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Praise for Jim Thompson


‘If Raymond Chandler, Dashiell Hammett, and Cornell Woolrich could have joined together in some ungodly union and produced a literary offspring, Jim Thompson would be it’


Washington Post


‘Jim Thompson is the best suspense writer going, bar none’


New York Times


‘Probably the most chilling and believable first-person story of a criminally warped mind I have ever encountered’


Stanley Kubrick


‘Jim Thompson’s writing is dense, lurid, idiomatic, musical in its speech rhythms … plaintive and obscene … raucous … and bitterly funny’ Village Voice


‘The toughest crime novels ever’


Newsweek


‘My favourite crime novelist – often imitated but never duplicated – is Jim Thompson’


Stephen King


‘A blisteringly imaginative crime novelist … he outwrote James M. Cain at his most violent, amoral, terse and fast-moving … a classic American writer’


Kirkus Reviews


‘A master of the noir crime novel. His vision of small-town America peopled by sophisticated hustlers, dim-witted police officers, corrupt politicians, psychopathic bar-owners and neurotic drunks is uniquely compelling’


Waterstone’s Guide to Crime Fiction


‘Fantastic … in my book Jim Thompson is still the greatest crime writer’


Jo Nesbo
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Introduction


Crime fiction has taken over the world. There’s no stopping it. Crime books fill the popular fiction shelves, in bookshops and at airports, with their identikit covers showing a moody, silhouetted figure, alone in a monochrome landscape. And there are several distinct categories of popular crime fiction. Long-running police/detective series, with their returning heroes. Domestic noir thrill- ers in which (usually female) unreliable narrators have problems in their relationships and dark secrets hidden in their pasts. The post-Hannibal-Lecter stories of unlikely serial killers with ever more bizarre MOs (Ed Gein has a lot to answer for). And, just to ring the changes, there are the cheerful ‘cosy crime’ books, all bright colours against a white background, with a cute animal of some sort frolicking about the place.


Crime fiction has become respectable. But Jim Thompson wrote this book in another time, when crime fiction was not respectable, unless it was golden age mysteries, or ‘classics’ like Chandler and Hammett. Could Thompson’s books from the 50s and 60s sit happily among the moody silhouettes on the airport bookshelves? In many ways, they fit into the subcategories I mentioned above. There were lawmen in some of his books. He certainly used unreliable narrators with dark secrets in their pasts. And several of his characters could be described as serial killers – or at least, multiple murderers. Nick Corey, the narrator of Pop. 1280, fits all of these categories. He’s a lawman – the sheriff of Pottsville Texas, a god-forsaken, fly blown armpit of a town with a population of 1280. He’s an extremely unreliable narrator, with a few dark secrets in his past. And he’s a killer.


The one category you would not put any of Thompson’s books in, is cosy crime. His books are very uncomfortable. Although … it has to be said, many of his characters, Nick Corey included, like to bamboozle the world with corny patter, and hide behind the pretence of a folksy, home-spun philosophy.


‘Oh, Nick there’s just no one like you!’


‘Well, I should hope not,’ I said. ‘The world would be in a heck of a mess if there was.’


Nick Corey is not your usual crime fiction lawman, and if you’ve come to this book looking forward to another Philip Marlowe, Inspector Rebus, Harry Bosch, or Elizabeth Best, put the book down and walk away into the sunlight. Chandler famously said that ‘down these mean streets a man must go who is not himself mean, who is neither tarnished nor afraid.’ Nick Corey would freely admit that he’s all those things – mean, tarnished and afraid. He’s also lazy, corrupt, self-serving and self- pitying. He does no crime solving. He arrests no one. He reckons he’s sheriff because he can be relied on to do precisely nothing and let people get on with their lives. When asked why he doesn’t simply do his job, he replies that he’s been thinking about that … ‘Yes, Sir I really did a lot of thinking. Almost had myself convinced for a while that I actually should get out and start arrestin’ people and start actin’ like a sheriff in general. But then I did some more thinkin’, and I knew I hadn’t ought to do nothing of the kind … Because people don’t want me to do that … Maybe they think they do, but they don’t. All they want is for me to give ’em some excuse to vote for me again.’ [here]


That quote tells us a lot about Nick’s character. He pretends to be hopeless and stupid, in order to disguise, and keep hidden, a wily, scheming, animal intelligence. And he’s funny.


Despite all the terrible things he does, he makes us laugh de- spite ourselves. He’s an endearing psychopath. Which is revealed, when, in the course of the book, he finally decides that perhaps something needs to be done about the problems in Pottsville.


The book reads almost as a sick parody of the classic ‘heroic lawman rides into town and cleans it up’ story. Nick goes about sorting things out in the most appalling manner, and the results are both farcical and deeply upsetting. Blackly, bleakly comic, and quite devastating.


All Thompson’s books are rooted in a gritty, sweaty, cloying, claustrophobic reality that always seems to fall apart, teeter queasily and tip over into insanity. His characters are part of that real world. His killers don’t dress up as clowns and leave elaborate clues based on the 10 Commandments, or whatever. They’re mostly small-town misfits, grifters, sociopaths, who have made some small and tenuous success of themselves by working outside the conventional norms of civilised society. They live by their own rules and often end up falling through the net of civilization altogether and descending into violence, madness and self-destruction.


Nobody wrote about the criminal mind better than Thompson, who really seemed to understand the twisted thought processes that can lead someone to violence and murder. Time and again he shows us the self-justification and self-delusion of a psychopath who tries to convince us – and themselves – that they’re doing the only thing that can be done. They’re absolutely sure that we’ll understand why they have to do what they’re going to do, and that we’ll agree with them that they’re doing exactly the right thing. We can then only stand back and watch in appalled horror as they proceed to do some of the most terrible things imaginable.


Nick Corey is the type of character Thompson was particularly interested in. He’s someone who shows a completely different persona to the world than their true self, which they keep hidden. Nick pretends to be a fool, harmless, stupid and untutored, but occasionally lets others see the glimpse of a clever, deceiving mind. This makes some of his dialogue disconcertingly funny …


‘What I was thinking was that she must have bugs in her bloomers or a chigger on her figger or however you say it. It looked to me like something had better be done about it pretty quick, or her pants would start blazing and maybe they’d set the fairgrounds on fire and there’d be a panic with thousands of people getting stomped to death, not to mention the property damage. And I couldn’t think about one way to prevent it …’


Many of Thompson’s most memorable characters share these traits. Roy Dillon in The Grifters is perhaps the purest example of this type – as his job is literally a con artist. Then there’s Doc McCoy in The Getaway – on the outside a perfect southern gentleman, on the inside, a pitiless psychopath, who will use anybody to get what he needs. The most awful of them all is Lou Ford, the deputy sheriff in The Killer Inside Me (which is like an even darker and more extreme version of Pop. 1280). Lou is a genial but deadly-dull sheriff who sadistically spouts cliches and corny platitudes in an attempt to bore people to death and hide his true nature as a very damaged sadist.


My frustration with most modern crime fiction is that the crimes are presented as mysteries to be unravelled. We follow the detectives who try to expose the villains. In the process, we learn very little about why the criminals do what they do. These stories present us with the reassuring myth that crimes can all be solved, that everything will be made right, order will be restored. Jim Thompson’s books come from the other side of the fence and their conclusions are very different. His books show us the world from the criminals’ point of view. And by the end of each story nothing has been put right. We’ve descended into chaos and somehow wound up in hell.


You might ask, why write about these people in the first place? Well, for me, understanding why people commit crime is more important and enlightening than following a clever sleuth as they piece a jigsaw together. But, beyond that, Thompson wrote about how, as he saw it, the world really works. His characters are convinced that they’re merely doing what any person does. That humanity is rotten to the core, so why would they want to behave any differently to anyone else? As Nick Corey explains when questioned …


‘It’s what I’m supposed to do, you know, to punish the heck out of people for being people.’ [here]


Everything that happens to these characters supports their pessimistic view of human nature and Thompson’s argument is compellingly put. There is no escaping the degradation out there. But these books are never entirely bleak; in among all this darkness there is humour, and moments of strange, transcendental poetry, when his characters get a deranged, godlike view of the world and all creation.


Perhaps this stems from the fact that Thompson was a drinker. He was no Charles Bukowski, crawling in the gutter and revelling in it. He was happily married for most of his life. He just liked to drink. A lot. Drank himself to death in the end.


He was born in 1906 and had a life as odd and woozy as one of his characters. He became an alcoholic while still a teenager and worked in hotels and oilfields. He was a union man and joined the communist party in the depressed and radicalised 30s. Through all of this he was writing – and it was as a writer that he was eventually able to make a living, selling short stories from a young age. Often to the pulp magazines. And his published crime novels had a cheap, pulp aesthetic. They were designed to stand out on the shelves of dime stores, drug stores and gas stations. They had lurid covers depicting large breasted, scantily clad women, fighting mean looking men with hard jaws and greased back hair. It was a world of guns and cigarette smoke, lipstick, stockings, booze, cars, motels … with strap lines like ‘She was a hell of a woman, and that’s where he was headed.’ These were clearly stories about transgressors, people living on the fringes of society, outsiders who could be relied upon to behave badly. As long as the books delivered all the elements promised on the covers – plenty of sex and violence – the readers were happy, and this gave the ‘Pulp’ authors the licence to write about whatever they wanted. As long as somebody got laid and somebody got murdered and somebody got beaten to a bloody mess, authors like Thompson could actually be as inventive, experimental and creative as any respected ‘literary’ author. The big difference being that Thompson’s books were page turners.


They read fast and they were often written fast. If Thompson ran out of money he’d hammer out another book. He often wrote to order, quickly and without a lot of scrutiny, and his writing was often fuelled by booze. As a result, the quality can be variable. His writing sometimes feels like the weird ramblings of a drunk who’s been up all night, railing at the world, full of self-pity and self-disgust, but the books are never less than compelling and there’s always at least one passage that stops you in your tracks, often seeming to come out of nowhere, such as when one of his characters has a revelation, or a frightening insight. Nick Corey has just such a revelation, towards the end of Pop. 1280, when looking round at his surroundings …


‘Just pineboard walls locking in the emptiness. No pictures no books – nothing to look at or think about. Just the emptiness that was soaking in on me here.


And then suddenly it wasn’t here, it was everywhere, every place like this one. And suddenly the emptiness was filled with sound and sight, with all the sad terrible things that the emptiness had brought the people to …’ [here]


The original strapline for Pop. 1280 was – ‘1277 of the citizens were just plain folk – thieves, simpletons, cheats. It was those other three – Myra, Amy and Rose – who made Pottsville the hottest town this side of the Equator.’ So, what’s perhaps unexpected is that the book is very political. Behind the pulp elements, it’s an expose of corruption, racism, injustice and capitalism (it’s set sometime just after the Russian revolution). It’s about small-mindedness and bigotry as much as anything else …


‘I’ve seen a lot of people pretty much like he was. People looking for easy answers to big problems. People that blame the Jews or the coloured folks for all the bad things that happened to him. People that can’t realise that a heck of a lot of things are bound to go wrong in a world as big as this one. And if there is any answer to why it’s that way – and there ain’t always – it’s probably not just one answer by itself, but thousands of answers …’ [here]


Sadly, though, Thompson’s characters are trapped and unable to behave any better than the people they despise. As far as they can see, there’s nothing they can do about it. These books don’t end with the hero winning, the detective solving the crime, the bad guys rounded up, order restored, justice done. The endings are usually a blow to the gut, just like Roy Dillon in The Grifters, who gets belly-punched and spends the rest of the book slowly dying from the damage to his insides. The Grifters is just one of Thompson’s novels which have been made into a film – others include The Getaway, The Killer Inside Me and, most successfully, in my view, Bertrand Tavernier’s Coup de Torchon (Clean Slate) where the action of Pop. 1280 is very effectively transferred to French Colonial Africa. In transferring these stories to the screen, the filmmakers nearly always change the endings and make them more conventional, thereby spoiling the whole point of the novels. The ending of Pop. 1280 is classic Thompson. He concludes with a dirty joke about why dogs sniff other dogs’ asses, before lurching from the profane to the profound in a final paragraph that smacks you right between the eyes and makes you laugh and despair at the same time.


Happy reading.


Charlie Higson 2023





1



Well, sir, I should have been sitting pretty, just about as pretty as a man could sit. Here I was, the high sheriff of Potts County, and I was drawing almost two thousand dollars a year – not to mention what I could pick up on the side. On top of that, I had free living quarters on the second floor of the courthouse, just as nice a place as a man could ask for; and it even had a bathroom so that I didn’t have to bathe in a washtub or tramp outside to a privy, like most folks in town did. I guess you could say that Kingdom Come was really here as far as I was concerned. I had it made, and it looked like I could go on having it made – being high sheriff of Potts County – as long as I minded my own business and didn’t arrest no one unless I just couldn’t get out of it and they didn’t amount to nothin’.


And yet I was worried. I had so many troubles that I was worried plumb sick.


I’d sit down to a meal of maybe half a dozen pork chops and a few fried eggs and a pan of hot biscuits with grits and gravy, and I couldn’t eat it. Not all of it. I’d start worrying about those problems of mine, and the next thing you knew I was getting up from the table with food still left on my plate.


It was the same way with sleeping. You might say I didn’t really get no sleep at all. I’d climb in bed, thinking this was one night I was bound to sleep, but I wouldn’t. It’d be maybe twenty or thirty minutes before I could doze off. And then, no more than eight or nine hours later, I’d wake up. Wide awake. And I couldn’t go back to sleep, frazzled and wore out as I was.


Well, sir, I was layin’ awake like that one night, tossing and turning and going plumb out of my mind, until finally I couldn’t stand it no longer. So I says to myself, ‘Nick,’ I says, ‘Nick Corey, these problems of yours are driving you plumb out of your mind, so you better think of something fast. You better come to a decision, Nick Corey, or you’re gonna wish you had.’


So I thought and I thought, and then I thought some more. And finally I came to a decision.


I decided I didn’t know what the heck to do.
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I got out of bed that morning, and I shaved and took a bath, even if it was only Monday and I’d washed real good the Saturday before. Then, I put on my Sunday-go-to-meetin’ clothes, my new sixty-dollar Stetson and my seventy-dollar Justin boots and my four-dollar Levis. I stood in front of the mirror, checking myself over real good; making sure that I didn’t look like some old country boy. Because I was making a little trip to see a friend of mine. I was going to see Ken Lacey and get his advice about my problems. And I always try to look my best when I see Ken Lacey.


I had to pass Myra’s bedroom on the way downstairs, and she had her door open to catch the breeze, and without realizing that I was doing it, I stopped and looked in. Then I went in and looked at her some more. And then I eased toward the bed on tippy-toe and stood looking down at her, kind of licking my lips and feeling itchy.


I’ll tell you something about me. I’ll tell you for true. That’s one thing I never had no shortage of. I was hardly out of my shift – just a barefooted kid with my first pair of boughten britches – when the gals started flinging it at me. And the older I got, the more of ’em there were. I’d say to myself sometimes, ‘Nick,’ I’d say, ‘Nick Corey, you’d better do something about these gals. You better start carrying you a switch and whip ’em off of you, or they’ll do you to death.’ But I never did do nothing like that, because I just never could bear to hurt a gal. A gal cries at me a little, and right away I’m giving in to her.


Well, though, to get back to the subject, I never had no shortage of women and they were all real generous with me. Which maybe don’t seem to add up, the way I was staring at my wife, Myra. Licking my lips and feeling itchy all over. Because Myra was quite a bit older than I was and she looked every bit as mean as she was. And believe me, she was one danged mean woman. But the way it is with me, I’m kind of singleminded, I get to thinking about something, and I can’t think of anything else. And maybe I wasn’t suffering any shortage, but you know how that is. I mean, it’s kind of like eating popcorn. The more you have the more you want.


She didn’t have a nightdress on, it being summer, and she’d kicked the sheet off. And she was kind of lying on her stomach, so that I couldn’t see her face, which made her look a lot better.


So I stood there, staring and steaming and itching, and finally I couldn’t stand it no longer and I started unbuttoning my shirt. ‘After all, Nick,’ I says to myself, ‘after all, Nick Corey, this here woman is your wife, and you got certain rights.’


Well, I guess you know what happened. Or I guess you don’t know either. Because you don’t know Myra, which makes you about as lucky as a person can get. Anyways, she turned over on her back all of a sudden, and opened her eyes.


‘And just what,’ she said, ‘do you think you’re doing?’


I told her I was getting ready to take a trip over to the county where Ken Lacey was sheriff. I’d probably be gone until late that night, I said, and we’d probably get real lonesome for each other, so maybe we ought to get together first.


‘Huh!’ she said, almost spitting the word at me. ‘Do you think I’d want you, even if I was of a mind to have relations with a man?’


‘Well,’ I said. ‘I kind of thought maybe you might. I mean, I kind of hoped so. I mean, after all, why not?’


‘Because I can hardly stand the sight of you, that’s why! Because you’re stupid!’


‘Well,’ I said. ‘I ain’t sure I can agree with you, Myra. I mean, I ain’t saying you’re wrong but I ain’t saying you’re right, either. Anyways, even if I am stupid, you can’t hardly fault me for it. They’s lots of stupid people in the world.’


‘You’re not only stupid but you’re spineless,’ she said. ‘You’re about the poorest excuse for nothing I ever laid eyes on!’


‘Well, looky,’ I said. ‘If you feel that way, why for did you marry me?’


‘Listen to him! Listen to the beast!’ she said. ‘As if he didn’t know why! As if he didn’t know that I had to marry him after he raped me!’


Well, that made me kind of sore, you know. She was always saying I’d raped her, and it always made me kind of sore. I couldn’t really argue about her saying I was stupid and spineless, because I probably ain’t real smart – who wants a smart sheriff? – and I figure it’s a lot nicer to turn your back on trouble than it is to look at it. I mean, what the heck, we all got trouble enough of our own without butting in on other people’s.


But when she said I was a rapist, that was something else. I mean, there just wasn’t a word of truth in it. Because it just didn’t make sense.


Why for would a fella like me rape a woman, when he had so many generous gals chasing him?


‘Well, I’ll tell you about this rape business,’ I said, getting kind of red in the face as I rebuttoned my shirt. ‘I ain’t saying you’re a liar, because that wouldn’t be polite. But I’ll tell you this, ma’am. If I loved liars, I’d hug you to death.’


Well, that really started her off. She started blubbering and bawling like a calf in a hail storm. And of course that woke up her half-witted brother, Lennie. So he came rushing in, blubbering and rolling his eyes and slobbering all over his chin.


‘What you done to Myra?’ he says, spraying spit for about twenty feet. ‘What you gone an’ done to her, Nick?’


I didn’t say anything, being busy dodging the spit. He went stumbling over to Myra, and she took him into her arms, glaring at me.


‘You beast! Now look what you’ve done!’


I said, what the heck, I hadn’t done nothing. Far as I could see, Lennie was pretty near always bawling and slobbering. ‘About the only time he ain’t,’ I said, ‘is when he’s sneaking around town, peeking into some woman’s window.’


‘You – you bully!’ she said. ‘Faulting poor Lennie for something he can’t help! You know he’s as innocent as a lamb!’


I said, ‘Yeah, well, maybe.’ Because there wasn’t much else to say, and it was getting close to train time. I started toward the hall door, and she didn’t like that, me walking out without so much as a beg-pardon, so she blazed away at me again.


‘You better watch your step, Mr Nick Corey! You know what will happen if you don’t!’


I stopped and turned around. ‘What will happen?’ I said.


‘I’ll tell the people in this county the truth about you! We’ll see how long you’ll be sheriff then! After I tell them you raped me!’


‘I’ll tell you right now what will happen,’ I said. ‘I’d be run out of my job before I could say scat.’


‘You certainly would! You’d better remember it, too!’


‘I’ll remember,’ I said, ‘an’ here’s something for you to remember. If I ain’t sheriff, then I got nothing to lose, have I? It don’t make a good gosh-damn about anything. And if I ain’t sheriff, you ain’t the sheriff’s wife. So where the heck will that leave you – you and your half-witted brother?’


Her eyes popped and she sucked in her breath with a gasp. It was the first time I’d spoken up to her for a long time, and it kind of took the starch out of her.


I gave her a meaningful nod, and went out the door. When I was about halfway down the stairs, she called to me.


She’d moved real fast, throwing on a robe and working up a smile. ‘Nick,’ she said, kind of cocking her head to one side, ‘why don’t you come back for a few minutes, hmmm?’


‘I guess not,’ I said. ‘I’m kind of out of the mood.’


‘We-el. Maybe, I could get you back in the mood. Hmmmm?’


I said I guessed not. Anyways, I had to catch a train, and I’d have to grab a bite to eat first.


‘Nick,’ she said, sort of nervous-like. ‘You – you wouldn’t do anything foolish, would you? Just because you’re angry with me.’


‘No, I wouldn’t,’ I told her. ‘No more’n you would, Myra.’


‘Well. Have a nice day, dear.’


‘The same to you ma’am,’ I said. And then I went on downstairs, into the courthouse proper, and out the front door.


I almost took a header as I came out into the dusky haze of early morning. Because the danged place was being painted, and the painters had left their ladders and cans scattered all over everywhere. Out on the sidewalk, I looked back to see what kind of progress they’d been making. The way it looked to me, they hadn’t made hardly any at all in the last two, three days – they were still working on the upper front floor – but that wasn’t none of my butt-in.


I could have painted the whole building myself in three days. But I wasn’t a county commissioner, and I didn’t have a painting contractor for a brother-in-law.


Some colored folks had a cook-shack down near the railway station, and I stopped there and ate a plate of corn bread and fried catfish. I was too upset to eat a real meal; too worried about my worries. So I just ate the one plateful, and then I bought another order with a cup of chicory to take on the train with me.


The train came and I got on. I got a seat next to the window, and began to eat. Trying to tell myself that I’d really got Myra told off this morning and that she’d be a lot easier to get along with from now on.


But I knew I was kidding myself.


We’d had showdowns like the one this morning a lot of times. She’d threaten what she was going to do to me, and I’d point out that she had plenty to lose herself. And then things would be a little better for a while – but not really better. Nothing that really mattered was any better.


It wasn’t, you see, because it wasn’t a fair stand-off between me and her.


She had the edge, and when things came to a showdown, she knew I’d back away.


Sure, she couldn’t lose me my job without being a loser herself. She’d have to leave town, her and her low-down halfwit of a brother, and it’d probably be a danged long time before she had it as nice as she had it with me. Probably she’d never have it as nice.


But she could get by.


She’d have something.


But me …


All I’d ever done was sheriffin’. It was all I could do. Which was just another way of saying that all I could do was nothing. And if I wasn’t sheriff, I wouldn’t have nothing or be nothing.


It was a kind of hard fact to face – that I was just a nothing doing nothing. And that brought up something else for me to worry about. The worry that maybe I could lose my job without Myra saying or doing anything.


Because I’d begun to suspect lately that people weren’t quite satisfied with me. That they expected me to do a little something instead of just grinning and joking and looking the other way. And me, I just didn’t quite know what to do about it.


The train took a curve and began to follow the river a ways. By craning my neck, I could see the unpainted sheds of the town whorehouse and the two men – pimps – sprawled on the little wharf in front of the place. Those pimps had caused me a sight of trouble, a powerful sight of trouble. Only last week, they’d accidentally-on-purpose bumped me into the river, and a few days before they’d accidentally-on-purpose tripped me up in the mud. And the worst thing of all was the way they talked to me, calling me names and poking mean fun at me, and not showing me no respect at all like you’d naturally expect pimps to show a sheriff, even if he was shaking ’em down for a little money.


Something was going to have to be done about the pimps, I reckoned. Something plumb drastic.


I finished eating and went up to the men’s lounge. I washed my hands and face at the sink, nodding to the fella that was sittin’ on the long leather bench.


He wore a classy black-and-white checked suit, high-button shoes with spats and a white derby hat. He gave me a long slow look, letting his eyes linger for a moment on my pistol belt and gun. He didn’t smile or say anything.


I nodded at the paper he was reading. ‘What do you think about them Bullshevicks?’ I said. ‘You reckon they’ll ever overthrow the Czar?’


He grunted, still not saying anything. I sat down on the bench a few feet away from him.


The fact was, I wanted to relieve myself. But I wasn’t sure that I ought to go on into the toilet. The door was unlocked swinging back and forth with the motion of the train, and it looked like it must be empty. Still, though, here this fella was, and maybe that’s what he was waiting for. So even if the place was empty, it wouldn’t be polite to go in ahead of him.


I waited a little while. I waited, squirming and fidgeting, until finally I couldn’t wait any longer.


‘Excuse me,’ I said. ‘Were you waiting to go to the toilet?’


He looked startled. Then, he gave me a mean look, and spoke for the first time. ‘That’s some of your business?’


‘Of course not,’ I said. ‘I just wanted to go to the toilet, and I thought maybe you did, too. I mean, I thought maybe someone was already in there, and that’s why you were waiting.’


He glanced at the swinging door of the toilet; swinging wide now so that you could see the stool. He looked back at me, kind of bewildered and disgusted.


‘For God’s sake!’ he said.


‘Yes, sir?’ I said. ‘I don’t reckon there’s anyone in there, do you?’


I didn’t think he was going to answer me for a minute. But then he said, yeah, someone was in the toilet. ‘She just went in a little while ago. A naked woman on a spotted pony.’


‘Oh,’ I said. ‘But how come a woman’s using the men’s toilet?’


‘On account of the pony,’ he said. ‘He had to take a leak, too.’


‘I can’t see no one from here,’ I said. ‘It’s funny I couldn’t see ’em in a little place like that.’


‘You calling me a liar?’ he said. ‘You saying a naked woman on a spotted pony ain’t in there?’


I said, no, of course not. I wouldn’t say nothing like that. ‘But I’m in kind of a hurry.’ I said. ‘Maybe I better go up to one of the other cars.’


‘Oh, no, you don’t!’ he said. ‘No one’s calling me a liar and getting away with it!’


‘I’m not,’ I said. ‘I didn’t mean it that way at all. I just—’


‘I’ll show you! I’ll show you I’m telling the truth! You’re gonna sit right there until that woman and her pony comes out.’


‘But I gotta pee!’ I said. ‘I mean, I really got to, sir.


‘Well, you ain’t leaving here,’ he said. ‘Not until you see I’m telling the truth.’


Well, sir, I just didn’t know what to do. I just didn’t know. Maybe you would have, but I didn’t.


All my life, I’ve been just as friendly and polite as a fella could be. I’ve always figured that if a fella was nice to everyone, why, they’d be nice to him. But it don’t always work out that way. More often than not, it seems like, I wind up in a spot like I was in now. And I just don’t know what to do.


Finally, when I was about to let go in my britches, the conductor came through taking up tickets, and I had a chance to get away. I tore out of there in such a hurry that it was maybe a minute before I could get the door open to the next car. And I heard a burst of laughter from the rest room behind me. They were laughing at me, I guess – the conductor and the man in the checked suit. But I’m kind of used to being laughed at, and anyway I didn’t have time to think about it right then.


I dashed on up into the next car and relieved myself – and believe me it was a relief. I was coming back down the aisle, looking for a seat in that car so’s I wouldn’t run into the checked-suit fella again, when I saw Amy Mason.


I was pretty sure that she’d seen me, too, but she let on that she didn’t. I hesitated by the seat next to her for a minute, then braced myself and sat down.


No one knows it in Pottsville, because we were careful to keep it a secret, but me and Amy was mighty thick at one time. Fact is, we’d’ve got married if her Daddy hadn’t had such strong objections to me. So we waited, just waiting for the old gentleman to die. And then just a week or so before he did, Myra hooked me.
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