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Here’s something to think about at the icebox.
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‘Yes,’ Dortmunder said. ‘You can reserve all this, for yourself and your family, for simply a ten-dollar deposit.’

‘My,’ said the lady. She was a pretty woman in her mid-thirties, small and compact, and from the looks of this living room she kept a tight ship. The room was cool and comfortable and neat, packaged with no individuality but a great passion for cleanliness, like a new mobile home. The draperies flanking the picture window were so straight, each fold so perfectly rounded and smooth, that they didn’t look like cloth at all but a clever plaster forgery. The picture they framed showed a neat treeless lawn that drained away from the house, the neat curving blacktop suburban street in spring sunshine, and a ranch-style house across the way identical in every exterior detail to this one. I bet their drapes aren’t this neat, Dortmunder thought.

‘Yes,’ he said, and gestured at the promo leaflets now scattered all over the coffee table and the near-by floor. ‘You get the encyclopedia and the bookcase and the Junior Wonder Science Library and its bookcase, and the globe, and the five-year free use of research facilities at our gigantic modern research facility at Butte, Montana, and –’

‘We wouldn’t have to go to Butte, Montana, would we?’ She was one of those neat, snug women who can still look pretty with their brows furrowed. Her true role in life would be to operate a U.S.O. canteen, but here she was in this white-collar ghetto in the middle of Long Island.

‘No, no,’ Dortmunder said with an honest smile. Most of the housewives he met in the course of business left him cold, but every once in a while he ran across one like this who hadn’t been lobotomized by life in the suburbs, and the contact always made him cheerful. She’s sprightly, he thought, and smiled some more at the rare chance to use a word like that, even in interior monologue. Then he turned the smile on the customer and said, ‘You write to them in Butte, Montana. You tell them you want to know about, uh …’

‘Anguilla,’ she suggested.

‘Sure,’ Dortmunder said, as though he knew just what she meant. ‘Anything you want. And they send you the whole story.’

‘My,’ she said and looked again at all the promo papers spread around her neat living room.

‘And don’t forget the five annual roundups,’ Dortmunder told her, ‘to keep your encyclopedia right up to date for the next five years.’

‘My,’ she said.

‘And you can reserve the whole thing,’ Dortmunder said, ‘for a simple ten-dollar deposit.’ There had been a time when he had been using the phrase ‘measly ten-dollar deposit,’ but gradually he’d noticed that the prospects who eventually turned the deal down almost always gave a visible wince at the word ‘measly’, so he’d switched to ‘simple’ and the results had been a lot better. Keep it simple, he decided, and you can’t go wrong.

‘Well, that’s certainly something,’ the woman said. ‘Do you mind waiting while I get my purse?’

‘Not at all,’ Dortmunder said.

She left the room, and Dortmunder sat back on the sofa and smiled lazily at the world outside the picture window. A man had to stay alive somehow while waiting for a big score to develop, and there was nothing better for that than an encyclopedia con. In the spring and fall, that is; winter was too cold for house-to-house work and summer was too hot. But given the right time of year, the old encyclopedia scam was unbeatable. It kept you in the fresh air and in nice neighborhoods, it gave you a chance to stretch your legs in comfortable living rooms and chat with mostly pleasant suburban ladies, and it bought the groceries.

Figure ten or fifteen minutes per prospect, though the losers usually didn’t take that long. If only one out of five bit, that was ten bucks an hour. On a six-hour day and a five-day week, that was three hundred a week, which was more than enough for a man of simple tastes to live on, even in New York.

And the ten-dollar bite was just the perfect size. Anything smaller than that, the effort wouldn’t be worth the return. And if you went up above ten dollars, you got into the area where the housewives either wanted to talk it over with their husbands first or wanted to write you checks; and Dortmunder wasn’t about to go cash a check made out to an encyclopedia company. The few checks he got at the ten-dollar level he simply threw away at the end of the day’s business.

It was now nearly four in the afternoon. He figured he’d make this the last customer of the day, go find the nearest Long Island Railroad station, and head on back into the city. May would be home from Bohack’s by the time he got there.

Should he start packing the promo material back in his attaché case? No, there wasn’t any hurry. Besides, it was psychologically good to keep the pretty pictures out where the customer could see what she was buying until she’d actually handed over the ten spot.

Except that what she was really buying with her ten dollars was a receipt. Which he might as well get out, come to think of it. He opened the snaps on the attaché case beside him on the sofa and lifted the lid.

To the left of the sofa was an end table holding a lamp and a cream-colored European-style telephone, not normal Bell issue. Now, as Dortmunder reached into his attaché case for his receipt pad, this telephone said, very softly, ‘dit-dit-dit-dit-dit-dit-dit-dit-dit.’

Dortmunder glanced at it. His left hand was holding the lid of the case up, his right hand was inside holding the receipt pad, but he didn’t move. Somebody must be dialing an extension somewhere else in the house. Dortmunder frowned at the phone and it said, ‘dit.’ A smaller number that time, probably a 1. Then ‘dit’, said the phone again, which would be another 1. Dortmunder waited, not moving, but the phone didn’t say anything else.

Just a three-digit number? A high digit first, and then two low ones. What kind of phone number was …

911. The police emergency number.

Dortmunder took his hand out of the attaché case without the receipt pad. No time to pick up the promo papers. He methodically snicked shut the attaché case snaps, got to his feet, walked to the door, opened it, and stepped outside. Carefully closing the door behind him, he walked briskly over the curving slate path to the sidewalk, turned right, and kept on walking.

What he needed was a store, a movie theater, a cab, even a church. Someplace to get inside for a little while. Walking along the street like this, he didn’t have a chance. But there was nothing as far as the eye could see, nothing but houses and lawns and tricycles. Like the Arab who fell off his camel in Lawrence of Arabia, Dortmunder just kept walking, even though he was doomed.

A purple Oldsmobile Toronado with M.D. plates roared by, heading in the direction he was coming from. Dortmunder thought nothing of it until he heard the brakes squeal back there, and then his face lit up and he said, ‘Kelp!’

He turned to look, and the Oldsmobile was making a complicated U-turn, backing and filling, making little progress. The driver could be seen spinning the wheel madly, first in one direction and then the other, like a pirate captain in a hurricane, while the Oldsmobile bumped back and forth between the curbs.

‘Come on, Kelp,’ Dortmunder muttered. He shook the attaché case a little, as though to help straighten the car out.

Finally the driver lunged the car up over the curb and in a sweeping arc over the sidewalk and back down, and slammed it to a stop in front of where Dortmunder was standing. Dortmunder, whose enthusiasm had already faded somewhat, opened the passenger door and slid in.

‘So there you are,’ Kelp said.

‘There I am,’ Dortmunder said. ‘Let’s get out of here.’

Kelp was aggrieved. ‘I been looking all over for you.’

‘You aren’t the only one,’ Dortmunder said. He twisted around to look out the rear window; nothing yet. ‘Come on, let’s go,’ he said.

But Kelp was still aggrieved. ‘Last night,’ he said, ‘you told me you were gonna be today in Ranch Cove Estates.’

Dortmunder’s attention had been caught. ‘I’m not?’

Kelp pointed at the windshield. ‘Ranch Cove Estates stops three blocks down there,’ he said. ‘This is Elm Valley Heights.’

Dortmunder looked around at no elms, no valleys and no heights. ‘I must have slipped across the border,’ he said.

‘I been driving up and down and up and down. I just now gave up, I was going back to the city, I figured I never would find you.’

Was that a siren in the distance? ‘Well, now you found me,’ Dortmunder said. ‘So why don’t we go someplace?’

But Kelp didn’t want to distract himself with driving. He had the engine still running, but the gear shift was in Park and he had more to say. ‘Do you know what it’s like, you spend the whole day just driving up and down and up and down, and the guy you’re looking for isn’t even in Ranch Cove Estates?’

It was definitely a siren, and it was coming closer. Dortmunder said, ‘Why don’t we go there now?’

‘Very funny,’ Kelp said. ‘Do you realise I had to put a dollar’s worth of gas of my own money in this car, and it was almost full when I picked it up?’

‘I’ll reimburse you,’ Dortmunder said. ‘If you’ll just use some of it to drive us away from here.’ Far down the street was a tiny winking red light, and it was coming this way.

‘I don’t want your money,’ Kelp said. He was somewhat mollified, but still irritated. ‘All I want is if you say you’re gonna be in Ranch Cove Estates be in Ranch Cove Estates.’

There was a police car under the winking red light, and it was coming like hell. ‘I’m sorry,’ Dortmunder said. ‘From now on I’ll do better.’

Kelp frowned at him. ‘What? That’s not like you, to talk like that. Something wrong?’

The police car was two blocks away and moving fast. Dortmunder put his head in his hands.

Kelp said, ‘Hey, what’s the matter?’ He said something else after that, but the noise of the siren was so loud that his voice was blotted out. The siren shrilled to a peak of noise, and then modulated all at once into minor key and receded.

Dortmunder lifted his head and looked around. The police car was a block behind them and slowing at last as it neared the house Dortmunder had come from.

Kelp was frowning at the rear-view mirror. ‘I wonder who they want,’ he said.

‘Me,’ Dortmunder said. His voice was a little shaky. ‘Now do you mind if we get away from here?’
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Kelp drove along with one eye on the empty street ahead and one eye on the rear-view mirror showing the empty street behind. He was tense but alert. He said, ‘You should’ve told me sooner.’

‘I tried,’ Dortmunder said. He was being sullen and grumpy in the corner.

‘You could’ve got us both in trouble,’ Kelp said. The memory of the police car’s siren was making him nervous, and nervousness made him talkative.

Dortmunder didn’t say anything. Kelp took a quick glance at him and saw him brooding at the glove compartment, as though wondering if it had an ax in it. Kelp went back to watching the street and the rear-view mirror and said, ‘With that record of yours, you know, you get picked up for anything, you’ll get life.’

‘Is that right?’ Dortmunder said. He was really being very sour, even worse than usual.

Kelp drove one-handed for a minute while he got out his pack of Trues, shook one out, and put it between his lips. He extended the pack sideways, saying, ‘Cigarette?’

‘True? What the hell kind of brand is that?’

‘It’s one of the new ones with the low nicotine and tars. Try it.’

‘I’ll stick to Camels,’ Dortmunder said, and out of the corner of his eye Kelp saw him pull a battered pack of them from his jacket pocket. ‘True,’ Dortmunder grumbled. ‘I don’t know what the hell kind of name that is for a cigarette.’

Kelp was stung. He said, ‘Well, what kind of name is Camel? True means something. What the hell does Camel mean?’

‘It means cigarettes,’ Dortmunder said. ‘For years and years it means cigarettes. I see something called True, I figure right away it’s a fake.’

‘Just because you’ve been working a con,’ Kelp said, ‘you figure everybody else is too.’

‘That’s right,’ Dortmunder said.

Kelp could deal with anything at that point except being agreed with; not knowing where to go from there, he let the conversation lapse. Also, realising he was still holding the cigarette pack in his right hand, he tucked it away again in his shirt pocket.

Dortmunder said, ‘I thought you quit anyway.’

Kelp shrugged. ‘I started again.’ He put both hands on the wheel while he negotiated a right turn onto Merrick Avenue, a major street with a good amount of traffic.

Dortmunder said, ‘I thought the cancer commercials on television scared you off.’

‘They did,’ Kelp said. There were now cars both in front of him and behind him, but none of them contained police. ‘They don’t show them any more,’ he said. ‘They took the cigarette commercials off, and they took the cancer commercials off at the same time. So I went back.’ Still watching the street, he reached out to press the lighter button in. Windshield washer fluid suddenly sprayed all over the glass in front of him, and he couldn’t see a thing.

Dortmunder shouted, ‘What the hell are you doing?’

‘God damn it!’ Kelp yelled and stomped on the brake. It was a power brake, and the car stopped on a dime and gave them change. ‘These American cars!’ Kelp yelled, and something crashed into them from behind.

Dortmunder, peeling himself off the dashboard, said, ‘I suppose this is better than life imprisonment.’

Kelp had found the windshield wipers and now they started sweeping back and forth over the glass, flinging gobs of fluid left and right. ‘We’re okay now,’ Kelp said, and somebody knocked on the side window next to his left ear. He turned his head, and there was a heavyset guy in a topcoat out there, shouting. ‘Now what?’ Kelp said. He found the button that would slide the power window down, pushed it, and the power window slid down. Now he could hear that the heavyset guy was shouting, ‘Look what you done to my car!’

Kelp looked out front, but there wasn’t anything in front of him at all. Then he looked in the rear-view mirror and saw a car very close to him in the back.

The heavyset guy was shouting, ‘Come look! Come see for yourself!’

Kelp opened the car door and got out. A bronze Pinto was nuzzling the purple Toronado in the rear. Kelp said, ‘Well, for Christ’s sake.’

‘Look what you done to my car!’

Kelp walked down to where the two cars met and studied the damage. Glass was broken, chrome was bent, and what looked like radiator fluid was making a green puddle on the blacktop.

‘I tell you,’ the heavyset guy shouted, ‘to go ahead, just go ahead and look what you done to my car!’

Kelp shook his head. ‘Oh, no,’ he said. ‘You hit me from the rear. I didn’t do anything to –’

‘You jammed on your brakes! How’m I supposed to –’

‘Any insurance company in the world will tell you the driver in the back is the one who –’

‘You jammed on your – We’ll see what the cops say!’

The cops. Kelp gave the heavyset guy a bland, unworried smile and started to walk around the Pinto, as though to inspect the damage on the other side. There was a row of stores on the right here, and he’d already spotted an alley between two of them.

On the way around the Pinto, Kelp glanced in and saw that the storage area in the back was full of open-top card-board cartons full of paperback books. About five or six titles, with dozens of copies of each title. One was called Passion Doll, another Man Hungry, another Strange Affair. The covers featured undressed girls. There were Call Me Sinner and Off Limits and Apprentice Virgin. Kelp paused.

The heavyset guy had been following him, ranting and raving, waving his arms around so that his topcoat flapped – imagine somebody wearing a topcoat on a day like this – but now he stopped when Kelp did, and his voice lowered, and in an almost normal tone of voice he said, ‘So what?’

Kelp stood looking in at the paperback books. ‘You were talking about the cops,’ he said.

Other traffic was now having to detour around them. A woman in a Cadillac shouted as she went by, ‘Why don’t you bums get off the road?’

‘I’m talking about traffic cops,’ the heavyset guy said.

‘Whatever you’re talking about,’ Kelp said, ‘what you’re gonna get is cops. And they’re likely to care more about the back of your car than the front.’

‘The Supreme Court –’

‘I didn’t figure we’d get the Supreme Court to come out for a traffic accident,’ Kelp said. ‘What I figured, we’d probably get just local Suffolk County cops.’

‘I got a lawyer to handle that,’ the heavyset guy said, but he didn’t seem as sure of himself any more.

‘Also, you hit me from behind,’ Kelp said. ‘Let’s not leave that out of our calculations.’

The heavyset guy looked quickly all around, as though for an exit, and then looked at his watch. ‘I’m late for an appointment,’ he said.

‘So am I,’ said Kelp. ‘What I figure, what the hell, we’ve got the same amount of damage on each car. I’ll pay for mine, you pay for yours. We put a claim in with the insurance company, they’ll just up our rates.’

‘Or drop us,’ the heavyset guy said. ‘That happened to me once already. If it wasn’t for a guy my brother-in-law knew, I wouldn’t have insurance right now.’

‘I know how it is,’ Kelp said.

‘Those bastards’ll rob you deaf, dumb and blind,’ the heavyset guy said, ‘and then all of a sudden boom – they drop you.’

‘We’re better off we don’t have anything to do with them,’ Kelp said.

‘Fine by me,’ the heavyset guy said.

‘Well, I’ll see you around,’ Kelp said.

‘So long,’ said the heavyset guy, but even as he said it he was starting to look puzzled, as though beginning to suspect he’d missed a station somewhere along the way.

Dortmunder wasn’t in the car. Kelp shook his head as he put the Toronado in drive. ‘Oh, ye of little faith,’ he said under his breath and drove off with a grinding of metal.

He didn’t realise he’d carried the Pinto’s front bumper away with him until two blocks later, when he started up from a traffic light and it fell off back there with one hell of a crash.
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Dortmunder had walked three blocks along Merrick Avenue, swinging his almost-empty attaché case, when the purple Toronado pulled to the curb beside him again and Kelp shouted, ‘Hey, Dortmunder! Get in!’

Dortmunder leaned down to look through the open right-side window. ‘I’ll take the train,’ he said. ‘Thanks, anyway.’ He straightened and walked on.

The Toronado shot past him, went down a line of parked cars and pulled in by a fire hydrant. Kelp jumped out, ran around the car and met Dortmunder on the sidewalk. ‘Listen,’ he said.

‘Things have been very quiet,’ Dortmunder told him. ‘I want to keep it that way.’

‘Is it my fault that guy ran into me in the back?’

‘Have you seen the back of that car?’ Dortmunder asked him. He nodded at the Toronado, which he was even then walking past.

Kelp fell into step beside him. ‘What do I care?’ he said. ‘It’s not mine.’

‘It’s a mess,’ Dortmunder said.

‘Listen,’ Kelp said. ‘Don’t you want to know what I was looking for you for?’

‘No,’ Dortmunder said. He kept walking.

‘Where the hell you walking to, anyway?’

‘That railroad station down there.’

‘I’ll drive you.’

‘You sure will,’ Dortmunder said. He kept walking.

‘Listen,’ Kelp said. ‘You’ve been waiting for a big one, am I right?’

‘Not again,’ Dortmunder said.

‘Will you listen? You don’t want to spend the rest of your life peddling encyclopedias around the Eastern Seaboard, do you?’

Dortmunder said nothing. He kept walking.

‘Well, do you?’

Dortmunder kept walking.

‘Dortmunder,’ Kelp said, ‘I swear and vow I have the goods. This time I have a guaranteed winner. A score so big you can retire for maybe three years. Maybe even four.’

‘The last time you came to me with a score,’ Dortmunder said, ‘it took five jobs to get it, and even when I got it I didn’t have anything.’ He kept walking.

‘Is that my fault? Luck ran against us, that’s all. The idea of the caper was first-rate, you got to admit that yourself. Will you for Christ’s sake stop walking?’

Dortmunder kept walking.

Kelp ran around in front of him and trotted backward for a while. ‘All I’m asking,’ he said, ‘is that you listen to it and come look at it. You know I trust your judgment; if you say it’s no good I won’t argue for a minute.’

‘You’re gonna fall over that Pekingese,’ Dortmunder said.

Kelp stopped running backward, turned around, glared back at the woman who owned the Pekingese, and reverted to walking frontward, on Dortmunder’s left. ‘I think we been friends long enough,’ he said, ‘that I can ask you as a personal favor just to give me a listen, just to give the job a look-see.’

Dortmunder stopped on the sidewalk and gave Kelp a heavy look. ‘We been friends long enough,’ he said, ‘that I know if you come up with a job, there’s something wrong with it.’

‘That isn’t fair.’

‘I never said it was.’

Dortmunder was about to start walking when Kelp quickly said, ‘Anyway, it isn’t my caper. You know about my nephew Victor?’

‘No.’

‘The ex-F.B.I. man? I never told you about him?’

Dortmunder looked at him. ‘You have a nephew who’s an F.B.I, man?’

‘Ex-F.B.I. man. He quit.’

‘He quit,’ Dortmunder echoed.

‘Or maybe they fired him,’ Kelp said. ‘It was some argument about a secret handshake.’

‘Kelp, I’m gonna miss my train.’

‘I’m not making this up,’ Kelp said. ‘Don’t blame me, for Christ’s sake. Victor kept sending in these memos how the F.B.I. ought to have a secret handshake, so the agents could tell each other at parties and like that, and they never went for it. So either he quit or they fired him, something like that.’

‘This is the guy that came up with the caper?’

‘Look, he was in the F.B.I., he passed the tests and everything, he isn’t a nut. He’s got a college education and everything.’

‘But he wanted them to have a secret handshake.’

‘Nobody’s perfect,’ Kelp said reasonably. ‘Hey, listen, will you come meet him, listen to him? You’ll like Victor. He’s a nice guy. And I tell you the score is guaranteed beautiful.’

‘May’s waiting for me to come home,’ Dortmunder said. He could feel himself weakening.

‘I’ll give you the dime,’ Kelp said. ‘Come on, whadaya say?’

‘I’m making a mistake,’ Dortmunder said, ‘that’s what I say.’ He turned around and started walking back. After a second, Kelp caught up with him again, smiling cheerfully, and they walked back together.

The Toronado had a ticket on it.
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‘Everybody freeze,’ Victor snarled. ‘This is a stickup.’

He pushed the stop button on the cassette recorder, re-wound, and played it back. ‘Everybody freeze,’ the cassette snarled. ‘This is a stickup.’

Victor smiled, put the recorder down on his work table, and picked up both other recorders. All three were small, about the size of a tourist’s camera. Into one of them Victor said, in a high-pitched voice, ‘You can’t do this!’ Then he played that from one recorder into the other, at the same time giving a falsetto ‘Eeek!’ the scream and the high-pitched remark were then played back from recorder number three to recorder number two, while in a deep voice Victor said, ‘Look out, boys, they’ve got guns!’ Gradually, working back and forth between the recorders, he built up an agitated crowd response to the stickup announcement, and when he was satisfied with it he recorded it onto the first cassette.

The room Victor was in had started life as a garage but had veered. It was now a cross between a den and a radio repair shop, plus some Batcave. Victor’s work table, littered with recording equipment, old magazines and odds and ends, was against the rear wall, which was completely papered with covers from old pulp magazines, pasted on and then shellacked. At the top of the wall was a rolled-up motion-picture screen, which could be pulled down and hooked to a gizmo at the back of the work table.

The wall to Victor’s left was lined with bookcases, filled with pulp magazines, paperback books, Big Little Books, comic books, and elderly hardcover boys’ books – Dave Dawson, Bomba, the Boy Allies. The wall to his right was also lined with shelves, these containing stereo components and records, mostly old sixteen-inch transcription records of radio shows like ‘The Lone Ranger’ and ‘Terry and the Pirates’. On a small shelf at the bottom were a line of new cassettes, identified in neat lettering in red ink with such titles as The Scarlet Avenger Meets Lynxman and ‘Rat’ Duffy’s Mob Breaks Out.

The last wall, where the garage doors had once been, was now given over to motion pictures. There were two projectors, an eight-millimeter and a sixteen-, and shelf after shelf of canned film. Stray bits of unused wall around the room sported posters for old movie serials – Flash Gordon Conquers the Universe – and box tops from old cereals – Kellogg’s Pep, Quaker Puffed Rice, Post Toasties.

There were no doors or windows visible anywhere in the room, and most of the central floor space was taken up by fifteen old movie seats, in three rows of five, all facing the rear wall, the rolled-up screen, the littered work table, and Victor.

Being just thirty years of age, Victor hadn’t yet been born when most of the material in the room had first appeared. He’d discovered the pulps by accident when he was in high school, had started collecting, and had gradually spread out to all the sources of adventure in the decades before World War Two. It was history to him, and a hobby, but not nostalgia. His own youth had been highlighted by Howdy Doody and John Cameron Swayze, and he had as yet discovered no twinge of nostalgia within him for either.

Maybe it was his hobby that kept him young. Whatever it was, he didn’t look his age. At the most, he might be taken for twenty, but generally the people he met assumed he was a teenager, and he was still routinely asked for proof of age whenever he went into a bar. It had frequently been embarrassing, back when he was with the Bureau, to identify himself to some pinko as an F.B.I. man and have the pinko fall on the floor laughing. His looks had hampered his Bureau activities in other ways, too; for instance, he couldn’t infiltrate a college campus because he didn’t look old enough to go to college. Nor could he grow a beard, except some straggling thing that made him look as though he was suffering from radiation sickness. And when he let his hair grow long, the best he could look like was the Three Musketeers’ mascot.

He sometimes thought the reason the Bureau had let him go was just as much his appearance as the business about the handshake. Once, when he’d been assigned to the Omaha office, he’d heard Chief Agent Flanagan say to Agent Goodwin, ‘We want our men to look clean-cut, but that’s ridiculous,’ and he’d known they were talking about him.

But the Bureau hadn’t been the right place for him anyway. It wasn’t anything like The F.B.I. in Peace and War, or G-Men, or the rest of the literature. They didn’t even call themselves G-men; they called themselves Agents. Every time he’d called himself ‘Agent’, Victor had gotten the mental image of himself as an undercover humanoid from another planet, part of the advance guard sent to enslave mankind and turn Earth over to the Green Goks from Alpha Centauri II. It had been a disturbing mental image and had played havoc with his interrogation technique.

Also, consider: Victor had been with the Bureau twenty-three months, and not once had he held in his hands a submachine gun. He hadn’t even seen one. He’d never broken down a door. He’d never held a loud-hailer to his mouth and bawled, ‘All right, Muggsy, we’ve got the house surrounded.’ What he’d mostly done was call Army deserters’ parents on the telephone and ask them if they’d seen their son recently. And he’d also done a lot of filing – really, one hell of a lot of filing.

No, the Bureau hadn’t been the right place for him at all. But where – other than this garage – was the right place? He had his law degree, but he’d never taken the bar exam and had no particular desire to become an attorney. He made a small living these days as a dealer in old books and magazines, completely mail order, but it wasn’t a really satisfying existence.

Well, maybe this business with his uncle Kelp would turn out to be something. Time would tell.

‘You can’t get away with that!’ he said in a manly voice into the master cassette, then overlay a high, squealing, ‘No, don’t!’ Then he put down the recorders, opened a drawer of the work table, and took out a small .25-caliber Firearms International automatic. He checked the clip, and it still contained five blanks. Switching on a recorder, he fired two quick shots and then a third, at the same time shouting, ‘Take that! And that!’

‘Uh,’ said a voice.

Victor turned his head, startled. A section of bookcase in the left-hand wall had opened inward, and Kelp was standing in the doorway, looking glazed. Behind him was a wedge of sunlit back yard and the white clapboard side wall of the neighbor’s garage. ‘I, uh …’ said Kelp and pointed in various directions.

‘Oh, hi,’ Victor said cheerfully. He waved the gun in friendly fashion and said, ‘Come on in.’

Kelp pointed in the general direction of the gun. ‘That uh …’

‘Oh, it’s blanks,’ Victor said easily. He switched off the recorder, put the automatic away in the drawer and got to his feet, ‘Come on in.’

Kelp came in and shut the bookcase. ‘You don’t want to startle me,’ he said.

‘Golly, I’m sorry,’ Victor said concernedly.

‘I startle easy,’ Kelp said. ‘You shoot a gun, you throw a knife, any little thing like that will set me right off.’

‘I’ll sure remember that,’ Victor said soberly.

‘Anyway,’ Kelp said, ‘I found the guy I was telling you about.’

‘The planner?’ Victor asked with quickening interest. ‘Dortmunder?’

‘That’s the one. I wasn’t sure you wanted me to bring him in here. I know you like this place kept private.’

‘That’s good,’ Victor said approvingly. ‘Where is he?’

‘Down the drive.’

Victor hurried to the front of the room where the movie projectors and cans of films were located. A small framed poster for the George Raft The Glass Key was at eye level on a clear patch of wall; it was hinged at the top, and Victor lifted it up out of the way and stood close to peer through a small rectangular pane of duty glass at the world outside.

What he was looking at was the weedy driveway beside his house, with its two narrow ribbons of old cracked concrete leading down to the sidewalk and the street. This was an older section of Long Island than either Ranch Cove Estates or Elm Valley Heights. It was called Belle Vista; the streets were all straight, and the houses ran mostly to two-story, one-family affairs with front porches.

Down at the sidewalk Victor saw a man. He was walking slowly back and forth, he was looking down, and he was taking occasional quick puffs on a stub of cigarette he held in his cupped hand. Victor nodded, pleased at what he saw. Dortmunder was tall and lean and tired-looking; he had the worn look of Humphrey Bogart in High Sierra. Victor did a Bogart twitch with the left side of his mouth, leaned back, and lowered the movie poster again. ‘That’s fine,’ he said amiably. ‘Let’s go out and meet him.’

‘Sure,’ Kelp said.

Victor opened the bookcase and bowed Kelp through ahead of him. On the other side, the bookcase was an ordinary door, with a dusty window in it covered by a chintz curtain. Victor pulled the door shut and walked with Kelp around to the front of the garage and down the driveway toward Dortmunder.

Victor couldn’t help looking back, when he was halfway down the drive, and admiring his handiwork. From the outside it looked like a perfectly ordinary garage, except that it was more old-fashioned than most, with its pair of side-hinged doors padlocked in the middle. Anybody who went up to those doors and looked through the small dusty windows would see nothing but blackness; it was black felt against plywood six inches from the glass, but he wouldn’t know that. He’d think it was simply dark in there. Victor had tried rigging up a blow-up photograph of a 1933 Ford in there, but he just couldn’t ever get the perspective right, so he’d settled for darkness instead.

He faced front again, smiling, and walked with Kelp the rest of the way to meet Dortmunder, who stopped on the sidewalk, give them both a sour look and flicked his cigarette butt away.

Kelp made introductions: ‘Dortmunder, this is Victor.’

‘Hello,’ Dortmunder said.

‘Hello, Mr. Dortmunder,’ Victor said eagerly and stuck his hand out. ‘I’ve sure heard a lot about you,’ he said admiringly.

Dortmunder looked at the hand, then at Victor, and finally shook hands with him, suddenly saying, ‘You heard a lot about me?’

‘From my uncle,’ Victor said proudly.

Dortmunder gave Kelp a look that wasn’t easy to define and said, ‘Is that right?’

‘General things,’ Kelp said. ‘You know, just general things.’

‘This and that,’ Dortmunder suggested.

‘That kind of thing, yeah.’

Victor smiled at both of them. Dortmunder was just fine, in appearance and voice and attitude and everything. Just fine. After the disappointment of the Bureau, he hadn’t known exactly what to expect, but so far Dortmunder was everything Victor could have hoped for.

He rubbed his hands together in anticipation. ‘Well,’ he said happily, ‘shall we go take a look at it?’
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