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      I got off at three-thirty, but it took me almost an hour to walk home. The factory is a mile off Pacific Boulevard, and we live a mile up the hill from Pacific. Or up the mountain, I should say. How they ever managed to pour concrete on those hill streets is beyond me. You can tie your shoelaces going up them without stooping.
         

      Jo was across the street, playing with the minister’s little girl. Watching for me, too, I guess. She came streaking across to my side, corn-yellow curls bobbing around her rose-and-white face. She hugged me around the knees and kissed my hand—something I don’t like her to do, but can’t stop.

      She asked me how I liked my new job, and how much pay I was getting, and when payday was—all in one breath. I told her not to talk so loud out in public, that I wasn’t getting as much as I had with the foundation, and that payday was Friday, I thought.

      “Can I get a new hat then?”

      “I guess so. If it’s all right with Mother.”

      Jo frowned. “Mother won’t let me have it. I know she won’t. She took Mack and Shannon downtown to buy ’em some new shoes, but she won’t get me no hat.”

      “ ‘No hat’?”

      “Any hat, I mean.”

      “Where’d she get the money to go shopping with? Didn’t she pay the rent?”

      “I guess not,” Jo said.

      “Oh, goddam!” I said. “Now, what the hell will we do? Well, what are you gaping for? Go on and play. Get away from me. Get out of my sight. Go on, go on!”

      I reached out to shake her, but I caught myself and hugged her instead. I cannot stand anyone who is unkind to children—children, dogs, or old people. I don’t know what is getting the matter with me that I would shake Jo. I don’t know.

      “Don’t pay any attention to me, baby,” I said. “You know I didn’t mean anything.”

      Jo’s smile came back. “You’re just tired, that’s all,” she said. “You go in and lie down and you’ll feel better.”

      I said I would, and she kissed my hand again and scurried back across the street.

      Jo is nine—my oldest child.
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      I was tired, and I hurt. The lung I’d had collapsed during the winter seemed to be filled with molasses, and my piles were torturing me.
         

      I hollered when I got inside the door, but no one answered so I supposed Mom was gone, too. I went in the bathroom and washed, and tried to do something about my piles, and washed again. No good. I went at it again, and I washed some more. And then I remembered that I’d already done the same thing about six times, so I stopped.

      The refrigerator did have some ice-cubes in it. Nothing but ice-cubes, and some old celery, and a few grapefruit, and a stick of butter. But that was something. Mom has a hard time getting the trays out, and when she does she usually leaves them out. Roberta never puts any water in the trays. She’ll take them out, remove all the cubes, and put them back without a drop of water. Jo and I are about the only ones in the house who always fill the trays and put them back where they belong. If it wasn’t for us, we’d never have any ice.

      God, listen to me rave! And about ice-cubes. I don’t know what’s getting into me.

      While I was standing there drinking and scratching and wondering about things in general, Mom came in from the bedroom. She’d been asleep, and she was still barefooted. Mom has varicose veins. She’s always had them as far back as I can remember. Or—that’s not true either. Her legs were never real good, but she didn’t have those veins until I was nine years old. I remember how she got them.

      It was about a week after Frankie, my younger sister, was born. Pop was down in Texas, trying to complete an oil well. We were existing in a shack deep down on Oklahoma City’s West Main Street. A tough part of town in those days; I guess it still is.

      Margaret—that’s my older sister—and I were sort of living off the neighbors, and Mom wasn’t eating much. So that left only Frankie to take care of. But she couldn’t eat handouts, and Mom couldn’t nurse her, and we only had fifty cents in the house.

      Well, Margaret and I went down to the drugstore after a jar of malted milk, and on the way back a group of the neighborhood hoodlums chased us. And Margaret dropped the bottle. It was all wrapped up in that tough brown paper, and we didn’t know it was broken until Mom unwrapped it.

      No, she didn’t scold or spank us—to the best of my recollection we never received a real spanking—she just sat there among the pillows, and something terrible happened to her face. And then she placed one starved hand over her eyes and her shoulders trembled and she cried.

      I think an artist must have been peeking in the window that night, for years later I saw a painting of Mom. A painting of a woman in a torn gown, tangled black hair and thin hand concealing her face but not hiding—oh, Jesus, no! not hiding but pointing at—wretchedness and pain and hopelessness that were unspeakable. It was called Despair.

      But the artist should have stayed for the sequel.

      We got some newspapers and spread them out on the bed, and dumped the malt out on it. And then Marge and I and Mom began to pick the glass out of it. We picked and sorted and strained our eyes for an hour or more, and just when we had a few spoonfuls without any glass in it, Frankie woke up with one of those wild kicking fits which characterized her awakenings. She almost bounced us off the bed. Somehow we held on, keeping the glass from being re-mixed with the milk. But it didn’t do any good. Frankie had only been limbering up for the main event. Her nightdress had gone up with the first kicks, and now her diaper slipped down.…

      Well, we threw the papers away and mopped up a little—it was so funny we all had to laugh—and Mom asked us what we thought we’d better do now. Marge, who was twelve, said she’d brought some chalk home from school; maybe we could grind that up and put it in hot water, and it would take the place of milk.

      Mom was afraid it wouldn’t.

      I didn’t have any ideas.

      Frankie was squawling her head off, and it was impossible not to sympathize with her. Mom said, “Well if I write a note to Mr. Johnson will you take it down and—”

      Marge and I began to whimper and whine. The boys would chase us if we went out again and we’d just break the next bottle of milk like we had the first; besides, Mr. Johnson was a mean ol’ man and wouldn’t trust anyone for anything. He had big signs up all over the store saying he wouldn’t. “You just go down and see for yourself, Mom.”

      Mom said she guessed she’d have to.

      We got out her old black serge dress and a shawl and some houseslippers, and Marge did the best she could with pinning up her hair. Then we wrapped Frankie up in a blanket and started out. We took Frankie because Mom wouldn’t leave her alone, and she needed me and Marge to lean on.

      It was bitterly cold, and I thought that was what was making Mom shiver. But it wasn’t—not entirely. It was just the pain of her legs going to pieces beneath her. It was only a block to the drugstore and a block back, but, as I say, her legs weren’t good to start with, and she’d just had Frankie, and she hadn’t been eating right for years.

      We got the milk. Johnson wouldn’t have given it to us, but there was a whore and her pimp in the place—swell customers—drinking coke and paregoric, and he didn’t want to show himself up for what he was. He even threw in a small bottle of soothing syrup which, no doubt, he would have had to throw out in the alley before long anyway. It had a little label under the regular one—rather, part of a label; most of it was torn off. The remaining letters read OPI—
         

      We got back to the house, and went into the kitchen. The gas hadn’t been cut off yet, although I can’t figure out why. Mom put Frankie down on the table, and sat down herself; and Marge and I fixed the milk and filled the bottle. I’ll swear to this day that Frankie rose up out of her blankets and snatched it from our hands.

      She took a big swig, and said “Gush,” and gave us a tight self-satisfied Hoover smile. Then she closed her eyes and got down to business.

      Mom said, “That milk looks so good I believe I’ll have some. You kids ought to drink some, too.”

      We kids didn’t like milk. We never liked anything that was good for us, probably because we so seldom had the opportunity to acquire the liking.

      “You like ice-cream sodas, don’t you?” said Mom. “I could fix it so it’d be sweet and nice. You’d sleep better if you had something warm on your stomachs.”

      Well…an ice-cream soda—that put the matter in a different light.

      We heated another pan of milk, and filled three glasses. And Mom put a third of the bottle of soothing syrup into each one. It was such a little bottle, and Mom didn’t know any better. Pop said afterwards that she should have, and that Johnson ought to have been horsewhipped. But Pop wasn’t there that night.

      I remember, dimly, in the haze-filled passages I fled slowly through, a white face that kept rising up before me—a white face and long black hair and warning terror-stricken eyes that kept forcing themselves open with the invisible fingers of sheer will. And when I saw that face, I retreated and was somehow glad.

      Once I had wandered deep along a subterranean corridor, following an odor, a sound, a vision—I do not know what it was but it was irresistible. And I had come to a carved archway, and there was a laughing little girl on the other side, holding out her hands to me. Jo. Jo holding out her hands and trying to grasp mine.

      No. I mean it. It was Jo. That was more than fifteen years before Jo was born, but I knew at once that it was Jo, and she knew that I was her father.

      I said, “Where’s your mother?” And Jo laughed and tossed her hair, and said, “Oh, she isn’t here. Come on in and play with me.”

      I said, “All right,” and stepped toward her, and she bent her little face to kiss my hand.

      And then Mom appeared between us.

      She struck Jo—struck her and kept striking her. And Jo screamed at me for help, and I stood motionless and horrified, sad yet relieved. I stood there until Mom had beaten Jo to death with her bare fists. And then Mom motioned for me to precede her back up the passageway, and I obeyed. I went back up the passage, leaving Jo dead there in the little room.

      Jo has never liked Mom.…

      There was a large white pavilion with a small circular pool. And strong hands kept pushing me toward the pool, and I did not want to go into it because it was black and bitter. I wondered why Mom didn’t save me, and I cried out to her, and a dozen voices shouted back, “He’s coming out of it! He’s going to be all right, Mrs. Dillon.…”

      I opened my eyes. The black coffee rose lazily from the oil cloth and I drank. I had been asleep thirty hours, seven more than Marge. Mom had shaken off her stupor as soon as Frankie began to holler for more milk.

      A few nights later Pop came home. He came in a taxicab, and it was filled with packages. He had a new coat for Mom—she hated it always and wore it about as long—a suit for me, dresses for Marge, shoes for all of us (none of them fit), toys, watches, candy, rye bread, horseradish, pigs feet, bologna—God knows what all.

      Marge and I danced around Mom’s bed, laughing and eating and unwrapping things, while Mom lay there trying to smile and Pop looked on in happy pride. Then I noticed the little black grip he was carrying.

      “What’s in that, Pop? What else you got in that, Pop?” I yelled, Marge joining me.

      Pop held the bag up over our heads and giggled. And we stopped yelling and jumping for a moment because the giggle startled us. Pop was such a big man, and so dignified even in his amusement. I think he was the only man I ever saw who could look dignified with his pants torn and chili on his vest. Pop always wore good clothes, but he was a little careless about their upkeep.

      He unfastened the catch on the bag and turned it upside down, and a shower of currency, money orders, and certified checks floated down to the bed and floor.

      His oil well had come in. He had already sold a fraction of his holdings for 65,000 dollars. And here it was.

      The artist should have stayed for that picture, too. Mom with her legs as big and black as stovepipes, and 65,000 dollars on the bed.…

      Well, her legs are still like that. And Pop is still drilling oil wells—very real oil wells, to him at least. As for me—

      As for me.…
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      How do you like your new job?” Mom asked. “Did you have to work very hard?”
         

      “Oh, no,” I said.

      “What did you do mostly? Bookkeeping and typing?”

      “Yeah,” I said, “bookkeeping and typing.” Then I lost my temper and told her what I really had done.

      When I finished she said, “That’s nice,” and I knew she hadn’t really heard a word.

      “Eating out tonight, are we?” I asked.

      “What?” said Mom. “Oh. Well, I don’t know, Jimmie. I don’t know what to do. Roberta went off to town and didn’t leave any money or say what she wanted or anything. Jo hasn’t had a bite to eat all day but a peanut butter sandwich. I haven’t had anything either, but of course—”

      “Let me have a dollar,” I said. “I’ll go get something. I’ll pay you back as soon as Roberta gets here.”

      “I could have got something myself,” Mom said. “But I didn’t know what—”

      “Just give me a dollar,” I said. “I’ll go get some potatoes and bread and meat. That’s what we usually have.”

      Mom went and got a dollar. “I will have to have it back, Jimmie. Frankie has to get a permanent, and some new stockings, and we don’t have a cent to spare.”

      “I’ll pay it back,” I said.

      I saw it was almost six so I ran all the way to Safeways. The strongest butchers’ union in the country is in San Diego. If you want fresh meat, you buy it before six. Otherwise you buy bacon, or lunchmeat—which is two-thirds cereal and a fourth water—or do without.

      I reached the store at six sharp. I bought a pound and a half of lunchmeat—forty-five cents—some canned beans, and potato chips. I studied the wine counter a moment but decided I’d better not buy any, even if it was only fifteen cents for a short pint.

      When I reached the corner, Roberta was just getting off the bus. Mack was asleep and she was carrying him. Shannon, for one of the few times in her life, was behaving herself.

      Roberta said, “Hi, honey. Take this lummox, will you? I’m worn out.”

      I took Mack, and Roberta took the groceries. Shannon, with one of her lightning fast and unpredictable movements, leaped up and grabbed me by the elbow.

      “Carry me, Daddy,” she demanded. “You can’t carry Mack unless you carry me.”

      “Go on,” I said. “Go on. I can’t carry both of you.”

      “Daddy’s tired, Shannon,” said Roberta. “Now stop swinging on him or I’ll blister you. Why don’t you show Daddy your new shoes? Show him how you can dance in them.”

      Shannon dropped loose, pirouetted, and was twenty feet down the sidewalk via a shuffle-off-to-Buffalo before I could take a deep breath. Shannon is four, but she is not as large as Mack who is eighteen months younger. She sleeps an average of seven hours a night, eats almost nothing, yet has more energy than either of the other children. One minute you see Shannon; the next she is three blocks away.

      She posed for a moment, then, with her usual unpredictability, burst out with:

      
        

        
          My name is Samuel Hall,
        

        
          And I hate you one and all.
        

        
          God damn your eyes!
        

        

      

      “Shannon!” I said.

      “Shannon!” said Roberta. “You get right straight home! Get! One more word out of you, and I’ll blister you till you can’t sit down.”

      Shannon took a notion to mind. She wasn’t afraid, understand. I gave up long ago trying to do anything with her, and Roberta is beaten too, but won’t admit it. Shannon is not disturbed by dark closets. She does not mind cold showers. You can’t punish her by depriving her of a meal, because she’d as soon do without as not. You can’t spank her because, ordinarily, you can’t catch her. And, anyway, she is always hoping a little that you will try to spank her. You are then in the position of an aggressor, and she fights best when she has been attacked. And there is nothing she loves more than a good fight. The last time Roberta tried to spank her she—Roberta, not Shannon—had to go to bed. And while she was lying there, Shannon sneaked into the room and began beating her with a toy broom. It was all Mom and Frankie and I could do to pull her away.

      Frankie exercises an occasional control over her by treating her with contempt. Mack’s way is to catch her in an unguarded moment and to sit down on her. But neither Roberta nor I can do much with any method.

      “How do you like your new job, honey?” said Roberta. “Have a hard day?”

      “Not very,” I said.

      “What did you do?”

      “Most of the day I went around on my hands and knees chipping up plaster.”

      Roberta stopped. “Wh-at?”

      “Yes. They’re building an extension to the plant, and a lot of plaster is scattered around the floor. I went around with a little thing like a cold chisel and chipped it up.”

      “But didn’t you tell them—didn’t they know—”

      “They don’t give a damn. They’ve not got any editorial work down there. They’re building airplanes.”

      “But, couldn’t they—”

      “I don’t know anything about airplanes.”

      Roberta started on, her mouth set in a tight line. “You’re not going back,” she said. “You just go down there in the morning and get whatever you’ve got coming, and tell ’em they can keep their old job.”

      “Thought of how we’re going to eat? And—incidentally—pay rent?”

      “Jimmie. The kids just had to have shoes. I know we’re hard up, but—”

      “Okay, okay. But how are we going to pay the rent? I suppose you told the landlady we’d have it at the end of the week?”

      “Well,” said Roberta, “we will, won’t we? Don’t you get paid on Friday?”

      “O Jesus,” I said. “O Christ and Mary. O God damn!”

      Roberta got red, and her nostrils trembled. “Now James Dillon! Don’t you dare swear at me!”

      “I’m not swearing. I’m praying for forebearance.”

      “And don’t get smart, either.”

      “Dammit,” I said, “how many times have I asked you not to talk about me getting smart? I’m not six years old.”

      “Well—you know what I mean.”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” I said. “I don’t know half the time what you mean. Why don’t you ever peek inside a dictionary? Can’t you ever read anything besides the Catholic Prayer Book and True Story? Why, Jes—my God, honey.…Oh, God! Don’t cry out here on the street! Please don’t. It seems like every time I open my mouth lately someone starts bawling.”
         

      She pushed on ahead of me into the house, letting the screen door slam in my face. Mom opened it for me.

      “Now don’t say anything,” I said. “She’ll be all right in a minute. Just don’t pay any attention to her.”

      “I’m not saying anything,” said Mom. “What difference would it make if I did? Can’t people open their mouths around here any more?”

      “Please, Mom.”

      “Oh, all right.”

      I put Mack down on the lounge and went back into the bedroom. Roberta had taken off her dress and hung it up, and was lying on the bed, hands over her face. I looked down at her and began to tingle. I knew how it was going to be, and I hated myself for it. But I couldn’t help it. Roberta didn’t need to do anything to win an argument with me but let me look at her. I knew it from the moment I saw her. She knew it after a few years.

      I sat down and pulled her head into my lap. And she turned, so that her breasts pressed against my stomach.

      I wish, I thought, that Mom could understand what Roberta means to me—why I am like I am with her. I wish Roberta could understand what Mom means to me. Maybe they do understand. Maybe that’s why things are like they are.

      I said, “I’m terribly sorry, honey. I’m just awfully tired, I guess.”

      “I’m tired, too,” said Roberta. “It’s certainly no fun to drag that Mack and Shannon around all day.”

      “I’m sure it isn’t,” I said.

      “I am worn out, Jimmie. No fooling.”

      “That’s too bad, dear. You’ve got to get more rest.”

      She allowed me to stroke her for a few moments; then she sat up brightly and pushed me away.

      “And you’re tired, too,” she declared. “You’ve already said you were. Now you lie down while I help Mom get dinner.”

      She pulled an apron over her head, and I flopped back on the pillows.

      “Give Mom a dollar,” I said.

      “What for?”

      “For the groceries I got.”

      Roberta seemed to see the sack for the first time. “What’d you get that stuff for? We’ve got two pounds of beans up in the cupboard. Why didn’t Mom cook them?”

      “I don’t know. I wasn’t here.”

      “They were right there in the cupboard. She must have seen them.”

      “No harm done. We can eat them some other time. Now please go on and do whatever you have to do, and give Mom that dollar.”

      “I’ll think about it,” said Roberta.

      Somehow I was on my feet, and the veins in my throat were choking me.

      
        “God damn it! Give Mom that dollar!”
      

      Mom opened the door.

      “Did someone call me?” she asked.

      “No, Mom,” I said. “I was just telling Roberta about supper—about the groceries. To give you the dollar I borrowed.”

      “Why, I don’t need it,” said Mom. “If you’re short why don’t you just keep it?”

      “Oh, we’ve got plenty, Mom,” said Roberta. “We’ve got all kinds of money. You just wait a minute.”

      She began fishing around in her purse, fetching out nickels, dimes, and pennies, and spreading them out on the dresser.

      “Why don’t you give her a dollar bill?” I said.

      “Now I’ll have it for Mom in just a moment,” said Roberta in a neat voice. “I’ll get it, all righty…here you are, Mom. There’s twenty. Twenty-five. Forty. Sixty. Eighty-three. Ninety-three. Oh, I guess I’m seven cents short. Do you mind if I give it to you tomorrow?”

      “Just keep it all until some other time,” said Mom.

      Roberta picked up the change. “You can have it now if you want it.”

      Mom went out.

      I lay staring at Roberta in the mirror. She met my eyes for a moment, then looked away.

      “How much were the groceries?”

      “Seventy cents. I’ve got thirty cents left, if that’s what you’re driving at.”

      “I suppose you’re going to buy something to drink with it?”

      “I won’t disappoint you. I’m going to get a quart of wine.”

      “You shouldn’t, Jimmie. You know what the doctor told you.”

      “Death, where is thy sting?” I said.

      Roberta went out, too.

      Pretty soon Mack came toddling back, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. There isn’t an ounce of fat on him, but he’s practically as broad as he is long.

      “Hi, Daddy.”

      “Hi, boy. What’s the good word?”

      “Save-a money.”

      “What’d you do downtown? Ride an airplane?”

      “Yop. Saw a bitey, too.”

      “A real honest-to-God bitey?”

      “Yop.”

      “What’d he look like?”

      Mack grinned. “Look like a bitey.”

      Then he went out. I have bitten on that joke of his a thousand times, but it is the only one he knows and I think a sense of humor should be encouraged.

      
         

      

      Roberta shut herself up in the bedroom with the kids about nine, and Mom was busy in the bathroom working on her bunions. Frankie was still out, so I had the front room to myself. Not that I minded. I arranged a couple of chairs—one for my feet—just like I wanted them. Then I went around to the liquor store and bought my wine.

      I thought the clerk was rather patronizing; but it could have been my imagination. Wine-drinkers aren’t regarded very highly in California—not when they drink the kind of stuff I bought. The better California wines are largely exported. The cheaper ones, sold locally, are made of dregs, heavily fortified with raw alcohol.

      In Los Angeles there are places where you can buy stiff drinks of this poison for two cents and a full pint for as little as six. And you can count as many as fifty addicts in a single block. “Wine-o-s,” they are dubbed, and their lives are as short, fortunately, as they are unmerry. The jails and hospitals are filled with them always, undergoing the “cure.” A nightly average of forty dead are picked up out of flophouses, jungles, and boxcars.

      So—I got home, sat down with my feet up, and took a big slug. It tasted watery, but strong. I took another slug, and I didn’t mind the taste. I was leaning back against the cushions, smoking and wiggling my toes and anticipating the next drink, when Frankie came in.

      She made straight for the divan and took off her shoes. She is the big hearty perfectly composed type, the counterpart of Pop except for her blonde hair.

      “Drunk again?” she inquired conversationally.

      “Getting. Want a shot?”

      “Not that stuff. I’ve already had three Scotches anyway. ’S’matter? Roberta?”

      “Yes—no. Oh, I don’t know,” I said.

      “Well,” said Frankie. “I like Roberta, and I’m crazy about the kids. But I must say you’re a fool. You’re not being good to her. She doesn’t like things like this any more than you do.”

      I took another drink. “By the way,” I said. “When is your husband joining you?”

      “I guess I asked for that,” said Frankie.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m just feeling mean.”

      “That wine won’t make you feel any better. You’ll have the grandfather of all hangovers in the morning.”

      “That’s in the morning,” I said. “Tonight—here’s looking at you.”

      Frankie snapped open her purse and pitched me a half-dollar. “Go get yourself a half-pint of whisky. It won’t tie you up like that wine will.”

      I looked at the money. “I don’t like to take this, Frankie.”

      “Oh, go on. Hurry up and I’ll have a drink with you.”

      I put on my shoes and went out. When I came back Frankie was holding a letter in her hand, and her eyes were red.

      “What do you think about Pop?” she asked.

      “What about him?”

      “Didn’t Mom show you this letter she got today? I thought she had.”

      “Let me see it,” I said.

      “Not now. I want to take it back to the bedroom with me. You can read it tomorrow.”

      “Look,” I said. “Whatever it is, it won’t worry me any more to know about it than not to know about it, now that I know there’s something wrong. Please don’t argue. And if you’re going to bawl, go hide some place. I’ve been laved in tears ever since I came home.”

      “You’re a dog,” said Frankie, wiping her eyes. She chuckled. “Did you hear the one about the rattlesnake that didn’t have a pit to hiss in?”

      “Shut up a minute.”

      I skimmed through the letter. It didn’t say much. They didn’t want to keep Pop at the Place he was in any longer. He was—he was too much trouble.

      “We’ll have to take him away, I guess,” I said.

      “Bring him out here, you mean?”

      “Why not?”

      Frankie gave me a look.

      “All right, then,” I said. “What do you suggest?”

      “We can’t have Mom live with him. Even if we did have the money for a place in the country and everything.”

      “What about his own folks? They’ve got dough.”

      “They were holding on to it, too,” said Frankie, “at the last writing. You know how they are, Jimmie. You write one of ’em a letter, and he reads it dutifully, writes a note of his own, and sends the two on to another twig on the tree. The note, incidentally, begins exactly five spaces from the top right of one page, and ends five spaces from the left bottom of another. And of course it doesn’t—it wouldn’t—refer to Pop at all. That would be indelicate. Long before the sixteen-hundred-and-eightieth Dillon is reached, our letter is worn out and nothing but theirs remains. The result? Well—Aunt Edna’s third-oldest girl, Sabetha, has her adenoids removed, and Great-Uncle Juniper gets a copy of Emerson’s Essays.”
         

      That’s about the way it would be. I’ve always believed that the Dillons originated the chain-letter.

      “Let’s have a drink and sleep on it,” I said.

      “Just a short one,” said Frankie. “How do you like your job?”

      “Swell.”

      “Got a good bunch to work with?”

      “Oh, swell.”

      “Such enthusiasm. Let’s have all the lurid details.”

      “Well, there are six of us altogether, counting the foreman—or leadman, as they call him. The stockroom is divided into two departments—purchased parts, that is, parts manufactured outside the plant, and manufactured parts—but we’re all inside the same enclosure. The two fellows in Purchased Parts are Busken and Vail. Busken is dapper, very nervous. Vail is the sure, enigmatic type. They’re two of a kind, however.”

      “O—oh,” said Frankie.

      “I was on my hands and knees all day, and naturally I was sweating a lot. At some time during the day these clowns in Purchased—they’ve got the stenciling machine in their department—taped a neat little chromo upon my buttocks. I must have worn it for hours. It said, WET DECALS. NO STEP.”
         

      Frankie laughed until the seams of her dress threatened to split.

      “Why Jimmie! That’s clever!”

      “Isn’t it? Then, there’s Moon, our leadman. He came around tonight at quitting time and gave me a few words of comfort. He said not to worry if I didn’t seem to be doing anything; the company expected to lose money on a man for the first month.”

      Frankie slapped her knees. “And you getting fifty cents an hour!”

      “Oh, it’s funny,” I said. “Now for a really brainy fellow we have Gross, the bookkeeper. He’s a graduate of the University of Louisiana and a former All-American. I asked him if he knew Lyle Saxon.”

      “Well?”

      “He asked me what year Lyle was on the team.”

      “So that fixes him in your book.” Frankie didn’t laugh this time.

      “The remaining member of our sextette,” I said, “is named Murphy. He was laying off today so I didn’t meet him.”

      Frankie picked up her shoes and got up. “You’ll never make it down there, Jimmie. Not the way you feel. Don’t you really think you can write any more?”

      “No.”

      “What are you going to do, then?”

      “Get drunk.”

      “Good-night.”

      “Good-night.…”

      I thought about Pop: Now what the hell will we do, I thought. I thought about Roberta, about Mom. About the kids growing up around me. Growing up amidst this turmoil, these hatreds, this—well, why quibble—insanity. I thought and my stomach tightened into a little ball; my guts crawled up around my lung and my vision went black.

      I took a drink and chased it with wine.

      I thought about the time I’d sold a thousand dollars’ worth of stories in a month. I thought about the day I became a director for the Writers’ Project. I thought about the fellowship I’d gotten from the foundation—one of the two fellowships available for the whole country. I thought about the letters I’d got from a dozen different publishers—“The finest thing we have ever read.” “Swell stuff, Dillon; keep it coming.” “We are paying you our top rate.…”

      I said to myself, So what? Were you ever happy? Did you ever have any peace? And I had to answer, Why no, for Christ’s sake; you’ve always been in hell. You’ve just slipped deeper. And you’re going to keep on because you’re your father. Your father without his endurance. They’ll have you in a place in another year or two. Don’t you remember how your father went? Like you. Exactly like you. Irritable. Erratic. Dull. Then—well, you know. Ha, ha. You’re damned right you know.

      
        I wonder if they are mean to you in those places. I wonder if they put the slug on you when you get to cutting up.
      

      Ha, ha-ha, ha, ha. They’ll give you a spoon to eat with, bud. And a wooden bowl. And they’ll cut your hair off to save on shampoos. And after the first month they’ll make you wear mittens to bed.…They can’t get you there? They got Pop there, didn’t they? Not they. You. You and Mom and Frankie.

      Remember how easy it was? Come on, Pop, we’ll have a bottle of beer and go for a little ride. Pop didn’t suspect. He’d never think his own family would do a thing like that to him. You had to? Of course you did! And they’ll have to. And you won’t know until it’s too late—like Pop did.

      Remember the startled look on his face as you sidled out the door? Remember how he knocked upon the panels? Knocked; then pounded? Clawed? Remember his hoarse voice following you down the hall? The quavering and cadenced tones—“Frankie, Jimmie, Mom, are you there? Mom, Frankie, Jimmie, are you coming back?” And then he began to cry—to cry like Jo might. Or Mack or Shannon.

      Or you.

      “M-mom. I’m afraid, Mom. Take me out of here. T-take—me—out—of—here! Mom…Frankie…Jimmie. JIMMIE! Take—me out.…”
         

      I screamed and sobbed and my head rose to a peak and flopped back in a sickening mush.

      “I’m coming, Pop! I won’t leave you! I’m coming!”

      And Mom was shaking me by the shoulder, and the clock on the mantel said five-thirty.

      The whisky flask was empty. So was the wine bottle.

      “Jimmie,” said Mom. “Jimmie. I don’t know what in the world’s going to become of you.”

      I staggered to my feet. “I do,” I said. “How about some coffee?”

    

  




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/jim_thompson_credit_sharon_thompson_reed_large.jpg





OPS/9780316196031_heed_the_thunder_online.jpg





OPS/9780316196093_a_swell_looking_babe_online.jpg





OPS/9780316196024_the_killer_inside_me_online.jpg





OPS/9780316195997_now_and_on_earth_online.jpg
)L

THOMPSON

NOW AND

ON EARTH
[

T





OPS/9780316195867_the_nothing_man_online.jpg
NOTHIN
MAN





OPS/9780316195942_wild_town_online.jpg





OPS/9780316196048_texas_by_the_tail_online.jpg
Y

TEXAS BY
THE-TAIL
2





OPS/9780316195881_the_alcoholics_online.jpg





OPS/9780316196062_roughneck_online.jpg





OPS/9780316195980_a_hell_of_a_woman_online.jpg





OPS/9780316196109_savage_night_online.jpg





OPS/9780316195973_croppers_cabin_online.jpg
m
THOMPSON






OPS/mulholland_logo_online.jpg
m

MULHOLLAND
BOOKS





OPS/9780316195997_cover_epub.jpg
AuTHOR OF THE KILLER INSIDE ME ano BAD BOY

JIM
THOMPSON
NOW AND
ON EARTH

“The most hard-boled of all the American writers of crime fiction.” —Chicago Tribune






OPS/9780316196000_the_rip_off_online.jpg
- JIM
TIHIHPSON
THE

RIP-OFF





OPS/9780316195843_nothing_more_than_murder_online.jpg
JIM
THOMPSON
NOTHING
MORE THAN
MURDER





OPS/9780316195874_pop_1280_online.jpg
THOMPSON





OPS/9780316195966_the_kill_off_online.jpg





OPS/9780316196017_bad_boy_online.jpg





OPS/9780316195898_the_getaway_online.jpg





OPS/9780316195935_the_grifters_online.jpg
GRIFTERS





OPS/9780316195904_after_dark_my_sweet_online.jpg
#0=3
oM
THOMPSON
AFTER
DARK,
== MY
SWEET





