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The Last Shot 
By Lloyd Leonard Howard 

 
The weapon was a broom, and the target a meal ticket in a Frog cafe. 

HE Wanderin’ Jew didn’t have a thing on 
Joe Negus an’ me. Joe an’ me was both 
wanderin’ an’ wonderin’; wanderin’ 

through France ten days after the armistice, an’ 
wonderin’ where we was goin’ to eat next. 

We pulls inta the little town of Colombes-les-
Belles just at dark. Back in Toul, where we’d spent 
our last sou for grub, someone told us we’d find 
our outfit at Neufchâtel. So we’d half hitched an’ 
half hiked, an’ now here we was in this dinky hole 
of Colombes, hungry an’ broke—an’ a helluva lot 
of hikin’ ahead. 

Colombes looks like a morgue, it’s that dark an’ 
quiet; but as we rounds a turn in the main street, we 
sees a light shinin’ on the cobblestones up ahead. 
We stops in that patch of light an’ looks up at the 
sign above a door. The sign reads: “Café du Nord.” 

Inside that cafe is eats, but with no money, what 
good did it do us? I says as much to Joe. Joe looks 
in the window an’ sighs. I looks in an’ takes a deep 
breath. We see a front room what’s filled with guys 
in uniform; then there’s a door open showin’ a 
bigger back room not so full. Everybody’s eatin’, 

or swizzlin’ wine. 
“Cripes!” says Joe. 
“Gee!” says I. “Hell, ain’t it?” 
“Oncet back in Detroit,” Joe says, “I went inta a 

place broke, filled my gut an’ got booted out.” 
“Yeah,” I says. “But just try that on these 

Frenchies. Your great grand-aunt would feel 
bruises after they gets through with you.” 

“At that,” says Joe. “I got an idee.” 
“Great! Fine!” I says, sarcastic-like. 
“Has it got anything to do with eatin’?” 
“It has,” Joe says. “Follow me.” 
Which is how we come to be settin’ in the back 

room, at a table under two oil lamps danglin’ from 
the ceilin’, with a nifty, blue-eyed trick givin’ us 
the happy eye while she waits for us to order up. 

“Une grand repas,” Joe tells her in his pidgin 
French. “Horse meat, ouerfs—an’ make ‘em sunny 
side up, sister. Pomme de terre, punk, coffee, an’ 
beaucoup vin rouge. Toot sweet, kiddo.” 

“Oui, oui, m’sieu’,” she says, an’ beats it. 
“Hell, Joe,” I says, bein’ nervous, “what’s the 

idee? Half what you ordered is enough to get us in 
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the hospital. With that layout of food an’ no 
money, looks like you’re fixin’ to start us home 
wrapped in a wooden kimono.” 

“Leave it to me, big boy,” says Joe. “Oncet back 
in Detroit—” 

Just then, in comes the skirt an’ sets down a 
quart of red ink apiece. Joe ogles her, an’ he bein’ a 
big, blond good-lookin’ baby, she falls for his guff. 

“Here’s how,” Joe says, fillin’ his glass. 
“May they be merciful,” says I, doin’ ditto. 
“Say, Joe,” I asks, after the third glass, “what’s 

the idee you said you had about comin’ in here?” 
Joe gives me the wise eye. 

“The idee, my boy, is—” Joe begins, when a 
coupla birds comes up to our table an’ slides inta 
the other two chairs. There’s funny-lookin’ insignia 
didoes on their left shoulders that’s new to me. 

“We’re from the gang that fired the first shot in 
the War,” one of them says lofty-like. 

“Yeah?” Joe says, solemn-like. “An’ we’re the 
guys that fired the last shot in this here war.” 

 
HERE mighta been a argument right there, but 
in walks the dame with our food. She sets in 

front of us each a generous helpin’ of meat, coupla 
eggs, sizzlin’ French fries, a carved-up loaf an’ 
coffee. She whisks off the empties an’ comes right 
back totin’ two full quarts of ink again. 

She’s standin’ beside Joe, thumbin’ down the 
fingers on one hand. I counts with her. She stops at 
fifteen fingers. Fifteen francs! That was exactly 
fifteen more’n we had. An’ what those Frogs would 
do to a fella what’s out fifteen francs! 

“Joe,” says I, “the time of reck’nin’ has come.” 
“Let it,” he says, his mouth full. He turns to the 

girl. 
“Lissen, sister. This ain’t the end. Beaucoup yet. 

Pay finis. Compre?” 
“Oui, m’sieu’. You one big appetite, hein?” she 

says to Joe, an’ rolls her lamps on him. He gives 
her sweet looks. 

“Yeah. Now skiddoo, sister,” Joe says. “Fall in, 
buddy.” 

“Say, Joe,” I says, tacklin’ the second egg, 
“what’s your idee?” 

He gives a warnin’ look toward the other two 
guys at our table. “Tell you later,” he says. 

We finishes the food, an’ I sure wouda felt 
hunky-dory if is wasn’t for that uneasy feelin’ 
about what was to come later. Like a guy must feel 
eatin’ the State’s last meal. 

The dame’s hoverin’ about while we eat, 
watchin’ us like a hawk. She’s with us the minute 
we’re through. Joe holds up two fingers. 

“Vin rouge, sister,” he says. Right away that 
meals lays heavy. I can see Joe’s stallin’. 

While the kid’s after the wine, Joe looks over at 
the other two guys eatin’. He reaches in his pocket 
an’ fishes out a pair of bones. He teases ‘em back 
an’ forth on the table a few times. 

“Roll you for the meal,” Joe says to the fella on 
his right. 

“Sure,” the fella agrees, layin’ down his fork. 
“High or low?” 

“Low man pays,” says Joe, an’ snaps him one 
cube. 

Joe rolls his dice first. It comes up five. Right 
away I feels better. The other guy has four chances 
to lose, an’ only one to win. He’s gotta spin a six. 

That guy’s no beginner with the bones. He 
shakes that one dice past his ear, I see his hand 
come down, an’ that white cube slips out between 
his thumb an’ finger. Snap! A six slides out! 

I glares at Joe. “Sunk, saphead!” I hisses. 
The dame—an’ I coulda killed her—comes up 

with our wine. She begins arguin’ that we pay her 
her francs. The more Joe ogles her, the harder she 
stamps a foot an’ shakes her head. 

Fin’ly Joe makes her understand he’ll pay for all 
four of us at the table when those other two birds 
get through eatin’. She marches over to the door, 
an’ I see her talkin’ to a big bimbo holdin’ a 
wicked-lookin’ cleaver. He chatters back at her an’ 
nods in our direction. She nods back. From then on 
he’s holdin’ down a place by that door. 

“See that bimbo waitin’ for us?” I whispers to 
Joe. “Sweet-lookin’ patootie, ain’t he? An’ he’s 
goin’ to collect, too, by the looks.” 

 
OE gives a desperate look around the room. 
There’s two windows, one at the back an’ one at 

the side. They’re backed up by heavy shutters. 
There’s the door we come in at, an’ right beside it 
is another door; but I can see this one leads inta a 
blind pantry. There’s only one way outa that room, 
an’ that’s past the bimbo with the cleaver. 

The dame don’t pester us no more. She’s busy 
waitin’ on trade, but every time she’s in eyeshot 
she shoots us the wise-owl look, then rolls them 
orbs to the party with the meat ax. 

“Joe,” I says, sweetly-like, “oncet in Detroit—
was there a bird with a meat hatchet anywheres 
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around?” Joe gives me a sour look. 
“I asks,” says I, ignorin’ the look, “thinkin’ 

mebbe you was experienced dodgin’ them things. 
How deep”—cuttin’-like—“does one of them chip 
off a hunk o’ numskull like yourn before it hurts?” 

Joe’s lookin’ around the room, like a rat lookin’ 
for a hole. His face is to one side of me when I see 
half a grin spreadin’ toward his left ear. I looks 
with him. All I can see is one of them big barn 
brooms leanin’ in one corner. What’n hell, I thinks, 
is there about that to grin over? 

Joe swings around to the eater on his left. 
“So, you’re the guy that fired the first shot in the 

war, huh?” Joe says conversationally. 
“Never said I did,” the fella told him. “I belong 

to the outfit what the fella belongs to what fired the 
first shot.” 

“Yeah,” Joe says, sneerin’-like. “My sister’s 
beau knows a fella whose wife has a cousin what 
knows—” 

“Say,” the fella butts in, “tryin’ to kid 
somebody, huh? Who’n hell do you think you are, 
anyway?” 

“Me?” asks Joe, innocent-like. “Oh, I’m only 
the guy what fired the last shot, as I said before.” 

“Prove it!” barks the fella, an’ winks at the guy 
with him. 

“Sure,” says Joe, obligin’-like. “‘Twas up at—
well, the place don’t matter. It was the mornin’ of 
November eleventh. I’d been out on advance patrol 
an’ was sep’rated from the other two guys with me, 
me bein’ quite a ways ahead. I kept lookin’ at my 
wristwatch, ‘cause it was gettin’ close onta 
eleven—an’ you know we all had our orders to quit 
at eleven. 

“Well, sir, at exactly five minutes to eleven I 
spots a big fat Heinie just ahead, an’ he was 
crawlin’ right toward our lines. I looks back. None 
of the other two guys was in sight. I drops inta a 
shell hole an’ peeks over the edge, watchin’ Fritz 
come on. 

“He gets right up to the hole I’m in. Then up I 
jumps. He rares up instanter an’ pushes his gun at 
me. His cheese-cutter just misses a rib. Here”—Joe 
jumps up—“lemme show you!” 

 
OE goes over an’ gets the broom outa the 
corner. He moves his chair back to give himself 

plenty of room. He has a holt o’ that broom like it 

was a Enfield. 
“I dodges an’ parries like this.” I ducks when 

Joe swings that heavy broom handle around. 
“Then I lunges an’ misses—see?” If the fella 

acrost hadn’t moved, he’d got clipped on the ear. 
“Right away Fritz jumps in, his sticker headed 

for my belly. I bats his bayonet up.” Joe’s broom 
whizzes an’ just misses by an eyelash the two 
lamps over the table. 

“I catches him a clip on the pot that knocks it 
over his eyes. Fritz jumps back. I looks at my 
watch. It’s just eleven. 

“‘Hey!’ I yells. ‘Knock off. Finis. War’s over!’ 
He pushes back his helmet an’ gives me a dirty 
look. An’ damned if he don’t come back for 
more—like a bull, head on.” Joe sighs. “I hates to 
give it to him, but I had to. I catches him with a 
bullet. An’ my watch showed a minute past eleven. 
But he ain’t stopped.” Joe lowers the broom from 
shootin’ position. 

“As Fritz goes down, he jumps. An’ that was 
when I swings my gun like this.” 

I see it comin’. I fell backward, chair an’ all. 
There’s a crash an’ a rip as Joe’s broom catches the 
hangin’ lamps. Then there ain’t no more light. 

Somebody grabs me by the collar an’ yanks me 
up. 

“Lay off with that meat cutter!” I yells. 
“Shut up, you saphead!” Joe hisses in my ear. 

He pulls me acrost the floor an’ inta the pantry in 
one jump. 

By the little light comin’ inta the room from the 
front room, I sees a bimbo go toward the table we’d 
just vacated. He’s carryin’ the cleaver in one hand. 

“Come on,” Joe whispers, and I did. 
We did the first mile in nothin’ flat. When we’d 

catched our wind, I asks Joe: 
“Say, Joe, what’n hell was the idee you had 

when you went inta that café?” 
“To get somethin’ to eat mostly,” Joe says. 
It was too dark for him to get the look I gives 

him. 
“Well,” I comes back, “the next time you start a 

cock-an’-bull story about what you did in the 
infantry, you’d better take that crossed-cannon 
button offn your collar.” 

An’ we both shut up an’ hikes on to our artill’ry 
outfit what’s waitin’ at Neufchâtel. 

 

J 


