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THE TRUCK
1959

“Carney was only slightly 

bent when it came to being 

crooked . . .”
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ONE

His cousin Freddie brought him on the heist one 
hot night in early June. Ray Carney was having 
one of his run- around days— uptown, downtown, 
zipping across the city. Keeping the machine 
humming. First up was Radio Row, to unload the 
final three consoles, two RCAs and a Magnavox, 
and pick up the TV he left. He’d given up on the 
radios, hadn’t sold one in a year and a half no mat-
ter how much he marked them down and begged. 
Now they took up space in the basement that he 
needed for the new recliners coming in from 
Argent next week and whatever he picked up from 
the dead lady’s apartment that afternoon. The 
radios were top- of- the- line three years ago; now 
padded blankets hid their slick mahogany cabi-
nets, fastened by leather straps to the truck bed. 
The pickup bounced in the unholy rut of the West 
Side Highway.

Just that morning there was another article 
in the Tribune about the city tearing down the 
elevated highway. Narrow and indifferently cob-
blestoned, the road was a botch from the start. 
On the best days it was bumper- to- bumper, a bit-
ter argument of honks and curses, and on rainy 
days the potholes were treacherous lagoons, one 
grim slosh. Last week a customer wandered into 
the store with his head wrapped like a mummy— 
beaned by a chunk of falling balustrade while 
walking under the damn thing. Said he was going 
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4 |  c o l s o n  w h i t e h e a d

to sue. Carney said, “You’re in your rights.” Around Twenty- 
Third Street the pickup’s wheels bit into a crater and he thought 
one of the RCAs was going to launch from the bed into the Hud-
son River. He was relieved when he was able to sneak off at Duane 
Street without incident.

Carney’s man on Radio Row was halfway down Cortlandt, off 
Greenwich, right in the thick. He got a space outside Samuel’s 
Amazing Radio— repair all makes— and went to check that 
Aronowitz was in. Twice in the last year he’d come all the way 
down to find the shop shut in the middle of the day.

A few years ago, walking past the crammed storefronts was 
like twirling a radio dial— this store blared jazz into the street 
out of horn loudspeakers, the next store German symphonies, 
then ragtime, and so on. S & S Electronics, Landy’s Top Notch, 
Steinway the Radio King. Now he was more likely to hear rock 
and roll, in a desperate lure of the teenage scene, and to find the 
windows crammed with television sets, the latest wonders from 
DuMont and Motorola and the rest. Consoles in blond hard-
wood, the sleek new portable lines, and three- in- one hi- fi com-
bos with picture tube, tuner, and turntable in the same cabinet, 
smart. What hadn’t changed was Carney’s meandering sidewalk 
route around the massive bins and buckets of vacuum tubes, 
audio transformers, and condensers that drew in tinkerers from 
all over the tri- state. Any part you need, all makes, all models, 
reasonable prices.

There was a hole in the air where the Ninth Avenue el used 
to run. That disappeared thing. His father had taken him here 
once or twice on one of his mysterious errands, when he was lit-
tle. Carney still thought he heard the train sometimes, rumbling 
behind the music and haggling of the street.

Aronowitz hunched over the glass counter, with a loupe 
screwed into his eye socket, poking one of his gizmos. “Mr. Car-
ney.” He coughed.

There weren’t many white men who called him mister. Down-
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town, anyway. The first time Carney came to the Row on busi-
ness, the white clerks pretended not to see him, attending to 
hobbyists who came in after him. He cleared his throat, he ges-
tured, and remained a black ghost, store after store, accumulat-
ing the standard humiliations, until he climbed the black iron 
steps to Aronowitz & Sons and the proprietor asked, “Can I help 
you, sir?” Can I help you as in Can I help you? As opposed to 
What are you doing here? Ray Carney, in his years, had a handle 
on the variations.

That first day, Carney told him he had a radio in need of repair; 
he had just picked up his sideline in gently used appliances. 
Aronowitz cut him off when he tried to explain the problem and 
got to work unscrewing the case. Carney didn’t waste his breath 
on subsequent visits, merely set the radios before the maestro 
and let him have his way with it. The routine went: weary sighs 
and grunts as he surveyed the problem, with a jab and flash of 
silver implements. His Diagnometer tested fuses, resistors; he 
calibrated voltage, rummaged through unlabeled trays in the 
steel filing cabinets along the walls of the gloomy shop. If some-
thing big was afoot, Aronowitz twirled in his chair and scurried 
into the workshop in the back, to more grunts. He reminded 
Carney of a squirrel in the park, darting helter- skelter after lost 
nuts. Maybe the other squirrels of Radio Row understood this 
behavior, but it was animal madness to this civilian.

Often Carney went down the street for a ham and cheese to let 
the man work in peace.

Aronowitz never failed to make the fix, find the part. The new 
technology vexed the old man, however, and he usually had Car-
ney return the next day for TV sets, or the next week once the 
new picture tube or valve arrived. Refusing to shame himself by 
walking down the block to hit up a competitor. That’s how Car-
ney ended up there that morning. He’d dropped off the twenty- 
one- inch Philco last week. If he was lucky, the old man would 
take the radios off his hands.
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Carney carried one of the big RCAs into the shop and went 
back for the next. “I’d have the boy help you,” Aronowitz said, 
“but I had to cut back on his hours.”

The boy Jacob, a surly, pockmarked teenager from a Ludlow 
Street rookery, hadn’t worked there for more than a year as far 
as Carney could tell. The “& Sons” on the sign had ever been 
aspirational— Aronowitz’s wife had moved back to Jersey to live 
with her sister long ago— but bluster and bravado were a motif 
for Radio Row establishments. Top of the City, House of Values, 
Cannot Be Beaten. Decades before, the electronics boom made 
the neighborhood into a theater for immigrant ambition. Hang 
a shingle, deliver your pitch, and climb out of the tenement 
stew. If things go well, you open a second location, expand into 
the failed shop next door. Pass the business on to your sons and 
retire to one of the new Long Island suburbs. If things go well.

Carney thought Aronowitz should drop the Sons thing and 
go for something more hip: Atomic TV & Radio, Jet Age Elec-
tronics. But that’d be a reversal of their relationship, as it was 
Aronowitz who delivered the advice at this address, one entre-
preneur to another, generally of the “physician, heal thyself” 
variety. Carney didn’t need the old man’s tips on accounting 
practices and merchandise placement. His business degree 
from Queens College hung in his office next to a signed photo-
graph of Lena Horne.

Carney got the three radios inside. Sidewalk traffic on the Row 
wasn’t what it used to be.

“No, they’re not broken,” Carney said as Aronowitz unfurled 
his roll of instruments. The roll was green felt, with slots. “I 
thought you’d want them, maybe.”

“Nothing wrong with them?” Like something that worked 
okay was an alien proposition.

“I figured I was coming down to pick up the TV, I’d see if you 
were interested.” On the one hand, why would a radio man need 
a radio, but on the other, every businessman had a sideline. He 
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knew this to be true of Aronowitz. “Strip them for parts or some-
thing?”

Aronowitz’s shoulders dropped. “Parts. I sure don’t have cus-
tomers, Mr. Carney, but I have parts.”

“You have me, Aronowitz.”
“I have you, Mr. Carney. And you are very reliable.” He asked 

after Carney’s wife and daughter. A baby on the way? Mazel tov. 
He ran a thumb down his black suspenders and considered. 
Dust squirmed in the light. “I know a guy in Camden,” Arono-
witz said, “he specializes. Likes RCAs. Maybe he’s interested. Or 
he isn’t. You leave them, next time you come in, I’ll tell you how 
it went.” There was the matter of the Magnavox. Walnut cabi-
net, eighteen- inch woofer, Collaro changer. And top- of- the- line 
three years ago. “Leave that, too, we’ll see.”

The old man had always been droopy in the face, a jowl over-
all with saggy lobes and eyelids, and droopy in his wretched 
posture. As if when he bent over the machines all those hours 
they were sucking him into themselves. The downward pull had 
accelerated recently, his submission to the facts of his life. The 
merchandise had changed, the clientele transformed into new 
beings, and aspiration wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. But he 
had a few diversions to keep him busy, these twilight days.

“I have your TV,” he said. He coughed into a faded yellow hand-
kerchief. Carney followed him into the back.

The name of the store— stark letters in gold paint on the shop 
window— promised one thing, the shabby front office another, 
and this room delivered a third thing that was entirely spiritual. 
The atmosphere was different, murky yet reverential, the Radio 
Row hubbub hushed. Disassembled receivers, picture tubes in 
various sizes, guts of machines lay on cluttered metal shelves. In 
the center of the room, the worktable was spotlit where a blank 
space in the scarred wood waited for the next patient, tools and 
boxy measuring instruments arranged neatly around it. Fifty 
years ago, most of the stuff in the room hadn’t existed, was half a 
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notion scurrying at the edge of an inventor’s imagination— and 
suddenly there were rooms like this, where men maintained its 
secrets.

Until the next thing came along.
There was a collapsible army cot where the boy’s desk used to 

be, a plaid wool blanket curled in an S on top. Had he been sleep-
ing there? As the radio man led him, Carney saw that he’d lost 
still more weight. He thought about asking after his health, but 
didn’t.

Aronowitz kept a dusty display of transistor radios by the front 
door, but in the back items moved in more constant exchange. 
Carney’s Philco 4242 sat on the floor. Freddie had steered it into 
Carney’s store on a creaky dolly, swore it was in “A- 1 condition.” 
Some days Carney felt the need to press his cousin on a lie until 
it broke and some days his love was such that the slightest quiver 
of mistrust made him ashamed. When he’d plugged in the TV 
and turned it on, his reward was a white dot in the middle of the 
tube and a petulant hum. He didn’t ask where Freddie got it. He 
never asked. The TVs moved quickly out of the gently used sec-
tion when Carney priced them right.

“Still in the box,” Carney said.
“What? Oh, those.”
There was a stack of four Silvertone TVs by the bathroom door, 

blond- wood Lowboy Consoles, all- channel. Sears manufactured 
them, and Carney’s customers revered Sears from childhood, 
when their parents ordered from catalogs because the white 
men in their Southern towns wouldn’t sell to them, or jacked up 
the prices.

“A man brought those by yesterday,” Aronowitz said. “I was 
told they fell off a truck.”

“Boxes look fine.”
“A very short fall, then.”
A hundred and eighty- nine retail, let’s say another twenty with 

the Harlem tax from a white store; overcharging was not limited 
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to south of the Mason- Dixon. Carney said, “I could probably 
sell one to a customer in the market.” A hundred fifty on install-
ments, they’d sprout feet and march out the door singing “The 
Star- Spangled Banner.”

“I can part with two. I’ll throw in the work on the Philco. It was 
just a loose lead.”

They did a deal for the TVs. On his way out the door, Aronowitz 
asked, “Can you help me bring your radios into the back? I like 
to keep the front presentable.”

Uptown Carney took Ninth Avenue, not trusting the highway 
with his new TVs. Down three radios, up three sets— not a bad 
start to the day. He had Rusty unload the TVs into the store and 
drove up to the dead lady’s house, 141st Street. Lunch was two 
hot dogs and a coffee at Chock Full o’Nuts.

* * *

3461 Broadway had a busted elevator. The sign had been up for a 
while. Carney counted the steps to the fourth floor. If he bought 
something and lugged it out to the truck, he liked to know how 
many steps to curse on the way down. On the second floor, some-
one was boiling pigs’ feet and on the third, old socks from the 
smell of it. This had the feel of a wasted trip.

The daughter, Ruby Brown, let him in. The tenement had set-
tled, and as she opened the door to 4G, it scraped the floor.

“Raymond,” she said.
He couldn’t place her.
“We were at Carver together, I was a few years behind you.”
He nodded as if he remembered. “I’m sorry about your loss.”
She thanked him and glanced down for a moment. “I came up 

to take care of things and Timmy James told me to call you.”
Didn’t know who he was, either. When he first got the pickup 

and started lending it out, and then buying furniture, he knew 
everyone. Now he’d been in business long enough that word had 
spread outside his old circle.
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Ruby flicked on the hall light. They passed the galley kitchen 
and the two bedrooms off the hall. The walls were scuffed, gouged 
to plaster in spots— the Browns had lived there a long time. A 
wasted trip. In general when he got a furniture call, people had 
strange ideas about what he was looking for. Like he’d take any 
old thing, the saggy couch with springs poking out nappily, the 
recliner with sweated- into arms. He wasn’t the junkman. The 
good finds were worth it, but he wasted too much time on false 
leads. If Rusty’d had any sense or taste, Carney could send his 
assistant on these missions, but he didn’t have sense or taste. 
Come back with something that looked like raccoons nested in 
the horsehair stuffing.

Carney was wrong this time. The bright front room overlooked 
Broadway and the sound of an ambulance snuck in through the 
window. The dinette set in the corner was from the ’30s, chipped 
and discolored, and the faded oval rug revealed traffic patterns, 
but the sofa and armchair were in factory condition. Heywood- 
Wakefield with that champagne finish everybody liked now. And 
sheathed in transparent vinyl slipcovers.

“I live in D.C. now,” Ruby said. “I work in a hospital. But I’d 
been telling my mother to get rid of the couch for years, it was so 
old. Two months ago I bought these for her.”

“D.C.?” he said. He unzipped the plastic.
“I like it there. There’s less of that, you know?” She gestured 

toward the Broadway chaos below.
“Sure.” He ran his hand over the green velvet upholstery: pris-

tine. “It’s from Mr. Harold’s?” She hadn’t bought the sofa from 
him, and Blumstein’s didn’t carry the line, so it had to be Mr. 
Harold’s.

“Yes.”
“Took good care of them,” Carney said.
Work finished, Raymond took another look at Ruby. Dressed 

in a gray dress, round and plump. Tired in the eyes. She wore 
her hair in a curly Italian cut now, and then it flickered— Ruby 
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Brown as a stick- limbed teenager, with two long Indian pony-
tails, a light blue blouse with a white Peter Pan collar. She hung 
out with a clique of studious girls back then. Strict parents, that 
type.

“Right, Carver High School,” he said. He wondered if they’d 
laid Hazel Brown to rest already, what it was like to attend the 
funeral of your mother or father, what expression you screwed 
into your face at such times. The memories that popped up, this 
small thing or that big thing, what you did with your hands. Both 
of his parents were gone and he hadn’t had that experience, so he 
wondered. “I’m sorry for your loss,” he said again.

“She had a problem with her heart, the doctor told her last 
year.”

He was a senior when she was a sophomore. Eleven years ago, 
1948, when he was busy trying to get a handle on things. Spack-
ling himself into something presentable. No one else was moved 
to help, so he had to do it himself. Learn to cook a meal, pay the 
bills when late notices arrived, have a spiel when the landlord 
came around.

There was a gang of younger kids on his case all the time, 
Ruby’s classmates. The rough boys his age left him alone, they 
knew him from before and let him be because they had played 
together, but Oliver Handy and his group, they were of that feral 
breed, street. Oliver Handy, two front teeth knocked out since 
whenever, never let him pass without starting something.

Oliver and his group made fun of the spots on his clothes, 
which didn’t fit properly and so they made fun of that in addi-
tion, they said he smelled like a garbage truck. Who had he been 
back then? Scrawny and shy, everything out of his mouth half a 
stammer. He shot up six inches junior year, as if his body knew 
it better catch up to handle his adult responsibilities. Carney in 
the old apartment on 127th, no mother, father aprowl or sleep-
ing it off. He left for school in the morning, closed the door on 
those empty rooms and steeled himself for whatever lay beyond. 
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But the thing was, when Oliver made fun of him— outside the 
candy store, in the back stairwell at school— he’d already taught 
himself how to properly wash out a stain, hem his pants, take a 
good long shower before school. He made fun of him for who he’d 
been before he got his shit together.

What put a stop to it was smacking Oliver’s face with an iron 
pipe. Curved in a U like it came from under a sink. The pipe had 
appeared in Carney’s hands it seemed, cast out of the empty lot 
at the corner of Amsterdam and 135th where they surrounded 
him. His father’s voice: That’s how you handle a nigger who 
fucks with you. He felt bad seeing Oliver at school, swole up and 
slinking. Later he learned that his daddy had ripped off Oliver’s 
daddy on some scam, stolen tires, and maybe that explained the 
whole thing.

It was the last time he raised his hand. The way he saw it, living 
taught you that you didn’t have to live the way you’d been taught 
to live. You came from one place but more important was where 
you decided to go.

Ruby had decided on a new city and Carney chose life in the 
furniture business. A family. If it looked opposite of what he 
knew when he was little, it appealed.

He and Ruby talked crap about the old school, the teachers 
they hated. There was overlap. She had a nice, round face, and 
when she laughed he got the sense D.C. had been a good choice. 
No shortage of reasons to get out of Harlem if you could swing it.

“Your father used to work at the garage around the corner,” she 
said.

Miracle Garage was the place his father worked at sometimes, 
when his main business ran dry. Hourly work, steady. The owner, 
Pat Baker, had been a running buddy of his father’s before he 
went straight. Straight as in less bent; it cannot be said that 
every vehicle on the premises had its papers right. The garage 
had churn, as Carney called it, like Aronowitz’s. Like his place. 
Stuff comes in, it goes out, like the tides.
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Pat owed his daddy from back when and gave him work when 
he needed it. “Sure,” Carney said, waiting for the kicker. Usually 
when someone mentioned his father it was a prelude to a disrep-
utable story. I saw two policemen haul him away outside Finian’s 
or He was beating this sucker with the lid of a garbage can. Then 
he had to figure what to make his face look like.

But she didn’t share any shabby anecdote. “It closed down a 
few years ago,” Ruby said.

They did a deal for the couch and the matching armchair.
“How about that radio?” she asked. It was next to a small book-

case. Hazel Brown had kept a bunch of artificial flowers in a red 
vase on top of it.

“I’ll have to pass on the radio,” he said. He paid the super some 
bucks to help him carry the sofa down to the truck, he’d send 
Rusty tomorrow for the armchair. Sixty- four steps.

* * *

Carney’s Furniture had been a furniture store before he took 
over the lease, and a furniture store before that. In sticking 
around for five years, Carney had outlasted Larry Early, a repel-
lent personality ill- suited for retail, and Gabe Newman, who 
lit out in the dead of the night, leaving behind a clutch of fum-
ing creditors, his family, two girlfriends, and a basset hound. 
A superstitious sort might have deemed the location cursed in 
regards to home goods. The property wasn’t much to look at, but  
it might make a man his fortune. Carney took the previous ten-
ants’ busted schemes and failed dreams as a kind of fertilizer 
that helped his own ambitions prosper, the same way a fallen 
oak in its decomposition nourishes the acorn.

The rent was reasonable for 125th Street, the store well- 
situated.

Rusty had the two big fans going on account of the June heat. 
He had a tiresome habit of comparing the weather in New York 
City to that of his native Georgia, in his stories a land of mon-
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strous rainfall and punishing heat. “This is nothing.” Rusty 
maintained a small- town sense of time in all things, devoid of 
urgency. Although not a natural salesman, during his two years 
in the store he had cultivated a brand of bumpkin charisma that 
appealed to a subset of Carney’s customers. Rusty’s newly conked 
hair, red and lush— courtesy of Charlie’s on Lenox— gave him a 
new confidence that contributed to an uptick in commissions.

Conk or no conk, nothing was happening in the store that 
Monday. “Not a single soul,” Rusty said as they carried Hazel 
Brown’s sofa to the gently used section, his voice a lament, which 
Carney found endearing. Rusty reacted to routine sales patterns 
like a farmer scanning the skies for thunderheads.

“It’s hot,” Carney said. “People have more things on their 
mind.” They gave the Heywood- Wakefield prime placement. The 
gently used section occupied twenty percent of the showroom 
floor— Carney calculated to the inch— up from ten percent last 
year. It had been a slow creep for the used merchandise, once 
Carney noticed its pull on the bargain hunters, the payday stroll-
ers, the just- walking- by types who wandered in. The new goods 
were top-notch, he was an authorized dealer for Argent and 
Collins- Hathaway, but the secondhand stuff had durable appeal. 
It was hard to pass up a deal when faced with choosing a ware-
house delivery or walking out that day with a wingback lounge 
chair. Carney’s careful eye meant they were getting nice fur-
niture, and he took the same care with the secondhand lamps, 
electronics, and rugs.

Carney liked to walk his showroom before opening. That half 
hour of morning light pouring through the big windows, over 
the bank across the street. He shifted a couch so it wasn’t up 
against the wall, straightened a sale sign, made neat a display 
of manufacturer brochures. His black shoes tapped on wood, 
were silenced by the plush give of an area rug, resumed their 
sound. He had a theory about mirrors and their ability to reflect 
attention to different quadrants of the store; he tested it on his 
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inspection. Then he opened the shop to Harlem. It was all his, 
his unlikely kingdom, scrabbled together by his wits and indus-
try. His name out front on the sign so everyone knew, even if the 
burned- out bulbs made it look so lonesome at night.

After checking the basement to make sure Rusty had put the 
TVs where he’d asked, he retreated to his office. Carney liked 
to keep up a professional appearance, wear a jacket, but it was 
too hot. He wore a white short- sleeve shirt, sharkskin tie tucked 
between the middle buttons. He stuck it in there when he packed 
the radios so it wouldn’t be in the way.

He ran the day’s numbers at his desk: down what he’d paid 
for the radios years before, down the money for the TVs and the 
Brown lady’s furniture. Cash on hand was not heartening, if the 
heat kept up and the customers stayed away.

The afternoon dwindled. The numbers didn’t fit, they never 
did. This day or any other. He double- checked who was late on 
their payments. Too many. He’d been thinking about it for a 
while and decided to end it: no more installment plans. His cus-
tomers loved them, sure, but he couldn’t afford the lag anymore. 
Sending collectors wore him down. Like he was some crime boss 
dispatching muscle. His father had done some work like that, 
banging on the front door, everybody on the hall looking to see 
what the fuss was. The occasional follow- through on a threat . . .  
Carney stopped himself. He had his share of deadbeats and was 
a soft touch when it came to extensions and second chances. He 
didn’t have the traffic right now to extend himself. Elizabeth 
would reassure him and not let him feel bad about it.

Then it was almost closing time. In his mind, he was already 
a block from home when he heard Rusty say, “It’s one of our top 
sellers.” He looked through the window over his desk. The first 
customers of the day were a young couple— pregnant wife, hus-
band nodding earnestly at Rusty’s patter. In the market, even 
if they didn’t know it maybe. The wife sat on the new Collins- 
Hathaway sofa, fanning herself. She was going to drop the baby 
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any day. Looked like she might deliver right there on the stain- 
resistant cushions.

“Can I get you a glass of water?” Carney asked. “Ray Carney, 
I’m the owner.”

“Yes, please.”
“Rusty, can you get the young lady a glass of water?” He 

removed his tie from between the buttons of his shirt.
He had before him Mr. and Mrs. Williams, new additions to 

Lenox Avenue.
“If that sofa you’re resting on is familiar, Mrs. Williams, that’s 

because it was on The Donna Reed Show last month. The scene 
at the doctor’s office? It’s really taken off.” Carney ran down the 
attributes of the Melody line. Space- age silhouette, scientifically 
tested for comfort. Rusty gave Mrs. Williams the glass of water— 
he’d taken his time, to ease Carney’s transition into the sale. She 
drank from the glass, cocked her head, and listened thought-
fully, to Carney’s pitch or the creature in her womb.

“To be honest,” the husband said, “it’s so hot, sir, Jane needed 
to sit down for a minute.”

“Couches are good for sitting— that’s what they’re for. What 
line are you in, Mr. Williams, if I may ask?”

He taught math at the big elementary school on Madison, sec-
ond year there. Carney lied and said he was never that good at 
math, and Mr. Williams started talking about how it’s important 
to get kids interested early so they don’t get intimidated. Rote, 
like it came from some new teaching manual. Everybody had 
their pitch.

Mrs. Williams was due in two weeks with their first. A June 
baby. Carney tried to come up with a folksy bit about June babies 
but couldn’t pull it off. “My wife and I, we’re expecting our sec-
ond in September,” he said. Which was true. He pulled the pic-
ture of May from his wallet. “That’s her birthday dress.”

“Truth is,” Mr. Williams said, “it’ll be a while before we can 
afford a new couch.”
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“No harm in that. Let me take you around,” Carney said. Not to 
feign interest after a glass of water would be impolite.

It was hard to conduct a proper showroom tour with one party 
anchored in a spot, panting. The husband shrank from the mer-
chandise when he came too close to it, as if proximity plucked 
money out of his pockets. Carney remembered those days, 
everything too dear and too necessary at the same time, just him 
and Elizabeth making their way in the world as newlyweds. He 
had the store then, paint still fresh; no one thought he’d make a 
go of it except her. At the end of the day when she propped him 
up and told him he could do it, he puzzled over these alien things 
she offered him. Kindness and faith, he didn’t know which box 
to put them in.

“The modular setup makes every inch of your room livable,” 
Carney said. He sold the virtues of Argent’s new sectional, which 
he really did believe in— the new saddle finish and tapered legs 
made it appear to float in the air, look— as his thoughts ran else-
where. These kids and their striving. Actors did this every night, 
he figured, the best of them, delivering their lines while sifting 
through last night’s argument, or suddenly reminded of overdue 
bills by a man in the fifth row who had the same face as the man 
at the bank. You’d have to come every night to detect an error in 
the performance. Or be another member of the company, suffer-
ing your own distractions and recognitions at the same time. He 
thought, It’s hard to make your start in this city when you have 
no help— 

“Let me see it,” Mrs. Williams said. “I just want to see how it 
feels for a moment.”

She’d popped up. The three of them stood before the Argent, 
the turquoise cushions like cool water beckoning on a hot day.

She had been listening the whole time, sipping. Mrs. Williams 
took off her shoes and lay across the curved left arm. She closed 
her eyes and sighed.

They did a deal for a smaller than usual deposit, with a gener-
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ous installment plan. Ludicrous, the whole thing. Carney locked 
the door behind them after they finished the paperwork to pre-
vent another lapse in judgment. Argent’s Metropolitan line was 
a sound investment, with its chemically treated bouclé cushions 
and Airform core, voted most comfortable by four out of five 
respondents in a blind test. It would last a long time, through 
one kid and another. He was glad he hadn’t told Rusty or Eliza-
beth about eliminating time payments.

Rusty clocked out and it was just him. Down for the day after 
all the cash he dropped. He didn’t know where the rent was going 
to come from, but it was still early in the month. You never know. 
The TVs were smart and they were a nice couple and it was good 
to do for them what no one did for him when he was young: give a 
hand. “I may be broke, but I ain’t crooked,” he said to himself, as 
he often did at times like this. When he felt this way. Weary and 
a little desperate, but also high- hearted. He turned off the lights.
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