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"An engaging picaresque novel of a young man
on the run. A warm, well-told story of a likable character with a
knack for being in the wrong place at the wrong time."
—Publisher's Weekly

 

Willy Middlebrook is a nice boy from the
suburbs, a Vietnam vet, a college drop-out majoring in Human
Kindness. Framed for the murder of a cop, Willy goes on the lam
from the law, crisscrossing America with hopeful heart and broken
balls, encountering the people of the humble cafes and dusty bars,
underground: "They have rough brown skin and soft wrinkled eyes.
They are round and they are usually dirty. They are hard because
they have to be, but if you warm them they get soft and you can
make them sweet."

 


"Like the smudged chrome of a truck-stop
diner, Famous Potatoes is an element of a new American
realism, and Cottonwood has made it an engaging trip." —Chicago
Tribune






It’s the early 1970s, a time when only bad
people got tattoos, long distance calls cost a small fortune, and
an IBM 360 computer with a few hundred kilobytes was enough to run
a bank.






"Cottonwood [has] charm--wry, loping, never
cute. And, even more crucial, there is Cottonwood's genuine
people-liking, which makes Willy's complications seem less dire;
the troubled travels become a nice excuse to meet more interesting
folks. Laid-back--but not too much--and attractive."
—Kirkus






As a young man, Joe Cottonwood used to
hitchhike everywhere. Many of the encounters in Famous Potatoes are
based on actual events from those times.

 


"Blessed with that wonderfully extravagant
and original talent for telling tall tales, Joe Cottonwood weaves a
whopper that catches you up and rockets you overland as Willy
hitches himself on to one crazy adventure after another. . . Willy
'Crusoe' Middlebrook, anonymous fugitive, naive suburbanite, sexual
suicide, husband on the run from Philadelphia and St. Louis to the
sky-high Rockies of Idaho . . . " —Black Swan

 


"Philadelphia may never be the same again."
—Cleveland Plain Dealer

 


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you
share it with. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it,
or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to
Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting
the hard work of this author.

 



Author's note: I wrote this novel forty years ago as a young man
without children. Now I'm a grandfather. A few of the passages, as
I review them now, could make a grandfather blush. Nevertheless I
haven't censored anything, not even the passages that would now be
deemed Politically Incorrect. They are an accurate rendition of the
times (1971) and of one particular young man's state of mind. The
only alterations I've made for this edition are to repair some
errors of text, shorten a couple of conversations that ran too
long, and clarify (slightly) the character of Erica.

 


The two original print editions of Famous
Potatoes (by No Dead Lines Press and Delta Books) contained two
different sets of illustrations by Edward Wong-Ligda. With his
help, I've selected the best of both editions and included them in
this ebook edition. At the current state-of-the-art, ebook
illustrations are something of a gamble. We'll see how they turn
out on the various reading devices: those existing now and those
awaiting invention.

 


The author wishes to thank Charles Scribner's
Sons for permission to quote Ernest Hemingway.
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Some other places were not so good but maybe we
were not so good when we were in them.

 


Ernest Hemingway

The Short Stories

 


 













Leonard and Clyde, just out of jail

Clyde picked his nose with a ten penny
nail.

Leonard read a Bible, said, "Hear me, oh
Lord,

Take me to Heaven in this Forty-nine
Ford."

 

Mother America

What have you done?

All of your children

Out on the run.

- Tony's Dance Band

 












SUBURBIA

 

I WAS A NICE BOY from the
suburbs. In high school my best friend was named John. We were good
students, near the top of our class.

 At night we stole signs. It became a
ritual for us. I borrowed my father's Chevy; John swiped his
mother's whiskey. We cruised, grabbed a sign, cruised some more. We
grabbed so many that we ran out of places to hide them. We gave
them to our classmates: ONE WAY for the scholar, SPEED LIMIT for
the slow learner, NO TRESPASSING for the shy one, YIELD for the
nice girl, DO NOT ENTER for the virgin, FOR SALE for the bad girl,
ALCOHOLIC BEVERAGES PROHIBITED for the football captain. We became
connoisseurs. We aimed for the special prize: PLEASE DO NOT WALK ON
GRAVES from the military cemetery, or TRY US! WE'RE NOT EXPENSIVE -
WE JUST LOOK THAT WAY! from a motel, or SHRIVER from the driveway
of Sargent Shriver, the director of the Peace Corps who lived a few
miles from us in a wealthier part of the suburbs. The Shrivers had
a horse that kept jumping the fence around their yard and trampling
the neighbors' gardens. We figured we were striking a blow for the
common man by stealing their sign.

 John and I came from one car families
(worse yet, one old car with chipped paint, big tailfins,
many dents), and we had to mow lawns and shovel snow for pocket
money, while it seemed that all the other kids had their own cars
and a fat weekly allowance. It brought us closer, feeling poor.

 Our sign stealing days ended the night
we tried to chop down the Coppertone ad. We were hacking away at
this mammoth billboard with that picture of a dog pulling down the
little girl's bathing suit and exposing her precious white fanny. I
forget what we were planning to do with it. A police car pulled up,
and we were too drunk to run. It was quite a scene at the station
when our parents came down. My dad was confused. He had no idea
what he was supposed to do. My mother was embarrassed - for
herself, not for me. John's dad was outraged. He was shoving John
around like a kid trying to start a fight. John's mother, a
semi-alcoholic, thought the whole evening was simply hilarious. The
police were annoyed. There were no charges. We promised never to do
it again, and agreed to drop by for a few chats with the "youth
counselor."

 The youth counselor turned out to be
EMIT GODWIN, PROBATION OFFICER according to the black lettering on
the frosted glass of the office door (which, I confess, we briefly
considered stealing). Mr. Godwin was a nice guy, an old man who was
slowly losing his mind. He'd already lost his hair. He gave us a
couple of half-assed lectures which among other things revealed to
us that we were Double Arrow Buddies. You see, some friendships are
mostly one way. Mr. Godwin diagramed a one-way friendship on the
blackboard:
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In this case A needs the friendship of
B. A makes all the moves. B likes A,
but if A stopped making most of the moves, B would
drift away. Now sometimes you get a friendship like C and
D:
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Here C needs the friendship of
D, just like A needed B. But D also
needs the friendship of C, and so they are Double Arrow
Buddies.

 Smirk. It became a private joke: "Well
John, I wouldn't do this for just anybody, but since you're my
Double Arrow Buddy. . ."

 Poor Mr. Godwin. When he retired (I
think they pushed him out), we sent a card signed with a double
arrow. But I think he was right about one thing: our sign stealing
- our "petty vandalism" as he called it, and of course that's what
it really was - our petty vandalism was motivated not by want or
need (who needs signs?) and not by resentment (well, there was a
little resentment), but mainly we were motivated by
friendship. It was something we could do together. "And
Friendship," Mr. Godwin said, "and I mean Friendship with a capital
F, is a noble motivation indeed - and a rare one."

 Besides the night we were arrested and
the day Kennedy was shot, the only other excitement in high school
was Miss Putts. She was a sweet old lady with a kind face and
striking white hair. She taught twelfth grade English. We called
her Putt-Putt Putts because she drove a little Morris Minor that
sounded like a toy.

 John and I had both been burned in
English. We'd always liked to read, but suddenly in eleventh grade
we were supposed to study the books - not just read them and
remember the plot and the names of the characters but also
analyze them, recognize symbols and themes.
Suddenly books became puzzles to solve, and plots became moral
theses. We hated it. We barely passed. Then in twelfth grade with
Miss Putts I somehow couldn't take it seriously any more. I started
making fun of the work. I found a cigarette to be a death symbol,
and telephone poles were crosses for Christ to bear, and pencils
were sex symbols and on and on. John picked it up, and soon we were
finding symbols in toenails and punctuation marks. Putt-Putt
loved it. English became our favorite class. We couldn't
believe our success. "I detect a note of irreverence," Miss Putts
would say if we laid it on a bit too heavy, but as long as we
sounded vaguely reasonable she'd beam with approval. Once when I
compared drinking a glass of water with a symbolic attempt to drown
oneself, she said, "Willy, are you making fun of me?" And I said
no. I wasn't making fun of her. I liked her. It was the
subject that was ridiculous.

 One day Miss Putts bought a gun and
drove to her sister's house. Her sister was dying of cancer,
hopelessly suffering. Putt-Putt shot her twice in the head, then
drove to the parking lot of a shopping center where she wrote a
grammatically perfect note in elegant script, and then right there
in the front seat of the Morris Minor between the K mart and the
A&P, she put the gun to her heart.

 We were stunned. Teachers don't do
that sort of thing, especially English teachers, especially sweet
old ladies. We analyzed the suicide note:






. . . could not bear to see any more
suffering . . .






"Bear," John said. "A pun on 'bare.' Baring
the truth. Bare as her ass." We were drinking bad whiskey in John's
basement, trying desperately to be witty and smug, studying the
note as it was quoted in the newspaper.






My sister faced a certain death. It was only
a question of time . . .






"My sister," I said. "Like 'my brother.'
Meaning we are all sisters and brothers in the Family of Man.
Facing certain death. Only a question of time. If time is a
question, what is the answer?"

 John made a face. "I'm sick of this
bullshit."

 "Me too."

 We never played the English game
again. We sent flowers to Miss Putts' funeral, signing the card
with a double arrow.

 After we went away to college we never
saw each other. We didn't even phone or write letters. Whatever had
held us together in high school - being smartasses, for example -
didn't apply any more, and to be friends in college we'd have to
start all over. I guess neither of us wanted to make the effort.
Anyway, there were geographical problems. John went to Yale and
then to medical school in St. Louis. I went to a small midwestern
college where I was initiated into the pleasures of hemp, which
grew wild near the campus. Unfortunately these were still the Dark
Ages, and my Good Citizen roommate reported me to the dean. I was
dismissed. Soon I was drafted. After boot camp I drove a bulldozer
in Vietnam until one night a sergeant asked me if I wanted to turn
two hundred bucks. I would be given a pass. I would drive a truck
to Saigon and back. One night's work. Two hundred American dollars.
I went. I got stopped by some MPs. The truck was full of black
market cigarettes. I spent six months in a sweltering stockade.
Sleeping in a bunk below me was Cro-Magnon, a man who'd killed ten
American soldiers, two of them after he'd been put in the
stockade. I was a bit nervous. Once I saw Cro-Magnon walk into a
wall by mistake. He demanded an apology. The wall refused.
Cro-Magnon swore at the wall, calling it every name in the Army
vocabulary. The wall ignored him. Finally he hit the wall. He
punched it again and again. The guards had to carry him away. I
slept lightly, knowing he was down there. The only amusement in the
stockade was racing cockroaches. We each had our pet roach which we
kept in a jar and fed with our own bread. We pampered our bugs as
long as they ran for us. If one balked, though - even if it was a
star runner - if it balked just once, we had the law of the camp:
If you don't run, you don't live. We'd stomp the son of a bitch
right there on the starting line. I've thought about that law. I
think it says a lot.

 After six months they let me out with
a dishonorable discharge. I'd entered the Army less than two years
before, so I felt like I'd put one over on Uncle Sam - I'd gotten
out four months early. My father said he couldn't pull any strings,
but there must've been one thin piece of twine because he got me a
job washing test tubes and cleaning rat cages. Home was unbearable.
My parents tried - after all they were liberals - but I guess I'd
simply outgrown the whole scene. I saw an index card on a bulletin
board asking for riders to help with the driving to San Francisco.
I went. Being a skilled and experienced technician, I soon found a
job in San Francisco - washing test tubes and cleaning rat cages. I
had a room in the Fillmore District. At that time San Francisco was
in the forefront of a chemical revolution, and I joined the
peasants who were storming the Bastille. At the same time I was
spending every spare moment at work watching how they operated
their little computer, which was next door to the rat room. It was
easy. Soon I talked my way into operating, and doubled my salary.
After a few months they installed a bigger computer, and I was
promoted to operate it. I'd moved in with a painter named Melinda
who was pretty fond of amphetamines, and soon I was fond of them,
too. I talked my way into operating a 360/65, which at that time
was probably the biggest machine in the city. I had a flair for the
work. I was also zooming on speed. One day Melinda went out for
some wine and never came back. A few days later I dropped acid and
walked through a plate glass window. I decided to cool it. When my
wounds had healed I took a bus to Boston. I found a job operating a
360/50 for an insurance company. I didn't cool it. I was an out and
out speed freak, skinny and shaking. I lived next to a nice couple
named Jim and Mary - nice, but terrible judges of character. One
day Mary said a friend of theirs wanted to buy some hash. I told
them I didn't deal, but I could get some and sell it at cost. Their
friend was no friend. It was a setup. My father flew up to Boston
and told me he'd help if I agreed to go to this place in the
mountains where I could be "cured." If not, I could rot in jail.
Naturally I agreed. His lawyer beat the rap - illegal entrapment -
and off I went to the mountains. It was a nice old resort in the
Appalachians that used to treat tuberculosis before penicillin came
along. Now it used the same treatment - clean air and cold nights -
for drug addicts. The sign over the driveway said MUSHROOM MOUNTAIN
SANITARIUM. I lived in a big white house on a hill surrounded by
pine trees. At night I slept under an open window covered by heavy
wool blankets. Ever since, I've always loved the smell of wool. I
used to lie in bed and count the shooting stars and listen to the
owls and the rustle of the night.

 One of the other patients was Erica.
She was only fifteen. She wasn't an addict, but she'd had some
weird kind of reaction to LSD - maybe she was allergic to it, or
maybe it was bad acid, some animal tranquilizer or God knows what -
and she'd lost the coordination in her fingers, and sometimes she'd
have spasms run through her body from head to toe. The spasms were
creepy. It looked like an orgasm, but there was fear in her eyes.
Erica and I would climb the mountain to a lake where she taught me
how to fish. We were usually the only people there. We'd fish and
picnic and skip stones and make love, and if we caught anything
we'd fry it on a fire. Erica could talk to the birds. If she heard
a dove she'd sit on a rock and coo, and it would coo back from far
away, and she'd coo again, and the dove would answer from a closer
tree, and she'd coo again and the dove would come closer and closer
until it was sitting on a branch right over her head. She went home
before me. She gave me her address in Wheeling, West Virginia. When
I got out a month later I took a bus to Wheeling and got a job
operating a Univac for a bank. I had to lie about my background,
but a good operator is hard to find. I hoped that as soon as the
bank saw how good I was, they'd forget about checking references.
Erica was living with her parents in an old gray rowhouse shaded by
elm trees on a cliff above the Ohio River. The front porch had a
chair hanging by a chain from the roof, and you could swing in the
chair and watch the river go by. I was living in a flophouse down
by the bus station. The only other tenants were winos and burned
out prostitutes. They were all psychopaths. There was screaming and
doors slamming all night long. When I wasn't at work I tried to
spend every minute with Erica. Her parents came from Harlan County,
Kentucky. Her dad played fiddle and her mother played a mean
harmonica. Erica sang. I told them they should write to a record
company and sign a contract. They didn't think they were any good.
They just wanted to have a good time. Her dad was happy driving a
delivery truck for Coca-Cola. He was a Teamster, and proud of it.
When Erica got pregnant, her folks wanted me to move in. Instead I
took her to a Justice of the Peace and then to an apartment I'd
found in another part of town. She didn't like it. Too far from the
river, she said, but she moved in with me. The baby came out
strange. It was blue and didn't cry and looked like a moron. It
died after two weeks. I was sorry it had turned out that way, but I
was glad it had died. Erica was broken-hearted. She blamed it on
the LSD. She blamed it on me. She blamed it on the apartment that
was too far from the river. One day she split. I called her folks -
they hadn't seen her. Three days later she was picked up in
Pittsburgh. They sent her home. She went to live with her parents.
She was having spasms again. I tried to get her to go fishing with
me, or to go up in the mountains to talk with the birds. She
refused. Her coordination got worse. Her folks sent her back to the
sanitarium in the mountains. She lost weight, and when I visited
she wouldn't see me. I was going mad. I loved her but she was
driving me crazy, and I obviously wasn't doing her any good,
either. I had to go. If you don't run, you don't live.

 I hitchhiked to Cincinnati, then
decided to try hopping a freight. I'd never done it. I walked
around the trainyard looking for a good long train. I figured the
more cars, the more likely it would be a long distance run. I saw
one pulling out that was so long I couldn't see the engine or the
caboose. I ran alongside and climbed onto a flatcar that had a
truck trailer lashed to it. That was a mistake. I was exposed to
the wind and the sun, and somebody could spot me. As soon as the
train stopped for the first time, I selected a boxcar. It was nice.
For the rest of the day I sat by the open door of the boxcar while
the land rumbled past my eyes. I pretended I was sitting still, and
the land was moving. In the evening the train stopped in Vincennes,
Indiana. I was hungry, so I got off and found a cafe. After supper
I felt so good that I just wanted to walk down the tracks. Dry
autumn grass was hanging over the gravel, and swallows were
swooping and diving. I didn't know it at the time, but this was my
last night as a legal citizen. The air smelled clean and crisp and
full of life.

 I slept in an abandoned railroad
station. Occasionally through the night a long freight would
clatter on by, shaking me awake from the pillow of dust. For the
rest of the night there was only the sound of dry grass scraping in
the wind, and a mysterious machine that I could hear somewhere
beneath the floorboards. What the machine did I'll never know. The
station was locked, waterless, abandoned - the town had died and
disappeared - and yet every five minutes or so this cursed electric
motor would whistle to a start, hum along for several seconds, and
drive a piston clank-clank-clank until it shook the floorboards.
Then it shut itself off and lay dormant for another five minutes or
so, while the grass scraped and the wind blew. To me that machine
symbolizes the Midwest, and I often think of it even today - a
persistent, mysterious industrial force coming to life and dying
again and again amid the land of wind and dry grass.
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ST. LOUIS

 


SAM THE TRUCKER had a box of big white
pills. He called them White Lightnin'. I'd heard of the L.A.
Turnaround—a pill truckers use to drive New York to Los Angeles and
back—but White Lightnin' was something new.

"Help 'self," Sam said grinning,
wagging a toothpick, tapping a ring on the steering
wheel.

Why not.

I knew good and well why not, but
I popped one anyway. It left a chalky white dust on my
fingers.

"Chew."

I bit. It tasted like kerosene and
guano and bats' whiskers, and when I swallowed, my stomach growled
with rage. But my head sang. It was no benny. Soon my mind raced
forward and ran circles around the conversation—Sam was recalling
how he grew up on a chicken farm in East Texas—while my fingertips
felt heavy and numb. Chicken farming was failing and Sam's parents
were dying as we rolled over Illinois flatlands, so when he
inherited half the farm he traded it for a truck. Land for wheels.
He knew every cathouse from Boston to New Orleans, every back room
casino from Miami to Seattle, every grimy truckstop from Chicago to
San Diego.

He was full of it. I let him
talk—words were music and I tapped my heavy toes—but with White
Lightnin' I could think whole sentences between each word that he
uttered, and the sentences were thoughts that I didn't want to
hear: I am running away from love. I am a coward. I am a
rat.

Sam delivered the soybeans and myself to a
mill in East St. Louis.

"There's an easy-goin' cathouse behind a
bar—Ernie's—on Thirty-Eighth Street."

"Yeah? Thanks."

"See you there.
Hoo-wee!"

But I had no intention. I wanted
to be West of the Mississippi (magic words), and there she was—Big
Muddy—shimmering in afternoon sunlight, and beyond her I could see
brown balls of smog rolling under the Gateway Arch.

I knew somebody in St. Louis:
John, my Double Arrow Buddy. For all these years he'd been chipping
away at the mountain of knowledge, and soon he'd be king of the
rockpile. A doctor, and what had I done with those years? What had
I gained? What did I know? I wondered how John would react after
all this time.

"Could I speak to John,
please?"

"Speaking."

"Hey, John, this is your old Double Arrow
Buddy!"

"Huh?"

"Willy! Remember?"

"Oh."

I almost hung up. I was talking into a
tunnel seven years long, standing alone in a phone booth in a city
I did not know.

"John?"

"Oh Willy! Willy! Hey! Where
are you?"

John was fine. He was married, and
he smoked a pipe. He lived on the third floor of an odd apartment
building on Pershing Avenue. I guess you can figure the age of the
building by the name of the street. Lucy, his wife, said they
didn't use architects in those days. The builders slapped up walls
on a whim. In their apartment the back door was in the bathroom
instead of the kitchen. To take out the garbage, you had to squeeze
between the toilet and the bathtub.

John wanted to take me out for
dinner. We walked up the block and around the corner to a place
called Romey's. The sidewalks were full of students. Romey's was on
a corner directly across from the university, but inside the pizza
joint were only expressionless men and hard-looking women. I asked
John why the students didn't eat here.

He shrugged. He'd never eaten there
before.

The waitress threw the menus at
us. She slopped the water glasses and didn't wipe up the
puddles.

I ordered a beer with the pizza,
and then another. I was coming down from White Lightnin', and I
needed to hold my head together.

A man in dark glasses seemed to be
in charge of the jukebox. Every once in a while he'd cruise over
and punch a few buttons—Sinatra, and Tom Jones.

I told John what I'd been doing
with my life, and he told me about a summer in Europe and another
working as a waiter in Yellowstone National Park. Other than that,
he'd simply been going to school. And Lucy, who was in graduate
school in anthropology, had spent her summers with her folks on
Nantucket Island. Incredible! I thought of all the things I'd done
in the last seven years, and here these two were still students,
still going to school, still being told what to do.

I looked up from our conversation to see a
shaggy-haired kid shuffle in and over to the jukebox. As he leaned
into the glow of the machine to read the selections, you could see
that he'd patched the back of his old sheepskin jacket with an
American flag.

Conversation stopped. The man in
dark glasses started walking for the jukebox. At the tables the men
remained expressionless. The women didn't show a glint of feeling
in their eyes.

Dark Glasses was standing behind
the kid.

The kid was leaning over the
machine.

Suddenly Dark Glasses attacked. He
slammed the kid to the wall and punched him in the jaw. I got up. I
wasn't thinking. I jumped on the man and shoved him to the floor.
The kid saw his chance and ran out the door. Great. I couldn't
handle this guy alone. I saw John getting up. I waved him away—he's
no fighter. I backed toward the door. The man advanced. Behind him,
two men stood up and unbuttoned their jackets.

I made it through the door and
shoved it back. I was lucky. The door swung back and caught Dark
Glasses on the chin. He staggered but recovered. Before I could get
away he rushed out. He lunged—caught my collar—swung me around. He
raised his fist, tightened it—he was wearing a ring. The other two
men stood right behind him. The scene—the three faces—locked into
my mind. The fist was an inch from my nose. The ring was gold, with
jagged edges.

While I was watching his fist,
Dark Glasses kicked me in the groin. I fell to the sidewalk,
doubled over. I heard the sound of cloth ripping and thought it was
me. Then I looked up and saw the two men running away. Dark Glasses
was falling. There was a shiv in his back.

I didn't understand, but I knew it was bad.
I managed to stand up and limp into an alley. I heard voices.

"He stabbed Frank! He stabbed him
in the back!"

I staggered down the alley.
Already I heard sirens. I came out on a street. A bus was coming. I
got on. I was shaking. I wanted to throw up. After a while I got
off. I didn't know where I was. The street was dirty
and lined with old brick duplexes. My balls ached and there was a
dull thumping between my ears. I saw a police car. I panicked. I
ran between two buildings and ducked down a stairwell. I sat on the
bottom step and wondered what I could do. Before I decided, I
passed out.

 


I woke up shivering. It was dawn. At the top
of the stairs a little brown-haired dog was whining at me, wagging
a bushy tail. My balls were swollen, aching. I gently touched them.
They were hot, heavy—maybe something was broken.

I climbed cautiously up the steps.

The street was quiet. A few houses had
lights in the windows. I walked to the corner and learned that I
was at the intersection of Macklind and Odell. Which meant nothing
to me. I walked a short block and came to an open cafe. I could see
the doughnuts and smell the hot coffee.

The counterman was a stocky old guy whose
face had been a punching bag for too many years. He poured a cup of
coffee before he even asked what I wanted.

I sipped the coffee. "Thanks," I
said.

"You want coffee?"

I looked up. Obviously I wanted it. I'd
already started. "Yes," I said. "I want coffee."

"Okay."

"And I'd like a
doughnut."

"You got money?"

"Of course."

"Show me."

"Look. I don't have to
show—"

"You elope?"

"Huh?"

He nodded his head toward the front window.
For the first time I noticed the hospital across the street. The
sign said State Hospital.

"Didja elope?"

"What do you mean?"

"ELOPE! DIDJA ELOPE?"

I stood up to leave.

"Elaine! Call the
hospital!"

A girl came out of a back room, wiping her
hands on a dishtowel. "What is it, Bumpy?"

Bumpy pointed at me.
"Eloped."

"What is this?"

The girl—Elaine—smiled. Her eyes were alive.
"It's okay, Bumpy." She started back toward the kitchen.

"You sure?"

She turned and studied me. "I'm
sure."

"What is this?"

She asked me, "You new around
here?"

"Yes."

"A lot of patients walk off the hospital
when they aren't supposed to. The hospital calls it an
elopement—don't ask me why. They used to come over here and order a
big meal. Course they didn't have any money. Now we just give 'em a
free cup of coffee and send 'em back."

I sat down again. "And how do you know I'm
not one of them?"

She winked. "You don't look
crazy."

"You want a doughnut?" asked
Bumpy.

I took two and asked where was the men's
room.

"Through the kitchen to your left."

Elaine was in the kitchen slicing onions.
She saw me and pointed at a door. The sign on the door said
"Bathroom."

It was a bathroom. It had a
bathtub—the old kind, held off the floor by little iron feet—and
there was a medicine cabinet over the sink. I guess the cafe was
carved out of an old apartment.

I examined myself. My balls had swollen to
the size of a fist. The skin was a deep red with purple
splotches.

I pissed blood.

I was scared. When I walked back
through the kitchen, I think Elaine saw my fear. I spotted a
newspaper at an empty table and brought it to my doughnuts. I read
the headline. Oh my god.

I was wanted for the murder of a
policeman.

"What's new?" asked
Bumpy.

"Nothing." I hid the headline from
his view.

"Gimme the sports."

"Sure."

I read the article. The cop was a
hero with "a long and distinguished record." I was a "drunken,
vicious hoodlum." John was "held for questioning." And here was an
odd thing: nowhere in the article did it mention that the cop had
attacked a kid and that I'd come to defend him. And nowhere did it
mention the two men who'd followed us out of the restaurant. The
police must have questioned the witnesses. Didn't anybody tell them
what had really happened? According to the article, I'd become
boisterous, the manager had complained, the off duty cop had
identified himself as a policeman and asked me to leave, I had
refused, the cop had tried to escort me out, and suddenly I pulled
a knife. Weird. And I—"a white, dark haired male wearing blue jeans
and a tan jacket"—was At Large.

I was framed. And here I sat,
chewing on a doughnut. How surprising. How amusing. I, a nice boy
from the suburbs, had just gone blundering along, and suddenly I
was a drunken, vicious hoodlum, a white, dark haired male wearing
blue jeans and a tan jacket. I had no witnesses. The two men who'd
done the real stabbing certainly wouldn't help me. Everyone else
had been inside the restaurant. Even John and Lucy hadn't seen
it—they probably thought I was guilty, too. I had a record from the
Army. I'd been treated for drug addiction. I'd run out on my wife.
Funny—I didn't sound like a nice boy from the suburbs.

My thoughts were interrupted by
problems down below.

I was gagging.

I couldn't hold it down. I raced
through the kitchen past Elaine and into the bathroom. I kneeled
over the toilet. When I came out, Elaine was watching. She probably
heard. She smiled at me quickly and then looked away. I felt that
she wanted to say something but didn't know how.

I wanted to call John. There was a
phone next to the door. I was walking toward it when two cops
walked in. I turned right around and walked back past Elaine to the
bathroom. I took out my wallet and flushed my driver's license and
library card down the toilet. I had no other identification. I
remembered the newspaper description of me wearing a tan jacket. I
ripped it to pieces and flushed it in wads. It took a dozen
flushes, and each time I had to wait a couple minutes for the tank
to refill.

I was going to miss that jacket.
It was an old friend. What's more, I needed something to keep me
warm. There must be five thousand white, dark haired males wearing
blue jeans and tan jackets in St. Louis. Why had I panicked?
Sitting on the edge of the bathtub, I vowed not to be paranoid.
Cautious—yes, of course—but if I was going to be paranoid I might
as well go to jail. I made a mental list of immediate
needs:

1. See a doctor.

2. Get out of town.

3. Replace jacket.

There. Now I felt organized. Life
made sense again. Even fugitives must have order.

Elaine, washing plates, stared as
I walked by. "I can't decide whether you're sick or
crazy."

"Neither. Just weird." I grinned.
I couldn't tell whether I was pulling it off. In a half hour she'd
seen me use the bathroom three times. She'd seen my fear after I'd
pissed blood. She'd heard me vomit. And then she'd heard me flush
the toilet a dozen times in succession.

The cops were gone. I called
John.

Lucy answered.

"John there?"

"No. Willy?"

"Yes."

"Where are you?"

"Kansas City," I lied. Damn. Their phone
wasn't tapped. Must not be paranoid. "Lucy, I didn't do it."

"What happened?"

I whispered: "Those two
guys—"

"What?"

The cafe was empty. Bumpy was busy with the
coffeemaker—dumping grounds and changing filters. I spoke softly:
"Those two guys who walked out behind us. They did it."

"Really?"

"Yes." I was annoyed. She was
doubting me. "I read the newspaper. How'd they get that story about
me being boisterous? Why didn't they tell about attacking that kid
at the juke box?"

"Nobody talked. All the customers
disappeared. The manager made up that story. We told the
truth—about the kid, and how you tried to break it up. We said you
must've stabbed him in self defense."

"I didn't stab him." Jesus. What if
Bumpy heard that?

"Okay."

"How could I get him in the
back?"

"Okay. Okay."

"Do you believe me?"

"Sure."

She didn't sound sure.

"Where's John?"

"They've still got
him."

What were they doing with him? "I'll call
later."

"Okay."

I didn't dare go over there. They could be
watching for me. Or could they? Was that paranoia? Had I seen too
many movies? Do cops really stake out buildings? What do cops
really do, anyway? What are the rules to this game?

The image of the three men—just before the
stabbing—kept flashing into my mind. Dark Glasses, a totally
expressionless face, a fist inches from my nose, hairy fingers with
bare knuckles, a giant gold ring with jagged edges. Behind Dark
Glasses, the other two men. One man expressionless, dark jowled,
deep-eyed—menacing and anonymous. The other man—strange,
strange—the other man wore spectacles. His fair-skinned face had
never needed a shave. His hairline was receding. His ears stuck out
like little wings. His face was not expressionless. He was
scared.

I was standing in front of the
phone. I couldn't decide what to do next. I was still hungry. I
didn't know if I could hold it down. I had to see a doctor. Could
I? I didn't have to use my real name. It wasn't a bullet wound—he
wouldn't be suspicious. How do I find one? Look it up in the Yellow
Pages? I didn't know the streets. He'd have to be near. I couldn't
walk far. In fact I'd better sit down. It hurt like—

My knees buckled.

Elaine took one arm. Bumpy had the
other. They carried me back through the kitchen into a room with a
bed, where they lay me down. Elaine peered into my face.
"You are sick,"
she said. "Are you from the hospital?"

"No. Not crazy. Just
sick."

"Bumpy, call an
ambulance."

"No!" I sat up. "Please." I was
asking—begging for the first time. I would soon get used to it.
"Please. Just let me lie here a minute. I'm okay. I'll walk to a
doctor. Just give me a minute." I was scared of ambulances,
hospitals—they'd want identification, verification.

"Well—" Elaine sat on the bed. "I'll sit
with you."

Bumpy left.

I lay sweating. I was mad at my
body. It wasn't performing. Then paranoia struck. Maybe they
really were calling an ambulance. I tried to get up. The knees failed. I
fell back.

"Elaine—"

"What?"

"Please don't call an
ambulance."

"We're not."

"Is Bumpy?"

"No!"

All right. I closed my eyes. I said, "How'd
you know I'm not from the hospital?"

"You're too young." She laughed. She seemed
to laugh at everything. She began with a slow grin that eased
across her lips until the whole face was Cheshire cat, and then the
laugh would bubble up from way down in her chest—not the simple
throat laugh, a joke laugh—but a deep laughter that grows out of
happiness, contentment, satisfaction. "They're all old
folks. Most of 'em aren't crazy—just old. Bumpy used to be there.
Nothing wrong with him—just nobody wanted him. He kept wandering
over here—eloping. We got so used to him, finally we hired him. He
lives here. This is his room. His bed."

"Where do you live?"

"South Side."

I didn't know where that was. I didn't care. I liked
her. I just wanted to hear her talk. "You in school?"

"Oh, no." She was laughing
again.

"What's so funny?"

"School." And she laughed some
more.

Her eyes had a life of their own. I was
fascinated. I stared into them until she got embarrassed and looked
away. "I like your eyes. You speak with your eyes. Did you know
that?"

"No." She was looking at her
fingers.

"I have this theory." I launched into it. I
believe that a man—or woman—reveals his soul through his eyes. I
really do. Your eyes reveal your feelings. I believe that all the
evil in the world is committed by people who don't reveal their
feelings. The military and the police cultivate an expressionless
face. They hold their mouths rigid. They hide their eyes behind
dark glasses. Don't believe what you see in the movies. You can't
inflict pain unless you keep an expressionless face. I learned in
the stockade that if I could make a guard show a feeling—show his
fear or frustration—he wouldn't beat me.

It's different with women. They have expressive
faces. You rarely see an expressionless woman. I guess it's part of
the culture. But some women stop their expressions just short of
their eyes. And when their eyes show no feeling—watch out. But
you—Elaine—you have sparkling brown eyes . . .

"You're babbling," she
said.

She went back to work. I lay alone. I stared
at the ceiling, at the flashing vision of the three men. The one
who looked scared. What was he doing there?

Elaine returned at eight. "I'm off," she
said. "Can you get up?"

I could, though I felt wobbly. And then I
had to beg again. I was learning that fugitives have to do a lot of
begging. Could she take me to a doctor?

"I'll take you to
mine."

"Don't go out of your way." Hoping
she would.

She had an old milk truck, painted yellow.
She had to stand to drive it. In back it had a mattress,
wood-burning stove, and a complete stereo system.

The doctor kept me waiting an hour and a
half. The examination took thirty seconds. He was one of those
self-important types. He never smiled. Doctors should smile.

"What happened?"

"Fight."

"Who won?"

"Hard to say."

"What did he slam you with? A
baseball bat?"

"Just his knee."

"Remarkable." He shook his
head.

"Bad?"

"You have health
insurance?"

"No."

"Then you'll have to go to Homer G.
Phillips."

"Who's that?"

"City hospital."

"I don't want—I can't—what if I
don't go?"

"Probably die."

Elaine drove me. I lay on the
mattress as the truck jiggled along. I was thinking up an identity.
I decided to keep my first name. I'd never be able to get used to
another one. But Willy what? Willy . . . Crusoe. Wilbur R. Crusoe.
That sounded good.

"Elaine?"

"What?" She was throwing all her
weight into turning the steering wheel.

"I'm your cousin. I came down from Minnesota
to visit."

"Why?"

"Can't tell."

"What's wrong with you?"

"Never mind."

When she parked at the hospital,
she came back and stood over the mattress. "If you're gonna be my
cousin from Minnesota, I got to know what's wrong with
you."

"I broke something."

"What?"

"My—uh—groin."

"Your—uh—groin." She giggled. She
laughed. She was not sympathetic. She howled. She clapped her hand
over her mouth and shrieked with joy. Her laughing shook the whole
truck until the springs were squeaking.

 


Willy Crusoe had a little surgery
and then lay five days recuperating. He learned from the newspapers
that the police knew the name of the cop killer. His name was
William (Willy) Middlebrook. He was believed to be in Kansas
City.

So. Either their phone was tapped,
or Lucy had told. Either way, I couldn't call John. If the
phone was tapped,
I'd give away my location. And if it wasn't, then I couldn't trust Lucy
and so I wouldn't dare say anything. John probably told them my
name, but that was okay. He couldn't very well deny that he knew
me, since we'd been eating together.

My ward—the indigent ward—was a
catalog of human suffering. Half the patients were victims of
violence: gunshot wounds, automobile accidents, family
quarrels that ended with a butcher knife, attempted suicides. The
other half were victims of alcohol, with poisoned livers and liquid
minds. On the bed to my right lay Clarence, a fourteen year old
who'd been shot in the spine by his older brother. He was paralyzed
from the waist down. His mother visited every evening and kneeled
by his bed and prayed for what seemed like hours. And when she was
talking to the Lord, she didn't care who overheard. She shouted and
sobbed. Before she would start, she'd ask Clarence if he wanted to
join her. His response reflected an uncluttered view of life. It
was the same response that he gave to doctors, nurses, therapists,
hospital aids, and social workers: "Shee-it." While his mother was
praying, Clarence watched television along with everybody else in
the ward. Sometimes when she reached a high pitch a few of the
patients would try shushing her, and once during
The Untouchables even the kid said,
"Shut up, momma! Eliot Ness is in trouble!" She didn't hear. She was
listening to the Lord.

The bed to my left was occupied by an old
wino named Blacky. The name didn't make sense. Blacky was white. He
had red hair. There was nothing black about him. I asked him about
it.

"Blacky for my black eyes," he
said.

"But they're not
black."

"Was when they named
me."

He said he was in for his annual visit. Once
a year he had to "get the old liver cleaned out." This was the
third time. He'd stay for a week or so, and the doctors would warn
him to stop drinking and tell him all the horrible things that were
happening in his body, that he was rotting, that he was a sick old
man, and then he'd check out and head for the nearest bar. "I'll
keep on gettin' dead drunk until I am a dead drunk," he'd
say with a wink and a smile.

Once, against my better judgment, I asked,
"Why do you drink?"

"Because I'm a sailor," Blacky whispered in
a hoarse, broken voice. "I been around the world a hundred times.
You know why I drink?"

"Why?"

"Because I'm a sailor in St.
Louis."

Blacky and Clarence held an ongoing circular
conversation over my bed. The trouble was, Blacky couldn't speak
above a whisper, and he was also hard of hearing. I ended up
playing a human telephone between them. The conversation would go
like this:

Blacky: "How's it feel,
boy?"

Clarence: "Huh?"

Me: "He said, 'How's it feel?'
"

Clarence would purse his lips:
"Shee-it."

Blacky: "What's he
say?"

Me: "He says, 'Shee-it.'
"

Blacky: "Well shee-it on you. You can forget
about basketball."

Clarence: "Huh?"

Me: "He says to forget about
basketball."

Clarence: "Shee-it." (Clarence was tall for
his age, and apparently he wanted to play pro ball when he grew up.
Now that he was paralyzed, he refused to give up on the idea. His
mother encouraged him: "If you pray, Clarence, if you really talk
to the Lord, he'll give you back your legs. I know he will." His
mother had brought him his basketball, and it never left his side.
He slept with it cradled in his arms.)

Blacky: "What's he
say?"

Me: "He says, 'Shee-it.'
"

Blacky: "You could run a cash register. You
still got arms. You could run a checkout stand in a liquor
store."

Clarence: "Huh?"

Me: "You could work a cash
register."

Clarence: "Shee-it."

Blacky: "What's he
say?"

Me: "He says, 'Shee-it.'
"

Blacky: "What's he want to be? He want to be
a god damn astronaut?"

Me (not bothering to relay it): "He wants to
play basketball."

Blacky: "Well you can forget about
basketball."

Clarence: "Huh?"

And so on. It passed the
time.

 


On my second day Elaine and her
rat boyfriend visited me at the hospital. I'll never understand it.
Elaine had a sharp mind, a kind face, a good body. She could've had
lots of men. Me, for example. But some women are drawn to rats the
way some children love toads and snakes.

"Hear you all had an operation
yesterday," Elaine said. "They wouldn't let me see you. Everythang
all right down there?"

Thang. She said thang. I'd never
heard it from the lips of a woman. I was in love from that moment
on. Thang—wheat-fields and whippoorwills. The Kansas prairie, the
gentle hills of Missouri. A rubber tire swinging on a rope from the
old oak tree. Skinny-dipping in the creek, sunning on a sandbar.
Lovely, lovely thang.

I managed to answer: "I hope it's
okay."

"Willy Crusoe, I'd like you to
meet Loverboy."

"Al," Loverboy said. "It's
Al."

"Hi Al."

"Willy's my cousin from
Minnesota."

"That so?"

"I would've brought you flowers,
Willy, but Loverboy spent my last seventy-five cents on a pack of
cigarettes and a Hostess Pie."

"That's okay."

Al lit up a cigarette. He didn't
even offer me one. He surveyed the ward, grimacing. The ward looked
back. Visitors—anybody's visitors—were public entertainment.
Clarence and Blacky stared openly from their front row
seats.

Al said to me, "Couldn't you get a private
room?"

"Didn't ask. What do you do, Al?"

"Nothing."

Elaine leaned over and whispered in my ear:
"Sometimes he deals."

"What do you do?" said Al.

"Nothing."

"Ah." That pleased him. He flicked an ash in
my direction. "How do you amuse yourself in this place? Just lie
around and masturbate?"

Ears pricked up all over the
ward.

"Al!" Elaine shouted. "That's
cruel."

"Is it?"

"Yes it is. How could he masturbate when he
just had an operation on his balls?"

"His balls?"

"Yes, his balls!"

"What's wrong with his
balls?"

"He broke them. Now don't you think
that was a cruel question?"

"Sorry. Hey. Willy. I'm
sorry."

But I couldn't answer. I was
hiding under the sheets.

 


Two days later Elaine visited again. This
time she didn't bring Loverboy Al.

"Hi, Cousin."

"Hello, Elaine."

I told her I'd be getting out
tomorrow.

"Wonderful! You must be looking forward to
going home."

She must've seen my face fall. She sat on
the bed. Neither of us spoke. Every eye in the ward was on her.
Then she leaned forward and whispered something in my ear that
practically made me jump clear out of the bed: "You killed that
cop, didn't you?"

"No!"

"Bumpy thinks you did. Something he heard
you say on the phone. And that bit about being my cousin. And the
way you turned around when those two cops walked into the cafe and
went into the bathroom and flushed your jacket down the
toilet."

"You got a peephole in that
john?"

"So you did do it."

"No." But there was no use playing games.
"They think I did it."

"Same thang."

How I loved that thang. I reached for her
hand and held it between both of mine. At the same time I was
judging the distance to the door and calculating how long it would
take to leap out of bed and jump out of my gown and into my clothes
and dash out of the ward.

"What about Bumpy?"

"Oh he's cool."

"What about . . . you?"

She laughed. I saw the answer in her eyes
even before she said it: "Don't worry."

"What about Al?"

"Won't tell him."

"But he's your
Loverboy."

"Yeah but . . . "

Elaine asked about my plans, and I told her
of my conflicting needs. I had to get out of town, and I was
supposed to stay off my feet for a week.

"I'll pick you up tomorrow. We'll see what
we can work out."

"Elaine—why . . . ?"

Her answer showed a mind that didn't bother
with a lot of complicated moral constructions. She responded to
immediate human needs: "Nothing we can do for the cop. He's dead.
But you need help."

 


"Mighty pretty woman," Blacky wheezed when
Elaine had gone. "Mighty pretty. When you get out, I want you to
buy her a drink for me. Tell her it's for old Blacky."

"Sure, Blacky."

"Hey Clarence! Willy's gettin' out tomorrow.
What do you think about that?"

Clarence was staring at the ceiling. "Huh?"
he said. He was holding the basketball at his side.

"I'm getting out
tomorrow."

Clarence glanced at me. He pursed his lips.
"Shee-it."

I relayed the message.

"Boy," Blacky said, "I'm gonna get
through to you if it's the last thing I do. I know you got
feelings. You ain't all that tough."

Clarence spun the basketball on
his fingertip. He could hold it perfectly balanced that way. To
Blacky he said, "Shee-it."

Blacky turned to me. "Did he say
shee-it?"

I nodded.

Blacky grabbed an empty vase from
a table by his bed. He threw—and hit the spinning basketball, which
bounced to the floor and under a bed.

"Hey!" Clarence shouted. "Get
it."

Blacky laughed.

Clarence screamed, "GIMME MY
BASKETBALL!"

Blacky cackled.

"SOMEBODY HELP!
HEL-L-L-LP!"

A nurse came running.

"GIMME MY BASKETBALL!"

When the nurse realized that all
the commotion was over a basketball, she stood at the foot of
Clarence's bed with her hands on her hips. She hit him with a glare
that would have given most men blindness or a concussion. Clarence
didn't blink. He screamed again, "GIMME THAT BALL! GIMME THE GOD
DAMN BASKETBALL!"

She had no choice. She had to shut
him up.

Clarence embraced the ball in his
lap, rocking back and forth. He turned to Blacky and pursed his
lips. "Shee-it." He grinned.

That night Blacky died in his
sleep. Nobody heard him die. Without any drama, without calling
attention to himself, he very quietly stopped living. The next
morning when the doctor came to give him a shot, he lifted a cold
wrist. He pulled a stethoscope from the pocket of his
white coat and poked it over Blacky's chest. He frowned and made a
little ticking noise with his teeth. He flipped the sheet over
Blacky's face and strode on to the next bed. "Terminal," he
remarked to the nurse. That was all.

I heard a muffled sob from Clarence's bed.
He was huddled over the basketball in his lap. He was jerking his
shoulders and upper torso, trying to make his hips and legs move.
"Lord," he cried, "don't make me work no cash register in no liquor
store. Shee-it, God. Shee-it."

 


I spent a week in Bumpy's room, sleeping in
Bumpy's bed, eating meals that Elaine and Bumpy fixed in the
cafe.

At night, after he'd switched off the
television, Bumpy would lie on the rug and grunt answers to my
questions. He didn't like to talk, but I fired questions at
him—poking and prodding as if it was a cross-examination. I've
always loved to get into the heads of old folks. Besides, I wanted
to make sure I could trust him.

"How come you let me stay
here?"

"Don't mind."

"Why don't you turn me
in?"

"Had it comin'."

"Who?"

"The cop."

"You like cops?"

"No."

"You born in St.
Louis?"

"No."

"Where were you born?"

"Tupper Lake."

"Where's that?"

"Adirondack Mountains."

"New York?"

"Yep."

"Um . . . how'd you end up
here?"

There was a pause, and then a sigh at the
impossibility of answering such a question.

"What did you do in Tupper
Lake?"

"Messed around."

"Work there?"

"Sure."

"What did you do?"

"Paper mill."

"Why'd you leave?"

"Closed."

"Closed? What closed?"

A pause while he gathered
strength. "Mill shut down."

"Was this in the
Depression?"

"Guess so. I was depressed. Heh
heh."

"What did you do?"

"Heh. Left."

"Where'd you go?"

"All over."

Through the open window I could hear the sad
moaning of a foghorn calling to the barges on the dark Mississippi.
It sounded like a giant frog croaking an endless dirge. Sing on, oh
giant frog. Mister and Mississippi is all you'll ever have.

"Were you in the war?"

"No."

"Why not?"

"Hmph."

"What did you do during the
war?"

"Worked."

"Where?"

"Californ'."

"What did you do?"

"Built airplanes."

"I was in the Army. I got drafted. I was in
Vietnam. Then something happened." I told him the story of driving
the truck and six months in the stockade. I ended by asking, "What
do you think about that?"

"Huh."

He wasn't cracking. I've often found that if
you pester an old guy long enough, he'll finally
break and reveal some gem that he's hidden from the world for
years.

"How long were you in the
hospital?"

"Couple years."

"Why'd they put you
there?"

No answer. I was being too nosy. You have to
ease into these things gently: "Ever been out of the country?"

"Mexico."

"Like it?"

"No."

"Why?"

"Dirty."

"Ever been in jail?"

"Sure."

"What for?"

"Nothing."

"Steal something?"

"No!"

"Drunk?"

"Vagrancy. Railroad bulls. About twenty of
us stiffs in a boxcar. And a woman with a kid."

Ah. "Where?"

"Athol."

"Where's that?"

"Athol, Massachusetts. I say it was named by
a man with a lisp. Athol, Mathachutheth. And we were riding through
on the B and M railroad. Figures."

"Ha. And they arrested you all for
vagrancy."

"Something. Vagrants. Trespassing. Don't
matter what they called it. We were stiffs. They had us."

"And they put you all in jail? Why didn't
they just let you pass on through?"

"The woman."

"Was she wanted?"

"They called for two vans. They loaded all
of us in one van—all the men, including the woman's husband, and
the kid. And the woman—a young woman, pretty woman, dirty but
pretty—they put her in the other van all by herself. Our van went
straight to the jail. The other van didn't come till morning. When
her husband saw her, he could see what they'd done. She couldn't
look him in the eye. He went crazy. He rushed a guard and got him
by the throat. Wouldn't let go. Two other guards were beating on
him and he still held on. Finally one of them cracks him on the
head with the butt of his rifle. Killed him. Cracked his skull.
Couple days later they load us all in a bus and take us out of
town. Everybody starts walking. They all go one way. I go the
other. I'm going back to town. I'm gonna kill one of them bastards.
I'll do it with my bare hands."

He paused. I waited for him to continue, but
nothing came. Finally I asked, "Did you do it?"

He sighed. "Nope."

"How come?"

"I didn't know who done it. I might've
picked out some guy who wasn't hurting anybody. He might've had a
good wife and six kids at home. You know?"

"Yes."

"You can't play God."

 


On her breaks and before and after work,
Elaine visited me in my hideout in Bumpy's room. I found out that
she'd grown up in Excelsior Springs, Missouri. She'd been
Homecoming Queen and graduated from high school still
"technically," she said, a virgin. She was dating the son of the
Superintendent of Schools, and other than working part time at the
A&W she wasn't doing anything except waiting around for her
boyfriend to ask her to marry him. One night Al stopped at the
A&W. He was driving a camper truck. He ordered a root beer and
struck up a conversation. Something fell into place that night that
had been hanging loose all her life. She didn't know what it was.
She just knew it, felt it, as it clicked into the empty slot. She
left with him that night and hasn't been home since. Al was on his
way from Kansas to New York City. The camper truck was stuffed to
the ceiling with marijuana that he'd picked in Kansas. He'd heard
there was a shortage in New York, and he aimed to cash in on it.
They stopped for the night at a Holiday Inn near Columbus, Ohio. Al
parked the truck in the lot. They spent two nights in the Holiday
Inn and never left their room except once to get some food
downstairs. They dropped acid, and Elaine lost her technical
virginity and her nontechnical upbringing, at least for a while.
When they returned to the truck, it was gone. Stolen. There was
nothing Al could do about it. Elaine decided right then and there
that dealing was a lousy way to make a living. Al seemed to agree.
They hitchhiked to St. Louis, where Al's father had a little shop
where he repaired cameras. Al had decided to learn camera repair
from his father, then go to some little town in northern California
and set up a shop of his own. It didn't work out. Camera repair
requires delicacy and patience, two qualities that Al didn't seem
to have. He drifted back into occasional dealing. Elaine found the
job at the cafe. Now they were saving up money, and soon they
planned to join a commune in New Mexico and try their hand at
farming.

"What do you see in him?" I asked her
once.

"Al? Oh he saved me."

"From Excelsior
Springs?"

"All that.

"But—"

"I love him." The look in her eye was
fierce.

I suspected that while in a sense Al had
saved her, it was more accurate to say that she had saved herself.
That night at the A&W Al had opened a door in a room of her
mind where she felt trapped—where she had always thought there
weren't any doors at all—but she herself had had the sense and the
courage to walk out that door to the great darkness and mystery of
the waiting night.

I wanted to buy her a drink for old Blacky
since I'd promised I would, but I had no money. I'd entered the
hospital with two hundred dollars in my wallet, but they took it
all.

I tried Al. "Could you spare a
little money?"

"How much?"

"Oh—five . . . "

He searched his pocket and tossed
me a nickel.

"I meant dollars."

"I know." He turned his back and
walked away.

I needed more than five dollars anyway. It
was time to see John.

I took a bus to the medical school and
eventually tracked John down to a dermatology clinic. The
receptionist was not friendly.

"And what is the
problem?"

"No problem. I want to talk to
him."

"Dr. Cline is busy."

Doctor. He hadn't even graduated
yet.

"Give him this." I drew a double
arrow on her note pad.

The waiting room was packed with walking
specimens of acne and rash and rotting skin. Every seat was taken.
I stood near the door and tried not to touch anything.

"Dr. Cline will see you
now."

I sat on the paper sheets of the examination
table. John locked the door and lit his pipe. He wanted to talk
about the stabbing. I couldn't work up any enthusiasm about the
subject—I say what's done is done and the hell with it—but John
wanted to play Perry Mason. He said that it must have been an
assassination. He said that what struck him as odd was that the
police didn't seem too upset about it. They questioned him for a
half hour, and he told them about the kid at the jukebox, the
brawl, the two men following us out. They accepted the story. They
didn't cross-examine or show in any way that they didn't believe
it. And yet they held him for twenty-four hours and released the
story to the newspapers about my being "boisterous." As far as John
could tell, the police didn't want to know the truth or solve the
crime. They'd kept him locked up so he couldn't give his story to
the papers.

John had also done some research about
Romey's, the pizza joint. It had a shady reputation. Gamblers hung
out there. The people in the bookstore that was right next door to
Romey's said that when they first opened, two goons from Romey's
came over and mentioned "security" and suggested who to order their
posters from. Can you imagine? Mobsters in the poster racket?

I asked John how the police got
the idea that I was in Kansas City.

"I told them. Lucy said she was
sure it was a local call—it wasn't scratchy enough for long
distance. So we figured—I figured—you wanted them to think you were
there."

He sucked on his pipe. He was obviously
proud of his logic.

I told John about my recurring
vision. He wanted a description of the men. I told him what little
I could about the expressionless man, and then I described the man
who'd been scared—the fair skin, the spectacles, receding hairline,
wing-like ears—he simply didn't look tough. He didn't look like a
mobster.

"Then he was a gambler," said
John.

"And a loser," I said. "A scared loser. But
what does that have to do with a stabbing?"

John sucked smoke. "Paying debts."
Blowing smoke. Playing Sherlock. "He owed money. Didn't have money.
So they asked him to do them a little favor. In return for the
favor, they'd cancel the debt."

"Some favor."

"Some debt."

But it made sense. I once knew a
man who gambled. Nicest guy you ever saw. Friendly, helpful—once he
spent a whole day working on my car, showing me what to do. This
was Boston. He lived in the apartment over me. His wife kept
shouting. Every night, I heard shouting. Sometimes crying.
Sometimes throwing things. He was compulsive. He was in debt. She
kept shouting at him. About once a week, a big shiny green car
would park in front of our building. No horns honked, nobody
stepped out of the car. It simply pulled up and sat
there like an ominous green wart on the pavement. My friends and I
got so used to it, we'd joke about it: "The green wart's back." But
it was no joke to my neighbor. Within a minute after it appeared,
my neighbor would be in the car. Fifteen, maybe thirty minutes
later he came back out of the car and went up to his apartment. The
scene was so undramatic that it was eerie. And every night his wife
would shout at him. One day, he came home with two broken legs. His
wife moved out. The shiny green car appeared every week. No more
shouting. I could hear his crutches clumping in the middle of the
night. His grown daughter visited. I heard pleading. "Daddy.
Please." She left. The
shiny green car appeared. He sat in it for an hour. That night he
got very drunk. I heard him singing. He sang Chattanooga Choo-Choo
at the top of his voice, but the words were all wrong and he
slurred everything.

The next day he disappeared. A couple weeks
later, a Boston cop knocked on my door. I didn't know anything. He
said nobody knew anything.

I never heard about him again. I never saw
the green wart again, either.

John wanted to know where I'd been hiding. I
told him about the hospital, the operation.

"Can I see it?"

I didn't understand.

He rephrased it: "Let me examine
you."

I started to unbuckle, then hesitated. I
didn't want to do it. Something—a feeling I'd never had to deal
with before—told me not to take off my pants. John and I had grown
up

together. We'd been closer than brothers. In a non-physical way
we'd been as close as lovers. That was the problem. A stranger
could examine me impersonally. But when John

touched me, they would be John's hands. What if something weird
happened? Like what if I got a hard on? Which was dumb, of course.
It wouldn't matter now. But back then, yes.

He fingered me gently. He prodded and asked
if it hurt. He studied the scar. He held my balls, hefted them,
told me to cough.

I wasn't betrayed. Body seemed to agree with
mind. I coughed and waited for John to finish.

And waited.

I looked down. He was still holding on. The
hand remained — one second — two — three — four — five — then
withdrew. Five seconds too long. John wasn't meeting my eye. Was I
reading it wrong? It was only five seconds.

I dressed. The rustle of clothes was
deafening. Somebody had to say something. I asked, "How's it
look?"

"Okay." He lit the
pipe.

"Will I live?"

He didn't answer. He wasn't playing. Wasn't
smiling. Dammit. Doctors should smile.

"Can I have some
money?"

"Sure. Yes. How much?"

"Lots."

Quickly he emptied his wallet—sixty-five
dollars.

"Guess I'll go now."

"Okay."

I moved for the door. John was staring into
the bowl of his pipe.

"Well . . . Good-bye."

"Where will you go?"

"I don't know."

I walked out, closed the door behind me. A
nurse was bustling down the hall. I felt like everything was wrong.
I took the money out of my pocket. I was afraid he'd given it to me
for the wrong reason. I opened the door, walked back in. John was
still staring into the bowl of the pipe.

"John . . . "

He looked up.

" . . . Double Arrow?"

He set down the pipe and put his hands in
the pockets of his white coat. He was fingering the
stethoscope.

"Look Willy. Cut the kid
stuff."

I was suddenly mad. I slammed the door and
hurried down the hall and out through the room of acne and rash and
rotting skin. As I left, I noticed the sign on the door that said
DERMATOLOGY. Without even looking over my shoulder to see if
anybody was watching, I ripped the sign from the door and walked
away.

Two days later I mailed the sign
to John. I thought about enclosing a note—something clever—like:
"Here's your sign, faggot." But I didn't really know if he was one
or not, and maybe he didn't know either, and as the time passed I
realized that it didn't matter so much. In fact, it didn't matter
at all. I am so ashamed of myself for thinking that it mattered.
What had made me mad was something entirely different. Kid stuff,
indeed.

What I ended up doing was drawing
a single lonely arrow on the back of the sign. Then I wrapped it
and took it to the Post Office and insured it for one thousand
dollars.

 


I told Elaine I wanted to buy her
a drink.

She laughed. "That's
silly."

I told her I'd promised a
guy.

"What guy?"

I told her about
Blacky.

She thought it was sad. "I don't
know," she said. "I don't think I want to drink for a dead
man."

"But I promised."

"I didn't."

And then—we were alone in Bumpy's
room—I kissed her. Quickly. She was startled. She eyed me
carefully. "You want a drink or something else?"



"Something else."

"Well, I think I'll take the
drink."

And so I learned that she wasn't
totally impulsive. Almost totally, for sure, but she did have some
reserve. Of course I probably didn't attract her very much. I'm not
all that handsome. Not like Al.

She wanted wine. She said it was
the only alcohol she could drink. She hated beer, and she hated
hard stuff. She knew better ways to get high.

There was a bar right next to the
cafe, but Elaine said she couldn't stand that place. We walked down
the block to another tavern. Inside was gloomy darkness and the
stale smoke of a cigar. The whole scene reeked of defeat. Without a
word we turned and departed.

I bought a bottle of burgundy in a
liquor store, and Elaine drove the yellow milk truck to a place on
the Mississippi River called Bellerive Park. We sat on the edge of
the bluff and drank the wine and watched the barges haul up and
down the deep brown water. We were alone in the park except for one
man sitting in a car listening to a football game. The wind was
cool. The barges blatted their horns. Across the river in Illinois
was a bank of trees with bright orange leaves. The land was busy
and beautiful and made me very sad.

"You all leaving soon?" asked
Elaine.

"Tomorrow."

I shivered.

"Dumbshit. Flushing a jacket down
the toilet." She held out one side of her coat. I snuggled in. She
was warm. I put my arm around her shoulders. She put an arm around
my waist.

We drank more wine. It was a gutsy
burgundy—I could almost feel the grapeskins on my tongue—strong and
hearty as only a cheap wine can be.

Elaine asked, "You gonna be all right?" Her
lips glistened with wine.

"Sure."

"Where'll you go?"

"Don't know."

"Balls okay?"

"Fine."

She patted my thigh.

I tried to kiss her.

She jumped away, pulling her coat
off my shoulders. The wind was suddenly cold. I studied her face,
her fearful eyes. I told her, "I don't understand you at
all."

She stared glumly at the ground. Her fingers
were ripping blades of grass into shreds. "Come here," she said.
"You're cold."

I slid over, and she held out her coat. We
finished the wine without speaking a word.

Elaine drove me to the university
so I could check the bulletin boards for a ride. I didn't dare
hitchhike or hop a freight—the police are always picking you up and
checking identification. But I've never seen a university that
didn't have a few good rides leaving every week.

I wanted to go to Wheeling. I
figured the police had contacted Erica, or else she'd heard about
my troubles one way or another. I had to tell her I was all right.
I wanted her to know I didn't do it. And, most of all, I wanted to
see if she was feeling any better, if she wanted me around
again.

There was a ride going to New York
which would pass right through Wheeling on Interstate 70, but it
wouldn't leave for another ten days. I couldn't wait. Somebody was
leaving for Chicago the next morning—not exactly on the way to
Wheeling, but at least it was out of town. I called, arranged a
pickup. The guy sounded goofy: "Oh yeah . . . far out . . .
I'll pick you up . . . wow . . . yeah man . . .
outsight."

I had supper with Elaine and Al.
Elaine said it was the Last Supper. I didn't think that was funny.
After we ate we all sat around the table in their one room
apartment. Al produced a fat yellow joint. He said it was from a
new source, and it was "the best shit ever to hit St.
Louis."

Elaine asked, "Is it Panama
Red?"

"It's Guatemala Guano."

"Hey that sounds good!"

Al exploded with laughter. He
pointed at her head and said to me, "She isn't too—uh—up here,
y'know, she hasn't got it."

"I guess I'm not too bright,"
Elaine agreed.

It was strange. Elaine was
perfectly intelligent—probably more so than Al. Why did she put up
with him?

We passed the joint around, and soon we all
were stoned in fine style. Then Al pulled a cigarette from his
shirt pocket and lit up—again without offering one to Elaine or me.
Soon the room was filled with a smell like burning tar.

I asked, "What is that thing?"

Elaine laughed. "They're his
favorite ciggies."

"What are they?"

"French ciggies. How do you say it,
Loverboy?"

"Gaulois."

"That's it. Gal-waz."

"Get her," Al said, rocking back
in his chair, pointing his thumb. "Gal-waz."

Suddenly Elaine was shouting:
"Well I never had any French!"

Al rocked back. "I'll french
you."

She stood up fast. She bumped the table with
her thigh. A glass of water toppled and splashed onto my pants.
Elaine didn't notice. She was screaming at Al: "Don't gimme any of
that shit. You ain't frenching nobody."

I tried to mop up the water with my paper
napkin.

"C'mere," Al was saying. He stuck
out his tongue and wiggled it between his lips. "C'mere and learn
some French."

"GET LOST!"

"C'mere and eat a
sandwich."

Elaine suddenly calmed herself.
With cool, with ice, she quietly said, "I won't touch you, you
little creep."

I'd taken the other napkins and was busy
damming the water, confining it to a puddle, but I was certain I
heard every word. And yet I couldn't follow the logic of this
fight. Now Elaine was in control. Al was saying, "Aw baby, aw baby,
I didn't mean it, please come here."

Elaine sat down in her chair,
crossing her legs. "Creep." She was trying to hold an
expressionless face.

"Aw baby, please—aw baby, I'm
sorry—please—come on—smile for old Loverboy. Aw baby . . .
"

She resisted for almost a minute,
but finally gave in to a constant stream of aw baby's. She
smiled.

"Attagirl. Now gimme a
kiss."

She leaned toward him. They kissed—just a
smack—from their separate chairs.

"Yeah," said Al. "Now.
Another."

This one lingered for a few
seconds.

"C'mere. Sit on my
lap."

She sat. They kissed. For a long time they
kissed, and I had nothing to do. Their hands were roaming. I was
getting embarrassed. They acted as if I was invisible. They made me
feel invisible. Was I really there?

I pushed my chair back. The leg scraped—a
noise like a screeching cat.

Elaine broke from Al. "Oh—it's you.
Hey I got the screaming munchies. Anybody else got the screaming
munchies?"

Al did.

"Let's get some ice
cream."

We piled into the yellow milk truck. Al
drove. Elaine was rolling another joint as we drove down a road
called Hampton Avenue. It was lined with fast food franchises.
There was so much neon in the air that at first Al didn't see the
cherrytop. Elaine saw it and grabbed his arm.

"Al! Pull over."

He glanced at the mirror. "I'll
beat him."

"You can't beat him. This thang
couldn't beat a pogo stick."

"I'll lose him."

"Would you stop the god damn
truck!"

As Elaine was talking she'd kicked her leg,
spilling marijuana all over the front of the car. I wanted to jump
out. But then I'd just be calling attention to myself. Then they'd
know for sure I had something to hide. Besides, I'd been reading
the Post-Dispatch. These cops shoot to kill. I'd have to
face them, bluff it out. But what if they recognized me? They had
my picture—I'd seen it in the paper. My Army mug shot. What if
they'd already recognized me? Maybe that was why they pulled us
over.

Al had stopped on the shoulder in front of a
Der Wienerschnitzel.

Elaine said, "Get out, Al. There's
dope all over the floor."

"No. Let him come to
me."

"Get out you asshole!"

"Just act natural."

"Natural!"

"He can't see the
dope."

"He can search."

"He can't. Not without a warrant.
Not if we act natural."

"He can do anything he wants.
Don't play lawyer."

"Well act natural."

"Asshole."

"Shut up."

"You shut up."

I was shaking with suspense. So far nobody
had emerged from the squad car. It was parked right behind us. From
the light of the Der Wienerschnitzel I could see two cops. One was
talking on the radio. Maybe they were calling reinforcements. Maybe
they were calling the paddy wagon. Calling the Army. The Navy. I
was ready to believe anything. I couldn't bolt from here. One side
was the highway—heavy traffic, moving fast. The other side was a
big, well-lit Der Wienerschnitzel parking lot—a perfect shooting
gallery.

"Well Cousin," Elaine said, "what
are you going to do?"

I shrugged. I couldn't speak. The
mouth failed.

Al said, "Do they want him? Is that why they
pulled us over? If you get us busted, fella—"

"He's all right."

"He really your
cousin?"

"Yes."

"It's yours, Elaine. The grass.
Remember that."

"It is not."

"I'm on probation. I got three more
years. You gotta take the rap."

"I don't want to."

"You got to."

"They're mean, Loverboy. They feel you up.
They make you strip."

"What about me? You want me in the can for
three years?"

"Course not, Loverboy, but . . .
"

"Then it's yours."

"Promise me you'll stop
dealing."

"Aw baby . . . "

"Promise! We're going to New
Mexico. We're gonna farm."

"Aw baby . . . "

"Then take your own
rap."

"I promise."

"Love me?"

"Jesus Christ!"

"Do you love me?"

"Yeah baby."

"Sound like you mean
it."

"I do mean it."

"I'm going home, Al. No more of
this shit."

"We're all going home. If they ever get out
of that damn squad car—"

"I'm going to Excelsior
Springs."

"You can't."

"I am. I'm gonna go to college. I'm gonna
study French. And art. If I'd never met you, I coulda gone to
college."

"You weren't going when I met you. You were
just hanging around that A&W like some kind of big tit
moron."

"Al!"

"I got you away from all
that."

"I coulda changed my mind. I coulda decided
to go to college. My daddy woulda payed for it. But you
couldn't pay for it. All you want to do is boogie and ball. That's
all. Just boogie and ball."

"Aw baby . . . "

"And you can take your own god damn rap. You
can boogie and ball all you want in that jail. And I know you got a
brick in back behind the stereo. You said you were gonna keep this
truck clean—my truck—and you put a god damn brick—"

"Aw baby—"

"Forget your aw baby
crap."

"Aw baby—"

"Asshole." She turned to me.
"They're gonna get you."

"Guess so." I was beyond
hope.

Al said, "They do want him! What'd he
do?"

Elaine: "Killed a cop."

"I did not! They think I did."

Al: "You killed
Parkey?"

"Never asked him his
name."

"Get him out of here. Holy shit! Turn him
in. Get him out and they won't search the truck. Go on. Get out.
Run for it, you son of a bitch."

"Al! They'll shoot!"

"I'll throw him out. Get out,
you—"

"Look!" I said. The police car was backing
up. It turned onto the road and passed us by. In ten seconds it was
out of sight.

We sat.

Cars were whizzing by. In the Der
Wienerschnitzel light I could see that Elaine was crying. Al was
cracking his knuckles. I realized I'd been sweating—my shirt clung
to my skin.

Finally Al said, "Anybody for ice
cream?"

I didn't answer.

Elaine wiped her nose on the back
of her hand.

Al laid a hand on her thigh. "Aw
baby . . . "

Elaine dropped her head on his shoulder. She
mumbled into his neck: "Loverboy . . . "

Once again I felt
invisible.

"Let's go home," said
Al.

One thing I had to ask Al: "What did you
call that cop? Parkey?"

Al looked away. "I forget. What
was his name?"

"Parker. Parkey a
nickname?"

"How should I know? Come on. We're
going home."

They dropped me off at the cafe. I'd be
leaving early in the morning.

"So long, cousin."

"Good-bye."

"Stay out of trouble."

"I will."

The truck chugged up the street and out of
sight. I stayed outside. I could see the light of the television in
Bumpy's window. The air was crisp and cool. A searchlight from
somewhere was sweeping over the stars. In the gutter were
smoldering, dying ashes. The smell of burnt leaves. I was
shivering. In the ashes, a glow. I crouched and warmed my hands
over the embers. It wasn't much, but it was heat. As I crouched
there, the coals flickered and seemed to grow, as if my presence
had stirred them to a new life, a greater warmth. I had never felt
so alone.


 


 


LEONARD AND CLYDE, just out of jail

Clyde picked his nose with a ten penny nail

Leonard read a Bible, said, "Hear me, oh Lord,

Take me to Heaven in this Forty-nine Ford."

 


Mother America

What have you done?

All of your children

Out on the run.

 


The back seat was empty, so when Leonard looks
up,

He say "Stop for those ladies, I think we're in
luck."

One was a gypsy, sat on Clyde's lap

Told him his fortune, gave him the clap.

 


Mother America

Red white and blue

She gave it to him

She'll give it to you.

 


—Tony's Dance Band
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I 44

 


HE LOOKED INTELLIGENT, but I suspect
that his synapses were permanently singed. He drove a yellow sports
car shaped like a bullet. We shot down the highway at ninety, a
hundred. KXOK was blasting out of the radio. He shouted over the
barrier of music: "Ever drive when you're tripping, man?"

"Any drive is a trip. By
definition."

"Huh?"

"Never mind."

"So did you ever—"

"Nope."

"Streets like spaghetti, man. Cars like
snakes. People jerk around like an old newsreel. Funny? Horns! Too
much. Neon. Wow . . . "

"You tripping now?"

"Naa . . . "

There was no place to put my feet. I suppose
there was a floor down there somewhere, but all I could see were a
rubble of beer cans, paper cups, hamburger wrappers, a necktie
which I could not picture him wearing, plastic bags, a windshield
scraper, a newspaper—Los Angeles Times, two weeks old—and a
roll of paper towels. On the dashboard instead of a plastic Jesus
there was a rubber Mickey Mouse doll grinning idiotically and
holding an American flag.

"Hey man, you ever make it with a
rose?"

"Make it?"

"Fuck it."

"A rose?"

"Yeah."

"The flower."

"Yeah."

"Nope."

"Me, I did. Or they told me I did. I
couldn't remember. That was some night." He gazed nostalgically out
the windshield, driving on instinct, seeing nothing I could see.
"Some long night . . . "

Seems like you're hardly out of the last
outskirts of the St. Louis area before you're coming into Chicago.
He let me out at Hyde Park. Before he drove away, I had time to
read the decals on his rear window:

University of Chicago Crescat Scientia
Vita Excolatur

University of Michigan Artes Scientia
Veritas

U C L A Let There Be Light

Disneyland Mickey and Minnie.
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US 45

 


THE FIELDS were brown and never-ending. Giant sycamores overhung tidy
white farmhouses.

I'd had some good luck: I arranged
a ride straight through from Chicago to Wheeling. Then bad luck:
the car threw a rod before we'd gone fifty miles. Then again good
luck: after work the gas station attendant was going to drive to
Champaign-Urbana for the big football game. He was a grizzled old
man driving a grizzled old farm truck. He sniffed the air and
grinned, flashing more gum than teeth. Making sure I was watching,
once again he nosed the wind. "Mmm . . . Corn's in," he said.
"Wheat's in. Looky thar! Punkin' patch. You like
punkin'?"

"Pumpkin pie. Sure. You
farm?"

"Naw."

A flock of blackbirds swooped over
the road and settled on the broken cornstalks of an empty field.
Ahead, a giant crow flapped down to the shoulder of the highway and
picked at a carcass.

"Would you like to
farm?"

"Naw. Not me. My daddy
farmed."

He was constantly, methodically
picking his nose. Carefully he swabbed out first one nostril and
then the other. Whenever he came up with something, he examined it
bemusedly and then licked it like chocolate off his
fingertip.

He caught me watching. "Recycling," he said.
"That's what my kids call it."

"You got kids? How
many?"

" 'Leven."

"Eleven! Wow! How do you feed them
all?"

"With a spoon. Haw
haw."

Haw haw. A good answer to an
impertinent question. Of course the children would be fed. As we
bounced between the fields of America in a dirty old farm truck, I
had no doubt that the children of this land would always be
fed.
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CHAMPAIGN-URBANA

 


THREE DAYS after I left St. Louis, I found myself in a tavern in either
Champaign or Urbana—I'm not sure which. In the window winked a blue
neon martini with a bright red cherry. I was sitting at the counter
between a young man in a blue suit and a middle-aged woman in a
light blue dress. Not bad looking, the woman. Forty or forty-five,
I guess.

The waitress suggested a cocktail
before dinner. I declined. I ordered three hamburgers and a glass
of milk.

I caught a chuckle on my right.
The woman in the blue dress was laughing at my meal. When she saw
she'd caught my eye, she announced, "My goodness. I believe we have
a farm boy here." She sounded pleasant, midwestern,
friendly.

I told her I wasn't a farm
boy.

"Well you sure eat like one." She
slapped her knee and laughed—whinnying like a horse. She looked
around to see if anyone else was laughing. I tried to smile.

"Don't you drink?"

"Sometimes."

"Want a sip of my
bourbon?"

"No thanks."

"Come on. It ain't
evil."

"All I want is milk right
now."

"You are a farm boy."

"Nope."

She wore heavy makeup. It was like
a mask.

I looked away, pretended to be reading the
joke cards tacked up over the bar: YOU DON'T HAVE TO BE CRAZY TO
WORK IN THIS— A hand grasped my shoulder. The woman. She asked,
"What's your major?"

"Human kindness."

"You putting me on?"

"I'm not going to
school."

"You don't live around here, do you? I don't
believe I've seen you before. I'm pretty good at remembering a
face."

My hamburgers arrived just then; so instead
of answering, I took a giant bite. She giggled. She thought I
ate like a farm boy. Again, the hand grabbed my
shoulder.

"Where you staying?"

I had to chew for half a minute and swallow
three times before I could answer: "Nowhere yet."

She snapped her fingers. "Here for the
football game. I should've known."

"No ma'am. Just passing
through."

"I believe they're out of rooms at the
Holiday Inn. Matter of fact, I don't believe there's a room
anywhere in town tonight. I ought to know."

"You in the hotel
business?"

"In a manner of speaking. Yes. In a manner
of speaking." She was laughing. Her makeup cracked when she
laughed. She ordered another bourbon. "Join me?"

I ordered an apple
juice.

"Apple juice!" Hilarity.
"Cheers."

We tapped glasses. She tilted her head back
and drained the glass. All of her gestures were exaggerated.

The man at my left—in the blue suit—had
finished eating before I'd sat down. During my whole meal he'd been
sitting there, smoking cigarillos, staring toward a beer sign with
a lighted waterfall.

The woman busied herself refreshing her
lipstick and pushing her hair around. I attacked my hamburgers and
wondered where I could sleep for the night.

The hand was back on my
shoulder.

"So where are you going to
stay?"

"I was just asking myself that
same question."

She leaned forward, as if sharing a secret.
"You won't find a room."

"So I hear."

"It's kind of cold for sleeping
under a bush."

"Guess so."

"Are you clean?"

I shrugged. "Sure."

"I got a room you can stay in. I'll take
pity on a poor wandering stranger." Smiling. "Since your major is
human kindness."

"Why thank you. That's very . . . kind.
Thank you very much."

"I guess I'm just a sucker for
farm boys."

"I told you—"

"I know. I know."

"Where do you live?"

"Around the corner. Melody
Motel."

"Motel? You sure you got
room?"

"Sure." She laughed.

"I can sleep on the
floor."

"Oh no." She laughed again. "Well. What
shall we do this evening?"

Whoops. I hadn't planned on some kind of
date or something. I mean she was old enough to be my mother.

She saw my surprise. A flicker of worry—or
hurt—crossed her face beneath the makeup.

I didn't want to hurt her, but I
hadn't the slightest idea what to do with her. "What—uh—what
would you like to
do?"

She looked me in the eye. She said, "Let's
go to bed."

My fucking god. I was trapped. I'd
blundered right into it. "I—uh—I wasn't—uh—" Plucked eyebrows,
penciled over. There was no expression in her eyes. Why hadn't I
noticed the eyes before? "I really wasn't planning—"

"Now don't be bashful." She patted
my hand. "I know what you want."

What do you say when a woman lays
it on the line like that, and you don't want to do it? I'd never
been in the position of turning down an offer to sleep with a
woman. I didn't have all that much experience with sex. I'm not so
very . . . prolific, or whatever the word is. I stumbled for an
excuse: "I—uh—listen. The fact is . . . You see—I won't waste your
time. No sense beating about the bush. The problem
is—uh—"

"You ever done it?"

"Sure, but—"

"With a woman?" She snickered.
"This ain't no sheep, farm boy. Or is it that—" And she laughed,
but the laugh had a catch to it. "Is it I'm too old for
you?"

"Well . . . "

"You know how to pick a tomato?
You don't pick the firm one. You want to squeeze it, feel it give a
little. Maybe there's even some wrinkles on the skin. But when you
bite into it . . . Mmmm-yum!"

The thing that confused me and put
me at a loss for words was that I couldn't decide whether or not
this tomato was a pro. If she was
a pro, then I could simply dismiss her. She'd
made a business proposition, and I could simply reject the terms of
the contract. But despite the brash behavior, the
plucked eyebrows, bright red lipstick, expressionless eyes—the
eyes. That was the problem. They weren't entirely expressionless.
Behind the hard exterior I thought I detected a core of fear, a
glimmer of feeling, human emotion, a real person, a woman with
pride, with desire, with . . . sideburns. No matter how many hours
a woman spends fixing her hair, no matter how much shellac she
dumps on her head to hold every hair in its assigned spot, if she
has sideburns she can't control those suggestive little ringlets in
front of her ears, those short dark curls mixed with tiny beads of
sweat, sign of womanhood, of heat, of mons, of ticklish dark
pockets and sensitive secret valleys . . .

"I got clap," I said. I don't know where
that idea came from. The words simply appeared in the air.

Her face fell. She curled her lip. "Clap?
That sheep give you clap?"

"It wasn't a sheep."

"Thought you said you was clean."

"I forgot."

"Miss! Hey! A double bourbon! And bring a
glass of milk for Casanova. Clap? You got a red wiener?"

"Red? No . . . "

"Does it hurt bad?"

"No . . . It's getting
better."

"Poor little thing . . . " She
patted my thigh.

"Oh it's all right."

"Don't it hurt?"
Motherly-like.

"No." I didn't want her sympathy. Her
mothering. My fear of mothers. But I also didn't want to ruin my
alibi. "But it's still infectious. I mean I could pass it on. You
know."

She slapped her hand on the bar. "Son of
a god damn bitch." The more I tried to be inconspicuous, the
more she became flamboyant. "Who was it? Was it Gladys?"

"Gladys? No."

"Some coed? One of those sorority
sluts?"

"No no."

"I'll be damned." She threw back her head
and downed the double bourbon. She wiped her mouth with the back of
her hand. The lipstick smeared a red slash just below her knuckles.
She hunched her shoulders and pursed her lips and sighed—and blew a
blast of bourbony fumes into my face. If I held a match to her
breath, there'd be a sheet of blue flame. She said, "It really
was a sheep, wasn't it?"

"Yes," I confessed. "A sweet little
yearling. I thought she was virgin wool."

"Son of a god damn it to hell bitch."
Another explosive sigh. "You can't trust nobody no god damn
more."

"Yes. Well. I got to
go."

"You been two-timed. Betrayed!" She
was waving her arms.

"Yes. Well. Good-bye."

"The world's for shit, buddy boy. D'ya hear
me?"

"Yes. Shh . . . It's all right." I stood
up.

She grabbed my arm. "Take my advice." She
was half shouting. "Don't trust no woman. D'ya hear
that?"

"Yes. Okay. I've got to be
going."

She held on. Tight.

"Don't trust no-o-o god damn
woman."

Gently, I tried to pry her fingers
loose from my sleeve.

The man to my left—in the blue suit—was
watching with dull eyes. He had a tattoo on his wrist—it looked
like an anchor—half hidden by his cuff. I learned in the Army to
beware of men with tattoos. And cowboy boots. Watch out.

Those fingers were really clamped on there.
I tried to loosen one finger at a time.

I was the center of attention. Down the
counter a big burly man in a T shirt flicked his eyes over me
coldly. His bare arm was all veins and muscles and hair. Some faded
printing on the T shirt said AL'S GARAGE.

Suddenly the woman was crying. A tear
ploughed through the mascara. She let go of my arm and leaned over
the counter with her face in her hands. Her shoulders shook. She
sobbed. It was awful. I was confused. Maybe I could have walked out
and left her there like that, hut I was a bit apprehensive about
the attention I was getting, especially from the man in the blue
suit with the tattoo on his wrist. In fact, a second look at AL'S
GARAGE revealed to me that he also had a tattoo. His was on the
bulging upper arm, nestled among the veins and muscles and hair, a
tattoo of a mermaid with breasts that expanded when he flexed his
biceps. I quickly checked the other customers. I couldn't believe
it. They all had tattoos. And a glance at the floor revealed
an uncomforting number of cowboy boots. In the Army these people
were the gung-ho killers, the sadists, the peasant-rapers, the bar
fighters—and here in a tavern with a blue neon martini glass in the
window in Champaign or Urbana, Illinois, who could say what a room
full of tattoos and cowboy boots would do if I tried to leave a
woman crying on her bar stool? And I felt sorry for her. I was sure
now that she was a pro, but she'd lost the hard edge. She could
feel.

"Hey," I said, feeling stupid.
"Hey listen." I shook her shoulder. "Please don't cry."

With her forehead still resting on
her hands she scowled at me from the side.

The man from Al's Garage was slowly crushing
a beer can in the palm of his hand while he stared intently into my
eyes.

"Well," I said. "Let's—uh—let's go
to a movie."

"Oh goody!" She laughed and
clapped her hands.

She wanted to go to the drive-in.
I told her I didn't have a car.

"Thought you were 'Just passing
through.' Didn't you say that?"

"I am. But I don't have a
car."

"Playing hobo. You kids. I swear.
Well I have a car."

She had a 1952 Studebaker V-8 stick shift.
Two windows were missing glass. The seats looked like they'd been
slashed. The passenger door was tied shut with rope, so both of us
had to climb in from the driver's side. The floor was covered with
Kleenex and paper bags. The clutch pedal had no footrest—there was
only a sharp metal rod sticking up from the floor.

"You drive," she said.

She snuggled up beside me in the front seat,
one leg on each side of the transmission hump.

She directed me to the drive-in.
When I stopped to pay for the tickets, she suddenly pushed away
from me and hunched way over in the far corner.

The ticket seller peered in the
window. He made no move to accept the money I was holding out for
him. He leaned on the windowsill and stuck his head right inside.
His mouth was three inches from my face, but he acted as if I
wasn't there. He said, "No use hiding, Claire. I know the
car."

Claire sat up straight. Suddenly
she was extremely busy pushing her hair back in place. With a bobby
pin clenched in her teeth she said, "Take the money, fella. We're
going in."

He glanced at the money I was
holding in my hand.

"I'm on a date," Claire said. "I
got my rights."

"You got no rights."

I was leaning back, trying to put an extra
inch between my face and his. "What's the problem?" I said.

"Yeah," said Claire. "What's the
problem?"

The man frowned. "I ain't gonna
argue," he said.

Claire stopped fiddling with her
hair. She leaned toward the man. Now all three faces were in a
tight triangle. I wanted to slip out. Claire said, "You ever heard
of the Public Accommodations Act? Huh? Passed by President John F.
Kennedy? Federal law? You heard of that?"

The man's face hardened. "I got my
orders."

Claire folded her arms over her
chest. "I got my rights."

"Not after what you done in
here."

"I done nothing."

"I'll call a cop."

"We're going," I said. I threw it
into reverse. Claire protested. I ignored her. In a minute we were
back on the highway.

"Whatsa matter?" said Claire. "You scared of
cops?"

"Yes."

"Where we going?"

"Your place."

"Oh. Good."

"I'm not staying."

"Why?"

"Clap. Remember?"

"Let's have a drink."

"You've had plenty."

"You haven't."

We continued in silence. Claire no longer
snuggled against me. The wind thundered through the two missing
windows. I searched for the heater.

"What you looking for?"

"Heater."

"Don't work."

I should have known.

"Don't you have a
jacket?"

"I—uh—lost it."

"Pull in there!"

"Where?"

"That drug store. I need
something."

I stopped. She ran in. I waited in the car.
When we started up again, she snuggled up beside me with her head
on my shoulder and her hand on my thigh. The hand moved,
slowly.

"I'm trying to drive."

"Uh-huh."

It was a skillful hand. I almost ran a red
light. I had to jam on the brakes.

"See what I almost
did?"

"Uh-uh." Rubbing in slow
circles.

"You want us to have a
wreck?"

"How come you're scared of
cops?"

I didn't answer. I tried to ignore
the hand.

Soon we reached the Melody
Motel.

"Nice to meet you," I said as I slid out of
the car.

"Come in for a drink."

"I gotta go. Got a ride tomorrow. Leaves
early. Better catch some sleep before I—"

"Come in or I'll
scream."

"Remember I got—"

"I'll scream for a
cop."

"Just one drink."

Two green plastic chairs. One Formica
dresser. One knotty pine desk. One double bed with a Magic Fingers
Vibrator—25¢ for one hour. A shower, a toilet, a Dixie Cup
dispenser. And clothes all over the floor. A hot plate and some
liquor bottles on top of the dresser. True Romance magazines on the
night table. A framed black and white photo of a young man in a
Navy uniform. A potted cactus on the windowsill. A cuspidor in the
corner—a small desert of sand dunes and cigarette butts.

"Bourbon all right?"

"Go easy."

"Okay, farm boy."

She handed me the drink and started
unzipping the back of her dress. "Scuse me while I slip into
something comfortable." She pulled the dress over her head and sat
down on the edge of the bed. She didn't slip into anything.

"Drink up," she said.

"I should really be
going."

"Guess what I got in the drug
store."

I didn't answer.

"Rubbers," she
said. "Catch." She threw a foil envelope onto my lap.
"Wasn't that nice of me?"

I fingered the
envelope.

"Bet you never even thought of
it," she said.

I sure hadn't.

"Now it's safe."

"It is?"

"Don't you farm boys know anything?
If you'd used one of these on the god damn sheep you never
would've caught it in the first place."

I closed my eyes, bracing myself. It was
time for another lie: "I haven't got any money."

"Who asked?"

Maybe I could just walk out of there. She
wouldn't really scream. She'd get in trouble herself. But she
didn't seem to be scared of the law. And she was drunk. And getting
drunker. She wasn't bad looking, really. She probably knew a lot of
tricks. It was free. And I needed a place to sleep. But I was
thinking of Erica, the smell of wool, the mountain pine.

I had a desperate idea. "Enough monkeying
around," I said.

She nodded.

"The time has come," I
said.

She looked at me
expectantly.

"Do you believe in Jesus?" I
said.

"Come sit on the bed." She patted the
bedspread.

Louder: "Do you believe in Jesus?"

She furrowed her
eyebrows.

"Are you ready to let Christ into
your life?"

She stopped patting the bedspread but kept
her hand there, kneading it between her fingers.

"Would you like to read the Bible
with me?"

She lurched from the bed and poured herself
a glass of straight bourbon. "I don't believe this," she
said. She put the glass to her mouth and swallowed seven times.
Another of her explosive sighs. "Been preaching to those
sheep?"

"Do you go to church?"

She put her hands to her
temples.

"Do you read the
Bible?"

She closed her eyes and shook her
head.

"Why don't we read the Bible
together?"

Opening her eyes. "Go
away."

"I'm sorry you feel this way." I stood up to
leave.

Her eyes narrowed.

"Jesus loves you," I said. I sidled toward
the door. "Jesus will comfort your tormented soul." I had my hand
on the doorknob.

"Stop."

I studied her face. I couldn't read it. I
opened the door. "See you in church." I was two steps from freedom.
One step.

"HEY!"

I froze.

"COME BACK AND SIT
DOWN!"

Door still open.

"POLICE! HELP! POLICE!
POLICE!"

"Don't shout!" I slammed the door.
"Don't get excited."

"SHUT UP AND SIT DOWN!"

I sat.

"You want to hear about
God? I'll tell
you about God."

I did not want to hear about
God.

"I've prayed to your God. You know what he
gimme? He gimme multipler skerosis. You know what that
means?"

Yes. I knew.

She described the first symptoms—her eyes
wouldn't focus, and she'd feel a sharp pain in the eyeballs, and
then after a few days it would all go away—and then it came back,
and then her hands and feet would lose their coordination—she'd be
holding a glass of water and suddenly drop it for no reason at
all—she'd stumble when there was nothing to trip over—it was like
having demons—and then she'd get better, it all went away, she felt
fine—and then it comes back, it always comes back. You never know
when it will come back, only that it will come, and that it will
keep getting worse. That's what God did for me. You want to talk
about God? Tell me about His forgiveness. His mercy. But don't tell
me He gave me this because of what I am. Don't tell me that. I
wasn't always, you know. I married Jack right after high school. He
had a job selling cars. Fords. He bought me a brand new Fairlane
every September. He took a man out for a test drive, and the son of
a bitch drove right into a truck. Insurance don't last forever, you
know. I don't fancy starving. You saw that car. That's no
Fairlane.

I said nothing. I drank the
bourbon.

She said nothing. She crossed her legs,
chastely tugging the hem of her slip down over her knees.

Headlights splashed over the
curtains. A car without a muffler squealed away, burning rubber. A
beer can struck concrete and rolled, clattering,
clattering.

I was seeing auras. I hadn't seen
any since my last acid trip, long ago, but suddenly they had
returned. First the plastic chairs. A black, sinewy aura surrounded
the chairs, pulsating, growing. The Formica dresser. The same black
aura. The Saharan cuspidor, the Dixie Cup dispenser, more
blackness, choking me, us. I could feel it. I couldn't breathe. I
couldn't stand up. Sinking. Suffocating. I desperately swung my
eyes about the room searching for a counteracting force of life. My
gaze fell upon the pitiful little cactus on the windowsill. The
cactus glowed in my eyes; it had an
aura of emerald green. I looked at Claire. She, too, had the green
aura. Our small auras were all that we had to hold back the
formidable forces of death in this room.

I concentrated on the green. An uneasy
truce. Gradually the auras receded.

Claire stood up unsteadily. She
paid no attention to me. She was unhooking her bra. I saw the long
scar over the belly.

"What's that?"
Pointing.

"Caesarian."

"Oh. Where's . . . ?"

"She died. Long ago . . . Long . .
. long . . . ago . . . "

The bra was off. She turned off
the lamp. In the faint light that filtered through the curtains she
shed the rest of her undergarments and climb into the
bed.

I listened to the squeak of
springs, the rustle of sheets. I couldn't see her face, but I heard
her soft words: "You can go now."

I remained in the
chair.

By the sound of her breathing, she
wasn't asleep. Then she sighed. "One hell of a seduction," she
muttered.

I finished the bourbon. The room
hummed. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness I could make out the
form of Claire under the blankets, breathing slowly. One arm lay
above the covers.

Against the window I could see the
tiny silhouette of the cactus. I slipped off my shoes. I moved to
the bed, lay on top of the covers. I could smell her hair—a smoky
odor, plus the metallic scent of some spray that turns a hairdo
into a net of steel fiber. I wondered—if I squeeze it in my fist,
will it crackle? Will it crumble through my fingers into a small
sad pile of iron filings? I didn't want to know. I knew of the
ringlets in front of her ears. I forced myself to think of those
lewd, naked sideburns.

She rolled over. I reached out a
hand, touched a heavy breast. She rolled again, pressing into me.
Her mouth was in my ear.

"Ba-a-a-a-a-a," she whispered.

 


She came like an earthquake. She
was whimpering and wiggling and clutching my shoulders, and things
were building up nicely on my half of the exercise and I was about
to—

CRACK!

Like a kick in the balls. Like
somebody had reached in with a hook and ripped out every suture,
unknotted every vessel. I let go a scream and rolled off top of
Claire and lay on my back, quivering and moaning. The doctor had
neglected to warn me about something. Obviously.

Claire was gasping for breath.
Sweat ran off her brow. Finally, still panting, she raised herself
on one elbow and leaned over me. "When you come," she said, "you
really come."

I guess an orgasm of pain looks
and sounds very much like an orgasm of pleasure.

"So do you," I said.

"Ain't it neat? It's my medicine I take for
the—you know—multipler skerosis. It's supposed to unblock my
nerves. And does it ever! They ought to sell that stuff to
everybody. I tell you, there's certain advantages to multipler
skerosis. It ain't such a bad life. You want to try some? The way
you screamed last time, with this stuff you'll probably
explode."

"No," I said. I'd already
exploded. "No thank you."

 


She was sleeping so soundly, I thought I
could slip out in the morning without waking her. I dressed quietly
and—just before leaving—emptied my pockets onto her dresser. My
last forty-eight dollars. It was a noble gesture, and probably a
stupid one. I now had no money and a long way yet to Wheeling. But
it made me feel good, and that's all the use there is to money.

I closed the door quietly and headed across
the motel parking lot. I'd reached the sidewalk when I heard
Claire's voice: "Hey! Mac! Wait a minute!" She was hiding behind
the door with only her head showing.

"I gotta go now," I called
back.

"Come here. I got something for
you."

I walked back to the door. Without exposing
herself she held out one bare arm and handed me a heavy blue Navy
jacket. "My husband's," she said. "Been hanging in a closet fifteen
years, but it'll still keep you warm. You're his size. Go on, take
it."

"Oh I can't."

"Go on."

"No. Really."

"Go on, dammit. You're just as stubborn as
he was." She dropped it on the stoop and slammed the door
shut.

I took it.

It wasn't until Ohio before I put my hand in
the pocket and found the forty-eight dollars.


 


 


I 70

 


SOMEWHERE in Ohio. He was the husband of a sociology professor. I never
found out what he did himself. He had a habit of jerking his lower
jaw back and forth. He was tense as a steel coil.

He didn't speak a word for a
hundred miles. The tires hummed. The day was dark with moody
clouds. I was dozing off. Suddenly the words cracked out of his
mouth: "Let's stop."

"Why?" There was nothing but
grass, barns and fences.

The jaw jerked. "Let's stop and
fuck around for a while."

There were no pinball machines out
here, no drive-ins, no cafes or bars. Just wet brown
earth. "There's nothing to do around here," I said.

He winced. He said again, "Let's
stop and fuck around for a while."

I realized that he was speaking
literally.

"No," I said. "I'm in a hurry.
Let's not."

"Okay." His eyes darted to the
mirror, as if somebody behind might have heard. "Forget I ever said
it."

He drove on all the afternoon
grinding his jaw, and he never spoke another word.
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WHEELING

 


I HAD COME for my mountain child. In the night I walked the streets—wet
streets, after a day of rain—the slick sucking noise of tires on
wet asphalt. I passed the B&O yards, busy with clanging and the
rumble of diesels. I passed the mountainous sheds and belching
smoke of Wheeling Steel. I heard the blat of a coal barge on the
river, a sound that used to set my legs twitching when I heard it
on the swinging chair with Erica, when I wanted to glide with the
barge all the way down to New Orleans—but I had just finished ten
days on a winding path from St. Louis to Chicago to
Champaign-Urbana to Oberlin, Ohio to Wheeling, scrounging up places
to sleep, wheedling food, tired of begging, sick of
anonymity, always a core of fear in my every move, fighting
down panic every time I saw a police car, and the barge was only
another noise washing over me in the night. I was climbing the
steep streets into the quiet of the hills, the houses dark, water
rushing down gullies by the road, wet leaves dropping from trees
with a splat. I stood on the porch of the old gray house. A light
shone from the kitchen. Through the closed door I could hear a
radio, WWVA. I knocked.

Erica's mother—Mrs. Patman—a wiry woman with
tired eyes—came to the door in a bright red bathrobe. "Willy! Hot
dawg! Thought you wuz in jail."

"Can I come in?"

We sat in the kitchen. Somewhere in the
still house five children were sleeping, gathering strength for
another day's bedlam, another chip in the erosion of their mother's
life, her crumbling nerves. She turned down the radio, but left it
on. She'd been fixing some warm milk and honey, which she drank
"fer my dreams" every night before bed.

Erica was back in the sanitarium.
She was down to a hundred pounds.

"Does she talk about
me?"

"Not kindly."

"Where's the fiddler?"

"Workin' nights now, too.
Somebody's gotta pay for that child. Kin you help?"

"Not now."

"He thinks yore no account. You
better git fore he comes back."

"I didn't do it. I didn't do
anything wrong."

"Oh yeah?"

"The cop was beating on me. Some
guys came up behind and stabbed him in the back."

"Oh yeah?"

"You think if we were fighting, I
could stab him in the back?"

She considered the question. She was a
skeptic, a hill woman, a fierce independent, and she knew all about
the abuse of the law. "Reckon not," she said after a moment. "But
why ain't they lookin' for the other guys?"

"Nobody saw them. Nobody knows about them
but me."

"So find 'em."'

Wise words, I suppose. Maybe I
should be searching for these men. But how could I find them? Would
they still be in St. Louis? And what could I do if I found them?
They wouldn't confess. I had no witness, no evidence. The power of
the green wart. One was expressionless. One was scared, with ears
like little wings. A gambler? A loser. And the dead man. Al had
called him Parkey. Did Al know something?

"I'm going to see Erica. I'll help
you out as soon as I can. She's my wife. I'll take care of
her."

"You? What kin you do?"

I had no idea what I could do for
Erica. I just wanted to ease this woman's pain. Mrs. P needed more
than medicine for her sleep, more than warm milk and honey for her
dreams. She knew medicine. She made a salve out of wild ginseng to
put on sores, and she rubbed polecat grease—skunk oil—on her
children when they had a fever. She prescribed Kentucky bourbon for
adult fevers, served piping hot with a peel of lemon. She believed
a steady diet of sunflower seeds would prevent any ailment from
sniffles to cancer. But one ache, no medicine could cure. She
needed the hills of Kentucky, the cabin by the road, the land of
her birth now washed away in mud, the child named after a magazine
picture now grown to a wild creature. Would these people have been
happier if I had never come into their lives? Would Erica be well
now if I hadn't given her a bum baby? Was it all my fault? I was a
"furriner"—that's what Erica's mother called me once. When she said
that word a strange feeling passed over me. I felt the ghost of her
old Kentucky grandmother reaching out to touch me. I shivered: I
remember the chill. I could see Mrs. Patman as a young girl sitting
on the wide wooden planks of the front porch of the old Kentucky
cabin at the feet of her own grandmother who spoke of
a world divided into two kinds of people: hill people and
furriners. I suddenly felt the strength of a tradition and culture
that hadn't yet died and that still seeped down through the
twentieth century into this house in Wheeling on a bluff over the
river where a mother watched helplessly as first her daughter ran
off to the furriners, the enemy, and then her husband went to work
for them and took her from the beloved savage hills to live among
them. And she became one. She was now a furriner. She was her own
enemy. As we all are in our own ways.

A spider was weaving, dangling,
scurrying, laying its trap between two cabinets that hung over the
sink.

Erica's mother closed her eyes and
nodded her head. Slowly she leaned toward the table. Soon she would
dream.

I picked up her empty glass and
lay it in the sink without disturbing the work of the spider. I
wasn't going to disturb anybody's work or mess up anybody's
life.

"I'm sorry," I said. "I'm going now. I'm
sorry." I felt as if I was apologizing for the whole twentieth
century.


 


 


MUSHROOM MOUNTAIN

 


I STOOD ON the shoulder of the road in a cloud of choking red dust and
black diesel exhaust. The bus pulled away. I was alone. I heard a
mockingbird. Beside the road lay the gray wooden walls of an old
country store with its roof caved in and a fair-sized sassafras
tree growing inside. Out front the tall, narrow skeletons of two
rusty gas pumps stood like the ghosts of the long gone hillbillies
who once ran the place.

I walked two miles up a gravel
road into a hollow. At the head of the hollow I passed a black
shantytown where hounds barked and eyes peered from dark
doorways.

I turned onto a dirt road and
started up the mountain. Three miles later, I came to
a fork. I'd been up this road only at night, in a car. I chose the
left fork. Two miles later the road dead-ended at an abandoned
quarry. I doubled back. By the time I reached the sanitarium I was
so dusty I felt like a walking slag heap. I was afraid to go in
there looking so beat, and anyway I was afraid the police might've
warned them to look out for me. I walked up to the lake where I
used to go with Erica, figuring to rest and plan my next
move.

She was there. She was sitting on a log by
the shore. A raccoon—an early riser, as the sun was just
setting—was eating bread crumbs out of her hand. It spotted me
first and scampered away.

"You!" said Erica. She stood up straight
with her hands on her hips. "Is it you?"

I walked to her, then hesitated. Was she
angry? Wild? Frightened? Or loving . . . ?

"You look like mud pie. Go jump in
the lake."

I think she meant it. "Can't," I said.
"These are my only clothes."

"Take 'em off." She waited. She tapped her
foot. "Go on."

I just stood there. I wasn't going
to take off my clothes.

"Where'd you get that Navy
jacket?"

"Whore in Illinois. Said I
reminded her of her husband."

"You!"

"What?"

"You got to play on every fiddle
you find."

"It wasn't exactly—"

"Nucky."

"She sort of . . . picked me
up."

"Nucky nucky."

Somehow I'd imagined our reunion would be
different. Here she was, my scrawny wife with the thin lips and
apple-wide eyes. Brown hair, in spite of her name. She'd been born
with three blond hairs on her head, and her mother had been reading
the midwife's National Geographic when she stopped at the
picture of a beautiful child with a lovely name. She still had that
magazine.

"C'mere."

I lunged for her.

She skipped back. "Don't touch.
Just c'mere."

I stood before her.

"Yep. It is you. Set down."

I stood, twitching my
fingers.

"Set!"

I sat. She knelt beside me. Cupping her
hands in the water, she gently washed my face. There was one spot
on my cheek that she had to scrub with the heel of her hand. When
she was finished, she kissed me once on the lips, a moist kiss with
hard lips that sort of distractedly chewed on my mouth.

I tried to grab her.

She pushed me back. "I'm better," she said.
She was still kneeling, hands on thighs, her face just inches from
my own, every pore, every freckle, every downy hair big as boulders
in my eyes. "Just needed to be alone, I guess. Babies die
sometimes. T'ain't your fault. T'ain't nobody's fault."

She sounded better. She even looked as if
she'd put on a little weight. I asked her, "Did you talk to Dr.
Bryant?" Bryant was the sanitarium's resident psychiatrist, a bald
old man with strange black spots on his head where, rumor had it,
he'd been the subject of highly experimental—and highly
unsuccessful—brain surgery. All day long he spat tobacco juice into
a paper cup in his top desk drawer. By the end of the day, it was
seething with vile black liquid. That cup, according to the
paranoid folklore of the wards, was added to the next morning's
prune juice. Nobody believed the rumor, of course. Still, nobody,
after the first visit to Bryant's office, drank prune juice for
breakfast. Once I saw a note of Bryant's that described Erica as
"emotionally disterbed." It's difficult to have confidence in a
spot-headed, tobacco-spitting shrink who can't spell. I couldn't
believe he had actually succeeded in helping Erica, and I soon
learned that he hadn't. She'd been to a tent show.

"You mean a faith healer?
Where?"

"Walleye."

"But that's thirty miles—"

"Thirty by road. Two mile if you
walk over the ridge. I found a trail. I just happened to wander
over there one day, and next thing I knew I was in the middle of
this old-timey revival meeting."

"And the faith healing? It really
works?"

"Wayell . . . You shoulda
seen them people. I mean
they're the kind of thing you expect to see when you kick over
a rock. This one
lady—she was rolling on the floor. She was actually foaming at the
mouth. If she was
a dawg, somebody'd take a gun and shoot her. And the men, they was
wild-eyed. They was all crazy.
And I started wondering what happened to them,
what made them that way? I mean people ain't born crazy. Something
happens to 'em. Maybe that woman on the floor, maybe
her baby died." She took
my hand. She looked into my eyes. My knees trembled. The dark
depths of her eyes. "I ain't gonna be like that. I don't wanna end
up a burned out hillbilly. I'm only sixteen. I can
beat it."

I was sure she could. I was so
happy I could sing to the hills. What a change. When I'd left her,
she'd been shaking and screaming.

I never knew what to expect from
Erica. I grew up in the suburbs, the son of a scientist, and I
believed in a logical and somehow benevolent universe where
children are loved and protected, and money will magically appear
when you need it. It wasn't until I left the suburbs that I learned
that not only is the world not benevolent, it is sometimes
downright mean, and it is rarely logical. Six months in the
stockade were my final proof.

Erica's world had always been
illogical and far from benevolent. She was the second oldest of
seven children. She and her older brother as little children roamed
the hills together until one day when they were gathering ginseng
she looked up to see her brother's head explode. He'd been shot by
a hunter who thought he was a bear. When Erica was thirteen, her
school sent a letter to her pa, informing him that they suspected
that his daughter might be suffering from emotional disturbance and
would he mind if they gave her some tests. So he beat her. To him
the message was simply, "Your daughter is flunking." After he beat
her he locked her out of the house. She slept at a neighbor's. The
next day she came home from school before her pa had gotten off
work and locked him out. When he rattled the door and shouted to be let in, she
spat at him through the mail slot. Finally she released the lock.
When he opened the door she ambushed him with an electric carving
knife. He wrestled it away from her. He held her hand by the wrist
against a table top and threatened to slice off a finger unless she
said, "I love you, Pa." She refused. He broke her skin, drew blood.
She said nothing. He cut down through an eighth inch of skin. She
could feel the blade vibrate across her bone. She said nothing. He
hesitated. She said, "Go on. Cut." He threw the knife through a
lampshade. She laughed. He bandaged her hand and locked her in her
room—no food, no water, no bathroom. Thirty hours later he let her
out. She walked calmly out of the house—she said she didn't even
stop to go to the bathroom first—and she took a bus as far from
Harlan as the money would take her, to her uncle's house in
Wheeling. The uncle phoned her father, who came to fetch her. While
her father was in Wheeling he just happened to hear about an
opening for a Coca-Cola truck driver, a union job, a good job, and
he went over and applied and somehow he got it. So instead of
taking Erica back to Harlan, he returned alone and brought the rest
of the family up to Wheeling. As soon as they arrived, Erica ran
away. To Harlan. When the deputy sheriff sent her back, her pa
pulled down her pants in front of the whole family and caned her
with a willow branch. That night she menstruated for the first
time. Now she says whenever she gets her period she has a sore
fanny. To her that's logical. When Erica was fifteen she ran away
again, this time with a boyfriend. They ended up in the Over the
Rhine section of Cincinnati—a hillbilly slum—where Erica swallowed
a tab of what was supposed to be LSD. Two days after she took it
her body was still trembling and her eyes wouldn't focus. Her
boyfriend delivered her to the hospital emergency room and then,
without lingering long enough to explain what was wrong with her,
disappeared forever. The hospital decided she was psychotic. They
buried her in tranquilizers and transferred her to a mental
institution. When her pa arrived, they wouldn't release her. They
said she wasn't ready. Her pa didn't know much about mental health,
but he decided that these doctors and nurses were "too busy-busy."
He arranged to have her transferred to the sanitarium in the
mountains. He couldn't afford it, but he did it. And Mushroom
Mountain Sanitarium did the job. It didn't have a brilliant staff
or a lot of high-powered, unsmiling doctors, but it offered clean
air, cold nights, and the reassuring presence of pines. The cure
took. Erica recovered, as she might not have if she had remained
tranquilized and locked up in a big city institution. Somehow, her
pa had done the right thing. Then when she returned home, Mr.
Patman told her she'd have to pay him back. Every penny. I don't
know how he really felt about Erica. He beat her sometimes, but
other times he'd fiddle all night long just for her pleasure, with
a stogie wagging in his mouth, plugging a hole where he was missing
two teeth, filling the room with raunchy smoke.

I didn't have any question about
how Mrs. Patman felt about Erica. She loved her, plain and simple.
But loving Erica and knowing how to handle her were separate
issues. Mrs. P believed, or said she believed, that "nucky" was the
root of all evil. "That's all they want," she warned. "Give 'em
your nucky and they ain't nothing left." But the house was small,
walls were thin, and doors were too warped to stay latched. Erica
had seen and heard enough to decide that her ma wasn't exactly
suffering from the nucky. In the same line of thinking Erica didn't
believe her ma's warnings about "psychadeelic drugs." She wasn't
sure what they were, but she figured if her ma didn't like them,
they must be pretty good.

In fact, that was the key to
Erica's mind: if her parents were against it, she was
for it. She took to her parents like a cat to a dog. And if I tried
to boss her around, she took the same way to me.

"Listen!" she said.

"What do you hear?" We were sitting side by
side on a log by the shore of the lake.

"Train." She cocked her head and studied the
sound. "L & N," she said.

Over the whisper of the woods and the
lapping of the waves I could hear the low dull roar of a couple
hundred coal cars. They must have been rolling down the valley way
on the other side of the ridge. "How do you know it's the L &
N?"

"Sounds like it. Hey! Want to talk
to you."

"Oh. Yeah." I'd forgotten. Amazing, that I
could forget. What about my being a fugitive and my running away
from her and what was the future for both of us? Plans. I prefer
feelings. We're both good at feelings. I tend to fuck up plans, and
Erica can't even make them. I took a long breath and plunged into
it: "I guess you heard about what happened in St. Louis."

"No. What?"

"You haven't heard? About the cop?
That I'm wanted?"

"Oh. That. Did you really do
that?"

"No."

"Good."

"They think I—"

"I didn't. Never." Shaking her
head. Pursed lips.

"The police didn't see
the—"

"Police. Don't let's talk about
police."

"But I'm—"

"Hush."

So that was that. She didn't care. She
didn't even want to hear about it. I asked, "Well, what did you
want to talk about?"
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