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I WAS IN BAKERSFIELD, CALIFORNIA WHEN the news came. It was the busiest part of the lunch hour and I was slicing tomatoes to go with two orders of cutlets when the Western Union kid came back to the kitchen and said, “You Red Foley?”
I said I was and he handed me the telegram and a pad to sign.
Somebody was dead. I knew that much because, in my family, that's the only thing a telegram can mean. For a moment I held the envelope in my hand, looking at it, knowing what was in it, and feeling absolutely nothing. Not even curiosity. The orders were piling up and it seemed more important to get those orders out than to see what was in the telegram.
So I went ahead and fixed up the two orders of cutlets and dished up the vegetables and put the two platters in the service window. Then there was a little breathing spell so I took out the envelope and opened it. It said: “George passed away today. Funeral Friday.” It was signed “May Lou Smothers.”
So help me, it took a full minute or more before it finally came to me that “George” was my old man.
About that time Charley Burnstead, the counter man, put his head in the service window and said, “Burn two on one!”
I put the two hamburgers on the grill and split the buns and put them on to toast. And that was the way I got the news.
They kept me hopping all through lunch hour. But a fry cook's job is a pretty mechanical thing once you get it down, so I just stood there, taking the orders and getting them out, and about the only thing I could think of was, What am I going to do now? About one o'clock, business started to slack off, and in another half hour the place was practically empty. I sat down at the cook table. I guess I ate a sandwich, but I don't remember. One question kept hammering at me—What the hell am I going to do?
I really didn't get down to thinking about the old man until the relief cook came on at four o'clock. Then I took my apron off and went around the block to where my rooming house was. That day I think I saw the rooming house for the first time—really saw it as it actually was. A two-story clapboard house, the porch sagging, the roof patched crazy-quilt fashion with split-open tin cans, the dirty white paint peeling and the rotten wood showing through like open sores. I thought, You've come a long way, Foley!
I went up the ancient stairs and down the dark hall and unlocked the door to my room. I stood in the doorway for a moment, just looking at it—the scabby iron bedstead, the sagging mattress, the almost-black bureau with the mahogany veneer peeling back at the edges, the litter, the dirt, windows smeared. A great place you've got here, Foley! Just like home, you might say. Exactly like home. Geez, it was, and that's the thing that made me sick.
It began to work slowly then, the association of stray thoughts. The rooming house, Big Prairie, home, the old man—and finally the telegram. I lay on the bed and I thought, God, the old man's dead! I turned the words over and over in my mind, trying to give the thought reality, trying to feel something about it. About all I felt was mad—and kind of scared.
This May Lou Smothers who sent the telegram, I couldn't remember her at all. Whoever she was, she kept a damn tight jaw when it came to paying for telegrams.
I got off the bed and started walking up and down the room, smoking one cigarette after another as fast as I could burn them. There was one thing you couldn't get around; dead people had to be buried, and burying cost money. This was the thing that scared me. And he'd left it to me!
I wasn't sure just what it was that made up my mind, but I knew I had to go back. I hated it and it scared me to think about it, but when I looked into the mirror and saw my face looking back at me it was like opening the book on the future and reading the last page. A man can run just so far before he goes over the edge.
All right, I thought, stop running. Go back and start again. And fear stood there beside me, empty and gutless, and it laughed. You haven't got the guts, Foley! What would you say to her? What would you do if she laughed? The thought left me weak. But there is something stronger than fear. It grows inside you, poisonous and festering, and it tells you its name is Pride, but it's a liar. Its name is Hate.
That night I went around to the sandwich joint and told them I'd got some news from home and had to go back to Oklahoma. The next morning I went around to the used-car lot to see what I could get for my prewar Chevy, and then I went back to my room and counted up what I had. It came to a little over four hundred dollars.
Four hundred lousy dollars to show for fourteen years' work.
I spent eighteen dollars and ninety-five cents on a second-hand suitcase, and I brushed it until it looked pretty good. There was one good suit in the closet, a single-breasted drape I'd bought the day I hit the three-horse parlay at Tan Foran, and a pair of black Florsheims. I packed them carefully, along with plenty of white shirts, and threw in underwear and socks. I went downstairs and used the rooming-house phone to call the bus station, and the girl said I could catch a Greyhound for Big Prairie, Oklahoma, at five o'clock that afternoon.
I had plenty of time to think during the next couple of days. Maybe you never rode a cross-country bus halt-way across the United States, and if you haven't this is what it's like. The first couple of hours aren't so bad. If a baby starts crying, you shrug it off and look at the scenery. You get off at the rest stops and have a Coke and a sandwich and you feel pretty good. Then night comes and you rent a pillow. You doze for two or three hours and then you wake up with a baby yelling in your ear, and you've got a crick in your back. Then you begin to notice that you feel dirty. You rub your fingers together and there's grit. You touch your face and it's the same thing. Your beard starts coming out and scratching your neck, and you see that you've got cigarette ashes all over you.
Finally the sun comes up, and by this time you've taken off your coat and loosened your tie and you don't care how you look. Your eyes begin to burn from the beat of the desert sun, and a feeling of hopelessness gets hold of you as you watch the wasteland crawl by treadmill-like under the wheels of the bus. Bleak Arizona, standing raw and red; earth-torn New Mexico; the seemingly endless wastes of west Texas. The miles drag out, and out, and now no way you can sit will be comfortable. Your back starts hurting at the shoulders and the ache starts crawling down your spine until it gets to the end, and there it builds a little fire, and the fire gets hotter and hotter. Then some farmer going ten miles up the road sits down beside you, and you swear that, by God, you'll tear his throat open if he as much as j asks for a match.
About that time you had better be getting close to your destination.
It was midmorning when the bus finally got to Big Prairie and I had almost forgotten what I'd come for. I stood on the sidewalk waiting for the driver to get the bags out of the luggage compartment. What I was going to do next, I didn't know. It was hard to Relieve that I had ever seen the town before. The bus station and a lot of other places had gone up since I had lived there as a kid. I got my bag finally and asked a porter if there was a place where I could clean up, and he said there was a pay shower in the men's room.
I used the shower. I lathered and let hot water run over me, and then I lathered again and just soaked. After I shaved and changed into a clean outfit from the skin out I began to feel a little better. My blue suit was wrinkled but it looked pretty good. A hot bath, clean clothes, a well-cut suit—they can do wonders for a man. I looked pretty good. I tried to think of the old man, only a few blocks away, lying dead. I accepted it, but it still didn't change the way I felt.
The cab driver sized me up as somebody, and he jumped out of the front seat and grabbed my bag and said, “Yes sir! Where to, sir?”
“Seven-twelve Burk Street.”
He turned his head and gave me a quick look, and I could see what he was thinking, the punk. Geez, Burk Street! He slammed the cab into gear.
Every town has a Burk Street, or one just like it. It's usually on the east side because most towns grow to the west, and it's right down there with the mills and warehouses and railroads, where the center of town used to be but isn't any more. Big Prairie started out as a little crossroads place. Then they discovered oil across the river, to the south, and Big Prairie became what they call a boom town. Oil-field workers moved in with their families, and there wasn't any place for them to stay so they started building these little knock-up houses of clapboard and cement blocks down by the river, and that was the way Burk Street got started. When the boom was over the oilfield workers moved out, and the houses started falling down until people like us moved in and began patching them up. That was twenty years ago, and people still lived down there. The houses were still falling down and they were still trying to patch them up.
But the rest of town had changed since I had left. It was a long way from being a city, still it was a good-sized place, sprawling out across the prairie like these Oklahoma towns do. Down by the river I could see the smokestacks of a factory.
I leaned forward and said, “Isn't that Cedar Street down there?”
“Yeah.” He had me spotted. He wasn't wasting any “sirs” on me now.
“Turn left on it,” I heard myself saying.
I don't know just why I did it. On the bus I'd told myself a thousand times that Cedar Street was in the past, and so was she. I told myself to forget it, take care of the funeral and then get out of Oklahoma. It didn't do any good. When the time came, I had to see it again, although I knew it wouldn't be the same.
“Stop here,” I said.
The driver pulled up to the curb.
It was still there, but it didn't seem the same. The paint was peeling and one shutter was gone and another was hanging by one hinge. The house didn't look as big and proud as it had looked to me as a kid, but there was still something about it that made my guts draw in. There was a cardboard sign staked in the weedy front yard that said “Room and Board.” She didn't live there any more.
I said, “Do you know where the Johnsons live now?”
He turned around, not knowing just what I was getting at. “You mean old Judge Johnson? He's dead.”
“He had a daughter. Her name was Lola.”
“Mister—” He was beginning to get tired of this. “Mister, a lot of people have daughters named something or other. I don't keep up with all of them.” He started to fish for a cigarette, then thought of something. “Come to think of it, the old Judge did have a girl, but I forget what her name was. She's married to the county attorney.”
That would be Lola. Just thinking of the name made me shrink up inside, and for one wild moment I thought I was going to be sick.
We hit Burk Street and it looked even worse than I'd remembered. What I remembered as houses were now unpainted, patched-up shacks stuck away here and there between junk yards and garages and used-car lots. The ones with front porches were piled high with secondhand hub caps and radiators and maybe a fender or two. The driver pulled up at 712.
God, I thought, is this really the place? Is this the house I lived in for eighteen years?
I took my bag and walked up to the picket fence. Most of the pickets were missing, and the ones that were still there were unpainted or broken. The gate sagged open on one hinge. The house was older, tireder, sagged a little more, but it was the same house all right. I stepped up to the front porch and a board cracked, almost gave away under me. I pushed the torn screen door open and walked into the front room. There was a stale, dusty smell about the place in spite of the open doors and windows. I walked to the kitchen, the bedroom, the little lean-to affair that had once been my room. There was nothing familiar about it. I was a stranger walking around in an empty house.
All I could think of was, What am I going to do? They've probably got him in a funeral parlor somewhere. But would a funeral parlor take him if there wasn't somebody there to pay the expenses? I wondered if three hundred and fifty dollars would be enough to take care of everything. If it wasn't, would they let me pay it out so much a month, like buying a car? I knew one thing, though. The county wasn't going to bury him.
I decided I'd better go somewhere and start calling the funeral parlors and find out where the old man was. Then it would be time to figure out a way to swing it. Just as I got to the front door, a battered '41 Buick rattled to a stop by the front gate and a little bald-headed guy and a fat woman got out.
I walked out on the porch and the woman made some kind of noise in her throat before she said, “Roy?”
And that minute it came to me who May Lou Smothers was, the woman who'd sent the telegram. She was the old man's sister, but I had forgotten that. I hadn't even known if she was still alive. They started coming toward me then, both of them looking kind of funny, and about the time May Lou reached the gate she started bawling.
“Roy!” she sobbed. “Roy!”
She grabbed for me, but I side-stepped and opened the door again. May Lou's husband—his name was Albert, I remembered—looked about as uncomfortable as I felt. We shook hands and his wife stood there with tears running down her fat face.
“I just got into town,” I said. “My plane got grounded in Albuquerque and that made me a little late, but I got here as fast as I could after I got your telegram.”
Albert Smothers nodded heavily. “You can't tell about airplanes, I guess, but we forgot that you might be flyin'. It's a sad thing, though—a sad thing that you couldn't get here in time. Your Pa's put away, boy. They put him away real nice.”
That left me stunned for a minute. The telegram said Friday, and today was—I counted the days in my mind, and, by God it was Friday!
“But how?” I said. “I mean there were things to be taken care of. How could they go on and have the funeral if there wasn't anybody here?”
I knew one thing: Albert and May Lou hadn't taken care of the funeral expenses. And about that time a thought hit me and I must have lost my head for a minute. I reached out and grabbed the front of Albert's shirt.
“The county didn't do it, did they?” My voice rasped like a saw on a bone, even in my own ears. “I've never taken charity, and, by God, I'm not going to start now!”
Albert shook his head quickly. I think I was twisting his collar too tightly to let him talk.
“Then how did he get buried? I know he didn't have any money of his own.”
May Lou stopped bawling and got a hold on herself. “Roy, we didn't even know you was comin',” she managed. “We didn't even know if you had the money to come.” Then she brightened a little. “You look like you're doin' right well, though.”
I had held myself in about as long as I could stand it, “Goddamnit, can't I get a simple question answered? Who buried the old man?”
“Why, the Women's Christian Aid Society.”
I felt myself growing cold all over.
“A lady came around yesterday,” she blubbered on. “A real nice lady. She said she understood how it was and all, and said the Women's Aid Society was to help people like that, good God-fearin' people, when we was in trouble.” Then she began to whine. “Roy, we didn't know you was doing so good. You never wrote to your Pa. You never let us know. But we knew you wouldn't want the county to put him away—and Albert and me, we didn't have the money.”
“So the 'nice lady' came around,” I said bitterly, “and I you let her Women's Christian Aid Society do it! Just like the old man was a pauper.”
“Well, he didn't have any money....”
“I'll pay them back!” I was almost yelling by this time. “I'll give them back every damn cent. Get out! God, you make me sick, both of you! Just get out and leave me alone!”
They got out. I paced up and down the floor like a wild man until I heard the old Buick pull away, then I went out of the house and across the street to the salvage shop.
There was a pay phone and I had a hell of a time finding a coin. My hands shook so much that it must have taken two or three minutes to get the change and find the number in the directory.
“Hello?”
“Is this the headquarters for the Women's Christian Aid Society?”
“Yes, it is, sir. May I help you?”
“You took care of the funeral expenses for a G. A. Foley today. I want to know what those expenses came to.”
“Oh, yes. Mrs. Keating took care of that personally.”
“Who?”
“Mrs. Lola Keating, our president.”
I sucked my stomach in as though I had been gut-shot. “Mr. Keating wouldn't be the county attorney, would he?”
“Why, yes, he is. Just a moment, sir, and I'll get the information...”
I hung up. If anybody had spoken to me at that moment I would have killed him.
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THIS IS THE WAY it begins. This is how it is when you're young and your name is Roy Foley and you live on Burk Street.
To begin with, you don't remember much about your old lady because she died when you were six. Your old man is a cobbler when he's not drunk- He works in shoe repair shops putting half soles and rubber heels on shoes for people like us who can't afford to buy another pair. Sometimes he comes home at night, sometimes he doesn't.
At first you don't realize that anything is wrong. You roll hoops and fish for mud-cats and play on-and-over with the rest of the kids on Burk Street, and you figure that's the way things are. It's not a big town, still you don't see much of it except Burk Street until you start going to school. There's a law or something that says all kids have to go to school, and that's when it begins to come to you that everybody isn't the same.
The kids on Cedar Street, for instance. They go barefoot two or three days out of the summer just for the hell of it. Not like you, from June to September. You begin to understand that some kids don't have to worry about wearing out shoe leather, because their parents are lawyers or doctors or something and they've got plenty of money and live in big white-painted houses on Cedar Street. But it's not a big town, and you all go to the same school.
It doesn't take you long to find out that most of the Cedar Street gang are pretty snotty. So you get into fights with them and usually beat hell out of them because you're pretty good at that kind of thing. You've got a vague idea that the thing can be settled as simply as that. If you just beat hell out of a few of them they'll come to believe you're as good as they are.
It doesn't work that way. It takes you quite a while to see that you're not getting anywhere, but finally you see that fighting isn't the answer. So you start studying; long hard hours.
The teachers say you've got a good brain, better than any brain in the room, maybe. You don't know just why it's so important to make these snotty Cedar Streeters see that you're somebody, but it is. You lie awake at nights and it gnaws at you and you ask yourself, Why is it so important? I'm smarter than any of them, I can whip any of them. But I'm not one of them.
In your second year of high school you think you've found the answer. You go out for football. You're big and tough and fast and you've got a head on your shoulders. You're a natural quarterback. You get your picture in the paper and write-ups and State University sends scouts down to watch you do your stuff. But what really gets you is the yelling from the sidelines. You hear them yelling your name and it goes to your head like high wine. And after you make a touchdown they all pound you on the back and holler at you and tell you you're the best damn quarterback Old Big Prairie High ever had, and you feel so proud that you're ready to bust. You're finally getting somewhere.
And there's a girl, too. But we'll have to go back again to understand that.
You have to go clear back to the beginning to understand about Lola, because it was Lola who put the hunger in you to pull yourself out of Burk Street and be somebody.
Lola was a symbol at first, and hardly a person at all. She was nine years old and she wore a white dress and black patent-leather slippers, and she was the most beautiful thing you'd ever seen because she represented something that you were just beginning to understand. She represented class. She lived in a big white house on Cedar Street and her old man drove a new Dodge sedan. She didn't even know you were alive.
There is one day that you remember in particular. It was in September, and you remember standing around in front of the school building that afternoon after school was out, with the rest of the bunch. Then Lola came out, talking to some girl that you didn't know but who must have lived on Cedar Street, too, and they passed right by the group of boys, their heads in the air, not even seeing them.
“Snotty little dames,” one of the kids said under his breath.
Somebody snickered. “I wouldn't kick that Lola Johnson out of bed, though.”
Nine years old. You learned fast on Burk Street. The boys began shoving each other and pushing and snickering wisely to cover up their embarrassment, and for the first time you could remember you were ashamed of them, ashamed of being one of them.
“What's the matter, Roy?”
“He's stuck on Lola Johnson.”
“Like hell I am.”
“Goddamn, let's go down to the slough and see if the mud-cats are bitin'.”
“I've got somethin' else, to do.”
You walk off, careful not to take the street Lola and the other girl had taken, but as soon as the other kids are out of sight you cut quickly across vacant lots and come out on Cedar Street.
You can think of no logical reason why you did it. But your chest was pounding and aching, and not just from the run, as you fell in quietly behind Lola and the other girl, almost a full block back. She looked so clean—even after a full day at school she was clean and white and starched. I love you, Lola! The thought explodes in your mind as you watch her from a distance. You don't know what love is, of course; you only know that she represented something that you craved.
The girl dropped off at one of the houses on Cedar and Lola walked on alone. She reached her house finally and went inside and for a long while you stood across the street, just looking at the house, with a strange kind of ache inside you.
In some strange way, in the remote, dark places of your mind and heart, you came to a decision that afternoon. Somehow, you had to reach that other world of Cedar Street. You had to be someone that Lola Johnson could look up to.
It took a long time. When you had the football in your hands and when you heard the crowd yelling from the sidelines, knowing that Lola was yelling too, then you thought yon had made it.
In your senior year you were sure you had. You were “somebody” now. People pointed you out—That's Roy Foley—all-State quarterback. Not even Lola could ignore a thing like that. When you spoke to her in the halls, between classes, she spoke back. Sometimes she smiled, and when she did your insides would go to mush.
“Lola, ah— That is, well, I'm going your way this afternoon. If I could carry your books ...”
“Oh, I'm sorry, Roy, but I'm not going straight home this afternoon. I promised Patsy that I'd go over to her house.”
Well, you never walked home with her. But, on the other hand, she didn't look down her nose at you either. She knew who Roy Foley was, and that was something.
You told yourself it was something—but you began to wonder. Had you really made progress, or had you been kidding yourself? It was Lola herself who put your mind at ease—for a little while, at least.
“Lola— Well, I was thinking, if we beat Classen Friday, ah— Well, they'll be having a dance in the gym, I guess....”
You'd stopped her in the hallway, between classes, on some flimsy excuse, and the words came blurting out. You were alone with her for just that moment. The warning buzzer was sounding outside the superintendent's office, the signal that classes were ready to begin. For a moment she looked blank, and you were afraid that she was going to rush on to class without bothering to answer. Then she paused, glancing almost furtively, you thought, up and down the empty hall.
Suddenly to your amazement, she became a different person. She smiled. She almost blinded you with the dazzling warmth of it.
“Oh,” she said. “Roy, I do wish I could go to the dance with you!” You could feel yourself glowing inside. And you felt eight feet tall. “But I've already promised Bob Carney I'd go with him. I will see you, though, won't I, Roy?” And then, miracle of miracles, she took your hand in hers and squeezed it!
There was one thing you were sure of, as you stood there, struck dumb in your rose-colored trance. She liked you. It was in her eyes, in her quick response as she squeezed your hand. The only thing you could think of was, She likes me! Maybe she even loves me!
And maybe it was true. Probably she did love you, or at least was infatuated with you, but of course things are never as simple as that. How were you to know or understand the complexities of women? It never occurred to you that when Lola smiled or showed a warmness toward you, it was always when there was no one to see her.
The entire team was at the dance, of course, and people kept pounding your back and telling you what a great guy you were. You weren't a very good dancer, but the girls didn't seem to care that night because you were a hero. You were the greatest guy around.
“I never was so excited in my life, Roy, the way you made that touchdown in the last quarter!”
You've forgotten the girl's name. You probably didn't even see her because you were watching all the time for Lola. You saw her come in and she was so beautiful that it made you ache inside just to look at her. You let her have one dance with her date, and then you cut in.
“Hello, Lola.”
She smiled and you could see that she was glad you'd tagged in. She's proud to be dancing with you. Lola is more than a symbol now, she's everything you want or will ever want. She's cleanness and sweetness and softness, everything that Burk Street isn't. When you put your arms around her, you want to mash her to you. But you don't do that. You dance, a little more clumsily than usual, and you feel sweat breaking out on your forehead.
This is a hell of a thing. On the football field you're not afraid of anything and you know just what to do, but you're dancing with a girl and she's smiling at you and you're scared to death.
“Is anything wrong, Roy?”
“Wrong? Oh, no, not a thing. Everything's fine. I guess I don't dance so good—so well, though.”
“We could sit this one out,” she says, “if you don't feel like dancing.”
Now you've done it. Just keep talking and talking and finally you'll ruin everything.
“It was a wonderful game.” And she looks up at you and her eyes are soft and she's still smiling that gentle smile.
“I guess we could get Cokes,” you say. “We could go outside on the steps and drink them. It's pretty hot in here.”
So you do that. You get Cokes and go outside.
“It's a nice night,” you say, and then you think, God, that's a new opener for you! It's a nice night!
“The moon's just coming up on the other side of the river—see it?”
You say you see the moon. You say a lot of other things just as bright, and all the time you're wanting to put your arms around her and kiss her.
“It was a wonderful game,” Lola says again. “I shouted until I was hoarse in the last quarter.”
You begin to feel a little better. “If I'd known, maybe I'd have done better.”
“You did wonderfully, Roy. You won the game.”
There's nothing to be afraid of, you tell yourself. She's talking to you just as she would to anybody else. The thing is, you don't want her to talk to you the way she would talk to anybody else. You want it to be special. You want her to feel the way you feel. And you think, Maybe she does. She likes me. I can tell when somebody likes me.
An idea hits you then, and you say, “Are you going to college, Lola, when you finish high school?”
“Why, I suppose so, Roy. Why?”
“I think I'll go, too. I can get a scholarship if I want it. I want to study law or something.”
“I think that would be nice.”
“Maybe we could see each other there, if you go to State University. I'll be going out for football, probably.”
“Why, that would be nice.”
You're not sure just how it happened, but you have one arm around her now. And all the feeling inside you starts rushing up in your throat and you can't talk any more. You drop your Coke and put both arms around her, and you pull her against you so hard that you know you're hurting her, but you can't help yourself. You mash your mouth onto hers and time seems to stop. The world stops and waits. And for the first time in your life you feel good and clean and at peace.
When you release her, her eyes are wide and startled. Then suddenly she smiles and says, “My!”
You start talking then, and you can't stop. “Lola, I love you. I've loved you ever since I can remember, almost. I want to marry you—not right now, of course, but not too long off, either. I'm going to amount to something, Lola, you wait and see. They can't keep me on Burk Street if I don't want to stay there. I'll be a lawyer or something. Maybe a doctor, and you'll be proud of me, Lola.”
At first she just has that startled look, and that little half smile. Then abruptly, right in your face, she laughs.
She throws her head back and howls, and tears of merriment form at her eyes and run down her cheeks. She gasps for breath and holds her sides as if she's in pain, and then she starts all over again, howling and laughing.
You turn cold. Your insides sag like rock. “Lola!”
She gets her breath finally. “Oh, Roy!” she gasps, “You're the funniest thing!” And then she starts laughing again.
You start backing up, a step at a time, at first. Then you turn and try to slip away.
“Hey, Roy!” someone calls, and you know it's one of the team but you're too sick with shame to turn around. You walk faster, staying in the shadows, and the only thing you want is to get away from there. As far away as you can get. And then you hear the others coming out of the gym to see what all the excitement is about, and you hear Lola laughing, starting all over again.
“Lola, what on earth!”
Then, standing in the darkness, praying frantically to a God that you know won't hear you, you hear Lola gasp out, between spasms of laughter: “Oh, this is just too funny! Roy Foley—.Roy Foley just said to me...”
You don't hear any more. You turn blindly and run.
You don't sleep that night. You lie there drowning in an ocean of shame, and anger swells your chest and throat until you can't breathe. You beat the mattress with your fists, and you swear that you'll get even with her if it's the last thing you do. You'll be a lawyer, the best damn lawyer in the country, and you'll break her. You'll break her old man. You'll frame him somehow and send him to jail, and see how she likes that!
You think of a lot of ways to hurt her, but none of them are good enough. Damn her! Damn her! Goddamn her! And you curse yourself, too, because you know well that you haven't got the guts to face her again. There would be no college; there wouldn't even be a diploma from the high school, because you knew you couldn't face her.
And that's the way it is when you're young and your name is Roy Foley and you live on Burk Street. You try, but you can't win. So you run.
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YOU WOULD THINK THAT fourteen years would be long enough to forget. I thought I had forgotten, but there it was, the same thing all over again. The shame was just as sickening as it had been fourteen years ago, and the hate and anger were just as sharp.
I went across the street and into the house again, and I guess I went absolutely crazy for a few minutes. I picked up a chair and slammed it against the wall, and I kept slamming it until there was nothing but splinters left. Then I pounded the walls with my fists and cursed. Foley, you're a phony, no-good sonofabitch! Oh, you were going to do great things! You were going to show her that she couldn't get away with treating you like that. A lousy fry cook in a crumby eight-stool hash house. Great God, you make me sick!
The rage finally burned itself out of its own violence and left me weak and gasping. I lay across the bed and tried not to think about it. Well, what do you do now, Foley? I knew I couldn't stay in Big Prairie. Sooner or later I would run into her, and what would I do then? Now that I had cooled off I knew that I didn't have enough money to take care of the funeral expenses. What would I say to her? Here's three-fifty, Lola. Thanks for burying my old man for me. I'll pay you the rest when I get a job.
I knew what I was going to do. I was going to run, just the way I had done before.
I went back to the salvage shop and called a taxi, then went outside to smoke a cigarette and wait for it. I felt like I was just coming —out from under a long, hard drunk. My hands shook. The muscles in my legs had gone to milksop.
The taxi came finally, and I went back to the bus station and found out that it would be another hour before I could catch anything going west. So I checked the suitcase and started walking the streets to kill time just looking around.
The red Ford passed me, making about forty-five miles an hour right through the middle of town. I'd just stepped off the curb and he missed me by about six inches, and I thought, The sonofabitch, I hope he gets himself killed! Then, while I was still looking, the Ford screeched under tramped brakes, then made a U turn right in the middle of the street and came back toward me. It was a new convertible, but the top was up because the day was sharp.
I jumped back on the curb and started to yell, but then I saw the girl sitting next to the driver. Her hair was long and so blonde that it was almost white. Her mouth was as red as an open wound. She wasn't beautiful—she was a long way from that—but there was something witch-like about her, and once you looked at her it was hard to take your eyes away.
“Roy,” the driver called. “By God, it's Roy Foley!”
I saw the driver for the first time. He was a heavy-set guy with eyes that were pale and vaguely weak-looking, and mousy hair that was beginning to get thin on top. He had the flushed, slightly puffy face of a heavy drinker. The first thing I thought was, How did a pig like that get a girl like that? The red convertible explained part of it, I guessed. Then it hit me who he was and it almost floored me.
I gouged in my mind for his name, and then I had it. It was Sid Gardner. He was from Burk Street, just like I was, and he was one of the dumbest guys I had ever known. But he had that new car and that girl.
By the time I got it all figured out I was over pumping his hand, and he looked tickled to death to see me.
He turned to the girl and said, “Vida, this here's Roy Foley. He was the sweetest damn running back you ever saw.”
“Not without you making the holes for me,” I said. I had him pegged now. He had been a guard or a tackle, as well as I could remember. The girl looked at me and smiled as though it was a debt that had to be paid.
“By God,” Sid said, and then he remembered something and got serious. “Say, I heard about your old man. That's too bad.”
There was nothing much I could say to that, so I nodded.
“Look,” Sid said, “why don't you climb in? I've got to take Vida home, then I've got some running around to do, but that won't keep us from talking.”
“Well—”
I was thinking about the bus that would be pulling out in less than an hour, but I was calmer now and not so anxious as I had been back on Burk Street. Anyway, I still hadn't got over the shock of seeing an ordinary Burk Street punk looking so rich. There were two things I knew, he hadn't done it by working and he hadn't done it with brains. Then, how?
I made up my mind right then to find out, if I could. There would be other buses.
The girl, Vida, looked vaguely annoyed as she moved over to the middle of the front seat and I got in. Sid put the car in gear.
The longer we rode the more I remembered about him and the better I understood him. Sid Gardner was one of those men who never grow up and never forget. He was still Burk Street, even with his red convertible and expensive-looking girl, and he would never forget that, either. But it would never bother him.
He drove north from town, where the new residential district had grown away from the river. I expected him to let Vida off at some apartment house, because it looked like that kind of setup to me. It shook me when he pulled up in the driveway beside a rambling new brick house. And it dawned on me then that Vida was his wife. A dumb guy like that with a new car, a big house, and a wife like Vida. God!
But maybe he wasn't so dumb at that, because he could see what was going on in my mind after we let Vida out and started back toward town.
“Not bad for a Burk Street boy, huh?” he said, grinning.
“That's just what I was thinking.”
“You don't look bad yourself, Roy. You look like you've been doing all right.”
I thanked God then that I had one good suit. “I can't complain,” I said, and hoped Sid would let it go at that for now.
Then he pulled the convertible into a side street and began to check a list of names that he'd taken out of his breast pocket.
“What's this?” I said.
He looked kind of puzzled. Then he laughed. “Hell, I keep forgetting you've been away. But, with your old man and all, I guess election day doesn't mean anything to you. This,” he explained, nodding at his list of names, “is a list of every good church-going voter in this precinct, and it's my job to see that they get to the polls and vote.”
“Vote for what?”
“For prohibition,” he grinned. “Boy, you've got a little bit of catching up to do! Look, how do you think I can afford these things I've got? By working in a salvage shop on Burk Street? Hell, no! I can afford them because I'm a bootlegger.”
That jarred me for a minute. I'd had the notion that bootlegging had gone out with the Volstead act about twenty years ago. But then I remembered that Oklahoma was one of the two states still hanging on to prohibition, and something about that struck me as being funny. There was no other place in the world, probably, where Sid Gardner could have made a living, but here he was, raking it in.
I laughed and said, “Well, I'll be damned.”
“You see now why I've got to work to get these voters to the polls?”
“Sure, you've got to keep the state dry or you go out of business. But why pick on the church-going voters?”
He looked at me as though I were feeble-minded. “Why, they're the ones that vote dry.”
I lay back in Sid's glossy new car and howled, feeling better than I had felt for a long time.
“Why, hell, I even took Vida down to vote,” he said. “This is hard work. It's impossible to buy a pint of whisky in Big Prairie County today—until the polls close, that is. All us bootleggers are working to get the vote out.”
That hit me just right and I started laughing again.
I forgot all about that bus I was supposed to catch. Sid had planted the seed, and now the idea was growing, growing faster than weeds in a rose garden. I knew then that I wasn't going to leave Big Prairie, after all. If Sid could get all this, I could get more. A lot more. And there was one other thing I knew. I would see Lola again. And when I did, I would be ready for her.
After I made up my mind, Sid couldn't have shaken me even if he had wanted to. But he didn't want to. He wanted to talk about all the old days on Burk Street and the fights we'd had and the football team, and I listened to every word as if it were the Gospel. And in between, we'd pick up the voters and take them to the polls—nobody but church members, the solid citizens of the community.
Toward the end of the day, I hit Sid with it. I told him I wanted a job working for him.
At first he didn't think I was serious. “Hell,” he said, “you wouldn't have any kind of job I could give you. The only boys I have working for me are the runners, and you can't make any money at that.”
“How much?”
He shrugged. “Maybe seventy-five a week.”
I wondered what Sid would think if he knew I'd been working fourteen hours a day in hash houses for a hell of a lot less.
“Seventy-five's all right.”
When he began to get that careful look I knew I was going too fast. But I'd already laid it on the table, and there didn't seem to be any way of backing up. “Of course,” I said, and tried to look hurt, “if you don't want me, it's all right. There won't be any hard feelings about it. I was doing all right out on the Coast. I've got plenty of contacts out there and I can raise all the money I need any time I want it. I was going back out there, anyway. So if you don't want me, there're no hard feelings. I'm just curious to see how this bootlegging works, that's all.”
“You figure to go into business for yourself?”
I shrugged. “Maybe. If I decided to do it, I'd go somewhere else. Maybe Oklahoma City or Tulsa. I wouldn't try to horn in on your own business.”
He thought about it for a long minute, and then he grinned. “Hell, why not?” He did have one idle thought, though, and he said, “It'll take money, if you decide to open up.”
“I told you money didn't worry me.”
That decided it for him. He punched me on the shoulder and said, “You're hired, then, if that's the way you want it. I was going to have to put on another runner anyway. When do you want to go to work?”
“The sooner, the better.”
“You'll have to have a car.”
“I'll get one tomorrow.”
We had been cruising around, not heading anyplace in particular. “I've got to get back to the house,” he said, “and pick up Vida. Where can I let you off?”
“Downtown at one of the hotels will do until I find something better.”
When he let me out I pumped his hand. “Sid, I want you to know that I appreciate this.”
“Hell, don't give it a thought.” He was about ready to pull away when an idea hit him. “I just thought of something,” he said. “Some of the boys are getting together tonight to play some poker and listen to the election returns. It wouldn't hurt you to mix with them a little.”
“That sounds fine. Who are the boys?”
He grinned. “I'll tell you later. Pick you up at eight in the lobby of the Travelers.”
The Travelers Hotel was a four-story building on the corner of First and Main, right in the middle of what passed as Big Prairie's downtown section. They gave me a room on the top floor, which was as good as you could expect in a town of that size, and the bellhop hustled around opening windows and turning on lights while I stood at the corner window and looked down at the town.
“Would there be anything else, sir?” the hop said.
“What else have you got?”
“Whisky,” he said and grinned. “Women. About everything.”
It was quite a town at that. Just for the hell of it, I said, “Bring up some ice and soda and a bottle of Johnny Walker.”
He was back in about five minutes with the Scotch and mixer. I asked him how much it came to.
“Twenty dollars, sir.”
I paid him off and when he left I made myself a drink and stood at the window again, thinking, Geez, twenty dollars for a bottle of whisky! Somebody sure as hell is making money.
Then I felt myself grinning. I'd finally found a place to grab hold and start climbing, and I didn't care who I knocked down getting to the top. I remembered the old man, and it was almost impossible to believe that he had been buried just that afternoon. But the old man had finally done something to help me, even if he'd had to die to do it. He'd brought me back to Big Prairie.
Then, out of nowhere it came, that feeling of darkness and queasiness, and I thought, You're forgetting Lola. The future that had only a moment ago been so secure, began to crumble senselessly, just because I had thought her name.
Forget it, I told myself. It was a kid thing, and all kids get hurt at one time or another, but they get over it. Besides, she probably doesn't even remember you. Not Lola, she had more important things to do than carry grudges against Burk Street nobodies. She had ambition, she had a husband who would probably be governor of the state some day. Roy Foley?—she wouldn't even remember the name.
I tried to tell myself that it was coincidence that Lola happened to be the president of the charity that buried the old man. But it was no coincidence. And no accident. You can't put your knife in a man, even accidentally, and then walk away without hating somebody. I remembered something then, and at first I had no idea why a thing like that should bob suddenly to the front of my brain.
There had been a dog—an ancient, slat-ribbed, crippled hound—that used to lie in the sun beside the sidewalk in front of our house. The dog never bothered anybody. I had passed him a thousand times without thinking about him. And then one day, for no reason at all, I kicked him. I could remember laughing at the way he yelped and jumped up. He couldn't run, because of his crippled leg, so he hobbled around, bewildered and hurt, in a tight, wobbly little circle, and several people gathered around and there was a lot of laughing for a little while. Then suddenly it didn't seem funny any more, and we all stopped laughing and stood there feeling vaguely uncomfortable, and not knowing exactly why. I could feel them looking at me, and then they all walked away. I looked at the dog and felt sorry for him at first, and I began to get mad at myself for doing such a damn fool thing. But what the hell, he was just a dog, wasn't he? What right did people have to look at me that way just because I'd kicked a goddamn dog? So I kicked him again. Harder this time. You mangy mutt, that'll teach you to keep out of my way! I kicked him every time I saw him after that, and pretty soon he went away. I heard later that he turned mean and somebody finally had to shoot him. I was glad. I'd hated the mutt.
I made another drink, a strong one this time, and poured it down.
The whisky helped. It put fire where there had been nothing. After a while the sureness and feeling of strength came back. Think about Sid, I told myself. Nobody kicks Sid around—not even a dumb guy like that—so what are you sweating about? Money is the thing that counts. With enough money, you can handle people like clay; even Lola. And there's money, plenty of it, in bootlegging.
To hell with Lola. Forget about her.
I drank to that.
When the hop got back with my suitcase I got out some clean things and soaked for about thirty minutes in the bathtub. After I finished shaving I gave my suit a brushing and got into it. By the time I was dressed and down in the lobby it was eight o'clock. Sid was just coming in.
“You ready, boy?”
His face was redder than usual and I could see that he had been belting his own merchandise. “I'm ready. Where do we go?”
“Vida's got the car outside.” His grin seemed a little forced. “She's kind of mad, I think. Don't mind Vida if she's kind of mad. Hell, a man's got a right to celebrate on election day, hasn't he?”
“Sure he has. Let's go.”
We went out to Fourth Street where Vida had that red convertible parked. She didn't even give us a glance when Sid opened the car door and piled in. She stared straight ahead with her jaw set like a bear trap. “Damn!” she said, as Sid tilted over and almost dumped in her lap. She snapped her head around and said to me, “What's your name again?”
“Roy Foley.”
“Roy, you'd better let Sid sit next to the door, just in case.”
That was fine with me. I elbowed Sid out, then I slid in next to Vida and Sid got in next to the door.
“Hell, I'm not drunk,” Sid said. “I'm not drunk by a damn shot.”
Vida slammed the car into gear. “You'd better roll the window down for him,” she said. “Let him get some air.”
So I rolled the window down and Sid hung his head out for a minute. When he pulled his head inside again he looked as sober as anybody. “I guess I needed some air at that. I feel fine now, though.”
Without looking at him, Vida said, “Sure. You look fine.” They threw it back and forth for a while, as if I weren't there. While they were at it, I studied Vida.
She was one of those women who are almost ugly, but with something about them that knocks men flat. She had practically no color in her face except for her mouth, which was painted blood red. Her eyes slanted just a little, or maybe it was the way she made them up. Her hair, almost white, hung as straight as a board and came to her shoulders. She looked as cold as frosted glass-still it was hard to look at anything else.
She was wearing a thing that was probably called a cocktail dress, but with a fur stole over her shoulders I couldn't tell much about it. After a while she caught me looking at her, so I started paying attention to what was going on in front of the windshield.
“Look,” I said, when the traffic got heavier, “where are we going, anyway?”
“Across the river,” Vida said, “to Barney Seaward's place.”
“Am I supposed to know Barney Seaward?”
Sid fumbled for a cigarette and seemed to be glad to change the subject. “Barney Seaward is the wholesaler for Big Prairie County,” he said. “He ships the booze in from Texas and spends money in the right places for protection and keeps things running smooth.”
“He sounds like quite a man.”
“He's the biggest man in Big Prairie County; and don't forget it. Me, I'm just one of the retailers. There are two of us in Big Prairie, and four or five more scattered around the county.”
“You mean this Seaward supplies all the bootleggers in Big Prairie County?”
“All the big ones. There's a few wildcatters, but they don't do enough business to bother us.” He got his cigarette going and thought for a minute. “I guess I'd better fill you in,” he said, “if you're thinking of going into the business. To begin with, we'd better not say anything about you going to work for me. Not tonight, anyway. I'll just introduce you as a guy who used to live on Burk Street. If I vouch for you, it'll be all right.”
“Whatever you say. Who's going to be there besides Seaward?”
“Well, there'll be Joe Kingkade, the other retailer. He works the west side and the business district and part of the river, area. And there'll be Clyde Somers, the county sheriff, and McErulur, the chief-of-police.”
“This begins to sound more like a peace officer's convention than a get-together for bootleggers,” I said.
Sid looked at me. “How do you think these people get elected to office? Who do you think pays their campaign expenses and sees that they get good write-ups in the paper? They wouldn't be anybody without the whisky dollars backing them, and they know it.” He grinned faintly. “This being election night, Paul Keating will probably be there, too. He's the county attorney.”
I guess I should have expected that. As long as Seaward was buying up all the county offices, he might as well buy the county attorney while he was at it. But the thing knocked the wind out of me for a minute.
“The women folks will be there, too, probably,” Sid went on. “On election night, it's kind of like a party.”
For a few brief seconds panic seized me and left me weak. Then something else hit me and I almost laughed.
“Well, I'll be damned!”
“What's the matter with you?”
“I was thinking of something.”
For a moment a picture had come clear in my mind, and that was what I was laughing at. I saw Lola catering to a crowd of bootleggers and crooked politicians, and hating every-minute of it. But catering to them anyway, because she was the county attorney's wife and she was ambitious. I would bet that right at this minute she had her eye on the state capitol and the governor's mansion.
“Do you want me to run this down for you or not?” Sid said, and he was a little peevish because he couldn't see anything to laugh at.
“Sure. I didn't mean to interrupt you.”
“Well,” he said grudgingly, “this is the way we do things. And wherever you go, it'll be the same way. To be a whisky dealer, you've got to buy a county, and you do that by starting with the county seat. The first thing you do is organize, like me and Seaward and Kingkade. And then you buy the county newspaper and see that it prints what you want it to print. Next you take in the county offices—the sheriff, the county attorney, the chief of police of the county seat. It's cheaper to put your own men in office than to try to buy the ones already in, and that's easy enough, if you own the newspaper. The county attorney is the key man because it's up to him to get clearance from the state officials. After you do all that, buy your trucks and start bringing the stuff in.
“And then you have more trouble. You can't buy protection for your transportation across the state line because that's up to the Federal officers and the highway patrol, so you've got to figure on losing a truck now and then. And the sheriff's got to make a raid once in a while to make it look good. On top of that, wildcatters try to hijack your trucks for you, and there's nothing you can do about it except fight them. We're not bothered too much with hijackers, though. Seaward's boys carry sawed-off twelve-gauge shotguns, and they know how to use them.”
Sid had been looking at the tip of his cigarette and talking to the windshield. Now he turned and looked at me. “I'm telling you all this to give you an idea of what it's like. Bootlegging in Oklahoma is big business. It takes big money to start it and big money to keep it going. There are big risks to take and there's a chance you might even get killed. Do you still think you want in?”
Sid would never know how much I wanted in. I said, “I haven't changed my mind about that. But I'm beginning to see why the price of whisky is so high.”
“You're damn right it's high,” he said self-righteously. “We've got expenses.” Then he settled back in the seat, looking satisfied with himself. “Well, that's that, then. You can work with me for a while until you catch on. I know a county up in the Panhandle where you can get started on your own.”
To hell with the Panhandle counties, I thought. Drinkers up there could drive across the state line and get their own booze at legal prices. I wanted a place like Oklahoma County, or Tulsa County, right in the middle of the state, but I knew there wasn't a chance of moving into places like them. I figured Big Prairie would be just about right, to start with.
“By the way,” Sid said, “how much money can you raise, when the time comes?”
I was tempted to look him in the eye and say, “I couldn't raise a goddamn penny,” just to see how he would look. What I said was “Ten thousand. Maybe fifteen.” And I was afraid that was being too extravagant.
“That won't be enough,” Sid said. “A load of merchandise can come to twenty thousand.”
God! I hadn't realized that there was that much money. But I held onto that sinking feeling and tried to make myself sound convincing. “I can raise it.” Here I was going to work the next day, and I couldn't even buy a car that I would have to have. Still, I had that feeling that I could work it out somehow. I had hold of something good at last, and it was going to take a damn hard blow to knock me loose from it.
We left Big Prairie behind and headed south toward the river. About a mile on the other side of the river Vida turned off on a section line road, then after another mile or so we saw the house. It was a big brick place with a brick wall around it and a lot of trees. We turned off the road onto a graveled driveway. A pair of iron gates stood open, so Vida pulled up to where five or six cars were parked.
An old lady wearing a white apron and a lace cap met us at the door and let us in. She took our hats and coats and told us that the women were in the front room and the men were in the clubroom listening to the radio. Vida went off down the hall without even a nod to us.
“The hell with her,” Sid said. “Let's go get a drink and see if the returns have started coming in.”
We went down the hallway and turned into a brick-walled room where five men sat around the fireplace in big leather chairs listening to the syrupy voice of an election reporter coming from a combination radio-record-player-bar. One of the men got up and came at Sid with an outstretched hand.
“Sid, have you heard? Clyde's run away with the sheriff's race. It wasn't even a contest.”
“We spent enough money on it,” Sid said. “What did you expect?” Then he took my arm and said, “Barney, I want you to meet Roy Foley, the sweetest damn quarterback Big Prairie ever saw. I didn't think you'd mind if I brought him along.”
“Not at all,” Barney Seaward said. “Any friend of Sid's is all right any time.” We shook hands and he was smiling all the time, but when the formalities were over I knew that I had been sized up by an expert. Seaward was a trim, well-dressed guy somewhere in his late forties, and at first glance he seemed a quiet, well-mannered man who had somehow drifted into the wrong business and didn't quite know what to do about it. But on second glance you knew that he was as hard as gunsteel. He had regular, straight features, dark hair beginning to go gray around the temples. His complexion was dark but, in the artificial light of the room, I couldn't tell if it was a natural swarthiness or if it came from a sun lamp.
His eyes were very sharp. He looked at Sid and I had the feeling that he could tell to the ounce how much liquor Sid had put away since noon, and I also had the feeling that he didn't like it. But he was smiling all the time, and talking, a fine picture of a perfect host. A nice guy, but I wouldn't want to put a knife in his hand and turn my back to him.
“How's the vote going on the prohibition amendment?” Sid asked.
“How do you think it's going? A preacher came on awhile ago and wanted everybody to thank God because the drys are winning.”
Barney and Sid had a good laugh over that, then a squat little guy in an expensive blue suit and cowboy boots came over and said, “It looks good, Sid.”
“It looks that way, Clyde. Barney tells me they're declaring it no-contest in the sheriff's race. By the way, I want you to meet Roy Foley, the damnedest football player you ever saw when he was in high school.”
“Glad to know you, Foley.”
I made myself a quick drink at the bar and we ran into Thad McErulur, the chief of police, and Joe Kingkade, the other retailer, and then we went through the handshaking again and talked some more about the election. I tried to keep my mind on who I was meeting and what was being said, because it was going to be important to me later on. But- I could feel myself winding up tighter and tighter, like a dollar watch just before the spring snaps.
“Something wrong, Roy?” I heard Sid saying.
“No. I just remembered I haven't eaten today. I guess I'd better go easy on the liquor.”
“Nothing to worry about,” McErulur said. “Barney's whisky won't hurt you. He serves nothing but the best.”
McErulur was a big, red-faced ox of a man, looking much too prosperous to be the chief of police of a hick town like Big Prairie. But that figured. Kingkade was a quiet little man in a bow tie and a sloppy blue serge suit. He nursed a coke while the others poured down Sea-ward's free liquor and I pegged him right away as the most dangerous man in the house, next to Seaward himself.
The room was beginning to get smoky, but even so I noticed how drunk Sid was getting. I watched him pour three fingers into a highball glass, down it straight, and before it had time to hit his stomach he was pouring again. He weaved a little.
He saw me watching him as he hoisted another shot. “You think I'm drinkin' too much.” His tongue was thick.
“It doesn't make any difference to me. Seaward might not like it, though.”
“The hell with Seaward,” and I could see the drunken belligerence begin to look out from behind his eyes. “You met everybody?”
“I think so,” I said, wondering why Seaward would have a lush like Sid in his organization.
“How about Paul Keating?”
I almost dropped the glass I was holding, because I had begun to hope that the Keatings wouldn't show up after all. Sid grabbed my arm and hung onto it. “You got to meet Paul Keating,” he said ponderously, pulling me away from the bar. “Hell, Keating's going to be governor some day.”
Keating had just come in from the hallway and was shaking hands with the sheriff when Sid pointed him out, but I think I would have known him anyway because he was just the kind of man Lola would marry. His suit was cut from beautiful Oxford gray flannel, but it was so conservative that it looked more like a period costume than a suit. It was single breasted and all three buttons were buttoned. His shirt collar was stiff, of course, and his tie was of the best navy silk with a small red stripe running through it. He wore an Acheson-type mustache, and I would bet my last penny that as soon as he got out of Big Prairie he would buy himself a walking stick. I hated his guts on sight.
“Roy,” Sid said thickly, “I want you to meet Paul Keating, our county attorney. Paul, this is Roy Foley, the best damn quarterback you ever saw.”
I thought savagely, if Sid mentions football one more time I'll hit him! Paul Keating nodded politely, but I could see distaste in those cool, supercilious eyes of his as we shook hands. I could see him thinking, Great God, another Burk Street hoodlum! But for all he knew I was a personal friend of Seaward's, and if I was, he was going to be nice to me if it killed him.
“It's a great pleasure, Mr. Foley.” We shook hands limply, and then we stood there, looking at each other and trying to think of something to say, but the words wouldn't come.
The Sheriff saw Keating, came toward him, and Sid and I got away.
I should have kept my mouth shut, but there was so much boiling inside me that I had to let a little of it come out. “You boys sure bought yourselves something,” I said, “when you got that county attorney.”
“Paul?” Sid grinned vaguely. “Hell, he's all right. Comes from a good family, got a good record. He's done a lot of good for Big Prairie County.”
“Like what?”
“He cleaned up prostitution, for one thing. Used to have some cribs down by the river, but things like that go bad with the churches. Anyway, bootlegging is the big business. We clean up prostitution and gambling and people figure that's doing damn good.”
“Do you mean there are no tramps or gambling joints in Big Prairie?”
“Sure there are tramps. And you can get a bet down without any trouble, if you want to, but it's all under control. It's a nice quiet business.”
“Barney Seaward's business?”
Sid was drunk, but he wasn't that drunk. He gave me a long, careful look and said, “Roy, the next time you think of a question like that, just forget it.”
I should have been ready for it, but I wasn't. When Barney Seaward came back into the clubroom, the wives behind him, I could hear the breath whistling between my teeth as if I had been kicked in the stomach. I couldn't move as I stood there, feeling the blood draining out of my face, waiting for her to recognize me. There were others around us, but I didn't even see them. I could hear Seaward making the introductions and I could hear myself mumbling something, I don't know what. There were just Lola and me, and we could have been alone in the middle of a desert.
She was standing so close to me that I could have touched her, and I saw the vague shock in her eyes. She moved her head slightly, as if shaking off some unpleasant mental image, and for a moment I noticed her dark hair framed the pale oval of her face, and how her mouth half smiled, uncertainly, the expression as rigid as a smile on a statue. And for that moment it was hard to believe that she was real. She was just a woman after all. Open her flesh and she'll bleed, I thought. Hurt her and she'll cry out. And only then, after I was convinced that she was flesh and blood and not a myth, did the hate begin to come. For both of us.
I heard Barney Seaward saying something and I bowed slightly, sick inside. “How do you do, Mrs. Keating.”
She smiled then, and I wondered if the others saw the savageness behind it. I wondered if the others had ever kicked a dog and then grown to hate it with such a viciousness that it made you weak to think about it. That's a crazy thing to think of now, I thought. But Lola would have understood.
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“ARE YOU ALL RIGHT NOW?”
“Sure. I'm all right.”
“Here, wipe your face with this.” Sid handed me a towel and I wiped my face. Then I went over to the basin and splashed water on my face. I rinsed my mouth and I felt a little better.
“You sure you're all right?”
“For God's sake, yes, I'm fine. Look, Sid, will you leave me alone for a minute? Go get me another drink. That's what I need now.”
I was giving Sid a hard time. Here he had brought an old pal uninvited to a party and the first thing his pal did was throw his guts all over the host's bathroom. But I wasn't worrying about Sid. I could close my eyes and still see Lola. I could hear her laughing at me. I leaned on the basin and tried to pull myself together.
After a while Sid went out, and then he came back with a highball glass half full of straight bourbon. I gagged it down, and pretty soon I could feel it start burning some of the sickness away.
“Thanks, Sid. That's what I needed.”
Vida was waiting for us in the hallway when we came out of the bathroom. “Well,” she said coldly, “have you had enough, or won't you be satisfied until the bar is cleaned out?”
“It wasn't Sid,” I said. “It was me.”
Sid said, “Look, honey, why don't you take him out on the back porch for a minute? He's all right, he just needs some fresh air.”
The corners of that red mouth turned down. “He's your big friend, why can't you take him out?” And then she said, “Oh, hell. You couldn't stay away from that bar long enough, could you?” Without looking at me, she jerked her head and started toward the back of the house.
Friendship was all right, I thought, but this was going pretty far. If Vida was my wife, inviting her out on the back porch with another man would be the last thing I'd do. But if it was all right with Sid, it was all right with me.
We went down the straight hall and into a kitchen and then onto a screened-in back porch. I went out and leaned against a wooden pillar, breathing deeply. The air was clean and cool.
“Can you find your way back?” Vida asked.
“Sure.”
“Then I'll go back. I'll have to be ready to catch Sid when he starts falling.”
I could see that dress, now that she had taken off the stole. It was probably expensive, but somehow Vida made it look like a streetwalker's uniform. The black material accented the pale nakedness of her arms and shoulders. It pulled tight across her small breasts, then flowed like water over her flat belly and long thighs. I said, “Sid must be crazy,” and the sound of the words shocked me because I hadn't meant to say a thing.
She was starting for the door when I said it, but she paused and looked around. “Why?”
“You don't have to be told that, do you?”
It was all a mistake and I knew it was a mistake and still I couldn't seem to stop it. Maybe it was because of Lola and because I was still seeing that savage half smile of hers. And I kept thinking helplessly, Goddamn her! but there was nothing I could do, no way to hurt her, and I knew that I had to lash out at somebody, hurt somebody back. Vida was there, so I guess that's the reason I said it.
She was quiet for a minute. Then she walked slowly over to where I was and looked hard at me. She said coldly, “Look, Roy, or whatever your name is. You're a friend of Sid's and that's all right with me. There's one thing you'd better get straight, though; it doesn't go any further than that.”
I don't know how. I knew she was lying. But I knew. She looked like a woman who would cut your heart out if you as much as touched her. She looked hard and tough. But the moment I put my hands on her, she went to nothing.
I pulled her to me and it was like leading a sleepwalker. And then she plastered herself against me, and those white arms went around my neck, her fingernails digging like daggers into my shoulders as that blood-red mouth found mine.
“Roy.”
She flowed against me, and that hungry red mouth was hot and alive. God! I thought. That crazy bastard, Sid! I could have had her right there on the back porch, but then she got my lip in those sharp front teeth and began to sink them in and I could feel the blood spurting. My blood! Instinctively, I jerked my knee up and kicked her with everything I had.
That broke her loose. Her mouth flew open and she half doubled, her eyes sick with pain. I got my handkerchief out and wiped the lipstick and blood off my mouth. She had barely broken the skin inside my lip, but the taste of blood was still there.
She was still pretty sick. I put my arm around her and held her up. “Are you all right?”
She nodded. Maybe a minute went by while she dragged in deep gulps of air. I thought she was going to cry, but she fought it back.
“Look, Vida, I didn't mean—” I started. But she cut in.
“Let's don't talk about it. We'll forget about it and it won't happen again.” She straightened up and arranged her hair. “We'll forget about it,” she said again. Then she went back inside.
My lip had already started puffing, but maybe it wouldn't be noticed. For several minutes I stood there in the cool night air and tried to get myself to settle down. What had just happened with Vida was in the past and I could forget that. The prospect of going back in there and seeing Lola was the thing I had to face.
What I wanted to do was start running and not stop until Big Prairie was behind me for good. What I did was light a cigarette and go back in the house.
“I was afraid you'd got yourself lost, Mr. Foley,” Barney Seaward said when I came in.
“Just an upset stomach. I'm fine now.”
Then McErulur came over and said, “How's about a little poker, Barney? Foley, you'll join us won't you? Nothing big, just table stakes.”
Table stakes could get pretty damn big, but I figured I could hold my own by playing close to the vest. So I said, “That sounds all right with me.”
Vida wasn't around, but Lola came into the room again and I could feel myself squeezing the highball glass hard enough to break it. Instinctively, I tried to get away when I saw her looking at me, smiling at me with that damned fixed smile of hers, but my feet could have been in cement for all the good they did me. I saw her stop for a minute to say something to McErulur's wife, then she turned, smiling, and came toward me with an unlighted cigarette in her hand.
“I seem to have misplaced my lighter, Mr. Foley,” she said. “I wonder if I could bother you for a light?”
“Of course, Mrs. Keating,” I heard myself saying. I found the matches somehow, struck one and held it for her. Even through the haze of hate I thought, She's just as beautiful as she ever was!
“I've been trying to place you, Mr. Foley,” she lied pleasantly. “I think I have—it was Big Prairie High, wasn't it? Football, I believe.”
I thought savagely, You remember, all right. I said, “Yes. Football.”
“Oh, I remember now,” she smiled. “You were going to be a doctor, I believe. No, a lawyer.” She frowned slightly. “But Barney didn't mention that when he introduced us.”
“I didn't get to be a doctor. Or a lawyer, either,” I said. Damn you, I didn't get to be anything but a fry cook.
“A businessman, then?” she asked brightly. “As I remember, you were terribly bright in school.”
I felt sick and didn't even try to answer it. Sure, a businessman! I make so much money I let your charity bury my old man just because a little detail like that skipped my mind.
But, God, she was beautiful, more beautiful than I remembered. Hair as black as a witch's heart pulled back severely from the pale oval of her face. Her eyes were dark, with no questions in them. Her mouth thin and smiling as she waited for me to say something when she knew there was nothing I could say. And then I remembered that night, and the high-school kid running blindly away from the laughter, too sick with shame to cry. How Lola must have hated herself that night—but just for a little while. Only until she had found a way to justify the thing and turn the hate around and start it going in the opposite direction. But for a little while she must have hated herself almost as much as I hated her now.
I stood there like a statue for what may have been a few seconds or an hour. Time had stopped for me. Lola brought the cigarette to her mouth and dragged on it, smiling, and behind those eyes of hers I could see her thinking, A doctor! You're a Burk Street hoodlum and that's all you'll ever be. And I saw her glance quickly at her husband on the other side of the room with an almost savage pride, a pride born of possession and ambition. I had a feeling that when she looked at Paul Keating she was looking right through him and seeing the governor's mansion.
“You goin' to play?” I heard Sid saying huskily. I had forgotten that Sid was in the room. I had forgotten that there was anybody in the room except me and Lola.
“Of course,” she said evenly. “Please don't let me keep you from the game.”
When she was gone it seemed to me that everyone in the room must have heard the pounding in my chest. I looked at Sid and he was still holding onto the edge of the bar, glass in hand. Finally I took a deep breath and poured myself another drink. “I thought I'd sit in for a while,” I said.
Sid nodded heavily. “You find out what a man's like when you play poker with him. Maybe you won't be so hot for bootleggin' when you find out what kind of men they are....”
He was even drunker than I had thought. He wiped his face, and when I looked into his eyes I could see his mind drifting from one thing to another. “Vida's sore as hell,” he said. “Went out to the car. Won't even talk to me.” Then he reached out and took my arm. “See Kingkade over there, that little dried-up guy? Looks like a prune, don't he? The little punk would move in on me tomorrow if he thought he could get away with it.”
“You mean take over your territory?”
“Sure. He can't do it, though. I'm a friend of Barney's. I did Barney a big favor once. Old Barney won't let me down.” He laughed abruptly. “The sonofabitch'll be sorry if he tries it.”
“What kind of a favor did you do for Barney?”
But that was going too fast. I could see that Sid wasn't apt to ever get drunk enough to answer a question like that. “Roy,” he said ponderously, “you better play poker.” But when I started to move away he grabbed my arm again, and his face was deadly serious. “You were talkin' to Paul Keating's wife.”
“There's no law against it, is there?” I managed to say it tonelessly.
“I'm not so dumb, Roy. And I'm not so drunk that I can't figure out a few things. Stay away from Lola Keating.”
“I wouldn't touch her with rubber gloves!”
Sid grinned faintly. “That's what I mean. Everybody in town knew why you left Big Prairie fourteen years ago. She's Paul Keating's wife, and Paul Keating is the county attorney. That's the way it's got to be—if you want to stay in Big Prairie.”
We stood there looking at each other, and I could feel myself about to blow up. Lola hadn't been satisfied with what she'd done, she'd had to brag about it. Sid handed me a glass, and I poured it down without tasting it.
“Just forget, Roy.”
“Sure.”
Seaward, McErulur, and Kingkade were cutting for the deal when I pulled a chair up to the table and sat down. “Half a dollar ante, Mr. Foley,” Seaward said. “Is that all right with you?”
That could run into big money, and the three hundred dollars in my pocket was all I had in the world. But there was no easy way to back out now. McErulur cut a king and began to deal.
It was the kind of night that you have once in a lifetime, if you're lucky. I was still boiling, and every chance I got I'd sneak a glance at Lola and curse her under my breath. Half the time I didn't even know what I had in my hand, but it didn't make any difference. The cards kept falling one on top of the other and I couldn't lose.
“Are you sure you're not a beginner at this game, Mr. Foley?” Joe Kingkade asked gently. “I don't believe I ever saw anything like this except in what they call beginner's luck.”
When I could count my chips I found a little over five hundred dollars in front of me. It jarred me. “Luck like this can't last all night,” I said, and tried a laugh that didn't come off very well.
Sid wandered off somewhere. Then McErulur fell out and Paul Keating sat in. They jumped the ante to a dollar and the pots got bigger, and that was when my luck started going downhill. I had almost a thousand dollars in front of me at one time, but then I started playing the cards close, or jumping in on wild hunches, and pretty soon it had dribbled down to about seven hundred. Every card got to be harder to play and I started trying to outguess them. But you don't outguess men like Seaward and Kingkade.
I thought, How the hell am I going to get out of this? I can't just get up and say I've had enough. Kingkade would squeal like a stuck pig. As the game got hotter the women stopped their talking, and pretty soon there wasn't any sound at all except the few words mumbled by the players. I could feel Lola watching me, and that didn't help my game. Roy Foley! I could almost hear her thinking it. Burk Street Foley. Roy, you're the funniest thing! Then I could hear her laughing.
It wasn't my imagination this time. She was really laughing. The sound was hard, bouncing like bullets around the brick walls of the room. One of the women said, “Lola, what on earth—?” And she said, “I—I just thought of something. It struck me as amusing.”
“Are you going to call, Foley?” Seaward said.
I looked at my cards and all I could see was Lola's face. I turned them over and said, “I fold.”
Then I heard the front door slam and the click of high heels coming down the hall and into the living room. It was Vida.
“Roy,” she said, “I don't want to break up the game, but I've got to have your help.”
“What is it, Vida?” Seaward asked.
“Sid's down,” she said, spitting out “Sid” like a curse word. “He's wallowing like a pig in the front yard, and he says he won't talk to anybody but Mr. Foley.”
“I hate to quit when I'm this much ahead,” I said, shoving the chair back. “But maybe we can finish the game some other time.”
Seaward did make an attempt to be pleasant, but his eyes looked worried and I could see that it had nothing to do with the game. “Sure, we'll get together again, Foley. You go on and take care of Sid.” Keating was being dignified about it. Kingkade was calling me thirty kinds of bastard under his breath, but he kept a straight face. I shoved my chips to the center of the table and collected my money from the game's bank.
“Well, it's been a pleasure, gentlemen,” and I shook hands around the table and with McErulur. I nodded to the women and almost made it to the door before Lola said:
“Oh, Mr. Foley, I do want you to know that I'm awfully sorry about your father. If there is anything else my Christian Aid Society can do to help you, please let us know.”
I don't know how I got out of the house. At that moment I could have killed her. My hands ached for that lovely white throat of hers, ached to choke her slowly, slowly, slowly....
Somehow I got to the front porch, shaking, feeling that if I didn't start hitting somebody I'd go crazy. I stepped up to the porch railing and smashed it viciously with my fists and the pain shot up my arm like a bright needle. It was good.
“Roy, are you crazy?”
I smashed the railing again and heard a sickening crack in my hand. Then pain washed over me and blotted out everything.
“I'm all right now. Where's Sid?”
We found him on his hands and knees in a rose bed to one side of the steps. He was trying to get up and couldn't make it. I got a shoulder under him and swung him across my back in a fireman's carry, then dumped him in the car. I sat on the outside and Vida got under the wheel, holding Sid up between us. As she slammed into gear, she said, “He makes me sick! He makes me so damned sick I could die!”
“Does he get this way often?”
She made an ugly sound in her throat. “Seven nights a week is all. You'd think he'd take a holiday sometime, but not Sid. Not one of Big Prairie's most prominent bootleggers. He has to get drunk and shoot off his mouth and tell everybody what a big shot he is.”
I knew by this time that I had broken something in my hand. The sharp pain eased a little and a pounding ache took its place. It worked its way up my arm and across my shoulders, and the hammering set up at the base of my skull. It hurt like hell, but I welcomed it. It gave me something besides Lola to think about.
Sid's chin dropped on his chest, he sagged over toward me, and pretty soon he began to snore. Vida had worked up a full head of steam and had to let the pressure off some way, so I let her talk.
“If he drinks like this all the time,” I put in finally, “how does he take care of his business?”
She stared at the windshield hard enough to break it.
“Oh, he doesn't get this drunk often. Tonight was something special. Oh, Sid's smart, he'll tell you so himself. He takes care of his business and does his drinking at nights. Every goddamn night. Can you imagine what it's like having a lush for a husband?”
I could imagine. And I was beginning to understand Vida a little better. When a girl's husband goes out on a bust once in a while, that's one thing, but when he does it seven times a week it's something else again. Especially at nights. A girl like Vida could get very restless at night if a thing like that went on too long.
The car moved across the river, then through the heart of Big Prairie. Finally Vida braked the Ford and turned into the driveway of their house.
“I'll help you get him to bed,” I said.
“How does your hand feel? We can always leave him in the car.”
My hand was throbbing and, without looking at it, I knew it was beginning to turn an ugly blue. “Never mind the hand. Just get the door open and I'll bring him in.”
Using my left hand, I managed to wrestle Sid upright in the seat. Then I eased under him and got him across my shoulders. I couldn't stand touching anything with my right, and it was a ticklish job getting him up with just the left, but finally I managed it. I got him to the front door and went inside where Vida had switched the lights on.
“Show me where the bedroom is and open the doors for me.”
She shrugged and held a hall door open. I took Sid down the hall, into the bedroom and dumped him. He fell on the bed like a sack of oats.
I pulled his shoes and coat off, and loosened his tie. He never stopped snoring.
“I can get you a drink,” Vida said.
“I think I need one.”
So we went back to the front room and I waited there while Vida got the drinks in the kitchen.
“Bourbon?” she called.
“That's fine.”
The room looked like something right out of Better Homes and Gardens. The furniture was what they call “modern,” and every piece of it was a monotonous blond. The floor was carpeted from wall to wall in pale green shag, and the walls were draped in Japanese prints. Everything was neat and clean and completely without imagination. Vida came in with two full highball glasses on a silver tray.
“Let me look at that hand.”
“It's all right,” I said, but she took it anyway and I winced.
“Sure,” she said dryly, “it's fine. If you're lucky, maybe there's a bone or two that isn't broken.”
“I'll have a doctor look at it in the morning.”
She looked into her glass, rattling the ice. “Sid said you were going to work for him,” she said after a pause. “He said you were thinking of going into business for yourself in another county.”
“That's the idea.”
She had something on her mind but I didn't guess what it was until she said, “You don't have to work for anybody to learn how to be a bootlegger. It's the same in every county and Sid can tell you all there is to know in five minutes.”
I thought L was beginning to get it then. “You don't want me to stay in Big Prairie,” I said. “Is that it? If it's about that business on Seaward's back porch, we'll forget it. It didn't even happen.”
“It's partly that,” she said bluntly. “You probably won't believe me, but I've been a good wife to Sid. I'm not the kind of woman you think I am—but sometimes it isn't easy.” She took a quick drink. “But I was really thinking of Lola Keating.”
I turned the glass up and drank until the ice hit my teeth. “Go on.”
“Sid told me about you and Lola,” she said quietly. “I didn't think much about it then. That was a long time ago. But when I saw you tonight, you scared me. A woman shouldn't be able to do things like that to a man—not after so many years.”
She continued to look into her glass again, not at me. “Leave Big Prairie, Roy. You can't hurt her, she's hurt-proof. Her husband's the county attorney and before many years he'll be the governor, because the liquor dealers like him. He does what they say.”
“What makes you think I want to hurt Lola Keating?”
She smiled then, but very faintly. “When you broke your hand tonight on Seaward's porch railing, you weren't hitting the railing, you were hitting Lola. It will always be like that—the harder you hit, the more you'll hurt yourself.”
“You're quite a philosopher. But why are you so interested in getting me out of Big Prairie?”
She looked at me, and those eyes were cool. “Because I signed a marriage contract with Sid and I mean to stick to it. For better or for worse, as they say. I'm afraid of you, Roy.”
Then, as she stood there looking at me, I could see a shudder start at her shoulders and go all the way down. Her mouth parted as if to say something, but no sound came out, and that shudder went over her again. And a strange thing happened. As I stood there looking at her she stopped being Vida and became Lola. It was Lola and she was laughing without making a sound. Laughing. I stepped over to the wall and snapped the light out.
I could see the nakedness of her pale arms and shoulders and that was about all. I heard myself saying, “You lousy, rotten bitch!” But it was Lola I was talking to. I went up to her and she didn't move. “Goddamn you!” I took the front of her dress in both hands and ripped it wide open.
If there was any pain in my broken hand, it never reached my brain. “Crawl, Lola, goddamn you! Let me hear you beg!” The dress fell somewhere and she stood there, shaking, her body seeming to glow in the darkness. Oh, you're beautiful, all right, I thought. You never thought this would happen, did you, Lola? A thing like this couldn't happen to a proud, snotty little bitch like you. But it is!
“Roy! Don't!”
It was the first sound she made. But it was too late then.
The house was full of small sounds. As from a great distance we heard Sid's snoring. Somewhere an electric clock whirred. There in the front room Vida and I lay in the darkness, on the couch.
It took me several long minutes to pull myself away from that first rush of madness. I was convinced now that I was crazy—or at least partly crazy. I had seen Lola, I'd had my hands on her, but it was Vida beside me now. She had her arms around me, pressing my face to her breasts, and she was crooning something softly. It had a soothing, pleasant sound in the darkness. “Lie still,” she crooned. “Lie still....”
But it scared me—whatever had happened in my brain. I had to figure it out, and I couldn't do it my myself. “I went crazy,” I said. “As crazy as a whole carload of loons. I saw her, right here in this room. She started laughing and I—God, Vida, I'm sorry.”
“I'm not. It had to happen sometime, and I guess I've been hoping it would happen. I'm not made like some women. I can't keep holding on and on forever. And a lush is no husband, Roy. It happened and I'm glad—even if you thought I was someone else.”
“It wasn't that. But I saw her. She started laughing and I went nuts.”
Vida ran her fingers through my hair and kind of twisted it, and then I lifted my face and she kissed me with that red mouth, slow and warm. “I'm glad it was you, Vida. I'm glad it was you instead of her.” She began shuddering again.
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I WOKE UP IN THE HOTEL the next morning without knowing exactly how I got there. My hand was swollen and discolored and I lay there feeling the pain spreading all through me. I looked at my watch and it was ten o'clock, so I figured I ought to find a doctor's office open at that hour. It was a job getting dressed and I didn't even try to shave. There was no way I could hold the hand without hurting it. I thought of Vida then and the whole thing was clear enough in my mind, but still it didn't seem real. No more of that, I thought. Sid is too important to you for you to take chances like that with his wife.
There was a doctor half a block from the hotel. He looked at the hand, prodded it in different places with his finger, frowning. “It's a fracture, all right.”
He shot something into me with a needle and I felt my arm growing numb. That was about all I remembered, except for the red haze of pain and the shock of splintered bone ends snapping into place. It took maybe twenty minutes, getting the cast on and everything, and then he said, “That's all there is to it.”
I ate something, later got a shave, found a used-car lot and bought a '46 Ford for five hundred dollars. It was noon by the time I phoned to see if Sid was at home.
Vida answered, and I said, “This is Roy. Is Sid around?”
Nothing happened for a minute, and it occurred to me that maybe she thought I was angling to take up where we'd stopped the night before. The hell with that, I thought. It was too risky.
“It's the job,” I said. “I've got the car and everything's ready to go. I want to know where I can find Sid so I can get started.”
“Oh,” she said, in a voice that didn't mean anything one way or the other. “I think he's at the office,” she went on, cool and impersonal. “That's the telephone office. The address is 116 West Main; it's over a department store.” She hung up.
I stood there for a minute, the receiver in my hand. It seemed kind of crazy to have it broken off like that after what had happened just a few hours before. But I reminded myself that that was the way I wanted it, and apparently Vida wanted it the same way, so that made everything fine. Just fine.
I found the telephone office without any trouble. It was on the second floor of a two-story building, over a department store as Vida had said. It wasn't much of an office, really—a ten-by-twelve affair with bare walls and unswept floor. There was a long table against one wall where two men sat with six telephones, answering them as they rang. On the other side of the room there was an old-fashioned, roll-top desk and a tilt-back chair, and that was where Sid was sitting, looking weakly at a ledger. He looked up when I came in. He'd made a good comeback from the night before but he still looked pretty hung over.
“I thought maybe you'd changed your mind and left town,” he said. Then he noticed my hand. “What the hell did you do to yourself?”
“I took a swing at Seaward's porch railing. I was pretty far gone.”
He didn't know just what to make of that, so he let it alone. “Vida tells me you helped get me to bed last night. Thanks.”
He didn't suspect a thing as far as I could see, so I grinned.
“What do you think of our setup here?” he said, nodding toward the other side of the room.
“It looks pretty wide open to me, for an illegal business like bootlegging. Don't you keep yourself guarded?”
Sid snorted. “Hell, who would bother us here? We pay for protection, and besides the building belongs to Seaward. The thing to remember is that bootlegging is a nice, quiet, everyday business, the way it's run now. We've made it respectable—almost respectable, anyway —here in Oklahoma, and that's the reason we don't have any more trouble than we do. People are going to drink, it doesn't make any difference about the laws.”
“I guess so,” I said.
“Sure they are. Well, you saw last night how we begin by buying up men like Keating and McErulur and all the rest of them, so there's no sense in going for rough stuff when you've got a setup like that. But the telephone end is what you're interested in now. I've got six phones and I'll get a couple more as soon as I can find good numbers; numbers easy for the customers to remember. I got one good one yesterday; had to pay fifty dollars for it. Five two's.”
He opened a desk drawer and took out what seemed to be a box of five hundred business cards and handed it to me. One of the cards I picked out said: “Call Curly for Fast Delivery. The Best Brands at the Best Prices. 2-2222.”
“Had the cards made up as soon as I got the number,” Sid said. “Take these and pass them around. You have to advertise in bootlegging just like in any other business. Drop them in mail boxes. Shove them under doors in apartment houses. Leave them beside the customer's telephone when you make a delivery.”
“Who's Curley?” I asked.
“Nobody. Every runner has a different number and a different name and works his own territory, as close as he can stay to it. A good runner can work up a damn good following; the boozers won't buy from anybody else but their regular man if they can help it.”
Sid put his hand to his face and rubbed it. “God, I've got a head.” Then he opened another drawer and took out a fifth of bonded stuff and broke the seal. “You want one?” he said.
“It's a little early for me.”
He swigged from the neck, sat looking at it for a long moment, and finally put it back in the drawer.
“Anyway,” he said, “here's the way you work it. We don't keep anything here, it's down at a warehouse in the south part of town. You go down there and pick up what you need, maybe a lug of bourbon and a split of gin and bonded stuff—they're about the only things you'll get calls for around here. After you do that you call the office here and they'll give you the addresses to go to. After you make a delivery you use the customer's phone and call the office back to see if they have any more deliveries to make in the neighborhood you're in. You keep it up that way until you run out of liquor, so then you go back to the warehouse and check out some more.”
“Why don't I start out with several lugs to begin with?”
“Hijackers,” Sid said. “Don't get caught with a big roll or a big load. Bootleggers are fair game for every south-side punk in town, and we can't go crying to the police about it if we get knocked off. Not even in Big Prairie.”
“How does this other retailer, Kingkade, fit into it?”
“He has his own customers and I have mine. We cut it up like Big Prairie was two towns. What kind of car did you get?”
“A '46 Ford.”
He nodded. “That's all right. A runner doesn't want anything fancy, it attracts too much attention. Well, we'll go down to the warehouse and I'll show you how it goes.”
Sid had his warehouse in a little run-down grocery store near the south edge of town. The store, of course, was just a front, and the back end of the place was stacked high with cardboard cases of every kind of liquor you could think of. We parked the Ford in the alley behind the place and went in the back door. There was a kid about nineteen sitting on a case of Belmont, reading a comic book. A twelve-gauge shotgun leaned against the wall within easy reach.
“Hello, Sid,” the kid said.
“Burt,” Sid said, “This is Roy Foley. He's starting today as a runner.” I shook hands with the kid, and Sid went on, “Either Burt or his brother will check the stuff out to you. They keep the records and run the grocery store for me; one of them will be here all the time.” Sid stood there, his face sagging. After a minute he went over to a case of Yellowstone, tore the top back, and took out a pint. He took a long drink, then another, then he capped the pint and put it in his pocket.
“Is there anything else to know before I go to work?” I asked.
“I guess not.” He looked at a phone on the wall. “You can call the office and see if they've got anything for you.”
I went over and began dialing 2-2222, and Sid said, “Not that number, for God's sake. A customer may be trying to get it and you'll have the line tied up. Try 3-8627, that's the office phone all the runners use when they call in.” So I dialed it and a voice said, “Yeah?” Sid took the phone out of my hand.
“Morgan? This is Sid. I'm starting a new runner going under the name of Curly. He'll handle north of Twenty-third Street, on the west side. Have you got anything out there?” He waited a minute and said, “218 Willow Drive. You'd better write that down, Roy.”
Sid hung up, still looking pretty wrung out. “Well, there it is. You're in business, Roy. You've-got your first customer.”
“What do they want?”
“Two pints of Old Quaker. That'll be nine dollars.” He took out his bottle, looked at it, and then hit it. “Burt, you get him straight on the prices, will you? I'm going back to the office and try to lose this head.”
After Sid was gone the kid straightened me out on the prices; then he checked me out and loaded me up, putting the stuff under the front seat of the Ford. He stood in the back door grinning as I turned the car around with one hand to pull out of the alley.
Well, this is the first step, Foley, I thought. You've got the wedge in. All you have to do now is find a hammer and split the thing wide open. And by God, I'd do it! I could feel it.
It took me about a week to find out that I could make money on the side in bootlegging, as in most other things. When I got a call to a party I could sell them red-stamp stuff for green-stamp prices and, if they were drunk enough, they would never know the difference. And some of the customers would have the runners bring other things out with the whisky—cigarettes, sandwiches, whatever they wanted—and that would always mean a tip.
But being a runner for a bootlegger was like scrambling for pennies just outside a gold mine. There was no telling how much Seaward was making out of his operations, but it was plenty. I didn't intend to scramble for pennies any longer than I had to, but I couldn't rush into the thing. I had to wait and take my time, and then one day I'd find an angle and work it for all it was worth. In the meantime, there was Lola. There was no way of getting away from her, so I tried to forget her and concentrate on my job. I kept telling myself to take it one thing at a time. After I discovered a way to move in on Seaward's bootlegging business, then there would be plenty of time for other things.
Then there was Vida. I thought it was all over with Vida after that one night, but I learned pretty soon that Vida wasn't a girl you could think about or not think about, the way you would switch a light off and on. I kept reminding myself that she was Sid's wife, and right now, Sid was a man I couldn't do without. Keep out of her way—was about all I could do.
I moved into a rooming house on Fourth Street and began to work on the million small details that had to be taken care of before I could make a push against a guy like Seaward. I learned that Seaward and Kingkade were pretty sore about the way I'd taken seven hundred dollars off them in the poker game, especially when they found out that I had hired on with Sid as a common runner. But it didn't bother me. As long as I attended to business and kept my mind off Lola and Vida, I was all right.
I'd had my hand out of the cast for about two days when I made a routine call to the downtown office and they gave me an order out on West Twenty-first. The place was a tourist court and I had made deliveries there before, so I figured it was just another traveling salesman letting off steam. But when I got there I saw that red convertible of Sid's parked in the garage next to the cabin.
Well, I figured, maybe Sid's gone to solitary drinking. The order was for Scotch so I got a bottle of Ballentines from under the front seat and went up to the door. I didn't get an answer at first, but I could hear water running inside and I guessed that somebody was taking a shower. Then the water was shut off and I knocked again.
“Come in.”
I would have recognized that voice anywhere. It was Vida. When she opened the door and stood there smiling at me, I knew what was going to happen.
“Come in, Roy.”
“Are you crazy?” I said. “That red convertible can be spotted clear to the highway!”
“There are a lot of red convertibles. But I'll come in a cab the next time, if it bothers you.”
She wore a long white terry-cloth robe that covered her completely from her throat to the floor. Her hair hung even straighter than I remembered it, and the ends were damp where she had missed getting it inside her shower cap.
“While I waited for you to get here,” she said, “I took a cold shower. I've taken a lot of cold showers, Roy. They're overrated.”
She came toward me, floating almost, inside the loose folds of the robe. I reached out for her and only then did I realize how much I wanted her. How much I had missed her. I put my mouth on hers and we stood there for a long time. Finally she said, “Roy?”
“Yes?” I touched her hair. It was amazingly soft.
“You're not mixed up this time, are you?”
“No. I'm not mixed up at all.”
A strange thing happened then. I began pulling at the robe and it loosened. I put my hand inside and caressed the cool curve of her back, still damp from the shower, and I felt a kind of gentleness that I had never felt before. I pressed her close, but not hard. When I kissed her again, the fire was still there but the savageness was gone.
“Roy, is anything wrong?”
“No.”
Her eyes were puzzled when I released her and the folds of her robe fell back into place. I couldn't explain it to her because I wasn't sure what was happening myself.
There was a wall phone near the head of the bed, so I used it to call the office and tell them I had car trouble and they would have to give my orders to another runner. Then I went into the two-by-four kitchenette and made two drinks with plain water. I came back in with the drinks and Vida was sitting on the edge of the bed, watching me with those silent eyes.
“Did you ever think what would happen,” I said, “if Sid found out a thing like this was going on? Sid can be a tough boy. He could kill you if he got mad enough.”
She shrugged faintly.
“It doesn't matter to you?” I asked.
“Not much.”
I sat down beside her and looked at my drink. Two or three minutes went by before I said, “It looks like we'd better get ourselves straight, Vida. A thing like this isn't very smart for either of us. You've got Sid, and I've got plans.”
“I think I already know what they are. You mean to move in on Sid, don't you?” I almost dropped my drink at that, but she went on before I could say anything. “And that means you'll have to move against Seaward, too. That will be dangerous, Roy.”
I tried to sound surprised. “Now that's a hell of an idea! What makes you think I'd try to shove around a man like Seaward?”
She looked at me and then at her drink. “I don't know exactly. I think it's Lola Keating. Are you still in love with her, Roy?” But she didn't wait for an answer. “I think you are,” she said flatly. “You think you hate her —still, you're willing to fight men like Seaward for her special benefit. What are you trying to prove?”
“I'm not trying to prove anything. I hate her guts.”
“Love and hate are very close sometimes,” she said. “What do you feel with me, Roy?”
She put her drink down and lay back on the bed. The robe fell open.
“Come here,” she said softly.
Those white arms came up and went around my neck and pulled me down. “Don't talk. We can talk later. Don't talk,” she kept crooning. And I didn't.
There was no way of knowing how much time had passed. I lay in the soft circle of her arms, thinking nothing, drinking in a great feeling of peace. It was strange, the way I felt about her. For that moment it was almost as if we were the only two people in the world.'
“Did you like it?” she asked.
“What do you think?”
She laughed soundlessly. “What do you think of me, Roy? Do you think I'm bad?”
“No—but you scare me.”
She lifted her face from my shoulder and looked at me. “I think I can see what is going on in your mind,” she said finally. “You think I do this all the time, don't you? Because my husband is a lush, and he's no good in bed, then it makes sense for his wife to take her loving where she finds it. You wouldn't believe me if I told you there had been nobody else before you, would you?”
“I believe you.”
“Then what is it?”
“I'm afraid I'm falling in love with you.”
I hadn't meant to say it—but there it was. A minute passed, or an hour, and there in the quiet of the room I could feel my insides winding up tighter and tighter. I think I prayed then, the first time I'd ever tried it. God, don't let her laugh! I pleaded.
She didn't laugh. She said, “Hold me close, Roy. Hold me as close as you can.”
The worst was over. The terrible sickness that had been closing in on me began to retreat.
She said softly, “When did you decide, Roy?”
“Just a little while ago. When I first came in, I guess.”
“What was it like?”
“I—I don't know. When I kissed you, I wanted you but I was afraid of hurting you. I've never been very particular about hurting people before. And you were cool and clean and alive. I don't know how to say it, but I knew you were what I wanted.”
“Did I remind you of—someone else?”
“No. It wasn't that.”
But that wasn't the truth; I realized it the moment I said it. Somewhere in the cellar of my mind I could see Lola—cool, clean, alive, as she had been that night so long ago. I began to wind up again and I think Vida felt it. But if she did, she said nothing about it. After a while the feeling went away and Vida was saying, “I think I'll take that drink now.”
But before I could get dressed she said, “I've got a confession to make, Roy. Until now I wasn't sure why I came here and tricked you into meeting me. But I know now. I'm afraid I'm falling in love with you, too.”
It was an awkward thing for both of us. I looked at her, then finished tying my shoes and went into the kitchenette to get the drinks. When I came back, Vida was sitting cross-legged in the center of the bed, the white robe draped over her shoulders like a cape. Her figure was almost perfect, wasp-like at the waist, flaring at the hips, and tapering into long, smooth legs.
“Do you want to talk?” she said.
“Not unless you do something to that robe.”
She laughed softly and pulled the robe about her like a tent. Most women would have started right in with “What are we going to do now?” But all Vida said was, “Do you want to tell me about your plans, Roy?”
I knew she didn't mean about us. And I wasn't sure how much I ought to tell her about the other business. At last I said, “Do you know much about how Seaward runs things?”
“No,” she said evenly. “But I imagine I could find out from Sid.”
“Could you find out when he's bringing a shipment into the state? I'll need to know just what kind of truck he's using, who's driving, who's riding guard. I'll also have to know what route he takes and approximately the time he hits the state line.”
She didn't even blink. “I can find out from Sid, but I'll have to do it a little at a time and it may take several days. Men have been killed hijacking whisky trucks. Don't underrate Seaward. He can be hard.” Then she smiled. “You told Sid you could raise the money when you needed it. You can't, can you?”
It was good to have someone that I didn't have to lie to. “I couldn't raise a penny,” I said. “But all I need is one load of liquor, and Barney Seaward is going to furnish that.” I leaned forward and took Vida's shoulders. “Before I'm through, Vida, I'm going to own this county. I'm going to own it harder, and squeeze more out of it than Barney Seaward ever dreamed was possible. I'm going all the way to the top, Vida, and I'm going to step on a lot of people getting there, but that can't be helped. Will you go with me?”
She almost whispered, “I guess there's no place for me to go now, except with you. But what about Lola?”
“What about her?”
“Every time her name is mentioned you freeze up,” she said. “You get cold and hard and I can see the hate flame up behind your eyes. Do you have to hurt her, Roy? Is that the reason you have to take this risk?”
I couldn't lie to her. I said, “Yes—I guess that's the reason.”
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VIDA DIDN'T LIKE the idea of hijacking one of Seaward's trucks, and I didn't like it much either, after I started thinking about it. But that was the way it had to be. I couldn't very well break into bootlegging without anything to sell, and I sure couldn't raise the money to buy the stuff.
The actual job of stealing the whisky was going to be tough, but even at that it would be easier, I figured, than the job of keeping it after I had it. It would almost certainly mean that I'd have to sit on it for a while before doing anything with it, and probably I'd have to move out of Big Prairie County. It wasn't going to look right for a common runner to suddenly turn retailer, and especially it wasn't going to look right to Barney Seaward who supplied the retailers and furnished the protection in the county.
But moving out of Big Prairie was the thing I hated most. In the first place, the county sat right in the middle of the state and that meant that not many people would be driving over to Kansas or Texas or Arkansas for their liquor. Big Prairie was the ideal spot for bootleggers because the drinkers had to depend on them. And there was Vida, too. Maybe if I said the word she would leave Sid and go with me, but it seemed a shame to break up that direct connection to the county's political machine. Big Prairie was a tailor-made spot for a bootlegger and it made me sore to think of leaving it.
But I think Lola was the real reason I hated to leave. I would go along for days keeping her locked in the back of my mind, then suddenly, unexpectedly all that dammed-up hate would break loose again. When that happened I'd go a little crazy, because I knew there wasn't a thing I could do about it. There was no way I could hit back at her. No way I could hurt her. God, I kept thinking, if I only had the money Seaward had! If I only had the power he had! Oh, I could make them crawl, all right. I could put the screws on that husband of hers and that would bring her to her knees. Paul Keating was Lola's weakness, and the startling thing about it was that I hadn't realized it before. Lola was ambition. She lived it. She breathed it. God, I thought—and the idea was as bright as a new sword—if I only had Seaward's power!
There was no easy way of doing it and no good way of doing it. I'd have to take all I could and play it as well as I could, and the rest would depend on how much I could do in how little time. Assuming, of course, that I didn't get killed in the hijacking. Or if Seaward didn't get suspicious and track me down and send me to the bottom of some river. There were a thousand “ifs” and all of them were deadly, but as long as there was a chance in the gamble, I had to take it.
So that is the way it would have gone, probably, if it hadn't been for the phone call.
It was a routine call to the telephone office and they gave me an address out of my territory, way out in Western Heights, where the big homes were.
“What the hell!” I said. “That's not my territory.”
“It's nobody's territory,” the phone man said wearily, “but you have to make the delivery just the same. A lug of Scotch, two fifths of gin, and a lug of green-stamp bourbon.”
“I haven't got it with me. I'll have to go back to the warehouse.”
“Then go to the warehouse, but get it out there.”
“Who lives there, anyway?”
The phone man laughed. “Big Prairie's promising young county attorney. By the way, there's no charge on this. It's on Sid.”
I got to the car somehow, sitting there for a long while until the wildness began to die. The lousy snob, I thought, she did it on purpose! But that didn't make sense either. If anybody like Lola Keating had asked for a special runner, the phone man would have said something about it. It was just a lousy break and there was nothing I could do about it.
By the time I got to the warehouse I had cooled off some and begun to think straight again. Probably Keating was throwing a party, and if that was the case Lola would be so busy with that end I wouldn't even see her. The kid checked me out with the stuff and, on the long chance that there might be another runner around, I asked him if somebody else could make the delivery. There wasn't anybody else. So that settled it.
I almost had myself believing that everything was going to be all right as I wound around the crooked, elm-lined streets looking for the address. When I finally found the place it was pretty much like all the others, a low, ranch-type brick house set back from the street behind a well-cared-for lawn. I looked at the house and thought, So that's where she lives. And then I realized that I was gripping the steering wheel tightly enough to snap it in two.
I drove between two brick pillars and up a graveled road that curved around the back of the house, and I thought sourly, The back door's the place for you, Foley. I parked near the back steps and got the stuff out from under the front seat. The back door opened then and a young, dull-eyed girl stood holding the door open for me as I came up the steps with my arms full.
I put the stuff on the kitchen table and looked around. “You alone here?”
She nodded suspiciously, as though she expected me to start making passes at her. The hell with her. I was breathing freely now, feeling a queer sort of excitement take hold of me. Her house, I thought. This is where she lives. I wandered through the big white kitchen and came into a richly carpeted dining room where a lot of stuff was laid out, all kind of nuts in little copper bowls and trays of tiny sandwiches. It was going to be a party, all right.
“Look,” the girl said worriedly, “you can't go in there.
“Missus Keating won't like it.”
“What she doesn't know won't hurt her.” The house fascinated me, now that I knew Lola wasn't there. I went to the front room and stood there staring savagely at the richness of it, while the girl followed behind me, complaining and whining.
“Shut up—and get out of here!”
She got out. She scurried like a rabbit in loose leaves. It was the wrong thing to do and I knew it. She would tell Lola and Lola would tell Keating and finally the word would get back to Seaward and Sid and I'd be out of a job. I'd be out of everything. But right then I didn't give a damn. I don't know how much time passed before the front door opened and Lola came in. She stood there, faintly startled, a key in her hand.
She said coldly, “What are you doing here?”
I said nothing.
“Cora,” she called, “come here this instant!” The girl came in from the kitchen. She had been crying. “What is this man doing here, Cora?” Lola demanded.
The girl made a strangled sound, too scared to talk.
I said tightly, “I brought the liquor you ordered from Sid.”
“To the front room?”
The rage broke then. The dam washed out. “No,” I said, “I brought it in the back door. That's right, isn't it? You wouldn't want the neighbors to see a Burk Street bootlegger coming in the front way, would you, Lola?”
Her mouth turned down in a sneer and she wasn't beautiful at all. “I can see it's no use trying to be civil to you. Get out of my house.”
“I'll get out,” I said, “but not until I'm damn good and ready.” It was funny, but I wasn't afraid of her then. In the back of my mind I knew that I was tearing everything down, destroying everything completely. But I was drunk with the knowledge that I could stand in front of her and look at her and not feel torn apart.
“You were born in the gutter,” she said coldly, “and you'll live in the gutter all your life!” She laughed harshly. “You were going to college! You were going to amount to something! That's funny, it's really very funny!” She laughed again, but the laughter seemed forced, as though she wasn't quite sure of herself.
“I guess it was pretty funny at that,” I said. “You thought it was funny when I first said it.”
Her face seemed to drop and the laughter stopped. “You're sick,” she said. “Your brain is sick and twisted. No one but an insane person could keep a hate alive that long.”
“You ought to know, Lola. I understand you. I've been afraid of you for a long time, but I'm not afraid any more. You know why, Lola? Because I'm going to break you before I'm through. I'm going to make you crawl, Lola.”
She tried to laugh again but the sound died abruptly. “You are insane!” she said, and she sounded vaguely frightened. “By tomorrow you won't even have a job! I'll see to that. You won't even be allowed in Big Prairie!” She put her hands in front of her face, and I wasn't sure what was going on inside her until she said hoarsely, bitterly, “Oh, God, how I hate you!”
And then I could laugh, because I knew that I had been right about her. I threw my head back and let my laughter roll and the sound of it filled the room.
She sank into a chair, still holding her hands in front of her face. Her shoulders began shaking as I turned and walked out.
It didn't take long for Lola to make her threat good. When I got back to my rooming house the hall phone was ringing and when I answered it, it was Sid.
“Where the hell have you been?” He was mad.
“Out making deliveries. I just checked in at the warehouse.”
“I want to see you, and damn quick.”
I knew that was the end of it. I hung up. When the phone started ringing again I let it ring. I went upstairs and numbly started putting clothes into a suitcase.
I should have been panicky, but somehow I wasn't. I sat down and thought about it for a few minutes, and I still wasn't sorry for what had happened. But had it been worth it, really? How was the thing going to settle after the elation had worn off? Jesus, I thought, here I was within reach of money and power and I threw it all away on one crazy impulse!
It began to come then, the big emptiness as the elation slipped away. If it would have done any good, I think I would have gone back out there and begged her to call it off. She could do it. But she wouldn't, and I knew she wouldn't. She would laugh and I would probably kill her, and that would really be the end of everything. God, I thought bitterly, if I only had Seaward's power!
And I guess that's when I began to get the idea. If I only had the power Seaward had! That thought stuck in my brain and I couldn't get rid of it. All right, what was the power he had? Money, for one thing, and plenty of it. But, it wasn't the money that made him big, it was his political power and the knowledge that he could make or break any politician in Big Prairie County. He could make or break Paul Keating.
Then the thought hit me, the whole plan, full grown. It stunned me for a moment. It's too simple, I thought, there must be a catch in it somewhere. I turned it over in my mind, looking at all sides of it for the flaw, but I couldn't see it. I came to my feet. “Well, I'll be damned!”
The way I saw it, Paul Keating was the key to the whole thing. The key to Lola's weakness—her ambition. All I had to do was find a club to hold over Paul Keating's head. Or if I couldn't find a club, manufacture one. I couldn't see any reason why it wouldn't work, at least for a little while. Keating seemed spineless enough, which was probably the reason Seaward had put him in the county attorney's office in the first place.
If I tried it and it didn't work—I didn't like to think of what would happen. I was in enough trouble already. Out of a job and in bad with Barney and Sid. And Vida hadn't had a chance to get the information I had to have to try the hijacking.
It was settled, actually, even before I went over all the arguments against it. I had to try it. It was either that or lose everything.
Not more than fifteen minutes had passed between the time Sid said he wanted to see me and I made up my mind to take the gamble. If I didn't show up pretty soon Sid would be looking for me, and probably some of Seaward's truck drivers as well, so I had to get out of there. I looked at my watch and it was three-thirty.'
The first thing I did was visit a camera shop. Then I went to the Travelers Hotel and rented a room on the fourth floor. The bellhop hustled around the way hops do when they show a guest to a room, pulling blinds, raising windows, snapping lights off and on.
“Will there be anything else, sir?”
“Yes,” I said. “I want a girl.”
He blinked, then grinned. Nothing much could jar him.
“Yes, sir. Things're kind of hot on girls, but I think I can get you something.”
“Not just something,” I said. “She has to be young, reasonably good-looking, and put together like a brick out-house.”
“I know just the one.”
He was already heading for the door when I caught him and gave him five dollars. “This is to help make a bad memory worse,” I said.
“Yes, sir!” He was on his way.
I stood in the middle of the room for a few minutes, trying to decide what I should do next. Then I went over to the closet and began prying one of the panels off the door. After I got that done, I put the panel back in place and pressed in two small moulding nails to hold it there. Then I sat on the bed and unwrapped the camera I had bought.
I had the whole works, two dozen flash bulbs, a flash attachment, and one of those cameras that takes a picture and develops it and gives you the positive print all in sixty seconds. I'd never snapped a picture in my life, and now that I was finally going to snap one, it had to be perfect. I needed practice and I needed it in a hurry.
The instructions seemed simple enough. I put the flash attachment on, then put in one of the bulbs, and fiddled with the lens until I guessed it was about right. The panel in the closet door came out again. I got inside the closet, aimed the camera through the hole in the door and pressed the shutter lever.
The whole room lit up for an instant as though lightning had struck it. When I pulled the film out, sixty seconds later all I had was a black piece of glossy printing paper. Without a thing on it.
I read the instructions more carefully this time, and went back into the closet to try again. It still wasn't good, but when I took the film out I could make out the ghostly image of the bed. Too much exposure, I decided, so I made more corrections and shot again. I used up a dozen flash bulbs, with a chair placed in the middle as a target, and every picture got a little better.
Then the knock came.
She didn't wait for an invitation. She tried the knob of the door and saw that it wasn't locked so she came in. If she was surprised at seeing me standing in the closet looking through the hole I had made, she didn't show it. She sat on the bed, staring vacantly around the room, until I came out. Then she smiled. The smile was vacant, too.
“The boy said you wanted some fun, honey.”
She was perfect for what I wanted, a broad-rumped, heavy-breasted, Jersey-cow-like girl.
“Stand up,” I said. “Let's see what you look like on your feet.”
She got up, stretching lazily. “This all right, honey?”
“That's fine. Right there by the chair.” I went back into the closet and took aim at her. She was a long way from being ugly—her hair was rich brown and long, but uncared-for. She was about twenty, and it took only a brief glance to know that her young, overripe body was her stock and trade. Her dress was a sleazy off-the-rack print pulling almost to the bursting point across her bulging hips and breasts.
“All right,” I said. When I pushed the shutter lever, setting off the flash bulb, she jumped.
“What is this?”
“Just a minute and I'll show you.” I came out and she looked on curiously as I began pulling the film out of the camera.
I handed it to her and she said, “Well!” in a tone that didn't mean anything. “It makes me look a little fat, don't you think? But it isn't bad.”
“It could be sharper,” I said. I changed the shutter speed the least bit, snapped off the ceiling lights and turned on a floor lamp. “Let's try it again, this time without clothes.”
“Look, honey,” she said patiently. “I've seen plenty of strange ones, so if you want to take pictures it's all right with me. Clothes or no clothes. But I have to have my money in advance.”
I gave her a ten and a five and she smiled in a vague sort of way, then put the two bills in a leatherette bag. “Honey, I can be real nice. Are you sure you want it this way?”
“I'm crazy about it this way. I just like to take pictures all the time.”
She shrugged the smallest shrug in the world, and began stripping.
She was perfect. That overripe body, those swollen breasts—she looked like the great grandmother of all the whores in Babylon. For a moment she stood alone, pale, deadly white, in the midst of the flash bulbs' silent explosion. I came out of the closet, snapped the ceiling lights on, and after a minute we looked at the picture. It was perfect.
I said, “All right, you can put your clothes on and we'll talk business.”
I went over to the window and looked down on Big Prairie until she was dressed.
When I turned around she was sitting there, fully dressed, waiting for me say something. I got out my wallet, took out five twenties, and laid the crisp green bills on the bed. She looked at them hungrily, not moving.
“Do you want to make a hundred?”
“What kind of a question is that, honey?”
“All right,” I said, “we're going to make one more picture and the hundred's yours. But you're going to have a partner in the next one. This is the way it's going to be. First, you've got to have a robe of some kind, something good and long that you can wrap yourself in and look dressed, even when you've got nothing on under it. The next thing you do is make a telephone call to the county courthouse and tell them you want to talk to the county attorney. His name's Paul Keating. When you get Keating on the phone you tell him you've got some information that his grand jury will be interested in. Tell him it's about Barney Seaward. Tell him it's so bad you're afraid to talk about it over the phone, and when he asks where he can talk to you, you give him this room number in the Travelers Hotel.”
She looked up then, beginning to get it. “So when this Paul Keating comes around, I get him in the room, shuck my robe, and you snap a picture of us.”
“That's it.”
She got up slowly, reaching for the bills, but I grabbed them first.
“After,” I said. “Now get going. Get that robe somewhere and make the telephone call—and don't put it through the hotel switchboard.”
She picked up her bag and walked toward the door, switching her rump at me. She opened the door, then paused. “Honey, will you take care of the bellhop? After all, this isn't like a regular trick.”
“All right,” I said impatiently. “Now get out of here.” She left.
The whole thing seemed pretty damn crude. Still, I couldn't see any reason why it wouldn't work. I felt sure that Paul Keating would jump fast if he thought Seaward was in trouble. After all, Barney was the man Keating was depending on to put him in the governor's mansion.
The whole thing depended on Keating himself—how much guts he had and how much of a bluff he would swallow. If it didn't work—I couldn't allow myself to think about that. And if it did work....
I liked to think about that.
In about thirty minutes the girl came back.
“Tell me about it.” I said. “What did Keating say?”
“I've got a name,” she said. “It's Rose—that's the reason I got this robe with the roses on it.” She held the robe in front of her and admired herself in the dresser mirror. “Well, he was interested all right,” she said, looking over her shoulder at me. “He wanted me to come to his office, but I told him what you said, that the information was too bad and I was afraid Seaward was having me followed. He didn't like it much, coming to the hotel, but he finally gave in.”
“When?”
“Four-thirty,” she said.
I looked at my watch and it was a little after four. “All right. Let's see how the robe fits.”
She could have gone into the bathroom to change, but I guess it never occurred to Rose. She stripped right in the middle of the room.
Then she posed for me, turning clumsily, imitating the fashion models she'd probably seen in newsreels.
“That'll do, I guess. Can you shuck the thing fast when the time comes?”
“In less than a second, I'll bet. All I have to do is pull the tie and shrug my shoulders. You want to see me do it?”
“Never mind, I'll take your word for it.”
We had almost a half hour to kill, and it was a long half hour. But Keating was right on time. At four-thirty sharp there was a light rap at the door and I grabbed my camera, making elaborate gestures for Rose to get her robe on right. Keating was knocking the second time when I closed the closet door on myself. I didn't see him come in, but I heard the door open and Rose saying, “Mr. Keating—?”
She was a pretty good actress, at that. She did it just right, not too eager but kind of nervous. Keating said something and I began easing the loose panel up, making a crack to look through.
Keating didn't look very comfortable and he didn't like the setup at all. He looked around sharply as Rose slipped behind him and snapped the latch on the door. He took out an immaculate handkerchief and daubed at his forehead. “Well— Very well, Miss Carson. Now what is this information you mentioned over the phone?”
By now she had maneuvered him into the center of the room, the way we had planned it. “Do you promise,” she asked anxiously, “not to tell where you got the information?”
“Of course, Miss Carson. It will be confidential, I assure you.” Keating was beginning to get interested now. She had him in profile to the closet, which was just right. I saw her working with her belt then, and that was my cue to go to work. Keating started to say something, but no sound came out. His mouth merely came open and stayed open. She brought it off as calmly as she would light a cigarette. One smooth motion broke the bow in the belt and the robe came open. She shrugged her shoulders; the robe fell away completely.
I almost laughed at the look on Keating's face. He was completely frozen, shocked beyond speech, beyond movement. He stood there like a stone statue as Rose wriggled against him and slipped her arms around his neck, and by that time I had the panel down and the camera aimed. She flattened her bare belly against him and hung onto his neck, leaning back from the waist up. For just an instant they stood that way. The camera clicked and the silent crash of light lit up the room.
Keating reacted to that. He whirled, knocking the girl against the bed. When I stepped out of the closet I thought he was going to faint. His face went white as he began to realize what had happened. Then he sprang at me, growling deep in his throat and grabbing frantically at the camera.
As a lawyer, Paul Keating may have been pretty good, but as a fighter he was less than nothing. With the camera in my left hand, I stepped to one side and hit him full in the face with my right fist. I could feel the ache all the way to my shoulder. I shifted the camera and slammed my left in his belly, low. He went to his knees.
I made sure that Keating was in no hurry to get up; then I gave Rose the five twenties and waited for her to get dressed. It could have been a minute or an hour—but after a while she finally eased out.
Keating kneeled on all fours, gasping, sick from that low punch. I realized then that I still had the camera in my hand. The realization almost sent me into panic. Maybe I had left the exposed film in too long and it was ruined! But the picture was all right. I pulled it out of the camera and tore it off.
“How do you like it, Keating?” I held it in front of him and jerked it back before he could grab it.
His mouth worked. “It—It was a trick,” he said painfully. He shook his head, blood from his split mouth dripping to the carpet. “It was a trick—she was in on it all the time.” He looked up then, at me. “This is extortion, Foley. Do you know what they do to extortionists in this state?”
“It isn't extortion unless I try to get something out of you. Now get up.”
He got up slowly, wiping his mouth on his handkerchief. “It was a trick,” he said again. “I can prove it in any court in Oklahoma. If I have to, I can get experts to swear that it's a composite picture you had made up for the purpose of blackmail.” His legal brain was beginning to work now, and he was gaining confidence. “Give the picture to me,” he said, holding out his hand. “If you refuse, I'll see you behind bars.”
I laughed. “The last thing you would do,” I said, “is bring this up in court. Sure, you could prove that it was a trick. You could even send me to prison, maybe—but you're not going to. Do you know why? It would be the end of your political career, that's why. No matter how many experts you brought in and how completely you proved it. Look,” I said, holding the picture in front of him again, “do you know what I'll do if you ever mention this? I'll get a hundred thousand copies of this picture printed and I'll send a copy to every voter in Big Prairie County. Do you think your good church members would believe what an expert told them or what they saw with their own eyes? Look at the picture, Keating. Does it look faked?”
His brief moment of fight was over. He looked as if someone were turning a knife in him.
“Why—?” he said hoarsely. It was almost a sob. “What have I done to you? What do you want from me?”
“First, I want you to call Sid and tell him not to pay any attention to anything your wife might have told him earlier today. Tell him she was upset or something and it was all a mistake and there's no reason to take me off the payroll.”
He stared blankly. “What is this? I don't even know what you're talking about.”
“You'll find out later. Just do as I say.”
Now he looked more puzzled than hurt. He just stood there for a moment, studying me; then he picked up the room phone and gave the hotel operator the number of Sid's office.
“Sid? This is Paul Keating. I believe my wife talked to you today about one of your runners—” Sid said something—I could guess what it was. “It was nothing,” Keating said. “Lola was upset, that's all; it's been a hectic day, we're planning for a few people tonight.” He listened for a minute. “Yes, I'm sure, Sid. Will you get in touch with Barney and tell him everything's all right? No, it's perfectly all right. There's no use saying anything to Foley about it.”
“That was very good,” I said when he hung up.
“Is that all?” he asked coldly.
“Just keep on being smart,” I said. “If you ever get an idea about turning Sid and Seaward against me, just remember this picture and what it would do to your political career.”
He got out.
I could breathe now. Then I looked at the picture and laughed. I fell across the bed and howled. I would give plenty to see Lola's face when she first laid eyes on it.
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WHAT I SHOULD HAVE DONE was find a photographer that I could trust and have the copies made up right away. But I figured Keating was too stunned and scared to do anything about it right now.
The more I thought about the setup the better I liked it. By holding that picture over Keating, I thought, there was even a chance that I could put pressure on Seaward. Barney had spent a lot of money getting Keating where he was in the political setup, and he wasn't likely to let all that fall out from under him if he could help it. I had a bargaining point now, and before it was all over I was going to bargain myself right into a Big Prairie retailing position. But the thing that excited me most was the knowledge that I could smash Lola anytime I felt like it. I could make her crawl; I could make her beg!
It was almost dark when I got back to the rooming house. The hall phone was ringing again and when I answered it was Vida.
“Roy!” The word came out as a gasp. “Roy, I've been trying to get you all day. Roy, listen to me. Something's wrong, horribly wrong!”
“How do you know?”
“Sid was mad. He just left here, Roy, and he was half drunk and crazy mad. He said he was going to get you. He said Barney was after you too.”
I grinned. “Maybe they were after me,” I said, “but not any more. There was a little trouble but it's all straightened out now.”
I could almost feel her gripping the phone. “Roy, are you sure?”
“Of course, I'm sure. I saw that it was all straightened out. Can I see you tonight?”
We didn't even mention Sid any more. By ten o'clock he would be too drunk to notice or care if Vida was even in the house. “All right, Roy.”
I hung up, went to my room, and sat on the edge of the bed, thinking. Maybe it wouldn't be necessary to try the hijacking after all—but I didn't believe it. Even if I could bluff Seaward into installing me as a retailer, I didn't have the money to make the start. Twenty thousand dollars, Sid had said.
I sat there for a long while, letting the thing filter through my mind. Finally I decided that there was only one thing to do, and that was to hijack the liquor, get rid of it, and then get out of Big Prairie fast and take Vida with me. The hell with holding a club over Keating's head and praying that he and Seaward would play along with me.
All right, I thought, the idea running fast now, finish it up good and get out. The only reason you wanted to stay in the first place was because of Lola, and now you can bring her to her knees and get the money too, all in one giant sweep! I'd do it just the way I had threatened Keating I would. I'd have a hundred thousand copies of that picture made. I'd flood the county with them. There was no reason why I couldn't. The only bad thing about it was that I wouldn't be able to stay and watch Lola as her world started falling down around her shoulders. But I would know how she felt—and I could laugh.
The thought was fully grown. I stood there holding it, fondling it, proud of it. And then it exploded in my face.
“Sid just left here!” Vida had said on the phone! 
Just left here.
That bomb had lain there for fifteen or twenty minutes and I hadn't even noticed it until it went off. I'd been too self-satisfied when I had talked to Vida. Frantically, I back-tracked through my mind to pick up the exact words Vida had used. “He just left here, Roy, and he was half drunk and crazy mad”—I thought that was what she had said, but I was too shaken now to be sure of anything.
If she had, it meant that Sid had left his office, where he had been when Keating had talked to him from the hotel room. It meant that somebody had talked to him after that, but I couldn't believe that it could have been Keating. It was possible that Lola could have got the truth out of her husband, though. His mouth had been split and his face bruised, and Lola would have to have an explanation for that....
I almost ripped the door off getting out of the room and downstairs to the phone, but another roomer was using it. I tore out of the front door and up the sidewalk toward a drugstore two blocks away. The important thing was to get in touch with Vida again and find out for sure.
I was within half a block of the drugstore when the car pulled up to the curb ahead of me. Two men got out, one in his shirt sleeves and one wearing a leather jacket. They cut me off, and the one in the leather jacket said, “What's the hurry, Foley?”
I knew then that all my fine schemes had gone to pot.
“Into the car with him,” the one in the shirt sleeves said. They had my arms behind me, jostling me toward the curb, and I knew they must be a couple of Seaward's truck drivers.
“What the hell is this!” I snapped. I tried to break away; then the man in the leather jacket jerked up my arm, jamming my fist against the base of my skull and almost ripping my shoulder out of the socket. The one in the shirt sleeves stepped back, took all the time in the world to get set, and then hit me as hard as he could in the face.
The shock snapped my head back as if I had been hit with a hammer. I could feel my cheek split on the inside and warm, salt-tasting blood began oozing into my mouth. I sagged, half numb, as they went through my pockets rapidly.
“Have a look in his room,” the man in the jacket said, and the other went away.
“Get in the car.”
He had a leather-covered blackjack in his hand. I got in, trying to choke the sickness down. He got in beside me and closed the door, staring straight ahead at nothing.
After a while the other one came back and got under the steering wheel.
“Did you find it?” the man in the leather jacket said.
“Everything,” the one in the shirt sleeves said. “The camera, the pictures, the works.” He shook his head. “Geez! How dumb can they get!” He started the car and we headed south, the three of us jammed into the front seat. I was too sick, too hurt, too full of overwhelming disgust at myself to care about anything.
Not until we were well out of town and across the river did I realize that we were headed for Seaward's place. We went through the open gate, around a graveled drive-to the back of the house, and I saw four men coming toward us, walking into the bright beam of our headlights. Seaward, Sid, Paul Keating, and Joe Kingkade.
“Get out,” Barney Seaward said coldly.
The man in the jacket opened the door and pulled me out after him. Sid stood spread-legged in front of me, red-faced, his little eyes glinting savagely in the headlights. “You lousy punk!” he said thickly. “You goddamn lousy punk!” He took a step toward me, unsteadily, and then lunged drunkenly into the grillework of the car.
“I think we found what you wanted, Barney,” the man in the shirt sleeves said, and he handed Barney the pictures. Barney didn't look at them. He handed them to Keating and said. “Is this everything?”
Keating looked quickly. “Yes.”
Barney took out a lighter, snapped it and set fire to the photographs, the positive and negative prints. They flared up quickly and then died out. Barney ground the ashed paper under his heel, watching me with those cool, business-like eyes, as though he hadn't quite made up his mind what to do with me. Keating stood stone-faced, with a patch of adhesive at the corner of his mouth. How could I have misjudged him? I thought. Kingkade lit a cigarette and studied me dispassionately. If it had been up to him, he would have me killed because it was the neatest way of disposing of the situation.
“Foley,” Seaward said finally, “I've thought about killing you, but I've decided you're not worth the trouble and the risk. By tomorrow morning you'll be out of Big Prairie. Out of Oklahoma. I don't care where you go, or how, but you're not ever to come back. Is that clear?”
I looked at them and said, “Go to hell.”
Seaward's eyebrows raised slightly. “Max,” he said, and the man in the jacket stepped forward. “Joel,” he said, and the shirt-sleeved one stepped up. Max hit me solidly in the stomach. As I doubled over, gagging, Joel got my arms and held them behind me.
“All right,” Seaward said, “Go ahead.”
Max worked as earnestly as a circus roustabout driving a stake. He snapped my head around with a right, drove a left to the gut, low, and then a right to the face again, completely without emotion. He slammed a deliberate low blow and I could feel my insides screaming.
“Wait a minute,” Seaward said.
Through waves of nausea I saw a car's headlights cut a long swath in the darkness as it came through the gate and around to where we were'. I heard Keating saying, “Lola, you shouldn't have come here!”
“I have a right to be here. God knows what would have happened if it hadn't been for me.”
“Your husband's right, Mrs. Keating. This is a necessary job, but not very pretty, I'm afraid.” That was Seaward.
“I didn't imagine it would be pretty,” Lola said. “Nevertheless, I'm here and I'm staying. You can't deny I have the right.” She didn't look at anyone but me.
And all the rage that I thought was dead exploded inside me. “You bitch!” I twisted hard, breaking Joel's hold for a moment, but Max was in fast slamming a paralyzing fist into my middle. I felt my arms twisted behind me again and a fist smashed at my mouth.
I don't know how long it lasted. My legs gave way but Joel held me up as long as consciousness lasted. It seemed like a long time. My rage kept me fighting long after I should have slipped into darkness. I hadn't really misjudged Keating, but I hadn't accounted for Lola; that had been my fatal mistake.
And now she stood there, laughing without a sound.
I came out of it with the smell of damp earth close to my nostrils, with the feel of dew and grass on my face. I lay for a long time, not even opening my eyes. Finally I tried to move my legs and a warm fluid sickness flowed in and out between the cringing coils in my belly, and I thought: There's no use trying to get up. I'm busted up inside and my legs wouldn't hold me. From somewhere, a great roaring swept in, almost passing over me, and then just as suddenly it was gone. I lay there thinking about it, and after a while it occurred to me that it must have been a car.
I was near a highway. Before long another car passed, and then another, and finally I opened my eyes and I saw that I was lying face-down in a bar ditch, three or four feet away from the edge of the concrete.
Slowly, then, it all came back, the beating, the faces, the glares all mixed up with the queasiness of sickness and hurt. And somewhere in the midst of the sickness I saw that smile of Lola's.
I must have gone out of my head for a while. I heard someone screaming obscenities at the night with the monotonous hopelessness of a dog baying at the moon. A long time passed before I realized that the sounds were coming from my own mouth. The grass became spikes to my face, and the dew ice, as I began pushing myself up.
I made it somehow, standing upright in the ditch, holding myself together with my clutched hands. Sweat poured off my face and ran down my back. I lifted my face and stared up at the darkness, and then I made a savage vow to the great black god. Finally I began walking, walking....
The lights came at me suddenly, a cluster of lights set off from the highway, and when I got closer I saw that it was a shack of some kind, with three big semi-trucks and trailers parked in front. Somebody was laughing and a jukebox blared. When I opened the door and went in the laughing stopped. But the jukebox blared on and on. Five men were sitting at the counter and there was a man behind the counter with half a pie in one hand and a knife in the other. The five men sat there with their mouths open, not making a sound. The jukebox stopped, changed records, and started again. The man behind the counter set the pie down very carefully and stared.
I had to work my mouth several times to get the words out. “Have you got a phone?”
“God, yes!” the counterman said. “There on the wall. Help yourself.”
They all watched as I went over to it. I got a coin out and managed to dial. I heard ringing at the other end, and when I heard the click of the receiver coming off the cradle I said, “Vida, I'm at a place called Mac's Truck Stop. It's west of town on highway seventy-two, I think. Vida—come get me.”
I leaned against the wall, feeling my legs going out from under me. The counterman said, “Catch him, Johnny. He's goin' on his face!”
I pushed myself away from the wall and said, “No. I'm all right.”
And I went out.
I was about a hundred yards down the highway when I heard the tires screaming and that red convertible rocked to a stop beside me.
“Roy! Roy!”
I let go then. I could still hear the jukebox blaring.
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IT WAS MORNING WHEN I awakened. The pain was still with me, but it wasn't as bad. I lay for a long while, my eyes closed, listening to the distant sound of highway traffic. I didn't know where I was at first, and I didn't particularly care. The sheets were clean and the feel of them was good against me.
But Vida wasn't there. The shallow depression in the mattress was there beside me, the place she had lain. Vida was gone.
Instantly I was awake. The night before was vivid now. I remembered waking up in the gutter by the side of the highway. I remembered Sid, Seaward, Max, and all the rest of them, and with near insanity I remembered Lola.
Then panic seized me and I began to shake and couldn't stop. Your nerves are gone to hell, I thought. They've beat the guts out of you, literally. You're scared to death and there's nowhere to go. “Vida!” I shouted.
I pushed myself up in bed, looking around, finally realizing where I was. The room was part of the same tourist court that Vida and I had been in before. I wondered how badly I was hurt. I had to find out sooner or later, so I swung my legs off the side of the bed and sat there in my shorts and undershirt, feeling the sickness race up to my throat. The shock of sudden movement almost numbed me. Sweat was cold on my face as I inspected my body. All I could see were ugly blue bruises turning a dirty green. A rupture on the inside couldn't be seen, I knew, but it made me feel a little better when I tried lifting my legs without making the pain much worse. Those bruises, being where they were, were going to hurt. But they were sure as hell better than a ruptured gut.
Anyway it gave me something to think about until I heard the car outside. It pulled into the car port at the side of the cabin and in a minute the door opened and it was Vida.
She had a large brown bag in her arms. She wore a black wool dress and a little white jacket, and she was as clean as mountain air.
“How do you feel?” she asked, her face grave.
“I'm not sure. I haven't tried to walk yet.”
“The doctor said you would be all right in a few days, except for the soreness caused by the bruises.”
“What doctor?”
“The one that was here last night. Don't you remember?”
I didn't remember a thing after I had walked out of the roadside eating joint and Vida drove up. She went into the kitchenette and began taking things out of the bag. After a minute she came back in, carrying some things. I was still sitting there, too sick to move again.
“I had to go home this morning,” she said, “before Sid got up. You were sleeping and I didn't want to wake you. I would've come back sooner, but I had to wait for the stores to open. I got you a razor and some shaving cream and underwear and things.”
I touched her face, letting my fingers slide down the curve of her throat. Her skin was as rich and smooth as waxed ivory. Then I gathered up the new underwear and socks and started pushing myself up from the bed. My insides felt as if they were going to break loose as I stood there, shaking. Vida's face began to break up—a little at a time at first, and then it was all to pieces as she put her arms around me to keep me from going over on my face.
“Why, Roy?” she said tightly. “Why did they do it?”
I held onto her until my legs stopped quivering and I could stand alone. “I made a mistake,” I heard myself saying bitterly. “A bad mistake, but I learned something out of it. You can't underestimate anybody in this business, Vida.”
She didn't understand and I don't think she cared. “Will you take me away, Roy? I know how Barney works and how brutal he is. You have to get out of Big Prairie, Roy, or he'll kill you.”
I thought about that, knowing that she was right but now I didn't know what to do about it. “Maybe, I'd better have something to eat,” I said.
Getting to the bathroom was like learning to walk all over again. I was going to be sore for a long time, but even at that, I could consider myself lucky that they hadn't crippled me.
My face was a mess, the cheek split, the mouth puffy and bruised. But I still had all my teeth, and that was something. I turned the hot water on in the shower, got under it, and let it almost scald me. The steaming spray relaxed me, soaked away some of the soreness. Finally I lathered my face and shaved carefully around the cuts in my face.
The smell of frying bacon drifted into the bathroom as I got into clean underwear and socks. I hobbled into the kitchenette where Vida had dime-store plates and cutlery set out on a drop-down table. She looked around and smiled vaguely.
“You look better. Do you want some coffee, Roy?”
“I need something worse than coffee.” I took her shoulders and turned her around. “I missed you like hell, Vida, when I woke up awhile ago and you weren't there. I'm not complete without you. I need you, Vida.”
I pulled her to me. I pressed my hands to the small of her back and felt the hard-softness of her body flowing against me.
“Roy, no! You're not well!”
I held her closer, pressing her against me until I felt her begin to quiver. “Roy, you can't!” But even as she said it she closed her eyes and that red mouth began searching, and I knew that she had reached the point from which there was no turning back. Somehow we were in the other room and Vida was saying something over and over in a very small voice twisted by some awful ache. I wanted her more than I'd ever thought it was possible to want a woman.
Later, after the electricity of the storm had passed, I lay there sick with pain, too sick to move or make a sound, and still I felt a calmness and peace.
“Roy. Oh, Roy,” she murmured, clinging to me, her face pressed to my shoulder. “Roy, you will take me with you, won't you?”
“Where?”
“Anywhere you go. I don't care.”
To a skid-row hotel? I thought. Eating in hash houses, smelling of hash houses? How long would a thing like that last before it went sour?
I said, “I think I could use that coffee now.” \
“Answer me, Roy. Will you take me?”
I looked at her. “Of course. Now, how about that coffee?”
I watched her dress and we didn't say anything else until she went into the kitchenette and came back with the coffee.
“What is it, Roy?”
“I don't know. An idea keeps walking along the edge of my mind, but it's too far away. I can't reach it. Tell me about this load of liquor Barney's bringing in.”
She looked away. “They'll kill you, Roy.”
“I just want to hear about it,” I said. “When is it due?”
“Tomorrow night.” And then she told me what she had learned from Sid, her voice as final as an obituary. “Roy, you're not going to try it, are you?”
“I don't know.”
It would be tough; twice as tough a: it would have been the way I had first planned it. As things were now, I wouldn't have a chance to let it cool off. And even if I got away with the hijacking, where was I going to sell the liquor? I thought vaguely, Maybe Sid would buy it. But I knew that was wishful thinking. He wasn't going to cross Seaward just for one load of liquor. And then that nagging thought came again, How did a dumb guy like Sid get where he is?
I said, “Tell me about Sid, Vida. How did he ever get in the bootlegging business anyway?”
“I'm not sure,” she said finally. “Sid was just a runner when I first knew him.” She smiled faintly. “That seems like a long time ago, but it was only a little over four years. He was a big ox of a guy, always grinning, making people laugh. He didn't seem to care about anything.” Then she shook her head, puzzled. “But he changed.”
“What changed him?”
“I'm not sure. He never used to drink much, but he started drinking more and more, and then one day I realized that it had been months since I had seen him sober.” She shook her head again, in that strange way.
“What happened then?” I said.
“Nothing. He kept drinking more and more.” She sat there looking at her hands. “I think I loved him once,” she said finally, “but that was so long ago that I'm not sure any more. I was working in a drive-in joint and Sid used to come out there and kid around with everybody. He didn't have much money then but he was full of life, like a kid who never bothered to grow up, and everybody liked him. And maybe I loved him.
“Well, we were married a little over four years ago, when Sid was still a runner. We moved into a little four-room place over on the east side because that was all we could afford. I guess it was all I ever expected to have, but it was enough. And Sid was good to me. He was big and clumsy and somehow gentle at the same time. Maybe I was mistaking gratitude for love, but I don't know now.”
She was quiet for a while, and finally I said, “How did Sid make the big jump from runner to retailer?”
She shrugged. “He just came in one day and said that Seaward was giving him part of Kingkade's territory in Big Prairie. That was all I ever knew about it. He made money fast after that, but things were never the same again, for some reason.”
“Was that when he started drinking?”
She nodded. “I think so. About then.”
“But why?” The question suddenly seemed important, and I didn't know why. “It doesn't make sense,” I said. “He gets promoted from a common runner to retailer, he's making plenty of money, so he starts drinking himself into unconsciousness.”
A quiet excitement started deep inside me somewhere and began to rise. It seemed pretty obvious that Sid had found himself a club somewhere and had blackmailed himself into a retailer's position by holding the club over Seaward's head. I wasn't sure just how that was going to help me, but it was. The answer was there, if I could just find it.
Vida was looking at me in that strange way again. “Roy, what is it?”
I grinned. “I think I know how to make the hijacking work.” Then, before she could protest, I went on. “The thing that was wrong with it was that I'm fair game for Seaward's thugs and I wouldn't have any way of getting rid of the liquor after I had stolen it. I think I know of a way now. Sid can buy the stuff. And he will. I think he will.”
I could see fear jump up behind her eyes. I said, “Look, it's clear that Sid is blackmailing Seaward. When everything fits together, that's the kind of picture it makes. Both of us know that Sid would have been a runner all his life if he hadn't got something on Seaward. And it must be something pretty bad. You say Sid started drinking about the time Seaward installed him as a retailer. That fits with something Sid told me once—he said that he had done Barney a big favor once. It begins to look like this favor was a job of murder.”
Vida's eyes were wide. “Roy, no! Sid isn't the kind of man who could ever kill anybody!”
“That's what makes it look like murder. Sid couldn't kill a man and forget it, the way some people could. A man like him would do just what Sid did—try to drown himself in a bottle. The only thing that doesn't fit is why Sid did it in the first place. He wouldn't have the guts to kill anybody unless he had a damn strong reason—a lot stronger than a man's ordinary greed for money.” I looked at Vida and her face was as pale as death.
“Do you know of any reason why Sid would do a thing like that?” I asked.
“No.” Not looking at me.
“It couldn't be,” I said, “that those four rooms on the east side got too small, could it? It couldn't be that you began to want things that Sid couldn't buy on his pay?”
I knew that I'd hit it. She dropped her head, and after a moment she began crying without making a sound. I touched her and she was cold. I put my arms around her and held her close while she got rid of it. I put my face to the softness of her hair and said, “I didn't want to hurt you, but I had to know, Vida.” She still didn't make a sound. “Look,” I said, “we've been playing make-believe in a flesh and blood world. Now we can stop pretending that we can leave Big Prairie and I can get a hash-house job and maybe you can get a job in a beer joint and everything will be just fine. It wouldn't work, Vida. Living from hand to mouth would kill whatever you feel for me. I love you, Vida. Nothing but grime and poverty can ever change that. Do you understand now why I've got to go through with the hijacking? We'll have money, Vida. Money enough to start again somewhere else.”
“Money won't buy peace.”
I knew she was thinking of Lola, but I wouldn't let myself think of her now. I said finally, “Tell me again about this shipment of Seaward's.”
By the time the next morning came around I knew what I was going to do. Vida didn't come back to the cabin that night because I needed the time to get the thing thought out. It was a little before daylight when I got up and pulled my clothes on. P was still sore and I hurt like hell when I bent over, but I began to get over the feeling that my insides had torn loose. After I was dressed I called a cab.
I got out in front of the house and went up to the front porch and pushed the doorbell. The morning was dead quiet, still dark, and I had to ring two more times before I heard anything moving on me inside. Then Vida opened the door.
She stood there, stunned at seeing me, holding a silk robe together with her hands. “Roy!”
“I've got to talk to Sid,” I said.
“This is crazy! Roy, if anyone sees you—”
She left the words hanging as I pushed the door wide and stepped inside. “Is he asleep?”
“He's passed out,” she said.
“Then you'd better go to—another part of the house. He's going to get a rude awakening, I'm afraid.”
I left her standing there and went through the room, down the hall and into the back bedroom where Sid lay sprawled and snoring. I took hold of the front of Sid's pajama jacket and jerked him upright. I slapped him three times across the face, crack, crack, crack, like pistol shots in the quiet of the room.
“Wake up!”
He lay across the bed, stunned and drunk.
I went into the bathroom and soaked a heavy bath-towel in cold water. I hit him in the face with it, wielding the towel like a club. The pain finally got through to his whisky-soaked brain, and he threw his arms over his face, cringing back against the headboard. He still didn't have any idea who I was.
“What the hell is this?” he said hoarsely.
I hit him once more, just to make sure. “You'd better be awake,” I said, “because this is going to be a big day. This is the day you turn on Seaward and kick him right in the gut.”
His arms still over his face, he shook his head as if he couldn't believe it. Finally he lowered his arms. He looked at me for a full thirty seconds before he realized that it was no dream. I could see a kind of sluggish anger burr behind his eyes.
“You cheap bastard,” he snarled, “get out of my house!”
I hit him right between the eyes with my fist. His eyes went glassy as he fell back on one elbow. I got him by the throat again and said, “I'm not fooling, Sid.”
“You sonofabitch!” Then he lunged at me, but it only got him tangled up in the covers. I hit him with my left fist, then I swung with my right and got him under the eye. I planted my feet and kept swinging, monotonously, like a boxer working out on a heavy bag. Pretty soon I had his face cut up, and one eye turned an ugly blue and began to swell. I landed a punch just to the side of his Adam's apple and he fell back gasping.
I said, “Is that enough to convince you?”
“They'll kill you for this!” he said, his voice almost a whine.
I hit him again, dropped him in the center of the bed and he lay there gasping. “Listen to me,” I said. “I've got a lot of hate to work out on somebody, and it's going to be you unless you're willing to listen to a proposition.”
“I don't make deals with punk bastards!”
I hit him from behind, just below the ribs, in the kidneys.
“What do you want?” It was almost a sob.
“I want to sell you a load of liquor. The load I'm going to take away from Barney Seaward.”
He looked at me, his eyes swimming with hate. “You're crazy!”
“Maybe, but I'm going to do it.”
He closed his eyes, trying to pull himself together. “How much?” he said finally, and I grinned because I could see exactly what he was thinking. Agree to buy it, agree to anything, and then call Barney Seaward the minute I left the room.
“Fifteen thousand,” I said, “That's five thousand cheaper than you could buy it direct from Barney.”
His nose was bleeding. He wiped it. “All right. Now get out of here and leave me alone.”
“Don't you want to hear the details?”
He sat woodenly, praying that I would go so he could call Barney. “I want it in cash,” I said, “so you'll have to get it out of the bank and have it ready by tonight. And I want a guarantee that you won't have Seaward putting his hoodlums on my tail the minute I walk out of here.”
“I give you my word.”
“The hell with your word. I want to know how you got to be a bootlegger in the first place.”
He looked up then. His face was cut and puffy with bruises on the left side. “What are you talking about?” he said angrily.
“I'm talking about that 'favor' you did for Seaward four years ago. Who did you kill, Sid?”
It was a wild stab in the dark, but the minute I said it I knew that I had hit something. His eyes flew wide, then narrowed quickly to nothing. “Go hang yourself,” he grated. “You're a goddamn punk and that's all you'll ever be.”
My right fist caught him in the middle of the mouth and knocked him off the bed. Then I went around the bed and kicked him in the kidneys before he could get up.
“Have you got any more words you want to get out of your system?”
He lay doubled on the floor, his mouth working.
“Do you want to tell me who it was that Barney paid you to kill?”
“Go—to—hell.”
I kicked again and he groaned and doubled up. He tried to crawl under the bed but I grabbed his feet and jerked him out.
“You're crazy!” It was a very small voice now. “You're crazy! You can't get—away with this. You won't live an hour—after Barney finds out.” He tried to get up; then his face went suddenly white and he dropped as if he had been shot.
I got him up to a sitting position and rolled him onto the bed. Another drink, I decided, was the thing to bring him out of it.
I went back to the kitchen and got a bottle. Vida was sitting like a stone statue at the breakfast table, staring unblinkingly at her folded hands.
When I got back to the bedroom I poured Sid a drink and helped him get it down.
I said, “Sid, I'll sell the load to you for twelve thousand, like you said. You'll be making eight thousand clear on the deal and there's no reason for Barney to ever find out about it. You can get rid of it a little at a time and Barney will never guess a thing.”
No sound. Not a word.
“Look,” I said, “you can see why I have to have a guarantee, can't you? I want to know what kind of thing you're holding over Barney so I can hold it over you. But just for one day. Until the job is over. Then I'll get out of Oklahoma and you'll never see me again. After you get that liquor in your warehouse, I'm not afraid of you going to Barney then.”
It was no good. I could kill him, or I could beat him some more, but neither would get me what I wanted. I was tired and sick now and I wanted to get away and forget all about it.
Then I had an idea. I said, “Sid, listen to me.” And he lay there, his eyes glassed with pain. “Sid, I'm going to tell you something that you would have known a long time ago if you'd bothered to stay sober long enough to see what was going on around you. It's about Vida, Sid. Remember a long time ago, Sid, when you were just a runner? Things were good then, weren't they? No worries, no problems, no conscience to bother you. That was the way you liked it, but Vida wanted something else, didn't she? She wanted you to be a retailer and make big money like Kingkade, so finally you went to Barney and made a deal with him and got to be a retailer. But was it worth it, Sid? Have you had a good night's sleep since then?”
He said nothing.
“Was it worth it?” I said again. “You did it for Vida, but do you know what she's going to do to you? She's going to leave you, Sid. She's sick and disgusted with you. And do you know who she's leaving with? It's me, Sid. Roy Foley.”
Something terrible happened in those little eyes of his. “Get out of here, you sonofabitch.”
I got up and opened the door and called, “Vida, come here a minute.” She came in from the kitchen looking as pale and cold as marble. I said, “Ask her, Sid.”
He didn't have to ask her. He didn't have to say a word and neither did Vida and neither did I.
He lay there looking at her and it seemed to me that he died a little. I took Vida's arm and led her out into the hallway and it was like leading a department-store dummy. I didn't know what to say to her, so I left her there and went back into the bedroom. “So that was what you did it for,” I said. “It wasn't worth it, was it, Sid?”
There was no fight left in him. “Get out of here...” That whisper again.
“As soon as I get the story.”
He said, “Marty Paycheck.”
“Did you kill him?” I asked.
He nodded.
“Tell me about it,” I said.
“Paycheck was a wildcatter trying to move in on Kingkade. He had his own wholesale outlet. Seaward couldn't stand for that.”
“So you made a deal with Seaward. Did they ever find the body?”
“No.”
“Where is it?”
“Copper Lake, about four miles north of town.” The words came slowly, indistinctly. He must have understood that he was the same as signing his own death warrant, if Seaward ever found out that he had talked. It didn't seem to bother him.
“Then what?” I said.
“Nothing. It was just a deal. Big Prairie was growing. It was big enough to hold two retailers, but Barney wanted to be sure that they bought from him. That's all there was to it.”
Now I could understand why Seaward didn't like this heavy drinking of Sid's. He was afraid that someday Sid would get too drunk and do exactly what he was doing now. Talk. Of course there was no positive proof that Seaward was mixed up in the killing, but if the word ever got out the State Crime Bureau might be interested, and that was the last thing Seaward would want. I could understand why Barney put up with Sid, even when it turned out to be a bad deal. Killing to cover up a killing could be an endless thing, and not even Barney Seaward could hope to get away with it long.
“Now get out,” Sid said. He sounded like a very old man.
I went out of the bedroom and into the kitchen where Vida was. “It's all settled,” I said, “you start packing. By this time tomorrow we'll be out of Big Prairie for good.” I put my arms around her and held her tight.
“Why did you have to do it like that?”
“There wasn't any other way. Christ, I didn't enjoy it.” I held her for a minute, letting her cry it out.
“Hold me tighter, Roy,” she said. “Hold me as tight as you can.”
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THE NEXT FEW HOURS, I knew, were going to be dangerous ones. I had to stay out of sight, and still there were a lot of things to be done before attempting to hijack an armed whisky truck. To start with I had to have a car no one would recognize.
So I had Vida rent one at a U-Drive-It place. Next I had to find somebody to help me. Somebody I could depend on. My best bet, I guessed, was a man who needed money and who hated Barney Seaward's guts. A wildcat bootlegger.
As soon as Vida came back with the rented car I got in it and headed south for River Street, a part of town even crummier than Burk. I sweated getting across town and down to River Street. If some of Barney's men spot you, I thought, you'll sure as hell get more than a bruised groin.
But I made it all right. I parked the car behind a second-hand store and went into a beer joint where I knew I'd find a wildcatter if I just waited long enough.
The minute I saw Link Mefford I knew he was the man I wanted. He was a rawboned, sunburned farmer with bitter eyes and a mouth like a steel trap. When we got back to the alley, he said, “I hear you're lookin' for somethin' to drink.”
“Not exactly. I've got a deal you might be interested in.”
He spat a stream of tobacco juice on a pile of beer cans.
“I know where I can get some merchandise,” I said. “Cheap.”
“How cheap?”
“It's free, you might say.”
“Go on.”
“All right, here's the way it is. I happen to know Barney Seaward plans to bring his next load into Big Prairie. I know the truck, the driver, the guard, and the route they're taking. I've even got the place spotted where we can hit them. Do you want me to go on?”
He nodded, his face bland.
“All right, we'll rent two light trucks at the U-Drive-It place where I got my car. If anything should go wrong and it turns into a race, it's better to have two light trucks than one big one. You'll have to do the renting, though. I can't afford to be seen.”
“Why?” he asked flatly, not missing the bruises and cuts on my face. “Seaward?”
I nodded and that seemed to satisfy him.
He thought about it some more, chewing slowly. “It'll take more than two men,” he said.
“Have you got a friend?”
“Maybe. If it comes off, what's the split?”
“Three ways,” I said, “after I take out for expenses. And we'll need some guns. Two shotguns and a pistol. Can you get them?”
He thought some more and nodded. It was a deal. We didn't shake hands on it; he just nodded. “You better wait inside,” he said. “I'll see what I can do about findin' somebody to help us.”
Mefford turned and walked off down the alley. I went back inside the beer joint, took a back booth and waited. I thought of Mefford. Like hell I was going to split that load of liquor with him or anybody else, but he wouldn't know about it until it was too late. The stuff would go into Sid's warehouse and Vida and I would be on our way out of Oklahoma.
About thirty minutes passed and Mefford came back with a man he introduced as Burl Cox. Cox was a soft-spoken, squatty little man with tremendous shoulders and arms, and like Mefford he wore faded bib overalls and chewed tobacco. After we'd shaken hands Mefford said, “We can go get the trucks any time you say. While we're doin' that you can wait over at my house.”
It sounded all right, so we got into my car and went around to Link Mefford's house, a two-room shack standing almost on the edge of the river, and Link went in with me. From under the bed he got two sixteen-gauge shotguns and from his pocket he took a .38 caliber revolver.
“The pistol is Burl's,” he said, “the shotguns are mine, I'll have to buy some cartridges for the .38, though.”
“Do it when you pick up the trucks,” I said, “because I won't be seeing you any more until I meet you across the river.” I looked at my watch and it was almost noon. “We've got plenty of time. I'll give you two hours to get the trucks and drive them across the river on the south highway. That's where I'll meet you.”
“Where do you figure on hittin' this truck of Barney's?”
“I'll let you know when we get there,” I said.
He shrugged, put the guns on the bed and went out. All I had to do now was wait. And not think. I broke the shotguns open and inspected them. Just keep busy, I thought. Don't think about anything. Mefford and Cox were perfect, all guts and no brains, and greedy. Right now they were probably trying to think up a way to keep me from getting the split they thought I was going to take.
Time dragged. I found a rag and began wiping the guns.
I looked at my watch again and there was still almost an hour to go but I couldn't sit still any longer. I went out to the car and put the guns under the back seat. About an hour later I pulled onto a side road, across the river, and smoked a cigarette until I saw two trucks crossing the bridge. Mefford waved as they roared by. I pulled out and moved up ahead of them and we were on our way.
It was only about a ninety-mile drive to where we were going, so we were in no particular hurry. It was dark by the time we reached the section line road Vida had spotted for me. I blinked my lights two times and turned off, then I looked back and saw that the trucks were following. We were still almost a mile from the highway when I came to a stop and the trucks eased up behind me. Mefford and Cox got out of their cabs. I was in the back seat breaking out the guns when they came up.
“All right,” I said, “Here's the way we do it. If Sea-ward's truck is running on schedule, it will be passing this section line around ten o'clock. We'll leave the trucks here and take my car back down to the highway. I'll go down the road maybe four or five hundred yards to spot the truck when it comes, and as soon as it passes I'll give you a signal with a flashlight. Three quick flashes. Burl, you'll be at the crossroads in my car. When you see the flashes you pull out and block the highway in a hurry. Play like your car's stalled or something.”
Burl Cox nodded as I handed him the revolver. “You'd better take the pistol,” I said, “because all the attention is going to be focused on you right at first. Keep it where you can get to it, but don't let it show. Maybe it would be a good thing if you get out of the car after you get the highway blocked, because I want the driver and guard to be looking at you.”
Then I turned to Mefford. “Link, while this is going on, you'll be crawling out of the bar ditch on the other side of the road. You come up behind the truck—and this has to be fast—and throw your shotgun in the driver's face. By that time I ought to be up to the truck. You keep your shotgun on the driver and force him and the guard out on the other side. Then you get in the truck and drive it-down the section line road to where we're parked. Burl and I will take care of the driver and guard and meet you.”
Link Mefford rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “What if the guard goes for his own gun?”
“If we have to kill them, then that's the way it'll have to be. You don't get twenty thousand dollars worth of whisky without taking some chances. The thing is, do it fast.”
They seemed satisfied. Cox got in my car and backed away from the highway. Mefford went across the road and lay down in the bar ditch, and I struck out across an open field with my shotgun and flashlight. I found a place by a culvert, about four hundred yards up the highway, and sat down to wait.
There wasn't much traffic. It was flat prairie country and you could see the headlights coming for more than a mile in both directions. Two hours must have gone by and I hardly moved. About a hall a mile to the south there was a bend in the road, and the cars would come around it, their headlights slicing the night wide open, and I would lie in the gully and hold my breath until they were past. You could see the trucks a long way off because of the lights above the cabs. They would come hurtling up the highway, hellbent for somewhere, but-none of them was the right truck.
Ten o'clock came and went and I began to sweat. Then, just as I was about ready to blow up, I saw the truck round the bend.
I lay there watching its headlights take a long cut at the night; then as it roared toward me I raised up just a little. It was in a hell of a hurry, but not in such a hurry that I couldn't read the lettering on the side of the cab. It said “Caney Produce Company.”
It was the one.
The minute it got by I stood up and flicked the flashlight three times and then started running across the open field toward the crossroads. I hadn't taken two steps before I saw Cox snap the lights on and begin pulling onto the highway. The truck driver tramped his air brakes and I could hear the squeal of rubber on concrete and the blaring of the horn as he rocked to a stop. I got out of the field then, rolled under a barbed wire fence and began running up the highway. I could hear the driver yelling, “You goddamn farmer sonofabitch! Get that thing off the highway!”
Cox did it just right. He pulled out in front of the truck and stalled the motor, and I could see him standing out in front of the car, in front of the headlights, waving his arms and yelling back at the trucker, just like a damn farmer. But the luckiest part of all was the fact that there was no traffic. I didn't see Link Mefford until I had almost reached the truck myself. He seemed to blend with the darkness, and when I finally saw him he was moving all crouched over like a big cat, holding that shotgun at the ready. Cox had got over on the guard's side of the highway, holding their attention in that direction. I wasn't close enough to hear anything when Mefford sneaked his shotgun into the other window, but I've got a pretty good idea of what was said.
I was blowing hard when I finally got there. Mefford was saying coldly, “Don't sonofabitch me, mister. Just get out of that cab before I blow your face through the back of your head.”
They didn't like it, but they got out, all right. Cox had his pistol out now, hustling them toward the car and Mefford was climbing under the wheel of the truck. About that time a car rounded the bend and came toward us.
“Get that thing out of here!” I yelled.
I piled into the back seat of the car, on top of the driver and guard. Cox got under the wheel of the car, and we shot off the highway. In just a few seconds Mefford had the truck rolling. He got off the highway just as the car zipped past us.
It was pretty awkward, three men in the back seat and one of them trying to hold a shotgun on the other two. I got the pistol from Cox and then climbed into the front seat where I could do a better job of watching them.
“What's goin' on back there?” Cox asked.
“Nothing. Mefford's coming along with the truck.”
“What do you aim to do with the two in the back seat?”
“I haven't decided yet.”
This was the catch in the plan. It was the catch that all of us had thought about, but none of us had brought into the open. The cold fact was, the truck driver and the guard had to die.
For a minute I felt sick. Then I thought of all the thousands of hash houses in the world, of all the three-dollar shoes and hand-me-down suits. I thought of Lola. The revolver cracked five times.
I couldn't stop until I heard the hammer clicking on empty chambers. Then I turned around in the front seat and watched the road. Cox didn't say a thing.
Cox pulled up past our trucks and as we got out Mefford came up with the load. We had to work in the dark and we had to work fast. The first thing we did was break the lock on the back of the truck and open the big swinging doors, then I vaulted up on the tailgate and began throwing the tarps back.
It's no easy job transferring a whole truckful of liquor. It took us well over an hour to get all the stuff shifted from the one big truck to our two lighter ones. After the job was finally completed and we got the tarps tied down, Cox looked at me, then spat wearily in the direction of my car.
“What do you aim to do with them?”
“Well, there's one sure thing. We can't just leave them here; we've got to get rid of them somehow.”
“The river?” Mefford asked.
“Maybe. Sure, I guess that would be all right. We can wrap them up in a tarp, throw in a few rocks and tie them up good. They'll stay at the bottom a long time if we find a hole deep enough.”

Cox rubbed his chin. “I know a place that might do.”
“All right,” I said, “that's it, then.” We took part of the tarp off the big truck; then Mefford and I went out to get the rocks while Cox dragged the bodies out of the back seat. After we got the bundle made we heaved it back into the car and I said, “Cox, you take my car and get rid of this. I'll drive the truck back to Big Prairie and Mefford and I will meet you at 712 Burk.”
Cox nodded, then Mefford said, “Why Burk Street?”
That stopped me for a moment because I hadn't meant to take the stuff to Burk Street at all. But I had to take it somewhere, and I didn't think Mefford and Cox would be very enthusiastic about leaving it in Sid's warehouse. The main thing was to postpone making the split.
“That's where we're going to store the liquor for now,” I said. “As it is, we've got to work damn fast to get it unloaded before sunup. It wouldn't look good, going from one place to the other splitting up two truckloads of whiskey in broad daylight, would it?”
I could see that Mefford didn't like the idea. He wanted his share and he wanted it now—but time was running out.
“What are you going to do with the liquor truck?” Cox asked.
“You can't do away with a thing like that. Leave it here.”
I got under the wheel of the lead truck and began pulling for the highway. Then Mefford pulled out. And, finally, Cox, in my car. When we got on the highway, Cox passed us up, hellbent for the river.
It was a little after four o'clock and Burk Street was as quiet as a grave when we rolled the trucks into it. Cox had already finished his job and had the car parked in front of the old man's house.
“Is everything all right?” I asked.
“I got rid of the bundle,” Cox said, “if that's what you mean.”
“Have you seen anybody?” I said.
Cox laughed shortly. “On Burk Street, at four in the mornin'?”
To me, those trucks sounded like a battalion of tanks, but they don't pay much attention to things on Burk Street. Finally, I pulled the truck into the street, then backed it right up to the front porch. Then Mefford and I got in the back of the truck and started throwing whisky down to Cox. It took us about an hour to get it unloaded and stacked.
“Well,” I said, when we finally got finished. “I guess this is the best we can do for now. We can make the split tomorrow night.”
“I guess me and Burl'll stay here and just keep an eye on it,” Mefford said. “This is a hell of a lot of whisky. I'd hate for anything to happen to it. What're we goin' to do about the trucks?”
“Geez, we've got to get those things out of here! You and Cox take care of that. I'll wait here till you get back.”
The minute they left the house I ripped open a case, uncorked a bottle and gulped down a healthy slug. I never needed a drink more than I needed one now. My nerves were screaming. Every muscle ached, and my eyes burned, and more than anything else in the world I wanted to lie down and sleep. But I couldn't do it. The minute I closed my eyes I could see that truck driver and guard.
Forget about it, I thought. That's one thing you've »got to forget or you'll go nuts. Besides, you've got other things to think about.
About a million other things, and I didn't know where to begin. The first thing I ought to do, probably, was get in touch with Sid and turn the whole thing over to him.
And there were Mefford and Cox to be taken care of somehow. I'd be damned if I split the liquor with them. I'd take all of it or I'd drown in it. While I was worrying about it, they came in.
They had their shotguns with them and it looked as if they meant to stay—until they could carry off their share of the whisky, anyway. The hell with them, I thought. I didn't have time to worry about a pair of farmers.
“You get the trucks put away?” I said.
Mefford nodded, resting his shotgun against the door.
“All right,” I said, “we can take them back to the rental company after a while. Are you two going to stay here?”
“We thought it might be best,” Cox said evenly.
I started for the door. “I've got something to look into. I'll be back before long.”
“There's just one thing,” Cox said as I hit the porch. “The back seat of your car is pretty messed up.”
The whisky started to bounce on me. I made it as far as the car, then I leaned on the fender and let it go. I got a hold on myself finally and slid under the wheel. But I didn't look in the back seat.
The sky in the east was growing pale as I pulled out of Burk street and headed toward the center of town. Big Prairie was quiet. The old day hadn't quite died, the new one hadn't quite started to live.
I found an all-night service station near the edge of town, so I had the boy put in some gas while I went inside to use the phone. I got the number and listened to the ring at the other end—once—twice....
“Hello.” It was Vida.
“It's all over,” I said. “In another hour or two we'll be out of Big Prairie—”
“Roy—!” I could hear the quick intake of breath. Then her voice broke. “Roy! Roy!”
“Take it easy,” I said, trying to sound calm. “Everything's all right. It's all over. I've got the stuff at the old man's place on Burk Street. You can stop worrying now. But how about Sid? Did he get the money out of the bank?”
“I—I think so.”
I said, “All right, Vida, just sit tight for another hour or so, and you'd better start waking Sid up. I've got two farmers watching the liquor for me, but pretty soon they'll be leaving to return the trucks. I'll let you know when. Then Sid can come down and we'll close the deal.”
I could feel myself grinning faintly. There was going to be hell to pay when Mefford and Cox came back and found that their liquor had been bought and paid for by another bootlegger. But that was something they would have to settle themselves. I would be far away by then.
“Roy—” Then she waited a long moment before saying anything else. “Roy, I'm afraid. It's Sid, I think,” she said uncertainly. “He doesn't even seem to care.”
“Forget about him,” I said. “It isn't that he doesn't care—he just can't do anything about it.”
I hung up when the service station attendant came in to collect for the gas. As I got in the car I noticed that it was getting light, and I didn't like that much. A few cars were on the streets now—factory workers, heading for work. I didn't see the pickup truck until it pulled up beside me at a stop light. I sat there behind the wheel, numb with fatigue, and then I heard a voice saying, “I'll be damned!”
I could feel my guts dropping out of sight. It was my old friend, Max. And sitting beside him was his partner, Joel.
Of all the lousy breaks! I thought. For an instant I seemed to be paralyzed. Then I slammed the car into gear, spurting cross the intersection against the red light, but that pickup was right on top of me. There was a teeth-rattling jar as the truck rammed me broadside, shoving my car over against the curb. I made a grab for the door, completely panic-stricken for that moment, and the only idea in my mind was to run—run! The door stuck, it had been jammed somehow in the crash against the curb, and I nearly went crazy as I struggled with it. It came open suddenly. I piled out and ran straight into Joel's arms.
“Geez,” Max said flatly, “you never learn, do you, buddy?”
“We can't just stand here,” Joel said, “what are we goin' to do with him?”
Max shrugged. “I guess Barney'll decide that.” It all happened in a few seconds. They grabbed my arms, hustled me around to the pickup and shoved me in between them.
Max looked at me, puzzled. “Geez, I've seen some dumb ones,” he said, “but, friend, you just about take the prize.”
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I DIDN'T REALLY BEGIN TO GET SCARED until we got to Barney's place. Until the rage had kept me from thinking about anything else, the helpless rage at myself and at my luck. It was just one of those lousy breaks that Max and Joel had been making a delivery at that time of morning. It was another lousy break that they happened to stop beside me. Happened to see me. God, I thought, how Lola will laugh when she hears about this!
It was still early, not much more than five o'clock when Max pulled the pickup around behind Barney Seaward's house. He went around to the side door and talked to somebody for a minute and then he came back.
“It's dumb punks like you,” Joel said, looking at me, “that make things hard for guys like us.”
“Well, he asked for it,” Max said. “He can't ever say he didn't.”
That was when I began to wonder for the first time what they were going to do with me. I thought, I can't stand another beating like that last one. My nerves are gone, I'm ready to crack wide open.
“Get out,” Max said.
We went across the back yard and up to the porch. Barney opened the back door and stood there looking at us.
He looked annoyed and that was about all. Anyway, I thought, he hasn't heard about the hijacking yet. “You're causing me a lot of trouble, Foley,” he said, coldly. “For a punk, you sure cause a lot of trouble.” He lit a cigarette and looked as if it tasted like hell. He said abruptly, “Get him out of here. Take him somewhere, you know what to do. I'm sick of looking at him.”
He turned to walk away and I went to pieces for a minute. The fear of pain covered me, almost drowned me. “Barney, for God's sake, I'll tell you something, something you ought to know! But just let me leave and forget about it!”
I don't think he even heard me.
“Marty Paycheck, Barney!” I yelled. “Marty Paycheck! Did you ever hear of a man with a name like that?”
Barney stopped as if he had been shot. He looked at me with the coldest eyes I ever saw and maybe ten seconds went by before he made a sound. He took a deep drag on his cigarette, still looking at me. Then he let the smoke out very slowly and said, “Let him go, Joel. I'd better talk to him.”
Joel dropped my arms as though I had suddenly stung him. “Now get out, both of you,” Barney said, “I want to think.”
Max and Joel looked at each other and Max shrugged the smallest shrug in the world.
Barney didn't say another word or make a move until they were gone. I was too full of relief to feel much of anything.
Then Barney said, “What is this about a man named Paycheck?”
“He's dead,” I said. “Sid killed him on a deal he made for you. The body's in Copper Lake, north of town.” And I thought, Why are you telling this? It's not going to do you any good. You're getting yourself in deeper all the time; he's going to have to kill you whether he wants to or not because now you know as much as Sid.
It was that sudden sickening fear of pain. The most important thing in the world seemed to be keep talking, keep Barney interested, somehow postpone the time when Max and Joel would come back.
“Did Sid tell you this?” Barney said, and I nodded.
“When?”
It seemed like a long time ago. I had to think back and it startled me when I realized that it had been just a day ago. “Yesterday,” I said.
For the first time a kind of emotion came into Barney's face. His mouth seemed to draw tighter, his eyes narrowed down in cold anger. “The drunken bastard!” he said softly. “The goddamn bastard! Go on. What else, did he say?”
“That's all.” Then I did think of something else, and when I thought of it some of the old excitement rose up again and pushed some of the sickness away. I tried to keep my voice even. “Yes, he did mention that Paul Keating knew about the killing.”
I could see him stiffen, but he didn't say a thing. He looked at me for a long time, and finally he said, “I get nothing but punks. All my trouble comes from punks and they're all I ever get.” Then, without even calling to Max and Joel, he walked out of the room and left me standing there.
After a minute I heard him talking on the phone. “Sure it's the truth. There's no other way he could have found out about it. He even knows about Copper Lake!”
You've done it now! I thought dumbly. You've talked yourself right into an unmarked grave.
Still, it didn't seem to be me whom he was worried about. It was Sid who had knocked that iciness out of him and put him into a rage. That slow excitement started coming up again as I began to feel carefully along the edges of an idea.
I knew what Barney was going to say. Even before he came back into the room and stood there looking at me, studying me, I knew what he had in his mind.
“All right, Foley,” he said quietly, as though he had never been out of the room, “I think we understand each other. You know what will happen if I put Max and Joel onto you again. The last time was nothing, Foley. Less than nothing, compared to what it will be if it happens again.”
I knew what was coming, I could see it in his eyes.
“You wanted a chance to get out of Big Prairie without being worked again,” he went on. “Well, you're going to have to earn your way, Foley. Do you know how you can earn your way, Foley?”
“No.”
His smile widened slightly. “Yes, you do. Sid is a luxury I can't afford any longer; you can understand that. If he talks to you, he'll talk to other people, so I've got to get him out of the way. That's going to be your job, Foley, and then you can leave Big Prairie and you'll never see me again.”
I stood there, swaying, sick inside and hoping that I looked even sicker than I felt. After a moment, I said, “God, I can't do it! Sid's my friend!”
Barney raised his voice slightly and said, “All right, Max, you and Joel can come in.” The door opened and they came in and Barney said, “Take the bastard out of here. I gave him a chance and he wouldn't take it.”
I almost yelled, and it wasn't all acting. “Barney, I can't do it! Anything else, but not that!”
“Take it or leave it,” he said calmly. “I'll give you a stake to leave town on—we'll say five hundred.”
Five hundred lousy dollars! But I kept telling myself to stay calm. He could multiply that by a thousand by the time it was over. I thought of Sid with uneasiness. It wouldn't happen this time the way it had with the truck driver and guard. This time I would have plenty of time to think about it and it wouldn't be easy. I thought of Vida, too. She would hate me if she ever found out—but she would never know. With Seaward's help, a thing like this could be done. But, in the back of my mind, I was thinking of Lola. Every time my bruised guts ached I thought of her. I could hear her laughing.
“What will it be, Foley?” Barney asked impatiently.
“I'll do it,” I said.
I looked at Barney and could almost see him thinking the same thing I was thinking. This is too easy—much too easy. He had expected a fight out of me and I hadn't given him any fight, and now he was beginning to wonder what I was thinking about. And on my side, it just didn't make sense to agree to a job of murder for a lousy five hundred dollars. I had the feeling that Barney was trying to make it easy for me, that he was leaving the door open, inviting me to fight and make it convincing.
The sweat on my forehead was cold. I had almost underrated Seaward again.
“All right,” I said finally. “I'll do it, but not for five hundred. Five thousand. That's cheap and you know it.”
There was no change at all in those eyes of his. No anger. Just that vague smile of self-satisfaction, and I had the uncomfortable feeling that he was reading my mind and thinking ahead of me again.
Finally he nodded. “Five thousand. But you do it exactly the way I say.” He looked at Max. “Get him out of here. Take him back to his rooming house and be sure he stays there.” Then to me, “Don't think you can run out on this, Foley.”
“Run out on five thousand dollars?”
He still smiled that vague half smile. The sonofabitch knows you're planning something for him, I thought, and he doesn't even care! It was still too easy, my willingness to kill for him, his willingness to pay my price. If you fail this time, Foley, I thought, it will be the last mistake you'll ever make.
I said, “I'll have to know how you want it done.”
“I haven't decided yet,” he said evenly. “I'll get in touch with you after I've done some thinking.”
“And another thing,” I said, “I want my car your hoodlums smashed up for me.”
Barney looked at Max and shrugged. “All right, get it for him. But keep the keys yourself.”
We rode back the same way we had come out, with me sandwiched in between Max and Joel. The police hadn't picked up the car yet, probably because nobody had reported the accident. It was still sitting there, jammed up against the curb with the left rear fender crushed in. Joel and I got out of the pickup and into the rented car and drove on to my rooming house with Max following.
“Just don't forget,” Joel said. “Don't try anything. Me and Max will be right out here lookin' for you.”
“As long as you're going to keep the keys,” I said, “drive my car around to the back and park it.”
They stood on the sidewalk, watching me go up the steps into the house. When I reached my room my nerves started screaming again. I lay across the bed, not thinking about anything, too wound-up to sleep, too tired to rest. That back seat in the car, something had to be done about that. The car was rented in Vida's name, and sooner or later somebody would see that blood and would want to have some answers. I went downstairs and out the back door of the rooming house. The car was there where Joel had parked it. I got the back seat out and siphoned some gas out of the tank and soaked it and set it on fire. When it was going good I heard Max and Joel coming around the corner of the house.
“What the hell is this?”
Two roomers came out the back door to see what the excitement was about. The fire shot up higher and higher, and then it began to die down. When it was over there was nothing left but some ashes and blackened springs. Now, I thought, maybe I can rest.
“What do you think you're doin'?” Max demanded angrily.
“Go to hell,” I said, and they didn't know just what to do about it with the roomers coming out of the house and wanting to know what had started the fire. “Somebody must have left a cigarette back there,” I said. I left Max and Joel and went back into the house.
I went upstairs and lay down again, trying to think calmly, trying to get the most important things first. I looked out the window again and saw Max in the pickup watching the front of the house. Joel would be around at the back. Then I went downstairs and used the rooming house phone.
“Vida,” I said, “I want you to listen closely and not ask any questions. Things have gone all to hell, it just blew up in my face, but it still may turn out to be a good thing if we can work it right. The first thing I want is a good recording machine, the finest you can get. Probably a tape recorder would be the best. And I want two microphones, the most sensitive microphones money can buy. And I've got to have some lead wires—get the flat kind that you can lay under carpets so they don't show— and a screwdriver and hammer. Have this stuff delivered to the front door of my rooming house, but not to me. I'm being watched by two of Barney's boys. I don't know how you're going to get this stuff, but you've got to do it and do it fast, or everything's ruined. Everything!”
“Roy—” Her voice jumped at me, as though she had been holding her breath for a long time. “Roy, what went wrong?”
“Everything! But it can still be straightened out if you do exactly as I say.”
Then the fatigue and worn nerves caught up with me. I made it back up the stairs, thinking, There's nothing to do now but wait and see. I lay across the bed and felt the tiredness wash over me like a warm ocean, and I closed my eyes. I was going to rest. Everything was going to be all right. I had a sudden, dark vision then and I could see the truck driver and guard, their eyes wide, their mouths open, the way they had looked at me.
Forget it! I thought. You have to forget it!
Finally I went to sleep. About five minutes later I woke up screaming.
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“MR. FOLEY! MR. FOLEY!” Somebody was hammering on the door. I had fallen asleep finally and now the sound came to me as I lay there in a sluggish fog. “Mr. Foley!” It was the landlady—I realized that after a while. My mind jumped headlong into full consciousness.
I opened the door and she was standing there, vaguely puzzled, a tight-mouthed little woman holding an envelope in her hand. “Mr. Foley, some men are downstairs with a parcel,” she said. “It's addressed to me, but there's a message with it that says it is to be delivered to you. Do you know anything about it?”
Vida, Vida! I thought. How I love you! “Yes,” I said. “Will you please have the men bring it up to my room?”
I looked out the window and saw Max talking to one of the two delivery men. Then he went back to the pickup and looked without interest as the men hefted the crated recorder and started toward the house.
“Is this where it goes?”
I turned and a big blond kid was standing in the doorway holding a package about the size of a small suitcase. The other deliverymen came in carrying two smaller packages.
“This is the place,” I said. “Would you mind setting it up for me? I want to be sure it works.”
“That's our job,” the kid said.
When they got it all set up it seemed like a hell of a lot of machinery, but it wasn't really as complicated as it looked. The kid turned it on and counted up to ten into the microphone, then he played it back and it sounded fine.
“Will that microphone work from four or five feet away?” I said.
The kid was connecting the two mikes. “Sure.” He turned it on again and adjusted the input control and stood back and counted. When he played it back it was almost as good as it had been before.
That was all there was to it. They went out and I stood there looking at it, thinking. This is your last chance. And it sure as hell better work! Time was everything now. My watch said twelve o'clock and I knew that Seaward would know about the hijacking by now. And Mefford and Cox were still sitting with that liquor—if I was lucky—wondering what had happened to me, probably.
I disconnected the recorder and began making splices with the flat lead wire. Then, in front of the couch, I cut a small slit in the carpet and slipped the lead wire into it. I pulled the lead wire under the carpet to the far side of the room, and then I fixed the microphone the same way. The recorder itself had to go in the closet. A squat mahogany table that served as a coffee table went over the hole in the carpet. I ran the microphone wires up the legs of the table, on the inside, and then made a bracket of nails on the under side of the table to hold the microphones. There was only one place where the wires showed when I got through and that was on the bare space of floor between the carpet and the closet door. I fixed that by getting a dirty shirt out of the closet and throwing it on the floor. Then I messed the room up even more than usual so the shirt wouldn't look out of place. I piled odds and ends of clothing on the bed and on the other chair in the room, which left only one place to sit—on the couch. Right in front of the microphones.
I heard the telephone ring downstairs and I stood there listening to-the hammering in my chest. “Mr. Foley!” It was the landlady.
When I picked up the phone, Barney said, “It's settled, Foley. It happens tomorrow.”
He sounded so grim I guessed that he had found out about the hijacking. But not all about it.
Now came the tough part. I had to get him in the room or the plan was no good at all. I said, “I've been doing some thinking. I've decided that five thousand isn't a big enough stake to leave town on.”
He didn't like that. “We'll talk about it later,” he said coldly. “Max and Joel will bring you out to my place and we'll go over it.”
“I've had enough of your place,” I said. “I'm not taking another going-over if I can help it.”
“You can't help it, Foley,” he said dryly. “Max and Joel can drag you out of that room any time I give the word.”
“Not without a hell of a racket.”
He thought about that. He could get me out, all right, but that might not be the best way.
“All right,” he said evenly. “There's a roadhouse across the river; we can settle it there.”
“Like hell. There's a place on the corner of First and Main. If you want to do business, I'll talk to you there.”
“Someday,” he said softly, “you're going to learn who gives the orders, Foley. But it's going to be too late then.”
“I'm ready to do business. I'm just not going to take any more beatings from your hoodlums.”
“All right,” he said finally, and my arm ached from squeezing the receiver. “I'll come to your place.”
He hung up and I stood there with my breath whistling between my teeth. I hadn't suggested that he come here, so there was no reason for him to suspect anything. There were some things that I could expect, though. A gun, probably, and Max and Joel. But that didn't bother me. All I wanted was to get him in the room. Then the sonofabitch would soon find out who could give orders.
Less than an hour had passed when I heard the steps on the stairs. I went to the closet and turned on the recorder. Then I opened the door before he had a chance to knock and Barney stood there smiling an iron-hard, humorless smile. I was struck completely dumb for a moment, too stunned to move or make a sound. Barney wasn't alone. And he didn't have Max and Joel with him, as I expected. The man beside him looked grim and uncomfortable—it was Paul Keating.
I must have stood there for a full ten seconds without making a move. Then the impact of the thing hit me like _a bullet. Not even in my wildest imaginings had I expected to get Barney Seaward and Paul Keating together. It was perfect.
I stepped to one side and Barney came into the room, watching me closely. Keating hesitated, then followed him in and closed the door. Only then did I remember the tape recorder that was grinding away in the closet, recording nothing.
“I thought we were going to talk alone,” I said. “I didn't expect Big Prairie's county attorney to be with you.” I had to get names on the tape and establish identities.
“Keating thinks I'm making a mistake,” Barney said dryly. “He doesn't think you're to be trusted, Foley.”
“Maybe he's right,” I said. Then I realized that the recorder wasn't doing a damn bit of good because we were too far away from the microphone. I went over to the bed and motioned to the couch, the only other place in the room to sit down.
They wouldn't sit down. They stood there in the center of the room, each of them nursing his own special kind of hatred. Keating would like to see me dead. Seaward-there was no way of knowing what he was thinking.
Barney looked at me, then he glanced at Keating with that same hard smile. I realized then that he had his own reason for wanting Keating in on this. Barney was an ambitious man—more ambitious than I had realized until now. Maybe one day he would be wholesaling for all the bootleggers in Oklahoma. After he had made Keating governor of the state. Even now he knew too much about the county attorney for Keating to dare refuse him anything. On top of bootlegging, gambling, and prostitution, Seaward had already made him a party to one murder-Marty Paycheck's—and was preparing to make him a party to one murder more. You couldn't refuse a man anything after you had joined with him in crimes like that, and Seaward knew it better than anybody.
I sat there looking at Barney Seaward with a new kind of respect until I realized that all that power could be mine.
But it didn't mean a thing if I didn't get it on the tape.
“Did you bring the money, Seaward?” I said.
He lost his smile. “Don't push me, Foley. I've lost a truck of liquor and a driver and a guard this morning, and before long somebody's going to get hurt and hurt bad. It could be you, Foley.”
“I told you what my price was. If you want me to kill Sid, you'll have to pay for it.” Keating winced. Suddenly his knees seemed to give away and he dropped to the couch and lit a cigarette, his hands shaking. I looked at him and said, “Keating, you can pay half of it, you're in it as deep as Seaward here.” That got their names on the tape. “Now that I think of it,” I went on, “I wouldn't have it any other way. If there's an investigation, I want the county attorney on my side. If it ever comes before a grand jury, I want Keating to be in a position to throw up every smoke screen he can think of. And you can think of them, Keating. You thought of them all right when Mary Paycheck was killed.”
Barney laughed, in that abrupt, completely humorless way of his.
“The punk's got a head on his shoulders,” Barney said.
I said, “Don't call me that again, Barney!”
It startled him. “Maybe,” he said softly, “I'd better call Max and Joel in and show you again who gives the orders.”
“And maybe I'll raise so much hell,” I said, “that it'll be heard all the way to the State Crime Bureau in Oklahoma City!”
I could see kill behind those cool eyes of his, but he kept a strong hand on his emotions. First things first with Barney. “All right,” he said, as though he had completely forgotten everything but the business at hand. “Ten thousand dollars. But you'll get it after the job, Foley, not in advance.”
If I had said twenty thousand, it would have been the same thing. He would promise it and I would never see it.
“And you'll do it the way I tell you,” Barney said. “Tomorrow morning I'll send Sid to Ardmore to make some collections for me. He's going to have an accident on the way. A bad one. Do you know the highway between here and Ardmore, Foley?”
“Not very well.”
“About thirty miles west of Big Prairie the highway is straight and the land is flat for the most part. Traffic moves fast out there. There's an arroyo there—a place called Little River—the bed is dry most of the year, but it's deep. It would be a long, hard fall in a car. Especially a convertible like Sid's.”
“What kind of a bridge is it?” I said.
“The bridge is concrete, but the approaches are two-by-six railing. It wouldn't take much to shove a speeding car through them. West of the bridge there is a section line road, and beyond that there is a service station. Their business is whisky, but you can buy gas, too, if you want it, or you get a bent fender straightened or a new paint job or even a new license plate. A man by the name of Carter runs the place. He has a couple of trucks that he rents sometimes to friends.”
It was clear enough, but not as clear as I wanted it for the tape.
I said, “Let's see if I've got it. First, I go to this service station and rent a truck. You'll have to arrange that end of it. Then I go to the crossroads west of the bridge and I wait until I see that red convertible of Sid's. Then I pull out, force him through the railings and into the arroyo. After that, I take the truck back to the service station where they straighten out any dents that might be in it, paint it, change license plates, and I get in my own car and come back to Big Prairie. What will I do about passing traffic? I can't just drive away as if nothing happened.”
“Tell them you're going for a doctor,” Seaward said. “Let them see your license plate—it won't make any difference. Thirty minutes after you get the truck back to the service station it will be a different truck. Nobody will ever recognize it.”
“What about the highway patrol?”
“By the time they get there, it will be over.” He looked at Keating. “Have you got anything to add, Paul?”
Keating looked ten years older than he had when he first walked into the room. “That bridge is within a few hundred feet of the county line. If anything happens in the next county, I won't be able to help you.”
“It will happen just the way I said,” Barney said, looking at me. “Won't it, Foley?”
I thought of the recorder, all the words going on tape. I thought of Lola—I'd like to see her face when she first heard this recording!
“It's going to be just exactly the way you said, Barney,” I said. “You don't have to worry about that.”
After they left, I played the tape all the way through, from beginning to end. It was all there, the complete plan for a murder. I could hardly breathe as I sat there listening to Barney's voice, ragged with nerves. The only thing missing was the murder itself. That was up to me.
It didn't worry me at all that I was in it as much as Keating and Seaward, because I wasn't bluffing this time. The power that I held was staggering.
Even as I thought about it I heard the heavy tramp of shoes on the stairs. The knock on my door startled me and for a moment I felt my insides go loose and I thought hopelessly: It's happened! Something's happened and the bottom has fallen out of everything!
“Mr. Foley!” It was the landlady's voice, harsh and indignant.
There was another heavy-fisted knock, a knock that meant business. “Open that door, Foley!” A man's voice this time.
“What is it?” I said.
“It's the police,” the landlady said, sounding outraged now.
I couldn't move. I couldn't get my mind to working as the pounding on the door got more insistent. I watched the door give under the weight of heavy shoulders, then the lock snapped and a piece of the door facing splintered and flew across the room as the door came open.
A big plain-clothes cop came into the room with a gun in his hand. “Shake him down,” he said, and his partner got behind me and patted me.
“What the hell is this!” I said.
“Get him downstairs,” the first cop said flatly, and the two of them got me handcuffed and hustled me out of the room.
“What the hell do you think you're doing!” I was almost yelling by now.
The first cop slammed a sledgehammer fist into the small of my back, and I almost went to my knees. “That's just a sample, Foley,” he said. “If you want some more, just try hollering again.”
They half dragged me out of the house and all the roomers crowded onto the front porch, staring wide-eyed. I saw Joel come around from the back of the rooming house where he had been standing watch on me, and Max standing undecided beside the pickup. The two cops were shoving me into their car when Max came forward and said: “What is this?”
“Just stay out of it, buddy. Move away and you won't get hurt.”
He got me into the back seat and then got in beside me, the gun still pointed at my middle. The first cop got behind the wheel. We left Max standing there, his mouth open, looking worried.
I said, “I don't know what this is all about, but I know one thing. You're going to get your rump warped when Barney Seaward finds out about this!”
“Jesus,” the driving cop said wearily. “Everybody works for Seaward, if you listen to what they say.”
I felt like hell. My beard was coming out and I was sweaty and dirty and numb for want of sleep. Then I remembered that recorder in my closet, and that tape. If somebody found that....
They didn't give me time to worry about it. We went straight through the middle of town and then pulled into a parking lot behind the courthouse.
“Get out,” the sweating cop said. The two of them got my arms and started walking me across the graveled parking lot, toward the rear of the courthouse.
Big Prairie's courthouse is a three-story, red-brick affair, with the county jail on the top floor and the county and city offices down below. They hustled me through the rear entrance and down a hall, then we stopped in front of a frosted-glass-paneled door and the sweating cop knocked. In black letters beginning to peel on the frosted glass, there were the words: Thaddeus M. McErulur, Chief of Police.
McErulur was in his shirt sleeves, sitting behind a battered desk, when we came in. His long, horselike face looked as hard as a granite slab. He leaned slowly across the desk, jutting out his big chin. “You lousy punk bastard,” he said harshly. “Foley, you're going to be one sorry punk before this day is over!”
“When this day is over,” I said tightly, “Big Prairie is going to be looking for another gutless ape to take over the police department!”
The sweating cop shot that hammer-like fist into the small of my back again and the wind went out of me.
The telephone rang as I was picking myself up. McErulur picked it up, answered it, and the grin suddenly left his face. “I tried to get in touch with you, Barney,” he said worriedly. “Hell, how was I to know?” He listened some more, his long face getting redder all the time. “Sure, Barney. There was no fuss, none at all—”
“Like hell,” I said. “Everybody on the block knows I was hauled out of the rooming house by your cops!”
The sweating cop was about to let me have the fist again, but McErulur shook his head. “All right, Barney. Whatever you say.” He hung up, looking at me with a new kind of hate. “Get him downstairs,” he said to the cops. “I'll let you know later what to do with him.”
They took me out into the hall again and then we went down a flight of stairs to the basement. “In here,” one of the cops said, opening a door to a naked, window-less room. That was when I saw Mefford and Cox.
They came down the stairs at the other end of the hall, handcuffed, two uniformed cops behind them.
“Get going,” the sweating cop said. His partner gave me a shove and I stumbled into the room. The only furniture in the room was a long plank table and four straight chairs. I dropped into one of the chairs and sat there raging. I had risked my neck for nothing! I'd hijacked a liquor truck, killed two men, and two goddamn farmers had ruined everything!
The sweating cop sat on the edge of the table and shook out a cigarette. “What's the matter, Foley?” he said sourly. “Did you see somethin' that upset you?”
“Lay off,” the other cop said. “Let McErulur take care of this.”
“Don't worry about your partners,” the sweating cop went on, “they'll be taken care of, all right.” He laughed.
I looked at him. “What partners?”
“You goin' to tell us you never saw the two farmers before? That ain't the story they're tellin'. They say a whisky truck was hijacked and you ramrodded the job. They say you killed a couple of men. Now ain't that a hell of a thing for a man's partners to do, turn on him like that? You want to know how we caught up with you? Your partners were stealin' you blind, Foley,” he said grinning. “All that liquor you went to so much trouble to get, they were haulin' it away in broad daylight!”
Then the door opened and McErulur and Barney Seaward came into the room. McErulur jerked his head and the two cops went out. Seaward came over to the table, his face, white with rage. He put his hands on the table and stood there glaring at me.
“Take it easy, Barney,” McErulur said softly. “We can take care of it.”
Barney wheeled as if he had been stabbed. “You took care of it all right! You and your dumb cops. The whole thing would be in the headlines right now if I didn't own the newspaper.” He turned back to me. “You punk, I should have killed you in the beginning!”
“That would have been smart,” I said. “Kill me, then kill Sid, then kill the man who pulled the trigger for you! Where's the end to it? How long do you think you can get away with a thing like that?”
His hand darted out like a snake, but I hardly felt the sting as it whipped across my face. “You're the big man in Big Prairie!” I said. His rage seemed to have spilled over on me. “All right, keep on killing and it won't make any difference how big you are. The Crime Bureau will get you, Barney. They'll take you to McAlister and strap you in the two-thousand volt chair and you'll squirm just like anybody else.”
He would have killed me right then if he had had something to do it with. Then the door opened and Paul Keating came into the room.
Barney turned on Keating. “Where the hell have you been?”
“I was out of the office when McErulur tried to get me,” he said, not quite able to hold Barney's gaze. He took off his hat and put it on the table and I saw that his hands were shaking.
“Do you know what it's all about?” McErulur said.
Keating reached for a cigarette, not looking at me. “Not all of it.”
“I'll tell you what it's all about!” Barney bit out. “This sonofabitch is the one that knocked my liquor truck off last night.”
“Him and a couple of farmers,” McErulur put in. The other two are down the hall spilling their guts. They say Foley killed Barney's driver and guard. We've got it all down in writing.”
“Bring it to court,” I said. “I'll wreck your organization and let it fall around your shoulders!”
“It'll never come to court,” Barney said savagely, “because you're not going to live that long, Foley!”
But then Keating said, “Wait a minute, Barney.”
“I've waited long enough,” Barney grated.
I had an idea then, and I knew that it might be the break that I wanted. “What about Sid?” I said. “You've already waited too long on him. How do you think I was able to hijack your truck in the first place? Who do you think gave me all the information I needed?”
Barney's face wasn't a pretty thing to see.
“You've got Sid to take care of,” I said. “Who's going to do it for you, Barney?”
“You,” Paul Keating said.
It was strange, but at that moment the county attorney seemed to me the strongest man in the room. In spite of anger, in spite of fear, his mind kept working, and he turned to the chief of police and said, “McErulur, send in a stenographer. I think Mr. Foley wants to make a statement.”
Seaward's head snapped around in surprise. He wasn't used to having the play taken away from him. But almost immediately he began to see what the county attorney was thinking. He thought about it and, slowly, he began to relax. “By God!” he said, and it was almost a whisper. Then he sat in a chair and I could almost see the senseless rage going out of him.
“You'd better do it, Thad,” he said finally, not looking at the chief of police. “Send in a stenographer.”
McErulur looked at me, at Barney, then, with a bare hint of a shrug, he went out.
A few minutes dragged by in uncomfortable silence, then there was a knock on the door and a uniformed cop came in with a portable typewriter.
“Take this down,” Barney said. “I, Roy Foley, of my own free will, do confess to shooting and killing two men on the night of June First, Nineteen Hundred ...”
Barney read the full confession after he had finished dictating it, then nodded for the cop to leave the room. He shoved the original and two carbon copies across the table.
“Sign it.”
“And if I don't?”
“You won't live to see the outside of this room. And we both know I'm not bluffing, Foley.”
“And if I do sign it?”
“Everything will be as it was before. You take care of Sid just the way we planned it, then you get out of Big Prairie. The confession is my insurance.”
“What about Mefford and Cox?”
“They're my worry.”
I put my name to the original, and then to the three carbons. God! I thought. I hope nobody has found that recorder!
“What now?” I said.
Barney leaned on the table, his face sober, his voice deadly serious. “Foley, I've got all of you I can stomach. I expect trouble in this business, but not from punks. I want you to get out of my sight while you're still lucky enough to be alive.”
I stood up and Barney sat there, his face hard, looking at nothing. “I'll read about Sid in tomorrow's papers,” he said. “And if I don't see it in tomorrow's papers, I'll know what to do with this confession. I'm not bluffing, Foley.”
I could hardly believe it. I stood up, walked toward the door, and neither of them said a thing. I looked back once before I left the room and Barney was sitting there staring at his fist. Keating was watching me with a quiet viciousness, pleased with the way he had taken care of me. I prayed the recorder would be just where I had left it!
All that liquor.- I couldn't allow myself to think of anything except picking up the pieces and hoping that the pieces would be enough. I walked out of the courthouse and down the steps and stood for a moment on the sidewalk experiencing the overwhelming relief that a condemned prisoner must feel at a last-minute reprieve. My knees were weak, there didn't seem to be enough air to fill my lungs.
I turned, looked back at the courthouse and almost laughed. We'll see who's a punk! I thought. We'll see, Barney!
I took the rooming-house stairs two at a time, and the hammering in my chest became almost unbearable as I reached my room, grasped the knob and shoved the splintered door open. Relief almost knocked me down. The room hadn't been touched. I went to the closet and the recorder was still there. The microphones were still under the table, the lead wires hadn't been tampered with.
For the first time in almost a day I thought of Lola. I thought of her with anger and hate—but not with fear. We'll see, I thought! Now we'll see!
I looked out the window and saw that Max and Joel had either been called off the job or they had lost me in the confusion with the cops. It took less than an hour to get everything set. I had to have two recording machines to make copies of the tape. A music store would be the best bet. Rent the machines, make the copies myself, and then I could be sure that there were no leaks.
I made four copies. One I put in a safe-deposit box, addressed to the State Crime Bureau. I dropped the other three in mail boxes, one addressed to Lola and marked “personal.” Laugh, Lola! Play this and realize how completely I can wreck you. Then laugh if you can!
There was only one thing left to do. I had to kill Sid, and I had to do it exactly the way Barney and Keating had planned it on the tape. By the time they got copies of the recording, by the time they got machines to play them on, the murder would be a fact.
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THE BRIDGE, THE ARROYO, THE APPROACHES were all exactly as Barney had described them. It was nearly morning and still cool. The highway traffic was sparse and scattered, so I stopped on the bridge for a few minutes and inspected the wooden approaches. From the middle of the bridge the rocky bed of the arroyo was about forty feet straight down, but it would be practically impossible to blast a car through the reinforced concrete at that point. Back under the wooden approaches there was a narrow shelf about ten feet down, but beyond the shelf there was a sheer drop all the way to the bottom of the dry wash.
The thing would have to be judged carefully. There were less than a hundred feet to the western approach, and both it and the bridge were narrow, with just enough room for a car on either side of the center line.
It was perfect except for one thing—in case of an accident there was a damn good chance of both cars going through the railings! A thought hit me then and left me cold. Maybe that was what Barney had figured on! And the more I thought about it the more I knew I was right. The bastard! I thought. Sure, that was the reason he hadn't bothered to be so careful. It explained a lot of things that had been only vague half-questions until now.
Had Barney ever really believed that I could be bluffed out of Big Prairie after doing a job like this for him? I doubted it. Had he ever really believed that I would be satisfied with five hundred dollars—or even five thousand? Like hell he had. He had agreed to the thing because it was an easy way of getting rid of me and Sid in one sweep. And at the same time he could tighten his hold on Keating by bringing him in on the murder.
I thought, If you did come out of the accident alive, Foley, do you think he would let you go and forget about it? Not in a hundred years! Killing you is an inconvenience and risk that he hoped to avoid—but he wouldn't side-step the job if it became necessary. He didn't side-step it with Sid.
But you overlooked something this time, Barney, I thought. The recorder!
That thought made me feel big, and the knowledge that I might end up at the bottom of the arroyo with Sid couldn't dampen the feeling. It was a chance I had to take.
About a half mile up the highway I pulled up in front of a service station, a sagging, green-painted frame building with two gas pumps in front and a scattering of wrecked cars at the back. A beefy, red-faced man wearing big overalls came out of the building and I said:
“You Carter?”
“Why?”
“I'm supposed to pick up a truck here.”
“Ah—” He made a small, meaningless sound. “You better drive around to the back,” he said. “You can leave your car in the garage for a while.”
I drove around to the rear and waited until Carter backed an ancient Dodge three-quarter ton out of the garage, then I pulled in. I looked at my watch and it was almost nine-thirty.
I took the Dodge back to the section line road, just beyond the bridge, and waited.
Traffic picked up a little, but it was still scattered and nothing to worry about. I could look out across the prairie and see the cars coming from a long way off. A hammering would start in my chest every time I saw one, and I'd think: This could be Sid! And, in my mind, I'd slam that Dodge into gear and start barreling for the bridge. And every time I'd think: Christ, it can't be done! We'll both be killed. The bridge is too goddamn narrow!
Every time, after the car had passed, I'd have to choke the panic down and get set again, watching for that red convertible.
It was strange, but I hardly thought of Sid as a person at all. He was a way out. He had to be killed—Barney had decided that—so what difference did it make who did it? The only thing that mattered now was whether or not I managed to come out of it alive. Up to that point, everything was perfect, clean, all loose ends tied together. The thing staggered me, every time I thought of it. A murder plan, complete in every detail, designed by Seaward and Keating in their own voices. God, how the crime bureau would love to get their hands on that recording—and how Seaward and Keating would know it! Until the murder was a fact, I was holding an empty gun and that would scare nobody.
Traffic began to pick up on the highway, and as the minutes dragged by I began thinking, What if Barney got suspicious? What if he decided not to send Sid to Ardmore after all? And, even as I was thinking it, I saw that convertible of Sid's, top down, roaring across the prairie like a red comet.
I was wound up, I guess. I had slammed the Dodge off the section line road and onto the highway before I realized that I even had it in gear. I had the Dodge up to forty in second gear, then slammed it into high and was reaching for fifty by the time I hit the approaches on my side. That red convertible was coming at me like something out of a nightmare, and crazy panic seized me as I thought: It can't be done! The second you sideswipe him you'll go through the railings! I heard myself cursing savagely.
Then I seemed to grow cold as I heard the tires leave the rattling boards of the approaches and slam growling onto the concrete of the bridge itself. Fleetingly, in those lightning-like seconds, I realized that Barney had understood me even better than I had understood myself. He was a man who understood hate, and greed, and maybe he even knew about Lola. Maybe Barney himself had run from something once. Maybe even the great Barney Seaward had been laughed at, had felt his insides crawl. It was a new thought, but not startling, because how else could he understand that there are times when a man would rather die than fail again.
Roy, you're the funniest thing! 
In that last split second it was Lola that I thought of. Not Vida. Not Seaward, and not Sid. It was Lola and I could hear her laughing. It was the last thing I thought and the last thing I had time to think.
It happened too fast to understand. I had the Dodge wide open, roaring straight down the middle of the bridge. Sid must have been making seventy when he first hit the approaches. He didn't even seem to see me. He didn't let up on the accelerator, he didn't tramp his brakes, and I knew in the back of my mind that he was too drunk to know or care what was happening. Sideswipe him! That's enough!
I seemed frozen to the steering wheel. I couldn't move, and that red convertible came at me like a trick shot of a car hurtling out of a movie screen. I must have closed my eyes for a moment, instinctively trying to brace myself for the shock.
The shock didn't come. I heard the ear-splitting crack, like a high muzzle velocity gun exploding. I opened my eyes in time to see the convertible blasting through the gaping hole in the railings. It hit the shelf below and bounced, then it fell end over end down to the bottom of the arroyo. I braked to a stop about fifty yards beyond the western approach, my stomach trying to push its way into my throat. There wasn't a scratch on the Dodge.
I heard another car braking to a stop behind me, and then the sound of running on the highway. I shoved myself out of the Dodge and a man was leaning over the railing, his face pale, looking down at the wreckage.
“Geez,” he said softly. “I saw it from almost a half mile up the highway.” He turned to me, looking as if he was going to be sick. “This sure is your lucky day, buddy. If he'd sideswiped you, you'd have gone right through the railing with him.”
That was the thing that kept gnawing at me. Another car was squealing to a stop on the other side of the bridge, and I finally found my voice. “How about you going down and seeing if there's anything you can do,” I said. “I'll find a telephone and call an ambulance and the highway patrol.”
There was nothing he or anybody else could do and we both knew it. That convertible was- a twisted, smoking mass of scrap, and Sid was under it somewhere. What was left of him.
I got the Dodge into gear, turned it around and headed back across the bridge.
As soon as I got back to Big Prairie I called Vida. It wasn't the smart thing to do, but the only thing I wanted or could think of was Vida. To hold her, to rest against her. Somewhere in Big Prairie all hell was breaking loose, and I knew it, but that didn't seem to matter right now. The mail would have been delivered, and probably Seaward and Keating and Lola had already heard their copies of the recordings. The highway patrol would have Already started their investigations at the bridge. I was too tired to worry about it. The only thing I could think of was that red convertible going through the railings. I hadn't even seen Sid's face. What had he been thinking of? I wondered. Why hadn't he done something to save himself? I hadn't even touched him; it was almost as though he had wanted to kill himself. I tried not to think about it.
I left the car on a side street at the edge of town and caught a cab to Vida's place. She was waiting at the front door when I got there and the look of her shocked me. She looked as if she had aged ten years since I had seen her last; she seemed thinner, tireder, as she clung to me.
“Roy—”
“It's all over,” I said. “I fought it out with Seaward, and I won. We're going to be all right, Vida. But I feel a hundred years old. I've got to rest.”
My legs almost gave way under me. Vida put her arms around me, half holding me up as we went through the front room and into the hallway leading to the bedroom. “You can stay here,” she said. “Barney sent Sid to Ardmore and he won't be back until tonight.”
I had almost forgotten about him. Sid won't be back tonight, I thought. Or ever.
“I'll make you some hot chocolate,” I heard Vida saying. “It will help you sleep.”
I didn't want it, but it didn't seem to be worth the trouble of saying so. I dropped on the edge of the bed and sat there woodenly and Vida went out to the kitchen. I lay back, without even bothering to loosen my tie, but the minute I closed my eyes I saw that convertible going through the railings again, hitting, bouncing, like a nightmare in slow motion, then plunging down to the bottom of the arroyo....
Something was wrong; the thing just wasn't right. It didn't make sense that a guy should go to his death like that, doing nothing to save himself. I thought back, trying to put myself in Sid's position. Would I have done it the way he had? Hell no; I would have tramped on the brakes, even if I hadn't had time to think about it, and I would have jerked the car away from the railing, even if it had meant sideswiping somebody. It was the natural thing. It was the thing that Barney Seaward had planned on all the time.
The only explanation that I could think of was that Sid had been drunk, so drunk that he hadn't realized what was happening until it was too late.
I half turned on the bed and knocked the pillow onto the floor. When I picked it up there was a folded piece of stationery under it—and I think I knew, even before I opened it and looked at it, what would be written there.
There were just a few words. It said: “I'm sorry, Vida. I can't take it any more.”
I sat there holding it, looking at it, and then suddenly it hit me. The first thing I thought was, Christ, what a piece of luck! It was a suicide note and I was in the clear, completely in the clear.
But the thing was too impossible to believe. Things just don't happen like that. You don't go to all that trouble to plan a murder that looks perfect and then have the guy commit suicide just exactly to fit the plan, and a note clearing you of all the blame. That was too much luck. Think back—there had to be an answer.
I tried to piece it together—and finally I got an answer, but it wasn't satisfactory. To start with, Sid had written the note last night or early this morning, sometime before he was to go to Ardmore for Barney. He had meant to kill himself—either because of the murder on his conscience, or because of what I'd told him about Vida. Anyway— and the thing was coming fast now—he had planned to kill himself, that much was sure.
But maybe he'd run out of guts. Or maybe he just couldn't think of the right way to do it. If that was the case, the natural thing would be to wait for his chance. So maybe that bridge had seemed like the right place to Sid. When death had come at him, he simply hadn't cared enough to step out of the way.
The thing stunned me for a moment. I sat there clutching the note, feeling as if I had the world by the tail. Then the bottom fell out.
The note wasn't going to do me a bit of good.
In the first place, if I ever proved that it was suicide instead of murder, I'd lose what hold I had on Seaward and Keating. In the second place, it was probable that Sid had insured himself, and I sure wasn't going to stop a double-indemnity insurance claim by producing a note that proved that he had taken his own life.
I tore the note in half and thought: This note could save you from the chair.
But it wasn't the chair I was afraid of.
I tore the pieces, again and again. You've gone to too much trouble and taken too many chances to start playing it safe now, I thought. A stranglehold on Seaward, that's the important thing, and you can't get a thing like that by playing it safe. You'll never hear Lola beg, by playing it safe....
I looked up and Vida startled me.
“Roy, what is it?”
“Nothing. I'm all right.” I still had the pieces of the note in my hand. I shoved them into my pocket and lay across the bed again.
“Drink this,” she said.
“I don't want anything to drink. I want you.”
I felt the bed give as she sank down beside me. Her fingers were cool as she stroked my forehead, her breasts were soft as she held me close. I let my mind wander in darkness as I began to relax. How long would it be before they called on Vida to identify the body? It didn't seem to matter. It would be long enough and I could sleep.
It was almost dark when I woke up. Vida wasn't there. I called out but she didn't answer, and I lay there for several minutes, my mind still in fog, wondering where she had gone. Then I remembered Seaward, and the thought seemed to jerk me half out of bed, bathing my face in sweat. Then I thought: Seaward can't do a thing any more. You're holding the club now, and he damn well knows it!
That made me feel good. By now I realized that the highway patrol must have called Vida and she had gone to the morgue without waking me. I went into the bathroom and stared at myself in the mirror. I looked like hell, but I felt big inside.
I ran some hot water and shaved and Vida still wasn't back. I went into the kitchen and found some gin and limes; I drank the gin straight and sucked a lime for a chaser, and all the time I could feel that bigness growing inside me. If I could only have seen Barney's face when he played that recording for the first time! And Keating's. And Lola's....
Someone came into the front room and I knew it was Vida, and for the first time, I wondered what I was going to say to her.
I went in and she was standing there, pale with shock. She looked at me almost as if I were a stranger and said, “He's dead.”
“Who?”
“He went off a bridge. It was a forty-foot drop, they said,” she went on flatly. “There wasn't anything left of the car.”
“For God's sake, will you tell me what you're talking about?”
“Sid. He just drove off the bridge.” Her face began breaking up and I could hear hysteria rising in her voice.
“How do you know all this?”
“The highway patrol came after me and took me down to the morgue. It was Sid. He was...” She began crying then and I felt rotten, not because of Sid but because of Vida.
“You need a drink,” I said. “Why don't you sit down and I'll get you something. Sit still and try to relax, Vida.”
I went into the kitchen and poured double shots of straight gin for both of us. I put one of the glasses in Vida's hand and she drank it automatically. Suddenly she began to shudder. “God, I keep seeing him, Roy! They said it was an accident, but it wasn't. He meant for it to happen. He planned it.”
I could feel my heart hammering. “How do you know that?”
She shook her head. “I just know it. I think I've known it ever since the morning you told him about us.” She looked at me now and it was almost as if she was seeing me for the first time. “He loved me, Roy,” she said softly, almost whispered. “I guess I loved him, too—once. A long time ago. He wasn't bad, Roy. He was like a kid who never grew up.”
“He was a drunken bum,” I said suddenly, harshly. It shocked her. “He was no good,” I went on. “You're better off without him.” Then I remembered something. “Did Sid carry insurance?”
She looked blank for a moment before she answered. “Twenty thousand dollars.”
“Double for accidental death?”
“I think so.”
I almost smiled then. Geez, forty thousand dollars! “Look,” I said, “maybe it was an accident and maybe it wasn't, but it doesn't make any difference now. Sid's dead, and that's all there is to it. You've got to stop thinking about suicide or we won't get a penny out of that insurance.”
I was already thinking “we.” God, with forty thousand dollars to work with, I could afford to forget about the flop I had made on the hijacking.
Vida was looking at me strangely, her face wet with tears. “Roy... what about us? What are we going to do? Are—are we going to get married?”
“Hell, yes. You know I want to marry you more than anything.”
“Hold me, Roy. Hold me close.”
I held her and she began crying again. There was only one way I could think of to stop that, so I began unbuttoning the bodice of her dress.
“Roy, no! Not tonight!”
I forced her head back and mashed my mouth onto hers, and as my hand worked she began that shuddering that I knew so well.
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“GODDAMN YOU, THIS IS THE LAST mistake you'll ever make, Foley!” Barney Seaward said.
I laughed at him. “I've got you, Barney, and you know it.”
He was past rage. He stood there stone-cold, iron-hard, with nothing at all showing in those eyes of his. We were back at Barney's house, right back where it had all started, and that seemed fitting somehow. Paul Keating wasn't on hand this time, and neither were Joel and Max. It was just me and Barney, and I was on top this time.
He said softly, “You goddamn, lousy punk!”
I almost hit him then. I said, “That's the last time you're going to say that, Barney. Do you understand?”
He understood, all right, but still he wasn't ready to give up. “All right, Foley,” he said evenly, “I made a mistake by letting you live, and a man can't make mistakes in this business without paying for them. How much do you want for all the copies of that recording?”
“They're not for sale.”
He smiled faintly. “What do you plan to do with them, Foley? Turn them over to the police? The Crime Bureau? You can't be that dumb.”
“Maybe I am,” I said.
Barney shook his head, still smiling. “I admit that those recordings are worth something to me, just on the chance that you might let them get away from you. But you're not going to blackmail me with them, if that's what you're thinking, because you don't dare turn them over to the cops. Sooner or later, I'll get those copies. I'll find a way. But if you want to save me the trouble, I'll pay a reasonable price for them.”
And I wouldn't live five minutes after you got them in your hands, I thought. Abruptly, anger flared up inside me. My hand grabbed the front of his shirt before he knew what was happening. “You sonofabitch!” I heard myself hissing. I gave him a shove and he reeled against the wall, his smile gone.
“Look at me!” I almost yelled. “Do I look like I'm bluffing? I've failed for the last time, Barney. I've taken my last beating. I'll get what I want out of you and Keating or we'll all go down together. I haven't got anything to lose, Barney. If I fail again, do you know what I have to look forward to? A job in a hash house. And I'm not going to go back to a hash house, Barney. I'll die first.”
Barney was beaten. I looked at him, grinning, feeling as tall as a mountain. Still, something in the back of my mind cautioned me not to push him too far. He was still dangerous. Barney knew about hate, and a man like that is always dangerous. I knew.
When I spoke again, my voice was even. I said, “There's no reason why we can't do business together, Barney. You once gave Sid a retailing position in payment for murder—well, I'll settle for the same thing. Nothing will change. You'll go on being the wholesaler; all I want is a shot at the retailing business.”
He wasn't sure that he had heard me right. He looked at me very carefully, as though he were having trouble setting his mind on what I had said. Then a coldness touched me—I could almost see behind those eyes of his, see what he had been thinking.
I had stopped just in time. Barney had been slowly drowning in his hate. I knew how he felt, and I realized for the first time that Barney and I were much alike in a lot of ways. Barney, if pushed hard enough and far enough, could be capable of destroying himself just for the fierce satisfaction of satisfying his hate. We stood there looking at each other, and it was almost like looking in a mirror.
A long moment dragged by and Barney didn't make a sound. He knew that I could ruin him. He knew that if I didn't get my way I would ruin him, but it didn't seem to matter at that moment. He carefully weighed it in his mind, the satisfaction of his hate against what it would cost. And finally he said, almost dreamily, “All right. Now get out of here.”
It was almost two weeks after the funeral that Vida collected on Sid's insurance. The next day we were married. I had Vida sell the house and we moved into one of the new apartment buildings north of town.
As long as I kept a heavy hand on Seaward he kept the chief of police and the sheriff in line for me. With that recording, I had Paul Keating in my pocket, so I didn't have the grand jury to worry about. And the money was just beginning to roll in.
I should have been satisfied, but I wasn't.
There was always Lola.
I couldn't forget about her. She wouldn't let me rest. I would lie awake at nights imagining the things that must be going through Lola's mind. For years I had dreamed of having the power to ruin her, and now that I had it I didn't know what to do with it. At nights I'd lie there with Vida beside me, and I'd think: Christ, are you still afraid of her, even now?
I knew that it would happen sometime. I'd make her come crawling—when I found the best way to do it. The very best way. And in the meantime I could afford to wait.
I invested in some Big Prairie real estate. On the south edge of town, down by the river, there was a rundown tourist court—nine frame shacks and a two-by-four wooden box that served as an office—where some of the factory workers lived. I bought it and moved the factory workers out.
The next thing I did was make another visit to the Travelers Hotel and call for Rose.
“Well,” she said dryly, as she came in, “if it isn't the photographer.” She came over to the bed, sat down and looked at me. “Do you know that business almost got me in a jam?” she said. “You didn't take care of the bellhop like you promised. I had to give the pimp twenty dollars of my own money.”
“That's what you get for working in a hotel.” I said.
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“What you need is another kind of setup. Say a crib, where you could operate in the open and be your own boss. Maybe you wouldn't make as much a trick, but the turnover would be a lot bigger in a crib.”
She laughed harshly. “Now that's a brilliant idea. Sure, a girl can make money on a crib street, but that's one thing you can't get away with in this town.”
“I'll get away with it,” I said. “I'm letting you in on a good thing, if you're smart enough to take-it. I need seven or eight good girls to pay the rent on the cribs, and I'll give them all the protection they need.”
She wasn't quite sure if I was crazy or if I could really do it.
“Where is this place?” she asked finally.
“Down on River Street. The Red Ball Tourist Courts, the place is called. It's near the factories, and you know how factory workers are. I'll have some gambling in one of the cribs, and that'll help draw them in. If the girls want to sell whisky on the side, it's all right. As long as they buy their supply from me.”
“Who will the other girls be?”
I grinned, because I could see that she had already made up her mind.
“I thought maybe you could help me there.”
I visited Seaward next. Barney was out in front when I drove up, spraying some rose bushes at the side of the house. He came over to the car wearing a battered felt hat and loose-fitting overalls.
“Barney,” I said, “I'm going to have to ask a favor of you. I'm taking up a sideline, Barney. I'm opening a few cribs on River Street. I want you to pass the word along to the sheriff and the chief of police that the place is off limits for cops.”
An ugliness began to appear in those quick eyes of his. He said. “I told you once, Foley, that I could be pushed too far. I don't furnish protection for pimps.”
Pimp. It wasn't a nice word, it tastes rotten in your mouth when you say it. I felt that blind anger start working inside me, and I reached over to push the door open. I got out and stood in front of him, my face only a few inches from his. I grabbed the front of his overalls and wadded them in my fist. I think I would have clubbed him to death if he had made a move.
But he didn't move. At some-time—maybe during the long hours of thinking about it—he had lost some of his hardness. When I felt that, I could hold my voice down. I said, “You sonofabitch, I'm tired of handling you with velvet gloves. I can send you to the chair, and you know it. And because you know it, you're going to do exactly as I tell you.” I began shaking him. I shook him until his teeth rattled. “Do you understand that? You'll do exactly as I tell you!”
He still didn't say a thing. Those eyes weren't so ugly now. They were frightened eyes.
“All right, Foley! For God's sake, all right!”
I breathed deeply. The sudden fury began to burn out.
Barney wasn't boss any more. I was.
I said, “I'm glad we finally understand each other. Now about these cribs. Do I get protection for them?”
I loosened my hold on him then let him go. He tried to pull himself together, but it was a tough job. He knew that somehow, there in that fit of anger, he had lost the upper hand.
“Foley, you don't know how it is.” He was almost pleading. “The chief of police would be run out of town if we allowed cribs to operate. The sheriff would be tarred and feathered. The churches run this state, and prostitution is one thing the churches can't stand. Forget it, Foley—try anything else, but forget that.”
“I've decided,” I said, “so there's no use talking about it.”
I got back in the car. He was still talking as I drove out of the yard.
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“ROY, IS SOMETHING bothering you?”
“Nothing's bothering me. I'm fine.”
Sure I was fine. I had the cribs going, collecting two hundred dollars a day from the girls. I had two dice tables in another cabin and they were averaging a hundred a day. On top of that, there was the whisky, and I was gradually squeezing Kingkade out of Big Prairie.
At this rate I'd have the county in my hip pocket within a year.
Still, for two days I'd done nothing but pace the floor and drink.
“Do you want a drink?” I said.
“All right,” Vida, curled up on the apartment couch, watched me with those slanted eyes as I got ice out of the refrigerator and brought it in to the portable bar in the sitting room.
It was just getting dark outside. I pulled the blinds and snapped on a table lamp, then I downed my drink in one gulp and went back for a refill. I could feel Vida watching me.
“For God's sake,” I said, “can't you look at something else for a minute? You give me the creeps.”
“I'm sorry, Roy,” she said softly. “I didn't mean to disturb you.”
I was sorry the minute I had said it. I went over to the couch, sat down beside her and put my arm around her. “Maybe I have got a case of nerves at that,” I said. “I didn't mean to blow off that way.”
“It's all right—”
I pulled her close to me and held her. I loved her—I knew that as well as I knew anything. But something else kept gnawing at me, and not even the warmth of Vida's body could stop it.
“Roy—” She was looking up at me expectantly, her damp red mouth parted slightly.
I said, “I guess I don't feel so good tonight,” and got up. I could see disappointment in her eyes as I went over to get another drink. If the gnawing would only stop. What's wrong with me, anyway? I kept thinking. What is it that makes people step to one side when they see me coming, like I had some kind of rotten disease. Hell, I already had more money, more power than Sid had ever dreamed of. But they didn't take me in, the way they had Sid. Seaward didn't even invite me to his parties.
“I think I'll go out for a while,” I said. “Maybe some fresh air will do me good.”
Vida nodded, her eyes still faintly puzzled.
I took her face in my hands and kissed her hard. “I love you, Vida.” Then I went out.
I drove around for maybe a half hour, and an idea began to jell. I figured it out in my mind, deciding just exactly what I would do and what I would say. Then I went to a drugstore and used the phone.
“Hello?” she said, her voice slightly impatient.
“Hello, Lola, this is Roy Foley.”
It wasn't exactly the way I had planned it, but it was effective. I could hear the whistle of her breath as she dragged it in sharply.
I said, “Don't hang up, Lola. If you do, I'll just come out to your house.”
There was a slight jar in my ear and I guessed that she had put her hand over the mouthpiece. Then she hissed, “Speak quickly. What do you want?”
“I want to talk to you. Meet me in a half hour at 1114 River Street—that's the Red Ball Tourist Courts.”
“It's impossible!” she hissed.
“It's about a tape recording. You know the one I mean.”
“Wait!” The word came like a pistol shot. “All right, 1114 River Street. I warn you, though, I don't have much money, and I can't get any until the banks open tomorrow.” 
“Never mind the money.”
I hung up and sat there in the phone booth for almost five minutes, thinking, Crawl, Lola! Goddamn you, crawl!
Finally I went back to the car and headed south toward the river. I felt head and shoulders above the tallest man in the world. I was drunk. But not from liquor.
The cribs were doing a good business when I got there. Four or five cars were parked inside the horseshoe formed by the cabins. I walked straight down toward an end cabin where an overalled factory worker was just coming out.
Without bothering to knock, I pushed the door open and went in. Rose was in her work clothes, black lace pants and brassiere. She was straightening the bed, and she looked up briefly, without surprise.
I grinned at her. “I want to borrow your cabin for a while.”
“When I pay twenty-five a day for it?” she said indignantly.
“All right, I'll knock off the rent for today. Get your clothes on and go to a movie or something.”
She got her dress on, managing somehow to look more undressed than she had in just the pants and brassiere.
“Remember, no rent for today.”
“I'll remember.”
Rose went out and I stayed there in the cabin for a minute. It would be hard to find a crummier place. A nine-by-twelve room with worn linoleum on the floor, gawdy paper on the walls, dirty and peeling. A Lysol-smelling bathroom in one corner. A naked electric light bulb hanging from the ceiling, with a piece of string tied to the end of the chain pull switch. The thin mattressed double bed sagged in the center, and, even before I tried it with my hand, I knew it would be noisy. A cheap dresser and a straight chair took care of the furniture. It was a shock when I looked in the dresser mirror. I had somehow imagined that I would look different simply because it was Rose's mirror—but the face that looked back at me was the same. Clean shaven, hair neatly trimmed, tie straight, collar immaculately white. Instinctively, I touched the lapel of my suit and felt the softness of Oxford flannel. A hundred and eighty dollars worth of suit, cut by an artist, and it gave me a good feeling to know that I had nine more of them in my closet at the apartment.
The half-hour time limit had about five minutes to go when the black Cadillac pulled up in front of the office shack where I was waiting. I walked over and said, “You're on time, Lola. I'm glad of that.”
She grasped the steering wheel as though she were trying to break it, then, she pressed her hands to her face. Suddenly she reached forward to turn the ignition.
I said, “Just a minute, Lola,” and her hand stopped in mid-air. “Give me time to say something, then if you still feel like running, you can run.” I waited while she took a long, shuddering breath. But she didn't make another move toward the switch. “All right, that's better. You know about Sid's murder, and you know the part your husband played in it. Now the thing to do is talk sensibly.”
“What do you want?” she asked tightly. “How much?”
“I don't think we're thinking along the same line. I've got a cabin—maybe we can get it straightened out over there.”
I opened the car door and she got out woodenly. I started to take her arm but she shrank away. “This way,” I said, and started walking toward Rose's crib, Lola following behind me.
Until then, I guess, she had been too angry to realize where she was. But she caught on quick enough when she saw the near-naked girls watching us from the open doorways.
“In here,” I said.
She went in, half stumbling. She grasped the edge of the dresser as I closed the door, fighting her shame. The soundless struggle went on for a full minute or more—then, at last, she got hold of herself. Finally she looked at me.
Her face was distorted with hate, but she was still beautiful. Dark hair, dark eyes—a ridiculous arrangement of ribbon and straw sitting almost on her forehead. Her suit was a soft gray shantung, straight-hanging and severely tailored, looking as if its principal function was to conceal the fact that its wearer was a woman. If that was the case, it failed on Lola. She was a woman all right. And, God, how I hated her.
“How much?” she asked, and her voice was cold and steady now. “How much do you want?”
I tried to smile, but my face was like stone.
“... I'm not sure yet. Your reputation, maybe. Your husband's career.”
I watched the blood drain from her beautiful, perfectly made-up, face.
“You wouldn't dare!”
I knew who was holding the whip now. “I wouldn't dare ruin your husband's career? Lola, you don't know how much I hate you. You can't even guess to what length I would go to hurt you. And that would hurt you, wouldn't it, Lola? Ruining your husband? You would never get to live in the governor's mansion. That would be bad, wouldn't it?”
She was beginning to lose some of her poise. “You'd really do it, wouldn't you?” she said wearily. “Even if you died for it.” Then, for a moment, she almost went to pieces. “But why! What have I ever done to you!”
“You laughed,” I said. “One night,—long ago. You laughed again.” And I was very calm now. “Remember the election night party at Barney Seaward's? And you buried my old man. You knew I didn't have the money for it, and you did it just to make me look cheap. How does it feel to be God?” I said.
And she stared at me with a touch of hysteria in her eyes. “You are crazy!” she whispered. “Your brain is sick. How am I going to make you believe that I've never hated you?”
“You could beg,” I said, “You could get down on the floor and crawl. But I still wouldn't believe you. I'd never believe you.”
A long moment went by and we said nothing. I looked into her eyes and saw the fight go out, the way it had gone out of Sid's eyes, out of Barney's. I got out a cigarette, sat on the edge of the bed and lit it.
“Roy Foley!” she said abruptly. She threw her head back and laughed, and the sound of it shot coldness through me. “The great Roy Foley! Do you know what you are?” She turned suddenly, facing me. “You're dirt! You're filth and crudeness and ignorance and everything else that is unspeakable and comes from places like Burk Street. I never hated you because you were never worth hating, but I despised you the way I despise all things that are never quite clean.” She looked wildly about her. “Look at this place. What do they call them? Cribs? A place for whores!” And she laughed again. “A whore-master! That's what you were always meant to be, from the first!”
“Now we understand each other, Lola.”
“What do you want? What will it take to satisfy you?”
“Don't you know, Lola?”
Understanding came slowly. She raised her head and looked at me for perhaps for a full minute before anything happened. Then, slowly, the color began rising to her cheeks.
“No.”
“All right, Lola. The choice is yours.” I got my hat and started for the door.
She stood there frozen. “What are—you going to do?”
“About the recording? A copy will go to the Crime Bureau in Oklahoma City. Tomorrow some Bureau agents will pick me up and charge me with murder—and along with me, they'll take Seaward and your husband. There'll be a big story about it in the paper. Later, they'll take the three of us to McAlister and strap us into the two-thousand volt chair and that will be the end of it for us. But not for you, Lola. It will never be over for you as long as you live.”
“Damn you!” she said hoarsely. “Oh, goddamn you!”
I had the doorknob in my hand. I turned it and started to go out when she said:
“Wait...”
When I turned she had taken off her hat, her face like stone. She began unbuttoning her suit jacket. I closed the door, then I went over to the bed and sat down.
She didn't ask me to turn out the light. Standing in the center of the room, in the whitish glare of the light, she took off the jacket and hung it over the back of the cabin's lone chair. She unbuttoned her blouse, shrugged it away from her pale shoulders, then carefully placed it over the jacket. The skirt was next. There wasn't the slightest hesitation as she took the bottom of her slip and pulled it over her head.
The only sound in the room was the whisper of her clothes as she took them off. She didn't look at me. Her eyes seemed to be turned in, and I had the feeling that she had somehow convinced herself that this thing wasn't really happening at all.
The whole thing was so cold and matter-of-fact that it was hard to believe that she was actually standing in front of me, naked.
“Is this what you want?” she asked flatly.
I looked up at her, then took off my hat and sailed it toward the dresser.
“Yes.”
I touched the flatness of her belly, feeling her cringe. I moved my fingers down her thighs. Where I touched her, the skin crawled.
“Lie down,” I said.
Without a word, she sat on the edge of the bed, and then lay back on the soiled spread, her body rigid. She made a small, tortured sound as I put my hands on her again, and not until that moment did I realize that she wanted it. In spite of herself, in spite of her hate. She had it settled in her mind that it was going to happen, and now—God knew why, unless it was simply because her husband wasn't man enough for her—but at that moment I knew it as well as I had ever known anything. She wanted me; the animal part of her craved it while the rest of her hated it.
I kept my hands on her. She made that sound again and raised her arms and they crawled like twin white snakes around my neck.
Suddenly I laughed. I beat her arms away and stood up and let it roll out of me, all the hatred and frustration and anger coming out with the laughter. As I walked out of the crib I heard her whispering, “God, how I hate you! Oh, God, how I hate you!” I was still laughing.
It was past midnight when I finally got back to the apartment.
Vida was in bed but still awake when I came in.
“Do you feel better?” she asked.
“I feel fine.” I sat on the edge of the bed and took her in my arms and pressed my face to the softness of her hair. “Vida, I know I haven't been any good to live with lately, but all that's over now.”
She took my face in her hands and looked at me. I think she knew that Lola had something to do with it, but she didn't ask questions. “I'm glad you're back,” she said. “That's enough for me.”
It wasn't until then that I saw a difference in the way she looked at me—a shaded worry deep behind the blue-ness of her eyes.
“Is anything wrong, Vida? Are you mad because I walked off tonight, the way I did?”
She shook her head. “You know it isn't that. It's just something I feel. And a little of what I hear and see. It scares me. They're out to get you, Roy—Seaward, Kingkade, McErulur.”
I laughed, but it didn't sound quite right. “Is that all that's bothering you? Sure they hate me, all of them, but they're not going to get out of line unless Seaward tells them to. And Seaward's not going to do that—not unless he's got a craving to try out the two-thousand-volt chair up at McAlister.”
She had never asked me about the hold I had on Seaward—maybe she was afraid to. “Forget about it,” I said. “There's nothing to worry about.”
But was there? Separately I had beaten them—Seaward, Paul Keating, even Lola. But if they banded together, if they really were out to get me ... I thought, maybe I've gone too far. Barney is beaten now, but he can still be dangerous. As long as he can hate, he's capable of ruining me. Maybe I should close the cribs and give in a little to Kingkade and try to keep things smoothed over. But I knew I wouldn't. If I showed a weakness now they would be on me like wolves. When you climb ambition's ladder there's no backing down. As you go up, they take the rungs out behind you. You keep climbing, or you fall. If I took my foot off Seaward's neck, he, would tear my throat open. And there was Lola, too. Even now—and I was just beginning to understand this—I wasn't free of her.
The next conclusion in that chain of reasoning was even more bitter to swallow—I would never be free of her for the rest of my life.
Even now, only a short time after I had pulled her down with me, I found myself wondering if it had really happened. By morning the vague doubt would be in full bloom. By the next evening it would no longer be doubt at all. It would be stark disbelief. I had to see her. I had to stand above her and look down on her and laugh at her, night after night.
So it was time for a new decision—and the decision was already made. Reach, reach high, grasp for the next rung on the ladder.
It was almost daylight when I finally got to sleep. When I awoke it was late in the morning and Vida had been up for a long time. I could hear her in the kitchen as I came out of the shower and got the things out to shave. As I lathered my face I saw myself grinning faintly in the mirror. I felt a lot better, now that I had things settled in my mind. To reach the next rung of the ladder I was going to have to knock somebody down, and I had already decided who it was going to be. It was going to be Joe Kingkade.
I went into the kitchen where Vida had the coffee poured and the cream and sugar set out. I kissed her and she knew I meant it.
“How do you feel?”
“Fine,” I said. “Sleep is what I needed.”
Her face was sober as she sat across from me and poured more coffee. “Roy,” she said suddenly, “do you remember what I said last night?”
“About Seaward and the others? Sure. I've decided to do something about it.”
She didn't speak until she got cream and sugar in her coffee. It seemed to take her a long time. “What did you decide, Roy?”
“The first thing I'm going to do is move Joe Kingkade out of Big Prairie. The town's not big enough for two retailers. I should have done it a long time ago. After that—” I played with the idea. “After that maybe I'll move Barney Seaward out, too. Who knows?”
She didn't look up. She stirred her coffee slowly. “Oh.”
“What's the matter, Vida?”
“Nothing.” Then she looked at me and smiled brightly. Too brightly, I thought.
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CHUCK THOMPSON WAS ONE of the runners I had inherited from Sid when I began taking over the residential territory north of town. He was a big blond kid, not too smart, but a good runner for just that reason. I was in the telephone office that afternoon when he called in after making a delivery.
“It's Chuck,” one of the telephone boys said; “he wants to talk to you, Roy.”
I took the phone, and he said, “Look, is this territory west of Twenty-third supposed to belong to us or to Kingkade?”
“It's ours.”
“Then, by God, you'd better talk to Barney Seaward and get it straightened out. Kingkade's got his callin' cards and price lists stuffed in every mailbox on this side of town. He's undersellin' us a dollar a fifth and my customers are raisin' hell about it.”
For a moment I didn't say anything. My first impulse was to go straight to Seaward and start raising hell with him. But then I said, “Come on down to the office, Chuck. We'll take care of this ourselves.”
It was about three in the afternoon when he picked me up in front of the office in a rattletrap '39 Dodge that he used to make deliveries. He told me about it as we headed out toward Twenty-third.
“Well,” he said, “I kind of figured that somethin' was crazy about two days ago. Then I began to notice Kingkade's runners cruisin' the neighborhood, but that didn't worry me too much. I thought maybe it was some kind of deal between you and Kingkade. But when I got hold of one of his price lists and saw that he was cuttin' our price, I figured it was time to do some hollerin'.”
“It was time all right,” I said.
We hit Twenty-third and headed west. The streets in this part of town were lined with young elms; the houses were mostly modest brick or stone. When we reached Twenty-third and Front, one of the through streets leading downtown, I said, “Pull up here,” and Chuck pulled the Dodge over to the curb. “We'll wait here,” I said, “and when you spot one of Kingkade's runners, let me know. We're going to convince him that this is unhealthy territory for strange bootleggers.”
We didn't have to wait long. Less than five minutes had passed when the vintage Chevy pulled up at the stop sign and then turned onto the tree-lined street. Chuck looked at me and I nodded.
We gave him a good block start because there wasn't much sense to losing him in a twenty-mile zone. When we saw him park in front of a corner house I nodded to Chuck and we pulled up. We saw the runner lifting the front seat to get a bottle, then he went up to the front door carrying the fifth in a paper bag. I told Chuck to move up and park behind the Chevy.
While the runner was inside, I looked under his front seat. Sure enough, there was a lug and a half of red stamped bourbon and two bottles of gin. I told Chuck to take the liquor for himself.
The runner was youngish, wiry little punk who looked as though he might be about half Mexican. He came swinging down the walk from the house, whistling under his breath and not paying attention to anything in particular. He had almost reached the Chevy when he noticed us in the car behind him. He made a quick jump for the car and was already under the wheel before Chuck could get out on his side. The runner wasn't going anywhere, though, because I had his keys.
When he saw Chuck coming, he kicked the door open and made a try for it. He was too late for that, too. Chuck grabbed him and almost tore his head off with a swinging right that sent him slamming back into the front seat.
“What the hell is this?” he veiled.
Chuck had grabbed him by the front of his shirt and was holding him.
“You want to take him somewhere,” I said. “Go ahead. If I see anybody coming, I'll let you know.”
Chuck had his hands full for a minute or two. When the punk saw what we were up to he started kicking viciously and trying to squirm out the other side of the car. Chuck put a stop to that with a hammer-like blow to the crotch. The punk screamed, bitterly, but it was a thin sound that didn't carry far.
I stood back, watching for anyone that might come along, but it was a quiet residential street and there wasn't much traffic to speak of. Even from where I was standing, about five yards from the car, I had to listen pretty closely to hear the monotonous thudding of hard knuckles smashing against flesh and bone.
Finally, two blocks away, a car turned into the street and I said, “All right, Chuck, that ought to be enough.”
The big runner brought his head and shoulders through the door and stood up panting. I leaned through the car window to put the key back into the switch. The punk was doubled up in a tight ball on the floorboards, making whimpering sounds.
I made the rounds with Chuck the rest of that afternoon, but we didn't see any more strange runners. It was about seven o'clock when I finally called it a day.
“Vida?”
There was no one in the front room when I came in, but I went back to the bedroom and Vida was sitting at the dressing table, looking at herself in the mirror. She had just come out of the shower, and when I kissed the back of her neck she smelled like spring rain.
“I love you,” I said.
She turned around and smiled vaguely. “Did you— have a busy day?”
“The usual.” I took off my coat and loosened my tie. “Anything happen here while I was gone?”
She turned back to the mirror. “I read a book. Are you hungry? If you are I'll get you something.”
“I'm not hungry now. Maybe I'll have a drink, though, after I shave.” Then it occurred to me that we had done the same thing almost every night since we had been married. A drink, something to eat, and then to bed. I had my shirt half off when I went over to her and said, “Why don't we do something tonight? Hell, we've been living like we had to watch our pennies or something.” I sat down beside her on the dressing stool and took her face in my hands. “Geez, I'm just beginning to realize what a lousy husband I've been. I keep busy through the day, but you stay here in the apartment. Do you ever go anywhere? Do you ever see anybody besides me?”
“I guess not. Not very often, anyway.” Then she smiled —really smiled this time. “Roy, do you really mean it? Can we go somewhere, dancing maybe?”
“Sure I mean it.” I kissed her then and her mouth was warm and eager. “I guess I'm not very smart,” I said. “I should have seen that you were lonesome here. Get your party clothes on while I shave.”
As I got under the shower Vida called to me, and her voice had new life in it.
“Where are we going, Roy?”
“I don't care. Maybe that roadhouse out west of town. The Blue Star.”
In a town the size of Big Prairie you don't have much choice. But to Vida, any place with people would probably be an improvement over the apartment. When I got out of the shower, I caught myself whistling, and that was something of a shock because it was something I never remembered doing before. The party mood had me.
By the time I got out to the front room she had some drinks made. She wore—a jet crepe dress that clung to her lithe body like the skin on a young panther. In that first instant, when I saw her, a brief, disturbing thought struck me. Christ, couldn't she manage to look a little less like a streetwalker! But the thought only lasted for an instant, the smallest part of a second, and then it was gone completely.
“You're beautiful,” I said. And I meant it as much as I had ever meant anything in my life.
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THE BLUE STAR WAS ONE of those cement-block and stucco buildings that you see thrown up along highways around towns like Big Prairie. In the daytime they look like misplaced chicken houses, but at night, with their neon trimmings and their tinted floodlights bathing false fronts in soft blues and purples, they take on a kind of cheap glamour. It was still early when we got there but cars were already beginning to crowd the parking space in the rear.
“It doesn't look like much,” I said.
“Big Prairie's best,” Vida smiled.
“Well, maybe it's better on the inside.” I parked the car, then I got the bottle of Scotch we brought and went around and opened the door for Vida.
The place tried hard enough, but it didn't come off somehow. When you went in there was a dimly lighted foyer where you checked your coat and hat and paid the cover. The floor was heavily carpeted and the walls were decorated with large framed photographs of girls who had been in the Blue Star's floor show at one time or another. A big guy in a sports coat, doubling as head-waiter and bouncer, gave us a tight grin and led us into a dark, low-ceilinged room where a five piece bop band shocked the customers with senseless discords. I put the bottle of Scotch on the table, when we got to it.
“How do you like the Blue Star?”
Vida shrugged and smiled faintly. “Maybe a drink will make it look better.”
We tried but it didn't work. It was a dirty, small-souled place and no amount of whisky would change it. The noise of the band grated on my nerves. The faintly soured smell of the place and the thick smoke, took the edge off the excitement. We didn't even try to dance.
“Look,” I said, “there must be some other place where people go. Something better than the Blue Star. What about people like Paul Keating?”
Vida looked at her drink. “The Keatings?” Then she looked at me. “They have a country club for people like them.”
I don't know why I hadn't thought of it. Probably because I had been too interested in other things—in getting my bootlegging business set up. Until now I hadn't had much time for social life. I knew about the country club, of course, because all the Big Prairies in the world have them and they're all exactly alike. It was Cedar Street all over again.... A place where the snotty bastards could withdraw and be free of people like me.
Vida was looking at me strangely. Several minutes must have gone by before I realized that she was holding my clenched hands under the table.
“Roy,” she said softly. “Roy, let's go.”
I started to get up, but something seemed to push me down again and hold me there. I thought, I won't let them beat me! I'm not going to let them ruin Vida's night for her. All right, I thought—climb higher. Grow bigger.
I got up then, the idea full grown in my mind. I put my hand on Vida's shoulder and squeezed it gently to reassure her. “I'll be back in just a minute,” I said. She kept staring at me.
I found a pay phone near the check room. It wasn't necessary to look up the number this time; I had it in my mind.
“Hello.” The well-turned, cultivated voice. Paul Keating's.
I said, “Listen to me, Keating. I've decided I want to see how you stiff-front bastards live, so we're going to have a party. I hear that the place to go in Big Prairie is your country club, so that's where we're going. Vida and I are going to be the guests of you and your wife, Keating. I'll give you an hour to get ready and be there. We'll be waiting.”
I could hear him swallow. “Of course.” It was a weak voice now. “Of course, some other time perhaps, but tonight is impossible. We have company and—”
“Get rid of them,” I snapped.
“But I tell you it's impossible!”
I said. “All right. Forget it. But don't be surprised when the crime bureau men come around.”
“For God's sake, Foley! I tell you we'd like to, but it's—” I could almost see him wiping the sweat from his forehead. “All right,” he said at last, weakly. “We'll be there.”
“That's better.”
I hung up.
“Roy, are you sure?” Vida said doubtfully.
“Sure, I'm sure. I talked to Keating and he thought it was a fine idea.”
“But the country club. You have to be a member to go there.”
“We're going as Keating's guests, I told you that. If you like the place, then we'll take out memberships. Keating can swing that, too.”
She didn't mention Lola, but I could see that she was thinking of her.
I poured two stiff drinks. “Relax,” I said. “We're going to have a look at Big Prairie's society. If we like it, we'll buy it. Besides, if we stay in Big Prairie we've got to have a place to go, a place to entertain our friends.” I looked at my watch. “Let's go. We mustn't keep the county attorney waiting.”
“The country club was a rambling ranch-style building about a mile off the highway, surrounded by low rolling hills and a few trees. There were several cars parked in front of the clubhouse. Muted, danceable music came from somewhere and there were people coming, going, a few of them lounging on the long, hooded veranda. This is the way to live, I thought. Hell, I should have thought of this before. I looked around but I didn't see that black Cadillac of Paul Keating's. But we were early and it didn't worry me. The bastard didn't dare stand us up.
Vida didn't say anything and neither did I. I had a vague picture of me and Vida, the way we would be when we were members. It would do us good to get away from Big Prairie once in a while. You get in a rut when you see nobody but whisky dealers and crooked politicians and whores. What we needed was a place to relax—as soon as I forced Kingkade Out of the county and had the business running smoothly.
“Is that Keating?” Vida said.
I looked around and saw the Cadillac pulling in beside me. It was Keating all right. His face was pale, and he looked sick. Lola sat beside him, her eyes as hard as gunsteel.
A white-coated flunkie met us on the veranda, all smiles and teeth when he saw it was the Keatings. The smile vanished when he saw me and Vida.
“A table for two, Mr. Keating?” he asked hopefully.
“There are four of us tonight,” Keating said stiffly.
“Yes, sir.” He didn't like it, but because Keating was who he was, the flunkie kept his distaste in his eyes instead of his voice. The vision I'd had exploded like a pricked bubble. “Yes, sir. This-way, Mr. Keating. Mrs. Keating.” The sonofabitch looked at Vida as if she were a two-dollar whore.
I forced myself to grin, but inside I was raging.
Vida got it now, as we followed the flunkie through the lounge and into another place where a sign over the door said “The 19th Hole,” where people sat at white covered tables, where couples danced, where a band played softly. The women were the most obvious. They stared at us first, then they shrank back as we passed. In our wake I could hear them clucking, outraged, and I knew that they were talking about Vida. “Tart!” I heard one of them say, and I stiffened. Vida held me.
“It's all right, Roy. It's all right.”
An immaculate waiter was holding a chair for Lola, beaming at Lola and Paul Keating and ignoring everybody else. I seated Vida. Lola and Paul Keating looked at, each other, they looked blankly around the room, at the waiter, at anybody or anything, but not at me or Vida. We were poison. They were making that clear.
“Hello, Keating! Good evening, Mrs. Keating.” A hearty, red-faced man stopped at the table, slapped Keating on the back and carried on a moment of pleasant small talk. The only thing wrong with it was that he pretended that the Keatings were absolutely alone. Not a look or a word at me. Not a glance at Vida. He made his point and moved on.
Keating motioned to the waiter. “The usual, Henry.” Then, as an afterthought, “Is Scotch all right with you, Foley? Mrs. Foley?”
“Sure.”
It was beautiful, the way they brought it off. Freeze you to death, that was the way they worked it. Sure, I could manage a membership, they were telling me. But did I really want it? Did I really think that a membership could make me belong? And Lola sat there beautiful and cold, smiling a smile that couldn't be seen. Laughing laughter that couldn't be heard.
Laugh! I thought savagely. Go ahead and enjoy yourself, because you'll pay for it. It'll be the most expensive pleasure you've ever had!
Slowly, the bitterness left me and strength took its place. Who holds the club? I asked myself. Me or Keating? Me or Lola? Look at them; you can break them in half anytime you feel like it! I took Vida's hand under the table, her cold hand, and held it and warmed it.
“Sure,” I said, and I could grin now. “Scotch will be fine. I'm beginning to like this place you've got here. Not bad at all.”
The orchestra was playing. A few couples were getting up to dance. I remembered another time and another place. There had been music and there had been couples dancing in the high-school gym. And Roy Foley had been a hero for a little while. I let go of Vida's cold hand and I could feel her watching me as I stood up abruptly.
I said, “It's been a long time since we've danced together, Lola.”
She didn't dare refuse.
“What do you want?” Her voice was toneless. She was as cold as ice in my arms as we danced, feeling the eyes of the place on our backs.
“You should know what I want, Lola,” I grinned down at her.
She closed her eyes for a moment. “I'll see you dead first! I'll kill you myself!”
“Would you, Lola?” I asked. “Of course not. It takes guts to kill. That kind of guts your kind doesn't have.” The music stopped. I said, “The same place, Lola. At eight o'clock tomorrow night. I'll be waiting.”
Without waiting for her to answer, I turned on my heel and went back to the table.
Vida and I left the place, and I drove back to the apartment as though the hounds of hell were snapping at my heels. Vida said nothing. When I touched her she shivered. When we got back to the apartment we undressed without speaking and got into bed.
I thought, What can I tell her? How can I explain it to her? There was no way to put it into words, the way I hated Lola and still had to have her. How can you explain a thing like that to a wife who loves you?
And Vida wasn't blind. She had seen.
Almost an hour went by as we lay there in the darkness not touching, not speaking, not sleeping. At last a long, tortured sound seemed to fill the room, and it took several minutes for me to realize that it was coming from my throat. I took Vida in my arms. There were no words in me. Her face was damp, her tears salt-tasting to my lips.
“I love you, Vida. You've got to understand that, you've got to believe me. No matter what happens, I'll go on loving you.”
She didn't say a thing. It seemed a long, long time before exhaustion finally slowed the whirling in my brain and sleep began to creep in.
About three o'clock the phone rang. It was one of the runners calling to tell me that my warehouse was burning down.
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I got there as fast as my Buick could take me, but the situation was already beyond hope. The knock-up little neighborhood grocery store that I had taken over from Sid was a roaring furnace, the two-by-four cross beams twisting, snapping like matchsticks, the roof falling in, spewing showers of sparks into the darkness. The firemen were there but they didn't have a chance. From a block away you could hear the cases of whisky exploding. The whole thing went up in a bright flame.
I stood there for several minutes, knowing that there was nothing I could do. Geez, a fortune in liquor I All gone faster than it took to tell about it!
A small crowd was beginning to gather, sticky-eyed men with pajamas stuffed into their trousers, gaping at the fierceness of the blaze. Another fire truck came up and the firemen hooked their hose onto a plug at the end of the block and began spraying the shacks around the burning store. Goddamn it! Goddamn the lousy goddamn luck! Just when I was going good, a thing like this had to happen! I heard myself cursing when the firemen abandoned the store altogether and focused their attention to the surrounding buildings.
A man, his face black with soot, his slicker dripping, came over to me. “This place belong to you?” he said.
“You're goddamned right it does, and what's the idea of quitting? There's still a chance to save something.”
“Too far gone,” he said hoarsely, “We'll be lucky to save the buildings around it. You know a man named Chuck Thompson?”
“He works for me. Why?”
The fireman looked at me, his eyes narrowed. “He's dead,” he said.
After a moment I said evenly, “Where is he?”
“Over by the pumper,” the fireman said. “We found him just outside the store when we got here. Looked as if he had been inside when the fire started and had crawled as- far as the door and couldn't make it any farther. He was burned pretty bad.” He jerked his head toward the big pump truck. “Maybe you better come over and have a look.”
I went over to where they had Chuck laid out with a wet, glistening slicker spread over his chest and face. I threw the slicker back.
It was Chuck, but anybody who hadn't known him well would never have recognized him. His face was black, his hair was singed to his skull, his clothing was almost burned off his back. But the fire hadn't killed him. A long, open gash in the back of his head had done that. I put the slicker back in place and stood there for several minutes.
Chuck meant nothing to me. Still, looking at him was almost like looking at myself. The blow that had killed him had been aimed at me. The fire that had cooked him black had been built for me.
I thought, So Kingkade had made his move....
The time for decision had come again. Something had to be done about Kingkade, and what I wanted to do was get my hands around his scrawny throat and choke the life out of him. But something inside me warned me to keep cool, keep a strong hand on my anger. Barney Seaward was still the top man in Big Prairie. Barney would take care of Kingkade for me.
I went back to my car and drove away from the fire, toward town. I found a restaurant and telephoned.
Barney wasn't home.
Where could he be at this time of night? I didn't know, but I thought I knew somebody who could tell me, so I dialed again. I listened to the ringing at the other end-five times, six—and then a voice said: “Yes?”
It was Lola.
“I want to talk to Keating.”
She recognized my voice. I could almost see her freezing up. I thought she was going to hang up, but after a long moment of silence she said coldly, “My husband isn't here. He went somewhere with Barney Seaward. Barney was waiting at the house when we got back from the club tonight. They talked, but I don't know what about, and then they left in Barney's car.”
“Did it have anything to do with Joe Kingkade?”
“I heard them mention Kingkade's name,” she said.
I hung up and sat there for several minutes staring fiercely at the phone. What did it mean? Had Barney discovered what Kingkade was up to and set out to stop him himself? That was the only thing I could think of. That was just as well. Let Barney take care of Kingkade for me.
I felt wrung out and tired, and there didn't seem to be anything I could do, even if I had wanted to. The sky was beginning to turn gray in the east as I went out.
It was a quiet ride back to the apartment. I parked the car and got out, standing there for a moment, breathing in the coolness of the early morning air. I didn't see the three men coming out of the shadows until it was too late.
Two of them were my old friends, Joel and Max. The other was a small, thin-faced man, sloppily dressed—Joe Kingkade.
“Just stay where you are, Foley,” Kingkade said mildly. “This won't take long.”
“What the hell is this?” The words sounded ridiculous.
“A farewell visit, Foley. You're through in Big Prairie.”
“Maybe Barney will have something to say about that.”
Max laughed. Kingkade smiled faintly. Joel stood stone-faced to one side, watchful.
“I'll explain it to you,” Kingkade went on patiently. “Barney isn't boss any more, Foley. I am. I'm the new wholesaler for Big Prairie County and I'll pick my own men. You won't be one of them, Foley.”
“You sonofabitch!” The word jumped out angrily. Max started to swing at me but Kingkade stopped him.
“I gather you've seen your warehouse,” he said. “That's only half of it, Foley. Your cribs are burned down too. Big Prairie is going to be a respectable town from now on— the tramps will be kept in hotels where they belong. I ought to kill you, Foley, for the way you almost ruined this county. But I won't have to. You'll do it yourself, sooner or later....”
He let the words hang and seemed to be wondering if there was something else he should say. Suddenly he shrugged, turned on his heel.
They were gone.
I stood there with sweat on my forehead and emptiness in my belly. God, had Kingkade actually managed to step into Barney's shoes? I couldn't believe it. As long as Barney was alive, he would fight. And no man like Kingkade would ever outfight or outthink Barney Seaward. Was it bluff? Did the retailer actually think he could bluff me out of town?
I didn't believe that, either. If it was a bluff, he would have backed it up with a beating. But something had happened—that much I was sure of. I had to find out what.
The apartment was dark and quiet. I snapped the light on in the front room, went to the telephone and called Barney. He still wasn't home. I sat there sweating, wondering what I should do next. I felt a faint movement behind me, and when I turned, it was Vida standing in the doorway.
“What is it, Roy?”
“I don't know.” I rubbed my hands over my face, trying to think of something. “My warehouse has burned down,” I said flatly. “The cribs, too.”
“Is—it Barney?” she asked, her voice edged with fear.
I laughed abruptly and the sound startled me. “Crossing me would be the last thing in the world Barney would do! It's that goddamned Kingkade.”
“I don't understand,” Vida said. “Kingkade's too smart to think he can go against Seaward.”
“He's trying it,” I said bitterly.
I went to the bar, poured a straight shot of Scotch and downed it. I paced the floor, and Vida watched me.
I tried the phone again and again there was no answer. Out of the exhaustion, an almost overpowering feeling of futility began to grow. I had the feeling that my whole world was falling out from under me and there was nothing I could do to stop it.
Abruptly, for no reason, it seemed, Vida said: “Let's leave Big Prairie, Roy. Let's go somewhere and start all over again. Now, before anything else happens.”
“What else can happen? Barney will take care of Kingkade.”
“Can you be sure?”
I wasn't sure what she was getting at. I stopped my pacing for a minute and looked at her. “I can be sure of Barney,” I said finally. “He's the one thing in this world I can depend on.”
I could see the questions in her eyes, the questions that she had kept locked up inside her and wouldn't ask. How could I be sure of Barney? What kind of a deal had I made with him? What had I done for him? I remembered Sid for the first time in a long while. I had to look away.
“Everything's going to be all right,” I said. “It would be foolish leaving Big Prairie, now, just when things are opening up. As soon as I take care of Kingkade, the town will be mine.”
God, I thought in the back of my mind, it would be good if we could go away. If we could go somewhere and rest. Then I heard the spat of the morning paper hitting the front door, and the muffled tramp of the paper boy going down the hall.
“Go to bed, Vida,” I said. “Get some sleep and don't worry about anything.”
She saw that I wasn't going to answer unasked questions. There was something in her eyes; it could have been relief, or fear, or maybe it was just weariness. Then she looked away and went into the bedroom.
I tried the phone again and still nobody answered. To kill time, I got the morning paper, opened it and looked at the headlines.
PROMINENT BIG PRAIRIE NEWSPAPERMAN, COUNTY ATTORNEY KILLED IN AUTO CRASH
I must have looked at it for a full minute before I realized that my world had collapsed. The club I held was useless. Seaward and Keating were dead.
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TWO OF BIG PRAIRIE's most prominent citizens were killed instantly this morning, shortly after midnight, in an auto accident on the Rock Island overpass west of town. One witness to the fatal accident, Robert Manning, truck driver for the Big Prairie Oil Well Cementing Company, explained to the police that he was momentarily blinded by the bright headlights of Seaward's car as it came toward him on the steep western slope of the overpass. Manning stated, under questioning by the police, that Seaward's car had been traveling at a high rate of speed. “He must have hit an oil slick near the top of the overpass,” the truck driver continued. “The car seemed to go out of control. It came straight at me, and then the driver tried to miss me by pulling sharply to the left.” The car crashed over the cement barrier and fell onto the railroad track below. The bodies of Seaward and Keating were thrown clear of the car and were found some distance away.
I let the paper drop to the floor. The first thing I thought of was Kingkade. The bastard had planned it. But almost instantly I realized that it hadn't been planned at all, unless fate had done it. It was the luck this time; rotten, lousy luck, and in an instant it had torn down everything I had worked to build.
Almost instantly I remembered those recordings. Christ, I had to get them back before Kingkade found out about them. If the crime bureau ever got their hands on those recordings....
Sweat broke out on my face. I remembered Lola.
It was time for decision again, and this one, like the others, was ready for me. Run. It was the only thing to do. Christ—I held my face in my hands, feeling coldness go through me—why did I ever send that recording to Lola! Lola had the club now, and she had nothing to lose by using it, because her husband was dead. Her dreams of the governor's mansion were dead. Like me, all she had left was her hate. And that recording. A one-way ticket to an electrocution.
“Roy, what is it?”
Vida was standing in the doorway again, staring at me. Then she saw the paper on the floor, picked it up and looked at it. She made a small gasping sound in her throat.
“Roy, what are we going to do?”
“We've got to get out of Oklahoma,” I said, “and we've got to do it fast. In a matter of hours every agent in the state will be looking for me.”
“But why? You didn't have anything to do with this.”
And only then did the irony of the thing hit me. That suicide note of Sid's that I had so carefully destroyed, it could save me now, if I had it. But I didn't have it. And, after hearing that recording, who would ever believe that there had been such a note? No one. Not even Vida.
I put my arms around her and held her hard against me. “I love you, Vida. No matter what happens, I'll always love you. Now we've got to pack, Vida. We've got to get out of-here.”
“Roy, something has happened to us. I can't go on much longer without knowing what it is.”
“Nothing's happened. Everything's going to be all right, but we've got to get out of here. We'll head south, maybe to Texas. I know Houston pretty well, we can get lost there. They'll never find us, Vida.”
It was a lie and we both knew it. I touched her hair, feeling that strange gentleness inside me. “You don't have to go with me, Vida,” I said finally. “After a while, after it's safe, I can let you know where I am and you can come then.”
She clung to me as though it were for the last time. “We'll go together,” she said evenly. “I'll be packing.”
She had to know sometime about Sid. I had to explain it to her before it came out in the papers, but not now. My gaze drifted around the room. So this is the way it ends, I thought dully. One jump ahead of the law, two jumps ahead of the chair. At least I had money this time. Then I noticed the newspaper scattered on the floor where Vida had dropped it, the gaudy colored splashes of comic pages.
Geez! The realization hit me as I looked at those pages of colored comics. It was Sunday. The banks were closed.
All the money, I thought, near insanity, and no way to get it out! I couldn't wait until the banks opened the next day. I couldn't write checks to be traced. There was only one thing to do—leave Big Prairie the way I had come into it. Broke. I went through my pockets and found almost a hundred dollars in bills and change. Maybe Vida would have ten or twenty. I threw my head back and laughed idiotically. I went into the bathroom and looked at myself in the mirror. My face looked back at me, gaunt-cheeked, hollow-eyed, the face of an old man, a broken man. Mirror, mirror on the wall, who's the biggest-phony of them all? And the mirror answered—or. I imagined that it did—God, you make me sick!
I thought, I'm not beaten! I'll get out of this somehow!
The mirror laughed. Great God, you make me want to puke, Foley! Do you know what you'll be doing a month from now—if you're still alive? A week from now? You'll be in a hash house—another grease-stinking sandwich joint, that's where you'll be! Maybe you can get Vida a job waiting on customers. I'll bet she'd love that. Like hell she would! Imagine going to bed with Vida, smelling of onions and mustard, and never quite getting away from the odor of stale grease. There's another thing, too. What about Lola? Oh, Lola's going to love this! God, how she's going to laugh!
“Roy,” Vida called, “I'm through packing. Are you ready?”
“Yes.” Methodically, I began going through the drawers to see if she had missed anything of mine.
I found an empty wallet in one drawer. A hair brush and two handkerchiefs in another. The last thing I found was a beautifully blued bone-handled .38 revolver that I had bought to carry with me when I made the rounds with the runners. I held the gun in my hand, caressing it gently with my fingers. I checked the cylinder and saw that there were five live rounds in the chambers. For safety's sake, one chamber had been left empty and that was where the hammer rested.
“Roy,” Vida called tightly, “are you ready?”
“Yes.”
I gripped the cool butt, slipped my finger inside the trigger guard and gingerly tested the double-action. I thought It's so simple! and fleetingly I remembered the truck driver and guard. Merely by pointing it at a person and then exerting the slightest pressure with your finger, I thought, it is possible to put a complete, irrevocable end to a human life. Any life. A person could put an end to his own life, for that matter....
The thought rose suddenly, unexpectedly out of the darkness of my mind. I heard Joe Kingkade saying, “I won't have to kill you. You'll do it yourself.”
Stop it! 
My hands were shaking. I told myself that I could pawn the gun or sell it if we got desperate for money and it would be foolish to throw a valuable gun like that away for no reason at all. I wasn't beaten. Somehow I would find a way to beat all of them—Kingkade, Lola. But I was tired. I felt as old as a mountain. I put the gun in the suitcase and locked it.
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WE LEFT BIG PRAIRIE IN THE COOL quiet of early morning. Sunday morning. In a matter of two hours we had crossed Red River and were heading south toward Dallas.
I kept the radio on, tuning in all the news broadcasts I could find, but there was nothing at all about me. I thought: Maybe Lola didn't turn the recording over to the bureau after all, but I didn't dwell on it long enough for it to become a hope. I had only to remember that hate in her eyes. She would never forget what I had done to her, and she would never stop until she had ruined me.
We stopped in Dallas long enough to trade my Buick in on a '49 Ford. I got only five hundred in cash out of the trade, but I didn't have time to try to do better. We left Dallas and headed south again. There still wasn't anything about us on the radio.
Vida hardly said a thing all day. It was blazing hot and she sat on her side of the front seat, staring flatly at the shimmering highway. I drove until midnight, until I couldn't stay awake any longer, and then I turned the Ford over to Vida and she drove until almost dawn.
Both of us were too tired to go any farther. We pulled into a knock-up little tourist court to rest.
Day broke early. The blazing Texas sun beat down on our clapboard cabin and within an hour it was as hot and stifling as a bakeoven. The first thing I did was go out to the car and turn on the radio.
It had happened.
“A statewide search is being conducted throughout Oklahoma,” the announcer said, “for one Roy Foley and his wife Vida. Foley is wanted for questioning in connection with the death of Sidney Gardner, Oklahoma bootlegger. The Oklahoma State Crime Bureau has announced that, until recently the death of Gardner was believed to be accidental. However, new evidence has apparently been brought to light, and the bureau has hinted that other prominent Oklahomans...”
I snapped the set off and sat woodenly, listening to the pounding in my chest. Damn her! Goddamn her! But Lola was out of reach. There wasn't a thing I could do.
But the thing I dreaded now was telling Vida. I went back into the cabin and stood looking down at her, and I think at that moment I loved her more than I had ever loved before. I touched her hair—it was damp with perspiration—and she opened her eyes. Pale, tired eyes.
“Roy!” She put her hands to her breasts. “I didn't know at first where we were,” she said at last. “What time is it?”
“Almost one o'clock. We'll have to start driving soon.”
Suddenly I took Vida in my arms and crushed her. I felt a dampness as I kissed her. They were my tears, not hers. “Vida—I've got to tell you something. I've got to try to explain, and I don't know where to start.”
Finally she spoke. “Is it about Sid?” She worked her fingers into my hair and slowly brought my face down to her breasts and held me close. Then her arms went lax and she lay back, her eyes closed.
“You killed Sid,” she said flatly. “I think I've known it all the time. But I wouldn't let myself believe it.”
I took her shoulders in my hands. “Vida, you've got to believe me! I didn't kill him, he killed himself. He left a note for you, but I found it and destroyed it.”
“Because of Seaward?”
The right words just wouldn't come. I said, “All right, I made a deal with Seaward, and Keating was in on it too. But what the hell, Sid did the same thing, didn't he? But I didn't kill him, it was suicide.”
She laughed suddenly, and the unexpected sound shocked me. “We make a nice pair, don't we, Roy? We both killed Sid, just as though we had put knives into him, and whether or not it was legally suicide is not important. We've broken every commandment. What else is left for us?”
She started laughing again, but it sounded like no laughter I had ever heard before. I squeezed her shoulders viciously. “Stop it! I say stop it!”
The laughter broke off, hung uneasily in the silence of the room. “I did it for you, Vida. Anything I may have done was for you and because I loved you.”
“And Lola,” she said.
I felt myself cringing. She went on, evenly now. Lifelessly. “Remember when you broke your hand, Roy? I told you that she was hurtproof, that the harder you hit her the more you would hurt yourself.” She gazed vacantly at the shabby room. “Was it worth it, Roy?”
I had a sudden dazzling vision of Lola as she had looked that night in the crib. I remembered the enormous oath I had taken beside the highway, as I had walked madly through the darkness. I sat there, the white-hot anger bottled up inside me, compressed and hard in my brain. An anger that I knew would be with me always, sealed with hopelessness. Still, there was the savage satisfaction of that night, and—Yes, by God, it was worth it!
Vida could see the answer in my face. She made a small, hopeless sound as she lay back on the bed.
And, at last, I told her. Everything. I heard my voice going on—and on—and on—I listened abstractedly as the sordidness unrolled. And when it was over I fell across her, there on the bed, and held her hard in my arms.
After a while, she said wearily, “The police must know by now. We'd better go.”
We heard on the radio that the police had found the Buick in Dallas, and that scared me. The Texas troopers would be sure to have a pickup on the Ford, and every minute we stayed in it added to the danger.
When we got to the next town I parked it on a side street, then went to a service station and used the telephone to find out when we could catch a bus for Houston. When I got back to the car, Vida was sitting quietly, exactly the way I had left her.
“We'll have to leave the car here,” I said. “We can get a bus for Houston, but not for almost three hours. We'll just have to wait.”
“Where?”
“I don't know. There's a little hotel about two blocks from here that ought to do. We could use some rest.”
Vida looked at herself in the rear-view mirror. “When they find the car,” she said, “they're sure to start watching le bus stations. We'll have to do something to change the way we look.”
I rubbed the thick stubble on my face. “I can shave and leave my mustache; that may change my appearance some.”
Vida thought about it. “Get some hair dye,” she said after a moment. “We'll see what we can do after we get the hotel.”
The hotel was a wooden two-story building about two blocks from the center of town. Vida had taken off her lipstick, darkened her eyebrows with an eyebrow pencil, and put a scarf over her head to hide her almost-white lair. We brought two suitcases and there was no trouble checking in—then I went down to a drugstore and bought two packages of dark brown hair tint.
“This ought to do,” Vida said. There was no enthusiasm in her voice. She studied herself in the dresser mirror, then said, “See if you can find a razor blade.”
I got a package of razor blades out of one of the suitcases, gave her one and she began whacking ruthlessly at her long hair. While she did that I shaved, leaving the mustache, and by the time I had finished, Vida had hacked away almost half of her hair. “Mine will take longer,” she said. “I'll do it first.”
She mixed the tint in the wash basin in the corner of the room and began applying it to her hair with a toothbrush. The change was amazing, almost unbelievable. When she finished, she looked like a dark-haired boy who had just been swimming. She went to the mirror, studying herself again, then she began rolling up the ends of her hair, securing the tight curls close to her scalp until her head bristled with hairpins.
“When it dries,” she said almost to herself, “it will be all right. Bend over the basin. I'll darken your hair now; later you can go over your mustache with my eyebrow pencil.”
It took about an hour. We flushed away that blonde, glistening mass of hair that Vida had chopped off, we cleaned the dye out of the basin, and then we flushed away the paper packages the dye had come in. Vida sat in front of the window, saying nothing, letting the hot breeze dry her hair. I sat on the bed, looking at her, aching to hold her.
Around three o'clock she took the hairpins out and combed her hair and brushed it, and the ends snapped up briskly, boyishly.
I darkened the tips of my mustache and it looked all right to me. It changed the way I looked.
“Hadn't we better go?” Vida said.
I looked at my watch. “Yes, I guess so.” We put everything back in the suitcase and went out of the room.
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I DON'T REMEMBER THE NAME OF THE next town. It was a squat, rambling little place, slow-baking in that South-Texas sun, and the bus pulled in there for a fifteen-minute rest stop.
“What are we going to do when we get to Houston?” Vida asked flatly.
“I don't know yet,” I said. “But it's a big place and it's easy to get lost in a place like that.”
“What if the police have found that Ford?” She was gazing out the window.
“The odds are against it,” I said. “We don't have to worry about that.” We had the suitcases in the baggage rack over our heads, and I got one of them down and opened it. My mouth tasted sour and dry, so I got out the toothpaste and a toothbrush, and while I was fumbling for them I found the pistol.
Vida made a small sound in her throat when she saw it. “What are you going to do?”
“Clean up a little and brush my teeth and see if it won't make me feel better.” But that wasn't what she meant. I was holding the gun between two shirts; the butt was cool, deadly in my palm. Somehow, there was comfort in the feel of that hard, cool steel. I slipped the gun out of the suitcase and pushed it into my pocket. We went into the bus station where wrinkled, grimy travelers began lining up at a soda fountain. I went into the men's room, a steaming, concrete-floored box. I splashed cool water on my face, and brushed my teeth furiously. Combing my hair, I was startled to see the leathery, haunted face looking at me in the mirror. A heavy-set bus driver came in and used the next wash basin.
“South-bound bus ready to load,” he said. “All right. I'll be there.”
He kept looking at me. What is it, you sonofabitch? I thought grimly. What are you looking at? After a while he tramped out, frowning.
Had he recognized me? Had they broadcast my description—? Probably, but I looked a lot like a million other guys, and unless he had a reason to be suspicious.... I felt of the gun in my pocket. There was nobody else in the men's room now; I took the gun out, held it, somehow getting a savage strength out of touching it. Suddenly I froze. There was a whiplike sound, whack!, of the men's room door slamming shut. I wheeled as though somebody had put a knife into me. Nobody was there.
I snatched the door open, but he was gone now, whoever it had been.
I went back to the front of the bus station, by the soda fountain, but everything looked exactly the way it had been before. Except for that heavy-set driver. He was in a phone booth, his face red, sweating as he talked.
You sonofabitch! I almost yelled.
But that wasn't going to help. I was almost sick with anger at myself. In a few minutes they'll be after you, Foley, every farmer in town who owns a gun!
I looked for Vida then, and she was nowhere. Blind panic seized me then. The bus driver came out of the telephone booth and I started running toward the side exit where the buses were parked. I forgot about Vida, I forgot about everything, I just ran.
“Say, you!” The driver hollered.
I burst through the doors and sprinted headlong up the sidewalk toward the center of town. I could hear them pounding after me, yelling at me. I leaped off a high curb at an intersection and almost ran into the car.
I don't know where it came from. I didn't see it until I heard the sickening squeal of tramped brakes, and then the big chrome front end was crashing down on top of me, looking as big as a tank. I seemed to freeze in the middle of the street. Somehow he missed me, and the car came to a shuddering stop against the curb.
Somehow, that gun came out of my pocket and jumped into my hand. Before the driver knew what was happening, I was in the front seat with him, the muzzle of the .38 almost in his mouth.
“Get out!” I cried.
He was a little bald-headed guy with weak blue eyes and a startled mouth. I whipped the pistol barrel across his face and he fell back against the door, looking as though he wanted to cry. The fat bus driver and three or four others were less than half a block away, and the sound of their shouting almost drove me insane.
I jerked the door open on the driver's side. I shoved him out into the street; then I got under the wheel. The bus driver's posse was only a few steps away when I got the car started, spurted into the street.
It was a Chrysler, with plenty of guts under the hood. I slammed into a corner, and screamed around it.
About a block down I hit a red light, almost crashed into a stream of traffic. I twisted the Chrysler to the right, fell into the stream, then spurted ahead again. Almost immediately the bus station loomed up in front of me.
I was right back where I had started! Then I thought, That's all right. Let them chase their tails for a few minutes. I had been so intent on getting away that I hadn't thought of anything else, not even Vida, until I saw her in the street waving frantically.
I slammed to a stop and people began pouring out of the bus station, yelling, as Vida jerked the car door open and got in.
“Roy!”
“Just keep looking behind us,” I said, “and tell me if we're being followed.”
She looked back, her eyes big, her face even paler than usual. I spotted a state-highway sign up ahead, turned the Chrysler wide open and headed south. Abruptly, we were on the prairie and the town was behind us.
We blazed over the highway with the speedometer rocking on 90, then 95, and I thought wildly: Catch me! Catch me, if you can! The excitement of speed, the roar, the flash of nameless objects darting by, filled me with a crazy exhilaration.
“Roy!” Vida was shouting in my ear. “Won't they call ahead to the next town and tell them to stop us?”
God, yes! I thought.
“What are you going to do, Roy!”
“I'll think of something.”
The answer came as we roared down a gentle slope, past a blue convertible. I began easing my foot off the accelerator and the speedometer dropped down to 90, 80, 70, and finally I saw what I was looking for, a country road winding off into the prairie brush, off into nowhere.
“Just do as I say,” I said, looking back at the convertible. We rocked to a stop and I got out and began waving the convertible down. The tires squealed as he slowed down, then he pulled off the highway, onto the shoulder and rolled along in second gear, stopping behind the Chrysler.
“Car trouble, mister?” he called. “There's a garage about five miles down the highway. Jump in, I'll be glad to give you a lift.”
I tossed the keys to the Chrysler in Vida's lap and said, “Follow us.” Then without waiting for an answer, I went back to the convertible and said, “Move over.”
He was a youngish guy with a wide grin and straw colored hair. His hair was cut close to his skull. There was a sticker on the windshield of the convertible that said: Rice Institute. A college kid.
“Move over,” I said again, and this time I opened the door on the driver's side and shoved the muzzle of the revolver against his belly.
“What the hell!” He didn't seem particularly scared. He looked at me, then at the gun, grinning faintly, as though he thought it might be some kind of a joke.
“Just keep quiet and you won't get hurt.” I got the convertible started and turned onto the, country road, motioning for Vida to follow in the Chrysler. The kid didn't say a thing. He kept looking at me, blinking his eyes.
The dirt road wound around in the brush and probably went on to a farmhouse or a ranch somewhere. We were several hundred yards from the highway by now and that was far enough for what I wanted. I stopped the convertible and Vida pulled up beside us in the Chrysler.
“This is where we change cars,” I said. Vida got out of the Chrysler and I gave her the keys to the convertible and said, “Look in the back and see if there's something we can tie him with.”
She didn't say a thing. I heard her opening the trunk and I sat up front with the kid.
“There's nothing but a suitcase,” Vida called.
“Bring it out.”
There wasn't anything in it but some shirts, ties and a few changes-of underwear and socks. I selected two silk ties and decided that they would do.
“You can't tie me up and leave me out here like this,” the kid said nervously.
“Would you rather be shot?”
I got his hands behind his back and he didn't put up any more argument. Then I made him get out of the convertible and get in the back seat of the Chrysler, and I tied his feet. I gagged him, then rolled all the windows up on the Chrysler and locked the doors and threw the key as far as I could throw it out the window.
We rode back to the highway in silence—Vida, her head dropped, staring down at the floorboards. I thought, Vida, Vida, what has happened to us?
When we hit the highway I turned and began putting the gas to that light convertible. We hadn't gone more than a hundred yards when I heard the sudden blaring of an auto horn in the distance. It was a faint sound, rising and falling in volume as the wind moved it lazily across the prairie. It was a monotonous sound, going on —and on—and on. I slammed on the brakes, and cursed.
Startled, Vida almost went through the windshield. “Roy, what is it?”
“It's that kid! That smart bastard of a kid!”
“What are you going to do?”
“I'm going back. When I get through with him he'll! be sorry he was so goddamn smart!” I turned the convertible around in the middle of the highway and we streaked back for the dirt road.
The horn was still blaring, forlorn sounding, seeming to come from nowhere and everywhere. If I don't get him off that horn, I thought, somebody sure as hell will be curious enough to see where the sound is coming from. They'd have roadblocks thrown up for that convertible before we could get out of the county.
We crashed over that dirt road at almost sixty miles an hour. I put on the brakes and was out of the convertible almost before it stopped skidding.
I don't know how he got from the back seat to the front seat with his hands and feet tied, but he had managed somehow. He was lying half across the steering wheel, his chest on the horn button. He seemed frozen there—maybe frozen with fear, now that I was back.
I grabbed for the door but it wouldn't give, and then I remembered that I had locked it and thrown the key away. “Get away from that horn!” I yelled.
He didn't move. He looked as though he wanted to get off that horn more than anything in the world, but his body just wouldn't answer the command of his brain.
“Goddamn you!” I yelled. Raging, I began pounding on the rolled-up window. I didn't even know I had the revolver in my hand until I heard the explosion.
The horn blared on for maybe another five seconds.
Then I saw the kid's eyes roll up, as if in amazement, and slowly he began to slump away from the wheel. The abrupt silence seemed enormous when the horn finally stopped. I stood there dumbly as the kid went all the way down to the floorboard in a huddled, lifeless heap.
I found myself thinking, I didn't want to kill him.
When I turned back to the convertible, Vida was sitting there screaming without making a sound.
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“ROY—I CAN'T GO ON any longer.”
“Have you got any choice?” I said. “You're in this thing just as deep as I am, and don't forget it.”
Almost an hour had passed since the convertible blew a tire, slamming into a barditch and ruining the right front wheel. We had been walking ever since, getting as far away from that convertible as possible. We had traveled cross country, through brush, up and down hill.
Vida tripped on some briars and went sprawling in the loose dirt along a creek bank. “Roy!”
“All right,” I said, “we can rest awhile.”
We sat on the edge of the creek, a sloppy, muddy little stream, coming from nowhere and going nowhere. The sun beat down unmercifully, but Vida sat hunched forward, her legs drawn up, hugging herself with her arms as though she were freezing.
I rubbed my face and it was grimy with sweat and dirt. My shirt stuck to my body in wet patches.
Lola would enjoy this, Foley. If she could only see you now! I thought.
I knew what would happen if I started thinking about Lola. I'd start screaming and I would never stop.
I said, “We have to go now.”
Vida looked at me blankly, still hugging herself. I started to help her up but she shrank away.
It was late that afternoon when we finally came across the road. Watching from behind a clump of blackjack we saw a truck rattle past, heading for the highway. A farm-to-market road, I thought. And the closest big market was Houston. I looked at Vida, letting an idea have its way in the back of my mind. We had to do something.
“How do you feel?” I asked.
She nodded, woodenly. She looked tired, and her arm was scratched and her hair wasn't clean. But she was all right, if you didn't look too closely at her eyes.
I took her shoulders in my hands and her head snapped back as I shook her. Vida, Vida! I said, “You've got to snap out of it. I couldn't help what happened back there. That kid asked for what he got.”
Another truck passed and I pulled Vida down behind the scrubby clump of brush. “Vida, don't you understand? We've got to get away from here!”
“Can we ever get away?” she asked flatly.
“Sure we can. This is just the kind of thing we've waited for. We've got to stop one of these farm trucks. You have rather, because we can't risk being seen together now. You can hold the driver's attention while I get in the back end—one of these trucks will take us right into Houston. Vida, do you understand?”
She nodded. Far off to the north I could see a shredded cloud of dust moving lazily across the prairie and I knew that it must be another truck.
“This is our chance, Vida. Now get out there on the road and make the bastard stop.”
I got her to her feet, turned her around, and she began walking like a mechanical woman toward the road. Geez, I thought, this is going to look funny as hell, away out here in the middle of God's nowhere. But a woman was a woman, and I could only hope that the truck driver would be all man and not too curious.
I worked myself closer to the road and lay down in a gully about twenty yards away.
She was perfect, standing there in the sand and gravel by the side of the road. She looked as helpless as a child, as lonesome as the moon. The truck stopped.
“Goin' into the city, lady?” the driver called. He was a husky, sweating, red-faced man with small eyes and a loose grin. Vida said something but I couldn't hear what it was. Then he leaned over to open the door on the far side of the cab and I sprinted across the road and vaulted onto the back of the truck.
There was a heavy mud-crusted tarp thrown over stacks of wooden crates, and there was the acrid smell of tomatoes, not quite ripe, and the heavy-sweet smell of cantaloupes. I lifted the tarp and got under it. “By God,” I heard the driver saying, “this is a hell of a place for a woman to be all to herself.”
Vida must have said something. The driver laughed loudly. “I bet your boy friend made you walk.”
You stupid bastard of an ape! I thought. If you touch her I'll kill you.
“Well, from the looks of you, you put up one hell of fight,” he said and laughed again. “Who won?”
I sat rigid, smothering as the sun blazed down on the tar smelling tarp. There was no talking for a minute, but I could hear the movement up front, in the cab. “Well, by God,” the driver said finally, “is that any way to act? I'm just trying to be friendly.”
A great surge of relief flowed through me when I heard the starter grind, and the truck began to move forward. If there was any talking in the cab, I couldn't hear it. I stopped worrying about Vida and began thinking about what we were going to do when we got to Houston. A ship—that would be the best thing, if we could swing it. If not, then I'd have to think of something else. It was a big town and there were plenty of places to hide.
The truck began slowing down, and I thought: We must be nearing the highway. Then the truck rocked to a stop, pulled over to the side of the road, and I listened for the sound of traffic that would tell me where the highway was.
The only thing I heard was a muffled scuffling up front in the cab.
I heard the driver say, “God, you'd think it'd never been done before!”
The sound of scuffling became more frantic, and an enormous anger exploded inside me. The revolver seemed to grow in my hand as I whipped my arm up to throw the tarp back. Touch her, I thought savagely, and I'll kill you!
Then I froze, almost as though a giant hand had been pushed against my chest to hold me back.
Kill him, I thought, and where are you? Another body left behind to help them follow your trail. And how will you get away from here? You can't drive now—the highway will be swarming with cops. And Vida couldn't do it. This is the time for straight thinking.
“All right!” the driver said angrily, out of breath. “Go on, get the hell out of my truck. Walk all the way to Houston and see if you like that.”
There was no sound at all from Vida. Was she waiting for me to do something? But what could I do? We had to get away from here and that driver had to take us.
The scuffling began again and the truck driver laughed. “I thought you'd come around!” My insides rolled. I can't vomit, I thought. He'll hear me.
But I could hear them. The rhythmic rustling, the gasping, the banging of heels against the dashboard. It can't be happening! I thought wildly. I had the gun in my hand, squeezing it tight enough to break it, bur I couldn't move. I kept thinking: Everything is all right. Vida can take care of herself. It really isn't happening: it's the heat and you're imagining things.
God, a voice inside me said, How you must hate yourself! How Vida must hate you!
Heat swirled under the tarpaulin and I clung to a wooden vegetable crate, telling myself to do something. I didn't move. It seemed a long, long time before the truck began to move again.
It was dark and the night was old when I began to hear the blatant, impersonal rumble of the city. I raised the tarp and looked out in amazement at a million shimmering lights holding back the darkness of the night. Cabs and buses and cars darted through a thousand lighted streets. A cop stood, hands on hips, gazing up at an electric sign. He wasn't looking for Roy Foley. He didn't give a damn about Roy Foley.
The truck stopped.
“All right,” the driver said, “this is the end of the line. I go to market from here.”
I heard the cab door open and knew that Vida was getting out. As the driver put the truck into gear, I eased off the back of the truck and dropped to the pavement. I thought quickly: if she says anything, I'll say I was asleep.
But when I walked up to her and looked at her, I knew I wouldn't say anything, for she would never mention it.
“We're lucky it's dark,” I said. “We won't have to be in too much of a hurry looking for a place to stay.”
I started up the street and Vida followed along beside me. Not until we passed a street light did I see that she had been crying.
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THAT WAS ALMOST SIX DAYS ago.
We came to another small hotel, Vida and I, in Houston. A dirty little place with peeling wallpaper, dirt-rusted floors and sagging beds. We're almost out money and I haven't seen a newspaper for four days, or heard a radio, so there's no way of knowing what the police are doing. But I can guess.
Vida hasn't spoken more than a dozen words all day— partly because of the fight we had yesterday.
I know I should be thinking of something, doing something, but I can't seem to make myself move. All I can do is remember, and imagine things as they might have been. Sometimes I hear myself talking to the emptiness of the room.
Vida thinks I am out of my mind—I can see it in her eyes, when she looks at me—and maybe this is the thing that holds her here. I don't know. But I can't help remembering. Some of it is good, but most of it is bitter, and the worst of all is Lola, because sometimes late at night, or almost any time, for that matter, I can hear her laughing.
Vida—I still love her and I wish I could make her understand about things. But I know I can't, so I don't try.
I have been thinking of that revolver and I tell myself that I ought to hock it for whatever I can get for it, but I've been afraid to touch it.
The time has come, though, when something has to be done. I heard Vida crying last night, and when I touched her, tried to comfort her, she was as cold as marble. I held, her close, I said all the good things I could think of, but nothing seemed to help. Love, or whatever it was between us, seems to have died.
Yesterday Vida went out to get sandwiches at the joint across the street. When she came back, her face was even paler than usual.
“Roy, we've got to do something! We can't go on like this!”
She hadn't got the sandwiches. She leaned against the ancient dresser, her chest heaving as though she had been running. “Roy, two policemen stopped me in front of the hotel—”
I went cold. “Why?”
Her face colored abruptly. I knew then what had happened, and for some twisted reason it struck me as funny. I sat on the edge of the bed, almost laughed. “By God! They thought you were hustling, didn't they?”
The color in her face deepened. She turned suddenly to the mirror and stared at herself. Her face was strangely hard; her eyes had receded into dark shadows. I looked at her, thinking: Yes, I can see how they could make the mistake!
Then something else hit me, scared me. Those cops would be watching Vida every time she left the hotel. Maybe they would even follow her to the room! Cops were like that, once they got an idea, they hung onto it like a dog with a bone.
“Roy, you've got to do something!”
“What am I going to do?” I said bitterly. Then all the anger inside me directed itself at Vida. I stood up suddenly, shaking with it. “Goddamn you!” I said harshly. “Why did you let them stop you: Do you have to go out on the streets looking like a whore?”
She winced, as though I had slapped her. Then she wheeled on me, her eyes blazing. “Oh, God, why did I ever come with you? Why did I ever marry you?”
“Getting married was your idea.”
“It was a mistake and I'm paying for it,” she almost shouted.
“You can get out of it any time you feel like it,” I said, raging. “You can get out of it right now. All you have to do is walk out the door.”
“Don't tempt me!” she yelled.
“I'm not tempting you. It's an invitation. Great God, a woman who can't even walk out on the street without being taken for a tramp!”
“It's better than being taken for a murderer! Than being a murderer!”
I went wild for a moment. I hit her full in the face with the flat of my hand. Her head snapped back, a tiny trickle of blood formed at the corner of her mouth. The sound of the blow remained in the room.
I stood stunned, sickened at what I had done. I heard myself saying stupidly, “Forgive me, Vida. I didn't know what I was doing. I didn't know...”
She looked at me with fear.
I put my arms around her and I could feel her shrinking away from my touch. When I released her, she went to the bed and lay face-down, motionless.
“Is there anything I can do?” I said. “Is there anything I can say?”
She made no move and no sound.
“I must have been out of my mind,” I went on senselessly. “You're the last person on earth I would hurt, Vida. You're the only person I love.”
“It's all right.” It was all over. At that moment both of us knew it. And nothing could be done about it.
That was yesterday. Out of the emptiness, I kept thinking: What are you going to do, Foley? What are you going to do? There had to be an answer—if I could only find it. Lost somewhere in the violence and rage there was an answer, but I would have to go all the way back if I were to find it.
So that's what I have done. I've set it down on paper, all of it, carefully feeling my way back through the red maze of anger. Starting on one Burk Street. Ending on another.
The circle is complete.
Another day is past and Vida is gone. She left during the night.
I think I have the answer—the only one there is. The revolver is in my hand, as cold and deadly as a moccasin —but as yet I haven't had the guts to go through with it.
Maybe I'll never have the guts. I don't know.
THE END
 

