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 Endless
Road

It was the dry
season. A hot, brisk wind whipped out of the west, snapping taut
the white cloth canopy above the verandah. Morgan Hoyt sat next to
his aide, Langner, at a round wicker table in the deep shade of the
canopy. The verandah was part of what had once been the main house
of a large French rice plantation. The clapboard and stone mansion
was in serious disrepair. Beyond the house’s immediate grounds, the
vast plain of now-fallow rice paddies remained, but it was tended
by people other than the French.

Morgan sipped from his glass of quinine water
and looked out over the sun-bright fields toward a stone building
that had once been a guest house. It wasn’t as badly damaged as the
mansion and had been refurbished and even air-conditioned. It was
where the negotiations were being held. Morgan had been using his
arts of persuasion since early morning and was glad for this
afternoon break before resuming the talks.

“We’re down to the short strokes,” Langner
said. He was a tall young man with a hatchet face and a permanent
forward lean, all angles inside and out. “Have you formulated the
outlines of a recommendation?”

Morgan smiled slightly. Langner liked to
speak bureaucratese, as did many of the people involved in the
process. “Not yet,” he said.

“You’re smiling,” Langner pointed out.

“That Dengh’s a charming bastard,” Morgan
said of the other side’s chief negotiator. “We have to give him
that. But I’m not sure if I trust him even within the context of
what we’re doing.”

“I think he’s trustworthy,” Langner said, “in
that he’s bound by his word until his masters change their minds.
And I believed him when he told us any kind of traffic on a long
road from the North would be impossible to stop.”

“I’m not so ready to accept his assessments,”
Morgan said. “But I do like the man. He reminds me of someone.”

From across the fields a woman and two young
children were walking toward the mansion, the half-caste wife and
offspring of the Frenchman who had fled. They remained and were
allowed to live in the ruined mansion.

Morgan sat back in his wicker chair, narrowing his
eyes against the bright sun, and watched the three distant figures
wavering in the vaporous heat. It hadn’t rained in almost a month,
and blown dust made the woman raise both hands to shield her eyes.
Perhaps it was her casual, elegant gesture, perhaps the dust, that
made Morgan’s mind travel back more than thirty years . . .

“Your mother’s
bringing back some Coca-Cola,” his father said as they watched
Morgan’s mother walk toward where they sat in the overheated car.
She was a tall, graceful woman, burdened by a large straw purse
that she used for every purpose. The wind kicked up and blew across
the sunbaked road, setting her loose skirt flowing about her legs
and carrying a haze of dust that caused her to raise both hands to
her eyes.

They’d stopped so she could use the restroom
at the Standard Oil gas station; then Morgan’s father had driven
the car several yards beyond the building to a pump that supplied
water for radiators. He’d hand-pumped water into a big bucket, used
a funnel to add some carefully to the steaming radiator, then got
back in the car with twelve-year-old Morgan and his sister, Julia,
and waited.

“Here’s two cold bottles,” his mother said to
both children as she slid into the front seat next to Morgan’s
father, whose name was Art. She drew two bottles from her straw
bag, opened them with the notch on the can opener she carried, and
handed them back.

“Nothing for me?” Morgan’s father asked.

“Only this,” she said, and kissed his
cheek.

“Not bad,” he said, smiling, “considering the
country’s in a depression and everything’s scarce.”

The starter ground, the motor turned over,
and the car continued its journey along U.S. 66 toward Morgan’s
father’s promised job with the government in Oklahoma City. He’d
been selling ladies’ shoes in St. Louis, but the company went out
of business, just like the other places where he’d worked. It was
an old friend who’d offered him this latest job, which would
require passing some tests before it was a sure thing.

“There’s a restaurant,” Morgan’s mother said,
after another few hours of driving.

“Five o’clock,” Art said. “Guess we oughta
stop this side of Joplin, get us some supper, and let the car cool
down.”

They had water and cold sandwiches in a booth
near a window. It was hot in the restaurant and there were a lot of
flies. Morgan remembered there were several dead ones on a
brown-stained white windowsill. Julia, who was seven, was out of
sorts and deliberately jabbing her older brother in the elbow as
she ate. An old woman in a flower-print dress smiled at them when
they’d finished eating and were leaving, but Morgan could tell she
was glad to see them go and she wouldn’t have to listen to Julia
anymore.

He was looking forward to the car moving and
wind rushing in through the open window. But his father stopped
grinding the starter and said, “Damn! She won’t kick over, and I’m
afraid I’m gonna run down the battery.”

He got out, slammed the door hard, and strode
back into the restaurant. Morgan’s mother sat stiffly, staring
straight ahead and saying nothing.

When his father returned he said he’d called
a mechanic who told him he’d drive out to the restaurant and look
at the car, but it would take him a long while to get there and the
Chevy was an old car so he wouldn’t make any promises. Then
Morgan’s father stooped down like an old man and looked in at his
wife and children, and Morgan would always remember the stricken,
hopeless expression on his face. And his words: “It seems like
God’s mad as hell at us.”

“We passed a motor court just before we
stopped here,” Morgan’s mother said. “I’m sure there was a vacancy
sign hanging out. So we’re in luck.”

And they were. The Do Dropp Inn was a motor
court made up of a dozen detached cottages arranged in a wide
circle around a small sand-and-earth playground with a swing set
and sliding board. The cottages had sharply peaked roofs, ivy
growing up their front walls, and inside each was neatly furnished
with a double bed, chintz curtains, and thick window shades that
kept the interior five degrees cooler than outside. There was a bed
that rolled out from under the big bed, and Mom called down to the
office from a phone right outside to get a cot brought to the
cottage. Julia and Morgan both wanted the cot, so their father
flipped a coin. Morgan got the cot. Things were looking up.

They settled in while their father left to
walk back to the restaurant to meet the mechanic who promised
nothing. He would drive the car to the Do Dropp Inn when and if
whatever was wrong with it was repaired. A tenuous plan to match
the times.

The cottage on the left was empty. Morgan
knew the one on the right was occupied because of the big Packard
that was parked there. It was old, faded brown and starting to
rust, but it was the largest car he’d ever seen, twice as long as
his family’s Chevy sedan.

He was outside, flipping his pocketknife to
the ground so the blade stuck more often than not, when the
neighboring cottage’s door opened and two women emerged. One was
tall and very thin, the other shorter and overweight with a huge
wart or mole growing on one of her cheeks near the corner of her
eye. Morgan politely answered them when they told him good
afternoon, and they both smiled at him as the shorter and heavier
of the two women opened the cavernous trunk of the huge car. They
got a fancy valise and a leather suitcase from the trunk, closed
the lid, and started to return to their cottage. Then the tall one,
who had short brown hair and was pretty even if she was kind of
stoop-shouldered, smiled and said hello to Morgan’s mother, who’d
stepped out of the cottage to check on him.

The three women talked for a while, and
Morgan heard his mother explain about the car problem. Then Julia
came out, letting the screen door slam behind her, and the tall
woman, whose name Morgan later learned was Adelle, patted her on
the head as if she were a dog. The grown-ups seemed to run out of
things to talk about, so they were discussing the heat when tires
crunched on gravel and everyone turned to see if Morgan’s dad was
returning with the Chevy.

But the car that had turned from the highway
into the motor court’s lot was a new black Ford coupe with a rumble
seat. A dark-haired man wearing a sweat-soaked white shirt with a
loosely knotted tie climbed out of the car, grinned, and said hello
to everyone. Then he remarked on how hot it was as he pulled a
small suitcase from the dusty coupe’s passenger-side seat. He
lifted a larger suitcase from the rumble seat and carried his
luggage to the door of the cottage on the other side of Morgan’s
family’s. After he went inside, Morgan saw him open the cottage’s
windows but leave the shades down.

“He’s certainly a nice-looking young man,”
Morgan heard Adelle say. At first Morgan thought she was talking
about him, then he realized she’d meant the new guest.

There was more crunching of tires on gravel.
This time it was a tow truck that had braked to a halt just inside
the driveway. Morgan’s father got out, with the suitcase he’d left
in the car, said something to the truck’s driver, then trudged
toward the cottage.

“The driver’s going back to the restaurant to
tow the Chevy,” he said, looking distraught. “Says it needs a new
distributor and the water pump’s leaking. It’ll be late tomorrow
before he can get parts and get it fixed so we can drive on.”

“You poor man,” Adelle said, her sweet, lean
face twisted with compassion.

“We have some watermelons we bought at a
roadside stand,” the short woman said. “Let us give you one to
compensate for your bad luck.”

Morgan’s father looked embarrassed. “We don’t
need . . . I mean, I’m on my way to Oklahoma City, got a government
job waiting for me.”

“Of course,” Adelle said. She smiled and made
a backhand motion, dusting away any notion of charity. “Some of the
melons will rot anyway in this heat if we don’t eat them,” she
called over her shoulder, already on her way to the Packard to open
the trunk again.

Behind the women’s cottage was a small wooden
picnic table. Morgan’s mother used a knife borrowed from Adelle to
cut the melon; then Adelle and her short friend, whose name was
Ida, joined the family. Ida brought a salt shaker she’d found
somewhere. Everyone ate watermelon, holding slices like ears of
corn and taking lusty bites. Morgan spit the seeds to the side, but
noticed that Adelle daintily removed each one from between pursed
lips and tossed it away. Morgan decided he liked Adelle, and was
even beginning to like Ida despite the mole with hair growing out
of it on her cheek.

After the watermelon picnic there was still
daylight left, so Morgan and Julia wandered over to the playground
and used the swing and sliding board for a while. But Julia started
to harangue Morgan the way she often did, and the playground
equipment was for smaller kids anyway. So Morgan returned to play
with his pocketknife again in a bare dirt area near the
cottage.

He was resting the blade’s point lightly on
his index finger, then using his other hand to flip the knife so it
rotated once and stuck in the hard earth.

“Mumbletypeg,” a man’s voice said. “I used to
play that when I was a kid.”

Morgan looked up to see the dark-haired man
who’d checked into the cottage next door. He had a friendly smile,
with a slightly crooked front tooth that made him look devilish and
the kind who’d enjoy a good joke. He kneeled down next to Morgan,
took the knife from his hand, and flipped it off his forefinger so
it landed point down and stuck three times in a row.

Standing up again, he said, “I ain’t lost my
touch.” He grinned down at Morgan. “You and your family traveling
through to California?”

“Nope, just to Oklahoma. My dad’s got him a
job waiting there.”

The man’s grin got wider. “Jobs are hard to
come by these days. I just left one and I’m heading up to Chicago
for another.” He wiped sweat from his forehead with the back of his
hand and looked around. “Say, you ever done any fishing?”

“Sure.”

“I got the stuff for it in the car and I seen
a little lake down behind the motel. Clear it with your folks and
you can come with me and we’ll see what we can catch.”

That sounded great to Morgan. He thanked the
man and ran in to ask his father for permission. But he was taking
a nap. It was his mother who came out of the cottage to size up the
man from next door.

He gave her his grin. “I look upstanding
enough?”

Morgan’s mother returned his smile. “I
suppose. And I see you and Morgan are already friends.”

“He and I ain’t been formally introduced, but
I get a certain sense about some fellas, and I consider us friends.
I’m Tom Blake. Headed up to Chicago for a job.”

“My husband’s traveling toward a job, only
going in the opposite direction.”

“That’s what Morgan said. Lots of folks
traveling the highway these days, heading for work or looking for
it. A little fishing’d break up the long trip and make it more
tolerable.”

Morgan’s mother shot a glance at him. “I
noticed the lake out our cottage’s back window. Could barely see it
through the trees. But there’s a dirt path. I suppose it’s okay if
you two walk down and fish there.”

They both thanked Morgan’s mother, then
Morgan went with Tom to the car. Tom opened the rumble seat,
reached in, and came up with a disassembled rod and reel and a
bamboo pole broken down in four sections. He then reached down and
handed Morgan a small steel tackle box. “We’re off,” he said
breezily, and began striding toward the lake. Morgan fell in beside
him.

The tackle box was locked and Tom had
forgotten the key, so he used Morgan’s knife to pry it open. It was
full of lead weights, fishing line, cork floats, and all kinds of
fancy lures. There was also a can of worms, but it looked as if the
heat had gotten to them.

Morgan and Tom fished until it got dark,
catching three small sunfish along with a measly crawdad they threw
back in.

When they returned to the cottages, Morgan’s
mother and father were standing outside talking to Adelle and Ida.
The warm night was just past dusk, moonlit, and filled with the
ratcheting screams of crickets.

Tom introduced himself to the two women and
Morgan’s father, then offered the sunfish to anyone who was
interested. When there were no takers, he smiled and said he’d
clean and eat them himself. Before turning to go to his cottage, he
ruffled Morgan’s hair roughly and said, “This here’s a good one,
this boy. Gonna be one heck of a man.” It was an offhand compliment
from a man he’d only just met yet sensed was special, but Morgan
would never forget that casual assessment of his character, the
rough show of approval and affection. It had come just when he’d
needed it most, sensing a weakening in his father that he’d never
suspected he’d see.

“You like Mr. Blake?” his father asked, when
Tom had disappeared in the dark and they heard his cottage screen
door slam shut.

“He’s the neatest fella I ever met,” Morgan
said. He was proud to know Tom Blake and figured he must have an
important job in Chicago, probably more important than Morgan’s
dad’s government job in Oklahoma.

Later that night Morgan awoke to the sound of
his parents’ voices.

“We got no choice but to wait for the car to
be fixed,” his father was saying. “But if we stay another night
here, we’ll barely have enough to eat and buy gas when we continue
on our way.”

“Like you said, there’s no choice,” Morgan’s
mother said. “Maybe you should have accepted Tom Blake’s offer of
the fish.”

“The hell with Tom Blake and his new Ford and
his job waiting in Chicago!” his father snapped, surprising Morgan
with his anger.

Morgan was further surprised to hear his
mother apologize for something. They made no further sound, and he
drifted off again to sleep.

The next morning the mechanic phoned from
Joplin and confirmed it would be another day before the Chevy was
repaired. They were stuck at the Do Dropp Inn.

When Tom Blake heard the news about the car
he told them how sorry he was, then said he’d hang around for a few
hours and keep them company. Adelle and Ida, however, loaded their
suitcases into the big Packard.

Then Tom surprised everyone by showing them
some canned stew and a dozen eggs in a sack, and offered to make
everyone breakfast if they built a little camp fire behind one of
the cottages.

Adelle and Ida stared at each other, then
Adelle nodded. “We have a small kitchenette in our cottage,” she
said. “We’ll be glad to prepare breakfast and check out later.”

Morgan’s mother pitched in, and the three
women soon had breakfast cooked up, which everyone ate at the
picnic table in the shade of a tree between the cottages.

Afterward Tom offered Morgan’s dad a Camel
cigarette, and they smoked and talked while the women cleaned up
after breakfast. The motor court owner, a gray-haired man named
Ralph Dropp, and his wife, Alma, joined them, and everyone
discussed the sorry state of the economy and the increasing car
traffic on Route 66. The Do Dropp Inn was about the only business
in or around Joplin that was turning much of a profit these days,
Dropp said.

Tom Blake had drifted away from the
conversation. Morgan, squatting on the bare earth off to the side
and playing Mumbletypeg, glanced up and noticed Tom and Adelle
talking near where the woods began. But the next time he looked
that way they were gone.

“Seein’ as you got stuck here against your
will due to car trouble,” Dropp was saying to Morgan’s father,
“we’re gonna give you a special rate on the cottage. That 66 is a
long, hard road, so that’s our policy.”

“It’s a mighty nice policy,” Morgan’s mother
said, before his father could protest. “And we thank you.”

Morgan caught movement in the corner of his
vision and saw Adelle stalking toward her cottage. Her blouse was
half untucked and she looked angry.

A few minutes later there was the sound of a
car starting, and the big Packard rumbled from the motor court lot
out onto the highway. Everyone sat silently, listening to the
accelerating motor and the gears changing.

“Why, they never said goodbye,” Morgan’s
mother said. “How odd.

“They paid up, though,” Ralph Dropp told
them. “That’s all I request of a guest.”

Tom Blake was suddenly alongside them. “I
think I still got time for a little fishing before I go,” he said,
looking at Morgan and winking.

Morgan folded his pocketknife and stood up,
looking hopefully at his father.

His father laughed, but not with his heart in
it. “Why not?” he said. “You two go ahead. I think I’ll read the
paper and wait for another phone call from the garage in
Joplin.”

The morning was still cool, and the fishing
should have been good. But all Tom Blake and Morgan caught during
the next two hours was a small catfish. Tom said they were the
devil to clean so he tossed it back in the lake.

That was when Morgan heard his mother call
his name.

He turned to see her standing halfway down
from the cottage, her hands on her hips. “I need to talk to you for
just a few minutes,” she yelled. “You can come right back and fish
some more.”

Tom grinned down at Morgan and ruffled his
hair again in that mock-rough way. It messed it up something awful
but Morgan didn’t mind at all. In fact, he was glad of it.

“Better do what your mom says,” Tom told
Morgan. “Man’s best friend ain’t a dog, it’s his mother.”

Morgan grinned back and used his fingers to
brush his hair out of his eyes. Then he propped up his bamboo
fishing pole with some stones and ran toward the cottage.

“I’ll catch that big one for you if he takes
your bait,” Tom called after him.

When he reached his mother, Morgan was
surprised to see the tight expression on her pale face. Yet she
didn’t seem angry. He’d never before seen that look on her and it
kind of scared him.

As soon as they’d taken half a dozen steps
toward the cottage she hugged him to her hip and began hurrying
them along.

“What’s going on?” Morgan asked. “What’s the
matter?”

As they turned a bend in the dirt path he saw
at least a dozen uniformed policemen standing around, along with
lots of men wearing suits and ties despite the heat. Some of the
men had shotguns or rifles; Morgan’s father was there too, holding
Julia’s hand. The two of them walked toward Morgan and his mother.
Julia looked blankly at Morgan and he could tell she didn’t
understand what was going on either.

“We’re going over by the office,” Morgan’s
father said.

He almost physically herded them to the edge
of the gravel parking lot where there were lots of police cars
parked, and about a dozen guests were standing with some policemen.
Mr. and Mrs. Dropp were there looking worried. Everybody wore an
expression similar to the one on Morgan’s mother’s face. Morgan
noticed that one of the police cars was parked sideways across the
driveway.

Another car drove up, and a big man with a
thin mustache and wearing a dark suit climbed out, talked to two
other men, then strode through where everyone was standing. He
seemed to be in charge. Morgan still remembered the film of dust on
the toes of his shined black shoes, the hard look in his eyes, and
the way he barely moved his lips when he spoke: “Let’s do him.”

The big man and the two he’d been talking to
disappeared in the direction of the cottages.

No one spoke. Several minutes passed. Then
there were half a dozen shots that actually had sounded like fire
crackers.

The uniformed police cautioned everyone to
stand still. Three other policemen came up from where the cottages
were. Their faces were pale as bone but one of them was smiling. He
nodded to the men who’d stayed with the motel guests.

Then more men came from the direction of the
cottages. Two of them were lugging a motel blanket that was
half-folded around the soaking wet body of Tom Blake. Morgan could
see Tom’s peaceful face clearly and knew immediately that he was
dead. There was blood as well as lake water glistening in his hair
and staining the blanket; and some blood darker than that on the
blanket dripped onto the ground.

Morgan was stunned, numbed with anger and
despair. “Why’d they shoot Mr. Blake?” he heard himself ask. His
voice sounded higher than usual, strikingly like Julia’s.

“He’s no Mr. Blake,” one of the uniformed
policemen said. “He’s Tommy-gun Blain, and he robbed a bank in
Galena, Kansas, yesterday and was on his way to join his gang for
another job in Chicago.”

That was when Morgan glanced toward the
highway and saw the big brown Packard parked on the shoulder. He
remembered the look on Adelle’s face when she’d come out of the
woods after being there with Tom Blake.

“He killed a bank guard and four customers in
Galena,” the policeman said, “including a mother and her young
daughter. Then he killed an old fella about to go on a fishin’
trip, just so’s he could steal his car. And he didn’t have to kill
nobody. Lucky we got a tip he was here. And you folks are lucky
you’re still alive.”

Morgan felt his mother’s grip on his shoulders
tighten as she pulled him closer. He still remembered her scent and
how warm her perspiring body had felt through her cheap, thin
dress, his cheek pressed softly against the side of her breast.

The woman and
children were near the main house now. Several members of the
delegation from the north walked past them, including Dengh, who
smiled warmly at them. The woman smiled back and made a kind of
respectful bow.

“Dengh is a likable bastard,” Langner said,
standing to return to the negotiating table. “It’s hard not to
trust him.”

As Morgan stood up from his chair, he saw
Dengh pause and grin broadly, and with mock-roughness bend over and
muss the boy’s hair. He saw how the boy looked up at Dengh.

“Hard not to trust him,” Morgan agreed.

Later, on the
converted Air Force plane traveling back to the United States,
Langner set his martini down and looked over at Morgan.

“Have you made your decision?” he asked.

“I have,” Morgan said. “I’m going to
recommend to the Secretary of State that we commit ourselves to a
major effort and introduce armed forces in much larger numbers to
Vietnam.”

“Could be a long, hard road,” Langner said,
not looking at Morgan but gazing out the window at wisps of gray
cloud.

“Could be,” Morgan conceded.

But he was confident he’d made the right
decision. This time there would be no misplacement of trust and
affection. This time there would be no second guessing.

 



 The Truth of
the Matter


PART ONE

1

Lou Roebuck sat
poised on the edge of the bed. He could hear the whir of truck
tires on the warming pavement outside the Jolly Rest Motel, early
rising drivers who had someplace to go in a hurry. He stood quietly
and slipped into his pants. It was barely past sunrise, and the
tiny room was still dim and inviting more sleep. But Roebuck didn’t
have time for sleep.

After putting on his socks and polished
Western boots, he went to the door and opened it a crack. The
morning was empty. The broad highway lay gleaming dully in the
sunlight a hundred feet or so from the motel room door, a quiet
river of concrete. Roebuck stepped outside and walked across the
graveled parking area to the station wagon, listening to the loud
crunching of his footsteps in the brittle morning.

Within a few minutes he was back inside the
motel room with a can of coffee, a cheap aluminum coffeepot, and
the bag of donuts they’d bought the evening before. Going in
someplace for breakfast was a risk they’d decided they didn’t have
to take.

Roebuck lit the burner of the tiny stove in
the room and sat down again on the bed. He spooned some coffee into
the pot, replaced the lid, and set the pot on the burner without
even having to rise. Then he lay back with his hands behind his
head.

He should be out of Missouri by morning. He
wondered if they knew he was heading for the West Coast. They might
know everything, they might know more than he ever dreamed they
could know, or they might know less. The uncertainty was the
hardest part of running. And if they did catch him, what could he
do? They wouldn’t understand about the murder (if you could call it
that, if Ingrahm really was dead). Reporting Ingrahm dead might
very well be a plot, Roebuck thought, a plot to get him to turn
himself in. But he’d never give up. By God, he’d go out shooting
like a goddamn John Dillinger!

The coffee began to percolate.

Outside, a bird began a persistent chirp, and
Roebuck wished it would shut up.

He closed his eyes and tried to shut out the
sound of the bird, concentrating instead on the perking coffee.

The inane phrase entered Roebuck’s mind and
stuck there: Perk, perk, perk, the—flavor buds at work. It repeated
itself.

Ridiculous, Roebuck thought, but it might
sell coffee. As it stuck in his mind it would stick in the mind of
someone hearing it on radio or television. Now, if there were just
some way to tie it in with the product, work in the brand.

Roebuck reminded himself that he didn’t have
to think about those things anymore. Now he wished he didn’t have
to listen to the perking coffee. It reminded him of Mr. Havers, and
he didn’t want to think of that man at all. He didn’t want to think
of Mr. Havers, so he wouldn’t.

Roebuck got up and went into the bathroom, but he
couldn’t escape the gurgling cadence of the coffeepot.

“I’m sorry, Louis,”
Mr. Havers said, “but we’re a small company. We don’t have the
money for that sort of thing.”

Roebuck shrugged, settling his six-feet-two
into the chair opposite Havers’ desk. “What the hell, a little lie
on an expense account . .

“Little lie!” Havers’ normally pale face was
flushed, his pencil-thin white moustache arced downward along the
line of his bloodless lips. “You call three hundred dollars in one
month a little lie? I’m surprised you even thought you could get by
with it.”

“You might not have noticed.”

“You must be out of your mind.” Havers leaned
back in his padded desk chair and lit a cigarette. The
impressiveness and security of his office was giving him confidence
in a situation about which he’d been initially nervous. “I must
say, Louis, even now you don’t seem to be very concerned about
it.’

“Am I supposed to beg for my job?”

“Don’t you care about your job?”

“I don’t take anything off any son of a
bitch,” Roebuck said. “I don’t care about my job that much.”

Havers shifted the cigarette to the corner of
his mouth and blew a cloud of smoke. “Just this once, Louis, spare
me the corny B movie dialogue. Everybody in the office is sick of
it. We put up with you for one reason only—we thought you could
write advertising.”

Roebuck purposely narrowed his eyes and
stared at Havers. “Thought?”

Havers nodded. “I’ve done some checking,
Louis, and it seems you lied to us when you applied for this job.
You never were with Schnelling, Schnelling and King, you never had
any magazine articles published, in short you really have little or
no experience in advertising. And your war record . . .”

“What about my war record?”

“Think about it, Louis. It doesn’t correspond
with the government’s record. According to them you got a medical
discharge, and the only decoration you received was rifle
qualification.”

“I can outshoot any son of a bitch.”

“But that’s not what it takes to write
advertising. You’re a pretender, Louis. You put in an impressive
appearance. You look like John Wayne and you talk like you know
what you’re saying, but it’s all a facade.”

Roebuck was suddenly on his feet. “Listen,
you hot air blimp . . . !”

“I’m done listening, Louis. Get out. Your
money will be mailed to you.”

“I have certain connections with the Mafia,”
Roebuck said, “and you better know that one word from me can bury
you.”

Havers was staring at his gleaming desk
top.

“You ever hear of Johnny Palermo?” Roebuck
asked in a cool voice.

“No, and neither have you, I’d wager.”

“Well, he’s gonna hear of you, Havers. He’s a
guy who doesn’t take anything off of anybody, and he won’t take
kindly to one of his friends being treated like this!”

“For God’s sake, Louis, leave!”

Roebuck strode to the door. “You’ll be
hearing from me,” he said as he went out.

Downstairs in the street he took a deep
breath. He hoped Mary, Havers’ secretary, hadn’t heard anything of
what went on in the office. Roebuck had had his eye on Mary ever
since that day she’d winked at him. He used to dream about her a
lot, even at home lying next to his wife Alicia.

The buildings towered gray above him, into a
gray sky, as Roebuck walked toward the Chase Hotel cocktail lounge.
Then, tired of walking, he waved down a cab.

“Take me to the Chase right away,” he said.
“I’m late for a very important high level meeting.”

“Right,” the cabbie said, infected by the
urgency. He pulled out into the traffic. “What kind of meeting is
it, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“I don’t mind,” Roebuck said stiffly, “but
I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t spread the information
around.”

The cab eased into the left hand turn lane and picked
up speed to make the traffic light.

Perk . . . ! Perk .
. . !

Roebuck leaned with both hands on the wash
basin and studied his reflection in the bathroom mirror. Crow’s
feet were beginning to appear around his blue eyes, and his
hairline was starting to recede. What the hell, though, he was
forty-five years old. That wasn’t old and it wasn’t young, but it
was sure time for a man’s hairline to start to recede. The
wrinkles, the bags under his eyes, were from the running, from not
sleeping enough. He turned his head and looked at his face three
quarters, his features automatically set as he would like to see
them. His was a noble face, sharp-featured, with a small, manfully
hawkish nose and an aggressive, jutting chin. Roebuck smiled and
turned back full face. We never see ourselves in the mirror as
others see us, he thought, because we know how we are going to
look. He stopped smiling and spat onto the mirror, watching the
spittle bead and run down. Then he turned and went back into the
motel room; He wished he hadn’t had to recall that conversation
with Havers.

No cups, damn it! Roebuck turned off the
flame under the coffeepot and went back into the bathroom and got
the paper cup from the toothbrush holder. It would have to do. The
woman could use it when he was finished. As he poured the coffee he
glanced over at her.

Still asleep, a shapeless mound under the
white sheets, tangled wisps of blonde hair. He listened closely to
the slow rhythm of her breathing, letting it calm him, steady him.
Then he opened the bag of donuts.

They would have to be moving soon, he
thought. The car he’d picked up in St. Louis would be safe for
another day or two, no more. Then the police might be on to it.
He’d get another car, maybe in Denver, maybe a convertible this
time. Who’d ever think of looking for him in a convertible, behind
sunglasses? Maybe he’d even grow a beard. But no, he looked better
without a beard.

Roebuck sipped the bitter coffee, black, as
he liked it, a man’s drink. It helped him forget that he’d had the
dream last night, even after he’d had the woman.

The dream wasn’t about Ingrahm’s murder (if
indeed Ingrahm was dead and if you could call it murder). It was
instead the dream of smoke, of flickering light and the hand, heavy
on his shoulder. Why should he still dream about it after all these
years? He knew the truth. He had convinced himself of the
truth.

Outside a truck passed shrilly on the snaking
highway. The woman moaned in her sleep.

2

When Roebuck arrived
home from the Chase Hotel cocktail lounge he was drunk. He was not
completely drunk, he knew, not sick drunk. But he was drunk enough
that he couldn’t hide it from Alicia.

He closed the door behind him and looked
around, as one might look about oneself in a dream just before
waking. Everything spoke of wealth, though not pretentious wealth.
Royal blue carpeting flowed over the floor and up the three low
steps to the second level. The light fixtures were crystal, the
stereo and television built unobtrusively into the paneled east
wall. In one corner stood a muted gold sling chair, very modern,
like the one that sat in Mr. Havers’—Fred’s—living room. The shelf
of leather-bound books, the surrealistic oils, the marble inlaid
tables, all were the possessions of someone who had arrived at his
particular plateau on the way to his somewhere. Seeing it all sway
slightly before him, Roebuck stepped forward and slumped onto the
long sofa.

Yet another possession of the successful
advertising man came out of the kitchen with a martini in her hand.
Alicia. She was quite pretty, as she should be, but not too pretty,
as she shouldn’t be. Like the furnishings of the apartment, which
she had paid for, she was expensive but tastefully subdued. Roebuck
had acquired her five months ago.

Alicia saw that he had had too many, and she
casually sipped the martini as if it were hers, though Roebuck knew
she had made it for him. Sometimes, through her almost total lack
of imagination shone a certain cunning. “You’re late,” she said,
smiling. “Working?” He looked at her without expression. She was at
the peak of beauty in a woman, the ripeness; otherwise she wouldn’t
have been very attractive at all. The lines in her face were still
easily softened by
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