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CHAPTER 1

IN MY DREAM I was reaching right through the glass of
the window of a hockshop. It was the hockshop on North
Clark Street, the west side of the street, half a block
north of Grand Avenue. I was reaching out a hand
through the glass to touch a silver trombone. The other
things in the window were blurred and hazy.

The singing made me turn around instead of touching
the silver trombone. It was Gardie’s voice.

She was singing and skipping rope along the sidewalk.
Like she used to before she started high school last year
and got boy-crazy, with lipstick and powder all over her
face. She was not quite fifteen; three and a half years
younger than I. She had make-up on now, in this dream
of mine, thick as ever, but she was skipping rope, too,
and singing like a kid, ‘““One, two, three, O’Leary; four,
five, six, O’Leary; seven, eight . . .”

But through the dream I was waking up. It’s confusing
when you’re like that, half one way and half the other.
The sound of the elevated roaring by is almost part of
the dream, and there’s somebody walking in the hallway
outside the flat, and—when the elevated has gone by—
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THE FABULOUS CLIPJOINT

there’s the ticking of the alarm clock on the floor by the
bed and the extra little click it gives when the alarm is
ready to explode.

I shut it off and rolled back, but I kept my eyes open
so 1 wouldn’t go back to sleep. The dream faded. I
thought, I wish I had a trombone; that's why I dreamed
that. Why did Gardie have to come along and wake me
up?

I thought, I'll have to get up right away. Pop was out
drinking last night and still wasn’t home when I went to
sleep. He'll be hard to wake up this morning.

I thought, I wish I didn’t have to go to work. I wish
I could take the train to Janesville to see my Uncle
Ambrose, with the carnival. I hadn’t seen him for ten
years, since I was a kid of eight. But I thought about
him because Pop had mentioned him yesterday. He'd
told Mom that his brother Ambrose was with the J. C.
Hobart carney that was playing Janesville this week and
that was the nearest they’d get to Chicago, and he wished
he could take a day off and go to Janesville.

And Mom (who isn't really my mom, but my step-
mother) had got that looking-for-trouble look on her face
and asked, ““What do you want to see that no-good
bastard for?”’ and Pop had let it go. Mom didn't like my
Uncle Ambrose; that was why we hadn’t seen him for
ten years.

I could afford to go, I thought, but it would make
trouble if I did. I figured like Pop did; it isn’t worth it.

I got to get up, I thought. I swung out of bed and went
into the bathroom and spattered water into my face to
get wide awake. I always used the bathroom and dressed
first, and then I woke Pop and got us some breakfast
while he got ready. We went to work together. Pop was
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a linotype operator and he’d got me on as an apprentice
printer at the same shop, the Elwood Press.

It was a gosh-awful hot day, for seven in the morning.
The window curtain hung as stiff as a board. It was
almost hard to breathe. Going to be another scorcher, I
thought, as I finished dressing.

I tiptoed along the hall toward the room where Pop
and Mom slept. The door to Gardie’s room was open and
I looked in without meaning to. She was sleeping on her
back with her arms thrown out and her face without any
make-up on it looked like a kid’s face. A kind of dumb
kid.

Her face, looking like that, didn’t match the rest of
her. I mean, maybe because it had been such a hot night
she’d taken off her pajama tops and she had nice, round,
firm breasts. Maybe they’d be a little too big when she
got older but now they were beautiful and she knew it
and was proud of them. You could tell that by the way
she wore tight sweaters so they would show.

She really is growing up fast, I thought; and I hope
she’s smart because otherwise she'll be coming home
knocked up one of these days, even if she isn’t fifteen yet.

She'd probably left her door wide open on purpose so
I'd look in and see her that way, too. She wasn't my
sister, really, see; not even a half sister. She was Mom'’s
daughter. I'd been eight and Gardie a snot-nosed brat of
four when Pop had remarried. My real mom was dead.

No, Gardie wouldn’t miss a chance to tease me. She’d
like nothing better than to tempt me into making a pass
at her—so she could raise hell about it.

I went on past her open door thinking, damn her,
damn her. There wasn’t anything else I could think or
do about it.
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I stopped in the kitchen long enough to light a fire
under the kettle so it would start to boil for coffee, and
then I went back and rapped softly on the door of their
bedroom and waited to see if I'd hear Pop move.

He didn’t, and that meant I'd have to go in and wake
him. I hated to go into their bedroom, somehow. But I
knocked again and nothing happened, so I had to open
the door.

Pop wasn't there.

Mom was on the bed alone, asleep, and she was
dressed all but her shoes. She had on her best dress, the
black velvety one. It was awful mussed now and she
must have been pretty tight to go to sleep with it on. It
was her best dress. Her hair was a mess, too, and she
hadn’t taken her make-up off and it was smeared and
there was lipstick on the pillow. The room smelled of
liquor. There was a bottle of it on the dresser, almost
empty and with no cork in it.

I looked around to be sure Pop wasn’t anywhere at all
in the room; and he wasn't. Mom’s shoes lay in the oppo-
site corner from the bed, quite a ways apart as though
she’d thrown them there from the bed.

But Pop wasn’t there.

Pop had never come home at all.

I closed the door even more quietly than I'd opened
it. I stood there a minute wondering what to do, and
then—Ilike they tell you a drowning man will grab at a
straw—1I started to look for him. Maybe he came home
drunk, I told myself, and went to sleep somewhere in a
chair or on the floor.

I looked all over the flat. Under the beds, in the closets,
everywhere. I knew it was silly, but I looked. I had to
be sure he wasn’'t anywhere there; and he wasn't.
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The water for coffee was boiling away now, spouting
out steam. I turned off the fire under it, and then I had
to stop and think. I guess I'd stalled by hunting, so I
wouldn’t have to think.

I thought, he could have been with somebody, one of
the other printers, maybe. He might have spent the
night at somebody’s place because he got too drunk to
get home. I knew I was kidding myself; Pop knew how
to hold liquor. He never got that drunk.

But I told myself, maybe that’s what happened.
Maybe Bunny Wilson? Last night was Bunny’s night off;
he worked the night shift. Pop often drank with Bunny.
A couple of times Bunny had stayed at our place; I'd
found him asleep on the sofa in the morning.

Should I phone Bunny Wilson’s rooming house? I
started for the phone, and then stopped. Once I started
phoning, I'd have to go on. I'd have to phone the hos-
pitals and the police and carry through with all of it.

And if I used the phone here, Mom or Gardie might
wake up and—well, I don’t know why that would have
mattered, but it would have.

Or maybe I just wanted to get out of there. I tiptoed
out and down one flight, and then I ran down the other
two flights.

I got across the street and stopped. I was afraid to
phone. And it was almost eight, so I'd have to do some-
thing quick or be late to work. Then I realized that didn’t
matter; I wasn’t going to work today anyway. I didn’t
know what I was going to do. I leaned against a telephone
pole and felt sort of hollow and light-headed as though
I weren't quite all there, not all of me.

I wanted it over with. I wanted to know and get it
over with, but I didn’t want to go to the police and ask.
Or was it the hospitals you called first?
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Only I was afraid to call anybody. I wanted to know
and I didn’t want to know.

Across the street, a car was slowing down. There were
two men in it, and the one on the outside was leaning
out looking at street numbers. It stopped right in front
of our place, and the two men got out, one on each side.
They were coppers; it was written all over them, even
if they didn’t wear uniforms.

This is it, I thought.

Now I'm going to know.

I went across and followed them into the building. I
didn’t try to catch up; I didn’t want to talk to them.
I just wanted to listen when they started talking.

I followed them up the stairs, half a flight behind. On
the third floor one of them waited while the other
walked down the hall and looked at numbers on doors.
“Must be next floor,” he said.

The one at the head of the stairs turned and looked at
me. I had to keep on coming. He said, ‘“Hey, kid, what
floor’s fifteen on?”’

“Next one,” I said. ‘“Fourth floor.”

They kept on going, and now I was only a few steps
behind them. Like that we went from the third floor to
the fourth. The one just ahead of me had a fat behind
and his trousers were shiny in the seat. They stretched
tight every time he took a step up. It's funny; that’s all
I remember about how they looked, either of them, ex-
cept that they were big men and coppers. I never saw
their faces. I looked at them, but I never saw them.

They stopped in front of fifteen and knocked, and I
kept on going right past them and up the flight to the
fifth, the top, floor. I kept on going until I reached the
top and took a few steps, and then I reached down and
pulled off my shoes and went back halfway down the
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stairs, keeping out of sight back against the wall. I could
hear and they couldn’t see me.

I could hear everything; I could hear the shuffle of
slippers as Mom came to the door; I could hear the door
creak just a little as it opened; and in the second of
silence that followed, I could hear the ticking of the
clock in the kitchen through the opened door. I could
hear soft, barefoot steps that would be Gardie coming
out of her room to the turn in the hall by the bathroom
where, without being seen, she could hear who was at
the door.

“Wallace Hunter,” said one of the coppers. His voice
was rumbly like an el car a long way off. “Wallace
Hunter live here?”’

I could hear Mom start breathing faster; I guess that
was enough of an answer, and I guess the look on her
face must have answered his ‘“You—uh—Mrs. Wallace
Hunter?”’ because he went right on. ‘’Fraid it's bad
news, ma’am. He was—uh—"'

“An accident? He’s hurt—or—"

‘“He’s dead, ma'am. He was dead when we found him.
That is—we think it’s your husband. We want you to
come and identi—that is, as soon as you're able. There's
no hurry, ma’am. We can come in and wait till you're
over the shock of—"

“How?"” Mom'’s voice wasn't hysterical. It was flat,
dead. “How?”

“Well—uh—"

The other copper’s voice spoke. The voice that had
asked me what floor fifteen was on.

“Robbery, ma’am,’’ he said. ““Slugged and rolled in an
alley. About two o’clock last night, but his wallet was
gone so it wasn't till this morning we found out who—
Catch her, Hank!”’

[13]
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Hank must not have been fast enough. There was a
hell of a loud thud. I heard Gardie’s voice, excited, then,
and the coppers going on in. I don’t know why, but I
started for the door, my shoes still in my hand.

It closed in my face.

I went back to the stairs and sat down again. I put
my shoes on, and then I just sat there. After awhile
someone started down the stairs from the floor above. It
was Mr. Fink, the upholsterer, who lived in the flat
directly over ours. I moved close against the wall to give
him plenty of room to pass me.

At the bottom of the flight, he stopped, one hand on
the banister post and looked back at me. I didn't look
at him; I watched his hand. It was a flabby hand, with
dirty nails.

He said, ‘“Something wrong, Ed?”’

“No,” I told him.

He took his hand off the post and then put it on again.
“Why you sitting there, huh? Lost your job or some-
thing?”’

“No,” I said. “Nothing’s wrong.”

‘“Hell there ain’t. You wouldn’t be sitting there. Your
old man get drunk and kick you out or—"

“Let me alone,” I said. “Beat it. Let me alone.”

“Okay, if you want to get snotty about it. I was just
trying to be nice to you. You could be a good kid, Ed.
You oughta break away from that drunken bum of a
father of yours—"

I got up and started down the steps toward him. I
think I was going to kill him; I don’t know. He took a
look at my face and his face changed. I never saw a guy
get so scared so quick. He turned around and walked
off fast. I stayed standing there until I heard him going
down the next flight.
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Then I sat down again and put my head in my hands.

After awhile I heard the door of our flat open. I didn’t
move or look around through the banister, but I could
tell by voices and footsteps that all four of them were
leaving.

After all the sound had died away downstairs, I let
myself in with my key. I turned on the fire under the
kettle again. This time I put coffee in the dripolator and
got everything ready. Then I went over to the window
and stood looking out across the cement courtyard.

I thought about Pop, and I wished I'd known him
better. Oh, we’d got along all right, we'd got along swell,
but it came to me now that it was too late, how little I
really knew him.

# But it was as though I was standing a long way off
looking at him, the little I really knew of him, and it
seemed now that I'd been wrong about a lot of things.

His drinking, mostly. I could see now that that didn’t
matter. I didn’t know why he drank, but there must
have been a reason. Maybe I was beginning to see the
reason, looking out the window there. And he was a
quiet drinker and a quiet man. I'd seen him angry only
a few times, and every one of those times he’d been sober.

I thought, you sit at a linotype all day and set type
for A & P handbills and a magazine on asphalt road
surfacing and tabular matter for a church council report
on finances, and then you come home to a wife who's a
bitch and who'’s been drinking most of the afternoon and
wants to quarrel, and a stepdaughter who’s an apprentice
bitch.

And a son who thinks he’s a little bit better than you
are because he'’s a smart-aleck young punk who got honor
grades in school and thinks he knows more than you do,
and that he’s better.
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And you're too decent to walk out on a mess like that,
and so what do you do? You go down for a few beers
and you don't intend to get drunk, but you do. Or maybe
you did intend to, and so what?

I remembered that there was a picture of Pop in their
bedroom, and I went in and stood looking at it. It was
taken about ten years ago, about the time they were
married.

I stood looking at it. I didn’t know him. He was a
stranger to me. And now he was dead and I'd never
really know him at all.

When it was half-past ten and Mom and Gardie
hadn’t come back yet, I left. The flat had been an oven
by then, and the streets, with the sun coming almost
straight down, were baking hot too. It was a scorcher all
right.

I walked west on Grand Avenue, under the el.

I passed a drugstore and I thought, I ought to go in
and phone the Elwood Press and tell them I wasn't
going to be in today. And that Pop wouldn’t be there
either. And then I thought the hell with it; I should have
phoned at eight o’clock and they know by now we’re not
coming.

And I didn’t know yet what to tell them about when
I'd be back. But mostly I just didn't want to talk to
anybody yet. It wasn’t completely real, like it would
begin to be when I'd have to start telling people, “Pop’s
dead.”

It was the same with the police and thinking and talk-
ing about the funeral there’d have to be, and everything.
I'd waited for Mom and Gardie to come back, but I was
glad they hadn’t. I didn’t want to see them, either.
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I'd left a note for Mom telling her I was going to
Janesville to tell Uncle Ambrose. Now that Pop was
dead, she couldn’t say anything about my telling his only
brother.

It wasn’t so much that I wanted Uncle Ambrose; going
to Janesville was mostly an excuse for getting away, I
guess.

On Orleans Street I cut down to Kinzie and across the
bridge, and down Canal to the C&NW Madison Street
Station. The next St. Paul train that went through Janes-
ville was at eleven-twenty. I bought a ticket and sat
down in the station and waited.

I bought early afternoon editions of a couple of papers
and looked through them. There wasn’t any mention of
Pop, not even a few lines on an inside page.

Things like that must happen a dozen times a day in
Chicago, I thought. They don’t rate ink unless it’s a big-
shot gangster or somebody important. A drunk rolled in
an alley, and the guy who slugged him was muggled up
and hit too hard or didn’t care how hard he hit.

It didn’t rate ink. No gang angle. No love nest.

The morgue gets them by the hundred. Not all mur-
ders, of course. Bums who go to sleep on a bench in
Bughouse Square and don’t wake up. Guys who take
ten-cent beds or two-bit partitioned rooms in flophouses
and in the morning somebody shakes them to wake them
up, and the guy’s stiff, and the clerk quickly goes through
his pockets to see if he’s got two bits or four bits or a
dollar left, and then he phones for the city to come and
get him out. That’s Chicago.

And there’s the jig found carved with a shiv in an
areaway on South Halsted Street and the girl who took
laudanum in a cheap hotel room. And the printer who
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had too much to drink and had probably been followed
out of the tavern because there’d been green in his wallet
and yesterday was payday.

If they put things like that in the paper, people would
get a bad impression of Chicago, but that wasn’t the
reason they didn’t put them in. They left them out be-
cause there were too many of them. Unless it was some-
body important or somebody died in a spectacular way
or there was a sex angle.

Like the percentage girl who probably took the
laudanum somewhere last night—or maybe it was iodine
or an overdose of morphine or, if she was desperate
enough, even rat poison—she could have had a day of
glory in the press. She could have jumped out of a high
window into a busy street, waiting on a ledge until she
got an audience gathered, and the cops trying to get her
back in, and until the newspapers had time to get
cameramen there. Then she could have jumped and
landed in a bloody mess but with her skirts up around
her waist as she lay dead on the sidewalk for a good pic
for the photographers.

I left the newspapers on the bench and walked out the
front door and stood there watching the people walk by
on Madison Street.

It isn’t the fault of the newspapers, I thought. The
papers just give these people what they want. It’s the
whole goddam town, I thought; I hate it.

I watched the people go by, and I hated them. When
they looked smug or cheerful, like some of them did, I
hated them worse. They don’t give a damn, I thought,
what happens to anybody else, and that’s why this is a
town in which a man can’t walk home with a few drinks
under his belt without getting killed for a few lousy
bucks.
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Maybe it isn’t the town, even, I thought. Maybe most
people are like that, everywhere. Maybe this town is
worse just because it’s bigger.

I was watching a jeweler’s clock across the street and
when it got to be seven minutes after eleven, I went
back through the station. The St. Paul train was loading,
and I got on and got a seat.

It was as hot as hell in the train. The car filled quickly
and a fat woman sat beside me and crowded me against
the window. People were standing in the aisles. It wasn’t
going to be a good trip. Funny, no matter how far down
you are mentally, physical discomforts can make you feel
worse.

I wondered, what am I doing this for anyway? I
should get off, go home, and face the music. I'm just
running away. I can send Uncle Ambrose a telegram.

I started to get up, but the train began to move.

S ————

- ———
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CHAPTER 2

THE CARNIVAL LOT was mechanized noise. The merry-
go-round’s calliope fought with the loudspeakers on the
freak show platform, with the thunder of an amplified
bass drum booming out a call to bally for the jig show.
Under the bingo top a voice called numbers into a micro-
phone and could be heard all over the lot.

I stood in the middle of it all, still stalling, wondering
if I could find Uncle Ambrose without having to ask for
him. I remembered only vaguely what he looked like.
And all T knew about what he did with the carney was
that he was a concessionaire. Pop had never talked about
him much.

I'd better ask, I decided. I looked around for somebody
who wasn’t busy or wasn't velling, and saw that the
man at the floss-candy pitch was leaning against an up-
right, staring at nothing. I walked over and asked where
I could find Ambrose Hunter.

He jerked a thumb down the midway. ‘“Ball game.
Milk bottle one.”

I looked that way. I could see a fat little man with a
moustache reaching over the counter, holding out three
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baseballs at some people who were walking by. It wasn’t
Uncle Ambrose.

But I walked over anyway. Maybe my uncle hired
him, and he could tell me where my uncle was. I got
closer.

My God, I thought, it 7s Uncle Ambrose. His face was
familiar now. But he’d been so much taller and—well,
to a kid of eight, all grownups seem tall, I suppose. And
he’d put on weight, although I could see now that he
wasn't really fat, like I'd thought at a first look. His
eyes, though, were the same; that was how I knew him.
I remembered his eyes. They sort of twinkled at you,
like he knew something about you that was a secret, and
was funny as hell.

Now I was taller than he was.

He was holding the baseballs out to me now, saying,
“Three throws for a dime, son. Knock 'em down and
win a—"’

Of course he couldn’t know me; you change so much
from eight to eighteen nobody could possibly know you.
Just the same, I guess I was a little disappointed that
he didn’t know me.

I said, “You—you wouldn't recognize me, Uncle
Ambrose. I'm Ed. Ed Hunter. I just came from Chicago
to tell you—Pop was killed last night.”

His face had lighted up like he was really glad to see me
when I'd started, but it sure changed when I finished.
It went slack for a second, and then it tightened up
again, but in a different shape, if you know what I mean.
There wasn’t any twinkle in his eyes, and he looked like
a different guy entirely. He looked, just then, even less
like I'd remembered him to be.

“Killed how, Ed? You mean—"
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I nodded. “They found him in an alley, dead. Rolled.
Payday night and he went out for some drinks and—"
I thought there wasn’t any use going on. It was obvious
from there.

He nodded slowly, and put down the three baseballs
in one of the square frames on top of the low counter.
He said, “Come on, step over. I'll let down the front.”

He did, and then said, ‘“Come on, my quarters are
back here.”” He led the way back past the two boxes on
which the dummy milk bottles which you were supposed
to knock off with the baseballs were stacked, and lifted
the sidewall at the back.

I followed him to a tent pitched about a dozen yards
back of his concession. He opened up the flap and I went
in first. It was a tent about six by ten feet at the base,
with walls that came up straight for three feet and then
tapered to the ridge. In the middle you could stand up
comfortably. There was a cot and a big trunk at one end,
and a couple of canvas folding chairs.

But the first thing I'd noticed was the girl asleep on
the cot. She was small and slender and very blonde. She
looked about twenty or twenty-five, and even asleep her
face was pretty. She was dressed except that she’d kicked
off her shoes and she didn’t seem to be wearing much if
anything under the cotton print dress.

My uncle put his hand on her shoulder and shook her
awake. He said, when her eyes opened, ‘“You got to beat
it, Toots. This is Ed, my nephew. We got to talk here,
and I got to pack. You go get Hoagy and tell him I got
to see him right away and it’s important, huh?”

She was pulling on her shoes already, wide awake.
She’d waked up quickly and completely in a second, and
she didn’t even look sleepy. She stood up and smoothed
down her dress, looking at me.
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She said, ‘‘Hi, Ed. Your name Hunter, too?”’ I nodded.
“Get going,” my uncle said. ‘Get Hoagy for me.”
She made a face at him, and went out.

“Gal with the posing show,” my uncle said. “They
don’t work till evening, so she came in here for a nap.
Last week I found a kangaroo in my bed. Yeah, no
kidding. John L., the boxing kangaroo—in the pit show.
With a carney, you can find anything in your bed.”

I was sitting in one of the canvas chairs. He'd opened
the trunk and was putting stuff from it into a battered
suitcase he’d pulled out from under the cot.

“Y’in there, Am?"’ a deep voice yelled from outside.

“Come on in, Hoagy,” my uncle said.

The flap lifted again, and a big man came in. He
seemed to fill the front end of the tent as he stood there,
his head almost touching the ridgepole. He had a flat,
completely expressionless face.

He said, “Yeah?”

“Look, Hoagy,” my uncle said. He stopped packing
and sat down beside the suitcase. ‘I got to go to Chicago.
Don’t know when I'll get back. You want to take over
the ball game while I'm gone?”’

“Hell, yes. I'm sloughed here and ten to one I'll be
sloughed in Springfield. And if Jake gets a chance to use
the blow after that, let him get a cooch. What cut you
want?”’

“No cut,” said my uncle. “You'll have to give Maury
the same slice I give him, but the rest is yours. All I
want is, you keep my stuff together till I get back. Keep
track of my trunk. If I don’t get back before the season
ends, store it.”

“Sure, swell. How’ll I keep in touch with you?”’

“General Delivery, Chicago. But you don’t need to.
Nobody's sure of the route past Springfield, but I can
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follow you in Billboard, and when I get back I get back.
Okay?"”

“Hell, yes. Have a drink on it.”” The big man slid a
flat pint bottle out of his hip pocket and handed it to
my uncle. He said, “This your nephew Ed? Toots is
gonna be disappointed; she wanted to know if he was
gonna be with us. Maybe he’s missing something, huh?”’

“T wouldn't know,”” Uncle Ambrose said.

The big man laughed.

My uncle said, ‘“Look, Hoagy, will you run along? I
got to talk to Ed. His dad—my brother Wally—died
last night.”

“Jeez,” said the big man. “I’'m sorry, Am.”

“That’s all right. Leave me this bottle, will you,
Hoagy? Say, you can run up the front right now if you
want. The crowd’s fair; I was getting a play.”

“Sure, Am. Say, I'm goddam sorry about— Aw hell,
you know what I mean.”

The big man went out.

My uncle sat looking at me. I didn’t say anything and
neither did he for a minute or two. Then he said, “What’s
wrong, kid? What’s eating you?”

“I don’t know,”” I told him.

“Don’t give me that,” he said. “‘Look, Ed, I'm not as
dumb as I look. I can tell you one thing. You haven't
let your hair down. You haven’t cried, have you? You're
stiff as a board, and you can’t take it that way; it’'ll do
things to you. You're bitter."”

“T'll be all right.”

“No. What's eating you?”

He was still holding the flat pint bottle Hoagy had
given him. He hadn’t taken the cap off. I looked at it
and said, “Give me a drink, Uncle Ambrose.”
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He shook his head slowly. ““That isn’t the answer. If
you drink, it ought to be because you want to. Not to
run away from something. You've been running away
ever since you found out, haven’t you? Wally tried—
Hell, Ed, you don’t—"

“Listen,”” I said. “I don’t want to get drunk. I just
want one drink. It’s something I got to do.”

‘lWhy?’!

It was hard to say. I said, “I didn’t know Pop. I found
that out this morning. I thought I was too good for him.
I thought he was a rumdum. He must have felt that. He
must have felt I thought he was no good, and we never
got to know each other, see?”

My uncle didn’t say anything. He nodded slowly.

I went on. ““I still hate the stuff. The taste of it, I mean.
I like beer a little, but I hate the taste of whiskey. But
I want to take a drink—to him. To make up, just a little
bit, somehow. I know he’ll never know, but I want to—
to take a drink fo kim, like you do, sort of to— Oh, hell,
I can’t explain it any better than that.”

My uncle said, “I'll be damned.” He put the bottle
down on the cot and went over to the trunk. He said,
“I got some tin cups in here somewhere. For a cups-and-
balls routine. It’s almost illegal for a carney to drink out
of anything but a bottle, but hell, kid, we got to drink
that one together. I want to drink to Wally, too.”

He came up with a set of three nested aluminum cups.
He poured drinks—good generous ones, a third of a
tumblerful—into two of them, and handed me one.

He said, “To Wally.” I said, ‘“To Pop,” and we
touched the rims of the aluminum cups and downed it.
It burned like the devil, but I managed not to choke on
it. :
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Neither of us said anything for a minute, and then my
uncle said, ‘I got to see Maury, the carney owner. Let
him know I'm going.”

He went out quick.

I sat there, with the awful taste of the raw whiskey in
my mouth, but I wasn’t thinking about that. I thought
about Pop, and that Pop was dead and I'd never see him
again. And suddenly I was bawling like hell. It wasn’t
the whiskey, because outside of the taste and the burn
there isn't any effect for a while after you take a first
drink. It was just that something let go inside me. I
suppose my uncle knew it was coming, that way, and
that’s why he left me alone. He knew a guy my age
wouldn’t want to bawl in front of anyone.

By the time I was over crying, though, I began to feel
the liquor. My head felt light, and I began to feel sick
at my stomach.

Uncle Ambrose came back. He must have noticed my
eyes were red, because he said, ‘“You'll feel better now,
Ed. You had that coming. You were tight like a drum-
head. Now you look human.”

I managed a grin. I said, “‘I guess I'm a bush-leaguer
on drinking, though. I'm going to be sick, I think.
Where's the can?”’

“With a carney, it’s a doniker. Other side of the lot.
But hell, this is just a dirt lot. Go ahead and be sick. Or
go outside, if you'd rather.”

I went outside, around back of the tent, and got it
over with.

When I came back, my uncle was through packing the
suitcase. He said, “‘One drink oughtn’t to have made you
sick, kid, even if you aren’t used to it. You been eating?”’

“Gosh,”” T said, ‘‘not since supper last night. I never
thought about it.
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He laughed. “No wonder. Come on. We go to the
chow top first; you put yourself outside a meal. I'll take
the suitcase, and we hit for the station from there.”

Uncle Ambrose ordered me a meal and waited until
he saw me really start to eat it, then he said he’d be gone
a little while again, and left me eating.

He came back just as I was finishing. He slid into the
seat across the table and told me, “I just phoned the
station. We can make the train that gets in Chi at six-
thirty this evening. And I called Madge’—Madge is
Mom’s name—*‘‘and got the low-down. Nothing new’s
come up, and the inquest’s tomorrow afternoon. It's at
Heiden's funeral parlors, on Wells Street. That’s where—
where he is now.”

“Wouldn’t—1I thought he’d be taken to the morgue,”
I said.

My uncle shook his head. ““Not in Chicago, Ed. The
system’s to take a body—unless it’s somebody or some-
thing special—to the nearest private mortuary. City
stands the bill, of course, unless relatives turn up and
arrange for the mortician to handle things. A funeral, I
mean.”’

“What if they don’t turn up?”’

“Potter’s Field. Point is, they open an inquest right
away to get down testimony while it’s fresh. Then they
adjourn it if they have to.”

I nodded. I asked, ‘“Was Mom mad because I sort
of—well—ran off?”’

“I don’t think so. But she said the detective in charge
of the case had wanted to talk to you, and was annoyed.
She said she’d let him know you were on the way back.”

“The hell with him,” I said. “I can’t tell him any-
thing.”

“Don’t be like that, kid. We want him on our side.”
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“Our side?”’

He looked at me strangely. “Why, sure, Ed,” he said,
“on our side. You're with me, aren’t you?”’

“You mean you're going to—to—"’

‘““Hell, yes. That’s why I had to fix things with Hoagy
and Maury—he bought the carney this season but kept
Hobart’s name on it—so I could stay away as long as I
had to. Hell, yes, kid. You don’t think we're going to let
some son of a bitch get away with killing your dad, do
you?”’

I said, ““Can we do anything the cops can’t?”’

“They can put only limited time on it, unless they get
hot leads. We got all the time in the world. That'’s one
point. We got something they haven't got. We're the
Hunters."”

I got a tingling sensation when he said that, like a
shock.

I thought, we are the Hunters. The name fits. We're
going hunting in the dark alleys for a killer. The man
who killed Pop.

Maybe it was screwy, but I believed him. We've got
something the cops haven’t got. We're Hunters. I was
glad now I hadn’t sent a telegram.

I said, “Okay. And we’ll get the son of a bitch.”

The twinkle was back in his eyes. But back of it was
something—something deadly. In spite of that twinkle,
he didn’t look like a funny little fat man with a big black
moustache any more. He looked like someone you wanted
on your side when there was trouble.

When we got off the train in Chicago, Uncle Ambrose
said, ““We'll separate here for a while, kid. You go back"
home, make your peace with Madge and wait for the
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detective, if she says he’s coming around. I'll phone you
where I am.”

“And after that?” I asked.

“If it’s not too late, and you're not ready to turn in,
maybe we can get together again. We might even figure
something to do—I mean getting a start. You find out
what you can from that detective. And from Madge.”

“Okay,” I said. ““But why don’t you come home with
me now?’”’

He shook his head slowly. “The less Madge and I see
of each other, in general, the better we'll get along. She
was okay over the phone when I called from Janesville,
but I don’t want to crowd it, see?”’

“Look,” I said. ‘I don’t want to stay there. Why can'’t
I get a room, too? Near yours or maybe even a double.
If we're going to be working together—"’

“No, Ed. Not right away, anyway. I don’t know how
things are between you and Madge, but you got to live
home—at the very least till after the funeral. It wouldn’t
look right or be right if you left now. See?”’

“I guess so. I guess you're right.”

“And if you left, and Madge didn't like it, she’d
blame me and we’d both be in her doghouse and well—
look, if we're going to work on the case we got to stay
friendly with everyone connected with it. Get what I
mean?’’

I said, “Mom didn’t do it, if that’s what you mean.
They scrapped once in a while, but she wouldn’t have
killed him.”

“That isn’t what I meant, no. I don't think she would
have, either. But we got to have you staying at home,
for a while. That’s where your dad lived, see? We got
to be able to trace this thing every way from the middle.
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Not just from the outside. You keep in with Madge, just
like I want you to keep in with the detective, so you can
ask 'em questions any time we find any questions need
asking. We'll need every break we can get. Understand?”’

Mom was there alone when I got home. Gardie was
out somewhere; I didn’t ask where she was. Mom was
wearing a black dress that I didn’t recognize. Her eyes
were red, like she'd been crying plenty, and she didn’t
have on any make-up except a little lipstick that was a
bit smeared at one corner of her mouth.

Her voice didn’t sound like her at all. It was flat, sort
of half-dead, without much inflection in it.

We were like strangers, somehow.

She said, ‘“Hello, Ed,"” and I said, ‘“‘Hello, Mom,”’ and
I went on in the living room and sat down and she came
in and sat down too. I sat by the radio and fiddled with
the dials without turning it on.

I said, “Mom, I'm sorry [—well, kind of ran out on
you this morning. I should have stayed around.” I was
sorry, too, although I was glad I'd got Uncle Ambrose.

“That’s all right, Ed,” she told me. “I—I guess I
understand why you wanted to get out. But how did you
know about it? I mean, you weren’t here when the cops
came and—"

“I was on the stairs,”” I said. “I heard it. I—I didn’t
want to come in. Did you call the Elwood Press and tell
them?”’

She nodded. ‘“We called from the undertaker’s. I
thought you’'d gone to work alone, and we called to tell
you. The foreman was nice about it. Said for you to take
off as long as you wanted. To come back whenever you're
ready. You—you are going back, aren’t you, Ed?”

[30]




THE FABULOUS CLIPJOINT

“I guess so,”” 1 said.

“It’s a good trade. And W-Wally said you were getting
along swell learning it. You ought to stick to it.”

“I guess I will.”

“Have you eaten, Ed? Can I get something for you?”

She was sure different. She’d never given much of a
damn before whether I ate or not.

“I ate at Janesville,” I said. “Uncle Ambrose went to
a hotel. He said he’d phone and let us know where he
took a room.”

“He could have come here.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. I went back to
fiddling with the radio dials, not looking at her. She
looked so miserable I didn’t want to look at her.

After awhile she said, ‘‘Listen, Ed—"’

“Yes, Mom.”

“I know you don’t like me, much. Or Gardie. I know
you'll want to go out on your own now. You're eighteen,
and we're just step-relatives to you and—1I don’t blame
you. But will you stay here awhile, first?

“After awhile, we’ll work it out. Gardie and I will find
a smaller place, and I'll get a job. I want her to finish
high school, like you did. But the rent’s paid till the first
of September, and we’ll have to give a month’s notice
then and pay another month, and this place is too big
for just us and—you see what I mean. If you can stay
here that long—"’

“All right,” I said.

“It’ll help out. We can get along till then, can’t we,
Ed?”

“Sure.”

“Right after the funeral, I'll get a job. A waitress
again, I guess. We can sell the furniture before we leave
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here. It’s all paid for. Not worth much, but maybe we
can get enough to almost cover the funeral cost.”

I said, “You can sell it, but you don’t need to worry
about the funeral. The union mortuary benefit ought to
cover that.”

She looked puzzled, and I explained about it. Pop had
been out of the trade for a few years, a bit back, and
didn’t have continuous membership long enough to draw
the maximum, but there ought to be about five hundred
coming from the international and the local together. I
didn’t know exactly, but it would be close to that.

She asked, “You're sure, Ed? That there 7s a benefit, I
mean?’’

“Positive,” I said. “The I. T. U.’s a good union, all
right. You can count on it. Maybe something from
Elwood, too.”

“Then I'm going down to Heiden’s right now.”

“What for, Mom?"

“I want Wally to have a good funeral, Ed. The best
we can give him. I thought we’d have to go in debt for
it, and maybe square off part of it with the furniture.
I told him I thought about two hundred was all we
could afford. I'm going to tell them to double that.”

I said, ““Pop wouldn’t want you to spend it all on that.
You should have some to start on. To get you and
Gardie set up. And there’ll be rent and expenses besides
the funeral, and—well, I don’t think you ought to do it.”

She stood up. “I’'m going to. A skimpy little funeral—"

I said, “It’s day after tomorrow. You can change it
tomorrow, after we know how much the mortuary benefit
is. Wait till tomorrow morning, Mom."”

She hesitated and then said, ‘“Well, all right. Tomor-
row morning won’t be too late. I'm going to make some
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coffee, Ed. We’ll have a cup; even if you’re not hungry
you can drink coffee.”

“Sure,” I said. “Thanks. Can I help?”’

“You sit right here.”” She glanced at the clock. “The
man from homicide that wants to talk to you—his
name’s Bassett—will be here at eight o’clock.”

She turned in the doorway. She said, ““And thanks,
Ed, for—for deciding to stay, and everything. I thought
maybe—"'

There were tears running down her face.

I felt almost like crying myself. I felt like a damn fool
sitting there not saying anything. But I couldn’t think
of what to say.

I said, “Aw, Mom—"

I wished I could put my arms around her and try to
comfort her, but you can’t do something like that all of
a sudden when you never have. Not in ten years.

She went on out into the kitchen and I heard the click
of the light switch. I felt all mixed up again inside.

[33]
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CHAPTER 3

BASSETT CAME AT EIGHT O'CLOCK. I was drinking coffee
with Mom and she put out another cup, and he sat
across the table from me. He didn’t look like a police
detective. He wasn’t big; just average height, my height,
and no heavier than I am, either. He had faded reddish
hair and faded freckles. His eyes looked tired behind
shell-rimmed glasses.

But he was nice, and he was friendly. He wasn’t like
a copper at all.

Instead of asking a flock of questions, he just asked,
“Well, what happened to you, kid?’’ and then listened
while I told him all about it from the time I'd knocked
on the door of their room and Pop hadn’t answered.
Only thing I didn’t mention was Mom’s being dressed
all but her shoes. That couldn’t have anything to do
with it, and wasn’t any of his business. Wherever she’d
gone, it didn’'t matter any now.

When I'd finished, he sat there, not saying anything
at all, just sipping at his coffee. I didn’t say anything,
and neither did Mom. The phone rang, and I said it was
probably for me, and went into the living room to
answer it.
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It was Uncle Ambrose. He had a room at the Wacker
on North Clark Street, only a few blocks away.

“Swell,” I said. “Why don’t you come on around, right
now? Mr. Bassett—the detective—is here.”

“Like to,” he said. ‘“Is it okay with Madge, you
think?”’

“Sure. It's okay. Make it right away.”

I went back to the kitchen and told them he was
coming

“You say he’s a carney?’”’ Bassett asked.

I nodded. “He’s a swell guy,” I said. “Look, Mr.
Bassett, mind if I ask you something, straight?”’

“Shoot, kid.”

“What are the chances of the pol—of you finding the
guy who did it? Kind of slim, aren’t they?”

“Kind of,” he said. ‘There’s almost nothing to go on,
see? A guy who pulls a job like that takes a plenty big
chance of getting caught—at the time he does it. He's
got to worry a squad car might go by—and they flash
their spots down alleys in that district. He’s got to watch
out for the beat cop. The guy he tackles just might show
fight and get the best of him.

“But once he’s done it, see, and got away in the clear,
he’s pretty safe. If he keeps his lip buttoned—well,
there’s a chance in a thousand, ten thousand maybe,
that he’s not got away with it.”

I said, “On a case like this'’—somehow I wanted to
keep it general; I didn’t want to talk about Pop—
“‘just what would that one chance be?”

““Could be a lot of things. Maybe he takes a watch off
the man he kills. We turn over the number to the pawn-
shop detail and maybe later it turns up in a pawnshop
and we can trace it back.”

[35]
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“Pop wouldn’t have had his watch,” I said. “He left
it to be repaired a few days ago.”

“Yeah. Well, another way. He might have been fol-
lowed. I mean, he might have flashed money in a tavern,
so when he leaves, somebody leaves just after him.
Somebody in the tavern might remember that and might
give us a description, or even know the guy. See?”

I nodded. “You know where he was last night?”’

“On Clark Street, first. Stopped in at least two tav-
erns there; could be more. Had only a couple beers in
each. He was alone. Then we picked up the last place
he was; we're fairly sure it was the last place. Out west
on Chicago Avenue, other side of Orleans. He was alone
there too, and nobody left just after he did.”

I asked, “How do you know that was the last place?”

““He bought some bottle beer there to take home. Be-
sides, that was around one o'clock, and he was found
at about two. And then where he was found was between
here and there, like he’d started home. Then there aren’t
any taverns to speak of between here and there, along
that route. The couple there are, we checked damn
thoroughly. He could’ve stopped in one of them, but—
well, what with the bottle beer and the time and every-
thing, it’s odds on he didn’t.”

“Where—where was he found?”

“Alley between Orleans and Franklin, two and a half
blocks south of Chicago Avenue.”

“Between Huron and Erie?"’

He nodded.

I said, ““Then he must have walked south on Orleans
and cut through the alley toward Franklin. But—gosh,
in that neighborhood, why’'d he want to go through an
alley?"”
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Bassett said, ‘““Two answers to that. One is—he’d been
drinking a lot of beer. Far as we know, he hadn’t drunk
much else, and he’d been out and around from nine
o'clock to one. A guy starting home with a skinful of
beer might easy want to cut through an alley, although
like you say, it's no neighborhood to do it in.”

“What'’s the other answer?"”’

“That he didn’t cut through the alley at all. He was
near the Franklin end. So he could have walked over
Chicago to Franklin and south on Franklin. He’s stuck
up at the mouth of the alley, and the stick-up man, or
men, take him into the alley, roll him there and then slug
him. Those streets are pretty deserted that time in the
morning. There've been plenty of holdups there under
the el on Franklin.”

I nodded thoughtfully. This Bassett didn’t look like a
detective, but he wasn't a dumb cluck at all. Either of
the things he’d said could have happened. It had to have
been one way or the other, and the odds looked about
even.

And they looked pretty slim for getting the guy who
did it. Like he said, about a thousand to one against.

Could be, I thought, he’s smarter than Uncle Ambrose
on things like this. He was smart enough to have traced
Pop pretty well, and that was no cinch in a district like
this. On Clark Street and on Chicago Avenue they don’t
like coppers. Even the most of them who are inside the
law.

When Uncle Ambrose came, Mom let him in. They
talked a few minutes out in the hall and I could hear
their voices but I couldn’t tell what they were saying.
When they came in the kitchen they were friendly. Mom
poured another cup of coffee.
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Bassett shook hands with him and they seemed to take
to one another right away. Bassett started asking him
questions, just a few. He didn’t ask him whether I'd been
in Janesville; he asked, quite casually, what train I'd
come on and how service was coming back and some
things like that. And little points he could check with
the story I'd told him so he'd know if I'd been telling
him the truth.

A smart duck, I thought again.

But I didn’t know the half of it until Uncle Ambrose
started asking a few questions about the investigation.
Bassett answered the first couple and then one corner of
his mouth went up a little.

He said, “Ask the kid here. I gave him the whole
story, such as it is. You two are going at it together. I
wish you luck.”

My uncle looked at me, his eyebrows up just a trifle.
Bassett wasn’t watching me, so I shook my head a little
to let him know I hadn’t blabbed to the detective. A
smart duck. I don’t know how he figured that angle so
quickly.

Gardie came in and got reintroduced to Uncle Am-
brose. Mom had sent her out to a movie, and I guess
she’d really gone to one or she wouldn’t have been home
so early.

I got a kick out of the way Uncle Ambrose patted
her on the head and treated her like a kid. Gardie didn’t
like it; I could tell that. Five minutes of old-home-week
and she went off to her room.

Uncle Ambrose grinned at me.

The coffee was cold and Mom started to get some
fresh, but Uncle Ambrose said, ‘“Let’s go down and have
a drink instead. What say, Bassectt?”
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The detective shrugged. ‘“Okay by me. I'm off duty
now.”’

Mom shook her head. ‘“You two go,” she told them.

I dealt myself in, said I was thirsty and wanted some
Seven-Up or a coke. Uncle Ambrose said, ‘‘Sure,” and
Mom didn’t squawk, so I went downstairs with them.

We went to a place on Grand Avenue. Bassett said it
was a quiet place where we could talk. It was quiet all
right; we were almost the only ones in there.

We took a booth and ordered two beers and a Coca-
Cola. Bassett said he had to phone somebody and went
back to the phone booth.

I said, “He’s a nice guy. I kind of like him."”

My uncle nodded slowly. He said, ‘“He’s not dumb
and he's not honest and he’s not a louse. He's just what
the doctor ordered.”

“Huh? How do you know he’s not honest?”’ I wasn’t
being naive; I know plenty of coppers aren’t; I just
wondered how Uncle Ambrose could be so sure so quick—
or if he was just talking through his hat.

“Just looking at him,” he said. “‘I don’t know how,
but I know. I used to run a mitt-camp with the carney,
Ed. It's a racket, sure, but you get so you can size
people up.”

I remembered something I'd read. ‘“‘Lombroso has been
dis—"

““Nuts to Lombroso. It isn’t the shapes of their faces.
It's something you feel. You can do it with your eyes
shut. I don’t know how. But this red-headed copper—
we're going to buy him.”

He took out his wallet, and holding it under the table
so the couple of men at the bar, up front, couldn’t see
what he was doing, he took a bill out of it and then put
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it back in his hip pocket. I got a look at the bill, though,
as he folded it twice and palmed it. It was a hundred
bucks.

I felt a little scared. I couldn’t see why he would need
to bribe Bassett at all, and I was afraid he was wrong,
and offering it would start trouble.

Bassett came back and sat down.

My uncle said, ‘“‘Look, Bassett, I know what you're
up against on a case like this. But Wally was my brother,
see, and I want to see the guy who killed him sent up. I
want to see him fry.”

Bassett said, “We'll do our best.”

“I know you will. But they won’t allow you too much
time on it, and you know that. I want to help any way
I can. There’s one way I know of. I mean, there’s times
putting out a few bucks here and there will get a song
out of somebody who won’t sing otherwise. You know
what I mean.”

“I know what you mean. Yeah, sometimes it helps.”

My uncle held out his hand, palm down. He said, ‘“‘Put
this in your pocket, in case you get a chance to use it
where it might get us something. It’s off the record.”

Bassett took the bill. I saw him glance at the corner
of it under the table, and then he put it in his pocket.
His face didn’t change. He didn’t say anything.

We ordered another round of drinks, or they did. I
still had half my coke left.

Bassett’s eyes, behind the shell-rimmed glasses, looked
a little more tired, a little more veiled. He said, ‘“What
I gave the kid was straight. We don’t know a damn
thing more. Two stops on Clark Street; stayed maybe
half an hour in each. That one last stop on Grand
Avenue; where he bought the beer. Ten gets you one
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that was the last stop he made. If we could get anything,
it ought to be there. But there wasn’t anything to get.”

“What about the rest of the time?”’ my uncle asked.

Bassett shrugged. ‘“There are two kind of drinkers.
One holes in someplace and stays put to do his drinking.
The other kind ambles. Wallace Hunter was the ambling
kind, that evening anyway. He was out four hours and
stuck around about half an hour—long enough to drink
two-three beers in each of the three places we’'ve put
him. If that’s the average, he probably stopped in six or
seven places—you got to allow some time for the
walking.”

‘“He drank only beer?”’

“Mostly, anyway. One place, the bartender wasn’t
sure what he drank. And on Chicago Avenue, he had
one shot with his last beer, then bought the bottles to
go. Kaufman’s place. Kaufman was behind the bar. Said
he seemed a little tight, quiet drunk, but not staggering
or anything. In control.”

“Who's Kaufman? I mean, outside of being a tavern
owner.”

“Nobody much. I don’t know how straight he is, but
we haven’t got anything on him if he isn’t. I checked
with the boys at the Chicago Avenue station on that.
As far as they know, his nose is clean.”

“You talked to him. Is it?”’

Bassett said, ‘“He could do with a handkerchief. But
I think he’s clean on this. He came up with identifying
your brother’s picture after I'd jogged him a little. Used
the same line on him as the others; I mean, told 'em we
knew he was there and was only interested in getting the
time he left. First he said he never saw him. I said we
had proof he’d been in there, just wanted to know when,
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and it wouldn’t get him in any trouble. So he got some
glasses out of a drawer and looked again, and then
kicked in.”

“All the way?”

“I think so,” Bassett said. “You'll get a look at him
and a listen to him tomorrow, at the inquest.”

“Swell,” my uncle told me. “Look, you don’t know
me at the inquest. Nobody does. I just sit at the back,
and nobody knows who I am. They won’t want me to
testify anyway.”’

Bassett’s eyes unveiled a little, just a little. He asked,
“You think you might want to run one?”’

“I think maybe,” my uncle said.

They seemed to understand one another. They knew
what they were talking about. I didn’t.

Like when Hoagy, the big man, had been talking to
my uncle about the blow being sloughed. Only that was
carney talk; at least I knew why I didn’t understand it.
This was different; they were talking words I knew, but
it still didn’t make sense.

I didn’t care.

Bassett said, ““One angle’s out. No insurance.”

That did make sense to me. I said, “Mom didn’t do it.”

Bassett looked at me, and I wondered if I liked him
as much as I'd thought.

Uncle Ambrose said, ‘“The kid’s right. Madge is—"
He stopped himself. ‘‘She wouldn’t have killed Wally.”

“You can’t tell with women. My God, I've known
cases—"’

“Sure, a million cases. But Madge didn’t kill him.
Look, she might have waited till he got home and gone
for him with a butcher knife or something. But this
wasn’t like that. She wouldn’t have followed him into
an alley and blackj—Say, was it a blackjack?”’
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“Nope. Something harder.”

“Such as?”

““Almost anything heavy enough to swing and without
a point or sharp edge on the side that hit. A club, a piece
of pipe, an empty bottle, a—almost anything.”

A blunt instrument, I thought. That’s the way the
papers would describe it, if the papers would print it.

I watched a cockroach that was crawling across the
floor away from the bar. It was one of the big black kind,
and it moved in hitches, scurrying a little and then
stopping still. It would run for about ten inches, stop a
second, then another ten inches.

One of the men at the bar was watching it. He walked
toward it and it scurried out from under his foot just
in time.

The second time it wasn’t so lucky. There was a
crunching sound.

“Look,”” Bassett was saying, ‘I got to get home. I just
phoned there and my wife is kind of sick. Nothing serious,
but she wanted me to bring some medicine. See you at
the inquest tomorrow.”’

“Okay,” said my uncle. ‘“We can’t talk there, though,
like I said. How about meeting afterwards here?”’

“Fine. So long. So long, kid.”

He left.

I thought, a hundred bucks is a lot of money. I was
glad T hadn’t a job where people might offer me a
hundred bucks for doing something I shouldn’t do.

Not that, come to think of it, he was being paid
for doing anything really wrong. Just for being on our
side; for levelling with us. For giving us the straight
dope on everything. That was all right; it was only the
taking money for it that was wrong. But he had a sick
wife.
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And then I thought, my uncle didn't know he had a
sick wife. But my uncle knew he’d take the hundred.

My uncle said, ‘‘It’s a good investment.”

“Maybe,” 1 said. ““But if he’s dishonest, how do you
know he’ll play straight with you? He can give you
nothing for that hundred dollars. And that’s a lot of
money."’

He said, ‘“‘Sometimes a dime is a lot of money. Some-
times a hundred isn’t. I think we’ll get our money’s
worth. Look, kid, how about making the rounds? I
mean, looking over the places he stopped. One thing [
I want to know. You feel up to it?”’

“Sure,” I said. “I can’t sleep anyway. And it's only
eleven.”

He looked me over. He said, ‘You can pass for twenty-
one, I think. If anyone asks, I'm your father and they
ought to take my word for it. We can both show identi-
fication with the same name. Only we don’t want to.”

“You mean we don’t want them to know who we are?”’

“That’s it. Anyplace we go in, we order a beer apiece.
I drink mine fast and you just sip yours. Then we get
the glasses mixed, see? That way—"

“A little beer won't hurt me,” I said. “I'm eighteen,
damn it.”

“A little beer won’t hurt you. That’s all you're going
to get. We change glasses. See?”’

I nodded. No use arguing, especially when he was
right.

We walked over Grand to Clark and started north. We
stopped on the corner of Ontario.

““This is sort of where he started,” I said. ‘‘I mean, he
would have come over on Ontario from Wells, and started
north.”

[44]



J \I

FHEBEIBABUYLOUS CLIPTOINT

I stood there, looking down Ontario, feeling almost
that I would see him coming.

It was very silly. I thought, he’s lying on a slab at
Heiden's. They've taken out his blood and filled him
with embalming fluid. They’d have done that quick
because the weather is so hot.

He isn’t Pop any more. Pop had never minded hot
weather. Cold got him down; he hated to go out in cold
weather, even for a block or two. But hot weather he
didn’t mind.

Uncle Ambrose said, ‘“The Beer Barrel and the Cold
Spot, those are the two places, weren’t they?”’

I said, ‘‘I guess Bassett said that when I wasn’t listen-
ing. I don’t know.”

“Wasn’t listening?”’

“1 was watching a cockroach,” I said.

He didn’t say anything. We started walking, watching
the names of the places we went past. The taverns
average three or four to a block on North Clark Street
from the Loop north to Bughouse Square. The poor
man’s Broadway.

We came to the Cold Spot just north of Huron. We
went in and stood at the bar. The Greek behind the bar
hardly looked at me.

There were only a few men along the bar, and no
women. A drunk was asleep at a table near the back.
We stayed only for the one beer apiece, Uncle Ambrose
drinking most of mine.

We did the same at the Beer Barrel, which turned up
on the other side of the street, near Chicago. It was the
same kind of place, a little bigger, a few more people,
two bartenders instead of one and three drunks asleep
at tables instead of one.
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There was no one near us at the bar, so we could talk
freely.

I said, “Aren’t you going to try to pump them? To
find out what he was doing, or something?”’

He shook his head.

I wanted to know, ‘“What were we trying to find out?”’

“What he was doing. What he was looking for.”

I thought it over. It didn’t make any sense that we
could find that out without asking any questions.

My uncle said, “Come on, I'll show you.”

We went out and walked back half a block the way
we had come and went in another place.

“I get it,” I told him. ‘I see what you mean.”

I'd been kind of dumb. This was different. There was
music, if you could call it that. And almost as many
women as men. Faded women mostly. A few of them
were young. Most of them were drunk.

They weren’t percentage girls. Maybe a few of them,
I decided, were prostitutes, but not many. They were
just women.

We had our one beer apiece again.

I thought, I'm glad Pop didn’t come here, places like
this, instead of the Beer Barrel and the Cold Spot. He'd
been out drinking. Just drinking.

We went north again and crossed back to the west
side of the street and turned the corner at Chicago
Avenue.

We passed the police station. We crossed LaSalle and
then Wells. He could have turned south here, I thought.
It would have been about half-past twelve when he came
this way.

Last night, I thought. Only last night, he came this
way. Probably walking on the same side of the street
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we were on. Only last night, and about at this time. It
must be almost twelve-thirty right now, I thought.

We walked under the el at Franklin.

A train roared by overhead and it shook the night.
Funny that the el trains are so loud at night. In our
flat on Wells, a block from the el, I can hear every one
at night, if I'm awake. Or early in the morning when I
first get up or am still lying in bed. The rest of the time
you can’t hear them.

We walked on, as far as the corner of Orleans Street.
We stopped there. Across the way was a Topaz Beer
sign. It was on the north side of Chicago Avenue, two
doors past the corner. It would be Kaufman's place. It
would have to be, because it was the only tavern in the
block.

Pop’s last stop.

I asked, ‘““Aren’t we going over there?”

My uncle shook his head slowly.

We stood there maybe five minutes, doing nothing,
not even talking. I didn’t ask him why we weren’t going
over to Kaufman'’s.

Then he said, “Well, kid—?"

I said, “Sure.”

We turned around and started walking south on
Orleans.

We were going there now. We were going to the alley.
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THE ALLEY was just an alley. At the Orleans end there
was a parking lot at one side and a candy factory at the
other. There was a big loading platform alongside the
candy factory.

The alley was paved with rough red brick and there
were no curbs.

There was a street light, one of the smaller size they
use in the middle of a block, opposite the Orleans end.

Down at the Franklin end, under the elevated, there
was another such light, right at the left of the mouth of
the alley. It wasn’t particularly dark. You could stand
at the Orleans end and look through it.

It was dim down in the middle of the alley, but you
could see through it, and if anyone was in there you
could see him silhouetted against the Franklin end.

There wasn’t anyone in there now.

Down in the middle of the alley were the backs of flat
buildings, ramshackle old ones, that fronted on Huron
and on Erie. The ones on the Erie side had wooden back
porches with railings, and wooden steps that led up to
the back doors of the flats. The ones on the Huron side
were flat and flush with the alley.
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Uncle Ambrose said, “If he came this way, it must
have been somebody following him. He could have seen
anyone waiting in the alley.”

I pointed up at the porches. I said, “Somebody up on
one of them. A man staggers through the alley below
them. They go down the steps, getting down just after
he passes, catch up with him near the other end of the
alley, and—"’

“Could be, kid. Not likely. If they were on the porch,
then they live there. A guy doesn’t do something like
that in his own back alley. Not that close to home. And
I doubt if he was staggering drunk. 'Course you got to
discount how sober a bartender says a guy is when he
leaves the place. They don’t want to get themselves in
trouble.”

“It could have been that way,” I said. “Not likely,
but it could have been.”

“Sure. We'll look into it. We'll talk to everybody lives
in those flats. We’re not passing up off chances; I didn’t
mean that when I said it wasn’t likely.”

We were talking softly, like you do in an alley at night.
We were past the middle of the alley, past the flats. We
were at the back of the buildings that fronted on Franklin
Street. On both sides they were three-story bricks, with
stores on the bottom floor and flats above.

My uncle stopped and bent down. He said, ‘‘Beer-
bottle glass. This is where it happened.”

I got a funny feeling, almost a dizziness. This is where
it happened. Right where I'm standing now. This is
where it happened.

I didn’t want to think about it, that way, so I bent
down and started looking, too. It was amber glass, all
right, and over an area of a few yards there was enough
of it to have come from two or three bottles.
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It wouldn’t be just like it fell, of course. It would have
been kicked around by people walking through the alley,
trucks driving through. It was broken finer now, and
scattered more. But right around here, the center of the
area where the glass was, would be where the bottles
were dropped.

My uncle said, ‘“Here’s a piece with part of a label.
We can see if it’s the brand Kaufman sells.”

I took it and walked out under the street light at the
end of the alley. I said, “It’s part of a Topaz label. I've
seen thousands of ’em on beer Pop’s brought home.
Kaufman has a Topaz sign, but it's an awful common
beer around here. It wouldn’t prove it for sure.”

He came over and we stood looking both ways on
Franklin Street. An el train went by almost right over
our heads. A long one, it must have been a North Shore
train. It sounded as loud as the end of the world.

A noise loud enough, I thought, to cover revolver
shots—Ilet alone the noise a man would make falling,
even with beer bottles. That might have been why it
happened here, near this end of the alley, instead of back
in the middle where it was darker. Noise counted, too,
along with darkness. When they got here, the killer
closing up behind Pop, the el had come by. Even if Pop
had yelled for help, the noise of the el would have made
it a whisper.

I looked at the store fronts on either side of the alley.
One was a plumbing supplies shop. The other was vacant.
It seemed to have been vacant a long time; the glass
was too dirty to see through.

My uncle said, “Well, Ed.”

“Sure. I guess this is—is all we can do tonight.”

We walked down Franklin to Erie and across to Wells.
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My uncle said, ““I just figured what’s wrong with me.
I’'m hungry as hell. I haven’t eaten since noon and you
haven’t eaten since about two o’clock. Let’s go over to
Clark for some grub.”

We went to an all-night barbecue place.

I wasn’t hungry until I took a bite out of a pork
barbecue sandwich, and then I gobbled it down, the
French fries and the slaw too. We each ordered a second
one.

My uncle asked, while we waited, ‘“Ed, what are you
heading for?”

“What do you mean?”’

He said, ““I mean what are you going to do with your-
self? During the next fifty-odd years.”

The answer was so obvious I had to think it over. I
said, “Nothing much, I guess. I'm an apprentice printer.
I can take up linotype when I'm a little farther on my
apprenticeship. Or I can be a hand-man. Printing’s a
good trade.”

“I suppose it is. Going to stay in Chicago?”’

“I haven’t thought about it,” I told him. “I’'m not
going to leave right away. After I finish my apprentice-
ship, I'm a journeyman. I can work anywhere.”

He said, ““A trade’s a good thing. But get the trade,
don’t let it get you. The same with— Oh, hell, I'm not
Dutch. I'm talking like a Dutch uncle.”

He grinned. He'd been going to say, the same with
women. He knew that I knew it and so he didn’t have
to say it. I was glad he gave me credit for that much
sense.

He asked instead, ‘“What do you dream, Ed?”’

I looked at him; he was serious. I asked, ‘‘Is this the
mitt-camp lay? Or are you psychoanalyzing me?”’
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“It’s the same difference.”

I said, “This morning I dreamed I was reaching
through a hockshop window to pick up a trombone.
Gardie came skipping rope along the sidewalk and I woke
up before I got the trombone. Now I suppose you know
all about me, huh?”

He chuckled. “That would be shooting a sitting duck,
Ed. Two ducks with one bullet. Watch out for one of
those ducks. You know which one I mean.”

“T guess I do.”

““She’s poison, kid, for a guy like you. Just like Madge
was— Skip it. What's about the tram? Ever play one?”

“Not to speak of. In sophomore year at high I bor-
rowed one of the school board’s. I was going to learn so
I could get in the band. But some of the neighbors
squawked, and I guess it did make a hell of a noise.
When you live in a flat— Mom didn’t like it, either.”

The guy behind the counter brought our second sand-
wiches. I wasn’t so hungry now. With the stuff on the
side, it looked awfully big. I ate a few of the French
fries first.

Then I lifted the lid off the barbecue sandwich and
tilted the ketchup bottle and let it gurgle on thick.

It looked like—

I smacked down the lid of the sandwich and tried to
think away from what it looked like. But I was back in
the alley. I didn’t even know if there’d been blood; may-
be there hadn’t. You can hit to kill without drawing
blood.

But I thought of Pop’s head matted with blood and a
blot of blood there on the rough brick of the alley last
night—now soaked in, worn off or washed away. Would
they have washed it away? Hell, there probably hadn’t
been any blood.
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But the thought of that sandwich was making me sick.
Unless I could get my mind off it. I closed my eyes and
was repeating the first nonsense that came into my mind
to keep from thinking. It was one, two, three, O’ Leary;
Jour, five, six, O’ Leary—

After a few seconds I knew I'd won and I wasn’t going
to be sick. But I looked around at Uncle Ambrose and
kept my eyes off the counter.

I said, “Say, maybe Mom’s waiting up for me. We
never thought to tell her we’d be late. It’s after one.”

He said, “My God, I forgot it too. Golly, I hope she
isn’t. You better get home fast.”

I told him I didn’t want the rest of my second barbecue
anyway, and he’d almost finished his. We parted right
outside; he went north to the Wacker and I hurried
home to Wells Street.

Mom had left a light on for me in the inner hall, but
she hadn’t waited up. The door of her room was dark.
I was glad. I didn’t want to have to explain and apolo-
gize, and if she’d been waiting up, worried, she might
have blamed Uncle Ambrose.

I got to bed quickly and quietly. I must have gone to
sleep the first instant I closed my eyes.

When I woke up, something was funny in the room.
Different. It was morning as usual and again the room
was hot and close. It took me a minute or two, lying
there, to realize that the difference was that my alarm
clock wasn’t ticking. I hadn’t wound or set it.

I don’t know why it mattered much what time it was,
but I wanted to know. I got up and walked out to look
at the kitchen clock. It was one minute after seven.

Funny, I thought; I waked up at just the usual time.
Without even a clock running in my room.
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Nobody else was awake. Gardie's door was open and
her pajama tops were off again. I hurried past.

I set and wound my alarm clock and lay down again.
I might as well sleep another hour or two, I thought, if
I can. But I couldn’t go back to sleep; I couldn’t even
get sleepy.

The flat was awfully quiet. There didn’t seem to be
much noise even outside this morning, except when an
el car went by on Franklin every few minutes.

The ticking of the clock got louder and louder.

This morning I don’t have to wake Pop, I thought.
I'll never wake him again. Nobody will.

I got up and dressed.

On my way through to the kitchen I stopped in the
doorway of Gardie’s room and looked in. I thought, she
wants me to look; I want to look, so why shouldn’t I?
I knew the answer damn well.

Maybe I was looking for a counter-irritant for the cold
feeling about not having to wake up Pop. Maybe a cold
feeling and a hot one ought to cancel out. They didn’t,
exactly, but after half a minute I got disgusted with
myself and went on out to the kitchen.

I made coffee and sat drinking it. I wondered what I
was going to do to fill in the morning. Uncle Ambrose
would sleep late; being with a carney he'd be used to
sleeping late. Anyway there wasn’t much to do about
the investigation until after the inquest. And then, until
after the funeral.

Besides, in the light of morning now, it seemed a bit
silly. A fat little man with a moustache and a wet-
behind-the-ears kid thinking they could find, out of all
Chicago, the heister who had got away with a job.

I thought about the homicide man with the faded red
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hair and the tired eyes. We'd bought him for a hundred
dollars, or Uncle Ambrose thought we had. He'd been
partly right anyhow; Bassett had taken the money.

I heard bare feet padding, and Gardie came out into
the kitchen in her pajamas. The tops, too. The toenails
of her bare feet were painted.

She said, ‘“Morning, Eddie. Cup coffee?”’

She yawned and then stretched like a sleek kitten.
Her claws were in.

I got another cup and poured, and she sat down
across the table.

She said, ‘“Gee, the inquest’s today.” She sounded
excited about it. Like she would say, ‘“‘Gee, the football
game’s today.”

I said, ‘‘I wonder if they’ll want me to testify. I don’t
know to what.”

“No, Eddie, I don’t think so. Just Mom and me, they
said.”

“Why you?”’

“Identification. I was the one really identified him
first. Mom almost fainted again at the parlors, at
Heiden's. They didn't want her to faint, so I said I'd look.
Later when she was a little calmer, after the detective,
Mr. Bassett, had talked to her, she wanted to look too,
and they let her.”

I asked, ‘“How did they find out who he was? I mean,
he couldn’t have had identification left on him or they’d
have been up here in the middle of the night, after they
found him.”

“Bobby knew him. Bobby Reinhart.”

“Who's Bobby Reinhart?”’

“He works for Mr. Heiden. He's learning the under-
taking business. I've gone out with him a few times. He
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knew Pop by sight. He came to work at seven, and told
them right away who it was, as soon as he went in the—
the morgue room.”

“Oh,” T said. I placed the guy now. A slick-looking
little punk, about sixteen or seventeen. He greased his
hair and had always worn his best clothes to school. He
thought he was a woman-killer and pretty hot stuff.

It made me a little sick to think of him maybe helping
work on Pop’s body.

We finished the coffee, and Gardie rinsed out the cups
and then went back to her room to dress. I heard Mom
getting up.

I went in the living room and picked up a magazine.
It was starting to rain outside, a slow steady drizzle.

It was a detective magazine. I started a story and it
was about a rich man who was found dead in his hotel
suite, with a noose of yellow silk rope around his neck,
but he'd been poisoned. There were lots of suspects, all
with motives. His secretary at whom he’d been making
passes, a nephew who inherited, a racketeer who owed
him money, the secretary’s fiancé. In the third chapter
they’d just about pinned it on the racketeer and then
he's murdered. There’s a yellow silk cord around his neck
and he’s been strangled, but not with the silk cord.

I put down the book. Nuts, I thought, murder isn’t
like that.

Murder is like this.

For some reason, I got to remembering the time Pop
took me to the aquarium. I don’t know how I remem-
bered that; I was only about six years old then, or maybe
five. My mother had been alive then, but she hadn’t gone
with us. I remember Pop and I laughing a lot together
at the expressions on the faces of some of the fishes, the

[56]



THE FABULOUS CLIPJOINT

surprised astonished look on the faces of some of them
that had round open mouths.

Now that I thought about it, Pop had laughed a lot
in those days.

Gardie told Mom she was going to a girl friend’s house
and would be back by noon.

It rained all morning.

At the inquest, it seemed you mostly sat around and
waited for it to start. It was in the main hall at Heiden’s
mortuary. There hadn’t been any sign out ‘‘Inquest
Today’’ but word must have got around, because there
were quite a few people there. There were seats for about
forty and they were all taken.

Uncle Ambrose was there, in the back row on one side.
He'd tipped me a wink and then pretended not to know
me. I let myself get separated from Mom and Gardie
and took a seat near the back on the other side of the
room.

A little man with gold-rimmed glasses was fussing
around, up front. He was the deputy coroner in charge.
I found out later his name was Wheeler. He looked hot
and fussy and annoyed, and in a hurry to get things
started and get them over with.

Bassett was there, and other cops, one in uniform, the
others not. There was a man with a long thin nose who
looked like a professional gambler.

There were six men in chairs lined up along one side
of the front of the hall.

Finally, whatever was holding up things must have
been settled. The deputy coroner rapped with a gavel
and things quieted down. He wanted to know if there
was any objection to any of the six men who had been
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chosen as jurors. There wasn’t. He wanted to know, of
them, whether they had known a man named Wallace
Hunter, whether they knew the circumstances of his
death or had discussed the case with anyone, whether
there was any reason why they couldn’t render a fair and
impartial verdict on the evidence they would hear. He
got negatives and headshakes on all counts.

Then he took the six of them into the morgue to view
the body of the deceased, and then to be sworn.

It was very formal, in an informal sort of way.

It was corny. It was like a bad movie.

When that was all out of the way, he wanted to know
if there was a member of the family of the deceased
present. Mom got up and went forward. She held up
her right hand and mumbled something back when
something was mumbled at her.

Her name, her address, her occupation, her relation to
the deceased. She had seen the body and identified it as
that of her husband.

A lot of questions about Pop; his occupation, place of
employment, residence, how long he’'d lived there and
all that sort of thing.

“When did you last see your husband alive, Mrs.
Hunter?”

“Thursday night, somewhere about nine o’clock. When
he went out.”

“Did he say where he was going?”’

“N-no. He just said he was going down for a glass of
beer. I figured Clark Street.”

“Did he go out like that often, alone?”’

“Well—yes.”

“How often?”

“Once or twice a week.”

[58]



THE FABULOUS CLIPJOINT

“And usually stayed out—how late?”

“Around midnight usually. Sometimes later. One or
two o’clock.”

“How much money did he have with him Thursday
night?”’

“l don’t know exactly. Twenty or thirty dollars.
Wednesday was payday.”

“You can’t say any closer than that?”

“No. He gave me twenty-five dollars Wednesday
night. That was for groceries and—and household ex-
penses. He always kept the rest. He paid rent and gas
and light bills and things like that.”

“He had no enemies that you know of, Mrs. Hunter?”’

“No, none at all.”

“Think carefully. You know of no one who would—
would have cause to hate him?”

Mom said, ‘“No. Nobody at all.”

“Nor anyone who would benefit financially from his
death?”

‘““How do you mean?”’

“I mean, did he have any money, did he have an in-
terest in any business or venture?’’

“NO,”

“Did he carry any insurance? Or was any insurance
carried on him?”’

“No. He suggested it once. I said no, that we ought
to put the money that would go for premiums in the
bank instead. Only we didn’t.”

“Thursday night, Mrs. Hunter, did you wait up for
him?"”

“I did, yes, for a while. Then I decided he was going
to be late and I went to sleep.”

“When your husband had been drinking, Mrs. Hunter,
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would you say he was—well, careless about taking
chances such as walking down alleys or in dangerous
neighborhoods, things like that?”

“I’m afraid he was, yes. He was held up before, twice.
The last time a year ago.”

“But he wasn’t injured? He didn’t attempt to defend
himself?”’

“No. He was just held up.”

I listened closely now. That was news to me. Nobody
had told me Pop had been held up before, not even once.
Then something fitted. A year ago he’'d said he’d lost his
wallet; he’d had to get a new social security card and
union card. Probably he’d just figured it was none of
my business how he’d lost it.

The deputy coroner was asking if any of the police
present wanted to ask any further questions. Nobody
did, and he told Mom she could go back to her seat.

He said, “I understand we have a further identifica-
tion. Miss Hildegarde Hunter has also identified the
deceased. Is she present?”

Gardie got up and went through the rigmarole. She
sat down in the chair and crossed her legs. She didn’t
have to adjust her skirt; it was short enough already.

They didn’t ask her anything except about having
identified Pop. You could tell she was disappointed when
she went back to her seat beside Mom.

They put one of the plain-clothes men on the stand
next. He was a squad-car cop. He and his partner had
found the body.

They’d been driving south, just cruising slowly, on
Franklin Street under the el at two o’clock and the alley
was dark there and they’d flashed their spotlight in it
and seen him lying there.

[60]



THE FABULOUS CLIPJOINT

““He was dead when you reached him?”

“Yes. Been dead about an hour maybe.”

“You looked for identification?”

“Yes. He didn’t have any wallet or watch or anything.
He’d been cleaned. There was some change in his pocket.
Sixty-five cents.”

“It was dark enough back where he lay that anyone
walking by would not have seen him?”’

“I guess not. There’s a street light on Franklin at that
end of the alley, but it was out. We reported that too,
afterward, and they put in a new bulb. Or said they
were going to.”’

“Was there any indication of a struggle?”’

‘“Well, his face was scratched, but that could have
been from falling. He fell face forward when he was hit.”

“You don’t know that,” said the coroner, sharply.
“You mean, he was lying on his face when you found
him?”

““Yeah. And there was broken glass from several beer
bottles and the spot smelled of beer. The alley and his
clothes were wet with it. He must have been carrying—
Oh, all right, that’s a deduction again. There was beer
and beer-bottle glass around.”

“Was the deceased wearing a hat?”’

‘“There was one laying by him. A hard straw hat.
What they call a sailor straw. It wasn’t crushed; it
couldn’t have been on him when he was hit. That, and
the way he was laying makes me think he was slugged
from behind. The heister came up on him, knocked off
his hat with one hand and swung the billy with the other,
like. You can’t take off a guy’s hat to slug him from the
front without him knowing it and he’d put up a—"

“Please confine yourself to the facts, Mr. Horvath.”
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“Okay—what was the question, now?”’

“Was the deceased wearing a hat? That was the
question.”

““No, he wasn’t wearing one. There was one laying by
him.”

“Thank you, Mr. Horvath. That will be all.”

The cop got down from the witness chair. I thought,
we were figuring things wrong last night, because we
figured on that street light. It was off at the time. It
would have been plenty dark at the Franklin end of the
alley.

The deputy coroner was looking at his notes again. He
said, ‘‘Is there a Mr. Kaufman present?”’

A short, heavy man shuffled forward. He wore glasses
with thick lenses and behind them his eyes looked
hooded.

His name, he testified, was George Kaufman. He
owned and ran the tavern on Chicago Avenue known as
Kaufman'’s Place.

Yes, Wallace Hunter, the deceased, had been in his
tavern Thursday night. He’d been there half an hour—
not much longer than that anyhow—and then had left,
saying he was going home. In Kaufman’s place he’d had
one shot and two-three beers. In answer to a question,
Mr. Kaufman admitted it might have been three or four
beers, but not more than that. He was sure about it
being only one shot.

““He came in alone?”

““Yeah. He came in alone. And left alone.”

“Did he say he was going home when he left?”

“Yeah. He was standing at the bar. He said something
about going home, I don’t remember the words. And he
bought four bottles to take out. Paid for ’em and left.”

“You knew him? He’d been in before?”
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“A few times. I knew him by sight. I didn’t know his
name until they showed me his picture and told me.”

“How many others were in your tavern at the time?”’

“Two guys together were there, when he came in.
They were getting ready to leave then, and they left.
Nobody else came in.”

“You mean he was the only customer?”’

“Most of the time he was there, yeah. It was a dull
evening. I closed early. A little after he left.”

“How long after?”

“T started to clean up the place for closing then. It
was about twenty minutes before I got it closed. Maybe
thirty.”’

“Did you see how much money he had?”’

‘““He broke a five. He took it out of his wallet, but I
didn’t see inside his wallet when he took it out or put
the singles back. I don’t know how much more he had.”

““The two men who left when he came. Do you know
them?”’

“A little. One of ’em runs a delicatessen on Wells
Street. He’s Jewish; I don’t know his name. The other
guy comes in with him.”

“Was the deceased in an intoxicated condition, would
you say?”’

““He’d been drinking. He showed it, but I wouldn’t
say he was drunk.”

“He could walk straight?”

“Sure. His voice was a little thick and he talked kind
of funny. But he wasn’t really drunk.”

“That’s all, Mr. Kaufman. Thank you.”

They swore in the coroner’s physician. He turned out
to be the tall guy with the long thin nose, the one I'd
thought looked like a faro dealer in a movie.

His name was Dr. William Haertel. His office was on
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Wabash and he lived on Division Street. Yes, he’d
examined the body of the deceased.

What he said was technical. It boiled down to death
from a blow on the head with a hard, blunt object.
Apparently it had been struck by someone standing
behind the deceased.

“At what time did you examine the body?"”

“Two forty-five.”

“How long would you say he had been dead at that
time?”’

“One to two hours. Probably closer to two.”

A hand touched my shoulder, timidly, as I was leaving
Heiden's. I looked around and said, ‘‘Hello, Bunny.”

He looked more like a scared little rabbit than usual.
We stepped to one side of the doorway and let the others
go past us. He said, ““Gee, Ed, I'm—You know what I
mean. Is there anything I can do?”

I said, “Thanks, Bunny, but I guess not. Not a thing.”

‘“‘How’s Madge? How'’s she taking it?"

“Not too good. But—"'

‘“Look, Ed, if there's anything at all I can do, call on
me. I mean, I've got a little money in the bank—"

I said, ‘““Thanks, Bunny, but we’ll get by okay.”

I was glad he’'d asked me instead of Mom. Mom might
have borrowed from him, and probably I'd have had to
pay it back. If we didn’t have it, we'd get by without it.

And Bunny didn’t have money to lend out and not
get back, because I knew what he was saving for. A little
printing shop of his own was Bunny Wilson’s dream, but
it costs plenty to start one. It's a tough game to get
started in, and it takes capital.

He said, ‘‘Should I drop around, Ed? To talk to you
and Madge? Would she want me to?”
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“Sure,” I told him. “Mom likes you a lot. I guess
you're about the only one of Pop’s friends she really
likes. Come around any time.”

“I will, Ed. Maybe next week, my evening off. Wed-
nesday. Your dad was a swell guy, Ed.”

I liked Bunny, but I didn’t want any more of that.
I got away from him and went on home.
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CHAPTER 5§

OVER THE PHONE, Uncle Ambrose said, ‘“‘Kid, how would
you like to be a gun punk?”’

I said, “Huh?”

““Hang on to your hat. You're going to be.”

“I haven't got a gun and I'm not a punk.”

He said, “You're half right. But you won't need a gun.
Allyou're going to do is scare a guy half out of his wits.”

“Sure it won’t be me that’s scared?”’

“Go ahead and be scared. It’ll stiffen you up and help
the act. I'll give you some tips.”

I asked, ‘““Are you really serious?”

He said, “Yes,” flatly, just like that, and I knew he
was.

“When?"’ I asked him.

“We'll wait till day after tomorrow, after the funeral.”

“Sure,”’ 1 said.

After I'd hung up, I wondered what the hell I was
letting myself in for. I wandered into the living room and
turned on the radio. It was a gangster program and I
turned it off again.

I thought, I'd make a hell of a gun punk.
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Now that I'd had time to think it over, I had an idea
what he meant. I was really a little scared.

It was Friday evening, after the inquest. Mom was
down at the undertaker’s, making final arrangements. [
don’t know where Gardie was. Probably a movie.

I went to the window and looked out. It was still
raining.

In the morning it had stopped.

It was still damp and misty, and it was a hot muggy
dampness. I put on my best clothes, of course, for the
funeral, and they stuck to me like they were lined with
glue.

I'd put my suit coat on, just to be all dressed, but I
took it off and hung it up again until nearer time.

I thought, a gun punk. Maybe my uncle is a little nuts.
All right, maybe I'm a little nuts too. I'll try it, whatever
he wants.

I heard Mom getting up. I went out.

I stood looking at the outside of Heiden’s.

After awhile, I went in. Mr. Heiden was in his office,
in his shirt sleeves, working with some papers. He put
down a cigar and said, ‘‘Hello. You're Ed Hunter, aren’t
you?”’

‘“Yes,” I said. “I wondered—I just wanted to know
if there’s anything I can do?”’

He shook his head. ‘“Everything’s set, kid. Not a
thing.”

I said, “I didn’t ask Mom. Have you got pallbearers
and everything?”’

“Fellows from the shop where he worked, yes. Here’s
the list.”

He handed me a slip of paper and I read the names.
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The foreman at the shop, Jake Lancey, was at the top
of the list, and three other linotype operators and two
hand-men. I hadn’t thought about the shop at all. It
made me feel a little funny to find they were coming.

He said, “The funeral’s at two. Everything's set.
We're having an organist.”

I nodded. ‘““He liked organ music.”

He said, ‘‘Sometimes, kid, members of the family
would rather—well, take a last look and kind of say
good-bye in private. Like now, and not file past the bier
at the funeral. Maybe that’s why you came in, kid?"

I guess it was. I nodded.

He took me into a room just off one of the halls, not
the one where the inquest had been, but one the same
size off the other side of the main corridor, and there
was a coffin on a bier. It was a beautiful coffin. It was
gray plush with chromium trimmings.

He lifted the part of the lid that uncovered the upper
part of the body, and then he went out quietly, without
saying anything.

I stood looking down at Pop.

After awhile, I put the lid down gently, and went out.
I closed the door of the little room behind me. I got out
of the place without seeing Mr. Heiden again, or anybody.

I started walking east, then south. I walked through
the Loop and quite a way out on South State Street.

Then I slowed down and stopped, and started back
again.

There were a lot of florists’ shops in the Loop, and I
remembered I hadn’t done anything about flowers. I
still had money from my pay check. I went in one and
asked if they could send out some red roses right away
for a funeral that would be in a few hours. They said
they could.
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After that, I stopped for a cup of coffee and then went
home. I got there at about eleven.

The minute I opened the door I knew something was
wrong.

I knew by the smell. The hot close air was full of
whiskey. It smelled like West Madison Street on Satur-
day night.

My God, I thought. Three hours till the funeral.

I closed the door behind me, and for some reason I
locked it. I went to the door of Mom'’s bedroom and I
didn’t knock. I opened it and looked in.

She was dressed, wearing the new black dress she must
have bought yesterday. She was sitting on the edge of
the bed, and there was a whiskey bottle in her hand.
Her eyes looked dazed, stupid. They tried to focus on me.

She’d put her hair up, but it had come down again on
one side. Her face muscles had gone lax and she looked
old. She was drunk as hell.

She swayed a little back and forth.

I was across the room and had the whiskey bottle
before she knew what was happening. But after I had it,
she made a grab at it. She got up to come after it and
nearly fell. I pushed her and she fell back on the bed.
She started to curse me, and to get up again.

I got to the door, took out the key and put it in on
the outside. I locked the door on the outside before she
got hold of the knob.

I hoped Gardie was home; she %ad to be home to help
me. She could handle Mom better than I could. I had
to have help.

I ran into the kitchen first and held the whiskey bottle
upside down over the sink and let it gurgle out. It seemed
to me that the first thing I had to do was to get rid of
the whiskey.
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Mom’s voice came from behind the locked door. She
was cursing and crying and trying the knob. But she
didn’t yell and she didn’t hammer; thank God she
wasn'’t loud.

The doorknob quit rattling as I put down the empty
bottle on the sink.

I started for Gardie’s room and then there was another
sound that stopped me cold.

It was a window going up. The window from Mom's
bedroom into the airshaft.

She was going to jump.

I ran back and got hold of the key to unlock the door.
It stuck a little, but the window was sticking too. That
window had always stuck, had always been hard to open.
I could hear her struggling with it. She was just sobbing
now, not cursing or crying.

I got the door open and got there just as she was trying
to go through. She'd got the window open only a little
over a foot and it had stuck there, but she was trying to
crawl through.

I yanked her back and she reached for my face to
scratch me.

There was only one thing. I hit her on the chin, hard.
I managed part way to catch her before she fell too hard.
She was out cold.

I stood there a minute, trying to get my breath back,
and trembling, cold clammy wet with sweat in that hot
and stinking room.

Then I went for Gardie.

She'd slept through it. Somehow she’d slept through
it. It was eleven o’clock and she was still sound asleep.

I shook her and she opened her eyes and then sat up.
Her arms folded across her breasts in sudden modesty
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because she wasn’t awake enough yet to be immodest
and her eyes went wide.

I said, “Mom’s drunk. Three hours to the funeral.
Hurry up.”

I handed her a wrapper or robe or whatever it was off
the back of a chair, and hurried out. Her footsteps came
right behind me.

I said, “In her bedroom. I'll get the water going.” I
went into the bathroom and turned on the cold water in
the tub. I turned it on all the way; it would splash out
for a while while the tub was empty, but to hell with
that.

Back in the bedroom, Gardie had gone right to work.
She was taking off Mom’s shoes and stockings.

She asked, “How did she do it? Where were you?”’

I said, “I was out from eight till just now. She must
have got up about the time I left and gone right down
and bought the bottle. She’s had a full three-hour start.”

I took Mom's shoulders and Gardie took her knees and
we got her on the bed and started working her dress off
over her head.

I got worried about something. I said, ‘“She’s got an-
other slip she can wear, hasn’t she?”

“Sure. Think we can get her around in time?"”

“We got to. Leave her slip on then. The hell with it.
Come on; we’ll walk her to the bathroom.”

She was a dead weight. We couldn’t walk her. We had
to half-carry half-drag her, finally, but we got her there.

The tub was full by then. Getting her into it was the
hardest part. Gardie and I both got pretty wet, too. But
we got her in.

I told Gardie, “Keep her head out. I'll start some
coffee and make it thick as soup.”
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Gardie said, “Open a window in her room and let that
smell out.”

I said, ““I did. I opened a window to air it out.”

I turned on the fire under the kettle and put coffee in
the pot ready to pour water through. I put in as much
as it would hold, way up to the top.

I ran back to the bathroom. Gardie had tied a towel
around Mom'’s hair and was splashing cold water in her
face. She was waking up. She was moaning a little and
trying to move her head to get away from the splashing
water. She was shivering, and her arms and shoulders
were covered with goose flesh from the cold water.

Gardie said, ““‘She’s coming around. But I don’t know
—My God, Eddie, three hours—"’

“A little less,”” 1 said. ‘‘Listen, when she comes to, you
can help her out of the tub and help her dry off. I'm
going down to the drugstore. There’s some stuff. T don’t
know what you call it.”

I went in my room and quick put on a dry shirt and
pair of pants. I'd have to wear my everyday suit to the
funeral, but that couldn’t be helped.

When I went by the bathroom the door was closed
and I could hear Gardie's voice and Mom's. It was thick
and fuzzy, but it wasn’'t hysterical and she wasn’t
cursing or anything. Maybe we can do it in time, I
thought.

The coffee water was boiling. I poured it in the dripo-
lator top and put a low bead of fire under the dripolator
to keep it hot.

I went down to Klassen’s drugstore. I figured I'd do
better to level with him, because I knew him and I knew
he wouldn’t talk about it. So I told him enough of the
truth.
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“We got proprietary stuff,” he said. “It’s not so hot.
I'll ix you something.”

““Her breath, too,” I said. ‘“‘She’ll have to be close to
people at the funeral. You got to give me something for
that.”

We did it. We got her straightened out.

The funeral was beautiful.

I didn’t mind it, really. It wasn’t exactly Pop’s funeral,
to me. When I'd been alone with him, there in the little
room, well, that was it, as far as I was concerned. I'd
said good-bye to him, sort of, then.

This was just something you had to go through with,
on account of other people and out of respect for Pop.

I sat on one side of Mom, and Gardie on the other.
Uncle Ambrose sat next to me on the other side.

After the funeral, Jake, the foreman from the shop,
came up to me. He said, “You're coming back, aren’t
you, Ed?”

“Sure,”’ I said. “I’'m coming back.”

“Take as long as you want. Things are slow right now.”

I said, ‘‘I've got something I want to do, Jake. Would
a week or two weeks be all right?”’

“As long as you want. Like I said, we're slack now.
But don’t change your mind about coming back. It
won’t be the same, working there, without your dad.
But you're getting a good start at a good trade. We want
you back.”

“Sure,” I said. “I'm coming back.”

He said, ‘“There’s some stuff in your dad’s locker.
Shall we send it over to your place, or do you want to
drop in and get it?”

“I'll drop in and get it,” I said. ‘I want to pick up the
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check I've got coming for three days, too. Dad’s got one
too; Monday through Wednesday.”

“I'll tell the office to have ’em both made out and
ready for you, Ed,”’ Jake said.

After the cemetery, after they'd thrown dirt on the
coffin, Uncle Ambrose came home with us.

We sat around and there wasn’t much to say. Uncle
Ambrose suggested we play some cards, and he and
Mom and I played for a little while. We played rummy.

When he left, I walked out in the hall with him. He
said, ‘“Take it easy this evening, kid. Rest up and get
set for action. And look me up at the hotel tomorrow
afternoon.”

“Okay,” I told him. ““But isn’t there anything I can
do this evening?”’

“Nope,” he said. “I'm seeing Bassett, but no reason
for you to go along. I'm going to put a bug in his ear
about investigating who lives in those apartments with
their back porches on the alley. He can do the spade
work better than we can, and if there’s a lead, we'll dig
in there, too.”

“Too? You mean, Kaufman?”

“Yeah. He was lying about something at the inquest.
You saw that, didn’t you?”’

“] wasn't sure,”’ I said.

“I was. That’s where Bassett missed the boat. But
we'll take care of it. Look me up about the middle of the
afternoon. I'll wait in my room.”

At about seven o’clock, Mom thought it might be a
good idea if I took Gardie to a movie, down in the loop
maybe.

I thought, why not?

Maybe Mom wanted to be alone. I studied her, with-
out seeming to watch her, while Gardie was looking over
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the movie ads in the paper. Mom didn’t look or act like
she was getting ready to drink again.

She sure shouldn’t want to, I thought, after this morn-
ing. That had been bad, but she’'d snapped out of it
beautifully. At the funeral she’'d talked to people and
everything and none of them could have guessed. I
didn’t think even Uncle Ambrose had guessed what had
happened. Nobody but me and Gardie and Klassen, the
druggist.

Her eyes had been red and her face puffy, but then
they’d have been that way anyway from crying.

She really loved Pop, I thought.

Gardie wanted to go to a show that sounded like a
mess of mush to me, but there was a good swing or-
chestra on the stage, so I didn’t argue.

I was right; the picture smelled. But the ork had a
brass section that was out of the world. Way out. They
had two trombones that knew what it was all about.
One of them, the one that took solos, was as good as
Teagarden, I thought. Maybe not on the fast stuff, but
he had a tone that went down inside you.

I thought, I'd give a million bucks to do that, if I had
a million bucks.

The finale was a jump number and Gardie’s feet got
restless. She wanted to go somewhere and dance, but 1
said nix. Going to a show was bad enough, the night of
the day of the funeral.

When we got home, Mom wasn’t there.

I read a magazine awhile, and then turned in.

I woke up in the middle of the night. There were
voices. Mom'’s, pretty drunk. Another voice that sounded
familiar but that I couldn’t place.

It was none of my business but I was curious whose
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voice that was. I finally got out of bed and went to the
door where I was closer. But the male voice quit talking
and the door closed.

I hadn’t heard a word of it, just the voices.

I heard Mom go into her room and close the door.
From the way she walked she'd been drinking plenty,
but she was under better control than this morning. She
hadn’t sounded hysterical or anything; the voices had
been friendly.

I decided not to worry about the window.

Back in bed, I lay there for a long time thinking,
trying to place that voice.

Then I got it. It was Bassett, the homicide dick, with
the faded red hair and the faded eyes.

I wonder, I thought. Maybe he thinks she did it, and
got her drunk to pump her. I didn’t like that.

Maybe that wasn’t the reason at all, and I don’t know
that I liked that any better. If Bassett was on the make,
I mean. I remembered he’d said he had a sick wife.

I didn’t like either one. And if he was combining
business with pleasure, well—that made him more of a
Grade A bastard than either one would alone. And I'd
liked the guy. Even after he'd taken a bribe from Uncle
Ambrose, I'd liked him.

I couldn’t get to sleep for a while. I didn’t like any-
thing I thought of.

I woke up in the morning with a bad taste in my
mouth.

There was still that muggy dampness in the air. I
thought, am I going to wake up every morning at seven,
whether I set that damn alarm or not?

It wasn’t until I was up and getting dressed that it
occurred to me Bassett might be okay after all. I mean,
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I could have been wrong on both counts. Mom could
have gone out to make the rounds of Clark Street and
he could have run into her accidentally and brought her
home. For her own good, I mean.

I got dressed and I didn’t know what to do.

While I was drinking coffee, Gardie came out into the
kitchen.

“Hi, Eddie,” she said, ‘“Can’t sleep. Might as well get
up, huh?”’

“Might as well,” I agreed.

“Keep some coffee hot, will you?”

“Sure.”’

She went back to her room and dressed and then came
and sat across the table from me. I poured her some
coffee and she got a sweet roll from the breadbox.

“Eddie,” she said.

“Yeah?”

“What time did Mom get home last night?”

“I don’t know."”

“You mean you didn’t hear her come in at all?’’ She
started to get up, like she was going to Mom'’s room to
be sure she was there.

“She’s home,” I said. “I heard her come in. I just
meant I didn’t know what time it was. I didn’t look at
the clock.”

“Pretty late, though?”

“I guess it was. I'd been asleep. She’ll probably sleep
till noon.”

She nibbled at the roll thoughtfully. Always there’d be
lipstick on the roll where she’d bitten it. I wondered why
she bothered to put on lipstick before she ate breakfast.

““Eddie,” she said. ‘‘I've got an idea.”

“Yeah?"”
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“Mom drinks too much. If she keeps it up, well—"

There wasn’t anything to say to that. I waited to see
if there was any more coming. If not, it wasn’t a partic-
ularly practical idea. I mean, there was nothing we could
do about Mom’s drinking.

Gardie looked at me with her eyes wide. ‘‘Eddie, there
was a pint in her dresser drawer a couple of days ago. I
took it and hid it and she never missed it. She must’ve
forgot about it.”

“Pour it out,” I said.

“She’ll buy more, Eddie. It costs a dollar forty-nine.
And she’ll just buy more.”

““Then she’ll buy more,”” I said. “So what?”

“Eddie, I'm going to drink it.”

“You're crazy. My God, you're fourteen, and you—"’

“I'm fifteen, Eddie. Next month. That’s fifteen. And
I have had drinks, on dates. I never got drunk, but—
Listen, Eddie, don’t you see?”’

“Not with a telescope,” I said. ‘““You're crazy.”

‘““Eddie, Pop drank too much, too.”

“Leave Pop out of it,” I told her. ‘“That’s over with.
Anyway, what the hell’s that got to do with your
drinking? You mean you think you've got to carry on
the family tradition, or something?”’

“Don’t be dumb, Eddie. What do you think would
have stopped Pop drinking?”’

I was getting a little mad at her for harping on that.
Pop was out of this. Pop was six feet underground.

She said, “I'll tell you what might have stopped Pop,
Eddie. If he'd seen you starting the same way. You were
always goody-goody. He knew you’d never go haywire,
the way he did. I mean, suppose you'd started coming
home drunk, too, running with a wild gang— He might

[78]



——————'—W

THE FABULOUS CLIPJOINT

have stopped drinking, so you would. He loved you,
Eddie. If he thought what he was doing was making you bl
into a—"' ;

“Can it,” I said. “Damn it, Pop’s dead and why bring (1
up screwy ideas now?’”’ o

““Mom isn’'t dead. Maybe you don’t think much of her, I
but she’s my mother, Eddie.” ;

I'd been dumb, sure. It actually took me that long to ;
see what she was driving at. |

I just sat there looking at her. There was a chance, “
maybe an off chance, that it would work. That if Gardie |
started going haywire that way, it would sort of wake
Mom up. She’d lost Pop, but she still had Gardie and
she sure as hell wouldn’'t want to see Gardie getting il
stinking drunk at fifteen. j 1

Then I thought, the hell with it. That’s no way of
doing it.

But I had to give Gardie credit for thinking of it.

She’s been thinking about it, I could see.

“Nuts,” I said. ‘“You can’t do it.”

“The hell I can’t, Eddie. I'm going to.” ;

“You're not.”” But I thought, I can’t stop her. She’s al
thought this over and she’s going to do it. I could maybe
stop her now, but I can’t stay around and watch her all
the time.

“Now’s a good time, Eddie,” she said. “When she
wakes up at noon with a hangover, she’ll find me tight.
You think she’s going to like that?”’

“‘She’ll beat the hell out of you.”

“How can she, when she does it herself? She wouldn’t
beat me anyway. She never did.”

Maybe, I thought, it would be better if she had.

I said, ‘I don’t want any part of it.”’ I thought maybe

-—
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I could get her mad. I said, “It's a gag anyway. You
just want to get drunk to see what it’s like.”

She pushed her chair back. “I'm going to get the
bottle. You can make like a goody-goody and take it
away and break it. If you do, I'll go down on Clark
Street and get drunk. I look older’'n I am, and there are
plenty of places where they’ll buy a girl all the drinks
she wants. And they won’t be B-drinks.”

Her heels clicked toward her room.

Get the hell out of this, Eddie, I told myself. You
don’t want any part of it. And she can and will get drunk
on Clark Street if you stick your oar in. And probably
end up at a whorehouse in Cicero. And like it.

I got up but I didn’t go out.

I was on the spot. I couldn’t stop her drinking, but
I'd have to stick around to keep her out of trouble.
When she hit a certain stage, she’d sure as hell want to
go out. I couldn’t let her do that.

I was stuck with it.

She came back with the bottle. It had already been
opened. She poured herself a drink.

She asked, ‘“Have one, Eddie?”’

I said, “‘I thought this was business.”

“You could be sociable.”

“I’'m not,” I told her.

She laughed and drank it down. She grabbed for a
glass of water for a chaser, but she didn’t choke or any-
thing.

She poured another and then sat down.

She grinned at me. ‘“Sure you don’t want to come
along?”’

I said, “Nuts.”

She laughed and drank the other one. She went into
the living room and turned on the radio, monkeying with
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the dials until she got some music. It was good music for
that time in the morning.

She said, “Come on, Eddie. Dance with me. It works
faster if you dance.”

“I don’t want to dance.”

“Goody-goody.”

“Nuts,” I said.

I saw it coming.

She took a few fancy pirouettes by herself, to the
music, and then came back and sat down. She poured
the third one.

“Not so fast,” I said. ““You can kill yourself guzzling
that stuff fast when you’re not used to it.”

“I've drunk before. Not much, but some.” She got
another glass and poured some whiskey in it. “Come on,
Eddie, have just one. Please. It ain’t nice to have to
drink alone.”

“All right,” I said. “Just one. I mean it.”

She’d picked up her glass and said, ‘“Happy days,”” and
I had to pick up mine and touch the rims. I took just a
sip, but she downed hers.

She went back to the radio. She called, ““Come on in
here, Eddie. Bring the glasses and the bottle.”

I went in and sat down. She sat down on the arm of
my chair.

“Pour me another, Eddie. This is fun.”

“Yeah,” I said. I took a sip of my drink while she
downed her fourth. She choked a little on that one.

“Eddie,” she said, ‘“‘please dance with me.”

The music was good.

I'said, “Cut it out, Gardie. Cut it out.”

She got up and started to dance by herself to the
music, swinging and dipping and swaying around the
room.
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She said, “Some day I'm going on the stage, Eddie.
What do you think? How'm I doin’?”’

“You dance swell,” I told her.

“Bet I could strip-tease. Like Gypsy Rose. Watch.”
She reached behind her, as she danced, for the fastenings
of her dress.

I said, “Don’t be a dope, Gardie. I'm your brother,
remember?”’

‘“You're not my brother. Anyway, what’s that got to
do with how I dance? How—"

She was having trouble with the catch. She danced
near me. I reached out and grabbed her hand. I said,
“Goddam it, Gardie, cut that out.”

She laughed and leaned back against me. The pull on
her wrist had brought her into my lap.

She said, ‘‘Kiss me, Eddie.” Her lips were bright red,
her body hot against mine. And then her lips were
pressing against mine, without my doing anything about
it.

I managed to stand up. I said, ‘“Gardie, goddam it,
stop. You're only a kid. We can’t.”

She pulled away and laughed a little. ““All right,
Eddie. All right. Let’s have another drink, huh?”’

I poured us two drinks. I handed her one. I said,
“Here’s to Mom, Gardie.”

She said, ‘““Okay, Eddie. Anything you say.”

This time it was I that choked on it, and she laughed
at me.

She took a few more dance steps. She said, ‘‘Pour me
another, Eddie. Be back in a minute.”

She weaved a little on the way through the door.

I poured two drinks, and then went over to the radio
and fiddled with it. I switched programs and then
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switched back again. There wasn’t anything else on but
plays.

I didn’t hear her come back till she said, ‘“Eddie,”
and then I looked around.

The reason I hadn’t heard her come back was that
she was barefoot. She was stark naked.

She said, “Am I only a kid, Eddie?”’ She laughed a
little. “Am I only a kid, huh?”

I quit fiddling with the radio. I shut it off.

I said, “You ain’t a kid, Gardie. So let’s kill the bottle
first. Okay? Here's your drink.”

I handed it to her and then I went out in the kitchen
for water for chasers, and pretended I drank mine while
I was out there, and came back with two more.

She said, ““I feel—woozy.”

“Here,” I said. “This is good for it. Bottoms up,
Gardie.”

I drank that one with her. There was only about one
shot left in the bottle; we must have been pouring really
stiff ones.

She started to take a dance step toward me, and
stumbled. I had to catch her, my arms around her and
my hands on her.

I helped her to the sofa. I started back for the bottle.
She said, ‘“S’down, Eddie. S"dow. C’'m—"’

“Sure,” I said, ‘‘sure. One more drink apiece left. Let’s
kill it, huh?”’

Most of it went on the outside of her, but some got
down. She giggled when I wiped off the whiskey with my
handkerchief.

“Feel woozy, E’ie. Woozy—"’

“Close your eyes a minute,”” I said. “You’ll be all
right.”
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A minute was enough. She was all right.

I picked her up and carried her into her room. I found
the bottoms of her pajamas and got them on her, and
then I closed the door.

I rinsed out the glasses and put the bottle out of sight
in the step-on garbage can.

Then I got the hell out.
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CHAPTER 6

IT was ABOUT TWO o’cLOCK when I took the elevator at
the Wacker to the twelfth floor, found Uncle Ambrose’s
room and knocked.

He looked at me closely as he let me in. He asked,
“What’s wrong, Ed? What you been doing?”’

“Nothing,” I said. ‘“I've just been walking. Took a
long walk.”

“Nothing wrong? Where'd you go?"’

“Nowhere,” I said. ““I just walked.”

“Exercise?”’

“Cut it out,” I said. “Let me alone.”

“Sure, kid. I didn’'t mean to butt in. Sit down and
relax.”

“I thought we were going out to do something.”

“Sure, we are. But there’s no rush.” He took out a
crumpled pack of cigarettes. ‘“Have one?”

“Sure.”’

We lighted up.

He stared at me through smoke. He said, ‘‘You're kind
of fed up with everything, aren’t you, kid? I don’t know
exactly what set it off, but I might make a guess. One
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of your women threw a wingding, or maybe both of
them. Was it you sobered up Madge for the funeral?”

I said, ‘““You don’t have to wear glasses, do you?”’

He said, “Kid, Madge and Gardie are what they are.
There’s nothing you can do about it.”

“It’s not all Mom'’s fault,” I said. ‘I guess she just
can’t help the way she is.”

“It’s never all anybody’s fault, kid. You’ll learn that.
That goes for Wally. It goes for you. It isn’t your fault
you’re what you are.”

“What am I?”

“You're bitter. Black bitter. Not just because of
Wally, either. I think it was before that. Kid, go over
and take a look out of that window a minute.”

His room was on the south side of the hotel. I went
over and looked out. It was still foggy, gray. But you
could see south to the squat, monstrous Merchandise
Mart Building, and between the Wacker and it the ugly
west near-north side. Mostly ugly old brick buildings
hiding ugly lives.

“It’s a hell of a view,” I told him.

“That’s what I meant, kid. When you look out of a
window, when you look at anything, you know what
you're seeing? Yourself. A thing can look beautiful or
romantic or inspiring only if the beauty or romance or
inspiration is inside you. What you see is inside your
head.”

I said, “You talk like a poet, not a carney.”

He chuckled. “I read a book once,” he said. ‘‘Look,
kid, don’t try to label things. Words fool you. You call
a guy a printer or a lush or a pansy or a truck driver
and you think you've pasted a label on him. People are
complicated; you can’t label ’em with a word.”
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I was still standing at the window, but I'd turned
around to face him. He got up off the bed and came over
by me. He turned me around to look out the window
again and stood there by me with his hand on my 1
shoulder. (3

He said, ““Look down there, kid. I want to show you
another way of looking at it. The way that’ll do you l
some good right now.”

We stood there looking down out of the open window
into the steaming streets. |

He said, ‘“Yeah, I read a book once. You've read this
too, but maybe you never really looked at things the I
way they are, even if you know. That looks like some- ‘
thing down there, doesn’t it? Solid stuff, each chunk of t
it separate from the next one and air in between them. t

“It isn’t. It’s just a mess of atoms whirling around ‘
and the atoms are just made up of electric charges, elec- \
trons, whirling around too, and there’s space between
them like there’s space between the stars. It's a big mess
of almost nothing, that’s all. And there’s no sharp line :
where the air stops and a building begins; you just think |
there is. The atoms get a little less far apart. '

“And besides whirling, they vibrate back and forth, {
too. You think you hear noise, but it’s just those awful-
far-apart atoms wiggling a little faster. l

“Look, there’s a guy walking down Clark Street. Well, l
he isn’t anything, either. He's just a part of the dance i'
of the atoms, and he blends in with the sidewalk below
him and the air around him.” !

He went back and sat down on the bed. He said, ‘‘Keep !
looking, kid. Get the picture. What you think you see is ‘
just bally, a front with the gimmicks all hidden if there !
are any gimmicks.
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“A continuous mess of almost nothing, that’s what’s
really there. Space between molecules. Enough solid,
actual matter, if any, to make a chunk about the size
of a—a soccer ball.”

He chuckled. “Kid,” he said. “You going to let a
soccer ball kick you around?”

I kept standing there looking for another minute or
so. When I turned around he was laughing at me, and
I found myself grinning.

“Okay,” I said. “Shall we go down and kick Clark
Street around for a change?”’

““Chicago Avenue. A spot near Orleans. We're going
to scare hell out of a guy named Kaufman.”

I said, ““He’s run bar in a tough neighborhood for a
lot of years. What kind of threat would scare a guy like
that?”

“None. We're not going to threaten a damn thing.
That’s what'll scare him stiff. It’s the one thing that
will.”

“I don’t get it,”” I told him. “Maybe I'm dumb, but
I don’t get it?”’

“Come on,” he said.

““What are we going to do?”

“Nothing. Not a damn thing. Just sit in his place.”

I still didn’t get it, but I could wait. We went down
in the elevator.

As we crossed the lobby, he asked, ‘“Can you use a
new suit, Ed?"”’

“Sure, but I'd better not buy one now. I'm losing time
off work.”

“It’'s on me. You need a dark-blue, pin-stripe cut so
it’ll make you look older. You need the right kind of a
hat. It’s part of the job, kid, so don’t squawk. You got
to look like a gun punk.”
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“Okay,” I said. ‘‘But I'll owe you for it. Someday I'll
pay you.”

We got the suit, and it cost forty bucks. That was
nearly twice what I'd paid for my last one. Uncle Am-
brose was particular about the style; we looked at quite
a few before he found the one he wanted.

He told me, ‘““That isn’t too good a suit; it won't last
very long. But while it’s brand new, before it gets dry-
cleaned, it looks like an expensive suit. Come on, we get
a hat.”

We got a hat, a dilly of a snap-brim. He wanted to
buy me shoes, but I talked him into settling for a shine;
the ones I had were nearly new and looked good once
they were shined. We got a rayon shirt that looked like
silk, and a snazzy tie.

Back at the hotel, I changed into the new stuff and
took a gander at myself in the mirror on the bathroom
door.

Uncle Ambrose said, ‘“Wipe off that grin, you dope. It
makes you look sweet sixteen.”

I straightened out my face. “How’s the hat look?”

“Swell. Where'd you get it?"”

“Huh? Herzfeld’s.”

“Try again and think harder. You got it in Lake
Geneva the last time I took you up there. We were a
little hot then, or we thought we were. We holed out a
week till Blane wired us the heat was off. Remember the
hat-check girl at the roadhouse?”

“The little brunette?”

He nodded. ‘“Coming back to you now, huh? Sure, she
bought you that hat after yours blew out of the car that
night. Why shouldn’t she? You spent about three
hundred bucks on her that week. Hell, you wanted to
bring her back to Chi with you.”
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I said, ““I still think I should have. Why didn’t I?”

“I told you not to, see? And I'm the boss; get that
through your head and keep it there. Kid, you’'d have
fried two years ago if I didn’t look out for you. I keep
you from getting too big for your pants. Sure, [—God-
dam it, get that grin off your mug.”

“Yeah, Chief. What would I have fried for?”’

““The Burton Bank job for one thing. You're always
too quick on the trigger. When that teller reached for
the button, you could’ve shot his arm as easy as killing
him; you were only a few feet away.”

I said, ‘“The bastard shouldn’t reached.”

“And the time I had you take care of Swann when he
got out of line. What'd you do? Just plug him? No, you
had to get fancy about it. Remember that?”’

“He got funny. He asked for it.”

He looked at me and shook his head. His voice
changed. He said, “It ain’t bad, Ed. But you’re too re-
laxed. I want you stiff, jumpy. You've got a heater in
that shoulder holster, and it’s loaded. The weight of it
there won't let you forget it. Keep that heater on your
mind, every minute.”

“Sure,” I said.

“And your eyes. Ever watched a guy’s eyes after he’s
had about two reefers? And before he’s smoked more
than that?”

I nodded slowly.

He said, “Then you know what I mean. He’s the king
of the universe, and he’s hot as a G string. But he’s like
a coiled spring, tied down by a thin thread. He can sit
still with a kind of unholy calm, and still make you
afraid to touch him with a ten-foot pole.”

“I think I got it,”" I told him.
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¥ “Keep your eyes like that. When you look at a guy,
you don’t glare at him like you want to kill him. That’s
ham stuff. You just look through him like he wasn’t there,
like you don’t give a damn whether you shoot him or
not. Look at him like he was a telegraph pole.”

“How about tone of voice?”’ I asked.

“Nuts to tone of voice. Keep your trap shut. Don’t
even talk to me, unless I ask you something. I'll do the
talking and it won’t be much.”

He looked at his watch and got up off the bed. He
said, “It’s five o'clock, shank of the morning for this
neighborhood. Let’s go.”

“Will this take all evening?”’

“Maybe longer.”

I said, “I want to use your phone, then. It’s kind of
private. Will you go on down and wait for me in the
lobby?”’

He said, ‘“‘Sure, kid,” and went on out.

I called home. If Mom answered I'd have hung up. I
didn’t want to talk to Mom before I found out what
Gardie had told her.

But it was Gardie’s voice.

I said, “This is Ed, Gardie. Is Mom around, or can
you talk?”’

“She went to the store. Oh, Eddie—did I-—make an
awful fool of myself?”

It was going to be all right.

I said, “Kind of, but let's forget it. You got tight,
that’s all. But no more, savvy? You try that again and
I'll take a hairbrush to you.”

She giggled a little. Or it might have been a giggle.

I said, “Does Mom know you drank that whiskey?”’

“No, Eddie. I woke up first. I felt like hell—I still
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don’t feel so good. But I managed not to show it—Mom
woke up feeling awful herself, so she didn't notice. I
told her I had a headache.”

“What happened to that bright idea about teaching
her a lesson?”’

“I forgot, Eddie, I clean forgot. I felt so lousy all I
thought about was keeping out of Mom’s way. I just
couldn’t have stood her bawling me out, or crying, or
whatever she’d’ve done.”

“Okay,” I said. “So forget the idea permanently. Both
ideas, if you know what I mean. You remember what
you did when you were drunk?”’

“N-not exactly, Eddie. What did I do?”

“Don’t kid me,” I said. “You remember all right.”

Unmistakably, this time, it was a giggle.

I gave up. I said, “Listen, tell Mom I won’t be home
till late, probably, but not to worry. I'll be with Uncle
Am. I might even stay with him over night. So long.”

I hung up before she could ask any questions.

Going down in the elevator, I tried to get my mind
back in the groove. Uncle Ambrose had been right in
picking the clothes and the hat. I looked twenty-two or
twenty-three in the elevator mirror, and I looked like I'd
been around.

I stiffened up, and made my eyes hard.

My uncle nodded approvingly as I walked across the
lobby toward him.

He said, “You'll do, kid. Damn if I'm not a little leary
of you myself.”

We walked north to Chicago Avenue and turned west.
We went past the police station. I kept my eyes straight
in front.

As we crossed diagonally over at Chicago and Orleans,
heading for the Topaz beer sign, my uncle said, “All I

[92]



THE FABULOUS CLIPJOINT

want you to do is this, Ed. Don’t talk. Watch Kaufman.
Follow my leads.”

“Sure,” 1 said.

We went into the tavern. Kaufman was drawing beers
for two men at the bar. There was a man and woman
sitting in a booth at the side; they looked married. The
two men at the bar looked a little drunk in a sleepy sort
of way, like they’d been drinking beer all afternoon.
They were together, but weren't talking.

Uncle Ambrose headed for a table at the back, sitting
so he could face the bar. I pulled a chair to one side of
the table, so I could face the same way.

I watched Kaufman.

He wasn’t, I thought, particularly pleasant to look at.
He was short and heavy-set, with long arms that looked
powerful. He looked about forty or forty-five. He wore
a clean white shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbows,
and his arms were hairy as a monkey’s. His hair was
slicked back and glossy, but he needed a shave. He still
wore the thick-lensed glasses.

He rang up twenty cents on the register for the two
beers he’d just drawn and then came around the end of
the bar and approached our table.

I kept my eyes on him, studying him, weighing him.

He looked tough, like a guy able to handle himself in
trouble. But then most bartenders in this part of town
look like that; or they wouldn’t be bartenders here.

He said, “What’s it, gents?”’

His eyes happened to fall on mine, and I locked them
there. I remembered orders. I didn’t move a muscle, not
even a muscle of my face. But I thought, ‘“You son of
a bitch, I'd just as soon kill you as not.”

Uncle Ambrose was saying, ‘“White soda. Two glasses
of plain white soda.”
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His eyes slid off mine and looked at my uncle. He
looked doubtful, not knowing whether to take it for a
joke and laugh, or not.

Uncle Ambrose didn’t laugh. He said, ‘“Two glasses of
white soda.”

He dropped a bill on the table.

Kaufman managed somehow to seem to shrug his
shoulders without really doing it. He took the bill and
went behind the bar. He came back with the two glasses
and change.

“Anything for a wash?”’ he wanted to know.

Uncle Ambrose deadpanned him. He said, “When we
want something else, we’ll let you know.”

Kaufman went back of the bar again.

We sat there and didn’t do anything and didn’t talk.
Once in a long while Uncle Ambrose took a sip of his
white soda.

The two men at the bar went out and another group,
three this time, came in. We didn’t pay any attention
to them. We watched Kaufman; I don’t mean we didn’t
take our eyes off him for a second, but in general we just
sat there watching him.

You could see, after awhile, that it began to puzzle
him, and that he didn’t like it a damn bit.

Two more men came in, and the couple sitting in the
booth left.

At seven o’clock a bartender came on duty. A tall,
skinny man who smiled a lot and showed a lot of gold
teeth when he did. When he went behind the bar,
Kaufman came over to our table.

“Two more white sodas,” my uncle said.

Kaufman looked at him a moment, then he picked up
the change my uncle put on the table and went behind
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the bar to refill our glasses. He came back and put them
down without a word. Then he took off his apron, hung
it on a hook and went out the back door of the tavern. s

“Think he’s going for the cops?”’ {|

My uncle shook his head. ““‘He isn’t that worried yet. :
He’s going out to eat. Think that’s a good idea?”’

“Good Lord,” I said. I just remembered that this was
another day I'd practically gone without eating. Now
that I thought of it, I was hungry enough to eat a cow.

We waited a few minutes longer and then went out
the front way. We walked over to Clark Street and ate
at the little chili joint a block south of Chicago. They
make the best chili there of any place in town.

We took our time about eating. While we were drink-
ing coffee, I asked, ‘“We going back there tonight?”’

“Sure. We'll get back by nine and stay till about
twelve. He'll be getting jittery by then.”

‘““Then what?”’

“We help him jitter.”

“Look,” I said. “What if he does call copper? Yeah,
there’s nothing illegal about sitting a few hours over
white soda, but if the cops get called, they'll want to
ask questions.”’

“The cops are squared. Bassett’s talked to the looie
who’d get the call at the Chicago station. He'll tip off
whatever coppers he sends in answer to the call, if he
sends any.”

I said, “Oh.” I began to see about the hundred bucks.
This was the first dividend, unless you counted that
Bassett had said he’d canvass the buildings that had
back porches on the alley. Maybe he’'d have done that
anyway, but squaring something like this was definitely
in the line of extra service.

- -
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After we ate, we went to a quiet little place off Clark
Street on Ontario and had a beer apiece and a lot of
conversation.

We talked about Pop mostly.

““He was a funny kid, Ed,” Uncle Ambrose told me.
“He was two years younger than me, you know. He was
wild as a colt. Well, I had itchy feet, too. I still have;
that’'s why I'm a carney. You like to travel, Ed?"”

“I think I would,” I said. “‘I never had much chance
up to now."”

“Up to now? Hell, you're just a pup. But about
Wally. He ran away from home when he was sixteen.
That was the year our dad got a stroke and died sud-
denly; our mother had died three years before.

“I knew Wally'd write sooner or later, so I stuck
around St. Paul until I got a letter from him, addressed
to both me and Dad. He was in Petaluma, California.
He owned a little newspaper there; he'd won it in a poker
game."’

““He never told me about that,” I said.

My uncle chuckled. ““He didn’t have it long. He was
gone by the time my wire went out in answer to his letter.
I'd told him I was coming, but when I got there he was
wanted by the police. Oh, nothing too serious; just a hell
of a swell criminal libel action. He was too honest to run
a newspaper. He'd come out with the flat, unvarnished
truth about one of Petaluma’s leading citizens. Probably
just for the hell of it; anyway, that’s what he told me
later and I believed him."

He grinned at me. ‘It was a swell excuse for me to go
on the road awhile, to look for him. I knew he’'d head
out of California, because the libel business wasn’t some-
thing they were going to extradite him for, but he’d get
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out of the state. I picked up his trail in Phoenix, and I
was just behind him several places before I ran into him
in a gambling joint across the border from El Paso, in
Juarez. Juarez was a wild and woolly spot in those days,
kid. You should have seen it.”

“I suppose he lost whatever he’'d pulled out of the
newspaper.”’

“Huh? Oh, he’d lost that long before. He was working
at the gambling joint. Dealing blackjack. He was fed up
with Juarez by the time I got there, so he quit the
dealing. He was picking up Mex and wanted me to head
with him for Veracruz.

“Kid, that was a trip. Veracruz is a good twelve or
thirteen hundred miles from Juarez and it took us four
months to make it. We left Juarez with a stake of, I
think, eighty-five bucks between us. But that changed
into about four hundred bucks Mex, and while it wasn’t
much on the border, it made you rich when you got a
hundred or so miles in, if you talked the lingo and didn’t
get yourself into the sucker joints.

“We were rich for half of that four months, nigger
rich. Then in Monterrey we ran into some guys that
were smarter than we were. We should have headed back
for the border then, for Laredo, but we'd decided on
Veracruz and we kept going. We got there on foot, in
Mex clothes, what there was of them, and we hadn’t had
a peso between us in three weeks. We'd damn near for-
gotten how to talk English; we jabbered spik even to
each other, to get better at it.

“We got jobs in Veracruz and straightened out. That’s
where your dad picked up linotype, Ed. A Spanish-
language paper run by a German who had a Swedish
wife and who'd been born in Burma. He needed a man
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who was fluent in both English and Spanish—he didn’t
speak much English himself—so he taught Wally how
to run his linotype and the flat-bed press he printed the
paper on.”

I said, “I'll be damned.”

“What now?"”’

I laughed a little. I said, ‘I took Latin in high school.
Pop suggested Spanish when I started taking a language
and said he could help me with it. I thought he re-
membered a little from having taken it in school himself.
I never realized he could talk it.”

Uncle Ambrose looked at me very seriously, as though
he were thinking, and didn’t say anything for a while.

I asked after awhile, “Where did you go from Vera-
cruz?”’

“I went to Panama; he stayed in Veracruz for a while.
There was something about Veracruz that he liked.”

“Did he stay there long?”’

“No,” said my uncle shortly. He glanced up at the
clock. “Come on, kid, we better get back to Kaufman’s.”

I looked at the clock too. I said, “We got time. You
said we'd get back at nine. If there was something about
Veracruz he liked, and he had a job, why didn’t he stay
there long?”’

Uncle Ambrose looked at me for a moment and then
his eyes twinkled a little. He said, “I don’t suppose
Wally would mind your knowing now.”

“All right, give.”

““He had a duel, and he won. The thing he liked about
Veracruz was the wife of the German who ran the news-
paper. The German challenged him to a duel, with
Mausers, and he couldn’t get out of it. He won the duel
all right; hit the German in the shoulder and put him
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in the hospital. But Wally had to get out of there quick.
And privately, in the cargo hold of a tramp steamer. I
learned from him later what happened. They caught him
four days out and he had to work his passage swabbing
decks when he was so seasick he couldn’t stand up.
Wally never could stand the sea. But he couldn’t jump
ship till they docked for the first time. That was in
Lisbon.”

“You're kidding me,” I said.

“Nope. Fact, Ed. He was in Spain awhile. Had a
screwy idea he wanted to learn to be a matador, but he
couldn’t get an in; you got to start at that trade really
young and have some pull even then. Besides, the picador
part disgusted him.”

‘“What’s a picador?’’ I asked.

“The lancemen, on horseback. Horses get gored al-
most every fight. They fill ’'em with sawdust and sew
’em up so they can go back in. They won't live anyhow,
once they're deeply gored, and so—Hell, skip it; I
always hated that part of bull-fighting myself. Last card
I saw though, down in Juarez a few years ago, they pad
the horses and that part’s okay. A clean kill of the bull
with the sword; that’s all right. It’s better than they do
in the stockyards here, for that matter. They use a—"’

“Let’s stick to Pop,” I suggested. ‘‘He was in Spain.”

“Yeah. Well, he came back. We finally got in touch
with one another through a friend back in St. Paul we
both happened to write to. I was with a detective
agency then—Wheeler’s, out in L.A.—and Wally was
in vaudeville. He used to be pretty good at juggling—
oh, not a top act, even as jugglers go, but he was good
with the Indian clubs. Good enough for a spot with a
fair troupe. He ever juggle any lately?”
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“No,”” I said. “No, he didn’t.”

“You got to keep up on something like that, or you
lose it. But he was always good at anything with his
hands. He used to be a swift on the linotype. Was he
still?”

“Average speed is all,” I said. I thought of something.
““Maybe it was because he had arthritis in his hands and
arms for a while, quite a few years ago. He couldn’t
work at all for a few months, and maybe that slowed
him down from then on. That was while we were in Gary,
just before we moved from Gary to Chicago.”

Uncle Ambrose said, ‘““He never told me that.”

I asked, ‘‘Did you and he ever get together again, out-
side of visits, I mean?”’

“Oh, sure. I was in dutch with the shamus outfit
already, so I quit and Wally and I traveled together with a
medicine show. He did juggling and stuff, in blackface.”

“Can you juggle?”

‘“Me, no? Wally was the one who could use his hands.
Me, I make with the mouth. I did spieling, and put on
a vent act.”

I must have looked pretty blank.

He grinned at me. ‘“Ventriloquism, to you mooches.
Come on, kid, we really got to move on. If you want
the story of my life and Wally's, you can’t have it in
one sitting when we got a spot of work ahead. It’s
almost nine now.”’

I walked to Kaufman'’s in a sort of a daze.

I'd never known that Pop had been anything but a
linotype operator. I just couldn’t think of him as a wild
kid, bumming across Mexico, having a duel, wanting to
be a bull-fighter in Spain, juggling with a medicine show,
being part of a vaudeville troupe.

All that, I thought, and he died in an alley, drunk.
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KAUFMAN’S PLACE wAs BUSIER. There were half a dozen
men and two women at the bar, couples in two of the
booths, and a pinochle game at a back table. The juke
box was blaring.

Our table, though, was empty. We sat just as we had
before. Kaufman was busy at the bar; he didn’t see us
come in or sit down.

He saw us, and met our eyes watching him, a minute
or so later. He was pouring whiskey into a jigger glass
in front of a man at the bar and the whiskey came up
over the rim of the glass and made a little puddle on the
varnished wood.

He rang up the sale, then came around the end of the
bar and stood in front of us, hands on his hips and
looking belligerent and undecided at the same time.

He pitched his voice low. “What do you guys want?”’

Uncle Ambrose took it deadpan. There wasn’t a trace
of humor in his face or in his voice. He said, “Two white
sodas.”

Kaufman took his hands off his hips and wiped them
slowly on his apron. His eyes went from my uncle’s face
to mine and I gave him the flat, level stare.
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He didn’t meet it long. He looked back at Uncle
Ambrose.

He pulled out a chair and sat down. He said, “I don’t
want any trouble here.”

Uncle Ambrose said, ‘“We don't like trouble either.
We don’t want any. We wouldn’t make any.”

“You want something. Wouldn't it be a lot easier if
you levelled?”’

“About what?”’ my uncle asked.

The tavern-owner’s lips went together tight for a
second. He looked like he was going to get mad.

Then his voice was calmer than before. He said, ‘“I've
placed you. You were at the inquest on that guy got
slugged in an alley.”

My uncle asked, “What guy?”

Kaufman took in a deep breath and let it out slowly.
He said, ‘“Yeah, I'm sure. You were in the back row,
trying to keep outa sight. You a friend of this Hunter
guy, or what?”’

“What Hunter guy?”’
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