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FREDRIC BROWN (1906-1972) was a prolific writer of multiple genres, including mystery, sci-fi, poetry, and non-fiction, whose work has been championed by Stephen King, Philip K. Dick, Umberto Eco, and many more literary luminaries. In the mystery world, he is best remembered today for his series of mysteries featuring Ed and Am Hunter, who made their first appearance in the Edgar Award winner, The Fabulous Clipjoint.

LAWRENCE BLOCK is a Mystery Writers of America Grand Master who has been writing award-winning mystery and suspense fiction for over half a century. In addition to creating several popular and long-running series characters (such as Matthew Scudder, Bernie Rhodenbarr, and Keller), Block’s novels include dozens of standalone mysteries, as well as other titles in a range of genres.


THE FABULOUS
 CLIPJOINT


INTRODUCTION

I WAS only nine years old in 1947, when The Fabulous Clipjoint was published, so it was probably another eight years before I read it. I discovered Fredric Brown during my freshman year at Antioch College, and I must have read a half-dozen of his Bantam paperbacks, along with a few hundred other books I tore through back then. Most of the others had at least some claim to consideration as serious literature, which was a phrase that meant rather more to me than it does now, but I don’t know that anything I read was more engaging or entertaining than Fredric Brown’s fiction, and even then I knew that was important. 

Was The Fabulous Clipjoint one of those early reads? It seems likely, but I can’t be sure. I remember a few other Brown novels I read very early on—The Screaming Mimi, The Wench is Dead, Here Comes a Candle—but whether I read Clipjoint then or a little later is impossible to say.

Because two years later, an even ten years after its publication, I had dropped out of Antioch to work as an assistant editor at a literary agency in New York. I had actually sold a few short crime stories of my own and decided that my progress in this field could only be enhanced by increasing my familiarity with what others had written.

Since I was writing and selling short crime fiction, I set out to read my way through all the back copies I could find of Manhunt and its imitators. A Times Square shop on Eighth Avenue had a huge stock of back-date magazines, priced at two for 25¢, and I wasn’t making much money, but a five-dollar bill went a long way there. I also wanted to read crime novels, so I bought a batch of paperbacks around town, but then I discovered The Mercantile Library on East 47th Street, just a block from my office.

I’ve no idea what it cost to be a member, but it couldn’t have been much, and the place was heaven for an aficionado of popular fiction. They bought all the new hardcover mysteries, but here’s what was remarkable—they never got rid of anything! The Collier brothers were more likely to part company with a dead cat than was the Merc to deaccession a ten-year-old mystery novel.

Well, I was in pig paradise. I worked all day reading the earnest efforts of fee-paying wannabes, the vast majority of whom could not write their names in the dirt with a stick, and then I went home with a stack of hardcover novels by people at the other end of the scribbler spectrum. 

I would find a writer—I may well have found him first in one of those back-number magazines—and then I would read one of his novels, and if I liked it I’d read everything he wrote. I remember that David Alexander was one writer who got this treatment. A reporter for the old Morning Telegraph, a newspaper for horse players, Alexander wrote a string of novels about one Bart Hardin, a Broadway habitué who lived above a flea circus and wore colorful vests. I guess he also solved crimes. I’ve largely forgotten the books, though rather less utterly than the world has, but I remember learning that the author had a quirk at least as eye-popping as his hero’s waistcoats; he wrote each of his books in the first person, to give it a sense of immediacy and then deliberately rewrote it in the third person, to give it—

Well, I disremember that part, but he must have had his reasons. You know, I’m not sure I believe Alexander actually did this, and even if he did it once I doubt that he did it again. But who knows? 

I read, as you may imagine, a lot of books, and made the acquaintance of a considerable body of authors. But when I think back, what I mostly remember is reading my way through the complete works of Fredric Brown. (Or as complete as they were at the time. The man himself was still very much an active writer in 1958, regularly turning out novels and short fiction.)

When, thanks to the Mercantile Library, I was able to return to my residential hotel with Fredric Brown for company, I knew I was in good hands and that a satisfying evening was assured. Some of the man’s books were better than others, to be sure, but he himself was unfailingly good company. And what more, really, can one ask of an author?

One thinks inevitably of that annoying passage from Salinger, wherein Holden Caulfield muses on the pleasure to be found in calling up an author after having enjoyed his book. I didn’t have fantasies of phoning Fred Brown, or anyone else, but it did strike me from time to time that he was a man whose company I would very likely enjoy. 

One time, at the end of a long week, I came home with a bottle of Jim Beam as well as a new-to-me Fredric Brown novel. Halfway through the first chapter, the lead character had a drink. That struck me as a good idea, so I followed his lead—and, as I read on, I took a drink every time the protagonist did.

Don’t try this at home.

Oh, I had a feeling Fred Brown and I would get along just fine. And it seemed possible that, in the fullness of time, our paths might well cross. I was beginning to know several science fiction writers who, if they didn’t know Brown, had friends in common with him. 

This didn’t happen. What happened, instead, was Life Itself; I went back to school, left school permanently, married, had children, and went on with the business of becoming myself, whoever that might turn out to be. I still read each new Fredric Brown novel as it came out, but in 1963, the year my second daughter was born, Brown published his final novel, Mrs. Murphy’s Underpants, and The Shaggy Dog and Other Murders, his final short story collection. 

He lived another nine years, and died in 1972 at the age of 65. I can’t seem to find anything about his final years, even in the age of Google and Wikipedia, and I’m not inclined to probe too deeply. 

Before I forget, I should point out that the Mercantile Library is still a very special institution all these years later. There came a time when it expanded its programming and redefined itself as The Center for Fiction, and a few years later relocated into much larger and quite elegant quarters in Brooklyn. It was always a haven, and it’s significantly better than ever and, if you can conveniently do so, you should make its acquaintance.

Oh, right.

The Fabulous Clipjoint.

It was Brown’s first published novel, and won him an Edgar Allan Poe award for best first novel. (In Mystery Writers of America’s early years, that was the only award given for book-length works of fiction. My guess is that those early members realized competition among them for Best Novel would likely lead to bloodshed. Of course, all these years later, the organization has matured, and mean-spirited infighting within its ranks is quite inconceivable. We have all of us come a long way.)

Clipjoint was also the first installment of a seven-book series, and one wonders if Brown knew when he began it that he’d want to write more about Ed Hunter and his Uncle Ambrose. My guess—and who’s to say me wrong?—is that he found while writing the book that he liked the narrative voice and the way the two men played off each other, so why not find new adventures for them? 

Or perhaps whoever took the book on at Dutton urged its author to undertake a series. That kind of suggestion can be persuasive, especially when it’s made by someone with a checkbook. (A similar suggestion by editor Bucklin Moon led Donald E. Westlake to keep his antihero Parker alive at the end of The Hunter, and we have him to thank for two dozen unparalleled books.) In any event, The Dead Ringer followed a year later, and they kept coming, all the way to Mrs. Murphy’s Underpants.

Clipjoint’s plot has echoes of Hamlet, and there’s probably an implausibility to be encountered within its pages, but nothing that ever bothered me. 

In the fall semester of 2019, I served as writer-in-residence at Newberry College; in addition to a writing workshop, I taught “Reading Mystery Fiction for Pleasure.” I can’t call it a great success; what I failed to realize is that reading for pleasure is no longer an option when one is a student. Reading all too quickly becomes a burden, and academic survival depends upon getting through books as quickly as possible and retaining just enough to appear to have read it.

Still, I exposed my students to some good books, and The Fabulous Clipjoint was one of them. I guess they liked it well enough, although it’s hard to know what they made of a book written seventy-plus years before it found its way to them.

Never mind. I got to read it again, and enjoyed it again, if in a slightly different way than the first time around. If you’re renewing an acquaintance with the book, I think you’ll find it holds up well. If you’re coming upon it for the first time, I expect you’ll enjoy it.

And, if this is in fact your introduction to Fredric Brown, I have to say I envy you. You’re about to make the acquaintance of a man who never fails to be excellent company.

Just don’t try to match him drink for drink…

—LAWRENCE BLOCK

Greenwich Village


CHAPTER 1

IN MY DREAM I was reaching right through the glass of the window of a hockshop. It was the hockshop on North Clark Street, the west side of the street, half a block north of Grand Avenue. I was reaching out a hand through the glass to touch a silver trombone. The other things in the window were blurred and hazy.

The singing made me turn around instead of touching the silver trombone. It was Gardie’s voice.

She was singing and skipping rope along the sidewalk. Like she used to before she started high school last year and got boy-crazy, with lipstick and powder all over her face. She was not quite fifteen; three and a half years younger than I. She had make-up on now, in this dream of mine, thick as ever, but she was skipping rope, too, and singing like a kid, “One, two, three, O’Leary; four, five, six, O’Leary; seven, eight . . .”

But through the dream I was waking up. It’s confusing when you’re like that, half one way and half the other. The sound of the elevated roaring by is almost part of the dream, and there’s somebody walking in the hallway outside the flat, and—when the elevated has gone by—there’s the ticking of the alarm clock on the floor by the bed and the extra little click it gives when the alarm is ready to explode.

I shut it off and rolled back, but I kept my eyes open so I wouldn’t go back to sleep. The dream faded. I thought, I wish I had a trombone; that’s why I dreamed that. Why did Gardie have to come along and wake me up?

I thought, I’ll have to get up right away. Pop was out drinking last night and still wasn’t home when I went to sleep. He’ll be hard to wake up this morning.

I thought, I wish I didn’t have to go to work. I wish I could take the train to Janesville to see my Uncle Ambrose, with the carnival. I hadn’t seen him for ten years, since I was a kid of eight. But I thought about him because Pop had mentioned him yesterday. He’d told Mom that his brother Ambrose was with the J. C. Hobart carney that was playing Janesville this week and that was the nearest they’d get to Chicago, and he wished he could take a day off and go to Janesville.

And Mom (who isn’t really my mom, but my stepmother) had got that looking-for-trouble look on her face and asked, “What do you want to see that no-good bastard for?” and Pop had let it go. Mom didn’t like my Uncle Ambrose; that was why we hadn’t seen him for ten years.

I could afford to go, I thought, but it would make trouble if I did. I figured like Pop did; it isn’t worth it.

I got to get up, I thought. I swung out of bed and went into the bathroom and spattered water into my face to get wide awake. I always used the bathroom and dressed first, and then I woke Pop and got us some breakfast while he got ready. We went to work together. Pop was a linotype operator and he’d got me on as an apprentice printer at the same shop, the Elwood Press.

It was a gosh-awful hot day, for seven in the morning. The window curtain hung as stiff as a board. It was almost hard to breathe. Going to be another scorcher, I thought, as I finished dressing.

I tiptoed along the hall toward the room where Pop and Mom slept. The door to Gardie’s room was open and I looked in without meaning to. She was sleeping on her back with her arms thrown out and her face without any make-up on it looked like a kid’s face. A kind of dumb kid.

Her face, looking like that, didn’t match the rest of her. I mean, maybe because it had been such a hot night she’d taken off her pajama tops and she had nice, round, firm breasts. Maybe they’d be a little too big when she got older but now they were beautiful and she knew it and was proud of them. You could tell that by the way she wore tight sweaters so they would show.

She really is growing up fast, I thought; and I hope she’s smart because otherwise she’ll be coming home knocked up one of these days, even if she isn’t fifteen yet.

She’d probably left her door wide open on purpose so I’d look in and see her that way, too. She wasn’t my sister, really, see; not even a half sister. She was Mom’s daughter. I’d been eight and Gardie a snot-nosed brat of four when Pop had remarried. My real mom was dead.

No, Gardie wouldn’t miss a chance to tease me. She’d like nothing better than to tempt me into making a pass at her—so she could raise hell about it.

I went on past her open door thinking, damn her, damn her. There wasn’t anything else I could think or do about it.

I stopped in the kitchen long enough to light a fire under the kettle so it would start to boil for coffee, and then I went back and rapped softly on the door of their bedroom and waited to see if I’d hear Pop move.

He didn’t, and that meant I’d have to go in and wake him. I hated to go into their bedroom, somehow. But I knocked again and nothing happened, so I had to open the door.

Pop wasn’t there.

Mom was on the bed alone, asleep, and she was dressed all but her shoes. She had on her best dress, the black velvety one. It was awful mussed now and she must have been pretty tight to go to sleep with it on. It was her best dress. Her hair was a mess, too, and she hadn’t taken her make-up off and it was smeared and there was lipstick on the pillow. The room smelled of liquor. There was a bottle of it on the dresser, almost empty and with no cork in it.

I looked around to be sure Pop wasn’t anywhere at all in the room; and he wasn’t. Mom’s shoes lay in the opposite corner from the bed, quite a ways apart as though she’d thrown them there from the bed.

But Pop wasn’t there.

Pop had never come home at all.

I closed the door even more quietly than I’d opened it. I stood there a minute wondering what to do, and then—like they tell you a drowning man will grab at a straw—I started to look for him. Maybe he came home drunk, I told myself, and went to sleep somewhere in a chair or on the floor.

I looked all over the flat. Under the beds, in the closets, everywhere. I knew it was silly, but I looked. I had to be sure he wasn’t anywhere there; and he wasn’t.

The water for coffee was boiling away now, spouting out steam. I turned off the fire under it, and then I had to stop and think. I guess I’d stalled by hunting, so I wouldn’t have to think.

I thought, he could have been with somebody, one of the other printers, maybe. He might have spent the night at somebody’s place because he got too drunk to get home. I knew I was kidding myself; Pop knew how to hold liquor. He never got that drunk.

But I told myself, maybe that’s what happened. Maybe Bunny Wilson? Last night was Bunny’s night off; he worked the night shift. Pop often drank with Bunny. A couple of times Bunny had stayed at our place; I’d found him asleep on the sofa in the morning.

Should I phone Bunny Wilson’s rooming house? I started for the phone, and then stopped. Once I started phoning, I’d have to go on. I’d have to phone the hospitals and the police and carry through with all of it.

And if I used the phone here, Mom or Gardie might wake up and—well, I don’t know why that would have mattered, but it would have.

Or maybe I just wanted to get out of there. I tiptoed out and down one flight, and then I ran down the other two flights.

I got across the street and stopped. I was afraid to phone. And it was almost eight, so I’d have to do something quick or be late to work. Then I realized that didn’t matter; I wasn’t going to work today anyway. I didn’t know what I was going to do. I leaned against a telephone pole and felt sort of hollow and light-headed as though I weren’t quite all there, not all of me.

I wanted it over with. I wanted to know and get it over with, but I didn’t want to go to the police and ask. Or was it the hospitals you called first?

Only I was afraid to call anybody. I wanted to know and I didn’t want to know.

Across the street, a car was slowing down. There were two men in it, and the one on the outside was leaning out looking at street numbers. It stopped right in front of our place, and the two men got out, one on each side. They were coppers; it was written all over them, even if they didn’t wear uniforms.

This is it, I thought.

Now I’m going to know.

I went across and followed them into the building. I didn’t try to catch up; I didn’t want to talk to them. I just wanted to listen when they started talking.

I followed them up the stairs, half a flight behind. On the third floor one of them waited while the other walked down the hall and looked at numbers on doors. “Must be next floor,” he said.

The one at the head of the stairs turned and looked at me. I had to keep on coming. He said, “Hey, kid, what floor’s fifteen on?”

“Next one,” I said. “Fourth floor.”

They kept on going, and now I was only a few steps behind them. Like that we went from the third floor to the fourth. The one just ahead of me had a fat behind and his trousers were shiny in the seat. They stretched tight every time he took a step up. It’s funny; that’s all I remember about how they looked, either of them, except that they were big men and coppers. I never saw their faces. I looked at them, but I never saw them.

They stopped in front of fifteen and knocked, and I kept on going right past them and up the flight to the fifth, the top, floor. I kept on going until I reached the top and took a few steps, and then I reached down and pulled off my shoes and went back halfway down the stairs, keeping out of sight back against the wall. I could hear and they couldn’t see me.

I could hear everything; I could hear the shuffle of slippers as Mom came to the door; I could hear the door creak just a little as it opened; and in the second of silence that followed, I could hear the ticking of the clock in the kitchen through the opened door. I could hear soft, barefoot steps that would be Gardie coming out of her room to the turn in the hall by the bathroom where, without being seen, she could hear who was at the door.

“Wallace Hunter,” said one of the coppers. His voice was rumbly like an el car a long way off. “Wallace Hunter live here?”

I could hear Mom start breathing faster; I guess that was enough of an answer, and I guess the look on her face must have answered his “You—uh—Mrs. Wallace Hunter?” because he went right on. “ ’Fraid it’s bad news, ma’am. He was—uh—”

“An accident? He’s hurt—or—”

“He’s dead, ma’am. He was dead when we found him. That is—we think it’s your husband. We want you to come and identi—that is, as soon as you’re able. There’s no hurry, ma’am. We can come in and wait till you’re over the shock of—”

“How?” Mom’s voice wasn’t hysterical. It was flat, dead. “How?”

“Well—uh—”

The other copper’s voice spoke. The voice that had asked me what floor fifteen was on.

“Robbery, ma’am,” he said. “Slugged and rolled in an alley. About two o’clock last night, but his wallet was gone so it wasn’t till this morning we found out who—Catch her, Hank!”

Hank must not have been fast enough. There was a hell of a loud thud. I heard Gardie’s voice, excited, then, and the coppers going on in. I don’t know why, but I started for the door, my shoes still in my hand.

It closed in my face.

I went back to the stairs and sat down again. I put my shoes on, and then I just sat there. After awhile someone started down the stairs from the floor above. It was Mr. Fink, the upholsterer, who lived in the flat directly over ours. I moved close against the wall to give him plenty of room to pass me.

At the bottom of the flight, he stopped, one hand on the banister post and looked back at me. I didn’t look at him; I watched his hand. It was a flabby hand, with dirty nails.

He said, “Something wrong, Ed?”

“No,” I told him.

He took his hand off the post and then put it on again. “Why you sitting there, huh? Lost your job or something?”

“No,” I said. “Nothing’s wrong.”

“Hell there ain’t. You wouldn’t be sitting there. Your old man get drunk and kick you out or—”

“Let me alone,” I said. “Beat it. Let me alone.”

“Okay, if you want to get snotty about it. I was just trying to be nice to you. You could be a good kid, Ed. You oughta break away from that drunken bum of a father of yours—”

I got up and started down the steps toward him. I think I was going to kill him; I don’t know. He took a look at my face and his face changed. I never saw a guy get so scared so quick. He turned around and walked off fast. I stayed standing there until I heard him going down the next flight.

Then I sat down again and put my head in my hands.

After awhile I heard the door of our flat open. I didn’t move or look around through the banister, but I could tell by voices and footsteps that all four of them were leaving.

After all the sound had died away downstairs, I let myself in with my key. I turned on the fire under the kettle again. This time I put coffee in the dripolator and got everything ready. Then I went over to the window and stood looking out across the cement courtyard.

I thought about Pop, and I wished I’d known him better. Oh, we’d got along all right, we’d got along swell, but it came to me now that it was too late, how little I really knew him.

But it was as though I was standing a long way off looking at him, the little I really knew of him, and it seemed now that I’d been wrong about a lot of things.

His drinking, mostly. I could see now that that didn’t matter. I didn’t know why he drank, but there must have been a reason. Maybe I was beginning to see the reason, looking out the window there. And he was a quiet drinker and a quiet man. I’d seen him angry only a few times, and every one of those times he’d been sober.

I thought, you sit at a linotype all day and set type for A & P handbills and a magazine on asphalt road surfacing and tabular matter for a church council report on finances, and then you come home to a wife who’s a bitch and who’s been drinking most of the afternoon and wants to quarrel, and a stepdaughter who’s an apprentice bitch.

And a son who thinks he’s a little bit better than you are because he’s a smart-aleck young punk who got honor grades in school and thinks he knows more than you do, and that he’s better.

And you’re too decent to walk out on a mess like that, and so what do you do? You go down for a few beers and you don’t intend to get drunk, but you do. Or maybe you did intend to, and so what?

I remembered that there was a picture of Pop in their bedroom, and I went in and stood looking at it. It was taken about ten years ago, about the time they were married.

I stood looking at it. I didn’t know him. He was a stranger to me. And now he was dead and I’d never really know him at all.

When it was half-past ten and Mom and Gardie hadn’t come back yet, I left. The flat had been an oven by then, and the streets, with the sun coming almost straight down, were baking hot too. It was a scorcher all right.

I walked west on Grand Avenue, under the el.

I passed a drugstore and I thought, I ought to go in and phone the Elwood Press and tell them I wasn’t going to be in today. And that Pop wouldn’t be there either. And then I thought the hell with it; I should have phoned at eight o’clock and they know by now we’re not coming.

And I didn’t know yet what to tell them about when I’d be back. But mostly I just didn’t want to talk to anybody yet. It wasn’t completely real, like it would begin to be when I’d have to start telling people, “Pop’s dead.”

It was the same with the police and thinking and talking about the funeral there’d have to be, and everything. I’d waited for Mom and Gardie to come back, but I was glad they hadn’t. I didn’t want to see them, either.

I’d left a note for Mom telling her I was going to Janesville to tell Uncle Ambrose. Now that Pop was dead, she couldn’t say anything about my telling his only brother.

It wasn’t so much that I wanted Uncle Ambrose; going to Janesville was mostly an excuse for getting away, I guess.

On Orleans Street I cut down to Kinzie and across the bridge, and down Canal to the C&NW Madison Street Station. The next St. Paul train that went through Janesville was at eleven-twenty. I bought a ticket and sat down in the station and waited.

I bought early afternoon editions of a couple of papers and looked through them. There wasn’t any mention of Pop, not even a few lines on an inside page.

Things like that must happen a dozen times a day in Chicago, I thought. They don’t rate ink unless it’s a big-shot gangster or somebody important. A drunk rolled in an alley, and the guy who slugged him was muggled up and hit too hard or didn’t care how hard he hit.

It didn’t rate ink. No gang angle. No love nest.

The morgue gets them by the hundred. Not all murders, of course. Bums who go to sleep on a bench in Bughouse Square and don’t wake up. Guys who take ten-cent beds or two-bit partitioned rooms in flophouses and in the morning somebody shakes them to wake them up, and the guy’s stiff, and the clerk quickly goes through his pockets to see if he’s got two bits or four bits or a dollar left, and then he phones for the city to come and get him out. That’s Chicago.

And there’s the jig found carved with a shiv in an areaway on South Halsted Street and the girl who took laudanum in a cheap hotel room. And the printer who had too much to drink and had probably been followed out of the tavern because there’d been green in his wallet and yesterday was payday.

If they put things like that in the paper, people would get a bad impression of Chicago, but that wasn’t the reason they didn’t put them in. They left them out because there were too many of them. Unless it was somebody important or somebody died in a spectacular way or there was a sex angle.

Like the percentage girl who probably took the laudanum somewhere last night—or maybe it was iodine or an overdose of morphine or, if she was desperate enough, even rat poison—she could have had a day of glory in the press. She could have jumped out of a high window into a busy street, waiting on a ledge until she got an audience gathered, and the cops trying to get her back in, and until the newspapers had time to get cameramen there. Then she could have jumped and landed in a bloody mess but with her skirts up around her waist as she lay dead on the sidewalk for a good pic for the photographers.

I left the newspapers on the bench and walked out the front door and stood there watching the people walk by on Madison Street.

It isn’t the fault of the newspapers, I thought. The papers just give these people what they want. It’s the whole goddam town, I thought; I hate it.

I watched the people go by, and I hated them. When they looked smug or cheerful, like some of them did, I hated them worse. They don’t give a damn, I thought, what happens to anybody else, and that’s why this is a town in which a man can’t walk home with a few drinks under his belt without getting killed for a few lousy bucks.

Maybe it isn’t the town, even, I thought. Maybe most people are like that, everywhere. Maybe this town is worse just because it’s bigger.

I was watching a jeweler’s clock across the street and when it got to be seven minutes after eleven, I went back through the station. The St. Paul train was loading, and I got on and got a seat.

It was as hot as hell in the train. The car filled quickly and a fat woman sat beside me and crowded me against the window. People were standing in the aisles. It wasn’t going to be a good trip. Funny, no matter how far down you are mentally, physical discomforts can make you feel worse.

I wondered, what am I doing this for anyway? I should get off, go home, and face the music. I’m just running away. I can send Uncle Ambrose a telegram.

I started to get up, but the train began to move.


CHAPTER 2

THE CARNIVAL LOT was mechanized noise. The merry-go-round’s calliope fought with the loudspeakers on the freak show platform, with the thunder of an amplified bass drum booming out a call to bally for the jig show. Under the bingo top a voice called numbers into a microphone and could be heard all over the lot.

I stood in the middle of it all, still stalling, wondering if I could find Uncle Ambrose without having to ask for him. I remembered only vaguely what he looked like. And all I knew about what he did with the carney was that he was a concessionaire. Pop had never talked about him much.

I’d better ask, I decided. I looked around for somebody who wasn’t busy or wasn’t yelling, and saw that the man at the floss-candy pitch was leaning against an upright, staring at nothing. I walked over and asked where I could find Ambrose Hunter.

He jerked a thumb down the midway. “Ball game. Milk bottle one.”

I looked that way. I could see a fat little man with a moustache reaching over the counter, holding out three baseballs at some people who were walking by. It wasn’t Uncle Ambrose.

But I walked over anyway. Maybe my uncle hired him, and he could tell me where my uncle was. I got closer.

My God, I thought, it is Uncle Ambrose. His face was familiar now. But he’d been so much taller and—well, to a kid of eight, all grownups seem tall, I suppose. And he’d put on weight, although I could see now that he wasn’t really fat, like I’d thought at a first look. His eyes, though, were the same; that was how I knew him. I remembered his eyes. They sort of twinkled at you, like he knew something about you that was a secret, and was funny as hell.

Now I was taller than he was.

He was holding the baseballs out to me now, saying, “Three throws for a dime, son. Knock ’em down and win a—”

Of course he couldn’t know me; you change so much from eight to eighteen nobody could possibly know you. Just the same, I guess I was a little disappointed that he didn’t know me.

I said, “You—you wouldn’t recognize me, Uncle Ambrose. I’m Ed. Ed Hunter. I just came from Chicago to tell you—Pop was killed last night.”

His face had lighted up like he was really glad to see me when I’d started, but it sure changed when I finished. It went slack for a second, and then it tightened up again, but in a different shape, if you know what I mean. There wasn’t any twinkle in his eyes, and he looked like a different guy entirely. He looked, just then, even less like I’d remembered him to be.

“Killed how, Ed? You mean—”

I nodded. “They found him in an alley, dead. Rolled. Payday night and he went out for some drinks and—” I thought there wasn’t any use going on. It was obvious from there.

He nodded slowly, and put down the three baseballs in one of the square frames on top of the low counter. He said, “Come on, step over. I’ll let down the front.”

He did, and then said, “Come on, my quarters are back here.” He led the way back past the two boxes on which the dummy milk bottles which you were supposed to knock off with the baseballs were stacked, and lifted the sidewall at the back.
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