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“SAY,” SAID DARLA, “where’d you get that cupcake?”


“They’re on that table,” I said. “Over there.”


“I love cupcakes.”


“Want me to get you one?”


“No, honey, I’ll get it. Oops!” Somebody bumped up against her, and she sloshed some of her drink on the sleeve of my coat. She brushed at my sleeve with her hand. “Sorry, Danny.”


“That’s okay.”


She was pretty plastered. She was wearing a slinky gold lamé gown with gold high heels. She had soft wavy gold hair. She was a singer that didn’t sing anymore. “His eyes?” she said, whispery, like it was a secret.


“Whose eyes?”


“You know. His.”


“What about them?”


“Last night I had a dream about them.”


“What did you dream?”


“That I put them out. With sewing scissors. Because I couldn’t stand them anymore. I couldn’t stand the way they looked at me.”


“Why would you have a dream like that?”




“Geez. I can’t imagine.”


I had a thought, and I started to say something, but then the thought started to slip away, it was like a helium balloon a kid was holding by a string and then he let the string go, and I watched it float away into the blue.


Darla drifted off into the crowd. The way her gown was, her back was naked nearly all the way down to her butt, and I watched her shoulder blades and her backbone moving under her skin.


We were at a party at Bud Seitz’s house. The place was packed to the gills. It was a chilly night in mid April, but the house was hot. It smelled like sweat, smoke, booze, and perfume. Everybody was talking and laughing like it was a contest to see who could talk and laugh the loudest. On the phonograph was a song that I’d never heard before:




Something strange happened to me,


Lost my heart so suddenly,


Suddenly I found myself in a dream…





The new mayor’s brother, Joe Shaw, was there. Several cops, including Jack Otay, head of the Gangster Squad. The head of the Police Commission, a short fat bald guy named Nuffer. John Hobbs, a newspaper reporter. Arnold Dublinski, Bud’s lawyer—Blinky people called him. Plenty of girls—starlets, dancers, extras, waitresses, manicurists, shopgirls, cigarette girls, hatcheck girls, switchboard girls, and half a dozen out and out whores. And some of Bud’s guys, the guys that were in the coziest with him: Teddy Bump. Tommy and Goodlooking Tommy. Nucky Williams. Nello Marlini. Dick Prettie. And me.


I finished eating my cupcake, licked some frosting off my fingers. Doc Travis moved past me, walking on his knuckles. He grinned at me and smacked his lips.


I made my way over to the bar. The bartender was a tall blond Russian named Anatoly, who was also Bud’s butler.


“Another scotch, please, Anatoly.”




“Of course.”


Anatoly was wearing a white shirt and pants and a red velvet vest. He had two fingers missing from his right hand. I’d heard he’d been this rich count in Russia and got his fingers shot off when he was fighting in the Revolution against the Communists.


“Were you really a count?”


He shrugged. “Past is past. In America, no one cares about past. I am trying to be good American now, Danny.”


“I care about the past.” I took a solemn sip of my scotch, as though toasting the past, then somebody slapped me on the back.


It was Police Commissioner Nuffer.


“What’s the good word, Danny?”


“I can’t think of one.”


Nuffer laughed like I’d made a hell of a joke and slapped me on the back again.


His double-breasted suit was like a sausage casing that could barely contain its contents. Anatoly gave him another drink. He took a gulp of it. His face was red and sweaty, and he looked like a man with a fever.


Bud had told me last week I wasn’t acting friendly enough to his friends, so I made an effort with Nuffer.


“So how are you doing these days, Mr. Nuffer?”


“Hanging in there, my boy, hanging in there, as the condemned man said on his way to the gallows.” Nuffer’s eyes narrowed as he looked around the room. “Quite a shindig tonight. Your boss knows how to throw ’em. What do you think the odds are of my getting laid? Mm, look at that tasty-looking young lady on Lieutenant Otay’s arm. Jack! Jack! Join us!”


Jack Otay came over with a big-busted redhead in an orange dress. Nuffer was about eye-level with her chest, which seemed to suit him just fine. “Please introduce us, Jack.”


“Well, this here’s Clover, I believe,” said Otay. “Or was it Daisy?”


“Violet,” said the girl. “Violet Gilbertson. Pleased to meet ya.”


“Pleased to meet you, Miss Gilbertson. I’m Wendell Nuffer.”


“No kidding. My daddy’s name is Wendell.”




“And I’ll bet you’re a daddy’s girl, Miss Gilbertson.”


Violet smiled down at Nuffer; it looked like she’d used about half a tube of lipstick on her mouth. “Definitely. And you can call me Violet.”


“I hope I have a chance to call you Violet many, many more times tonight.”


“Well you never know,” she said coyly, swaying a couple inches closer to Nuffer’s flushed face, and then she looked me over. “You got a name?”


“You mean you don’t know who you’re talking to?” said Otay. A cigarette dangled out of his smirking mouth. He had a big square-jawed head that was handsome in an ugly way, or maybe vice versa. I’d heard that he was an expert in the third degree—that he had a special pair of pigskin gloves that he put on whenever he was about to work somebody over.


“This here’s Danny Landon,” continued Otay. “Two Gun Danny Landon.”


“He’s practically famous,” said Nuffer. He and Otay exchanged a look. “In certain circles.”


“Famous! Gosh, Danny,” said Violet, nearly smacking Nuffer in the face with her breasts as she swung them around toward me, “I’m sorry I didn’t know who you were. See, I ain’t lived here very long, so I don’t know who everyone is yet.”


“Where did you come here from?” asked Nuffer.


“Iowa. I was Miss Iowa Pork Queen of 1933.”


“You don’t say.”


“Yeah, when I won that I thought, Violet, your luck is finally changing, and I decided it was a good time to leave Iowa.”


“It’s probably always a good time to leave Iowa,” Otay said, and then we all heard a lot of screaming and crashing around and commotion in the next room. Everybody went rushing out to see what was up.


I saw Darla stumbling up the stairs; she was crying and her arm was bleeding and she had blood all over her gold gown. Bud Seitz and Dick Prettie were hurrying up the stairs to help her.




Nello Marlini was standing next to me and I asked him what happened. “Darla was eating a cupcake and Doc Travis tried getting it but she wouldn’t let him have it. Then he bit her on the arm and then Goodlooking Tommy started kicking the hell outa Doc and Doc ran off screaming his fucking head off.”


Bud had seen Tarzan the Ape Man and decided he wanted a chimp like Cheeta and that’s who Doc Travis was. He called him Doc Travis because supposedly he looked like this old bootlegger friend of his who had that name. The human Doc Travis had a cabin in the woods on Lake Arrowhead, and he disappeared completely in 1929 except for his head which was found floating in the lake.


I had spent a lot of time with Doc (the chimp). We’d sit in the sun together out by Bud’s swimming pool. He liked to comb through my hair with his fingers, I don’t know what he was looking for, fleas or lice or dandruff, and sometimes he’d find something and put it in his mouth. He seemed fascinated by my dent. I have a dent on the right side of my head. He’d gently touch it with his big black fingers, trace its route about an inch and a half up my forehead and then into my hairline where it goes under my hair about three inches and all the time he’d be making these soft cooing noises. I’d always found Doc to be affectionate, humorous, and good-natured, and never known him to bite anybody.


A tit poked me in the arm and I looked over and there was Violet. Except I got mixed up about her name and said: “Hello, Clover.”


“My name ain’t Clover damn it. So what are you famous for? How come they call you Two Gun Danny?”


But before I could answer Dick Prettie came walking back down the stairs and came over to me. “Gotta talk to you, kid,” he said, pulling me away from Violet.


“Bud wants us to take care of Doc.”


“What do you mean take care of him?”


“You know what I mean.” He saw the look on my face. “Lookit, I like the monkey too. But orders is orders.”


We started walking through the house looking for Doc. Bud had declared the party over so everybody was leaving; out front I could hear car doors slamming and engines starting up. “How’s Darla?” I said to Dick.


“They’re sending for the doctor. But she’s all right.”


“You know how strong Doc Travis is. If he’d really wanted to hurt her, he could’ve ripped her arm right outa the socket.”


Dick sighed, like he was bone-tired. “Yeah, I know.” He was wearing a brown suit and a tie with yellow flowers on it. The suit looked too big on him. Suits usually looked too big on him, since he was the skinniest guy I’ve ever seen that wasn’t dying of something. Even his moustache was just this skinny little brown line.


“I wonder why he bit Darla,” I said. “He likes Darla.”


“I heard Tommy and Goodlooking Tommy got him drunk.”


“Drunk?”


“Yeah. They was giving him bottles of beer all night. Beers and monkeys don’t mix, I guess.”


We found him in the billiard room. It had red carpet and gold walls and paintings of half-naked French women. Doc was sitting up on the pool table rolling balls around, making them bump against each other. He looked up as we walked in then went back to rolling around the balls. He acted like we weren’t even there. I think he knew he was in trouble.


We stood by the table staring at him.


“What are we supposed to do?” I said. “Take him out in the desert?” Because if we were supposed to take him out in the desert we could just let him loose or give him to somebody and Bud would never be the wiser.


“Nah. We gotta take him out in the back. Bud wants to watch.”


The seven went rolling into the twelve which bumped against the three.


“We don’t have to do this,” I said.


“What do you mean?”


“You and me and Doc—we could just walk outa here, get in my car, and start driving.”


“Yeah? And which way we gonna drive?”




“Well, we go west we hit the ocean. So I figure we head east.”


“Danny, even if I was nuts enough to risk my life for a fucking monkey, how far do you think we’d get? You don’t just drive away from Bud Seitz and that’s the end of it. And another thing. Where’s your sense of fucking gratitude? Bud’s took real good care of you ever since you got hit in the head. You’d be selling apples on a street corner if it wasn’t for him. And you know I ain’t saying that to hurt your feelings.”


“Yeah. Yeah, I know.”


I stood there a minute and thought about things; then I started walking toward the door.


“Danny, where you going?” Dick sounded worried.


“I’m coming back.”


I went in the party room, went over to the table where the cupcakes were. I took one and wrapped it in a napkin and put it in the side pocket of my coat.


I went back in the billiard room. Doc was still playing around with the balls.


“You were bad, Doc,” I said. “Real bad.”


Doc looked over at me. He whimpered and twisted his lips around on his teeth. I held my hand out and then he leapt into my arms.


“Let’s go for a little walk, Doc.”


I walked out of the house carrying Doc, with Dick walking behind us. I said softly into Doc’s ear: “Did Goodlooking Tommy kick you? One of these day’s I’m gonna kick Goodlooking Tommy.” Doc had this strong musky smell I liked; I always liked the way animals smelled even when it was kind of bad like a dirty dog that had been rained on but I didn’t always like the way people smelled.


When we got outside I put Doc down. Bud had a big two-story Spanish house with tall palm trees all around it. It was set on a lot of property; there was a swimming pool and a pool house and a tennis court and then a garden with all sorts of plants and flowers and thick green grass and everything was surrounded by a tall stone wall that had barbed wire spiraling along the top of it.


I held Doc’s hand and we walked out into the night. It was cold enough that our breath was making clouds. I could hear Dick behind us coughing every now and then; he coughed a lot because he smoked one cigarette after another. The swimming pool had lights under the water and was blue and still and frozen-looking. Bud had had sand hauled in to make a beach around the pool. The beach had its own seagull, tethered to a big rock by a ten-foot length of cord tied to its leg. The seagull seemed asleep.


We walked on past the tennis court and then out on the grass and among the flowers.


“Let’s stop here,” said Dick.


I looked back at the house. On a second-floor balcony, silhouetted against the light from his bedroom, Bud Seitz was standing. He was like a shape cut out of a sheet of black paper. I could see the burning tip of his cigar.


“I’ll do it,” Dick said.


A breeze was blowing in the tops of the palm trees and they were making rustling sounds and moving against the clear, brightly starred sky. Doc was looking up at me, waiting patiently, on his best behavior now, wondering what I was up to.


I squatted down beside him and said: “Look what I got for you.” He watched me as I took the cupcake out of my pocket and unwrapped it from the napkin then he took it from me eagerly and started to eat it. He was making little happy grunts. He had a real sweet tooth.


I looked up at Dick, standing a step or two behind Doc. He looked like he was about to be sick. He took out his .32 revolver from under his coat. I stood up and took a step back. Dick leaned over and put the barrel of the gun a few inches from the back of Doc’s head. Then the gun spurted orange light and Doc pitched forward facedown onto the grass.


He wasn’t quite dead yet. I saw his hands pulling at the grass. And then Dick leaned down and finished him off.


 


“Quit blubbering,” said Dick. “If the guys seen you carrying on like this…” He shook his head darkly.




We were in Dick’s car. He was taking me to my hotel. After we’d buried Doc, we went back in the house and I grabbed a bottle of Johnny Black and guzzled about half of it. Then I went kind of nuts and started stumbling around and yelling that we shouldn’t have done it and it was pure murder and Dick had hustled me out of there and into his car. We went down La Brea then left on Hollywood Boulevard.


It was the middle of the night, and Hollywood seemed unpopulated, except for a few shivering whores and some bums sleeping under Hoover blankets. Pretty soon we pulled up in front of the Rutherford Hotel.


The lobby was empty. The elevator boy was some old geezer that looked about ninety. “What floor?” he said.


He was wearing a too-small blue uniform, and he had a huge red and yellow boil on his forehead that looked like it was about ready to pop. I couldn’t take my eyes off it. He knew what I was looking at, and he started getting mad. “What floor?” he nearly yelled.


“Eight,” I said. “I live on the eighth floor.”


He scowled at me and spat some tobacco juice into a spattered Chase & Sanborn coffee can then took us up.


We went in room 807 and I went in the bathroom and pissed and puked then came back and flopped on the bed. Dick was standing with his hands in his pockets looking bleakly out the window.


“This is a crummy hotel,” he said. “In a crummy town. On a crummy night.”


“I’m moving as soon as I can find something. Bud gave me a raise.”


“Yeah? Great. You get a raise. That’s rich.”


He walked over to the bed and untied my shoes and took them off. They made clunking noises as he dropped them on the floor.


“I’m leaving now, kid. Sleep it off. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


“Don’t leave yet. Tell me something.”


“Like what?”


“Tell me about why they call me Two Gun Danny.”


Dick sighed. “Ah, Danny…it’s three o’clock in the fucking morning.”




“Come on, Dick. Please.”


Dick shook his head but at the same time he lit up a cigarette so I knew he wasn’t going.


“You, me, and a couple other of the boys—one night we drove down to Long Beach. We took a water taxi out to the Monfalcone. It was one of them gambling boats. It was out past the three-mile limit, so it was all strictly legit.”


“But what we were gonna do—that wasn’t legit.”


“That’s right. We was on a heist job. We was gonna heist the dealers and the customers and we heard there was a safe with a hundred fifty G’s in it and we was gonna heist that too. But that wasn’t all.”


“We were gonna sink it. Sink the Monfalcone.”


“You wanna tell the fucking story? Yeah, that’s right. We was gonna set it on fire and sink it ’cause Bud had a beef with the owner. And we didn’t care if everybody on it drowned like rats.


“The main gambling room was the greatest place in the world. It had green carpet and chandeliers, and roulette wheels and dice tables and slot machines, and all the customers was dressed up like a million bucks. And the dames was all gorgeous, all of ’em looked like Ginger Rogers. Dozens and dozens of Ginger Rogers.”


“Too bad we had to burn it up,” I mumbled. “Too bad we had to sink it.”


“Yeah, too bad. But orders is orders. So we was taking a little look-see at things when you got recognized by some muscle that worked for the boat and he started to take his piece out. But you slugged him in the jaw and knocked him colder than a mackerel and grabbed his piece and pulled out your own piece and jumped up on a blackjack table and yelled: ‘Ladies and gentlemen, this here’s a heist!’”


I was lying flat on my back, with my eyes closed. The room was spinning around me like a roulette wheel. Dick’s voice seemed to be coming from further and further away.


“Then all these guys come running in the room, some of ’em had sawed-offs and some of ’em had pistols and you was screaming that they was dirty sons of bitches and blazing away at ’em with a gun in each hand.”


Two Gun Danny. Then I couldn’t hear Dick anymore. I was in endless night, floating on a raft on an infinite sea. And the water was filled with floundering Ginger Rogerses in golden gowns. And they were in danger of drowning, but I welcomed them on my raft, one and all.
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I DROVE THROUGH Hollywood in my yellow ’33 Packard Club sedan on a sunny Monday morning. I passed a church with a sign in front that said: “The eyes of the Lord are everywhere.” I had to slow down when a baseball bounced out on the street in front of me; a kid ran out after it and as he bent down to pick it up he looked up at me and I felt this sort of shiver like I’d lived through this before, except the kid with the tousled hair chasing the brownish battered ball was me, and the guy behind the wheel of the Packard was…who? Then the kid ran off and I felt like me again and drove on.


I turned down La Vista Lane. It was a little street of modest pale houses and skinny palm trees south of Melrose and east of Vine. I parked in front of the Orange Blossom Bungalow Court. A sprinkler was going and made a rainbow over the sloping lawn. I climbed seven steps to a sidewalk that ran straight back from the street between identical tan tiny stucco houses, four on each side, facing each other across a courtyard. The courtyard had a couple of dwarf orange trees loaded with green half-grown oranges.


I knocked on the door of the first bungalow on the left. Edna Dean opened the door. She was the Orange Blossom Bungalow Court manager. She had a long face with a sharp chin and she wore glasses with wire frames. She smiled and showed a set of teeth that were way too bright and perfect to be real.


“Oh hi, Danny. I got the place all ready for you. Let me get the key.”


A sour smell wafted out the door. I assumed Mr. Dean was in there somewhere. When I was here before, he never said a word, but just sat in a chair with a filthy blanket over his lap. A fly was buzzing around the room, and Mr. Dean followed it with his watery blue eyes. He needed a shave, and he smelled like he hadn’t had a bath in weeks. Mrs. Dean explained that he’d been laid up for the last few years after an accident at a mackerel cannery in San Pedro. He looked baffled as he watched the fly, like he couldn’t figure out how his life had come to such a pass that he didn’t have anything better to do than watch a fly buzzing around.


Mrs. Dean came back out. She was wearing a drab dress that hung on her like a gunnysack and she had booze on her breath. “Nice day, isn’t it? I hope you like it here. It’s a pretty nice group of people, I guess, but they come and they go. You’ve come. You’ll go. Just don’t have any wild parties or play your radio too loud and we’ll get along just fine.”


We headed up the sidewalk.


“Did you hear about Dillinger?” she said. “It was just on the radio. They had him and his gang cornered in Wisconsin, but they all escaped in a blaze of gunfire. They killed one federal agent and an innocent bystander. I’m just scared to death of gangsters. Nobody’s safe these days.”


A little girl, maybe ten or eleven, was squatting on the sidewalk, drawing hopscotch squares with a piece of chalk.


“Hi, Sophie,” said Mrs. Dean. “Meet your new neighbor, Mr. Landon. Danny, this is Sophie Gubler.”


The girl winced. “You said it.”


“Said what?”


“My last name. You know I hate it.”


“Oh Sophie, there’s not a thing wrong with your last name. Gubler’s a perfectly fine name.”




The girl winced again.


“What would you like your last name to be?” I asked.


She liked that question. “Well in school we studied this French queen, she told her people to eat cake so they cut off her head. Her name was Marie Antoinette.”


“You’d like to be Sophie Antoinette?”


She shrugged. Her knees were poking up from under her cheap print dress and were scraped up pretty good and blotched red with Mercurochrome. I said: “What happened to your knees?”


“I was skating down the street and this dope opened his car door right in front of me. What happened to your leg?”


“My leg?”


“Yeah. I saw you limping on your leg. You hurt it or something?”


“Sophie,” frowned Mrs. Dean, “that’s a personal question.”


“My knees are personal. He asked me about my knees.”


“I got hit in the head. With a lead pipe. See?”


I took my hat off and inclined my head. Sophie stood up to get a better look at my dent. “Gosh. And you got hit in the leg too?”


“Nah. But it mashed my brain, and it made it so’s my left leg and my left arm don’t work so hot anymore. But they’re getting better.”


Sophie nodded, looking me over, not feeling sorry for me, just interested. But Mrs. Dean looked embarrassed. “Let’s go, Danny,” she said quietly.


We walked on toward my bungalow, the last one on the right. In front of the third on the right a guy was kneeling and weeding in front of a carefully tended flower bed. He was wearing brown trousers, a loose white shirt, a big sombrero, and gardening gloves. A black and white cat was keeping him company. He gave us a friendly, gap-toothed grin over his shoulder as we walked by.


“That’s Mr. Dulwich,” said Mrs. Dean as she nodded at him genteelly. “An Englishman. A real gentleman, too. I’ve had nary a lick of trouble from Mr. Dulwich.”


Mrs. Dean unlocked the door of my bungalow and we went in. She looked around the living room with a pleased expression. “I had a nigger named Matilda spend the whole day cleaning in here. You could eat off the floor if you wanted to. Because nobody cleans like Matilda.” Then she gave me the key. “Well this is yours now. If you need anything you know where to find me. Do you play checkers by any chance?”


“Checkers?”


“My husband loves checkers with a passion. If you ever feel like a game, just come on over. And I’ll pour you a cup of jackass brandy to boot.”


“Okay, Mrs. Dean. Thanks.”


She left. The key was cool in my hand. I was all alone in my little bungalow. I thought it not bad for forty bucks a month.


One reason I took it was, it was furnished, with some battered mismatched odds and ends. I sat down on a tattered black davenport. I took my hat off and placed it down beside me, then sat there with my hands on my knees trying to remember if I knew how to play checkers. Red and black squares. Take your jump. Crown me. Yes. I knew how to play checkers.


My head hurt. I always kept a little tin of Bayer aspirin in my pocket. I got up and went in the kitchen. No glasses. I’d have to buy some. I’d have to buy a lot of things. I didn’t really own anything, except a toothbrush, a shaving kit, a couple suitcases of clothes. And the car. It used to be Bud’s car. He gave it to me. After I got hit in the head.


I put two aspirin in my mouth, turned on the tap, put my cupped hand under the water, and washed the aspirin down. Then I went in the bedroom.


A bare mattress lay on a rickety frame. I needed sheets, and pillows. On the mattress was a tea-colored stain almost exactly the shape of the state of Texas.


I lay down on the bed, avoiding Texas. The box springs creaked. I put my hands behind my head. I planned to stay here till my headache went away.


I heard something, and looked toward the window. Sunlight was pouring in. A fly was buzzing and butting its head against the glass. The fly was green, bright as a jewel.
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I PULLED INTO the parking lot of the Peacock Club. It was on the north side of the Sunset Strip, just down the street from the Clover Club.


It was early afternoon, and the club wasn’t open yet. Inside Bud Seitz sat in his usual U-shaped booth, just to the right of the stage.


Every table had its own little wooden peacock, and the walls and ceiling were covered with painted peacocks, and there were a thousand or a million or who knows how many eyes of the tails of the peacocks looking at you. The club was called Cicero’s before Bud bought it. He changed the name and the look because when he was a kid growing up in New York he went to the Central Park Zoo and fell in love with the peacocks. On opening night he had three dozen live peacocks brought in. They were supposed to just walk around looking proud and pretty but almost immediately it got out of hand. People got drunk and started chasing the peacocks around trying to pull out their tail feathers and the peacocks were screaming and crapping all over everything and then one of them flew up on a table where there were candles burning and its tail caught on fire. The burning peacock flapped around the room and everybody just went nuts, guys in tuxes and girls covered in jewels were yelling fire, fire and running toward the exits, movie stars were cursing and swinging their elbows and knocking people down and the funny thing was, the newspapers the next day didn’t print a thing about it. Sure, they had stories about the gala opening of the Peacock Club and pictures too, but everything went swimmingly and everybody had a grand time according to the reporters who were all on Bud’s payroll.


One of those reporters, John Hobbs of the Los Angeles Times, was sitting with Bud in his booth. Nucky Williams, Nello Marlini, and Arnold Dublinski were there too. There was so much smoke rising out of the booth it was like it was on fire with Nucky and Nello and Blinky smoking cigarettes, Hobbs a pipe, and Seitz a cigar. I didn’t smoke. It gave me a headache.


I sat down with them. Eddie, the waiter, brought me a cup of coffee. Everybody was drinking coffee. Bud had a firm rule that nobody could have a drink before sunset. Sitting over at the bar, Tommy and Dick Prettie were also drinking coffee. Tommy in particular was a real booze hound, and I could see him in the mirror staring at all those shiny bottles of liquor behind the bar like sundown couldn’t come fast enough.


Bud was forty-two but looked older. He had a narrow face with deep grooves in it, slightly buck teeth, bushy eyebrows, and small brown eyes that could scare you to death when they looked at you in a certain way. He was starting to lose his hair. He was maybe five-ten and a hundred sixty pounds.


He was always dressed to the nines. Today he was wearing a gray suit, a gray shirt, and a white tie, with a white carnation in his buttonhole.


There was no way you could describe Bud as handsome, but girls were always all over him. Maybe it was just a matter of him having a lot of dough and being a big important guy. Or maybe some girls actually liked him.


It wasn’t like Bud was getting laid by a different girl every day though. He was very careful about girls, because he was scared of catching something from them. Before he slept with somebody she had to go to his doctor to get a clean bill of health. He had a thing about germs, about cleanliness. He showered three times a day. He didn’t like to shake hands with people. He always had to have a box of Kleenex tissues near him and every five or ten minutes he’d wipe his hands.


He also had a thing about order. Let’s say that on his desk were a fountain pen, a cigar box, and a letter opener, then they had to be lined up a certain way, and if anybody moved them even half an inch when he wasn’t around he’d blow his top. And he couldn’t stand to have anything pointing at him. Once this little bookie named Louie Vachaboski put his cigarette down in an ashtray with the lit tip pointed right at Bud. Bud picked up the cigarette and dived over the table and grabbed Louie by the throat with one hand and with the other hand mashed out the cigarette in Louie’s left eyeball. Louie cut loose with these high-pitched, girlish screams, which got him nicknamed “Fay Wray” after the screaming blonde in King Kong. When Bud was done with Louie, he had to wash his hands about fifty times to get rid of his germs.


“She’s a milestone around my neck,” Bud was saying. He was talking about his wife, Bernice. They’d been married ten or twelve years but the last two years they’d been living in separate houses, Bud in Hollywood and Bernice in Beverly Hills.


“She spends my dough like there ain’t no tomorrow. And she’s always calling me up and pestering me about dumb shit. Like she calls me last week, she likes sunbathing naked by her swimming pool and she says these two kids that live next door are always climbing up in a tree to get a gander at her. She says she opens her eyes up and sees them two kids staring down at her and jacking off and she wants me to take care of ’em. What am I supposed to do, send some of you guys over to bump ’em off? Shit, the truth is I feel sorry for them kids if they’re so desperate they gotta jack off by looking at Bernice’s fat ass.”


Everybody laughed. John Hobbs puffed on his pipe and said: “She still won’t give you a divorce?”


“Nah, she’s a Catholic. She thinks the Pope’ll send us both to hell if we get a divorce. And she says she still loves me too much to let me go to hell. I tell her the Pope’s gonna try and send me to hell anyway ’cause I’m a Jew. But she won’t listen to me.”




“We need to get something on her,” Blinky said. “So she’ll cooperate.”


“Yeah,” said Bud. “Like she’s fucking a nigger. Something like that.”


Hobbs wrote something down in a notebook. He was wearing a tweed coat and a red bowtie, and he had a lazy eye that gave him a slightly loony look. He said: “Maybe I can look into it.”


“It oughta be a famous nigger,” said Nucky. “Not just some regular nigger.”


“There’s no such thing as a famous nigger,” said Nello.


“What the fuck’s Jack Johnson then?” said Nucky. “Danny? You ever hear of Jack Johnson?”


“Sure. He’s a boxer.”


“See? Even Danny knows who Jack Johnson is.”


“But he’s all washed up now,” said Nello. “He ain’t had a fight in years.”


“That don’t matter. He’s still famous.”


“He used to be famous. He ain’t now.”


“Why don’t both you guys shut up?” said Bud. “You’re giving me a fucking headache.”


Stan Tinney brought a girl over to the booth. Stan used to run some big club in New York till Bud had brought him in to manage the Peacock. He was an older guy, with white hair and heavy, black-framed glasses. Stan could hire anybody he wanted as long as it wasn’t a girl. Bud had to approve any girls.


Stan introduced Armilda Lee Keddy to him. Said she was up for the job as the new cigarette girl.


“What happened to Betty?” said Bud.


“She quit, Bud. She took a job over at the Pom Pom Club.”


“You telling me she’s going to work for those cocksuckers?” Bud looked incredulous. Stan shrugged.


“I even offered her a raise.”


“Even offered her a raise,” repeated Bud, shaking his head; then he turned his attention to Armilda Lee. “Where you from?”


“Ada, Oklahoma.”




She had brown hair, dimples, and a hayseed accent; her jaws were working hard on a piece of gum.


“Another dumb hick from Oklahoma,” said Bud pleasantly. “Just what this town needs.”


Armilda Lee giggled, her dimples deepening.


“Spit it out.”


“Huh?”


“The gum. Get rid of it.”


Armilda Lee quickly spit the gum out in her hand, then put both hands behind her back.


“People chewing gum. It makes me sick.”


She looked scared and said: “I’m sorry, Mr. Seitz.”


“Lemme see your legs.”


She hiked up her skirt a foot or two. We all inspected her legs. Armilda Lee Keddy had killer legs.


“Armilda Lee, if I hire you, do you promise never to go to work at the Pom Pom Club?”


Armilda Lee’s face lit up. “Oh yes sir, I swear to God, I’d never do nothing like that. And my daddy’s a preacher, so I don’t take swearing to the good Lord lightly.”


Bud bared his buck teeth in a smile. “Well hallelujah, sister. Welcome to the Peacock.”


Stan led the ecstatic Armilda Lee away. “I need to talk to Danny,” said Bud. “So everybody kindly clear out.”


Everybody did. Bud plucked out a tissue from the box and wiped off his hands, then added it to a white puffy pile of used tissues. He chewed on his cigar, looked at me through the smoke.


“How you been doing, Danny?”


“Fine.”


Eddie came over, warmed up our coffee, took away the Kleenex.


“You ain’t seemed yourself lately. I’m thinking maybe you’re sore at me.”


“Why would I be sore?”


“Maybe you’re wondering why I made you take care of Doc, since you liked him so much.”




“Yeah, I guess I was wondering that.”


“You’ve forgot a lot, and so now I’m trying to teach some of it back to you. Sometimes it becomes necessary in life to do stuff we don’t wanna do. It ain’t easy, I know. I’ve done a lot of stuff I didn’t wanna do. But, like I said—sometimes it’s necessary.”


Since I couldn’t think of anything to say, I was glad Darla picked this moment to walk in.


I watched her slide into the booth, kiss Bud on the cheek, smile across the table at me. “I’m not interrupting anything, am I? Eddie?” she called out to the waiter. “How’s about some orange juice?” She took Bud’s cigar right out of his mouth and lit a cigarette with it. If anybody else had touched Bud or something belonging to him without his okay he’d have probably broken their arm, but he was just watching her with this goofy grin on his face, like he was some yokel in a carnival tent in Tennessee and she was a shimmying hoochie koochie dancer.


“Whatta you been doing?” he said.


“Nothing. I do nothing all the time now. It’s what I do for a living.”


“It’s good you come by. There’s something I wanted to talk to you about. You and Danny.”


She looked at me curiously. I shrugged.


“It’s like this,” said Bud. “It’s getting around town that you’re my girl.”


She blew a stream of smoke in his general direction. “Is that what I am? Your girl?”


“Sure. Sure you are.”


“I thought I was your mistress.”


“I don’t like the sound of that, mistress. Girl’s nicer.”


“Okay. So?”


“So I got a lot of enemies. I ain’t the easiest guy to get to, but they might try to hurt me by hurting you.”


Eddie came back with the orange juice. Darla took a long drink like she was really thirsty. Then she looked back at Bud.


“Hurt me how?”




“Use your imagination. So I don’t want you going nowhere alone no more. Danny’ll go with you.”


Darla looked at me. “He’ll be my bodyguard, you mean?”


Bud nodded. My heart started beating a little faster.


“I don’t need a bodyguard.”


“I guess you got wax in your ears, baby. I just said you do.”


Darla drank the rest of her juice, then set the glass down so hard on the table she was lucky it didn’t break. “I don’t need a fucking bodyguard!” She slid out of the booth and began to flounce her way toward the exit.


“DARLA!”


She stopped in her tracks and looked back at Bud. Everybody else in the place was looking too, Eddie and Dick and Tommy and Nello and Nucky and Blinky and John Hobbs and Stan Tinney and Armilda Lee and the peacocks and this little Chinese guy that was sweeping up with a broom. When Bud spoke again, it was so quietly you could hardly hear him.


“Where you going?”


“To the beauty parlor.” It was like her voice had shrunk several sizes.


“Danny’ll drive you. Wait outside for him. He’ll be there in a minute.”


She just stood there, with everybody looking at her like she’d been hit in the face with a rotten tomato. Then she turned and walked out.


Bud’s cigar had gone out. He put a match to it and puffed a few times, then gave me a crooked grin.


“Broads, huh?”


“Yeah.”


“I’m giving you a lot of responsibility, Danny. But I think you’re ready for it.”


I nodded.


“Lookit, you and me both know you can’t never trust a broad. They’re just born troublemakers. But don’t ever let her make any trouble between you and me. You know what I’m saying?”




“I think so.”


“Don’t ever let her tempt you. Just imagine she’s got a big sign hanging in front of her snatch. Private Club. Members Only. No Trespassing.”


“Okay.”


“That’s it then.”


I got up, walked away a couple of steps—then turned back toward the booth.


“Bud?”


“Yeah?”


“I won’t ever let anybody hurt Darla. I promise.”


Bud looked at me. Nodded a little.


I walked out to where she was waiting.
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DARLA WAS ALWAYS reading magazines about houses, like House Beautiful and American Home. Today, as we drove away from the club, she was looking through House and Home, and acting like I was invisible.


“Darla, don’t be mad. This wasn’t my idea.”


She discovered a hangnail, scratched at it with her thumbnail, put it to her teeth and tried to bite it off.


She was wearing a soft yellow sweater, a gray skirt, silk stockings, and gray, low-heeled shoes. She was hardly wearing any makeup because she hardly needed any makeup. I remember the night I first saw her sing and I thought she wasn’t the best or the worst singer in the world but she probably was the prettiest girl in the world.


She’d started singing at the Peacock Club about five months ago. Within a couple of weeks, Bud had sent her to his doctor for a checkup. A couple weeks more and she showed up wearing a ring with a ruby the size of a marble, then six or seven weeks ago Bud had made her stop singing because he didn’t like other guys looking at her.


She opened her purse and took out a little silver flask. She unscrewed the cap and took a drink, then gave me a smirk. “Vodka. He can’t smell it on me. And what he can’t smell can’t hurt him.” She offered the flask to me, but I shook my head. “Oh, come on. I know you’re dying for it. I can see it in your face.”


“No thanks.”


She shrugged and returned the flask to her purse. I noticed a charm bracelet on her wrist—a silver chain a-dangle with a star, a crescent moon, a heart, a man’s hat, a Scottish terrier, a mermaid, an owl, and a lightning bolt.


“I like your bracelet.”


“Yeah?” She raised her arm up and looked at it herself; sunlight was angling in on her side of the car, and the charms trembled and glittered in it. “Bud got it for me. To make up for what you guys did to Doc.”


We were rolling down the big hill on La Cienega. I turned left on Fountain. She said: “It’s okay, Danny. I don’t blame you for it.”


I realized my fingers were squeezing the wheel so hard they were turning white, so I loosened my grip.


“I guess it was all my fault,” said Darla. “I should’ve just given him the cupcake.”


“So you didn’t know about it. About what Bud was gonna have us do.”


“Course not. I loved Doc.”


Darla was spending most of her time at Bud’s house these days, but she still kept her apartment, in a building on Fountain near Fairfax. She wanted me to stop off there so she could check her mail and pick up some things.


I parked the car out front but when I started to open the door she put her hand on my arm.


“No, Danny. You stay here.”


“But—but Bud said—”


“I know what Bud said, but let’s get something straight. We’re both stuck with this situation for now, but that doesn’t mean I want you following me around everywhere like you’re my little poodle. I’ll be back in five minutes.”


Fifteen minutes later I was getting worried. I started thinking I’d been on the job less than a half hour and Darla was maybe kidnapped already, she was trying to scream out my name but she had a gag in her mouth and two muscle-bound goons were throwing her in their car and I got out and headed toward the apartment house.


It was a five-story yellow-brick building. One of those swank kind of places, with a green awning. The door to the lobby swung open and the doorman held it for Darla, who had an armful of clothes. She saw me and said: “Gimme a hand.”


As I was taking the clothes a young, tall guy in a sharp suit came out of the lobby and walked past us. He gave Darla a grin and a rakish wink.


I watched him walk toward the street, resettling his snap-brim hat on his head; he had a happy-as-a-clam look about him.


“Who’s that?” I said.


“I got no idea.”


“He winked at you.”


“Danny, if I had a nickel for every time a guy winked at me I’d be richer than Rockefeller.”


I put the clothes in the car and we drove off. Darla lit up a Lucky Strike and tossed the match out the window; then she leaned back against the door and blew smoke at me and gave me a long look.


“I get it now.”


“Get what?”


“You’re not my bodyguard. You’re a spy.”


“A spy?”


“Bud thinks I’m sneaking around behind his back seeing other guys. So what did you think, Danny? That I’d been up in my apartment balling that guy that winked at me?”


“I didn’t think anything.”


 


Evelyn’s Klip n’ Kurl was on Beverly Boulevard. I started to go in with Darla, but she blocked the doorway. “Sorry, Danny. No boys allowed.” She opened her purse and pulled out a bill. “Here’s ten bucks. Go buy yourself a nice steak. Or a not-nice girl. Or whatever you want.”


I stiffened a little and stared at the money.


“No thanks.”




Darla sighed, and returned the ten to her purse. “All men are morons. You included. Just get lost for a couple of hours, okay?”


She shut the door in my face.


I walked off slowly down the street. It was warm and sunny, and I took my coat off and slung it over my shoulder, and loosened my tie.


An old Apperson rattled past, its tailpipe billowing smoke. A slackjawed woman was driving, leaning forward with an anguished look on her face, clearly desperate to either get somewhere or get away from somewhere.


Two teenage girls were looking at me kind of wide-eyed and giggly as they walked by. I’d forgotten about my gun in my shoulder holster, and I put my coat back on.


An ice cream cone minus the ice cream lay smashed on the sidewalk. A pair of sparrows pecked at the brittle bits of cone.


Step on a crack. Break your mother’s back.


There was a filling station on the corner. A sign above a red Coca-Cola cooler said: NO LOAFING. I opened the lid, reached down into the icy water, pulled out a dripping bottle of Coca-Cola, paid for it, and immediately went on my way.


I walked down the street trying to remember just one thing about my mother. Name? Age? Height? Weight? Color of eyes? Color of hair? For just a moment I thought I glimpsed some glimmering something, some look in her eyes as she looked at me as I stood in some ghostly, long-lost doorway, but it was gone before I could nail it down.


A guy with no legs was sitting on the sidewalk in front of a hardware store. He was selling combs and brushes out of a suitcase. A sign said: WAR VETEREN—I LOST MY LEGS FOR YOU.


“How much?” I said.


He scrutinized me from under his battered hat.


“Brush is two bits. Comb’s a dime.”


“I’ll take a brush and a comb.”


“Okey doke. Pick ’em out.”


I picked out a black comb and a pink brush; then I dug in my pants pocket for some change.




“I was watching you coming up,” he said. “I thought you was a war veteran too the way you was walking. But now I see you close up I see you ain’t nearly old enough.”


I handed him a quarter and a dime.


“Nope. Not old enough.”


I started to walk away, but then he said: “Hey mister, I’m awful dry. How’s about lending me that sody pop?”


I gave it to him. He looked up at me and gave a harsh, nasty laugh, as though he’d just put something over on me.


I went back to my car, which was parked just down the street from the beauty parlor. I slid behind the wheel, slumped down, tugged down the brim of my hat.


I went to sleep fast, and started dreaming. I dreamed about a girl, but it wasn’t Darla, she was dark where Darla was fair but she was nearly as pretty but I didn’t know her name, and then I dreamed about a train and the clackety clack of its hard wheels, clackety clack, clackety clack…


I woke up. I looked at my watch. I’d gotten myself lost for the requested period of time.


I went in the beauty parlor.


Darla was sitting in a chair leafing through a Ladies’ Home Journal. A hatchet-faced woman dressed like a nurse was standing beside her. Darla’s hair had disappeared into fifteen or so gleaming metallic curlers, which were attached to a tangle of black electrical cords which snaked down from a sinister-looking black apparatus a couple of feet above her head.


I couldn’t help but laugh. Darla looked up at me and said: “Stop it.” Then she said: “Hey! Stop it!”


Then she threw the magazine at me, but she too was laughing.
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WE CAME OUT of the Klip n’ Kurl. “I’m hungry,” Darla said.


“What are you hungry for?”


“Fried chicken. Lots and lots of hot and greasy fried chicken.”


“You know the Hottentot Hut?”


“Sure. Let’s go.”


People were getting off work, and there was a lot of traffic. I was glad I didn’t have a regular job and my job was driving Darla around. She went in her purse for the vodka and finished it off, then had me stop at a liquor store to buy some more. She tried to get me to join her again, and I said no again.


“’Cause it’s not sundown yet? He’s not God, Danny. He can’t see what we’re doing.”


“He might have somebody watching us,” and I checked the rearview mirror. “Somebody might be tailing us.”


“You mean a spy that’s spying on the spy?”


“I’m not a spy.”


“It’s no fun drinking alone. You’re a goddamn party pooper.”


Somebody like Darla was practically always going to get what she wanted from somebody like me. I’d never had vodka before, and I hated it. I thought it tasted like rubbing alcohol. But pretty soon as the bottle passed back and forth I felt like busting out in a song.


I couldn’t remember ever being as happy as I was driving north across Hollywood toward the Hottentot Hut with Darla. I felt like we were escaping something, like school, or prison, or like the car had plunged off a bridge into a river and sunk to the bottom but we had gotten out and now we were holding hands as we floated upwards in a swirl of silvery bubbles, any moment now we would break the surface and look at each other and laugh because we were Danny and Darla and we were still alive.


We drove up Highland Avenue then across the Cahuenga Pass and onto Ventura Boulevard. The parking lot of the Hottentot Hut only had two or three other cars in it. As we walked inside, Hawaiian music was playing. A ceiling fan made of dried palm fronds swished over our heads.


We took a table, and ate ourselves silly. Washed down the chicken with cold beer. Darla’s hands and lips shined with grease. She wiped off her mouth with a paper napkin then reached across the table and wiped my mouth off. “You’re a funny fella,” she said.


“Yeah?”


“All that Two Gun Danny stuff. Just doesn’t seem to fit you.”


“I guess I must’ve been different before I got hit in the head.” I was quiet for a minute, chewing, thinking. “I was Bud’s favorite, so they say. Before—you know. Now I think I disappoint him all the time.”


“Maybe it’s a good thing you disappoint him.”


In a little while she said: “I need to make the river run.” She got up and went to the ladies’ room.


A guy at the next table leaned toward me. “Hey, bub. What did you do to deserve it?”


“Deserve what?”


“That goddamn gorgeous girl.”


I just smiled and shrugged. He laughed. I didn’t mind him thinking what he was thinking.


When she came back to the table she was dancing along with the music like a hula hula girl, hips slowly swaying, arms moving in a wavelike way. She sat down and gave me a dreamy smile. “Aloha, Danny.”


“We better get going. Bud’s probably wondering what happened to us.”


“Fuck Bud.”


I paid up and we left. The sun was gone and the stars were out. We drove back over the Cahuenga Pass. Darla was curled up in a corner of the seat, arms crossed, eyes closed. She sighed, and murmured something.


“What?” I said.


“Mutual Movies Make Time Fly.”


I’d heard that before—it was the motto of a movie company. She kept talking but didn’t bother to open her eyes. “You like my hair, Danny?”


“Sure.”


“You should’ve told me, then. When a girl gets her hair done, that’s what she wants to hear.”


“I like your hair.”


She wiggled around a bit to get more comfortable. The headlights of oncoming cars lit her up, and left her dark, and lit her up, and left her dark.


 


I dropped her off at the Peacock Club, then drove home. Except I figured out I wasn’t ready to go home, so I stopped off at Healy’s Bar. It was on Vine near Melrose.


As I walked up to the entrance, an old stewbum stumbled out, looked at me with amazement, and said: “Brian!”


“You got the wrong guy,” I said. I tried to walk past him, but he grabbed my arm. He had a black stocking cap pulled down over his forehead, and his breath smelled like his insides were rotting out.


“You ain’t Brian Dunnigan?”


“Nope.” I pulled my arm away and went in.


It wasn’t a place for fancy people. It was long and narrow and dark, like a tunnel to nowhere, and had that vomity dead-end smell joints like that always have. A smoke-dimmed picture of Custer’s Last Stand was hanging on the wall. Kid McCoy was sitting at the bar with his drinking pals George and Sonny. They all greeted me by name, they were happy to see me because they knew I would buy them all a drink. I got a vodka for myself.


“How can you drink that belly-wash?” said Kid McCoy. “Only queers and Communists drink that shit.”


“I know a girl that drinks it. She got me started.”


“A girl, huh?” He shook his head and stared broodingly into space like I’d just explained everything.


McCoy had been the middleweight champ of the world back in the 1890s. The phrase “the real McCoy,” meaning the genuine article, came from him. He’d got in a fight in a saloon with a guy who’d refused to believe he was Kid McCoy. When the guy woke up ten minutes later, he rubbed his jaw and said: “Geez, I guess that was the real McCoy.”


McCoy got really rich then spent every dime on women and booze and the high life. He was married nine times. Then he met somebody he wanted to make wife number ten. But she started getting nervous that he wanted to marry her for her money, because she was getting divorced from this wealthy guy and was about to make a big pile of dough on it. She started talking about maybe moving to New York after the divorce instead of marrying McCoy, so one night he got drunk and shot her in the head with a .32 revolver. And then he left her apartment and ran amok and shot and wounded three other people before the cops finally stopped him. Both the judge and the jury went easy on him because he used to be famous, and all he got was an eight-year bit in Quentin.


He’d been out a couple of years now. He’d gotten married again. He had a head like a potato with some messed-up hair on top.


“Nothing weakens a man like pussy,” said the Kid.


“How true,” said George. “One curly little pussy hair is stronger than the strongest rope or steel cable.”


“Depends on whose pussy it’s from,” said Sonny philosophically. “Some old ugly bitch—one of her pussy hairs wouldn’t be all that strong.”


“Eye of the beholder,” said George. “Believe it or not, there’s probably a woman somewhere on the planet who would even find you sexually attractive.”


“Hardy har har,” said Sonny.


“I can hardly get a hard-on anymore, thank God.” George included us all in a fond smile. “It’s much more pleasant sitting here with my friends sharing a drink in a convivial setting than chasing around town after some treacherous little chippie whose only goal is to break my heart.”


George wasn’t shy about letting people know he was a college graduate and he used to have a top job at an oil company till he lost it due to drink. He wore shabby but once-fine suits. His spectacles and pipe gave him an English-professor air.


Sonny was from West Virginia. He had thin reddish hair and his skin was so white he approached albino status. He said he used to have a good job at the Chrysler plant in Maywood till he had to bust the boss’s jaw because he wouldn’t get off his back then got thrown in the clink for assault for a year.


Kid McCoy reached into a big jar of boiled eggs sitting on the bar, two for a nickel. The eggs were floating in a piss-colored liquid, and I watched his gnarly-knuckled dirty-fingernailed hand fishing around until he snagged a couple. He bit one in two and held the other out to me.


“Hungry?”


“No thanks. I just ate.”


“I’m hungry,” said Sonny.


McCoy tossed him the egg. “You’re always hungry, you scrawny hillbilly sack of shit.”


“Them eggs ain’t free,” said Henry, the bartender. “The owner comes in and counts ever one of them eggs. If everything don’t add up, my pay gets docked.”


McCoy started to reach in his pocket, but George stayed his hand. “It’s on me, Kid.” He threw a nickel down on the bar, it rolled and wobbled around like it was drunk then toppled over.


“That’s one for the history books,” said Sonny. “George paying for something.”




“You mock me as you eat the very egg I paid for.”


Sonny finished the egg then picked up a yellow egg crumb off the bar and ate that too then licked his fingers. “You know what the problem is? The problem is, we got some people eating five times a day, and other people going five days without eating.”


“You sound like a socialist,” said George.


“Well if a socialist is somebody that wants to string ever rich guy up by his heels and gut him like a hog, I guess I’m a socialist.”


“You’re probably going to vote for that fool Sinclair.”


“Who?” McCoy said.


“Upton Sinclair. He’s a writer running for governor. Don’t you read the papers?”


“I only read the papers if they got a story about me. I love reading about me. But I ain’t been in the papers for years.”


“Why do you say he’s a fool?” I said.


“Because he believes in the improvability of the human heart. And he thinks he can actually beat the powers that be. I personally prefer to keep our corrupt status quo. Why? Because you can always trust a dishonest man. Now I realize that sounds like a paradox. What I mean is, you can trust our present leaders to act in a predictable fashion, which is to do everything they can to line their own pockets and the pockets of their cronies. But an idealist might do anything. Society would be disrupted. Chaos might ensue!”
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