THE LEDGE
'Go on,' Cressner said again. 'Look in the bag.'

We were in his penthouse apartment, forty-threeestap. The carpet was deep-cut pile, burnt orange
In the middle, between the Basque sling chair wid¥essner sat and the genuine leather couch where
no one at all sat, there was a brown shopping bag.

'If it's a payoff, forget it," | said. 'l love hér.

'It's money, but it's not a payoff. Go on. Looke' Ras smoking a Turkish cigarette in an onyx holder
The air-circulation system allowed me just a dryiffndf the tobacco and then whipped it away. He
was wearing a silk dressing gown on which a dragas embroidered. His eyes were calm and
intelligent behind his glasses. He looked just kgt he was: an A-number-one, 500 carat, dyed-in-
the-wool son of a bitch. I loved his wife, and $tned me. | had expected him to make trouble, and |
knew this was it, but | just wasn't sure what bramdas.

| went to the shopping bag and tipped it over. Bahlundles of currency tumbled out on the rug. All
twenties. | picked one of the bundles up and calnfen bills to a bundle. There were a lot of besd|

"Twenty thousand dollars,' he said, and puffedisrtigarette.
| stood up. 'Okay.'

It's for you.'

'l don't want it.'

'My wife comes with it.'

| didn't say anything. Marcia had warned me howyatild be. He's like a cat, she had said. An ofd to
full of meanness. He'll try to make you a mouse.

'So you're a tennis pro,' he said. 'l don't beliéxeever actually seen one before.'
'You mean your detectives didn't get any pictures?’

'Oh, yes.' He waved the cigarette holder negligetiEven a motion picture of the two of you in that
Bayside Motel. A camera was behind the mirror. Biatures are hardly the same, are they?'

'If you say so.'

He'll keep changing tacks, Marcia had said. l&swlay he puts people on the defensive. Pretty soon
he'll have you hitting out at where you think hgéng to be, and he'll get you someplace else aSay
little as possible, Stan. And remember that | Ipea.

'l invited you up because | thought we should helitle man-to-man chat, Mr Norris. Just a pledasan
conversation between two civilized human beingg, @hwhom has made off with the other's wife.'

| started to answer but decided not to.
'Did you enjoy San Quentin?' Cressner said, puftzdy.
'‘Not particularly.'

'l believe you passed three years there. A charbgesaking and entering, if I'm correct.’



'Marcia knows about it," | said, and immediatelghad | hadn't. | was playing his game, just what
Marcia had warned against. Hitting soft lobs fanhd smash back.

'I've taken the liberty of having your car movédwa'said, glancing out the window at the far enthef
room. It really wasn't a window at all: the wholallwas glass. In the middle was a sliding-glassrdo
Beyond it, a balcony the size of a postage staregoBd that, a very long drop. There was something
strange about the door. | couldn't quite put mgdinon it.

'This is a very pleasant building," Cressner s@dod security. Closed-circuit TV and all that. WiHe
knew you were in the lobby, | made a telephone éallemployee then hot-wired the ignition of your
car and moved it from the parking area here toldiplot several blocks away.' He glanced up at the
modernistic sunburst clock above the couch. 1t 885. 'At 8.20 the same employee will call the
police from a public phone booth concerning your By 8.30, at the latest, the minions of the lailv w
have discovered over six ounces of heroin hiddeharspare tyre of your trunk. You will be eagerly
sought after, Mr Norris.'

He had set me up. | had tried to cover myself dbagd could, but in the end | had been childaypl
for him.

"These things will happen unless | call my emplogee tell him to forget the phone call.’

'‘And all | have to do is tell you where Marcia Issaid. 'No deal, Cressner, | don't know. We sepi
this way just for you.'

‘My men had her followed.'
'l don't think so | think we lost them at the airpo

Cressner sighed, removed the smouldering cigdnettier, and dropped it into a chromium ashtray
with a sliding lid. No fuss, no muss. The used @tfa and Stan Norris had been taken care of with
equal ease.

'‘Actually,’ he said, 'you're right. The old ladi®m®m vanishing act. My operatives were extremely
vexed to have been taken in by such an ancient rtisi@k it was so old they never expected it.'

| said nothing. After Marcia had ditched Cressnepsratives at the airport, she had taken the bus
shuttle back to the city and then to the bus statitat had been the plan. She had two hundredrdoll
all the money that had been in ~ny savings accduwm. hundred dollars and a Greyhound bus could
take you anyplace in the country.

'Are you always to uncommunicative?' Cressner gsked he sounded genuinely interested.
‘Marcia advised it.'

A little more sharply, he said: 'Then | imagine Ylostand on your rights when the police take you i
And the next time you see my wife could be wherissadittle old grandmother in a rocker. Have you
gotten that through your head? | understand thedgssion of six ounces of heroin could get yowyfort
years.'

‘That won't get you Marcia back.'

He smiled thinly. 'And that's the nub of it, isit?t Shall | review where we are? You and my wifgéa
fallen in love. You have had an affair. . . if yaant to call a series of one-nighters in cheap racte
affair. My wife has left me. However, | have yound\you are in what is called a bind. Does that
summarize it adequately?'

'| can understand why she got tired of you,' | said



To my surprise, he threw back his head and laughied. know, | rather like you, Mr Norris. You're
vulgar and you're a piker, but you seem to havethi®tarcia said you did. | rather doubted it. Her
judgement of character is lax. But you do havertage . . verve. Which is why I've set things hp t
way | have. No doubt Marcia has told you that lamdf of wagering.'

'Yes.' Now | knew what was wrong with the doorhe tmiddle of the glass wall. It was the middle of
winter, and no one was going to want to take tea balcony forty-three stories up. The balcony had
been cleared of furniture. And the screen had heean off the door. Now why would Cressner have
done that?

'l don't like my wife very much,' Cressner saidijrfg another cigarette carefully in the holder.dTé

no secret. I'm sure she's told you as much. Andlire a man of your experience knows that contented
wives do not jump into the hay with the local tespiub pro at the drop of a racket. In my opinion,
Marcia is a prissy, whey-faced little prude, a velnira weeper, a bearer of tales, a - That's about
enough,' | said.

He smiled coldly. 'l beg your pardon. | keep fotiyet we are discussing our beloved. It's 8.16. Are
you nervous?'

| shrugged.

‘Tough to the end,' he said, and lit his cigaréfteany rate, you may wonder why, if | dislike M&
so much, | do not simply give her her freedom -'

‘No, | don't wonder at all.'
He frowned at me.

'You're a selfish, grasping, egocentric son oftethiThat's why. No one takes what's yours. Nohéfe
you don't want it any more.

He went red and then laughed. 'One for you, Mr dokfery good.'
| shrugged again.

'I'm going to offer you a wager. If you win, yowalee here with the money, the woman, and your
freedom. On the other hand, if you lose, you lazar yife.'

| looked at the clock. | couldn't help it. It wad8.

'All right," | said. What else? It would buy timet, least. Time for me to think of some way to heat
out of here, with or without the money.

Cressner picked up the telephone beside him afiddienumber.
‘Tony? Plan two. Yes.' He hung up.
'‘What's plan two?' | asked.

"'l call Tony back in fifteen minutes, and he lWwiémove the. . . offending substance from thekroi
your car and drive it back here. If | don't cal, Will get in touch with the police.’

'Not very trusting, are you?'

'‘Be sensible, Mr Norris. There is twenty thousantiagls on the carpet between us. In this city murde
has been committed for twenty cents.'



'What's the bet?'

He looked genuinely pained. 'Wager, Mr Norris, wa@@entlemen make wagers. Vulgarians place
bets.'

'Whatever you say.'
‘Excellent. I've seen you looking at my balcony."'
‘The screen's off the door.'

'Yes. | had it taken off this afternoon. What | pose is this: that you walk around my building be t
ledge that juts out just below the penthouse ldfigbu circumnavigate the building successfulhgt
jackpot is yours.'

'You're crazy.'

'On the contrary. | have proposed this wager sies to six different people during my dozen years i
this apartment. Three of the six were professiati@ktes, like you-one of them a notorious
guarterback more famous for his TV Commercials thigrpassing game, one a baseball player, one a
rather famous jockey who made an extraordinarylyeatary and who was also afflicted with
extraordinary alimony problems. The other threeenapre ordinary citizens who had differing
professions but two things in common: a need foneyaand a certain degree of body grace.' He puffed
his cigarette thoughtfully and then continued. Wager was declined five times out of hand. On the
other occasion, it was accepted. The terms weratywthousand dollars against six months' service to
me. | collected. The fellow took one look over #ige of the balcony and nearly fainted.' Cressner
looked amused and contemptuous. 'He said everytiang there looked so small. That was what
killed his nerve.'

'What makes you think -'

He cut me off with an annoyed wave of his handn'Dibore me, Mr Norris. | think you will do it
because you have no choice. It's my wager on teehand or forty years in San Quentin on the other.
The money and my wife are only added fillips, iradice of my good nature.’

'What guarantee do | have that you won't doublesme? Maybe I'd do it and find out you'd called
Tony and told him to go ahead anyway.'

He sighed. 'You are a walking case of paranoialNifris. | don't love my wife. It is doing my stode
ego no good at all to have her around. Twenty thodislollars is a pittance to me. | pay four tinfest t
every week to be given to police bagmen. As fontiager, however . . ." His

| thought about it, and he left me. | suppose henkthat the real mark always convinces himselfag w
a thirty-six-year-old tennis bum, and the club baén thinking of letting me go when Marcia appked
little gentle pressure. Tennis was the only prafessknew, and without it, even getting a job as a
janitor would be tough - especially with a recdtdvas kid stuff, but employers don't care.

And the funny thing was that | really loved Marige€sner. | had fallen for her after two nine-o'kloc
tennis lessons, and she had fallen for me justes it was a case of Stan Norris luck, all rigkiter
thirty-six years of happy bachelorhood, | had falike a sack of mail for the wife of an Organipati
overlord.

The old tom sitting there and puffing his imporfearkish cigarette knew all that, of course. And
something else, as well. | had no guarantee thatduddn't turn me in if | accepted his wager anchwo
but I knew damn well that I'd be in the cooler by b'clock if | didn't. And the next time I'd bed
would be at the turn of the century.



'l want to know one thing," | said.

'What might that be, Mr Norris?'

'‘Look me right in the face and tell me if you'rev@lsher or not.'

He looked at me directly. 'Mr Norris,' he said dlyie'l never welsh.'
'All right," | said. What other choice was there?

He stood up, beaming. 'Excellent! Really excelléqgproach the door to the balcony with me, Mr
Norris.'

We walked over together. His face was that of a mlan had dreamed this scene hundreds of times
and was enjoying its actuality to the fullest.

‘The ledge is five inches wide," he said dreaniilye measured it myself. In fact, I've stood gn it
holding on to the balcony, of course. All you hawelo is lower yourself over the wrought-iron nadi
You'll be chest-high. But, of course, beyond thengthere are no handgrips. You'll have to incuyy
way along, being very careful not to overbalance.'

My eye had fastened on something else outside ifgow . . . something that made my blood
temperature sink several degrees. It was a wingegaressner's apartment was quite close to tee lak
and it was high enough so there were no highedimgjs to act as a windbreak. That wind would be
cold, and it would cut like a knife. The needle w#anding at ten pretty steadily, but a gust weeldd
the needle almost up to twenty-five for a few setlpefore dropping off.

'Ah, | see you've noticed my wind gauge,' Cressaét jovially. 'Actually, it's the other side which
gets the prevailing wind; so the breeze may b#la $itronger on that side. But actually this faialy
still night. I've seen evenings when the wind hasted up to eighty-five . . . you can actually feed
building rock a little. A bit like being on a shiim the crow's nest. And it's quite mild for this\¢ of

year.'

He pointed, and | saw the lighted numerals atoprk iskyscraper to the left. They said it was forty-
four degrees. But with the wind, that would havedmthe chill factor somewhere in the mid-twenties.

'Have you got a coat?' | asked. | was wearingla jecket.

‘Alas, no.' The lighted figures on the bank switth® show the time. It was 8.32. 'And | think ycadh
better get started, Mr Norris, so | can call Tony aut plan three into effect. A good boy but apbé
impulsive. You understand.’

| understood all right. Too damn well.

But the thought of being with Marcia, free from €smer's tentacles and with enough money to get
started at something made me push open the slglasg door and step out on to the balcony. It was
cold and damp; the wind ruffled my hair into my sye

'Bon soir,' Cressner said behind me, but | didothér to look back. | approached the railing, but |
didn't look down. Not yet. | began to do deep-inizg.

It's not really an exercise at all but a form df-bgpnosis. With every inhale-exhale, you ~row a
distraction out of your mind, until there's nothiedt but the match ahead of you. | got rid of the
money with one breath and Cressner himself with Marcia took longer - her face kept rising in my
mind, telling me not to be stupid, not to play g&ne, that maybe Cressner never welshed, but he
always hedged his bets. | didn't listen. | couldfford to. If | lost this match, | wouldn't have buy



the beers and take the ribbing; I'd be so mucHetcsludge splattered for a block of Deakman Stireet
both directions.

When | thought | had it, | looked down.

The building sloped away like a smooth chalk dlifthe street far below. The cars parked thereddok
like those matchbox models you can buy in the &nd-dime. The ones driving by the building were
just tiny pinpoints of light. If you fell that fagou would have plenty of time to realize just whais
happening, to see the wind blowing your clothethasarth pulled you back faster and faster. You'd
have time to scream a long, long scream. And thedgou'made when you hit the pavement would
be like the sound of an overripe watermelon.

| could understand why that other guy had chickemé&dBut he'd only had six months to worry about.
| was staring forty long, grey, Marciadess yearshimeye.

| looked at the ledge. It looked small, | had negeen five inches that looked so much like two. At
least the building was fairly new; it wouldn't crbl@ under me.

| hoped.

| swung over the railing and carefully lowered nifsatil | was standing on the ledge. My heels were
out over the drop. The floor on the balcony wasutlsbest-high, and | was looking into Cressner's
penthouse through the wrought-iron ornamental béeswvas standing inside the door, smoking,
watching me the way a scientist watches a guingaopsee what the latest injection will do.

'Call," | said, holding on to the railing.
‘What?'
‘Call Tony. | don't move until you do.'

He went back into the living room - it looked anragly warm and safe and cosy - and picked up the
phone. It was a worthless gesture, really. Withviired, | couldn't hear what he was saying. He pat t
phone down and returned. 'Taken care of, Mr Norris.

‘It better be.'
'‘Goodbye, Mr Norris. I'll see you in a bit. . . paps.'

It was time to do it. Talking was done. | let myghink of Marcia one last time, her light-browniha
her wide grey eyes, her lovely body, and then putdut of my mind for good. No more looking down,
either. It would have been too easy to get pardlye®king down through that space. Too easy tb jus
freeze up until you lost your balance or just fathfrom fear. It was time for tunnel vision. Tinte t
concentrate on nothing but left foot, right foot.

| began to move to the right, holding on to thecbal's railing as long as | could. It didn't taked to
see | was going to need all the tennis muscle rklearhad. With my heels beyond the edge, those
tendons would be taking all my weight.

| got to the end of the balcony, and for a momeditih't think | was going to be able to let go ludtt
safety. | forced myself to do it. Five inches, htilat was plenty of room. If the ledge were onfpet
off the ground instead of 400 feet, you could besgmund this building in four minutes flat, | told
myself. So just pretend it is.

Yeah, and if you fall 'from a ledge a foot off t@und, you just say rats, and try again. Up here y
get only one chance.



I slid my right foot further and then brought mytfot next to it. I let go of the railing. | puy open
hands up, allowing the palms to rest against thghstone of the apartment building. | caressed the
stone. | could have kissed it.

A gust of wind hit me, snapping the collar of mgkat against my face, making my body sway op the
ledge. My heart jumped into my throat and stayedetuntil the wind had died down. A strong enough
gust would have peeled me right off my perch amd s flying down into the night. And the wind
would be stronger on the other side.

| turned my head to the left, pressing my cheelragshe stone. Cressner was leaning over the
balcony, watching me.

'Enjoying yourself?' he asked affably.

He was wearing a brown camel's-hair overcoat.

'l thought you didn't have a coat,' | said.

'l lied," he answered equably. 'l lie about a fahings.'
'What's that supposed to mean?"

‘Nothing . . . nothing at all. Or perhaps it doe=am something. A little psychological warfare, ke,
Norris? | should tell you not to linger overlonch& ankles grow tired, and if they should give way .
He took an apple out of his pocket, bit into itddhen tossed it over the edge. There was no simund
a long time. Then, a faint and sickening plop. €nes chuckled.

He had broken my concentration, and | could feeigaibbling at the edges of my mind with steel
teeth. A torrent of terror wanted to rush in andvar me. | turned my head away from him and did
deep-breathing, flushing the panic away. | wasiloglat the lighted bank sign, which now said: 8.46,
Time to Save at Mutual!

By the time the lighted numbers read 8.49, | fediti had myself under control again. | think Cress
must have decided I'd frozen, and | heard a sacdmtter of applause when | began to shuffle tosard
the corner of the building again.

| began to feel the cold. The lake had whettecetige of the wind; its clammy dampness bit at my
skin like an auger. My thin jacket billowed out bhme as | shuffled along. | moved slowly, cold or
not. If | was going to do this, | would have toitlslowly and deliberately. If | rushed, | wouldifa

The bank clock read 8.52 when | reached the colnéidn't appear to be a problem - the ledge went
right around, making a square corner - but my rigirtd told me that there was a crosswind. If | got
caught leaning the wrong way, | would take a lodg very quickly.

| waited for the wind to drop, but for a long tinteefused to, almost as though it were Cressner's
willing ally. It slapped against me with viciousyisible fingers, praying and poking and ticklirg.
last, after a particularly strong gust had madeaoo& on my toes, | knew that | could wait for ewed
the wind would never drop all the way off.

So the next time it sank a little, | slipped myhtidoot around and, clutching both walls with myntis,
made the turn. The crosswind pushed me two wageas, and | tottered. For a second | was
sickeningly sure that Cressner had won his wadeenT slid a step further along and pressed myself
tightly against the wall, a held breath slippind otimy dry throat.

That was when the raspberry went off, almost inea



Startled, | jerked back to the very edge of balaMyehands lost the wall and pinwheeled crazily for
balance. | think that if one of them had hit thenst face of the building, | would have been gong. B

after what seemed an eternity, gravity decide@tane return to the wall instead of sending down to
the pavement forty-three stories below.

My breath sobbed out of my lungs in a pained whisly legs were rubbery. The tendons in my
ankles were humming like high-voltage wires. | Im@der felt so mortal. The man with the sickle was
close enough to read over my shoulder.

| twisted my neck, looked up, and there was Cras$e@ning out of his bedroom window four feet
above me. He was smiling, in his right hand he heldew Year's Eve noisemaker.

'Just keeping you on your toes,' he said.

| didn't waste my breath. | couldn't have spokeovaba croak anyway. My heart was thudding crazily
in my chest. | sidled five or six feet along, justase he was thinking about leaning out and givire

a good shove. Then | stopped and closed my eyedesmtbreathed until | had my act back together
again.

| was on the short side of the building now. Onnigiat only the highest towers of the city bulked
above me. On the left, only the dark circle ofltiee, with a few pinpricks of light which floateah dt.
The wind whooped and moaned.

The crosswind at the second corner was not soytrachkd | made it around with no trouble. And then
something bit me.

| gasped and jerked. The shift of balance scarecan@| pressed tightly against the building. | was
bitten again. No not bitten but pecked. | looketdo

There was a pigeon standing on the ledge, lookingith bright, hateful eyes.

You get used to pigeons in the city; they're asroomas cab drivers who can't change a ten. They
don't like to fly, and they give ground grudginghs if the sidewalks were theirs by squatterstsigh
Oh, yes, and you're apt to find their calling cavdshe hood of your car. But you never take much
notice. They may be occasionally irritating, bugythe interlopers in our world.

But | was in his, and | was nearly helpless, anddemed to know it. He pecked my tired right ankle
again, sending a bright dart of pain up my leg.

'‘Get,' | snarled at it. 'Get out.’

The pigeon only pecked me again. | was obvioushkyhiat he regarded as his home; this section of the
ledge was covered with droppings, old and new.

A muted cheeping from above.

| cricked my neck as far back as it would go arakém up. A beak darted at my face, and | almost

recoiled. If | had, | might have become the cifir'st pigeon-induced casualty. It was Mama Pigeon,
protecting a bunch of baby pigeons just under ligatsoverhang of the roof. Too far up to peck my

head, thank God.

Her husband pecked me again, and now blood wasnftpwcould feel it. | began to inch my way
along again, hoping to scare the pigeon off thgdedNo way. Pigeons don't scare, not city pigeons,
anyway. If a moving van only makes them ambletke Ifaster, a man pinned on a high ledge isn't
going to upset them at all.



The pigeon backpedalled as | shuffled forward binight eyes never leaving my face except when the
sharp beak dipped to peck my ankle. And the pamgedting more intense now; the bird was pecking
atraw flesh . . . and eating it, for all | knew.

| kicked at it with my right foot. It was a weakcki, the only kind | could afford. The pigeon only
fluttered its wings a bit and then returned todttack. I, on the other hand, almost went off tkle.s

The pigeon pecked me again, again, again. A calst lolf wind struck me, rocking me to the limit of
balance; pads of my fingers scraped at the blamtkstind | came to rest with my left cheek pressed
against the wall, breathing heavily.

Cressner couldn't have conceived of worse torfune had planned it for ten years. One peck was not
so bad. Two or three were little more. But that dachbird must have pecked me sixty times before |
reached the wrought-iron railing of the penthouspasite Cressner's.

Reaching that railing was like reaching the gafdsaven. My hands curled sweetly around the cold
uprights and held on as if they would never let go.

Peck.

The pigeon was staring up at me almost smugly igthright eyes, confident of my impotence and its
own invulnerability. | was reminded of Cressnekpression when he had ushered me out on to the
balcony on the other side of the building.

Gripping the iron bars more tightly, | lashed otthwa hard, strong kick and caught the pigeon
squarely. It emitted a wholly satisfying squawk aase into the air, wings flapping. A few feathers,
dove grey, settled back to the ledge or disappedozdy down into the darkness, swan-boating back
and forth in the air.

Gasping, | crawled up on to the balcony and co#ldpbere. Despite the cold, my body was dripping
with sweat. | don't know how long I lay there, rpetating. The building hid the bank clock, and |
don't wear a watch.

| sat up before my muscles could stiffen up on me gingerly rolled down my sock. The right ankle
was lacerated and bleeding, but the wound lookpdréaial. Still, | would have to have it taken ear

of, if | ever got out of this. God know what gerpigeons carry around. | thought of bandaging the ra
skin but decided not to. | might stumble on a tiedidage. Time enough later. Then | could buy twenty
thousand dollars' worth of bandages.

| got up and looked longingly into the darkenedtgesuse opposite Cressner's. Barren, empty, unlived
in. The heavy storm screen was over this doorghiriiave been able to break in, but that would have
been forfeiting the bet. And | had more to losenth@ney.

When | could put it off no longer, | slipped oveetrailing and back on to the ledge. The pigedaya
feathers worse for wear, was standing below higisakest, where the guano was thickest, eyeing me
balefully. But I didn't think he'd bother me, noh&n he saw | was moving away.

It was very hard to move away - much harder th&wadt been to leave Cressner's balcony. My mind
knew | had to, but my body, particularly my ankless screaming that it would be folly to leave such
a safe harbour. But | did leave, with Marcia's facthe darkness urging me on.

| got to the second short side, made it arounattieer, and shuffled slowly across the width of the
building. Now that | was getting close, there wasalmost ungovernable urge to hurry, to get it over
with. But if | hurried, | would die. So | forced reglf to go slowly.

The crosswind almost got me again on the fourth@grand | slipped around it thanks to luck rather
than skill. | rested against the building, getting breath back. But for the first time | knew thatas



going to make it, that | was going to win. My harfiell$ like half4rozen steaks, my ankles hurt like f
(especially the pigeon-pecked right ankle), sweat krickling in my eyes, but | knew | was going to
make it. Halfway down the length of the buildinganm yellow light spilled out on Cressner's balcony.
Far beyond | could see the bank sign glowing likeetcome-home banner. It was 10.48, but it seemed
that | had spent my whole life on those five inch&kedge.

And God help Cressner if he tried to welsh. Thesumhurry was gone. | almost lingered. It was 21.0
when | put first my right hand on the wrought-idsalcony railing and then my left. | hauled mysedf u
wriggled over the top, collapsed thankfully on fleer. . . and felt the cold steel muzzle o#&

against my temple.

I looked up and saw a goon ugly enough to stopE&ig dead in its clockwork. He was grinning.

'Excellent!" Cressner's voice said from withirapiplaud you, Mr Norris!" He proceeded to do just.th
'‘Bring him in, Tony.'

Tony hauled me up and set me on my feet so abrthgtymy weak ankles almost buckled. Going in, |
staggered against the balcony door.

Cressner was standing by the living-room fireplaggping brandy from a goblet the size of a fish-
bowl. The money had been replaced in the shoppag Ib still stood in the middle of the burnt-orang
rug.

| caught a glimpse of myself in a small mirror be bther side of the room. The hair was dishevelled
the face pallid except for two bright spots of eslon the cheeks. The eyes looked insane.

| got only a glimpse, because the next moment |flyasy across the room. | hit the Basque chair and
fell over it, pulling it down on top of me and lagi my wind.

When | got some of it back, | sat up and managéali lousy welsher. You had this planned.’

'Indeed I did," Cressner said, carefully settirggdtandy on the mantel. '‘But I'm not a welsher, Mr
Norris. Indeed no. Just an extremely poor losenyTie here only to make sure you don't do
anything . . . ill-advised.' He put his fingers endthis chin and tittered a little. He didn't lodkel a poor
loser. He looked more like a cat with canary fegthmn its muzzle. | got up, suddenly feeling more
frightened than | had on the ledge.

'You fixed it," | said slowly. 'Somehow, you fixéd

'Not at all. The heroin has been removed from yaur The car itself is back in the parking lot. The
money is over there. You may take it and go.'

'Fine,' | said.

Tony stood by the glass door to the balcony, Istilking like a leftover from Halloween. The .45 was
in his hand. | walked over to the shopping bagkguiit up, and walked towards the door on my jtter
ankles, fully expecting to be shot down in my tadRut when | got the door open, | began to haee th
same feeling that I'd had on the ledge when | redritie fourth corner: | was going to make it.

Cressner's voice, lazy and amused, stopped me.
'"You don't really think that old lady's-room dodgeled anyone, do you?'

| turned back slowly, the shopping bag in my ariwéat do you mean?’



'l told you | never welsh, and | never do. You vibree things, Mr Norris. The money, your freedom,
my wife. You have the first two. You can pick ugtthird at the country morgue.'

| stared at him, unable to move, frozen in a soesslthunderclap of shock.

"You didn't really think I'd let you have her? reked me pityingly. ‘Oh, no. The money, yes. Your
freedom, yes. But not Marcia. Still, | don't welgtnd after you've had her buried -'

| didn't go near him. Not then. He was for latendlked towards Tony,. who looked slightly surpdise
until Cressner said in a bored voice: 'Shoot hileage.'

| threw the bag of money. It hit him squarely ie tjun hand, and it struck him hard. | hadn't been
using my arms and wrists out there, and they'rdo#s¢ part of any tennis player. His bullet wembin
the burnt-orange rug, and then | had him.

His face was the toughest part of him. | yankedgve out of his hand and hit him across the briofge
the nose with the barrel. He went down with a gngry weary grunt, looking like Rondo Hatton.

Cressner was almost out the door when | snappbkdtasger his shoulder and said, 'Stop right there,
you're dead.'

He thought about it and stopped. When he turnednakchis cosmopolitan world-weary act had
curdled a little around the edges. It curdledtielinore when he saw Tony lying on the floor and
choking on his own blood.

'She's not dead,' he said quickly. 'l had to sa\sgnething, didn't 1?' He gave me a sick, cheatage
grin.

'I'm a sucker, but I'm not that big a sucker,'itlsky voice sounded lifeless, dead. Why not? Marci
had been my life, and this man had put her onla sla

With a finger that trembled slightly, Cressner gethat the money tumbled around Tony's feet. 'That,
he said, 'that's chickenfeed. | can get you a hedhtirousand. Or five. Or how about a million, dlito
in a Swiss bank account? How about that? How about

‘Il make you a bet," | said slowly.
He looked from the barrel of the gun to my face:"A

'A bet,’ | repeated. 'Not a wager. Just a plainbat I'll bet you can't walk around this buildiog the
ledge out there."

His face went dead pale. For a moment | thoughtdsegoing to faint. "You . . ." he whispered.
‘These are the stakes,' | said in my dead vofcgou make it, I'll let you go. How's that?'

‘No," he whispered. His eyes were huge, staring.

'Okay," | said, and cocked the pistol.

'No!" he said, holding his hands out. 'No! Don't! &ll right." He licked his lips.

| motioned with the gun, and he preceded me oubdhe balcony. 'You're shaking,' | told him. 'That
going to make it harder.'



"Two million," he said, and he couldn't get hisoeoabove a husky whine. "'Two million in unmarked
bills.'

'No," I said. 'Not for ten million. But if you makg you go free. I'm serious.'

A minute later he was standing on the ledge. Heskaster than I; you could just see his eyes dwer t
edge, wide and beseeching, and his white-knuclded $ gripping the iron rail like prison bars.

'Please,’ he whispered. 'Anything.’
'You're wasting time,' | said. 'lt takes it outtbé ankles.’

But he wouldn't move until | had put the muzzldhed gun against his forehead. Then he began to
shuffle to the right, moaning. | glanced up atlla@k clock. It was 11.29.

| didn't think he was going to make it to the ficstrner. He didn't want to budge at all, and whemlid,
he moved jerkily, taking risks with his centre ogity, his dressing gown billowing into the night.

He disappeared around the corner and out of sidt®2.81, almost forty minutes ago. | listened clpse
for the diminishing scream as the crosswind got, lnut it didn't come. Maybe the wind had dropped. |
do remember thinking the wind was on his side, wheas out there. Or maybe he was just lucky.
Maybe he's out on the other balcony now, quiveiting heap, afraid to go any further.

But he probably knows that if | catch him there widreak into the other penthouse, I'll shoot him
down like a dog. And speaking of the other sidéhefbuilding, | wonder how he likes that pigeon.

Was that a scream? | don't know. It might have likerwind. It doesn't matter. The bank clock says
12.44. Pretty soon I'll break into the other aparitbrand check the balcony, but right now I'm just
sitting here on Cressner's balcony with Tony'sitdfy hand. Just on the off-chance that he might
come around that last corner with his dressing gbilowing out behind him.

Cressner said he's never welshed on a bet.

But I've been known to.



