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A Note To My Reader





  This book began as a memoir, but from page one, characters stood up and demanded attention I couldn't make happen in a memoir. They whispered in my ear, through my dreams, and they argued with each other, or fussed. They didn't seem to ask for much: a display of seven weeks in 1948 when their worlds altered forever. It turns out they asked for a lot.




  It became necessary to change characters' names while writing a novel. (Cady, for example, became Wade). The novelized memoir began as an account of doings between white men and black; and the aftermath of the greatest war in history.




  Then the Samuels family got involved. I had not known them personally because no one did. I only witnessed their separate deaths. As the awful stories that lay behind those deaths surfaced, the first two drafts of the book hit the round file.




  A new book appeared. If it is successful you'll get at least some feel of an American city as it was after WWII; a business-y city that after 83 years still held roots in the Confederacy. Some of what characters say comes from memory which remains acute. Some will reflect what 'had to have been', for while I could trace lives and actions, I could not fully know all thoughts. Use of racial terms, as of 1948, is precise.




  Nearly all of these folks have now passed into history. I wrote with an urgency that said they deserve to be remembered.




   




  
New Guy in Town





  Wade had a mouth on him that could stun horse flies. Knock them right out of the air. It wasn't the standard cuss words that did the job, it was the elaborations; often Biblical.




  There wasn't a mother's son among us: ('us' meaning Lester and Howard and Jim, and maybe even Lucky) who didn't almost admire that mouth; especially while knowing that Wade was not exactly heaven-bound. Wade could whip them off without thinking: " . . .sacramental cream-of-cowshit . . . ."




  His ability came from being raised in Blackford County, Indiana, where cussing among men was as necessary as church on Sunday. Except, in Wade's case, it was church on Saturday, because Wade's daddy was a religious bigot who hated Jews, Negroes, Catholics, Coca Cola (which represented frivolity and broken dietary laws), F.D.R., city people, country people, and members of his own 7th Day Adventist church. Wade's daddy believed that heaven was forty square acres surrounded by walls made of gold and only Adventists, and only the best of them, would be Chosen. He also believed that Mussolini had been misunderstood.




  Wade's mom was so strict that when the preacher came to call, the preacher was nervous for fear he'd say something wrong. She threatened grandchildren with eternal fire if they so much as chewed a pork chop, or asked: "Was Joshua as good a trumpet player as Mr. Harry James?"




  This pair spawned five kids, of whom Wade was the youngest. He always said it was a good thing his parents found each other, because it would have been a shame to spoil two families.




  Months before WWII opened Wade got out of the dry and miserable heat of Indiana bringing a wife and two kids. Wade came to the wet and miserable heat of Louisville. He worked at a company called Tube Turns that cast engine blocks for B-17 bombers. He barely avoided the draft because he worked in vital industry, and also because he had kids. The war had drafted most working-age men. Wade claimed to be a foreman in charge of aging deadbeats, needy housewives, and lazy niggers; and maybe the foreman part wasn't a lie.




  He hung on making bomber engines until war ended. When new cars came to market he ran the repair shop at Hull Dobbs Ford, back when it was still located on sleepy Broadway around 8th or 9th. He was a good shop manager, but, truth to tell, auto repair is boring. The car company was only a car company, no better, no worse.




  Wade was like the car company. A working guy, a newer model, maybe. Wade would be not-a-little pleased when a snockered TV announcer (in those earliest days of TV, when one could still get by with being a little plowed at work) said "Hull Dobbs stands behind every one of his cars, and if you buy one you'll wish he stood in front of it."




  In real short order, then, Wade got sick of auto repair and cast about for something new. That is when history took over.




  Back in the 1920s the American Businessman had been celebrated as the new Messiah. Business had been King. The Businessman, it was suggested by a popular writer and opportunist named Bruce Barton, stood with God at his right hand. Barton compared the Businessman to Jesus. He proclaimed the American Businessman as the Great White Hope of the world. Wade, who was only a kid at the time, bought it.




  By 1948 Wade looked the part of Great White Hope. He was handsome and six feet tall in a day when a majority of men were not. He weighed in at around two hundred, and not an ounce of it fat. He sported blue eyes, brush cut hair, and a vocabulary suitable for pulpit or barnyard. On days when he was nice, he was very, very nice. Sweet smile and all. On days when he was bad, he was loud. He was also a rising force for change, in a place and time that resisted change.




  Because of his mouth he had a choice of businesses. He could become an Evangelist which was mighty profitable, but preachers don't get to cuss in public. Yet, a man adroit with his mouth should use the abilities the good Lord gave. Wade was always a quick study. He became an auctioneer. " . . .easy as fucking ducks with a howitzer."




  When he stood above an auction crowd throwing sweat and b.s. through all seasons, he was a man in control. From Louisville to Blackford County, Indiana was not all that far, but for Wade the distance was a million miles. And even a million miles was not quite far enough.




  Business competition was slim. At the time there was only one auctioneer of high repute in Louisville. His name was Charlie Weaver, but Charlie was on his last legs. He could not have cared less when Wade rented auction rooms on Bardstown Road, although Charlie's rooms were only a few blocks distant. Charlie's rooms sat about halfway between Wade's place and a working-class slum on Jackson St.




  Wade will shortly rise and mouth his way across these pages, and Charlie, in his quiet way will at least rise; but it is with Bardstown Road and Jackson St., plus an important man named Lucky, that our story really begins.




   




  
Bardstown Road and Jackson St.





  At the intersection of Bardstown Road and Eastern Parkway, polite residences with tidy lawns gave way to dusty commerce. Tall trees clothed neighborhoods with shade, and magnolias cast warm scent into summer nights. Winds whispered before storm. In Kentucky summers the trees made Eastern Parkway coolish, while Bardstown Road fried.




  The intersection hosted a sleepy drugstore, a new and yellowish Shell station, a busy White Castle from which flowed smells of fried onions and 5 cent hamburgers, while a nondescript car dealer's display windows boasted Kaisers and Fraisers, the early, lumpy models with hood ornaments of buffalos; and which looked like buffalos.




  Hang a right before entering Cherokee park, and Bardstown Road ran all the way to Bardstown where stood a brickish southern mansion. In the music room of that mansion a painting portrayed Stephen Foster seated at a piano. His Muse, dressed as a diaphanous Victorian angel, floated airily above while pressing her finger to his brow. Had he been consulted, Foster might not have been totally pleased with the painting. He had, after all, been an abolitionist from back east during the War of Northern Aggression.




  In the garden of the mansion a very black old man played the part of a darky and plucked a banjo. He dressed in the style of a minstrel, and his main tune was My Old Kentucky Home which was also the name of the house.




  But, if you hung a left Bardstown Road took you in the direction of the river. It passed run-down houses and small businesses. Wade's auction house stood beside a shotgun-style house in disrepair. Further along were a few bars, an orphanage, another auction house until Charlie Weaver died, a hardware, a roller rink, dry goods, and more houses until the intersection with Broadway. At that intersection and to your right, Cave Hill Cemetery contained only the best people, but hang another left. Keep traveling, and bingo, you soon arrived at Jackson St. where the world turned black and brown and beige.




  Three-story brick houses with concrete stoops lined a street where cars with flat tires outnumbered cars that ran. On windy days religious tracts and pieces of newspapers flew along the street. Top floor rooms or apartments looked out on a neighborhood of black folk leavened by an occasional white, like cream stirred into chocolate.




  Mohammed Ali dwelt nearby, but was only six years old, and in those days was known as Cassius Clay; when he wasn't called 'boy', 'sugar', 'sweetness' or 'whatcha-say-little-nigger'. Jonah Jones had lived just down the street, but he took his magic horn and moved uptown, Chicago, New York, and around. Jackson St. also sported institutions: a Methodist church, an undertaker, a junior high school, a hock shop, and a bar painted in fading and flaking green named the Sapphire Top Spot.




  Through all the jobless days, through days of canned heat strained when a man was cashless, the raggedy Sapphire Top Spot stood through Louisville weather that boiled in summer, deep-pressure-cooking sweat so abundant even young guys almost didn't want to 'mess'. Sapphire Top Spot served cold beer, also whiskey with ice, could you cost it.




  Jackson St. and Bardstown Road: Auction houses: Colored guys: White guys: It's in those places a man named Lucky Collins would help two kids named Jim and Howard, and two men named Lester and Wade, solve problems of business and race. Lucky would also suffer hurt of the kind that almost kills.




   




  
Meeting Lucky





  He was a Hebrew, was Lucky; a fallen Jewish angel. His nose hooked like a caricature of Shylock. In winter he dressed in pinstripe suits, pastel shirts, and ties in primary colors. In summer it was short sleeves and sweat like everybody else. When he smiled his brown eyes lighted, and when he snarled his gaze went flat. He had a purple splotch on the back of his right hand, and a bald spot where a yarmulke might have sat, but didn't.




  His hockshop on Jackson St. sat next to the fading green Sapphire Top Spot. An alley ran in between. The undertaker sat next the hockshop, with the Methodist church just down the way. It was said that Jackson St. carried everything a man would need in life; a drink, a loan, a prayer and farewell.




  Drivers along Jackson St. saw a freshly painted yellow building with three balls dangling; and the sidewalk cleanly swept. Across the front, in boldest black against brilliant yellow, a sign read:




  Lucky Collins Loans Best Deals Try Me




  You can tell a lot about a man by looking at his store. Hockshop customers being who they are, hockshops need be narrow with everything behind showcases. That said, the difference between Lucky's hockshop and the general run was certain splendor.




  Trombones lined the walls. Vertically. They pointed to saxophones, clarinets, trumpets and bugles; gold and silver horns promising blues, echoes of cakewalks and jazz. Cases contained hair straightener, pocket knives, aspirin, hand tools, rings of all descriptions from zircon to diamonds; rings of lodges, rings for real weddings, and goldish bands for 'let's pretend'. There were colorful medals and patches and medallions from the latest war: orange and brown emblems of tank battalions, and Purple Hearts.




  Cases held cameras and spy glasses, while shelves behind the counters carried kitchenware, and shoes with tassels, some new. At the back of the store hung racks of new suits, 15 bucks, sometimes 12. Two bucks down, a buck a week.




  Most hockshops are predictable, thus dull, but not Lucky's; because Lucky attended auctions. He came up with merchandise of such wonder that even lots of white folk walked through his doorway, sniffing contemptuous sometimes, but interested and dickering.




  He'd fetch in cases of canned peaches, nine cents a can, and cans of sardines eight cents. Feathered boas. Panama hats. He displayed new grilles for ancient Packards, used jukeboxes, a gross of votive candles, indoor ball bats, framed pictures of the 1937 Ohio River flood.




  And, high above the front counter, beneath the invisible blare of trombones, perched two Not-For-Sale mascots of the store: a stuffed and mounted Guinea hen named Lola, smallish, plump, but matronly; and a stuffed Plymouth Rock rooster named Thomas, head pushed forward, somewhat askew, glassy-eyed, obviously daft, probably insane.




  Most hockshops are the focus of the owner's life. The quick buck and hustle, the smooth slippy-slide and whisper of counted money. Most hockshops are sleaze. They are run by people named Big Jerry. There's no fun to them and 'compassion' seems a naughty word.




  But in Lucky's shop a man could jive for free. A man could piss and moan with hope of sympathy. A man could cuss preachers and cops. What a man couldn't do was hock family property in behalf of a drink.




  "God-bless-it, John, Milly needs that radio. I'll write you two bucks honor, and you get a week." Lucky would tap the suppliant on the shoulder, friendly-like. It was rare he ever lost a dime.




  Because Lucky knew his neighborhood, knew the goldbricks and deadbeats, and never loaned to them without security. But to honest men he'd loan on trust, because two bucks were possible to pay back (plus interest). And two bucks would soothe a man. Two bucks, at ten cents a glass, bought enough time and beer at Sapphire Top Spot to let a man believe there was a job somewhere. Two bucks bought the sorrow-prevention it took to get through another day, another night. Colored men, last hired, first fired. No work. And, wife and kids at home in a rat-rid dump on Jackson St.




  And, because he paid off the police, Lucky managed to keep a lot of those saddened men from arrest. It could be said, and with but little caution, that Lucky did more for that neighborhood than did all the churches in town.




  When Lucky snarled, though, wise men took their scrawny bottoms elsewhere. Lucky would sell a pocket knife. Don't ask for a straight razor, a pistol, or a switchblade. And don't miss that buck-a-week payment on the 12 buck suit.




  The shop was open 10-6 Mon-Fri and 10-7 Sat. On one special occasion, though, it was closed. That happened when Charlie Weaver died.




  Lucky attended both the funeral service, and the interment at Cave Hill Cemetery where August sunlight flooded green, green grass. It also flooded somber clothing, dark suits, dark dresses of mourners. The temp stood above 90. Armpits poured sweat. Charlie was not overheated, but family and former customers were in misery.




  And, yet, people seemed loathe to leave. Most of them knew each other. They watched each other. They had bid against each other for years. Charlie's auction house had been not a business, only. It had practically been a club. Even after an Episcopalian tribute by a hopeful preacher, and after the casket descended into soil, the crowd lingered. Somber colors, murmuring lips, and green, green grass.




  Dirt to fill the grave lay heaped beneath canvas. A couple of working stiffs hovered, their shovels still hidden. The undertaker's assistant moved with what he hoped passed for dignified haste. The flower car was needed elsewhere. As the crowd hesitated, funeral florals were laid carefully but unceremoniously beside the canvas-covered heap. White lilies, forget-me-nots, mauve sweet peas and fragile baby's breath. The car departed. The assistant remained.




  Around the grave-site the landscape spouted marble. Soldiers from the days of Presidents Davis and Lincoln lay in quiet ranks across hillsides. Victorian mausoleums in the form of Greek temples stood above grass so tended it seemed nigh artificial. The graves of children sported marble angels who bent toward the earth.




  "I see nobody who's gonna take his place." A tall guy with a big belly spoke barely above a whisper. He wiped sweat with a bandanna-sized hankie; a man in the used-food business down on Market St.: beans with dented cans, insurance shipments from truck rollovers, warehouse stuff a teeney bit past pull date; profit margin seventeen percent, with plenty volume.




  "Nobody will," a lanky man murmured. The man ran an Army/Navy store just past 4th on Broadway. "Stuff changes," he said, sounding helpless. He looked toward Lucky who, though Hebrew, was considered smart.




  "The new guy," Lucky said, and said it brisk.




  "Damn country boy, dammit."




  "It's an act." Lucky also wiped sweat with a hankie, then looked into the grave where the polished coffin awaited dirt. "Nice funeral," Lucky said to the coffin. "Charlie, my boy, you had class." Lucky looked again at the lanky man. "You're right. Stuff changes. But I'm right too. Behind that country mouth, the new guy has his charms."




  "I don't see 'em." The grocery-guy wiped more sweat. He now carried a 'going-away' posture, a man ready to head back to his store.




  "He runs a clean sale. He's watching out for his dealers." Lucky looked once more at the coffin. "Until later, then," he said to the coffin, but in a voice that suspicioned the afterlife. He gave a small wave to Charlie's customers. As he left he slipped out of his jacket and pulled off his tie. Folks saw a white shirt wet in the armpits, white moving among pink and gray marble and above the greenest grass in town.




  
July 31st, 1948


  Two Kinds of Ghosts





  The Kentucky ghosts in this story are not bereaved spirits made of ectoplasm, and they do not moan. They are southern ghosts, which means they exist on the edge of living consciousness. They exert power, or at least, energy, at odd moments and they affect the living in sometimes useful ways. At other times they can cause a certain amount of misery.




  The ghost of Charlie Weaver does not, strictly speaking, haunt; but Charlie is in attendance because of who he was. To Lucky he represented a gentlemanly Old Order that was giving way to a garish New Order. With the loss of Charlie, Lucky understood that history had stumbled and spat forth Wade. Lucky was the kind of man who thought about such things.




  When he left the cemetery he headed toward Wade's place telling himself he had an errand. He knew that he mostly went because it was a rare, rare time when his store was closed. He could enjoy a break before reopening.




  He drove left from Cave Hill and passed Charlie Weaver's auction rooms. The building stood dusty beneath summer sun. Windows needed washing. Charlie had been slipping these past few months. Although Charlie had departed quietly, his departure had been noticed; even if his ghostliness had not.




  Sometimes newspapers get the facts fairly straight. The Courier Journal, rather more informal than The Times, did a front page memorial, second section. The Courier didn't say much about auctions. It just offered a courteous piece in behalf of a courteous man, plus a little bit of history of the kind that meant a lot to Lucky; and in those days, meant a lot to Louisville.




  Charlie Weaver had grown when Louisville still ranked as an intimate performance on a small stage. Even back in the early century the city was somewhat raw and spraddle-legged, but Charlie, a gentleman, might not have known that.




  He was a cultured Victorian. Had he been wealthy he would have funded missionary societies and museums. He would have done his bit to relieve respectable suffering, though he might have drawn the line at Aid to Fallen Women.




  He was born in 1875 and lived a quiet 73 years. Charlie dressed well in suit and tie, although on sale days in winter he wore a houndstooth jacket. In spite of his auctioneering trade his face remained calm. He was a handsome man, not particularly tall, but somehow stately. He sported groomed gray hair, and gray eyes that occasionally seemed light blue. His manner shone deft, but kindly, with a flair for humorous understatement. He married at age 30, and was a man who missed wars; wisely escaping the Cuban adventure, too old for WWI and WWII. He begat and raised children. He was faithful to his faithful wife.




  His auction house was geared to dignified days of yore, because his customers (the crowd) took seats in chairs arranged before the sales platform. Grips, including a colored gent named Lester, moved sale items into view; and Charlie's manner somehow imbued even mended crockery with respectability. "Think of the life of this dear old pot, mended now. Mended, perhaps by a gentle lady, or perhaps by some dear old pot . . . ." a chuckle, and, "Do I have an offer?"




  Charlie sold whilst seated, and he sold quietly. His was an aristocrat's performance, lightly comic, not a little pious, yet kindly.




  His quiet dignity was notable in The Land of the Auctioneer; that is, Kentucky: where tobacco auctioneers chant over burley, where farm boys praise the haunches of swine, where auto auctions are sleek as greased reptiles, and sales of general goods clamor and yelp. Also, flamboyant in Kentucky, many auctioneers carry the title of Colonel. Some actually are Kentucky Colonels. They gain a colonel-hood by contributing to governors who then issue certificates. Charlie, reserved, never went in that direction. How different Wade was, from Charlie.




  * * *




  As Lucky would soon discover, some ghosts of the time were not southern, but European. Those ghosts do haunt the tale, and they haunt our lives, causing thought, sorrow, and weeping. Those few of us who remain still remember them, and though we no longer weep, or at least not much, we think about them. Those ghosts changed all of us.




  Lucky, for instance, had no way of knowing that during the seven weeks from the last day of July to mid-September, his world would flip-flop and land him in darkness. People kept dying. Excessively.




  Next door to Wade's auction a neighbor-lady passed and no doubt went to heaven. Her degenerate sons, according to every Bible-thumper in town, then went where souls wish for asbestos underwear. Hers was a grim tragedy, but no one had a hint. When she passed the newspaper carried no traditional obit. It just reported her death at age 67. It did not say where she came from or if there was ever a smile from her, ever a frown, ever a stare. The paper did not mention that she had been quiet and mousy and thin. Her name, folks learned from the newspaper, was Mildred Samuels. She died, folks learned from the newspaper, of complications from extended illness. People who read the report assumed diabetes.




  Thus, she remained a mystery. She had been reclusive and foreign in her small house with her two grown sons. Perhaps someone, somewhere in town, knew and remembered her. If so, no one on Bardstown road ever heard from them.




  Had there been a complete obit, Lucky would surely have acted, because Lucky, like everyone thoughtful, had reason to absorb newspapers at a time when radio news was trash and television nonexistent. He really could have used that obit.




  There was no obit because there was no one to compose it. Mrs. Samuels' sons were not handy with language. The tall son was known as Mr. David (or behind his back 'The Yid') at the local grocery. He spoke fractured and screwed-up English. He looked pale, carried scars from burns, and walked crooked because of a serious limp.




  Her other son was small and frail. No one knew his name. He sometimes puttered about the backyard where a sagging garage shielded a scorched garden from the alley. He never went anywhere.




  In excess of grief at his mother's death (folks assumed) Mr. David shot himself. In further excess (folks assumed) the younger son wasted away. Their stories will never be fully known, although Lucky would eventually uncover facts surrounding their deaths. Years later, Wade's kid, Jim, full grown, would glean some facts about their histories. It turned out that they were Polish Jews from Warsaw. The full last name was Samuelwicz.




  Mildred (her Polish first name was Noemi) Samuelwicz and her husband Jakob (Jake) entered the United States legally in 1938, fleeing fears of Stalin. They worked, and with moderate success.




  Mr. David escaped Poland in 1939, made his way to England, and flew a fighter plane until he was shot down and crashed on the English coast. The younger son, Isaac, miraculously survived Treblinka death camp. When they got to Louisville, only their mother was there to greet them. Jakob had died of age and overwork in 1943. The Samuels family had a problem. The two sons were illegal, having entered the U.S. through Mexico.




  * * *




  Some deaths caused other ghosts of the southern variety. A man named Jolly showed up butchered in an alley beside the Sapphire Top Spot. That proved extra hard for everybody on Jackson St., especially Lucky.




  And a country boy from Corbin got himself righteously shot, and that proved hard for everybody on Jackson St., especially Lucky. Ghosts of Jolly and the country boy probably still flit through shadows along Jackson St.




  
July 31st


  The Second Death


  Mrs. Mildred Samuels





  Lucky's '47 Fleetwood, painted money-color green, pulled up to the pumps of the new Shell station at Bardstown Road and Eastern Parkway. A kid with an amazing combination of freckles and pimples pumped gas at 24.9, while the station owner came from the lube rack.




  "Lucky," he said, "you working or drinking?" The guy looked toward the Cad, saw Lucky's jacket and tie draped across the seat. "Or, where you been preaching?" He grinned. A youthful guy but experienced. Behind him sat a couple of cars for sale, blue '38 Chev at one-seventy-five and a black '41 Hudson at two-and-a-quarter.




  "Laid a guy to rest," Lucky told him. "How's business?" A polite question. Anybody could see that business was singing.




  "I'm for sale." The guy's brown eyes showed trouble. His dishwater blond hair carried a dab of grease from the lube rack. "Business is too good. Those horses' asses at Shell will find an excuse to break lease. Another six months, and this is a company station."




  Behind the station, oaks and maples rose above houses on the parkway. An occasional white spot of magnolia peeped through dark leaves. Sun pinioned traffic to the street and a young woman came from the drugstore carrying the latest novel, rental 5 cents a day. She dressed in southern pastels, and walked stylish, knowing she was pretty.




  The filling station guy watched the girl. "I'll open a drugstore. You never see a drugstore going broke."




  "Sell down the inventory." Lucky looked the place over. "You can't break the lease, but dig a foxhole." He pointed toward the street, down toward the auction, then at the Chev and Hudson. "Dump everything. Leave Shell with what the little boy shot at."




  The young guy also looked in the direction of the auction. "Twenty percent commission."




  "He's new," Lucky told the guy. "Offer ten, pay fifteen."




  Lucky looked over the lot, looked at inventory in lube and repair area: belts, parts, brake shoes . . . .




  "If you discount," Lucky advised, "Shell will catch on. If you peddle to another station the word will get around."




  "Where did that noisy bastard come from?"




  "Hicksville," Lucky told him. "It's somewhere in Indiana. Maybe Illinois."




  A polished gray '48 Plymouth pulled onto the island. The kid on the pumps didn't know whether to stand and collect for gas, or pump the Plymouth. Lucky passed him four dollars, accepted change.




  "I'm headed that way now," Lucky told the filling station guy. "Auction is setting up for a week from Wednesday." He looked at the freckled kid pumping the Plymouth. "Good help?




  "For a kid, yep. Kids have got everything to learn."




  "Honest?"




  " . . . near as I can tell."




  "When you lay him off, tell him to come see me."




  "Where you're situated . . ." the station guy said, " . . . he won't. Those niggers will scare crap out of him. No offense."




  "None taken," Lucky told him. "On the other hand, you're both singin' in the dark." He grinned, touched the guy on the shoulder just to watch the guy flinch. "A customer," he told the guy, "is a customer."




  When he parked across the street from the auction house he saw that someone was dead. A hearse stood at the curb. Two guys in dark summer suits climbed steps of the house next door to the auction. When the door opened, the two guys spoke to a tall, thin-faced man who rubbed his hand across his cheek, then his brow. He had been crying and he sniffed back snot. When he turned back to the house, he limped.




  The mortuary guys entered. Lucky told himself he'd had enough funerals for one day. He murmured condolence beneath his breath, then headed for the auction house. Later, he would bitterly regret his haste.




  * * *




  Certain rhythms attend superior cussing. Few men, and almost no women, own them. The rhythms start out lento, move steadily to con brio and end up forza, as follows: "This Goddamn sonovabitchin' hunk-a-holiest-of-holies crap is blocking the fornicating and bag-balmed door to the shithouse. Get it moved." Mark Twain once had that kind of rhythm. Billy Sunday had that rhythm, but not the vocabulary; at least not in public. Wade proved proud bearer of the tradition. As Lucky entered, the cussing swelled, dwindled, came to conclusion. Two kids—a boy and a girl—yawned, while a quiet woman behind a desk made entries in a ledger. The boy pushed a five-drawer chest across the smooth-tiled floor. It was an awfully nice chest. Cherry wood, pre-Revolution, probably.




  "Lucky," Wade said, "How's business?" He seemed ready to extend a handshake. Then he looked at his hand, saw soil and dust from merchandise. "Take my word for it."




  Wade wore his thick hair cut short in no-nonsense country style. His nose looked half-English and half-Hebrew. He had Scots-blue eyes and broad hands. Women thought him handsome, men thought him loud, and his boy thought him a pain-in-the-old-patooker. Lucky looked at the kids. The girl was pretty and probably thirteen. The boy was a year older, skinny, brown-haired and sullen.




  "You're walking around during business hours." Wade looked to the front of his store where the hearse sat parked. He pointed toward the hearse and spoke to the boy. "Go see what's happening." He turned back to Lucky. "Who's minding the store?"




  "Charlie Weaver's funeral," Lucky told him.




  "I sent flowers." Wade watched his kid as the kid trudged to the front door and out. "Didn't seem quite right to attend." He sounded the least bit uncertain. "Charlie and I kept our distance."




  "You made the right move." Lucky looked around the auction house, or at least as much as he could see. The difference between Charlie Weaver's house, and Wade's, was wider than the rolling Ohio River.




  It had an upstairs and a downstairs connected by a long ramp. The downstairs room fronted the street and held antique china cabinets with bowed fronts; the cabinets decorated with carved Victorian flowers, or curving and chesty Edwardian lines. The china cabinets were needed because the city boasted large numbers of aristocrats and old money. Sales of estates produced fine glass of every variety from tumbler to chandelier.




  Light sparkled along edges of cut glass. It reflected on cranberry pitchers, Meissen statuary, Limoges dining service, bisque, Delft, Wedgwood; blue and cream, or sometimes cream and green. Light brightened sterling silver, and softly illuminated coin silver (sad memory of a war where coins were melted and formed into spoons, so Yankees would not steal them). The definition of 'antique' was: Item must be at least a hundred years old, and the best of its kind when it was made.




  Standing against walls, and between china cabinets, stood Victorian wardrobes with carved grapes and lilacs, sleigh beds, four-posters, highboys in cherry and walnut, mirrored oak stands for cloaks and umbrellas, and sidearm bookcases. Arranged in rows down the middle of the house stood dining tables (usually walnut), lamps, end tables, Victorian love seats, roseback and ribbonback chairs, a baby grand and an upright; with small items of worth displayed on the tables.




  In the back room, which was long and unpainted and shabby, sat used but useable merchandise: refrigerators, sofas, tables, ordinary chairs and chests, serviceable tools, boxes of clutter, unopened cans of paint. Louisville's small tradesmen came to the back room knowing they could add to their inventories, and profit would ensue.




  Because, memory of the Great Depression still dwelt among businessmen and customers. Memory of scarcity during WWII also dwelt. The idea of "Use it up and make it do" had not departed America, and so, even in the first flush of new stuff after the war, there was a grand market for worn goods.




  Happy, then, in that back room, was the auctioneer who could become a businessman among businessmen. He could say 'damn' if not 'shit', and he could announce about merchandise: "This poor thing can't help being dinged-up, but it's still got feelings, so do right by it." Or, describing a framed Victorian portrait, "Here's a chance to pick up an ancestor": always a good line because antique dealers were ever present; and antique dealers know that folks with New Money need ancestors.




  All that was needed was a short stool, a whistle for quieting the crowd, a grip, and a clerk to write down prices and names of buyers. When the clerk's sheet was filled, Wade's kid carried it to his mom. She used it to make out invoices.




  The stool put the auctioneer head and shoulders above the standing crowd. Instead of grips bringing items to the fore, people moved along lines of merchandise. The grip held up small items. This was barnyard selling, tobacco selling, but it worked because a standing and mobile crowd held more tensions than a crowd seated and relaxed. At its height, a sort of "oh, yeah?" atmosphere entered the bidding. Prices soared.




  If Charlie Weaver's spirit attended such an auction (which seems likely) it doubtless shook its head, pursed its lips, watched the mounting prices; then, being spirit only, and out of the game, probably shrugged. The spirit might have thought the auction looked like a religious revival in its early stages.




  After all, a large and handsome man would be elevated above an attentive crowd. His demeanor would be intense and serious. His eyes would flash, his mouth would pound adjectives onto nouns like a man setting rivets, and his hands would move most expressive.




  "The neighbor lady died." When Wade's kid returned he tried to pretend that what he said meant nothin', but he couldn't make it play. His voice trembled. The kid looked at his sister. "Don't go out there."




  The girl, of course, went immediately. Then the quiet woman, Wade's wife, looked up from her ledger. She stood. "I'll see if there's anything we can do." She was as pretty as her daughter, maybe prettier, but a little dumpy.




  "I got a sale to set up," Wade told Lucky, "and there's a shit-barge hearse in front of the store. How good is that for business?" He looked toward his son. "Don't move an inch. We got work."




  The kid swallowed hard. Twice. "Her mouth was hangin' open," he whispered. "I got to pee." He headed for the can.




  "My girl is more practical," Wade mused. "If my boy was a girl, and my girl was a boy, it would surely take a load off."




  Beneath searing sunlight the mortuary men loaded the sheeted corpse. July heat caused asphalt to bubble. Some of the bubbles would burst, and later, in the cool of the evening, some would sag. The asphalt would carry tiny craters that looked like pockmarks of disease. Traffic would smooth them out next day.




  "It's not my place to say it." Lucky sounded apologetic. "But the boy just saw his first dead person. Maybe somebody ought to explain something."




  "He'll talk to his mom." Wade was clearly ready to go back to work. "What can I do for you?"




  "I want to take a couple of weeks in late August. What's lined up I'd better not miss?"




  "Warehouse. Plumbing supply house that went busted, but that's end-of-the-month."




  Lucky noted the date of the warehouse sale. "See you in a week." As he left, Wade's wife and daughter returned. The woman suddenly sad and permanently tired. The girl seemed shaken.




   




  
Meeting Lester





  By the time Lucky returned to his store the work day stood well advanced; or, for lots of colored guys, already over:




  From fetid rooms where electric fans flailed against night-heat of summer, and where humidity soaked old wallpaper from walls, men had emerged at dawn. They stepped silent along streets and between brick tenements as they headed for the river. On Market St., where the street joined the Clark bridge leading to Indiana, the men stood in clusters; men named Joe, Pete, Zeke, Mose, Alfonzo, Rodney, Jack.
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