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KOSSMEYER


Mostly, she was a woman who loved scandal—and lived by it.


Luane Devore made a specialty of being impetuous, bold, headstrong and—she thought—sultry.


Mostly, though… It was Sunday, only two days after the season had opened, when Luane Devore telephoned. As usual, she sounded a little hysterical. As usual, she was confronted with a dire emergency which only I could handle. Significantly, however—or at least I thought it significant—she did not calm down when I told her to go to hell, and to stop acting like a damned fool.


“Please, Kossy,” she burbled. “You must come! It’s vitally important, darling. I can’t talk about it over the telephone, but—”


“Why the hell can’t you?” I cut in. “You talk about everything and everyone else over the phone. Now, lay off, Luane. I’m a lawyer, not a baby-sitter. I’m here on a vacation, and I’m not going to spend all my time listening to you moan and whine about a lot of imaginary problems.”


She wept audibly. I felt a very small twinge of conscience. The Devore estate didn’t amount to anything any more. It had been years since I’d gotten a nickel out of her. So… well, you see what I mean. When people don’t have anything—when they can’t do anything for you—you kind of have to go a little easy on ’em.


“Now, take it easy, honey,” I said. “Be a big girl for Kossy. The world ain’t going to come to an end if I don’t dash up there right now. It ain’t going to kill you, is it?”


“Yes,” she said. “Yes, it is!” And then she hung up with a wild sob.


I hung up also. I came out of the bedroom, crossed the living room and returned to the kitchen. Rosa was at the stove, her back turned to me. She was talking, ostensibly mumbling to herself but actually addressing me. It is a habit of hers, one she has resorted to more and more frequently during the twenty-odd years of our marriage. I listened to the familiar words… bum… loafer… time-waster… thinks-nothing-of-his-wife-but… and for the first time in a long time I was affected by them. I began to get sore—angry and sad. And a little sick on the inside.


“So I’m sorry,” I said. “She’s a client. She’s in trouble. I’ve got no choice but to see her.”


“A client, he says,” Rosa said. “So, of course, everything else he must drop. She is his only client, is she not? His first case?”


“With a good lawyer,” I said, “it is always the first case. Don’t make such a production out of it, dammit. I’ll be back in a little while.”


“In a little while, he says,” Rosa said. “In a little while, he was going to help with the unpacking. He was going to help clean up the cottage, and take his wife bathing and—”


“I will,” I said. “Goddammit, you want me to put it in writing?”


“Listen to him,” she said. “Listen to the great attorney curse at his wife. See how he acts, the great attorney, when it is his wife he deals with.”


“Listen to yourself,” I said. “See how you act.”


She turned around unwillingly. I stood up and put on a performance, watching her face slowly turn red then white. I am pretty good at such mimicry. Painfully good, you might say. I have a talent for it; and when a man is only five feet tall, when he has had no formal law education—damned little formal education of any kind—he leaves no talent undeveloped.


“This is you,” I said. “Mrs. Abie. Why don’t you go on TV? Go into vaudeville? They love those characters.”


“N-now—” she smiled weakly. “I guess I’m not that bad, Mister Smarty.”


“Mister Smarty,” I said. “Now, there’s a good line. You just keep it up, keep building on that stuff, and we’ll be all fixed up. We’ll be getting a nice offer for our property.”


“Maybe,” she snapped, “we’d better not wait for an offer. If you’re ashamed of your own wife, if you’re so worried about what your friends may think of me—”


“What I’m ashamed of is someone that isn’t my wife. This character you’ve slipped into. Goddammit, you’re supposed to amount to something, and yet half the time you—”


I stopped myself short.


She said, “Listen to him, listen to the great attorney…” And then she caught herself.


We stood staring at each other. After a long moment, I started to break the silence; and the first word was a swear word and the second one was an ain’t. I broke off again. “Look at who’s talking,” I said. “Me, telling you how to behave!”


She laughed and put her arms around me, and I put mine around her. “But you’re right, darling,” she murmured. “I don’t know how I ever got into the habit of carrying on that way. You stop me if I do it any more.”


“And you stop me,” I said.


She warmed up the breakfast coffee, and we both had a cup. Chatting and smoking a cigarette while we drank it. Then, I got the car out of the garage, and headed up the beach road toward town.


Manduwoc is a seacoast town, a few hours train-ride from New York City. It is too far from the city for commuting; there are no local industries. According to the last census, the population was 1,280 and I doubt that it has increased since then.


It used to be quite a resort town, back before the war, but the number of summer visitors has declined steadily in recent years. The natives got a little too independent; they leaned a little too heavily on the gypping. So, what with so many places closer to the population centers, Manduwoc began to go downhill.


The largest hotel here has been boarded up for the past two summers. Some business establishments have closed down permanently; and at least a third of the beach cottages are never rented. There is still a considerable influx of vacationers, but nothing like there used to be. Practically the only people who come here now are those who own property here. People who, generally speaking, are out to save money rather than spend it.


The town proper sits a few hundred yards back from the ocean. Built around a courthouse square, it is adjoined, on the land side, by an area of summer estates, and, on the sea side, by the usual resort installations. These last include the aforementioned hotels and cottages, a couple of seafood restaurants, a boat-and-bait concession, a dance pavilion and so on.


Our cottage, which we own, is about three miles out. The others—the rent-cottages, I should say—are all close-in. I was approaching them, row upon row of identical clapboard structures, when a man stepped out onto the road and began to trudge toward the village. He was tall, stoop-shouldered, very thin. He had a mop of gray-black hair, and his angular, intelligent face was almost a dead white.


I pulled the car even with him and stopped. He went on walking, looking straight ahead. I called to him, “Rags! Rags McGuire!” And, finally, after another hail or two, he turned around.


He was frowning, in a kind of fiercely absent way. He came toward me slowly, his features twisted in that vacant scowl. And, then, suddenly, his face lit up with a smile of friendliness and recognition.


“Kossy! How are you, boy?” He climbed into the seat with me. “Where you been hiding yourself?”


I said that Rosa and I were just getting settled down; we’d be dropping by the pavilion as soon as we were finished. He beamed and slapped me on the back, and said that was the Kossy kid. And then he went completely silent. It wasn’t an awkward silence. Not seemingly, that is, on his part. But there was something about it, something about his smile—and his eyes—that made me more ill at ease than I have ever been in my life.


“I don’t suppose—” I hesitated. “I mean, is Janie with the band this summer?”


He didn’t say anything for several seconds. Then, he said no, she wasn’t with him. He had a new vocalist. Janie was staying in the city with the kids.


“I figure that gives her enough to do,” he added. “Just bringing the kids up right, y’know. After all, you take a couple of boys that age, and a woman don’t have time to—Yeah? You were saying, Kossy?”


“Nothing,” I said. “I mean—well, the boys are all right, then?”


“All right?” He looked bewildered for a moment. Then, he laughed amiably. “Oh, I guess you saw that little story in the papers, huh? Well, that wasn’t Janie. That wasn’t my family.”


“I see,” I said. “I’m certainly glad to hear it, Rags.”


“Ain’t it hell, though?” he said musingly. “A guy wants some publicity—he knocks himself out to get some—and he just can’t swing it. But let something phony come along, something that won’t do him no good, y’know, and he’ll make the papers every time.”


“Yeah,” I said. “That’s the way it seems to go, all right.”


“I thought about suing them,” he said. “But then I thought, what the hell? After all, it was a natural mistake. It was the same name—names—see? And Janie does have a rep for tipping the bottle.”


I was almost convinced. In fact, I’m not at all sure that I wasn’t. There were probably any number of small-time band leaders named McGuire. It would be easy to confuse one with another, particularly in a case where a story had to be written largely from newspaper files. And that had been the case in this instance. The two boys had died in the crash. Janie—if it was Janie—had lived, but she had been in a coma for days.


Rags had me drop him off in front of a bar. I drove on through town, wondering, worrying, then mentally shrugging. He wasn’t a close friend—not a friend at all, really. Just a guy I’d got to know during the summers I’d come here. I liked him, like I like a lot of people. But he wasn’t my business. Luane Devore was; and straightening her out would be headache enough for one day.


She lived in a two-story, brick box of a house on the land-side outskirts of Manduwoc. It sat a few hundred feet back from the road, at the apex of a wooded slope. The driveway curved up through an expanse of meticulously clipped, lushly green lawn; in the rear of the house, there was more lawn, stretching out fan-wise to the whitewashed gates and fences of the orchard, barnyard and pasture. I parked my car beneath the porte cochere and took a quick glance around the place.


A sleek Jersey grazed in the pasture. Several dozen Leghorns scratched and pecked industriously in the barnyard. A sow and half a dozen piglets wandered through the orchard, grunting and squealing contentedly as they gobbled the fallen fruit. Everything was as I remembered it from last season. Over all there was an air of peace and contentment, the evidence of loving care, of quiet pride in homely accomplishments.


You don’t find that much any more—that kind of pride, I mean. People who will give everything they have to a humble, run-of-the-mill job. All the office boys want to be company presidents. All the store clerks want to be department heads. All the waitresses and waiters want to be any damned thing but what they are. And they all let you know it—the whole lazy, shiftless, indifferent, insolent lot. They can’t do their own jobs well; rather, they won’t do them. But, by God, they’re going to have something better—the best! They’re going to have it or else, and meanwhile it’s a case of do as little as you can and grab as much as you can get.


So I stood there in the drive, looking around and feeling better the longer I looked. And, then, from an upstairs window, Luane Devore called down to me petulantly.


“Kossy? Kossy! What are you doing down there?”


“I’ll be right up,” I said. “Is the door unlocked?”


“Of course it’s unlocked! It’s always unlocked! You know that! How in the world could I—”


“Save it,” I said. “Keep your pants on. I’ll be right with you.”


I went in through the front door, crossed a foyer floor that was waxed and polished to a mirror-like finish. I started up the stairs. They were polished to the same gleaming perfection as the floors, and I slipped perilously once when I stepped off of the carpet runner. For perhaps the thousandth time, I wondered how Ralph Devore found the time to maintain the house and grounds as he did. For he did do it all, everything that was done here and a hundred other things besides. Luane hadn’t lifted a hand in years. It had been years since she had contributed a penny to maintaining the place.


There was a picture of them, Ralph and Luane, on the wall at the turn in the stairs. One of those enlarged, retouched photographs hung in an oval gilt frame. It had been taken twenty-two years before at the time of their marriage. In those days, Luane had resembled Theda Bara—if you remember your silent-motion-picture stars—and Ralph looked a lot like that Spanish lad, Ramon Navarro.


Ralph still looked pretty much as he had then, but Luane did not. She was sixty-two now. He was forty.


Her bedroom extended across the front of the house, facing the town. Through its huge picture window, she could see just about everything that went on in Manduwoc. And judging by the gossip I’d heard (and she’d started), she not only saw everything that happened but a hell of a lot that didn’t.


Her door was open. I went in and sat down, trying not to wrinkle my nose against that bedfast smell—the smell of stale sweat, stale food, rubbing alcohol, talcum and disinfectant. This was one room that Ralph could do nothing about. Luane hadn’t left it since God knows when, and it was so cluttered you could hardly turn around in it.


There was a huge television set on one side of the room. On the other side was a massive radio, and next to it an elaborate hi-fi phonograph. They were operated from a remote control panel on a bedside table. Almost completely circling the bed were other tables and benches, loaded down variously with magazines, books, candy boxes, cigarettes, carafes, an electric toaster, coffee pot, chafing dish, and cartons and cans of food. Thus surrounded, with everything imaginable at her fingertips, Luane could make-do for herself during the long hours that Ralph was away. For that matter, she could have done so, anyhow. Because there was not a damned thing wrong with her. The local doctor said there wasn’t. So did a diagnostician I’d once brought down from the city. The local man “treated” her, since she insisted on it. But there was nothing at all wrong with her. Nothing but self-pity and selfishness, viciousness and fear: the urge to lash out at others from the sanctuary of the invalid’s bed.


I sat down near the window, and lighted a cigar. She sniffed distastefully, and I sniffed right back at her. “All right,” I said. “Let’s get it over with. What’s the matter now?”


Her mouth worked. She took a grayish handkerchief from beneath her pillow, and blew into it. “It—it’s R-Ralph, Kossy. He’s planning to kill me!”


“Yeah?” I said. “So what’s wrong with that?”


“He is, Kossy! I know you don’t believe me, but he is!”


“Swell,” I said. “You tell him if he needs any help just to give me a ring.”


She looked at me helplessly, big fat tears filling her eyes. I grinned and gave her a wink.


“You see?” I said. “You talk stupid to me, and I’ll talk stupid to you. And where the hell will that get us?”


“But it’s not—I mean, it’s true, Kossy! Why would I say so if it wasn’t?”


“Because you want attention. Excitement. And you’re too damned no-account to go after it like other people do.” I hadn’t meant to get rough with her. But she needed it—she had to be brought to her senses. And, I admit, I just couldn’t help it. I very seldom lose my temper. I may act like it, but I very seldom do. But this time it was no act. “How the hell can you do it?” I said. “Ain’t you done enough to the poor guy already? You marry him when he’s eighteen. You talk his father, your caretaker, into getting him to marry you—”


“I did not! I—I—”


“The hell you didn’t! The old man was ignorant; he thought he was doing the right thing by his son. Setting him up so that he could get a good education and amount to something. But how did it turn out? Why—”


“I gave Ralph a good home! Every advantage! It’s not my fault that—”


“You didn’t give him anything,” I said. “Ralph worked for everything he got, and he helped support you besides. And he’s still working anywhere from ten to twenty-four hours a day. Oh, sure, you’ve tossed the dough around. You’ve thrown away the whole damned estate. But Ralph never got any of it. It all went for Luane Devore, and to hell with Ralph.”


She cried some more. Then she pouted. Then she pulled the injured dignity stunt. She believed, she said, that Ralph was quite satisfied with the way she had treated him. He’d married her because he loved her. He hadn’t wanted to go away to school. He was never happier than when he was working. Under the circumstances, then…


Her voice trailed away, a look of foolish embarrassment spreading over her flabby, talcum-caked face. I nodded slowly.


“That just about wraps it up, doesn’t it, Luane? You’ve said it all yourself.”


“Well…” She hesitated. “Perhaps I do worry, brood too much. But—”


“Let’s pin it down tight. Wrap it up once and for all. Just what reason would Ralph have to kill you? This place—all that’s left of the estate? Huh-uh. He has it now, practically speaking. He’ll have it legally when you die. After all the years he’s slaved here, worked to improve it, you couldn’t will it to someone else. You could, of course, but it wouldn’t hold up in court. I—Yeah?”


“I—nothing.” She hesitated again. “I’m pretty sure she couldn’t be the reason. After all, he’s only known her a couple of days.”


“Who?” I said.


“A girl at the dance pavilion. The vocalist with the band this year. I’d heard that Ralph was driving her around a lot, but, of course—”


“So who doesn’t he drive around when he gets a chance?” I said. “It’s a way of picking up a few bucks.”


She nodded that that was so. She agreed that most of Ralph’s haul-and-carry customers were women, since women were less inclined to walk than men.


“Anyway,” she added thoughtfully, “if it was just another woman—well, that couldn’t be the reason, could it? He could just run away with her. He could get a divorce. He wouldn’t have to—to—”


“Of course, he wouldn’t,” I said. “And he doesn’t want to, and he doesn’t intend to. Where did you ever get the notion that he did, anyhow? Has he said anything, done anything, out of the way?”


She shook her head. She’d thought he’d been behaving rather oddly, and then she’d heard this gossip about the girl. And then she’d been feeling so poorly lately, sick to her stomach and unable to sleep nights, and—


The telephone rang. She broke off the recital of her various ailments, and snatched it up. She didn’t talk long—not as long as she obviously wanted to. And what she did say was phrased obliquely. Still, with what I’d already heard in town, I was able to get the drift of the conversation.


She hung up the receiver. Keeping her eyes averted from mine, she thanked me for coming to see her. “I’m sorry to have bothered you, Kossy. I get so worried, you know, and then I get excited—”


“But you’re all squared away now?” I said. “You know now that Ralph has no intention of killing you, that he never did have and never will have?”


“Yes, Kossy. And I can’t tell you how much I—”


“Don’t try,” I said. “Don’t tell me anything. Don’t call me again. Because I’m not representing you any longer. You’ve gone too damned far this time.”


“Why—why, Kossy.” Her hand went to her mouth. “You’re not angry with me j-just because…”


“I’m disgusted with you,” I said. “You make me want to puke.”


“But why? What did I do?” Her lower lip pulled down, piteously. “I lie here all day long, with nothing to do and no one to talk to… a sick, lonely old woman…”


She saw it wasn’t going to work, that nothing she could say would square things between us. Her eyes glinted with sudden venom, and her whine shifted abruptly to a vicious snarl.


“All right, get out! Get out and stay out, and good riddance, you—you hook-nosed little shyster!”


“I’ll give you a piece of advice first,” I said. “You’d better stop telling those rotten lies about people before one of them stops you. Permanently, know what I mean?”


“Let them try!” she screamed. “I’d just like to see them try! I’ll make things a lot hotter for ’em than they are now!”


I left. Her screeches and screams followed me down the stairs and out of the house.


I drove back to the cottage, and told Rosa the outcome of my visit. She listened to me, frowning.


“But, dear—do you think you should have done that? If she’s that far gone, at the point where someone may kill her—”


“No one’s going to, dammit,” I said. “I was just trying to throw a scare into her. If anyone was going to kill her, they wouldn’t have waited this long.”


“But she’s never gone this far before, has she?” Rosa shook her head. “I wish you hadn’t done it. It—now, don’t get angry—but it just isn’t like you. She needs you, and when someone needs you…”


She smiled at me nervously. With a kind of nervous firmness. The cords in my throat began to tighten. I said what Luane Devore needed was a padded cell. She needed her tail kicked. She needed a psychiatrist, not a lawyer.


“What the hell?” I said. “Ain’t I entitled to a vacation? I got to spend the whole goddamned summer with a poisoned-tongue maniac banging my ear? I don’t get this,” I said. “I thought you’d be pleased. First you raise hell because I’m going to see her, and now you raise hell because I’m not.”


“So I talk a little,” Rosa shrugged. “I’m a woman. That don’t mean you should let me run your business.”


I jumped up and danced around her. I puffed out my cheeks and rolled my eyes and fluttered my hands. “This is you,” I said. “Mrs. Nutty Nonsense. You know so damned much, why ain’t you a lawyer?”


“The great man,” said Rosa. “Listen how the great attorney talks to his wife… I’m sorry, dear. You do whatever you think is right.”


“And I’m sorry,” I said. “I guess maybe I’m getting old. I guess things get on my nerves more than they used to. I guess—”


I guessed I might possibly have been a little hasty with Luane Devore.


“Don’t let me influence you,” Rosa said. “Don’t do what you think I want you to. That way there is always trouble.”















2



RALPH DEVORE


The day I began thinking about killing Luane was the day the season opened. Which was also the day the dance pavilion opened, which was the day I met Danny Lee, who was the vocalist with Rags McGuire’s orchestra. She was a she-vocalist even if her name was Danny. A lot of girl vocalists have boys’ names. Take Janie, Rags’ wife, who was always with the band until she had that bad accident—I mean, until this year, because there wasn’t really any accident, Rags says. It was another party by the same name, and she is staying at home now to look after their boys who did not actually get killed after all. Well, Janie always sang under the name of Jan McGuire. I don’t know why those girls do that, because everyone knows that they’re girls—they do, anyway, as soon as they see them. And with Janie, you didn’t even need to see her to know it. You could just feel it, I mean. You could just be in the same building with her, with your eyes closed maybe, and you’d know Janie was there. And, no, it wasn’t because of her voice, because she had more kind of a man’s voice than a woman’s. What they call a contralto, or what they would call a contralto if she wasn’t a pop singer. Because they don’t seem to classify pop vocalists like they do the other kind. Rags was kidding when he said it—he used to kid around a lot—but he told me that Janie was the only girl singer in the country who wasn’t a coloratura. Or, at least, a lyric soprano. He didn’t know where the hell they all came from, he said, since there didn’t used to be a coloratura come along more than once every ten years. Well, anyway, he can’t say that any more; I mean, about Janie being the only girl who isn’t a coloratura. Because Danny Lee isn’t one either. She’s got the same kind of voice that Janie had—only, well, kind of different—and she even kind of looks like Janie; only Rags gets sore when you say so, so I’ve never done it but once. Rags is awfully funny in some ways. Nice, you know, but funny. Now, me, when you like a person, when you think a lot of ’em, I think you ought to show it. I mean if you’re me, you have to. You can’t do anything else, and you wouldn’t think of saying or doing anything to hurt them. But a lot of people are different, and Rags is one of them. Take with Janie. I know he thought the world of Janie, but he was all the time jumping on her. Always accusing her of something dirty. She couldn’t look at anyone cross-eyed, just being pleasant, you know, without him saying she was running after the guy or something like that. And it just wasn’t so. You wouldn’t find a nicer girl than Janie in a month of Sundays. Oh, she drank a little, I guess. These last few years, she drank quite a bit. But—well, we’ll leave that go a while.


Now, I was saying that I’d thought about killing Luane that first day of the season. But that isn’t really the way it was. I mean, I didn’t actually think about killing her. What I thought about was how it would be maybe if she wasn’t there. I didn’t want her not to be there exactly—to be dead—but still, well, you know. I started off wondering how it would be if she was, and then after a while I began kind of half-wishing that she was. And then, finally, I thought about different ways that she might be. Because if she wasn’t—dead, I mean—I didn’t know what I was going to do. And you put yourself in my place, and I don’t think you’d have known either.


Usually—during the winter, anyway—I lay around in bed until five-thirty or six in the morning. But that day was the first of the season, so I was up at four. I dressed in the dark, and slipped out into the starlight. I did the chores, sort of humming and grinning to myself, feeling as tickled as a kid on Christmas morning. I felt good, I’ll tell you. It was dark and the air was pretty nippy at that hour of the morning, but still everything seemed bright to me and I had that nice warm feeling inside. It was like I’d been buried in a cave, and I’d finally managed to get out. And that was kind of the way it was, too, in a way. Because this last winter had really been a bad one. Take the engineer’s job at the courthouse, firing the boilers; now that’s always been my job—an hour morning and evening and an hour on Saturday morning—but last winter it wasn’t mine. And the school custodian job—four hours a day and two days once a month—that had always been mine, too, and now it wasn’t. I talked to the head of the county commissioners, and he sent me to the county attorney. And the way he explained it—about the boilers—was that the commissioners could be held liable for any money they spent in excess of what was necessary. So automatic boilers were being installed, and that was that. I tried to argue with him, but it didn’t do any good. It didn’t do any good when I talked to the president of the school board, Doctor Ashton. They were dividing my job up among some of the vocational students. I wouldn’t be needed now or at any time in the future, Doc said. And he gave me one of those straight, hard-eyed looks like the county attorney had.


So there I was. A hundred and fifty dollars a month gone down the drain. Practically every bit of my winter income, except for a little wood-cutting and stuff like that. Well, sure, I’d always kept a pretty big garden, canned and dried a lot of stuff. And, of course, there were the pigs, and we had our own eggs and milk and so on. And, naturally, I had some money put by. But, you know, you just can’t figure that way; I mean, you can’t count on standing on rock bottom. You do that, say, and what happens if things get worse? If a rainy day comes along, and that water that’s only been up to your chin goes over your nose? Money can go mighty fast when you don’t have any coming in. Say you run in the hole five dollars a day, why in a year’s time that’s almost two thousand dollars. And say you’re forty like I am, and you’ve got maybe twenty-five years to live unless you starve to death…! I tell you I was almost crazy with worry. Anyone would have been. But now it was the first day of the season, and all my worries were over—I thought. I’d just work a little harder, make enough to make up for what I didn’t make during the winter, and everything would be fine. I mean, I thought it would be.


I finished my chores. Then, I spread a big tarp in the back of the Mercedes-Benz, and put my mower and tools inside. You’re probably wondering what a man like me is doing with a Mercedes, them being worth so much money. But the point is they’re only worth a lot when you’re buying; you go to sell one it’s a different story. I did get a pretty good offer or two for it, back when I first got it—two seasons ago—but I kind of held on, thinking I might get a better one. And, of course, I liked it a lot, too, and I did need a car to get around in, to haul myself and my tools and passengers during the season. So, maybe it was the wrong thing, but it looked to me like I couldn’t really lose since I’d gotten it for nothing. So, well, I’ve still got it.


The man who did own it was a writer, a motion-picture writer, who used to come up here for the season. He began having trouble with it right after I went to work for him, and he had me tinker on it for him; and it would run pretty good for a time and then it would go blooey again. He got pretty sore about it. I mean, he got sore at the car. One morning he got so mad he started to take an ax to it, and I guess he would have if I hadn’t stopped him. Well, back then, there was a summer Rolls agency over at Atlantic Center—that’s a pretty big place, probably ten times as big as Manduwoc. So I suggested to this writer that as long as he needed a car and he didn’t like the Mercedes, why not let me tow him over there and see what kind of a trade-in he could get.


Well, you know how it is. Those dealers can stick just about any price tag on a car they want to. So this one said he could allow six thousand on the Mercedes (he just boosted the Rolls price that much), and the writer snapped him up on it. And as soon as he’d driven off, the dealer signed the Mercedes over to me. I tinkered with the motor a little. I’ve never had to touch it since.


Yes, this writer was pretty sore when he found out what had happened. He claimed I’d deliberately put the Mercedes on the blink, and he threatened to have both me and that dealer arrested. But he couldn’t prove anything, so it didn’t bother me that much. I mean, after all, a man that’s got twenty-five or thirty thousand dollars to throw away on a car, has got blamed little to fuss about. And if he can’t protect an investment like that, he shouldn’t have it in the first place.


After I’d finished loading the Mercedes, I went in and did a quick job on the house. Which didn’t take long since I’d slicked everything up good the night before. I ate breakfast, and then I fixed more breakfast and carried it up to Luane. We had a real nice talk while she ate. When she was through, I gave her a sponge bath, tickling her and teasing her until she was almost crying she laughed so hard. As a matter of fact, she did cry a little but not sad like she sometimes does. It was more kind of wondering, you know—like when you know something’s true but you can’t quite believe it.


“You like me, don’t you?” she said. “You really do like me, don’t you?”


“Well, sure,” I said. “Of course. I don’t need to tell you that.”


“You’ve never regretted anything? Wished things had been different?”


“Regret what?” I said. “What would I want different?”


“Well—” She gestured. “To travel. See the world. Do something besides just work and eat and sleep.”


“Why, I do a lot besides that,” I said. “Anyway, what would I want to travel for when I’ve got everything I want right here?”


“Have you, darling?” She patted my cheek. “Do you have everything you want?”


I nodded. Maybe I didn’t have everything I wanted right there in the house, her being pretty well along in years. But working like I do, I didn’t have to hunt very hard to get it. Most of the time it was the other way around.


Well, anyway. I got her fixed up for the day with everything she might need, and then I left. Feeling good, like I said. Feeling like all my troubles were over. I drove up to Mr. J. B. Brockton’s place, and started to work on the lawn. And in just about five minutes—just about the time it took him to get out of the house—all the good feeling was gone, and I knew I hadn’t seen any trouble compared with what I was liable to.


“I’m sorry, Ralph,” he said, sort of kicking at the grass with his toe. “I tried any number of times to reach you yesterday, but your phone was always tied up.”


I shook my head. I just couldn’t think of anything to say for a minute. He wasn’t like some of the summer people I worked for—people who just order you around like you didn’t have any feelings, and maybe make jokes about you—about the “natives”—in front of their company. He was more like a friend, you know. I liked him, and he went out of his way to show that he liked me. Why, just last season he’d given me a couple suits. Two hundred and fifty dollar suits, he said they were. And, of course, he was probably exaggerating a little. Because how could just a suit of clothes cost two hundred and fifty? But even if they only cost fifty or seventy-five, it was a mighty handsome gift. Not something you’d give to people unless you thought an awful lot of them.


“Mr. Brockton,” I said. And that was as far as I could go for a minute. “Mr. Brockton, what’s the matter?”


“Well, I’ll tell you, Ralph,” he said, not looking at me, still kicking at the grass. “Doctor Ashton’s son got in touch with me by mail a week or so ago. I’ve decided to give the work to him.”


Well. You could have pushed me over with a dew drop. I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.


“Bobbie Ashton?” I said. “Why—what would Bobbie be doing doing yard work? Why, he must have been joking you, Mr. Brockton! Doc Ashton, why, he always hires his own yard work done, so why would Bobbie—”


“I’ve already engaged him,” Mr. Brockton said. “It’s all settled. I’m sorry, Ralph.” He hesitated a second; then he said, “I think Doctor Ashton is a good man. I think Bob is a fine boy.”


“Well, so do I,” I said. “You never heard me say anything else, Mr. Brockton.”


“I like them,” he said. “And I come here to rest, to enjoy myself. And I do not like—in fact, I refuse, Ralph—to be drawn into community quarrels.”


I knew what the trouble was then. I knew there was nothing I could do about it. All I could do now was to get to some other place as fast as I could. So… so I made myself smile. I said I could see how he might feel, and that he shouldn’t feel bad about it on my account. Then I started reloading the Mercedes.


“Ralph,” he said. “Wait a minute.”


“Yes, sir?” I turned back around.


“I can give you a job with my company. In one of our factories. Something that you could do, and that would pay quite well.”


“Oh?” I said. “You mean in New York City, Mr. Brockton?”


“Or New Jersey. Newark. I think you’d like it, Ralph. I think it would be the best thing that ever happened to you.”


“Yes, sir,” I said. “I guess you’re probably right, Mr. Brockton, and I sure do appreciate the offer. But I guess not.”


“You guess not?” he said. “Why not?”


“Well, I—I just guess I hadn’t better,” I said. “You see, I never lived anywhere but here. I’ve never been any further away than Atlantic Center, and that was just for a couple of hours. And just being away that far, that little time, I was so rattled and mixed up it was two-three days before I could calm down.”


“Oh, well,” he shrugged. “You’d get over that.”


“I guess not,” I said. “I mean, I can’t, Mr. Brockton. It’s kind of like I was rooted here, like I was one of them—those—shrubs. You try to put me down somewhere else, and—”


“Oh, I’m not trying to! Far be it from me to persuade a man against his will.”


He nodded, kind of huffy-like, and headed for the house. I drove away. I knew he was probably right. I kind of wished I could leave Manduwoc—just kind of, you know. And before that day was much older I was really wishing it, with hardly any kind-of at all. But there just wasn’t any way that I could.


Luane would never leave here. Even if she would, what good would it do? Any place we went, people would laugh and talk about us like they’d always done here. There’d be the same stories. Well, not exactly the same, I guess, because outsiders wouldn’t know about Pa. So they wouldn’t be apt to say that Pa and Luane, well—that I was really her son instead of her husband. Or, her son as well as her husband. But however it was, it would be bad. And Luane would start striking back twice as hard, like she’d struck back here. Probably she’d do it anyhow, even if people did have the good manners and kindness to keep their mouths shut. Because she’d been the way she was now for so long, she’d lost the knack for being any other way.


I felt awful sorry for Luane. She’d sure given up a lot on my account. She was a lady, and she came from a proud old family. She’d been a good churchgoer and a charity-worker, and everything like that. And then just because she wanted someone to love before she got too old for it, why there was all that dirtiness. Stuff that took the starch right out of you, and filled you up with something else. No, it didn’t bother me too much; I guess I just didn’t have enough sense to be bothered, and, of course, I never amounted to anything to begin with. But it did something pretty terrible to Luane. She didn’t show it for a long time, except maybe a little around me. She had too much pride. But the hurt was there inside, festering and spreading, and finally breaking out. And then really getting bad. Getting a little worse the older she got.


I sure wished Luane could go away with me. I figured I could make out pretty fine with Luane. With someone like that, you know, someone who knew her way around and could tell you what to do—someone that really loved you and you could talk to, and—and…


Well, I guess I just hadn’t wanted to face the facts there at Mr. J. B. Brockton’s place. I mean, it was such an awful setback, I didn’t feel like I could bear any more; I just couldn’t admit that it would be the same way wherever else I went. Because what was I going to do if it was? How was I going to live? What would I do if I couldn’t make out here, and I couldn’t go any place else?


You can see how I’d be kind of stunned. So scared that I couldn’t look at the truth even with my nose rubbed in it.


So, anyway, I went on to all the other estates. I made them all, just taking “no” for an answer at first, and then arguing and finally begging. And, of course, it was the same story everywhere. I was just wasting my breath and my time. They were sorry, sure; most of ’em said they were, anyhow. But Bobbie Ashton had asked for the work, and Doc Ashton was an influential man—and he treated most of them—so Bobbie was going to get it.


It was noon by the time I’d gone to the last place I could go to. I drove down to the beach and ate the lunch I’d packed that morning. Gulping it down, not really tasting it.


Twenty-five years, I thought. Twenty-five years, but no, a man like me would probably live a lot longer than that. Thirty-five or forty, probably. Maybe even fifty or sixty. Fifty or sixty years with everything going out and nothing coming in!


Yes, there was a little work around town, for the local residents, you know. But it wasn’t worth bothering with. Just fifty cents here and a dollar there. Anyway, the kids had it all sewed up.


I wondered if it would do any good for me to talk to Bobbie, but I didn’t wonder long. He’d made up his mind to run me out of town—to get back at Luane through me.


Doc Ashton settled here a little short of seventeen years ago. His wife had died in childbirth, so he had this Negro wet nurse for Bobbie, the woman who still works for them as housekeeper. Doc was quite a young man then. The woman was young, too—in fact, she’s still fairly young—and pretty good-looking, besides.


Well, Bobbie was sick when he got here, the colic or something. And he no sooner got over that than he was hit by something else. Every disease you ever heard of practically, why Bobbie had it. One right after another. Year after year. He couldn’t play with other kids, couldn’t go to school; he was hardly out of the house for almost twelve years. Then, finally, I guess because he’d had every blamed sickness there was to get, he didn’t get any more. He began to shoot up and broaden out. All at once, he was just about the healthiest, huskiest—and handsomest—kid you ever saw in your life. And smart! You couldn’t believe a kid could be that smart, and probably you won’t find many that are.


I suppose he got a lot of it from all those books he’d read when he couldn’t do anything else. But there was plenty more to Bobbie’s smartness than book-learning. He just seemed to have been born with a head on him, a head with all the answers. He could do things without being told how or reading about ’em, or maybe even hearing of ’em before. Not just lessons, you know, but anything!


He went through eight grades of grammar school in a year. He went through high school in a year and a half. At least he could have gone through, if he hadn’t dropped out the last semester. Now, it didn’t look like he’d be going to college; he wouldn’t be studying to be a doctor. And how Doc Ashton would be feeling about that, I hated to think.


I wadded up my lunch sack and put it in a trash basket. Then, I got a drink of water from one of the picnicker fountains, and drove up to the dance pavilion.


The big front doors were swung open. I went inside, circled around in front of the bandstand, and stopped in the doorway of Pete Pavlov’s office. He was at his desk, bent over some papers. He glanced up, squirted a stream of tobacco into a spittoon and bent back over the papers again.


He’s one of those round-faced, square-built men. About fifty, I guess. He wore khaki pants with both a belt and suspenders, and a blue work shirt with a black bow tie. His hair was parted on the side, and there was a blob of shaving soap up around one of the temples.


I waited. I began to get a little uneasy, even though I was practically sure that I had a job with him for the summer. Because any time Pete Pavlov could do anything to annoy people in Manduwoc, he was just about certain to do it. I mean, he’d go out of his way to get under their hides. And giving me work would get under ’em bad.


He didn’t need to care what they thought of him; his business was all with the summer trade. He owned most of the rent cottages, and the pavilion, and two of the hotels, and oh, probably, two-thirds of the concession buildings. So to heck with Manduwoc, was the way he felt. The town people hadn’t ever done anything for him. In fact, they’d always been kind of down on him, sort of resentful. Because even back when he was a day laborer, cleaning out cesspools or anything he could get to do, he was as independent as a hog on ice. He’d do a good day’s work, but he wouldn’t say thank-you for his pay. If anyone called him by his first name or just Pavlov, he’d do exactly the same thing with them. No matter who they were or how much money they had.


He straightened up from his desk, and looked at me. I smiled and said hello, and remarked that it was a nice day. I said, “I guess I better be getting to work, hadn’t I, Pete?”


He waited for me to say something else. I didn’t, because I was just too worried. Here was maybe another twenty-five dollars a week going down the hole. The only chance I had left for any income.


Pete kind of squirmed around in his chair, kind of scratching his rear, I guess. He leaned back and picked something out of his nose, and held it up and looked at it. And then he pushed his lips out, moved them in and out, while he stared down at his desk.


“Well, hell,” he said. “I tell you how it is, Ralph. The way this goddamned summer business is going, I figure on hiring out myself.”


I didn’t say anything. I guessed things weren’t as good for him as they used to be, but I knew he was still setting pretty. He had plenty, all right, Pete Pavlov did. It would take more than a few slack seasons to hurt him much.


“What are you looking like that for?” he said. “You think I’m a goddamned liar?” Then, his eyes flickered and shifted, and he let out a whoop of laughter, and slapped his hand down on his desk. “Well, you’re right, by God! I wish you could have seen your face! Really had you going, didn’t I?”


“Aw, no, you didn’t,” I said. “I knew you were joking all the time.”


“You know what a broom looks like?” He waved me toward the door. “Well, see if you can find one that’ll fit your hands.”


I got out. I got busy on the restrooms, and after a while, as he was leaving for downtown, he looked in on me. Stood around talking and joking for a few minutes. He asked about Luane, and said he was pretty goddamned hurt the way she never told any dirty stories about him. I laughed, kind of uncomfortable, and said I guessed that was his fault, not hers. Which was mainly the way it was, of course. Because how can you mud a man up when he’s already covered himself with it? To annoy people, you know. What’s the point in saying that a man does such and such or so and so when he lets ’em all know it himself?


He had a family, a wife and daughter, but Luane couldn’t do much to dirty them, either. There just wasn’t enough to them, you know, to hold dirt. They were dowdy and drab. They went around with their shoulders slumped and their heads bowed—like they might cut and run if you looked their way. No one was interested in them. There wasn’t anything to be interested in. And if the time ever came when there was, well, I figured Luane would do some tall thinking before she gossiped about it.


You see, years ago—before Luane and I were married—her father gave Pete an awful raw deal. Cheated him out of a pile of money, and then placed it in Luane’s name, so that Pete couldn’t sue. Luane’s always felt kind of guilty about it. She’d think a long time before she did anything else to hurt Pete or his family.


“Well,” Pete said. “I got a feeling that this may be a good season after all. The best damned season yet.”


“I think it will, too,” I said. “I think you’re right, Pete.”


He left. I finished with the washrooms, and went back to his office.


I pulled a chair up to the air-vent, took off the grate and crawled up inside the duct. I crawled through it slowly, squirming along on my stomach, brushing all the dust and cobwebs and dead bugs in front of me. It was so hot and stuffy I could hardly breathe, and I kept sneezing and bumping my head; and I was just about one big muddy smear of sweat and dust. I crawled through all the duct, the branches and the main, and came out at the rear of the building.


I dropped down to the roof of the blower shed. I started up the big four-horse motor, tightened the belt to the fan, and went in the back door of the men’s room.


I looked at myself in the mirror, and, man, was I a mess! Dirt and cobwebs from head to foot. I started to turn on the water at one of the sinks, and then I stopped with my hand a couple of inches away—kind of frozen in the air. I stood that way for a few seconds, listening to the piano, to Rags, listening to her. Then I turned toward the door, picking up my broom sort of automatically, and went out into the ballroom.


It was pretty shadowed in there, and there was just the swivel-necked light on over the piano. So, for a second, I thought it was Janie up there singing. Then I started across the floor, and pretty soon I saw it was another girl. She had the same kind of voice as Janie, and the same kind of candy-colored hair. But she was quite a bit bigger. I don’t mean she was any taller or that she probably weighed any more, but still she was bigger. In certain places, you know. You could see that she was without even half-way studying the matter. Because it was still pretty warm there in the ballroom, and Rags was stripped to the waist. And all she had on was a bra and a little skimpy pair of shorts.
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