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. . . Even Animals near the Classis of plants seem to have the most restlesse motions. The Summer-worm of Ponds and plashes makes a long waving motion; the hair-worm seldome lies still. He that would behold a very anomalous motion, may observe it in the Tortile and tiring stroaks of Gnatworms.

—SIR THOMAS BROWNE




One

MY WIFE NORMA had run off with Guy Dupree and I was waiting around for the credit card billings to come in so I could see where they had gone. I was biding my time. This was October. They had taken my car and my Texaco card and my American Express card. Dupree had also taken from the bedroom closet my good raincoat and a shotgun and perhaps some other articles. It was just like him to pick the .410—a boy’s first gun. I suppose he thought it wouldn’t kick much, that it would kill or at least rip up the flesh in a satisfying way without making a lot of noise or giving much of a jolt to his sloping monkey shoulder.

When the receipts arrived, they were in lumpy envelopes and the sums owed were such that American Express gave way to panic and urged me to call B. Tucker in New York at once and work out terms of payment. It was my guess that this “Tucker” was only a house name, or maybe a hard woman who sat by a telephone all day with a Kool in her mouth. I got out my road maps and plotted the journey by following the sequence of dates and locations on the receipts. I love nothing better than a job like that and I had to laugh a little as the route took shape.

What a trip. What a pair of lovebirds! Pure Dupree! The line started in Little Rock and showed purpose as it plunged  straight down into Texas. Then it became wobbly and disorderly. There was one grand loop that went as far west as Moffit’s Texaco station in San Angelo, where sheep graze, and there were tiny epicycles along the way that made no sense at all.

I was reminded of the dotted line in history books that represents the aimless trek of Hernando De Soto, a brave soldier who found no gold but only hardship and a wide muddy river to which his body was at last committed—at night, they say. What a man! I was at that time fascinated by the great captains of history and I sometimes became so excited when reading about such men as Lee or Hannibal (both defeated, it occurs to me) that I would have to get up and walk around the room to catch my breath.

Not that there was space for any real strolling in our apartment on Gum Street. Norma wanted to move to a bigger place and so did I—to a bigger and quieter place—but I resisted going to the houses and apartments she had scouted out because I knew from experience that they would not be suitable.

The last one had been a little chocolate-brown cottage, with a shed of the same rich color in the backyard. The real-estate fellow showed us around and he talked about the rentlike payments. In the shed we came across an old man lying on a cot. He was eating nuts from a can and watching a daytime television show. His pearly shins were exposed above his socks. A piece of cotton covered one eye.

“That’s Mr. Proctor,” said the real-estate bird. “He pays fifty a month for the shed and you can apply that, see, on your note.” I didn’t want an old man living in my back yard and the real-estate bird said, “Well, tell him to hit the road then,” but I didn’t want to do that either, to Mr. Proctor. The truth was, we couldn’t afford a house, not even this cottage, living on my father’s charity as we were, and Norma either could not or  would not find an apartment with thick walls made of honest plaster. I had specified this as against the modern drywall material, which not only conducts sound readily but in many cases seems to amplify it.

I should have paid more attention to Norma. I should have talked to her and listened to her but I didn’t do it. A timely word here and there might have worked wonders. I knew she was restless, and anxious to play a more active part in life. She spoke in just those terms, and there were other signals as well.

She announced one day that she wanted to give a party in our apartment with the theme of “Around the World in 80 Days.” I couldn’t believe my ears. A party! She talked about applying for a job as stewardess with Braniff Airlines. She bought a bicycle, an expensive multi-geared model, and joined a cycling club against my wishes. The idea was that she and her chums would pedal along leafy country lanes, shouting and singing like a bunch of Germans, but from all I could see they just had meetings in the damp basement of a church.

I could go on and on. She wanted to dye her hair. She wanted to change her name to Staci or Pam or April. She wanted to open a shop selling Indian jewelry. It wouldn’t have hurt me to discuss this shop idea with her—big profits are made every day in that silver and turquoise stuff—but I couldn’t be bothered. I had to get on with my reading!

Now she was gone. She had gone to Mexico with Guy Dupree, for that was where my dotted line led. The last position was the Hotel Mogador in San Miguel de Allende, where I drew a terminal cross on the map with my draftsman’s pencil and shaded it to give an effect of depth.

The last receipt was just twelve days old. Our Mexican friends have a reputation for putting things off until another day and for taking long naps but there had been no snoozing  over this bill. I looked at Dupree’s contemptuous approximation of my signature on the receipt. On some of the others he had signed “Mr. Smart Shopper” and “Wallace Fard.”

Here he was then, cruising the deserts of Mexico in my Ford Torino with my wife and my credit cards and his blacktongued dog. He had a chow dog that went everywhere with him, to the post office and ball games, and now that red beast was making free with his lion feet on my Torino seats.

In exchange for my car he had left me his 1963 Buick Special. I had found it in my slot at the Rhino Apartments parking lot, standing astride a red puddle of transmission fluid. It was a compact car, a rusty little piece of basic transportation with a V-6 engine. The thing ran well enough and it seemed eager to please but I couldn’t believe the Buick engineers ever had their hearts in a people’s car. Dupree had shamefully neglected it. There was about a quarter-turn of slack in the steering wheel and I had to swing it wildly back and forth in a childlike burlesque of motoring. After a day or two I got the hang of it but the violent arm movements made me look like a lunatic. I had to stay alert every second, every instant, to make small corrections. That car had 74,000 miles on it and the speedometer cable was broken. There was a hole in the floor on the driver’s side and when I drove over something white the flash between my feet made me jump. That’s enough on the car for now.

This business came at a bad time. Just a month earlier—right after my twenty-sixth birthday—I had quit my job on the copy desk at the newspaper to return to school. My father had agreed to support me again until I had received a degree of some sort or at least a teaching certificate. He had also presented me with the American Express card, he having had a good business year sprucing up old houses with Midgestone. As I say, the birthday was my twenty-sixth, but for some reason  I had been thinking throughout the previous year that I was already twenty-six. A free year! The question was: would I piddle it away like the others?

My new plan was to become a high-school teacher. I had accumulated enough college hours over the years for at least two bachelor’s degrees but I had never actually taken one. I had never stayed long enough in any one course of study. I had no education hours at all but I did have some pre-law at Southwestern and some engineering at Arkansas. I had been at Ole Miss too, where I studied the Western campaigns of the Civil War under Dr. Buddy Casey. Don’t talk about Virginia to Dr. Bud; talk about Forrest!

For a long time I had a tape recording of his famous lecture on the Siege of Vicksburg and I liked to play it in the morning while I was shaving. I also played it sometimes in the car when Norma and I went for drives. It was one of those performances—“bravura” is the word for it—that never become stale. Dr. Bud made the thing come alive. With nothing more than his knuckles and the resonating sideboards of his desk he could give you caissons crossing a plank bridge, and with his dentures and inflated cheeks and moist thick lips he could give you a mortar barrage in the distance and rattling anchor chains and lapping water and hissing fuses and neighing horses. I had heard the tape hundreds of times and yet each time I would be surprised and delighted anew by some bit of Casey genius, some description or insight or narrative passage or sound effect. The bird peals, for instance. Dr. Bud gives a couple of unexpected birdcalls in the tense scene where Grant and Pemberton are discussing surrender terms under the oak tree. The call is a stylized one—tu-whit, tu-whee—and is not meant to represent that of any particular bird. It has never failed to catch me by surprise. But no one could hope to keep the whole of  that lecture in his head at once, such are its riches.

I say I “had” the tape. It disappeared suddenly and Norma denied that she had thrown it away. After making a few inquiries and turning the apartment upside down I let the matter drop. That was my way. I once read about a man who would not let his wife know how he liked for things to be done, so that she could offend him. That was never my way. Norma and I had our squabbles, certainly, but never any scenes of rage like those on television with actors and actresses screaming at one another. It was give and take in our house. Two of my rules did cause a certain amount of continuing friction—my rule against smoking at the table and my rule against record-playing after 9 p.m., by which time I had settled in for a night of reading—but I didn’t see how I could compromise in either of those areas.

Norma was married to Dupree when I met her. She had golden down on her forearms and a little blue vein or artery that ran across her forehead and became distended and pulsed noticeably when she was upset or expressing some strong opinion. You hardly ever see the wives of people who work for newspapers and I’m embarrassed to say I can’t remember the occasion of our first meeting. I had sat next to Dupree on the rim of the copy desk. In fact, I had gotten him the job. He was not well liked in the newsroom. He radiated dense waves of hatred and he never joined in the friendly banter around the desk, he who had once been so lively. He hardly spoke at all except to mutter “Crap” or “What crap” as he processed news matter, affecting a contempt for all events on earth and for the written accounts of those events.

As for his height, I would put it at no more than five feet nine inches—he being fully erect, out of his monkey crouch—and yet he brazenly put down five eleven on all forms and applications.  His dress was sloppy even by newspaper standards—thousands of wrinkles! It was a studied effect rather than carelessness. I know he had to work at it, because his clothes were of the permanent-press type and you can’t make that stuff wrinkle unless you bake it in a dryer and then crumple it up. He had a nervous habit of rubbing his hands back and forth on his trousers when he was seated and this made for an unsightly condition called “pilling,” where the surface fibers form hard little balls or pills from being scuffed about. Pilling is more often seen on cheap blankets than on clothing but all of Dupree’s trousers were badly pilled in front. His shirts were downright dirty. He wore glasses, the lenses thick and greasy, which distorted the things of the world into unnatural shapes. I myself have never needed glasses. I can read road signs a halfmile away and I can see individual stars and planets down to the seventh magnitude with no optical aids whatever. I can see Uranus.

For eleven miserable months Norma was married to Dupree and after some of the things she told me I was amazed that she could go back to him. His kissing frenzies! His carbide cannon! Still, there it was. I had no idea that anything was going on. How had he made his new approaches? What were his disgusting courtship techniques? Had the cycling club been a ruse? There had been some night meetings. But Dupree already had a sweetheart! A friend at the paper told me that Dupree had been seeing this person for several months—a mystery woman who lived upstairs in a gray house behind the Game and Fish Building. What about her?

Norma and I were getting along well enough, or so I thought. I have mentioned her restlessness. The only other thing I could put my finger on was a slight change in her manner. She had begun to treat me with a hearty but impersonal  courtesy, something like a nurse dealing with an old-timer. “I’ll be right with you,” she would say, or, when presenting me with something, “Here we are, Midge.” She had always called me by my last name.

I think now this coolness must have started with our algebra course. She had agreed to let me practice my teaching methods on her and so I had worked out a lecture plan in elementary algebra. I had a little blackboard, green actually, that I set up in the kitchen every Thursday at 7 p.m. for my demonstrations. It was not the kind of thing you like to ask a person to do but Norma was a good sport about it and I thought if I could teach her ninth-grade algebra I could teach just about anything to anybody. A good sport, I say, but that was only at the beginning of the course. Later on she began to fake the answers on her weekly tests. That is, she would look up the answers to the problems in the back of the textbook and copy them without showing me her step-by-step proofs. But wasn’t this a part of teaching too? Wouldn’t I have to deal with widespread cheating in the raucous classrooms of our public schools? I handled it this way with Norma. I said nothing about her dishonesty and simply gave her a score of zero on each test. Still she continued to look up the answers, whether I was watching her or not. She would complete the test in two or three minutes and sign her name to it and hand it to me, saying, “There you go, Midge. Will there be anything else?”

Of course I knew she felt sorry for Dupree in his recent troubles and I suppose she must have come to see him as a romantic outlaw. I didn’t feel sorry for him at all. The troubles were entirely of his own making. You can’t go around bothering people and not expect some inconvenience yourself. The trouble was politics. He had lately become interested in politics and this had brought his nastiness into bloom.

That is, it was “lately” to me. I didn’t see Dupree much for seven or eight years, when he was away at all those different schools, and the change was probably more gradual than it appeared to me. He had once been a funny fellow. I don’t often laugh out loud, even when I can recognize a joke as being a good one, but Dupree could always make me laugh when he did a thing called The Electric Man. As The Electric Man or The Mud Man he could make anyone laugh. And sometimes he would go out one door and come in at another one, as though he had just arrived, having moved very quickly in concealment between the two points. It wasn’t so funny the first time—but he would keep doing it!

To the best of my knowledge he had never even voted, and then someone must have told him something about politics, some convincing lie, or he read something—it’s usually one or the other—and he stopped being funny and turned mean and silent. That wasn’t so bad, but then he stopped being silent.

He wrote abusive letters to the President, calling him a coward and a mangy rat with scabs on his ears, and he even challenged him to a fistfight on Pennsylvania Avenue. This was pretty good coming from a person who had been kayoed in every beer joint in Little Rock, often within the first ten minutes of his arrival. I don’t believe we’ve ever had a President, unless it was tiny James Madison with his short arms, who couldn’t have handled Dupree in a fair fight. Any provocation at all would do. One of his favorite ploys was to take a seat at a bar and repeat overheard fatuous remarks in a quacking voice like Donald Duck. Or he would spit BB’s at people. He could fire BB’s from between his teeth at high velocity and he would sit there and sting the tender chins and noses of the drinkers with these little bullets until he was discovered and, as was usually the consequence, knocked cold as a wedge.

I will have to admit that Dupree took his medicine without whining, unlike so many troublemakers. I will have to admit that he was not afraid of physical blows. On the other hand he did whine when the law came down on him. He couldn’t see the legal distinction between verbal abuse and death threats, and he thought the government was persecuting him. The threats were not real, in the sense that they were likely to be carried out, but the Secret Service had no way of knowing that.

And he had certainly made the threats. I saw the letters myself. He had written such things to the President of the United States as “This time it’s curtains for you and your rat family. I know your movements and I have access to your pets too.”

A man from the Secret Service came by to talk to me and he showed me some of the letters. Dupree had signed them “Night Rider” and “Jo Jo the Dog-Faced Boy” and “Hoecake Scarfer” and “Old Nigger Man” and “Don Winslow of the Navy” and “Think Again” and “Home Room Teacher” and “Smirking Punk” and “Dirt Bike Punk” and “Yard Man.”

He was arrested and he called me. I called his father—they didn’t speak—and Mr. Dupree said, “Leavenworth will be a good place for him.” The U.S. Commissioner had set bond at three thousand dollars—not a great deal, it seemed to me, for such a charge—but Mr. Dupree refused to post it.

“Well, I didn’t know whether you could afford it or not,” I said, knowing he would be stung by any suggestion that he might not be rich. He didn’t say anything for a long moment and then he said, “Don’t call me again about this.” Dupree’s mother might have done something but I didn’t like to talk to her because she was usually in an alcoholic fog. She had a sharp tongue too, drunk or sober.

It certainly wasn’t a question of the money, because Mr. Dupree was a prosperous soybean farmer who had operations not only in Arkansas but in Louisiana and Central America as well. The newspaper was already embarrassed and didn’t want to get further involved. Norma put it to me that I ought to lend Dupree a hand since he was so absolutely friendless. Against my better judgment I got three hundred dollars together and arranged for a bondsman named Jack Wilkie to bail him out.

Not a word of thanks did I get. As soon as he was released from the county jail, Dupree complained to me that he had been fed only twice a day, oatmeal and pancakes and other such bloodless fare. A cellmate embezzler had told him that federal prisoners were entitled to three meals. Then he asked me to get him a lawyer. He didn’t want Jack Wilkie to represent him.

I said, “The court will appoint you a lawyer.”

He said, “They already have but he’s no good. He doesn’t even know the federal procedure. He’ll start talking to this guy when he’s supposed to be talking to that other guy. He waives everything. He’s going to stipulate my ass right into a federal pen. A first offender.”

“You’ll have to get your own lawyer, Dupree.”

“Where am I supposed to get him? I’ve called every son of a bitch in the yellow pages.”

A good lawyer, he thought, would be able to forestall the psychiatric examination at the prison hospital in Springfield, Missouri. That examination was what he feared most, and with good reason, even though the finding would no doubt have provided a solid defense. In any case, he didn’t really need a lawyer, good or bad, because on the following Friday night he jumped bail and ran off with my wife in my Ford Torino.

Since that night I had been biding my time but now that I knew where they were, more or less, I was ready to make my  move. I had very little cash money for the trip and no credit cards. My father was floating somewhere on a lake near Eufaula, Alabama, in his green plastic boat, taking part in a bass tournament. Of course I had had many opportunities to explain the thing to him but I had been ashamed to do so. I was no longer an employee of the paper and I couldn’t go to the credit union. My friend Burke never had any money. I could have sold some of my guns but I was reluctant to do so, saving that as a last resort. Gun fanciers are quick to sniff out a distress sale and I would have taken a beating from those heartless traders.

Then on the very day of my departure I remembered the savings bonds. My mother had left them to me when she died. I kept them hidden behind the encyclopedias where Norma never tarried and I had all but forgotten about them. Norma was a great one to nose around in my things. I never bothered her stuff. I had a drawer full of pistols in my desk and I kept that drawer locked but she got it open somehow and handled those pistols. Little rust spots from her moist fingertips told the story. Not even my food was safe. She ate very little, in fact, but if some attractive morsel on my plate happened to catch her eye she would spear it and eat it in a flash without acknowledging that she had done anything out of the way. She knew I didn’t like that. I didn’t tamper with her plate and she knew I didn’t like her tampering with my plate. If the individual place setting means no more than that, then it is all a poor joke and you might as well have a trough and be done with it. She wouldn’t keep her hands off my telescope either. But the Hope Diamond would have been safe behind those Britannicas.

I retrieved the bonds and sat down at the kitchen table to count them. I hadn’t seen them in a long time and I decided to line them up shoulder to shoulder and see if I could cover every square inch of table surface with bonds. When I had done this,  I stood back and looked at them. These were twenty-five-dollar E bonds.

Just then I heard someone at the door and I thought it was the children. Some sort of youth congress had been in session at the Capitol for two or three days and children were milling about all over town. A few had even wandered into Gum Street where they had no conceivable business. I had been packing my clothes and watching these youngsters off and on all day through the curtain and now—the very thing I feared—they were at my door. What could they want? A glass of water? The phone? My signature on a petition? I made no sound and no move.

“Ray!”

It was Jack Wilkie and not the kids. What a pest! Day and night! I went to the door and unchained it and let him in but I kept him standing in the living room because I didn’t want him to see my savings-bond table.

He said, “Why don’t you turn on some lights in here or raise a shade or something?”

“I like it this way.”

“What do you do, just stay in here all the time?”

He went through this same business at the beginning of each visit, the implication being that my way of life was strange and unwholesome. Jack was not only a bondsman and a lawyer of sorts but a businessman too. He owned a doughnut shop and some taxicabs. When I said he was a lawyer, I didn’t mean he wore a soft gray suit and stayed home at night in his study reading Blackstone’s Commentaries. If you had hired him unseen and were expecting that kind of lawyer, you would be knocked for a loop when you got to court and saw Jack standing there in his orange leisure suit, inspecting the green stuff under his fingernails. You would say, Well, there are a thousand lawyers in  Pulaski County and it looks like I’ve got this one!

But Jack was a good-natured fellow and I admired him for being a man of action. I was uneasy when I first met him. He struck me as one of these country birds who, one second after meeting you, will start telling of some bestial escapade involving violence or sex or both, or who might in the same chatty way want to talk about Christ’s Kingdom on Earth. It can go either way with those fellows and you need to be ready.

He had some big news for me this time, or so he thought. It was a postcard that Norma had sent to her mother from Wormington, Texas. “Gateway to the Hill Country,” it said under the photograph of a low, dim structure that was the Wormington Motel. Gateway claims have always struck me as thin stuff because they can only mean that you’re not there yet, that you’re still in transit, that you’re not in any very well defined place. I knew about the card already because Mrs. Edge, Norma’s mother, had called me about it the day before. I had met her in front of the Federal Building and looked it over. Norma said she was all right and would be in touch later. That was all, but Jack wanted to stand there and talk about the card.

I studied the motel picture again. Next to the office door of the place there was another door opening into what must have been a utility room. I knew that Norma with her instinct for the wrong turn had opened it and stood there a long time looking at the pipes and buckets and tools, trying to figure out how the office had changed so much. I would have seen in a split second that I was in the wrong room.

I said, “They’re not in Wormington now, Jack. It was just a stopover. Those lovebirds didn’t run off to Wormington, Texas.”

“I know that but it’s a place to start.”

“They’ll turn up here in a few days.”

“Let me tell you something. That old boy is long gone. He got a taste of jail and didn’t like it.”

“They’ll turn up.”

“You should have told me he was a nut. I don’t appreciate the way you brought me into this thing.”

“You knew what the charge was. You saw those letters.”

“I thought his daddy would be good for it. A slow-pay rich guy maybe. I thought he just meant to let the boy stew for a while.”

“Guy has given Mr. Dupree a lot of headaches.”

“I’m going to report your car stolen. It’s the only way.”

“No, I can’t go along with that.”

“Let the police do our work for us. It’s the only way to get a quick line on those lovebirds.”

“I don’t want to embarrass Norma.”

“You don’t want to embarrass yourself. You’re afraid it’ll get in the paper. Let me tell you something. The minute that bail is forfeited, it’ll be in the paper anyway and by that time you may not even get your car back.”

There was something to this. Jack was no dope. The paper didn’t run cuckold stories as such but I thought it best to keep my name out of any public record. That way I could not be tied into Dupree’s flight. Tongues were already wagging, to be sure. Everyone at the paper knew what had happened but what they knew and what they could print—without the protection of public records—were two different things. All I wanted to do now was to get my car back. I was already cuckolded but I wouldn’t appear so foolish, I thought, if I could just get my car back without any help.

Jack stood there and reviewed the whole case again. He did this every time, as though I might be confused on certain points. When his eyes became adjusted to the murky light, he  saw my suitcase on the couch and I saw him taking this in, a suitcase fact. He said, “I don’t forfeit many bonds, Ray.” I had heard him say that before too.

He left and I quickly gathered my E bonds and stowed them in the suitcase. I selected a .38 Colt Cobra from the pistol drawer and sprayed it with a silicone lubricant and sealed it in a plastic bag and packed it next to the bonds. What else now? The lower-back capsules! Norma never went anywhere without her lower-back medicine and yet she had forgotten it this time, such was her haste in dusting out of town, away from my weekly embraces. I got it from the bathroom and packed it too. She would thank me for that. Those capsules cost four dollars apiece.

I made sure all the windows were locked and I found a country-music station on my big Hallicrafters radio and left it playing at high volume against the kitchen wall. There was a rock-and-roll twerp with a stereo set in the next apartment and his jungle rhythms penetrated my wall. Noise was his joy. He had a motorcycle too. The Rhino management had a rule prohibiting the repair of motorcycles in the parking lot but the twerp paid no attention to it. One night I called him. I was reading a biography of Raphael Semmes and I put it down and rang up the twerp and asked him if he knew who Admiral Semmes was. He said, “What!” and I said, “He was captain of the Alabama, twerp!” and hung up.

Everything was in readiness. My checklist was complete. I called a cab and typed a note and tacked it to the door.

I will be out of town for a few days.
 Raymond E. Midge



The cabdriver honked and picked his way slowly down Broadway through the little delegates to that endless convention  of Junior Bankers or Young Teamsters. Their numbers seemed to be growing. I had left the Buick Special with a mechanic on Asher Avenue to get the solenoid switch replaced on the starter. The cabdriver let me out in front of a filthy café called Nub’s or Dub’s that was next door to the garage. Nub—or anyway some man in an apron—was standing behind the screen door and he looked at me. I was wearing a coat and tie and carrying a suitcase and I suppose he thought I had just flown in from some distant city and then dashed across town in a cab to get one of his plate lunches. A meal wasn’t a bad idea at that but it was getting late and I wanted to be off.

The mechanic told me I needed a new motor mount and he wanted to sell me a manifold gasket too, for an oil leak. I wasn’t having any of that. I wasn’t repairing anything on that car that wasn’t absolutely necessary. This was a strange attitude for me because I hate to see a car abused. Maintenance! I never went along with that new policy of the six-thousand-mile oil change. It was always fifteen hundred for me and a new filter every time.

And yet here I was starting off for Mexico in this junker without so much as a new fan belt. There were Heath bar wrappers, at least forty of them, all over the floor and seats and I hadn’t even bothered to clean them out. It wasn’t my car and I despised it. I had done some thinking too. The shock of clean oil or the stiffer tension of a new belt might have been just enough to upset the fragile equilibrium of the system. And I had worked it out that the high mileage was not really a disadvantage, reasoning in this specious way: that a man who has made it to the age of seventy-four has a very good chance of making it to seventy-six—a better chance, in fact, than a young man would have.

Before I could get out of town, I remembered the silver  service that Mrs. Edge had passed along to Norma. What if it were stolen? I wasn’t worried much about my guns or my books or my telescope or my stamps but if some burglar nabbed the Edge forks I knew I would never hear the end of it. My note would invite a break-in! I returned to the apartment and got the silver chest. On my note saying that I would be out of town for a few days a smart-ass had written, “Who cares?” I ripped it off the door and drove downtown to the Federal Building where Mrs. Edge worked. She wore a chain on her glasses and she had a good job with a lot of seniority at the Cotton Compliance Board.

She wasn’t in the office and no one could tell me where she was. What a sweet job! Just drift out for the afternoon! I called her house and there was no answer. I wondered if she might have found a place where she could dance in the afternoon. She was crazy about dancing and she went out almost every night with big red-faced men who could stay on the floor with her for three or four hours. I mean smoking soles! She called me a “pill” because I would never take Norma dancing. I say “never” and yet we had scuttled stiffly across the floor on certain special occasions, although our total dancing time could be readily computed in seconds, the way pilots measure their flying time in hours. I believe Mrs. Edge did prefer me over Dupree, for my civil manner and my neat attire if nothing else, but that’s not to say she liked me. She had also called me “furtive” and “a selfish little fox.”

I decided that she was probably out for an afternoon of city obstruction and I went to the west side of town and cruised the parking lots of the big shopping centers looking for her car. On certain days of the week she and several hundred other biddies would meet at these places and get their assignments, first having taken care to park their Larks and Volvos and Cadillacs  across the painted lines and thus taking up two parking spaces, sometimes three. Then they would spread out over town. Some would go to supermarkets and stall the checkout lines with purse-fumbling and check-writing. Others would wait for the noon rush at cafeterias and there bring the serving lines to a crawl with long deliberative stops at the pie station. The rest were on motor patrol and they would poke along on the inside lanes of busy streets and stop cold for left turns whenever they saw a good chance to stack up traffic. Another trick was to stick the nose of a car about halfway into a thoroughfare from a side street, thereby blocking all traffic in that lane. Mrs. Edge was a leader of this gang. Turn her loose and she would have a dancing academy in the post office!

It was dark when I gave up the search. This silver wasn’t old or rare or particularly valuable and I was furious with myself at having wasted so much time over it. I didn’t feel like going all the way back to the apartment, so I just left the chest in the car trunk.

I was off at last and I was excited about the trip. The radio didn’t work and I hummed a little. When I reached Benton, I was already tired of driving that car. Twenty-five miles! I couldn’t believe it. I had a thousand miles to go and I was sleepy and my arms were tired and I didn’t see how I was going to make it to Texarkana.

I pulled in at a rest stop and lay down on the seat, which had a strong dog odor. My nose was right against the plastic weave. This rest stop was a bad place to rest. Big diesel rigs roared in and the drivers left their engines running and made everybody miserable, and then some turd from Ohio parked a horse trailer next to me. The horses made the trailer springs squeak when they shifted their weight. That squeaking went on all night and it nearly drove me crazy. I slept for about four  hours. It was a hard sleep and my eyes were swollen. A lot of people, the same ones who lie about their gas mileage, would have said they got no sleep at all.

It was breaking day when I reached Texarkana. I stopped and added some transmission fluid and put through a call to Little Rock from a pay station and woke up Mrs. Edge. I asked her to call my father on his return and tell him that I had gone to San Miguel de Allende in Mexico and would be back in a few days. The silverware was safe. What? Mexico? Silver? She was usually pretty quick but I had given it to her in a jumble and she couldn’t take it in. It was just as well, because I didn’t want to discuss my private business with her.

The drive to Laredo took all day. Gasoline was cheap—22.9 cents a gallon at some Shamrock stations—and the Texas police didn’t care how fast you drove, but I had to keep the Buick speed below what I took to be about sixty because at that point the wind came up through the floor hole in such a way that the Heath wrappers were suspended behind my head in a noisy brown vortex. It was late October. The weather was fine but the leaves weren’t pretty; they had just gone suddenly from green to dead.

I bought a quart of transmission fluid in Dallas and I stopped twice to cash bonds. The girl teller in the bank at Waco stared at me and I thought I must be giving off a dog smell. I got a roll of quarters from her and hefted it in my fist as I drove along.

Just south of Waco I looked about for some sign of the big gas line, the Scott-Eastern Line, but I could never determine where it crossed under the highway. My father and Mr. Dupree had helped build it, first as swabbers and then as boy welders. The Sons of the Pioneers! They had once been fairly close friends but had drifted apart over the years, Mr. Dupree having made a lot more money. My father resented his great success,  although he tried not to, always giving Mr. Dupree credit for his energy. The hammer and the cutting torch, he said, were Mr. Dupree’s favorite tools. My father’s touch was much finer, his welding bead smoother and stronger and more pleasing to the eye, or so I am told. Of course he no longer made his living at it but people still called him on occasion when there was a tricky job to be done, such as welding airtight pressure seams on thin metal, or welding aluminum. Thin metal? Give him two beer cans and he’ll weld them together for you!

In South Texas I saw three interesting things. The first was a tiny girl, maybe ten years old, driving a 1965 Cadillac. She wasn’t going very fast, because I passed her, but still she was cruising right along, with her head tilted back and her mouth open and her little hands gripping the wheel.

Then I saw an old man walking up the median strip pulling a wooden cross behind him. It was mounted on something like a golf cart with two spoked wheels. I slowed down to read the hand-lettered sign on his chest.

JACKSONVILLE
 FLA OR BUST



I had never been to Jacksonville but I knew it was the home of the Gator Bowl and I had heard it was a boom town, taking in an entire county or some such thing. It seemed an odd destination for a religious pilgrim. Penance maybe for some terrible sin, or some bargain he had worked out with God, or maybe just a crazed hiker. I waved and called out to him, wishing him luck, but he was intent on his marching and had no time for idle greetings. His step was brisk and I was convinced he wouldn’t bust.

The third interesting thing was a convoy of stake-bed trucks all piled high with loose watermelons and cantaloupes. I was  amazed. I couldn’t believe that the bottom ones weren’t being crushed under all that weight, exploding and spraying hazardous melon juice onto the highway. One of nature’s tricks with curved surfaces. Topology! I had never made it that far in my mathematics and engineering studies, and I knew now that I never would, just as I knew that I would never be a navy pilot or a Treasury agent. I made a B in Statics but I was failing in Dynamics when I withdrew from the field. The course I liked best was one called Strength of Materials. Everybody else hated it because of all the tables we had to memorize but I loved it, the sheared beam. I had once tried to explain to Dupree how things fell apart from being pulled and compressed and twisted and bent and sheared but he wouldn’t listen. Whenever that kind of thing came up, he would always say—boast, the way those people do—that he had no head for figures and couldn’t do things with his hands, slyly suggesting the presence of finer qualities.
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