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  EXILE


  


  1 | Mothers


  I DID WHAT I DID, and thats on me. But theres no way to make sense of what happened without figuring L.A. into it too. That was the thing
  with hershe never tried to change anything or anybody, but nothing she touched was ever the same again, including me. I think one reason was that whatever she didand dont get
  the idea Im forgetting she was a girlshe did absolutely balls-out. No warnings, no explanations and no particular interest in whether you understood or not. The way we got her in the
  first place was a perfect example.


  Supposedly I have a touch of the Sight, which Gram says is some kind of throwback that crops up in her family every so often. In my case its unpredictable and generally useless, but this
  time it was dead on, flashing inside my head like heat lightning just as we were finishing the breakfast dishes in the kitchen. Something was wrong on the front porch. Nothing dangerous or
  necessarily spooky, but definitely out of whack. I dried my hands to go out and take a look.


  It was the first Saturday in February, summer as gone as it ever gets and Oak Cliff just beginning to wake up under a frost blanket that looked like diamond dust. Thin orange blades of sunlight
  stabbed through the bare crape myrtles along the driveway and angled across the frozen lawn and the porch, outlining L.A. where she sat scrunched down inside her old Cowboys jacket with her back
  against the wall and her arms locked around her knees. Her face was almost dead-white except for her raw nose. She was shaking and rocking and staring ferociously at nothing, the pale poofs of her
  breath trailing away through the slatted light like miniature smoke signals.


  Two of the St. Marys sisters, out unnaturally early for some unknown reason, had stopped on the sidewalk across the street and were eyeing us like a couple of penguin detectives. Because
  of their tendency to appear only at the most awkward times it was certainly no surprise to see them now, but it shook me a little anyway. The presence of witnesses in ambiguous circumstances always
  did unless I was ready with a good solid cover story, and at this point I was still trying to rough out some sort of explanation for L.A. being here that clearly ruled out guilty involvement on my
  part.


  L.A. was my only cousin, in fact the only kid I was related to in any way as far as I knew, which was one of the reasons I didnt have a baseline of normalcy to measure things like this
  against. What I did know from hard experience was that with her in the picture the sky was the limit when it came to how much trouble we could actually be in here. For starters, I had no idea why
  she would run away from home, but naturally my first thought was that it must be the problem with her folks, my aunt Rachel and her husband Cam, who could get pretty nasty when they were drinking.
  Which, when you got right down to it, was all the time.


  But I didnt really get it, and right there you have the difference between being smart and being intelligent. I probably have enough IQ for most routine purposes, but being smart is
  another thing entirely. That means having the knack of locating the center of gravity of a thing, finding the balance point of meaning and importance in it, and thats exactly where I
  generally mess up. But it didnt take a genius to recognize how out of the ordinary this situation was, and even at that moment I think I knew L.A. had just taken us across a line we were
  never going to come back to.


  Even though I knew better than to think she would ever make things that easy, I still took another look around for some clue that might make sense of this situationAunt Rachels car
  disappearing around the corner, L.A.s bicycle, tracks through the frost, anything. But except for the ever-watchful sisters and the plumes of their breaths, there was nothing to see but the
  silent, sparkling neighborhood itself.


  I helped L.A. up and got her inside.


  Good Lord, said Gram as we came in. She dropped her dish towel on the counter beside the sink and came over to us.


  She must have been out there a long time, I said. Look how hard shes shaking.


  Well, what in heavens name, said Gram. She brushed L.A.s dark tangle of hair back with her hand to get a better look at her eyes, saying, What is it, dear? Are
  you hurt?


  L.A. shivered on, saying nothing.


  Gram gave her the expert parental once-over for cuts, bruises and broken bones, saying, Youre cold as a frog, young lady. She examined L.A.s fingertips and
  tsked. But I dont believe its hypothermia just yet.


  She got the blue comforter, wrapped L.A. in it and sat her in the window chair at the kitchen table, then heated milk for hot chocolate. I went to the cupboard for a cup and the bag of small
  marshmallows and got a spoon from the drawer, L.A. vigilantly tracking our movements from inside the blanket like some kind of captured night animal.


  When Gram set the chocolate in front of her she stared at it for a minute without moving. Then her hands came slowly out from the folds of the comforter and she picked up the cup to take a sip,
  then set the cup back down, making no effort to wipe off her marshmallow mustache.


  Her shaking eventually stopped, but she still had nothing to say. Shed never been much of a talker in the first place, but now she was silent as the grave. For me this went straight past
  weird and all the way to the outskirts of scary, her just looking at me like that with those big wild eyes.


  Gram on the other hand was a regular female, meaning there was pretty much no silence in her. She got Aunt Rachel on the phone, skipped her warm-up and went directly to the fastball, popping
  them in high and tight: immature, irresponsible and self-indulgent, just to name a few. It wasnt hard to picture Aunt Rachel at the other end of the
  linepretty like Mom but a little taller, darker and drunker, probably wearing her usual boots and jeanspacing back and forth, smoking and running her hand through her hair as she
  yelled back at Gram. Early or not, if she didnt already have a drink in her hand it wouldnt be long before she was into the vodka.


  Gram summed up: As usual, Rachel, youve contrived to make the worst of a bad bargain. But at least Lee Ann is safe here with us, and that is a deal more than I can say for her in
  your care.


  Because of her excessive intelligence and her Yankee education, Gram actually talked like this all the time. To me the most impressive thing about it was the accurate way her words nailed you
  without leaving any room to maneuver or defend yourself. Aunt Rachel was no slouch herself as a yakker, but she couldnt keep up with Gram, especially when she was sozzled, and when the dust
  finally settled the verdict was clearL.A. was ours.


  Gram was big on the idea that the best strategy against fear and confusion was counterattack, her method being to lock in on what had to be done first, do it no matter what, then move on to the
  next thing, and then the thing after that. Now that L.A. was more or less okay for the moment and wasnt going anywhere, the next order of business was retrieving her clothes and stuff from
  Aunt Rachels house, including her dog Jazzy, a bug-eyed little shag that Gram called a shit-zoo. But L.A. refused to go with us, shaking her head energetically when Gram tried to persuade
  her by pointing outpretty reasonably, I thoughtthat we needed her there to make sure we got the right things.


  Come on, L.A., itll be okay, I said.


  She just backed away, one eye on the hallway, staking out her line of retreat.


  Oh, well, said Gram, grabbing her purse.


  We ferried everything over from Aunt Rachels in the Roadmaster, L.A. brightening up a fraction when she saw me climb out of the car with Jazzy under my arm, running up to snatch her from
  me as I came around the camellias from the driveway.


  Gram and I lugged the stuff down the hall to what used to be the sewing room, where there was a spare bed. As we worked, Gram explained that in ancient times in China dogs like Jazzy were
  officially designated as cats to allow them to enter the Forbidden City, where apparently only cats were allowed to go.


  Like a lot of what Gram said, this had the peculiar effect of filling my mind with odd ideas and new angles on things while actually seeming to leave me more ignorant than ever. For instance, I
  couldnt understand how a place could be called a city if nobody could go there. Or at least nobody but cats and certain funny-looking little undercover dogs. But maybe it wasnt that
  you couldnt go there exactlymaybe the city itself was forbidden in some way, possibly by reason of having been built against orders or out of illegal materials. I wanted more
  information about this, but I didnt ask Gram, for the very same reason you dont blow up the dam to get a glass of water.


  With a little scrounging around we found a nightstand and dresser and some old but kind of nice-looking lace curtains for the window. Fresh sheets on the bed, a few knickknacks here and there,
  and just like that it was a girls room.


  Gram squared off against the unknown, put her hands on her hips, said, There, and the deal was done. Whatever L.A.s reason was for being here, this made it fully official.
  Whatever was coming, we were going to face it as a family of three.


  


  2 | Adjustments


  I DONT MEAN to make it sound like everything just snapped into place, though, because it didnt. L.A. never really
  got all the way back to being her old self again and there were certain things I had to learn, like being more careful than ever about touching her when she wasnt looking. What I got in
  return was her remembering not to make any sudden movements at the edge of my vision, which gives you some idea of how we got through those first days.


  Meantime, I was gradually coming to terms with the possibility L.A. was permanently done with talking, even taking a certain offbeat pride in my ability to handle the idea. I doubted there were
  very many guys out there who could even grasp the concept of a speechless girl, much less get comfortable with it.


  But then Dee Campion whispered to her.


  Dee was a friend of ours, one of those kids whos always around but doesnt usually say much and never really seems to be completely in on things. At the time I didnt
  understand how much he and I had in common, and for a while I wasnt sure what to make of him. Gram called him a gentle boy, something I never heard her say about anybody else.
  He was an artist. His specialty was watercolors, things like apples, onions and wineglasses, and he painted them so well that I couldnt distinguish what he did from straight-up magic. He was
  thin and blond and seemed to catch more light than other people, which made him look beyond ordinary, maybe a little tragic, like a saint or a doomed poet. There was just something about him, and
  whatever it was made me feel like a bear at a tea party when I was around him.


  Plus we didnt actually see eye to eye about much of anything, so even watching TV with him could be kind of an obstacle course. He was polite about it but you could tell he had no use for
  sports, whereas I didnt care much for stuff about romance, relationships and other female ordeals. If I ever did get him to watch a game with me, he tended to ignore the count and the
  infield adjustments and veer off into speculation about things like whether the team colors agreed with a particular players personality or how the guys relationship with his father
  might have affected his batting average.


  But even though Dee wasnt the kind of kid youd ever think of offering a smoke to or going out to hit grounders with, there was still something kind of likable about him and I
  considered him basically okay. In fact, he was one of the favored few allowed in on the secret of Grams supernatural once-a-month raisin cookies, and this month when the day rolled around he
  dropped by.


  But this was no ordinary cookie day, because after a little polite munching and idle chitchat with Gram and me, Dee got up and without any fanfare walked over to the green chair where L.A. was
  sitting in her usual stony silence. No cookies for her. Just that thousand-yard stare in the general direction of the TV, like the rest of the world didnt exist. Dee leaned down so that his
  lips were by her ear and whispered something to her that lasted about as long as the Pledge of Allegiance. When he finished, they looked at each other for a couple of beats, then he lightly touched
  her arm, went back to his place on the couch and reached for another cookie.


  As much as I wanted to know what hed said to her, I knew I never would, recognizing this immediately as one of those little loose ends the universe was always dangling in front of me,
  especially where L.A. was concerned. I took the only sensible course, telling myself it probably wasnt that important anyway, and tossed it in the same mental bin where I kept questions like
  how many angels could dance on the head of a pin.


  But then the next night when I was studying for my U.S. History test, flipping through the pages without finding what I needed to know, I said more or less to myself, What the
  hells the Missouri Compromise?


  And without looking up, L.A. said, Missouri washes, Kansas dries.


  I almost jumped out of my socks. I watched her and waited for a while to see if there was going to be anything else, but shed said all she was going to for that day. Still, I took it as a
  breakthrough. And sure enough, the next morning at breakfast she spontaneously asked me to pass the milk, and by the end of the day she was talking again, not exactly a mile a minute, but almost
  back to what passed for normal with her.


  As far back as I could remember, Aunt Rachel had never stayed at home longer than a few hours at a time, meaning she constantly needed a babysitter for L.A. And since Gram never turned her down
  when it came to taking care of L.A., and did it for free, L.A. was always overnighting either at our house when I was still at home or later here at Grams. So even though she and I were
  technically solo kids, we were used to each other, and now that we had no place left to fall we did what it took to get along, including wrangling out a morning bathroom schedule and getting the
  chores divided up more or less equally. I wouldnt call it wall-to-wall harmony, but we did manage to hammer out some kind of mutual deadlock on most points.


  Then Gram started getting serious about L.A. going back to school. We simply have no alternative, dear, she said in that law-of-nature tone of hers.


  But L.A. shook her head and went silent again. It was their first major standoff, and it got me thinking about whether truant officers actually existed in reality or were just another parental
  figment like the tooth fairy. Id never personally seen one or heard a reliable eyewitness report and wondered what the uniform would look like and whether theyd carry special
  undersized handcuffs and nightsticks and arrive in small paddy wagons painted in cheerful colors.


  But I wasnt truly worried, because of my experience with Grams rock-solid belief in education and the unbreakable will behind it. There was also the simple reality of L.A. being a
  girl, with the kind of backhanded, diabolical intelligence that implies, plus her well-established history of dazzling teachers and showing me up in class. In other words, school was her natural
  turf, and I knew she couldnt stay away from it forever.


  Sure enough, less than a week later she gave in, coming out of her room at seven-thirty that morning dressed and ready as I was about to leave. We hoofed it over to Lipscomb just like nothing
  abnormal had ever happened, and that was the end of her educational strike. This returned us to a certain level of regularity at Grams, and by the time school was finally out for the year
  L.A. and I were back in the old groove, kicking around town like we always used to, like we owned the streets and summer was just for us.


  I guess its proof of how unreliable the so-called Sight was that it didnt tell me what was coming. Ive wondered a thousand times how things might have turned out if it had
  only given me a heads-up about what was going to happen, and what I was going to do, before this summer was over.


  


  3 | Old Stories


  IT SURPRISED ME a little that Gram was actually in favor of L.A. and me running around loose.


  You both need the lollygagging, was how she put it.


  The way I took this was that if we stayed out of any kind of high-profile trouble and got home by suppertime we were in the clear. By now I had been living with Gram a long timesince back
  in junior high, in factso I knew what she considered high-profile trouble and how to steer clear of most of it. With L.A. this part could have been tricky, but because her special
  relationship with disaster was so mysterious and unpredictable that it was useless to worry about it, I decided to leave that whole issue to the universes discretion and put it out of my
  mind.


  Today we were on our way to Beauchamps Liquors over on Lancaster to throw the football around and maybe practice some pass routes, and we were making our next-to-last stop behind the old
  Keogh place back under the big oaks and pecans across from Herndon Park. L.A. had gotten down on her hands and knees and was peering into the crawl space under the house.


  Here, Fangbaby, she said, clicking her tongue softly. You couldve fried meat on the street itself, but with the light breeze it was almost cool here in the deep shade at the
  back corner of the house. Across the street I heard the bobwhite chirp of the seesaw in the park, and for a second I caught the old-shoe smell of the crawl space. I held my football under one arm
  and watched L.A.


  I hear something, she whispered, reaching into the pocket of her blue jeans, where I knew she had a fried chicken gizzard wrapped in foil.


  All I could hear besides the seesaw was the birdy-birdy-birdy call of a cardinal somewhere in the bushes behind us.


  Most likely a rat, I said.


  But then Fangbaby materialized out of the darkness and edged forward: pink nose, long twitchy whiskers, bright green eyes watching L.A.s hands carefully. There was no way you could
  mistake her for any other cat. She had a white head and neck, orange stripes the rest of the way back and only three legs, like somebody had thrown her together at the last minute out of spare
  parts. She was what Gram called feral, meaning everything scared her. One day shed gotten half eaten by a couple of bird dogs from over on Alabama Street before I could kick them off her,
  and now she couldnt hunt to feed herself.


  Trying to watch L.A. and the gizzard at the same time, she pickily sniffed it over the way cats do, like she hadnt completely made up her mind about it yet, then took it carefully in her
  teeth and went front-hopping back under Mr. Keoghs house, where she turned around and watched as we eased away.


  Bet she lets me touch her pretty soon, L.A. said as we pushed back through our break in the hedge to the sidewalk. This part of Elmore was paved with concrete that had seen better
  days, the cracks mended with thick worms of dirty tar that divided its surface into a mystery map of some hot, unknown world. I glanced up at the high cirrus clouds streaking the sky and saw a
  silvery commuter plane slanting down toward Love Field across the Trinity. I wondered who was on it, where theyd been and what it would feel like to fly away.


  Probably bite the shit out of you, I said, tossing the football up with one hand and catching it in the other, not really believing my own words. Wild cats are a tough sell, true,
  but L.A.s magic with animals wasnt something you wanted to bet against.


  Well see, she said. She unwrapped a sucker, popped it into her mouth, then balled up the wrapper and threw it at me. We angled across the concrete to Beauchamps, a
  one-story yellow crackerbox with a wide empty lot beside it that we used for a practice field.


  An old green Fairlane two-door with the windows cranked all the way down sat tucked into the shade under the big-leafed catalpa at the back corner of the store. From the rearview mirror a little
  black shrunken head with stringy hair and stitched lips dangled like a piece of rotten fruit.


  This meant our friend Froggy, the lady who owned the store, was here.


  Inside, it was cool and dark, with a smoky spilled-whiskey smell and neon beer signs in various colors shining down like alien moons. Froggy was perched on her stool by the register, where she
  sat all day smoking Chesterfields and watching the customers with those spooky pooched-out eyes of hers.


  Hi, Froggy, said L.A.


  Junebug! croaked Froggy. Jasper! Come on in here and get you a couple RCs. Theres plenty in the cooler. Probably not realizing wed gladly stay anyway,
  she usually bribed us with stuff like this or maybe pickled eggs or chunks of fried boudain to hang around and listen to her yarns about three-day parties and gunshots in the dark and famous
  uncontrollable people shed known, like Meyer Lansky and Ava Gardner and Ernest Hemingway. She seemed to use as many different words as Gram did but hers were quicker and edgier, going off
  like strings of firecrackers in her stories.


  L.A. went into the cooler, came back with two cans of RC and handed me one. When it was later in the day we could sometimes get a beer out of Froggy if she was in a good mood and had a broken
  six-pack in the cooler, but I figured this time the sun was still too high for that. For some reason Gram wasnt happy about us coming down here, but we liked the place and naturally we liked
  Froggy because she took us seriously and seemed to get a kick out of talking to us. We brought the returnable bottles we found to her for the refunds because we enjoyed the way she always messed up
  her count and argued with us that we had a dollars worth more than we really did. She also pretended not to notice the occasional Chesterfield we filched from her pack.


  What are you two shady characters up to today? she said. Her hair was like orange steel wool and she wore heavy flashing rings on her little crooked fingers. Her nails were long
  and lacquered blood-red.


  Pass routes, I said, sipping cola. I noticed a man working his way up the middle aisle behind us. He wore a Celtics muscle shirt and was kind of hollow-bellied, with big knuckly
  white hands that had freckles on their backs. He was looking at all the different kinds of liquor bottles, like he couldnt make up his mind whether he was a whiskey drinker or a gin man.
  Like he thought it didnt show when youre looking for a chance to steal something. I figured him for a bum, or maybe a transient, like Gram would probably sayanyway a white man
  without a jobbut to me he didnt really seem very old for a bum in his sneakers and baseball cap turned backward. There was a big gap where his two upper front teeth should have been,
  and even though he had a mustache and a pointy Adams apple and needed a shave, something about him reminded me of the kid on the cover of Mad magazine.


  Froggy blasted off into a story about some hairy-eared husband she used to have.


  L.A. said, I didnt know you were married, Froggy.


  Why, hell, Junebug, one time or another I married about every knuckle-draggin potlicker and swingin dick in Texas, she said. Sucked em all dry as gourds
  too! She cackled herself off into a long coughing fit.


  When she was recovered enough she took another drag on her cigarette, then suddenly her look went hard as she watched the man coming up behind us. I turned around in time to see him raise both
  hands in surrender and disappear toward the back of the store. L.A. saw this too, and I could tell she was having one of her mysterious thoughts as she watched him go, but of course there was no
  telling what it was. Not then, anyway.


  What I did know was that something significant, something I myself couldnt see, had just happened, and that we were a long way from being through with this guy.


  


  4 | Catches


  AFTER WE FINISHED the RCs and heard about how Froggy had caught one of her husbands, the guy with the hairy ears that she told the most stories about,
  in bed with her manicurist and shot off one of his thumbs with her derringerAint what I meant to shoot off!we walked back out into the blazing sunlight.


  When our eyes readjusted, we set up at the back of the lot with me at quarterback and L.A. at flanker, going out on my count for the timing pattern and playing it like she played everything,
  like her life plus the fate of the galaxy depended on it. She had just reached back on the run for a bad throw when, sure enough, the guy wed seen inside came around the corner from the
  front of the store, stopped and smiled when he saw us. He stood there in the sun for a while, not even seeming to feel it, just smoking and watching us like somebody who didnt have anyplace
  in particular he needed to be.


  And naturally with an audience on hand L.A. and I started hot-dogging a little, heat or no heat. It was one of those times when things come together for you. I was getting a lot on the ball and
  L.A., with the sucker in her mouth, was pulling the ratty old Wilson in from every kind of impossible angle. When I led her too much on one route she dove and got the pass anyway, doing a
  tuck-and-roll as she hit the ground and coming up with the ball. The guy put his Camel between his lips and slowly applauded as L.A. raised her arms to the imaginary fans and bounced around in her
  victory dance. A trickle of red had started from the road rash on her elbow, but I knew shed bleed out altogether before shed show her pain to anybody, much less this character.


  Yall pretty damn slick, he said. Reckon you could hit me with one a them bullets?


  I looked at him for a second, then said, Sure, come on. You can run a post.


  Post. He nodded, moving the pack of cigarettes from the waist of his jeans to his sock. You got it, podner. He leaned out over the line of scrimmage, dangling his arm
  down and shaking his fingers to loosen them up, exactly like a real wide-out.


  On two, I said. Looking over the defensive set, I yelled, Hut! Two! and slapped the ball. The guy dug out, juked left once and then cut in the afterburners,
  showing hellacious speed for an adult. He looked back after a dozen strides with the cigarette still in his mouth, and when I let the ball go he watched it spiral up, made a little adjustment to
  his route, got under it and cradled it in thirty-five yards downfield.


  Yeehawww! he crowed, strutting like a rooster as he came back to the huddle.


  Whered you learn to play? I asked.


  Cornhole U., he said, leaning aside to spit. Down Huntsville.


  We ran a few more patterns and the guy only dropped one ball.


  Finally he said, You troops wanta go out for a couple? See if I still got a wing here?


  Sure, okay, I said. L.A. looked down for a second and then nodded, dusting off her Levis.


  Okay, yall, this heres Niggers-Go-Long. Wide right, he said with a strict look at each of us. We are fixin to go downtown.


  We positioned ourselves to his right, and when he called, Set! then, Hut! Hut! and slapped the ball, we hauled ass. I did a little juke of my own to the outside for
  show, giving L.A. just enough of a jump to beat me downfield. The guy put everything he had into it, grunting as he let the ball go. Running all-out, L.A. got her fingertips on it and pulled it
  down just before she ran out of field at the edge of the sidewalk.


  Hey-hey, Hall of Fame, man! the guy yelled.


  L.A. wrinkled her nose as she walked back with the ball. We lined up again, and I caught the next couple of passes. We kept running routes until all of us were sweaty and winded.


  HoofuckinHAHH! the guy said. Jeez, that was great! He sidled over to me, dropped his cigarette and ground it out in the gravel with the toe of his sneaker. He flicked
  a couple of sweat drops from his eyebrow with his thumb. So hey, whats your name, podner?


  James.


  More like Biscuit, said L.A. from the milk crate against the wall where she had sat to retie her sneaker. My father had called me that years before because he said when I was
  little Id do anything for a biscuit, and ever since then L.A. had taken an evil pleasure in doing the same, to the point that I didnt waste energy anymore resisting it. Concentrating
  on her shoelace, she didnt look up.


  Well, fuckin-A, Colonel Dogbiscuit, I presume. A quick left-handed salute. Permission to address the colonel as Biscuit, sir?


  Sure.


  My names Earl. Hot Earl, the Peckerwood Pearl.


  We shook hands. L.A. showed no interest.


  Where you from, Biscuitman?


  Jacksboro.


  Jacksboro. Good. Good town to be from. He licked along the bottom of his mustache, still a little out of breath and looking thoughtful. How about Miss Sweetmeat there, she
  with you?


  Yes sir, I said, realizing I wasnt really answering the question the way he meant it. From the corner of my eye I saw L.A. picking at the seam of the football, frowning.


  Earl twisted back over his shoulder toward L.A. Whats your name, little sister?


  Lee Ann, she said. Were cousins. Im not anybodys sister. She tossed her stubborn ponytail and unwrapped another sucker, a green one this
  time.


  Well, okay, then, said Earl, winking his red-rimmed eye at me. So, you got family in Jacksboro, Biscuit?


  Not anymore. My dads dead.


  For some reason this news seemed to lift Earls spirits a little. By now L.A. was moving away along the store wall, tossing the ball up against the yellow brick and catching the carom,
  paying no attention to us.


  And what about her? Earl said. Wheres she from?


  Shes from here, I said. Is your name really Hot Earl?


  Earl was pulling at his lower lip. His mind was somewhere else. Say what? he said. Oh. Yeah, Daddy used to call me that. When I was a kid. He smirked. Called
  me other things when I got older. Taking another look at L.A.


  You know, that aint bad stuff there at all, Biscuit. He took me farther aside, threw his arm over my shoulder and gave me a squeeze. You noticed the way she wears
  them little jeans like that? he said softly. I know you did.


  No sir, I said, wondering if he saw the lie in my face.


  How-dee-doo, said Earl. His lunch-meat-and-cigarette breath was getting a little hot. I tried to pull back, but he just held on to me and stayed right there in my face.


  Wont be long at all, young man like yourself be gettin some ideas, he said, jerking his head toward L.A., who had stopped tossing the ball and was checking out her
  other sneaker. Just lookie there.


  Earl obviously didnt know much about my head if he thought we were going to have to wait for me to get ideas. I looked at L.A. bending over in her white Fair Park T-shirt with the red
  Ferris wheel on the front.


  You can see them little titties real good, cant you?


  I flinched slightly because thats exactly where Id been looking.


  Earl got more conspiratorial. Listen, you guys like movies? Talking now for L.A. to hear too.


  I guess, I said.


  Some movies maybe, said L.A., drifting our way.


  Fact is, I know how to make movies myself. Done made a bunch of em.


  I thought about this for a few seconds, beginning to show a little interest.


  Tell you what, said Earl. I could put you two monkeys in a movie. He pointed at us with two fingers.


  L.A. was listening to Earl now, seeming to shake off some of her attitude.


  No way, I said.


  Damn straight, said Earl.


  It occurred to me I had no idea how movies actually got made. But surely it was more than just a one-man operation.


  A movie movie, or just some home movie or something? L.A. said, continuing to sidle in closer. She took the sucker out of her mouth, inspected it for a second, then put it
  back. Making up her mind.


  Nothin but the real deal, said Earl. True Hollywood all the way. Guys and gals doin ever-what comes natural.


  L.A. kind of made a face, but Earl wasnt looking at her. He was looking right into my eyes.


  Well, so where do you make the movies? I said.


  My place, Earl said, beginning to look excited. Wanta check it out?


  Glancing at L.A., I saw a little glint come and go in her eye. She was always surprising me one way or another, but not today.


  I said, Wheres your place?


  Right down the alley here, he said. Over the garage.


  L.A. shrugged and gave me the lets do it look.


  Sure, I said. Lets go.


  


  5 | Showtime


  EARL BOWED and swept his arm through the air to usher us into the alley. He whistled quietly through his teeth and cracked his knuckles as we walked
  along. The tune sounded like maybe something of Fats Dominos. He dug his elbow into my ribs to demonstrate that we were into something good together.


  We came to a leaning double garage with an unpainted apartment above it. The garage was empty and smelled of dust and old lawn mowers. Earl started us up the chancy-looking stairs on the outside
  wall, L.A. first, then me, then himself. He sang a line about somebodys baby being called Shoo-Ra under his breath as we climbed, and halfway up the stairs he leaned forward and
  bumped his forehead lightly against the small of my back.


  On the landing at the top of the stairs L.A. looked down over the railing and then back to Earl, and when he nodded she opened the unlocked door. We all went in. There wasnt much light
  but I could see a small square wooden table, a chair and a bed with no sheets, just an army-green blanket and a bare pillow. The little kitchen had a gas stove and a short refrigerator on the
  counter, and between the bed and the table was a window with a roll-up shade pulled most of the way down. A million little stars of light sparked through the brown shade from the sun behind it. All
  over the floor, on the table and bed, everywhere, there were dozens of pint and half-pint empties, all rum bottles with the caps missing.


  Moms boyfriend Jack was a whiskey guy when he wasnt drinking beer. The bottles he brought it home in were generally bigger, and he got rid of them when they were empty. I watched
  L.A. pick up one of Earls flasks and sniff it.


  What does this stuff taste like? she said.


  Never mind that, said Earl. Here, let me make you a place to sit. He pushed the blanket and a couple of empty bottles back from the edge of the bed. He ignored L.A.,
  but she came over and sat beside me anyway, rolling the football back and forth along her thigh. She looked around at the room.


  This is a nice place, I said dishonestly. The bed smelled kind of like fish and wet dogs, which started a tickle of queasiness in my stomach. There was an old calendar on the wall
  over the table that showed a couple of naked boys on a wide stone porch with a lake and snowy mountains in the background.


  Oh, you aint seen nothing yet, said Earl, planting himself in the chair with his back to the door and his knee against mine.


  Wheres your TV? I said.


  Dont need that, he said. Plenty to stay entertained with. He scratched at the black spider tattooed inside his left forearm, then pinched and pulled at his
  crotch. We can make our own fun.


  How about the movie? said L.A., cocking her head at him.


  Sure, he said. But listen, you guys want something first? Maybe a little Thunderbird to start us off right?


  L.A. shook her head. I said, No, thanks.


  Earl seemed disappointed. He walked over and got a foil-wrapped package from the freezer compartment of the fridge and came back to sit down. He took a small twisted cigarette from the foil,
  used a Zippo to light it and took a long drag. He held the smoke down for a while and then kind of groaned it out through his mouth and nose. The smoke smelled like burning rope.


  Want a little hit? he said, holding the cigarette out first to L.A., who shook her head again, then to me.


  I took it and tried to draw on it as he had done, which made me cough. My eyes watered. Then I tried again and this time managed to control my cough reflex.


  Earl had a tiny gob of white spit at each corner of his mouth. Maybe we ought to have a little game first, he said. I can think of some good ones. Yall know Yellow
  Dog?


  I drew in smoke again and had no trouble at all this time. Earl was looking back and forth from L.A. to me. He seemed anxious to get started.


  L.A. twirled the football, shaking her head and glancing at Earl out of the corner of her eye, saying, Thats pretty dumb.


  By now my stomach had somehow settled down completely, but I noticed the world was getting kind of cockeyed and I seemed to have dislocated my mind somehow. I began looking around Earls
  place, smiling and wondering if he had any Twinkies.


  Hey, okay, youre right, said Earl. That is dumb. I know whatd be good! Strip poker! How about that?


  I just couldnt stop grinning, but L.A. was serious as Saint Peter. So was Earl, only in a frustrated kind of way. By now he was beginning to pay more attention to L.A., and it seemed to
  bother him a lot that he couldnt get her interested in anything. He was sweating harder than ever, and he kept looking from her to me and back again as if he were running out of ideas. The
  time for Twinkies seemed to be about over, and I could sense L.A. silently changing gears.


  Then Earl suddenly hunched forward and grabbed my leg, jamming his hand hard up along the inside of my thigh.


  Whoa, I said.


  In half a beat L.A. was up and over to the dirty window. She jerked the little doughnut on the string at the bottom of the shade and released it, letting it roll the rest of the way up, where it
  whapped around a few times before stopping. Outside, there were treetops in every direction, and among them a few green-shingled rooftops.


  Hey, look, Bis! said L.A., pointing. You can see Grams house from here! She looked excitedly back at me.


  Hah? What? said Earl, standing up, turning his head to the window, bending to take her line of sight.


  Right there, said L.A. You can see Daddys new truck and everything. He must be going back on day watch this week. You should see, Bis, its like being up in a
  tree. She turned and caught my eye. I looked out the window.


  Day watch? said Earl. What day watch? He stared at L.A., who just gazed innocently back at him. He scratched his neck, thinking. He walked over to the sink, then back
  to the window and looked out again.


  Isnt it neat? said L.A.


  Earl shivered. He was starting to get a constipated look. Finally he shook his head.


  Ratfuck, he said under his breath, the gap in his teeth making it sound like ratpuck.


  L.A. was finally beginning to show some enjoyment, and of course I was still seeing the humor in everything, but now Earl seemed to be getting more miserable by the second.


  Double-dog ratpuck, he said. He gave his head a last shake, took off his cap and ran his hand through his oily-looking dark blond hair. Then he moved over toward the door.
  Thats it, he said tiredly, reaching for the knob to open the door and let us out.


  But L.A. said, Wait.


  He jerked his head around. Huh, what?


  Did you forget about the movie, Mr. Earl?


  Tell you what, little sister, I think were gonna just forget that whole deal.


  L.A. was beginning to look a little put out with Earl. I heard the last of her sucker cracking between her teeth.


  But we had it all planned, she said.


  Yeah, well, thats off now. Come on, lets go.


  Not yet, said L.A.


  Earls expression tightened. Hey, he said. Dont bust my nuts, all right? Yall need to just cut right on out of here. He glanced at the window.
  Your Gram and themll be waiting on you.


  But it was all set, said L.A., laying the stem of her sucker on the pile of Camel butts in the mayonnaise jar lid on Earls table. All we wanted was a chance to make a
  little money. You know, like real actors.


  Money? squeaked Earl in disbelief.


  L.A. watched him, looking sensible and composed. I cleared my throat. We heard the refrigerator compressor come on.


  For chrissake, Earl said. It looked like the air was going out of him a little at a time. Money.


  Daddy always says people should be reasonably compensated for their efforts, L.A. recited. Her eyes, without actually moving, seemed to flicker slightly toward the window.
  Earls did the same.


  Which caused me to picture Uncle Cam, who as far as I knew never owned any kind of watch. Plus I would have considered it a toss-up whether it was more likely L.A. had ever in her life called
  him Daddy or the sun was going to stand still in the sky. I didnt think he had any theories about kids getting paid either, but then I admit I wasnt exactly clear in my head at the
  moment. I did know he didnt have a new truck and never showed up at Grams house at all, any more than that was actually her house we were all thinking about outside Earls
  window.


  I dont have no money, man, Earl told L.A., putting his hand on his hip pocket and looking wearier than ever.


  Let me see, she said in a friendly tone, setting the ball on the bed next to me and holding out her hand for his billfold. I bet you were gonna buy some more cigarettes and
  rum.


  Earl let out a long breath and handed over the billfold. L.A. dug around in it for a few seconds. Behind a thin leather flap she found a ten and two folded fives. She took both of the fives and
  looked up at Earl. This should be fair, she said. Five for Biscuit and five for me. She handed back the billfold. Earl just blinked sadly as he took it from her hand.
  L.A. picked up our ball, and we went to the door. She kind of straightened herself up and in her most serious voice said, Thank you very much, Mr. Earl. We do appreciate you.


  But Earl didnt answer, just kept staring at her.


  A minute later we were down the steps and out to the alley. The sun was lower now and looked redder behind the trees, the world gradually squaring up and losing some of its funniness. Looking
  back, I saw Earl watching us through the crack of his door.


  L.A. watched him watching us for a minute, then turned to me. He really should be more careful, she said.


  I shrugged. Whats for dinner?


  Meat loaf, L.A. said as she tucked my five inside the waistband of my jeans. I know what youre thinking.


  Weve still got an hour. I can do both, I said. You?


  She shrugged. Why not?


  We started off along the alley to head north on Lancaster toward the Dairy Delite, the idea of Twinkies losing some velocity but still bouncing around in my mind.
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