
[image: Cover]



Praise for Walter Tevis

‘Tevis makes you care about his quirky characters. … [He] wrote like a dream, and he told some wonderful stories’

—Los Angeles Times

‘There is a rocking, hypnotic peacefulness in the way [Tevis] puts words together’

—The Daily Beast

‘Tevis has a gift for vivid characterization and propulsive narratives. … His style is direct and efficient, never calling attention to itself; yet it grows in power through the course of a novel by its very naturalness’

—Tobias Wolff

‘[Tevis’s] work is unique, with that element of infinite rereadability Nabokov held as the hallmark of great literature. Like his characters … Tevis’s work will endure’

—Fantasy & Science Fiction

‘With intense grace, Tevis finds the art to describe art’

—The Village Voice

‘Tevis’s characters, no matter how fantastic or far-fetched, whether they are gamblers or aliens, always feel true. At times, reality has even bent toward his fictions, rather than the other way around. … His fiction feels as true as ever’

—The Ringer
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Publisher’s Note

Dear Reader,

This collection marks the first time all of Walter Tevis’s stories have appeared together in a single print volume. While Tevis is known in part for his novels that went on to inspire numerous film and television adaptations, he was also a prolific writer of short stories. In the pages of these stories, Tevis grapples with many of the themes and motifs that also appear in The Hustler, The Queen’s Gambit, and The Man Who Fell to Earth.

While these stories are outstanding works of literature, they are also firmly of the time and place in which they were written. They may contain outdated cultural representations and language. We present these stories as originally published. We hope that you enjoy discovering, or rediscovering, them.

Sincerely,

The Publisher



The Best in the Country

After drying himself carefully, Johnny walked into the clean bedroom and sat down, naked, on the clean bed. His suitcase was open on the floor and he took from it a fresh pack of cigarettes, peeled the cellophane jacket from it with his thumbnail, flipped open the tinfoil and slid the cigarettes into his silver case, one at a time. Then he wadded the empty package into a tight little ball, took aim and threw it precisely into the middle of the green metal wastebasket which was on the other side of the room. There was something graceful—almost professional—about the way he threw the little paper ball into the wastebasket.

Now all of the time that Johnny was doing this he was thinking about Ned Bayles, whom he hadn’t seen for nine years.

He lit a cigarette and leaned back against the pillow. In the next room people were drinking. Johnny could hear ice clinking in glasses and several voices. A man was complaining about having had a first-day run of bad luck at the afternoon’s races and another man was telling him that he would probably make it up before the week was out and Johnny laughed, quietly, when he heard the man say it, because Johnny knew better. Johnny knew better than to bet into a mortal lock, to bet into a game that didn’t figure to lose. Like horse racing. There were always lots of other games, Johnny thought, and he laughed again. The cigarette tasted good after the hot bath and Johnny felt relaxed and confident.

Now that the day’s horse races were over and the racing crowd back from the track, Ned would probably be downstairs in the hotel poolroom trying to hustle up a game. Johnny could picture him, dressed like a businessman, the way he had looked nine years before in Las Vegas: a dark gray business suit, glasses, and a brief case. Lying there on the bed Johnny could even remember the way Ned had moved, the way he had walked into the little poolroom where Johnny had been practicing—where he had always practiced when he was a kid—and had set his brief case down in the chair by Johnny’s table and then had stood there, watching him shoot, looking serious and interested, looking like nothing more than just another businessman. …

“You shoot pretty good, for a boy.” The man’s voice was friendly and easy.

“How’s that, mister?” Johnny looked up from the table. The poolroom was almost empty except for Clem, the rack boy, over by the desk; and the stranger, a big man, stood by himself in the middle of the room, several yards from where Johnny was practicing. Probably a salesman, Johnny thought, probably about forty. Thinks he can play pool.

“I say you shoot pool pretty good, for a kid,” the man said, louder this time, and very genially.

“I shoot all right.” Johnny quit practicing and began chalking his cue, deliberately. “Sometimes I even beat big, full-grown men.”

The stranger’s face broke into a broad grin. “I bet you do, son.” He laughed. “I bet you’re a real shark.” His tone of voice was intimate. “They told me back East that Las Vegas was full of pool sharks, and I bet you’re one of ’em. A pool shark, junior size.” He laughed again, and winked at Clem, who seemed interested but said nothing.

Johnny didn’t feel amused. “I’m nineteen, mister,” he said, “and it’s hustlers—not sharks. Only people who don’t play pool say sharks.”

“That a fact?” The man was still smiling. “Why, when I was a kid—about your age—I used to play a lot of pool myself. They even used to call me a shark!” He pulled out a big handkerchief and began wiping his forehead. It was noon and the room, though almost empty, was very hot.

“You’re not a kid any more, mister.” Johnny smiled this time. “But I bet you still play.” He kept chalking his cue, beginning to feel a little excited, but not wanting to show it. “Maybe you even play for money.”

“Now hold on, son.” The man laughed again. “I haven’t picked up a cue in twenty years. You’d clean me out.”

Johnny set the chalk down, feeling even more superior to the stranger. They all say that, he thought, they all say they haven’t played in twenty or thirty years. But they shoot a couple of games every week at some hotel, know a few trick shots, hustle their buddies, and think they’re good. A sucker. A cinch for ten or more.

“What’s your game, mister?” he said. “What do you play?”

“Well, I used to play bank pool.” The man put his handkerchief back in his hip pocket. “But that was a long time ago.”

Johnny smiled again. He couldn’t have picked a better game himself. “Okay, mister,” he said, “I’ll play you a couple of games of bank, just to see what you know. Half a chip on the side.”

“Well, I’ve got a train to catch in a few hours.” The man shrugged his shoulders. “But all right, son, I’ll drop a couple of dollars your way.” He picked a cue out of the rack—a light one, seventeen ounces, the kind people who don’t know anything about pool use.

“Rack ’em, Clem,” Johnny called.

They played for about an hour, the stranger shot pool awkwardly, and Johnny won the first four games easily. He had to hold himself back, in fact, for fear of frightening his sucker off. After the fourth game Johnny said, “Play for more money, mister? Maybe you can get even before you catch that train.”

The man laughed loudly. “What do you want to do, son—crucify me?” He threw his arms out in mock agony. “All right, all right—nail me to the cross!”

“Go ahead and break,” Johnny said, feeling just a little tense. …

After the last game the man put one of Johnny’s last two dollars in his billfold with the rest and then threw the other one out on the table, casually. “Maybe you want a cup of coffee, son,” he said.

Johnny said nothing, but his stomach was tight and his fingers were trembling as he watched the man, carrying nineteen dollars of his money, pick up his brief case and walk over to the door. He did not even look at the dollar on the table, nor did he make a move to pick it up.

“Hate to take your money, son,” the big man said, “but you have to eat when you’re on a train.” He walked out the door, waving good-by and smiling still.

Clem was still sitting by the cash register. “Shot pretty good, didn’t he, kid? Weeping Jesus.”

“Who was he, Clem?” Johnny could feel his face getting red. “Who in hell was that dirty phony?”

“Don’t you know?”

“Why am I asking?” He slammed his cue in the rack.

“Hell, he’s big time, Johnny. Big time.”

“What’s he doing here if he’s big time? Why isn’t he hustling uptown at Congreve’s or Nelson’s if he’s so big?”

“Oh, they’d know him up there, Johnny. I knew him. Probably needed just a few bucks, so he came here and got it the easy way.”

“Easy. Yeah, easy.” He spat on the floor. “You could of fingered him for me, Clem. You could of told me.”

“Now wait a minute, Johnny.” Clem shrugged his shoulders. “You know how hustling is. He’s big—and smart.”

“All right, all right, so you couldn’t lay a finger on him. But who was he? Maybe someday I’ll want to play him again.”

“You’re going to have a lot to learn about pool playing before you’re ready to take that man on again, Johnny.” Clem looked almost reverent. “You just played Ned Bayles, Johnny. He’s the best bank-pool player in the country.”

The best in the country. Nine years of hustling pool had taken a lot of the tenseness out of Johnny, but now remembering Bayles and that time they had played and realizing that all he had to do to be able to play him again was to take the elevator downstairs brought a little of the old tightness to his stomach. It made him feel excited to remember Ned and his crucifix gesture—“Weeping Jesus,” Clem had called it—and the reverence in Clem’s voice. Not that Johnny had played for years just to be able to beat Ned Bayles and get even, but it was exciting to feel that, now that he did happen to be in Ned’s town, he could get a chance to even an old score.

Then he started getting ready.

Fastened to the inside of the lid of his suitcase with two metal clamps was a thin leather case, about thirty inches long. He lifted the clamps, picked up the case, and set it beside him on the bed. Then he took from the bottom of the suitcase a jar of antiperspirant, put a small amount of the cream in one hand and rubbed both hands together, briskly, until they were dry again. He put the jar carefully back into the suitcase and began taking out the clothes he would wear: a thin, pale-green short-sleeved sports shirt, gray gabardine slacks—cut full—and brown-and-white oxfords with sharply pointed toes. He felt comfortable and fresh putting them on, and as he left the room, heading for the elevator, he noticed with satisfaction the hard, bright shine of his shoes. He knew he was going to have a good night. He could feel it.

While the desk clerk was getting his envelope from the safe for him, Johnny looked over the racing crowd in the lobby. Quietly rich people, with buttons on their coat sleeves that really buttoned, loudly rich people, with buttons on their coat sleeves that might have buttoned—but didn’t—and people who, both quietly and loudly, were trying to act rich, and who sometimes didn’t have any buttons at all on their coat sleeves.

When he took the envelope from the clerk he was pleased to be able to count out the forty twenty-dollar bills there in the lobby, give a confidential nod to the clerk, clip the bills together with his oversized silver paper clip and slip the roll neatly into his pants pocket. Johnny enjoyed this routine very much; it was part of the way he liked to do things.

Then, looking up, he saw the sign that said Hotel Billiard Room over a door at the far end of the lobby, by the magazine rack. He walked over, slowly, carrying the leather case.

The room was full of smoke and noise. The tables, lined up on either side of the room, were crowded with men playing, most of them in their shirt sleeves, talking loudly, cursing and laughing. There was a feeling of fast money in the air, something that Johnny could sense, could almost smell, like the tobacco smoke. In the center of the room there was a rack boy’s booth and cash register and standing around it was a close cluster of men who seemed just to be loafing casually—almost too casually. Racing season hustlers, men who followed the races from state to state looking for easy money. A good game, a night of playing, then two weeks of fast drinking and heavy horse betting, then another town and the same thing over again. And again—until you lost your stroke, or got too old or punchy to stand up to a pool table, or lost your nerve, or somewhere in a dark place got a knife in your chest because you had split up a bet and thrown a man when you needed the money bad enough to take the chance of losing a pool game on purpose. Johnny knew the men he saw in the middle of the room—he had played some of them back home in Las Vegas—and he knew what they were, what they had been and would be, and he knew he was different from them. Ned Bayles wasn’t there in the middle of the room and Johnny knew it was because Ned was different, too, because Ned was the best in the country. Or Ned had been.

By the cash register Fish Grogan from Kansas City was talking to a little man who must have been a jockey. Johnny had played Fish at bank pool once, and had taken him bad, in Las Vegas three years ago. The Shufala kid was there, young, sporty, and redheaded, whistling through his teeth, one of the best one-pocket players on the road, talking to Glenville, the policeman, who never had to shave, whose cheeks were fat and pink, who wore little rimless glasses, smoked big brown cigars, carried a gun under his armpit, and who, they said, killed a man with his fist for chiseling on a bet once out in Utah. New York Fats, who had invented Jack-up pool and kept himself in steak and lobster during the Depression because of it, was standing by a little wiry man called Pink Shirt Cassidy who would bet you a hundred dollars that he could throw a pool ball five rails around the table and make it stop within a half inch of the center spot, and could do it. Johnny wondered if these men would recognize him. Seeing them he felt excited, telling himself, I could get rich off you bastards. I can beat you all at your own games, and I’m not going to do it. I’m going to wait, and beat the man you’re all afraid to pick up a stick against, here or anywhere. He put out his cigarette on the floor. I’m going to beat Ned Bayles right here in his own poolroom and on his own tables.

Then Fish Grogan, in the middle of the room, looked over his way and saw him standing in the doorway and turned his head. Johnny smiled, but felt himself tightening up as Fish whispered something to the jockey he had been talking to and then began to push through the smoky crowd back to the far table, where a big man in a dark-brown suit was standing, watching a pool game, his back toward Johnny. Fish began talking to the man, quietly and with an unconcerned look on his thin face, but talking in a way that Johnny had seen often enough to know that Fish was putting the finger on him. Johnny lit another cigarette and said to himself, as calmly as he could, That man in the brown suit is Ned Bayles, and Fish is telling him who I am.

Johnny held the match a minute, but Ned didn’t turn around, so he dropped it on the floor and walked through the crowd of people, down the middle of the poolroom, back to the far end table.

He stood next to Ned for a minute, then he turned his head toward him and said, “You betting on the game?”

Ned kept watching.

Johnny fiddled with his cigarette; then he threw it on the floor, stepped on it with his heel, and said, “You on the side with this game, Ned?”

Bayles looked around at him. Then he smiled. “Why no. I never bet on other people, just myself.”

Johnny smiled back. “I hear you’re pretty good.”

“I know how.”

“They say you’re so good you don’t always get a game. That’s what people say out where I come from.”

Bayles shrugged his shoulders and beamed. “You come from Las Vegas, don’t you? Name of Johnny?”

“That’s right. Johnny.”

“People tell me they got a kid out in Las Vegas that beats most anybody at bank pool,” Bayles said, his whole face smiling at him. “They say this kid shoots the eyes right out of those balls.”

Johnny laughed dryly. “Could be; but everybody says you’re the best in the country at bank pool.” He pulled out another cigarette. “Are you the best in the country at bank pool, Ned?”

Ned’s big grin broke into a laugh. It was so loud it cut through the room so that some men playing on the front table looked over at the sound of Ned’s laugh. Then when he had stopped laughing he said, “I played out in Las Vegas once, maybe ten years ago; maybe they thought I was good because I was lucky.”

“Maybe you were.” And Ned laughed aloud again at that, banging the side of the table with his big strong-looking hands. Johnny was still holding his cigarette, and when Ned stopped laughing he lit it for him, with a small gold lighter which he took from his vest pocket. Ned was saying, “Maybe it was because I was playing a kid that time. You know how you hate to hustle a kid, Johnny, but I needed it so bad. I took a twenty from him. I didn’t like doing that at all.”

“You still play for money?”

Bayles motioned to the two kids who were playing straight pool on the table and they wordlessly racked up their cues. Then he said, “I’ll try you a couple. How much?”

“Twenty,” Johnny said, calmly, but his hands felt tight as he opened the leather case and took out his two-piece cue and began screwing the brass joint together. Bayles picked a cue out of the house rack. Then he racked the fifteen balls in the triangle at the foot of the table. Johnny was pleased to see how stiffly Bayles moved. Bayles told him he could break.

A crowd was gathering around the table. A little sweaty man was moving around, whispering, trying to get bets. Johnny wondered what the odds would be. Big, probably. It took a lot of odds to get a bet against Ned Bayles. He was glad his hands couldn’t sweat as he stepped up to break the balls.

It takes more than an hour to get the proper feel of a new table, and Johnny had known he would start out losing. Bayles beat him badly the first two, banking balls off the hump and coming through with quick runs of three or four; then Johnny pulled in closer the third game, getting it down to the game ball, until Bayles smashed the ball in with a three-cushion shot that he had to play to avoid a possible scratch, and won by a single ball, eight to seven. Then Ned made a mistake toward the end of the fourth game, leaving Johnny a cinch shot when he needed only two balls to win. Johnny made the shot, played position, and went out. Then Ned won the next three in a row and Johnny could feel the crowd around the table wondering why he didn’t quit. But even losing and still nervous, Johnny knew he was going to win. It wasn’t even confidence—he had lost a hundred and twenty dollars in the first hour, and when a pool hustler loses money he loses the most important kind of confidence he needs. But he knew he would win; he knew he hated Bayles so much, had hated him so long, that he had to win. It was like taking the cellophane off a pack of cigarettes; you planned it, did it carefully, and it all happened.

Then when Bayles played the cue ball safe, in the middle of a game, leaving the ball frozen on the end rail, on the hump, with the four balls he needed down at the foot of the table, Johnny decided to make his strong play. He stepped up carefully to the table, called a foot rail seven ball back up in the corner pocket, and took dead aim and swung. His cue made a sharp contact off the hump, cleaning a perfect hit on the seven ball that sent it stiffening off the foot rail and sliding, then rolling, into the corner pocket. The cue ball stopped dead. The sound of the seven ball hitting the bottom of the pocket was exquisite.

“Just like it had eyes,” someone said in the crowd—which now, to Johnny, seemed very far away. Then he ran the other three easy shots and picked up his twenty. He was an even hundred behind. He knew now that his stroke was working, that he would beat Bayles now.

“Play for more money, Ned?” Bayles was racking the balls.

“Just name it, Johnny.”

“Hundred?”

“Fine.” The crowd rustled and was still.

Then Johnny started winning. The balls began to roll for him like he knew they would. His stroke was smooth and steady; balls clipped off rails into pockets as if they knew where they were supposed to go. His confidence had come to him and it became tremendous, so that he felt his face flushed with confidence, so that whenever he did miss a shot he knew it didn’t matter anyway because he would make the next one. He won his hundred back the first game, then won two more, lost one, won another, and another. His nervousness was completely gone, he felt nothing but the certainty of his winning, the crowd with him, and he kept saying to himself, I’m beating the best in the country on his own table. He robbed me for twenty dollars once and now I’m beating him on his own table at his own game. And it was like music, or drinking, or even like a woman, to say it: I’ve got a mortal lock on Ned Bayles. He could feel hours passing while he won, could see Ned’s stroke getting stiffer, Ned making more mistakes, sitting down between shots now, ordering more drinks from the bar, but still playing. I’ve beat you, you son-of-a-bitch, I’ve beat you and you know it, Johnny thought, but Ned kept on playing.

Then it was suddenly two o’clock in the morning and Johnny was putting the nineteenth hundred-dollar bill in his paper clip and Ned was saying, “That roll has got so big it must be uncomfortable,” and Johnny laughed and said, “It might be, but it isn’t, Ned,” and they both laughed. Then Ned said, “I’m tired, Johnny. How much you carrying there?”

“Nineteen hundred.”

“I mean how much are you carrying. All of it.”

Johnny’s hand shook, just a little. “Twenty-seven hundred.”

“Tell you what, Johnny, let’s play one game for twenty-seven hundred, and then go to bed.”

Johnny wet his lips. He hadn’t thought about this. Ned was good for his money, he knew that, and he would beat him—but he just hadn’t planned it this way. But there was nothing to say but, “Suits me fine,” and rack the balls. The crowd was silent. Johnny tried to think about fifty-four hundred dollars while he racked up the table for Bayles’ break. After he had racked the balls he put his hands in his pockets.

Ned broke safe, not leaving a shot. Johnny returned with a safe, and they jockeyed back and forth, playing safe, leaving the cue ball at one end and the fifteen object balls clustered together at the other. Then Ned did something colossally wrong. He miscued, and the cue ball dribbled down the table, caromed off an object ball and stopped near the foot rail, leaving Johnny an open, dead shot.

Ned threw up his hands and shouted, “For the love of God. Crucify me!”

Johnny said, “Here comes the first nail,” and stepped up to the shot, but when he started to shoot he looked at Ned and saw that Ned didn’t look any more disturbed than if he were playing for fifty cents, and Johnny felt his hands beginning to sweat in the palms, and he tried to take aim, swung, and shot and the object ball came off the cushion and hit the edge of the side pocket and bounced out, rolling slowly across the table to a stop. The ball was the twelve ball, the one with a purple stripe; it had been a dead shot, he had taken aim with thirteen years of playing experience behind him at that dead shot and had missed. For twenty-seven hundred dollars.

Ned shot and ran three balls, played him safe, and beat him, eight to two, in five minutes. When Johnny gave him the money, Ned said, “Thank you,” and took the paper clip off the bills, put a twenty in it and gave it back to him. “In case you want a cup of coffee,” he said, smiling.

Johnny took the twenty out, put the clip in his pocket, and threw the twenty on the table. “I don’t drink coffee.” Then he went upstairs and went to bed, without undressing.

In the morning Johnny found a pawnshop and got thirteen-fifty for his silver cigarette case and paper clip. A ticket back to Las Vegas cost thirty-two dollars. Then he started looking for a poolroom, knowing it would be useless to go back to the hotel after showing his best game there the night before. He found one. A little painted window with the words Smoker Pool Room—Men Only in green letters.

Inside the door he bought a package of cigarettes from a greasy man behind a counter. As he picked up the change from his half dollar he looked at the man and asked, “Any action here this time of day?”

The man jerked his thumb toward a table. On the table a kid—maybe eighteen or nineteen—was practicing, shooting like he thought he was good. “That boy’ll play you for two or three dollars if you want. But be careful; he’s a hustler.”

“I’ll be careful,” Johnny said, and walked over to the table, opening the pack of cigarettes. He wondered if the boy would have as much as twenty dollars.

Johnny pulled out a cigarette and stood, watching the boy shoot, for several moments. Then he said, “You shoot pretty good.” He lighted his cigarette and threw the match on the floor. “For a kid.”
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