
        
            
                
            
        

    






 

				


				Chapter 1


	

	I didn’t hate his guts, I just wished aliens would abduct him. Doreen brought him along when we got married five years ago. I’d hoped she drop him off somewhere, let someone else take care of him. An aunt, uncle, cousin, friend, somebody, would’ve taken him in if she’d said, “Hey, I got a new man in my life--watch my brat, would ya?” 	

	Doreen and I would visit him every other leap year; of course, I’d sit in the car, blow the horn after an hour or so. “See ya in eight years. Don’t call us because we don’t have caller ID. Bye-bye!”

	A Saturday morning in Little Rock, Lewis stood a few feet away as I waxed my car, a ’89 Cadillac Brougham, gray, not a dent in it, a long scratch on the left side where Lewis had rammed his bike, “an accident,” he told his mother. I wanted to accidentally whoop his butt. Chubby, Doreen insisted, but at four-feet, 120 pounds, Lewis was in fact fat. Ate too much. Even now he was eating a homemade ice cream cone. Boys his age were playing touch football down the street. 

	“Lewis, why don’t you go play with those kids down there?”

	He didn’t even look that way. “Naw, Mama said not to go nowhere. We’re going somewhere to look at a house.”

	I’d forgotten about that. “You don’t wanna go?”

	A long lick of the cone. “Nope.”

	“You can stay here.” Raid the fridge. “I’ll tell your mother you don’t want to go.”

	“Lewis,” Doreen called from inside our second-floor apartment. “Lewis!”

	Without hesitation Lewis ran upstairs. Imagine that, he wasn’t hard of hearing. I could be sitting next to him, shout his name, and he’d act like he didn’t hear me.

	No audience I went back to waxing my car. I finished, then sprayed Armorall on the tires but didn’t wipe it off. Looked better that way. Under a hot August sun that baby shined, the Cadillac emblem and the grill sparkling like a mirror. Mine, all mine, paid in full.

	In a short-sleeve silk salmon-colored jacket, matching skirt and sandals, a silver chain choker around her neck, Doreen stepped out onto the balcony. Oiled, or fresh out of the shower, her earth-colored skin glistened. Slim and trim, a bang of her short light-brown hair covering the right eye, she looked stunning standing there.

	“We were going to look at houses, remember?” she said, looking at my clothes, T-shirt, jeans, and old sneakers. “Are you ready?”

	“I’m ready.”

	Her lips did that little twist, like she was working a lemon, which told me to go change.

	Going past her I caught a whiff of her perfume, Obsession. “Give me a second, will ya? I’ma take a shower.”

	Another twist of the lips. Lewis was sitting on the couch watching cartoons when I headed for the bathroom, but not there when I came out wearing the same jeans, a clean white shirt and brown loafers.

	He and Doreen were sitting in the Caddy, she in front, Lewis in back. 

	I asked the obvious, “We’re taking my car?”

	“If you don’t mind,” Doreen said. “Mine’s filthy.”

	Getting behind the wheel I wondered had she forgotten I told her I didn’t want Lewis inside my car ever again, under no circumstances.

	Not two blocks away I saw an ice cream cone in the rearview mirror. 

	“What is he doing back there, Doreen?” 

	She turned and said, “Nothing, just sitting there.”

	“The ice cream, Doreen? That’s his second one already. I just spent two hours cleaning…” If she didn’t get it by now it wasn’t worth explaining.

	Doreen sighed, as if I was being unreasonable. “Lewis, would you please be careful and don’t mess up his car.”

	I didn’t like that, didn’t like that at all, but was trying to cool down. “A better idea, tell him to throw it out.” I looked again and saw large drops of vanilla ice cream streaming down the cone onto Lewis’ hand. “Now, Doreen!”

	 “Lewis, baby, hurry up and eat it, would you please?”

	Lewis, in the rearview, ice cream all over his mouth, was smiling. That did it. I veered to the curb and jammed the brakes. Neither of us wearing seatbelts we lunged forward, Lewis almost coming over the front seat, Doreen stiff-arming the dashboard to avoid hitting the windshield. Though my chest hit the steering wheel hard, and Doreen was screaming at me while Lewis was crying, I noticed one thing: the cone was stuck on the windshield. I grabbed it and threw it out.

	“What is your problem?” Doreen shouted, spittle flying. “What is your damn problem?” Blood filled the cracks in her teeth.

	“I told you to make him throw the ice cream out. You didn’t, so I did it myself.”

	“Are you crazy? You’re a twenty-five-year-old man; he’s an eight-year-old child. Not your child, but he’s a child. I would’ve gotten it…you didn’t have to try to kill us!”

	In response I steered the car back into traffic.

	Doreen spit a bloody glob out the window. “Let me out! Let me out this piece of shit! I mean it!”

	I kept driving, and then Doreen opened the door.

	“Stop this car, John, or I’m jumping out!” Opening the door even wider, she said, “Stop, the car, John!”

	We were going down Chicot Street, cars parked on the right, just waiting to take that door off. I stopped.

	“C’mon, Lewis,” she said, getting out, and Lewis, a mama’s boy, got out too.

	“Doreen, get back in the car.”

	Lewis in tow trying to keep up, Doreen walked away. At a crawl I drove alongside, begging her to get back in the car. She turned and headed in the opposite direction. A car horn beeped so I sped up and drove around the block. 

	When I got back there was no sight of Doreen or Lewis. Damn! After an hour of driving around looking for them I gave up, figured they’d gone back to the apartment.

	They weren’t there.

	I made a hundred trips out to the balcony, looking up and down the street. No sign of Doreen or Lewis. Her Camry was still parked in one of the two spaces allotted to us. The sun started to sink a little after seven, and that’s when I got worried. Pissed, not thinking, Doreen got in a car with the wrong person. A psycho. A pervert.

	Downstairs, heading to the Caddy, I noticed that Doreen’s car was gone, just that fast. Wasn’t ten minutes ago I looked out. Well, she was safe, still pissed but safe. Back inside the apartment I sat in the dark waiting for the phone to ring. It didn’t, not once in three hours. 

				 

				* * * * *

	

	Dokes was jet-black, but every piece of furniture in his apartment was white, snow white. On opposing walls in the living room were velvet paintings of a polar bear and a white Siberian tiger. Plastic covered the couch and ottoman, but not the loveseat; Dokes didn’t allow anyone to sit on that.

	Lying on a workout bench situated where most people put a dining table, Dokes, wearing only blue Spandex shorts, lifted weights, a white towel on the floor to catch his sweat.

	“What have you done now?” Dokes asked, lifting what looked to me two hundred pounds. 

	“Nothing.”

	“You didn’t come over here this late for nothing. You did something.”

	His apartment was less than two blocks from mine, but already I was regretting the walk over.

	“This time of night you lifting weights? You expecting somebody come over and arm wrestle?”

	Dokes said, “Exercise the body, relax the mind,” and did ten reps.

	In other words, I’m horny with no options. 
	Dokes wasn’t a bad catch: short, muscular, not handsome but not ugly; and he made good money working at UPS, drove a new Lincoln Continental, also white. Yet he rarely dated, if ever. 

	A crack about that was on my tongue, but I figured he’d shoot back something about Doreen. Maybe Dokes was in the closet.

	“Doreen didn’t let you out this time of night,” Dokes said, bringing the bar down with a clang and sitting up. “What you do?”

	Aw hell, might as well tell him. “That boy of hers, man, Derrick? But for him we wouldn’t have so many problems.” I moved to rest my shoes on the white coffee table, but Dokes gave me a look. I told him about the ice cream cone. “Spoiled, man, spoiled rotten.”

	“He’s what, nine, ten? A kid, he shouldn’t be that big a problem.”

	“He’s eight, and believe me, he’s a big problem.”

	“You the man,” Dokes said. “You shouldn’t even have to raise your voice to a kid. Nine of us, me and my brothers and sisters, and not once our stepfather had to raise his voice. You know why?”

	“A club foot?”

	“Lonnie, my step-father, was a man. He waxed our ass when we needed it, but he also supported us in every way, emotionally and financially. Man worked three jobs, yet he found the time to help us with our homework, attend extracurricular activities.”

	“That was then, Dokes, this is now. I even look at Lewis like I was going to hit him, Doreen would be all over me. The one time I started to whoop him--he doodled ink in that old Cutlass I used to have--Doreen went ballistic, told me if I ever laid a hand on him, she’d kill me. Serious too, a look on her face I’d never seen before. ‘I’ll kill you!’”

	“I’m guessing here, but his biological daddy…If he’s dropping salt on you while he has the kid, that makes your job that much harder. What kind of dude is he, his true father?”

	“Hell if I know. Doreen don’t talk about him. Won’t even reveal his name. Ask her about him, she says, ‘That’s not open for discussion,’ and changes the subject. I’m thinking the guy in a mental ward or something. Probably fat and sweaty, too.”

	Dokes shook his head. “I doubt that. Doreen, uh-uh, fine as cat hair, college-educated, I can’t see her with a loser.” He laughed and said, “Correction, I can’t see her with two losers in a row.”

	Hearing that made me forget what I was about to say. 

	“Just joking, dude,” Dokes said. “The look on your face, you bothered she’s college educated, makes more money than you do?”

	“That don’t bother me, man. What the hell you talking about?”

	What am I doing? Seeking advice from a guy who probably donned white gloves to jerk off. Dokes didn’t even have a girlfriend--what the hell he know about marriage?

	“Respect,” Dokes said. “Try that. Kid sees you respect him, he’ll start doing what you tell him.”

	“It ain’t about respect, Dokes. It’s about him being a spoiled brat. You see how fat he’s getting? Doreen rewards him with food. Clean his room, that’s a bag of cookies. Take a bath without being told, that’s a gallon of chocolate milk. If he goes the week without getting into any trouble at school, bring home a few C’s and B’s, Doreen lets him eat whatever he wants and stay up all night.

	“Friday night it’s salsa and Doritos, the big hefty bag, the one for a family of sixteen. Wouldn’t be a problem if I held up in the bedroom, but Doreen usually rents a movie, PG mostly, and insists we watch as a family. ‘Crunch, crackle, snort’--that’s Lewis sitting in front of the TV. He’ll take one chip out the bag, drown it in salsa, look at it like he’s never seen one before, and then ‘Crunch, crackle, snort,’ all during the movie. I can’t even hear myself think with all that damn racket going on.

	“Then, it never fails, around one in the morning, Doreen jumps out the bed and runs into his room. He’s in there hollering, ‘Mama, Mama, Mama!’ She brings him to our bed. ‘His stomach hurts,’ she says, and he plops his big butt right between us. Might as well forget about sleep now. His belly percolating, cutting wind on both ends, got the room smelling like a tsunami. One time I said, ‘That Jethro bowl of salsa and super-size bag of Doritos, Doreen, you don’t think that might be the problem, do you?’ and she threw a fit, kicked me out the bed. The next day--”

	Dokes raised both hands. “Whoa, dude, you’re killing me here. Let me ask you something. If he were yours, your biological son, would his breathing bother you?”

	“What?” 

	“You heard me?”

	“You’re not the first to preach that sermon, Dokes. Doreen’s told me a thousand times, ‘You accept me, you gotta accept my kid.’ Kid was three-years-old when I met her, didn’t seem a problem. Who knew in a few years he’d morph into a dyspeptic pig.”

	“Simple, then. Tell her. Tell her you can’t deal with her kid. You thought you could at first, now you can’t.”

	“The hell you talking about? I tell Doreen that she’s out the door.”

	“Then deal with it.”

	I realized why I’d never seen Dokes with a woman: masturbation had addled his brain.

	“Thanks for the advice, Dokes.” I stood up. “Better get on back.”

	Dokes chuckled. “Say something you don’t like, you get to stepping.” He followed me out the door. “Just remembered something. The other day, over at SouthFirst Bank, I saw an opening for a vault teller. You oughta apply for it. Forgot what the pay is, but I’m sure it’s more than what you making at the mill. Plus the opportunity to move up.”

	Laughter came from the gated pool several yards in front of Dokes’ apartment.

	“Nah,” I said. “I’m comfortable where I’m at.”

	“When Lincoln freed the slaves a buncha them stayed put, said they’d rather stay with Massa. I guess they were comfortable, too. You going to work wearing a suit and tie, Doreen wouldn’t know how to act. Bet it’ll take your attention off your step-son, too.”

	Through the fence I watched a buxomy Latino woman standing under one of the spots take her top off and dive in. Dokes didn’t even look that way.

	But for Dokes playing Dr. Phil I’d have waited for her to emerge. “See ya, Dokes,” I said, and walked back to my apartment.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

					

					

					

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

				Chapter 2


	

	Saturday night, no Doreen. Sunday morning, no Doreen. Sunday afternoon and I was losing my mind. Likely she was at her mother’s house. 

	Ten times I picked up the phone and put it down. A no-win situation. If I begged her forgiveness at some point she’d accept, but would come home and play the silent game, talking only to Lewis, cutting me cold looks. If she returned home on her own, she’d still play the silent game, though much longer, because I didn’t beg her back.

	An hour later I called her mother’s house. Lewis picked up.

	“Where’s your mama?” 

	As usual he was eating something. “She said she wasn’t here.”

	“Tell her to get on the phone, Lewis.”

	A long moment before Doreen said, “What?” Snappy.

	“I miss you, baby. Come back home.”

	“You need Jesus. I’m not coming back till you accept Jesus in your heart.”

	“Okay, sure, just come back home.” 

	“I’m serious. That stunt you pulled yesterday? You could’ve hurt my son. I told your mother what happened, she said, ‘Ain’t nothing but the devil.’ You need Jesus.”

	Considering the occasional blunt Doreen smoked with her girlfriends, I said, “Okay, baby, I’ll try Jesus. When are you coming home?”

	“When are you turning your life over to Jesus?”

	“As soon as you come home.”

	“You’ll go to church, get baptized?”

	A glance at the clock on the wall told me it was too late to go to church today. “Yes.”

	“Okay,” Doreen said. “We’ll be there in an hour. We’ll go to church as a family and you’ll ask Reverend Wilson to baptize you. You promise?”

	In six days she might forget about this. “Yes, I promise.”

	“Good. I’ll call your mother, tell her we’ll pick her up. You don’t mind, wear your blue pinstripe suit. Lewis will wear--”

	“Doreen, we got all week to plan for that.”

	“No, we don’t. The evening service starts at eight.” She hung up the phone.

	Now I regretted calling her, should’ve waited a few hours more. 	Damn! 
	Twenty minutes later Doreen waltzed in. I tried to hug her and she said, “Why aren’t you ready?” Lewis came in and headed straight for the kitchen.

	“Why not next Sunday?” I asked her. “Today…this late in the evening, and I gotta get up early, go to work? Next Sunday, I promise you.”

	“No. Today, right now. You promised. Your mother is waiting on us.” Then, that fast, she got angry: “Don’t worry about it!” Lewis came out of the kitchen, a glass of chocolate milk in one hand, a Pop Tart in the other. “Lewis, go pack your clothes. We’ll be staying with Mama a little while longer.”

				

				* * * * *

	

	Mama walked up to the car pulling up white stockings under a blue-and-white dress with embroidered roses. 

	“Praise the Lord,” she said before getting into the back seat with Lewis, who was wearing the same blue pinstripe suit as mine. 

	Doreen said, “How’re you doing, Mama?”

	“Fine, child, just fine.” Patting my shoulder, she said, “Son, ain’t this a glorious day? Your family all dressed up, looking good, going to praise the Lord. Amen.”

	Alfred, my stepfather, was standing in the bay window looking at us. Why wasn’t he going to church? 

	Nearing Mount Calvary Pentecostal Church, a modest orange-stone building, Mama said, “Son, Doreen tells me you’re going to turn your life over to the Lord tonight, get baptized, is that right?”

	“I guess,” I said, “if the spirit moves me.”

	“It will,” Mama said. “You just open up your heart, invite Him in, and He will.”

	Stopped in front of the church, I told Mama and Doreen to go inside while I parked the car. I needed time to think. Do I really want to do this? Doreen, reading my mind, told Lewis to go with me.

	The jumping and shouting, that’s what got to me, always had. Holy Spirit or not, it unnerved me to see people, especially my mother, flopping around like fish out of water, wailing gibberish. 

	“Are we going in?” Lewis said.

	He was the reason why I was in this situation. “Yeah, we’re going in.”

	Inside, Mama and Doreen were sitting in the front pew, Doreen looking back, beckoning us to come sit with her and Mama. Uh-uh! I took a seat in back, thankful the congregation was small.

	Up front I saw enough musical instruments for a concert. The commotion started when a heavyset woman tottered up to the microphone and starting bellowing I’m Going Up Yonder. 

	Her voice was loud, husky, almost drowning out the musical instruments. Before long she got most of the congregation up on their feet, some singing along, some clapping, and some jumping up and down, waving, getting cranked up for some serious flopping and wailing. 

	Up on the dais, Reverend Wilson appeared behind the pulpit and jumped on the song just as the big woman, drenched with sweat now, was tiring. His voice scratchy, hard on the ears, he cranked the commotion up several notches. 

	I noticed when he squealed, trying unsuccessfully to hit a high note, some of the women wailed even louder. They obviously felt his pain. And each time I thought he was bringing the song to a close, he cranked it up yet again.

	I looked over to where Lewis was sitting. Gone. Probably walked up front to his mother. Time to go. Loud as the service was I could sit in the car and be able to give a play-by-play if Doreen asked what happened. 

	“The spirit told me to go outside and wait,” that’s what I’d say if she pushed the issue.

	So intent on working my way past the people blocking the aisle I didn’t notice that Reverend Wilson had stepped down and was now standing before me. 

	“Excuse me,” I told him a split second before recognizing who he was.

	Instead of moving out of my way he threw an arm around my shoulder, still singing, and started in the opposite direction I was headed. The cheap cologne he had on was overwhelming, smelled like castor oil.

	Reverend Wilson, fifty-something, salt-and-pepper mini afro, pudgy in the middle, stopped every two steps and hollered the words to the song in that painful voice of his. Then he stopped, stopped singing, stopped walking, and that’s when I got shocked, got real nervous, felt sweat dripping down my armpit. 

	We were standing in front, in front of everybody, his arm around me like we were old buddies who decided to meet up in church.

	Staring at my shoes, I heard him say, “Ain’t God all right!” Someone in back shouted Yes, He’s all right! “Young man, young man,” and then Reverend Wilson squeezed my shoulder. “Young man?”

	Looking at a set of expensive dentures, the front four silver-capped, I almost said, “What?”

	“We’re glad you came,” Reverend Wilson said. “Y’all, ain’t we glad he came?”

	A hearty exclamation from the congregation that they were glad I came, and that’s when perspiration started itching my testicles. 

	“Your wife,” Reverend Wilson said, “she came to my office just a few hours ago, said she was concerned about her marriage, her family, her husband, and we prayed together, prayed for God to touch her husband’s heart, set him on the path of righteousness.” Nodding, he shouted, “Ain’t God all right! Ain’t He all right!” Again someone in the congregation affirmed that Yes, He’s all right!

	Reverend Wilson said, “Not three hours later God answered her prayer, led you here…” He segued into a long story about what led him to preaching, something about going to buy a jug of Wild Irish Rose and ending up in church, something like that, but I wasn’t exactly paying attention, too angry and embarrassed. 

	Doreen had waylaid me. Another quick glance at the congregation I saw Mama standing up, tears of joy streaming down her face. No sight of Doreen, though. 

	Reverend Wilson couldn’t get off my standing up there with him, as if it were a true miracle instead of his incidentally catching me before going out the door.

	Looking down I noticed Reverend Wilson was wearing black patented-leather shoes. To his left was a pair of off-white pumps connected to silk stockings under a white dress. Doreen stood there, not able to keep still, nervously clapping her hands, crying. 

	Face beaming, his arms wrapped around Doreen and me, Reverend Wilson waxed prophetically on and on and on…Then he asked Doreen if she wanted to try Jesus, get baptized.

	“Yes, yes, yes!” Doreen said.

	Scope, or mint Schnapps, on his breath, he turned to me and asked the same.

	Silence fell over the church. This thing didn’t feel right to me, didn’t feel right at all. I wondered if the devil was working on me, preventing me from feeling whatever I was supposed to be feeling, tempting me to say Hell no, I’m going home. 

	Feeling her eyes on me I looked up into my mother’s face, her eyes pleading me to say yes. Still I hesitated.

	Reverend Wilson asked me again.

	That look on Mama’s face, worry lines in her brow now and half circles under her eyes, but the same look twenty years ago when I got off at the wrong bus stop, got lost, stayed with a nice white man who gave me apple juice…That same look when she came to the door, saw me, and started crying.

	“Yes,” I said.

	“Amen!” Reverend Wilson said. A small number of the congregation stood up, applauded. Mama shouted in joy. Doreen fainted. 

			 

				* * * * *

	

	Monday morning I felt no more saved than before, though Doreen told me I was a new man now. Still she’d slept on the couch last night. She got Lewis ready for school and then got herself ready for work. I put on the same suit I wore yesterday. 

	When Doreen saw me she said, “Dress up day at the mill?”

	“Not exactly. Going to apply for a new job.” She asked where and I told her about the bank job Dokes had mentioned.

	Her face lit up. “Really?”

	“Really.”

	“See? You see? You put Jesus in your life good things are happening already.”

	“Doreen, it’s not guaranteed I get the job.”

	“You’ll get it. I can feel it.” She hugged me, kissed me on the cheek. “This is so wonderful. Wait till I tell Vida. My husband works at a bank. Honey, wear your other suit, more professional looking.”

	Prying her arms loose I said, “Corduroy, Doreen? In the middle of August?”

	Smiling. “I just think it looks better.” Humming a gospel tune she went into the bathroom.

	She was a little too excited for my liking. I knocked on the bathroom door. “Doreen, let me ask you something.” She opened the door and sat back down on the commode. I quickly closed it. “You got a problem with my job at the mill?”

	“No, honey, I don’t have a problem with it. I just think you can do better, a lot better. You want to move up, don’t you?” She answered for me. “Sure you do. Vida said…” She drifted off and then I heard the commode flush.

	“What? What did Vida say?”

	The door opened and Doreen came out brushing her hair. “She said the mill you work at pay schoolboy wages, employ illegal aliens and those work-release people.”

	True, Goldenwood, where I worked, had an obsession with minimum wage, and there were a few Latinos there needing a green card, and a gray bus dropped off a group of work-release inmates every morning, but the way Doreen said it made my head hot. 

	In the bedroom she was putting on a dark-blue skirt. “What does Vida know?” I said. “Her husband drives a truck, so what?”

	Doreen looked in the mirror above the dresser and applied scarlet-red lipstick. “He makes good money driving a truck, plus benefits. Four-o-one-K, too. Honey, you deserve more than what that dirty mill has to offer.”

	I stared at her, not quite knowing how to respond, the words dirty mill and schoolboy wages clouding my thoughts. How the hell a mill not be dirty?

	She noticed me staring at her. “Honey, don’t get upset. It’s in God’s hand now. I’m running late, gotta go.”

				

				* * * * * 

	

	SouthFirst Bank was on Main Street, in the heart of downtown Little Rock, one of the five tallest buildings in the city, smoked-brownish-black tinted glass that reached thirty floors. 

	After dropping a nickel in the meter, I strolled up the black marble steps, crossed the red-carpet balcony to the elevators, and then, just when a bell rang and the door opened, realized I didn’t know where I was going.

	Human Resources, a teller told me, fifth floor. Once there, a white woman with blond hair that looked sprayed on her head told me the bank only hired through the state employment office and other agencies. You couldn’t just walk in and fill out an application.

	Driving to the employment office I thought the hell with this, go home, change, and go to the mill that paid schoolboy wages. Then I saw Doreen’s face, her eyes bright, grinning from ear to ear, excited at the prospect of my applying for a new job. Until this morning I didn’t know she held my job in such low regard. 

	Later, after telling the receptionist my intentions, I had an application with the bank’s letterhead in hand. An extensive application, five pages, one asking for a complete work history dating back to high school. Simple enough, but then it said explain periods of unemployment.

	Other than I sat at home and watched television, how do you explain periods of unemployment? The next difficulty was providing the names and addresses of five non-family personal references. Off the top of my head I could only think of three, one being Vida Maines, Doreen’s friend, the skank who got Doreen riled up about my wages.

	I returned the application and the receptionist flipped through it and told me the bank would call if interested. “Next.”

	Within the hour I was at Goldenwood, in jeans and a flannel shirt, ear plugs in, goggles on, feeding ten-foot-long two-by-fours into a Wernig molding machine with six rotating heads that trimmed the wood into picture frame molding. 

	Despite the plugs, the noise was deafening, the sound still ringing in my ears hours after getting off. Lysol-smelling sawdust spewed from the heads and holes in the aluminum chutes that led out of the Quonset building to a trailer out back. 

	Berry, a short four-eyed white man, the supervisor, whose main job was reading Playboy in the office, came out and waved his hands. The noise faded when both molding machines were shut off, but the two men operating the ripsaw machine kept working. Berry got their attention and they stopped; then he pointed toward the ceiling, which meant that the trailer was overfilled with sawdust.

	Of the six-man crew only Hank and I were not work-release, and we were the only ones allowed outside to shovel the sawdust and roll the tarpaulin back so the truck driver could replace it with an empty trailer.

	Without instruction the four work-release men picked up brooms and started sweeping the floor. Hank and I, grinning, headed for the back door. If done properly it wouldn’t take ten minutes to complete the job, but Hank and I, as usual, milked it, taking several minutes just to climb the ladder to the catwalk that spanned the trailer. 

	Standing knee-deep in sawdust inside the trailer, we could see the rooftops of Goldenwood, the county jail, and the Bryant Meat factory. But we focused on the back door, to avoid Berry looking out and catching us, as he called it, screwing the duck.

	Hank lighted a cigarette. “What’s up, bro? You look like you suffered a malodorous discharge. What did it, cootchie or slobber?”

	The back door opened and Hank and I immediately started shoveling sawdust.

	Berry shouted, “Take all damn day, will ya!” and slammed the door.

	We stopped. “Fuck him!” Hector said.

	“You gonna start a fire one day,” I said, noticing his cigarette smoldering in the sawdust.

	“Ain’t my shit. Burn up what they gon’ do, fire me? I make more money collecting unemployment. I asked Berry The Fairy for a raise, guess what he gave me? A damn dime! Come up to me, patted me on the back. ‘I got you the raise you asked for.’ I stopped calling him Fairy. I got my check, didn’t see no raise. Asked him and he said a dime. Sumbitch smiling like he did me a favor.”

	“Yeah, I know. I got a quarter back in March and he did the same to me.”

	“A quarter? No shit?”

	“Let’s finish this up, man. He’ll be back in a few minutes.”

				

				* * * * *

	

	After work I stopped at a liquor store on Twelfth and Woodrow, gave a panhandler fifty cents and bought a forty ounce of Old Milwaukee. Back in the car I remembered I was supposed to be saved, then walked across the street to 7/11 and got an empty Big Gulp cup.

	At the apartment Doreen was in the kitchen cooking while Lewis watched Pokemon in the living room. Smoke reeking of burnt pasta drifted from the kitchen.

	“Honey,” Doreen said, “how was your day?”

	“Okay. How was yours?” Doreen kept calling me honey I could get used to being saved.

	“Not too bad,” Doreen said, and then launched into a long complaint about one of her fifth-grade students acting up in class. Sitting next to me on the couch was her spoiled, overfed son whom she had to bribe to pick up his clothes. Yet let one of her students move too slowly going to the blackboard--that child was, in her words, the product of lazy, immature parents.

	Lewis gave me a look. “What you drinking?”

	“Water.”

	He sniffed the air. “Don’t smell like water. Smells like beer.”

	That brought Doreen into the living room. Frowning, she pointed a wooden spoon at me. “I know you’re not drinking beer.” Again, more incredulous: “I know you’re not drinking beer!”

	“Smells like beer to me,” Lewis said.

	“Root beer,” I lied. “Beer don’t come in Big Gulps cup.”

	Doreen moved toward me. “Let me see it,” reaching for my cup. “Give it here,” grabbing my arm, spilling foam in my lap.

	Shaking her head: “Just last night you turned your life over to the Lord. Didn’t that mean anything to you?” 

	I didn’t respond. What could I say?

	Doreen sighed and went back into the kitchen.

	It took all my willpower not to pour the cup on Bigmouth’s fat head, who now was laughing at Pokemon without a care he’d blown my cover.

	At the dinner table Doreen asked me to bless the half-burnt spaghetti and scorched Texas toast on our plates. Lewis couldn’t wait, his fat cheeks already swollen with spaghetti.

	“Thank You for this food, Lord,” I said. And give our stomachs the constitution to digest it.
	“Is that the best you can do?” Doreen said. 

	Lewis slid his empty plate toward Doreen. “More, please.”

	Doreen took his plate to the stove and piled enough spaghetti on it to feed the Jolly Green Giant.

	Making loud sucking and slurping noises, his head lowered a few inches above the plate, Lewis wolfed down the spaghetti as though he was in a race. 

	I shook my head and Doreen said, “Lewis…Lewis!”

	He looked up, spaghetti sauce all over his mouth, his shirt. “Huh?” 

	“Slow down, baby,” Doreen said. “There’s plenty of food.”

	Lewis nodded and went back to stuffing his face. 

	“Honey,” Doreen said, “how’d it go at the bank?”

	“I went there, the woman told me to go to the employment office, put in an application there. I did. If they call, they call. They don’t, no big deal.”

	“They’ll call,” Doreen said. “I feel it. I sorta told my students about it. You don’t mind do you?”

	Lewis drank a cup of Kool-Aid in one gulp and then burped.

	“Doreen, how do you sorta tell someone? I don’t get the job, you’ll look foolish.”

	Lewis said, “Thanks, mama. That was delicious.”

	Doreen told him thanks and to go wash up. When he left she said, “Last night, at church, I felt the Holy Spirit. I thought you did, too.”

	“You fainted, I didn’t. You mighta hit your head.”

	“Don’t joke about this, please. God is going to allow good things to happen to us. Honey, you start drinking and acting up again…it will not happen. A new job, a house, those blessings are ours if you don’t mess it up.”

	That spoiled what little appetite I had. Instead of feeling angry, I felt sad for Doreen. While I compared my life to third world inhabitants who got excited over a bowl of grits, Doreen compared hers to celebrities showcasing their mansions and expensive cars on Cribs. Bank job or no, I couldn’t see us affording that lifestyle.

	“Put three hundred dollars in the bank today,” Doreen said. “That put our balance over thirteen thousand.” Then she started talking about Lewis: his dislike of staying over to his grandmother’s after school; her brother, Oscar, Lewis’ uncle, teasing him about his weight; one of his cousins who took his toys and broke them--petty stuff. Nothing about his paternity or the fact that when he ate it sounded like a hog at a slop trough.

	She said something about a house with Lewis upstairs and she and I downstairs. That got my attention. Living the good life: living with Lewis without actually seeing him. Too good to be true, a fantasy; Doreen would still bring him to our bed when he overloaded his stomach.

	I watched Doreen clear the table and put the dishes in the sink. 	From behind, her hair tapered near the neckline, long legs slightly bowlegged, she could have been mistaken for a man. Yet she was all woman, graceful, delicate, gentle; taking her time washing each dish. She turned and caught me staring at her.

	“What?”

	I shook my head. That was the first word she’d spoken to me. What? At a house party--can’t remember where--embolden by three fingers of Bacardi Rum, I touched her on the shoulder and tried to shout over Roger Troutman’s Computer Love blaring from two speakers on the wall.

	“You wanna dance?”

	 “What?” she said, loud and clear for everyone to hear, as if I’d asked for a suppository. Quick, I got out of her face, moved onto a heavyset woman standing near the buffet table eating meatballs with a toothpick. 

	She said yes and carried her plate onto the dance floor, made the same hog noises that Lewis made as we slow danced, and apologized each time the plate touched the back of my head.

	An hour later, over another plate of meatballs, she asked if I would take her home, way out in the East End. Sure, what better way of sobering up than driving ten miles out your way. It was raining when we stepped outside, my car a block away. She told me to drive back and pick her up. One car down from mine stood the uptight woman who’d embarrassed me, her black sequin dress soaking wet, looking under the hood of a Ford Escort.

	Before I could get my keys out she said, “Excuse me, you got cables?”

	Nice-like, the get-outta-my-face attitude gone.

	“What?” Doreen asked again, bringing me back.

	“Nothing. I was just thinking about the first time we met.”

	“Yeah, you and Louisiana were kicking it then.”

	“I wasn’t kicking it with her. Just willing to give her a ride home. It was raining, remember? Louisiana, was that her name?”

	“No, at first it was Tallulah, you know, the city? East of Monroe? She gained weight, changed it to cover the state.”

	“Was your battery really dead? I touched the cables together, got a big spark.”

	Doreen laughed. “No, sugar, I waited in the rain knowing you would come out and rescue me and forget all about your fat girlfriend. The battery wasn’t dead, the alternator was.”

	Moving to her I said, “I’m glad it was,” and hugged her tight. “You remember our first real date? We hiked Pinnacle Mountain, took us all day to reach the top. That was the first time I held you in my arms.”

	“I remember.” Her voiced dropped: “I want a good life for us, John. For Lewis, you, and me. That’s all I want. Lewis is not your child, I know that.” I loosened my grip on her. “You don’t like him, that’s what I don’t understand.”

	I released her, stepped back and started to say, “He doesn’t like me,” but that sounded childish.

	“He tries to be nice to you, but you shoot him down every time,” Doreen said. “He really tries hard. Last week he told me he had a bad dream, you were trying to hurt him and me, you’d gone crazy. It scared him. I promised him you wouldn’t hurt us and then you try to send us through the windshield. Told your mother about it and she said, ‘Nothing but the devil,’ and that we both needed Jesus. Okay, I thought, that’s the answer. Get you in church, we both stand up there with Reverend Wilson, the next day you’re drinking beer. I don’t know what to do.”

	The defeated look in her eyes stopped me from saying what I wanted to say: Lewis was a spoiled brat whose bad dream resulted from overeating.

	Doreen wiped a spot on the counter with a dishtowel. On my way out she said, “I love you and I would like to stay married…” She paused but kept wiping the same spot. “My son comes first. Myself, my marriage, you, all that is secondary. My son comes first.”

	I said, “I hear you, Doreen,” and walked out of the kitchen and then came right back. “You know, I was thinking maybe it wouldn’t be a bad idea if Lewis spend some time with his real father. You never know, he hang around his old man, sees what he’s like, realizes he and I don’t get along so bad after all.”

	She stopping wiping, stood straight to her full height, her eyes narrowed and locked on mine.

	Something told me to drop it, but I didn’t. “By the way, who’s his real father?” 

	Her shoulders flinched. Calm, she said, “Does it matter? Far as Lewis is concerned he’s dead. Far as I’m concerned he’s dead.” Then, raising her voice a notch: “So why in the world does it matter to you?”

	“Because it’s such a big mystery, Doreen. A mystery makes people curious. He’s in prison, what? The nuthouse? A sex offender? You tell me I’ll stop guessing.”

	She glared at me but didn’t speak.

	“Or…maybe, you’re still in love with him?” 

	That did it. She threw the dishtowel in the sink, brushed past me. Following her to the bedroom I said, “At least tell me the man’s name. Why can’t you tell me his name?”

	Doreen responded by slamming the bedroom door and locking it.

	My turn to sleep on the couch; the next night, too. Wednesday night the bedroom door wasn’t locked so I eased into bed beside her. Then I got cocky, thinking a little sex might patch things up, and squeezed her breast. That got her in a mood…to get up and go sleep on the couch.

 




					

 

 

 

 

				

 

 

				


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

				Chapter 3 



	

	Friday evening I drove home with one thought in mind: screw Doreen. Almost two weeks without sex, way too long, and perusing Berry’s Playboy magazines while he attended a meeting didn’t help matters at all. 

	My plan was to endure another Friday night with Lewis crunching and snorting in front of the television and then take Doreen into the bedroom and screw her before his stomach erupted.

	First person I see upon entering the apartment was Vida, Doreen’s girlfriend, sitting in my recliner wearing a purple dress and matching shoes. On the couch was some guy I’d never seen before.

	“Is that you, John?” Doreen said from the bedroom.

	“Yeah.” I said hi to Vida and nodded at the guy. Vida smiled, but the guy kept watching television. Jeopardy. He answered a tough question before any of the contestants had a chance.

	In the bedroom, Doreen, in the same dress as Vida’s, stood before the mirror applying lipstick. Man, she loved that stuff. “Lewis,” she shouted, “are you ready?”

	“What’s up?”

	“We’re going to a revival in Fort Smith. Reverend Robinson. You wanna come?” Before I could say yes indeed, she said, “We’ll get back late. Vida said around two, three.”

	“When you decide this? I was thinking we’d watch a movie, spend quality time together.” Do the horizontal boogie. 

	“Reverend Robinson, Vida says he’s one of the best preachers in the state. Her brother, Mookie, he’s having problems with his wife, staying with her for a while. You mind him staying here with you till we get back?”

	“What, he can’t stay by hisself?”

	“Lewis, hurry up, we’re running late!” To me: “If you mind say so. She doesn’t allow him to stay at her house when she’s not there.”

	“What’s wrong with him?”

	Lewis came into the room wearing a white shirt, brown tie, black slacks, and brown shoes. Doreen buttoned his sleeves and adjusted the tie.

	“He has problems,” she said, and I followed her and Lewis into the living room. “Vida, you ready?”

	Vida got up and gestured toward Mookie.

	Doreen said, “John, are you okay with Mookie staying?” 

	Putting me on the spot.

	I looked at the guy, sorta heavyset, shaved head, wearing a black-and-gold Steelers jumpsuit, gold tennis shoes, and said, “I guess.”

	Going out the door, Doreen said, “Call me on Vida’s cell if you need me. The number in my book on the dresser.”

	Vida said, “Keep an eye on Mookie. Don’t let him out your sight.”

	When the door closed I said, “John, that’s on my birth certificate,” and shook his hand.

	“Mookie,” he said, and went back to watching television, Hollywood Squares now. “Yo, G, you got any beer?”

	“Naw, but I could go…We can go get some. You wanna ride with me?”

	He liked the Cadillac, said it was tight, asked what year it was, how much I paid for it. I stopped wondering what was his problem, figured a guy who could answer a question on Jeopardy and appreciated a fine Cadillac couldn’t be that messed up.

	I bought the beer, a six-pack of Busch Light, and drove back telling him about the receipts I found in the glove compartment when I bought the car.

	“A buncha em for oil changes, tune-ups, brake jobs, you name it. Three of em for the lock on the back door. A geezer, a very old geezer, owned it, kept it up. That’s why it doesn’t have a buncha miles on it.”

	“Nice, G,” he said. “Nice.”

	When we got back he headed straight for the bathroom, stayed in there a long time. He came out, sweat glistening his shaved head, and got a beer and went back to the bathroom.

	The air conditioner on, I figured he was constipated, having a rather rough go at it.

	Two empty beer cans were on the table when he finally came out, Scarface showing on a local channel, most of the good scenes deleted.

	“Anything in the kitchen you want, help yourself,” I said, going to the bathroom. He didn’t answer. A cloud of air freshener hit me when I opened the door and I thought, man, this guy in bad shape. At least he’s courteous.

	Back in the living room I noticed he seemed different, something in the way he was concentrating on the movie--not watching but concentrating.

	Making small talk I said, “That’s bull,” while Tony Montana, handcuffed to a shower rod, talked smack to a guy coming at him with a chainsaw. “Betcha one man in a million would do that. Average man would crap his drawers, wouldn’t he?”

	Mookie didn’t respond, and I wondered if I’d said the wrong thing, with his chronic constipation and all.

	Minutes later he got up and went back to the bathroom. 

	The scene where Tony Montana snorts coke off his desk, I fell asleep. Later, the front door opened and I woke up. Mookie walked in, locked the door.

	“What time is it?” I said.

	Heading to the bathroom he pointed to the clock above the television. Almost eleven.

	In the hallway I spoke to the bathroom door. “Mookie, I’ma call it a night. If you go out let me know so I can lock the door. Okay?”

	He may have said yeah, but it sounded like yip, as if he was holding his breath. There was some Metamucil in the hall closet and I thought to offer it to him, but decided it wasn’t my problem.

	In my dream Doreen and I were having sex, at my mama’s house of all places. Usually Doreen put a pillow over her head to muffle noises Lewis might hear. Away from home, however, she was shouting loudly. The noise would wake Mama and she would come into the kitchen and ask what the hell we were doing in her house. 

	“Yo, G, something buggin’!”

	We were busted. Mama would tell everybody, even Reverend Wilson. Wait a minute! Mama didn’t whisper, nor would she use those words.

	“Yo, G, wake up!” 

	I felt a hand on my shoulder. At first I wasn’t sure what I was looking at. Then Mookie moved a little, and I knew exactly what it was. I jumped up. Mookie was butt naked, his package hanging to his knees.

	“Hey, man, what you doing?”

	Legs shaking; my main concern was Doreen coming in and seeing Mookie butt naked and me in my shorts in the bedroom. 

	Mookie tiptoed to the door and flattened his back against the wall. The hallway light shadowed half of his sweaty face. He looked at me and put a finger to his lips. He then got down on all fours and peeked around the corner.

	Scrambling for my pants, I figured constipation had driven him crazy. Or someone was in the apartment.

	I whispered, “Hey, man, what’s going on?” and put my pants on.

	Mookie was on his stomach now, crawling out the room. 

	No gun, I looked around in search of a weapon. Nothing. Not even a pair of scissors. Moving quietly into the hallway I noticed Mookie’s clothes and tennis shoes in a heap on the bathroom floor. A strange smell coming from there, like burning plastic.

	“Mookie?” I whispered. Except in the hallway and bathroom the apartment was pitch black. “Mookie, what’s going on, man?” I turned the living room light on and crossed to the front door. It was locked. 	What’s he doing…hiding? 
	He wasn’t in the kitchen, the storage closet. I called for him again and then decided to call the police, let them figure out what was going on here. I picked up the phone and before I could dial the number, Mookie, right behind me, whispered, “Yo, G, don’t do that.”

	I jumped, but thankfully didn’t spaz out.

	“They out there,” Mookie whispered. He stood in a crouch, as if he were playing football. “You need to turn that light off.”

	“Who are they?” I whispered, not at all liking the way he was looking at me. Wide-eyed. Paranoid, as if he didn’t trust me. 

	Staring at me he backed up to the light switch on the wall and turned the light off.

	In the dark I could still see that crazy look on his sweaty face, the small patch of curly hairs above his potbelly, and his package, which dispelled my belief that all fat boys were disadvantaged.

	“Man, uh, you want me to take you somewhere? Somewhere safe? Put your clothes on, okay? I’ll take you wherever you want to go.”

	He ignored all that, tiptoed to the front window, peeked out through the curtain.

	“Go get you clothes,” I whispered. “Go get your clothes and put em on. I’ll take you--”

	“You need to be quiet,” he said. Irritated.

	This quelled my fear somewhat, made me hot. This guy in my apartment tiptoeing around naked like he paid the rent, telling me to be quiet. The more I thought about it, the hotter I got. But not hot enough to tell him to get his shit and get out.

	I tried a different tack. “Mookie, who you think is out there?” Damn him, I could talk in my apartment whenever I felt like it.

	I heard him sigh. “G, if you let them know I’m in here, you and I gonna have a complication. A serious complication.”

	That was a threat if I’d ever heard one. That got me worried again. That prompted me to go into the kitchen and turn on the faucet to drown out noise opening a drawer and getting a butter knife out. I came back and sat down on the recliner, the knife tucked in the front of my pants. Mookie was still looking out the window.

	Okay, Big Boy, bring it on!
	Mookie finally moved away from the window and tiptoed into the kitchen as I gripped the knife under my shirt. I heard the shutters in the kitchen window over the sink. 

	Thirty or forty minutes later he came back to the living room window.

	“Mookie,” I whispered, “I’m going back to bed.”

	He didn’t have anything to say about that. I locked the bedroom door and tried to scoot the dresser over to block it. Couldn’t budge it. After sitting on the edge of the bed for a long while, listening for whatever that fool might be doing, I fell asleep, knife in hand.	

	When I woke up sunlight showed in the window. Laughter sounded from somewhere in the apartment. I knew that laugh anywhere. Doreen was back. The smell of sausage and eggs filled the apartment.

	I found Doreen, Vida, and Lewis sitting at the kitchen table, eating breakfast.

	“Where’s Mookie?” 

	“Right there,” Doreen said, and he stepped into view, fully clothed now, an apron on, holding a skillet in one hand, a spatula in the other.

	That crazy look gone, he grinned at me. “G, how you like your eggs? Scrambled or over easy?”

	“Scrambled,” I said. “No, over easy.”

	“We had a helluva good time last night, didn’t we?” Mookie said. “We have to do that again, G.”

 

 




 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

					

				Chapter 4


	

	Dokes covered his face with both hands. We were sitting near the pool in front of his apartment playing dominoes, the game halted because Dokes found the story about Mookie hilarious.

	He stopped laughing to ask, “All those trips to the john you didn’t make him a crackhead?”

	“No. This guy wasn’t dirty, skinny, bad teeth, none of that.”

	“Dude, you talking Hollywood crackheads. Real-life crackheads go through a cycle--beginner, user, rock bottom.” He started laughing again. “Dude, where have you been? What did Doreen say?”

	“I didn’t tell her all I told you. I told her he started acting strange when they left, then she tells me he’s a crackhead. You know I couldn’t tell her the guy started crawling around naked, peeking out windows and threatening me in my own apartment.”

	Serious now, Dokes said, “That crack ain’t no joke. A guy I worked with, been there fifteen years, started smoking--job, wife, house, car, everything gone in a matter of weeks. Now he’s walking the streets, begging.”

	Two women wearing bikinis came through the gate and reclined in lawn chairs at the other end of the pool. Dokes didn’t give them a glance, but I couldn’t take my eyes off them.

	“You wanna finish this game?” Dokes said.

	I put down the double-five and said, “Fifteen.” Dokes looked at his dominoes, slammed down the blank-five and picked up five red chips, slid me three. 

	“I tried it one time,” Dokes said as I was eyeballing one of the women, the good-looking one wearing a charteuse-colored two-piece.

	“You kidding me? How was it? What’s her name?”

	“Stop gawking and play. Cocaine, I tried it one time.”

	“You? Really? You put a pipe in your mouth?”

	Dokes shook his head. “Not the pipe--I’m not crazy. This girl I was with--” I arched my eyes in disbelief. “You find it hard to believe, but I do date. I don’t feel a need to tell you when I do. Anyway, this girl and her friends were playing spades, I’m the only man there, and this one girl put a saucer on the table, scraped a few lines with a razor, passed it around. My turn I said, ‘No thanks, I’ll pass,’ and they started laughing. The second time I hit it…a little bit. Whose play is it?”

	I put down the six-five. “What happened?”

	Dokes studied his dominoes. “Nothing that made me want to try it again. Tongue got numbed, heart started racing, got a little lightheaded.” He put the double-six next to the six-five. 

	“Anybody but you, Dokes, I could believe it.”

	“Believe it. Sorta scared me--it did scare me, scared the hell out of me. At home I couldn’t stop my nose bleeding. Heart beating like a engine, that’s what really scared me, didn’t like that at all. Peer pressure, dude, it’s real.” He looked over my head and said, “Don’t tell Doreen. She’s headed this way.”

	Turning I saw Doreen walking through the gate, smiling, in red short pants, a yellow halter top, and blue flip-flops, her around-the-house clothes.

	Dokes stood up and said, “Hey, Doreen. You’re looking beautiful as always.”

	Doreen, blocking my view of the two women, said, “Thanks, Dokes.” Squeezing my shoulder she said, “I’ve got good news, honey.”

	Lewis ran away, left a note saying Peking was his destination. 	“What?”

	“The bank called. They want you to come in for an interview. Tomorrow. Two o’clock.”

	Dokes smiled at me, said, “Congratulations,” and reached over the table for a handshake.

	Excited but not wanting to show it, I declined the shake. “An interview is not a guarantee I’m hired.”

	“What I tell you?” Doreen said. “Good things are coming our way as long as we keep our faith in the Lord. The Lord is working with you, John.”

	And that’s how it went as she and I walked to the apartment, ate chicken noodles with far more noodles than chicken for dinner, got into bed, Doreen going on and on, thanking the Lord for my getting a real job that paid real money--as if Goldenwood paid Monopoly money--and admonishing me for not being thankful for a job that required thought instead of sawdust.

	Each word out of her mouth told me she thought very little of what I did to make a living. 

	No sex going on fifteen days; none over the weekend because Doreen said it was that time of the month. Now, with her lying next to me in a lacy red negligee and smelling like strawberry incense, sex was the last thing on my mind. Miss College Educated With The Respectable Job rubbed her breast against my back and threw a leg over mine. 

	Her hand slid down my side, paused at my thigh before gripping my package, flaccid but rising to the occasion despite my urge to tell her that she might get a splinter in her hand, all that sawdust I worked with.

	Then, just as I was shaking all thoughts of sawdust and Monopoly money and concentrating on her hand working me hard, Doreen said, “I think I could get use to making love to a banker.”

	That did it.

	“What’s the matter?” Doreen said.

	What I wanted to say was: Your senior year in college my schoolboy wages kept us off the street, kept Tubby in the next room full and fat.

	What I said was, “I’m tired, Doreen,” and rolled over on my stomach and pretended to snore.

			 

				* * * * *

	

	I watched Doreen in a slip and bra run in and out the room getting herself and Lewis ready for the day. She caught me looking and said, “You need to get up, you got a busy day ahead of you.” In the same breath: “Lewis, are you brushing your teeth?” 

	An uh-huh came from the bathroom.

	Hanging on the closet doorknob was my blue pinstripe suit, black Stacy Adam shoes under it. 

	“I’ve already laid your clothes out,” Doreen said, buttoning up a light-blue blouse. One blue high heel on she went into the hallway, told Lewis to wash his face again, came back and said, “John, honey, remember to look the interviewer in the eye when you speak. Don’t look at the floor--you got a habit of doing that. If you’re not sure of a question say so.” 

	She went out again, this time both shoes on. Before I could muster the strength to get up, she came back. “One question I’m sure of: Why do you want to work here? You oughta study on that before you go in. Don’t say for the money. Say…uh…say I’m looking for employment in a reputable company where my talent and services will be mutually beneficial to the company and myself.”

	What?
	“Or something like that,” she said.

	The whole thing made me tired, made me not want to get out of bed. 

	Doreen came over and grabbed my arm. “Get up, sleepy-head,” she said, pulling me to my feet. A split second I thought to push her away, hard. 

	Ignoring the suit I put on a pair of jeans, and retrieved a T-shirt.

	Before Doreen could protest I said, “The interview isn’t till two, ain’t no need of missing a whole day, is it?”

	“You’re right,” Doreen said. “I’m running late.” Kissed me. “I’ll be praying for you.” Stopped at the door. “John, be conscious of how you talk. Ain’t isn’t a word you use in a professional environment. I love you.” 

				

				* * * * *

	

	Three white men were standing around a long conference table when I entered the room. Nervous. Not two hours ago I’d almost lost a finger, not thinking about what I was doing, reaching for a strip of white oak close to a rotating head when Hank grabbed my arm and asked was I crazy.

	One of the men, the one in the gray business suit, the other two in white shirts and black ties, introduced himself: Dale Gray, he said, smiling, vice president.

	We shook hands and I looked him in the eye as Doreen had told me. The redheaded, freckled-face man was Ronnie Myers, the vault manager. He and I shook hands. Larry Gaines, a loan officer, whose red nose and bloodshot eyes read drunk, didn’t shake my hand, only nodded and half-smiled.

	Once we were all seated, Ronnie took over. 

	“This is an entry-level job. The pay is twelve dollars an hour. You’ll be responsible for wrapping and bagging coins for the main bank and all its branches. Time to time you’ll be asked to assist one of the other tellers in the vault and that’ll put you in contact with large sums of currency. Utmost honesty is expected at all times. You see where that might be a problem for you?”

	In other words, do you steal? “No,” I said. “Not at all.”

	From there Ronnie asked of my hobbies. Not having a single one I lied and said fishing, bicycling, jogging…almost said rappelling but knew that was a stretch. 

	“Why do you want to work here at SouthFirst Bank?” That was Dale Gray, asking the one question Doreen had warned me.

	I tried to remember what Doreen had said, something about mutually benefiting each other. Damn! They were waiting.

	“SouthFirst Bank is a positive entity in this city,” I said, “and I would like to be a part of that.”

	Smiles all around; they probably knew that that line of bull surprised even me.

	Dale Gray told me to step outside for a minute. Ten minutes later, Ronnie Myers came out and gestured me back in.

	Before I could sit down he said, “Congraulations, Mr. Dough, you got the job,” and shook my hand again. 

	“That’s great,” I said, already seeing the look on Doreen’s face when I told her. “When do I start?” 

	Dale Gray gave me a look. “Two weeks. You owe your current employer a two-weeks notice, don’t you think?”

	No. At Goldenwood you could fall dead and not be noticed. “Yes, sure, you’re right.”

	 Ronnie gave me directions to a MediQuick and said the bank would pay for the drug screen. Not a problem. I couldn’t remember the last time I smoked a joint. Thirty minutes later I watched a nurse dump my urine sample in the trash.

	“Not enough,” she said, and pointed to a water faucet. “Drink up, then wait in the reception room. Let the receptionist know when you’re ready to try again.” 

	An hour later I parked the Caddy on the bank of the Arkansas River. Across the muddy water I stared at the five skyscrapers in downtown Little Rock--Bank of America, the Peabody Hotel, Regions, the Stephens Building, and SouthFirst. 

	Later, looking back, I realized this was when the slide began: thinking I’d finally given Doreen a reason to be proud of me, thinking I’d finally become somebody important who worked over there in one of those tall buildings…Yes, this was when the slide began.

 

			 	 

 

 

 

 

 

				

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

				Chapter 5	

	

	I’m sure our neighbors thought we’d won the lottery the way Doreen was carrying on, shouting at the top of her lungs, praising the Lord. Two times she stepped out onto the balcony and shouted, “Hallelujah!” Even Lewis stared at her as if she’d lost her mind. 

	She called everyone she knew and tried to be casual with the news but was unable to restrain her excitement.

	“Hey, girl, how you doing?…Me? Girl, I’m blessed, just sitting here with John--he just got hired at the bank today!”

	Unable to stand it any longer I started for the door. Lewis asked if he could go and I said, “Yeah, why not.” 

	At the bottom of the stairs he headed straight for the Caddy. 

	“Uh-uh, we’re walking.” 

	“Mama glad you working at the bank,” Lewis said when we were a block away. “How come you’re not glad?”

	Up ahead, at the busy intersection of Baseline and Geyer Springs, a white Ford Explorer and a green Suburu were tangled together, the drivers standing on the curb discussing the matter.

	“I’m glad,” I told Lewis. “I’m just not orgasmic about it. It’s only a job.”

	A cruiser drove up, followed by an EMT vehicle. We stopped and watched the police direct traffic while the EMT techs assisted the drivers, one a green-haired white boy who was now holding his back.

	Then we headed for Circuit City, two blocks away.

	Lewis said, “John, how come you don’t like me?”

	“Why you say that? I like you. Why you think I don’t?”

	“The way you look at me when I’m eating, like you mad. When Mama ain’t around you--”

	“Isn’t,” I said. “Ain’t isn’t a word.”

	“When Mama isn’t around you tell me get out your face, go play in the street blindfolded, shut up and be quiet. Shaun Davidson, my best friend, his daddy takes him fishing and they play catch together and a lot of stuff. I asked Mama see if you wanna go fishing. She said you too tired for that kinda stuff. Shaun’s daddy works two jobs--he don’t get tired. That’s why I think you don’t like me.”

	“Shaun’s daddy works two part-time jobs, mopping floors. That’s not what you call hard work. My job I’m lifting wood long as a car all day long. I don’t mind you eating…” A heavyset woman walked ahead of us into Circuit City. I whispered, “See, look, you don’t wanna get that big, do you?”

	Lewis wandered off when a sales clerk came up and asked if he could help. No, I was just looking. The fifty-two-inch Magnavox television would look good in the living room, and I imagined watching the Cowboys on it but couldn’t afford it.

	Ready to leave, I found Lewis in electronics, playing with a Sony portable DVD/CD player. 

	“You ready to go?” I asked him, and he said, “Shaun got one of these,” and held it up for me to see. “I sure wish I could get me one.”

	Looking at the price, four Hamiltons and change, I thought Keep
wishing. Watching him sigh as he put it back, staring at it the way he stared at a Dorito before devouring it, I said, “What the hell, get it.”

	In the check-out line the cashier handed my debit card back and said, loud enough for the people outside to hear, “It’s been declined!”

	Usually when this happened I feigned indignant astonishment, but this time I smiled and whipped out my checkbook. After comparing the signature on my license to the one on the check, the cashier summoned a manager over. 

	Once white people think you’re broke you can’t convince them otherwise.

	The manager looked at me, then back at the license. “Sir, is this your current address?” Yes, I told him. “A work number?” I told him and he wrote it on the check and gave the cashier an apprehensive nod. One more question and I would’ve told them to hell with it.

	The walk home Lewis grabbed my hand, something he’d never done before. It sort of felt funny walking down the street holding a chubby kid’s hand. He talked nonstop all the way, telling me he wanted to be a truck driver when he grew up, drive to Alaska and feed polar bears.

	“Lewis, you’d make a good truck driver and I think you’d be a natural feeding bears.”

	He liked that, squeezed my hand harder.

	Vida met us at the door. Her six-year-old daughter, Sheena, sat in the loveseat. Doreen’s twin brother, Oscar, and his wife and three kids were there, too. Vida hugged me and said congratulations. 

	Oscar’s wife, a skinny, nervous woman wearing a yellow sundress, smiled my way, but Oscar gave me that look, the same look he gave me at the wedding, a look saying he didn’t think I was good enough for his sister.

	His wife and kids dressed like refugees, Oscar, a former college linebacker, wore designer shorts and jersey, and expensive tennis shoes. Why is he here? I wondered, shaking his hand, which swallowed mine.

	Doreen sat on a barstool, a bottle of Boone’s Farm wine and a half filled glass behind her on the minibar. “John, tell Vida you got the job without a resume. Tell her, she don’t believe it.”

	Who cares? “Yes,” I said, glimpsing Vida’s large breast exposed in some type of black wrap with feathers, “I did. Filled out the application and got the job. That’s it.”

	Vida said, “That’s quite a leap, John, going from mill worker to banker. I’m glad for you.”

	Going from five-dollar hoe to free-for-all slut was quite a leap too, I thought, but said, “Thanks, Vida.”

	Doreen told Lewis to come here, took the DVD/CD player from him and frowned at it. “Where did you get this?”

	Looking guilty, Lewis said, “John bought it for me.”

	She frowned at me and told Lewis to put it up in her room, she had to think about letting him keep it, and take the other kids to his room. 

	“Play nice and don’t keep up a lot of noise,” she said as they all filed out of the room. 

	Then she, Vida and Oscar’s wife--could never remember her name--moved to the glass dining table in the kitchen and played biz whiz.

	Once again I was alone with a nut in the living room, this one, though, naturally nutty. Oscar rested his big feet on the coffee table and laughed at all the jokes on a Sanford
and Son rerun.	 

	Stealing a glance at him thowing his head back laughing as Fred feigned a heart attack, I figured one of God’s mysterious works: Doreen sharing a womb with this water-head, big-nosed, snaggle-toothed buffoon.

	Hearing the kids playing loudly in Lewis’ room, I knew what would happen next. One of them would bump his or her head, get knocked down, or get his or her feelings hurt, and run crying to mama, who would get angry because so-and-so wasn’t watching her bad-ass kid and go home.

	It never failed.

	Waiting for that to happen, I sat through another episode of Sanford and Son, which Oscar thought was just as hilarious as the previous one.

	Impatient, I got the Connect-Four game out of the hall closet, took it into Lewis’ room, told the kids to take turns, play fair. Confident of the outcome, I returned to the living room, The Brady Bunch Show on now, Oscar singing along with the theme song.

	As I expected, one of Oscar’s kids, the oldest boy, his head waterlogged just like his daddy’s, came out the room crying. He was almost to the kitchen when Oscar said, “Boy, what’s the matter with you?”

	The kid stopped cold.

	“You get back in there and shut your mouth,” Oscar said, not loud, and the kid did an about face.

	A few minutes later Lewis’ door opened again and Sheena walked out, rubbing her eyes but no tears. Here we go! And then Oscar shot his left hand out, as if he was indicating a first down.

	Sheena hesitated, wanting to confer with her mother but wary of Oscar. I thought she would make a beeline for the kitchen, but then Oscar growled, and she flew in the direction she’d come.

	Yawning, I said, “I’m beat, gotta get up early in the morning.”

	“You ready for us to leave?” Oscar said, giving me the same look as the Circuit City cashier. Before I could say yay or nay he stood up and said, “C’mon, baby, let’s get outta here. Get the kids. John ready for us to go. He gotta get up early, start his new bank job.”

	Doreen was the first in the living room. “What’s the matter, Pooh?” Pooh was Oscar’s nickname, voiced only by Doreen and their mother. I couldn’t say it without laughing. Doreen’s nickname was Peaches.

	“Your husband said it’s time for us to go,” Oscar said.

	“John didn’t mean that,” Doreen said. “It’s early, Pooh, you don’t have to go now.”

	Oscar was almost as ready to go as I was ready for him to leave. He kissed Doreen and told her he’d give her a call. And just as everyone was going out the door, Lewis said, “Mama, what does orgasmic mean?”

	“What?” Doreen said. “Where did you hear that?”

	“John told me.”

				

				* * * * *

	

	In black satin bra and panties Doreen danced near the bed, in the red glow of a Santa Claus nightlight. This will be a long night, I thought. Prince’s Erotic City was playing on the radio on the floor. A whiff of strawberry Boone’s Farm wine in the air, the empty bottle in the trash in the kitchen.

	A natural dancer, Doreen worked it, moving rhythmically, a sensous smile on her ruby-red lips. She hopped up on the bed, her hands on her knees, and rolled her hips and shoulders. She was beautiful, her body long and slender. And no doubt the average man would gladly pay to see her perfom in such a manner…but I couldn’t stand it.

	Why? Not exactly sure, but there was a list of things I believed that a wife who didn’t marry as a virgin should not do. Lap dancing was way up there on the list. 

	Prince faded out and R. Kelly’s Sex Me came on. Doreen stepped closer, straddled me, and lowered her gyrating butt close to my package.

	The one time I tried to explain why I didn’t get all worked up when she danced sexy, she got hot, said something was wrong with me, said she was just trying to please me. 

	She stopped dancing, and pulled my boxer shorts down. Ours eyes met and she grinned. I tried to pull her to me but she resisted.

	“I love you, John,” and started kissing the inside of my thigh. 

	A very long night, I thought. Oral sex was another thing on the list, at the top of it.

	Doreen was kissing her way up, getting very close.

	We’d discussed this too, had even tried it once or twice the first year of our marriage, but I didn’t like it, either way. Doreen said whatever married people did in bed was perfectly okay.

	Right there now, rubbing her face against me.

	What happened to being saved? 
	I thought to tell her that married or not, if God looked down and saw her with my package in her mouth He wouldn’t be too pleased. 

	When she took me in her mouth I sat up and pulled her to me. “Uh-uh,” I said, and heard her sigh.

	Slurring slightly she said, “Let me love you, baby. Please.” The scent of wine rode her breath hard. “I don’t understand why you don’t want me?”

	“I want you--you know that.”

	“Let me do what I want to do,” she said, and tried to kissed me. That wasn’t happening; I turned my head. “What? You won’t kiss me now?”

	“Doreen, you’ve been drinking.” 

	“I had two glasses--Vida drank most of it. Give me a kiss.”

	I kissed her on the cheek and said, “There you go,” and hugged her tight.

	Bobby Womack was singing If You Think You’re Lonely Now. I heard Doreen sniffle, followed by a wetness on my shoulder where she was resting her head. 

	Damn! All my fault now. Still she could’ve cried her heart out, I wasn’t kissing her. Wherever she’d studied the art of fellatio she should’ve finished the course, learned what you were not to do afterward. No kissing. None whatsoever.

		Doreen got up and I watched her get a blanket out of the bedroom closet and walk out, leaving the door open. I heard her gargling in the bathroom. Why didn’t she think of that a few minutes ago? Moments later I heard the television in the living room.

	Eminem was rapping on the radio now, dissing his mother, telling the world he wouldn’t let her see her grandbaby. What the hell did she do to him?

	Yeah, just like I thought, it’s going to be a long night. 

				 

 		

				

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

				Chapter 6


	

	The molding machine made a different noise when one board rolled through it than when boards ran continuously. Berry, closeted in his office, could distinguish the difference better than anyone. Usually the second time he heard a single board rolling out of one of the two molding machines he’d come out and speak to the man feeding it.

	Daydreaming, this was my fourth time letting a board roll alone, despite trying to jam the next one in to catch up. Out came Berry, his eyes wide and angry behind thick bifocals, wearing his customary red-white-and-blue flannel shirt, jeans and black steel-toe workboots. In one hand he had a sheet of paper. I saw it was the handwritten two-weeks notice I’d given him earlier.

	Tuna fish on his breath, he said, “Thinking ’bout your next job, Jim?” Any name that started with J--John, Jerry, James, Johnny, Jesus--Berry reduced to Jim. Not expecting an answer he said, “You think you can screw the duck here till you start your new job? Not on my watch, buddy.”

	Saying buddy like a curse word.

	“Go relieve Ali on the ripsaw,” Berry said. “I doubt he’s dreaming of his next job.”

	No doubt, Ali was work release; he was happy to do anything except prison work. 

	I stood in the entranceway to the ripsaw room watching Tucker feed one twelve-inch-wide board after the other into the ripsaw as Ali grabbed the planks that slid out the other end on a waist-high table and assorted them midair into one of three wheeled buggies, and thought to tell Berry to kiss my ass.

	Upcoming rent squelched that decision.

	Ali, sweating profusely in prison-issue light-gray shirt and dark-gray slacks, patted me on the back and handed me his gloves. Once he’d lifted up his boot, showed me the V-cut in the heel, told me that was for tracking escapees.

	Tucker, almost seven-foot tall, three hundred pounds plus, midnight-black with the pinkest lips I’ve ever seen on a black man, waited for me to give the ready signal. He was smiling. I’d never seen him smile before. Tucker didn’t like anyone who wasn’t work release, and now he had what he called a free-world fool at the other end of the ripsaw.

	I knew what would happen the second I waved him to start. 

	The molding machines ran a ten-foot two-by-four through in about fifteen seconds; the ripsaw ran a ten-foot twelve-inch-wide board through in a fraction of that time, faster than you could say, Oh shit.

	The trick was to grab the oncoming planks before they got to you, which bought a few seconds before the next set came through, then with two hands bounce the planks off the end of the table and assort them midair into either the ready-for-molding buggy, the handsaw buggy, or the strap buggy. 

	So far so good: I was working it, sweating my ass off but working it, the ripsaw zinging, Tucker bending over and picking up thirty-pound boards and sending them through like a madman…Zing Zing Zing Zing…
	The thin trim that came off ash, birch, and pine wood would curl up and slide off the table down the aluminum siding slanted against it into the conveyor that rolled to the chipper on the outside of the building.

	Zing Zing Zing Zing…
	Red oak, what we were working with now, didn’t do that: the thin trim bunched up near the crack where the table met the ripsaw. I waved at Tucker to stop so I could push the trim into the conveyor.

	He saw me, but acted like he didn’t.

	Zing Zing Zing Zing…
	I shouted at him and he pretended he didn’t hear.

	Zing Zing Zing Zing…

	Now the accumulation of trim was causing the planks to come out curved. Tucker kept sending them through. A moment of indecision, not sure which buggy to bounce a handful of curled planks into, I got behind. 

	Zing Zing Zing Zing…
	Planks hit the floor, planks caromed off the wall a few feet behind me, planks piled up all around me, fell into the conveyor and clogged up the chipper--and that silly country bumpkin who detectives had convinced a hole was in one of the socks covering his hands during a burgalary kept sending them through.

	Zing Zing Zing Zing…
	Through a rectangular opening in the mountain of wood engulfing me I saw Berry motion Tucker to stop.

	I don’t remember what Berry was saying to me as I cleared a path, nor do I remember picking up a two-by-four, but I do remember getting in Tucker’s face, pointing the two-by-four at him, saying, “Man, you could’ve got me hurt! You heard me tell you to stop!”

	Those pink lips thinned into a smirk, Tucker looked me in the eye, inviting me to try him. Berry came up behind me, asked Tucker what happened, nodded as Tucker lied that he didn’t see I was in trouble and said Ali kept up.

	“You a lie!” I said. “You saw me. You know you lying!” Tucker shrugged and I said, “Convict!” 

	That got a look from him. Then I got to thinking: Tucker would think twice before fighting and risk getting sent back to the farm. But if I pushed him far enough--and in any other setting I wouldn’t be pushing him at all, whether he tried to kill me or not--he might say to hell with it and kick my ass.

	Berry said, “That’s enough, go back to work.”

	“I’m not working with him again,” I told Berry, noticing everybody had stopped working, staring.

	Berry put on his tough face. “Go back to work!”

	Tossing the board onto the table, I said, “Forget about it, Fairy,” and walked off. Got to the Cadillac, I turned and went back in, having forgotten to clock out.

	An hour ago I was relishing the fact that I had only eight more working days at Goldenwood, had even considered telling Berry to kiss my ass after receiving my last check. 

	Now, driving home, I was more than a little worried. Berry might call the bank that I unwisely named in my two-weeks notice, tell them I quit, tell them I was a bad employee. 

	Mostly I worried what Doreen would say. Goldenwood would drag their feet mailing my last check; we’d have to get the money out of our savings account to cover rent. She wouldn’t like that at all.

				

				* * * * *

	

	Lewis and I sat in the living room while Doreen was in the kitchen whipping up a pot of chicken and rice. Thinking no need to aggravate her before dinner, I decided to break the news later. 

	Lewis looked up from his coloring book and said, “What’s the matter, John?” I told him nothing, but he persisted. “You sure?”

	That brought Doreen out of the kitchen.

	“What’s the matter, John?” she said. “You haven’t said two words. What’s wrong?”

	“I sorta quit my job,” I said, and then told her the abridged version of Tucker, a psychopathic convict, and Berry’s sinister plot to kill me. 

	To my surprise, Doreen said, “Don’t worry about it. You were leaving that rotten job anyway, don’t worry about it.” 

	“You know Goldenwood won’t let me pick up that last check and they’ll mail it when they feel like it. We’ll hafta get the rent money out of savings.”

	Returning to the kitchen she said, “No big deal. We’ll do what we have to do.”

	All that time worried she’d throw a hissy fit.

	“John,” Doreen said, “you’ll be here in the evening. Lewis could stay with you after school, if that’s not a problem.”

	Lewis grinned at me and said, “Aw, man, that’ll be great!”

	Next to his coloring book was a stack of lemon cookies. I watched him pick one up, lick it and then pop it in his mouth. Noticing me staring at him, he grinned again, cookie crumbs rolling out of his maw. He then tilted his head back, fingered his gums, and stared at the haul, looking somewhat surprised.

	“Doreen, honey,” I said as Lewis sucked the goo off his finger, “I was thinking…I might do some volunteer work. Maybe go over to the hospital, wheel a few patients around. You know, to avoid getting rusty.”

				

				* * * * *

	

	That fast it was over. I tried to make it last by thinking about baseball, but then looked down and saw my package disappearing between Doreen’s thighs, and I lost it.

	Doreen sighed when I rolled off her. I said, “Give me a few minutes and we’ll do it again.”

	“It’s okay, baby,” Doreen said. “It was just fine.” She moved over and lay her head on my chest.

	I removed her hair from my mouth and said, “It has been a long time, you know? Two weeks. First time that long that’s a warmup.”

	“I said it was fine. Trust me.”

	A good meal was fine. New clothes were fine. A good-looking woman was fine. But sex was either lousy, all right or great; not fine. 

	“Hank at Goldenwood, he told me he tells his girlfriend, ‘Come now or come when I get back.’” I laughed, but Doreen didn’t find it funny at all.

	“With that attitude,” she said, “I doubt Hank will have a girlfriend long.” Changing the subject: “Will Lewis be okay with you tomorrow? He can go to mama’s if you don’t want to deal with him.”

	“Shouldn’t be a problem,” I said. “I’m sure we can find something to do.”

	“There’s a problem, call me. I’ll talk to him before I leave in the morning, tell him not to act up. You don’t mind, let him eat what he wants, okay? Mama lets him do that at her house. Might be a problem if he stops all a sudden.”

	In other words, don’t whoop his butt and let him gorge himself silly.

	I imagined Lewis stuffing himself above maximum capacity, rolling on the floor, holding his stomach, wailing in pain, pleading for me to call his mama, the paramedics. Uh-uh. Fat chance.

	Doreen, reading my mind, said, “John, take care of my son.” She found my hand and interlocked her fingers in mine. “Don’t let anything happen to him, please.” Sounding if she were about to cry. 

	“I’ll take care of him.” Use the earplugs from the job while he’s eating.


	Doreen said, “We were little, Pooh and me, when Daddy got sick. Lewis’ age. Mama told us Daddy had lung cancer--we didn’t know what that was, thought he’d get better. Mama knew. She got a job, went to night school. Told Pooh and me to look after Daddy. Soon as she left Pooh took off, went over to his friend’s house, came back a few minutes before Mama came home. 

	“Pooh was scared. Daddy all skinny, a skeleton, was a big, burly man before he took sick. The chemo took his hair out, he went blind. Pooh couldn’t handle all that. Daddy moaning in pain, sometimes forgetting who we were. Me? I was right there by his side till the last time they took him to the hospital. Rubbed his back, tried to make him comfortable.” She paused, cleared her throat. “God, I prayed he’d get better.” 

	She stopped and I thought that was it. But then she said, “Lewis, he looks just like Daddy. I look at him and I see my daddy, when he was healthy. Those fat cheeks, the bushy eyebrows, that nose…” She started crying, tried to stifle it. “That’s why I’m a little overprotective of him.” A little? “Just the thought of him suffering any of what I did…” She broke into loud sobs.

	I couldn’t make the connection. Even if I were to suffer ten deadly diseases, I couldn’t imagine Lewis being tore up about it--unless my deathbed blocked the fridge.

	“Maybe we’ll go fishing tomorrow,” I said. “The library lets you check out rod and reels. We’ll dig up some worms, go out to the river or Lake Conway. That’ll be fun.”

	Doreen tried to say something but couldn’t get the words out.

	I fell asleep as she cried on my chest.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

				Chapter 7


	

	Two red bobbers rode waves stirred by bass boats circumnavigating dead trees in the middle of Lake Conway, thirty miles west of Little Rock. The temperature was in the low nineties. 

	Sitting on a rocky incline in the shade of a bridge that creaked each time a big truck crossed it, I watched Lewis throw rocks in the water. I watched Lewis toss a coke can in the water. I watched Lewis scratch his name in a steel beam with a rock.

	I watched Lewis do a lot of things but watch his bobber, his the only one jiggling every now and then, once disappearing completely underwater, and by the time I grabbed his rod and reel, whatever had it was gone, the worm too.

	When I told him we were going fishing he was giddy with excitement. Then, a minute after getting here, he’d lost all interest in fishing.

	His bobber moved against the current and I said, “Lewis, you getting a bite.” The bobber disappeared and the rod and reel was sliding toward the water when he grabbed it and reeled in the opposite direction, the line unraveling on the spool. “Turn it the other way--you got him.” 

	The rod bent severely, the line in the water shooting in one direction then the other, Lewis, straining to keep hold, said, “I think I got something big, John. I don’t think I can hold--” Just then a big fish shot out the water, flipped in the air and landed with a loud splash.

	“Damn!” Lewis said, and stared at me. “Oops. I didn’t mean to say that.”

	Laughing, I said, “Don’t worry ’bout that--bring him in. Keep his head up.” He offered me the reel. “No, he’s yours. You got him.” I put a hand on his shoulder. “You got him, Lewis.” 

	The fish, a largemouth bass, five pounds or more by the looks of it, flipped and flopped as Lewis reeled it onto the bank.

	“I got it! I got it!” Lewis said, and jerked the rod. The line snapped. I grabbed the bass by the tail just as it was flopping near the water’s edge. But I couldn’t hold it.

	Lewis said, “Nooooo!” as the bass smacked the water, and with one flick of its tail, disappeared. “Aw, John, you let it get away.”

	“Let’s go home,” I said. Lewis wanted to stay, thinking we could land the fish again. “Naw,” I told him. “The hook? You wouldn’t want to eat with a hook in your mouth, would ya?”

	He didn’t answer, and I remembered who I was dealing with. Hook or not, if Lewis could open his mouth he would eat.

	As we were riding back home, the rods hanging out the window, the wind banging the bobbers against the top, Lewis said, “A barracuda, that’s what it was. Nobody’ll believe it, though.”

	Almost told him it was a bass, not a barracuda, but the look on his face stopped me. Watching him motion a truck driver to toot his air horn, I thought, get him away from his mother he’s not that bad. He needed a haircut, his light-brown wavy hair though cut low growing down the nape of his neck. Rubbing my head, I noticed I needed one too. 

	“Lewis, tomorrow you and I’ll go get a haircut.”

	He turned and looked at me. “Mama takes me. You think she’ll mind?”

	I told him she wouldn’t mind and when we were a block away from the apartment I let him sit in my lap and bring the Caddy in.

			 

				* * * * *

	

	Three thousand square feet. Double garage. Three bedrooms. A fireplace in the dining room, an island in the kitchen, and a fenced-in backyard. Doreen just loved the split-level red brick house. And Brad Davis, an old white guy with a Santa Claus beard, liked Doreen, smiling as he focused the conversation her way.

	His wife died a year ago, he told her. “I’m moving to New Orleans,” he said, “live near my daughter and my grandchildren.” He pulled a wallet from his gray trousers, showed Doreen pictures of his grandchildren. “I’m going this weekend to look at a house down there, but I’ll be back in two weeks.”

	Doreen told him she loved the house. “What you think, John?”

	How much? “It’s nice.” To St. Nick: “You say you’re not selling through a bank?”

	Looking at Doreen, he said, “No, I can finance it myself.” Then he told her he was an ex-car salesman, thirty-something years, knew all about financing. “Eliminate the middleman. Your credit fairly good, isn’t it?”

	“So-so,” Doreen said. “It’s not great, but…My husband’s a banker, I’m a teacher. We pay our bills.”

	Brad smiled, told Doreen he’d be willing to work with us, said he’d rather sell it to a young, professional married couple than someone single. Doreen said we needed a few days to think it over, we would let him know when he got back.

	Driving home Doreen couldn’t stop talking about how blessed we were to find a Christian man selling a great house.

	“He told you he was a Christian?” I said. “When?”

	“I knew it when he said hello. You think he wasn’t a man of God he’d be so willing to work with us?”

	“I don’t know. I got the impression you reminded him of someone he saw on a porno website. Notice he hardly said anything to me.”

	Doreen shook her head. “John, you’re not killing my joy. I won’t let you do it. We’re going to buy that house. We can use that extra bedroom as an office…or a playroom for Lewis.” She grabbed my package. “Or a baby room.”

	The light was green but I stopped. “You pregnant? I thought you were taking birth control pills?” A horn sounded and then a SUV passed on the left and flew through a yellow light.

	“Watch what you’re doing,” Doreen said. “I’m not pregnant.” We were rolling again. “John, you’d like to be a father one day, wouldn’t you?”

	Yeah, I thought, imagining my son planting a foot in her son’s butt when he started acting up.

	“Look at you,” Doreen said, “you’re smiling.”

	At the apartment Lewis waited an hour to tell me someone at the bank called. 

	Almost six-thirty on a Friday, the bank was closed. “You write down a name?” I asked him.

	In the eight days Lewis and I had spent fishing, playing board games, getting our hair cut, and hanging out at Chucky Cheese, I didn’t mind indulging him for a few hours. 

	But now, as he ignored my question and continued staring absently at the stupid kid show on TV, all tolerance disappeared, replaced by an urge to take off my belt and whack him.

	“You write down a name, Lewis?”

	Not looking at me, he shook his head.

	“Man or woman?” He didn’t know. “What exactly did he or she say?” He couldn’t remember. “How you know it was someone from the bank?” He managed a shrug, far more interested in those goofy twins who laughed all the damn time.

	Doreen sensed my irritation. “John, what’s the big deal? The bank called to confirm that you’ll be there Monday morning. It’s not a problem. Relax.”

	That made sense, and I wondered why I was getting upset about missing the call and Lewis not getting a name.

	Doreen said to Lewis, “Remember what we talked about yesterday?”

	Lewis gave her his undivided attention. “No, I don’t remember.”

	“Your going to Mama’s, spending the night there, remember?”

	Lewis frowned and said, “Oh, yeah, I forgot.” He looked at me and said, “John, will you take me over to grandma’s house?”

	Right off I knew something was up. A Friday night, the fridge filled with food, and Lewis asking to go to his grandma’s? No way.

	Doreen said, “Why’re you looking so suspicious? Oh, I see, you’d rather Lewis stay here and you guys pop popcorn and watch Nick Jr. all night.”

	“Lewis,” I said, “when you want me to drop you off?”

	An hour later Lewis got out of the Caddy and I was backing out the driveway of a coal-colored brick, two-story house when his grandmother, Gloria Banks, walked outside in a blue night gown and up to the car. 

	“How you doing, John?” she said. 

	Gloria had to be fifty, perhaps sixty, but looked forty in a black wig with red streaks in it. I said I was doing fine and she told me she didn’t feel her daughter-in-law was the right woman for her son. 

	“No drive, no motivation,” she said. “Can’t even hold a decent conversation. Pooh needs someone who’ll push him, somebody with imagination.”

	Unable to meet her inquisitive eyes more than a few seconds, I wondered why was she telling me all this, wondered what she really thought of me if her son’s quiet, nervous wife was such a pain in the butt.

	“You ever been in her house?” she asked. And before I could answer: “Filthy, just plain filthy. You can tell a house is nasty by the way the front yard looks. It don’t take much to pick up a broom--”

	“Ma’am, I’d better get going. Doreen’s probably wondering what’s keeping me.”

	“I didn’t mean to hold you,” she apologized, and then started up where she’d left off.

	But for her being Doreen’s mother I’d have told her to give it a break, keep her nose out of other people’s business, and get away from my car so I can go!

	She stopped midsentence. “Is that my phone?”

	“Sure is,” I said, though all I heard was the traffic on Wilbur Mills Freeway that ran in front of her house. She told me to hold on, she’ll be right back. I said, “Sure,” and drove off the second the screen door closed behind her.

	At the apartment a brown van was parked in my spot so I had to park two complexes down. Going up the steps I realized what was going on: Doreen wanted Lewis out of the house so she and I could have a romantic evening, the whole shebang, candlelights, staring into each other’s eyes, lap dances, oral sex…Damn!
	The lights were off inside and when I flipped the switch several people shouted, “Surprise!” 

	I wasn’t surprised, not at all. Almost ruined my shorts, but was not surprised.

	Dokes, dressed in a white two-piece suit, Vida--as usual showing off her boobs in a skimpy candy-red tank top--Doreen, now in a navy-blue dress, and three women and a man, dressed casually, none of whom I knew, were all clapping. 

	A streamer saying Congratulations John hung below the ceiling along with a dozen or so red, white and blue ballons. In place of the missing couch in the front room was a sheet-covered fold-out table covered with platters of fried chicken, deli-cut meats, and an assortment of half gallon spirits. On the floor, on white bath towels, were two large coolers, the tops open, filled with ice, beer and wine coolers. 

	Doreen stepped up to me, kissed me, and said, “I wanted to surprise you.”

	I wondered how much all of this cost.

	Doreen introduced me to the three women and the man, names I forgot the second she told me, each saying the same thing, “Your wife has told me so much about you I feel I know you.” The man an obvious fag, several earrings in each ear, holding the handshake a little too long to my liking.

	Dokes patted me on the back, shook my hand and gave me a bear hug.

	Damn! A closet fag and a flagrant fag in the same room and they both gravitate toward me. 
	Doreen said, “John, you’re not upset, are you?” I shook my head. “I thought it was a good idea, you know, a little celebration to mark the occasion. Just a few friends.”

	Before I could tell her that most of the people here were her friends, someone turned on the music. All the women and the fag started dancing to Nellie and Murphy Lee rapping about owning several pairs of tennis shoes. Doreen turned the living room light off and I noticed the silver ball hanging from the ceiling fan.

	Doreen asked me to dance, I said no. Dokes said he would. After pouring myself a stiff drink of Hennessy I stood in the hallway and watched. Dokes was a little stiff, but, man, could Doreen dance, gracefully, a ballet dancer performing to a bass beat.

	They continued dancing when Usher replaced Nellie and Murphy Lee, and danced to two more songs after that.

	The doorbell rang. Tim and Sasha McDonald, the couple next door. Sasha fell into the mix while Tim fixed himself a plate of chicken and a drink of Hennessy. He joined me and started talking about his dog, a Saint Bernard named Spotty, pure breed, said he dropped a couple hundred for it, but figured to get that back and more in contest winnings.

	Sweating, Doreen stepped up and said a slow song she and I would dance. The Hennessy was starting to kick in, getting me closer to dance mode. 

	“Sure, baby,” I said. “A couple more drinks I’m ready.”

	“Don’t get drunk,” Doreen said before going to answer a knock at the door. More people trickled in, and I wondered if the other tenants would complain.

	Before long the living room was filled to standing-room only, and there were a few people loitering on the balcony. A thick cloud of cigarette smoke flowed out each time the door open. Most of the food had disappeared.

	Dokes joined me as I fixed my third Hennessy, this one with a splash of Sprite.

	“Dude, you’re moving up,” Dokes said, barely audible over Eminem whining about his mother again. Man, I couldn’t understand why everybody liked that guy. “You get down there to the bank, make a mark, okay? You know not too long ago a black man could only dream of such a job. Things have changed, but not much. You work hard, move up the ladder, the next black man steps up it’ll be much easier on him.”

	Here we go. “Dokes, you’re not drinking?”

	“You know I don’t drink. The mentality is still there, dude. You hear what that fat redneck said about Donovan McNabb? Talking about the man can’t play because he’s black.”

	“He didn’t exactly say that, Dokes. He said the media wanted McNabb to do well because he’s black.”

	In the revolving light I could see Dokes glaring at me. “What, you buy that?” He raised his voice: “Remember, a long time they didn’t think a black man could play quarterback! Coach, either!” A redneck’s voice he said, “‘All those plays, a colored get confused.’ See, guys like Randall Cunningham, Doug Williams--”

	“Hold that thought, Dokes,” I said, moving away from him, “I owe Doreen a dance.” Once Dokes got cranked up you couldn’t stop him.

	Keith Sweat was wailing on the boom box when I heard Doreen, her voice loud and shrill. The lights came on. Doreen was shouting at a man standing in the doorway.

	She pointed toward the window. “Get out!” The man, dressed in black silk shirt, black pants, black snake-skin boots with silver tips and a black cowboy hat, didn’t budge, simply stared at Doreen. He resembled Eddie Murphy, same peanut head, same grinning eyes. “You heard me!” she screamed. “Get!…the!…hell!…out!”

	I came up behind her, touched her shoulder. She jumped. 	Breathing loudly through her nose, her chest huffing and heaving, she said, “I want him the hell out of my apartment right now!”

	“What he do?” I said.

	Doreen, veins showing in her neck, said, “Get him the hell out of here!” and stepped over to the boom box and kicked it, silencing Keith. “Out! I want him out right now!” She then pushed her way through the people staring at her and stormed into the bedroom, slamming the door behind her.

	Somebody said, “The hell was that about?”

	“What happened?” I asked the cowboy. 

	He smiled, revealing two gold teeth. “You tell me.”

	Vida got into it. “You deaf? She told you to get the hell out. What you waiting on?”

	He tipped his hat, turned and walked out.

	I asked Vida what happened and she said, “You need to take that up with your wife.” Then she told everyone the party was over. “If you haven’t fucking noticed!”

	What little food and drink was left disappeared as people filed out. 

	“Leave one for me,” I told a woman fishing around in the cooler.

	“This the last one,” she said, retrieving a Bud Light and putting it into her purse.

	Dokes came over and said, “Fifty, he’s into drugs. I’ve never seen Doreen that upset. You should’ve kicked his ass.”

	Noticing Vida knocking on the bedroom door, I said, “That crossed my mind, but I don’t know what happened.”

	After Vida and Dokes left I went to check on Doreen. She was lying in bed, clothes and shoes on, a pillow over her head.

	“Is he gone?” she said.

	“Yes, everybody’s gone. What happened?” The doorbell rang.

	Sure that someone had left something, I opened the door without asking who is it. The Cowboy stood there, hat in hand.

	“Cat, I wanna apologize to you,” he said. “Wasn’t my intention to crash the party, for that I apologize. Didn’t mean you any disrespect.”

	“What you say to my wife?” 

	“Nothing. The second I come through the door she went off. Tell you what,” he said, feeling for something inside his hat. “Here’s something, not much, but something to express my sincere apology,” and extended a closed fist.

	Slightly intoxicated, I thought he was handing me a coin, a dime or something. He dropped it in my hand, put his hat on.

	“Whatever,” I said, and shut the door, locked it and put the chain on.

	Crossing the living room I opened my hand. A pebble, dull-yellow colored. What the hell? Crack? A crack rock? It had to be, though I’d never seen crack before. That asshole, upset my wife, crash the party, and had the nerve to come back and give me damn crack.

	The plastic trash can in the kitchen was overflowing with paper cups and plates. Out the door was another option, the best option, but I chose to flick the rock off my thumb and watched it ping off the ceiling and fall into the space where the loveseat was cattycornered against the wall. A perfect shot.

	I got into bed and Doreen said, “Who was that?”

	“You don’t want to know.”

	An hour or so later I awoke needing to piss, went to the bathroom and found the door locked, heard Doreen crying. “Doreen?” Heard water running.

	She came out, brushed past me without saying a word.

	Damn, I thought as I struggled to aim inside the bowl, she sure has a thing against drug dealers.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




					

					

					

 

 

				Chapter 8


	

	No matter what I tried I simply couldn’t fall asleep. Daydreaming, counting sheep, perusing a magazine, none of it worked. Doreen lay next to me snoring softly. 

	Saturday she surprised me with new slacks, dress shirts, silk socks, underwear, ties, and two sport coats. Sunday she treated Lewis and me to dinner at Red Lobsters and didn’t flinch when paying the eighty-three-dollar bill. 

	And just a few hours ago she hopped on the package and bucked and bounced till I couldn’t hold back any longer. Incredible.

	In two hours I’d start my new job as a vault teller. In an office setting. With a gaggle of white folks. With their corny jokes. Superficial smiles. False flattery. Can I handle all that? Doreen raised her head and looked at the digital clock on the bedside table.

	“I better get up,” she mumbled, and lay back down.

	Watching her I knew I had to handle whatever they threw at me. And just maintaining an entry-level job wouldn’t be enough to satisfy Doreen; I would have to excel, move up the ladder.

	Doreen got up a few minutes later, stood naked by the window yawning. The morning sun filigreed her curvaceous body, like that woman dipped in gold in the James Bond movie.

	I got out of bed and embraced her from behind.

	“You didn’t sleep at all, did you?” 

	Kissing her neck, I said, “I love you, Doreen,” and positioned myself between her thighs. 

	“What are you doing?” 

	After, I was sleepy, couldn’t keep my eyes open.

	Doreen, dressed for work now, shook me. “Get up, John, you can’t be late the first day.” She grabbed my arm and pulled me to a sitting position. “C’mon, get up! Go take a shower.” She pulled me to my feet. “Breakfast is on the table. I laid your clothes out. I’m running late, gotta take Lewis to school--don’t go back to sleep!”

	In the shower I heard the front door slam shut, open up again, and a moment later Doreen came into the bathroom, threw the shower curtain back. “I love you too--I forgot to tell you that. And good luck.”

	Thirty minutes later I was searching for a parking spot near the bank, not sure where employee parking was located. It was ten minutes to eight when I got out and put four quarters in the meter and walked up marble steps over a small pond with a nymph in the middle. In smoke-tinted glass doors to the mezzanine I saw my image, black slacks, black sport coat, red tie against a white shirt, and thought I was dressed for success. 

	The door was locked. A guard opened it after I tapped. 

	“Can I help you?” he said, his liver-spotted hand near the gun on his hip.

	“Yes, I’m John Dough. I work in the vault. Today is my first day.”

	“Who were you scheduled to see?”

	“Ronnie Myers. He’s my super--”

	Before I could finish he said, “Hold on,” and closed the door and locked it.

	Minutes later Ronnie Myers came out, smiling. We shook hands.

	“Mr. Dough,” he said, “I tried to contact you. Talked to your son on Friday. I guess he didn’t give you my message.”

	“He’s young, eight-years-old. I’m here now, ready to go to work.” 

	He shook his head, a funny look on his face. “Mr. Dough, I’m sorry to tell you this. The bank decided to go with someone else for the position.”

	“Okay, that’s great.” Then it hit me: “Wait a minute, you’re saying I don’t have a job?”

	He pursed his lips, nodded. “I’m sorry. Wasn’t my decision.”

	“Why? You told me I was hired, I quit my job, and now you’re telling me I don’t have a job? What kind of crap is that? Why?”

	The guard came out and stood close to Ronnie.

	Ronnie said, “Your previous supervisor, he called Human Resources, said you threatened him before walking off the job. Mr. Dough, the bank has--”

	“I didn’t threaten him!” I said, resisting a strong urge to grab Ronnie by his aqua-green tie and choke a few freckles off his face. “He’s full of shit!”

	“I’m sorry, Mr. Dough,” he said, then turned and followed the guard inside.

	Ten minutes later I drove into Goldenwood parking lot, looking to catch Berry going to work. In my mind I could see his neck under my new shoe, his eyes bulging as I increased the pressure, could hear him begging me not to kill him.

	His truck, a faded canary-yellow Datsun, the model they stopped making a long time ago, was on the lot; but no Berry. 

	A long while I toyed with the idea of going inside the plant, walking into Berry’s office and closing the door behind me. 

	“Forgive me, Berry,” I’d say, “I was wrong walking off like I did, calling you Fairy,” and then, as he was walking me to the door, telling me, “You were angry, I can understand that, the way I was when I called the bank and ruined your chance of working there,” I would pick up something, anything, a hammer, two-by-four, whatever was handy, and bust his damned head wide open.

	As much as I wanted to I knew if I did that I would go to jail. The idea of putting his tires on a flat crossed my mind too, but Berry probably had a slew of enemies and might not realize I was the culprit. I wanted him to know.

	Finally I drove off. Berry was usually the first to leave after work; I would catch him then. 

	A panhandler stopped me going into the liquor store on Wright Avenue.

	“Yo, man, you come out spare any change?” he said, and I recognized his face, Willie, couldn’t remember his last name but we went to school together.

	I ignored him, went inside and purchased a pint of Smirnoff vodka, a bottle of cranberry juice and a cup of ice. 

	Outside, Willie said, “Yo, fifty cents, a quarter? Help a nigga out.”

	I reached inside my pocket, found a handful of change and tossed it at him.

	“Yo, what, I’ma dog?” he said, stepping up to me. His breath stank, too much cheap liquor and too little toothpaste. Sleepy was crudded in the edges of his eyes. “Throw money at me, you must think I’m some kinda punk!”

	Holding the Smirnoff bottle by the neck at my side, I said, “I think you need to get out my damn face, is what I think.”

	Willie assumed a boxing stance, his ashy fist held up. Rocking his head sideways, he said, “C’mon, motherfucker, let’s rock. Swang on me! Come on, motherfucker, swang on me!”

	A small crowd gathered around and someone said, “Willie, kick his ass!”

	Willie, ducking and weaving now, said, “I want him to swang on me. Swang, motherfucker! Swang!”

	I stepped forward, ready to swang, as he called it, the bottle at his head. But then a buncha what if’s stopped me: What if I missed? What if he kicked my ass? What if the crowd decided to offer a few licks while I was on the ground? I’d seen that happen once.

	Some guy stepped in between us, his back to me, both hands on Willie’s shoulder.

	“What you doing, Willie, all out in public?” he said, and pulled a wallet out of white silk pants. “Huh?” He gave Willie a five spot. “Go get you something to cool off.”

	Willie said, “Thanks, Fifty,” and started for the liquor store. He stopped at the door, looked at me. “Boy, you lucky, I was ’bout to beat you down.” The crowd dispersed.

	The guy Willie called Fifty turned and I remembered him from the party Friday night. “Why you fighting the locals?” he asked me. 

	“A long story. Thanks for stepping in when you did. It was about to get bloody.”

	Fifty laughed and I noticed the gold chain under his white silk shirt. A Panama straw hat on his head. 

	He indicated the bottle in my hand. “A shame to waste a ten-dollar bottle on a ten-cent nigger.”

	I got into the Caddy, started it up.

	He hunched down, said, “Ain’t in your business, but how come you ain’t at work?”

	“That’s another long story.”

	“Say, if you ain’t doin’ nothing special you can share a drink with me and my girl.” He pointed at a black convertible BMW parked on the side of the liquor store, the top up, the tint too dark to see inside. “I owe you that much for the other night.”

	Remembering the crack rock he’d given me, I said, “Nah, thanks but no thanks.”

	I started to drive off and he said, “Hold on a sec,” and waved at someone inside the BMW. A white girl in a black bodyslip got out. She looked like that girl on Seinfield, same hairstyle and features, but when she walked over I saw wrinkles around her eyes and mouth. “This my girl, Cindy,” Fifty said. “Cindy, say hi--what’s your name again?”

	“John.”

	“Yeah, John. Say hi to John.” She nodded. “Baby, ask him to have a drink with us.”

	“Come drink with us.” she said, no heart in it, simply repeating what Fifty said.

	I followed the BMW to a cream-colored stucco apartment complex on Markham Street, across from the Arkansas School for the Deaf and Blind, a few blocks away from the state capitol.

	To my surprise their apartment was clean, almost identical to Doke’s, the color of the furniture gray instead of white. Oil paintings covered every wall, a few in wooden frames: Betty Boop, Mickey Mouse, Snoopy, Space Ghost, Superman, Lil Abner and Daisy Mae, The Fantastic Four, Spiderman, The Hulk, Tom and Jerry, and one whom I couldn’t place.

	“You like the work?” Fifty said, coming out the kitchen with a coke and two glasses of ice.

	“Yeah, where did you get em?” I asked, taking a seat in the recliner.

	Cindy bent down and turned on the television and a stereo encased in a tall mahogany entertainment center with books in the middle shelves. I stared at the back of her thighs.

	Fifty handed me a glass of ice. “You like what you see?” he said, smiling. I looked away. Waving his glass, Fifty said, “I didn’t buy these masterpieces, I painted them.”

	Cindy sat down beside him on the couch. Lenny Kravitz played on the stereo. Oprah was on the television but the volume was inaudible.

	“You kidding me?” I said. “You’re a professional artist?”

	Fifty slapped the bottom of a Crown Royal bottle. “To you and everybody who’s seen my work, I’m a professional. To people running museums and art galleries, the people who can jumpstart a career, I ain’t shit.” After pouring his drink, he slid the bottle across the table toward me. “See, I didn’t go to school. Should’ve, but I didn’t. Got caught up in other things.” He sipped his drink, added more coke. “What do you do?”

	That brought back everything I was trying to forget. 

	I ignored the Crown Royal, poured my glass half full of Smirnoff vodka, added a smidgen of cranberry juice. “Right now, to be honest, I don’t have a job.”

	Fifty said, “Today? You got fired today?”

	Looking at them sitting there on the couch, his arms around her shoulder, her right leg in his lap, I realized they were at least ten years older than myself. A middle-aged, black-and-white dopehead couple who kept a clean apartment. 

	What the hell am I doing here?
	“Yeah, sort of,” I said, not wanting to get into it. “Quit one job thinking I had another. It didn’t work out.”

	“That’s why you were raising hell with a nobody like Willie, right?”

	“Yeah, maybe so.”

	Fifty whispered in Cindy’s ear. She got up, went into the kitchen and came back with a cellophane bag in her hand.

	“Cindy’s going to smoke a joint,” Fifty said as she sat back down. “You mind?”

	“No. This your apartment, you do what you want.”

	One more drink, I thought, and I’m outta here. Go home and face the music. Tomorrow look for another job.

	The burnt rope smell of marijuana filled the room as Rascal Flatts played on the stereo. Dr. Phil had replaced Oprah on the television.

	Fifty was saying something as I refilled my glass, but I wasn’t listening, wondering how long it would take to find another job.

	“You got a light?” Cindy said, and though I knew I didn’t have one I patted my pockets.

	“No, I don’t.” There was something in my breast pocket. A piece of paper. 

	“Get a light off the stove,” Fifty told her, and she said she didn’t want to do that, needed a lighter.

	Doreen’s handwriting on the paper read: John, the last two days were the happiest of my life. I love you so much. Your wife, Doreen.

	A lump, a big one, lodged in my throat, made my eyes water a bit. Doreen’s heart would break into a million pieces when I told her the news. 

	All that money she spent on the surprise party, the new clothes, and the dinner at Red Lobster. All for nothing. Shit! Berry, once I caught up with him, his ass was grass.

	“Can I hit that?”

	Cindy stared at me, the joint hanging on her lip, her eyes saying, “Huh?”

	“You heard the man,” Fifty said. “Let him hit the damn joint!”

	She handed it to me and I stared at it before putting it to my lips and inhaling. The smoke burned my throat, made my chest hurt. Coughing, I handed it back to Cindy.

	“You okay?” Fifty said.

	Another drink, this time Crown Royal and coke, and I was okay, feeling just fine. Fifty was rambling about something or the other when I interrupted him. 

	“Friday night you showed up at the party, Doreen, my wife, she flipped out. What did you say to her?”

	As some white girl sang about being beautiful on the stereo I watched Fifty’s expression go from a frown to a grin…then he started laughing.

	“I didn’t say a word,” he said, still laughing. “I don’t know why she did that.”

	His laughing got me to laughing, his not knowing why Doreen freaked out on him the funniest thing he and I had ever heard.

	The laughing subsided and Fifty got up and retrieved a six-pack of Coors from the kitchen. Cindy told me where the bathroom was. Sparkling clean, with one of those disinfectant cones hanging on the rim of the commode.

	When I got back, Cindy and Fifty were arguing and there was another cellophane bag on the coffee table, this one a quarter-filled with yellow rocks, along with what looked to me a homemade metal pipe.

	One more drink, maybe two, and I’m out the door.

	Fifty ended the argument with, “You ain’t running a damn thing round here!” He looked up at me. Smiled. “I’m sure you’re wondering about this here.” Picked up the pipe. “Let me explain something to you.” Took a rock out the cellophane bag and put it in the pipe. “You stepped in the look on your face you were surprised, weren’t you? Thought you’d be walking into a pigsty, didn’t you?” He turned to Cindy, motioned his thumb for a lighter, and she shook her head. “Go to the car and get one then,” he said, and she got up and went out the door. 

	Gesticulating with the pipe, he said, “Didn’t you? Don’t answer, but I know you did.” Cindy came back, locked the door, and gave Fifty a red lighter. “You right, most people smoke crack live like shit.” He lighted the pipe, inhaled deeply, held it, and blew a stream of white smoke my way. “Right now you thinking to yourself, ‘Jesus, he’s a crackhead, a bona fide crackhead.’ Don’t fit, does it? My car, my clothes, the way I live, and I got a crack pipe in my mouth. Why it don’t fit? You wanna know?” He sucked on the pipe again.

	I took a sip of my drink. “Tell me.”

	Exhaling he said, “There’s two kinda people who smoke crack. New Jack City, you’ve seen it, haven’t you? The one scene Chris Rock sitting alone, chewing on a pipe, crying and looking all ugly? Anybody look that ugly shouldn’t be smoking shit.” He paused and stared at the pipe in his hand. “See…” He looked over his shoulder at the door, got up and checked it, then looked out the window.

	I remembered Mookie in the same pose. Looking out the window must be a side effect of cocaine.

	“See,” Fifty said, “that crackhead Chris Rock played is one type of crack smoker--fucked up, all ugly and shit. Crack or no crack, you know he’s on his ass one way or the other, you know? Impulsive, can’t deal with rejection, got a problem with authority, can’t handle failure, resentful toward mama or papa or some sumbitch who ain’t thought about his sorry ass in a long time.”

	He put the lighter to the pipe again and took a long puff, grunted while keeping the smoke in. Coughing, he said, “You looking at the other kinda crack smoker. Me! Not fucked up, can take it or leave it. Look round, you see I ain’t hurting for shit. Not shit!” he said, and put another rock in the pipe and lighted it.

	Returning from my third trip to the bathroom, the hallway getting more difficult to navigate, I saw Cindy with the pipe in her mouth. She looked embarrassed, but didn’t stop smoking. 

	“Let me try it,” I said and thought: What the hell am I doing? Trying to impress this dopehead white woman?
	Fifty nudged Cindy and she handed the pipe across the table to me.

	Cindy said, “You sure you want to do this?”

	A slight hesistation and then I put the pipe in my mouth…and inhaled. Exhaled. Nothing.

	Fifty, laughing, said, “What ya think?”

	“Nothing,” I said, and gave Cindy the pipe. “Nothing. It doesn’t do anything for me.”

	“I know it didn’t,” Fifty said. “See, the way it works, you gotta light it, draw up some smoke. Cindy, light it for him.”

	Cindy loaded the pipe with two rocks, put the flame to it and puffed until Fifty tapped her on the back and said, “Give it to him, not smoke it up!” Cindy handed him the pipe, shook her head.

	Fifty gave her a look before taking the pipe and handing it to me. “Try it now.”

	This time I inhaled warm smoke and felt a tingling in my throat. “Nothing, not a thing,” that’s what I was going to say, but…Everything paused, the music, some guy singing about walking in Memphis, the Ford truck commercial on television, all of it paused, even Fifty and Cindy appeared frozen as they stared at me. 

	Something was going on…All my senses seemed sharper, more perceptive…Bells rang, faint at first but slowly getting louder, coming closer…Something was about to happen, something new, something wonderful…Then that fast it all disappeared.

	Fifty, grinning, said, “Tell me you don’t feel nothing now.”

	Reaching for the lighter on the table, I said, “Let me try that again.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




				

				

				Chapter 9

	

	

	It was almost midnight when I parked the Caddy in my spot, dark clouds passing under a full moon. No lights on in the windows of our apartment. Doreen usually went to bed before eleven on weeknights, but what if she was up waiting for me? Damn! I couldn’t believe I’d stayed there that long, over thirteen hours. 

	At the door I hesitated. All that drinking and smoking, Doreen would smell it on my clothes; she’d want to know where I’d been. The truth, she deserved that. I didn’t get the job. Berry the Klansman called the bank, messed it all up. Distraught, I hung out with a guy I met, got drunk.

	She wasn’t in the living room. I tiptoed to the bathroom, took off my clothes and took a long shower. Brushed my teeth. Gargled with Scope. Stuffed my clothes in the bottom of the clothes hamper though Doreen said not to do that, she’d take them to the cleaners.

	I got into bed as quietly as possible and Doreen said, “John, were the hell have you been?” 

	“Out…with a guy I met.”

	She sat up. “With a guy you met!” Getting loud. “John, I was worried sick. Lewis and I drove around hours looking for you. I called everywhere, the jail, all the hospitals. Why the hell didn’t you call?”

	“Time got away from me.”

	“What? And you smell like a liquor store. What’s going on, John?”

	“Nothing.”

	“You go to work today?” 

	“Yes.”

	“How’d it go?”

	What the hell am I doing? “Not too bad.”

	She lay down, and then, a few minutes later, just when I figured the inquiry was over, she said, “Who’s this guy you met?”

	That pissed me off. She couldn’t drop it, had to know every aspect of my damn life.

	“A guy work with me,” and got to wondering what was Fifty’s real name.

	“Black or white?”

	My back to her, facing the the door, I saw Lewis stroll past the hallway and then heard the hiss of the refrigerator door opening. An urge told me to get up, go catch him stuffing something in his mouth, tell him to put it down and take his fat ass to bed.

	Closing my eyes tight so I wouldn’t see him coming back, I said, “Hispanic.”

	In the morning, Doreen shook me, told me to get up, said it was almost seven-thirty. She was already dressed in a light-brown shirt, dark-brown vest and skirt and matching leather sandals. 

	Hanging on the closet door were another set of work-at-the-bank clothes. That brought yesterday’s nightmare to mind: losing the bank job, getting drunk, smoking crack, lying to Doreen, and wanting to do something to Lewis. 

	Damn, did I really smoke crack?
	Doreen left the room, came back a minute later. “You getting up or what?”

	If I told her the truth I could rest all day. Tomorrow go look for another job. 

	“Well…?” Doreen said. 

	I sat up on the edge of the bed. Shit! If I told her now her entire day would be shot. 

	Doreen said, “You tell your friend you’re married, you can’t stay out all night drinking. You hear me?”

	Forty minutes later Fifty opened the door to his apartment in green pajamas, squinted at me as if he wasn’t sure who I was. “A tad early, ain’t it?”

	“Just happened to be in the neigborhood,” I said, and stepped in.

	He locked the door, told me to have a seat, make myself at home. “Anything you want you welcome to it,” he said and went back to bed.

	The pipe, a lighter, and several crack crumbs were on the table. 

	An hour or so later Fifty, still wearing the pajamas, came out. The pipe and lighter were on the table, but the crack crumbs were gone. 	He did say make myself at home.

	He went into the kitchen. “You didn’t tell Doreen you lost your job, did you?” Came back with a glass of orange juice and sat down next to me on the couch.

	“No, I didn’t. How you know?”

	“The clothes you wearing.”

	“Yeah, I guess that gives it away.”

	“I see a problem starting here,” he said. “Already.”

	“What’s that?”

	He set the glass on the table, sighed, and crossed his arms. “All that went on yesterday, that was an abnormality, you know what I mean?” He saw I wasn’t following, said, “Okay, to be blunt, crack ain’t free. You might not know it, but you smoked up three hundred dollars last night. Then you--what was it, seven, eight in the morning? You’re back, picking up the crumbs. Me and old girl don’t usually get up till noon. That’s dis--”

	“No problem, it’s on me today.”

	“--respectful. Very disrespectful. That tells me you see me as a--” He stopped, looked at me. “What you say?”

	“It’s on me today. You laid it out yesterday, I’ll lay it out today.”

	“How much money you’re talking?”

	Three hundred dollars, I told him, the same amount he said I’d smoked up, thinking I would settle the debt, even the score, and then tomorrow get my shit together, go look for another job.

	Fifty shouted for Cindy to get out of bed when I told him I didn’t have the money on me, would have to go to the bank and get it.

	Thirty minutes later we pulled up to an ATM machine in Fifty’s BMW, at a Commerce Bank on Capitol Avenue, and I withdrew three brand new hundred dollar bills out of Doreen’s and my savings account. 	Not a problem. Once I started working I’d put it back. Fifty said it was unwise for a man of my stature going to a dope house, said he and Cindy would put their freedom on the line, go get the stuff while I waited at the apartment. Made sense to me.

	Two hours later we were back at the ATM, but this time the machine didn’t spit out money: three hundred dollars was the maximum ATM withdrawal amount in a twenty-four-hour period. Not a problem. I went inside to a teller and withdrew four hundred dollars.

	Once I started working I’d ask for all the overtime I could get.

	At four-thirty-two we were back at the bank. Too late. It was closed. The sign said 8:30 pm to 4:30 pm. I shook the glass door, waved at a silver-haired white woman in a gray skirt that looked like a teepee standing near a desk, shouted at her…She ignored me. 

	Woman, please, two minutes late! Open the door! 
	She didn’t.

	From then on I couldn’t get her out of my mind. When I drove to my apartment, when I watched TV with Lewis, when Doreen said, “John, are you okay? Your eyes, you look shot?” when I lie in bed, all I could think about was slapping that silver-haired fat heifer, asking her why she didn’t open the door, “Your big ass saw me!” and slapping her again.

	Wednesday morning I woke up before Doreen and wondered was I losing my mind. When Doreen checked the account all hell would break loose. And what if she found out I wasn’t working the same time she discovered the money missing?

	Armageddon. 

	The digital clock beeped and Doreen got up and turned it off. In a white slip she trudged off to the bathroom. I got up and dressed, talked to the bathroom door, “Doreen, I’m gone,” and heard her in the shower, heard her say wait a minute. I didn’t wait.

	To show that fat heifer at the bank I wasn’t a bum, that was my reason for going to Fifty’s apartment. This would be the last time. Tomorrow I’d look for a job. It was seven-thirty, an hour before the bank opened. 

	This time Fifty, dressed, opened the door before I knocked, grinning, looking just like Eddie Murphy. Cindy, also dressed, was sitting at the kitchen table drinking coffee.

	“I was wondering when you were coming,” Fifty said. “You had breakfast? Cindy will cook you something. She makes a great western omelet. Cup of coffee?”

	No thanks, and he said he wanted to show me something. 

	A seventeen-by-twenty oil painting he got from behind the couch showed a fat yellow duck wearing a diaper, a big safety pin holding it, a blue shirt that was way too small, and a baby bonnet on its head.

	“Did this yesterday,” Fifty said, “after you left. It’s yours, take it home with you.”

	I’d seen this cartoon character before, but couldn’t place it.

	“Baby Huey,” Fifty said. “A cat named Marty Taras created him in the forties.”

	I leaned the painting against the couch. “I remind you of a duck? A fat, goofy duck?”

	Fifty laughed. “Remember, Baby Huey wanted to play with the other ducks but he kept busting up shit ’cause he was so fat? See, he wasn’t aware of his limitations. You reminded me of him when you were raising hell at the bank, trying to get them to let you in, acting all desperate and shit. The police hadda come you woulda had a hard time explaining what you were doing.”

	I didn’t see the connection but said thanks.

	The silver-haired white woman wasn’t in the bank. Didn’t matter because the second the teller counted four hundred dollars in my hand I forgot all about her. 

	Fifty had suggested that we withdraw more than before. “So we won’t have to keep coming back.” 	

	We? 

	We weren’t dipping into our savings account. I was. Getting into the small back seat of the BMW, I decided I would spend this four hundred and cut these clowns loose.

	All my thoughts and concerns--Doreen, the savings account, these two jokers smoking more than their share--disappeared in smoke when I took the first hit, felt that sensation of coming close to something wonderful but not quite getting there. 

	A few hours later the four hundred dollars disappeared too. Cindy was on all fours looking for something in the light-brown carpet. Fifty stood by the window peeking out the curtains. Janet Jackson was dancing on the television. I sat on the couch staring at my left arm. It felt swollen. 

	“Cindy,” I said, extending both arms out. “Look at this. Don’t it look like my left arm is bigger than the right?”

	Cindy stopped and looked at me as if she’d forgotten I was there. I repeated the question and she studied both my arms, nodded yes and then went back to searching for whatever she was searching for.

	Her affirmation frightened me. My damn arm was swelling up by the second. How long would it be before it got all huge and fat, too big to carry, noticeable to everybody?

	Goddamn!
	“Fifty, tell me something.” He didn’t budge from the window. “Look, man, look!”

	He turned, blotches of sweat covered his face. “What?”

	“Look, man, my damn arm swelling up!”

	He gave a cursory glance at my arm held out to him and returned to looking out at the parking lot. “Ain’t nothing wrong with your arm, you geeking.”

	“Geeking? What the hell is that? Is it fatal?”

	He turned, a grin in his eyes. “Not usually. Some more stuff, that’ll fix it.”

	Back to the bank we went. Fifty’s logic made sense to me. If smoking crack made my arm swell up, then smoking more crack would make the swelling go down.

	Again Fifty suggested that we get enough money so we wouldn’t have to come back, and don’t forget, he reminded me, what happened yesterday. Now that made sense too. 

	The teller gave me a funny look, asked to see my driver’s license, walked away with it, came back with a stiff-looking black man who asked me was everything okay.

	“You give me my damn money and everything will be okay.”

	That got his temple twitching.

	I walked out with fifteen hundred dollars. 

			 

				* * * * * 

	

	Dokes came by that evening, sat down and ate with Doreen, Lewis and me. Lasagna and hot water cornbread. After, he asked me to step outside with him. Three boys Lewis’ age were skateboarding in the street. Though the sun was still high, it wasn’t that hot; but I couldn’t stop sweating.

	Dokes said, “You okay? You sweating like a hog.”

	“I’m fine. What’s up?”

	“Something wrong, dude, and you know it. Doreen asked me to talk to you, see what’s the matter. I thought she was exaggerating till I saw you. Dude, you look like refried shit. And why you keep looking at your arm?”

	I couldn’t explain that.

	“The job? That’s what Doreen thinks. She thinks the job is stressing you out, the pressure is killing you?”

	One boy tried to hop his skateboard up a curve, like the other two had done, but flipped, landed on his ass. 

	“Yeah, Dokes,” I said, “the job certainly caused problems. You don’t know the half of it.”

	“Tell me.”

	I shook my head.

	“You got a mouth, don’t you?” Dokes said. “Talk to your supervisor, tell him what the problem is. Some people take longer to catch on a new job than others. It’s not that they’re not smart enough, you know, they just need more time. You don’t speak up soon, the way you look, you won’t make Christmas.”

	More shit to worry about I thought as I watched Dokes cross the street heading back to his apartment. Doreen might call the bank, tell them to lighten up on her husband, and that’s when she would find out I didn’t work there.

	When she came to bed that night I said, “Doreen, the bank job, it’s causing problems. Next week I’m going to look for another job.”

	After a silence she said, “Baby, I’ll love you wherever you work,” and rested her head on my shoulder. “My fault. I shouldn’t have pushed you. You said you were okay working at the mill, I should have left it alone. I just thought…Will you accept my apology?”

	“Yeah, baby, I’ll accept it.”

	A way out. An opportunity to lay it all on the table. I played the dialogue in my head: Doreen, I didn’t get the job. She’d say, What? Why you pretend you did? What have you been doing all day? I’d say, I dunno, I just dunno. She’d say, What’ve you been doing for money? I’d say, Nothing, really, a dollar here and there out the bank. She’d say, How much? I’d say, Uh, a tad over two thousand dollars, and she would hit the damn roof.

	When Doreen fell asleep I got up and went to the bathroom, took out the pipe and the rocks I’d hid in the shower rod earlier. After smoking those up, I couldn’t sleep, and had to fight the urge to go over to Fifty’s to see if he had anything left.

	Then I remembered the rock Fifty gave me after he crashed the party.

	On my knees I searched every square inch behind the loveseat. The damn thing wasn’t there. Doreen had cleaned up the morning after the party; she probably vacuumed the rock. Not a problem. I poured a pound of dirt from a vacuum bag onto the kitchen table and began sifting through it with a spoon.

	Lewis, in Pokemon pajamas, came into the kitchen. Rubbing his eyes with his knuckles, he said, “What you doing, John?”

	Sounding like he was my stepfather.

	“What you think? Take your ass to bed.”

	“I’ma get a glass of milk. Why you talking to me like that?”

	“No, you’re not. Take your ass to bed.”

	He ignored me, opened the fridge, took out a quart of milk. I got up and snatched it out of his hand. “Take your ass to bed!”

	He stared at me and then ran, right to Doreen. I resumed my search and then looked up to see Doreen staring at me, her mouth wide open. Lewis was behind her, clutching her nightgown, staring at me.

	“What the hell are you doing?” Doreen said. “Why you pour that shit on my table?”

	“I’m going to clean it up,” I said, and kept sifting.

	She got Lewis a glass of milk, which he took a long time drinking, and then they went back to bed.

	Damn. And I never found the rock.

 




 

 

 

 

				

				

				


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

				Chapter 10


	

	

	Saturday and Sunday I stayed at home, but Monday morning I was back at Fifty’s apartment doing opposite of what I’d promised myself not to do: smoking crack and running back and forth to the bank. 	In one week I’d gone through, with a lot of help from my new crack-smoking friends, almost five thousand dollars. Sunday, Doreen had mentioned Brad Davis, the white man with the house she wanted to buy, said Friday we would go see if he’d made it back.

	Sooner or later she was going to find out, but, I thought as I handed the teller a withdrawal ticket for three hundred dollars, what could she do? Even Fifty supported that conclusion: “You the man. She can’t kick your ass, can she?”

	Fifty and I were sitting at the kitchen table handing a pipe back and forth while Cindy was in the living room, combing the carpet, an activity she seemed to enjoy.

	“Look at that, will you?” Fifty said. “There’s dope here on the table and she’s pilfering for crack crumbs on the floor. Do that make sense to you?”

	“No, it don’t,” I said, and lighted the pipe. 

	Cindy said, “I heard that, Fifty.”

	“I don’t give a damn what you heard!” Fifty said. “You ain’t running nothing round here! I’ll put your ass out--you hear that?” He shook his head, looked at me. “You don’t put up with this kinda shit from Peaches, do you?”

	“How you know that? Doreen’s nickname? How you know that?”

	He gave me that unctuous grin again, eyes smiling but mouth a thin line.

	“You musta told me. How else could I know?”

	“I don’t remember telling you. That time at the party, you and Doreen acted like y’all knew each other. How she know ’bout you?”

	His eyes weren’t smiling now. “Something I forgot to tell you about crack. It makes you paranoid.” Gestured toward Cindy. “The overgrown rug rat over there, she thinks somebody dropped a piece on the floor. Ain’t nothing there, but you can’t tell her that. I were you I’d know what I’m talking ‘bout before I start accusing someone of my wife.”

	“Huh? I ain’t accusing you of nothing. I’m asking did you know Doreen before the party?” 

	Fifty got up, crossed the room, grabbed a handful of Cindy’s hair and pulled her to her feet. “You’re embarrassing me,” he said. “You got John thinking I want his wife. Get in there and get you a piece off the table.” 

	I watched him lead her to the table, watched her pick up the biggest rock there and walk off with it, and then heard the bedroom door slam shut.

	“Stupid bitch!” Fifty said.

	The second trip to the bank Fifty and Cindy reconciled their differences, Fifty all over her now, making a show of it, hugging and kissing her as he drove. 

	The teller insisted on writing down the balance of the savings account. I didn’t look at it; threw it in the trash on my way out the door.

	When Fifty and Cindy came back from wherever they got the dope, they left several rocks on the table and headed to the bedroom. Hearing loud sex noises, I smoked a rock, then put the rest in my pocket and left.

	While driving and concentrating on my swelling arm, I realized something I should’ve realized from the get-go: I could save a buncha money if I bought the dope myself, smoked it myself.

	Doreen was standing outside near her car talking to Sasha McDonald, our St. Bernard-loving neighbor, when I drove up.

	Thinking now was a good time to go lock myself in the bathroom, I said hi to both women and started for the stairs.

	Doreen said, “Wait a minute, John. I bought a computer from Sasha’s mother. I doubt if it’ll fit in my car, but I know it’ll fit in yours. You mind?”

	“I don’t mind,” I said. “When you want to go?”

	“Whenever you’re ready.”

	Sasha rode with us, she and Doreen in the back seat talking about the television show Will and Grace, reciting episodes they thought particularly humorous. A fag and a beautiful woman living together, I couldn’t imagine how that was funny.

	At Sasha’s mother’s house, near the Little Rock Zoo, I picked up a used, dusty modem, keyboard and monitor, all of which could have easily fitted in the back seat of Doreen’s Camry, and started walking to the car, telling Doreen to pop the trunk.

	“There’s something in here,” Doreen said, looking inside the trunk. “You want me to take it out?”

	The load getting heavy, I said, “If you don’t mind.”

	Doreen pulled out the oil painting Fifty gave me. I dropped everything in the trunk and turned to see her looking at the painting, her face screwed up.

	“What’s the matter?” I asked her. She didn’t respond and I took the painting out of her hand and tossed it into the trunk and closed it.

	The drive back Doreen didn’t say a word, not even to Sasha, who repeatedly asked her if something was wrong.

	Inside the apartment she went into the bedroom and locked the door and didn’t come out once. Not a problem. I went into the bathroom and entertained myself with the pipe.

	In the morning, an hour earlier than when she usually left, Doreen was heading out the door with Lewis in tow. I jumped off the couch.

	“Doreen, wait…wait!” She stopped halfway out the door. “What’s the problem?” I put a hand on her shoulder and she pushed it away. “You mad at me? Why?”

	She started to say something but didn’t. I watched her hurry down the stairs, Lewis almost tripping trying to keep up.

				

				* * * * *

	

	A lousy day, intermittent rain, gray skies, and not a crack dealer in sight. I steered the Caddy up and down Oak Street, a notorious drug haven. The few people I did see didn’t look like crack dealers; they looked like homeless people looking for shelter. 

	Finally a man in a hooded jacket flagged me down. Good, I wasn’t quite sure how you approached a crack dealer. “You sell crack?” or, “You know where I can purchase crack,” or, “You in the crack business?”

	The automatic window on the passenger side rolled down and a girl who I’d mistaken for a man stuck her head inside, her hair cut low, snot dripping out her nose, a big bump on her top lip.

	“What you wanna do?” she said.

	“Huh?”

	“What you wanna do? Ten for head, twenty for ass. Let me in, the law be ridin’ by any minute.” She pulled on the door handle.

	“Wait a minute!” Head? Please, with that bump on your lip! “I’m just looking to buy some crack.”

	“Let me in, I’ll show you where you can get it.”

	No way. “Just tell me--” 

	There was a tap on my window and I turned to see a guy wearing shades, his blue short pants way too big, sliding down his hips, exposing blue boxers.

	I rolled the window down a crack and he asked what I wanted.

	“Crack,” I told him, and he said, “No shit. What you want?”

	The girl with the big bump on her lip said, “I got this, Buck.”

	“Girl, if you don’t get away from me…” Buck said. Not loud, but that got the girl moving, walking down the sidewalk. “What you say you want?” 

	Not sure what to say, I said, “A hundred dollars worth.”

	The guy arched an eyebrow. “Okay, give me the money. Make a block, come back. I’ll go get it.”

	I didn’t like the sound of that. 

	“That’s the way we do it, dawg. Johnny Law catch me going to my stash we both going down.” 

	I didn’t like the sound of that either. 

	Still I poked a hundred out the window and watched him disappear between two houses. I drove around the block, came back, and that sonofabitch was nowhere to be seen. I waited and waited, hoping he’d have a change of heart. He didn’t. It started raining again. Shit!
				

				* * * * *

	

	Fifty laughed when I told him what happened, said that’s what I get for trying to jump into the game without first learning the rules. Yeah, I thought, the rules included getting him and his old lady high.

	He didn’t laugh when I showed him a hundred-dollar bill, told him that was it, all I had, told him he and his old lady were way behind in reciprocation, “I’m the only one spending money.”

	“I hear you,” Fifty said. “I hear you. Tell you what, you and I’ll go get a piece. I’ll introduce you to one of the players.”

	Behind a blue house on Pine Street, Fifty said, “Hold tight for a minute,” and got out of the BMW and went in through the back door. Rain trickling down the windshield, I watched several people come and go through the back door. Fifty ran back to the car, got in and wiped water off his head with a napkin.

	“Uh, this ain’t a good day for you to meet him. You want we can try somewhere else. It’s up to you.”

	The tone reminded me of the guy who told me to make a block.

	“Here,” giving him the hundred. “Like I said, that’s all I got.”

	Under a railroad bridge on Twelfth Street, Fifty and I smoked what he said was a hundred-dollar rock. The fleeting high wasn’t exactly mind-blowing, but the urge to smoke more, which always followed a few seconds later, was overwhelming. 

	Fifty spoke on it before I did, “You wanna do one more?”

				

				* * * * *

	

	The silver-haired cow was behind the booth at the bank, a purple ribbon pinned to her gold tarpaulin dress. I handed her the withdrawl slip and she had the nerve to smile. A few clicks on the keyboard and then the smile faded.

	Looking at me over the top of horn-rimmed glasses, she said, “I’m sorry, sir, this account has been closed.” More clicks on the keyboard. “This morning, nine o’clock.”

	“I don’t think so. You need to give me my money. I was just here a few hours ago.”

	“Sir, I’m looking…” She paused, looked over my shoulder and gave a slight nod.

	I read the name on her tag. “Mrs. Summers, perhaps you’re in the wrong line of work. Dealing with the public irks you so much, you oughta consider something more suitable to your personality. A prison guard, something like that, or maybe putting dogs to sleep. You--” I was about to say something else snotty when a hand tapped me on the shoulder. 

	I turned and looked in the face of the security guard, an old guy with a bushy white moustache and long hairs sprouting out his ears.

	“Young man,” he said, “is there a problem?”

	Before I could answer, Silver-haired said, “The joint account he’s attempting to withdraw funds from is closed. He’s being very nasty about it.”

	“I suggest you leave the bank, young man,” he said, taking a step back, his right hand close to the gun on his hip, fingers twitching as if he were ready to draw. 

	Is this fool crazy? 
	“I’m not telling you again.”

	A crazy old fool with a gun, you followed his directions.

	Fifty said, “What happened?” before I got to the car. I got in and told him. He said, “Doreen closed it.”

	“No, she didn’t, she’s at work. Those bastards in there…” That possibility got me to thinking, sobered me up a little. 

	Fifty said, “I got a feeling shit ‘bout to hit the fan on your end.” He started the BMW. “You ain’t the type let a woman run over you, are you?”

	“Naw,” I said. “I ain’t worried about it.” Truthfully, I was beyond worried. Thousands of dollars gone, nothing to show for it, Doreen would demand an explanation. Doreen would throw a shit fit.

	Fifty said, “Don’t worry ’bout it. Nothing you can do now. Money’s meant to be spent.”

	Wow, financial advice from a crackhead!
	Fifty said, “Tell you what. I’ll see if I can get em to front me a piece. I oughta be good for it. I’ll give it to you, you go home and patch things up with Doreen, and then come by tomorrow and we’ll talk business. I got something cooking next week. You want in you can make some easy money.”

	He drove back to the house on Pine Street, wasn’t in there five minutes and come back with a handful of rocks, gave me three and kept the other four or five.

	I said, “Today is my last day. Tomorrow I’m going to look for a job. I can’t do that if I keep smoking this shit.”

	Fifty said okay and drove back to his apartment, where Cindy was sitting on the porch looking forlorn, smiling when she saw us pulling up. Without a word I got into my car and left.

	Alone inside the apartment I locked the bathroom door, sat down on the commode and took my time loading the pipe. The ride over I racked my brain for a lie to tell Doreen. 

	“Identity theft, that’s what happened, baby,” was what I finally come up with, but aloud it sounded weak. The first hit that concern went up in white smoke. Another hit and I felt confident: the money belonged to both of us. I spent it, so what? The third hit I didn’t give a damn if I owed the mob a million dollars.

	My hands trembling, I reloaded the pipe and before I could light it I heard the front door open, and then Doreen’s voice inside the apartment. 

	“John!…John!” The doorknob turned. “John, open this door!”

	I put the flame to the pipe. “Wait a minute, I’m using it.”

	The door flew open, bounced off the wall, punching a hole where the doorknob met, a long splinter hanging down the doorjamb. Doreen stood in the doorway, her hair sweated out of shape, eyes bucked wide, looking at me with the pipe in my mouth.

	“Oh, oh, oh!” she said. “We’re firing up inside the apartment, are we?” Sarcastic; sounding like she were my mother catching me playing with matches.

	I stared back at her. “Why you kick the door in?”

	“Excuse me,” Doreen said. “I didn’t mean to interrupt you. Go ahead, keep smoking. Go ahead. Light it up.” Lewis appeared behind Doreen’s waist, his eyes bucked too. Doreen said, “Lewis, go pack your clothes. Now!” He disappeared and Doreen shook her head and said, “I knew it the second I saw that picture. You tell that sorry bastard I hope he’s satisfied he broke up this marriage!”

	“Why you kick the door in?”

	“Oh, I see,” Doreen said. “Sorry sapsucker didn’t tell you everything, did he? It doesn’t matter, Lewis and me we’re outta here.” She gave me one more disgusted look before going to the bedroom. 

	I stood up and flushed the commode, thought to hide the pipe and the one remaining rock but realized that wasn’t necessary now; put everything on the floor. 

	Inside the bedroom Doreen was taking clothes out of the closet, putting them in a suitcase on the bed, talking to herself: “All my damn money! Silly sucker! Think I’m going to put up with this shit? Better think again!”

	“Why you kick the door in?”

	Doreen didn’t even look at me, kept packing, saying, “By the way, I called the bank, not the one where you stole my money, the one you lied about working at. They never heard of you!”

	“Why you kick the door in?”

	The suitcase wouldn’t close for her, packed too full, clothes hanging over the sides. Still she put a knee on it and tried to latch it. 	“Lewis,” she shouted, “are you ready?”

	“Why you kick the door in?”

	“I’m leaving!” Doreen said. “That’s your problem, not mine.”

	I crossed to the bed, snatched the suitcase out of her hand and flung it to the floor, scattering clothes around the room.

	“Why you kick the door in?”

	Doreen, breathing hard, gave me a look, and we stood there glaring at each other before she said, “Would you please leave me alone so I can get out of here!”

	“You ain’t going nowhere,” I said and backhanded her, sending her over the corner of the bed. “You ain’t running shit round here!”

	Doreen lay on the floor between the bed and closet, her eyes open, looking as if she didn’t know where she were. Her plum-colored skirt was hiked up to her waist, revealing the same colored panties. An ugly thought crossed my mind, and I felt the stirring of an erection.

	“You hit me!” Doreen said, getting to her feet. “You bastard, you hit me!” 

	She charged, her arms swinging wildly, and I hit her again, upside the head, flat handed. This time she lay curled up on the floor, sobbing. 

	“You didn’t hafta kick the door in!” I told her. “You coulda waited till I got out!”

	Lewis came running into the room, a hammer in his hand, crying, shouting something about not hurting his mama. I took the hammer from him, wrestled his head between my knees, pulled off my belt, heard Doreen screaming behind me, raised the belt high… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




					

 

 

 

 

 

				Chapter 11


	

	Loud knocking and the doorbell ringing got me up from the floor. Night showed through the slats in the tan Venetian blinds. The bedroom light was on. Clothes were scattered on the floor, dresser drawers were hanging out, a few empty, and a large spider-webbed crack in the body mirror on the door made my image look broken, split in incongruent pieces, cracked. I felt a large knot on the back of my head and brought my hand forward and saw dried blood. 

	The knocking at the door got louder.

	Clothes were strewn down the hallway, along with other whatnots, coloring books, cups, paper, a lone red tennis shoe. The mess led to the front door where someone was trying to beat it down.

	“Who is it?” 

	“Me, Oscar. Open the door.”

	A hand on the doorknob and then I got to thinking What the hell he want? Asked him, and he said, “Open the door and you’ll see.”

	Wrong answer. “Doreen ain’t here, what you want?”

	That got him peeved. “I know she ain’t here, you punk! Why you hit my sister? I’ma kick your ass! Open the door, punk!” The doorknob twisted a little. “Open the door, punk! You fight a woman but you scared to fight a man, huh? Open the door!” He started kicking the door. What’s with his family kicking doors? “Open the door, punk, so I can kick your ass!”

	I slid a barstool over and propped it against the door, moved to the front window and unlocked it, just in case. I told him Doreen was my wife, whatever happened between her and me was our business, none of his, and get the hell away from my door.

	That pissed him off. “Bitch, that don’t give you the right to hit her! I swear I’m going to kick your ass! Open this damn door! I dare you, open the door! Talk that shit to my face!” The entire apartment shook as he banged against the door. 

	Would it hold? If it didn’t I was going out the window. If he came through the window I was going out the door. It was that simple.

	He stopped. Damned fool probably hurt himself banging against the door like that. I peeked out the window and, shit, there he was, his ugly mug pressed against the glass. 

	“I’ma get you, punk!” he said. “Just a matter of time. You can’t hide forever.”

	Why not?
	 Went to the bathroom. The pipe was okay, but the rock was crushed into a powder. No matter, I got on my knees and scraped it up with a razor, put it in the pipe, lighted it, sucked in the smoke and waited for that feeling, resisting the desire to look in the mirror, afraid I would see Chris Rock the way he looked in New Jack City, all ugly and alone.

				

				* * * * *

	

	Dokes came over early in the morning, knocking as loudly as Oscar had. I asked who was with him and he said, “Dude, open the door.” I let him in and he stepped up in my face. “The hell wrong with you?”

	“What you talking about, man?”

	“You know what I’m talking about, jumping on Doreen like you crazy.” A pause. “And smoking that shit!”

	I backed away from him. He was wearing his work clothes, brown shirt and short pants. “You’re right, man. I fucked up bad. Can’t believe I did it. I fucked up, Dokes, ain’t no need of lying about it.”

	Stole his thunder. 

	“Dude, you right about that. How the hell you start smoking that shit?”

	I told him what happened with the bank job, then lied I smoked a joint not knowing crack was in it. “I’m not hooked on it, though. Last night was my last time. Doreen kicked the door in, I blinked out, hit her. I’ll call her today, apologize.”

	“Dude, I’m not sure it’s going to be that easy. She called me last night crying her heart out. The way she told it, you beat her up, tried to beat her son and then she clocked you with the VCR. You’re not hanging with Fifty, are you?”

	“Fifty who?”

	“Don’t play that shit with me, dude. You know Fifty, the guy at the party the other night? I don’t know what he did to Doreen, but she hates him with a passion. And she’s convinced he had something do with you smoking that shit. Any truth to that?”

	“Where did she say she’s staying, over to her mother’s?”

	“You’re bullshitting now--makes me wonder if you’re serious about leaving that shit alone. You don’t want to lose Doreen, John. I know you don’t want to do that. I were you I’d cut Fifty loose right now--he ain’t nothing but poison. And I’d get myself into a rehab real quick. You ain’t bad off yet, but it’s coming. I’ve seen it happen too many times. You want her back, don’t you?”

	“Yeah, I do.”

	“Okay, then. There’s a rehab on Barrow Road, it’s free. I can’t remember the name of it, but I hear it’s pretty good. Three months you’ll be out. Go get some clothes, I’ll drive you over there. You’ll need to sit in the back of the van so nobody sees you.”

	“Hold on, Dokes. I’m not fixin’ to go to rehab. I’m not hooked, man. I’m not doing it anymore. Sometime today I’m going look for a job. Can you get me an application at UPS?”

	“Shieeeet!” Dokes said. “You’re not messing me up. You can’t pass a drug test. You get out of rehab I’ll get you an application, put a word in for you.” And he went on and on, insisting I go into rehab.

	Tired of hearing him talk, I walked him out to the balcony, asked what time he had to go back to work. That didn’t stop him one bit. A blue Yugo drove slowly down the street and I moved to the front door.

	“That ain’t Oscar, is it?” 

	Dokes looked and said no. “You scared of him?”

	I said yes, and closed and locked the door. Damn Dokes. 
	Through the window I watched him cross the street and get into a UPS van. Then the blue Yugo rolled down the street and stopped. Oscar got out of it and started conversing with Dokes, who for some reason kept pointing up at the apartment. 

	So what, Oscar, Pooh, Dumbo, whatever his name, he couldn’t get in. What seemed a long time, Dokes and Oscar stood out in the parking lot talking. Another car drove up, a gray Camry, and I lost sight of it as it pulled into one of the parking slots near the building. Is that Doreen? The way Dokes and Oscar stopped, looked, and walked over out of my sight, that had to be Doreen. 

	Shit! Doreen had a key. I heard footsteps ascending the stairs. Two options: stand up to Oscar, show him I wasn’t afraid of him even though his biceps were bigger than my thighs, and if he hit me, I’d hit his ass right back, try to knock the shit out of him…or hide. 

	The front door opened just as I was closing the cabinet door under the kitchen sink behind me. Heavy footsteps pounded the linoleum in the kitchen and then trailed off somewhere inside the apartment. 

	Oscar’s voice: “Y’all come on in. He’s not here.”

	More footsteps moving about. Dokes said, “He was just here a few minutes ago. I talked to him.”

	Why the hell Dokes wasn’t delivering packages instead of trying to watch a fight?
	Oscar said, “Yeah. He must be hiding then. Let me find him.”

	Doreen said, “Pooh, I’m serious, don’t start anything. I just want to get a few things and leave.”

	“Okay, sure,” Oscar said. “I’m not going to put a hand on him. I’m just putting my foot up his ass.” 

	The pipe near my neck was leaking, water dripping down the back of my shirt. The floorboard beneath me stank of mildew and something fetid. Rat shit, I thought.

	A long while I didn’t hear anything, and then the heavy footsteps returned to the kitchen. Cabinets doors were opened and slammed shut. I stopped breathing. Through a crack I saw Oscar’s hand reaching for the door handle…

	“He’s not hiding in the cabinet, Pooh,” Doreen said. “He’s not here.”

	The door opened a bit and Oscar said, “You can’t tell about him,” and let the door close shut. I resumed breathing. “That cheap stereo in the bedroom, can I have it?”

	“No, Pooh,” Doreen said. “That belongs to John.”

	Oscar didn’t argue, told Doreen he had to go pick up his wife. “Call me when you see him again.”

	I heard the front door slam shut, started to get out but stopped when I heard Doreen crying.

	Dokes said, “Are you okay?”

	“We were so close to making it happen, Dokes. My son…John was around him when he was just a baby. We were looking at a house…” A pause, punctuated by nose blowing. “I love him, was willing to do anything…” Loud sobs.

	Dokes said, “It’s going to be all right. I talked to him today, told him to go to rehab. He’s not liking the idea right now, but I think he’ll come around. Doreen, he did admit he messed up. You and I know that’s not him.”

	Doreen stopped crying. “You don’t get it, Dokes. It’s over, the marriage, everything, it’s over! I could have dealt with the crack, though eventually he would’ve had to go to rehab. That’s not why it’s over. I could have even dealt with him blowing all my money. Dokes, a man doesn’t put his hands on me but one time. I don’t give a damn what he’s smoking. I’m not that woman. You hit me once it’s over, no coming back. Not open for discussion. He started at Lewis, too!”

	“Doreen, I wouldn’t hit you if my life depended on it.” 

	Doreen laughed. “I’m not talking about you, Dokes. I know you’re a gentleman with your women.”

	What women?
	Dokes said what I was thinking, “What women?” and started talking about how he was looking for the right woman, a real woman, a woman of Doreen’s stature.

	Doreen said exactly what I was thinking, “Dokes, you sound like you’re hitting on your best friend’s wife in a time of crisis?”

	Dokes found that funny, and so did Doreen, laughing right along with him. Their hilarious conversation drifted beyond my hearing and then I heard the front door close again.

	It took a minute to get out, my legs and arms stiff. The finality of Doreen’s words worried me. “It’s over!” No wriggle room in it. 

	No, she’s pissed, needed a few days to cool off. Give her a week and go apologize, tell her I love her, I lost my head when I was smoking that shit, won’t do it again--smoke that shit or hit her--tell her I can’t live without her, “I’m sorry,” tell her I love Lewis, I want to make it up to him, I want us to be a family again, I want you to come home.

	It sounded good, but “It’s over!” kept playing inside my head.

	Mama came by that evening, took one look at me and started crying, wouldn’t take a seat, just stood there shaking her head and crying. Almost sixty-years-old she didn’t have a strand of gray in her head, just dark circles under her eyes, formed by years of working the graveyard shift at a nursing home.

	Finally she took a wad of tissue out the pocket of her green scrubs and wiped her eyes and said, “A young fella used to work with me, a nice young man, one of the few who’d do the job, named Darius. Most of the younger ones you can’t get to do anything. They eat patients food, steal their money and then get mad time to work, afraid to get shit on their hands. Darius wasn’t like that; he’d even talk to the patients, listen to their stories, and some of em talk your ears off.

	“The devil uses all kinds of tricks, you know? Darius didn’t smoke, drink, do drugs, nothing. The wrong people came along and he got to messing with em and next thing you know he’s doing what they doing. He’d kept reading his Bible, kept his eyes on the Lord, he would’ve seen them as the devil the second he laid eyes on them. I look at you and see Darius before he took sick. AIDS. Dead.”

	“Mama, he musta been an intravenous drug user. You kidding me? How I remind you of someone like that? I don’t use drugs! What did Doreen tell you?”

	Wrinkles bunched up in the bridge of her nose, as if she detected a bad scent, an indication she didn’t believe a word I said.

	“Darius didn’t shoot dope, he smoked crack, the same shit you smoking!”

	The way she said it shocked me, let me know she was more upset than I thought.

	“Doreen said I was smoking crack? Mama, she’s mad because I was fixin’ to whoop Lewis. She got him spoiled, lets him run all over her.” Mama understood discipline; used to beat the hell out of me. “I ain’t feeding a child and let him run over me too. I ain’t gonna do it, Mama.”

	The look on her face said she wasn’t buying it.

	She said, “You don’t have a job. How’s you feeding him?”

	I didn’t answer, and wondered when was she leaving.

	“Last night,” she said, “I dreamed a man getting shot. He didn’t have a face. I saw him in a nursing home, bedsores all over his body. Out the window of his room I saw the sign Dean’s Nursing Home and I realized who the man was. It was you.” She took a seat on the couch, stared at the black purse in her lap. “Dean’s Nursing Home is where people with no insurance and no hope go. It’s a disgrace. You don’t want to go there, John.”

	“It was a dream, Mama.”

	Mama shook her head, bit her top lip and said, “My brother, CJ, said you could come work for him. I think you should go. Today.”

	“In the country, Mama? I’m no farmer. Look, Mama, Doreen and I had a little fight. Things got a little out of hand, I’ll admit that. I’ll apologize to her, find another job, and everything will return to normal. Ain’t no need of me running off to the country.”

	We sat there silent for a long time before Mama said, “John, I think you should forget about Doreen coming back.”

				 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 	

				

				



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

				Chapter 12



	

	Fifty sat at his kitchen table eating strawberry ice cream out of the carton, nodding his head as I told him what happened.

	“That stupid picture you gave me, that’s what made her suspicious, got her looking into shit. You didn’t even sign the damn thing, so tell me how she connect it to you?”

	Cindy was standing in the doorway, hands on her hips, in a pair of holey jeans and blue shirt. 

	Fifty said, “Why don’t you take a walk?” Cindy turned and looked at him. “Yeah, you! You the FBI? Nothing to do except eavesdrop on niggers? Take a walk!”

	When Cindy left Fifty said, “You got a bad habit confronting me when my woman present, you know that?” He pushed the carton away and pulled out a rock and a pipe from his shirt pocket. “Let’s get some things straight here. One, I didn’t start you smoking crack. Two, I ain’t got nothing to do with you and your woman. Okay?”

	“Doreen ain’t psychic! If she know you painted that picture she knows you. I’m asking you how, when, under what circumstances!”

	“First off, stop shouting. I’m right here. You wanna hit this or what? This all I got.” Fifty caught my hand as I reached for the pipe. “Hear me out for a sec. A few years ago I lived with this girl, a college girl, young but with a good head on her shoulder. She had grit, you know, wouldn’t take shit off nobody, knew what she wanted and had an idea how she was going to get it. We had a good relationship, but I didn’t realize that then. I took her for granted. Then I--”

	“Wait a minute, asshole! You talking about Doreen? My wife?”

	“Naw, man. Hell naw! I’m talking about Doreen’s girlfriend, Wanda. You insist on putting Doreen and me together, don’t you? See, I went to jail--not for drugs. I got caught up on a bullshit parole revocation. Did five years. That’s when I realized how good a woman I had. By then it was too late. She’d married a spineless jerk.”

	I lighted the pipe, inhaled, exhaled, and stared at him through the haze. “Why didn’t you tell me this before, in the beginning?”

	“It’s something I don’t like to talk about.”

	That magical feeling wasn’t strong enough to erase the thought that I’d lost Doreen out of my mind. “This shit kinda weak.”

	Fifty took the pipe, said, “Yeah, it is,” and inhaled.

	There were more questions I wanted to ask him, but now I couldn’t remember a single one. 

	Fifty said, “You want some more, don’t you? Well, I’m assed out. Cindy is too. You ain’t got a few quarters squirreled away for a rainy day?”

	“I ain’t got a dime.”

	“Hate to bring Doreen’s name up again, but did she leave anything when she left?”

	“Yeah, she did. So what?”

	Fifty laughed. “Man, you’re a bachelor now. All you need is a bed, a couch, a TV, a spoon and a pot. Sell the rest. I know a man with a truck. I’ll help you load it up.”

	“Why I don’t see your shit on the back of a truck? Huh? I’m not selling my shit. Doreen come back see all the shit gone that’s another problem.”

	Two hours later we loaded the minibar, the dinette set, two dressers, a loveseat, a stack of movie DVD’s and the stereo that Oscar had his eye on into the bed of Fifty’s friend’s truck.

	Dorothy, the proprietor of Dorothy’s Furniture and Appliance, on Asher Avenue, looked over the collection of Doreen’s and my five-year marriage and said, “Three hundred dollars, take it or leave it.”

	I told her the minibar alone cost three hundred dollars, but she couldn’t care less. Repeated her first offer: “Three hundred, take it or leave it.”

	We took it.

	At the dope house Fifty remembered his friend wanted thirty dollars for use of the truck. Then he came back with six little pebbles I couldn’t imagine costing two hundred dollars.

	“Why is it,” I said, “when I’m with you I feel like that kid Malvo? Muhammad’s plan, Muhammad’s gun, but the kid did most of the shooting. You mean to tell me these crumbs worth two hundred dollars?”

	Fifty thought this was funny. “Life’s a bitch, man.”

			 

				* * * * *

	

	The next day I woke up at noon, having stayed up half the night looking at my left leg and trying to convince myself it hadn’t swollen up. Damn, it sure looked like it had. 

	I’d almost went next door to get a second opinion. Hey, I’m sorry to disturb you this time of morning, but would you look at my leg…Don’t the left look larger than the right?
	Nothing in the fridge but a carton of eggs, only one of three not cracked. No bread. Plenty of spices, though. The apartment seemed empty. A funk was emanating from somewhere, following me room to room as I looked for the source. Couldn’t find it.

	Two checks were in the mailbox below the stairs, one for Doreen, her bi-monthly paycheck, a few dollars shy of nine hundred dollars, the other my last check from Goldenwood, a measly two hundred dollars.

	Going out the door my plan was to cash my check, buy a few groceries, and then use Doreen’s check as an excuse to talk to her. Baby, here’s your check. See, I didn’t cash it. Let’s talk, I wanna apologize.

	A good plan. But all went to shit between the bank and the grocery store. I drove to the same spot on Oak Street where I’d been tricked a Franklin. This time I told the guy coming to the car, “A twenty, I’m not making no block, and I swear to God if you fuck me you’ll regret it!”

	The guy said, “Hold on, dawg, I gotcha right here,” and pulled three rocks from inside the front of white denim jeans. “Look, pick the one you want.”

	The one I picked didn’t make it back to the apartment. Went back and got another one for a hundred dollars. Then things got fuzzy. I couldn’t figure how I had one hundred and fifty dollars after spending one hundred and twenty from a two hundred dollar check. 	

	Fuck it!
	By four o’clock I didn’t have a dime, and my left leg started acting up again. The strange thing was when I looked at it the swelling stopped, but the moment I looked away, bam, it started swelling again. 

	A few minutes before four-thirty I was standing in line at the bank with Doreen’s check in hand, both our signatures on it. Hey, despite all that had happened, Doreen wouldn’t want me sitting alone in an empty apartment with my leg swelling up each time I looked away from it. 

	Still I was nervous, even more so when the teller took the check into a side room and stayed there for what seemed to me hours. 

	She finally came back and said, “Mr. Dough, I’m supposed to get approval from the person the check is written to, but I couldn’t contact your wife. I’m going to cash it this time, okay, but next time have your wife come in.” She winked at me.

	I didn’t wink back, worried I’d get an eyeful of the sweat rolling down my forehead.

	Later that night, around midnight, my new friend told me he wasn’t going to stand out on the corner all night, suggested I buy all I needed till tomorrow. That made sense to me. I bought five hundred dollars worth, and stayed up all night smoking and looking at my leg.

	A red sun peeking over the horizon through the window, I got to thinking about Doreen, got to thinking how she may have been playing me, how she’d set me up so she’d have a reason to leave, get with her boyfriend. That got me off worrying about my leg swelling up and exploding in a million pieces. 

	All the while I was sitting there thinking I was the one who’d messed it all up, Doreen was the one who left to be with her boyfriend. Now, at this very moment, Doreen and her boyfriend were doing it; I was sure of that.

	Driving to Doreen’s mother’s house at six in the morning it never occurred to me that Doreen probably wasn’t doing it there. It would later, though. Doreen’s Camry was parked behind her mother’s late-model Lincoln Continental.

	In my mind I could hear Doreen screaming in pleasure, her boyfriend saying, “Push it, baby, push it!” the bedsprings squeaking, the mattress banging against the headboard, the music up loud, R. Kelley singing Keep It On The Down Low. 

	There was a slight chill in the air and the second I knocked on the door a dog started barking close by and it echoed back from the Human Services building two blocks away.

	Gloria answered the door and asked me what I wanted this time of morning.

	“I need to talk to Doreen.” 

	Her face tightened up. “John, I understand you and Doreen are married, but I don’t want any trouble here at my house. Okay? I’ll call the police, I promise you that.”

	I told her I wasn’t going to start any trouble, only wanted to talk to my wife.

	Doreen came to the door wearing a blue pinstripe jacket and pants, her hair braided, longer than before, almost touching her shoulder. 	Damn! She leaves me and her hair grows.


	Her right eye was swollen, a dark crescent underneath.

	“What happened to you?”

	She looked straight at me. “What do you want, John?”

	I reached to touch her face and she slapped my hand. “Serious, who hit…” It came to me. “I’m sorry, Doreen, it’ll never happen again. I promise you that.”

	“What do you want?”

	“I want my wife to come home. I miss you so much, I really do. What can I say? I made a mistake, several mistakes, but I want to make it up to you…if you’ll let me. Name it, whatever you want I’ll do it. Two jobs, three jobs, whatever you want me to do, baby, just come back home.”

	Doreen looked at the ground. “I want you to stop smoking dope, John, that’s all I want from you. That’s all you need to concentrate on now, stop smoking dope.”

	“Okay, baby, I can do that. Not a problem--when you coming back home?”

	“John, you’re high now.”

	“No, I’m not. My eyes red ’cause I been up all night thinking of you.”

	“Yeah. You really need to go. Pooh stops by every morning for breakfast. He sees you over here there’s going to be trouble. You should leave now.”

	“Damn a Pooh! Let me ask you something, be honest with me. You don’t have a boyfriend, do you?”

	Doreen gave me a look but didn’t respond.

	“The reason I asked, it seems kinda funny you ran off the way you did. Makes me wonder if you had somebody all along.”

	“You’ve lost your damn mind, haven’t you? You stole my money, hit me, tried to hurt my son…Crack has convinced you it’s my fault. You really need to take a good look at yourself when you land, John. You also need to look at your buddy, Fifty. ”

	“Doreen, it wasn’t all your money. We’re married, it was our money.”

	“Is that right? I don’t recall agreeing to buy crack with it.”

	“I said I was sorry. Baby, look, forget all that, come home, okay? Let’s be a family again. You, me, and Lewis, we were a family, don’t that mean anything to you?”

	Doreen closed her eyes. “It meant the world to me, John. Dammit, don’t you know that?” She paused, took several deep breaths. “Remember I told you I watched my father die? Seeing you in the bathroom with that pipe I felt the same way, like I was watching someone I loved die. Then you hit me, went after Lewis. That killed everything, everything we’d worked for, everything we dreamed of. It’s over between you and me, John. I’ve filed for divorce.”

	She started to go back inside but I held the door shut.

	Doreen said, “I’m telling you this one time, only one time, so you’ll know. You ever again put your hands on me, or my son, I’ll kill you!” Sounding if she could do it now.

	I let the door go. “Five years of marriage, one fight and now you talking divorce, talking about killing me, your fucking husband! Doreen, I said I was sorry.”

	“I’m sorry too,” Doreen said, “but that doesn’t help matters, does it?”

	“Nobody lets a marriage go that easy, Doreen. Unless a third party is involved. Tell the truth, you’re seeing someone else, aren’t you?”

	Doreen started to say something but stopped. I followed her gaze and watched a blue Yugo stop in front of the house.

	Doreen said, “You need to leave now, John.”

	That sounded like a good idea to me and I started to leave when Oscar bolted out the Yugo, shouting obscenities, running toward me, a gold chain on his thick neck flopping up and down.

	The drama played with a quickness, a movie on fast forward. One instant Oscar was charging toward me, the next he was grabbing me by the knees and lifting me up, and before I could throw one single punch at his ugly head I was on the ground with him on top of me, doing all I could to get him off.

				

				* * * * *

	

	Doreen and I started up Pinnacle Mountain with her in the lead, taking our time walking up the path flanked by fir and pine trees. We’d climbed the mountain before, right before we got married. 

	The path gave way to a rocky incline, though we could still walk it, leaning forward a little and watching each step. Nearing the peak, Doreen stopped and I offered her the canteen from my pack. After a long drink she kissed me and I wiped the sweat off her nose with my hand.

	At the top we held hands and looked across a green sea of trees at the Arkansas River, the tall buildings in downtown Little Rock, Interstate 540, watched planes come and go at the Little Rock Airport, watched a brown-and-white hawk hover in the air like a slow-moving hummingbird.

	Doreen pointed at the hawk and said, “He sees something, a mouse probably, and he’s waiting for it to rear its head so he can drop on it.”

	“Is that right?” I said, and pulled her close. Held her a long time despite the intense heat beating down on us from a white sun that seemed a rock’s throw away. “I love you, Doreen.”

	“I’m sure you do.”

	That wasn’t Doreen’s voice. I opened my eyes and looked at Fifty staring down at me. Something was on my head and my mouth felt numb. Cindy was sitting in the chair by the bed reading a magazine.

	Fifty said, “I’m glad you woke from that dream. I thought a nurse might walk in during the climax, you know what I mean?”

	I felt the bandage on my head and then gingerly patted my mouth. No doubt about it, it was swollen.

	Fifty said, “You all right. A couple teeth missing and some stitches, that’s about it. How bad the other guy look?” He thought that was funny, looked at Cindy and gave her a wink. “You made the news, you know that? ‘Man found fucked up near his car.’ Cindy says to me, ‘That’s John’s car,’ and we rush over here. Told them you were my brother, okay? Cindy likes you John, you know that. Ain’t that right, Cindy?” She nodded, not looking away from the magazine. “She thinks you oughta come live with us for a while, at least till you’re able to chew solids.”

	I shook my head.

	“Okay, turn down the invite. Hurt Cindy’s feelings. Come on, we’ll give you a ride wherever you want to go.”

	I shook my head again.

	Fifty said, “The nurse didn’t mention brain damage, so it’s time to get real. You don’t have insurance you got to go. This an emergency room, they’ll be needing it soon. Right now, whether you like it or not, Cindy and me all you got.”

				

				* * * * *

	

	Sitting in the back seat of Fifty’s BMW, I grunted when he took the wrong exit to my apartment.

	Fifty said, “Chill out, okay? I’m taking you to get your car. You want your car back, don’t you?”

	At Gloria’s house Doreen’s Camry and the Lincoln were gone. The Yugo was parked under the carport, my Caddy behind it. No, I didn’t want my car.

	Fifty parked across the street from the house and we sat there several minutes before I mustered the nerve to get out. The front door was open and I could hear Jerry Springer on the television. The Caddy was locked, all four windows rolled up, and no keys in the ignition.

	I went and got back inside the BMW and motioned for Fifty to take off.

	“Wait a minute,” Fifty said. “Doreen’s mother lives there, right? Knock on the door and tell her to give you your keys.”

	I shook my head and grunted several times, trying to convey to him that it might be Oscar instead of Gloria inside the house.

	“What was that, John?” Fifty said. “You’re worried about round two? Look at this.” He held up a long, silver-plated gun and I grunted even louder. “Your partner, Fifty, got your back. You go up there and tell whoever the fuck’s in there give you your keys. They give you some shit about it they’ll be sorry they did.”

	Fuck that! 
	More minutes passed and Fifty said, “John, trust me, I’m not letting you get your ass whooped two times the same day. You don’t get your car now I’m not bringing you back out here. You wait a few days, who’s to say whoever whooped your ass won’t sell it?”

	Who’s to say I knock on the door and Oscar run out and whoop my ass again while Fifty sat in the car laughing way too hard to even think about pointing his gun?

	Cindy said, “Look,” and Fifty and I looked at the house to see Oscar standing on the porch. No shirt or shoes, his fat belly spilling over the front of gray extra-large gym shorts.

	“Hey, punk,” Oscar shouted, “you want these keys you better come get em!”

	Fifty said, “He’s talking to you, John.”

 The walk to the house seemed a mile long. Oscar held the keys out and then dropped them on the ground before I could take them.

	“What happened this morning,” he said, “that was a rehearsal. You put your hands on my sister again I’ll show you the real thing. You catch my drift, punk?”

	I grunted, “Yes, sir.” 

	Oscar chuckled, a whiny hee hee. “Kick your ass you elevate me to sir. I like that.”

	The Caddy started right up and I backed out of the driveway, blew my horn at Fifty, and sped off down the street. Damn em all!

	 Inside the apartment I looked in the mirror and almost fainted. Two knots bulged my forehead just below the gauze bandage wrapped around my head. My mouth looked like an elephant had stepped on it: swollen, split, a dark space where two front uppers belonged. 

	Someone knocked on the door and I heard Fifty’s voice. Fuck
him! He knocked a long time. Not long after Mama knocked a long time too.

	Taking off my bloody T-shirt I finally discovered the source of that noxious funk filling every nook of the apartment. Me.

 

 

 

 




					

 

 

 

 

				

				

				


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

				Chapter 13



	

	People tend to stare at a guy with a bandage on his head, teeth missing. Either he’s crazy or he likes getting his ass whooped; whichever, it’s best to keep a distance, and get him out of your place of business as quickly as possible. Why I kept the bandage on, although I’d removed the six stitches four nights ago certain they were causing my head to swell up.

	Moe, the owner of the pawnshop on Broadway, frowned each time I came in the door, and didn’t haggle much when I told him my price for books, albums, cheap jewelry. 

	One item caused trouble. The Sony DVD/CD player that I’d bought for Lewis. For some reason Doreen had put it in a shoebox in the closet. 

	The damn thing brought back memories: Lewis and I walking to the store, holding hands like father and son; Lewis and I fishing, that big bass jumping up, surprising us both, Lewis saying damn. 

	Mostly that DVD/CD player reminded me of Lewis coming at me with a hammer, that anguished look on his face, tears rolling down his cheeks.

	Three times I took the DVD/CD player to the pawnshop and three times I sat in the car not able to take it inside, thinking You bought it for him, it’s his. 
	Yesterday the lights went off, so I called AP&L and was told that Doreen had closed the account in her name. Shit. Everything ran by electricity, the lights, the air and heat, even the damn toilet. 

	It was raining outside. Thundering and lightning, each flash of light illuminating the DVD/CD player on the floor. The apartment smelled empty, looked empty…

	Fuck it!
	Driving through rain so heavy only a few feet was visible, I figured to pawn the DVD/CD player, turn the lights back on, and then buy Lewis another one later on, when I got a job. The plan went south when Moe said, “Five dollars all I can give for it. I got too many already.”

	No way in hell. The damn thing cost almost five big ones and Lewis hadn’t even played with it. From the pawnshop I went straight to Oak Street and sold it for three rocks, three fat rocks.

	For hours I sat in the dark, my back against the wall, listening to gospel music from the apartment above, flicking my Bic, looking at the blue-and-yellow flame turn the pipe red, holding the acrid smoke in as long as I could before exhaling, listening to my heart skip beats, remaining dead still so not to disturb that feeling of invincibility, that feeling of something going on, that feeling of getting close to something special, something unknown and yet experienced.

	The music stopped. What time is it? I started to get up and look out the window and felt a sharp pain in my right hip, the spot where I landed when Oscar body-slammed me. Pinching the spot hurt like hell, but that didn’t tell me anything. 

	What I needed to know: Is it swelling up? Listening to Fifty, I’d walked out the hospital without talking to a doctor. For all I knew there was a tumor on my hip the doctor wanted to talk with me about.

	The more I thought about that possibility, and the more I rubbed the spot, the more I feared swelling up and dying. Even if it didn’t kill me, what kind of life could I live with a watermelon-size knot on my hip? 

	I limped to the bathroom. More problems: The lighter held behind me cast a great shadow but I couldn’t see anything; the lighter held near my ever-growing hip didn’t reveal much either because the small oval-shaped mirror hung head level.

	I limped to the full length mirror behind the bedroom door, and still couldn’t see a damn thing. Back to the bathroom, this time stepping up on the sink, my head touching the ceiling. The flame burned my thumb; no matter, my life was on the line. 

	Now I could see. Bumps. A mole. Stretch marks. The lighter got too hot to hold and I dropped it, heard it hit the sink. Picked it up, flicked it and watched in horror as the silver casing shifted under a bubble of hot plastic and popped off. Shit!
	A few minutes later I stepped outside. It was still raining. The way I saw it, I could either sit there in the dark and swell up and die and then be discovered weeks later when someone finally called the authorities about a foul smell, or go ask somebody to take a look at my hip. 

	Sasha McDonald, wearing only a white slip, opened the door, asked me was everything all right, asked where was Doreen. 

	“Tim here?” I said.

	“Yes, but he’s asleep. You want me to wake him up?”

	“You don’t mind, I need to ask him something.”

	Sasha invited me in, inquired about Doreen again, told me to wait a second she would get Tim. Although their apartment looked neat and clean, it reeked of dog shit. 

	A Saint Bernard galloped out of the kitchen--surprised the shit out of me, I thought it was a polar bear--and jumped up on me. I froze, too shocked to do anything else, and let the dog lick my face.

	Sasha reappeared in a red bathrobe and grabbed the dog by its ear. “Spotty, get down, you know better to do that.” To me: “He’s just a puppy.” Spotty jumped up on her, licked her face, and she laughed in delight.

	Tim finally showed up, wearing only a pair of blue Hanes, scratching his hip. “What’s up?” 

	“Tim, I didn’t mean to wake you, but I need to ask you something.”

	All three of them, Tim, Sasha, and that funky dog, waited for me to say what it was I needed.

	“In private,” I said, “if you don’t mind?”

	Tim told Sasha to lock the dog in the bathroom and go back to bed. When they left he again asked what was up.

	A nanosecond the reason for my coming here seemed silly. 

	Doreen was out of town, I explained. One of her relatives took sick. “I was trying to screw a light bulb in and fell down on my hip. I’m not sure if I bruised it or what.” 

	The expression on his face said he wasn’t grasping the seriousness of the situation. “Maybe if you see it.” I pulled my pants down a few inches and turned to show him my hip. “Tell me it ain’t swelling up?”

	Tim hit me in the back of the head, almost knocking me down. What the hell? He swung again, but this time I blocked it, put a forearm under his neck and backed him against the wall. “The fuck wrong with you, man?”

	“Get out of my house, homo! Get out!”

	Homo?
	He started shouting for Sasha. “Get Spotty!”

	I released him and shot out the door, ran to my apartment, locked the door, looked for something to put against it before realizing I’d pawned or sold everything.

	The next morning the landlord woke me up. His angry face showing through the crack in the door, the chain stopping him from entering. He said, “Open up.”

	I saw the pipe on the floor, hoped he didn’t. The rent had been paid. What’s his problem? “Wait a minute,” I told him, and walked over and shut the door.

	He said he’d be back, and I told him I’ll be here.

	Rays of sunlight with floating dust particles beamed on the dirty carpet floor. I picked up the trash, mostly Church’s Chicken boxes, and swept the carpet and the kitchen floor with a broom. Found some Comet in the bathroom and scrubbed the shower, the commode, then the sink.

	The landlord came back with a policewoman who pushed the door open, breaking the chain.

	“Told you I’ll be back,” the landlord said. He was a short, round man. Dirty white hair draping a bald dome. Beady eyes. Simon Legree in a blue jumpsuit. “Didn’t I tell you I’ll be back? Yes, sir!”

	I spoke to the policewoman, a trim, serious-looking redhead. “I paid the rent. What’s the problem?”

	Bobbing his head up and down, the landlord said, “The problem, you wanna know the problem? You don’t live here no more, that’s the problem. Yes, sir!”

	The policewoman said, “You’re being evicted, Mr. Dough.”

	“What? I got a lease. He evict me tell him give my rent money back.”

	The landlord found that amusing. “Your name not on the lease. Yes, sir! Your wife rented this apartment, and she came by yesterday and terminated the lease.” He kept glancing at the policewoman. “She also mentioned a check you cashed that didn’t belong to you. What you got to say about that? Yes, sir!”

	Worried now, I said, “How many days I got to get out?”

	“Ten,” the landlord said.

	“Not a problem,” I lied. “I’m outta here in three days.”

	The policewoman said she didn’t want to come back and the landlord said he would put a lock on the door, stop me from going in or out. They left, and I wondered where the hell was I going to go.

				

				* * * * *

	

	Fifty rubbed his moustache, stared at me over the top of orange-tinted shades. We were sitting in the front room of his apartment. Dire Straits were playing on MTV. Ashes from a long strawberry incense sticking out of a fat red candle fell onto the coffee table.

	“This country was built on pimping,” Fifty said. “Lotta people believe it was built on hard work, patriotism, buncha other bullshit. Read the history. Poe folks, dumb folks, dark folks--they either got their shit took or were forced to work for free. Today it’s the middle class--every poe sumbitch bustin’ ass to pay for a buncha bullshit just to say I ain’t poe.”

	I nodded in agreement, clueless.

	“Other day,” Fifty said, “me and old gal come see you in the hospital, offered an invite, took you to get your car. You drove off without saying so much as thank you. Knocked on your door a few minutes later you wouldn’t even let me in. Now you in my face asking me to let you move in ’cause you ain’t got nowhere else to go. That ain’t pimping I don’t know what is.”

	A long silence. Fuck him! I wasn’t going to beg.

	Fifty picked up the remote on the table and switched the channel to BET, Ludacris trying to walk with a silver-painted woman chained to his neck.

	“See?” Fifty said. “That’s part of the seduction. Cat driving an expensive car, beautiful women hanging on his neck, pissing gold and silver. How many cats you know got it like that? Not too damn many. How many cats you know shuffling round broke than three sumbitches? How many you know in jail? How many you know sweating a penny-ante job to wear two-dollar shit cost ninety dollars made by some sad sucker overseas paid one dollar? Millions of em! Basic pimping: All the shit I got you ain’t got you oughta have.”

	I wondered was he high, but didn’t see any drug paraphernalia on the table.

	Fifty took his shades off and laid them on the table; his eyes were clear. Fifty Cents replaced Ludacris on the television.

	Fifty said, “Know what the key to success is? Luck. Motherfucking luck. All those damn tattoos. Twenty years he’ll look like a water-colored prune.“ A click of the remote and Emenim appeared in a Robin suit. “Talent don’t mean shit. Luck, that’s all it is. Ask one of them jokers how he got where he at, he start talking ’bout how God blessed him.” Fifty laughed. “Listen to the lyrics. Bottom line, money, pussy and killing. Tell me how the fuck you mix God with that?”

	Looking at the Snoopy and Donald Duck oil paintings on the wall behind him, I said, “You never know, you might get lucky one day too.” Then I got up, moved to the door. “See ya around.”

	“You can stay,” Fifty said, “on two conditions. One, don’t indulge Cindy. She starts talking crazy tell her to shut her mouth, you don’t wanna hear it. Okay?”

	“Not a problem. She doesn’t say much to me anyway. What’s two?”

	Fifty smiled, the light in the ceiling fan sparkling his two gold teeth. “We drive to Houston pick up a couple turkeys…in your car.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

				Chapter 14

		

	

	Three days later, Thursday, Fifty kicked the couch, said it was time to go get the turkeys. Houston seemed a long way to go get turkeys. I told him that and he said, “Get ready.”

	At the most I’d gotten four hours of sleep. Someone else’s couch you had to wait till they went to bed before you could lie down. Fifty had stayed up till three watching a damn House
Party movie. Then, at four, just when REM sleep was starting to kick in, Cindy started screaming, for a long time.

	She came out of the bedroom wearing a periwinkle three-piece suit, high-heeled sandals, her hair combed back in a bun, teacher glasses, a serious look on her face. And I realized then we weren’t going to pick up two Butterballs. Fifty asked her, “Are you ready?” and she said yes.

	“What we going to get?” I asked.

	He went into the kitchen and came back with two plastic water jugs. “One with the red top yours,” he said. “Don’t forget. Mine blue. Give me your keys, I’ll put em in the trunk.”

	I pointed at my keys on the table. “What we need those for?”

	“You’ll see. Lock the door when you come out.” He and Cindy walked out arm in arm, she in her business clothes and him dressed like a cowboy, white silk shirt under a brown vest, white slacks over white silver-tipped lizard-skin boots, and white Stetson.

	All my clothes were kept in two plastic bags in the hall closet. After a quick shower I picked out a pair of jeans and a black shirt with a Dallas Cowboy’s helmet in front and thought I looked okay till I walked outside and Fifty said, “That all you got to wear you can pick something from my wardrobe. You look like an advertisement for government cheese.”

	“What we going to get?” I didn’t see Cindy. “Where’s Cindy? I thought she was going with us.”

	“Let’s talk in the car,” Fifty said, and once we got in, “A turkey--some call it a bird--is a kilo of coke. We’re going to get two, one of em mine, the other Batman’s. You sure you don’t wanna wear some of my shit?”

	“Wait a minute, man, I’m not transporting drugs across state lines. That’s a felony. I’m not going to prison fucking with you.”

	“Slow your roll, will ya? Look at the gray Grand Am on your left, a rental, Texas plates. That’s the car the turkeys ride in.” 

	I looked over and saw Cindy in the driver seat looking at herself in the rearview mirror. “What you need me for? You and Cindy go, I’ll wait till y’all get back.”

	Fifty shook his head. “The life of me I don’t know why you wanna pimp me. Me and old gal do all the work while you sit round watch soap operas? Look, a salt-and-pepper couple the police will stop on sight. Especially in Texas. All you gotta do is follow us down there, then you and me ride back behind Cindy with the dope in her car. That a problem? You know the soaps don't show the good shit till Friday, anyway. We'll be back tonight.”

	Had a mind to tell him to kiss my ass, but said, “Who’s paying for gas?”

			 	

				* * * * *

	

	The Grand Am, Cindy at the wheel, exited off Interstate 30 near Hope, Arkansas, and I followed it to a truckstop. Fifty paid for the gas for both fill-ups and a box of stale fried chicken and three cokes. 

	Back on the interstate I daydreamed of the day Doreen and I got back together. We would have to start from scratch like before, new furniture, another apartment until we saved our money again to buy a house…It could work. Doreen, baby, I’ll make it up to you. Promise.
	A sign said Don’t Mess With Texas and I realized I’d driven across the stateline without noticing it. Two miles later the Grand Am exited onto Highway 59 and I followed it through small towns. Atlanta. Linden. Whatley. Marshall. Carthage. Nacogdoches. Lufkin, where Cindy took the loop around town and circled the city twice before finding Highway 59 South again. The clouds on the horizon were dark.

	In Cleveland, ninety miles from Houston, it started raining. The temperature dropped. To the west the clouds were even darker. Tornado clouds, I thought. Hail pinged against the hood and windshield, but the Grand Am, only the red taillights visible now, continued down the road.

	Lightning flashed, providing instant daylight for a second. Doreen might not come back, I thought as thunder boomed. That was a disturbing thought, made my stomach churn. 

	Doreen didn’t come back, she might get horny and sleep with somebody, somebody other than me. The thought made me want to throw up, but I couldn’t stop thinking about it, taking it further…Doreen naked, some guy naked too, Doreen dancing, a nasty song playing in the background…

	The Grand Am was gone. I sped up. Lightning flashed again and I didn’t see a gray Grand Am in the distance. The next exit I doubled back. No money for gas I had to find them. A few miles I spotted revolving blue lights, a black-and-white Texas state cruiser parked on the southbound shoulder behind a gray Grand Am.

	Shit! If they went to jail I’d be stuck.

	I parked under a bridge and got out. Watched. Watched another state cruiser pull in behind the first. Watched Cindy escorted to the back seat of one cruiser, Fifty the other. He looked my way, but I wasn’t sure he saw me. Watched a state trooper open the trunk and take things out of it.

	Fifty was right: a salt-and-pepper couple caught hell in Texas. They were going to jail, I just knew it, already thinking who to ask to wire some money.

	The state trooper searched the interior of the Grand Am. Man, Fifty must have hidden the money well.

	Wait a minute!
	Got back inside the Caddy, pushed the yellow button in the glove compartment and the trunk popped opened. Nothing different but two plastic water jugs…then I lifted the mat covering the spare tire. And there it was. Sonofabitch! A knot of hundred dollar bills held with a rubber band. Bastard didn’t even try to conceal it.

	Another look that way: both cruisers and the Grand Am were gone. Not a problem. I had enough money to drive back to Little Rock, get an apartment, furniture, wine and dine Doreen…Before I could get in the Caddy, the Grand Am pulled up and Fifty jumped out, ran and hopped in the passenger seat.

	“Don’t even think about it,” he said. “Half that money belongs to Batman. You don’t want him on your ass. Let’s go.”

	Getting behind the wheel I said, “You forget to tell me the money was in my damn car!”

	“I wish you’d drive off. Police stopped us once already. C’mon, let’s go!”

	I killed the engine, stared at him. “What if I got stopped? I wouldna’ve known a damn thing about that money. I woulda been the one going to jail.”

	“What you want me to say? ‘I’m sorry’? Okay, I’m sorry. Let’s go!”

	Starting the Caddy I said, “Man, you’re fulla shit, you know that?” and drove off. 

	Fifty said, “You just figuring that out?”

	At a truckstop in Humble, Texas, thirty miles north of Houston, Fifty gave the money to Cindy, kissed her and told her he loved her. 

	The rain had stopped, but the sky was still dark. Next door to the truckstop was a Jack-In-The-Box restaurant. We didn’t have one in Arkansas.

	Fifty got back in the car wearing a worried expression. I asked him why he didn’t go with her and he said, “Ain’t my connection.”

	“You don’t trust her?”

	Fifty rolled the window down and spat. “I don’t trust no bitch, especially a crackhead bitch. She run off she better keep running.” After a pause he said, “You think she’ll run off?”

	“Hell if I know--she’s your woman.”

	“She ain’t my damn woman, just something to do till I can do better. If she gank me, I couldn’t tell Batman she run off with his money. He’ll say, ‘Fuck that, I gave you the money.’ That would be a problem, a big problem.”

	“One thing I can honestly say, I can trust Doreen. She has her mood swings, but she wouldn’t gank me. I fucked it up, man. Somehow I got to unfuck it. Coming down here I was thinking she’ll never take me back the the way things are now. No job, no money, smoking that shit. I get back to Little Rock I’ma make some changes, get my shit together.”

	“Uh, didn’t you say she filed for divorce?”

	“Yeah, but I don’t think she’s going all the way with it.”

	Fifty looked at his watch. “Let me ask you something. You willing to die for Doreen?”

	“Depends on the situation. Somebody tried to hurt her, yeah I would. But I’m not jumping off a bridge or something like that if she don’t come back.”

	“Popeye, you remember, loved him some Olive Oyle--no ass, anorexic, bland personality, but Popeye loved her skinny ass to death. Bluto didn’t give a damn ‘bout her, he just wanted some pussy. He wanted her because Popeye loved her, know what I mean?”

	“What the hell you talking about?”

	“You’ll see, ’cause I’m going to show you. Popeye and Bluto, the classic example of two men wanting the same damn woman. Different reasons, though. Bluto was in it just to hit it, but willing to kick ass or get his ass kicked to get it. That’s why I ask you willing to die for Doreen.”

	“Man, what the hell you talking about? That’s a damn cartoon! Doreen ain’t quick to fool around and she damn sure wouldn’t play two men. We were together two months ’fore we even started kissing. You told me not to indulge your woman and I respect that. I appreciate it if you keep Doreen’s name out your fucking mouth!” I got out the car, slammed the door, and went inside the truckstop. 

	Damned fool comparing my wife to a cartoon! 
	More than an hour I sat in the trucker’s lounge watching a western, Roy Rogers or somebody jumping on and off a horse. 

	Fifty came in and said Cindy’s back. “You ready to go?”

	Sounding polite about it. 

	Outside, first thing I went and looked in the trunk. Nothing. Cindy was in the Grand Am, the engine running. Fifty drove and we didn’t speak, not a single word, until crossing back into Arkansas, Fifty saying, “Fuck Texas!”

	A hundred and forty miles to Little Rock, eight at night, we should’ve got there before midnight. 

	Fifty dug between the seats, said, “I had this in my pocket,” and handed me a pipe. Yeah, right? Then he put a rock in my hand, the biggest I’d seen, the size of a golf ball. Fifty said, “Break off a piece, let’s see what’s what.”

	Numerous hits later, the rock reduced to half, my left arm started acting up. Hit the light overhead and Fifty switched it off, saying, “Police will see us.”

	I told him to look at my arm, see if it’s swelling up, and hit the light again. 

	Fifty glanced at it and said, “Looks al’ight to me.” I held up both arms side by side and told him to look again. Looking upside my head instead of my arms, he said, “I guess it’s a little bit swole,” and turned the light off.

	“Stop the car! I wanna look at it under the headlights. Need to pee too.”

	“What? Can’t stop, we’ll lose Cindy. Use the plastic jug, the one with the red top. Ain’t nothing wrong with your arm.”

	“You a doctor? How you know? My arm swell up too big we stopping at a hospital. I’m not losing my arm messing with you!”

	“Man, relax. You tripping.”

	A blue Crown Victoria pulled alongside in the passing lane, an inside light illuminating an elderly white woman looking at a map as she drove. Fifty stiffened. The Crown Victoria slowed and fell in behind us, its headlights almost blinding us.

	“Damn,” I said, “those Ford lights are bright, aren’t they?”

	Fifty whispered, “Be quiet. That’s the police.” I turned to look and Fifty snapped, “Don’t do that, fool!”

	“That ain’t the police, that’s a little old white woman. I think she’s lost.”

	“It’s the police! Let your window down, flick the rock out with your thumb--don’t throw it out!--just flick it with your thumb.”

	“Shieeee! I’m not throwing the rock out for a little old woman. She ain’t the police.”

	Another five miles the Crown Victoria was still tailing us.

	Fifty, sweating now, whispered, “Undercover. She’s an undercover cop. I were you I’d flick that rock like right now, before she turn on her siren.”

	“Man, you crazy. A little old white woman an undercover cop? Please! I’ma turn the light on, take another look at my arm.”

	And that’s how it went all the way to Little Rock: Fifty certain every car behind us was the police, pleading I toss the rock and the pipe out; me convinced my arm was swelling up, twisting it this way and that, asking Fifty to stop so I could check it by the headlights.

	More confusion arose when we finally arrived at the apartment. According to Fifty, you couldn’t simply walk into your apartment with two turkeys in hand; no, you had to go inside, turn off all the lights, and look out the window. Exactly what he did. 

	Cindy and I made do with a lighter and the rock I’d pretended to flick out the window so Fifty would calm down.

	Three in the morning, Cindy was inspecting the carpet with a lighter, a square inch at a time. Fifty still stood at the window. I looked over his shoulder and didn’t see nothing but cars in the parking lot, stars in the sky. 

	I asked him to look at my arm, tell me if it was getting bigger. He didn’t respond so I asked him, “What you looking at?”

	“They out there,” Fifty whispered.

	“They who?”

	“Get away from me!”

	I sought medical advice from Cindy. She held the lighter close to my arm and said, “Yes, you’re right. It’s swollen. Wonder what caused that?” 

	That was a good question. Body parts didn’t swell up unless something was wrong. “Think it might be a disease or something?” I asked, but Cindy had resumed her search, stopping now and then to suck her hot thumb.

	The living room light came on. Cindy and I froze. Fifty stared at us as if he’d caught us having sex. 

	“I’m going to get the dope,” he said.

 

		 

 

					

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

				Chapter 15


	

	We, Fifty and I, had been sitting in the car behind the blue house on Pine Street for almost thirty minutes. Between us, on the floor of the BMW, was a box of Kentucky Fried Chicken in which contained a turkey, a kilo of crack cocaine. 

	Again Fifty was confronted with the daunting challenge of transferring a turkey from vehicle to dwelling. It was broad daylight, a quarter till three.

	I made a suggestion: “Why don’t you tell Spiderman to come get it? He knows where you live, don’t he?”

	Fifty stared at the house, a man and a woman coming out the back door, giving us wary looks before heading down the alley.

	“Batman,” Fifty said. “His name is Batman. Don’t forget it. Some shit start you got my back, right?”

	“What kinda shit?”

	He started to say something, but kept it. Bags were evident under the shades he wore and his jaw muscles kept twitching. 

	The last thirty-six hours neither he, Cindy nor I had slept, wide awake the whole time, smoking crack, until Fifty declared, “It’s time to get busy, ’fore you suckers smoke up all the shit.”

	Twenty minutes later we were still sitting there. When I started massaging my left arm, Fifty said, “Don’t start that shit again,” picked up the box and got out of the car.

	I followed him up the back steps to a screen-covered porch. Nellie’s Pimp Juice and the smell of cabbage hit us when Fifty opened the back door without knocking. 

	The kitchen. A large pot hissing on a dirty white stove. To the right two men and three women were at a table playing dominoes. Fifty nodded at them, kept going. Through the living room, only a green couch, a girl looking out the window. Into the hallway, past a bathroom, a man and woman there, the woman and I locking eyes before she slammed the door.

	Fifty stopped at a door and knocked. A guy wearing a military uniform, a holstered automatic pistol on his hip, came out and looked past Fifty at me, a who-the-hell-are-you look. I cleared my throat and Fifty said, “He with me.”

	GI Joe moved away from the door. 

	In what once was a bedroom sat a short, middle-aged light-skinned man, shirtless, red baggy shorts, in a red recliner before a big-screen television, Judge Hatchett holding court. An Asian girl knelt at his feet, jet-black hair concealing her face, massaging his toes. Rubbing alcohol choked the air.

	Fifty waited for a commercial to come on before saying, “Got your package.”

	Like an actor, the man turned toward Fifty and smiled, two bottom teeth missing, which made me think about the fight I’d had with Oscar.

	Fifty said, “Where you want me to put it?”

	The man nodded and GI Joe came in and took the Kentucky Fried Chicken box from Fifty and left. 

	That made me curious, made me ask, “We under surveillance, or
you
sent him a signal?” before thinking about it.

	After a snotty glance my way, the man turned to Fifty and said, “What is that?”

	Fifty said, “My cousin.” Nervousness in his voice. “Third cousin, on my daddy side. He’s the ramrod in my new crew. That’s if Spanky ain’t up for it. You seen him lately?”

	Judge Hatchett came back on, the man giving it his full attention. He said, “How’s Cindy?”

	“Cindy’s fine,” Fifty said, “just fine.”

	“Tell her stop by see me sometime. Haven’t seen her in a while.”

	“Yeah,” Fifty said, moving toward the door. 

	We were leaving when the man said, “One other thing, Fifty,” and Fifty stopped and said What’s that? “Don’t bring that snaggle-toothed sumbitch here again.” 

	Two blocks away I said, “Who the hell he calling snaggle-toothed? He hasn’t looked in a mirror lately. Came that close to kicking his short ass. That close!”

	“You think Batman wrestle with you, let you put him in a headlock? ‘We under surveillance,’ I can’t believe you said that.”

	“Man, you acting like you scared of him.”

	“Acting? I wasn’t acting. You don’t get it, Sherlock. Batman is a killer. His bodyguard, his bitch, killers. Hell, those fools hanging round kill you just to get a crumb from Batman.”

	After a silence I said, “I still think I can kick his ass.” 

			 

				* * * * *

	

	An ugly woman wearing a bronze-colored satin robe came out of the apartment Fifty had entered twenty minutes ago. She took a red lollipop out her mouth and waved it at me to come inside. 

	I rolled the window down and heard her say, “Come inside. It’s against the rules to sit in a car here.” 

	Hearing her voice, manly, I took another look at the bleach-blonde wig that fell to her shoulders; it looked ridiculous considering her dark-chocolate complexion. Looked at her chest, flat as an ironing board. And decided to stay in the car.

	She sashayed across the sidewalk to the car, put her hands on her hips, and rolled her head, saying, “Do I have to pull you outta that car? I said it’s against the rules to sit in a car here. Come inside.”

	A large goiter accompanied that manly voice. 

	A flaming fag, I thought as I got out of the car. Inside the apartment, overly decorated with stuffed animals and pillows, Fifty sat on a sofa smoking a joint. Jazz music played from two Bose speakers in an entertainment center.

	“You ready to go?” I asked Fifty. Standing in the center of the living room, I heard the lollipop working behind me, smelled too much perfume.

	The man in women’s clothing said, “Boy, you better get somewhere and sit down. Where’s your manners? Lewis isn’t ready to go, he just got here. Sit down, I won’t bite.”

	I sat down on the edge of a burgundy loveseat. Fifty motioned the joint my way and I said, “Uh-uh. Lewis? That’s your real name?”

	Fifty nodded, studied the joint before stubbing it out in a ceramic ashtray of a supine black woman with big breasts.

	The robe brushed against my knee as the man walked past and sat down on the sofa beside Fifty. 

	To Fifty he said, “This cat doesn’t even know your name and he’s green as a cucumber. Why you putting him on a crew?”

	Fifty didn’t answer.

	The man turned toward me, his big lips as red as the lollipop in his hand. “My name’s Delano, but everybody call me Spanky. What’s your name?” I told him and he said, “You just started getting high, didn’t you?”

	I ignored him and again asked Fifty was he ready to go.

	Fifty said, “Spanky, show him one of your tricks.” 

	“Which one?” Spanky said, and I stood up and moved to the door. Told Fifty I’d wait outside. “A magic trick,” Spanky said. “Who you think I am?”

	A fag, I thought, and walked out.

	Fifty came out a minute or two later and we drove off, Spanky standing in the doorway looking, still sucking on the lollipop.

	“Spanky likes you,” Fifty said as we rode down Twelfth Street, a liquor store on every third block, blighted lots interspersed with run-down homes built decades ago. “He didn’t, you did what you did--disrespect him in his house--he woulda hurt you.”

	“You mighta not noticed, but Spanky has a package underneath the robe.”

	“You got a problem with that?”

	“Hell yeah! He’s giving me funny looks, smacking on a damn lollipop, and you tell him show me a trick--hell yeah, I got a problem with that!”

	“Why?”

	“Figure it out, man, you intelligent enough.”

	Fifty turned on Fair Park, rode past Doreen’s mother’s house, slowed down a bit. Not a single car in the driveway.

	“Spanky’s not gay,” Fifty said. “Most transvestites aren’t, but you can’t tell black folks that.”

	“What?”

	“Men with little dicks always use the stall, never the urinal, ‘cause they worried what somebody might think. Spanky lays his out for all to see.”

	“What!”

	Fifty drove onto the on-ramp, merged into heavy traffic. “In Cummins I see cats I knew on the street as thugs wearing bras and panties. Not my type of party, but it didn’t bother me none. Cat like you, get all agitated and shit, says, ‘Yo, dawg, what’s up with the lingerie?’ Guess what happens to him?”

	I stared at him, knowing what he would say.

	“He gets fucked!” Fifty said, and then explained how we needed Spanky, who was Batman’s younger brother, and who could move more dope in a day than a ten-man crew. “You and I have to pay a cat to move dope on his turf. Spanky moves on a cat’s turf, cat don’t like it, Spanky tell him to go see Batman. Last cat complained about Spanky nobody has seen no more.”

	“That’s fine and dandy,” I said, “but I’m not doing anything with that guy back there. Not a damn thing! Another thing. This talk about a crew, to me that sounds synonymous with going to prison, where I’ve no intention of going. The trip to Houston, that’s as far as I go with the crimnal shit.”

	Fifty said, “Tell me if I got this straight. Transvestites, selling drugs, you don’t want no part of that, right?”

	“Right.”

	“Chillin’ in my apartment, paying no rent or utilities, eating free, staring up my old gal’s ass, and smoking as much dope as you want--which, by the way, falls under criminal shit--all that’s copasetic, right?”

	“Who says I’m staring up your lady’s ass?”

	“Yesterday? Remember I asked you what you looking at?”

	Yeah, I remembered. Fifty went to the bathroom while Cindy was halfway under the couch searching for microscopic crack crumbs, her legs splayed, bottom showing, no underwear on, me not able to look away, not excited by the sight but curious, still looking when Fifty came out.

	“Bottom line,” Fifty said, “my way…or hit the motherfucking highway!”

	I wondered if I’d bitten into something too big to chew. Sitting next to me was this slimy drip of snot telling me his way or the highway, in his snotty shades and snotty silk shirt and pants, acting like he was angry. It shouldn’t have been an issue: tell him to fuck hisself before getting out of his car. One thing stopped me from doing that, had me thinking about working on a dope-selling crew.

	This slimy drip of snot still had at least half a turkey in the oven.

			 

				* * * * *

	

	The way it worked, a dealer would beep Fifty’s pager and then he would call Spanky, who would call the number from a pay phone and take the order and then call Fifty back on a hot phone (an unregistered cell phone). Cindy took over then, performing the arduous task of putting the dope in cellophane bags.

	High as a kite and extremely concerned about body parts swelling up, I still noticed that Fifty only touched dope he intended to smoke, and made of point of getting lost a few minutes before I headed out the door with dope in hand.

	The first two deliveries were simple enough: guy came out, looked at the bag, nodded, gave me the money, and got out of the car. But the third delivery, man…Afterward, I would not sell or deliver dope again.

	Three in the morning, the Caddy bouncing on an unpaved road in College Station, a small town
a few miles south of Little Rock, infamous for the so-called Blue Hole, a rain-pooled bauxite pit in which several boys had drowned.

	Streetlights nonexistent, street names on canted four-foot concrete poles barely visible among weeds, I drove around an hour before finding a green prefabricated house in the middle of nowhere, with an above-ground pool on the right side, a distinction Cindy said made finding it easier.

	There were several cars parked in front, including a black Escalade and a silver Jaguar. All the lights were on inside. Jo-Bo, the contact, was supposed to come out to the car and pay for the dope. Two more cars drove up and people went in and out, but no one walked up to the Caddy.

	Tired of waiting I got out and walked up to the door, knocked, was told to come in. Sitting in expensive leather furniture before a theater-size television, four men and six women looked at me when I said, “Jo-Bo?”

	All heads turned to a bubble-forehead short guy in a LeBron James jersey tucked in boxer shorts, holding a gold diamond-studded chalice.

	“Jo-Bo?”

	First thing out of his mouth, “You the police?” I told him I wasn’t and he said, “Sit your ass down then,” and everyone laughed. 

	I didn’t get it and didn’t sit down, worried that the police might barge in at any second. 

	On the television a video was playing, the BET logo on the bottom right side of the screen, a young guy gesticulating better than rapping, surrounded by a bevy of beautiful string bikini-clad women bending over and shaking their butts at the camera. 

	A commercial came on, a rapper looking somber, talking about HIV prevalence in the African-American commuity, ending it with “Wrap it up.”

	I stared at Jo-Bo, gave him a let’s-get-this-shit-over look.

	He said, “You in a hurry?”

	Thinking, naw, fool, I want to stay here all morning with a bag of dope in my car, I nodded.

	Jo-Bo in his underwear followed me outside, still holding the chalice, then made a show of opening the Escalade with a remote, horn and whistles squawking, before getting what I presumed was money out of it. The temp was cool but bearable.

	A skinny teenaged girl appeared out of the darkness as we were walking toward the Caddy and asked Jo-Bo if she could speak with him for a minute.

	Jo-Bo said, “The fuck you want?” before telling me to give him a sec.

	They walked a few feet away, in shadow now under a large tree, and I heard the girl tell Jo-Bo, “You ain’t right, Jo-Bo, shit you gave me soap. You do me like that! Why? I’ain’t never--Oooomf!”

	I looked up to see one shadow beating the ground, heard Jo-Bo say, “Crackhead bitch, don’t…ever…come…to…me…with this bullshit!” swinging with each pause, the girl screaming, pleading, “You killing me, Jo-Bo!”

	Two shadows now, and then suddenly the girl was on me, clutching my clothes to support herself, blood streaming down her face, her eyes wide with fear and desperation. 	

	“Help me!” she cried. “He’s gonna kill me!”

	Jo-Bo appeared behind her, the chalice raised to hit her again when she pushed off me and stumbled away, disappearing into the darkness, Jo-Bo calling after her, “Don’t bring yo ass back round here!”

	A long moment Jo-Bo and I stared at each other, my heart beating like I’d just inhaled a good hit, legs wobbly, shocked at what I’d just witnessed, wondering if the girl was out there dying like a wounded deer, wondering if Jo-Bo was thinking to use the bloody chalice on me.

	Jo-Bo broke the tension with a laugh, a hearty laugh, like something was truly funny. Large splotches of blood, rust-colored in the moonlight, covered his jersey and underwear. 

	“You see that?” he said. “Almost had her solid when she took off. Lucky bitch.” He laughed again. “Talkin’ ’bout I sold her soap. That wasn’t soap, that was rock salt.”

	Mouth wide open, I stared at him for a few seconds before saying, “Wait a minute, will ya?” then got inside the Caddy and drove off. Bright lights on, rabbits darting across the dirt road, I drove slowly, looking for the girl, thinking about the look in her eyes, the same look Doreen had when I hit her.

 

 

 

 

					

					

 

 

 

 

				Chapter 16


	

	Spanky came by that afternoon, keeping the flame alive in a light-blue woman’s jogging suit, white tennis shoes, and a shoulder-length silver wig, and told Fifty right there in front of me that I’d reamed Jo-Bo. 

	Reamed? 
	Fifty arched an eyebrow my way and I pointed at the cellophane bag on the table.

	“Not selling or delivering no more dope,” I said. “Not open for discusssion.”

	Fifty and Spanky exchanged looks and Fifty said, “Middle a dope deal you decide a career change?”

	Spanky said to Fifty, “Something else happened--Jo-Bo didn’t go into details. Your boy witnessed it. Jo-Bo talking retaliation if there’s an allegation.”

	Check that out, Johnny Cochran in drag.

	Fifty turned to me. “What happened?”

	“Ask Jo-Bo.” 

	“See there?” Fifty said to Spanky. “Try to help a cat, next thing ya know you’re getting pimped inside your own home.”

	“An hour or so,” I told Fifty, “I’m heading out. Try my luck on that highway you told me about.”

	Fifty didn’t comment, and then Spanky suggested that he and Fifty pay Jo-Bo a visit to assure him he had nothing to worry about. Before following Spanky out the door, Fifty said, “Wanna show you something ’fore you go,” and put a rock on the table.

	It was hard to believe that something so small, so insignificant, held so much power. A rerun of the Cosby Show was on the television: the quintessential happy African American family; not one misfit in the entire group. So much fucking power, I thought, returning my attention to the rock.

	Shut up and smoke the damn thing!
	Twice I reached for the rock and changed my mind. Movement caught my eye and I turned to see Cindy standing in the hallway, staring at me. How long had she been there? Blue jeans, white shirt, she came and sat down next to me on the couch.

	Uncomfortable with the seating arrangement, I said, “Fifty said he’ll be back in a few minutes.”

	Looking me straight in the eye she said, “John, you might be able to walk away from it now. You haven’t been smoking long. There’s a low, you hit it, getting up is damn difficult. The way you were looking a minute ago you haven’t hit that low yet.”

	This was the most she’d spoken to me. I said, “Fifty wanna show me something when he gets back.”

	A long moment we both stared at the rock on the table.

	Cindy said, “To hell with Fifty! You don’t owe him a damn thing. Listen to me, John, Fifty cares for Fifty, nobody else. His ego dwarfs his heart. You walk away now, he won’t give you a second thought, I guarantee you.”

	“I figured that much. When he gets back I’m gone.”

	“I hope so, John. You don’t, you’ll regret it. Look at me, ain’t I living proof? You heard the lyrics to the song…I can’t remember the name, but it goes ‘What low do you know? You ever kissed the floor?’ If you just hit the floor you’d be lucky. Once you start falling there’s no telling how low you’ll go.”

	“Cindy, you know that much, how come you’re with Fifty?”

	She laughed. “Ain’t it obvious? I got a few connections, but Fifty’s got the juice. You didn’t think we were in love, did you?”

	I told her I hadn’t given it much thought and she said, “The first day you over here you came out of the bathroom, Fifty and I were arguing. He was telling me to turn you on and I was having none of it. I’ve done a lotta shit, but I’ve never turned nobody on. And I never will.”

	“Yeah, I remember. I was drunk. Asked to hit it ’cause…” I couldn’t tell her I was trying to impress her. 

	“John, think about it. Why would anybody invite you to their house, lay cocaine out for you?” I said I don’t know and she said, “Fifty wants something from you.”

	That made me chuckle. “I don’t have shit.”

	“I know what he wants, but if I told you he would kick my ass. Give it some thought, I’m sure it’ll come to you.”

	“I’ve no idea what you talking about. Tell me--I won’t tell Fifty you told me.”

	Cindy chewed on the tip of her thumb. “John, I want to tell you, but I can’t. It’s right there in your face. Look at the big picture.”

	The Caddy came to mind, the only thing of value I owned. It rode better than Fifty’s BMW. Looked better too. Except for the scratch on the left side, the Caddy was immaculate, inside and out. The BMW had a black neck bone under the seat and had made one too many trips through an automatic car wash, which everybody knew scratched up a car. 

	Cindy said, “Let me show you something,” and went into the bedroom and came back with a picture of a smiling toddler in a cowboy getup, the hat too big, sitting on a Shetland pony. “My son.”

	“He’s handsome,” I said, giving the picture back.

	Cindy said, “Justin Brown. Four-years-old. Deceased.”

	The way she was looking at the picture stopped me asking how did he die.

	“Murdered,” Cindy said. “His daddy was black. Nathan Brown. Sweetest man I’ve ever known. My daddy couldn’t stand him, told me I married a spade he’d disown me.” Still looking at the picture, she laughed, shook her head. “You remember that big flood in eighty?” I nodded. “That was two days before our wedding day. Nathan, damn fool, he couldn’t even swim. Jumped into flood water trying to save a woman in her car. She lived, he was found two miles away, deader than a doorknob.

	“Three months later Justin was born. Looked just like his daddy. Same personality, too. Sweet as candy cane. Baby that sweet I couldn’t put him in daycare. So I moved back home. Just like that Mom and Dad fell in love with him. I should’ve left well enough alone. Two years later I started dating again. This white guy, ED Watkins, worked for my daddy, seemed nice enough. Said he wanted to marry me, adopt Justin.

	“No income, living with my folks, a child to raise, I jumped on it, even though I didn’t really like him. Two years we’re living together, no ring on my finger, and Ed dropping hints he don’t care much for Justin.” She paused, bit her lip. “Then he lost his job. Daddy filed for bankruptcy, couldn’t keep him on. That’s when I should’ve moved my ass. 

	“Instead of looking for another job he sat around bitching and drinking beer. I got a part-time job cleaning up at a Catholic school. Four to seven, three funky hours. Not even a hundred dollars a week. All the asshole had to say was, ‘I don’t wanna watch your baby,’ and I would’ve dropped Justin off at my folks.” She started crying. “How does a four-year-old get on your nerves in three hours? I was cleaning the bathroom when a Sister came in, and I knew from the look on her face something had happened to my baby.

	“The doctors couldn’t understand why Justin suddenly had a seizure. That’s what Ed said--Justin was playing and suddenly had a seizure. That didn’t make sense, but then I was just worried about my baby. He couldn’t talk, couldn’t hold his head up, kept throwing up. They did a CAT scan. Subdural hematoma. His little brain was bleeding. Shaken Baby Syndrome, that’s what the doctor told me. Two days later he died.”

	Cindy laid the picture on the coffee table.

	I started to say something and she said, “At first Ed claimed he didn’t do anything. They kept after him and he admitted shaking Justin. In court he said he was coerced into confessing. He’s got life in prison to figure it out. I asked the prosecutor to lock me up too. He said no, suggested I seek counseling. I’ve been getting high ever since. That low I was telling you about I hit it a long time ago.”

	In the awkward silence that followed I heard the fridge humming in the kitchen, and then Cindy started shaking, tears rolling down her face. I held her, rubbed her arm, and tried to think of something comforting to tell her.

	Just then Fifty walked in.

	“Look at this shit!” he said, staring at the picture on the table.

	Releasing Cindy, I said, “It’s not what you think.”

	“The hell it ain’t! Didn’t I tell you to ignore her? Huh? Didn’t I tell you not to entertain her bullshit?”

	Cindy said, “I was just telling John what happened to my baby. Unlike you, he’s sympathetic to my situation.”

	Fifty said, “He wants to fuck you, that’s why. Hadda been me, I woulda straight up asked for a blowjob. Damn sure wouldna’ve sat listening to a sob story ’bout a dead baby. Baby dead, let it stay dead!”

	Cindy jumped up and ran into the bedroom, crying.

	“Man, you wrong for that,” I said. “That was too cold.”

	Fifty glared at me. “In Houston you chest up against me, told me to keep your woman’s name out my mouth. I asked you not to indulge old gal, you did anyway. You wanna fuck her, ask for the pussy. When you leave it’ll be me dealing with her whining and sniveling about that damn dead baby. I’m sick of that shit as I am of her.”

	“Damn, man. She’s a woman, a mother, her kid was killed.”

	Fifty gave me a look that said, So what? “Know how many times I heard the sob story ’bout that damn baby? A million. No shit! A million times! Each version different than the one before. I’d be willing to bet he ain’t even dead. Probably looking out the window of an orphanage wondering when she coming back. Hell, she mighta sold him for a rock.”

	We both could hear Cindy wailing in the bedroom.

	Fifty snatched up the rock on the table, pulled out a pipe and lighter, said, “Watch this,” and put a flame to the pipe. He inhaled and then blew smoke toward the hallway. 

	Cindy appeared there, her eyes red and puffy; hesitated before taking a seat near Fifty.

	Fifty said, “Nothing soothes the grief of losing a brat like the smell of fresh crack, does it?”

	Cindy gave him a mean look but took the pipe when he offered it. 

	A rock, that was Fifty’s power, Jo-Bo’s power. Without it they weren’t shit. That’s what I thought watching Fifty reload the pipe, watching him take another hit, watching him extend it to me, and then heard myself say, “Naw, I’ll pass.”

	Fifty looked confused, kept motioning for me to take it.

	Although the pipe looked like a beautiful woman thrusting her pelvis at me, inviting me to have a go, I again said, “Naw, I’ll pass.” 	Fifty shrugged, handed it to Cindy. 

	Hands sweaty, mouth dry, I knew I couldn’t sit there much longer watching them smoke without asking to hit it.

	Fifty told me to hold on a minute when I got up, told him I’m outta here.

	“Look,” he said, scraping the pipe with a piece of wire hanger, making an awful racket, “you don’t hafta go. Not yet. Everybody ain’t cut out to be a salesman. Hang round a week or two till you get on your feet, find that job you talking about.”

	Naw, I told him, it’s best I go. 

	Fifty finally filled the pipe, lighted it and blew smoke my way. “Man gotta do what a man gotta do. First let me show you something. Won’t take thirty minutes.”

			 

				* * * * * 

	

	Bill Clinton’s Presidential Library was in the rearview mirror, still under construction. I drove down Bill Clinton Boulevard, lined with bars, cafes, art galleries, and expensive restaurants. Expensive cars parked out front. Mostly white people walking to and fro, holding up traffic, pretending they were in a big city. Fifty pointed to a parking spot in front of the main library, a four-story tan building with smoke-colored windows.

	Fifty put on his cheap shades, looked my way, said, “Only reason I’m showing you this ‘cause you my partner,” and got out of the car. “Somebody I didn’t care for I wouldn’t show shit.”

	Louis Armstrong’s trumpet played from an unseen loudspeaker. The aroma of hot dogs and popcorn traveled on a light breeze.

	Crossing the street I asked him the tenth time in the last hour, “What the hell you talking about?”

	Again he didn’t say, and I followed him past the left side of La Harpe’s furniture company, over two sets of railroad tracks, through the iron-wrought gate encircling River Park.

	He stopped at the red-brick steps that led down to a blue awning-covered amphitheater with rows of blue chairs in front. Behind it was the Arkansas River, the Broadway Street bridge to the left, the I-40/I-30 bridge to the right, and the Alltel Arena in the middle, on the North Little Rock side.

	Fifty removed the shades, looked me straight in the eye. “Popeye and Bluto, you remember me telling you? Bluto was out to get what he could get--he didn’t give a damn ‘bout Olive Oyle, just wanted her ‘cause Popeye had her.”

	Right then I decided he wasn’t riding back with me.

	“You brought me way out here to talk about Popeye and Bluto?”

	“Eleven o’clock,” Fifty said, and put his shades back on.

	About sixty feet in front of us a couple was sitting on a blanket in the grass, their backs to us, the woman’s hair in braids roping down a yellow shirt, the man wearing a brown shirt, his arm around the woman. 	They kissed.

	Dokes and Doreen!
	A sudden headache made me dizzy and I tried to speak but couldn’t.

	Fifty said, “Yes indeed, that’s Dokes and Doreen.” He caught my arm as I was starting their way. “No, no, no, no. You don’t wanna do that. Not here. Let’s go. Let’s go get some spinach.”

	Fifty drove, talking about Popeye and Bluto, a throbbing headache jumbling the words in my mind, Fifty saying something about finishing Bluto once and for all. 

	The more I thought about it, the more it didn’t make sense. Dokes was a fag. Doreen and I hadn’t broken up two weeks ago. Or was it three weeks? Dokes wasn’t Doreen’s type of man.

	“Friends,” I told Fifty. “Dokes was comforting Doreen out of friendship. That’s what friends do.”

	Fifty stopped the Caddy in front of his apartment. “You right,” he said, “friends do comfort each other. But…uh…friends don’t stick their tongues down each other’s throat.”

	He could’ve kept that. 

	Fifty said, “You saw what I saw and I saw a snake in the grass, sinking his fangs into his friend’s unsuspecting wife.”

	We sat in the car a few minutes and then Fifty went into the apartment and I sat there for an hour or more thinking about Dokes and Doreen kissing, thinking about Dokes and Doreen naked, thinking about killing Dokes.

	Fifty met me at the door with a loaded pipe and I took it and sucked on it as if my life depended on it, the smoke calming my nerves a bit, but not erasing the thought of Doreen and Dokes naked at all.

				

				* * * * *

	“I’ll be glad when you shut the hell up!” I told Fifty. “Popeye and Bluto, fucking cartoons, man! This real life!”

	It was a little after midnight. A full moon. We were sitting in the Caddy, parked in front of the pool outside of Doke’s apartment. Smoking crack.

	Fifty couldn’t let it go. “Straight up fight, Bluto kick Popeye’s ass every time. The spinach, that changed shit round, but Popeye didn’t follow through, see what I mean? Bluto kept coming back. Believe me, a woman involved the shit never ends. Never!”

	A white boy wearing swim trunks walked past the Caddy on Fifty’s side, stopped and looked straight at us before going to the pool.

	“Shit!” Fifty said. “Betcha his daddy the police. You oughta go do what you gonna do ’fore he run tell his daddy he saw two jigs smoking dope in a car.” He reached inside a brown bag and pulled out a long black gun. “Spinach,” he said, giving it to me. 

	The gun frightened me. Not because I hadn’t handled one before; because I felt a strong urge to point it at Fifty and blow his brains out.

	Fifty must have sensed that. “I wasn’t the one stabbed you in the back. Dokes did.”

			 

				* * * * *

	

	Dokes opened the door with a smile on his face, told me to come in. “Dude, you’ve lost some weight. Have a seat. Want something to drink? Coffee, tea, soda? You know where it’s at. Fix a meal while you’re at it, you look like a refugee.”

	Cracking jokes. Kissing Doreen and cracking jokes.

	I sat down on the couch, the gun tucked in my pants hurting my tailbone.

	Dokes said, “Where you been, dude? I’ve been looking all over for you.” I didn’t answer and he said, “Something I need to talk to you about.”

	“What?” 

	Dokes, wearing a T-shirt over his UPS short pants, sat to my right on the chair and said, “The dude you running with, Fifty? There’s things you don’t know about him. Things I just found out myself. Things I feel you should…” He paused, gave me a funny look, and said, “You’re high, aren’t you?”

	“I am or not, what’s it to you?”

	“Dude, that sumbitch, he’s got you wired up. John, dude is a turd looking for a place to dry up. How can you not see that? When we were growing up you and I didn’t deal with dudes like him. Sumbitch won’t work, in and out the penitentiary, selling that shit to kids. A turd not worth digging a hole for, John, you know that.”

	“Yeah, he is, Dokes. And you’re a backstabbing bastard!”

	That stopped him, made him start blinking.

	“So you know about Doreen and me. Who told you?”

	“A birdie. Does it matter? You’re my
friend? The second my back is turned you hitting on my wife.”

	“She’s not your wife anymore, John.”

	“The hell she isn’t! We’re still married! You think--”

	“Hey, hey, hey. We’re two grown men--no need you shouting at me. Look, I am your friend. If I thought for a second you and Doreen were getting back together I’d step back.”

	“Newsflash for you, Dokes, we are getting back together. You might as well step back now.”

	Dokes shook his head. “I don’t think so, John. Doreen filed for divorce. She told me you and her are over. She’s that type of woman. With her, when it’s over it’s over.”

	“How the hell you know? You don’t know shit!”

	“You wanna fight me, John, that’s what you wanna do?” Getting angry. “You’re not going to sit here and talk to me any ole way. You wanna fight or talk like two civilized men? Either way I’m willing to accommodate you.”

	“You doing it with Doreen?”

	“That’s none of your damn business!” Dokes said, and stood up, his fists raised. “Let’s do it. You wanna fight, let’s do it!”

	I leaned forward, reached back and pulled out the gun, then sat back, crossed my legs, put the gun in my lap. 

	Dokes looked stunned, his hands splayed now, the frog in his throat hopping up and down.

	“You doing it with her, Dokes?”

	“That’s how we are now? You bring a gun to my apartment, shoot me with it? Dude, we grew up together.”

	“You doing it with her?”

	“Dammit, John, put the gun away! I’m not telling you anything with that gun in your lap!”

	“Answer the damn question, man! Are you doing it with her?”

	Dokes stared at the gun. “No.”

	The cordless phone on the end table rang, startling Dokes. On the sixth ring I said, “You gonna get that?”

	Dokes moved to the phone like it was a rattlesnake. “Hello,” he said, his eyes on me. “Hey, can you call me back, I got company right now…John…Yes, he’s a little upset.” I noticed his hands were shaking. “No, don’t do that. Call me back in--”

	“Is that Doreen?” Dokes nodded. “Let me talk to her.” He gave me the phone and I said in a pleasant voice, “Hello, Doreen. Remember me? Your estranged husband of what, three, four weeks?”

	“What are you doing, John?” Nervousness and agitation in her voice.

	“Dokes and I are having a friendly little chat. Guess the main topic. You!”

	“I’m calling the police, John.”

	“Dokes, Doreen? My so-called friend? Tell me that ain’t skankish! Tell me!”

	“John, listen to me, I’m calling the police.”

	To hell with the pleasantries: “How you explain Dokes to Lewis, Doreen? Married to one man and cuddling up with his friend. I’m sure he’s confused as hell. Not to mention he’s already wondering who’s his real daddy.”

	Breathing hard, Doreen said, “John, you’re nothing but a crackhead. A damn crackhead! You’re nothing to me and Lewis! Nothing but another damn crackhead!” 

	Fazed momentarily, I looked at Dokes, just standing there looking at me, and said, “Doreen, did you tell Dokes about your problem? You know, that sex thang that flares up on you every now and then? You tell him about that?”

	Dokes’ eyes bucked wider than when I pulled the gun and he said, “What you talking about, John?”

	Doreen screamed in my ear, called me a few more crackheads and slammed the phone down.

	As I tucked the gun in my waistband, Dokes said, “Were you serious, John?”

	“Serious about what, Dokes? Wanting to shoot you or Doreen having an STD?”

	He didn’t say and I walked out the door.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




 

				Chapter 17



	

	The Caddy was empty. Good. I didn’t care to deal with Fifty just now. Then, just as I was starting the engine, Fifty strolled up as if he’d hailed a cab and hopped in the back seat.

	First thing he said, “I didn’t hear shots. I get my gun back?”

	Sirens warbled in the distant.

	“Doreen called the police,” I said, and watched him in the rearview hunker down in the seat. Three Little Rock Police cruisers, sirens and misery lights on, zipped past south on Baseline as we were going north.

	Doreen called me a crackhead; I couldn’t get that off my mind.

	“Doreen was there?” Fifty asked, looking out the back window at the cruisers turning into Dokes’ apartment complex.

	“She called on the phone.”

	“You still got my gun?”

	The highway seemed the best bet; Doreen or Dokes might have given the police the tags on the Caddy.

	Fifty inquired about his gun again and I said, “What’s up with you, man? Everybody telling me you bad news. Dokes talked like he knows something about you I need to know. What’s up with you, man?”

	Fifty said, “Old days, magicians used to get killed performing the bite-the-bullet trick. Put a fake bullet in the gun, slip a real bullet between the teeth, and bang! Simple enough, huh? Uh-uh. See, once the magician handed over the gun, he no longer had control. The cat he trusted, the one he called partner, switched the fake one for a live round. Instead of a bang and applause you got a magician with a big hole in his head. Proves you never know what’s on a cat’s mind.”

	“What the hell that got to do with what I asked you?”

	“Nothing,” Fifty said. “Just something I wanted to share with you. What you talking I know nothing about. Seems to me, a cat backed to a wall, a cat drops outside his litterbox, will say anything. Dokes know he played you dirty. He can’t justify his shit he throw crap on me.”

	Lies and more lies.

	It was time for me to get the hell out of Little Rock before I killed someone.

	Fifty said, “You want me to, I’ll hold that gun, put it up for ya.”

	I handed Fifty the gun over the seat and said, “It ain’t mine. It’s yours.”

	Fifty sighed in relief. “A minute there I thought you forgot that.”

				

				* * * * *

	

	Cindy was halfway under the couch again when we stepped in. The familiar smell of burnt carpet was stronger than usual. A rock and a pipe were on the coffee table. Toby Keith played soundlessly on the television as snores emanated from under the couch.

	Fifty waved at me as I was getting my clothes out of the closet and nodded toward Cindy. Again her bottom was exposed. Grinning, Fifty nodded and whispered something I didn’t catch. Then he scooted the coffee table away from the couch and knelt behind her.

	“She’s stuck like Chuck,” he said, and Cindy came to life, said, “Fifty, is that you?” and tried to push out but Fifty held her firm with one hand on her bottom. “Fifty, stop it! I’m serious! Stop it! Let me out!”

	One-handed, he unbuckled his belt, dropped his pants and shorts.

	I started for the door, stopped, came back and scooped up the rock and pipe and walked out. The second time in my life my own erection scared the hell out of me.

			 

				* * * * *

	

	A few miles past Grady, Arkansas, on Highway 65, I saw the lights of Cummins Prison, set back off the highway amid acres of cotton fields. The last time I’d made this trip, almost twenty years ago, my mother was at the wheel, it was daylight, and we rode past groups of mostly black men in white clothes working the fields while austere, portly white men sat on horses with shotguns held at the ready.

	Mama praised the Lord when I called her at two in the morning and told her I needed directions to Uncle CJ’s house in Dawson. She said a new environment and hard work would get my mind off that dope.

	The horizon was turning a bright orange when I finally turned off the highway onto Willie Powell Road, named after my great-grandfather, a sharecropper who parlayed his small plot into a large farm during the black exodus North in the fifties.

	Much had changed since my last visit. A white fence instead of barbwire running the length of the dirt road. More cows. Where once stood two green triple-wide trailers was an expansive three-story log cabin, a cobblestone walkway leading up to it. Several new-model trucks and cars were parked in front. A short distance away to the left was a another cabin, a scale version of the main house, on concrete blocks. Farther, in that direction, was a huge open-bay Quonset hut with big green machines inside it.

	The stink of cow shit hit me when I got out of the Caddy. A pack of barking hounds, ten or more, raced down the road, two puppies holding up the rear, heading my way.

	I hurried to the front door. Unlocked. Stepped in and said hello to a huge boar’s head above a stone fireplace in the middle of a circular living room. Maybe coming here wasn’t such a good idea after all. A digital clock on the mantle below the boar’s head said five o’clock. 	Everyone here was probably asleep, and wouldn’t even know I’d come if I left now. Besides, how in the hell could I get Doreen back a hundred miles away?

	Go!
	Go where? Back to Fifty’s? No. Fifty was a crackhead; I wasn’t, contrary to what Doreen said. The rock in the Caddy proved I wasn’t a crackhead: a crackhead would’ve smoked it by now. A crackhead stole; I didn’t. A crackhead begged; I didn’t.

	Man, I wished she hadn’t called me that.

	“Who the hell are you?” a voice said, and I looked in the face of an elderly light-skinned woman with intense gray eyes below a red-and-white polka-dot head scarf. She clutched her lavender bathrobe at the neckline as if she had a real need to hide her chest.

	I told her my name, my mother’s name. “Ma’am, you’re Aunt Jean, right?” 

	The left side of her face twitched. Excluding that guy in the Clint Eastwood movie, I’d never seen a face do that.

	“Kinda early for visiting, ain’t it?” she said. 

	I remembered why I hadn’t come back here after my first visit. I hit a chicken or a rooster with a board, killed it, and Aunt Jean came outside, told me to come here, offered a closed hand and said, “You want some candy?” her other hand behind her back, a switch sticking up behind her head. 

	I ran. And that old heifer caught me and beat the shit out of me, a bar code of long welts on my back. Mama gasped when she saw the abuse, but didn’t say a word, not even when her sister said, “Bring him back next summer, I’ma beat his ass again.”

	“Yes, ma’am, it’s kinda early.” Changing the subject: “Where’s Uncle CJ and everybody at?”

	“He and them boys went hunting. I ain’t here by myself, though. Jackie and Beverly, they upstairs. They got guns too. Hear something happening to me, they come running down here looking to pop somebody in they ass.”

	I told her she had no need to fear me. “You whooped me, that was a long time ago. I was a kid. I don’t hold that against you.”

	“I whooped you? When?”

	A heavyset girl wearing a white blanket-size dress came into the room. 

	“Beverly?” Last I’d seen her she was a string bean tomboy who could outrun me with a head start.

	Without hesitation she came over and hugged me. “John! Haven’t seen you in years. How’s your mother?”

	I told her mama was fine, and thought her acknowledgement of me would lay Aunt Jean’s suspicions to rest, but she pointed a knobby finger at me and said, “He say I whooped him. You remember me whooping him?”

	Beverly said, “No, I don’t remember that at all.”

	I started to argue but caught myself.

	Staring at me but addressing Beverly, Aunt Jean said, “Wonder what he done in Little Rock, come running down here early in the morning.” She squinted at me and said, “What you done did, boy?”

	“Nothing, ma’am. I couldn’t find a job in Little Rock. Mama told me Uncle CJ might have something for me to do here.”

	Aunt Jean grunted and said, “On the TV I saw a man collecting cans and hubcaps up there in Little Rock. Man can’t make it up there he can’t make it nowhere. You done something. What’s really going on?”

	The sound of engines nearing the house saved me.

	Uncle CJ, his three sons--Vince, Dexter, and Isaac--and a guy I didn’t know came inside, all wearing a bright-orange vest and carrying a rifle.

	Aunt Jean said, “Didn’t I tell you? We keep a buncha guns round here.”

	Beverly told them who I was and we all shook hands. Uncle CJ was a stocky man with a leathery face and an easy smile, graying at the temples, his skin much darker than his sister, who he also called Aunt Jean.

	Cutting to the chase I asked Uncle CJ for a job.

	He told me he was sure he could find something for me to do, told me not to worry about that now, to make myself at home, relax a spell, get something to eat. “You’re skin and bones.”

	Aunt Jean said, “Hold your horses, CJ. Ain’t it odd to you this boy come hightailing outta Little Rock all a sudden, passed all them aluminum cans on the way, to come down here and work? All you know, he mighta kilt up a buncha people. Beat up a defenseless old woman--you don’t know! Ask him what he did. Look at his eyes…sneaky and creepy. Ask him what he did. Ask him!”

	Uncle CJ said, “Aunt Jean, what way is that to treat family? Man wanted us to know something he’d tell us.” He gave me a wink. “You haven’t killed anybody, have you?” I shook my head. “There, it’s settled. Beverly, you and Jackie get some breakfast on.”

	“Wait a damn minute!” Aunt Jean said. “CJ, you joking, I’m serious. You ain’t the only one live here. First we find out what he did, then we decide if he can stay here or not.”

	Uncle CJ shook his head. “Aunt Jean, a woman read her Bible as much as you do I can’t believe would talk to family like this.”

	“You read the Bible, too, CJ,” Aunt Jean said. “Show me scripture say take a nut or a killer in your home. My eyes bad, I mighta missed it. Show it to me, CJ.”

	I said, “If it’s too much trouble I can leave.”

	Aunt Jean asked if I needed directions out the door.

	Uncle CJ told his oldest son, Vince, to show me to a room, told Aunt Jean to give it a rest, but she continued, telling him she was the one most vulnerable to an assault.

	In a small bedroom downstairs, the last room down a long hallway, I asked Vince if Aunt Jean was suffering from Alzheimer or some other mental defect.

	He laughed and said, “Aunt Jean talks a mean stick, but she’s the sweetest woman you’ll ever meet. You’ll see.”

	Huh? What type of women had Vince met that had him thinking Aunt Jean was sweet? I couldn’t imagine.

	Not an hour later, three generations of Powells sat around a large dining table laden with platters of eggs, bacon, biscuits, pancakes, sausages, and red-eye gravy. Two infants sat nearby in highchairs. Uncle CJ sat at the head of the table. 

	And wouldn’t you know it, Aunt Jean sat her mean ass directly in front of me. Everyone bowed their heads when Uncle CJ said grace. He thanked the Lord for the food before us, the weather, last year’s crop, everybody’s good health, and on and on and on…Thinking the food would be cold by the time he finished, I looked up and, shit, locked eyes with Aunt Jean. She glared at me, and for some reason I couldn’t look away.

	Uncle CJ finally said amen and broke the witch’s hypnotic spell. Ravenous, I immediately started piling eggs, bacon, and pancakes on my plate. 

	Over the sound of spoons and forks clattering, Aunt Jean said, “I called your mammy, had a long talk with her.”

	I knew she was talking to me, but didn’t look up.

	“Your mammy thinks a little hard work and the smell of cow dung might set you straight. She told me you had a good-looking wife, a church-going woman. You had a little money in the bank. A future. Then you got hooked on that crack!”

	That made me look up. She was buttering a biscuit, top, bottom, sideways, staring at me all the while. A glance around the table I noticed everyone else, including Uncle CJ, was still eating, as if they hadn’t heard the witch insult me.

	Aunt Jean said, “Like Miss Piggy said, ‘You feel froggy, jump.’”

	She didn’t have a clue how badly I wanted to pick up a plate and break it over her head.

	The biscuit dripping butter, she said, “Yo mammy said crack drove you crazy--you jumped on your wife. Her brother tagged your ass for doing that. Guess you ran out of crack that day, didn’t have the will to fight no more. Guess he’s the one knocked out your grill, didn’t he?”

	Appetite gone, I gave her a check-yourself look, and she tossed it back, kept talking.

	“I don’t know much about crack so I had Jackie look it up on the Internet. There it was, right there in black and white: Crack makes you nutty than a fruitcake. Didn’t it say that, Jackie?” Jackie didn’t respond. “It sure did. Had a picture of a little bitty sickly baby, called it a crack baby. Sad, just sad. It also said you smoke enough of that crack you start acting like a paranoid schizophrenic. You know what that is, don’t you, CJ?”

	Uncle CJ said, “I know, but I’m sure you’ll tell me whether I knew or not.”

	“Paranoid schizophrenic, that means you think folks looking to do something to you when they ain’t studying your crazy butt. Who knows what it’ll make a fool do. Say, for instance, a little old defenseless woman like myself sitting alone in her room reading her Bible and knitting socks for her family, and a schizophrenic crackhead is lurking through the house late at night looking for crack, can’t find none, get it in his head the little old defenseless woman might have a dollar or two under her mattress, all he gotta do is take it.

	“Crackhead tiptoes to her room, opens the door real quiet-like, sees her sitting in her chair, rocking and sewing socks to keep her family’s feet warm in the winter, reading scripture, and crackhead eases into the room and…kaboom!” She slapped the table and upset a glass of orange juice. “Both barrels! Twelve-gauge Remington! Buckshots! Crackhead didn’t know what hit him.”

	Uncle CJ said, “Are you finished, Aunt Jean?”

	She bit into the biscuit, worked her mouth like one of those cows outside, crumbs dribbling down into the V of her bathrobe, staring at me all the while. 

	Old heifer.
	My throat felt dry. Head ached. 

	Vince and Uncle CJ struck up a conversation about a big buck that got away during the hunt. One of the babies dropped a bottle on the floor and started bawling. I pushed my plate away, said excuse me, and went to my room.

	Several retorts entered my mind the second I started packing to leave, each prefixed or suffixed with Kiss My Ass, Grandma. Aunt Jean didn’t know how lucky she was: she’d talked that shit to anyone else but me she’d have made herself immediately eligible for one of those electric scooters advertised on TV. 

	The rock in the trunk whispered to me, said Come get me, promised to lube my dry throat, alleviate my headache, calm my nerves.

	Uncle CJ walked into the room and sat down on the edge of the bed.

	“Three rules,” he said. “One, you a man you work or go to school. Two, attending family meals is mandatory. Three, if you put it on your plate, eat it. Wasting food is my biggest pet peeve.”

	The Caddy was almost on E, not enough gas to get out of town. 

	“Hard to eat with someone talking to you like a dog, Uncle CJ.”

	“The thing that strikes me about your generation? Feelings. My day, feelings were a luxury. We were too busy working, wondering where the next meal was coming from.”

	“Uncle CJ…” I started to ask for ten bucks for gas, but I couldn’t. “Uncle CJ, I think I should just leave. Aunt Jean, I’ve never met someone like her.” A witch.
	“You’re a man, do what suits you. When you find a place where everyone likes you, call me, okay?” His fingers were twice mine, cracked and calloused. “Thirty years ago a young man your age fell in love with a woman didn’t mean him no good. Married her. Had three boys and two girls by her. Everyone knew what kinda woman she was, but they didn’t tell him. It was his problem, not theirs. Everyone but Aunt Jean. As you know she doesn’t mince words. She got in his face, told him things he didn’t want to hear, things that got him good and ticked off.

	“Aunt Jean didn’t care, though. She kept at him, so much so he started looking into things. Discovered a scheme by a woman who told him she loved him every night and another man, plotting to take everything he had, including the farm passed down from his grandfather. That was a dangerous time, somebody could’ve got killed.” He started to say something else but didn’t. Getting to his feet he said, “Michael thinks it’s okay to allow little boys in his bed. That other young man thinks it’s cool to videotape a fourteen-year-old girl and him having sex. You ask me, we need a lot more Aunt Jeans.”

 

 

 




					

 

 

					

 

 

 

 

 

 

				Chapter 18 


	

	Aunt Jean couldn’t find the money that she kept in a knotted piece of pantyhose pinned to the inside of her shirt. She looked for it all of two minutes before deciding I stole it.

	Uncle CJ said, “Now, Aunt Jean, maybe you misplaced it. You look in your room?”

	Uncertainty in her eyes, she said, “Rock Star stole it. I know he did.” Someone had told her rock star was another name for crackhead. “Make him strip, CJ. I betcha he got it on him. It didn’t get up and walk away.”

	Uncle CJ gave me a suspicious look and I said, “You want me to strip, I’ll strip.”

	Aunt Jean said, “What’s the holdup? Start peeling em off.” 

	It was five o’clock in the morning, still dark out. Aunt Jean rarely slept, up all night patrolling the house, talking to herself, conjuring up ways to make my life miserable. She’d taken her stale butt to bed early, and kept her nose where it belonged, she probably wouldn’t have lost her money.

	Uncle CJ told her to look for it again. “Ask Beverly to help you when she wakes up. Time for us to go to work.”

	In his truck, a new Ford 150, I held his coffee cup as he started the engine. Usually Uncle CJ told me stories as he drove. Today, however, he was quiet. Too quiet. Which meant he was entertaining the lie that I’d stolen Aunt Jean’s money.

	A few blocks the dogs ran alongside the truck, barking, darting in and out of the headlight beams, almost but never getting hit. The cattle followed the truck, too, though at a much leisurely pace, in a long strung out line. The sun would be high in the sky by the time they all arrived to the feeding spot where Uncle CJ unloaded a bale of hay. 

	Uncle CJ drove straight to the big Quonset hut, less than a mile away from the house, where all the machines were kept. One combine, two John Deere tractors, five thrashers, two rear-end loaders, a Nissan forklift, four riding lawn mowers, and five four-wheelers. 

	Parked on the right side of the building was a 1984 International hooked to an empty flatbed trailer.

	Yesterday Uncle CJ sat in the passenger seat as the truck bucked and conked out under my control. “You’ll get the hang of it,” he said. 	Finally I did, somewhat, jerking the gearshift into fifth, the transmission wailing in pain, the tachometer shooting into the red, and the smell of diesel exhaust drifting into the opened windows. Uncle CJ told me not to worry about running into anything. 

	“A thousand acres, you can’t hurt anything here,” he said. “Catch another gear.”

	A loud pop and then the sound of metal grinding as I shifted to sixth gear. As we rode along at fifteen miles an hour, Uncle CJ told me about his father, Glenn Powell, a wino who didn’t look after his family. 

	“Wasn’t for your mother and me working day and night, Daddy would’ve lost this farm.”

	“What about Aunt Jean? She didn’t work?”

	Uncle CJ laughed. “She worked, but she didn’t sweat.”

	Today, however, Uncle CJ wasn’t even smiling when he stopped the Ford.

	I said, “You want me to crank up the International?”

	He shook his head. “No, I need you to do something else today.”

	When he drove off I waved at him with the paintbrush he’d given me to paint the white fence that stretched for miles. The white fence that didn’t need painting. 

	Damn! 
	The three weeks I’d been here my job, at least I thought, was to ride along with Uncle CJ and give him a hand whenever he needed it, a rarity since he preferred doing almost everything himself.

	The sun was rising. It wasn’t cold, but morning dew frosted the grass. A rooster called out and a flock of blackbirds in a dogwood tree cawed in response. 

	Uncle CJ wouldn’t be coming back anytime soon. His three boys were either on their way to high school or college. Beverly and Jackie were probably asleep. 

	I could walk back to the house, lure Aunt Jean out into the backyard--“Look! Isn’t that the smelly thing you keep your money in?”--and when she bent over I would rear my foot waaaaay back and…That wouldn’t work. Still no money to buy gas for the Caddy. 

	The Powells might not mind if I punted the witch’s ass, but I couldn’t be sure of that, and would need enough gas to make Little Rock if they got pissed off.

	Brushing the paint on thick, too thick, large drops dripping on the ground, I started thinking about Dokes and Doreen. A thousand times a day I thought about Dokes and Doreen. 

	The thought of them simply holding hands made my head hurt--but my imagination went further than that. 

	They were doing it! 
	A thousand times a day they were doing it. In the bed, on the couch, floor, kitchen table, in the shower…Shit, I was driving myself crazy.

	Maybe Dokes was telling the truth. Yeah, right. Man sitting on your couch with a gun in his lap asking if you were sleeping with his wife, of course you lied. No. Dokes didn’t lie; the most honest brother I’d ever known. 

	What the hell was Doreen thinking? 
	She was hurting, needed someone to talk to, Dokes was there, simply there. Dokes, confused already with all those faggy thoughts circulating in his head, misinterpreted the situation, thought foolishly that Doreen wanted him instead of me.

	“John, you’re nothing but a crackhead.”


	I still couldn’t believe she’d said that. I wasn’t a crackhead. The rock in the trunk of the Caddy verified that. A true crackhead would’ve smoked it by now. Naw, uh-uh, crack didn’t move me; I could take it or leave it.

	The sound of a car door slamming startled me. Uncle CJ walked up.

	“Man, once you start working, you start working,” he said, and I looked down the fenceline and realized I’d painted a long way from where I started. “Aunt Jean found her money. She forgot she hid it inside a pillow.”

	“Oh, yeah? She thought I took it.” You did too. 
	“That’s enough of that. Let’s go get some lunch.”

	At dinnertime I fully expected the witch to apologize. 

	First time she sat on my side of the table, between Beverly and Shep, a family friend who showed up during mealtime and didn’t talk. 	First time she didn’t spice the meal with farfetched tales of her being attacked by a crazed crackhead and blowing him away with a shotgun. 

	First time I was able to eat my food in peace. Leaning forward I looked at her and she looked away.

	Rotten heifer.
				

				* * * * *

	

	That night I couldn’t sleep, horny and missing Doreen something awful. It was two-thirty in the morning. After much thought I decided that I’d let Doreen go too easily. 

	There was a phone in the kitchen. Call her, talk calmly, apologize again, tell her how much I love her, how much I miss her. 

	“Baby, I don’t use drugs anymore, honest.”

	A fat mouse scurried across the kitchen cabinet and hid behind the dish rack near the sink. Listening for footsteps, I picked up the phone and called Doreen’s mother’s number. 

	If a half-eaten plate of food disturbed Uncle CJ, I couldn’t imagine what a long distance phone call would do to him. 

	Ten rings before a groggy voice said, “Hello.”

	Whispering: “May I speak to Doreen?”

	“She’s not here,” and then the line went dead.

	Not there? Where the hell is she this time of night?
	Dialed again, this time Doke’s number. Three rings before a kid picked up and said hello. Wrong number. Wait a minute. “Lewis?”

	“Yeah. Who’s this?”

	“It’s me, Lewis. John. Where’s your mother?” I heard a TV in the background.

	“I got suspended at school. Wasn’t my fault. Boy took my lunch sack, wouldn’t give it back. I hit him in the nose.”

	The kid was lucky: messing with Lewis’ food was a life-threatening stunt.

	Lewis then said something that took me by surprise: “John, you’re not mad at me, are you?”

	“No, Lewis. Touch a man’s lunch sack you’re begging for trouble.” The disturbing sight of him crying, running toward me with the hammer, played in my head. “Lewis…I’m…” Too hard. Way too hard. “Lewis, where’s your mother?”

	“She’s asleep.”

	I remembered whose number I’d called. “Asleep? On the couch?”

	“No, she’s in the bedroom.”

	“Uh, Lewis…where’s Dokes?”

	“He’s asleep too.” I felt a headache coming on. “Mama told me not to tell anyone we’re here.”

	I was right all along. Dokes and Doreen were doing it. Damn!
	“Lewis, do me a favor. Go tell your mama to come to the phone. Don’t tell her who it is, okay?”

	He said yeah and a few minutes later Doreen said, “Hello.”

	“Doreen, baby, I still love you,” I said, and the line went dead. A major headache working now, I called right back. The line was busy. Tried again. Still busy. One more time, and while the busy signal syncopated with the throbbing inside my head, a voice said, “Who you calling this early in the morning, Rock Star? Your agent?”

	The last thing I needed now was her needling me. I turned and said, “Let me tell you one damn thing…” And stopped short. In the crook of her arm was the much talked about shotgun, pointed at the floor.

	Aunt Jean, her right eye twitching, cocked her head and said, “I’m listening.”

	Either she had a closet full of lavender bathrobes or she was getting her money’s worth out of the one she wore every day. The same for the red-and-white polka-dot head scarf.

	Hand trembling, I put the phone down. “Aunt Jean, did you find your money?”

	“You know I did. Was that a collect call?”

	“Oh no. Phone card. The pin number, that’s all you need. Comes in handy when you’re away from home.”

	“Uh-huh. Who were you calling?”

	“My wife.”

	A thin smile appeared on the witch’s face. “’Less she’s silly you can forget about her. You pop a woman’s head, a crack pipe hanging out your mouth”--she shook her head--“you can forget about her. That’s what got you loping round here like you constipated, ain’t it?”

	Put the gun down, Witch, and tell me that. “Uh, you mind I go back to bed?”

	“Go ’head. Now on you use that phone card when everybody up, you hear me?”

	Sleep was an impossibility; I just sat on the edge of the bed thinking about Dokes and Doreen doing it and the rock in the trunk of the Caddy.

			 

				* * * * *

	

	The sun hovered just above the horizon when I started my walk back to the house. Even here, inside a stand of pine trees, almost a mile away from where the cattle grazed, large cow patties were scattered here and there on the ground. 

	The rock was no longer in the Caddy.

	The house in view now, I saw Uncle CJ and four other men, probably his three sons and Shep, in front of the house. Several four-wheelers were parked in front, one of them needing oil or a tune-up, the engine rattling noisily. 

	Something was wrong with this picture. I slowed my gait. One of the men pointed a rifle in the air and fired it, a sharp crack that echoed in every direction. That made me stop. 

	Chances were good the witch told them an embellished version of our conversation a few hours before and now they were mustering a posse to exact country justice. Powell style. With rifles and four-wheelers. Damn! And here I was standing out in the open, nowhere to run.

	One of the men pointed toward me, yelled my name, and another started my way on a four-wheeler. Shit! Sweat rolled down my face, and I couldn’t decide whether to run or play dead.

	Vince drove up and shouted over the roar of the engine. “Hey, we’ve been looking all over for you. Where you been?”

	“What you looking for me for?” A rifle stock was sticking out of a plastic holster attached to the four-wheeler. “What’s going on?”

	Vince said, “Hop on, I’ll ride you back.”

	Really didn’t want to do that, but didn’t have any other choice.

	Driving faster than necessary, going airborne twice, Vince shouted, “We’re going hunting! You wanna go?”

	Vince cut a circle eight before stopping in the front yard, and I hopped off.

	Uncle CJ asked where I’d gone and I said, “Took a walk.” He gave me a funny look and I looked away. Just then the witch came out of the house. Damn, did she ever sleep?
	“You hunt?” Uncle CJ asked me, and, feeling Aunt Jean’s eyes burning the side of my head, I lied: “Sometimes.”

	“Ride with Shep,” Uncle CJ said. To Isaac, his youngest son, the one in high school: “Give John your twenty-two. Go get one of mine out my room.”

	Isaac handed me a rifle and hurried inside the house. Too close to Aunt Jean, I went and hopped on the four-wheeler and stared at Shep’s orange back. Uncle CJ came over and snatched the rifle out my hand.

	“Don’t carry it like that, you’ll shoot somebody!” he said, and gave it to Shep, who holstered it. Aunt Jean joined us.

	“CJ, you changed crops without telling me?” she said. “You see this boy’s eyes?”

	Uncle CJ said, “Yeah, I saw them.”

	“Lord have mercy, I know the land is fertile, but I didn’t think it could grow crack. What will the neighbors think?” She started laughing. “CJ, you sure you wanna take him hunting?”

	Uncle CJ didn’t respond, and when Isaac came out of the house, he hopped on a four-wheeler and took off. Shep and I were the last to follow. 

	I looked back at the house, getting smaller by the second, the witch standing in the yard, and wondered if I could hit her with the .22 while riding.

	Oops, didn’t mean to shoot her--I thought she was a deer.

	When we drove over a log instead of around it, I realized who I was riding with. Shep. Rail thin. Middle-aged. Phobic of soap and water. Fond of wearing the same clothes--camouflage shirt and pants, army boots--every day. Shep who showed up at every meal. Shep who couldn’t talk. Shep who, according to Vince, was a Gulf War veteran. Aunt Jean, of all people, was his guardian. 

	Uncle CJ and the others had stopped near a small pond, barbwire strung across it to dissuade fishing.

	When we stopped I said, “Uncle CJ, can I talk with you for a minute?”

	“What’s the problem now? You worried about the game warden? My land, private property; he’s not coming out here.”

	“No, I’m not worried about that. Uh…” The hell with it: “Shep, I don’t wanna ride with him.”

	“Why not?”

	“I just don’t wanna ride with him.”

	“I asked you why not!” 

	“Not trying to be rude, but I don’t think he should have a gun.”

	“You don’t, do you? Shep’s been hunting these woods all his life. Today’s your first day. You feel strongly about gun control, being the authority and all, I suggest you get off and walk back to the damn house!” Then he drove away. 

	This time no one followed him, everyone going in different directions.

	Though Shep’s mental abilities and personal hygiene were impaired, his hearing was fine. Now he was pissed off. 	Vrrrrooooom, he accelerated the engine and started off before I was ready. That not knocking me off, he pulled back on the handlebars and rode on two wheels for a while. 

	A quarter of mile or so he stopped inside a clearing, hopped off the four-wheeler, grabbed a rifle and took off in a goofy gallop. 

	“Hey, hey, hey!” I shouted after him, but he didn’t stop. “Hey, man, wait!” He disappeared. 

	A shot rang out, from which direction I couldn’t tell. Again I was a sitting duck. Shep was probably out there somewhere aligning me in crosshairs. I ducked down behind the four-wheeler. Three shots rang out in sucession, the echos overlapping.

	The ground was cool, damp. Birds, one sounding like a dog barking, made a commotion in the trees. Another shot rang out, this one sounding the closest, evoking the birds to take flight.

	A setup. The bastards had set me up. No one mentioned I should wear an orange vest like everyone else had on. 

	“Ride with the neighborhood nut; he’s been hunting these woods all his life.” 
	Yeah, right. Shep popped me, he’d unlikely face a murder charge. All he had to do was lay his mental ID card on the table and the interrogation would stop.

	I remembered the .22 in the holster. Get it! Shoot back! 
	The second I stood up, Shep came running out of the woods to my right. He stopped, leveled the gun in my direction and fired. 

	Certain I’d been hit I dropped to the ground. Shep walked past me and came back holding a limp wild turkey. He extended a hand and pulled me to my feet. Sniffing the air, he looked around before settling his eyes on me.

	Grinning ear to ear, most of his teeth rotten, he said, “You shitted.”

	“Take me back to the house!”

			 

				* * * * *

	

	A transformation had taken place. Shep, who rarely opened his mouth unless to stick food in it, was now a raconteur. Inside my room, where I’d sought refuge after taking a shower, I could hear him entertaining the Powells with the adventure of my soiling my pants. Again and again. 

	Oh, the joy and laughter that spewed forth. Aunt Jean, from the sound of it, was close to a stroke.

	It was time for me to go. My clothes in two plastic bags draped over my back I walked through the living room where Shep, Aunt Jean, Beverly, Jackie, and Isaac were sitting. Aunt Jean was still laughing, her face wet with tears. 

	I asked Beverly where was Uncle CJ. Aunt Jean put a hand under her armpit and made a noise. This started another round of raucous laughter. Aunt Jean laughed so hard she started choking. 

	Make me laugh, Granny, give up the ghost.
	Beverly said, “He’s in his office.”

	I put the bag in the Caddy and walked to the cabin that was Uncle CJ’s office. Before I could knock he said come in. A red flanned shirt on, he sat behind a desk covered with papers, family pictures, and a computer. 

	One of the hounds lie behind the door, which explained the feral smell stirred by the ceiling fan. To his left, a few feet from the desk, was a safe, black, chest high, the door open, stacks of money and rolled coins on all four shelves, a sealed money bag on the bottom.

	Uncle CJ broke my trance with, “Have a seat.”

	I sat down in the chair before the desk and said, “I’m leaving, Uncle CJ. Wanted to say good-bye before I go.” And get my pay. “I appreciate all you’ve done for me.”

	Uncle CJ nodded, stared at the hound licking itself. “You tell the family you’re leaving?”

	“Not yet.” They would figure it out once they stopped laughing.

	Uncle CJ opened a drawer and handed me an envelope across the desk, a thick envelope, my name written on it. He knew I’d be leaving.

	A lack of anything else to say, I said, “Aunt Jean let up on the jokes and ridicule I think it could’ve worked out. I’m not used to being made fun of twenty-four-seven.”

	“You came back to this house high.”

	I didn’t comment, saved the lie. I realized then that he hadn’t anticipated my leaving; he was going to tell me to go.

	Uncle CJ turned his chair to the small window behind him. “Not long ago there were about a million black farmers. Now I doubt if there’s fifteen thousand. Different reasons why. Mainly more headaches than money. 

	“Thirteen years ago a tornado came through here and wiped out a half-million dollars worth of equipment, destroyed the crop, scattered those trailers we used to live in a mile away, killed all the hogs, a buncha cattle, a few we had to put down. A disaster. My insurance didn’t cover acts of God.

	“David Dickerson, the white man at the bank, told me the loan I applied for was rejected. My credit was good. Had a deed to the land. It didn’t make sense. I got mad and stayed mad a long time. Even thought about doing something stupid--show the white folks I wasn’t a black man who could be pushed around. We were staying with Beverly’s husband at the time, up in Pine Bluff, and one day he told my son to use the bathroom outside.

	“That’s when I woke up. Next day I sold two hundred acres. Rented a rundown shack in town while we built the new house. A lawyer from Memphis showed up and wanted me to file a lawsuit. I told him no. Nobody could understand why. Yes, like so many other black farmers I’d been discriminated. But I wasn’t into playing the victim anymore. See, John, there’s a thin line between a victim and a fool, a very thin line. The minute you start feeling sorry for yourself, you’re way over.”

	Was he finished? I started to stand up and he said, “Most of the guys I grew up with turned out drunks. A few of em don’t speak when they see me, say I think I’m better than everybody else. No, I don’t think I’m better than anybody. But I know I’m better than a drunk.” 

	He turned to face me. “You’re a young man, a good-looking man. Smart too. You’re better than a dopehead, John. I hope you realize that soon. Time flies. Before you know it, the opportunity to make a change was a long time ago.”

	We shook hands. Uncle CJ told me to tell Mama to call him. I said I would and then walked out to the Caddy. Aunt Jean stood in the doorway, her hands on her hips, a solemn expression on her face. As I was driving away she waved.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

				

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

				Chapter 19



	

	She was walking the southbound side of the two-lane highway. In jeans, a blue pullover shirt, and mountain shoes, she walked with a purpose, as if she had somewhere important to go. Her hair was short, uncombed. Flat chest. Ass even flatter. 

	In hindsight my stopping for this woman would be the push in the back down the slide. A big mistake.

	Going northbound, I slowed the Caddy and shouted at her across the street. “You need a ride?” She smiled. Something sparkled on her face. A truck horn bellowed behind me and I drove off. 

	On a grassy road leading to grain silos I turned and drove back. She was still walking. 

	“Hey,” she said before getting into the Caddy.

	Staring at the fake diamond stud in her left nostril, smelling something foul, I hesitated, thought for a second to tell her to get out. She told me her name, Zelda, and I asked where was she going. 

	“I’m going with you,” she said, moving closer to me, bringing the foul smell with her. 

	But for the scar on her forehead, chapped lips, her eyes sunk in, and the cadaver cheekbones, she didn’t look all that bad. 

	She said, “What you wanna do?” 

	The sun was starting to go down. We drove by a sign that said Dawson was five miles away. She put a hand on my thigh and I pushed it off.

	“What’s wrong with you?” I asked her. “You don’t even know me.”

	She wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “Mister, I’m in a hurry. You want me to serve you, let’s get busy. Blowjob, ten dollars. The other, twenty. I don’t do no dumbshit.”

	“What? You got me mixed up.”

	“What you pick me up for?”

	“I thought you needed a ride.”

	“I don’t need no ride. I need to get high. Take me back where I was. You got ten dollars I can borrow?”

	I made a U-turn at a four-way stop. “I’ll give you ten dollars, but you know you’re not paying it back.” 

	Uncle CJ had put two thousand dollars in the envelope, a helluva lot more than I expected. I could spare a ten. Then I remembered it was all in hundreds. 

	At the spot where she got in I stopped and said, “I don’t have a ten. I thought I did but I don’t.”

	“You said you did. Hell, give me what you got.”

	“I don’t have anything. Sorry.”

	She opened the door…hesitated. “You get high? Crack?”

	“Sometimes,” and immediately wondered why I admitted that.

				

				* * * * *

	

	The Caddy parked on the left side of a white mobile home surrounded by junk cars, a large field behind it, I waited for Zelda to come out with a rock or my hundred-dollar bill. If she made for the back door I would see her. If she snuck out through a side window, ran down the section of field out of my view, then to hell with her.

	Zelda finally came out, skipped down the steps and ran to the car with a big smile on her face.

	Breathing loud she said, “I got a damn good deal,” and held up a cellophane bag with several rocks in it.

	Before we were out the yard, Zelda had a straight (a glass tube) in her mouth, flicking a lighter at the end of it.

	I asked her where we could go to smoke and she ignored me. “Hey! Hey! Slow down.” She exhaled, her bad breath canceling the smell of the dope. “Let’s go somewhere safe and smoke this shit.”

	The straight in her mouth like a cigarette, she said, “We’ll go to my house,” and flicked the lighter again.

	Her house, a shotgun shack, stood alone down a dirt road off the highway. Three small boys, the smallest one in a saggy diaper, the other two only in short pants, played in the front yard. 

	It was getting dark. Two puppies lounged on a porch under a roof held up by crooked two-by-fours. The smell of freshly cut hay scented the air. 

	Zelda hopped out of the Caddy and started shouting at the boys.

	“Didn’t I tell y’all stay your badasses in the house!” The boys ran, and Zelda chased them, kicking the one in a diaper in the butt. “Get the hell in there!”

	She walked back to the Caddy and, in a soft voice, said, “Come on in.”

	Uh-uh. I wasn’t going in there.

	She started toward the house.

	I started the Caddy and then killed the engine. She had the rocks.

	Inside the house was dark, cooler than outside. The foul smell Zelda wore was stronger here. Nauseating. One of the boys was crying, probably the one she kicked.

	I said to the darkness, “Tell you what. Take half, give me half. I gotta go.”

	Across the room I heard a whoosh and then a blue flame blazed in a space heater. Light flickered on the mess of clothes and trash scattered on the floor…and the boys, who were sitting on a mattress on the floor staring at me.

	Zelda said, “What the hell y’all looking at? Lay down and turn your heads!”

	They did as told. Again I told Zelda to take half, give me half.

	She said, “Have a seat,” and started taking off her clothes. The lighter flicked on, her rail-thin body in profile, the straight in her mouth.

	“You hear me? Give me half of that shit--I got to go!”

	“What’s your hurry?” 

	She came to me, grabbed my package, moved me to a couch. Sitting on my lap she lighted the straight, offered it to me. As I inhaled one of the boys turned his head and stared at me.

	Zelda caught him looking and said, “Boy, you don’t go to sleep I’m getting up and beating your ass!” He turned and I exhaled the smoke. 

	My heart racing, my mind some place far away, I barely felt Zelda sucking on my neck. She unbuttoned my shirt, pulled my pants down. 

	“Where’s the lighter?” I asked. She gave it to me, pulled my underwear down, and put my package in her mouth. No rubber. That crossed my mind a split second before I hit the straight again.

	 The next hour or so we smoked and fucked. At one point Zelda tried to position her pubic near my face and I stopped her, told her, “It ain’t that serious!” 

	Then the dope ran out.

	Zelda got up and put her clothes on. “One moe.” Her voice slurred. “Let’s go get one moe.”

	One moe turned into three moe before the night was over. But for the heavy sex between trips tiring us out we would have made four moe. 	Sunlight glimmered through a dirty, curtain-less window when I woke up. Zelda, bumps and moles sprinkled across her back, lay naked on top of me. I heard her three boys playing outside. The couch was next to the door so they had to have seen us.

	I tried to rouse her. “Your boys are up.” She didn’t budge. “I’m going to get one moe, you wanna go?” She shot to her feet, started looking for her clothes. 

	Daylight revealed what looked like a Goodwill Thrift Store after a typhoon. The foul smell, like several shades of foot odor, reminded me of the sordid acts in the dark. 

	“Where’s the bathroom?”

	Zelda pointed to a door left of the kitchen. The floorboards creaked with each step. There, in a closet-size room, was a yellow-and-blue stained tub, a putrid puddle in the middle. Spider webs hung from the ceiling. I tried both faucets in the sink and only cold water came out. 

	“How do you wash without hot water?” I asked Zelda, dressed now, standing in the doorway. 

	She told me she washed at a relative’s house. “Let’s go. You said we were fixin’ to go get another one.”

	The boys wanted to go. Zelda told them to shut up and go in the house.

	“Let them go,” I said. “We’ll stop, get something to eat.” 	Everybody piled inside the Caddy.

	Zelda said, “Damn kids. Always wanting something, don’t want to do a damn thing.”

	The nearest McDonalds was in Lake Village, twenty miles away. Zelda complained all the way. Happy Meals all around, which the boys devoured before we dropped them off back at the shack. 

	I had almost seventeen hundred dollars in my billfold when I parked in front of the white mobile home. Sixteen hundred dollars when Zelda went in and bought another rock.

	Back at her place, the boys outside playing with cars that came with the Happy Meals, I asked Zelda why everyone slept in the front room. She said, “The only room with a heater.”

	Once the smoking started, the welfare of her three boys was my least concern. Day turned into night. Apart from a trip to Kentucky Fried Chicken, also in Lake Village, the merry-go-round from her house to the mobile home continued till the next morning. 

	My left leg started acting up. Zelda held a lighter to it and said, “Crackmolodie.”

	“What’s that?”

	“You need to put moe crack in your body.”

	That made sense to me. 

	Time stopped, slowed down, and then sped up. My leg stopped swelling up, but then it went numb, and I worried it wasn’t getting enough circulation. Zelda was only concerned about getting another hit. I finally fell asleep with her shaking me, begging me to go get one moe. 

	The next day, around noon, a major problem arose. The money and the dope ran out.

	Zelda started searching along the dirty floor…and found a crumb. I couldn’t believe it. She snatched up the straight and I told her to save me a hit.

	Shaking her head, she said, “Nope. Might mess your leg up,” and lighted up.

	The conflicting medical advice pissed me off. It took all I had not to hit her upside the head. Hours later I was still pissed, still thinking about hitting her upside the head.

	Zelda said, “Shit. Let’s go see if we can get Doughboy to give us one on credit. We spent all that money with him, he should, shouldn’t he?”

	“How the hell I know! And what’s this we shit?”

	Zelda stayed inside the mobile home a long time and then came out looking sick. “He wants something I can’t give him,” she said. I gave her a look. “Not that. He wanted that I woulda come out with some dope. Take me back to the house. I’ll get my foodstamp card, see if he take that.”

	Back to her place and she got her foodstamp card. Doughboy didn’t need a foodstamp card. I started to drive away and Zelda said, “Holdup. Let me try one moe thing.” She went back inside and came back a few minutes later.

	To my amazement she retrieved a cellophane bag from under her shirt. It was half filled with big rocks. 

	“Damn, what you do he give you all that?”

	Zelda opened the bag and passed it under my nose. “Quality shit, ain’t it? You can tell quality shit by the smell.” I started the Caddy and she said, “Wait a minute.” 

	“What?”

	“Doughboy wants something for this.”

	“What?”

	“Your car. You got the title, don’t you?”

	I caught my breath before saying, “You go tell Doughboy I said kiss my ass. Are you crazy? This car all I got. I’m not selling it. Take the shit back!”

	“Okay, okay. Relax, will ya?” She got out and went back inside the mobile home. Twenty minutes later she came back and lighted the straight and gave it to me.

	I started to hit it…stopped. “I hope he don’t think this gonna make me sell my car.” Zelda shook her head. I hit it and offered it to her. She said, “Naw, I’m good.”

	When I finished she said, “Doughboy said he’ll give you the bag and five hundred dollars. Ask me, that’s a damn good deal. A damn good deal! It’s not a Lexus.”

	“Who asked you?”

				

				* * * * *

	

	Doughboy was an overweight, potbellied, pink-skinned albino with white eyebrows. A stogie in his mouth, he walked like he had something stuck up his fat ass. He directed questions about the Caddy at Zelda, which didn’t make any sense because it wasn’t her car. 

	He lifted the hood, took a long time looking at the engine, mumbled something about oil. Then he slammed it down and oozed behind the steering wheel and revved up the engine. 

	He asked Zelda where’s the title. She looked at me and I said, “In the glove compartment.” Zelda hurried and got it out, unfolded it on the hood. 

	I started feeling dizzy. Zelda stuck a pen in my hand and told me to sign it. My hand was trembling, but I managed to scribble my name. Doughboy handed Zelda my money and I took it before she put it in her pocket.

	I said, “I need to get my shit out the trunk.”

	To Zelda, Doughboy said, “Get it.” He followed me to the trunk and slammed it down after I took out the plastic bags stuffed with my clothes.

	Zelda said, “Doughboy, you give us a ride back to the house?”

	Finally he turned his funny-looking eyes to me. “Hell naw!”

	It was more than a mile to Zelda’s house. I switched hands when the bags got heavy. Had to stop a couple of times to catch my breath. “I can’t believe I sold my car. I can’t believe it!”

	Zelda lighted the straight and held it to my mouth as we walked. “Believe it.”

	The only way to stop thinking about the Caddy was to get high, which we did, three days in a row. Daytime, when it was warm outside, it was stifling hot inside the shack. At night, cooler outside, it was artic cold inside. 

	A rat crossed my lap while I was sitting on the couch and I almost hurt myself jumping up. The boys thought that was funny, asked me to do it again. When they got hungry, Zelda opened a canned good and poured it on crusty plates.

	When the rocks disappeared, Zelda and I walked to Doughboy’s house. The Caddy was parked in front, new rims on it, the ones that continued spinning when the tires stopped. Just looking at it made me dizzy. 

	I waited on the porch. Doughboy came to the door when Zelda walked out. I asked him could I drive the Caddy one last time. “You know, for old time sake?” He slammed the door in my face.

	Fat fucker!
	Walking back, Zelda said I was stupid asking Doughboy to drive the car one last time. “That’s like selling a house and then asking to move back in it.”

	I suggested self-copulation in terms she understood. Once we smoked the rocks, a few hours after arriving at the shack, we walked back again. Two miles round trip. Near midnight we made yet another trip. Five in the morning I laced up my tennis shoes for another hike.

	Zelda said, “Both of us ain’t got to go. I’m tired of all this damn walking. Doughboy will sell it to you.”

	“I go get it myself, I smoke it myself.”

	That got her up.

	Walking along a dark highway, Zelda said, “Yo stangy-ass uncle got all that money, me and my kids starving like Marvin. You know that ain’t right. You know it ain’t! Man got that much money he wouldn’t miss a little bit. Probably got most of it in the bank anyway. Betcha he leaves the safe open. Betcha he do. You could sneak up there, be in and out, nobody will know the difference.”

	I couldn’t remember telling her about Uncle CJ’s safe, but how else could she have known. “Why don’t you sneak your narrow ass up there?”

	“I ain’t family. You are. This the country, not Little Rock. People here don’t shoot family. They get mad, you know, but they don’t shoot family. Nobody will suspect you; everybody thinks you went back to Little Rock.”

	“That pink blob riding around in the Caddy, somebody bound to know that’s my car.”

	She mimicked the buzzer sound game shows use to indicate a wrong answer. “It’s not your car--you sold it. Anyway, Doughboy put new rims on it, waxed those scratches out, washed it up real good.”

	Again I fought the urge to pop her head. 

	Two days later, and forty miles on my tennis shoes, the money ran out. Once the smoke cleared the ugly truth was apparent: I couldn’t stand the sight, or the smell, of Zelda. And she couldn’t stand me.

	The boys were outside playing. I was reclining while Zelda searched the floor for crumbs. She asked me to get up so she could search the couch.

	“I already looked,” I told her. “Not a crumb here.”

	She got to her feet, twisted her face up. “This my house, you forget? You don’t live here.”

	I ignored her.

	She went to the door and looked out at the boys. “I’m on welfare, got three boys to look after. I can’t have a man lying round here all day. A man ain’t got no job! Welfare people come by see you here not doing a damn thing they cut off my benefits. I can’t jeopardize that for a sorry-ass man.” 

	When I didn’t respond she said, “What my boys gonna think they see a lazy-ass man lying round all day, no job, his shirt off? Huh? What they gonna think?”

	“Probably the same thing they think when you half-ass feed them.”

	Her head snapped in my direction. “Mister, for your information, I take care of my boys. And I don’t need you or no other motherfucka telling me how to take care of them!” Her bird chest huffing and puffing. “You don’t like it round here why don’t you move your ass? Better yet, get the hell out my house!”

	I picked at a toenail. “That’s interesting. Why didn’t you say that when you were smoking all my dope?”

	“Mister, I don’t owe you any-damn-thing. Not a damn thing! You got what you wanted, I got what I wanted.”

	“If you implying your pussy worth thousands of dollars and a vintage Cadillac, you out your damn mind.”

	“Get out! Get the hell out! I ain’t playing, get out!”

	“I think you gave me something too. VD or some shit.”

	“I didn’t give you no damn VD. You bought VD!”

	That made me pause, and I hoped she was just talking shit.

	She crossed the room and picked up a broom. Came back and said, “I’m not telling you again get the hell out my house!”

	I sat up. “You might as well put that broom down, ’cause you hit me with it, you gonna have a bigger problem than no hot water.”

	She swung and I jumped up, caught the broom in one hand, her throat with the other. Gagging, her eyes wide with fright, she dug her nails into my wrist. Snot flowed out her nostrils and the nose ring hole. Her hands fell to her sides. Red lines appeared in the white of her eyes.

	“Mister! Mister, you killing my mama!”

	I looked at the boy, standing on the couch, and for a moment I thought he was Lewis. The other two boys were hitting my legs, crying and screaming. I let go, and Zelda collapsed on the floor, holding her throat, making a guttural noise. Her boys moved to her side. The little one patted her back. 

	I sat back down on the couch. Breathing hard. Legs shaking. My head hurt. 

	Zelda sat up, waved her sons away. The little one hugged her.

	I almost killed her! What the hell am I doing? I almost killed her!

	A shaky voice I said, “You need to get your ass up and clean this place up! Looks like a damn pigsty!” 

	Zelda cut me a hateful look before struggling to her feet. She picked up the broom as if it were a hundred pound dumbbell and started sweeping. The boys started cleaning too, picking up piles of clothes and putting them in another pile.

	Watching Zelda sweep the same spot again and again, I tried to make right what I’d done in my mind. She was a whore. A crack whore. She duped me into selling the Caddy. She smoked all my dope. She…she didn’t deserve that. Neither did her boys.

	Not the first time I wondered if crack was driving me crazy.

	An hour later the cleaning stopped, and the shack didn’t look any better than before. Zelda opened a can of green beans and fed it to her boys. Then she lay on the mattress in a fetal position and her boys huddled beside her.

	The sun went down, extinguishing the light inside. One of the puppies on the porch started whining, scratching the door. The bold rat skittered back and forth under the couch.

	I couldn’t sleep, just sat there in the dark listening to Zelda and her boys snoring, wondering if I’d lost my mind.

	In the morning I took off walking to the EZ Mart two miles away. Seven dollars and some change in my billfold, no car, I had no choice but to come back.

	At the EZ Mart I bought ten candy bars for the boys and a forty ounce of Bud Light for Zelda. A guilt purchase, no doubt about it. But I hoped the stuff would smooth things over long enough for me to figure a way to get back to Little Rock.

 

 

 

 

 

 

				

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

				Chapter 20


	

	There was a black Ford Expedition parked in the yard. One of Zelda’s relatives, I thought. Maybe the one with hot water. On the left side of the house clothes were scattered on the ground. They weren’t there when I left. I noticed a silver-and-black Dallas Cowboys shirt. 	Those were my clothes.

	Zelda stepped out on the porch, a smirk on her lips, the fake diamond stud in her nose. She’d changed the shirt she’d worn since I met her. Same jeans, though.

	“Why you throw my clothes on the ground?”

	She said nothing, started smiling, bobbing her head. 	

	A man came out of the house: forty-something, my height, but much heavier in the middle. Salt-and-pepper afro. He threw an arm around Zelda and pulled her close. He was wearing a light-blue denim jacket and jeans over white Fila tennis shoes.

	Again I asked Zelda why she threw my clothes on the ground.

	“This here’s my boyfriend,” she said. “I told him how you choked me yesterday.”

	With his free hand the man lifted his jacket a bit, showing the pearl handle of a small pistol tucked in his waistband.

	Zelda got loud: “Yeah, motherfucka! You choked me in front of my kids. They were big enough they would’ve kicked your ass. My neck still hurting.” The man nodded, inviting me to try something. “You were big and bad yesterday--come up here and choke me now, motherfucka!”

	The walk back I’d rehearsed a long apology, but to hell with that now, with her shouting and talking shit. I crossed to the porch and the man stepped back, put his hand on the pistol. 

	I put the bag on the porch, turned and walked away, Zelda’s abbreviated motherfuckers following me to the end of the road.

				

				* * * * *

	

	On a bench outside of Wal-Mart, I watched people come and go. A white man in overalls sat beside me and struck up a conversation about Nolan Richardson, the former University of Arkansas basketball coach. 

	It started raining, moving east to west, bringing a dank smell with it. A van pulled up and the white man got into it, rolled the window down and told me to have a good day. The rain ceased, but the sky turned black.

	An hour or so later I got up and started walking. Thick fog hovered above the highway, forcing me to walk in a ditch in fear of the infrequent headlights appearing out of nowhere. 

	Each step the air felt cooler. At the Willie Powell sign I stopped and reminded myself that I didn’t have any other option but to go up to the house.

	If I humbled myself before Uncle CJ, told him the truth--I blew the money, didn’t have a ride back to Little Rock--he would tell Beverly or Jackie to feed me, and he would tell one of his sons to drive me to Little Rock in the morning. 

	But if I did that Uncle CJ would also give me that look, the same look when he snatched the rifle out of my hand and gave it to Shep. And Aunt Jean would crack jokes all night long.

	Uh-uh. 
	Uncle CJ wouldn’t cry over a few dollars missing from his safe. Hell, he might not even notice the difference. The minute I got off the bus in Little Rock I would find a job, save up enough money, and mail every dime back to him, maybe more than I borrowed.

	Stomach growling, I started toward the house. 

	One light was on in a second-story window, emitting a fuzzy, yellow glow in the fog. Probably the witch reading instructions to a spell. 

	Two blocks from the house I slid under the fence and sat down at the base of an oak tree. And waited. Freezing now. Regretted not picking up a long sleeve shirt before leaving Zelda’s shack. An owl hooted from somewhere close. That was an omen I didn’t heed.

	The light in the window went out and I waited an hour before getting up. As I neared the side of the house, a single bark broke the silence, followed by a cacophony of barking dogs, coming closer and closer.

	Damn, I’d forgotten about the dogs. I ran and flattened my back against the wall, my heart pounding so hard my chest hurt. The hounds materialized, encircling me, yapping, fog flowing out their mouths, making a helluva racket. 

	They suddenly realized I wasn’t a threat, or maybe they recognized me, and scampered off in search of something more interesting than a man shaking like a leaf.

	Again I thought to knock on the door, ask for food and board, and deal with the humiliation.

	But no lights came on inside the house, and no one came out to see what had caused the ruckus.

	I crossed the yard to Uncle CJ’s office. The door was unlocked. I stepped inside and stood there looking at the house for a long time. No way could I justify being in here. I felt my way to the safe. Shit! It was locked.

	No other choice but to knock on the door now. 

	Instead I crossed to a truck parked in the yard. The door was unlocked. The keys were in the ignition. This was Uncle CJ’s truck. His new truck. Not even ten thousand miles on it. 

	Fuck it! 
	I hopped in and started the engine and backed it up to the office door, then got out, dropped the tailgate, and ran to the back of the house, sweating big time, large drops raining down my head, causing my underarms to itch. 

	Waiting, listening for movement inside the house, I figured to park the truck in Little Rock and then call the police and tell them where it was located.

	Nothing happened. I tiptoed inside the office. The damn safe was heavier than I thought. I couldn’t push it with my hands, so I eased down between it and the wall and pushed with my back. It slid a few inches across the hardwood floor. 

	I stopped, went back to the door and stared at the house. Back to the safe, moving it another few inches, and then back to the door. Push and look. Push and look. Push and look. Now my clothes were soaking wet.

	Getting it near the doorway I saw another problem. The tailgate was lower than the office floor. No way could I push the safe onto the truck bed without making a noise loud enough to wake someone up. 

	A blanket, that’s what I needed to cushion the fall. But where the hell would I get a blanket this time of night?

	Fuck it! 
	A second after the safe landed I would be behind the wheel.

	Again I hunched down and flattened my back against it. All a sudden the office lit up in a bright white light. My heart skipped two beats. 

	A voice outside said, “You need some help with that?”

	I stood up, and was blinded by the light. Stepped out with my hands up. What seemed like a lifetime I stood there, wondering when the police would step forward and handcuff me. 

	The light moved away from my face, and when my sight returned I saw Uncle CJ, Aunt Jean, Beverly, Jackie, Vince, Dexter, and Isaac standing a few feet away, everyone in night robes. Each wore the same expression, mildly shocked, as if viewing yet another birth of a two-headed pig. No one said a word.

	I stared at their feet, slippers and house shoes, racking my brain for a good lie. 

	“Ten…nine…eight…” 

	Uncle CJ would count down to zero and the Powells would all rush me and kick my ass.

	“…seven…six…five…”

	I wouldn’t fight back, simply take whatever they dished out.

	“…four…three…two…”

	The pause after two was longer, much longer. I looked up to see what was the problem, and stared at the double-barrel shotgun Uncle CJ was holding. Hadn’t noticed it at first.

	“One!” 

	I ran, just as the shotgun exploded, the loudest sound I’d ever heard. Down the road, onto the highway, I continued running, not looking back. Lungs burning, a stabbing pain in both sides, I slowed down to a jog, then a fast walk. 

	That close, and Uncle CJ had missed. The next time he wouldn’t. I started running again, but stopped less than a block away.

	Stooped over, holding my knees, I realized Uncle CJ and family weren’t chasing me. They hadn’t even started; would’ve caught me a long time ago if they had. And Uncle CJ hadn’t missed; he didn’t want to shoot me. One of them would tell Mama, and she would be crushed.

	Goddamn! 
	What the hell was I thinking? Even if I’d gotten away, no way in hell could I have opened the damn safe?

	Nothing else to do but walk, all the way to Little Rock. A hundred fucking miles!
	Headlights came toward me and I moved off the shoulder of the road. The car slowed but kept going. I watched the taillights turn bright red and a strobe light toss red and blue patches on the trees. The car backed up. Stopped. Running crossed my mind, but I didn’t have the energy.

	A tall, heavyset black man in a beige uniform got out of the green-and-white cruiser. Shining a flashlight in my face, he shouted over the hood, “Keep your hands where I can see them! Come here!”

	Hands held high, I walked over to him. 

	“Where you going this time of morning?” I told him Little Rock. “Walking? Put your hands on the hood, spread your legs.” He patted me down. “Let’s see some ID.” I got out my wallet, handed him my license. He looked at it and then shined the flashlight in my face again. “Deal honest with me, what’s your drug of choice? Meth? Crack? T’s and Blues?”

	“I don’t do drugs, sir.”

	“Yeah, right. And you’re walking to Little Rock three in the morning? Where you walking from?”

	That threw me off. I couldn’t tell him Zelda’s house because she was probably a well-known crackhead in these parts. And I couldn’t tell him Uncle CJ’s because he might call him to check me out.

	“Put your hands behind your back,” he said. I did and he snapped on the cuffs.

	“Wait a minute, what you arresting me for?”

	He led me to the back seat, held my head as I got in, and closed the door. When he got behind the wheel I asked him again why was he arresting me. 

	After giving the dispatcher my license info, he said, “You do drugs, I can tell by looking at you. You don’t know where you come from. You got fresh dirt all over your clothes. Tell me what’s going on.”

	I started sweating again. Dokes or Doreen probably filed charges. The dispatcher would report an outstanding warrant for my arrest in Little Rock. I would get to see the inside of a country jail. Through radio static, the dispatcher repeated my license info but didn’t mention anything about a warrant.

	I said, “Sir, I guess I’ll be on my merry way.”

	“Six months ago, Miss Jill Johnson, a nice elderly woman, ninety-years-old, lived by herself a few miles from here, didn’t bother nobody, went to church every Sunday. The same church my mama goes to. Now she lives in a nursing home. Can’t talk. Can’t walk. Nothing. Dead but alive. A crackhead--we know he was a crackhead ’cause he dropped his straight. A crackhead broke into her house and savagely beat her with her own walking cane.”

	“Sir, I wasn’t here six months ago.”

	“Stole her social security money. Poor thing didn’t weigh no more than eighty pounds. Weren’t no need to do what he did. Weren’t no need at all.”

	“Sir, six months ago I was working at…” Shit, I couldn’t remember the name. “You can call my mama, she’ll tell you.”

	“No prints on the straight. Plenty of DNA, though. I’ll do you a favor. You submit a DNA sample, in a few months, when we get the results back, if you’re not our perp, I’ll pay your bus fare to Little Rock.”

	“A few months! Man, what the hell you talking about? I’m telling you I wasn’t here six months ago!”

	He whirled in his seat and gave me a hard look. “Then you tell me where you was an hour ago.”

	“My uncle’s house.”

	“What’s his name?”

	Shit! He put the cruiser in drive and I said, “Powell. CJ Powell.”

	“I know CJ.” He drove away. “He’s not the type kick somebody out his house early in the morning.” He turned left on Willie Powell Road. “Let’s see what changed his mind.”

	Shit!
	Uncle CJ’s truck was still parked near the office door. I watched Yogi Bear walk up to the house and knock on the door. Aunt Jean stepped out on the porch and pointed at me. Then Uncle CJ and Vince came out. Aunt Jean left the discussion, walked up to the cruiser, and tapped on the window.

	“Rock Star, is that you?” she said, and I stared at my lap. “Why I do believe it is you, Rock Star. You went and got yourself a police escort, didn’t you? A Cadillac, police escort, a new truck, you sure get round town, don’t you, Rock Star?”

	The policeman got back inside the cruiser and I tried to read his face. Blank. I should’ve opted for the DNA sample. Attempted car theft, burglary, breaking-and-entering--who knew how many years that equaled. He made a right onto the highway; Dawson, the town, was to the left. 

	He’s taking me straight to prison?
	He pulled over on the shoulder, got out and opened my door. I hesitated. 

	“Come on now, I ain’t got all day.” I got out, expecting introduction to his nightstick. He unlocked the handcuffs. “Your uncle said y’all had a disagreement and he told you to leave. He and I both know that don’t sound right. Whatever you did, you pissed him off.”

	“I’m free to go?”

	“Yup. Little Rock is a hundred and ten miles. Keep a steady pace you might make it before Christmas. Don’t come back!” 

	I hadn’t walked a mile when a car pulled alongside and Aunt Jean stuck her head out the passenger window. Vince was driving.

	“Aunt Jean?”

	“Naw, Condoleezza Rice. Who else picking your sorry butt up in the dead of night? Get in the car.”

	No thanks. Fifteen miles a day, I could make Little Rock in a week.

	The car stopped. Aunt Jean said, “Oh, so you’d rather walk? Hmph! I’m not begging you. Let’s go, Vince.”

	Vince said, “Come on, man, get in the car. We’ll give you a ride to Little Rock.”

	I got in the back seat and Aunt Jean said, “Young man, I’ve seen a lot in my seventy-two years but I ain’t seen anything the likes of you. Did you run track in high school?”

	“No, ma’am.”

	“You should’ve. You can fly.” She started laughing. “You cleared that fence like a deer. I thought you were gonna run into it, but you flew right over, your legs running in midair. I never seen nobody do that before. You, Vince?” Vince didn’t say. “You lucky it was CJ holding the shotgun. I would’ve assault-and-peppered your roguish butt.”

	I tried to pretend Doreen and I were on Pinnacle Mountain but couldn’t hold it.

	Aunt Jean said, “Your mama the reason why we come got you.”

	“You told mama, already?”

	“Sure did. She broke down, begged me to go get you and bring you home. We were little, CJ would fight a bear say something bad about his baby sister, your mama. Me, his oldest sister? Ha! He couldn’t care less what happened to me. CJ didn’t want to hurt your mama, that’s why you’re not limping into Dawson Hospital right now.”

	Cool air hissing through the front windows, we rode a few miles in silence.

	Aunt Jean couldn’t stand silence. “I saw…What’s that boy’s name, Vince? Boonie’s boy?” Vince didn’t know. “Yes, you do. The obese albino?” Doughboy? Vince said. “Yeah, that’s him. I saw him driving that car and I knew Rock Star would be coming back.” She turned in her seat and faced me. “Zelda, how you meet up with her?”

	I said nothing.

	“She tell you she’s HIV positive?” That got my full attention but I didn’t respond. “I guess she didn’t. You come down here you had a raggedy car and a couple or three dirty drawers. Now look at ya! Ain’t got nothing but a buncha folks wanting to tag your ass. Tell me something. Does crack make you feel that good?” She waited. “Does it?” Shouting: “You hear me talking to you!”

	The volume on the radio was low but I caught bits of Smokey Robinson singing about smiling faces, tried to concentrate on the words. 

	Aunt Jean, her voice softer, said, “I guess it does,” and turned straight in her seat. I hoped she was finished, but she wasn’t. “I believe in God,” she said. “I believe Jesus died for my sins. Buncha folks I know believe in demons, including your mama. I don’t. Crack ain’t no demon. You had a choice: Steal from the man gave you food and kept rain off your face, or show some gratitude and leave his stuff alone. You had a demon you woulda hit up one of those rich white folk’s house you passed up.

	“Your mama told me about a dream you in a nursing home, can’t get out the bed. Says she had the same dream four times since you started acting the fool. That reminded me of David Peterson, boy I courted a long time ago. Your mama had a dream he ran his car off a cliff, girl riding with him got her head cut off. I told her she was crazy, wasn’t no cliff no place here to run off anyway.

	“The night I was going out with David, your mama grabbed all my clothes while I’s in the tub and run off. I’da caught her I’da hurt her. David picked up another girl, Dana Monts. A log truck slammed into the back of his car. Killed them both. Cut Dana’s head off. Sitting back there feeling sorry for yourself you oughta think about all the signs you passing telling you a cliff ahead. Cliff getting closer and closer, Rock Star. Closer and closer.”

	Vince yawned and rubbed the back of his neck.

	Aunt Jean rested her head against the window and said, “Vince, you get too sleepy let Rock Star drive. Keep your eye on him.” 

	Shortly, I heard her snoring.

	Two hours later Little Rock’s skyline appeared over trees in the distant. Tinted clouds announced the sun. 

	I whispered to Vince that I needed to use the bathroom. Aunt Jean was still asleep. Vince took the Roosevelt exit and pulled into a Shell gas station. I stepped out the car…and ran. Vince shouted after me, but I kept running, full speed, under the bridge, past the old VA hospital, past the Arkansas fairgrounds, past the county jail…Near Asher Avenue I stopped, caught my breath, and started walking. No one followed.

 

 

 

 

 

 

				

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

				Chapter 21 


	

	Fifty’s car wasn’t in front but his apartment door was open, loud jazz music playing inside. Spanky answered the doorbell in a white shirt knotted above his hairy stomach and cut-off jeans, working a lollipop in his mouth. A long, wavy orange wig on his head. 

	He said Fifty and Cindy were out of town, didn’t know when they were coming back. Told me to come in when I started to walk away.

	My mind was still in Dawson when I sat down on the couch, watched Spanky go over to the entertainment center and turn the volume down, making sure I saw his butt, watched him sit down and pick up a wineglass, his fingernails long and red. The funky marijuana smell was so thick I tasted it.

	Spanky said, “Why don’t you go take a shower?”

	A good idea. Then I remembered I didn’t have any clothes.

	Spanky said that wasn’t a problem. “Fifty has plenty of clothes.”

	Smelling fresh and still thinking about Dawson, Mama, I got out of the shower and put on a pair of Fifty’s Dockers and a black silk shirt. No underwear. I wasn’t raised that way.

	Spanky was sitting in the loveseat, sipping wine with the lollipop in his mouth. Jasmine incense wrestled with the marijuana smoke. I noticed he’d closed the door, put the chain on. A plate of spaghetti was on the dining table. 

	Spanky pointed to it and said, “Leftover, but it’s still good. You look like you haven’t had a meal in a long time.”

	In a jiffy the spaghetti was gone, the plate mopped clean with two pieces of wheat bread.

	Spanky walked over to me, saying, “I want to show you something.” I reared back. “It won’t hurt. Promise.” His hand reached behind my ear and came back with a rock. A big rock. “You want to see it again.” Again his hand found a rock behind my ear.

	“How you do that?”

	Spanky took a seat at the table. “A trick.” He put the rocks on the plate. “You can have both you do something for me.”

	“What?”

	“Let me suck your dick.”

	I jumped up. “What! You crazy!” Trotted to the door. “Man, I’m gone!” Fumbled with the chain. “Fifty come back tell him I was looking for him.”

	Two blocks away I turned and walked back. Maybe I could work a deal without him touching me. A peek at my package, that was worth half a rock.

	Spanky told me to come in before I could ring the doorbell. “Close the door,” he said. “Lock it.”

	My throat felt dry. “Uh, maybe we can work something else out.”

	Spanky shook his head. “Cut and dry, Sugar. Let me suck your dick, you get these.” He held up a splayed hand, three rocks between his fingers. 

	A strange voice said, “Okay,” and Spanky moved toward me, knelt at my feet, pulled my pants down. “You got a rubber?” He nodded, rolled out his tongue, a red rubber on the tip.

	Again I tried to will myself with Doreen, she and I on the mountain, holding each other, the world and everyone in it beyond the trees, but I couldn’t get there. 

	I looked down. Spanky was looking up at me, his eyes searching mine for a reaction. I pushed him away. “That’s enough.” Pulled up my pants. “Give me the rocks.”

	Spanky picked up the lollipop and wineglass and sat down. “I don’t think so. You didn’t get hard. Deal was you had to get hard.”

	Too numb to speak, I glared at him.

	Spanky curled a lock of orange hair with a finger and said, “We can try again, but you’ll have to show more interest in it.”

	I hurried out the door, walked a few steps before vomiting on the sidewalk. Two girls saw me and ran away. Later, when I stepped behind a house to piss, I saw lipstick where it shouldn’t have been and vomited again. 

				

				* * * * *

	

	Alfred wouldn’t tell Mama I was on the phone. He and Mama had been married seven years, right after I moved out. I didn’t know the man. Didn’t care to know him either. 

	I told him I was headed over there and he said, “I’m not letting you in.”

	“Old man, you can’t stop me seeing my mama.”

	It was going dark. Unseasonably cool for October. The regulars loitering in front of the the liquor store on Woodrow Street already had their coats on. Red, gold, and auburn leaves stumbled down the street on a light breeze. In a silk shirt I might as well been naked.

	Alfred said, “Your mother’s sister told her all you did when you were down there. She held up fairly well, but when they left…My God. She’s hurting. Man to man, I’m asking you to leave her alone a few days. Let her get some rest. I’ve never asked you anything, but can you do that for me?”

	The phone dropped out of my hand, dangled on the cord. Not paying attention I almost walked into a car pulling out of the drive-thru. 	The driver said, “You got bumpers, nigger?” I kept walking. Two blocks away I sat down on a concrete bench and stared at an empty basketball court, the interstate behind it, rush-hour traffic stopped, a line of red lights going for miles. The sun and the temperature dropped in conjunction, but I barely noticed. 

	In the morning I was still there, awakened by two boys playing on the basketball court. A gray sky. A boy across the street yelled that the bus was coming and the two boys stopped playing and ran across the street just as the bus was pulling up. The air smelled heavily of exhaust fumes. I started walking.

	Fifty’s BMW was parked in front of his apartment. He looked out the window and asked, “Who you with?” 

	I told him nobody and he still took a long time opening up. Sweat poured down his face, and he hastily locked the door once I stepped in. He had a gun in his hand. A butcher knife was on the table, next to a pipe and a liter of Absolut Vodka. 

	Fifty peeked out through the curtains and said, “The shirt you got on looks just like one I got.” I sat down on the couch and inspected the pipe. “Those pants, too.”

	“They’re yours.”

	Fifty grunted. “Not anymore. You had your ass in em I don’t want em back.”

	“Where’s Cindy?”

	“That’s the million dollar question. Bitch ganked me.” He moved away from the window, sat down on the couch. Shirtless. Bags under red eyes. “I forgot the damn jug. Bitch ran off with three turkeys. Three fucking turkeys! Two of em belonged to Batman. I forgot the damn jug!”

	“She’ll come back. Maybe she got lost.”

	Fifty gave me a look. “You like that backward bitch, don’t you? She was coming back she would’ve been back. I rode up and down the highway two days looking for her.” He reached under the couch and pulled out a big rock. “This all I got from three turkeys.” Broke a piece off and put it in the pipe. “You got a lighter? Had one but can’t find it.” There was a green lighter on top of the television; I got up and gave it to him. “She in the rental, I’m behind her…” He lighted the pipe, held in the smoke, and handed it to me.

	“Yeah, yeah,” already feeling the smoke inside my head.

	“I had to piss when we left Houston, but I thought I’d brought the jug. Got close to Texarkana I couldn’t hold it any longer. Sped up and motioned her silly ass to pull over, she pretended she didn’t see me. That should’ve clued me shit was in the game. I pulled off on the shoulder, pissed on the side of the road--no more than two minutes--shot after her ass a hundred miles an hour and I couldn’t find her.”

	Enough problems of my own, I tuned him out and concentrated on the smoke filling my lungs, taking me way short of the experience I’d felt that first time.

	Fifty was back at the window. I broke off another piece and loaded the pipe.

	“Batman gonna kill me.” Sounding worried about it.

	“Tell Batman what happened. Cindy ran off with the chickens, I mean turkeys. You lost, too. He don’t like it tell him kiss your ass.” I lighted the pipe. “Short punk--he fuck with you, he fucking with me!” Inhaled, held it as long as I could, and exhaled. “I got your back.”

	Fifty turned and stared at me, his expression that of a drowning man tossed a rubber ducky. He returned his attention to the window. 

	“Where’s the Caddy? I don’t see it.” I didn’t answer and he said, “You loved that car. Bet you let some gal low on common sense and high on crack talk you into selling it, didn’t you?”

	I didn’t want to discuss that. “You talk to Spanky?” Fifty nodded. “He mention anything about me?”

	“No. He should be back any minute. He went to talk to Batman.”

	“Here? He’s coming here?”

	“Yeah.”

	“He’s got a cell phone, don’t he? You can call him.”

	“Here he comes now,” Fifty said, and I got up and went to the bathroom and stayed there a long time until I heard the front door open and close. Shit, Spanky was still there, sitting on the couch looking like a damn fire hydrant, red shirt, red mini-skirt, and red stockings in red boots that came up to his knees. Fifty was still looking out the window.

	Spanky smiled at me. “Last I saw you you were tossing your cookies on the sidewalk. You feeling better now?”

	Just looking at him made my stomach queasy. I went into the kitchen and sat down at the dining table, where he couldn’t see me, nor me him. 

	Fifty said, “Spanky, when are you telling me what Batman said?”

	“I forget which,” Spanky said, “Romans, Greeks, one of them. The messenger delivered bad news they killed him. Makes sense if you think about it. Folks in your business, all that he-said-she-said shit--you wouldn’t have any of that. On the other hand, one of your peeps died nobody will have the guts to tell you.” Spanky laughed. “One person at the funeral, the preacher.”

	Damn! Cedric The Entertainer in a wig.
	Fifty said, “Spanky, you fucking with me. What did he say?”

	A long silence. 

	Spanky said, “He told me to tell you you got thirty-six hours to produce his shit.”

	Fifty cleared his throat. “Or what?”

	“Lewis, Lewis, Lewis, listen to yourself. You sound like somebody’s child. You know the score. How much money do you have?”

	“Not much.”

	“Not good,” Spanky said.

	Fifty hit the door with his fist. “Dammit! Dammit! Dammit!”

	“Calm down, Lewis. There may be a way to fix this.”

	“Talk to me, Spanky.”

	“My mother used to say, ‘You don’t miss what you can’t measure.’ You follow me?” Fifty shook his head. “Let me put it to you like this. Two cats in your debt, right? One running round pretending he don’t owe you a damn thing, right? Got everybody thinking you weak, you let cats piss on you. The other cat got ghost. Nobody’s seen him, right? Which one, you tell me, is most likely to be found stanking?”

	Fifty didn’t answer that. Instead: “You think I should get ghost?”

	“What I think don’t mean a goddamn thing. I figured that out a long time ago. What I do, that’s something. I were in your shoes I’d be thinking of an extended vacation. You follow me?”

	“Yeah,” Fifty said. “A vacation. I’ve been thinking about taking one. I got an unc in New Orleans. Always wanted to go there. Tomorrow I’m gone.”

	“Lewis, I can see you on the beach, sipping a magarita, watching the cuties walk by.” He came into the kitchen, hands on his hips, and stared at me. “What about your homeboy here, Lewis? You taking him with you?”

	“If he wants to go.”

	I picked up a newspaper on the table, pretended to read it.

	When Spanky left I hurried back to the rock on the table. 	“Sounds like he’s running game on you, man. A vacation? You don’t even have a job.” 

	Fifty took the pipe out of my hand, hit it, and gave it back. “I got a job now, getting the hell outta here as quick as I can. You going with me?”

	I sucked on the pipe. “Nope.”

	He picked up the bottle and went back to looking out the window. “I leave I’m just taking my clothes and a few other things. Everything else you can sell if you wanna. Rent due in two weeks. Five Franklins and some change. You pay it no one will know the difference.”

	Thanks was on my tongue but I couldn’t spit it out.

	Fifty said, “You’re welcome. Look under the couch. Dokes dropped it off.”

	I knelt on one knee and looked. Another rock--lying bastard!--and a manila folder. Inside was a restraining order instructing me to stay fifty feet away from Dokes, Doreen, and Lewis.

	“When did Dokes bring this?”

	“Last week.”

	“Why the hell they put Lewis’ name on it?” I refilled the pipe.

	“There’s more to it.”

	The lighter flicked but didn’t light. “What?” There it go, a small blue flame.

	“Doreen’s pregnant.”

	The flame flickered out. “What!”

	“Dokes a bold sumbitch, all up in my face with that shit. I should’ve popped him, told the police he broke in.”

	The thought of a baby made my head hurt, made me want to throw up. Wait a minute! “Hell, it might be my baby! That’s the case, Doreen gotta come back!”

	“Dokes said you would say that. Told me to tell you Doreen was six-weeks pregnant.”

	That dashed all hope. What the hell was Doreen thinking? It was over between me and her. Over! Doke’s baby? Doke’s ugly, bugeyed baby? Hell no! O-V-E-R! Even if she begged me, got on her damn knees, I wouldn’t take her back.

	Fifty shook my shoulder. “You all right?” He took the pipe out of my hand; it was bent. “Dokes also told me to tell you the police are looking for you.”

	“For what?”

	“To serve divorce papers.” He took a long swig of vodka, offered the bottle to me. “You thinking ’bout doing something to Dokes, ain’t you?”

	I wiped the top with my hand and gulped a cupful, my throat and stomach on fire. “It crossed my mind.”

	Fifty said, “It crossed my mind too.”

				

				* * * * *

	

	Alicia Keyes was on the TV, playing a piano, her voice sounding almost as sexy as she looked. Her hair in braids she reminded me of Doreen. 

	Fifty sat on the couch, the vodka bottle half full now in his lap. He was drunk, too drunk to stand at the window. It was dark out. The rock on the table was half its original size.

	Fifty waved the bottle at Alicia and slurred, “The beautiful ones, they’re the ones who get you, the ones you can’t let go.” Missy Elliot replaced Alicia. “The ugly ones will get you too--you just don’t tell nobody.” 

	He took another swig of vodka and descended into a diatribe about Cindy. Her breath stank, she couldn’t cook, her titties were misaligned, she had an incurable foot fungus, she pissed the bed.

	“You lying!”

	Fifty struggled to his feet, tilting back and forth. “I’ll show you.”

	I followed him to the bedroom. A large metal frame bed dominated the room. To the left of it was a half-finished oil painting of Olive Oyle on an easel. Fifty snatched the pink duvet and sheets off the bed, exposing a pee-stained mattress.

	“See?” Fifty said. “See! If she missed a night, the next she doubled up. Wake up soaking wet, backstroking, thinking I’m on the damn Titanic.”

	I studied the painting. “Man, you got a thing for cartoons, don’t you?”

	Fifty staggered over and ripped up the canvas. 

	Back in the living room I loaded the bent pipe. Slumped in the recliner, Fifty said, “Remember I told you there were two kinda people smoke crack?”

	I blew smoke his way. “You were lying.”

	He rested his chin on his chest and stared at the bottle. “Yes, I was. Fucked up, that’s the only kinda person smoke crack.”

	Putting the lighter to the pipe, I said, “Then why you offer it to me?”

	Fifty stared at the gun and butcher knife on the table and started laughing. “If I told you you’ll kill me.”

	“Serious, man. Why you offer the shit to me?”

	“I didn’t. Cindy, dirty bitch, that’s who offered you the shit.”

	“No, she didn’t. In fact, Cindy told me you insisted she turn me on. She didn’t want to do it, refused to do it. She said something I got you want.”

	“You ain’t got shit!”

	“That’s what I told her.”

	A roach, the first I’d seen there, crawled down the TV and covered Biggie Smalls’ nose. The gun attracted my attention. It felt cold. I pointed it at Biggie, said bang. Even on television he presented a large target. 

	The crack, the vodka, something, was telling me to point it at Fifty, pull the trigger. In my periphery I saw him sitting up straight, eyes on the gun, hands clutching the ends of the armrest.

	When I laid the gun down Fifty got up and picked it up. No longer staggering he took it to the bedroom. Coming back he said, “What the hell am I thinking? Crack and a gun, that’s a deadly combo.”

	A little before midnight Fifty decided now was a good time as any to go to New Orleans. I helped him load his clothes in the BMW. The easel wouldn’t fit. We split what was left of the rock on the table. The one under the couch Fifty had apparently forgotten, and I wasn’t about to remind him. 

	We shook hands and I lied about coming to see him once I got on my feet. I watched the BMW taillights disappear around the corner before going back inside. Before I could sit down there was a knock at the door. Fifty. I let him in and he moved directly to the couch, knelt down and swept his hand under it.

	“I forgot something,” he said.

					

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

				

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


				Chapter 22



	

	The stove and the fridge created a problem. No vehicle, I sold Fifty’s furniture by word of mouth. “Excuse me, ma’am, you wouldn’t be interested in a bedroom set, would you?” If so: “You know somebody with a truck?” 

	Yesterday a guy knocked on the door, said he heard I was selling furniture and stuff at a good price. There wasn’t much left to sell. The guy asked about the stove and fridge, asked how much I wanted for both. “Two-fifty,” I said, and the guy said, “You got a deal.”

	Just as the guy was driving away with the stove and fridge in the back of his pickup, the white woman in the apartment next door came out and asked me if I had permission to sell the two appliances. 

	Yes, I told her. She said she couldn’t believe the apartment manager would allow me to do that, said she would go ask him. Knock yourself out, I told her.

	The next morning, after a night of intense leg watching, I heard keys jingling outside the door. Voices. A man and the white woman next door. I stepped inside the utility closet a few seconds before the door opened.

	The man’s voice: “I’ll be damned!”

	The nosy white woman: “I told you! I saw him. Sold it to another colored man in a brown pickup truck. I got the license number.”

	The man’s voice: “Good.” A walkie-talkie keyed up. “Mrs. Lyle, I’m inside apartment one-fifteen. He took the stove and the refrigerator. Call the police. Damn dopehead!” 

	Waiting for the police, the nosy white woman rattled on about the former occupants. TT, that’s what she called Fifty and Cindy. Trashy and Trifling. She said Trifling had a mental problem, an obsession with looking out the window. She couldn’t sleep well with a colored looking out the window all the time. She insisted she wasn’t a racist.

	“I’m not. But ya know that’s why God banished the Children of Israel for forty years, that mix-matching mess. Ya know He couldn’t tolerate that sort of thing.”

	The police finally arrived and took a report, and I realized the nosy white woman mistook me for Fifty, who had an outstanding warrant for parole violation. 

	They left, but I didn’t get out. Later I heard the door open, tools banging. Someone was changing the lock.

	Fifty hadn’t been gone two weeks. 

	It was snot-freezing cold outside. No coat. No food and nothing to put food in. No money. Yet my primary concern: Dokes and Doreen, naked, doing all kinds of nasty stuff, Doke’s ugly baby inside Doreen’s womb witnessing everything.

	The next two days I held up in the apartment, stepping out of the utility closet only at night, keeping quiet and still in the day, praying and hoping that whoever was cleaning and vacuuming wouldn’t open the door and find me hunkered under the heating and cooling unit.

	Hunger broke the routine. Daylight in the window, I tiptoed to the front door, opened it as quietly as possible, and almost had a heart attack. Spanky was standing there, his fist poised to knock.

	He stepped in. “I didn’t think you’d be glad to see me.” 

	I closed the door, grabbed the woman’s coat he had on and shook him, upsetting the lime-green wig on his head. “I’m not the one! Hear me! I’m not the one!”

	In a flash he pressed something hard against my temple. A small silver handgun. I let him go.

	“Motherfucker, I’ll blow your brains out!” He was upset. “Don’t you ever put your hands on me!” I stepped back, held my hands up. “I just bought this damn coat!” He tried to smooth the wrinkles out of it with one hand. “What is your damn problem? Damn crackhead!”

	“I didn’t know it was you, Spanky.”

	He lowered the gun, pocketed it. “You came that close, you know that? That damn close. Y incision, scalp peeled back, the works.”

	“Fifty left. He left days ago.”

	“I know that!” Still upset. “I come here to see if you wanted a job, and then you put your filthy hands on me.”

	“A job? I don’t sell dope, Spanky.”

	“Did I ask you to sell dope? That was between you and Fifty. I’m talking manual labor. You got AIDS?” I told him no. “Jenny Crack, then.” He pointed at my clothes. “You had that shit on last I saw you. Damn crackhead, so predictable.”

	“I need a job. Bad.”

				

				* * * * *

	

	In Spanky’s white Lexus we rode to Church’s Chicken on Twelfth Street. A glint of sunlight peered around a dark cloud. The aroma of fried chicken made my mouth water. Spanky stood in line with his hands on his hips, as if he were above waiting.

	A white Lincoln Continental parked next to the Lexus. Usually I didn’t eat the skin on the chicken, but now I intended to eat every crumb. Might even suck on the bone. 

	I glanced over at the driver of the Lincoln. Dokes, in profile, cutting his eyes my way. Doreen was sitting next to him. Lewis in the back seat, his face pressed against the window, looking at me. Dokes said something and Lewis sat straight. 

	Spanky came back, a box of chicken in one hand, two drinks in a cardboard tray in the other, walking just like a woman, putting his hips into it, Dokes staring at him.

	Spanky handed me the drinks and said, “Don’t spill nothing in my car.”

	Dokes got out and went into Church’s Chicken. Doreen just sat there, looking straight ahead. She looked as beautiful as ever. The braids gone, her hair fell past her shoulders. 

	Dammit! The longer she and I weren’t together the longer her hair grew. 
	She knew I was looking at her, but didn’t even glance my way. I thought to get out, go talk to her, tell her I still love her, needed her--but I couldn’t. In the same clothes for days, unshaven, a couple teeth missing, I couldn’t.

	Spanky, chewing on a chicken leg, said, “I thought you were hungry?”

	“Naw. Let’s get out of here.”

				

				* * * * *

	

	Batman looked at me and I gestured toward Spanky. “I’m with him.” This time he wore a fur vest and gray wool pants. A college football game was on the big-screen TV. Again his shoes were off and a girl, a white girl, massaged his toes. I wondered if the Asian girl rubbed a bunion too hard and he fired her.

	Spanky said, “Marko is going to have an accident soon. Cat here needs a job.”

	Batman gave me another nasty look. “What accident? He’s our cousin. First cousin.”

	Spanky clucked his tongue. “I don’t care. He’s got one more time to say something funky to me. He will, sooner or later. And he’s going to have an accident. Just letting you know.”

	Batman didn’t respond to that. The girl turned, gave me a quick look, and resumed her work. Cindy? Yes, it was Cindy, wearing only a long-sleeve white shirt. Her hair was different. Brunette instead of blonde. 

	Spanky looked at me and shook his head. “I’ll start this cat on the crew. After the accident he’ll be in charge.”

	“What’s wrong with the other two? Put one of them in charge.”

	“Uh-uh. Crackheads. I don’t trust crackheads.”

	Batman looked at me, head to toe. “Don’t tell me. He’s fasting?”

	Back in the Lexus, Spanky said, “You saw Cindy you started to say something, didn’t you? ‘Remember me, I used to sleep on your couch?’”

	“That was a helluva game you guys ran on Fifty. Beat him out of his dope, took his woman, tricked him into leaving town.”

	Spanky laughed. “Now I know why I like you. You’re stupid.” He felt under the seat and came up with a roll of hundreds. “This is what it’s all about, baby. You can’t get this being stupid.”

	My appetite back, I got a thigh and a brick-hard biscuit out of the box. “What that got to do with you running the man out of town?”

	“Look at you. Mouth full of food I bought and talking shit. I’m not Fifty. I’ll bust your head. My clothes, that little something happened between me and you, don’t let that fool you. I’ll bust your head wide open.”

	I rolled the window down and spat out what was in my mouth. “You said you had a job for me?”

	Spanky stared at me a long time. “Yeah. I’m starting to regret I did.”

				

				* * * * *

	

	The detail shop, previously a gas station, was on the corner of Valmar and Fifteenth Street, two bays, three men in one standing around an antique Corvette. A handwritten sign on top read Too Clean Detail. Several paintings of luxury cars were on the window, and I wondered were they Fifty’s handiwork.

	When Spanky and I walked up the men stopped talking, started messing around with the car.

	“Marko,” Spanky said, and a tall, slender man in a green jumpsuit turned but didn’t look at him. “Cat here name John.” I shook his hand. “He’s working here now. Show him what to do.” 

	Marko went back to work. Spanky stood there for a minute, giving him a mean look, and then walked back to his car and drove off.

	Marko mumbled, “Damn sissy.” He asked me was I one of Spanky’s friends. Was I gay? I said no to both. “Man wanting to be a woman--you know that don’t make sense. My cousin, but I don’t claim him.” 

	After castigating Spanky a long while he introduced me to Calvin and Botchie, an old guy who reeked of cheap wine.

	“Slow now,” Marko said, “’cause of the weather. Sunny days we run seventy-something cars through, ten dollars a pop. End of the day we keep a third of the cheese, split it three ways. Four ways if you work out. You get high?”

	Just like that.

	I didn’t answer and he said, “We do,” and pulled out a joint.

	The wash bay was where I started, washing ten cars and two trucks before Marko called it a day. Ten dollars in my wet pants, I started walking to the apartment, my thoughts filled with Doreen, the way it used to be, the way it would be when we got back together. The cold air made reminiscing and fantasizing difficult, made my teeth chatter.

	The apartment door was locked, a no trespassing sign taped on it. The nosy white woman looked out her window. I walked away. The wind whistled. I turned my back to it and was pushed forward, without the slightest idea where to go. Inside an abandoned house on Booker Street I listened to the wind rattle the broken window panes.

	Dokes told Lewis to sit down and stop looking at me, and Lewis obeyed him without hesitation. 

	Something skittered across the floor in the next room. I sat up and stared into the darkness. The wind stopped a few seconds before howling again.

	Where was Dokes when I taught Lewis how to ride a bike? A hot day in July, I ran alongside holding him up, told him to keep pedaling, keep his eyes on where he was going, and helped him up when he fell, told him to try again, never give up.

	Truth was, I missed him. Never thought I would…but I did miss him. A lot. I even missed him getting on my nerves. All he asked was I be his friend. And I stuck his head between my knees and took off my belt and…God, he didn’t deserve that.

	The wind stopped howling and it started raining, the water rolling down my face.

				

				* * * * * 

	

	When the cars lined up down the street we worked. When they didn’t, we played dominoes and got high. Marko smoked marijuana and sold crack. Botchie drank any liquor cost less than two dollars. Calvin and I smoked crack, forfeiting our pay at the end of the day. Marko covered lunch, Rally’s burgers or Church’s Chicken, both of which got old fast. Calvin, two-months paroled, taught me the tricks of the trade. 	The vacuum machine easily sucked up change many customers left in ashtrays and cupholders. If someone complained, blame it on the machine. 

	The best-paying trick was to let the air out of a tire. “Look here, you got a leak…New tires, huh?…Don’t make em like they used to, do they?…No problem, I can fix it in a few minutes, won’t cost you twenty dollars.”

	Botchie showed up each morning in dire need of a drink, his hands shaking. Marko cursed him and gave him two dollars. When he walked back from the liquor store down the block, he was a new man, walking with pep in his step, grinning, ready to work. 

	His dipsomania sated for the moment, he reminded Calvin and me that crack kills, told us to just say no, “Y’all oughta leave that shit alone!”

	Saturday evening, a long, rainy day, Marko upset after getting into an argument with a customer over a missing watch, Marko pointing a finger at Calvin, Marko telling Calvin he ain’t shit, Calvin blaming the vacuum machine, Marko telling him to go get it then.

	Spanky drove up, as always at five o’clock, to collect the money, just as Calvin was starting out the door. 

	Marko gave me an envelope and told me to take it to Spanky. “A sissified fool, that’s the last thing I wanna deal with now.”

	I got in the Lexus, gave the envelope to Spanky, who looked inside it and stopped working the lollipop in his mouth.

	“This it?”

	“That’s what he gave me.”

	Spanky tapped the horn. 

	Marko stepped outside and said, “Damn sissy, can’t you see it’s been raining! Nobody wash their car on a rainy day.”

	Spanky tossed the lollipop out the window, reached under the seat, brought out a monkey wrench, said, “Wait here a minute,” and got out of the car.

	Marko crossed his arms and watched Spanky approach him. He started to say something and Spanky hit him with the wrench. Marko grabbed his head, blood turning his hands red, yelled in pain, and Spanky hit him again. Marko lay on the concrete, convulsing, blood spilling out of his head. Calvin started running down the street.

	The thought of running crossed my mind too as I watched Spanky walk back to the car.

	He got in and put the wrench under the seat. “I told you he was due for an accident, didn’t I?”

	I nodded, looking at him in a new light. Blood stains dotted his yellow dress sleeve and the back of his hand.

	Spanky drove off, in no big hurry. “It’s too hot now. We come back tomorrow you be the head man.”

	I didn’t like the sound of that, already thinking of another rainy day, the money not what Spanky thinking it should be, Spanky getting out the monkey wrench again. I would not just stand there, though. He would have to hit me running.

	Spanky said, “You need some clothes, don’t you? Stepping into a managerial position you gonna need new clothes, right?”

	“I guess so.” 

	Marko didn’t know me from Adam, but gave me a twenty on my second day, told me go to GoodWill and buy a coat. Marko told me to guard the shop at night but keep the lights off--a tactful way of saying, “You don’t have a place to stay, stay here.”

	Marko was probably dead, and I was riding with the man who killed him

	Spanky said, “We’ll go to the mall. My treat. No strings attached.”

	In a Dillards store in McCain Mall, Spanky insisted I try on designer clothes. Shopping made him happy. Shopping with him made me nervous, self-conscious. People stared at us, and I searched for an expression that conveyed I was shopping with a transvestite in a lime-green wig because he just killed a man and may have killed me if I told him no.

	The cashier totaled three hundred and forty-three dollars and Spanky paid it without batting one of his fake eyelashes. 

	On the highway Spanky said, “Spend almost four hundred dollars on a cat the least you expect is loyalty. You feel me?”

	Here we go! “Thought you said no strings attached?”

	Spanky pulled over onto the shoulder, and I noticed blue lights behind us in the side mirror.

	“Let me do the talking,” Spanky said. “I wasn’t speeding, no reason he pulling me over.”

	Cars and trucks zooming past, the policeman walked up and asked Spanky for his license and registration.

	Spanky reached inside a black leather bag and said, “Sir, was I speeding?”

	The policeman took the license and registration paper and said, “A mile back you made an improper lane change.” Then he walked back to the cruiser, stayed there a long time before coming back. “Mr. Hampton, I’m writing you a warning this time. In the future signal before changing lanes.”

	The twenty Marko gave me to buy a coat I spent on crack. The next day he gave me a black wind-jacket, the one I had on now, the sleeves a little too long but it kept the chill off.

	Spanky took the warning ticket and started to drive off. I said, “He just killed a man.”

	The policeman hunched down, looked at me through wrap-around shades. “What? What did you say?”

	“He just killed a man. He hit him a couple times with a monkey wrench. Marko, nice guy--he gave me this jacket.”

	Spanky stared straight ahead, drumming his fingers on the gearshift.

	The policeman told me to get out of the car. Spanky put the Lexus in drive. “Don’t you move!” the policeman shouted. In the back seat of the cruiser I told him again. “When did this happen?” 

	“Not an hour ago.”

	“Where?”

	I told him and he picked up the mike, called for backup, asked was I sure Marko was dead. 

	“Yes--I mean no. When we left he was on the ground, shaking.”

	“Where’s the wrench?”

	“Under the seat.”

	I watched several policeman converge on the scene, watched them point guns at Spanky and pull him out of the Lexus, watched Spanky’s wig fall to the ground, watched one of the policeman put it back on crooked. Another policeman retrieved the monkey wrench, held it up for all to see. Spanky mouthed something to me as he was being led to a cruiser.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

				

 

 

 

 

 

 

				Chapter 23


	

	Room service in an interrogation room. “Coke or coffee?” Coke. “Cigarette?” No. “Doughnuts?” Sure, chocolate covered, if it’s not a problem. “Water?” No thanks, I got this coke. 

	The table and chair were nailed to the floor, graffiti everywhere, stale BO in the air.

	Another detective came into the room, this one slim, dressed in a suit and tie, his black hair combed back. I thought he’d come to take an order, as the others had done. I was ready to tell him T-bone, cooked well done. Baked potato too. 

	Instead he stared at me for a moment before saying, “We have a problem, Mr. Dough.”

	My mind was still on that T-bone. “Western Sizzler closed?”

	“You hungry?” I told him I was. He read me Miranda. “You understand what I just read you?”

	“Yes.” I didn’t like his expression, not T-bone friendly at all. “What’s the problem, Detective…” I read the badge pinned under his suit pocket. “Detective Rainey?”

	“Mr. Marko Roper is in the hospital. He’s not expected to make it through the night. Preliminary tests of the blood on the wrench found in Mr. Delano Hampton’s car match Mr. Roper’s. The problem, only you and Mr. Hampton witnessed the assault.” A pause. “He, Mr. Hampton, says you, Mr. Dough, were the one who hit Mr. Roper with the wrench.”

	“That’s not a problem. He’s lying. I never touched the wrench. Two other guys saw Spanky do it. Calvin and Botchie, they were there.”

	“What’s their last name?” I didn’t know. “That’s a problem. Mr. Hampton says you wore gloves, tossed them out on the highway. Do you smoke crack?”

	My left leg started shaking. Always the left. “Yes, I do.”

	“Mr. Roper fronted you crack, didn’t he?”

	“Yes.”

	“Mr. Roper fronted you more than you could pay back, didn’t he?”

	I picked up the coke can; it was empty. “Sorta. It all depended on how many cars we washed. Man, we’re going left field here. Spanky did it. I saw the whole thing. Why you pushing me, man? You didn’t see the blood on his sleeve?”

	“You and Mr. Roper didn’t get into an argument over the money you owe him?”

	“Hell naw! Spanky trying to flip it, man! Damn guy wears women clothes. You saw him. Man got a green wig on his head you know he’ll tell a damn lie!”

	“Mr. Hampton says you and he are lovers and you have a history of getting violent when you smoke crack. Says you attacked him numerous times.”

	I was too stunned to comment. My head started hurting. “Can I go now?”

	Detective Rainey ignored the question. “The clothes found in the car, who bought those?”

	“He did.”

	“They’re not his size…or his style?”

	Some guy named Rabbit had carved his name in the edge of the table. I thought about Mama picking up a newspaper and seeing my name connected with a murder and a transvestite. 

	Detective Rainey said, “Excuse me, I’ll be back,” and walked out, closing the door behind him.

	Walking down that dark road in Dawson, I’d contemplated suicide for a brief minute. Now, in an interrogation room feeling more claustrophobic by the second, I contemplated ways of doing it. Nothing messy. No blood. No holes. 
	Hanging seemed the ideal way to go. I could pull my pants down, grease my hands and package. That way my death would be ruled accidental. There was a name for it…Choking while choking? No. I couldn’t remember. 

	“He didn’t kill hisself--he was playing with his package and forgot the rope looped around his neck.”
	Auto-erotic asphyxiation, that was the name of it.

	Detective Rainey came back into the room and I started talking, beginning with the first time I smoked crack, ending with Spanky’s arrest. He didn’t seem concerned about my assaulting Doreen, choking Zelda, attempting to steal Uncle CJ’s safe. Yet he was very interested in Batman.

	“His real name is Chris Hampton, isn’t that right?” I didn’t know. “He and Delano are brothers, isn’t that right?” I nodded. “Did you see Batman give Fifty money to buy drugs?” I shook my head. “You see Batman with drugs at any point?”

	“Uh-uh.” I explained how the guy in the next room came in and took the box from Fifty.

	Another detective joined us and Detective Rainey told me to recite the part about bringing Batman the turkey. Then he said, “Mr. Dough, you don’t want to go to prison for fifty years, do you?” I told him no and he said, “I’ve got something in mind to keep you from doing that.”

			 	

				* * * * *

	

	Lisa Grogan, my new girlfriend, was a looker. Pretty face, apricot-colored skin, sandy-colored hair tucked under a black wool cap. The large, black turtleneck sweater she had on didn’t hide a middle-age spread, but she was still a looker. We were riding in a teal-green Mercury Cougar, Lisa behind the wheel. Neither of us said a word.

	I squelched the urge to hold her hand, tell her our relationship was a rose blossoming anew. Bad idea. She was an undercover detective. Our temporary relationship existed for the sole purpose of buying an eight ball of crack from Batman. 

	Once we walked out the door less the two hundred in marked twenties in my pocket, Lisa would give the signal, pulling the wool cap off, and a team of narcotic officers along with Detective Rainey would converge on the house and arrest everyone in it, including me and Detective Grogan. 

	I didn’t particularly like that part. Detective Rainey said it was necessary and would prevent me and Lisa being tagged as snitches. “Which do you prefer?” he’d said. “A couple hours or fifty years?”

	Lisa stopped the Cougar in front of the blue house. “We’ve been aiming to pop this guy a long time. Don’t screw this up. You do and you may be looking at more than fifty years.”

	Wait a minute! There was one too many cops dangling fifty years over my head. I started to tell her that but noticed her hand shaking as she took the keys out of the ignition. She was just as nervous as I was. 	We crossed the yard, walked up the steps, and I opened the front door without knocking. I thought we were at the wrong house. There was furniture in the front room. Pictures on the wall. A tall but very skinny woman in a black leotard and white stockings moved in synch to an aerobic video on a console television. The smell and sound of frying chicken came from the kitchen.

	A man walked from there, in a white shirt, tie and dress slacks, his hands white with flour. He looked like Batman. He smiled at Lisa and said, “Come in. Have a seat. Give me a minute, will ya?” He went back into the kitchen. He was Batman.

	I looked at Lisa and she shook her head. I whispered, “Let’s go,” and she pointed to the couch, whispered for me to sit down and shut up. I wasn’t about to sit down. This was insane. 

	Where’s Cindy?
	Batman came out a few minutes later, looked at me and said, “When was the last time you saw Spanky?”

	“I saw him earlier today.”

	“Where?”

	“On the street.”

	Batman licked his lips. “Reason I asked, he called me this afternoon, said he was looking for you. Said he has something for you. I told him to leave it with me, but he said he wanted to give it to you personally.”

	I sat down then.

	The limber beauty on the video spread her legs and deftly bent over and patted the floor with both hands. The skinny woman a few feet before us tried to duplicate the move and fell flat on her stomach. She lay there a moment before turning her head and staring at Batman, an embarrassed look on her face. Batman gave her a disapproving look and shook his head.

	“Go to your room,” Batman told her. “Please. You gonna break something you’ll need later on.” The woman got up and left the room.

	Lisa, a damn undercover detective, didn’t get it. This whole scene was staged. Spanky had tipped Batman off and issued a threat from jail. It was time to go. 

	I started to get up when Batman said, “What can I do for you two?”

	Lisa patted my knee and said, “Show him the money, baby.” I gave her a no-way-in-hell look. “Baby, if we can’t get a deal here we’ll try somewhere else.”

	I gave her the money and she put it on the table.

	Batman said, “What’s up?”

	“An eight ball,” Lisa said.

	Batman played dumb. “An eight ball of what?”

	That keyed Lisa to what was going on, but she had to play her hand out. “Nice talking to you, dawg. If you can’t serve us, we need to be moving on.”

	Batman told her he didn’t sell dope. “You got me mixed up with someone else. In fact, you could run a dog through here, Mrs. Grogan, and you wouldn’t find so much as a painkiller.”

	Lisa glared at him. “What did you call me?” Batman repeated her last name. 

	“You ready now?” I asked her.

	She said she was, and Batman followed us out the door.

	“John,” he said, and I felt a chill, “you ever see the movie Roots?” I nodded and he said, “Chuck Connors played the massa.”

	Lisa stepped down to the sidewalk and told me to come on.

	Batman said, “Hold on. John needs to hear this. The massa raped Kissi, Leslie Uggams, and she had a boy, Chicken George, they called him. Ben Vereen played him. Anyway, he grew up and him and the massa started running together, chasing whores, getting drunk. 	“Meanwhile, in Virginia, Nat Turner saw an eclipse and thought it was God telling him to go kill whitey. Which he did. As you can imagine this scared the bejesus outta white folks. The massa got out his rifle, and Chicken George tried to run his black ass inside with the massa and his family and hide from the niggas. Chuck pointed the rifle at him and told him to get his black ass back where he belong.

	“Chicken George was hurt, thought him and the massa had formed a bond. Thought the massa would bring him into the big house when shit got ugly. That was then. Today, two thousand oh three, a nigga forget where he come from, run up in the big house and tell the man what nigga doing this, what nigga doing that.” 

	He shook his head and gave me a hard look. “Something bad happen to that nigger! Something real bad! If you don’t know, you better ask somebody!” 

				

				* * * * *

	

	The back door to the detail shop was open. In a swivel chair I propped my feet on the desk and watched the headlights stream down the street. The air was spiced with oil and Jobo Handcleaner. 

	The pint of Canadian Mist tucked between my legs was half full. Detective Rainey gave me a five spot for cab fare, but I walked, bought the pint. It wasn’t working yet: I couldn’t get my mind off what Batman had said.

	“Don’t worry ’bout it,” Detective Rainey kept telling me. You think I need police protection? “Don’t worry ’bout it.” Batman sounded serious. “Don’t worry ’bout it.” What of those fifty years you were talking? “Don’t worry ’bout it.”

	The Canadian Mist kicking in now, warming me up, relaxing my mind, I figured to keep a low profile, stay away from crack and crack dealers. Chill out. Don’t worry about a damn thing, just chill out.

	It dawned on me that all that time I was with the police, no one mentioned anything about serving divorce papers, which meant that Doreen had changed her mind, had grown weary of Dokes, a clean freak better suited for the Nation of Islam than a relationship.

	Then I remembered the baby. Damn!
	A woman screaming woke me up. I jumped and she ran out of the detail shop. It was morning. There was a white Ford Explorer parked out front and I heard the woman telling someone there’s a man in there. 

	“That’s John. He’s okay,” a man said. 

	Marko? I walked up to the Explorer. A man with his head wrapped up, shades on, was sitting in the passenger seat. 

	“Marko?” He nodded. “Man, I thought you were dead.”

	His face was bloated, lips split and chalky, and he moved slow. “That’s why you, Botchie and Calvin run off and left me, right? ‘He’s dead, what the hell?’” 

	I started to apologize, but then he introduced me to the woman standing there gawking at me. Moesha: pointy nose, hair loosely plaited, thin, with a beer gut ballooning a pink bathrobe. Marko told her to go inside and get his stuff. 

	She left, he said, “I thought I was dead, too. Woke up, white folks staring down at me. That’s a bad sign.”

	“Man, it happened so fast.”

	“We were in high school I used to take his lunch card, run him home crying to his mama. I didn’t think he would hit me. He’s still a sissy…an aggressive sissy, but still a sissy. Next time I won’t let him get the jump on me.” 

	Moesha came out of the shop with a cardboard box and put it in the back of the Explorer, then got behind the wheel.

	I said, “Marko, you don’t have to worry about Spanky no more. He’s locked up, headed to the joint.”

	Marko scratched underneath the head bandage. He was still wearing the hospital band on his wrist. “It was you,” he said. “You dropped the dime on him?”

	Moesha was ready to go, both hands on the steering wheel.

	“Yeah, I did. Police stopped us and I told him Spanky just killed a man. They arrested him and then…” I didn’t think I should tell him about the botched bust at Batman’s house. “Lying bastards told me you weren’t gonna make it through the night.”

	Moesha asked Marko was he ready to go and he said, “John, that’s bad news, man. Spanky come after you, man. You need to stay away from here. This’ll be the first place he look.”

	“He can’t come after nobody in jail. I’m not worried about him.”

	“He ain’t in jail.”

	“Huh?”

	“We just saw him driving down Booker Street. He ain’t in jail. Police was pressing me about Spanky the second I rolled into the hospital. They wanted me to roll over on him.”

	“What? You’re not pressing charges? You gotta press charges, Marko. He’s a danger to society.” That got me a snooty look from Moesha.

	Marko shook his head and I noticed the stitches in his left ear. “I’m in the hole with Batman. I roll over on Spanky, Batman will…You know what I’m saying?”

	I looked at the traffic going in every direction, picking out white cars. There wasn’t much difference between a Camry and a Lexus. 

	Marko reached his hand across Moesha and I shook it. “John, you need to get off these streets. If you ain’t burned your bridges with your peeps, go home.”

	I watched the Ford Explorer zip into traffic, almost causing a wreck, thinking I had burned my bridges.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

				

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

				Chapter 24


	

	Gray stubble covering his dome and lower face, Alfred answered the door in green knit slacks and a white long johns top painted with his last meal. His bottom lip was puffy with snuff. He looked me up and down, deep wrinkles bunching up between his eyes.

	“Mama home?” I said.

	He took a long time to answer. “She asleep, just got off work.” 

	I sat down on the ceramic bench on the porch and said, “She wakes up let her know I’m out here.”

	“What do you want?”

	“Uh, let’s see. She’s my mother, I’m her son. You can say we’re related and I’ve come to see her.”

	Alfred slammed the door. Later, Mama came out in pink pajamas. She took one look at me and grabbed her side as if she’d been hit. She screamed, collapsed onto the porch, wailing. Alfred came out and tried to help her up. She beat the concrete with her fist, begged Jesus to help her. 

	I knew she would be hurt seeing me, but I didn’t think it would be this bad.

	Alfred said, “Boy, help me get your mother in the house.”

	I noticed the gray streaking her hair as we directed her to the bedroom. I started to leave when she grabbed me, held me for a long time, begged Jesus and pleaded with God to save me. 

	Alfred eased out of the room. I assisted her to bed and held her hand. Closed my eyes, though unable to erase the image of her anguished face out of my mind. She looked older, more lines in her face, especially in her forehead. Triple bags under her eyes. And that damn gray in her hair. 

	She fell asleep, whimpering, as if she were in physical pain. It was a bad idea coming here. 

	Alfred stood in the hallway when I closed the door softly behind me. “You satisfied now?”

	An urge to hit him passed over me. “I’m leaving.”

	He caught my arm as I was passing. “You’re not leaving. You’re gonna stay here and deal with this. Your mother been tore up for weeks. I’ve dealt with it, you can too. You the one started it.”

	Ignoring him I went to the front door and looked out at the quaint single-story house across the street. Dokes’ mother still lived there. He and I and a few other guys played touch football and softball in the street.

	Alfred said, “You leave, don’t come back!”

				

				* * * * *

	

	I stood in front of the mirror in the bathroom, shocked, understanding now why Mama had collapsed upon seeing me. Teeth missing. My hair needed cutting, an uneven afro. Razor bumps poked out of peach fuzz along my chin and neck. Moustache was too long, covering my top lip, which was dry and chapped just like Zelda’s. Yet the most shocking thing was my eyes. They looked sunk in. Haunted. Cadaverous. 

	I washed my face and brushed my teeth. Shaved. Trimmed my moustache with scissors. Found a set of clippers and cut my head clean, using a hand mirror and vanity mirror to see the back of my head. 	Another shock when I stepped onto the scale behind the door: the arrow quivered near 142. That couldn’t be right. Last time I weighed I totaled a hundred and ninety-two pounds. Where the hell did fifty pounds go?

	AIDS crossed my mind when I stepped into the shower. Aunt Jean said Zelda was HIV positive, and our only safe sex precaution occurred when Zelda threw my clothes out. Letting Spanky apply a condom orally wasn’t a great idea either. 

	Naw, that wasn’t it. I hadn’t eaten much, worrying about Doreen. Some days I didn’t eat anything at all. I didn’t have AIDS.

	All the clothes from my high school days were a tad too big, even the underwear. In jeans and a wife beater T-shirt I looked in the mirror: much better, but my eyes still had that vacant look. 

	Alfred and I sat in the living room watching Court TV, the novelist Michael Petersen on trial for murder, his attorney explaining how an intoxicated Mrs. Petersen had fallen down a flight of stairs and splattered blood on the wall almost to the ceiling.

	Mama shuffled out of her bedroom around noon. I couldn’t look her in the face. She watched TV with us a few minutes and then went into the kitchen. Not long after the smell of rolls, baked chicken, and creamed corn filled the house.

	Mama segued blessing the food into a tearful prayer, once again begging for my salvation. I almost lost my appetite. Almost. Alfred took his plate into the living room. Mama, a hand covering her eyes, didn’t eat anything. As usual the food was delicious.

	Not once had I told my mother I loved her. I couldn’t remember the last time I hugged her. Now seemed a good time to do both and tell her everything would be all right. But I couldn’t. 

	As I was getting up to rinse my plate, Mama said, “I want you to stay here for a while, get your weight up.” Alfred cleared his throat. Mama raised her voice: “He’s my son, Alfred! No child of mine starving to death!” He cleared his throat again. “John, you think you and Alfred can get along while I’m at work?” I nodded. “Alfred is putting up a fence in the backyard. You can help him.”

	Alfred, in the living room in an A and B conversation, said, “I don’t need no help.”

	He and Mama got to arguing about the fence, Mama saying he’d been working on it for years, Alfred saying he liked to to take his time, get it right the first time. I escaped to my old bedroom.

	Before going to work, Mama came to my room. Her hair in a bun, she was wearing green scrubs and white tennis shoes. “Alfred tell you to do something, do it. He lives here too.” 

	I said okay and she started to leave, but stopped at the door, her back to me.

	“My daddy was a mean drunk,” she said, her voice low. “He hated CJ, beat him every day. Every day! One time I saw him beat CJ with an extension cord. All I could do was cry and hope he wouldn’t beat me. You beat a child like my daddy beat CJ, you’d expect that child to grow up and be mean and ornery. Not my brother, he’s the nicest man you’ll ever meet.” She paused and I could tell she was crying again. “CJ found a dog somebody mistreated and left on the side of the road. A pitiful-looking, mangy dog.

	“CJ loved it, though. It wouldn’t let nobody but him come near it. One day it got loose while CJ was at school. Daddy told CJ if the dog got loose and killed one of his chickens he was going to kill him. I didn’t want that to happen so I tried to catch it and tie it up. It attacked me, bit a plug out my arm, scratched my face. CJ came home and asked what happened. I told him I fell down. Jean told him the truth. I watched him walk down the road with that dog on his heels. He came back by himself. He was crying.

	“Daddy asked CJ what happened to the dog. CJ said, ‘I love my sister more than I love a dog.’” Another pause, and I knew what was coming next. “God knows I would never do anything to hurt my brother. I asked him to take you in…and he did, as a favor to me. You went down there and…Why did you do that, John? Why?”

	There was nothing I could say. 

	Mama told me again about the dream where I was in a nursing home, said she was dreaming it almost every day now, said she didn’t want that to happen but couldn’t think of a way to stop it. “All I can do is pray for you, son.”

	She left, and I wondered if the rod in the closet would support my weight.

	Alfred woke me up. “A white girl at the door looking for you. This shit ain’t working.”

	It was Cindy, looking like a spy, brown trench coat, large sunglasses, a tan fedora on her head. It was still dark out.

	“How you know I was here?”

	Cindy said, “Get some clothes,” and stepped inside and closed the door. Alfred cleared his throat. “Please!” Cindy added.

	In the bedroom, after putting my shoes on, I looked out the window and saw a white Lexus parked in front of the house next door. Spanky! Cindy was setting me up.

	In the living room, Cindy and Albert were talking about slavery of all things, and I wondered who brought that up. I told Cindy it was time for her to leave. But for Alfred sitting there I would’ve kicked her out.

	Cindy stopped at the door and said, “You’re going with me, John.”

	“No, I’m not. I see Spanky’s car out there.” I asked Albert to give me a minute and he cleared his throat. To Cindy: “ I asked you nicely to leave.”

	Cindy said, “That’s his car, but he’s not with me,” and told Alfred it was nice talking to him. “Can we talk outside, John? Please.”

	It was too dark to see anyone inside the Lexus. Cindy caught me staring that way and said, “Trust me, John. I’ve never lied to you before, have I?”

	“What you want, Cindy?”

	“I want you to go get some clothes and ride with me.”

	“Where?”

	“To the bus station.” I gave her a look saying that’s not happening. “Listen to me, John. Batman and Spanky are fighting over who gets to kill you. You don’t have a choice. They know you’re here. Let’s go, John, before the sun comes up.”

	“How do they know I’m here?”

	A car drove down the street, moving slow, and Cindy and I both sighed in relief when a newspaper flew out of it and landed in a neighbor’s yard. 

	“Let’s talk in the car,” Cindy said, and started that way. I looked in the back seat before getting in. “Spanky’s in another car--I don’t know which. He told me I could drive this. You know why? Soon he’ll ask me to lure you out so he can do something to you.” She started the engine and drove away. “He catch me with you in his car, I’m dead too.” She steered the Lexus onto the interstate.

	“Cindy, I’m not leaving Little Rock. Spanky or Batman don’t scare me.”

	“You’re not listening, John. You stay here you’re as good as dead. Spanky or Batman can’t get to you they’ll pay someone else to do it. Couple rocks, a crackhead kill you and that nice old man back there. You don’t have a choice, John.”

	The seriousness of her tone unnerved me. “I don’t have money to leave town.”

	We drove under the sign indicating North Little Rock. Cindy said, “I’ve got a little bit. Not much.”

	“Why you doing this, Cindy? I knew if the police busted Batman, you were going down too.”

	She took the Broadway exit. “That low I was telling you about? You’re starting to see it now, aren’t you?” I didn’t answer. “That was low down of Fifty turning you on. John, it only gets worse. You think it can’t get any worse than it already has, then it gets worse than that. Day-by-fucking-day. Next thing you know, you’ve no shame, no conscience, no remorse, no soul. Nothing.” Her voice cracked. “You just feel shitty. High, sober, even when you’re asleep, you just feel shitty.”

	She made a right on Washington Street and parked in front of the Greyhound Bus Station.

	“Shit keeps piling up, something got to give,” Cindy continued. “I sit by and do nothing knowing a friend of mine is fixin’ to get killed, that’s more shit, you know. I’ve got more than enough shit in my life already.”

	Two winoes sat on a bench in front of a heavily barred pawn shop across the street. The sun was starting to come up.

	Cindy reached inside her coat pocket and pulled out some money. “Nine hundred dollars, John. Not much, but that’s all I got.” 

	She gave it to me and I counted it. Yup, nine hundred dollars. 	“No, John. That’s not for recreation. That’s for you to get a bus ticket and get the hell outta Little Rock. Promise me, John. Promise me you’re getting on a bus and getting out of here.”

	I couldn’t take my eyes off the money. “Okay, I promise.”

	“When you get where you’re going you can tell your folks to send your clothes.”

	“Yeah. Thanks a million, Cindy.” I started to get out and then thought of something. “You remember Fifty wanting something from me? What was it?” 

	“It doesn’t matter now, John, does it?”

	I watched her drive away before walking to a parked cab. The meter was already at three dollars and thirty cents. The cabbie, a big man with dark keloids blotting his nape, said, “Where to?”

	“Oak Street,” I told him.

	“Where ’bout on Oak Street?”

	I handed him a twenty over the seat and said, “We get there I’ll show you.”

	The way I saw it there was no rush leaving Little Rock. Hell, I hadn’t even told Mama good-bye. Besides, Batman was almost a midget and Spanky wore a flamboyant wig and women clothes--I could spot them a mile away. Oak Street made the cabbie nervous and he kept asking me where to. My man wasn’t standing on the corner. 

	“Park for a minute, okay?”

	One rock, that’s all I would do. One measly little rock, and then I would leave town as I’d promised Cindy.

	The cabbie said, “Man, you trying to buy drugs. I don’t use my cab to buy drugs. You need to get to stepping.”

	It crossed my mind to tear a ten spot in half, tell him to wait. His expression looked too serious for that. I got out of his cab.

	The walk back to Mama’s house took an hour and a half. A great day: the temp in the sixties, not a cloud in the sky. I had two hundred dollars worth of crack in my pocket--my last time getting high, might as well go out with a bang.

	Alfred took his time opening the door. “This ain’t working,” he said.

	“Is Mama asleep?”

	“Uh, let’s see. Woman her age work all night. Guess she’d sleep in the day.”

	I gave him a look. 

	In the bedroom I locked the door and opened the window. In the window next door I saw an elderly man and woman watching a soap opera. They would think I was smoking pipe tobacco. 

	In the brief sharpness I heard birds chirping and singing, dogs barking; I heard my heart thumping; I heard Alfred fumbling around in the kitchen; I heard my mama snoring; and I heard bells, faint at first and then getting louder, coming closer…Then everything went silent. 

	Later, Mama turned the doorknob and then knocked. “John, are you up?”

	I didn’t answer. 

	Alfred knocked on the door. “Open this door. What you doing in there? Open this door.”

	I told him to wait a minute and closed the window. In the mirror above the dresser I saw my image. Shit! Blotches of sweat covered my face and my eyes were bucked wide. He knocked again, harder.

	I opened the door, then hurried to the bed and pulled the pillow over my head.

	Alfred said, “This shit ain’t working.”

	Mama’s voice: “Get up! Alfred needs you to help him with the fence in the backyard. What’s the matter with you?” I told her I had a headache and she said, “A headache never stopped a body from working. Get up!”

	“This shit ain’t working.”

	A chain-link fence, that’s what Alfred was putting up in the backyard--I thought he was talking wood and nails. Just looking at the post-hole digger and bags of concrete made me tired. He measured and marked the spots for the holes, then went and sat down on the picnic bench.

	The sun heated my bare back as I dug one hole after the other. Mama stepped out on the back porch and asked how’s it going.

	Alfred said, “Slow, but it’s going.”

	An hour later I forgot everything--Spanky, Batman, the rocks under the pillow--and started concentrating on what I was doing. Alfred moaned and groaned each time he got up so I told him to tell me what to do. Near sunset thirty metal posts were standing tall in wet concrete.

	I joined Alfred on the bench and he poured me a glass of ice tea.

	“You remind me of my brother,” he said. “Once you get started, you’ll work. The trouble is getting you started.” A compliment? “Tomorrow we’ll finish up.”

	Mama fried up catfish and homemade fries. Store-bought cole slaw. A lemon meringue pie for dessert. Alfred and I watched a football game on ESPN. A few minutes before ten, Mama left for work…and that’s when I remembered the rocks under the pillow.

 

					

					

 

 

				

				


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

				Chapter 25



	

	Alfred knocked on the door just as I was falling asleep. It was almost seven in the morning. Mama would be home soon. Hours ago I’d crawled out the window, walked to Oak Street, and searched an hour before finding a dealer and buying three hundred dollars worth of crack.

	“John?” Alfred said. We were on a first name basis now, but I detected irritation creeping back in his voice. “You got company. Again.”

	Cindy, I thought, back to bawl me out for not leaving town. No. A man was sitting on the couch. Calvin, looking different, in matching dark-blue denim jacket and baggy jeans, the tags still on. Ratty tennis shoes, though. 

	“What’s up, dawg?” Calvin said, extending a hand. I shook it and he embraced me.

	Something about his clothes? “Man, who you robbed?”

	Calvin shook his head and grinned. “Check this out…” He started to pull something out of his pocket but stopped, stared at Alfred standing behind me. “I talk to you outside?”

	As I followed him out the door, Alfred said, “Don’t forget we’re finishing the fence today.”

	A red Ford Escort was parked in front of the house, a man sitting in the back seat.

	Calvin pulled a bag of rocks and some money out of his pocket and said, “Dawg, I’m rolling. I got some baaaaadass bitches at my stoop waiting on me. Four of em. I need some help, dawg. You think you can handle two of em?”

	“Who’s that in the car with you?”

	“Uncle. I’m dropping him off.”

	“Let me put my shoes on, I’m with you.”

	“Dawg, you don’t need no shoes. C’mon.”

	I told him to wait, and then went inside and got my shoes. Calvin was walking to the car when I got back. 

	“Let’s go, dawg. Bitches ain’t waiting all day.”

	The guy in the back seat was wearing shades, a lollipop stick undulating in his mouth. He watched me hop on one foot lacing a shoe and then turned straight. He looked familiar, but I couldn’t place him.

	Calvin got behind the wheel. I opened the door and started to get in, but then changed my mind, closed the door. Calvin got out and slapped the sunburned rooftop.

	“What you doing, dawg? Let’s go! We got bitches waitin’ on us--get in the car!”

	“Naw, I’ma stay here, help my old man put up a fence.”

	Calvin started shouting, “A fence, dawg! A damn fence! You can put up a fence anytime. We got dope, we got bitches, money! Dawg, we got it all. Get in the car and let’s go!”

	The guy in the back seat said, “Chill, Calvin.” His voice sounded funny. “Cat don’t wanna go you can’t make him go.” He stuck a hand out the window. “Ain’t that right, brother?”

	I shook his hand, and he pulled me forward. What the…I pulled back, but he had a tight grip. Something sharp slid across my wrist.

	“Remember me, motherfucker!” 

	Spanky! Oh my God, he defagged! 
	And he had a knife, a switchblade, thrusting it at me as I struggled to free my hand. Blood was spurting from somewhere. Spanky shouted for Calvin to help him. I put a foot on the door and pushed off with all my might. Spanky came out through the window, slicing the air with the switchblade. We fell to the ground. My hand was free. Calvin ran around the car, but just stood there.

	Spanky yelled at him to grab me, but I was already on my feet, running to the house. Damn, the door was locked. I beat on it and shouted for Alfred to open up. He did, took one look past me at Spanky running toward the house and tried to close it…I pushed in past him, told him to hurry up and lock the door. Spanky got an arm through, the switchblade scraping the wall.

	Alfred was moving too slow. I slammed into the door. The switchblade fell to the floor. Spanky squealed in pain.

	“Motherfucker, you broke my arm! You broke my arm! You broke my arm!”

	Alfred said, “Give him his arm back!”

	I let off the door a bit and the arm disappeared. Then I locked it and looked out the window. Spanky stood in the yard stooped over, holding his right arm at the elbow, flexing his fingers. Calvin walked over and assisted him to the Escort and then they drove away. My chest hurt and I couldn’t steady my breathing. Both my wrists were bleeding, the right profusely. 	

	Alfred, sitting in a chair, shaking, said, “This shit ain’t working. This shit ain’t working at all!”

	At the sink in the bathroom, watching the water turn red, I thought, I’m a crackhead. Doreen was right. I’m a damn crackhead! The opportunity was there, all I had to do was get on the bus, and none of this shit would’ve happened.
	Alfred was picking up the phone when I came back with both wrists wrapped in gauze bandages. The right needed stitches, but I didn’t have time for that.

	“Put the phone down, Alfred.” He was still shaking. “Please, Alfred, put the phone down.”

	He did. “What if those boys come back?”

	I trashed the switchblade and got a paper towel roll and started wiping up the blood. “Mama will be home any minute, Alfred. I don’t want her to see this. You hear me, Alfred? Mama don’t need to know about this.”

	He looked twice his age now, smaller. “What if they come back?”

	“I’m leaving town. They come back tell em I left town.”

	He sat down. “You oughta call them, let them know you’re gone. Your mama and me, we old. We can’t handle folks running to the house with knives.”

	“I know, Alfred, I know. That’s why we don’t want Mama to know about this. You think you can give me a ride to the bus station?” He cleared his throat. “I’m gone, Alfred, I don’t think they’ll come back.”

				

				* * * * *

	

	In Alfred’s red-and-white ’52 Ford pickup we sputtered down the highway, Alfred checking the side mirror every five seconds for a tail. He asked me why the boy cut me and I didn’t answer.

	“Boy didn’t cut you for nothing.” He shook his head and said, “That dope worse than chains on your feet. You can knock chains off with a hammer and a chisel. Dope you need a miracle to knock that off.”

	I got out in front of the bus station, got the suitcase out of the bed. “Alfred, please don’t tell mama what happened, okay? It’ll upset her.” He nodded. “Tell her I went out of town, tell her I’ll be all right.” 	He started to drive off and I shouted for him to stop. I reached my hand inside and Alfred stared at the blood seeping through the bandage. 	“Thanks, man.” 

	He didn’t shake my hand.

			 	

				* * * * * 

	

	Downtown Kansas City, Missouri, twice the area of downtown Little Rock, triple the number of skyscrapers, several were faded brick relics built when buffalo and Jesse James roamed freely, triple the traffic and congestion, and quadruple the stench. Little Rock restricted dog food plants within city limits.

	A new city, a new start. Find a room first, then a job. 

	On the corner of Truce and 11th Street I caught a cab and asked the driver where I could find a cheap room. Less the seventy-dollar bus fare, I had a little over three hundred dollars in my pocket. 

	In five minutes the meter clicked to ten dollars. The cabbie said, “Here we are, the Ritz Motel, the cheapest in town.”

	I took one look at the rundown, prison-gray-colored two-story building with cardboard in several windows and homeless-looking people standing in doorways, and almost changed my mind.

	It was cold outside and inside the lobby, but the Arabic man behind thick Plexiglas was shirtless, a small fan blowing on his face. In broken English he said, “Nightly or weekly?”

	The place smelled like a kennel. Weekly was a hundred and twenty bucks. I paid him and he gave me a key chained to a cut-off broomstick. My room was in back, he told me, ground floor, with a good view of a landfill. 

	A new city, a new start, I kept telling myself. 

	The door was open to the room number matching the key, rock music screaming from inside, and there was a naked white boy facedown on the floor, his dirty feet sticking out the door, an empty fifth of Jack Daniels near his head. 

	I thought he was dead, reached to shake him when a voice said, “He’s busted and disgusted, you’re wasting your time.”

	I turned. A short, peach-skinned girl stood in the doorway of the room next door, barefoot, in faded jeans and a white shirt with small breasts sticking straight up.

	“I thought he was dead,” I told her. Her light-brown hair was snap bean short, but she had a pretty face, big brown puppy-dog eyes, a small nose and thin pink lips. 

	Her hands on her hips, staring at the bandages on my wrists, she said, “I did, too. Too bad, isn’t it?”

	What? 
	She couldn’t take her eyes off the bandages, which I’d re-wrapped in Lamar, Missouri, but still seeped blood. “Man up front gave me this room. I guess he made a mistake.”

	“No, he didn’t. Doug was evicted three weeks ago. Where are you from? Mississippi?”

	“Arkansas. Little Rock.”

	She took her eyes off the bandages and looked in my face. “Is that right? You talk like a Mississippian. You just come to town, didn’t you?”

	I nodded and then she brushed past me, grabbed the white boy by the ankles and pulled him out onto the sidewalk.

	“You can’t pay you can’t stay,” she said. I told her he might freeze to death and she said, “It’s not cold enough. Do you have AIDs?” 

	“Naw. Why you ask that?”

	“You’re emaciated.” She held out a hand and I shook it. “My name’s Blue.”

	Her hand was soft. “John. How old are you, you don’t mind me asking?”

	“Twenty-two.”

	I started to explain the bandages she found so fascinating. Instead, I said, “It’s nice meeting you, Blue,” and stepped inside the room, an unmade bed there, dresser, and same cigarette-burned, dirty lime-green carpet as in the lobby--same dog pound smell too. No TV. I clicked off an old stereo next to the bed. 

	A new city, a new start.

	Blue walked in and said, “You say you don’t have AIDs, so you must get high, being as skinny as you are. Crack, my guess. You don’t act like a smackhead. I got half on a quarter if you want to throw in with me.”

	During the ten-hour bus ride I’d sworn to myself a hundred times never to touch crack again. It was the root of all my problems. Never in a million years. 

	“How much is a quarter?” 

	Blue said, “Twenty-five dollars,” and laughed, revealing perfect white teeth. “How far is Little Rock from Mississippi?”

			 	

				* * * * *

	

	I followed Blue to a room upstairs. She knocked on the door. The loud talking inside ceased and someone said, “Who you want?”

	Blue said her name and a man peered out at us through the window before opening the door. This room was larger than mine, with a TV, a porno flick showing, thick marijuana and cigarette smoke in the air. 

	Four men and a woman sat on a bed before a small table littered with beer cans and wine bottles. One man had a straight in his mouth, his head tilted back, his cheeks inflating and deflating.

	The man at the door told us to have a seat. The loud talking resumed. I sat down in a metal chair next to the bed. 

	Blue remained standing and said, “Squeaky, let me get a quarter.”

	Squeaky nodded and crossed to the bathroom, left of the television, and closed the door. All a sudden the man sucking on the straight jumped to his feet and started jumping up and down.

	“Get em off me, somebody!” he screamed. He flung the straight across the room. “Get em off me! Get em off me! Somebody, get em off me!”

	The man closest to him snatched off his baseball cap and started hitting him with it. The other two men and the woman rushed to the far side of the room, one man shielding the woman in front of him. I stood up and stepped back.

	“I got em,” the man with the baseball cap said. “I got em all!”

	He must have missed one or two because the man continued screaming and started scratching all over. 

	“Get em off me! Get em off me!” He tried to pull a gray wool sweater over his head and fell to one knee. 

	Squeaky came out of the bathroom and said, “What the hell going on?”

	The man stopped screaming, the sweater halfway over his head, and fell face first to the floor.

	The man with the baseball cap said, “Dennis? Dennis, you al’ight?”

	Not a peep from the man on the floor.

	Blue walked up, knelt down and held the man’s wrist. When she looked up she was grinning.

	“He’s outta here,” she said, as if she were calling a play at home plate.

	“You mean he’s dead?” That was the other woman in the room, looking horrified. 

	Blue said, “Yes, unless he’s intermittently halting his heartbeat.”

	“Aw naw!” Squeaky said. “Hell naw! He can’t die here! I told him to slow his roll, didn’t I? I said, ‘Dennis, slow your damn roll!’ but he didn’t listen. I told him ten times. He hardheaded! Now look what happened! Didn’t y’all hear me tell him?” The three men and woman were heading for the door. “What’s up? Where the hell you going? We got a dead man here!” 

	They kept going, the last man out saying, “Lock the door.”

	Blue sat on the bed, picked up a pack of Kools on the table and lighted one, and then took a swig from one of the wine bottles. “Why you watching this filth, Squeaky?”

	Squeaky didn’t answer, both hands on his forehead, staring at the dead man on the floor.

	Blue stepped over the body and changed the channel. The Ricki Lake Show. “Squeaky, this isn’t a problem.”

	“Why come it ain’t? Man OD’ed in my apartment, police gonna run me up and down. I’m on paper. My sister gonna raise holy hell.”

	“Your sister? What she got to do with it?”

	“He’s her baby’s daddy.”

	Blue said, “Oh, I didn’t know that. What you give me I take Dennis off your hands?”

	A new expression appeared on Squeaky’s face. “What you want?”

	“An eight ball,” Blue said, and took another swig of wine.

	“You got it.”

	Blue got up and grabbed Dennis by the ankles. “John, would you get the door for me?” I didn’t move. Undeterred she dragged him to the door and opened it herself. A sickening thud sounded when she jerked him over the step onto the concrete balcony. Before closing the door she said, “John, I’ll be back in a minute.”

	Squeaky looked at me and said, “They told me that bitch was crazy.”

	Later, in my room, staring at Blue chop up an eight ball with a razor on the dresser under a table lamp, I wondered if I were dreaming. A transvestite had stabbed me. A long bus ride to another city, where in less than an hour upon arriving I’d seen a naked drunk and a dead man dragged by their heels by an attractive, innocent-looking girl with hair barely longer than mine. 

	The white boy was gone when we walked back. I wondered if he would return for his clothes in the dresser and the stereo. I also wondered about Dennis.

	“Blue, can I ask you something?” Blue nodded, concentrating on her work. “Where you put him?” She looked up. “Dennis, the dead guy?”

	“Oh. The room next door was empty.” She pulled a lighter and a straight out of her back pocket. “A day or two he’ll draw somebody’s attention.” Filled the pipe and lighted it. “David comes by every morning at five.” Changing the subject. “If you want to work, hop on the back of his truck.” Inhaled and held it for a second. “Yard work, but he pays at the end of the day.” 

	I didn’t know what to make of her. She handed me the pipe.

	Blue sat on the bed, her upper body in shadow, the bulb in the lamp the only one in the room working. The next hour or so we handed the pipe back and forth. 

	My left leg felt funny. I laid it on the dresser under the lamp, careful not to disturb the coke, and rolled the pant up to my knee. As usual, looking at it stopped the swelling.

	Blue said, “What are you doing?”

	“Take a look at this, would ya? My leg is swelling up.”

	Blue didn’t budge. “There’s nothing wrong with your leg. That’s cocaine making you paranoid.” She started laughing. “You’re afraid your leg is going to swell up and kill you, aren’t you?”

	I rubbed the knee, felt fluid there. “That crossed my mind.”

	“And you’re afraid that once you croak, I’m gonna drag your body somewhere, let you rot like Dennis?”

	That hadn’t crossed my mind, but now it did. “You wouldn’t do that, would you?”

	Blue thought that was hilarious, falling back onto the bed laughing. She sat up and said, “You’re afraid to die, aren’t you?” I nodded. “Why did you try the blade?”

	“What?”

	She pointed at the bandage on my wrist. “Look at this,” she said, then moved to the lamp and held her wrists under it. Three long scars on the right, two on the left. I looked her in the eye and she said, “You’re not alone.”

	“Spanky…he…I didn’t…” I’d been stabbed--she’d tried to kill herself. A big difference, but I couldn’t find the words to tell her that.

	Blue pulled a handful of pills out of her pocket and offered me one. “It’ll take the edge off the coke.”

	A skull and crossbones were imprinted in the speckled brown pill. 

	Blue popped four pills in her mouth, gulped, and stuck out her tongue. “See?”

	“What the hell is this?” 

	Blue told me it was Ecstasy, said it was harmless, no side effects other than dehydration. She crossed to the stereo and found an oldie station, Frankie Beverly singing Happy Feelings.

	The pill tasted bitter and was hard to swallow dry. 

	Blue started rolling her shoulders and bending her knees, her hands to her side. My already racing heart sped up. Oh-oh, here we go…She snapped her fingers and I realized she was dancing, not having a seizure. I loaded the pipe and sat on the bed, wondering where would she drag me?

 

 




					

					

					

 

 

 

				


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

				Chapter 26


	

	

	We danced for hours, both of us sweating like pigs in a slaughterhouse, Blue doing her knee bends and shoulder rolls in the same spot while I was all over the room, on the bed, in the bathroom, trying this and that, fast dancing, break dancing, whatever struck me at the moment. 

	My left leg never felt better.

	Smokey Robinson was singing Cruisin’ when I looked over at Blue and realized how foolishly I was acting, dancing like a damned fool when this gorgeous shorthaired girl was a few feet away, dancing by herself.

	Blue opened her eyes when I embraced her, looked startled. We slow danced, stepping on each other’s shoes. Betty Wright sang about doing it the very first time. I kissed her neck and tasted sweat. No scent other than the crack smoke in her shirt. I stopped dancing and kissed her full on the mouth, her eyes wide open the whole time.

	I kissed her nose and worked her over to the bed. I told her she was beautiful, told her I wanted her. I nudged her down on the bed, her eyes still open, and lay beside her, my leg over hers. Kissed her again. I didn’t like the way she was looking at me.

	“Can I make love to you?”

	She didn’t say yes or no, so I kissed her again and unbuttoned her shirt, found a breast, licked the tip before sucking it. One hand caressed her face while the other traced across her stomach, flat and taunt, to the inside of her pants. 

	Blue said stop and I hesitated, my hand still there, right there. Her pubic hair felt like silk.

	“I need you,” I said, knowing that sounded cheesy, but now my package was hurting from the want of her.

	Blue grabbed my wrist. “Let me up, John.” Sounding serious about it, frightened too. I didn’t move. “Let me up, dammit!” she snapped. “Let me up!”

	I got off her. “What’s the problem?”

	Buttoning her shirt she said, “I do dope, but I don’t do tricks.” Before I could respond she was off the bed, snatching up the remains of the eight ball, heading out the door. “You want that there’s plenty around here.”

	She slammed the door.

				

				* * * * *

	

	The blistering cold air from Canada blew across the plains, stopped in Kansas City, and decided to stay. It was a different cold than what I was used to in Arkansas; it got me to thinking about frostbite, toes and fingers turning dark colors, a doctor telling me he had to do some cutting. 

	Homeless on the street I would be flirting with death in that cold. Why on my third day there I huddled in the lobby early in the morning, five o’clock, with two brothers and three Latinos, waiting for some guy named David to put us to work.

	A black pickup truck towing a trailer filled with weed-eaters and lawn mowers stopped in front and one guy said, “There he is--’bout time.”

	David, white, tall, long face, in a gray parka, stopped me as I was getting in the bed with the others and asked my name. I told him and he said, “You don’t wanna work let me know now. Something turns up missing or I catch you fluffing off, I’ll kick your ass and call the police, understand?”

	I nodded and hopped in the truck.

	Six strangers, teeth chattering, we huddled close together as David drove down I35, through downtown, across the state line into Kansas, exited off Shawnee Mission Parkway and stopped in front of a huge antebellum surrounded by a sea of leaves. David gave me a rake and a handful of garbage bags and told me to get busy. 

	I raked slow at first, to keep my body from defrosting too quickly. After lunch I raked fast, to keep my body from freezing up again.

	Fifty dollars richer I headed back to my room. Blue was standing in the doorway watching paramedics haul a body downstairs. I walked past her, thinking she was still upset about the other night.

	Blue said, “They’ve found Dennis.” I nodded, fished in my pocket for the key I’d removed from the broomstick. “Are you hungry?”

	She had a microwave in her room, a crock pot, TV, CD player, mini fridge, books on the floor, on the unmade bed. On the wall above the dresser was a black-and white poster of a beautiful woman with flowers in her hair.

	“Phyllis Hyman,” she said, handing me a bowl of stew and crackers. “Be Careful How You Treat My Love, you remember that?” She sang a few lines but I couldn’t place the singer. “Don’t Wanna Change The World?” Still didn’t ring a bell. “God, you Arkansans are behind the times, aren’t you? Haven’t got over the novelty of an inside toilet, have you?”

	The stew was lukewarm but it tasted good. 

	“You Are My Starship, I know you remember that. Norman Connors?” Blue said. I nodded. “Phyllis sang background.”

	“What has she done lately?”

	Blue frowned. “She’s dead.”

	I scooped up another bowlful out of the crock pot. “You related to her or something?”

	“Hell no, I’m not related to her. Look at her. She’s beautiful. I’m…” She sat down in a plastic chair next to the door and stared at the picture. “Phyllis knew what I know.”

	“What’s that?” She didn’t answer. “You’re beautiful. No kidding. You are, and you’re not wearing makeup like she is.”

	Blue looked at me, a curious look in her eyes. 

	My gaze moved to her breasts in a gold crochet sweater. Man, they stood straight up.

	Blue said, “You wanna do something?”

	Raking leaves in the cold I’d managed an erection thinking about her, reliving my hand in her silky patch, the taste of her mouth. Hell yes, I wanted to do something.

	“Ecastsy or crack?” Blue said. “I got a few dollars.”

	That wasn’t exactly what I had in mind. “Crack.”

	I still couldn’t believe I’d swallowed a pill with a skull and crossbones on it. It made me act stupid, dancing and shit, made me horny. I didn’t need a pill to get horny.

	Blue came back with a fifty-dollar rock and I told her I had to be careful, not mess up all my money and end up on the street in the cold.

	“You can stay with me,” she said before lighting the straight.

	That sounded good, but I remembered Zelda showing me the door once the crack and money ran out. “It’s cold as hell up here, I can’t take any chances.”

	Blue exhaled smoke and started laughing. “You can take the boy out the country but you can’t force him to use public restrooms. John, you can trust me. I don’t fuck people I like.” She handed me the pipe. “I like you.”

	There was a knock at the door.

	Blue opened it before I could hide the pipe and the rock. A slim, neat-looking man in a gray business suit walked in, glaring at me with the pipe in my hand.

	He asked Blue outside and I could hear them arguing, the man’s voice loud and angry.

	She came back in with a white envelope in her hand.

	“Your boyfriend?” She said no. “Ex-husband?” No. “Friend?” No. “Uh…” I was searching for a synonym for sugar daddy.

	“He’s my brother. Gene. He’s an accountant. Say, you like to gamble?”

	To my surprise she had a car, a black Jeep Cherokee, a little over twenty thousand miles on it. She stopped at a dilapidated yellow house on Prospect Avenue and came back with a bag of pills, these pink with a smiley face. I said no thanks when she offered me one.

	She laughed. “Okay.” Popped four of them in her mouth. “When the blood clot in your leg burst, don’t say I didn’t warn you.” She thought that was funny.

	Just then my left leg started acting up. On the sly I rubbed it. She saw me and howled with laughter. My leg threatening to explode and kill me, I laughed too.

	At the Isle of Capri, a tan-and-blue, yacht-shaped casino banked on the Missouri River, Blue gave me fifty dollars and told me not to forget her if I hit the jackpot. The quarter slot machine clanged out a few quarters every now and then but quickly ate up twenty dollars. Gambling wasn’t for me.

	Blue was sitting at a blackjack table, several stacks of different colored chips near her elbow. She told me she was winning and I sat beside her and watched, declining each time she invited me to play a hand.

	Three in the morning we arrived back at the motel and stayed up till the sun came up, talking, smoking crack. Somehow I hopped on the back of David’s truck and accomplished a day’s work raking and bagging a ton of leaves.

	Three days later, the routine unchanged, I was barely able to crawl into the truck. 	

	David told me, “You fall out in one of my customer’s yard, I’ll kick your ass and call the police!”

	That evening Blue didn’t answer my knocking but the door was unlocked. She was in bed, fully clothed, shoes on, a pillow over her head. I lay beside her and woke up the next day just in time to go to work. When I got back she was still in bed, in the same position. I checked her breathing, asked if she was okay. She didn’t respond. I rolled her onto her back. Her eyes were wide open but blank…a dead stare.

	“Blue, you okay?” She didn’t respond. “Talk to me, Blue, you okay?” Nothing.

	I figured all those damn Escatsy pills, and the numerous prescription pills lined atop her commode, had worn her out. But the next evening I came back and she was still in the bed. Jesus, she had to have gotten up and gone to the bathroom, hadn’t she? I patted her jeans; dry. 

	When The Tonight Show went off I got up and checked her pockets, found a bag of pink pills in the front and flushed them down the toilet. Put the pipe in my back pocket. In one drawer was her purse, filled with money. I took it to my room; came back and straightened the room up a bit before walking to the lobby and calling 911. 

	The operator told me to stay there until the paramedics arrived, but I went to my room and looked out the window. A fire truck came first, and I wondered why they dispatched it to a possible OD. 

	Three paramedics went into Blue’s room and two of them rolled her out on a stretcher a few minutes later. A policeman was out there talking to onlookers, their words misting in the cold air. 

	When everyone left, I regretted not going out and telling them her name, Blue. She popped pills and smoked crack, but she was a good person, a nice person. She looked good too. She wasn’t fucked up like the rest of the dopeheads around here…Yes, she is.

	You, too.
	I got to thinking about all the shit I’d done in the last few months. Thinking about Spanky led to thinking about getting a rock, which would erase all the shit in my head. 

	I started for the door…stopped. One rock would lead to another and then another. Once I started I couldn’t stop. All my money gone, I would get Blue’s money out of her purse. And that would be one more shitty thing I didn’t want to think about.

	The people upstairs arguing, it took forever for me to fall asleep.

				

				* * * * *

	

	Saturday morning I walked to the lobby and asked the man behind the Plexiglas for Blue’s last name. He wouldn’t tell me. A snide Arabic comment was on my tongue, but I swallowed it, remembering that Blue’s full name was on the prescription bottles in her bathroom. I was in there when Blue’s brother walked in, caught me holding her presciption bottle.

	Looking frightened and disgusted, he said, “What the hell are you doing?”

	“Jerry, I’m looking for Blue’s name. Guy up front wouldn’t give it to me.” He wasn’t believing it. “What hospital she’s in?”

	“That’s none of your damn business. I’m calling the police.”

	He started out the door and I rushed after him, touched him on the shoulder. “Look, man…”

	He turned, frowning and brushing the trench coat where I touched him as if bird shit were there. He and Blue didn’t look related at all, same skin complexion but his features were rounder, even his head, under a combed but nappy-looking small afro.

	I said, “Blue’s my friend. She’s the one helped me out when I got here.”

	He got a cell phone out the pocket of the trench coat. “Tell the police.”

	“Jerry, I wish you wouldn’t do that.”

	“My name is Gene,” he said and flipped the cover on the cell phone.

	Where the hell I get Jerry from? “Gene, I was the one call the paramedics for Blue. I got her purse in my room, all her money’s there.” He hesitated. “You want, I’ll give it to you.”

	He snapped the cell phone shut. “Go get it.”

	I did, and he looked at me differently when he opened it and saw the money there.

	The cell phone back in his pocket, he said, “You from Mississippi?” I told him no. “You talk like you’re from Mississippi. You had breakfast?”

	In a tan Volvo, Gene drove me to a Denny’s on Front Street, five blocks down from the Isle of Capri Casino. He ordered a cup of coffee and I a Grand Slam breakfast and a glass of grape juice.

	I said, “You don’t mind, we leave here I’d like to visit Blue.”

	He shook his head. “I just left her, I’m not going back today.”

	“What hospital she’s in?”

	He stirred his coffee, added cream but no sugar. “What intentions you have for Blue?”

	“I told you she’s my friend.” The waitress brought my plate. “What hospital she’s in? I can find it.”

	“If she wanted you to visit her she would’ve told you where she was going.”

	The pancakes were stiff. “She was out of it, Gene.”

	“Has she told you anything about her past?”

	“No.” The eggs were hard, greasy.

	“I didn’t think so. Blue isn’t my blood sister. My parents adopted her when she was twelve years old. Her mother, Sissy Cartwright, was a heroin addict. She was in jail when she learned she was HIV positive, hung herself with a sheet the next day. Blue behaved fairly well the first two years living with us, then she started hanging with bad girls, started doing drugs, hard drugs. Excuse me, but I didn’t get your name.”

	“John.”

	“John, my parents provide for her financially. Blue doesn’t have to live in that rat hole. She chooses to. That’s my point. I’ve tried to explain it to my parents. Some people you can’t help. Some people are born losers. Drugs, alcohol, smoking, promiscuity, they’ll find something to ruin their life. It’s sad, tragic, unfortunate, but all the money in world can’t help them. The welfare of the weak shouldn’t be the burden of the strong.”

	The food suddenly tasted spoiled. “What?”

	“You heard what I said.”

	“What happens when your turn comes around?”

	Gene didn’t answer.

	“What the hell you trying to tell me, man?”

	“I’m telling you it’s bad enough my parents are supporting a doper who gave up on life a long time ago. But I’ll be damned if I sit by and…” He trailed off, sipped his coffee. “This isn’t Blue’s first time in the hospital, and I doubt it will be her last. The last thing she needs is a man in her life. In her condition it won’t take much to tip her over the edge.”

	“She’s twenty-two years old, right?” He nodded. “Then she’s grown! Let me tell you one other thing.” I wiped my mouth, tossed the napkin on the plate and stood up. “I got a job, I don’t need your mama and daddy’s money.” 

	“Where you work?” he said. “Where?”

	I walked out.

 

 

 

 

 




 

 

					

				Chapter 27

	

	

	A white van delivered Blue in the same clothes she’d left in to her room in a wheelchair. She’d been gone two weeks. The crap her asshole brother said stopped me from immediately going over to see how she was doing. An hour later we both stuck our heads out the door.

	“You okay?” Her skin looked pale, but her eyes were bright.

	“I’m fine. Why did you call the cavalry?”

	“I thought you were dying.”

	Blue mumbled something and stared at the seagulls flying over the landfill a rock’s throw away. She invited me in and I sat down on the bed. 

	“Do me a favor,” she said. “Never give my brother anything that belongs to me.”

	“Okay.”

	“You wanna do something?”

	She’d changed into a blue jogging suit, dual white stripes running down the sides, the tips of her breasts obvious in it. “Yeah, I sure do.”

	“I’m talking cocaine, what are you talking about?”

	Pulling that top off. “I stopped getting high, haven’t smoked anything in two weeks.”

	“Really?” 

	“Why would I lie?”

	Blue, leaning against the doorframe, crossed her arms, covering the tips. “Two weeks, huh? Are you attending meetings?”

	“What meetings?”

				

				* * * * * 

	

	In a conference room on the second floor of a Methodist Church in North Kansas City, I sipped coffee and watched Blue hug several people, more than one asking where she’d been, what she’d been up to.

	Everyone, a dozen or more, took a seat in metal chairs placed in a circle. Blue sat next to me, her legs crossed, a whiff of vanilla about her. 

	A muscular, biker-type said, “Hi, my name is Roy and I’m a dope fiend and a alcoholic.”

	 Huh? 
	The guy sitting next to him gave his name and said he was a drug addict. I looked at Blue; she was whispering to the woman on her right. 	The confessions were working around to us. She hadn’t mentioned any of this during the drive over. I pretended to read the Narcotic Anonymous book Blue had given me.

	Blue’s turn, she said, “My name is Blue, I’m a drug addict and alcoholic.”

	Everyone was waiting on me. “Uh…my name is John…and I came with Blue.”

	Blue burst out laughing.

	A white woman said, “What’s important is that you came. One day at a time.”

	No one here struck me as a drug addict, except the obscenely tattooed Roy, and even he was neatly dressed in a starched camouflaged shirt, khaki pants, and hiking boots. Middle-class blue-collar workers and housewives with too much time on their hands.

	A short, geeky-looking white boy named Glen was talking. I guessed him a pothead. Or a caffeine addict. He mentioned a million dollars and got my full attention.

	“…that’s how much I spent on drugs. I’m not bragging, I can’t believe it myself. My wife, Liz, ex-wife rather, she says it was more than that. See, my rationalization was, ‘I’m not doing crack, heroin, meth, therefore I’m not a drug addict.’ But I was spending over a thousand dollars a day on painkillers. Oxycontin, Dilaudid, Percodan, Demerol, you name it. On the street one pill cost twenty to a hundred dollars.” He tapped a finger on his temple. “Popping thirty to forty pills a day and I’m not a drug addict, huh?

	“The printing shop my dad owned he opened in sixty-two, forty-one years ago. It was the only job my brothers and I knew. My son was supposed to work there. In one year I ran it into the ground. Half the million I mentioned came from checks I wrote on the shop. My mom and my brothers wanted to prosecute me, but my dad wouldn’t hear of it. He and mom are now living in government housing, bankrupt, too old to start over again. But I wasn’t a drug addict, huh?” He paused, lighted a cigarette.

	The entire room was silent, everyone watching him, this lanky, baby-faced white boy in a green plaid shirt, green Dockers, and penny loafers.

	He continued: “Liz and I were arguing one day. She said if I didn’t have a problem give her the pills. I did. A few hours later I told her to give them back. She wouldn’t. I demanded she give them back. ‘No, you said you can take em or leave em. You’re leaving these.’ I hit her…with my fist. I’d never hit a woman in my life. She fell down and I hit her again and again, until she told me where the pills were. But I wasn’t a drug addict, huh? I didn’t use crack, heroin, meth, huh?

	“My son, Bryan, called nine-one-one. Dad, the same man I’d sent to the poor house, posted my bail, begged me to get help. Three days later I was back in jail, caught in a drugstore after closing time. The judge gave me a break, sentenced me to three months in rehab. I wasn’t a crackhead, I didn’t belong in jail or rehab, huh? My first night there I sneaked out, copped some Dilaudid, came back and pretended all was well. Next day I was on my way to prison.

	“That’s when I started thinking maybe I had a problem. When I was being led to a cell and all the homeboys were jeering at me like I was a piece of meat, I knew I had a problem. Three years, two months, nine days and fifteen hours, that’s how much time I spent in prison the first trip. I wasn’t sexually assaulted…I was raped, more than once. When I got out I swore I would never go back, but I started doing the same thing that led me there, popping painkillers. 

	“Six months later I was arrested again, forging a prescription. I started praying. I broke down in front of the judge, told him I was a drug addict, I couldn’t stop using, please don’t send me back to prison. He sentenced me to a year, but this time I wised up, went to NA meetings like this one, talked to a counselor. It finally sunk in. My problem wasn’t painkillers--I didn’t pop em in prison; I could live without them. My problem was my inability to deal with my problems. Anger, resentment, frustration, guilt, especially guilt, kicked my ass. 

	“The gist of it was, I didn’t like myself. Painkillers told me I was okay, told me there was nothing wrong with my thinking--everyone else was fucked up! Not me! Huh?” He laughed. “Addiction is a cunning liar, very convincing. The book says it’ll lie and lead you to one of three places: jail, an insane asylum, or a cemetery. I’ve been to jail, also done a three-week stint in the nuthouse, so there’s only one place left for me to go. Twenty-nine-years-old I’ve got a lot of life left, and I don’t want to go there. No doubt about it, I am a drug addict. I’ve been clean two years and four months now, and I intend to stay clean, one day at a time.”

	Everyone started clapping. The meeting ended with everyone standing and holding hands and saying a prayer. 

				

				* * * * *

	

	Before us was a tollbooth entrance to the World of Fun Amusement Park. Dark, the loopy roller coaster ride looked like a steel dragon. Behind us, over a hill, a current of headlights and taillights flowed north and south on I435. 

	Blue was eating a Wendy’s double cheeseburger and sucking on a Frosty. I wasn’t hungry; my mind on Doreen, where it had been since leaving the meeting. Elvis sang In The Ghetto on the radio.

	Chewing, Blue said, “At first I didn’t like that song. Thought Elvis was playing the race card. Mac Davis wrote it. My mother loved Elvis.”

	“What?”

	“Glen’s story struck a nerve, didn’t it? Reminded you of something, or someone, didn’t it?” 

	She sucked on the Frosty; the sound grated on my nerves.

	I said, “Why are we here?”

	“I come here sometimes, enjoy the quiet. My mother used to bring me here. Are you married?”

	“Sorta, why you ask?”

	“Sorta? Either you are or you aren’t.” 

	The cup was empty, but she kept sucking on the straw, like a damn kid.

	“Do you have to do that?” 

	“Am I getting on your nerves?” I didn’t answer, and she sucked louder. “Your wife, what’s she like?”

	A silly damn kid. “What’s your husband like?”

	“I don’t have one.”

	“What’s your boyfriend like then?”

	“I don’t have one. Never had one. You’re my first boyfriend.”

	“You’re lying.”

	Blue leaned over and kissed me, quick. “No, I’m not,” she said, laughing, and started the Cherokee.

	Back in her room, Blue said, “John, you take something out you need to put something in its place. A balance. Something to keep your mind occupied till you’re stronger.”

	The drive back, I told her I wasn’t attending another Narcotic Anonymous meeting. I didn’t need to spill my guts to a group of strangers to stay clean.

	“What you have in mind?” The kiss made me want more.

	Blue crossed the room and picked up a book on the floor. “Reading,” she said. “It works for me sometimes.”

	“I don’t read books.”

	“John, if you don’t read you’ll get stuck. Stuck on very few ideas. Stuck on the last opinion you heard. Stuck on stupid.” She sat in the middle of the bed. “Come here.”

	I lay my head on her thigh. Blue opened the book and began to read.

	The beginning eluded me; I was too focused on her body, the silky patch only a few inches away. I crossed my legs to conceal an erection. 

	Then the story captured my attention. Sounder, that was the title, written by William H. Armstrong. The main character, The Boy, was so poor his parents couldn’t even afford him a name. His father stole a ham to feed his family, the police came and arrested him, shooting the dog, Sounder, on the way out. 

	I’d seen the movie version, but the book was far more interesting. Or maybe it was the way Blue read the story, her voice clear and even, as if she were reading to an audience.

	In the morning I woke up with Blue in my arms, both of us fully clothed, the book still in her hand. I kissed her softly on her pretty lips and got up and got ready for work.

	Nine hours later I walked into Blue’s room and an atrocious odor hit me. I thought the commode had overflowed.

	Blue was standing over a pot on the hot plate, smiling. “I cooked you a country dinner. Chitterlings and crackling corn bread.”

	I looked in the pot at three chitterlings swimming in gray, greasy water. The smell almost gagged me. She had to be kidding. “Did you clean them?”

	“That was the hard part. A ten-pound container and only three looked worth keeping. I threw the rest out.” She took a plastic container out of the microwave. Black bumps broke the surface of half the cornbread. “I wasn’t sure if the crackling went on top or you mixed them in the batter. I tried both.”

	She wasn’t kidding.

	Blue put two chitterlings and a slice of cornbread on a paper plate and handed it to me. “Tell me what you think.”

	Hurt her feelings or die of cholera?
	The cornbread was soggy with chitterling juice but still crunchy, the cracklings not fully cooked. I put the plate on the dresser. “Delicious. Mmm mmm. Let me wash my hands.” In the bathroom I gargled with Listerine.

	When I came out Blue handed me the plate again. “Taste them. I need to know before I cook them again.”

	“No,” I said, putting the plate down, “I want to taste you,” and kissed her. Her lips tasted like peppermint. We kissed a long time and then I tried to work her toward the bed. She resisted. “What’s the matter?”

	“I don’t do tricks, John. I’ll grind, but that’s as far as I go.”

	“Grind? What’s that?”

	“We do it with our clothes on.” She moved to the bed, lay on her back. “Come here, I’ll show you.”

	A long time we grinded, humping with clothes on, the equivalent of handless masturbation. Each time I tried to pull out the package, or pull down her blue jeans, she said, “Uh-uh.”

	I got up, had had enough, the package sore and rubbed raw. But for the satisfied look on her face, I’d have told her that people from Arkansas didn’t grind.

	Later, we were sitting in a theater watching Training Day. Not once in the movie did Denzel grind--the one sex scene he and the girl took off all their clothes.
Blue clapped at the end. All was fine with her: she’d grind.

	In the Cherokee she said, “You didn’t like the movie, did you?” 

	“It was okay.” 

	Blue took my hand and rubbed it against her face. “You want to go home and grind some more?”

	No, I’d rather jerk off with sandpaper. “We’ll see when we get there.”

				

				* * * * *

	

	Three weeks later, I moved in with Blue. It made sense: I was at her place day and night. Blue cooked dinner and I threw it out once her back was turned. Weekends we went to the casino or a movie. At night she read to me, and now we were halfway through Manchild in the Promised Land, by Claude Brown. 

	Blue said Zora Neale Hurston and BeBe Moore Campbell were her favorite authors, and said I should discover my favorite authors on my own. But I simply couldn’t get into a story unless Blue was reading it. 

	I started sleeping in my shorts, but Blue kept her clothes on, in case we decided to grind in the wee hours of night. We’d grind twice more since the first time, me thinking that it would excite her to do the real thing. Wrong. Painfully wrong.

				

				* * * * *

	

	Three days before Thanksgiving, a Monday afternoon, rain mixed with sleet falling outside, Blue in the bed snoring, The Price is Right on the television, the smell of those shitty chitterlings permeated the furniture. 	

	I was bored, actually wishing I was raking leaves, not used to sitting around all day. I eased the door shut behind me, walked to the pay phone in the lobby and called Mama collect. A pleasant surprise, Alfred accepted the call.

	“How you doing, Alfred? Mama asleep?”

	“Yeah, she is. I’m doing fine.”

	“Uh, you didn’t tell her what happened, did you?”

	“I’m afraid I did. Blood on the porch. I couldn’t lie to her.”

	Shit. “How she take it?”

	“Bad, very bad. She got better, but then that boy come over and asked about you. They got to cussing each other when he told her he was gonna do something to you.”

	“Spanky? He come to the house again?”

	“He looks like a Spanky, damned fool. Your mama bought a gun.”

	“What?”

	“Sure did. She waiting and wishing for him to come back.”

	My head started hurting. “Alfred, take care of mama, will you? I know it’s my fault, but don’t let anything happen to her, okay?”

	“I’ll do what I can. Your mama has a gun. I don’t get in the way of a gun.”

	“She’s not going to shoot you, man. You know what I’m talking about.”

	“Uh-huh. Another thing, your wife come here and left you a letter.”

	“What does it say?”

	“Hold on, let me go get it.” He took a while coming back. “It’s in an envelope, you want me to open it?”

	“Yes, Alfred, open it and read it to me.”

	“Hold on, let me get my glasses.” 

	I got excited. Doreen had finally discovered the true Dokes, a black militant with a perverse fondness for white furniture. She wanted us to get back together. Dokes’ baby would present a problem…Hell, we’ll give it to a zoo. 
	Alfred returned to the phone. “You sure you want me to open it?”

	“Yes, Alfred.”

	I heard paper rumbling and he said, “Top says State of Arkansas. Then it says Divorce Decree. Says Doreen Dough versus John Dough…”

	The phone slipped out of my hand, and I didn’t pick it up.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

				


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

				Chapter 28



	

	Blue was still asleep. There was a rock on the dresser, and a small piece in the straight in my hand. I hadn’t smoked in over a month. 	Blue sat up the second the lighter flicked on. Sheet lines imprinted in her face, she said, “What you doing?”

	I inhaled the smoke, exhaled, and said, “I don’t know.”

	Blue crossed to me, pressed my head to her breast, caressed my neck, then took the pipe out of my hand and hit it. She gave it back and said, “Damn, you were gaining your weight back.” Pause. “You talked to your wife?”

	“No, my stepfather.”

	“And he told you something you didn’t want to hear about your wife?”

	The lighter flicked but didn’t light, the fluid low. “You got a lighter?”

	Blue said, “There’s one in the car. It’s open.” I came back with it and she said, “Your wife the reason you cut your wrist?”

	The smoke went down the wrong pipe, made me cough. “I didn’t cut my wrist. A guy stabbed me.”

	“I’m sorry to hear that. I mean, I was hoping you said your wife. There’s a source for the pain it might pass, at least I would think.”

	“What pain?”

	Blue came over and took the pipe again. “The pain of breathing.”

				

				* * * * *

	

	Thanksgiving Day, a smoked turkey sitting in the middle of a cherry oak table, six people including myself sitting around it, Blue, her octogenarian parents, Doyle and Kathy Hunt, and Gene and his wife, Luann, a petite woman wearing too much makeup and too many necklaces over a champagne-colored column dress.

	Blue and I were on a four-day binge, and had smoked a rock in the car before walking up the marble steps to an aqua-green two-story Colonial with brass bars in the front windows. Kathy, in a floral dress with a kimono waist wrap, opened the door and hugged Blue and then me, saying, “Blue, you finally snagged you one.”

	Blue said, “He’s married.”

	“Oh,” her wrinkled face twisting up, rheumy eyes telling me I was no longer welcome.

	She led us across a glossy pinewood floor through the foyer, the living room, well-kept antique furniture there, into the dining room where everyone was waiting.

	Doyle, suspenders over a white shirt and black tuxedo slacks, shook my hand, called me Johnny though Blue told him my name was John. The old boy looked good for his age: eyes bright, good posture, a few wrinkles lining his brow, and a little hair left which he combed forward to cover the shine. 

	Gene, in his high-dollar blue business suit, didn’t shake my hand, didn’t acknowledge Blue. His wife hugged Blue, told her she looked good, asked where she bought her clothes, a red vest over a white shirt, red-and-white striped skirt and red shoes. Blue didn’t say. The woman looked me over head to toe, her expression the same as her husband’s, disgusted, but she let it slide, directing her focus and conversation at her inlaws. 

	Gene, however, scowled at me as his father said grace, scowled at me as he himself carved the turkey, scowled at me now as he chewed, reminding me of Aunt Jean.

	High, inappropriately dressed in jeans and a black cotton sweater Blue had bought for me, I was ready to go, kept looking at the big grandfather clock in the living room. 

	Just like Aunt Jean, Gene wasn’t courteous enough to wait till everyone finished eating before talking shit.

	“John, I seem to have forgotten where you said you worked.” 

	Putting me on the spot in front of his folks. 

	I didn’t answer, kept lapping up the watery dressing. Now I knew why Blue didn’t have a clue cooking chitterlings. 

	Gene harrumphed and Blue said, “He works for David. David McCuen Landscape Service.”

	Gene daintly dabbed the corners of his mouth with a red napkin. “A lawn specialist?”

	I mouthed “Fuck you,” and he threw the napkin at me and stood up, saying, “Don’t you dare talk to me like that in my parent’s house!”

	Luann said, “Gene, honey, sit down. What’s the matter?”

	“He know what he said. He’s pretending he didn’t say it, but he said it.” He had that right. “I don’t want him here. He’s not welcome.”

	Doyle said, “Sit down! Don’t forget where you are. I’m the only one says who’s not welcome here.” Gene sat down, no longer scowling, looking now as if he were ready to kill. Doyle smiled at me and said, “Johnny, you’re welcome here anytime. You’re the first fellow Blue brought by for us to meet. She needs a man in her life, somebody to look after her.”

	Kathy said, “He’s married.”

	The old man’s goiter bobbled up and down in his neck. “Married? What you doing with Blue if you’re married?”

	Blue said, “We’re cohabitating, Daddy. John is from down south, where you grew up, Daddy. Arkansas, next door to Mississippi.”

	Doyle groaned and shook his head, though not hard enough to shake the piece of turkey taped to his bottom lip.

	“I’m not married,” I told him. “I was married three days ago. My wife divorced me.”

	“Are you planning to marry Blue?” Kathy asked.

	“Anything’s possible.” I winked at Blue. “Who knows?”

	“What happened to your wrist?” That was Luann, helping her husband point out the negatives.

	I looked at the scar on my right wrist and said, “A guy stabbed me.” They were all staring at me, Blue smiling. “I witnessed him beat a man with a monkey wrench, told the police on him. He didn’t like that, tried to kill me.”

	Doyle shook his head again, this time sending the piece of meat flying. There was an uncomfortably long silence, no one eating.

	Gene said, “You and Blue are a perfect match. Both of you are crazy.”

	Later, Blue helped her mother clean up while Doyle and I retreated to the den and watched the Dolphins beat up on the Cowboys. Gene and his wife had gone, leaving abruptly without saying good-bye to anyone. 

	During halftime, Toby Keith performing, Doyle sipped Southern Comfort from a flask and said, “Blue is fragile, very fragile. Promise me you won’t break her.”

	I promised him I wouldn’t.

	It was dark when we left with a month’s supply of leftovers. 	Freezing cold. A sheet of sleet covered the ground but the streets were clear. Blue and I held hands as she drove west on Interstate 70. 	Passing the Chiefs and Royals stadiums, next door to each other, Blue said, “Thank you, John,” and kissed my hand.

	I didn’t respond, thinking about Doreen, wondering if she told Dokes she loved him, wondering if she danced naked for Dokes, wondering if she and Dokes were still doing it despite her belly getting bigger.

	Blue stopped at the house where she bought the Escatsy pills and came back with a bag full of them. She swallowed a handful, started laughing and kissed me. From there we went to the casino and she played five-dollar blackjack till three in the morning.

	Back in the room, we smoked crack and listened to a Donny Hathaway CD over and over again.

	Blue, bags under her bloodshot eyes, said, “John, you wanna grind?”

	Not really. “If you want to.”

	She lay on the bed. “I sure do.”

	Mid-grind, we both fell asleep.

	It was Friday afternoon when I woke up. Blew had the pillow over her head. I smoked the remaining crack on the dresser, then tried to wake Blue when I discovered I was broke. Shit! She gave me the same catatonic stare as before: her eyes open but not registering a damn thing. I shook her.

	“Blue, you okay?” She didn’t respond. Here we go again!


	Friday night no change, Blue still lying there, my high and the craving to get high all gone, replaced with a dreaded fear that I was sitting there doing nothing while she was dying.

	Saturday morning I shook her again, asked her if she wanted me to call somebody.

	Nothing. 

	Her heartbeat was steady, pulse was pulsing, and she was breathing normal. Maybe she wasn’t dying. Maybe she was just tired, needed some rest. Maybe? But who can go days without visiting the pot?

	Monday morning I hopped on the back of David’s truck and decided if Blue wasn’t up when I got back I would call 911 again. 

	David got out and said, “Looks like you’re the only one today. Hop up front.” I hadn’t noticed.

	Inside the heat blew out the vents smelling of the pine tree air freshener hanging from the rearview mirror, the radio on an oldie rock station, AC/DC wailing Back In Black, ankle-deep trash on the floor. 

	David, drinking coffee and chewing tobacco, said, “Your first day I didn’t think you’d work out. Thought I’d have to kick your ass, run you off, call the police. Winter the work slows down, but spring and summer there’s more work than people wanting to.”

	I was thinking Blue wouldn’t have started back getting high if I hadn’t. 

	David said, “Spring I plan to run a second truck. Two crews. I’ll need a man to oversee the second crew, weed out those who won’t work. You interested?”

	Wow, a lawn mower straw boss. “Yeah, I’m interested.”

	In the freezing cold David and I laid sod in front of a newly built mansion in Lees Summit, Missouri. By day’s end my fingers and toes had lost all feeling. 

	Nearing the room I heard music. Heard Donny Hathaway and Roberta Flack singing The Closer I Get To You and knew that Blue had gotten up. She was in the shower when I walked in, the room cleaned up a bit, the smell of brown beans coming from the crock-pot. 

	When she came out I planned to tell her that we were going back on the wagon, this time for good. Presently the bathroom door opened and my mind went blank. 

	Blue stood in the doorway stark naked, water darkening her hair a velvet red, water dripping down her firm breasts, water dripping down her taut stomach, water dripping down into the light-brown silk patch between her legs.

	My God, she’s wet!

	Not looking at me, she crossed to the dresser, took a towel out of the top drawer and started drying herself off. 

	I cleared my dry throat and said, “Blue?” Man, was she beautiful. “Are you okay?” 

	Blue looked in the mirror and caught me staring at her butt, not that big but perfectly shaped. She nodded and then moved to the bed and lay on her back, arms folded across her stomach, legs crossed, eyes closed.

	“I’m ready,” she said, almost a whisper.

	This was so unexpected it took a long moment to determine what she was offering. 

	I started snatching off my clothes, forgetting to take my shoes off before removing my pants. Shit! Hopped to the chair, sat down and tried to kick the pants free. Shit! Pulled the pants up, kicked off the right shoe, watched it sail over the bed, hit the wall, and then tried to kick off the left. Shit! It wouldn’t give. Stepped on it with my right foot…still wouldn’t give. 

	Slow down, what’s the rush? 
	I yanked the shoelace and the damn thing pulled into a knot. Shit, shit, shit!
	Blue might change her mind, put her clothes on and insist we grind--that’s the rush. To hell with it, I thought, limping to the bed with my underwear and pants wrapped around one leg. I stood over her, her eyes clenched shut, admiring her body. 

	When I reached to touch her thigh she said, “Do you think you need a condom?”

	“Yeah. Do you have one?”

	Blue shook her head.

	Shit! “Okay. I’ll go get one, okay? Don’t move, okay?” She didn’t respond. “Just stay right there, okay? I’ll be right back. Don’t move!” 

	One shoe untied, the other the shoelace in a knot, shirt unbuttoned, pants unzipped, I casually stepped outside and then started running, took the steps four at a time and slid to a stop before Squeaky’s door. 

	“You got a rubber?” I said the second he opened up.

	Squeaky, sweating, looked both ways and said, “Naw. I can’t go in bareback, I don’t go.”

	“What?” I heard people inside. “Ask your company if one of em got a rubber.”

	Squeaky closed the door and took a long time before returning. “Naw, nobody got a rubber. Try a drugstore.”

	There was a gas station two blocks away. I started running, making sure not to step on the shoelace that kept whipping out in front. 	Not yet six and it was already dark, getting colder. 

	The gas station man was talking to a customer, an attractive brunette in a mink coat, chatting it up, taking too damn long.

	When she left I told him I wanted to buy a condom and he gave me a funny look and said, “In the bathroom.”

	What? 

	He handed me a key welded to a tire iron. People in Missouri don’t take chances with their keys. Above the commode in a dirty bathroom was a condom machine that dispensed two brands of condoms and a Love Kit. I put three quarters in the Rough Rider slot and turned the knob. Nothing. Came back after getting change from the man and tried the French Tickler slot. Same thing. Nothing. 

	I went and told the man. He said, “I guess it’s out.”

	No shit. “Don’t you stock it?”

	“Nope. Vendor’s machine. You know your fly open?”

	In my mind I could see Blue stepping into a pair of faded jeans, her favorite, the ones she liked to grind in.

	The gas station man said, “There’s a QuickTrip on Highway Two-Ten. They got condoms.”

	“Where’s it at.”

	“Two miles north the street over.”

	I considered walking back to the room, asking Blue to use her car to go to the QuickTrip. That was risky: she might say, “John, that’s too much trouble. Let’s grind.”

	I started walking, past blocks of warehouses, open fields, railroad tracks, and a large hill with caves that eighteen-wheelers entered and exited.

	The QuickTrip had condoms, all kinds of condoms. Ribbed. Ultra Ribbed. Large. Extra Large. Spermicidal. Lubricated. Ultra Lubricated. Thin. Extra Thin. 

	Sheer vanity, I chose Extra Large.

	Almost two hours later I arrived at the room and hesitated before opening the door, wondering if praying for Blue to be naked in bed was blasphemous. God, I hoped she was. 

	The room was pitch black. Unusual; Blue kept the bathroom light on day and night. 

	I locked the door. “Blue?”

	“Yes.”

	You still naked? “You okay?” She said yes. “I got the condom.” Silence. “I had to go to the QuickTrip.”

	“You walked? You could’ve driven the car. You didn’t have to walk.”

	Put the condom on now or wait till I get in bed? “No problem, I needed the exercise.” 

	This time I took my time taking my clothes off, though I had to break the shoelace to remove my left shoe. As quietly as possible I opened the box and took out one condom, for some reason not wanting Blue to hear it. 

	I crossed to the bed and said, “Blue, where are you?”

	“Right here.”

	I reached out and, shit, touched cloth. I moaned, and Blue said, “What’s the matter, John?”

	“I should’ve told you this day one. Blue, grinding ain’t…it ain’t natural. It’s not unnatural, but you know, it’s not the real thing. It’s like going to a fancy restaurant and only licking the spoon. It’s like--”

	“John--”

	“--stopping short of the finish line when you’re in the lead. You know what I’m saying?”

	“John, I’m--”

	“It’s frustrating. That’s what I’m trying to say. It’s painful too.”

	“John--”

	“See, a man’s body not designed for revving up and not taking off. Grinding cranks the engine, but that’s it, nothing else. The engine and the transmission need to hook up, grind some gears…Not grind, I mean interlock, interlock smoothly. Get the wheels rolling and let off some steam. You know what I’m saying?”

	“John--”

	“Bottom line, grinding makes my testicles hurt, tender and sore the next day when I’m at work. Everyone can tell I’ve been grinding the way I pick up stuff--legs spread like a damn giraffe, not bending down all the way so I don’t put pressure on--”

	Blue slapped my arm. “John!”

	“What?”

	“I’m bare under the sheet.”

 

 

 

 

 

					

 

 

 

 

 

 

				Chapter 29


	

	Johnny Cash’s Man In Black played loudly from the room upstairs, the ceiling vibrating. An aggravating combination: rednecks and high fidelity speakers. 

	I was kissing Blue’s ankle, taking my time.

	Blue said, “John, promise me you won’t hate me tomorrow.”

	Her skin tasted like a Payday candy bar, sweet and salty. “I won’t.”

	“You promise?”

	I licked the inside of her thigh. “Trust me, Blue, I’ll never hate you.”

	He scent was fresh, the smell of coconut. Her silky pubic hair brushing my forehead, I considered the oral proposition. Uh-uh, it ain’t that serious! I skipped to her stomach.

	Blue said, “Things will be different tomorrow, John.”

	Johnny Cash was singing Folsom Prison Blues, the prison audience sounding as if they were in the room. I moved to a breast, sucked on it. The condom was in my hand and very much on my mind. When was the right time to put it on?

	“It’s important to me that when everything is over you don’t think of me as a weak person.”

	I grunted uh-uh. Putting the condom on before getting started seemed tacky.

	“I’m not weak, John.”

	Stopping the flow--“Holdup a minute, let me put this condom on!”--seemed uncool.

	“I’m not weak, John. I’m tired.”

	“Blue, you sure you want to do this?” 

	“I’m sure,” she said, not sounding enthusiastic at all.

	If she’d said no, I would have been physically unable to work a month.

	I rolled to her left, opened the condom and put it on, in the dark, not sure if I’d done it right.

	The second I got on top of Blue she said, “Don’t hurt me, John. Please!” She sounded scared.

	I kissed her, and could tell she was grimacing…then tried to enter her. She was too tense.

	“Blue, baby, you act like this is your first time. I’m not going to hurt you.” I kissed her again. “Promise.”

	With my hand I found entrance, guided my way in a bit…Blue gasped, started moaning. I kissed her, this time finding her tongue, sucking on it. And pushed halfway in. Blue started shaking her head side to side, but I held on. She bit my tongue and I still held on, tasting blood in my mouth. Another push and I was all the way in, started rocking.

	Johnny started Ring of Fire and I rocked faster, focused on the electricity coursing through my body, faster and faster, tingling my toes, faster and faster, shocking my brain…Blue screamed and I kept rocking, faster and faster…Then we screamed together, drool dripping out of my mouth, and I collapsed down on her. Electrocuted. Shit! 
	I caught my breath…whispered her name, but she didn’t respond.

	“Blue, baby, that was electrifying. I’m not lying. I’ve never experienced anything quite like it.”

	Blue started crying.

				

				* * * * *

	

	The hayseeds upstairs had finally given Johnny a much needed rest. A sex scent in the air, the room was dead quiet. I was utterly confused. If Blue had cried for a few minutes, no big deal: some women cry after sex. But Blue had cried a long time, fifteen minutes or more, not responding to my asking, “What’s the matter, baby?” again and again. 

	I had to ask the question: “Blue, was it that bad?”

	She didn’t respond, got up and turned the CD player on, Donny Hathaway, who I was almost as sick of hearing as Johnny Cash.

	When she got back in bed I said, “The first time, Blue…I’ve been wanting you a long time. I was anxious, too anxious. It’ll get better, I promise you that.”

	Blue said, “January thirteenth, nineteen-seventy-nine, Donny jumped from the fifteenth floor of the Essex House hotel in New York. Did you know that?”

	“No, I didn’t.” Nor did I care.

	“Two years later I was born, same day and almost the same time Donny did his swan dive. The same year, in July, my father along with a hundred-something people fell to their death from a catwalk at the hotel.”

	“Are you serious? Same hotel?”

	“No, this was at the Hyatt hotel here in Kansas City. My father worked at the Ralston Purina plant, a forklift driver; he had no business being there. That’s what hurt my mother more than anything else. She thought he was cheating.”

	The room went silent again.

	I pulled her close and kissed her shoulder.

	Blue said, “The insurance money and the lawsuit made Mother a rich woman. We had it all, new house, new cars. The roof fell in when I was nine, when Mother met Cecil. He was younger than she. Tall, dark, baby-faced, long jet-black hair down his back. He acted the gentleman, but he was a smackhead. Everything changed. Mother started sniffing smack, stopped taking me places, started leaving me alone days at a time.

	“Two years later we were flat broke, living in the projects. Cecil left when the money ran out and moved in with another man in the same building.” She paused. “I wonder did Cecil know his status. I understand it’s a virus, anyone can catch it, and there shouldn’t be the stigma attached to it. But if you know and carry on business as usual, don’t inform those who should rightfully know…that makes you one degenerate piece a shit!” 

	The first time I heard anger in her voice.

	Blue continued, “One day the news showed this little white girl who exposed her mother’s drug habit. Everything worked out. The mother entered rehab and the girl was hailed a hero. Next day I took a syringe to school and told the teacher my mother was mainlining smack. Automatic expulsion. Two days later the police kicked the door down and beat Mother and hauled her off to jail. A month after they told me my mother was dead.”

	A long pause.

	“They told me my mother was in heaven and if I behaved I would see her again. A long time I had a need to believe that. But it’s a lie, John. Eternal life after you die? My mother isn’t looking down at me from heaven. She’s dead. That’s all. At peace but dead.”

	I hugged her tight and she said, “John, have you ever been tested for HIV?” I told her no. “You should. Substance abuse puts you at a higher risk for HIV.”

	“What about you, have you been tested?”

	“I don’t need to be tested, John.”

	That didn’t make sense, but I didn’t speak on it.

	Blue said, “John, you stopped using a month all on your own. One day you’ll quit for good. The last thing you’ll want to hear that you contracted HIV.”

	“Blue, baby, we both can quit, like we did before. You want me to get tested, I’ll go get tested.” I kissed her chin, not sure of her lips in the dark. “I’ve hurt too many people, Blue, I got to quit. I was wrong bringing you down with me. I promise I’ll never do that again.”

	“John, you use drugs to avoid pain. I use drugs to stop the pain.”

	“What’s the difference?”

	“You’re still in love with your wife, aren’t you?”

	“A little bit.”

	Blue laughed. “See? John, honesty is the key to recovery. Be truthful with me. You and your wife had a good relationship till you started smoking crack?”

	“Sorta. It wasn’t perfect, but it was okay.”

	“When she kicked you to the curb, you realized how much you loved her?”

	“Yeah. What’s up with this, Blue? You’re a psychiatrist now?”

	“Okay. One last question. Who the hell duped you into smoking crack?”

	No way could I answer that.

	“Somebody turned you on. A woman? She wired you up to keep her high on?”

	“What you talking about? That didn’t happen.”

	“John, it’s cocaine, not Coca Cola. Somebody give it to you has an ulterior motive for doing so.”

	“Go to sleep, Blue.”

	“Okay. Final question and I’ll let it go. You see you and your wife getting back together?”

	“Ex-wife. Nope.”

	“Why not?”

	“She’s pregnant by my best friend. Ex best friend.”

	“Ouch! That does make reconciliation difficult.”

	“Blue, all that’s over now. History.” I found a breast, squeezed it. “You’re all the woman I need.”

	“You don’t love me, John.”

	I said, “Let me work on that,” and took the breast in my mouth. A perfect fit. The package in a rush to be delivered, I pulled her on top of me, Blue moaning now. I poked around for the opening in the silk, wetter than before, found it, palmed Blue’s buttock and pressed down, the initial going in the sweetest thing I’ve ever felt, Blue getting into it now, taking it all in, rocking slow at first and then picking up speed, grunting, begging me not to stop. 

	“Blue, baby, I can’t…I can’t hold it!” Shit!
	Her body went stiff, then she started shaking, and fell on me gasping for air. I laid an arm on her back and she jumped, her muscles twitching involuntarily.

	Breathing hard, Blue said, “Tomorrow, John, don’t hate me. Please don’t hate me!”

				

				* * * * *

	

	Sunlight illuminated the holey, slime-green curtains. The digital clock on the CD player said a quarter till five. I would have to hurry to catch David. Blue was still asleep, her mouth half opened.

	In the bathroom I used wire pliers to turn on the hot water faucet in the shower. Brushed my teeth. Stood over the commode…and froze, got real scared. There was dried blood where it shouldn’t have been.

	I hurried back to the bed, threw the sheet back. More dried blood, a lot more.

	I shook Blue awake. “Baby, you should’ve told me.”

	Blue pulled the sheet back over her. “Told you what?”

	“You should’ve told me, baby.”

	“I told you. You didn’t believe me.”

	A long time I held her, kissing her face, neck, telling her over and over that she should have told me.

	“John, aren’t you going to work?”

	“Baby, I do yard work. Leaves pile up, leaves blow away. Who cares?”

	“Go to work, John.”

	God, she was beautiful. Not a blemish on her face. Perfect teeth. What the hell she see in me? A sad look in her brown eyes. 

	“Okay, baby, I’ll go to work.”

	“John, hug me before you go.” Tears brimming in her eyes.

	I hugged her and said, “Baby, soon as I get off I’ll be right back. Next week we’ll get a phone so I can call you from work.”

	“Good-bye, John.” A tear rolled down her face. 

				

				* * * * *

	

	David was waiting in his truck when I walked up. I hopped up front and he said, “Next time I’m not waiting on you.” 

	It was cold, but there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. A beautiful day, a very beautiful day. David drove to a Spanish-style mansion in Olathe, Kansas, where he and I raked leaves and cleaned out a large pool shaped like a piano.

	Around noon we went to a bar and grill across from a Target Superstore. David said lunch was on him and I ordered a barbecue sandwich, fries, and a coke. He ordered ribs and a Michelob. 

	The dining area and the lunch crowd were small, pictures of the Chiefs on the walls, miniature NFL helmets lining the top shelf behind the bar. No music. 

	David said, “What you on today?”

	“Huh?” 

	“Man, you’re working so fast you making me tired looking at you. What you been smoking?”

	“I ain’t smoked nothing, man. I was out there dragging ass, you’d complain about that. I’m just working, man.”

	David stared at me. “A woman, ain’t it? It’s all over your face.”

	You could work for a black man a hundred years and not once would he ask of your personal life. A white man thought history and minimum wage went hand-in-hand.

	David took out his wallet and showed me a picture of his scrawny, cockeyed wife. “Married fifteen years. Your girl looks better than my Amy?”

	See, what I tell you? 
	“No, David,” I lied. “Very few women can match your Amy.”

	David was still smiling when the waiter returned with the food. The barbecue was fatty, hard to chew.

	I spit a piece of gristle into a napkin. “I thought Kansas City was famous for its barbecue.”

	“You ain’t in Kansas City.”

	After the meal David ordered another beer. Not ten minutes later, another.

	“David, you think we should get back to work now?”

	He laughed, a beer glow in his eyes. “We’re done for today. You ran through the work so fast. I got another house lined up for tomorrow. Order a beer, I’m buying.”

	“Thanks, but no thanks. I’m ready to go home.”

	“You got it bad, don’t you?”

	Driving back, David talked about his wife, his three-year-old son, Junior, and his cat, Tabby, who had recently scratched Junior, prompting his wife to call Animal Control. The man came to relocate Tabby and David threw a fit. 

	“I told him he touch my cat I’d kick his ass and call the police.”

	I wondered if David had ever kicked somebody’s ass without calling the police. 

	He continued rambling and I tuned him out, thinking of Blue, a warm feeling spreading throughout my body, exciting the package. Twenty-two years old and no man had ever touched her. Except me. She’d had a hard life. Mama and daddy both dead. An asshole stepbrother. Whatever it took I wouldn’t let anyone hurt her again.

	Hell, we could get married. Why not? I was divorced. We could have kids. I’d work and she’d stay home and watch the kids. Two jobs if I had to. 

	“Blue, honey, from now on I’m taking care of you.” I couldn’t wait to see her face when I told her that.

	David stopped the truck in front of the lobby and told me he’d see me in the morning.

	I said, “Yeah,” and hopped out, started running to the room. The door was unlocked. Blue was still in bed, in a fetal position, the sheet over her head to toe. I’d worn her out. Got behind her, kissed her head through the sheet.

	“Baby, I got off early today. David told me I was working too fast. I was thinking about you, working my ass off. You hear me?” She didn’t respond. I patted her butt. “Blue, baby, I’m going to take care of you. I promise I’ll never hurt you. Yes, I still love my wife. Might as well be honest about that. But it’s over. It was over when she caught me with the pipe and I hit her. I’ll never hit you, Blue, I swear before God I won’t. You hear me?”

	Nothing.

	“Baby, at some point we need to start thinking about marriage. Not right away, but, you know, it’s something we need to think about. I’m a one-woman man. Honest. You’re all the woman I need. All the woman I want. You’ll never have to worry about me cheating on you because I won’t. Promise. Baby, do you hear me?”

	No response, I reached under the sheet and found a breast. “Blue?” Her skin felt cool to the touch, clammy, breast like liquid putty in my hand. “Blue?” And just then I smelled the sickly sweet scent, close, coming from…“Blue!”

	I threw the sheet back and almost fainted. 

	Her eyes were wide open, the pupils cloudy and fixed. Her skin was a dark purple, the same color of her tongue, split in two, sticking out of clenched teeth. Dried blood filled her nostrils. A pool of reddish-pink vomit emanated from her mouth, spilling onto the sheet to the side of the bed.

	I screamed, “Blue!” and started shaking her. “Blue, wake up! Get up!” An empty pill bottle rolled onto the floor. “Dammit, Blue, wake up!” I pulled her to me and she came up in the same position she was lying in, her hands in prayer under her head. “No, Blue, no! Snap out of it!”

	Seconds later I was in the lobby, running to the pay phone, a man on it. “I need to use the phone, man!” He couldn’t have cared less. I pushed him off the stool and snatched the receiver in one motion. “Now, dammit!” He got up and came toward me as I was dialing 911. “You don’t want to fuck with me now, man!” He did the right thing. 

	The paramedics came in as I was carrying Blue to the bathroom, to put her into the tub filled with warm water. 

	“Dammit, just don’t stand there, help her! Please!”

	The short one said, “Put her on the bed, sir.” 

	I laid Blue on the bed, but the paramedics didn’t attend to her, just kept looking at me as if I was crazy. “Man, what you doing? Help her! Do something! Dammit, do something!”

	“Sir, she’s in rigor mortis. There’s nothing we can do for her.”

	I fell to my knees. “Please! Help her! God, please help her!”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

				

				

				Chapter 30



	

	The sign said Little Rock was ninety-three miles away. I’d been on the road seven weeks. Friday, March 13. It was five in the evening. Already dark. Light traffic. Deer grazing alongside the road. 

	This stretch of Interstate 40, between Fort Smith and Clarksville, was under construction, bumpy, hard on the kidneys. 

	I hoped Mama wouldn’t faint again when she saw me. That gave me an idea.

	“Yo, Danny?” A grunt came from the sleeper. I called him again. 

	The curtain slid open and Danny Ross worked his way to the passenger seat. He grabbed a pack of Marlboros on the dash and said, “Where we at?”
 	Each time he got up, day or night, he always asked the same thing, even when he was the last one driving. The Marlboro had a funky smell, like manure burning. 

	The safety director asked me did I prefer a non-smoking trainer. I said no, it didn’t matter to me. Danny smoked three packs a day. When he wasn’t smoking, he was coughing, his face turning crimson red, doubled over, sounding awful. 

	I said, “We’re almost to Little Rock. I haven’t--”

	He started coughing and beating his chest with a fist. I stopped eating with him at truckstops and he had the nerve to ask why. 

	Thirty-five-years-old, Danny looked like an old man, deep wrinkles crisscrossing his face and neck, gray hairs streaking black hair he never combed, and, like Dokes, he was fond of wearing the company uniform, black shirt and pants, every day.

	When he caught his breath I said, “I haven’t seen my mama in five months. She’s not going to believe I’m driving a truck. I was wondering if I could drive the truck to her house in the morning. Surprise her.”

	Danny, in his raspy voice, said, “I don’t see why not.” He rolled the window down, let the cold air in. “You’re the best student-driver I’ve trained. Honest. You’re not gonna have any problems when you get your own truck. Tell you what, drop the trailer at the yard and then drop me off at the house, bring it back Monday morning.”

	Though Danny probably gave me emphysema, I liked him. The truck driving school was a waste of time and student loan money. Danny taught me the ins and outs of commercial truck driving: how to fudge a log book; how to bypass DOT scales; where to find a parking spot when the truckstops were full; how to spot black ice.

	Danny said, “Wake me up when we get to Little Rock,” and got back in the sleeper.

	Next week I would be on my own, no Danny to wake up and ask what to do when I got in a bind. I couldn’t wait. My pay would increase from three-fifty-a-week training salary to twenty-five cents a mile, empty or loaded. Hell, I could easily drive four thousand miles a week--though not legally. A thousand dollars. Benefits would kick in too. Medical. Dental. 401K. Stock options.

	An Arkansas state cruiser zipped by, misery lights on. Bright red lights in the distant. Stopped traffic. Twenty minutes later I crawled by a wreck illuminated by emergency vehicles, a small car upside down in the median, flares blocking off the passing lane, a state trooper waving traffic through, a sheet-covered body on a gurney parked in the rear of a coroner’s van.

	A moment I was back in Kansas City, being escorted out of Blue’s room by a detective, the van pulling away with Blue in a body bag, me stopping at the door to take one last look at the room and noticing for the first time that Phyllis Hyman’s picture was no longer on the wall.

	Past the wreck, I popped the clutch into ninth gear, set the cruise to seventy-miles-per-hour.

	God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference. 
	I’d remembered that from the NA meeting Blue and I attended, and each time I thought of her I said it to myself. I’d said it a thousand times.

				

				* * * * *

	

	At his house in Jacksonville, ten miles north of Little Rock, Danny’s fat wife struggled up into the truck and contributed to the cancerous fog with a pack of Winstons. Danny told her about the time he woke up in Wyoming and I’d taken the wrong highway and somehow ended up in Yellowstone National Park.

	“Honey, I’m looking out the window at a herd of buffalo stampeding alongside the truck. Big, humongous damn things! I say, ‘John, where we at?’ His eyes wide, he say, ‘We in hell, Danny!’”

	They thought that was hilarious.

	Thirty minutes later I parked the truck minus the trailer on Wolfe Street in Little Rock and got out and walked up the steps to a gray building, where the newspaper said NA meetings were held Monday, Wednesday and Friday.

	The meeting was already in progress when I walked in. I took a seat, listened to talk about the eighth step, the one about making amends to the people you’d harmed. That seemed a good way to get your ass kicked: “Yo, man, I can’t pay the money I stole from you, but I’m sorry.”

	Zelda crossed my mind. It wouldn’t help matters apologizing to her, but I could do something for her boys. Clothes or something. 

	Feeling eyes on me, I looked up into the face of a man sitting across the room. Smiling at me. A black Kangol golf cap on his head. Black shirt under a black leather coat. Black silk pants. Black cowboy boots. Eddie Murphy? No.

	Fifty?

	He nodded. It was Fifty. At a NA meeting? I couldn’t believe it.

	When the meeting ended I walked over and he hugged me before I could speak.

	He feigned hitting me in the stomach. “Look at you, done got fat. Stomach all big and shit.”

	“Man, you look just like Eddie Murphy in that black shit. I looked up, thought you was him switch-hitting in Little Rock.”

	Grinning, Fifty said, “You know I don’t play that shit. Only thing sweet about me is…” He noticed two women standing close by.

	I said, “Let me show you something,” and crossed to the door. He followed me down the steps, across the street to the truck.

	When I unlocked the door, Fifty said, “What you doing?”

	“Hop in, man. I’m running this action here.” He climbed up into the passenger seat and I got behind the wheel and tapped the dome light on. “I’m a trucker now, man.”

	Fifty looked around before settling his eyes on a picture of Danny and his wife taped below the air brake valve. “Cat, you stole that man’s truck. I’m the hell outta here!” He reached for the door handle.

	“Naw, man. He’s the guy who trained me. What kinda fool you take me for? I’m legit, man.”

	“No shit?”

	“No shit. Look at this.” I took out my wallet and showed him my CDL (Commercial Driver’s License). “Next week I get my own truck.”

	“Where’s the white cat?”

	“He’s at home.” I turned the key and the Caterpillar engine snorted and roared to life.

	“What is this, a Peterbilt?”

	“No, this is a Freightliner. This baby can pull fifty thousand pounds up a hill ninety-miles-per-hour.” A lie, but Fifty didn’t know that. 

	“I’m looking at you, but I can’t believe you. You’ve stepped up, moved on. A truck driver--I can’t believe it.”

	I turned the light off, killed the engine. “I can’t believe seeing you at a NA meeting. But it’s all good, man. Keep going. How long you been clean?”

	Fifty said, “Let’s talk over a cup of coffee,” and got out of the truck.

	I thought he was going back inside the building, but he walked past it to a black Acura halfway parked on the sidewalk. As he was getting in the car, I said, “They got coffee inside.”

	“Yeah, but they don’t have privacy. Let’s go to a Waffle House.”

	“I’ll follow you in the truck.”

	“C’mon ride with me. You showed me your new wheels, let me show you mine.”

	The Acura was used, over eighty thousand miles on the odometer, leather interior, heated seats. We were on Interstate 40, the speedometer on ninety, Fifty bragging about the horses under the hood.

	“BMW ain’t got shit on this,” he said. A radar detector on the dash started beeping, a red light flashing, and Fifty slowed down. “Do me a favor, will ya?” He grabbed the radar detector and handed it to me. “Put this in the glove compartment.”

	A gun was in there, a long gun. A .38, maybe. The door wouldn’t shut with both the gun and radar detector inside.

	Fifty said, “Put the gun under the seat. Be careful, it’s loaded.”

	Instead I put the radar detector under the seat and closed the glove compartment. “You out the street life, why you need a gun?”

	“Protection. Say, did I tell you about Cindy? She joined the Church of Latter Day Saints. Moved to Colorado.” He took the Maumelle exit and drove to the Waffle House across from the Shell truckstop, where Danny and I had stopped a few hours earlier.

	“Oh, yeah. That’s a good thing.”

	“Yeah, maybe the Mormons cure her incontinence.”

	Inside, in a booth, over two cups of coffee neither of us drinking, Fifty said, “What made you decide to drive a truck?”

	“Didn’t have much of a choice, man. I’d just come back from KC, living at the Rescue Mission, depressed. Got into a fight with an old bum over a bunk and he started talking shit about me being young and nowhere to go, how sorry I was, that kind of shit. Next day I walked to the unemployment office and the girl told me about a trucking company hiring inexperienced drivers. I jumped on it. Graduated first in my class. I got my uncle to thank for that. He taught me the basics of truck driving.”

	“That easy, huh? Bum cracks on you and you pull it together?”

	I laughed. “Man, I wish. It’s an uphill battle, but I’m working it.”

	“Excuse me a minute.” He pulled out a cell phone. “Hey, baby, I just got out of the meeting…Yeah…Right now I’m sitting at Waffle House with a partner of mine, a good partner…You don’t know him…Yeah…Steak and eggs, I’ll get it…I’ll see you in a bit…I love you, too.” He put the phone back in his coat. “Bitches, they think you don’t buy em something you don’t love em.”

	Out the window I stared at the trucks parked across the street, a few with their running lights on, smoke billowing out of exhaust pipes; the drivers probably asleep in their bunks.

	Fifty said, “How long you been clean?”

	“I asked you first.”

	“Two months. You?”

	“Three, four months, I don’t know. There’s no way I’ll ever do drugs again, so I don’t count. Every now and then I have a dream about getting high, that’s as close as I get. If I can catch a meeting once in a while, fine, but if I can’t, no problem. I’m not worried about using again because it’s not happening.”

	“What really happened?”

	“I let a girl die.” This was the first time I’d talked openly about Blue.

	“An accident?”

	“Not really. I wasn’t fucked up on that shit I would’ve seen it coming…stopped it. The shit drives you crazy, man, and you don’t even realize it. A train bearing down on you, loud as hell, and you hear it but you don’t hear it, just sit there on the tracks waiting for the wreck.”

	“You loved this girl, didn’t you?” I nodded. “More than Doreen?”

	I stared at a heavyset man behind the counter, headset on, nodding to the music, flipping somebody’s burger with his bare hands. In New York all the cooks wore plastic gloves.

	I said, “Two different women. I loved them both. Messed up a good thing two times.” I poured sugar into the coffee, but didn’t drink it. “You know, one of the advantages to trucking you can’t run from yourself, plenty of time to think. You’re fucked up, you either deal with it, go crazy, or start using again. I choose to deal with it.

	“Long before I put a pipe in my mouth I was fucked up. Several times I thought about hitting Doreen, thought about whooping Lewis, her son. Why? Because they weren’t doing what I wanted them to do, thinking how I thought they should think. It was all about me, what I wanted, when I wanted it. I wanted Doreen’s love, respect and attention, and I didn’t want her giving that to anyone but me, not even her son. Crack multiplied all the bullshit--the fears, jealousies, resentments, insecurities--to the tenth power, and then my world got real small.”

	Fifty crossed his arms. “That’s deep shit…very deep shit.”

	The waiter came with a coffeepot, saw the full cups and turned.

	I said, “Not really. You want deep, read Malcom X, the autobiography. Alex Haley wrote it.”

	“You reading books now?”

	“Hell yeah. Forget the movie, this man reinvented himself two times. Petty criminal to minister. He goes to Mecca, discovers Islam accepts everyone regardless of color or ethnicity, and he reinvents himself again.”

	Fifty waved the waiter over, ordered steak and eggs to go. “You’re a Muslim now?”

	“Hell no. I didn’t make a good Christian. And I’m never giving up pork ribs. I’m just telling you about a helluva book, man. You heard of Walter Mosley?” Fifty shook his head. “Man writes damn good mysteries. John Ridley, another brother, wrote A Conversation With The Mann. A damn good book.” Fifty looked bored now. I said, “Tell me what’s been happening with you?”

	“Nothing much.”

	“What made you come clean?”

	Fifty gave me a look, the same look when he stared out the window thinking the police were sneaking up on him.

	I laughed at him. “What’s up, man? I know you didn’t wake up one morning and decide to come clean. What happened?”

	His face loosened up a bit. “I got sick and tired of being sick and tired. Down in New Orleans with my unc he’s got this crack hoe living with him, a fourth his age, leading him by the nose. I caught her clipping his wallet--he’s out drunk--and I put a foot up her ass, tossed her out. Month later she comes back the day he gets his social security check, tells Unc I thirsted for her nookie nectar, her exact words. I tried to put both feet up her ass and Unc jumps on her side, calls the police. A clue to get to stepping. Driving, like you say, gives you a lot of time to think. It was time for me to come clean.”

	The waiter brought Fifty a box and he said, “You ready to go?” I nodded and he laid a five on the table and handed the waiter a ten. “Keep the change.” 

	It was foggy outside, a light mist falling, the smell of barbecue wafting from the restaurant next door. Fog was a dangerous thing on the highway. 

	Inside the Acura, Fifty said, “My girl lives close by. I’ll drop this off, run you back to your truck.”

	“I’m not in a big rush.” He backed out of the parking lot, drove up to the red light. “Man, what you doing tomorrow evening?”

	The light turned green and Fifty drove across the bridge over Interstate 40, brisk traffic east and west. 

	“Nothing. Why?” 

	Through another green light. Left a block later, past a liquor store. Another truckstop across the street from it. Road Runner.

	“I’m going to surprise my mother in the morning. She don’t know I’m trucking.” Down a dimly lighted street, shotgun houses on either side. “In the evening I’ll be looking for a ride to a little town down south.” The street was a dead-end. Fifty stopped in front of a white frame house, no lights on inside it. “There’s some boys down there I’d like to give some clothes. You take me down there I’ll buy the gas, pay you for your trouble.” The fog was thicker here.

	Fifty nodded, the light from the instrument panel casting a red glow on his face, the paranoid look there again, along with something else. 	

	“Yeah, I can do that. No problem. Chill a minute, I’ll be right back.” He turned off the headlights, opened the door and stopped. “I got a tape you might like listening to.” He dug between the seats and produced a cassette tape, stuck it in the radio, got out and closed the door. “Be right back.” 

	I watched him go inside the house, but didn’t hear a knock. The aroma of steak and eggs floated past when I rolled the window down. Fifty had forgotten the box in the back seat.

	The tape started playing, Fifty’s voice instead of music. 

	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

				


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

				Chapter 31



	

	Fifty had recorded the tape outside somewhere. I heard children playing in the background, the sound of traffic, wind whistling. The second I heard his voice I sensed this was going to be bad, something I didn’t want to hear.

	“One-Forty-Fifth social club, out there on Pratt Road, that’s where I first saw her. Eighteen-years-old, gorgeous face, knockout body. She was on the dance floor in a black leather tank top, chain-link front, leather hot pants, leather sandals going up Barbie doll legs--getting down, out there all by herself, Karyn White and Babyface singing Love Saw It, all the men looking at her, wanting a piece of it, all the bitches jealous, wishing she trip.

	“I strolled up to her table, ignored her ugly girlfriends sitting there, took her hand, kissed it, asked her if she wanted to dance. She hesitated, thinking Who’s this old cat slobbering on my hand? But I was clean. White silk shirt, white Derby, white silk pants, eight hundred dollar white leather shoes. Yeah, I was clean. Smooth, too. Average cat on the dance floor out there doing stupid shit. But I know how to dance. Each move she made I was right there, matching her step for step, Freddie Jackson singing Rock Me Tonight. Damn, that was a good time.

	“Closing time, two in the morning, I offered to take her to breakfast. ‘No thanks.’ I asked for the digits. Tells me she’s in college, UALR, no phone in the dorm. A polite lie. So I gave her my number. Didn’t think she’d call, erased her outta my mind. Three days later she’s on the line telling me about this college cat broke her heart. That’s all I needed to hear. Payback pussy is the best pussy. But I didn’t come at her like that. I wined and dined her. Five-star restaurants, comedy clubs, concerts, shit like that. 

	“Next thing you know, I’m sprung, can’t get her off my mind, worried about who’s she with, what she’s doing. This all before I even hit the pussy. Started thinking all kinda crazy shit--marriage, job, a house. See, I was worried once she found out I wasn’t a business consultant she would drop me. Can you believe that? Me, Fifty, worried a bitch kicking me to the curb? That’s how I knew I was sprung.

	“The average bitch look at your ride--I was driving a ninety-two Jag then--the Franklins you pulling out your pocket, and don’t say nothing. But she wasn’t the average bitch. Every day she questioning me about the consultant job, detailed questions, shit only a sucker doing it know about. Had to tell her to mind her own business. ‘You get outta school, start working in the real world, you ask me about my job.’ A do-nothing bitch woulda got mad, raised hell, but a bitch knows what she wants, has a half-ass idea how she’s going to get it, says to herself, ‘Okay, I’ll show you.’”

	A plane sounded overhead and Fifty waited for it to pass. Already I knew where this confession was going. It was cold inside the car now, but I was sweating, thick drops dripping down my face, my back. My throat felt dry, and I could hear my breathing.

	The roar of the plane faded and Fifty continued, “Four months later she’s living in my apartment. I told all my bitches to stop coming by, don’t even call. So-called friends, too. Don’t even write a letter. She went to school, I hustled. We fucked every night, every morning. I couldn’t get enough of her and she couldn’t get enough of me. She loved my paintings, told me one day someone would recognize my talent. Then she got pregnant, got worried, thought a baby might stop her from pursuing her career. I said, ‘You do what you feel is best for you. Whatever you choose I’ll stand by you.’

	“Though I wanted to, it’s best not to tell em go get rid of the sucker. I did that once, never heard the end of it. Nine months later she dropped it in my lap, a wrinkled little shit cry all the damn time. Said she named it after me. I was supposed to be proud. The party’s over. Hustling pay better than a forty-hour week, but hustling sorta seasonal, dry spells, no money coming in. A cat by himself no problem, but a cat buying Huggies and formula for a sucker shitting and crying all damn night, a major headache.”

	Something was telling me to leave, stop listening to this crap, get out of the car and start walking. Now! But I couldn’t move. 

	“So I got a job. At Tyson. Standing up all day killing chickens. A chickenshit job. I took a shower at the plant, put on my business consultant clothes before I went home. Reminds you of the shit you were doing, don’t it? Thangs clicked fairly well for three months, then the bottom fell out. I got off work and the man waiting for me with a warrant. Parole revocation. I stopped paying the thirty-five dollars I was supposed to pay every month. Forgot about it. Nine hundred and fifty dollars in arrears. I had that in my pocket, but those bastards took me to jail, zipped me through a hearing and sent me back down. Bullshit! Pure bullshit!

	“I called her up, told her what was happening. She hung up on me. The last decent conversation I had with her. Now I’m back in Cummins on the hoe squad, writing letters every night, laying my heart out in every line. She didn’t write back. Wouldn’t take collect calls. I damn near went crazy. Less than a year I would get out, the wise thing to do was keep my mind and my ass in the same place, forget about everything on the outside. But I couldn’t get over her not answering those damn letters.

	“Six months later I’m on work release, three months to go and I’m free, working over there at Goldenwood for fifteen cents an hour. Ring a bell? You started there right after I left. Cat named Tucker, you know him? Big, black crazy sumbitch? Anyway, you know how they do it down there: drop work release off early in the morning, make em wait outside for it to open. Rain, sleet or snow. One morning I slipped round back where the sawdust trailer is, hooked up with an old girlfriend and had her drive me to my apartment. She wasn’t there, moved out. In ten minutes Goldenwood would be opening up, but I said fuck it, told the bitch to drive me to the West End. Walked up to her mama’s house and knocked on the door. Nobody answered. Cars in the driveway, and I heard that sucker crying.

	“I got back on the job fifteen minutes late and nailed those cheap-ass picture frames together like I did every day. Lunchtime they called my name on the intercom. I started for the back door and this short, fat, four-eyed pecker tackled me, and him and this other pecker held me down till the screws came. A miserable Monday! They said I escaped. I said, ‘How the fuck I escape I’m on the damn job?’ Next day I’m back on the hoe squad! A one-year bullshit revocation parlayed into a jive-ass five-year escape conviction.

	“I walked outta Cummins and she’s still on my mind as the day I walked in. Caught a cab and went directly to her mama’s house. I’d just done five years in the joint partially on account of her ass. We had serious issues to discuss. Her mama told me she was married now, told me to leave her daughter alone. That was a blow to the gut. Married? A few days later I find out where she’s living, the cat’s name she’s married to. This where it gets interesting. I walked to her apartment complex--no wheels yet. I don’t see her, but I see this cat walk out the apartment I’m scoping. 

	“I’m looking at this cat thinking This can’t be him! This cannot be him! This cat the apartment flunky or something, the one unplug the commodes, stick his hand in the garbage disposals. I watch him go to a gray Cadillac, start washing it, looking at it like it’s a woman. Next day I come back. Goddamn! The same cat walks out the apartment again. The punk-ass, T-shirt, jeans and tennis shoes wearing no-class, nerdy cat as the day before. And he starts washing the Cadillac again! I could not fucking
believe it! Maybe the cat just slumming on the weekend, you know? Monday morning he puts the suit on, goes to the office. Wrong! He works at Goldenwood, cheap-ass, hire-any-derelict-off-the-street Goldenwood. You figured out who I’m talking about?”

	I stared at the house, still no lights on. I thought about Mama. She wouldn’t get to see me stepping out of an eighteen-wheeler. Tonight I was going to kill a man, no ifs ands or buts about it, and the next time my mama saw me would be in prison.

	The tape continued: “I go to her job. She’s working at the Magnet School on Roosevelt Road. Walk right up to her in the teacher’s lounge. I say, ‘You replaced me with a cat dress like a bum, work at a sweatshop?’ She’s cool, says, ‘Make this your last time in my face. Next time I’ll call your parole officer, tell him you’re stalking me, harassing me on my job.’ Hadn’t seen her in five years and she’s talking to me like I’m a chump.

	“Considered thumping her ass right then and there, but I didn’t. Chilled. Walked away. A few months later I’m riding through the area in the BMW, sees there’s a party going on. Got my cowboy hat and boots on, but I’m clean. Thought why not step in a minute. Doreen opens the door. Yes, if you haven’t figured it out yet, Doreen. The same Doreen used to scratch my scalp, clip my toenails if I asked. The same Doreen I used to paint pictures of Olive Oyle, sign I Love You on the back. The same Doreen I spent five years in the joint over.”

	My breathing calmed, I stopped sweating and my heart stopped racing. 

	“Doreen opens the door and calls me everything but a child of God, yells at me to get the hell out of her apartment. That ain’t the worst of it. Her nerdy, no-class husband wearing the same shit at a party he probably wore to work that day steps in my face, asks me what happened. Two things stopped me going ballistic. One, in the joint you learn early to respect a cat’s house. Don’t matter the cat’s a punk, dress like Pee Wee Herman, you don’t do that. Two, the look on the cat’s face told me Doreen hadn’t told him word one about me. I wondered why. So I left.”

	Still calm, I took the gun out of the glove compartment and checked the cylinder. There was a silver bullet in each visible chamber. I only needed one.

	“Riding round I remember Doreen and I had a son. Our son! My son! By now he’s potty-trained, or should’ve been, and I had a right to see him. I drive back. Everybody’s leaving. Party’s over. I ring the doorbell. ‘Bitch, I want to see my son!’ But Doreen doesn’t come to the door. The nerd again! Back to rule one of penitentiary living: Don’t diss a cat in his house. Spur of the moment shit I gave you a rock. Remember that? You probably didn’t know what the hell it was.”

	The talking stopped and the tape clicked over to the B side. A cat screeched. Mama was probably at work now. Maybe she wouldn’t hear the news until she’d gotten some sleep, rested up a bit. I hoped so. 

	The talking resumed.

	“Two days later I’m cruising the hood and guess who I see in front of the liquor store close to getting his ass kicked by Willie Blades? I saved your ass, offered you a drink at my place. ‘Nah, thanks but no thanks,’ your exact words. Cindy stepped out and you changed your mind. Cindy, the white girl. Cindy, the emotional wreck. Cindy with the weak kidneys. No telling how many mattresses she’s sent to the dump. Now listen up, ’cause here’s an important point. At the apartment I laid crack out, but not once did I say, ‘Huh, try this.’ Not once. You, you the one said, ‘Let me try that.’ You the one hit the pipe to impress a white girl who pissed the bed but wouldn’t put on a Depend.

	“Remember the painting I gave you? Baby Huey? See, he was big and stupid, bustin’ up shit all the time. But that wasn’t what caused his troubles. A lotta big, stupid sumbitches live a long life. See, his troubles started when he tried to impress the wrong motherfucker. When the other ducks ran off and left him, he shoulda took his big, goofy ass home and dealt with the truth--I’m a fat fuckup and nobody wants to play with me! Instead he sat outside whining like a big bitch. See the parallel?

	“Your first hit of crack, you were all in, head first. Hooked! Next day you back early in the morning, ready to go at it again. I figured Doreen throw you out on your ass in a day or two, but she didn’t. This where I made a mistake. The painting was you up and down, and I knew once Doreen saw it, she would connect the dots and throw you out on your ass, which she did. But giving you that painting showed my hand, let Doreen know how badly I wanted her back. 

	“It didn’t matter, ’cause while you were licking your wounds whining ’bout how hard life is for a crackhead, while I was deciding the most opportune time to swoop in and comfort Doreen, your boy Dokes had already stepped in. Next best thing to payback pussy is pre-divorce pussy. Dokes was fast, too damn fast. He’d been waiting for you to stumble a long time. This where I made another mistake. See, I thought you would take Dokes out, at least try to. That’s why I let you move in. You had the gun, you had the opportunity, but you didn’t have the heart.”

	I have it now, asshole!
	“The night you left was the first night I was able to get a good night sleep. Most nights you were there I sat up all night watching TV. See, I had this nagging feeling you’d wise up and try some shit while I was asleep. I’m thinking: When this cat’s gonna put it together? When he does, what he gonna do? What’s going on here? Is he playing me, making me think he don’t know when he knows? A moron could’ve figured it out. My name and the kid’s the same. Doreen throws a fit at the mention of my name. Dokes dropping salt on me. Shit, call the Pink Panther.

	“In Houston, you chest up to me--almost got your ass kicked again!--and that’s when I realized you wouldn’t figure it out unless someone told you. You know why? You think you are better than me. You know it’s true. You smoked as much crack as I did, but in your eyes I’m not shit. I’m the ex-con, the drug dealer, the lowlife! Doreen, in your mind, would never have anything to do with someone the likes of me. Wrong! And I haven’t told you half the things we used to do.”

	My hand holding the gun started to sweat a little, but I was still calm. Heartbeat as steady as ever. Quiet. Too quiet. Soon, when the tape ended, gunfire would disturb the silence. And Fifty would be dead.

	On the tape Fifty started laughing. “Bet you want to know why I told you all this? Why I didn’t come to you face-to-face instead of putting it on tape? The eighth and ninth step, remember? Number eight: Make a list of all the people we fucked over, and became willing to make amends to them all. Number nine: Make direct amends to the people we fucked over wherever possible, except when doing so would fuck them worst than when we first fucked them.” He laughed again. “John, I didn’t start you smoking crack. You can’t blame that on me. What I did, and I’m sorry for doing it, was pay Tucker fifty dollars to fuck you up.”

	The tape ended. 

	I got out of the car and softly closed the door, crossed the yard to the porch. Hesitated at the door. Moved to the side of the house to a window, a plastic bag there, blocking the view. 

	No way Fifty forgot the gun in the car. He was waiting for me. I walked around back. If he wanted a shootout, I would gladly oblige him. Something popped under my shoe, a light bulb of something. No matter what he planned to do, he was going to die. 

	A pot filled with a putrid liquid was on the back step. The rickety screen door was wide open. I tried the knob on the back door. Unlocked. An owl hooted.

	Pitch black inside. The house smelled stale, an unlived-in odor. A lighter flicked on in the living room and I pointed the gun at it. The small blue flame moved to a candle and took hold there, illuminating Fifty sitting at a card table, a big rock and a pipe on it. No other furniture in the room. 

	He had his coat off, draped over the back of the chair. I stepped into the room, trained the gun on his head.

	His face glistened with sweat, the look of fear in his eyes, a thin smile on his lips. Trying to be cool, even now. When he reached for the pipe I saw his fingers trembling.

	I stood there and watched him light up, watched him take a big hit. It would be his last.

	When he exhaled the smoke I said, “Tell me something. I’m Baby Huey, Doreen’s Olive Oyle, and I guess Dokes is Bluto. Who the hell are you?”

	His eyes blinking, he stared at the floor, as if the answer lie there.

	“Tell me! Who the fuck are you?”

	He looked up in my face, his eyes not smiling now but his lips pulled back in a big toothy grin, the candlelight flickering on the two gold teeth, presenting an irresistible target.

	The gun exploded and Fifty’s head jerked back as he fell out of the chair. Moaning, both hands covering his nose and mouth, he got up on one knee and then stumbled back into the chair. The eyes looking at me over splayed fingers were smiling. His hands slid down his face. No blood. No hole. He was grinning, lips stretched wide, revealing pink gums, something silver between his teeth. 

	I stared at the gun, wondering what went wrong.

	Fifty spit, and something pinged off the table and rolled onto the floor. A silver bullet.

	Fifty said, “I’m the fox.”

	A noise sounded to my right, and before I could react, a gun was pressed against my jaw. In my periphery I saw Spanky’s ugly face, but couldn’t tell what color wig he had on. I recognized his perfume though; it was the one Doreen favored. Obsession.

	Spanky said, “Ask me who I am, motherfucker!”

	Looking at Fifty reload the pipe I thought about the movie Scarface. The bathroom scene made sense to me now. Tony Montana had just watched his friend die, watched him get cut up with a chainsaw. Handcuffed to a shower rod he couldn’t stop it, but knew deep down that it was his fault: but for him his friend would’ve never been in that motel room; his friend would still be alive. 

	I said, “I know who you are…I’ll never forget it. You the cockbiter in a dress!”
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				Epilogue


 

	A guy that looks like Dokes walks past my room. A woman and a boy walk by soon after, the boy looking straight at me. I hear Lewis say, “Here he is, mama.” I close my eyes, and hear high-heel and hard-bottomed shoes enter the room. 

	My sense of smell acute now, I detect Doreen wearing a new perfume, a flowery smell to it. Dokes smells of Arid underarm deodorant, the kind you rub on with your fingers. Lewis, his scent the closest to me, smells of licorice. Black licorice. I remember he also likes black jelly beans.

	Today is Easter Sunday.

	They brought in another smell, one I can’t place right off. Talcum powder with a hint of milk? A baby. I’d forgotten they had a baby.

	Lewis says, “John, it’s me, Lewis. You asleep?”

	Deal with it, open your eyes! No. Soon they will leave, and probably wouldn’t come back, leaving me with the look on their faces etched in my mind a long time.

	“John, I got a baby sister,” Lewis says. “Her name is Jenin.”

	Doreen, her voice sounding dry, says, “Lewis…” Her voice trails off.

	Lewis says, “What’s that thing in his mouth?”

	“A ventilator,” Doreen says. “It helps him breathe.”

	“He got to keep it in his mouth forever?” Lewis sounds shocked.

	No one responds.

	No physical way could I convey to them that I’m okay. No matter what I look like, I’m okay in my mind.

	Lewis says, “Who shot you, John?”

	“Lewis!” Doreen snaps.

	A long time I couldn’t recall what had happened. My last memory: driving an eighteen-wheeler at night, looking out for deer on the side of the road. I thought I’d been in a wreck. 

	Lewis says, “I’ll get him, John. You tell me who shot you, John, and I’ll get him.”

	Doreen snaps at him again and Dokes says, “Lewis, he can’t talk.”

	The sounds I’d grown accustomed to seem louder now: wheelchairs squeaking in the hallway; a nurse or CNA demanding that someone take meds; mumbling from Mr. Tubbs in the bed next to mine; a resident in the room at the far end of the hallway shouting obscenities.

	Lewis says, “Never? He’ll never talk or walk again?”

	After the first of many surgeries, a doctor told me I was lucky to be alive. Several surgeons had worked hours to save my life. “We almost lost you several times,” he’d said, and then explained that the bullet ricocheted off my jawbone and exited out the back of my neck, leaving a wake of shattered bones, leaving me what he called a C2 Complete.

	Dokes breaks the silence: “Lewis, let’s you and I step outside for a minute.”

	The more the doctor explained my condition, the more confused I got. He talked about nerve cells not able to regenerate in the brain and the spinal cord, talked about secondary damage caused by proteins invading the injured area.

	Doreen and I are alone now, and again I consider opening my eyes, looking at her. I still love her. God, I pray my body doesn’t spasm. 

	Years ago I was sitting in McDonalds eating a Big Mac and fries when a woman parked her son at a table next to mine. He was strapped in a motorized wheelchair, neck and upper torso contorted, hands curled, drool leaking out of his mouth. His mother saw the look on my face when I abruptly got up and left.

	In my mind I can see Doreen looking down at my atrophied body, my disfigured face, my hands clenched permanently into fists, the ventilator tube in my mouth, the bags collecting body fluids hanging below the bed, the same look on her face I had leaving McDonalds.

	Doreen clears her throat, but her words still come out dry. “John, your mother told me to tell you she loves you. She was coming with us, but she couldn’t make it.”

	Two times Mama had come to see me, and I was ready to give her the I’m-asleep treatment too, but she never made it into the room, collapsing out in the hallway, sobbing, calling Jesus, nurses talking to her as if she were a resident.

	It’s best she didn’t come.

	Doreen’s voice drops: “John, I was young and naïve when I met him. At eighteen I thought I knew everything, but I was clueless. He was a shyster in nice clothes, driving an expensive car. He told me he graduated from Morehouse College, was a business consultant. I believed him. His parole officer showed me his rap sheet. He didn’t even finish high school. He’d committed every crime but murder. 

	“No way could I allow my son near a man like him. The day Lewis asked me about his father I intended to tell him he was dead. He was, as far as I was concerned. You and I got married and, to me, you were Lewis’ father. His true father. Dokes treats him well, but Lewis will always regard you as his father. Not a week goes by he doesn’t talk about the barracuda you guys caught but let get away.” Her scent comes closer. “He loves you, John. I do, too.” 

	A year ago I would’ve snatched that up and run with it, thinking she and I had a chance to get back together. Now I want to tell her to go on with her life, don’t feel guilty about what happened to me, it isn’t your fault, enjoy yourself, take care of your family.

	Dokes comes back and says, “Doreen, are you ready?”

	Doreen says, “Good-bye, John,” and moments later I hear the sound of her heels grow faint down the hallway.

	A fantasy starts playing in my mind. 

	When I fully realized that I would spend the rest of my life imprisoned in my own body, whenever I started feeling sorry for myself, each of the twelve times a nurse coded me and shipped me off to the hospital--three times for pneumonia, two times for blood clots, three times for dysreflexia, and four times for decubitus ulcers--the fantasy got me over the hump.

	Fifty is sitting somewhere, usually at a bar, laughing and grinning, telling a group of people how he and his friend got away with attempted murder. Then I walk up. The laughing and grinning stop. Fifty looks at me in shock, wondering how I got there when I was supposed to be bedridden in a nursing home. I seize him by the throat, one hand, choking him. He takes a long time to die. A very long time…his eyes never leaving mine.

	I open my eyes. 

	Several of the white tiles above look pissed on, a dingy-yellow. On the far wall, gray cinder blocks, there is a jagged hole the size of a man’s head, probably made by a mentally ill resident attempting an escape. To my right is a window showing the front of Dean’s Nursing Home: a circular driveway, picnic tables, a handful of smoking residents out there puffing away, a line of trees in the background, dark gray clouds threatening rain. To my left a faded, green privacy curtain blocks my view of the cantankerous Mr. Tubbs.

	Lewis comes running into the room, holding something in his hand, something metallic that I lose sight of below the bed. 

	A hammer? 
	“John!” His voice panicky. Tears flowing freely. 

	The first time I notice he resembles Fifty. Same peanut-shaped head. Same nose, though Lewis’ is a little broader. Same mouth, thin lips. Same brown eyes that grin all on their own. 

	“John, I got something for you!” 

	Lewis removes a plastic tray from the stand near my bed. “John, you deserve this.” 

	Too frightened to close my eyes.

	Lewis puts something on the stand. It isn’t a hammer, but the moment I realize what it is, my head feels like I’ve been hit with one.

	“John, I haven’t used it much. It’s almost like new. I want you to have it.”

	It’s a DVD/CD player, the exact same model I bought for him and later sold for crack.

	Lewis pushes a button and a cartoon appears on the small screen. Monster Inc.

	“This the only movie I got. I got some CD’s I’ll bring you next time I come see you.” He wipes his nose with the collar of his white shirt. “I gotta go, John. Mama waiting for me.”

	He turns to leave.

	Blowing hard, I free my mouth of the vent, muster everything I have inside me and say, “Lewis…I’m…sorry!”

	It’s more of a wheeze than actual speech, but he hears it, understands it.

	Lewis moves to the bed and gently puts the vent back in my mouth. “It’s okay, John. You hang in there, okay? I’ll come back to see you.”

	I watch him leave.

	In the window lightning streaks across the sky. Seconds later thunder quakes. The lights flicker off and on. And then it starts raining, soaking the pillow behind my head.

 

				

				The End
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