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BY JONATHAN CRAIG

T was the shabbiest strip
dive on the shabbiest street
in the tenderloin. Up here, on
the stripper’s platform above
the horseshoe-shaped bar, the
air was hot and sour, so heavy
with the stench of cigars and
sweat and cheap hair oil that
she could scarcely breathe.

1t had been a long search but, there
on the stage, she looked down into
the audience and knew she had
found

no

But she kept on breathing,
somehow, and she kept on
smiling. You always smiled,
and you always kept your
body in motion, no matter
how much it hurt your lungs
to breathe and your face to
smile. If you didn’t, there’d
be no job tomorrow night.

Not that the job mattered.
Not that anything really mat-
tered any more. But this was
the kind of place you'd meet
him. The bumps and grinds



and the smiling were just things
you had to keep doing while you
waited. They wouldn’t let you wait
for free. They'd give you a few
dollars a night if you showed your
body, but otherwise it was outside.
They were sharp. They knew you
were on the thin edge of nothing,
and they didn’t give a good god-
damn. Nobody did. Not even you.

So you kept smiling and you kept
the bumps and grinds going — and
you kept waiting for the right one.
You’d know him. You’d recognize
him the instant you saw him. When
your business is men, and always has
been, you'll damn well know him.
He’ll have the look. There’ll be
nothing intuitive about it, nothing
mysterious. It’s just that you've
looked into so many thousand hun-
gry male eyes you've learned to see
straight through them, all the way
through.

She saw him just as she reached
one edge of the platform and turned
to walk the other way. He hadn’t
been sitting down there at the bar
a moment ago, but he was there now,
and suddenly she felt the thin film
of perspiration on her body grow
chill. She missed a step, and someone
in the crowd giggled, and she caught
her balance and moved with the
stripper’s long stride to the other
side of the platform to look down at
the man.

Maybe, she thought, maybe at
last this is the one. -

“Wind it up and let it go, Lori
someone shouted.

1

THE RIGHT ONE

She picked up the beat from the
drums and piano and got the grind
going steadily, the upper part of her
body almost motionless, the shim-
mering fringe around her waist
swirling with the fast circular mo-
tion,

I've got to see his eyes again, she
told herself. I've got to see the look.

But he kept his eyes on the bar,
sitting quite motionless, staring at
the drink the bartender pushed to-
ward him. All Lori could see was his
forehead and his nose, and that was
not enough; she had to see his eyes.
She had to sce nto his eyes, and
beyond them. She had to know for
sure.

The chill had left her now. She
wondered why she had been af-
fected that way, after waiting so
long for so many nights, hoping for
this moment. She put her hands up
beneath her thick platinum hair and
clasped them and began the grind.
The drummer was backing her up
beautifully, for once, giving her a
nice even roll on the snare and a
sharp rim-shot with every move-
ment. Goddamn it, why didn’t the
guy look up at her?

She kept the grind going for a
full minute, and still the man —
the one who might be the answer to
everything —sat staring down at
the bar, not even bothering to sip
at his drink.

She reached behind her back and
undid the clasp that held her bras-
siere and let the brassiere flutter to
the floor. The crowd yelled at the
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sight of her bare body. All but the
one man who counted. He hadn’t
moved, hadn’t even lifted his eyes.

Lori moistened her lips. She knew
how to get those eyes up fast enough,
but she’d have only one chance. A
few seconds, and then they’d stop
her. Stop her and probably throw
her out on the street. But to hell
with it . . . it was the only way.
She hooked her fingers.in the elastic
of her G-string and then, quite
slowly, pushed the G-string down
as far as she could and still hold on
to it.

She stood poised on her high
heels, the lower part of her body
moving almost imperceptibly now,
while the yells of the crowd ham-
mered at her cars and the drummer
built a thundering crescendo on his
crash cymbals.

And now the man was looking at
her. A man in his ecarly thirties, a
handsome man, with a tanned,
heavy-featured face and pale eyes
that stared at her unblinkingly.

And it was there. The look was
there — and this was the man.

She smiled at him, but he did not
smile back. His face was almost ex-
pressionless. He raised his glass and
drank and put the glass back down
again, and not once did the pale eyes
blink or move from her body.

She let the G-string fall to the
floor, and then she got the grind
going again. But this was a grind
like none she had ever seen or done
before. She exaggerated it, making
such rapid, vicious thrusts that the
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entire lower part of her body began
to hurt. And when she knew she
had done all she could ever do, she
scooped up the brassiere and G-
string, slipped quickly into the ny-
lon robe she had left on the steps
leading up to the platform, and ran
back through the crowd to the dress-
ing room.

She tried not to think, not to let
her mind dwell for a single moment
on the possibility that she might
fail. She took down the new green
jersey dress and slipped it over her
naked body, ran a comb hurriedly
through the bright platinum of her
hair, and left the room.

What if I lose him? she thought.
What if he leaves before . . .

But he was still at the bar, and he
glanced at her strangely as she
moved past and took a table directly
behind him. This was the hardest
part of all, this moment of uncer-
tainty while she sat and waited to
sce whether he would take the initi-
ative. And he Aad to take the initia-
tive. That was part of it. Everything
either one of them did from now on
was all part of a pattern, and it had
to move in a certain way.

A man came by her table and
asked to buy her a drink. She turned
her shoulder to him and the man
went away. Another man came and
she did the same thing.

The man at the bar stood up, put
a bill on the bar, and walked slowly
toward her. He sat down in the chair
next to her, not looking at her, and
studied the backs of his broad hands.
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When she was sure she could trust
her voice, she said, “Did you like
my dance?” She arched her back,
feeling the clinging material of her
dress grow taut across the upthrust
breasts.

He nodded, still not looking at
her. “Yeah, I liked it. What're
you drinking?” His voice was pleas-
antly husky.

She smiled. “I don’t drink.”

His eyes jerked up to hers. “Quit
kidding.” .

She looked into his eyes, deep
into them, and a strange warmth
filled her. It was going to be all
right, she knew. She just had to play
it carefully, that’s all.

He was frowning at her a little
now. “If you don’t want a drink,
maybe you’d like something to eat?”

She hesitated a moment, as if
considering. “Well . . .”

“But not here,” he said. “Not in
this hole. I've got a car outside,
though.”

She smiled at him. “Well, all
right. But I can’t leave with you.
It's against the rules.”

“To hell with the rules,” he said.
“Let’s go.”

She shook her head. “I can’t.
But you go ahead and get the car
and park it down at the corner, at
Tenth and Webster. I'll be along in
about fifteen minutes.”

He laughed shortly. “Like hell
you'll be along.”

She let her smile grow warmer.
“I won’t stand you up, Mr. —
what did you say your name was?”’

THE RIGHT ONE

“Burt,” he said. “‘Call me Burt.”

“I'll be there, Burt. It’s just that
I have to make it look right. The
boss is awful strict.”

He shrugged. “Okay, I'll take a
chance. What've I got to lose?”

“Nothing,” she said. “I’ll see you
in fifteen minutes.”

He shrugged again and shouldered
his way through the crowd toward
the door, a tll, powerfully built
man, much too well dressed for a
place like this.

Lori watched him go, watched
the door close behind him, and then
she shut her eyes and tried to quell
the nerve-tingling tension that had
filled her.

He’s got to be there, she thought;
he’s got to.

Fifteen minutes later, she got into
Burt’s dark sedan and pulled the
door closed behind her. The wait
had had the result she wanted, she
saw. Burt’s face was no longer ex-
pressionless; it held an eagerness
now, a hunger. Her skirt had ridden
up above her knees as she got into
the car, and she left it that way.
She moved a little closer to him,
without being too obvious about it.

He started the motor and glanced
at her face and then down at the
white sheen of her bare thighs.

“Where'd you like to go?” he
asked.

“Loring Park,” she said. “Let’s
forget the food. It’s nice in Loring
Park, with the moonlight and the
lagoon and all.”
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He grunted and eased the big
car out into the traffic. He drove
rapidly, and the trip to the lagoon
scemed to Lori to take no time at
all.

When they had parked she let
him kiss her, but when he tried to
go further she pushed him away.

“What the hell?” he said.

“What'd you expect?” she asked.
“What do you take me for?”

“Don’t give me that,” he said bit-
terly, and this time when he reached
for her she felt the hard ropes of
muscles beneath his coat sleeves and
the steel strength of his thick fingers.

She fought against him, knowing
it would be no good, while his hands
had their way with her. Then, sud-
denly, she let her body go limp and
when his lips mashed down against
hers she returned the kiss as savagely
as she knew how.

“That’s better,” he muttered.
“Now you’re getting the idea.”

She caught his lower lip between
her teeth and bit until she felt the
salty taste of blood.

He flung her from him. She twisted
around quickly and jerked down
the handle of the door and jumped
outside. But she did not run. She
stood there, waiting for him, laugh-
ing at him, taunting him.

He came out of the car, making a
soft animal sound in his throat, his
eyes pale and bulging in the moon-
light. There was blood on his mouth
and when he cursed her his teeth
glinted redly.

She laughed at him and he reached

114

up and ripped her dress down to
the waist. Then he lunged toward
her, and she turned and ran. She
tripped and fell and he dove for
her, but she squirmed away and got
her feet beneath her and ran again.

Then, when she came to a small
clearing in the trees, she stopped.
When he came for her again she
stood very still, her head tilted a
little to one side, staring at him.

His body slammed into her and
she fele herself thrown back and
down. And now she fought again.
She had no chance and she wanted
none, but fighting him was part of
the pattern. It was necessary to
make him do what he must do.

She lay on her back, helpless now,
crushed beneath him. She felt his
fingers around her throat, felt them
sinking deeper and deeper into the
soft flesh, and she knew it was going
to be all right. He was going to fol-
low the pattern.

She thought, ironically, of how
they would pity her. How they
would never realize that she had
waited for him, searched in thou-
sands of faces and eyes until she
found him.

There was nothing but a warm,
damp blackness now; the sound of
the man’s ragged breathing seemed
to be coming from far away.

At last, she thought . . . at last
I've found the right one. The man
who will do what 1 haven’t had the
courage to do for myself . . . the
man who will end the life I hate . . .

It was her last thought as she died.
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