

[image: cover]











[image: Image]







Praise for Pretty Boy Floyd


“Pretty Boy Floyd possesses many of the hallmarks of Mr. McMurtry’s own fiction…. Mr. McMurtry and Ms. Ossana give us colorful sketches of the major players in Charley’s life.”


—Michiko Kakutani, The New York Times


“Pretty Boy Floyd is one of McMurtry’s best efforts since the celebrated Lonesome Dove… [with] female characters who are among the best in McMurtry’s canon…. Most poignantly rendered, though, is the harsh poverty of the Great Depression and the stoic acceptance of hard times…. McMurtry’s themes—bewilderment, consternation over change and acceptance of fate—are all here. So are the rollicking plot and dynamic irony that so often elevate his work to prominence.”


—Clay Reynolds, Philadelphia Inquirer


“The most important similarity between Pretty Boy Floyd and previous McMurtry novels … is that the novel is so good it will bring tears of pleasure to your eyes.”


—Curt Schleier, Grand Rapids Press


“Colorful characters armed with plenty of salty quips and putdowns … breezy reading from two wordsmiths who major in dialogue and snappy retorts.”


—Gene Warner, Buffalo News


“As with other McMurtry books, the peripheral characters in the novel are as interesting as Pretty Boy himself…. They give an interesting, realistic look at the hardscrabble fight for survival during the Depression.”


—Steve Brewer, Albuquerque Journal


“The poignant ending … is highly satisfactory.”


—A. C. Greene, Houston Post


“Fine teamwork … Pretty Boy Floyd is compulsively readable and hugely entertaining. All of the characters … are wonderfully drawn.”


—Earl L. Dachslager, Houston Chronicle Sun


“There are all the McMurtry hallmarks, at which coauthor Ossana also appears adept: the completely natural dialogue, the beautifully drawn minor characters. There’s also a poignancy to Charley’s story—a sort of underlying sadness that has permeated other McMurtry novels.”


—Vicki Vaughan, Orlando Sentinel


“Pitch-perfect dialogue that carries the story forward swiftly.”


—Laura Lippman, Baltimore Sun


“This is not a tragic book but a sad one, shot through with moments of raucous laughter and joy…. Racy and comic dialogue carry the story along with such turbulence that the quieter passages are all the more effective.”


—John Harvey, San Francisco Chronicle Review
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COLLABORATORS’ NOTE



In 1993 we wrote, for Warner Bros., a screenplay about Charles Arthur “Pretty Boy” Floyd. The screenplay is an austere form; it welcomes no longueurs. So while we were writing our screenplay, we both decided that we would like to write at more length about the life (as we imagined it) of Charley Floyd.


We began by talking out, and then writing down, an extensive, detailed outline of the book as we envisioned it. Each day, L.M. wrote a skeletal five pages; then D.O., putting flesh onto bone, made them ten.


The book before you is the result.


Larry McMurtry
Diana Ossana







“I knowed Purty Boy Floyd. I knowed his ma. They was good folks. He was full a hell, sure, like a good boy oughta be … He done a little bad thing an’ they hurt ’im, caught ’im an’ hurt him … They shot at him like a varmint, then they run him like a coyote, an’ him a-snappin’, an’ a-snarlin, mean as a lobo. An’ he was mad. He wasn’t no boy or no man no more, he was jus’ a walkin’ chunk a mean-mad. But the folks that knowed him didn’ hurt ’im. He wasn’ mad at them. Finally they run him down an’ killed ’im. No matter how they say it in the paper how he was bad—that’s how it was.”


—MA JOAD,
John Steinbeck
THE GRAPES OF WRATH


If you’ll gather round me, children,


A story I will tell,


About Pretty Boy Floyd, the outlaw,


Oklahoma knew him well….


—Woody Guthrie,
“THE BALLAD OF PRETTY BOY FLOYD”


He would be thirty years old forever.


—Michael Wallis, BIOGRAPHER,
PRETTY BOY: THE LIFE AND TIMES
OF CHARLES ARTHUR FLOYD
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Bill “the Killer” Miller rubbed his pistol—rubbing it reassured him—as they waited for the armored car to pull up. Charley blew on his hands to warm them. An hour before, he had been at work on the second floor of the Kroger Bakery, catching hot bread trays as they came whirling down the bread chute, twenty-four loaves to the tray. If he had blown on his hands then, it would have been to cool them. Even wearing thick gloves, it was all Charley could do to handle the hot trays.


“Stop rubbin’ that gun, you’re makin’ me nervous,” he said to Billy. “That gun’s ready to shoot. You don’t need to rub it.”


“I guess I know how to treat guns,” Billy said, annoyed that a big hick like Charley Floyd, a country boy with no polish, would have the gall to tell him how to pull off a robbery.


“It’s my gun, remember?” Charley said. “The only reason I’m lettin’ you handle the firearms is because I figure I’m better at tyin’ knots. You keep the guards covered while I hogtie ’em. Then we’ll grab the money, and scram.”


Billy Miller felt a little rueful. Only the week before, he had been the proud owner of a nickel-plated Colt .38, but he had lost it in a poker game at Mother Ash’s boarding house, where he and Charley stayed.


“Wally Ash cheated, the rat-faced little turd,” Billy said. “Otherwise, I’d be carryin’ my own weapon. I should plug the son-of-a-bitch.”


“I wouldn’t do that if I was you,” Charley said. “If you shoot Wally, Ma Ash’ll throw us out, and the grub’s good.”


“Who cares? We’ll have to leave anyway, once we pull this job,” Billy replied.


“Speak for yourself,” Charley said. “I might leave, or I might not.”


“If you don’t, it won’t be the grub that’s keepin’ you,” Billy said.


Billy was rubbing the handle of the pistol again. He was too nervous to sit still while they waited for the armored car with the Kroger payroll in it. The Mississippi was only a few miles east, but it was so foggy that morning, Billy couldn’t have seen the water if he’d been standing on the Eads Bridge.


“I might leave, and I might not,” Charley said again, wondering if he ought to put the headlights on. Ahead, across Chouteau Avenue, were the train yards. Now and then, he could hear a train whistle, but he couldn’t see the yards, much less downtown St. Louis a mile away to the north. In fact, he couldn’t see past the front of the car—it occurred to him that if the armored car happened to stop behind them instead of in front of them, the guards would be inside with the payroll before he and Billy even knew they were there.


“You think you’re gonna get in Beulah Baird’s britches, that’s why you don’t want to vamoose,” Billy said, smugly. “Don’t give me that bull about the grub.”


“Aw, applesauce,” Charley said. “I’m a married man. It’s Beulah’s hard luck that Ruby saw me first.”


He grinned when he said it, to show Billy that he was mostly joshing. Bragging about girls while waiting to pull a robbery might be bad luck, for all Charley knew. He was new to city life, and wanted to do things the way they were supposed to be done—particularly serious things, like robbing the Kroger payroll.


Beulah Baird wasn’t any more serious than jelly on a biscuit; not that Charley was anyone to turn up his nose at jelly on a biscuit. The minute he saw Beulah coming in from the kitchen of the boarding house with a plate of pork chops in one hand and a bowl of spuds in the other, he liked her—and the feeling seemed to be mutual.


“Hey, pretty boy, where’d you come from?” Beulah asked immediately, to the great annoyance of her fiancé, the same rat-faced Wally Ash who had won Billy’s pistol from him in the poker game.


“Oklahoma,” Charley said. He didn’t care to name the town, which happened to be Akins, a wide place in the road just east of Sallisaw.


“You don’t say—I didn’t know they growed ’em as good-lookin’ as you, down in Oklahoma,” Beulah said. She then proceeded to wave her tail in his face two or three times while she was serving the spuds and pork chops. Charley noticed that her sister Rose was no mud fence, either. Rose kept the beer coming, but she couldn’t match her sister when it came to gab.


“Being married may stop you, but it won’t stop Beulah,” Billy Miller said, remembering that he had felt a little sour when he saw Beulah take an immediate shine to such a hick. Billy would have given a pretty penny to squire Beulah Baird around himself, but the one time he had worked up his nerve to ask her out, she had turned him down flat.


“Forget it, you’re too short,” Beulah had told him, coolly. “Ask Rose, she likes shrimpy little guys.”


“Shut up, I think I hear the armored car coming,” Charley said. Now that they were about to be partners in crime, he thought it behooved Billy to keep his mind on the business at hand.


“That ain’t no armored car, that’s a milk truck, the Pevely Dairy’s just around the corner,” Billy said.


No sooner were the words out of his mouth than the armored car from Tower Grove Bank drove up to the curb, and stopped.
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As soon as he saw the driver come around to the back of the armored car to unlock it, Charley hopped out of the flivver and walked up to the man.


“Hold it right there, sir, this is a stickup,” Charley said. The moment he said it, he realized he wasn’t armed: Billy had the gun. All he himself was armed with was some twine for tying up the guards.


“What? It’s so foggy I can’t hear you, son,” the guard said. He was an elderly man, a little stooped.


“A stickup—a robbery,” Charley repeated. Then he realized he couldn’t see Billy anywhere. He didn’t know whether Billy was in the car or out of the car, pointing the gun or not pointing the gun. For all Charley knew, Billy might have skedaddled back in the general direction of Ma Ash’s boarding house, leaving him to rob an armored car with nothing but a pocketful of #3 twine.


“Say, are you available to cover this man?” Charley asked, over his shoulder.


“He’s covered,” Billy replied, from somewhere behind him.


“How many of you are there, boys?” the guard asked. “I couldn’t see six feet if my life depended on it.”


“Your life depends on openin’ the door of this car,” Charley said, trying to sound stern. He had no idea exactly where Billy Miller was. From the sound of his voice, he was somewhere behind the flivver, whereas the old, stooped guard and the armored car were directly in front of it. If Billy was fool enough to shoot, it would be anybody’s guess who he’d hit—the guard, Charley, or nobody.


“Don’t get nervous, son,” the old guard said. “There’s a right way and a wrong way to do everything, and the right way to do this here would be for me to knock on the door a few times, so’s Cecil will know there’s a commotion. He’s likely asleep, and if we wake him up sudden, he’s apt to be cranky.”


He proceeded to rap on the door a few times with his knuckles.


“You wasn’t supposed to let him knock on the door,” Billy Miller said. He had just bruised his shin on the rear bumper of the flivver, and realized he was slightly out of position.


Charley found the remark irritating, coming as it did from somewhere in the fog, well behind him.


“Get around here and help, if you know so much about it,” Charley told him.


To the guard, he said, “Sir, I’ll take your keys.”


“Okay,” the guard said, handing him a hefty set of keys.


“You’re supposed to take his gun before you tie him up,” Billy cautioned. He was feeling his way around the flivver as best he could.


“That was your job,” Charley said, getting more and more irritated. He hadn’t so much as glimpsed his partner since the robbery started.


“I forgot it,” said the guard.


“Forgot what?” Charley asked.


“Forgot my gun,” the guard said. “Left it in the office. I was meaning to go back and get it right after this drop.”


“He’s not armed, hurry up,” Charley said. Just then, he saw a hand with a pistol in it poke out of the fog. The pistol—his pistol—was cocked, and it was pointed at him, not at the guard.


“Tie him up, I’ll shoot him if he moves,” Billy Miller said.


“Not unless you aim to the right about six feet,” Charley said. “Right now, you’ve got me dead in your sights.”


“I want to be on target if he tries to get the jump on you,” Billy said.


“Uncock that pistol and help me figure out which key fits that lock,” Charley said.


“It’s the brass key that’s round on top,” the guard said, dryly. “I never interfere with professionals, but I can’t vouch for Cecil—he might be cranky.”
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Cecil, the guard inside the armored car, was studying the sports page of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch when Charley swung the rear door open. Cecil wore glasses, but he had taken them off for a moment in order to squint closely at a picture of Babe Ruth, who had just been fined five thousand dollars by the baseball commissioner for misconduct. Why should they care what else the Babe did, so long as he kept hitting home runs? Cecil was certainly no athlete himself—he was pudgy, and had a fair case of acne. Charley would have guessed him to be around eighteen years old, though when questioned about the robbery by a Post-Dispatch reporter later, he claimed to be twenty-three.


There was a shotgun propped against some money bags right in front of Cecil, but Charley reached in and grabbed the shotgun while Cecil was fumbling with his glasses.


“Hands off, that’s company property,” Cecil said. “Who are you?”


“Don’t expect him to give his name, he’s robbing us,” the elderly guard said.


“Jump on down here, sir,” Charley said politely. “I guarantee you won’t be hurt.”


Cecil was piqued at being captured so easily—in his view, it was entirely the fault of Wayne, the elderly guard. Wayne was far too lazy and easygoing to be trusted with an armored car full of valuable money.


“Why’d you give ’em the keys?” Cecil asked, as Charley was tying Wayne’s hands behind his back with what looked like baling twine.


“You could’ve run,” he added, when Wayne made no reply. “It’s so foggy, they couldn’t have hit you if they’d been shooting a cannon.”


“The short fellow with the hogleg might have got off a lucky shot, that’s why,” Wayne replied. “I’ll be retiring in about six months—I don’t want no .38 slug to retire me six months early.”


While Wayne was waiting for Charley to finish tying him up, he imagined how Gertie, his shrewish wife of forty years, might take the news that he had been shot and killed by a couple of bold young robbers. If Wayne’s pension was lost because two hooligans chose to rob the Kroger Bakery payroll on this particular morning, these boys would have more to worry about than cops. Contemplating Gertie on a rampage made Wayne shiver.


“You cold, sir?” Charley inquired.


“Just thinkin’ about my wife,” Wayne admitted.


“You married, son?” he added.


Charley thought it best not to answer the old man.


He soon had Wayne secured. Billy Miller kept cocking and uncocking the pistol, another nervous habit of Billy’s which soon got on Charley’s nerves.


“Hop in there and grab the money,” he instructed, reaching out his hand for the gun.


At that point, Cecil made a mad dash into the fog. Billy had just uncocked the gun, and Cecil was out of sight before he could recock it, much less fire it.


Before Charley could even grab the pistol, he heard a heavy thud. A second later, Cecil reappeared, blood pouring down his face. He staggered right into Billy Miller, knocking Billy back against the radiator of the flivver.


“Kill him, he’s ruint my suit,” Billy said, noticing to his horror that the front of his suit was covered with Cecil’s blood—he had just got the suit out of the cleaners that morning.


Cecil collapsed on the pavement, and rolled around, groaning. Charley held the pistol, but he had no intention of killing the young man, who was semiconscious at best.


“Who slugged him?” Charley asked, peering into the fog. What if somebody was lurking on the sidewalk, waiting to rob them once they finished pilfering the truck?


“He forgot about that lamppost,” Wayne said. “I done the same thing once, and it wasn’t even foggy.”


“How’d you happen to run into a lamppost if it wasn’t foggy?” Charley asked.


“By being drunk,” Wayne admitted.


Billy Miller tried to wipe off his coat, but only succeeded in getting blood on the front of his shirt.


“I thought you were going to get the money,” Charley said to Billy. “I better tie up Cecil.”


He knelt and tied Cecil’s legs, though Cecil had stopped being semiconscious. Now he was out cold, his forehead split wide open.


Billy jumped up in the armored car. The first money bag he grabbed was so heavy he had to use both hands to lift it.


“What’s in this sucker, horseshoes?” he asked.


“Just get the paper money,” Charley said. “That was the plan—that sack is probably filled with pennies.”


“Nope, two-bit pieces,” Wayne corrected. “There’s plenty of paper money, though. It’s in them sacks to the front, on the right side.”


Charley rolled Cecil over. Looking at the boy’s bloody forehead was making him kind of sick to his stomach. He tied Cecil’s hands behind his back as Billy Miller was crawling around inside the armored car, looking for a not-so-heavy sack with paper money in it.


Charley had become suspicious of Wayne, the old guard who was planning to retire in six months. The basis of his suspicion was that Wayne was being too helpful. Cecil had at least tried to hightail it into the fog; he’d just had the bad luck to run smack into a lamppost. But Wayne had been as pleasant as could be, which didn’t make sense. After all, his job was to protect the money. Charley decided to tie his feet as well as his hands, in case he had some trick up his sleeve.


“Sir, would you mind sittin’ down—I need to tie your feet,” Charley said.


“I don’t mind myself, but my rheumatism won’t be too happy about it,” Wayne said, easing himself down on the pavement.


“Ask him if there’s any gold in this truck, I’d like to steal some gold,” Billy said. He pitched three sacks full of paper money down by Charley, who was busy looping twine around Wayne’s ankles.


“What’d you boys do before you took up robbery?” Wayne asked.


“Not much,” Charley said. “Farmed a little.”


“You should of stuck with it, son,” Wayne informed him. “Farming’s hard, but the outlaw life’s harder.”


“You must’ve been plowin’ softer ground than I plowed, if you think that,” Charley said. “All I’ve had to do today is tie you up. I just tied Cecil up for practice, he was knocked out anyway.”


“Oh, the robbing part ain’t so hard,” Wayne said. “It’s what happens once you get caught that’s hard.”


“Who says we’re gonna get caught?” Billy Miller said, jumping out of the armored car.


“Why, the law will be on you boys like flies on a turd,” Wayne said.


“Is that why you didn’t put up no fight?” Charley asked him.


“I forgot my gun,” Wayne said. “That’s why I didn’t put up no fight. I ain’t fool enough to think I could whip a stout boy like you. Besides, that fella with the hogleg acts like he’s trigger-happy. I ain’t in the mood to get shot over somebody else’s money.”


They heard footsteps on the sidewalk, somewhere back in the fog. Charley made a sign for Wayne to shush. Billy held out his hand for the pistol, but Charley wouldn’t let him have it.


“I think it’s a woman,” Billy whispered in Charley’s ear.


Charley didn’t answer. Whoever was making the footsteps came up even with them, and kept going. They heard a door open and shut. Somebody, maybe a secretary, had just gone into the Kroger Bakery.


“Put the money sacks in the car, we’re leavin’,” Charley said. “And don’t get lost doing it.”


“I never been lost in my life,” Billy replied.


“I guess that was why you was behind the car when we started this,” Charley said.


“Shut up about that,” Billy told him. “I just turned the wrong way when I opened the door, that’s all.”


“Son, would you mind setting me on the sidewalk before you leave?” Wayne asked. “The cracker truck might come along and run me over, if I’m flopped out here in the street.”


Charley lifted the old man, and carried him a step or two onto the sidewalk.


“Much obliged,” Wayne said. “I hope you’ll drag Cecil a little closer to the curb, while you’re at it. He’s poor company, but I’d still hate to see him get squashed by the cracker truck.”


Charley didn’t make any promises. He decided Wayne was probably trying to keep him talking until the law showed up. But when he got back to the street, he dragged Cecil part-way up on the sidewalk. Cecil had become semiconscious again, and was moaning and groaning.


It was so murky that Charley ran over the curb when he turned onto Grand Boulevard.


“You’ll be the next one hittin’ a lamppost,” Billy Miller said, hanging onto the door handle.


“Applesauce,” Charley replied, driving hell-bent-for-leather into the fog.
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“I bet this bracelet cost thirty dollars if it cost a cent,” Beulah Baird said, holding up her wrist.


Charley kept mum—though, in fact, the bracelet had set him back nearly forty bucks.


“My sister Rose would give her eyeteeth for a bracelet this pretty,” Beulah said, turning her wrist a little so the bracelet would catch the light.


“I guess you were born lucky,” Charley said. “It didn’t cost you no eyeteeth, or any other kind of teeth, neither.” They were both naked, laying across the double bed in Beulah’s room. Charley had his leg thrown over her, and was propped up on his elbow, watching her face.


“You can get off me anytime you feel like it,” Beulah said, trying to twist out from under his leg.


“What if I don’t feel like it yet?” Charley said, tightening his grip on her.


“Good Lord, it’s five o’clock, and I’m weak in the knees as it is,” Beulah said, glancing over at the clock on her dresser. “You boys from Oklahoma got a little too much starch in your systems.”


“Ain’t no such thing as too much starch,” Charley said, grinning.


Beulah grinned back. She had to like the big hick; she hadn’t been surprised when he knocked on her door, either; but she was surprised by the bracelet. And besides, he was so cute.


“That’s easy for you to say, you ain’t got to trot over to Ma Ash’s and serve supper,” Beulah told him. “My knees need to be working till at least after supper, if you don’t mind—and after supper, there’ll be Wally to deal with.”


“I figure it’s about time you shoved that donkey off the porch,” Charley said.


Beulah giggled. She was even cuter when she giggled, Charley thought.


“I hope you realize that’s my fiancé you’re calling a donkey,” she said.


“He won’t be your fiancé long,” Charley informed her, rolling off. Beulah immediately hopped out of bed, naked as a jaybird, sat down in front of her dresser, and started fixing her face.


“Why, I guess he will—why wouldn’t he?” she asked, a powder puff in one hand.


“Because Billy Miller’s gonna kill him for cheatin’ at cards,” Charley said.


“That won’t work, because Wally won his pistol,” Beulah said. “He gave it to me to carry in my purse.”


“Why would you need a gun in your purse?” Charley asked.


“Some hick from Oklahoma could come along and get fresh,” Beulah said, turning to grin at him a moment. “What did you say your nickname was?”


“Choc,” Charley replied.


“Choc? What kinda nickname is that?” she asked, screwing up her face.


“Choc, like in Choctaw beer,” Charley admitted. “I drank so much back in Akins that I ended up with Choc for a nickname.”


“It sounds too hicky to me—I think I’ll just call you Charley,” she told him. She got up and walked over to her closet. “Don’t peek, I’m about to get dressed.”


“Why can’t I peek, I’ve done seen you undressed,” Charley asked, sitting up in bed.


“That’s different,” Beulah said. “I don’t allow nobody to watch me dress.”


“Not even me?” Charley asked.


“Nobody means nobody, buster,” Beulah said, slipping behind the closet door.


Leaves were blowing off the tall elm trees in the yard of Beulah’s boarding house. Charley sat on the edge of the bed and watched the leaves blow, while Beulah stayed behind the door getting dressed. Now that the fun was over, he felt low. He had meant to head home to Ruby and Dempsey the minute he and Billy Miller split the payroll money, but there was so much more money in the sacks than he had ever expected to see—more than eleven thousand dollars, half of which was his—that he lost his momentum for a few days. He spent a whole day trying to get used to the fact that he had more than five thousand dollars cash money, right in his room at Ma Ash’s boarding house.


In the twenty-one years of his life, Charley had never had as much as fifteen dollars cash money in his pocket at one time. Dempsey, their little boy, was nine months old, but Ruby still didn’t have a wedding ring—he hadn’t even been able to afford one of the cheap ones they sold at the Woolworth’s over in Sallisaw.


Having all that cash money was so peculiar for Charley that it paralyzed him for most of a day. He was afraid to take the money with him out into the streets; somebody might rob him, or else he might lose it. But he was also afraid to leave it in his room. He spent a whole morning dividing it into stacks and then hiding the stacks, only to decide fifteen minutes later that the stacks weren’t hidden well enough. Pretty soon, he had them back on the bed. He recounted them and then hid them again, in new hiding places that weren’t any harder to find than the old hiding places.


Charley didn’t trust Billy Miller, and the feeling was mutual. The two of them counted the money six or seven times, but neither of them had ever counted that much money before, and neither of them could quite convince himself that the count was accurate. Charley was afraid to leave his room for long stretches because Billy’s room was just down the hall from his, and Billy was sneaky.


Beulah came out from behind the closet door in her slip and stockings, and went back to the dresser to finish fixing her face.


“What I’d like to know is how come a country boy who works in a bakery catching bread trays can afford thirty dollars to buy me a bracelet with garnets on it,” Beulah said.


“The boss likes me,” Charley told her.


“I like you, too, but I wouldn’t cough up no thirty dollars so you could buy your girlfriend a bracelet,” Beulah said, putting on her lipstick. Beulah was so cute, her face didn’t need much fixing, in Charley’s view.


“If you spent thirty dollars on me, how much was you planning to spend on your wife?” Beulah asked, giving him a glance in the mirror.


“Shut up about my wife, it don’t concern you,” Charley replied. He had bought Ruby an eighteen-karat gold wedding ring, a new chenille housecoat with big roses all over it, and some silk stockings. He bought Dempsey a jack-in-the-box and a teddy bear. He had bought himself a fine gabardine suit, just like the one “Legs” Diamond was wearing in the latest issue of Police Gazette. It was being altered so the cuffs would hang just right. He was thinking seriously about spending twelve hundred dollars on a new Studebaker car to drive home to Sallisaw. He hadn’t really meant to buy Beulah Baird anything, or even to pay her a visit, but then he remembered how cute she looked when she was waving her tail in front of his face, and after a certain amount of remembering, he changed his mind and bought her the forty-dollar bracelet with the garnets on it.


“Well—if you say so,” Beulah replied, miffed.


“I say so,” Charley retorted. Being reminded of the fact that he had a wife, and a beautiful wife at that, not to mention a nine-month-old son, made him feel unhappy. He should have headed home already, and he felt sure he would have headed home if Beulah Baird hadn’t been so determined to flirt with him. But she had flirted with him, and he had taken a strong dislike to her rat-faced boyfriend, and the next thing he knew, he was back at the jewelry store.


“I think you and Billy pulled a job, that’s what I think,” Beulah said, petulant, coming over to sit on the bed for a minute. She was still in her slip.


“I got a job, I don’t need to be pullin’ one,” Charley said. It amused him that she was so brash. Ruby Floyd had a temper, all right, but most of the time she wasn’t brash like Beulah, who would come right out with whatever she was thinking—she didn’t care who was listening, either.


“If you’re so fond of your job, why ain’t you over at the bakery catching bread trays?” she asked. “How come you can loll around all afternoon making me weak in the knees?”


“I’m on vacation,” Charley said. “The boss likes me so much, he lets me take off whenever I feel like chasing women.”


“You’re a liar, you and Billy pulled a job. How much did you get?” Beulah asked, bold as brass.


“I thought you was due over at Ma Ash’s,” Charley reminded her. “Why are you sittin’ here bein’ nosey?”


“Wally’s a pill, and he can’t dance,” Beulah said, thinking out loud. “Besides that, he’s tight. He wouldn’t buy me a thirty-dollar bracelet if he robbed the mint.”


“I don’t doubt a word of it,” Charley said. “He looks like a cheap little skunk, if you ask me.”


“I wouldn’t mind breaking up with him if I knew a nice fella who was tall, and could dance, and who liked me and wasn’t tight,” Beulah said, teasing him. Wally Ash had gotten to be a real pain in the neck lately. He was so jealous that Beulah couldn’t even go to the five-and-dime by herself without Wally dealing her a fit.


“I know a fella just like that,” Charley said, grinning. “The only thing he likes better than girls is Choctaw beer.”


“I guess I better go to work,” Beulah said, jumping up. “Ma Ash don’t tolerate no lagging.”


“When was you thinkin’ about breakin’ up with that cheap skunk you’re engaged to?” Charley asked her.


“I ain’t set a date,” Beulah replied. “When was you thinking of going home to your wife?”


“Not for another day or two,” Charley said.



5


Charley was careful to give the impression at Ma Ash’s that he was still working his shift at the bakery. He put on his work clothes before he left to take Beulah her bracelet, and he was wearing them when he went back to the rooming house for supper. He hadn’t picked up Ruby’s chenille housecoat yet, or his gabardine suit—Dempsey’s toys were hidden in his sock drawer in the bottom of the bureau, and the wedding ring he kept in his pocket.


Ma Ash, though, had an experienced eye. She was a tall, skinny woman, and the veins in her arms stood out as big as ropes. The minute Charley parked himself at the dinner table and reached for the sweet potatoes, she took in the fact that he didn’t look the way he usually looked when he got off his shift at the bakery: floury was how he usually looked.


“Did they fire you, or did you quit?” she asked him, straight out. Ma Ash had done a little bit of everything in her forty-two years, so she didn’t object to a certain amount of sinning in her boarding house. Her given name was Louise, and she had come to St. Louis from Aurora, Missouri, a one-horse town just southwest of Springfield. Louise Ash was quite a looker when she was a young country girl, and George Barker, the husband of the one and only Kate “Ma” Barker, had taken a shine to her about the time his fourth son was born. George was crazy about Louise; the only problem was his wife: she was just plain crazy. When Kate Barker found out her husband was warming the sheets with the youngest and prettiest of the Ash girls, Louise took the first train out of Aurora, ended up in St. Louis, and had been there ever since. Now every few months, the papers were filled with murders and robberies committed by Ma Barker and her sons—Louise Ash was glad she’d left for St. Louis twenty-five years ago.


Sinning of various kinds was to be expected in a big city, but Ma Ash did like to know what sins were being committed in her house. A little gambling or a little whoring didn’t upset her—she’d done as much herself—what upset her was the thought that the police might know more about what was going on in her boarding house than she did. When she fixed Charley with her experienced eye, he squirmed and tried to pretend he had his mouth full, when in fact, he had yet to take a bite.


“No, ma’am, they didn’t fire me, and I didn’t quit,” he said. “The boss likes me for some reason.”


“So does Beulah, for some reason,” Wally Ash said sarcastically, though he little suspected just how much liking his girlfriend had shown Charley that very afternoon.


“Shush, Wally—Beulah would flirt with a post,” Ma Ash said. “I wasn’t talking to you, I was just wondering why Charley looks so clean after a day’s work.”


“Got moved into the office,” Charley said. This time, he did have his mouth full, and if questioned further, he was planning to sound as dumb as possible. It occurred to him a second too late that he was just about as dumb as possible: why would the bakery move him into the office after only three weeks on the job?


“The office?” Ma Ash said, without a trace of a smile. “Why would they do that? You don’t look like a big reader to me.”


“Well, I subscribe to Police Gazette,” Charley said. It was a lie—he didn’t subscribe to any magazines. But he did buy Police Gazette almost every month; at least he did if he had a dime when he happened to be passing the newsstand.


“It’s mostly crooks that read Police Gazette,” Ma Ash observed dryly. “They think they’ll learn some trick that will help them stay ahead of the law.” She turned and glared at her two sons.


Wally and William Ash looked almost like twins, though they had been born a year apart. Both of them had faces like hatchets, kept their hair slicked down, and wore felt hats that smelled of hair oil.


Wally considered himself engaged to Beulah Baird, and William, not to be outdone, had proposed to her sister Rose several times. Wally had never got Beulah to actually say she’d marry him, but so far as the public knew, they were engaged. If he happened to mention at the dinner table that Beulah was his fiancée, she didn’t deny it, though his saying it didn’t make her any friendlier, either.


Rose, on the other hand, had turned William Ash down flat several times. She was more interested in Billy Miller, even though Billy Miller seemed more interested in his gun. She went out with William Ash because he had more money and could occasionally be pried loose from some of it.


While Charley was squirming, Billy Miller was feeding his face. He knew Ma Ash suspected him of criminal activity, and he didn’t plan to give her the slightest reason to quiz him. When Rose came in with a big dish of corn and another of sweet potatoes, Billy kept his eyes on his plate, though his normal habit was to give Rose a wink, or a little smile, if he could do it without William Ash noticing.


“Shut up!” William Ash said, the minute Rose stepped into the room.


Everyone, even Ma Ash, was startled by this command, since Rose, who was quiet by nature, hadn’t uttered a sound.


“Shut up?” Rose said. “I haven’t said a word.”


William Ash’s fear was that Rose would one day turn into a flirt, like her sister—he was determined to nip any signs of flirting in the bud, so determined that in this instance he nipped before there even was a bud.


“That’s Rose with the sweet potatoes,” Wally Ash informed him. “That ain’t Beulah—Beulah’s the one who gabs.”


William ignored his brother, and gave Rose a stern look.


“Stop lookin’ daggers at me,” Rose said, getting annoyed. “I told you, I ain’t said a word.”


“Well, don’t,” William said—he was the kid brother. “Wally don’t like no lip from his woman, and that goes for me, too.”


“If Wally don’t like lip, what’s he keeping company with Beulah for?” Ma Ash inquired. “Beulah’s about three-quarters lip.”


“She buttons it up when I tell her to, though,” Wally said.


Charley was trying to stay neutral, hoping everyone would forget about his sudden promotion to office worker, but when Wally made his brag about how well Beulah minded him, he couldn’t help but smile.


“What are you grinnin’ about, bud?” Wally asked, glaring at him.


“Why, nothin’,” Charley said. “I always smile when I’m eatin’ first-rate grub, and this is first-rate grub.”


“Thanks for the compliment,” Ma Ash added. One thing she liked about Charley was that he ate a lot—people who picked at their food annoyed her. She liked a man who would sit down and dig into the meat and the spuds, with no gab. If she had been a few years younger, or Charley a few years older, she would have fired Beulah Baird and hooked up with him herself, which was not to say that she believed a word of his story about the promotion.


“Ma, I don’t like this clodhopper,” Wally whined.


“Who asked you to like him? He pays his rent,” Ma Ash said. “If you don’t want to sit at the table with him, go eat in the kitchen.”


“You oughta kick him out,” Wally said, still glaring at Charley. “Next thing you know, he’ll be flirtin’ with my girl.”


“Wally, can it!” Ma Ash told him. “I’ll not have roosters fightin’ over hens at my table!”


Beulah came in from the kitchen just as she said it, a pitcher of buttermilk in one hand, and a plate of fried chicken in the other.


Charley couldn’t resist a little joke.


“Ma’am, the only hen I’m interested in is this one I’m eatin’,” he said, holding up a wishbone he had picked clean. Beulah set the buttermilk down, and the next thing Charley knew, she had stepped over and pulled the wishbone with him.


“Ha, you got the long end, you get to marry first,” Beulah said. “I got the short end, I get to make a wish.”


“You better make the right wish,” Wally demanded.


“What if I was to wish you’d drop dead, Wally? Would that be the right wish?” Beulah said. Then she held the platter in front of Charley so he could have his choice before setting it on the table. Charley took a breast and two gizzards; he couldn’t resist gizzards.


“Why’d you serve him first?” Wally asked. “If you oblige that hick one more time, you’ll be lucky not to get your face slapped.”


Beulah walked around the table and stuck her face right in front of Wally’s.


“Slap it now, if you’re gonna slap it, Wally!” she said.


“Uh, I didn’t mean right now,” Wally said, wishing he’d never uttered the remark.


“I’ll slap her,” William Ash said—he was appalled that his brother hadn’t risen to such a blatant challenge.


“I’m too much of a gentleman to hit a gal over a piece of chicken,” Wally said. “That’s kid stuff.”


“Kid stuff?” William said. “She’s askin’ for it.”


Charley agreed with that appraisal. Beulah was practically asking to be knocked on her butt.


“Ma, she’s slackin’,” Wally said, trying to put the best face on the matter that he could. “Tell her to go bring the pie.”


Beulah straightened up, and took off her apron. But she kept her eyes on Wally.


“You should have smacked me, kiddo,” she said. “I doubt you’ll ever be in slappin’ distance again.”


She handed the apron to Mother Ash, and marched out of the room. Wally turned red in the face, jumped up, and followed her. Billy Miller caught Charley’s eye, but Charley kept on eating, as if nothing had happened. It was obvious that Beulah Baird could take care of herself, at least if Wally Ash was all she had to contend with.


“I hope he whups her,” William said, trying to be loyal. He didn’t believe it would happen, though, and neither did anyone else at the table.


Mother Ash had no interest in her son’s squabble with his girlfriend. If Wally and Beulah broke up, so much the better. She meant to keep her boys for herself, even if Wally was a lying little coward and William as dumb as a brick. Beulah Baird was nothing but trouble on two legs, in her view.


The flowered wallpaper in her boarding house might be peeling in a place or two, but her mind wasn’t peeling. She saw Billy Miller throw Charley a look about the time Wally went hurrying out of the room after Beulah. Something about Charley Floyd’s face made her feel motherly toward him; and at the same time, not so motherly.


“I’d give Billy Miller a detour if I was you, Charley,” Ma Ash told him. “He’s the kind of fella that burns oatmeal.”


“Burns oatmeal?” Charley asked. “What’s that mean?”


“It means he’ll lead you to trouble, but when the trouble shows up, he won’t be smart enough to get you out of it,” Ma Ash said.


“Say, why are you pickin’ on me?” Billy asked, severely stung. “Ain’t I always paid my rent on time?”


“I didn’t say you was a bad boarder,” Ma Ash told him. “I just said you burn oatmeal.”
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After supper, Charley and Billy sat on the front steps for a while, smoking. While they were smoking, Rose and Willy came tramping down the steps and headed for Sligger’s Dance Hall, a few blocks away.


They could smell Rose’s perfume for a moment, until the September breeze wafted it away.


“I don’t see why anybody’d go out with a lug wrench like Willy,” Charley said.


“Money,” Billy replied. “I’d bet two bits he bought her that perfume.”


Billy was in a low mood because of Ma Ash’s insult. Seeing Rose go off with Willy didn’t do much to lift his mood.


“Well, you got more money now than he’s got,” Charley reminded him. “Go buy her a bigger bottle.”


“I’m the best dancer in St. Louis, and here I am, sittin’ on the porch with you,” Billy said. In moments of discouragement, he could think of many solid reasons for feeling sorry for himself.


“I guess Beulah quit her job,” Charley said. “That’ll take half the fun out of supper.”


Charley didn’t like being around folks in low moods. Melancholy was like quicksand to Charley—if he got too close, he’d slip down into it himself.


“How come you know so much about robbin’ armored trucks?” Charley asked him. He thought if he changed the subject, Billy’s humor might return. Billy didn’t talk much, but he sure liked gabbing about himself.


“When I was first startin’ out, me and my buddy Eugene’s first and last robbery was an armored truck. Why rob a bank when all the money’s drug around in those trucks, I remember Eugene tellin’ me. I was young and dumb, he was older than me and had spent time down in the Booneville Boys’ Home, so I figured he’d been around.” Billy paused to light a cigarette.


“Well, one morning we headed downtown, waited across the street from the First National Bank until it was light, and up pulls this big armored truck. Before I knew what was goin’ on, Eugene ran across the street, yellin’ at the driver to get out and hand over the cash.”


“Sounds like the nervous type,” Charley observed.


“Yeah, he had a callus on his thumb big as a walnut. Eugene was always snappin’ his fingers—the more nervous he got, the more he’d snap,” Billy told him. “Anyway, I took one step off the curb, when the back door of the truck swings open, and out jumps a guard with his gun pulled.”


“What’d you do?” Charley asked.


“Hell, I turned and ran. Eugene was thinkin’ the driver was the only fella guardin’ all that money. That’s how come I knew there’d be somebody in the back of that truck with the Kroger payroll,” Billy said, smugly.


Charley’s strategy worked; Billy was back to being his arrogant self.


“I thought you was goin’ to Oklahoma to see your wife,” Billy said. Having Charley living on the same floor as him made Billy nervous. Charley had told him about picking the lock on his hometown post office and making off with $350 worth of pennies. Then Charley had got scared and threw the pennies into a cistern, not two hours before the Feds showed up at the Floyd farm looking for him. If Charley could break into a post office, he could also break into a room at the Ash boarding house. Billy might saunter down the hall to the crapper some morning, and come back to find his money gone.


“Are you tryin’ to run me off because you’re scared I’ll rob you?” Charley asked, remembering his own worries about Billy robbing him.


“If you’re such a good lockpick, why couldn’t you?” Billy asked. Charley wasn’t looking too friendly—spells of unfriendliness came on him real quick.


“I didn’t say I couldn’t,” Charley pointed out. “I could break into your room in about three seconds, if I was in a hurry.”


“That’s why I’m worried,” Billy said. “I ain’t good with my hands, like you. I doubt I could pick a lock if I had a week.”


“I doubt it, too—this morning, you couldn’t even find the front end of the car,” Charley said. “I could rob you, but I ain’t going to, and you best believe that if you wanna pull any more jobs with me.”


“Who says I’d pull any more jobs with you?” Billy said, getting mad. “You just got here. I’m the one who knows how things work, remember?”


“Yeah, but I’m the one tied up both guards,” Charley reminded him. “You probably woulda tied one of your feet in with one of the guards’ and the next thing you know, you’d be caught.”


“That wasn’t what we was talkin’ about,” Billy said. “Why wouldn’t you rob me?”


“Because I wouldn’t rob nobody I run with,” Charley said. “I never will. Your money’s as safe as if it was in a bank, unless one of the Ash brothers finds it.”


“How about the old lady—she’s got keys to all the rooms,” Billy said. “I wouldn’t put much past the old lady.”


“If you got the fidgets, move out,” Charley told him.


“I think I will,” Billy said. “What about you?”


Charley grinned. “I’ll stay put till I see how much fur Beulah scratches off Wally.”
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Charley had had a few surprises in his time, but none that quite matched the one he got the next morning, when Ma Ash walked up to him in the second-floor hall and started unbuttoning his trousers.


Charley was so shocked, he didn’t say a word. At first, he thought she must be searching him for dope; Billy Miller had told him she was strict about dope.


But Ma Ash soon found what she was looking for, and it wasn’t dope. Charley still had his comb in his hand. He had just finished combing his hair; he had been meaning to walk over to Beulah’s place to see if she was up. He was feeling pretty starchy, but he sure hadn’t expected to get his pants unbuttoned right outside the door of his room by Ma Ash, his landlady.


“Let’s have a look at this ear of corn we got here,” Ma Ash said, leading him back into his room. She’d had a wakeful night, and decided toward the end of it that motherly was not how she felt about Charley Floyd. Leon Light, her regular stiff, had been off in Paducah, Kentucky, for two months, visiting his sister and playing dominoes.


Ma Ash was a woman of decision, and her opinion of Leon Light was straightforward: if he’d rather be over in Kentucky playing dominoes, let him. Charley Floyd had a restless eye and might be gone any day. Also, he was stout-built, and stout-built men had always appealed to her more than the skinny sort.


“Can you get undressed, or are you paralyzed?” she asked, as she shoved Charley into his room and latched the door behind them.


“Ma’am, I didn’t expect you,” Charley said, endeavoring to be polite.


“Let me tell you a secret about screwing women,” Ma Ash said.


“What?” Charley replied, even more shocked—he had never heard a woman use such a word.


“Don’t go off in the mornin’ with your shoelaces tied in double knots—not if you’re gonna wear them lace-up shoes,” Ma Ash said, hiking her dress. “I could read three newspapers while you’re getting them shoes untied, and I didn’t come upstairs to read newspapers.”


Charley never got his shoes untied, and never got undressed, either. He lost control of his fate. At first, he thought it might be bad luck, but pretty soon he decided it was good luck, and ceased to regret that he hadn’t made it over to Beulah’s.


He blinked a few times, and when he woke up, Ma Ash was sitting with her legs across him, smoking a cigar. That surprised him, too: she didn’t allow smoking at her dinner table.


“This ain’t the dining room,” she said, when he mentioned this inconsistency. Charley thought it was pretty odd that he was in bed with a woman whose hair was mostly grey, but he kept the thought to himself. At the dinner table, Ma Ash kept her hair in a bun, but she had let it down, and it was long and wild. From behind the smoke of her cigar, Charley could see her dark eyes watching him. He decided she was a little scary. Probably the thing to do was wait long enough to be polite, and then head for Oklahoma. He had no doubt that Ma Ash was way ahead of him when it came to smarts. Billy Miller might be right: she might have her eye on the cash.


“Whereabouts in Oklahoma do you live?” Ma Ash inquired. She knew she had scared the boy, which amused her. He was the kind of pretty boy she could get real sweet on, if she let herself. But in this instance, she didn’t plan to let herself, pleased though she had been by his stout build.


“’Round Sallisaw,” he told her. He had just awakened from a short nap and still had sleep in his voice, like a little child.


“A place that size is too small for you, Charley,” Ma Ash said. “There ain’t enough to think about in them small towns. Fighting with your family is about all there is to do.”


Charley had to admit she had a point. There was certainly a lot more to think about in St. Louis than there had been in Sallisaw. Robbing the Kroger Bakery was a big thing to think about, and Beulah Baird was something to think about, not to mention the woman sitting with her legs across his, smoking her cigar.


In Sallisaw, there was Ruby and Dempsey to think about—them, and plowing—and he didn’t derive any pleasure from thinking about plowing. Even if he had liked plowing, which he didn’t, he’d never be able to plow well enough to please his father, Walter Floyd. The fact was, he could never do anything well enough to please Walter Floyd.


“Tell me about office work,” Ma Ash said, smiling at him. She looked younger when she smiled—almost pretty.


Charley felt it was a good time to be cautious. He had no intention of telling the truth, but he wasn’t wide awake enough to figure out a good lie, and he knew it.


“Mostly I move boxes,” he said, finally.


“Oh, can it!” Ma Ash said. “They wouldn’t let a hick like you in an office if you was totin’ a desk, and you ain’t been totin’ no desks, not in the last day or two.”


“I’ve been poorly this week,” Charley said, trying to think fast. “They let me have two days off.”


He was determined not to mention the crime if he could help it, but before he could make up his next lie, he got another surprise: Ma Ash slapped him in the face, and it was no love pat, either. She gave him the kind of slap Wally Ash would have given Beulah Baird if he had been brave enough.


“You got to learn to lie a lot better, if you hope to be a crook,” Ma Ash said. “You’re in the big city now—this ain’t Sallisaw.”


Charley’s cheek was stinging. Ma Ash had smacked him the way his mother used to, if she happened to find a beer bottle under his mattress.


He decided Ma Ash might be dangerous, and that his best move would be to say as little as possible. She was right about St. Louis not being at all like Sallisaw, though. In Sallisaw, older women didn’t walk up to him in a hall and start unbuttoning his pants. Younger women didn’t either, for that matter. Not that it hadn’t been exciting—once he got home, he thought he might encourage Ruby to be bolder. Of course, he would have to be careful not to give her a hint as to how he had learned about such goings-on.


“I guess I never had much to lie about before,” Charley conceded. “Beer drinkin’s about all there is to lie about back home.”


“You’ve got plenty to lie about now, though,” Ma Ash told him. “There’s the Kroger job, and there’s Beulah, and now there’s me.”


“What about Beulah?” Charley asked, pretending he hadn’t heard her mention the Kroger job.


Ma Ash shook her head, located her underpants, and got up off the bed.


“You’re cute, Charley,” she said. “But I’ve had lots of cute. What I find hard to tolerate in my old age is bullheadedness. If you’re gonna be a big-city crook, you need a better partner than Billy Miller. If Billy had an umbrella and it was coming a downpour, you’d have to remind him to open the umbrella, or he’d drown.”


“He does get flustered,” Charley admitted.


“I’ll say he does,” Ma Ash said. “When you’re pulling a heist, you need a partner that’s steady. Otherwise, you could end up in Jeff City for about ten years, and cute won’t get you nothing in Jeff City.”


“What’s in Jeff City?” Charley inquired.


“The Missouri State Pen,” Ma Ash told him. “The next time you decide to rob an armored car, look me up. I’ll show you how to do it smooth, so the guards won’t even get a look at you.”


Big-city life was certainly different, Charley thought. His landlady, who was forty if she was a day, was standing by the bed with her underpants in her hand, volunteering to be his partner in crime. She made him nervous, but despite that, he had an urge to take her up on it. She certainly looked competent. The problem was, she was so far ahead of him. If they did a job together, she might take all the money and lock him in an armored car or something.


Ma Ash was starting to appeal to him, though: one minute he’d feel the appeal, and the next minute, if he happened to look her in the eye, he wished he had slipped out sooner and hotfooted it over to Beulah’s, where life was simpler.


“You better skedaddle home, bud,” Ma told him. “Don’t spend none of that money till you get at least to K.C., either. If you do, the cops will be on you like flies on a turd.”


“That’s what the guard said,” Charley replied, startled.


“You should’ve conked that old son-of-a-bitch the second he stepped out of the cab,” Ma told him. “He’ll be the one to send you to the pen, if they nab you—or maybe I should say, when.”


To his amazement, Ma Ash leaned over and gave him a hard kiss.


“Next time you want your corn shucked by a real shucker, come back and see me, honey,” she said. Then she went out the door, her underpants still in her hand.
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The Studebaker was robin’s-egg blue, with white leather interior and whitewall tires. It was the prettiest car on the showroom floor. Every time he could think of an excuse to walk down to Kingshighway Boulevard, Charley took a look at it.


Then he started walking past the Studebaker showroom even if he didn’t have an excuse, just to look at the car. Lots of nights he dreamed about Ruby and her long legs; but the night after the holdup, he dreamed about the Studebaker. It began to swell up in his mind until he could hardly think of anything else.


The summer he and Ruby got married, Pear’s Department Store in Sallisaw had put a beautiful white suit in the window. Charley stopped in front of Pear’s to admire the suit so many times that Ruby finally got mad at him.


“If that suit was a girl, you wouldn’t be welcome to keep gawkin’ at her,” Ruby said. Then she jabbed him in the ribs with her elbow. The jab took him by surprise, since most of the time Ruby was easy to get along with. She did have a Cherokee temper, though—she rarely blazed up, but she could sure smolder.


“It’s just a suit of clothes, why can’t I look at it?” he asked.


Ruby didn’t answer, but she kept on smoldering for the rest of the day.


Beulah Baird was nothing like Ruby when it came to window-shopping. Beulah liked nothing better than to wander through the stores, making lists of things some man might buy her someday. She kept the lists in the top drawer of her bureau. The name of the store where the goodies were was penciled in neatly at the top of each page. The afternoon after his visit with Ma Ash, Charley paid Beulah a call, and she showed him her lists. After all, he’d bought her a thirty-dollar bracelet for starters; there might be better things to come. Beulah had told Charley how when she was a little girl, she used to go through the wish books, marking all the items she would order if she just had the money. Wandering through the stores was like looking through those catalogs, only better, since everything was real and right there in front of her.


What Ma Ash called “screwing,” Beulah referred to as “fussin’.” After she and Charley had fussed a little, Charley amused himself by pretending he was going to buy Beulah this or that from each of the lists. Even though she knew he was probably lying, Beulah’s eyes lit up at the idea of presents.


“Goin’-away presents,” Charley reminded her. “I got to hit the road.”


“What have you got to hit the road with, other than them two big feet?” Beulah inquired.


“A new Studebaker,” Charley said.


“Baloney and macaroni,” Beulah told him. “If you’ve got a new Studebaker, where’s it parked?”


“On Kingshighway Boulevard,” Charley said.


“Then why ain’t we in it, takin’ a ride?” Beulah asked him.


Something about the way Beulah asked that question put Charley on his mettle. He had been tempted to march into the showroom and price the car several times. All that had stopped him was his shabby clothes—he knew he looked too country to be pricing Studebakers.


That was all about to change, though. His new gabardine suit was waiting for him at the tailor’s. He had bought a nice white shirt and a swell red tie to go with it, and he had been unable to resist a pair of black leather gloves.


“Soon as I run an errand, I’ll be callin’ my chauffeur,” Charley said, grinning, as he pulled on his socks.


“You’re a liar, and you know it,” Beulah said. “You don’t own no Studebaker car.”


“Who says I don’t?” Charley said. “When you get tired of bein’ naked, put on a dress. I’ll come by, and we can take a spin before supper.”


“If you can afford Studebakers, why bother with supper?” Beulah asked. “I quit my job last night, or did that slip your mind?”


“Maybe you did, but I still got to eat,” Charley informed her.


“You don’t have to eat at that old hag’s boarding house—not if you can afford Studebakers,” Beulah remarked. “I’ll dress up, and we can go to Sala’s over on Dago Hill—it’s a real nice place.”


“Well, what’ll we eat?” Charley asked, feeling nervous all of a sudden. He had heard there were restaurants so fancy a fella needed a college diploma just to read the menu.


“How about champagne first?” Beulah asked. “We’ll worry about food after we see how drunk we get.”


“I wouldn’t mind some champagne right now,” Charley said.


He had a feeling that life was speeding up—he had five thousand dollars in cash, two girlfriends, some dandy new clothes—why not have a Studebaker, too? It was a new life he was living. In his Oklahoma life, it would take him a year just to earn what his suit cost. In his Oklahoma life, it would take him ten years to accumulate enough cash to buy a Studebaker, even if he saved every cent he made.


But he wasn’t in Oklahoma; he was in St. Louis, in Beulah Baird’s bedroom. What was real in Oklahoma and what was real in St. Louis was two different reals. In Oklahoma, he had a beautiful, long-legged wife and a fat, happy little baby boy, but his days were spent plowing dusty furrows behind a skinny-assed mule. In St. Louis, he had new clothes, a brash girlfriend, and could go out and drink champagne if he wanted. Why not have a robin’s-egg-blue Studebaker, too? All it took was cash, and he had cash.


Even so, nice as he looked in his new suit and white shirt and red tie, his knees were shaking when he finally got up the nerve to walk into the Studebaker showroom on Kingshighway Boulevard. It was like going into a restaurant so fancy that he didn’t have enough education to read the menu. What if he asked the wrong question, and they spotted him for a rube? What if he embarrassed himself so much they refused to sell him the car? Beulah was already primping for their big night; if he showed up without the Studebaker, she would laugh in his face and go make up with Wally Ash.


“Twelve hundred smackeroos,” the salesman said, when Charley worked up his nerve and priced the robin’s-egg-blue Studebaker.


“Admire your suit,” he added, feeling the sleeve of Charley’s coat. “Can’t afford gabardine myself, but I know it when I see it.”


The salesman, a short fellow, had a moustache so bushy he had to tilt his head back a little and breathe out of his mouth to get enough air.


“Of course, we have cheaper models,” he said.


“I’m not shoppin’ for a flivver,” Charley informed him. “This car’s for my wife, she likes blue.”


“You’re in luck then, mister,” the salesman said, tilting his head back slightly. “We ain’t had a car this blue since April. What part of Oklahoma do you come from?”


“Sallisaw,” Charley said, startled.


“I knew it wasn’t Ardmore,” the salesman told him. “Down ’round Ardmore, they pick up that Texas drawl.”


Charley would never have thought that he’d fork over twelve hundred dollars for anything in his life; a week earlier, it would never have occurred to him that he’d ever have twelve hundred dollars cash money to fork over. It was scary how quick everything could change, but it was also exciting, kind of like the first dip on the big roller coaster he had ridden when he was fifteen, and had hitchhiked to the state fair in Oklahoma City.


Beulah Baird would be so excited when she saw him drive up in the new car, she would practically fly out the window. She might want some “fussin’” right then, and if she didn’t, she would undoubtedly welcome it later, after they drank a few bottles of champagne.


Charley decided the salesman’s comment about Oklahoma accents was an insult. What right did a car salesman have to be making remarks about how people in Ardmore talked? Charley would have liked to grab him by the moustache and hoist him off the ground, but instead, he did the next best thing, which was to peel off twenty-four fifty-dollar bills, and buy the blue car.


The salesman didn’t bat an eye.


“I doubt there’s a prettier car in the whole state of Oklahoma,” he said, handing Charley a receipt.


“Chicago’s my destination,” Charley replied.
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Ruby was putting a fresh diaper on Dempsey, when she heard the door open behind her. She thought it was her mother, coming over to help her do a load of wash. She was already soaking all Dempsey’s diapers in the big washtub out back.


“Ma, would you hold Dempsey a minute?” she asked.


“Ma’s got both hands full, but I’ll hold him,” Charley said.


Ruby whirled around, and saw him—she was so startled, she almost dropped Dempsey. The next moment, Charley had his arms around both of them, squeezing them tight. He gave her a big, hungry kiss. Dempsey had just finished nursing, and was slobbering a little.


“Don’t let him slobber on your suit,” Ruby said.


“Miss me?” Charley asked.


Ruby felt like sunshine was beaming right out of her heart.


“Miss you’s all I done the whole time you been gone,” Ruby said. She sat Dempsey down for a second so she could throw her arms around Charley and give him a real kiss. Dempsey immediately began to yell. He didn’t like being left out, not even for ten seconds.


“Hey, buddy,” Charley said, bending down to pick him up. “Looks to me like you’ve grown.”


Ruby felt such a gladness at having Charley back that it blinded her to everything except hugging him, kissing him, smelling him. When he left for St. Louis to look for better-paying work than what could be had around Sallisaw, Ruby’d had no idea what an ache the missing would be. Up till then, she and Charley had not been apart a single night since they married. She knew Charley had left home when he was sixteen and followed the wheat harvest for almost a year, but that was before they’d fallen in love with each other. She’d really had no way of knowing what a month without Charley would feel like. But she knew now, and she didn’t plan to put up with it or go through it again.


“I got presents,” Charley said, with that big grin she had never been able to resist, not since the first time he kissed her behind her pa’s barn on her fourteenth birthday. Now Ruby was eighteen. They had married, had Dempsey, and become a family. She didn’t want Charley going off anymore, and she meant to put her foot down hard, the next time the subject came up.


It was while Charley was down on the floor showing Dempsey how to work the jack-in-the-box that Ruby’s head began to clear. When she first turned and saw Charley, it seemed like every drop of blood in her body had started shooting through her veins at twice the normal speed. It was speeding so fast from happy feelings that it almost lifted her off the ground.


But the first kissing was over, and Charley, big kid that he was, sat engrossed in showing Dempsey how to work his new toy. Ruby came back to earth, and she began to notice things—and as soon as she started noticing things, a clock of worry began to ticktock in her mind.


“Charley, where’d you get that suit?” she asked. “You wasn’t wearin’ no gabardine suit when you left.”


All he’d had in the way of clothes that day he hopped the train was two pairs of work pants and three blue work shirts, which Ruby had washed and starched and ironed herself so Charley would look decent when he went to apply for jobs. He hadn’t been wearing a suit, or a white shirt, or a red necktie, all of which he was wearing now.


“Honey, I kinda hate to tell you how I came by this suit,” Charley said, looking up at her. “It’s a terrible sad story.”


“Tell me anyway,” Ruby said. The worry clock was still ticktocking, like the big clock her parents had that kept her awake on still nights throughout her girlhood, until the day she left home to marry Charley Floyd.


“My boss gave me this suit,” Charley said. “It was his boy’s. I guess we’re about the same size.”


“Why would he give you his son’s suit?” Ruby asked.


“Well, ’cause his boy got killed deer hunting,” Charley told her. “One of his own buddies shot him by accident.”


“Oh,” was all Ruby said.


“My boss has taken a shine to me,” Charley continued.


“I guess so, if he gave you a gabardine suit,” Ruby said, not satisfied. It was when Charley turned his big brown eyes to hers and looked the most innocent that he told the biggest lies. In the year they’d been married, she had caught him in some whoppers—every time she caught him, he would promise not to lie anymore—but Ruby took those promises with a grain of salt. Charley couldn’t help making up lies; it was mainly because he wanted life to seem better than it was, or himself to seem better than he was, or something. Ever since he was a little boy, he had always tried to make things sound better than they actually were. Expecting Charley Floyd not to lie was like expecting a drunkard not to drink.


Ruby was young and had little education, but her folks were practical people, and she liked to think she had a certain amount of common sense. Charley told her himself one of the reasons he loved her so much was that she was sensible. The gabardine suit fit Charley like a glove, better than a suit would fit if it was made for someone else.


“This suit fits you real nice,” she said, feeling the material. “That boy must have been your twin.”


All the way down from St. Louis, Charley had been trying to figure out some lies that would work with Ruby. But Ruby was hardheaded and smart, and fooling her had never been easy. As he got closer to Sallisaw, he began to slide downward, and not just because he had a high-tempered wife, either. In only a few weeks, he had gotten used to having a big city around him. He had forgotten just how empty the land looked, and how dusty and poor the little towns were. It was far easier to leave such country than it was to come back to it, even with a beautiful wife and a jolly little baby waiting for him.


“I got presents for you, too, honey,” Charley said quickly, before there could be any more talk about where he got the suit, or how well it fitted him.


When he slipped the gold wedding band onto her finger, Ruby looked pleased, but there was a glint of suspicion in her eyes.


“All the time I was driving home, I was thinkin’ about givin’ you this wedding ring,” Charley said, hoping sentiment would make the glint of suspicion fade away.


But the second he spoke, he realized he had slipped again.


“Driving home?” Ruby said. “Where’d you get a car? You didn’t even have money to buy a train ticket, when you left here,” she reminded him. Then she glanced out the window, and saw the blue Studebaker sitting in front of the house.


“That car belongs to my boss,” Charley said hastily. “He loaned it to me for a few days so I could come home and see you and Dempsey.”


That lie didn’t work, either, though it wasn’t the lie that rubbed Ruby wrong this time.


“Let you come home for a few days?!” Ruby said, coloring. “You mean you’re gonna leave us again?”


“Honey, it’s the best job I ever had,” Charley said, jumping up so he could pull her into his arms and kiss her suspicions away. As he was jumping up, though, he accidentally triggered the jack-in-the-box, and the little clown popped up and whacked Dempsey right in the eye, hard. Dempsey had been trying to peek into the box to see where the clown lived. The minute he got whacked in the eye, he began to yell at the top of his lungs.


Ruby picked up Dempsey and tried to shush him. Charley could tell she was mad.


“Ain’t it about time for his nap?” Charley asked—he felt like his grip on family life had slipped considerably in the short time he had been away.


“You’re his daddy, you been back ten minutes, and you want me to just stick him in his bed?” Ruby asked. “Why’d you even come back? Why’re you here, stirrin’ us up, if you’re just planning to stay a few days?”


“Ruby, I can’t answer every question in the world right this minute,” Charley said. “Let’s go for a ride—it’s a beaut of a car!”


“I can see that lookin’ out the window,” Ruby replied. “You must have the best boss in the world. First he gives you his dead boy’s suit, then he loans you his car so you can drive all the way down to Oklahoma and give your wife and child a few minutes of your valuable time!” She was so mad that Charley could see the vein popping out right next to her eye—the vein that always popped whenever she caught him in a lie.


“We could go to the drugstore and get Dempsey an ice cream cone,” Charley said, trying to ignore the anger in her voice. “You and me could have a soda. They don’t make sodas up in St. Louis like they do in Sallisaw.”


Ruby relented, finally, and allowed herself to be taken for a ride in the blue Studebaker, mainly because it beat staying home and fighting. Dempsey loved the car; he bounced up and down on the seat. And she had to admit, the leather seats smelled good.


It was a pretty day, and just being with Charley caused her mood to improve. Charley was the only man for her—always had been, always would be, even though she didn’t believe a word he said—not about the suit, not about the car, not about the boss, or the job, or anything. Her husband was a liar; if she let herself stay mad about it, she’d be mad twenty-four hours a day.


It was fun to roll down the main street in Sallisaw, watching the farmers and the tradespeople and the rough-necks turn their heads to gawk at Charley Floyd and his wife and baby, in their new car. Ruby’s suspicion was that Charley had stolen the car. He was a natural-born thief; after all, he had stolen her heart. But the sight of how happy it made him just to have such a car, just to drive it, made her push the thought out of her mind. One thing she had already accepted about life with Charley Floyd: she better take the fun when it was there to be taken—there might be more fun tomorrow—but then again, there might not.


Millie Adelson, the girl who waited on them at the soda fountain, had been sweet on Charley once. Most of the young women in Sallisaw had been sweet on Charley Floyd at one time or another. Millie was so distracted by the sight of Charley in his new suit that she dropped two scoops of ice cream right out of her scooper while she was making their sodas.


Dempsey wanted to climb on the counter, and Charley had to threaten to take him outside to get him to settle down. The baby’s eye was already puffy from where the jack-in-the-box had whacked him.


“Gosh, Charley,” Millie said, breathless. “You could be an undertaker, with a swell suit like that. Lots of folks would be happy just to keel over and die if they’d get buried by a fella that looked as good as you do in that suit.”


Charley grinned—he loved being complimented on his looks and his attire. But Ruby thought the remark inappropriate. She didn’t appreciate women trying to flirt with her husband—in her presence, or otherwise.


“I’d like another cherry in this soda,” she said sharply, to remind Millie Adelson to keep her mind on her job.
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Walter Floyd was shoeing Captain Bob, his best mule, when Charley turned into the long dirt lane that led up to the Floyd homestead in his new blue Studebaker. Walter was lean and wiry, with not a speck of fat on him, and his skin was dark and leathery from years spent on the almost treeless plains. Captain Bob was a big mule, with a tendency to lean on Walter whenever he picked up a foot, to either trim the hoof or fit the shoe. Seven or eight hounds were milling around, competing for the parings from Captain Bob’s big hooves. Walter had sweat in his eyes, and four or five horseshoe nails in his mouth.


Bradley Floyd, tall and thin like his father, stood close by. He had been sharpening knives on the grindstone in the barn. They were planning to kill hogs in a day or two, and butchering six hogs was no light task: Bradley wanted to be sure the knives were good and sharp.


“That boy better have the sense to pull up before he scares this mule,” Walter said, through his teeth. “Bob’s never seen a blue automobile, he might not take to it.”


“I never seen one either, Pa,” Bradley said, squinting. “I bet Charley borrowed it from somebody and drove it out here to show off.”


Mamie Floyd, tall and stately, stepped outside, flour up to her elbows. Her thick, dark mane was pulled back in a fat bun. She was still a handsome woman, with no grey hair on her head, in spite of more than twenty years living on the bleak Oklahoma plains. Bradley, her oldest, was twenty-five today, and she had been up since dawn, making pies for the occasion.


“Ma, it’s Charley, maybe he struck it rich in St. Louis!” Bradley said.


Mamie Floyd was used to surprises by now. She had four girls and three boys, and surprises were to be expected with even one child, let alone with seven. And even though Charley had the devil in him, he was her favorite. Charley had a kind of energy, a curiosity and restlessness, that none of her other children had. Seeing him drive up the lane made her think about the first time she took all her children over to Sallisaw, when Charley was eighteen months old. It was hot as blazes, and she had taken the children into the drugstore for a cold drink. In the blink of an eye, Charley had disappeared. They found him an hour later in the back of the hardware store, playing with a pile of nuts and bolts. Mamie knew from then on if she didn’t keep a close eye on him, he’d be gone before she could count to three. Then there was the time he stole all those pennies from the post office in Sallisaw, and they told the federal agents bald-faced lies to get him off. Walter told the agents that Charley had plowed all night, when in fact, he hadn’t touched a plow the whole week.
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