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BINGE ON A BLANKET

Something leaped inside me. “You’re not sure?”

“I’m not sure of anything.”

I reached for a couple of fresh cans of beer.

“I’d like to help you make up your mind.”

She took a can of beer and wiped the sweat off it.

“Maybe you should,” she confessed.

“You’ve changed my life a lot,” I said.

“Have I?” She seemed pleased.

“More than you know.”

She leaned toward me, her elbows on her knees, her eyes intent on my face.

“How much, Chip?”

I couldn’t let her go on like that, expecting an answer, and not do something about it. I threw the beer aside and grabbed her by the shoulders.

“This much,” I said, pulling her to me.

It was a good kiss. Her mouth was alive under mine and she let out a little sob. I pushed her back on the blanket …
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IT HAD begun to rain when I left Andersonville. Now, a hundred and fifty miles south, the stuff was sheeting down. The windshield wipers on the big tractor were doing a good job but the lights seemed dim on the ribbon of concrete up ahead. I wondered if it was just the murky night or if I was going to have trouble with the battery.

Highway 64 is a good truck road, mostly flat, and you can roll along at sixty without any trouble at all. That’s fast enough when you’ve got forty tons of steel on the trailer because if you have to stop you don’t stop in a hurry. If the chains aren’t tight and you hit the brakes real hard you can put most of the load through the back of the cab and your next of kin can order you a pine box.

I lit a cigarette and thought about my next of kin — Amy, my wife. Some kin. She was twenty years old, a tramp who drank too much and played around when I was on the road. The only reason I hadn’t kicked her out during the first year of our marriage was the fact that she was going to inherit twenty-five thousand dollars when she was twenty-one. With twenty-five thousand I could break into business on my own — even if I started in a small way there would be more money in it than in hauling for someone else. Hays’ Trucking had started out with just two trucks and I didn’t see why I couldn’t do the same. If I paid cash for the equipment I wouldn’t be chewed to death with finance charges.

A steep hill rose in front of me, one of the few on the route, and I kept the rig rolling until I had to shift gears. The truck had a stick shift, ten speeds ahead, and I liked it better than some of the automatics Hays had recently purchased. I knew it to be two years old but the mechanics in the shop kept it in good condition and it was dependable. I had been driving it for almost a month now, hauling bridge steel, and it had always been willing to get out and move.

“You’ll be on this run until cold weather,” Hays had promised. “When it gets cold they’ll shut the job down and I’ll put you on something else.”

“Okay.”

I had been with Hays three years, hitting on with him a year before my marriage to Amy. Up to now, most of my trips had been to New York, hauling glass from the factory in Andersonville. The switch had made me happy, for the steel run paid more and the way things were going with Amy I could use the extra money. Our apartment was cheap enough, on the South Side, but she was always charging stuff and I was getting bills in every other mail. Some of the things she needed and some she didn’t but I tried to keep my temper down. Every time I got ready to have it out with her I thought of that twenty-five grand.

“You’d think I was a baby,” she often said. “How come that court tied up the money? It was my father who was killed in the automobile accident.”

I didn’t know the answer to this question — I couldn’t explain it to her. She had lived with an aunt after the death of her father — her mother had died while giving her birth. I had met her in a bar just before her eighteenth birthday. She had been drinking coke but I had slipped her a couple of fast shots of whisky and, on the way home, it hadn’t been difficult to encourage her to visit the park. I had scored easily and should have left her alone after that but I hadn’t. She had been more than adequate from a sex standpoint and, after her graduation from high school, I had married her.

“You give me a kid and I’ll split your head open,” she told me on our honeymoon. “Kids may be all right but I’m not ready for any just yet.”

The first year had not been bad but after that she had begun to drift, making excuses about visiting girl friends but actually getting tanked up in some bar. Mrs. Golden, who owned the apartment house had told me that since I had been hauling steel more than one man had spent more than one night with Amy. I had jumped Amy about it, not mentioning Mrs. Golden’s name, and she had struck back at me like a savage.

“What about you swimming with that Gloria Hays?” she had stormed. “When you were working days you used to see her every evening down at the river. Don’t tell me you haven’t liked what you’ve been getting from her.”

She had been right about my seeing Gloria and swimming with her at the city beach but not about the rest of it. Gloria worked for her father in the office, and I had never made a pass at her, though she was attractive enough. She had long black hair, soft brown eyes and at five-one she was a foot shorter than I. She liked to swim and her thirty-six inch bust looked good in a bathing suit. I won’t say I hadn’t had the idea of throwing a pitch more than once, but she knew I was married and I didn’t think she was the kind who played around. Some of the other truckers had tried to date her, the single fellows, without much luck. The only reason I saw her was because we both liked to swim and she generally came to the beach alone.

I kept changing gears and the motor of the truck labored under the load of steel. Slowly we crawled up the hill through the rain. It was the last hill before Fulton, ten miles away. At Fulton I would stop at Sammy’s Rest for coffee and throw the bull with other drivers. Sammy’s was outside town limits and the big rigs stopped there because there was plenty of parking space. And if we stopped at one of the diners in town people trying to sleep kicked up a stink because we left our motors running and they made too much noise. Sometimes the cops gave out tickets for disturbing the peace and it was annoying. Most of us didn’t think it was legal but it didn’t pay to argue and we stuck with Sammy’s.

Before the coming of the motels, Sammy had done a good business renting tourist cabins, but now almost the only such trade he got was from people who were trying to make a little love in private. Sometimes, he said, he rented a cabin two or three times during a night. Of course, this was outside the law but Sammy was never one to let a technicality stand in the way of a buck. He was approaching retirement age and meant to have as much money as possible before he locked his front door and threw the key away.

I finally got over the hill and the truck began to pick up speed down the opposite slope, the load of steel pushing the trailer hard. A patch of fog appeared now and then and I didn’t like that. Fog can be hell. I was due in Canton, the site of the bridge, at eight. It would take about two hours to unload the steel with a crane and then I would be on my way back to Andersonville, empty. After I pulled in at the terminal I would be off for a full day. That pulled my thoughts back to Amy.

“You think I need a girdle?” Amy had asked me that afternoon.

I had just awakened and she was in the bedroom, naked, standing in front of the mirror and combing her hair.

“Hell, no,” I told her. “You only need a girdle when you have a gut and you don’t have any gut.”

I went to her, stood behind her and put my arms around her, my hands on her breasts.

“You must like them, Chip.”

“They’re not bad.”

“You men are all the same. You see a thirty-eight-inch bust and you go out of your minds.”

“Well, you ought to know about several guys.”

“Oh, shut up.”

“You have every other night to yourself and I know you don’t sleep alone.”

“Shut up, will you? You think I fall down on the mattress for every guy who comes along?”

“No, just every other one.”

We fought some after that, argued while I held her from behind and she finished with her hair. Fixing her hair turned out to be a waste of time. She stopped arguing when I carried her back to bed. Amy was always ready for love and it made no difference, daylight or dark. I could still feel the spot on one shoulder where she bit me.

But it was the money rather than a shared physical satisfaction that kept us together. Don’t get me wrong. I wasn’t going to steal it from her. During my twenty-three years I had never stolen from anybody. But Amy wanted the things out of life money could buy and so did I. We had both leveled about this — if she invested in a trucking firm with me, married to me or not, she would share in the profits. I guess wanting money is a normal enough ambition when you have never had any for as long as you can remember.

I never knew a father. He ran off with my mother’s sister when I was two and since then all I knew of him was what my mother told me when I was twelve.

“He was no good,” she said. “He wouldn’t work. There was only one thing that he wanted to do.”

“What was that?”

“Never mind.”

At fourteen I found out that she was not much good, either — at least in ways I could appreciate. She brought men up to the apartment and usually I was sent out. I used to wonder what they did. One night I found out. I went to the movies a little before seven o’clock, but I lost my money along the way and I had to come back to the apartment for more, hoping I would get it. She’d forgotten to lock the door and I just went in. They never heard me or saw me, the man and my mother. They were on the davenport and the man was doing something to her — and I didn’t stay to watch. I got out of there.

I never had much feeling about her after that — there were always men hanging around and I guess we just didn’t need each other a lot. She wasn’t doing me much good and I couldn’t have been very good for her business. I was not surprised when she pulled up and left me when I was eighteen, not telling me where she was going or with whom.

After that I lived in hallways and furnished rooms, jumping from job to job. My first break came when I went to work for Hays. For some reason we got along — I never tried to figure out why. I was getting some good runs and minding my own business.

The night I met Amy I had just learned that a diner waitress I had been dating two or three times a week for almost a year and who had never even let me kiss her was pregnant by somebody else. I was feeling sorry for myself and ready to recoup lost ground when I ran into Amy. Amy hadn’t let me down. Amy had given me all she had to give.

The weather kept traffic from the highway and that suited me fine. Some people say that truckers hog the road but that isn’t true. Most truckers will give you more room than people driving passenger cars. Nine times out of ten if there is an accident between a truck and a passenger car it’s the fault of the operator of the passenger car. But it’s nice to have the feeling sometimes that your rig owns the road.

The rain was coming down in drifting sheets and visibility grew worse. I cut the tractor speed back to forty and was satisfied to be going that fast. The fog I had expected along the flats bordering the river had been driven away by the rain and a high wind. If the weather was still bad enough in Canton in the morning they might not unload the truck and I might have to stay over. The thought was not repulsive. I had stayed over twice before and there was a nice clean rooming house not far from the bridge-building site. One of the girls at the rooming house liked her beer and wasn’t bad to look at. All I knew about her was her first name — Judy — but she had practically told me the last time that if a guy played it straight down the middle, no strings attached, he might not have to sleep alone.

I had my mind on everything but the road, when suddenly I saw a figure in front of me. Well, not exactly in front. She stood at the fringe of my headlights, a little off to the right. We were not supposed to pick up anybody but I touched my brakes lightly. It was a miserable night for a gal to be out in the sticks, stumbling along through the rain. And a road can be too lonely — just at that moment I could do with company.

It took me quite a distance to stop the truck. Then I sat and waited. I’d taken as good a look at her as I could as I passed. I had an impression of blonde hair straggled by the rain and a thin dress plastered to a young body. But grandmas have young bodies these days and I wasn’t expecting much. I just couldn’t understand why any woman would be out here in the middle of nowhere tonight — or why somebody else hadn’t picked her up. But people are funny that way. A girl on a lonely road may be bait for a holdup, a trap. With me I didn’t care. I was big enough to fight anybody and if they wanted the steel on the trailer they could have it.

I reached across the seat and opened the door.

“Hello,” a faint voice said out of the night.

“Hi.”

“Mind if I ride?”

“If I minded I wouldn’t have stopped.”

“Help me with my suitcase?”

I reached down and she handed me her suitcase. I tossed it back up on the wooden bunk where I slept if I got tired.

She got in. With only the light from the dash to help me I couldn’t see much more of my passenger than I had by the roadside, but I could smell her, not just perfume, but something some women have that can best be described as just woman smell. However, the light from the dash did spill down over her legs and I could see that they were good and probably young.

“Close the door,” I said.

“All right.”

She closed the door and we rolled forward, gradually picking up speed. It takes quite a while to get a heavy load under way and I didn’t speak to her again until I was knocking off forty.

“Mind telling me what you were doing along the road?” I asked.

“I expected that question and I don’t mind.” She had a nice voice, low and warm, the kind that belonged in a bedroom. Some women get the knack at forty.

“I was coming back from summer stock and the man who was driving me got fresh. He parked near one of those picnic areas and I got out of the car, leaving him. He drove on, sore as hell,”

“And nobody else stopped for you?”

“A kid in a Corvette. He wanted to wrestle — thought we could have fun. I beat hell out of him.”

“Not much room to wrestle in a Corvette. Me — I’ve got a bunk in back.”

She was silent for a moment. Then: “How fast can you stop this rig?”

I grinned. “Not very. If you and I started to wrestle we might wind up under forty tons of steel. That’s the load in the back. Don’t worry. I mean to deliver it — and you, too.”

“I guess the reason I flagged you was that I always thought truckers were honest. Also, I was ready to ride with anyone. That rain is pretty uncomfortable.”

“Where are you going now?”

“New York.”

“Then that’s easy. You can get a bus from Fulton in the morning.”

“Without money?” She sounded bitter.

“You won’t get far in New York without money,” I said. “What’s this about summer stock? You an actress or something?”

“I thought I was, but now I’m not so sure.”

“You from New York?”

“No. Scranton, Pennsylvania.”

“I know Scranton.”

“I came to New York last year,” she said. “Right after I got out of high school.”

That settled it about her age.

“Parents living?”

“Yes.”

“Maybe they’d send you some money,” I suggested.

“I doubt it and I wouldn’t ask them even if they would. They thought I was crazy to leave home but — well, it was just something I had to do. I think I’ve got some talent and I’m not bragging when I say I’ve got a good figure.”

“How come you’re broke? Didn’t you get paid in this summer stock thing?”

“Not for the last two weeks. The plays were bad, the direction worse, and we weren’t getting any customers. The others left before I did but I stayed and tried to collect my money. I should have known better. The man who was in charge of the group left with the rest of them.”

I thought of giving her a few bucks but decided against it. The rent on the apartment was due and for all I knew she was working me for the payoff.

“There’s a place down the road,” I said. “Sammy’s. He needed a waitress the last time I was through and he may still need one. It may not be much but you’d be able to pick up a few dollars and get on your feet.”

She was silent for a long time.

“I’d be willing to do anything,” she said finally. “I’m not proud. And I know I can’t go back to New York this way. I couldn’t even get a room without money. And I hardly know anybody — isn’t that funny, being there a year and not knowing anybody? I was rooming with another girl but she got married and went with her husband to some little town up in New England. I never met anybody except her friends. Sometimes I think she was smart. For every television or acting job there are a hundred people who want it, many of them with a great deal of experience.”

“How old are you?”

“Nineteen.”

“And your name?”

“Joy Black.”

“That your real name?”

“It’s real.”

I told her I was Chip Collins. She didn’t ask me if I was married and I didn’t say I was. I just kept on talking to her and driving the truck and wondering what she looked like in the light.

It wasn’t long before we got to Sammy’s and I parked behind a milk tanker. Sammy’s place looks like a diner but it really isn’t — just built that way. There’s more to Sammy’s than just the front. But the food is good and reasonable and that’s what a trucker wants.

We got out, the motor of the truck still running, and walked toward the entrance. As we passed under the neon sign I sucked in my breath. This girl was wearing a yellow dress, rain-glued to a shape like you see in one of those girlie magazines — narrow waist, rounded hips and a full, jutting pair of breasts. And the size wasn’t everything — there was something to the way she wore them.

“The place isn’t much,” I said as we went inside.

Sammy had only one customer, obviously the man who was driving the milk tanker. He was at the pinball machine, batting the ball around and shaking the machine in an effort to get a high score.

The girl and I sat at the counter and Sammy came out of the kitchen.

“Coffee,” I said. Then I looked at the girl. “What about you?”

“I’ll have coffee too.”

Sammy drew the coffee and I could see he looked tired. He didn’t even bother to say hello, but that wasn’t out of the ordinary. Sometimes he talked so much you couldn’t shut him up — other times he didn’t talk at all.

“Still working alone?” I asked him as he put the coffee in front of us.

“I wouldn’t be half dead if I wasn’t.”

“Haven’t found a girl?”

He shrugged.

“It’s tough to get a girl out here. She’d need a car to get back and forth from town and the ones who are interested don’t have cars.”

“I’ve got somebody for you,” I said. “If you’re serious.”

“Who?”

“The girl with me.”

He looked her over and I could tell that he was pleased by what he saw. I couldn’t blame him. I had been thinking, since that instant under the neon when I really saw her for the first time, that I didn’t give a damn whether I ever made it to Canton or not.

I kept my mouth shut while he talked to her. It developed that she had once worked in a diner and that was a help.

“But I don’t have a place to live,” she said unhappily. “I’m just passing through and I’m flat.”

Sammy thought this over.

“You could have one of the cabins out back,” he said after a while.

“I don’t usually want the girls to live here — hell, they might go into business on the side and I’d lose the rent on the cabin. But you look all right — and I need help.”

He lit a cigarette. “You sleep in the cabin and I’ll pay you thirty a week with one day off. You smile at the boys and the tips aren’t bad.” He grinned. “And a little fun I don’t mind. You keep what you make that way as long as it’s only my customers. It’s good for business — that sort of a thing keeps the men coming back.”

She tensed and made no comment — but in the end she took the job. He said he would show her to the cabin and before she left she thanked me for what I had done.

“Stop on your way back,” she said, smiling.

We were both standing up and I could see down the front of her dress. It wasn’t difficult to imagine what I couldn’t see. I doubted she wore a bra.

“You don’t have to ask me twice,” I told her.

Twenty minutes later I was on the highway again.

But I knew I was coming back.
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I REACHED the bridge at Canton on time in the morning but it was raining hard and they wouldn’t unload the steel. The men were sitting in a shack, goofing off for the two hours guaranteed to them by their union.

“Tomorrow morning,” the foreman told me. “Leave your rig where it is.”

On the way to the rooming house I found a drug store and called the office in Andersonville. Gloria Hays answered the phone and I told her what was going on.

“It’s raining here, too,” she said. “I looked at the river this morning and there seems to be a flood farther up. Everything is coming down — I even saw a chicken coop with a couple of chickens sitting on top of it.”

“Bad as that? It’ll go down in a few days.”

“I hope so. I miss my swimming.”

“I miss you, too,” I said, grinning, and she laughed. Afterward I had a coke at the lunch counter and bought a pack of cigarettes. The girl behind the counter was small, clean and dark like Gloria. I had only been half-kidding when I told her I missed her. It was good to meet her at the beach. My guess was that Gloria could and some day would be had, but the situation would have to be just right and a fellow would have to wait until it was. She wasn’t a girl to go down on her back just for the exercise. With her, it would have to be important, have some meaning.

After finishing the coke I went to the phone booth and put in a call to Amy, reversing the charges. It took her a while to answer and she sounded sleepy when she did so.

“Rain,” I explained. “I’ll have to stay over until tomorrow.”

“More money shot to hell.”

“It can’t be helped. I don’t make the weather.”

She laughed softly. “But most likely you’ll make something else, won’t you?”

“Knock it off.”

“That’s what I mean, honey. You’ll meet up with some broad and knock it off.”

I hung up on her. What was the use? We both had our minds in the gutter as far as our relationship went. Ours was just a bad deal. My guess was that she wasn’t alone in the apartment, that some man was with her. I trusted Amy about as far as I could have pushed the tractor and trailer with two broken legs.

The rain was still coming down when I stepped outside. I walked up the street. All during the drive from Sammy’s I had been thinking about Joy Black and I was still thinking about her. Something about her excited me — and it went beyond how she had looked in that dress, her blonde hair down to her shoulders, her eyes blue and filled with purposes I only half-understood — but essentially they spelled ambition. There’s a curious intimacy, sometimes, between people who feel alike about life and its sore spots, and sometimes it can lead to physical attraction. There she had me. I could almost feel the way she would feel under my hands — with no holds barred.

“Nuts,” I said and continued to plod through the rain.

I would see her on my way back — after that, probably never. She’d work a few days, saving her money, and when she had enough she would leave for New York. A week after that she wouldn’t remember me if she fell over me at high noon in an empty field.

People often wonder what a trucker does when he has to lay over and they’re right. There isn’t much to it. Nobody wines and dines him — if he goes to a bar he shells out for his drinks. If he’s low on money he takes in a movie or hangs around some diner or just finds a bunk and sleeps. If he’s flush with dough he may try to make time with a woman. The best ones are the married kind. If a married woman gets herself into a jam she’s always got a husband to pull her out of it.

I climbed the hill and thought about Amy. How many women were there like her? Probably a few. Amy was a sex machine, bold and beautiful, but always careful. If she insisted that she and I had to be careful, she would have to be so with other men, too. Or she would be in real trouble.

She was no wife, no wife at all. Just being away from her gave me a good feeling and I didn’t really give a damn what she did. If it hadn’t been for the money she was going to get I would have stopped going home a long time ago. I’m no saint — there had been several other women in my life during the past year. I didn’t feel guilty about them. Not with the setup I had at home.

I was wet through by the time I got to the rooming house and waited impatiently for someone to answer the door. It turned out to be Judy, the girl who had indicated she could use a little loving.

“Well, back again,” she said, smiling.

“Yes. Is Mrs. Granger in?” Mrs. Granger ran the place.

“No, she isn’t. She’s in the hospital. I’m pinch-hitting for her.”

“I need a room for a day.”

She frowned, but I barely noticed. She wore shorts and a halter which, if they had been any briefer, might have been thrown away for all the good they did at covering her.

“There’s a man on the second floor who said he might be leaving today but I don’t know whether he will or not. Otherwise we’re filled up.”

“Oh, hell,” I said.

“You’re all wet.”

“That’s a fact.”

“You can’t run around like that,” she said. “I’m busy cleaning and I won’t be using my room. You can take a shower if you want and get some sleep. Drive all night?”

“Yes,” I said. “And I’m beat.” If I hadn’t gotten so damn wet I could have gone back and slept in the truck. “Thanks,” I said as I went in. “Somehow I never thought you worked here.”

“I don’t. I’m on vacation. I took it now so Mrs. Granger could have her gall bladder out. This house is her living and she couldn’t just shut it up. She’s been nice to me and I owed her a favor.”

Her room was on the second floor, a nice room with its own bath.

She left and I began to undress. I was soaked to the skin and hung things all around the room to dry, then went into the shower.

The needle spray was hot, just right, pricking at my skin. I toweled, rubbing briskly, and returned to the bedroom.

The bed was a single and I crawled in, pulling the sheet over me. I lay staring up at the ceiling, listening to the rain hitting the windows. I decided Judy was a nice girl and I ought to give her something for it. That made me grin. Maybe there was just one thing that she wanted. I closed my eyes and relaxed.

“You’re a stud,” Amy had told me on our honeymoon. “But I love it.”

“Don’t worry. When I get to be forty I’ll cut down.”

“You’ll kill yourself before then.”

“Is there a better way to die?”

It didn’t take me long to go to sleep — it’s no cinch pushing forty tons of cargo through rain — and I had a dream. It was a pleasant dream. I was in one of Sammy’s cabins with that Joy Black. But just as I was about to kiss her the dream ended and I knew, even without opening my eyes, that somebody was in bed with me. I also had a good idea who that somebody was.

“Hello,” I said and touched bare flesh. It didn’t shrink away.

“Have a good sleep?”

“Dandy.”

“It’s seven o’clock.”

“Already?”

“What do you mean already? You’ve been pounding your ear like you never slept before. I tried not to wake you. Sorry.”

“I’m hot.”

She wasn’t the girl I had seen in the dream but she was real and that was better. You can’t do much with a dream.

“You must think I’m a bitch,” she said, smiling.

“I didn’t say so, did I?”

“Well, it’s true. I’m a bitch. I’ve always been a bitch and guess I’ll always be one.”

“Get married. That’ll slow you down.”

“I was married — to a guy as phony as a debutramp in a white wedding gown. I worked and he drank. Then he gave a sixteen-year-old girl the business and they sent him away. I got shut of him in a hurry.”

“Should have made you sour on men.”

“Why? He was just one man. And, besides, I happen to like men. I like you, Chip, or I wouldn’t be here with you. There are girls who like to drink and girls who like to smoke. I like guys.”

What the hell, I asked myself. It was there for the taking and if I didn’t take it somebody else would. I put my hand under her and pulled her toward me. Her eyes closed and her lips parted. She kissed the way a woman kisses when a man is the most important thing in her life.

She was good — not like Amy, but good — and she had the endurance of a woman who had been starved. She was probably choosier than Amy.

I dressed and left before she was awake and walked down to the truck. I had had nothing to eat in more than a day, so I stopped at an all-night diner. When I came out the sun was shining and for some reason the world looked better.
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