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  1


  If you like action come to N.Y.C.

  they got murder and rape and robbery,

  they got all kinds of violence can happen to you,

  they got broken glass and dog doo-doo,

  a Saturday night special every night of the week.


  Now this kid with the shaved head has been saying the words to this song for the past 450 miles, over and over, ever since the trucker picked him up just outside of the Holland Tunnel. He just keeps mocking Loudon Wainwright III who in that song mocks Bob Dylan who never mocked anybody that the boy can think of. That’s what he’s going to do; he’s going to not mock anybody; he’s going to write words that nobody has ever heard before; he’s going to create worlds that are worlds better than this piece of crap and he’s going to be somebody. Just as soon as he gets somewhere, he’s going to be somebody. But for the time being, he’s gonna ride, just gonna sip bourbon and ride, might ride right on down to Florida, put orange juice in the bourbon, write down all of these thoughts that lately seem to stick in his mind, thoughts like life sucks, might sing Jimmy Buffett songs; Jimmy Buffett doesn’t mock anybody, saw Jimmy Buffett one time, football stadium full of college students, cold beer, barefooted, Saturday afternoon. “Changes in latitudes, changes in attitudes, nothing remains quite the same.”


  “Can it, kid.” The trucker has spoken. The boy had forgotten that the trucker was there, forgotten that it’s this big hairy truck drivin’ man that makes the wheels turn, makes the rubber burn. “Can’t you talk?”


  The kid nods, takes a sip from his bottle. He finished off a pint around D.C., put the empty bottle in his canvas duffel bag that he has between his feet and pulled out another one. His eyes are glazed, one hand on the bottle, the other on the top of the bag. The trucker keeps thinking that this guy will pass out soon and he can put him out by the roadside somewhere. He nudges his foot under his seat to make sure that his metal box is still there, bought himself a gun during the strike, bought it mostly for weirdo hitchers in case they got smart like that bruiser a few weeks ago that was wanting to bugger. He broke that queer’s jaw and threw him out somewhere around Richmond. You just never can tell. This kid looks harmless enough, looks young, stinks like a polecat, drunk as a skunk, says “excuse me” after every hiccup, has on brand new looking Nikes, but you never know.


  “How far you going?” the trucker asks. He’s asked this question for the past ten hours and has yet to get an answer.


  “Don’t know.”


  “Why’d you leave New York?”


  “They got murder and rape and robbery…”


  “Yeah, yeah, broken glass and dog doo-doo. You said all that already.” The kid just shrugs and takes another swallow. “You ain’t from New York, ain’t got a New York voice.”


  “Everybody sounds the same these days.”


  “So where you from?” Usually the trucker doesn’t give a damn, but there’s something about this one, something that’s made him curious.


  “The world will be homogenized but never pasteurized.”


  “I said where bouts you from?”


  “I want to go somewhere, somewhere different, Howard Johnsons look the same, blue and orange, and McDonalds with yellow arches. It’s all the same.” His voice is slurred and now the damn kid looks like he might cry. The trucker is sorry now that he ever got him to start talking.


  “I’m from North Carolina, nothing special, Howard Johnsons, Texaco station, high school; people date and get married and have children that learn how to walk and talk; everybody does things like that; everybody might have herpes one day.”


  “We’re in North Carolina. Where you from?”


  “A town.” The boy shrugs and rolls that shaved head to one side. “They got bars in New York that never close, got bars where people take off their clothes.”


  “Got ’em everywhere, boy. Wanna stop so you can get yourself home?”


  “Got ’em everywhere, damn right. Homogenized but not pasteurized.” The boy stares up ahead. He’s tired of talking to this man; he liked it better when he forgot that this man was here; this man just doesn’t understand, doesn’t know that he has all of these things to think about, things to decide, things to create, things like the way that all those letters on that glowing green sign run together to spell nothing.


  “Think I’ll pull off and stretch,” the trucker says. “Might grab a cup of coffee.”


  “Might grab a cup of coffee.”


  “You sure could use one,” the trucker says and pulls in at an all-night convenience store right by the service road. This kid is really getting on his nerves now, the shaved head, his drunken mumblings. “Hey, you, aren’t you getting out?”


  “Nah, been in these places before.”


  “Come on, get out.” The trucker nudges him and the kid shakes his head back and forth. “Come on.”


  “Got my bag.”


  “Well hell, bring it with you.” The trucker walks around and opens the other door, stands there waiting until he slides down, the bag clanging against the floor-board. “What you got in there anyway?”


  “Typewriter.” He sways for a minute and his knees start to buckle. The trucker starts to grab him but he throws up his hands. “Sam Swett walks alone,” he says and weaves behind the trucker, pulling his bag behind him. Sam Swett, most likely to succeed; he only missed getting that by a few votes, almost most likely to succeed. The bells on that door ring so loud that it jars his whole skull, and the light makes his eyes burn, makes him feel dizzy. The trucker is talking to the fat man sitting behind the counter, so he walks over and looks at what’s on the shelves. Chef Boyardee; you can go anywhere in the country and buy Chef Boyardee, and the candy bars, rows and rows of candy bars: Three Musketeers in red, white and blue the patriotic appeal, Zero in that cool blue, M&Ms. He remembers eating M&Ms: he would sit down and open the pack, segregate before eating; there were blacks, light skin blacks, Indians, Chinese and Martians; there were no white M&Ms; there was no race with orange skin; orange ones were the white people, no other choice, but then came the big decision, which race do you devour first? And he got older but there were still M&Ms, same wrapper, only difference that the Indians had become extinct, stripped from society, made children hyperactive. He would segregate them, figure the population percentages, integrate them back within the bag and pull them out one at a time, try to guess which race was melting in his hand before he popped it into his mouth. Then he was in college and his mother would send a shoebox wrapped in brown paper, filled with cookies, a check, athletic socks and M&Ms. He would open one corner of the bag and pour the contents into his mouth, homogenized. What do kids do now? There are no colors for Puerto Ricans, Cubans, India Indians, Iranians. It would be so difficult to be a child, so difficult to segregate and discern the differences, just say they’re all M&Ms, they’re all people. It’s all junk food: Fritos, Ruffles, Cheetos, Doritos, Doritos Light, Sour Cream and Onion, Sour Cream and Chives, Nacho; it’s enough to drive you fucking crazy; there are too many choices. “You have so many choices, Sammy,” his father had said, pride in his eyes, the keys to a new car in his pocket. “Used to people just had to get out and find something to do, didn’t have much choice.” It’s enough to drive you fucking crazy.


  “Can I help you find something, son?” It is the voice of the man behind the stool.


  “I can’t decide.” He shakes his head and walks back around to the counter, the top of the duffel bag clenched in his hand, the empty bottle clanging against the typewriter, his only pair of clean underwear covering the keys. “We gotta leave, going somewhere,” he mumbles and looks around. “Where is that man?”


  “Were you with him?” The man looks surprised, the loose sallow skin of his cheeks glowing under the fluorescent light with a greenish tint. Give this man a green M&M. “He left about ten minutes ago.”


  “Where am I?”


  “Marshboro, North Carolina.” The man does not take his eyes off of him. Marshboro, N.C. He is only about two and a half hours from home, two and a half hours from central air, clean sheets. “Do you want some coffee? Anything?”


  “May vomit.” He feels his stomach churn, tightness in his throat, the man’s face slowly covered in little black specks. “Bathroom.”


  “Sorry, it’s private. You’ll have to leave.” The man has shifted a little now, his hand near the phone. Who does that man think he is? Some kind of derelict? He was almost most likely. He turns and goes out the door, the bells clanging over his head. He makes his way to the corner of the store and squats there in the darkness, cold sweat running through the prickles on his head, dropping like dew onto the green surgical shirt.


  Charles Husky breathes a sigh of relief when the door closes and the kid disappears into the darkness. He’s used to getting the late night weirdos, but it doesn’t happen that often. Usually it’s a slow night which is why he doesn’t mind working the late shift. He’s been working here ever since the textile plant started laying people off last December. His first night of work was Christmas Eve, Merry Christmas, and Maggie and his daughter Barbara had come down there and sat with him for about an hour. Still, it’s almost peaceful here now, on this vinyl stool, the canned goods to his right, the Slurpee machine behind him softly gurgling like a baby nursing, like his little baby Barbara had done and Lordy, that’s been a long time. Barbara is thirty with a gurgling baby of her own, way off in Montana, coming home for Christmas every other year. But still, Charles likes to think about all of those things and he has plenty of time to do it during these late hours when most people are asleep, when it seems, the whole town is asleep. He found out a long time ago that things just ain’t like they are on T.V. where someone comes tapping on the door wanting a jar of Miracle Whip. It just doesn’t happen that way and if this town wasn’t right here on I-95 where truckers and travelers are passing through all night long, there wouldn’t even be any reason to stay open this shift, and then maybe he could get on in the daytime, and at this time of morning he’d be spooned up with Maggie, his arms wrapped around her plumpness in a warm bed. Whenever he thinks of Maggie, he thinks “warm” and it always sounds so good to him, as good as the first time he ever wrapped his arms around a much thinner Maggie, even though right this minute he has his oscillator fan fixed so that it won’t oscillate and will blow right on him. It is ninety degrees, only dropped six degrees since afternoon. Maggie’s tomato plants growing along the back fence ain’t ever gonna make it through this and she works with those plants, digging and replanting, fertilizing and watering, and all because he likes fresh tomatoes with his eggs when he gets home at seven.


  Not many people even stop; oh maybe every now and then they do but it’s only for a thirty cent cup of coffee like that trucker. Charles Husky doesn’t blame them. Why would they stop for a cellophaned sandwich that you stick in a toaster when they can ride on down the road and find an all-night diner? No, the only regular during this shift is Harold Weeks, been coming in every single night since he left home a couple of months ago. Right now, Harold Weeks is in that back room, either guzzling coffee or stretched out on that cot sleeping it off. Harold never should have left Juanita over that one mistake she made; he was lucky that she ever married him in the first place, him being thirteen years older and all, and Juanita’s a real looker, too, got her own business, gave Harold two fine children and what does he do but up and leave her the first time she makes a mistake. Somebody needs to tell Harold a thing or two, tell him about forgiving and forgetting, but Charles Husky isn’t the man to do it. Charles just ain’t the kind to get all tied up in somebody’s business. Besides, Charles likes having Harold around late at night, not to talk to, of course, but just so he’s not alone. Ain’t no way that you can talk to Harold Weeks when he’s had too much to drink. He has a filthy-sounding mouth when he’s sober.


  This real nice song called “Tight Fittin’ Jeans” is playing on the radio when two headlights appear almost out of nowhere and a big Chrysler New Yorker screeches to a stop. Boy, Conway Twitty can sing, all right, there’s a tiger in these tight fittin’ jeans. Charles reaches down and begins wiping off the counter where he and Harold had had one of those cellophaned sandwiches with tomato slices just a little while ago. These two young boys get out of that car and start walking up. Charles never has gotten used to seeing young high school kids driving around in big fine cars. The bells ring and this skinny one with sun bleached hair comes in first, followed by a larger one with a bad case of acne. Little Barbara never had a car to drive around in except Maggie’s old Rambler but she never had face or teeth problems, saved them a fortune he’s sure.


  “Hi boys,” Charles says and smiles. “What can I do for you?”


  “Keep your shirt on, man, we’ll see,” the skinny one says and goes over to the drink cooler. That kid’s eyes look funny, red and glassy, ought to be at home and in bed. His Mama is probably worried sick right now. The larger one just stands near the door, his hands deep in the pockets of his Levis, and stares down at the paperback book collection there in front of the counter. That’s such an embarrassment to Charles. He hated that Christmas Eve when Maggie and Barbara came in and saw all those books. Harold Weeks calls them “beaver books.” Harold sometimes reads one while he’s sobering up. The skinny one has his head in the cooler now and is fumbling around.


  “Hey, Ronnie,” he yells to the larger boy who is now flipping through one of the books. “They ain’t got shit here, all the beer’s hot.”


  “Son, it’s after one. I can’t sell you any beer anyway.” Charles looks up. He had been distracted by this other song he really likes, “Swinging.” The boy whirls around and glares at him. “I’m sorry as I can be but that’s the law, thought you were going after a soda.”


  “A soda? Do I look like I want a soda?”


  “I’m sorry.” Charles says and watches that kid pace back and forth. Kid probably isn’t even old enough to buy beer, about seventeen, probably. Her Mama was in the kitchen cuttin’ chicken up to fry, her Daddy was in the back yard winding up the garden hose and I’m out on the front porch feeling love down to my toes and we were swanging, justa swanging.


  “Yeah, well what are you gonna do about it, old man?”


  “Hey man.” The big one tosses down the book and steps closer to the door. “Just buy the rolling papers and let’s leave.”


  “Hell no!” The skinny one goes back to the cooler, gets a Michelob and opens it, the most expensive kind they sell and that kid just gets one and opens it. Charles reaches for the phone. He doesn’t want any trouble, especially with a child who ain’t got sense enough to go on home. “Hey, I’m just teasing, old man, I’ll pay you for this one.” He steps closer, picks up a loaf of bread, wanders down another aisle and gets a box of Saran Wrap. This kid is worse than that other one that was in here. “Pack of Marlboros, and some rolling papers.”


  Charles gets the papers and the cigarettes and rings it all up. He doesn’t even ring up the beer, just stretches his hand out for the money. He watches the boys walk out and just stand there in front of the store. An old one, I beg your pardon, I never promised you a rose garden. That fool kid stands right out there and dumps that whole loaf of bread on the sidewalk. There’s got to be a little rain sometime. He comes back in, stretching the bag, twisting it around, and the big one follows him, his eyes still on those “beaver books.” The next thing Charles knows, that big one has jumped over the counter and is holding both of his hands behind his back, even before Charles could ask why that kid had dumped out the bread, and that big one had seemed like a nice boy. He is being robbed. His hands are being wrapped and knotted up in that plastic bread bag. This kid is strong as hell, too. “Harold,” he says, but he can’t seem to speak loud enough. The skinny one turns up the radio. Better look before you leap and don’t be sorry, love shouldn’t be so melancholy. “Harold. Come on kids, cut it out. I’ll give you some beer.”


  “Shut the hell up,” the skinny one says and crams all the napkins that are beside the coffee maker into Charles’ mouth. He picks up the Saran Wrap and starts wrapping it around Charles’ face, round and round, pulling it tightly. He can’t talk; his vision is blurred, the creases in the plastic buckling around his eyes. He can barely hear the radio, barely hear the big one. “Hey, don’t do that, come on, just get the cash and whatever you want and let’s get the hell out.” These kids probably have big allowances. Why the hell are they doing this?


  “Ah, he can get loose. That plastic will pull right apart.” The big one pushes Charles to the floor, that cool tile floor, sandwich crumbs, God, he can’t breathe. Where’s Harold? He barely hears the cash register open, barely hears something about trying nigger wine, barely hears the gurgling of the Slurpee machine. He is gasping, face down, the specks on the tile floor jumping and leaping toward his face. He doesn’t have the strength to move his wrists. How many nights has he stared at these specks of color in the tiles? He would trace the specks into patterns and shapes just like Maggie always did with clouds. There’s a rabbit pattern beneath the stool, a sea gull in front of the Slurpee machine. Now he sees black spots mingling with the specks, the plastic creases over his eyes. The gurgling is getting further and further away. He thinks of Maggie, spooning with Maggie in that warm bed, he thinks swinging, justa swinging, the gurgling gurgle of the Slurpee machine, gurgle, the sea gull in the tile, that damp cool sea gull, gurgle, just like little Barbara all those years ago, gurgle, swinging, gurgle, justa swinging. And here’s one you’ll all remember, Buck Owens up there in the Big Apple when he did Carnegie Hall, I got a hung’rin’ for your love and I’m waiting at your welfare line. A cellophaned sandwich ruffles under the breeze of the fan; the receipt that was just rung up is caught and held for a second like a leaf in the wind and then settles as easily as a feather to that cool tile floor.


  At the far end of Main Street there is a boarding house, a two-story brick structure with old time windows framed in lumber, a porch that wraps around the front and sides and supports the various creeping vines which over the years have reached all the way up and neatly entwined the two upstairs windows as though it had been planned that way. Once when this was a central location in town it was a very fashionable tourist home, and in the summers the gray-planked flooring of the porch creaked under rocking chairs, feet gently pushing an old glider, a swing. Now it is at the edge of town, separated from the bottoms only by a broken-up and overgrown railroad track. What little brick is left unexposed by the creeping vines is dark with age, and it seems at a glance that it could all crumble down with the slightest tremor, yet the brick is very strong, its texture intact, only the appearance has changed.


  Now a yellow light illuminates the porch where there is an old chipped-up kitchen chair propped against the wall, cigarette butts along the cement steps, an empty Coke bottle propped between the spindles of the railing. Moths hover around the light, beat themselves against the bare bulb without venturing into the dark recesses where the vines fall like curtains. There is a small pair of jeans hung on the ledge of the upstairs window on the left. They belong to M. L. McNair, who is six years old and lives in this room with his grandmother, Fannie McNair. Earlier in the day she had washed out his jeans as she always does and hung them there to dry. Now she has forgotten them. Now she can be seen in the dim light of her window like the pupil of a large tired eye, as she sits in her overstuffed chair, a reading lamp behind her casting a glow that clings to the sweat on her dark forehead where her knotty hair is pulled tightly back and bobby pinned in a straight line. The radio is turned down low, just low enough that she can still hear it but so low that it doesn’t wake M. L., who is curled up on his side of the low double bed in the corner. Fannie McNair spends all of her evenings this way, just sitting and listening to the gospel music that plays after midnight, even though she could fall asleep at any given moment. It is her time to “think and pray,” as she always tells M. L. when he stirs over there in the darkness and calls out her name. This is what she is doing now, thinking of her husband Jake, wondering where he might be, if he’s still alive, if he’s living with some other fool woman, if he’s sprawled out dead as a doornail in the alley of some big city street. It’d serve him right, God knows it would, but no, Jake deserves as much hope as any other body. And it wasn’t always bad, not always.


  There was that rainy Thanksgiving when just the two of them were together and he surprised her with a radio that he bought at Sears, the very one that she’s listening to now, and they had stayed in bed near about all day listening to the radio and the rain and hadn’t even eaten their hen and stuffing until nine-thirty that night. There was something special about that day, special because she has always been certain that that was the very day her daughter took root inside of her. It was just like Elizabeth in the Bible, because she was thirty-five years old and had just about given up on having children other than those that she was paid to keep. God, it was a happy time when that second month had passed without a trace of bleeding. Then her stomach got to where it was pushing out and she had to go to work with her skirt unfastened. It was a miracle, truly it was, and she had more energy than she could ever remember having, wasn’t sick a day, and kept right on working and going about her life. She was sitting right there on the front pew of Piney Swamp Baptist Church on a day that was just about as hot as yesterday was, when her water broke. There was so much commotion and jubilation in that building that she just stood up and clapped and yelled with the best of them and made her way out of the church without anybody even noticing what had happened. She caught a ride with a farmhand who went back inside the church to find the doctor, and off they went to hers and Jake’s house which stood just on the other side of the tracks where there is now a warehouse. It wasn’t much of a house, but that day it seemed like it was, especially when she opened her eyes and heard that cry. “His name is John,” she had said, releasing the grip she had held on the edges of the mattress, “and he’s a Baptist.”


  “You’ll have to wait for the next one,” the doctor said and held up that wrinkled little baby.


  “Elizabeth, then.”


  Jake didn’t have much to do with Elizabeth, looked at her, pulled out a bottle of liquor and then disappeared for about three days. All those years he had blamed himself for them not having children, and had spent years worrying about Fannie finding a man who could give her what she wanted. Now that Elizabeth had come, he had somehow come to think that it was all Fannie’s fault, and she though he must have spent a lot of time thinking about all the seeds he could have planted elsewhere. Fannie knows it probably was her with the problem, it probably was some sort of miracle that she should even have had a baby. But Jake had spent all those years believing what most people always have believed, that black women are just like watermelon vines and once one gets ripe, there’s another right behind it. She reckoned Jake was for the first time proud of his manhood, and took it out on her that he had doubted himself all those years. Before Elizabeth was even a year old, Fannie was already having to unfasten the tops of her skirts. It didn’t seem like such a miracle that time, because Jake was gone before she even got to wearing big loose frocks with no waist to them. She named that child Thomas because it was all that doubt and resentment that had brought him to her.


  She tells herself that there were some blessings to come out of it all, that she has forgiven Jake for leaving the way that he did, forgiven Elizabeth for going to New York and leaving M. L. with her to raise from the time he was a year old. She tells herself that her children deserve better if they can find it, though she’s proud of her life, proud of the fact that she is sixty-five years old and gets up and goes to work every day, cooking and cleaning for the Fosters who live in one of the big houses out in what she still calls Piney Swamp even though it has been given a fancy name that she never can remember. One day M. L. will have himself a fine house with a long table set with matching dishes and silverware. M. L. might just be a doctor and that would be fine, but for Fannie McNair, the most important thing is that M. L. grows up to be decent and proud, hard working and loving, not fighting to prove he’s something that he ain’t like Thomas, who lives somewhere right in this town but hardly ever comes by. M. L. ain’t gonna sit and watch his mailbox for the government to send some kind of check.


  She goes over now and leans down close to M. L. where his face is buried down in the stomach of an old stuffed monkey that he calls F. M. after her, and she can feel the warmth of his breath against her cheek. This is a ritual that she performed with her own children and did with M. L. before he was even left there with her, and now, with the reassurance of his measured sleep, she goes back to her chair for a few more minutes of thinking. Her gnarled fingers work in and out while she hems the dress that Mrs. Foster is going to wear to a party tomorrow night that is being given for a couple about to be married. It’s a pretty dress, green and silky, cool to Fannie’s fingers as she slides the material around. The dress smells like Mrs. Foster, clean and a little spicy like those crumpled-up dried flowers that Mrs. Foster has in little bowls in the bathroom. It smells like the Fosters’ house and it makes Fannie feel for a minute that Mrs. Helena Foster is right there in the room with her, though of course she’s not; Mrs. Foster has never been inside of this room or right out front on the street, or if she has Fannie doesn’t know it. Mr. Foster picks her up in the mornings and brings her back home, or if he is out of town, Mrs. Foster gives her taxi money the day before. That’s the way it is, Fannie tells herself, though there have been times when she would have liked for Mrs. Foster to come up here and see her home, see the quilts and afghans that Fannie has made, because Mrs. Foster is real interested in homemade things like quilts, rugs, bread and jelly, though as far as Fannie knows Mrs. Foster has never made a thing in her life, probably not even a bed.


  It makes Fannie smile just to think of how that whole house would fall apart if she wasn’t there to keep things right. But she likes Mrs. Foster. Sometimes she just likes to look at her because it’s so hard to believe that a woman getting close to forty with two children could look that way, that frosted blonde hair that she pulls up in a loose bun, those long nails always glazed in clear polish, those bright plaid pedal pushers that she wears around the house or to the grocery store. It is something, the way that Mrs. Foster looks like she’s always about to go somewhere even when she isn’t. She wears earrings every day of the week.


  Fannie breaks off the thread and carefully hangs the dress back on its hanger and carries it into the bathroom to hang it on the shower rod so that nothing will happen to it. She pulls out the skirt and lets it rock back and forth like a ghost dancing there. She does like to think and wonder about the Fosters, to think of how Mrs. Foster’s voice changes a little when she has company, how she doesn’t spend much time with Fannie when other people are there. Mr. Foster is real quiet most of the time and Fannie never has been able to decide if he’s mad or if he’s just a soured person. He isn’t even smiling in that wedding photograph that Mrs. Foster has on her dresser.


  Fannie goes back to her chair and now that that dress is out of the room it’s a little easier to forget about the Fosters. She will be back with them soon enough, back with Billy Foster locked up in his room all day long, asleep till noon and before she can get in there to make his bed, he’s already back on it, just sitting on top of rumpled covers and playing his record player full blast. He reminds Fannie of a scrawny little chick who goes around acting like a bantam rooster till somebody crosses him and he goes crying to his Mama. M. L. ain’t that way. M. L. don’t act a bit bigger than what he is and he isn’t a crybaby, never has been. But that Billy Foster is something. Fannie can’t quite figure it out. How did such a cute little boy grow up like that, except that he’s spoiled rotten. He has all these posters on his walls, of people with their faces all painted up like some kind of freak show. “Kiss,” it says below these awful faces. Fannie McNair wouldn’t touch one with a ten foot pole, let alone kiss one. Fannie supposes that he comes by this sort of taste for pictures naturally, though. Just the other day, Mrs. Foster called Fannie away from her cooking to come into the living room and see the new picture. “It’s a Primitive,” Mrs. Foster said. “We got it at an auction. Isn’t it wonderful?” Fannie nodded like she was agreeing, but she thought that it was more than primitive; she thought it was downright scary with that head too big for that child’s body like some kind of poor dwarf. Mrs. Foster talks about all these things like she knows something about them, but Lord knows, she don’t know too much. She doesn’t know a thing about the history of Marshboro; she didn’t even know that her house is just a hop and a skip from where Piney Swamp Baptist Church used to be, and even though the Fosters are members of a church in town, Fannie has not once heard them discuss a service and has never heard a hymn sung in that house, until she herself began singing while she works.


  Sometimes it makes Fannie feel proud that she works in such a fine house with all that silver to polish, like she owned it all or something since she’s the one to care for it. But other times, she feels guilty for thinking that way, for forgetting herself and wishing that M. L. had his own bathroom with a -little towel with his name on it like Parker Foster, who is only twelve years old and has everything that most grown-up women don’t even have. Sometimes it goes on and on until that pride turns a little to doubt and resentment and she can’t help but remember being a young woman and going to the movies, having to sit in the balcony where it said “colored,” using a bathroom that said “colored,” and it makes her feel a fever deep in her body, the same fever, she is certain, that Thomas McNair has felt every day of his life.


  There is a soft rapping at the door and Fannie realizes that she’s been thinking about the Fosters again, thinking about all those old sad things that have happened in her life. She tiptoes across the old hardwood floor, her stocking snagging on a small splinter. “Who’s there?” she whispers, though she’s certain it’s Corky Revels from across the hall.


  “It’s me, Fannie,” comes the voice so she takes off the chain and opens the door. Corky is standing there in a blue cotton gown that reaches her thin calves; she has one foot curled around the other. “I saw your light beneath the door. I didn’t wake you, did I?”


  “No, honey, you know I sit up late as I can stand it.” Fannie motions for Corky to come in and then closes and locks the door. Corky goes over and sits on the footstool in front of Fannie’s chair. “I just couldn’t get to sleep,” she whispers, her large pale eyes magnified by the dark circles below them, her light hair slipping from the ponytail on top of her head and falling around her face. She waits for Fannie to settle back into her chair. “I guess I just wanted to talk for a minute.”


  “You’ve got to get some sleep.” Fannie leans forward so that she can talk without waking M. L. “Don’t you work in the morning?”


  “I go in at seven.” She seems to relax a little, stretching her feet out towards Fannie’s chair.


  “It’s well after one, now,” Fannie whispers. “Can I fix you something to eat?” She is hoping that Corky will say yes because she’s as thin as a rail, but she just shakes her head and the tears well up in those large sad eyes.


  “No thank you,” she whispers and then she just stares out the window. Fannie doesn’t mind Corky coming over in the late hours; she does it often and Fannie never knows exactly what to do except to sit there. Corky told her one time that that’s what she needed, to be with somebody.


  “Are you frightened?” Fannie whispers. “Cause you can get right over there and sleep with M. L., you know you can.” Corky blinks those long lashes and the tears roll down her cheeks while she shakes her head. “Are you all right?”


  “Yeah, yeah, really I am,” she says and pulls the neck of her gown up to wipe her cheeks. “I know, Fannie, tell me about the house where you work.”


  “Well, what part of it?” Fannie has been over that house with a fine tooth comb with Corky. Corky could probably make her way around the Fosters’ house blindfolded and she has never even set foot there.


  “Tell me about that bedroom suit that they have that is as old as George Washington.” Fannie is not sure if that’s right or not. Mrs. Foster had told her that it was just like what George Washington slept on, but she tells about it again, and the bedspread and that dressing table with the skirt on it and the big wooden mirror with brass-covered lamps on either side. She talks on and on until Corky’s eyes start looking heavy and she gets off of the footstool and stretches out on the rag rug.


  “Come on, honey, come get into bed with M. L.” Fannie shakes her shoulder and Corky sits up. “Come on, you’re tired.”


  “I think I can sleep now,” she whispers. “I’ll go on home.” She gets up from the floor, marks from the rug on her cheek and arm, and tiptoes to the door. “Thanks, Fannie,” she says and kisses her on the cheek, and Fannie watches until she has let herself into her room across the hall. Fannie goes over and cuts off the light, pulls off her thin bathrobe and lays it at the foot of the bed. She believes that things are the way they are for a reason; she believes that one day it will all make sense, why her life is hard sometimes, because the God that she prays to wouldn’t have it any other way. She thinks of Corky and the way that she comes over here to cry late at night, Corky, with hardly no family at all. She prays silently as she eases herself onto the bed and the words flow through her mind like the words to a song. She doesn’t close her eyes or bow her head but stares over at M. L., a dark little bundle beneath the sheet, because he is what she is thankful for, every day and every night, he is the blessing of her life, the reason that she keeps on going and she repeats this to herself over and over, her lips barely moving, her eyes tired and heavy, with no thought of the pair of jeans hanging limply on the window ledge without a trace of breeze to stir them.


  Now Corky is back in her bed, her eyes still open though getting heavier as she tries to remember everything that Fannie said. She came to Marshboro three years ago when she was a junior in high school and spent those first two years with her great-aunt Irene Weeks, who most everyone calls Granner. Granner was always very good to her, almost as good as Fannie has been, and rarely brought up all of those things in the past that she has tried to leave behind. Now she has her own room that she pays for with her own money that she earns working at the Coffee Shop right nearby at the lower end of Main Street. Sometimes the past seems far far away and then suddenly, like tonight, it will catch her by surprise, spurred by the distant haze of a streetlight, or the angle of the late afternoon light coming through the window, the way that a drizzly autumn morning smells of rotting leaves and dampness, or the way that gas smells so sharp and the fumes flicker like clear fire on cloudless hot days. It happens and it always takes a few dull minutes for it to go away, a few minutes when her pale gray eyes seem to cloud and go dull, and she doesn’t even hear what someone has said to her.


  But things will get better, she always tells herself, and she has years’ worth of dreams to prove what she wants for herself. She has all of these dreams, and yet no one to tell them to; she has never been in love. And that is part of the dream that she is conjuring now, a faceless stranger that she has fallen in love with and married, moved to that little yellow wooden house over on Maple Avenue which is in a good section, though not like where Fannie McNair works. In her dream, she has lots of children; some of them have pale blonde hair and gray eyes and the others match the faceless father of the dreams. When she’s in that house on Maple Avenue, she furnishes it with all kinds of things that she’s either heard about from Fannie or seen herself, like the big braided rug that Granner Weeks has in her house with the heathered blues and grays, or like the big brass coat rack that Rose Tyner, Granner’s granddaughter, has by her front door. In the dream she wears a pink silky dress and in the background there is slow dancing music, candles burning, a blue satin bedspread turned down just right.


  Now she is curled up on her bed, right in front of the window, the sheet pushed down below her feet. The window is open but the white ruffled curtains just hang in limp folds all around the ledge where there is a large doll made of corn husks, its hair made from silks bleached as light as Corky’s. There is a shelf above her bed with smaller dolls just like the big one, another used as a centerpiece on a table set for two with one red candle stuck in a wine bottle. Her breath rises and falls in sleep; her cotton gown clings to her back, the droplets of sweat forming at the nape of her neck. Something in the stillness causes her to jerk, pull her knees closer, shake her head quickly, softly, her lips parted in a silent cry, and then just as easily it goes and her breath falls into rhythm with the chirping of the crickets and tree frogs that fill the darkness beyond the yellow glow of the porch light, and the darkness spreads until it reaches the slight glow of the streetlight at the corner.


  Granner Weeks has tossed and turned ever since she went to bed at nine-thirty, she is so excited. Now it is July 7th; it is her birthday and at seven A.M., give or take a few minutes if her Mama’s memory was correct, she will be eighty-three years old. She just wishes that she could get a little rest so that she won’t be slam wore out when her party starts mid-afternoon. It’s two o’clock now, so she only has about twelve to thirteen hours to wait. She has already gotten up once for warm milk, once for a cup of hot water so that her body will perform first thing when she gets up so that she won’t have that full uncomfortable feeling. Now she is eating a bowl of Product 19 because she has found that that seems to help the system as well. She knows she needs to get a good night’s sleep, but every year it’s this way. It’s more exciting than being a child and listening for Santa’s deer and sleigh bells. More exciting than even thinking you hear that fat man creeping out of your fireplace, like she did as a child once and she didn’t even have any kind of big Christmas like most children nowadays. She was lucky if the fat man left her some fruit and nuts and maybe some shoes and socks, and it was still exciting. Lord knows, if she had ever had a Christmas like her great-granddaughter, Petie Rose Tyner, with all those talking and wetting dolls, she would have tossed and turned all year long waiting. But now she’s old; she’s just about eighty-three and times have changed since she was a girl. People buy nice presents, or at least they got the money to. The actual niceness comes down to whether or not they got any taste about them. It’s gonna be a nice birthday this year, with lots of nice presents, Granner can feel it in her feeble bones.


  Imagine, Granner Weeks, formerly Irene Turner of Flatbridge, turning eighty-three years old! She can’t stand it. It really is just like waiting for Santa Claus to come! She has baked a big coconut cake just like she does every year, and has already pulled out a big box of fireworks and her flags that she hangs out every year on her birthday. She has a North Carolina flag that she hangs in the kitchen, the American flag of 1776 that was a gift to her in the Bicentennial year that she drapes over the dining room buffet, her American flag (the modern one that includes Alaska and Hawaii) that she hangs in the entrance hall, and of course the Christian flag that she waves out of her bedroom window, but the real treasure is the great big Confederate flag that her granddaddy passed down to her. She can just see him, just hear his voice! He was sitting out on his front porch swing, with one leg of his pants just sort of hanging limp and swaying back and forth. “They took away my leg, yes sirree, but they can’t take away this flag. Wave it proud, girl. Do it right!” Granner Weeks does do it right. She always has done it right, and every July 7th she hangs that flag out on the front porch and lets it wave all day long. It makes her weep every time.


  Her custom of flag-waving started way back, back when her husband Buck was still alive, back when little Kate was just a tot and had never laid her eyes on Ernie Stubbs. Back when her son, Harold Weeks, was still a nice child. She had thought it was silly to have two holidays right there together; it just made things too hard on her, having two big parties in one week. She had said to Buck, finally, after years of being pooped out on her birthday, “Let’s combine the holidays, Buck. Let’s celebrate this country’s birth with my own birth.”


  “All right by me,” Buck had said, because he was a very agreeable person, unlike his son Harold Weeks. “You won’t mind gettin’ your presents three days early?”


  “I ain’t thinking of changing my day,” she had said. “I was thinking it would be easier to change the country’s day, so that I’ll have three extra days to plan.”


  “All right by me,” he had said and it has been that way ever since. It’s a big celebration, with the flags waving, red white and blue Uncle Sam hats, and balloons. You name it. All the family comes and Granner always likes to pause for a few minutes to think over the guest list to see if there are any additions or subtractions. Lord, that was a sad July 7th when she had to cross Buck out; every year it’s sad when she has to cross Buck out. Let’s see, she thinks, and pushes away her half-eaten bowl of Product 19. She is too nervous to eat. There’s her daughter Kate, and Kate’s husband, Ernie Stubbs, who has made quite a name for himself around here as a real estate salesman, especially since he was raised over there on Injun Street, which as far as Granner can remember has always been a rough, cheap part of town. Ernie has done so well that he built them a fine house out in the country, a house with two and a half bathrooms and four bedrooms, even though there’s just the two of them now. What’s more, he can afford to run his air-conditioner all summer long. Of course that doesn’t mean much to Granner, because she’s cool natured now that her blood has slowed, but still that’s a sign of somebody with money to burn. It bothered Granner a little when she heard that they were building themselves a house in the country, because used to people with money moved to town, just like she and Buck had done.


  Her yard right here on Main Street is a far sight bigger than Kate’s and prettier, too. Ernie chopped down all of their trees to make room for that big house. Still, he’s done all right by them, built that big brick patio off of that house just so he’d have some place to put up those Tiki torches when they have a party.


  “I don’t see you too much now that you’ve moved to the country,” Granner said one day.


  “Not country, mother,” Kate had said. “It’s called Cape Fear Trace.” Granner just calls it “out there” because an old woman can’t be expected to remember everything. That Kate always did take it in her head that she was a notch or two better than everyone else; pitched a pure fit when she wasn’t asked to be a debutante up in Raleigh. Granner explained time and time again that Buck hadn’t come from such fine lines, though he was the best looking man in all the county. But no, all Kate wanted was to be in high cotton, and how did she get there but to marry somebody off of Injun Street! Even if he has done well, he still came off of Injun Street and all that money don’t change that, don’t change the fact that his Mama died poor as a churchmouse. Granner is happy that Kate is happy and got just what she wanted, because for the longest time she had had her doubts, due to Kate not being the best looking thing. “She’s a real plain Jane,” Buck said one time when Kate entered herself in a beauty pageant and nobody had the nerve to tell her that she didn’t stand one bit of a chance, and it hurt Granner’s heart to hear that about her very own child, although she knew that it was the dead truth. Buck Weeks, rest his soul, wasn’t the smartest man around, but he always told the dead truth.


  Kate’s daughter Rose looks just like her Mama except she got Ernie Stubbs’ squared-off chin. Granner always has thought that Rose would look all right if she had been a man, but she wasn’t, so there ain’t any need to even think of it. Rose is sweet, though, the salt of the earth, and not a bit uppity. Of course she can’t afford to be uppity, because everybody in town knows that she did get herself in trouble some four years ago with Pete Tyner because that’s exactly how old Petie Rose is, but there’s no need for that to ever be discussed, not EVER. Pete is simple and kind, a wiry little thing, white as a sheet, works like a dog for Ernie in that land business, and he married Rose just as soon as everything came to a head. There’s no reason for Petie Rose to know the truth or that new baby that they’re expecting any day now. That’s six, counting the baby on the way.


  Then there’s Granner’s son, Harold Weeks, who is handsome as can be with that dark curly hair and tanned skin but rotten to the core. Granner likes Juanita even though she has recently shamed the family name, because Juanita will tell you the truth, lay it on the line. “They got their noses in their asses,” Juanita said one day about Ernie and Kate, and it made Granner laugh till she cried, even though ordinarily she doesn’t make fun of family. And cute children, that little Patricia and Harold, Jr. Harold couldn’t have done any better. He was thirty-seven before he even got married. Granner doesn’t know if she can count on Juanita, Patricia and Harold, Jr., being there or not, with things being the way that they are. And that’s not fair, wait all year for something and then they let some little marriage problem ruin the whole thing.


  Granner thinks it’s something the way that things work out; she and Buck both had good looks and enough money to keep them up in a nice way; Kate and Ernie got all the money and no looks, and Harold and Nita got good looks and not near as much money. What puzzles Granner the most is how money can make ugly people think they got something over on everybody else, when the truth is that you can’t go out and buy yourself a new face or a new body like the one Juanita has got herself by going to that Nautilus center.


  Then there’s Granner’s great-niece, Corky Revels, who took up with Granner when she first came to town. Corky is a strange-looking little girl, pale and thin with that almost white hair, creeping around like a kitten and then right out of the blue throwing a temper tantrum like you’ve never seen. Corky has good reason, Granner reckons, and she makes eleven if Juanita shows and the new baby is born; she wants a boy that they can name Robert Lee Tyner and call Buck for short.


  Granner takes a bite of soggy Product 19 and goes over to her kitchen window. Her yard is all lit up; people can probably see her house from blocks away. Those floodlights that Harold hooked up for her was the best investment that she ever made. Nobody would come creeping around a house so well lit. God, she hopes that Kate has gotten her one of those whirlpool foot relaxers like she’s been hinting about ever since she saw one in the new Sears catalogue. After all, she’s almost eighty-three and everybody knows what that means. Well, she may not live to see eighty-four. Lord, if anybody can afford one of those machines it’s Kate and Ernie. There will be twelve people at the big party counting herself and the baby on the way, unless of course that Iranian man that has been calling her on the phone should happen to come.


  Nobody believes that this man is calling, just because they aren’t there when it happens. Kate says, “Now, mother,” and Harold laughs his fool head off and says that man must be blind and crazy, and Rose’s eyes get all misty and she comes over and rubs Granner’s back and pats her like she’s some blubbering fool. Now why would anybody in their right mind make up a suitor from Iran? If she was going to make up one, it sure wouldn’t be some greasy-looking foreigner who helped to keep all those Americans locked up a few years ago. My God, Granner hates foreigners; she hates they were ever let into this country, and she told that Mr. Abdul that, the last time that he called her on the phone, which was just yesterday. She said, “Mr. Abdul, I want nothing to do with your kind. I’d date a Negro first.”


  Harold Weeks can go on back to the trailer park now because he isn’t seeing two of everything any more, must’ve dozed off, which lets him know that he might have had about one drink too many. Anybody that can fall asleep right in the middle of a beaver book more than likely had one drink too many. He gets up from where he had been sitting and leaning against a stack of drink crates. He feels like he has been hit by a transfer truck, like he plowed a damn cotton field with his mouth. His head is pounding, and worse than all of that, he’s got to drive out to that trailer park where he’s renting a place. He thinks about all those nights that he’d get home and find Juanita acting like she was asleep until he got the covers pulled up over him good and then she’d start, screaming in his ear that he drinks too much, and then when she had done that she’d snuggle up beside him and say that she wanted to do it, and she’d keep right on until he said okay, and then she’d say that he had to rinse off first because he smelled like a field hand. It was like a goddamn broken record, the way that she did that. Juanita could probably write one of those beaver books herself, and she’s just forty. Harold wished off and on that she’d go ahead and go through the change of life and maybe she’d slow down a little bit. It got to where he just couldn’t go on, and now what’s he doing but getting drunk and reading beaver books. God, if he had just gotten up to rinse off and do it more often, then he wouldn’t be going to some old trailer park, wouldn’t be riding by the YMCA pool hoping to catch a glimpse of Patricia or Harold, Jr., or even Juanita in that pretty aqua suit she bought on sale just before he left home. God only knows who’s seen inside of that suit since he’s been away. Sometimes when he’s still a little drunk he thinks that he ought to go on home, tell Juanita that he loves her more than anything and that he’ll forgive her if she’ll forgive him, but then he thinks better of it all. He thinks that she ought to come beggin’ after what she did. After all, a man’s got pride; he isn’t some old pussy that can be taken advantage of; he’s a man’s man who just happened to have a little difficulty getting up to get it up from time to time, and she should have known that when she married him. It’s her own damn fault.


  He stretches, scratches the hair on his chest where he’s got his shirt unbuttoned, and walks into the store. Those lights are so bright that it makes his head hurt all over again. He gets a Goody powder off the shelf, then goes over and gets a Coke out of the cooler. His Mama always told him that Goody’s were cheap nigra medicine, that that’s how they used to get a buzz, by taking a Goody’s with a Coca Cola. Of course, his Mama also thinks a foreigner is wanting to take her out for pizza. He pours the powder into his mouth and takes a big swallow of Coke. “Hey Charlie,” he yells without turning around. “Ring me up, better get on, got an early day tomorrow.” He chugs the rest of the Coke and rubs his head. “You’d tell me if you’d heard anything about Nita, wouldn’t you? I mean if she’s going around this town putting out, I gotta right to know it.” He turns around and starts strolling up to the front. “Ain’t gonna bother me. I could have just about anybody I want myself, you know? Hey Charlie?” The radio is louder than Charles usually has it and he isn’t answering, probably knows something that he ain’t wanting to tell. He looks up and down all the aisles then leans up against the counter. Charles is face down on the floor, looks like some kind of plastic on his head. “Charles?” Nothing. He reaches down and shakes Charles’ shoulder but he doesn’t move, lifts the hand, the hand resting there under the Slurpee machine and it is cold, slaps against the floor when Harold lets go. “My God, Charlie.” Now his legs are like rubber, numb and heavy like in a dream. He turns Charles over and starts peeling the plastic away from his face. “Charles?” Nothing. He’s got to call the police, there beside the phone, the emergency number in Charles’ handwriting. He lifts the phone and squats down on the other side of the counter so that he won’t have to look at Charles Husky. He cradles the phone under his chin and uses his other hand to hold his finger still so that he can dial. It seems like it rings forever, but there, there’s a voice. “Help,” Harold whispers, “the Quick Pik off of 95.” The man on the other end yells for him to speak up, but Harold can only whisper again, only this time he says please, only this time he is crying and his hands and shoulders are shaking so badly that the phone slips and clatters to the floor. Harold crouches forward, his hands over his face, his forehead on the floor. He opens one eye and glances to the side where there is an opening at the end of the counter, and he sees Charles Husky’s hand resting calmly on that tile floor, there in front of the Slurpee machine. Goddamn, he never would have seen this if Juanita hadn’t done what she did.


  Ernie Stubbs built himself a new office not long ago. He used to rent out space in one of the old buildings downtown, but once he knew he was really going to make it, he built the new office over near the new shopping center which is near the new highrise retirement home that he built and the new apartment complex. He built the office about the same time that he was building his house, and he got a lot of good deals by doing this, buy more of the same thing, same brick, same roofing. Ernie Stubbs knows how to squeeze every drop of good out of a penny, which is how he has made it this far. Even the slump in real estate hasn’t hurt him one bit. Kate already owned the property where he built the retirement home and the apartment complex, a nice big piece of land that her Daddy left her, and so with just a few investors, Ernie Stubbs has been able to parlay that land into quite a sum. He figures people are always going to get old and children will always pay out more than they’d like to so that they won’t have to have their parents live with them. Hell, it’s a lot like putting somebody away for goodbuy the best casket so you don’t feel guilty, same with putting an old person in a home. It’s a real nice home, too, everything an old person could want; fire alarms so they don’t burn themselves up, bars close to the toilet so they won’t fall off, wide doorways so they can wheel around, low counters so they can eat right there in their chairs. He’s been trying to talk his mother-in-law into moving over there, even told her that he’d put her in the deluxe model which has a microwave built right in and a Jacuzzi hooked up to the tub.


  “I’ll lie down and die before I move from my home,” she always says, and Ernie doesn’t pressure her, though it would be for her own good, though that lot of hers right there on Main Street would bring in quite a lot of money, good place for a doctor’s office, straight shot to the hospital. Of course, that would mean getting the old house back from his daughter, but they ought to be out some place like Oakwood Village where there are lots of young couples and children for Petie Rose to play with anyway. Ah, but he can wait. After all, he waited years to have what he’s got right now, years and years of hard work, which is why he’s working late right now, why he works late lots of nights. He’s a long way from Injun Street, but he can’t ever get too far away, and the way to get further and further away is to make more money. There was no reason that he should ever be reminded of it again. There’s no reason to be reminded now. The circle that he runs with now is mostly comprised of people who came to Marshboro long after he made it off of Injun Street, doctors, businessmen and such that don’t even know that Injun Street exists. It’s only people like his mother-in-law and brother-in-law and even Kate sometimes who will bring something up about his background. Over the years, Kate has learned not to do that, but not Harold Weeks.


  Ernie is fifty now, fifty years old and just finally coming in to what he has always deserved: a fine new Williamsburg home in the best neighborhood in town, two cars, his maroon BMW and Kate’s blue Audi, the colors matching perfectly with the Williamsburg tones of his house, a pool where little Petie Rose can come and play, instead of having to go to that cheap YMCA like Harold and Juanita Weeks’ children, and most importantly a circle of friends who can recognize his class, a circle of friends who enjoy a cocktail party, getting all dressed up and sipping the finest wines and liquors, sometimes getting a little wild, but maintaining some semblance of dignity, unlike someone like Harold Weeks who merely belts down shots and gets stumbling drunk and says things that are crude and unacceptable. Hell, he’s got everything going for him and a fifty-year-old man ought to have even more, make hay while the sun shines, make up for lost years before he gets old and decrepit and starts imagining things, like his mother-in-law who on this very day will turn eighty-three years old. How in the hell has she lingered this long?


  Tick tick tick. He watches the second hand going around the brand new oak encased schoolhouse clock that Kate picked out for his office. Two o’clock. He’s been watching clocks for way too long, counting hours, days, years, decades that would separate him from Injun Street. He would sit in school, watching the big old Seth Thomas clocks, thinking that things would be better at three when the school bell rang. He’s always waited for something better to happen and it always has, by dammit, and he’s made it happen, he’s made it all happen, by himself, and he’ll keep right on doing it.


  Now he watches little Janie Morris out there typing away, typing up the new land proposal that he has drawn up for a new business area downtown. She volunteered to work late; of course, she is getting overtime and to a secretary, that’s a lot of money, Ernie supposes. She’ll probably go out and buy herself another cute little outfit, new shoes, things like that. He can sympathize, indeed, with somebody less fortunate working their buns off for a washing machine or a color T.V. He’s been there, years ago he was there. Yes, she’s going to work out just fine, only been here a week and already those files are neat as a pin, can type like hell, too. A young single girl trying to make good, and she acts like she’s real interested in business, too, says she wants to get her real estate license. Now, there’s a girl with sense, getting in the right place at the right time, putting herself in the position where she would meet all of the upper-middle-class housewives who have decided to work. Ernie took on one of the young doctor’s wives just the other day. Yes, he sees a lot of potential in Janie Morris, and that name fits her, Janie, fits her petite little self and those little fingers rapidly typing up a deal that could be worth thousands and thousands. It’s a shame that his daughter Rose never showed such promise; all Rose ever wanted to do was teach art. Imagine, teaching artno future in that. Ernie supposes that Rose figured that she didn’t have to worry, since her Daddy was making it so big and had agreed to take her husband into the business, and God only knows what Pete would be doing otherwise, probably still working as assistant branch manager over at Federal Trust. And Corky Revels; there isn’t a prayer for her, working at that coffee shop, not even trying to go off to school, and she even came from a fairly decent background, at least until a few years ago.


  The second hand is ticking in rhythm with Janie’s fingers, in rhythm with the way that she swings her leg back and forth, just her toes keeping that little spectator pump from clattering onto that solid heart pine floor. His eyes follow her leg with every tick, the foot swinging back and forth, the little pump holding onto those toes, connected to that slender ankle, the little muscular calf, sturdy hips, slim waist, that low cut silky blouse. Tick tick. This girl’s got the right potential all right, little heavy on the makeup, could brush up on her English, groom herself on the right topics so that she could make some comment on world affairs, Dow Jones, music, literature, wines, all of the cocktail topics. Kate has done it though she makes an occasional faux pas, but he bets this girl will be perfect someday. He’s seeing the raw workings, the lump of coal that can be squeezed and pressed into a perfect diamond, a woman like Dr. Miller’s little wife, Nancy. God, what a dish.


  He can just see Janie Morris throw back that curly head and shudder when he told her all about what he hopes to do in the future when he gets all the rest of that land along I-95. “You’re some businessman,” she had said, and had taken a sip of coffee, a tiny little delicate sip, her pinky even lifted. He hears those words over and over, sees the admiration in her eyes, hears it in her voice, sees that little foot swinging with every tick tick tick. He doesn’t quite know what is coming over him, this surge of power, this tightening in his groin.


  “Wow, that’s some complicated stuff.” Janie slumps in and leans against the doorway, stretches her back from side to side, like Kate’s cat Booty, who has just had her ninth litter of kittens by some old prowling torn. Booty is a full-blooded Persian, papers, two hundred dollars worth of cat, and every time she’s been knocked up by some stray tomcat. “Sorry it took me so long but I like to be real careful.” She stretches again and she does look like Booty, a purring kitten, like Nancy Miller.


  “I’m real pleased with your work, Janie,” he says, now aware of her perfume; nice brand, too, he’s smelled it before at a cocktail party. “You know I’m certain that there’s a place for you in this business.”


  “Wow, do you really think so?” She steps closer, got to get her to stop saying “wow.” He can’t get his mind off of Booty, that night that one of those toms sat outside of his bedroom window, making the call. Kate had slept through it, but he hadn’t. He had heard every screeching Mmmmrrrreeeeoooowwww! To cats that is passion in its rare and true form, and at the time what did Booty care that her old torn didn’t come from good lines? Maybe she saw potential in him; maybe she felt such a strong attraction that it didn’t matter at all.


  “I really think so,” he says and leans forward, his hands folded on his desk. “Hope I haven’t kept you from anything tonight.”


  “No, no plans and I can really use the money.”


  “Or anybody? A pretty smart young girl like you has got to have somebody.”


  “Well, there is one person, but you know, no strings.”


  “Play the field, huh?” Ernie sits back in his chair and props up his feet. “Have a seat, unless of course you’re in a rush.” He motions to the chair in front of his desk.


  “Actually, I’m wide awake. Once I sit up this late, I sort of get my second wind.” She smiles and those little dimples seem to sparkle on that young lineless face.


  “Yes, you will be my protégée.” He places his fingertips together and works them in and out, bending his knuckles.


  “What is that?” She looks embarrassed that she would have to ask.


  “It’s a French word.” He leans closer now, sweat gathering suddenly where his thick salt and pepper hair is parted and styled. “It means that I will take you into my care and help to further your career in the real estate business.”


  “Really, you mean it?” Now she has jumped up and run around the desk, standing there in her stocking feet like a helpless little child. “Oh, Mr. Stubbs, nobody has ever been as nice to me as you have this past week.” She leans down and kisses him on the cheek and just the brush of her lips, the trace of Dentyne on her breath, brings the tightening back and before he even knows what he is doing, he grabs hold of those little hands and kisses them, nibbles the thumb, got to get her to change that nail color, something more subdued, sophisticated.


  “Mr. Stubbs.” She backs up, those hazel eyes widening. “I hardly know you.”


  “But you want to, don’t you?” Ernie stands up and it is like he has no control, it is like the ticking has exploded into a surge of power, the power that he has been deprived of all of those years that he was working his way from Injun Street. “I mean look at this office, my business, you want that. Don’t you think about how you want this?”


  “It’s crossed my mind, yes, but you’re married.” Now Janie Morris looks frightened and he didn’t want to frighten her. It’s his strength and power, too much for her to grasp.


  “I’m sorry, sorry,” he says and steps closer to her again. “I just lost control. You are so perfect, so attractive.”


  “But we just met the first of this week. I haven’t even gotten my first paycheck.” Now her voice has softened.


  “You’re right. I don’t know what happened to me. I’m under so much pressure. Can you imagine how much pressure is involved in a big business? Can you?” He goes back to his chair and puts his head in his hands.


  “Oh yes, I’m sure there is.” She is creeping closer, like a cat, he can see those stocking feet from where he is peeking through his hands. He’s got to slow down, got to take things slowly; he hasn’t come all the way from Injun Street to blow it all on one woman. How do all of those men do it? How do they so easily have a little fling, something to tell the boys on a deep sea fishing trip when Ted Miller takes out his big boat. Even Ted Miller has stories to tell about women and brief flings, and he’s got that beautiful wife at home, never suspecting a thing; or what about old Dave Foster and all of his escapades on his business trips when he’s got Helena, one helluva Helena is what all the men say. Hell, Ernie Stubbs can handle it. It’s like old Dave Foster said one day on the golf course, “It doesn’t mean you don’t love your wife, just means you want to spice up your appetite a little bit; even a hot dog tastes good if you’ve eaten steak for every single night for the past seven years.” Damn right, and as far as Kate is concerned, Ernie figures he’s had meatloaf for twenty-nine years. Now Janie Morris’ little hands are on his shoulders. He could reach his arms around the chair, grab her, flip her over onto his lap and take her with force. No, he’s got to go slowly, make it all happen slowly. “I’m sorry if I made you angry, Mr. Stubbs.” He lets her talk, makes no response. Now her fingers are working in and out of his neck, massaging the muscles and it feels so good. “Can I still be your whatever?”


  “Protégée?” he murmurs.


  “Yes, protégée.” He shrugs, her fingers still working over his shoulders. Tick tick ticksomething is going to happen and those little paws on his neck feel so good. It’s just like when he was a child over on Injun Street and had to work all those summers cropping tobacco. He rode every day on the truck with this black girl, a young black girl, with round firm breasts showing through her thin cotton blouses. He sat right in front of her and she was so intrigued by that straight silky hair that she just had to touch it, had to plait it, and those times he had thought about asking her to stop because it felt so good to him, but it felt too good to make her; he was like putty and even imagined throwing her down on the bed of that truck and climbing on top of that warm brown skin; of course he never did, he never would have even kissed a black girl. “You’re gonna get cooties,” his Mama said one day when he came home and she saw that plait in his hair, and he remembered those words, but once those black nimble fingers worked their way up and down his head, he was helpless. That girl could have plaited his whole head and he wouldn’t have stopped her. MMMrrreeeeoooowwwww!


  “Can I, Mr. Stubbs, still be your protégée? I’m a hard worker!”


  “Well see,” he whispers, making the words linger in what he supposes is a suave sexy voice.


  “Really, I’ll work hard. I know I can do it.” She’s weakening, every tick, weakening, just about to do anything. God, when is that deep sea fishing trip planned? Two weeks? He will have to check his calendar, but not now, no, not right this second, tick of a second.


  The bells above the door ring and it makes Harold lurch forward. He turns around just in time to see this kid with a shaved head stagger in, a duffel bag clenched in his hand. It’s him; it’s the person returning to the scene. Harold’s face is white now, and the pounding in his head is getting worse by the second. The kid keeps walking, his head cocked to one side like a confused dog while he looks at Harold. “Don’t come any closer!” Harold jumps up and holds his hands out in front of him.


  The kid stops, cocks his head to the other side, then rolls his head forward and all around. He stands there staring at Harold, opening his mouth like he’s going to say something and then closing it back, shaking his head from side to side. “Want some water.”


  “The police are on their way,” Harold whispers. “They’ll be here any second.”


  “Huh?” Sam Swett is confused now. He reaches into his bag and pulls out the empty bottle that has been slapping against his typewriter. “Can put water in this or throw it away.” He stands for a minute staring at the bottle, and then leans over the counter to toss it in the trashcan. “Two points,” he mumbles and then is silent. “Goddamn.” He puts his hands up over his face, rubs his eyes but he can’t wipe away what he just saw, that fat man, blue in the face. He peeps through his fingers and feels his stomach starting to churn again. “They got murder and rape and robbery, murder.” He turns away, his fingers spaced in front of his eyes and there’s that big hairy man. He picks up his bag and starts walking backwards to the door, can’t take his eyes off that man. “Didn’t see it,” he says. “No, no, didn’t see.”


  “Hey, you don’t think I did this?” Harold moves toward the boy. “This man was my friend. I wouldn’t kill him.”


  “No, no, you wouldn’t kill him.” Sam Swett shakes his head and keeps backing up.


  “Who the hell are you anyway? Where’d you come from?”


  “I was in a truck.”


  “That don’t answer my question.” Now Harold is mad. Charles Husky is dead and here’s this strange-looking kid that’s all drugged up.


  “Asked him to use the bathroom, had to vomit, sent me outside to vomit.” He is leaning against the glass door.


  “And that’s why you did it?” Harold yanks the bag out of his hand and steps back, puts his hand down in the bag without taking his eyes off of this freak. He gets his hand down there and pulls out a pair of underwear.


  “That’s my clean pair,” the boy mumbles, and Harold throws them down and steps on them, a big black footprint right on the crotch.


  “What the hell?” Harold glances down for just a second. “A typewriter and a couple of bottles of booze?”


  “I drink bourbon, drink straight bourbon.”


  “Hell, I can read, got you some Jim Beam, damn, got you some Wild Turkey. What’d you do, bump off a booze store, too?”


  “Bought it.”


  “Like hell. You grabbed what you could. If you had had the time or money, would have bought yourself a fifth of something and saved some money.”


  “Couldn’t decide.”


  “Shit, tell it to the cops. You move one step and I’ll kill you.”


  “They got bars where a fella can pick a fight, and if you want you can spend the night behind bars.”


  “You ain’t gonna pick a fight with me!” Harold grabs him up by the collar of that nasty green shirt and shakes him.


  “No, no, not gonna pick a fight.”


  “So why the hell did you do that?” Harold presses that boy’s head up against the door. “Couldn’t decide what booze to buy but you decide to kill a man.” He wraps his hand around the boy’s neck and pulls him over to the counter, pushes him down on his knees right there beside Charles, the Saran Wrap still bunched around Charles’ neck.


  “I didn’t.” Sam Swett closes his eyes and turns away, feels like he’s going to choke. He went outside, vomited a couple of times, took a little nap; things are clearing up. The trucker left him and he was looking at M&Ms and then he felt sick and then he left and then he came back and saw this big man with the dirty fingernails squatted over here with the dead man. It is hard to focus his eyes with his head turned this way, with this man shaking him so hard that he can almost hear his brain sloshing up against his skull. “Drink bourbon, not that shit.” He points to the countertop where there is a bottle of wine, doesn’t drink wine, spilled wine all over his prom date. She called him a jerk and got put on restriction. “I thought you were a nice boy,” that girl’s Mama said; girl didn’t say she drank all but what was on her dress.


  Harold stops shaking and glances over at the half-empty bottle of T.J. Swann Easy Nights. Charles Husky didn’t drink at all, never touched a drop. Somebody’s been drinking that nasty nigger wine. Harold lets go of the boy’s neck and can’t help but look at Charles again. That boy crawls off to the other side of the counter with his head turned away and Harold follows, yanks him up on his feet. “Breathe, boy,” Harold says and braces himself for what is to come.


  “On you?” The boy cocks his head to the side and looks like he’s going to be sick.


  “Breathe, I say!” Harold’s nostrils flare and he waits. One thing he knows is the smell of various alcoholic beverages. He knows that cheap wine would stay on a person’s breath even if they had had something else on top of it. Damn, sour vomit and bourbon. He loosens his grip on the boy’s shirt, flexes his fingers, his Mason ring catching Sam Swett’s attention. Sam Swett has to blink several times before he is certain that that is what the man is wearing. He remembers getting to be a Mason; he remembers his Daddy wanting him to become one. “Almost every President of this country has been a Mason and it’s something to be proud of, something that should be passed down from father to son.” Sam Swett thinks it’s a pile of shit; he doesn’t want to belong to any club, doesn’t want to be homogenized. He reaches down and gives this man the secret handshake. At first that man pulls away like he’s crazy, God, if he could remember the password. There are too many words in his head, a dead man, think, think, there; he whispers the word and that man’s eyes get big and he lets go of him.


  Harold steps back. How in the hell did somebody like this get to be a Mason? It’s hard as hell to be a Mason, probably wouldn’t have made it himself if his Daddy hadn’t been such a damn good one. “Where are you from?”


  “Born in South Cross.”


  “Nice area.” Harold shakes his head, glances out the door. Where in the hell are the police? It’s been well over ten minutes since he placed the call. “Mind if I get a drink from you?”


  “No.”


  “Lemme try that Wild Turkey.” Harold stares at the boy now, that shaved head and filthy shirt. “You don’t look like a Mason. You’re drunk and filthy dirty.”


  “You don’t look like a Mason. You’re drunk and your hands are dirty.”


  “Give me the shake and word again.” Harold sticks out his hand. “You might’ve just gotten lucky.” Nope, he does it right again, both things, and a Mason sure as hell wouldn’t kill anybody; they don’t allow riffraff in the Masons. They don’t allow riffraff over in South Cross on all them golf courses, either.


  “My Dad’s a Shriner.” Sam Swett picks up his underwear, gets the bottle out of his bag, takes a swallow and passes it to the man who takes an even bigger swallow and then half smiles at him. This man is impressed that his Daddy acts like an idiot, riding around on a Moped with that shitty hat on his head, trying to get people to go to a fish fry.


  “Good stuff,” the man says and takes another swallow, passes the bottle back. “You know, boy,” he says. “Me and you are here in this store with my friend dead over there behind the counter.


  “Dead man.”


  “The police may think that’s a little odd.” Harold takes the bottle back. “We got to tell them where we were when it all took place.”


  “I was sick, still feel sick.” Sam Swett squats down and puts his head between his knees. He spins when he closes his eyes; he sees that dead man when he closes his eyes, got to stare at the bag, got to go somewhere.


  “I was passed out in the back room.” Harold takes another big swallow. “Hey, boy, you got to get up, can’t pass out with the cops coming.” They’ve waited fifteen minutes; Harold hopes that the police will wait just a couple of more. “I got it, now you get up and go along with everything I say, just nod your head with everything.”


  “Nod my head with everything you say.” Sam Swett nods, feels the slosh, wants to put his face on the floor but that big man pulls him up, pushes him against a shelf, tells him to stay. There are blue lights flashing around the store, through the glass, doors slam, bells ring. Now there are two cops, agree with everything he says, nod to everything he says, if you want you can spend the night behind bars, hell no, scared of that, never been to jail, nod to everything he says.


  “Harold, should’ve known that was you on the phone at this late hour,” one of the officers says. His name tag says Bobbin; the Mason’s name is Harold; cop looks like a bird with that sharp nose and large Adam’s apple like a turkey, when the red red robin comes bob bob bobbing along.


  “Where the hell have you been?” Harold screams. “Look!” He points his hand over the counter without looking. “Charles Husky is dead!” Bobbin walks around and looks while the other cop is talking on his radio.


  “Damn,” Bobbin says. “Wish I’d known, could’ve been here sooner, had a domestic over on Injun Street, had to take all the cars over there cause you never know what might happen on Injun Street.”


  “My brother-in-law was raised over on Injun Street.” Harold can’t help but throw that in whenever he gets the chance.


  “Ernie Stubbs?” Bobbin stands up and shakes his head. “Never’d guess that, him being high society and all.” He nods his head toward Sam Swett. “Who the hell’s that?”


  Harold nods his head like he realizes that he’s forgotten to introduce this boy. He doesn’t know his name. “Introduce yourself, son.”


  “Sam Swett.”


  “He’s from over in South Cross. His old man is a Shriner.”


  “Hmmm, he don’t look like his old man would be a Shriner.”


  “No, no he doesn’t, let me tell you what I saw.” Harold is talking fast now. “You see this bottle here, Bobbin?” Bobbin nods. “Well, this is evidence. We ain’t touched that bottle cause we knew that it was the evidence.” Harold is pacing again. “Now, I ask you Bobbin, who drinks T. J. Swann Easy Nights wine?”


  “Niggers.” Bobbin nods his head. “Never known anybody else to touch it. Tried it myself one time just to see what kind of kick they get from it, you know, so I’d know what to expect when I meet up with one in a alley who’s chocked to the gills.”


  “Okay, well, I had just pulled up and was standing out there to smoke a cigarette because Charles Husky hated smoking, hated smoking and drinking, and I saw this nigger man come out of the store and drive off. Bout the time I was coming in, a trucker let this boy out right off the ramp over there and he came strolling up. We came in together and found Charles just like he is now cept he was face down. I knew I shouldn’t have touched him but I was thinking maybe it wasn’t too late, maybe I could give him some artificial breath.”


  “What did this nigger look like?” Bobbin whips a pad and pen out of his pocket.


  “Now you know they all look alike,” Harold says and thinks a minute. “But I can tell you what he was wearing. He had on one of those big loose bright-colored foreign shirts.”


  “Dashiki,” Sam Swett says without thinking. Is Harold telling the truth? He doesn’t remember any of that. He only remembers going around the corner and vomiting. Isn’t right to call black people niggers, not right at all, a violation of civil rights; people are just people. He doesn’t remember any of this, just those M&Ms, how they are homogenized once they escape from their society within the bag.


  “What about the car?”


  “Big one, an old one, hell, I don’t know what kind it was, didn’t think I’d need to know what kind it was.”


  “Hey, call the ambulance, tell ’em it’s gonna be D.O.A.” Bobbin says and gets a very serious look on his face. He always gets a serious look when he uses abbreviations. “Guess you boys can get on,” he says. “You look worn out, Harold, and it looks like you need to take a bath.” He looks at Sam Swett and shakes his head.


  “Come on, Sam, I’ll give you a lift,” Harold says and he looks at Charles Husky one last time. It’s a damn shame is what it is, a damn shame. He feels sorry for whoever it is that has to tell Maggie. “Where you want to go?” he asks when they get in his truck which is parked on a side street that runs in back of the store.


  “Somewhere,” Sam Swett says and pulls out a bottle. He passes it to Harold, but Harold shakes his head.


  “Don’t drink and drive except to come here to the store,” Harold says. “Don’t reckon I’ll be doing that any more, hate that son of a bitch that’s here in the daytime.”


  “Hate that son of a bitch.”


  “Son, you ain’t sobered yourself at all. You need to sleep it off.”


  “Need to sleep it off.”


  “How bout going to a motel? I would take you home with me but I ain’t got much room in the trailer.”


  “How bout a motel?”


  “Now you’re talking. Got any money?”


  “Visa, few bills, Exxon card.”


  “Here’s Howard Johnson’s right up here.”


  “Can’t stay in Ho Jo’s, oh no.”


  Damn this boy’s crazy, drunk and crazy as hell. “I’ll take you to the Marshboro Hotel,” Harold says and heads toward Main Street.


  “Marshboro Hotel.”


  “Ain’t bad, little run down, hell of a lot cheaper than the ones on the highway.” Harold keeps driving while Sam Swett slumps forward a little. Oh no, he shakes his shoulder. “Hey, don’t you puke in my truck, son, just got it vacuumed.”


  “Don’t puke, dead man.”


  “Just hold on and I’ll have you there soon, right across the street from the bus station, too, in case you’re wanting to catch one in the morning.”


  “Catch one in the morning.”


  “That’s right, that’s it, hold on, now.” Harold is getting close to his Mama’s house, can spot it from three blocks away with all those damn floodlights, looks like a prison yard. He pulls up in front of the Marshboro Hotel and stops. “You want some help getting in?”


  “Nah.” Sam Swett shakes his head and Harold is relieved. He knows several of the people that work in there and he’d hate for them to see him with the likes of this, even if that boy’s Daddy is a Shriner. He waits while the boy gets out of the truck and staggers up to the big glass door. Vacancy, there’s always a vacancy at the Marshboro Hotel. Harold watches until the big door swings shut and then it hits him, Charles Husky is dead, dead, and he saw him, and he lied to Bobbin to protect that odd-looking boy, to protect himself. He waits a minute before pulling away because his hands are shaking again, his head pounding. He sits and stares over at that yellow glow around the corner, the only part of that rundown old boarding house that you can see at this time of the morning.


  He’s sober now, completely sober, but it’s a strange feeling, a scary numb feeling, as if his body is doing everything without him having any say-so. A light comes on in an upstairs window of the hotel and he sees the curtains open, then the shaved head pausing there. God, he wants to get away, to forget about everything. Without even thinking, he drives right down Main Street and turns on Maple; he’s just about to pull in the driveway when he realizes that he’s driven home and right there in front of him is his old bedroom window, where right this minute Juanita is probably stretched out with some fool thought running through her head or some damn fool man beside her, and at the moment it doesn’t even make Harold mad. He’s too tired, too fuzzy feeling to get mad, so he just parks across the street where it is dark and watches the house, that house that he built himself. God, why didn’t he just rinse off a little more often?


  “Loping through La La Land with Juanita Suggs Weeks,” Juanita whispers to herself and sprawls her leg over on Harold Weeks’ side of the bed. That’s a game that she made up way back when she was still in electrologist school and couldn’t get to sleep for thinking about shocking and tweezing people. Now that Harold has left, it seems like she can’t sleep at all, and even though it was this very game that got her into trouble, she can’t stop playing it. The first time that she ever played this game she was just counting sheep and those sheep were jumping and jumping and pretty soon there was just one sheep going around and around in a circle, and she realized that what she was seeing was that billboard on I-95 that tells you to take a siesta at South of the Border, which reminded her of her very first date with Harold Weeks who she had just met at a little country bar out in the county, when they went to South Carolina to play putt putt in Pedro’s country and drink those sunrise drinks that Juanita is still so fond of, but before she could even think through all of that she was wondering about those worms that Harold Weeks had told her lived down in tequila bottles, and that made her think of that garden snake that she had seen out in her Mama’s yard, which reminded her of those big snakes that’ll choke you to death like one that she had seen on Wild Kingdom when they were over in Africa. So she had to go back to South of the Border, back to those wild colors and bright lights, and that made her think of carnivals and candied apples and don’t sit under the apple tree with anyone else but me, Adam’s apple, Harold Weeks’ Adam’s apple, Adam and Eve sitting around in the buff knowing one another just like she and Harold had done in Pedro’s motel, and so on until she was dead asleep, thought out. Through the years she kept playing this game on those nights that Harold was out at the lodge getting soused and those nights that he refused to get up and rinse off. It had gotten to the place where it seemed like she was playing it every night and sometimes even in the daytime, except for on the Sabbath when Harold would stay around home and finally do all kinds of personal things with her.


  It had gotten to where all of her days and nights were near about the sameget up and go to Hair Today Gone Tomorrow where she is the owner and fully trained electrologist, perform her time-consuming, tedious professional skill, then come home and wait around for Harold, who very rarely showed up in time for dinner. Then by the time that Harold, Jr. (who looks just like big Harold except for the fact that he’s a little jug-eared) was sound asleep with his little plastic E.T. doll watching over him from the night stand, and Patricia was asleep with her transistor radio blaring away beneath her pillow, she was pooped out, too pooped to sleep actually, and she’d say “loping through la la land with Juanita Suggs Weeks.” Harold always said “Juanita sucks weeds” and it tickled the children to death. Patricia’s name is pronounced Patree-sia because Juanita wanted her to have a Mexican-sounding name like her own, knowing that when they had a Harold, Jr., that they’d call him Harold, Jr., not to mention the fact that Patricia was conceived during a siesta night over at Pedro’s when they didn’t really siesta, and also because all that Juanita wanted the whole time that she was carrying Patricia around were sour cream and bean burritos from Ace Macho’s Nachos, which is a real dive just up from Injun Street but the best burrito-making place in town. Patricia has had a hell of a time in school with that name.


  Juanita thinks now that this game is more than a pastime; it is like being born again, a religious experience, being on drugs, a conscience-raising like she has read about in Cosmopolitan. She can drift back and see so many good things that have come out of these thinking times, and just good times in general like in that song that she loves so, “do you remember the times of your life?” Once business got real slow because all the women with moustache shadow that could afford her services were too embarrassed to go to Juanita, and would go out of town instead for fear that someone would recognize them. She’d come home crying, that’s how bad it was, and Harold would lean her back on that crushed velvet spread that’s right now bunched around her feet, get right in her face and say, “Baby, you run into this much shit and there’s bound to be a pony close by,” and then they’d make love right then and there on top of that spread. Then he’d take the kids to McDonald’s so she could get herself feeling better and she’d just lay there and watch the sun set, those pink clouds floating by the window, and pretty soon she’d be in la la land where there was a virus going around that caused women to sprout hair on their chins, knuckles and chests. Those were good times, but there were some bad times as well, and once it all gets started Juanita just can’t get it to stop even if she bunches that pillow all around her head like she’s doing now. It got to where Harold didn’t push her back on that spread any more, even though occasionally she still had a bad day and her thoughts would get to where Harold would fall down and get run over by one of those big tractors, and be laying there between rows of corn with half his head cut off. It seemed that the harder she tried not to think bad things the faster they would come, just like being a child and thinking of a word that you knew was bad and it would just repeat itself in your head, just like a song will do if you especially hate the way that song sounds. As a child she once thought, fuck fuck fuck, knowing that it was bad and it wouldn’t shut off, said it to beat the band. Her mouth would be saying yes or no and her head would say fuck, just like that. The more Harold got to where he didn’t want to make love, the worse those thoughts seemed to get. She even confided once to Judy Carver who was an old high school friend and whose inner thigh hair she was thinning out for free, and she got real shocked-looking and lay there chewing her nail, partly to keep from wincing when the root was shocked, but mostly because she was shocked, clearly she was, and Juanita was shocked because she thought that everybody had had those thoughts from time to time pass through their heads. Finally, when she had finished her work and was dabbing Judy’s stripped follicles with witch hazel, Judy took her nail out of her mouth and said, “Juanita, I think that you need to see somebody about that. You need to see somebody that knows about mental things.” It was bad enough that it was all happening, but to think that her best friend thought that she was mentally out of whack just made it worse. It was like being a child and going somewhere in the car and she’d have to pee so bad she thought she’d bust, and her Mama would say, “Don’t think about it. We’ll stop when we see a clean place.” Every time her Mama said “don’t think about it,” she’d have to think twice as hard and it would sound something like gotta pee, gotta pee, gotta pee. She’d see somebody creep up and push Harold into one of those big pieces of machinery and he’d get all mangled up or else he’d be buried in a grain bin and rattlesnakes would bite the fire out of him. She’d cry and cry while laying there on the bed but it kept right on playing. There was a funeral and she wore tight black jeans and a fringed western shirt and boots and Ace Macho was carrying the casket all by himself. It was just after that episode that she thought that maybe Judy Carver was right, and she started to ride over to South Carolina and find that psychologist who is married to a former client of hers (she had long black hairs sprouting on her toes) but then she changed her mind and went to the preacher instead, thinking that the problem might be deep in her gut instead of her head. He didn’t know Juanita that well because of what she had done for years on the Sabbath Day, even though in recent months Harold had cut her off and spent his Sundays fishing with Charles Husky. The preacher was nice; and said he knew her sister-in-law Kate Stubbs real well and that Kate was such a fine person, and Juanita didn’t even correct him. He said that people can’t control what they dream, that it wasn’t her fault and that God knew it and had already forgiven her. It made her feel somewhat better, even though she didn’t tell him that she wasn’t really asleep when these thoughts came to her but in la la land, which is a lot like that place that Catholics say is between heaven and hell. She was feeling much better, especially when Harold found out that she had had to talk to a preacher and decided that he would take a rinse so they could do it. She was doing fine, almost asleep beside Harold who was already snoring, when suddenly she saw that preacher all dressed up like a rock and roll star, moving his hips all around like Elvis and right in the middle of Jailhouse Rock when he had called her up on the stage to sing harmony, Harold stood up to clap, fell down a flight of stairs and broke his neck. She tried her best to think pretty words but there came the bad ones, scrotum, scrotum, scrotum, and she couldn’t make them stop, prostrate, prostrate, prostrate, and then gesticulation. Those words always have sounded so nasty to her; make her think of Ralph Waldo Emerson Britt who used to work at the Winn Dixie and would stand up in that little manager’s box with his little red bow tie. She’d think prostrate and then she’d see him nuzzle up to her ear and he’d whisper, “scrotum prostrate.” It just never ends, even now it’s getting away from her and she sees Ralph Britt whispering those words, and she sees what Ralph Britt really did to her and how Harold stormed out of the house and moved to the trailer park without even letting her explain that she thought that she was dreaming it all up when it happened. She tries to think of something a little lighter, like Ernie Stubbs (who is full of shit) saying that he had heard about a man who played the same game and had written seven books about it. She never should have told Ernie about her game, but that was before he got to the big house and wasn’t quite as uppity, aside from the fact that they had all had too much to drink after Granner went to bed. Ernie Stubbs pinched Juanita’s titty one time and said he knew what kind she was, even though he didn’t know what kind she was. She should have told Harold about that but she didn’t. Juanita could write a book. On nights like this when it’s so damn hot and she can’t get to sleep even though she worked out with heavy weights at Nautilus, and even though she’s trying to keep la la on track but can’t, she ought to write a book. She ought to get up and just write down the real story of what happened and why it happened and how she knows that if Harold Weeks was here right now and had rinsed off and said that he’d come back to her for good and had said all that about the shit and the pony, well, then she could sleep. She gets up and untwists that velvet spread where it has slid to the floor, shakes it out and puts it over the chair. She can see those bright green numbers of the digital clock radio that she gave Harold for his birthday, 2:30, and she is wide awake. The clock is set to alarm at 5:30, just like Harold always set it, and she hasn’t changed it so that it will be just right when he comes home. She hears an engine crank and feels her way around the end of the bed over to the window. She pops her head through the curtains in time to see two rear lights getting smaller and smaller on Maple Street. If she didn’t know better, she’d swear that they were the taillights of a Chevrolet truck just like Harold’s.


  Sam Swett is still sitting in front of the window at the Marshboro Hotel, a Kleenex that he found in the drawer rolled into his typewriter; he’s got to record what has happened to him before he passes out. It is getting harder and harder to remember what has happened. Why is he here, in this room, cracked green walls, an air-conditioner that sputters and shakes, putting forth as much air as a two-year-old blowing out a candle? There is a chrome straight chair with a plastic orange seat, like in a school cafeteria; he remembers a school cafeteria, remembers having to buy his lunch, slimy plate on a slimy tray, while other kids had little brown bags and thermos jugs with good stuff from home. One day somebody said that there was rat hair in the pizza stroganoff and he had run run run to that rundown bathroom, got sick, went home. Got sick, ought to go on home. Got to remember why he’s here. There’s this lumpy bed, bicentennial bedspread, stars and stripes forever with a big bald eagle resting its head where his ought to be and he hates that fucking bird with its fucking bald head but what’s a man to do when he can’t decide, when there’s murder and rape and robbery everywhere. That’s why he left New York, car got stolen, most of it got stolen, left him the backseat and two doors, a dashboard; got robbed, stereo, T.V., liquor, cash, got scared, shouldn’t get scared, people watch on the subway, get you; all of them look alike, shaved his head so he’d look different, so people would be scared, got rid of everything so people wouldn’t want it; yes, he tossed all of his clothes from the fire escape except these, just these that he has on, and people came like ants after a piece of bread, nine minutes is all it took, in nine minutes it was all gone, but they couldn’t get enough, came back for more, just like everybody, had to have more, couldn’t be satisfied, and he was afraid of becoming just like them, thinking like them, not sleeping like them, sick and starving. He is a modern hunger artist, witnessing the death of society, of America, the world. There is a story in all of that, but it will not come to him because he can’t keep his head held up, like a ton of bricks. He rubs his hands around and around his head, feels the stubble, sees the vacancy vacancy vacancy neon sign, red and green blinks like a short-circuited Christmas tree. He can see himself between blinks, his hands on his head, looks like someone washing a coconut, vacancy, looking for the monkey face, vacancy, to drain the milk all of that sweet rich milk, vacancy, split the skull to get that rich white meat, vacancy, eat it up. He can’t remember the last time that he ate. But that makes him different from these ants crawling around, formication, eating and sleeping, defecating and fornicating, eventually dying. He can be above all of that; eat just enough to keep him alive, detach himself from the gluttonous world, remain an individual even though everything else is becoming the same, then he will be able to tell it, in his own words.


  “I saw a dead man.” It takes a long time to type that, because he has to hold onto his head as well, but he does and then leans forward and stares at the words. Never in his life has he seen a dead man that was not all fixed up and in a casket, not even in New York. But you can’t escape it, can’t escape unless you shut yourself away from everything. He tries to remember more but all he can see is that man with napkins stuffed in his mouth. He could be anywhere and that fucking bald bird propped up over there like it’s something, a symbol of some sort. That bird means nothing, a symbol of nothing, and this realization, the man with the napkins in his mouth, makes his stomach churn, heave upwards into his chest, but there is nothing left to come out; all traces of human weakness have dried up and he is cleansed, sick as hell but cleansed, crying like a baby. He rubs his head furiously, tries to remember more, types a row of zeroes, big fat zeroes, zero, zero, zero, Zorro, he remembers a black caped man named Zorro; he remembers a beach towel around his neck and he mounts a broom or is it a rake. He mounts something and rides away, far far away from South Cross. Zorro! Zero! He remembers a candy bar, creamy white caramel. He bobs his head rapidly with these memories and he can hear that sweet rich milk sloshing around. The memories are as close as his prickly scalp, as far away as another planet, but there is slosh, he hears a slosh, milk behind his very own monkey face. He has never been this drunk in his life, never had such thoughts flowing into his head from such tangents, brilliant thoughts. He failed as a great writer because he could not live in New York, but he will drink like a great writer; everyone knows that they are alcoholics, homosexuals, suicidal, schizophrenic! He could be all of those things, maybe, maybe. He has never tried any of those things. Now, the idea. He will write about the country as it will be when fully homogenized and people will all look just alike, a colony of clones with plastic bug eyes who all live inside of Howard Johnson’s, all committing murder and rape and robbery until there is only one left, the cream rising to the top, showing that homogenization cannot continue and then the world will end and start all over and the narrator will have been a young, middle class person like himself who had the sense to lock himself away and observe the process.


  Call me Zorro. Some years agonever mind how long preciselyhaving little or no money in my bag, and nothing particular to interest me on earth, I thought I would fly and hide a bit and see the slimy parts of the world. This is my substitute for pistol and ball.


  There, he has started, going through the Kleenex but he can read the words, words so true and so real that they almost sound familiar. All great works should sound familiar even though they have never been said before. He must do it again, again and again, until it is just perfect


  Once upon a time and a very bad time it was there was a fucking bald eagle coming down along the road and this fucking bald eagle that was coming down along the road met a nicens little human named baby Zorro. Baby Zorro had his own song that he liked to sing. It went: If you want action the world you’ll see, they got rape and murder and robbery, got all kinds of things can happen to you, got broken glass and dog doo-doo.


  There, but again it is as if he remembers all of that. It’s got to be original, painful, truthful, so difficult that nobody else will ever understand it. After all, isn’t that the mark of excellence? Something so difficult, so far beyond the human mind that only the author understands it? That’s what will make him different. Yes, yes, the sweat trickles through the coconut stubbles; it makes him cry, all of it makes him cry, a little Sammy playing Zorro all by himself, eating school food all by himself, living in New York all by himself, being anywhere all by himself, afraid to go home all by himself, afraid someone will put napkins in his mouth and leave him to die all by himself. He pulls the Kleenex from the typewriter and wipes his face, the ink smudging on his cheeks and around his eyes. It will never work; he cannot stay awake, can’t drink another drop, can’t kill himself all by himself, and sure as hell can’t be gay. What’s a man to do except to climb on that lumpy cover, rough but cool, face on top of the eagle, pitiful bald bird close to extinction, like society, his Toyota. He is a failure, a drunk, tired loser, his eye staring right into the eye of that eagle, that pitiful fucking bald-headed bird that reminds him of that pitiful fat baldheaded man, napkins in his mouth, dead.


  Ernie Stubbs feels cheap, used; powerful and manly, but cheap and used. He has done it, after all these years he has been unfaithful, and it is more difficult than he would have ever thought, mainly because he thoroughly enjoyed himself, because he could lose everything if Kate ever found out. He is as sordid as Juanita Weeks, no, not quite. Juanita Weeks is an example of lower class animalism and he has merely fooled around, had a little fling as the boys say. It is confusing because the actual thought of being unfaithful never entered his mind when Rose was a little girl, when his hours were filled with work and reaching a goal. It was only after the goal had been reached, only after plans were made for the new house that he had begun to think, that he even made a move on Juanita one time. She never told Harold; obviously she never did, besides if she did, all he’d have to say is that it was the other way around, especially now that Juanita has shown her true colors. Adultery, it seems like a lower class and upper class thing to do, and how can that be, that the same thing that goes on over on Injun Street could be going on in Cape Fear Trace as well? No, but it’s not the same thing. A poor man does it because he’s ruthless and crude, doesn’t know any better, a dog after a bitch in heat. But men like Ernie Stubbs are different; they aren’t attaching any strings, a little friendly recreation simply because there is too much power bottled up inside of a successful man to limit his limits.


  The ticking reminds him; he is aware that the comfort of those nimble fingers has worn off, reminded that his mother is going to be furious that a black child was playing with his hair, reminded that he might have to get one of his doctor friends to give him a shot or something to ward off any diseases. He is aware that he is standing in his office, in a pair of baby blue boxers that Kate picked out for him. Kate picks out all of his clothes. He is aware that underneath his Polo oxford cloth shirt, there on the floor, wearing nothing but chipped up putridly pink nail polish, is Janie Morris. Her head is rolled to one side and there’s a little piece of Dentyne hanging out of one side of her mouth. Her blue shiny eye shadow is smeared up to her brows. They always say that they don’t look near as good afterwards as they do before; it’s funny, a man’s joke to be told on the boat or golf course. And she had acted like she wanted no part of such. All he had to do was dangle the carrot, protégée, ha! That’s all it took, that cheap little tramp, and she was ready willing and ever so able. She’s cheap, as cheap as Juanita.


  “Hi, tiger,” Janie whispers and sucks that Dentyne back into her mouth. “I really like this overtime.”


  “Overtime? For the whole time?” Ernie throws back his shoulders with his superiority, sucks in that white fleshy roll around his middle.


  “Why sure, I mean your wife’s been doing the payroll for you, hasn’t she?” Janie Morris tosses his nice starched Polo onto a chair and stands up, turns around in front of him with her arms raised like some kind of deformed ballerina. “Wow, I’ve never been a protégée before. You know I help Tommy out sometimes when he’s making pots, but that’s about it.”


  “Who’s Tommy?” Ernie quickly puts on his shirt and buttons it, wrinkled, what’s he going to tell Kate?


  “Just a friend, a close friend really, but don’t let that bother you a bit.” She creeps over and rubs her hand through his hair. “Hairspray, I’ve never known a man who wears hairspray.” She wipes her hand on her bare thigh. “Hey, but don’t you worry about Tommy. You know, we play it loose. I mean Tommy wouldn’t get upset at all over you.” She bends over and pulls up her underwear, nylon bikinis that say “sock it to me.” God, nobody has said “sock it to me” in years, and they’re raggedy and frayed on the elastic, must be a hundred years old. Kate doesn’t have an ass like that but at least she wears clean-looking underwear.


  “Why wouldn’t he care about me?” Ernie stuffs his shirt into his pants and zips up his fly.


  “Well, you know, you’re sort of old.”


  “You didn’t think I was that old a little while ago. I mean what young man could have ever accomplished all that I have unless it was handed to him on a silver platter?”


  “Oh, for sure, for sure.” She puts back on those little spectator pumps and pulls on her skirt and blouse. “What time should I come in tomorrow, I mean today, wow it’s after 2:00.1 really am going to have the cash come Friday, huh?”


  “Take it off.”


  “Oh, now you know I would, but I just got all dressed and really need to go.” She smiles great big with her head thrown back and he can see fillings, silver fillings in her back molars. “Don’t you ever get tired?”


  “No, no, the day, take the day off.”


  “Oh, I couldn’t let you work alone.”


  “I’ve got somewhere to go tomorrow, family thing. Just come in Friday.”


  “Oh great!” Her feet click clack over to where he is standing and she kisses him on the mouth. “Maybe well work overtime Friday?”


  “Well see.” Now, he cannot bear to look at her, and to think that just a little while ago he was feeling so passionate, a surge of strength that made him feel like there was nothing but that very tick tick of a second. He had wanted so badly to fulfill his appetite, a change of diet, a bite of lobster, only to find out that he has wasted himself on perch. Now she’ll hold it over his head, blackmail him for sex and money. He never would have made it where he is if Kate hadn’t been willing to claw and scratch her way to the top, to have big dinner parties with the most prestigious people, to buy him all of the latest clothes, to give him all of that land.


  “See ya,” she says, and her feet click click over that heart pine floor, the door closing behind her. Ernie sits in his desk chair and runs his hands through his hair. Maybe it wasn’t worth it. He feels as much shame right now as he ever did over on Injun Street, and it’s not his fault; it wasn’t his fault that he was born and raised on Injun Street, and this is not his fault.


  Juanita Weeks has walked all around her house four or five times, done situps and the waist twister and still her mind is thinking on and on. That very well could have been Harold Weeks, though she doubts it; “I am washing my hands of you,” he had said that last day when she came running in from the Winn Dixie to find him packing a bag.


  “I can explain,” she said and grabbed his arm, but he pushed her down on that crushed velvet spread and left her there without touching her. “You’re not leaving, are you?”


  “Does a wild bear shit in the woods?” Those were his last words and that was so like him to answer a question with a question, and he had turned and left, just like Rhett Butler, and she had sunk down on the door stoop because they don’t have a staircase, and her thoughts had wandered off to all the various reasons that Harold Weeks had for leaving her, even though Harold didn’t know about most of those things. There was that time when she was eight months pregnant with Patricia and she had this awful craving for sour cream and bean burritos. Harold wasn’t home so she drove down there all by herself. Ace Macho was there alone, sweeping the floor under those dim lights that they use so that people will know they are closing. Ace was good-looking at the time with his big hairy arms and thick moustache, and she always has just loved to see people who could wear body hair and have it look good on them, though heaven knows she is thankful for those whose body hair is not attractive on them or she wouldn’t have anything at all. She knocked on that door and bent down so that Ace could see her under the Closed sign. Sure enough he did and he let her in. She remembers exactly what she had on, too. She had on terry cloth slippers and one of Harold’s big work shirts and some of those stretchy pants that have the little stirrups so they won’t ride up. “What can I do for you?” Ace Macho asked after giving her the one two.


  “I want two sour cream and bean burritos.” She watched him shake his head and glance back at the empty counter. “Anything hot,” she said, “spicy hot, a taco, nachos, enchilada.” She was feeling desperate, and there Patricia was kicking up a storm. She always has thought that Patricia may have had a touch of that womb perception and knew that something was going on.


  “Ain’t no law that says I can’t whip up something.” He went over to the freezer. He pulled out all sorts of good things and started heating up that big oven. Once he turned and grinned and it was a pretty smile.


  “Does this suit you?” Ace asked and set before her two bean and sour cream burritos, a little basket of nachos, and a chicken taco. He got himself a beer and sat there staring while she ate all of that, sour cream and hot sauce running down her wrists. He said, “Motherhood agrees with you,” and she just nodded because her mouth was crammed full of burrito. She ate every bite. “How much?” she asked right when she swallowed that last nacho.


  “It’s a favor,” he said and came around to pull out her chair for her. He got real close and he was wearing this heavy musky smelling cologne that she can catch a whiff of right now when she thinks of it. She told him that her husband could afford for her to have a Mexican meal, and even if he couldn’t she could, because she was a professional woman herself. The next thing that she knew, he had rubbed his hand over little Patricia and kissed her hard on the mouth like in a movie, grinned great big and pushed her away. “Now, we’re even,” he said and kept on grinning. She left feeling funny and then cried, and cried once she got home that such a thing had happened. Even now it makes her want to cry, just to think of what Harold would have done to her if he had known. It makes her cry more to think of Ralph Waldo Emerson Britt, him as ugly as he is, and that’s why Harold left her, and it never would have happened if she had known that she was really awake and really in the Winn Dixie instead of on her bed in la la land. Even now she thinks that it’s possible that really she is out somewhere doing some of these thoughts instead of being here in the bed. She slaps her cheeks, turns on the light over the bed. She’s here all right; Harold’s side of the bed still empty, the clock still set for five-thirty and she hasn’t had one wink of sleep. Besides, she’s got to figure out whether or not she’s going to take the kids over to Granner Weeks’ party. Harold might slap her down or something.


  Bob Bobbin is still out cruising in his squad car even though his shift is up. It’s relaxing, after a hectic night, especially like this one, his first big murder scene and all he has to go on is a bottle of T. J. Swann Easy Nights and Harold Weeks’ description of a nigger, which ain’t much to go on considering they all look alike to Officer Bobbin. He rides past the old boarding house and slows down. It looks like Corky is sitting in her window, but he knows it’s probably that big old doll that she puts up there sometimes. He starts to blow the horn to let her know that he’s watching out for her, that she’s safe as can be with Bob Bobbin on the scene, but the last time that he did that she got furious, said he woke her up and her neighbors. Her neighbors are black and he’s told her before that she ain’t got no business living someplace with niggers. She just got mad all over again, when all he wants to do is watch out for her.


  He turns up Main Street and everything is dark except for the streetlights and, of course, Granner Weeks’ yard. That old woman is forever calling the station to report something that ain’t even there. “You better quit crying wolf,” Officer Bobbin told her one day when she had reported that a man was up on her roof trying to get in a window. “You better do your job, ugly, and if you do you’ll not have to worry with me,” is what she said, and right there in front of her family, called him ugly, which really isn’t true, especially now that he grew his moustache and sideburns to fill out his face a little. Ernie and Kate Stubbs were standing there to hear her talk that way to him, and how about that, Ernie grew up on Injun Street. He never would have guessed it, ain’t even going to ride down Injun Street now that he’s off duty, because something is always going on down there.


  The hospital is all lit and he rides on by and out into the country, past the new highrise for oldies, past the new apartment complex where he has just moved, and it’s nice, perfect for a bachelor like himself, and it will even be okay for a young newly married couple. He turns in the big gate that leads into Cape Fear Trace and circles around. All these big houses are always well lit, and with good reason. If somebody was wanting to pull a robbery, this is the place to come, not some Quik Pik where the sign even says that there’s only twenty-five dollars in the register after ten. Twenty-five bucks and a bottle of T. J. Swann, that’s what Charles Husky was worth, and it’s a shame, a damn shame, but that’s the law business, the work of the men in blue. Everything looks fine out here so he swings back on the main road and heads toward his apartment. He has the one bedroom model, “perfect for a single person” is what the brochure said, and it’s true, got a little bar, and Bob was even able to pick out his own carpet and wallpaper, red shag and that black and red sort of velvety paper. Mrs. Stubbs had called and asked several times, “Are you sure this is what you want? What if you move and nobody else wants this combination?”


  He assured her that he would live there a good long time. He knew what she was thinking, a little bold, maybe too masculine, but he’s the daring kind anyway. A woman would walk in and see that decor and know right away what kind of man Bob Bobbin is, a daring bachelor, and when he gets his new furniture, that suit of Spanish Mediterranean with the matador lamps, and one of those bearskins to go in front of the portable fireplace, he’s going to ask Corky Revels over for dinner. Corky’s the kind of woman that needs to be spoiled with all the good things, and God knows she deserves it. Sometimes she looks so lost and frail that Bob thinks he could crush her ribs if he pulled her up to his strong chest. She plays hard to get, but Bob Bobbin has never yet to meet a woman that didn’t play hard to get with him. That’s how he knows that women find him attractive; women only play hard to get with those men that they want the most.


  The case of Charles Husky is still the most important thing on his mind right now, not much to go on, send the bottle of T. J. Swann to the M.P.D. lab room, get fingerprints, maybe get them off that bread bag, those napkins that they had to pull out of Charles’ mouth. Got to unwind, a little champagne before bed. He goes to the refrigerator and gets himself a little bottle of Champale out of the six-pack, best way in the world to buy champagne if you frequently sip from time to time like Bob Bobbin, because it doesn’t go flat. He pours some into his glass that he just got at Burger King, swirls it around, holds it to the light, takes a sip; you must always sip. This is what hell serve when Corky comes, might buy a can of smoked oysters, or some of those snails, maybe some anchovies. He takes another sip, tosses his cap over on the bar, loosens his tie, pulls off his shoes and socks, unbuttons his shirt, unzips his fly, steps out of his uniform. Now, he’s comfortable. He spreads a kitchen towel on the floor so he won’t get his briefs dirty and sits there, leaning against the refrigerator.


  He stares over at the wall where he’s got his outstanding service plaque and the newspaper article framed beside it that tells all about how he saved that old niggerman’s life. He remembers everything about that night, was reminded of it all when he got to the Quik Pik. He was down around the bottoms when that 911 came through, got the address, old shack on the other side of the tracks. The door was locked so he busted a window and crawled through, found that old man stretched out on the floor with the telephone receiver beside him. Old man was breathing by the time the rescue squad got there and carried him off. “You saved his life,” those guys had said, and that old man opened one eye and was trying to say something but they carried him away.


  “Kissed a nigger,” one of the guys at the P.D. had said and laughed. “Did you slip the tongue?”


  “Shut the hell up,” he had said, “I couldn’t let him die.”


  “You could’ve, and the way you’re always talking about niggers, I’d think you would’ve.”


  “It’s different” Bob had said, decided that he wouldn’t pin that newspaper clipping up on the bulletin board, spelled his name wrong anyway.


  “That was something what you did, Bob,” Corky had said.


  “It was nothing.”


  “You saved a life!” she had said and smiled; she had actually smiled, and that coffee shop had been full of people looking over there.


  “A nigger’s,” he had said, and made several of the men in there laugh. Corky hasn’t smiled at him since, that he can remember; she’s not even smiling in that little snapshot that he’s got of her stuck in the corner of his bedroom mirror. It’s her senior class picture and she didn’t even want to give him that; he had to bug the hell out of her. Hell, he wasn’t going to have all those guys riding his ass like that. He was glad when the whole thing died down and was forgotten, though he still gets cards from that old man from time to time, can’t make out a word of that scrawl, saves them though, thinking that some time maybe hell have the time to sit down and figure out what that old nigger was saying. Everybody’s just about forgotten it by now, even Corky, but sometimes he can’t help but think about it, to remember how he pumped that man’s chest and breathed life back into him. Old Charles Husky wasn’t so lucky and that’s what’s on his mind now, that and getting to sleep so that he can get down to the Coffee Shop first thing before his shift starts. Sometimes he thinks he ought to stop going down there, that maybe Corky would wonder where he was if he didn’t show, that maybe she’d wonder about him, but he never can do it, never can ride by without stopping just to see her, to see the flush in her cheeks when he says, “Coffee, no c&s, ASAP.”




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/Styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
       
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  







OEBPS/Images/9781565127616.jpg







