





Handsome Harry


A Novel


James Carlos Blake


[image: image]






Conscience is but a word that cowards use,
 Devised at first to keep the strong in awe.
 Our strong arms be our conscience; swords, our law.

—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, RICHARD III




Foremost we admire the outlaw
 who has the strength of his own lawfulness.

—ROBERT DUNCAN, ROOTS AND BRANCHES




I never knowingly harmed a fellow creature that didn’t get in my way.

—NELSON ALGREN, A WALK ON THE WILD SIDE




You run out of everything when you run out of luck.

—ANONYMOUS
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OCTOBER 16, 1934




Now all the gang’s dead except for me and Russell.

At least Russell can hope for a better tomorrow, since a guy doing life can always try another break. Me, they’re going to finish off in the morning.

They wouldn’t have to bother if they had simply let me die. They say I took seven bullets, including one to the head and one in the spine, but I remember being hit only once. The rifles were firing and firing and I saw Fat Charley’s grin burst in blood and the next thing I knew I was lying on my face and couldn’t move. I could feel the life draining out of me, and I knew another minute would be all she wrote. But they hustled me into the hospital and the doctors outdid themselves.

So. Here I am, half-crippled and my head still feels like it’s got a rail spike in it. But they did it. They saved me for the executioner.

When I awoke from the surgery, the warden was in the room, glaring at me with a kind of furious satisfaction. He said Thought you could cheat the chair, didn’t you, Pierpont? Well, I’m here to tell you, mister, you’re gonna burn—and keep on burning for all eternity. The warden’s a devout Christian, and he gave me a little sermon elaborating on the eternal tortures I was bound for. I have to admit he’s got a flair for description. When the warden finally left the room, the hack posted at the door brought his hands up like they were strapped to the arms of a chair and said Zzzzzzztt as he went big-eyed and grit his teeth and shook like he was getting the juice.

Laugh a minute, the hacks.

The warden had it right, though. I did figure that if the break went bad they’d shoot me dead, which would be a lot better than what they were planning for me. I mean, the things you hear. Your brain bakes and your eyes pop and your waste steams out of your mouth. Your blood turns to tar….

Oh man.

They’ve kept one nurse or another in my room around the clock and doctors check on me several times a day. I so much as clear my throat and they come running in a panic.

The nurses aren’t supposed to talk to me, but three days ago a leggy one with bold green eyes whispered Happy Birthday as she changed the sheets under me. It took me a minute to understand I was now thirty-two. She’d been reading up. I gave her a wink and she glanced toward the open door, then kissed her fingertips and touched them to my lips.

So many women have bandit hearts. This one would’ve joined us in a wink.

A few hours ago they put me on a stretcher and lugged me down here to the ready cell, next door to the death chamber. And they’ve still got a nurse watching me through the bars and a doctor on hand down the hall. It’s really funny—both ha-ha and peculiar—that they’ll go to so much trouble to keep a man alive just so they can fry him. Even if they have to carry him to the chair.

I mean to tell you, the Law’s notion of justice is more cold-blooded than any outlaw I ever knew. And I mean outlaw, not criminal. Criminal doesn’t distinguish between guys like me and the guys who own the banks and insurance companies and stock markets, who own the factories and coal mines and oil fields, who own the goddamn law. I once said to John that being an outlaw was about the only way left for a man to hold on to his self-respect, and he said Ain’t that the sad truth. The girls laughed along with us because they knew it wasn’t a joke.

Speaking of John…I want to make something clear right off the bat. There was never any rivalry between us for leadership of the gang. There’s no question he was boss of the gang he rounded up after breaking out of Crown Point—that bunch of cowboys including Van Meter and that lunatic Nelson or Gillis or whatever the runt’s name really was—but if anybody in our gang could be called the leader, it was me, and even John would’ve said so. Not that any of us needed a leader. Each of us was his own man and could’ve gone his own way and done all right for himself. It just so happened the five of us made a smooth team and we could trust each other to the bone. You don’t pass up luck like that.

I’ll grant you that John was the coolest of us. He had cool in spades—except when it came to women, anyway. Russell and I had tempers like guard dogs and we had to work at keeping them on a tight leash. But not even Red and Charley, who were pretty unflappable guys themselves, could match John for coolness on a job or under fire. I’ll also grant you that Charley was the brainiest and Russell had the brute strength on us all and nobody was tougher than Red. Nevertheless, when it was time for a deciding say-so, it was always yours truly they turned to.

John got the publicity because he loved it. He played up to it. They say that in his last few weeks he wasn’t taking much pleasure in the limelight anymore and was wishing he looked like anybody but himself, but I wouldn’t know about that. What I can tell you is that while we were together he carried on like the whole thing was an adventure movie and he was Douglas Fairbanks. He wanted to be a star. That’s how he was.


Not me. I never even liked having my picture taken. All I ever wanted was to show the bastards who own the law that it didn’t mean they owned me.

Anyhow, I want it understood that I never competed with John about anything, I never envied him about anything, and that’s the truth.

Or rather, it was the truth until recently. Given my present situation, I certainly envy him now.

I envy him the way he died.

I envy Fat Charley and Red for the same reason. I’m most jealous of Russell, naturally, since he’s still in one piece and can try another escape—although, sad to say, I doubt he will. But as far as dying goes, I’d trade deaths with John or Charley or Red in a Shytown minute.

Of course none of them would go for the swap. They’d laugh and tell me to go to hell. And I’d laugh along with them and say After you, gentlemen, after you.

Which is pretty much the way it’s worked out.

I doubt it will make any difference to those who think they know everything about us just because they know some of the facts, but, between you and me, this is how it was….








I

The Joints



It was grand.

Every single time it was grand. I loved the moment when you announce the stickup and everything suddenly goes brighter and sharper and the world seems to spin faster. You show them the gun and say hand it over and there’s no telling what’s going to happen in the next tick of the clock.

I always expected somebody to say Not on your life, Mac, and go for his piece, but it never happened—not counting the time I told the sheriff to hand over John. It never happened with money. They always handed over the money. That was the easy part. Then you had to get away. That’s when things sometimes became very intense indeed, and the notion of present moment took on meanings you felt in your blood.

I’ve never understood how somebody could simply hand it over and leave it at that. If somebody ever stuck a gun in my face and said give me the money, I’d say sure thing—and then the minute the guy took his eyes off me I’d yank out my piece and pop him. Any man who doesn’t keep a gun handy to protect himself and what’s his is a fool. Deeds and titles and bills of sale be damned, nobody really owns anything in this world except what he can keep others from taking away, and I mean robbers, bankers, judges, or government agents.

Even if I didn’t have a gun on me and somebody tried to hold me up, as soon I saw a chance to jump him I’d do it. I’d let him have it with whatever was at hand—a chair, a bottle, a fork. I’d go at him fists, feet, and teeth.

You can’t let a guy rob you without putting up a fight. It isn’t self-respecting.

 

Even before I went to the joint for the first time I’d stolen so many cars I’d lost count. It was a snap. I swiped my first when I was sixteen—a spanking new Model T roadster, a nifty little thing. A pal named Eddie Rehnquist and I went rambling in it all over three counties before it somehow ended up in the Wildcat River. After that first one, whenever I needed a car to get somewhere, I’d pick one out and take it. If I had a date with some special girl I wanted to impress, I’d grab a Packard or a Buick or a Cadillac, something classy, even though fancy cars were easier for the cops to track down.

Like the Packard I was driving when I had my first close call with a stolen car. It was the same shade of smoky yellow as the hair on the honey snugged up beside me and saying she wished her friends could see her now. Then a cop car came up behind us and turned on its flash. I’d snatched the Packard a few hours earlier on the other side of town but had been in too much of a hurry to swap the plates. The girl took a gander at the cops and asked me if we were speeding. I said we are now—and floored the accelerator and we barreled past a stop sign, just barely avoiding a collision. We went tearing through the streets, making lefts and rights that had us leaning one way and then the other. The girl was shrieking and citizens were gawking from the sidewalks. When I didn’t see the cops in the mirror any more I slowed down and made a nice easy turn and stayed under the speed limit for a few blocks so we wouldn’t attract further notice, then pulled into an alley and stopped. The girl was crying so hard she could hardly breathe. I gave her my handkerchief and a kiss on the ear, then got out and hopped over a fence and made myself scarce. The next day’s newspaper carried a report about the chase. The cops had found the Packard a few minutes after I amscrayed, the girl still sitting in it and bawling her eyes out. She ratted me right away, telling them I was Len Richardson, which was the name I’d given her, and that she’d known me for only an hour, which was true. The report included a photograph of her in the backseat of the police car, her face turned directly toward the camera. She didn’t seem to be wishing her friends could see her now.

Not that I ever needed a fancy car to get a girl’s attention. My looks could always do the trick. My mother said that the minute she laid eyes on my newborn self, on my fair hair and baby blues, she knew I’d never lack for female notice. She was right.

However, every jewel has its flaw, and in the interest of total honesty I have to confess that mine was in my feet. I was born with the second and third toes on each foot grown together. The toe tips were small but distinct and each one had its own nail, but there was only a bare hint of a groove where the toes should have separated from each other. Siamese toes, Red Hamilton would call them. My parents never made much of this abnormality and so neither did I, nobody did—until one summer day in Muncie when I was fifteen and a bunch of us were playing baseball in a park by the river.

I was playing barefoot like always because I could run faster without shoes. And this kid named Sorenson, whom I’d seen around but didn’t know very well, suddenly points at my feet and hollers Hey, you guys, look here! Look at the freak!

Sorenson was at least a couple of years older than me but he wasn’t much bigger. I was always big for my age. He was still pointing at me and saying Freak, freak, when I punched him in the face and put him on his ass. He grabbed a ball bat as he got up and the other kids all jumped back. I ducked under his first swing but he caught me on the side of the head with the next one. I staggered and saw stars but I didn’t go down. Instead of hitting me again he stood there gawking like he couldn’t believe I was still standing. That was all the chance I needed to grab the bat away from him. He tried to fend with his arm against my swing and the bone cracked like a fence picket and he let out a hell of a howl. I got him in the ribs with the next one, then gave him one to the head that laid him out. I was about to club him again when Eddie Rehnquist said Oh shit, Harry, you killed him.

Blood was running out of Sorenson’s hair. I checked closer and saw he was still breathing. Then I saw the way the other kids were looking at me and I was suddenly aware of my own blood hot around my ears and on my neck. I touched my scalp and the huge lump there and my hand came away red. I was enraged but still thinking clearly enough to know that another knock to the head would probably do him in and I’d be looking at a murder rap. Still, it didn’t feel finished. So I took out my dick and pissed on him—which really made the other guys whoop. Then I went home. An hour later the cops were at the front door and I was under arrest.

I’d been in plenty of fights but this was the closest I’d come to killing anybody, and I was lucky I didn’t get sent to the reformatory. When we went to court, several of the other kids testified that Sorenson had hit me with the bat first, and my mother wept as she told the room what a good son I was. The judge said he was troubled by some of the details of the case but decided that a clean-cut boy like me was worthy of another chance.

Mom hadn’t known all the details until they came out in the courtroom, and on our way home she said, Land’s sake, Harry, you actually…voided on that fellow? What will people think?

Shortly afterward we moved away to Indianapolis. As for Sorenson, I heard that when he got out of the hospital he had a permanent walleye and walked kind of funny.

Like some kind of freak.

 

It was a fancy car that got me sent up my first time, although not for auto theft. I was nineteen years old and hadn’t worked at a legit job in almost six months, not since I’d beat the daylights out of a loudmouth foreman at the gravel pit where I was a truck loader. I got thirty days for it but it was worth every minute. Since then, I’d been making my way as a stickup man—or as Fat Charley would call it, an independent fund-raiser. I’d pulled more than a dozen robberies but nothing you could call big. Grocery stores, pharmacies, filling stations, a few greasy spoons. My biggest take was 130 bucks, and most of the others didn’t get me half that.

Anyway, what happened was, I needed a car to go see a college girl I’d met at a dance in Bloomington the week before. Annie Mac-something, a creamy brunette with wet dark eyes and a build like a modern-day calendar girl rather than most of the flat-chest flappers of the day. I could tell she was keen on me, which was no surprise, and she didn’t object to the liberties I took with her person while we were dancing cheek to cheek in a dark corner of the floor. But she was with friends and had to leave before I could get her out to the car I’d swiped in Indy and bang her in the backseat. She gave me her address and phone number and said to come see her sometime, and I said I’d be up next Saturday. I figured I’d steal a car and pull a stickup on the drive up there so I’d have enough cash to show her a really swell time and book us into the best hotel in town.

Come Saturday morning I went out looking for a car that struck my fancy and I spotted a shiny new Buick on a side street. I’ve always had a soft spot for Buicks. I was bent under the hood panel and was clipping my jumper to the coil when I heard somebody say, Hey Jack, what the hell you doing to my car?


Before I could run for it the guy had an arm around my neck from behind and was strangling me. He was my size and no slouch and I was sure he was going to kill me if I didn’t get free of that chokehold quick. I managed to get my hand on the .32 in my coat pocket and turn it so the muzzle was pressed against his thigh, and bam, I let him have it, and he hollered and fell down. I was so wound up I accidentally squeezed off another round through my coat and it glanced off the street and hit him in the same leg and really got him wailing.

As luck would have it, a squad car had come around the corner while we were at it and the two cops inside saw the whole thing. The car screeched up and they jumped out with their guns pointed at me, yelling drop it or else.

So I dropped it—and the gun hit the sidewalk just so and went off again, bam, and we all flinched as the bullet glanced off the building and smacked the side of the Buick. It’s Christ’s own wonder those jumpy cops didn’t shoot me then and there.

The guy I shot bled pretty impressively but he wasn’t in any real danger of dying, and an ambulance took him away. I was booked on attempted murder, but my mother hired a good lawyer who got the charge reduced to felonious assault.

The lawyer did the best he could to persuade the judge that I was a high-spirited youth who meant no real harm and deserved nothing worse than a period of probation. I was wearing a new suit and was freshly barbered and looked every inch the college boy headed for a career in accounting. My bearing was attentive and respectful, my manner amiable and confident in the wisdom of the court. But the prosecutor had to go and bring up the business about Sorenson and the baseball bat back in Muncie. He insisted I was a violent personality in need of a severe rehabilitation of attitude.

The judge agreed. He gave me two to five in the state reformatory at Jeffersonville.

 


There isn’t much to tell about J-Ville, as we called it. According to the rules-and-regulations booklet every inmate received on his arrival, the reformatory’s purpose was to help young offenders become useful citizens through vocational training and character guidance. In truth, the inmates were little more than slave labor for the private companies that contracted with the state to provide work inside the walls. J-ville had a small factory for making shoes, plus a carpentry shop and a garage for teaching auto mechanics. I’d heard plenty about the reformatory from guys who’d been there, so I had some idea of what to expect. Still, it took some getting used to, the constant whine of machinery and electrical saws and steam whistles, the smells of sawdust and exhaust smoke and disinfectants.

I’d only been there about two weeks when I got jumped. One minute the shower room was full of naked guys and the next there was nobody there but me and the three hardcases who came at me. Their intention, as one of them so explicitly put it, was to break the cherry in this pretty boy’s ass. They must’ve fixed it with the guards, because the fight lasted a while and we weren’t quiet about it, but not a hack showed his face until I got a grip on one guy’s balls and twisted as hard as I could and he screamed like he was on fire. That’s when the hacks came running and found him folded up on the floor and bawling like a baby. One of his pals was down too—I’d rammed his head against the wall and he was out cold. The third guy took off before the hacks showed up.

I had a broken nose and what felt like cracked ribs and a shiner that almost closed my eye, but I’d retained my rectal virtue. None of us finked and the superintendent gave us each three days in solitary confinement, although the other two couldn’t serve their punishment till they got out of the infirmary.

The solitary cells were in the guardhouse basement under the mat room. The mat room was large and windowless but brightly lit and didn’t have any furnishings except for a few chairs for the guards and a dozen straw mats arranged in a wide circle in the center of the room, each mat two feet square. Commit a minor infraction and you were brought in here and made to stand on a mat for six hours in your underwear and with your hands cuffed behind you. Step off the mat without permission and you got a beating and a stretch in solitary. But the two fastest ways into the hole were by fighting or trying to escape.

The hole cells were along the rear wall of the basement, which was always chilly and smelled of piss and shit. Of the guys I’d known who’d been in J-ville, only one had done time in solitary, and he said it was no big deal. He was right. They made you strip naked but they gave you a small blanket, and the cell was big enough to stretch out in. The door had a small window that admitted some of the hallway’s light, and there was a big can of drinking water, and at noon you got a plate of beans. That was a reformatory’s idea of harsh punishment—making you sleep on the floor and piss in a can, eat beans and be alone. It was nothing like the holes I’d heard about from guys who’d been in real joints like Joliet or Michigan City. I could’ve done a month in J-ville’s hole standing on my head.

When I was let back into general population I had a lot of new friends. The three guys who’d ganged on me had been regarded as the toughest mugs in the place and they’d been lording it over most of the other inmates, who were glad to hear I’d settled their hash. Guys came around to introduce themselves and ask if I needed anything.

One of the older fellows said he could set my busted nose, so I said go ahead. He positioned his thumbs on either side of my nose and told me to brace myself. It took him three tries to get it right and I couldn’t keep the tears from running down my face, but he did a good job. There you go, kid, he said, Handsome Harry rides again.

The other guy who’d jumped me in the showers, the one who got away before the hacks showed up, was named Kruger. He’d been the leader and the one to make the crack about busting my cherry. I hadn’t been able to give him anything worse than a shiner and some loose teeth. Now he was being careful to keep his distance from me, and he kept a pair of goons at his side for protection. I affected indifference to him for more than a month before he started to lower his guard. Then one morning in the mess hall I made my move.

At my signal, a handful of guys started a sham fight in the food line to draw the hacks over there and get everybody’s attention. Some other guys closed up around the two goons, blocking them off from Kruger, who was at the far edge of the crowd and up on tiptoes trying to get a look at the fight. I came up fast behind him and gave him a roundhouse to the kidney with all my might. He made a sound like he’d been stabbed and I was walking away as he fell. By the time they broke up the crowd and saw Kruger curled up on the floor I was already out in the yard.

They took him to the hospital but there were complications and in another two days he was dead. Internal hemorrhaging, they said. Because the brass had no idea who’d done it or even how, they wrote it up as a factory accident in order to cover themselves.

I’d heard that a kidney punch could be lethal but I’d had my doubts. I’d figured I would hurt him plenty but hadn’t expected to kill him. Still, I can’t say I was sorry when I got the word. I’ve never been given to casual use of vulgar language—unwarranted profanity implies mental laziness—but there’s no other way to say this: A guy tries to fuck me…well, fuck him.

A few inmates had seen the whole thing, and the story got around J-ville fast, but nobody ever ratted me. Just like that, I was one of the top hardcases in the joint. Now even more guys were eager to get on my good side, including the two apes who’d been with Kruger.

The trouble with a hardcase reputation, of course, is having to hold it against all comers. The toughest of them was a guy named Joe Pantano, a big curly-haired Wop out of Jersey. The day we slugged it out in the laundry even the hacks were laying down bets. The smart money was on me and it paid off. I broke Pantano’s nose, then put him down and cooled him with a kick that raised a knot big as a plum behind his ear. We both got a week in solitary, but I was now the top dog in the reformatory and everybody knew it. Only the occasional true fool ever took me on the rest of the time I was there.

My first job in J-ville was in the garage. I didn’t mind it too much since I’d always liked cars. But after a few months they transferred me to the shoe shop, where I was taught to operate a machine that attached the sole to the rest of the shoe. I stitched soles all day long. It was stupefying, mindless labor that could drive you insane if you didn’t have something to think about while you were at it. And what I thought about, month after month, was busting out. But my mother and the lawyer had never quit trying to get me released, and near the end of my second year behind bars, just as I was putting the finishing touches on an escape plan, they came through and I was paroled.

 

I returned to Indianapolis and went to work at a garage job my parole officer arranged for me. I did oil changes and lubes, installed batteries and fixed flats, now and then tuned a motor. I still loved cars—the look and sound of them, the feel of driving them—but I’d come to hate working on them. I hated being smeared with grease and skinning my knuckles and breathing gasoline fumes all day. I hated being within earshot of the morons I worked with. At the end of the day I’d wash my hands so vigorously with detergent soap that they’d burn and turn red, and I’d still smell oil and gas on them, still feel like there was grease under my fingernails even when they were spotless. The only difference between this joint and Jeffersonville was that I could go home at the end of my shift. I had sworn I’d never work for wages again, but I was determined to bite the bullet until I settled on a solid plan. I didn’t want to go back to robbing gasoline stations and grocery stores. That was small-time stuff for kids and suckers lacking in self-respect.

Banks were the thing. But all I knew about robbing a bank was that only a fool would try it single-handed. What I needed was a partner.

The only partner I’d ever had was Earl Northern. We’d known each other for a couple of years before I went to J-ville, and he’d been with me on half my stickups. He was a husky guy with a badly pitted face, a little older than me, and he’d been in the reformatory twice, doing a year for car theft the first time and then six months for parole violation. He’d been arrested more than once in the time I’d known him, but he’d managed to avoid being convicted again.

I’d received a letter from him while I was in the reformatory, a half-page in uneven script in an envelope with an Urbana, Illinois, postmark and no return address. He said he was sorry to hear of my bad turn of luck and that he’d recently had a close call himself, but of course he didn’t give any details, not in a letter he knew would have to get by the censors. He hoped I was doing good and said he would write again soon, but I heard no more from him before I was paroled. When I’d got back to Indianapolis I searched for him high and low but nobody knew where he was. His family had moved from their old neighborhood and left no forwarding address. That wasn’t too surprising, since Earl’s stepfather was constantly on the lam from creditors. He’s a stepfather, all right, Earl once said—always a step ahead of the bill collectors.

With no idea where Earl might be, I’d been on the lookout for another partner. I’d talked to a few guys but none of them struck me as having the right stuff. I’d been working at the garage for almost three months—and knew I wouldn’t be able to take it much longer—when one sunny morning a brand-new Franklin roadster pulls up to the pumps and there’s Earl behind the wheel.

Fill ’er up, Junior, he said, grinning around a toothpick and adjusting the brim of a fedora that nicely complemented his new blue suit. I’d always been something of a natty dresser myself when I could afford it, but I’d never seen Earl looking so spiffy, and I was impressed.


I smiled back at him and leaned on the car door and said in my best flatfoot voice Pardon me, sir, but I wonder if I might see the registration and title to this vehicle?

Registration? Earl says. Title? We snickered like school kids sharing a dirty joke.

He told me he’d been in Illinois for the past ten months. The close call he’d mentioned in the letter happened while he was robbing a filling station in Martinsville. He took his eyes off the attendant for a second and the man swung at him with a tire iron and missed his head by a whisker. It scared Earl so bad he shot the guy. He didn’t kill him, but he thought it wise to absent himself from Indiana for a time, just in case the fella was able to give the cops a solid description. He’d gone across the state line to lay low for a while but ended up staying longer than he’d planned.

I said I’d bet the longer stay had to do with a girl. It did, he said, but it wasn’t what I was thinking.

He’d been faring all right, getting by on small stickups and an occasional break-in, and then one night he met a sweet young thing in a speakeasy in Effingham. She told him she was recently divorced, and they hit it off so well she took him home with her at closing time. Earl couldn’t believe his luck. He knew he wasn’t the best-looking guy in the world, plus he’d never had a smooth way with the ladies, and things like this didn’t happen to him.

He and the sweet thing were in the middle of hitting it off even better when her husband came charging into the room and started doing some hitting of his own. Earl said it was like fighting a jackhammer in the nude. They fairly well tore up the room—breaking the bed frame and busting lamps and bringing down the curtains, everybody punching and kicking and cursing. The neighbors must’ve thought murder was going on and called the police because the next thing Earl knew the cops were pulling them apart. They slapped the cuffs on hubby and let Earl put his clothes on before cuffing him too. The sweet thing took her time about picking out some underwear to put on but the cops didn’t mind at all. She had a knockout body, Earl said, and not a modest bone in it, and she tried on two different outfits before deciding to go with the first. It was a swell show and everybody enjoyed it except for hubby, who called her a cheap-ass whore and got smacked by a cop who told him it was no way to talk to a lady. Then they all got hauled to the station.

It turned out that hubby worked the night shift at a cement plant and got a call from a buddy who’d seen his wife leaving the speak with some stranger. Sweet thing was irked with hubby because of his recent misconduct with an office girl at the cement plant and was getting back at him by way of Earl. There was a lot of finger-shaking and loud assertion of having each other’s number and singing different tunes and what’s good for the goose and so forth, till the cops got tired of it and let them go with a warning not to disturb the peace again. Earl, on the other hand, wasn’t going anywhere except in front of a judge, not after the cops checked out his car and discovered it had been stolen on the other side of town earlier that day.

The judge seemed sympathetic on hearing the details of his arrest and even remarked on the treachery of unfaithful wives and the misery they caused. His honor’s bitter tone made Earl suspect the man was speaking from personal experience. He asked if Earl had damaged the stolen vehicle in any way, and Earl swore that he had not, that he had cared for the car as if it were his own. Rather than send him to the penitentiary—which is what Earl expected, considering the state’s introduction of his previous conviction for car theft in Indiana—Judge Nicefellow fined him a hundred dollars, then reduced it to forty-two because that’s all Earl had to his name, and gave him six months on the county work farm.

I said he’d been lucky to get such a light sentence on a second car theft conviction. Earl said if he was lucky he never would’ve run into that no-good Effingham bitch.

Anyhow, that’s where he’d been, on an Illinois work farm, slopping hogs and shoveling pig shit until about three weeks ago, when he was released a few weeks early for good behavior. They took him to the bus station and bought him a ticket to Terre Haute just over the state line and told him Bon Voyage, grifter, and don’t come back.

Earl figured the filling station shooting in Martinsville was ancient history by then and it was safe to come home, so as soon as he got off the bus in Terre Haute he scouted around for suitable transportation and settled on the Franklin roadster. He was ten miles down the road before it occurred to him that he didn’t have a red cent. The Franklin was already low on fuel and he supposed he’d have to steal a car with a lot more gas in it. Then he thought to take a look in the door pocket and, oh baby, there’s a wallet, and it’s holding 132 bucks. He stopped off in Greencastle and bought himself the spiffy suit and fedora and treated himself to a steak with all the trimmings before swapping license plates with a car parked in an alley. Then he went to Kokomo to visit a certain cathouse he’d heard a lot of good things about, and the place had lived up to its reputation. Since getting back to Indy he’d been working at a lumberyard, but he hadn’t gone by to see my parents and say hello till this morning. Mom gave him the news of my parole and the job at the garage.

He was in the middle of telling me more about the Kokomo cathouse when my boss, Larkins, stuck his head out the office door and hollered for me to quit flogging the dog and get back to work.

I went over to the office and told Larkins I was quitting and wanted the pay I had coming. He said I was making a big mistake and would be sorry, but he counted out eleven dollars and handed it to me. He said Mr. Hollis wasn’t going to like this. Hollis was my parole officer. I said to give Hollis my regards, then went back to the roadster and got in and said Let’s go.

 

I accepted Earl’s offer to let me move in with him, but before going to his place we stopped at my parents’ house so I could get my clothes, and Mom insisted on fixing us lunch. She didn’t blame me for breaking parole. She didn’t think it was fair that somebody of my intelligence and charm should have to work in a dirty garage under threat of getting sent back to the reformatory. My mother’s name is Lena. She’s bright and well spoken and doesn’t take guff from anybody, and it’s safe to say she has ever and always been devoutly partisan in disputes involving her Harry.

My father sat at the table and ate with us and as usual didn’t say much. He’s a man of intelligence and a good egg, but by his own admission he’d never been in a fight, not even as a kid, and he’s always been content to let Mom wear the pants. In all his life he’s probably never said anything more often than Yes dear. His name’s Gilbert. I have a brother too, Fred. Unlike my mother, who nobody could’ve stopped from taking up the spear for me, neither my dad nor my brother got mixed up in any of my misdeeds—I want that understood—and I’ll leave both of them out of this as much as I can.

I was packing a suitcase in the back room when Hollis pulled into the driveway. I knew Larkins would call him about me quitting and I figured he might show up soon, which was why I’d had Earl park the Franklin out of sight around the corner.

My mother greeted Hollis at the front door but didn’t invite him in. Earl and I stood out of sight in the hallway and listened as he told her I’d walked off the job and he’d see to it my parole was revoked quicker than she could say King James if I didn’t present myself at his office to talk things over no later than noon tomorrow.

She affected vast motherly alarm at the news and told him that the minute I showed up or got in touch by telephone she would insist that I go see him immediately. She stood out on the porch till he drove out of sight, then came back in and said, Good Heavens, what a sorry specimen of a man. She gave me a kiss and admonished me to be careful.

Earl knew he’d been holding on to the stolen roadster for too long already, but it was a sweet car and he hated to part with it. Still, Larkins had seen it and for sure given its description to Hollis, and the Franklin would be hotter than ever. So we went to a certain repair garage not too far outside of Indy, a place run by an ex-con named Elmore Brown who accepted fine-quality cars of unspecified ownership in exchange for a car of less worth but with a legal title. We arrived at Earl’s place in a well-used Maxwell coupe.

He lived in an industrial neighborhood, in a garage apartment behind the house of an old Swedish couple named Carlson. His mother lived in an apartment house a few blocks away. He had so many brothers and sisters even he had lost the exact count, but the only ones still living with his mom were a pair of teenage sisters, Mary and Margo. His stepfather, a guy named Burke, was doing a stretch in the county slam for some kind of fraud, and Earl’s mother had been forced to take a job in a tire factory. His sisters worked too, when they weren’t in school. Mary did housecleaning and laundry for the elderly Carlson couple, and Margo, who was three or four years younger, earned a few bucks a week at babysitting jobs.

Earl’s apartment was small but clean. It was equipped with a stove and an icebox and it had a bath with shower and hot water. Earl had the tiny bedroom, but the sofa was comfortably firm and large enough for me. It stood under a big window flanked by a maple tree that gave good shade against the afternoon sun.

There was some bootleg beer in the icebox and we opened a quart bottle to toast our reunion. And to our new career as bank robbers.

We’d talked it over in the car. When I told him I was through with nickel-and-dime stickups and wanted to hit a bank, he said Oh man, Harry, I don’t know. He thought it was a hell of a risky step up the ladder. Filling stations didn’t have armed guards or robbery alarms. They didn’t have teller cages or vaults or a whole bunch of witnesses standing around. The way he saw it, banks were strictly for guys who knew what they were doing, guys with experience at it.

I said the only way to get experience at something was to do it.

We batted it back and forth a while, but my mind was made up. Listen, I said, which is it—in or out? If he’d said out, I would’ve had him drop me off at a hotel and figured my next move from there. But he said Ah hell, man, of course I’m in.

We talked late into the night and came up with a basic plan. The Indytown banks were out of the question. They were sure to have the most money, but they were also the best guarded and would be the hardest to make a getaway from. And common sense told us it wouldn’t be smart to rob a bank in the same town you lived in. We spread open a road map and picked out a dozen towns inside a forty-five-to-seventy-five-mile radius of Indianapolis. During the next few weeks, while Earl was working at the lumberyard to earn the rent and keep us fed, I’d go visit all twelve towns and make a note of every bank that didn’t have a guard and was well situated for a getaway. When I finished making the list, we’d decide which bank to hit. As for weapons, Earl had a four-inch .38 and he said he could get me one for a good price from the same source.

And so we were settled on a course of action. Earl fetched us a nightcap beer from the icebox and clinked his bottle to mine and said Big time, here we come.

 

On my second morning in the apartment I woke to Earl’s muffled snoring behind the bedroom door and an excited shrilling of birds. The room was full of sunlight and the heat of the summer day was already building. I flung the sheet off me and stretched, feeling grand. My usual morning stiffie was poking out of my undershorts and I was casually fingering it when I turned toward the window and saw a young red-haired girl perched on a maple branch and grinning at me. I snatched up the sheet but she was already shinning down the tree, laughing her head off.

I recognized her as Earl’s sister Mary. I remembered her as a short skinny kid with plum-red hair who used to come to the front door and wave to me whenever I’d pull up to their house and honk the klaxon for Earl. He’d recently mentioned that he still called her Shorty because she wasn’t five feet tall and it looked like she never would be.

I didn’t see her again until the following week, on a hot Saturday afternoon at a riverside park swimming hole. There were ropes attached to tree branches overhanging the river and kids would swing out on them and drop into the water. The air was full of their shrieks and laughter and the aroma of meat roasting on open grills. Earl was trying to make time with some girls sitting in the shade of a tree and pretending to be experienced cigarette smokers, but none of them was pretty enough to hold my attention. I was lying shirtless and sweaty on the grass at the edge of the river and staring up at the clouds when a squirt of water hit me in the chest. I flinched at its coldness and sat up fast. And there she was, a few feet from the bank and treading water as easily as a duck, wearing a white bathing cap and laughing at me. She had a scattering of freckles across her nose and upper cheeks.

Daydreaming again, huh? she said. Better not do out here what you were doing the other day or you’ll get arrested. She waggled her brow and grinned.

I felt my ears go hot and I said they should’ve named her Tom instead of Mary.

Why’s that, she said. Because I’m a tomboy?

Because she was a Peeping Tom.

She said she was no such thing, all she was doing was climbing a tree to get some exercise. How was she supposed to know I’d be lying there playing with that big ugly thing?

What would she know about men’s things, I said, she was just a child. I didn’t care for her calling it ugly but I was secretly pleased she called it big.

She said she was certainly not a child and she knew plenty and I ought to keep the shade pulled down if I was going to engage in self-abuse. That’s the phrase she used, self-abuse, and it made me laugh.

I said she had a pretty smart mouth for a kid and asked how old she was, anyway—fifteen?


She said she was sixteen and way too smart for me—then gulped up another mouthful of water and spouted it at me, catching me on the ear.

I scrambled to my feet and was going to jump in and give her a good dunking, but before I could kick off my shoes she shot away with a few strong strokes and then surged up onto the bank about ten yards downstream, coming out of the water in a silvery rush, the thin blue swimsuit pasted to her nipples and lean belly and small round bottom shaped like an overturned heart. She snatched up her towel and gave me another wag of her eyebrows and ran off, brown legs flashing. She sprinted past Earl and the tootsies and disappeared where the lane to the bathhouse curved around through the trees. And took a good bit of my breath with her.

The next time I saw her was a few days later when she came over to clean the old couple’s house. She came speeding down the driveway on her bicycle and slid neatly off the seat and let the bike go crashing into the backyard fence. She was wearing her hair chippy-fashion, long and loose to her shoulders. As she started up the steps to the Carlson kitchen she saw me at the apartment window and smiled. When I smiled back she stuck her tongue out at me, then laughed and went inside.

Over the next few weeks I saw her only on those days when I happened to be home and she came to tidy the Carlsons’ place or do their wash. On laundry days she wore shorts cut so high they would’ve had my mother shaking her head and remarking on the shamelessness of young girls today. When she hung the clothes on the outdoor line, she’d work with her back to the garage, and each time she bent to get another piece of laundry from the basket the shorts rode up high and snug on that perfect little bottom and I’d feel my dick take a deep breath. She always knew I was watching—I knew she did because she’d never even glance toward my window. On the days when she did housecleaning she’d wear one of Earl’s old shirts that was so big on her the tails reached almost to her knees and I had to wonder if she was wearing shorts underneath or just her underpants. She’d always leave the top buttons of the shirt undone, and whenever I’d hear the screen door screech open I’d go to the window and watch as she leaned over the porch rail and shook out the dust mop. The shirt would bag wide open and even at that distance I’d catch glimpses of her small round tits. As she damn well knew I would.

She was sixteen going on thirty is what she was.

One laundry day she didn’t show up. When I casually remarked on it to Earl that evening he said she had quit school and taken a fulltime job as a waitress in a café.

 

My list had seven banks on it. We discussed the pros and cons of all of them and narrowed the possibilities down one by one and ended up choosing the Mid-State Bank in Marion. It seemed to be doing good business and stood right at the edge of town for an easy getaway. The road out of town went winding through woods and came to intersecting highways not more than two miles beyond the city limits. If anybody came after us and didn’t have us in sight before we hit the intersecting roads, they wouldn’t know for sure which way we’d gone. On top of that, the police force didn’t look like much, and its cars were Model Ts. Whatever car we stole for the job would outrun them easily if they came after us.

Earl gave his boss at the lumberyard a song and dance about having to appear in traffic court in Anderson on the Friday we were going to pull the heist. On the morning of the big day, I swiped a Lincoln from the south side of town. Earl followed me in his car to Anderson, where we left the Maxwell parked near the edge of town.

We got to Marion a few minutes before noon. It was sunny and windless and chilly enough so that people’s breath showed like thin smoke. There was a scattering of cars parked at an angle, nose to the curb in front of the bank, and we found a spot close to the building. There wasn’t a cop car in sight. We’d picked the noon hour for the job because most people, including the cops, would be having dinner, and street traffic would be at its lightest.

We wore dark glasses and pulled our hat brims low. Even if they saw our faces, nobody in that town knew who we were. All they could do was describe us, and most descriptions fit so many people they’re fairly useless. We checked our pieces and slipped them back into our waistbands, then grinned at each other and I said Let’s do it.

We went in and pulled our guns and Earl took a position next to the door. In a voice as commanding as if he’d done this a dozen times before, he shouted All right, people, this is a stickup! Stand fast!

He was tickled pink later when I said he’d sounded so scary I almost put my hands up—just like some of the customers did, although nobody’d told them to do it.

There were only six or seven citizens in the place, all of them staring at us with their mouths open, including a woman who was wearing what looked like a pot of flowers on her head and stood at the only open window at the teller’s cage. Three guys were waiting in line behind her. They all backed away as I came up and told the woman Pardon me, lady, I’m cutting the line.

She moved aside and I stepped to the window. The teller was a skinny guy wearing horn-rims and a red visor. I took a folded pillowcase from my coat and shook it open and slid it across the counter through the bars and said Put the money in there, pal, and make it snappy.

His eyes rolled up in his head and he keeled over off his stool and hit the floor like a sack of stove coal.

I thought Jesus H. Christ and pulled myself up on the window bars high enough to see him flat on his back in a dead faint with his glasses hanging off one ear.

The only other person inside the cage was a woman at a desk. She was staring at the guy on the floor like he’d done something to offend her.

You, I said, wagging the gun at her, Get over here.


She wore wire-rim specs and her chestnut hair was in a bun at the nape of her neck, but when she stood up I saw she was nicely put together.

Christ sake, woman, move, I said.

There’s no call for swearing, she said. Her eyes were dark blue. She took up the pillowcase and began putting money in it. She wasn’t wearing a wedding ring.

We’d been expecting an alarm but so far it hadn’t sounded. A well-barbered fat guy with pink hands and wearing a pinstriped suit sat with a man in faded overalls at a big desk under a wall photo of President Cal. I figured Pinstripes for the boss and probably the guy with the alarm button. Earl had him spotted too and was pointing his revolver at him from ten feet away and Mr. Pinstripes was staring at Earl’s gun like a guy in a trance. If he had a button he was too scared to push it.

Miss Blue Eyes took the last of the money from the till and put it in the pillowcase and shoved the bundle to me. Here, she said. Now go away.

But I’d seen that the vault behind her was open, and I went to the cage door and said for her to unlock it.

It is unlocked, she said. Sarcastic as hell.

Let’s get a move on, buddy boy, Earl said.

The teller on the floor had come around and was starting to sit up as I came into the cage. Then he saw me and up rolled his eyes and down he went again.

Miss Blue Eyes shook her head and looked so disgusted I thought she might spit on him.

The vault contained cabinets and lockers of various sizes, steel bookcases, stacks of ledgers. The light in there wasn’t very good and I was tempted to take off my sunglasses but didn’t. I turned around just as the woman was putting her hands to the vault door and I read her eyes and knew what she was thinking. I pointed a finger at her and said Don’t try it.


You won’t shoot me, she said, which I guess meant because she was a woman. I didn’t know if she had nerve or was plain foolish. What did she think Earl would do if she locked me in?

I pointed the .38 at her and cocked it. If you’ve never heard a revolver cock inside a bank vault, let me assure you that it is a very serious sound. I said Don’t bet your life on it, honey. Now get in here.

She took her hands off the door and came in. I wondered what she looked like without the glasses and her hair down and her clothes off. My money would’ve been on very nice.

I asked where the cash was and she pulled open a drawer filled with packets of greenbacks so new that a smell rose off them like some fresh-baked treat. I laughed and I handed her the bag and said to put it all in.

Let’s go, brother, Earl called out.

I came out of the cage with the pillowcase wrapped snugly around the money and tucked under my arm like a football. The citizens were all exactly as before, their eyes still on Earl’s revolver. The power of the gun—wooo.

Earl was as charged up as I was. If I hear an alarm go off, he said loudly, I swear to Jesus I’ll run right back in here and shoot all you goddamn Hoosiers. Starting with you, fatso!

He wagged his pistol at Mr. Pinstripes, who shook his head and made all sorts of jittery gestures to let us know he wouldn’t dream of giving the alarm.

We slipped our pistols under our coats and went out and headed for the car at a quick walk. I whispered Easy does it, easy does it, and Earl whispered back I know, man, I know—and then said What the hell’s this?

Directly behind the Lincoln, blocking it in, stood an idling Templar coupe. The driver was leaning out his window and gabbing with the driver of a pickup truck facing the other way. A pair of locals chewing the fat in the middle of the street and in no hurry about it because there was no waiting traffic behind either of them.


As we got to the Lincoln, Earl said Hey you! Move it!

The driver of the Templar turned to squint at us through the passenger window. Say now, mister, he said, you could try asking a little more polite.

I slid behind the wheel and cranked up the motor as Earl took out his piece and pointed it at him and said How’s this for polite, you stupid hick! Now move it!

Their eyes got this big and the other driver hunched down behind the wheel and his truck went rumbling off. But the guy in the Templar was so rattled the car bucked hard and stalled.

Oh God, mister, the guy shouts, don’t shoot! And puts his hands up.

I said move that fucken thing! Earl yells. But the guy’s too scared to do anything except put his hands higher and beg Don’t shoot me, please don’t shoot!

Watch out, I said to Earl. I yanked the gearshift into reverse and gunned the Lincoln backward and—pow!—I sent the little coupe screeching sideways farther into the street, its windshield falling apart and the driver’s hat flying off. But it was still partially blocking us in, so I pulled forward again, put it into reverse once more, and pow!—I rammed the Templar even harder, spinning it halfway around and out of our way. The little car’s side was demolished and the driver wasn’t in sight.

Earl hopped in as I wheeled the Lincoln around. People were flocking out to the sidewalks to see what all the crashing was about. I stomped on the gas pedal and we tore off down the street as the bank alarm started sounding.

Why, that fat sorry bastard, Earl said, glaring back toward the bank. Then we flew past the city limit sign without any cars behind us and we were both laughing like hell.

We weren’t laughing two hours later when we were back in the apartment and found out the money was mostly small bills. The take came to $2,285—more than either of us had ever had our hands on, to be sure, but there was no denying Miss Blue Eyes had pulled a fast one on us. We read all about it in the next day’s paper. Her name was Helen Something-or-other and the report hailed her as a fast-thinking heroine who had outfoxed the robbers by foisting the small bills on us and saving the rest of the cash in the vault. More than four thousand bucks.

Earl was so furious he wanted to go back to Marion and fix her wagon. For days afterward he muttered about that no-good crooked bitch. Not me. I admired her pluck—not to mention those sexy eyes and sweet curves. Ten to one she ended up marrying some banker and they bought a nice house and had a bunch of kids and she lost her figure and every day of her life is the same as every other day and will be until she’s too old for it to make any difference anymore. But I’ll bet you anything that every now and then she remembers staring down the barrel of my pistol and how her breath went deeper than it ever did in her life and how her blood sped up and she had absolutely no idea what would happen next.

 

I bought a four-year-old Buick in good condition and went to the best haberdashery in town and got myself a new wardrobe, including three custom-tailored suits and a pair of Italian shoes. And then one evening I drove over to the Copper Kettle Café where Mary was waiting tables.

I hadn’t seen her since she’d quit her job with the old couple. She was busy taking an order and didn’t notice me when I came in and took a booth at the rear of the
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