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To the best bet I ever made





ONE

The town of Quivera, in spite of its intrusion upon a legend, is not an exceptional town, and Ouichita Road, which is a street in Quivera, is not an exceptional street. There was a time, however, when it tried to be, and the signs of the attempt are still apparent. It is eight winding blocks of black macadam, narrow and tree-lined, in an area that achieves an atmosphere of indigenous rusticity. This atmosphere, not really so much achieved as retained, is due to a lack of artificial landscaping and a vague agreement among Ouichita property owners to preserve as much as possible the natural growth of the area. Oaks and maples and sycamores and elms and dogwood and redbud are thick on the deep lawns that slope rather steeply to the street on both sides, and the houses appear to have been dropped down among them casually. The rusticity thus preserved somehow manages, ironically, to seem more artificial than any amount of designing and planting would have made it.

There are a few very expensive houses on Ouichita Road, but most of them are not. Most of them are only moderately pretentious, and were built by people in the upper-middle-income bracket who were willing to risk a bigger mortgage than they could comfortably carry. The same people drive a somewhat bigger car than they ought to drive. Or, if they do not, drive two smaller ones, one of which is usually a Renault or a Volkswagon or an MG or something else of foreign extraction. They operate shops, work in banks, sell insurance and real estate, practice professions. They usually belong to the Country Club, and occasionally become delinquent in the payment of their dues. They think of themselves as rather more sophisticated than the average run of Quiverans, and perhaps they are. On Ouichita Road there is a high incidence of marginal promiscuity, a lower incidence of adultery.

Several Ouichita Road residents have achieved fame. One, a lawyer by the name of Chalmers, is remembered as the only Republican candidate for governor to be defeated in a period of thirty years. Another, the daughter of a certified public accountant, went to Hollywood and appeared briefly in two adult westerns, in one of which she was photographed in the proximity of John Wayne. Still another, the nephew of the gubernatorial candidate and eventually the husband of the actress, was an All-American tackle at the state university, and played two seasons with the Pittsburgh Steelers before coming home to sell insurance for his mother’s cousin.

But the most famous by far of all Ouichita Road residents, or all Quiverans together, was Mrs. Willie Hogan.

Willie committed murder.





TWO

On the morning of a certain day, which was a day that was different from any other day there ever was, Willie sat Indian-fashion on the floor of her bedroom at 524 Ouichita Road and painted her fingernails. She planned, after finishing the fingernails, to paint her toenails. The nails had been a delicate coral in color when she started, but the coral had been removed, and she was now in the process of applying a coat of scarlet. The reason she was so engaged—applying the bright lacquer in the first place, and such a bold color in the second—was that she had a problem that needed thinking about, and a feeling of depression that needed the alleviative of something especially gay.

Willie always painted her nails when she felt compelled to think very long or very hard about a problem. This was a practice she had picked up from her father, who had been a brakeman on a railroad. Whenever her father had felt particularly oppressed and defeated by accumulated bills, or his wife, or his own deficiencies, or anything whatever, he had painted a high board fence along the alley behind their house. Painting, he said, soothed his mind and reduced his troubles to proper perspective. Sometimes he painted the fence one color, sometimes another. It depended on the quality of the trouble he was currently having.

Willie had no fence to paint, and wouldn’t have painted it in any case, but she had discovered that she could achieve the same therapy by painting her nails. Painting nails was truly a meticulous task, and it required considerable artistry to do it properly. Once she became committed, the quality of her work assumed such enormous importance in her mind that other matters were diminished in comparison. Thus diminished, they seemed more manageable.

Willie’s problem was Howard. Howard was Willie’s husband. A lot of people who lived on Ouichita Road could not understand why she had ever married him, or why, having married him, she perversely insisted upon keeping him. These were all people, however, who had always lived on Ouichita Road, or on streets comparable in quality. Willie hadn’t. She had lived, before marrying Howard, in another town in a residential area where, if the mortgages were smaller, the accommodations were plainly inferior. One of seven in a five-room house on a narrow lot that was allergic to grass, the only bright thing she could remember in that time was the alley fence that her father kept painting different colors. She couldn’t remember that he had ever painted the house.

Anyhow, all things considered, she had seen Howard, who was the only son of a prosperous beer distributor, as a glamorous figure against an esoteric background. He lived in a house that was two-and-a-half stories high and had wall-to-wall carpeting all over, except in the kitchen and bathrooms, and when he had taken her there for dinner one evening, served by a maid, she had lost entirely what little capacity for critical evaluation she had had previously, if she had had any at all. It was quite impossible then, at the age of nineteen, for her to see that he, at the age of twenty-three, was really an amiable lubber who already showed signs of looking like King Farouk. Shortly afterward she seduced him so subtly that he was left with the conviction that it had been the other way around. After the event, in his bed alone in the two-and-a-half-story house, he kept seeing in the darkness her great grave gray eyes in her small gamin’s face, and he abandoned himself so completely to a kind of spiritual orgasm of guilt and high resolves of devotion that he wound up within a month at the altar.

After marriage, Howard’s tenuous glamour was soon dissipated. Willie, who was really rather shrewd and was sometimes even honest with herself, saw him clearly and good-naturedly for what he was; and what he was, to be fair about it, was acceptable enough, for he was not only reasonably prosperous by virtue of being the son of his father, but he also had, somewhat to Willie’s surprise, a fortunate knack of making quite a bit of money in odd ventures without apparent benefit of skills, training, or appreciable brains. Life at 524 Ouichita Road may have been deficient with respect to the excitements and ingenuities of love, for Howard, although frequently amorous, was never ingenious and seldom effective, but it was lived at a level of comfort that was to Willie absolute luxury.

Howard’s deficiency as a lover, both in looks and action, was not, in any event, a great hardship for Willie. She found, after a while, compensation elsewhere. She was a willowy little charmer with a deceptive air of innocence, and she learned to exploit her assets with skill that seemed to be based on an instinctive knowledge of what was exactly right for her in the important matters of dress and make-up and hair style and all the other elements of composition. In effect, although it was never so precisely analyzed, she managed to look and walk and talk in ways that subtly compromised her air of innocence without destroying it. As a result, men habitually felt for her, even after they had become experienced, a disturbing ambivalence. They wanted at once to treat her like a charming child and to go as quickly as possible to bed with her, and now they did one and now the other, according to Willie’s humor at the time. Afterward, whichever way it went, they somehow always felt a strange compulsion to protect Willie’s honor and reputation at any cost, if not to preserve her generosity for another occasion, and so it happened that her name was never confidentially exchanged between male members in the locker room of the Quivera Country Club, even though both may have known her intimately.

Unfortunately, Howard himself was under no illusions. In the beginning he was, and continued to be for quite a long time after the beginning, but then he had come home unexpectedly one afternoon, and it was, in Willie’s opinion, a very deceitful thing to do, for it happened to be the same afternoon that she had come home earlier with Evan Spooner. She had been out to the Club to a luncheon, and afterward she had gone into the bar for a Martini or two, and as luck would have it Evan was there, having just finished nine holes of golf. It turned out he didn’t have his car, no ride back to town, and so naturally he asked for a lift, which she was almost compelled to give him, especially since he paid for the Martinis. There had been three Martinis, as a matter of fact, instead of one or two, and maybe that was why she had taken Evan to her home instead of his, or somewhere else, but she seemed to remember, anyhow, that he had said rather casually that he’d just get out there and walk the rest of the way, which wasn’t far, so as not to put her to a lot of trouble.

However it had happened exactly, she had brought him home with her, and it had been only common courtesy, after all, to ask him in for another Martini. The Martinis had certainly contributed to what had happened afterward, for Evan wasn’t particularly somebody she wanted anything to happen to her with, but anyhow, one thing leading to another, a great deal more happened than she had expected or intended. In another ten or fifteen minutes at the most, Evan would have been gone, for she was beginning to think about sending him on his way, and it was simply the worst kind of luck that Howard, the sneak, came home unexpectedly. But it was really not the worst kind of luck, when considered calmly, for it would have been a great deal worse if he had come five minutes earlier. Nevertheless, it was bad enough, neither she nor Evan being exactly in a state to receive any company whatever, let alone Howard, and the only lucky part about it was that you couldn’t actually tell whether something had already happened or was just about to.

She had been angry with Howard for sneaking home that way when he wasn’t expected, but at the same time she had to hand it to him for the way he behaved. He was really rather fierce in a lubberly way, and he’d actually kicked Evan right out of the house, three times on the way to the door and once going through, and afterward he had come back and slapped her, Willie, so hard in the face that she fell over a chair, and had called her, in addition, a couple of names. He was positively admirable, to her surprise, and she had not much minded the slap and the names, even admitting that they were no more than he should have been allowed under the circumstances. The slap and the names were her good fortune, as it developed, inasmuch as Howard felt so guilty about them afterward that he was inclined as a consequence to feel more lenient with respect to her own guilt, and she had to tell only a few lies to convince him, or nearly so, that nothing much had actually happened, and that she had been wearing more, after all, than she frequently wore publicly at the Club pool.

Thereafter, however, he was never quite able to accept the postulation that her indiscretions were no more serious than the acceptable kind that were commonly committed in their set at back-yard barbecues and dances at the Country Club. He became, in fact, a plain nuisance. He kept watching her all the time like a private detective or something, and if she let a man hold her too tightly while dancing, or kiss her in the perfectly casual way somebody was always kissing somebody else, or take her out across the terrace and onto the golf course in the dark for a breath of fresh air, why, then he would sulk and glower the entire rest of the evening and go into the most ridiculous rage when they got home. This made things tedious but not intolerable, for she was able to seduce him each time with only a little more difficulty than the first time, the time before they were married, and then things would be all right again until the next time. This kept happening intermittently for quite a while, more than a year, and it was something you learned to live with; but then there was a change in Howard, and you might have thought that the change was for the better, but it was for the worse.

The change was, Howard suddenly didn’t seem to care much any longer what she did. She could fool around and enjoy herself as much as she pleased at the Club and other places, and he never got angry or said a word or gave a sign that he even noticed. At first the change was very pleasant, but then it was disturbing. When he started sleeping by himself in the bedroom on the other side of the connecting bathroom, she asked him what the matter was, but he only said nothing was the matter, that he’d got so he didn’t sleep very well double, and it wasn’t, anyhow, very far through the bathroom from one bedroom to the other. After the change he had a kind of dignity about him that was rather appealing, old Howard did, and every once in a while, in the new order of things, Willie made the trip through the bathroom herself.

Another year passed after the change, more or less, and everything was pleasant enough at 524 Ouichita Road, although not very exciting, and it looked like matters had worked out and settled down into a satisfactory arrangement all around, but then last night at the Club had been that little party that hadn’t really been a party at all, but only something that got started and grew and happened, and what had happened incidentally to Willie and to Howard was something Willie didn’t want to think about, but had to.

It involved another man, of course, and the man, of all people, was no one but Quincy Hogan, who was no one but Howard’s own cousin.





THREE

It was odd about Quincy.

He was very difficult to understand, Quincy was, why he was what he was instead of something else he could have been, but the oddest thing about him, so far as Willie was concerned, was how he managed to make her feel the way he did when, if you stopped to consider it, he shouldn’t have made her feel that way at all. He simply wasn’t the type of man who normally appealed to her, or had begun to appeal to her after she had established a satisfactory financial and social position by marrying Howard, who wasn’t the type either. The men who normally appealed to her were the ones who played golf and maybe tennis and swam afterward in the Club pool in those brief little trunks that made the most interesting break in their sun-browned bodies. And it didn’t make any difference that they really weren’t much good at any of these things, just so long as they carried themselves with the proper air of superiority, as when walking across the terrace with the cleats, or whatever you called the things on the soles of their golf shoes, making arrogant little clicking sounds on the concrete, or when talking loudly about birdies and par and things like that over highballs and gins-and-tonics and Moscow Mules in the bar. Quincy didn’t play golf or tennis or swim in the pool, and the only thing he had in common with most of the men who did was a remarkable capacity for the refreshments of the bar, particularly bourbon on the rocks, and in this respect, Willie had to admit, he was even superior to the others, for he commonly spent hours developing it in that air-conditioned haven while they were otherwise occupied in the hot sun outside.

What Quincy was, was a brain. As a child, Willie had been told, he worked difficult mathematics problems in his head and could remember a whole page of reading after one time over. What he also was, was poor. He’d gone off to the state university on a scholarship or something, and there he’d amazed the professors and graduated cum laude, whatever that meant, and then he’d come immediately home to Quivera and got a job as teller in the City National Bank, and that’s where he still was and what he still was, still a brain and still poor, and not caring a single damn, apparently, about being anywhere or anything else. Weekends, he was usually at the Club, dividing his time among the bar, where he drank and drank and got quietly drunk, and the slot-machine room, where he played for quarters and always won, and the terrace outside, where he lay in a sling chair and slept or read thick books about all sorts of peculiar things like science and history and philosophy and such. He wasn’t even good-looking by acceptable standards. He was short and slim, moving with a kind of indolent grace, but he had a nose twisted to one side and a mouth twisted to the other, and his skin was dark and very slightly pocked in the face by something he had had as a child. When he looked at you, if you were Willie, he took your clothes off.

He was certainly a brain, all right, but brains were not highly regarded by Willie unless they were applied to the accumulation of material advantages. Old Howard, for instance, didn’t have brain one, but he had this knack for making two dollars out of one, and that, in Willie’s opinion, was a hell of a lot more important. Anyhow, all things considered, it was simply incredible that Quincy made her feel the way he did, and the way he made her feel was kind of breathless and prickly and ready. She’d got acquainted with him early, of course, since he was Howard’s cousin, the son of the brother of Howard’s father. It was perfectly clear that he held Howard in contempt, perfectly clear to everyone but Howard, and this had made Willie hostile in the beginning, more because it was an incidental reflection on her than for Howard’s sake. She kept telling herself that Quincy was really rather ridiculous, all brains and no glands, and for a long time this was something she almost believed, in spite of the ready feeling, but then had come a particular night at the Club, which was shortly after the unfortunate episode with Evan Spooner, and after that it wasn’t possible to almost believe it any longer.

It was a Friday night, and there were some people outside swimming in the pool and sitting around on the terrace, and some more people dancing to the jukebox and sitting around at tables in the bar, and Howard was at one of the tables in a game of gin rummy. It happened that Willie had gone to the powder room, which was next to the slot-machine room, and she could hear a machine playing in there. Looking in to see who was playing it, she saw that it was Quincy who was. He was standing there with a bourbon in one hand and a cigarette hanging loosely from his lips, and he’d put in a quarter and pull the handle and reach into his jacket pocket for another quarter while the drum was still spinning, and as soon as the drum had stopped, he’d put in the other quarter and pull the handle again. He didn’t win anything while Willie was watching, and pretty soon she went in and stood beside him and slightly behind him, so close that they touched when he turned half around to see who she was.

“Hello, Quincy,” she said.

“Hello, Cousin,” he said, turning away again and putting another quarter into the machine.

“Any luck?”

“Only bad.”

“Maybe I could change it.”

“You think so? Pull the handle.”

She pulled the handle, and it was one of those breaks of pure luck that sometimes come. The drum spun and quit spinning, and there, sure enough, were three of a kind lined up as neatly as you could wish, and the machine gave a kind of metallic belch and spilled a jackpot of quarters into the coin receptacle below.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Quincy said. “No wonder old Howard just keeps getting richer and richer.”

“It was nothing but luck,” Willie said.

“I know.” He looked at her over his shoulder, his nose twisting one way and his mouth the other, and he gave an added twist to the twist of his mouth that made a kind of smile of it. “What’s better than luck?”

He put another quarter into the machine and pulled the handle to take the jackpot off. Then he began to take the quarters out of the receptacle and drop them into his jacket pocket.

“Are you quitting?” she said.

“Why not? No use playing a machine that just dumped the jackpot.”

“Oh, yes. That’s true, isn’t it? Well, if you are going to quit, I may as well leave. I think I’ll go upstairs and outside for a while.”

“Wait a minute. The pot’s yours. I’ll get it changed into paper at the bar for you.”

“Don’t be absurd. I simply won’t hear of it. It was your quarter I played with.”

“We’ll split, then. Down the middle. Nine dollars apiece.”

“Not at all. You must keep it all for yourself.”

“I want you to have half. If you won’t have it, I’ll throw it all into the swimming pool.”

She thought that he was surely just the one who would do it, and she kept having all the while that peculiar prickly feeling that she shouldn’t have had. He was short for a man, a kind of runt, and they were practically the same height when she was wearing high heels, as she now was. He stared levelly into her eyes, nowhere else, but she had suddenly a new feeling, which was part of the larger prickliness, that the high heels were all she was wearing.

“All right,” she said. “If you want me to have half, I’ll have it.”

She turned and walked out and upstairs into a hall and from there onto a terrace, which was ground level on the front just as the terrace downstairs was ground level on the back, the Club being built on a slope that made things turn out that way. She had thought that he would follow her, which was what she wanted, but he wasn’t behind her and didn’t come, and after a minute or two of waiting she began to feel rejected and humiliated and slightly angry. But then he was there beside her, having come, after all.

“What are you doing up here?” she said.

“Following you. What are you doing?”

“Waiting for you.”

“So here we are, Cousin.”

“I was beginning to think you weren’t coming.”

“Well, hell, you didn’t expect me to walk around with five pounds of quarters in my pocket, did you?”

“Where shall we go?”

“Let’s go down and sit in old Howard’s new Buick.”

“What shall we do?”

“If it suits you, we can make love.”

So that’s where they went and what they did, and afterward, back in the Club, he gave her nine dollars, half of the pot. She didn’t think anything about it at the time, but later, remembering it, it seemed almost like she was being paid, and she wondered if he’d done it that way deliberately, the ugly little bastard.

Anyhow, it was certainly strange about Quincy. After that night, which was understandable as an experience that just sort of happened, you’d have thought she’d have forgotten about him in favor of the type of man that normally appealed to her, but that wasn’t what developed, and what developed was something Willie couldn’t seem to help. After that night, as a matter of fact, it was exclusively Quincy, except Howard now and then, and one time one other, and there had even been a couple of weekends in KC. Everything had gone along without any serious difficulties or problems, and Willie didn’t think there was actually much risk to it, for no one would reasonably suspect her of having an affair with Quincy, of all people, but then last night, quite the contrary, everything had gone suddenly all to pieces, and was still in pieces, and she couldn’t see any way, for the life of her, to put the pieces together again.

This was Saturday morning, and last night had been Friday, just like the first night with Quincy, and at the Club there had been another one of those little parties that just get started and grow. Willie had been there with Howard, and Quincy had been there alone, and a lot of others had been there too, mostly married couples, and there was a lot of dancing to the jukebox, with people passing partners around, as well as quite a lot of drinking as the night went on. Quite a lot of drinking was unavoidable, really, because someone always bought a round of drinks, and that made everyone else obligated to buy a round of drinks before the party was over, and so many rounds of drinks just naturally added up to quite a lot of drinking that was unavoidable as a matter of obligation. Willie danced and danced, and Howard was agreeable and didn’t seem to mind, and Quincy stood with his elbows on the bar and drank bourbon and didn’t dance with anyone, not even Willie, for he considered dancing, like golf and tennis, an unreasonable exertion.

After midnight, about half past, Quincy turned away from the bar and faced the room, his elbows still bracing him behind, and after a few minutes walked out and up the stairs without saying a word to anyone. Howard at the moment was talking and laughing with two men in a corner, maybe telling dirty stories, and Willie said Excuse me to the man she happened to be dancing with, and went into the powder room, next to the slot-machine room, in case someone happened to be watching. After a minute or so, she slipped out and upstairs after Quincy and found him standing on the terrace. They walked down along a row of parked cars and off at an angle across the golf course in the dark, and they must have walked back that way a hundred yards or more to a large sycamore tree, and so much time was spent there pleasantly under the tree after arriving that it was past one when they got back to the bar in the Club, and Howard was gone.

Well, Quincy had taken her home in his second-hand Plymouth, and she had been furious with Howard for being so unreasonable and mean. She had gone upstairs and directly into his room with the intention of telling him precisely what she thought of him for deserting her, and there he was with the lights burning and a large leather bag open on the bed, and he was plainly putting clothes into the bag with the purpose of going away somewhere.

“Hello,” he said pleasantly. “Did you and Quincy have a good lay?”

This was disconcerting, to say the least. Willie had carefully planned the very first thing she was going to say, for it was important to get off to a good start in matters of this kind, but now she was compelled to change her position in the last instant, and the new position was defensive, instead of offensive, which was bad.

“What in the world are you talking about?” she said.

“You know what I’m talking about,” he said, “and don’t bother to tell me any lies, because it won’t do you any good. I know damn well what’s been going on between you and Quincy.”

“Do you actually? In that case, perhaps you wouldn’t mind telling me what it is, for if anything at all has been going on between us, I don’t know it.”

“Never mind. You’re a natural-born liar, and would keep on denying it even if I had photographs. The truth is, I don’t care, and I don’t want to talk about it.”

In the meantime, while talking, he walked over to a chest and took some socks and underwear out of an open drawer and returned with them to the leather bag and put them in. He didn’t look at her any more, after the first time, and he had about him that lubberly kind of dignity that she had noticed before on certain occasions. The most disturbing thing about him was that he clearly wasn’t in the least angry, and there was even a special kind of lightheartedness in his attitude, as if he had made up his mind about something and was relieved as a consequence.

“What are you doing?” she said.

“As you can see, I’m packing.”

“Where are you going?”

“I’m going away.”

“ ‘Away’ is no answer. Where, exactly, away?”

“That’s none of your business. Wherever it is, though, I’m never coming back, and you can be certain of that.”

“Don’t be absurd.”

“You may think I’m absurd if you choose. You’ll see.”

“Well, if you are determined to accuse me falsely of having an affair with your own cousin, who is an ugly little devil besides, there’s nothing I care to say to you. And if you want to run away and leave me, there’s nothing I can do to stop you. You’ll be sorry after a while for treating me so unfairly. When you come back, I hope you’ll be prepared to be sensible.”

“I said I’m not coming back, and I’m not.”

“Excuse me, please. I’m tired, and I believe I’ll go to bed.”

She went through the bathroom into her own bedroom, where she took off all her clothes and put on a pale blue nightgown that practically wasn’t there. Then, after brushing her teeth and her hair and repairing her face, she went back through the bathroom into the other bedroom and stood between Howard and a light. He glanced at her once and quickly away.

“You needn’t try that either,” he said.

“Try what, may I ask?” she said.

“Coming in here naked to seduce me. It won’t work this time.”

“You’re talking very strangely, I must say. Are you sure you’re not drunk? Surely a wife has the right to wear her nightgown in the presence of her husband without being accused of all sorts of things.”

“Oh, hell! What’s the use? I’m going away, that’s all, and I’m not coming back. Nothing more is to be said or done.”

She was convinced then that he was telling the simple truth, that he was going and wouldn’t return, and she was instantly aware of the immensity of her possible loss. Possibly she could make arrangements for herself that would equal the house at 524 Ouichita Road and the Country Club and two cars and all the exciting associations with men who played golf and tennis and ordered rounds of drinks like nothing at all, but on the other hand possibly she couldn’t, and what, if she couldn’t, would ever become of her? She had a clear vision of a narrow bleak house in a bare yard before a bright board fence, and she felt a terrible loneliness and a cold, cold fear.

“You can’t go,” she said.

“I can,” he said, “and I will.”

“I won’t let you.”

“You can’t stop me.”

“We’ll see if I can’t.”

Her head was spinning round and round, which caused the room to spin as well, or seem to, and the truth was that she was still pretty tight from all the rounds of drinks at the Club. The one idea that got fixed in her mind clearly was that Howard kept a little revolver in the drawer of the night table beside his bed, and that she could surely use this revolver in some way, if she had it, to persuade Howard not to go away. She went over to the table and opened the drawer, and there, sure enough, was the revolver, and she picked it up and held it in her hand. Howard was watching her.

“What are you doing with that?” he said.

“Maybe I’ll kill myself.”

“Go ahead. It’s loaded.”

“You wish I would, don’t you?”

“Not particularly. It doesn’t matter one way or another.”

“Maybe I’ll kill you instead.”

“I’m not worried about it.”

“No? You think I won’t do it?”

“No.”

“What makes you so sure?”

“You haven’t got the nerve. You haven’t got the nerve to kill yourself or me or anyone at all.”

“Be careful. You may be wrong.”
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