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only with originality, but with a kind of madness that makes it one of a kind
and as special and surprising as a one eyed, three hundred pound toad with a picnic
basket. I love this guy's stuff. Seems to me his success is assured."
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 Between nine o'clock on the evening of November
27, 1953 and sunup on the twenty-eighth, Whitey Calhoun walked all over Fort
Worth, starting in Stop Six, in East Fort Worth, and winding up in the west
neighborhood known as Tremble.  It's a
jaunt of some twelve miles, but he wasn't walking in a straight line.  To compound things, he was weighed down with
a dead baby boy in a cardboard box.  The
box was wrapped in the comic section of the Fort
Worth Star-Telegram.  Whitey wasn't
setting the streets on fire.  I could've
made the same trip in less time, and I was forty-three years old and as run
down as any juke joint on Ninth Street.                                               



During the
course of his travels, Whitey ran into at least two people.  A third, an early morning milk man named
Donnie Barlow, almost ran into Whitey as he followed his route up toward
Vickery Place.  And somewhere just after
four o'clock in the morning, he cut across the corner lot of the old Stockyards
Hotel and Boarding House toward the end of Exchange.  I was asleep inside Room 2-A, no more than
fifty yards separating us


 I'm Alvis Curridge, Jr.  Most everyone calls me Dutch.  I was born and bred thirty miles west in
Weatherford, but I've spent all my adult life here in Cowtown.     


 I've never owned a foot of land in my
life.  Never cared to.  What I've seen, you buy a house you can call
your own, it becomes your world.  Hungry?   Kitchen's down the hall on the right.  Sleepy? 
You know where the bedroom is. 
Living room.  Says it all:  this
is where I live.  Within these walls
right here.


 I had a room at the boarding house barely big
enough for a bed.  Shared a shower and a
toilet with some decent enough folks. 
Had a cabinet with a plate and a couple of glasses.  A closet that wasn't half full.  My friend Ruthie Nell, who had a room two
doors down from mine, said the rooms there were jail cells, but I was free as a
man could be.  Folks sweating it out to
pay that monthly note, just to have some place they gotta run to every evening
soon as the whistle blows.  There's your
prison right there.


 Here's the thing.  When I got hungry, I drove down to Peechie
Keen's.  Peechie's was a little bar on
the corner of Thirteenth Street and Jones, in a fourteen acre track of downtown
real estate known, modestly, as Hell's Half Acre.


 It wasn't anything but a common saloon, but
they usually offered a free lunch with the purchase of a few drinks, an act of
no small charity in my view.  Granted,
the meal usually consisted of pickled eggs or pickled pigs knuckles.  Pretty much anything you could pickle was
fair game.  But if you drank enough beer,
it usually slid down just fine.


 When I needed a siesta mid-afternoon, often as
not I'd head over to Brown's Mule Square. 
Grab a few winks in the back of the Chummy.  I was driving the 1932 Austin Chummy back
then.  Green and black.  A toy of a car with a top speed of
thirty-five miles an hour.  Bought the
thing off a sheriff's deputy for thirty-five dollars and a case of beer, as a
realistic alternative to the Ford V-8.  Car
salesmen all over Dallas and Fort Worth were still marketing the V-8 as the
favored car of Clyde Barrow.  Fifteen
years after they'd gunned him down.  Ford
V-8 had power, speed and glamour.  Three
things I needed more of.


 But what I'm getting at is this.  Fort Worth wasn't just my home.  It was my house.  A few people were starting to get
televisions, but I had movie theaters.  A
nice library full of more books than I could ever read.  Plenty of good grub and enough alcohol to
keep the drinks coming 'til they fit me for my wooden overcoat.  Had some good rooms here and there where I
could go and catch a good band now and again. 



 Hell, the Crystal Springs Dancing Pavilion,
over on White Settlement Road in Dallas, was one of the rowdiest nightspots
going, but they handed out a free cake of soap to each patron at the door, just
to show how clean they were.  I didn't
buy the cleanliness routine, but I stopped by often enough that I hadn't had to
buy soap in fifteen years either.  


 Whitey Calhoun shared Fort Worth with me, but
it was big enough that we never got in each other's way.  That morning at four o'clock was probably the
closest we'd been in years.  Oh, I knew
the boy.  More to the point, I knew his
mother, Vita Calhoun.  


 When I was a kid, she'd worked at a dry goods
store that sold race records for thirty-five cents or three for a dollar.  I'd save my money, get three, go home and
play them until the steel phonograph needle on my Victrola bore through the shellac
like a drill looking for oil.  Sometimes
I'd return and buy the same song over again. 



 After a while, Miss Vita took pity on me and
would slip me an occasional replacement copy for free.  One day, she came up to me while I was
inspecting the new inventory.   


 "Mr. Curritch," she said, "You
one of the only white people comes in here and buys records.  They'd sell like hotcakes if they was in one
of the white folk stores.  Everbody likes
'em."


 That's how I got my very first job, working
for a colored store on the edge of Quality Grove on the north side of Fort
Worth.  Once a week, I'd come by and load
up on the latest releases by people like Blind Lemon Jefferson, Leroy Carr and
Skip James, carry them down to the white dry goods store and mark them up.  I didn't get rich, but I got first pick of
all the best 78s.  And I made a life-long
friend in Miss Vita.


 I had been awake for at least two hours when
I'd finally gone to the front door of my room that Saturday morning.  Might have been seven, seven-thirty tops.  Plan was to stick my head out, listen for
running water from down the hall, and either make a beeline for the showers or
go back to my business, warming up two cans of beer on the cast iron radiator
next to the bed.  Two warm cans of beer
and two Benadreams: the perfect hangover cure, as prescribed by my good Doctor
Randall Phelps.


 When I'd first unwrapped the box, untied the
string and slipped the top off of it, I had thought it was all a joke.  Damn thing looked like some kind of small
animal.  Maybe road kill.  It was noticeably dead, blue and all, but it
still had life smeared all over it.  Had
a look in its eyes that let you know it had seen some things.  It hadn't been born that way.  


 I carefully wrapped the body in a gabardine
jacket that hung in my closet and placed it back in the box.  Then, I pushed it to the rear of an old ice
box that hadn't worked right since the Roosevelt administration.


 The Chummy didn't have a radio, so as I made
my way toward Peechie's, I sang "I Love You A Thousand Ways” by Lefty
Frizzell.  Mostly to keep my mind on
something else.  I have a bad left ear, a
souvenir from the encephalitis outbreak of 1918, but when I imagine music in my
head, I hear it out of both ears.  Kind
of like a blind man seeing in his dreams. 
And so I listened.  The doghouse
bass slapping time, those high piano keys dancing above the melody, the steel
guitar whining just beneath it.   


 I drove past the Tarrant County Sheriff's
Department on Belknap.  It never entered
my mind to stop.  I was heading for
Peechie's, same as any other morning. 
This time, though, it felt different. 
This time, it felt like someone had invaded my territory.  I wasn't just driving.  I was being driven.
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 Hell's Half Acre had once been notorious for
its gambling dens and whorehouses.  A
thorn in the side of civility and common decency from the time of the Civil War
right up until Prohibition, the coppers shook in their boots at the mere
thought of going in there.  By 1953, all
that was left were a bunch of stories, and I knew all of them.  I felt like a baby in his momma's arms in the
Acre.


 "Slant, you reading that damn
thing?" 


 It was Slant Face Sanders-- sometimes called
Horizontal Head due to the general lack of symmetry in his features-- leaned back,
half asleep at our corner table with the daily news for a blanket.  


 Slant Face was born in Manchester, England and
had come sailing up Galveston Bay with the Merchant Marines, just as the Great
Depression was making its way down to Texas from the north.  He'd hung around the Houston area awhile,
then thumbed his way up to Cowtown and took a job at the sewage treatment plant
out toward Richardson, working with a bunch of country boys who couldn't
understand half what he said.  More
importantly, he was my number one drinking partner.


 "How's tricks, Dutch?” he said.


 "Somebody left a present at my doorstep
last night,” I said.  


 "Eviction notice again,” he said.


 "No,” I said.  " A kid.”


 "A kid? 
Like a human kid?  For Christ's
sake, Dutch.”


 "Not exactly a kid kid,” I said,
making a shape to indicate the size of the thing I'd found at my feet.  


 "Baby Moses in a basket!” Slant said, a
little too loud.  By this time, he was
sitting up straight as a wooden Indian.  


 "Pretty much like that,” I said.  I tapped a cigarette from a pack of Old Golds
and lit it with the Zippo lighter that T-Bone Walker had used for a slide at
the Rose Room in 1948.


 "They obviously didn't know who they were
leaving it with,” he said.  "No
offense, but it's not like anyone would exactly take you for a father figure.”


 "Yeah, well, wasn't much I could've done
to hurt it,” I said.


 James Alto, a Tonkawa Indian that drove an
early morning paper route for the Fort Worth Star-Telegram, or the Startle-Gram,
as we called it, came ambling in and locked in on our table.


 "You know a fella named Whitey Calhoun?”
he said.


 "Miss Vita's boy,” I said.


 "He hired on with the clean-up crew at
the paper a month or two ago,” Alto said. 
"Missed work last night. 
Came in late with a white man, didn't stay long.”


 Last I'd seen Whitey Calhoun, some ten years
earlier, he'd been drafted into the 761st Tank Battalion, an
all-Negro company, in Camp Hood, but had been let go immediately, due to poor
eyesight.  Only guy I knew who missed the
war and was unhappy about it.  


 "Think there's trouble?” I said.


 "I just talked to Miss Vita,” Alto
said.  "She asked me to come fetch
you.”


 


 Vita Calhoun lived in Stop Six, so called
because it had once upon a time been the sixth stop on some railroad that passed
through town.  To tell the truth, not
much of anything stopped in Stop Six anymore. 
It was a part of the city that had already started to integrate itself,
negros and whites brought together by a poverty as color blind as a barn owl.


 As I stood in the middle of Dildock Street, I
was struck by seeing the tallest buildings of downtown Fort Worth from an angle
I had never contemplated.  It seemed a
bit like viewing the back of my own head, looking at these things that I knew
so well, from an angle so new that they were, for a second or two, almost
unrecognizable.    


 Miss Vita had a three room frame house made
from raw lumber.  Kind of house they call
shotgun houses, because you can stand at the front door and shoot a shotgun
straight through and it'll come out the back without hitting a damn thing.  It had been painted a dull green, and there
was a chicken house that matched it.  The
entire place had been gift wrapped in chicken wire.  I wasn't sure if it was to keep the chickens
in or people like Slant and me out.


 "Miss Vita," I said in a voice that
was immediately lost amongst the clatter of the noisiest animals on God's brown
earth.  I called to her a few more times
and tested the chicken wire.  It didn't
give much fight.


 I was halfway across the yard and parting a
flock of cluckers like Farmer Moses when an older version of the woman I once
knew shuffled out onto her front porch. 
Even in her twenties, Miss Vita had always seemed a little larger than
life, so it was comforting to see that she'd maintained a healthy advantage on
me.  In fact, my first image of her that
day was more imposing than ever.  I'm
almost certain she commanded the damn chickens to attack me in some language I
didn't understand.  And she was leading the
charge, coming at me with the business end of a broom.


 "Miss Vita," I said.  "It's Alvis." 


 "Alvis Curritch," she said, same way
she'd done it twenty years before.  She
dropped the broom and come running like she was greeting a wayward son.  


 "Mr. Curritch,” she said.  "You heard anything from my Terrance?”

     I was so used to thinking of Whitey
as Whitey that I had almost forgotten his actual name.  It had also slipped my mind how much Miss
Vita hated that nickname.  


 "No ma'am,” I said.  "Don't expect I've seen your boy in a
month of Sundays, I guess.”


 "You don't know how good it is to see
you,” she said, giving me an embrace that picked me clear off the ground and
damn near took my hat off.  "You and
your friend come inside for a spell? I can pour some ice tea.”


 As we walked up to the house, I motioned back
away from downtown.  Against the road
that led to Worth Lake, within spitting distance, was an old time beer joint
called Fleck's that I'd told Slant about a hundred times before.  Fleck had a French revolver hanging on the
wall, right over a sign that read "We Don't Serve Trouble Makers."
Someone, probably Fleck, had come along later and added "or food"
below that.


 First time I'd ever stepped into Fleck's had
been the night Whitey rode the bus back into town from Camp Hood.  I'd been summoned by Miss Vita on that
occasion too, to greet him at the station and bring him home.    


 "Whitey just needs somebody to play
father to him ever once in a while,” she'd said.  


 How in hell was I supposed to be a father
figure to anybody? What was I supposed to say? 
You don't need a daddy to make something of yourself, just look at me. 


 Miss Vita opened the screen door and the
sunlight spilled down through the middle of the house and across my black
boots.  Alvis Curridge Sr. had stepped
off a porch not unlike the one I was on and had never looked back.  Sometimes I still felt a compulsion to follow
him.
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 "I had a gun instead o' this here broom,
I'd a shot a hole plum through you," Miss Vita said.


 We sat inside the front room, a room she
called the drawing room, though I could see little purpose for calling a room
that.  I nursed an ice tea with no sugar.  Slant, proving difficult, opted for
lemonade.  Miss Vita kept herself busy
talking.


 I was surprised to find that the home reminded
me of the old farm house I grew up in over in Weatherford.  There was a picture on the wall of a
light-skinned colored boy.  He had a
clump of hair so shocking white it reminded me of a nitrate picture negative
I'd seen at the Sheriff's Department one time. 
I pointed it out to Slant.


 "That's Whitey,” I said, low enough that
Miss Vita wouldn't hear it.


 "Somethin' bad done happened,” she said,
wringing her hands like she was scrubbing them down with unseen soap and
water.  "I just know it.”


 "He in trouble with the law?” I
said.  Whitey had been thrown in the
drink tank a time or two, usually for his own protection as much as anything
else.


 "I sent Terrance to see you, Mr.
Curritch,” she said.  "We was in a
heap o' trouble.  Else, that little baby
of his was.”


 Slant looked at me like his lemonade had
suddenly gone from sweet to sour.  


 "Terrance have a kid?” I asked.


 "Baby boy,” she said.  "Little bitty ol' thing.  Ain't had a day of peace since it was
born.  Doctor Teal said somethin' was
wrong with its insides, on account of bein' born too early.” 


 "Why you send him my way?” I said.


 "Wudn't nothin' else we could do for that
baby over here,” she said.  "Baby
has white in 'im, look almost white as you two. 
I told Terrance Mr. Curritch could get that boy in one of the white
hospitals where they might could do somethin' for 'im.”


 I suddenly wanted something stronger than ice
tea with no sugar.


 "Terrance never made it to my place,” I
said.


 "I already know it,” she said.  "I got a message from 'im this mornin.'
Said the cops had picked him up.  Didn't
say word one about the baby.”


 "You got a telephone now?” I said.  I knew damn well she didn't have a telephone.



 "Lord no, you know I don't got no such
thing,” she said.  "He put in a call
to the place where he works at, an' Mr. Alto come after me.” She said Alto like
she was meaning Owl Toe, which I liked. 
Sounded much more Indian to me.

    "I can look in on that,” I
said.  I knew almost every cop on the
force.  I had started off working for the
Tarrant County Sheriff's Department in 1942. 
Held out 'til '44, by which time I'd come to the realization that I was
just a little too bad to be a decent cop and way too damn decent to be a bad one.  There was a parting of the ways.  Never regretted it for a second.


"I
'preciate that,” Miss Vita said. 
"But I don't right expect he'll be there.  Message he had for me, said he was headed for
Cleco.”   


 I'd never heard of Cleco in my life.  Far as I knew, he might be running down to
Cleco's on the corner for a few groceries.


 "Cleco's?”


 "Cleco, Mississippi.”


 "Your boy got any business in Cleco,
Mississippi?” I asked.


 "Terrance ain't got no business bein'
anywhere near Cleco, Mississippi,” she said. 
"That's where we come from when he was just a baby.  All he knows of Cleco, that's where his daddy
was killed.”


 I had never until that day known that Miss
Vita, the seemingly always happy-go-lucky Miss Vita who had never failed to
greet me with a big old smile all those years back at the Dry Goods store, had
come to Fort Worth with that kind of tragedy at her heels.


 "I'm sorry, ma'am,” I said, and then felt
a little foolish as well, it being so long after the fact.


 I could actually hear Slant Face suck in a
breath.  For once, I hoped he would say
something.


 "You think he was trying to tell you that
he was in some kind of trouble?” Slant finally said.


 "I reckon maybe there was somebody else
listenin' in on 'im,” she said. 
"Somebody Cleco, Mississippi wouldn't of meant squat to.”


 According to Miss Vita, the baby never once
cried, not even when the midwife, an old family friend named Sarah, pulled him
out of seventeen year old Della Kimble. 
The silence had hung heavy in the air on the brisk fall morning, and it
had never dissipated.  Doctor Roosevelt
Teal warned them not to expect much.  The
baby's lungs were underdeveloped.  This
would lead to pneumonia and then to worse.


 Bringing him to me was their last idea.  The baby was almost as white as its mother
and could pass easy enough.  If Della had
come from a better part of town-- say, Vickery Place or even Quality Grove--
she'd have been able to carry the baby right in the front door of Saint
Joseph's herself.  Of course, that would
have required Della, which would have necessitated the family not jerking her
away and shipping her off to cousins in East Texas like they did.  


 Vita had pulled her brown knit sweater around
the baby, tied the sleeves loosely across his chest, and kissed both him and
her son on the forehead.  


 "Della Kimble?” I said.


 "Kimble," she said.  "Her family live here in Stop Six.  You'd think they come from uptown, all a
sudden."


 "Any kin to Vester Kimble?"


 "Her granddaddy,” she said.  "That man give Terrance all kinds o'
grief.”


 Vester Kimble was a Deputy Sheriff with
Tarrant County, a man with a grandfatherly face that he hid behind the most
unsympathetic moustache I'd ever laid eyes on. 
And where Sheriff Stubblefield had the beady black eyes of a possum, Kimble's
had been taken from the laziest hound dog in thirteen counties.


 "He told Terrance straight to his face,
one day, if he ever got his hands on him, he'd beat six shades of you know what
out of 'im,” she said.


 Kimble seemed to have motive and opportunity,
but I knew better than to walk into the Sheriff's Department and confront him
on his own ground.  I didn't have a lick
of proof to back up even the weakest of accusations.  What I needed to do was beat the bushes and
find out how many people had seen Whitey as he made his shadowy crossing of the
Cowtown neighborhoods.


 It's like putting a story together.  Say, the story of me and Dandy driving up on
a squirrel migration on the Arlington Highway. 
You can tell the story any number of ways, but there's only one right
way.  You just try to get as close to
that as you can, each time you tell it.  


 It's easy to know when it goes wrong.  Most times, the person listening can tell
quicker than the one telling.  In a way,
solving the disappearance of Whitey Calhoun amounted to no more than telling
myself the story of it until I got it right.
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 Dandy O'Bannon was another ex-cop.  O'Bannon, who was ten years older than me,
had been injured in the Battle of the Mame during the Great War.  Least that's what he told.  One way or another, he'd wound up with a head
full of German shrapnel and a nervous tick that made him look like he was
always blinking into really bright lights— like if he started to cry, little
pellets and things would squeeze out and roll down his cheeks.  He also came home with a life-long hatred for
anything French, which endeared him immensely to Slant Face.  


 I wasn't even ten years old when America
started shipping guys over there.  But I
remember doughboys coming through Fort Worth by the trainload, grinning and
waving their hats like they were already in the victory parade.


 Of course, I didn't know Dandy O'Bannon back
then.  I met him long after the Germans
had gotten through with him.  I had been
working a sting at the Top O' The Hill Terrace on Division Street in
Arlington.  An illegal gambling joint, it
prospered for years under the philosophy that nobody in either Dallas or Fort
Worth had any interest whatsoever in what might be going on halfway
between.  When the law finally did show
an interest, the guys at Top O' The Hill got good at hiding things.  Dandy was standing beside me the day I turned
my report in to the Sheriff's Department, stating that there was no discernable
criminal activity to be found in the place. 
Next day I turned in my badge and headed straight back to the place to
celebrate.  It was a simple matter of
economics, in a way.  Old man Binion paid
better for my services.   


 Dandy and I had formed a sort of brotherhood,
based on a mutual conviction that the Tarrant County Sheriff's Department was
crookeder than any road in the state of Texas, and we held regular meetings at
Peechie's.  


 What really bonded us, though, was a
particularly cold night back in late '49. 
It was right after my ex-wife Noreen left me, and, if she split because
I spent too much time carousing, then her leaving only served to give me more
time and opportunity for it.  


 "What are the grounds?" County Court
Judge Raymond S. Lynch had said, when Noreen come to him wanting the divorce.


 It's a good bet Noreen Curridge had never
given it that much thought.  Like me, she
tended to work on instinct, even if her instincts led her to wildly different
conclusions.  But no-fault divorce hadn't
yet caught on in Texas, so she was given a laundry list of various charges she
could stick me with and a week or so to choose one.


 I knew Judge Lynch better than Noreen
did.  I'd had enough dealings with the
man to recognize that the grin and shake of the head he always gave me when I
delivered suspects into his custody was the same one he was shooting across the
courtroom at my wife.  


 Noreen went to work, and people started
placing bets.  Divorce on the grounds of
cruelty, willful desertion, failure to provide, withdrawal of conjugal rights,
adultery, impotence, gross neglect of duty, homosexuality and incurable
insanity were all tossed off the list. 
She was teetering between the grounds of discord and strife and the
grounds of perpetual drunkenness. 
Discord and strife might have ruled the day if I hadn't shown up on that
last night three sheets to the wind.


 Our little one bedroom house on South Milam
looked the way she'd always wanted it to look. 
All the pieces of me were missing, except the pieces that stood there on
the front porch.  We stayed in the front
room and made small talk out of habit, and then we went back and made love out
of spite.  Maybe it was in spite.  I tried to act like I wasn't surprised, and
she tried her best to act like she was.  


 "Alvis, I made my decision," she
said.


 "You're going to keep me after all?"



 "I'll make a compromise," she
said.  "I'll keep your house."


 Perpetual drunkenness doesn't even sound
serious when you're sober.  It sits there
at the end of "divorce on the grounds of" like a big punch line.  Something for Ray Lynch to grin and shake his
head at.  


 Lying there naked as Adam and following a
crack in the ceiling that I had never noticed before, I felt happy in my
sadness.  She, meanwhile, felt sad in her
happiness, and that meant we were both happy at the same time for the first
time in years.


 Dandy and I had pretty much been living out of
Big Rube's bar in the Brickyard Hotel, partaking of the half-priced drink
specials and playing dominos.  That night
it was us, Slant Face, Big Rube, and Cisero Dearlove, playing Moon and pounding
Irish Whiskeys.  We always wound up
playing either Moon or Mexican Train because you didn't have to partner up for
them.  None of us were good team
players.  We didn't trust each other.


 About midnight, Slant Face and Cisero were
looking at their watches, Rube was yawning, but me and Dandy didn't want to
give it up.  We decided to take off for
the Top O' The Hill in Arlington. 
Grabbed one or two more for the road and out the door we went.


 Cut to the Northwest Highway out of Dallas,
and here we come, me at the wheel and Dandy riding shotgun.  Our full speed ahead 35 miles an hour had
slowed down to a crawl just this side of the county line.  Dandy could have got out and walked along
side me without breaking a sweat.  That's
if he'd been able to walk a straight line. 
The Northwest Highway was teeming with squirrels, I shit you not, all
migrating across the two-lane from right to left, darting into and then back
out of my head lamps like furry little omens. 
The Chummy was shaking like a scared puppy, me slamming to a halt each
time one of them raised its head and looked at me.  Hell, if either one of us had been alone,
we'd have thought we were losing our mind for sure.


 "What the goddamn hell did Rube put in my
drink?" I barked.  


 "I don't know, Dutch," Dandy said,
"but she made mine a double."


 When the squirrels all stopped dead in their
tracks, I pulled the car into the long grass and drove alongside the highway,
pointing through the window as Dandy bounced around like a kid, swinging his
door open, leaving half his insides in the ditch.


 "We've been poisoned," I said,
watching him with one eye and the squirrels with the other, trying to convince
myself than one was a trick of the mind.


 "Maybe it's one of them plagues, like in
the Bible," Dandy said.  Dandy ain't
even a religious man, most of the time.


 "Ain't no goddamn squirrels in the
Bible," I said.  At that point, I
would almost have rather it been the poison.


 Half an hour later, we finally inched our way
past the darkened hulk of Arlington Downs race track.  I remember wanting to stop really bad, but
the place was of no use at all at two o'clock in the morning.  The other, Top O' The Hill Terrace, would
certainly be.  


 When we got to our destination, we ended up
telling the squirrel story to everybody there at least once.  Most of them looked at us like we were fools,
smelled our breath and laughed us off.  A
couple said they had heard of such things, and we wondered if they were crazy
too.


 From then on, those goddamn squirrels kind of
followed Dandy and me around everywhere we went.  We got to thinking about them like they were
some kind of sign.  You see something
like that, you tend to want to give it meaning, carry it around with you.  I thought it had something to do with Noreen
leaving, but, at that point, pretty much everything did.  I expected to see them squirrels around every
corner for a good while.  Maybe it was
Noreen I was really looking for.  I never
saw either the squirrels or her again, but from time to time, I could sure as
hell feel them both.
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 I had just seen Pee Wee King and his Golden
West Cowboys and Big Bill Lister at the Pavilion and decided to take in Lester
Young, who was swinging through town for a one-night show at the Rose
Room.  My two favorite sounds in the
world, next to the sound of Ruthie Nell's voice when she got all high-pitched
over some breaking news story, were Lefty Frizzell's singing and Prez's
horn.  I could listen to him blow that
thing until the cows came home, but he only came through town every once in a
great while.  I never had an ounce of
trouble at negro clubs like the Rose. 
I'd gotten into more jams at Hispanic clubs around town.


 One night, I had been at the Rose Room
watching Red Callender's band, and there was one other pale face in the room, a
guy I wound up drinking with and talking to after just about everyone else had
split.  It was only later that I found
out I had been talking to Barney Kessel, the well-known guitar player.  Thing is, you never knew quite what or who to
expect, late hours at the Rose.


 I had only been there a couple of hours this
night when a young colored fellow came up and introduced himself to me.


 "Sir, my name is Lewis Freeman," he
said.  "Are you Alvis
Curridge?"


 About the only time I'm called Alvis is when
I've done something that's ticked somebody off, so I wondered if I was about to
get the bum's rush.  I think he saw me
clinch up. 


 "Miss Vita Calhoun sent me."


 "This some kind of joke?" I
said.  The chances of Miss Vita sending
two young colored guys my way within a matter of days seemed slim at best.  And this guy sure wasn't Whitey.  He was short and stocky and dark skinned, all
of which Whitey was not.


 "May I sit down and talk to you?" he
said.

   Miss Vita had indeed sent him my way,
but it had been a good two or three months since she had, so the one thing I
knew about Lewis Freeman was that he was even slower moving than Whitey Calhoun
had been.  And it was a good chance he
would have never found me if I hadn't walked right into his favorite place of
pleasure.

    "So what did she send you to me
for?" I said.

    Lewis Freeman answered the question
with a story, and I drank two different beers while I listened.    


 Lewis had been born in Pine Bluff, Arkansas,
in 1932.  His father was a sharecropper
who played music, mostly gospel, around southern Arkansas, mostly on
weekends.  He had a cousin who was a
preacher, and they rode the gospel circuit around the backwaters of the state,
making a little music and, hopefully, a little money as they went.  


 "My dad always told me, growing up, that
he had purchased the small plot of land that we lived on from the proceeds of a
record that he and Uncle Matthew had recorded in Atlanta, Georgia, for the Nu
Grape soda company."


 "Nu Grape?" I said.


 "'I Got Your Ice Cold Nu Grape' was what
it was called," he said, with a serious face.  I gave him one back that said it didn't ring
a bell.  


 "They named my dad and Uncle Matthew the Nu
Grape Twins."


 "And they weren't even twins?" I
said.


 Come to find out, the one payment had been all
that Freeman's dad had ever received, and, now in his later years, he was
suffering from lack of income, a feeling I could get behind.  Assuming this guy wasn't just looking for a
handout, though, I wasn't sure what I could do for him or his dad.


 "So why did Miss Vita send you to
me?" I asked one more time, having gotten no closer to an answer in the
intervening minutes.


 "Two reasons," he said.  "Miss Vita says that you used to work
with her, selling blues and gospel records here in town.  I was hoping that you might be able to find a
copy of that record for me."


 It seemed like a futile dream, far as I could
see.  It had been years since I had sold
my last copy of anything, and I was pretty damn sure it wasn't by the Nu Grape
Twins who weren't even twins.


 "And that's the easy part," Lewis
said. 


 I was going to need at least one more drink.


 "There are two men, stay down on Ninth
Street, that are claiming to be the Nu Grape Twins.  I've heard it straight from their own
mouths.  And they say they have payments
from the Columbia Recording Company to prove it."
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 "Last Miss Vita heard from Whitey, he was
in the tank,” I said.  "That's why I
need you to go down there and take a look around.  See what you can scrape up.”


 Dandy and I were sitting in Peechie's, waiting
for Slant Face and James Alto to arrive. 



 "Last time I went in there, Stub tried to
give me my old job back,” Dandy said. 
Sheriff Shelby Stubblefield was just about the only person at the
Sheriff's Department who had been around when Dandy and I were there.  Thus, he was our favorite object of
scorn.  The man hated being called Shelby
so bad that we rechristened him Stub, a term of no great affection.  In fact, neither of us could quite remember
how he had earned the name.  Slant seemed
to remember it being a salute to his lack of verticalness.  I was pretty sure it was a shortened form of
Stubborn As A Mule.  Either way, or both,
it stuck like the badge on his over-inflated chest.  


 For some reason, Stub was always trying to
give Dandy his job back, a subject he'd never broached with me.  I didn't know whether to take it as a
compliment or condemnation.  What it meant
was, he would tolerate the thought of Dandy hanging around the place.  


 Slant Face soon joined the meeting.  Having spent the previous nine hours
screening the shit of every man, woman and child in the Richardson area for
rubbers, tampons, and God knows what else, Slant's ability to chow down on
Peechie's special of the day was either the supreme example of mind over matter
or irrefutable proof of mental psychosis.


 I looked at the Pearl Beer clock that hung on
the wall over the bar.  Everything about the
thing ran backwards.  The numbers rounded
the face in the wrong direction, only the six and twelve being in their
rightful places.  The hands spun
counterclockwise too.  As a result, it
told perfectly good time, but most people went nuts trying to read it.


 It was 11:50a.m., which meant that Alto would
be arriving within a few minutes.  Alto
played a pretty mean six-string guitar and could sing just like Lefty Frizzell,
a talent I was in awe of.  He was also a
western swing fan and would have been headed for the Crystal Springs Ballroom
that night, except for it being a Saturday night.  Saturday night meant one thing to Alto: the
Sunday morning Startle-Gram.  The
big one.  Special edition.  The one that just about slung him up and down
the streets of Mistletoe Heights and Stop Six. 



 Ruthie Nell worked part-time as a writer at
the little cross town rival, the Fort Worth Press, and I'd mentioned to
him several times that she could probably get him a gig tossing that one
instead.  It would seem like throwing
baby kittens in comparison, I said.  He
always brought up the difference in pay, but I'd remind him, he wasn't getting
paid by the pound.


 Alto came through the door, right on time, and
found a glass of beer and his very own pig's knuckle waiting just for him.


 There was a warehouse that opened up on the
parking lot between the Star-Telegram
headquarters and the Elk Club on Seventh Street, where the delivery people met
up and prepped for their rounds.  The
warehouse was also where the cleaning supplies for the newspaper offices were
stored.  


 Sometimes, the cleaning service would be
finishing up their rounds just as Alto and the other route drivers showed
up.  On the early morning of the twenty-eighth,
James Alto had just finished stocking his four-speed '49 Olds with papers, when
Whitey came wandering in.


 "I said somethin' to him about bein'
late,” Alto said, "and he told me he wasn't workin' the weekend.  He was just stoppin' by.”


 "He have a baby with him?” I said.


 "No,” he said, "it was him and an
older white man.”


 "You sure about that?” I said.


 "Sure I'm sure," he said.  "I came back by a few minutes later, and
the man was helping him wrap up a present. 
I said something to 'em about Christmas gettin' close,” he said.


 I'd heard it said that whenever you get one of
those sudden fever-chill-running-up-your-spine feelings, it means that someone
has just walked over your grave site.  If
that's so, someone lucked up on mine just as Alto described the Christmas
present that would later show up at my door.


 "Did Whitey look upset at all? Say
anything to you?” Slant Face said.


 "Whitey? 
No.  Other man's the one that
seemed upset, best I could tell.”


 I asked him if he recognized the other man.  He said no. 
I asked if he thought he might recognize him, if he saw him again.  He said maybe, maybe not.


 Assuming it was three o'clock in the morning,
Whitey had been gone for almost six hours. 
And he hadn't gotten very far. 
Obviously, he'd spent a good deal of time doing something other than
walking.  Somewhere in those hours, two
things had happened.  He'd met up with a
nervous looking white man and his baby had died.  I wasn't sure which had happened first.  Was the man involved, somehow, with the
baby's death, or had Whitey met up with him afterwards?


 Whitey had walked in anything but a straight
line.  That meant I was gonna have to try
out every side road as I tracked him.  I
remembered Alvis Sr. calling those roads wander roads.  As a kid, I'd mistakenly thought he said
"wonder roads.” As in, "I wonder what's down that road.” 


 You can only follow a story to its conclusion
if you're genuinely curious about what you'll find.  I wasn't sure I really wanted to know what
lay at the end of this wonder road.  But
I knew I wouldn't be able to rest until I did.
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 That evening, Slant Face and me were sitting
at the bar in Fleck's.  Special of the
day was same special as every day.  Three
glasses of Night Train for a bone.  I
wasn't about to touch the stuff.  I opted
for a Jack Daniels, in place of my usual Jack and Dr Pepper.  Fleck acted like, far as he knew, Dr Pepper
was just some Mexican physician up at the Baylor School of Medicine.  Meanwhile, Slant was embarrassing me to no
end with his favored Scotch and milk.                                                                                            



 Best thing about Whitey having that great big
head of white hair, it made him stand out in a crowd.  Stood out in a person's mind too.  I didn't need to borrow the picture from Miss
Vita's wall.  I just had to go door to
door, asking folks if they'd seen a cotton headed negro boy, on or about the
night in question.  


 More upstanding you appeared, the less
interest I had in you.  I was looking for
the people who would have been out and about in the witching hour, making their
rounds when everyone else was home in bed. 
This meant crooks, drunks and the milkman.    


 I felt like a damn politician, and I must have
looked like one too, because I had more doors slammed in my face than a
firewood salesman in hell.  It had taken
two long days to hit anything resembling pay dirt.  A blues guitar player named Leroy "Big
Eyes” Palmer, who had just returned from a gig at the Zanzibar, said he was
pretty sure he'd seen Whitey just as he rounded the curve to his home a mile or
so outside of Stop Six.  


 "I thought he was a goddamn ghost, wannna
know the truth,” he said.


 Palmer had an permanent expression like he'd
just seen a ghost.  Some folks get
nicknames like Shorty because they're really tall, or Tiny because they're
big.  Big Eyes didn't go for irony.  He'd plainly got his because he had some big
goddamn eyes.


 I met up with him earlier that day on the Dallas-Fort
Worth Highway, eating barbecue in front of a joint called the Pig Stand.  It wasn't a sit down restaurant.  People either got their food and took it with
them or else, they sat out on the lot and ate from their automobiles.  There was a big sign out front saying
"Eat a Pig Sandwich," which sounded good enough, so I ordered a plate
and joined Mr. Palmer on the tailgate of a red 1947 International pickup.


 "Your truck?" I said.


 "Oh, no sir," Big Eyes answered,
"it belong to the man up front." It was only then that I noticed a
white man licking his lips and watching me suspiciously from the cab of the
truck.  


 I'd asked Big Eyes to tell me everything he
could remember about meeting Whitey on that night.


 "Mister, I don't know that man no
how.  Don't know a thing," he
said.  "It's like I told you.  I slow down and see he got a little baby, I
ask, do he need a ride somewhere, he say no, I say okay, and that's all she
wrote."


 "You positively sure he had a baby?” I
said.  "How do you know?” 


 Big Eyes said he hadn't see the baby at first,
thought the boy was carrying a wine bottle or maybe a sack of groceries.  It was only when pulled up alongside Whitey
that he'd heard the crying.


 "Didn't really sound like no kind of
cryin.' More like somebody drownin' a cat or somethin' first,” he said.  "Then I seen it was nothin' but a little
bitty baby.”


 "Wasn't in a box or anything then?” I
said.  


 "Mister," he said, "it weren't
no baby doll.” 


 "See anybody else out that night?” I
said.


 He ate a bite of sandwich and mulled over it
over.


 "Yeah,” he said.  "Blind Cholly Macon.”


 Blind Cholly Macon.


 "I guess he didn't see anything,” I
said.  


 I thanked Big Eyes for his time, nodded at the
white fella in the truck, and went on my way. 



 "Well, you ain't a cop, I guess you must
be motherfuckin' Sam Spade,” said some wise ass at the end of Fleck's rickety
old bar.  I was the only white man in
there, and they were all mighty curious as to what I was doing there.  


 "Okay,” I said, trying to act like I didn't
even notice any difference between us all. 
"You get up, it's early in the mornin,' and ya gotta take a
whiz.  Shuffle down the hall, rubbin'
your eyes with your fists, an' go slippin' and slidin' into the loo like a
drunk.”


 At this part, I made sure to give the asshole
at the end of the bar a hard glance.


 "There's water all over the floor.  Up to your ankles,” I said.  "Turds floatin' too.  What do you boys do?”


 Half of 'em were pretending they weren't
listening, hoping I'd go away and leave 'em to drink in peace.


 "Ain't got no indoor commode," one
said.


 "You sure you know where you at?"
said another.


 "I'd turn around and go back to
bed," said Fleck himself.


 "You start shovelin,' don't you?" I
said, ignoring the lot of them. 
"Gotta fix the place you piss in, that's for sure.”


 One guy mumbled something about Fleck's
toilet, and they all laughed.


 "Can't shit in your nest,” somebody
finally said.


 "Damn right," I said.  "But you know what? It still don't make
you a plumber.”


 We all sat there in a stupor.  I wanted to think my words were sinking in, a
lesson was being learned, but I wasn't even sure what I was trying to say
anymore.  


 "What the hell does that have to do with
any goddamn thing?” somebody said.


 "What the man is saying, he ain't no goddamn
detective,” said Fleck.


 The old guy who wouldn't shit in his nest
said, come to think of it, a milkman had told him a story just the other day
about some negro boy walking through his neighborhood about three-thirty in the
morning.  


 "White milk man?" I said.


 "White as milk," he said to general
laughter.


 I sat there and wondered why a white milk man
would mention such a thing to a negro that he didn't know.


 "Why would a milk man be telling you such
a thing?"


 "Seemed like he thought I needed some
kind of warning," he said. 
"And it was something to talk about while I was fixin' his
carburetor."


 "He say where it happened?” I said.


 "Somewheres over in Vickery,” he said.


 A black guy walking through Vickery Place at
three-thirty in the morning would stick out kind of like a goiter on a prom
queen.


   


 Soon I was on my way to see Donnie Barlow the
milkman.  


 Barlow proved to be the nervous type.  Always fidgeting, twisting around like he was
trying to rub out a different cigarette with each foot.  Made me a wreck just watching him.  


 Barlow drove a milk route for Land of Pines,
was taking his company truck to a little garage east of Vickery Place to have
the carburetor stripped and rebuilt on the morning of November
twenty-eighth.  Four blocks from the
garage, on Vickery Boulevard, he passed Whitey. 



 "Boy wanted to catch a ride over to Ninth
Street," Barlow said, laughing. 
"I told him niggers couldn't ride in the truck.  Wasn't my decision.  Company policy.  I never would have made it that far anyway,
and I wasn't about to go into that part of town at three o'clock in the
morning."


 "He just walk off?" I said.


 "I asked him why didn't he walk up to the
bus route," Barlow said.  "What
I wanted to ask was what the hell he was doin,' walkin' around a place like
this in the middle of the night.” Barlow looked at me funny and asked if the
boy had committed some kind of crime.


 "No, but looks like maybe somebody else
has," I said and gave him a look back that said I wasn't crossing him off
my list just yet.


 I left him standing on the porch of his
middle-class home in a neighborhood I'd never visited before.  I started to tell him that a lawsuit had just
given them niggers the legal right to segregate right onto the very street
where we stood, but I figured he'd already heard as much.  And if he hadn't, he would soon enough.


 "One last question,” I said, standing at
the Chummy.  "You happen to recall
if he was carrying anything?”


 "Had some kind of case or something,” Barlow
said.  "I started to ask him what
the hell was in it.  A gun or somethin,'
I 'bout imagine.”


 Less than eight miles separated me where I
stood from where Leroy "Big Eyes” Palmer had pulled up beside Whitey.  But something had happened in between.  Something that had ended one life and had
changed at least one other.  I wondered
what Barlow's Whitey knew that Palmer's hadn't known.  I wanted to think that, knowing he was now
most likely carrying a dead baby, he was no longer looking for me.  What could I have possibly done for either
the baby or Whitey at that point? 


 Regardless, the baby had ended up at my hotel
room door.  Whitey had left Vickery Place
still going in my direction, and within another hour, he would make it.
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 I asked everybody from James Alto to Big Rube,
and nobody had heard of any song about the ice cold Nu Grape, although Alto
claimed to have drank the stuff once or twice. 
I had taken down Lewis Freeman's name and address and promised him I
would look into his situation.  I wasn't
sure that I actually would, because I wasn't sure how to even go about it.  I started by asking everybody I knew if they
remembered the song.


 The reason I drove up to the old dry goods
store, where I had sold all of those records years before, was twofold: I was
naturally curious and, having been put back into contact with Miss Vita, maybe
even a little nostalgic.  


 The old place was still in operation.  In fact, it still looked, by and large, as it
had done when I was young.  One of the
only differences: they no longer sold records. 
Another: I didn't recognize either of the folks behind the counter.


 "Don't sell music anymore?" I
said.  I was four aisles away from the
counter, which ran along the back side of the store as it always did, but
everything seemed lower by a good foot or more, and I could see right across
the top of everything to the old lady, who looked like the kind of person my
mother would have played bridge with.


 "We have some little guitars up front in
the window," she said.


 "No, I mean the little records."


 "No, sir," she said.  "We never did sell any of those
here.  You'd have to go uptown for
that."


 I didn't want to argue with her, but I did
anyway.


 "Yeah, you used to sell records right
here."  I pointed to the exact spot
where the crates had stood, crammed full and usually running over.  Now the space was filled with washing
detergents and mops.

    "Matter of fact, I used to sell
records here.  Least, I'd take 'em out of
here and go sell 'em in the stores across town."


 "Oh, you mean when it was a negro
store."


 "Still looks like it's the same store it
always was to me," I said. 
"Other than you not sellin' records, that is."


 At this point, I suppose the old man thought I
was trying to get smart with his wife, so he stepped into the conversation.


 "We haven't sold any records of any kind
since we took over the place in forty-eight," he said and let a wad of
snuff fly into an empty coffe can, dinging the bottom as if it was a period on
the sentence and maybe the whole conversation.


 "Okay," I said, "I just thought
you might have the record I was looking for."     

     The old lady couldn't leave well
enough alone.

     "What record is it, you was
looking for?" she said.

     "Just a song about a good ol'
ice cold Nu Grape," I said.


 "Song about a what?" the old man
said.


 "An ice cold Nu Grape," I repeated.


 He looked at me real hard for a good spell.


 "You a salesman of some type?" he
said.  I guess he figured I must sell Nu
Grape sodas and am looking for a back way to bring them around to a big sale. 


 "I'm in law enforcement," I said.


 I thought this would shut them up.  It shut up most of the folks I hung around
with, because they didn't want to mess with the law.  They knew better.  These two didn't seem to know any such thing.


 "You got a badge?" the old lady
said.

     Now the truth of the matter is, I
had gotten a P.I. license when I left the Sheriff's Department, mostly as a way
of showing Stub that I was serious about going it alone.  Over the years, I had not kept up with it,
though, and it had expired at some now-distant date.  I had been asked for it so rarely that I'd
finally quit even bothering to pack it.


 "Undercover ops," I said, which was
true enough that I could say it with some conviction.  "We don't carry anything on us that
would give us away."


 "So if you're undercover, why would you
just flat out admit it," she said. 
"That doesn't make sense at all."


 "What say I just call up the Sheriff,
have them send somebody out," the man said.  "If you're who you say you are, nobody
should have any trouble with that."


 The store hadn't had a phone all those years
ago. Of course, no one had phones back then. 
I didn't like the idea of them calling Stubblefield out to clear up
matters, and I knew he wouldn't cotton to it either.


 "I'll leave," I said,  "you can tell me one thing.  You got any clue what might of happened to
the stock of records that was here before you took over the place?"


 "Dock Price owned it, you'd have to ask
him," the lady said.  "But he
sold it, inventory and all."


 "Now get on," the old man said.

     "One more question," I
said.  "Ever heard of a lady named
Vita Calhoun?"


 "We ain't never heard of your grape
record and we don't know no Ouita Calhoun," the man said.


 "That's a damn shame," I said.  "This old place was a good sight nicer
to visit when it knew Miss Vita."


 And I walked out, looking for something to
write the name Dock Price down on.  I'm
terrible with names, unless it's someone I already know. 
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 I hadn't come up with any new leads in the
Whitey Calhoun case for two full days, and I was sitting around with James Alto
when I finally decided it wouldn't hurt anything to find this Blind Cholly
Macon guy.  I'd heard that he was a damn
fine guitar picker from two different people and was starting to get an itch to
find out for myself.  I didn't expect him
to have much to offer on the Whitey Calhoun case.


 We found Cholly living in a row of houses that
looked like things rich white people might store their lawn mowers in, come
winter.  No electricity, no plumbing.  There was a bone skinny woman and two sickly
looking kids in there with him.


 "Cholly,” I say.  "I want to talk to you about a guy you
might have run into a week or so back. 
Guy named Terrance Calhoun.  They
call him Whitey.” 

     Cholly twisted his face up and
thought for a minute.  


 "Never heard of 'im,” Cholly said.  "He play?”


 "No,” I said.  "But he might hang out at the clubs,
time to time.  Young guy.”


 "He a white man?” Cholly said.


 "No sir,” I said.  


 He twisted his face up again, and that time,
when it came undone, something had changed behind it.  It was like he'd seen some kind of light
through his blindness, or at least thought he had.


 "What you be needin' with 'im?” he said.


 "I think he might be in some trouble,” I
said.


 "Sounds like that might be,” Cholly said,
and turned away.  "I got nothin' more
t' say to you.”


 I tried to tell him that he had me wrong, that
I was trying to help.  It was all for
nothing.  He would't say another word.  Stood there like he'd suddenly gone deaf
too.  After a couple minutes of me and
Alto standing there looking stupid, looking back and forth at each other, then
at Cholly, then at his snotty nosed kids, we turned to leave.


 "Don't guess I could talk you into
pickin' a little guitar 'fore we go,” I said. 
The stone never moved.  I never
did find out if he was any damn good.  


 The next day, I was sitting at the Brickyard,
drinking a Jack and Pepper and telling Big Rube about this little row of houses
that I'd discovered.  How all these poor
folks right in Stop Six were living worse than the dogs over in Vickery.  Of course, Rube knew all about it.


 "Them people over there ain't much better
off than if they was slaves,” Rube said. 
"They come in to town on Saturday afternoons, buy supplies.  Sometimes a few of 'em 'll come in here and
have a drink.”


 She was standing there polishing a glass with
a dirty cloth when I saw an idea come across her face.  It was hard to miss that kind of thing.  Big Rube was a hard woman, the kind that put
the hood in womanhood.  She set her face
every morning as if, when she walked out the door of her house, she was walking
into the ring with Jersey Joe.  She
didn't even change it to smile.   


 "I was just thinkin',” she said.  "You oughta go talk to Joe Harmon.”


 "Joe Harmon,” I said.  "Man over at the drug store?”


 She nodded. 
"Tell him same thing you told me about that Calhoun baby.”


 I hated going in over there.  Joe Harmon was the only person I knew who
talked more than me.  Knew more stories
than me, Dandy, and Slant put together, and wanted you to hear every last one
of 'em.  


 "He ain't that bad,” Rube said.  "Only reason no one likes Joe is, only
time they ever see him, they're already feelin' bad when they walk through the
door.”


 "Now that you mention it, I ain't feelin'
so good,” I said.  I downed my drink and
paid up.  Joe's pharmacy was just a block
down the road from the Brickyard Hotel, so I left the Chummy where it was and
walked.  


 I wondered what it was that made me think I
had any business sticking my fool nose into other people's business.  Part of me wanted to walk down to Joe's, turn
the corner and just keep on walking.  Let
go of the whole thing.  Maybe walk right
on through the neighborhood, past the edge of Stop Six, right on out of Fort
Worth, never look back.  But then I got
to wondering if maybe that's what Whitey had done.  That made me think of poor Miss Vita.  Miss Vita had been like a second mother to
me, and no man likes to see a mother in distress, not even a second one.  


 I hitched up my pants, cocked my hat just so,
and walked through the door of the pharmacy. 
It smelled like old people.  Sick
old people.  


 "Dutch Curridge,” Joe said.  "What in the world can I do you for?”
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 That evening, I took the Chummy out for a
spin.  We ended up where we always ended
up.  On a long stretch of county road
just southeast of Weatherford that had once been called Clear Fork and now went
by a number I could never remember.  The
road was red dirt, and it cut through a big swath of farmland, cornfields on one
side, cotton on the other.  It looked
like a vein, especially at dusk, and it cut through a part of the world that I
knew like my own skin.  


 I could stop the car on a slight grade just
after I reached the old creek that had once divided our land from the
neighbor's.  There was a place to pull
off, an area that had once been the start of a trail up the creek side.  From there, I could see our old farmhouse,
sitting against the west skyline like a lost painting.  


 The house had never changed, at least not as
far as I could see.  It was a simple
farmhouse, bleached hard white by long hard years of Texas sun.  There was a porch that stretched across the
front of it and then wrapped to one side. 
I could see the front door and the windows, and if I crossed the road, I
could see the second door on the side, the one that lead straight in to my old
bedroom.  To the other side, I could see
right into the kitchen window and the screened-in back porch, with its ringer
washing machine.  In the yard, I could
see articles of clothes dancing in thin air, but if I squinted hard enough, I
could even make out the clothes line, stretched between two T-shaped iron posts
in the backyard.  


 I ran my mind across every memory I could
scare up of playing in those fields with my sister Lizabeth when we were
small.  We'd had two mules, Duke and
Charlie.  A singletree and a
doubletree.  A turning plow.  Georgia stock plow.  A bunch of hoes that I was usually in charge
of sharpening.  Sharpening the hoes was
my special talent.  Special because it kept
me out of the cotton fields for awhile.  


 We worked about eight acres of cotton back
then and used most of the remaining land for potatoes, peas, popcorn.  My favorite time of the year was fall, right
after the cotton had come in and school had started back.  


 Afternoons, Lizabeth and me would go out to
the barn, shuck and shell popcorn.  The
corn would have been sitting there in cribs, drying out and drawing rats.  When we dug into the crates, the rats would
either scurry into the dark of the barn or burrow down deeper.  


 "There one goes," Lizabeth would
yell out, and I'd wallop it a good one with the old Louisville slugger.  Sometimes I'd sneak the .22 and a little rat
shot and just stand there and pick 'em off. 
We'd take turns, one of us running 'em out and the other whacking, but I
never let Lizabeth use the gun.  The
thought of the rats never bothered me any. 
I loved popcorn.


 One day, I was feeling my Cheerios, as the
saying goes, and decided to take the twelve gauge out on our daily expedition.  We couldn't stir up any rats that day, but I
had a bad itching to pull that damn trigger, so I strung up some cans across
the top of the woodpile and leveled my aim. 



 I'd never shot a gun that big before, I must
have been close to eight by then, and when it kicked against my scrawny little
shoulder, I flopped down on the ground so hard, I guess I must've looked like
one of Lizabeth's rag dolls.


 The loud crack of the gun scared her about
half to death, and when she saw me go down, it threw her into full blown
hysterics.  I'll never forget seeing her
standing over me.


 "Get up, Alvis.  You've got to get up.”

     I finally pulled myself up, mainly
just to get her to pipe down.  That
memory never dimmed over the years, and I kept it close by, just to make sure
it never did.   


 I
pulled out a flask of Wild Turkey Bourbon and went over the afternoon's
conversation with Joe the pharmacist.  He
was about my own age and come from the same background that I did, so I knew
him to be trustworthy.  I'd never heard the
story he told me, but I instinctively knew it to be true.  


 "I been working pharmacy here in Fort
Worth for more than half my life,” he said, "and this is something that'll
stay with me 'til the day I die."


 He'd been working at a pharmacy down on Brooks
and Maple.  Place that ain't there no
more.  So one night, just like half a
jillion others, Mrs. Spivey, the help there, came up to him and said, "Mr.
Harmon, there's a negro woman out here wants me to wrap up a package for
her.  Can you please do it?”


 The drug store had always wrapped people's
gifts and things, for a small fee. 
Didn't make a fortune out of it, but it kept 'em in Coca-Cola money.  


 Harmon didn't know what to make of Mrs.
Spivey.  He knew she didn't have a
personal problem doing such a thing, even if it was a colored customer.  But he said, "Sure, I'll do it,” and
went out and took the lady's box.


 "I take it and measure out the right
amount of paper,” he said.  "When I
go to turn the box over, to start wrappin,' this poor lady gets a look on her
face like she's just about to have a stroke. 
I ask her what's the problem.  She
says, 'Just be careful 'bout shakin' it around.' I go to wrapping it up as nice
as I can.  Not as nice as Mrs. Spivey,
but not so bad.  And I ask her, does she
want a bow put on it.  She tells me she
does want a bow, so I put a big blue one on. 
This same damn thing happens again about two, three weeks later.  Different woman, but everything pretty much
the same.  Mrs. Spivey won't touch it,
just leaves the room.  Goes out back and
smokes a cigarette." 


 "Finally,” he said, "Mrs. Spivey
can't take it no more.  She comes to me
and says, Mr. Harmon, if you're gonna keep wrappin' them boxes like that, I
think I might have to work somewhere else. 
It just gives me the spooks.”


 "Well, why in fire would you wanna do
somethin' like that?” he said.  


 And she finally made the man see that, for the
past few weeks or months or whatever, he had been wrapping up little dead negro
babies.  The local hospitals, negro
hospitals, but also some of the regular ones, would know that these poor people
couldn't afford no full blown funeral. 
So, if they had a baby die on them, the hospital would give them the
baby in a little cardboard box.  Probably
something they had laying around with medicine vials in it.  


 Then, the people got to taking those boxes and
going to Joe's pharmacy or to other pharmacies to get them all fixed up pretty,
make 'em look more special, so they wouldn't just be burying an old cardboard
box in the backyard.


 It was a hell of a thing to think about.


 The sun had disappeared over the horizon while
I stood there thinking about it, leaving barely enough evidence to match the
pale light coming from the farmhouse kitchen. 
A skinny moon hung over the cornfield, as if to remind me that it hadn't
ever left the way I did.


 I hung around until the lightning bugs all
left, and the mosquitoes took their place. 
A time or two, I thought I saw my old mother in the kitchen window, as
if she was baking something for company that would never arrive.  Her happiness, she'd always said, was in the
baking.  


 I screwed the top on the whiskey and walked
back to the Chummy.  As I pulled away, it
seemed like I saw the kitchen light go out right on cue.  Might have just been me.
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 I located Dock Price easy enough.  Big Rube knew the guy, or at least knew some
of his family.  Trouble was, he was
living in Shreveport now.  While I had
been perfectly willing to chase Lewis Freeman's record around old haunts in
Fort Worth, I couldn't see traveling out of state for any reason at all, much
less in pursuit of something I had deep doubts about anyway.


 That well might have been the end of that
particular road, had Rube not decided to get in touch with Price's daughter-in-law,
who passed along some information that I found too intriguing to resist.


 "According to Dorothea," Big Rube
said, "Dock piled up so much debt playing poker, he finally had to sell
the business and leave town."


 I didn't know Dorothea, didn't know her
father-in-law, but anybody who could lose more money than me playing poker was
all right by me.  


 "Who was he in debt to?" I
said.  I knew a hell of a lot of poker
players.


 "Chester Merkley," said Big Rube.


 "The Chester Merkley?" I said.  I didn't know Merkley either but I certainly
knew the name.  He had once owned a good
portion of the land that now made up Thunder Road, and word was, he had made a
killing, figuratively and probably literally too, when the clubs started being
built up there. 


 "How many Chester Merkleys you
know?" Big Rube said.


 "You reckon Merkley got the record
collection?"  Slant Face said,
sensing that the conversation was about to take an interesting turn.


 "Dorothea says she thinks Merkley took
stock of all the records a month or so before Price sold out the whole
store," Big Rube said, "sold them to some uptown businessman against
Dock's debt.  She don't know who it
was." 


 "Looks as if we get to go hunt down Mr.
Merkley," Slant Face said.  He was
buttoning and unbuttoning his shirt sleeve, a nervous habit that let me know he
was ready to go.


 I knew Merkley had done some jail time several
years back, on a charge of assault and battery with intent to kill.  He had found his son in the Starlight, a club
that he had no connection with, and had shown his displeasure by pistol
whipping him until his head had more hits than the Andrews Sisters. 


 He would have gotten off without the
"intent to kill" if he hadn't wrestled the arresting officer's gun
away from him and fired off two shots at the boy on his way to the squad car.


 Anyway, he had always been one of the reasons
I limited my time on Thunder Road, so I had no particular interest in looking
him up, especially to ask if he recalled having any records about ice cold Nu Grape
in his collection.

     "I really don't know if you
want to ask this kind of guy if he has any songs about soda pop in his record
collection," I said.


 "You already have," Big Rube said.


 "Have what?" I said.


 "Asked him if he had the record."


 "I did?"

     "He and his wife are the ones
who took over that store in Quality Grove," she said.


 I reached down and tugged the button on my own
shirt sleeve.  The thread gave a little
then gathered strength and pulled back. 
Slant Face was right.  It was time
to go.    
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 In 1953, there were two places to go in
Cowtown if you were looking for fun and asking for trouble.  First was the drag along Ninth.  The Rose Room stood proud at one end and, for
the most part, only made promises it could keep.  You could see some big names there.  National acts like Lionel Hampton and Count
Basie, as well as local acts like T-Bone Walker and Sam Hopkins.  


 As you walked down Ninth, though, things got
more rundown with each block, finally petering out with a string of juke
joints, pools halls and pawn shops.  A
street singer named Mose Miner had been killed down there in broad daylight
just a month or two back, his head almost cut clean off with nothing but the
low E string of a guitar.  


 Ninth Street was purely amateur hour compared
to the other area, the piece of Jacksboro Highway called Thunder Road.  Big time gangsters had pretty much taken over
what was left of Hell's Half Acre and just moved it up the road a ways.  The area was littered with nightclubs, strip
joints, and gambling dens.  


 If you were working a case and had numbers
that didn't add or loose ends that didn't tie, they were two prime places you'd
want to check out too.  No great mystery
there.  Troublemakers hang out where the
trouble grows wild and plentiful.  


   Because the mix of trouble to fun was a
little strong for my taste out on Jacksboro, I tended to stay away from there,
at least most of the time.  And, since
Donnie Barlow had Whitey mentioning Ninth Street, I figured I'd best go down
and have a look-see around.  As much to
check out Barlow's story as anything.


 I went in LeRoy's Bar and Pool Hall, because I
knew LeRoy.  He had four pool tables,
three of which left a lot to be desired. 
Solution to that problem was that everyone started on the worst table,
one that had a broken leg and serious lean toward the starboard side, and
played up toward the good one.


 LeRoy kept the drinks cheap and strong, too,
so, by the time you had a few games under your belt, chances were, you were
doing some serious leaning too.


 "Bad enough, you guys come in here tryin'
to scare off customers,” he said. 
"Now you act like LeRoy's Pool Hall's some kind o' control center.”


 "How's that?” I said.


 "Sheriff was in here lookin' for you, not
half an hour ago,” he said.


 I picked up a pool cue that looked like it'd
come through the war on the German side. 
I never played pool unless I was good and drunk.  Of course, that made me fit right in at
LeRoy's.


 "Stubblefield?” I said.


 "Beats me,” he said.  "They all one and the same to me.”


 If Stub was down on Ninth, it was a fair bet
he was looking for the same thing I was. 
I couldn't stomach the thought of him beating me to it.


 I moseyed on down Ninth, but I found myself
looking for Stubblefield instead of Whitey. 
What did I expect? That he was out beating the bushes, wanting to hire
me back onto the force? That he wanted to compare notes as we each pursued
Whitey Calhoun down alleys and back roads? 


 I found a cheap little Stella guitar in one of
the pawn shops and tried to talk the man behind the counter down from five
dollars to three, on account of it missing a couple of strings.


 "If it was missing that E-string, you
might have some trouble on your hands,” I said.


 "And if it was missin' two or three more,
this fella here just might figure out how to play the damn thing,” Stubblefield
said, walking through the front door. 
Alto had taught me two or three chords, but it was enough to fake my way
through "Waiting On A Train” and several more.


 "I heard tell you were hangin' out down
here,” I said.


 "Can't believe half what you hear,
Curridge,” Stub said.  "I guess the
trouble comes in figurin' out which half is true.”


 He took a cigar out of his chest pocket and
started working it over with a lighter. 
I briefly considered offering the Zippo.


 "So if I never believe a damn word that
comes out of your mouth, I'll be right often as not then,” I said.


 The guy behind the counter wasn't amused and
asked us to take our games out of doors. 
Didn't seem to want his reputation sullied by the law.  Bad for business.


 "I need you to step outside with me,
anyway, Curridge,” Stubblefield said.


 His cigar was all fired up.


 "I've told you before,” I said, "I
won't come back to work for you, no matter how much you beg me.”


 I was feeling pretty fired up too.  I looked at our friend behind the counter and
winked.


 "Curridge,” Stubblefield said, "I
have orders to bring you in on suspicion of murder in the case of Terrance
Calhoun, as well as the deceased Calhoun infant.”


 I studied his eyes, so black they seemed all
pupil.  His teeth had clamped down into
something that was half grin and half grit.


 "Consider yourself under arrest,” he
said.


 "You're joking,” I said.  We had both been joking with no acknowledgement
of it.  Now that things had taken a turn
for the serious, I was thrown off balance. 



 "I'm sure it won't be necessary to cuff
you,” Stubblefield said.


 By the time we'd taken it outside, to Stub's
white '48 Chevy patrol car, to be precise, I was pretty well convinced that it
was no joke.


 "What the hell is this all about,
Stubblefield?” I asked.


 "We got a tip that you might have a hand
in the disappearance of the young man from Stop Six,” he said.  "Got a couple of officers over at your
place, just to make sure things check out.”


 "Make sure things check out like what?” I
said.


 He opened the passenger-side car door.


 "Depends on which way you look at it, I
guess.”


 I slid onto the seat and ashed my cigarette on
the floorboard of the car.


 "Does Vita Calhoun know what's goin' on
here?” I said.


 "She knows we're tryin' to help find her
boy,” Stub said.


 I
watched helplessly as we pulled away from the curb and cruised back up Ninth,
around the corner and past the Chummy. 
Looking at the damn thing sitting there, not doing a cotton picking
thing to help, I felt an anger rise within. 
I couldn't blame Miss Vita, couldn't blame Whitey or the dead baby.  Couldn't blame Slant or Dandy.  


 I knew, as much as I wanted to hate him, Stub
really was only doing what he was wired to do. 
Somebody out there had set me up big time, but I couldn't come up with a
name to save my nutsack.  I turned all my
disgust toward the Chummy and swore that next time I saw it, I'd rip it to
pieces with its very own tire iron.


 The radio in the squad car squelched a line or
two of gibberish, and Stub took it like he was one of those code breakers in
the war.


 "You gotta be shittin' me,” he said.  "Come again.”


 The next time, I managed to make out my own
name.  Alvis Curridge, Jr.  All of a sudden, it didn't even sound right
to me.  


 "What did they say?” I said.


 Stub looked at me with a look of genuine
concern.  Or maybe it was fear.


 "Looks like they found that baby.”


 I was pretty sure that's what they'd said.


 I
was allowed one phone call and I took them up on the offer.  I went with James Owl Toe.  Pissed Slant Face off that I didn't call him,
of course, but he didn't have a damn telephone. 
I would have had to call the old lady he rented a room from and hope she
eventually got word to him.  Considering
she was deaf as a mallet, and I generally don't like hollering at little old
ladies, it was a gamble I wasn't prepared to take.


 Alto, on the other hand, was on a party line,
so I was well aware that half of Fort Worth might be listening in on that
conversation.


 "Alto," I said, "Curridge
here.”  


 "Dutch,”
he said.  "Any word I can pass on to
Miss Vita?”


 "Not just yet,” I said.  I wasn't sure how he would bring up that I
was behind bars on suspicion of murdering her grandchild.  I decided that, in spite of my innocence, it
might not be the time for honesty.


 "I need you to do somethin' for me” I
said.  "I need you to get in touch
with Cisero Dearlove and send him down to the jail to see me immediately.”


 "Bringing in the district attorney,” he
said.  "Sounds promising.”


 "He hasn't won the election yet,” I
said.  I considered it a wash, if he did
win.  As a defense attorney, he was one
more decent person fighting for the little man. 
As a district attorney, he would be somebody we knew on the inside.


 "I should be down here at the jail for
most of the day,” I said.  Stub sat
behind his desk, filling out papers and shaking his head.


 "Cisero Dearlove's about the last person
I wanted to see today,” he said.


 "Anything you want me to tell Miss Vita?”
Alto said.  "She hears you're at the
jail, she'll be wanting to know if they done brought somebody in down there?” 


 Miss Vita could take it straight.  I wasn't sure at all that I could give
it.  


 "No,” I said.  "Just tell her no, they sure don't.”
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 Cisero Dearlove came down and won major points
by sharing that evening's chef's surprise with me.  It reminded me of  something my mother had always called
shit-on-a-shingle.  The indigestion hadn't
even set in when Ruthie Nell Parker came parading through the door.


  Noticing that a good portion of the Sheriff's
Department was hanging around my apartment that afternoon, her curiosity  had gotten the best of her.  She went over to find out what was up, but
one of them recognized her from the paper and put the kibosh on any and all
communication with the press.  I was glad
to hear of it.  Ruthie Nell, however,
took it as a personal challenge.  To her
way of thinking, she was merely a concerned neighbor.  She did what any concerned neighbor with
paper thin walls would do.  


 "Dutch,” she said, "they found a
dead body in your hotel room.  And if
that ain't enough to string you up, they're talkin' like you killed somebody
else too.” 


 Ruthie looked like she was in worse shape than
I was.  


 "Ruthie,” Cisero said, "is there any
way in hell you can keep this from hittin' the papers, least for a day or two?”


 "I don't have that kind of power,” she
said.  "Anyway, I don't know what
difference two days is gonna make with Dutch sittin' here.  If he was headed toward Mexico, it might come
in nice and handy.”


 I gave her the details, as much as I knew of
them.  Cisero, meanwhile, assured her
that he'd spring me, at least long enough to get down to the Salvation Army and
buy a suit to be buried in.  I tried to
remain confident.


 Here's what I liked about Ruthie Nell.  She never once asked me if I'd done it.    


 "You know where you can find me,” she
said before leaving.


 "I don't show up pretty soon,” I said,
"I guess you'll know where to find me too.”


 Cisero asked if I did it, but only after we'd
left the station and were safely on the road. 
It was his job to ask me questions, though.  As he drove me away from downtown in his '52
Ford Monarch, I told him he'd get my vote for President of the United States if
he could help clear my name and put away the guilty party.


 Turned out I wasn't under arrest at all, but
only because everybody knew where to find me. 
And I had been warned something good.


 "You're what we call a person of
suspicion," Stubblefield said, as if I didn't know anything in the world
about police talk.  "We get word
back from the coroner that that baby met with foul play, that you touched one
hair on its head, that things didn't go just like you say they did, we come up
with any more dead bodies, Curridge, we're gonna reel your no-good ass back in
here so fast, you'll shit your pants."  



 Later on, for small talk and maybe to lighten
things up, I asked Cisero why the hell he wanted to trade a perfectly good job
in, just to be the District Attorney.


 "Same reason you were trying to help Vita
Calhoun,” he said.  That was all I needed
to hear.  We rode the rest of the way in
silence.
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 "I've
been tailin' Kimble three days now,” I said. 
"He makes a stop at that apartment again, I think I'm goin' in.”
Sometimes he stopped at Walton's Barbecue, sometimes the Metropolitan Coffee
Shop or Renfro's.  Didn't seem to be any
rhyme or reason to any of it.  Closest
thing to a crime I'd seen was him walking out of Renfro's without paying for
his ice cream.  Half the people in Forth
Worth did that.  Still, I didn't dare
approach him in a public place.                                                                                    
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      


 On two of the previous outings, he'd pulled up
to an apartment on Magnolia, down by Smitty the Greek's old place, and stayed
for a good half hour.  Slant figured he
was having an afternoon fling with a mistress, but I was pretty sure it was an
afternoon shit stop.  Those things almost
always run to a schedule.  From what I
know, mistresses only sometimes do. 
Either way, though, it looked like a good move.  With any luck at all, I'd catch him with his
pants down.
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 Every man has regrets about certain things in
his life.  Maybe the way he treated his
girl.  Maybe not taking guitar lessons as
a kid.  I try to have as few as possible,
and I try to keep them on the small side. 
One of them, I suppose, is the first time I walked into the Merkley's
department store.  Another, for sure, is
the return trip.


 The store had never had a proper name.  It had always stood with just the requisite
"Dept. Store" branded across a now-fading piece of plywood over the
door.  But when I came back through the
door, I couldn't help but notice a small sign which read "Merkley Dept.
Store."  I wondered if it had been
there on my first stop.


 I also wondered if the old couple would
remember me, but that didn't last for long.


 "You again," the old lady said,
before my eyes had even adjusted to the drab darkness of the big room.  I walked toward the sound of her voice,
feeling just a bit vulnerable.  Slowly,
she came into sight.


 "I'm on official business," I
said.  I had taken care to round up my
newest old P.I. card for their benefit, hoping that a cursory glance wouldn't
reveal its age.  I reached inside my
jacket for it.


 "I wouldn't do that if I were you,"
Old man Merkley said, and I realized he had come up behind me.  


 "I was just getting my card," I said,
turning around to face him.  You always
want to face the one that's the most dangerous. 
In this case, I was willing to give the old lady a pass.


 "We know who you are," he said.


 Now, I have to admit, that, somewhere inside
my mind, I took a long pause to reflect on, and maybe even marvel at, the fact
that someone like Chester Merkley actually knew who I was. The Chester Merkley,
not just a Chester Merkley.  The one that
every kid in Fort Worth had heard whispered about, how he had almost killed his
very own son just for going into the wild places up on Jacksboro Highway.  He was not unlike Fort Worth's own Ming The
Merciless.


 "Chester, all I need from you is some
information about some records you got rid of," I said.  "Tell me where I can find 'em, I'll be
on my way."


 At this point, I thought I had a good handle
on things.  I would keep my cool, make it
obvious that I wished the guy no harm, get my information and be out the door
and, hopefully, out of his life.


 "I got your records right here," he
said.


 He brought a right hook across my bad left ear
and I was going down before I even saw it coming.  I kicked a leg out on my way down, which
knocked him just enough off balance to land right on top of me.  For a moment, I could see enough daylight to
peg him a good one right in the kisser. 
I could literally smell blood.


 I heared the crack of a mop handle as the old
lady cracked it across my skull, having a nice, clear shot at it, as I was now
sitting atop my hat.  

     I came to as Merkley was dragging me
toward the front door.  I heard
voices.  To be specific, I heard one
voice, and I would have recognized that accent anywhere.  Slant Face had come in behind me, just as I
had instructed him to do.


 Merkley dropped me, and it took only a second
to realize why. Slant pegged him across the face with a haymaker that bent his
nose due south.  The old lady decided she
didn't want any part of Slant and started backing down the center aisle of the
store, now holding the mop in a defensive position.


 I jumped up and hit Merkley just hard enough
to push him back to Slant, who clocked him over the right eye and dropped his
German ass like a sack of Irish potatoes. 
It was like Joe Louis knocking out Max Schmelling again, even if it had
taken one Joe Louis and a sliver of another, and scrawny white ones at that.


 "What did you have to go and do that
for?" Old lady Merkley said, as if her husband hadn't attacked me from
behind.


 "All I wanted was some goddamn
records," I said.


 "We don't keep any records here at the
store," she said.  "They are
all at home."


 "He's not talking about business
records," Slant Face said, and you could tell the lady was running it
slowly through her brain, because either his accent or the general concept at
hand was slowing her down.


 "He's looking for a record about an ice
cold Nu Grape," Slant said.


 About that time, Chester Merkley came back
around enough to get back in on the conversation.


 "You've got to be kidding me," he
said.


 I kicked him a good one, not hard enough to
knock any teeth out, just enough to get him to shut up. 


 "What did you think I was talking
about?" I said.


 If he thought anything, he didn't say.


 I picked up about a dozen cans of beans that
we had strewn across the old wood floor and set them back up on the nearest
shelf, resisting the urge to throw a couple at the man's head. 


 I then picked up a bottle of Peruna Tonic that
had probably been there since the days of Miss Vita.  I took aim and let it fly.


 "That's for your son."


 Slant held the door open and I walked out.


 "Can you believe they actually thought we
were talking about business records?" he said.


 "I told 'em once, it was about soda
pop," I say.  "What am I
supposed to do?"


 I let Slant drive the Chummy back over to
Peechie Keen's, and I tried to stay awake as the hot afternoon sun beat down
unsympathetically on my bruises.   
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 There is no Cleco, Mississippi.  Oh, there was one.  It was a lumber town somewhere down in the
delta.  Closest thing there is to it now is
a place the locals call Big Pow.  Ain't
even on the map.


 Ruthie Nell was relaying this information,
which she'd managed to dig up at the newspaper, to me and Dandy as we sat in
Tootie's Hot Plate, having breakfast.  


 I had it in my head that we needed to go out
to the old Top O' The Hill place.  The
fun had all been stripped out of it in '47. 
Finally shut down by Stubblefield and his boys in '51, it was locked up
tighter than Travis County Jail.  They'd
strung barbed wire around the entrance and gate house and plastered the hell
out of it with signs saying "Keep Out" and "Tarrant County
Sheriff's Department.” Looked like a damn compound.  


 "You don't honestly believe they have
Whitey Calhoun out there, do you?” Ruthie said. 



 I had no reason in the world to think we'd
come crashing into the place to find him tied to a stake, a fire lit under his
feet.  But Dandy had been hanging around
the County Jail long enough to catch a few whispers that they might be using the
old casino to store any records that they wanted to make sure remained
confidential.


 "Stubblefield came in the other night,
asking for some report on Tincy Eggleston,” he said.  Tincy was a local heavy who was being
investigated by the federal grand jury over at the court house.  "Stub was so afraid they were going to
ask for his records, he wanted 'em all destroyed, then and there.  One of the deputies had to remind him that
they had been among the papers hauled out to the old Top O' The Hill building.”

    "I don't think you could get in
there if you tried,” Ruthie said.  


 Me and Dandy O'Bannon showed up at the Top O'
The Hill just after midnight, ready to reclaim our territory, if not the state
of mind that once came with it.  The moon
was full and bursting through the pine limbs overhead, throwing diagonal,
disjointed shadows at our feet.  We'd had
a few drinks, which made the shadows move in odd ways that made me re-think of
squirrels.  


 I'd told Dandy there was bound to be some cash
laying around out there, too, because Fred Browning, the man who ran the casino
for Binion, had so much money socked back, there was no way he got it all on
his way out the door.  No way the damn
Sheriff's Department could have sniffed it all out either.  And even if we didn't come up with loot, we
told ourselves, we could always make off with one of the slot machines.  A keepsake, you know.  Something that Stub's boys had no need for.


 We managed to make our way around to the back
entrance, which is where everybody always went in anyway.  Door wasn't even locked.  Somebody else had done beat us to it.  Problem is, we didn't realize that.  I thought it was our lucky day.  I had gotten so spooked by the thought of
whatever might be moving around in that big, black back lot, that I just wanted
to get inside those four walls.  Back to
where I felt some sort of safety. 
Unfortunately, whoever came in ahead of us watched Dandy and me creep
around from the main casino room to Browning's old office and haul one big ass
file cabinet worth of papers out to the Chummy. 
They didn't offer to help, but when we came back for more, they were
sure as hell waiting.


 There is no other feeling in the world like
hearing bullets buzz and whir around you and realizing someone on the other end
of the gun just missed his target, and it's you.


 I don't remember what I yelled at Dandy when
the bullets started flying.  I do
remember yelling.  Dandy took cover
behind a two-foot high faded orange adobe wall, and I took a matching pillar
that wasn't any bigger around than I was.


 Took about ten seconds to work out where the
shots were coming from.  I could see the
flash of the muzzles against the dark as the rifle barrels were lifted up
against a stack of kitchen equipment that had been carted out of the building
to slowly rust in the Texas weather. 
Makes a real good cover.


 I had my finger on the trigger of my .38 Colt,
but I never squeezed off a shot.  I could
hear Dandy ping two or three off the kitchenware, and then he commenced to
shouting about the fucking Germans.  I
figured the guys out there in the dark were sure enough in trouble then.


 I tried to talk to Dandy a time or two, put
some kind of plan together, but he didn't seem to see or hear anything but
Nazis.  I decided to sit tight and wait
for whoever it was to run out of ammo.


 Browning had hired a guy to stand out back
there, just about where our attackers were standing, and guard the place during
the Top O' The Hill's glory days.  Guy
was armed to the teeth.  But he was long
gone, dead from a knife fight in Hell's Half Acre.  Twenty minutes into it, I pretty much knew we
were dealing with the cops.  Nobody else
but the U.S. Army had that kind of firepower. 
I was also getting more worried about Dandy.


 His crazed shouting at the Germans was a
little off-putting, but not nearly so much as the silence that came after
twenty-five minutes or so.  He'd long
since run out of bullets, but had managed to keep up an impressive verbal
assault.  Then, suddenly, it was over.


 "Dandy," I said.  "You hurt?" 


 I never got a word back.  I tried to get a visual on him, but keep
getting chased back to the pillar by some persistent bastard out in the yard.


 I tried yelling a little bit, but didn't like
the way my voice was wavering across the lot. 
By this time, I had a mouth of sand and needed a drink bad.  


 Ten more minutes of no sound except the steady
arrival of more bullets, and I was ready to negotiate a peace treaty.  I tore my undershirt off and tried waving it
in the air.  The impact of the bullet
pulled it right out of my hand.  What
happened next is the result of no great thought process.  Dandy had his Nazis, I had my own demons.


 "Goddamn squirrels," I yelled, as I
stepped out from behind my shelter.  I
pointed the .38 straight up, then wave it for effect.  


 Silence fell over the night like someone
tossing a fuzzy warm blanket from the sky. 
It almost knocked me down.


 "Dutch, get your hands where I can see
'em."


 A voice pierced the fuzziness, and behind it
came a figure, then two, then three.  I
recognized all but one.


 "Shelby," I said, nodding at
Stubblefield.  I had both hands high, the
pistola still swinging from one.  


 "Alvis," Stubblefield said,
"you ain't squirrel huntin' way off out here, are ya?" 


 "You boys are the ones doin' all the
firing," I said.  "I ain't got
a decent shot off all night."


 With my hands still over my head, I shuffled
sideways over to the low wall where Dandy had taken refuge, bit my lip and
looked over.


 "Who ya got with you, Alvis,"
Stubblefield said.  "That ol'
Horizontal Head over there?"


 "Ain't nobody with me," I said.  "I came stag."
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 "This ain't got goddamn to do with
Dutch,” Cisero said, swatting at a fly and looking Slant Face dead in the
eye.  "Far as I'm concerned, this is
all to do with Miss Vita's boy and that baby, and, hard as Dutch tries to make
it, we best not forget it.”


 Cisero, Slant, and Ruthie Nell had all piled
back into the holding room at county. 
Cisero and Ruthie were arguing over which one was going to bond me out.


 "It was a set-up, I tell ya," I
said.  "Stub's been following me
ever since I walked out of here.  He was
just waiting for a reason to bring me in."


 "Dutch, from the sound of it, you walked
right into this mess, per usual" said Cisero.  "If they file charges, which they will, I'll
bond your ass out.  But I'd feel better
just giving you the money for a nice long Mexican vacation.  We on the same page?"


 "He wouldn't get past the city limits,”
Slant Face said.  "I'm sure Stub
would be more than happy to see him go, but that damn Chummy wouldn't make the
trip if it was downhill all the way.”


 "I still say we need to bring Vita
Calhoun in on this,” Ruthie Nell said. 
"You don't want her to find out what's going on from somebody else.  Seems to me, we need any input she can give
us.”


 Everyone was pretty much in agreement with
that.  No one wanted to be the one to
tell her.


 "I just wanna say one thing,” I
said.  "All the time I was sittin'
in that damn patrol car, I was thinkin.' All the time I been sittin' here in
the goddamn calaboose, I been thinkin.' Tryin' something fierce to get this all
to add up, and it won't add.  The
Sheriff's Department seems to of got wind of the baby.  Knew right where he was.”


 I stamped out my cigarette and took a deep
breath.


 "How?”


 They all looked at me and ran it through their
minds.


 "A snitch?” Slant said.


 "A set-up, I'm sure” Ruthie Nell said,
rolling her eyes.


 "Maybe,” I said.  "Or maybe they're the ones put 'im out
there on my stoop in the first place.”


 "That makes no particular sense,” said
Cisero, "but I wouldn't put it past them."


 "It might make sense,” I said, "if
they're tryin' to pin something they did on me.”


 "So you think Stub's guys killed the
baby?” Dandy said.


 "Natural causes,” I said.  "But they might of killed Whitey, then dumped
the baby.” 


 "That's crazy,” Cisero said.


 "No crazier than keeping a dead baby in
your flat,” Slant Face said.  


 "I'll say this much,” Cisero said.  "You really are crazy if you think you
can go making accusations that the Tarrant County Sheriff's Department planted
a dead body in your room.” He paused for a minute.


 "And if that's the best defense you can
come up with,” he said, "it might be to your advantage to look for
somebody else to take your case.”


 "Mr. Dearlove can't afford to take a
losing case if he really wants to be the next district attorney," Ruthie
said.

     Cisero shot her a look that made me
tighten my butt cheeks.

     I took a quick and silent vote,
scanning the room, and found nothing but doubtful faces.  Eyes that looked at the floor, at cigarette
butts, anything to avoid me.  I walked
over to the plank that ran the length of the back wall, laid down and closed my
eyes.


 "Meeting adjourned.”


 Stubblefield said he was gonna make it plain
as the nose on my face.  


 "Dutch, I don't have the case that I'd
like,” he said.  "Half the town's
all up in arms over this Calhoun boy missing, but we don't have a body.  And I don't have enough time or men to search
every nook and cranny of town.”


 "You askin' me for help?” I said.  


 He ignored me.


 "I could probably of got a jury to put
you away on that damn baby.  Medical
report came back natural causes," he said, "but to take possession of
a dead body, to move that dead body around and not even notify the medical
examiner.  What the hell were you
thinking?  And, on top of all that, I
could damn sure drill your ass to the wall for breaking and entering Top O' The
Hill.” 


 "That's a good idea," I said.  "Jury would probably like to see those
papers you had out there.”


 "Listen, I'm prepared to turn the other
cheek, let you walk out of here scot free,” he said.  "But you gotta put something on the
table for me.”


 I told him, if he'd come down to Peechie's, I
could buy him a beer.  Hell, it was a
small price to pay and I'd drank with worse before.


 "Here's all I want you to do for me,
Dutch,” he said.  "Go away and let
us do the job we're paid to do.”


 "But I thought you didn't have the time
or the manpower,” I said.


 "I'd have more of both if I didn't have
to waste it dealing with you,” he said.
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 "Mr. Curridge."


 I recognized the voice right away.  I was trying to while away a bit of time on
Brown's Mule Square and was used to Slant's voice interrupting me, so it
startled me.  I pulled the morning's
edition of the Forth Worth Press down
from my face and squinted.


 "It's Lewis, Lewis Freeman," Lewis
Freeman said.


 "And so it is," said I.


 "I didn't recognize you there, but I knew
that had to be your automobile," he said. 
"I was just wondering if you had been able to find out anything for
my daddy."


 "I found out I can't take a punch like I
used to," I said, pulling myself to my feet and looking the boy in the
eye.  He wasn't big, but he was made of
muscle, like a bantamweight.  The way I
was feeling, he could have taken me with one arm holding a beer.


 "I was hoping you might have some good
news," he said.


 "I'm on it," I said. "Give me
another week, most."


 "I have one piece of information that
might help you," he said and reached into his back pocket.  "This belonged to my daddy."


 I took the paper and unwrapped it.  It was dog-eared and nearly rubbed through at
the folds, slightly smeared with fingerprints and thoroughly faded, but you
could make out the words.  It was an
article from the Hot Springs, Arkansas Sentinel-Record,
from Wednesday, July 6, 1932, which could easily be seen in the upper right
corner.


 "This year's Fourth of July festivities
included Little Rock Charlie Chaplin impersonator Frederic Zielkie, cowboy rope
artist Bill Swain, a group of young singers from Hot Springs First Episcopal
Church, negro recording artists The Nu Grape Twins, and one-man band Artie
McMiller."


 The entire paragraph, part of a longer
description of the day, had been circled with an ink pen.  Above the print, there was a photograph,
little of which could be made out.


 "That's my uncle right there," Lewis
said, helpfully, while pointing to a form, hunched down and almost out of
frame.  "You can tell by the shape
of his mouth."


 I could scarcely tell that it was a human
form, but that wasn't what bothered me.


 "I'm not sure how this is going to
help," I said, "other than to confirm that there really was such a
thing as the Nu Grape Twins." 


 Having been somewhat doubtful, I had to give
some due credit there.


 "That's all you need, the way I
figure," Lewis said.


 "How so?"


 "Well, it's confirmation that my uncle
and daddy were in Hot Springs on the Fourth of July, 1932."


 "So if there was some kind of robbery
here in Fort Worth," I said, "I guess they are off the hook."


 "You take this to the two men claiming to
be the Nu Grape Twins, you ask them where they were on Fourth Of July,
1932.  If they say anything other than
Hot Springs, Arkansas, you can prove they are lying."


 He had obviously thought this thing through.


 "I'm not sure I can exactly make a
citizen's arrest on that piece of information," I said.


 "Right," he said, "but you can
tell them to turn over any money they've received to the rightful owners.  If they have payment from the record label,
it's theft."


 "Theft, huh?" I said, mulling the
whole line of reasoning over.  It seemed
suspect, but I couldn't find any real holes in it.


 "I even got the names of these two
fellows," he said, "from a storekeeper on Ninth."


 It seemed like he was doing a pretty good job
of it, on his own. I started to suggest that he may have found his true calling
in life.


 "Let me get something to write it
down," I said.  Terrible with names,
I am.


 I grabbed my copy of the Forth Worth Press and a pencil that I used to do the crosswords.


 "Okay," I said.  "Shoot."


 "Nobel Whitaker and Verbal
Whitaker."


 I tossed the pencil down.  Why I hadn't seen that coming, I don't know.
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 I had to remain focused on Whitey Calhoun as
he passed through what had to have been the blackest night that ever fell his
way.  It was, in the end, his story or it
was no one's.  


 Knowing that the kid died before Whitey got
even half way across the city, it becomes obvious that Miss Vita sent him out
of her house with an extremely sick child. 
It was no casual decision.  The
fact that it took him several hours to show up at the Star-Telegram warehouse allowed only one conclusion: Whitey
struggled with his course of action as the baby was dying or after it
died.  


 Maybe he tried to get help.  Maybe he lost it for awhile out there.  Maybe he flagged down some stranger and
pleaded for a ride to the warehouse.  Did
he tell the stranger his story? If so, somebody out there was probably trying
to forget every little detail that I was struggling to find.  This is the person I needed to find, though I
didn't have a clue how to do it.


 I had located one more person who claimed to
see Whitey that night.  As we walked out
of Peechie's, I brought it up.


 "I talked to a young negro girl, over
corner of Front and Maple.  I think she
might of seen Whitey with the box."


 "And you just now thought to mention it?”
Slant said.


 I told him that I didn't want to bring it up in
front of mixed company.  Ruthie Nell in
particular.  Didn't need her and half of
Peechie's thinking I took up with streetwalkers as a regular habit.

     "But you do, Dutch."

     I told him that I didn't so much
anymore, and that was none of his business either.

     "She said he come by with that
package like a school boy on his way to class. 
She offered to take him 'round back and give him everything he could
want, he just give her that pretty present."


 Slant laughed.


 "She said he started runnin,' all she saw
was ass and elbows goin' down Maple," I said.


 The streetwalker had stood there, shaking her
head at him.  I, on the other hand,
followed along with him in my mind.  Day
after day, night after night, I took the journey with him.  Took every possible detour and side road,
crossing off each one that led nowhere. 
What I was finally left with was frightening, and only partially because
it felt real.


 I took it and ran with it, hoping to catch
him.  I didn't know if it was a good
idea, but it was an idea.  And ideas are
like religion, my mother used to say. 
They can't all be right, but even the wrong ones might give somebody a
reason to keep going.  Just keep going
long enough and you're bound to run into the truth eventually.


 Now, within an hour of Whitey running off from
the streetwalker, even assuming that he eventually slowed down, he would have
been moving in to the Vickery Place area. 
That matched up perfectly with Donnie Barlow's report of talking to Whitey
at three-thirty on Vickery Boulevard.


 Vickery Boulevard runs right up the east side
of Vickery, so after Whitey left Barlow, he still had all of Vickery to cross
before coming out along Exchange and making his way toward the Stockyards
Hotel.


 You might normally think that a nice, quiet place
like Vickery, with its green lawns and white fences, would be the last place in
all of Cowtown that someone would run into trouble.  No streetwalkers or troublemakers hanging
around on those manicured corners.  Well,
that's exactly what was working against Whitey Calhoun.


 I became convinced that someone saw this young
colored man walking through their neighborhood in the middle of the night,
carrying something under his arm, and they didn't cotton to it.  There was one slight problem with this
premise, and it bothered me for a while. 
The folks in Vickery Place roll up their carpets at dusk and pretty much
turn in for the night.  Unless they're
the milkman.  


 I started wondering if Donnie Barlow might
have misrepresented the extent of his interaction with Whitey.  He had admitted to almost running the boy
over.  What if he had indeed hit
him?  Could've been a pure accident.  It seemed to be a valid possibility, but I
couldn't come up with a way to get the dead kid from there to the hotel.  Could a mortally injured Whitey have crawled
away, his only dying wish to get his dead son to me?  I crossed that one off.  


 Maybe Whitey had, on his death bed, asked
Barlow to do him the favor of delivering the box.  Barlow could have agreed to it out of some
sense of guilt and redemption.  Again, it
almost worked.  I just couldn't see
Barlow waiting around for Whitey to die, getting rid of his body, and yet going
to the trouble of delivering the kid to me. 
It didn't add up either.  I
crossed that one off too.


 I was driving up Exchange just a short time
later, headed toward the Quality Grove area. 
Slant and me had gotten into a heated discussion on the merits of peeing
in the shower, him claiming it was a brutish habit invented by the French and
me defending it.  I was telling him that
Doc Phelps had always claimed it to be a good cure for athlete's foot.  Hell, it was as sanitary as all get out up
next to Dandy O'Bannon, who claimed that he was just as liable to shit in the shower
and stomp it down the drain.  A trick he
learned in the war.


 We were both contemplating this when a squad
car suddenly slid by us and flashed its lights. 
I waved back, and it dawned on me. 
The one vehicle other than a milk truck that you might see in a place
like Vickery was a cop car.  No, they
don't look for trouble brewing in places like that, but they damn sure patrol
to make sure it don't spill over from one of the neighboring hoods.  Whitey Calhoun had come spilling over into a
different world.  He'd picked a bad time
to do it.  And he was carrying a dead
body.  


 By the time I'd reached Quality Grove, Slant
and me had the whole scene worked out.   
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 In 1953, weren't no negro families living
anywhere in Vickery.  Quality Grove was
what they called mixed, but all the negros stayed on one end and the whites on
the other.  The old store where Miss Vita
had once worked was still there, of course, but it didn't do near the business
it once had.  It had done business with
every negro family on the north side of Fort Worth.  Some even come from as far as Arlington and
West Dallas.  They were loyal to it.  When the family that originally ran it died
off, it had been bought by Dock Price. 
He had actually done his best to keep the clientele, much to my
surprise, but it was never the same.  A
lot of the whites wouldn't do business there and neither would a good bit of
the coloreds.


 When Whitey walked across Vickery Boulevard
into the neighborhood, he had to have known he was crossing into unfamiliar, if
not enemy, territory.  To circumnavigate
the area would add a good hour, probably two, to his journey though.  And, I suspect it hadn't occurred to him just
how big a target he was.


 It's likely that when the squad car pulled up
alongside of him, he thought he might be offered a ride across town.  


 "What ya doin,' boy?”


 "I was just tryin' to get over to the
Stockyards Hotel on Exchange,” Whitey says.


 "They don't allow no niggers over there,”
the cop says.  "Matter of fact, I'd
kinda like to know what you're doin' here, middle of the night.” He flashes a
light in Whitey's eyes, and Whitey brings a hand up to shield them.


 "I wouldn't make no sudden moves, I were
you,” the cop says.  One arm raised
leaves the box Whitey's carrying in full view. 
"What ya carryin' there?”


 "I'd rather not, sir,” Whitey says.


 Car door swings open, cop gets out.  His pistol's holstered, but he's got his hand
on it.  This time, Whitey ain't running
anywhere.


 There on the roadside in Vickery, the cop
demands a look inside Whitey's box.  When
Whitey unties it and slides the lid off, the flashlight swings around and
lands.


 "Holy Mother of God,” the cop says.  "That real?”


 Whitey doesn't know what to say.


 "You mind telling me how you come to have
a dead white baby in there?” the cop says.


 This time, Whitey doesn't have time to form an
answer.  The butt end of the flashlight
comes down hard across the back of his skull. 
With both hands on the box, he doesn't have a chance of defending
himself.  The copper brings the
flashlight down again and again.  Whitey
buckles, crunching into the roadside gravel and spilling the box across the
cop's feet.  He cop jumps back and kicks Whitey
a time or two for good measure.


 I wasn't yet sure what happened next.  We know that he didn't kill Whitey there on
the side of the road, because Whitey made a phone call to Miss Vita a few hours
later.  Even more, the kid in the goddamn
box was somehow able to get to my hotel room door.  Dismissing, for a moment, the idea that the
cop escorted it over, that meant that Whitey either walked or crawled away from
the scene.  Did the cop leave him for
dead there on the side of the road? Had someone else come along? Did any of
this happen?


 Slant Face said the cop probably got scared
that he'd killed the guy and decided to high-tail it on out of there.  Very possible.  Then he said something else.


 "Of course, you're coming at this with a
predisposition.”


 "Okay,” I said.


 "You don't like the cops around here,” he
said.  "Maybe you're letting it
color your thinking.”


 "The Sheriff's Department sure seems to
be interested in the whole thing,” I said. 
"They had guys at my place in record time.  Hell, it took 'em thirty years to shut down
Top O' The Hill.”


 Slant didn't have a comeback for that.  


 We finally made it to Quality Grove, where I
let Slant Face out at the Holy Trinity United Methodist Church.  They were having a prayer service for the
Calhoun family.  I'd thought about
going.  Partly for the food, mostly for
Miss Vita.  But I didn't have the time or
interest in the religious part of it, and I had kind of declared a personal
moratorium against churches in general and funerals, specifically, so I sent
Slant as my representative.


 "Look for anything suspicious, out of the
ordinary,” I said before pulling away.  


 "You leaving me here and driving away
looks pretty damn suspicious,” he said.  


 Later, he said the only suspicious looking
thing in the church had indeed been himself, the one and only white guy there.


 "Well, I guess James Alto was there,” he
said.  


 "Injuns don't count themselves white,” I
said.  "Just ask him.”


 I knew that Alto sort of halfway followed the
old Injun religions, when he had it in mind to follow any religion at all.  That seemed like something that might be more
along my lines.  Slant said he'd heard
Alto say there were more Methodist Injuns walking around than anything, and he
was no doubt right about that.


 Whichever way you cut it, prayer was about the
last thing I was prone to try.  Any God
that would actually change the course of events, bend the rules of nature
itself, but only if you got down on your knees and begged him nice enough for
it, was a God that I couldn't muster up much belief in.  I'd done it before, and I swore then, I'd
never do it again.  If God was interested
in Alvis Curridge, he knew where to find my ass.


















21


 The door to Cisero Dearlove's office had a
sign which read "Cisero M. Dearlove II, Criminal Defense Attorney.”
Someone had tried to rub out the last two words, so, if you didn't look close,
it appeared to read "Cisero Dearlove, Criminal.” While I hadn't done it, I
admired the intent.  I knocked on the
door and pushed it open.


 "Is the ol' Criminal in this morning?” I
said.


 His secretary, a blue-haired lady named May
Joiner, looked at me over her glasses and smiled.  May liked me, even if I did call her May
June.


 "Mr. Dearlove's out of the office today,”
she said.  She always kept her business
voice in gear, even when she knew it was only me.  "He had to run out to Mineola.”


 "Mineola?” I said.  "You mean there really is a
Mineola?"

     I'd heard of the place but didn't
have a clue where it was.  It was no more
real than Cleco, Mississippi, far as I knew.


 "Talking to a family about a case he's
working,” she said.  "So what are
you up to?”


 When May June asked that, she expected a real
answer.  She and Cisero had met up with
me a few years back, when he took the case of a defendant that I knew.  A white man had been found, beat to death,
right in the front door of the Green Parrot nightclub.  Murder weapon had turned out to be a
solid-body electric guitar.  Not just a
string; the whole guitar.  Next thing you
know, the city starts hauling in every goddamn guitar player they can get their
hands on, even though most of them had no damn use for an electric guitar at
that point in time.  They finally press
first degree murder charges against one of 'em, a cat named Raymond Spivey who
went by "Ray Ray.”


 I knew Ray Ray just well enough to know he probably
hadn't done it, so I started digging around as I was want to do, sticking my
nose where it didn't belong.  Before it
was all over, they'd dropped the charges against Ray Ray and brought in a
small-time con man named Hamp Menefee.  


 Now, Hamp Menefee wasn't any higher on the
food chain than Ray Ray, but there were two details on his rap sheet that would
catch your attention.  One, his permanent
residence was listed as Houston Street, in one of the nicest neighborhoods in
town, a place called the Gold Coast. 
Wasn't any coast to be found there, but plenty of gold, no doubt.  More importantly, and number two, he was
living there with his brother, the dentist Dr. Harold Menefee.


 According to word on the street, and that
street for the most part being Ninth, Dr. Menefee had declared war on a couple
of nightclubs in the city for getting behind on their bills.  The clubs had been purchasing nitrous oxide
from him, under the table.  The clubs
would bring it out and sell it to customers at after-hours parties.  But, somewhere along the way, they'd grown
lax in paying back the piper.  The good
doctor had finally gotten enough of it and had his no-good brother take the
pipe to a few heads.  Or the electric
guitar, as it turned out.  


 The court case eventually brought out that, on
the night of the murder, Hamp Menefee had shown up at the Green Parrot after it
had closed its doors for the night, demanding to see the owner.  The owner, not wanting to be bothered, sent
one of his goons out to deal with Menefee. 
The goon got dealt with instead.


 As tended to happen in Fort Worth, charges
were finally dropped against Hamp Menefee, under the agreement that he promise
to leave town and never come back.  He
moved to Oklahoma City.  They never came
up with enough evidence against the good doctor to pursue anything.  He continued to practice for many years in
Fort Worth.


 "I'd rather seen Hamp sent to
Huntsville,” I said to Cisero at the end of the trial, "but I guess
Oklahoma's almost as bad.”


 Cisero and May June had been impressed with my
involvement with that case, and we'd stayed in touch from then on.  We'd even been known to trade information on
occasion.


 "I'm working on that Terrance Calhoun
case,” I said to Gladys.  "It's
about more than I can handle right now.”


 "We've been hearing all about that,” she
said, being courteous enough not to mention that the dead baby had been found
in my own hotel room.  "It's sure
enough got the whole town talking.”


 "You wouldn't know if Cissy's got any new
sticks in this fire, would ya?” I said.  


 "No, but I'll tell you this much.  Mr. Dearlove swore up and down half of city
hall that you didn't have a darn thing to do with that baby dying.  Nothing to do with the man disappearing
either, far as that goes.  And he says
it's all gonna come down on their own heads over there anyway, so the bigger
stink they make out of it, the better.”


 I stood around and made a little more small
talk.  She asked who that fella was that
was hanging around with me whenever she saw me, and I said it was probably old
Slant Face.  She thought that was a
hoot.  She said she'd heard him talking
and thought he wasn't from around here, and I said no, he spent most of his
time over in Richardson.  


 "One more thing,” I said, on my way out
the door.  "What in hell does Cissy
think he's doing' runnin' for D.A.?”


 "Same thing you think you're doing, out
there trying to hunt down the Calhoun man,” she said.  "Exact same thing.”
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 Dandy come strolling into the Crystal Springs
Dance Hall like he'd just stepped outside to take a whizz.  I almost choked on my drink, and when he saw
me, he did too, except he wasn't drinking anything yet.


 "The ghost of Dandy O'Bannon," I
said.


 "In the flesh," said Dandy.


 "Next time you decide to ditch a perfectly
good gun fight, you oughta have the decency to invite me along," I said.


 I grilled him all night long.  Mostly, he kept giving me his name, rank and
serial number and bitching about the goddamn Germans.  I bought more rounds than I was accustomed
to, thinking if I loosened him up another notch or two, he might start talking
some sense.  It's a fine line with the
guy.


 He wouldn't tell me a damn thing, but I hung
around until a few other guys showed up, telling stories about their exploits
on a trip across the Mexican border. 
Dandy started talking, of course, and I saw my opening.


 "They had me pinned down in a bunker,
goddamn siege goin' on all around me,” he said, going through his standard war
story exercises.  "I thought we were
done for.” That's the way the whole thing goes. 
Deeper and deeper, until Dandy seems to not remember whether he's in
Forth Worth or somewhere in the Black Forest of Germany.

      "I was right there with
him," I said.  "We took direct
enemy fire for a good hour before Dandy was able to make some kind of retreat.
Left me to face those damn Nazis bastards all alone."

     For once in his life, Dandy didn't
even blink.

     "The damn Germans pushed into
our flanks and divided us," he said. 
"I was trying to keep them from breaching the walls of the fort.” 

     I thought everything was going
swell.  But Dandy looked at me with
disgust.


 "There aren't any fucking Nazis in the
Great War,” he spits at me.  "Know
your enemy, Curridge.  Know your goddamn
enemy.”

      Everybody laughed, but they wanted
to hear more.

      To hear Dandy tell it, he'd been
pushed back into a defensive position by the overwhelming firepower of the
Germans.  As they closed in, he'd
contemplated taking his own life, just to rob them of the chance to torture
him.  


 Instead, he drove deeper and deeper into enemy
territory, going right into the mouth of the beast.  There he slept, often close enough to hear
the voices of the enemy around him.  He
started to think it was his own voice talking to him, telling him to give
up.  He walked out twice, hands held
high.  He had no ammunition, so he left
his gun behind.  


 "There was nobody to surrender to,” he
said.  "I couldn't even lose with
dignity.  I started walking, not knowing
where I was going.  Surely, I thought, a
German village would lie just around the bend.”

     "How far did you go?” I said,
legitimately curious.


 "I don't know,” he said.  "You lose track of time.  You lose your sense of where you are.  Your identity.  Who the fuck am I? I'm an American.  What else matters?  If I spoke German, I could walk right up to
these damn krauts and they'd never know any different.”


 I noticed Dandy's twitch had come back with
him.  I got an impulse to knock him flat
out, right between the eyes.  Partly so I
didn't have to look into them anymore. 
Partly to put him out of his own misery.


 "War makes a man do some things that he
oughtn't have to do,” he said.  One of
the other guys agreed with him and proposed a toast to the war being over, once
and for all.  Dandy didn't seem to notice
me.


 "It finally come down to how bad I wanted
to live,” he said.  "I could've
stayed right there and died without the Germans ever layin' a hand on me.  I thought about it.  But then I thought about all the good times I
used to have with this soldier right here."  


 He slapped me on the back and turned to face
me.

     "Dutch, remember when we was
workin' days with the Sheriff's Department, then we'd run security for Binion,
out at the Top O' The Hill Terrace, half the night? Them was some crazy times.”


 I said "Sure, I remember.  Crazy times for sure.”


 "I done some things I ain't proud of in
my life," Dandy said.  "They
was things I had to do.”


 "We all do what we have to do,” I said.


 He nodded his head in agreement and turned
back to the table and resumed his story.

     "See, I was sent in on a secret
rescue mission, and I didn't forget it. 
Deep as I went across enemy lines, scared as I got, I never forgot.  I found the boy we was sent after, just a
poor negro boy, all messed up bad.”


 "Good God a-mighty,” I said.


 "It wasn't pretty, boys,” he said.  "Those fucking krauts had gotten to
him.  You know what I mean?”

     The guys at the table were leaning
in, nodding their heads.

     "No,” I said.  "What exactly are you saying?"


 "I don't mean they'd just gotten to
him.  I mean, they got to him up here,”
he said, pointing at his own crazy head. 
I honestly didn't know whether he was talking about Whitey or himself.

     "You talking 'bout Whitey
Calhoun?” I said.  "Where is he?”

     "I'd of tried to carry him
outta there,” he said, "wouldn't neither one of us made it.  I had to keep waiting for my chance.”


 "What did you do, Dandy?” I said.


 "I took care of 'im, Dutch” he said.  "I did what I had to do an' took care of
'im.”
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 There was a phone booth on the corner right
outside Peechie Keen's where James Alto held court, usually talking with his
young Mexican wife or someone at the newspaper. 
He had rigged the thing where it gave back his nickel at the end of
every call, a trick that he never showed anybody else.  The closest I ever got to figuring it out was
the day he called me out from my usual place at the corner table. 


 "Hey, Dutch," he said.  "I got somebody wants to talk to
you."


 My immediate reaction was that his wife was
upset that I'd kept him out too late the night before or had taken too much of
his money playing at the domino table.  I
had tangled with her once and had come away impressed with her zeal if nothing
else.


 "Alvis here," I said into the
receiver.


 "Mr. Curridge?"


 "That's right," I said.


 "I'm a friend of Jimmy, name is Crawford
Jackson.  Jimmy tells me you're looking
for an old race record."

     "Who the hell is Jimmy?" I
said.


 "Your friend there, Jimmy Alto,"
said Crawford Jackson.


 "Oh, yeah, him," I said.


 "I have a music store over here on Jones
Street," he said.  "You know
where that is?"


 Of course, I did know, as Jones went right
down the side of Peechie Keen's place in Hell's Half Acre.  It stretched from there halfway to Arlington
on one side and turned up and went toward Oklahoma on the other.


 "Jimmy says you're looking for an old
race record," he said again, getting a better run at it this time.  "I have probably in the neighborhood of
ten, twelve thousand records over here, and you're welcome to look through 'em
and see what you can stir up."


 "You got any idea if you might have one
from about twenty-five years ago, by an act called the Nu Grape Twins?" I
said.


 "All I can say is, if anybody has it, it's
bound to be me," he said.  "I
speck I've got more race records than anybody this side of the Mississippi
River."


 "You got any Lefty Frizell or Bob
Wills?" I said.


 "Sure as shit stinks."


 This seemed like the kind of guy I could get
along with, and I liked flipping through records about as much as I liked
flipping through a good Dashiell
Hammett book, even though I didn't own anything to play them on.  I had bought a record or two from bands that
played the Dance Pavilion, usually just out of moral support.  I gave them to Ruthie.  But hell, I had once bought a Lester Young
record for a dollar just because it had a picture on the back of him in a place
that looked like the Rose Room.  


 "Which part of Jones are you on?" I
said.


 He gave me directions, and I agreed to meet
him there the following morning and see if I might find the proverbial needle
in the haystack. 


 "Little Jimmy Owl Toe," I said,
turning back to my friend, who was smoking a cigarette and looking at the sky
as if he was expecting something to appear out of the clear blue.


 "Yeah," he said, dropping the smoke
and stepping on it.  "Crawford's
known me since we were in knee pants."


 "Crawford don't sound like an Indian
name," I said.


 "No, he's one of you," Alto said.


 Come to find out, James had met Crawford
Jackson while they were both attending high school in the Oak Cliff area of
Dallas, where they struck up a quick friendship.  Alto's muscle helped scrawny Crawford through
a few scrapes with the big boys, and Crawford's general whiteness helped Alto
get past the guys who only thought of Injuns as the bad guys on the westerns. 


 After school, Crawford had come to Fort Worth
to help run his mother's record shop, and, needing a roommate for his
apartment, had talked Alto into coming over and trying the water out.  Alto took a job at the paper and had been
here ever since, even though he and Crawford had gone their separate ways after
a year or so.                                                  



 When he heard about my scavenger hunt for the
Nu Grape Twins, James had thought about his old friend having the record store
and had dropped by after his paper route one morning to see if he was still
around. Finding Mr. Jackson still standing behind the counter, he'd caught up
on news, including the fact that Jackson's mother had passed and left the store
to her son.  Then, they talked a little
about the old times, and finally, Alto mentioned this obscure record I was
looking for.  


 Crawford Jackson said not only did he remember
it, but that the two guys who sang the song just so happened to live right here
in Fort Worth, and that he was pretty damn sure there was a signed copy of it
still hanging around the place somewhere.


 So when I went to see this Crawford guy, I was
going with some new notion that Mr. and Mrs. Nu Grape seemed to have more than
one set of boys making the rounds.  It
might turn out to be the Nu Grape Quadruplets that I was hunting down. 
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 Ruthie Nell had been putting in a few extra
hours at the The Fort Worth Press,
digging up more dirt on Cleco, Mississippi. 
Most of what she found, I could have gotten from Miss Vita.  All the same, I appreciated the fact that she
kept me from having to ask questions I didn't want to ask.  And looking at it in print, right there in
front of you, like it was yesterday's racing results, gave it a strange
immediacy.  If hearing Miss Vita talk
about it would have been an encroachment onto some kind of sacred ground, then
this was like spying on her unawares as the deed went down that led to its
becoming sacred.


 At its peak, it seems Cleco was home to about
eighty-five people, all families of the men who worked at the Cleco Lumberyard
and Mill.  


 Whitey's father, a man named Linwood Calhoun,
helped operate one of two big circular saw blades at the mill.  Ruthie found a copy of the Delta
Democrat-Times, from Greenville, Mississippi, that printed a picture of one of
'em, a scary looking thing with a belt and flywheel, no guard or anything.   


 By the early thirties, most of the lumber had
been harvested around Cleco, and there were whispers among the families of
moving the whole damn town south a ways, close to a new railroad line.  As the time got closer, the man who owned the
mill, and the town too, as far as that's concerned, decided that instead of
relocating his workers and their families, he'd find new workers where he
went.  It was an idea that didn't set
well with Linwood and the other workers. 
Like many of them, he had a brand new baby to provide for.  A meeting was called.


 By all accounts, the negro workers were the
only men in attendance at the first meeting. 
Foolishly, they started to feel strengthened by their numbers and called
for a second meeting.  This time, someone
tipped off the boss man.  He showed up
with about ten of his buddies.  A fight
broke out that night and several of the negros were beaten up real bad.  Couldn't work the next day or two.  Some were out for a week.  Some never did come back.  


 A night or two later, Linwood and another man
were taking a nightshift, trying to get one of the last big projects all tied
up.  The boss man showed up, this time
alone.  Some say he had been
drinking.  Others say it was Linwood and
his friend drinking.  Everyone agrees
that when the two workers clocked out and walked home, they left the boss man
in two pieces, stretched out across one of the saw tables.


 When it came to light, Linwood tried to claim
that he had never seen the boss man that night. 
His friend, meanwhile, said that the boss man had shown up drunker than
Cooter Brown and had fallen across the saw.


 A few days later, the boss man's buddies
returned with two long ropes and held a short trial.  Linwood and his friend were both found
guilty.  They hung them from one of the
last trees standing in Cleco.


 Within a year, wasn't anything left of the
mill town at all.  Some of the families
moved closer to the railroad lines. 
Quite a few went to New Orleans and got work on the docks.  Miss Vita had had enough of Mississippi.  She took her son, Terrance Linwood Calhoun,
and headed west for Texas.


 "What are the chances Whitey met the same
fate as his daddy?” Ruthie Nell said, looking over the fading articles that
she'd clipped and put together for me.


 "Things like that do tend to run in
families,” I said.  "Know what I
mean?”


 I didn't think Whitey was swinging from a tree
any more than I thought he'd followed through on his claim to be heading back
toward Cleco.  But he'd chosen to pass
that information to his mother.  It had
to be taken as a hint.  Enough, he must
have hoped, to put us on track to finding him.
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 Fleck wasn't used to anyone asking for a
non-alcoholic drink, so he had to scramble when me and Whitey come in on that
long-ago day.  Whitey was eighteen,
plenty old enough to drink, and Fleck probably would have served him if he was
fifteen, but Whitey hadn't had enough practice to feel comfortable with it, so
he begged off.  


 "I'll take a water,” he said.  Fleck didn't make a dime off tap water,
though, so he came up with some tomato juice. 
Whitey said fine and took a seat at the farthest end of the bar.


 "What you doin' these days, when you
ain't hangin' around with old white guys like me?” I said.  He was already thinking about trying to get
the job at the newspaper at that point. 
Said he felt like it was a good fit for him, on account of him
preferring the night to the daytime.


 "Well, you're like me,” I said.  "Far as I can tell, all the good stuff
happens in the night.  But let me tell
ya, it can sure lead to trouble, ya don't watch out.”


 I felt about as uncomfortable as a whore in
church, sitting there making conversation with him.  Not that I didn't genuinely like the
guy.  I did.


 I suppose there was some kind of common bond
there, both of us growing up without fathers. 
For the most part, though, he had it a heck of a lot rougher than I ever
did.  He was brought up knowing he had a
fine daddy, but that some assholes had come along and taken the man's life from
him.  I grew up knowing that my father
was the asshole, that he'd decided me and my mom was bad luck.  He got out while the getting was good.  


 "You know,” I said to Whitey as I watched
him slurp away on his drink.  "My
father left my mother and me when I was eight years old.  Sometimes I kinda felt like he took my life,
took my mother's life, when he took off like that.”


 "Yessir,” he said.  


 "I use to come into the store your momma
worked at, over in Quality Grove.  You
weren't nothin' but a little squirt then. 
But your momma had a smile for ever'body walked in the door.  Nobody could of ever guessed all that woman
been through.”


 Whitey smiled a smile that didn't look much at
all like his momma's, so I was guessing it must have come from his daddy's
side.  He was a momma's boy through and
through though.  


 I wanted to tell him not to ever let nothing
come between him and Miss Vita, but who the hell was I to tell him something
like that? I hadn't spoken a handful of words to my own mother since the day
Noreen packed up and left.  When she took
Noreen's side, I had walked out and swore my father would set foot on that damn
porch again before I would.  


 "Mister Curridge,” Whitey said,
"Momma says you had a little sister die when you was a boy.”


 It's something I don't really talk about
much.  Haven't talked about it but a time
or two in all the years since.  


 "They had a real bad polio outbreak back,
1918, I think,” I said.  "Lots of
people around here got it.  She was five,
and I was eight.  We both got it, only I
got well, for the most part.”


 "You remember her?” he said.  Part of me wanted to clock him.


 "Like yesterday,” I said.  


 "I wish I could remember,” he said.  "Momma gets to tellin' stories,
sometimes I almost think I can.”


 "On the whole,” I said, "I don't
recommend it.”


 Whitey caused me all sorts of grief that
evening.  I knew, even as we sat there,
that, sure as the world, I'd end up back out on that dusty road into
Weatherford.  It was high time I checked
on everything out that way, just to make sure it was all getting along
okay.  


 That time, I went on out to the crash site
too.  One day, in 1945, a sizeable number
of folks in Weatherford thought the Japanese were attacking again, and coming
for them right there in Weatherford. 
What it turned out to be was the mid-air collision of two B-29 bombers
in route to Fort Worth.  


 Knowing some of the police who responded to
the scene, I'd come out and watched pieces of one of the bombers burn up a farm
yard out on Ranger Highway.  I'd seen them
take away pieces of charred bodies from that same field that I sat and looked
on that night.  


 Why did I find myself returning to the scene?
There was a quietness there that suited me, a somberness.  A piece of life outside of Weatherford had
come crashing down into the lives there and had been wiped out, and yet,
Weatherford continued on.  Weathered
it.  


 One man had survived the crash as well.  He'd gotten up from the wreckage, dusted
himself off, and walked to the nearest house, where he knocked on the door and
asked for a glass of water.


 As I sat there in the Chummy that night, I
wondered what that man was up to.  And I
hoped that, just maybe, Whitey Calhoun had found the same good fortune.
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 Dandy's family came around a few days after
the episode at the Dance Pavilion and hauled him off to the veteran's hospital
in Dallas, leaving me to wonder about and puzzle over what all he'd said over
on White Settlement Road.  


 "I took care of him.  I did what I had to do, Dutch.  I took care of him.”


 "That's what he said,” I said.  "Word for word.”


 Ruthie Nell sat across from me at Tootie's and
nodded her head, then shook it.  I had
gone over the words again and again. 
Took them apart and put them back together.  Dreamed about them.  Finally, I decided to take them to someone
who dealt with words for a living.


 "Someone tells you that,” I said,
"what do you take it to mean?”


 "Well, he said he was on a rescue
mission,” she said.  "The objective
of a rescue mission is save the person, right?”


 It was, but I didn't like the part about him
not being able to bring Whitey out.  If
he'd tried it, he said, neither one of them would've made it.  Certainly sounded like maybe one didn't to
me.


 "But if he said he did what he had to
do,” she said, "then, isn't what you have to do, on a rescue mission,
normally saving the person?”


 "Ruthie,” I said, "you're startin'
to sound like Cisero Dearlove.” 


 I was hanging with her because I liked what
she was saying.  Not because I believed a
word of it.  "Normally," she'd
said.  Normal and Dandy O'Bannon didn't
go together, even at the best of times.


 When it came right down to it, I wasn't sure I
put any stock in what Dandy said either. 
He'd been gone for almost a week. 
I couldn't believe he'd hung out inside Top O' The Hill that whole
time.  Not with Stub's boys hanging
around out there.  And the more I thought
about it, the less I could conceive of Dandy finding Whitey in the first
place.  What were the chances? It was too
easy an answer.  I determined to continue
the search as if Dandy had never said a word. 



 That night, I dreamed that Dandy and I
followed a pack of squirrels through the woods out on the Jacksboro Highway and
found Whitey tied to a tree.  His white
hair had been scalped clean from his head, exposing a skull that had seen the
action end of one pissed off son of a bitch. 



 "One of us has to take care of him,”
Dandy said, before raising a shotgun and plugging him full of lead.  When Whitey's head exploded, I nearly jumped
out of my bed.  Spent the rest of the
night laying there, looking for figures in the stains on the ceiling.


 Another night I dreamed I was walking through
the streets of Fort Worth with a dead baby under my arm.  The farther I walked, the heavier the damn
thing got.  I finally looked down to see
what the problem was, and come to find out, it wasn't no baby at all.  It was Dandy O'Bannon.


 I never was a person who needed a lot of
sleep, but I started getting by on less. 
I had enough crap to deal with when I was awake.
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 Dandy had a brother named Doyle who lived in
Bohunk.  Me and Slant decided to pay him
a visit.  We found him working at one of
the meat packing plants over there.  He
made it real clear he didn't have time to discuss Dandy's mental condition.


 "I don't have any interest in that,” I
said.  "What I need to find out is
what he was doing in Germany during the war.”

     Doyle looked at me like I was crazy.

     "You sure you know my brother?”
he said.  "Cause if you knew Dan,
you'd damn sure heard his war stories.”

     "Believe me, I've heard 'em,
one and all,” I said.  "Want me to
start with the one about the French soldiers leavin' 'em all high and dry at
the Battle of the Bulge or whatever?”


 "Wrong war,” Doyle said.  "Battle of the Mame.” 


 "You've got to know your enemy, Dutch,”
Slant said.


 Doyle was on his lunch break, so he took a
sandwich out of some wax paper and bit into it. 
I could smell fresh tomatoes, even over the gamey smell of the place.


 "Dandy was never at the Battle of the
Mame,” he said, "Actually, it was the second Battle of the Mame, if you
wanna get it right.  But he wasn't at
that one neither.”


 He pulled a tomato from his lunch sack and cut
into it with a pocket knife.


 "He sure tells it like he was there,” I
said.

     "He was supposed to be
there," Doyle said.  "Probably
would of got his ass killed if he had. 
Most of his battalion come back in wooden boxes.” 

      "But he was actually in the
war?" Slant said.

      "Oh hell yeah," Doyle
said.  "He was there all right.  Germans trapped him and his company and
gassed 'em.  Sent 'em all to some camp.  Reslatt, Raslett.  Somethin' like that.” 

      "He there 'til the end?” I
said.

      "End of the war?” Doyle
said.  "No, no, no.  Americans sent the whole cavalry in after
'em.” 

      "Any of 'em get killed?” I
said.

      "Dandy got sprayed pretty good
during the rescue,” Doyle said. 
"Course, that's where he took the shrapnel to the head, y'
know.  Gassed by the Germans on the way
in, shot by your own boys on the way out.”

       "Gotta be tough,” Slant said.


  "Well, Dandy's tough as they come,"
Doyle said, "but he's said it a hundred times if he's said it once.  Better to of been killed right there where he
stood than lived another day in that goddamn German camp.”


 There was a whistle blowing somewhere, and
Doyle was making it real obvious that he was needed back on the floor of the
plant.  There was one last thing on
Slant's mind though.


 "Doyle,” he said, "your brother
always talks about how his battalion got set up by the French.” 


 "Dandy hates the damn French, don't he?”
he said, laughing.  "The French
might of had somethin' to do with the Battle of the Mame.  Damned if I even know.”

       "But you said he wasn't there
at the battle.”

       "Nah.  They had 'im locked up in that damn war camp
with some French cook.  A fuckin' French
cook, that's why he hates the French. 
Said he got so damn sick of eating French food, pastries and shit, the
thought of it makes him wanna puke to this day.” 
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 "Verbal and Noble Nu Grape," I said.  


 Crawford Jackson laughed like the
scrawny schoolboy he once was and slapped his leg.  He was standing in front of a stack of 78
records, old ones that looked thick enough to use for tires on the Chummy.

      "Those are the ones," he
said, pointing at me as if I'd won some kind of prize.

     "Well, excuse me for being a
doubting Thomas," I said, "but I've known those guys for nearly
twenty years, and I've never known 'em to be anything but Verbal and
Noble."


 "Don't believe me,"
Crawford said.  "The record is
around here somewhere.  You can see it
for your own self."


 "See what?" I said.  "An old 78 with their names scribbled on
it?  I'm really not sure that goes very
far in proving anything.  Although I am
surprised either one of them can write their names."


 "People don't believe what a
rich musical heritage we have right here in Fort Worth,"  Crawford said.  "T-Bone Walker, Bob Wills."


 "I'm well aware of both Mr.
Wills and Mr. Walker," I said.  I
briefly considered showing him my cigarette lighter but decided against it.

     "I also have a record here that
several of the Lighcrust Doughboys signed," he said.

     "Well, if I find that one
first, I may take it too," I said. 
"What kind of deal will you make me?"

     Crawford tried to explain to me
that, seeing as these records were true one-of-a-kind pieces, never to be made
again, he just couldn't let them go, except at a premium.  Collectors' records, he said they were.  I didn't bring up the point that I failed to
see any line of collectors waiting for them, and, as they seem to have been
sitting there in his place of business for a considerable time, it might appear
that their collectability was being slightly oversold.


 "I just received this
collection here," he said. 
"Let me register them, and I will be happy to help in your
search."


 "Is there any place in
particular I should start?" I said.


 "You can start back
there," he said, pointing to the furthest, darkest corner, "and work
your way up.  I'll start right
here."


 I began flipping through the bins,
which were nothing more than old wooden crates stacked on hastily assembled
tables.  Bing Crosby on Brunswick, Paul
Whiteman on Columbia.  Benny Goodman, Bunk
Johnson.

     "Are these in any kind of
order?"

      "They used to be."

      Texas Alexander on Vocalion. Bix
Beiderbecke on Okeh.  


  "Where you get all these
damn things?"


  "Anywhere and
everywhere," Crawford said.  "These
days, mostly for personal collections. 
People die and leave 'em or move and leave 'em behind."

      "I used to sell records for a
negro department store over in Quality Grove," I said.  "They don't sell 'em no more.  Any idea what a place like that would do with
them?"

      Crawford came walking around the
corner, holding a stack of inventory like a school girl holding books.


 "You talkin' about Chester
Merkley's place?"


 "That would be the one,"
I said.


 "I have all of his old
stuff.  It's in storage.  Never even put it out" 

     "Then that's where I want to
start."


 I was shocked to find that, back
behind the store counter, in a storeroom bigger than all of Peechie Keen's, sat
almost as many records as were displayed in the main room.  I was led to one full wall of them, stacked
hip deep, over which is a hand-written piece of paper.


 "Merkley's Dept. Store."


 "Did you pay for these up
front, or does he have you working on commission?" I said.


 "I took out a loan and
purchased half of them from Dock Price, when he owned the store," Crawford
said.  "Later, Mr. Merkley talked me
into buying the remainder of them.  I
really shouldn't have.  I don't have the
space to put even half of them out."


 "Doesn't sound like a smart
business move," I said.


 "Well," said Crawford,
"one might say that I was coerced into it. 
It's really a long story."


 I said, well, it looked like I had
a good bit of time there in front of me, so why didn't he get started on
telling it while I made my way through the stacks.  I started my work, pulling out a Leon
McAuliffe here and a Barney Kessel there and quietly setting them aside. 
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 Slant and me went carousing on the Jacksboro
Highway, just hoping to run into somebody who'd heard something about Whitey.  For the most part, I'd learned to stay away
from that area.  The cops all called it
Jacks Beer Highway, because of all the beer joints lining the place.  


 About five or six years previous, we'd been on
an all-nighter out that way.  Started at
the Albatross, went down to the Skyliner, a strip club, and ended up at the
Barrel.  It was after hours, but the
drinks were still flowing, and the two of us got into a game of Russian
Roulette with two rancheros from Amarillo. 
Catch was, we were just shooting at our toes.


 "One bullet in the chamber," the
biggest of the rancheros, a man everybody called Mister Floyd, said. "Spin
once and shoot.  Long as you stay in the
game, gat makes it back around to me, I buy drinks."


 "We shoot a hole in our feet, we pony up
for the next round?" I said. 

     "Not so long as you stay
in," he said.

     Of course, by this time, a crowd had
started to gather.  There was no turning
back.


 I've got to give Slant Face his due.  The man could have left me to my own
devices.  When the game commenced, he
actually took the second shot, after Mister Floyd.  We were using my gun, the .38 Colt, which, in
my mind, gave me a home field advantage. 
Under optimum conditions, I could feel the difference between an empty
cartridge and a loaded one landing in the cylinder.  These were not the best conditions.  The gun made its way to me, and, of course, I
took aim at my bad leg.  I've had a
slight limp in it all my adult life and didn't need a matching set.  I clicked off a round, not hearing the firing
pin, not even hearing the noise inside the crowded room.  


 By the third time around, Mister Floyd and his
partner, a man named Rollie, were both laughing it up, and I began to wonder if
he'd actually pulled the slugs when I wasn't looking.  The round robin had fallen into a rhythm, and
I was looking forward to the next free drinks. 
Third time around, I spun the chamber with a little extra force, squared
off against my left boot and shot the little toe clean off into oblivion.  


 Everything whited out, and I came to outside
the bar, with the distinct sensation of having my foot masticated by a Kodiak
bear.  Rollie was still laughing,
splashing a bottle of whiskey over my foot, and Slant was trying his best to
pour another one down my gullet. My perfectly good boot was torn all to
hell.  


  The folks out there played hard as a
habit.  Where the Top O' The Hill
attracted a high rolling, sophisticated crowd, womenfolk even, the clubs along
Jacksboro attracted hellions and rebel rousers. 
Kind of guys who'd shoot off their own toes for sport and come back the
next week for another go.  


 All the same, if something shady was going on
anywhere in Cowtown, somebody on Jacksboro usually knew all about it, and,
often as not, had a hand or two in it. 
We weren't there fifteen minutes before I was wishing once again that
we'd stayed put on our end of town.  


 "You the guy killed them two niggras,”
this big cowboy said, and, I swear, for a minute, I thought he might be Mister
Floyd from Amarillo.  The fact that he
was pointing me out to everybody around him, like he'd discovered a prize in
his Crackerjacks, wasn't endearing him to me.


 "The man hasn't killed anybody,” Slant
said.  "As a matter of fact, we're
trying to find out what really happened to the young fellow in question.” The
cowboy didn't seem to like Slant's answer much. 
Didn't really seem too high on Slant in general.


 "You mean that niggra?” he said.  


 "We think the cops might have done it and
set my friend here up” Slant said. 
"We're lookin' for anybody might have heard anything.”


 Cowboy wasn't quite ready to start buying me
drinks, but the answer did seem to cool him down.  Of course, all the sudden, everybody out
there had been too busy with choir practice and lawn tennis tournaments to know
anything of actual value.


 I hung around long enough to tell the story of
me shooting my toe off two different times and had to pull my boot off each
time to prove it.  A couple of the guys
said they had heard the story or one like it, and one young boy tried to get me
to reenact the episode.  The bartender
was not the one who had been there years before, but he started looking at me
like he might want to throw me out again all the same, so we finished up our
drinks and told them all goodbye.


 I was coming back down Jacksboro like a drunk
at the wheel of a road grader.


 "Dutch, you okay?” Slant said.


 I said that it had finally hit me.  That I should have gotten myself good and
arrested while I had my big chance.  


 "I'd be behind enemy lines,” I said,
"instead of out here trying to find some plan of attack.  Dandy would see the smarts in that.”


 Slant said that he'd seen merry old England
since Dandy has seen smarts.  Forget
about the cops for awhile, he said, but I couldn't forget Lieutenant Kimble,
great-grandfather of the dead kid at my doorstep.  He was the one solid lead that I had.


 "Let's just go find Kimble.  Have a little heart to heart with him.”

     I passed out sometime during the
early morning and woke up back in my own bed. 
For a minute or two, I wondered if it had all been a dream, like the one
I'd had of carrying Dandy around through the streets.  But, no, I still had the smell of Jacksboro
in my nose.  I pulled off my boots,
counted toes, and started warming up breakfast on the radiator.
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 "An ex-gunfighter who now runs his small
town's newspaper fears that he might have to take up his guns again when a gang
of outlaws rides into town, intent on taking over,” Ruthie Nell read from the
morning's The Fort Worth Press and
looked up.  "You remember.  Randolph Scott has the lead role.”


 She got a bang out of the fact that the
gunfighter ran a newspaper.  I said she'd
better take a closer look at the fella she was working for.  The movie, Fort Worth, had premiered a
year or so earlier but was making a return engagement at the Deal, the only
theater Ruthie would go to.  She was
trying to get me to see it.  Way I
figured, I hadn't gone the first time, and if I'd missed much sleep in the
months since, it wasn't due to that.


 I was steamed at her for a story that had
appeared in the paper a few days prior, where Stubblefield refused to dismiss
me as a viable suspect in the case. 
"Curridge has a lot of the characteristics we look for when we're
hunting for a killer,” he'd said. 
"The classic loner, drifter type.”


It hadn't
surprised me that Stub would say such a thing. 
Hadn't really even shocked that the paper had printed it.  That great big old "by Ruth Parker” at the end had got my
goat though, and I was making sure she knew it.


 "Never mind,” she said, "I thought
you might be interested in the new story I'm working on.”

     "You gonna go for broke and try
to get me the electric chair now?” I said.


 "I went to Dallas and spoke with your
friend, Dandy,” she said.


 Ruthie Nell had walked into his room on the
second floor of the VA Hospital and introduced herself to the nurse, who sat in
a folding chair next to Dandy's bed, and Dandy's sister, who sat against a wall
with her ear pressed up against a radio.


 "I was hoping to speak to Mr. O'Bannon,”
she said.


 The nurse never looked up.


 "You doin' a feature about the boy?” the
sister said, and put her ear back up to the radio like she was waiting for a
secret message.  She looked to Ruthie to
be about her momma's age, which was sixty, but she didn't act like any sixty
year old she'd ever seen.  


 "If everything works out, that might
happen," Ruthie said.


 "Well, you can start by talkin' to me,”
the sister said.


"I've
knowed 'im ever since he was born.”


 The nurse stood, put a pillow in her chair,
and sat back down on it.


 "He got a brother name Doyle.  He come first,” the sister continued.  "Then momma had me.  Dandy here, he's the baby.”


 Ruthie Nell had to admit, he looked kind of
like a big old baby laying up in the bed. 
She looked close to make sure he was breathing, then got to wondering if
he could hear what they were saying.


 "So is your brother able to talk?” she
said.


 "Lord a'mighty,” said the nurse, who, up
until that moment, had been doing her best to pretend she wasn't even in the
same room.  "Can that man ever
talk.  Ever once in a while, I have to
tell him to shut up and give it a rest.”


 "If you don't mind me asking,” Ruthie
said, "can you tell me what he's being treated for?”


 "They don't got any idea,” said the
sister.  She looked at the nurse, who was
back to ignoring them.  "They knew,
think he'd still be comin' here, almost forty years after the war?” 


 Later on, when the nurse had gotten off duty
but the next one hadn't made her away around yet, Ruthie Nell moved over to the
folding chair.  Dandy looked about as
medicated, his speech was about as slurred, as it normally was when she saw him
out on the town.  


 "Dandy,” she said, "you remember
talkin' to Dutch Curridge out at the dance hall a few nights ago?” Dandy was in
sure enough slow motion, but Ruthie thought she saw him trying to work his jaw
into speaking position.  Unfortunately,
it never quite got there.

     "Mr. O'Bannon, you have the
right to just lay there and remain silent. 
Furthermore, if you say one damn word to anybody from the press, I can
assure you that not only can it be held against you, it will come back to haunt
your ass.”


 Ruthie jumped to her feet just as Sheriff
Stubblefield came through the door.  


 "Ma'am, as for you, I hope you have the
good sense to remain silent as well," he said.  "You understand what I'm saying.”


 "I'm not sure I do,” Ruthie said.


 "Ma'am,” Stub said.  "I don't have to even tell you this, but
I will.  We've had one tail on you and
another on your fella, Mr. Curridge.  I
kinda figured one of you would eventually lead us to this man right here.  Now Mr. O'Bannon's wanted on some pretty
serious charges.  I don't expect you'd
like to be brought in as an accessory.”


 By then, the new nurse had followed the commotion
into the room and was trying in vain to grab a handle on things.  Stubblefield brought out a long piece of
paper.  She looked at it and left the
room again.  Within minutes, Dandy was
sliding off the bed, into a pair of slacks and grabbing his hat.  


 "What are you charging him with?” Ruthie
said, switching gears and clearly sensing an even bigger story in the making.


 "When I'm ready to talk to the press,
I'll be sure to let you know, darlin',” Stubblefield said as he walked Dandy
from the room and into the corridor. 
Dandy looked at her and grinned.


 "I was only doin' my job.”


 "Ain't we all,” I said to her as I sat
there and listened to Ruthie wrap up the story.


 "You believe he had the nerve to call you
my fella?” she said.  

     The signs definitely seemed to be
pointing at Dandy.  I wondered what Stub
knew, whether he knew anything I didn't. 
It was likely that he knew everything I did, which meant he had to be
aware that one of his own men was blood related to one of the victims and had a
known vendetta against the other.  We
also all knew the lengths Stub would go to, to protect anyone on the force.


 "Only thing that really bothers me,” she
said, "is that the son of a bitch was following me.”


 "He was just using you to get at Dandy,”
I said.


 "I don't like being used,” she said.


 "Now you know how I been feelin',” I said
and gave her one of my sad looks.


 The next thing on my list was to locate
Lieutenant Kimble.  I figured I could go
down to the jail , maybe see Dandy, and probably kill two birds with one
stone.  But locking horns with Kimble on
his own ground was foolhardy.  I needed
to catch him on neutral ground.  


 I figured what was good for the goose was good
enough for the gander.  I'd follow him
around a little bit, see where things might lead.   
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 By 1951, Crawford Jackson had been living a fairly
good life.  Besides the fact that he'd
moved in with his mother, in order to save money and help her with medical
problems, he was an unattached man on the go, with a solid job and a decent
paycheck, a group of hip friends and a habit of getting by on very little
sleep.


 Every evening, he would close the
store down at eight o'clock and join his friends for a night on the town.  Monday night meant the Jim Hotel, Tuesday,
the Green Parrot.  Wednesday was either
the Four Deuces or the 3939, Thursday the Skyliner.  Weekends, they might even go over to Dallas.


 Most of the clubs had a mixed
clientele, mostly jazz music, some blues. 
They weren't into the western stuff. 
Liquor laws were nonexistent. 
Every club had their own bootlegger, most had an ample supply of reefer
as well.  


 Crawford got into the reefer on a
personal level, and, within a short amount of time, had seen the potential for
it on a business level as well.  He
started buying it from a guy he met at the Skyliner and selling it for a
healthy profit, right from the counter at the record store.


 About the same time, Chester
Merkley made his first appearance in Crawford's life, talking him, over his
mother's objections, into putting a jukebox and a cigarette machine in the
store.  Merkley was servicing them,
taking the biggest portion of the proceeds, when he discovered that Crawford
was making more money dealing marijuana than Merkley's own cigarettes.  It didn't tickle the man.


 "Best I can tell you,"
Crawford said, "Chester Merkley had your friend, Sheriff Stubblefield come
by and threaten me.  Well, it was no
threat.  He was going to ticket me and
shut me down.  We would of lost
everything.


 I couldn't bear for my mother to
find out.  She was already dying by this
time.  We all knew it was a matter of
time.  And I couldn't let her die,
thinking I was a loser, that I had lost everything she had worked for.


 Of course, Mr. Merkley comes back
around with a couple of his thugs, and he's all too happy to make a deal with
me.  This is right about the time he's
taking over the Quality Grove Department Store from the Prices, and he wants me
to buy all of the music inventory, says it's an obvious move to make.  He comes up with the terms, and even decides
he'll provide protection for me so I can keep selling the dope on the
side.   


 I'm sure you can see what happened
next.  He starts taking a cut of that
too, and, when I say a cut, it's suddenly like I'm working for him.  I'm his boy. 
I get a small fee for my services, he's taking the lion's share, or I
should say two lions' shares.  It don't
take long for me to wise up.  Merkley and
Sheriff Stubblefield are sharing all the proceeds from my work, and I can't say
a darn thing, or they'll shut me down quick as a wink."


 I asked him if he was still
working for them.


 "I am," he said.  "My mother found out, and it finished
her off.  She didn't know all the
details, but she found out enough."


 "How did that happen?" I
said.


 "She was talking to Sheriff
Stubblefield.  It couldn't of been more
than a month before she died.  Just
asking him what she needed to do to make sure that the store would be safely
transferred to me, trying to set everything right, see. And the Sheriff just
laughed.  Told her that Chester Merkley
already had controlling interest in the store and wasn't nothing she could do
about that."


 My heart felt for the guy.  The whole system seemed to be upside down to
me.  And while I could survive and make
my way through an upside down world, it was becoming clearer to me that there
were a lot of folks, like Whitey Calhoun and Crawford Jackson, who didn't have
the necessary skills.


 "You remind me of somebody
else," I said, thinking aloud, I guess, as I contemplated the possibility
that even a kid like him might end up in the same situation as Whitey.


 "You mean the missing black
man you've been looking for," he said. 


 "How did you know that?"
I said.


 "Jimmy told me about
it," he said.


 He paused, and it was a pause as
obvious as his talking had been.


 "I think I probably knew
him."


 "Whitey Calhoun?" I
said.  "You mean you knew Whitey
Calhoun?"


 "I think so," he
said.  "Not that many albino negros
that I know of.  He used to buy from me
pretty regular."


 "His momma's the one got me
liking records," I said.  "That
wouldn't surprise me much."


 "Oh, no," Crawford
said.  "I don't mean records.  He bought reefer.  Lots of it."


 He slid a big stack of records to
one side and reached beneath the same table that I was picking through.  He rummaged around and hauled out a cardboard
box that looked like a man's hat box.


 "I think this is it," he
said.


 "Think it's what?" I
said.


 "I think this is where I put
that record you're looking for."


 I was so busy thinking about
Whitey Calhoun again that it barely registered.
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 Thinking can be a dangerous game in my line of
work.  You start thinking you know
something, you're setting yourself up for a schooling.  The only reason I'm any good at anything is
because I go into everything as if I don't have a clue.  Mistaking what you think about something for
actual clues is the biggest mistake you can make.


 When Crawford Jackson showed me the signed
copy of "I've Got your Ice Cold Nu Grape" by the Nu Grape Twins, it
would have been my natural response to be cynical.  The record was inside a brown paper sack not
unlike the type that Noble and Verbal usually carried a bottle of whiskey in.  The Columbia Recording Company label wasn't
signed, but there on the blank white sleeve, spattered with something that
looked like coffee or maybe whiskey, sat the scribbled names of the two
culprits.  I couldn't help noticing that
Verbal had left the "h" out of Whitaker.


 The thing that got my attention was an official
looking parchment clipped to the sleeve. 
Stamped with the name and logo of the recording company, and signed by a
man named Al Slatherly.


 "That's Uncle Al Slatherly,"
Crawford said.


 "Your uncle?" I said.


 "No," he said.  "That's what they call him.  He's an agent with the company.  Works here with Bob Wills, Roy Acuff, people
like that.


 Above his signature, the following sentence
was typed:


 "As an agent of the Columbia Recording
Company, I hereby confirm that Verble Thomas Whitaker and Noble Albert Whitaker
are under contract and can perform as The Nu Grape Twins, splitting any profits
made with the Columbia Recording Company as arranged per contract, for a period
of ten years from the date of April 5, 1932." 


 "Why did they give you this?" I
said.


 "For safe keeping, I suppose,"
Crawford said.  "It was out of date
when I got it.  I guess it wouldn't do
them much good."


 "I think it misspells their names, but I
reckon it has to be them," I said. 
The only way I knew the spelling of their names was from the police
files with the Sheriff's Department, and, for all I knew, the department could
have been getting it wrong. I looked back down at the signatures and everything
seemed to pretty much match up.  There
wasn't a lot of room for argument.


 "Can I take this with me?" I said.


 "It's an old one," he said.  "Rare. 
You can tell by the label.  They
were all mostly royal blue back then, but this one has Columbia spelled out
with only the 'C' capitalized.  By the
mid-thirties, they started capitalizing the whole word."


 He looked up at me and took a long breath. 


 "I can sell it to you," Crawford
said.


 I looked at him, waiting for a price, and he
looked back.


 "Unless, that is, it's on official police
business or something like that."


 "It's something like that," I said.


 I paid a dollar each for the Barney Kessel,
the Leonard McAuliffe, and a Bix Beiderbecke and left the store feeling like I
had got more than my money's worth.


 I looked down at the royal blue label with the
gold lettering spelling out "I Got Your Ice Cold Nu Grape" and
"Nu Grape Twins."  I had found
the needle, but it hadn't solved anything yet. 
In fact, the damn thing had brought more unanswered questions, more
mystery with it.


 I wasn't sure what I should tell Lewis Freeman.  I wanted to help the kid, if only because
Miss Vita had sent him my way.  I hadn't
been able to do anything for her son.  I
didn't want to come up completely empty.


 I got into the Chummy and left, wondering if I
might persuade Ruthie to give the record a spin or two before I passed it
along.  And, for the first time, I
wondered if the song was any damn good at all.
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 I was sitting in Peechie Keen's when word came
around that Dandy O'Bannon had been charged with first degree murder in the
death of Terrance Calhoun.  The fact that
a body hadn't yet been produced didn't seem to faze the powers that be.


 "We have information which leads us to
believe the body of the deceased will be located in short order,” Stubblefield said
in the Star-Telegram.  "The suspect is co-operating fully in
the investigation.”


 "Looks like an open-shut case,” Slant
Face said.  "You said three days
ago, it looked as if all signs were pointing at Dandy.” 

     For once, I didn't want to be right.  What's more, I had a funny feeling in the pit
of my stomach.  Patrick said it was
likely on account of drinking too much rotgut on Jacksboro Highway.  I was pretty sure it was something else.


 "Dandy pretty much came out and admitted
it to you, Dutch,” Patrick said.


 Patrick supplied drinks and we brought the
meeting to order.  I ran down my best
guess at what had happened on the morning of Whitey's disappearance, and they
both listened attentively.  Halfway
through, Herrera joined in.  


 "I've pretty much thrown out the whole
idea of Whitey getting pasted up in Vickery,” I said.  "Couldn't of happened that way.  Now we absolutely know the kid died on him
somewhere before he reached that point. 
We know that because he was seen at the Startle-gram warehouse
mid-morning.


 We also know he got from there to my
place.  Now, I'm thinkin' somebody was
waitin' there to bump him off.  Whitey
sees 'em, maybe, an' ditches the kid. 
Tries to breeze off, but they nab him.”


 "Negro boy hangin' around the wrong
place, middle of the night,” Patrick said, as if to say, "that could
happen."  Everything Patrick said
sounded reasonable.  So reasonable he
didn't even have to finish his sentences. 
I bought it coming from him more than I did from my own mouth.


 "Just a few hours later, he makes a phone
call to James Alto,” I said.  "Tells
Alto to please get this message to my momma. 
Says he's headin' out for Cleco, Mississippi.”


 "Good God a'Mighty,” Slant said.  We all looked at him.


 "Well,” he said, "any damn fool off
the street could've gotten to your boy there, but not many folks are inclined
to give him a telephone call if they're planning on killing him.”


 "So you're sayin' it wasn't the coppers,
Slant Face?” Herrera said.  


 "Dandy figures out that they had him in
stir and goes and kills him?” Slant said. 
It sounded weak.  Thankfully, it
sounded real weak.  I halfway wanted
Patrick to say it and see if it came out better.  Patrick shook his head, wouldn't even do
it.  


 "Dandy and you got split up out at the
terrace that night, right?” Patrick said. 
I said yeah.


 "I think maybe you been had,” he said.


 And so the boys all took a vote and resolved
that I had very likely been set up from the word go.  Dandy was working for the other side.  Got me out to the Terrace, where he knew
Stub's guys were waiting.  When the
bullets started flying, he hightailed it. 
Stub got his man.


 "Makes no damn sense,” I said.  "I'm walkin' around free as a puppy an'
Dandy O'Bannon's under glass.”

     "Puppy on a long chain thinks
he's free until he gets to the end of his chain," Patrick said, and I
didn't like any part of that thought.


 Nothing is that convoluted.  I knew that the truth was simpler than
that.  You don't have to stretch it and
tease it to make it fit the scene.  We
were missing key details.


 "Our best bet is still this,” I
said.  "Lieutenant Kimble kills
Whitey.  He's got reason, he's got
opportunity.  Later, they figure, word
gets out that he killed a young man tryin' to get his dyin' son to a hospital,
might not be a pretty scene.  Hell, maybe
Kimble killed the kid too.  They figure
they can pin it on me, but it don't stick. 
They try Dandy, it's a better fit. 
End of story.”


 That's where we left it.  I brought the meeting to a close, had one
more drink for the road, and me and Slant went out looking for Kimble.


 When he wasn't in one of the squad cars, a
black and white Nash Airflyte Police Cruiser, he was driving a pale green Olds
sedan, a 1947 with hydramatic drive.  The
Austin Chummy was no match for either, and anytime he got on 80, he usually
made short work of me.  Aside from that,
though, I had all of his favorite haunts mapped out.  And I knew he'd be cruising by Brown's Mule
Square within the hour, ready for his afternoon beat.  I'd be there, ready to join his parade.  


 Sitting there in the shade of the square,
Slant and me started jawing, trying to think up stories we hadn't already heard
a hundred times before.  I was telling
him about the time, back when I was a boy, that Lizabeth and me found a stack
of clothes and cans of food down in the basement of the farmhouse.  We hauled them all out of there and presented
them to momma like we'd discovered treasure. 



 The farmhouse had a big basement that you
could only enter from the outside, a big door that came off the back of the
house.  There was an ice box down there,
I remember, that was always padlocked, and I was convinced it held a dead body
or something, but I never got the nerve to look for myself.  


 Anyway, when momma saw those clothes and the
food, she made us put them back right away. 
I didn't really understand what was going on at the time, but momma sat
us down and made us understand that some people didn't have a house to live
in.  From that day on, I felt like I was
living in a haunted house or something, sharing our home with some unseen
person down in our basement.  


 Sometimes I could hear something down
there.  Well, we'd always had possums and
shit around, but from then on, everything I heard was the man living in our
basement.  Never saw him, and I don't
think momma did either, but seemed like the house became his.  We were just holding it down for him.  Trying to stay out of his way.  Sometimes, after Lizabeth died and daddy
left, I got to thinking it might be even be daddy down there.


 Slant said he remembered his momma feeding
soldiers during the war over in Salford, England.  They'd come by their back door, just like the
tramps did here during the Depression, looking skinny and half crazy.


 "They'd grab the bowl and spit in the
food before you could even draw your hand back,” he said.  "It upset my mum 'til someone sat her
down and made her realize, they'd learned to do that so no one else would grab
it away from them." 

      It got to where people started
calling it Spit Pea Soup.

      He'd just got that part out when we
saw the squad car come cruising up from Main. 
Kimble had his arm braced in the window like he might blow out of the
car if it wasn't there.  He didn't seem
to know there was anybody around but him. 
Still, I let him go a block or so before I pulled out behind him.
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 When he got to the apartment, he slowed down
but didn't stop.  I couldn't help feeling
a little disappointment.  At the next
light, though, he took a quick right, and, before we knew it, we were making a
pass along the backside of the building.


 "Hiding in the back,” Slant said.  "I told you it was a mistress.”


 Kimble parked along a side street and walked
to the same room we'd watched him enter before. 
I kept at a distance, and after five or six minutes, followed suit.


 Walking across the yard toward the apartment,
the sound of leaves crunching beneath our feet seemed unnecessarily loud.


 "Talking about strange food,” I said,
"this reminds me of something I haven't thought about in twenty years.”


 "You used to eat leaves?” Slant said.


 "Even worse,” I said.  "I can remember my mother making cicada
pie and sending it along to school with me.”


 "Cicada pie?” he said.  "Aren't those the little buggers that
scream at night?” 


 "Crunchiest damn thing you ever bit
into,” I said.


 We rounded the corner and stood before the
opened door to Apartment 301.  I looked
at Slant and shrugged.


 "Age before beauty.”


 "No, I insist.”


 I looked into the darkened apartment and
strained for a sound.  I gripped the .38
Colt but kept it holstered.  No sense in
showing your cards before the game's even commenced.  

     "You actually call yourself a
detective?”

     I looked up and straight into the
muzzle of a Colt snubbie.

     "You been trailin' me for the
past three days,” Kimble said. 
"Think I know from nothin'?"                                                                                                                                                    
         

     Slant was grabbing air, but I played
it off.  Kept my hands in plain sight at
my sides.  He had the drop on us, so our
best bet was to talk our way out of the situation.  Fortunately, I felt up to the task.


"Kimble,”
I said.  "We're just looking for the
dope on this Calhoun case.  Boy's momma
has a right to know what happened to her son.” 

     His gun hand started shaking, and I
was scared he was gonna squeeze off a round out of pure nervousness.  He steadied himself with his left hand.


 "You can tell that woman one thing for
me,” he said.  "I tried to help her
boy.  God knows I did.  In spite of my better judgment.”

     "I figured you did,” I said.

     "And look at the way things
turned out.”

     "How exactly you think things
turned out?” I said.

     "You, of all people, ought to
know, Curridge,” he said. "You've been there and walked away.”

     "It's a tough job,” I
said.  "Too tough for me.”

     "It's too much for anybody
that's got any damn sense,” he said. 
"Look around this town.  Would
things be any damn worse if we weren't even here?”

     He fumbled with the trigger on the
gun, and, for a moment, I thought he was standing down.  

     "I've gone too far, Curridge,”
he said.  "There's no going back.”


 "What do you mean?"  

     I was trying to get him to
talk.  For one, I was pretty sure he
wouldn't shoot me while he was talking to me, and two, I needed to know what he
knew.


 "I'm quitting the force," he
said.  "This is my last week.  The wife and I are moving in here, getting
away from everything we know."


 "That will give you more time to hang out
with Dutch and me," Slant said.  I
think he was trying to cheer him up.  

     "Point that thing somewhere
else,” I said.  I could feel the tension
in the room and didn't much like it.  "Talk
to me.”

     "Sure, I'll talk,” he
said.  "Set the record
straight.  Get it all off my chest.  You wanna know what happened?  You really wanna know?  I was there that night.  Yeah, I had every intention in the damn world
of beating that boy's brains clean out of his skull.  Had reason enough to do it too.  

     I pulled up beside him up on the
north end of Vickery.  Asked him what the
hell he thought he was doing.  That's
when I recognized who he was.  I jumped
out of the car, ready to kick seven shades of shit out of him.  I could see the fear in his eyes.  Made me laugh.  The scareder he looked, the more I laughed.  Hell, I almost peed myself, him crying there
on the side of the road like he knew what was coming to him.


 Know what, Curridge?  Wanna know something?  That kid wasn't no more afraid of me than the
man in the moon.  He didn't give a good
goddamn about Lieutenant Kimble.  That
damn little baby he had was dying.  Right
there in front of us, with me jumping up and down and acting like I was gonna
cloud up and rain all over both of 'em.

     Well, what the shit was I supposed
to do? I got the damn baby, pulled the kid into the car, and off we go to
Harris Methodist.  He can't go in there,
he starts saying.  I have to take the
baby myself.  Me, I'm not thinking
straight enough to realize what he's meaning. 
I say, where do you want to go? 
I'm not taking him to no nigger doctor, I tell him.  I ain't having none of that.  No damn way I'm taking no baby with my blood
in it off over there.  We're going to my
doctor.  


 Well, half an hour later, I'm trying to talk
my way in the door of my own hospital, they're telling me that this baby can't
be their patient.  They don't have no
records.  They don't have the
authorization.  I'm off duty, so I don't have
my badge.  I'm in the sedan, I don't have
the squad car.  I can't make anyone
believe me, can't make a damn thing happen. 
All I have is my gun, and don't think I didn't almost use it a time or
two."

     He stopped and took a deep breath.

     "The baby died while we was
waiting to find a doctor that would agree to see it."

     I thought about reaching out for his
gun, but my arms felt too heavy to get the job done.  His shakes were back, and I didn't want to
spook him.


 "We ended up carrying it over to the
newspaper,” he said.  "The boy
claimed he had a job over there.  We got
a card paper box and took care of the baby. 
I asked the boy what he wanted to do with it now, and he said he
reckoned he ought to bring it on to Mr. Alvis Curridge at the Stockyard
Hotel.  By that point, I figured it might
be smart to bring you into this whole thing."


 I told him Kimble appreciated it.  I wasn't sure if he thought I was trying to
be funny. 

     "So we made a beeline for your
place," he continued.  "I tell
the boy to get that baby up to your room fast as he can, and then I take him on
in to Stubblefield.”

     I saw no reason to doubt the
story.  It added up.

     "Why take him in?" Slant
said.

     "I knew Stubblefield would run
him out of town on a rail," he said. 
"I've seen it enough to know how it works."

     He suddenly looked tired, as if he'd
aged in the amount of time we'd stood there in the darkened room.

     "And I just wanted him
gone," he said.

     "You know what happened to
Whitey after that?” I said.

     "Stubblefield said he gave the
boy until sundown the next day to leave town, or else he would charge him with
the murder of the baby.”


 "Stub knew it was Della's baby?” I said.


 "Sure he did,” Kimble said.  "I'd said plenty by that point, most of
it bad.”


 He looked at his watch as if he'd suddenly
realized he was late for a date.  

     "I'm sorry this all happened,”
he said.  

     Kimble lifted the gun up, turned it
around, stuck it in his mouth and squeezed off a single round.  It happened so fast I couldn't get a damn
word out of my throat.  The force of the
bullet ripped the back of his head off and he slumped to the floor with what
seemed to be a long heavy sigh of relief.

     There was a good bit of time where
the gunfire just hung there in the room with us, and then it slowly faded away,
leaving only the smell of powder. 

     "Reckon we better call this
in?” I said to Slant.

     We walked back out into the leaves,
but they didn't seem nearly so loud anymore. 
My ears rang for the next two or three days.  Course, I knew it was from that Colt.  Those things are louder than God
himself.  Partly, though, I wondered if
it wasn't from what Kimble had said before he used that final bullet.  
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 I thought Stub was gonna go off his nut.

     "Dutch,” he said, "the
last thing I needed was to find you standing around Kimble's place and him with
a bullet through his melon.  You
understand me?”

     "You'd think if I'd pulled the
trigger, I would have beat it,” I said. 
"I'm the one who called it in, if you understand me.”

     "Yeah,” he said, "but
climbin' into the man's car and using state property probably wasn't too bright
either.”

     Stub didn't know everything, but he
did know that his partner had been shot through the mouth with his own
gun.  And he wasn't quite ready to accuse
me of pulling off that feat.

     Kimble was buried in a corner of
Rose Hill Cemetery, a place that already had a handful of dead cops in it.  His paycheck paid off a modest little plot in
a corner and called it squash.  There
wasn't a church funeral, partly on account of Kimble not being any kind of
believer.  Not many people showed up for
the graveside service.  Least that's what
I heard.


 One of the people that didn't show up at Rose
Hill Cemetery was Dandy O'Bannon.  Dandy
was still locked up in Tarrant County Jail and facing charges in the murder of
Whitey Calhoun.  I was watching closely
to see if Stub would drop charges against him. 
God knows, Stub had made an art of dropping charges throughout his
career.  

     I was still convinced that his
arrest had been a ruse to divert attention away from the real perpetrator.  And now that that real perp was very likely
planted in Rose Hill, I figured Stub might suddenly spring Dandy on lack of evidence.  I'd certainly seen the type of thing happen
before.

     Day after day passed and Dandy
remained in lock-up. 

   


 Playing bones at the Brickyard, Slant and me
were taking Cisero and Big Rube to the cleaners.  It was clear that Cisero's mind wasn't on the
game, and Slant and I could play with our eyes closed.  

     "Ever been to Terrell?” Slant
said to Cisero.  Terrell State Hospital,
less than an hour east of Dallas, was the psychiatric hospital most of the
local head cases were eventually shuttled off to.  Just the name Terrell kind of made my blood
back up.  I'd never been there, but I'd
heard stories.  

     "Terrell's one of the best
mental institutions in the United States,” Cisero said.  

     "You been there?” I said.

     "As a visitor,” he said.

     Rube said something about a person
getting three square meals a day there, and Slant said it was more than you
could expect at the Brickyard Hotel.  As
a whole, things were clicking along like your average night at the
Brickyard.  Rube was serving the drinks
up strong and everybody was in their usual place.  Except for one.

     I couldn't help but notice how
replaceable we all seemed.  If I hadn't
been there, if Kimble had decided to throw lead my way instead, how much
difference would it have really made? Dominos would still fall.

     Things weren't the same old same old
for Miss Vita.  Whitey hadn't been so
easy to replace for her.  Didn't really
seem like she had much of anybody left.  

     We were in the last week of the
federal grand jury being seated, and although we'd heard through Judge Lynch
that they were most interested in roping in some of the gangsters that were
entrenched along the Jacksboro Highway, we figured it would be real easy for
them throw Dandy up on the stand before they called it a day.  The fact that they hadn't confirmed a date
with Cisero was pretty much business as usual.


 "I'm ready as I can be,” he said when
Rube asked, "considering I'm working with a guy who's pretty much a
hostile witness in his own defense.”

     When we split up that night, I
pulled away from the Brickyard and pointed the Chummy straight at the
moon.  There was somebody I was wanting
to talk to, and I figured I had just enough time to do it.  
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 I parked the Chummy close to the creek bed and
followed it up to the old mimosa tree with the rope swing.  The swing, cut from an inner tube, was long
gone, but half the rope remained.  If
anybody had wandered by the place, they'd be left to speculate whether
something more sinister had once hung there. 



 The farm house was dark, and I couldn't so
much see it as feel it looming.  I backed
up against the tree and sat down where I remembered sitting many times as a
kid, watching the water trickle past and wondering where it might end up.  Back then, I'd always imagined it growing
wider and wider until it spilled into the Gulf of Mexico, at Galveston or maybe
Corpus Christi.  I'd still never seen either
place, but I'd since learned that the creek eventually emptied into a drainage
ditch south of Weatherford.  I'm fairly
sure it never got any closer to Galveston than I did.


 I must've sat there at the tree for several
hours.  Maybe even fell asleep a time or
two, but next thing I knew, the Wild Turkey was gone, and, when I tried to
stand, I had to hang on to the old rope for balance.


 I followed the creek until it turned west and
cut across the field directly across from the house.  Same field we used to work now looked as
barren as my bottle of whiskey.  About
half of it was overgrown with trees and didn't look like it had ever been a
field.  I kicked at the dirt and
remembered the smell of a mule fart.


 "Hey, brother.”


 Lizabeth's voice was as clear as the night
sky.  I looked up to see her skipping
across the field in her sky blue feed bag dress, its colors, like her face,
tamped down by the moonlight.


 "Lizabeth.” The voice seemed to come from
outside of me, like I was thinking it instead of speaking.


 "Momma says you need to come back home.”


 "Reckon I got a little bit longer,” I
said.  I was half surprised to look down
at my own hands and not see them suddenly young again.  I moved the bottle around behind my back.


 "Got somethin' for me?” she said.


 "Maybe,” I said.  She strained to get a glimpse.


 "Maybe just a question,” I said.


 "Shoot.”


 "You okay?” I said.


 "Of course I am, silly” she said.  "Is that the question?”


 "I'm kinda sorry you haven't been
around,” I said.  "I've missed ya.”


 "You're the one hasn't been around,
brother” she said.  And she was gone, disappearing
into the black silhouette of the house. 
Nothing but the rustle of weeds. 
Once again, no chance for a proper goodbye.  


 I thought about Lizabeth for a short while,
and then I thought about Whitey.  It's
funny how death changes everything and nothing. 
Days go on and on without them, as if life itself hasn't bothered to
notice.  Some of us stare at our hands
and expect to see a difference, as if the bones beneath our skin have been
altered.  


 On the way back down to the car, I lost my
footing on a muddy patch and fell.  The
ground caught me real soft, and I was in no big hurry, so I laid there and
looked up at the Milky Way.  Funny, it
was right where it had been all those years before, when I showed it to
Lizabeth.  If it was looking down at me
at the same time, it probably couldn't see much difference in me either.


 I must have fallen asleep there for a good
while.  I woke up to the sound of the
wind stirring the ground around me and thought I felt a few drops of rain.  Later, I thought I felt someone come by and
drape an old blanket over me.  Stitched
together out of patterned cloth, it was one I seemed to recall from my
childhood.  Had it been Lizabeth? My
mother?


 When I awoke, it was nothing but my own
overcoat.  I got to my feet and walked to
the car on two completely numb legs. 
Maybe Lizabeth had run off, thinking I was the ghost.


 I considered looking James Alto up sometime
and asking him about the spirit world.  I
was starting to feel less and less a part of the real world.  
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 Out at Crystal Springs, I asked if anybody had
ever heard of Uncle Al Slatherly.  A few
of the men looked blankly at me and shook their heads, some just looked
blankly.  But I finally happened upon the
manager, a guy named Samuel Cunningham, and he said, yeah, he knew him.


 "You used to find him over at WBAP radio
all the time," he said.  "But
he retired a couple years ago.  Someone
told me he's moving to California."


 I thanked him and ordered a drink to show my
appreciation.


 "What you need Al for?" he said.


 "Nothing important," I said, by
which I meant to say that he was not in any kind of trouble.  "Just wanted to ask him about a music
group that he worked with."


 "The man worked with the best,"
Cunningham said.  "Gene Autry, Roy
Rodgers."


 "No shit?" I said.  "Gene Autry?"


 I tried imagining a scenario where one man
could be responsible for the careers of Gene Autry, the Singing Cowboy, as well
as Verbal and Nobel Nu Grape.  I suppose
everybody has good days and bad days.


 I got the phone number for WBAP and headed
toward the Brickyard.  I had occasional
phone privileges with Big Rube, so long as the call wasn't out of state, and if
she wasn't in the mood for it, I could always use the payphone.  It was early afternoon, so the bar was still
slow.  A good time to call.


 The operator didn't mention anything about Al
Slatherly now residing in California. 
She just put me through to the daytime manager, who wasted no time
filling me in.


 "I don't know who told you to call here,"
he said.  "Al Slatherly hasn't been
around these parts for near two years. Is there anything I can do for
you?"


 "Well, it's a matter that concerns his
work for the Columbia Recording Company, so I'm not sure you can," I said.


 "Maybe not," he said, "but I
know someone who might.  Have you talked
to Peg McDermott?"


 "I don't believe I have," I said.


 "Let me get my secretary to give you that
number," he said.  "If Peg
can't help you, you may have to track Al down in California, and I have no idea
where he is out there."


 I waited for several minutes, and then the
lady who took my call returned.


 "Sir," she said.  "Mr. Broussard asked me to give you this
number.  Do you have something to write
it down?"


   I took the number and thanked her.


   "Rube," I said, "you ever
heard of a lady named Peg McDermott?" 
Because Rube has heard of just about everybody that is anybody in Fort
Worth.


 "It's a local number," I said.


 Big Rube had no idea who she was.  There was one old guy sitting at the end of
the bar, but he didn't act like he knew anybody at all, so I went ahead and
dialed the number on the paper.


 A man answered the phone.  I felt slightly uncomfortable asking for
someone who might turn out to be his wife.


 "May I speak to a Peg McDermott?" I
said.  I figured if I made out like any
old Peg McDermott would do, as opposed to a certain "Peg McDermott,"
he might take me to be some innocuous businessman.


 "You're speaking to him," he said.


 "You are Peg McDermott?" 


 "The one and only. Expecting someone else?"
he said.


 "Can you imagine that?" I said.


 "Yeah," he said.  "They call me Peg on account of I lost
my leg in Manila Bay, the Philippines.  I
have a wooden one.  Like a pirate, you
know."

     "That's very interesting,"
I said.  "Is it true that you can
still feel your leg, even after it's gone?"


 "Ghost limb," he said.  "Yeah, that's true.  Especially when the weather changes or
sometimes when you first wake up in the morning."

     "Is it true that you know Uncle
Al Slatherly?"

     "I'm the one named him Uncle
Al.  I guess I do."

     I gave the man a quick summary of
everything I had been through, up until that point, in reference to Lester
Freeman.  He listened intently, or at
least put on a good show that he did.


 "Let me get this straight," he said,
after I had brought him completely up to date, including the part where I
thought I was asking for his wife when he'd answered the telephone.  "Are you saying that Al is in some kind
of trouble?  I'm not about to help you
chase him down, half way across the country, so you can give him what
for."

     I assured him that this was not the
case at all, that I was merely wanting to confirm that Nobel and Verbal
Whitaker were indeed the Nu Grape Twins, signed to the Columbia Recording
Company some twenty or twenty-five years previous.


 "Look," Peg said, "this is not
something that Al needs to be bothered with. 
He had nothing to do with it, other than maybe signing his name onto a
piece of paper, as he probably did a hundred times a day.  You want to know which one of these groups
was the ones had that record out?  It
wasn't neither one.  The Nu Grape Twins
was just like a whole slew of negro groups they used to have running.  Most of 'em was recorded in Atlanta, Georgia
or maybe New Orleans.  Columbia would put
'em out, then get three or four, hell, sometimes they might have a dozen
different groups all goin' around the country under the same name.  And Columbia making money off every last one
of 'em."


 "And none of 'em knew about each
other?" I said.

     "Some might of, but I seriously
doubt it," he said.

     I thanked him for his time and
assistance and asked how someone like Al Slatherly could have been behind both
Gene Autry and The Nu Grape Twins.

     "It was an exciting time, back
then," he said.  "We were both
working for recording companies, racing around the country, signing up talent
before the other could get to it.  Some
of 'em was great.  Most of 'em, maybe
even.  It was like tapping an underground
spring.  Seemed like it was
unending."


 "It must have been a hell of a
ride," I said.


 "For everybody involved," he
said.  "You know, I doubt even God
himself knows who the original Nu Grape Twins were at this point.  That's the way it goes sometime."


 The pirate was right about that.    
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 Time has a way of blurring things.  Even so, there are days that sober you right
up and make themselves part of you.  Like
scars.

     The day my ex-wife left might have
been one of those days.  The day Lizabeth
died.  Another one was the day Dandy got
hauled before the Tarrant County grand jury on charges of second degree
murder.  And I wasn't even there to see
half of it.

     Cisero had ended up with a two day
notice and came in with both guns blazing. 
In fact, he was getting a pretty good feeling that the jury wasn't going
to hand down an indictment.

     "First two witnesses the state
called,” he said, "both pointed him out. 
One said he'd bragged in every pool hall up and down Ninth that he'd
been the one killed Calhoun.  Trouble is,
that was Noble Whitaker, all dressed up in a Sunday suit and go-to-hell hat,
and there was at least a couple folks on the jury knew him enough to raise an
eyebrow.

     After two witnesses, it looked for a
minute like the state was gonna rest its case, but they brought in a couple
doctors and started hacking away on the insanity thing.  Now, I knew that a grand jury don't have no
truck in making an insanity call, but I also knew what their game was.  They were going to force me into an insanity
defense, so they could use that to get O'Bannon committed.  I wasn't really keen on playing it that
way.  I decided I wouldn't call O'Bannon
to the stand at all.”

     "So what the H E double hockey
sticks happened?” I said.

     "Lynch asked him if he'd like
to be sworn in, tell his side of things.”

     "That's not legal, is it?” I
said.

     "Nowhere but Fort Worth,
Texas,” Cisero said.  "But then all
hell really broke a-loose.  Your buddy
ends up asking if he can sack me, represent himself.” 

     "He's crazy,” I said.

     The judge called for an hour recess,
in order to talk to all parties.  When
the case resumed, Cisero was sitting two rows back and biting through his lip,
having been warned that one more outburst would send him back to the slammer
with Dandy.

     "Do you feel that you are
capable of representing yourself?” Lynch said.

     "I've done it my whole life
long,” Dandy said.

     "Are you fully aware of the
charges against you and the possible consequences of those charges?” Lynch
said.

     "I'm not afraid,” Dandy
said.  "I never done anything in
this world that I wasn't asked to do by the person in charge."

     "And what, may I inquire, were
you asked to do?”


 "Take care of Whitey Calhoun.”

     Cisero heared a ripple go through
the jury and hung his head.

     "And what, Mr. O'Bannon, did
that require?” Lynch said.

     "I had to find him first,”
Dandy said.  "Took me a good day or
two, maybe three.”

     "And did you finally locate Mr.
Calhoun?” Cisero could tell that it had become a game to the judge.  He looked amused, like a cat pawing around
with a mouse.  Trouble was, Cisero was
feeling every bit the mouse.

     "Yessir, I did.” 

     "We object,” the district
attorney said.  They argued that the
defendant, it would be shown, wass in no condition to mount a believable
defense.  

     "You might as well bring
somebody off the street corner to testify,” the district attorney said.

     "As you seem to have done?”
Lynch said.

     Cisero smiled.

     The judge, the D.A., and Dandy all
huddled.  Cisero strained but couldn't
make out a thing.  Only the squabbling of
Lynch and the D.A.  Dandy seemed relaxed,
right in the middle of them.  Moments
later, the questioning resumed, this time by the D.A.

     "You have a history of
psychotic problems,” he said.  "Is
this not right, Mr. O'Bannon?”

     "Some people say that, sir.” 


 "Were you not, in fact, just in the
mental ward of a military hospital in Dallas, last week?”

     "Yes I was.”

     "Do you truly believe that
serving as your own defense is in your best interest?”  

     The D.A. made a motion that Cisero
be reinstated as Dandy's lawyer.  Cisero
laughed.  After a short break for lunch,
Cisero was back on the stand with his defendant.

     "Mr. O'Bannon,” he said,
"would you like to tell the jury why you were in the hospital last week?”

     "I asked my family to put me
there again," he said.  "I
guess I felt like I was just safe there."

     "Safe from these mental issues
that you experience?”

     "Not really that.”

     "Safe from?”

     The room got quiet except for the
sound of everybody leaning forward just a little.

     "Sheriff Stubblefield and the
Tarrant County Sheriff's Department,” Dandy said.

     Lynch called for order.

     "And why would you have
anything to fear from the fine folks at the Sheriff's Department?” he said.


 "I'd found out a few things they didn't
want me to know.”

     The state was objecting all over
itself by now, but Lynch said to wait until cross examination, and then they
could have at it.  Cisero could tell that
Lynch wanted to hear more.

     "Mr. O'Bannon,” Judge Lynch
said, "what exactly did you think you knew that made you worried for your
own safety?”

     "I knew where Whitey Calhoun
was,” he said.

     "You knew where he was,” Lynch
said, glancing sideways at the prosecution.

     "This man is mentally
unbalanced, your honor,” the district attorney said.

     "My daddy always used to say
there were two kinds of people you should always humor," Judge Lynch
said.  "Preachers and crazy people.”

     "Absolutely, your honor,” Cisero said.

     "Humor being the key word, your
honor," said the district attorney.

     "What I mean,” said Dandy,
"is I know where Whitey is.”
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 Cisero came bounding into Peechie's with such
gusto that he managed to yank the "Canned beer: easy for the wife to bring
home" sign right off the door.  


 "Dutch,” he said.  "Grab your hat.”


 There's the "Dutch, grab your hat” that
means trouble is coming, right behind me. 
There's also the one that means the goddamn house is on fire.  This one had an excitement in it that let me know
I had missed something big.


 "What did I miss?” I said.


 "All hell's broke a-loose over at the
Court House,” he said.


 "I'm coming too,” Slant said.


 "Wait a damn minute,” Patrick said.  "Ain't nobody going anywhere that fast.”
Cisero pulled some money out of his pocket, but Patrick looked at it in
disgust.


 "Ain't worried about gettin' paid,” he
said.  "I wanna know what the hell's
goin' on.”


 Cisero pulled up a chair.


 "I'll give you three minutes, you give me
a beer,” he said.


 Two minutes later, he was draining the last of
his story and his glass as well.

     "So,” Cisero said, wiping his
suds mustache on his coat sleeve, "Lynch called on everyone to meet out at
the judge's chambers, three o'clock this afternoon, for his decision.”


 "If Whitey Calhoun really is in that
casket,” Slant said, "where the fuck is Lieutenant Kimble?”

     "According to what Dandy
O'Bannon said under oath, they're sharing the ride,” Cisero said.

     "Oh, Kimble's gotta love that,”
Slant said.

     "Lynch actually believed him?”
I said.

     "Enough to call a delay so he
could talk to Sheriff Stubblefield,” Cisero said.  "He's got everybody but you and the
mayor over there."


 The whine of the flathead eight cylinder
engine almost put me under as we made our way to the courthouse for the
afternoon announcement.  The judge was
there, a handful of folks from the Sheriff's Department, a few city officials
that were afraid they might miss something big. 
Kimble's widow was there, standing alongside a younger woman I took to
be Della's momma.  I was surprised to
find Ruthie Nell there too, notepad in hand, when we arrived.  Lynch answered a couple of her questions and
walked away.


 "I'm just glad the Startle-Gram isn't
here,” he said.

     I looked around and noticed that the
county coroner and the justice of the peace were standing right over my
shoulder.  


 "You placed your bets?” I said.


 "Lynch has lost his mind,” the coroner
said.


 I said, "You just here to pronounce
everybody still dead, I guess.”


 "This is a complete waste of time and
money,” the J.O.P. said.


 "Can I quote you on that?” said Ruthie Nell,
who'd just come up on my other side.


 "Here we go,” came a voice from the front
of the assembly, and we all fell silent as Lynch made his way through his door
into the hallway.  Everybody picked a
side and moved to a wall, not to let the judge through but to gain a sight line
on him.  He looked at the crowd, shook
his head and cleared his throat.


 "We were given some additional
information early this afternoon, in the case of the missing young man,
Terrance Calhoun," he said.  "I
would have been remiss had I not taken this new information in and studied it
deliberately.  Having given it some
considerable attention, I am now prepared to make a decision.  The decision will be final and will, as a
matter of course, carry the full weight of the law."


 "Is he reading that?" Ruthie said.

     "He probably practices things
like that in his sleep at night," I said.


 "Now, according to the sworn testimony of
the defendant in the case, Mr. Dandy Albert O'Bannon, the deceased body of the
missing man in question would be found in the casket of a local policeman
recently interred at Rose Hill Cemetery."

     For some reason, everybody decided
this was their cue to start hurling questions. 
Ruthie was right in there with them. 
Lynch closed his eyes and stood there until they gave up on it.  Seemed like a good five minutes of wasted
time.

     "If you do not care to hear any
more, I will have my secretary write up my notes," he said.

     "Everybody pipe down," I
said.  "I can't hear a damn thing
he's saying, what with my bad ear."


 With the hallway finally back in order, Lynch
cleared his throat a second time and continued.

     "After careful deliberation, I
have concluded that there is not sufficient reliable reason to issue an order
for excavation.  I believe it would prove
to be a waste of the city's time and the taxpayer's money.  As a result, I am remanding Mr. O'Bannon into
the care of the Texas Mental Health system, to complete a term of incarceration
as they see fit.  After discussing this
course of action with Sheriff Stubblefield, I believe it is the only correct
and sensible course of action."


 He looked down from the spot above us on the
back wall that he'd been locked in on and stared directly into my eyes.


 "And I sincerely hope that will put the
final nail in the coffin."    

     The crowd broke as if the preacher
had summoned the final amen and released his flock.  

     "You didn't really think he was
going to dig up Kimble, just to see," Ruthie said.  She scurried out, in the direction of her
office, happy to know that she was going to beat the big guy to the punch on
the afternoon's news story.


 I was just wondering how long it would be
before someone else tried.  There were a
good many folks wanting to know what had happened.  I wasn't sure they would be inclined to
accept the judge's judgment on this.  

     "Are you Mr. Curridge?”

     I hadn't heard anybody come up, so
the question startled me.  What startled
me more was the fact that it was coming from the mouth of Mrs. Kimble.

     "Yes ma'am,” I said.  "I'm real sorry about your husband.”


 She took my hand and didn't so much shake it
as squeeze it.


 "I was hoping you'd be here, Mr.
Curridge,” she said.  "I'd like to
get together and talk to you sometime.”


 Now the rumor had been going around, since her
husband's death, that her lack of fidelity might have played some small part in
his decision to end it all.  That she was
every bit as reckless, as shameless, as her granddaughter Della was.  I didn't know enough to form an opinion, but
I'll admit, it crossed my mind there at the courthouse.

     "I'm not sure we have that much
to talk about,” I said.

     She handed me a folded piece of
paper with her address and phone number on it. 
I stuffed it into the pocket of my overcoat and said I'd see what I
could do.


 Half an hour later, when we pulled away in
Cisero's car, I noticed her, standing in a corner of the courthouse lawn,
talking to a deputy that I didn't recognize. 
Stubblefield had already whisked Dandy away in the back of a squad car,
and, I have to admit, things weren't looking real good for him.  

     "It never occur to you, Dandy
could be wrong, Dutch?” Cisero said.

     "Oh yeah, he usually is” I
said.  "It just never occurred to me
that Stub could be right.
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 I paid Judge Lynch a visit the day after the
court hearing.  Seemed to me it had been
moderately decent of him to call the recess and consider Dandy's claim, and I
wanted to know if he had truly believed Stubblefield was capable of burying
Whitey in another man's grave.


 Lynch and Stubblefield had made careers out of
scratching each other's backs, but I also suspected that each had thought of
planting knives there as well.  If there
were any cracks in the facade, I figured I could help things out.  Aggravate the situation a little.

     Lynch was on the phone when I
arrived, and was obviously not in high spirits. 


     "That money comes out of the
city funds,” he said.  "If I had
gone out there on some fool's errand, it would have been all over the papers
this morning, and the people would have had my head on a platter this
afternoon.” 

     I started to mention that, if he
remembered, it had only been the Fort
Worth Press there on site.

     "No, that's not why I did it,”
he said and hung up the phone.  He looked
up at me and shook his head.

     "So why did you do it?” 


 "Jesus, Curridge,” he said.  "It's called doing my goddamn job.”

     "Everybody out there was
placing bets,” I said.

     "And you think I'm not aware of
that?” he said.  He was chomping on a
cigar as if he'd never entertained the thought of lighting one.

     "No,” I said.  "I was just wondering which side you had
your money on.”

     "That's called a conflict of
interest, Curridge,” he said.  "A concept
you ought'a brush up on.”

     "I have no interest in
conflict,” I said.  "It just seems
to like me, judge.”

     "Well,” he said, "you got
the whole town talkin' about you.  That's
all I know.”

     I sat down.

     "Do tell.”

     "Well, in case it slipped your
mind, you're at the scene when a man puts a bullet through his head, and next
thing you know, you're seen hobnobbing with his old lady at the courthouse,”
Lynch said.  "Ya think nobody's
gonna give notice to something like that?”

     "People have too much time on
their hands,” I said.  


 "Well, it is Barbara Kimble we're talking
about,” he said.  "The woman's
enough trouble to make me think about putting a bullet in my own head.”

     I was about as interested in
people's idle gossip as I was in Mrs. Kimble herself.  It was mildly interesting that people thought
I was such a rogue, and I knew it would be fun to tell Slant about, but it
wasn't what I was there for.

     "Here's all I want to know,” I
said.  "When somebody makes an
accusation like Dandy did, especially someone who's kinda off the rails,
anyway, what makes you decide whether it's worth the effort and the money to
check it out?”

     "Every case is different,” he
said.

     "Well,” I said.  "Let's start with yesterday's then.  Was there something Dandy said that made you
think he didn't know what he was talkin' about?”

     "Sheriff Stubblefield and I
decided that we wanted to end any speculation. 
Put it to rest, once and for all, before rumors got out of hand.”

     "But wouldn't digging up the
grave do a better job of neding speculation? 
Seems like you just added to it."

     "I determined the evidence to
be lacking and called an end to it," he said.  "If I had hauled an excavation team out
there, I would have had to follow every other wild goose chase that came along
or been accused of playing favorites.  We
don't have time to dig up all of Fort Worth, looking for one person who could
be long gone by now."


 "Yeah," I said, "unless the
body was there."


 "We had no reason to believe that to be
the case," he said.

     "But you did confer with Stub,”
I say.

     "He deserved to have input,” he
said.  "You know how people talk.”

     "Well, now I do.”


   

     I met Slant at the Pig Stand for
lunch.  As we sat in the Chummy and ate
pork sandwiches, I caught him up on things.


 This is the way I guessed it went down.
Whatever had really happened to Whitey Calhoun, and I had no doubt that Stub
knew more than he was letting on, Stub had made sure that Dandy caught wind of
this outlandish plot to dispose of Whitey's body by burying it alongside
Kimble.  

     Dandy was sure enough of it to stand
up in front of a grand jury and swear to it. 
He may have been crazy, but he wasn't stupid.  And he didn't have a reason in the world to
make up such an allegation.

     Stubblefield, on the other hand, had
plenty of reason to benefit from Dandy making such a statement.  On one hand, if Stubblefield knew there was
no body, he also knew that the whole thing would win Dandy a quick one-way
ticket to Terrell Mental Hospital.  Under
a dark cloud too.  With Dandy playing the
role of scapegoat in the case, Stubblefield would have breathing room.

     "You think this whole thing was
a set-up between Lynch and Stub then,” Slant said.

     "Maybe not,” I said.  "Lynch probably just played into Stub's
hands without even realizing it.  Lynch
pretty much admitted he didn't want the negros all getting wound up over
rumors.  He said they'd of been out there
at the cemetery with their own shovels in no time, and he's right about that.”


 "So Stub put the idea in Dandy's head,”
Slant said.  

     "You realize what that means,
don't you?” I said.

     "Dandy's maybe not so crazy
after all,” Slant said.

     "It means Stubblefield either
did something to Whitey Calhoun or knows who did,” I said.  "And he knows that Dandy knows
something.  Why would he try to convince
Dandy what he'd done with the body if he was trying to insist that there never
was a body to begin with?”

     "You don't think Kimble did
it?” Slant said.  "He didn't just
shoot himself over nothing, Dutch.”

     "I think Kimble plays into it,”
I said.  "You won't believe what
they're saying downtown.”

     "That you and Mrs. Kimble had
some kind of a thing going on.  That
Kimble found out about it and went into a depression.  He threatened you.  Told you to stay away from his family.  You started following him around.  You cornered him in his apartment, threatened
him.  Told him his wife didn't want him
anymore.  Maybe you told him to get out
of the apartment.  That you were moving
in.  He felt cornered, trapped, decided
he couldn't go on.  That pretty much the
gist of it?”

     "Goddamn,” I said.  


 Later, I asked if it had occurred to Slant to
come to my defense when he'd heard all that nonsense.  I also wanted to know why he hadn't already
told me anything about it.

     "Let 'em think what they want
to think,” he said.  "Might be
better for you if some people believe it.”

     I never was sure what he meant by
that.  Maybe them thinking I was screwing
the dead cop's wife made me seem dangerous. 
Maybe it just gave me cover to go about my business and check out
whatever it was she had to say to me.
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 I decided, if I was going to tangle with
Chester Merkley again, I was going to do it on neutral ground.  For one, he probably wouldn't have that wife
of his with him, so I wouldn't have to worry about getting knocked over the
head with a mop handle while dealing with him. And I also wouldn't have to deal
with the off-putting sight of him running a place that had once been dear to
me. 


 Crawford said he almost always came by the
record store on Wednesdays, to service his machines and take the week's
pay.  I was there waiting on him.  When he arrived with the two blutos that
Crawford had described, I realized that I might have made a strategic
error.  The old lady might have proven an
easier foe after all.


 Merkley didn't appear too excited to see me
there.


 "So this the guy you're working
for?" he said, nodding at Crawford, who was standing behind the store
counter and trying to act preoccupied with anything else but the situation at
hand.


 "I pretty much work for myself," I
said.


 One of his boys, a real sourpuss with a nose
that had been broken at least a few times, thus betraying the fact that he
wasn't as invincible as wanted to appear, was a little too eager to cause a
ruckus.


 "Who is the wise guy?" he said.


 Merkley just grinned and chewed on matchstick.


 "You mean besides being the world's
biggest Nu Grape Twins fan?" I said and looked from Merkley to the
sourpuss.


 "Who's the dumb guy?" I said. 


 The best way to avoid a fight is to act like
you're itching for one.  I doubted
Merkely's boys were smart enough to think that far ahead, but it was my best
hope.  I was clearly outnumbered.  Even if Crawford was willing, I was't not
sure he could punch his way out of a meeting of the Junior League.


 "That's Pasquale."

     I laughed, and Pasquale no doubt
thought I was laughing at his name, but what amused me was Merkley answering
the question as if he was painfully aware of Pasquale's dumbness.  At the same time, I knew he wasn't there to
challenge me to an I.Q. test.


 "Hey," I said, "I know you'll
be tickled pink to know that I found a copy of the record I was looking
for."


 "If it was one of mine, I expect
payment," Merkley said.  I wasn't
sure whether he was talking to me or Crawford.

     "I have all of your money here
and accounted for," Crawford said.

     "Not so damn fast," I
said.

     "Oh shit," said Crawford.

   "You got that right," said
Merkely.

     I explained that I was not trying to
foul up a business transaction, but, seeing that it had recently come to light
that Merkley might have some information I needed, I wanted to request a
mutually beneficial exchange.

     "How much does our boy Crawford
here owe you?" I said.

     He counted on his fingers and said
the tally was thirty dollars, plus half of whatever I paid for the Nu Grape
Twins.  And he would need a receipt.

     "What say I give you fifty, you
tell me everything you know about a young man named Whitey Calhoun, and we call
it squash?" I said.

     "And what makes you think I
know a goddamn thing about Whitey Calhoun?" he said. 

     I took a deep breath and mulled over
my next move.

     "Sheriff Stubblefield sure led
me to believe that you do."

     Merkley laughed and the thug with
the broken nose followed suit.  The way
he shook his shoulders reminded me of a punching bag, and I really had to
suppress the itch to hit him.

     "What I know about that damn
boy wouldn't fill a thimble, compared to what the Sheriff knows," he
said.  "I will tell you one thing I
know for a fact.  Ain't no way in hell
the Sheriff led you to believe any damn such thing."


 I suspected that I'd made a bad move.  I wondered if I should go ahead and punch the
big palooka, take him by surprise.

     "I used to work for the
guy," I said.  "You'd be
surprised how handy good contacts can be."

     He laughed even harder, which amused
the thug to no end, and I was starting to plan where the first punch was going
to land.  The other one was pensively
looking out the front door, as if he'd been appointed look-out guy.  I was thinking I could clock him before he
even knew what was shaking, eliminate the entire left flank.  Might wipe the grin off the right flank's
ugly mug.


 "I read a newspaper story or two about
that poor fella," Merkley said. 
"I see why you're working for yourself like you say.  Seem to remember you being a chief
suspect.  Am I right?"


 "Only because Sheriff Stubblefield set it
up that way," I say.  "I don't
have no beef with you, Merkley.  You
might be as bad as everybody says you are, but you never claimed to be any different,
at least to me.  Now Sheriff Stubblefield
is a whole 'nother barrel of apples."


 "Your beef is with him," he said,
"you need to talk to him."


 "When is the last time you saw the
boy?" I said.


 "I never seen him in my life."


 "You could help solve a mystery, bring
down the whole sheriff's department.  Be
a real true hero."

     You could tell that this line of
reasoning held some fleeting appeal for him. 
He stopped laughing for an ever-so-brief moment.  Even the look-out guy was looking me dead in
the eye.

     "I could do that, couldn't
I?" Merkely said.

     "You could do that, boss,"
said the flat nosed right flank.

     "Let me tell you what,"
Merkley said.  "I'll give it some
thought and get back with you."

     "Should I come by your place in
a day or two?" I said.

     "No," he said.  "Believe me, I know where to find you."

     Merkley took his twins and
high-tailed it, not even dealing with Crawford. 
Crawford wasn't too happy.  He
knew the guy would be back.  Merkley knew
where to find him too.
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 I brought Slant Face along with me when I paid
Mrs. Kimble a visit.  Not that he didn't
tag along almost everywhere I went, but I was taking extra precaution this
time.  The more I tried to forget the
rumors that were swirling, the more I felt like a high school kid on his way to
pick up a prom date.  

     The Kimble apartment was on the end
of Magnolia close to Mistletoe Heights. 
Kind of place you wouldn't want to live unless you were either a
criminal or a cop or maybe both.  The
fact that he had been trying to get away from his job and could only run that
far spoke volumes.  I didn't recognize
any of the cars, so I considered that there might be no one at home.  Slant spotted an old man working in the yard,
though, so I pulled up.

     "Anybody home?” I said,
pointing to Apartment 301.  

     "Mrs. Kimble lives there,” he
said.  Just about the time she came
walking out onto the porch.

     "Mr. Curridge,” she said.  "I was beginning to think you'd stood me
up.” 

     "I wasn't sure anyone was
home,” I said.

     "I had Vester's car taken down
to Fast Mike's,” she said.  "I'm
planning to trade it on something a little more suitable.”


 Fast Mike had a used lot on Belknap, just a
couple of blocks down from the jail.  He
was known to give folks in law enforcement all kinds of sweet deals.  Mike wore a spangled jacket that looked like
one I'd seen Tex Williams and his band wear a night or two at the Crystal
Springs Ballroom.  Claimed it was a
Mexican jacket that he'd gotten off a descendant of Santa Anna.   


 He called himself Fast Mike was because he
promised to get you out of your old car, into a new one, and back on the road
in record time.  Everyone else called him
that for other reasons.  


 As we walked across the yard, I noticed that
all the leaves had been raked up.  Our
footsteps fell so silently that it made me uneasy for some kind of sound to
fill the void.

     Barbara Kimble left us at a kitchen
table within eyesight of Kimble's suicide. 
While she rummaged loudly through a back room, I noticed that a new
carpet had been put down, the walls given a fresh coat of white.  There was a new painting on the wall, as
well; one of Jesus floating across a field with his arms outstretched, a flock
of ominous looking sheep giving him back-up. 
Part of me wanted to look behind it for a bullet hole, just to make sure
we were in the same place.  

     The kitchen table was made of heavy
oak, and the floor seemed to buckle ever so slightly beneath it.  I was just about to challenge Slant to a
round of arm wrestling when she returned, holding a yellow envelope.

     "Mr. Curridge,” she said.  "May I call you Dutch?”

     "Well, " I said.  "it's not my real name but you won't be
the first.” 

     "You were there when my husband
shot himself,” she said.  "Would you
tell me what he said to you?”

     "I tried to stop him,” I
said.  "Slant here can tell ya.  We were both there.”

     "There's no way you could've
stopped him, once he set his mind to it,” she said.  "I couldn't even make a difference.”

     "He didn't say too much,
ma'am,” I said.

     "I need to talk to someone
who's familiar enough with the Sheriff's Department to know how things work
there,” she said.  "At the same
time, I need someone who's far enough from it.”

     "No conflict of interest,” I
said.

     "You could put it that way,”
she said.  She sat down across from me,
lit up a cigarette, and handed the pack to me. 
I'm an Old Gold man, but Lucky Strikes will do.  Anything except menthol will do.  Doctor Phelps had tried to switch me to
menthols one time, on account of them being better for my lungs.  I decided breathing was overrated.  

     "I have something here that may
interest you,” she said, placing the envelope on the table.  "Vester wrote it.  He planned to go above Sheriff Stubblefield's
head with it.  He got scared and changed
his mind at the last minute.  But
somebody needs to know.” 

     She picked it up and opened it.  For a second, I thought she was going to read
it to me.  Instead, she pushed it across
the table.  I was wondering if it would
be forward of me to ask for another cigarette. 
Mine was quickly turning to ash in my hand.  I slid four pages of paper from the
envelope.  A neat, squared off handprint
took one side of each page.  

     "Let me know if you need
another cig,” she said.  I didn't want to
look eager.  Within moments, I had
totally forgotten about the cigarette.   
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   To Whom it may Concern:


   On the early morning of November 25, 1953, I
transported Terrance Calhoon, also known as Whitey Calhoon, to Fort Worth
County.  I had relayed to Sheriff
Stubblefield that I'd picked Mr. Calhoon up in the southeast area of Quality
Grove and had discovered that he was carrying a newborn infant.  I determined it to be his son, also the son
of my own granddaughter, Della Sue Kimble. 
I escorted the young man and infant to Harris Methoidst hospital, where
the baby later died.  I spoke with
Sheriff Stubblefield while there, and he asked that Calhoon be brought in on
suspicion of endangering the infant.  

     I concluded that this was not a case
of foul play, as I had been with Mr. Calhoon since shortly before the infant's
death.  I had also helped him to secure
proper materials to protect and perserve the body for burial.  

     Before bringing Calhoon in, I
allowed him to drop the body of the infant at a place of relative safety.  I felt that the body would not be safe if
brought in with Calhoon.

     We processed Calhoon and placed him
in an empty cell.  Once there, Sheriff
Stubblefield began to verbally assail the young man.  I admittedly joined in.  I was extremely angry at Mr.  Calhoon for the pain and hardship he had
caused my grandaughter, Della.  I was
also quite angry at Sheriff Stubblefield, as he had threatened to write me up
for in-subordination for not bringing the baby in.  I told him I didn't think the Fort Worth
Sheriff's Department should be in the business of preparing for funerals.  There was nothing left for us to do
concerning this dead baby.

     Stubblefield seemed satisfied at
this point, and we both left the man in his cell for the remainder of the
night.  The next morning, Stubblefield
was looking at either releasing Calhoon or charging him with something.  Because we had little to actually charge him
with, Stubblefield made a deal with him. 
Again, one I seen him make with Negro inmates many times before.  If Calhoon would agree to leave town and not
return, he would not bring charges.

     Calhoon complained that he couldn't
leave his family.  Stubblefield finally
arranged for him to place a phone call to let his mother know that he was
leaving town.  

     Calhoon place the call to his mother
later that morning and passed word that he was leaving. 


 Broadway Baptist Church supply us with Bibles
that are to be handed out to each inmate upon release.  As I had Calhoon's Bible in my hand, I hit
him across the face with it.  When he
tried to raise his hands to protect himself, I mistook it to be an attempted
attack and punched him in the stomach. 
I'm not sure exactly how many times I hit him.  When I stopped, Mr. Calhoon was lying on the
floor of the release room.  He was
bleeding from the nose, and his eyes were swollen shut.  I kicked at him and told him to get up.  This bought no response.  

     Stubblefield said, 'look what you've
gone and done now,' and grabbed the book from me.  He dropped it onto Calhoun's head, then
stepped on it, shifting his full weight onto him.  I beleive this move fractured the young man's
skull from just behind his left ear across to his right eye.  His right eye appeared to be partially torn
from its socket.

     We made the decision not to seek
medical help for Mr.  Calhoon, as we
feared it would lead to repercussions. 
We returned him to a solitary confinement cell and made sure that access
to him was limited.  

     I couldn't bring myself to visit the
cell and never saw Mr.  Calhoon again
after that morning.  I beleive that
Sheriff Stubblefield periodically checked in on the inmate and may have
attempted to feed him on at least one occassion.  Over the course of three days, a couple of
other people learned of him being there, although I don't beleive they knew the
circumstances.  After three days, Mr.
Calhoon was taken from the jail.  It is
my understanding that he died of his injuries and was taken to some location by
Stubblefield.  I do not know the
circumstances of this and am merely speculating.

     In the days since this episode, the
relationship between myself and Sheriff Stubblefield has grown strained enough
that I am currently seeking employment elsewhere.  While I am not trying to evade my own
responsibility in the injury and subsequent death of this young man, I am not
sure how to proceed.  I have little
confidence, at this point, that justice will be served in this situation.  I do beleive that the family of Whitey
Calhoon deserved to know what happened.


 I am writing this account of my own valition
and with the understanding that my own actions demand accountability.  It is my wish that this be the first but not
the final step in that direction.


Signed,


Vester P.
Kimble

      Former Deputy Sheriff, 


Fort Worth
Sheriff's Department
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 "I hear you've been gettin' pretty thick
with Barbara Kimble,” Ruthie Nell said. 
I was sitting in Peechie's, working at one of two pickled pig's feet on a
paper napkin and wondering if they'd come from the same pig.

     "In the words of Dandy
O'Bannon,” I said, "I do what I have to do.”

     "You have to eat that?” she
said.

     "Why?” I said.  "You want one?”

     Someone knocked a nickel into the
jukebox and punched up Kitty Wells. 
Ruthie sat down and ordered a beer.

     "So you've got news?” she said.

     "Big news,” I said.

     "You asked her to marry you?”

     "Bigger.” 

     I handed her Vester Kimble's signed
report and finished off the pig's feet while she read.  I watched her face as she made her way
through it, almost seeing each word reflected in her expression.  It was the reason I loved playing cards with
her.

     "Will it stand up in court?” I
said.   

     I was ready to take Kimble's report
to Judge Lynch.  Ruthie was against
acting too hastily.  We still didn't have
a body.  What judge, what grand jury
would possibly convict a sheriff of murder without presenting a body?

     "We have to take this to
Dandy,” she said.  "He may be able
to put us on the right track.” It sounded reasonable to me.  As much as I hated the thought of walking
into Terrell, it would do me good to see the guy again.  Furthermore, it might do him some good to see
us.  And he deserved to know we were
making headway in the case.
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 I knew something was wrong.  It wasn't so much the look on Ruthie's
face.  It was just a strange feeling that
came over the room, as if you had looked up and found that a whole new family
had moved into your house while you were preoccupied.  In this case, the whole new family was
sitting down at my table.  And I
recognized them immediately.


 "Mr. Merkley," I said.  "So nice of you to join us."


 "We were in the neighborhood," he
said, glancing at his two accomplices.  I
recognized one as being the quiet one from the night at the record store.  


 "Where is my old friend, Pascale?" I
said.

     "I brought someone I thought
you might like to meet," Merkley said. 
"This is Charlie Heck. 
Lieutenant Charlie Heck of the Fort Worth Sheriff's Department."

     "Lieutenant," I said,
"glad to make your acquaintance."

     I didn't recognize the guy, but he
looked a bit like the one who had been chatting up Mrs. Kimble at the
courthouse.  I figured he must be one of
Stubblefield's new recruits.  Probably
handpicked by Merkley himself.


 "Mr. Merkley says you appreciate the
power of being a well-connected man," Charlie Heck said.  

     "I know a few people, here and
there," I said.  I told him that I
had once had his job, but that I didn't care much for it, so I left it for
better things.  He didn't seem impressed.

     Patrick brought over a Jack Daniels
and Dr Pepper, Merkley ordered a whiskey and dispensed with the small talk.


 "I thought about your proposal," he
said.  "Even talked it over with my
friend Charlie here."

     He explained that Charlie had joined
the force from Galveston, that he has been sent in by the Texas Mafia down
there to clean house.

     "Why the hell does Galveston
care what happens way up here in Cowtown?" I said.

     I was told this long story about the
Texas Mafia throwing a hurricane party in Galveston and hiring some out of town
girls from a place here in Hell's Half Acre. 
Things turned ugly when one of the girls got in a catfight with one of the
Galveston girls.  Tempers flared, shots
were fired, one of the girls was hit. 
Not killed or anything, just uglied up a little.  Somebody up here took offense, said that he'd
lost a valuable commodity and needed to recoup some losses.  He was thinking fifteen, twenty thousand
might smooth things over pretty good.  He
wasn't so happy with the three thousand that finally showed up.  

     "I don't see how this has a
damn thing to do with me," I said.

     "Let's just say you know the
guy in question," Charlie Heck said.

     "Stub," I said.

     "Remind me to never play bingo
with this guy," Merkley said to Heck.

     It didn't shock me that Stubblefield
would have his hand in that particular cookie jar.  He had it in lesser ones.  Girls and money too.  What wasn't to like?  

     "I still don't get it." I
said.  "Why are you telling me
this?"

     "Here's the deal," said
Merkley.  "Your sheriff friend is
making money under the table from every Tom, Dick and Harry that comes along
and finds himself in trouble around these parts.  And while I might love to help you with your
little negro boy problem, I have to weigh the situation.  Right now, Sheriff Stubblefield is one of my
most consistent income sources."

     "In other words, you've got
enough dirt on him to make him one of those, what you call it, valuable
commodities," I said.  I had long
suspected that Merkley wasn't above a little blackmail and extortion.  I was a bit surprised that he'd come right
out and say it to my face.  Or at least
hint so broadly.    

     "I don't have any desire to be
the new sheriff in town, Curridge," Merkley said.  "I have more power right where I
am."

     I sat and worked on my Jack and Dr
Pepper.  And I tried to work out what
Merkley's motivation was in telling me all of this.  Was it to make Stubblefield look bad?  Surely, if he knew the location of my
favorite bar, he knew I already liked Stub about as much as a kick in the sack.  Was it an attempt to make himself look
good?  If that was the case, it was a
half-assed attempt at best, and I could see no motive for that either. 

     I couldn't even tell whether he took
my suggestion to help in the Whitey Calhoun case seriously, though it appeared
that he might have.  At least a little
bit.

     "So why are you here?" I
said.  

     "Like I told you," he
said, "I was in the neighborhood. 
And I promised I would get back with you, right?"

     "The man keeps his
promises," Heck said.

     "But," I said,
"nothing at all on the Whitey Calhoun case."

     "As a friend, if you were on
the wrong track, don't you think I would tell you?" Merkley said.

     "About like you did with that
record I was looking for," I said.

     "Look friend," he said,
leaning in close, "I'm an old man. 
I can barely wipe my own ass anymore. 
I'm too tired to fight my own battles. 
That's why I bring help with me." 
He nodded at the other two, who had meanwhile noted the change in tone
and were giving him the courtesy of pretending not to listen.


 "When you come steppin' into my place, I
not only knew who you were, I knew what you were comin' after.  And I didn't want to get involved.  It don't matter what I know, what I can or
can't tell you.  I'm not involved, and I
don't care to be."

     "But what about the boy's
momma?" I said.  "She would
like to know."

     "Lots of boys' mommas would
like to know lots of things," he said. 
"Most of it, they wouldn't really benefit by learning."

     Merkley seemed annoyed when Patrick
made him pay up for his beer, looking at him as if to say, "do you realize
who I am?"

     But he paid up, left a generous tip
and dragged his tired old ass out of the bar and disappeared into the
night.  The walls of the place seemed to
sigh in relief when he did.

     As he sidled out behind him,
Lieutenant Charlie Heck looked back over his shoulder.

     "The only reason the Sheriff
hasn't had you behind bars this whole damn time is walking out the door right
in front of you.  Mr. Merkley wants you
to do it."


 "Do what exactly?" I said.

     "Do your job," he
said.  "Just do your job."

     I sat there and wondered if I should
have pushed the old man a little harder. 
I had had him on my own playing field. 
Then again, if he had kept me out of jail, maybe I should have been a
little nicer.  Why the hell had he done
such a thing?  Patrick said it was
because he knew I wasn't guilty.  Simple
as that. 

     Sometimes I think he's right.  Things work out to be fairly simple.  Other times I'm pretty sure things in this
life are complicated as all get out. 
Alto told me one time that the trick is to see things simple with one
eye and complicated with the other.  It
balances the mind, he said.  

     The older I get, the more I tend to
shut my complicated eye and let the simple one do the seeing.  It may be unbalanced, but I have less
headaches.      
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 For years, Terrell had been called the North
Texas Lunatic Asylum, and that's still what it was.  Most of the people that got placed there were
termed "incurably insane.” It was the place they put the real crazies, or
the unfortunates, as they were referred to there, to get them out of sight.

     The place looked like a cross
between an old Spanish mission and a Nazi encampment compound, a detail which
would have warmed Dandy's heart, no doubt. 
We drove up the winding drive to the place late on an afternoon, we
being Ruthie Nell, Slant, Alto and me. 
We had driven through Dallas, stopping off once to see where Bonnie
Parker was buried and again to see the house that Alto grew up in.  We parked in front of the main building, one
that would have dwarfed any in downtown Fort Worth.  


 "And that's just to hold the ones from
North Texas,” I said.

     Entering the ward for the male
unfortunates, on the right side of the building, was like entering a whole
other world.

     A pasty white man with a head worse than
Slant's walked right up like he'd been waiting all day for me.

     "Doctor,” he said, "My
wife and boys still haven't brought the crops into town, and it's getting late
outside.  Don't you think I should go and
check on them?”

     Others were singing and laughing and
talking, sometimes to each other, sometimes to no one.  Dandy, I thought, must be the most
unfortunate of them all.

     "They're going to get your
friend,” an attendant fully decked out in a cadet's uniform said.  "It'll be a minute or two.  Make yourself at home.” I wondered if he even
thought about what he was saying.

     Ruthie Nell made small talk with him
and found out his family was from Weatherford. 
I asked if he remembered the bomber crashing there in '45.  He said he'd been in high school when it
happened, and he'd carried around a piece of the plane for years before finally
losing it in a poker game on an army base in Alexandria, Louisiana.  

     "You're not serious about
wanting Mr. O'Bannon to go home with you,” said an identically dressed cadet
whose nametag said

Rodwick and whose authority seemed rooted in a clipboard that he carried close
to his body.  

     "I'm not?” I said.

     "I'm afraid that's completely
out of the question,” he said. 
"Your friend would have an exceedingly difficult time if he were
returned to civilian life at this point.”

     "He's been here less than a
month,” I said.

     "Sir, we have a long standing
tradition of caring for the needs of war veterans,” he said.  "Believe it or not, we were providing
our services for veterans of the Civil War.”

     I wanted to tell him that, from the
looks of things, some of the patients appeared to have been there for that
long, and the fact that they were still in such a rough shape didn't speak
highly of the hospital's services.  I
knew Ruthie would get angry with me for causing trouble, so I didn't.

     "I just wanna talk to my
friend, if you don't mind,” I said. 
"I don't believe there's anything illegal about that."

     "That's fine,” Rodwick said, "but
if you talk with him about the possibility of getting out, we will have to
suspend all further visitation privileges pending review.”

     By the time Dandy showed up, we'd
made arrangements to visit with him in the garden which lay due west of the
building, still in the light of the waning sun and away from the chilly shadows
skirting the rest of the building.  Our
new pal Rodwick came along, acting as chaperone.  I lit up a cigarette and offered Dandy one.

     "What a dive you got here,” I
said.

     "It's damn good to see you,
too, Dutch” he said.

     "You making out okay?” Ruthie
said.

     "Just ducky,” Dandy said.  

     We caught him up with the situation,
picking Kimble's report apart and putting it back together a couple of
times.  Dandy was able to contribute a
few new pieces of the puzzle.

     "I hid out in a tree, not far
from the back tunnel.  Least ways until
they hauled your ass away,” he said, remembering the night at the Top O' The
Hill.  "Then I tried to get into the
main building, but it was padlocked and I was out of ammo.  I don't remember what I did that night, but
next day, I ran into one of Stubblefield's boys downtown and realized they
didn't suspect me at all.  They either
thought you was alone or maybe it was Slant with you.  So I talk to 'em and end up coming back in to
the department and asking for my old job back.”

     By this point, I was thinking he
really was crazy.  But I said nothing.

     "Well, not my old job,” he
said.  "I thought maybe I'd get a
desk job, hang around the place and pick up a paycheck.  Most of all, I was going behind enemy lines
to find out what they'd done with your Calhoun boy.  It didn't take no time to find out.  They had him locked up, and somebody had
knocked the ever-living Jesus of Nazareth out of him.  Dry gulched him somethin' awful.  At first, Stub told me they'd found him that
way.  Picked him up in Quality Grove
where a bunch of guys were beating eleven shades of shit out of him.  I didn't buy it.  


 Later, Deputy Kimble told me what really
happened.  By then, I think Calhoun must
have died, but I didn't know it.  They
stopped letting me go back there.  I did
know it when Kimble shot himself.  All
hell broke loose that day.  Stub almost
deputized me back onto the force.  I
think he was gettin' paranoid.


 Yeah, he brought me into his office and told
me he had a special assignment for me. 
With Kimble shooting himself in the face, Stub knew it was gonna be a
closed casket funeral.  He wanted to know
if I could help him get Calhoun buried in the same casket with Kimble.  I said hell, no.  I didn't even know Calhoun was dead.  That's when I first found out.  Anyway, I found out what he had in mind and
wasn't havin' any of it.  I told him he'd
lost his damn mind.  Which he thought was
funny as all get out.”


 "So when you told Lynch about Calhoun
being buried in Kimble's casket,” I said, "you really believed he'd gone
ahead and done it.”


 "He told me he was gonna do it, said he
didn't need me to get the job done anyhow,” Dandy said, "and later, he
told me he'd done it just fine without any help from anybody.  Why wouldn't I believe him?”

     "It never occurred to you he
was lyin,' settin' you up,” I said.

     "Yeah, well, maybe it did,” he
said.  "I pretty much didn't believe
myself when I told that story to Judge Lynch.”

     "Well, why in hell did you do
it then?" I said.

     "I think the sheriff wanted me
to," he said.  "And I was kind
of hoping they might send me off somewheres."

     To hear Dandy tell it, he had grown
tired of Fort Worth, tired of his daily routine, and had merely played the game
for a one-way ticket to new environs.  

     "But you ended up here,"
Slant said.

     "It's kind of like being back
in the war," he said.    "It's
almost like none of this other stuff even happened."

     It did seem like he was right back
in the enemy camp, far as I could tell. 
Of course, I couldn't let on that I even knew about all of that.

     "I have a question,” Ruthie
Nell said.  "What the hell did you
mean when you said you took care of Whitey Calhoun? Exactly how did you take
care of him?”

     "Just like I said.  I did what I had to do,” Dandy said.  "Whenever Stub wasn't around, I'd take a
wet towel back there and wipe his face down. 
Take him some soup and spoon it into him.  Like feeding a baby bird.  Else, I'd just talk to him, tell him to hang
on and I'd get him out.  If I'd known,
I'd of gone on and got 'im out right then. 
Least ways, I would of tried.”

     "Seemed like he was getting'
stronger?” I said.

     "Seemed like he was believin'
in me,” Dandy said.  "He asked,
didn't I know you, Dutch.  When I said we
was old war buddies, he seemed to start trusting whatever it was I was tellin'
him."




     We left Dandy in the care of
Rodwick, who insisted that he was in better hands there than he would be
anywhere else.  I was having trouble
believing, but I knew it was a fight for another day.

     On the way back to town, I told
Ruthie that I had been thinking about stopping by Fast Mike's, just to see what
kind of deal he might make me.  I was
putting a lot of miles on the old Chummy, and I knew its days were numbered.

     She thought I should go on and trade
it in for a Ford V-8.  A shiny black
one.  It seemed like a good idea to me.  

     "It might even impress Barbara
Kimble,” she said.

     I told Ruthie she was crazy.  Barbara Kimble was too.  Hell, Stubblefield was obviously incurably
insane.  I couldn't see much difference
between the folks inside the walls of Terrell and the ones on the outside.  We were all a load of unfortunates, far as I
could see.  
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 Lewis Freeman met me and Ruthie at the Deal on
a Saturday afternoon.  I wanted to see
"Wages Of Fear," but it was no longer playing, so I bought tickets to
"Shane."  People say it's a
classic movie.  I hated it.  Alan Ladd was supposed to be some tough guy
like John Wayne in "The Quiet Man," but all he did was dance around
and splash people in the face with his drink. 
By the time we got to the scene where the kid was yelling at Shane to
come back, come back, I was yelling at him to let the goddamn bastard go.


 Lewis was too nervous to enjoy the show
anyway.  The Deal was the only theater in
town that was open to both negros and whites, but the negros were expected to
sit upstairs.  That was fine by me and
Ruthie.  You could see the screen better
up there, and you could look down and watch the people below whenever the show
got dull.  


 When the show was over, we went back to the
Chummy, and I got the record out.  

     "I wasn't able to do
everything," I said.  "I'd love
to be able to hand you a wad of cash, but I did manage to find this."


 Lewis turned it over and over, looking at it
from all sides, as if the Lord's favorite drinking cup had materialized right there
in his hands.

     "Pray Children If You Want to
Go to Heaven," he said.

     "I guess that's an extra one
for your troubles," I said. 

     "I remember my daddy singing
that to us when we were just kids," Lewis said.  

     "I expect he'll be as happy to
see this as you are," Ruthie said.

     "Oh no, ma'am," he
said.  "My daddy would tear it to a
hundred pieces.  He don't sing no more.  Don't wanna hear nothin' of it."

     Ruthie looked like she was going to
sit down and cry.

     "Oh, I'm so sorry," she
said.  "I assumed you wanted it for
him."

     "Well, I do, ma'am, in a
way," Lewis said.  "I suppose I
want to get back the part of my daddy that I done lost.  Maybe have it around for my own little
boy."

     "You have a son?" Ruthie
said.

     "Yes, indeed I do," Lewis
said.  "He's three years old.
Everyone says he's the spitting image of me."

     I apologized to him again for not
coming up with anything else.  I assured
him that Verbal and Nobel didn't have a penny to their name, that they didn't
even have a plot of land to call home.  I
didn't mention my conversation with Peg the Pirate McDermott.  Didn't see any sense in it.  For all I knew, Lewis' dad and uncle were
exactly who they claimed to be.  And if
they weren't, they might as well have been.

     When Lewis Freeman left that day, he
might have been headed back for Arkansas. 
I never saw him around the Rose Room again, never heard anybody mention
his name.  I never did even listen to
that record, something I've regretted a time or two along the way.

   When we pulled away in the Chummy that
late afternoon, I was feeling good enough to go out and make a night of it.

     "Where shall we go?"
Ruthie said.

     "I don't care," I
said.  "You pick."

     "Wanna go home?" she said.

     "I'm always at home," I
said.  "I never leave."

     With Ruthie stretched out next to me
and the city stretched out in front of me, I was one lucky man, and I knew
it.      
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 Verbal and Noble Whitaker were hungry, so I
took them over to Tootie's for breakfast. 
The waitress, a young freckle faced girl named Geneva steered us to my
usual table and took our orders.

     "I need to hear more from you
guys on this Whitey Calhoun case,” I said. 
"So word on the street is he's dead.”

     "That's the word,” Noble said.

     "Any idea what was done to him,
where the body is, anything at all?” I said.

     "They say some white mens beat
him to death,” Noble said.  "For
rapin' that white gal.”

     I started to explain that he hadn't
raped anyone, but they were probably aware of that.  They lived in a world where, anytime a negro
laid down with a white woman, it had a tendency to end up being rape.  Kinda like day had a tendency to turn to
night.

     Geneva came by with coffee, and
Noble and me took ours black.  Verbal
stirred half a bowl of cream into his, until it faded out to about the color of
my arm.  

     "Think anybody knows where the
body is?” I said.

     Noble shook his head.

     "I heard tell they chopped that
boy up so fine, you could be lookin' at 'im right now and not see 'im,” Verbal
said.

     "Any reason to think it's
true?” I said.

     "Any for thinkin' it's not?”
Verbal said.

     He said that one guy claimed to have
seen Whitey boarding a Greyhound bus the same morning Miss Vita got the phone
call.  Noble said it was the same guy who
swore he had once shared a bus ride from Texas to Washington D.C. with General
Eisenhower, conferring on war philosophies and different methods of defeating
the Russians the entire way.  Nobody
could find any reason to think this guy had ever left the state of Texas.

     "You hear all kinds of shit on
the street,” Noble said.  "Word on
the street don't mean nothin.'” I told them that I had to follow every halfway
legitimate lead I could find, at that point. 

     "Some says that crazy man snuck
him out the back door of the jail an' his momma's hidin' him out over at her
place right now,” Verbal said.

     "Why in hell would they think a
thing like that?” I said.

     I worked through a long list of
scenarios in my head.  Sometimes I had
him off in some northern town, maybe Chicago, working a job as a bicycle
messenger or a gas station attendant, saving money for the day he could mail
Miss Vita a one way ticket.  Or I'd get
an urge to drop by Fleck's and ask if anybody had come by and ordered a tomato
juice lately.

     I continued to hear all kinds of
shit on the street.  No doubt, some of it
was true.  That's the thing.  Most times, the truth can be a bigger pile of
it than anything.   


 Before I left them there that day, I had one
last nagging question.

     "One more thing," I
said.  "Either of you guys ever hear
of a song called 'I Got Your Ice Cold Nu Grape'?"

     Questions about death and mayhem on Ninth
Street didn't faze them one iota. This one clearly caught them by surprise.

     "That's our song," Noble
finally said, after they both stammered around like they couldn't get their
mouths to work right.

     "That's what I heard," I
said.  "I got an old guitar out in
the car.  You reckon, we went out and got
it, I might talk you into playing it for me?"


 They played it three or four times, to get it
just right. And it was a good song too. 
By the fourth time, I was singing right along with it.  I left the guitar there for them.  I knew they didn't have a damn thing between
them.  Not besides stories and songs
anyway.
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 On a cold January day with about three inches
of ice on the ground, I stopped off at the Star Telegram warehouse on Sixth
Street and found Alto trying to get the engine in his GMC pickup to turn over.

     I gave him a jump and then asked if
he could answer a couple of questions for me.

     "I've already told you
everything I remember, Dutch,” he said.

     "This don't have anything to do with
Whitey," I said.  Okay, it had a
little to do with it, but not much.

     "I just have a few minutes,” he
said.

     "You ain't gone Methodist on me
yet, have ya?” I said.  He laughed hard,
his breath coming out like smoke in the frosty air.

     "Who told you that?” he said.

     "I'm looking for someone who
knows something about the old Indian ways,” I said.

     "I know a little something,” he
said.  He rubbed his hands together, even
though he was wearing thick leather gloves. 
I noticed that they look decidedly Injun on him, even though a similar
pair looked nothing of the sort on me.

     "What happens to a person when
they die, according to you people?” I said.

     "Depends, Dutch," he
said.  "How did they die?"

     "Say they just died young,
before their natural time," I said.

     "The old beliefs say that if a
person isn't given a proper burial, their soul cannot go home,” he said.  "This is why I have tried my best to
help you find the young man you're looking for.”

     "So you believe in ghosts?” I
said.

     "I didn't say that,” he
said.  "But the Tonkawas believed a
man would stay behind and haunt those that did him wrong in life.” 

     "Would you stay behind and do
that even if you weren't a Tonkawa?” I said.

     "There was a Tonkawa warrior
called El Mocho, the Maimed, who taught that if a man were to lose his scalp,
he would not be permitted to go home in the afterlife,” he said.

     "You guys really did that kind
of stuff,” I said.

     "I haven't yet,” he said.  

     I remembered seeing a picture in a
book, years before, of a man with a patch of his head scalped in one of the
Indian wars.  He'd survived, but that
patch had never grown back.  I wondered
if he'd lived out the rest of his life, knowing that he couldn't pass into the
Happy Hunting Ground when his days were over.

     "I guess the same would go,
even if it was a little girl or something,” I said.

     "Course not,” he said.  "Souls of girls, of all women, go
straight to the home in the west, singing as they go.”

     "Singing as they go?” I said.

     "That's the way I recall
it," he said.

     "Singing as they go," I
said.  "Wonder what they would be
singing."

      I thanked him for his time and let
him go on his way.  I remembered hearing
stories of my dad's grandmother, a full blooded Indian of some sort, and
resolved to find out more about her as soon as I could.  I knew that generations had passed, diluting
any Indian blood within me to a splash, and yet I felt a spirit move within me.  


Maybe the
Tonkawas were right.  Maybe it was the
spirit of Whitey Calhoun himself, leading me on in my pursuit, pushing me to
make things right.  I lit a cigarette and
blew a few smoke signals of my own as I slowly made my way downtown.
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 When I pulled in to Fast Mike's, there was no
one else there.  I didn't even think Mike
was there, which suited me fine.  I
figured I'd get out, look around the lot, kick a few tires and be on my
way.  Soon as I slammed the door on the
Chummy, he poked his head around the side of the little cinder block office
building along the back of the property. 
He looked like a flamboyantly dressed gopher.


 "Alvis Curridge,” he said.  He was one of the few who called me by my
real name, a detail that I found odd, since he was flagrant about ingratiating
himself into people's affairs.  I'd
decided he was using reverse psychology. 
If everyone called me Dutch, it made him seem to have some kind of
special arrangement to call me Alvis.


 "Mike,” I said.


 He led me on a quick tour of the lot.  Showed me a 1950 Buick Roadmaster with a
Fireball engine, a '51 Hudson Hornet, a '51 Studebaker Starlight Coupe, a '49
Olds.  I took a liking to the Hornet, a
two-tones blue and gray model with white wall tires.  I almost forgot that I'd been thinking about
a V-8 Ford.  


 "I can do you a real good trade on that
Hornet,” he said.  "You know why the
call me Fast Mike.”


 "I certainly do,” I said.


 "I can get you out of that Austin and
back on the road in this one before supper gets cold.  You want to go inside and start signing
papers?”


 "Well,” I said.  "You wouldn't happen to have a good deal
on a Ford?”


 He showed me a '48 Ford Fordor sedan at the
end of the lot.  A dark green that almost
looked black in the twilight.  Had big
seats that looked like church pews compared to the Chummy.


 "Clyde Barrow drove a Ford Fordor,” I
said.  "Did he not?”


 "Barrow loved the power of the Ford's
engine,” Mike said.


 I sat there in the driver's seat like a kid at
Christmas, but in my mind, I was already disappearing down a dirt road in a
cloud of dust.


 "Of course, Barrow probably preferred the
other Ford V-8's to this particular model,” Mike said.  "I believe the Fodor was the car he got
killed in over in Louisiana.”

     No, I wasn't sitting in the car that Clyde
loved.  The one everybody in Fort Worth
that was worth his salt wanted.  The one
Clyde used to outrun every backwoods copper from Texas to Kansas.  I was just about to pay my sheckels for the
model he got himself killed in.  


 "He should have been driving that damn
Chummy,” I said.  "No one would have
ever believed it was him.  They'd have
never fired a shot.”


 "I'm happy to take that Austin Chummy off
your hands,” Mike said.  "There's not
many like 'em on the road anymore.”


 "It's got me everywhere I needed to go,”
I said.


 "You ready to get this thing done?” Mike
said.


 As I followed him to the office, I studied the
intricate patterns on his Mexican jacket and wondered if he used it to
hypnotize people.  Part of me seemed to
rise up out of my own body and watch myself walking away.  I took a look over at the Chummy, and, honest
Injun, it looked at me just like Dandy had, when I had driven away from Terrell
State Hospital.


 "No sir,” I said, "not many left
like her.  That's for sure.”


 Fast Mike laughed and spun around, his secret
weapon steadily losing power in the disappearing light of day.


 "You say 'no sir,' it about give me a
start,” he said.  "Don't you go
backin' out on me.”


 I had already backed out without even noticing
it.  The thirty-five dollar Chummy had
gotten me that far, there was no reason to trade horses in mid-stream.  I tried to talk Mike into selling me the
Mexican jacket, just to make up for wasting his time, but he wasn't parting
with it.

     I promised him that if I changed my
mind, I'd remember how to get back to him.

     "I can make you a sweet deal on
that Hornet,” he said.  "Hell, you
can even keep the Chummy to, just for Sunday driving.”


 When I left the lot, I felt like I'd wasted
some time, his more than mine, but I'd saved some money and maybe even some
self-respect.  Ruthie would say I'd gone
yellow.  That I needed to be more impulsive.  She was dead wrong, though.  I was just following a completely different
impulse.  One that had been waiting in
the back of my mind for weeks, maybe even years.  


 I didn't have far to go.  Not far enough to change my mind anyway.  The Chummy would get me where I needed to go
just in time.
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 The lampposts in the back parking lot of the
Sheriff's Department always had a tint to 'em, as if the whole place had a case
of the blues and couldn't shake it.  


 I stepped out of the Chummy like Lash La Rue
coming after Duce Rago.  I'd seen
Stubblefields' Olds sedan parked in its usual place, so I knew he was on
duty.  I didn't know he was in the car
until I heard him call out.


 "Curridge,” he said.  


 I walked to the driver's side window and
looked into the car.  He had a rolled up
newspaper in his lap.


 "I didn't think you read the Fort Worth Press,” I said.  He raised it like you do to hit a dog on the
nose when he shits in the house.  


 "See what the sons of bitches said
today?” he said.  I knew Ruthie had
collaborated on an article that questioned Stub's explanation of the whole
Whitey Calhoun calamity.  She had
portrayed him as a man with many enemies, a fact he'd taken pride in until
lately.


 "That kinda reminds me what I wanted to
talk to ya about,” I said.  "I
finally figured out, I been runnin' from my job way too long, Stub.” I was
nervously fingering the .38 Colt revolver underneath my jacket and trying not
to be obvious, even thought it felt like I was carrying a ham hock.


 "Dutch,” he said, "there ain't
nothin' for you to do down here.” 


 "Maybe there ain't,” I said.  

   I pulled the gun out before I'd even
realized it, surprising myself as much as Stubblefield.

     "Got any family, Stub?”

     "What in hell are you doin,'
Dutch?” he said.

     He didn't answer the question.  I knew he had some kind of family up in
Sedalia, Missouri.  Maybe it was a
mother.  Maybe it was a wife and a
kid.  I didn't know.

     "Ever think about goin' back
home to 'em?” I said.

     He looked at me like he must have
looked at his own self, right after he brought everything to bear against
Whitey.  There wasn't any particular
anger.  It seemed more like an amused
relief.  

     When I squeezed the trigger, the gun
danced in my hand, kicking up from where I had it pointed at his teeth.  Dandy, I remembered, had told me long ago: if
you have to shoot a man, shoot him in the teeth.  That way, you have thirty-two free pieces of
shrapnel working for you.  


 Maybe, somewhere in my gut, I thought better
of it and tried to swing the gun up and out of harm's way.  As a result, the single bullet went in about
one inch over his left eye, and when it came out the back, it took a hunk of
scalp and a good chunk of what was inside. 
He sat there and looked at me, too bothered to turn around and see
himself splattered on the back seat.  I
had a sudden impulse to apologize for dirtying up his nice car.


 "What you do that for?” he said.  He seemed even calmer than usual, as if I had
only knocked him into slow motion.  

     "Just doin' my job,” I said.

     He set the newspaper down with no
finesse, his hand bouncing off the dashboard with a force of a judge's
gavel.  

     I noticed that his left eye was
filling up with blood and was lolled back like the eye I'd seen on some fish,
back in my childhood.  It looked as if it
was trying to take a look over his shoulder, but I was fairly sure it wasn't
seeing anything at all.

     "You know that goddamn gal's
the one that brought all this down, don't you, Dutch?” he said.  

     Which girl?  Ruthie? 
Della?  I felt like I was being
grilled.  I wondered why he hadn't just
gone quick, like Kimble had.  I wanted to
put one more bullet into him, just to shut him up.  


 "I think you deserve a fair amount of the
credit,” I told him.  He tried to laugh
it off and hocked up a blood clot.

     I was beginning to feel a little
unsteady in the knees, so I leaned against the hood of his car and reached for
the Wild Turkey.  I offered him a pull,
but he waved it off.

     "Can't drink on duty.”

     All of a sudden, his head lurched
and fell against the steering wheel, and the horn sounded like Gabriel on the
hallelujah morning.  A Gabriel that none
of us believed in.  


 Stubblefield raised a hand to the opened side
of his head and looked me straight in the face with his right eye, the only one
that looked like an eye anymore.  I
looked into it like I was El Mocho the Maimed looking into the eye of him and
Alvis Sr., Linwood and Whitey Calhoun all at the same time.  He opened his mouth, and the back of his head
splintered into a few extra pieces, spilling whatever was left of his thoughts
on the matter.


 I turned around and walked slow to the
Chummy.  It was still warm to the touch
as I slid my palm across its hood.  I
could feel the booze trickling down through me real slow.  It seemed to be taking my blood along with
it.


 I drove up Tenth Street, past the Majestic
Theater and A.J.'s Gun Shop, and took a right on Main.  If I'd thought about it, I could've taken a
look down Twelfth and seen the movie theater. 
At Thirteenth, I could have seen Burch's Pawn Shop, where they'd given
me such a great deal on the Colt pistol, and then Peechie Keen's, waiting at
the corner another block down.  I could
have stopped off and picked up Slant Face. 
I could've taken Main on up to Exchange and grabbed Ruthie Nell.  Instead, I drove straight to the Highway 80
west exit.


 Indeed, the Chummy would get me where I was
going.  I wasn't going that far at
all.  Then again, I remembered Dandy once
saying it takes a whole lifetime to get where you're going.  Looking at it that way, I just hoped I had a
fair amount of road left in front of me.

     That day, though, was a noteworthy
day.  It wasn't the first day I'd ever
shot at anybody, but it was the first time I hit them.  By the time they got him to Harris Methodist,
Stubblefield had one foot in the grave and the other on a banana peel, as Slant
would say.  His tongue kind of flopped
around like a halibut on a river bank, but he never made a word again.  They brought in a negro lady to look after
him.  They said she had to change his
diapers and spoon feed him, just like a big old baby.  She was standing behind his wheelchair in the
picture that ran in the Star-Telegram
when the city gave him some award for a lifetime of achievement several months
later. 

     Charlie Heck was promoted one rung
up the ladder, but he never would make sheriff. 
That family from Sedalia, Missouri never showed.  Stub waited around for awhile and then
finally died of cardiac arrest, of all things. 
They buried him in Rose Hill Cemetery, not fifty feet from Kimble.  Kimble couldn't keep away from him even in
death.
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 The other thing I remember about that day is
the blueberry pie I ate, sitting on the porch of the old farm house. 

     "Somebody in town said you was
the one lookin' for that negro man, went missing in Fort Worth,” my sister
said.

     "I was one of 'em,” I
said.  "Not the only one.” 

     Folks talked about Whitey for a long
time, sometimes as far away as Weatherford. 
Said, like Verbal Whitaker, that he'd been cut up into so many pieces,
you could be staring right at him at any given time and not even see him.  

     For several years, it went around
that Stubblefield had used his neighbor's new International Harvester
mechanical cotton picker to rip Whitey's body into tiny pieces and had then
spread him over sixteen acres of farmland south of the city.       


 Slant Face had it figured out.  The machines had spindles that yanked the
cotton right off the plant and into the machine.  Along the top were power shafts, running from
the engine to the spindles.  If you
started one up, but kept it out of gear, the spindles wouldn't turn, but the
power shafts would.  You feed part of a
body into one of them damn power shafts, it'd pull it limb from limb in no
time.  I don't know if that's what
happened.  Whenever I saw a freshly
planted field, I wondered.


 The one about
Miss Vita hiding a badly wounded Whitey in a secret place also had lots of
tongues wagging for a long while.  A
cousin of Whitey's showed up a good ten, twelve years after it all blowed
over.  Another white headed boy, same
pink eyes.  Some said he come from
somewhere in Louisiana, others said it was really Whitey.  Said if you ever looked him in the eyes you
would know, on account of the way one of them shied away.  People even got to telling that there
actually had been a body in the casket with the deputy sheriff, but some
insisted that it had been old Mose Miner. 
A tale I knew not to be true.  But
you can't convince some folks. 

     Nobody ever asked me if I shot
Stubblefield.  I imagine it never even
occurred to some.  A lot of folks swore
that Tincy Eggleston was behind it.  I
was happy enough to let them think it. 
With a few people, they probably just didn't want to know.  Stub wasn't talking and neither was I.

     But as I sat there on Clear Fork
road that night, the pie went down just fine. 
Somebody came speeding by in a Hudson Hornet that looked a little like
the one on Fast Mike's lot.

     "I came real close to buyin'
myself one of those,” I said to Lizbeth. 
The guy behind the wheel waved like he knew us or something, and, of
course, we both waved right back.  
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It was New
Years Eve, 1950, and I had two tickets to see Bob Wills & the Texas
Playboys at the new Ranch House over in Dallas. The Musicians Union had
declared a moratorium on recording in '48, and the band had spent most of the
time since then in Oklahoma, so we'd gone a long spell without hearing much
from them. 

     I showed up early, wearing a gabardine
jacket and a hand-painted tie. Nobody likes to spend New Years alone, so I
brought along a gal named Ruthie Nell. She worked out of the just-reopened
Stockyard Hotel, where I kept a room about half the time. Ruth was standing in
for my second wife, who had moved back to Arkansas with the baby. 

     Fading mental pictures of that
unseasonable evening show Ruthie Nell in an Esther Williams-style swimsuit with
a cape and long skirt and seamed stockings. I'm not clear about anything but
the stockings. The pictures wouldn't reveal it, but I also recall her trying to
psychoanalyze me all night long. I let her talk; it made less work for me. 

     The show was scheduled to kick off
at nine that night. At 8:45 they came out and told us that Mr. Wills had suddenly
taken ill. All tickets would be refunded on the spot, but we were welcome to
stick around and ring in 1951 anyway. The way I figured, I now had ten more
dollars in my pocket, so I might as well invest it in my future. Off to the bar
we went. 

     Ruthie Nell was going on about Carl Jung's
theories of the inner child, and I was sending little care packages down to
mine when I noticed Leon McAuliffe slumped in a corner, knocking back glasses
of whiskey two at a time. I told Ruth I hadn't seen a fallen angel up close in
a long while, so I ambled over. "Too bad about the show," I offered.

     "No shit," he said,
looking kind of broke up through the bottom of the glass, "I guess, ya
can't beat 'em, might as well join 'em."

     Alcohol tends to bring out the
social butterfly in me, so I said I'd probably be happy to enlist too, so long
as I knew what I was joining. Leon called for another round and told me and
Ruth that if we wanted to file a formal complaint, the guilty party was passed
out on the bus out back, drunker than a Mississippi sheriff.

     "You go tell the King I have a
message for him from his daddy," I said. 



***************


 Milton Brown raved like a mad man that last
week before he passed on. Blamed Bob Wills for trying to sabotage his career
and, not being content with that, trying to rub him right off the face of the
earth. The official records show that a broken rib punctured his right lung,
which brought on a case of pneumonia that did him in. This was 1936; the age
before antibiotics. Still, no one expected him to buy the farm at age
thirty-two. He sat in Harris Methodist Hospital in downtown Fort Worth and
yapped at everyone within earshot all week, looking more like a man on vacation
than on his death bed. 

     "It was two in the morning, and
we just left the Oasis Club," Milton said. I shifted in my chair so that
he had my good ear, pulled a flask of Wild Turkey bourbon from the inside
pocket of my coat and pressed it to his cracked lips. Remembering the folded
envelope in my breast pocket, I tapped a few pills out and we watched them drop
silently into the liquid. A little trick called Been-A-Dream that my doctor
prescribed to ward off hangovers, I told him.

     "An ounce of prevention,"
he said with a smile.

     His hair was so heavy with tonic you
could taste it, and his head looked like a map of the Texas Hill Country. He
was wearing a not-so-white cotton hospital gown that didn't exactly compliment
his figure, and I was trying my damnedest not to catch a glimpse of whatever might
be dangling from it. 



     "I was gonna drop that little
girl off at her house and make a beeline for home," Milton said. "I
must have been doing forty— forty-five tops— when I rounded the curve."

     "And you're absolutely sure it
was Mr. Wills you saw," I added, giving him the courtesy of ignoring the
part about his underage accomplice. We'd been over the story before, so I knew
what was coming. Mr. Bob Wills, leader of the Texas Playboys, standing in the
tall grass off the shoulder of Jackson Highway, with a shotgun raised to his
shoulder. I pictured him in his Stetson, chomping on a cigar, and barely
suppressed a snort.

     "Bob played with me in the
Light Crust Doughboys for three years. I know him better than I know my own
mama," he said, twisting toward me on the bed and wincing. "It was
him and Leon. I'd stake my life on it, Dutch."

     My name isn't Dutch. It's Alvis
Rollin Curridge Jr. I prefer Alvis, but somewhere along the way, someone
thought it would be cute to call me Dutch. I've learned to live with it.

      Leon McAuliffe, suspect number two,
was Mr. Wills' steel guitar player. His "Steel Guitar Rag" was yet to
be released, but he was already well-known around Dallas/Fort Worth for his
work with the band. I nodded and scribbled the name Leon down on the pad of
paper I was carrying. I circled the name Bob Wills again and drew an arrow from
it to Leon. 



     "Anything else you remember
now?" I asked, and sketched a couple of faces while I waited. One was
smiling, the other frowning something awful. 

     Harris Methodist was like a big
sedated Goliath. You could hear pumps and machines going off up and down the
colorless halls, to let you know its heart was still beating. Otherwise, you'd
have thought there was no life there at all. I glanced at my watch. It was 3:30
A.M. and my mind was still on the nighttime side of things.

     I'd been out for a night on Cowtown
and had just come home an hour or so earlier; home being a room at what was
then called the Exchange Hotel. I was staying there while I contemplated my
next move. I also had a wife sleeping in my old house on the south side and a
Tarrant County judge's strong conviction that I should stay away. Gave me more
time to work, which was the only reason I'd taken the late night phone call.

     "I took the Musical Brownies to
New Orleans last month," Milton said. "Decca paid us to cut
forty-nine sides in three days. We were on fire. Had Cliff Bruner playing
fiddle. Wasn't nothin' we couldn't do, and nobody could touch us. It was gonna
change everything."

     I nodded appreciatively. I'd heard
Bruner play around town and knew he could saw with the best of 'em. I added
Cliff's name to my diagram and made a triangle.

     "The last night, we headed over
to a club off Basin Street to blow off some steam. We'd heard the Boswell
Sisters were singing, and one of my boys was pretty hot and heavy on
Connee."

     "No big mystery there," I
said. My wife liked the Boswell Sisters, and although I failed to share her
enthusiasm for their singing, I could stare at pictures of Connee all day long.

     "We show up en masse, nine or
ten of us, and commence to havin' a natural good time," he said.
"Somewhere along about midnight, a ruckus gets started out in the street,
and I high-tail it out there, figuring one of the boys had a little too much,
got caught squeezin' sombody's old lady or somethin'."

     "But that wasn't it," I
said. I've learned to pick up on little cues and say things like that. It makes
me feel like I'm a step ahead in the game.

     Milton grimaced. "I didn't get out the
front door good before someone cold-cocked me from behind. Woke up on the bus,
halfway back to the Texas state line. Nobody would say a damn word. Tried to
act like they hadn't seen a thing. More like they'd seen something that scared
'em to death."

     "Who you think did it?" I
asked with genuine interest. My eyes were getting dry and part of me felt like
lying down on the bed next to him, but, for some reason, I was suddenly leaning
forward.



     "Don't know who done it, but I
reckon I know who had it done," he whispered, as if there were anyone
around to eavesdrop.

     "Let me guess." 

     "I've been a marked man ever
since, Dutch. My time is nigh." 

     "Sounds awful Biblical to
me," I said with a grin.

     "How well you know your
Bible?" he asked, looking right past my attempted levity.

     "I went to Sunday school as a
kid," I said. "I suppose I remember most of the good parts."

     He went into a little riff about
Lucifer being the leader of the band up in Heaven, but that he got the big head
and left, taking a third of the other angels along with him. I didn't remember
that part, but I nodded all the same. I suddenly felt like I had as a boy, when
the pastor of Weatherford Methodist would drop by our house unannounced.

     "I'm one of 'em," he said,
after an uncomfortable silence.

     "One of who?" I looked up
from my doodling.

     "The fallen angels. Nephilim.
There's whole bands of us. Go out to the Crystal Ballroom. Place is swarming
with us. Some good, some bad, most just caught in the middle and tryin' to work
their way back where they started."

     "I know the place," I
said. The Crystal Springs Dancing Pavilion, out on White Settlement Road, was
one of the rowdiest nightspots in all of Fort Worth. They handed out a free
cake of soap to each patron at the door, just to prove how clean they were. I
went often enough that I never had to buy soap, but neither did I buy their
cleanliness routine. The biggest bands played there, rubbing shoulders with troublemakers
like Clyde Barrow and Bonnie Parker and God knows who else. I couldn't see what
a bunch of angels, dirty or not, would want with the place.

     "It's a fine story you're
tellin'," I admitted, "but it don't really speak to why Mr. Wills
would decide to take up arms against you. You comin' to that part?"

     "He's rebellin'," Milton
said, sounding agitated that I hadn't connected the dots. "Tryin' to take
away that what's rightfully mine. He who has ears, let 'im hear."

     I told him there wasn't a thing
wrong with my hearing, at least in my good ear. 

     "They been callin' me the Daddy
of Western Swing in places a whole lot bigger than Fort Worth," Milton
huffed. "Everybody knows I invented it. Bob knows it better than any. Now
he's callin' himself the King of Western Swing. King of Western Swing, can you
believe it? Well, I tell ya, even a king has a daddy. Even a king. Ain't that
right?" He laughed one of those laughs that don't have anything at all to
do with being funny and made a face that let me know it hurt plenty to do it.

     He was convinced that within a year,
Milton Brown and his Musical Brownies would all but be forgotten. Mr. Wills
would be doing Milton Brown songs, and nobody would even know the difference. 

     "That's what you woke me up out
of bed at three in the morning for," I cracked. It was a lie designed to
lighten his load a little, or maybe add to it. I'm not sure. 

     "It's a war out there," he
said. "Devil's music, God's music. Blues and gospel. They're carving up
the pie. It's a battle for souls, on the dancefloor just like real life.
There's things comin' that'll take the world and shake it by the ears. You'll
live to see it, even if I don't." 

     I tried to think of something smart
to say but came up shy. All that talk about devils and angels was beginning to
work me over pretty good. I swung my writing tablet closed, stretched my
eyelids and tried focusing on my watch again. 



***************



     I was stoned, but not so much that I
failed to notice the catch in McAuliffe's throat.

     "Milton who?" he asked,
pulling his face out of his glass.                                                                                                                                                                      
  


 "That's right," I said. "Milton
Goddamn Brown, the fallen angel hisself."

     McAuliffe tumbled into standing
position, begged our pardons, and took off through the kitchen like a chef with
a burning soufflé. I smiled at Ruthie Nell and just nodded, as if to say,
"that's the way you get things done." 



***************


 "Tell you what. I'll swing by the Crystal
on my way home, Milt. See if I can shake up any leads on that assault. Any idea
who was playing tonight?" Sunday morning was inching into what was left of
my field of vision, but I knew that Saturday night could outlast it up there.
There'd likely still be a few drunks staggering around the place and a musician
or two as well. Just enough time for a nightcap before heading to bed. It sure
as hell beat waiting around and going to church.

     "New guy from down south,"
he said. "Next big thing, gonna take the world by storm. Adolph Hofner,
something like that." I considered scratching the name down, but didn't
feel like opening the tablet back up.

    
"Don't have much of a ring to it," I said and stood up to
leave.



***************



     I don't rightly know what Leon
McAuliffe told Mr. Wills on the bus that night, but at 10:45, the King packed
his Texas Playboys, with all their matching duds and musical paraphernalia,
into the building and commenced to burn 1950 right to the ground. Ruth and I
shagged, shuffled and sashayed into a whole new year, with her yapping into my
bad ear the whole way. By midnight, I couldn't tell her voice from the steel guitar.

     Appraising the situation as
everything spun 'round and 'round, I noted to myself how the dancers all seemed
to hover ever so slightly above the waxed floor, which began to glow like a
coal furnace. As the band moved from "Never No More Hard Times" into
"Show Me the Way to Go Home," I realized that old Milton had been
right about at least a couple of things. The Playboys were doing one of his
goddamn songs. And there were fallen angels everywhere. 
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