
     

  

One Lump Sum 

A Short Story by H.J. Ted Gresham 

  

The CBI theater of World War II was a backwater assignment, especially for American troops.  The 

Signal Service Battalion strung wire in palm trees, set up radio repeaters, and generally did inglorious work 

in a very British colony where “native” Indians lived very strange lives all around them.  Two of the GI’s in 

the SSB were Brown and Ezra, soldiers whose dedication to their assignment was almost as steady as was 

their ability to goof off. 

Brown walked up to Ezra who was sitting on a bucket whittling.  Ezra was watching two very thin 

natives playing in the dirt nearby.  The curly-headed sergeant looked up at Brown.  He noticed Brown was a 

newly demoted corporal.  “What happened to you?” 

“That stupid lieutenant ain’t got a sense of humor.  Seems like everybody in this man’s army takes 

everything too damn serious.  You’d think there’s a war on or something.” 

“There is.” 

“That’s beside the point, Ez.”  Brown leaned back against a ten post.  “Why aren’t you in the radio 

shack?” 

“Time off a little,” Ezra said.   

“Well, I have time, too, thanks to the Loui.  Ya got a cigarette?” 

“Yeah,” Ezra said, pulling a pack of GI issue from his pocket.  Brown took the pack and shook 

himself a Lucky Strike from it.  He stuck the slightly bent smoke into his mouth, took it out and spit a few 

strands of tobacco, then put it back.   

“Umm, how about a match?” 

“Here,” Ezra said, feeling around in his pocket and removing a pack of paper matches. 

“Thanks, Ez.  Hey, I got a story for ya.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Yeah, let me tell ya.”  Brown paused to strike up a match and light the smoke.  "There was this 

Chinaman, see, and he was always borrowing things from his master….” 

“Chinaman?” 

“Yeah.” 

“We’re in India.” 

“Just let me tell the story, will ya?” 

“Sure.”  Ezra’s stick was whittled down to almost nothing.  “Go on.” 



“Good.  Now don’t interrupt.”  Brown took a drag from the cigarette and popped out two smoke 

rings.  Ezra watched in fascination.  He never could figure out how Brown did that.  “So, there was this 

Chinaman,” Brown went on.  “He worked for this lieutenant.  Yeah, a lieutenant.” 

“Worked for a lieutenant.” 

“Yeah, now shut up and let me tell it.  The Chinaman did stuff for the officer, you know, cleanin' and 

stuff.  Anyway, this Chinaman would hit the officer up for stuff.  He’d say, ‘I borrow ta'day, I pay back 

lump-sum.’ One day he would borrow some meat, the next day he would borrow some rice, next day 

something else.  Always he'd say, ‘I pay back lump-sum.’” 

Brown paused for another drag.  “Well, days went by, see, and this Chinaman never paid back the 

stuff he got.  He took everything from C-rat's to shoe-strings.  Always, ‘one lump-sum.’  Well, this officer, he 

gets to thinkin’, he says to himself, ‘if this China-fella don't start comin' across, he going to owe me one tidy 

sum of rupes.’”  Brown takes another drag and more smoke rings. 

“Some big bunch of dough this Chinaman owes his boss.  Finally, this Loui figgur's he better hit this 

servant of his up for some pay-back.  He says, ‘hey China, when you gonna pay back all this 

borrowin’?’  Chinaman says, ‘I pay back, soon! One lump-sum!’ Loui says, ‘O.K., well, better be soon.  Or 

it's gonna take one hell of a sum.’” 

Brown squatted down, then dropped cross-legged in the dirt.  “Two days later, Chinaman comes to 

his boss, and he says, ‘I kill goat today.  Tomorrow, I pay back, one lump-sum!’  Lieutenant says, ‘well, sure, 

China.’” 

“Kill a goat?”  Ezra looks down at Brown curiously. 

“Yeah, Ez, a goat.  So now this lieutenant wonders what killin' a goat has to do with payin’ him 

back.  He’s anxious all day, see, waitin' for the Chinaman to pay him back.  Gonna have him one good time 

with all that dough.” 

Brown finishes off the cigarette and thumps it out towards the boys playing in the dirt.  “Next 

mornin', here come that Chinaman.  He and a pal are toting this stew-pot. You know, hangin' from a stick, 

swung from their shoulders.  Anyway, the Chinaman comes up to his boss, the lieutenant, and he says, ‘I pay 

today.’ Lieutenant says, ‘Good, China.  I been waitin’.’” 

Brown scratches his nose then swats at a fly.  “China says to the lieutenant,  ‘Good masta', here, I 

pay.  Is good?’  At that, the Chinaman lifted the pot to reveal a huge mess of Chinese stirr-ed up cookin'.  The 

lieutenant says, ‘smells good, China.’” 

“Chinaman grins wide, see, and plucks a wooden spoon from his pocket, wipes it on his shirt-tail, 

and stirrs the stuff.  He scoops up some of the stuff, and says, ‘you like?’  The Loui, now, he’s not so sure 

'bout that spoon but takes a bite anyway.  It ain’t bad, he thinks.  But what about the pay-ola?” 

“‘O.K., China,’ the lieutenant says, ‘the vittles are fine, but aint' it about time you paid 

up?’  Chinaman smiled wider till his betel-red teeth shown like two rows of little cherries. Worms and all.” 

“Betel teeth?” 



“No, Ez, Betel Nut red teeth.” 

“Oh,” Ezra said.  He’d seen plenty of Indians with red teeth from chewing Betel Nut.  He was 

silent.  Brown continued. 

“Anyway, he handed the lieutenant the spoon. ‘Here is! Best Lump-Sum in all Asia!’” 

“But we’re in India,” Ezra said again. 

“Gottdammit, Ezra, go with the story, will ya?” 

“Oh, ok.”  Ezra’s stick was almost gone.  He tossed it in the dirt, folded his knife and put it in a shirt 

pocket. 

“So the lieutenant says, ‘what you talking about?’” 

Brown grinned, though he tried not to.  “‘Lump-sum, best Lump-sum in all of China! I cook masta’ 

best dish Lump-sum for all he give his China servant!’” 

“The lieutenant looked at the spoon, then the stew-pot, and says, ‘well I’ll be damn!’” 

Brown started laughing.  Ezra stared at him with a blank face.  Brown’s laughter subsided. 

“Didn’t the Chinese pay up?” 

“What?”  Brown rose to his feet.  “Don't 'ya get it, Ezra?” 

Brown couldn't believe it.  He had spun one of his best China jokes on Ezra, and he didn't get it.  It 

was Brown's turn to be puzzled.  He tried to explain.  “See, Ezra, you know, LUMP-SUM.  He paid with 

Lump-Sum.” 

“Ain’t never heard of no dish called Lump-Sum.”  Ezra stared at Brown, his eyes pinched together in 

confusion.  “So the lieutenant never got his money.” 

“No, hell, Ezra, Lump-sum. Lump-Sum. LUMP-SUM! get it? The lieutenant thought the chinaman 

was gonna give him a big bunch of money but he gave him cooked goat!"  

Brown gave his companion a look of exasperation.  Ezra thought a moment and then a smile crept 

across his face.  “Oh, I get it.  Yeah, sure, lump-sum. lump-sum. He got, goat. I get it.”  Ezra chuckled in 

such a half-hearted fashion that Brown wondered if he understood or was just covering up the fact he had no 

clue what Brown was talking about.   

Brown stood there a couple of minutes.  He watched Ezra who just chucked and mumbled, “lump-

sum.  lump sum.”  Losing patience and fearing disaster if he tried another joke out on his hick-town team-

mate, Brown shook his head and extracted another Lucky Strike from Ezra’s pack, which he’d slipped into 

his own pocket instead of returning it.  “Ezra,” he says, “You're somethin'.  We been hangin' around this-

man's-army over a year and you aint' got your funny-bone fixed yet!”  He turned to see what the boys were 

doing in the dirt.  “God love him,” Brown said to nobody, “someday I'm gonna figure him out!"  With that 

Brown gave Ezra a fatherly pat a little too forcefully.  It knocked Ezra off the bucket he had been sitting on 

and Ezra fell into the dusty Indian soil.  For once, they both laughed. 

“Here, Ez,” Brown said, handing back the pack of smokes.  “Time to go!” 
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