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ONE
IS A LONELY NUMBER



“Then turning to my love, I said,
‘The dead are dancing with the dead,
The dust is whirling with the dust.’ ”

 — Oscar Wilde, The Harlot’s House
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CHAPTER I

IT WAS stinking hot, Chicago hot, tenement hot, whore house hot. The dribble of sweat combining on both their bodies was slimy. He rolled away from her, not that he thought it would be any cooler because the whole bed was steaming, but because he always needed a cigaret desperately, afterwards.

Lighting one for her, he stuck it in her lipstick-smeared mouth. She said, “Whew!”

“Hot, huh?”

“Nah, I didn’t mean that, but, lissen, honey, how long’s it been since you hadda woman?”

Rolling on one side, he supported his weight on his elbow trying to get his body away from the heat of the wet sheets. How long? Four years, ten months and eleven days, and a couple of days ago he could have reeled off just how many hours too, but that was a couple of days ago …

Looking down at her, not feeling anything, seeing but not thinking about her blobby mouth, black-rimmed eyes, black from the life she led, black from the eye make-up which had smeared and run, his gaze ran down along her naked body to her too full breasts that slopped over on each side of her rib cage. He should have remembered when he picked her up on Division Street that the ones that looked so good in clothes, that stuck out like a bureau drawer, were the ones that fell to pieces when the brassiere came off. But then there were so many things he was going to have to remember.

“It’s been a long time,” he said finally.

She finished her butt, ground it out in an ash tray that proved she’d had a busy night. Six different brands of cigarets were mixed in with her lipsticked dinches. She puffed out her cheeks, and exhaled. Then she said, “I better wiggle my keister if I’m gonna get any more work done tonight.”

Nodding, he pulled his sweaty clothes onto his drenched body. What the hell had he expected? Nothing you wanted as desperately as he had wanted this ever came up to what you hoped for. That was what you were supposed to learn as you grow up.

It was all she could do to wiggle her broad beam into her girdle. Stooped over, fastening her stockings to the dangling garters, he wondered what the hell he had found so exciting about her when she’d cruised him in that crummy bar. But he knew even as he wondered. All he’d needed was a woman, any woman. So what if it had been all technique and no heart? What could you expect from a girl who turned ten or twelve tricks a night?

He stood in front of the grey, hazed mirror and pulled his polo shirt down over his head. Lifting his arms that way pulled in his gut, shoved out his chest, showed the hollow along his left side where there had once been a lung, where now there was nothing. The ends of his mouth turned down bitterly. He could hear the doctor saying, “No exertion, take it easy, no smoking, no drinking, no sex …” No nothing. “After all, you’ve only got one lung left, and it’s held together by adhesions. You must take it easy.”

Thirty-two years old and dead.

A corpse looking for a place to lie down and pull up the earth around it.

The woman was ready. She had made a swipe at her face, restoring some of the damage. Her too big patent leather pocketbook hung from her arm. Now that she was harnessed up again it was no longer a mystery as to why he’d followed her like a dog in heat. The big flowers of her print dress were bedraggled, but her body moved like what it was not, an imitation of love that was as empty as all lust.

She didn’t even bother to lock the door behind her as they left. The corridor stank, the floors were littered with refuse, the stairs looked as though no mop could ever really clean them.

The diseased imitation marble of the flight of stairs that led down to the street glinted dully in the light of the unshaded fifteen watt fly-speckled bulb that hung nakedly over the “room clerk’s” desk.

The clerk didn’t even look up when they passed him. He wasn’t reading, and from the lack of expression on his face he wasn’t even thinking.

The girl said, “See you in a little while, Jimmy boy.”

“Don’t hurry,” the clerk said, his mouth barely moving.

Down the stairs, out on the street, into the darkness of the night they went, and they were strangers again. She said brightly, perkily, “Don’t forget the address, honey. If you don’t find me here, wait. I’ll be back, sooner or later.”

She flipped a lackadaisical hand and was gone, her too high heels making her teeter as she walked away from him. The overhead light of the street lamp made four shadows fan out around her on the street. The shadows lengthened as she walked on, became tangled, twisted like an illustration for a dirty book, like the complications that men dream of when they are womanless, like the multi-legged, many armed woman who tangles herself in you when you lie on a prison bed night after night, after night. Then she was gone.

And tucked in her purse was his last five dollars.

He ran the back of his hand along his forehead, rubbing the short bristling hair on his head, and began to walk as if he had some place to go.

To his left, writhing neon lights picked out the bars, the endless identical bars that make all cities look alike at night. No point in going back that way. The bars, one bar, the first he had gone into had supplied what he had needed. He walked away into the darkness, away from the tenements and the hot-bed hotels, away from the noise of the juke boxes, away from the swelter of poverty. Maybe, if he walked towards the Lake, away from skid row and the Loop, maybe down there he’d find a breath of air, a breeze, some oxygen to force into his aching lung.

One cool breath of air and maybe he’d be able to think.

The night was dark but alive. It was too hot to sleep in stinking box-like rooms, rooms just enough bigger than a coffin so that bodies had to be moved when they died, but not big enough so a human could endure living in them. Radios blared from the open windows all around him. Middle-aged blowsy women hung out windows looking, searching, as if they could see something that would be different enough from what they had seen the night before so that later they could say, oh that musta been the night that Charley got cut up, or Betty got punched around, or whatever it was that they were looking for, waiting for.

A sudden sound cut through the heat hazed night. It was sharp enough and loud enough so that a cruising dolly car braked suddenly to a halt. One cop got unhurriedly out of the car. The driver sat and looked at a newspaper.

The man who had no money and no place to go halted as the scream sounded.

There was no place to go, no place to run. Instead, he backed slowly into the deeper darkness of a hallway. He watched tensely as the cop walked across the pavement and entered the next house. Could he make a break for it? Was there any chance the cop who sat behind the wheel of the police car would spot him if he were to move down the street?

The sweat that poured down from his armpits was cold now, cold as sickness, cold as death. Pressing his back against the cement of the hallway he heard the bright, artificial tones of a radio newscaster saying, “There has been another development in that sensational jail story! Of the ten convicts who escaped from Joliet, in one of the biggest mass escapes in the prison’s history, two men have just been re-captured!”

The heat was too much even for the mechanical enthusiasm of a radio announcer. His voice slowed a trifle from the machine-gun like delivery he had been using. The voice continued, “Joey Mao was caught without a fight after attempting to hold up a gas station.” The man in the hallway bit his lip as he listened. Joey, the shiv man who’d sworn he’d die before he’d go back to the can. “The other convict, Benjamin Brinkerhoff, was arrested in Cicero yesterday afternoon on a charge involving a teenage boy in a movie house.” Ben. That louse. Served him right. And yet, and yet, maybe that was all Ben’d wanted to get out for, maybe the boy had meant the same thing to him that the five-dollar girl had … The radio announcer’s voice was saying, “This leaves eight of the convicts at large. Larry Camonille, one-time musician, who swapped his trumpet for a gun …”

Now the sweat was running as though from a faucet. He’d never heard his own name on the radio before. “… has been called the brains behind the jail break. According to Joey Mao, the idea for the escape came from the fertile brain of Camonille who …”

That was when the cop came back down the stairs, out onto the street and walked to the waiting car. The driver asked incuriously, “Anythin’?”

“Some pimp beatin’ up on his gal. Whyinhell do they always kick their broads in the belly when they get mad? Crissakes, no brains, that’s what. Just puts the broad outa business for a while.”

The car drove off.

The ten convicts had crushed out five days ago. Five days and two of them had been picked up already. Two down and eight to go. He swore at himself. Seven to go, because he wasn’t going back, that was for sure. Let those other meatheads run, and get caught. Not him, he’d headed straight for Chicago. Five days had gone by, five days in which he’d sat in a furnished room, waiting. It had been desire that had sent him out of his sanctuary. Desire and the realization that as long as he sat in the room he had just exchanged one jail cell for another.

Not a soul had even looked at him. He didn’t have the kind of face that would make anyone look at it twice. And he didn’t look like a con on the lam.

The crew cut had been a good idea. It made him look younger, more Joe College. And with the University of Chicago campus right near his hideout, he looked like just another skinny student. Older than most maybe, but lots of older guys were going back to school on the G.I. bill. No, it had been a real bright idea. Tonight was another proof. Not a glance had been directed at him. All he had to do was keep on walking, minding his own business, and he was safe.

The streets seemed to expand as he walked on. Not that there was any more air over here near the Lake, but it didn’t seem to have been used as much, it didn’t taste as if it had been in and out of a million lungs before it got to him. Besides these buildings were all dark and quiet. These people could sleep in their rooms. Perhaps they sweated just as much as the tenement people but it was on clean linen on broad beds, and showers were near to give relief.

There wasn’t much traffic on Michigan Boulevard. All the working stiffs who’d gone for a ride to cool off momentarily would have to be back in bed by now if they were going to get up in the morning.

The edge of the Lake, the park, were a he remembered them. He smiled wryly as he thought of the last time he’d sat and looked out over the water.

His “girl” had been with him then. Sitting next to him on the park bench. Her wet lips partly open as she told him how she loved him and how she’d wait for him. Had he known even then that she lied? He wondered. He’d known he didn’t love her. Where he’d been fooled was in thinking she loved him.

When his plan had worked out, when he’d been able to bring off the jail break successfully, when he had come running back not so much to her, but to the getaway money she’d been holding for him, he hadn’t been too surprised to find her gone.

Of course he’d wanted to kill her, but that had passed away. He could look back at it a little more calmly now. She’d ruined him by not waiting, but he could see that four years, ten months and eleven days had been a long time for a twenty-one year old to wait. Christ, she was on the wrong side of twenty now and she had always been afraid of getting older.

So now there was no girl, and no dough. He’d banked on the money to get him south, to Mexico where his one lung would work a lot longer, keep him alive for years maybe, instead of …

He flipped his cigaret in a high arc that cut through the blackness of the night like a little sky rocket. His mood changed. What the hell was the matter with him? He’d escaped from the pen that everyone said you couldn’t get out of. He was free. And as long as he was free he was going to live. The one thing the prison doctor hadn’t had to say to him was that his eight to ten year jolt was going to work out to a death sentence just as surely as if the judge had sent him to the gallows.

No need to say that because he knew as well as the doc that a clammy jail cell was no place for one rotting lung.

But in Mexico, he thought, in that land of hot dry sunshine he could live and die like anyone else.

All he had to do was get there.

Money could do it. But it had to be cool money, not hot. No gas station hoists for him. That jerk Joey Mao! All he knew was a knife and a gun. No brains. But he had a brain. A good one, too. He knew just where he was going to get a stake, and there wouldn’t be any heat because there couldn’t be any.

Walking faster now. We headed for his rooming house. To hell with the sticky heat of the night. He needed money and he was going to get it. His nose was going to lead him right to some folding money.

He didn’t bother to go to his room. But he did go to the third floor, the one his room was on. He hoped there was no one in the can, the one toilet that serviced the whole floor. It was empty. It was late now, three-thirty. The house was quiet.

He locked the door to the stinking room and stepped up on the toilet seat. He reached up to the water closet. Bending his wrist he pushed his reaching fingers down into the water. It was warm. His heart almost stopped beating when his searching fingers felt nothing. It couldn’t be, no one would think of looking in here. His pulse pounded again as the tips of his fingers felt the rubber encased gun he had dropped there the first night he hit town. It was all right. He had what he needed.

He stepped down to the floor and got his nails into the tough rubber of the balloon. He ripped it off the gun. Shiny with grease the .38 glittered in his hand.

Pulling his trousers away from belly he inserted the gun under his waist band. Then he yanked some of the cloth of his shirt up out of his pants and draped it around the butt of the gun. It looked all right. His flat gut took care of that. No bulge gave away the hiding place of his passport to money … and Mexico.

He hurried back down the stairs and onto the street. But the heat caught up with him again and he had to slow down. He wished he had the money to take a cab so he could get the whole thing over with in a hurry. Why in hell hadn’t he bargained with that tart? Five dollars! He had been a real Santa Claus. Probably three more bucks than the hustler had got in years.

But the walk didn’t take forever and he forgot his gripe as he entered the sullen streets, the never-sleeping area where Chicago has locked in her Negro population. This ghetto was his goal.

Eyes alert, nostrils flared he could feel the reassurance of the gun in his middle, as he paced his way along the cluttered sidewalk. He shook his head when a man said, “Want some fun, Mac?” Walking on, he heard the man curse him out softly, for a freakish ofay.

A sleepy-eyed giant, dark skinned as the night, leaned against a store front as though he had never moved from where he was standing. The heavy eyes turned slowly when the white man asked, “Where can I get right?”

The yellow eyes were the only things that moved. “How right you wanna get.” It was a statement, not a question. An alley cat rubbed against the big man’s leg as it would against anything else unmoving, like a lamppost.

All around the two men there was quiet noise. No sharp cries, no loud voices, just velvet sound, soft, repressed, hundreds of years repressed. It was a low never-ceasing sound, of night life that was more important than the day-time way one earned one’s living; by pretending to be subservient to the whites for whom one worked.

A moaning blues number was the undertone, the wail of a woman who’s laughing at herself as she sings about her problems. “I’m a big fat woman with the meat shakin’ on my bones …” It repeated itself over and over again.

Low laughter, the tinkle of glass, came through an open window nearby. There were people there, Camonille realized, although no light showed.

Slowly the big man repeated, “How right you wanna get.”

Pulling himself together the white man said, “Not the hard stuff. Tea’ll do.”

“You wanna one it?”

Shaking his head, Camonille said, “I like company when I get high.”

“Tea pad,” the man stated.

“Yeah. That’s what I want.”

The big man nodded, and suddenly, magically, there was another Negro lounging nearby as though he had been there all the time.

The big man said, “Timmy’s.”

The other nodded and walked away. Camonille said, “Thanks,” to the man he’d been questioning. The other said nothing. He just stood there.

Timmy’s? Camonille wondered. Too bad he wouldn’t have a chance to case the joint, because when he came out he was going to have to come out fast. Shrugging his high thin shoulders he followed his guide down a flight of stairs that led to a basement. The way was long, the basement was honeycombed with doors, bins where old furniture was stored; then finally they were in an areaway.

To the left there was a door. Next to it was a window. Black paint covered a single remaining pane of glass. Wood from an orange crate was nailed haphazardly over the rest of the window. A smell floated through the air. The smell he’d been searching for, sweet, pungent, like a chicken dinner, smokers claimed.

The guide opened the door and stood waiting. Camonille edged by, pulling in his belly so the bulge of the gun would not be felt by the other man.

The door closed behind him. The man who had guided him did not follow him. He was alone in a narrow hallway. The smell was stronger now. Sounds were a little louder. He could hear a phonograph playing Congo Blues … that was an early bop number, he remembered. One of the first that Dizzy Gillespie had made. He relaxed his muscles waiting for the trumpet to get to the incredible flatted fifth which ended the record. Deliberately unresolved the music ended, leaving you waiting for the next note.At the end of the little hallway there was a doorway. There was no door. Some cloth hung over the open space. He could sense people through the cloth, sense them by their breathing, the tiny movements that tell you whether a room has someone in it.He pushed the cloth of the curtain out of the way. High on the wall two small bulbs, one blood red, the other green as bile, made no real attempt to cut through the darkness. Reefer lights. No white light that might act as a bring-down. Just the anonymity of the colored lights which protected marijuana-heavy eyes from attack. The bulbs served another function. In their colored rays all men’s skins were the same color.Camonille waited while his eyes adjusted to the half-light. At first he could see nothing, then gradually he could make out forms. Eight, no, nine of them. Nine tea heads. With luck he should be able to make a buck.This was where he was going to heist some getaway money, if he was lucky.





CHAPTER II

THE SILENCE that his entrance had caused dissolved into little eddies of sound. There were hot spots of light, like fat fireflies; all around the room there was a sputtering sound as air was sucked into mouths around curved fingers so that the smoke from the muggles was mixed with oxygen. The sucking sounds, the odd whistle of the people as they inhaled the heavy smoke from the thin hand-rolled cigaret, was unbroken for a while.

Then he could hear and see a womanly silhouette making her way towards him. She handed him a smoking roach she had been puffing and said, “What’s your gauge, hon?” Her hard eyes softened as she took in his too thin face, his skinny body.

He held it at the tips of his fingers and put his finger tips into his mouth and sucked in air and smoke. He held it down as long as he could and then slowly let it seep out of him. “I’m a twicer,” he said, and then lied, “I gotta go to the can though. Where is it, beautiful?”

Leading him by the hand like a child, she moved her matronly body in front of him. He kept his eyes peeled as he followed her heavy hips.

A door, two doors, then a sort of foyer, and the bathroom off that. On the way out then he’d have to make for that first door. Some whitish light crept in from between the wooden slats that served for a window. He could see her deep coffee-colored skin, shining with sweat, like wet velvet.

She said, “You look peaked.”

“Just the heat.” He closed the door of the bathroom behind him. How many nights after he’d finished a commercial job had he and the boys in the band come to joints like this one and lived it up a little.

He stalled in the toilet, hoping she’d go back to the big room so he could look around a bit more on the way back. But he heard no sound of movement. She must be waiting to guide him back.

As he opened the door he heard the tiny wailing sound of a fretful child. The woman put her finger to her too full lips. “Shh. Don’ wanna wake Sonny up now.”

They paused, the too thin white man, the too fat dark woman. Waiting, in that joint, for a baby to relax and fall back to sleep. It made him almost decide not to put the arm on the place. But his need was too great. It overrode his scruple. He wasn’t going to hurt anyone, he thought, except in the pocketbook.

She linked her arm through his, pulling his body close to hers. “You a sweet man.” Revolving both their bodies towards each other, they hinged on their feet so that with their arms linked they were now pressed tight, one against the other. He liked the full soft feel of her. He liked the way her mouth worked on his, her tongue busy.

But that was all. She released him after a moment, disappointedly, and said, “Mebbe later?”

He nodded.

They re-entered the big room. The woman dropped his arm and went to what he imagined was some kind of a bureau against the wall. She opened a drawer and came back with her hand held out in front of her, two thin cigarets on her palm.

She said, “Twofer.”

Two for a dollar. And he did not have a dime. This was it. He ran his hand over his belly, felt the grease that had seeped through his thin wet polo shirt. Regretfully, for he did not want to harm her, he ran his hand under the cloth till his fingers closed around the butt of the gun.

In one far corner two entangled figures moved heavily. He had thought at first they were a man and a woman. He had been wrong. Both had breasts he saw now. Their passion-low voices barely reached him. One said in slurred tones, “I’m gonna die, that’s what I’m gonna do, die, and you won’t give a damn. Not a single, solitary, lonely damn.” The tones were those of an educated white woman. The response never came, for it was just then that he showed the pistol to the woman who still held the marijuana out to him.

He said, “Sorry honey, but I need the dough.”

Backing away just a trifle, she kept her voice down as she said to those others in the room, “Keep it quiet all you, we got a man here has a gun.”

“Line up against the wall, with your backs to me,” he said, and his voice was shockingly loud even to him.

As they began to obey him, he snapped, “Bend over, put your hands against the wall and stay that way. Do what I say and no one’ll get hurt.”

The woman still stood in front of him. She looked at him not with reproach, not with anything, she just looked at him. She asked, “Me too?”

He swiveled the mouth of the gun in an arc that covered the people who were bent over, their arms outstretched and their palms flat against the wall, helpless. He said, “Go through them for me, honey.”

Standing stock still he looked around the room. Lights, where the hell were the lights? And even if he found them, did he dare turn on a white light? It might attract attention. Nothing would be stranger than a piercing light from such a place at this time in the morning. No, he better forget about lights.

The woman was obeying him passionlessly. She probed and picked at the men’s pockets, throwing wallets, loose change, bills, onto the couch that stood near him.

The women were easier. She just took their pocketbooks from them. She spilled them on the couch. He shifted the gun to his left hand, crouched over the couch and used his right hand to open the wallets. Bills spilled out. He began to stuff them in his pocket. He said, “Open the women’s purses for me.”

The people against the wall were getting uncomfortable. One man began to complain. He asked, “How long do I have to …”

Camonille said, “Shut up, Buster, if you know what’s good for you.”

He was done now. His pockets bulging, he backed to the doorway. He gestured with the muzzle of the gun for the Negro woman to come with him. Pausing at the doorway, he said, “Ten minutes. If one of you bleats, or moves out of here for ten minutes, my boys outside will blast your guts all over the floor.”

Maneuvering the woman around in front of him he followed her towards the door. He pressed the mouth of the gun against the soft small of her back and pleaded, “Don’t make me do anything I’ll be sorry for.”

“Don’t worry, I still got my brains,” she answered and swung the door open. White light washed in from outside.

Stepping through it, he let the gun drop as he saw what was in her face. He reached into his pocket with the other hand and peeled off some money.

She leaned towards him and kissed him as he tucked the money down between her full breasts. He said as he pulled his mouth away from hers, “Thanks, beautiful.”

“Thanks for nothin’. Think I like having to have that white trash cluttering up my house?” She closed the door, tall, erect as a dark queen, pride in her bearing as she went back to the customers she loathed.

Leaning against the closed door, he waited for any sound of pursuit. There was none. He replaced the gun in his waist band. She must be putting the fear of God into them, he thought as he turned and made his way down the hall that led outdoors.

On the street, he looked all around him. A cruising hack passed down the street. He waved to it, watched as it made an abrupt U-turn and raced to where he waited. No sign of any undue activity. The men who stood and waited, still stood and waited, leaning, looking at him with veiled eyes, only because his skin was white, not because he was under suspicion. The big man who’d sent him, that was the one to worry about …

In the cab he looked out the back window. It was all right, the big man was still like an ebony statue leaning against the stone front.

The cabbie asked, “Where to?”

He gave an address ten blocks from his rooming house and leaned back against the cushions of the car. His pocket felt as if he’d made a real haul. No point in counting it now, no sense in taking a chance of catching the driver’s eye. He’d wait. He considered how stupid it had been for Joey Mao to stick up a gas station, or any legitimate place that could afford to beef to the cops. Stupid muzzler! The joints were the places to knock over. No squawk out of them. No fear of the law then.
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