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“The sad wives, passive or violent husbands,
parolees, alcoholics and other failures in Leslie H. Edgerton’s
short-story collection are pretty miserable people. And yet misery
does have its uses. Raymond Carver elevated the mournful complaints
of the disenfranchised in his work, and Edgerton makes an admirable
attempt to do the same. He brings to this task an unerring ear for
dialogue and a sure-handed sense of place (particularly New
Orleans, where many of the stories are set). Edgerton has affection
for even his most despicable characters—‘boring’ Robert, who pours
scalding water over his sleeping wife in ‘The Last Fan’; Jake, the
musician responsible for his own daughter’s death in ‘The Jazz
Player’; and Tommy in ‘I Shoulda Seen a Credit Arranger,’ whose
plan to get hold of some money involves severing the arm of a rich
socialite—but he never quite takes the reader past the brink of
horrible fascination into a deeper understanding. In the best
story, ‘My Idea of a Nice Thing,’ a woman named Raye tells us why
she drinks: ‘My job. I’m a hairdresser. See, you take on all of
these other people’s personalities and troubles and things, 10 or
12 of ’em a day, and when the end of the day comes, you don’t know
who you are anymore. It takes three drinks just to sort yourself
out again.’ Here Edgerton grants both the reader and Raye the grace
of irony, and without his authorial intrusion, we find ourselves
caring about her predicament.” —The New York Times, on
Monday’s Meal.

 


“Les Edgerton has swiftly become my favorite
crime writer. Original voice, uncompromising attitude and a pure
hardboiled style leap him to the front ranks of my reading list. He
will become legendary.” —Joe R. Lansdale, author of Paradise
Sky, The Bottoms, Edge of Dark Water, The
Thicket, and the Hap and Leonard series, the books behind the
TV series of the same name, and many others.

 


“Reading Les Edgerton’s stories is like
listening to those old World War II broadcasts from the London
blitz, with the reporter crouching under a restaurant table,
microphone in hand, while the bombs drop on the city and the
ceiling caves in. Edgerton reports on the world and the news is not
good. There’s a kind of wacky wisdom in these bulletins from the
underside of life; the stories are full of people you hope never
move in next door, for whom ordinary life is an impossible dream.
This is good fiction; Edgerton writes lean and nasty prose.” —Dr.
Francois Camoin, Director, Graduate School of English, University
of Utah and author of Benbow and Paradise, Like Love,
But Not Exactly, Deadly Virtues, The End of the
World Is Los Angeles and Why Men Are Afraid of
Women.

 


“Les Edgerton is the new High King of Noir.”
—Ken Bruen, author of The Emerald Lie, The Guards,
Pimp, and many others.
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THE BEST OF FRIENDS

 


We were best friends for a long time and then
we weren’t.

Just like that.

He said, “I know about you and Missy,” and
there wasn’t anything to say after that. It caught me by
surprise.

That was when we were getting off the
streetcar, coming home. We both got off at Riverbend by The
Camellia Grill.

All I could think was he knew this all day and
didn’t say anything until now.

“Tony,” I went, but he had already walked
away. I walked behind him half a block, going slow to let him get
ahead. We both lived on Burthe, me closer to Carrollton. What I
wanted was for him to get past my apartment first. I had an idea
Missy was there like she had been lately, and this was the wrong
time for him to see her there.

I stopped and had a drink at Madigan’s to
allow him plenty of time. I had two beers and played Pac-Man and
talked to a girl and then I walked home. Missy was there, waiting
inside. She had her own key. Her idea.

“He knows,” I said, before anything else. She
had a drink in her hand. It looked like straight Jack, yellow and
mean, so I knew I wasn’t telling her anything she wasn’t already in
on.

“There was a note in my mailbox,” she said.
“He’s got a gun, Frank.”

I fixed myself a drink and went into the
living room and sat on the sofa. She came and sat down on the other
end. I saw there was more Jack in her glass.

“I bought it for him for his birthday. The
gun. That’s how I know he has one.”

“He wouldn’t use it,” I said. “You’re not even
married to him anymore. Why would he use it? He’s just hurt. His
feelings are just hurt.”

She left after a while. We hadn’t made love. I
said something about calling her up the next day, but that was just
what you say to someone in that situation.

 


***

 


We still rode the streetcar together the next
few weeks, Tony and I. Of course, we didn’t sit together any
longer. At work, we were polite when we had to be, but that was it.
I kept believing he’d snap out of it, come around, and maybe he
would have, but one day about a week later, I came home after
stopping at Madigan’s and she was sitting on the stoop. She’d
already gotten into the Jack.

“I saw Tony,” she said. “Right here. Not
twenty minutes ago. I said hi to him but he just walked
by.”

“He was getting over it,” I go, and I’m not
happy with this. “Another day, we would have sat down and talked it
out. Who the fuck asked you to come over? I told you I’d call you.”
She looked at me for a minute and then threw her drink at me, not
like in the movies, but the whole drink, glass and all, and then
she left. I didn’t call her up any more. That was over.

Tony was worse after that. I think Missy had
called him, laid some story on him. He was even more polite. And he
would stare at me. I’d look up from the phone, talking to a client;
something would make me look up, and there he’d be, just sitting at
his desk, staring, no expression on his face at all. Spooky. I’d
say goodbye to the client, cut him off, and go to the bathroom and
wash my hands or have a cigarette. My hands would shake.

 


***

 


There was a bum, a street person. We always
laughed at him, Tony and I, before our falling-out. The street
person had layer after layer of clothing on, no matter what the
season or how hot it was. We’d lay odds how many layers there were.
Five or six, I’d say. No way, goes Tony. Ten, at least.

He had a shopping cart. The street person. He
went around to all the trash receptacles in the Central Business
District, the CBD, and fished out the newspapers. This, too, was a
joke for us. He’s keeping up with world affairs, Tony would go,
case his country calls for him to serve; be President. No; he’s got
a mansion on St. Charles and he’s collecting insulation, I’d say,
and we’d laugh. This was before he found out about me and
Missy.

Ninety shimmering degrees of New Orleans heat,
and the street person would put on more clothes. You
couldn’t see any sweat on his forehead, ever. That would be the
only exposed flesh. He’d have on a woolen stocking hat and a navy
blue muffler as well. In September. In New Orleans.

 


***

 


Once, coming home on the streetcar, we saw him
peeing. Right on the street. Hung it out there and let ’er rip.
People, women, were walking around him, shaking their heads, as if,
can you imagine? It must have taken him half an hour to unzip all
his trousers. Good kidneys, we said; be able to hold it that long.
We couldn’t fucking believe it, Tony and I. We looked to see if
there was a policeman around. Not that it mattered. This was New
Orleans. Once, during Mardi Gras I saw a couple performing fellatio
not twenty feet from a policeman and he didn’t even bother to
watch. Two guys. Maybe if it was a hetero couple, the cop would’ve
been interested enough to at least watch.

There wasn’t a policeman anyway. The coast was
clear for a daring daylight pee on Canal Street. One woman picked
up her little girl and ran down the street, her eyes big, and you
could see her jabbering to her kid. We laughed, Tony and I, holding
onto each other we were laughing so hard. He was standing there,
peeing, big as life, on Canal, during the after work rush hour, his
one foot up on his shopping cart like he was worried someone might
grab it and run off. There was a huge puddle running down to the
curb that people were hopping over. A kid rode his bike through it
and a lady was slapping at her skirt like some had sprayed her, and
she was gagging. It was pretty funny stuff. This was a couple of
months before Tony found out about Missy and me.

 


***

 


And…

 


***

 


We’d get off the streetcar and I’d toss my
newspaper in the trash. A morning ritual. Sports was all I read.
See how the Saints were doing, what players had injuries. The
street person was always there, waiting. I’d look back and he’d be
digging it out, putting it in his cart. This was before Tony got
mad at me, and after, too. Our problems had nothing to do with the
street person’s routine. He could care less. Even if he would have
known.

 


***

 


It was about a month after Tony found out
about Missy and me and it was on a Monday morning. I hardly thought
about him anymore, just ignored the situation and looked through
him at work.

Going out of the bus to catch the streetcar, I
noticed the Sunday Times-Picayune on the floor beside the
couch where I’d left it the night before. Why not? I thought, and
picked it up. I got the Monday paper out of the machine in front of
The Camellia Grill. When I got on the streetcar, I must have been
carrying four pounds of newspaper, about two ounces of which I
actually read.

Tony got on, a block up the line, something
he’d been doing since our little falling out, so we wouldn’t have
to stand and wait for the car together, and this day, instead of
sitting in front like he’d been doing, he walked all the way back
to where I was and sat down in the seat opposite. Then, he did
something I didn’t like too much. He grinned at me and opened his
jacket with an exaggerated gesture. There was his gun, stuck in the
waist-band of his trousers. The grin abruptly left his face, he
closed his coat, picked up his own paper and began reading. I
thought: Jesus.

When the streetcar stopped just off Canal, I
got off. I didn’t look his way, but I was acutely aware of him. He
was letting me get off first. I started toward the office, not
running exactly, but moving at a good clip. There was the trash
receptacle, just ahead, and the bum was already going through it. I
went up and placed both my papers in his shopping cart.

“There you go, old-timer,” I said. “I brought
you Sunday’s, too.” I shined him a big smile.

It was the morning for surprises.

He came unglued.

He ran the two or three steps to his cart and
began screaming at the top of his voice, “I don’t want your goddamn
papers. Don’t put your goddamn papers in my cart!” I could smell
him, old piss and the sweetish-sour smell of wine and another smell
I couldn’t identify right off. Musty, like the underside of a board
in a vacant lot. Dirty clothes, I realized. Dirty clothes that had
been rained on and slept in. Many times.

“I don’t want your goddamn papers!” he was
screeching. He shook them in my face.

“Here! Take ’em! I don’t need your fucking
charity!” He pushed them at me.

It all happened so quickly, I didn’t see any
option but to take them. I stood there, holding two days’ worth of
Times-Picayune, and he went back to his cart, muttering and
arranging his other papers into neat piles. Shrugging, I went to
the receptacle and tossed them in.

Then, from somewhere, Tony was there and he
had his gun out. I’d forgotten all about him. But it wasn’t me he
pointed the gun at. It was at the bum. Right at his head. Right
on his head, matter of fact. He laid the barrel right up to
the side of the bum’s head and then he said, “Take my friend’s
papers. Go on, take them.” In this calm, conversational,
insane voice, like he was ordering a BLT on white bread from
a waitress.

“Fuck you and him.” This was the bum
speaking, not even looking up or acknowledging the gun, still
digging through his papers.

“If you don’t take my friend’s papers, I’m
going to have to shoot you,” Tony said.

“Tony,” I said, finding my voice and hearing
it come out of me from very far away.

“Stay out of this,” Tony said, his eyes on the
bum, on whom he still has the pistol trained, in a two-handed grip,
both arms extended, like detectives in movies do. “This isn’t your
business. Or do you like bums? You don’t like women. We know that
for a fact, don’t we, Frank? You don’t like your friends and you
don’t like women, not even your friend’s woman. All you like to do
is fuck them. Your friends and your friend’s woman. Only it’s not
like real fucking. It’s more like you masturbate with them. So stay
out of this. I’m in charge here. I’m the one with the gun this
time. I’m going to show you how to fuck someone in a less painful
way.”

“Kiss my white ass,” said the bum again, still
digging and ignoring the gun. He thought Tony was talking to
him.

“Okay then, sir,” said Tony. “You have left me
no choice but to blow you away,” and he giggled and pulled the
trigger. Only instead of a blast and a bum’s head blown to
hamburger, there’s this little click. And then, there’s a cop that
gets involved, must have been watching from somewhere, comes
running and takes Tony down with a tackle shoulda been on the NFL
highlight film, and before you know it, there’s a whole bunch of
cops and tourists looking over their shoulders, and I’m in a squad
car and Tony’s been led to another one, giggling and telling the
four cops who’ve got him that it isn’t loaded, which they’ve
already figured out for themselves, and he’s explaining this and
other things to them while they drive him away, and the two that
have me are asking me hard-eyed questions about what happened for
the hundredth time, and then there’s more cops, different cops, and
I have to repeat everything to them all over again. I see they’ve
got the bum over against a car, talking to him, and I guess I’d
talk to him outside my car, I was the cop, too, with the aroma this
bum is putting out, and then it seems I have to take a ride
downtown and explain what has happened to some other cops,
higher-ups.

When we’re pulling away, I hear one of the
cops with the bum say, “Fuck this shit. I ain’t puttin’ him in my
car. I got six more hours on this shift to ride in this fucker and
they ain’t gonna want him downtown no way. Cut ’im
loose.”

Half a block up the street, I see they’ve let
the bum go, and he’s over pawing in the trash receptacle and just
as we turn the corner I see him pick up my papers and start for his
cart with them.

Well, there was a lot of talking and confusion
down at the parish station and I find out they took Tony first to
the lockup and then later, over to Charity Hospital for
psychiatric, and after a time they drive me back to the office,
telling me they might need me to come downtown again and tell my
story to the one or two policemen in the parish who haven’t yet
heard it.

I asked for the rest of the day off and the
next day I called in and said I was taking my vacation.

That’s three months back and I haven’t
returned, so I guess I quit. I stayed around the apartment a couple
of days, just drinking Jack and watching the tube. Once, a day or
so after Tony tried to shoot the bum with his unloaded gun, Missy
came by and rang the doorbell, but I just stayed inside until she
finally went away. She didn’t try and use her key, which I’d forgot
she had. If she’d come in, I don’t know what I would have said to
her. Just hit her, I guess is what I’da done. Tony was right. I
didn’t much like women, at least not this one. I wanted to tell him
I liked myself even less, see if that made any difference. Probably
not.

The telephone rang a few times, too, and after
a while I unplugged it.

I woke up sober one day, or out of booze which
is the same thing, and called an old friend of mine, Randy
Duplechette, and asked if he needed any help and he guessed he did,
so I went out with him, out through Ponchartrain and into the Gulf.
Randy does some part-time shrimping, takes time off from his
regular job which is drinking. He has this small, homemade trawler
and net, and then I made a deal to sub-contract his boat from him,
and that’s what I’m doing now, shrimping and selling what I get to
Deannie’s. That’s about over, what with the weather, Randy’s boat
won’t make it down to the Mexican coast where the shrimp are
heading.

I don’t know what I’ll do next.

Tony’s back on the job. I know, ’cause I went
down to get some things and clean out my desk, and there he was. I
said hi, in a quick way as I walked by, but he didn’t even look up
and that was fine with me. At least, he wasn’t pulling that polite
act any more. Miz Shelly, the boss’s secretary, tried to get some
information out of me as she took me back to the closet where
they’d stored my stuff, but I didn’t tell her squat, at which she
sniffed, and then, of course, she had to tell me what she
knew, which was that Tony had suffered some sort of nervous
breakdown and had just come back on limited duty. He was supposed
to have some kind of trial in a couple of months, but it wouldn’t
amount to anything, she said, the way they had it figured. It was
just a bum, wasn’t it, she said. I just kept nodding my head and
clucking my tongue, which made her press her lips together hard,
and then I left. I went out the side door so I wouldn’t have to
pass his desk again.

I haven’t seen him come by my apartment after
work in weeks, the times I’m home, so I guess he’s either moved, or
else takes a different route from the streetcar, maybe catches it
over on St. Charles now. I saw Lucille Hardy, she used to work in
the office with us, down at Madigan’s once, a day or so ago, and
she says she heard Tony and Missy had gotten back together again,
were thinking about getting remarried, not that I asked her for
this gossip. It’s just something some people want to do, tell you
things maybe you’d prefer not to know.

We were good pals, Tony and me, at one time.
We were the very best of friends, brothers practically, worked and
played together, did everything. Went to ballgames, drank beers and
shot pool out in Fat City, ate po-boys at lunch together, things
like that.

I may walk down to his place one of these days
and see if I can catch him outside if it happens he still lives
there, maybe pruning back his oleanders. Maybe just start shooting
the breeze and see how it goes. Particularly since it looks like
he’s got what he wants. By that, I mean Missy.

I’ll probably tell him I’m sorry. I am, you
know. Maybe we can all get together and talk it out, him, me and
Missy. Go back to the way it was, before.

I’m just whistling Dixie here, aren’t
I?

 


First published in High Plains Literary
Review. Nominated for a Pushcart Prize. Nominated for Houghton
Mifflin’s Best American Mystery Stories series.
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FELON

 


I. My Father Died

 


My father died. I got a phone call the day
after. It was Mom.

“I tried all day yesterday to reach you,” she
said. “Your father passed away.”

“I was away,” I told her. “I was at a buddy’s
house for the weekend.”

“Who?”

“Never mind. When’s the funeral?”

When I drove up to the funeral
home and looked at my watch it read one-forty-eight in digits. We
were supposed to be there at one thirty. “Fuck it,” I said to
Donna, the girl I was living with. In a way I was glad. I didn’t
want to go to my father’s service with a whore. My mother would
have picked up on it right away and there would have been
something. So I waited outside. Sat in the car and smoked. This all
took place right after they’d let me out on parole.

“How come you’re not a pallbearer?” Donna
said.

“How come you’re not a D-cup?” I
said back. She shut up and moved closer to her own window, blowing
smoke out the window.

“Why’m I running this air conditioner when you
got the goddamn window open?” I said.

When the procession started out I turned on my
lights and waited for the last car. Then I became the last car. I
had no idea which cemetery they were all headed for.

A rent-a-cop came up at the cemetery and asked
what I was doing.

“That’s my father they’re burying,” I
said.

“Oh,” he said, and just stood there awhile
looking over at the mob of people gathered around the mound of
dirt. There was a tent set up beside it for those who wanted to get
out of the sun. I thought I could see my mom but we were quite a
ways away so I’m not sure. It looked like her from there but then
I’d never seen her in a black dress and she looked different. Maybe
it was one of my aunts. From a distance who knows? The rent-a-cop
kept standing there about two feet away and he just stared at the
preacher even though where we were you couldn’t hear
anything.

“I didn’t know cemeteries had their own police
force,” I said, trying to keep a conversation from happening. He
just muttered something and walked away. I thought he was going to
walk over to my father’s funeral but halfway there he made a
military turn and went instead toward another funeral that was
taking place about two hundred yards away. They were planting them
all over the place it looked like.

“Shouldn’t you go up or something?” Donna
said.

“Shouldn’t you mind your own business?” I
said. “I might’ve gone up if we weren’t late. If you didn’t have to
comb your hair forty thousand times we’d been on time.” She had
nothing to say to that. That was good. She wanted to play the
dozens I could spot her eleven and still wipe the floor with her
ass.

After a while it was all
over. The people started getting back in their cars. It
was my mother, I saw
now. She got in the lead car, the one with the funeral home
chauffeur and the little plastic flag, and I think she spotted me.
She kind of hesitated, looked like, looking our way, and then
climbed in the back with somebody looked like my Uncle Clarence. He
was helping her, holding her elbow.

I waited until the last car left and then I
got out and walked toward the big pile of dirt.

There he was in this coffin. The ropes they’d
used to lower him were still there, the ends snaked in esses in the
dirt. I stood there for a few minutes looking down at the black
casket. I just stood there looking and nothing came up in my mind.
No thoughts, nothing.

I just about jumped out of my skin when a
voice said right at my elbow, “Your dad, huh?”

It was that goddamn rent-a-cop.

“I guess,” I said. “My mom got in a limo so it
wasn’t her. You got a smoke on you?”

He gave me one and held up his lighter to try
and light it. There was a breeze just started up and it kept going
out. “Here,” I said, grabbing it out of his hand. I got it lit
after two-three tries cupping my hand around it.

“Well, my sympathies,” he said, turning around
and walking away. I guess he was looking for another funeral to
bother. I thought I saw some people pulling up clear on the other
side of the cemetery and I started to point it out to him but he
was nowhere to be seen. Then I saw him come up a small depression
and walk to the top of the hill. He was heading for the new
funeral.

I smoked the cigarette down to the filter and
flipped it down on the casket. It bounced once and fell in the dirt
beside it.

There was something I should probably do or
say, I thought.

Well, I said in my head, and then aloud:
“Well.”

Donna started laying on the horn, a long blast
and then another and then she really laid on it.

“Well, Dad,” I said. “Well, well,
well.”

Time I got back to the car it was starting to
overheat. Steam was curling from the hood. We didn’t talk most of
the way home, I smoked six or seven cigarettes, not bothering to
knock loose tobacco from the lighter.

 


 


II. Women

 


We were clear the other side of Anderson on 69
before Bud even mentions anything about where we’re going. We’re
maybe ten minutes from the 465 bypass around Indianapolis when he
said, “South, huh?”

I grinned and squeezed the can of Miller’s
Genuine Draft he’d handed me, between my legs so’s I could pop the
top. We had all the windows down, front and back and were cruising
at seventy, every so often rolling them up when we went past a pig
farm until we got drunk enough we didn’t care. That stretch of 69
you could do sixty-five, legal, and they always gave you an extra
five. “That okay?”

This was like old times.

We drank all the way down, listening to the
radio and then a Waylon Jennings tape Bud picked up at a truck stop
outside of Evansville just before we crossed the bridge.

This trip was my idea and I didn’t have a clue
where we were going. Warm was all I cared about.

Together we anted up the pot and we had four
hundred and twelve bucks and some silver between us. Three-fifty of
that was mine counting what I’d got from the QuickStop in a
spur-of-the-moment stickup right before I’d picked Bud up. I didn’t
tell him about that. No sense in worrying him for no reason. I
hadn’t bothered to go back to my apartment to get my clothes and
things but I wasn’t totally a moron either. I’d stopped by the bank
on the way to Bud’s place and closed out my bank account. That was
half of the three-fifty.

“If I’d known the bitch’d cleaned me out I
wouldn’t have called her and told her I was leaving,” he said, soon
as he climbed in the car. “I got sixty bucks total, homeboy. If I’d
known she went through my pants last night I woulda went over to
the hospital, made some excuse and jacked her up for some. I fucked
up, calling her first.”

It didn’t matter. We figured to go as long as
our money lasted and find something wherever that was, a job or
something, or if we happened on a place we liked before we were
broke we’d do the same there. Neither of us gave it much thought.
We were both thieves, at least that’s what we’d both done time for
although each of us had done a few other things too. Armed robbery,
strong-arm robbery, dope, things like that, the usual, guys like
us. Though that wasn’t the only thing Bud got popped for. He got
busted for rape with the other stuff but that’s another
story.

I had my Mossberg twelve gauge and a .22 rifle
in the trunk and Bud had brought a Police Special .38 with the
numbers filed off which I made him hide in the wheel well in the
trunk case we got stopped. Under the spare which was flat. I put my
.45 there, too. It wasn’t that we were planning on doing a job, it
was just that we both knew how to and if worse came to worse, well,
it wasn’t the end of the line like it would be for some
folks.

That night we kept an eye out for a cheap
motel close to a bar and found one just across the line into
Tennessee, I don’t remember the name of the town, some little
podunk where the bar and motel up on the highway seemed to
be the town. Gobbler’s Knob or something was probably the
name of it, most of them one-horse towns was called something like
that. Finger Fucker’s Ferry, Joe-Bob’s Dell. Weird names, you
wondered where they came from, what the history was.

We checked into a double and it was a bit
pricey seeing as how the cabins looked like a pack of former slave
quarters or something, bunch of little shacks all painted white at
one time, peeling and gone to hell by now and practically falling
down, but as I say, we were flush and said what the fuck.
Twenty-eight bucks and three for the key, get it back when you
turned the key in. First thing we checked was the air conditioning
and it worked fine though it was loud. Sounded like it was about to
blow a gasket but the air was frosty and kicked out in buckets. The
sheets were clean too. There was a few roaches but not the big ones
you see in Florida. These were hardly nothing, little bitty things.
There was a Bible and a phone book that was smaller than my rap
sheet.

This was one of those rent it by the hour
dumps, couples coming and going all hours and mostly drunk or high
whole time we were there and I figure we copped the only double in
the bunch, musta used it for the big orgies. Big ol’ hillbilly
Cadillacs parked all over; ’57 two-door Chevies with California
rakes, painted either black or red. Only two colors they could use
and still be in the hillbilly race driver club probably. Once in a
while a ’56 Ford would pull in, most likely the maverick redneck.
Seemed like every time we turned around that night somebody was
spraying our door with gravel trying to impress their little
girlfriends but hell, we all done that shit even up
north.

Well, we have found the action place we said
to each other and jumped in and took turns showering and loading up
with the aftershave, turned out in our best threads, me in my truck
stop rodeo shirt and then heading over across the highway for the
bar which was knee-deep in big-titted gals and guys with beards and
cowboy hats. I bet we were the only guys without chin hair. Must
have been a local thing and it sure made us stand out. Which was
good and bad. Good ’cause the women noticed we was fresh meat and
bad cause the local bad asses noticed we was fresh meat,
too.

The joint was called the Blue Pony—where they
got that from God only knows—only it was full of blue neon
lights and signs. No ponies though, flamingos that looked more like
blue turkeys, cartoon characters and dogs or something I guess were
supposed to be dogs. And every beer sign in the world, most of them
red. They shoulda called it “Neon City” ’stead of the pony thing.
Who knows what goes through a cracker’s head?

We didn’t have to wait long. Just got our
first beers and cracked wise at the waitress, this peroxide burnout
couldn’t been much more than sixteen when these two Hill
Williams—that’s what Bud liked to call them—sidled up and sat down
at our table uninvited, a big, mean-looking doofus with a scar
alongside his chin looked like wasn’t put there with no Gillette
Blue Blade, and his sidekick, a little wormy kind of character,
with a Snidely Whiplash pencil ’stash and a goatee with a vitamin
deficiency, kept him from growing the complete, filled-out
article.

“You boys are new in town,” said the moose. I
swear to God, that’s what he said, and it was all either of us
could do to keep from busting out laughing. I peeped at Bud and he
at me and I knew he was having the same trouble I was keeping the
snickers down, or asking the guy if maybe he hadn’t seen too many
John Wayne movies. Before anything else happened, Bud stuck his
hand over the big guy’s mitt that was on the table, and the guy’s
hand just disappeared. Just fucking disappeared. I told you, Bud
was a big guy. Six-six and about that wide.

Then it got interesting.

Bud leaned over and put his face right up into
the guy’s mug, up under his Stetson and said real soft, “I just
want to make this point, my friend. My buddy and me are just here
for a little drink or two and maybe if we get lucky we find some
friendly girls. We’re passin’ through, be gone in the morning. We
ain’t after your girls so if you want to point out which’s
yours, well, we’ll lay offa them maybe. But if it’s some trouble
you want then it’s trouble you got, only this ain’t gonna be no
brawl like you been in before.” He leaned in even closer, his nose
not an inch from the other man’s and smiled. It was a smile that
said: You need to know I’m a dumber hillbilly than you are,
friend. I don’t know when to quit.

He put the mojo to it, squeezing the guy’s
hand. There was no mistake—something cracked, a finger or a thumb.
We all heard it. The big guy had sand, some, anyway. But Lord! the
sweat was coming off him, making him blink as fast as he could and
his color was white as a Ku Kluxer’s dress robe.

Bud patted the other man’s hand like it was
some mangled pup got caught in a combine. He patted it gently and
the man winced and drew his hand away. He sat there a minute
staring at Bud—in fact, he hadn’t taken his eyes from Bud’s—and
then he looked away, down, and got up, turned, and walked to the
front door. The other guy sat there a minute as if confused, had
found himself in the wrong place by accident maybe and then he
stood himself up and went out the door.

“Damn,” I said.

“Hold up, home-boy,” he said. “We’re not out
of the woods yet.”

I realized what he was saying. Hell, I should
have known better from my time in the joint. Never front a guy,
make him lose face in public. In this case even though Jim-Bob and
Little Ernie had departed, us laughing about the little
confrontation would be like laughing at all the others, that’s
family, places like that and there were too many for us, bad
as we might be. Well, bad as Bud might be although I wasn’t
exactly no slouch at bustin’ heads either. It came right down to it
I seen he was right and I wiped the smile off my kisser.

He read the hand right. The locals left us
alone and the tension settled down and we had us a few beers,
checking out the talent. There was some uglos but there was some
good ones too, some that smiled back, gave us a look.

Along about the third or fourth round he
finally got around to it.

“It’s your girlfriend isn’t it? Why we’re
doing this, why we’re sitting here in cotton country instead of
over at the North Star on State?”

I admitted it was. “Yeah. I got it pretty bad,
Bud.”

“Must be. You’re still on parole aren’t
you?”

He knew I was.

“And you didn’t even call in to quit your job
did you, home-boy? I know you didn’t get permission from
your P.O. t’do this. Fuck, man,” Bud said, shaking his head
admiringly. “You’re a gen-u-wine twenty-four carat fuckup. You’re
gonna be back there with Dusty and who’s gonna save your ass this
time? Was it that Donna, that redhead I seen you with at the Three
Rivers Festival? Big tits she’s proud of?”

I cleared my throat, took a swig of beer,
tried to look at him but couldn’t quite make it.

“Yeah. I even tried to take the pipe, man.
Some shit, huh?” I was embarrassed as soon as I said that. I don’t
know why I did, except we were like brothers and I figured if
anyone could understand, Bud could.

“You’re shittin’ me.”

“No.” I thought again about the last few days.
“I got me this room at Motel Six, you know the one out on Coliseum
Boulevard, out towards Harvester. By Azars. The one has the tittie
bar behind it. Three days. Sat around in my skivvies with the TV
off and the shades down. Didn’t know if it was day or night most of
the time. Didn’t do nothin’ but sit there and eat Jack Daniel’s and
chocolate doughnuts. Did a bottle a day. Fuck, I don’t do a bottle
a week.”

“So, how—”

I grinned, or tried to. “All I can say is I
can’t shave with my Norelco now. Fucking cord’s busted. You got a
razor I could borrow maybe?” I rubbed my neck. It was still sore.
Then, I did laugh. “I paid a lot of money for that damn thing.
You’d think the cord’d be stronger! Think the warranty’s good on
something like that?”

I looked at him and took a deep
breath.

“I was gonna do it again, do it till I got it
right, only I laid there awhile on the floor thinking that now I
was gonna have to go out and buy something stronger, a rope, and I
started to wonder what places were still open had rope for sale on
a Sunday and then I wondered that if I was to find such a place
would they take a check cause I only had a couple of bucks in cash
left and then I remembered I would have to go back to my apartment
cause that’s where my checkbook was—I could see it in my mind,
sitting on the dresser and then I thought—what the hell am I doing?
If it is this much trouble then the hell with it! I would much
rather spend my time doing something more fun that took less
effort. So I did. I got up and turned on the TV. I didn’t think
about leaving town then—that’s the honest to God truth. I did that
this morning, driving over to Harvey’s but I might have started to
think about it last night while I was lying there thinking about
what a fuckup I was at killing myself, who knows? Anyway, here I am
and here we are and what do you think of that? No, don’t answer
that. I just want to get drunk and see if we can get laid. I
already forgot about what’s-her-name.

“Donna.”

“Yeah. Whatever.” We both laughed.

“Pussy’s pussy.”

Yeah, there was that. Bud was right but then
again he was wrong. I’d always thought that too—pussy was pussy—all
cats look alike in the dark—all that shit—and mostly that’s true, I
guess, but Donna…well, Donna was…well, different. I can’t
think of a better word.

It was all kinds of things, me and Donna. The
way she fucked. She screwed you like you and her were the last two
motherfuckers on earth and if she coulda got to pick who she was
gonna get to play Adam and Eve with it wouldn’ta been nobody else
but you. That kind of shit.

She all the time was making you think. This is
a good one. This is pure Donna. One time we’re vegging out in bed,
Sunday morning, the papers spread all over the bed and us and out
of nowhere she says, “You ever notice that all the people who park
in handicapped spaces drive Cadillacs?” I mean, who thinks
of that kind of shit? Not me.

“Yeah,” I said, coming back. “Being
handicapped must pay good.”

Then she said something else, added to what we
started and we had this whole conversation going—funny-ass
shit. Half an hour we go on. Talking with her was like talking to
another guy, a brother or something. She never needed any of that
bullshit fake-ass crap most girls seem to crave, have to always be
telling them their eyes were like diamonds, shit like that. We lay
there, rapping like a couple of buds and it was even better because
you sure can’t roll your buddy over and take one. Not me, anyway.
It was like having a pard only ten times better because you had the
sex too and the sex was only the best I ever had. But that was
Donna. She had this other side too, not so good.

“Why’d you break up with her?”

Because of my dad, I thought, but I didn’t
tell Bud that. I didn’t want to bring up the funeral, even think
about it. I didn’t tell him about the baby she aborted
either.

Probably it was our baby she aborted was the
last straw, now that I think about it. Dad gone to room temperature
and me the last of the line and she goes and offs the baby. Then
makes me late for his funeral so I couldn’t go up until everyone
had left.

Yeah.

“I don’t know. Lots of reasons.”

That was it. We didn’t talk any more about it.
I didn’t want to now that it was out and Bud didn’t bring it up
again.

Funny. What I did think about was my
dad. That was all the time happening—out of nowhere, for no reason,
I’d be thinking about my father and wishing he was there, see me in
action. See what a cocksman his number-one boy was. That was just
nuts, the way that always happened, thinking about my pappy, me a
grown man and all. I wonder if other guys think about their fathers
when they’re pulling a job, a robbery, or going down on some gal.
Right. I’m the idiot has the father ghost always popping up at the
dumbest times. Wondering how he’d take if if he’d known he almost
had a grandson to carry on the name. I wonder what the shrink back
at Pendleton Reformatory would think of that.

Don’t even say it.

 


 


III. Down Again

 


I finally run into Donna, day before I robbed
Smiley’s. I was down at Alexander’s over on State, came in for the
take-out ribs and I turned around and there she was, big as shit,
tits hanging half out her blouse and looking like SEX with all
caps. It was about three months after we broke up. I didn’t know
what to expect, it being sudden like that and a surprise, this not
being a place where we’d ever gone together so I wasn’t on my guard
but you know what? I didn’t feel anything. Not a goddamned
thing.

That was something, that.

I can’t say this hadn’t crossed my mind, about
running into her. Once or twice I even dialed her number but I
always hung up before she answered. Maybe I thought a guy might
answer and I didn’t know how I’d handle that.

“Hi,” she said and I could tell she was trying
to figure out how I’d react to this, knowing we’d had our violent
times and that felt pretty good, knowing she was up on her toes so
to speak, but all I said, and this I couldn’t fucking believe, all
the speeches I’d rehearsed, even the way my eyes would be,
frosty, was—“You still owe me for the rent.”

We stood there a few minutes, toe to toe, just
looking at each other, her folding and unfolding her hands down in
front of her, her eyes big and wide and…and
bright…glittery-bright.

“I got your letter.”

I just stared, trying to get my mind
untracked.

“Oh. Yeah. Well, I thought of you a couple of
times. I’da written more, but…” But what? “But, I was hooked up
with this girl,” I said, not knowing I was going to lie like that.
I wish I’d had more time to think of something else, something
better. “A black girl. Her name was Saundra. You’da liked her,
Donna. You probably wouldn’t even try and stab her like you did
Patsy.”

Oh, man. This was the lamest thing I could
have done but how do you haul something like that back into your
stupid mouth? You just have to go on with the program once you
start some shit like that.

“I had to leave cause her dad didn’t like
white boys.”

Fuck. I wouldn’t buy this crap myself. I did
the only thing I could do at that point. I walked past her, just
barely brushing her shoulder and went on out the door of
Alexander’s and out into the cold. It was January and snowing and
there was gray slush on top of the clean snow, the snow plows
having just been by, flinging crap all over everything, the
sidewalk, all over my windshield, this piece of junk I’d just
bought for fifty bucks, another Ford. I didn’t have a scraper so I
just used the Styrofoam box my ribs were in, trying not to spill
them, but got the fries and the French bread and ribs all mixed up,
sauce on everything.

Back in my room I kept getting this picture of
Donna and the way she kept folding and unfolding her hands and
right behind it I got this image of Bud and the guy in Tennessee,
the one whose hand he squeezed until something broke. The whole
time she was doing that with her hands, it was like she was doing
it to my insides, same as Bud did to that big hillbilly.

 


***

 


Way it turned out, I got shot in the leg
breaking into Smiley’s over on Vance Avenue and now here I sit in
city lockup awaiting transport back to Pendleton. There was a lot
of boozy nights and days, I suppose, led up to me making that kind
of mistake.

I usually don’t go for the sauce that much and
I hate guys who blame everybody but who they ought to blame which
is themselves when they lose control, take up drugs, booze,
whatever, and so I got to do the same. But all I know is I kept
thinking of that fucking bitch Donna. I’m not saying it’s her
fault—I’m not saying that—fuck, I’m a big boy and ought to be able
to keep it cool. I’m not even that sorry I lost it there for a
while and I’ll be damned if I even knew how it happened. I’m
sitting in a bar one day, tossing back a quick one and just about
ready to leave when I thought, what the hell and I had another one
and ended up spending the rest of the afternoon when I should have
gone back to work. That was pretty much it for work. It was that
second drink did it. Just like that. That’s when I started making
bets that weren’t too bright.

I did a lot of thinking during that period,
which is what you do when you drink. Unless you got a compadre
wants to sit around getting stinking with you which don’t happen as
a rule, all you got to do is think. Think and drink.

It’s funny. I’ve read as much as anybody about
why guys like me end up spending half their life behind bars and
they’ve got all kinds of theories except for the right one. Doing
crimes is like drinking. It’s the same, exact thing.

There’s a jolt you get when a job goes down.
Ain’t nothing like it in the entire universe. Better than whiskey,
better than coke, matter of fact, it’s better than sex in a lot of
ways. I sure never got as high after a mattress marathon as I have
after I stick up a guy. That sex high lasts about ten seconds but
the buzz you get when you just got off some motherfucker’s poke can
go on for weeks. It’s a drug is all it is. The body’s own natural
drug. Adrenaline. I finally figured it out and that’s the secret.
Which means nothing’s gonna change in society. Only way it’s gonna
change is take out the gland makes the adrenaline. It ain’t even
about money only you couldn’t convince the do-gooders of that. They
got this idea that if everybody gets a big piece of the pie then
crime will disappear. They just don’t get it—it’s not about money
or any of those things.

Besides that jolt, there’s one other reason
guys pull crimes. For control. Most of us haven’t ever been in
charge of even a little bit of our lives. Holding a .45 on some
clown in a liquor stores makes you God, at least for a few minutes.
In the back of your head, you know that situation’s gonna come to a
crashing halt eventually, but for a few minutes you get to be in
charge, make the other guy feel the fear you carried around with
you all the live-long day.

When I was pulling jobs, when I first started
doing burglaries, stuff like that, I had all the money I ever
wanted. Give me twenty bucks, I’d say to my mom and she’d fork over
thirty. Any time I wanted. Money wasn’t why I broke into places. I
did it for the high. All the money in the world, all the things
that all the money in the world could buy legitimately for you
couldn’t duplicate that high. Nothing there is can match that ’cept
you pull the crime. If you had a million dollars in your back
pocket and you got the crime monkey on your back then you’d hold up
somebody for his thumbs, for the lint in his pocket. Whatever. Like
they always say about guys who wheel and deal on Wall
Street—money’s just a way of keeping score. That’s all it is and
until the sociologists and other book freaks figure that out there
ain’t no way criminals are going to disappear.

Once you’ve had a rush like that it’s only a
matter of time before you get around to it again. We’re like alkies
or dopers, us thieves. Same for other kinds of outlaws ’cept maybe
rape but I’m not even sure about that since that doesn’t happen to
be a trick in my own bag.

You got to get away from anything that makes
it easy for you to take up the habit again, get a fix. The court
system kind of knows that. That’s why they have all these rules
when you make parole, like no drinking, no drugs, can’t associate
with known criminals or other paroles, stuff like that. They know
that even if you got the best intentions in the world, you get with
other guys who’ve got the habit same as you, sooner or later one of
you is going to get an idea and before you know it, you’re out
there with a cut-down twelve gauge in your mitts, looking over the
counter at the local 7-Eleven at some punk who’s stuffing money
into a paper bag. It’s like being a smoker.
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