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Chapter One
Don Payne

It is said that the influence of an impressive event is so intense, that later someone can remember everything that happened on a specific day. Once my memory let me down badly, I have to admit, but now I can picture crystal clear everything that once happened to me and what took place around me. 

And it surely is a fact that I didn’t forget a thing about the day that Don Payne turned up in my life. 

I’m never mistaken about dates.

It was July 25, 1934. Stephane Laurin got hold of yesterday’s paper, containing an article about the notorious gangster John Dillinger who had died on Sunday, July 22. Public Enemy Number One had been shot down by police officers when he left a cinema in Chicago.

So, Wednesday, July 25, 1934 it was.

I will mention quite some names and can only hope that it will not confuse someone with a more limited memory than mine all too much.

Nickel Dime Boulevard. The home of poor devils like me. A row of ruins along one of the narrow roads that lead to Greenwood Lake, the elongated lake partly situated in Passaic County, New Jersey and partly in Orange County, New York.

I can see myself walking there. I look around. I am the young man who was called Rat by everyone here. Stephane Laurin, who was always bragging about his French origin, used to call me raté, which means a misfit. Raté changed easily into Rat.

Yes, I can picture myself walking there. To the left of me, the vast forest of deciduous trees, to the right of the road buildings, mainly made of wood.

Entering the Boulevard, there are three sheds. The doors are wide open. In front of the sheds, countless articles are displayed: pieces of furniture, crockery, toys, unrolled carpets, piles of books, trinkets, tools.

I walk there at ease and read the words in painted letters on wooden signs: Mary’s Antiques, Bric-à-Brac Shop, The Bargain Hunter, Picker’s Paradise.

Next to the sheds is a motel. There is hardly any paint left on the walls and the damp wood is moldered here and there. The shutters in front of the windows on the ground floor are closed. On the second floor is a gallery and behind it, the doors and window frames are vague contours in the semi-darkness.

Gerry’s garage leans despondently against the motel and is actually no more than a ramshackle structure of beams, planks and nails. In front of the garage is a petrol pump.

The Horn of Plenty, a restaurant, is a fragile combination of planks and panes and looks as if it will not survive the next storm.

I step inside. The interior exists of a number of seats ripped off a railway carriage, placed alternately back-against-back along the windows, with wooden tables between them. There is a long bar with metal stools in front of it which are fastened to the floor with screws.

Wednesday, early in the afternoon, the owners of different enterprises on the Boulevard sat down on the threadbare velour covered with the stools and slurped hot coffee. Next to the coffee cups sat little glasses filled with strong liquor. One year before, the prohibition had come to an end but the illicit work still flourished: the glasses contained moonshine whiskey that had been distilled somewhere deep in the forest at the other side of the road.

Rupert Elman, the owner of the nameless motel, could still get angry about the prohibition:

“Where did it all lead to? A flourishing, well-organized crime! It has always cost me much money and trouble to get myself some booze. Before October 1929, I drank for pleasure; after that, I drank to forget my sorrows.”

He alluded to October 24, 1929, Black Thursday, when the stock exchange on Wall Street in New York had collapsed. The Big Crisis reduced countless people to beggary.

unemployment and poverty went hand in hand.

“I know people,” said Rupert Elman, “who never slept again after October 24. I am one of them. When you have lost everything you had and you are also robbed of your sleep, you are ready for a strong drink.”

“Let’s drink to that,” muttered Stephane Laurin, “santé, monsieur! Finally, we’re all equal, we’re all poor…”

I climbed on a stool on the corner of the bar, far away from the men. No one paid attention to me and I didn’t have to order anything. The Boulevard was my home because I had nowhere else to go and while I was not welcomed here, I was at least tolerated. Only when the men rose to their feet to go back to their ramshackle enterprises, Stephane Laurin got a sight of me.

“Ah, Raté! Come to me later this afternoon. I expect a load of old books that need to get sorted.”

Without waiting for my answer, he walked up to the door with others.

Only Rupert Elman remained seated. Besides him, there were only a few other customers in The Horn. Two well-dressed men sat down at a table by the window.

The door swung open and a remarkable person looked inside. He was a young man but taller and older than myself. He looked very much like a scarecrow that, after standing for a long time in the sun and the rain, had been dragged away from the field by a couple of rascals and put down here in the doorway. His fair hair was like straw under his felt hat and his thin arms and legs were like sticks under his threadbare clothes.

Paula Langton, who owned The Horn together with her husband Joe, brought bread with baked eggs and bacon and coffee to the man by the window. 

“Are you going to stand there for the rest of the day?” she asked the new visitor in a neutral voice.

The young man closed the door and strolled up to the bar. He hoisted himself on the stool next to mine, without greeting me.

After Paula had walked back behind the bar and had put down the empty tray, she looked at the young man with a smile and raised eyebrows:

“Hello there, what can I get you?”

“Coffee,” he reacted. “Black.”

While Paula poured out, the young man produced several coins from his pocket and put them one by one in front of him on the bar. He gave her a questioning look.

Paula, a young woman who looked so pale as if she hadn’t been outside for years, smiled again and nodded a yes.

“Thank you, that will do.”

She put away the coffee pot and shove the little coins with her left hand across the Formica, top of the bar into her cupped right hand that she held against the edge. 

“Small change is always welcome,” she said, now in a friendly voice, “for this is Nickel Dime Boulevard, isn’t it?”

The young man didn’t react and she leaned forward to be able to take a better look at him.

“Most of the time I can rate very well who’s walking inside.” she said and the volume of her voice went down when she continued: “The two gentlemen by the window are businessmen. I saw that the moment they stepped inside. Well-dressed, both the owner of a big car…”

She straightened her back and looked at him searchingly again.

“Here, the customers are mainly the small traders, the junkmen and of course, many bargain hunters. Poor families buy their entire furniture on Nickel Dime Boulevard… You don’t look like a trader, nor as someone who comes here to buy himself something…”

“I won’t be here for long,” said the young man in an apologetic tone. “As soon as I’ve finished my coffee, I’ll be on my way again.”

“Please, don’t get me wrong,” she hastened to say, “it was not my intention to embarrass you. My name is Paula, Paula Langton, and I…”

Her voice broke down. She looked past him through one of the big windows. I turned round on my bar stool and looked outside too. A Ford had stopped next to the cars of the two businessmen. A man in a long, dark coat stepped out. He shoved down his hat to the right above his eyebrows. The door remained open and the motor was still running.

“My name is Don Payne…” I heard the tall young man next to me say.

We looked at each other. Right that moment, there were sounds I had heard often before, but couldn’t place – somewhere from outside, high above us in the empty sky, were the sounds of creaking wood and voices. This time the creaking and the voices were louder than before. I never had found an explanation for it and I always seemed to be the only one who was able to hear it. But something in the look of the young man, who had called himself Don Payne, told me that he was aware of these sounds as well. 

“Did you hear that..?” I ventured to say.

He nodded yes and the next moment we both looked outside the window. The man was standing in front of the door and produced a revolver from one of the deep pockets of his coat. 

“Joe!” Paula cried out. “Quick! Problems!”

Joe Langton, her husband, stuck his head through the open service hatch behind the bar. Contrary to Paula’s pale face, Joe’s face was red and his eyes were bloodshed – I knew he drank large amounts of beer every day to hold out in his little, hot kitchen. He held a big carving knife in his hand but he put it away immediately. He held his hands above his heads and pushed the swing doors between the kitchen and the restaurant aside with his breast. This way he came standing next to his wife.

In the meantime, the armed man had already stepped inside and aimed the barrel of the revolver at the big, silver colored cash register on the bar. Joe remained standing there with his hands up, Paula opened the register and took out a trifling little pile of one-dollar notes.

Rupert Elman sat there motionless, staring in his glass. The two businessmen bent deep over their plates and acted as if they were not aware of what was happening.

A shot rang out. A bullet penetrated into the floor right in front of the bar.

I watched it all intently, I didn’t miss a thing of what happened here.

The money disappeared from the bar and the gunman laughed scornfully and said that it was not enough. The businessmen, who had made an appointment here to make a deal, had to lay down their money on the table. The gunman paid no attention to Rupert Elman, Don Payne and myself. Words were being passed between him and Joe and Paula. Joe, still standing there with his hands in the air, sank down on his knees and begged the man not to shoot.

“You’d better stand up again,” said the man with the revolver, “otherwise I’ll hit you in the belly instead of your foot. I have to teach you a lesson. This is a warning for everyone here on the Boulevard.”

Rupert Elman and the businessmen didn’t see what was happening. Joe had his eyes closed and Paula looked away. A second shot ran out. Joe gave a cry and collapsed.

I have the perfect memory. Every detail of that day is still distinctly present in my mind. As far as that is concerned, there is no gap in my memory because I hadn’t noticed how Don Payne managed to come near to the gunman without getting shot down.

A short silence was broken when the gunman started to swear. His weapon slashed down to the floor and then there was the sound of swift footsteps. The door was opened. Rupert Elman turned round on his bar stool and the businessmen dared to sit up straight and look outside.

It hadn’t occurred to me that the young man next to me had slid down from his stool.

Obviously, he had hit his fist so hard on the hand of the gunman that he had to drop his revolver. After that, Don had hit him on the jaw. The gunman had fled outside and tried to reach his car. He looked three times stronger than the young man, who was as thin as a rake, but ran away from him as if the devil was at his heels. 

The door was open, the motor was still running, but the car remained unreachable. Don dove for the man’s feet and made him stumble. The man grazed his nose, cheek and hands when he fell full length on the street. Don let himself fall down and bumped both knees against the left side of the man’s upper body. He must have snatched the revolver from the floor in the restaurant, because he suddenly held it at the barrel and used it as a blunt instrument and hit the man with it in the neck. 

This surprised me very much, Don must have the skills and the speed of a magician!

But the next moment, there was something that surprised me even more. There was no one else near him, while further on, to the left and right, people either stood there or walked around the Boulevard – it was as if a glass cover was placed over the car, preventing everyone from coming near. 

On the other side of the street, sat a particular figure. It was a perfectly dressed man with a black top hat. Next to him was a Gladstone bag. In his left hand, he held a walking stick and in his right hand, he held a bottle of booze. He brought the bottle to his mouth and started to drink.

Don had risen to his feet. He held three fingers and a thumb round the butt now and his forefinger slid over the curve of the trigger. The gunman made an effort to get up. Don grabbed him by the nose and pushed the barrel of the gin between his teeth when he opened his mouth to gasp for breath. 

He said something to the man which I couldn’t hear – perhaps he had asked him if he wanted to swallow a bullet. The man shook his head as fast as the barrel in his mouth allowed him to do so. Don said another thing. This time the man nodded a hardly noticeable yes, while he swallowed several times. 

Now people passed by, leaving a wide berth around the car to avoid the exhaust fumes that remained hanging in the windless air. Someone who would look along the open door by chance would see a man lying on the ground and a second man kneeling down next to him and leaning over him. 

“Do you need help?” shouted someone, so loud that I could hear it inside. “Did he have a heart attack?” 

Don did not react to the question. He pulled the revolver out of the lying man’s mouth and held up his other hand.

The man managed to sit up straight now and produced some bank notes from his pocket. Don took them and made gestures.

The man’s cheek was red and began to swell. He slowly rose to his feet and staggered up to his car. He slid behind the wheel and slammed the door. Cogwheels creaked when he put the car in reverse. The driver looked over his shoulder and stepped on the gas. As soon as the car came began moving, Don ran up to it and flung the revolver at the windscreen. The glass broke into slivers. Once on the road, the driver put the Ford into gear and drove away in the direction of Greenwood Lake.

Don walked back to the door of The Horn of Plenty. He had to jump away when Joe came limping outside. Joe had pulled up his left leg and held both hands firmly round the knee. There was blood dripping down from a hole in his shoe.

“You’d better stay inside, someone should send for a doctor,” said Don.

Joe limped on over the sidewalk of Nickel Dime Boulevard and I could hear him cry out:

“No, no, no doctor. No doctor! I go to Travis McCoy…”

Don shrugged his shoulders and went inside.

Paula sat down at the table with the two businessmen and looked up at him. Her face had become even paler.

“What have you done, boy…”

“I fetched the money back,” said Don, while he put the bank notes on the table, “I don’t know how much each one of you gets, you have to divide it yourself.”

He wanted to leave again. On the other side of the road, stood the man with the black top hat, waiting with his walking stick in his right hand and his Gladstone bag in his left hand.

Like only Don Payne and I had heard the sound of creaking wood and voices in the sky, only he and I were able to see the man on the other side of the street – I was sure about that.

“Wait a minute,” said one of the businessmen. “We don’t even know your name. Who is it we should thank?”

Don tapped his finger against the brim of his felt hat.

“Don, sir. Don Payne.”

“My name is Frederick Ely, my business partner here is called Steve Holt. Look here, this is for you… twenty dollars.”

Frederick looked meaningfully at Steve Holt.

“And twenty dollars from me,” Steve hastened to say.

Don accepted the paper money and stuffed it in his trouser pocket.

The men rose to their feet, mumbled another thank you, nodded at Don, put on their hats and shuffled to the door. Once outside, they shook hands with each other, stepped in their own cars and drove away. Paula had got up as well, cleared the table and walked to the bar where Rupert Elman sat down staring out in front of him with his mouth wide open.

“See you later,” said Don, giving me a meaningful look – from which I gathered that he wanted me to follow him.

The moment I wanted to jump down from my bar stool, Paula said:

“Why don’t you stay for another while? Are you hungry? Let me cook you a meal. For free, of course, that’s the least I can do for you. Come, sit down… I’ll pour you another cup of coffee and then I’ll disappear into the kitchen.”

Don came sitting next to me again. Rupert Elman still hadn’t managed to recover himself from the fright and sat there motionless.

One in the kitchen, Paula kept on talking to Don through the service hatch. She was clearly nervous, couldn’t stand still for a moment and her hands trembled when she started cracking.

“Baked potatoes and a huge hamburger. How does that sound to you? An egg sunny side up on your burger. And salad, of course…”

Don drank his coffee and didn’t speak a word.

“My God!” sounded from the kitchen. “He shot my husband in the foot! You kicked him out, Don Payne. But that doesn’t solve the problems. Actually, it made it all worse, yes, that made it even worse!”

She wiped the tears from her eyes. 

“The law of the jungle!” she cried out. “You have heard about that, haven’t you? The strongest one rules over the weaker ones. That’s the way things go here on Nickel Dime Boulevard. That’s why I can tell you that it isn’t all over yet.”

When she placed a full plate on the bar in front of Don, she still had tear-filled eyes. It made my mouth water when the scent of baked potatoes and meat entered my nostrils and I looked at the plate.

“I’ll sit down next to Rupert,” said Paula. “If I try to stand on my feet any longer, I surely will faint. I have to take some rest.”

Don fell upon his meal. But after he had gobbled down half of it, he shoved the plate under my nose.

“For you,” he said. “What’s your name?”

“Rat,” I answered, while I took his fork and knife.

Several people entered the restaurant. They didn’t order anything and started to whisper to Paula and looked at Don all the time.

 “The news has spread quickly,” said Paula, after the people had gone again and Rupert also had left the restaurant in silence. “Everyone admires your courage and one wonders how a thin young man like you is able to knock down such a strong fellow.”

Again, someone stepped inside. It was Travis McCoy, an old man in threadbare trousers and a flannel shirt of which the sleeves were covered with blood spatters. He had a bald head. The tight skin on his skull shone, above the eyebrows formed deep wrinkles, on his little flat nose was a pair of round glasses and he had thick, grey sideburns.

Paula looked up in surprise and let herself slide down from her bar stool.

“Travis! How are you doing?”

She stared at the blood on the sleeves and her breath stopped for a second.

“He lost consciousness when I had to dig all too deep to get that bullet out,” said Travis. “I think he was already rather tipsy from the beer he had drunk here in his kitchen and I let him drink a lot of whiskey. He’s sleeping it off now. I got hold of that damned bullet, managed to stanch the bleeding and have tied up his foot. Everything will turn out right, don’t you worry. And now I can use a nice glass of bear myself, Paula.”

He sat himself down on a bar stool and looked at me.

“Rat…” was all he said to me.

Then he looked at Don searchingly and reached for his hand.

“You must be the young man who kicked out the gunslinger…”

“His name is Don Payne,” said Paula, when Don remained silent.

Travis pulled back his hand. 

“I am Travis McCoy, owner of Picker’s Paradise, and many people here seem to think that I am some kind of a doctor. To tell you the truth, I am no more than a quack who doesn’t shrink away by seeing some blood and yes, I have skimmed through one or two medical books once… before I sold them.”

Paula took away the empty plate and tapped a beer for Travis.

“What are you doing sitting here, Don Payne?” asked Travis. “With your back turned to the windows… Will you still act so heroically when the man returns in the company of four or five friends? How will you react, when he aims a gun at you and the others come flying at you with big bats in their hands to break all your bones?”

Don shrugged his shoulders.

“I have no idea, sir…”

“You have no idea?” repeated Travis in a questioning voice. “Is there something wrong with you? Let me take a better look at you.”

Travis leaned to one side and pushed up his spectacles. With screwed-up eyes, he started to study the face under the felt hat.

“Well, you’re not easy to rate, are you? Are you cold-blooded and careless or stupid and naïve? You can swing into action in a second, you can lash out hard. But you look almost fragile. And it seems as if you don’t hear me at all, or maybe you’re just not interested in what I say.”

Travis took a good swig at his beer and then turned to Paula. After he had talked a while with her about Joe, he looked at Don again.

“You cannot remain sitting here like this, that seems to be clear. By the way, where do you come from and where are you going to?”

“I come from Tennessee and am on my way to New York. Although I am not sure about what I am going to do there…”

“Do you have a car?”

Don shook his head.

“I wear out my shoes, while I make up lines of poetry.”

“Well, well, lines of poetry… When you walk, you have not a ghost of a chance. Or you could try to escape through the woods. Yes, that’s a possibility. No doubt you are used to spending your nights under the open sky.” The volume of his voice became a whisper, but I was still able to understand him: “Go outside and wait for me there.”

Don stepped down from his stool and walked to the door. When Paula said goodbye to him, he raised his hand. Then he looked at me and beckoned. No one said goodbye to me when I left The Horn. 

Together we started to walk over Nickel Dime Boulevard. Next to the restaurant was the big barn where Stephane Laurin sold old books. And next to the barn was a hardware business that mainly offered second-hand tools and a huge wooden building filled with used car parts; Brook’s Books, The Toolbox and All Brand Motor Mansion. At both sides of the door of All Brand Motor Mansion stood black pillars of piled up car tires and along the entire front were rows of tractor tires that were used as flower boxes. We sat ourselves down on one of the tractor tires.

“Rat…” said Don pondering, “it seems that we both hear the same sounds… that can’t be heard by anyone else…”

There came the well-dressed man with the black top hat. He ticked his walking stick on the stones.

“It seems we both see the same man,” I said, “who remains invisible for everyone else.”

Don was taller than me and looked down at me.

“You mean… No, no… You would be the first. Describe him!”

I reacted immediately:

“An older man. Long, unbuttoned coat, a brand new suit, top hat, walking stick, Gladstone bag…”

“Yes! I call him Redstone. He is my creation – which means that I have created him myself. Redstone follows me everywhere. I never met someone who is able to see him too.”

Redstone had stopped. He raised his walking stick and waved with it. We waved back and Don cried out:

“Rat can see you!”

“What do you mean?” sounded a voice from nearby.

Travis McCoy stood there next to us and he was clearly confused.

“It is quiet around the Boulevard. You were waving. And you, Don Payne, remarked that Rat could see someone. I am pretty sure you weren’t mentioning me, for you didn’t even see me come up to you. What does this mean?”

There was no answer. Travis grabbed Don by an arm, pulled him up and dragged him along with him to a narrow alley between The Toolbox and All Brand Motor Mansion. I followed them. Only after we had gone through the alley, Travis let go of Don again.

At the back, the buildings of Nickel Dime Boulevard looked even more disastrous. All wooden walls had been repaired so many times, that a huge, bizarre, abstract piece of art had come into being – made of countless laths, planks and plates, painted in different colors and fastened up with rusty nails. There were scattered log cabins and sheds in a meadow full of weeds.

“Can’t you answer me at all?” asked Travis. “Who were you waving at?”

“Not important,” muttered Don, probably just because Travis wanted him to say something.

“It really seems that you are not all too clever,” said Travis. “Still I’m going to tell you a couple of things, hoping that you will understand them. Joe Langton from The Horn of Plenty got shot in the foot. He needs a doctor but he came up limping to me. I already told you that I’m only a quack. Why did Joe come to me? Listen, Don Payne, I don’t know who the man is who shot Joe. What I do know is where he comes from and who he works for. He is in the service of a man who we all know as Guerrino. He owns a splendid hotel at the shore of Greenwood Lake, plus a number of luxury houses. Guerrino is a crook, a blackmailer. He has power. His will is the law. He protects Nickel Dome Boulevard and everyone has to pay him for that. Joe and Paula Langton are behind with their payments and the gunman came by to remind them.”

Don reacted immediately:

“So, Guerrino is a gangster?”

Travis nodded yes and repeated:

“Guerrino is a gangster.” And then: “More and more people seem to discover that a lot of money can be earned by blackmail and violence…”

We started to walk in the direction of the log cabins.

“Why can’t I see any form of fear within you, Don Payne? Maybe you don’t understand the seriousness of the situation. You stepped in, you wanted to be a hero. All you did was worsened the situation. Joe Langton still has to pay and Guerrino will be furious. One will look for you. And once you have been found, you can count on a good hiding. Or a bullet. In your foot. In your knee. Of even higher. I bet they watch the roads. Someone will come to The Horn of Plenty and ask about you. I told Paula that she should tell them that she has seen you crossing the road, disappearing into the woods. In the meantime, you can hide with me. We will see what the day of tomorrow has in store for us. How about you, Rat? Have you already found yourself a place where you can spend the night?”

“No, Travis. Not yet,” I answered.

“Then you come along with me as well.”

The fitting of the log cabin existed of ramshackle, secondhand furniture. 

Joe Langton laid back in an armchair at the fireplace. His bandaged foot rested on a low wooden coffee table. Next to him stood an open whiskey jar. The stopper sat next to it on the floor.

“We don’t have to lower our voice,” said Travis. “Even a second gunshot won’t wake Joe up. He was crying when he came to me in my Picker’s Paradise. Immediately, I closed the front door and we went outside through the back door. I supported him. He left a track of blood while limping towards my log cabin. I’m sure he didn’t even notice anything about the operation. The whiskey comes from moonshiners and is of a special quality… Have a seat, boys…”

Before Travis sat down himself, he stooped to fetch the jar. He took a few swigs and put the jar back on the floor again. After he had wiped his lips with his forefinger and middle finger, he started to talk in a serious voice:

“What did you notice, when you walked over Nickel Dime Boulevard? You must have seen that it was not very busy. All those one-man businesses, all these buildings on the verge of collapsing… Poor Rupert Elman’s empty motel… Hardly any customers in The Horn of Plenty… No one comes to tank up. The sales are nil. All over the place. People come here only to get amazed about the large amounts of junk. And so, poverty remains our eternal companion. We have settled down here, we came from all parts of the country. We don’t want to leave again, for where should we go to? We are only tolerated here, Don Payne, and we are only allowed to stay here when we behave ourselves by sticking to the rules. So, no fights, no bullets flying round and surely no wounded people from the Boulevard in the waiting room of a doctor! Guerrino can do as he pleases here. He collects his money in exchange for so-called protection and no one dares to talk about that with someone of the police. When we finally manage to make a bit of profit, we will lose it to Guerrino – as far as that is concerned, you might say that he owns Nickel Dime Boulevard. That was the tradition, year after year. Until you showed up…”

Don decided to react to this.

“Someone amongst you got shot in the foot and no one revolts at it…”

Travis nodded in the direction of the sleeping men with red faces.

“Joe Langton should have paid.”

“Joe Langton had no money. Not enough.”

“Then he should have borrowed it. We are used to that here, everyone does so.”

Don thought that he had said enough and didn’t respond any more.

Travis grabbed for the whiskey jar for the second time.

“The results of your brave action are easy to guess,” he said then. “Guerrino will put pressure on all the entrepreneurs here. And Joe will have to suffer for the damage when you flung the revolver through the windscreen of the car. Maybe one will smash up the furniture of the Horn… although few people will notice the difference after Guerrino’s men have spent their fury… Someone is already looking for you, take that from me. Stay here for a couple of days. I don’t think anyone will come searching for you here. I hope you understand how serious the situation is. You didn’t do us much good with your interference!”

Don sprawled in his chair and folded his hands on his belly. He closed his eyes. His head sunk down till his chin touched his breast.

“He has fallen asleep, Rat,” Travis McCoy whispered to me before he leaned to one side again to get hold of the whiskey jar. 


 

Chapter Two
Creaking Wood and Voices

As soon as Paula Langton had tidied up The Horn of Plenty and switched off the lights that night, she had gone to Travis McCoy’s log cabin. She sat herself down next to Travis on an old couch and together they looked at Joe who still slept in the armchair by the fireplace.

Don Payne was asleep. I sat next to him and kept quiet.

Paula and Travis talked to each other in a soft voice and they both took sips from the whiskey jar. Paula was crying all the time.

“Our sales are too low, we cannot pay Guerrino anymore. Why is he so unreasonable? If we have to close The Horn, he’ll get nothing at all.”

“He is unreasonable because he can permit himself to be so,” reacted Travis. “The next time someone comes to collect money, you’ll have enough. Otherwise, the revolver will be aimed a bit higher. It’s not Guerrino’s problem where you’ll get the money from. You can be lucky and make some profit, you can steal money or borrow it.”

“Could you lend us some money?”

“Now you’re talking sense. I will help you. A couple of weeks ago, I bought the entire furniture of an old house that had to be pulled down. I paid thirty dollars for it and stuffed the platform of my Chevrolet with wooden tables, chairs and everything. I also had plucked two violins from a wall. I got them for free. After I had dusted and polished them, it seemed reasonable to me if I would ask two dollars apiece for them. Last Monday, a man was taking a look at the instruments and I have run Picker’s Paradise long enough to tell from someone’s face that he was very interested. He asked me about the price in his most nonchalant voice. But his voice was trembling like a violin string, Paula. That is why I didn’t mention the two dollars apiece and said that he should make me a reasonable offer and I emphasized that they were beautiful, solid instruments. I also recognized his subtle smile when he left with a violin under each arm. Yes, he knew very well that he had made a good buy. Anyway, he paid three hundred dollars apiece, so I got six hundred in cash. Actually, you don’t have to borrow anything, I’ll give you enough money to pay Guerrino.”

“Thanks, Travis, thank you so much. Now, did you tell me a lie, so that I can take the money without any feeling of guilt?”

Travis shrugged his shoulders and handed her the whiskey jar.

“The instruments are gone… All I can show you is the money.”

He grinned and she laughed through her tears.

“You’re a good man, Travis McCoy.”

Paula took a sip and looked from Joe to me and then at Don. She swallowed the wrong way and started to cough and while she thumped a fist on her breast, she stretched her other arm and pointed at Don. Travis took the jar from her and began staring with her at the thin young man in the chair.

Don’s felt hat stood oblique in his head and covered his left eye. His right eye was wide open, almost popping out of the socket. The white of the eye was visible all around the iris. It was as if that right eye absorbed all the light of the two burning oil lamps in the log cabin. Paula, Travis and I could do nothing else but stare and the eye seemed to beam as clear as a star in a dark sky.

It was a frightening sight. Later, Don would explain to me what had happened exactly – he had found himself in a hallucinatory state that moment, which made him half-awake from his sleep. It was difficult to tell if he had been able to see Redstone entirely or barely his eyes. The fact was that his brain was alarmed and that he suddenly was able to see the dark Nickel Dime Boulevard, where a car had turned up that looked very much like the Ford from the man in the long, dark coat. The car was driving slowly. The windscreen was intact. 

Don took a deep breath and closed his right eye. Two seconds later, he opened the eye again and let it roll to and fro quickly.

That moment a dog was running down Nickel Dime Boulevard, he explained to me later.

Don pulled the felt hat down to his nose.

In the meantime, Paula had risen to her feet.

“I’d rather take Joe home,” she whispered. “Don frightens me to death. I think that he is very dangerous.”

“Joe is not able to walk,” said Travis in the same soft tone, “and not only because of that bullet. He is drunk.”

“That doesn’t matter, he’s drunk more than often. Help me to support him so that he can limp up to our log cabin. When Don becomes aggressive all of a sudden, he might murder us. Joe has to come home with me! And you should show Don the door instead of giving him shelter.”

Together they lifted Joe from his chair before he could wake up. They put his arms around their shoulders and carefully shuffled to the door. One more time, Paula looked over her shoulder towards the sparkling eye in the dark room.

I followed them outside. Perhaps I could help Paula to open the door of her log cabin.

Outside, in the cool night air, Joe started to resist. He pushed Paula and Travis away. A scorching pain in his foot made him stagger and then he fell backwards on the ground. He rolled on his side and then he started to vomit.

“What now?” Travis asked himself aloud. “We might call ourselves lucky if the wound didn’t burst open! I am not strong enough to carry him and I don’t think he will allow us to support him again.”

Paula looked down at her husband.

“Joe, can you hear me? You must go home…”

Joe reacted with cursing and swearing.

Suddenly I saw Don Payne standing next to her! He sank down on his knees, pulled Joe on his back, shoving his arms under his neck and upper legs and lifted him up.

“Show me the way,” I heard him say.

Paula went before him. The log cabin was nearby. She opened the door and went inside quickly to light an oil lamp. Don followed her and Paula showed him a huge four-poster bed in a corner:

“Lay him down there, carefully… Thanks, Don… How can a young, thin fellow like you be that strong?”

Don shrugged his shoulders.

“It hadn’t been necessary to take him away from Travis McCoy’s cabin. You were afraid of me. There is no reason at all to fear me.”

He turned round and walked outside, passing Travis and me.

“Where are you going to, Don?” asked Travis. “You’d better come with me again.”

“Maybe I should kill you,” grinned Don. “Paula thinks I could actually do a thing like that, doesn’t she?”

Don began to walk and disappeared in the night. He didn’t ask me to come along with him. 

Not much later, Travis went back to his log cabin. I decided to stay with Paula. As a child of Nickel Dime Boulevard, no one refused to give me shelter, as long as I didn’t take advantage of that and didn’t stay longer than one or two nights.

I fell asleep in a corner on the floor and woke up the next morning at half-past five.

Paula stood with Travis in front of the bed where Joe lay. They talked to each other in a soft tone and I understood that she had gone to him to tell him that her husband was getting sicker all the time. Travis had come with her immediately to take a look at him.

Joe lay there on his back on a blanket, complaining about pain all the time. His foot was seriously swollen and Travis had taken the tight, blood-soaked bandage away and then bandaged him again. High fever made Joe’s red face shine with perspiration.

“When the pain gets even worse, we will have to look for a doctor,” said Travis. “My medicine mainly consists of moonshine whiskey and I’m afraid that won’t help any longer in this case.”

“I can only hope he will feel a little better now. The bandage doesn’t squeeze that much anymore,” hoped Paula.

Joe tried to sit up straight. Leaning on his left elbow, he reached out his right hand. The fingers trembled.

“Nee,” Paula said resolutely. “You don’t get any whiskey so early in the morning. Travis has been so nice to bring the jar with him, but for the time being you have to leave it alone.”

Joe shook his head fiercely and let himself fall back on the bed.

“That’s not what I meant,” he said in a hoarse voice. “There’s someone here.”

“Who do you mean? Little Rat?”

“No, you, Travis, Rat and someone else…”

“Did you see someone else?”

“I can feel someone’s here…”

“He is raving,” said Travis.

It was Redstone. He stood there in the dark corner where I had spent the night. I was the only one who could actually see him and for you, whose state of mind had been changed by the high fever, his presence was vaguely noticeable. 

The log cabin of Paula and Joe Langton was much better furnished than that of Travis McCoy. They had waited patiently till someone on Nickel Dime Boulevard had purchased solid chairs that could last a couple of years and the floor was covered with parquet that Joe had ripped with his very own hands from a ramshackle house at the shore of Greenwood Lake. Except for a table and four chairs, the room contained a sideboard and an iron kitchen range. 

The walnut four-poster was Paula’s showpiece. It was made in France and brought along by a rich noble lady from Paris who had bought herself an apartment in New York. Paula had paid only ten dollars for it. The bed had been taken apart and all parts had been damaged. Only after Joe had put everything together again and had varnished and polished the wood, it turned out to be a true piece of art.

Now, Redstone was leaning up against one of the wooden posters of the bed. He remained invisible to the others in the log cabin, but I could notice that Joe was aware of the presence of an indefinable entity.

Redstone took off his black top hat and started to fan coolness towards Joe with it. He had to grin when Joe started to make offending gestures with both hands and moved his head to and fro on the pillow as if he was attacked by stinging mosquitos. 

“No…” panted Joe.

“He is raving,” repeated Travis.

Redstone pointed at me with his walking stick and then pointed to the door. I thanked Paula for her hospitality and sneaked outside. I followed Redstone along the log cabins and through the alley between The Toolbox and All Brand Motor Mansion. Don Payne stood waiting for me on the cold, misty Boulevard.

“This is great, Rat!” he said full of enthusiasm. “You are the only one who is able to see my creation and now you have even let yourself be led by him. To see you are not even impressed by that! That is good a good thing.”

“How do you mean?” I wanted to know. 

“Isn’t that clear? You remarked spontaneously that Redstone is an appearance that remains invisible to everyone else. It was only then that I said that he is my creation. You saw the difference between a creature of flesh and blood and Redstone. Everyone who saw him unexpectedly should be terrified. Not you. And that is good, as I said before. We seem to have certain things in common. Things that are not noticed by other people. Come, let’s go for a stroll.”

We crossed the road and started to walk along the edge of the forest.

“I wonder if we have more things in common,” said Don. “Tell me about yourself.”

“As soon as I had learned to talk and think in both words and images, I was able to remember everything,” I said. “I have an infallible memory.”

“Interesting,” thought Don. “What was the first thing I said to you?”

“That was yesterday, of course, in The Horn of Plenty. First, you were mentioning your name but that was not specially meant for me. It was meant for Paula, but she didn’t hear you. She looked outside, to the Ford. Then there was that special sound. I asked you if you heard it as well. You gave no answer, all you did was nod yes. Only much later, when you gave me half your meal, you finally said some things to me: ‘For you’, and: ‘What’s your name?’ And then…”

Don raised a hand.

“All right, I believe you. An infallible memory. What more?”

“That sound. Creaking wood, voices… you hear it as well, don’t you? That’s what we have in common anyway. We hear and see the same things. About myself… I don’t know, there is nothing special… I mean there must be many abandoned children with parents that couldn’t take care of them. Crisis, poverty, I guess you know what
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