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For Toby Kavanaugh,
who taught me how to shoot pool.






Annihilating all that’s made


To a green thought, in a green shade.


Andrew Marvell







Chapter One


Where it faced the highway, the Sunburst was just another motel, but behind the main building sat a cluster of a half-dozen concrete cottages with tiny rock gardens. Condominiums. It was on one of the Keys, the one just below Largo. Driving down from the Miami airport, Ed had pictured a resort hotel with terraces and tennis courts, but this was old-fashioned. He parked beside a crimson hibiscus and got out into the Florida heat. Number 4 was the one across the gravel road, with a clear view of the ocean. It was late in the afternoon and the light from the sky was intense.


Just as he came up, the screen door opened and a hugely fat man stepped out. The man wore Bermuda shorts and carried a wet bathing suit; he walked to the edge of the little porch and began wringing the suit into the bushes, scowling. It was him. Old as hell and even fatter, but there was no mistaking the man. Ed walked up to the foot of the steps, shading his eyes from the sun. ‘You’re George Hegerman,’ he said, pleasantly.


The fat man grunted and went on with his suit.


‘We used to know each other, in Chicago.…’


The man turned and looked at him. ‘I remember.’


‘I’d like to talk business,’ Ed said, squinting up. He was beginning to feel uncomfortable. It was extremely hot. ‘I could use a drink.’


The fat man turned and finished with the bathing suit. There was a wood banister at one end of the porch and he hung it over that, spreading it out to dry. The suit was enormous. He turned back to Ed. ‘I’m going out in the bay. You can come along.’


Ed stared at him for a moment. ‘In a boat?’


‘That’s right.’


Hegerman stood at the wheel, wearing only the Bermuda shorts and dark glasses; he piloted the small boat expertly toward the low sun. The water was flat and shallow and as blue as any water Ed had ever seen; the motor behind him made conversation impossible except for an occasional shout.


After a while Hegerman pushed the throttle forward and the boat jolted ahead, skipping over the surface of the water like a flat rock and bouncing Ed hard against the seat. He stood up like the other man and held a rail in front of him. The spray hit against his face and drenched his dark glasses. They began to pass small, humped islands made of some kind of tangled plant. ‘What’s that?’ he shouted as they passed one, and the fat man boomed out, ‘Mangrove.’ Ed said nothing, feeling stupid for not knowing. His shirt was soaked now and there was water in his shoes. He seated himself and tried to get the shoes off, but the boat was bouncing too hard and he couldn’t manage it. The water’s color had changed to a startling aquamarine. The deep, unclouded blue of the sky was dazzling.


Abruptly Hegerman cut the throttle back and the banging stopped. The motor sound changed to a purr. Ed got his shoes off. Ahead of them was a real island with a narrow beach; they were moving toward it.


Behind the beach stood a mass of trees, through which the sun filtered toward them. When they were a few hundred yards out, the fat man cut off the motor and they drifted. Then he opened a storage compartment in the seat beside him and carefully pulled out something black. It was a camera. He tood a tubular black case from the same place, zipped it open and removed a lens that was over a foot long. He fastened it to the camera body. Ed set his shoes beside him on the seat, watching the fat man who had now erected a tripod on the deck by his seat and was screwing the camera to the top of it. Ed knew better than to ask questions; he kept silent and watched. The cigarette pack in his shirt pocket was unopened and had stayed dry. He opened it now and lit up, then peeled the wet shirt off, wrung it out over the gunwale and spread it out on the empty seat beside him. The fat man had his camera ready now, pointed toward the trees. His enormous bottom filled the back of the boat seat; he had only to lean sideways to have his eye at the viewfinder. Ed leaned back and smoked, waiting. There were ripples on the surface of the water and they glowed above their troughs with iridescence. Water lapped quietly against the side of the boat.


Abruptly there was a movement at the edge of the trees and three tall, pink birds came walking toward them like apparitions. The fat man leaned over and his camera began to click. The birds were astonishing; Ed had never seen anything like them. They walked gravely to the water’s edge, looked to the right and the left. The one in the middle took a few silent steps, its knees bending backward, raised its pink-edged wings, held its long neck straight out and fanned itself into the air. Its ghostly awkwardness gone, it was flying. The other two followed. As the third took off, Ed could see that its long bill was strangely wide at the tip, as though there were a bulb growing there. It gave the big creature a lugubrious, comical look, but when it was aloft like the others it flew like a dream. The birds circled the island once and then flew away to the left, lazily and silently, their necks extended straight out from their bodies like experimental aircraft. Ed felt goose bumps. The fat man kept taking pictures, following them ‘until they were out of sight. When they were gone he leaned against his seat, laying a huge arm across the back of it. ‘That’s it,’ he said in a gravelly voice.


‘It was something.’ Eddie said. He felt a lot better. Before the birds had appeared he was beginning to feel hustled; the whole thing was like a wild-goose chase. But they hadn’t been wild geese. ‘Herons?’ he said.


‘Roseates.’ The fat man was dismantling his camera. When he got it stowed back in the compartment, he reached down to the deck beside him, lifted a cover and pulled out a bottle with tinfoil around its neck; he opened it and handed it back to Ed. The label read ‘Dos Equis’; it was Mexican beer. ‘Thanks,’ Eddie said, and the man grunted. ‘Roseate spoonbills.’ He reached down to a small green bottle and opened it. Perrier.


Ed grinned. ‘I remember you always drank imported beer.’


‘I have a persuasive doctor nowadays.’


Ed took a long swallow from his beer. ‘What I want to talk about is a tour,’ he said.


The fat man sipped his Perrier and said nothing.


‘There’s a man with a cable TV company and he wants to put us on cable.’


‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ the fat man said.


‘He wants us to go around the country playing each other while he films it for cable TV. It might go on ‘Wide World of Sports.”


‘ESPN? Home Box Office?’


‘Mid-American.’


‘What’s Mid-American? Where’s the main office?’


Ed took another swallow of his beer. ‘Lexington, Kentucky. It’s where I live now.’


Fats said nothing. He began dismantling his tripod. ‘I want to get back before dark.’


Going back, he went more slowly, seated behind the wheel. The water had turned dark and was as smooth as gelatin; it look as if you could walk on it. The sun was behind them now. Ed took off his dark glasses. They moved toward shore, passing the mangrove islands, for several minutes before the fat man spoke. ‘I haven’t heard your name for fifteen years,’ he said.


‘I’ve been running a poolroom.’


‘A waste,’ the fat man said.


‘It looked good at first. What do you think about this TV thing?’


‘Tell me about it.’


‘The contract gives us six hundred dollars each for an appearance, and twenty-five percent of residuals. That’s if ABC or somebody picks it up. And expenses.’


‘Straights?’


‘Yes.’


‘How many cities?’


‘Seven. We could start with Miami, in two months.’


The fat man finished his Perrier and put the bottle back in the deck well. ‘I don’t need it,’ he said. ‘I’ve been retired six years.’


They were approaching a clump of mangroves that was larger than the others, and he cut the boat toward it. There was a narrow opening in the plants, like a tunnel. Ed ducked and they went through. Now they were going down an alley of black water, with branches overhead and the sounds of insects. Wet mangrove roots, interlacing and darkly tangled, rose above them to an impenetrable cover of leaves. It was primeval, like something on a TV show about the dawn of man. It was the kind of place that had snakes.


Just as Ed was beginning to feel uncomfortable, the alleyway opened up and they were in a broad, dark lake surrounded by mangroves, lit dimly and without shadows by the darkening sky. It felt like church. The fat man had a pair of spinning rods and reels clipped under the gunwale at his left. ‘You want to fish?’


‘Why not?’


‘Open that well in front of you. There’s shrimp for bait.’


Ed pulled up the ring and looked inside. There was barely enough light to see the small shrimp darting around. He had done river fishing with worms and grasshoppers a few years before, when he was trying to find ways of just getting out of the apartment, but he had never fished in salt water or used shrimp. The other man handed him back a light spinning rod, saying, ‘Careful with the hook’; and Ed gritted his teeth, reached into the well and managed to snag a shrimp. It tickled the palm of his hand. He handed it up to the fat man. ‘Where does the hook go?’


‘Through the tail. Cast near the roots, but don’t snag it.’


Ed got another shrimp and put his hook through its tail. ‘What are we fishing for?’


‘Mangrove snapper.’ The fat man’s arm moved out lazily, his rod swung in a graceful arc; there was a plop and then ripples about a foot out from shore, off to the left. A perfect cast, which was what you would expect. Ed cast his own off to the right, also perfectly. The old arm.


Almost immediately they both had fish bending the rods. When they reeled in, the snappers were no bigger than his hand, but fat.


After twenty minutes it was too dark but they had accumulated a string of more than a dozen. When the fat man was putting the rods away, he said, ‘Where would we play in Miami?’


‘Benson’s Department Store. At a new shopping center.’


‘And after that?’


‘Cincinnati, Chicago, Rochester and Denver.’


‘At department stores?’


‘One’s a new movie theater. And there’s a fair, near Albuquerque.’


The fat man flipped on his running lights and started the motor. He swung the boat around and headed toward the cut they had entered by.


‘I hope there aren’t snakes,’ Ed said.


‘No snakes, Fast Eddie,’ the fat man said. He guided them through the dark tunnel and back out into the nearly dark bay. Then he pointed the boat toward shore and pushed the accelerator forward. The boat began to skip. Ed stood and held the rail again, feeling the spray on his bare chest now. Through the dusk he could see lights from Islamorada. They raced forward for about five minutes and then the fat man cut the motor back and they moved slowly in toward the dock, where gnats buzzed around a mercury vapor lamp. ‘I don’t like it,’ the fat man said. ‘It’s cheap.’


‘I can’t quarrel with you.’


‘Then why come down here to see me?’


They were a few yards from the dock now, drifting toward it. ‘Well, Fats,’ Ed said, ‘I didn’t have anything better to do.’


*


Fats’ condominium cottage had three large rooms, with expensive-looking furniture. He played classical music on his stereo while he cleaned the fish. Eddie sat on the sofa and had another beer. It was dark outside now and a warm breeze came through the big screens. After putting the filets into the broiler, Fats came into the living room, still wearing only shorts, and said, ‘How would we travel?’


‘Rent a car or fly. Both.’


‘First class?’


‘Coach.’


‘How much for hotel rooms?’


‘Sixty a night.’


Fats shook his head. ‘Cheap.’


‘Forty a day for meals.’


Fats scowled. ‘Do you like capers?’


‘Capers?’


‘On your fish.’


He had no idea what a caper was. ‘I’ll try it.’


Fats when back into the kitchen and worked for a few minutes. When he came out he had a large plate in each hand. He set them on the table. Eddie walked over and seated himself. It looked professional, with the browned filets of mangrove snapper at one side and green beans and some kind of noodles with pepper. Fats got him another beer and a Perrier for himself and sat down. ‘I haven’t shot a game of pool in six years,’ he said.


‘They’ll never know,’ Eddie said, grinning.


‘My health is terrible.’


‘It might do you good.’


Fats lifted a forkful of fish. ‘Shooting straight pool in shopping centers? Staying at Ramada Inns?’


‘We used to live better.’


‘Don’t talk about it,’ Fats said. He ate the forkful of fish and then set his fork down. ‘I’ll do it for a thousand a game and a hundred for the hotel.’


‘No way,’ Eddie said. ‘Not unless we hook into ABC.’


‘Then hook into ABC and ask me again.’


‘This guy tried, Fats. They told him they wanted to see footage first.’


‘What’s the front money?’


‘Five hundred each, on signing. It comes out of the travel.’


‘Get me a thousand a game and we’ll talk. You can use my phone.’


‘Fats.…’


‘Finish your supper, Fast Eddie.’


They had something called Key lime pie for dessert. Fats ate two pieces and then made small dark cups of coffee. It was like eating in the kind of restaurant Eddie liked back in the days when he had money.


‘After you beat me in Chicago,’ Fats said, ‘I thought you’d be back.’


‘Bert Gordon was crowding me.’


‘He’s been dead over ten years. They don’t have anything to do with pool anymore – not them, anyway.’


‘I know. But I never got back into it.’


‘Why don’t you do this tour by yourself? I’m an old man.’ Eddie finished his coffee. ‘They want us both. The man with cable TV says we’re a legend.’


Fats got up, went to the refrigerator, got himself a third dessert and brought it back together with a pill bottle from the top of the dishwasher. ‘They wrote me,’ he said.


‘Enoch told me. You didn’t answer.’


‘I don’t like TV. I read books and I work in my darkroom.’


There was a big case along one wall, packed with hardcover books. On the coffee table were copies of Audubon magazines and The New Republic, along with a heavy, dark volume. Eddie had picked it up while Fats was cooking. The Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Fats finished his third dessert and took some the pills, chasing them with sips of coffee.


‘What about those department stores and that fair? Aren’t they paying for it?’


‘I think that’s where the expense money comes from.’


‘Then get the cable man to pay more.’


‘He hasn’t got it. It’s a new business.’


‘Ridiculous,’ Fats said. ‘If we’re a legend, we’re worth more than that.’


‘It’s been over twenty years,’ Eddie said. ‘The kids never heard of us. All the big old places are torn down and they play eight-ball on coin tables in bars. It’s all different.’


‘Don’t tell me about it.’


‘How do you make it now?’


‘Investments. Money-market funds and double-A bonds.’


‘You’ve got room in here for a pool table.’


‘I don’t want a pool table,’ Fats said. ‘Walking around a pool table hurts my feet.’


‘You shot the best straights I ever saw,’ Eddie said.


‘You beat me.’


‘I should have stayed with Bert Gordon, even if he wanted half the money.’ Eddie looked away toward the wall where a half-dozen large photographs of shore birds hung. ‘I scuffed in the little places for a few years and then I bought the poolroom and got married. It was stupid. But they’d have broken my arms if I’d played anything important, and I wasn’t going to give them half my money.’


‘It’s drugs and prostitution now,’ Fats said, ‘and the Teamsters.’


Eddie leaned forward. ‘I want to do this, Fats. I want to get back in it again.’


Fats looked at him a moment and then spoke. ‘I’ll do it for eight hundred a game and ten dollars more on the meals.’


‘It would have to come out of my share.’


‘That’s right.’




Chapter Two


It was so hot when he unlocked the front door and walked in that he had to go back out to the parking lot after turning on the air conditioner. He waited in Freddie’s Card Shop next door for ten minutes and then went back into the poolroom. The twelve tables were covered with gray plastic. The ad would be in the paper tomorrow. The fat son of a bitch was going to get two hundred dollars of his money for every game of straight pool they played. And these good Brunswick tables with green wool baize on them were going to be sold. He had brushed the surface of each one carefully every morning for years; now they would wind up in the basements of doctors’ houses or in fraternity game rooms at the university. Nobody would ever tip the cues properly again and sandpaper the edges of the tips and then rub them with leather to keep them from spreading out. People didn’t know how to do that kind of thing anymore. He had been forced to put the last new baize on the tables himself with a tack hammer and a cloth stretcher, because the old man who did it before had died and there was no one to replace him. A damned shame. And now it was half Martha’s, along with the apartment and the car. But no alimony; she had known him too well to go for that. First Martha, then Minnesota Fats; he could not seem to keep a grip on what was his. Bert had called him a born loser twenty years ago, and Bert as usual was right. For all he knew he was the best pool player ever to pick up a cue, and here he was at fifty, nearly broke.


He stood for a long moment looking around at the heavy tables, the cue racks on the walls, the metal talcum dispensers, the brown Olefin carpeting bought when half-drunk and never installed right, the Coke machine, cigarette machine, a stain on the green of Number Three, worn pockets on Seven, a loose cushion on Four, the table where a long roll on the right always had the ball curving off toward the rail. Behind the desk were a cash register; a Metropolitan Museum of Art calendar bought by mail by Martha and displaying a masterpiece on every page; four unread paperbacks, one by Graham Greene. On the desk sat an electronic time clock with a digital readout for each table and a by-the-hour setting that had gone up steadily for a dozen years; it was set now for two dollars an hour. The whole room was a rectangular box, its walls of yellow concrete block, its floor brown, its ceiling made of smokestained Celotex squares – all of it as familiar as the palm of Eddie’s right hand, as familiar as a divorced wife.


He lifted the hinged part of the desk by the cash register and went back to the near-empty rack of private cues along the back wall above the radio. He got the key from his pocket and unlocked the middle one. It was a nine-hundred-dollar Balabushka with a linen-wrapped butt and a flawless maple front end. Its long ivory point was perfectly tipped in French leather; its center joint was polished steel. The cue felt good in his hand. It strengthened him. He unscrewed it carefully, found its snakeskin case under the desk, slid the two pieces in and strapped the cover down with its brass buckle. He turned off the air conditioner and the lights, and left carrying his cue. He did not look back.


His plane was late and he had to go directly to the shopping center, with the cue case and nylon bag beside him in the cab. The air conditioner didn’t work properly; by the time the driver pulled into the huge parking lot, Eddie’s shirt was stuck to his back with sweat and he was coughing from too many cigarettes. It was one forty-five; they would begin at two. Above the entrance to a huge Sears store hung a banner reading GRAND OPENING. Below it was a smaller banner; FAST EDDIE MEETS MINNESOTA FATS! And under this, TWO P.M. THURSDAY. ADMISSION FREE.


The table sat right out on the parking lot, on a wooden platform a foot high. It was surrounded by temporary bleachers with a few people in them. Four small black girls sat on the platform looking somber. In the bleachers were more kids, mostly black, climbing around and shouting. Eddie’s stomach sank. There was a canvas canopy over the table to protect from rain or direct sun, but there was no protection from kids, from the sounds of traffic, from the unsettling oddness of daylight. The table was like a toy in the bright light. A little four-by-eight with a stupid red cloth. A woman’s table.


A television camera on a rubber-tired dolly sat at the side of the table, and another at the end. The contract had said three but there was no third in view. Eddie looked at his watch. Five till two. Fats was nowhere in sight. He walked up to the platform. The black girls stared up at him, their eyes wide. There was a man standing there wearing a brown suit and a sports shirt. ‘I’m Felson,’ Eddie said.


‘Fast Eddie?’ The man looked at his watch.


‘Where’s your partner?’


‘He’ll be here.’ Eddie set his cue case on the table and then felt the cloth with fingertips. It was slick and thin, at least fifty-percent synthetic. But he’d played on worse. The wooden platform was wide enough to hold the cameras and keep them out of the players’ way, but there were heavy black cables. They ran across a few feet of asphalt to a green panel truck parked at a corner where the bleachers met. The truck had big letters reading WKAB – MIAMI. A man sitting in the cab waved at him and smiled, Eddie had seen none of these people before and had no wish to talk to them. People had been drifting in ever since his arrival, but the bleachers were still mostly empty. He glanced at his watch. Two o’clock. He looked past the panel truck at the shopping-mall lot. A long gray limousine had just pulled in from the highway and was coming toward them. There was another open space between sets of bleachers on the other side; the limousine drove through this and pulled up in front of the platform. A chauffeur in gray uniform got out, walked around and opened the door. A beautifully dressed, enormously fat man stepped out. It was Fats. He wore a dark blue cotton suit that fit him perfectly, a white shirt and a red tie. There was applause from the stands. With his cue case under his arm in the way a British banker might carry a rolled newspaper, Fats stepped nimbly up on the platform, nodded pleasantly to Eddie. He held his hand out to the man in the brown suit and the man shook it. The limousine pulled away slowly. Fats opened his case and took out the two pieces of his cue. ‘Let’s shoot pool, Fast Eddie,’ he said.


The man in the brown suit was clearly some kind of manager, but he merely stepped off the platform when Fats spoke. He crossed the empty space of asphalt and seated himself in the second row of bleachers. The stands were about a third full now, and everyone was quiet – even the children. The black girls had moved from the platform and were sitting in a row on the second bleacher seat. They wore pinafores and had bright ribbons in their hair; they looked absorbed in what was about to happen.


The TV men, two kids in T-shirts and jeans, had positioned themselves behind their cameras. ‘Keep the cables away from us,’ Fats said to them. He was screwing his cue together, its butt was silver and the joint white. What was disorganized and confusing before, here around this red pool table in a parking lot, was now orderly. Fats tightened his cue, took a piece of pool chalk from his coat pocket and began chalking up.


A crowd of teenage boys began scrambling into the bleachers, lining themselves up in the fourth row. Out in the parking lot a dog barked. Two balls sat on the balkline. Eddie tightened his cue, slid the case under the table and took his position behind one; Fats stood behind the other. They bent and lagged. The balls rolled down, rebounded, rolled back up. Eddie’s stopped an inch from the cushion, but Fats’ ball was perfect – touching it. ‘Your break, Fast Eddie,’ Fats said. There was a director’s chair at one corner of the platform. Fats racked the balls at the foot of the table, walked over to the corner and seated himself. Eddie stepped up to the head of the table, bent down, made his bridge and broke the balls safe. The cue ball hit the corner ball, jarred it loose, bounced off the two bottom rails and rolled back up the table. The two colored balls hit their cushions and returned to the triangle. It was a perfect break. A few people in the stands applauded. At least there were some who knew what was going on.


Fats walked up to the table and without even looking it over played safe, leaving Eddie much the same shot. They played it back and forth like that for a while until Eddie, squinting down the table at a blurred seven ball, missed the safety and left Fats open. He seated himself in the director’s chair and watched.


At the place in the Keys, Fats looked old and wary; Eddie had guessed him at seventy, at least. But here, with his impeccable suit and his quick movements, he seemed far younger than that. And his stroke was beautiful as ever – smooth, controlled and relaxed. He circled the table as he had in Chicago twenty years ago when Eddie himself was young and hungry and had wanted to beat this enormous man more than he had wanted anything before in his life. Eddie watched him now as he might have watched the performance of a gymnast or a magician.


Most of the people in the stands would not know a thing about straight pool, and the safeties would be incomprehensible to them; but they were watching intently. Fats moved at an even, graceful pace, bending for his shots and pocketing them without fuss. There should have been a referee, but it didn’t matter; Fats had the stage to himself and took it effortlessly. When he had pocketed fourteen balls, leaving himself a perfect break shot off the fifteenth, Eddie stepped up, racked the fourteen and sat down. Fats chalked his cue and went on shooting. More people came into the bleachers, silently. The TV cameramen dollied their cameras on rubber tires, pressed their faces against the viewers, walked quietly on their sneakers. Out on the parking lot, sunlight reflected from a car bumper would occasionally flash and dazzle; sometimes a person at a distance would shout to someone else; cars moved in and out. For a few moments a radio blared. Fats went on shooting and Eddie kept racking the balls and sitting again. It was beautiful to watch. He didn’t care who won.


The limousine took them to the airport for the flight to Cincinnati. Eddie leaned back into the dark velvet upholstery, into the silence and cold air. Fats sat next to him, his eyes closed. He was still wearing the suit jacket, and the tie was still neatly tied. Finally Eddie spoke. ‘I don’t see how you do it,’ he said. ‘I was lucky to get sixty balls.’


Fats said nothing.


‘In Cincinnati we’ll be in an auditorium,’ Eddie said. ‘It should be air-conditioned.’


Fats kept his eyes closed, clearly resting. As they pulled into the Miami International Airport he turned over toward Eddie and said, ‘You need glasses.’


For a moment Eddie was furious. The fat man had spoken as though he were a child.


‘Eddie,’ Fats said later, on the plane, ‘you weren’t hitting them like you used to.’


‘I was a kid then. Now I’m middle-aged.’


‘Middle age doesn’t exist, Fast Eddie. It’s an invention of the media, like halitosis. It’s something they tame people with.’


‘Maybe you’re right.’ But Eddie didn’t feel convinced. The stewardess came with their drinks – a Manhattan for him and Perrier for Fats, and he busied himself with arranging his seat tray and then getting the cap off the little bottle and pouring the drink on top of the cherry in the plastic glass.


‘I’m over sixty,’ Fats said, drinking his Perrier. ‘When I was supposed to be middle-aged I ignored it and it went away. You slow down a little. You get smarter. That’s all there is.’


It wasn’t true. Not for him. He didn’t feel the way he had felt as a young man. He felt washed out, and frightened. ‘My pool game isn’t what it was.’


‘Then practice.’


‘I do practice.’


‘How often?’


It was less than once a week. In his own poolroom, shooting pool bored him. He only shot balls around when there was nothing else to do with himself. He shrugged but didn’t answer the fat man.


Fats folded his hands across his enormous lap and closed his eyes. Eddie looked out the window, at the gray mass of clouds below them, and finished his drink. Pool did bore him. There was no excitement in it anymore. And the sharp young kids – kids who played nine-ball and one-pocket – annoyed him. Just their need to win radiated a chill into him. But what else was there? He had tried selling real estate, a field where his charm and looks might have helped him, and it had been terrible. You had to kiss the asses of people you didn’t even want to look at. The same with insurance. He had thought he was a hustler, and a good one, until he had tried the ordinary world of American business. It had turned his stomach and had frightened him. In five weeks of showing apartments and rental houses in Lexington, smiling and nodding and lying, taking inconvenient phone calls and answering querulous or bullying or misleading questions, showing places to people who he knew were only fooling around, he had made seven hundred dollars. Seven hundred lousy dollars, before taxes. It was no good and he quit it. But what else was there? These were hard times. International Harvester, the paper on his lap said, had closed down in Fort Wayne. People waited in line from before dawn for jobs Eddie felt he wouldn’t last at for a week. Machine-tool operator. Pressman. Sanitation worker. And he hadn’t finished high school. There was thirteen thousand in his bank account, and that was it. He would have to stop this drift in his soul or he would be unloading cabbages at the A&P.


On the other hand, here was Fats. Sixty-five, probably. He had no job, lived well, took pictures of birds, still shot first-class pool, ate beautifully and lived in the sun. He had probably never worked a day in his life. It could be done.


He looked over at Fats, whose eyes were open again.


‘How did you do it, Fats?’ he said. When Fats said nothing, Eddie finished off his drink and, feeling the alcohol now, went on. ‘My life is falling apart, Fats. My wife’s gone and my poolroom’s gone. My pool game’s down to half. Less than half. How in hell did you manage to avoid all that?


Fats looked at him and blinked. ‘I went on winning, Fast Eddie,’ he said.


That night in his room near Cincinnati, Eddie watched television but could not get interested. Fats was right; he needed glasses. He had been so relieved at the way things went at the shopping center after Fats showed up – so pleased that Fats didn’t stalk off in fury or blame him for getting them into a rinky-dinky contract – that he hadn’t cared how his own game had gone. Stupid. He got up and switched the TV off. It was nine-thirty. He undressed, put on his trunks and stepped out the door. The evening air was warm and humid. The pool was across a grassy area, and behind it the huge Quality Court cloverleaf shone in green and red over a smaller sign that read WELCOME, MINNESOTA FATS! He gritted his teeth at the absence of his own name and walked over toward the pool. It was good to feel warm air on his skin. He would get his name on the sign at the next place. And he would shoot a better stick here tomorrow than he had done in Florida. Fats was good, but he wasn’t impossible. Eddie had beaten him before. And Fats was gross and old; and he, Eddie, was as lean and flat in the stomach as he had ever been.


The pool was empty and well-lighted. He dove into the shockingly warm water and began swimming across and back, not stopping between laps. He did twenty and then swam to the ladder and got his breath, then he climbed slowly out.


Fats was sitting in a poolside chair, wearing his bathing suit.


Eddie had brought a towel. He dried his hair and face with it and then looked at the other man, who was regarding him impassively. ‘You’re right about the glasses,’ he said.


Fats said nothing. Eddie dried himself and sat down. They were not far from the highway and he could hear traffic. ‘That was my first game of straight pool in years,’ he said.


Fats did not reply. They sat together for about five minutes and then Fats got up, walked ponderously to the latter and climbed into the pool. He treaded water for a moment and then began to swim, slowly and lazily. He was not a particularly good swimmer but he moved along. Eddie watched him and wondered again how a person so huge could handle himself so well. After a while Fats stopped and climbed out. Sheets of water fell from his chest and belly as he came up the ladder. He stopped halfway up, resting his arms on the ladder’s banisters. ‘Fast Eddie,’ he said, ‘you’re going to have to do better. It won’t work unless you shoot better pool.’


‘Sixty balls is pretty good,’ Eddie said.


Fats shook his head, and water sprayed from his dark hair. ‘I missed deliberately to give you a chance,’ he said.


Eddie said nothing and stared at the water. It was probably true. He had not cared enough about the game. Finally he said, ‘Maybe we should play for money.’


Fats was seating himself in a deck chair. ‘I don’t want complications.’ Fats had brought a towel; he began drying his hair with it. ‘You said you wanted to get back in it, Fast Eddie. Why is that?’


‘I need the money.’


‘You won’t make much.’


‘If ABC picks it up, I will.’


‘What if they don’t?’


‘Then it’s a start,’ Eddie said.


‘How much money do you need, Fast Eddie?’


Eddie looked at him. ‘Sixty. To buy a poolroom.’


‘You can’t buy a poolroom for sixty.’


‘My old one was sold and I got half.’


‘Maybe you’re better off out of it.’


‘I don’t know anything else, Fats. I can’t sell cars or insurance. I quit school after the eleventh grade.’


They were quiet for a long time. Then Fats stood up, picked up his towel and looked back to Eddie. ‘You’ve got a long way to go, Fast Eddie,’ he said.


The game was in a proper auditorium downtown. The first six rows of seats had been taken out and a four-and-a-half-by-nine Brunswick table put there below the stage. Shaded incandescent bulbs hung over the green wool cloth. Admission was four dollars a seat and the auditorium was almost full. Two cameras from the local TV station sat on the floor near the table, and another was on the stage. It was a professional setup, and Eddie felt relieved to see it. There was even a referee.


Fats sat in the high leather chair at the end of the table. Eddie pocketed a half-dozen balls and then walked over to him. People were still coming into the auditorium. ‘I need to start hustling pool again,’ he said.


Fats looked at him. ‘You’re not good enough, Fast Eddie.’


After a few minutes the referee came over to brush the table down for the game. The manager, who had met them earlier at the door, walked out onto the stage. ‘Ladies and gentleman,’ he said, ‘there are legends in the game of pocket billiards, and we have two of them with us this evening. Mr Ed Felson, known as Fast Eddie. And the incomparable Minnesota Fats.’ There was loud applause. The referee, finished with the brushing, placed two white balls on the balkline. He spoke softly, like a headwaiter in a pretentious restaurant. ‘The gentlemen will lag for break.’


Fats stepped up to the table with composure; Eddie was thinking of what Fats had said and did poorly on the lag. He left the cue ball six inches from the rail while Fats’ stopped a quarter inch from it. He would have to break them.


This table was a foot longer than the one in Miami; the distance made a difference. He had to squint to see the edge of the corner ball.


He managed a decent break but left the cue ball a foot away from the end rail. When Fats stepped up and shot, the cue ball came out of the bottom corner and rolled back up to freeze itself. Eddie concentrated on trying to return the safety, squinting hard and stroking with care, but he hit the corner ball wrong and spread the rack open. The audience was silent. It was a bad shot – embarrassingly bad.


Fats began to make balls. He ran out the fourteen on the table, breaking apart clusters with caroms from the white ball, and left himself in perfect position for the break shot, with the fifteenth ball near the rack and the angle perfect. Eddie looked down at his hands holding the Balabushka while the referee racked and then Fats broke, smashing the rack apart. Eddie tried to tell himself that it didn’t mean anything, but it wasn’t true. He felt each ball Fats pocketed as though it were a rude finger poking him in the chest. Fats’ position play was flawless and he moved nimbly around the table, calling out to the referee softly. ‘Seven ball, corner pocket,’ and ‘Thirteen ball, side pocket,’ and so on, until fourteen balls were gone and the only colored ball left on the table was the one he had chosen a dozen shots back to leave for the break. And when he broke them open this time, sending balls spinning across the table with a solid, sharp stoke, there was loud applause.


Fats kept it up for another rack, and another and then another. It didn’t happen often, but sometimes a player ran the whole hundred and fifty balls; it seemed now that Fats was headed that way. He had been good in the parking lot at Miami, but in here he was superb. And Eddie felt he was going crazy waiting to shoot.


Finally, after running eighty-six, Fats got a bad roll and was forced to bank on the three ball. He aimed carefully and shot; the ball rolled across the table, hit the rail and came back to miss the pocket by a fraction of an inch. The table was wide open.


When Eddie stepped up he could see there were shots all over and a ball well-positioned for the upcoming break. It was a splendid lie, but he felt awkward looking at it. Had Fats missed on purpose? He tried to dismiss the idea, concentrating on the order the balls should be made in. A part of his mind did that automatically, the way a bank teller counted money. The twelve would go in the corner, with the cue following down for the nine, there on the bottom rail. Then the three, fourteen and six. Finally the eleven, so the cue would sit a foot below the side pocket on the break. He would break from the pale blue two ball near the rack. He did not look at Fats but bent to the table, drew back his stick and shot the twelve in. It fell neatly, but the cue didn’t follow it far enough; he had to cut the nine a little more than was comfortable. This left him a bad angle on the three and he had to change his plan, shooting the six in first. He managed to recover and get the three in next. That was better. He ran the rest out and left the two, with his cue ball exactly where he wanted it.


While the referee was racking, Eddie walked to the corner of the stage where Fats was sitting. ‘Did you mean to miss that bank shot?’ he said softly. He had intended his voice to be friendly; it surprised him with its tightness.


Fats stared at him a moment. Then he said, ‘Why should you care?’ and looked away. Eddie stood there feeling foolish for a moment, and went back to the table. He felt impotent and angry. He wanted to hit someone.


The lie was perfect. The two was easy, and the natural angle of the cue ball would take it into the side of the rack to break them open for the next shot. Eddie tightened his jaw, bent down slowly, pulled the butt of the Balabushka back farther than usual and slammed into the cue ball. The cue ball smashed into the two, and the two whacked into the corner pocket, vibrated back and forth and came back out onto the table. He had shot too hard. The cue ball buried itself in the rack like a small, furious animal and spread the balls wide.


It was horrible. He stared for a moment and then turned away. He walked over to the corner, not looking at Fats as they passed each other. He seated himself, holding the stick loosely at its joint with its butt on the floor beside him. Fats began running the balls.


Eddie tried to look away a few times but it was no good; his eyes were drawn back to the table in front of him where the fat man kept moving crisply from one side to the other, barely straightening up between shots, making them one after another, clicking them into the pockets and always, always playing perfect dead-ball position.


In a monotone, the referee kept counting: ‘ninety-eight, ninety-nine, one hundred, one-oh-one…’ And then it became ‘one forty-nine’ and, on a simple pocketing of the seven ball in the side, ‘One fifty.’ Suddenly there was loud applause. The score was one fifty to nine. Eddie began unscrewing his cue.




Chapter Three


When he came into the kitchen, Jean was at the sink putting vitamin pills into little egg cups, and she didn’t turn around. ‘I’m giving you four C’s, Eddie, because you smoked so much last night.’ Jean was big on health. On the counter by the blender sat jars of lecithin granules, brewer’s yeast and desiccated liver, together with a large bottle of safflower oil. During their first month together, it was croissants and scrambled eggs with chives; now it was vitamin pills and instant coffee.


He walked into the little living room with its rock maple furniture, and raised the Venetial blinds. The morning sun was already ferociously bright on the suburban lawns; it would be another hot day. Across the street their Pakistani neighbor came striding from the front porch of his brick ranch house to the Toyota at the curb, on his way to the laundromat he managed. Before the poolroom closed, Eddie and he would sometimes nod amiably to each other in the mornings – neighbors off to work at the same time. Now that was over; Eddie’s working day would consist of one phone call. The Pakistani started his car and drove off. Eddie stood at the window, thinking now of Minnesota Fats. One fifty to nine.


Jean came in with the vitamin pills and a plastic mug of Folger’s Instant. ‘Maybe you’ll beat him in Chicago next week,’ she said.


Eddie took the vitamins and said nothing.


‘You looked terrible last night.’ she said. ‘You shouldn’t have stayed up so late.’


‘I couldn’t sleep. It hurts like hell to lose like that.’


‘It isn’t that important, Eddie.’


‘If it isn’t,’ Eddie said, ‘what is?’


‘I’ve got to go to work. I’m already late.’


Donahue had another sex-book author – a woman who talked about freeing yourself up and discarding the old tapes. When Donahue began working the audience with his coy smiles and earnestness, Eddie turned it off and called Enoch’s office. Enoch Wax ran Mid-American Cable TV from an office downtown. He never returned calls.


‘Mr Wax isn’t in right now,’ the secretary said.


‘What about my check?’ Eddie said.


‘Mr Wax didn’t say anything about a check, Mr Felson. But he did say that Chicago has cancelled. They decided to use Rich Little for the program, instead. The impersonator.’


‘I know who Rich Little is. Have you called Fats?’


‘I left a message on his answering machine. If you’ll come in Monday afternoon, we’ll be running the tapes from Miami. Mr Wax will be in then.’


‘I’ll be there,’ Eddie said.


Without Chicago, there would be ten days until the next match in Denver. Eddie found the Yellow Pages, looked up ‘Eye Doctors’ and was referred to ‘Opthalmologists.’ He picked one on Main Street, and called.
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