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“Hey, come here, I got

5

something for you.

Joel Brogan paused and turned
around. The girl was blonde and as
she smiled at him, she arched her
back, her body straining against the
cheap knit dress..

“I got a sale on,” she said. “Two for
the price of one.”

She couldn’t even be out of her teens,
Joel thought, but she was all woman.
He shook his head slowly and walked
on, her laughter taunting him.

This was Reno Street, and he was back
—but on his own terms, he vowed, not
those of The Street.
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The 9:05 bus was due, but it would not be on time,
as it had not been on time yesterday or the day before
or as long as anybody could remember.

It did not matter to. the townspeople of Toyah,
Oklahoma, but it mattered to the Reverend Joel.
Brogan who stood alone, conspicuously alone, in front
of the drugstore, a worn leather bag at his side, his
ticket in hand. }

He let his body slump, looked at the cracked side-:
walk and wished the bus had been on time. He waited
in silence, aware that from the windows they secretly
watched him. What did these people see?

A tall, unco-ordinated, thin body. Black-brown eyes
bearing an expression of frustration. There were lines

in his face. Above the eyebrows the unmistakable
wrinkles of anxiety, of fear, of countless pains. Be-
cause of these lines he looked considerably older than
his thirty-one years. :

The narrow face, the lugh cheekbones hinted of
privation. His nose, once a straight, proud nose, had
been crushed by the butt of a rifle in a long ago battle.”
The result gave this tragic face a touch of humor. Flat
and crooked, and at times unsightly.

The jaws were set tensely. From tensions that had
begun when he stole his first bicycle, had grown when
he faced his first police lineup, etching narrow lines
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about his mouth. For each line there had been worries,
hates, angers, sadnesses and shames.

His were the eyes of a man who had known death
and fear, humiliation and misery, hunger and despera-
tion. And a measure of love. :

He saw the roof of the bus reflecting sunlight as
it completed the curve a half mile away. He watched 1t
grow, then reduce speed as it neared the stop.

The exhaust filled the air with an acrid odor. As
the door of the bus opened, he methodically took the
first step. He looked up to see an old woman wearing a
shawl coming out.

“Out, please,” the bus driver said quite loudly,
impatiently. : ’

The Reverend Joel Brogan moved back apolo-
getically “as the old-lady laboriously made her way
down the three steps. She brushed past him.

A:'‘man with an unlighted cigar in his mouth fol-
lowed. He stepped down Toyah Oklahoma,” he saxd

“Some dump.”

Reverend Brogan looked at the man with the cigar
and he felt the beginning of a smile pulling at his lips,
but it died there quickly. The passageway was empty.
Ticket in hand, he mounted the steps, found an empty
seat and eased over to the window.

~ The man with the cigar waited outside the bus. He
was very obviously amused at the small town. But it
wasn’t really a funny little town. It wasn’t to the
Reverend Joel Brogan.

The post office was located across the street in Mr.
Maurice Bailey’s drugstore Mr. Bailey had a habit of
taking the floor in session meetings, declaring how
things should be done. Such as the timé the elders dis-
cusseéd rumors of dissatisfaction with the pastor.

“It’s my judgment,” Mr. Bailey had pronounced
6



blandly, his balding head bobbing, his long thin neck
moving like an old father crane, “that we should bring
these things out in the open. I've had some experience
with these matters and believe me, I know. We were
having trouble with a preacher at Lone Fork once a
few years back, and I told them folks that it’d be best
if we brought it right out in the open and talked it
over. But they didn’t. think much of my idea.” At this
point Mr. Bailey smiled supremely. “And you might
well know, the church was split so bad they had to
stop having meetings for a month or two. Lost nearly
half the members to the Baptists.” Of course, as it
developed, Mr. Bailey was undeniably right.

Mr. Bailey’s drugstore was now faded white, badly

in need of paint. High upon the glass windows a
sign had been pasted. It read: Make Us Your Ghrist-
mas Gift Headquarters. 1t was June.
- Two doors down the street, Mr, Hawks stood, his
back to the window, busy at the cash register of the
Toyah Food Market. Mr. Hawks was a very small, in-
tense man, much overweight, quite red-faced. Mr.
Hawks was an elder and spokesman for the congrega-
tion. In truth, being mayor, he was the spokesman for
the entire town of Toyah.

Mr. Hawks had been wildly irritated at the minister
of the First Presbyterian Church. His neck turned deep
red and the veins in. his forehead bulged when he
talked of the minister. The fever of his anger swept
like an electric shock to most of those who listened.
Nearly everybody became angry at the preacher. Even
the Baptists were mad at him.

“Now look here, preacher,” Jess Hawkes had de:
manded that day in the study. “I like a: preacher that -
gets in there and tells these people they’d better get
in line.” Jess Hawks had wiped his bfow with a stained:
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sleeve. “You’ll be all right if you just yell at them.
You've got to treat some people different.”

“You mean teach them the fear of God?” Joel
offered. :

“You've got it, son. That’s exactly what I mean.”

Joel Brogan had braced himself, considered re-
treat, then made the irrevocable decision that he could
not abandon his belief. “I'm sorry,” he had said evenly,
“I don’t preach fear. I preach love.”

Jess Hawks had squinted, had spoken through his
teeth. “Maybe you do,” he had said.

“And forgiveness. I teach that, too.”

“All right, son. I tried to help you. You'll just have
to find out the hard way. You've got a lot to learn.
You may not last very long here.”

You don’t have to be mad any more, Mr. Hawks. 1
didn’t last very long after all.

Jess Hawks had been spokesman for the session
that voted unanimously for his resignation. Joel had
requested a vote of the entire congregation, as was his
right. After the vote was taken, Mr. Hawks opened the
study-door, stood tight-lipped, his eyes glowing fiercely.
As he spoke, he had to pause often for breath.

“Reverend Brogan, the congregation has voted,” he
said. In his hands, Mr. Hawks fumbled a piece of
paper.

“What have they decided?” Joel asked, already
knowing the result by the throbbing pulsation at Mr.
Hawks” neck. 2

“They voted to have you leave. That’s what they
did.”

“I'm fired.”

“If you want to put it that way. You are just that.”

It was difficult for Mr. Hawks to control the surgmg
emotions that the vote had arcused.
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“What was the vote?”’ Joel asked.

e don’t matter as I see it. They just voted for you
to go.” But as he spoke, Mr. Hawks raised his head
so ‘that he could see the tremblmg paper through his .
bifocals.

“A hundred and fifty-nine against you. And twenty--
one for you.”

“That leaves little doubt,” Joel said. ~

And Mr. Hawkes, unable to suppress his feeling,
had answered, ‘“That’s for sure.”

“I can leave any time?”

“We didn’t set no date. You can appeal to the

- Presbytery if you think it will do any good.”

“No,” he said. “The vote makes it plain enough
T'll leave as soon as possible.”

" Mr. Hawks had left the paper on his desk, had
turned and closed the door behind him. A few came..
to tell him they were sorry. Then he was alone. Y

Joel bent over the desk and rested his head against
his arms. When he looked up, he saw the face of Jesus
Christ on the wall, glazed and distorted by tears.

The next morning he wrote the Dean at the Semi-
nary informing him of the congregation’s action, and
asked for advice.

The Dean’s answer had been prompt. It was con-
soling, but more formal than he had expected. You
failed in your first charge. We secured you another.
Now you have failed again in your second.

The letter explained that with this record, it would
be nearly impossible for him to secure another church.
The Presbytery would grant him a release from pasto-
ral duties. Wait a year. Or lwo years. Perhaps some-
thing will come along.

The Dean asked him to take this time to discover
what was wrong. Surely a man is not fired from two
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churches in less than a year without reason. What were
you doing wrong? There was no evidence that either of
the churches was torn with strife when you entered.

And, quite gently, it suggested that if during this
year he found something that more nearly suited him,
then by all means he should take a stab at it. After all,
there are many ways that we can serve God. Being a
minister is no greater in God’s eyes than . . .

Mr. Wiginton, theé eighty-six-year-old custodian, had
come this morning. For the last time he brought the
pot of coffee from the church kitchen and knocked on
the door softly.

“Come in.”

The old man opened the door, took the cups from a
tray, and poured the coffee. They sipped the coffee
silently for a few minutes, knowing that tomorrow it
would not be this way, that this was the last time.

“Well,” the old man said smiling, “we got rid of
you, didn’t we?”

“Yes,” Joel said, glad that Mr. Wiginton had not
made a melancholy speech about how it had been and
all. He didn’t think he could stand any of that. Not
on the last morning.

“I figured it was coming,” Mr. Wiginton said. “But
I was surprlsed at the vote. You didn’t show well at
all.”

For the first time all day he was ablé to smile.
“You're a diplomatic old cuss,” he said.

The old man laughed and the laugh was good. It
came from deep down and rolled out like a clap of
distant thunder. “If I was a diplomat, I wouldn’t be
janitor,” he said. -

They smiled at each other, drank the coffee.

“You're all washed up, aren’t you?” Mr. Wiginton
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asked, his face growing soft, the lines meltmg almost
to smoothness.

“I suppose so.”

“I read that letter from .the Dean. It was on your
desk and I just nosed over there and read it.’

“I'm glad you kept up with all the developments.”

“There’s no place for you to go.”

“No.”

“Said wait a few years. Maybe it'll come out
all right. That sounded like a brush- off to mel”

. “A kindly one.”

Mr. Wiginton rubbed his chm “It’s a funny thing,”
he said. “I knew you was doomed to fail the day you
got here. But I knew just as well when you carried that
Bible up here that you loved God. I can tell.”

- “T'll get along,” he said. He didn’t want M. ngm-
ton to go into that business of a sad farewell. He just
didn’t think he could possibly stand it.

“No ...” Mr. Wiginton said thoughtfully, “T'doubt
if you ever preach again. You’ ll never find out whats
wrong with you.’

“What is wrong with me?”

The old man smiled. “I don’t know. I could tell you
a thousand things that I see wrong, but that wouldn’t
tell you what was wrong. It’s inside you. The best I
could say was that you just never did fit. Like you was
trying to put on a’ little boy s coat. It was 1mp0531b1e
from the start.’

He looked at his watch. It was time to be gomg The
bus would be along soon.

Mr. Wiginton placed the empty cups on the tray and
stood aside.

Joel ‘lifted his suitcase and stepped to the door.

“Well,” he said, “it’s finished.”
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Mr. Wiginton did not speak. Great tears welled in
his eyes and ran down his cheeks, falling into wrinkled
gullies. He was smiling, a very small angelic man in
overalls, crying and smiling, standing there in the
doorway holding the tray with the pot and two cups
that he would not need any more.

“Good-by,” he said.

Joel carried his suitcase down the hall and opened
the door. When he glanced back, the old man was still
standing there.

The driver climbed aboard the bus, came down the
aisle, and took his ticket. He handed Joel a baggage
check and returned to the front. The thin-necked man
with the cigar boarded the bus and sat down. The
starter whined and the bus was moving. He'looke(l a
last time at Mr. Bailey’s drugstore, Mr. Hawks’ grocery.
Mr, Hawks was standing in the doorway, his hands on
his hips. He watched as the bus passed. Mr. Hawks
was smiling.

The town of Toyah was falling behind the hungry
wheels. Gone.was the bench where the men gathered
and sharpened their knives on the worn bricks and
whittled in the shade of the afternoon. The same men
who, on Sunday morning, sat in the church wearing a
clean pair of overalls, a white shirt buttoned at the top,
but no tie. Gone were the children whose faces were
polished and bright, who squirmed and giggled
through his sermons. The babe in arms whose mother
covered the face of her child with a clean diaper while
the child nutrsed noisily at her breast. Gone the tired
men whose eyes closed at about eleven-fifteen, whose
heads sagged and who sometimes snored until a neigh-
- bor nudged them in the ribs. There were the old men
who could never quite hide the fact that they had a dip
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of snuff tucked neatly in the lower lip and who im-
mensely enjoyed this added pleasure during the service.

Did they know the terrible emptiness he felt when
the vote was taken, when he was told that he was not
wanted? :

The last houses had vanished, replaced by rollmg
hillsides, magnificently green pastures spotted :with
cattle.

He tried to pray. It was useless. He had lost that
too. :

Then he thought of his childhood days down on
Reno Street in Oklahoma City, where he ran barefoot
across the hot sidewalks. Where he had stolen, lied,:
cheated. He thought about how he had grown in the
shadows, caring for an alcoholic mother. How he had
been hurt and how he had learned not to show that
hurt. The times he fought back rebelliously. The line-
up:at the police station. The cigarettes and beer when
he was fifteen. The women. The whores. The things
they had taught him.

+The war. The injury, the chaplam And then he was
sent home . . . to Reno Street. When he arrived, he
learned that his mother had died while he was in
France. His Uncle Charlie had buried her.

He had gone to college and worked in a kitchen.-
Graduated. Enrolled in Austin Presbyterian Seminary.
Then his GI Bill ran out and Uncle Charlie helped
him with money. It was money that had trickled from
whores’ fingers for drink, money from drunks, pimps,
rifiraff from Reno Street.

‘But he had taken it. Maybe someday he’d have a
church and be able to help a young girl over that
problem, keep a boy from becoming an alcoholic,,a
thief.

Suddenly he was pastor of a church in a town of
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fifteen thousand and he was making over five thousand:
dollars a year. Then it happened. Like Mr. Wiginton
had said, perhaps he didn’t fit. Step down boy. Down
a little lower.

‘That wasn’t so bad. Lots of ministers were accepted
at posts too large for them. Some labored, polished
quickly and made it. Others were forced to take smaller
churches. He had taken the step down gracefully. And
it had been a long step. Down to Toyah, a town of
2,000. But he hadn’t made it there either. Now the
Dean was afraid to recommend him again. He was
- through. He was useless.
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The bus entered Oklahoma City from the south;
‘through the section called Capital Hill. A great deal
of the tougher' element circulated - there, but the
toughest belonged to Reno Street and California Street
and Grand Avenue. These were the evil streets of the
city, snuggled close under the shadows of the great
skyscrapers.

The bus passed along the Avenue moving north
through the salvage yard section. This was home. How
many times had he stolen hub caps and spotlights from
~ new cars and hustled them down to those yards-for
the change he could make? The first time he had
brought a set of four hubs. He dropped them at the
salvage owner’s feet.

“How much?” he had asked. And when the offer was
too low, he shouted, “Up your old lady’s butt! Gimme
a buck or no deal. These is real caps from a Cadillac,
buster. I don’t heist no caps from no Cad for no measly
half buck!”

The salvage yard owner spat, and part of the
tobacco juice ran down his shirt front and his eyes
shifted like they were on ball bearings. “Six bits,” he
said. “That’s all. Take the six bits or haul ass, kid.”

“I can get a buck and a half down the street.”

The man, heavy shouldered, twisted his neck like
an old turtle. “Haul ass, kid.”

Then he threw the caps down and spat just as
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defiantly as the owner had done. “Gimme the damn six
bits.” He quickly pocketed the money and walked
aw1y with a swagger. -

Even now as the bus passed, he saw two or three
%een-aged boys walking around the salvage yards.
Tough- lookmg kids. Kids that could get you a stick
of marijuana as fast as a Coca Cola. They were wide
awake

* The bus lumbered through the underpass, up and
over. Along the street a few stands sold cold water-
melon. There were several beer joints. ‘A corner gro-
cery. Dozens of run-down two-story apartments.

The bus swept past Reno and California and crossed
Grand Avenue, turning into the bus station, creeping
easily to the ramp. “Oklahoma City,” the bus driver
said. “Fifteen-minute rest stop.”

He was feeling a weakness in his stomach. Did he
eat breakfast? He couldn’t remember. The coffee with
Mr. Wiginton . . . that seemed a long time ago! No, he
hadn’t really eaten anything. He made his way down
the aisle, left the bus and waited in line for his bag.

In a moment a red cap tossed his bag on the side-
walk, looked at the tag, stared impassively at the small
group of passengers and shouted “Reverend Joel
Brogan?” o

‘ Joel stepped forward, slipped a quarter into the
Negro’s hand and lifted the bag. Once away from the
crowd, he jerked the tag from the handle. Scribbled on
the tag was his name . . . Reverend . . . Reverend . . .
He tore it in four pieces and dropped them wearily on
the sidewalk. Reverend of what?

“Cab, mister?” the driver asked, swmgmg open his
door.

Joel ignored him.
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- “Take you anywhere . . . show you anything . .
the cabbie promised. '

Joel moved down Grand Avenue. As he walked east,
respectability diminished. He recognized the front of
the burlesque house. A fat woman sat in the ticket
booth, her lips painted so high the red appeared to
almost touch her nose. Her face was puffy with bluish-
red lines on the cheeks. Joel knew her kind. Every ten
minutes she had to duck down out of sight and take a
little drink to keep going. Don’t they ever change?
Why did he come back to this?

“How ’bout it . ! . see the girls. Lots of pretty glrls
Real live flesh . . . and what flesh . . .

- He passed beyond her voice. A panhandler staggered

from the building. “My wife has a new baby and I
need . . .” His breath smelled like a Milwaukee
brewcry

]oel was angered. “You're drunk enough" he said.

“Screw you,” the man mumbled, moving away.

Joel turned south at the corner, hedded over one
block toward Reno. A Negro porter sat in the door-
way of a small hotel. He wore a spotless white jacket.
He knew all he had to know to live. He knew the
names of five girls upstairs, a somewhat exaggerated
description of the attractiveness of each, and their
prices. He always recited them without looking up as
though it did not matter, that the law of averages
would take care of everything. It always had. :

Joel had known it was going to be this way. Why
did he let it disturb him?

He swung around the corner, past a tavern, and
looked at Reno Street. On both sides of the street
representatives -of society were leaning against .the
buildings in the afternoon sunshine. Their eyes were
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streaked with red. They did without haircuts, shaves,
clothing, sometimes shelter, and often food, for a drink.

It could be whisky, wine, beer, vanilla .. . it did not
matter as long as it numbed the brain. Joel had seen
them fall on their hands and knees and pray for God
to send them another drink. When they reached this
point, they were picked up and shipped out. One less.
But another came to take his place. Work a few days
pearl diving and then a big wet drunk. Then back to~
work. They were like snakes, sunning in the afternoon.

The panhandlers were more active on Reno. They
didn’t cry out a story about the wife having a baby.
They walked up and shouldered against you. They
were bitter and hardened and demanded help. “I gotta
have a half buck, mac,” they said. “C’mon.:Let’s not
be rough on an old guy like me. Gimme 'the damn
money.” Joel moved through them.

Music throbbed from the bars and he heard the
shouts of men and women. Four o'clock in the after-
noon and they were already on a toot. But then they
never really got off of one, did they? :

The buildings were only two or three stories high
here. Across the street a big blue sign read: Cots—25¢.
That’s one thing that hadn’t changed much. Cots were
costing a quarter ten years ago in that same place. The
price hadn’t yielded to inflation. The bugs on the cots
were probably the same:.

He reached an open doorway. A blonde stood in the
door wearing a knit blouse and a tight skirt. If she
sneezed hard she’d be naked. When she saw Joel, she
arched her back 'against the door, emphasxzmv her
‘breasts. She smiled. : |

“Hey, boy . . . c'mere; boy. I've got something for
you.” RO 3
He paused. The girl was about nineteen. Her hair
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was natural blond, but she had brown eyes. It occurred
to him that she was actually a beautiful girl. Her eyes
danced for him. “What is it?”” he asked.

“I got a sale on,” she said.

Joel hesitated, frowning. “Sale?”

“Yeah . . . two for the price of one. Any kinda date
you like.” Nineteen years old. Joel turned his head,
still standing in front ef the door holding the suitcase.
“Ten bucks. It’s a bargain, buster. Ask the man who’s
been there.” She laughed, moving her shoulders en-
-ticingly.

Joel shook his head, turned in the hot sun and
started away.

“Okay . . . I'll make you a deal.”

He glanced back,

“Seven bucks,” she said. “How ’bout that? Best seven
dollar’s worth in town.”

“I'm a minister,” Joel said softly. :

The girl frowned, jerked her head away. “A damn
do-gooder.” He was passing out of range of her voice
but he heard it ring after him. “I've had preachers
before, buster.” :

At the corner, when the light had changed, he
crossed the street. The big sign, even at four in the
afternoon, was a glare of flashing neon. It read: The
Green Parrot Bar. There was a black glass front and,
painted on the glass, a large green parrot. :

Joel stepped over the curbing and turned into the
bar. The darkness was sudden. For a few moments he
could see nothing but the gaudy bubbling juke box at
the far end of the room. He dropped the suitcase and
made out the bar, a beer sign flashing on and off. He
saw old Viola White running a towel over a table.

At the center of the bar, opening two cans of beer, he
saw the short, thin silhouette of Uncle Charke, his
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baldmg head glowing softly in -the hght of the beer
sign. The odor of beer was strong. ;

He walked around the bar and sat on a stool in
front of Uncle Charlie. Without looking up, Charlie
asked, “What'’s for you?”

{EMilk,” Joel said.

“Who the hell serves milk in a . . .” and Charlie’s
stunned face contorted in surprise and embarrassment.
“Joey!” he shouted. “Hey, look, Viola,” he cried. ‘“Look
who’s come slummin’.” The old man reached across
the bar and they shook hands. Old Viola White
moved slowly toward him, squinting her eyes. Her
eyes had been going bad for a long time. She seemed to
make him out satisfactorily. She extended her hand
and Joel pressed it warmly.

v “Take over a while,” Charlie said. “I gotta see the
]ud ” Then, moving around the bar, he ran hlS hands
over his thinning hair.

They reached a booth and Charlie sat down. He
was thin . . . very thin. He didn’t look right at all. But
he was smiling, and it was obvious that he was pleased
to-have Joel there.

“Joey . . . I been meanin’ to get down to Toyah to
come to church but when we close Saturday night,
man, I'm bushed. I just don’t have it like I used to.
But I sure would like to see you up there in that pulpit.
I wish your mom could take that one in, huh, Joey?”

- Joel smiled at the little man who talked so fast that
in his excitement he became difficult to understand.

_His face was long and narrow, only a few strands. of
gray hair sweeping back across his head. His cheeks
were pitted with pockmarks. He looked like a carnival
shell-game operator, a misleading appearance. He was
a soft touch. He'd given many a whore money to buy a
ticket out of town in the hope that the next place she
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hit she’d get a better break. Some thought him foolish -
for this. But the street protects its own, and Charlie
had done all right.

Joel studied his uncle’s face, remembering the money
he had received from him when he was at the seminary..

“How you doin’, kid? 1 bet you got them cats all
saved and in the side pocket for Jesus, ain’t you?”

Joel shrugged. “I guess I lost more than I won,” he
said.

“How’s that? Somebody give you a rough tussle?”

“They fired me,” Joel said.

“The bastards,” Uncle Charlie said quickly, then
clamped a hand over his mouth. “I meant that .

“It’s all 11ght ” Joel said. “¥'m afraid I'm not much
of a minister.’ ,

“Aw crap! People down in that part of the country
are so used to leanin’ on a plow, they ain’t got no
appreciation of a real classy preacher.”

“That first bunch didn’t either.”

Uncle Charlie poked his finger across the table.
“That’s why 1 never got mixed up with a church.
There’s always a bunch ready to pick a fight with an-
other bunch. Just a mob of vultures. What you gonna
do, boy?” He asked it, not raising his eyes, as though it
didn’t matter.

“The Dean said to wait a year or two and maybe
he could lme up another charge.”

“A year?”

“Charlie, I've been fired twice. They can’t force me
on a congregation.”

“All rlqht Joey. 1 was just thinkin’ a year’s a hell of
a long wait.’

“The Dean said if I found something else . . . to go-
ahead and forget being a minister. It hdppens more
often than you’d think.”
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The old man straightened his skinny néck and
squinted his eyes fiercely. “T'll tell ’em one thing. They
ain’t never been down here. Anybody that climbs out
of it and studies all the way to be a preacher, he ain’t
made no mistake. God’s got a place for him or He
wouldn’t of drug him out to start with.” -

“I had it figured that way too,” Joel said. ' °

“Yeah. What you supposed to do in the meantime?
Pass a tin cup on Reno and Grand?” g
- Joel frowned and his uncle apologized with a smile.

“How d’ya like the place, Joey? I 'did some ham-
merin’ and stuff. Looks pretty nifty, don’t it?”

“It does look all right.”

The room was not wide, about thirty feet, and about
a hundred feet long. At the rear the lights of the juke
box bubbled, changing colors. The rest rooms were on
either side of the juke box. Booths were built against
thf; walls., The middle provided a place to dance, not
large, but enough. At the front was the bar. Uncle
-Charlie had built special racks for glasses. But most
of the beer he sold came in cans. Not many on Réno
drank out of glasses. - ; i

The bar was built on a half circle, done nicely in
dark woods. An old chandelier glowed from the ceiling.
Neon beer signs flashed behind the bar. The place
looked clean, anyway clean for-Reno.

Uncle Charlie leaned over the table. “Joey, you
want a beer to make you feel better?”

“No,” he said. “That wouldn’t help.”

“You tired?” S ' :

SARTTrtle

“Tell you what. You go upstairs to your ‘mother’s
old room. I never rented it and . . .”

- Joel scrutinized his uncle. ] i
“I just couldn’t rent it. I even left the pictures 6n
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the dresser and all. You want to stay there? I mean
till you get a church or something?"”

Sies

Uncle Charlie jerked a string of keys from his pocket
and went throogh them. When he reached the right
one, he took the key from the ring and handed it to
Joel. “That’s yours, Joey. I mean till you're through.”

“Thanks,” he said.

“Evita’s got the room across, just like when you went
to service. And down the hall, old Judge Hanson has
still got his room.”

“Evita?”’ Joel asked. “Is she still . . .”

“Yeah, but she don’t hustle up there. She’s got a

call number and she don’t ever take nobody up there."s

“And Judge Hanson?”

“He still thinks he’s a great lawyer. Imngmes he’s
got a case comin’ up before the Supreme Court.”

“Broke?”

' “He pays a little along. He’s got the pension.”

Joel knew that this was not quite true. Old Man
Hanson had been behind in rent money for fifteen
years. Uncle Charlie let him haye the room against
the possibility that if he ever needed a lawyer, he’d
call Hanson, but he hadn’t needed a lawyer in all these
years. The Judge was seventy-five now, maybe more.
He always wore a battered old Homburg and main-
tained the air of a court lawyer. He was incessantly
busy. Busy with this and that. But he never did any-
thing but drink beer.

Joel took the key, lifted his suitcase, and went out-
side. The stairway to the rooms was immediately to
the left of the bar entrance.

At the top of the stairs, breathmg hard, he realized
how really tired he was. He moved wearily down the
hallway, reached his mother’s room, inserted the key
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and turned it. The door swung open. It was a small
room, with one window. In the window stood a flower
pot, bearing the shriveled remains of a long dead plant.

On top' of the chest of drawers were two pictures.
One was a faded picture of his mother and father. His
father had' got lost before Joel was born and hadn’t
been located yet. His mother appeared very young,
very bright and happy. In the other frame was a pic-
ture of himself in his army uniform.

There was an iron bed covered with a tattered
spread. The floor was linoleum covered. On a table by
the bed was a pitcher and a glass, probably the same
glass his mother had used to take her last drink. In a
corner of the room stood an old cardboard wardrobe,
one of the doors torn off. It was empty. Joel remem-
bered the countless nights when he listened to his
mother’s sobbing. For a moment he wanted to close
the door and leave. Where? He carried his suitcase
and put it down by the wardrobe.

Where else was there?

He moved to the window and opened it.

“Hello, Joey.”

He turned. Evita Cato stood in the doorway. She
wore a robe pulled tightly about her, her hair combed
neatly, her mouth tastefully made up. She was still a
very attractive woman at thirty-five.

“Hello, Evita,” he said.

“Mind i I come in?”

“No. Come in.” :

She sat in the straight-backed chair, carefully cover-
ing her legs with the robe. “Home for a visit?” she
asked.

“No,” he laughed almost bitterly, concealing a
degree of pain.

Was it going to be this way always? How many

24 =



people would he have to tell that he’d been fired, that
he had failed? Why did it matter? What difference did
it make to these people? Where were they going?
“I got fired,” he said bluntly. The room was hot. He
removed his tie and sat on the bed.
She laughed. \
“Is it funny?” he asked.
“Yeah, it’s funny.”
“Good. You have a big laugh over it.’
“Look how far you had to go to get there Then
she snapped her fingers, “they junk you.”
“That’s one way to look at it. I don’t blame them
for that part.”
“So what do you do now?”
“l don’t know. What about you? What are you

doing?”
Evita’s eyes were steady, very brown and even. “Same
thing.” ;
“Oh 2
“I know what you're thinking.” D

He shook his head. “No, you don’t. Nobody knows
what I'm thinking.”

“You're thinking I'm a rat and I'll always be a rat
and that I'm going to hell for it.”

“What s hell?” he asked.

She stared at him thoughtfully. “So let’s don’t talk
about it. We been friends too long to start a bunch of
silly crap.” :

“Okay.”

“Do you know about Uncle Charhe?”

Joel frowned. Something was wrong. “No.”

“Cancer.”

“Evita, do you know that?”

“It’s the talk.”

“Just talk.” He shrugged, not wanting to believe.
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“Has the talk ever been wrong down here on the
Street?” ;

He shook his head. “What kind of cancer?”

“Cancer of the stomach.”

“How long has he known?”

Evita examined her nails. “Who knows? Maybe a
long time. We've only known for a few months. He
can't take it down there any more.”

“Has he seen a doctor?”

“I haven’t asked him. The word is he has.”

“I'll get a specialist.”

She shook her head. “He wouldn’t go.”

“Why do you say that?”

“It’s plain. Uncle Charlie’s tired. He’s sick of Reno
Street. He’s sick of drunks and pimps and whores. We
all get to feel like that after so long.”

Joel sighed deeply.

“You're pooped.”

He nodded. 2

Evita moved slowly to the door. “Sorry you got
junked.” /

“Thanks, Evita.”

“I mean it.”

“So do L.” : -

She closed the door. He wanted to say a prayer for
Evita and for the girl in the knit blouse on the street,
for Uncle Charlie who had helped so many in his
lifetime, for the panhandlers, the addicts, the pimps,
the prostitutes, the salesmen of pornography, the
burlesque girls, for all of them . . . but it was like
talking to a blank wall. God wasn’t there.

, He leaned back on the bed. His shoulders ached.
The room was so hot he thought he would become
- nauseated. The faded flower designs on the wallpaper
began to drift out of focus. He was so tired. He'd faced
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the whole ordeal and now it was over and he wanted
to sleep for a year until he could stand in a pulpit
again.

The flowers of the wallpaper were gone and slowly,
very slowly, he felt his body sinking into sleep. He
began to dream. He heard a hymn swelling from the
congregation, heard the boy soprano doing a solo in
the choir loft behind him. And then the voices of the
congregation began to shout at him. They cried out
against.him. They pointed their fingers and he saw
hatred in their eyes. He cried back at them angrily.
He grabbed a rifle and charged into the masses of them,
ripping expertly to the left and to the rloht w1th the
bayonet.

Then he ]erked the hand grenade from his belt,
pulled the pin with his teeth and sailed it into" the
midst of them. The blast killed hundreds of thém at
once. Men with snuff in their lips fell, and the woman
who was nursing her baby lost it and she went about
crying, her breast still ‘exposed. He ran' back. They
were firing at him now. Someone was beside him. He
- turned. It was Corporal Benny English. “We got ‘em
on the run,” English shouted. “Ain’t nobody gonna
get us, huh, Joey?”

One of them fired almost point-blank and the shot
hit Benny in the face. He cried out in pain. “Joey! Oh,
God, Joey, I'm dead and I ain’t ready. Joey, I'm gom
to hell. I know it. ]oey, tell God I don’t mean' to'do
wrong. Joey . .. Joey ... I can’t hear you .. I can t
hear you . . say a prayer S

And the congregation stopped shouting and stood
about because they knew that Corporal Enghsh was
dying. Joel asked the congrecratlon to say'a prayer.
“Our Father Who art in heaven. . . . Forgive ‘us our
debts . . . forgive us . . .” Then Enghsh was dead ‘and
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the congregation backed away. But one man whose
neck muscles were twitching pointed his finger at Joel
and shouted, “You're fired. You hear? You're fired.
Everything is your fault.”

Joel turned away and ran. He saw a hght in the
distance. It came closer and closer. It was a sign. It
was the neon sign of the Green Parrot Bar, but the
letters didn’t read the Green Parrot . . . they read
something different. He strained his eyes to read i,
and two or three times he thought he wouldn’t make it
,before he went far off to sleep, but finally he managed
to read the letters. He spelled them out until he had
them all. It read: God’s dead. God’s dead!

Suddenly he. awoke, bathed in sweat, choked for
breath. Joel staggered to the window. He leaned his
hands on the sill until he was calm. Then he returned
to the bed to wait for sleep.
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The knocking seemed to come from far away. He
listened to it groggily for a long time, until finally it
“began to mean something. He swung his legs over the
bed. His head was thick and slow. It was still -het in
the room, but now the shadows were falling to. the
west. He looked at his watch. It read eleven-thirty, but
the second hand was motionless. He had forgotten-to
wind it. The knocking again.

“Come in,” Joel said. ““The door is open.” <

Uncle Charlie came in and peered down at h1m
“Boy, was you dead. I come up last night with a
sandwich and you didn’t move. I thought you was sick.
You was sweatin’ all over. You feel okay, Joey?”

Joel stretched. His eyes were swollen, puffy. “I really
conked out, didn’t I?”

“You was bushed.”

“What time is it?”

“Nearly ten. I was on the way to open up the place.
There’ll be a few wet heads down there with the
shakes. I thought I'd stop by.”

“Thanks.”

“What you gonna do today?” Charhe asked.

“I don’t know.”

“You need some money?”’

“No.”

“CG’'mon, Joey, you need a little geetus, den’t you?”

“Charlie;” Joel said standing, stretching again,
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“when you're a minister, you don’t see enough money
to notice it’s around. I wouldn’t know what to do if I-
had any. No. That isn’t right. I've got some. I've got
four hundred dollars. They paid me off before I left.”

“Yeah,” Charlie said. “Well, c’'mon down after while
and I'll go out with you to get a cup of coffee.”

“All right.”

Charlie went to the door.

“Leave it open, Uncle Charlie.”

“Okay.”

Joel went to the small sink and filled it with water.
It was cold. He opened his suitcase, found his razor and
shaving cream, and lathered his face. He put a fresh
blade in the razor and grimaced as he faced the small
mirror. This was going to hurt!

He drew the razor across his cheek. The whiskers
were stiff. He whistled low as he dipped the razor into
the cold water. If the whiskers on the cheek hurt, what
would it be when he got to his chin? Brother!

He bhad shaved only half of his face when he heard
the loud thumping down the hallway,  like some
terribly old refrain of music that comes sweeping back
* from childhood. Joel recognized the rhythmical thump-
ing of old Judge Hanson’s cane on the hallway floor.
The cane thumped closer until it reached the doorway,
where it paused. Joel turned. Judge Hanson stood
glaring into the room, pursing his lips in a question.

He had been a tall man, so very proud in the old
days, but now his shoulders were stooped and his hands
were unable to hold the cane steady. His face was -
wrinkled and pale. He wore the Homburg at a jaunty
angle and, hot as it was, he had an old plaid muffler
wrapped about his neck.

“Good morning,” the Judge said.

- His voice was still deep and surprisingly strong.
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Joel wondered how hard it was for Judge Hanson to
maintain this air ‘of success. It fooled no one, perhaps
-because it is extremely -hard to fool ex-convicts, whores,
or pimps in their own environment. Judge Hanson
had once been a good lawyer. Once he had been a
giant in the courtroom. It was told that some’ of his
cases had set precedent in the Supreme Court of the
state.

But for many years he had been a failure. It>hap-
pened after the fire. There were so many stories that
one was never sure of the real truth, but the stories
agreed that his wife and two children had burned to
death, and from that day, Judge Hanson had taken to
the bottle. Still, because of some strange-‘desir‘é’-‘fcr
self-respect, he maintained the air of a busy, successful
lawyer Joel wondered if he really fooled himiself.

- The old man smiled, revealmg a space in the front
of his mouth where a tooth was missing. “I welcome
you. I am Henry Hanson, attorney-at-law.-If you ever
are in need of professional services of that type;” the
Judge sa1d gesturing as though it was of ‘no great
concern, you can contact me down' the hall. We are
neighbors.”

: “Hello, ]udge,” Joel said.

At once the old man was taken aback. He twisted
his face into a squint, fumbled for his glasses “and
tried to slip them on his nose without dropping thent.
It was a feat, conmdermg how badly his hands were
shakmg

The eyes loomed suddenly behind the thick glasses,
owl-like, and the old man’ appeared to recognlze ]oel s
face, but hesitated.

“‘I'm Joel Brogan.” ' -2

“Mary’s boy, the ]udge said qulckly E Yes, how are
you, boy?” ;
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“Fine, sir.-And you?”

“Never better,” the deep voice responded. “Let’s
see. You've been away. What was it?”

“I'm a minister,” Joel volunteered.

“Yes,” Judge Hanson said, his face brightening.
“Good to have you here. We need a little ministerial
guidance. Not my field, you know, but I help those I
can. I always try to offer my clients as great a service
as I can. If we can save but one from the electric chair,
by whatever means, we have accomplished a mag-
_nificent work.”

“Yes, Judge.”

The old man smacked his lips, straightened his
shoulders proudly, almost losing his balance in the
effort. He got his bearings, still chuckling to himself.
“Render to Caesar that which is Caesar’s and render
to God that which is God’s. Right boy. I'll handle
Caesar’s dues and you minister for God. There are
some low derelicts about this section, you know.”

=¥ess

“Well,” the Judge said impatiently, “I must be
going. I've got several legal matters to take care of.
Too much crime these days,” he said thoughtfully.
“We simply can’t do a thorough job any more. It’s no
wonder the penitentiaries are overflowing.” He
coughed into the muffler, started down the hallway.
“Yes, I knew your mother well. Wonderful woman.
Welcome home, my boy.” Judge Hanson leaned
against the rail of the stairway, pounding the cane
fiercely to establish his footing. ;

Joel put his hand against his forehead, expecting
the Judge to fall down the stairway. Victoriously the
Judge pounded his way down.

Joel’s lather had dried. He rubbed his face with
cold water and tried to massage his beard. Then he
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smoothed lather over his face again and raked the
whiskers away.

Rinsing his face in the cold water, he felt con-
siderably better. He spread the suitcase on the bed
and placed his clothes in the chest of drawers. These
were the same tired drawers that had held his boyhood
shirts and pants. His suits, two of them, he put in the
wardrobe. One was the dark blue, for Sunday services,
weddings, funerals. The other, a dark brown, for Wed-
nesday night prayer meeting and church suppers. It
also served for the Kiwanis and Lions Club luncheons
when he was invited.

He put the ties in the wardrobe also. They were all
plain colors, some grays to match the blue, some tans
to match the brown, some dark solids the same shades
as the suits. There were less than ten in the lot. He
had four pairs of slacks, tans and grays to correspond
with the coats of the suits for sport dress, but he hadn’t
worn them often, because they didn’t wear such as
that in Toyah. He would have been a great deal more
acceptable in overalls.

Yowre here now. What are you going to do? Life
is going on. Whether God needs you or not, life is go-
ing on.

He felt numb about it all. How was it the teaching
went? You could run away from trouble, or you could
refuse to acknowledge it, or you could accept it and do
nothing, or you could fight it.

Joel remembered the girl, Susan Allbright . . . at
Toyah! She had wanted to marry George Harris, a slow
thinking, unambitious farmer boy. Carl Allbrlght her
father, had thrown a ninety-five-dollar-and-twenty-cent
red-white-and-blue fit when he heard about it, because
the old man had always wanted the girl to go to col-
lege. Susan had told him, tearfully as he recalled it,
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that she loved George Harris. She said she knew that
he was slow and plain and would never understand the
finer things that culture brought into people’s lives.
But she loved him more than that. It didn’t matter
about college. It would have been nice, but it didn’t
matter. What she wanted was George Harris and a
little house with room for four or five children. She
wanted to sew and cook and come to town on Satur-
day. . :

‘You re a'beautiful girl, Susan,” Joel had said.

She blushed.

“You could do well in college, maybe marry some-
boedy that would own a bank or be an engineer . . .
something like that.”

-Her eyes clouded. “You don’t understand either.”
She turned to leave.

“Wait, Susan.”

£Yesp* : ‘

“You're sure about George? You've thought it over?”

“It’s all I think about.”

“And you are afraid of your father?”

“Yes. He refuses to even talk about it.”

“You can run away and forget it. You can leave and
start a new life without your father. He’s just a man.
He might never find you and George.”

“Is that what you want me to do?” she asked hope-
fully

“Or you can accept the fact that your father is
against this marriage and go to college as he wishes.”
““I'can’t,” she refused.

“Or you can go into a world of pretend. You can
pretend that everything is all right. It isn’t,-but you can
pretend it is.”

“But that's crazy.”
He bad smiled patiently. “Susan you’d be surprlsed
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to know how many people live in a world where they
pretend. But you have one other choice. You can
stand your ground and fight it. You can face it and
win over it.

“You mean tell Father that I'm going to marry
George, no matter what he does? And not run away? Is
that it?”

“Well, that’s fighting the thing. T'll say that. But
you must be very sure that you know what you are
doing.”

The girl stared out the church window. “What does »
the Bible say about things like this?”

“It says, ‘Honor thy father and thy mother that their
- days may be long.’” Susan’s tense face turned briefly
toward him. “And,” Joel added, “in Ephesians it says
somethmg ” He thumbed through the Bible. “Yes,
here it is. It says, in chapter five,” and he quoted,
“‘So ought men to love their wives as their own bodies.
He that loveth his wife loveth himself. For no man
ever yet hated his own flesh; but nourisheth and
cherisheth it, even as the Lord the church: For we
are members of his body, of his flesh, and of his bones.
For this cause shall a man leave his father and mother
and shall be joined unto his wife, and they two shall
be one flesh.” ”

When he finished, when he closed the book, there
were tears in her eyes. She asked him to say a prayer.
A month later Joel married them in his church. It
was a small wedding. There were few guests. The bride
trembled before him and the groom looked proudly
down at his bride. They were so young, but so unafraid
of life. Were they foolish? Or did they trust so much
in God?

“Who giveth this woman?” he asked. The bride’s
older brother answered, for Carl Allbright had been
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stubborn to the end. He had neither given his blessing
nor consented to attend the wedding. So it was.

From that day on, Carl Allbright was ‘a tireless
worker in the campaign to expel Reverend Brogan
from the church, because when his Bible-quoting
daughter had read to him from Ephesians, he knew

. he knew! Carl Allbright’s name headed the list
urging his removal, even four months after his
daughter had been married. Perhaps he was still trying
to bring about a separation.

Joel straightened the sheets on the bed. Old Judge
Hanson was the pretender. How long had he been
pretending that everything was all right, that he was
successful?

It seemed that there were so many people on Reno
Street who were unable to face conflict. They ran
away, they pretended, they denied a problem existed

. denied like the countless drunks who kept telling
themselves that they could stop drinking any time.
“Sure, I drink too much . . . sure I ought to quit. Don’t
think I won’t. I can qu1t in a minute. I've just been
under a strain lately.” The answer was ridiculous.

“You can’t quit. You’re an alcoholic.”

“You’re crazy. Me an alcoholic. Me?”

“Look at your hands. Go ahead, look at them. You re
a drunk, and you can’t quit by yourself.”

“Don’t make me laugh, buster. You make me sick.
Hey, bartender? C’'mon, bartender. How about a beer?”

-“What kind?”

:“Who cares. Just gxmme a drink. Hustle, boy <

:“Sure. You can stop.” :

Or you can fight. You can face it, hard as it may
seem. Once you run, once you deny, once you try to
escape, you are in. trouble. Every backward step: you
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take makes it harder to face it. But you can fight it.

Okay, Joel, you failed. You practically destroyed
two churches. That ought to be a pretty good sign.
You thought God called you to teach His word. You
thought that. You might have been suffering from one
of the many guilt complexes the head shrinkers talk
so much about. Perhaps a shame for your past life
might have caused a great deception in your mind. .
Lots of soldiers promised God that if they got back
alive, they would devote their lives to the ministry. But
when it was over, they wisely found other jobs. You
didn’t. Maybe you were stupid.

It could have been the shame of your mother’s
terrible week-long drunks that tortured you. Were you
trying to make up for all the punishment she made for
herself by becoming a servant of God? Did you con-
vince yourself that God reached down and tagged you
on the shoulder and said, “I have chosen you? Or did
God really choose you? You've got to keep that pos-
sibility open. Sure, it’s hard to figure that He chose you
and then had no church for you. You've got to admit
that’s a little stupid. That you answered the call and
nobody would have you. Reno Street painted all over
you.

Did you ever think you fitted at the University of
Oklahoma? Remember waiting on tables? Remember
that morning Jerry Whitmore, the fraternity boy, was
bragging about the broad he had laid down on Reno,
how he had clubbed her with his fist and had taken
thirty dollars from her purse? Thirty dollars that she
had hustled from three different men. How he had
said that she lived in some dump over the Green Parrot
Bam i

“You stupid ass,” Joel had said.

Jerry Whitmore raised up from the table, as though
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he had smelled an unpleasant odor. “You’'d better
_ Watch your tongue,” he said.

“I said you are a liar.” ;

* Jerry had stood, the veins in his forehead standing
out, his face deepening in color. “Say that again,” he
demanded, his hands tight fists. :

“Her name is Evita Cato. She’s a stick of dynamite.
She’s got a switch-blade knife in her purse and she’d
run it right through any Joe College that got smart.
T've seen her flip that knife against the throats of tough
hoods and, believe me, you didn’t take any thirty bucks
out of her purse. You're a liar. You went down there
with your tail between your legs and you thought you
were big time. You went to the hotel and paid her ten
bucks for it. When you were through, she laughed in
your face because you acted like you knew the score.
That’s the way it really was.’

Jerry Whitmore had stalked angrily, but quite de-
flated, from the collecting crowd. But Joel was
brandéd. It didn’t matter. He'd have been branded
anyway. His eyes weren’t the eyes of a minister. They
were the eyes of a kid who learned how to slip the
hub caps off a parked car and get out of sight before
he was picked up.

At the seminary there was Will Clarke; the fat kid
from Tulsa, whose father was pastor of the largest
church in town. Remember how he practiced sermons
on how terrible sin was? About those horrid ‘women
of the street, about the confirmed alcoholics , .. the
narcotic addicts? Somewhere today Will is making a
fine salary in some fine church, and he may be ‘using
those sermons about sin . . . although like so many
ministers, he knows nothing about those sins. He’s
never seen a drunk lying in an alley, unable to stand,
unable to protect'himself when his money, sometimes
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even his shoes and his coat, are taken from his body.
Will doesn’t know how the whore turns to a bottle of
gin to keep from going to pieces.

And it isn’t easy to stand in front of the-lights and
do a bump and a grind at the burlesque theater while
some mealy-mouthed sex deviate cries joyously. It isn’t
easy to keep abusing your body, throwing it td the
wolves for a drink, for a few dollars, a cheap hotel, a
far-off dream of luxury, or a home or love. It is mur-
der to face that disillusionment. And there, in the
dormitory room, young Will Clarke had preached
against sin. Joel had listened until it became too im-
possible.

“Will,” he said, “wait a minute, Will. . . . It just
isn’t that way.”

Will’s face flushed with color; “Well, I've never .

been . . . but I think I know what it’s like. I've never
been a thief or in jail, but I think I know . ..”
“Well, I have, and it isn’t like you are saying.”
The half dozen students in the room were electrified.

Here, in Austin Seminary, a student was admitting

that he had been a jailed thief. It was unprecedented.
It was fantastic! And he was immediately branded.

“Look, Will. . . . You know about petty grievances,
how people bear false witnesses, how they cut each
other’s throats with a pen and a contract around a
business table. That’s the kind of sinners you know."
Why don’t you talk about that? There’s the sin that we
are all guilty of . . . not loving each other. If you could
get that across to the society matrons, you'll really have
your hands full. But don’t stand up there and tell us
about stealing bicycles and beer. Will, it’s like me
trying to tell a doctor how to treat a disease I’ve never
even heard of. It’s that silly.”

“You certainly have sinned,” Will said. “You must
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have a hard time not looking back on that experience
with shame.”

And another said, “What kind of a minister will you
make?”’

That day he knew all the answers. “I don’t worry
about it. I have been forgiven for those things. So I
don’t worry about how I will preach. Because there
were dirty fishermen, uncouth people, and Christ
called them. He called men who had been drunken
and wild. They did all right.” Joel was quite jaunty
about it. But one student near the back of the dormi-
tory room quipped, “And one of them betrayed
Him.” :

Joel had looked away then. He knew no answer to
that one. Then or now. - 3

Was he betraying God? What did God want of him
now? Did He want him to wait out the year and go
back and try again? Or did He want him to do some-
thing else . . . become a carpenter or machinist? Joel
felt abandoned, alone. For two days he had been un-
able to pray. There seemed to be such an emptiness, a
Godlessness that he had not known since he was in the
hospital in France.

Joel changed his shirt and left the room. A light was
still burning in the hallway from last night, and there
was the rank odor of garbage or vomit or something.
He went down the stairs and entered the Green Parrot
Bar.

Uncle Charlie was sitting on a stool behind the bar.
He never used to sit down when he was working, but
he did now. Old Viola, feeling her way about, caressed
the bar with a rag. Four men and women were seated
at the bar, glasses of beer in front of each. In a booth,
Judge Hanson sat fumbling with some papers that he
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had taken from his briefcase. He sipped-a glass of beer
from time to time.

Uncle Charlie turned as Joel reached the bar. “You
hungry?” he asked.

Yesit

Uncle Charlie waved a finger. “Viola,” he said, “T’ll
be back in a few minutes.”

They left the Green Parrot and strolled along Reno.

“Place hasn’t changed, has it?” Charlie asked.

“No. Not much.”

“A street like this never does. Just the people. They
change.” His voice was almost sad.

They went into the Poor Guy Café and sat in a white

~ . booth with hard wooden seats. The place was twice as

long as a Buick and about as wide.

A waitress with a pencil behind her ear shouted
across the counter. “What say?” she asked.

“I want coffee, two over easy, and . . .”

“No breakfast. Are you nuts? Look at the clock.”

“I'll have a bowl of soup then,” Joel said.

“I got only vegetable. It’s canned.”

“All right. I'll take that. And toast.”

The girl looked at Uncle Charlie. Her face mel-
lowed. “Hi, Charlie. Milk?” -

“Yeah . . .” he said. “I oughta get me a cow.”

“Milk?” Joel asked.

“Yeah. I got to where I like the stuff.”

“You used to hate it,” Joel said.

“Stuff’s good for what ails you,” Uncle Charlie said,
bobbing his head like a determined woodpecker.

“What does ail you, Uncle Charlie?”

Joel anticipated surprise. It didn’t come. ‘“Them
meatballs is been yappin’ at you, huh?”

Joel suppressed a grin. “What do you mean?”

“I mean about half the bums on this crummy street
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has got me figured for a pine box any day now. I was
never sick a day in my life.”

“I heard some talk.”

“Was this one the high blood-pressure talk, or. the
nlecer talk, or the .. .2

“Stomach cancer,’ ]oel inserted.

Uncle Charlie whistled low. “A new one. I can’t
keep up with them.” He shrugged his shoulders, pulled-
his ear, and for an instant looked like Jimmy Durante.

“Have you seen a doctor?” Joel asked.

“I don’t mess with them guys. Everybody I know
what:messes around doctors’ offices is always sick.”

“Have you seen a doctor?’ Joel asked again, pa-
tiently.

“Yeah. I seen one.”

“What did he say?”

“He says I got gas.” :

The waitress brought the glass of milk and the soup
and toast. “That’ll be sixty cents.”

Uncle Charlie had the money on the table before
Joel could make a good effort at finding his pocket.

“It isn’t easy,” Joel said. “When you’re a minister,
you have to learn to slow down on everything.”

“I been thinkin’ about the crazy setup,” Uncle
Charlie said. “I been figurin’ maybe it’d be good for
_you to volunteer for one of them African deals where
you go out there and work with them natives as a
missionary. Then after a year you come back and you
got so much interestin’ stuff you can have any church
at all.”

“Not a bad idea. They need help all right. But I've
been thinking, too. I've been wondering if I should be
a preacher at all.”

“Aw, Joey . .. don’t ever say that. Don’t say that.”

Joel was surpri_sed at the intense tone of Charlie’s
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voice. “I know how you feel, Uncle Charlie, but some-
thing was wrong. Look at me. What do you see?” Joel
asked.

The old man’s face went soft. His voice was quiet as
he spoke. “What do I see? I see this crazy little kid
sneak down the sidewalk and pick up a cigarette butt
and jam it in his mouth and he gets sick all over the
crazy sidewalk. I see him get balled up with the cops
and he scares hell outa his mama and everybody else be-
cause nobody on the street wants to see this kid go bad.
Because you look in this kid’s face and he’s got some-
thin’ real good. I see this medal he gets from the war.
And Joey . . . honest to God, Joey, if a kid like you can
come out of this crazy street and learn to bea preacher,
then don’t you ever get the idea that God ain’t got no

place for you to preach.”
~ Joel began eating his soup. “What T meant was, I
don’t look like a preacher. You know how a general
walks? He walks with his shoulders back and his head
up and he swings his arms. You with me, Charlie? Do
you see what I mean?”

“Yeah, I seen generals walk. In movies anyway.”

“And you take off the uniform and put a suit on the
same man and you can still tell that he’s a general by
the way he walks. He has a military bearing.”

“Okay.”

“Now what do I look like?”

“You don t look like no general, if that’s what you ‘re
drivin’at.”

Joel smiled. “No. I look like a kid that dodged
around Reno Street all my life. I look like a guy that
can spot the keys dangling in a parked car without
turning my head toward the cat. I don’t look like a
preacher Uncle Charlie, T had to ask the janitor to
tie my ties. Do you know that? I can’t even tie a tie
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right. When the congregation sat around after dinner
at the church, they talked about politics and farming.
Somebody asked me what I thought about the flea
hoppers and the boll weevil situation. What did
I say? I said, ‘I don’t know much about it.” And they
excused me maybe, but after so many times, they
knew they had a foreign idiot for a preacher. I can’t
mix. I can’t talk. My sermons are unconnected. But
there were blgger things. There was a woman there.
Her name was Lorrie Dixon. She was a widow, but she
wasn't a good widow. A real sexy type with hips that
turned heads whether she meant to turn them or not.
The truth was she had slept with about everything that
happened along. And in a little town like Toyah, she
was branded. The old scarlet letter. She had it.”

“Scarlet what?” Uncle Charlie asked frowning.

“Practically a whore. In Toyah everybody knew
about her. But one day she came to my office, and
Uncle Charlie . . . she broke down. So 1 told her we
wanted to help her. As it happened, we had a big
church social scheduled the next day. I invited Lorrie.
I not only invited her, I went by and picked her up to
make sure she didn’t back out. I wish you could have
seen it. I could have broyght a leper and got off easier.
Nobody would talk to her. Several of the men there
had even had her. I knew that.

“She cried. Finally she left. After she was gone, they
talked in little tight groups about her. The men who
said the dirtiest things were the ones who had had
her. Then I made my talk. I gave them both-barrels.
Do you think it made any difference?”

“Not a damned bit,” Uncle Charlie said.

“Then there was the time one of the Negro families
- lost a child. This colored man came to my office. He
told me that his family had been Presbyterians up
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North. And his child was dead. He asked me if T would
conduct a service for: the child because there was no
Negro church in town. I said I would. I'll never forget
it. Uncle Charlie, everybody in town got mad. They
called me a nigger-lover. They would hardly speak to
me. So I made a sermon about it. I tried to tell them
that Christ knew no color. Then they really got mad.
I could feel it in the congregation. That made me hot.
I gave them Scripture for everything I said. It just
made it worse. Like a fool, I went overboard. I blasted
the kind of Christian who had such a prejudiced at-
titude that they would not let me bury a Negro child,
an innocent, even when it was not in the presence of
whites. Verse by verse I proved the decency of it. They
had to either buckle down or condemn me. I guess I
didn’t leave them any choice. I was considered a
fanatic. I never fitted in with them. I didn’t belong.”

“Hell, Joey . . . everybody belongs some place.™

“That’s right. I guess I belong here. I can spot the
drifters and the pimps no matter how they are dressed.
There’s no real escape from the Street. Evita -was
right.” :

“You make me sick.” :

Joel laughed bitterly. It had been a long time since
he’d had that sort of feeling.

“I mean, you're feelin’ sorry for yourself. How hard‘ »
did you really try to_make it? I ask you? Nuts! You're
just like the rest of the kids these -days. You went to
school. So you want to start out on top. Look . . . Jesus?
What happened to Jesus? Did He make it the ﬁrst
try?” s
y“Uncle Charlie . .". are you crazy?” Joel stopped
eating.

“Well . . . lots of folks didn’t go for the guy.”

“Go on,’ Joel said.
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“So He busts a gut to help "em. He did, didn’t He,

Joey?’

EYest

“Then that day they thought He was the greatest.
You know . . . I read about it once. He rode this

donkey and everybody threw these palm leaves down
and they said He was the greatest.”

eSS :

“Yeah! Then what did they do? They strung Him up
like a dog. That was pretty soon after that, wasn't it,
Joey? When they did that to Him?”

“Yiesi?

“They murdered the poor guy. Him, the guy who
was the greatest a few days before. They nailed Him.
So you're feelin’ sorry for yourself. You got kicked
downstairs and you think you’ll never get off Reno.
Boy, I'm tellin’ you, for my half buck, Jesus was the
one that got it in the teeth. And you ought to be able
to take a little trouble. For my money, you can . . .
Joey, are you cryin’? Now what the hell did I say?”

* For a few moments Joel could not speak. “Would
you like to know more about Jesus, Uncle Charlie?”

“Sure. I mean, I picked up what I could, but I never
made it to church much. I went a few times, but they
looked at me like I had the syph or somethin’.”

“I'll tell you the story.”

“That’d be okay. It’d keep you from gettm too rusty,
wouldn’t it?”

“Yes. It would.”

“See, boy . . . now it’s all different. You don’t think
God tossed you on your can any more, do you?”

“No. I guess not.”

“C'mon. I got to get back to the bar. Viola’s so blind
any more she takes nickels for quarters.”
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For Joel, these were hours of reflection. His heavy
footsteps falling beyond count along the familiar land-
marks of the Street in a ‘fruitless search for understand-
ing. For the time God remained a distant idea, a
collection of past emotions so wracked by turmeil that
they had no definite meaning. He examined singular
thoughts lifted from the inner circles of his mind.
Unconnected, single flashes which he pondered effort-
lessly as his feet trudged one after the other.

He remembered the fat woman who stamped her
feet and slapped the Bible in the mission hall when he
was a boy. Her fervor . .. a thing of fearful wonder.
Joel had wondered if perhaps her voice might not
even frighten God. Her theme had been that there are
no atheists in foxholes. It was a good wartime subject.
He wondered what mind had conceived this foelish-
ness. How many men grown numb by the sound of
war knew God? Robotlike creatures wallowing in
filth, staring into the blank nothingness that was
battleground. Joel saw these blank faces, and among
them he saw his own. Heard the sound of the planes
sweeping low, fire jutting from the wing tlps, mud
spouting like bubbling lava as the bullets sucked into
the earth.

He saw these men' staring without comprehension,
too bone-tired to find cover, too drunk with fatigue to
be afraid. An exhaustion so great that sleep, when it
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came, was only a state of drugged wakefulness. They
were corpses that breathed. A time when love was a
word at the bottom of a letter, scrawled by a hand from
another world, a word and nothing more.

His quiet footsteps brought him to the alley where
he heard the boys shouting fiercely, circling the stag-
gering thing in the center. He paused, awakened from
his dream.

“C’mon, Pencils, show me how you fight.” This
from-a tall boy, perhaps eighteen, a lean silhouette,
dodging, weaving, until his arm shot out and his open
palm slapped against the face of the creature. Pencils
leaped convulsively toward the lean darting form. His
face became streaked with thevhandprint.

He clawed back ineffectively. His hair was a mat
of brown filth, more like a nest than hair. His back was
twisted grotesquely, forcing him into a wrestler’s
crouch, even when he slept. His great head bobbed,
his one eye crazily searching for his darting enemy.
His mouth jerked into a loose-lipped sneer, from which
came labored sounds of breathing. The teeth over-
lapped, oozing saliva. His voice made 1ncoherent
animal sounds.

At his feet, his pencils were broken, scattered about
the alley. Pencils. His name, to man, to God. A
creature conceived in unholy union, when a syphilitic
womb had come in contact with fallen sperm. When
the ovum became fertilized, adhering, starting the
reproductive process that eventually brought into the
world this thing. A senseless being, half blind, de-
formed.

The other boys taunted him, in and out like dogs
nipping at his heels. Pencils groaned under the as-
sault, staggering clumsily, and fell to the garbage-
littered floor of the alley.
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Joel moved quickly toward them. He raised his
hands and shouted as the boys kicked at the fallen
figure.

Pencils was on his hands and knees when the first -
sounds of the police siren reached the alley. Joel
grabbed the first boy and pulled him back. They stood
silent for an instant as the siren came closer.

“C’mon, beat it,” the boy said.

Hurried footsteps as the boys retreated, disappear-
ing into corners, shadows. Joel bent to lift the injured
man to his feet.

Perhaps imagining Joel his enemy, Pencils reached
* his feet and his arm shot out in a wide arc. Joel saw it,
sucked in his stomach, throwing his hips back in an
automatic movement as the steel blade scraped against
his belt buckle.

A police car lurched into the alley, the doors of the
car opening before the vehicle stopped moving. The
siren lingering, a dying sound.

“Pencils *. . . theyve gone. It’s alk right,” Joel
shouted.

A firm hand seized Joel’s arm. “Get in the car,” the
cop said.

“Why?” Joel asked. . :

“We're going downtown.” He was led to the car as
the crowd from the bars closed in now.

“Put the knife down, Pencils,” the other officer said.

Pencils backed away, pressing against the wall of a
building, not understanding yet that his enemies had-
gone. Joel watched the officer move close, lunge, and
pin the knife hand against the wall. Pencils bit the-
hand that held him.

“Damn you!” the officer said, betraying pain. Then
the knife fell to the concrete. :

The policeman slipped cuffs on Pencils and pushed
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him toward the ear. An old man wearing an apron
appeared at the car window. “This ain’t the guy,” he
said thumbing toward Joel. “I was the one what called.
Them kids ran away. This guy was tryin’ to stop ‘em.”
““The officer turned to Joel, clucked his tongue against
his teeth. “All right. Out of the car,” he said.

Joel got out and turned to look at the now sagging,
whimpering form of Pencils. “What are you going
to do to him?” he asked.

The policeman shrugged, a line cutting across his
brow, an expression of bored hopelessness in his eyes.

“Lock him up:”
 “But he didn’t do anything,” Joel said.

“He had a knife,” the officer said lmpasswely

“They were whipping him,” Joel said.

“We’ll lock him up.”

“Then you can take me along. I'll talk to. ‘the Cap-
tain. I saw it.’

The policeman' hesitated, as if disgusted with the
entire affair. “Okay. Get in,” he said. “We’ll probably
turn him loose when you make a statement. Then he’ll
come back here in the morning. You know, citizen, he
can’t even feed himself. He spills most of it: I ﬁgured
we could give him a few meals, a bath. But get in,
mister. Maybe you’ve got an idea to feed him and wash
him and give him some place to sleep besides the damn
gutter.”

The policeman opened the door for Joel, studied
him angrily. Joel did not get in. The officer shut the
door and waved a hand at the small crowd that had
lingered. “Out of the way. Break it up.”

The squad car backed out of the alley, as the spec-
tators retreated. Joel was left alone. He saw the broken
-pencils on the pavement. Tossed to one side was a hat,
streaked with stains, crumpled. A single unbroken
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pencil lay beside the hat. Joel bent and picked it up.
He looked at it for a long moment, then dropped- it
and walked out of the alley agam

Did God supply a purpose in life for the congem-
tal idiot> Or was this creature one of God’s joKes on
man? Perhaps the idiot had as much purpose in life
as the president of a banking house. Or a film.idol. Or
a prostitute. Or a minister who was rejected. Joel
walked on. He saw a woman standing in front of a bar.
Her hair was streaked white, but it was mostly red, a
bottled red, too bright, more like clotting blood. She
had a large gold inlay that revealed her age even more
than her wrinkled, powder-white face. She smiled and
batted her eyelashes.

“Hello, honey,” she said with a gold inlay smile.

Joel paused, noticed the brown sweater that pressed
tightly against her sagging breasts, the wrinkled blue
skirt, the scab-covered legs that were unshaved, and
the red heels stained with street filth.

“Let’s go up to your room,” she said, moving closer.
“I could be nice to a young one like you.”

Joel searched for retreat, but she had moved around
in front of him, angling him against the doorway of
the bar. “No,” he said, sickened. : :

“I could show you a good time for two bucks.”

It was two dellars now. What had it been ten years,
fifteen years ago?

e '

“Come on, honey. . . .”> The eyes blinked. They were
desperate eyes. They hungered for the past. They
told him that today she had to find someone, anyone:
That tomorrow it wouldn’t matter. Only today.

Joel scooted against the door. It gave behind him.
She saw him moving inside and her voice cried after
him. “A dollar. A lousy dollar for the night.”
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‘He backed until the door slipped away and closed in
her face. The room was dark and he heard laughter,
was not aware for a long moment that the laughter
was for him.

““OI' Mol, she’s hot tonight,” the bartender said. Tt
was: hilarious. Joel examined the leering faces. The
odor of spilled drink was strong.

““What you want to drink?” the bartender said.

" Joel shook his head and opened the door again. He
expected to see the old woman waiting. She was not
there. When he was out on the street, he saw her an
instant before she turned the corner. She shufffed
along, her heels scraping against the sidewalk. Her
shoulders were slumped, the flaming red hair tossing
inr- the hot wind. -

A man approached and she paused, held out a
wrinkled hand to catch his sleeve, but he pulled away
quickly. She watched after him briefly and mouthed an
inaudible oath, turned the corner and was gone.

Joel walked on for a time, finding the street empty.
At the corner’he paused at a boarded-up theater. The
posters from the closing feature were still stuck to the
cases. A double feature. The Price of Sin in bold letters
illustrated by a drawing of a man tearing away the
brassiére of a struggling girl, her face drawn in Holly-
wood-type anguish. And Girls on the Town in the
same Gothic type, with an illustration of a girl on a
bed, her legs suggestively posed, a bottle cradled
against her breast. And beneath, in hand lettering,
Also, Mickey Mouse Cartoon.

Two college boys, obvious by their sport coats and
white buck shoes, rounded the corner, singing drunk-
enly. One wore a fraternity pin.

““It’s National Nooky Night tonight,” one of them
laughed.
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“All over the world,” the other echoed.

Joel watched them swagger along the street. A girl
stepped out of the doorway thirty feet away.

“Hello, baby,” one of them said. They stopped.

“Did you kgow it’s National Nooky Night?” the
other asked. ;

_She stepped closer, twisting her hips lustfully. A
brunette with a peroxide streak above her forehead. A
plain white blouse that was worn to attract eyes to the
black brassiére she wore beneath.

“You boys looking for a good time?” she asked sug-
gestively.

The taller boy swayed and pinched her breast with
one hand. She backed away. :

“Don’t handle the merchandise,” she said, her fist
making a tight ball at her side.

“It’'s National Nooky Night,” the other boy said.

“Did you know that?”

The girl’s face showed impatience. “Ten bucks
makes it National Nooky Night.”

“You hear that?” the taller said.

The other did not answer. His eyes lingered on the
transparent blouse. “You wouldn’t take five, now,
would you?” the taller said. :

“Beat it,” the girl said. “Your brains hang between
your goddam legs.”

This," oddly, they found amusing. The taller boy
located his billfold. “Okay,” he said, “brainwash me.”
This the other boy thought quite witty. He found a
bill and held it out to examine it drunkenly. It disap-
peared in her hand and she turned back into the door-
way. The boys followed, their laughter spilling down
the stairway into the street.

Joel remembered the first time it had happened to
him, right here, perhaps two blocks from where he was
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standing. He had been fifteen then. He had stolen 2
spotlight from a parked car. A junk dealer paid him
three dollars for it. Joel had seven dollars and some
change in his pocket. That day was no different than
any other, except that at last his time bad come. It
was right.

He had gone' through the motions of shaving that
morning, even borrowed some of Uncle Charlie’s after-
shave to rub on his face. He was feeling big. When he
left the room, his mother was sick, a half ﬁmshed bottle
of bourbon on the table beside her bed. Joel walked
along the street in the early darkness. The pimp had
been standing in a doorway,” unshaven, a cigarette
hanging from his lips, moist from saliva around the
end.

‘Perhaps he knew that it was time for the kid to
learn, or that the kid was looking, perhaps thinking
‘about it. “Hi, Joey,” the pimp said. =g

]oel had shrugged a greeting, started on.

“Hey, Joey, you had any htely?”

Joel stopped and eyed the pimp cool]y He didn’t
want to say that he hadn’t, but the snakelike smile on
the pimp’s face made it unnecessary for him to answer.

“You like girls?” the pimp asked.

Joel started to spit at the man’s feet.

“Maybe you like the boys?” the pimp suggested.

The anger came quickly. Joel took a step ‘toward
the pimp.

“Ease off, Joey. I heard you like the girls all right.
The word gets around. I hear you give ‘em a hot time.”

]oel shrugged agreeably, a bit too ‘nonchalantly. He

was not entirely displeased.
“You interested?”
“No,” Joel said nervously.
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“How 'bout that one across the street?” - - :

Joel turned. But there was no girl across the street.
When he looked back, the pimp was laughing:

“Come on up.” :

“I can get that a lot of places,” Joel assured him.

ESured b

“And not pay for it either,” Joel lied.

“Who can’t? But you and me both know it ain’t as
good. Now tell me, is it or isn’t it?”

“I guess not,” Joel said uncomfortably. He wondered
if the pimp knew the truth. He didn’t think so.

“You got some money, Joey? 1 got a real doll up-
stairs.”

“A little,” Joel said.

“Since it’s you, I'd make you a deal. Want a smoke?”’

He took a cigarette, and the pimp flicked a match
with a greasy thumbnail. Joel had been unaware that
with this gesture he was committed. It was too late to

walk away.
“New girl, too: You never seen her.” =
SOh oy
“For you ten bucks.”
“Nuts!”

The greasy hand touched his arm gently. “Like I
say, she’s a new girl. Since you know the guys, I might
make it right. I mean you tell the guys how she is, and
they take your word. They know you can tell. I need to
get the doll some business.”

“How much?”

“Well . . . ten’s the price to start. Ldter she’ll be
worth twenty-five. You know, once it gets started.”

“I ain’t got ten bucks,” Joel said, knowing he did
not really care about the girl upstairs. Not really, he
didn’t. .
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© “How much you got?”
““Seven,” Joel said. Then immediately felt stupid.
He should have said five.

“Well . . . seven. Okdy She’s in.the room on the left
at the top of the stairs.”

Joel pressed the bills into the pimp’s hand. His heart
drummed heavily as he climbed the stairs. He was
breathless and afraid. At the top he looked down the
stairway. ‘The pimp was watching, the cigarette still

hanging loosely from his lip.

- . There was no way out. He thought about all those
things the older men had said about disease, and he
wanted to go back down the stairs. His fingers turned
cold as he stood outside the doorway. He knocked.

He heard footsteps and his face twitched with anx-
iety. The door opened as the girl pulled a robe
tighter around her waist. She was just a young girl,
hardly older than himself. But she was pretty. There
were lots of high school girls just like her. The girl
leaned out the doorway, glanced down the stairs. Joel
followed her eyes. The pimp waved.

“Come in,” she said.

Joel went inside and the girl closed the door. He
had a tremendous urge to tell her they should just sit
"~ down and talk for a while. He didn’t want to do it,
didn’t feel like it at all. He thought of the little brown-
haired girl who'sat next to him in biology class, the
one with sultry eyes and the come-on smile. This girl
looked so much like her. She shouldn’t be doing this.
Joel wanted to tell her. He glanced around the room,
averting his eyes when he reached the bed, and noticed
the blanket folded at the foot. At the end of the room
was a window, the shade drawn, and an empty Coke
bottle on the ledge. There were cigarette butts stuffed
in the bottle.
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It seemed as if he had been in the room for a
terribly long while. He was trying to suggest they just
talk for a few minutes, when the girl slipped the knot
loose on her robe and let it fall from her shoulders.

She was wearing only panties and a bra. They were
light blue. As long as he lived, he would never erase
this sight from his brain. Finally, reaching her eyes, he
saw that she was smiling at him. She moved toward
him. His heart was beating so hard it choked him.
Maybe he was going to be sick. Or maybe pass out. The
girl put her hands on him and her fingers were like
electric voltage. He let her pull his belt loose.

“I got to hurry,” she said. “I mean, there’s plenty of
time for it, but you know, I can’t fool around too
much.”” .

Joel agreed understandingly. She could have been
the girl with the brown eyes in biology class. So inno-
cent. He could not forget this. He let his shirt fall
against a chair. She knelt ‘and told him to step out of
his trousers. She laughed as he did and bit his leg
above the knee. He felt her tongue and sucked in his
breath.

Then she went over by the bed and very quickly the
bra and panties. were gone. Dropped in a delicate heap
beside the bed. She posed for an instant, and the
terrible mixture of fear and lust brought perspiration
to his body. He bent gver to untie his shoelace.

“Honey,” she said, “don’t bother.”

He knew then that she understood all about-him. He
felt foolish and embarrassed. She took his hand and
pulled slightly.

It was over almost immediately, and he knew she
understood even more about him now. He could not
look at her. A sense of shame settled over him hke a
dark, ugly cloud.
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She-led him to the corner, to the pan of water, the
soap, the small bottle of alcohol. And there she washed -
him as he stood shamefully before her. This done, she
dressed quickly and pulled the robe around her. She
opened a drawer, withdrew a dime love novel, lay on
the bed and started reading as though he had already
gone. Joel dressed. He wondered if he was supposed
to compliment her, or say thanks, or laugh. He didn’t
know. He had seen whores all his life, but before it
was different. Now he had known one.

Occasionally she glanced from the page and studied
him impassively, as if surprised that he was still there.
She did not look up when he left.

Joel had gone out into the street. The pimp was
standing on the corner and he turned as Joel left the
doorway. The pimp waved, winked and shifted the
limp cigarette to the other side of his mouth with his
tongue. Joel walked along the street. He sighed. The
unrelieved tension caused a shudder in his chest. This
was it. This was what they:talked so much about. He
felt dirty.

He climbed the stairway above the Green Parrot
Bar and looked in his mother’s room. She was sitting
up now, a glassiof bourbon in her hands, holding the
glass tightly to keep from spilling the drink. Drawing
it to her mouth, getting the amber liquid in her throat
until the shaking gradually subsided. She glanced at
him.

“Joey, baby,” she said. “Mama’s gonna be up after
while. You go see your friends and be a good boy,
Joey.”

Joel:-found a towel and soap.

“What you doin’, Joey?”

“I thought I'd take a bath,” he said.

“Now?”’
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“Okay, Joey. You run take a bath and be a good
boy.”

Joel closed the door and 'went to the bathrdom. He
filled the tub and got in. Twice he drained the water
and filled it again. He lathered his body several times
~and rinsed. When he finished, he got out of the tub
and dried with the towel. Strangely, he still felt un-
clean. -

As he dressed he studied his face in the mirror.
They couldn’t tell. It didn’t change you in some secret
way. Joel laughed, the fear subsiding. He’d lived on
the street of whores all his life. Before they were just
faces, laughing or crying or cursing into a bottle of
beer. Now they were different. Now he really under-
stood what they were like with a man, and it changed
his entire outlook. For a reason he did not understand,
he did not like them. He did not want to ever do that
again..

He went to a movie that night. In the movie he saw
a beautiful swimming star. It occurred to him that she
smiled just like the girl in the hotel. A girl that pretty
could be a movie star, too. She wouldn’t need to do
that at all. He tried to remember that the next time
he saw her, he would tell her about it. No, he wouldn’t
tell her. She’d laugh in his face. He awoke as the usher
shook his shoulder.

“Man . . . show’s over.’

2O = esuTe, ]oel said. When he stood, his' leg
collapsed beneath him.

“You okay, man?” the usher asked.

“It went to sleep,” Joel explained. He hmped out of
the theater, his foot feeling like a dead stump beneath
him. In the lobby he’'noticed it was after twélve. He
went back to Reno Street, to his room next to his
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mother’s. But the nap in the theater had taken the
drowsiness away. He lay for many minutes, watching
the flashing neon lights reflecting on his wall. He
counted®them until he reached one hundred. Then he
quit.

He did not remember when at last he fell asleep, but
he remembered the dreams that followed were bad. He
had them this way every night for a week. And every
morning Joel examined himself in terror to see if he
had caught the disease. He promised himself that he
would never do that again. Until he knew at last that
he did not catch it from her, and finally he forgot.
Until the night that he went back to her. . . .

He pushed away from the curbing and crossed with
the light. Joel wondered now what had happened to
that girl. He passed a clothing store. In the window he
glanced at a pair of worn paratrooper jump boots,
_khaki jackets, and a pair of fatigue pants that had been
torn. They were repaired with red thread. He paused
at the window. His mind drifted back again. He heard
the deep-throated explosion of the grenade and saw
a part of France briefly suspended in the air, shower-
ing over him, mixed with the jagged shrapnel from the
grenade.

He felt it tear into his body and remembered the
dull ache that followed, the blood soaking through
the torn cloth. The almost pleasant relief as the sights
“and sounds faded into aigreat black silence, his face in
the mud.

Later, the voice of a man at last probing through
the silence, stirring him to response.

“That’s the trouble with our army,” the man had
said lightly, “just a bunch of goldbricks. They’ll do
anything to get to sleep in a soft bed.”

Joel opened his eyes to see clearly, though he had
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imagined the man’s face was dim and far away and
the voice, a sound coming through: an echo chamber.
The man, he saw, wore fatigues and he needed a shave.
He wore a fabulous red beard, and the face was a
desperately tired face. But the voice was like a bassoon,
deep and strong. A large hand rested on Joel s shoul-
der. He was aware of its warmth.

“Joel Brogan,” the man said, “I'm the Chaplam
You're in the hospital.”

“Hallelujah,” Joel said acidly, though his voice
cracked and turned to a whisper.

The Chaplain’s red beard gave way to a grin.

“Would it help to know you aren’t dying?”

- Joel moved in the bed, then became aware .of the
sudden pain that must have showed on his face. -

“Joel . .. do you want a cigarette?”

¥y s

The big man took one, placed it in his own mouth.
He flipped a lighter, then placed the cigarette between -
Joel’s lips. It made him dizzy, and a[ter a few drags, he
declined the rest.

“How bad was it?” Joel asked.

“Not too bad. Your leg. It’s all there, anyway: most
of it, enough to fill your pants.”

Joel had the peculiar feelmg that he actually had
lost the leg. He started to examine himself, but became
dizzy- as he raised his head. '

“It’s there, son,”- the Chaplain said. “I wondered
if maybe you wanted me to write a letter for you. It
may be a few days before you feel like it.’

The Chaplain opened a writing tablet. He pressed
it against his knee.

: “You ought to let them know a% home so they won't
worry.” 5
« “No,” Joel said.
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“Your wife? Are you married?”

AN

“Your mother?” : _

Joel laughed. It was a sudden, instantaneous out-
burst that bordered hysteria. He visualized his mother
reading the letter. It would upset her. If she had been
waiting an hour before she took a drink, she would
decide not to wait. She’d pour one right then. She’d
weep into her glass. But not because of him. Not
really.

‘T'he Chaplain’s face was frozen in an expression
Joel could not exactly describe. It was the expression
a man gets when he has given money to a beggar and,
nearly out of earshot, he hears the beggar call him a
bastard.

“Is your mother living?” the Chaplain asked.

“No,” Joel lied.

But the Chaplain knew better. “A friend?” he sug-
gested.

“No.”

“Relative?”

ENo.

The Chaplain folded down the cover of the writing
tablet. “I’ll see the men in your company. I'll tell them
you made it.’

“Don’t bother,” Joel said. Not bitterly. It simply
didn’t matter.

“A man alone. You are, aren’t you, Brogan?”

To this he could have answered yes. But because of
the fatigue, the weakness from loss of blood, perhaps
because for the first time in his life he realized that he
was alone, he did not answer. He closed his eyes, turn-
. ing his head away frém the Chaplain.

“You're WEORS, Brogan Somebody was very con-
_cerned about you.’
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The Captain? The Sergeant? Crazy Sam Warren
from Walla Walla?, Joel opened his eyes. Who had
been asking about him? He had never been really close
to any of them. He did what they-said. That was all
Who cared?

“Your best friend, Brogan,” the Chaplain assured
him.

Joel’s lips formed the question.

“God, Joel. He was very concerned.”

Joel’s head rolled on the pillow. “Oh, crap!” he
said.

Then the torrent of uncontrollable, hysterical tears.
The heavy sobs that brought pain to his leg. Until it
was over and he had achieved a sense of relief, almost
peace.

The Chaplain was smiling, a huge red-bearded mon-
ster with a gentle hand. A real man.

There were the days the Chaplain came to see him.
Always the face was tired, as if the man never slept.
The terrible moments when men died a few beds away,
and the Chaplain knelt beside them.

And at last the day the Chaplain did not return. The
day the doctor paused before Joel’'s bed, tapping an
envelope. “How do you feel, Brogan?”

“All right.”

“I've got some news. It's not good.’ :

Joel had pressed his elbows into the mattress, ralsmg
his chest and head. Waiting.

“Chaplain Wallace. He’s dead, Brogan.” ;

His elbows slid down, his head dropped back

“He ‘was killed last night.”

Somehow it did not seem quite right.” Chaplains
weren’t supposed to get killed. They held services in
the chapels and they sent letters to wives and punched
TS cards and carried Bibles, but they weren’t supposed
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to die. This huge man with freckles and red hair and
a beard that was usually a week old because he didn’t
waste his time shaving. Who could have been a prize
fighter, or a steeplejack. Who talked about God as
though God wasn’t on some distant planet listening in
on the earth, pushing and pulling buttons that gave
Sally a new mink coat, or saved a child from polio, or
talked things over on a golden throne with Jesus.
Chaplain Wallace’s God was right there with him,
sometimes seemingly almost visible, so that the Chap-
lain tilted his head up slightly and asked, “Father . . .
what are we going to do with this Brogan?” Smiling
as though he expected a voice to answer.

“Dead?” Joel said numbly.

“Yes. You were particularly close to him, I under-
stand.” : =

It had not occurred to Joel before. Until then he had
not considered how often Chaplain Wallace had re-
turned to his bedside, even after they said he was out
of danger. But he had. He had probed gently about
life on Reno Street. He had gathered a picture ol
Joel Brogan as he had once been. Chaplain Wallace
was often so tired his massive head sagged occasion-
ally. Talking about faith. Mercy. Forgiveness. And
always about love. 2

“This letter was with his things. It’s for you,
doctor said.

Joel took the envelope. The doctor paused. “I’ll
read it later,” Joel said.

When the doctor was gone, he lay staring at the
envelope. Calmly he opened it. It read:

the

Joel: :
There was much I wanted to tell you, but I under-
stand you will be leaving soon. The word I get is
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that you'll be sent back to a hospital, maybe to
England, maybe home. But before you go, I wanted
' to leave a final message. It's about the church. Joel,
men make a lot of mistakes. The best men alive are
still blind to what is really good. You always seem
to see the nonsense in the church. You say if this is
the way Christian people are, you don’t want any.
But that isn’t the right approach. I've got a Chaplain
friend. He’s a Methodist. He told me that years ago
the Methodist Church used to own slaves. Every
Christmas Day the slaves were returned and sold
again for another year. The money they made went
into church funds.

Today we see how wrong this was. Someday the
things we are doing now will appear as bad to an-
other generation. I haven’t been able to get close to
you because you have too many of these objection-
able things tucked away in your mind. Then,
Brogan, for the time, don’t be concerned with the
church. The church changes. Concern yourself with
God. Just Joel Brogan and God. Learn to love, Joel,
and you will know God. Learn to forgive. As a favor
to me, make a little effort. What have you got to lose?

It’s late and I'm leaving in a few minutes to go
back up front. Good by, Joel. I hope we meet again.

And the letter was signed: Red.

Joel had managed to locate a bottle. It was cheap
French wine, but it did the job. Joel laughed drunk-
enly at the Chaplain. The stupid dead Chaplain who
had no more sense than to get himself killed on a
front where nobody expected him to go. But the
memory of Chaplain Wallace existed after the wine
was gone.

Joel had been returned to England. In the hospital,
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he remembered the haunting voice of the red-haired
Chaplain, and each time he rejected the appeal of the
voice. But he could not bring himself to destroy the
letter. Occasionally Joel read it. He did not want to
bother with God. But Chaplain Wallace had died
telling men. about God, and Joel knew that the Chap-
lain had a very deep and real understanding. It was a
thing Joel could not comprehend. -

Once in the hospital, a clean-shaven young chaplain
came to his bed. He had seen no battle. His voice was
effeminate. He sickened Joel.

Joel said, “To hell with God.”

Yet the great voice of Chaplain Wallace would not
die. It was a desperately kind voice. “Brogan,” it said,
“there were things I wanted to say to you. But it boils
down to this. . . . Don’t fight it. It’s there, boy. Take it.
Use it as it uses you. I didn’t come from a clean street

“either. Mine was in New York and it was dirty, too. I
know Reno Street all right. Give God a chance for my
sake.”

- And Joel replied, “The hell with God.” Wearily.

Until he grew too tired. Until, after he had seen
men die clutching the cloth that covered them, crying
desperately. The puzzle of life and death gradually
simplified.

Finally he called the Presbyterian chaplain. He
said, “Tell me about God. Maybe just for laughs tell
me about God.”

This time he listened. He remembered Chaplain
Wallace and he grew to cherish that letter. Very
gradually he drifted into the church. He asked many
questions, some of them astounding, but for each of
them he expected an answer. Why didn’t' Christ get
down off the cross? Why didn’t He take over right then
and there? He liked to be shown Scripture to prove
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the answers, and this proof was not always available.

He was told that if a man had proof of all these
things, he wouldn’t need to bother with faith. Faith
was the price man had to pay for Christian peace of
mind. Joel’s faith suffered many relapses. Yet his weak-
ness became his strength. Joel Brogan was honest with
himself. If he was a tough hood on a tough street, he
did not pretend to be anything else. If he was going to
believe in God, he was going to believe for all he was
worth. Otherwise he would believe not at all.

He rebelled often, a rebellion growing out of an
intense dissatisfaction with himself. But these were
short escapes. He always came back to the hospital
chapel asking why he had renounced God. He was told
it was because he was afraid to love God with all his
mind and body. But to do so, Joel reasoned, one be-
came God’s servant. He was told this was true. But
that was the same as being a preacher, he suggested.
Again, he was told this was true. The first time it
entered his mind, Joel laughed, half surprised, em-
barrassed. Me? A preacher? Man, what would God do
with me a preacher? And he was told to ask that ques-
tion of God. Which he had done, long ago.

Joel left the window displaying the paratrooper
boots. He crossed the street, pausing for a taxi that
had sped through on the yellow light. The taxi stopped.
in front of him and the rear door opened. A young
woman got out as the driver unloaded a suitcase. She
paid the driver and stood looking at the large blmkmg
neon sign of the Green Parrot Bar. ;

She seemed uncertain, perhaps afraid. She lifted the
bag and pushed into the bar. Joel followed, holdmg_
the door for her. She turned to thank him.

. She studied his face for an uncomfortable moment,
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then as if jarred to reality, asked, “I'm looking for
Charles Jackson.-He owns this bar.”

“Yes. I'll take you to him.”

She leaned to place the bag against the wall. Joel
took it from her. “T’ll carry it for you. If you leave it
here somebody will steal it.” '

He walked on, listening to her footsteps behind
him.
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“Whatcha say?” Uncle Charlie asked, lowering his
paper, peering over his glasses.

“I said, I'm Lynn Halliday,” she repeated. “They
said you had rooms for rent.” -

Uncle Charlie blinked and glanced over the girl.
She looked twenty-four, maybe a year or so more. She
wore a brown tailored suit, plainly cut, but expensive
looking. Her eyes were soft brown, alive with interest.
The way she had said her name indicated that to some
people it meant something. On Reno it meant noth-
ing.

Here her sense of importance made her appear out
of place, awkward. Her voice was registered low, yet
slightly musical. Her mouth was full, her skin soft and
smooth. Her hair had received expensive care. Joel
knew that Uncle Charlie was thinking over the un-
written roll of underworld women, and he was finding
no recollection of her name.

“Are you a hustler?” he asked.

“No.” The answer came so quickly that without in-
tention, she betrayed her discomfort.

“Sister . . . are we gonna play games?” Uncle Charlie
asked.

“I'm sorry. They gave me your name at the Salva-
tion Army. They said you had decént rooms to rent.”

“You want a room?”’ Charlie mumbled uncertainly.
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“Liook, Miss+. .. uh . ..”

“Halliday,” Joel lnserted

“Yeah . .. Miss Halliday. I got some rooms, only I
ain’t in the hotel racket. I rent ’em along, see. Only if
you can find some place else . . .”

“The rooms are decent. The place is clean?” She
made it more of a statement.

“That’s right,” Charlie said. “And I don’t allow no
girls hustling up there. You tell me you don’t hustle,
and the next thing I know I walk by the door and it
sounds like a bunch of chimpanzees playin’ tag 'on the
bed.”

‘Lynn Halliday’s face colored. “Mr. Jackson,” she
said, “I've been staying at the Mason Hotel ‘the last
two weeks. But a few people thought I was selling
myself. That is not the case, Mr. Jackson. I'm looking
for a decent room where I won’t be bothered I d1d
not come here to hustle.”

“Okay,” Uncle Charlie admltted “Good for 'you.
What did you come for?”

“To write a book.” o :

Uncle Charlie glanced at Joel uncertainly.

“Come off it, honey,” Charlie said wearily. '

“My last was The Biography of a Schizophrenic.
It s about the pr oblem of mental illness. I thought you
might have read it.’

“I didn’t. You gonna write a book about crazy
people on Reno Street?”

“No. .. it’s a different type of thing.”

Uncle Charhe turned to Joel. “What is thls ]azz?"
he asked.

“She did write a book. She isn’t a hustler.”

“Okay . . . you can have a room.”
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“Thanks.” With a faint flavor of sarcasm.

“Seven bucks a week. Sheets changed three times a
week. You clean up,” Uncle Charlie said.

The girl opened her purse, found a bill and put it
on the bar. Uncle Charlie made change.

“Joey . . . put her in the room next to you.”

Quite suddenly the girl turned and examined Joel
again. She frowned. Uncle Charlie laughed.

“About him you don’t have to worry. Ugly as he is,
he’s still a preacher boy.”

The frown changed to curious disbelief. Charlie
located a key on his ring, removed it. He handed it to
her.

“I'll carry it for you,” Joel said, gesturing to the bag.

“Thank you.”

He led the way, out of the bar, into the doorway and
up the flight of stairs. He held the bag as she turned
the key in the door. Inside, he opened the window. The
room was like his own, an iron post bed, a cardboard
wardrobe, linoleum on the floor, a small bedside table
and a chest of drawers. He put the bag on the bed.

“I didn’t read your book, but I was sure you had
written one. Was it successful?”

“It made a little money,” she said. “Actually it was
written just as a series for a newspaper in St. Louis. To
get the genuine background, I go to the source. I
spent a month in a mental hospital for the first. I
expect to do the same here. My concern is the reality
of my situation.”

“And this is a book about life in the world of com-
mercial vice!”

“Something like that,” she said.

He smiled cynically.

“Mr. Jackson said you were a preacher.”

71



“That’s right. I was.”

She was curious now, and quite charming. It was
all too obvious, too phony, Joel thought.

“I'd like to know about you,” she said seriously.

“About why a minister ends up on Reno Street?” His
jaws were set and his eyes narrowed. He did not wait
for her response. He disliked the way she put it. “Miss
Halliday . . . I don’t want to be a character in your
book. I don’t want to be immortalized in print.
Thanks, anyway.”

“I didn’t mean to offend you. My work is an honest
study.”

He disliked her tone. She seemed altogether too
stuffy. “I know. We’ve had writers here before. They
turn over the rock and show the world what has
crawled underneath. They've come from the maga-
zines. I remember one title was “The Streets of Hell.”
It was an exposé type thing for one of the men’s maga-
zines. The same writer went to Chicago, New Orleans,
San Antonio. Same old stuff. He could have written it
in his own apartment. They were all alike. A guided
tour of vice towns. He’d give a whore five bucks or a
bottle of gin and she’d tell him a great story. The same
whore could have told another writer an entirely
different story a month later.”

“That wasn’t the sort of thing I wanted. I want to
know why the girls do this. How it really is to live this
way. That’s why I came here. To understand.”

Joel shrugged as if listening to an ambiticus child,
a precocious one. “Then you're wasting your time,” he
said impatiently.

“Oh . .. ?” Questioning his ability to judge.

“There’s only one way to know how it is to live like
a whore.” :

She waited. “How?” she asked.
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“Be one. Then you’ll know. They can’t tell you.”
He started to pull the door closed behind him.

“Thank you,” she said icily.

Joel paused.

“For helping me with the bag,” she said.

Joel shrugged again.

“You don’t like me, do you?” she asked impulsively.

“First impressions aren’t very reliable,” he said, “but
if you happen to be one of the bugs under the rock,
you aren’t supposed to like the guy that flips it over.
I imagine you’ll find that out.”

- “I see,” she said. She turned her head at an angle.
She was haughty, alocf. And self-important.

Joel closed the door. He was irritable now. He
wished that Uncle Charlie had not rented her the
room. Evita stepped to the door, jerking her head to-
ward the new occupant.

“Who’s the doll?”

“Lynn Halliday,” Joel said.

Evita shrugged. “Nice. Does she work in a hotel or
take calls?”

Joel laughed aloud. He wondered how many times
the society of Reno Street would inquire about her.
How many men would feast on her with their eyes,
nudge her with their knees, pat her with their hands,
unable to believe that she was anything but a high-
class hustler. Why would anybody else come down to
Reno and set up in a room? Crazy!

He imagined the men discussing her approvingly.
How much is that doll? Thirty bucks? Is it worth
thirty bucks? I mean, hell, it’s nice and all, but let’s
face it. It ain’t no Sophy Loren. Buy ’er a beer and
tell ’er you'll give twenty-five. That’s a good price. She
ain’t no Loren. Got a nice wiggle though. Man!

. Joel frowned at his own thoughts.
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“I asked you a question,” Evita said, “and you made
a face. What’s w1th the girl?”

“She’s writing d book,” Joel said.

“Well, I'll be damned. Whats the pitch?”

“It’s a fact. She’s a writer.”

.- Evita studied this, which she now accepted as truth
“What's she write about?”
- “About people, what they do . .. you know.”

“Is she a do-gooder?”

“I don’t know.”

Evita raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know how she
writes, but I bet I know a way she could make a lot
more money.”

]oel did not reply. He started down the stairs.

“We sure get the bubble brains in this place. Used-
up preachers, screwball writers, drunken lawyers.”

Joel glanced up the stairway. Evita had omitted
herself. Joel waited as she searched for a way to de-
scribe herself.

“And the best ten-dollar whore in town,” she said
boldly.

Joel entered the Green Parrot. Uncle Charlie was
seated on his stool behind the bar, his hand pressing
against his side, his face pale, betraying the presence
of pain. He' removed his hand as Joel approached.

“You fix her up?” he asked.

e Niesi

“She like the room?”

“She didn’t say. I suppose she did.”

“A writer,” Uncle Charlie said thoughtfully. “They
must be a nutty bunch of people. I think it would be
nice, though. I mean you got nobody tellin’ you what
to do. I used to dream up stories all the time.”

“You did?” Joel was mildly surprised.
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“Crazy stuff. Only I never put it down. You ever do
like that?” ;

“Uh huh,” Joel said: absently.

Joel had been glancing lazily about the bar when he
noticed the girl in the corner booth. She had a glass
of beer before her on the table, but she had not
touched it. She was perhaps twenty, but no more.

The girl turned toward Joel, as if drawn by the feel-
ing that she was being watched. She was very young
and fresh. Wonderfully alive. But unsure, timid.

Her eyes rested on Joel. They told all about her.
She did not need to cross her legs carelessly as she did.

“Who is that glrl?” ]oel asked. “I haven’t seen her
before.”

“New one. Her name’s Rose Nickels,” Uncle Charhe,
“said.

“She’s pretty.”

“She gets twenty' bucks,” Charlie said, indicating
that the price was perhaps the best judge of her beauty.

Joel shook his head. “Why?”

Uncle Charlie’s face became a mask of wrinkles.

“Now are you gonna ‘write a book?”

“No,” Joel said. “I was just wondermg

The girl realized that Joel was not going to join her
at the table. She no longer invited him, but occa-
sionally she glanced toward him quickly, then away.

A man came in, chewing an unlighted cigar. He
headed directly to the table where Rose sat. He was
Nick Martelli, but on the Street they called him Phi-
losopher. He had a ‘degree, or at least he had con-
vinced everyone that he did, from Cornell. He also
had a word of advice for everyone, which was usually
good advice, but never taken, or meant to be taken.

The Philosopher was a pimp, and this girl was
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apparently his newest. He kept a maximum of six, and
when his crew fell below three, he would disappear for
a few weeks, returning with fresh blood. Joel wondered
where Nick had found this girl. What had he said to
her? -

They left the table and came toward the bar. The
Philosopher was in a cynical mood.

“The good Reverend Brogan,” he said, bobbing his
head, his fingers tight around the girl’s arm. “Rose tells
me that she was involved in a light flirtation with you.
She didn’t know you represented the cloth.”

Nick Martelli was perhaps an inch taller than Joel,
but his shoulders had rounded and his spine curved
so that he appeared shorter. Joel met his eyes steadily.
He had the vague discomfort that he had always felt in
the zoo snake house. He knew the slithering bodies
could not reach him or touch him, but he still had a
loathing of them.

Joel moved his eyes deliberately to the girl. She was
embarrassed. Not because she was what she was. She
had learned to accept that. But she was humiliated
because her pimp was making a deliberate attempt to
embarrass a preacher. She saw no use of it at all, no
humor, or purpose.

“I didn’t know,” she said with a tone inflection that
asked him to understand the rudeness of her manager.

The Philosopher was not receiving any attention.
“In the case of ministers,” he said, “we give the cus-
tomary ten per cent discount.”

Joel tried to disguise his disgust. If the man had been
thoroughly- vulgar about it, or profane, it would not
have mattered. l]oel kept his eyes on the girl whose dis-
comfort grew more acute. “If he ever whips you, hits
you, or abuses you in any way,” Joel said, “you come
to me. You don’t need to be afraid of what he will do.
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He’s afraid of me.” Joel trained his eyes-on Nick Mar-
telli. “He knows that if I broke his body-into little
pieces, nobody would care.”

: As he finished, Joel was short of breath. He drew
air hungrily into his lungs, noticed the tense shudder
in his chest. The Philosopher had been affected by the
intensity of his anger. His reply came swiftly, in sing-
song fashion.

“ ‘But if ye forgive men not their trespasses, neither
will your Father forgive your trespasses.” It would seem
that the preacher boy’s halo slipped.” Martelli winked.
“Ten per cent off. Any time, Brogan.”

Then he was gone. Joel watched after him.

“What was that jazz he was sayin’? It’s in the Bible,
ain’t it?”

+“Yes,” Joel said. His fingers trembled.

- “You don’t want to get wound up with an ape like
that, Joey. He’s strictly no good. He was settin’: you
up.”

“I know.”

- “So be smart.”

“All right. Does he whip them?”

“They all do,” Uncle Charlie said.

“Takes their money.”

“As much as he can get.”

“And they let him. Why?” :

Uncle Charlie’s hand touched his shoulder. “Hell,
Joey, even a whore’s got to feel like she belongs some
place.” :

“But the beatings.”

“Beatin’s now. Used to be spankin’s when they was
kids. If you ignore a kid leng enough, he’ll do some-
thin’ bad so you’ll spank him. It's a tough price to pay
to know you belong. I read that once.” The old man
winked mischievously.

-
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“Now you're the philosopher,” Joel said.

“Yeah. When you get old enough that you got to
get up during the night to go to the bathroom, you're
a philosopher.” Uncle Charlie lighted a cigarette. It
made him cough which caused a pain in his abdomen.
He dropped the cigarette in the tray and held his
chest to stop the cough. When it had passed, there
were tears in his eyes.

“Are you all right?”” Joel asked.

Uncle Charlie grunted. “Sure.” But he did not pick
up the cigarette. He walked away, returning to his
stool. When he sat down, his hand moved to his
stomach and he pressed lightly.

Joel stayed with him until it -was late. Then he
climbed the stairway wearily. Evita’s door was closed,
the light inside turned on. Joel went to his room and
sat down heavily on the bed.

It wasn’t a very pretty world. Anywhere you-looked,
you saw people with rotten motives. And without
meaning it, you probably had the same rotten motives
toward other people. Maybe you found one person
that you didn’t hate just a little. Maybe if you were
really lucky and not too greedy, you had six or seven
people who' cared a little about you. Uncle Charlie
had a lot of people like that. Maybe because he was
the Will Rogers of prostitute alley. Anyway they liked
‘him. Trusted him. Nick Martelli probably didn’t love
anyone. Joel wondered if perhaps one day long ago
Nick Martelli had been a brilliant young man. That
he had fallen in love with a beautiful girl, and just
when everything seemed perfect, somebody jerked
the rug. When he got up, he got up hatmg It might
have been that way.

Or a man like Chaplain Wallace. People really loved
him. Joel visualized the few people that he had known
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in his life who had been genuinely loved. The kind
of people who seemed to be surrounded by a warm
glow. People who were. at peace. Not necessarily
Christians, or sometimes not even moralistic men. Joel
did not know the qualities that made Uncle Charlie
one of these gifted people. He could not lift a single
characteristic out of the whole and examine it. Some-
how it was not possible.

But these people left others with pleasure. Like,
perhaps, a man was driving across the country on the
way to commit murder or adultery or suicide. Any-
thing, it didn’t matter. But whatever it was, it was un-
pleasant, and the man was in despair. Then his car
happened to come into the main street of a sleepy small
town. Halfway through the town he smelled a'bakery.
He rolled down the window to enjoy that odor, and
then too quickly he was at the edge of the town and it
was gone. But for that one moment, the smell of bread
baking had taken away the despair. Just a pleasant feel-
ing. Like a man makes a feeling come into your life.
Like Uncle Charlie or Chaplain Wallace. Like the old
janitor at the church at Toyah, who brought coffee to
his office every mornmg and sat there radiantly in his
overalls. :

Joel wondered whether if a man looked' for this
kind of person often, really tried to search him out,
maybe he’d be surprised to find that there were lots
of men like that. That when he had found more and
more he came to realize that the people who glowed so
beautifully had been there all along. That it had been
he who had been unable to sense the good feeling that
radiated from them. That the only really evil. person
had been himself.

“Reverend Brogan.”

Lynn Halhday was ‘standing outside his doorway
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“What did you say?” he asked, \shaken from his
thoughts.

“Your name.”

“That’s not my name. Don’t run around calling me
that.”

s Emssorry.s. . Dithought ... »”

- “Reverend Brogan.” Joel flipped his hand. “Here it
isn't right. I don’t have a church. It sounds phony Did
you need help?”

“I wanted to ask about laundry Is there a place
near by?”

“Yes. There’s a little place around the corner. Come
in.”

She came inside, sat stiffly in a chair.

“How do you like the room?” he asked. He too was

ill at ease.
““It’s fine. I hope the typewriter doesn’t bother any-
one. You might think it a nuisance. In so many words
you told me I was a corrupt, dishonest writer on a
worthless project.”

Joel detected a softening of attitude.

- “I might not have been entirely fair. I don’t know

your work. I just know what other writers have done.
They want to show these people in all this ugliness.
But they don’t propose anything to change them. I
suppose you'd call it sensationalism. But maybe you
won’t write that way.”

“I came with an open mind. In this business your
success depends on finding a fresh angle. I don’t know
how TI'll handle it. I did wonder about you, though.
What was your church?”

“Presbyterian.”

“You went to a seminary,” she said.

“Yes. And a degree from the University.”
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. “I see.” She studied his face intently.

“I know you're wondering. I was fired from two
churches. When I was finished, I couldn’t get another
recommendation. You can’t blame them.”

“But there should be other church work,” she sug-
gested.

“I didn’t inquire. I guess T was stunned. Actually it's
not: too unusual for a minister to fail. Some go into
other work.”

“Will you do that?”

“I don’t know. I've been trying to understand my-
self.”

“Perhaps a psychiatrist,” she suggested.

“T won’t say it wouldn’t help. If you didn’t sell two
books, would you consult one?”

“That’s different.”

“Maybe not. I did my best, but it wasn’t acceptable.
I didn’t have breakdowns. I didn’t scream at the
people. There was no unrest.”

“That you could see,” she added.

“Look . .. I'm not insane. I put it on the line. You
go out and try to make people live their religion and
you’ll see. The deacon sleeps with his neighbor’s wilfe,
and then shows up on Sunday morning in church. You
go try to straighten him out and see what happens.”

“T can imagine. Did you do that?”

“I can’t stand hypocrisy. It's hard for me to forgive
and impossible for me to overlook.”

“How about your own hypocrisy?”” Her voice was a
blunt instrument.

“Name it,” he said angrily. “I wouldn’t like it my-
self.” ' : ‘

“Why aren’t you working with these people?. You
don’t like writers who call attention to their faults and
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yet don’t do anything: to help them. Why don’t ‘'you
carry on your ministry here?”

“I could preach on a street corner?” he said acidly.

“Jesus did. I think too many of you theologians need
a fifty-thousand-dollar building and a nice income
before you become inspired.”

Joel leaned over, resting his face in his hands tensely.
“Nice shot,” he said. “But they'd laugh me off the
street. I couldn’t get any place like that.”

““Then you aren’t serving your God,” she persisted.

“I don’t guess I am,” he said. “Is that what you
wanted to hear?”

“It’s what you needed to hear perhaps.”

“You're pretty frank, you know.”

“You forget you've already told me my work was just
so much corrupt sensationalism. I didn’t thrill to that.”

“So I did. But there wasn’t a man in-my seminary
class that would stand on a corner and preach.”

“Of course not. They expect the prestige of a church.
But the Salvation Army does it.”

“And they’re laughed at.”

“They help some. They couldn’t go on if they
didn’t.”

Rl r(Tes:

“But you don’t want to take that abuse,” she said.

“Will you play the drum?” he asked.

“I'm not the preacher. It’s not my problem.”

“Then don’t solve it.” By his tone he ended it.

They sat silently. He spoke finally.

“We got off to a bad. start.”

“I think we understand each other. Maybe it wasn’t
so bad.”

Joel stood. “I've got a dime. You want a cup?”

“Yes, I do?

The top of her head came to his shoulder. She was
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an attractive woman. Too obsessed with her career to
let herself really be a woman. But still attractive.

When they reached the street, he walked along with
his hands in his pockets, slowly, so that her short strides
could keep pace.
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: Joel put the newspaper aside as scon as he had
clipped the want-ad. As he shaved, he heard Uncle
Charlie close his door and pad quietly along the hall-
way. Soon he heard a muffled alarm clock, clanging
only briefly in Evita’s room. She swore.

It was a sleepy morning. Evita’s door opened. Joel
heard her slippered feet scurry to the bathroom. Down
the hallway, Judge Hanson’s door opened. The old
man coughed violently as he left the room. He
pounded his cane along the hall, pausing as he reached
the stairs. He hesitated, establishing his footing, then
pounded his way down, until the cane struck against
the last step and became muffled by the concrete side-
walk outside.

Through the wall Joel heard Lynr’s typewriter
carriage move haltingly, until the faint bell sound
warned of the approaching margin. She shoved the
carriage and began again.

Joel dressed in his brown suit and white shirt. He
selected a conservative tie and flipped it around his
neck. Of course, he could do the simple overhand, like
the army ties, but he didn’t like that style. He liked the
neat triangle of the Windsor knot, but he had never
mastered it. He tried twice, bending before the mirror.
He gave up when the tie twisted and began to wrinkle.
Joel threw open the door.

“Hey, sugar,” Evita yelled, “you want a cup?”
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“Yes,” he answered, fumbling the tie in his hand.

“Well,” she shouted, “come on in. We don’t deliver.”

Joel went to the door, still not looking in. “Are you
decent?” he asked.

“Hah!” she laughed. He felt ridiculous when he
realized the implication. “I'm "dressed,” she said.
“That’s the best I can do.”

He went inside. Evita had her hair done back in a
pony tail, a cigarette, as yet unlighted, hanging from
her lips. She wore toreador pants and a loose fitting
sport shirt. Evita was a short woman, very curvy. Her
skin was tanned and her dark eyes betrayed a trace of
Italian. She was, as they said on the Street, a box.

“Why so dolled up?” she asked.

“Oh,” Joel said, “I was just going out.”

Evita took two cups from a drawer and looked into
the saucepan on the hotplate. “I don’t have a pot, 1
just make it this way. You get a few grounds, but you
can clean your teeth spitting them.” She poured the
coffee and handed him a cup. “Drink up,” she said.

Joel sipped his coffee.

“What are you going to do, Joey?” Evita asked.

“I've been looking around.”

“The coffee’s rotten, isn’t it?”” she asked.

“No. 1t’s fine.” :

Joel set his cup on the table.

“I’ll run along. Thanks for the coffee.”

Her voice caught him as he reached the door. He
looked back.

S@mon.~ 'l tie it

He grmned

“I’'ve seen a lot of these things untled and tied back
in my day,” she said. She began looping the tie around
his neck, looking up at him. “Okay,” she said, “the
ties I've seen tied weren’t preachers’.”
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“Don’t you ever wish you could get out of it?” He
knew instantly that he should not have asked.

She smiled cynically. “Uh huh.” '

“Why don’t you?”

“Sure, Joey,” she said, a knife in her voice, but she
was keeping it light. “I could quit and take my dough
and go study to be a preacher. When I graduated . . .
what would happen to me, Joey? God wouldn’t have
any use for me. Just like you. Because of that, I got
no use for God.”

“I don’t feel that way,” he said.

“You don’t because you think the good fairy is go-
ing to knock on your door and give you a great big
church someday. I don’t. I've been on Reno long
enough to know you don’t get out.”

“That’s not true.” His voice lacked conviction.

“What can I do? Can I be a secretary? I can’t even
write a letter. Can I be a salesgirl? Every time I made
a sale I'd have to fight to keep from slipping the bills
into my brassiére out of habit. What the hell is Teft?”

“Maybe you could get married.”

“Joey, you are stupid.”
“There are lots of guys. You've got a llttle money
. quit and move out and find some guy .

“Can t you just see my weddmg night, ]oey?” Evita
sassed. “Can’ tyou see me flop in bed and say, Darlmg,
I'm so nervous,” and then throw him the best . . .”

Joel put his hand on her lips.

She laughed “You got to admit it would be funny.”
But her voice trailed away. “I'm not deceived by crap,
she said.

Joel examined his tie in the mirror. It was perfect.
“Thank you,” he said. He went ‘to Uncle Charlie’s
room and found the prescription: box on the bedside
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table. Joel opened it. It was empty. He slipped it into
his pocket.

The morning sunshine was warm on his face. He
walked up Broadway until he reached Main. Street,
the big street, the big-glitter. He turned west at Main.
Here was the orange-juice stand where they turned out
real fresh juice, always kept a bowl of nuts to eat. The
theater where two smartly dressed ushers stood at
attention in the doorway. Joel knew a way to sneak
into that place. He’d learned it when he was a kid.

Across the street were the big clothing stores, a shoe
store. Veazey's Drugstore was near the corner. It hadn’t
changed since he was ten years old. He swiped a box
of candy there once.- Maybe Mr. Veazey wouldn’t
mind. It had been his mother’s birthday.

Joel crossed the street. Over there was Brown’s, the
big department store, something like Macy’s but on a
smaller scale. He turned up Robinson and walked past
the big bank building. He passed the newsstand. The
white-haired, stooped owner appeared almost the same,
a little older, but not much.

His hands were moist when he reached the office of
the Dawson Church Supply Company. It was not a very
impressive office. Emil Dawson’s name was lettered un-
evenly on the door. Joel took the scrap of torn news-
“paper from his pocket and checked the ad. This was
it. He went inside.

The man-was chewing gum vigorously. He was a
heavy-set creature, bearlike, with small pig eyes. His
forehead wrinkled as he read a letter. His head was
bald, perspiring slightly

“Sit down, son,” he said, not looking up.
Joel sat down. Still reading the letter, the man spoke
“Name’s Emil Dawson. What do you want?”
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“I read your ad in the paper, I'd like to discuss the
job.”

. Emil Dawson made a clucking noise in his mouth
and continued to chew his gum, at last putting the
letter aside. “Stand up,” he instructed gruffly.

Joel stood. Dawson examined him critically.

“What’s your name, son?”

“Joel Brogan.” :

“What was your last job?”

This one Joel had thought over.

“I was in school. The jobs I had since then were
just temporary.”

“Ummmmm. You know anything about the Bible?”

“Fve studied it.” '

“Think you can sell Bibles and church supplies?”

“I believe I can.”

“Have you ever sold door-to-door?”

“No2

“We do that, too. It's not easy. Do you drink?”

“No.”

“They all say that,” Dawson said sourly. “I had a
man out in the best part of town, anyway the best part
to sell Bibles, and I got a call from the police. Damned
fool had got drunk and decided he was a Romeo. Had
some housewife backed right up to the bed. She was
screaming like mad when the police came in. Terrible
stink. Ruined that neighborhood for three or four
weeks. I just can’t use a man that drinks. Are you
married?” '

“No.”

“That’s bad. Young man like you gets out and some
woman comes to the door in her undies and you drop
the Bible and try to grab a handful. That’s the trouble
with young men. They jump four feet high when they
see a woman.”

88



“I'm not that kind,” Joel said.

“I've heard that, too. Don’t stand there, son, sit
down.”

Joel sat down.

“When I came here, I didn’t have twenty dollars.”
Dawson stared at a fly on the ceiling. “Came right
during the depression, and it was hell, I can tell you
that. You're too young to remember, but I can tell you
it was hell. Nobody had any money hardly. So I tried
to figure out how to keep out of that damned Roose-
velt’s soup lines. I was lucky. You notice I didn’t say
I was smart. Not many smart men around. Mostly just
lucky. Well, I'was. I stumbled into this guy' who had a
whole crate of Bibles. He wanted to sell out, so I
bought ’em. Got ’em for fifteen cents on the dollar.
Then I went to the nearest church. I figured with
everybody hungry, they wouldn’t give a nickel for a
new radio or an ice box.

“When a family gets in bad shape, they’ll reach for -
a Bible. If they have plenty of money to spend, they
buy beer, but when they are right down to the wire,
it’s a Bible they want. Now I said I wasn’t smart. But I
happened to know that much about people. God
wouldn’t have a single convert if He promised man
that he’d live to be three hundred years old. Every
bastard in the world would live to be two hundred and
ninety-nine before he even thought about bein’ saved.
That much I know.

“But anyway, things was to the point where folks
didn’t see how they were goin’ to live. That’s when
they turned to God. You'd just better believe it. So I
went to this church and tried to sell the Bibles in a
lot. The preacher didn’t go for that. So I made him a
deal. T got a list of the people on the church roll. 1
told the preacher I'd furnish the church with fans if
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he’d give me the roll. Them days there wasn’t any
refrigeration. Church was hot as hell on Sunday. You
can believe it. Are you an ex-convict?”

“No,” Joel said, surprised.

“Good. I get a lot of cons. They figure they'll look
good to the parole officers if they are out sellin’ Bibles.
Bastards’ll steal you blind. Anyway, I didn’t have the
money to get the fans. I told the preacher I'd bring the
fans later. So I started down the list. That’s when I
learned how to sell Bibles. I'd go in a house and I'd
start off with a prayer. It lowers a housewife’s sales
resistance. Then I give a little talk. I'd tell how the
preacher hoped the people can take Bibles, because the
church got a benefit from it. ThenI tell 'em that I
only sold to the Baptists or whatever church it is. That
I been goin’ all over the country sellin’ to the Baptists,
because the Baptists are the only ones got the right
idea. This makes 'em feel good. -

“Then I'd get on this stuff about if more people
really read the Bible and believed it, there wouldn’t
be no depression. Tell ’em that the preacher talked
about how God punishes them that don’t live by the
word. And anytime the lady looked like she was about
to say no dice, I'd jolt her. Like maybe a dirty little
kid comes in the room. Always a bunch of kids around
anyway. I been bit by more kids in my time than dogs.

“So I'd point to one of the dirtiest kids I could
find and tell her that if he had this Bible as his own, to
study and all, he’d probably grow up and really be a
fine man. Then right quick I'd talk about all the
terrible things kids do, like hatchet murders and all,
and the idea is that if the kids had had a Bible when
they were young, they wouldn’t have done all that.

“By this time I had it pretty nearly done. I'd give
her the Bible to look over. She’d thumb through it.
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I'd tell her that I could tell people that really knew
their Bibles by the way they looked through them. Let
her know she was one of them that really had read her
Bible by the way she handled it. Usually they'd put
it down because, chances are, if you asked them where
Micah was, they’d have gone to the door and looked
down the street. -

“Well . . . you know what happened. I sold all the
Bibles at twice what they were worth. I practically
stole a bunch of surplus fans from a funeral home and
sent 'em to the preacher. Then I went to the Congrega-
tionalists. Only this time I told ’em I was from their
church. I've even sold Bibles to folks that couldn’t
read.”

' Joel had taken the ad out of his pocket. He read it
again. . HEE

WANTED. Salesman to introduce excellent. quality
Bibles' and church  supplies. Exclusive territories.
Lists furnished. Only men of highest standards need
apply. 412 Bancroft Building. :

Joel folded the ad and glanced at Emil Dawson
curiously.

“You won’t start out with big sales at first. It takes
time to get the pitch. This door-to-door racket is
tough. We sell communion supplies, paintings of
Christ, crosses, and -all that. Once you get the hang of
it . . .” Emil Dawson snapped his fingers, “you’ll be on
your way.” The man pushed a Bible across his desk.
“This is what you sell. This is a big item.”

Joel examined the Bible. It was nicely bound.

“In the back it’s got everything. Tells how to pray
for the sick. How to pray for faith. Even interprets the
scripture. It’s a good gimmick. You tell em that this
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is the authentic interpretation by the Methodists, or
the Baptists, any of them. Most of ’em don’t know the
difference. It’s the King James version. Ain’t many
folks know the Anglican scholars did it.”

“How much is it?” Joel asked.

“Here’s. the deal. I get three ninety-five for every
Bible you take out of here. I give you the-lists of the
church rolls. We’ll go out of town in a team. The real
money is in the small towns. Usually we get five ninety-
five. It’s a fair price. Don’t make the mistake of promis-
ing a lot of junk to go with the book because one guy
is doing three years because he promised too much. An
old geek made him put it on paper, and wham! My
suggestion is to be perfectly honest. It always pays.
Five ninety-five is a good price.”

“How much are they in the stores?”

“About a buck less. But the people don’t know that.
How long has it been since you shopped for a Bible?
You see? Then naturally we sell other stuff. Crosses that
- glow in the dark. They eat that up.”

Joel nodded.

“What do you think, Brogan? I've got a place for

ou.

’ Joel put the Bible on Emil Dawson’s desk. He was
trying to think how he could get out of the office.
The easiest, quickest possible way. He stood up.

“I’ll let you know. I live with a friend. I told him
I'd talk to you and let him know. I'll go send him to
you.”

Emil Dawson rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Okay.
Only I want strictly honest people. If he’s a con or a
drunk or got hot pants, I don’t want him.”

“I'll send him in a few minutes,” Joel promised. He
-reached the door, waved and closed it behind him. Out
in the hall he shook his head. Man!
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He took the elevator and went into the coffee shop

on the main floor of the building. He sipped the
coffee slowly. The Bible Belt. That was what they
called the midwest, particularly the southern part.
Small churches all over the area probably had been
visited at one time or another by these salesmen. The
percentage they sold might not be high, but Jeel
remembered the people of Toyah and he knew that
the sales pitch would have been effective there.’ Even
in his church it would have been effective.

Today Emil Dawson was probably presenting a
large cheap print of Christ in a frame to the ministers,
in exchange for the membership rolls and some church
business. Joel shuddered. He smiled to himself. And
the ad had sounded so promising.

Maybe some other kind of job. Shoe salesman. Joel
considered it. He simply didn’t want to be a shoe sales-
man. It was nothing to him. Truck driver. A good job,
but he didn’t want it. But what? He had to do some-
thing.

What could be more useless than a preacher that
nobody would hire? Preach on a street corner? That
would be Lynn Halliday’s solution. Except fortunately -
she was a writer. If a writer fails, he’s quietly alone
in a closed room. He can always try again. It just
takes the effort to roll clean paper into the typewriter
and he’s back in business. It was easy for her to solve
‘a problem she did not understand. Of course he wasn’t
serving God. That didn’t mean he no longer loved the
church, that he didn’t believe.

Sure he had expected a church. He had studxed
nearly as long as a medical doctor. Was he wrong to
“expect a decent job after all that preparation? '

‘Wait? How long could he wait? Sell Bibles for
Emil Dawson? Honestly, like Dawson did? Surely God
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didn’t intend that. Joel thought of the preachers he
had known who had failed, and of some he had heard
about, but had not known. One had become an al-
coholic. One ran off with the organist’s wife. One was
shot in the head by the father of the soprano soloist. -

People didn’t understand that preachers were or-
dinary, fallible human beings. Somehow people had
created an image of a man who walked with God
and talked with man. If a preacher slipped too far
into the realm of ordinary men, he was criticized. Too
human! If he firmly insisted on obedience to the teach-
ings of Jesus Christ, he was a fanatic. The ideal situa-
tion was to remain in the God-man image, close
enough to people to be helpful, but distant enough
to be beyond reproach.

The problem was what to do next. He had failed.
Obviously the church had not wanted him. He was
not exactly certain why. He had most certainly ex-
pected too much of the congregation. He had tried to
make them change, and he had not been very forgiving.
He had battled church politics like a madman. All in
all, he had not been a very smart young man. He had
not said the things they wanted to hear. His suggestion
to invite Negroes to the church had brought about a
major crisis. But he did love God. And he wanted to
preach. He could not preach while selling shoes or
driving a truck. He couldn’t actually preach on a street
corner because that would be entirely too much like
Christ, and they would probably put him in an insane
asylum.

Joel finished his coffee. He was convinced that there
was a purpose to his life. He could not believe that he
had gone as far as he had without really belonging to
God. God had something for him and in God’s good
time he'd find it. Until then, he had to do something.
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Joel paid for his coffee and walked toward the Medical
Arts Building. He entered the building, sniffing un-
pleasantly at the hospltal odor.

He took the prescription box from his pocket and
checked the doctor’s name. Dr. Jay Sherman. He found
the name on the large, black, glass-encased hstlng
Eighth floor.

He entered the office and sat down. The office was
vacant. “It will be a few minutes,” a- woman”s'voice
said.

Joel turned to see a small attractive blonde in a
white uniform.

“The doctor was in surgery this morning. But he
will be back soon.’

e

The nurse took pen and pad; then glanced at
him quickly. “Your name?” '

“Joel Brogan.” ‘

“What seems to be’the trouble, Mr. Brogan?”

“It isn’t about me. It’s about my uncle. I wanted to
talk to the doctor about him.” : :

“I see,” she said. “And his name?”

“Charles Jackson.”

“Oh, yes . . . I remember Mr. Jackson. How is he
doing?”

“Not very well. He ran out of these pills and he’s
been having a rough time of it. I thought I'd get the
prescrlptlon refilled.”

The waiting room began to fill up. There were
overweight men who had difficulty getting their breath.
There were very thin men who coughed into handker-
chiefs. Mothers arrived’ with children, each hovering
over her own, obviously fearful of the diseases possibly
carried by the others.

Joel relinquished his chair when the room became
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full.