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ONE afternoon in an early November, I am 
sitting in Chesty Charles' little Sharkskin 
Grill on Biscayne Boulevard in the city 

of Miami, Florida, chatting of this and that 
with a guy by the name of High-C Homer, who 
is called by this name because he loves to sing 
songs in a real high voice. 

In fact. Homer tells me that when he is much 
younger he wishes to become a singer by trade 
and tries out one amateur night at the old 
Colonial Theater in New York but he says pro­
fessional jealousy is very strong at the time and 
somebody in the audience pegs a turnip at him 
while he is singing Sweet Alice, Ben Bolt and 
hits him on the Adam's apple and affects his 
vocal cords so his voice is never again good 
enough for the stage, but all right for back 
rooms. 

Anyway, when he sees there is no hope for 
him in a musical career. Homer has to find 
something else to do and what he does is the 
best he can, which is one thing and another, 
and he is explaining to me in the Sharkskin 
Grill that even doing the best he can, he is not 
doing so good, when in comes a fuzz by the 
name of Finnegan, a fuzz being a way of saying 
a plain-clothes copper, who steps up to Homer 
and speaks to him as follows: 

"Homer, the chief of police will consider it a 
favor if you will kindly bid us farewell." 

"Why?" Homer says. "What is his idea?" 
"Does the chief have to have one?" Finnegan 

asks. 
"No," Homer says, "by no means and not at 

all. I am just wondering." 
"Well," Finnegan says, "when he first men­

tions your name he requests me to bring you in 
because it seems a large touch comes off in 
West Palm Tuesday night and right away the 
chief thinks of you. But," Finnegan says, "I 
remember seeing you in the police station all 
night Tuesday night trying to square that traffic 
violation, so you cannot also be in West Palm 
and when I speak of this to the chief he says all 
right but to suggest your departure anyway. 
You may thank me if you wish." 

"Thanks," Homer says. "Do you mind telling 
me the details of the touch to which you refer?" 

"Oh," Finnegan says, "it is a pay-off swindle. 
They beat an old simkin from Iowa for fifty 
thousand tears of blood." 

"A fifty-er?" Homer says. "My goodness, 
this is important moo. But, Finnegan," he says, 
"I am not in the pay-off world and I do not see 
how anybody can associate me with such inci­
dents. I am an operator on the race courses and 
quite upright and legitimate." 

"Well," Finnegan says, "if you call skinning 
marks on those phony tip sheets you peddle 
legitimate, maybe you are legit, but perhaps 

11 

Presently they go out the front door again, this 
Juliano dragging the bnll-fiddle case aiter him 

"^^Nt^ tt-^jkT^' 
Ai r t^ -

PRODUCED BY UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED



12 

the chief looks through the files on you. 
I seem to be able to remember some 
things myself." 

"Never mind," Homer says. "Tell 
the cheese of police goodby for me, 
Finnegan, and the same to you." 

Then Homer thinks a while and 
finally he says he guesses he will go 
over to Tampa and he invites me to ac­
company him and as it is quite a while 
before the races start in Miami and I 
have nothing on my mind at the mo­
ment and the fuzz also gives me some 
severe looks, I accept the invitation. 

Collier's for August 2, 1941 

So Homer goes to a parking lot not 
far away where he keeps an old bucket 
parked and presently we are rolling 
along the Tamiami Trail headed west, 
and as we journey along Homer sings 
several songs to me that sound very 
soothing but all the time he seems to 
be in deep thought and finally he sighs 
and says to me like this: 

WELL," Homer says, "fifty thou is 
undoubtedly a splendid tally but I 

am glad I am not in on it. Honesty is 
the best policy, to be sure. There are no 

handholds on a wrong dollar. The way 
of the transgressor is hard. But," he 
says, "if it is the guys I think it is, they 
at least owe me the courtesy of a re­
fusal to participate because of past fa­
vors rendered. I never hear a word from 
them." 

Then Homer begins singing again and 
I get to thinking that it is really most 
remarkable that there are still marks in 
this world for the pay-off, as the pay-off 
is really a very old-fashioned dodge in 
which the marks are convinced that they 
are being let in on crooked horse races 

and are permitted to win a while in 
an astonishing manner, but when they 
commence asking about being paid off 
they are told they must first prove they 
will be able to settle if they happen to 
lose. 

So the marks generally send to their 
banks and get the cash money to prove 
this, as the pay-off guy never picks 
marks who do not have cash money in 
banks, and the next thing anybody 
knows the money disappears and so do 
the pay-off guys. Furthermore, the 
marks seldom squawk, as the pay-off 
guys are cute enough to pick marks who 
cannot afford to let it become noised 
about that they are trying to make a 
few dishonest dibs, though it is well 
known to one and all that when such a 
mark does squawk it is the loudest 
squawk ever heard on land or sea. 

There is no doubt that the pay-off re­
quires great perseverance and much 
preparation and expense, but personally 
I do not approve of this method of mak­
ing a living, as it calls for much deceit. 

Now the Tamiami Trail is a road that 
runs from Miami toward Tampa and 
vice versa through the Everglades, and 
the Everglades is a big stretch of flat 
country that makes you feel very lone­
some indeed after the sun goes down. 
And soon after dusk it comes on to blow 
and after a while it is quite a high breeze 
and, in fact, the wind is picking up our 
old can in one place and setting it down 
in another yards away and this makes 
riding in it a trifle bumpy. 

Furthermore, it begins raining more 
than somewhat and it is darker than a 
yard down a bear's throat except when 
it lightnings and I tell Homer it may be 
a good idea to pull up and wait until the 
storm blows over. Homer says he quite 
agrees with me and that in fact he is 
looking for a gaff he knows of which 
ought to be somewhere along about 
where we are at the moment, and I tell 
him he better find it very shortly as it 
does not look as if the old rattle-and-jar 
can hold the road much longer. 

•piNALLY we notice some streaks of 
•*• light through the dark and the rain off 
to one side of the road and Homer says 
this must be the spot and he turns the 
car in that direction and we come on a 
long, low frame building which I can see 
seems to be some kind of a jook, which 
is a sort of a roadhouse where refresh­
ments are sold and dancing goes on and 
I do not know what all else. 

Homer runs his old pail as close as 
possible to the side of the building where 
the other cars are parked and we get 
out and he locates a door that figures 
to open outward and we pull on it to­
gether with the wind pushing against us 
for several minutes before we can pull 
it wide enough to ease inside. And there 
we are in a long, narrow room with a 
number of tables scattered around in it 
and a small bar and an old piano on one 
side and with big gas lamps swinging 
back and forth from the ceiling as the 
wind shakes the building. 

There are maybe half a dozen guys in 
the joint sitting at the tables and behind 
the bar is a short, stocky-built female 
party of maybe half past thirty-eight, 
to give her a few hours the best of it. 
She is by no means fashionably dressed 
and, in fact, she has on a short-sleeved 
ragged sweater and her brown hair with 
streaks of gray in it is flying every which 
way about her head and she is far from 
beautiful. In fact, she is strictly a 
blouwzola, but when Homer sees her 
he seems greatly pleased and he walks 

(Continued on page 34^ 

The roof caves in over the spot 
where the piano is, and Homer 
pulls Barbecue off the stool 
and out of the way just in time 
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