

[image: cover]




[image: image]




FOREWORD


MORE THAN ANYONE, YOU’LL see Hemingway’s influence in Elmore’s early prose. When my father was just starting he told me he would put a blank piece of paper over the page of a Hemingway story and rewrite the scene his way. It’s how he learned to write.


I remember when I was seven or eight, going down the stairs to the basement, seeing my dad at his red desk, a cinderblock wall behind him, concrete floor. He was writing longhand on unlined, eight-and-a-half-by-eleven yellow paper. There was a typewriter on a metal stand next to the desk. Across the room was a red wicker waste basket with balls of yellow paper on the floor around it. Scenes that didn’t work. Pages that didn’t make it.


In retrospect, the room looked like a prison cell but my father, deep in concentration, didn’t seem conscious of his surroundings.


I said, “Dad, what’re you writing?”


“A short story called Charlie Martz.”


I think I said something profound like, “Oh.”


Elmore got the name from his best friend, Bill Martz. Bill didn’t work as well for the character, so he changed the name to Charlie.


While my father was writing the stories in this volume he worked at Campbell-Ewald, an advertising agency, writing Chevrolet ads. For almost a decade he got up at 5:00 A.M. and wrote two pages of fiction before he went to work. His rule: he couldn’t turn the water on for coffee, until he wrote a page. This routine continued until Elmore quit the advertising business. One day he said, “I’m gonna make my run.” Which meant he was going to write fiction full time.


These stories also remind me of growing up with my father. Eating beans out of tin plates while we watched a Western on TV. My dad said beans tasted better on a tin plate and he was right.


They remind me of playing hide and seek with guns. My brothers and sisters and I would hide somewhere in the house and when Elmore found us we’d shoot him. He loved the game as much as we did; he was a kid at heart.


They remind me of the bullfight poster that hung in our family room, a dramatic shot of Manolete holding his sword and cape ready to finish off a charging bull. Elmore loved the idea of the matador, dressed in his outfit, putting on a show, knowing any mistake might be his last.


And they remind me that my father was always writing. I can picture him in the family room, lost in thought, working on Hombre while I was twenty feet away with two friends, listening to the new Jimi Hendrix album. Elmore said he wrote eight pages that afternoon.


I can picture him on Easter break in Pompano Beach, Florida, sitting by the pool filled with kids playing, and surrounded by their parents talking and drinking vodka and tonics, Elmore, once again, oblivious to his surroundings, writing on a yellow pad.


In these early stories you’ll see Elmore experimenting with style, trying to find his voice, his sound. You’ll see him start a story with weather. You’ll see him use adverbs to modify the verb “said.” You’ll see him describe characters in detail, breaking several of the famous 10 Rules of Writing he developed almost fifty years later. And you’ll also see glimpses of Elmore’s greatness to come.


Peter Leonard




One, Horizontal


THE JOINT ON BEAUBIEN was a semi black and tan, more black than tan. Any lighter element in the place, disregarding a few beboppers, was sure to be overdressed, on the greasy side, and usually carrying a gun. Since it was of the lower order, and because I was familiar enough with his lower habits, I was willing to bet my last buck Marty Carrito would be there.


Inside the door I fought off the check girl who had my raincoat half unbuttoned before I could tell her I just wanted a quick warmer, and got a blast full in the face from five pieces—mostly brass and bongos.


Everybody in the place was beating his own time to the jazz—feet, hands, wooden knockers, and any part of the anatomy near something strong enough to take the beating. The check girl said it was “Honeysuckle Rose,” with not a little enthusiasm. Quite a surprise, but I didn’t have time to discuss it with her. I spotted my man at the bar.


He was slouched on the stool, elbows on the bar, looking like a teddy bear made out of black pinstripe. He was talking to a girl; blond, looked real, not bad, but not the kind you’d take home to mother. If you could judge by his gestures and the “baby stick with me and you can go places” look, she’d better have her snowshoes on. Laced tight.


I’m the kind of guy that gets lovey and buddy-buddy after I’ve had a few. Only this wasn’t the time to be lovey or buddy-buddy, or even the least bit nice for that matter. All evening I had been buying bottle courage for what I was going to do, and now I felt like kissing the guy … instead of killing him. Right then, along with the cute feeling, and probably because of it, I got an idea. It added a little color to a drab job.


Off to the right I spotted MEN in yellow neon, went in, picked one of the more private compartments, of which there were three, closed the door, and pulled a .45 from the left pocket of my raincoat. For the first time since I entered Jade’s I relaxed my grip on the handle. My hand was sweating.


I glanced at a couple of jingles and smutty words on the wall and found out that Kilroy had been there. Ordinarily I wouldn’t have laughed, but I was in a peculiar frame of mind. What makes a men’s room bring out artistic talents? I decided to think about it later and took the clip out of the gun. I slid the top slug from the clip, put the gun back together and in my pocket again, but kept the slug in my hand when I stepped out.


The men’s room attendant gave me an unenthusiastic look, saw I wasn’t the hand-washing type, but figured what the hell and tried to brush me off. However he wasted his time. I brushed him instead.


Out front I noticed that “Honeysuckle Rose” had withered away and now “How High the Moon” was being rasped to death by a skinny little colored boy with a great big tenor sax. Everyone was still going nuts. Including my man. The stool next to him where the girl had been was now vacant. Either he had missed out or else she was powdering her nose. I knew he was the type who generally got what he wanted, one way or another, so I threw the first guess out and decided I’d better work fast.


I squeezed in next to him and put one leg over the empty stool. It took about ten seconds to get the bartender’s eye. I ordered a double, paid, and placed the shot right in front of me. Carrito was so intent on the music—beating on the edge of the bar with his ring turned toward the palm—that he hadn’t noticed me yet.


I tapped him on the left shoulder, gently. No response. I tapped him again but with a little more knuckle. Still beating, bouncing, but without taking his eyes off the sax player, he reached a fat, perspiring paw over and held my hand. It took him almost a minute to realize that the hand he held had never used Ponds, wasn’t lovely, and sure as hell didn’t belong to the doll with the blond hair.


I thought he’d spin around and that he might even throw one, but he turned toward me very slowly, probably trying to get his fat brain to turn over fast enough to say something Richard Widmark would if he were sitting there. He looked me right in the eye with his still half closed, took a drag on his cigarette, and blew the smoke in my face, slowly. I had planned on being the smooth apple, but he was out-smoothing me. I tried not to blink, put my left hand on the bar, and placed the .45 slug sitting straight up. He didn’t notice.


“I already got a date, pal.”


I beckoned to the bullet and he followed my glance.


“She can have you, Marty.” He didn’t show surprise that I knew his name. “I just want to make a prediction for you. I’m going to kill you with something just like that.”


I picked up the hooker and took two gulps to kill it, turned from the bar, and walked toward the entrance as naturally as I could. At the check window, I stopped and turned up my collar. Part of the show. Then I left fast, without looking back. Not part of the show.


A Checker cab was in front of the place and I grabbed that. If it hadn’t been there I probably would have taken off like a 220-dash man right down the middle of the street. As soon as I left the bar I knew I was scared. I hadn’t counted on it, but there was nothing I could do about it.


All the way across town I kept looking back, got a few scares, but finally decided that I wasn’t being tailed. Then I began to wonder why I wasn’t. I had just told the guy I was going to kill him and he didn’t even come after me.


“I’ll bet he didn’t hear what I said!”


“What did you say?” The cabby was looking at me through the rearview mirror.


“I said don’t you care if the light’s red?”


He jammed on the brakes and I almost ended up next to him. We were on East Adams, downtown Detroit. Since it was close enough, I told him that this was fine, paid, and got out. I stopped in the Brass Rail to see if you could still get a shot for thirty-five cents. It didn’t take long. Thirty-five cents lighter I was back outside again. Within five minutes I had picked up the Chevy that I had parked in a lot around the corner, and was heading for Grass Lake.


It was raining again and the windshield wipers squeaked a monotonous beat on the downward motion. I opened both of the front window vents wide. The moist air felt good on my face. I relaxed, and for the first time in over a week, since I had left Tampico, I breathed more slowly and began to think with a little logic. A year ago I’d only drive out this way for a swim, and now …


I HAD BEEN IN Mexico almost a year when I got the wire telling of Cliff’s accident. I was just scrounging around trying to make a fast, easy buck, but legitimately, when the bad news reached me. My brother didn’t send it himself. He would have made it look better. The guy that sent it was either drunk or not past the third grade, because a baby could figure from the way he said, it it wasn’t an accident. Nobody gets shot in a hunting accident when the hunting season isn’t open. That was enough. I gave up starving to death and headed for Detroit. That was Monday before last. Two days after I got here, Cliff left the hospital and moved out to a little cottage on Grass Lake, confined to a wheelchair, knowing he’d never walk again.


He was evasive at first and hard to get along with. He just sat there with a chip on his shoulder continually bawling for a drink. He had changed a lot. A year ago he had just finished high school—a football star, popular with the girls, and even pretty good in school. Sometimes I thought he dressed funny, but that was all in the age. If I had kept my job in Detroit and an eye on Cliff, everything would have been all right; but I was a little too unsettled for my own good. Maybe he got some of his wildness from me. But where did I get it? From what I can remember, the folks couldn’t have been better—doing everything right, and contributing to the old saying that only the good die young. I wish Cliff had remembered them better. If he had, he wouldn’t have fallen in with the pool-room crowd who filled him with the easy-money idea. It was through one of them that he got the job in the local numbers bank. That was the start. In a few months he moved farther uptown, dressed better, but now carried a revolver. He was an easy kid to like, so I can see how he moved up fast. But in that racket you don’t push too hard if the guys in front of you are heavy. Cliff was ambitious and liked to push.


A state cop found him in the bushes alongside US 16 about a mile this side of Farmington. He had been badly beaten and shot. They probably had every intention of killing him, I’m not sure, but the bullet only chipped the spine—went right through. If they had done a good job, he’d been better off.


It took just a few days of watching him break up a little bit at a time before I decided what I was going to do. I thought about the cops and a dozen other things a member of the Better Citizens League would do; but I wasn’t a better citizen and I couldn’t see how going to the cops would do any good. To them he was just another mug who got what he deserved. If the guy who did it was picked up, he’d be out within twenty-four hours. No evidence. A dozen guys would swear they were having a beer with him the exact second that Cliff was shot. If anything was going to be done, it would have to be done by me. I didn’t have any delusions of wiping out the whole racket, or even the Detroit branch, but one guy was going to get it. The one who decided that Cliff was no longer useful.


Finding out his identity was no easy job—even when I poured everything except aftershave lotion into Cliff to make him loosen up. I’d drink along with him to make it look like a party, but either he’d pass out too soon, or else he’d just get talking good … and I would.


Last night I was pretty disgusted with my progress, and was trying to think of where I could lay my hands on a torture wheel, when he opened up out of a clear highball and gave me the whole story. He was really feeling sorry for himself, and it made me a little sick. But at the end of the story I found out my man was Marty Carrito.


At first I was going to shoot him on sight. Nothing fancy, and to hell with the consequences. I found out where he hung out most of the time, took the better part of the afternoon and evening to drink some courage, and arrived at the black and tan about eleven. I was planning on getting him outside, somehow, and on his back in the gutter without further ado, when the cute idea hit me. It was prescribed to prolong the agony, and make him sweat. What a dreamer. The first part was over, and I knew damn well if anybody was scared it was only me.


IT WAS GOING ON 1:00 A.M. when I turned up the narrow, muddy drive leading to the cottage. I turned sharply off the drive about a hundred feet from the cottage and drove as far into the bushes as I could, which was only about twenty feet off the drive. Before going inside I pulled some loose shrubbery around behind the car and tried to hide it.


I went through the back door into a kitchen that looked more like a bottling plant and smelled more like a distillery. Twenty-three men of distinction props were on the sink and on the kitchen table. All thoroughly used. I took the ones off the sink and placed them on the table with the others, arranging them all in two neat rows. Dressed the place up a little.


Cliff was on the couch in the living room, a couple of pillows propped behind him and his right arm resting on a card table next to the couch. There was a half-full bottle on the table along with two shot glasses, a tumbler, and a dozen or more cigarette stubs that had been butted on the tabletop.


“What do you think ash trays are for?”


He picked up a crumpled cigarette pack and tore at it nervously. He looked up at me, throwing the empty pack on the floor.


“Gimme a cigarette. I’m out.” He looked more nervous lighting it, but seemed to relax after the first drag. “Did you bring a bottle? This is the last one.”


“No, I didn’t have time,” I said. “You’d better cut down anyway. Bad for the liver.”


“You found out all you wanted to know, so now I’d better cut down. You think I’m going to sit here and go nuts? I’ll beat the damn liver to death first!”


“Cliff, you have to have patience. Soon you’ll be—”


“Start one more of those sickening lectures and I’ll vomit right on the floor. Have patience … read … get interested in a hobby … do something constructive! What’ll I do, weave baskets or sell pencils? Stan, you got to either keep your mouth shut or get the hell out. You stopped being the big brother a long time ago!”


His face was very red and he was getting more and more excited. Without knowing it he was trying to pull himself up from the couch. I pushed him down gently and arranged the pillows behind him more comfortably.


“As a martyr you make a good drunk, Cliff. You’re going to do something for yourself and stop feeling sorry whether you like it or not. One thing is sure, we’re not staying here. As soon as you’re a little stronger we’re going west. This burg is too cold.”


He looked at me quickly. “Sure it’s not because it’s too hot?” He thought that was clever, and what he said next even more so.


“You look kind a pale, Stan. See a ghost, or did you almost become one? I told you monk around and you’d get more than you could handle.”


“Go to sleep, Cliff.”


“Go to sleep, Cliff.” He imitated my voice. “You really think you’re God Almighty, don’t you? Go to sleep, Cliff!” He did it the same way. “You’re just too goddamn smart for your own good.” He was pulling himself off the couch again. “I hope they put you to sleep! Even if you are my brother.”


I turned out the lights and went into the bedroom without answering. He kept it up for a while, but I couldn’t make out what he was saying. I knew he wouldn’t have spoken that way if he were sober, but I still couldn’t help liking him a little less, and went to sleep wondering if what I was doing was worth the time and effort.


I expected Cliff to be in a better mood the next morning. Maybe if he had gotten some sleep he would have been, but I noticed the bottle on the table was empty. Cliff was still half drunk, but now the other half of him was hungover, and he was in an uglier mood. I told him I was going out for a while and he told me to GET THE HELL OUT … so he could have the last word.


I drove to Henderson’s Corner, about two miles down the road, had two cups of coffee, got cigarettes, and then went across the road to the post office.


I bought one stamped envelope, and had to tell the clerk three times that I thought the weather stunk before I could get away from the window and over to an addressing table near the door.


You don’t have to be too sneaky about dropping a .45 caliber bullet into an envelope. It isn’t that big. So I didn’t worry about anyone being a witness to my breaking the law. I addressed it to Carrito in care of Jade’s, the joint on Beaubien, and dropped it into the box.


I was more than halfway home when I realized my mistake. The Grass Lake postmark would stand out like muscles on a snake dancer! For Carrito not to notice it, he’d have to be as dumb as I was when I pulled the stunt.


I raced the rest of the way, trying to think of how to get Cliff out of town in the shortest possible time. I turned into the drive, pulled up behind the cottage, and then noticed the gray, ’49 Buick over to the left and partly among the trees. I took it for granted who the visitor was, but I didn’t take for granted he’d have a friend along. Not until …


“Out of the car, Jack. No tricks.”


I turned fast. The right front door opened and a young, good-looking guy in a drapey gray flannel suit was standing there with his left hand on the handle. I couldn’t see the other hand because it was inside the coat—where a shoulder holster hangs. I got out his side.


“Let’s go inside, Jack.” That’s all he had to say.


Marty Carrito was straddling a chair turned backward, his elbows on the back and his chin resting on both hands. He didn’t raise his head when we came in, but his eyes moved up from the floor and rested on me. The same slow, half-closed eyes.


“Who’s your friend, Buddy?”


Before the gray suit could answer, Carrito lifted his head with a jerk, recognition all over his face.


“Oh, it’s MY friend. Yeah, we’re old friends. Even hold hands.”


The gray suit came around and stood in front of me. “You mean this is the guy at Jade’s last night?” His right hand was out of the coat and he was holding a snub-nosed .32.


“Yeah, Buddy, this is the guy who gives his shells away.” He turned to me, still straddling the chair. “We’re sure glad to see you. Thought we’d have to give Cliffy another lesson. Cliffy hasn’t been minding lately.” He turned his head toward the couch. “Have ya, pal?”


Cliff wasn’t on the couch but right next to it in a mess of cigarette butts and broken glass. The card table was on its side next to him. I started to go over to him, but didn’t get two steps—under my own power—something hard and flat, like a cut-down revolver, smashed against the side of my face and I landed in the mess next to my brother.


“I thought he wanted to sit down, Marty, so I give him a seat.” Buddy thought it was very funny.


Carrito didn’t pay any attention to what he said, just smiled and looked at me. He said, still smiling, “Check me if I’m wrong. You’re Stan Ellis. You’ve been down in Mexico for the past year or so. Left just before Cliff got his position with us. Heard about his little accident a couple of weeks ago, and decided to play the big brother.” Now he was laughing. “See, we’ve got to know all about our boys. Even about their brothers.”


He stopped abruptly, jumped up, and threw the chair aside. For the first time I saw his eyes open all the way.


“You think I’m a too-big mug who takes that kind of stuff offa somebody’s big brother! There’re a dozen guys in the river wearing cement shoes who didn’t do half of what you tried. You think I’m punchy or somethin’!”


He calmed down a little, but his eyes were still open wide. I took that as a bad sign and didn’t say a word. Buddy started to laugh.


Carrito looked at him. “Shut up!” Then down at me and pointed in my face. “You take that gimpy brother and get out of town fast. If I ever hear of you around here again, I’ll blow your head off … after Cliff gets his. If you think I’m bluffing, stick. You’ll stick for good under this goddamn ground!”


He looked at me for about ten seconds without moving. You could see that he was relaxing. He pulled a silver case from an inside pocket and took out a cigarette. He kept his eyes on me while he lit it and took a long drag. As he blew the smoke, he turned and walked out. Buddy walked out backward.


I heard the Buick start and pull away before I got up. My face ached and I felt a little blood, but I know it didn’t hurt as much as Cliff’s. Blood was smeared all over his face and down the front of his T-shirt. Both of his cheeks were badly bruised. Buddy’s gun had been working overtime.


I made Cliff comfortable on the couch, cleaned him up, cleaned up the mess and then myself. When I got back to him he was wide awake, but not feeling too good. I told him the whole story, including what Carrito had said. Without making too big a chump out of myself I told him Carrito was probably right and we’d better go someplace else. Cliff was able to swear at me only once before he passed out again.


I thought we’d be able to pull out the next day, but in the morning Cliff was feeling worse. Pretty sick to his stomach. So I put off the departure and planned it for the next day. There wasn’t much preparing to do—no tickets to buy—because I thought everything would be easier if we drove. So all afternoon I moped around, smoked two packs of cigarettes, and lost two thousand bucks to myself playing Canfield. About seven I was ready to blow my lid. Cliff was sleeping—much needed—so I elected to go out for a while. Out of cigarettes anyway.


The room adjoining the general store of Henderson’s Corner boasted of a short mahogany bar, stained, and about a dozen tables marred with names, initials, and intimate ads like J.H. loves M.M. It was fairly crowded. Mostly farmers and a few of their wives, but not many cottagers this time of the year. I sat at the bar, minding my own business until a little after nine. It was at this time that I noticed a fellow at a table close to the bar tearing into a very rare-looking steak. This inspiration, plus the fact that I hadn’t eaten all day, moved me to a table where I had the same, plus two beers. At after dinner drink time, I was back at the bar, feeling much better, and even ready to put up with any farmer who wanted to discuss girls, wheat, the new calf, girls, beer, sports, or even girls. Twenty minutes later I was right in the middle of all of them, and didn’t finally pull myself free until going on twelve. I’d had it.


A little more than halfway back to the cottage I noticed the red glow in the sky. A few people were walking hurriedly down the road in the general direction. I had never chased a fire before and didn’t plan on starting now.


I didn’t plan on starting, but when I turned into the cottage drive, I saw that I had chased it whether I liked it or not.


I wasn’t able to get more than halfway up the drive. The volunteers were out full force, along with a few dozen ardent fans blocking the drive and doing everything they could to get in the way. It took me fifteen minutes to get a straight story out of someone. All the watchers were eager to relate the details, only they all talked at once and every story was different. But I did find out that no one had gone into the house since the fire was discovered … and no one had come out.


I felt numb and kinda drained. Cliff couldn’t have dragged himself out without help. I thought of the cigarettes mashed out on the table, matches thrown on the floor, I even toyed with a defective wiring notion. But I wasn’t even close.


It was close to me though. I felt the nudge and looked around.


“Nice homey fire, huh Jack?” Buddy. His hand in the usual place.


I let go with all I had. Brought both fists up under his chin and a knee into his groin. He staggered back, went down, and the momentum carried me over him. I landed on his face with both knees, rolled over him and kept going. I ran down the drive a few steps, saw that my car was blocked, so I cut to the left and raced for the woods and thick bushes.


I ran, stumbled and staggered through the foliage, the branches tore at my face and clothes, but kept going. If I stopped I was as good as dead. A guy with a gun was behind me, somewhere, itching to pull the trigger in my face. I was breathing hard, and the hot, fast breaths seared inside my chest. It kept going through my mind that I had to get away … get far enough then out back to the road … bum a ride to Detroit … but why did they do it? … Then it dawned on me. The bullet I mailed! Carrito got it after he had talked to us, so figured I was still playing the hero. Why hadn’t he looked at the post date!


I stopped short and sunk to my knees. Slowly I fell back in a sitting position. I was thinking what a hopeless mess it all was when I heard the faint crackling noise from the direction I had just come. He was near. He wanted to kill me.


Buddy was about twenty yards away when I picked up the rock—as big as two fists. I crouched in the brush and held my body close to a tree.


I wanted him to get a few feet past the tree, then let him have it in the back of the head. But when he got even with the tree, he stopped. He was so close I could have touched him. His gun hung at his side. He glanced around and then took the decoration handkerchief from his breast pocket and began wiping his forehead and eyes.


He was looking into plain white when the rock smashed into his face … with my hand around it. Before he went down I let go with three more. I don’t even know where it hit him, or if he was dead before he hit the ground; but when I knelt beside him to check, he was very dead.


A GUY IN A gray flannel suit, a little on the long side, walked into the Avenue Hotel on Michigan about two hours later. He registered as Stan Conway. The clerk wasn’t surprised that he didn’t have a bag—very few did—but he did eye the suit with some curiosity. The clientele of this fleabag rarely owned a suit, much less one with the pants and coat matching. I wasn’t going to explain, so I left him to figure it out for himself and went up to my room.


The room was dingy, old, and depressing. The only bright feature was the pint I had just placed on the dresser. I took one long one to get my feet on the ground, then went through the pockets of my new suit. I pulled out the wallet. The driver’s license described one Angelo Di Vico, born Oct. 11, 1925. Buddy was even younger than I thought. Still, he hadn’t done bad. If money’s the judge. He was carrying over two hundred bucks. Now I was.


In the inside breast pocket I found a little black book. The little black book. And from the amount of names inside, Buddy Di Vico was no slouch with the ladies. Thumbed through, not looking for anything in particular. Then I stopped. Gloria Tatum, Jade’s. Imperial Hotel. Room 220. I looked at every name in the book, but Gloria’s was the only one with Jade’s under it. I thought of the blonde sitting with Carrito at the bar. She could have been working there that night. It was a hunch and maybe just the lead I was looking for.


I went down the hall to the phone, looked up the Imperial, and dialed the number. The desk clerk, or whoever answered, had kind of a fruity voice.


“Miss Tatum, please,” I said.


“Miss Tatum isn’t in yet.” Sort of a singsongy voice. “Any message?”


“Miss Tatum still work at Jade’s?”


“Yes, I believe so. May I ask who’s calling?”


I told him that he may not, hung up, and went back to my room.


It was two-fifteen then. The bars close at two. If Gloria wasn’t the type that frequented blind pigs, she should get home by two-thirty. I decided to give her an extra half hour, picked up the Times and looked for the crossword puzzle.


I filled in a few but got too tangled up in female sandpipers, Egyptian sun gods, and Latin prepositions. I decided to wait for a brighter mood, tore the puzzle out of the paper, and put it in a side pocket. I had been ignoring the pint.


At a quarter to three I checked Buddy’s gun, combed my hair and was ready to go.


The corner to the left of the hotel entrance was pretty bright, so I waited there until I saw a cab and a cab saw me. At five to three I walked into an all-night drugstore next to the Imperial and ducked into a phone booth.


“Miss Tatum, please.”


The same singsongy voice, but this time: “One moment, I’ll connect you.”


The phone rang exactly seven times. Finally she answered.


“Yeah?”


“Sorry to disturb you, Miss Tatum. This is the night clerk,” I said. “There’s a fr—”


“Why, Donald, baby, you’re beginning to almost sound like a man.”


I remembered the singsong, kicked myself, and boosted the pitch. “Er … thank you, Miss Tatum, but there’s a friend of Mr. Carrito’s here who insists he has an important message for him.” It was a long shot.


“Marty isn’t here yet,” she answered. “Wait. Have you ever seen him before?”


“Oh yes, I think it’s Mr. Di Vico.”


“Buddy?” She seemed pleased. “Why didn’t you say so. Send him up.”


I entered the Imperial through the side entrance and went up the stairs without the night clerk spotting me. I did get a glance at him. Looked just like his voice.


Room 220 was three doors from the stairs. I knocked gently and tried to feel like a Buddy Di Vico.


“Just a sec, honey.” From within.


As soon as the knob started to turn I pulled my gun, threw a shoulder, and was in the middle of the room before she knew what had happened. I covered her with the .32. It was a good thing because the black negligee was falling down on the job.


“Aren’t you cold?”


“Brother, that’s a new one.” She wasn’t the least bit flustered and made no attempt to cover up. “If it wasn’t for the suit, I’d hardly recognize you, Buddy.”


“I have a confession to make,” I said, “that was me on the phone. I want to see your boyfriend pretty bad, so I thought I’d wait here.”


“I’ve met funnier guys.” She was turning on a bored look, but still didn’t adjust her uniform.


“I’m not joking, Gloria. This is official business. You’re looking right into the eyes of the grim reaper.”


She didn’t get it. “You wrestle?”


“Are you propositioning me?”


“Now you’re getting funnier.” She laughed, low, but at me, not with me. “You’re in the wrong ballpark, sonny. You couldn’t even tie Marty’s shoelaces.”


“I’ll bet I could untie yours though.”


We probably would have waltzed around a couple of more times, but two sharp raps on the door ended the bout.


I grabbed her by the wrist. “Open it, but act nice. No signs.” I moved to the right of the door and flattened myself against the wall.


Gloria had been in the game much longer than I had. She opened the door without a word, but not more than three inches before she was telegraphing like hell with her eyes, with a faint nod in my direction. The door slammed. Pulled from the outside. With the bang of the door there was a louder noise. In fact, a few, but they all mixed together and sounded like one big bang. Something ripped through the door, and the lamp on the end table shattered. Gloria broke from the door, took a few steps and then jerked, clenched her fists tight to her sides and fell next to the lamp.


For a second it was quiet. In almost one motion I had the door open and was out in the hall expecting to see Carrito’s back heading for the stairs. That’s when I made my mistake.


I felt the hot, sharp pain between my shoulder blades the same time I heard the shot. I turned on my way down and opened up; I don’t know how many times. Carrito was running down the hall, his back to me, and was almost at the end when I fired. I expected him to freeze and fall backward. Then I thought I had missed … until he crashed into the wall. He lay sprawled on his back and didn’t move.


I was on my hands and knees. I tried to move my arms, but couldn’t. I felt paralyzed and sick to my stomach. Then I don’t know …


A GUY IN A white coat was looking down at me like he was trying to figure out what I was. Cops were all over the place, but mostly around me. I moved my hand up to my chest, underneath the blanket, and was surprised that I was stripped to the waist. An elderly man in a blue-gray suit bent over me.


“You’ve done us a favor, son, but I don’t know if you’ve done yourself one. Want to tell me about it?”


I looked up at him. “It’s a long story. How about later on?”


“Suit yourself, son.” He turned to the white coat. “Get him in a talking mood as soon as you can, Doc.” He yawned, walked away, and the policemen around him followed.


The doctor said, “The wagon will be here soon. Just lie still.”


Next to him another guy was standing with my coat on his arm. For some reason I tagged him for a newspaperman. He waited until the doctor walked away and then said:


“You don’t have too much to worry about. Self-defense written all over the place. By the way—this your coat?”


I nodded.


“You doing the puzzle?”


I nodded again.


“No wonder you couldn’t get going. You had the first one across filled in wrong.”


I heard him, but didn’t pay much attention. Fine time to discuss crossword puzzles.


He was still talking. “I guess it was a natural mistake, though, with you. Must have had a lot on your mind.”


Another guy, with a camera, came up to him then.


“Got ’em all, Jerry. That all?”


“Yeah, that’s all. Hey, wait! Want to see something funny?” The reporter brought the crossword puzzle out of the pocket.


“See this guy is doing the puzzle, then he finds that he’s stuck. Know why? Look at the first one, across. It’s a one- two- three- … seven-letter word for corpse. You know what this guy has written in? CARRITO! The guy’s a prophet!”




Charlie Martz


IN MESILLA IT WAS the hour of the siesta. The small square that marked the center of the adobe settlement was void of any sign of life. Only the glare of the bleaching southwestern sun danced about the dry fountain in the middle of the square, and against the crumbly, baked-sand walls of the adobe buildings fronting the square. The tall, sandstone Mission bordering the eastern end stood desolate and alone. Occasionally could be heard a faint, hollow clang as a hot wind swept though the arch of the Mission belfry to nudge the massive bell. The bark of a stray dog, the slam of a screen door—only these sounds broke the bright-glare stillness.


Across the square, directly opposite the Mission, stood the Exquisita, Mesilla’s only saloon. Its adobe surface was the same bleak structure as the other buildings in the solitary row, except that above the wide doorway, and the width of the building, a supported tin-roof structure extended, awkwardly, eight or ten feet, providing the only shade on that side of the square.


A thick, untidy man wearing a collarless shirt and white apron lounged in the doorway of the saloon. His body was loose and relaxed, leaning against the doorframe, but his face bore a puzzled expression. His eyes were half-closed, squinting against the glare, in the general direction of the Mission. He was the first and only one to see the rider walking his horse slowly up the middle of the narrow street bordering the Mission.


As the rider reached the square, his horse balked slightly, but the rider urged the horse along at the same slow pace. The man in the doorway squinted harder, but there was no recognition on his face. He walked out the few paces to the end of the shade as the rider reached the rail in front of the saloon.


“Howdy, mister. You sure pick a hot time of day to come callin’. You come far? I see you must’ve come from Orogrande say … that’s a killin’ ride this time of day. Come on in and fresh up. I got a boy that’ll take care of the sorrel.”


The rider had only nodded his head in greeting. He dismounted stiffly, unbuckled his chaps, and threw them over the saddle horn before he looked up again. “Just have your boy give her some water. I’m not sure if I’m through ridin’ or not. I know I’m ready to have a drink, though.”


“Sure thing, mister. Hey, niño! Aquí!” He waited a few moments and was about to yell for the boy again, when the young Mexican came running around from the side of the building. The man in the apron said a few words in Spanish, then followed the rider through the doorway, eager to be of service, yet not sure what kind of man he was going to serve.
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