick set the
glass down, out of habit giving it a
twist to smear his prints.

Sandsmark wiped his hand across
his mouth, screwed the cap on the
bottle, picked a briar pipe from the
rack on the coffee table, dipped up
a bowlful of tobacco, thumb-tamped
it, struck a match, got the fire go-
ing. He looked at the flame till it
reached his fingers then blew it out.

“Impasse, gentlemen?”

It looked that way. Sandsmark
had no hostages to fortune, not even
himself if this self-hypnotism held

up

a few

Nick felt a lot of things press in
on him. Sandsmark’s stalling. Bu-
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glewicz’s sense of urgency. Tony's ex-
pectation of results. Tommy’s mea-
suring presence. Nick’s own un-
certainty, his weariness, his out-of-
whack biological clock.

He gave Sandsmark a sudden
warm smile.

“You've got us wrong, Dr. Sands-
mark. We're not your enemies. For
that matter, you don’t look the kind
who’d have any enemies.”

Sandsmark bit down hard on the
pipe stem.

“Oh, no?”

“Who has it in for you? Who's
done you a bad turn? Who don’t
you like?”

Sandsmark’s eyes traversed to-
ward the bookshelves. Nick smiled
encouragingly.

“Give us the name and we’ll take
care of him , . . or her.”

Sandsmark took the pipe out of
his mouth and cupped the bowl in
his palms. He looked into the glow.

“You've got to be kidding.”

“Go along with the gag.”

Sandsmark laughed awkwardly.

“Well, there’s this fellow who'’s
made some nasty comments on a pa-
per I wrote.” His eyes narrowed in
the smoke. “His name’s Fred
Globus. He’s the kind of bastard
gives all bastards a bad name.”

“Fred Globus. He here at Cal
Tech?”

“Yes.” Sandsmark paused. “But T
know you wouldn’t . . . just to get
information out of me.” His tongue
tripped over itself to add, “Not that
I have any information.”

VENTURE

“Sure.” Nick turned to Tommy.
“Get Jimmy in here.” And when
Jimmy got in there Nick told
Jimmy, “You stay here and keep Dr.
Sandsmark company. Don’t let him
get too drunk. If the phone rings,
nobody answers. If the doorbell
rings, nobody answers. Got it?”

Jimmy got it. Nick looked up
Fred Globus in the phone book.
Tommy nodded. Passing the rack
on the coffee table, Nick palmed
and pocketed a pipe. He paused in
the door, causing Tommy to stop
short. He pointed out a four-band
radio to Jimmy.

“Put the radio on the police
band. He might hear something
about his friend.”

Sandsmark was sitting still, star-
ing at nothing.

Tommy slid the Buick into a
Tenants Only parking slot. He had
known the address to be in a block
of bachelor apartments. It looked
and sounded that to Nick. Tommy
reached past Nick to open the glove
compartment. He took out an ac-
cordion of doctors’ disposable plastic
gloves, tore off a pair for himself
and a pair for Nick. He took out a
.45 with a silencer on it. He hesi-
tated, then held it out to Nick. Nick
gestured that Tommy might do the
honors.

Nick rang 6E, got the buzz that
let them into the building, and they
walked up to 3B. Light showed un-
der the door. Good, they wouldn’t
have to celluloid in and wait for
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Globus to come home. Nick worked
his fingers in the gloves, then rang
the bell.

The door opened on a big smile.

“A little early, Nan—" The smile
shrank. “Oh.”

“You Fred Globus?”

“Yes?”

“You know a Boyd Sandsmark?”

The smile was never there.

“Yes. Why?”

“Because we want the right Fred
Globus.” Nick listened to the apart-
ment. “You alone?”

“Yes. Why?”

Nick put his hand on Globus’s
chest. Globus looked down at the
gloved hand. But it was the gun in
Tommy’s hand that backed Globus
into the room. Nick closed the door.
The whole place was orange and

black, like Halloween.
“Why? Why?”
Nick looked at Fred Globus,

seeing Fred Globus and growing
angry with Fred Globus for grab-
bing his sympathy.

“Why? Because. Because you ask
a foolish question.”

He nodded at Tommy. Tommy
squeezed off five shots, the last four
after Globus was down.

Nick took out Sandsmark’s pipe,
snapped the stem, and pocketed the
bitten end. He rolled bowl and
stump of stem out of sight under
the couch. He squatted beside
Globus, rested his palm on the
warm brow and thumbed back the
left eyelid. The brown iris didn't
shutter against the stark light. Dead.
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“Okay, Nick?”

“Okay—" He looked up. He
couldn’t think of the name.

“Tommy. Tommy Corvino.”

Nick got up. The too-quick rise
from the cramping squat dizzied
him slightly. For a tick of time his
skull was a cave of winds. His head
cleared. He smiled nicely.

“Anything to Nunzio or Renzo?”

Tommy laughed.

“In a way. Nunzio’s my pop and
Renzo’s my uncle.”

A tightening of the throat, a
seething of the mind. It was tempt-
ing to fix it so Tommy took the fall
for this hit. But the mission came
first. Too, he might be able to get at
Nunzio and Renzo themselves more
safely and readily if he got Tommy
to trust him.

“Okay, let's go.”

As the Buick pulled away Nick
saw a girl go into the building. He
wondered if that was Nan—Just in
case she wasn’t he had Tommy stop
on the way back to Sandsmark’s,
and he used a phone booth to tell
the cops in a hoarse whisper that
Globus was dead, and where.

Tommy started to stop the car
again, at a dark corner.

“What for?”

“I thought I'd ditch the gun in
the sewer.”

“No, there’s a better place to
plant it.”

Tommy smoothed the dirt around
the rosebush while Nick leaned on
the doorbell. Tommy dusted his
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gloves and helped Nick wait. Then
he said, “Excuse me, Nick,” and
brushed past Nick to whisper fiercely
at the door.

“For Christ’s sake, Jimmy. When
he said don’t let nobody in he didn’t
mean us.”

The door opened and they
pushed in. Jimmy stuck out his
lower lip.

“I was just making sure it was
you.”

Sandsmark sat where they had
left him. His face took on a death-
suck as he tried to bring life back to
the fire in his pipe.

Moving nearer, Nick and Tommy
picked up a low background noise
of police calls.

“He like to fell over in a faint
when he heard about his friend on
that.”

“That how he got the knot on his
head?”

“No, that was before. T had to
cold-cock him. A car come and a
guy rang and rang the bell, and
when the guy turned away, this one
looked like he was going to yell out,
so I—"

“Had to cold-cock him.”

“That’s right.”

Nick turned away. He put
Tommy between him and Sands-
mark and shoved the bitten mouth-
piece of the broken pipe down be-
hind a seat cushion. He moved
around again to stand in front of
Sandsmark.

“We did you a favor. Now it's
your turn.”

VENTURE

Sandsmark looked up.

“Bastards. I was doing you a fa-
vor. Now I want to tell you.”

He got up on the second try and
crossed to a pile of magazines. He
pulled out a Financial World and
shook from it a Xerox flutter of
charts and figures.

Nick let Jimmy pick the Xeroxes
up for him. He squared them and
folded them neatly in three before
pocketing them.

“This better be the goods or
you'll fry for your friend.”

Sandsmark smiled a twist of
lemon.

“Here it’s the gas chamber. But
that’s the goods and we'll all fry for
it.” He shook his head at Nick’s
stare. “I'm not touched in the head.
At first T figured you for FBI or CIA
trying to trap me. But now I know
who you are. Not that it really mat-
ters any more, you're goddamn revi-
sionists.”

“Should I cold-cock him again?”

“No. He’s right. We're goddamn
revisionists.” Nick signed to Tommy
and Jimmy and led the way out.
But he paused in the door. “Just
don’t brood about what happened,
Sandsmark. If you find it stays in
your mind, say to yourself ‘O, the
Beast his number is sick-sick-sick’.”

In the car, after five minutes of
driving in silence, Jimmy spoke
from the wheel.

“I'm a hunch player. I'm going to
get five bucks down on 666.”

»
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H-DAY MINUS 25

Nch UNFOLDED THE XEROXES,
placed them face down on the desk,
and started to iron the creases with
his thumbnail.

Buglewicz reached out with the
eraser end of his pencil and pulled
the copies to him in quick stabs.

“In case you've been wondering
what a genius needs with erasers.”

He Iooked to be reading the
sheets clean. He nodded impatiently
when Nick asked him if that was
what he wanted. He swung half
around and tapped the keys of the
touch-tone telephone set. Then he
waited, his eyes pulling at the print-
out strip.

The computer typed back.

Nick glanced from meaningless
figures to expressionless face. Then
Buglewicz nodded slowly.

UThat'sT6:

“What'’s it?”

“I'd rather not say what it is till T
can say what to do about it.” His
face looked suddenly drawn, yet his
eyes burned. “Let me save it till to-
morrow, Tallant. I want to go back
to the Gotham Towers and sleep on
i

Nick grimaced.

“Okay.”

Tony Chestnut had sent Ferro to
the offices of Delphic Enterprises on
some errand. Ferro stopped in to
ask Nick how things were coming
along.

“Tomorrow will tell.”
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“It's always tomorrow, ain’t it?”
At Nick’s look he spread out his
hands. “I mean in everything, in
life.”

Nick frowned, unappeased. Ferro
was eyeing him with a flickering
smile.

“Something wrong, Ferro?”

“You lost your cherry.” The smile
was fixed. “You know the kind of
bang I mean. Wherever you been,
you lost it there.”

Now vyou're one of wus. About
time, kid. I was beginning to won-
der about you. He could see that
much in Ferro’s face.

What was it Ferro saw in his
face now? Did Sirhan Sirhan look
any different before and after? Did
the face take on a wary triumph?

Ah, that was for the ding-a-lings.
There was no such thing as the
mark of Cain. Ferro had heard
something from Tony or was only
guessing. There was no such thing.

Maybe not, and he couldn’t see it
himself in the mirror, but he had a
date with Clara Dellaripa that eve-
ning, and she saw something.

She even said, “You
different, Nick.”

“Different how?”

“T don’t know. Different.”

“You're getting to know me, seeing
more facets.”

Aside from that, it was almost a
replay of their first date. But when
they said good night, Clara’s hand
was firmer and warmer. And her
kiss pressed harder and longer.

look
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H-DAY MINUS 24

NOON AND STILL NO BUGLE-
wicz,

Nick kicked himself for not
thinking to put a tail on Buglewicz.
He kicked himself for letting Bu-
glewicz stall him.

Buglewicz's room at the Gotham
Towers didn't answer. Had Bugle-
wicz run out? Had he dropped dead?

The cheesebox brought Ferro.

“Hi, Nick. It's tomorrow. You
find out what it's all about?
Tony's—"

“You do some finding,
Find me a hotel thief who
Gotham Towers keys.”

Ferro.
has

Nick and Ferro passed through
the sitting room into the bedroom.
No Buglewicz. No Xeroxes.

Ferro swung open the closet door.
Naked coat hangers rang changes,
wrangling, tangling. Signs of hasty
packing. But Buglewicz hadn’t
checked out. He seemed to have
taken as much as he could stuff in
an attache case and sneaked out.

Ashes in the ash tray. Buglewicz

didn’t smoke. Nick stirred the
ashes, uncovered charred bits of
note paper.

There was a pad on the writing
desk. Nick switched on the desk
lamp. He craned the gooseneck near-
er and slanted the light. The shadow
of writing.

The sun the sun the sun the

“Geez, Nick. Do you know how

VENTURE

many places there are in the Po-
conos?”

“Well, you just keep on poking
your nose. There shouldn’t be too
many places with Buglewiczes stay-
ing at them.”

Ferro started to drag himself out
of Nick’s office.

“Wait a minute, Ferro.”

Ferro waited while Nick got Bu-
glewicz’s think tank on the wire and
was Abercrombie & Fitch wanting
the doctor’s vacation address spelled
out—Dr. Buglewicz's handwriting
was a bit hard to make out and they
did want to get the fishing tackle to
him without any delays that might
spoil his well-earned holiday.

The voice at the think tank un-
derstood about the handwriting,
showed surprise at the fishing
tackle, and spelled out the vacation
address.

Ferro went out with more
bounce. And with a photocopy of
Buglewicz's face, front and side.
Nick’s secretary had dug the photos
out of newspaper morgues and had
just come in breathless with copies
she had run off.

Nick angled the slats of the blind
against the slant of the sun and
wondered what had made Bugle-
wicz pick up his feet before picking
up his fee.

“Hello, Nick?”

“Find him, Ferro?”

“Well, T find the cottage, little
ways north of Delaware Water Gap.
But he ain’t there. And who also
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ain’t there is mama B. and the six
baby B's.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. Seems mama B. got a long
distance buzz this afternoon and
packed up and lit out, her and the
kids. She drove the station wagon to
Philly. I find out the license plate
and phone ahead, and the boys in
Philly make it and stake it out. But
it's got a couple chalk marks and
tags for violating a meter, so it don’t
look too hot. They must've pulled a
switch.”

“Okay, try that angle. Bus, air,
train. You've got their descriptions?”

“Yeah. That all?”

“Wait. That long-distance call.
Where'd it come from?”

“Oh, yeah. The Gotham Towers.”

“Damn.”

“Yeah. From a pay phone in the
Gotham Towers.” Pause. “That
all?”

“Hold it, Ferro. Hold it. Why
from a pay phone? Why not from
his room if he’s going to beat the
tab anyway?”

“Yeah, why?”

“What was
phone call?”

“Less than three minutes. He
didn’t have to put in nothing extra.”

“Not that time. Time of day.”

“Oh. Yeah, I got that too. Two-
thirty.” ;

“That's when we were in the
middle of going through his room.”
Pause. “He skipped out hours be-
fore. So why was he still hanging
around the Gotham?”

the time of that
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“Yeah, why?”

“Because the tricky bastard
figures it's the last place we'll look
for him. He doubles back. He waits
for another desk clerk to come on.
He’s slapped on a fake mustache or
beard, bought another piece of lug-
gage. He stands straight, sucks in
his gut, and checks in again under
another name.”

“Geez, Nick, I'll give odds you're
right.” Pause. “But why would he
do all that?”

“Yeah, why?”

Ferro made the hundred miles
back to Manhattan in time to help
Nick finish setting it up. They
handed the button men photocopies
of Buglewicz’s face, front and side,
and the button men covered the
Gotham Towers, front, sides, and
back.

Driving didn’t take it out of Ferro
the way it took it out of Nick. Ferro
had lots of zip left and picked him-
self to be one of the men to go in
and plant the smoke bombs in the
service closets. ;

At that they almost missed Bu-
glewicz. He crossed them up by com-
ing out in a waiter’s getup. He held
the coat in front because he had
popped the buttons, and that was
what drew Nick’s notice.

The big beams lighting up the
smoke pouring out of the windows,
the flashing reds down on the street,
the rumbling engines, the vyelling
firemen, the unkinking hoses—in
this blur of sound and blare of light
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that broke up his form, his being,
Buglewicz was slipping through the
fire line into the dark when Nick
spotted him.

Nick gave the office, and he and
a couple of his men moved in. Cops
were all around, doing fine work
clearing the hotel and keeping the
people back, but Buglewicz did
nothing to catch the eyes or ears of
the cops. The air went out of him,
fluttering the fringe of his phony
mustache.

He gave Nick a nod and a one-
sided smile.

“Burning down the haystack to
find the needle. At least T beat you
out of using the magnet.”

“Your family? Yes. But we can
always find your wife and kids if
we really have to.”

“All right, Tallant. You won’t
have to.”

Nick led Buglewicz to the ambu-
lance they had there, if they had to
make out to be treating him for hys-
teria or smoke poisoning. They got
in but a cop stopped them before
they could pull away.

He brought over a real case of
hysteria, and they took her inside
the ambulance. But once they got
going and turned a few corners,
they slowed long enough to dump
her.

“Shock treatment, lady.”

They rode the rest of the way in
sterile silence. The ambulance let
them out at the service entrance,
and they rode the service elevator to
the Delphic Enterprises floor.

VENTURE

Buglewicz settled himself in his
chair. Nick sat on the edge of the
desk. Buglewicz peeled off his mus-
tache. It winged to the wastebasket
like a tiny sable coat.

“What gave me away, Tallant?”
Buglewicz’s mouth set in a twist,
“Don’t tell me. The phone call.”

“We left off where you were go-
ing to the Gotham Towers and sleep
on it. We pick up where you say
what it is and what to do about it.”

“First we bargain.”

“Wrong. We made a bargain.”

“Still, before we go any further
we have to know where we stand
with each other.”

“Okay, we've got all night. But
let me see if I can help you step it
up. You holed up because you
figured out who I'm fronting for,
what - Delphic Enterprises is all
about.”

Buglewicz looked shocked.

“Not at all. After I ruled you out
as a foreign agent, I knew what
Delphic Enterprises is all about as
soon as you posed the problem. I'll
tell you, T was on the point of farm-
ing it out, but the thought of hiring
out to the Mob tickled me.”

“So working for the Mafia doesn’t
bother you.”

“Whomever I work for, I'm just
doing my thing. Hell, Mafiosi don’t
think they’re evil. Do the lion and
the jackal feel guilty about being
the lion and the jackal? They're just
doing their thing. Everything’s up
for grabs and Mafiosi want theirs—
and somebody else’s.”
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“Why do you say ‘they’? Why
don’t you say ‘you’? I'm part of
them, remember.”

Buglewicz smiled.

“I'll say ‘we’. I'm throwing in
with you, remember.” His smile
died and left no ghost. “No, it’s
what I found out from the data you
fed me that bothered me. That
bothers me.”

Nick’s fingers bit up under the
overhang of the desk.

“And that is?”

“Let me tick the items off. The
space platform is a reality. Men are
out there assembling and equipping
something. For nearly a year now,
rockets have been lifting off from
the Cape and rendezvousing with
the space platform. The first pay-
loads were prefab units fitting to-
gether to make a cylinder six miles
long and twenty-four hundred feet
thick. Later payloads were nuclear
reactors to generate electricity. Now
the payloads are a hydroponics
farm, and more freeze-dried foods,
vitamins, medicines, and clothing
than a town of five thousand would
need for five years.”

“What—"

“And upcoming payloads, to go
by the manifests your dockers and
truckers pass along, are also verrry
interrresting. A seeds-eggs-and-em-
broyos bank; a deep-freeze Noah's
Ark of wuseful flora and fauna.
Teaching machines to train young-
sters to be engineers, doctors, den-
tists, farmers, nutritionists, mainte-

nance men. A complete hospital. A
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sanitation plant recycling human
wastes. Machine shops. Labora-
tories. The world’s literature and
technical knowledge on microtape.
Astrogation data, with focus on Prox-
ima Centauri, the nearest solar sys-
tem, some four-point-three light-
years away. And last, but most, a
tachyon drive to boost the cylinder
through space at nearly light-speed.”

Buglewicz stopped and looked at
Nick. The twist of smile came back.

“What's it add up to? Readout:
the government—rather, one hand
that's not letting the other hand
know—is getting set to send five
thousand men, women, and chil-
dren to Proxima Centauri. I can see
that’s verry interrresting, but where
do you come in? How do you get
your hot little hands on the hot big
money?”

“That’s right. The thing must
run to billions.”

“Twenty billion easy. But forget
the money. It's too late.” Buglewicz
broke out in a sweat. “Don’t you get
what I've been telling you? What
the spectroheliographs mean?”

Nick shook his head. He was be-
ginning to be afraid he did get what
Buglewicz had been telling him.

“Look, Tallant. Here’s a crash
program so hush-hush it's almost
over before even you and I hear
about it. Why? Because the panic is
on in a very small circle. Why? Be-
cause the sun’s going nova.”

Nick forestalled Buglewicz with a
wave of the hand.

“I know what going nova means.
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The sun’s going to blow up. Jesus. I
thought it was going to take trillions
of years for the universe to run
down.”

“The universe, yes. This is just a
local event. The pop of a flash bulb.
Getting back to our own scale, the
sun’s been burning for five billion
years. Its hydrogen fuel normally
would last another five billion. But
the spectroheliographs show a sud-
den and serious hydrogen drain.
How? Why? Who the hell knows.
Maybe there’s a huge hydrogen-eater
out there, an inbreathing super-
dragon. All we know or need to
know is, when the bell rings, it’s
Nova calling.”

Nick found himself on his feet,
his fist hitting the wall. He stopped,
turned.

“Wait. Who's going to get away
in the spaceship? Who're the five
thousand?”

“Guess. Do you read the papers?
The President and his family and
the Cabinet and their families plan
to do some yachting in Florida wa-
ters this summer. The Pentagon’s
announced it's opening a summer
school in space sciences at Cape
Kennedy for a select group of
officers. Key Congressmen and their
families have a standing invitation
to attend. The National Association
of Manufacturers moved its annual
convention down to Miami and up
to July. And so on.”

“So July’s the deadline.”

“Now you're reasoning, Tallant.
Now you can see the way my mind
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ran. Once I caught on, I had to
make the break and then try to
reach whoever’s in charge of the op-
eration and beg or finagle or black-
mail my family and myself aboard
that starship out there. But you
aborted. Now here we are.”

Buglewicz got up and stood be-
hind Nick. He put a hand on Nick’s
shoulder.

“As Newton—Huey Newton—
has said, ‘If you're not part of the
solution, you're part of the problem.’
Well, Tallant, am I part of the solu-
tion?”

Nick nodded.

Buglewicz patted the ‘shoulder,
went back to his chair, and put ball
point to note pad.

“If I'm thinking the way they’re
thinking, about forty Saturn VIII
rockets should begin moving onto
launching pads in the next few
days.” He smiled. “Setting up for a
big July 4th. Each with a payload
of 125 passengers for delivery to
the starship. All right, let’s try on a
Western scenario. Think of the
rockets as mounts waiting at the
hitching rack. A prairie fire threat-
ens to engulf the town. The horses
belong to the banker and the big
rancher and a few other good guys.
But a bunch of the boys from the
saloon grab the horses and dust out
of town. How does that sound?”

Nick grinned.

“That sounds like a hell of a hot
July 4th.”

Buglewicz waggled the ball point.

“Their deadline is roughly July
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4th. Our deadline is nearer Easter
Sunday. Look. We might take the
launch complex and hold it for a
while and get off a few rockets. But
we’'d never get away with the star-
ship if we try to pull the hijack at
the last minute. If they had nothing
more to lose, they’d H-bomb the
complex and the starship out of
spite. Give them hope that if they
don’t destroy the launch site they’ll
still have the means and the time to
build another, though much
smaller, starship.”

“Easter Sunday. Doesn’t give us
much time.”

“Nobody has much time. And all
life's a gamble. Beginning with
which spermatozoon hits the jack-
pot. And ending, for now, with
whether this starship will find a
home.”

There was no calendar in the
room. Nick found himself looking at
the clock.

It was already the next day.

H-DAY MINUS 23

H ELLO?”

“Hello, goombah.”

“This Bugle guy been giving you
sour notes, hey?”

“He’s all right now.”

“That’s the way.”

“But were not.”

“No? Tell me.”

“It’'s going to take a lot of tell-
ing.”

“Nice day for fishing.”

“See you.”

37

Click.
Click.

Frustration among the motes.

Ferro, on the flying bridge, held
the Figaro, a forty-four foot, triple-
cabin fiberglass power cruiser, in a
lazy circle out on Long Island
Sound off New Rochelle, the sun
shadow-boxing the compass.

Tony Chestnut lay on deck aft,
soaking up sun, the tight coils of
steel hair upward of his slacks stor-
ing energy. Nick Tallant spoke to
closed eyes. Only the now and then
tightening of Tony's lips showed
him Tony was awake. Or was Tony
dreaming bad? '

“Goddamnit,” Nick wanted to
say, “have you been taking it in?”
He said, “About Buglewicz and his
family-s-=5¢ 22

Tony stirred, shaded his eyes, sat
up looking around.

“Sure. If we go we take them.
We can use him.”

Tony spoke absently. Nick knew
Tony was right. The “if” was all.
Till then everything was a side is-
sue. Now Tony looked very much
present.

“Okay, kid. You and Bugle work
it out. You done all right so far. I
got things to do too. First thing I
got to do is call a meeting of the
Commission. Day after tomorrow’d
be the soonest and the latest. I want
you in on it to take them through
this thing in baby steps so they know
what we're up against.” He laughed.
“Yeah. You be the briefing officer.”
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Tony stood up. He faced forward,
hooked his little fingers in his mouth,
and whistled. He nodded shoreward
when Ferro turned to look. He
braced for the breaking of the circle,
then moved to the fishing rods.

“On the way in let’s see if we get
anything that looks like a fish.”

They sat staring into the wake
and at their trailing lines. They
weren’t getting anything that looked
like a fish. Tony spat into the wake.

“Oh, yeah, Nick. Another meet.
Vince got word out he wants to see
you.”

Nick smiled.

“You mean talk to.”

“I mean see. In person. Face-to-
face.”

“Sorry, goombah.”

“Okay. How you get in to see
him, his lawyer phones ahead he
needs Vince to sign something im-
portant. The papers’ll be waiting for
you at the company plane. Get
down there this afternoon and back
here tonight.”

“Do I tell him the score?”

“T'll tell you what to tell him.
Tell him the government’s building
a base up there, a space city, a
bridge to the moon, something. Tell
him the real thing and he’ll panic,
have us putting everything into bust-
ing him out.” He smiled reas-
suringly at Nick. “Don’t worry, kid,
we'll spring him in time. But we got
to keep our eye on the ball. We
can’t tip our hand. If the heat’s on
we can’t do nothing about the other
heat.” He glanced at the sun.

VENTURE

“I get you, goombah.”

“Now get this. He’s going to be
getting it off the wire anyway, so
tell him we're having a meet. Tell
him it’s to plan how to take our cut
of this space thing. And watch it,
kid. Make him believe you. Because
why he wants to see you is maybe
he already has the feeling we're
holding out on him.”

Tony put on his gaudy Hawaiian
shirt. When he wanted, he could be
as sloppy as Detective Rocco Ur-
bano.

On the way in Nick saw only a
stingray and sewage.

The guards had shaken him
down, had even taken apart his
ball-point pen, had all but x-rayed
him.

“Nicholas Tallant. So you come
to see old Vince.”

“I'm here on Mr. Podesta’s busi-
ness.”

He heard a laugh in his head,
then Don Vince’s whisper.

“I like that. You show respect. I
know that screw. All smiles to my
face. Before I leave here I see he
gets screwed.”

Then a fainter voice, another’s.

“. . . avisitor, Mr. Podesta.”

Don Vince’s voice again, loud,
still in the head.

“I got a visitor? Me? Who would
want to visit old Vince?”

Then, before he was ready, Nick
was coming to a stop just inside a
small room. It was large enough to
hold an oblong table and a chair on
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each of the long sides. The walls
had a clock and pictures and no
doubt eyes and ears. Don Vince
came in through the facing door.

Nick made a bowing nod.

Don Vince carried an exercise
book.

“You take me away from my
homework. Can you beat it, every-
body in here don’t finish third
grade got to go to school.”

“Oh?”

An eerie sensation to listen and
speak and hear both his voice and
yours echo, the double sound of
what struck your ears and what
spoke inside. What also threw him
was that he was seeing Don Vince
for the first time since his initiation
and felt like a raw kid again.
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