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To Howard Sackler




SNEAKY PEOPLE





chapter 1



WHEN BUDDY SANDIFER drove onto his used-car lot he saw that both Leo, his full-time salesman, and Jack, a schoolteacher who sold cars only on Saturday, had clients in hand, while several other potential customers were roaming unsupervised, opening driver’s-side doors and peering at the prices whitewashed on windshields. Buddy parked the Buick behind the concrete-block structure that housed the office at one end and at the other the garage where Clarence, a colored flunky, washed, polished, and did minor touch-ups of paint.

Wearing a ripped undershirt, old striped-suit trousers, and rubber knee-boots, Clarence now squatted at the entrance to the garage, scouring the yellowed whitewalls on a blue ’36 Plymouth convertible. His brown biceps, operated by cords visible in high relief, throbbed and glistened as he worked the Brillo pad, his head angled to bring his good eye into play. At nineteen he had done some semi-pro boxing and been accidentally half blinded by the right cross of a young Irishman who two years later was mentioned once in a city paper as among the lesser contenders for the light-heavyweight title, but, suffering a series of defeats-by-knockout immediately thereafter, vanished.

Clarence did not look up from the dripping tire; but if he had, his manner would have been polite but not subservient. Buddy had acquired his services when Clarence was caught in the act of trying to steal a car from the lot on, as luck would have it, a night when Buddy had remained late in the darkened office, spread-eagling a woman on the desk. Disengaging at the sound of a suspicious noise outside, he put away his dick and seized a pistol and flashlight from the center drawer just under her buttocks, dashed out, and found Clarence with his dark head and huge shoulders under the opened hood of a ’31 Reo.

Buddy was quite cool when armed. “Make me an offer,” said he, playing the light on the Negro.

Clarence straightened up slowly. He offered Buddy the wire with which he had been trying to jump the ignition. With stolid dignity he said: “It don’t work nohow.”

For some strange reason Buddy had a soft spot in his heart for inept men; that this one was colored was even more of a recommendation; and when his flashlight beam illuminated the sightless, milky eye, he saw a combination that gratified him in the extreme.

“You unemployed?” Buddy asked.

“Yeah.”

“Can you wash a car?”

“Yeah.”

“Show up eight o’clock in the morning and you got yourself a job. Twelve dollars a week.”

Clarence asked, but with no interest: “You going shoot me?”

“To hell with that,” said Buddy, uncocking his gun and taking it away.

That had been three years ago, and they had not had a longer conversation since. Buddy did not even learn of Clarence’s career in the ring until his son, immediately intrigued by the Negro’s fantastic musculature, found out about it. But Clarence would answer any question put to him, in the most candid and economical style, e.g., “What happened to your eye?” “Irish Mulvaney.” There was some theory around the lot, originated by Leo, that Clarence’s brain had also been damaged.

Clarence now earned fifteen dollars a week and presumably lived in Darktown, though nobody was sure about that and the local protocol nicely forbade asking any colored person where he resided or whether he was married to the woman with whom he was probably sharing his abode.

Buddy entered the office by the rear door. He removed his blazer, put it on a hanger, and hooked the wire over the topmost projection of the wooden hatrack which was otherwise empty, the salesmen wearing their jackets when working the lot. Leo today was in badly rumpled seersucker, Jack in a neat Palm Beach suit of tan. Buddy kept his hat on as an anti-sneeze measure against the brief but regular intersection, above his swivel chair, of the drafts of two revolving electric fans, one on each of the walls that flanked his desk.

Ordinarily, with customers outside, Buddy would not have lingered within, though to do so, peering through the venetian blind kept three-quarters louvered against the sun on the west-facing windows, was often a good tactic, building up in a certain type of client a false sense that he was capable of making up his own mind, thereby weakening him for the eventual assault. But today, after a lunch that was exceptionally wretched even for his wife’s cuisine, Buddy felt himself the victim, and, behind his natty facade of white flannels, baby-blue shirt, striped tie, tan-and-white shoes, and coconut straw hat with polka-dot band, he was falling into one of his moods.

Leo entered the office at this point. He was wire-haired, anxious, hook-nosed, and his last name was Kirsch, and he was thought by some for these reasons to be a Jew; but he claimed to be of straight German descent and called himself a Lutheran though going to church only on the principal holidays.

He went to his own desk, sat down behind it, found a newspaper, and began to read the classified section, to which it was already opened. Buddy’s sneeze startled him.

“I didn’t spot you,” he said. “You’re quiet as a mouse. Sounds like you’re coming down with something. You look pretty peaked too.” In sympathy he whipped a handkerchief from his pocket and snorted into it. “Get a Benzedrine inhaler,” he said as his nose emerged. “It shrinks the sinuses.”

Leo always had a ready suggestion. He saw life for other people as a collection of immediate problems for which simple solutions were available.

“What you got?” asked Buddy, meaning the combination of customer and deal, because what Leo was of course doing was killing time until he could return to the lot and tell the client that he had talked the boss into reducing the price another twenty-five dollars. If that did not suffice, he might return again—perhaps, with a difficult nut to crack, three times—until he had at last reached the basic price which Buddy established for each car and below which no profit would remain. It was not necessary to consult Buddy at any time during this sequence, the schedule for which was longstanding.

“The thirty-five V-eight,” said Leo. “The one with the skins.” The other Ford, same year, same dark blue, still had a little tread on the tires. It was also priced the same as the one for which Leo had a buyer, had better paint, and the safety glass in the windshield had not yellowed as much. But secretly it was a worse automobile: the clutch slipped and the brake linings were a distant memory. Leo’s customer had sense.

He characterized him as “a rube, with his ball ‘n’ chain.” Buddy had in fact noticed the middle-aged couple as he drove in: the man wearing a light-gray hat with a narrow black band and a striped shirt buttoned at the collar without a tie; the woman, a hairnet.

After a while, Leo returned to the lot, but he had miscalculated: the hicks were gone. Jack was talking confidentially to a low-browed young man in a sports shirt with the tails hanging out, alongside a ’37 Ford phaeton of which the top was badly worn. But for the local sootfall it would have been displayed in good weather with the canvas furled.

Seeing Leo, Jack angled a finger at him and said to the customer: “Mr. Kirsch will bear me out.”

Leo began automatically to nod in support of whatever point Jack was making, and to look sober but unworried. He seldom smiled at a customer; unlike Buddy, he did not have the light touch. Jack however wore a bright grin. He was a large man and had certain effeminate ways though married and with three kids.

“I was just telling Mr. Ballbacher the phaeton’s an excellent compromise between a convertible and a family car. He’s a family man, like me.” Jack always got this information in. Cruel friends in his boyhood had called him a sissy, and it happened occasionally that persons on the other end of the phone thought they were talking to his wife, or if at the office to a stenographer. But he was perfectly normal. He was a better-than-fair bowler and could drink as much brew as the next man, though being a schoolteacher he could not afford to be seen doing it in public.

“And,” said Leo, continuing earnestly to nod, “you won’t find a cleaner model than this here.”

“Top is shot to hell,” said the young man, flattening his nose shrewdly.

“Last you another year,” said Leo. “Then you replace it for a few bucks. Why not? Anyway, you won’t have it up much in good weather.” He patted Ballbacher’s shoulder. The young man wore a Hawaiian-figured shirt and let the ends hang out to conceal the beginnings of a beerbelly. He probably worked in the local pencil factory. When he walked around front and knelt and poked judiciously, meaninglessly, at the grille, in which were stuck some dead leaves from bygone autumns, Leo asked Jack: “ Where’d my hayseeds go?”

Jack simpered guiltily. Here Leo was helping him, and yet he hadn’t noticed Leo’s clients. He felt like a twerp. Therefore he lied. “Said they’d be back in an hour.”

“They all say that,” Leo noted cynically.

Ballbacher prized a chewing-gum wrapper from the grille. “Clark’s Teaberry,” he said. Next he peered at the hood and felt it. “Lotta road film. How’s the paint underneath?”

“Just wait till the nigger gets through with it,” said Leo. “We’d be willing to throw in a Simoniz on this one.”

Ballbacher was impressed. “Just wax, or cleaner and wax?”

“The works.”

Jack looked at the arm of his Palm Beach suit. There was an ugly smudge on it. He had leaned against more than one car, and while Clarence dusted them all every morning, by noon they were covered with soot.

Leo realized he was doing Jack’s work, making a sale for which Jack would get the commission. He saw a young girl in halter and baggy shorts enter the lunch counter across the street.

“I’m going to the Greek’s,” he told Jack. “I didn’t get time to eat lunch yet.”

Without warning, Ballbacher suddenly announced that he would take the Ford phaeton at the windshield price, $599, and Jack with soft elation led him into the office to do the paperwork.

Buddy’s hat was there, but Buddy was not. He had gone through the side door into the garage, in search of Clarence, whom he had decided to consult on the subject of killing his wife, whose name was Naomi. He had thought about this for ever so long, but not with any detail.

People were always slaughtering each other in Darktown. True, all parties to the killing were colored, which made it a different ballgame, but there must be certain general rules. What Buddy was actually thinking was that Clarence, though incompetent himself, might provide him with a murderer: surely he had some shiftless criminal pal or cousin who would cut his own mother’s throat for a fee.

 

Ralph, Buddy’s fifteen-year-old son and only child, had offered to help his mother dry the luncheon dishes, but hardly had he picked up the towel when he saw through the kitchen window that Alice Diefenbaker, a pudgy sixteen-year-old who lived next door, had come out and sat down on the top step of the back porch, her kneecaps as high as her plump milk fund, and her two fat hams, divided by the strained crotch of underpants, shamelessly visible. Her eyes were so pale that at this distance they looked like the empty circles of Little Orphan Annie.

“Be right back,” Ralph told his mother, whose arms were up to the elbow in dishwater. He walked smartly to the bathroom, where behind the closed door and with closed eyes he masturbated.

Afterwards he felt the usual degradation and washed his hands several times as if they had been covered with tar. When he returned to the kitchen, he looked out again at Alice Diefenbaker and recognized her as a big fat ugly slob, and wondered at his recent action. He was prepared to deal with the dishes now, but he had apparently been gone longer than he realized, for the plates were dry and stacked on the drainboard, and his mother was gone.

He went down to the basement to get the lawnmower and found his mother there, filling one of the stationary tubs with household laundry.

“Well,” said he, swinging the long handle around so that the blades would not engage while the wheels turned. He trundled the mower to the door that led to the outside stairs. “I guess I’ll go to work.”

“And a good job you’ll do too,” said his mother. Nobody else’s talked quite like that: almost English, sometimes reminding him of Merle Oberon, though there was no physical resemblance. His mother was skinny and usually wore a housedress; she kept her brown hair in a bun. She never gave him any trouble.

He proceeded to cut two yards that afternoon: one belonged to an old lady named Mrs. Heffelfinger who lived alone, and the other to Leo Kirsch, who worked for his father. The latter was about a mile and a half from home and a half mile from the used-car lot. Although the early September day was no scorcher, Ralph was piss-sweaty from all the walking and pushing. Not being crazy to take the longer route home, he decided to go to the lot, where perhaps he could catch a ride with one of the salesmen on a demonstration drive, or maybe wait until his father was finished, talking meanwhile with Clarence and perhaps helping him wash or wax a car.

He had also to collect his fee from Leo, Leo’s mother being some kind of invalid who stayed inside with the blinds drawn and you never saw her throughout the entire job.

While rolling the lawnmower along the sidewalks, Ralph suddenly got a hard-on for no reason at all, which was to say, not thinking of girls, and until it went away, which it did after one block of mental discipline, he had to walk in a kind of duck fashion so as to minimize the bulge in his chino pants. The penis was the strangest of all human organs, except perhaps the nose. In a sex book which a friend named Horse Hauser spirited out of his father’s sock drawer, the ejaculation was compared to the sneeze as being inevitable of conclusion after it had once got started. In the same book, written by a medical doctor, they found the assertion that in some women the pubic hair had been known to grow to the knees, and they imagined it as a fantastic beard, hanging down.

As Ralph reached the other side of the street from the lot and waited for a Mack truck to rumble by, Leo came out of the Greek’s, cleaning his teeth with his tongue.

“Hi, Leo,” Ralph said.

“Hi, Ralph,” said Leo, immediately going into his pants pocket. “I figure you’re ready to bite me for four bits. You got the edges nice, right?” He forked over a half dollar so worn you could hardly see the eagle.

Ralph whipped the clippers from his back pocket and snapped them open and shut. “You bet.”

Leo had turned and was looking back. Behind them a stringy-haired girl wearing a slack halter had come out of the Greek’s. She had a faceful of pimples and wore glasses.

She said: “Hi, Ralph.”

“Hi.”

“What are you doing, cutting grass?”

“What’s it look like?” riposted Ralph, and pushed the mower over the curb into the gutter.

“Friend of yours?” asked Leo, glancing back as they crossed the street together.

“I hope not,” said Ralph. “She’s some dope from my class.”

Leo was seated at the desk of his mind, writing as follows: Dearest, you don’t know who I am, but I know who you are, and I am passionately in love with you, I don’t care about your vision problem or your skin condition, my darling, I want you and need you, a thousand kisses, my dearest precious honey—Your Unknown Admirer.

He would never actually write this letter. If he had so done, Margie would have swooned, thinking it had come from Ralph, on whom she had a crazy crush and went to sleep every night thinking of, with her toes curled.

Several persons were roaming the lot unattended, Jack no doubt being still inside the office with the buyer of the phaeton and Buddy not having appeared. This annoyed Leo, even though it gave him an opportunity to make up for the theoretical commission he had lost, because in so doing he would be disqualifying himself as a victim of injustice. He was also suffering from heartburn acquired at the Greek’s, where he had seated himself at the far end of the counter so that, pretending to keep an eye on the lot across the street, he could ogle the girl, who sat on the first stool inside the door ravenously devouring a jelly doughnut. At 2:30 P.M. nobody occupied the intervening seats.

But hardly had Leo’s hamburger been slammed down before him by the Greek, who was always surly after the proper lunch hour had passed, than Leo saw with despair that the girl was mashing the last morsel of doughnut between her lips, soon to be followed by the straw issuing from the bottle of Royal Crown Cola, the last inch of fluid from the bottom of which was sucked up with the appropriate and, to Leo, aphrodisiac sound.

He was forced to gobble his hamburger in two bites and without ketchup or even salt. The patty was grease-hot from the griddle, and Leo’s eyes exuded water. He drained his glass of milk. To make it worse, the girl then only feinted at departure, rising merely to pick her back teeth with a forefinger, then sitting down again to order another doughnut. Her first ferocious bite caused red jelly to squirt onto the countertop, the stingy Greek not providing a plate for small orders.

Thus Leo was compelled to leave before she did. He hoped that Ralph did not make an assumption from the reference to the girl, but he was not really worried. Ralph was a dumb kind of kid, no chip off Buddy’s block, taking rather after Naomi, whom Leo respected as wife and mother but who was no great shakes in the upstairs department.

Ralph ran the lawnmower around back and leaned the handle against the wall. He saw his father talking to Clarence inside the open garage, and entered.

“Hi, Clarence.” He ignored his father. It was locally customary never to greet your parents in public, since you resided with and were completely dependent upon them. The reverse was not true, however, at least not with Buddy, who was given to demonstrations of conspicuous affection and pride—back-slapping, hair-rumpling, etc., which he never did at home. (“C’mere, Ralph, and meet Mr. Plage, vice-president of the Building and Loan. Fred, I’m mighty proud of this boy.”) For some reason, Ralph rarely encountered his mother when out of the house, though she issued forth from time to time, walking to the grocery each day and sometimes taking the streetcar into the city for department-store sales, though generally returning home having purchased little.

Ralph was astonished now to hear Buddy say harshly, pointing towards the chain-link fence that separated his compound from the vacant lot in back: “Do you mind, Ralph?”

Ralph retired around the corner of the building, not at all hurt but puzzled as to what kind of confidential business his father would have with a colored man. Had Buddy been talking elbow-to-elbow with Leo or Jack, Ralph of course would have hung back for the green light.

Clarence on the other hand had assumed when Buddy approached him privately that his employer wanted a piece of dark meat, i.e., wanted to use him as pimp, and behind the mask of his broken nose and milky eye he secretly smirked, believing that, in the inevitable white way, Buddy was impotent and sought black therapy. Before the bout in which Mulvaney had knocked out half his vision, Clarence had seen, when they were getting into their jockstraps in the common dressing room, that his own tool was twice the size of the Irishman’s, which looked like a little chicken neck. Clarence knew nothing of Buddy’s cocksmanship and would not have believed in it whatever the evidence. Both white women Clarence had himself fucked told him that all men of their race were basically queer, and they should know, being whores.

Jack had brought the Ford phaeton around back for Clarence to Simoniz. This was to impress the purchaser. Actually Clarence would not begin to rub the body until the financing was arranged on Monday with a loan company from which Buddy got a kickback for steering the borrower to its door.

Clarence was rubbing the hood with his forefinger to gauge the depth of the road film when Buddy entered the garage. To do a good job with the Simoniz cleaner would take him an entire day. The buyer would probably show up after his shift let out, Monday afternoon, and expect to drive the car away. Either Clarence would not have finished or the automobile would be imperfectly cleaned and shined. Clarence, who had a sense of craft, constantly had to make decisions of this sort; and whatever the conclusion, he would be blamed, and for the same thing: being colored.

“Hey, Clarence,” Buddy said, a bit too loudly, and then lowered his voice for the subsequent remarks. He was not as cool about arranging a murder as he would have liked to be. He did not hate Naomi; he simply wanted to be rid of her. He would have preferred to press a button, causing her to disappear instantly.

“Hey, Clarence, what am I paying you?”

Clarence recognized this as rhetorical and did not answer. He had his dead eye on Buddy and the other angled to inspect Buddy’s two-toned shoes.

“Fifteen, I think, and I think you’ll admit that’s fair considering I didn’t turn you over to the police that time.” Buddy saw what Clarence was looking at. “These shoes set me back twelve dollars. How you like a pair? Sure you would,” said Buddy. “Be a big jitterbug.” He pressed the end of his nose as if it were a switch. “Tell you what I need. You supply me and you got yourself a pair of these shoes.”

When Clarence was not in his rubber boots he wore a pair of shoes that were cut open in places to ease his two corns and one bunion. He had no vanity about footgear. However he always carried a nice clean handkerchief in his back pocket. If he soiled it—which was seldom, because though his nose was broken it did not exude anything like the amount of snot of the typical white person with the inevitable sinus trouble—he luxuriously threw it away and bought another, encased in cellophane, for five cents at any drugstore, often to the visible amazement of the clerk. He now withdrew the latest and snorted dry into it. He knew how to play a nervous man like a fish.

Buddy said: “I see the idea appeals.” He would have preferred though that Clarence had finger-covered one nostril at a time while blowing the other onto the floor and then smeared the deposit glistening across the cement with the sole of his boot. He found no utility in Negro niceties. “I’ll make this short and sweet, Clarence. I’m looking for some bird with guts, for a little job I got in mind.”

Clarence began to suspect his easy assumption had been in error. Although he was disappointed, he was not a foolishly stubborn man. Thus he had promptly accepted the truth that Irish Mulvaney could outslug him. He extended his lower lip in deliberation and shifted his stance.

“Now I won’t mix you up with the details, which are kind of complicated. What I want is a guy who wouldn’t have to take much of a chance to earn a nice piece of money, a real nice piece in fact.” Buddy lowered his head and leaned towards Clarence’s chest, looking from the tops of his eyes past Clarence’s chin and as it were up into his flattened nostrils, Clarence having instinctively withdrawn his lip at the movement in his direction.

Clarence now spoke for the first time: “Money.”

“It makes the world go round,” Buddy said, reducing some of the intensity without diluting the earnestness. He straightened up.

“You don’t want to say how much,” Clarence stated.

“You know the kind of guy I mean.” Neither was Buddy’s a question.

Clarence scraped his boot. He was now figuring that Buddy wanted to start a fire that would burn up the cars for the insurance. A Jew had done that to his clothes store in Maywood, which was the proper name for the section known to whites as Darktown and to the colored population as the West Side. A number of people had lived in flats overhead as tenants of the Jew, among them a cousin of Clarence’s, and the Jew had got them out of there before setting the fire: which was reckless of him, because when the insurance inspectors came around afterwards and asked the people if they had seen anything unusual, Clarence’s cousin had said vengefully: “Just that Jew, carrying a can of gas at midnight.” The rooms upstairs had been overrun with rats and the corridor toilet was always full of shit owing to a defective flushing mechanism.

At this moment Ralph came around the corner, and Buddy sent him away. Next, Leo poked his head through the office door, saying accusingly: “There you are.” Buddy failed to acknowledge this statement, and Leo retreated.

“The way I’m thinking,” Clarence said suddenly, fixing Buddy with his good eye, “is how much leads to who.”

Buddy did not relish being eye-pinned by the likes of Clarence, whom in other circumstances he would have stared down. Now, though, it served his needs to be subtle. The less Clarence knew, the better. Once he got hold of the thug, he would conspire to keep Clarence in the dark: surely blood, black blood at that, was not thicker than money. In addition, he and the killer would be linked by murder. Thus he didn’t want a moron who could not understand the equation.

“Somebody tough,” Buddy said. “But somebody smart.” He meant colored-tough, because it would not take much courage to kill a woman; and darky-smart, which was to say capable of an animal shrewdness but not clever enough to match wits with the man who paid him.

“I hears the price going up,” said Clarence, who regarded himself as neither tough nor smart but rather sensible. The cousin who informed on the Jew was smart, and his ass was generally out.

Buddy had not intended to name a figure to Clarence, whose own fee after all was a pair of twelve-dollar shoes, but he now decided that the Negro was too stupid for jealousy.

“I wouldn’t mind letting go of a couple hundred for a real good job. One down and the other when it’s finished.”

Two hundred for the black man who burned the place down, and thousands for Buddy when the insurance was paid off: the usual white deal.

Clarence squinted. “A hundred for tough, and a hundred for smart.”

“You could say that.” Buddy was toeing the threshold of impatience now: he had no intention of being analyzed by the likes of Clarence, in whose last statement he detected a hint of mockery.

Clarence let him stew for a while, then said: “When?”

“Don’t you worry about that. You just bring me the individual, get your shoes, and forget about it. Keep your nose clean, Clarence. You don’t need any more trouble.”

This was the second reference of Buddy’s to the unsuccessful attempt to steal the car three years before, and it caused the ex-boxer to reflect that having something on another man was in itself a form of insurance. His cousin was a fool: he should have told the Jew, not the insurance people, about the midnight can of gas, threatening to tell them unless the Jew paid off. Yes, Clarence could see that now; but he was no happier for the realization.

“When?” he repeated. “When should I bring the individual?”

Mockery again, quoting Buddy’s very phraseology. However Buddy had let himself in for it by misinterpreting Clarence’s first “when,” which he had taken to mean When must the deed be done?

He tightened his nuts and said: “Soon as possible.”

“Tonight?”

He was strengthened by Clarence’s eagerness, having something to deny now. It was not the thought of murder that threatened Buddy: it was rather the need to ask another person for anything.

“No,” he said with satisfaction, then arbitrarily named a time: “Tomorrow, eleven A.M.”

“Sunday?”

Buddy was quickly derisive. “Sorry to interfere with your weekend drunk.”

“I generally goes to church,” said Clarence.

Buddy assumed this was more sarcasm. He had had enough. “Eleven it is. And don’t get fresh or you’re out of a job.” He turned briskly and returned to the office, where Jack was sitting at his, Buddy’s, desk, doing the paperwork on the sale of the phaeton, with the purchaser, now looking uneasy, on a camp chair next to him. Leo sat behind his own desk, thumbnailing tablets into his mouth from a cylinder of Tums. Seeing Buddy, he pointed through the window with his other hand.

“We’re losing business.”

“Then get out there.” Buddy took his blazer from the hatrack. “I got an appointment. If I don’t get back, you lock up.”

“What about the receipts?”

Buddy took the night-deposit key from the end of the golden chain that extended into his right pants pocket from a loop of belt. He handed it to Leo, who recoiled slightly.

“What’s eating you? You know where the bank is, and the deposit slips are in the bottom desk drawer. You see me do that every night.”

Leo swallowed hard to combat his heartburn. Buddy had never done this before in all the years he had worked for him. Leo was frightened by sudden changes of policy in any area: if his stool was discolored, for example, he was shaken to the core unless the doctor had previously warned him that a certain medication would produce that effect.

Buddy forced the key upon him. “You can’t stand to be trusted,” he said jovially.

Behind him, Jack was giving the young man a purchase agreement for signature, along with a fountain pen which he had just shaken into the wastebasket, speckling the balled paper with blue. He reversed the pen and indicated the signature-place with its butt. “Right there, Mr. Ballbacher.”

Ballbacher began to shake his head. He stood up. “See, I din’t—” He made a ghastly grin. “The facts of the case is…I ain’t got that kind of money. I bit off more than I could chew. See—”

Jack was himself grinning in a loathsome way, trying to restrain his spite.

“I told you, Mr. Ballbacher, it’s only thirty-five dollars down, and you didn’t make any objection to that, as I remember, now did you?” Jack felt like prying up the little lever on the pen and squirting ink in his imbecile face.

“See,” said Ballbacher, “I’m getting laid off.”

Buddy whirled about in one of his dance steps, came quickly to the young man, and put out his hand.

“I’m Mr. Sandifer,” said he. “That’s the name you see on the sign outside, but they call me Buddy. What do they call you?”

Ballbacher stood passively while Buddy pumped his hand.

“Dutch.”

“Say, Dutch, now we know each other, why don’t I knock off another twenty simoleons in the name of friendship?” Buddy now claimed Ballbacher’s entire right forearm, clamping it at the elbow while continuing to squeeze the hand.

“I’m real sorry, Mr.—”

“Buddy.”

“I ain’t got the money, and can’t get it.” Ballbacher shook his head doggedly. “Eyes bigger than my stomach.” He was trying to break away from Buddy now. “I got a sick wife, and my kid has a mastoid—”

“Let’s have a private conversation,” Buddy said, and by leverage on the forearm propelled Ballbacher out the front door in almost a run, though the young man was larger than he and heavily muscled. There was a physical aspect to salesmanship; some customers were best manipulated by running away from them. Ballbacher could be bullied; he admitted guilt by explaining and apologizing.

“Where you work, Dutch?”

“The foundry.”

Buddy turned him so that he looked into the sun.

“Dutch, you know what a verbal contract is?” Buddy did not wait for an answer. “That’s when you say you’re gonna buy something. You don’t have to sign anything. You just have to tell a salesman, ‘Yeah, I’ll take that phaeton.’ Yeah, that’s how it works, Dutch.”

Ballbacher stank of sweat, but Buddy hung on. “It’s the law, Dutch, and nothing you or I can do about it.”

Ballbacher frowned. “All I said was ‘O.K.’”

Buddy chortled gaily. “Same thing, Dutch. That’s what the law calls a verbal contract.” He pointed across the street. “Like you go in the Greasy Greek’s. You don’t say, ‘I’ll give you fifteen cents for a hamburger.’ You say, ‘Give me a hamburger.’” Buddy let him go suddenly and slapped his shoulder. “You say give me, Dutch, but you’re liable for the charge.”

Buddy walked away, forsaking Ballbacher, isolating him in the sunshine. In the nearest rank of cars a swarthy little man was opening the driver’s door of a ’31 Chevy sedan. He slammed it shut, opened it, and slammed it again.

“You’ll admit that’s a solid body,” Buddy said. The man grimaced and shrugged. “Preachers take good care of their machines,” said Buddy. “Take a look at that upholstery.”

He returned to Ballbacher, who had not moved.

“If you think I’d try to bamboozle a family man, you’re wrong,” Buddy told him. “I’m one myself. Now, you hit a run of bad luck, get laid off for a while, could happen to anybody in these days. But you got Buddy Sandifer on your side. I need your business, Dutch. I can’t afford to make enemies. One word from me down at the loan company, and they’ll give you time, Dutch, more time: time’s money, Dutch. And in time you’ll be back on your feet again.”

Ballbacher rubbed his chin and stared bovinely at Buddy. The sun did not seem to trouble him.

He said: “You say I got to buy the automobile even when I didn’t sign nothing?”

“I don’t say that, Dutch. The law says so.”

Ballbacher nodded, so heavily that his head stayed down as he walked towards the street.

“Just a minute, fella!” cried Buddy, not following. “You come back here.”

Ballbacher responded promptly to this order. He turned, came back, and said deliberately: “Shit on you. You’re a goddam chiseler.”

Before Buddy’s rising fists had got beyond his waist, Ballbacher struck him powerfully in the center of the chest, causing him to back-pedal furiously until he went down on the seat of his white flannels. Ballbacher did not linger to enjoy this, but walked steadily off the lot.

Buddy entered the office and, shoving Jack aside, got his .38 Police Special from the desk. Jack’s forehead receded at the appearance of the pistol. He had not seen the prelude to the show of weaponry.

But Leo had and, dropping the roll of Tums he had continued to hold as a talisman, leaped to intercede.

“I’ll kill that dicklicker,” cried Buddy, waving the gun everywhere.

“No Buddy no Buddy no no no,” said Leo, making a desperate song of it. He clasped his boss at the waist, going after the pistol with his other set of fingers. They did a nifty foxtrot between the desks.

“I’ll spoil his fucking meat,” Buddy said.

Jack was shivering in the chair.

“Jack,” said Leo urgently. “For Christ sake.” But by the time Jack got to them, Buddy has ceased to struggle except in a rhetorical or symbolic style, gesturing with the pistol and howling indiscriminately.

Clarence could hear this back in the garage, where he was prying a tire off a rim, but he was never curious about the emotional displays of persons socially remote from him.

Ralph, sitting alongside his lawnmower in the shade on the far side of the building, where the blacktop gave way to gravel, heard nothing. Unlike his father he was easily distracted by trivial phenomena. He watched a lone starling peck futilely at stones and wondered how birds fucked. He looked into the waste ground beyond the chain-link fence and developed a fantasy in which, prowling thereupon, he discovered a concrete trapdoor flush with the earth and, lifting it by means of a rusty iron ring, exposed a set of descending stairs, at the bottom of which he found an enormous gambling den full of roulette tables, raucous music, and painted trollops, unbeknownst to the upper world.

John Dillinger had busted out of jail using a gun he had modeled in wood and blackened with shoe polish, and not long afterwards one of the villains in Dick Tracy carved a pistol from an Idaho potato, darkening it with tincture of iodine, which turned blue when in contact with starch. There was one of those little eight-page dirty books that showed Dick putting the blocks to Tess Trueheart. All the famous characters looked exactly as they did in the respectable funny-papers, except their peckers and snatches were shown starting on the second page.

Ralph had never yet in all his life seen a real pussy with hair on it, and no bare tits all the way to the nipples except in photographs.

He wondered whether he had waited long enough for his father to finish the conversation with Clarence. Ralph had not possessed an accurate sense of the duration of time since suffering a bad sunburn at the age of eleven, in consequence of which he had been delirious for twenty-four hours. He picked up the clippers, which he had taken from his back pocket before sitting down so that he would not be stabbed in the spine, stood up, and heard the gravel fall clattering from his ass.

After brushing away the rest of it, he went in back and saw his father gunning the car around the corner of the building. He ran and called, but when he gained the corner Buddy had already reached the street, turned onto it, and made his getaway burning rubber.

Inside, Jack was holding the gun. After a slow start, it had been he who finally disarmed Buddy.

Leo shook his head. He felt the effects of the incident. To dispel them, he said: “This has been some day.”

Jack returned the pistol to the drawer from which Buddy had taken it. A flat pint of whiskey lay within. Jack could have used a drink, but being a schoolteacher would not dare take one except behind the closed door of his home.

“This ought to be locked,” he said. “A child might get hold of it. You know what they say: everybody gets shot with an unloaded gun.”

Hearing the nonsensical statement, Leo felt better. “But that one’s loaded,” said he.

“Would he have shot him, you think?”

“I couldn’t say,” Leo confessed. “I never saw him do anything like that before. But I never saw him take a sucker punch, either.” He paused. “The whole thing was dumb. I don’t know what’s eating Buddy. Notice he didn’t work the lot this afternoon. He stands in the garage, chewing the rag with a jigaboo.”

“Where’d he go now?” asked Jack.

Leo made a moue of certainty. “To drive it off, that’s for sure.” But he remembered that Buddy had already been preparing to leave early, before the set-to. Without thinking of the effect it might have on Jack, he said: “To get his ashes hauled.”

Jack’s sexual imagination was quite domesticated, however; he had never had a woman before the first night of his honeymoon and none but his wife since, though sometimes when they did it he had fantasies involving movie actresses—oddly enough, the nonsensual types like Irene Dunne. He naturally supposed it was Mrs. Sandifer who quenched Buddy’s fire, and he showed no astonishment.

Leo was relieved to see his thoughtless remark fall by the wayside. He never trafficked in sex gossip.

Ralph came into the office at that point, saying: “Shit, I wanted a ride home.”

“You talk like that,” Leo said disapprovingly, “and you won’t get one.” Ralph was taken aback. Leo went on, scowling: “A friend of yours told me you stank. I said, ‘Like shit!’” Then he showed his teeth, poked Ralph in the belly, and roared. Ralph joined in the laughter. Jack did not, being a schoolteacher. But he prissily loosened the knot of his washable tie and opened his collar.

Leo told Ralph: “Listen, you run up all the windows and lock all the cars, and I’ll drop you off.”

“Is it closing time already?” Ralph grimaced at what he believed another failure of his inner clock.

Though usually the steadiest of men, Leo had been made disorderly by Buddy’s unprecedented loss of control—as Clarence, no schemer, had been led by Buddy’s threats to an understanding of blackmail.

“That’s right,” Leo said recklessly. “Your dad’s decided to call it a day.” He amazed himself as well as Jack, whose eyebrows arched. Jack had earned no commission whatever, this Saturday; yet, infected by Leo’s capriciousness, he made no protest. Instead, he opened the drawer, took out the pint of Seagram’s, unscrewed the cap, and boldly poured whiskey down his throat in full view of Ralph.

Leo was hit hard by this seizing of the initiative. He did not himself imbibe.

“Hey, Ralph,” he said desperately. “You want a drink?”

Ralph said: “Sure.” He always enjoyed Leo’s badinage.

But Jack cried: “Leo!” And put the bottle away posthaste, avoiding Ralph’s eyes. Better to ride it out than to ask Ralph to say nothing. Jack knew better than to put himself at the mercy of a schoolboy. But he struck back at Leo.

“What about the receipts?”

Leo decided Jack was getting too big for his breeches: he found the question even more insolent than the drinking.

“You just let me worry about that,” said he. “You can take off now if you want.” In the absence of Buddy, Leo considered himself boss. Jack flipped his hands and went into the little washroom in the far corner; already he had begun to feel the effects of the whiskey. If he went home having earned no money and with alcohol on his breath, his wife would think the worst.

Leo went to the short, squat safe behind Buddy’s desk. Its door was never closed, the only valuables, the checks and cash of the day, being kept within in a green metal box, locked by a key of which Buddy and Leo had examples, but not part-time employee Jack. Before leaving the lot each evening, Buddy emptied the box and prepared a deposit slip, then drove to the bank and dumped the tan envelope in the night chute. As Buddy himself had said just before the run-in with Ballbacher, Leo had seen him do this many times.

Yet having now to do it himself made Leo uneasy. He liked money but feared its physical reality. He paid all bills immediately, in cash, going in person to the Light & Power and Bell Telephone offices. His expenditures for living were modest; his invalid mother did not cost him as much as he let people assume, the doctor having long since announced that her ailments were imaginary and prescribed only sugar pills. It would have been much more expensive to keep her in a madhouse; she was harmless enough, all the more so when she believed she was dying and stayed in bed. Leo’s earnings averaged out, give or take, at thirty-five per week.

He took the cashbox from the safe and put it on Buddy’s desk, saying to Ralph: “Your dad’s still working on his first million.”

Jack could be heard urinating. Embarrassed by the sound and fearful that the schoolteacher would also fart, as some men did while so engaged, Ralph said: “I’ll lock up the cars,” and exited.

Leo found a deposit slip and, having opened the cashbox, began to record the amounts of the cashiers’ checks therein. This done, he turned to the greenbacks, some crumpled and almost black from use, others so crisp and fresh as to look bogus. His first count came to $387. Incredulous, he recounted and arrived at the even more unlikely sum of $429. He had himself made only one cash sale all day: a ’33 Ford station wagon, with sides of rotten wood, for an adjusted price of $85. Buddy, and perhaps Jack as well, must have sold several cars either under his nose or behind his back: remarkable in such a small organization.

He looked for the vouchers which should have been placed in the box along with the money for each sale, but, aside from his own for the $85, found only those for transactions by check.

Jack emerged from the toilet. Leo was about to seek his help on the problem at hand, but noticed that a glimpse of Jack’s shirttail was available in the wrong place: namely, his fly.

“Better close the barn door before the horse gets out,” he said, pointing.

Nodding in despair, the schoolteacher fastened the lower button of his suit jacket, the skirt of which was however too short to conceal the delinquency.

“My shorts and shirttail both are caught in the zipper,” said he, rolling his eyes. “Some kettle of fish.”

“Get a pliers from Clarence.”

“Say, that’s an idea,” said Jack. “I was going to sneak to the car and drive home.” He went into the garage.

Clarence saw him approaching with his fly open, and determined to hit the big fairy with a tire iron if he tried anything funny.

In the office Leo counted the cash a third time: $325. On the deposit slip he listed only the $85 he had himself collected. He put the slip, this money, and the checks into the manila envelope and closed but did not seal the flap. The remainder of the cash, rolled, went into his left pants pocket, where it exerted an interesting pressure against his genitals lodged nearby.

Ralph returned with all the car keys, each with its dirty-white tag listing the model. Leo dropped these into the bottom of an old candy box and put the box in Buddy’s wastebasket, covering it with the discarded paper.

“How come not the safe?” asked Ralph.

“They could blow it open. But nobody’d ever look here.”

Leo poked his head into the garage and saw Jack working with the pliers at his crotch. He waved the envelope. “Lock up, willya? I’m going to the bank.”

Jack distractedly agreed to that. He had his own key; he was often first to arrive on Saturday morning, eager to make the most of his day. Clarence was rolling a wire wheel, which bore a soft tire, towards the air hose out back. Nobody had told him they were closing.

“Hey, Champ,” Leo shouted. “You’re through for the day.” Clarence let the wheel fall crashing where he was and went to wash up at the hose with Lava Soap. He had never been invited to use the office lavatory; he had in fact never been inside the office.

“No dice,” said Leo when he came out the front door onto the lot and saw Ralph bringing the lawnmower around the side of the building.

“It’ll go in the trunk, Leo,” said Ralph.

“The handle won’t, and that’s illegal unless you tie on a red rag and I ain’t got one.” He pointed to his faded blue four-door ’34 Plymouth. “Get in and leave the mower here. I’m telling you, Ralph.”

The luxurious thought of stealing the money was infecting Leo with rudeness. Of course it was all playacting, his plan being to retain the cash only until he could account for it properly. Yet here he was, climbing behind the wheel, about to leave the lot for the weekend with a pocketful of filthy lucre for which he had made three sums, each inconsistent with the others, and he had not even queried Jack as to the missing vouchers, nor had he looked in the sales ledger in which all transactions were entered by Buddy, the first record he should have consulted for enlightenment when the cash-box proved cryptic.

Without a clue to this, Ralph wondered why his friend Leo was acting so pricky all of a sudden.








chapter 2



LAVERNE’S TOP-FLOOR FLAT, in the rear of the two-story building, was reached by an outside staircase. In his current state, Buddy did not trouble to take the giant step that would evade the fourth tread, which shrieked at the imposition of weight. Ordinarily he liked to arrive silent as a burglar and apprehend Laverne in the act of bleaching her hair with cotton balls dipped in a saucer of peroxide or washing her step-ins. Buddy delighted in the particulars of illicit domesticity, whereas in his proper home the sight of a basinful of Naomi’s slimy wet hose was greatly offensive to him.

Now however he had other needs. Gasping from the immediate climb, his skin prickly-heated from the several rushes and recessions of blood as anger alternated with shame—he had been tricked into an ineffective defense of his honor, humiliated before his employees, and not by Ballbacher, that shitheel, but by himself; made disorderly—aching, panting, and with a smudge on the seat of his white flannels, not covered by the tail of his blazer, he opened Laverne’s never-latched screendoor and entered her living room.

The shades were drawn against the heat even on this not hot day, and it was warmer inside than out. The room as usual had an odor that reminded him of firecracker punk, though actually it came from the incense she often burned in the belly of a little brass Buddha on the whatnot shelf alongside the hand-colored portrait photo of herself taken at the time of her confirmation: the expression slightly petulant owing to the onset of her first period, for which her mother had not prepared her; staring into the camera, her pants full of blood. Fastidious Buddy disliked such reminiscences.

“Izzat you, stinkpot?”

Buddy was in no mood to give the traditional Bronx cheer in reply. He silently went through three feet of hallway, entered the bedroom, and was struck over the head with a stuffed animal.

Laverne was plastered against the wall just inside the door, smirking, blouseless, her white-brassiered boobies looking even more tremendous than usual. Buddy retrieved the pink elephant from the floor. For an instant he considered hurling it back at her, having at the moment no stomach for accepting even a tender attack without retaliation, but as always the presence of Laverne’s aggressive flesh worked its marvelous magic.

While she stripped, he fitted the animal between the cheeks of his ass, threading its trunk between his legs to emerge in front, where he swung it in clockwise revolutions. For her part she extended and waggled her tongue, then said, in an artificially rough contralto: “I can take all you got and then some.” Causing him to drop the limp synthetic member and expose the real one, stiffened by her boast. She seized it and led him around the room as if he were a little red wagon.

In no time at all Buddy’s chagrin had decamped….

After knocking one off in the summertime, Buddy liked to stay in bed awhile, lying in his sweat, though in winter he immediately jumped up and dressed so as not to risk a chill. With two long blood-red talons, Laverne peeled the fishskin from his member and took it away.

The toilet exploded in a flush, and she returned, purple-tipped bazooms wobbling. She sat down on the edge of the bed, reached under the pink-shaded lamp, claimed the pasteboard box of Sheffields, then slid the little drawer out and plucked up one of the cigarettes. She had a lighter that was shaped like an automatic pistol: you pulled the trigger and a flame sprang up through a tiny trapdoor on top of the barrel about halfway along.

Having fired up her cigarette, Laverne said: “Did you tell her?”

Buddy spotted a piece of flaking paint on the ceiling almost directly overhead. If the roof leaked the plaster would eventually fall; that could be lethal to an occupant of the bed.

“Ralph was there.”

“Today was the day you were going to tell her.”

“Ralph sat there, eating like a horse. I don’t know where he puts it.” Buddy patted his plumpish midsection and in so doing encountered a large fluff of lint in his navel though he had showered that morning. “He stays skinny as a rail.”

Laverne nodded and spewed smoke from lips from which she had wiped the smudged color while in the bathroom disposing of the fishskin.

“You’re going to do it, though, right, Buddy? You’re gonna find the occasion. You promised.”

“You got my word on it.”

“I don’t know, Bud,” said Laverne. “You been saying that since the Year One. What would you do if I cut off the nookie supply?”

She made this threat periodically. As usual, Buddy dismissed it with levity.

“I’d just have to whip my willie by hand,” said he. He raised himself on the near elbow and, pivoting, swung his legs to the floor on the far side of the bed.

With his back to her, he said soberly: “Look, baby—”

“You’re not gonna do it, are you, Buddy? You’re not ever going to do it.”

“I been working on it. You don’t know how hard—”

“And you can’t do it.”

“No, no,” said Buddy. “You ain’t got it straight. You don’t know what I mean, kid.” He adjusted his tool, which was still shrinking inside the foreskin. “I been thinking for a long time. Some things are hard to put into words.”

Suddenly he twisted around. “Where would she go if I dumped her?”

Laverne continued to stare at him. He put a hand on her shoulder cap. “I’m working on an idea.” Laverne of course knew nothing of his plan to have Naomi killed. It was not the sort of thing you could reveal even to its beneficiary. “You know I love you, baby. But I wanna do right by all concerned: that’s the kind of monkey I am. Besides, I don’t have any grounds on her, so she’d have to be the one who files against me, and how would that look for the business if it gets messy? And I don’t relish the thought of bringing you into it, getting you smeared with filth.”

Buddy got up and walked off the woolly bedside rug. He stole a look to see how Laverne was taking this and saw that the cigarette had fallen from the slot of the undersized ashtray and was burning the surface of the night table. He went to put it out and saw several other scars on the varnish. The pink satin shade on the lamp had separated here and there from the top ring of wire. He tried the switch.

“Hey, the bulb is out.”

“I don’t go in the grocery store any more, Buddy. They give me funny looks.”

To forestall the expansion of this statement, he said quickly: “Oh screw them, Laverne. You should care about some little pissants in dirty aprons. Besides, I told you to order by phone.”

“Yeah, great, so that delivery boy wants more than a nickel, I can tell you.”

Buddy turned from the table and peered down at the dark roots in her scalp. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“He hangs around,” cried Laverne. “He thinks I’m a fast one, Buddy.”

“That little punk!” Buddy thrust his lightly haired chest out beyond his belly. “I’ll hand him his head.” He punched a fist into a palm. “I’ll sour his milk.”

“He wouldn’t do it if you was here.”

“What’s he do?”

“It’s the way he looks. He don’t have respect.”

Buddy walked to the foot of the bed and put a hand on either upright of the bedstead and leaned in.

“Look,” he said. “This thing is driving me wild too. All I want is a life with you. Is that too much to ask? We got a right to happiness!” He took a deep breath and felt the area of soreness where Ballacher had struck him.

“The way you talked back then, it was so simple.”

“It wasn’t that long ago.”

“Well,” said Laverne, “it was March and here we are at the beginning of September.”

“I thought at first we’d just have a few laughs, and then this thing hit me like a ton of bricks. I can name the exact minute—”
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