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	—The New York Times



“[A] book by this guy is cause for happiness.”


	—Stephen King



“Donald Westlake must be one of the best craftsmen now crafting stories.”


	—George F. Will



“Westlake is a national literary treasure.”


	—Booklist



“Westlake knows precisely how to grab a reader, draw him or her into the story, and then slowly tighten his grip until escape is impossible.”


	—Washington Post Book World



“Brilliant.”


	—GQ



“A wonderful read.”


	—Playboy



“Marvelous.”


	—Entertainment Weekly



“Tantalizing.”


	—The Wall Street Journal



“A brilliant invention.”


	—New York Review of Books



“A tremendously skillful, smart writer.”


	—Time Out New York



“Suspenseful...As always, [Westlake] writes like the consummate pro he is.”


	—Cleveland Plain Dealer



“Westlake remains in perfect command; there’s not a word...out of place.”


	—San Diego Union-Tribune



“Westlake is one of the best.”


	—Los Angeles Times





In the fifth week, they came for him.

It was Friday night. It was too cold now to be autumn anymore, but the snow hadn’t started yet. He was walking along the tilted slate squares of sidewalk, past the barren trees and the streetlights; it was just past midnight, and the street was deserted. He was a block from home when the highly polished new black car rolled slowly past him, going in his direction, and crept to a stop a few doors away. The passenger-side door opened, and a man climbed out. He was hard-looking. He stood on the sidewalk with his hands on his hips and squinted at Cole, the squint making the corners of his mouth turn up like the beginning of a snarl.

“Paul Cole?” The man’s voice was harsh, but soft, as though there were no strength in it and he had to strain his throat to make any sound at all.

Do I know him? Maybe he knows me from somewhere, and his is one of the faces I’ve forgotten. But if we already know each other, why did he ask me if I was me?

He moved his head and said, “Yes. I’m Paul Cole.”

The man’s right hand slipped with surprising speed into his hip pocket, and came out with a wallet, which he flipped open, saying, “Police. Get in the car...”
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After the show, they went back to the hotel room, and to bed, for the seventeenth time in three weeks. He had chosen her because, being on the road with him, she was handy; and additionally because she was married, had already clipped the wings of one male, and could therefore demand nothing more from him than he was willing to give. Why she had chosen him he neither knew nor cared.

He was deep in clench-faced sweaty blindness of physical passion when the hotel room door burst open and what could only be the husband stormed in, topcoat flaring behind him like Batman’s cloak. He rose up from the mounded woman, smiling idiotically at the enraged face rushing toward him, thinking only What a cliché! and so unable to take it seriously. Till the husband reached out one flailing hand and brought it back lifting a chair, the legs pointing at four spots around his head as though to frame him there symmetrically for eternity, and then he scrambled back and away from the woman, his hand slipping on her rubbery breast, and he cried out, “What are you doing?”

And the nurse dressed all in white said, “Ah, there you are!” She was smiling, looking down at him, pleased by his presence. Her teeth were wide and shiny, like enamel kitchen cabinets all in a row. The pale lips were an oval smile around them, but then the oval reversed to the comic exaggeration of a frown, and she said, “Oh, no. Don’t fade away again.”

The teeth aren’t real, he thought.

There was nothing between the two thoughts, what are you doing and the teeth aren’t real. No transition, no time lapse, no going to sleep and waking up, no explanation.

The nurse had a face of leather, like a cowboy, but with a soft round nose. She said, “The doctor will want to talk to you. Now don’t fade away again.”

“I won’t,” he whispered, because whispering was all he dared until he found out whether or not he was real.

She went away, and his eyes looked at the ceiling, which had no character at all. It was featureless, lifeless, blameless white. He thought, Something must have happened in between. He must have beat me up, and I must be in a hospital. But there was no memory to go with the necessity. Not even a memory of time-lapse, such as comes when waking up from sleep. Waking up from sleep, there is the knowledge in the brain that a black form of time has been going on. But this was nothingness and less than nothingness. The four pointed chair legs, and then the nurse, and nothing in between.

A soft decayed face came into his vision, trying to look stern. It wore glasses, in which he could see twin reflections of himself, very small, being nothing but a head on a pillow. This must be the doctor.

It was. He introduced himself as such: “I am Doctor Croft. Are you awake enough to answer questions?”

“Yes.”

“Do you have to whisper?”

“I don’t know.” But he whispered it. He moved his tongue within his mouth, collecting saliva, and swallowed. “I don’t have to whisper.” His voice was rusty, like something long unused.

“What is your name?”

“Paul Cole. Paul Edwin Cole.”

“How old are you?”

His mind slithered, found it: “Twenty-six.”

“Where were you born?”

“Troy, New York,”

“What is your father’s name?”

“He’s deceased.” What a stupid word, he thought, hearing himself say it. An Army word. That’s where I learned it, when they typed it on the yellow form. Father deceased. Mother deceased.

But the doctor was not Army material. He persisted. He said, “What was his name, then?”

“Robert nomiddleinitial Cole.” That was Army, too. NMI.

“And your mother?”

He knew the game now. Deceased was no good here. “Elizabeth Shoreby Cole.”

“Is she alive?”

“No, she’s— She’s dead.”

“Your next of kin?”

“I’m not dead.”

“Who do we notify of your accident?”

“Accident?”

The soft decayed face turned sour. “You were caught, weren’t you? That’s an accident.”

“Why didn’t you know my name?”

“I did.”

“From my wallet. Then why did you ask me?”

“To see if you knew it.” He seemed inclined to explain, to be expansive, though still disapproving. “In head injury cases, particularly after prolonged shock or unconsciousness, we look for memory damage. But you seem all right, at least superficially. Now. Who do we notify?”

“No one.”

“You must have a relative.”

“It’s a rule? I have a married sister. But why tell her? We haven’t been in contact in five years.”

“What’s her name?”

“Ruth Cole.”

“You said she was married.”

“Oh.” He reached for the name, and bumped off it. It was like going down a flight of stairs, not looking, and there is one less step than you think, and your foot starts down for that last step and bumps painfully where there should only be air, and your arms have to pinwheel to keep you from falling, and you drop the newspaper, primary-colored comic pages scattering across the rug. “Her husband’s name is Ray, he’s got red hair, he—”

“You can’t remember his last name?”

“It’s been a long while since I’ve seen them.” Cold wetness was on his forehead. Why was the cold wetness there, as though he’d been washed but not dried. He drew a hand out from under the stiff covers and wiped his forehead, and then he felt dizzy and weak, as though he’d only pushed the cold wetness inside his head.

The doctor said, “No matter. I’ll talk to you later on.”

The face went away, and the face of the nurse with the unreal teeth came back. She was smiling again, idiotically, and he remembered his own idiotic smile when the husband had burst in, and he said, “What’s your name?”

“May,” she said. “And you’re Paul.”

“May. All right, why not. Tell me what happened?”

“What happened?” How the oval opening around the teeth could twist and turn, so mobile and cunning. Now it expressed itself puzzled. “Don’t you know?”

“He hit me with the chair.”

“And we brought you here. And now you’re awake again, and just as fine as new.”

“Where are the bandages?” He remembered the cold wet forehead, and his hand brushing it, and no bandages there.

“Oh, you have lots of bandages,” she said. “Around your head, and—no, higher than that—and all around your chest, because you have broken ribs, too, you know.”

He was feeling the tight hard coarse bandaging on the top of his head. It felt white, but not like the ceiling or her teeth. He said, “Tell me, uh...I’m sorry, I’ve forgotten your name.”

“May. In the merry month of May.”

“June is a month, too.”

“So it is.”

“How long have I been unconscious?”

“Fifty-eight hours.”

He translated that, frowning, and when he frowned he could feel the bandages, a broad band around his head, and he felt like Civil War wounded, but there were no bandages on his brow. Fifty-eight hours. Two days, and then ten hours. Approximately midnight it had been, of Saturday. Sunday gone by, and Monday gone by, and now it must be ten o’clock Tuesday morning.

With no feeling in his brain of time having passed. It was frightening.

He said, “It’s ten o’clock Tuesday morning.”

She looked down at a watch with a silver expansion band. “Ten-fifteen,” she said.

“I’m not hungry,” he said, wondering about it.

“You’ve been fed intravenously.”

“Ah. This is all very expensive, isn’t it?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Good health is never expensive, I say. You’re an actor, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“You were with that acting company that was here Saturday night, weren’t you? At the Palace Theater.”

“Yes.”

“I wish I could have gone, but I was on duty. I do love the theater.”

“They’re gone, aren’t they?”

“Gone?” She gazed down at him in innocent astonishment. “Who’s gone?”

“The company. The actors. The play.”

“Oh, yes. I understand they had to appear somewhere else.”

“Yes. Just for one night. Like here.”

“That must be a wonderful life.”

“Yes. I’m sorry, did I ask you your name?”

“Yes, you did.”

“What did you say?”

“May. Remember? The merry month of May.”

“Oh, yes.”

“Don’t worry, now, this must all be confusing to you still.”

“That’s right.”

“I must go now.”

“Yes.”

Then for a while there was nothing but the blank face of the ceiling.

Troy is a city of steep and stunted hills. Streets and streets of frame houses painted gray and tan. Streets of pockmarked blacktop. Narrow streets. The lights on the movie theater marquees never seem to be getting enough electricity. Down in Albany there are dartboards in all the bars.

The girl who brought him his first hospital meal had the face of an English orphan; pinched, frightened, silent. Her uniform was white and too wide and too heavily starched. It had short sleeves; her elbows were bony and gray.

She cranked the bed so that he was sitting, and wheeled his food in place in front of him. It was on a thick white plate with a red stripe around for decoration, and a small chip out of the edge. On it were two pork chops, mashed potatoes still retaining the shape of the ice-cream scoop, and peas. Two pieces of white bread and a pat of butter were on a smaller plate. A thick squat glass held milk. The knife and fork were heavy, and plain, with the name of the hospital carved on the handles: Memorial Hospital.

He didn’t feel himself to be hungry, but he ate everything, at a steady pace, and when he was finished he wanted a cigarette. A little later, the English orphan came back, to get the tray, and he asked her for a cigarette. Not looking at him, she said, “No smoking in hospital. Fire law.” She cranked the bed down again, and took the tray away. After, he wished he’d thought to tell her to leave him sitting, so he could look at the room.

The next one he saw was male again, with a full and florid face, lined by dissatisfaction. He said, “I am Lieutenant Murray, City Police.”

“They tell me I can’t smoke here.”

“That’s right. Fire law. Doctor Croft says you’re well enough to answer questions.”

He didn’t say anything, because he didn’t know if it was true or not.

Lieutenant Murray looked down at something—he was holding a paper or something in his hand, below the line of Cole’s vision. He said, “You are Paul Cole, twenty-six years of age, height six feet, weight one hundred fifty-seven pounds, hair black, eyes blue, no scars or marks. Born Troy, New York, current permanent address New York City. Next of kin, sister, married name unknown. That correct?”

The doctor had asked. Lieutenant Murray told. Cole said, “Could you crank the bed up? I can’t see you this way.”

“I’ll get a nurse.”

It took a few minutes, but then a nurse—a different one, a new one—cranked the bed up so he was sitting again. It was a private room, small and very clean. There was sky beyond the window. The two chairs—in one of which Lieutenant Murray sat—were covered in green leatherette.

Lieutenant Murray began again, reading everything as before, and now Cole could see that he held a clipboard in his lap, with several forms and sheets of paper on it, with neat black typewriting on the top sheet, the one from which Lieutenant Murray was reading.

When Lieutenant Murray asked him again if that information was all correct, he said, “Yes, it is.”

“Remembered your sister’s married name yet?”

“No.” He frowned, but all he could remember was her husband’s red hair. He couldn’t remember the husband’s name at all, first or last.

“No matter.” Lieutenant Murray tossed the clipboard onto the bed, next to his knees. “You won’t die.”

He smiled faintly, but didn’t say anything.

Lieutenant Murray said, “How much do you know about the situation?”

“I’m in a hospital. I guess I was beaten up.”

“I guess you were. All right, let me tell you where you stand. You were having intercourse with a married woman. Her husband caught you in the act, and beat the crap out of you. Legally, you have the right to swear out a warrant against him for assault, but legally he has the right to swear out three or four warrants against you. For adultery, for instance. It’s illegal in this state, as it is in most states. I can’t remember anybody in this state ever going before a judge on it, but there’s always a first time.”

Cole, watching Lieutenant Murray’s mouth, understood that the policeman hated him. There were many reasons why, most of them in Lieutenant Murray’s discontented face and harsh voice.

Lieutenant Murray said, “I’ve talked to the husband. As far as I’m concerned, he had every right to slug you, but he went too far. Unwritten law is a lot of crap. Here’s the deal. He doesn’t make any complaints against you legally, and you don’t make any complaints against him legally. You stay away from him, and you stay away from his wife, and you pay your own bills in the hospital here.”

“No.”

“What’s that?”

“Who put me in a private room?”

“How do I know? Listen, you’re being offered a good deal. We could make life rough on you if we wanted. The lady’s husband could make life rough on you. And the hotel could make life rough on you. Now, the husband’s going to pay for the damage to the hotel room, and you’re going to pay your own hospital bill.”

“Half. I pay half.”

“Nobody’s bargaining with you, sonny. It’s take it or leave it.”

“What happens to the wife?” he said. He felt very mean and angry, all at once, and didn’t care why. As though it were the only way to penetrate the fabric of the world enough to be seen.

“What do you mean, what happens to the wife? You stay away from her, that’s all you have to do.”

“She goes home. He goes home. I sit here under this ceiling, and you come in and hate me.”

“What the hell are you talking about? I’m doing a job, I don’t give a damn about you one way or the other.”

Cole smiled, and cocked his head to one side. “Would you have kicked her out of bed?”

“I’m a happily married man.”

“I’ll pay half.”

Lieutenant Murray got to his feet. “You aren’t in New York now,” he said. He went away.

You get on the subway at West 4th Street. The D train will take you to Sixth Avenue, and the A train will take you to Eighth Avenue. The token is smaller than a dime, and brass-colored, and has holes in it. The trains are very loud, and the platforms are gray concrete. In the summer it is very hot and in the winter it is very wet. If you go the other way, the trains scream and rush and come up to air in Brooklyn. Fred Crawford lives in Brooklyn, and sometimes has parties.

The doctor came again, and asked more questions, and shined a pencil flash in his eyes. Later, the nurse with the shining teeth came back, and was very jolly, and then two men in starched white jackets came in with a wheeled stretcher and lifted him and set him down on the stretcher, and rolled him out of the room. He felt as though he could walk with no trouble, but they said nothing to him so he said nothing to them.

The corridor ceiling was marked at regular distances by white globes containing light bulbs. He watched them go by, feeling like an artistic traveling shot in a motion picture, and then he was brought into a room where they took x-rays of his head. He said to the technician, “What’s wrong?”

“Don’t ask me. I just work here.”

“Why do they have to take x-rays of my head?”

“Don’t ask me. I just work here.”

They took him back to the small neat room and put him on the bed again, and left. The bed was cranked down, and all he could look at was the ceiling. He felt lethargic, but with a dull anger, as though he had been cheated in a card game and couldn’t understand how it had been done. It wasn’t the cheating, it was his own stupidity.

The nurse with the shining teeth came in and cranked the bed up and gave him a copy of the Saturday Evening Post that was a year and a half old. He asked her what her name was, and she told him it was May, and smiled brilliantly, but didn’t say anything about the merry month.

He looked at the cartoons in the magazine, then read the advertising. While he was reading about death in an insurance company ad Lieutenant Murray came back and said, “He’ll pay half.”

“Oh. I should have said I wouldn’t pay any.”

“I advised him to refuse, but he feels responsible.”

“He does?”

“Maybe in New York you think adultery is smart, but around here we think it’s disgusting.”

Lieutenant Murray went away again, and Cole sat there with the magazine closed on his lap. He wondered where the company was now. Tuesday. Where were they booked for Tuesday night? He couldn’t remember; all the towns were the same. They came, they played one performance, they went on. The bus was white, with blue lettering on the side, telling everyone this was the National Touring Company of My Soul To Keep, which had recently been a Hit on Broadway.

Now Danny Kirkpatrick would move up from his small role to replace him, and the assistant stage manager, Matt Willard, would take Danny’s part. And in New York someone would turn the pages of Player’s Guide, and find a face and form and experience which approximated those of Paul Cole, and someone would be hired, and given a plane ticket, and by next week he would have the part, and Paul Cole himself would be unable to tell whether or not that was him up there on the stage.

The window of sky went dark. When the lighting came on, at the impulse of some unseen hand far away in some dark control room, it was indirect, coming from troughs along the walls, near the ceiling. Like a bar, like a tavern. But the lights were not red and amber and green, they were all white.

His supper was brought to him. Grey slices of beef, covered with brown gravy. Mashed potatoes, still retaining the shape of the ice-cream scoop. Boiled carrots. A thick glass containing milk. He ate it all, and again he wanted a cigarette, but this time he didn’t ask.

He fell asleep, and when he awoke the lights were turned off and the bed was cranked down. His chest was itching, but he couldn’t scratch it through the bandages. He felt very sad, as though something tremendously important had been lost while he slept, but the feeling was too vague, and he couldn’t understand what it was he’d lost. Gradually he sank into sleep again.
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It was a Monday when they brought his suitcase to him; he had been there thirteen days. He was down at the end of the corridor, in the solarium, looking out past the plants and through the window at the world outside. He stood in a room on the seventh floor, out on the skin of the building. Down below there was a busy street, with a busline on it. Across the road, amid green grounds and autumn-orange trees, was a gray stone building like a monastery, which they’d told him was a teacher’s college. The fall semester had just recently started, and sometimes he could see the young girls with red and white scarves around their necks, walking along the gravel paths, embracing their books. There were a few male students, too; they all wore unbuttoned sweaters, and carried a single book in their right hands, and kept their left hands in their trouser pockets, and looked as though they played basketball.

He had gone to college, too, but he didn’t think he had played basketball. None of that was very clear now.

On this side there was a curved drive from the street, passing the hospital entrance and then curving back to the street again, leaving a green oval concrete-lined island in the center. There was a large white wooden sign on the island, but he could only see the back of it. He’d asked several times what the front of the sign said, and they had always told him, but he couldn’t remember right now. He could ask again, but it embarrassed him to have to keep asking.

There were other male patients in the solarium, sitting around the sofas and reading magazines. He had tried to read magazines at first, but he couldn’t concentrate on them. His mind kept wandering away in the middle of a paragraph. He sometimes sat with a copy of the Saturday Evening Post, looking at the cartoons and reading the advertisements. He liked the Saturday Evening Post best, because so many of the advertisements were in color. But most of the time, since they’d let him out of bed, he just stood at the window and watched the street. He watched the cars, and the green buses, and the pedestrians, and the young girls across the way.

The nurse with the shining teeth came into the room and called his name, and when he turned she said, “They’ve brought up your things.”

He said, “Thanks, May.” He always said her name when he remembered it, and was always irritated by how happy she was at his remembering.

He went down the long corridor to his room, and May said, “When you’re ready, Doctor Croft wants to see you. Just go downstairs and ask at the desk. They’ll tell you where to find his office.”

He thanked her again, and she went away. He went over and stood beside the bed, and looked at his possessions. They were lying on the bed: a suitcase, a small canvas bag, and a large manila envelope.

He opened the envelope first. Inside, there were wallet and watch and Zippo lighter and a stale pack of cigarettes and a ballpoint pen and thirty-five cents in change. Everything that had been in his clothes, he guessed. He picked up the wallet and emptied everything out of it. There was a ten dollar bill, and two five dollar bills, and three one dollar bills. There was a driver’s license from the State of New York, with the name Paul Edwin Cole on it, and his sex, and the color of eyes, and date of birth, and weight, and height, and color of hair, and an address: 50 Grove Street, New York, N.Y. There were membership cards for three actors’ unions—Actors Equity and SAG and AFTRA. There was a reduced laminated photostat of an Honorable Discharge from the United States Army, which gave his name and rank and serial number. There was a Social Security card. There was a card from the Wittburg Blood Bank that had his blood type as O positive; this card stirred echoes of college, and he thought that once he had sold a pint of blood for money. He felt a sudden intense yearning to know who had received that pint of blood, to meet that person, talk with him, become good friends with him. Then he shook his head, and put everything back in the wallet.

He looked next in the canvas bag. There was a zipper which, when he opened it, made a ragged sound. Inside there was a pair of slipper socks, and some clean underwear, and a paperback novel, and a cardboard box of contraceptives, and a deck of playing cards, and a pair of black shoes in need of a shine. He took all the things out, touching them, feeling them like a blind man seeing with his hands, and spreading them all out on the bed. When they were all out there, spread out, he stood looking at them, counting the objects and thinking about them. Then he put everything back into the canvas bag except the shoes and a set of underwear and socks.

The suitcase had just clothing. There was a pair of brown slacks, neatly folded. There were two belts, all rolled up and held that way with rubber bands. There were white shirts and sport shirts, and a green wool pullover sweater. There were socks rolled into little balls, Army fashion. There were three ties rolled up and stuffed in a row into one of the side pockets. In the other side pocket was a tin of aspirin, and a pair of cufflinks, and two keys connected together with a twist of thick wire. The small key must be for the suitcase, and the large key for 50 Grove Street, New York, N.Y.

When he had touched everything, he stood there dissatisfied. Something was missing, but he didn’t know what. His fingers itched for a cigarette; it would help him think.

Looking around the room, befuddled, vague and beginning to grow angry, he noticed a gray suit hanging on the back of the door. He stood studying it, quizzically, and then smiled at it.

He dressed quickly, and filled his pockets with his possessions, and closed up the canvas bag and the suitcase. The gray robe and white nightgown he left on the bed; they belonged to the hospital.

He asked someone where the elevator was, and walked down the corridor. At the end, across from the elevator, was a kind of bazaar counter, like a shooting gallery, but with desks behind it, and nurses, one of whom was May. She smiled and waved to him, and called something he didn’t hear, and he nodded gravely. He was distracted because he was making himself remember the doctor’s name: Doctor Croft. Doctor Croft. Doctor Croft.

There was a woman in a gray uniform operating the elevator. It was a deep elevator, and some people in back were clustered around an ancient woman in a wheelchair.

He felt very strange, coming down and not remembering going up. He had never seen this lobby before, and he stepped out to it from the elevator slowly, looking at it. A soft impatient voice said, “Excuse me, please,” and he moved over for the wheelchair and all the people to go by.

Near the front entrance was a railing, and behind the railing a gleaming wooden desk, and at the desk a woman in a nurse’s uniform. He went over there and said, “Doctor Croft’s office, please.”

“Your name?” She was a narrow, jealous woman.

He told her his name, and she used her telephone, and then gave him directions. There was another corridor to walk along, and then he found the right door, with Doctor Croft’s name in gold letters on the glass. He hesitated, and then knocked. A voice called to him to come in, and he pushed open the door and entered.

The room was longish, and very narrow, with a broad window at the far end taking up almost the whole wall. There was a green carpet on the floor, and a gray metal desk, and a black leather sofa, and a black leather chair, and a green metal filing cabinet, and a hat rack. Framed diplomas were on the pale green walls.

Doctor Croft, with his spectacles and his thin frame and his soft decayed face, was standing behind the desk, and a stocky florid man was sitting on the sofa. Cole recognized the stocky florid man, but couldn’t remember the circumstances in which he’d known him.

Doctor Croft said, “You remember Lieutenant Murray,” and then he did.

He said, “Yes. How do you do?”

“Let’s get this over with,” said Lieutenant Murray, and looked at his watch.

Doctor Croft said, “Sit down, Paul,” and motioned at the leather chair. “This won’t take long,” he said. “Just leave your luggage on the floor there.”

Cole sat in the leather chair. He noticed that Doctor Croft was smoking; there was a filter cigarette burning on the edge of the ashtray on the doctor’s desk. He said, “May I have a cigarette? The ones in my clothes were stale.”

“Oh. Certainly.” The doctor sat down, and took the pack from the handkerchief pocket of his suit jacket. He handed the whole pack over, and pushed a table lighter closer across the desk. The table lighter was gold-colored and Greek in style.

Cole lit a cigarette, and made a face. The smoke was hot and harsh in his throat. He said, “They didn’t used to taste like that.”

“Oh, of course. You haven’t been smoking the last two weeks. You’ve lost the taste.” Doctor Croft nodded and said, “You’ll never have a better opportunity to give them up. The nicotine withdrawal is finished now; the rest is just psychological.”

“I don’t want to give them up.”

“Ah. I do; I wish I could.” Doctor Croft picked up his cigarette and looked at it. “It’s an unhealthy habit,” he said, and took a drag. He blew smoke luxuriously, and said, “I suppose you’d like to know about damages, financial and medical, eh?” He smiled without humor. “We’ll take the medical damages first,” he said. “Your ribs have come along nicely, and if you avoid an excess of physical activity for a few weeks, you’ll be all right in that department. As to the head injury, it was superficial, and essentially slight. The x-rays show no brain damage whatsoever. I understand your memory processes are still a bit under par, but that shouldn’t be a permanent condition. As it is now, it’s too slight even to be termed partial amnesia. You have a bad memory at the moment, that’s all. I imagine you’ll have trouble remembering phone numbers, addresses, things like that. But it shouldn’t last. The condition should clear up with time. Other than that, there are no problems at all.” He smiled again. “You’re probably the healthiest man in the hospital,” he said.

“Good.”

“Now, as to financial damages.” He flipped open a folder on his desk. “As was explained to you, you couldn’t be moved from the private room because the wards were full, but we agreed to charge you at ward rate. Fifteen days at seventeen seventy-five a day, two hundred sixty-six dollars and twenty-five cents. Then there are drugs, and ambulance, and other fees— Here’s an itemized list, you can see it for yourself.”

Cole took the piece of paper from him. It was thin paper, full of printing and typing. The number in the bottom right hand corner was $488.62. He said, “That’s a lot of money.”

“Considering what was done for you, not really. Now, as I understand it, you are to pay half of this bill, and the other half will be paid by the gentleman who put you here, is that right?”

Lieutenant Murray said, “That’s right.”

“Fine,” said Doctor Croft. “Your share, then, comes to two hundred forty-four dollars and thirty-one cents.” He smiled some more, and opened his desk drawer, and took out an envelope. “Your troupe’s manager left with me a check to cover your final pay, and fare back to New York City. The check is in the amount of two hundred thirty-seven dollars and eighty cents. All you have to do—”

“Why have you got the check? Why didn’t they give it to me with the rest of my stuff?”

Doctor Croft’s smiling face said, “I thought it best to hold it myself, for safekeeping.”

Lieutenant Murray said, “We didn’t want you to skip.”

“Does the check cover it?”

“Not entirely. A balance remains of six dollars and fifty-one cents.”

“You’ve got dough left,” said Lieutenant Murray. “You can cover it.”

“You looked through my wallet?”

“For identification.”

Doctor Croft was extending a pen. “If you’ll endorse the check—”

He wrote his name on the back of the check. His signature looked odd to him, large and shaky, with big loops in the l’s. He gave the pen back, and the check, and then he gave Doctor Croft a five dollar bill and two one dollar bills, and Doctor Croft gave him back forty-nine cents in change, saying, “I’ll take all this to the cashier for you.”

“I want a receipt.”

“Of course.” Doctor Croft took the thin sheet of paper with all the numbers on it and scrawled Paid across it. He extended it toward Cole.

Cole said, “Sign your name to it.”

Doctor Croft lost his smile. He said, “Are you trying to be smart?”

“No.”

“He’s one of those smart big city boys,” said Lieutenant Murray.

Doctor Croft angrily wrote his name on the paper, and handed it to Cole. Cole folded it and put it away in his wallet.

Lieutenant Murray grunted and heaved himself to his feet. “All right, Cole,” he said. “Let’s go.”

Cole got up and started out, but Doctor Croft said, “Don’t forget your luggage.” He picked up his suitcase and the canvas bag, and followed Lieutenant Murray out of the hospital to a black car with police written on the doors in block white letters. Lieutenant Murray said, “Get in.”

Cole put his suitcase and canvas bag in back, and got into the front seat next to Lieutenant Murray. He said, “Where are we going?”

“Bus depot. You’re leaving town.”

“Oh.”

They drove away from the hospital, and at the next traffic light Lieutenant Murray started talking. He said, “How much dough you got on you? To the penny.”

Cole counted, and said, “Sixteen dollars and eighty-four cents.”

“Too bad.”

“Why?”

“If it was under ten I could vag you.”

“Why do you hate me?”

“I don’t hate you. I have contempt for you. Now, listen to me. We’re going down to the bus depot, and you’re taking a bus out of town. Anywhere you want, just so it’s out of town. And you don’t ever come back here, or you’re in big trouble. You got me?”

“Yes.”

They were silent a few blocks, and then Lieutenant Murray said, “Your memory isn’t so hot now, huh?”

“I guess not.”

“You remember the woman?”

“What woman?”

“The one you were in the rack with.”

“Oh.” He thought about it seriously, and he could see her face. That was all, nothing else. “I can remember her,” he said.

“Was she worth it?”

“What?”

“Getting your head kicked in. Was she worth it?”

“I don’t know.”

“You mean, that’s the part you forgot? Bein’ in the rack with her?”

Cole was silent.

Lieutenant Murray laughed. “You paid all this for it, and you can’t even remember it! No, it wasn’t worth it, Cole. It’s never worth it, Cole.”

They stopped in front of a storefront that was used as the bus depot. They went in together, and Cole went over to the old woman at the ticket window and said, “I want to go east. Toward New York City. About seven dollars worth.”

“New York City?”

“No. How far east can I go for seven dollars?”

“Seven dollars?”

“Yes.”

“Where do you want to go?”

“East. Just east.”

She shook her head. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“If I took a bus to New York, what would the first stop be?”

“Do you want to buy a ticket or not?”

“I want to buy a ticket. If I was going to New York— No. Where does the bus to New York make its first stop?”

“Imlay.”

“How much is a ticket to Imlay?”

“Three dollars and forty-nine cents.”

“What’s the next stop after that?”

“Mister, I don’t have time for a lot of silly games. You want a ticket or don’t you?”

“I want a ticket to the stop after Imlay.”

“You mean Jeffords?”

“That’s right, Jeffords. How much is that?”

“Five dollars and sixty-seven cents.”

“That’s fine. When does the next bus leave?”

“One-oh-eight.”

“Thank you.” He looked at his watch, and it was twenty minutes to twelve. An hour and a half to wait.

When he paid for the ticket, he had eleven dollars and seventeen cents left. He went over to the one bench, where Lieutenant Murray was sitting, and said, “My bus leaves at one-oh-eight.”

“We’ll wait here.”

“You, too?”

“Me, too. I got to see to it you get out of town. Sit down, Cole.”

“I want to buy some cigarettes.”

“Machine over there.”

He got change from the old woman, and fed thirty cents into the cigarette machine. He’d left the luggage on the floor by the bench, next to where Lieutenant Murray was sitting. Lieutenant Murray looked peaceful and calm, except for the permanent discontent lines on his face.

Cole came back and sat down, opening the pack of cigarettes. Lieutenant Murray said, “Where you going? What town?”

“I don’t want to tell you.”

“Why the hell not?”

“What do you want to know for? To call the police there, and tell them to give me a bad time?”

“Are you out of your head? What the hell would I do that for?” He was serious.

Cole looked at his face, and saw he didn’t know what he was doing. He hated Cole, but he didn’t know it. Cole said, “I’m going to a place called Jeffords.

“Jeffords. That’s a nice town. You’ll like Jeffords.”
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