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The Past, Present and Future of Evelyn Heppel
‘I love the wild beauty of it,’ he said.
To himself. On the beach. A beach — in a wide bay — on which the tide slipped far away and quickly leaving a vast and glassy plateau of rippled brown mud.
It was a still but cold and wintry-grey day. The distant sea was grey streaked with silver. The lumpy clouds were shades of grey against a grey sky. Grey and sad and lonely.
‘I love the wild beauty of it,’ he said. ‘But I hate how lonely it is.’
He was cold. He raised his collar and pushed his fists deep into his jacket pockets.
She, lying heavily on the bed in a pink robe — having just bathed — looking warm and ruddy and plump, reading a magazine, using pink-nailed fingers to pick dull-brown lumps from a chocolate box, had paused her reading, swallowed, looked up while feeling blindly in the box for another chocolate, and spoken to him idly.
‘Why don’t you go for a walk,’ she said. ‘I’m depressed just looking at you.’
He was at the bedroom door. She had a small electric heater on the floor. A single glowing-red bar. It made the room unnaturally hot and stuffy. Made her look fleshy and flabby and clammy. But outside, he could see, it was cold and grey. The delicate pittosporums stood dark and drippingly wet against the house. Beyond them, beyond the garden lawn, beyond the toetoe on the bank, he could see the mudflats. Dead low tide. At least a kilometre to the water. A walk would be good. He looked back at her. Decided he hated her.
‘Yes,’ he said. ‘A walk.’
She, eating and reading again, didn’t look up. He went to the porch, slipped off his shoes, put on his gumboots and jacket, and stepped down and out into the winter. Down the sloping lawn. Through a gap in the toetoe. A short drop down the ragged bank to the beach. A short crunchy walk down the heavy, wet, shelly sand to the flat. And then across the soft brown and shiny mud towards the grey sea and the distant clouds that looked bulging and ominous. He walked steadily, amused by the rippling panic of unseen crabs caused by his heavy footfalls in the thin puddles. Looking up, ahead, he could see a few seagulls in the air. Distant and silent.
‘I love the wild beauty of it,’ he said. ‘But I hate how lonely it is.’
At first it wasn’t lonely. It was the life they’d wanted. But that was in their spring. Now it was the winter of their shared and childless life and she was old and cold and unkind; devoid of affection. Now the remote home they once loved was too remote; so remote it wouldn’t sell. Now he was lonely, and aware that the wild beauty he loved was due to the remoteness he now hated.
He marched splashingly on. He felt cold rain on his face; no, not rain, a mere wetness suspended in the air through which he was passing. He drew his warm hands from his pockets and rubbed them over his face, in a washing action, and sensed a numbness in his cheeks. Then he rubbed his hands together to dry and rewarm them, and pushed them back into the pockets.
He noticed the circling seagulls again. Sharp and bright and irritating scratches on an otherwise smooth canvas. He adjusted his bearing to walk directly towards them. And then, before long, he could hear them. Their unique and nasty noise. Some were hanging in the air like stringless kites. A few were gliding and swooping down to the mud and up again like kites out of control. But most of them — he could now see — were on the mud. Running fast and aimlessly on little red leg-sticks. Running. Lowering their heads threateningly. Jumping in the air.
And, in their midst, on the mud, he could see something large and black and round. He stopped. Squinted, willing his eyes to see better. Something large and black and smooth and round. The centre of the seagulls’ attention.
He turned to look back through the veil of moist air to the beach. The house, small anyway, looked distant and unimportant against the misty bush hills which rose almost vertically behind it. The work he had done in the summer — the garden wall, the new concrete path to the shed and the clothes line, the new roof, painting the water tank, cutting down the old macrocarpa, rebuilding the greenhouse and replacing all the glass — work that had seemed important then, appeared now, from here, to have changed nothing. Even at this short distance his little property by the sea, which he had maintained and improved for nearly forty years, looked no more than an insignificant speck of white and red.
It was not his habit to reflect thus. It disturbed him to be reminded of, what? His life? Their lives? Life? Its brevity? Its futility? He was a working man, not a thinker. A practical man. Always had been. So he tore his watch away from the beach, the house, and aimed it again at the horizon and the quarrelling squabbling seagulls. And the black and shapeless lump.
And then, suddenly, he knew. He knew with absolute certainty.
‘Shit!’
And so he ran. He took his hands out of his pockets and ran. Not easy in gumboots, across a mudflat, so he stopped, kicked them off, tore off the damp woollen socks, and ran barefoot through the soft mud and cold shallows towards the large and black and shapeless thing.
‘Shit!’
He knew he was right and he was right. And when he arrived the seagulls flew up or scampered away except one who was at the eye and lifted reluctantly into the air, resentfully, only at the last moment. He ran to it then, and fell to his knees, and draped his body over the dolphin — was it dead? — while the seagulls formed a nervous audience around him, moving as one, in and away, pulsing, as they gained or lost their communal courage.
He rarely bathed at the beach. Its extreme tides meant swimming was possible only an hour or two each side of full tide, and the mudflats meant that the water was rarely clear. But it was the end of a hot day, a summers day, he had been reglazing the greenhouse, and now the tide was high, almost up to the bank.
Refreshed from the plunge he stood up, his arms out of the water, the water up to his armpits, pushed his long hair from his face with his open hands, and looked back, into the sun, at his newly-white-washed greenhouse.
And then — suddenly — it nudged his right side.
‘Jesus, Anne,’ he said to his wife later. ‘I just about jumped out of me bloody skin.’
It rested there, the dolphin, moving gently, up and down, to hold its position in the warm green water, its head up, its beaky smiling mouth slightly open — he could easily see the teeth and tongue — its left eye looking directly up into his eyes. He dropped his right arm so that it rested on the dolphin’s back, in the hook of its hard dorsal fin, watched the blowhole, and waited. Then it moved away, forward — he felt its coarse skin on his thigh, felt the water move — and turned to face him, looking directly up at him with both eyes.
‘Never telling no one about this,’ he said to his wife. He remembered Opo. ‘Me special secret.’
‘What?’
She wasn’t listening. She was on a lounger, on the deck, painting her toenails. A tall gin-and-tonic stood icy and wet and bluish on the table beside her. He was standing in front of her, holding a towel, drying his face.
‘Never mind.’
‘No,’ she insisted, looking up. ‘What did you say?’
‘Did you watch me having a swim just now?’
‘No. Why?’
‘Never mind,’ he said. ‘It’s nothing.’
It — he? she? he didn’t know and couldn’t tell — was lying mostly on its right side. Its left flipper was standing up rigidly. Its mouth was slightly open; he could see the white teeth and pink tongue. The tongue was moving. And so — a mere flutter of membrane — was the blowhole, although a grey string of bloody sinew hung wetly from it, clinging to the black skin. He put his hand over the hole and felt warm air. He moved forward, close to the mouth, collecting blood on his cheek from the dolphin’s eye, and sensed the smell of fish, a faint breath, from the mouth. He jerked away from the stench. The eye hole was bleeding and empty; the seagulls had considered it, the blowhole and the anus to be soft openings to a smooth hard body they were otherwise unable to pierce.
Now the circle of grey and white scavengers watched him carefully, moving in and out impatiently, waiting for him — willing him — to go away. He hated them. Stood up. Looked around. The tide had turned. It was coming in. Would he have time? What about the seagulls?
‘Fuck off!’ he screamed, waving his arms in the air.
Then he decided. Quickly. He turned and ran for the beach on feet and toes that were numb with cold. He ran through the mud and shallows to his home, passing his gumboots and socks on the way, checking the progress of the tide behind him.
Up the beach. Up the bank. Up the slippery kikuyu lawn. In bootless, sockless feet without feeling. Into the house to get the keys. Almost slipping over on the kitchen floor.
‘What are you doing?’ she called from the bedroom but he ignored her.
Out again. Down the stairs in one leap. To the shed. Unlock it. Find the key. Then out again, running, his jacket pocket full of cartridges, loading the two barrels as he ran, leaping wildly down the bank to the beach, and then, holding the shotgun in one hand, running, panting and breathless, back across the broad brown flats to the seagulls and the dolphin.
But he was too late. The green-grey blanket of the covering tide had moved quickly. Now there was no sign of the black shape that was once a living dolphin. He stood in the moving shallows, cold and barefoot, dangling the shotgun at his side, looking at nothing, his tears melting into the wetness of his blood-smeared cheek. And even as he looked the tide reached his calves, then his knees, wetting his jeans and gluing them to his legs; and the salty, muddy, corrosive water swirled into and halfway up the gun’s polished barrels. He looked to where the dolphin once was. He hoped it had died before it had drowned. He hoped. But he didn’t know. Didn’t know anything. There were a few seagulls in the air, hanging there like small vultures, as reluctant as he to move on. But the tide was moving quickly. So he turned and began the walk home, retrieving his gumboots and floating wet socks from the swirling tide, carrying them in a bundle under his free left arm.
And when at last he was home — it was nearly dark and the windows glowed with yellow light — he stood, exhausted, on numb feet, cold and wet, on the dewy lawn, at the back, near the greenhouse. Then he dropped the heavy boots and socks, lifted the rifle to his shoulder, and fired both barrels into the side of the greenhouse. It was utterly destroyed, demolished, by the first shot.
The explosions, the sound of shattering glass, in the still of the early night, startled the thousands of always-nervous birds — sleeping fitfully in the dark bush — and, as they rose to the sky in panic, the altogether dreadful noise of it all bounced off the hills, echoed around the bay, and rumbled out over the incoming black and shallow sea.
An interlude, with a friend, a lady friend, before heading south for the real business.
We were in a taxi — one of those bulky and roomy Checker cabs — flying and bouncing and thumping up Central Park West, slipping around on the smooth and shiny vinyl seat, on our way to dinner with a couple of her friends.
‘Where are we eating?’ I asked.
She had extravagant tastes, this friend, and although she was in charge — she did, after all, live in New York and knew her way around the finest eateries and jazz clubs — it was I who would be doing the forking out so to speak.
‘Calm down,’ she said in her strong New York accent. ‘We’re eating at their apartment.’
‘And where’s that?’
‘They live up here on Seventy-second Street. In the Dakota building.’
The taxi slumped to a stop. We were there. We got out of the taxi. I leaned in the window and paid. Stood up. Turned around. And there it was.
‘You mean this Dakota building?’
I was looking up. I recognised it at once.
‘Yeah. This is it.’
‘Where John Lennon—?’
‘Yeah. Where John Lennon caught it. Right about here.’
She was pointing to a spot on the sidewalk.
— o o o O o o o —
A few weeks later I was more than a thousand kilometres south, in a new Cadillac, speeding west around I-285, apparently on the way to rejoining I-85 south, with Mickey. Mickey and I had just done a deal that was going to net us a million or so each. American.
‘That’s what we Americans call a win-win deal, John,’ he said in his oh-so-southern-Dixie accent. I’d grown used to it but at first I’d thought he was joking.
Mickey and I had been working on the deal — simple in concept but the devil’s in the detail — for weeks so I knew my way around this city, his hometown, about as well as you ever can know a big American city from the outside. And although I’d accumulated many hours in Mickey’s company I didn’t know him if you know what I mean. He wasn’t exactly an enigma but something like the opposite: he seemed shallow; superficial.
Business-wise he was sharp as a tack. Cool. Calculating. Efficient. Completely dispassionate. But he didn’t seem to have a personal life. At least none that he mentioned to me. He wasn’t unfriendly, he just never talked about himself or his family (assuming he had one) or the rest of his business or what he liked about life or what he did on the weekend. Nothing.
But, I asked myself, rhetorically, why should I care? I’d just made a cool million (American) in a clean deal that was great for me and great for the company. I’m honest. He’s honest. We trust each other. It’s a good deal. I’ll get my money. Leave on Saturday and, given that we both have staff to take care of the details, I’ll probably never see him again.
So we signed the contract, he gave me a cheque, and we shook hands, all in the course of a minute or so late one Friday morning in high summer in his attorney’s Buckhead office. I put the papers in my briefcase, checked the cheque before slipping it into my pocket, shook hands with the attorney and his assistant, and walked out of the office with Mickey’s hand resting lightly on my shoulder. It was an intimate moment that made me slightly uncomfortable partly because I’m not used to that sort of thing from men but more because such a friendly gesture — not unusual in America, especially in the South — was unexpected from Mickey.
Once in the elevator he took his hand off my shoulder. But when I went to press the ‘1’ button — I wanted to get to down to the street, find a taxi, and get to the bank as quickly as I could — he leaned across in front of me, grasped my wrist, drew it away from the control panel, and used his other hand to press the ‘P2’ button to take us to one of the parking floors.
‘No, John,’ he said, releasing my wrist, and smiling. ‘Y’all going to be my guest for lunch.’
‘But, Mickey. I should get this cheque to the bank.’
‘The cheque’s just fine, John. It ain’t gonna bounce. Take my word for it. I’ll take y’all to the bank later. Right now we-all gonna have ribs and beer and be guys, you know. We done well you and me. Now we-all can enjoy ourselves an itty-bit. Whadda-ya-say?’
I resigned myself to lunch with Mickey. After all, I thought, how bad could it be? Now that the deal’s over he seems like a nice guy.
We got out of the elevator in a typical low-ceilinged parking floor that smelled of perfumed American petrol, oil and grease, and concrete dust; familiar and not unpleasant. The place was lighted by strips of white fluorescent tubes. There was a solid background noise from huge extractor fans, and I could hear tyres squealing on the smooth floor somewhere in the distance, perhaps on another level. Although it was hot we were both wearing suits, and the sound of our street shoes echoed around us. Mickey led the way and I followed him, a pace or two behind, automatically falling into step. I guessed he was about my age — late-fifties? — but for the first time I noticed that he had a slight stoop.
After passing between some cars by way of a shortcut we came to a black Cadillac; a top-of-the-range job. It looked brand new to me but what would I know? Mickey clicked his remote and we each opened a door. Solid. Mickey took off his jacket and tie and threw them and his papers casually on the back seat. So I did the same, laying my suit jacket and tie neatly on the back seat, on top of his, and standing my briefcase on the floor.
It always feels strange to get into a left-hooker — whether as driver or passenger — but I slid into the front passenger seat, on the right-hand side, as nonchalantly as I could. Then while I arranged my seatbelt Mickey rolled up his sleeves, locked his seatbelt, and went about getting himself comfortable, shuffling his wide bottom around on the leather seat, and adjusting the air-con, before starting the car and making our tyres squeal on our way up to the bright sunny surface.
Only when we had softly bumped out of the exit and turned onto busy Peachtree did he speak.
‘Like my car, John?’ he asked.
‘Yeah, Mickey,’ I said. ‘It’s beautiful.’
And it was.
He turned onto the freeway entrance and didn’t speak again until we had joined the stream of traffic heading south.
‘I collect ‘em,’ he said, banging the dashboard shelf with his right hand. ‘Caddies. Got — let me see — thirty-two of the goddamn things.’
Goddamn Cadillacs. I’d never heard Mickey swear before. Strange. But at last I’d found out what he did for fun.
‘Thirty-two Cadillacs?’
‘Yeah. Well, actually, fourteen of them are in my old lady’s name.’
Thirty-two Cadillacs and an ‘old lady’. A wife.
‘Started when I got back, you know. Bought a new sixty-eight. Fins like a freaking Thunderchief.’
I’d never heard him talk like that before.
‘And I just kept buying ‘em,’ he said. ‘New one every year. Always wanted to do it — and you get a new perspective over there if y’all get my meaning — so I did it.’
I didn’t get his meaning at all.
‘Did y’all go over, John?’
‘Over where?’
‘Nam. Viet-freaking-nam, man.’
‘No, Mickey. Not me.’
‘I thought the Brits were over there with us.’
I spoke English with an accent that wasn’t American which to him meant I was British. His staff knew where New Zealand was — they’d already handled quarter-of-a-million dollars worth of programmes and we’d just done a deal for a million more — but he thought I was British.
‘Some were,’ I said. ‘I think.’
Actually I didn’t know.
‘Freakin’ gooks,’ he said. ‘Got nothing against them personally you know, John, but holy shit, man, look at this…’
He kept steering with his right hand while he used his left hand to open his white shirt. Then he raised his hand to his right shoulder to strip the shirt down his right arm to his elbow. His body was white and soft, with moles and a lot of greying body hair. I could see a mass of shiny and wrinkled scarring, like kitchen cling film, on and around the right shoulder; and there was a hole — a real and deep hole — in the front. He pushed his left forefinger into it.
‘…just about blew my shoulder away,’ he said. ‘Major reconstruction. Got me home though.
‘American’s are the best surgeons in the world,’ he added. ‘Don’t you think so, John?’
We were in the middle lane, right on fifty. Miles I mean. I was getting nervous. He was a good driver but the movement of his steering arm was now somewhat restricted by his shirt. And he was getting excited.
‘Where do you keep all your cars?’ I asked, trying to change the subject. After all, what could I say about his shoulder? Or about American surgeons? And thirty-two cars must take a lot of garaging.
He didn’t seem to mind. He pulled up his shirt and managed to button the lower buttons.
‘Got a farm back in Cobb County,’ he said. ‘Live there. Laura-Anne — that’s the old lady — she’s got horses. And dogs. So we’ve got garages and stables and shit.’
‘How long have you been married?’
‘Since sixty-eight. Long time. When I come back, you know. I got some dough from the army. Deserved it too. Started the company — just an itty-bitty office supplies business then — bought my first Caddy and got married. We were high school sweethearts, John, you know that? And I’ve been a faithful Christian man ever since.’
‘Children?’
‘No kids, John. What with the company and stockholders and the cars and Laura-Anne’s horses — she’s got a riding school you know — and anyway who wants to bring innocent children into this world? What about you?’
‘Yeah, two kids,’ I said, sounding more detached than I felt. But men without children don’t know the feeling. Wouldn’t understand: I’d rather have my two kids than a hundred Cadillacs, a thousand horses and a million dogs. ‘Grown up now of course. One’s a lawyer, one’s an accountant.’
‘Not in the corporation, John.’
‘No. Not interested.’
‘Life, I guess,’ he said. ‘But we-all done well today, John. So I’m taking y’all to the state line to celebrate.’
The state line? By now we were back on I-85 heading for either Montgomery or Columbus.
‘That’s freakin’ miles away, Mickey.’
I never use words like that but I was taking my lead from the new Mickey. He looked at me and smiled.
‘No it ain’t, John,’ he said. ‘You’ll see.’
But the state line wasn’t the state line at all but a restaurant miles off the freeway — I didn’t know where we were — called The State Line. It specialised in barbecued ribs and beer which meant it sold barbecued ribs and beer.
‘What’ll y’all have, John?’
What’s the choice?
We were sitting on stools at a table made from a bourbon barrel. Mickey was doing up the top buttons of his shirt while a forty-five year old waitress hovered over us. She was wearing a red gingham mini-dress and a white lacy apron with a badge that said ‘HI I’M VALERIE’. Her grey hair was tied up in pigtails with a red gingham ribbon. She looked ridiculous.
‘I’ll have what you have, Mickey,’ I said.
‘Okay,’ he said, looking up at the waitress who had her pencil poised over a folded-back pad. ‘Two beers, ma’am — Bud — now, and then two big platters—’ he held his hands out as if he were gripping a huge boulder ‘—of ribs with special sauce.’
‘Nuttin ta drink?’
‘Yes, ma’am,’ said Mickey. ‘The beer. Now.’
‘Oh, yeah,’ said Valerie. ‘Two Buds, right?’
‘Right.’
She stuck her pencil into her hair and shuffled away dragging her loose scuffs across the dusty wooden floor.
‘John,’ said Mickey, pushing up his already-rolled-up sleeves and holding out his hands with spread fingers as though he was going to play the piano. ‘Y’all gonna love this place. Real goddamn American food. And beer. Plenty of cold American beer.’
I looked around. The restaurant was no more than a one-room shed lined with vertical planks of knotty pine turned golden from thick coats of polyurethane. There were some pictures on the walls, mostly of baseball stars, and some old beer advertisements. Over the kitchen servery, in pride of place, was a big framed colour poster of Jimmy Carter taking the oath of office. It was flanked by a large American flag and an even larger Confederate flag. They had once been stretched and pinned out flat but were now faded, droopy, dusty and greasy. The music shuffled between Dolly Parton, Waylon Jennings and Glen Campbell although the sound system closed down whenever someone played the juke box which was often.
Valerie was back with the beer. Two bottles. No glasses. Mickey took a long swig. Americans treat beer like soft drink. A dangerous practice. All the same, I followed his lead.
‘That’s great beer ain’t it, John,’ he said, holding the bottle towards me so I could see the elaborate and old-fashioned-looking blue and red Budweiser label. ‘American beer.’
‘Yeah, Mickey,’ I said. ‘Great beer. And cold too.’
We took another couple of swigs in silence before Valerie arrived with the ribs. I followed Mickey by draining my Bud and ordering another before turning my attention to lunch. Only then did I notice the vast size of the platters, and the great length and thickness and arc of the curved ribs that lay like buffalo carcasses, freshly-stripped by lions, waiting for vultures to fall from the sky and finish the job.
But there were no vultures. Instead, we, Mickey and I, were assigned to do badly with our blunt teeth what vultures do easily with their purpose-designed beaks. So I copied Mickey, tying the white napkin around my neck before picking up the nearest rib and tearing off the loose flesh, sometimes with rib membrane, doused in smoky barbecue sauce, with my front teeth. Like a lot of Southern food it was a meal of leftovers, based on the avoidance of waste in a once-impoverished land, and I wondered where the real meat had gone. But although there was only a meagre and fibrous supply of meat left around each rib — and the getting of it was messy and time consuming — it was delicious. So we messed up our faces and our napkins, and picked up our beer with greasy slippery fingers, tipping our heads back and sucking the cold beer out like calves at the teat.
It was disgusting.
‘That was delicious,’ I said.
‘Weren’t it just,’ said Mickey. ‘Ain’t nothing quite like American beef. Now another beer for the road.’
Valerie carried away the dead bodies, the filthy napkins and empty bottles, and returned to dump two more Budweisers on the table.
‘Coffee? Check? What?’
‘Check, ma’am,’ said Mickey.
So Valerie added up the bill, tore it off the pad and put it on a saucer.
‘No, John,’ said Mickey, holding up his hand like a cop stopping traffic. ‘Y’all put your money away. It’s on me. Some Southern-style hospitality before you head home.’
So I sat on my stool with my feet hooked around its legs, leaning on the barrel-top table swigging my third beer with my new friend while he put a few dollars on the saucer. Then he tipped his head back and took another long swig. I noticed that his underarms were wet; I quickly checked and found that mine were too. A quick sniff. No smell.
‘That’s great beer ain’t it, John,’ Mickey said again, looking down at the label. ‘Genu-wine American beer.’
‘It’s got rice in it,’ I said.
‘What?’
‘Budweiser’s got rice in it. A lot of rice,’ I said.
‘Shee-yit, no.’
‘Sure it has,’ I said. ‘Always has done. Take a look. Here.’
I pointed to the label on my bottle and then turned it around so I could read it — which I did — while he followed on his own label.
‘Budweiser,’ I said. ‘King of beers. Brewed by our original all natural process using choicest hops, rice and best barley malt. See.’
‘Well I’ll be loved by a good ole boy and like it,’ he said. ‘Never knew that. Let’s go.’
Mickey stood up to go but I held my beer up to show that I wasn’t finished. He held his up too. He wasn’t finished either.
‘Bring it with you, man.’
‘I need to piss,’ I said.
‘Me too,’ he said.
So we went to the men’s room together with our beers which we stood on the top of the urinal while we relieved ourselves.
‘Y’all come back now,’ said Valerie as we left.
Without turning around, Mickey waved his beer bottle in reply.
Near the door he transferred the beer to his left hand and put his right arm around my shoulder. I didn’t mind this time. My bladder was empty, my stomach was full, I felt relaxed and somewhat fond of my new friend. We stopped on the porch, preparing ourselves for the heat, and I hooked my left arm over his shoulder.
‘What time’s your plane, John?’
‘Ten o’clock tomorrow morning,’ I said.
I wasn’t looking forward to the thirty-odd hours of flying. But I was looking forward to getting home.
‘Plenty of time,’ said Mickey, patting my shoulder. ‘You’ll get your plane. But first I gotta show you something. Bet you’ve never seen anything like it in Britain.’
We got back in the car — the almost-new Cadillac — and Mickey put his beer bottle between his legs before starting the engine and adjusting the air-con. While I was fiddling with my safety belt — for some reason it was more complicated than before — I too put my beer bottle between my legs. Then I remembered — I don’t know why — that State law required that all liquor be carried in the trunk of the car and that it was unlawful to carry even unopened liquor in the cabin. An open bottle in a car, let alone drinking beer from an open bottle in a car while driving, was a certain ticket to the county jail. At least that what I was once told by a Hertz clerk at Hartsfield and I had no reason to disbelieve her. And here I was sitting in a car about to drive off to God knows where with a driver who had a bottle of beer between his legs and was at least mildly intoxicated.
‘Mickey?’ I said.
‘What?’
I pointed to the beer between my legs.
‘Liquor. In the car.’
‘Fuck it, man. I tell you what. I was caught by the N.V.A. once. Little yeller slopes — freakin’ high-school kids — tried to torture me until—’
Until what?
‘—anyway,’ he continued, ‘what can a lard-ass jerk-off deputy do to me after that?’
I had no answer. But what about me?
He put his flat hands up vertically to each side of his head, beside his eyes, like blinkers.
‘Perspective, John. Perspective.’
Whatever that means.
He put his foot down and we squealed out onto the highway heading farther away from the freeway and the city. I didn’t know where we were nor where we were going.
‘Where’re we going, Mickey?’
‘You’ll see, John,’ he said. ‘You’ll see.’ And then: ‘Pick some music.’
He had a C.D. player set into the dashboard so I scrolled through until I came to George Harrison’s Cloud 9 — an oldie but goodie, but not the sort of thing I had expected to find — and we cruised along the quiet highway swigging our beers and boppin’ along to I Got My Mind Set On You.
Before long, though, the beer was finished and I was glad. I followed Mickey’s example, lying the empty bottle on the leather seat.
And then: ‘Here we are. Get some more beer here, John,’ said Mickey, turning quickly and dangerously across the traffic and into a parking lot.
I closed my eyes with mild fear, and didn’t open them until the car had stopped. We were parked in front of a white roadhouse done up to look like a Mississippi paddle steamer. Looming above us — looking huge and ridiculous sitting back on its own piece of dusty land — it reminded me of the Cotton Blossom from Showboat. It had generous porches (decks) all round, decorated with elaborate fretwork, a fake funnel with the top cut into points that were rolled over and out like a giant party hat, and fake paddle-housings. There was no name sign but every vertical and horizontal line of the superstructure was pointed by a string of coloured lights that seemed incongruous on a bright summer’s afternoon.
We got out of the car and walked towards the gangway that led up to the deck and the double swing doors. At the bottom of the gangway we stopped and Mickey again put his arms around my shoulder.
‘You’re gonna like this, John,’ he said, patting me like a dog. ‘Genu-wine American entertainment.’
He removed his arm and we mounted the gangway together but separately. Above the swing doors was a sign in Confederate red and blue decorated with stars:
The Roberta Lee Dixieland Dance Academy
for Southern Belles and Their Pals.
There were also a couple of faded notices: one about an age restriction and another that said No Guns and that means YOU!.
Me?
I could hear Frank Sinatra singing ‘It Had To Be You’ inside. It was hot. I was tired. And I was getting a headache.
I followed Mickey through the swing doors into a panelled anteroom that was small and hot. A few men were milling around a glass-topped counter where a young woman, with blonde hair piled up like a hill of custard dollops, and wearing a colourful costume that looked authentically ‘Southern Belle’ — except that most of her large and hard-looking breasts were exposed — was trying to serve their needs for Roberta Lee souvenirs including calendars and playing cards, coffee mugs and ash trays, baseball caps and underpants. She glanced at us — looking harassed — pressed a hidden switch or something under the counter, and indicated with her head towards the side door.
‘Y’all go ahead now and go in, jennelmin,’ she said.
‘We need beer,’ said Mickey over the heads of the other customers.
‘Bar’s open inside, sir,’ she said. ‘Y’all have a good time now.’
Mickey pushed open the large door and we entered a vast and smoky room that was only slightly cooler than outside. It was full of men and men noises, the sound of talking, laughing, whistling, and Frank Sinatra with the Nelson Riddle orchestra, and the mixed smells of body odour, feet, smoke and stale beer. A double-sided bar snaked its way from one end to the other, and in the sinuous space between the bars barmaids in skimpy and preposterous Southern Belle dresses did their best to satisfy the rabble while on top of the bars a number of young women in tiny and brightly-coloured bikinis danced and jiggled and thrust and made love to white-painted poles that seemed to be there for the purpose.
Mickey looked up at the dancers in awe. He held up his left arm, as if presenting them to me, looking for all the world like a statue of a Chinese peasant pointing the way to a bright and glorious future with the great helmsman. He looked back at me and said something I couldn’t hear. I saw his mouth moving but I felt hot and faint and couldn’t focus.
‘What?’ I shouted.
‘I said how do you like American girls, John?’ he shouted in my ear.
‘Oh, yes,’ I said.
‘They’re bee-yeautiful ain’t they. Now y’all sit down, John. Over there. I’ll get the beers.’
I found an empty table with a couple of chairs. I sat down and felt a bit better. I rested an elbow on the table, a cheek on my fist, and then squinted at my watch on the other wrist. Three o’clock. Three o’clock on a Friday afternoon. Where did all these men come from? I tried to figure out the time at home. Some time Saturday morning I thought but couldn’t be sure. I looked up at the dancers on the bars all around me — tried to focus — and felt depressed. They were beautiful all right — I think — almost perfect, but not sexy. Too bronzed, sculpted and hard-looking; like female weightlifters or body builders. Some of them had ridiculous-looking lace garters stretched around one of their muscular thighs and I watched as they occasionally kneeled on one knee to let a standing customer thread a folded bill through the garter. And sometimes — I couldn’t see how it worked — the customers were allowed to tuck the money down the front of the bikini pants, or through the string on the sides, or down the front of the bra.
Suddenly Mickey was back with two overflowing and dripping pitchers of beer and a couple of frosty mugs.
‘Beer, John,’ he said, putting them on the table. ‘Plus—’
And he drew a bundle of bills from his shirt pocket and slapped it on the table beside the beer.
‘—help yourself.’
Mickey poured the beer and we settled back to watch the dancers. Mickey surveyed them carefully, one at a time, pointing out each one’s best feature. Then, apparently having decided which of them was most worthy of his attention, and his money, he drained his mug and made his way to the bar. I noticed that the music had changed — the Village People — which meant the dancing was more upbeat, less sensuous. I watched as he stood below an especially buxom blonde waving a green bill until he caught her attention and she squatted down in front of him, legs wide apart, letting him stuff the money down the front of her bikini panties.
Mickey came back to the table beaming with pride and pleasure.
‘Go ahead, John.’ He sorted through the money on the table, found a twenty and gave it to me. ‘Make it a twenty and they let you see pussy.’
I downed my beer, took the bill, stood up, aimed carefully for the nearest girl, got to the bar, and stood below the chosen one waving my twenty. And just as Mickey had said she would, and just as Mickey’s girl had done, my girl squatted down on her hams with her legs spread so widely that the stretched sinews at the top of her legs created two little gaps on each side of the tightly-stretched pink bikini.
‘What’s your name, honey?’ she asked.
‘John,’ I said.
Without losing her rhythm, jigging around on her toes, she pulled forward the top of her pink bikini panties.
‘Down there, John,’ she said.
I dropped my money in. It was all over in a matter of seconds and any chance of ‘seeing pussy’, even if I had been seeing straight, was slim.
‘Thanks, John,’ she said to my back as I turned around searching through the blue haze for Mickey and our table. I realised that I hadn’t looked at her face. But I remembered that her bikini was pink.
‘Ain’t they just so goddamn bee-yeautiful, John?’ said Mickey when I got back to the table and fell into my chair.
I was feeling terrible.
He topped up my beer from the frothy pitcher while I squinted through the smoky air looking for a pink bikini. She must have moved on.
‘For a real treat, John, I’m gonna order y’all a private show.’
‘What?’
‘Y’all choose a girl and she dances just for you. Like that.’
He pointed to a nearby table where a naked brunette was holding up her breasts with her hands and rhythmically thrusting herself towards an aged, overweight and balding businessman — just like Mickey and me — who was drooling into his beer.
‘That’s private?’
Mickey considered my point.
‘Yeah, John. You’re right. Have another beer.’
‘Mickey, Mickey, Mickey,’ I said.
‘What is it, John? You feeling okay?’
‘I really gotta go,’ I said. ‘Gotta plane to catch. An I feel tebble.’
For some reason I was pulling my chin down into my neck.
‘You don’t look so hot, John,’ he said.
‘Throw up,’ I said.
I managed to get to the men’s room in time to aim my hot and acidic brown stream of Bud and rib-bits into the toilet. When my aching stomach had stopped heaving I stood, with streaming eyes and a cold sweat on my brow, looking down into the toilet bowl with disgust. But I felt better.
I flushed the toilet, left the cubicle, found a basin, rinsed my face and neck with beautiful wet cold water, yanked out a decent length from the roller towel and dried myself as best I could. God, I did feel better.
By the time I got back to the bar I saw that Mickey was getting a ‘private’ show. I stood back and watched as ‘his’ girl exposed herself to Mickey to the sound of Jimmy Buffett’s ‘Margaritaville’. How much that three or four minutes cost him I have no idea. But it must have been worth it because when she was gone, and I returned, he was glowing red with excitement and pleasure.
‘Y’all feeling better, John?’
‘Much better, Mickey.’ It was true. ‘Thanks.’
‘You’re welcome. But you sure missed something. I had this babe — Mary-Sue — you should have seen her.’
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