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Chapter 1

Anybody coming down one of the three streets had to end up at Truesdell Square. One street had crosstown traffic, the other one was lined with cheap, neat residences, and one looked old, with trees and clapboard houses. They joined on Truesdell Square. There was a bus stop, grocery stores, a five-and-dime, and in one building on the second floor there was a sign which read Office Space For Rent. The sign was up there all the time and meanwhile the space was used for storage. There were empty crates, long rows of pinball machines, and a safe — 

The heater in the car didn’t work. Two men sat in front and two were in the back. They sat very still, bent a little forward, so that they would not disturb the warm air inside their clothes. The car drove slowly because the street was full of slush.

“How much further?” said one of the men.

“We’ll make it. They’re moving the books at three,” said the driver. “We got five minutes.”

They didn’t talk for a while. A clump of wet snow slid off a tree and smacked on the hood of the car. It made the men start and some of them cursed under their breath.

“It could make a mess, Tarpin,” said one of them. “What you’re trying.”

The driver grunted. He made a gesture to look at his watch, but he knew the time, anyway.

“What do you say, Tarpin, maybe you just try talking to the head once more? This could make a mess — ”

“I got to mess,” said the driver. “I get squeezed out, all I got left is a mess, anyhow. So let him regret it.” Tarpin said this without any emotion. He had black hair, very thick, and it started low on his forehead. When he was tense he would move his scalp and then it looked as if he had no forehead at all.

“Maybe you don’t need the books. We could…”

“I want them.”

“But the trouble…”

“No trouble,” said Tarpin. He moved his scalp and then rubbed the back of his head. “No trouble at all,” he said and squeezed his left arm against his side so he could feel the shoulder holster.

They would be at Truesdell Square at about four o’clock….

• • •

The girl could see the square at the end of the street and walked faster. The sidewalk looked black and neat with the snow scraped to one side. If I hurry, she thought to herself, I can shop and then meet him at the bus. She smiled. The street was empty, but when she smiled she rubbed her face into her collar as if it were best to hide how she felt.

The girl had very white skin and large eyes, a frail look about her, and her wrists, showing out of the heavy coat, were small and frail. The girl tucked her hands into the bend of her folded arms, walking that way to keep out the damp. The gesture made her feel enveloped, keeping her happiness close to herself.

“Well, well, well — ” said the voice.

The girl gave a small start. She looked at the woman in the driveway and did not know what to say.

“You are way off somewhere, aren’t you, Miss Jackson?” The woman laughed with a maternal note.

The girl smiled back. She didn’t want to talk, she didn’t even want to smile at anyone, but did not know what else to do. “You are shoveling the drive, Mrs. Pollin,” she said.

“Why, yes,” said Mrs. Pollin. She looked down at the shovel and held it suddenly to show that she rarely did this sort of thing. “The Mister will be late,” she said. “Inventory time, you know.”

“Ah yes,” said the girl. She wished she could walk on, but felt too shy to end the conversation.

“And tomorrow it’s going to be Mrs., eh, Miss Jackson?”

The girl felt suddenly abandoned, as if the question was so personal that it amounted to an attack. She did not want to talk about her husband — tomorrow’s husband — and wished that he were here.

“Are you going to settle here?” the woman asked.

“Perhaps,” said the girl. “I haven’t — we haven’t — ”

“That would be lovely,” said the woman. “Such a lovely neighborhood.”

“Yes.”

“And you such a nice, lovely girl, Miss Jackson. If your Mister is at all like you, why, you should have nothing but friends in our neighborhood.”

The girl just smiled again, to cover up the same feeling as before — that the woman was attacking. Her husband — tomorrow’s husband — needed no explaining. John wasn’t something to discuss when in a hurry, with strangers — 

“Whom does he work for?” said the woman.

“Kessler Equipment.”

“Oh, that’s a wonderful company,” said Mrs. Pollin, but since Kessler Equipment was at least five times as large as the company for which her husband worked, she was quickly losing interest. “What’s he do? Machinist? Electrician? My Mister is in the office, you know.”

“He’s an engineer. Electrical engineer.”

“Really? That’s almost a professional man, isn’t it?”

The girl just nodded, offending Mrs. Rollin. They had nothing else to say to each other and the girl, Ann Jackson, got away saying a quick good-by.

If she hurried she could still shop and then meet John when he came in on the bus. It wasn’t busy on the square this time of day.

She would reach Truesdell Square at about four o’clock….

• • •

The yard between Building Four and Building Five was “restricted to all unauthorized personnel,” a phrase that had been introduced at Kessler Equipment with army contracts, but John Bunting didn’t care. He wasn’t sure what time it was but he was in a hurry, so crossed the yard because it was the shortest way out to the gate. “Oh, wedding day in the month of May…” he sang, and looked up at the wet January sky. It made him step into a puddle and since he had been going fast his pants got wet tip to the knees, “… wedding day don’t go away,” he started again. “Come here and stay so I can say…”

“Hey, Bud!”

John Bunting stopped long enough to look around and see the plant guard in front of Building Five.

“I’m authorized personnel,” Bunting yelled back. “I’m getting married!” and started toward the gate again.

The guard didn’t much care one way or the other and, not wanting to chase after the man, he went inside the building and put a chew of tobacco into his cheek. Besides, he knew John Bunting. He had recognized him by the unkempt hair and by the arms.

John Bunting’s hair was brown with red in it and his arms, as the guard had seen from far away, seemed much too long. It was either that, or Bunting always bought his clothes with sleeves too short.

He stepped into another puddle and this time started cursing. He kept going and wished he knew what time it was. He would have to start carrying a watch. Maybe Ann would give him one on their first wedding anniversary, one day and one year from now, in fact he would speak to her about it later and one day and one year from now she could surprise him with it. But for now, if the sun were out he might have a notion if it was late or early. “Oh glorious sun, where have you gunn…” he started to sing, but stopped when he got to the gatehouse.

“Checking out, Clint. Lemme have the book,” and he smacked his hand on top of the counter.

“This hour?” said the guard, but he knew why Bunting was getting off early. It was just after three.

“Lemme sign out, man. I’m getting married.”

“You are?” said the guard, because it was a joke by now. Bunting had told everyone for months.

The guard brought up the book but didn’t hand it over yet. “Maybe you ought to wait and think this over, John. Maybe I’m doing you a favor not letting you rush into this.”

“Jeesischrist, Clint, hurry up! Don’t you know what it’s like? You’re married.”

“Thirty-five years.”

“Oh. Well, you’re the wrong man for this type argument.”

“Think of it,” said the guard. “All them women you’re going to miss. Ever think of that, boy?”

Bunting looked at his hands on the counter. Then he said, “I’m no lady’s man.”

The guard laughed, because that was the joke behind his comment. Bunting was fairly shy with women. “Hell,” he kept laughing. “You’re embarrassed!”

“Sure,” said Bunting.

“What are you ashamed of, huh, John?” and the guard kept laughing.

“I’m not ashamed,” said Bunting. “I’m just embarrassed.” He reached across the counter, holding his hand out for the book. “Lemme sign out.”

The guard stopped laughing and gave Bunting the sign-out register. When Bunting was done the guard smiled at him and said, “No harm meant, John. And good luck.”

“Thank you,” said Bunting. “Nice of you,” and went out.

It started to rain, a fine spray sharp with cold. John Bunting ducked his head down and waited for the bus. It would take him close to an hour to get across town. He huddled close into himself to shut out the feel of the coldness and the gray scene, and once he was on the bus he stayed that way, disturbed now because he couldn’t find the warmth inside him. Nothing but a tension growing. The bus went stop and go and stop and go, the same as Bunting’s feelings: a strong happiness, a sense of warmth about Ann, and then impatient anger about not being with her. Before this tension went, one or the other of the opposites would have to disappear.

When Bunting saw Truesdell Square ahead his jumpiness got worse. He bit his lip, he smiled, he even tried to count the people in the distance. There was a traffic jam or something, a backfire. The picture wasn’t clear, because the light was fading fast this time of day.

When I see Ann, he thought, the tension will all go, like always.

The bus stopped to let him off and then went on. The taillights went away. It was quiet. Bunting then discovered that the square was empty, no people on the street, no moving cars, except way in the distance. A feeling like a lull.

Bunting coughed, wondered if it was four. What confused him was the square being so empty. He frowned, hated to think that he was late, and was about to walk across the sidewalk.

He had almost missed her. He stumbled across an orange which had rolled out of a paper bag and stumbling he saw the bag, split open, and then Ann.

She lay still and very small in a tight angle of two buildings where the snow had not yet melted.

He suddenly saw all the people coming out of doors and entrances but that meant nothing to him. He mostly saw Ann’s face and the round hole in her white forehead.





Chapter 2

The lieutenant switched the light on and said Bunting should sit down at the table. He had to say it twice before Bunting crossed the bare room and sat.

“I know you want to get away, Mr. Bunting, and I can understand. I’ll take maybe five minutes and that’s all… Mr. Bunting?”

“Yes,” said Bunting. The lamp over the table gave a yellowish light and it seemed to Bunting that the whole room was colored in mustard. Except for himself. He himself felt so much apart that he didn’t think there was any color in him at all. “What’s that?” he said. “What you say?”

“… about the girl. Just a few questions, formality, and that’s all.”

Bunting was afraid that he might faint The mustard-yellow was fuzzy and he didn’t hear very well.

“The girl,” he said.

“You know what I’m talking about,” said the lieutenant. “Pull yourself together, will you?”

The lieutenant did not mean to be curt but he was in a hurry. He excused himself without Bunting hearing it and went to the door. He called down the hall for somebody to come and take notes. Then he stayed in the open door smoking a cigarette.

Bunting closed his eyes and sat very still. A tear slid down his face, shocking him, but he did not wipe it away. “All right, Mister Bunting. You ready?”

“Sure,” he said. He watched the two men sit down, the lieutenant and the uniformed one with the notebook. “Miss Ann Jackson was your fiancée?”

“Yes,” said Bunting.

“When she got shot, you were…”

“Why — ” said Bunting. “Why?” He did not recognize his voice.

“Mister Bunting, we went through all that. An accident. She got in the way of a gunfight. It was an accident and she had nothing to do with it.”

That wasn’t what Bunting had meant. He couldn’t say exactly what he meant. This felt suddenly like a too easy discussion, like discussing a blueprint with circuit systems, all very clear and uninvolved. He looked at his hand on the table and could see the skin and muscles with surprising clarity. The sight offended him, felt cold, like hand wax — 

“The young woman’s address was Four-Two-One Maglin Avenue, this city?”

“Yes.”

“Where do her parents live?”

“Parents? Out of town, I think.”

“You don’t know?”

“Small town. I’ve never been there.”

“Her place of work, you know that? You understand, we’re trying to get a line on her nearest relative.”

“She works — ” Bunting coughed, then changed it into a laugh, on rather what sounded almost like laughter. “At Kessler. Next floor down, she used to work.”

“What’s that?”

The lieutenant’s voice reached way through, too sharp, too much. Bunting had given a start.

“Look, I’m sorry,” said the lieutenant. “Just answer me this one thing. Her place of work. So we can check — ”

Bunting answered intelligibly, but was not thinking about it. He was thinking of one floor down from his office, through the drafting room into the blueprint library where Ann had been, how they had never talked the first few times he had come there and how they had suddenly loved each other without any transition, or without any preambles that he could remember, as if nothing else could be imagined. They wanted to marry, and tomorrow they would finally marry — 

“Bunting. You all right?”

All night? What the hell. The weirdest thing was the feel in his throat, a small tensing inside his throat which would go away if he were to laugh. He might laugh any minute.

“Would you come along now, Mister Bunting? The morgue is next door — You’ve been very patient — ”

“I’m no relative of hers,” said Bunting. It was the most patient thing he had said, ever. It was the dullest and the most far removed thing ever in all his life.

“Just an official expedient. Till the dead girl’s relative can be located. After that you can go.”

“I can go? That’s all?” Bunting started to roar with laughter.

It took care of that small tightness inside his throat, Bunting roared and roared though he soon knew that this was not laughter, with tears full in his eyes and wetting his face and the big spasms shaking his body. “That’s all — ” he kept shouting. “That’s all — ”

“Bunting! Cut it out!”

Like before, it drew him up short. He sat up, seeing everything clearly, and rubbed one hand over his face. He kept doing that because suddenly — though he saw everything clearly — he did not know what to do. He felt interrupted.

“Come on,” said the lieutenant, “let’s go.” He was gruff and short. He was not only in a hurry but also embarrassed.

It was much colder outside now and old snow crackled under their feet. They went into the morgue building, past the office and down a long hall, and when they went through the double doors in the back, it was cool again. The large room was oil-painted white and the cool air felt smooth after the outside.

“All right,” said the lieutenant. “All right, this way.” The covered corpse was on a table with thin, high legs. “Just take a look, identify her, and that’s all.” He stood at the table, waiting and tapping one foot. “All right. Here.”

But Bunting wasn’t ready. The covered shape meant nothing to him and he did not want it to mean anything.

“All right, Bunting. Take a look.” The lieutenant flipped back the sheet.

A short silence and then Bunting said, too quietly, “You lousy sonofabitch — ”

“What?” And then the lieutenant looked up and saw Bunting’s face.

Bunting thought he could smell the oil paint on the bare walls and the faint sting of Lysol. But also a sweetness in the air, an odor which stopped once you walked out into the hall.

“Bunting, what in hell is the matter with you?” The lieutenant saw that Bunting was starting to tremble. It wasn’t a trembling from fear or weakness, but the small shiver of self-control before breaking loose.

“You lousy sonofabitch,” Bunting said again, “say something else. Say something — ” and Bunting was waiting.

The lieutenant dropped the sheet back over the face and walked out of the room without saying a word. He didn’t look back and he didn’t rush, just walked out leaving Bunting alone.

In a short while Bunting left, too. He looked normal enough, walking down the street, but he again had the small, airless feeling of having been interrupted.





Chapter 3

John Bunting slept in his room one more night and then he moved out. He moved to a place he had never been before, a street with narrow hotels, long pool halls, and grocery stores next to small bars. He moved into a room which looked dead and cheap during the day and which, at night, gained a weird life from the flashing neon sign under his window.

He started to drink the first day, in the forenoon, and when he found he could not sleep when night came, he kept drinking then, too. In a short while it became a routine of staying in bed all day and staring up at the ceiling. There was nothing to see. He felt the deep empty feeling of loss. It lay under his ribs like a black hole. He stayed on his bed and suffered it, knowing nothing else that could fill his loss.

When he could not see the ceiling any more he was in danger of falling asleep, in danger of dreaming. He could not see the ceiling any more and saw the girl Ann instead. He saw the park where they had gone in the beginning, the leaves gray with city dust and the Sunday sun not very cheerful. In the beginning they had been very cautious with their feelings, very careful not to let each other know too much.

“You go to all these picnics?” she said.

“What?”

“These company picnics,” she said, and when he looked up at her she laughed quickly so that he should not misunderstand. “I mean, they’re a lot of fun. Everybody is having such fun — ”

Bunting looked around at everybody having fun with Softball, with radios, and with burnt hot dogs. Then he remembered he had not answered.

“Uh — no, I haven’t been. I’ve often thought about it, though.”

“Oh, yes?”

It was a difficult conversation for her. She wondered how everybody was managing to have so much fun.

“I — To tell the truth,” said Bunting, “I feel a little awkward here.”

This made Ann feel so terrible, suddenly, she first laughed again. But it wasn’t enough and she had to get up and take a few steps.

“Oh,” she said, “perhaps you would like to go over there — ” she waved at the others — ”over there to the games? You know, the only reason I’m not playing ball over there, I hurt my ankle a week ago. It’s been a whole week now and I can still feel something hurting in the joint, in the ankle — ” And then she stopped talking because Bunting had gotten up too and taken her arm. He took it and made her sit down again.

“I didn’t mean it that way, Ann. I see these people in the plant all week long.”

She laughed and he wished she wouldn’t, but she had to laugh brightly, and then said, “You know everybody? I wish I knew everybody. I hardly know…”

“I don’t know everybody. I just want to know you.” This time he was the one who covered with a laugh, but Ann had heard him.

She said, “Would you like to walk over there? My ankle isn’t so bad.” And then they walked even further away from the picnic and didn’t say much more to each other. They walked along the concrete, which was bordered with pathetic bushes, and every so often a strategically placed tree.

Bunting said, “You know, Ann, I hate city parks.”

She stopped when he said that and Bunting was worried sick he had offended her. She looked at him and said, “I do too. I really hate them, John.” She was very serious….

When he could not see the ceiling any more he sat up and stayed like that for a while. It was getting too dark now. The reflected light blinked on and off at the edge of one wall and this was his picture of wakefulness. The wakeful blink of the light beat at him, one strike after another.

Bunting left the house and went to the first bar he reached.

They knew him, but Bunting, at this point, didn’t see anybody. He went to a booth in the back and sat down.

“Your sucker’s here, Mooch,” said the bartender.

Mooch was small and frail and had no teeth at all. His face flapped when he talked. “You’re so big and clean you can talk to me like that?” he said to the bartender.

They looked at each other with dislike and the bartender poured two drinks. He dumped a double into each glass and put ice over that. “Go hustle,” he said.

“You’re so damn rich and beautiful you can do without me hustling for you?” said Mooch, but before the bartender could turn and answer, Mooch had turned toward the booth.

He put one glass in front of Bunting and held the other one up. “Health and cheers, Johnny!”

Bunting put his hand around his glass and didn’t look up. He knew who it was by the voice. The man said health and cheers the same way he would have said, “Mud in your eye.”

Mooch sat down in the booth and kept grinning. “You all right today, Johnny?”

“Sure.”

“Fine,” said Mooch. “That’s fine.”

He watched Bunting take a long pull on his glass and quickly did the same so he would be ready for the next round when Bunting was finished. But Mooch didn’t calculate right and he was drinkless while Bunting still had some left in his glass.

“Whaddaya say, Johnny, feeling okay this eve?” Mooch badly wanted a conversation. It was a fact which meant a great deal to him, which proved that he was not one of those simple drunks who could sit for hours and do nothing but drink. It proved to Mooch that he was no drunk at all but a person with a mind, with ideas, a man who had things to say.

Bunting was swirling the rest of his liquor around the inside of his glass and wouldn’t drink it. He was looking at Mooch and wouldn’t talk.

“I can tell, Johnny, I can tell,” said Mooch and forced a laugh. “I can tell something’s eating you, huh?”

“Like what?” said Bunting.

Mooch kept grinning and laughing. It was now automatic. “A guy what’s hoarding his drink is broody, Johnboy, which means bad disposition, huh, John?” By this time of evening Mooch needed regular sips, no interruptions, or else his scalp started to prickle and anything might irritate him. He could not afford this, not at this time, with only one round hustled so far. “Maybe you see something wrong? You thinking something is wrong, boy?” and Mooch giggled.

“No,” said Bunting. He did not move his eyes though, which made Mooch even more edgy. And he couldn’t afford this. There never had been anything like this John. There never had been such a touch like Bunting, one night after another, buying the drinks and never insulting Mooch or making comments on the way he looked or how he lived, just sitting there — 

“Johnny,” he said, “know something? You’re good people.”

Bunting had never heard the expression before and he thought that it was revolting. He said, “Get another drink, will you?”

Then there were two drinks, Mooch at ease now, feeling free to make conversation, because Bunting never interrupted, didn’t care when Mooch lost his thread because of trips back to the bar, and Mooch had a lot to say.

“… so me, trusting the bastard, I say to him, okay, I’ll take the mount, I’ll ride him in to win or, anyway, show. You unnerstand, John, this — coming from me! — meant something. Not for nothing was I been — ” He lost his sentence structure and took another drink. He looked sober as ever. The only thing showing his state was the emphasis he gave some words. When Mooch drank he felt that there was never enough emphasis on anything.

“So after twenty five years of me jockeying mounts all around the country he does this, to me! He dopes the nag, to lose!”

“What do you know?” said Bunting into his glass.

He wasn’t watching Mooch or he would have been surprised. The man’s toothless face turned lax, with eyes lidded, the whole face seemingly helpless in an attack of evil. “Twenty years now and me, I don’t forget. I’m seeing to it, before he dies, I’m seeing to it he dies to regret crossing me up.”

“Vindictive bastard, aren’t you?” said Bunting. He finished his glass which meant Mooch had no time to answer. Mooch finished his and then got two more.

“Like when I switched from sports to entertainment,” he started to say as soon as he sat. “You didn’t know I used to be an entertainer? Yes sir! This kid and me we had this act, bigtop act I tell you. She’d be dancing with this snake and me making with patter all about the danger of this act and also playing drums. Bongo drums, with her dancing. Stop hooring around after working hours I tell her. You got your snake for work and me for play and no extrakirrikeler shag needed. Or I feel like a pimp, I say to her face. You won’t, she says, ‘cause I ain’t giving you no money. I’m mad, John, I’m mad. That night, before the act, I heist every stitch of clothes she’s got except that snake. She wants to hoor? Let her go hoor in that, I says…. So the act is over. So I see her running to the wagon where we bunk, she running over there with nothing but that snake; so fine, I say, I’ll let her stew there for a while, she with no clothes and all and meanwhile go and have a beer. Just beer, in those days, seeing I was in entertainment…. Yes sir. At maybe one or two o’clock I go back to her. Teach her something. Inside the wagon she’s got the lights off and the bed all bunched up with the blankets so I start to smile and then take off my clothes. Devil bedamn that girl, you know what she done? I get in bed naked and all that’s there is this bechristed snake! I never seen that girl again. And what she run off with I don’t know, she being naked — ”

The barroom was crowded now and much too warm. The din of voices rose and fell.

“You hear me, Johnboy?”

Bunting looked up. He had heard everything Mooch had said, but he had not been interested. He looked up now, because the small man’s voice had become low.

“That was funny, maybe? You got an idea I’m telling it funny?” And Mooch’s face changed again. “It wouldn’t be funny, boy, if she walked in here. Right now, for instance. You wouldn’t see anything funny, I tell you.” And Mooch emptied his glass, not caring that it put him ahead of Bunting.

“Vindictive bastard,” said Bunting.

Mooch leaned way forward and had he had the nerve he would have grabbed Bunting by the front of the shirt. “You give it the name you want, any high-sounding name you want to name it, but you listen to this: anybody rubs me wrong is on my list permanent. Nobody gets away with nothing as long as they live. They maybe think they do because I’m here and they’s somewheres else, but I’m thinking about it and don’t forget. I hate the sonofabitch who thinks he’s getting away with something. That don’t happen to me. Nobody gets away with nothing in my book, and I lose a nickel means somebody owes me a nickel. Get that? Somebody owes me!”

Bunting was drunk, but the sharp voice and the sharp venom in the man’s voice reached him. The words nudged at him. “You got a tiny little itch somewhere, runt,” he said. He had never before called a man runt. “Or maybe you’re sore because you lost all your teeth and can’t afford any new ones… Wanna drink?” he added.

Mooch sat hack. His small butt was tense under him and if Bunting had made a move, reached for Mooch, the small man would have been out of the booth in no time. Mooch sat that way and didn’t seem to have heard the offer. He watched Bunting without making a move. Bunting, he thought, wasn’t the same. The simple drunk had stayed with it too long, night after night, and was turning into a mean drunk. The prize sucker who paid for all the drinks and never said anything was getting himself off the floor and was starting to look for trouble. Put him down, before he turned so mean he got sober

“Keep talking,” said Mooch. He carefully stayed where he was. “Because that’s all you’re good for.” He waited to see if he were reaching Bunting. “I know your trouble, beau, you think taking it out on me is going to make it better. But it don’t — ”

“Huh?”

“You don’t care, do you, Johnboy? You don’t remember crying into your beer and telling me how sick you was with your troubles — ”

Bunting was listening carefully now, trying to keep the drunk waves out of his brain.

“You don’t care, huh? You don’t care somebody gets away with murder!”

“Runt — ”

“You don’t care somebody shoots your girl right out from under you, huh, Johnboy?”

Mooch was halfway out of the booth before he saw Bunting give any sign of having heard, and then Mooch couldn’t breathe.

Very briefly Bunting was aware of the loose skin under his fingers and how small Mooch’s neck felt in his hand, but this awareness went quickly. With an aimless rage he kept pounding the small man’s head against the back of the booth, enjoying the feel of the strength in himself.

He let go of Mooch when he got hit himself. He didn’t care enough about the small man. He hit faces and bellies and cut his knuckles on wood and for the first time he found something to fill the hole which had been left by his loss. With this great heat inside him, it didn’t matter that he got the worst of the beating and was thrown out on the street. He got to his room, spitting blood, and never thought of the runt at all. He did not think that, in a way, he had taken the runt with him.





Chapter 4

When Bunting woke up he ached very badly and remembered little. He stayed on his bed. He lay there and waited for the day to go by, the way he had done ever since he had moved. He stared at the ceiling and waited. He even hunted for the cold, empty feeling inside, and it didn’t come. He tried to force it, but it didn’t come. He sat up gritting his teeth, and suddenly he kicked at the chest near the bed. The sound incensed him and he kicked again, breaking the wood. That reminded him. He remember the night before and how the toothless runt at his table had turned him from a sick drunk into a boiling maniac.

Bunting got up and washed his face at the sink, cursing when he saw his cut face and cursing all through the painful job of washing it clean. A sick drunk. He was getting sick from it. No. The other way. He was sick and then started drinking, sick from lying there on the bed, sick from doing nothing but wait — wait for what? — and sick of feeling empty. He went back to the wrinkled bed and the sight of it revolted him. He went to the window and the sun in the street beat at him like a fist and that too made him angry and when he turned back to the room with the peelings walls and the gray bed he couldn’t see how he had stood it so long….

It had snowed during the night and turned colder, but the sun had a lot of heat. Bunting walked down the street and at first he walked by the bar, because he hadn’t thought that it was this close to his house. He went back and saw that the place was empty. A bartender was tapping a keg and an old woman was mopping the floor. In the back booth where Bunting always sat some plaster was knocked off the wall.

“I’m looking for a guy, about so — ” he held his hand out for height — ”and he’s got no teeth. You know…”

“He means Mooch,” said the old woman behind him.

The bartender said, “What happened to you? Your face.”

“I got sore,” said Bunting. “I get sore and I break out like that.”

“Oh.”

“I thought he might be here, this Mooch.” Bunting looked along the empty booths. “You know where he lives?”

“He don’t get here till just before noon or along there,” said the old woman.

“I’ll wait,” said Bunting.

“What are you drinking?” the bartender asked.

Bunting went out to the street and crossed to the diner. He bought ham and eggs and a cup of coffee, but before he was halfway through he had to go out to the back where he threw up what he had eaten. He went back in and had one glass of milk. When he lit his cigarette he saw Mooch coming down the street and into the bar. Bunting finished his cigarette, then went across.

The bartender was there, dusting the bottles, and the old woman was having a beer. “In the can,” she said, pointing.

Bunting went to the toilet in back. It smelled moist because the woman had mopped it, and a powerful hyacinth odor was in the air. The little man’s stiff-shouldered jacket hung on a hook, and with the hat over it, it looked like a separate person. Mooch himself was by the sink. He was bare to the waist and when he saw Bunting he jerked around and crossed his thin arms over the chest. The gesture made no sense, but Mooch kept standing that way.



OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
He had sworn to get them—the killers,
the hoods who had shot down his girl!
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