

[image: Cover]




	STEPHEN HUNTER

    COLLECTION


    STEPHEN LONGACRE’S GREATEST MATCH

    +

    Hemingway + Clyde & Bonnie


    

    STEPHEN LONGACRE’S GREATEST MATCH,

    HEMINGWAY, CLYDE & BONNIE

    Stark Raving Group LLC – Publishers

    P.O. Box 1451

    Beverly Hills, CA 90213

    Copyright © 2014 STEPHEN HUNTER

    First Stark Raving Group edition 2014

    Cover Design and Illustration: Jeroen ten Berge

    ISBN (ePub): 978-1-63052-003-8

    

    All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in whole or in part without written permission from the publisher, except by reviewers who may quote brief excerpts in connection with a review in a newspaper, magazine or electronic publication; nor may any part of this book be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording , or other, without written permission from the publisher.

    All the characters in this book are fictitious, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

    

    Electronically printed in the United States of America

    Distributed by Consortium Book Sales and Distribution and Bookxy


    

	Contents


    FROM THE PUBLISHER


	STEPHEN LONGACRE’S GREATEST MATCH


	HEMINGWAY


	CLYDE & BONNIE


	ABOUT THE AUTHOR


	STARK RAVING GROUP


    

	FROM THE PUBLISHER


    Stephen Hunter is one of our favorite authors here at Stark Raving. His story, “Stephen Longacre’s Greatest Match” represents an important voice in a turbulent time, set long ago on the red clay dirt of a tennis court.


    Because Mr. Hunter is well recognized as a film critic in addition to his wild success as an author, we have decided to include two smaller essays containing his thoughts on Hemingway and the classic film, “Bonnie & Clyde.”


    From time to time, Stark Raving will combine multiple stories into a single publication in order to increase the value for our customers as well as providing a insightful glimpse into the varied talents of our celebrated authors.


    We hope you enjoy this collection. We certainly appreciate your support.


    Sincerely,

    Jeffrey Weber

    CEO/Publisher

    Stark Raving Press


    

	STEPHEN LONGACRE’S GREATEST MATCH


    Stephen Hunter


    Stephen Longacre picked things up quickly; that was his talent. He gave them up quickly as well; that was his curse. He just couldn’t stay interested. He flunked out of Choate so resoundingly that neither Groton nor Essex would consider him, and finally ended up in a third-rate prep school in his mother’s hometown in Baltimore, spending the cold Maryland winter well fortified with scotch, his drink, as it was his father’s.


    When he came home to the largest cattle ranch in west Arkansas for the summer of 1948 as a semi-alcoholic with a three-pack-a-day habit, seventeen going on thirty-nine, his mission ostensibly was to prepare for the fall term at a somewhat better place, if his father could buy his way in, and, more generally, to think about some hideous destination called – how boring! – the future. Of course, it was only a matter of a few days before the scandals started.


    The state trooper, Earl Swagger, arrested him for speeding, driving under the influence, and providing alcohol to a minor, a Sally Mae Ford, fourteen, of Mount Ida, whom Stephen had spied riding a bicycle, stopped, and chatted up. He could be a charmer, when he wanted. Then he’d gotten the girl drunk. He was driving her home at four in the morning when Earl arrested him, and he spent the night in the Blue Eye lockup until his mother called her great friend Sam Vincent, who was the Polk County prosecutor, and got Stephen let out.


    “Connie,” Sam explained, “I can talk to the judge here, but Earl caught him fair and square, and I don’t like to do the kind of favors for wealthy people that I don’t do for poor ones.”


    “Sam, I wouldn’t have it any other way. But he is such a mess, the poor boy. Any gentleness you can show him would be so appreciated.”


    Like most of the men who knew or saw her, Sam was already in love with Connie. He could no more defy her than he could defy the mandates of his own nature.


    “Connie, I will do what I can. I think maybe the girl’s parents could be persuaded not to press charges if –”


    “I’ve already talked to them.”


    “How much?”


    “Too much. Stephen is expensive to have around, but at least there’s money if the girl has to go to St. Louis or something.”


    Stephen’s father was less understanding.


    “You had some fun,” said Rance Longacre, leaning in close, faintly smelling of scotch. “But it stops there. I ketch you hanging with the trash, you gon’ be a sorry customer. This here fine old life you live, you know, it can go away damn fast, pardner.”


    His father, who lived in a cusp of alcohol-induced rage, was always making absurd cowboy statements like that. Rance was another handsome idler, whose Navy career had not prospered, and who was never the best man in the room. Stephen knew this; he accepted it; it had been a condition in his life since childhood. His father, however, was a handsome man. Rance had a big square head, thick black hair, a perpetual suntan (or, possibly, the complexion of someone permanently pickled), and gray highlights at the temples. He looked like a million dollars; he was worth a million dollars; he was a jerk.


    Stephen was good for a few days. Then he went to his car, a new Buick coupe convertible, and drove across Polk County, through Blue Eye and on into Oklahoma, where he found the meanest, lowest Negro crib he could and proceeded to get wildly drunk on rotgut hooch until finally, the club’s owner called the Oklahoma State Police. But Stephen left before the police got there and ended up in a ditch two miles down the road with a sixteen-stitch gash in his forehead. The coupe was totaled. The officers who dug him out called Earl Swagger in Arkansas, rousing him out of a rare night of sleep at home.


    Earl picked him up at the emergency ward and drove him home.


    “You are a stupid one,” said Earl. “I seen boys young as you blown to hell and gone in the Pacific. They’d have given anything to live one damn day of your life. Yet, you act like buckra trash from morning till night, and you will git yourself killed for nothing, and I am getting right sick of it.”


    “Yes, sir,” said Stephen.


    “Why? You’re a smart boy. You been to a fancy school. You got money, looks, a nice car, a big future. Why? What’s eating you?”


    “Mr. Earl, I couldn’t say.”


    “You going to kill yourself, your mama will be crushed, and it will be a tragedy. She don’t need no tragedy. She’s a great lady, and she should have a happy life.”


    “She chose what she chose. That’s what she gets.”


    Earl could get no further with the youngster. It continued all summer: bouts of drunkenness, another two scrapes with an automobile in a ditch or among trees, and general lethargy.


    The one change was that Stephen no longer loafed at the Longacre spread, though he loved the place, with its trees and horses and graciousness. He just could not stomach the way his mother looked at him, her face particularly tragic, her eyes bitter, her whole demeanor deflated. He could not stand his father and all the sinewy, hard-working hands, some of them his own age, boys who had to work like hell for a lousy fifteen dollars a week and considered themselves lucky. Instead, he took up residence in the Polk County Country Club swimming pool, where he lounged the days away, growing tanner and handsomer, acquiring a taste for gin and tonics, and generally avoiding seriousness in all its forms.


    It was there, in early August, that his father finally ran him to ground.


    “So this is where you been hiding. Your mama wouldn’t tell me.”


    “She is a grand woman,” Stephen said.


    “You are a little punk-ass weasel. That is the truth, Stephen. You been given every goddamn thing, and you have turned into a wastrel and a monkey.”


    “Then you should disinherit me.”


    “I should. Mr. Earl could probably git you in the Marine Corps as a private. He has big connections. You would like that just fine.”


    That shut Stephen up. He had no interest in the military, which, if he understood the concept, had to do with getting up very early.


    “Yeah, I thought that’d dry you up. Well, here’s the way it’s going to be. I want you to do something. If I’m going to keep sending money off to these fancy schools and buying you cars to wreck and paying off doctors in St. Louis, I want to know it ain’t being wasted. So, you have to do something this summer.”


    “Yes, sir. What would you suggest? I could cure polio, defeat the Reds, make a movie, write a song or a book.”


    “Damn you, Stephen, you are a wise guy to the end. I spent close to two thousand dollars the past three summers investing in your future as a tennis player.”


    “It wasn’t my idea.”


    Stephen hated tennis, despite the fact that he actually had some talent at it.


    “The club is having a tournament. I want you to enter it. I want you to start now, get in shape, work hard, and show me something.”


    Stephen’s heart sank. Hitting that white puffy ball around those red clay courts for those Polk County doctors and lawyers and ranchers, all swell fellows, and their pathetic wives, who thought they’d made it into the gentry because they could afford to pay the pittance at the tennis club. He hated those people. They were so goddamned smug. And there was something even worse: his father was president of the club and chairman of the tennis committee. His father had played tennis at the Naval Academy in 1930, truly loved the game, and had taken it as his mission, his one accomplishment in life, to bring tennis to the children of Polk County.


    “I hate tennis,” said Stephen.


    “I know. That’s the point. I want you to do something you hate, and do it well.”


    Stephen said nothing.


    “That is it, Stephen. You play in that tennis tournament in two weeks, or I won’t be paying for your school, you won’t go to a fine college, you’ll break your mother’s heart, and that will be that. I’m going to mend your wastrel ways, goddamnit, if it kills us both.”


    • • •


    Possibly, it worked. In any event, Stephen filled out his application, acquired a set of the tournament rules, studied them carefully, and then studied the club rules carefully. Once he’d established them, he set to work.


    His parents didn’t see him except at night, when he returned, sweaty and weary. He showered, went quickly to bed, and got up early the next morning.


    “Well, at last the boy is applyin’ himself,” his father said.


    Yes, but at what? his mother wondered.


    Finally, she cornered him one night, after Rance had passed out.


    “What are you up to?”


    “I am practicing at tennis, exactly as I was ordered. I go into the Fort Smith public courts every day, and I hit against the backboard. Then I find games, anyone who’ll play me. There are some pretty good players up there.”


    “Well, I’m impressed.”


    “I am making no guarantees, Mother. I am trying this hard and will do my best and that is that. If he sends me to school or to the Marine Corps, that I have no control over.”


    “Stephen, why are you this way?”


    “I am the way I am.”


    “We’ve discussed sending you to a psychiatrist.”


    “No, thank you. The tennis is therapy enough.”


    “It would help if you made some friends.”


    “I don’t think so.”


    “You think these people are such rubes. But you didn’t find friends in more elegant places, either.”


    “I was not cut out to be somebody’s pal. It’s something from the movies, but it doesn’t exist in real life. Please, Mother, I have to get my sleep, if you don’t mind.”


    “I should tell you that Jeff St. Sebastian is playing. Do you know who he is?”


    “No.”


    “He is Bo Nickerson’s cousin.”


    “The poultry people?”


    “Yes, the Nickersons provide Ace Foods with their poultry. They seem to have a lot of money. Anyway, Jeff St. Sebastian is the number-two singles at LSU. They say he could play number one this year. He’s quite good.”


    “Well, I will avoid him. I will play in doubles. I trust Rance won’t go insane if I do that.”


    “You have a partner?”


    “I do. As I read the rules, only one of us has to be a member of the club. Isn’t that right?”


    “I wouldn’t know about that. Stephen, what is this all about?”


    “It’s all about nothing. I just want someone on my side, so if I get crushed, it’s all right, I won’t be completely humiliated.”


    “Stephen, I −”


    “Mother, I promise you. I absolutely, absolutely promise you and Rance, I will obey the rules. I only ask that you do.”


    • • •


    As expected, Jeff St. Sebastian ran through the rounds in singles, wiping out everybody he faced. He was tall and blonde and in his immaculate whites with his Jack Purcells grinding into the red clay, he was nimble, fleet, and beautiful. He had been accepted at LSU law school, and the world was his.


    Rance sat under an umbrella in the third row, center, sipping a lemony Squirt, which he laced with gin, watching Jeff’s progress. Rance was clumsy at the game and could never hit out, as he wanted to. Instead, he had to pitty-pat the ball to keep it in play, and he knew he looked ridiculous. So he admired the way the slick Jeff St. Sebastian could really roll into the ball, some trick of spin, hit a stinging smash, and send it floating deep into the court until its own forward revolution overcame its velocity and pulled it down near the baseline. Jeff could do that all day long.


    “He is a fine tennis player, no doubt about it,” said Rance.


    “Have you seen Stephen?” Connie asked.


    “No,” said Rance, “but the doubles don’t get started till three, so he has plenty of time.”


    By two-thirty, that day’s singles were done. Jeff had played twice, triumphing love and three and two and two; he would meet an older man named Jerry Sieforth the next day in the finals.


    After the singles matches, he wiped his handsome face with a towel and whispered something to his cousin, Bo. Bo nodded, smiling, and went to the announcer.


    “Well, folks,” said that fellow, a retired radio star from Hot Springs, “we are in for a treat. Seems Mr. St. Sebastian ain’t done with his tennis. He’s going to play in doubles with his cousin, and his cousin’s father will sit this one out.”


    A polite smattering of applause arose, and after a bit, the team took the court, and quickly enough mashed the Seahorn twins. The two sets, love and love, were over in a little less than half an hour.


    Rance looked at his watch, took a little sip of his drink, looked about. He knew it was now his son’s turn, but where was the boy?


    “You see him?”


    “No, no, I don’t,” said Connie. “Oh, look, there’s Sam. Sam! Sam!”


    Sam, in a straw fedora and sunglasses but as ever, in a dark suit off the rack that hung like a sack of grain, saw her, and advanced. Rance knew the rumors about Sam and his wife; he gritted his teeth but was determined to give nobody the pleasure of seeing him looking uncomfortable. He took a fortifying shot of the ginned-up lemon Squirt, then rose magnanimously, as if in command.


    “Samuel. By God, sir, damned good to see you. Come on and join us. Sit next to Connie and keep her smiling. The fun is just beginning.”


    Sam edged in, but he wasn’t particularly relaxed.


    “Sam, what’s wrong?” Connie asked with an intimacy to her voice that Rance hadn’t heard in years.


    “Well, I’m not much on tennis, but your boy called my office and requested my presence.”


    “What?”


    “I don’t know what this here’s all about. And Earl, he’s here, too. He’s outside, sitting in his car, smoking a cigarette and listening to a ballgame. Earl isn’t what you’d call your tennis fan either.”


    “I’d guess not,” said Connie. “I wonder what −”


    They felt it first as a buzz, unspecified, an unsettling loosened and set to marching through the small crowd. Rance looked about. His eyes scanned the clubhouse, which was actually the old Harry Etheridge country home, with seventy-five thousand dollars of his own money pumped into it, and the golf course beyond, somewhat raw, as it was newly constructed and not yet fully grown in on what had once been cotton fields and hollows where the deer gathered, and beyond the blue rim of the Ouachitas. He had an image of a world he understood: it was so perfect. Here, the quality, people of distinction, who by their very distinction had claimed a rightful place in this little corner of paradise, where the games were formal, if silly, in the fashion of the great eastern games, sat and enjoyed what was theirs. He had built the place out of love for his wife, whom he suspected no longer loved him, in hopes of offering her something of the tradition and distinction she had known in her moneyed enclave north of Baltimore, and in hopes of giving her son – his also – that same sense of an ordered world, where things were as they should be, and our tribe was up here, prosperous and pleased, and all the other tribes were invisible.


    And then he saw his son and the Negro boy.


    • • •


    By the time Sam and Rance got down there, the thing was at full fever pitch.


    “He brought a nigra!”


    “Who that boy think he is, bringing a nigra in here!”


    “Never heard of such a thing. It’s a damned scandal.”


    “This ain’t what we fought the war for.”


    “That’s what it is, it’s an insult to all our fighting boys.”


    Rance pushed bullishly through the crowd that had formed at the edge of the court where his son stood with an oddly satisfied look on his face next to a tall, slender, almost impassive Negro youth who, Rance now saw, couldn’t have been more than fifteen. Both were dressed immaculately in tennis whites, creased perfectly, unblemished. Both carried tennis racquets in presses, wore towels around their necks, and looked like the Harvard number-one doubles team, if Harvard permitted Negroes to attend, which, being a Yankee Communist conspiracy against America, it probably did.


    “What the hell is going on here, boy?” Rance demanded.


    Under his tan, his flesh had turned pinkish, as his blood pressure skied. A Y of throbbing veins stood out on his temple, offsetting his gray highlights; two gobs of dried gunk had collected in the corners of his mouth.


    Two men were yelling at Stephen, who appeared not to be noticing, but to be simply waiting for the ruckus to dry up and blow away.


    “Mr. Longacre,” said Jack Tyler, who was the tournament chairman, “we can’t let a nigra boy play. Why, it’s damned un-American.”


    “What are you up to, Stephen, goddamnit!” Rance bellowed.


    “I’m simply trying to play in the match as I promised, in accordance to the rules. If you look at the rules, you’ll see that they specify that players must wear white but not that they must be white.”


    He was right, of course, for the simple reason that the idea of a Negro youth coming to play at the Polk County Country Club was so utterly preposterous that no formal ruling had been necessary. It simply couldn’t, wouldn’t, ever, never happen. That was the way it was. Everybody understood.


    Except Stephen.


    “Stephen, this −”


    “I’m sorry, but I’m absolutely correct. There is no formal law in the rules against someone of another race playing. The rules simply state that as a member in good standing of the club, I may enter the tournament, and I may have as my partner, any person I choose, as long as we both wear white and obey the etiquette of tennis.”


    “Rance, he can’t do this! There’s an unwritten rule, everybody knows about.”


    “I don’t know about it,” said Stephen. “All I know is, I am here, I paid my fee, I found a partner, and here I am. Now, let’s play.”


    “Sam! Mr. Sam, by God, help us out on this one. He can’t bring no colored fellow in on this, can he? He can’t just do it. There’s such a thing as an unwritten law, isn’t there?”


    Sam was thinking: This little bastard! Oh, this little bastard. He has put me in a goddamn fix and a half.


    Sam said, “Well, now, I don’t know that the law would get involved here. I’m not one for the law poking its nose into everyone’s business. This is the sort of thing best adjudicated by the board of directors of your club.”


    “Well, what about something on good order, or disturbing the peace. Bringing this fellow in here sure disturbs our peace. Ain’t that against the law?”


    Sam struggled to find an even narrower line to walk along.


    “Hmmm,” he said, scrunching up his face as if in study, “I’d have to think about that and research the statutes. Certainly, at this point there appears to be no civil law that’s been breached and I don’t know who would −”


    But at that point two uniformed deputies from the town pushed their way through the crowd, and went immediately to the black youth.


    “You under arrest, boy, you come with us,” proclaimed the sergeant, a pugnacious fellow named Buddy Till.


    “On what charge!” Stephen demanded. “You can’t just arrest anybody without −”


    “On a charge of the sheriff done been called, and he is pure-D pissed off. Now, you git out of our way, goddamnit, while we take this fellow off.”


    “Sam −”


    “Well, I −”


    “Hold on!”


    The last comment arrived in a low rumble that everybody understood was Earl Swagger of the Arkansas State Police.


    Earl, carrying his little boy Bob Lee with him, pushed through the crowd. He was not in uniform today, wearing instead jeans and boots, a battered old Stetson and a white, pearl buttoned shirt open at the collar, which set off the mahogany of a skin turned to pottery by fifteen years of Marine duty, the last three in the Pacific.


    “Mr. Earl,” Stephen yelled, “they’re going to arrest William for nothing.”


    “Earl, you stay out of this,” Rance said. “This here’s a town matter.”


    “Yeah, Earl,” said Buddy Till.


    “Well, technically, it ain’t,” said Earl. “Your boy Stephen showed me the town plat, and, as a matter of fact, your club is in the unincorporated area, which makes it my jurisdiction. We could go to court on it, sure, but I’d win. Stephen was right.”


    “Earl, I been called out here many a night when somebody had too much to drink at the clubhouse,” said the deputy, Buddy Till.


    “I know, Buddy, but that ain’t the law, that’s a courtesy for the richer people. If you’re going to have a law, it’s got to be fair and right.”


    “Damn.” Buddy let William, the Negro boy, go. “Don’t you git in no trouble up here,” he warned. “And you better believe I’m going to be watching you. Say, where you from? You from around here?”


    “No, suh,” said the youth.


    “It’s nobody’s business where he’s from. He’s my guest, and he doesn’t have to answer any questions at all.”


    “Stephen, I’m going to ask you one last time to see the common decency of it, and make every −”


    “I am here to play tennis with my friend William. He has agreed to do so. Let’s play the match.”


    Everyone looked at everyone. Then everyone looked at Sam, who, as the county prosecutor in the absence of a judge, appeared to be the convening legal authority.


    “It’s damned strange,” Sam said. “But as I said, it doesn’t appear to be against any written law.”


    Of course no one − except possibly Stephen − had thought of the effect of this ruling on the tournament. It quickly developed that the team of Winston and Morrison, Stephen and William’s first opponents, refused to take the court against a Negro.


    “You forfeit,” Stephen said.


    “We protest,” they said.


    “Same thing.”


    That taken care of, exactly the same happened to the team of Norton and O’Sullivan, next on the docket. So, in the space of a few seconds, Stephen and his partner had reached the finals.


    That left only the fabulous Jeff St. Sebastian of LSU and his cousin-partner, Bo.


    Suddenly, St. Sebastian himself spoke up. He’d returned from a nice refreshing shower up at the clubhouse. He had a look of bemused pleasure on his face, as if this whole ruckus was absolutely smashing fun.


    “Now, one second,” he said. “I have no objection to playing anybody. But there’s a bigger question here. Mr., ah −”


    “His name’s Longacre,” said his cousin.


    “Mr. Longacre, possibly you mean well. Possibly, you believe in the cause of the Negro. Some folks do. I myself believe that the Negro has made a valuable contribution to our nation. But I wonder about you. Why, if you profess to care, do you insist on humiliating this poor young man? Surely, he’s done you no harm, yet you make a circus exhibit out of him, and if you actually get him onto the court, you’ll expose his weaknesses even more tragically. For what? For your own vanity? That’s not the southern way.”


    “What makes you think he can’t play tennis?” said Stephen.


    “Why, simple facts. The Negro, typically, is not athletically gifted at the sports at which whites excel. They make excellent boxers, given the thickness of their skull, the lack of articulation in the brain, and the size of their hands. They also don’t feel pain to the degree that other races do. You can’t put a man, like this poor young fellow, in a sport that demands speed, reflexes, coordination, and powers of intellect. Tennis isn’t hammering other men with your hands. It’s not violent, brute strength; it’s finesse, practice, wisdom. You put a boy like this out there, and you’ll only produce another bitter Negro male who’s found he can’t fit into the white world, compete at the white level, and will; therefore, develop a whopping case of the shuffles and the stammers. You’ll ruin him. What is the point of making him so unhappy? I am only thinking of him, which is what you should be doing.”


    “He can handle himself,” was all Stephen could say.


    “William,” asked Jeff, “have you ever played tennis before?”


    “No, suh.”


    “Have you ever held a tennis racquet in your hand?”


    “No, suh.”


    “Do you understand the scoring?”


    “Suh, it ain’t one, two, three, fo’. It’s love, five or fifteen, thirty, forty, game. You win six games fo’ a set and two sets fo’ a match.”


    “What’s deuce?”


    A look of panic flashed through William’s eyes. He looked at Stephen, who said, “I didn’t explain that to him, yet. It’s a tie, William. You don’t say ’tied,’ you say ’deuce,’ that’s all. You have to win two straight points after deuce to take the game. If you only win one, it goes back to deuce.”


    “Yes, suh.”


    “He doesn’t even know what deuce is,” said Bo, disgustedly.


    “There you have it,” said Jeff. “I say these two should be disqualified on humanitarian grounds, so as not to humiliate and destroy the ego of the Negro boy. He needs tender treatment and love, not immersion in humiliation. The poor guy doesn’t even understand the mechanics of the game.”


    “See there,” said Rance. “Young Mr. St. Sebastian said a mouthful. If you don’t give a damn about your family, your town, your club, and your race, Stephen, and if you’re so hellfire intent on uplifting the Negro, why you doing this to poor William?”


    “I already explained this to him,” said Stephen. “I’ll put it to him again. William, do you want to play? Some of these white people will laugh at you, and it may hurt your feelings. Can you get through that?”


    “Yes, suh,” said William.


    “Okay,” said Stephen.


    “I’ll try and be merciful,” said St. Sebastian.


    • • •


    The first set was over in a blinking of an eye. St. Sebastian hammered four hard first serves, and only Stephen got a racquet on one of them, but not even enough to get it back in play. On his two chances, poor William whiffed entirely at one, doubling over the crowd in laughter.


    It only got worse, until finally, Stephen ran off three points on his second service game, two off Bo, but then Jeff nailed a stinger down the line and that game was lost, too. William, when he got to his first shot, hit the ball out of the park, again driving the crowd into hysterics. The second time, he undercompensated and hit weakly into the net. He never really figured it out, spraying shots all over Arkansas. The first set went at love.


    “All right,” said Jeff, “do you want to quit now? It seems stupid to go on.”


    “Oh, let’s play it out,” said Stephen.


    “Of course,” said Jeff. “I’m not doing anything for the next ten minutes anyhow.”


    Stephen went up to William.


    “Don’t you see, you don’t have to hit it so hard. To control the ball, you just meet it. Let the racquet strings supply the power. Try and hit it early with an upward arc, and follow through high. You’ve got to be relaxed, like basketball. If you tighten up, you don’t have a chance.”


    “Yes, suh,” said William.


    “Okay,” said Stephen, “we’ll give it our all.”


    “By the way,” said William, “that boy Jeff? If he gon’ hit to your left, he bounces the ball three times. If he gon’ hit to your right, he bounces it four times. And that fat boy, Bo? He got the willies. You patty cake it to him and he be too nervous and git all in a twist. He can’t hit nothing.”


    “Ah, are you sure?”


    “Sure as life. Been studyin’.”


    It was Jeff’s serve, and he bounced the ball three times. Stephen cocked his racquet a quarter-turn to get into his backhand and was already gliding to the left when Jeff’s serve, flat, hard, and accurate, rocketed off the centerline. Stephen turned a quarter-turn, dropped his shoulder, hit through, and felt the wonderful buzz of the sweet spot, and he jacked a shot down the alley, a clean winner.


    “Oh, nice shot, old man,” called Jeff. “Well hit.”


    “Thank you,” said Stephen.


    He again bounced the ball three times on the serve to William, who was still awkward with the racquet. But, with his anticipation, he blocked it back into a dead zone between Jeff and Bo, and neither could reach it.


    “Good show!” called Jeff.


    Four bounces: forehand side. The ball was a blur. Stephen’s return was even more blurred as he teed off. The best part was that he nailed the placid Bo in the middle of the forehead, and the ball bounced off into the crowd.


    “Oh, bad luck!” cried Jeff.


    After some minutes of rubbing and stroking, the application of ice, and the ministrations of several junior leaguers oohing and ahhhing over him, though primarily to get Jeff’s attention, Bo was manly enough to get up, but he had a red welt over the left eye.


    “You’ll be fine,” said Jeff.


    “I’m really sorry,” said Stephen. “I couldn’t have aimed it there in a hundred years.”


    Tight-lipped and in love with the heroic image of himself, Bo signaled that he could play on.


    Jeff double-faulted to lose the opening game.


    “Well, fellows,” said Jeff, “nicely done. It won’t be a love match after all. How sporting.”


    Who could say when, exactly, it started to happen. William never really seemed comfortable with the racquet in his hand, but it was amazing how quickly some other thing occurred, and that was that his imagination seized the center of the game. He had uncanny powers of anticipation when the ball was in play in his zone, and he always seemed to be there to block it back. He looked like the crudest thing in the world of tennis, a big, spindly-awkward black teenager, all elbows and knees, without any strokes at all. He had no grace, no fluidity, no poetry. He took no backswing whatsoever, but more than anything, simply placed the racquet in the way of the ball in a stiff-wristed thrust and kept the ball in play. He never hit winners. He just blocked the ball back, deep, to the open court, and though Jeff could get his shots back, he could not get any mustard or clever placement on them.


    The court helped, too. The soft red clay seemed to suck the power from the ball, squirting it high and fat, giving William that extra second to get to it and punch it back. The Negro boy soon picked up the extra gift of the skid; he learned how to race for a shot, then jam his tennis shoe into the sandlike surface, brace himself against its friction, and come back under control to bop the ball back in play.


    At the same time, the fraudulence of Bo was soon in evidence. That portly young man had never really come back mentally from his beaning, and the subtle brilliance of William, his awareness of this weakness, was such that he hit most of his shots Bo’s way. Bo just deconstructed shamefully before everybody’s eyes.


    Meanwhile, Stephen got loose and fluid, and the shock on the faces of the audience propelled his adrenaline to even more powerful levels. A look at his father, steaming like a piston engine about to blow, thrilled him to no end. When the pathetic Bo popped an ineffectual lob his way at the net, he put it away with piledriver force, bouncing the white ball seven rows deep in the bleachers, and he caught a look at his father’s incredible agony, as if the poor man were waiting for that final coronary thrombosis to send him earthward, led by the blue pulsing Y in his temple next to his gray highlights.


    William and Stephen actually won the second set, 6-4, to the incredulity of the crowd.


    “Lucky nigger!” someone yelled.


    “He’s too goddamn tall,” someone else yelled.


    “It ain’t right, goddamnit,” yelled a third.


    Rance turned to Connie.


    “That boy’s going to start a riot,” he said.


    “Yes,” said Connie, “but he is doing something. Have you ever seen him so committed in his life? He’s trying, and that’s a first.”


    “Earl won’t let there be any trouble,” said Sam.


    And indeed, Earl stood and fixed the dentist who’d yelled “nigger” with one of his hard stares, and that man immediately sat down.


    But suddenly, as Earl looked up, someone ran out from the crowd. Earl saw him go too late, and by the time he headed out there, he knew he’d never make it.


    The man ran right past Stephen, who was stunned to see him go at poor William, who stood frozen as the fellow approached, all lathered up.


    He ran as if he were on a killing frenzy, a berserker hell bent on mayhem and blood, a Confederate legend like the last man at Pickett’s Charge, and when he reached William, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a gun and thrust it right at William.


    Earl knew he wouldn’t make it and heard the crowd gasp as the gun steadied for the shot. But then it continued upward and toward the mouth of the shooter, who bent and took a bite out of it.


    It was chocolate.


    Earl knocked it away and kicked it off the court and grabbed the shooter.


    He hammer locked him and bent him to his knee, to the rising torrent of boos and hisses.


    He twisted him around and saw that it was not a man at all; it was that damned Jimmy Pye.


    “You goddamned fool, Jimmy!” screamed Earl, but Jimmy, though not strong enough to resist Earl, was nevertheless laughing in operatic triumph. It seemed the town boys had heard what was going on out at the country club and had come on out to add their bit of intimidation to the ceremony, and Jimmy, as head miscreant and champion athlete of the county, had led the way.


    “I ought to lock you up, boy! You have committed a crime now. You have made a public nuisance of yourself, and you could do a month in jail.”


    “Mr. Earl, I’se just hoo-dooing the nigra. Boo! boy, them ha’ants a-gonna git you, you come back.”


    Stephen, for his part, looked at Jimmy as Earl led the boy off the court. Jimmy was his own age, a cracker hero of sorts, just the kind of boy who could have been his friend, if he weren’t so wild and stupid and vain and evil. He certainly had spirit.


    As Jimmy was dragged by, he looked over at Stephen.


    “Stephen, you’d best hope there’s a early bus out of town tomorrow. The boys is cranked up something terrible!”


    Stephen looked away, trying to deny the fear he felt.


    But it came, nevertheless, dry and hot to his heart.


    He walked over to William.


    “You okay?”


    “Like to died, seen that gun come up.”


    “He’s an asshole. They’re all assholes. You want to call it a day?” We can get out of here. You get the same money, no problem. I won’t short you.”


    “No, suh,” said William. “Come to play. We can play it out now, if you want.”


    “Okay, William. You got some kind of nerve.”


    “You stay out here with me, you gots some kind of nerve.”


    Meanwhile, Earl took Jimmy to the two deputies and left him securely in their care. “If he tries anything, you bop his pretty curly head with that stick you’re always carrying, Buddy.”


    “Can’t b’lieve you’re asking me to whap a white fellow in favor of a colored one.”


    “The law is the law, and that’s all it is,” Earl said.


    Then he turned and addressed the ugly townie contingent.


    “Y’all settle down now. You let these fellows play their fool game, do you hear. I will call out a riot squad, by God, if I have to.”


    That was Earl. You couldn’t scare him with an atom bomb. He’d face up to anybody anywhere anytime, over any issue. It would get him killed one of these days.


    By the time some kind of order was restored, it was near twilight. The players now seemed almost bloody, not from their own plasma, but from the spray of red dust, which then clung to the sweat on their legs or the damp wool and canvas of their shoes. Where Bo had fallen, he wore a crown of red, like the red badge of courage; unfortunately, it was on his ass.


    In the third set, St. Sebastian and Bo rallied, went up 2-0 on Jeff’s serve and against William’s, which remained the least impressive part of his game. But Stephen held, the rattled Bo double-faulted three times, and then everybody held through the next round, and it was 4-4, William’s serve.


    He nodded at Stephen, who came over.


    “You okay?”


    “Yes, suh,” said William.


    “What is it?”


    “Do I have to hit it straight-like?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I mean, do I have to hit it right in the center?”


    “Well, if I understand you, you can hit it anyway you want to.”


    “I could hit it on an angle. Like, you know, I could sort of brush it and git it to spinning.”


    “Well, yes. You didn’t know that? Gosh, I’m sorry, that’s my fault. William, you can hit it any way you want to.”


    William nodded solemnly, taking all this in. His eyes were faraway and intent, as if he were figuring something out.


    He went to the service line, showed the ball to signify the start of play, then stepped a good two yards back and tossed it high.


    Too high.


    He tossed it very high.


    But as he tossed it, he himself leaped, and, airborne, he was a thing of majesty, as if suddenly having found his creativity, his place in the game and the universe, and he hit the ball at a sliced angle so that it rocketed downward but broke to the left radically, and poor Jeff couldn’t get a racquet on it.


    “Jesus Christ, you could do that all the time?” said Stephen.


    “I guess,” he said.


    At any rate, he did it three more times and each time, the other fellows struggled for it.


    Suddenly the crowd was quiet.


    A thunderhead rolled in from out of the mountains.


    Nobody said a thing.


    Jeff was serving at 4-5 to stay in the match.


    William walked back to Stephen.


    “You be cool, man. It ain’t nothing. You just be there, man, cool and quiet and in control, you got me? We gon’ take these motherfuckers, okay. Take they asses.”


    “You got that right.”


    Jeff double-faulted his first serve.


    On his second serve, he hit a nice shot that William blocked back, but he came up with a screamer.


    Two more good serves, and he was serving for the game at 40-15.


    But he hit another double.


    Stephen watched him. He bounced the ball three times. Backhand. Stephen began to cheat, but then it occurred to him that Jeff hadn’t been bouncing the ball at all. He’d caught on! He cranked the racquet back to the forehand grip and at least got his momentum going, and when Jeff hit his best serve of the match, a bullet to the right, Stephen lunged and dinked a looper back that just hit on the line, which deflected its bounce just a bit, and Bo drove it into the net.


    Deuce.


    Jeff served to William, who blocked clumsily, something like a Texas leaguer, right at Bo at the net, but Jeff didn’t trust him, screamed “NO” as he came in to take the ball on the hop, utterly confusing Bo, who didn’t give way and hit it out.


    Suddenly, it was match point.


    Jeff conferred ever so quickly with Bo.


    He didn’t bounce the ball.


    He collected himself calmly, began the syncopation of the server, the orchestration of left to right, the shiver that liberated the strength to rise through his lean body, the delicacy of the toss, the ball, now red and shaggy, hanging at the equipoise as he craned his arm through, snapped shoulders and hips, the whole world, it seemed, resting on his brow.


    • • •


    His mother would always remember this moment. There were cruel days to come, when Connie didn’t think she could live another second, and only the ministrations of good men like Sam kept her alive. But there was also her memory of this moment, her only son’s, her doomed son’s, her haunted, crazed, and self-destructive son’s best moment on earth.


    Jeff served, Stephen got it back, a nice return fated to go deep and extend the point, but Bo had been instructed to poach. So, on the serve of the ball, he’d moved quickly to his left and was set to volley Stephen’s return into the alley, and for once, his nerve and his coordination didn’t fail him, and he got a good stiff-wristed volley onto the ball to tap it away.


    What was not expected was that in the split second he left his position, William left his, too, and raced toward him along the net, and when Bo’s volley crossed, there was William to volley it back, and it bounced in the alley, and Jeff ran full-goddamn-out to flick it back through the falling dusk and did get it, hitting a nice clean shot into the open court, but, alas, on the second bounce.


    No cheer went up.


    Rance didn’t stay to congratulate his son.


    Somehow the cup signifying victory was never presented.


    The crowd filed out sullenly.


    William and Stephen were too goddamned tired to embrace.


    Jeff disappeared quickly. Bo seemed to fade from the surface of the planet in a split second.


    The two boys stood there, heaving with oxygen depletion.


    “How’d you know he was going to poach?”


    “Poach?”


    “You know, come to my side of the court?”


    “Oh, he up on his toes when the serve be tossed. He don’t never do that before, so I figgered something was up. I just ran, and as I ran, I could see what he was trying to do and, I just keep on running and got there.”


    “Wow,” said Stephen, “you sure figured those boys out.”


    “Wasn’t much,” said William.


    The one man who approached them was Earl.


    “You know what, this ain’t a place to be lingering. Let’s git to my car, and I’ll get you boys out of here.”


    And that’s the way it ended, the two tennis players, sweaty and smeared with red clay, climbing into Earl’s State Police Ford. William sat in back and held Earl’s young son, Bob Lee, and Earl drove them straight up Route 71.


    “Where to?”


    “Can you cut over to Little Rock?”


    They drove in silence the two long hours to Little Rock. William had nothing to say.


    Finally, swallowed by the squalor of that city’s black district, they drove by honky-tonks and fried chicken parlors and throbbing night crowds.


    “Turn left up here,” William finally said, guiding them down Kedzie to 154th, then right again, this time up Wilson.


    They pulled up in front of a block of row houses, decrepit and mostly deserted.


    “You live here?” Stephen said.


    “Wif my mama. You got my money?”


    “Of course.”


    He handed an envelope over.


    “It’s all there, plus something. Hey, you really did well.”


    “Yeah, we showed them boys, didn’t we?”


    “We sure did.”


    “William,” said Earl, “ is there someone we could talk to? A doctor, a priest, your dad, or someone? I’d like to tell them what a great young man you are and how well you did today. They should know. You were a real hero.”


    “No, suh,” said William. “I am fine. Thank y’all fo’ being so nice to me.”


    But then, there was a moment of awkwardness. The child, Bob Lee, had fallen asleep in William’s arms. William didn’t want to wake him, but there was no other way. Gently, he laid the child down on the backseat of the car.


    “So long, little man,” he said, and with his envelope, left the car and was gone.


    “That’s an athlete,” said Earl.


    “That is an athlete. He’s supposedly the best basketball player this city has ever seen. He’s legend. He can do things with a basketball you can’t believe.”


    “I hope he’s all right. Is there a place for him to go?”


    There seemed to be no answer to that question, so the trooper, the boy, and the child drove back in silence to Polk County and what lay ahead for them.


    

	Hemingway


    Stephen Hunter


    What was it like the night Hemingway socked me in the jaw at Toots Shore’s?


    Not much fun, I can tell you.


    I was at the bar, knocking back my usual Sidecar. Toots himself came over.


    “Papa just walked in with his crowd of swells. Chum, maybe it’s time to take a powder.”


    Hemingway had been badmouthing me all over town since the success of my novel, Not Yet Unto Plowshares, about the lives, deaths, and loves of a squad of marine paratroopers Sten-gunning their way across Europe from the Seine to the Volga, and Toots knew something ugly was about to unspool.


    But it was too late. The big guy was on me, yelling, spraying, and shoving. His movie star pals were laughing it up while everyone else in the saloon got real quiet. His rage was theatrical, Old Testament, pure purple and gigantic.


    “Same to you, Gabby Hayes,” was all I could come up with, and that’s when he threw his shot.


    Next thing, I’m looking at the ceiling through sunglasses smeared with butter. There’s a fireworks show going on. And that’s about all I remember. Maybe you read about it in the papers.


    Well, you probably didn’t, as it happened not on the Planet called Earth, but the Planet called Steve, pop. 1. But it could have happened, if the chronology was right, and I was a lot more successful than I am and books still mattered as much as they once did. That’s because I’m a member of a species Hemingway in particular abhorred. I write a lot about war, like he did; he’d been in war, and I never have. In fact, despite all the scenes of slaughter and military mayhem in my books, I hadn’t been within 7,000 miles of a combat zone.


    I do know a few things about war culture that Hemingway didn’t. I know what it’s like to be a private; you get yelled at a lot. I know what it’s like to do 18 hours of KP, pots and pans, no less. I know what it’s like to bury a kid while his parents weep beyond control. I have a pretty good manual of arms on the old nine-ton M-14. I still know how to spit shine a dress shoe, and I’ve felt the shame and ignominy of defecating in a row of defecators.


    But I don’t know what it’s like to shoot a man and see his face shatter under the impact. I don’t know what it’s like to lie in mud and shit while strangers try to reduce me to the atomic state by dumping large amounts of high explosive all around the position. Hemingway knew that, so did J.D. Salinger, Joseph Heller, Norman Mailer, and on up to Tim O’Brien and Karl Marlantes, and so many others who were not only brilliant writers but brave men. If you have lain under artillery, you have learned that you are not a coward. I don’t know that about myself.


    The issue here is: who owns the combat experience? Is it only writers who’ve survived it, or, as I would somewhat unenthusiastically maintain, is there some room for us battle virgins, if we do it correctly.


    That’s the key, if done correctly.


    For one thing, no man who hasn’t been in a war can claim to have been in one. Maybe it’s an ancient ’50s relic of a belief, but I still hold that the ordeal is a test of manhood and to claim it without having passed it breaks some kind of rule that can’t be expressed. Like most writers, I’m manipulative, malicious, full of toxic grudges and general animosity to my peers and colleagues and unscrupulous whenever it might advance my career, but I remain scrupulous about the lame truth of my military experience. My hero snipers have hundreds of kills, I have none, as I explain over and over at book signings, mostly to very young men who haven’t quite mastered the difference between doing and pretending. I’m tempted, as a natural liar obsessed with heroics, to fake a bigger resume. But I never have.


    Another reality is that war has been so penetrated by generations of brave cameramen that its visuals are no longer mysterious. Hemingway lived and wrote just as camera equipment was becoming mobile. For his generation of combat survivors, a part of their singularity was that they had seen what few others had. They knew the look and feel of war, while outsiders had only a few hundred feet of the same combat photography, which mostly showed men crouching and a Bijoux’s worth of back-lot Warner’s impersonations, where the Japanese always charge in an unwavering line, shouting things like “You die, Babe Ruth.” Any fifties kid knew that was wrong, but the true iconography of war was private; seen and remembered only by those who’d been to hell and back.


    Now, we know so much, owing to the belly-crawling cameramen and, in their race to keep up, the technicians of Hollywood. Look at the Teneru river fight in “The Pacific”: it’s a magnificent, thoroughly convincing evocation of what must have been very close to the reality of the event, with the tracers floating through the air, the layers of gun smoke, the incredible speed of the machinegun bullets pecking through the dirt and flesh, the blood everywhere, the odd mélange of horror and exhilaration. Of course, it traces its lineage back through “Band of Brothers” to “Saving Private Ryan,” each of which moved the standard of reality forward significantly.


    And the experience has been penetrated psychologically as well. The big news that Hemingway brought back from the First World War was that it wasn’t a romantic crusade but a bloodbath, degrading to all, leaving in its wake years and years of depression and a sense of futility distilled from the Western Front wastage as well as eternal suspicion towards the men who had engineered such slaughter in the name of granfalloons like “Our Nation” and “The Fatherland.”


    After the Second World War, that message was refined as we began to calculate the damage done to men exposed to high explosive and machinegun fire over lengths of time. Indeed, Hemingway himself and, I would argue, Salinger, were sufferers from Combat Stress Syndrome, and it may explain the thinness of the older man’s work afterwards and the younger man’s concentration on teenage and Zen culture. (Lord, I hope they find a great, last World War II novel in Salinger’s papers, but I doubt it.)


    So us trespassers must understand and dramatize that, as we must understand that each war creates its own language, which we must master; and each war has its own unique technology, which we must understand; and each war reflects the larger society that sent its men off to battle, and that context, we must grapple with.


    All that said, isn’t it ultimately only the text that matters, not the experience of the man who wrote it? Do the words compel and convince? Are they charged with fire? Do they alter your confidence in the physical world around you, do they sting, wound, lacerate and linger? Do you learn death and killing from them and the joy and guilt of survival? Do you question your own rigor in facing such a test?


    If that can be so, then perhaps they contribute something. In fact, the more I think about it, darn it, the more right I think I am and the more I feel it’s all right to create the fabric of war without ever having sat in its mud and cowered under its incoming..


    But please, tell me if you see Marlantes, or Sebastian Junger, coming through the door. They look pretty tough.


    

	CLYDE & BONNIE


    Stephen Hunter


    Route 154 seems like a road out of a Beckett landscape, a long, hot, flat, dusty strip that runs through a featureless pine forest. It comes from nowhere, it goes nowhere—connecting, on a more-or-less straight shot, Mt. Lebanon and Sailes, in Bienville Parish in Louisiana’s northwestern corner.


    Not much has changed in 75 years. Someone has asphalted what was once raw earth and now, of course, you may Google up a certain point and view it through the satellite’s eye, sliding through the magnifications from the comfort of your own home. What you see, no matter the height, is a ribbon of road running through a green nothingness. But in that desolate place at 9.10 A.M., on May 23, 1934, something memorable happened.


    If the outer space eye existed then, it would have presented the image of a sleek Cordoba gray Ford V-8, expertly driven, raising a shroud of dust as it roared along, at nearly 70 miles an hour, in the direction of Sailes. It would observe neutrally as the vehicle slowed as it approached what appeared to be an old farmer’s truck, in some distress, off the side of the road. As its occupants recognized the truck, and possibly the owner—accounts differ as to his presence—they halted.


    Without blinking, the satellite would chronicle the next development: Six police officers arose from the bushes at the roadside, the closest 25 feet from the Ford. As intimate a view as it would have provided, it would not resolve the many details that remain in dispute.


    Was a warning issued?


    Which of the six fired first?


    Did a Texas Ranger captain fire bursts into the car’s occupants?


    Did the same Captain Hamer fire a Colt Monitor or a Remington Model 8?


    Was the Judas Goat, Ivy Methvin, present?


    Why did Prentiss Oakley pull his trigger?


    What is beyond dispute is that all six officers opened fire with a variety of high-powered weapons, including two—or was it three?— of the powerful Browning Automatic Rifles. One of them, Dallas Deputy Ted Hinton, fired his 20-round BAR clip, grabbed a semi-auto 12-gauge shotgun and emptied it, then snatched his .45 automatic from a shoulder holster and emptied that magazine. Twelve seconds later—or was it 16?—the lawmen had fired over 150 bullets and shells—or was it 168?—into the vehicle and, inevitably, its occupants.


    The car was transformed into a macabre American icon, a stern message to all road desperados of what lay ahead as both John Dillinger and Babyface Nelson would learn in the next few weeks. So spectacular was the carnage of pierced metal, spider-webbed window, and blood stained upholstery, that the vehicle itself went on national tour of carnie grounds and state fairs and even today is displayed in tacky splendor not in a museum, but in a Nevada casino.


    It was death for Clyde and Bonnie.


    Their bodies were so mutilated by high velocity bullets that a coroner in nearby Arcadia didn’t even bother to count the holes. The autopsy pictures are easily accessible on the Internet: two scrawny bodies—”That little pipsqueak was Clyde Barrow?” a viewer asked— literally torn to shreds, frosted with blood, faces pathetically slack, eyes resolved into coin slots.


    And so Clyde and Bonnie entered history.


    Or did they?


    The squalid ambush that ended their careers in 1934 was really memory-holed in the years that follow. I can testify that America in the ’50s and ’60s was largely Clyde-less, as the two diminished into a narrow regional celebrity, if that. I was the little boy who wanted to be a G-man and work for Mr. Hoover, and I knew of all the great law enforcement triumphs of the ’30s over the Dillingers and the Nelsons and the Capones. I had never heard of Bonnie and Clyde.


    That all changed in 1967 when Arthur Penn’s film version came out with Warren Beatty and Faye Dunnaway, and that’s the Bonnie and Clyde that most people remember: vibrant, beautiful movie stars with witty ripostes on their lips and grace in their limbs and superbly tailored haberdashery on their shoulders, while bluegrass legends Flatt & Scruggs plucked away brilliantly behind them. Quickly, they commanded the allegiance of a baby boom generation—mine among them—hungry for anti-establishment heroes who were killed—virtually crucified— by ruthless officers out of mean-spirited vengeance. It was an easy generational transference for the nascent boomers to see themselves as so beautiful, so in love, so radical, so entitled to self-expression, so embittered by a failing economic system, so martyred by a crusty older generation that despised them for those attributes exactly.


    “Bonnie and Clyde” pandered to and fed on the vanities of a generation hell bent on avoiding an inconvenient war and exploring its awesome power in the marketplace. In fact, even now, it’s difficult to know whether to regard the two outlaws as figures of the far-off dust bowl ’30s, or symbols of the more insane 60s. If they’re famous today, it’s certainly because of the Penn film, not because of anything that happened in 1934.


    Yet, examined today, in light of a kind of pop-culture Clyde and Bonnie boomlet that is part of a larger arc that celebrates that outlaw year—Michael Mann’s huge budget, star-driven retelling of the Dillinger story will arrive in July—one has to wonder about the Penn movie, particularly in the light of two books recently published, Jeff Guinn’s Bonnie and Clyde and Paul Schneider’s Bonnie and Clyde: The True Story. It’s a shame the books aren’t better—they nowhere approach the majesty of the best of the 30s outlaw bios, Michael Wallis’s Pretty Boy Floyd. Guinn’s is poorly written, overly detailed, and lacks any dimension of poetry or tragedy, much less melancholy. Worst of all, he has no gift for action and recreation of the pair’s major gunfights or the whirlwind of full metal jackets that took them out. Schneider’s suffers from a supreme case of artistic misjudgment. In a poorly conceived attempt to turn his book more novelistic, he employs a second-person point of view when he addresses Clyde, calling the young scrapper throughout “you”.


    But taken together, they make a point. That point is that the legendary Penn movie, which invented the New Bonnie and Clyde, was such a lefty crock that it deserves placement in that list of other lefty crocks mistaken by gullible critics and film lovers as somehow great: I think of Beatty’s “Reds,” the appalling “JFK” and the toxic oeuvre of Michael Moore and his tribe of screwball clones in the documentary field, as well as the recent spate of angry, misguided Iraq war films.


    This really is not news. When “Bonnie and Clyde” was released and soared, after an initial few weeks of failure, the Chicago Daily News columnist, Mike Royko, launched a mini-crusade to restore Clyde and Bonnie to their actual dimensions. He had the audacity to point out: They were young. They were in love. They killed people. A lot of people. I thought he was an idiot. The Times’s critic, Bosley Crowther, then the oldest, whitest guy in New York, also dared abjure the film, and felt the lash of social ostracism and contempt. I thought he was an idiot also. Then it was a losing cause. Maybe not so much now.


    Clyde and Bonnie, to begin with, were far more interesting than the moviemakers portrayed them to be. They were far from sleek beauties embodied by the 30-year old Beatty and the-28 year-old Dunnaway (who in truth delivers a stunning performance that absolutely sustains the movie). They were essentially homeless: they lived in their car, wandering from town to town in a kind of lose circuit that always placed them close to state lines in the days when police agencies were unable to cross such borders. They robbed banks—once in a while. More frequently, they robbed gas stations, broke into warehouses, held up mom n’ pop groceries and the suchlike, each time securing as swag what was basically soda pop money to keep them going a few more days.


    They were kids. (A more accurate contemporaneous movie would have starred Judy Garland and Alfalfa; in the late ’60s, Tommy Sands and Sandra Dee.) They were tiny kids. They were brave kids, after a screwy fashion. And they appeared to be genuinely in love. And of course, they were extremely nasty. To stand against them in their infantile greed was to face Clyde’s superb marksmanship with the same type of Browning Automatic Rifle—his preferred weapon— that ultimately tore his body to shreds at the age of 25.


    They were both West Dallas slum rats. She was a dim romantic and self-styled poet who dreamed of appearing on Broadway but had to settle for waitressing, after an early broken marriage (to another career criminal) and non-existent prospects. Guinn ungenerously speculates that she might have been a part-time prostitute but exactly as much evidence exists to suggest that Eleanor Roosevelt was a part-time prostitute. She was less than five feet tall and weighed about 90 pounds. Everyone agrees she had a kind of charisma(she was the live wire, the jazz baby, Betty Boop), even, as it turns out, one of the men who killed her. That was Dallas deputy Ted Hinton, who knew her as a waitress. He was on the No. 2 B.A.R. May 23 and contributed an account of those last moments in his book Ambush, far superior to anything Guinn or Schneider can come up with.


    She may never have killed a soul, though one of their gang members claimed she was the best re-loader of them all. Both Guinn and Schneider point out that she was hardly even ambulatory: a car crash had burned one of her legs, and she could only hop about or be carried by Clyde. She loved her mother and her sisters, but she did indeed love Clyde and not only did her family, but he himself urged her to leave him before it was too late.


    That wasn’t the only thing Clyde was right about. He was right about most things, in fact, and possessed a native ferocity and aggression so intense it would have made him a natural leader and hero in the Second World War, another Texas Audie Murphy. If ever a man was born to lead an infantry squad against the German resistance points across Europe, it was this little guy. He stood about 5-4, weighed about 140. He had jug ears and a pleasant, unremarkable face. He liked to dress up in suits and kept his tie tight and his shirt clean, no matter how many thousand-mile V-8 odysseys he took over dusty roads. Feral and cunning, he was committed to crime early and stayed true to the calling. His life traced and exaggerated another American pattern, of the rural proletariat. He arrived in West Dallas with his huge, poor, largely illiterate family when the Dust Bowl made living off the land impossible. While Ma struggled to hold the kids together, Pa scraped a few bucks a week from a scrap wagon and later a hand-built gas station. He had no gift for schooling and was soon running with the young wolves that such a cesspool of dead-end kids and zilch prospects inevitably creates.


    What set the pair apart, more than anything, was no genius or vision of their own, or the audacity of their usually petty crimes, but the fact that after narrowly surviving a police raid in Joplin, Mo.—Clyde’s shooting and driving skills got them out of that one, as it did so many others—they left behind a Brownie camera full of cute shots of the sorts most young couples take, except that Bonnie and Clyde’s depicted them at play with weapons almost bigger than they were. The images of these frail children with their adult arsenal in the gleeful poses mimicking true kick-ass banditry were widely reprinted, especially a shocker with Bonnie playing the gun-moll part to the hilt, with a big Colt .45 in her hand and a cheroot dangling provocatively from her dainty lips. She looked like a Cupie Doll from hell and died wishing people didn’t think she really smoked cigars.


    It is of course ridiculous at this late date to run a comparison of the movie and the just-published books and get hung up at the manifold elisions and mendacities of the later. Did you know, for example, that Buck and Blanche were far more attractive than Bonnie and Clyde? Did you know the movie left out Clyde’s hatred for the Texas penal system, where he served two years on the harshest prison farm and, according to some sources, was regularly raped by a trusty whom he later killed, his only cold-blooded murder? Did you know that Clyde masterminded an escape from that farm, hiding weapons for and transporting five prisoners outwards, one of whom later betrayed him on the road between Mt. Lebanon and Sailes? You wouldn’t if you’d only seen the movie. Did you know that the majority of the men Clyde and his gang killed were police officers? Did you know that their last two killings were Texas highway patrolmen who bumbled upon them and were gunned down for their troubles, an act uncharacteristic of the gang and usually attributed to new member Henry Methvin, who later betrayed them? Did you know that on that last day, Clyde never left the car, he and Bonnie never exchanged an achingly poignant if resigned last lover’s look. His temple was bisected by a .35 Remington softpoint on the first shot; the next 166 were largely irrelevant. Does it matter? Probably not.


    But it is worth noting that the movie, entirely gratuitously, gave flesh to a supposition that underlies much of the narcissistic culture that came after and skewed the culture in unhelpful ways. It made a tacit connection between Clyde’s impotence and his nothingness, assuming therefore, that he had an inborn right to somethingness. When Bonnie tells his story—the film plays clever tricks with the real Bonnie’s naive folk-poetry—and newspapers publish “The Story of Bonnie and Clyde”, his sudden arrival at somethingness charges him sexually, completes his life. It reminds me of those screwball buttons the Ayn Randers used to send out, protesting the New York Times’ refusal to acknowledge them; they read “Aesthetic Realism’s Right to Be Known.” I suppose that underlies the 60s and the Baby boomers who ran it: that feeling of an innate right to be known. And of course it’s all utter fantasy, or at least, as both Guinn and Schneider point out, there’s not a single shred of evidence to sustain it. But we loved it in ’67 where we had just discovered the cocoon of our own darned specialness.


    By far, however, the movie’s gravest insult to posterity is its treatment of the Ranger captain, Frank Hamer, who may (or may not) have been instrumental in bringing them down, even if he was one of the boys on the firing line. As seen in the movie, Hamer (played by Denver Pyle in an uncharacteristically dour performance) is a kind of harsh Puritan ideologue, so righteous that when Bonnie (whom Dunaway has made us love) flirtatiously poses for a funny snapshot with him, he spits savagely in her face. He considers her so morally tainted that he is sickened by her. Then later, like a serpent in a garden, he coos and caresses the blind Blanche (Estelle Parsons in another great performance), gulling her into giving up a vital clue that leads to his ambush murder by Thompson submachine gun.


    In fact, Hamer was almost a prototype of the kind of man the boomer generation would be taught to distrust, both in life and fiction. Almost insanely brave and almost unbelievably tough, he was Texas’s most famous man hunter. Of course, he wouldn’t sell his life story to the movies—too dignified, too suspicious of the alien (even then) west coast culture and of “dramatic license.” But if he had, the Duke would have played him, with all 50 of his shoot-outs accounted for, as well as his numerous wounds. The Duke would have been portrayed standing up against lynch mobs murderously incensed by African-Americans (Schneider recreates this scene), uncovering murderous bounty hunter schemes. And the Duke would have yelled out fair warning to the pair, as both he and another posse member, the self-same Ted Hinton, claimed occurred in their written accounts of the incident. And the Duke would have replicated Hamer’s odd body posture so evident in the photographs, his rolly-polly, almost contemptuous slouch, off center always and listing one way or the other as he refuses to look at the lens and sucked on the always present tailor-made, in the way that Wayne’s Tom Doniphon did in “The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance.” I see Glen Campbell as Hinton, hat worn a-tilt, and maybe John Russell as tall, taciturn, Dallas deputy in funny hat, Bob Alcorn.


    That movie, however, certainly could not have been made in 1967, and it certainly can’t be made in 2009: Hamer is too straight, too commanding, too uncompromising for such a treatment. He stands for your father’s authority, annoyance at fools, the idea that women are uninteresting, and the willingness to kill in the belief that he was saving the weak by eliminating their predator. We can see variants of him in George S. Patton, Carlos Hathcock, the SEAL snipers: he was a righteous killer, a dinosaur whose time has passed. He’s what Barrack Obama swore he’d change about America.


    The irony is that Hamer is forgotten while Clyde and Bonnie live on. And Hamer stood for something: the idea of right and the guts to make it stick. Clyde and Bonnie stood for nothing, except perhaps infantile nihilism; unformed, incoherent, vicious. If they were ambushed without warning, it’s because each had weapons at hand. If they were ambushed without warning, it’s so they wouldn’t widow and orphan other police families. If they were shot to pieces, it’s because the old time law enforcement guys knew you shot ’em, then you shot ’em some more and to hell with the autopsy pix.


    A semi-popular website has it all wrong, but it expresses exactly the sentiment that was sold to the baby boom gen all those years ago and probably clots the minds of too many to this day: “Bonnie and Clyde died for your sins.”


    No, they didn’t. Clyde and Bonnie died for their own sins.


    

	ABOUT THE AUTHOR


    Stephen Hunter


    Stephen Hunter retired last year as Film Critic of The Washington Post. His new novel, I, Sniper, will be published in October.


    

	LOCK THE DOORS

    TURN ON ALL THE LIGHTS

    DON’T CHECK YOUR EMAIL

    DON’T ANSWER THE PHONE

    DON’T LOOK UNDER THE BED


    We have a slew of other fabulous authors for you to investigate. Keep a wary eye out for more stunning books from the Stark Raving Group, including those by:

    

	Eric Beetner

    Craig Faustus Buck

    Nathan Walpow

    Rhondi Salsitz

    Gary Phillips

    Laurie Stevens

    John Shannon

    Stephen Buehler

    Bobby Nash

    Samantha Holmes

    Travis Richardson

    Robert Ward

    Eric Van Lustaber

    Paul Bishop

    Harley Jane Kozak

    Richard Brewer

    Cornelia Read

    Brian Wiprud

    Darrell James

    Sara Chen

    David Abromowitz

    Ray Garton

    Don McLeod

    And many others!


    All of our books are only $2.99 – Forever!


    www.starkravinggroup.com

  

OPS/cover.jpg
ULITZER PRIZE WINNER & NY TIMES BESTSELLING AUT!

STEPHEN
HhE SR

! s

> &
©.a%W
-

S>TEPHEWN ’
LONGACRE’S

GREATESNTYT
MH+T cHl

HEMINGWAY + CLYDE & BONNIL





