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Be not forgetful to entertain strangers: for thereby some have entertained angels unawares.
-Hebrews 13:2
Etta rocked the screaming one-year-old lovingly in her arms up and down. She tried to be gentle, but she was at the end of her patience. “Robert!” she called to the other room. Then she whispered to the wailing child, “Shhhh.”
But the heavy child screamed and screamed, and she fell back into the couch, exhausted. The child had been screaming for two weeks now, and it was unbearable for all of them.
“Robert!”
From beyond the kitchen door in the back yard, Robert said, “I’m coming! I’m coming!”
“It’s your turn!” she said, too tired to shout it all the way out again. “Shhh. Malcolm, honey, shhhhh.”
Malcolm wasn’t shushing, though. He was dissatisfied to the point of agony, and if Etta knew what he wanted, he would get it no matter what it was. He’d been a quiet baby until two weeks earlier, when he’d heard the whistle of the “Second” train out yonder by the Tybee’s old turpentine still. There’d been a station there once, but it was gone, as was, probably, the track that carried that Second train. Still, though, the whistle of it was haunted, and it had startled Malcolm awake at dusk, and the child had been in agony since. She held him to her breast and patted his back.
“Robert!”
Robert came in with a plate in his hand, “These are done.” He set the plate on the coffee table and pulled Malcolm to his shoulder, “You eat. I’ll sit with him.”
She started to pull the ribs apart. They smelled better than they ever had, and Robert was well pleased with this version of his secret recipe. “I could use a nap,” she said before biting down on the rib. She chewed and nodded her head in approval while Robert tried to comfort little Malcolm. He had Malcolm’s cheek on his shoulder and he was rubbing his back, and with his face snuggled in daddy’s neck, the screaming became less piercing.
“Robert, these are the best yet!”
Robert smiled with pride, and he held the crying baby out, “You want to try one of daddy’s world’s greatest ribs?”
“Too spicy for him—you upped the peppers,” She finished pulling the last big piece of meat from the bone and then set it on the plate and pulled at another one.
“No, Mr. Gains just made this crop extra spicy. He’s going to sell the farm to his son-in-law and focus on the Valley Store.”
That was news to Etta. “He’s selling his place to Jon Hopewell?”
“Give me that,” said Robert, pointing at the bone on her plate.
She handed it to him, and he put it in Malcolm’s mouth, and the crying began to jag down. The baby started on the bone as though it were a pacifier.
“It’s too spicy, Robert! You’ll upset his stomach!” But Malcolm was going to town on the rib—and he wasn’t crying. For the first time in two weeks, the child was conscious and quiet at the same time.
Etta was almost scared at the silence. “You’re giving ribs to a little negro baby... Might as well give him fried chicken and watermelon, too.”
“This is Stump, Georgia, baby. Who you worried about stereotyping?”
Robert held the rib while Malcolm gnawed gingerly. He began to jig with his child, dancing softly, “See? Daddy makes the world’s greatest ribs, don’t he?”
Etta said, “Worth their weight in gold... Now all you have to do is keep making them until he goes off to college, and we’ll all be just fine. We just need to find a place.”
Robert was still dancing with his little man, and he said to him, “Oh, daddy can do that. Daddy can sure do that.”
Then Robert said to her, “You know the Tybee’s are going to build a new church. Right across the road from the one we got now. They got all those stone shingles left over from the sugar plant and they want to put them to good use. ... Maybe they’d sell us the old one...”
Being a large, blonde-haired, blue-eyed man, you would not think John Van Rensburg to be black.
That’s okay.
You don’t have to believe that John actually was a black man. But for any of this story to make the damndest bit of sense, you just have to believe that it was possible. Just that it was possible, that’s all.
But this story is not about black and white any more than Moby Dick was about the salty sea. Though, certainly, Herman Melville’s little classic would not be the same if had taken place in, say, Tibet.
Some people might say that “black” isn’t as correct as “African American.” Those people would be wrong. Because while John may have been black, there was no question that he was African American. He had all the legitimate paperwork to prove that much.
He’d been born on June 21st, 1962. For those of us old enough, June 21st, 1962, was Summer Solstice, the longest day of 1962.
It wasn’t for the Van Rensburgs, though. For them, June 21st , 1962 had been the longest night of the year, for them, it had been Winter Solstice. That’s because John had been born in Johannesburg, South Africa, on June 21st, 1962, and down on that side of the globe, it was winter, not summer.
The following year, in either spring or fall, depending on where you were, the owner of a small engineering firm in Johannesburg decided to move his family, and the families of his employees (the engineers, anyway) first to Richmond, Virginia, and then after a few more years, up to the Washington, D.C. area, where the whole South African clan became naturalized citizens of the United States of America. The South Africans became bona fide Americans—African Americans.
A few years later, in 1969, things were a little more, well, black and white. Or negro and white. Or negro and Caucasian. Then again, back then, everyone else was just “Mexican” or “Chinese” even if he was actually Brazilian or Korean. And no one knew what to call you if you were from India, partly because at about that time American Indians decided they didn’t like being called “Native Americans” and went back to being called... Indians—but not that they were from India, they were non-Indian Indians. This is not to be confused with, “Indian American,” which might also be “Asian American,” which would also include those with oriental ancestry, but we don’t really use the term, “Oriental American.” Apparently, “American Indian,” and “Indian American” were not specifically opposites, though in some respects they could be. Indians are not Asians, unless they’re actually Indian, but that doesn’t mean they’re oriental. And certainly, neither Indians nor Indians were either black or white (though, technically, they could be).
As for John’s own ethnical identity, he didn’t care.
He simply did not care.
What John did care about was the Blues.
He had studied the Blues for forty years, since he was just a six-year-old. He could talk for hours about Ma Rainey, Sonny Boy Williamson (I or II, though he preferred II); he loved Skip James because no one could do a Skip James tune without sounding like he was trying to do a Skip James tune (try to do “Catfish Blues,” or “Hard Time Killin’ Floor Blues” without sounding like you’re ripping off Skip James—it can’t be done).
Sure, he liked Willie Dixon, but he liked Willie Dixon’s bass work, especially when he was doing it behind Sonny Boy Williamson (not the first one, but the other one). In his darker moods, he liked Howlin’ Wolf’s guttural approach (Howlin’ Wolf was Sonny Boy Williamson’s half-brother-in-law—again, not the one who died in 1948, but the other one, who died in 1965). And there was Big Mama Thornton, the woman Janis Joplin spent her short life trying to emulate (with some fair success, for a white girl, but John had thought it odd that the original had been cast aside for the white imitator, and though he did respect Janis, he wondered why Thorton’s Jail album didn’t have more appeal to Janis’s fans). He’d been amazed to learn that Big Mama Thornton was the first to record “Hound Dog,” years before Elvis had done it.
And there was Mississippi John Hurt, a sharecropper who’d done some recording just before the Great Depression, but then had ended up back in Mississippi eking out a farm living for the next 36 years before being found and “rediscovered” in 1963. He died just three years after that, outliving Sonny Boy by a year, but not before quietly forging himself a legacy that continues to this very day.
At about that longest winter night when John was born (or summer night), many Blues legends were in Europe with the AFBF, the American Folk Blues Festival: Muddy Waters, Howlin’ Wolf, Willie Dixon, John Lee Hooker, Sonny Boy Williamson... T-Bone Walker playing guitar for pianist Memphis Slim, Otis Rush with Junior Wells...
So, in 1962, American Blues, having been snobbed on the street by its native country, snuck over into Europe’s bed, and found a lover that would be hot and heavy for the next four decades. Because Mick Jagger, Eric Burdon, Eric Clapton, and Steve Winwood, and a generation of other kids were at the AFBF shows, and were more than smitten, they’d been mesmerized, captivated—addicted. There’d been love letters and overtures to the Brits in the late 1950’s, but with the AFBF in 1962, the Blues had gone over for a date, and the Brits sent it back across the pond with the Yardbirds, the Stones, the Animals, the Beatles, the Hollies, and a host of others.
True to the form of that time, Americans suddenly had a problem with the whole bizarre interracial coupling. It was damned indecent. It was almost as if America had been content to let the Blues languish away by the phone on Saturday nights—until the Blues got a call from the Brits, and then suddenly it was jealous ex-lover time. So much so, that when the Brits drove the Blues home at night, the Yanks referred to it as an “invasion.” It was dubbed, “the British Invasion.”
John didn’t care about that, either.
He didn’t care what it was called, or where it had come from. Like his father, James, he loved the Blues; Delta, Chicago, Folk, Country, Texas, all of it. If he had favorites, they had always been temporary. He’d not only gone through all the phases, he’d repeated them multiple times, each time finding new things in the light of the others. And many of the songs went with him from one phase to the next (every one of them had multiple versions of Ma Rainey’s “See See Rider,” and Lead Belly alone had at least a dozen versions of “House of the Rising Sun,” for example, one of which had been part of the “British Invasion” when the Animals covered it).
But loving something and understanding it are two different things. John could play the Blues, but he’d never be a real Blues man. He’d just be a hobbiest and student, an admirer at the stage’s back door hoping for an autograph.
Eventually, John had become the opposite of a Blues man. He’d gone to college, married the daughter of the engineering company’s president (he and Elsa had grown up together, after all), and had settled into the plastic life of a technical project manager in a company that had one client: the United States Federal Government, in its various departments and agencies.
Black or white, in his mind, John was just... John Van Rensburg, a U.S. citizen of Dutch decent via South Africa. The rest was just demographics that meant nothing to him—so he thought. What John didn’t appreciate, what he catastrophically underestimated, was the fact that whatever the world cared about, he had to care about. And at the moment, the world cared about Black and White.
He might have cared once, before the whole Apartheid thing and the Krugerand being boycotted. But then sanctimonious whites and outraged blacks seemed to agree with each other that John was a bastard for it all. The early 1990’s were not kind to the Van Rensburgs, especially to John, who, in his thirties, seemed to be just the right age to be a fascist, a racist, and the swing vote in Dred Scott v Sandford a century and a half earlier. And so, by the late 1990’s, it wasn’t that he didn’t care.... well, actually, yes it was that he didn’t care; by the turn of the millennia, he just didn’t give a damn about it anymore. He’d grown to conclude that the discussions about race were all pretentious bullshit since what people were really talking about was skin color. Just skin color.
What did John think of Black people? He thought some of them were great, some were assholes, and the whole gambit in between—you’d have to be more specific, perhaps ask him how he felt about a particular person, for example. It was the same way he felt about white people, or Europeans, or Africans, or Indians (or Indians, for that matter). He was just tired of people gussying up conversations about skin color with all the bullshit that they were talking about ethnicity, or “experience,” or “heritage”—bullshit, usually it was just about the amount of melanin in someone’s skin, as far as he was concerned.
That’s why it irked him every time the topic of Affirmative Action came up. The way he saw it, it was just another form of racism—a word in and of itself that was politically-correct crap, “racism.” What did that mean? There was the human race. Was a racist someone who was bigoted against humans? Or maybe biased in favor of humans, over, say, chickens, cattle, pork, or the pesky raccoon race that seemed to delight in pulling the leftover chicken, cattle, and pork remains out of the trash can at night?
When people talked about “interracial couples”—what did that mean? A guy shacking up with a dog? A girl with a chicken? But a black and a white? Both were of the Human Race, as far as John was concerned, so how could it be interracial? If an Asian married an Asian, or an Indian married an Indian, that could qualify as “interracial,” right? It just didn’t make any sense to John.
John Van Rensburg was a six-foot tall, fair-haired, blue-eyed African American, and you probably would not think him to be “black.”
That’s okay; you don’t have to believe that John actually was a black man. But, again, for any of this story to make the damndest bit of sense, you just have to believe that it was possible... Just that it’s... possible, that’s all.
It had started, oddly enough, in church.
Pastor Gary had just started talking about the Garden of Eden; did he know where it was? No, he did not. But could it have been in Africa? Well, that couldn’t be ruled out either.
For John, the Garden of Eden was somewhere in Africa. Not that it actually was, but only that it actually may have been as far as anyone else could prove or disprove. Africa was at least as likely a spot as anywhere else. It might have been in the middle east, around the Iraq area. But that’s just it: it only might have been, not that it was. And being African by birth, it seemed right to John that the Garden of Eden had been in Africa. It could still be there and even the surveillance satellites might never see it.
On the other hand, every square inch of the middle east had been scanned, scoured, and inspected and no one had found the Garden of Eden, or anything that ever looked like it might have been any sort of Garden of Eden.
And so, when John found himself discussing the U.S. Affirmative Action program at one of the company all-hands lunches, he’d made the mistake of saying something along the lines that it was based not on race or racial equality, which John, who may have been white, but was certainly of African decent, supported—at least the goal of it, anyway. To John’s thinking, it was a noble thought to redress a century’s worth of Jim Crow laws that had worked diligently to disadvantage generations of black Americans. Besides, Zyzx-Tek was an SBA-designated 8(a) Minority-Owned small business, and as such, melanin was really important to the company’s (and therefore John’s own) success. It was a topic that had to be discussed by law. Literally, by law. And it often came up, and this time, at this strategy lunch to discuss a pending merger with XitTq, he’d spouted off under his breath, but loud enough to be heard.
And as he sat there exposed, having spoken and now shanghaied into elaborating if he dare, he’d said that the only real criteria that could be used would be what a trier of fact could see. And that meant it was basically, primarily, essentially an evaluation of melanin—not as measured in any way scientifically, but just as casually observed by someone ultimately unqualified to do it.
And then John went on to say something really stupid: if all people can trace their roots to the Garden of Eden, which absolutely may or may not have been in Africa to the same qualifyable level as any other place, then all Americans could claim to be African Americans, so Affirmative Action could apply equally to everyone.
It was an irresponsible, if not a blasphemous comment.
The federal government had quite a bit to say about that, quite a bit. It’s just that none of it actually addressed the issue. The Office of Management and Budget (OMB), in its revision of Statistical Policy Directive No. 15, Race and Ethnic Standards for Federal Statistics and Administrative Reporting, had defined “black” as “Black or African American,” (I added the emphasis, just so you wouldn’t miss it), and further that only a person “having origins in any of the black racial groups of Africa.” could claim to be “Black” (“or African American”). It did not, however, define what a “black racial group of Africa” was. It did, however, provide the additional guidance that, “Terms such as ‘Haitian’ or ‘Negro’ [could] be used in addition to ‘Black or African American.’” But this story isn’t about all that. It’s just presented here up front to put the rest into context.
No, he was assured, Affirmative Action was designed to fight racism, even though the only race involved was, apparently, the human race (raccoons and sheep had to fend for themselves). Everyone could clearly see that John was white, and therefore he wasn’t eligible. Further, he could be fired if he didn’t correct his opinions on the whole matter.
And so, later that same afternoon, when he’d stood for his turn at Federal Triangle, he was instructed on how to get his badge as a contractor working for the U.S. Department of Defense (DoD). He was told to fill out a half-page card, and then hand that card to one of several women behind the counter (you remember the fashion for some women in D.C. back then: big intricate hair and fingernails too long to use their fingers).
On the card was a box that said, innocently enough, “RACE”, but it allowed only two letters within it, and for some defiant reason, John put “AA” for “African American.” Before the little lunchtime scolding, he would have put “HUMAN,” but he was still just a little angry, so he’d put “AA” because there wasn’t room to put “African American.” (The options for “SEX” were a bit more flexible: male, female, transgender-male, transgender-female, transsexual self identified as male, transsexual self identified as female, and hermaphroditic). This all was important because, after the card was filled out, it was handed to one of the poofy-haired ladies who tried to enter the information into a computer terminal using the best possible fingernail.
When she got to “RACE,” she was unfamiliar with “AA” because there was no corresponding “AA” on the screen.
“What does ‘AA’ mean?” she asked delicately.
John said, matter-of-factly, “African American.”
The lady resumed her futile scan of the terminal, and then, with her bottom lip poking out, said, “That’s not one of my choices.”
John shrugged and said, “Well, you’re the professional government employee. You just pick whichever one you think best fits ‘African American’.”
And this is where it all happened, because that same revision to OMB Statistical Policy Directive No. 15 also said, “...do not tell an individual who he or she is, or specify how an individual should classify himself or herself,” and she wasn’t about to lose her job over some crazy white guy.
And so, after a third scan of the terminal, she leaned back and whispered, as if she were about to repeat some blasphemous, profane expletive, “Would that be.... ‘Black’?”
John only shrugged as he said, “Put down whatever you think is the closest answer...”
And that’s.... just what she did.
John Van Rensburg was an I.T. guy (if you’re older than forty, “I.T.” translates to “Data Processing”). He’d worked for eleven years for the same little 8(a) business, Zyzx-Tek. This was after the dot-com craze got started of using obscure letters to form new portmanteaus with misspelled old words (which was about the time that everyone started prepending little i’s to the front of all the names as though speaking some kind of narcissistic pig Latin—if iYou iKnow iWhat iMean).
He’d been quite profitable for Zyzx-Tek, earning $50 per hour on federal contracts for which Zyzx-Tek charged the government $250 per hour. It was one of the reasons why another 8(a) firm, XitTq, had agreed to buy Zyzx-Tek. And this was part of the problem—well, part of the beginning of the problem, anyway.
Because Morgan Johns, the CEO of Zyzx-Tek, wasn’t actually a minority. His wife was a woman, though, and he’d put her name on the paperwork—right after she’d qualified for 8(a) status for her own boutique. She was also black, and probably of African decent, and Indian (not the one kind, but the other kind) and fair-skinned—in other words, “red bone”, but not necessarily “high yellow.” To be eligible for Small Business Administration’s 8(a) status, a business had to be owned (by at least 51%) by an individual who was part of a “socially and economically disadvantaged” group (demographic). A black woman, Mrs. Johns owned the majority part of Zyzx-Tek, and that was fine until six months earlier when she’d decided that she didn’t want to be Mrs. Johns anymore. She didn’t know that she owned Zyzx-Tek, but she did, and Morgan had used it to secure several contracts—most of them small, but one decently sized one, the WRTEOLTR program at the U.S. Department of Defense.
Morgan’s initial reaction was, at first, to deploy the Beltway Full Confession: deny everything. After the first meeting with Soon-to-be-Ex-Mrs. John’s ferret attorney, Morgan quickly realized that simply trying to hide it wasn’t going to work very well for him. So, his next move was to forge Elise’s signature on the papers that removed her from the company (the same way she’d become its owner, actually).
Morgan Johns still had a problem, though, and his solution was to sell the whole company outright to XitTq rather than let his soon-to-be ex-wife discover that she was involved with Zyzx-Tek. He’d still lose half the money, sure, but at least he wouldn’t go to prison. And it wasn’t just the messing around on Mrs. Johns, it was the whole defrauding the federal government.
And he was just within reach of safety when the Contracting Officer, Steven Segal (no relation to anyone you’ve heard of), an old high school friend, asked Morgan how the divorce was going to affect Zyzx-Tek, seeing as how he was white (no dispute about that), and that he was not a woman (no dispute about that, either). That’s when he’d called his ol’ college buddy, George Jefferson (no relation to the TV character, it just happened to be his name; plus, this George was only half white). George Jefferson was the CEO of XitTq, and had also gone to high school with Morgan Johns and Steven Segal.
While they were good friends, George had already bought up the contracts and jumped into the tub with Morgan, his pal, when the shit hit the fan about Elise Johns throwing Morgan out. Now he, too, was in the same mess.
However, George’s problem wasn’t about going to prison at that point. But pulling out now would bankrupt him, and George was too sexy to be poor, at least in his mind (and to be fair, he was a good-looking man). And now Elise was going to drag them both down the toilet, and she didn’t even know that she wielded so much power, and Morgan became ill at the thought of her ever finding out. He had, after all, screwed around on her quite a bit.
So, Half-White George, who Morgan generally referred to quite politically incorrectly as being “high Yella,” and All-White Morgan owned the two minority businesses that had secured a number of 8(a) minority set-aside federal contracts, and Elise Johns had thrown Morgan’s clothes out on the front lawn. Half-White (for whites) or High Yellow (for darker-skinned blacks) George was financially committed to All-White Morgan for contracts that were fraudulently obtained. They had a serious problem.
Normally, Morgan would have found a black man to fill Elise’s shoes. But Morgan didn’t hire black men because none of them, to his thinking, had the education or experience. It was a shame that society hadn’t given otherwise very bright candidates a chance, but it hadn’t, and he’d had a business to run, dammit. And the women on his payroll were those with whom he needed to have sex. He had over fifty employees, and they were all white. Some were men, some were women, but the only actual minority that mattered to him had thrown his crap out on the front lawn six months earlier.
Steven Segal (no relation) was the Contracting Officer, which is called a “KO” in the Department of Defense world (because “CO” meant something else within the DoD).
Steven Segal knew both Morgan Johns and Half-White George Jefferson (also no relation). They’d all gone to high school together, and they secretly knew each other (though not in any biblical sense). It had been just enough of a buddy thing that it had gotten Morgan in on the set-aside portion of the contract. But it was okay when that had happened; because Zyzx-Tek was a bona fide 8(a) minority owned business, even if the minority in question wasn’t aware that she was the minority in question.
Steven Segal sat on his side of a crappy aluminum desk in a large office with actual doors, and Morgan was shifty in the orange nylon chair in which he was trapped, and he was like a rape victim against the chair’s domineering will to produce farting noises, amplified by the silent direness of their recent comments.
Steven Segal had pulled a few strings in the down select, because his old buddy had an 8(a) company (on paper) and he’d stuck his wee-wee on the table for fancy smacking over it. And this was all fine while there were no offensible smacking offenses. But the string pulling combined with a multimillion-dollar award from the minority set-aside going to a company that had not a single actual minority, well, that was the whole definition of the need for wee-wee-whacking inside the Invisible Fence system that surrounded the most powerful city in the world, otherwise known as I-495 Capital Beltway. It wasn’t that the unionized federal employees cared natively, or even perfunctorily about the situation; it was that all the other contracting firms in the area would care, and would, by extension, forcibly infect the feds’ caring, regardless of how the feds actually felt about it.
Both Morgan and Half-White George sat in the vinyl chairs nervously, and they fidgeted in the their $1,800 suits, trying and failing miserably to stifle a steady barrage of farting noises that had become the necessary punctuation to every spoken comment.
Steven Segal was an old white guy who’d leveraged twenty years in the corps to his new cushy job, but who’d kept the Marine captain hair cut, one which exposed his neck and floppy wide ears perpetually exposed to the sun’s nasty temper. Rocks had fallen from the top of his forehead and had made it half down the front of his head, where they stopped and decided to form facial features, more or less. The point being that Steven Segal was a very hard-looking man in a sharp uniform whose stone cut face caused physical pain and suffering when it attempted to smile (pain for him, suffering for others).
Steven Segal’s butt was on the line, as was Half-White-George’s, all because Morgan Johns was a crooked bastard. He’d just found out about the six-month gap that would soon expose them all as co-conspirators, and send both Steven Segal and Morgan Johns to prison, and Half-White George to the poor house.
“Well,” started scary stone-faced Segal, “let’s look at how many minorities of any kind you have on your payroll.” Steven Segal pounded both sets of knuckles on his desk in anger. Segal knew about the one, but it was only one.
Half-White George kept a straight face, and he kept it pointed at Morgan’s $990 shoes.
Steven Segal came from around the desk.
Morgan was about to say, “None.” But before he could confess it, Steven Segal said, “One! Just One!”
Morgan and Half-White George looked to each other to see if the other knew what Segal was talking about with the “One” comment. Neither did.
“Morgan,” said Segal, “you have only one black guy on your whole payroll.”
Morgan was surely not understanding what Steven Segal was talking about; he had no black guys working for him. His boys were all white.
Steven said, “John Van Rensburg. That’s all you got, Morgan, just Van Rensburg.”
Morgan had known John Van Rensburg for eleven years, and he was even more confused. Hell, he even knew Elsa, Van Rensburg’s wife. “Steven what do you mean? Van Rensburg isn’t—”
“Ahhuh,” George cleared his throat.
Segal continued, “He’s the one thing that just might save all our asses. Just make him the managing partner. And you need to backdate it six months, and we just might can keep our sphincters.”
George was looking at Morgan but clearly asking Steven Segal, “How did you know about Van Rensburg?”
Steven actually calmed down for some reason, and said calmly, “Oh, well, I did a personnel search of your people against our own EEOC-AA contracts database. That’s our ass-saving way outta this.”
Again, Half-White George and Morgan Johns exchanged confused glances, but neither was inclined to bring the ride to an end prematurely—especially if Steven Segal really was seeing the hand of Jesus somewhere. Eventually, George said, “What’s... Uh... What’s your plan and thinking on this strategy?” Because George also knew John Van Rensburg pretty well, and he wasn’t so sure how a white guy was the key to keeping their sphincters. In fact, if anything, John Van Rensburg’s odd opinions on the race issue was downright heretical.
Segal had never seen John Van Rensburg before, just his EEOC-AA designations and self-reports. And the reports he read said that John Van Rensburg was black—in fact, the NACI process even produced the INS paperwork proving that he was not only black, but was a bona fide African to boot (NACI was the basic level of security background check). He said, “Just make sure that John Van Rensburg is the majority owner of Zyzx-Tek, and back-date it. Make it retroactive back about six months. Then you can say that at one point or another, a minority was at the helm at all times. Then you complete this damned sale and get this off my desk!”
Then Segal had a point of order to clarify with George. After all, the three of them had gone to high school together and back then, George had been white. “You’re still black now, right?”
George said, as if delivering a prepared answer to a Senate Committee, “Yes, yes, I am.”
Once George Jefferson and Morgan Johns were alone on the rickety old elevator going down, George said, “What the hell was all that about?? Why does he think Van Rensburg’s black? He’s Dutch!”
Morgan was chuckling as his eyes darted back and forth in disbelief while they descended. Obviously, somehow, Van Rensburg had been entered into the system as a black man—and it was just great that it was the government’s system—no, it was better than great, it was a divine gift. Uncle Sam thought, for some reason, that the whitest guy on the Zyzx-Tek payroll was a black man, and most importantly, the KO and KOR believed him to be at least acceptably black. God was Morgan Johns’s friend, after all.
When Morgan finished laughing with disbelief of his cosmotic good fortune, he said, “We make Van Rensburg Managing Partner on my side of the deal. I’ll give him Elise’s 51% temporarily, and then you can transition him out as part of the official merger.”
“Am I the only one here who sees the fundamental flaw in this plan?” said George.
“This is our ticket out, George. Don’t look a gift horse in the ass...”
The three of them stood on the steps to the right of the fountain fall at Pershing Park, just to the east of the ellipse in Washington, D.C. Half-White George, Morgan Johns, and John Van Rensburg stood at the bottom at the middle rail.
Morgan was beaming with faux pride (John couldn’t see the faux part, because faux was an innate talent for Morgan). Half-White George was also beaming, just like Morgan, and when John dropped the aluminum-wrapped dog from his bulging mouth they could see him pause mid-chomp.
“Mmm?” asked John from behind the wad of hotdog in his mouth.
Morgan wagged his head, “We have some real good news for you, Johnny.”
George looked away, at the water in the fake pond as Morgan dropped the other shoe, “I’m going to make you managing partner!”
Again, the bulge-chomping stuttered, and it was still waddy enough to obscure what would have been a dumbstruck smile. John chewed, swallowed, and then said, “Of what?”
“Of Zyzx-Tek,” said Morgan. George added, “At least until the transition is complete.”
John resumed chewing what was left, he swallowed, and then said, “What’s the punch line?”
A family of badly-dressed tourist (parolees from some frumpy Midwestern state, no doubt) descended the steps, a tall pudgy man in a pink polo shirt, his farmer’s wife and two boys with haircuts that made them look like circumcised penises. When they passed, and the penis boys were exploring the fake concrete pond, Morgan said, “Well, you know about all this craziness with Elise. She’s on the warpath, and that creates a hell of an opportunity for you.”
John was beginning to see the joke’s setup. He said, “Like a lighting rod?”
“Hell no!” said Morgan, like a preacher scratching his butt behind the pulpit. “No, actually, I’m the lightning rod here. What I need is for you to be managing partner while I sort this mess out with Elise. And it’s only temporary.”
“—Plus,” said Half-White George, “It comes with a real nice pay bump. It’s temporary, sure, but you’ll get a few months of some extra cash, and a great add to your resume.”
The tire wasn’t all flat, but John could see the nail in it on the side (and maybe the knobby goiter on the other side, he imagined). It was temporary. Still, though, the extra cash would make Elsa happy, and they could use it for something trivial and pointless with a little less buyer’s remorse afterwards. Screw the resume thing, though; who but an arrogant liar would brag that he was a managing partner for two or three months? How would he explain the pending demotion? But still, the cash part was pretty good. John stuffed the next third of the wiener into his mouth, producing another bloated wad, and said, “What kind of money?”
Now Morgan was seeing John wasn’t the trusting goober he’d hoped. George said, “As a partner, you’d get a cut of the net revenues. That’s how it works.”
John chewed then swallowed, “All the blame, but a percentage of the money? If I wanted to work on commission, I’d have gone into sales.”
They’d played it right, though. Morgan and Half-White George had led the mouse to the mousey red-light district. Morgan said, “That’s a good point. So, let’s sweeten the deal. I can’t give you a bonus because I’d have to show it as an increase to our ODC’s, and besides, the government would get half of it.”
That was true; bonuses were always taxed at almost Danish rates. Morgan finished with an almost sad acquiescence, as though John had out-bargained him, “I suppose we could make the bump retro-active, if that’s what you want. Then we’d just be paying you back-pay—how much would you want to go back?”
John really didn’t know. He knew that the last quarter hadn’t been so good, but the one before that had been decent. Half-White George said, “Hold on now. You’re spending my money don’t forget. I can see... Maybe six months. That’s my limit—it’s a deal breaker for more than that.”
Morgan pretended to calculate in his head. He and George had already worked it out to be a hundred grand, based on seventeen-thousand for each of six months; it was the cost of insurance, and it would all be deductible. Morgan said, “Factoring in the pay you already got for that period, that would be about eighty, less normal payroll taxes.”
Elsa had been nagging him about a new car since the luxury lines had started making crossovers. He hadn’t wanted to go that deep into debt, but with eighty thousand in cash, it would be like buying a normal person’s car. He could even surprise her with it. He could just keep the news of the bonus to himself, not tell her about the temporary promotion, and do that commercial where the new car was in the snowy driveway with a bow on it.
Being the daughter of the man who’d brought them all out of Johannesburg, Elsa liked money, and all the things it could buy. John had spent their whole marriage trying to make sure she had enough to spend, but she was worth it, his parents had insisted.
John hadn’t always agreed, but after they’d decorated the spare room in mermaids and sea shells, Elsa had learned the hard way that she couldn’t carry to term. John and Elsa had all the right parts and were doing all the right things, but, after the second miscarriage, Elsa lost hope and was done even trying. It wasn’t John’s place to be devastated by that, he was the man. No, that was Elsa’s right. John’s part was to make sure she stayed distracted, and nothing distracted Elsa like acquisition.
Maybe a surprise new car with a red bow on top would bring a little of the old Elsa back, and that pretty much made the decision easy for him.
The Warrantees Redemption and Technology End of Life and Technology Refresh program, or WRTEOLTR (pronounced, “Write-O-Letter”), was designed to help the Department of Defense manage and track all the warrantees for all the technical products it procured so that as issues arose, the proper warrantee information could be recalled and the specific product could be repaired or replaced. It was initially designed to do just that, track and manage warrantee information. However, when someone somewhere noticed the expenditure on the Agency’s Exhibit 53 documentation, the question arose as to how it could be inculcated into the Technology End of Life program, which was designed to handle and dispose of technology that had grown obsolete.
It made sense, since the same data could be used to track both sets of information. A computer, for example, could be entered into the database when it was received, along with its warrantee information. But what about all that had to happen when the old computer was deemed obsolete and a new one needed to be ordered? And thus, the Warrantees Redemption and Technology End of Life and Refresh program, all paid for, the first year, by funding for the GWOT (Global War on Terror), and the subsequent year (the one under current recompete), was funded partly by the TARP (Troubled Asset Relief Program) and partly by the ARRA (American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009). The ARRA portion was from where the small business set-aside funds came. Not that either the TARP or the ARRA money was being used specifically for what Congress had intended (what did they know?), but the money that had been slated for more appropriate programs had been freed up, and that’s where the funding for WRTEOLTR had come from, those freed up funds.
Normally, being the incumbent, Zyzx-Tek would have been “wired” in for the recompete. That means that the government goes through the pretense of opening up the contract for competition, but it was just a pretense, an exercise in eye wash. The original contract’s requirements had been so carefully worded that only Zyzx-Tek met them. But the year had been a tough one for award protests, and a protest could bog a program down forever.
Unfortunately, the largest accounting and consulting firms in the country each found their own 8(a) companies to prop up as front men for their own bids and proposals. Technically, the 8(a) firms’ names were on the proposals, but those proposals had been strategized and written by the mega-firms who were considered subcontractors to the 8(a) firm—much like the hand is just a subcontractor to the sock puppet. With so many firms propped up behind the big consulting companies, the WRTEOLR program was almost doomed to flounder in endless award protests no matter who won it. Most of those threats were idle, though, since the big players all had many other bids and proposals in the works for much more lucrative contracts, and none would want to risk the improvable prejudice that they’d incur if they did so. One exception to that was SBAF, a large European Accounting firm, a cooperative, whose U.S. practice was so inept that the partner in charge of the DoD account felt she had nothing to lose. Sure, it was technically Verxalushuns, LLC, whose letterhead was attached to the proposal—a perfunctory detail; it was SBAF’s money, and the fact that they had to share some of it with Verxalushuns was just a trivial nuisance, the overhead cost of doing business.
The irony was that, despite that there were no actual minorities in the minority or 8(a) set-aside incumbent, Zyzx-Tek was the most qualified and submitted the lowest qualified bid, subject to the oral part of the bid process, which was like a large in-person job interview. Suddenly, SBAF’s protest threat seemed to grow teeth. And since Zyzx-Tek could also protest (and would since the contract was it’s life blood), the program sponsors were looking for a way to disqualify one or the other without leaving a foothold for a protracted award dispute.
Not wanting to lose the program budget for the WRTEOLR, the program sponsors thought they could get away with simply re-awarding the contract to Zyzx-Tek. That was until the orals, when they had an opportunity to meet face to face with the incumbent’s lone minority.
Steven Segal tried to twist the stones on his face into a smile. The program sponsor had removed her glasses, her hand twitching in anger, and pinched the bridge of her nose. Ms. Madison knew black. Her parents were black. Her sister was black. Her friends were black. Her cat was black. Her car was a black Mercedes. And when she drank coffee... well, she liked cream in that, and sugar (lots of cream, though). But there was a point when there was too much cream in the mix, and not enough coffee. She thought about the field day that Tabby Wrance was going to have once she found out about Zyzx-Tek, and she gouged the corners of her eyes even more.
Segal said, “What’s the problem?”
What was she going to say? She could lose her job for saying it.
“You know what the problem is. Don’t play dumb with me, Steven.”
“XitTq is going to buy the business. Once that’s done—”
“SBAF is going to bury the WRTEOLTR program, and we all might end up with legal troubles of our own—this one is being run by Tabby Wrance, and you know if we give her just the tiniest thread, she’ll gut us all and then shit where our innards used to be.”
“And then set us on fire... We could just award to SBAF.”
But Zyzx-Tek had submitted not only the most technically-proficient proposal, but it had been the lowest bid. They could argue that Verxalushuns had a superior proposal from the technical perspective, but that wouldn’t be truthful. Zyzx-Tek had designed the baseline system. They had all the requirements, knew all the code, all the data structures, had people in place; there was no required transition time required, no coming up to speed. Truth was that the recompete had been required as part of the original contract, just in case the initial awardee had completely screwed up. Plus, since the incumbent didn’t have any subcontractors, there was no concern about excessive pass-throughs on rates (which was illegal, but SBAF was pretty good about getting around that). There was no markup on the rates. It would be impossible to justify determining that Verxalushuns had submitted a superior bid.
Ms. Madison thought about it. She was the client, and there was only so much Wrance could do, in theory. She certainly didn’t want Wrance spooking up her corridors, though, that was for sure. She said, “On what basis? How do we even make the accusation without also exposing ourselves to risk? What if Zyzx-Tek protests? What’s our defense?”
“Who says he’s not black? He says he is. How do we prove otherwise—do we have a legal definition?”
“Actually, we do. The Census Bureau uses the OMB 1997 standard that specifies that a black person is a person having origins in any of the black racial groups in Africa.”
Segal scratched his buzz-cut, “So... What’s the OMB’s definition of African black racial groups? Where do they have to trace their ancestry?”
Ms. Madison didn’t really know.
“I mean,” he said, “does it come down to how dark a person is? If a person can’t prove he descended from a specific black race in Africa, does that mean he can’t legally claim to be black? What does he put on the government forms? Do we really want to open that can of worms?”
She was flustered, “There has to be some kind of a standard. We need to know how much Wrance has to pick at.”
“Maybe you should look it up somewhere...”
And that’s exactly what Ms. Madison did.
And here’s the rundown on the some of the history, which is, frankly, possibly boring (those who don’t like history, or who just don’t give a damn, can skip this whole chapter):
She brought up the Whitehouse’s website, specifically the Office of Management and Budget’s (OMB’s) sub-web, where she found “Revisions to the Standards for the Classification of Federal Data on Race and Ethnicity.”
Further down from the summary section (which began with, “By this Notice, OMB is announcing its decision concerning the revision of Statistical Policy Directive No. 15, Race and Ethnic Standards for Federal Statistics and Administrative Reporting. OMB is accepting the recommendations of the Interagency Committee for the Review of the Racial and Ethnic Standards...”), she noted the following points to be used by the Federal government:
These standards shall be used by all Federal agencies in either the separate or combined format for civil rights and other compliance reporting from the public and private sectors and all levels of government...
OMB explained that the decisions at issue:
underscore that self-identification is the preferred means of obtaining information about an individual's race and ethnicity, except in instances where observer identification is more practical (e.g., completing a death certificate) [apparently, the preference for the decedent (dead guy) to self-identify might be a little less practical];
continue the policy that the categories are not to be used for determining the eligibility of population groups for participation in any Federal programs [Again, apparently, except for the Small Business Administration and its 8(a) program];
do not establish criteria or qualifications (such as blood quantum levels) that are to be used in determining a particular individual's racial or ethnic classification; and
do not tell an individual who he or she is, or specify how an individual should classify himself or herself.
That seemed fairly clear, and actually, it was the right conclusion: let folks decide for themselves how they wanted to view themselves. And if this made all the government’s efforts to stick its collective nose into that private business wrong? Well, agencies like the SBA could just wing it. After all, “visual inspection” was not specifically ruled out. If a guy claimed to be black (do not “specify how an individual should classify himself,”), then who’s to say? Was there a difference between a “race,” “ethnicity,” or “category”? What about if a guy was only half black? Or one-quarter black? Or part Indian (or Indian)?
Also called “Indian Blood Laws,” the first attempt at Blood Quantum Levels, or “mixed race” designation had been started in 1705 in Virginia, which used such legislation to limit the civil rights of Indians (not the Indian Indians, but the other ones). In 1934, such laws were adopted by the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934 to establish which individuals could be recognized as “Native American” (a term American Indians rejected).
Oddly enough, the American Indian tribes concluded that perhaps determining who was a member of their individual nations was something they’d preferred to ascertain for themselves, as opposed to Uncle Sam’s stamping various individuals with his own seal, a la USDA Prime or Choice. Maybe the federal government’s, “Just trust me on this one,” was losing a little of its sparkly sheen—go figure.
What Ms. Madison knew from her own schooling, was that the fine lawyers on the Supreme Bench of the land had been true to form back in 1857 when it rendered its infamous Dred Scott Decision in the case of Dred Scott v Sandford (and actually, the Court even got the name wrong; it was actually John F. A. Sanford, not Sandford). Chief Justice Roger B. Taney delivered the majority opinion that any person descended from Africans, whether slave or free, was not, nor could he be a citizen of the United States, “according to the Constitution,” which held that “all men” were to be considered equal, and by the Court’s reckoning, only white men were men. Apparently, seven of the nine old wheezers on the bench had snoozed through their biology studies.
The court then went on to tweak the Ordinance of 1787 to make sure only whites could be freed (despite that slavery didn’t actually apply to them); and it said that the democratically-elected representatives of the land had gotten uppity with the Act of 1820 (known as the Missouri Compromise) when it included the possibility of freedom and citizenship for non-whites—in fact, it voided the entire act (maybe they didn’t feel like reading through all of it to find individual objectionable parts).
After nearly thirty years, the precedent of “Once Free, Always Free,” was repudiated by the Court, as well—obliterated, actually. It was, as of 1857, still the home of the brave, but it was now the land of the paroled.
It wasn’t all bad news back then, though; after all, a black man was worth a whole 3/5 of a human being for purposes of determining a state’s congressional representation. He may not have gotten 3/5 of a vote, or 3/5 of basic human rights, but he could count 3/5 towards getting his state more white men in Congress.
The issue of women never came up, though, probably because there really wasn’t much of difference between citizenship or non-citizenship for women, unless it involved other women, or blacks. Or Indians (or Indians, for that matter). Or useful farm animals. Or convicted criminals—if they were either black or female. Hell, a white woman had to be worth every bit of 16/25ths of a human being, and that 1/25th superiority over a black man was something they were expected to be mighty grateful for. Though, to Ms. Madison’s thinking, modern times did prove that it was better to be a black man than a white woman, at least as far as the Presidency was concerned. Ms. Madison didn’t vote for either of them—she was a Conservative. A republican had set the slaves free, but in 1948, a Democrat (Eisenhower) had desegregated the armed forces so blacks could die right next to whites on the battlefield (and they certainly did during the ’60’s). She didn’t care what color the President was; he may be a Democrat, Kennedy may have been a Democrat, but Ms. Madison had a hard time forgetting that Jim Crow was the biggest Democrat of the past hundred years. True, the Democrats had introduced Affirmative Action, but they’d also spent a century building the need for it. Contrition? Maybe. Learning? Maybe. Enlightenment? Believe it, if you insist.
The Republicans, though, seemed almost ashamed of Lincoln; yes, the Civil War had been a nifty little revenue stream, but, come on, look at all the money he left on the table—he’d squandered tons of profit potential. They weren’t necessarily racist, but they viewed everyone as walking cash registers waiting to be pinched. They might have ended ethnic slavery, but they dearly loved the money to be made from economic slavery. In that, the Republicans were long on equal opportunity. The Republicans didn’t care about ethnicity, just big money, and they had little compunction about selling off their last constituent to whatever bank or corporation would pay the most.
So, when her choice was between the Democrats or the Republicans, Ms. Madison chose neither. One had sold her down the river, the other had auctioned her off just to make a quick buck. Both parties had become corrupted, and she honestly thought if they were just outlawed, maybe politicians would start caring about the country’s interests instead of the party’s interests. Not that she could ever express that opinion. She’d lose her job for exercising her First Amendment rights about it.
As for this John Van Rensburg... She really was in a no-win situation. The law required her to make a determination that the law specifically forbade. Ultimately, though, if this guy said he was black, who was she to say that he wasn’t? After all, if she went down that path, someone might accuse her of not being Black enough.
Tabby Wrance wasn’t so much a partner at SBAF, as much as she was a warlord. All the partners were, to some degree or another. SBAF had a reputation on the street for pure brutality, pure sadistic brutality. The firm made all the rank and file take classes in ethics, but only because they wanted to be able to tell everyone that they were so ethical that they made all their employees take classes on ethics. They even made the employees sign documents that they’d had the ethics training, and used those documents as evidence in court to sue them if they breached any confidentiality rules or revealed any information considered proprietary (SBAF wouldn’t just fire people, it would sue them, too).
The partners at the firm operated their own fiefdoms, and they were almost as brutal internally as externally, and Wrance was known for being among the most vicious, as evidenced by her numerous chairman’s awards and various recognitions. She’d built her “book of business” mostly by stealing accounts and then burning those she’d left in her wake—while they were still gasping their last professional breaths.
Wrance didn’t just trump up allegations, she ordered subordinates to make false claims to hotlines; then when the victim was sacked, she’d make sure the non-compete clauses in their employment contracts were strictly enforced so that they couldn’t work in their fields, or any related fields, or in any competitive way, for a minimum of three years after their executions. No one messed with Tabby Wrance.
When the WRTEOLTR award was announced as having gone to Zyzx-Tek, her staff panicked, but Wrance didn’t visibly react. SBAF had an exhaustive research department, and a robust legal Office of General Counsel. It didn’t hurt that an old college friend was with the Department of Justice, and that she had friends at the DCAA—the Defense Contract Audit Agency, the organization which audited all DoD contracts for federal compliance. She’d used her friends in the past quite successfully to get competitors debarred from federal contracting for various reasons, usually involving obscure rules on Organizational Conflicts of Interests, or convoluted rules on the periphery of determining expenses for Cost-Plus contracts (those were her favorite tools).
She sat in her office overlooking the street, considering how she was going avenge herself. She didn’t just want Zyzx-Tek debarred, she wanted someone to rot in prison—what was left of his picked-over carcass, anyway. All she needed to do was to find some tiny little impropriety somewhere within Zyzx-Tek, or... What was the other little piss-ant company involved? XitTq?
There were cheers and pats on the back at the Zyzx-Tek offices. Morgan was happy, and John felt obligated to make a speech, especially since, to make it look good, Morgan was encouraging him to make one.
First, though, John wanted to call Elsa and tell her the good news. She’d been stressed even more than John had. John should have been more concerned, but he had no idea about the competition. The proposals and bids were secret, and no one bidder was supposed to know about the others who were bidding. But in the federal contracting space, the street was pretty talkative. This was even more so in the case of 8(a) and Small Business set-asides, since all the big players scurried around to find dance partners that could be propped up, and as they did so, the news would get around (“Sorry, Mr. Big Consulting Contractor, but I’m already going to the big dance with Equally-Big-Consulting-Conglomerate...”).
Zyzx-Tek hadn’t partnered with any of the big players. Morgan didn’t like being squeezed that way.
Early on, he’d made the mistake of partnering with a big four firm for a contract that required key personnel to be specified. He’d included the resumes from the big four partner, only to have them pulled out from under him when the BRAC money started producing huge contracting opportunities elsewhere (Defense Base Closure and Realignment—it’s called “BRAC” even though it’s “Base Closure and Realignment”). The contract required prior approval for any key personnel substitutions, but Morgan didn’t have any resumes that would meet with such approval, so he’d essentially let his bid die on the table. Morgan wasn’t going to take that chance again. It was all Zyzx-Tek and XitTq, and soon George would be writing Morgan a nice little check.
And then Morgan would slip out to the west coast and start over. Whatever happened to George and John afterwards wouldn’t be his problem anymore.
Welcome to the shark tank, boyz...
Half-White George sat behind his desk, more white than normal. He re-read the key parts of the document that had been served, and he was waiting for someone to walk up the DCAA auditors who had called up from the lobby.
John poked his head in, as summoned, and George held the document up, “It’s from a federal prosecutor.”
“For what?!” said John, sliding into the seat in front of George’s desk. He took the paper and scanned it, and then he said, “Fraud?”
“And DCAA is on the way up. They want to go over the 8(a) requirements with us—with you. The KO just called me to tell me someone is on the warpath. He wouldn’t say who, but it was someone we knocked out during the recompete. It was either this, or an award protest, and Shonda Madison didn’t want the WRTEOLTR program derailed...”
“Who? Who else bid?”
George shook his head. There weren’t very many people who could not only yank the DOJ’s chain and kick the DCAA into gear, but who could spook a KO enough that his name wouldn’t be revealed. He could probably count on one hand those who could do that. Whoever it was, though, George sure did admire it. It was a level of power that he’d aspired to his entire professional career.
John read some more, and then said, “Morgan’s name is on this, too.”
“Haven’t heard from him in weeks. Not even an email...”
“What do we do?”
George’s forehead crinkled and he sighed, “Better go withdraw all that bonus money you got. I know a good lawyer, but he will want cash—and I mean cash, not check, not money order, not negotiable bonds... crisp green script.”
“Cash. How much?”
“Better call your bank. Lonnie Fallan likes hundreds and fifties. Lots and lots of hundreds.”
“You’re kidding me, right?”
“A little. Lonnie will take a certified check for most of it. Better be prepared to hand him a forty-thousand dollar certified check, and at least ten thousand in cash under the table for the old man, Plebus Fallan. Lonnie will tell his dad that he only took twenty thousand by check, then he’ll deposit the check in his personal account, and cut a check for the firm’s account.”
George shook his head in admiration of it all while John tried to get his brain to work again. George mumbled, “Man, I shoulda gone to law school...”
When John had gone to the bank, he’d gotten his order of cash (it had taken a week), and he had a certified check cut. He’d been just smart enough to have the bank put half the cash in one envelope, and the balance in another. When he’d given Fallan the cash part, he’d just handed him an entire envelope and let Fallan believe it was all he had. John was learning.
He and George were on the sidewalk heading back toward the Metrorail station after their consultation, and John felt like he should be filing a police report describing the encounter.
“Morgan really screwed us,” said John.
“Elise has been calling me wanting to know where he was. Probably why he hasn’t contacted either of us.”
“Yeah, that’s why,” said John dryly, “It has nothing to do with defrauding the government and then setting us up to take the fall. It was just that he’s hiding from his ex-wife.”
“—Have you ever seen Elise when she’s mad? I’d rather face the Attorney General.”
Fallan had been optimistic about George’s chances; he was now the owner, and he was black enough not to be challenged. He hadn’t been so optimistic about John, though. John had been the owner for six months, and that was the fraud part. John, he didn’t think, would be black enough. The issue had to do with whether it was possible that John was black. Or more precisely, not possible, but plausible. But the bottom line was: was it possible that John was black. It didn’t matter that the trier of fact found John to be black, only that it was possible—just possible, that’s all. But to any observer seeing six-foot-plus white blonde blue eyed Dutch John Van Rensburg, it wasn’t likely to seem possible. But, again, it isn’t that you find John to be black, only that it was possible—that’s all, just that it was possible.
It didn’t matter what the OMB had said about racial determinations; the SBA and the DoD weren’t specifically bound to those determinations despite that the OMB said they were, and if any one of a number of people thought John was taking a bite from a reserved pie, there wouldn’t be much more that Fallan could do (except cash the checks and spend the money on himself). The government had invested too much time and money into ensuring equality to allow any one person to muck it up by erasing the racial boundaries that made all the equality programs possible.
Elsa’s initial pride and excitement at the promotion had been obliterated when John had told her the details of it, which he’d had to do once the legal problems started up. She’d been mortified on a number of levels: John’s claiming to be black, and being involved with some kind of criminal activity to defraud the country that had taken them all in. Then there was that lifelong obsession with negro music—it made sense in the final analysis for her. For her, it wasn’t just that it was illegal, it was that it was immoral, and unethical. She’d been mortified.
John had learned, finally, that moral superiority in his own mind meant nothing. In the end, if the world cared about it, he had to care about it.
A week of eating dinner by himself had passed.
He’d not seen Elsa home in all that time, since she’d been staying with her parents. When he’d gotten home that evening, Elsa’s nose was red, and her eyes were swollen. Outside, the very cold D.C. rain was making a hell of a racket as it gathered itself to become sleet, or frozen rain. It was a storm that covered the eastern seaboard all the way down to Florida and was likely to linger until mid-day Friday.
She’d apparently been crying the whole time she’d been packing his stuff.
John’s greeting to her when he saw his luggage in the entryway was, “What’s this now?!”
Elsa put on a brave, dignified face, and John just knew it was coming.
“You know, John,” she started, “My parents—and your parents (god rest their souls), brought us here because they wanted to provide us with opportunities.”
John waited with his impatient face on. “And?”
“The thing is, we’ve fallen a bit short of that goal, haven’t we?”
“I’m sorry, is this house not enough? Are three extra unused rooms not enough extra unused rooms? Does your car not send this year’s message to other cars on the road? Are your clothes speaking ill of you in some way?”
She shouted and shook her head tersely, “Those are just things, John, things!”
He loosed the buttons on his new sport coat and pulled the tail of it behind his hand as he rested his knuckles on his hip, “They are. But they’re very nice things, so what is this about?”
“Are you going to make me say it?”
She glanced at the hallway to the kitchen again—did she have something cooking?
“Say what, Elsa?! You’re not saying anything; you’re just dancing around it. Out with it!”
“I can’t be married to a kaffir, John! There, I’ve said it! It’s terrible, and it’s awful, but it is the honest truth... There it is...”
John flew his arms up in the air, took a step away, and then turned back, “This is... This is insane! I’m the same man you’ve known you’re whole life! Now all of a sudden you don’t want to be married to me because someone says I’m black?!”
“—You, yourself, say it, John! And now look at the mess you’ve drawn us into!”
“All I said was that I was African American—which I am. We both are. What other people conclude about that is not my problem—”
“Correction: it may not be your fault, but it is your problem, now isn’t it? You’ve made it our problem. And now you’re going to prison because you just don’t get it! Just because you don’t care about this or that doesn’t mean the world doesn’t care about it. And if the world cares about it, then you have to care about it, too! And what does that make me? The wife of another black convict claiming to be wrongfully imprisoned. I should go right down to the welfare office and sign up for food coupons!”
John had known that Elsa hadn’t particularly felt kindly towards blacks, but he’d always chalked it up to just the normal apprehension that a person might feel when he’s the minority in the room—not the outright bigotry he was seeing from her now.
Elsa, though, had been raised with stories. And fear. Her father had seen the day coming when Apartheid would be pulled down, and they’d all be at the mercy of an angry majority. It’s why he’d moved the firm to America. And while they’d done okay, her father would pine away about how nice they’d had it back in Johannesburg—they’d been upper middle class in America, but had been among the elite back there. There’d been a much bigger percentage of the population beneath them on the social ladder back then.
John’s own parents had been better off, since they’d actually improved their social standing in America—at least to their reckoning. Life was better in America. They were still middle class, sure, but middle class in America was still better than upper class in most of the world, and his parents appreciated that. Besides, his parents never agreed with Apartheid, though they’d never speak that publicly, especially at the office.
Plus there was that other thing. James Van Rensburg also loved the Blues, and had always overly-supported John’s desire to be a Blues man. He was never as proudly in love with his beautiful son as when Johnny was going to town on some impromptu stage, real or otherwise. It was James who’d turned John on to the boy’s current heroes. And on November 11, 1987, James and his child, his best friend and greatest accomplishment, had spent the evening watching an HBO Special, “A Blues Session: B.B. King and Friends.” In fact, even Mrs. Van Rensburg had surprised the men by singing along with an air microphone with Etta James and Gladys Knight’s parts. It was, arguably, the best damned night at the Van Rensburg home in a long time, if not ever. The three of them jamming along in front of the big rear projector screen with the legends.
Paul Butterfield had been a part of that show—it had been his last, really. Paul Butterfield had died on May 4, 1987, a month after the show was taped in Los Angeles’ Ebony Showcase Theater. James Van Rensburg had died on November 11th or 12th the next year, it had been when the second hand had aligned with the minute and hour hands to point straight up, when they’d been perfectly aligned. Maybe John’s dad had died on a Friday, maybe he’d died on a Saturday; it had been too close to call. But then, it had only been midnight where Mr. Van Rensburg had died; it could have been any other time on the dial—it all depended on where you were in this world at that time.
And so that time of father and son in front of the TV set was the fondest memory of just how close the boy had been to his dad. John just didn’t have the spirit to pour into being a Blues Man after that night in November of 1988. He’d always love the Blues, just as his dad had loved them ever since he’d gone to Europe in the early ’60’s. It was their thing, and John never got over missing his old man. Playing the Blues was forever after that just a shitty substitute and a reminder of sitting in the dark with his dad like they had so many nights, listening, talking about the Blues and Life in general, and often with John trying to keep up on his old beat-up, picked-up-at-a pawn-shop Fender on his thigh.
John said, “That’s not only stupid, but it’s ugly, Elsa. Mostly, though, it’s stupid.”
“...I just knew you weren’t going to be sensible about this.”
“This is insane. Have you ever seen me?”
“And there’s that strange attachment you have to that black music.”
“—It’s Blues music, and it is played by white people, too.” John enumerated with his fingers, “Stevie Ray Vaughan, Eric Clapton, Paul Butterfield, Charlie Musselwhite. There are plenty of white Blues men!”
“—Well, yes, the confused ones, I suppose. But then that’s really begging the question, isn’t it?”
“What question?”
“Are you.... confused, John?”
He stared at her in disbelief, waiting for Stanley Kubrick to shout, “Cut!”
“John, just tell me you’re merely confused. And perhaps I’ll forgive you...In due time... In due time.”
“Forgive me?! Well, that’s just very... Forgive me about what? Who I am? Actually, I’m not confused at all. I know exactly who I am. I’m just wondering who the hell you are.”
“You see, already. We can belabor the obvious but it won’t do either of us any good. We’re just not compatible anymore. I was raised for specific opportunities that our parents made great sacrifices of themselves to provide for us, and those sacrifices are worthless now—I won’t allow you to make meaningless that for which others have paid so dearly!”
She glanced at the dark hallway to the back kitchen again.
“Elsa.... What are you talking about?! Your father brought his company and employees with him, then got a house and now makes more damn money than King Midas. And he still wouldn’t even loan us the down payment for this place! What ‘sacrifices’ did he make?”
“Well, as I said, you’re not going to be sensible about this, so let’s just boil it down to this much: you’ve decided to be black. Good for you, I suppose. I hope you find what you’re looking for. But we’ll be searching for separate things as separate people going forward. I’ll have the paperwork sent to you as soon as it’s ready. I think it’s time for you to go now.”
“I’m not leaving. This is my house, I paid for it.”
“Please don’t do it this way. Let’s keep our dignity,” she said with a brave smile and eyes that were just a little too happy about it all.
A large man had been waiting in the kitchen beyond the stairs, “Alright, please, let’s be civilized about this.” This strange man who’d come from nowhere sounded as though he was the local constable trying to bring order, “These are painful moments, I know, but the trick now is to not exacerbate them, to not... do anything that all of us would prefer not to have to live with. Seriously, mate, this is hard enough on everyone as it is.” He had the same accent as their parents had.
When John got over the shock of some man hiding in his home, he said, “Who.... the hell... are...you?!”
Elsa said to the ambusher, “I told you he wouldn’t sensible or reasonable.”
“I’m the man who’s going to help you load your luggage into your car.”
John could have made a stand, and he thought about doing that, about throwing this strange bastard out onto the street in the cold D.C. sleet. And he was just about to do that when he realized that it wouldn’t make any difference in the long run. If Elsa wanted a divorce, what could he do to prevent it, other than to delay it? How many more legal battles did he need on his plate at the moment?
John decided that it made sense for him to leave. Elsa wasn’t going to go, and a domestic violence incident was the last thing he needed. If the police were called in on a domestic disturbance where there was any violence to person or even to his own property, someone had to go to jail, it was the law in that town.
“Yes,” said John, “Quite right.” Then he started for the stairs, “Hopefully, my toothbrush and toiletries—”
“Are already disposed of, John,” said Elsa, “You needed new ones anyway.”
John stopped on the first step, turned, and then said to the man, “You know, if you weren’t such an asshole, I’d warn you about what a selfish, expensive, life-sucking bitch she is. But you are, so suck it. You can find it out the hard way.”
John drove in the freezing rain. He’d gotten a room in a D.C. hotel, unloaded his stuff, and then had headed back out to buy a toothbrush and some toiletries. Somehow, he’d ended up on Route 66 heading west, and then had hit the Capital Beltway heading toward the I-270 split. He’d stayed on I-495, though, and was working his way back around the eastern side of the capital, heading back south. He’d found several places he could have bought a toothbrush, but he just didn’t feel like stopping. Despite the slow paranoid traffic, he preferred sitting in what was left of his life, his Chrysler Sebring, something familiar.
When he reached Springfield, Virginia, he decided he’d just go south on I-95. Or rather, traffic decided he’d go south on I-95. By the time he’d inched his way to Quantico, he’d stopped asking himself where he was going. He was going south. Why south? He didn’t know. He didn’t want to go back to the hotel room and lay around thinking about going to jail, that was for sure.
And John drove south.
It was almost five in the morning as he was passing Richmond, or actually passing through Richmond, and when he’d gotten through it, he hit the shit smell from something, long about where the Philip Morris campus was. Soon he was at Colonial Heights (once commonly referred to as “Colonial Whites”).
When he hit the North Carolina state line, he hoped that the rain would let up. According to the radio, the storm was piling on the wet all the way to Florida...
John still had $20,000 in cash, Lonnie Fallan’s fifties, which he’d thrown in the glove box. It wasn’t a lot of money, but maybe he could just go to Miami and live it up before going to jail. The government was going to get whatever he didn’t spend anyway.
Maybe it would go farther in Florida. Jacksonville seemed to have some good things going for it. The Jax economy was still sucking, but all things considered, John felt that as long as he was going to be down and out, he might as well be down on the beach, and out in the surf. If Jax wasn’t what he was hoping for, then he’d go west along the gulf coast and see what New Orleans had to offer, and then Baton Rouge. Or maybe even skip along the Mexican border through Texas and head out west to find Morgan Johns. He’d really like to find Morgan Johns.
He was evading the police, but what did he care? The bulletins probably had him listed as a black man. Let the bastards profile him now, he thought.
South Carolina didn’t back the rain off any, but at least it was midday. He’d already missed a critical, mandatory appointment with certain law enforcement representatives. Screw it, though. He’d take a quick nap somewhere other than a well-patrolled rest stop, grab a bite to eat, and then continue his wandering on south afterwards.
He’d started listening to the radio at Pedro’s South of the Border, the cheeziest tourist trap on planet earth, which fact alone made it very worth stopping for—mandatory, even. Mostly, though, the three minute songs were gated by six minutes of commercials.
A third of the ads were lawyers complaining about how John should sue someone (they didn’t mention that the lawyers would be taking 90% of any settlement or judgment).
He hit Georgia and clicked off the radio, and well into the afternoon, inched his way through a few weather-related jams on I-95, a few moron-driver-related backups, and some open patches behind trucks that made the windshield impossible to see through.
Rather than calming him down, though, the drive made him angrier.
Elsa was supposed to be his wife until death do them part, his partner, his help-meet. So much for that notion, he thought. John hadn’t had a friend in years, just associates and acquaintances.
Somewhere around Georgia 1A, the flashing blue lights came up behind him. He wasn’t speeding (at least he didn’t think so). They were a good ways back, and just because he felt like it, he took that exit off I-95 and drove west through the rural swampy areas of southeastern Georgia.
The flashing lights continued on along 95, he saw as he slowed at the end of the ramp.
Now that he was down there, though, he decided to tour the countryside. It was just starting to get dark, and he was ready for a quick nap. He’d snag one as soon as he found a suitable place to pull off. There’d been a couple of places that, had it been a Saturday night, might have been worth stopping for, but being Thursday night, a week night, he thought it best to keep going. According to a sign, Fargo, Georgia, as not terribly far off. He might even just rent a motel room for a few hours. Maybe if he slid enough of Lonnie Fallen’s fifties across the night desk, the clerk wouldn’t look too hard at his wanted driver’s license or ask for a traceable credit card. Of course, he could just show the other I.D., the one that had put him into this mess in the first place...
Fargo, Georgia, didn’t feel right to him.
Well, actually, it was more accurate to say that continuing on seemed more right to him, so that’s what he did. Maybe it was being surrounded by so much swamp that unnerved him. He was, after all, traipsing near the Okefenokee Swamp.
No, he wanted to get farther from the swamp, especially since it was close to night fall, and those swamps still were home to alligators, and he knew he’d be finding a tree to piss on before dawn.
He rubbed at the seat belt, back and forth and up and down. It was rubbing him sore on his neck. It needed to be adjusted, which he would do the next time he stopped, but for now he just needed some relief from it.
The rain was still relentless, and he was sure it was all bringing life, but to John, it felt like they were also bringing death, the rain storms did. He’d continue west out of Fargo on Georgia Route 94. A few signs talked about some town named “Valdosta” as being within reach.
The rain pelted the roof of his car with a mesmerizing lullaby. After several minutes of driving down the homogenous two lane in the near-dark, John’s eyelids got heavy. It wasn’t all the way night yet, but the drive had wrung him out. He didn’t want to pull over on the two lane, which threaded through muddy scrub land with punctuations of pine stands, and which was bordered by wide shallow ditches with standing water and mangy yellow-green grass. To the right side was a wall of pines, and the left side was more scrub land with sporadic trees and spared sections of mostly-pines. John had expected to see more pecan trees; it was Georgia, and he just thought Georgia would have more pecan trees.
There just was no place along the two lane where he could pull over and not be a beacon for all to see. He decided he’d take one of the side roads, find a quiet place in the trees and take a nap while he waited for the rain to let up. Then he’d find his way back to I-95 and continue on to Florida’s surf and sunshine.
The side roads were dirt drives, but the dirt was the off-white color of coffee creamer, and he bounced along back into the trees even as he tried to get his tired eyes to stay focused on the meandering cream-colored path. The scrub land transitioned back to trees from what he could see in the dark through the rain.
There seemed to be something ahead casting a light off the underside of the clouds above him, and he was looking stupidly up at the reflection of the light as he drove, trying to guess at what might cause it out there in the middle of Georgian nowhere.
When he looked back down at the road, he saw what he, at first, thought was a fat white dog trotting along the shoulder on the lip of the ditch. He’d run up on it quickly while staring at the light glow under the clouds ahead.
The startled pig zagged into the road, and instead of depressing the brake pedal, John’s tired, cramping foot stomped on the accelerator pedal. The car lunged and John jerked the wheel to avoid the panicking pig, causing the car to fishtail across the dirt road and into the ditch on the left.
Into the ditch he went, and when the left side’s tires hit the bottom and rutted into the mud, the right side’s tires continued up and over.
And just like that, John was crumpled on the roof of his car, numb and confused.
John stood there in the little church’s open doorway, soggy, dripping, looking like a crazy Viking farmer who’d just chain-sawed his family into little pieces—and then had eaten them. Fifty black, African-American, negro faces turned to look at the soggy white axe-murderer.
Inside, the little church was golden, bright, warm, but also tight; it was higher than wide or deep, and at the far end, standing in front of a simple wooden pulpit, was a skeletal older man with frameless round glasses and an overly-trimmed moustache. There was a large open bible balanced in his right hand, and behind him were a dozen green-robed choir singers, all but one at least as old, most a little older, about three quarters of them women, and what looked like a scrawny, underfed teenaged girl who was half bushy hair wearing round dark glasses. To the right was a quartet of suits and ties manning an organ and piano, a simple drum set, an electric bass and an electric guitar.
He could hear the scrawny girl whisper, “What is it? What happened?” even though she was looking right at him.
The fifty or so parishioners, evenly divided on either side of the main aisle, turned to the back, some angry, some horrified, some offended, but none said anything. The preacher let the bible drop a little, his mouth agape, while the crazy Dutch axe-murdering farmer stood dripping profusely in the open entry. John kept his face forward, but let his eyes scan from one side to the other. He was dizzy, and his empty stomach wished it had something to wretch up.
And there everyone stood or sat, him watching them, them watching him, everyone waiting for the other to do or say something. It was the church who moved first, when a woman nearest John gasped, then another just beyond her whispered, “Oh, Lord!”
What they could see, and what John couldn’t see, was the trickle of blood that moseyed from under his hairline, down between his eyebrows, hooking to the right where it became a sort of tear that tracked down the side of his nose, and then back under toward his neck. It wasn’t a single drop, it was a respectable stream, not overly gory, but just enough that the preacher could see it from the front of the sanctuary.
With the doors open, the storm outside pushed in like home invaders even through the covered front porch beyond them, and those closest to them shrank from it (and the crazy white man). It was loud, and the wind pushed the rain inward, and John continued to huff and bleed. John didn’t know he was bleeding, since he thought it was just another drip of rain coming off him. He wiped the rain from his eye with his arm, and it smeared the blood into a flourish across his cheek, and another gasp worked its way around the room.
Up front, about the second or third row back, another man, with silver hair and who also wore glasses, rose and demanded, “What do you want?! Why are you here?!”
“—Malcolm!” said the preacher.
Malcolm, still standing, still glowering at John in the back, said, “This is no place for him! And nobody wants any part of what he’s bound to drag here!”
“What’s happening?” said the scrawny girl whose hair was raging against the bind, but which still flared out. John thought the girl looked like a voodoo princess, but it might have just been the dark round glasses.
John could feel the rain pelting him in the back, and it was beginning to pool on the tired old wood plank flooring. He didn’t say anything, though, because he didn’t know what to say. His head hurt, and his eyes were having trouble and his stomach churned.
Malcolm stood there scowling, the preacher took a step forward and then stopped, and a genteel old woman in a pillbox black hat seated half-way up and on the other side from Malcolm stood. She excused her way to the middle aisle, searching through her purse. She was still scrounging around in it when she started down the aisle toward John, and someone warned, “Miss Tybee, don’t!”
In the middle of the aisle on the floor was a gray metal pail, collecting the drips from the very top of the steeple above, and she stepped around it. Her steps were slow, her face was blank, and when she reached John, she’d found what she was looking for. She held out the handkerchief to him, “You’re bleeding, young man.”
John blinked. Then she gestured toward his forehead, “You’re bleeding.”
Again John only blinked as the rain sparsely pelted inward, and when he did nothing more than that, she sighed, and then lifted the folded handkerchief to his forehead. A large man in a black jogging suit whispered, “Miss Tybee!” John thought he looked like a gangster wannabe, with his hair braided and pulled back.
She said to the warner, “Hush, Brutus,” as she lightly wiped the blood from John’s forehead, then gently pulled it down, like a mother wiping dirt from a child’s face. Of course, the blood retook control of its little stream path, and John was still standing motionless. Miss Tybee said, “You’re going to have to hold this, I’m not quite tall enough.” She put the handkerchief in John’s hand then lifted it to his head, and then John did the rest to stop the flow.
He said, “Thank you... I crashed my car. I need...” His mind returned a little, and he finished with a confused, “I don’t know what I need.”
The preacher was next to Miss Tybee when John looked back up, and the preacher said, “I think you need some stitchin’.”
Malcolm was almost horrified that Miss Tybee and Reverend Hunter were being nice to the white man—a white man in Stump, Georgia, no less—Stump, Georgia. It was indecent, as far as he was concerned, and there were others who felt the same way about it, one man of whom, said in a rich, golden voice, “He shouldn’t be here!”
Malcolm said, “Amen to that.”
Miss Tybee turned to the man who’d spoken without rising, and warned, “Freeman...” Then she said to all of them, “This is the house of the Lord; you ought to be ashamed, all of you! Nobody but the devil is unwelcome in here. By the sound of it, he’s already sitting amongst you!”
When John drifted a little, Reverend Hunter took him by the arm and guided him toward a pew—and everyone in that pew and the one in front of it scurried away from them like antelopes fleeing a cheetah. The reverend lowered John into the freshly abandoned pew.
Reverend Hunter wanted to determine how bad the head injury was, and he asked, “Can you tell me your name?”
“John Van...” His voiced trailed off as he considered that his was a wanted name, “John.”
“Is there someone we can contact?”
John couldn’t think of anybody he’d want to know where he was. When John didn’t answer, Reverend Hunter worried a little more. “Do you know where you are, son?”
John’s blank stare indicated that he didn’t.
“Where were you going?”
Another frustrated blank stare.
“I think you need a doctor—”
“I’m fine. I just need some Advil or Tylenol or something.”
Malcolm said, “Yeah, give him all the aspirin he wants. He can wash it all down with some of Freeman’s—”
“—No aspirin,” said a lady in the choir with long wavy hair, “And no liquor! He needs a compress right away!”
“Malcolm!” said Miss Tybee, “I’ve had just about enough of that! How can you act this way in front of Lariah?”
A pretty woman with loose wavy hair standing next to the girl leaned and whispered into the girl’s ear. They were both in the choir. Then the girl whispered back, “Really? Here? In Stump, Georgia?”
The preacher had had enough of Malcolm, Brutus, and Freeman, as well. He had grown a little worn with Brutus’s and Freeman’s antics—they were good boys, but they needed to grow up. Whatever had happened to Brutus in Atlanta had been terrible, but it had, at least, grown him up a little more than the other two. Freeman was too simple a man to do anything but follow after the other two. He wasn’t dumb, but Freeman just didn’t have the guile in him, moonshining notwithstanding (everybody in Stump, Georgia, knew about Freeman’s still, and even the good reverend enjoyed a nip once in a while—for colds and such, you understand).
Malcolm, though, he was a different story. Malcolm was a decent man, like his cousins, but he needed to go a step or two in the other direction. Tisha wasn’t his fault. And all that stuff that had happened before, well that had been his grandparent’s fight, not Malcolm’s, and it was time for Malcolm to just let that chip fall off his shoulder. Reverend Hunter was beginning to see the hand of God at work in answering prayers that had been lifted since Latisha... It was time for Malcolm to let it go, but it wasn’t going to be pleasant.
He couldn’t make John go to the doctor, but he couldn’t send him back out alone into the storm, either. He’d decided that it was time for Malcolm to grow a bit, and since he lived right across the road from the church (in the old church), he took it as a sign that the Good Lord agreed—maybe this was all His doing in the first place. In fact, for all Reverend Hunter knew, this could be the whole reason Stump, Georgia, existed, why they’d all been brought there.
“Malcolm,” said the preacher, turning back to see him and speaking in his preaching voice, “The Lord is giving me a word. He’s giving me a word that he needs to stay with you tonight.”
There was stunned silence, but everyone wanted to get a good view of Malcolm’s head exploding. It didn’t, though. Malcolm shrugged his lips and raised his brows, looking downright amused. The bassist, a man with a full but neatly trimmed beard, said, “Reverend, you done lost your mind.” And another woman said, “M-hm. We need a new one, this’n’s broke. Reverend, what about Lariah? You can’t put a strange man in with a young girl like that—wouldn’t be proper!”
The girl in the dark glasses said, “I don’t mind. He doesn’t look dangerous to me.”
Miss Tybee said to the preacher, “Don’t pay no mind about that, C.J.”
Then Malcolm cacked his skulching laugh that came out as, “Kchk-kchk-kchk,” from the back of his tightened throat. It’s wasn’t a nervous laugh, or disbelieving laugh; it was the kind of laugh a dirty joke might get, a funny dirty joke. In Malcolm’s mind, it was a funny dirty joke. No white man had ever come to Stump, Georgia, nor would one ever be welcome there as far as he was concerned. It was Stump, Georgia, and if ever there were a town founded on the reason why white folks were evil, it was Stump, Georgia. And if ever there was a man in Stump, Georgia, who had a reason to keep it that way, it was Malcolm Carrie.
Well, that last part wasn’t exactly, completely true; if there was a man in Stump, Georgia, who had a reason to keep it that way, it was probably Reverend C.J. Hunter, the search for whose grandfather nearly ninety years earlier led to what had happened (they never did find grandpappy Hunter, not even the old man’s grave). So, it might have been Reverend Hunter who had the best reason to keep things the way they were, but it was Malcolm Carrie who had the most lust for it. Malcolm bent his knees as he stood ensconced between the pews when he laughed again. After all, the man with the best reason for keeping the white world out was telling the man with the most desire to keep it out to invite it right into his home, to sleep just feet from his own daughter, Lariah.
Miss Tybee said, “You can stay up with me, Lariah.”
Again, Malcolm laughed, this time managing to get out, “You want me—me—to move my own child out to make room for... this...?”
The doors were still open, and the storm was still marauding in the first few feet, and the puddle was big enough to start meandering inward. Reverend Hunter closed them, and suddenly the ones closest to the crazy bleeding farmer felt trapped, even though they had all migrated away as best they could without losing their good views.
Reverend Hunter checked the doors to make sure they were closed, and then said, “You’re going to be up all night cooking anyway, and you’re just across the way.”
In that moment, Brutus Mackie and Freeman Roosevelt, Malcolm’s cousin’s and two best friends, realized how funny it would be for this all to happen. They didn’t like the idea, but Malcolm’s hating it made it funny. For them, it was a choice between doing what was right, and doing what was funny, and considering that, by design, nothing much ever happened in Stump, Georgia, the choice was fairly easy, since, to Brutus’s reckoning, it seemed that doing what was right also happened to be doing what was funny—it didn’t get much better than that. And, as was his nature, Freeman tagged along.
Brutus said, “He right, Malcolm. It would be the Christian thing to do.”
The other conspirator added, “Yes, Malcolm, the Christian thing. Remember the good Sumarian?”
Malcolm dropped his head sideways at them, cocking it, and pursed his lips. He didn’t think it was funny anymore, and that his two evil cousins obviously did only further annoyed him.
John was holding Miss Tybee’s handkerchief to his wet head when he said, “Don’t worry, Mr. Malcolm, I’m not staying. I just need to call a cab or something and I’ll be on my way.”
Just about everyone in the congregation thought John’s suggestion was the right one—except Lariah, “Wouldn’t be Christian to send away a man in the rain.”
The rest of the choir agreed with Malcolm, though, the women did, the men did, and even, really, Brutus and Freeman did.
But Miss Tybee did not.
Miss Tybee’s vote was the only one that counted in Stump, Georgia, on the rare occasions when she cast it. And it wasn’t just because she was the richest woman, such as it could be in Stump, Georgia, but because it had been her grandfather who’d sheltered, fed, and clothed the grandfathers and grandmothers of the rest of them there when they’d fled north for their lives. Miss Tybee owned the last of the working sugar cane plantations around, and the blackstrap byproduct from it was the only export that mattered (the sugar was, too, of course, as was the first and second, but those weren’t branded like Tybee’s Blackstrap). Miss Tybee’s grandfather had paid for the old church—not the church they were in now, but the one across the way where the Carrie’s lived, and where Malcolm cooked his ribs for the town on Friday and Saturday nights. Miss Tybee’s father had paid for the current church when they’d outgrown the one across the way (there were almost 80 people in Stump, Georgia, back then. Plus, the electrical just wasn’t fixable in the old one—usable, but only barely, and wouldn’t support the needs of a whole service especially with the new amplifiers for the worship band).
Malcolm held his victorious hand toward John to make the point that the idea of John staying in Stump, Georgia, was unanimously stupid, even the white guy thought so. Only, it wasn’t quite unanimous enough; Miss Tybee and Reverend Hunter dissented. That was the presidential veto in a government where the legislature had no possible override. Legally, Malcolm could not be forced to do it. But then, Miss Tybee couldn’t be forced to provide the blackstrap that Malcolm needed to cook the ribs that, if judged by anyone on the planet, would be deemed magical—and make no mistake, Malcolm Carrie actually did make ribs so wondrously good, that nowhere on earth could there be a second place; the best of the rest would have to settle for third best, because Malcolm’s were good enough to take the top two spots. Believe that, believe it good, just a shade below believing in the Baby Jesus and maybe the need for sun and rain.
Miss Tybee could put an end to that, and it would punish the entirety of Stump, Georgia, and the very few others who knew (and it was very few, because Stump, Georgia, was a town built on a secret as if its life depended on it—which, as far as anyone else there was concerned, it did). More than that, though, no one argued with Miss Tybee. It wasn’t because they feared her, it was because they loved and respected her. Beyond her family name, Miss Tybee just had that presence about her that was too dignified of humanity to be withstood. Jesus loves everybody, that’s a truth worth repeating on every bumper, but He really liked Miss Tybee, and she Him, and but for that friendship, wouldn’t none of them even be there.
She said, “Lana, can you keep an eye on him tonight?” She didn’t wait for an answer from the woman in the choir with the wavy hair; Lalana was almost a full nurse, and she took caring for people very seriously.
John tried to rise, but his dizziness and nausea, and Miss Tybee’s hand on his shoulder kept him down. Malcolm shook his head, “Miss Tybee, why do you care about this one? We all know what his being here means to us. What is he to you?!”
The Tybees had never mentioned it, not in almost ninety years, all that they had done for all of them; her family had never made an issue of it, or used it, or even spoke of it. Her father had made it clear that they had been blessed, and blessing was always—always—meant to be passed along; the passing of it was the reason for it, her daddy had taught her. Passing it along was all Will Tybee had done back on those dark days. She was breaking that family rule, but she felt that the situation called for it, and her fathers (both the one she’d been raised by and the One who’d breathed life into her) would condone it. She said, and this really ended it, “He is to me...what your fathers were to mine.”
She looked down on John, still holding what was now a partially bloody rag to his head, and said, “Young man, you are staying for the night, and I don’t want any lip from you about it. Is that clear?”
John’s anger was completely replaced with fear—not at the angry black congregation, but at the dainty woman looking down on him. Oh, it wasn’t a fear of personal pain or injury, but for some reason, he was afraid to offend or insult her. Before he could think much about it, his mouth said, “Yes, ma’am.”
Brutus Mackie and Freeman Roosevelt felt the humor drain in that moment, they all did.
The only one smiling at that moment was choir girl with the dark round glasses.
John was dreaming about the rain. Angry ghosts were shouting at him, interrogating him. What was his name?! Where did he think he was going?! What’s your name?! Answer me!
It was the throbbing on the top of his head that woke him. He grimaced from it, grunted, and then thought where in the hell was he? He couldn’t open his eyes, it was too bright. And it was hot. And it stank like vomit and wood smoke. Whatever he was lying on was hard, lumpy and cruel, and his pants were all twisted up. He still had a shoe on, and there was something of a rag that had been thrown over him.
The room had a distinct smell of apples, which was strange to John. He had the vague notion that someone had been with him through the night, but it was too vague to define, and it darted away from him quickly.
He could hear B.B. King singing from the other side of the wall, then it was a solo the style of which was very familiar to John despite the cracked skull. It wasn’t that the song was very familiar to him, it was that the actual performance of it was as familiar as his own pillow.
I'm gonna wait till the stars come out
And see that twinkle in your eyes.
I'm gonna wait till the midnight hour
That’s when my love begins to shine...
John tried to open his eyes again but it hurt too much, and he tried to remember if he’d been out drinking the night before. Was he in jail? Probably not, since the bed would’ve been nicer and he wouldn’t still be in street clothes. He didn’t care at the moment, though. As he lay there, he let his arm flop to the side, and his knuckles smacked on the edge of some kind of metal wastebasket.
“Ouch!” he whispered. His stomach was raw, as was his throat, and the smell of vomit was trying to coax more out of him. When his innards started the process of obliging, it only produced spit, which he managed to get into the can after lurching over, almost out of habit. But that lurch reminded him of the previous times he’d done it throughout the night before.
Then he remembered, vaguely, the church he’d found in the rain. He’d swerved to avoid hitting something and had flipped into some kind of bar ditch where the road’s shoulder should have been. His eyes fluttered and his head pulsed. When he felt it, the dried blood cracked and pulled at his hair when he tried to remove the rag.
“Midnight Hour” ended, and when it did, nothing took its place except some arguing from the other room. He heard someone say, “It was Albert King! Just listen to it!”
Someone else said, “I don’t know Brutus. Are you sure? Play it again.” That voice sounded familiar.
John staggered to his feet with a whimpering grunt in the small cell of a storage room and groped at the door handle. When he turned it, the door had to be pulled from the jamb with just about all the effort John could rally. On the other side of it was an open room with a spotty wood roof twenty-five feet over it, sharp, like the pitch of a church. Under it was a sort of restaurant dining room that was dim and dusty. A three-stool counter was thrown in on the far side along the back, sectioning off a door to some kind of add-on room in the back. Someone had pressed the play button on the cassette player, and “Midnight Hour” started again.
Sitting on opposite sides of the counter was Malcolm Carrie, in a bloody apron, who he recognized in a fuzzy sort of way from the short silver hair and glasses. The other man was large and pudgy, and his hair was braided and shoulder length. Malcolm was on the other side of the bar, facing John, and when Malcolm saw rickety John clinging to the doorjamb for support, he stopped midsentence and stared deadpan. This made the other man swivel around, and then he, too, stared at John, only his stare was more of curiosity than malice.
Whereas Malcolm looked almost like a professor, Brutus looked like a gangster, and that made John even more uneasy. B.B. King was singing, and the room was thick with smoke aroma. The actual smoke wasn’t more than a light haze, but the smell was thick and pungent, and actually quite pleasant, a sort of hickory and maple smell that would have made him hungry were it not for the knots in his belly.
Brutus and Malcolm watched as John limped in slow stutter steps toward them (partly the pain, partly because he was still only wearing one shoe). It took so long for him to cross the twenty feet over that B.B. was into the second verse by the time John got close enough to whisper to them.
When he got there, though, he didn’t say anything, and the other two didn’t say anything. Brutus sized John up and then rolled his eyes and shook his head. Malcolm didn’t move. After a few moments of that, John felt dizzy again, and he struggled to one of the table booths and sat.
“Well, have a seat,” said Malcolm.
Then the solo started again, and Brutus turned to the cassette player, and the two of them, well, three of them, listened to it. John knew that performance better than he knew his own name (at the moment), and he could see it perfectly in his memory. When it was done, Brutus turned the volume down and said, “That’s Albert King.”
Malcolm said, “I don’t know, Brutus. Maybe.”
“—It’s not,” grunted John without thinking, but his voice absolutely sure.
This brought Brutus back around, and Malcolm said, “Shouldn’t you be hobblin’ down the road by now?”
John thought it was a reasonable suggestion, but he didn’t have anywhere to hobble, and even if he did, he had no way to get there (besides literally hobbling).
“I should,” said John before wincing, “But that’s not Albert King, it’s Stevie Ray Vaughan,” John felt the crackly paste on the top of his head and winced again, “But he and Albert have a similar style.”
Malcolm said, “Figures. Of course he’d say it was a white boy.”
Malcolm rewound the tape a bit, and then played the solo again, and the three of them listened again, this time with the intensity that comes from defending manhood.
Brutus said, “How many times a we heard ‘As The Years,’ Malcolm? Lemme go get my Albert King tape and prove it!”
There was something in Malcolm’s expression, or lack of one, that made Brutus feel suspected. John’s next comment was completely in the pyrrhic category: “Bring Texas Flood, too.”
Brutus said, “Whatchu know about the Blues, son?”
Malcolm had to keep his word to Miss Tybee, after all, and that made him say, “Brutus, there’s much too much to do today for this.”
John was so screwed at that moment anyway (the cops would know that he’d fled the jurisdiction), that he thought he might as well go out with a final kiss of dignity. “They play in similar styles because Albert was a big influence. But they played different rigs.”
Okay... Okay... The lumbering white boy had said something that might be worth hearing (if no one else was saying anything at the time), and Malcolm, who still hated John painfully so, had a morbid desire to hear the other shoe drop. He asked for it by raising his eyebrows.
Brutus shook his head.
John could have simply told them that he’d seen the performance they were listening to maybe a thousand times, much to Elsa’s annoyance (or, admittedly, for the sake of it on occasion), but he preferred to take the Blues Omniscience route.
Malcolm pulled a pack of cigarettes from the shirt pocket under the bloody apron, smacked it down hard a few times, and then stripped the cellophane from it. John held his hand out for a smoke, “Can I bum one of those from you?”
“Get your own,” said Malcolm.
John had quit smoking in the early nineties, but for some reason, he very much wanted that cigarette. He’d offer to buy it, but he’d left his cash in the glove box of his car, wherever that was. He also didn’t figure Malcolm would give him a lift to the nearest store to buy his own even if he had the money unless John would agree to the one-way ride. “Then I’ll bet you for it. If I can prove that that’s Stevie Ray, you give me the cigarette.”
Brutus said, “And what if you cain’t? And who’s gonna be the judge?”
John shrugged, “Let’s just make you the final judge on the matter. If you say I’m right, then I’m right. If you say I’m wrong, then I’m wrong, and your decision is final—no appeals.”
John didn’t wait for an answer, “Correct me if I’m wrong, but Albert King played a Gibson Flying V, and Stevie Ray was partial his Number One, a vintage Fender Strat. Those are different rigs. Listen to them. The V is thinner sounding, but the Strat is thicker sounding. It’s just the mechanics of the guts in them. Albert liked piercing tones, and Stevie liked fat ones bent. Go get your tape. Get ‘As the Years Go Passing By,’ a live version if you have it.”
Malcolm said, “We’d don’t have any way to put them side by side.”
“Whatever. I got Texas Flood in my car, and I’m telling you, that’s Stevie Ray behind those bends, not Albert King. You go get ‘As the Years,’ and help me find my Texas Flood, and we’ll play them both, then you get to decide. But it’s Stevie Ray behind B.B. on that tune.”
Albert King was part of that show, true, but it was Stevie Ray who’d done the solo on “Midnight Hour.” He could see in his memory B.B. King turning to Stevie Ray and bowing an invitation for Stevie Ray to bend a few strings for the solo, with Stevie Ray wearing that ’80’s floppy cap.
Malcolm said, “If you’re wrong, what do I get?” Miss Tybee would be checking up on him, and she already knew that John wasn’t capable of walking very far. She’d hold Malcolm responsible if he let John leave, and really that was the only thing John could do that would make the bet worth taking on.
“So make it worth your while,” said John as he gingerly felt the top of his head.
Brutus tapped Malcolm on the hand. When Malcolm turned, Brutus said, “Din’t you say you runnin’ low on pecan?”
Malcolm looked first at Brutus, and then to sickly-stickly John, “Him?”
John said, “What? I’m not wrong, so make it whatever you want.”
The idea of John running back and forth with wood for the big house had a certain appeal to it, Malcolm had to agree. He laughed, “Okay, then. If you’re wrong, you get to fetch my pecan. If you’re right, you get one of my cigarettes—I’ll even throw in a way to light it.”
John muttered, “Real deluxe of you.”
Malcolm said, “That’s not just hucking it in. It has to be split and stacked.”
“Whatever,” said John, “I’m right about it, so you can add carving it into toothpicks if you want...”
It was Friday, and the storm that had accompanied him all the way down from D.C. had wandered off into the Atlantic, and the sun was out again.
Malcolm had been nice enough to water John down from the garden hose off the back. Malcolm had a decent bathroom, one with a shower, but he didn’t want John being naked anywhere in his home. He’d let John use the toilet, but for otherwise hygiene, it was the garden hose, and it was how John was going to be washing his underwear, too—while he wore it.
Georgia was hot, though, and being closer to suppertime, the hose wasn’t as bad as Malcolm had hoped. By that point, Malcolm had sauced the ribs that were in his brick smoker, one his daddy had built through the back wall of the old church. And he’d added most of what was left of his pecan wood and another few logs of southern sugar maple for the second smoking (the first smoking had been the middle of the night before).
Once they were sauced, though, the old church’s smoky haze became thicker, and sweet, and if John thought he couldn’t get any hungrier, he was wrong. He wondered—fretted, really—what was going to happen when they were done. He suspected Malcolm might let him eat some leaves off the back of the property, maybe.
When the sun fell into the far west behind the trees, the cars had started showing up, parking in pretty much the same place as they had the night before for church (the new one). John stayed in the little storage room on the crates, resting, trying to keep his head still. The pain was going away, but it was still sore and it hurt when he moved it, as though it had a large spike coming out the top of it. It was mostly blood-free, though, since the hose, and it wasn’t throbbing. It was just that every time he moved, it seemed as though he knocked the spike on something, and the tip of it stretched down to his sphincter (it spasmed every time he bumped the spike).
There was a bulb hanging from a cord in the storage room, operated not by a switch, but by two buttons, and when it got dark enough to need it (which was pretty dark, actually, since the dark was kinder to the spike), Malcolm had kicked on the music. This time it was all Albert King. John was sure that Malcolm’s playing it was like his offering the hose. But like the hose, John enjoyed it so long as he didn’t move.
The way it played, it did sound like the B.B. King song earlier that afternoon. John was sure beyond any doubt that he was right about it, though; he just concluded that until he could get his Stevie Ray CD that it would make Malcolm and Brutus think he was wrong.
Whatever.
John lay there on the crate thinking about what he was going to do. He hadn’t really been looking for any sort of sanctuary, but in a strange way, it did sort of find him—like a prison recruits its own guests. He’d run to avoid being trapped in a cell surrounded by angry black men who wanted him to die. Now look where he was. God had a twisted sense of humor, that was for sure.
What was Elsa doing? She was probably tossing them back somewhere, having done up for the first time since the second day of their honeymoon. Well, that part wasn’t a fair comment, he thought. Elsa did look pretty decent most of the time.
John was just drifting off when the door banged open.
Malcolm stood there with a paper plate with dark meat piled on it, and a Coke under his arm.
“Courtesy of Miss Tybee,” he said, and then he tossed the plate onto an exposed part of the crate at John’s feet. He was about to set the Coke can down, and then decided it needed a good shake first.
Malcolm thudded the door closed, and after that, John grunted up and examined the plate for spit. Not that he cared once he smelled it up close. It wasn’t actual ribs, but rib tips, the cartilagey part of the rack. It had been rubbed and dipped.
John set the paper plate in his lap and picked a meaty tip. His head was throbbing again, but when he put the meat into his mouth...
The first thing he could taste was the smoky pecan and southern sugar maple. It was charred just right on top of meat that was sweet, but not sweet. It was as though Kansas City and St. Louis got drunk, cheated on their spouses and begot a beautiful bastard child. There was some kind of whiskey, but it was sweeter, much stronger; he could taste the blackstrap, and then the peppers arrived—cayenne and Serrano, always late stragglers, like two hungry little street thugs waiting farther down the alley giggling with anticipation and looking more for the laugh than the money. The meat was chewy, but tender, of course, and it was sweet and it was salty and tart. It wouldn’t matter what a man preferred; Memphis, St. Louis, K.C., Texas, it wouldn’t matter, he’d taste what he liked. Crispy or soft, crunchy on the outside, but just enough to hold the juice in long enough to make to the mouth, it didn’t matter; it was what anyone would prefer, and that without any sacrifice for one thing or another or any compromise, it was all of it, and nothing more. It really wouldn’t matter what a man liked, he’d get the best of it he ever had in those ribs, John marveled.
It wasn’t just the recipe; each individual ingredient was genius in quality. The blackstrap was the best; the peppers were kings and queens; he could taste the smell of the vine from which the tomatoes were pulled; the paprika was young, unjaded with age; and it was bourbon, he concluded, something not mass stilled, nor even legally produced in all likelihood (he was a bourbon drinker, and had tried them all; this was similar, but better than any bottle he’d tried before).
As he chewed, when John wanted a little sweetness, he found it, just the right amount; when he wanted a little saltiness, he found it. When he wanted tang or tart, it was there, arriving just in time and leaving just a moment too soon, and when it did, it left him lonely. It gave him just what he wanted, when he wanted it.
The burn in his mouth hurt, but it was a souvenir. The only reason that the meal lasted as long as it did was because his mouth didn’t want to release it to his throat, like an estranged parent having to return a crying child to an abusive custodial ex-spouse at the end of his weekend.
The Coke was warm, but he had let it be while he ate, and it didn’t fizz all over when he slowly popped the tab. If Malcolm’s behavior was spiteful, the shaking of the can was just downright mean, he thought. But in an odd way, it didn’t really fit with Malcolm.
Mean people had a certain stink. Maybe it’s the wear of a perpetual pesky expression that shows up like ghosting on a person. A habitual demeanor of denial of some kind, or purposeful control of the eyes—something that was like stink masked by perfume. It wasn’t always immediately noticeable, but linger long enough, and that stink would either bite or kiss, whichever was most expedient, profitable, or enjoyable.
Malcolm Carrie didn’t have that stink. Maybe Brutus did, that remained to be seen. Brutus was scary-looking at first, but he wasn’t quite as tall as John, and his bulk was mostly fat. Brutus didn’t move too fast, either. In fact, as he thought about it, Brutus didn’t look like fast would be within reach even if his ass were on fire.
Malcolm just didn’t seem the type to John, despite the behavior. The behavior seemed more childish than anything. Why was Malcolm being such a jerk?
The Coke would have been better cold, but it went right. John drank most of it in one throw, and then whisper belched. His mouth was still tingly. That cigarette would be perfect, if only he could have gotten his Stevie Ray CD.
There was talking from a crowd on the other side of the door, nothing in particular, and he couldn’t make out any specific conversations, only that several were being had, and some were apparently funny. He wondered what would happen if he broke jail long enough to beg a smoke.
He really wanted one even though he hadn’t had one in twenty years. He wanted one now, that was for sure.
He sighed and lowered himself to rest his head. As he lay there, he thought about what he’d otherwise do. Where would he go? How long before the cops found him? He still had the cash he’d withdrawn from his account for Fallan, at least he thought he still had it. He’d left it in his car. The money still in his bank account was poisonous now. Besides, what would the cash do for him? A nice hotel? A swing by the mall for some new clothes? Maybe that sticky wooden door wasn’t really the bad guy after all.
He was just drifting off and was in a half-dream state. Who are you?! Do you know where you are?!
He could hear distant shouting, but the shouts seemed directed at him, and they were accusatory sounding. He was on the witness stand being interrogated by ghosts. His eyes opened, and the voices blurred away, but they’d blurred slowly.
He really wanted a smoke.
Maybe tomorrow.
Who are you?! What’s your name?! You—
Somebody kicked the crate, and John flickered his eyes open like a reluctant fluorescent light.
“Get up!” said Brutus.
John rose, knocking the spike in his head. It pounded, but not nearly as much as it had the day before. He’d been dreaming about finding a toilet, so it was not such a bad thing that Brutus was there. He didn’t need any more reasons for Malcolm to be mad at him.
“What do you want, Brutus?” said John gouging his eye with his knuckle.
“We need to take care a your ride. And you need to fix Latanya’s fence ’fore she tries to do it. ’Mon, get your shoes on.” Brutus’s locks were pulled back in a ponytail, and it made him look like a fat Stevie Wonder in baseball PJ’s.
“Where’s Malcolm?”
“He gettin’ some sleep ’fore the next turn,” said Brutus, and then he kicked a shoe toward John.
Brutus was being civil more or less, and that was the most scary he’d been. John wondered if there wasn’t some kind of ambush waiting for him. After all, Malcolm had a reason to play host, but Brutus didn’t. John shoved his foot into the shoe, using both hands to pull it up, “Is this like taking the senile old dog out for a little ride?”
Brutus winced as though his last nerve had been plucked, “Man, whatchu think? Niggas is all gangsters?”
John hated that word, and it didn’t matter who said it. In his opinion, it was a word that existed for only one reason, and it was time for that word to just go away and die—it’d done enough damage and no one would be the worse off for never hearing it used.
“You think that word still needs to be around?”
“Niggah?”
“Yeah, that one. Tell me, anyone you know better off because it’s kept alive?”
It felt very strange to Brutus to be lectured on that word by a white boy. Still, though, man had a valid point. “No... I guess not. But still, you think we all thugs?”
“Well,” said John pausing over his gut while reaching for the other shoe, “You’d be just as scary-looking if you were white.”
Brutus didn’t know what to say about that; ordinarily, it might have been a compliment.
There was a time when Brutus wore suits and ties, but that was when he was in Atlanta, before the little incident that had put him into the hospital for months. He hadn’t worn a suit or cut his hair in the years since he’d returned to Stump, Georgia.
John tied his shoes and said as he did so, “Imagine yourself sitting here where I am, and some big-ass redneck was kicking your shoes at you, saying you and he were going down the dirt road for a little walk. Better yet, you ever see the movie Deliverance?”
“Yeah, I seen it—”
“So, imagine you’re the only black man in that little redneck hillbilly town, and some big redneck was standing over you.”
“What makes you so sure I hafta just imagine it?”
It was still just a touch cool when John saw the dirt road between the churches for the first time. It had been raining and dark when he’d first come into town (he might never have seen the church but for the lights reflecting off the clouds that night), and he’d slept almost the entire day yesterday. There was another building in Stump, a beaten down, rickety old convenience store. There was an RC Cola sign dangling in front that had the name of the store below it, but he couldn’t read it from where he and Brutus were, and Brutus had already turned away from it to head back out toward John’s car.
After they’d walked for a few minutes, and when the view of Stump had gone around the crook, Brutus said, “Stump ain’t like that.”
There was some far freight train horn, two short blasts followed by a longer one, but by the time it reached Brutus and John, it was just a scratchy echo.
“Not like what?” It was a leisurely walk because Brutus didn’t do fast, and John was still limping. His head was a little better, but his right knee was stiffer. The wind was good, and it was getting around to herding the broken clouds out to the afternoon part of the sky.
“Like that place in Deliverance. These here are good God-fearin’ folks.”
“Yeah, I see that.”
Brutus stopped, “You don’t know nothin’ ’bout it, son. No white people ever come here, and they ain’t welcome here. But that don’t make us evil. Just private, that’s all. If anyone evil, it’s you folk.”
“So, black people don’t ever do wicked things? Is that what you’re saying?”
“Of course, they do. But I wasn’t talkin’ ’bout that.”
They resumed walking leisurely, and John kicked a stone back into the grassy bar ditch that accompanied them.
Brutus added, “We don’t even have no cops here. Don’t need none. Can you say that ’bout where you come from?”
John didn’t want to talk about anything related to his personal life, no good could come from it. He said instead, “I hit a fence the other night?”
It was half a question, and Brutus answered, “Yeah, Latanya Hopewell’s. She a gardener. Grows the best damn peppa’s in the south. She sweet, too.”
“I didn’t mean to hit it.”
Brutus sighed again, “Don’t figger you did. I ain’t stupid.”
“Something ran out in front of me. I almost hit it. I don’t remember hitting the fence, though.”
“Rain knocked out part of Thurgood’s hog fence the other night. His hogs got out.”
When they finished the bend in the road and could see down the right side of it, Brutus said, “Damn, son!”
John’s old blue Sebring wasn’t in the fence, but there was a dropped out rail. The car was down the short ditch and its tires were up like the paws of a dog scratching its back on the carpet. John’s mouth opened as he walked faster. How did he walk away from that?
Brutus had said something that John hadn’t heard and he said, “I’m sorry?”
“I said, howdju you walk away from that?”
John had pulled ahead of Brutus, and already was leaning to see in through the crumpled driver’s side window, which was now closest to the road, when Brutus stepped up to it.
“I don’t remember any of this. I remember walking in the rain... Maybe I remember coming out the other side... I heard music...and saw the light...”
The airbag had been deployed and popped, and the seatbelt was laying out through the window. There were also CD’s on the roof, along with useless crap that really should have been tossed, but which, for some reason, people always seem to collect in their cars (pennies, a pen cap, the cap to a soda bottle, a quarter, a crumpled receipt, an unopened tub of McDonald’s Sweet and Sour sauce, two hot sauce packets from Taco Bell, one of them squashed open on the ceiling, that sort of thing). John limped around to the other side, to the passenger side, and crawled in enough to get to the glove box, which was already busted open from the crash. The cash envelope was still inside, and he grabbed it quickly and with a good bit of relief. Brutus watched him grab the envelope from his squat on the other side, and John wondered how that would change their odd little relationship, his seeing John with a wad of cash.
Brutus just fished through the CD’s laying on the roof’s interior lining, then held up a broken one, “If this is all you have, I’ma have to declare Malcolm the winner.”
“Then can I buy the cigarette off you?”
“Nope. It’s Malcolm’s. I’s just holdin’ it.”
Brutus tossed the broken CD back down on the underside of the car roof, and then thought, “But, just for giggles, what was you willing to pay for it?”
The only bills in the envelope were fifties, and since he didn’t figure there’d be any change coming, he said, “Fifty bucks?”
Brutus snickered. “Glad I never started. You gonna hafta call a tow, and that ain’t gonna be cheap. You might want to save your money. How much you got, anyway?”
The air in the car was already baking, and the vinyl smell of the seats and the dash wafted out a greasy industrial plastic smell. John didn’t see the point in being coy; if Brutus was right about Stump, it’d be safe enough, and if he was wrong, then it wouldn’t matter. He figured Miss Tybee wouldn’t stand for any bullshit in that regard anyway. “About twenty thousand.”
“—Dollars? American? Did you rob a—”
Brutus’s comment cut off and he got back on his feet—apparently, Brutus did know what fast was.
From behind him, John heard a lady say, “Hey, Brutus.”
“Mornin’ Latanya!” And apparently, Brutus knew how to smile, too.
When John turned, he saw one of the choir ladies from the other night, just a little bulgy, but shapely and attractive, and with long bushy hair that flared out from the restraint back behind a button-down work shirt.
John righted himself, quickly stuffing the envelope into his front pocket.
Latanya didn’t know what to make of John. She wasn’t hard and wincing like Malcolm, but John still felt a like a curiosity to her. “Good Morning, you must be Miss Hopewell,” he said, not sure if he should walk over to shake her hand.
“One of two,” she said with a half-smile, “I’m the younger one.”
She stepped over some low scrub toward the car, and Brutus was again fast—this time around the car to make sure he was there before she and John got proximate. John held up his hand, “I’m John. Sorry about your fence. I’m going to fix it.”
Latanya said, “It’s just a split rail. We can fix it right now.”
She walked over the rail on the ground, and Brutus was sure to lift it before she could. He and John angled the thin end into the post slot, and just like that, it was fixed.
Latanya was pleased. She looked to John, “You’re looking better than you did the other night. Malcolm taking good care of you?”
John could smell the spicy on her. It was fiery, smoky; she’d been in the kitchen with her peppers, he could tell. “In a Dickensian sort of way,” he said.
She laughed, “Malcolm’s a good man; don’t let the bark scare you. He just has hard memories.”
Brutus stepped between them a little, “I’s just tellin’ him how lucky he is to be alive after this. Brought him down here so’s he could fetch what he could.”
John raised a brow and said to Brutus, “Yes, Brutus was making sure I was okay for the walk out. He didn’t want me to walk it alone.”
Latanya said, “He’s sweet like that!”
John looked over at Brutus, “I’dn he just?”
...And, apparently, Brutus could blush.
“Yes, ma’am,” continued John of his escort as he raised a finger to his forehead, “And this morning he woke me up with little baby kisses right here. It was so sweet.”
Brutus’s eyes got wide and he shook his head quickly, “I din’t kiss no body. He makin’ that up!”
“I know that, Brutus. Take a joke.”
When Brutus finished blushing, she said, “I don’t think you’re going to be driving this any time soon.”
“No, I think it’s pretty much done for. I’ll try to get it taken care of as soon as I can get a tow truck out here.”
She shook her head, “I think you’re beyond towing. You’re going to have to call out to Clinch County to get a flatbed with a wench.”
He nodded as they surveyed the dead car on its back. Then John turned back to her, “Brutus tells me you grow the best peppers in the south.”
Brutus said, “In the world. She knows everything they is to know about spicy.”
“I don’t know about that. I do like growing them, though. My grandfather used to grow them, then my daddy took over. Growing peppers has been in my family for at least three generations.”
John nodded.
Brutus was getting fidgety for some reason; he didn’t seem to be all that pleased that Latanya was so chatty about things, “We gotta get back. I told Malcolm I’ll wake him for the next turn.”
Brutus and John were on the road moseying back toward the churches.
“What did she mean when she said Malcolm had hard memories?”
Brutus ignored the question.
“No comment?”
“A man’s bidness is his own,” said Brutus.
“I wasn’t trying to be nosy,” said John, “I was just curious.”
“Nosy don’t get far in this town. Not in Stump, Georgia.”
“Dark secrets?”
“They any other kind?”
When they reached the old church, and when John kept walking, Brutus said, “Where you goin?”
“See if I can find a pack of smokes. I got cash now.”
Brutus checked the old church door, sighed, and then hobbled after John. He needed to make sure Malcolm was up, and he wasn’t comfortable about risking the time, but he was much less comfortable with John walking in on Mr. Gains alone. When John heard him struggling to catch up, he slowed and turned as he walked, “Brutus, I think I can find my way. You’re off-duty now.”
“You really wanna walk around Stump, Georgia by yo’self?”
Brutus was up to him by then, and they resumed toward the raggedy old store. John said, “Except for Miss Latanya, and Miss Tybee, everyone else seems afraid of me like I was carrying the plague. You afraid I might find some other folks who don’t treat me like something they can’t scrape of their shoes—like you and Malcolm?”
That comment seemed to almost pull some shame out of Brutus, who said, “You forget Reverend Hunter.”
“And Reverend Hunter—hell, I bet everyone in this town is just what you said, decent and God-fearin’. Who the hell knows why you and Malcolm are so hateful. And frankly, who cares? Baggage wasn’t invented here in ‘Stump, Georgia,’ you know.”
“I ain’t bein’ hateful. You don’t know nothin’ ’bout it.”
John stopped, “About what?”
“...Nothin’. Maybe I could tell you. But sayin’ it don’t mean knowin’ it. You a white boy who crashed his Beemer walkin’ around with a pocket full of cash. Ain’t no common ground, no common foundation to build on.”
John rolled his eyes and turned for the store, The Valley Store, now that he could read the RC Cola sign. “It’s not a Beemer, it’s a Chrysler (at least it was). You don’t know, either, man. The difference is that I wanted to know, but you don’t. To you, I’m somebody who owned all your grandparents—I got news for you, brother, I wasn’t even born in this country. I was naturalized.”
“That so? From where?”
John considered that perhaps saying he was from South Africa wouldn’t exactly commend him much in Stump, Georgia. In the past it hadn’t exactly opened doors. They were at the porch and John was too eager for that smoke to stop and answer. The door’s little bell tingled when he pushed it open, and he let Brutus enter first, just out of habitual manners.
A shaky, frail-looking old man dropped his paper and said in a soft scratchy whisper, “How do, Brutus.” Then he saw John and the friendly washed away. There was an apprehensiveness, as though John were about to stick a gun in his face.
The store had three metal shelf runs from front to back, and the coolers were along the back wall. They were older ones, maybe even fifty years old for all John knew. John hesitated when he saw the half dozen holes in the wall to the right as he came in through the door; they looked like bullet holes and they were high up in the pastel blue-green paint, about 6 to 10 inches from the ceiling. Snacks and such covered the register counter, and a five-rack stand of individually-wrapped Moon Pies was on the floor almost in front of the register—it couldn’t be missed.
“Morning, Mr. Gains.”
John said, “Good morning. Do you sell cigarettes?”
Mr. Gains pulled a white pack out, something so generic it didn’t even have a brand name, and John fished the bank envelope from his pocket. He pulled a fifty and placed on the counter as he took the pack. Mr. Gains looked at the fifty but didn’t reach for it, but rather he just stared at John waiting for the gun to come out.
“Can I trouble you for some matches, too?”
Brutus reached behind the counter and found the box of them, and then handed one of the booklets to John. Then he said, “I don’t think he can break that fi’ty.”
“Maybe he can just run me a tab out of it then. If not,” he said with a nod, “he can put the balance in the tip jar when he gets it.”
It was the most expensive pack of smokes he’d ever bought, but then again, they were a bargain. It was almost as if he were using confederate script the morning of Lee’s surrender. When he thumped the pack hard in his palm, Mr. Gains blinked rapidly, and stiffened even more.
When they were back out on the porch, he ripped the pack open and poked one of the cigarettes into his mouth. He lit, drew, and then let out a satisfying puff dotted with tiny coughs. When he shook the match out, and with the cig in his mouth, he said, “See? The plague. I probably could have asked him for all his money, and he probably would have given it to me—not that I would do that.”
“Mr. Gains is ninety-three years old. Braggin’ that you scared him ain’t so much.”
“I didn’t try to scare him. In fact, I didn’t scare him. Just my skin tone did. I’m not some kind of badass. I don’t dress like a gangster, or run around in a long weave. I was a computer geek for shit’s sake. And right now, I’m so banged up I bet Latanya Hopewell could kick my ass—did you see the accident I crawled out of?”
After another puff, Brutus said, “Mr. Gains don’t know that.”
Another puff, then John turned and pushed back through the door. Mr. Gains sat back down, as if he hadn’t been eying the both of them through the window in the wooden front door. He leaned away from John and resumed the eye-blinking when John was at the counter again.
“Mr. Gains, I’m sorry if I scared you. I didn’t mean to. I’m having a rough couple of days. I’m John,” he said as he held his hand out slowly, as if he were lifting it for a large dog to sniff first. Mr. Gains’s expression didn’t change, but his hand lifted. When John took it, he was mindful that Mr. Gains was ninety-three years old, and he cradled the limp straw in his palm.
It was a quick “shake” before John held up the ripped open pack, “Thanks for the smokes. I may come back later for something to drink, and I promise, I won’t cause you any trouble.”
Mr. Gains’s expression didn’t change behind the glasses. John turned and squeezed past Brutus, who followed him out.
Instead of stopping on the porch, John had decided to take a break from terrorizing Stump, Georgia, and headed back for the old church.
Brutus said, “You din’t need to do that. You think stormin’ in there and droppin’ a fi’ty on him makes you look less scary? You think he ain’t never seen a white man throwin’ money ’round?”
“God isn’t the only thing folks around here fear.”
“You don’t know.”
“Nope. I suppose I don’t. And whatever Malcolm’s paying you to babysit me, I’ll pay you twice that not to.”
Malcolm was behind the counter, through the door to a back room, turning the night’s magic ribs when he entered, and the young girl with the dark round glasses was sitting on the eating side of the counter, listening to good old gospel music on the tape player. Some lady was going to town about waking up that morning. On the wall to the side was a rack of small shelves with maybe a hundred cassette tapes squeezed into it, mostly like orderly books in their plastic cases, but some weren’t, and a few were tossed up loosely instead of being properly re-filed.
John sat in the stool next to her and listened.
“It’s me, John,” he said. Lariah nodded understanding, but was fixed on the song.
After another verse, Lariah said, “Mosie Burks. She is so beautiful, don’t you think?”
John shrugged. He could picture her as a big black woman in a nice dress suit, waving her one hand in the air, clutching the mic in the other (which is not at all what Mosie Burks really looks like, by the way). John found himself enjoying it, though.
“You ever heard of her?”
“Not really.”
Lariah nodded, “Gimme a joint.”
“Huh?”
“Gimme a joint. I want to show you something.”
Brutus said, “Lariah!”
“Oh. Hey Brutus—Mr. John, listen to this part.”
Burning it down, Miss Mosie was. John listened and liked it. He’d been about the Blues all his life, and had some exposure to gospel of all kinds, but he’d never been exposed to much black gospel.
“What were you going to show me?”
Malcolm came through the door, “Lariah!”
“What?” she said out of habit, as though she didn’t know.
Brutus leaned, “You won the bet. It was what I said, Albert King.”
“It wasn’t. But I guess you win because I can’t prove it.”
Malcolm said, “You mind not sitting next to my under aged daughter?”
John scooted a stool down, “Eric Clapton was with them that night. He and Stevie Ray were both dirty white guys.”
“How nice for all of you. Now why don’t you just sit at a table. You’re still too close.”
“I-95 is too close as far as you’re concerned.”
“Not at all. I’m comfortable with the part of it that goes through Pennsylvania.”
When John didn’t move, Malcolm’s head tilted and his eyebrows went up. Before any trouble could get out of hand, though, Brutus squeezed onto the freshly vacated stool between John and Lariah. Malcolm backed toward Lariah’s end without taking the glower off John, then he smacked the button on the tape player and the cavern got quiet but for the crackling of the fire through the door. With the tape player off, they could hear the choir practicing across the way, but it was distant, barely audible, and it was impossible to compare it to what had just been silenced.
Lariah kicked her foot into the counter base in bored frustration, not loudly enough to insult, but loudly enough to hear. “Why can’t we listen?” she asked.
Obviously, Lariah couldn’t see the unhappy stare, but she remembered what it looked like, and what it sounded like. Brutus was scratching at something on the counter, and his girth pushed out at the other two. John watched the stand off between Malcolm and Lariah, such as it was, until Malcolm turned the disgusted gaze back to John, to make the point, “See what you started?”
John said, “If I go sit at the table like a good doggie, can we turn the music back on?”
Malcolm’s forehead crinkled, “And what kind of negotiating power do you think you’re wielding? My house, my kitchen, my player, my tables, my stools, my kid, and my rules. I’m the king, and you’re just a dirty squatter who wore out his welcome three days ago.”
“What is your problem?!” John said, his arms outstretched.
“My problem is that I have a big dirty, foul-smellin’ white piece of trash living in my home!”
Lariah whispered, “Daddy!”
But after being up all night stewing about it, Malcolm was going to finish explaining how he really felt about things, “It’s like sleeping with a rabid dog at the foot of my bed! I serve food here, and having you here is worse than having a putrid carcass right here on my counter! You’re rude, stupid, and have no business straggling into Stump, Georgia, like you own the place!”
Brutus was suddenly uncomfortable, and he cleared his throat.
Malcolm continued with his tirade, “My problem is that you didn’t have the good sense to completely die in your car, which you would have if you’d been raised with any decency!”
“Daddy...!” whispered Lariah again, worried for him and with no disrespect in her tone. Even Brutus thought Malcolm had gone too far—he’d never heard Malcolm talk like that before, not in almost fifty years. Malcolm didn’t even care that he’d said all that in front of Lariah, and even at his drunkest (which was very rarely), Malcolm wouldn’t do that.
John’s stool fell over when stood. He pulled the envelope out and another fifty from it, which he smacked onto the counter, “Lariah, sorry for getting you in trouble. Brutus, you’re right. Good luck to you.” Then his feet thudded loudly across the wooden plank floor to the door. The door opened, and then echoed when it was closed quite firmly, and it was just the crackling and the distant sound of clapping and voices singing “Oh, Happy Day,” the one that Lariah would be soloing were it not for getting caught with yet another pack of generic smokes.
Brutus took a breath, “Well, that may solve one problem, but it’s gonna lead to bigger ones.”
Malcolm ragged the counter, eying the door, waiting for it to open and considering what more he’d add when it did.
“Whatchu gonna tell Miss Tybee?” said Brutus, “That you kicked his ass out because he wanted to hear a little ol’ time gospel music?”
“—I didn’t tell him to leave. He did that on his own, his own free will. And it was the first smart thing he did since he got here.”
They could hear the choir and Lalana Hopewell, Latanya’s older sister, sing,
Oh happy day, Oh happy day
When Jesus washed...
It didn’t take much more time than that for Malcolm to conclude that Brutus might have a point: Miss Tybee wasn’t going to see it the right way; she was going to be unreasonable about it all. He buffed the counter, checked the little electric analog clock on the shelf behind him, and then buffed some more.
He washed my sins away
We´ll live rejoicing
ev´ry day, ev´ry day...
The satisfaction and relief he presently felt was not going to be worth what was sure to come. Miss Tybee could be damned irrational when she wanted, and she’d already shown she was set on being that way about it.
Malcolm smacked his palm down on the fifty, and it crumpled it in his fist as he started around the corner, “Brutus, turn for me if I’m not back in a few minutes. And check the temp on the fire; it feels like it’s going the back off soon.”
Another set of thuds went across the room, and the door slammed. And it was again quiet enough to hear the choir. Lariah reached over to the tape player, flipped the tape in it, and then played it. She’d rather listen to Dorothy Norwood than to Aunt Lana singing her part.
“Hey!” shouted Malcolm, as if he’d just caught a kid stealing from him. “Hey! I’m talking to you!”
John was heading back toward his car for the second time that day. The choir wasn’t singing at the moment, but its singing had been replaced by another train’s lonely whistle. John already knew what Malcolm was there to do: save his ass from Miss Tybee and the reverend, and he had no intention of caring about that situation anymore. He was going to stop by Miss Latanya’s, give her enough money to clean up his mess, and then thumb it out. He’d just go souther, he figured, since at least he wouldn’t get cold at night.
He was trying to think about how he’d divide up his cash in case he were mugged; he’d need enough to make the mugger happy but not lose it all in the process. He couldn’t remember how far in he’d driven off I-95 before the crash, but it wasn’t that far, and he had a vague memory of some little town he’d driven through. If he limped fast enough, he might make it to that little town before the light gave out. Maybe he could even hitch—
“Hey! I’m talking to you!”
John didn’t even turn when he said, “Go home, Malcolm! You’re off the hook!”
“If only that were true,” said Malcolm as he caught up.
“Or should I say, ‘Your Majesty’?”
“‘Highness’ will do.”
“You’re worse than my soon-to-be ex, Malcolm. Bitch me out of the house, then bitch about me leaving. You’re on your own with Miss Tybee. I hope she shows you as much mercy as you’ve shown me.”
John was limping fast, anger being a pretty good pain med, and Malcolm was in the middle of his weekend marathon (no real sleep, since the ribs needed to be turned about every hour, depending on the wood for that hour). They were both huffing a little behind the words.
“She showed it to you, too, you know.”
“Yes, she did. But I’m not putting up with any more of your crap for it. Congratulations, you got to shit all over a homeless, banged-up cracker. I hope your parents are all vindicated now.”
Malcolm shoved John, not in a big way, but it did knock him off a step, “Don’t talk about my parents!”
John shoved back, and Malcolm went back on his backside in the road, stunned.
“Or else what?!” said John, towering over him, “For the record, I’m pretty sure I could take you! You started this shit! Not me! You’re so worried about me sitting next to your kid... And what do you do?! You run out here and start shoving me around! And you talk about my parents not being decent!”
John was already limp-storming again, “Go home, Malcolm! Tell Miss Tybee that I just left and you don’t know where.”
Malcolm rolled to his feet, brushed himself off, and said under his breath, “Dammit...”
John’s arms flailed up when he said, “And you know want else? You’re a liar and a cheat!”
“Cheat?! You come into my home, eat my food, use my water—and I’m cheating you?!”
“Nope. You’re cheating Miss Tybee and the preacher. The fact that you’re here trying to hide your behavior from them should tell you all you need to know! Plus, I paid you for the night on your crappy-assed crates and the hose treatment, so stop acting like you’re Mother-Freakin-Teresa!”
Malcolm had to admit to himself, as he replayed all that he’d said—in front of Lariah, no less—that he might have leaned a little over the line, just enough cast a shadow over it. That was the part that he wouldn’t be able to justify to anyone, not anyone. And, he was increasingly appreciating, his salvation was storming away with the essence of justification in his pocket...
He stopped chasing, but shouted, “At least I’m not a welcher...”
John heard the comment but kept limping.
He knew he wasn’t’ a welcher; Malcolm was just goading him to save his own scalp.
“Dirty... freeloadin’... welcher...”
John didn’t stop, but his steps were shorter and a little slower. That only confirmed to Malcolm that he was on the right approach to land.
“Whatever you say about me, at least I would have paid if I lost a bet. It’s not my fault white folks can’t tell Albert King from Stevie Ray Vaughan.”
Not a stop, but more confirmation.
John said, “It’s not going to work, Malcolm. Think what you want. I don’t care.”
“I mean, it’s not like it would be the first time a white man lied and ran out when the check came, would it? It’s kind of expected around here...”
John stopped, fully aware that it was all a ploy, and that he was letting it work. But still. When he turned, he saw Malcolm standing in the middle of the road, his knuckles on his hip and his head cocked to the side.
“It was NOT ALBERT KING! IT WAS STEVIE RAY VAUGHAN!”
“I think I know just a little more about the Blues than you ever could. I mean, look at you. Besides, it doesn’t matter if it was King or Vaughan; the bet involved you proving it, didn’t it? Your own words! And it was you who said that Brutus would be the judge, and that his verdict would be final.”
They were about fifty paces apart, both in the middle of the road, when Malcolm uncrinkled the fifty. He held it up, “As for your money...” then he started tearing it into smaller and smaller pieces.
John took a few steps toward Malcolm, and Malcolm did the same. John squinted with a sarcastic smile, “That doesn’t make you righteous... That just makes you stupid. If you didn’t want the money, you could have put in the plate next time you’re singing about grace and mercy!”
Malcolm tossed the little pieces into the air like they were confetti and with a regal flourish that dared John to bitch about it, “And you could have bought yourself some real Blues so you could learn how to tell one brother from another!”
John stepped closer, and so did Malcolm.
“Or... you could have bought your kid a decent CD-player so she could see what the twenty-first century feels like...”
“—Oh, you’re gonna talk about my kid now?! First my parents, now my kid? You think a CD player will help her see?”
“What?! It’s a figure of speech! I didn’t say anything bad about your kid or your parents! You just have that typical chip on your black shoulder—that’s right, I said ‘black’.”
They were only about twenty paces apart when Malcolm said, “In the first place, it’s ‘African American.’ In the second place, wanting justice isn’t so trite as a chip on a shoulder!”
John almost laughed as he reached for his shirt pocket, “Oh, you’re ‘African American’?”
“That’s right!”
They paused at ten paces. John pulled the smokes from his shirt pocket and the booklet that was in the cellophane. He let Malcolm stand in the road and wait while he lit it.
“If that’s the standard (puff)... then (puff)... tell me: where were your parents were born?”
“That’s—”
“Because mine were born in Africa. South Africa, to be exact. Want to guess where I was born, Mr. African American? Because I’m naturalized, if that helps you any. Fact is, I’m more of an African American than you or your parents or your kid ever were or ever will be. So suck on that, bro!”
Malcolm pulled his own cigarette, lit it, and then stepped closer, “Bro?! Did you just call me your ‘Bro’?! Just because your parents squatted some other genuine Africans off their land doesn’t make you African, Dutch-boy.”
Another step closer, “And what Indian tribe did your parents descend from?”
“Slavery isn’t squatting!”
“You mean, when you’re down and out, and you find yourself at the mercy of assholes who treat you like a putrid carcass on a countertop, but you don’t have any real choice but to suffer it, that doesn’t count as squatting? It’s just good old freeloadin’, right? That’s good to know!”
“Nobody dragged you here in chains.”
They were face to face.
“Nobody dragged you here in chains, either!”
“We were all chased here.”
“—So was I.”
Malcolm was suddenly more curious, “Figures. You a criminal? Some escaped convict? Explains all the money you’re walking around with—where’d you steal it from?”
John knew he had Malcolm, too. Malcolm needed John more than John needed him at the moment. Besides, he’d rather take his chances in court than put up with any more of Malcolm’s crap just so he could live like a leper in a hostile colony.
“No, not a convict. I never stole from anyone, or hurt anyone. Go ahead, though, call the cops. There may even be a bounty for you in it.”
Of course, whatever that bounty would be, it wouldn’t cover the true cost of it, and both of them knew it. Both of them knew that the other knew it, too.
“That wouldn’t really solve my problem,” acknowledged Malcolm. “Besides,” he added as he held his arms up to showcase the road, “we don’t have any cops around here.”
They smoked and stood in the road. Malcolm scratched the back of his neck for something to do while he thought, and John turned to the side and surveyed the road.
Malcolm flicked the half-smoked cigarette, exhaled, and then said, “Are you waiting for me to beg you to come back?”
“That would be nice.”
“Start walkin’ Dutchboy, I’d rather face the town. But whatever else gets said, you did lose the bet according to your own terms. Nothing philosophical about that.”
“Fetch wood for massah?”
“Highness. And, yes, you owe me wood-fetching. That was the bet, right?”
John looked back down the road in the direction of his car. But for the limp and the lingering headache, it would be a nice walk on a beautiful Georgia day—at least for the first part of it. “...How much wood?”
“As much as I normally fetch: about a face cord, split and stacked proper.”
John had no idea what a face cord was, but if it was what Malcolm did, he could do it, no problem. “I get real showers for the rest of the time I’m here; no more getting hosed like a damn dog in the back yard.”
“I get first cut on the hot water. You wait your turn and take your chances. And you pay rent for as long as it takes you to honor your bet. Hundred a week.”
“Fifty a week, and you throw in dinners when you serve it.”
“You eat in the back. This is my livelihood, and if my customers get spooked and can’t relax, they will stop coming .”
John winced disbelievingly, “Really?! Eat in the back because you don’t want any spooks in the dining room—that’s what you’re telling me?!”
“Maybe it isn’t right; just the way it is. If the folks around here don’t like it, I don’t eat. You and I don’t get to tell them how to choose.”
John remembered Mr. Gains. Old man Gains had shaken his hand, sure, but it was not a secret that he’d been pretty unnerved to do it. Furthermore, how did alienating his “benefactor” help any of them?
“Fine. Back room. But only during dinner. And if I want to go out, I go out. I just won’t haunt the dining room during dinner.”
“Fifty a week, plus dinner in the back. Just until you honor your bet.”
John flicked his smoke, “Just until. But you tore up this week’s rent, genius.”
Then it was quiet. Not what anyone would call peaceful, but more like the little stretch of real estate between the two Koreas. Neither wanted to shake and neither offered. They turned back for the church(es) as the choir took another run at Oh, Happy Day.
“This don’t make us friends, Dutchboy.”
“Oh you got that right. And just so you know: I won’t ever hurt your kid—or anybody’s kid. I’m not a pedophile for shit’s sake—and contrary to popular opinion around here, you can’t catch white.”
Malcolm didn’t really figure John to be a pedophile, but then, fooling folks was what those kinds always depended on. They walked a little more purposefully, and Malcolm said, “You ever give her tobacco, I’ll shoot you in your sleep and throw you in the smoker.”
“Fair enough.”
Lariah said, “You two kiss and make up?” when Malcolm and John entered. Brutus was in the back at the smoker, turning the ribs. “Give it a rest, Lariah,” said Malcolm on his way back to see how Brutus was getting on with it. John took his original stool.
“What happened to the music?” he asked.
“Got tired of it.”
“Better than listening to nothing.”
“What do you listen to, Mr. John?”
“Just call me John... Or I guess Johnny’s okay. Just no mister.”
Malcolm and Brutus came out from the back, Malcolm rubbing his face, mostly his eyes. He was ready for dinner to come and go. It was working into the afternoon, but still early in it, and Saturday afternoons were the long stretch in his week.
...Most people say ribs take four or five hours to smoke right; good ones say it take six or even eight. Malcolm’s took fourteen. But they required turning every hour, and making sure the fire was right at 188 degrees and they had to be at the right height from the flames, and there had to be just the right amount of air up the pipe (too little and it would smoke the entire building out, too much and the smoking would be pointless). At the start he had them in at 240 degrees, then he slowed them down with the pecan wood and a little water. Then, about an hour and twenty minutes before they came out, there was the rub. Any sooner than that and the meat would get hammy tasting, and any later and Latanya’s paprika wouldn’t wake up in time. Forty minutes before they were done, the mop made from the rub recipe went on soggy for twenty, just as the fire was riled back up to about 245-degrees with a new load of pecan (sugar maple was staple throughout, the foundation, and later in the summer, he might add just a little peach wood, just for variety—it was Georgia, after all), and a hit of Freeman Roosevelt’s special bourbon (same that was in the sauce). Thirty minutes before coming off, they all got dipped in the sauce. Any later than that and the sauce might as well be served cold and on the side; any sooner and the caramel of the sugars wouldn’t be right and too much of the bourbon would cook. Throw in letting the ribs come up to 69 degrees before they could even be washed and dried, which had to happen before they ever met the smoker, and it was a process that took a good sixteen hours from start to pull—and that didn’t include the fifteen minutes of slow resting time after, and all that had to happen by 6:30 dinner time.
That last two-hour stretch before dinner was particularly exhausting, since, in addition to the ribs, the star attraction, there was corn, homemade cornbread, and slaw to make (for that weekend), and it all had to be made fresh—none of that pre-made, recycled, reheated trash that passed for food everywhere else (the corn meal was ground locally from local corn). That included making the dressing for the slaw right before it was needed, and grating the cabbage, red cabbage, carrots, onions and green pepper—all grown by Malcolm’s neighbors and picked in time when in season. The unshucked Silver Queen corn got soaked in water with a little salt and pepper and just a sprinkling of rub mix before going in the smoker, higher up, and not long after the second load of pecan was at work (and actually, the corn wasn’t really cooked, as much as it was heated up to steamy—it was essentially hot fresh corn on the cob that didn’t get shucked until it was heading for the plate).
Malcolm’s week started on Thursday night after church for the Friday dinner, and pretty much stayed solid until Saturday night, or Sunday morning if the boys decided to play a little where the old choir used to sing. That didn’t happen as much as Malcolm got older; when he was younger, it was more often than not. Now though, and since Tisha, and with Lariah, it was not so common. Malcolm wanted to be in church on Sunday mornings, and that had been so even before Lariah had started with the choir. But Sunday night though, that was like everyone else’s Friday night, something to be anticipated and thought about before it came, and Malcolm was already doing that part as he rubbed his eyes to boss them through the home stretch.
Brutus said, “I’m goin’ to the Valley for the post,” as he headed out, leaving the three of them.
Malcolm leaned on the counter to Lariah, “Hey, listen. This man is going to be here for a few more days. Is that okay with you?”
“What am I supposed to say, daddy? He’s sittin’ right here.”
John said, “Want me to leave so you can talk?”
Malcolm said, “Yes,” but Lariah said, “It’s okay. I fine with you keeping my dad company. He could use it. Besides, I get to stay up with Miss Tybee while you’re here. Got my own bathroom and shower and enough hot water to get wrinkly!”
“How’s that going for you?” asked dad.
“She knows I smoke, if that tells you something.”
“Good. The little blind girl game not working on her?”
“—No. I don’t get nearly as many miles out of it as I used to.”
They waited for John to ask, but John remembered Brutus’s point about a man’s bidness being his own; he figured that that was probably true for a girl’s business, too—maybe even more so.
“Blues,” said John, “Always listen to the Blues. Always have, since I was even younger than you.” He looked up to Malcolm, “And been playing about that long, too.”
Malcolm didn’t want to wake any sleeping rabid dogs so he let it go. But, as was usual, Lariah didn’t, “Who do you like?”
“Depends. Sometimes I like early delta; I went through a Chicago phase, when I was learning to play.”
“You any good?” she asked.
“Not really. I can almost hold my own on a very good night. But I never played professionally... Then I went through a Texas phase, Blind Lemon Jefferson, Smokie Hogg, then, later, Leadbelly, Johnny Winter, Billy Gibbons, Lonnie Mack... that sort of thing.”
Malcolm added, “I see you left someone off that list...”
John didn’t want to revisit the bet, either. “The Texas Blues guys aren’t British wannabe’s trying to figure it out. You don’t see too many brits doing Texas. They all latched on to Muddy Waters, Sonny Boy Williamson, and the like (and, well, Robert Johnson, but who could avoid it?). They all got into it from the American Folk and Blues Festival in the early ’60’s. But they usually over polish it, or try to force it. There’s a few exceptions (Clapton for one), but for the most part, you can tell they’re trying to imitate something that doesn’t come naturally—I think that’s what I do, too.”
Malcolm thought it was good point about the brits, and not because they were white, it wasn’t a black-white thing. In fact, he thought the characterization of “over-polished” was pretty fair for better or worse. He rose from his elbows on the counter, “Well, you won’t hear too much of that around here. Around here, we like our Blues rough around the edges and without all the frills.”
Lariah didn’t really know the names John had listed out; Malcolm didn’t let her play the guitar since she had to use her fingers to learn the brail as soon as Malcolm could find her a teacher for it. She thought she could do both; a few in town thought she could, too, but she didn’t call any of those supporters “daddy,” so that was that. She said, “So, if you could play like anyone, who would you pick?”
John thought about it. He didn’t really know. He liked different styles of different players. It was like saying, “if you could only eat one dish the rest of your life, what would it be?”
“I don’t know, maybe all of them, since we’re using up wishes. Then again... I think I’d just want my own style to be good enough rather than have people say I played like this or that other player.”
It was a reasonable answer; it seemed sensible to her. And it seemed a somewhat intelligent answer to Malcolm, now that they were past open hostilities and settling in for the Korean-style ceasefire.
It was rib tips again, but they were everything he remembered from the night before. Sweet just when he wanted, salty when he needed, and spicy to keep the party lively. Whatever he thought of Malcolm, he couldn’t deny his genius with the smoker. He thought Malcolm could be a multi-gazillionairre if he ever branched out. And at least this time, there was no shake of the can, though he still let it be until he was done, and when he did pop it open, he paused before drinking it, not wanting the spice’s linger to wash away.
That night’s tape was Willie Dixon’s I am the Blues. More people knew that volume than realized it, especially all the Led Zeppelin fans (two tracks on Led Zep I shared with that Dixon album, “You Shook Me,” and “I Can’t Quit You Baby”). But then, that same Dixon album had “Back Door Man” and “Spoonful,” which reportedly Dixon wrote, but which were recorded by Howlin’ Wolf in 1960; “Spoonful” was loosely based on Charlie Patton’s “A Spoonful Blues” (1929), which itself was kin to “All I Want is a Spoonful”, by Papa Charlie Jackson, which was recorded four years before that—there really aren’t any blood lines in Blues, they’re blood webs, all interconnected, all strands that run the breadth from one end to the other. No single strand could be plucked without vibrating the entire web, or removed without destroying it.
The Blues was an incestuous free-love orgy in a day when that kind of living was righteous and pure—there were no aggressors or victims, the lovin’ was mutually acceptable and beneficial, and not stingy or selfish (except or until it was back out on the street). It was really a matter of who’s version you preferred—Ann Cole did “Got My Mojo Workin’,” and Muddy Waters picked it up while she was touring with him, and then he did a great version with Sonny Boy Williamson (the second one), and even had a bassist named Willie Dixon. Not blood lines, but blood webs.
Like the sons of Adam marrying the daughters of Eve. Strange now, sure, but it was innocent then, decent, and they didn’t share God’s attention with quite so many unruly others. The result wasn’t the kind of inbred genetic freaks made popular of Georgia since four city boys decided to raft it down the Cahulawassee River in James Dickey’s 1970 Deliverance (Or 1972 for those too dumbassed lazy to read the book and just had to see Ned Beatty get that hillbilly colonoscopy).
Of course, no one would confuse Plant and Page with any of the big men, especially since Plant’s voice was about fifty octave’s higher, like comparing a bass to a piccolo in more than a single way. If anything, bandits had run off with one of the Blues Clan’s women and were raising little half-breeds on the other side of the of mountain; the genes carried, sure, and their children were pretty, too. But they were fair haired and thin-lipped just the same, and a single look could tell the difference.
If bandits had whisked away a daughter to the other side of the mountain, the delta Blues had done the same of their own cousins a few times. At the other end of the same hollow were the gospel kin, the one’s who’d settled that hollow in the first place but then had branched out into country black square dancing called repetitively in G, and ghosts from various plantations, and corpses from various prisons (whose bones were used for rhythm until too dry and used up to be conjured anymore). W.C. Handy might be considered the father of Blues, but even he admitted to having been mesmerized by black square dance callers singing in G before he wrote “St. Louis Blues,” or “Memphis Blues,” and having been influenced by a young man scraping out blues on a rickety guitar using a knife blade for a pick. Wherever you see a “father,” there also has to have been a “grandfather.”
And then there was the one that got lured north, way north, and who got all caught up in that fancified ’lectrification. Chicago didn’t officially shack up with Rock & Roll (whose own parents were runaways from the hollow, truth be told), but certainly she’d kept the back light on for him, and he kept a change of clothes and a toothbrush there, along with his plug-in guitars and microphones, and a drum set that took up some unused space in the back room until one of the kids took them south to Texas. Maybe the kids were Rock’s, maybe they weren’t; that’s a feud for the executors and heirs to sort out when the time comes. But they were kindred enough in form and fashion that the brits and their offspring in the sixties came a courtin’ to varying degrees of acceptance.
John finished the Coke, but wanted another. The deal was he didn’t have to stay in the back room, he could go elsewhere, but it was the first night of the ceasefire, and he didn’t really have anywhere else to go. He was still tired, and the spike in his head was still working its way back out slowly. It didn’t throb, not like his knee did, and while he was bored, he was mostly bothered by the lack of distraction concerning the thoughts of the previous month. He wondered how the rest of the trial was going, or how it had gone. Either way, even if he’d won, he’d still be guilty of failing to appear, and probably contempt of court, and he was sure there was a strongly-worded bench warrant after him.
What did Malcolm mean? They were all “chased” there. Who was? When? Why? Was he in a town of ex-cons? Brutus, maybe... Well, that was harsh. Brutus may look like an ex-con, but if he were white, would John think that? Then again, it was a look Brutus worked for by choice.
Still, though, there was more to Brutus than that. He’d seen a glimpse or two of it that morning, especially when Miss Latanya had shown up.
Miss Latanya didn’t seem spooked so much. Not like Mr. Gains. But then, she was maybe a third the old man’s age. What did Brutus say? Ninety-three? Wow. That was damned old. The old guy might be frail, but was still pretty good looking for ninety-three—hell, maybe even seventy-three.
John realized he was covered in sauce, and he imagined he looked like a four-year-old who’d snuck the strawberry jam while mommy was dozed off on the couch. When he wiped his face with his sleeve, he remembered that he’d been wearing those same clothes for several days now, and they still had some blood along the right collar bone from the other night. The rain and the hose had gotten a fair amount off, but they could only do so much against the much-thicker blood.
At least he had his smokes, though, and he enjoyed one, mightily so. He’d have to get some clothes, or at least some underwear. Walking around in bloody clothes and drawing flies wasn’t going to win him any more friends in Stump, Georgia. He didn’t need new duds, but he was getting anxious to get some clean ones.
Maybe tomorrow.
John had been emptying the plastic ashtrays on the tables when he stopped as it dawned on him. Most of the ashtrays just had pocket trash in them, but there were a few butts and some ashes.
Malcolm was probably across the road, he assumed, and so John was alone in the old church. He thought maybe Brutus would come by, but he could hear church going on across the street, and that was where everyone probably was. The preacher, Reverend Hunter, was singing something, and the congregation was cheering him on at the right times, which was often, from the sound of it. It all sounded like quite a workout to him as he listened to the muffled sound of it from inside the old church’s dining room.
Anyway, when he was about to empty the third ashtray, it dawned on him that smoking in a restaurant, or even a dingy bar, back where he’d come from was a capital offense. In fact, smoking within fifty feet of any living thing was grounds for the rack. That didn’t apply in Stump, Georgia, though. In Stump, if a man wanted a smoke after a fine meal, he wouldn’t get bitch-slapped (well, maybe John would, but it probably wouldn’t be the smoking that brought it on). Not that any of that mattered while he was up in D.C., since he’d quit smoking two decades earlier. It was just one more little step to totalitarianism that he’d noticed.
When he’d awakened that morning, he’d felt a little bit better than the previous day, but then that morning he had just awoken all on his own and in his own good time. Not like when Brutus had kicked him awake the morning before. After stretching for a few minutes, he’d come out into the quiet dining room, and then had decided that since everyone was probably in church, he’d just hang around the dining room.
After about ninety hours of that, or three minutes of it (it was hard to tell the difference), he’d gotten bored. There was a straw broom behind the counter, and the floors looked like they could use it. Malcolm would probably bitch him out for disturbing his holy black floor dirt, but whatever. John was bored, and under most circumstances, it would be considered polite to help out a little, rent or no. Most normal circumstances, that is.
He’d finish emptying the rest of the ashtrays, and then he’d put the chairs up so he could get at the dirt under the tables and the old diner-type vinyl bench seats. Maybe he’d take a stab at sponging the holy African American butt dirt from the seats. Of course, that would insinuate that black butts got as dirty as white butts did—blasphemy, in Stump, Georgia...
Okay, that was a little unfair, he conceded to himself.
In fact, he’d met as many decent folk in Stump, Georgia, as indecent begrudging ones. Mr. Gains had been scared, but not rude, and still willing to take a hand even so. And Lariah might be a little strange, a blind choir girl who smokes, but she didn’t treat John with any unkindness. And Reverend Hunter was decent enough, and of course there was Miss Tybee, who’d said that John was to her what the town folk’s fathers were to her father, whatever that meant (he did remember that everyone in that congregation seemed pretty old, considering). He was sure it’d had something to do with folks being “chased” there.
John started overturning the chairs onto the tables, starting with overturning the stools onto the counter. Maybe he’d fit in better if he were some kind of escaped prisoner. Maybe that’d make him a little more kindred, seeing as how coming from the same far continent wasn’t worth anything.
Still, John thought as he put the chairs up, things were looking like some fool’s pisspoor attempt at a Stephen King novel. Sort of like, all the crazy elements, that was for sure, but without all the compelling prose to make it worth the reading.
There was a bible left on the counter, an old one that still had that a well-worn leather smell. When he flipped the pages loose from each other, they wafted up antique book smell. It smelled like old paper and wood smoke (he was getting use to the wood smoke smell; it came and went like tides, but was always there, like the salty sea was always wet).
John believed in Jesus, in a way. Like he believed in Christopher Columbus. They lived, they happened, they changed everything. Columbus had opened the door to a new earth, Christ had opened it to a new heaven. Then each had died completely ostracized, social pariahs so forsaken that they had to be buried in graves donated out of pity. Now that was Stephen Kingish. Though King seemed to spend a good bit of time writing about Chris’s descendants (metaphorically speaking) mocking Christ’s (spiritually speaking). Or maybe it was just a good bit of penned frustration at the gap between the precepts and the common way they were practiced, or even abused.
When he flipped to the first page to see whose name was in it, he discovered that he wasn’t the only “John” in Stump, Georgia. The inscription said, “Jon’s Bible.”
Hopefully, that “Jon” wouldn’t be mad for it being touched by the white one.
John had finished the sweeping and had put the chairs and stools back down, and was standing several feet into the dark dining room watching church let out across the way through the window. Suits and Sunday bests were coming out, talking, smiling, some comforting each other, or encouraging each other. It wasn’t a nice day, but rather it was gray, and the gray made the old dining room even darker than it might otherwise be.
It was really the first time he’d stopped and studied the church. It was set up on a stone foundation, the floor was three feet off the ground, and there were four wide steps leading up to the front porch of it that ran the full width of it. It was, essentially, a white wood-slatted rectangle, stretching back from the road on its long side, and the width along the road being just about a school bus in length, one of those snub-nosed, flat-fronted ones. It was like a freshly-painted white old time school house into which God had dropped a fifteen foot octagonal steeple right in the middle of the roof’s pitch line that ran front to back. The base of the steeple was a little gazebo about the size of a large phone booth, as if it were a lookout or maybe a crow’s nest. The church was half roof, being slanted more vertically than horizontally, rising fifteen inches upward for every twelve inches inward from the edge. That put the pitch line of it twenty feet above the perimeter wall. Add the steeple and the six foot blue-bronze cross atop it, and it towered fifty feet upwards—a monster of a structure for such a small town, considering that it was over five stories high in a dirt road town neglected by every known map. The cross at the top caught his eye when it listed to the left an inch, the crossbar of it leaning back against the wind up there. It was coming loose from its mount and it could use some tightening.
By comparison, the old church wasn’t two-thirds the height when it stood its proudest.
Height-wise, the only competition for the new church was an old oak on the right side. There seemed to be some kind of jealous rivalry between the two, as the oak had been cut up before an arm could finish elbowing a hole into the dark-gray slate roof (God only knew why they’d put a slate roof on it, but they sure enough had). The arm had been roughly sawn just inches from the roof, and probably, as John followed it to the trunk, because it was decrepit. There were cracks along the base, and even though the branch was still alive, the crack through the middle of it could be seen through. Someone had tried to cast it up at one point, but the tin bands used had surrendered, maybe even recently.
On the left side of the church was a split-rail fence that held back the short stand of woods between it and the Valley Store.
Brutus was in a nicer black jogging pant suit and dark sneakers, and he was talking to another large man, a bald one with tiny but pokey ears, one about Brutus’s size in height, but not quite the same girth. Lariah was standing with them, facing the old church. She was waiting patiently, more or less. Maybe resignation would be closer to it, as though it was something she’d gotten used to enduring.
Mr. Gains was there, with his cane, and inching his way back toward the store in the company of a few younger ladies, one of them being Latanya Hopewell, the other being a lady with long wavy hair that cascaded to the middle of her back. He found himself staring at her, like an insect might admire a bug light (but in a good way). She was strangely compelling to him.
It had been not quite three days, and John was surprised that he recognized any of them, being the pariah, the white devil, and all.
There was an occasional flickered look his way from across the road, and John wondered if they could see him standing back in the darkness. If so, he might very well appear like some foreboding apparition hovering there, considering the next wicked trick he might play on them. He stepped a little back and a little to the side, up against one of the tables.
There was a decent version of Robert Johnson’s “Terraplane Blues” done by Dion, the doowopper who, with the Belmonts, had done “Runaround Sue,” for those who remember that one. That version of “Terraplane Blues” came to his mind as he stood there. That was the thing about John; he could almost hear a song in his memory as though it were on the player. For most people, getting a song stuck in the head was torture; John could will a song in or out, and he was dialing in Dion’s version of Robert Johnson’s “Terraplane Blues” as he stood there. It just fit, and he sung in his head,
And I feel so lonesome, Oh, you hear me when I moan
When I feel so lonesome, you hear me when I moan
Who been drivin' my Terraplane for you since I been gone?
He started to hum it to himself and watched as Lariah’s patience began to pull away from the station, slow at first, but don’t try stopping it; it was going on to the next whistle stop with or without. She was saying something at the road, her hand on her hip (the universal sign for when a teenaged girl was getting pissed). Brutus was trying to appease her without really addressing her. The other man and Brutus took a step toward the church, and the hand came off Lariah’s hip with relief as they started across the road. But before they got midway, Miss Tybee came out from the church with Reverend Hunter.
“Lariah, honey, we have to go,” he heard Miss Tybee say from across the road. It was the first time he’d seen her since that night. She was in her sixties, sure, but her silver hair was wisped out in graceful wide curls, and she was just lovely. Very statuesque, almost regal, but he could see the kindness coming off her. That face had seen pain, and had survived it all with grace, it could just be seen.
He could only vaguely remember that face looking up at his forehead, wiping it with tenderness, a filthy, bloody monster standing in their midst. What could that woman have possibly seen that night? For all she could know, he was a deranged, slobbering Rottweiler who could have shaken the stuffing out her like a rag doll.
John wanted to run out and talk to her, but she was already gathering up Lariah, who was angry, but compliant. When Miss Tybee had her arm around Lariah’s shoulder, she walked her toward a broken-in Chevy four door, one of about a dozen cars beginning to pull out, waving with a smile to some of them. When he looked back, Brutus and the other man were almost at the porch to the old church. A moment later, the door opened and Brutus was in first.
Brutus said to the man behind him, almost whispering, “Don’t slam it. Malcolm’s still sleepin’.” When he saw John standing there, he said, “’S’go,” with a swirl of his hand.
“Go where?” asked John.
“Malcolm wants me to show you where the pecan is. We’re gonna hit Freeman’s place so’s he can change first.”
The large bald man with floppy little ears fidgeted and wouldn’t look John in the eye.
“This here’s Freeman. That’s Dutchboy.” It made sense that Malcolm would have been yakking about it to Brutus, and everyone else, probably.
“John,” John corrected. Freeman nodded once to the door, and then surveyed the ceiling timbers.
Brutus said, “’S go. Time’s getting on.”
Freeman leaned over and looked through the window, and then mumbled to Brutus, “Let it get empty out there for a minute.”
Yeah, wouldn’t want to be seen in public, thought John.
Brutus’s red pickup had been wrecked a number of minor times. It had been red with a gray midpanel at one time. Now it was a Frankenstein’s monster pieces-parted together from several of its dead kin and almost-kin, and John sat in the back with a few small white oak barrels, some metal hoops, some three-foot barrel staves, a rusty jerry can bungee-corded to the side wall with a wad of aluminum foil stuffed into the spout, and caked crumbles of baked Georgia mud. He watched the dirt road run away where there was once a tailgate in theory. Unlike the day before, and just like Malcolm, the Georgia sky was sleeping in, still under the covers refusing to face the world. It was gray, and the wind was actually nippy at speed.
He pressed into the cab when Freeman slowed quickly to careen down a dirt road into the trees, and he thought again about taking the senile old dog out for a nice (final) ride to the country. This part of the drive brought back the headache, even though it wasn’t so far out from Stump, Georgia, that it couldn’t be walked in an hour. At least that turn off had been.
The highway part had been more like a driveway; the dirt path was far longer, curving around over mostly ruts and graves in the middle of it. Each bump made the truck’s suspension cry aloud, and knocked John around like an egg in a metal shoe box. His headache had found its way home, and his knee had yet to stop complaining (it was much worse now, though). His back was getting bruised as they rutted and lurched over the road.
Another turn-off to a path that looked like it was a Depression-era firebreak cleared out by some Works Progress Administration project, on the verge of being reclaimed by the woods.
After a few minutes of hanging on to prevent any more contusions, the truck jerked to a stop in front of an honest-to-god log cabin (log house, really). It was in pretty decent shape, though, from what he could see. It had a covered front porch, and its light was on. He didn’t know why he expected it to not have any electricity—it wasn’t some old park ranger unit; it was the kind of home that rich people might have built at great expense so they could feel humble, but in a showy, ostentatious way.
Freeman was out first, and he pointed at John and said, “Stay.”
Brutus was out, too, and John was surprised to hear him say to Freeman, “He ain’t a dog, Free.”
“Yeah,” said John, “I’m still working my way up to dog.”
Freeman hesitated at that, a little annoyed, before heading up to the porch. When he was inside, John said, “Thanks.”
Brutus’s arms were on the bed’s side wall, his hands clasped as he waited. He shrugged, “Freeman’s okay. He just don’t like people knowin’ where he lives.”
“Escapee?”
“Naw, man. He just don’t like people all up in his bidness.”
“Who does (ouch!)?”
John stood in the truck bed and stretched, and then rubbed his back. When he looked up past the back of the house, he flicked his head, “What’s that?”
About a two hundred yards up the hill were two pipes, about 8 inches in diameter, and rising twenty or so feet with the second pipe coming out of the first half-way up and then running back down to what looked like a cement oven the size of one of those gawd-awful electric hybrid coffins on wheels.
Brutus said, “That would be the bidness Freeman don’t want nobody in. Don’t fuss about it. It’d just set him off, and he ain’t sweet like me.”
While they waited, the wind decided to come down from the top, and the smell of corn mash rode in on it.
It had a hint of something familiar that John was trying to place. He sniffed, and then he turned and leaned over the cab to get a better whiff, but by then the wind had decided to go play elsewhere for awhile. Still, the mash smell was in his nostril, and maybe a hint of rye. John didn’t know squat about stills, but the smell made him oddly hungry, and corn mash isn’t exactly fine dining.
His attention was pulled to the porch when Freeman slammed his door closed, dressed for hiking. John hopped over the side toward him.
“Hey! Get off my property!” said Freeman.
“I want to buy some!”
“Get back in the truck!” said Freeman with an angry toss of his hand toward the truck.
Brutus had waddled around the front of the truck and was angling to get between them.
John said, “Buying it is just as bad as making it. So I’d be just as guilty. Hell, even guiltier, since I’m a wanted man anyway.”
The other two stopped, but Freeman was still agitated. It’s just that he could see the big white boy being wanted for all sorts of scary things. Maybe he was a serial killer, and he was about as tall as Freeman.
Brutus said, “Wanted? Whatchu wanted for?”
John emphasized the crazy sinister in his voice, “Murderrrrrrr! Why do you think I was running? I killed them all—all of ’em!”
Brutus stepped next to Freeman, and the two big men stood with wide eyes at John, who added eye-twitching to the act.
“Wh-Who’d you kill?” asked Brutus.
John stepped a little closer and the other two made fists and clenched their lips and braced for the fighting to commence.
“First,” began John deliberately, “I killed Old Man Jack... Then I killed Jim. You remember who Jim is—was...”
From the neck down, the two of them looked like bouncers working the bad part of a broke-down city. From the neck up, though, they looked like two eight-year-olds on a sleep over daring each other to find out what made the scratchy noise from under the bed.
John patted his belly, “Oh they put up a helluva fight, but boy were they good. Went down smooth.”
Freeman frowned, “Jack?”
Brutus said, “... And Jim?”
“Yeah, Mr. Daniels and Mr. Beam. Killed a few of them, and a Turkey 101. The Turkey went down best, though.”
The boys were still holding onto their fists when they looked at each other.
“Killed all three bottles. Now they’re gone,” John said remorsefully, “Sure am going to miss them.” Then he tossed the crazy act and said, “I got cash. Tell him, Brutus.”
Brutus straightened, still fighting the adrenaline, “Yeah, he fat.”
John said, “What are you worried about? You two could kill me here and just take all my cash, if you really wanted to. But I’m hoping you’ll just sell me some bourbon. It is the same stuff Malcolm uses, right?”
Freeman got defensive, “Now, that’s just an unsubstantial accusation.”
“You mean, ‘unsubstantiated’?”
“—That, too.”
Brutus said, “What are you? Some kinda dictionary?”
“Yeah,” said John, “I have one of those big... you know, when you know a whole lot of fancy words...”
Brutus said, “Vocab-alary?”
“—What if I don’t sell you any? Then what, convict? Are you going to get all violent?”
It was the most he’d heard Freeman say, and now that John had heard a little of it, his voice was rich and articulate, and John had the strange thought that the moonshiner had a good preacher’s voice, one full of oratorical depth. Freemen didn’t skip over the lesser parts of words; all the letters were important to him, even the t’s and g’s holding up the rear ends of them.
John pulled out another fifty and held it out to Freeman, “How much would this buy me?”
Freeman looked again at Brutus, who shrugged, “’S all green. Spends either way...”
Freeman leaned toward John from the farthest possible distance and snatched the bill, “Wait here.”
When he was behind the house, Brutus pursed his lips and shook his head at John.
John said, “What? You guys keep acting like I am some kind of serial killer...”
“You lucky Freeman wasn’t packin’. He’da blown your head off.”
If Freeman had had a gun, maybe so. Then again, John was starting suspect, maybe not. The fact that he didn’t, well, if Freeman did have a gun, he most certainly would have brought it with him as long as John were around. John rolled his eyes, “Does Freeman even own a gun?”
When Brutus didn’t answer, John said, “Yeah.” Then he grunted back into the truck bed.
It was several minutes before Freeman came back around from behind the house holding a quart-sized mason jar in his hand, one with a clasp lid. When he held it over to John, who had reseated himself against the cab, he said, “It’s Sunday. Don’t tell anybody you got it today. And don’t’ drink none of it today. Keep it out of the light and out of sight until tomorrow.”
“Can I at least smell it?”
Brutus and Freeman both said, “It’s Sunday!” and Brutus added with shame, “Ain’t you got no religion?” while Freeman was adding, “Blaspheming the Sabbath!” before they climbed into the cab. John dropped his head to examine the dark-golden, perfectly clear liquid. It was like tea, and if the sauce was any preview, it would go down like it, too. He kept his head down while smirking at the boys up front.
As for Freeman, how much guile could there possibly be in a guy who hides his still where it can be seen from the only driveway for a thousand miles? Hell, he probably had a little red light flashing atop it to warn off low-flying aircraft, too.
The ride back was just as torturous as the ride out had been. They pulled back into the gravel next to the old church.
John was aching good and he didn’t feel like hopping out, so he rolled over the side. Plus, he had the mason jar full of magic joy he needed to protect (and hide).
He said to the other two as they closed the truck doors, “I’m going to sneak this back into my little cubby. I’ll be right back.” Brutus was trying to say something but John didn’t wait for him to finish whatever it was.
Church had started up at ten o’clock that morning, and it had let out around half-past eleven. The trip out to Freeman’s and back had taken about forty-five minutes, and John was ready for lunch. Maybe later he could pilfer some left overs from the night before, if there were any.
The three of them had hiked out past the back of the old church in the misty drizzle. They’d tiptoed around the edge of an old cemetery bounded by a dainty rusting black wrought-iron fence, out past the back corner of it, then had followed a jagged narrow deer path fifteen minutes into the woods. When Brutus and Freeman stopped, it was in a part that was nondescript except for a large fallen tree that looked like it had been cut from the top down in ten or twelve foot sections. What was at the top was a nice clean cut, cross-sectioning the trunk where it was only about 30 inches across. The bottom part of the fallen part was twice that and charred at the bottom, as was the base rising up from the root ball that came up out of the ground and which was as tall as the men.
The fallen pecan was encircled by others, as if they were standing around a grave, and they were tall. Not quite as tall as their fallen brother had probably been, but still stretching up fifteen stories—despite what any dendrologist would argue (that pecan trees top out at about 140 feet, and that any rumors of pecan trees reaching 150 or 160 feet were just that: rumors). These ones were the rumors and legends confirmed and verified, at least to three—now four—men in Stump, Georgia.
There was a green tarp near the top end cut, and when Brutus shifted it with his foot, he exposed a chain saw, a round metal gas can that might hold a gallon of gas, and a few other hand tools for digging (a rusty pick axe, a spaded shovel, something wrapped good and tight within another smaller tarp, and a few other implements).
Brutus said, “Best to cut about every eighteen inches. That’s about right for splitting for the smoker.”
John fumbled his way to the tarp, Freeman followed behind. “How many cuts? For that matter, what’s a face cord?”
Freeman said, “That’s a stack four feet high and twice as long.”
“One stack?”
“Just one,” said Brutus unwrapping the tool that had been with the others. It was an axe, and it was is good shape, very sharp-looking, and, unlike the other tools, not a trace of rust or mud.
That wasn’t so bad, thought John. He figured it would be much more than a single 4x8 stack.
“So,” said John, thinking it out in his head, fifteen inch radius... 225 times three... Forty-eight inches high, 96 long... 4,600... divided by about 700...
John took the axe from Brutus, “About six or seven cuts?” He was examining the axe in both hands, noticing that it had been sharpened by hand over and over, never allowed to get dull. Brutus and Freeman became stiff and nervous again as John hefted the axe and smacked the handle of it firmly into his other hand. When John looked up and saw the scared boys again, he looked down at the axe in his had, and then rolled his eyes, “Sorry.” Then he handed it back to Brutus, and that seemed to deflate the tension.
Freeman said, “Close, professor. Better make it eight cuts, by the time it’s split and stacked.”
That didn’t sound so bad, either. A couple of minutes for each cut, so about twenty minutes on the outside to make all the cuts, maybe an hour or so with the axe—no problem. It was a good few hours’ work.
“How do I get the wood back to Malcolm’s?”
The answer was: as many as he could carry at a time after he cut and split them. And it wasn’t just that it was a thirty-minute round trip (without any lollygagging), it was that it was settling in for a rain spell, one that had caught them all before he could even fire up the chainsaw. The wood couldn’t get wet, at least not the splits, because it had naturally cured since its death. And Brutus didn’t want the chainsaw to get wet, or the gas to get watered, and strongly advised against letting the axe be harmed in any way.
A bet was a bet, though.
He could have had a thousand more fifties in his pocket, and they might as well have been IOU’s from the Shah of Iran; the terms of the bet were that John had to fetch the wood, and, well, a bet was a bet.
There was nothing that could be done that Sunday. It was the Sabbath. That wasn’t just for drinking, apparently, it included working, too. Maybe Stump, Georgia had its own orthodox rabbi keeping tabs (but then, if it was a rabbi, then it would be okay to drink on a Sunday, wouldn’t it?). He might have cheated up and worked the Sabbath, but as they navigated back around the cemetery in the rain, and mindful to let the sleeping be at peace, it was clear that God was against it, so what was there to do about it?
It wasn’t all bad, though. By the time they’d gotten back, Malcolm was fixing Sunday lunch, a pile of scrambled eggs, bacon, and buttermilk biscuits that were lumpy and bumpy, crunchy on the outside but sweet like butter.
Malcolm had made enough for Brutus, Freeman, Lariah, and himself, and since he’d accidentally made too much, there was enough table scrapping from it to fill a nice sized plate for the stray, which he sat not-so-subtly on a table as opposed to the counter where the three of them sat. Malcolm’s eggs and biscuits weren’t the majesty that his ribs were, but they ate well enough, and the bacon was close. To say thanks for it, John sat obediently at the table without any fuss about it, and was about to start shoveling when he heard Freeman say, “Lord, we pause to give thee thanks...”
John’s fork stopped just short of the goal line, and when he looked up, the other three had dropped their heads below their shoulders, and Freeman continued.
“...And to consider thy marvelous bounty and grace. We humbly beseech Thee to bless what Thou hast provided. May it give us strength and nourishment that we may continue in thy work. In Jesus’s name we pray,” and they all said “Amen,” with Brutus and Malcolm saying “Ay-men,” and Freemen saying, “Ah-men.” John whispered it, supposing the whisper to be just as true, but less intrusive. In all, and with Freeman offering the grace, John felt as though he hadn’t missed quite all the service; he’d caught the benediction at the end, and that counted as a base touch.
He was glad to see he wasn’t the only shoveler present; Freeman, Brutus, and Malcolm’s manners weren’t any more sophisticated than John’s at the moment, and that was one more thing to be glad of. Lariah simply sat in front of her plate, her face pointed down toward it, but obviously, not really looking at it. The four men shoveled and grunted little purrs of contentment as they did so, each in his own way mixed in with the tinkling of silverware on ceramic. After the first half dozen swallows, Brutus said, “Gonna rain for the next day or so. Dutchboy’s gonna have to sit tight.”
Malcolm was chewing but nodding his reluctant agreement. It meant a few more days in the hold below decks, but so be it. Malcolm either didn’t notice or didn’t care that John had tidied up a little. Maybe he did notice, in which case his not making an issue of it might be construed as some kind of gratitude. Malcolm kept glancing up at Lariah, and when John noticed that, he noticed the other two would occasionally notice that she’d not touched her plate. Eventually, John decided that they were more concerned about her than him, and he wondered what the somber occasion was. That it was a somber day was becoming clear in the silence and the steady glances at each other and Lariah.
Eventually, she sighed and said, “I’m okay. Stop watching me.”
She hadn’t said it angrily, it sounded more like a request, or maybe even permission.
Malcolm swallowed and then said to her, “You’re not eating. You love bacon.”
She shrugged.
Brutus said, “Holidays sho’ do nip at ya, don’t they?”
Freeman said, “Just Madison Avenue’s periodic guilt trip to get folks to spend money they don’t have.”
“...I’m fine,” she said. She felt around the edge of her plate, and then held up a strip of bacon, “If I eat a piece of bacon, will you three let it go?”
John wondered about the holiday comments. It was Sunday, May 13th—what holiday was it? Memorial Day was still two weeks away. He kept his head low, though, and just ate gratefully. Even if he had something relevant to say, it wouldn’t be appropriate; and even if he had something appropriate to say, he was too hungry to stop eating and say it.
Malcolm said, “Two pieces of bacon, and you got a deal. Miss Tybee’s going to be by soon enough for you, and I don’t want to send you over there hungry.”
“I’m not protesting,” she said, “If I were hungry, I’d just eat this. I’m just not hungry, that’s all. Miss Tybee eats supper, too, you know.”
Brutus said, “Well, it ain’t wrong to feel the Blues now and then. Don’t nobody get off the train without singin’ ’em sooner or later. Nothin’ wrong with it.”
She nodded, “Exactly.”
John watched Malcolm look down at what as left on his own plate, and then scoot it out from himself. He’d lost his appetite, too. “Fair enough.”
The rain might have washed a little of the used smell from his shirt, but it still stank, and now it was wet, as well. As muggy as it was, even wearing wasn’t going to dry it out much. He could already sense the rashes coming on, a nice accent to the leprosy.
John ventured to ask, “Is there anywhere I can get some clean clothes?”
Brutus was sliding Malcolm’s abandoned plate toward himself, and trying to defend the remaining strip of bacon from Freeman’s pouncing hand with his forearm. Freeman tried to go up under the arm, and Brutus slapped it and whined, “Man! You will draw back a nub!”
That made Lariah smile just a little. She felt along the surface of the table to Freeman’s plate, and then put one of two pieces of bacon on it.
“Thank you, Lariah,” said a vindicated Freeman, eyeing Brutus with offense. “It’s nice to see some people remember their Christian manners...”
“Mr. Dutch,” she said, “Do you want this last piece?”
John stopped mid-chew, his face down in his plate, and he looked up like he’d been caught doing something unseemly with a corpse. He paused while the other three stared at him, and then he mumbled through the wad in his mouth, “I’m good. Thank you, though.” Then he gulped and said, “I think Freeman wouldn’t mind it though.”
When Freeman’s expression mocked Brutus, Brutus said, “No one likes a butt-kisser.”
When no response to his question came, John said, “Me not walking around in filthy, foul-smelling clothes stinking up the place doesn’t just benefit me...”
Lariah said, “The reverend collects clothes. I’ll bet he has something for you.”
They finished eating quietly, and John waited to see what the others did with their plates. While he was waiting, he noticed that “Jon’s Bible” was still on the counter.
As it turned out, Malcolm never kept the leftovers. He’d wrapped up plates and portions in foil and then newspaper tied off with twine, and some of it had been sent home the night before, and the rest was waiting for Brutus and Freeman to deliver.
Malcolm had accidentally made too much ham hocks and beans, and not quite all the cornbread had been delivered out, and the stray got an extra Coke, neither shaken nor stirred, and this one was actually cold.
His head was still sore, but not throbbing like his knee and now his back, and he eyed the mason jar. It was still the Sabbath, and John would honor it because... well, he didn’t know why. He could have just drank it all and no one would know. Might even make him happy. Still though, it was somehow wrong, and he wasn’t going to do it. In the morning he’d talk to Reverend Hunter about any clothing donations he might still have. He really needed some clothes, and the bourbon was going to call after him all night until he drifted off.
With the lights out, he felt the creeping of unseen things in the crevices within the storage room. He was half-awake, half-asleep, and in that state, he could feel something jostling the crates upon which he lay. Up on the roof above, he could hear rusty squeaking, it was far and it wavered.
Then he heard, Do you know where you are?!
Once he was awake again, though, the voices ran away. He accepted the hauntings, but focused on what he really needed: clothes. He needed to get some clothes.
Maybe tomorrow.
It used to be that groceries were packed in paper bags by someone not too ashamed to do it, someone who saw the job as honest work and a rung on the ladder up. Then, later, shoppers were offered new-fangled plastic ones, packed by someone who saw the job as a pause going sideways, until something better came along. As time moved along, shoppers got less of a say, and packed their own damned groceries as they were rung out by someone who considered himself as working his way down the ladder, and who clung to the “shitty” little job because it wasn’t quite at the bottom and they could still see the tops of the heads of others worse off.
In Stump, Georgia, it was still paper bags. That’s what Mr. Gains had, and it’s what folks folded and slid between the refrigerator and the wall to be used later. They would become storage and transport devices; covers for borrowed textbooks; lunch boxes; and that day, packages of pure mercy.
John let the bag crinkle in his hand with excitement. Reverend Hunter had somehow discerned that John might could use some fresh duds, and he figured John to be about a size 19 shirt, and a 40 length in the pants and a little less in the waist of boxer shorts. There were a few old button-downs that looked about right, blue-with-a-single-red-stripe suspenders (the clip kind, of course), and a wad of faded-but-priceless t-shirts. At the bottom of the sack: damn if it wasn’t socks, white gym socks like the ones that would get a boy’s ass kicked for wearing in school these days, with red and blue stripes around the tops.
There was also an unwrapped bar of Ivory soap—and a toothbrush and a little travel tube of Crest!
It may have been May, but shut it about it not being Christmas morning, the three spooks having come and gone and the bed curtains still hanging where they ought to be.
John was ambivalent—not the ambivalent the way people use that word today, those ignorant intellectual snot-heads who always pride themselves on how well they bastardize words like, “virtual,” “literally,” or “their,” (—as in: “To each their own”), and who use “ambivalent” to mean some variation of “don’t give a shit either way.” No, John felt very strong emotions going in both directions.
On the one hand, he used to drive a nice convertible to an air-conditioned office, and wore $130 casual slacks and fine dress socks; he had several changes of each, and didn’t even have to wash them—the magical laundry fairies did that for him when he wasn’t looking (folded them and put them away, too).
On the other hand, he hadn’t shaved in a week, he stank, he was getting hygiene rashes in his nether parts, and was starting to fog with flies like road kill. As he considered that the deal was that he could shower after Malcolm, who’d gotten out of it an hour earlier and then left so there was hot water free for the taking, the ambivalence scales definitely slammed down to the happy side.
Why the reverend thought it a somber moment was a mystery, but he’d set the paper sack on the table meekly, as if John might be offended. He hadn’t remembered the preacher being such a smallish man; he remembered him being skinny, but he was a good two foot shorter and not half the weight. It probably took some real courage to be in that dark dining room with the monstrous white ogre (who stank badly).
“If I didn’t think I’d get strung up, I kiss you!” said John, and Reverend Hunter didn’t know whether to smile, laugh, or increase the distance between them. He sort of did a little of each.
“Can I pay you for these? I have some money.”
The preacher held his hands up, “That’s not necessary. It’s why we keep those clothes. You’re just lucky there are so many big boys like yourself around.”
John frowned. He’d prefer to pay for the clothes rather than to keep taking. He kept his distance, not wanting to expose the good reverend to the offense that was radiating out from him, but he said, “That’s awfully kind. It would be even kinder if you’d let me work a little off. Is there something I can do around the church? I can be handy with the tools...”
That wasn’t technically a lie, if you consider a battery powered screwdriver, a desk calculator, and an electric pencil sharpener “tools.”
Reverend Hunter winced in consideration, thinking. There was always something that could be done around the church, and there were always folks who, now that they were getting on, could use a hand. Still, though, there weren’t too many who’d want to be alone with... the town’s only guest.
There was one job... but it wasn’t the kind of thing that he could send a poor wretch like John up there to do, not there. It would smack of opportunism. But Reverend Hunter’s eyebrows had flicked up when it came to him, and John saw them do it. He said, “You do have something.”
Reverend Hunter shook his head, “Naw, that’s not something I could even ask you to do, not in good conscience.”
“Because...?”
“It’s a little on the risky side. It’s dangerous. It really should be done by a professional.”
John said, “Does it need doing?”
“Well, yes, it needs doing, but—”
“And if I don’t do it, will it get done any time soon?”
“It’s dangerous. Don’t you even want to know what it is?”
John didn’t. He shook his head, “If it needs doing, and I’m the only one to do it, then I should do it. Besides,” he said with a daring grin, “Where’s your faith, Reverend?”
Malcolm’s bathroom was pink tiled. It had a pedestal sink, the tiled shower stall, and a luxurious old commode—not one of those pointless water-savers that required standing over it and staring at turds over the course of three or four flushes; but an old tymie three-gallon flusher that got the job done right on the first try. The shower curtain was really just a thick cream colored liner hung from metal rings on a screw-out type rod, but, like the toilet, it got the job done respectably and without having to examine any filth for good measure.
John didn’t know how much hot water there’d be, so he worked quickly, using the Ivory bar for shampoo. When he was done, and the hot water was still steaming up the medicine cabinet mirror, he decided to brush his teeth in there, too.
Five minutes into it, the cold water knob had to be turned down to keep the temperature up. Ten minutes into it, the hot water petered out to a point where he’d turned the cold water knob all the way off.
There was no towel, but that was okay. He could pick one up later. Or tomorrow. What he needed to do was bury his nasty old, unredeemable clothes, and then get over to the church to meet the reverend.
Before he’d agree to let John do this job, or even tell him what it was, he wanted John to see it.
John stood next to Reverend Hunter on the right side of the church, at about the drip line of the jealous old oak, looking up at the steeple. The reverend had a black metal pail at his feet with five or so inches of black goop in it and a five inch paint brush in it. John was in one of his new button-downs, and his new jeans, which were just a little big around the waist, so they were held up with the clip-on suspenders. He could have worn his old belt, but he really didn’t want anything to do with anything he’d worn into town that night, and the light airy gap in the waist not squeezing in his lower gut felt kind of liberating. Besides, it was folksy, and like the old saying goes, when in Rome, don’t look like effin’ Visigoth—they’ll kill you for that shit there.
Reverend Hunter continued, “...Not sure where, but it leaks something awful when it rains.”
John was staring up at it. It was good that it was overcast, and even better than it hadn’t rained in an hour. He could have used the time to start on the pecan, but this was more important to him at the moment. He said, still looking up, “Could be any side of it, huh?”
“Well, it runs in from somewhere, but no one can see how much it travels first. It could be coming in on one side, and spilling ’round to the other. We have a ladder, but it don’t extend up far enough to lay along the roof to get to the steeple.”
John didn’t think he could scale the roof. It was a wall that even Spider-Man would think twice about. But there was the decrepit branch...
“Do you think your ladder would reach the branch?”
“Yeah, it would reach it, but then what? That would only get you to within six feet—and that’s a long six feet from up there, believe me, son.”
“You got a rope?”
“I got a rope. What are you thinking?”
John stepped a few feet toward the front, to change the perspective of it, “Would it reach from the ground on the far side, up over the roof to the branch?”
“Assumin’ the branch would hold you, sure. But... Oh, so you’re thinking of climbing out on that branch, then huckin’ the rope over?”
“That works even better than what I was thinking.”
The preacher looked at the roof hungrily, it sure would be nice not to dodge water every time it rained. Then he looked back at John and let reason soak back in. “Naw. It’s not worth it. It’s too risky.”
“I won’t hurt the church.”
“Ain’t the church I’m frettin’ over.”
John could see the point. It would be a fifty foot drop. And he just might have been talking trash about not hurting the church; if that branch came down where it was, then he’d be known as another white man who bombed a southern black church—and died doing it.
Still, though, like the preacher said, it was a job that needed doing, and if he did fix it, maybe he might win a friend or two.
And if he died trying...Well, then it wouldn’t matter, would it? Maybe he was due for a change in luck. Maybe, seeing as how he was also doing God a favor, that The Big Guy might spare an angel for a little while.
“Like you said, reverend, it’s a job that needs to be done. And if you don’t do it sooner than later, all that water’s going to get in and start rotting the timbers. It might even come down during a service, you never know...”
That was a true-enough observation.
And it was a scary-enough one, too.
The rope was spongy blue nylon rope, like mountain climbers use, about 120 feet of it, which was slung over his neck and shoulder. There was another coil of it by the tree, just in case. He’d made a make-shift harness out of the rope, slinging it around his waist a few times and tying it off. The goop pail was clipped to a belt loop with a D-Ring, and Reverend Hunter was steadying the ladder as John climbed it as smoothly as possible.
The ladder was against the branch, and leaning also on the edge of the roof, and it was, for the most part, fairly steady with the reverend bracing it at the bottom. No matter how gently he tried to step, though, the aluminum extension ladder bounced under his weight.
He reached the roof, and the branch was just eight feet above that. When he looked down, he noticed how much smaller Reverend Hunter seemed—but he put that out of head. He was committed now, and while he just might survive a fall, he’d never survive the cowardice.
Other than dying, what was the worst that could happen?
The branch was much thicker than he was for most of the length of it, and at least as thick out at the end where it had been cut.
The crack was thick enough to squeeze his fingers through, but not his hand, and it was clean through. But it was only about three feet long, in the same lay as the branch (odd, really, but it happens), right in the middle. It would hold him, of course, it would. It was an oak tree for crying out loud; it had withstood all the previous winds, and even that storm the other night. It would come down eventually, but no time soon.
He bounced a little.
Nothing.
He bounced a little more and thought, man, that branch didn’t even need to be braced. It was more solid than the church. Hell, that branch would probably still be there after the rapture and Armageddon. If World War III started, that br—
CREEEEAAAAAKKKKK!
John wrapped himself around the branch and waited, and then he very respectfully inch wormed along the top of it, the rope around his neck and shoulder, and the goop pail hanging nicely along his side. It was reassuring that, when he got to the end, that the branch didn’t dip under his weight at all. Well, not by much anyway. It had creaked a few times along the way, but that was the wind... most likely the wind... could have been the wind. Because it was much windier up there on the 90th floor than it was down on the street. And that made it as good a place as any for John to realize how much he did not like heights. Or maybe it was that he didn’t not like them until he looked down and saw the pit of hell below, way down there below.
He heard the reverend shout up from the other side, “You getting’ on up there, son?!”
“I’m good, reverend! I’m good! Give me a minute and I’ll throw you the rope! I’ll let you know when it’s coming!”
“Okay,” he heard, “I’ll be waitin’!”
John reached the end of the branch, and then pulled the coil off his neck, “It’s coming over, reverend!”
“I’m ready!”
Reverend Hunter saw the rope uncoiling as it came up over the top of the roof. It thudded onto the roof near the edge, and then slid off neatly to the ground at his feet. “I got it! Lemme tie it off! Don’t do anything until I call for you!”
The reverend heard, “Okay!”
At first the preacher was just going to tie it off on the split rail; there was about fifteen feet of slack left over after he walked it there. Then he thought if he used it like a pulley, he could balance out the size and weight difference enough to help John up to the top. After that, he was sure he could hold it since it would only be a safety measure once John was on the pitch and able to hold onto the steeple.
He pulled it over then under the railing, over and under again, and then tied it off around his waist, but up between his legs so that he could lean and provide some kind of fulcrum to dig in with. Then he tested by stepping closer to the church, further from the railing, and made it good and tight.
“—Reverend! What are you doing?!” he heard John’s nervous startled voice. He backed off the line a little, “Okay, son, I’m ready!”
“You got it tied off?”
“All tied off, and I’m holdin’ it fast besides!”
“...Here I go...!”
John dropped a foot slowly, so as not to tip the pail. “Can you pull it a little tighter?!”
The reverend leaned back from the fence, “How’s that?!”
“Good! Keep it like that!”
He dropped with both arms still wrapped around the branch above him so that he wasn’t putting any real weight on the slate tiles.
Then he whispered, “Well, here goes...” and let go the branch.
The rope stretched back a few feet, and he was leaning out away from the roof, but he wasn’t going anywhere.
He only needed to pull himself along for another six feet and he’d be able to reach the pitch line with his hands.
And damn if he didn’t do it, just like it was planned. John was at the top just at the steeple, behind it from the street side. “I made it!”
“Praise Jesus! Praise Jesus! How you gettin’ on?!”
There was a pause, and then, “Already got one side pitched. Got seven more and then it’s done!”
The steeple was like a skinny little gazebo. It had a railing made of white-painted 2x4’s and 2x2 balusters. It was an easy matter to climb into the gazebo and through it, and when he’d done so, he noticed that someone had left a small metal toolbox up there.
“Are these your tools?!”
“What tools?!”
John decided he’d get the details later. It wasn’t overly heavy, and he’d take it back down with him.
He made sure to slather on the black goop on both the outside and inside. He also double-slathered everything that looked like it might have a fastener of any kind that might pierce the structure. When he saw he had just a little goop left, he went back over a few spots.
The wind shifted and the cross atop the steeple shifted with it. John could see the base plate above him; it could use tightening, and he reached up and twisted the bolt on the 3-inch lead pipe that came down through the middle of the square metal plate. It twisted only a quarter turn before the cross shifted again, wedging it too tight to move, and that was the end of that.
“All done, Reverend! I’m getting ready to come down—are you ready?!”
“I’m ready! Just get off that roof and be careful!”
John stepped over the railing, and then pulled the pail over. When he was on the outside of it, but still balanced on it, he said, “Coming down now! Hold on!”
Then he reached over, grabbed the old metal toolbox, and put it into the pail. It would get goopy, but the tools inside would be safe.
He steadied himself, and then let his weight settle back into the rope.
Now, for those who’ve seen one of those split rail fences, this all will be familiar, common knowledge; but for those who haven’t, here’s a tidbit: those railings are very tapered at the ends. That’s so they can fit into the holes in the posts along with the ends of the adjoining rails. They look meaty enough when viewed from the street, but at the ends, they’re really less than a piddly 1x4. Throw in some age to the point where they start sagging, and the fact that most folks don’t exactly nail them in (including the ones who put the church fence in), and it’s not hard to imagine what would happen when a 240-pound man with a ten-pound toolbox and a metal pail might do to one if he were to put his weight into it.
Smack!! Went the rail.
Here’s another scientific fact from the amazing world of physics: 150 pounds on one side of a steep-assed roof has a turd’s chance in an old tymie toilet of keeping 250 pounds on the other side of it from coming down—especially if he’d just thrown his weight into it. That’s just factual science, pure and plain, it can’t be argued with.
On one side hurling to the edge came, “WHHAAAASHHHHIIIIITTTTTT!”
On the other side shooting up was, “WHOAJEEEESSSUUUUSSSS!”
....Science.
Admittedly, this could be seen coming like a smoky fire on an open prairie. At least by anyone familiar with physics (or split-rail fencing).
Reverend Hunter went up feet first and backwards, having gone shoes over head, because he’d tied his makeshift, virtual harness literally too low down for their own good.
John went down head first and belly up.
The rail, being looped in the rope, hit the roof first. Then it kept going. Reverend Hunter hit the roof next, and when he did, it flipped him up and he went airborne. He thudded into the slate just as the rail hit the pitch with one end, and the steeple with the broken off side.
John went down and over the edge as far as his head before the rail caught, and when it did, the force of it yanked his legs past him. That would be what they call, “inertia” in science terms. But inertia wasn’t done muckin’ with John at that point, because when his legs stopped falling (because John had stopped falling), that heavy metal toolbox in the metal pail snapped the clip-on suspenders and kept going, pulling John’s new pants down around his ankles, and wedging them into a knot around his shoes.
John hung there, fifteen feet off the ground looking like a bailed pilot whose chute had gotten stuck in a tree (except the pilot would probably have his pants on).
Reverend Hunter was upside down on the other side of the pitch, terrified that the rail was going to give out (John had no idea what stopped them).
“Reverend!”
Reverend Hunter was praying.
“Reverend, are you okay?!”
“I’m still breathin’! I lost my glasses! What about you?!”
“I’m here! ...But...”
When Malcolm drove up (about three minutes later), he didn’t immediately notice anything amiss. He did see a strange stick popping out of the roof on the back side of the steeple, near the top and looking like it had been nailed there to prop the steeple up.
He pulled into the driveway next to the old church with yesterday’s copy of the Atlanta Journal, which he was holding up as he walked around the car to the porch.
“Malcolm!” he heard from the new church. He could tell by the voice that it was the Dutchboy, and he wanted just a little more peace, just long enough to read the paper, and he pretended not to hear (Dutchboy must have figured out that he could do laundry over there like Malcolm did).
“Malcolm!” came the reverend’s desperate voice from afar.
He stopped, lowered the paper, and then pivoted with a sigh.
Dutchboy was hanging fifteen feet from the ground, his trouser hanging down from his ankles, with some kind of bucket hanging from the pants about two feet from the grass.
He stepped slowly across the road as he lit a cigarette, the paper folded under his arm. When he stepped up to the bucket, he said, “You get bored?”
“Just take the bucket off! My arm pits are killing me!”
On the ground was the ladder, which had been knocked over in the fall.
Malcolm flicked an ash into the bucket, “What in the hell are you doing?!”
“Just get the damned bucket off!”
“You could just kick off your pants. That would get the bucket off.”
“Dammit, Malcolm! I can’t. They’re stuck on my shoes! Just get the damned bucket off, please! My arms are killing me!”
“Where’s the reverend?”
“He’s on the roof. Stop pissing around!”
“Ain’t you got no religion? Using that kinda foul language in the house of God! You ever think about just untying the rope? It’s not that far. You might just break an ankle or something.”
“I can’t! I’m holding the reverend up. If I let go, he goes off the other side! Just get the bucket off!!”
“If you’ll promise to fetch my spices!”
“You dick!”
“If that’s how you want to play it—”
“Okay, dammit! I’ll fetch your damn spices! Just get this bucket off me!”
Malcolm removed the D-Ring, and then set the bucket aside, and John gasped from the relief. His arms were getting numb and tingly, though, and they were turning a little purple.
“Wait here,” said Malcolm, then he was quicker back across the road. He started his old blue Chrysler Lebaron, and then backed it under John. Once on the roof of it, he pulled John’s trousers up enough that John could hold them up, the expression on Malcolm’s face looking as though he’d just licked the inside of a septic tank on a dare.
“I can’t have you moonin’ Stump,” said Malcolm. “I’m going to need some more rope.”
“There’s another rope by the tree. What’s your plan?”
“Add some rope, then put the car about two hundred feet that way, and tie off to the bumper. Once that’s done,” he said as he hefted the D-Ring in his hand, “I can get you down, then lower the reverend back down the other side. We can sit around gabbin’ about it if you want, or you can let me get to work.”
They sat in the dining room so Malcolm could treat the cuts and contusions. Reverend Hunter felt badly. He’d known better than to try it, and he’d gotten what was due for it. John felt as though he’d blown his one chance to do good not just for him, but for Stump, Georgia.
Then again, John had pitched it pretty well, so maybe not. They’d just have to wait and see.
The feeling was coming back to John’s arms. In that respect, Reverend Hunter had it better. He had been just laying on his back on the roof, not dangling from his arm pits. He’d managed to right himself slowly so the blood would stop pooling in his head, but he’d broken his glasses. He’d have to get a spare made tomorrow.
When Malcolm went back out for medical tape, they sat quietly in the dining room, all banged up and bandaged piss-poorly as if a little girl had played nurse with her teddy bears. The reverend was the first to speak.
“I’m sorry, son. I really made a mess.”
“I think we fixed the roof. I pitched it really thick all the way around... Inside and outside.”
“It wasn’t worth what almost happened. Just for the sake of a little rain, and a whole lotta pride.”
John scooted closer to the reverend’s side of the bench, “It was worth it. At least to me. And if it leaks tomorrow, I’ll go back up there again. And then again, until it’s fixed.”
“You really that crazy?”
John thought about it. Maybe he was that crazy; but it sure felt right when he was the one pulling his own weight for a change. Especially if it meant helping the good, God-fearin’ people who’d helped him.
“I’ve been asking myself some questions lately. Questions like, why would you and Miss Tybee take such pity on me that night? I was an awful site.”
“That’s the truth.”
“But you did. I don’t know why. You, Miss Tybee, and if you’ve seen my car, you know that God helped me, too. And none of you expected anything from it. How could you?”
Reverend Hunter held a rag to his head and sat with a smile.
“I can say, ‘thank you,’ that’s true, and I’d mean it sincerely. But those are still just words. A man has to show it, he has to show it. He has to learn how to do more than just say things, like, ‘I’m sorry.’ He has to back it up with action, try to make it right. He... has to at least try to pull his weight.”
The reverend nodded. He appreciated what John was saying, and he agreed with it, but, “The things that got broke here didn’t get broke by you. I don’t know that you can fix them. After all these years, not sure they can be fixed.”
“What do you mean?”
Reverend Hunter took a breath and stared off to nowhere, “Some thing’s don’t get broken, they get injured. And injuries can heal in time, if they don’t kill you proper. But healing doesn’t set things back the way they were—sometimes you get left a scar, and there’s just not that much you can do about a scar... Except maybe keep it hidden.”
“Maybe. I don’t know, and I’m not going to ask about the injury—that’s your business and I will respect that. But what I do know is that we did the right thing today. A job needed doing and we did what we could. And I’m willing to bet that we did fix that leak. But I’m even more sure that if it isn’t fixed, we can fix it if we don’t quit trying.”
Reverend Hunter patted John on the knee with the hand that wasn’t holding the rag to his other ear, “Maybe.”
“It’s okay that you don’t believe that it is or isn’t fixable—you just have to believe that it’s possible to fix—just that it’s possible, that’s all.”
There was a silence long enough to draw the reverend’s eyes back to John’s. He thought he just might agree with the Dutchboy.
“Let it rain,” said John, “That’s the only way you and I will ever know if we did the job right. Personally, I like our odds. I’m looking forward to it.” He lifted a fist to the floor, “Rain it down, you devil! Rain it down! Let’s see which team won today! Because I’m liking our chances!”
“Testify, brother!” said Reverend Hunter, the pride welling up and feeling much better about the day’s events. When he looked up from the floor at John, they caught eyes, and the grins of encouragement blossomed into laughs, out-loud laughs.
The preacher was still grinning when his eyes fell back to the floor, and he whispered, “Amen!”
It was a good noble moment. Then John said, “Hey. I got some bourbon, want some?”
Reverend Hunter looked back over his shoulder, “Well, uh...I really....shouldn’t.” He then stretched to look out both windows, “Wouldn’t be considered a good witness to some around these here parts...”
John was back with the mason jar and three drinking glasses.
John poured and the reverend stared down at the glass poured for him. Then he asked John, “Who’s the third one for?”
“We wouldn’t be here but for Him. And I hear He wasn’t all that opposed to a little wine now and then.”
Reverend Hunter thought about I, “Well, that is what the good book says...”
Clink!
An hour after their challenge to him, the devil answered, so to speak.
The storm came blasting through Stump, Georgia, with wind and rain and rain and wind. John, from his back room, and the preacher, from the little bed in the tiny add-on rectory, each thought hard about that little steeple, and about the other. They both resisted the urge to see for themselves. It would be evident soon enough, but one minute sooner would be pride and nothing but pride.
Reverend Hunter believed John when he said he’d go back up if the water made it inside. And that was something. He believed John would do it no matter what the preacher said about it. He aimed to fix that problem and that was all there was to that.
As for John Van Rensburg, he lay there on the crates in pain, feeling something he hadn’t felt in a good while: pants mishap or no, he felt like a man when his eyes closed. All the fifties on the storage shelf couldn’t buy that.
He’d like to get some kind of cushion for the crate, though. It was hard and merciless. He’d just need some kind of cushion like the kind that gets put on pool furniture, or something along those lines.
Maybe tomorrow.
On Tuesday morning, the devil had been chased on, and he’d taken the night’s storm with him. John was early to the new church, but not quite as early as Reverend Hunter, who was already on his knees before the pulpit, lying almost prostrate.
When John opened the church doors, the light reflected off the floor and the glassless preacher winced up at it. Then he smiled as he squinted, “That you, Dutch?”
John overlooked the name, it couldn’t have been meant for bad, “Yeah, it’s me.” He came down the aisle toward the prostrate man like a homely bride on cocaine. Reverend Hunter resumed patting the floor, “Dry like the Death Valley! I think we did it!”
Reverend Hunter was down there because he couldn’t see without his specs, but John didn’t know the preacher wasn’t just being thorough. He dropped down, too, and scrutinized the floor, under the pews, along the aisle, around the other worshiper.
When Malcolm stepped into the door, in dress slacks, dress shoes, and a nice wide-brim, he froze when he saw the two men lying prostrate on their knees before the alter, their butts high in the air and aimed toward the door like vulgar medieval cannons. He snatched the hat off, and then he cleared his throat with a dainty cough. When John and Reverend Hunter bent around to look between them at the door, Malcolm said humbly, “Reckon I’d be mighty appreciative, too.”
John stood and then helped the preacher up, and Malcolm added, hat in hand, “We’re supposed to head over to Valdosta to get some new glasses?”
The reverend said, “Yes, yes. I’m ready. Dutch, you ready?”
Malcolm didn’t like the sound of that, and John wasn’t sure he’d heard right.
John said, “Oh, well, I’d love to go,” he eyed Malcolm, “But I promised Malcolm I’d do some chores this morning.”
Reverend Hunter shrugged, “Next time then.”
It had been the truth, John did have to get started on the wood fetching, and he wanted to do it before it got too hot out. The complete truth, however, was that he wasn’t all that up on being anywhere public.
He was, after all, public enemy #1.
“Morning, Mr. Gains,” said John, making sure to enter slowly.
Mr. Gains stiffened and leaned away a bit, but he nodded his head back. John went right for the back coolers, grabbed a few plastic bottles of Coke, and when he got to the register, he reached into his pocket.
Mr. Gains already had a card on the counter that looked like it might go to some factory time clock. At the top was the word, “White,” in blue ink. Below that was an account that had started with “50.00” less “3.75” for “cigs.” His shaky hand slowly wrote “Coke x2,” and then “2.00” in the right margin. When he’d finished, he nodded to John, and then slid the card with the others next to the register.
“Thanks. See you later,” said John as he headed for the door.
The old cemetery only had about fifty graves, all with simple, mostly straight grave stones, thin flat ones rising up out of grass that had already started growing shaggy. There was the remnants of a rusty metal fence that ran around the cemetery, interrupted in a few spans, one that had probably been put up during the depression (it had the essence of art deco’ishness about it). They’d been rusted and neglected, as had been the graves.
There was one spot, though, in the middle, an obelisk rising up like a miniature version of the Washington Monument, about eight feet. It was like a deity among the penitent others, and when he noticed it, John decided to explore it. The monument was sharp at the top, pointing away from the earth, marking the direction of the universe from there. He stepped carefully along a path that looked to be at the foot of one row, mindful not to step on anyone, and when he reached it squarely, he could read it. One the right side, the granite base said,
WILFRED QUINTIN TYBEE
BELOVED HUSBAND
LOVING FATHER
BROTHER TO US ALL
JUNE 28, 1878 – JUNE 6, 1948
I am not here.
Look Up!
John looked up, but saw only sparse clouds in a blue open range of sky. Then he looked at the left side of the base.
SARA CARRIE TYBEE
BELOVED WIFE
LOVING MOTHER
FRIEND IN GOOD TIMES,
SISTER IN BAD
JUNE 21, 1895 – DECEMBER 21, 1947
She’d been born on the same day as John had. Only it had been summer, the longest day, when she’d been born, and John had been born in the longest night. Opposites in just about every way, even though the birthday was the same. John guessed it just depended on where he was in this world at the time.
The Tybee’s seemed to be the rare good family to John. It was reflected in their living legacy. John nodded, and then shifted the weight of the rope and tucked the bag under his other arm and headed gingerly back out.
The train’s distant blast sounded a little closer, and this one moaned a little more desperately than the others seemed to be. When he was back under the canopy, the wind and birds swelled over the train horn, but not completely.
There were eight other pecans still reaching up. The leaves were, actually, something like fronds, but not really. The pecan leaves were like phosphorus light or yellowish green, fat pointy fingers straddling a single branch, each individual finger about as long as a human one, on hands sporting a dozen or so fingers (what dendrologists would refer to as “pinnate,” if that helps).
The trees themselves were bullet shaped, flat at the bottom, rising up and then, near the top, deciding to converge to a point. Generally, pecans are blobuals, but these were pointy at the top, they all were.
When John set the bag and rope down next to the tarp, he took a moment to survey the stand. There were catkins, both male and female, with the male versions looking like Jamaica braids hanging in clumps of delicate thin strands about six inches long. But strangely, there were no younger pecans to be found. The pecans looked to be producing the right parts and seemed to be doing all the right things, but the parts weren’t producing the right results. The loss of that one central matriarch (or patriarch, either works) seemed to have thrown the rest into a state of hopelessness in the point of carrying on the family name, as if they’d decided not to bring anymore children into a terminal world.
That, though, made cutting up the first of them to fall a sadder chore, but a bet was a bet, and the job needed to be done. It’s not like it would matter to the tree if it was made into its own pyre, after all.
It was cold and hot under the canopy, like a sick sweat at night; clammy, but he was sweating already. The woods were noisy, surprisingly. Wind rustled leaves, branches creaked, and there were the ubiquitous bird calls (Tanagers with their flip-flopping “falit-falat falit-falat’s,” and Warblers’ almost-cricket-like counting, “twert-twert-twert-twert-ter-tweeerrrt” like “one-two-three-four-fiiiive.”). Occasionally, there was a comforting distant train horn, and after several days of the incessant, but intermittent, round the clock blasts of train horns, he’d learned that they were almost as varied as the bird calls.
It was actually almost as bad as being in the middle of grand urbia.
And just a tad unnerving, to be honest. Nature was great once it was properly landscaped and all the nasty little critters were exterminated and the birds muted. It just needed better sidewalks and places to park and buy lunch, that’s all.
The tarp had collected puddles an inch deep in places, and John was careful to lift the flap carefully. The tools were dry, and the axe had been re-wrapped; he’d leave the axe alone for the moment.
The chainsaw, a banged-up red one with a 24” bar, had instructions that said to prime the little pump five times, simultaneously depress the safety ridge on the handle, pull the trigger, hold down the choke, grab the lateral handle, hold the chain brake actuator, press one foot in the bottom of the handle, place the other foot between the buttocks, and pull the ripcord handle between forty and fifty times, until the chainsaw started or bruising occurred, which ever eventually happened (Plus, as an aside note: do not operate indoors).
Yank... Yank... Yank... Yank... Yank... Yank... Yank—put-put-put...
Yank... Yank... Yank... Yank—put-put-put-put-put...
Yank... Yank...
John let the motor idle for a few minutes after it was warm enough to run on its own without babying the throttle. Then he eyeballed about 18 inches down from the clean edge, which was waist-high above the ground, revved it up, and then let the blade begin to fall through the wood. He rocked the saw up and down gently when the trunk was too thick for the bar’s length, cutting around the pith in the middle. It fell slowly, steadily through the log until it was an inch or so from the bottom, then the weight of the log ripped the rest, and the log thudded into the mud in an upright position. When he let up off the trigger, the shock of the vibration eased back, as though the current to the electric fence had been cut.
Seven more to go.
Each cut had taken about five minutes, and were variations on the first. Mostly because they varied in height from the ground and also the ripping points. Some rolled, some just plopped, and when he was done, it looked like he’d started chalking a football field’s yard lines from where the saw dust had spurted out during the cutting. His arms quivered, and his ears rang, and he was glad when he cut the motor.
After the first of the Cokes and a few of the fried potatoes (plump, quickly-cut fries with the skin on, then salted and peppered properly), he hefted a log cylinder onto its neighbor (not an easy task), and then unwrapped the axe. But splitting a 30-inch log is not at all like splitting an eight or twelve-inch one, not hardly at all. When first starting, there’s no one-well-placed-heave and flying halves. It was more of a process, and it was going to build some real character, that much was for sure. After a few logs, his palms starting squeaking and when he checked them, the skin was hanging off in places, and already blistering in others—the axe had pretty well chewed them up.
He decided to drink the other of the two Cokes he’d brought, and have a cigarette. He climbed onto the log and sat, and gingerly fished out the smokes with his blistered hands.
Malcolm had given him a list of the spices he was now obligated to fetch, which was in his shirt pocket. He didn’t figure Malcolm would let him borrow the car, so that meant he’d be doing a fair amount of walking according to the map doodled below the list. As he re-examined his palms, he concluded that it might be a good thing to give them time to harden up before he took up the axe again.
His shoes and pant cuffs were wet from the dew on the shaggy grass. It was sunny, and there was enough wet in the air that the shafts of sunlight sliced down through the canopy.
As he sat, he looked for signs that the pecans had produced any offspring. He’d yet to see any by the time he’d finished his smoke. What was Malcolm going to do once the dead one was all cut up and burned? Would he cut down one of the live ones? He wasn’t sure how that would help, since it would take two years to cure the wood. Even if he did, there were only eight left. It was enough pecan to last the rest of his life, but then what? What was going to happen then? Would Lariah take over the smoker?
John didn’t see that happening. It wasn’t just that she was blind (though that was a pretty big barrier to his thinking), he just didn’t get the sense that it would be something that Lariah would want to do. She seemed to him like someone who just might put Stump, Georgia, in the rearview when she got the chance—if she got the chance.
Either way, those grand old pecans were bound for memories eventually. It was a little stand that was going to die off. They couldn’t live forever even if Malcolm let them live. The woods would swell back in, and that would be that.
He hopped off the log and then started collecting the split wood to bundle it. After he got the day’s load fetched and stacked proper, he’d head out to Latanya’s to talk to her about what to do about his car, as he promised Malcolm he’d do that morning. He needed to pick up the first of the spices there, too.
Latanya Hopewell liked peppers, and things made from them. The list in his pocket said that she had the cayenne and Serrano peppers, and she made her own paprika from the pods of her own Kolosca.
Lalana Hopewell, her older sister, liked apples and she also grew tomato’s, since she had the water pump for them. John had commented that he didn’t think apple trees would grow so well in Georgia. Apparently, with the right soil and very careful, daily attention to the watering, they could be made to, and Lalana had done a fine job. What she had that he needed wasn’t the apples, though; it was the cider vinegar that she made herself from the apples, good stuff, full of mother and in the same white oak barrels that Freeman used (else Freeman couldn’t call it real bourbon, that much John knew about bourbon since it was what he drank).
He was not sure how Latanya would react if he showed up alone on her doorstep; out on the road with Brutus was one thing, but showing up alone would be something else. Anywhere else and he didn’t think it would be that big of a deal; just one neighbor knocking on the door of another, right?
John had stacked the wood, washed up, pulled the loose skin from his palms, and was just stepping off the front porch when Brutus’s pick-up careened catty-cornered into Malcolm’s spot. He’d sped in, locked the brakes, and had slid to a stop, the barrels and loose staves slamming against the cab. Brutus was out lickity-split, sweaty and out of breath.
“What’s the matter? What happened?” said John as Brutus was huffing around the back of the truck.
“Nothin’ (huff). Jes thought (huff) I go with ya (huff).”
John frowned in confusion as Brutus, in his nice dark jogging suit and good dark running shoes, tried to catch his breath. A moment after Brutus stopped in front of John, the cologne caught up to them and started peeling back John’s eye. It suddenly made sense why Brutus had come racing in.
“Oh, does Malcolm have a phone? I didn’t know that,” said John. “So, he told you about me going to Latanya Hopewell’s this morning?”
“He, uh, (huff) mighta mentioned it.”
John backed a step from the aromatic assault, and was resigned, “Well, you’re blocking Malcolm’s parking spot. You might want to move it.”
Brutus looked at his truck, and then back at John, and then at the road, and then back at the truck.
John sighed loudly, “...I’ll wait. ”
“Thanks! (huff).”
Brutus moved his truck, and when they were stepping beyond the driveway, John said, “Where did you get the barrels?”
“I made ’em. ’S what I do.”
“You’re a cooper?”
“I make barrels.”
“Huh.”
John thought cooping was right up there with blacksmithing. And maybe divining for water. “That’s pretty interesting. Where do you get the wood? And the rings?”
“Wood comes local. I buy it raw from Sam Carter. He mills it. I shape it.”
“Wow.”
“What?”
“Nothing. I just think that’s pretty cool.”
Brutus wasn’t sure if he believed John, but his experience with John, limited as it was, didn’t add up to insulting for no reason, and Dutchboy didn’t seem to be the ass-kissing type. They walked, and Brutus was trying not to sweat before they got there. John’s knee and back weren’t so bad that morning, so he had to make himself walk a little slower for Brutus. And the walking was good for letting the wind wash down some of Brutus’s stink-pretty, too, so the longer they walked in it, the better.
“And after you make them, Freeman uses them.”
“And Lalana Hopewell and Red Joyner. She makes her cider in them, and Red makes... somethin’ else. ’Cep hers are smaller, and Freeman’s get fired first.”
“Fired?”
“Yeah,” said Brutus, using his hands up to demonstrate, “You torch the insides to burn ’em. ’S called charrin’.”
“And then what?”
“Freeman gives ’em back after he’s done.”
“He doesn’t reuse them?”
“Cain’t. Not for what he makes. His stuff sits in a cellar for years. By then, they all soaked out.”
It became obvious to Brutus that John didn’t really understand that last part. John didn’t ask about it, but Brutus explained anyway. “The wood soaks up the stuff. If you take one of them barrels, a full one, and swish water around in it, you can get maybe a gallon of hooch out of it. Not the best hooch. Takes a lot of swishin’ though.”
They were just around the last bend from John’s car when he said to Brutus, “Maybe you can show me how you do it?”
“Why?”
“Because people don’t make things anymore. They just buy or manufacture it. It’s all assembly line crap, where you can work one slob to death and then replace him with another one at lower pay and no one would know or care.”
They walked on while Brutus thought about it, and John got more agitated by it.
John said, “Nobody puts his name on things anymore; they just stamp someone else’s name on it so’s they can make a buck.”
“A man’s gotta eat,” said Brutus.
“True. But that’s all it is to them. You ever go to a big chain store with a problem?”
“Who ain’t?”
“And no matter who you talk to, it’s just a hired hand who gets the same whether he sold you shit or shine. In his mind, if you don’t come back, that’s just less work for him. It’s not his name at stake. People like you don’t exist anymore.”
“What’s that mean?”
“Craftsmen. You touch the people you do business with. You go to a big chain, and the twits at the top use lawyers to tell them just how much they can cheat their customers, and how to get away with it. Because they don’t ever see those people they cheat. And they hire other people who need the job to put the face on it until they can be replaced with computer screens or robots. You know now they have those checkout lines where people have to ring themselves out and bag their own stuff.”
“For real?”
“They have supervisors watching you so you don’t steal anything while you work for free—what’s next? Maybe soon they’ll stick a mop in your hand or tell you to stock their shelves before you give them your money. It’s bullshit. They say they do it as a convenience, but it’s just bullshit. A way to not have to pay a human being a decent wage. They did it with phone operators, you know. You call a company now and you just get one of those damned phone menu systems that just run you around in circles.” John snickered, “And then the damn recording tells you to press a button to hang up instead of actually just hanging up. Maybe they just want to be the ones to hang up on you.”
Brutus laughed, “Yeah, that is kinda stupid. I just keep pressin’ the star button until the recordin’ gets f’ustrated and connects me to someone. Don’t get me started on them damn systems that make you talk your menu choices. Them things cain’t never get what I say right.”
John could see it, but he wasn’t going to say anything about it. Instead, he said, “It’s cool that you use your own hands to make something that’s important to other people. If I could live my life over, I’d do something like that. I bet you don’t ever violate the trust with your customers, do you? They count on that because they know they can count on you. That’s pretty cool.”
Brutus was complimented and took some pride, “I reckon so. But that’s the way it is when all your customers personally know yo’ mama.”
John laughed, “I bet that’s true! That’s always the best customer service line!”
Brutus laughed, too, and then decided, “...Yeah, maybe I’ll show you how I make ’em some time. Waitin’ on m’ staves to come right now, though.”
“...The next time you get one of those voice menus, maybe you should try Spanish...”
Latanya, blue scarf holding her long bushy hair back, was in a patch of knee-high pepper plants when she saw two large men walking up her drive. She straightened and let the business end of the hoe drop into the dirt. When she saw that it was Brutus, she dropped the other end to mark where she’d stopped and started for them as she pulled the garden gloves off.
She wiped the sweat from her eyes with her arm and said, “Hey Brutus. Hey Dutch. What brings you out this way?”
Brutus said, “Malcolm needs a refill on the heat.”
“And I need to talk to you about my car,” added John.
She wiped again, “Let’s go in the house.”
They followed her through one of several pepper gardens, each the size of a country back yard.
“What kind are these?” asked John.
“These are jalapeños. I’m going to make these spicy.”
“How do you make them spicy?”
“Hold back the water. If you give them a lot of water, they’re milder. To make them hot, you give them just what they need. Been raining so much lately though... Everywhere else in Georgia is in drought conditions, but I’m getting flooded out.”
Latanya’s house was a bricked-over double-wide with a separate garage. She’d landscaped it around with different kinds of azaleas; they weren’t the completely-covered azalea bushes, but they weren’t tightly trimmed, either, and the branches cascaded out naturally in green jagged plateaus heavily peppered with blooms. The stark red plum azaleas were thick, as were the blue-blush sweet azaleas. The white swamp azaleas interspersed with them not so much, though they seemed to be just getting started—in fact, as John got a better look at them, they seemed to be in the process of taking over the others, slowly but surely.
Brutus nodded to them, “They comin’ along, ain’t they?”
Latanya stopped to examine them, “Yes, they are. They’re beautiful, Brutus.” Then she told John, “I planted the red and blue ones, but Brutus planted all those white ones just for me.”
She led them up the stairs to the 4x8 red wood deck, and then into her kitchen through the sliding glass doors. John hadn’t been aware of how hot it had gotten since he’d been in the pecan stand earlier that morning, but when he hit the air-conditioning, it was refreshing.
“Take a load off,” she said as she went for the cupboard. There was a four-chair square wooden table in the breakfast nook area in the kitchen, it had only three chairs, though, because it was pushed up against the far wall. John started to pull the chair in the middle out but Brutus’s hand was on it, too, and it was holding it fast.
Brutus was widening his eyes just slightly at John—not menacingly, but to say, “Come on, Dutch, lemme have this chair!”
John took the one closest to the glass, and they sat while Latanya was at the freezer fetching the plastic ice cube tray. She twisted it, and then tossed the loose cubes up to fall haphazardly on top of the stuck ones. Then she poured the cubes evenly into three glasses.
When she set the three glasses on the table, she started pouring tea from a square glass juice pitcher into each. It was straight black tea, cold and strong.
She sat in the last chair facing the glass, “So.”
John said, “I haven’t been able to call anyone about the car yet. I didn’t even know Malcolm had a phone until just this morning. I was thinking maybe if you could make a few calls, I could just leave the money with you.”
“I can do that. Not sure how much a truck would charge to come out from Clinch county.”
Brutus said, “Gonna be pricey. Maybe seven, eight hundred. Plus there’s what to do with it.”
John hadn’t really thought about that part.
“The money’s no problem. I’ll leave a thousand with you, and we can split the change.”
Latanya said, “No need for that—”
“I want pay you for your trouble. You’d be doing me a big favor, and I really want to get this mess cleaned up. I don’t want to let it sit like that—it’s looks terrible!”
Brutus said, “That it do. ’Sides, Dutch here is fat.”
“Well,” said John, “a little flabby, maybe, but not as fat as Brutus likes to tell people. Otherwise I wouldn’t still be sleeping on a crate in a storage room. But I certainly have enough to clean up this mess I left you.”
“Crate?!” said Latanya, “That’s just terr’ble!”
Brutus decided to look as shocked as Latanya, once he saw the pity she had, “Why din’t you say nothin’, Dutch? I got a spare mattress!”
John played along for Brutus’s sake, “Why, thank you, Brutus!”
Latanya said, “I told you how sweet he is.”
“He’s going to teach me barrel-making, too!” said John all googly-eyed at his hero. It was fun watching Brutus blush. He wondered to what degree Latanya was humoring Brutus, as well. But there wasn’t anything overtly just-accommodating about her. John was still struggling with the cologne, especially without the ventilation. Latanya didn’t seem to mind it all.
Brutus carried the two large paper sacks with peppers, and John carried the small one filled full to bursting with the paprika. Latanya had packed the powder in a quart freezer zip baggy first, and then had taped the paprika up tight and told John to make sure it stayed out of the humidity. They reached the end of Latanya’s drive and both were starting to sweat under the whip of the sun.
Brutus said, “Thanks.”
“Why don’t you just ask her out?”
“Who? Latanya?”
“No, the queen mother.”
“We kin.”
John could almost hear the banjos.
“Well, kinda kin. She used to be Malcolm’s sister-in-law.”
To ask about that would be violating the bidness rule. But John said, “You and Malcolm are cousins?”
“My mama was his daddy’s sister.”
John nodded understanding. He wondered what else was in the car that might be of use to him in Stump, Georgia, as he gandered at it. Nothing coming to mind, they turned back down toward the church(es).
“That hardly makes you kinda-kin.”
“Everyone in Stump, Georgia, is kinda kin to one aspect or another.”
John wiped his face. It was certainly hot out then, hot enough to turn a leisurely stroll into a forced march. “Using that same thinking, everyone in Georgia is kinda kin. Everyone in America, and the world, too, right?”
That was true in a biblical sense, Brutus supposed.
“Hell, Brutus, according to that thinking, even you and I are kinda kin.”
He would have thought Brutus would be offended at that, but he wasn’t, “It’s what the Good Book say.”
“What do you say?”
“I say, ’less you see me walkin’ on water, or turnin’ it to wine, best not argue with what the Good Book says.”
Huh, thought John, What do you know about that? “You know, you’re a genuine enigma.”
Brutus didn’t know how to respond to that.
“You act all mean, and you dress up like a gangster—’scuse me, gangstuh—but, every time trouble starts brewing up, you’re the first one there to keep the peace. You throw yourself into the pack of fighting dogs.”
Brutus shook his head, “Nah, man, you crazy.”
“You stood up for me when Freeman was talking to me like I was a dog. You sat between Lariah and me to keep the peace with Malcolm. ...You try to act like a badass, but really, you’re a decent man, one of those bona fide solid citizens, aren’t you? Hell, you even blush when you’re around the woman you love...”
“Black folk don’t blush.”
John eyed him as they walked for a moment.
“Do I really blush?”
“It’s what makes you so damned cute!”
Brutus didn’t know how to respond to that, either.
“So, when do I get that mattress?”
“I gotta go buy one. Prob’ly hafta drive all the way to Valdosta to get it.”
John sighed, “Fine. You drive me there, and I’ll pay for it. But I’m not riding in the back!”
It was ten minutes to state route 94, and then west on it. Neither said much, and the wind from the open windows was loud once they hit the two-lane. The gray asphalt was welcome.
“Where in... Valdosta, is it? Where are we going?” John shouted over the rush of wind.
“You have a preference?”
“Something cheap. Used is good. Not like I’m going to take it with me.”
“Salvation Army... or Goodwill.” Brutus pronounced it, “Goot-Wheel.”
Goodwill or Salvation Army. Thrift stores didn’t generally have security cameras, and that was good. “Perfect. Let’s do that, can we?”
Brutus could. John hadn’t realized how long his hair had gotten until he found himself trying to restrain it in the wind. It had been a while since his last haircut. And his last shave, actually. He scratched at the scruff on his face and then grabbed at his hair again.
“What happened to Lariah’s mom? She split?”
Brutus’s elbow went out the window. He debated with himself, and John let it go. Then Brutus decided to ask, “Why you wanna know?”
“She’s a sweet kid. I like her.”
“She a real sweetheart. Don’t let the smokin’ th’ow you off. And you should hear that child sing—it’ll knock your socks off and then kick yo’ butt, son.”
“She’s that good, huh?”
“Best they ever was, believe that. You hear her sing, and it will change your view of the world. And I ain’t saying that just ’cause we kin. You wait and see for yourself.”
“Huh,” said John, intrigued by Brutus’s conviction about it. “A prodigy?”
“—Genius. First time you hear her, you will surely cry, them tears will come runnin’ out yo’ face.” He looked like a hula dancer gesturing great waves of tears gushing down his face repeatedly.
“If you say so...”
“She cain’t see, so she cain’t follow along the choir directin’. So when she solos, she directs the choir and the worship band while she sings. And she makes it up as she goes, does it all on the fly. You cain’t teach that. It’s natural. Or maybe supernatural, more like it. But you’ll see for yourself if Malcolm ever takes her off restriction.”
They drove along a ways, and then John said, “You’re more like her uncle than her cousin.”
It was dry, and John wished they’d thought to stop by the Valley Store before pulling out. He didn’t want to make any drink stops along the way. Those places always had cameras.
“Naw, Tisha didn’t split.” Brutus fished around the floor until he found a pair of large gradient sunglasses. Then he looked like a rap mogul who’d just had all his bling stolen at gun point by junior-high pranksters. “She took the train on out.”
“To where?”
Brutus looked over, and over the tops of his sunglasses, “Nowhere. Just... on out. She ain’t with us no more.”
John thought he might be understanding what Brutus was saying, but he wasn’t sure. Was he talking about... suicide?
Brutus returned his eyes to the road, “Truth is she was dead inside long afore that.”
Damn. John had thought maybe cancer, maybe a car accident, something. But how was suicide possible in a town so close-knit as Stump, Georgia?
“Why?”
Brutus cocked his head, “Sometimes, it’s harder to live with somethin’ than to die for somethin’. Sometimes, you find out that you livin’ beyond what you s’posed to, and life just taste bad in yo’ mouth.”
It was hard to hear Brutus over the wind. Partly the wind, partly the accent.
“First, it was the booze.”
“Freeman’s?”
“But it din’t stay that way. No, not Freeman’s.”
“When?”
“She was off and on. She was drinkin’ when she was carryin’ Lariah.”
“Is that what did it?”
Brutus’s eyes travelled back and forth from the road to John as he spoke, “Lariah was born very early. She had eye problems from the get-go. But she got the glaucoma; that’s what did it, ’bout when she was six. After that, Tisha never could stop. Happened just before Lariah lost the last of her sight. Watchin’ her mama goin’ on down the lines was one of the last things that child ever saw.”
John had his elbow in the window and he propped up his head. It was just horrible, just horrible. He thought about Malcolm. How does a man walk around carrying that? Malcolm would have had a dead wife and a kid who was going blind. He shook his head in pity and grunted.
“But...” said Brutus over the wind, “I guess, when you think about it, that’s true a everyone sooner or later, right? ...Don’t tell Malcolm I told you, and don’t get all soft on him. He’ll know. Don’t go soft on either of ’em.”
“You mean, keep being an ass?”
“Yeah, act natural.” Brutus’s smile was clearly just joking.
John scratched his nearly full beard, it was itchy and he didn’t like it. “...Is this the dark thing you said I don’t know about?”
“That? In Stump, Georgia? Naw, son. Stump is fat with that kind of thing, going back years and years.”
“What kind of thing?”
“—Dyin’ too young.”
Maybe that was why Stump, Georgia, didn’t have too many children. He wondered what happened to them.
“Then what?” said John.
But with that, the dog had come to the end of its chain. Brutus shrugged it off, and John knew well enough to let the wind put it back in the box for the time being.
Lariah wanted to sit at a table for dinner that night, instead of at the counter. Brutus was there, as usual, and not-so-as-usual, Freeman was there. Lariah didn’t think it was Christian to make John eat alone, and since she wasn’t bitching for a cigarette (which she threatened to do), Malcolm had relented. Besides, he’d needed to get rid of the burger meat before it went all the way bad, so he’d gone ahead and made extra ones, since he really didn’t want the vermin tearing through the trash to get at it.
The tape player was singing John Lee Hooker’s Best of Friends, and at the moment it was into “Burnin’ Hell,” (with Ben Harper adding on the guitar and Charlie Musselwhite on the harp).
Lariah didn’t like that song. She especially didn’t like it played there. She didn’t like the hell talk of it, and singing about ain’t no heaven or hell in what was once a church made her feel like the devil had booted God out and was sitting in His seat. She gritted her teeth through it in silent protest.
These burgers weren’t served on buns. They were on hand-sliced bread that had been tossed on the smoker along with the meat just before the meat was done (which meant “medium-rare,” not turned into jerky). There was cole slaw and corn on the cob, too. The men shoveled, Lariah shoveled like a lady, but there’s no graceful way to eat a double-wide, double-high burger. That would pretty much defeat the point of putting it on bread, and it’s what made it a different species from meatloaf.
When she was done, Lariah took the dark round glasses off, and set them in her lap while she rubbed the bridge of her nose. When she was done rubbing, she found her fork where she’d left it and resumed with the cole slaw, using her other finger to get it to the fork. She still moved her cloudy eyes to where she was working, rather than staring into space.
They weren’t cloudy like Kwai Chang Caine’s crazy looking old master Po from the Kung Fu TV series. Remember that guy? With those spooky silver-gray eyes that were like some kid had popped marbles into his sockets? Lariah eyes weren’t nearly like that, but more like the haze when Malcolm was smoking his ribs. Her left eye was just slightly pressed in, just a tiny bit, and turned just a tad inward, but not so much that it’d be noticed with a casual look.
John was looking at her eyes for just a moment, and Malcolm watched John watch Lariah while he ate. The mix tape moved on to “Murder,” a haunty little tune with Miles Davis. It’s a track that would put a listener smack in the middle of a cemetery lost in a bayou on a spooky night.
“Can we listen to something else?” she said.
Freeman agreed, “Thank you. I’m getting tired of this. It’s not conductive for the gastrological process.”
Malcolm wiped his mouth as he rose. “What do you want to hear?”
John mumbled, “A little Stevie Ray would be nice...”
Malcolm heard the comment and thumbed the eject button. He shook his head as he scanned the cases on the top shelf, found one, and then put the cassette in the player and started rewinding it.
As John watched and chewed, he noticed that Jon’s Bible was still on the counter waiting for “Jon” to claim it back. When the rewind clicked off, Malcolm pressed the play button.
The tape was a dub of the album, Texas Flood.
The current song was “Texas Flood.”
By Stevie Ray Vaughan.
When Malcolm sat back down, he did so with a dare on his face, “You wanna fight about it now?”
“Nope,” said John. It didn’t matter; a bet was a bet, a promise was a promise, and it was a damned good burger, even if the blisters in his palms did hurt when he wrapped them around the bread.
It was heaven, mermaids notwithstanding. Fact is, the mermaids, the seahorses, sea shells, and all the crabs would all go away when the lights were out anyway. He was about to sip from the mason jar, but when he brought it close enough to get a good whiff of the bourbon, what Brutus had told him about Lariah’s mother, Latisha, came back to him.
John closed the clasp lid and he put the jar back on the metal and wood storage shelf.
He’d just been testing the bed, and when he’d gotten up to kill the light and returned, it was like stepping out of a hot shower into the cold and then back in. It was heaven again.
We got us a fresh one, he heard out of the darkness. At first, he thought it might have come from the dining room, but it hadn’t. It had come from the darkness above him. He sat up and listened. After a few moments, he concluded it had only been his imagination.
He really needed a shave. His beard was scratchy on his neck. He’d gone through the clothes Reverend Hunter had given him, and he’d have to find out where Malcolm did his own laundry.
Mostly, though, he wanted to get a razor so he could scrape the shag off his face.
Maybe tomorrow.
To get to Lalana Hopewell’s place, they’d gone back toward her sister’s, but had turned left a little farther past where they’d turn right to get to Latanya’s. Thurgood Joyner’s property was right across the road from Latanya’s, and Lalana’s property crooked along side of Thurgood’s and then up behind it. That’s where the creek ran through, the one that made her Georgia apples possible.
Lalana’s place looked to be an old stucco ranch hand bunkhouse that had been fixed up nice and female ized with the addition of azaleas, like her sister’s. But Lalana’s only had the white swamp azaleas, and they were doing much better than Latanya’s.
Brutus had explained that Lalana had never married, and had never really dated anyone. John wondered why Brutus would reveal such a private thing.
Lalana’s hair hung in smooth loose curls and waves. She’d been expecting them, and was under the shade of her apple trees with a small oak barrel at her feet. She had a redwood sitting set with Adirondack chairs under the near side of the orchard, which had about fifty trees, give or take, along the side of the house. An eight-foot by four-foot shack on a stone foundation was set back in the trees on the far side, next to the creek. Hooking around the back of the house was a couple of acres (that he could see) of tomato plants at various stages.
“Hey Brutus,” she said from her chair.
“Hey Lalana. You ’member Dutch.”
“Good morning,” said John, wondering what Brutus had meant by “remembering” him as though they’d formally met.
“I got the replacements,” said Brutus, “You want ’em in the shed?”
“Yes, thank you. You’re looking better, Mr. Dutch.”
She had a wide smile and a better shape than her younger sister (though Latanya wasn’t desperate for a diet herself). John scratched the carpet on his face, “Uh, I just go by Dutch, no mister.” Then he muttered to himself, “(apparently).”
“Well, then, Dutch.”
John fidgeted in the sun, and then realized he was still scratching like a mangy dog, “I’m going to shave as soon as I get a razor.”
Lalana fought the laugh when she said, “Well, that’s... good. My granddaddy should have one.”
Brutus said to him, “Mr. Gains her granddaddy.”
“Don’t be shy,” she said, “Have a seat!”
John wasn’t the crazy axe-murdering cannibal he’d been almost a week earlier. For one thing, he didn’t stink anymore, and he’d showered after the early morning’s load of pecan.
Brutus excused himself to get the barrels from his truck. John sat in the other chair, and while she seemed relaxed, he scratched his beard again. He could smell something sweet, sugary, but he couldn’t tell if it was Lalana or the orchard or the barrel between them in front of the little table. It was a small one, he guessed about ten gallons.
For something to say, he said, “You make cider vinegar.”
“Among other things.”
“Hard to do?”
“Not really. I use the apples for different things, but the scraps are what goes into the cider. Basically, you just let them air out, then you add a little water and let them do the rest. You don’t want to mess with them too much. They know what to do.”
“Really? That’s how you make vinegar?”
She laughed, “That’s about all there is to it. The thing is to use good scraps, good air, good water, and be patient. It takes about six months, depending on the batch, to get it good.”
John was looking at the little barrel, and he tipped it to see it better. Brutus had done a good job on it, it was solid, tight, and it felt right when he lifted it (even though it was small, it was still heavy—very heavy, about a hundred pounds).
He was about to say something when he looked up and saw how bright her eyes were, and how her hair framed her face. He righted himself quickly, “This is pretty heavy—how’d you get it out here?”
She patted it, “I just carried it, how else?”
“You carried it?” She wasn’t dainty or frail-looking, but it was heavy; it was heavy and compact. And it wasn’t just the liquid inside, it was all the wood and the four steel rings. That alone had to weigh something.
He looked at the barrel, and then looked at her, and then back at the barrel. Then back at her.
“I ship barrels out,” she finally confessed, “And I had the boy move this one out here when he came for the others.”
No, the sweet aroma was coming from her. It was some kind of womanly spray, something apple-y, and it was oddly very familiar, like your mama’s apple pie (in theory; no one’s mama really home-bakes apple pies from scratch anymore).
Brutus was almost back from the shed and he was close enough to say, “’S’go. Load it up.”
John bent over to hoist, got his hands around it, and positioned his feet as though he were about to tee off.
Then he stood, “What’s the rush?”
“She got things to do.”
“No, I don’t,” she said, looking at John.
“Then, I got things to do. Sammy’s comin’. ’S’go, Dutch.”
John bent back over the barrel and re-readied himself. He looked up to her, “He’s got things to do.”
Then he held his breath and his gut, and lifted. It wasn’t an extraordinary weight, if hands, back, and legs aren’t an issue. But he made sure to do it in a manly fashion. He even lowered it into the truck bed extra slowly so everyone knew it was no big thing, and was silently quite grateful to himself that he didn’t soil his last clean pair of pants in the process.
He walked in his manliest way back, holding his breath and making sure not to limp, and he made doubly-sure not to scratch himself anywhere—not his beard, or anything else.
She was standing with Brutus when he held out his hand, “It was nice to finally meet you.”
She shook his hand, and smiled that wide smile without ever blinking, “Nice to meet you, too, Dutch. I’ll see you tomorrow night.”
Tomorrow night? What was that? He said, “Definitely.” He’d ask Brutus in the truck.
Brutus looked at him, then looked at her, and then at him, “’S’go, Dutch.”
“Bye,” said John.
“Bye,” said Lalana.
“See you tomorrow.”
“See you tomorrow.”
“’S’go!”
John watched her watch them from the side view mirror. Then he leaned to see himself. Big Foot really needed a shave.
As they approached the crook in the drive, the one that would take the truck out of view from the house, Brutus said, “Got my truck comin’ in. Sammy’s prob’ly already there.”
John was still looking in the mirror, “Uh huh.”
When they crested the bend back out toward the main road, John asked, “What’s tomorrow night?”
“Church, man. Sundays and Thursday nights.”
Of course.
John would go. After all, Reverend Hunter was one of the few friends he had in life. Besides, he just about died for that little church. He would go because it was the right thing to do and because he felt obligated to go and face the town folk. It was just that now he was actually looking forward to it.
“This is your place?” said John as the truck pulled through the trees. It was a barn. A newly-painted, red fifty-yard-long two-story barn. At the near end was a normal front door, windows top and bottom, and a deck. It was like the new church in that it all rested on a stone foundation that lifted two feet above the sod around it—and it had been sod, John could surmise, since the ends of it were creneled like the top of an old castle parapet. It was scrub beyond the perimeter of it.
A flat bed truck with side rails was at the far side and a young man in overalls was walking across the sod to meet them.
“Brutus,” said the man.
“Sam, how you doin’ this fine day?”
Sam nodded, “I’m a few short this time.” He took Brutus’s hand, “I’ma make another run early next week. Just got to kiln a little more.”
Brutus waved it off as no big deal, and then made the introductions. Sam wasn’t at all spooked by John, but then, from his truck’s lettering, he was out of Fargo, the little town John had come through the other night.
They headed for the back of the truck, and Brutus hefted himself up butt first onto the bed. He pulled a stack of a hundred boards that looked like maple or pine flooring tied off with nylon wench straps. The widths of the boards weren’t uniform, some were wide, some narrower, and they bowed in the width at the middle.
“I’ma learn him how to make barrels,” Brutus said to Sam. “Now, the thing is, Sammy gets his wood only certain times of the year.”
Sam said, “Late fall or winter. Otherwise it’s got too much sap. Not so much a problem down here, but up no’th, it matters for real.”
“—And you wanna cut it just right. Most folks will cut the log flat like this,” and Brutus made horizontal cuts with his hand. “That’s how they cut lumber for framin’ and such. Sam, here, does it right. He quarter-saws. Tell him Sam.”
Sam leaned over the first stack, “First, you cut the log into quarters, length-wise, so’s you have four smaller logs. Then you cut toward the center point like this. So if you put that log back together, all the cuts form like a X out from the middle.”
“Why’s that?” asked John, and Sam was surprised he cared. It was curious to Sam, and very curious to Brutus that the Dutchboy actually seemed quite interested in cutting staves and such.
“Makes the wood stronger,” said Sam, “and it don’t warp so easy.”
Brutus added, “And it looks nicer. Nicer grain and tex’ure.”
John nodded and Sam started pushing the strapped stacks to the end of the truck bed, and Brutus and John carried them into the barn side of the barn, which was a sparse woodworking shop with a nearly depleted barrel storage area and what looked like a new concrete floor like a warehouse. They stacked them just inside the door, and it took only a few minutes to move all eighteen stacks.
He’d gotten his first lesson in cooping. Well, maybe the first two lessons. The first one was: find suppliers and vendors who care as much about your product as he did about his. And the second was: always do business with people who could be trusted to honor a handshake.
What a far cry from what he’d learned over the years, but it seemed right to him. A third lesson might be to treat your customer as if he were good friends with your mama and wouldn’t hesitate to call.
John bet they didn’t teach that in any of the Ivy League business schools.
The outside of the barn house was quaint, but the inside, on the house side, was swank—it looked like it came right out of an Ikea catalog. It was a multi-leveled open plan where the second floor had its own indoor balcony overlooking the living room below, which had a stone fireplace on the back wall to the right. The kitchen had granite counters and stainless appliances, including a double-oven. Pendant lights hung twenty feet from the exposed pegged timber beams held tight with metal tension cabling.
John whistled. “Nice place, Brutus!”
On the far side of the living room was a large desk up against the wall that separated the living area from the shop. It was framed by bookshelves stuffed full of very boring-looking books and collections of books, hardcovers, mostly.
“You wanna beer?”
John said, “Yeah—I didn’t know coopering paid so well!” He sat at the breakfast bar while Brutus grabbed a couple of bottles from the fridge.
“It don’t, not really. I went off to Athens for ’bout seven years, then worked six years in Atlanta. Got tired of it, so I came back. Been workin’ on this place for years. It’s comin’ together.” He popped the caps with a bottle opener and put one of the bottles on the bar in front of John as it started to foam from the top just a little.
The bottles were dark glass, and they had a generic label—and by generic, we’re talking office supply labels. The labels said, “Red’s Red. Keep Cold and Don’t Tell NOBODY.”
When Brutus saw John frowning at the label, he said, “Local made. Red Joyner makes it—You know Red; he the one that plays the bass at church. He calls it a red beer, but it’s really a Vienna lager. It’s good, though. Got a nice light sweet taste to it.”
They drank, and John spun his stool around to look across the living room.
It was damn good dark lager, actually. He drank some more, savored it, and then said, “What are all the books for? Making barrels?”
“Those is for reference and whatnot.”
“Don’t see any fiction in there.”
“Ever notice how the don’t call it ‘non-true,’ or somethin’ like that? It’s fiction and nonfiction. Like you don’t call it true, you just say it’s non-false. False and non-false...”
They drank some more, and then John said, “So... Mr. Gains is the Hopewell sisters’ grandfather.”
Brutus leaned on the counter on the other side, “They all that’s left of the Hopewells.”
“What about Mrs. Gains?”
“She went about the same time that Latanya’s daddy did. Mr. Gains the last of ’em.”
John took a drink from the bottle, and then lowered it to see the label, “Last of who?”
He could tell that Brutus wanted to answer, that it wasn’t completely his decision not to. Brutus kept letting things leak out conversationally here and there. He’d done it the day before, and he’d just shared a little more. Dyin’ young was common in Stump, Georgia, he’d said.
But the dog had reached the end of the chain.
John took another drink and then said, “A man’s business is his own. So’s a town’s, sometimes.”
Brutus rubbed at his palms, and John scratched his shaggy face again.
Then Brutus said, “You ever hearda somethin’ called ‘foot-binding’?”
“Heard of it. Why?”
“’Bout a thousand years ago, they started it in China. It lasted until about a hundred years ago, mebbe a little less... You don’t wanna see what that does to a human foot. But here’s the thing about it: after the binds have been on for a while, I hear if you take ’em off, you could die a shock. There’s some things you can do to a man that he learns to live with, no matter what. It’s what he has to do to live with it, what he has to do to hisself. It becomes like a scar—you cain’t just rip off a scar ’cause it’s ugly, like you cain’t just cut those binds off yo’ feet...”
The peacemaker hoped that the point had been gotten. It had. John said, “I get it.”
“We best be gettin’ back.”
They stood and finished their beers.
There was a reason why it was wise to whisper the devil’s name; he just might hear you—especially if you’re talking about his handiwork.
Brutus had to store the raw staves he’d gotten in, so he’d just dropped John off and said he’d see them for dinner. Malcolm was gone, and Lariah was still in school (he figured).
John’s room was back on the right side of the dining room; Malcolm’s room and Lariah’s room were down the hall on the back left corner of it, where the bathroom was. John liked to plan his little excursions to the bathroom when Malcolm was out, to minimize the chance of being in there at the wrong time.
He was headed to the can when he stopped in the hall.
Malcolm’s room was across the way from it. The door was closed, but it was a simple dented metal knob, no keyhole.
John thought about what was so terrible that had happened. What was worse than a little girl watching her mother die and then going blind? To have that as the last big thing you ever saw in life? ...Or being the last of a family line? ...And...last of whom?
He reached for the little knob, checked back down toward the dining room, and figured he could just see what it looked like in there. If caught, he could tell Malcolm he was just seeing if he was home. He could close the door if he heard Malcolm come in. It was surely doable.
What he couldn’t do, however, was look Malcolm in the eye if he did it. A building could be rebuilt if it were destroyed, but it wouldn’t be the same building. They rebuilt Nagasaki and Hiroshima. But once the bomb was dropped, it was dropped forever; it couldn’t be taken back. And a wicked thing done could be accounted for, it could be redressed, but it could never be undone.
As much as he was really curious about it all, this time, the dog stopped on its own before it got to the end of its chain.
“Hi, Mr. Gains, can I get another pack of smokes off you?”
Mr. Gains was watching the small TV at the end of the counter. He didn’t lean so far back this time, though. Mr. Gains reached up, pulled a pack, and put it on the counter, and then he found John’s slip and made a note.
John noticed that “White” had been crossed out and next to it was written “Dutch.”
“Thanks!” said John as he flipped the pack with a nod, “—Oh, do you have any razors? I really need a shave.”
Mr. Gains pointed to the shelves along the back with his knuckle.
When John returned with a bag of disposables (there wasn’t any shaving cream), he put it on the counter so Mr. Gains could see the price sticker on it. Another note was made on the slip.
“Your granddaughter said you carried them.” When Mr. Gains looked up quickly, John added, “Lalana. She and Latanya are very nice ladies.”
Was the white boy lusting over his granddaughters? Or was it just a genuine compliment? Mr. Gains wasn’t sure. He didn’t know if he should be worried or not, and he looked at the holes in the far pastel blue wall.
“Brutus took me by to get some cider for Malcolm today.”
Mr. Gains still wasn’t sure, but he was polite about it as he removed his hand from under the counter.
It took two razors and a pint of blood to get the beard off, but boy was it worth it.
When John entered the dining room, his face with half a dozen nips of toilet paper on it, Freeman said, “What? No Viking tonight?”
“What?” said Lariah.
They were all sitting at the table waiting for Malcolm to bring out the ham hocks and beans. There was a large bottle of Tabasco already on the table for Brutus, and bowls.
Brutus told her, “Dutch shaved his whiskers.”
“I want to see!” as she held her hand up.
John sat next to Brutus, “Maybe to tomorrow. I did a number on my face when I shaved it.”
Freeman said, “Looks like he use barbed wire.” He was sure to pronounce the “ed” at end of “barbed.”
Freeman said grace, and Brutus had slathered the Tabasco on, and they commenced. After the initial wave, Malcolm said, “Baby, you ready to come back home? Or are you still having fun at Miss Tybee’s?”
Lariah said, “Tonight? I don’t have my stuff.”
“Tomorrow.”
Tomorrow was Thursday, Malcolm would be up all night. That would make it safe, John assumed the reasoning to be. It wasn’t a bad way to do it, he thought, if it were his kid.
When Malcolm said, “Bring it to church with you tomorrow night,” Lariah’s spoon tipped a little. It was the reminder of church, of Lalana’s being there to sing her solo that tipped it. Brutus hit his bowl with more Tabasco. He dashed the bottle a half-dozen times, and that was on top of the first half-dozen. Brutus didn’t mix it in, he poured it on top like gravy, and then skimmed that part of the beans with his spoon.
John’s dad loved Tabasco sauce. He raved about how it was the same recipe that American cowboys would have enjoyed, and all the generations since. It was simple, just peppers, vinegar, and a tiny touch of salt—even with his high blood pressure, John’s dad could have all the Tabasco he wanted; the other pepper and hot sauces were loaded with salt, which James could not have. He once told John that every time he opened a bottle of Tabasco, that generations of American ghosts would come out and sit a spell with them, cowboys, soldiers from the trenches, folks doing the best they could through the American Dust Bowl and Depression, the boys at Pearl Harbor... And because, as James had said, no true American home should be without a bottle of Tabasco, it had been the first thing John had gotten when he and Elsa had bought their little place (her little place now).
John watched Brutus with the Tabasco, and then he blurted out, “—You guys like chicken wings?”
Malcolm said, “I don’t do much chicken.”
“But you like hot and spicy, don’t you?”
Freeman said, “The hotter the better. But no one around here coops chickens anymore.”
“Is store-bought chicken a sin?” asked John.
It wasn’t, depending; but it was always best to do business locally, explained Freeman, because that way you know what you’re getting, and you support your own community. Who knows what those big chicken corporations fed their birds? Maybe it was okay, but who really knows for sure?
“I don’t do much chicken,” repeated Malcolm.
“I could do them,” offered John tentatively. It was Malcolm’s sacred kitchen, after all, and the whole town supported that designation.
Everyone looked at Malcolm, who was still chewing on a piece of meat from the beans. He finished, took a drink of water, and then said, “In my kitchen?”
John said, “It’s not much in the way of cooking. Cut up the wings, deep fat fry them in oil—”
“—Lard,” said Malcolm.
Freeman said, “Vegetable oil is an ox-moron.”
“Lard, then,” said John, returning a confused expression from Freeman to Malcolm, “And then you dip them in the sauce. I got a recipe.”
Brutus was shaking the Tabasco into his bowl, Lariah was picking at her food, and Freeman had his spoon in his bowl, his hand on his hip where he sat, and was waiting for Malcolm to say, “No.”
But instead of saying that, Malcolm said, “Not much of a recipe. Butter and hot sauce.”
“I don’t use butter. And it’s more than hot sauce.”
“That so?” said Malcolm, maybe just a tidily-bit interested. But still, “No one goes in my kitchen when I’m open. There’s no room, and I don’t want anything mixing while I’m smoking.”
Brutus wanted to know how hot. The recipe was one John had made plenty of times—before he’d married Elsa. Elsa did not like spicy food, and that meant that John couldn’t like it, either. He’d need chili powder... And cayenne. Latanya’s cayenne would probably make it even better. And her paprika, too. And Lalana’s vinegar... He slowly built the wing sauce in his head.
“Hot enough for you. I guarantee it.”
They ate, and the conversation had turned to old time TV. Freeman said, “All I’m saying to you, is that if I had a hot young genie dressed in a slinky nighty running around my house, she wouldn’t be squeezing into some little bottle every night.” It was gospel that night, the Thompson Community Singers—The Tommys. John had never heard them before, but Lariah had said that it was them.
Brutus said, “But that don’t make him gay. Mebbe he a Mormon. You don’t know.”
Freeman said, “What about that other one?”
Brutus said, “Major Healy?”
“That one. What about him? Was he a Mormon, too? Are you going to tell me that two clean cut, fancy-dressing white boys—”
“They’s in the Air Farce, they din’t have no choice ’bout that. Haircuts, neither. They’s just clean cut—mebbe that’s why they joined the Air Farce.”
Freeman leaned back and cocked his head, “So, are you telling me that all the folks in the Air Force are Mormons? Is that it? Next, you’re going to tell me that the Marines are all Quakers.”
“Whatchu think, Dutch?”
John said, “Two clean cut, fancy-dressing white boys spending more time with each other than the hot blonde neither of them ever hit? Don’t drop the soap...”
Lariah laughed though she shouldn’t have, but she knew she could get away with it since her dad had already started clearing the table and had taken the first load back to the kitchen sink.
Freeman said in his magical voice, “Exactly my contender.”
John was sitting with his hands folded on the table, “You mean, ‘contention’?”
“—That, too.”
John nodded and then said, “It’s not true, you know.”
“What ain’t?”
“That hot chicks prefer fat dumpy white guys with a comb-over. That’s just the commercials.”
Lariah said, “Is that what you look like?”
“I don’t have the comb-over.”
“He got hair down to his booty,” said Brutus.
“Really?”
John stood as best he could over the table, took her hand and placed it on his head, “No.”
She felt his hair down to where it ended just above his shoulder, “Silky.”
Malcolm came out of the kitchen for the next run of dishes for the sink, and paused at the counter when he saw his little girl touching the Dutchboy.
John and Brutus saw Malcolm standing there, but Brutus said, “I was talkin’ ’bout his hair.”
Everyone watched while her hand came around to his face. Her fingertips felt along his razor-mutilated cheek to his nose, her touch so soft that it didn’t knock the any of the nips of toilet paper off. Then they floated down to his lips, then back up to his eye socket. Malcolm started stacking the remaining plates, and she pulled her hand away.
“Brutus,” said Malcolm, “you want to take the leftovers?” then he went back toward the counter. Malcolm used his refrigerator for things he still needed to cook and the bottom half for the Cokes he served with dinner. He didn’t have room for leftovers if he could help it.
The Tommy’s were burning it down with “He’ll Make it Alright,” a vocal jam that had probably made every seat in the house pointless wastes of good stompin’ room.
When Malcolm was out back checking out the stack of pecan, John meandered out, too, well after him. He lit a cigarette and stood away from Malcolm where the stack was. It was almost too dark to see, but not quite, and the bugs were going on and on from the tree line.
“Sorry,” said John.
Malcolm kicked a piece of wood into place.
“I know that when I’m talking to someone,” said John, “I like to know who I’m talking to, that’s all.”
Malcolm walked around the pile (it was a small pile yet).
John fished a cigarette out, lit it, and then felt the need to continue, “All she knows about me is that I’m a big crazy white dude. I know she’s been curious. I didn’t mean to piss you off.”
“Wasn’t pissed,” said Malcolm gently, “Just wasn’t ready for it.”
When he kicked another piece of wood into place, a few logs rolled down it. Malcolm kicked them to the bottom. “They need more splitting. They’re too big.”
“How much smaller?”
“Not much. It’s about surface area for these ones. The sugar maple, it doesn’t matter, they’re just for the heat. But the pecan is for the smoking, so you want more surface area—that’s a nasty habit.”
John let the exhale dissipate, “You smoke.”
“Doesn’t matter what I do. It’s still a nasty habit.”
“One of many. Sad thing is, I quit for twenty years.”
“Twenty years? When did you start back up?”
“What’s today? Tuesday? Saturday, I think. The one we bet for would have been the first if I had won.”
That brought a wag of the head. When Malcolm was done showing his disapproval, he said, “You and Brutus seem to be getting on...”
“Brutus is a good guy. He’s not what you’d expect when you first meet him.”
“Most people aren’t. That’s part of the problem with the world.”
John could see how that was true. Good men got shafted by that, but the bad guys depended on it. “He’s going to drive me around to fetch the rest of the spices tomorrow. Is that a problem?”
“I didn’t say you had to walk it. That wasn’t the agreement. But don’t forget that Brutus has work to do, too.”
“I know. I’m going to help him. Like an apprentice, sort of.”
That seemed to surprise Malcolm, and John added, “Gets me out of your hair for a while, and it makes up a little for his running me around.”
Malcolm started for the back door, “These ones are fine, just hit the rest of them a little tighter and I’ll mix them in together.”
The bourbon jar was still on the top shelf in the back in his room. It was the same bourbon that Malcolm used. What had Brutus said? About not going soft?
He got up from the sea shells and crabs, fetched the jar, and then took a greedy sip.
Then another, and that was enough.
It was pure artistry. Freeman was just as dedicated to what he did as Malcolm and Brutus were to what they did. And the Hopewell sisters, he was quite sure. Freeman had mentioned that the jar had come from the very first batch of the new millennium (his word). That made it eleven or twelve years old. It had aged for that long in one of Brutus’s charred white oak barrels. John could taste it, too. It seemed like nothing was rushed in Stump, Georgia. No corners were cut, nothing that could be locally produced by someone you know was ever replaced by something pre-packaged just because it was cheaper or more convenient. John was sure he could market everything made there in Stump, Georgia, if he could just find a way to produce it in the right quantities, get the right packaging and the right approvals and permits. Mass production was the key to maximum profits, and if he could mass produce what Stump, Georgia, offered, they’d all be rich, rich, rich.
Tomorrow would be one week in Stump, Georgia. It had been a day, and a month since he’d he first arrived. It surprised him how fast one life could be swapped for another. On paper in every key metric, John’s life had been a total down grade. Funny, but it didn’t feel that way to John, despite all the crap. He was beginning to wonder if he’d been using the right “key metrics.” In fact, as he thought about it, “metrics” may not even be the appropriate way to define a life—maybe.
Ray Charles had lost his sight from Glaucoma, too, and at about the same age, maybe a little sooner. He’d gone to school at the Florida School for the Deaf and Blind. If he could get to some kind of computer that was connected to the Internet, he might get some information on it.
Where do you think you’re going?! What are you doing here?!
John didn’t care. He ignore the verbal assault. It mostly sounded like droning wind anyway, and he’d just imagine that to be the case. They weren’t real voices anyway, just his bruised head and ringing ears doing the audio version of seeing shapes in clouds.
It had taken a week, but he had real clothes, a real bed, real blankets, a real pillow, and a clean face. He still had a fat wad of fifties, too. He could use a suit for church. Brutus would take him to get a suit if he asked, especially since it was for church. He also needed to find a place to wash his clothes.
Maybe tomorrow.
John sat on the pecan log wrapping his hands with some rags he’d made from his old shirt. He’d already unwrapped the axe, it was leaning against the log next to him and the both he and the axe were sizing up what kind of effort it was going to take to split the remaining cylinders.
He slid off the log, but the axe wanted to take a few more minutes to consider the job ahead, so he decided to take a closer look at the eight remaining pecans in the stand. When he was next to the first one, the one in the corner closest to the deer trail toward the old cemetery, he discovered that the two trees beyond it formed a virtually straight line. He hadn’t noticed it before because the woods had been encroaching into their little stand for years, but the trunks were in a straight line, like telephone poles along the highway
The trees going off in the other direction also formed a straight line. That was strange.
He decided to walk off the distance between them, it was 38 paces between each, which was deceptive because they were just growing together, as if they were all holding hands. The distance from the first corner tree to the second tree running out and away from the old cemetery was 38 paces. The third tree, at the far corner, was 38 paces.
He turned the corner and continued to follow the perimeter that he could now perceive to be a square. The middle tree in that row was 38 paces. The third corner was another 38 paces. Another left turn on the far side, and then 38 paces, and then another 38 paces to the fourth corner before turning left again back to the first corner. The dead pecan was the middle tree of what had been nine trees.
Someone had planted, or transplanted, those trees. John didn’t know how old they were, but one had already died, the anchor tree in the middle. He knew apple trees could live to be more than a hundred years old. These had to be at least that old, judging from the size of them. Maybe they might have been there since the civil war—maybe even longer. He didn’t know too much about trees.
The morning was getting old and the axe was calling. He hadn’t noticed any saplings or other pecans, and that was such a curiosity. These transplants looked healthy, but there was just no offspring.
Oh, well, he needed to get the next load stacked before Brutus came by.
On the way back out to Valdosta, John sat between Brutus, who was driving, and Freeman, who was wedged into the window. His and Freeman’s feet were cramped together on the passenger side.
John had commented about how no one in Stump, Georgia, had TV’s, except Mr. Gains, who always seemed to have it on, but there never seemed to be anything actually on it.
“’Cause they ain’t nothin’ but crap on the TV.”
“You got that right,” said the golden voice.
That was true, thought John. The last movie he’d seen was about two gay cowboys, and he told the other two about that.
“I know the one,” said Freeman, “That ‘Humpback Mountain,’ right?”
“Yeah, close enough, except there were no whales in it.”
Freeman said, “Well, how would a whale get on top of a mountain?”
“It wouldn’t, Free.”
“Then... How realistical of a whale movie could it be?”
“It wasn’t... There were no... You’re right, Free; ‘Humpback Mountain’ was a bad movie to watch if you like whales.”
“Hollywood just puts out the worst kind of trite.”
“Tripe?”
“—That, too.”
Brutus said, “That the one that din’t have no vampires in it? I don’t like vampires.”
“They all have vampires and werewolves these days,” said John, “The last one had a human girl pregnant with a vampire baby.”
Freeman leaned forward to look better at John, “You don’t say.”
John shrugged, “Yeah, it’s where we get baseball from.”
“How you figger that?”
“You see, the baby is part human, and part vampire, right? In other words, a hum-pire. Without them, there’d be no baseball...”
There was a pause, and then they laughed.
Brutus’s laugh ended with a loud sigh, “...You funny, Dutch.”
The sign in the window of the menswear store, the local outpost of a big chain, said “Buy One, Get One!!!!!”
In very tiny letters below that, it said, “50% off.”
Below that in even tinier letters, which Freeman narrated, it said, “Must be of equal or lesser value. Select items only. Exclusions may apply. Cannot be combined with other offers, discounts, or coupons. Void where prohibited. Participation, styles, and availability may vary by location. Each store independently owned and operated. Shipping not included. Alterations extra. No Substitutions. Not available in Alaska or Hawaii. Prices subject to change without notice. Limited time offer. Not responsible for misprints in any advertising media. All rights reserved.” Freeman was hunched over reading it aloud in his magical voice for a quite-eloquent sermon. Especially the last part, “All Rights...” Freeman stood and raised a finger, “All rights... Reserved,” with a righteous shake of his head.
John was pulling on the door, “Reserved for what?”
“—Did not say,” said Freeman, still preachin’.
The Big & Tall sections are always in the back of the store, unless it’s a Big & Tall store. That’s where they headed. John had had lots of suits, not that he wore them often (business casual policy). He wondered where they were, what Elsa had done with them. Maybe they were still hanging in his closet, maybe they were ashes. Maybe Elsa’s new guy was wearing them. They did that, you know, dressed up various other primates in people-clothes. It was funny until someone had to change the little diapers. Either way, he was now living in Stump, Georgia, and he needed Sunday-Go-To-Meetin’ duds.
He found an olive-colored three button, and Brutus grunted, “Huh-unh. You’s goin’ to church, not the office.”
“What’s a good church-goin’ suit then?”
“Black. Always wear black on Sunday mornings.”
Freeman added, “It’s a sign of respect for our Lord.”
John purse his lips, “So, did Jesus prefer a two button or one of the newer 3-button tunics?”
“—Huh?”
John shook his head to wave it off; he didn’t need one more thing to stick out about him, that was for sure. He wandered down the rack, pausing a few times to push back the pile so he could see a coat while the sales attendant ignored them. They were mostly two-button coats and he was set on a three-button because it hid his little paunch better.
Brutus was at a table looking at all the silk and silk-ish polyester ties. Freeman was reading another sign stand to himself.
John found a coat and brought it to Brutus, “What do you think about this one?”
“That’s nice. I like it.”
The salesman, an older black gentleman in short silver hair and a swanky suit and dazzling pink tie stood behind the horseshoe counter in the middle of the store. John hung the coat on an end cap, and then squatted at a cube matrix filled with wrapped button-down dress shirts.
Brutus had selected a tie, a yellow one with paisleys in black, and he hung it over the shoulder of the suit. He was staring at the tie on the coat when John returned with a few white shirts (when in doubt about the venue, always go with white shirts).
“Maybe I should go the other direction... Go with an all-white suit for church...”
Brutus said, “Yeah, that old-time plantation look would make you real pop’lar in Stump, Georgia.”
“Right... I was thinking more along the lines of Colonel Sanders... He was a sharp dressing man, but point taken.”
Freeman’s head prairie dogged up from behind another legal advertising sign, “You say somethin’ about the Colonel’s chicken? Sounds great, I’m all for that. The Colonel makes some mighty detesible chicken, especially that original recipe (don’t like that extra crispy, though; it hurts my gums).”
It took John an extra moment to decipher this one, then he whispered to himself, “Ah, delectable...”
The salesman was still busy checking shoes in boxes on the counter; apparently the three Big & Tall hillbillies didn’t warrant even a simple greeting.
John said to Brutus, “Nice tie,” and then he started scanning the pants rack for his size.
Brutus was still staring at the tie when John returned with the pants. John liked the tie Brutus had picked out, so he just needed dark socks, shoes, and something to keep his pants up.
The door opened and an elderly couple entered, he in a nice brown suit, she in a red blouse and skirt. The salesman came out from the safety counter and greeted them. How were they today? Could he help them find anything? He’d be right there if they had any questions.
Brutus was still staring at the tie and suit when John set two pairs of dress socks on top of the end cap next to the coat and pants.
Brutus didn’t wear a suit to church; he wore that black jogging pant suit.
“Why don’t you wear a suit?” asked John.
“For one thing, cain’t never find my size.”
“Bullshit. They got your size here. Let’s look.”
Brutus said, “Naw, man. ’S just get what you need and go. I ain’t wore a suit in years.”
Freeman, having read all the disclaimers, had come along by that point.
John said, “Let’s just look. What’s it going to hurt?”
The elderly couple had some questions and the salesman was right there with the answers, patiently, lovingly coddling them with gentle answers.
“I don’t need no suit. Ain’t like I’ma buy one.”
“Buy one, get one (half-off, exclusions apply),” coaxed John, and Freeman reminded them, “Not available in Alaska or Hawaii.”
“And this isn’t Alaska, so come on.”
John was at the end of the rack, the very end, pushing back the coats. Brutus and Freeman followed him, and after the third or fourth push-in, Brutus said sheepishly, “That one don’t look too bad.”
John pulled it and held it up to him for eye-sizing, and Brutus almost blushed as he pushed it away, “Man, this ain’t the five and dime, and you ain’t my mama!”
“Then try it on,” said John as he pulled the hangar out of it.
Brutus waved his hands, “Naw, man. ’S okay.”
“You don’t like it?”
Brutus re-examined it, really surveyed it, and the approval was clear on his face, “It’s sweet. But I ain’t gonna buy it.”
“Try it on!”
But Brutus was only staring at it, so John got frustrated, “For shit’s sake, Bru, just try it on! It’s not going to bite you!”
“Brutus,” said Freeman, “Just try it on before he wets himself.”
Brutus relented with a loud exasperated sigh, “You high maintenance!” But he slid his arm into the sleeve as John held it up for him, and then the other, and then he smoothed down the collars.
John started to button the button for him, but Brutus slapped his hand and pursed his lips. After the pause of that, he buttoned it himself and then smoothed down the front.
It was a nice coat, he had to admit, and it did actually fit him. A little tight, just a little, but wearable. He flexed his arms in it, and then bent his arm and checked the pull back on the sleeve. It was just about right.
Then he unbuttoned it and started pulling it off, “Happy now?”
“You like it?”
Freeman said, “It looks good on you. Very dapper.”
Brutus shrugged as he put it back on its hangar. He was about to put it back on the rack when John said, “I bet that would really catch Latanya’s eye... Let’s get it.”
“I cain’t afford it.”
“Buy one, get one (half off, subject to change).”
“Not responsible for misprints.”
“Come on, I’ll buy it for you.”
Brutus seemed a little offended at that, “Why would you do that?”
“Because... Well, because we’re friends, aren’t we? Trust me, I’m going to be relying on you much more than you will ever need from me. Let me treat you this one time, Bru.”
And then John had another compelling thought, “Call it a way to pay for all the gas you’ve been using on my account, plus your time and trouble. Can’t a friend do something nice for a friend?”
“Friend?” said Brutus with a touch of incredulity, “No one said we was friends, son.”
“Sure, maybe new friends, but are you saying we’re not friends?”
Brutus checked Freeman’s reaction to that. It actually appeared to be sympathetic to Dutchboy’s position. And besides, what was the truth? “...No, I ain’t saying that.”
John snickered, “Good, because you two are about the closest friends I have in this life.”
The salesman wasn’t answering any questions at the moment, but he was hovering around the old couple just in case they might develop any. John thought he might as well just leave the money on the counter. He didn’t want to linger much longer.
“But,” said Freeman, “We’re hitting the Colonel’s drive through on the way out, though, right?”
Brutus arrived at the church forty-five minutes early, and walked across the way to the old church. He wanted to get there on time, but wanted to be the last to enter.
He’d shaved the scraggle, his hair was pulled back, and he was in the new suit and yellow tie (John had picked out another one since Brutus seemed to like that one so much). But Brutus was having second thoughts about having worn the suit, and was debating the merits of running home and changing.
Malcolm was impressed with the suit, and John, also in his new suit, was telling Brutus, “...No, don’t!”
“I feel like a monkey in a circus!”
“But you look like a million bucks!” said John.
“You do look pretty sharp, cuz,” agreed Malcolm.
“I’m sweatin’!” said Brutus as he sat and fanned himself with Malcolm’s Atlanta Journal.
John sat next to him, “If you don’t change, nothing will change. Next week will just be like last week.”
Brutus said, “Last week was a good week—”
“Not for me, it wasn’t.”
Malcolm said, “Me, either.”
After he rolled his eyes at Malcolm’s little barb, John said, “But you want next week to be better than last week. You look sharp.”
Brutus was just about convinced when John said, “By the way, is it too late for you to do my taxes?”
Brutus exploded out of his seat, “That’s it! I’ma change!” and John jumped up to head him off before he got to the door, “Hey-Hey-Hey! I’m just kidding, man. Take a joke! Look at me, I look the same as you!”
“That’ll be the day...” said Brutus.
By that point Malcolm was also standing between Brutus and the door while Brutus fidgeted in the suit he was regretting. Malcolm said, “Honestly, cuz, you look very sharp.” He straightened Brutus’s tie.
Brutus was sweating again, and it wasn’t getting cooler standing there, so he moped back to his seat and resumed fanning, “It’s hot today. Ain’t it hotter out today?”
Malcolm wandered back, “It’s not like you’ve never worn a suit before. It’s not like no one’s seen you wear a suit before.”
Brutus stopped the fanning. Now his arm was sweating from the workout. “Been years and years... And I wasn’t so fat then. I feel like someone done squeezed me into a sausage.”
John wondered when Brutus had worn a suit, but he didn’t ask because he assumed it had been to a funeral.
“’S just go in las’,” said Brutus, “and sit in the back.”
That was a good idea, thought John. After all, he’d not exactly endeared himself the last time he’d gone to Thursday night service.
Malcolm said, “I feel like I’m babysitting two invalids.”
They were standing on the porch, and Malcolm wasn’t happy about the decision to wait until after the choir finished the worship. There’d be just a minute while the choir took their seats behind the preacher, and people would be settling into the pews, and they could sneak in and sit in the back during the commotion. But either for his size or apprehension, Brutus had walked much too slowly and everyone had found seats more quickly than normal, and Reverend Hunter was already into the announcements when the back door opened.
The three of them froze like teenagers caught panty raiding, Brutus on the left, John on the right, and Malcolm in the middle. Reverend Hunter paused in the middle of his sentence, and every neck craned. There was a whisper, and neither John nor Brutus knew if he or the other had been the topic of it. Brutus’s knees locked, and he was already blushing. John was the proverbial deer in the tank sites, and Malcolm founding himself nudging them both to the nearest pew, the very same pew John had sat in the week before, almost to the minute.
All they had to do was just slide into the pew and sit and then the show would be over—at least the catwalk portion of it.
The back pews were largely free, but they were still sparsely occupied, and everyone had to wait while the three of them “excused” and “pardon me’d” inch at a time into it as the current occupants slid down to make room for them. Everyone watched them do it.
For that reason, they all sat too quickly, and John hadn’t gotten in far enough because there were people at the end of the pew and he didn’t want to weird them out. When they all sat, they were bunched up practically on each others’ laps, so much so that Brutus, wedged against the arm rest, couldn’t get his left leg down. He shifted and did his best to look as though he were crossing his legs, but the suit was just a smidge too tight, and he couldn’t quite get his leg to stay up, so he held it there faking it even though it was sliding up and down and he was shifting on the one butt cheek touching the seat.
Brutus leaned over and whispered so softly that people up in Clinch County could hear him, “Scoot in!” But there was an older couple sitting at the other end, and John was afraid to sit too closely, so he refused to move. When Malcolm caught on to the problem, he sighed and flipped his hand for them to stand back up. Malcolm stood, but John didn’t want to lift his head above the safety of the trench, and Brutus couldn’t stand because he was off-balance and had only one leg that could be used.
So, Malcolm tried to re-sit, but when he’d stood, Brutus has flowed into the vacancy like runny mud, and he found himself sitting on their laps, violently wiggling his ass trying to burrow it in deep enough to reach the seat. But he couldn’t, and he didn’t want to climb over John to the other side, so he stood back up and hissed, “Get up!” while everybody watched.
When they’d stood, Malcolm pushed Brutus back out, and pulled John out so he could get in first. John wasn’t sure what the plan was, and he and Brutus danced to get around each other, each mumbling, “Pardon me,” “’Scuze me,” “Sorry,” “My bad...”
The little dance made Brutus even more anxious to sit, his butt really, really wanted to hide in that seat. He shoved his butt down into the pew, pushing Malcolm out of the way and bunching him into John, who also was desperate to get back into the bunker before the first shell hit.
Not wanting to make a scene by having Brutus stand back up (if even he could make Brutus rise at that point), Malcolm squeezed one leg over Brutus and then got stuck that way, straddling Brutus and his butt shoving the pew in front of him and jostling the congregants sitting on it. His efforts to not further jostle the front pew, though, made him look almost as if he were an amateur awkwardly trying to give Brutus a unwanted lap dance as he tried to get the other leg over.
Malcolm lost his balance in the process, not helped at all by John who was trying to get Brutus to scoot the hell over. Brutus was clinging to the arm rest though, as if he were dangling from an open air-hatch midflight. Malcolm hopped to keep his balance as he dragged his other leg over Brutus, and John was already trying to hobble over Brutus’s lap as well. A few more hops, another few violent shoves on the front pew, and they were nice and ensconced in the back pew.
Malcolm was apologizing with a smile, trying to look dignified; Brutus was blushing even more, and smiling; and John was smiling at his own crotch, not wanting to lift his face where everyone would find out that he was a white guy—the white guy. Because, you know, maybe they hadn’t already noticed.
Meanwhile, Reverend Hunter waited patiently while the entire congregation and the choir, and the four musicians in the praise band watched the three Kings of Smooth quietly slip in and take their seats without anyone being wise to it.
A few at a time, the heads returned to Reverend Hunter, and when they all had, he couldn’t resist saying, “You can’t sneak up on the Lord!”
There was laughter. Laughter was better than pitchforks, though.
The reverend said, “You all situated now?”
The three boys in the back said simultaneously, “Uh, yes, reverend,” and “We good,” and a mumbled, “(Thanks for asking...).”
And from somewhere, a magical voice muttered, “Exclusions may apply.”
After the service, John was out fast. Brutus lingered, and Malcolm was waiting for Lariah. They were all milling about, both inside and outside, and John got the sense that some of the others would have talked to him if they had known what to say. For his part, John was eager to get back to the old church, but there was someone with whom he needed to speak.
When Miss Tybee came out of the church, John was waiting for her.
“Hello, Miss Tybee.”
“Well, hello, Mr. Dutch.”
“It’s just... Dutch, no mister—especially for you.”
He held his hand up and she shook it like a lady, not the man-grip seen in offices, but with her fingers pointed down into his grip. “I wanted to thank you for helping me.”
“You’re welcome, young man. You’re looking much better. How are Malcolm and you getting on?”
“Malcolm’s great.”
“Wonderful. Lariah speaks well of you.”
Lalana and Latanya came through the door slowly, each holding an arm of Mr. Gains, who was taking small steps and causing a bunch-up at the egress.
“Lariah’s a very sweet young lady.”
Miss Tybee nodded, “I’m glad to see you’re doing well. I’ll be over for supper tomorrow night.”
“Yes, Ma’am,” said John, pulling his eyes from Lalana, as they walked Mr. Gains toward the store. Miss Tybee said, “You know, memories can be like a big ol’ anchor.”
“Ma’am?”
“Memories are like anchors. Sometimes you just need to cut them loose and see where the tide takes you.”
John was putting that one together when she abruptly smiled and said, “I’ll see you tomorrow night, Dutch.”
It was Thursday night, the start of Malcolm’s marathon kitchen session, and he was in the back pulling the membranes off the ribs and chopping the tips off with a cleaver.
Lariah had gone to bed (it was a school night), and the reverend, Brutus, and John were sitting in the barely-lit dining room with the tape player down low. It was Mississippi John Hurt that night.
They were sitting in a booth, and most of the lights were off in the dining room, and Malcolm was chopping loudly in the back. Reverend Hunter had passed on the bourbon this time, but then, he hadn’t just almost died like last time. Brutus and John were well into it, and John was feeling just a little gushy from it.
Brutus was talking about how black folks were being portrayed on TV.
“Please,” said John, “You got it lucky.”
“How you figger that?”
“You watch TV?”
Both he and the reverend did watch TV on occasion.
“Every commercial has a DAWG in it.”
?
“DAWG: Dumb-Assed White Guy. We’re always portrayed as the biggest losers. Our wives have to do all our thinking for us. The black neighbors are always smarter. The Latinos are smarter. Seriously, every time you see a white guy these days, he’s either so stupid he needs help breathing, or he’s getting his ass kicked by some model in high heels. Just watch, you’ll see.”
Brutus took another sip, “You know what we call that?”
“Stereotyping? Political Correctness?”
“Reality TV.”
He and the reverend thought that was funny. John was a good sport about it.
When the laughing subsided, Reverend Hunter said, “Dutch, can I ask you something?”
“Sure.”
“If this is too personal, I won’t get offended if you don’t answer... What are you wanted for?”
John took another sip of his own, “For a town that likes its secrets so much, you all sure do talk a lot.” He took another sip, let it wooze down, and then said, “I don’t mind telling you, but you won’t believe me. You’ll think I’m bullshitting you.”
“It’s alright,” said the preacher, “I understand.”
“No, seriously. If I told you what I was running from, you’d think I was lying to you about it.”
“Would you be?”
“Nope. (sip).”
Brutus said, “Try us.”
John filled his little glass from the mason jar, and then poured the last of it into Brutus’s.
“Well, I’m wanted for...being a black man.”
No reaction.
“Seriously. Federal government said I frauded them.”
“Well, didja?”
“Nah. My boss did that. But he blamed me.”
The reverend asked, “Why would anyone confuse you for being black?”
John scratched his head and laughed, “Well... I was born in South Africa.”
“—Get out!” said Reverend Hunter.
“Why do you think Malcolm calls me Dutch-boy? So... I go in to get my I.D., and the lady at the counter asks me what race I am, so I said, ‘African-American.’”
The other two laughed, and Brutus admitted to the logic of it, “You African...”
“And American. But that wasn’t a choice on the computer, so she entered me as ‘black.’”
Brutus said, “That, by itself, ain’t fraud unless you tried to get some gov’ment money for it.”
“I didn’t. But my boss ran a company that had a contract with the Department of Defense that was set aside for minority-owned businesses. Only he didn’t have any minorities, so he made me the token black guy.”
Brutus scooted away angrily, “Man, I thought you was on the level!”
John was smiling when he took the next sip, and then he leaned over, pulled his wallet, and then pulled his I.D. from it. “You’ll believe that I was a serial killer, but not this?” He smacked the I.D. down on the table, and Brutus and Reverend Hunter wedged in together to see it. Brutus held it up to the light from the kitchen.
“Van Rensburg?” said Reverend Hunter.
“I’ll be damned,” said Brutus—
“Don’t say that!” said the reverend, “Ain’t none of us damned!”
“(Sorry reverend). Says right here: you black!”
They stared at John, and then bursted out laughing, and John laughed. The three of them laughed and Malcolm leaned out, “Shhhh! Lariah’s tryin’ to sleep!”
Then Malcolm returned to the door and whispered loudly, “What’s so funny?”
John said, “I could tell you, but you wouldn’t believe me.”
And the reverend said, “Trust me, you wouldn’t!”
The three of them laughed again.
Brutus was still laughing when he said, “Who’da figgered you for a brotha?”
Reverend Hunter said with pursed lips, “The federal government. They always get that wrong. On the bright side, you’re worth 3/5 of a regular white man.”
John took another sip, as did Brutus, and John was smiling when he paused long enough to say, “That’s one way to shed the pounds, I suppose. Guess this means I have to lower my economic standards—”
Reverend Hunter leaned back to look at him, “Being black doesn’t mean having lower standards, just maybe lower expectations.”
Brutus said, “’Cep in bed...”
Reverend Hunter tried to be offended at the sexual innuendo, but then said, “Well, that part is true...”
They snickered, and then John said, “That’s just what a guy going to prison wants to hear.”
They laughed, and Malcolm again leaned out and hissed, “Shhh, dammit!”
When they’d chuckled themselves out, John said, “So... You going to turn me in?”
Reverend Hunter said, “Son, you ain’t here by accident. This is where you’re supposed to be. For whatever reason, this is where the Good Lord brought you. I don’t want to be stepping in the Lord’s way. He knows what’s best.”
Brutus said an amen, then he said, “Dutch, gimme a dollar.”
“Why?”
“You trust me?”
John did, actually. He wasn’t sure why, but he did. He gave Brutus a bill from the wad. It was a fifty, but he didn’t care. Brutus said to the reverend, “You my witness.”
The reverend said, “And so is God.”
Brutus folded the bill lengthwise, and then handed it to Reverend Hunter, “For the plate.” Then he was deathly serious to John, “Now, you don’t ever talk about this with no one but me, and only when we alone. You hear me, Dutch? I mean it.”
“Yeah, sure Brutus. Why?”
The reverend said, “That way neither of us can be compelled to testify against you, if it should ever come up.”
John was woozy as he lay in his bed. When he closed his eyes, the bourbon made the room jostle and there was a ringing in his ears.
He wondered about Lariah’s schooling again. He was glad she was back. When she was around, things just seemed homier. She was the mirage of sanity in their strange little situation.
After church, Lariah had been quick to grab her things, kiss Miss Tybee, and then happily trudge it back to her own room. Freeman had said they’d missed a great worship night; the choir was hot that night, even though Lariah had been sidelined for smoking. “Oh Happy Day” was Lariah’s signature song, Freeman had explained after the service, and if he ever got a chance to hear her sing it, he would be amazed. That uncle Brutus reiterated that point later in the evening and well into the last of the bourbon was one thing; when Reverend Hunter said that she was the best singer John would ever hear, well, that was the official Good Housekeeping seal, and John made a mental (but drunken) note of it.
All the Gains’s sang beautifully, the reverend had said, all of them. Lariah’s mother and grandmother were phenomenal—better than he’d hear on the TV or radio. But that had been Latisha Hopewell’s downfall. Latisha had gone out into the world to sing for it. She went out praising Jesus, but had slithered back praising cocaine and scotch (or whatever she could get; truth was that she preferred to be murdered by the elegant, fancy luxury poison first, but after she was broke and back in Stump, mouthwash would do in a pinch). The lowest rung was when her own kin had to cut her off, and then she’d resorted to doing favors for a fellow out of Brooks county just to get some low grade antifreeze. Jesus had wanted to help her, but she hadn’t been willing, and in the end, they’d both have to settle for just forgiving her—at least one of them could do that, anyway, but it had been the right one of them.
When Lariah had been diagnosed with Retrolental Fibroplasia (which was later renamed “ROP (Retinopathy of Prematurity)),” there had been a decent chance. That’s an eye disease, Brutus had explained, that can cause the retinas to detach. There are treatments and programs and there’s a lot of hope. The odds are in the patient’s favor.
But not all patients win that battle. Enough of them get over that part, only to find out that when they’re seven or eight, the little gray clouds have come to snatch away from the front doors what the ROP had first tried to steal through the back. It doesn’t happen fast, Glaucoma starts as it will, progresses as it will, and then blinds when it will.
John wanted to get some information on schools that could address the needs of blind kids; Ray Charles had gone to such a school in Florida. Maybe Georgia had such a school. He’d see if he could find a way to get online and do a search.
Maybe tomorrow.
That Friday morning, John had decided not to fetch any pecan. He’d gone out to the stand, but he’d just sat there admiring it. He owed Malcolm another fifty for rent for the upcoming week, and he thought he’d just pay a month in advance. He was going through the cash fairly fast, considering.
At the moment, he was in his room, listening to people gather beyond his door, the laughing, the chattering away in voices and mannerisms that were much less foreign to him now. He’d even said, “ain’t” once or twice that day, something for which his mother would have lectured him mercilessly.
The family pet was waiting less-patiently for his dinner, and he was eying the door off and on waiting for Malcolm to barge through with a plate.
Freeman was out there, that much was unmistakable. Maybe Lalana was out there, too. Maybe so, but Malcolm had been clear about this being his livelihood. Still, though, John was bathing in the aroma of Malcolm’s ribs, and it was beginning to make a meal of him.
He could also hear Malcolm out there, too. Checking on tables and meals from the other side of the room, calling out names to see how it was as if he didn’t already know. John waited... and he waited...and he waited. He wasn’t just hungry, he was bored as all get out. It was doing time at that point.
Lariah had put the Tommys on again, and it was a crappy tape—not the Thompson Community Singers, because they were tearing it up, but the tape had been a dub from a VHS video of a live performance that had already been well worn out by Lariah, so the quality was piss-poor. But it was listenable, and the TCS were doing “He’ll Make it Alright,” a get-up-and-jig number if ever there were one.
Maybe he could sneak out, grab a plate, and run back in, he thought. Then he dismissed it. But then again, the deal was dinner when it was served, and it had been served. No, Malcolm would be in soon, he’d have to be.
But then, the deal wasn’t that he’d never set foot in the dining room, only that he would not sit around in it. He was free to leave. He could go out for a walk. Alone. At night. The only white guy for one or two light years. Skulking around in the dark. Terrorizing decent folk—Where was Malcolm?? Where was his dinner?? Was Malcolm being cruel? Did he forget?
John crept to the door, listened, and then turned the knob slowly. He pulled the door ajar and peered through the pinky-width opening.
There were at least thirty people crammed in there, and even without the terms of the lease, he didn’t see any place he could sit. Malcolm was behind the counter talking to two men. At that point, it went from being an agreement to not wanting all the publicity. He could walk out, sure, but then every face in the dining room would watch the dog go beg for his feed. John wasn’t so keen on that imagery. Then he thought, if he could just get Malcolm’s attention, Malcolm would remember and then fill his bowl for the evening. If nothing else, Malcolm would never give John the satisfaction that would come if Malcolm welshed on his end of a deal. He just needed a reminder, that’s all.
John slid a hand through the crack and waved it, and then he withdrew it so he could see if Malcolm had seen it. Malcolm didn’t appear to have.
He slid the hand out a little farther, waved it, and then took another look-see.
Nothing.
John pushed the door closed and grimaced. He was so hungry, dammit.
He snuck the door open again, and this time he waved his whole arm out quickly, and then pulled it back in.
Oh, it was seen, alright.
Every person who’d been facing in that direction saw the creepy white hand and arm dart through the slit in the door, wave frantically, and then suck back into it.
They also watched as the door opened again just a crack, and someone’s eye peering out. It was enough to creep Alfred Hitchcock out, and he saw Malcolm waving for people to hush down a bit. Malcolm went back to ignoring John’s crazy waving hand.
The door closed again.
Then everyone in the dining room stared at it.
It opened again. The hand came out again. It waved again, this time slowly and with large slow waves. Malcolm couldn’t resist laughing at it. When the arm sucked back in again, Malcolm crept around to it and stood with a plate of ribs—not rib tips, but actual ribs, and everyone snickered in anticipation. John was so hungry and focused on the mission, that he’d not noticed that the only noise coming from the dining room was from the tape player.
When the door opened again, Malcolm was waiting for it. He let the arm wave up, then down, and when it was on its way back up, he grabbed it long enough to rest the plate in it.
But Malcolm wasn’t done. He couldn’t resist it. So he subvertly reached over and took hold of the knob and put his foot against the bottom of the door. Then, with the foot securely anchoring the door, Malcolm pulled on the handle, and he held it there while John discovered that he couldn’t open it wide enough to get the plate in.
John shoved his other arm awkwardly through the crack, and tried to hold the ribs on the plate as he tilted it—but the ribs were too hot and sticky to get away with that. What people in the dining room saw was some bizarre white monster waving two gangly arms out of his dungeon scrapping for his feed. Even Malcolm started to feel a little guilty about it.
The plate dropped in acquiescence to the master and from the other side of the door, everyone heard, “Dammit, Malcolm! Knock it off! I’m starving!”
Malcolm said, “You too good to eat with black folk? Is that what it is?”
“No! But we had a deal.”
Malcolm let go of the door and then addressed the dining room, “Does anyone mind if we get rid of the segregation around here?”
No! and “But keep the fountains, y’all.”
“Those in favor of integrating a down and out white man, say ‘Aye’.”
Aye.... “Nay”
“Not funny, Brutus!”
Freeman shouted, “Get on out here, Dutch! You’re eating in the big house tonight, home boy.”
John pulled the door open and got his first real look at the plate—“ribs!”
The crowd encouraged him to sit, and Malcolm said into his ear, “They were wondering how long you were going cold shoulder them.”
Brutus was waving his arm in the air and Freeman rose on the far corner, and Freeman said, “Over here!”
John hadn’t forgot the whole Three Kings of Smooth performance the night before, so he still didn’t have any real dignity. Then the conversations picked up where they’d been left off, and John took a seat with Brutus, Freeman, Reverend Hunter, and Lariah. He was happy to see that Lalana, Latanya, and Mr. Gains were there, too, and that coincidentally, Lalana was facing in his direction, and he in hers. They were on opposite ends of opposite corners.
He’d not shaved that day, so he had that fashionable face scraggle beginnings, but his blonde hair was clean (and smelled pretty, too, since he’d had to borrow conditioner from Lariah). His Danish blonde hair hung down in waves and he could pull off being a pirate in an old time talkie. John was actually looking handsomer than he ever looked (in Stump, Georgia, anyway). Plus, all that wood hucking and walking had actually shrunk just enough of his DAWG blubber to see actual muscles again. In other words, Dutchboy was stylin’.
Lariah’s hand felt his hair, then snuck around to feel the smooth baby skin of his face.
“Dutch,” she said, “Who you looking so pretty for?”
John said, “Don’t make something out of nothing.”
Besides, he really was hungry, and he was very eager to dig into those perfect ribs. And he was serious about it, too. He made not the slightest effort to keep the sauce off his face. So much so that when Lariah mentioned manners to him, he roared at her and tried to bite her in the face as a pretense for smearing her fine womanly manners all to hell, too.
Lariah shrieked and jumped back away with a graceful giggle that was more woman than girl, “Don’t you dare! I mean it, Dutch!” But she was laughing behind the claws she held up at him.
Her laugh was full but feminine, there was a sexy rasp to it. “You forgot the paws of sauce, little lady—ARRGGG!!,” and she leaned away again.
John ate the first half of his full rack, the rack that had been spared nothing just because it had been made for him. He wiped his face and hands as best he could, getting just about most of it, and then he rose. “Who needs more drinks?”
Brutus and Freeman, of course, and Lariah. And then... Mr. Gains.... Mr. Gains was raising his hand, too. He saw Lalana whisper into her grandfather’s ear about Dutch boy, but Mr. Gains held his glass a little higher.
It was cans of Coke for everyone because that was all Malcolm carried, so the orders were simple. John went back, grabbed a case from the refrigerator and then walked the diamond path through the tables. Everyone who’s hand was up got a fresh can. Malcolm followed with the bucket of ice from the freezer.
He also put an extra can on each table, for those who might have wanted one, but who wouldn’t be inclined to ask John for one.
Mr. Gains looked up, smiled, and nodded his head, and that was good enough in John’s book to count for a warm friendly greeting—after all, some times people have to meet each other halfway, maybe at the fence—at least at first; each does what he can.
Malcolm watched them play with his child, and more importantly, watched his child laugh, the child folks worried would never laugh again. Lariah had re-learned how to giggle, sure, but she was laughing now. He paused long enough to enjoy the sight of it as though he had just found an old photograph of a fond memory.
There were some hold outs still. But most of his customers didn’t mind that Dutch was there. In fact, they seemed to prefer him there. Even Old Man Gains was okay with it. Maybe he’d underestimated how boring Stump, Georgia, had gotten over the years, how any new thing might be a welcome break.
John lay in his bed thinking about the reverend. What had Reverend Hunter said? That Stump, Georgia, was where John was supposed to be?
That was a strange thought, but God did have a sense of humor.
When John was much younger, his father had taken the family to a Jewish Seder, one at a neighbor’s house. It was a formal process, and even though they were Christian, James had thought it proper to celebrate the holiday as Jesus celebrated it. There came a point when the middle of three crackers (Matzo), was broken, and the larger piece had been hidden. The kids later found that piece and it had been eaten last. That whole search thing was tradition. His dad had later explained his take on the significance of the middle matzo, the afikomen, being broken, hidden, and then found, but when John had considered that the Last Supper had been a Seder, and that there were no children present, he couldn’t help but picture twelve grown, bearded men in tunics looking behind lamps, under couch cushions, pressing their cheeks against a wall to peek behind a hung picture, all looking for the afikomen. He imagined one of the bearded men finding it, and holding it up, “Look, guys! I found it! It was right here, under the VCR!” Would Jesus have found that funny, even knowing what was about to happen? As John considered his own present circumstances, he had to conclude that He would have (if they’d stuck to the program even without the kids).
That’s where communion came from, but for some reason, preachers didn’t make their congregation really look for it anymore; they just had to show up and it was handed to them. John thought maybe they should have to get up off their butts and go look for it, put some actual effort into their search for the broken Afikomen.
As he lay there in the quiet, examining the rough cracked blisters in his palms, he thought about the consequences of what Reverend Hunter had said. He was supposed to be in Stump, Georgia?
If there was one place a white Dutchboy didn’t belong, it was in Stump, Georgia. Maybe he didn’t belong in Harlem, and didn’t belong in Watts, he imagined—who knew for sure anymore? But those places happened, and Stump, Georgia, seemed like a reservation from the rest of the world. And not just the white world, but the world. Or maybe it was a city of refuge—it certainly was for John.
It was nearing midnight, and he could hear Malcolm chopping away at Saturday’s ribs. The smoke was thick, and it was going to get even thicker in a few hours once Malcolm cleaned out the smoker and loaded it up with sugar maple. Tomorrow would be the long stretch for Malcolm.
He wouldn’t mind helping Malcolm out so he could take a short nap, but turning them would be the most Malcolm would let him do, and even that wouldn’t happen any time soon. Brutus and Freeman would be by in the morning; they were like Malcolm’s cheering squad during the home stretch. Lariah would be there, too, since school would be out for the weekend. In fact, school would be out for summer soon, he figured, though he didn’t know what exact day.
He’d finished his bourbon the night before, and he’d forgotten that fact. He’d need to get some more from Freeman.
Maybe tomorrow.
The pines were doing well enough, out there with the pecans. They were downright prolific, pretty-much masters of the land. John didn’t especially like pines; he didn’t like the way they smelled, and their leaves were needles that formed crunchy thatch that refused to share the earth with anything else without a fight. Even the scrub that managed to steal some of it had to make do with scraps.
The pecans, on the other hand, were gentle. Instead of thin needles, they had actual leaves. And unlike the pine, the pecan yielded fruit (keep your pine nuts, enjoy, but pecans were just better eating—who’s ever made a pine-nut pie?).
John was sucking the juice off some of last night’s ribs. He had a pile of bones back in the aluminum foil he’d brought them in, and he was shooing flies off them. The creaking and birds didn’t bother him anymore. It was just noise, and he was starting to think that sasquatch wouldn’t like the heat of southern Georgia, so he might be safe enough. As for that little aberration of pecan trees, John didn’t think more than a dozen people on earth even knew it was there. The pines did, though, and they were just biding their time until they could displace the interlopers from what was theirs.
Once the ribs were all picked and sucked clean and refoiled, John decided to be curious about what was beyond the pecans. He wondered if the pines went on forever, or if they were just an enclave of some kind. He walked out to the far pecan, looked both ways, and then stepped away from them, following the deer trail.
After a hundred or so paces, the trail crooked around and back, which he followed. He was swimming in pine and scrub—the pines were the masters, and the scrub was at their feet, tending to what was needed, and begging humbly for whatever earth and sun scraps the pines couldn’t glutton away. When John turned back, the trail had fizzled into the background, and the pecans couldn’t be seen. It was just pine and scrub.
He thought he had turned back toward the pecan stand, but he’d been turned around and around by the deer trail, and he’d only made an oblique turn back. The pines were such a bland sea, and John was a little fish within them; they were all the same, smelled the same. They weren’t the same from tree to tree, of course, but there were so many of them that in the aggregate they might as well be just one large plant.
Having turned, John could almost see the backs of the pines, and when he could, he saw that the barks of most of them had been carved away in ugly gashes, man-high gouges that went all the way from about as high as he could reach down to the base of the root balls. Had they been doors, he wouldn’t have been able to squeeze through the gouges comfortably. When he examined one close up, they were grimed over with sap, the sap covering a feather pattern where someone had made angle cuts down and toward a center line, perhaps with an axe or hatchet.
The pines had been mercilessly tortured.
These hadn’t been tapped like maples in stories, where little spigots had been lovingly, apologetically tapped in with felt-lined rubber mallets (he supposed); these had been tied down, and skinned alive and left to bleed to death into buckets. There were younger pines who outnumbered the older, grander ones, and they’d escaped the torture their parents had endured. But those parents had been tortured to death or almost to death, and he wasn’t sure which fate was worse.
That the older pines had survived what had been done to them was surprising to John. They’d become the tree equivalents of vampires, bled not quite to death, but close enough to make dying a viable preference for some of them. Maybe John had been a little hard on them, he thought.
The deer trail had abandoned him. Worse than abandoned him, it had lured him out and then had ditched him. As he searched around for it, he began to regret having left the serenity of the pecan stand. He groped along and among the remnants of the tortured, mutilated pines, the wind rustling and creaking through the trees, the birds chattering away. He’d wandered into a creepy neighborhood where he felt very unwanted. The pecans didn’t mind him, but the pines did not want him there, and they creaked down their noses at him, as if to say, “You’re one of them!”
John increasingly agreed with them that he did not belong there, and he wanted to accommodate them, but he couldn’t find the way back. He couldn’t even find a way out. He quickened his pace, but the pine masters had made their disdain clear to their scrub underlings, which snagged at his feet as he tried to get through them. The further he went, the more mutilated pines he saw. Instead of working his way away, he seemed to be wandering further into the midst of the bitter mob who had no interest in his side of any story.
He was getting short of breath, not realizing how fast he’d started walking, and unaware of the workout he was really getting. He was looking down and fighting off the pines’ wicked serfs instead of keeping his head up to see where he was going. When this dawned on him, he lifted his head quickly. He had to stop to do it, to get his bearings.
He made himself stop in the creaking pines and survey what he could, and as he turned, he spied a dilapidated structure through the trees, bright in a small clearing, and engaged in the same struggle with the vengeful pines as was he.
The old structure was little more than the remnants of a roof above the remnants of a platform. It had large square posts separating the two. On the left side was a large shack that had been grafted to it, and it had a brick chimney in the middle of the roof half way down the pitch of it. On the other side was what looked to be a wide ramp, the joists of which were rough-hewn oval logs. It was papered with horizontal wood planks, most of which looked to be shrinking from each other, and most had gaps while others had one end in the scrub. A few small trees had begun to push the planks up and outward, as if dismantling the outpost an inch a season. The roof had been shakers of some kind and at some point, and all that was left of the windows in the shack were holes formed by splitting wood framing. If it had ever been painted, the color was just a memory; instead, it was just sun-baked gray lumber that had been low grade when it had first been hauled out there.
Still, it was a clearing, and it was real estate on the other side of the pine war front line, and John welcomed it. He wasn’t going to go explore it, but maybe it had a path to somewhere that could be gotten to from it.
As he breached the pine’s trench line, he got a better view of the structure. It wasn’t after all a sure win for the pines. Scavenger trees were actually in greater numbers, carving the building up; honey locusts had flanked the building and were pushing in from the far side. They weren’t grand old trees yet, but had grown well above the original roof over the platform. Around the base were juvenile sassafras trees, a hawthorn or two, and a single holly. These were stretching to see the top of the structure, though, and the beggardly ground scrub had already started in the structure’s innards and sinews.
As he walked thirty paces from it, and along its perimeter, John saw another platform attached to it, an uncovered one that had been built on fat stumps (not naturally there, but cylinders that had been set into the ground there). Upon it rested rusty old metal barrels, featureless ones that looked like they’d been made of tin (or something similar). They were ugly, offensively so, and industrial, and abandoned to the elements and the woods. Perhaps they stank at one time, but whatever would stink in them had been washed away long prior, just as a putrefied corpse eventually becomes just a musty mud-aroma’ed collection of bones.
John looked along the tree line out from the structure’s clearing, and his guess was proved right: there was a road something akin to a firebreak cut into the trees to the right angle from where he’d come. He didn’t know where it would lead, specifically, but he was sure it would eventually lead to somewhere that would lead to somewhere. When he looked around again, he couldn’t even tell where he’d come out of the tortured pines, but he was just as glad to be out of them as they were to see him piss off.
He started to turn for the path when another structure caught his eye, one out in the middle of the lake of scrub by itself. This one looked like a large bus stop, about twenty feet long, open on one side like a car port, though he didn’t see getting any newer car into it. It may have had a raised platform at one point, but it was just vertical columns that had been stripped now. An office had been on the far side, but it had already collapsed in, taking its part of the roof with it.
He was curious about it, but he was getting a strong sense that he should not approach it in any way. The spike in his head throbbed when he considered this second structure, and his stomach churned horribly. The more he looked at it, the closer he got to retching. It was evil. Or at least it had been evil, or maybe just the marker for some dark, dark evil. Whatever it was, it stank in his mind of death... and desperation. He noticed that his heart was beginning to flutter, and he back away from it toward the path behind him.
“What are you?” he said of the second dilapidated building.
His answer was only a lonely train whistle afar off, one that seemed to be trying to communicate some warning of some unspeakable horror. It was telling him to go away for his own sake. When his stomach started its first lurches, he took the warning seriously. He turned for the path again and didn’t lollygag, he walked quickly, occasionally looking over his shoulder.
The whistle sounded out again, and it sounded much closer, and John walked faster, almost running from it. He felt the ground begin to vibrate just slightly and he looked back over his shoulder and saw that the wind was fighting with the far trees to the south, and his pulse quickened a little more—as did his steps. He was running away from the clearing at the point, fighting the urge to look back, and fighting the urge to wretch.
The firebreak led back to the main road into Stump, Georgia, on the far side of Mr. Gains’s store from the old church. He’d wasted about two hours traipsing around the woods and hiking back, all said and done, and it was close to eleven o’clock.
It was only fifteen minutes to the store, and when he got there, there was an old orange BMW in front, one he didn’t recognize. Inside of it were three college kids as he walked past it, which he didn’t give a second thought. He remembered to push the front door in easy, so he wouldn’t startle Mr. Gains.
“Good morning, Mr. Gains,” said John on his way back.
Mr. Gains was, as usual, behind the counter, but he was watching the three young black college students getting out of the orange BMW. That they were black was not unusual, and not normally relevant, but Mr. Gains had that apprehensive look on his face, and he’d had it on even before John had gotten there. The kids weren’t white, so why was Mr. Gains eyeballing them so suspiciously?
When John stepped up to the counter with two bottles of coke, Mr. Gains wasn’t looking at him, as he normally did, he was watching the boys out front as he reached for the collection of time card slips.
The boys were staring at the RC Cola sign and talking about it, and as John thought about it, he decided a candy bar would be good. “Hold on a minute, I forgot something,” he said.
Did he want something chocolate? Maybe some Gobstoppers. He used to love those—still did, but he just hadn’t had them in awhile. Huh... Snickers had a version with almonds in them. He bet that would be pretty good. And there were M&M’s with almonds, too.
John put the Almond Snickers on the counter next to his Cokes. Mr. Gains wasn’t leaning away, he was just standing there leaning on his cane and staring at the boys through the window.
The boys backed the BMW up under the RC Cola sign, and two of them had climbed onto the car’s roof to reach the sign, he started quickly for the door. He wanted to get to them before they pulled the sign down, but a wooden hook snagged him by the arm.
A scratchy old whisper said, “Don’t do it, Dutch.”
“...But they’re stealing your sign!”
The cane was put back on the counter. They watched the boys yank hard on the sign, and it snapped free. Mr. Gains said, “I got mo’ signs in the back.”
John wanted to go out after them, but he didn’t. He did as Mr. Gains asked, and the two of them watched the BMW pull away quickly and head out toward the churches on their way out of town, with Mr. Gains’s sign in their back seat.
“They stole from you,” said John without all the urgency this time, but with a fair amount of anger.
Mr. Gain’s voice was soft, but it wreaked of cool cat, “Watchu go’n do? You go’n run out there, and tu’n a buck pinch into aggravated ass-ault? Or wus?”
John turned from the door back to Mr. Gains, “Is that the answer then? Let people get away with the smaller stuff so they don’t go out and do worse stuff? They stole your sign! Right there in front of God and everyone!” John was in control, and holding it mild, but he was still angry. “I could’ve protected what was yours...”
The total was tallied, and scribbled on John’s tab. It was four-fifty. John said, “At least let me put up another sign.”
“I will... if you promise me you won’t say nothin’ to Tanya or Lana ’bout this.”
When John frowned at that, Mr. Gains said, “Je’s make ’em fret. Won’t do nobody no good.”
“I promise then. But...It ain’t right.”
An hour later, after John had rummaged through Mr. Gains’s stuffed garage, John was on the ladder, hoisting one side of the new twenty-five-year-old RC Cola sign up high enough to loop the bracket to the end of the chain. Then he lifted the other and did the same. It’d been a handy job of balancing and juggling, but when the new old sign was hanging right, he crimped the loops tight with needle nose pliers he’d stuffed into his front pocket. John was listening to the choir practice “How Great Thou Art” down the road in the new church, and Mr. Gains was watching through the glass. When John came down off the ladder, he gestured to the new sign. Mr. Gains nodded in approval, as he stood inside the door on his cane.
Those three boys had just helped themselves like they were revenuers, like the sign was their proper due, and it was eating at John terribly. Mr. Gains actually had a collection of signs; Coca Cola, a few Dr. Peppers, Seven-Up, two RC Colas (one said “Royal Crown” instead of “RC”), something called Chero-Cola, a Pepsi sign. They all said, “Valley Store” on them, and John wondered why Mr. Gains would spend so much time and money on signs that would only sit in his garage behind decades of useless stuff. John had chosen the RC Cola sign that looked the most like the original one.
The new old sign did look better than the old one, but still, that wasn’t the point, was it?
Brutus was in the kitchen with Malcolm when John came through the front door. He set his Cokes and the candy bar on the counter and then plopped onto the stool. Brutus was helping Malcolm turn, and when they’d finished, they came out and Brutus sat next to John while Malcolm started perusing the tape collection.
John was still mad about the three thieves who’d just robbed a ninety-three year old man like it was cool to do it. John twisted the cap off one of the Cokes, “Can... Would you mind if we listen to Stevie Ray?”
Brutus and Malcolm noticed the flat tone, and Malcolm said, “Rough day?”
“Actually, yeah.”
“Tell me about it, partner,” said Brutus. But John had promised Mr. Gains, and he wasn’t going to break that promise. Instead he said, “I got lost in the woods.”
“So that’s where you been,” said Malcolm. There was more to it than that, but they let it go. “We can do a little Stevie Ray.”
Malcolm put the tape in and fired it up. “Little Wing” came on just into it, and John thought it was just about right. John was listening and staring at the Snickers Almond. He didn’t want it. He slid it over to Brutus.
“Oh,” said Brutus, “You assume the fat man needs some chocolate?”
John reached for it and Brutus slapped his hand on it, “Well, don’t wanna be rude about it.”
“You got lost in the woods?” asked Malcolm.
“...I went out to the pecan stand this morning, and decided to follow that trail out.”
Brutus said over his first chomp on the candy bar, “Where’s it go?”
That surprised John, “You don’t know?”
“Never walked it.”
“It fades away in the pines. That’s how I got lost. I came out by some rickety old building. Then followed a road back down on the other side of Mr. Gains’s store, out toward Freeman’s place.”
Malcolm knew the place, “That was probably the old Tybee Turpentine Still.”
“Might have been that. There were a bunch of rusty metal barrels and something that looked like an old covered wharf.”
“—Yeah,” said Brutus, “The old turpentine still. Lots of those around, some even still producin’.”
John was curious about that. Malcolm said, “You know how turpentine is made?”
Well, they’d used the word, “still,” so that was fairly indicative. Malcolm filled in the detail he was missing, “Pine sap. That’s one thing you’re going to find a lot of down here.”
That made sense. It answered the question of how, why, and who had tortured all those pines. They all listened to “Little Wing” until John said, “Who planted those pecans?”
“Nobody knows,” said Malcolm, “Bunch of us found them one day when we were in... Brutus, how old were we back then?”
“Tenth grade. It was right after Christmas vacation, remember?”
“You found them like that? Somebody had to have planted them in the perfect little square.”
Brutus was still chewing and crunching on the almonds, “Don’t nobody even know they there. Whoever planted them, they did it long afore we all got here.”
John said, “I like them. They’re nice.”
Malcolm said, “Especially for smoking.”
“You know, once they’re gone, they’re gone for good. There won’t be any more pecan trees out there.”
Malcolm shrugged. There’d be enough to last him the rest of his life, and that was all that mattered. He looked tired, and he was bossing his eyes again. “You know, Malcolm, Brutus and I can turn the ribs if you want to catch some shut-eye.”
Malcolm piffed at that, “Lariah’s in my room on the phone.”
“You have a phone in there?”
“—Phone ain’t included in the rent, Dutchboy.”
“I know. But it’s good to know... You know, in case there’s an emergency.”
Brutus said, “Who you gonna call? Don’t nobody even know Stump is here ’cep mebbe BellSouth and Georgia Power. Got no police, got no VFD, don’t even get cable out here.”
Malcolm laughed, “No lie, we didn’t even get the census folks out here. This here county thinks it’s 75-percent white, 35-percent Mexican, and two-percent chinaman.”
John said, “And?”
Malcolm leaned on the counter, he was tired, “And... Well, there ain’t twenty-five hundred folks in the whole county, and only about sixty of them are black.”
Brutus added, “And we all live here in a town that, accordin’ the great state o’ Georgia, ain’t even worth noticin’. To those damn politicians, we don’t even exist.”
John sighed. More black marginalization drama and he wasn’t in the mood for it. It wasn’t that he didn’t care; he did. But there’d been enough drama for the day, and he decided to change the topic, “Who’s Lariah talking to?”
“One of her friends from school. They’re doing homework.”
“Uh huh,” said John. He knew teenaged girls didn’t talk about homework, just who’s doing it (or not). But it did remind him, “—Hey, is there a place you know of I can get on the Internet?”
Dinner had been fun. It had been damned good, and Mr. Gains had even said, “How you doin’, Dutch?”
He’d come in with Lalana and had sat in the same booth. John, Lariah, Freeman and Reverend Hunter had sat in their same seats. Tonight it was B.B. King, because every rib place has to play B.B. King, just like every Chinese place was supposed to have one of the nine mandatory Chinese restaurant words in its name (“Panda,” “Golden,” “China/Chinese,” “Lucky,” “King,” “Dragon,” “Imperial,” “Lotus,” or “(Some Chinese Province or City Name);” who’d eat at a Chinese place called “Doug’s,” or “The Pink Frog” or “Casa de Comida China”?).
It hadn’t dawned on John that Mr. Gains had broken his vow of silence toward him that morning until he’d said, “How you doin’, Dutch?”
Malcolm didn’t want any help cleaning up after dinner. It was something he said that was important to get right, and he was too tired to show John all the finer points; after almost twenty years of doing it, he’d be able to do it faster just doing it himself.
John had his suit hanging out and Malcolm was going to bang on the door after he and Lariah were out of the shower. There’d be no goofing off about it, not for Sunday service. That was off limits. Still, though, Malcolm said he wasn’t going to be waiting and walking with anyone but Lariah.
She still had another week of choir detention, or at least until Thursday night, but since she wouldn’t be able to do any solo practicing until then, she’d be doing the choir from the back at least through the next week’s Sunday service.
He laid there thinking about the tortured pines. They’d been tortured for their sap. It’s not like they felt it, how could they? He’d just been acting overly melodramatic (as opposed to merely reasonably melodramatic).
He paused to wipe the suit on his way to the light switch, then he pressed the off button and found his way back to the mermaids straight-away.
It hadn’t been any more conducive to talk to Lalana that night than it had been the night before. Why was he thinking like that? It wasn’t high school, for shit’s sake. He was still a married man; in Virginia it took a minimum of six months to finalize the paperwork he was sure Elsa had already filed. Good riddance. He couldn’t wait fast enough for that now, and it had nothing to do with anyone other than Elsa.
He’d been there for a week and two days, and already he was starting to act as if it were his new home. It wasn’t. It was just a place without a spot on the map where he’d crashed his car. A strange place where instead of the people keeping secrets, the town itself did. It was a nice enough place in its own way, but what had drawn Brutus back from Atlanta? Jobs? Right, good one. Latanya? He doubted that, too. He was as much a romantic as the next drunken idiot after last call, but whatever he’d been doing in Atlanta, there would be a better chance of finding love there, and less of a chance of getting tangled up with kin.
Latisha had gone off and then had crawled back, too. Maybe folks just needed some kind of twelve-step program to stay off Stump, Georgia, once they’d left. That wasn’t going to be John’s problem, though. And he had to remind himself that this all was temporary. He’d paid for the month, but that was more symbolic than anything else. What was he going to do? Retire in Stump, Georgia, off his piss-assed little wad of fifties? At most, fifty a week was...$2,600 a year?
That wouldn’t be two weeks’ rent up in Northern Virginia. It wouldn’t be a week in a hotel there. Still, though, it would only be about five years if he handed every sent he had to Malcolm right then—if even that.
He could still hear Stevie Ray playing “Little Wing” in his head. The evening had been fun, but now that the lights were out, the slow tune fit even more right, and it came back to him, pushing it’s way politely past B.B. Freeman said he’d have to wait until Monday for the next delivery; he really didn’t want to sell hooch on Sunday again. He’d only done it before because, last Sunday, he didn’t expect John to ever be back, and thought he’d be on his way soon enough. It had only been $25 for the quart this time, and John paid him up front. In fact, John had offered fifty bucks for it because he thought it was worth at least that much. But Freeman insisted that twenty-five was fair.
Freeman didn’t believe in charging as much as he could; he believed in charging a fair price. He made the world’s best bourbon, and he was going to die poor. It was a bad business model. They all were all the worst businessmen in the world, with that “fair price” shit. It was sweet, but they’d never make it in the real world with that kind of thinking.
Laying there in the dark with Stevie Ray in his head, he thought he could really go for a snort now. It was all starting to settle in on him. Maybe he needed to not get so attached to folks there. But the more he got to know them, and once past any initial impressions, he admitted that it would be hard not to get attached to them. Still, though, he’d be saying goodbye sooner rather than later, and then he’d have to face up to all he’d run out on. There was no doubt that there’d be a bench warrant out for him; judges get easily ruffled when defendants blow off their court dates. He’d be doing time for Failing to Appear regardless of what happened with the trial. But he would like to spend a little time in the surf before the slammer.
And wouldn’t he be popular in jail? After all, the blacks would welcome him because he was black; and the white supremacists would be a fan because he was Dutch. Maybe the NAABP would help him out.
He snickered at that, but the snicker was cut short: Don’t you know where you are?! What’s your name, stranger?! Why are you here?!
John pulled the sides of his pillow up over his ears, “Go away...”
There was one thing he wanted to do before he called the cops on himself (he’d let the cops pay to transport him back to Virginia). He wanted to find out about schools for Lariah. Once he got online, he would, and he’d talk to Malcolm about it. Then he’d be ready to go get some sun for a few days, and then go face the music back up in D.C.
Maybe tomorrow.
This time, the four horsemen sat together in the back pew; it was Brutus, John, Freeman, and Malcolm in that order. Brutus was still sitting next to the arm rest, and he’d worn the new suit, and had his hair pulled back neatly. Miss Tybee was up on the other side, in her usual seat, and Lalana was ready to start singing. Latanya and Lariah were in with the other choir members in their green and white robes.
John remembered that the preacher’s first name was C.J., but he couldn’t remember how he knew that. Then he remembered. Miss Tybee had called him that the night he’d first arrived.
“Why does Miss Tybee not call the reverend, ‘Reverend Hunter’?” he asked Brutus as the choir rose from their chairs.
“’Cause they cousins, I guess.”
That figured. Everyone in Stump, Georgia, seemed to be related in one way or another. Maybe that was why Lariah was the only child in town.
Lalana stood and took the mic, and then nodded to Parnell Mason, he keyboardist, who tinked on the rinky keys of the upright, and the other hand lifted to the organ and let loose with a vibratoed churchy blast high up as the drummer started on the back beat to “The Old Landmark,” and the bassist started thumping up and down.
The congregation rose and Lalana started.
Now, let us all (all go back) to the old (old landmark)...
Now, let us all (all go back) to the old (old landmark)...
Freeman was keeping time with the back beat enthusiastically and singing along with the choir’s part (all go back, and old landmark). The ten robes behind Lalana sounded like thirty; they were strong and meshed like the proverbial, biblical sound of many rushing waters.
And they all sang: And we’ll stay in the service of the Lord...
Then Lalana got caught up in it and she raised her hand high and her voice went raspy and she wailed, Whoa let us kneel (—kneel and pray!). And when she did that, Brutus got caught up, too, and Freeman on his right, and now Brutus on his left, both of whom were not dainty little men, were clapping and stomping. They may have been spread out enough to get their butts on the pew (this time), but wailing and stomping took more room than sitting, and John was taking a beating from both sides.
John was getting elbowed left and right, and Lalana kicked it up a notch, and he could feel the church quaking to the rhythm under his feet. She was working down the aisle with the microphone in her right hand and the left was waving over her head and she was lost in the agony of joy, and she was shouting for Jesus as if He were waiting in the clouds deciding if today would be the day.
He will (—hear us!) and be (—near us!)
We’ll be (—given!) bread from (—heaven!)
He will feed us until we want no more—Whoa Jesus!
She stopped half way down and stomped a jig with her left hand pointing right at John.
Preachers preach the word (—preach the word!) in the old (—old time way!)...
John was getting knocked around particularly violently by Freeman and Brutus, and when he turned, Freeman was clapping and stomping. They were taking quick turns elbowing him, and between them, John seemed to be zigging when they were zagging, and it reminded him of being in the back of the truck. They’d dance right, but John would be elbowed to the left; when they danced to the left, John would be elbowed to the right; he was a ragdoll between them.
But John noticed his own toes were starting to get a little work out of their own, and Lalana turned up and caught fire. When Freeman’s rhythmic elbow assault worsened, he pulled his eyes from Lalana (which he found hard to do, frankly). Only this time, Freeman was looking at him, and there seemed to be something in the way Freeman was bobbing his head. He was nodding and singing, and he turned up the level of elbowing into John’s arm. Freeman’s elbowing seemed downright intentional.
The church was about to bounce from its foundation, and John’s head started keeping time with Freeman’s, and before he knew it, his hands were up in front of him. They weren’t doing anything just yet, but Freeman’s elbowing was pushing them into each other. John looked back to Freeman, who’s eyes were saying, “Come on, Dutch!” It was the invitation of a friend to get behind the cart and push, too—there was room for one more.
His hands clapped. Then they did it again. And again. They’d decided to go on without John if he was going to straggle on like that. John may have felt self-conscious, but those hands didn’t, and when Freeman kept coaxing, they kept a-clappin’ and they were going to do it right up until that little church crumbled off its stone foundation and killed them all.
...Let’s go down (down to the old river) in the old (old time way)
Sons and (daughters) there in the (water)
Everyone (shouting) nobody (doubting)
Everyone happy in the service of the Lord...
The trick was, apparently, when you’re being assaulted by two large men clapping for the Lord, the only way to defend yourself is to go ahead and get caught up in it, too. Now he was zigging when it was right to zig, and zagging when it was time to zag, and the three of them moved in step and time, together, like they should have been a Berry Gordy project practicing for their first stage performance, and it felt right. There was plenty of room when he was stepping with the groove instead of fighting against it.
It answered for John at least one question: how that old blue metal cross atop was coming loose. And that was a true answer, because that old cross was up there happily stompin’ and jiggin’, as if the Guest of Honor was dancing right along with all those below.
John waited outside for Lalana, nodding and saying, “Good Morning,” with a smile to everyone, most of whom responded back. When she came out, steadying her grandfather with Latanya, John let them unclog the door, and then he stepped over to them like a starving paparazzo.
“That was fantastic!” he said to Lalana.
“Thank you, Dutch.”
He said to Latanya, “You were all just fantastic! I’ve never heard worship like that before—not live and in person, anyway. It was just...great!”
Latanya said, “Pappy said you helped him swap out his signs again—Thank you for that.”
Mr. Gains was giving him the conspirator’s wide eyed reminder. John waved it off, it was no big deal, “He was just doing Malcolm a favor by giving me something to do. You know how Malcolm is—”
From behind him, he heard a familiar voice say, “No, how is ‘Malcolm’?”
John said over his shoulder, “You know how you are.”
Malcolm muttered, “That’s true,” and then continued on across the way to his place.
“Listen,” said John to Lalana as they walked Mr. Gains slowly back toward his house, “I was wondering if you could make me some special vinegar.”
Latanya said, “Special?”
“Yes, I need some vinegar. I want to make hot wings, and I think some special vinegar would be perfect—I’ll pay you for it, of course.”
“Whew,” whispered Mr. Gains, “Shuh is hot today!”
It was Mr. Gains’s way of hurrying it along. Lalana said, “Why don’t you just give me a call later this afternoon? We can talk about the details then.”
He was about to ask her for her number when Mr. Gains said, a little tired, “Get it from Malcolm or Lariah. (Shuh is hot today).”
“Right,” said John, catching the pitch, “I can do that.” Then he remembered that Malcolm would be crashed all day, and that the phone was in his bedroom. “But it might have to be tomorrow, unless Malcolm falls asleep in the dining room...”
Brutus and Freeman had decided to wander out past the old cemetery with John late that afternoon. They’d waited until the sun was lower in the sky, but not so low that they’d be groping back in the dark. John had snagged some cans of Coke, and there’d been some dinner that Malcolm had set aside from the night before. Brutus and Freeman had their foil wraps, too, and it was a working picnic.
John hopped his butt onto the log, and Brutus sat next to him. Freeman stood, and was shoving the foil in his face and tearing pieces of cold rib off with his teeth.
“Out past that way,” said John, popping the top on a can and handing it to Brutus, “Nothing but ripped-up pines.” He popped a second can, and took a drink, and then set one out on the log for Freeman.
Freeman said, “There was a time when turpentine stilling was livable money. There’s still a lot of them around Georgia and Florida.”
John crinkled back the foil on his own ribs and did like Freeman. He ripped, and then chewed, and said as he did so, “All the pines, I guess.”
They ate within the perimeter of the pecans, as though they were a fortress keeping the angry pines at bay while the pines plotted a way in. John didn’t blame the pines, but he didn’t want them encroaching, either. “Funny about these pecans, though,” he said and then ripped another piece from a bone. “Here they all are, where they don’t seem to belong, and no one knows how they got here. They’ve got to be old, though.”
Brutus said, “They older than Stump, Georgia. They was near this tall back then.”
“What makes you say they don’t belong here?” asked Freeman.
“Do you see any other pecans? And look how they’re arranged. No, someone brought these guys here. They’re not propagating.”
“Watchu mean?”
“Look. No seedlings, no saplings. Nothing. Just these eight pecans. They did alright, but they left whatever they were back wherever they were dragged here from.”
Freeman said, “Living things migrate. They don’t do well when they’re carted off.”
“So...” said John, thinking about what Freeman had said, but not quite able to catch it.
Brutus understood, and he said, “Think about how it is with folk. When they choose to migrate, they pack all they stuff, and bring it with ’em. But when they just ... displaced, well, then whoever displaces ’em don’t let them take they stuff with ’em. They lose they roots, like they got cut off and grafted somewhere else.”
John really hadn’t meant to start another treatise on Black disenfranchisement, and his tone was tired, “Like black folks.... Right?”
Freeman set his foil on the log so he could pop the top on the can John had left for him, “Blacks aren’t the only ones. Just ask a Cherokee, or a Navajo what happens when you’re marched away from your home land.”
Brutus said, “Don’t forget Athens—half them people were slaves from somewhere’s else. Same with Rome.” He was talking to Freeman mostly.
And then Freeman responded to Brutus with, “And what about all the women taken from their homelands in Asia back in the day?”
“You two are depressing me. Besides, what about the Jews? They’re the kings of displacement, and they kept their ‘roots’ for thousands of years.”
“True,” said Freeman, “And I’m sure if you ask them, they’ll tell you it was a wonderful character-building experience.”
“It was the Lord kep’ them together,” said Brutus chewing.
John thought about Reverend Hunter’s comment that he was where he was supposed to be. According to that logic, so were the pecans; God had ultimately put the pecans there, He had just used men to do it. If that were true, then he was wrong about the pecans not belonging there. The pines would just have to argue with God about it all. But still and even so, if God had determined that those pecans belonged there, He’d also determined that their belonging was temporary. What was the point in that? Were they just God’s little outpost in the middle of the pine forest made wicked and bitter? If so, His beacon was going to be short-lived, relatively speaking.
Freeman finished his Coke and then said, “I’m just saying that living things move naturally by migration. When anything living is displaced or relocated in some other way, it gets stripped of its roots. People, animals, even these here pecans.” Freeman called them “pee-cans.”
“Well,” said John deciding that what had been said was true enough, “When these trees are gone, they’re gone. The pines will come in and take over.”
“Why you harpin’ on these trees so much?” asked Brutus.
“I figure Malcolm’s got another few years left on this log. That means he’ll need to move on to a living tree. And if he wants the wood to season in time, he’s going to have to cut one down pretty soon.”
Brutus and Freeman paused at that, and they each looked at the other, and then around at the pecans. It was one thing to chop up one that had already fallen, but neither had considered that Malcolm was going to have to kill a living one. And John was right, there were eight left, and only eight; once they were gone, the pines would rush in to scavenge them and the little reservation they’d been given.
Freeman and Brutus shared looks of concern pulled from pockets they didn’t know they had; Dutch had raised an issue that had been theoretical or philosophical up until that afternoon. He was right about Malcolm needing to kill one of the pecans in the summer in order for it to season right and be ready by the time the last of the existing log was done. And that had made the leap from academic to practical, and they were beginning to see it like John was seeing it. After all, there was an ocean of pines, but only the eight pee-cans. They were unique.
Malcolm wasn’t going to see it John’s way, though, and that meant they were going to have to decide how important a stand was to them.
No one liked the thought of that.
John was lying in his bed, ensconced in mermaids and dopey crabs, listening to Mississippi John Hurt.
Mississippi John was a man whose face was a collection of crescent moons; his mouth, sure, but also his eyebrows, his cheeks, and his eyes rested in them, too. Mississippi John was the whisper of conscience in a generation that had forgotten how to blush. John could hear his version of “See See Rider” through the door as Malcolm read Lariah’s school text book to her. It was either a history book, or a social studies book; John hoped it was a social studies book because it was old enough that JFK had just been shot, and President Johnson was stepping up the war in Viet Nam.
Ma Rainey had done the original “See See Rider,” a song that had virtually become the hussy it sang about (an “easy rider” was a term for a promiscuous sexual partner—of either gender, or of both of them, as the preference may have been, but that’s another debate of another time, for another time); like the subject of the ballad, “See See Rider” had been done by every Blues performer and wannabe since long about 1924, when Ma Rainey first recorded it. But Mississippi John’s version, was, of course, much folksier, picked solo on a well-worn acoustic guitar, rather than riding on the clarinets and horns like Ma’s had been (if you’ve never heard any Ma Rainey or Bessie Smith from back then, the old “Our Gang” shows with Alfalfa, Spanky, and Darla had musical scores that were very reminiscent, but not exactly the same because those score were more-or-less whitey-fied, of course).
Where the Blues is concerned, it’s impossible to say who wrote the original of anything for absolute certainty, only who had first recorded it and who was given credit for the composition. Itinerancy was the true father of the Blues culturally, the grand See See Rider of them all, and while minstrels and “race” divisions of labels (as they were called back then) may have started recording the Blues seriously in the early 1920’s, that doesn’t mean that the Blues hadn’t already been around. W.C. Handy’s inspiration for Mr. Crump had come in 1903 when he’d heard a man playing his guitar with a knife blade, and memories of black Mississippi square dance callers. Maybe if recording equipment had been around in 1866, we’d all be talking about another “Father of the Blues” and “Mother of the Blues.” But it wasn’t, so that’s where we mark the line, it’s where we have to mark it by default because we can’t see across that line anymore (if it wasn’t for the Census Bureau, we wouldn’t even have all the conflicting versions of who was born when).
John listened to Mississippi John wrap up “See See Rider” and then he talked about Max’ell House coffee, that just a spoonful of Max’ell House would do him as much good as two or three cups of “this other coffee.” Mississippi John’s “Coffee Blues” lift of “Spoonful” was so infused by his own character that it qualified as a distinct side, as tracks used to be called back when a fat 78 record had only two of them: side A and side B (the debate about Max’ell House being metaphoric for cocaine notwithstanding—Mississippi John also recorded “Cocaine Blues,” so it wasn’t exactly a taboo topic for him or anyone else musically-inclined back in 1963).
John wanted to get a cordless phone so that he could have his own extension. The old church wouldn’t survive rewiring, so cordless would work well. When “Coffee Blues” was over, Malcolm cut the tape player off, and John heard Malcolm kiss Lariah good night and send her off to bed.
He closed his eyes, but then they jerked back open when the bed was tussled violently in the dark. He rose upright and listened, and just on the other side of the wind he could hear voices. They were cross, and they didn’t seem to be talking to him, but they did seem to be talking about him. They weren’t overt, though; they were little more than the essence of voices that could be tricks played by the wind. He held his breath and listened, but all he could hear with any definition was Malcolm in the dining room scooting chairs around.
John lowered back down, and eventually was able to close his eyes again. He thought about catching up with Brutus in the morning for a ride into Valdosta to pick up a cordless phone. He also wanted to get information on schooling for Lariah. He was also into re-wearing his clothes, and they really needed to be washed before they got too rancid to clean.
Maybe tomorrow.
There was a howling squeal, and a thudding drone, both of which sounded as though his head were under water, and John fluttered his eyes open. As they focused, the squeal and drone wandered back to the far side of the wind, and then blurred away quickly. His head had started hurting again, the spike was back for some reason. He needed some caffeine; it was probably just a caffeine-withdrawal headache.
When he came out of his room, Malcolm was sitting at the counter reading the paper.
“Is it safe to get in the shower?”
“Knock yourself out,” said Malcolm without raising his eyes from the paper.
“Hey, where can I wash my clothes?”
“Reverend Hunter has a washer and dryer. That’s where I wash mine.”
John thought, Huh, that’s good to know, before a distant train whistle screamed and caught his attention. “Lot of trains around here.”
“Used the be a station not far from here, a Seaboard Line stop. Closed it after the merger, though.”
“Tracks still around?”
Malcolm looked up, “I reckon. They weren’t ripped up that I know of, but nobody’s used them since about as long as I’ve been here. Most likely sunk into the mud by now, though.”
John thought that was fascinating, just fascinating. “Where are they?” he said with youthful ambition.
At that, Malcolm became annoyed, “Don’t go messin’ with the lines. Just let them be.”
“What’s the problem? I just would like to see them—”
“Stay away from the lines!”
**
The birds didn’t bother John as much that morning. He’d missed coming out to the pecans the day before, for church, and he was glad to be back out there, listening to them creak and rustle in the wind. If he tried, he could hear a sort of song in the creaks and rustling; it was a slow, erratic tempo.
John ate his egg salad sandwich on the log and listened to the sounds that no longer unnerved him. Even the tortured pines seemed to ignore him, like they were a herd of wildebeests in the know that the strolling lion wasn’t hungry.
Malcolm had seemed pretty adamant about leaving the lines alone, if they were still there. It had been as if he were protecting his own child.
John patted the old log, and then followed it with his eyes to the stump of it. He wondered if pecans would respond to coppicing, but even if so, there was no sign of it. There were seedling pines propping up in little beachheads here and there, and John thought about yanking them up; they were small enough to pull, but wouldn’t be for too many more seasons.
He slid off the log, bent over, and pulled one the size of his hand from the moist ground and held it up to examine it.
Then he turned to the once-tortured pines, who were again condemning him for his little abortion of one of their own. When he looked back at the baby pine in his hand, he felt guilty, convicted.
After finding the pick axe, he tentatively escorted his little hostage to the perimeter of the pecan’s lone Alamo, holding it up like a white flag. The pines didn’t attack, but held their peace. They grimaced at him as he held up one of their children.
Then John stabbed the dirt heavily with the pick, then again, and again, until he’d created a suitable cradle.
“You’ll get your land back some day, but not today. You’ll just have to be a little more patient. In the meantime,” he grunted down to his knee and poked the baby pine into the hole, “You’re just going to have to find a way to make peace with that.”
He pressed the dirt around the base of the seedling, to pack it good and to make sure it could stand on its own.
The pines weren’t sure what to make of that, he imagined. They were appreciative of the gesture, to an extent, and he’d not earned any relevant consideration for it. He’d evicted one of their own from their own ancestral land. But he could have just tossed the seedling aside. That didn’t make him a friend, just a benevolent enemy, an unwelcome benign interloper with some semblance of decency despite the previous crimes of his kind.
For their part, the pecans seemed to approve of the gesture, as well. They didn’t choose to invade the land of the pines; they’d been forced there. They had no ill will toward the natives, and John’s gesture served both groups fairly. The pines were tolerant, and the pecans were pleased.
He was still on his knee when he retrieved the pick from the ground. He swung it again and pierced a hole on the far opposite side of him from the seedling. He wiggled the pick in the ground to widen the hole enough for another cradle.
Eventually, the pines would win out; they’d reclaim what was theirs. There’d be no reinforcements for the pecans, and even if they did propagate, it wouldn’t be enough to stay the inevitable. For the near term, however, it was a truce with which each side could live.
The walk took him passed Mr. Gains’s store front, and he checked it to make sure the Royal Crown Cola sign was still hanging where it should. He could hear in his ear, John Lee Hooker and Miles Davis, they were doing Murder. And that song just felt right to his mood and his tempo.
He didn’t know where he was walking to, but he needed to get some non-Stump, Georgia air. And so he thought maybe an hour out and an hour in. That would get him back in the dark, but there was going to be a moon that night, so he wasn’t too concerned. He’d be able to find Stump on a nice clear moonlit night—after all, he’d found it on a dark and rainy one without even trying two weeks earlier.
He walked out past Mr. Gains’s store and Mr. Gains saw him do it. Then Mr. Gains pulled the old phone from under the counter and started dialing as fast as his knobby old fingers would work the buttons.
By the time Freeman answered, John was already fifty paces past the store and heading in Freeman’s direction.
John was thinking he’d stay to the highway, and he did so for the better part of the hour, and then he’d turned back.
He was just about to the firebreak road that he’d come down on the other day, the one that the old turpentine still had pointed out to him when he’d escaped the vengeful pines, when he heard it: the lone shriek of a far train. The train was far, far, but it seemed to be getting closer. He thought it might even still be light out when it arrived, but he wasn’t sure. Besides, either way, the moon would be up and he could find his way back using that.
He was twenty steps down the firebreak road when he jumped from the sound of Brutus’s pickup tearing down after him.
Brutus leaned out his window as he slowed, “Hey Dutch, where you goin’ man?”
When John stopped, he saw three faces coming at him from the window: Brutus’s, Freeman’s, and, last out, Malcolm’s.
“What are you boys doing out?”
Malcolm said, “Hey, why don’t you come with us?”
That was strange, John thought. Malcolm was inviting him somewhere to do something. Strange. “What are you guys going to do?”
“Get some hooch and play cards,” said Malcolm.
Malcolm wasn’t really a drinker, though, and John could understand why. He thought about it, but then said, “Thanks, but I’m going to wait for that train.”
Malcolm was out of the truck and quick to John, and he said with a smile, “There’s no train. The lines aren’t even usable. It’s just one of those tricks the echoes play with your head. Come on, let’s go. We need a fourth!” Malcolm was breathing hard.
“Why? You playing bridge? Spades? What takes four?”
Freeman said, “I got your bourbon—finally. It’s been one of those weeks.”
John stopped and the three men who’d abandoned Brutus’s running truck had followed close on him. John turned, “What’s going on? I like trains. I just want to watch this one go by and then me and my money will join you shortly...!”
Brutus took a turn, “Dutch, they ain’t no train coming. It’s just bouncin’ around the trees and whatnot. You gonna stand out here, wanderin’ ’round in a field, get lost, and then we’re gonna have to come out and find you...”
The whistle’s shriek was coming right at them. John figured it was maybe ten minutes away. “If that’s all you’re worried about, then lets hang here for ten more minutes, then we’ll head out.”
It was a reasonable request within an untenable situation. Malcolm stood in front of John, holding up his hands. He was forcing a smile, “Dutchboy, let’s just go. Let’s just get in the truck and go play some cards!”
There was a desperation in the air that couldn’t be explained, and it began to squeeze in on John. He could suddenly hear voices from within the wind, and combined with the sissfied behavior from the other three men, it served to unnerve him, and that part was starting to rub him rough. He didn’t know what their problem was, but it was clear that they had one, and that it was with his wanting to stay and wait for a train they said was never going to come. When he looked back, he could almost see a plume of white smoke about five miles past the end of the clearing reflecting the very last of the setting sun’s red light in the otherwise dark.
“Want to explain that?” said John raising a finger past Malcolm’s shoulder to the plume.
Malcolm said, “Yes, okay, but not here. Let’s go somewhere else and I’ll explain.”
“You three are creeping me out! Is this some kind of ghost train? Are you going to kill me if I see it?”
Freeman said, “No, man, we’re not the killers.”
“—Are there killers then?”
“Not here,” said Brutus, “Come on Dutch, ’s’go!”
“What if I stay here? What then?”
But none of them looked like they were gearing up for a fight, or like they would do anything to stop him. They just looked like they were desperate to convince him to agree to leave willingly.
“Malcolm, what’s that train about?” John said with a warning that he was not in the mood for anymore bullshit about it. The whistle shriek and plume was closer and larger. John figured they had about three or five minutes.
“I’ll explain later. Just not here. Just.... Just let that train come and go and let it be in peace!”
“So, there is a train.”
Brutus, Freeman, and Malcolm shifted and fidgeted as the train got closer.
Malcolm said, “There’s a sort of train.”
The train was only a few minutes away. It would break through the far tree line in half that time. John turned back to it with his back to them and took a step, but stopped at the train’s sudden echoing shriek. Something about it didn’t feel right, and like when he was contemplating investigating the other dilapidated structure, his stomach was agreeing with the other three.
“Dutch...” said Malcolm, “John...”
It was the first time Malcolm had actually called him by his name. John turned and Malcolm said gently, “Let’s go...”
“Why, Malcolm? Why should I go?”
“You should go because... a friend is asking you.”
Malcolm was pleading with John, but he was watching the light poke through the trees from the far side, winking its way through the angry pines under the whistling shriek.
Something was burning, John could smell, something evil. It smelled like swamp mud and feces set afire. He wanted to turn to see it. He was sure if he did, he would see what was spooking the three of them. All he had to do was pivot where he stood.
But he didn’t turn as the three of them stared wide-eyed past him. The train was slowing at the station. “I’m asking you as a friend.... It’s now or never.”
John fought every urge to look back at the train, but he started walking toward the pickup, and when he got there, he crawled into the bed and faced the highway side of it while the whistle shrieked one last time before releasing a steam blast. He, for Malcolm’s sake, didn’t look.
Brutus was already putting the truck into reverse when Malcolm rolled over the truck bed and Freeman tried to close the door. The truck was already tearing up the mud in reverse trying to muster speed back out to the highway. When they neared the main dirt road that would lead them back to the old church, Brutus didn’t slow, but bursted backwards out of the firebreak road and spun. Then it was back into first gear and a short haul-ass back to the church.
When Brutus cut the engine, the four of them stood shaky at the front of the truck, feeling the heat difference between the cooler night air and the heat coming through the grill of the truck. The train whistle shrieked three times, and they could hear the steam blasts of it as it worked up to departure speed from the non-existent rail stop. Instead of continuing on, though, it seemed to be going back in the direction from which it had come.
“So, we’re friends now?” John asked Malcolm.
Malcolm started for the front porch, “Let’s get inside. I’ll buy everyone a Coke.”
Once inside, they all sat at their normal table in their normal seats while Malcolm rumbled around the kitchen. He returned with four Cokes, and each popped the tops immediately, and Brutus finished his in one gulp.
Brutus belched, and then said, “(’Scuse me). Every town has its secrets. Some good, some bad, others are just ... personal. Ours is personal.”
John didn’t want to break the flow, so he sipped and listened. He hadn’t been aware just how much his heart had been beating until then, but it was thumping away loudly.
Freeman continued, “It isn’t that we’re afraid that you would see something, it’s that we’re afraid you won’t see what we see. We love that train. We see it. But if you don’t, then you cast a darkness on something we need to believe is there for us.”
“But I heard it. And I saw the smoke plume.”
Malcolm said, “But not enough to know the story of that train. And it’s that story that we all need to sleep on and pray about tonight. You need to pray to see if God wants you to know these things now, or if He wants a little more time for you first.”
“Time for what?”
Freeman said, “That’s between you and the Good Lord, Dutch. You’ll know what it’s all about when the time is right. The question is: are you right for it now? I don’t think you are. When you can know what you will know and not have any regrets about knowing it, then it would be the right time. That’s the yardstick. Besides, I got your bourbon in the truck.”
John thought about it. Strangely enough, he did trust them, all of them. “Good. I could use a hit. How about you?”
To a man, they could, even Malcolm.
John had a hard time closing his eyes. He could hear another train whistle, but this one was one of the normal ones. It blew several times and then submerged out of range quickly. Nothing kicked his bed—yet. But then he was having trouble getting to that dream state, which was where the attackers preferred to haunt him from.
He’d had a good bit of the bourbon, but, let’s face it: he had been getting haunted by someone or something every night for two weeks now, and that evening he’d been present for something that was maybe not of the natural world. Maybe the ghost train was of angels. Maybe of demons. Maybe of psychosis. He’d not witnessed it with his eyes, but he’d heard it, and he’d felt the ground rumble as it had neared. But he honored his oath to Malcolm.
And Malcolm, Brutus, and Freeman would honor theirs to him as well.
Maybe tomorrow he’d be “ready,” whatever that had meant. And while he didn’t quite follow along for all of it, he hadn’t gotten the sense that they’d been lying to him, saying whatever they had to to get him to back off. In fact, they’d told him that he could have done it if he really wanted to.
Tomorrow he’d be ready, he thought as the angry whispers started up. Whatever they were, they were just whispers. And from the other side of the bourbon, they were almost ignorable. Hell, he might even be able to make friends of them for all he knew. Maybe the harsh night-time whispers were from those who had all the right answers.
He’d be ready and then he have all the ghosts named.
Maybe tomorrow.
It was taking longer to transplant each young pine. He’d moved all of the smaller seedlings, and had used up the ground nearest to the pecan stand. Now he was painstakingly digging up the larger saplings, and he had to move further into the pine’s part of the wood to find suitable places for them.
The serf scrub didn’t assault him, though. Their pine masters had apparently declared a cease-fire, and they even seemed to suggest places to replant the their young.
The pines were still not sure what to make of John. Their dislike of him was moderated by a reluctant acknowledgement that the man was at least trying to do the right thing. It was something they couldn’t do for themselves, and, truth be told, it was an amazing experience to actually have some say in where the children were planted. Normally, the wind and the animals had the final say in that matter, and the pines were just a touch tickled that they were now getting some kind of influence.
The pines’ network was vast, and it was ancient. Their wood predated men’s footsteps since the great water retreated. And still, in all that time, they’d never before had had any say in the lay of their generations. Whatever else he may be, they whispered amongst themselves, they did appreciate John’s giving him a voice in the matter. It was no small thing to them, though they’d never admit that to John (or the pecan invaders).
The staves were splayed out from a center head ring like a large spindly daisy, and Brutus was pointing out the parts as they stood in his workshop.
“What gives the barrel it’s wider middle is the way the staves is shaped. When you pull ’em all together, because they wider in the middle, they wider ’round the middle. Make sense?”
“It makes sense,” said John studying them.
They worked the staves together, turning the daisy into more of a calla lily, and then Brutus ran a hoop down, and then used a rusty old tool to put two rivets into the band about a quarter way down. “You could probably get away with just one rivet, but they cheap, and as long as you standin’ here anyways, might as well do it right.”
There were six hoops altogether; two quarter-loops, two bildge loops, and two head loops. The last head loop was going to be a little trickier, Brutus explained, since there were slats that had to form the bottom of the barrel; a head, and some cants (the head being the main slat).
Then it would be on to the croze (the lip) to firm up and get right.
Once that all was done, and since these were Freeman’s barrels, they needed to be fired. For that part Brutus has his own modified flame-thrower. He fastened the barrel, and then stood at the open end and burned away at the inside until they were well blackened and crispy with deep cracks and clefts. Not so much so that it put the barrel’s viability at risk, but to make bourbon, the inside needed to be charred right and well, and by someone who knew what right and well meant in practical ways.
“I’ll get the next one started for ya, but remember to get the hoop in place and work it down. You can use straps, if you want.”
John did use the straps to hold the staves in place, and a mallet to work the tongues into their respective grooves, which helped. He’d get some together, and then use the ratchet straps to hold them into place. When he had enough of them together, he called Brutus over from his firing to rivet.
They worked quietly like that for a few hours, and Brutus found that John was a good worker who was quick on the uptake—John was useful to him. For his part, John quietly enjoyed the hand crafting piece. He liked making something with his own hands, and when he set his first barrel, head and all, on the ground, and felt that it was a solid, useful item, he was quite pleased for the experience. He could see why Brutus like it so much.
Brutus looked at the new barrel, “So, you gonna set up shop and run me out?”
“Nah. Working with you is a good bit of what I enjoy about it. It’s like it takes the lonely out of a job that supposed to be lonely.”
“Don’t it?” agreed Brutus.
They hadn’t talked about the ghost train at all. It was in the room with them, but both wanted to just forget the supernatural they weren’t supposed to have and focus on the natural that was given to them. Who knows how much supernatural swirled around them or anyone at any given time, and thinking of it didn’t help anyone. Like Mr. Gains said, it would just cause a lot of frettin’ but wouldn’t do nobody no good.
“Hey, Bru, I need to buy a phone. You think there’s much chance of that today?”
Brutus thought about his important evening plans, figuring the timelines involved, and then said, “If we can knock th’ough another ten barrels today, and there’s enough time to run up to Valdosta, probably. I needta be back by eight, though.”
Brutus had already worked the staves, so it was primarily a bending and burning operation. Ten seemed very doable.
**
Brutus and John had kicked out the ten barrels (Brutus had had to redo parts of them, but after the first two or three, the rest were minor imperfections). The Georgia sky was crying, but not balling, as they came out of the workshop and stretched within the wet of it. They’d slid some mostly empty jars of Freemans juice under the seat so Freeman wouldn’t have to buy replacements for them. They packed oily old shop rags around them to keep them from clanging around, and it made the old truck smell like gasoline and bourbon.
The rain was just enough to smear and thin out the cream mud dust on the windshield under the wipers’ blades. Brutus leaned forward to see through the film of it as he drove a little too fast down his drive. They’d make it out to Valdosta and back in time if they hurried, but John wanted to swing by and see if Freeman wanted to go, too, so Brutus was driving to make up the time.
“Scoot over!” said Freeman.
But the smell of gasoline and bourbon was squirming in John’s stomach, and he stood and made a way for Freeman, “I need to sit by the window.”
“Why’s that?” Freeman said waiting for whatever crap excuse John would give to justify getting shotgun. Brutus didn’t want to take the time to scoop out the jars beneath them; he let them go unmentioned and he’d return them another time.
“I’m getting a little car sick. If I hurl, it’s going to be right in your lap—you want that?”
Freeman sighed, and then scooted his butt into the seat middle. John had just re-sat but hadn’t pulled the door all the way closed when Brutus’s back tires spat gravel.
Freeman said, “What’s the damn hurry?”
“Just don’t wanna be on the road too long. I got plans. Needta get back.”
John had the bright red, white, and yellow phone box in his lap as they returned from Valdosta. The rain was still coming down, and John could only crack the window, and he tried to get his nose as close to it as he could.
When they’d crested a large lazy turn in the road, they saw a blue Lebaron on the shoulder yonder hugging onto the lip of the official bar ditch. From where it rested, the car’s position could be a simple pull with a chain or it could be a slip and over the edge for both cars. There was a familiar grump in a wide brimmed hat standing in front of the car in the rain.
They slowed and Malcolm walked around to Brutus’s side and said to them with disgust at himself, “Ran out of gas. Let borrow what you have in the back and I’ll pay you back tomorrow.”
Brutus said, “It’s empty. But we can run you up to get some, or... Well, we’s just on the way back from getting’ Dutch a new phone for y’all.”
John held up the box, and Malcolm said, “Why do we need a new phone?”
John leaned forward to see around Freeman, “This one is a five-dot-eight modular. You have the phone in your room, and I could keep one in my room.”
“—How long do you plan to be here, Dutchboy?” asked Malcolm.
John shrugged “Until it’s time for me to go. And when that time comes, Lariah will get her own phone. No wiring involved. And it works with what you already have.”
Brutus said, “Hop in.”
Malcolm looked at the sardine can stuffed with bloated sausages, and was mildly sorry that the white sausage was going to have to ride in the back in the rain. He walked around to the other side, and pulled the door open to let John out. He said, “Who you planning on calling?”
Instead of hopping out, though, John just sat there. Malcolm waited by the open passenger door.
Malcolm said to John, “What are you doing? Hop out.”
“Hop out to where?”
Malcolm was indignant, “I’m not riding in the back.”
John wasn’t riding in the back, either; he’d been unofficially promoted from his former dog status. He said resolutely, “The options are either A), that since we’re helping you, that you get in the back. Or B), you climb in here with us as best you can, but I’m not moving.”
“I am not riding in the back.”
“I’m not riding in the back. Brutus?”
Brutus flicked his head, “Don’t drag me into this... I sure as hell ain’t ridin’ in the back. But you ladies needta work this out fast, ’cause I don’t have all night for this.”
The Georgia rain was coming down harder... much harder, and Malcolm was the only one still mostly out in it, disbelieving that his own cousin, his own kin, and best friends for over 40 years weren’t going to take his side in it. He glowered at Freeman and Brutus, the traitors. Then again, it was raining, and he wanted to get his car home.
Malcolm said, “You need to scoot your ass on ove—”
“To where?” said John incredulously, “Where do you see any seat? Besides, I’m feeling a little car sick, so I need to sit by the window.”
Malcolm said, “Oh, it’s a medical excuse. That it?”
Brutus said, “No, it’s a pukin’ one.”
The rain was even harder now after the time wasted bickering about it.
“Come on!” said Malcolm as he nudged John further into Freeman.
John wasn’t giving up his window, though.
Truth be told, Freeman and Brutus where enjoying the showdown, but Brutus was getting impatient; he needed to be back home by eight o’clock.
When Brutus was done filling the jerry can, he re-bungeed it to the side wall in the truck bed and then he squeezed Freeman back into the other two and started up the motor. The truck sputtered to life. He was stressing about how long it was taking, and he had the truck up to seventy on the speedometer as fast as it would climb.
Malcolm was now between Brutus and Freeman, and to make it work he had to put one leg under Brutus’s on the left side, and the right foot was wedged in with Freeman’s and John’s. He was disgusted at the situation, and he pulled his cigarettes out, elbowing both Freeman and Brutus in the process.
They cursed, but Malcolm didn’t really care. Traitors.
The rain was letting up, and with the fog from Malcolm’s cigarette blowing around the cab, Brutus rolled his window down, jerking several times to twist the knob, and the truck spasmed on the wet road. Malcolm was smoking it just as much to annoy the traitors as much as it was that he wanted a smoke. He stared deadpan straight out the front windshield and took a long spiteful drag from the cigarette, and the glow at the tip traveled a good finger’s width toward Malcolm’s lips leaving a gray ash corpse behind.
The wind from Brutus’s window sucked the smoke out nicely, but it also flicked the ash head off Malcolm’s cigarette into Freeman’s eye. Freeman’s arm jerked up with a spastic twitch, smacking the bottom of Malcolm’s elbow.
The cigarette tossed itself between Freeman’s thighs, and the wind pushed it right up to Freeman’s crotch.
Freeman’s butt launched up off the seat as much as it could and he hovered there with one hand on the back of the seat and the other on the dash as the truck fish-tailed on the road.
The four of them screamed and cursed while Brutus tried to right the truck in the lane, Freeman still hovering his butt just above the lit cigarette that had been blown into the crevice at the base of the seat back. John’s face was squished into the window and he was mumbling and gurgling as he groped for the window’s knob.
“Get it! Get it!” yelled Freeman.
Brutus was trying to slow as fast as he could, but the road was wet and they followed a bar ditch.
Malcolm looked at Freeman’s massive thighs, “I can’t reach it!”
John’s face was still mostly against the glass, and while he had found the handle for the window, he didn’t have the room or position to twist it properly; the most he could do was try to twist it with his fingers. “For shit’s sake! Malcolm, get the cigarette!”
The truck slid to a stop on the wet grass, but John couldn’t reach the door handle, and Freeman’s hands were busy keeping his butt from the cinder. But Brutus was out, and when Malcolm slid over, it relieved the pressure on John. He threw the door open and fell out of the truck, followed by Freeman.
In shifting the pressure on the bench seat, though, the cigarette slipped down into the crevice like a cockroach scurrying from the light. Malcolm had pushed Brutus out from his side and was just starting to look under the seat for the cigarette when they heard a faint, “Poof!” from under it.
Malcolm jerked away from the cab, “What was that?!”
Smoke started wafting from under the seat, and running up from the back of it, followed by another, “poof!”
“My truck!” yelled Brutus as he man-handled Malcolm out of the way. But the flames from the rags soaked in the remnants of bourbon and shop chemicals could already be seen, and despite that they were all standing in the rain, there was no water to put the flames out. In fact, the flames were the only thing not standing out in the rain.
While Freeman and John backed away from the burning cab on the other side, Brutus was stretching over the bungeed jerry can with the loose wad of aluminum foil spout cap to reach the loose staves, and when he grabbed one, he used it to dig at the mason jars and rags under the seat.
“Help me, dammit!” he yelled at the other three as he kneeled on the gravel at the driver’s side door. Brutus was so busy trying to scoop out the flaming debris that he didn’t immediately realize that Malcolm was grabbing at his armpits, “Brutus get up!! Get up!!”
Brutus ignored Malcolm and tried to save his truck, but Malcolm found a way to latch on to Brutus’s arm pits and he grunted as he pulled Brutus out into the road.
Brutus was protesting and cursing, but Malcolm threw Brutus on the asphalt and flung his own body down on top of him as he shouted, “Get down!!”
Freeman and John slid down into the bar ditch and lay on the wet grass and roadside scrub.
They waited while Brutus cursed and flopped Malcolm off himself.
“Whatchu doin’, fool?!”
Malcolm pointed at the capless spout in the back of the truck, the aluminum foil having been knocked off when Brutus had scavenged the stave. Black smoke was pouring out of the cab by that point, and flaming debris was wafting out and into the back of the truck and the side of the road as though the cab were a shy volcano.
They all lowered their heads and waited. There was just no telling how long it would take the fumes from the gas can to reach something hot enough to ignite them, especially in the wet air. It might not even detonate. Sure, gasoline was explosive, volatile, very flammable, but it wasn’t as easy to ignite as they taught in the public schools—despite the movies, a cigarette really can’t ignite gasoline (well, it can be made to, but at best, someone would have to be sucking hard on the other end with his face almost in a puddle of it, and even then it’s not a sure thing).
Brutus lifted his head from his arms again. No explosion, though the smoke was billowing mightily by that point. Malcolm suggested scurrying out of the road, and Brutus followed him to the shoulder, then down it a ways. Malcolm shouted, “Where are you two?!”
Freeman shouted back, “We’re down here.”
Freeman and John followed the sound of Malcolm’s voice and then slid and slipped up the wet grass to stand there with Brutus and Malcolm, about fifty feet behind the truck. John helped Freeman up the last of the wet berm and then the four of them stood there, so wet that the rain was just bouncing off them at that point.
John said, “Why are we ducking?”
Malcolm said, “Gas can in the back.”
John nodded while Brutus stood with his knuckles on his hips. Freeman was trying to brush the wet vegetation off his soaking clothes, and Malcolm reached back into his shirt pocket. He pulled his cigarettes out and lit one. When he was done, he puffed lethargically as he stared at the smoke billowing from the cab, and all the flaming things riding with it, most of which landed in the truck bed. When he looked at the other three, he saw them staring back at him incredulously. He responded, “What’s the difference now?” Then he took another drag.
John thought it a valid point, but when he pulled his pack from his pants pocket, he discovered that the pack had been mutilated, and that the three remaining cigarettes had been snapped in half. He reached over toward Malcolm. Malcolm decided to let him have one.
After it was lit, despite the rain, John said, “It’s too wet. The rain—”
Another interesting fact from the amazing world of science: one cup of gasoline has the same explosive force of fifteen sticks of dynamite. It was a five gallon can, one that had just been filled. That’s the equivalent of 80 sticks of dynamite (though, technically, that would be from the whacky world of mathematics).
Plow!!
The left side wall of the truck bed whizzed all the way across the highway and the truck lurched to the right side, further onto the grassy berm at the top of the ditch, the front beginning to point down into it. Flaming and smoking truck pieces shot and lobbed in all directions, and they all ducked and covered their heads, even though it was too late by that point to make any difference. The four of them stood there wide-eyed, Malcolm’s soggy cigarette drooping from his lips, and watched as the truck slid a foot farther over the edge.
Some flaming thing made a break for it and whizzled end of end over their heads, and the four of them watched it fly up and over, and they turned to see where it would land behind them. There was a scrumbly sound from the truck which brought their heads back to it.
Brutus watched with morbid resignation as the truck, or at least what remained of the chassis and cab, slid another few feet, as though it were a small boat sinking in a pond. It paused, and then it decided to make the rest of the trip to the bottom of the ditch with dainty rusty screeches and squeaks. It wasn’t a straight shot down, but more of an angle that took it another hundred feet from its original deathbed. It nudged to a stop in the saplings that lined the other side of the ditch, leaving only smoldering and burning flotsam on the road and shoulder.
Half way down the embankment was a wet, but unblemished, red, white and yellow box, which had fallen out with John.
They were walking toward the truck (which was in the direction of Stump, Georgia), and they stepped through the burning debris. John veered down the embankment to retrieve his phone.
Malcolm said to John, “Was that thing worth it?”
John said, “I’m not the one who blew up Brutus’s truck.”
Brutus was already mourning his truck when they caught up to it. It was still burning, but not as much so. The rain would put it out soon.
Freeman estimated it to be about a ninety-minute walk, in the rain, the cold windy Georgia rain, and it was getting dark. And not only did Brutus lose his truck, but he was going to miss the time he’d promised to make a very important phone call, too.
The rain let up after another twenty minutes, and a breeze even poked a few holes in the night clouds above them. They were cold, soggy, and hungry. Brutus hadn’t spoken since they’d left his buddy behind in the ditch, and neither John nor Malcolm had any usable cigarettes. But the rain had stopped, and that was something.
A few cars had sped past them, but who was going to stop at night to pick up large, scraggly black men on the side of a dark highway? The cars didn’t even give them any berth as they sped by, and John cursed them for the draft as much as for not caring if they hit one of them. There was a distant train horn, but it wasn’t like the one from the other night. This one seemed to be in a hurry.
“You know,” said John, “If you decided to sell your ribs in the big city, and maybe expand out, you could be a millionaire.”
Malcolm shrugged it off. Then he said, “It’s not about the selling them; it’s about the making them.”
“So, you’d make them even if no one ever ate them?”
“I would.”
“You’d eat them, or make them?”
“Both,” said Malcolm.
John said, “All kidding aside, Malcolm, those are the best damned ribs in the world. No one else even comes close. You’d make a gazillion dollars a year off them.”
They could all go for some of Malcolm’s ribs at that moment. For that matter, a little of Freeman’s bourbon would be quite nice, too.
Malcolm said, “That’s not how it works.”
“How does it work, then?”
“One man, doing what he’s called to do, where he’s called to do it no matter if he makes a profit or not.”
Freeman said, “The profit’s always up to the good Lord anyway.”
John thought it was a bad business model, and he said so. Malcolm answered by saying, “It wouldn’t work like you think it would. How would I make all those ribs? Maybe I could hire folks to do it, but they’d just be hired hands and wouldn’t care about it like I do. And it would just be other people making food for other people, like some big machine.”
“But you’d be a rich machine.”
Freeman said, “It doesn’t work like that. Those ribs can’t be made anywhere else but Stump, Georgia.”
“Nonsense. You could build the smokers the same, and you could get the right wood—”
“They’re not my ribs,” said Malcolm, “They’re made by a lot of folks in Stump. Latanya, Lalana, Freeman, Thurgood’s hogs... I just throw it all together. You take any of those folks out of the recipe, and you got cheezy store-bought ribs.”
John shifted the box to the other arm for the hundredth time and they walk a little farther quietly. Malcolm said, “You can’t mass produce what I do, what we all do. It’s as much the individual person as anything else. And you can’t do things just for the money. You will lose your humanity if you try to do that—that’s a fact.”
“You can’t do much without money, either,” said John.
“Oh, there’s a place for money; don’t get me wrong. It just can’t be the main reason. More money becomes all you live for, and every day you view people as just numbers, and you begin to justify being crooked. You start justifying lying and cheating, saying that deceiving people to get their money isn’t really lying if you can hide the fine print, or use confusing wording.”
Freeman said, “Void where prohibited.” Brutus elbowed Freeman, and Malcolm continued.
“Stealing becomes ‘Oh, well, let the buyer beware,’ and ‘just cutting a few corners.’ Next thing you know, you’re just another monkey out there picking folks’ pockets and handing over wallets to the ring master. Thieving, lying... And then after you spend your whole life doing that, the company takes you out behind the wood shed and comes back alone.”
“Malcolm, you wouldn’t have to do that. You could run a decent, honest company.”
That only twisted the dial on Malcolm’s disdain-o-meter, and Brutus shook his head at John, and Malcolm continued his tirade, “That’s like saying you can become a drug addict and not use drugs!”
Freeman warned John, “Now you done it...” as Brutus said, “Here we go again.”
Malcolm ignored them, “Profit and riches are just as addictive. You can’t become a successful corporation unless you go down that path—name one corporation that doesn’t put profit above every other thing. A corporation’s only ethics or morals are the ones forced on it by law or sales. Even with the laws, they still figure out how to steal and cheat and get away with it. A lion may not want to kill to eat, but what lion says, ‘I would rather starve to death than kill another creature’? What corporation would rather go out of business than make a profit that it can find a way to justify? Or that it can get away with? You ever seen a dollar sign? It’s a snake wrapped around a pole, like the serpent around the forbidden tree!”
“Not all corporations are evil, Malcolm—”
Freeman subtly elbowed John in the ribs, but it was too late.
Malcolm continued, “And don’t get me started on retail!”
Brutus whispered, “Too late.” And Freeman mumbled, “Kids tortured by candy...”
“You ever take a kid to a store?” said Malcolm, “The stores torture them to make the parents squirm. Candy, toys at eye-level in every aisle... Now they got motion sensors that activate talking animals, cameras that scan your eyes to see what you’re looking at the longest so they can target you later... (Freeman mumbled, “Talk about being tortured...” and Brutus said, “M Hm. Cards comin’ up next...” but Malcolm was on a roll:) They can tell when you’re eyein’ someone who isn’t your wife or husband, they know when you’re pregnant, they can find out all your vices then hard-sell you later. God help you if you have one of them cards for the checkout. (Brutus muttered, “Told you.”) Because then they got your address and your phone number, too. So you look at a box of cereal, and the next thing you know, you get a crappy coupon for that very same cereal in the mail, and they tell you which of your neighbors eats that cereal, too.”
“What’s the harm in that?” asked John, and Brutus and Freeman both elbowed him.
“What if it’s hemorrhoid cream? Or pregnancy tests? Or ads for Erectile Dysfunction? You want your neighbors knowing that?! What if you’re a recovering alcoholic? You want to start receiving coupons for beer or wine?”
“That’s illegal—”
Brutus hissed at John, “Shut up, man! You just draggin’ it out!”
“Or what if you find out that you’re diabetic, and now because you lingered at the donut shelf, you get weekly coupons for cake, ice cream, and cookies? Do you think they care if they get you to buy something that could kill you? Hell no! Because then they also send you ads for insulin and test strips to go along with it! And if you die? Not their problem because they still made more money off you than they otherwise would have, they still increased their sales!”
John got tired of the elbowing, and he shifted positions so that he was walking along the road, and they all scooted over so he wasn’t right on the edge. “So, you don’t want to be a corporation; that’s fair enough. But you could open a place in Valdosta and do pretty well.”
“I do well where I am,” said Malcolm.
“Do better then. Look, I think Stump’s a great place, but how much longer is it going to be around? There are no kids, and no one’s relocating there. The people who live there now are all that are ever going to live there, and when they’re gone, they’re gone.”
“What’s your point?” said Malcolm.
“Like you said, it takes about all of them to do what you do, and they’re not going to live forever. Eventually, the outside world will flood in and take over again.”
Malcolm stopped.
John stopped, too, as did Freeman and Brutus a few steps farther down the road. John thought Malcolm was going to launch into a tirade and he braced for it. But Malcolm didn’t. He didn’t yell or sound angry when he said, “We’re each of us planted somewhere for a spell. That’s where you belong. You do what you do. It’s not fate like you think of it. The whole world is temporary. Even if it wasn’t, you are. I am. Those two are. We’re just passing through, in between where we started and where we’re going. If you’re supposed to cook ribs, you cook ribs because you’re being the Lord’s provision to others, and that makes you part of the bigger plan. Whether it’s one person or a hundred, and whether there’s profit in it or not.”
Malcolm turned and started on the road again, “It’s a curse to be lured around by a snake wrapped around a pole. If you’re supposed to preach the word, you have to preach it. If you’re supposed to fix pipes, you have to fix them. If you’re supposed to tell stories, you have to tell them. Even if no one ever reads your story, you still have to write it. If you’re supposed to sing the Blues, you sing them. Doesn’t matter if no one listens to the preaching or stories, or if they don’t sing with you. You still have to do it because that’s what you were made to do.”
Freeman said in his preacher voice, “Shall the thing formed say to him that formed it, ‘Why hast thou made me thus?’”
“We all like hammers,” said Brutus, “Or saws. You can bang a nail with a saw, and you can eventually knock down a tree with a hammer, but it just don’t fit proper when you do that. A hammer is made to hammer, and a saw is made to saw. If you deny that, you just aksin’ for misery.”
John said, “Maybe.”
“You know what I was in life? Afore I started makin’ barrels?”
“In Atlanta?”
“Yeah. I was a lawyer. Still am, technically.”
“You?” said John.
Malcolm was offended, “What? You don’t think Brutus is smart enough to go to law school?”
“No, of course I don’t think that!” said John, “But I am surprised. How many people go to seven years of schooling, then walk away from it to do something totally different?”
Brutus didn’t want to think about those four months before he’d left the firm. He’d suffered, to put it gently. He could remember the smell, the ugly lights, and the cold impersonal staff that delighted in poking at him. Those folks had to do all that, it had been their jobs, but it made Brutus shiver on the inside as much as the rain was making him shiver on the outside. It had all been just horrible.
“Lawyerin’ is what I decided I wanted to do. But I wasn’t called to do that. I was miserable. Money was great, but I was miserable. Now I make barrels, and even though I broke most of the time, I got a much better life—don’t you think?”
John shifted the box again as they sloshed along the side of the road, sometimes having to narrow down to single file. John really didn’t like the sound of all the hoodoo voodoo. “So, a trash collector is called to do that? The day he’s born, that’s his destiny?”
Malcolm said, “No. He has a choice, it’s up to him. He can choose to do something else.”
“What’s wrong with collectin’ trash?” said Brutus, turning to see John as they walked, “It’s honest important work. What would happen if no one did it? A society can do without lawyers or bankers, or even politicians—but try to have one without trash collectors and see how long you last.”
“Where I come from, it’s considered a transitional or bottom rung job. It’s something you end up doing when you can’t find anything better.”
Malcolm said, “And what were you in life?”
“Me? I was a senior systems analyst and a program manager.”
“And how did that work out for you?”
John didn’t want to think about that. It was okay. But he didn’t want to think about all the mess he had waiting for him. He said, “So, you are a lawyer...”
Brutus said, “Matter of fact, Dutchboy, I’m your lawyer, least in the great state a Georgia.”
John was walking behind them, and he could see faint lights on their backs. “Car,” he warned perfunctorily as he scooted farther onto the shoulder. The other three didn’t react, they just kept walking, and as all the previous cars had, this one whooshed by at sixty or seventy miles per hour just a foot away, sloshing them with cold grimy water and blustery wind.
John’s red, white and yellow box had turned to mush that was scraping off the Styrofoam packing inside, but it was sealed in plastic, so at least the phone was safe from the rain.
When the assault of spray abated and the sticky whoosh of the car was fading, John hollered out lethargically, “Thank you!”
They walked on, and John added, “No, thanks. We’d rather walk. It’s such a nice night out.”
Brutus said, “Ever occur to you that he just didn’t see us?”
“No,” said John, “Maybe not you guys, but there’s no way they missed me; if I were any whiter, I’d be glowing.”
“And drawin’ planes off course.”
“Or keeping ships from hitting the rocks.”
“Or maybe spotting enemy aircraft.”
“Or announcing a big grand opening...”
“...Yeah, you right. They musta seen us.”
They all laughed at that as they walked along shivering.
Freeman’s house was marginally closer than the churches, so they’d decided to take that turn off. It had gotten dark enough that it was pretty near impossible to see that far out in rural Georgia, and the four of them groped along, shoving into each other, and occasionally tagging off each others’ wet shirts. But they didn’t have to worry about any more cars whooshing inches by at high speed, and the gravel road was ensconced in the trees, which helped shield them a little from the night wind.
Brutus said, “We saved!” when they saw Freeman’s porch light.
Freeman invited them in, and while Brutus no longer had a reason to rush home, Malcolm was starting to worry that Lariah would be worried about him. Freeman had his old sedan out of the garage and they all piled in, with Malcolm and John in the back.
When Malcolm and John got out of the care in front of the old church, Malcolm said to Brutus, “I’m sorry about your truck, cuz. We’ll get you a new one some way or another.”
“I know that,” said Brutus, and he held his arm through the window for Malcolm.
“Later, Dutch,” said Freeman.
“See you guys tomorrow,” John said back.
Lariah was sitting at the counter in her nightgown, listening to the Georgia Mass Choir, and she turned quickly at the ruckus in the door. She could hear Malcolm and John groaning in relief when they were finally home.
“Where have you two been?!” she said as she stood, still clinging to the counter with one hand, and the other was on her hip—and you know what that means.
“Are you okay, sweetie?” said Malcolm, but it really was a lame attempt that was just too late in the game to make a difference at that point.
“Daddy! Do you know what time it is?! You couldn’t call?!”
John said, “Actually, we couldn’t call. We got stranded on the road and had to walk home.”
John limped over to the counter and was glad to dispose of the phone box on it. Lariah heard it thud, and said, “You okay?”
Malcolm was behind the counter and he said, “Yes, we’re okay. But I have to go get my car tomorrow. I ran out of gas.”
“So uncle Brutus is going to run you out then?”
Malcolm’s eyebrows went up, and John plopped into stool next to Lariah. John changed the subject with, “I got us a new phone system.”
“Why? The other phone works.”
“This one has two handsets. So one can stay in your dad’s room like now, and we can leave the other one out here, so I can use it, too.”
“That’s nice,” and then her tone became downright impish and teased, “Who are you going to be calling, huh?”
John was just so grateful to be under his covers in his bed.
He’d been cold and wet for hours, but Malcolm had gotten first dibs on the hot water, so John had decided to eat the ham sandwiches Malcolm had made for them, and then just hit the sack. His ears were still ringing, and he thought about how they were going to get Malcolm’s car in the morning.
The ringing in his ears started to become jagged, and he could almost hear voices in the jags, but he was starting to get used to that nightly routine. The voices were annoying, but they weren’t malevolent, at least not toward him anyway. Every night they seemed to be more angry with each other. It wasn’t something he could make out with any specificity, it was just beyond his reach in that way. They’d been urgent-sounding those first nights, but he figured they were getting used to him haunting them, because the urgency seemed to have calmed down somewhat.
He thought about it being Tuesday night, and that he’d told Lalana that he’d call her. He wondered if she had written him off as just being rude. After he helped Malcolm get his car, he’d hook up the new phone. Then he’d call Lalana about the vinegar for his wings.
Maybe tomorrow.
Freeman had picked them up with a can in the trunk, and then after they’d put a gallon into Malcolm’s tank, he’d followed Malcolm and John to the gas station. Unlike Brutus’s dearly-departed vehicle, Malcolm’s had a cassette player, and he had a cheap dub of A Blues session: B.B. King & Friends, a special concert that had been recorded in L.A. back in 1987. It was at the beginning, the intro song, “Why I Sing the Blues,” and John was amazed. He and his dad had watched that video dozens of times. His dad had died on the one year anniversary of the original airing of that show on HBO. John’s nostrils stung and he clenched his lips at the flood of emotions that battered him. He could picture his dad air-guitaring and his mom even singing the female parts as the three of them danced in front of that big old rear-projection TV they’d splurged on. Maybe he had fonder memories, but if so, he couldn’t think of any.
Then he had another thought, one more present, “You knew it was Stevie Ray on ‘Midnight Hour.’”
“No, I didn’t. Listen,” said Malcolm as he twisted the volume knob just in time to hear B.B. say, “Mr. Albert King...”
Albert King sang a verse, and then played the same sound that had inspired both Stevie Ray and Slowhand, himself (though Clapton never really liked that moniker). Then came Etta James, and then Billy Ocean, and then B.B. said, “Mr. Eric Clapton! Mr. Stevie Ray Vaughan!”
John reached for the volume knob but paused, “May I?”
“Go ahead.”
Clapton and Stevie Ray traded short licks, Clapton on John’s speaker, and Stevie Ray on Malcolm’s, and both were thumping away and John thought it was right. By the time Gladys Knight was belting it out, John was bobbing his head and Malcolm was pounding his palm on his door where he rested his arm in the window.
Malcolm watched John digging the tune and it gave him some insight into him. John didn’t just like the Blues, he loved the Blues. He was like a kid in Disney World without the lines. And Malcolm enjoyed John enjoying it.
John said, “Name your price.”
“For what?” Malcolm laughed.
“For this tape. I’ll pay you whatever you ask for it.”
At first Malcolm thought it was hyperbole, but when he saw John’s face, he concluded it wasn’t.
John said, “There’s about fifty Grammy’s in this tune. Would be more if Stevie Ray hadn’t died so soon.”
“That’s why it’s not for sale.”
They both shut up for Paul Butterfield’s short stint on the harmonica, followed by a too-short jam by Dr. John on the organ, the shortness being forgivable only because it was followed by Chaka Khan’s turn. At times it was hard to tell the difference between Chaka Khan’s amazing voice and Butterfield’s infrequent high bursts on his upside-down mouth harp (Butterfield was the harp equivalent of a lefty, like Albert King).
“You know, Phil Collins is on those drums,” said John.
“What’s your point?”
“That makes at least five white guys. Butterfield, Clapton, Stevie Ray, Dr. John, Collins.”
“Again, what’s your point? Everybody sings the Blues eventually. Don’t nobody get off the train without singing the Blues. You don’t think Cain sang the Blues after he killed Able?”
Malcolm had paid at the pump, and when John got out, Malcolm asked him where he was going.
“I want to get a drink and some chips,” John answered.
“You know, Mr. Gains could use the money. Why don’t you wait a few minutes? Support your local businesses, remember?”
John certainly wanted to support Mr. Gains. He was thirsty, but he thought it would be good to keep throwing the Valley Store his business. He got back in the car and Freeman pulled around.
“Are you two good?”
Malcolm said over the roof, “We’re good. Thanks for the ride, Freeman.”
Freeman said, “What are you going to do about Brutus’s truck?”
“I’ll take him out to find another one this afternoon.”
“Alright then. See you at church, if not sooner,” said Freeman with a wave, and then he pulled out of the gas station .
Malcolm finished filling the tank, replaced the nozzle in the pump, and then they pulled out.
“What are you going to do about getting Brutus a new truck?”
Malcolm didn’t think it was any big deal, “I’ll just run him into Valdosta. He won’t spend any real money on one.”
John said, “Maybe we should pitch in. After all, he was taking me to get the phone, and you torched it.”
Malcolm pursed his lips as he drove and said to the wheel, “First, that was an accident. If you all hadn’t stuffed all the liquor under the seat... Besides, that’s illegal in Georgia. You know that, don’t you?”
John gave him a point for that one.
“Secondly, Brutus has money. He just doesn’t like to spend it. Even if you and I paid for the whole thing, he would still buy some beat-up piece of crap. He just bought that last truck about a year ago.”
“—A year ago? It looked like he loved that truck, like it had been part of the family for years.”
Malcolm slowed for the turn-off for Stump, and said, “He loves to look poor.”
“I’ve seen his place. It’s pretty nice.”
“That’s his little sanctuary, his bat cave. But outside of that cave, he likes to look poor.”
“Why’s that?”
Malcolm wasn’t sure if he should say, but then Dutchboy would just ask Brutus about it, and he’d rather he not force Brutus to reflect on it. He said, “From what happened in Atlanta. He got robbed. Got shot up, stabbed and kicked around pretty good. He was in the hospital for months. After he got out, he quit the firm and moved back here to be with my aunt.”
“Months? He must have been beat pretty good.”
“Those boys did everything they could to kill him. And for what? A lousy watch? Some sun glasses?”
They were coming into Stump, and John said, “It’s amazing what people will do to each other, and even more amazing why they do it.”
“See? Stump ain’t so bad after all, is it?”
John agreed that it wasn’t. Stump, Georgia, wasn’t a bad little place at all.
Malcolm slowed through town so as not to kick up the dust. When he pulled in front of the old church, he said, “Oh, and just so you know, Friday is the last day of school for Lariah. She’s going to be out for summer then. You want to go with us to Valdosta?”
John said, “Thanks, but I want to see if it was worth carrying that stupid phone all the way in the rain. Can I set it up in your room while you’re gone?”
It was the dented knob again.
This time John’s hand paused above it not because he was about to do something wrong, but because he’d been invited—invited.
He turned the knob and let the solid wooden door coast open, and he stood in the hall as it came to a stop mostly open. It was an old farmer’s room inside, with wooden furniture, quilts, and a small silver picture frame on a thin deco night stand next to the old chirpy phone handset. A wind up round clock was part of the small cluster of things on the night stand, and it had two small bells and a hammer between them. There was no lamp in the room; there was a central light in the ceiling that was operated by the same two-button switch by the door as he had in the storage room.
It was the picture that drew him into the room, though. He set the new phone on the bed, and then he leaned over to see the photo better. He would normally pick it up, but it was a holy thing, at least to Malcolm and Lariah.
Lariah couldn’t be more than three, or maybe four, and her mother was beautiful. Malcolm was silver-haired even back then, but they all looked quite happy, and the skin under Malcolm’s eyes looked so much smoother. His cheeks bulged and the photo confirmed that he had teeth. It was a nice black & white photo, and Lariah’s eyes were dark pools of deep water, not the silvery scales they were now. Latisha was even more beautiful than Lalana or Latanya. She shared their wide mouths, but Latisha had a thinner nose, and her hair was curly, like Lalana’s. She had fresh bulgy cheeks and teeth, too. She was the prettiest of the three gorgeous Hopewell sisters.
John felt unworthy to actually touch Malcolm’s picture, his happy little moment before the captain had given the order to muster at the lifeboats. He leaned closer to look at it, and wondered about the circumstances of that happy moment, and he was glad that Malcolm had captured it.
The old phone had a modular plug, but no power source. His phone had an adapter, and he knelt to see under the high bed, to see if there was an outlet. There was a outlet that had been mounted externally at the top of an old wiring track, and John stretched under the bed to plug the adapter into it. Then he moved the handset cord to the new phone.
There was dial tone when he tested the phone, now if he only had Lalana’s number.
John had shaved before dinner, and Malcolm had made two plates for John and Lariah before heading out to fetch Brutus. It was spaghetti. Malcolm had put red wine in the sauce, and lots of crumbles of spicy Italian-like sausage along with crushed red pepper—not the dried stuff, but some of what Brutus and John had brought back from Latanya’s. The two loaves of bread were just out of their pans, sourdough from the smell of it, and they were whole. Malcolm kept the starter for the sourdough in the frig, but he’d put aside some out by the smoker. It was his own starter, and, as were all starters, it was unique to him. Of course there was a large wad of butter on a saucer on the counter, too.
Brutus hadn’t found a truck beat-up enough for his tastes, and so Malcolm was going to be playing chauffeur until he did. Maybe Brutus was being a little extra picky about it since Malcolm had, after all, blown up his truck.
Lariah was in especially high spirits, and as they sat at the counter, John mentioned it.
“I get to practice tonight!”
“That’s right. You’ve been paroled.”
She felt her plate delicately, and twirled some spaghetti onto her fork, testing it with a finger. It was good and spicy, just like aunt Latanya liked it. She poked it in her mouth and spoke after the first few chews, “Would it bother you if I took these off?”
“The shades?”
“They hurt my nose sometimes.”
“I don’t care. Do what you need to.”
He scooted some spaghetti onto a rough tear of buttered sourdough and used it as a way to get it to his mouth—Malcolm was such a fantastic cook, and John ate happily.
As he chewed, Lariah’s question came back to him, and it bothered him. “Why did you ask?”
“Ask what?”
“Ask me if I minded if you took the shades off? I’ve never seen you act all that self-conscious about it before.”
Lariah frowned and chewed, and then she smiled, “I don’t know. Just being considerate I guess.”
Now John was even more confused. Why would she be concerned about being considerate? Is that what she thought about him? And that was the minor thing. The major thing was, “Are you really concerned about how you look?”
“I’m a fourteen-year-old, practically a woman. Of course, it’s what we all worry about.”
John smirked, but didn’t answer.
“What are you laughing about?” she wanted to know. John hadn’t made a noise when he’d smirked, so it must have been the silence that had been his misstep with her this time. He wasn’t stupid enough to confirm the laughing, and there was no way to respond without doing just that, so he kept his mouth shut. He was learning.
She said, “You want to know a secret about teenaged girls?”
“Tell me!”
She poked him in the chest, and then the head, and then the shoulder as she repeated, “Notice me! Look at me! Pay attention to me! Notice me!”
This went on for a few moments, and then she stopped. “You now understand the main motivator of every teenage girl in America. Once you know that, it’s all down hill to the kill.”
John laughed aloud this time, with food in his mouth, no less, “The kill?”
“You know what I’m talking about. You gonna make me sing about you and Aunt Lana sitting in a tree?”
“—No, let’s not do that, please, I surrender, my queen.”
She smiled at that and ate some more. “Is she still pretty?”
John shrugged.
“I can’t see you do that shrugging thing, Dutch.”
“Then how did... Yes, she is still pretty. At least, I think she is beautiful, almost as pretty as your mama.”
“They’re all pretty, aren’t they?”
“All of you are.”
Lariah cocked her head, “You know, aunt Tanya’s had it rough, too.”
“That so?”
“She’s been married twice, and both of her husbands left her for other women. The first husband was mean, he beat on her. I don’t remember him much, but she planted those red flowers around her house after he left. That kind of caused the second one, because she felt worthless and used.”
“Rebound. I can understand that.”
“He just trash-talked her all the time. She planted those blue flowers after he left. I hear they’re blue; I’ve never seen them. Now, she doesn’t think she’s good enough, like she’s dirty or maybe just used up goods. She’s afraid of what would happen if she tried a third time and it didn’t work out.”
Brutus had planted the white ones, though, hadn’t he? Latanya had planted the red and blues, probably to remind her of the bad times. But Brutus had planted the pure white ones—what did he want those ones to remind Latanya of?
“Brutus doesn’t think that way of her. You can tell by looking at him when he’s around her.”
“You can hear it, too,” she agreed.
John could see the concern on Lariah’s face as she pondered her poor aunt Latanya and lonely Brutus. He backed up from the wrong turn and said, “You have their mouths, and you have your mama’s nose.”
“Just not her eyes.”
“No. Not her eyes. I could take you back to D.C. with me, and the girls there would ask you what store you bought them from. But you don’t have to ask me things like that anymore, okay? I think you’re beautiful whether you have the shades on or not. You look cool with them on, but you look mystical with them off.”
Lariah had been in a great mood when she sat for dinner, and Dutch had put her into an even happier mood.
“Things have been much better since you’ve been here.”
John swirled his food again, “How’s that?”
“You’re like a prophecy come true. You brought life back into Stump, Georgia, when you came here. I knew that you were going to shake things up that first night at church.”
He was almost done with his plate, and he popped the top on a Coke and drank most of it.
“Before you came, everyone got up every morning and did the same thing for the same reason. Now folks are doing things for new reasons, and it feels like they have refound their joy in it.”
“What about you?”
“—Me? I’m just a little birdie,” she said, and then she raised her arm high, “just waiting to fly high. That’s my thing. Everyone has one.”
“Everyone except me...”
“Please. I can tell you’ve been finding your own place here. But you just need to know what your calling is. That takes time. This here ain’t McDonald’s, you know. You can’t just do it all from your car in the drive-through. You’ll find it, though. You’ll find it.”
“Your thing is singing gospel.”
“And Blues, sometimes.”
John scooped the last forkful into his mouth directly from the plate, “Does your dad know about the Blues?”
“How can’t he? They’re two sides of the same coin. The Gospel side gives you hope that things will get better, and the Blues side is how you get by until the promise comes. On Saturday Night, you sing about life as it is, and on Sunday you sing about life as it will be some happy day, if we just keep persevering. You really can’t have one without the other. It’s probably why you never got farther than you did as a Blues man. All great bluesmen have to acknowledge the other side of that coin.”
“That’s a very wise observation, Queen Lariah, your loyal subjects will be quite pleased. I’m looking forward to hearing you practice tonight. It will be my first time hearing you.
The joy bled from Lariah’s face, “Don’t listen to me tonight. Wait until tomorrow night, okay?”
“Why? I thought you wanted me to hear you sing?”
“—I do. But this is practice. I want you to hear the polished version, not the practice version—there’s a lot of stops and starts, it’s very mechanical on Wednesdays. Just promise me this favor, that you’ll wait until Sunday service to hear me, okay?”
“Fine, I promise . But now you’ve stoked up the fire even hotter. You know that, don’t you?”
Lariah was satisfied again. She said, “I’ll help Tanya walk granddaddy home and send Lana over to talk to you afterwards.”
Dutch and Lana sittin’ in a tree,
K-I-S-S-I-N-G....
“Very funny,” said John. Must be that there were only two more days of school for the year. He wondered if she were still smoking, but he was learning how not to ask.
John made sure to sit in the second pew back for the Sunday service. Malcolm, Brutus, and Freeman were in the back somewhere, probably looking for him and not thinking to look closer in for him. But John was quite excited about Lariah’s solo, and he’d showed up thirty minutes early for it and had staked out his claim in pew-land. It was about 40% in on the left side second pew, and he was going to cling to it.
He sat quietly as the pew filled, and some sat by him, or behind him, some saw him and tried not to look like they were deciding to sit somewhere else. John didn’t care; they weren’t why he was there. But by the time it was time, he was surrounded well enough.
There was an opening prayer (Freeman), and the announcement of where to lay the bookmarks in the bibles. And then....
First was the soft piano. It did the intro, and when Lariah came out of the choir she was just beautiful. Her hair was radiant, and her green and cream colored gown was silky, and she had her high-top tennis shoes on.
John spied Lalana, who spied him, and then she stepped forward to whisper into Lariah’s ear while she looked at John. The piano intro went around the block again while Lalana whispered. John figured out that Lalana was telling her where her family was. That seemed to be important to Lariah, and apparently, it included knowing where John was sitting.
And when they were done, when Lariah had the map marked in her mind, she sang softly, delicately, vulnerably,
Oh Happy Day. (Oh Happy Day).
Oh Happy Day. (Oh happy Day).
When Jesus Washed (When Jesus washed)
When Jesus washed, (When Jesus washed)
Jesus Washed, (When Jesus washed)
He washed my sins away.
(Oh Happy Day)
Oh Happy Day
(Oh Happy Day)
La-La-La-La-La-La-La-La-La...
John was disappointed in how subdued Lariah was signing the scales for the La-La-La’s. She was a tiny mouse in front of the choir. She was hitting the right notes but she seemed very hesitant. Still, what did he expect? What kind of standard could there be in a little town for a small blind girl? She was holding her own, and that was pretty darn good.
The second verse seemed to inflate her a little more. Still, John started to worry for her as she sang.
She warmed a little when the bass and the soft percussion and clapping entered. She seemed to have more confidence, and a little more fun. She felt her feet along the floor by dragging them.
Oh happy day (Oh happy day)...
At the end of second verse, though, she abruptly waved the chorus on with her hands and the volume bursted out, and it startled a blink from John. Lariah easily stayed mounted on it, though, and if he would have thought the new power behind the choir would run out from under her, he was wrong. The choir belted it out:
(He taught me how) Oh, He taught me how (to watch) to watch, to fight and pray...
Oh, yeah!
And when the choir blossomed out, so did Lariah, whose voice became a big gun, fearless and compelling, and she started to jig just on the other side of the pew from John. She belted out joy that seemed unconcerned about who else agreed with it. It went up a tone, and the power of her voice swelled to fill the sanctuary, so much so that she had to pull the microphone away from her face—she really didn’t need it anymore, her voice was that powerful and John was stunned by it, like the immediate numbness after getting smacked hard, before the pain set in.
Lalana whipped the choir to throw it to the back, and they surely did. John could feel the power of it as it thumped in his breast bone. And just when he was suitably impressed, Lariah lifted her hand an patted down the air, and the choir softened. It became reverent, almost introspective.
The choir got soft, and when they did so, she held a hand out to poke through her long bushy hair and snapped her fingers in time as she looked down and let her hair form a shroud around her face.
She sang, and then said, “No, y’all! Listen!” Lariah was calling an audible—after the ball was in play.
Half the choir got it and started snapping their fingers with her. On the next beat, the rest of the choir had caught up, and when Lariah heard that they were now all on the same page, she let the soul gush from her as she continued to sing in a soulful hum.
Lariah said, “Eddy, give me some back beat high on the brass,” and the drummer started lightly tapping the cymbal high in the center so that it was
snap,
ting, ting-snap,
ting, ting-snap,
ting, ting-snap...
She sang, And Live rejoicing! Everyday! Whoa-oh-whoa, I’m talkin’ ’bout the happy day, OooOooOoo, Yes Jesus, happy day, Rejoice! Rejoice!
Then she said, “Parnell, come on up, just easy, though,” and the organ’s vibrato came up and held.
She twirled her hand, and the choir came out a little louder. Then she did it again, and she built them a little louder and some resumed with the claps, and that seemed to suit Lariah just fine. She worked them a little louder; she wanted the church building to quiver, too. Out louder, and they were clapping and singing for the rafters, but she was virtually motionless but for the one arm held up through her hair. Then she bobbed her head in time with Eddy’s back beat and there sang with that wide, untamed smile.
Then she waved her hand at the organist, Parnell, letting him know she wanted another octave, and he gave it to her.
And then, out of nowhere and without any decent warning, she lowered the microphone, bent over, and went thermonuclear with a wail that went an octave higher than Parnell’s organ, and she threw it all the way to the Mississippi delta and held it. And when the choir saw that, they met her there. She let the wail have its way, and straightened as it did so, and when it was satisfied, she exploded into a frantic jig and strutted as she fell into singing again, Happy-happy-happy-happy-you know I’m so happy!!! while the choir hurled Oh happy day! to the gulf.
John’s eyes watered as he listened to her and watched her float, a wave of dancing hair and silk moving back and forth, every stitch in time to the rhythm. Fly high, little birdie, he thought without realizing it.
Come on! Come On! Come On! She sang with reckless joy as she jigged and the choir hurled Oh Happy Day out to the delta from behind her. She was an angel on fire, and John teared up from the immense beauty of it. Mighty God, Mighty Jesus! Let’s go, y’all!
Now, another interesting fact from the amazing world of physics: Fifty congregants just feet away from 99 pounds of weapons-grade plutonium have no chance of survival when it lets loose. When Lariah bent back over and belted out a wail an octave higher than the first, well, there were no survivors, just pews ordering the ashes of the slain.
John got it now. Gospel was the hope side of the Blues; he could hear it in her singing. A foundation of pain upon which was built a palace of redemption. That blast had blown away the mortal part of John, leaving only Dutch, if just while she sang, and he wasn’t ashamed to let what was left be caught up in it with goose bumps and watery eyes.
Yes, he wept, just as Brutus had promised him he would.
John found it hard to sit through the sermon after Lariah’s singing. His heart burned within him, and he’d been haunted by it—but in a divine way. His thoughts had turned to Latisha Carrie, and he wondered if she’d ever heard her child sing. That thought was morbid to him. How would things be different if Latisha had just hung on a little longer, if she’d heard what a holy miracle her child was? The wondering about that had been too tragically morbid for him, and he’d made himself stop thinking about it. If she’d just held on a little longer.
They were out front of the church and Lariah was back in the mortal realm, her angelic powers cloaked within her human skin, but she still beamed. Brutus had assured him that John would be blown away when he heard her, and it had been an understatement. John repeated himself for the fifth or sixth time, “Just incredible.” He’d run out of unique superlatives, so he was repeating the ones he’d already used, “I don’t know what else to say. How do you do that? And you directed while you did that—that’s just... just amazing!”
He was an excited boy who’d just heard for the first time—not that he’d just heard her, but more like he’d been deaf his whole life and had just heard for the first time.
Lariah said, “Well, I can’t see the direction, so Reverend Hunter lets me take the wheel some times.”
“And you just decide to do this or that, and they all keep up. Amazing!”
“Well, keep up isn’t quite right. They keep me up. They make sure I don’t bump into anything. It’s easy when you know the people with you, you trust them, and that frees you up to let loose because you can’t out-do them. I don’t know that I could do that for strangers—but it’s not about me, it’s about Jesus, right?”
“But you were the one singing—”
“The Lord’s glory is toxic to human beings. You touch it, you die. It’s meant for Him and Him alone.”
They heard aunt Latanya calling out, “Lariah, come help me with your granddaddy.”
Lariah excused herself, “I’ll see you shortly.”
Brutus had worn the suit again, and he and Latanya snuck a glance they thought no one else saw (John saw it, though, and he was glad to see it).
He watched her shuffle her feet delicately toward where Latanya had sounded out.
A lady behind him said, “First time, huh?”
John turned, and suddenly smiled when he recognized her, “Hi, Lalana! Yes. I was going to listen to you all practice the other night, but Lariah asked me to hold off until today.” He was watching the two ladies walk Mr. Gains back to his house, slowly for both Mr. Gains’s sake and for Lariah’s.
She said, “You have no idea what it’s like to have to stand in for her when she gets grounded.”
“You’re an amazing singer, too.”
“—I thought you were going to call me.”
“I was. I tried. But this week was... kinda of strange. By the time I got the new phone... And then there was Brutus’s truck.”
“I heard. That makes two for you in just about as many weeks. Can I assume that cars are safe around you for the next two weeks now?”
That pulled John away from Lariah, “I wasn’t the... It wasn’t...” He gave up and said instead, “Yeah, your car is safe until at least next Tuesday. After that, stay off the roads and live in fear. Let me buy you a Coke?”
**
John hollered out from the kitchen, “I’m sure Malcolm has glasses somewhere.”
“Look low,” said Lalana from her seat in the first booth. She heard the squeak of a lower cabinet door followed by an, “Ah.” Then the icebox door opened, there was the tinkling of ice in a two glasses (it took Malcolm most of the week to collect enough ice for the weekend, so John didn’t take too many). John came out with two glasses and two Cokes. It was Mississippi John Hurt singing his version of “See See Rider” that he recorded in 1965 (Oberlin College? It was hard to tell the specific where).
He popped her can, and poured for her. He had a glass with ice in front of him, but he drank from the can out of habit. She smirked at it, and he said, “Oh. Right.”
He made sure to hold his pinky out, and she noticed that, too. He noticed her noticing the pinky, and as he poured he said, “You know, that’s a funny thing. I wonder how it got started. The pinky.”
“Why do you do it?”
“Because... Well... I don’t know!” he said with realization, and then he laughed.
“So,” he said, “I wanted to cook some hot wings, and I have this recipe, but I was hoping for some pineapple vinegar.”
“—Pineapple? Pineapple vinegar?”
“Yes, cider vinegar, but with pineapple in it, a strong flavor of it.”
...The Blues ain’t nothin’ but a good woman on your mind...
Lalana frowned at the table with her sexy lips pouted. “Pineapple...” she said to herself. “Are you thinking of making pineapple vinegar and cider and then mixing the two?”
“Would that be the best way?”
Lalana through about it some more. And then she said without surety, “It might be interesting to try one vinegar, but I’m not sure how it would turn out. I’m willing to give it a try if you can find me some fresh organic pineapple.”
John almost grabbed the can again, but corrected himself, “Does it have to be organic? I never got all that into organic farming. I always assumed there was a reason why farmers go out of their ways to spend money on the crops—they gotta serve a purpose, don’t you think?”
She laughed, “Lot’s of purposes, but they’re all the farmer’s, not yours. But more to the point, fermentation can be a delicate process to get right, and the simpler, the better. You start adding all kinds of other chemicals designed to kill things on them, and you could kill the very things you need to make it happen.”
“Okay, I’ll make an exception. How hard could it be to find fresh organic pineapples here in Stump, Georgia?”
“For hot wings, you’ll want to have Latanya mix you up some custom chili powder, if you’re really set on scratching the whole recipe.”
“What does that mean?”
“You know, when you make everything from scratch. Hot wings are just butter and hot sauce from a bottle.”
John nodded his head like a kid the night before Christmas, “I bet getting what I can from you guys will be much better than anything that can come out of a bottle. I’ll find some pineapples, organic ones. How many do you think we’ll need?”
There was a commotion at the door, Lariah was groping her way in from having walked Mr. Gains home.
“Being safe about it? I’d get a dozen. I just need the outsides of them, and maybe the cores.”
They smiled at each other and sipped, mostly from the glasses, a few from the can. John said, “Have you ever seen that pecan stand out back?”
Lariah, felt her way to their booth, “What are you two talking about?”
John said, “This and that.”
Lalana said, “Oh, it’s been years and years. I was in high school last time. I’m surprised it’s still there.”
“I need to go out and do some transplanting. It’s a beautiful day today. Want to walk out with me?”
“I’m not really dressed for it,” she said, but it wasn’t really a “no.”
“It’s not a dirty walk. You won’t get dirty. I’ll bring a blanket.”
She looked at him dubiously, “I’m not sure that would be proper...”
“Lariah, you want to go out with us? To the pecan stand?”
Lariah was more than happy to head out to the woods; she almost never got to go out there, and never alone. But, “Are you going to be firing up that chain saw?”
“Not today,” said John.
That’s all Lariah needed to hear before she excitedly mumbled something about changing and started for the hall to her room. John hollered out for her, “Make sure it’s okay with your dad first!”
From his bedroom down the hall, they heard Malcolm answer, “Fine by me.”
Then he lowered his voice, “See? Now it’s just time spent with friends.”
Lalana remembered the scary serial killer she’d see that night a few weeks earlier. She’d spent that whole first night keeping watch on him, worried a good bit about the head injury and the vomiting. But Dutch didn’t have the guile to be much of a serial anything.
They walked along the old cemetery, John with an old blanket over his shoulder, and Lariah walked and held her face up to the sun. Maybe she was feeling the sun, maybe she was trying to catch more of the wind and all the little fragrances it offered. John wasn’t sure. She walked between John and Lalana, and the only thing she’d changed was her shoes. There was almost nothing of the angel that had slain everyone earlier, she was just a barely-teen-aged girl in sneakers and a dress. Her hair had been re-restrained, and it had become a web that captured the happy Georgia sun.
Lalana didn’t like the cemetery, and she walked farthest from it of the three.
“You don’t like the cemetery?”
“It’s a collection of memories. And you don’t often hear about good memories being made at graves, do you?”
John would have thought that for people of faith the cemetery was just a train depot sending loved ones on to paradise. But on the other hand, they were lonely places, too. Places of the first day of the rest of a life missing someone. But that wasn’t the grave’s fault. John recited, “But sighing hearts believe the night, they cling to dreams below. Does dying make the grave delight? Does wishing makes it so?”
Lalana said, “What’s that from?”
“Some poem. It was called ‘Every Father’s Son.’ I forget who it’s by, but it popped into my head just now.”
They reached the back corner of the cemetery and followed the deer trail slowly for Lariah. They held Lariah back at the fallen log across it, and John helped her over it. It was narrow enough that Lalana had to go first, and John held Lariah’s arm as gentlemanly as he could.
Lariah said, “I can smell them.”
“Smells like Pine to me,” said Lalana, “Never been a fan of pine.”
John said, “Oh, the pines are alright. They’re just trying to make it through the day like everything else. And they got the treatment.”
“The treatment?” asked Lariah.
“They were tore up pretty bad, maimed and tortured for their sap. I think they’re still grudging about it (not that I blame them).”
Lalana said, “Wow. They’ve gotten really huge! They’re beautiful!”
“How big are they aunt Lana?”
“They’re almost as tall as the tallest skyscrapers in Atlanta or Jacksonville. And they’re bushy, too.” She added to John, “They look like they’re in good shape. They’re doing well here.”
“These are,” said John, still escorting Lariah into the square. John pulled the blanket from his shoulder and spread it over the log, “But they’re not propagating.”
“May I?” he asked Lalana.
She raised her arms, and he tried to find a place he could respectably touch, but then just took her by the hips and lifted her up to the log as quickly as he could, and Lalana was quick to make sure her skirt was pulled down and straight.
Lalana said, “Now that you mention it... I don’t see any young pecan trees.”
“There aren’t any.”
“So, what are you transplanting?” asked Lalana.
“Pines.”
Lariah said, “You’re moving them and replanting them? That’s kind of silly; they’re everywhere. What’s a few more or less?”
“It’s a sort of truce for now. Eventually, the pines are going to come in and that will be the end of the pecans here.”
“You could just toss them,” said Lalana.
“That was my original thought, but...”
John started pulling the shovel and pick axe out while Lariah walked along the fallen trunk, feeling its rough scaly bark.
Lalana said, “But what?”
“Have you seen what happened to those pines?”
“Well, I know there was a turpentine still on the other side.”
“And have you seen what they did to the pines to get the sap? They tortured those trees, and some they tortured to death. And here I was ripping their babies up the other day, and I felt ashamed of it. Enough has been done to these trees, and I didn’t want to add killing their kids to the list. So, I’m digging them up, and replanting them around the pines’ territory.”
Lalana said, “That’s... pretty melodramatic. Poetic, I’ll give you that, but very melodramatic. Seems like a lot of extra work. They’re just trees.”
Lariah was working her way back toward them along the trunk, “I agree with Dutch. They’re living things, too. If he feels convicted about it, then it would be sin for him to ignore it.”
“That’s true enough,” said Lalana. Then she leaned back on her arms and allowed herself to enjoy the serenity of the pecan shade. They were thick enough that the sun only fell like sporadic rain here and there. The breeze was rustling the leaves and the birds were chattering away, but the ladies didn’t seem to mind them as much as John had the first day.
Lalana leaned back and let her hair flow around her shoulder as she lifted her face upward with her eyes closed. When John saw her like that, his heart fluttered; she was... beautiful. More than beautiful, there really wasn’t a word for it, at least John wasn’t aware of one. He could spend the rest of the afternoon just standing there and gawking at her, fighting off the impure thoughts and trying to remember she was a proper lady. A beautiful, wondrous, sexy lady... —No! Get your head out of the gutter, John, he reminded himself. Still, he could stand there all day, watching her bask like a benevolent siren—Stop it!
He shook his head, and thought he’d better start saying something. So, he said, “So, where do I get fresh organic pineapple?”
“Valdosta, maybe. I don’t know if anyone grows pineapple here in Georgia. I guess it might be possible, but I don’t know what pineapples need for growing.”
Valdosta again. Brutus still didn’t have a replacement ride yet, but maybe Malcolm would take him. He wouldn’t want to go without Brutus and Freeman, though. Malcolm’s car was the one they should have used anyway.
The tree was out, and John carried out to an area he could find within the pines, and then he dug a suitable hole, making sure to keep the earth handy for the refill. He set the tree into the hole, holding it up from the bottom of the hole an inch or two until the dirt filled back in under it. Then, when it was filled, he patted it down gently and carefully while Lalana watched.
She watched how, even though he didn’t particularly like pines, either, he made sure to treat them with respect, and he had compassion for them. He felt guilty for them, even though he’d not personally hurt any of them. She found that intriguing. He sure had gotten muscly over the past few weeks, that was for sure, and the longer hair was easily touching his shoulders, and it reflected the sunlight without distorting its natural color. She watched him work, his chiseled features, those blue eyes, his decency. He was what she saw, nothing more, nothing less. And muscly—Stop it! she said to herself as she shook her head.
“How many of these are you going to move?” Lariah asked.
“I’ll do a few a day. We can go back anytime you want—are you ready?”
Neither was. Lariah, who was out for summer vacation, enjoyed being in the woods and hearing it; Lalana was enjoying watching big-blonde-with-the-broad-shoulders Dutch break a sweat and acting manly without realizing it.
He said, “Lariah, you think your daddy will take us over to Valdosta tomorrow?”
“I don’t know. He’s got to help Brutus find another truck.”
Lalana was suddenly perturbed, and John said, “Did I say something wrong?”
“You know, Dutch, I have a car, too.”
“Oh, can I borrow your car?”
She didn’t know whether to be perturbed or to laugh. “Or...?”
John pretended to know what she was talking about, “Yes... Or... Of course, sorry.”
They stood staring at each other, her with a perturbed smile, and him starting to suspect that she could see through his façade of knowing what she was talking about.
She repeated, “...Or...?”
John fidgeted, and repeated with surety, “Right. Or.”
“—Oh! Right! Or.... You could drive me? Is that the right answer?”
Lariah said, “You get half-credit anyway.”
“But... It was the right answer, ...right?”
Lalana said, “Well, not if you don’t want me to take you. I’ll underst—”
“No, I do! That would be great! I just didn’t think you would think it proper.”
Lariah said, “Well, there’s proper, and then there’s proper. Just remember, young man, my aunty is a lady, and you’ll be okay.”
Lalana was helping Lariah back along the deer path, back toward the old cemetery, and John lingered a moment alone in the square. He’d moved only three trees, but the pines were honoring the ceasefire. He checked the three children he’d moved. The pines seemed more resigned to the fairness of waiting for due time before repossessing what was theirs. They didn’t like it, but they could hold the ceasefire as long as John was willing to work without any further casualties.
“You all try to have a little compassion for each other. Try to treat each other with a little decency tonight, okay?”
He could almost hear the trees in both camps begrudgingly agree to at least try.
“I’ll see you guys tomorrow...”
Lalana’s car’s tape player had Dottie Peoples in it, but it was okay with her that John had preferred to listen to the Blues. She didn’t have much in the ways of Blues, but she did have Latanya’s old mix tape of Howlin’ Wolf tunes, and John was tickled to hear a 1966 version of “How Many More Years.” Even the original version was crappy sound wise, but, damn, he’d forgotten how great that scratchy low voice was, especially when it was blowing through a mouth harp into a microphone. “Spoonful” was next, but John’s favorite Howlin’ Wolf tune was “How Many More Years,” and that 1966 recording was his favorite. “Spoonful” had that haunty swampy ghost story feel to it, and it was perfect, but it was just a little less perfect than “How Many More Years.” The next song he couldn’t stand because it had been lifted by a cheesy-assed commercial for some limp-dick medication. Now, every time he heard “Smokestack Lightnin’,” it made him think of a 90-year-old wrinkly white guy trying to get it on with his 90-year-old prune wife. It wasn’t that John had a problem with old guys getting it on (god bless, ’em), he just didn’t like the imagery of senior porn running through his head.
Malcolm, Brutus, and Freeman were also on their way to Valdosta, but to someone’s house to see what had been parked in the back yard. Malcolm was hoping it was poor-looking enough for Brutus, but they’d see.
Lalana knew of an Asian market that had some organic produce. Maybe they’d find the pineapples there. They found the parking lot so full that they’d had to park on the street. It was, after all, Memorial Monday, and the retailers were in overdrive.
They had been in luck in finding what they needed: ten pineapples, organics, and fairly fresh, and they smelled out several feet—they were ready to go right into the pot. They paid and the fruit was put into plastic bags, two per, and John carried them all.
When they got half way through the lot, Lalana said, “Man!”
“What?”
“Look! They blocked my car in.” She turned to complain a little more, but saw John handling all five bags of thorny pineapples and instead said, “Well, let’s just get those into the car first, then figure out how we’re going to get out of here.” She grinned at him and said, “We just might be here for awhile.”
She unlocked the car on his side, and then worked the power locks and opened the rear passenger door for him. A cargo van was inches from her rear bumper, and inches from the front bumper was a large tricked-out pick-up truck, one that had an industrial lift kit. Lalana held the door open for him, but suddenly became very concerned—worried was more like it, and John said, “What?”
She forced a smile, “Just drop them in. We’ll come back.”
“Where are we going?” John asked as he set the bags neatly in the back seat. She turned back toward the store, “I forgot to pick something up. We need to go back.” But she was looking around the lot and the street apprehensively.
John said, “What’s the matter?”
She didn’t answer, but scanned the parking lot. Then she whirled around back toward the street and froze. Across the street from them were two large men, one white, one Asian, clad in leather with snakes wrapped around poles on their coats and tattoos on their faces, the kind that were likely gotten in prison. The men had lust and revenge in their eyes as they stared intently at Lalana. John straightened for size, and when he did so, the spike in his head shoved down into his skull. He winced and massaged the side of his head.
“Who are they?” he asked with rapidly blinking eyes.
“Let’s go back into the store,” she warned.
When they turned, two more stood in the parking lot between them and the store.
She reached over and seized his hand, and then locked the door and she pulled him perpendicular to them, following the sidewalk on the road. She said under her breath, “Don’t look at them!”
“Who are they? Why are we running?”
She didn’t answer, she only walked apace while clutching his hand.
John said, “You go, and I’ll meet them here and find out what they want.”
She wouldn’t let go, though, and when he slowed, she jerked his hand forward, “They’re not after me, Dutch, they’re after you.”
“Me?! What did I do to them? What do they want with me?”
They came to a corner and crossed without waiting for the light. John turned to see where their stalkers were, but she didn’t let him turn around enough to get a good look. He did see enough to know that they were following them. They hit the other corner and turned left into the sparse crowd that pretended not to notice either of them or the thugs following them.
“Lalana, it’s okay. If they only want me, then I’ll meet them here, and you keep going. They’ll leave you alone, right?”
She spoke quickly, but authoritatively, “Not hardly. Those types don’t like one of you and someone of my kind fraternizing. I should say they want you the most, but they aren’t happy with me, either.”
There was a natural path amongst the other pedestrians on the street, but no one paid any attention to them, any of them; none wanted any part of anyone else’s little drama.
“How much can they do to me here in broad daylight? With all these people as witnesses? Is this because I’m white?”
“They will do things that will last forever and it will only take them the span of a breath to do it.”
“Kill me?”
“Just keep walking. We can talk about this later, okay?”
When they reached the next corner, Lalana dragged him across and left to cross again, and then left along the other perimeter road along the parking lot. As they did that, he could see that the six thugs had gathered and were walking as a single gang fifty paces behind them.
“Never seen more than two or three at one time,” she said.
The gang comprised two white men, an Asian, two black men, and someone who looked like he might either be Asian or Latino, and John couldn’t understand how such an inter-ethnic band would have a problem with him and Lalana just going to the store together. They were all muscular, half were handsome, the others were ugly psychos, and they all had leather and prison tattoos and scars.
Her hand quivered as it clutched at his and her breaths were shaky, audibly shaky. There was a church on the far third of the block, and John figured her to be racing for that. But when she got within thirty paces of the stone steps that rose up six feet, the church door opened in the brick building, and another thug stepped out. This one had blood along his chin and smeared along one cheek and up over his shaved head, and his blue eyes were bright, his face handsomely molded.
Lalana froze a beat, but then she crossed back through the street without checking traffic, pulling him along behind her. They’d only taken a few steps when he heard an angry accusatory whisper from the top of the steps, “What’s your name? Tell me your name!! Can you feel this?!”
John stopped when he felt a cramp in his foot, a pinching cramp, and because he was so much larger than Lalana, she couldn’t pull him forward. He stood in the street, and then turned and winced at the familiar accusatory whisper. “What do you want?!”
“Open your eyes!” said the thug king, “Open your eyes and see!! It’s time to fight!”
Then the thug king took a lazy drop to the lower step.
“Dutch, let’s go!!” Lalana pulled him harder, whipping him back around and facing away, back toward the store. John didn’t want to turn, though, and the compromise was for her to pull him away while he stepped backwards as he watched the thug king lazily drop down the steps toward them.
“Open your eyes, buddy!” The thug king held out his arms and gestured to the whole street, “You know where you are now?”
“Malcolm!” screamed Lalana while the anonymous pedestrians on the walks ignored them, and the cars seemed to navigate easily past them. “Freeman! Brutus!”
When the guys saw Lalana, and then the thugs, they ran across the parking lot and by the time Lalana had dragged John to the far sidewalk, they were all standing in a line facing down the thugs. They backed toward the other side of the parking lot, back toward Lalana’s car on the far side of it, and the thugs matched their steps.
“What’s your name?!” the thug king wanted to know again. “Tell me your name!! Where do you think you’re going?”
Malcolm mumbled, “Freeman, you ride with them.”
Lalana said, “They blocked my car in. I can’t get it out.”
They were still backing through the parking lot, being matched step-for-step by the thugs.
Freeman said, “Brutus, Dutch, you need to help me. We need to get her nose out into the road.” Brutus, John, and Freeman turned and hurried for Lalana’s car while the thugs strolled casually toward them.
When they reach it, they lifted and shoved mightily and the car shifted a foot. Then another and then another. After a few more shoves, John looked up and saw Malcolm in his car reversing backwards around the lot to meet them.
Brutus told Lalana, “You should be able to make it. Get in!”
Then he said to Dutch, “Get in. You, too, Freeman.”
Nobody argued. When the thugs were just ten paces away from Malcolm’s car, Brutus fell into the open passenger door and Malcolm gunned it forward as Brutus righted himself. The door was still open and it flopped from the inertia.
Lalana waited for Freeman to get one cheek in the back seat, and then she gassed the engine, and it lurch forward, clipping the pick-up truck’s bumper as she pulled onto the road.
The thugs stopped following, but instead stood together in the parking lot watching Lalana’s car pull into traffic and head south. The other car dashed around and caught up to the first.
Lalana saw Malcolm and Brutus in the car behind them by the time Freeman managed to scoot the bags of pineapples out of his way to get the still-flopping back door closed.
“Did those guys know me?”
“Probably not,” said Lalana.
“What did I do? What did I do to bring this on?”
Freeman said, “You didn’t do anything.”
John thought about Lariah, and Mr. Gains, and Reverend Hunter. He was worried about them. “I guess the time has come.”
They drove quietly until they hit the highway, and then Freeman said, “Time for what?”
“It won’t take them long to find me in Stump, and when they do, it puts all of you in danger. I don’t want to be the cause of that.”
Freeman put his hand on John’s shoulder, “You’re safe in Stump. They won’t drive that far out of their way.”
Lalana turned the volume up on the tape player. It was Howlin’ Wolf again, but it was surrealistic this time.
Lalana knew the thugs were there before they could be seen. He replayed the whole thing in his head. She’d become very squirrely before they’d even shown themselves, he was sure he remembered that. How did she know they were there?
“Are you sure you’re okay?” said John from the passenger door when she stopped in front of the old church.
“We’re all okay,” she said. Freeman was still scooting out of the back seat, and Malcolm and Brutus were pulling into his spot.
John wanted to ask her how she knew, but he didn’t want to rile her up again. It was a creepy, scary experience for all of them, and he was still upset about it.
John stepped back and was about to close the door when she said, “Dutch...”
He leaned back into the door.
She said, “Just remember, some fights aren’t yours. You need to be able to tell the difference, and you’ll be okay, you hear me?”
Freeman said his goodbyes to her, and then met Brutus and Malcolm at the porch.
“I don’t understand,” said John, “But that’s something I’m getting used to saying lately.”
“Things in Stump, Georgia, are different from the world you’re used to.”
“How do I know when a fight isn’t mine?”
“There are some fights you can’t win.”
“So... You just don’t fight?” he asked.
“I didn’t say they can’t be fought; just that you can’t always be the one doing the fighting. There are some fights you can’t win. But that doesn’t mean they can’t be won.”
John got a little more animated as he reflected back over the previous weeks, and Mr. Gains’s sign getting pinched, and he said a little more loudly, “Anyone picks a fight with anyone here in Stump, Georgia, and he’s picked a fight with me. And if I go down for it, so be it; when I get to the other side I can at least cross over like a man, and that’s what matters to me.”
“Men,” she said disapprovingly.
He relaxed the anger at that. He said, “Well, I suppose we can fight about that later. You drive safely. And if you want to call me when you get home, just ring over at Malcolm’s number.”
When she pulled away, John straightened as he watched her head down the road. When he turned, Brutus, Freeman, and Malcolm were staring at him with little respect and appreciation; apparently, his last few comments had been louder than he realized.
They waited for him on the porch and Brutus straightened John’s collar. Malcolm was fumbling to get the wooden door in, “I’m in the mood for some breakfast.”
It was nearing 4:00pm, past even the lunch hour.
Freeman said, “Thurgood come by this morning?”
Malcolm was in and they formed a big man’s line at the door. Malcolm said back, “He did indeed. Bacon smells real good this week. I think I got some eggs, too.”
Lariah came out of her room and down the hall, “You all have a good time?” She’d been sleeping, they could tell by the squeak and scratch in her voice.
Then her voice got clear and demanding, “What happened!?”
The men hemmed and hawwed and she said, “Daddy?! You tell me what happened right this instant!”
Malcolm pulled out his most reassuring smile, “Oh, some boys got a little rambunctious, that’s all. Nobody got hurt, sweetie, Worst for us is we were on our way out, so it was good timing anyway. We left just before things started to get frisky.”
“Polesnakes?”
Brutus said, “Let’s don’t make somethin’ out of nothin’. Just some street boys showin’ the world that they’s boss. That’s all. When they started up with that, we jumped right in the cars and left before anything newsworthy happened.”
Lariah was at her daddy’s face, caressing it and trying not to cry, which she controlled for the most part. She was upset, though.
John said, “It was my fault, Lariah. I’m sorry.”
She was still caressing her daddy’s face, and Malcolm let her do it, more for her sake, but he enjoyed that his child wanted to feel him. She said, “Wasn’t your fault, Dutch.”
Brutus asked, “Freeman, you make your delivery yet this week?”
“It’s in the back in a oil filter box,” Freeman started to rise, “I’ll get it—”
“You boys sit,” she said, “I’ll go fetch it. But don’t tell me it’s nothing then break out the hooch!”
There were six mason jars, quart ones with the clasp lids, filled with golden brown elixir in a old automotive parts box that clanged when she set it on the booth table.
Freeman said, “I’ll drop another delivery off tomorrow. But that will be the last of the 2000 batch.” He looked at John, “Demand’s been a little higher lately...”
With that, they all got a jar, including Lariah, who was still upset. Like Lalana, Lariah just knew, and Malcolm thought a little sleeping medicine was in order—for all of them.
John was first at it, but not by much.
“Does someone want to tell me what the hell happened out there?” Lariah shivered with the first tiny sip. She wasn’t used to liquor, though it was the main ingredient in her dad’s home made cold medicine (bourbon in fresh lemon juice, with honey, horehound, all served steamy-hot).
Brutus said, “Ain’t you never seen hoodlums before?”
John lowered the jar and said, “Brutus, don’t. Just don’t. They weren’t normal ‘hoodlums’...”
“Street gangs, then,” said Freeman.
“No,” was John’s simple dismissal of that attempt.
The dining room door opened, and a small man in a wide brimmed hat stood in the jamb surveying the dark dining room.
“I heard you boys had an exciting afternoon,” said Reverend Hunter.
Nobody said anything, but that was because John was the only one who wasn’t in on the joke (not that it was an actual joke). They didn’t feel the need to explain, and John couldn’t explain any of it.
“Lalana called you,” said John.
“She was worried. She wanted me to come over and see how you were all getting on.”
“We got ambushed by some very scary dudes who were far too interested in me.”
Reverend Hunter shook the stiffness from him, and moved into the room from the doorway. He removed his hat and tossed it on the table in the middle, and then he sat. John slid him his jar and the Reverend took a baby sip from it.
The reverend said, “Get’s better every time, Freeman.”
“Who were those guys?” asked John.
Reverend Hunter took another baby sip, let it shiver down, and then sighed. “They’re only doing what they think is the right thing. They think things should be done a particular way; that folks should always see what they see, they way they see it, and from their perspective.”
John reflected back on the afternoon’s cud and he chewed on it in his memory. The thugs kept asking him for his name, and telling him to open his eyes...
“Are they some kind of religious organization?”
“They think they are,” said the reverend, “But you take a human being and you beat it in to him that he’s just some commodity, so many bricks, so many hours, so many units off the line, and it does something to him. He starts to confuse ‘faith’ with ‘way of life’.”
John took his jar back and took a drink, “Sounds like voodoo.”
“There are the rules of religion, and then there are the rules of society. God makes the rules of religion; and the rules of society are made by all those helpless, hopeless folks that have been turned into this or that commodity. Gives them the illusions that they aren’t at the complete mercy of giants who have all the power. When that happens, they fight for pecking order and power within whatever little scraps they get from society. Like convicts in prison.”
Freeman said, “Slavery was never abolished, it was just polished.”
“Here we go...” muttered John.
“Time was,” said Freeman, “when only negroes were considered slavable. And then Abe freed them. But then The Man just saw it as an opportunity to expand slaving to everyone, instead of limiting it to just one group.”
“Think about it, Dutch,” said Brutus, “Millions of folks are bound to this or that job, they get they health benefits, pay they rent or mortgage, and everyone answers to the big corporations and the government. A man’s got to eat, and they know that. And folks sell they lives, hour at a time, doing what The Man tells ’em to—or else. Some inmates get better prison jobs than others, ain’t none of you free. You do what the government says, and what the company says, and maybe after that, what the Good Lord says.”
Malcolm added, “Like I said, when it’s all about profit, you lose your humanity. You turn people into commodities, and this is what you get. People fighting over the left-over scraps, doing things to each other.”
John took another sip from the jar before scooting it back in front of the reverend, “Lovely civics lesson.”
Reverend Hunter took the jar back, “If you treat people like animals long enough, if you teach them that that’s all they are, how can you fault them for acting like it? You have inmates clinging to whatever leftover scraps of power they can get, and they think the only way to keep it is to increase it. By force, if necessary. It’s just human nature.”
John snickered, “You guys are this close to living in a trailer in Montana with a two-year stockpile of food and ammo. And that doesn’t answer any of my questions.”
Reverend Hunter said, “Maybe you’re not asking the right questions.”
The bourbon muddied the voices that night, but he could still hear them murmuring on the other side of the ceiling. Now he could put faces to them, and that only made it worse.
“What do you want from me?!” he whispered as he lay there.
They mumbled to each other, oblivious to his direct question.
Look at him just laying there! he thought he heard in the drone. He looks so peaceful. Too peaceful...
Something bit him on the back of his hand, just a pinch, just a little nibble, and he lurched his hand away, and then he sat up in the darkness. The voices muddied further into the distance so that they sounded only like the trickling of a seasonal creek after a heavy rain. His heart started beating a little faster, he could almost hear it thumping away. It fluttered like gas working its way up to a belch.
John smacked the on button on the light switch and examined his hand at the bite; It looked like a flea bite—perfect, he thought, now I have fleas. It felt almost as though whatever it was had burrowed into his skin and made itself a little nest. He rubbed it, and he flexed it, and he pulled the skin. The spike in his head felt like it was there again.
They’d said it wasn’t his fault, but John still felt guilty. He’d wanted Lalana to do something special for him, and she’d agreed and they’d gone into the city to get those stupid pineapples. And look what happened. He’d put them all in danger. He lay quietly in the dark, listening to the rippling far creek and rubbing the bite, feeling guilty, very guilty. Maybe it was the bourbon—it had to be the bourbon.
He wondered if Lalana would ever talk to him again. He thought about how beautiful she’d been at the pecan stand. How was it possible that she’d never been courted? Maybe she had been. She must have been—a woman that beautiful couldn’t be ignored. He could give her a call and check up on her. When would that be appropriate?
Maybe tomorrow.
He primed the little pump five times, then simultaneously depressed the safety ridge on the handle, pulled the trigger, held down the choke, grabbed the lateral handle, held the chain brake actuator, pressed one foot in the bottom of the handle, and then yanked the ripcord handle on the saw. After a few yanks, the saw sputtered up and he gunned the trigger.
Lalana hadn’t called. He thought about calling her (a lot, actually), but he was afraid to, so he hadn’t.
Without the bourbon, the spike in his head throbbed a little, and the piercing grunt of the saw wasn’t helping any. But he let it warm up for a few minutes, and then he started the first slice off the log, rocking it back and forth as it fell through the tree. Malcolm didn’t need any more pecan, but he had room for it, and John didn’t want to hang out in the old church. He was getting into a groove with his morning visits.
The pines seemed quite satisfied to watch him dismember the trespasser, and John was mad at them for their smugness. Strangely, the pecans didn’t seem to react; it was as though they accepted the necessity of it. The cylinder fell into the mud with a chomping thud, and John jumped quickly out of its way.
He reckoned there to be about another thirty feet of log left before it would just be the stump. That would be enough for the rest of the season and maybe the next; Malcolm would have to start on a live one soon. He cut another cylinder off and let it fall, and considered that it was like forcing the condemned to watch executions of their own brethren, and that bothered him.
Then again, they were just trees, for crying out loud. Just stupid trees. They didn’t have eyes or brains or even souls. What did they care? He was just being stupid about it, overly sentimental, like feeling bad about punching a teddy bear—there was no damned consequence there. They were just stupid, unthinking, unfeeling trees, and he needed to stop with all the sissified sentiment about it. He snickered sarcastically at himself; what a nut case he was becoming.
He was about to drop the saw again when he looked up at the gloating pines, “Knock it off!”
“Morning, Mr. Gains,” he said.
Mr. Gains looked up from his little TV, “Mornin’, Dutch.”
John was heading to the back cooler when he said, “Can I get another pack of smokes, too?”
Mr. Gains pulled a generic pack out and then found John’s card. When John put the Cokes on the counter he saw that the balance on the card was just about cleared out. He pulled a couple of fifties from his wallet, “Can I go ahead an pay up some more on the account?”
“Shuh can,” said Mr. Gains, “I’m always good with takin’ folks’ money.”
John twisted the top off one of the Cokes and it pisst loudly as Mr. Gains worked the math; he had to add the hundred, and subtract the Cokes and smokes. As he did so, John asked, “What do you know about the old lines?”
The pencil stopped, but Mr. Gains didn’t otherwise move; he more or less froze, trying to look as though he were calculating in his mind.
“What’s ta know?” said Mr. Gains, “They just old lines. Station got closed, lines got pullt up and sold fuh scrap.”
John took another drink, and Mr. Gains finished up his figuring and then noted it on the card before twisting it around for John to see. He nodded, and Mr. Gains put the ticket with the others.
Mr. Gains warned in a friendly manner, “Y’all don’t need to be frettin’ ’bout no lines. Jes let it be...”
John was sitting on the porch drinking his Coke and looking across the way at the new church, thinking about Lalana and wondering what her specific reason was for not calling him. Was she busy? Was she angry? Would it be improper? Was she waiting for him to call her? It was the south, after all, and there were still parts of it that valued good etiquette.
Then he wondered why he was wondering. He was, after all, still a married man. Not for long, true, but still, what was the precise legal status of his situation? He could ask his lawyer, but his lawyer was out looking for an old poor-looking truck with Malcolm—and then his lawyer had barrels to make for moonshining.
He could ask Reverend Hunter. Whose assessment was more relevant? Reverend Hunter was right across the street. It’s not that there was any romance going on, other than exposing people to street thugs, but he was curious on an intellectual level, so he started across the road.
Reverend Hunter was in civvies out back, sharpening the corkscrew blades on a five-blade manual reel mower. When the reverend looked up and saw John, he seemed glad to see him, “Morning, Dutch.”
John stood next to the mower and examined it, “That thing’s a real antique.”
“Get’s the job done,” and then he hinted, “You getting bored?”
John said, “Okay,” with resignation and held his hand out for the sharpener. They traded places, John squatting onto the milkmaid’s stool and reverend Hunter pulled a handkerchief to wipe his brow. John ran the sharpener across one of the five blades, “How many more blades do you have left?”
“After this one? Four.”
“Got here just in time then.”
Reverend Hunter scooted one of Brutus’s old barrels, one of the smaller ones Lalana used, and then sat next to John and supervised closely. “What brings you across the road?”
John moved the sharpener back and forth and the blade made a grinding screech, a low dull one. “What’s the word on if your wife leaves you?”
“It’s bad.”
“For who?”
“I suppose it depends on the wife, don’t it? (You gotta get all the way to the end here).”
John continued to scrape, “She left me for another guy just before I left. Said she couldn’t be married to a... well, a black guy.”
Reverend Hunter laughed, “Sorry, Dutch... It still tickles me.”
“—This is serious. A man is telling you about his wife leaving him, and you’re laughing.”
“Was she a good wife?”
John scraped and thought about it. Elsa was mostly a good wife, he supposed, but it was kind of like grading on a curve where there was only one score. It wasn’t like he had other wives to compare her to. He said, “How do you define ‘good’?”
“Was she a good friend? Did she make you want to be a better man? Did she help you be a better man?”
Elsa had been more of a travelling companion than anything else. She’d been like someone who was also on a train that he could talk to to pass away the time, someone tolerable to occupy the next seat so he wasn’t alone and also so someone worse didn’t sit there. She definitely made him want to be a richer man, that was for sure. In the end, though, she was going to end up with all the riches, and she was going to be sharing it with another goober who she’d turn into a revenue stream. Maybe that was harsh, maybe it was factual, probably it was both. John shrugged as he scraped.
“The good book says if she left you, you aren’t under bondage.”
The reverend turned the next blade and John started on it.
“What does that mean?”
“It means if you didn’t cheat on her, and you didn’t slap her around, and she left anyway, she’s the one who can’t ever remarry without committing adultery.”
“So, I can remarry?”
Reverend Hunter saw the relationship building between Lalana and John, and he was careful with his answer, “That’s jumping the gun.”
“This is all hypothetical, reverend.”
“Hypothetically, then, whether marrying or re-marrying, the other rules still apply. The word says don’t be unequally yoked.”
“Elsa and I were equally yoked, and that didn’t work out so great.”
“Before you get serious with anyone, you need to remember that you’re not all the way one of us. Not yet, anyway.”
John stopped the scraping, “It’s not like I’m going to get any blacker.”
“Why is everything about black and white with you?”
“You can’t say that it’s irrelevant, the color difference.”
“Irrelevant? Heck no! But it’s just one part of the overall recipe. It all matters, sure, but it should only matter to you. You should celebrate it.”
“Then what?”
“Are you employed? Are you retired? Are you southern? Are you saved? Did you grow up poor as dirt? Did you grow up in Stump, Georgia? You in the same political party? Part of the same social organizations? You ever have children? Can you cook? You like dogs or do you prefer cats? ...I don’t want to wreck your beliefs, but ‘black’ just doesn’t come close to summing up a person, or a community... Dutch, if I was talking about your being black or white, you’d never be one of ‘us.’ Stop picking out the individual ingredients and learn to enjoy the whole dish. Try seeing past the temporal once in a while, why don’t you?”
John resumed scraping at that, not sure if he should be offended or not. “Past the temporal...”
“Man has this wicked way of trying to sum up a whole person with these short labels. He’s gay, she’s Latina, he’s a liberal, she’s a crook, or a doctor, or a mother, or stupid (or smart)... You’re in trouble whenever you start to fall for that kind of thinking. A man can be a smart crooked gay conservative tax-paying, army-servin’, bible teacher and a father of four—he can be all those things. How you going to just pick one thing, and say that that one word tells you anything worth knowing about another human being?”
“Point taken, reverend. But when you’re a minority, you tend to see these things everywhere, the things that make you feel different, and by extension, less, or unwanted.”
“You feel unwanted? Folks here treating you badly?”
“Actually... No. Folks here have been like family to me, more than friends.”
“Like I said, you’re where you belong (for now). Whether you stay or go, that’s up to you and the Lord. I’d let Him make that call, by the by. You’ll always be Dutch. But eventually, you’ll be one of us, I’m sure that’s the Lord’s plan. But all things in due time, in due time. Don’t seek to belong. Seek the Kingdom of God, and His righteousness... And don’t worry about tomorrow; there’s enough on your plate today to worry about, and if you’re where you belong, then you don’t even have to worry about that much, because you’re in God’s plan, and He’s got all the details already worked out for you.”
“More voodoo?”
“No such thing. But listen to me, Life is like a rabbit you see out of the corner of your eye that,” Reverend Hunter shot his arm under the other, “dashes across the backyard and under the fence before you get a good look at it. It’s done before you know it, and then it’s just a memory of something you can’t say for sure what happened. When you’re dreaming, you think you’re awake.”
“Life is a dream...” said John humoring the reverend.
“Dying ain’t the end of life, son; it’s the awakening in the morning. What you wake to, well, that’s up to you.”
“Heaven or hell, right?” John continued scraping.
“Eventually. You buy the ticket in life, but the trip ain’t always non-stop, ain’t always direct.”
John had no idea what that meant, other than it was more crazy talk. He continued to scrape.
Reverend Hunter said, “Oh, sure. Best believe it.”
“You mean like God has a waiting room?”
Reverend Hunter turned to the next blade, “More like God has some folks linger in between for a spell.”
“Angels.”
“No, not angels. Angels are a different being from the get-go. Folks don’t become angels when they die.”
“How do you know that?”
“Because salvation isn’t offered to them, for one thing. They were created as angels from the start, and before God created us. Besides, if people became angels, that would mean folks would also become demons when they die.”
John hadn’t considered that side of the coin. He resumed scraping the blade until the preacher turned it to the next one. “Then what do you mean by ‘lingering’?”
The wind paused, and the rustling of the leaves and creaking of trees hushed. John took notice of the sudden quiet, and Reverend Hunter continued unaffected by the sudden eeriness.
“...There’s a place between life and death. It’s a temporary place and every once in a while, a certain man can either go on, or go back from it. Sometimes he’s held there and he can’t move on or back.”
“Ghosts? You believe in ghosts?”
Reverend Hunter shook his head, “I believe in the Holy Ghost, that’s for sure. As for others? Well, ghosts like you’re thinking can’t really interact with the world, can they? Messengers of God can. You go into a crowd of strangers, and I guarantee you, there’s probably a messenger in it, someone who is like a ghost, but who has the ability to interact with the world—that’s the point. God can take some of His, and send them on errands in the world. You never know when you’re talking to one.”
“Like guides?”
“I suppose...”
“Then what happens to those messengers afterwards?”
“They linger to be called back, for the time to sail over yonder.”
“What does that mean?”
Reverend Hunter tried to put it into words, “Those in that state work and wait. And time comes when they’ve done or accomplished what God wants accomplished. And then it’s done, and they can sail over yonder, to the other side, into the joy and rest of the Lord. Most folks go right over (or down, unfortunately). Until then, though, it’s like .... they’re here to help. Part of the world, but not completely. It gets translated in the bible as ‘angel’, but it really translates as ‘messenger’. There are what we think of as angels, and then there’s the other ones who do the work of angels, but they are really lingering messengers...”
Reverend Hunter seemed to be talking to himself, “Sometimes, even the messengers don’t know what the mission is. They just linger for years and years without knowing the purpose of it until the time is right...”
The reverend twisted to the next blade and John start grinding away on it. He said, “Sorry, but I don’t believe in some kind of ghostly limbo. I don’t even know that I believe in heaven or hell—for that matter, why doesn’t God just come down and show everyone? Just settle the issue once and for all? Then everyone would know and we could all stop fighting over it.”
Reverend Hunter laughed, “What do you think would happen if He did that? You ever read Isaiah chapter six?”
John didn’t think he had. It was hard to tell one “ah” from another (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Obadiah, Nehemiah... About all he remembered of them from Sunday school was that they weren’t exactly a jolly, happy-go-lucky bunch that you’d want to invite to your kid’s birthday party).
“Isaiah saw just a glimpse of the Lord’s glory and he said, ‘Woe is me, I am undone!’ And he was one of God’s prophets. And when Moses asked to see the Lord, God hid him in a cleft of rock, then held His hand over it and let Moses only see His butt when he walked by, and Moses glowed from just that much so that he had to cover his face to keep folks from thinking he was a ghost... If God came down showing all His glory, and men saw Him, they’d soil themselves and their hearts would stop,” the reverend gestured at the grass next to the mower, “and they’d fall down dead. Right down dead. We’d all die in our sins before getting the chance to accept salvation! God’s glory is like the sun; you can bask in it from here, but flesh couldn’t survive walking on the sun—only your spirit could survive it.”
John scraped more, thinking about it. Lariah had said something about God’s glory, that it was toxic to humans, and that if he touched it, he would die. He wanted to finish up the blades so that he could end the voodoo mumbo jumbo. He was thinking about how to politely change the subject when, for reasons he couldn’t understand, he abruptly said, “Then why doesn’t he just hide the ‘glory’ and come down? Then that wouldn’t happen.”
Why had he said that? It was just going to prolong the sermon. Maybe he just felt like arguing. The preacher nodded in agreement and laughed. He put his hand on John’s shoulder, as if to steady himself, “And then you think that would settle it?”
John sighed subvertly. He concluded the preacher was just doing his job, but still. He said, “It doesn’t make sense to make people gamble like that. Not with the stakes so high. It’s kind of vindictive, if you ask me.”
“Faith and free will. Suppose a born-again and an atheist are driving along, and they crash, and both die. If the atheist is right about things, then the born-again ain’t no worse off for being wrong, is he? And the atheist ain’t any better off for being right. But if the gospel is true, then it’s a whole different story. The way I see it, the born-again has nothing to lose, and everything to gain. The atheist has nothing to gain, but everything to lose. Where’s the gamble?”
“The gamble is in knowing which is the right path, that’s what. The gamble is living some boring pious life and then poofing into oblivion without even having made the most of what little you had. The gamble is in trusting someone with your eternal destiny only to end up with a bomb strapped to your chest so’s you can kill other people who disagree with you—even though it’s supposed to be just between a guy and his god, right?”
Reverend Hunter laughed.
John said, “What?”
“—Oh, nothing... I guess I was thinking about that suicide bomber thing you were just talking about.”
“You think that’s funny?”
“No, of course not. But I wonder why they always pick young men to do that. I mean, wouldn’t it make more sense to get old guys who already led a full life to do that?”
John thought it was an interesting, if not morbid thought. Then he said, “Well, what would an old guy do with all those virgins? I figure by that age, they’d just do it for a comfortable chair and a decent remote.”
They both thought that that was funny—morbid, but funny.
John finished up the rest of the blades, and then, of course, he ended up volunteering to mow the back and side yards. The blisters on his hand were just remnants, and the mower was harder on his shoulders than anything else.
When he was doing the side yard, he saw the missing rail in the fence, the one that had given way, but which had also saved them. It had been scary (and embarrassing) at the time, but he chuckled at it. Yes, maybe he’d pay a little more attention to the voodoo preaching from now on. He looked up at the steep roof and thought, Everything to gain, nothing to lose.
John was just putting the mower back into the shed behind the church when he heard a vehicle go by honking its horn. He quickly slid the metal door closed and rushed around to the front to see the commotion.
It was Brutus in a new beat-up old truck missing its tailgate, followed by Malcolm. The truck was a very square’ish Chevy (boxy lines, square headlights, rectangles cut out for the wheel wells), and it had been yellow once, but the truck was dying from the vehicular equivalent of chronic mange, being at least half rust, and had some amateur attempts at gray body work in spots that made it look almost calico.
Brutus hopped out, smiles ablaze, and the truck lifted an inch on his side when he did. He stood there admiring it as John stepped up to it.
“Nineteen, seventy and four Chevy,” Brutus beamed, as though it were a brand new Ferrari, “Needs new shocks.”
“I see that,” said John.
Lariah was on the porch at that point, and she said, “What is it? What is it?” She was excited for Brutus.
Brutus said, “It’s a nineteen, seventy-four Chevy pick-up.”
John added, “It’s pretty much the same as his old truck.”
Lariah came down the steps, “What color is it?”
Brutus said, “Yellow,” at the same time as John said, “Rust.” Then John conceded for Brutus’s sake, “Fine, and yellow.”
Malcolm was just glad it was over; Brutus was now mobile again. He walked Lariah around it, and she strafed it with her finger tips. He warned her of the rusty side mirror and she was careful around it. “Can I go for a ride?” she asked.
Brutus looked at Malcolm and Malcolm nodded. “Hop in! You wanna go, too, Dutch?”
John looked at Malcolm, and Malcolm rolled his eyes and nodded his head again.
John said, “Yeah, I’ll go! I got shotgun!”
Brutus said, “This one here is four on the floor, so it’s still going to be a little cramped.”
Lariah said, “It smells like a barn tractor.”
“Where are you headed?” asked Malcolm.
John suggested, “I still need to talk to Latanya about some spices...”
Brutus eyed John, and John said, “Give me a break. I need spices for the wings sauce.”
Brutus knew that, he was just messing with John. When they were all in, Brutus helped Lariah with her lap belt. Then they were off in a hurry, Brutus honking away excitedly.
Latanya was happy to see Brutus, clean shaven, dapper-Dan Brutus, “Hey Brutus!”
“I got my new truck! Looky there!”
“Well, don’t she look pretty!”
John was helping Lariah out and when they came around the angular hood of the truck, Latanya said, “Hey Lariah! How you doing, Dutch?”
Before he could answer, Lariah said, “Hi, aunt Tanya! What color is Brutus’s new truck?”
Latanya looked first at John for some background on the not-so-innocent question, then at Brutus. Then she said, “It’s bright yellow!” John laughed and Brutus blushed because she’d chosen his interpretation of it when, truth be told, it could have been argued the other way, too.
“What brings you out here?”
Brutus muscled up, “Well,” he said manly, “Just thought I come by and show you m’ new wheels.” After a pause, “And Dutch wanted to talk some bidness with you.”
“Business?” Latanya asked.
John cleared his throat, “Uh, yeah, I was wondering if I can get some custom spices off you, for making my hot wings sauce.”
“Come on in out of the sun and let’s talk.”
When they were in the kitchen, John stood, and Lariah took his previous chair—and Brutus sat next to Latanya. They had to wait proper for iced tea, one of Latanya’s own recipes (mix, actually), and when she’d served them, John said, “Yes, so, what I need is some paprika, some chili powder, and some cayenne powder.”
“What do you want in the chili?”
“They’re for wing sauce, so what would you recommend for something very hot and spicy?”
“If you want hot, that’s habaneros.”
John shook his head, “Don’t like the taste of them. I want something that is first about flavor, then about heat, if that makes sense.”
She said as she thought about it, “Guajillo, Anaheim, cayenne, but you’re wanting separate Cayenne—”
“Doesn’t have to be separate.”
“Okay, then, cayenne. And maybe some chipotle for flavor, if you like smoky and dark.”
John decided that he did.
“Then you’d might like just a little cherry pepper. And of course, garlic and cumin,” she said.
John shook his head, “Go very, very easy on the cumin. In fact, skip the cumin. I can add that to the sauce if it needs it. Same with the garlic. I think I want to use fresh garlic when I make the sauce.”
Latanya pulled a notepad and pencil from a kitchen drawer and then returned to her seat, and Brutus watched and was enchanted at the elegance of her writing. She spoke as she wrote, “Guijillo, Anaheim, cayenne, chipotle jalepeños, (John interjected that he wanted a little more of those) Extra chipotle, cherry.”
John said, “How long for this project?”
Latanya said, “I’ll need to go get some of this, and the ones I can pick here aren’t ready for another month. Then it takes time to harvest and dry them, then there’s crushing them. There’s a fair amount of work there...” She was looking at Brutus.
John lifted the almost-gone blisters in his palm, “Brutus, could you possibly help me out here? I need someone to come over to Miss Latanya’s to help her out with that. Could you do that part for me and I’ll owe you?”
Brutus blushed again, “I mean, if you really need me to he’p out, I s’pose I could come over and do that.”
Latanya said to Brutus, “I figure it would take a good few hours to harvest and clean, then setting up to dry... Well, the drying would take all day. Not sure how long it would take to crush them into powder, though. Maybe another few hours to do it right.”
“Yeah, I s’pose I can he’p you out, Dutch. What are friends for?”
Latanya smiled at Brutus’s blush, but she didn’t let him see that. Then she said, “And Paprika?”
“Your normal recipe is about as good as anyone could ask. That’ll work for me just fine.”
She made another note. “And what else can I get you?”
“That’ll do it for spices. I need to talk to your sister about tomato’s and vinegar. She’s going to make some pineapple-cider vinegar for me.”
“I heard,” said Latanya, “That sounds very interesting.”
John shifted feet, “Did, uh, have you talked to her lately?”
“Just this morning.”
John let it go at that, hoping that there’d be more, but there wasn’t. So he relented the high ground and asked, “Was she mad at me? For yesterday?”
“Now, why would she be mad at you? It’s all good. I think you just need to relax and enjoy the day!”
“So, it’s probably okay if we head there next? To talk tomato’s?”
“I’m sure that would be fine if all of you went to visit. But before you leave,” she was looking at Brutus, “Can someone take a look at the springs on my garage door? They’re acting up again.”
No surprise about who jumped up first.
Lariah was with them after they said their good-byes to Latanya, so as Brutus was fastening Lariah’s belt, he looked up at John, but didn’t say anything to express the gratitude toward his wingman—not with Lariah there. John smiled back, “Every boy needs a dog, right?”
Brutus raced up the drive, kicking up a cloud of dust, and he was honking away. By the time he’d parked, Lalana was on front porch, holding her hand up to her forehead to shield her eyes from the sun. John couldn’t see her eyes for it, but she was smiling.
When Brutus hopped out, the driver’s side squeaked and lifted. “I got a new truck!” said Brutus over the hood and gesturing to it with both palms as though he were a game show hostess. John was helping Lariah out, and when they were out, Lariah leaned against the bed wall next to John.
John was nervous again, just like on that first day. Lalana surveyed the truck as she walked around it. “She’s very pretty, Brutus.”
She was still walking around it, and when she was in front of John and Lariah, she was surprised that he didn’t say anything. “You okay, Dutch?”
“Me? I’m doing fine. You’re looking fine, too—I mean, you look, um, healthy.”
Lariah said under her breath, “Smooth.”
He forced an embarrassed salesman smile and whispered through gritted teeth as though he were a ventriloquist, “She’s standing right here.”
Lariah whispered back the same way, “I know. I can hear the gravel under her shoes. Just act natural.” Then she spoke normally, “Hey Aunt Lana. We came over to talk about tomato paste.”
“—And to show you m’new truck!”
It was as though nothing had happened the day before, it seemed to John. He was still shaken about it though, a little. Standing there with Lalana was like waking up from a drunk and remembering that he’d told his boss what he really thought of him the night before. It was awkward for him, but Lalana was only curious as to why John was suddenly so skittish.
“Well,” said Lalana, “I’ve seen the truck, so talk to me about the tomato... paste was it?”
“Right,” said John, “I need some tomato paste, but I don’t want to buy something in a can.”
Lalana crinkled her nose, “That stuff’s terr’ble! You just stay away from it. I got cherry tomatoes and Beefsteak... and I think I got some Better Boy’s coming in, too. Let’s go look.”
She walked next to John, and Lariah was holding John’s other arm. Brutus followed behind, but caught up and put Lariah’s other arm in his so that the three of them were chained as they walked. John smiled over at Lalana; he was relieved when she smiled back at him.
Lariah sniffed in a long deep breath into her nostrils, “Mmmm.... I love the smell of tomato plants!”
Lalana had a few acres worth of various kinds of tomato plants, some with wire cones around them, some on metal lines, and with the wind low down they could all smell them. Lariah repeated, “I love the smell of tomatoes!”
“I’m so used it,” said Lalana, “I barely notice it anymore. Except when I come out first thing in the morning to tend to them—which reminds me: Do either of you know anything about old pumps? My irrigator went this morning.” She looked over at John with needy eyes.
“Pumps?” said John, “Well, maybe. I can take a look.”
Brutus doubted John knew anything about pumps and he leaned forward to give him a subtle eye over Lariah’s head.
He said to Brutus, “Can’t hurt to look at it, right?”
Brutus said, “So, I’ma check out the tomatoes with Lariah while you, uh, check out the pump...”
With that, Lalana pulled John free and she delicately dragged him toward the creek through the apple trees.
“You okay?” she asked again.
“Couldn’t be better.”
She gracefully didn’t press the issue. “I only need the throw-away parts of those pineapples for the most part. What do you want me to do with the fruit?”
“Do you want it?”
“Not sure I could eat that much.”
“Could we make juice out of what you can’t eat?”
She stopped at an unpainted wooden shack that looked like a double-wide outhouse on an old stone foundation with a heavy black cable attached to its highway-side gable. The tar shingles looked in much newer condition, as though it had been recently replaced, and double barn-type doors filled the front wall of it. “It’s in there,” she said.
John lifted the hook latch and pulled the doors open. Inside, sitting on a concrete pedestal the size of a shipping palate was a rusty blue cylinder lying on its side attached to what looked like an alternator from a big rig truck; it was the pump’s actual impeller casing, judging from the pipe coming out of the middle of it through the right shack wall, and another pipe wrapping around the vertical ring of it and back into the ground. A brown-orange assembly sprouted from the top of the pump’s impeller casing, steadying a circular metal ring the size of a steering wheel two feet up—the valve handle. A silver 2-inch pipe rose from a metal enclosure in front at just about the middle of the pump, and held a throw switch four feet off the ground. The power line also came out of the right side of that, and that’s where John started.
He pulled the throw switch and the pump knocked loudly and then hummed noisily.
Lalana said, “See? It’s not supposed to sound like that, and normally you’d hear water gushing through the pipes. It did this before and Reverend Hunter fixed it, but he didn’t tell me what the problem was.”
John pushed the switch back and the humming buzz stopped. He stroked his chin and pondered, and then he said, “Could be not enough power is getting to the generator.”
Lalana didn’t think so, but she said, “Maybe.”
“You have any tools? A wrench and a screw driver?”
She did, and set out to fetch them.
While she was away, John searched the pump for some kind of instructions. There was another smaller square casing on the generator’s cylinder, and he pulled at it to pry its covering off. He pulled at the top, and then at the bottom, and then at the side, and then looked and felt around it for some kind of hinge; there wasn’t one, not that he could tell. Then he kicked at the middle power unit by where the power line from the roof connected to it.
He then kicked the power cord where it attached, and saw that it gave a little, something it shouldn’t have done since it was clamped in. He’d tighten the clamp when Lalana got back with some tools, and hope that that was the problem.
When she returned, he reached down and grabbed the power cord and jiggled it, “It’s loose, see?”
She wasn’t convinced that the power connection was the problem, but again she said, “Maybe.”
John jerked the cord again.
This time, though, it popped, and he threw himself on his back a good coffin’s length away from the shack’s double doors, holding his hand and trying to think of something he could scream in her presence that wouldn’t be impolite. He didn’t remember jumping that far, but there he was, on his back staring up at the apple tree, and going down the list of expletives to find one he could scream like one of those slasher movie victim chicks—you know, the dumb ones who die early in the picture.
She said, “Oh, Lord! Are you okay?!”
John’s whole arm stung, and his hand felt like he’d been holding freshly stoked embers from a blast furnace. It was an icy pain, but his elbow already throbbed, and he was still trying to think of some kind of curse he could throw. He might get away with “cheese and rice!” but there was a chance he’d screw it up or that she’d not hear him correctly and just assume he’d sissy-screamed something actually untoward in her presence.
“Dutch! Are you okay?!”
He nodded his head and forced air back and forth through his gritted teeth.
“I’m going to get Brutus—”
“—No! I’m fine! I’m fine!”
“Let me see your hand!”
But John was cupping it with the other and he didn’t want her to look at it. “I’m fine!”
“Let me see your hand!”
She could already see the blood smearing on his shirt where he was holding his hand.
“Are you okay?!”
“I think...” he said, “I think I know what the problem is...”
“What?”
“...You need a new fuse...”
She didn’t think it was very funny, and instead of laughing, or even pretending to laugh, she pulled at his arm to see his hand. “Let me see it!”
John still refused to show her the burn, which had taken the skin off along the thumb-side and underside of his index finger. As bad as the initial burn had been, it was even worse with each moment. Lalana said, “Dutch, let’s at least go into the house and let me get you some first aid going. I can tell it’s a bad burn. It’s going to get infected and then the doctors are going to have to amputate it.”
The way it was burning at the moment, John wondered if that wouldn’t be worth the relief. He was wheezing through his teeth again, but he nodded his head.
When it had first happened, he really didn’t want Brutus to find out, but being bloody like that, he was going to find out either way, so he might as well do something about the pain.
She helped him up, and she did so with such strength that she virtually lifted him to his feet with her single hand as though he were made of empty Coke bottles. He was in too much pain to notice that, though, and his stomach was starting to churn.
She put his other arm around her neck and they walked quickly toward the house. They saw Brutus leading Lariah through the various tomato plants, Lariah was feeling along them, not caring about prickles, and was delighted every time she discovered the world’s first tomato. Brutus was holding some of her picking, some massive two-pounders that had bloated with good fortune on the vine, fat balls the slices of which would flop over the edge of common bread by at least an inch on every side, and which would produce a loaf’s worth of stocky slices for tomato sandwiches.
Lalana and John were walking quickly, but trying to act natural so not to attract their attention, and they could hear Lariah order up, “Let’s get some dill, too!” from about a hundred yards away.
They slipped into the kitchen and she manhandled the burned hand into her sink. It was only ground cold at first, but then got deep ground cold in a few seconds, and then she lowered his hand (forced it, really) into the cold water.
“Hold your hand here. Leave it in the water, okay? I have to get some supplies.”
She went down the hall, rustled something from a back closet and he could hear her walking back. It was a white plastic box, like a medical themed lunch box, that had medical tape, creams, scissors, needles, and other scary things (scary to patients, that is). She pulled a scalpel from an aluminum-type plastic wrapper, and some cream and readied some gauze, some tape (four strips), and laid them out in orderly fashion. John’s eyes got wide at the scalpel, “What’s that for?”
She reached into the water and turned his hand palm up. She whispered an empathetic, “Ouch! You really did some damage here.”
“Why do you have all that stuff?” he said, still eyeing the scalpel. It was a stainless steel surgical scalpel, not something you’d get from a drug store. And some of the other things had stamps and ink labels from somewhere, but what he could make out was that it was some medical school in Florida. The packaging said, “(Something) School of Nursing.”
“You went to nursing school?”
She was still prepping what she’d be using, and her focus was on that. She worked quickly and efficiently as she said, “Was just one semester short when it happened. Give me your hand.”
She held up one cream tube that may have been obtained from some World War I army infirmary, “This one will help with the pain. It’s a topical anesthetic. It should make the pain go numb.” She had a cotton swab on a long wooden stick, which she dabbed with amazing gentleness, though the ointment stung fiercely at first. She didn’t smear, she dabbed lightly one tiny dot at a time until she’d covered the entire burn, and her clamp on his wrist to hold his hand steady was surprisingly firm. She groaned with sympathy, “It’s down to the subcutaneous tissue. This here is a bona fide third degree burn, a nasty one. Might even be Fourth degree, depending on how much deeper it burned from what I can see. Poor thing!”
When she was done daubing, she tapped two oblong pills from a bottle of them, and then got a glass and filled it with iced tea. “Take these.”
“What —hah hah hah—are these?”
“Percocets. 10/500’s. Very strong stuff. You’re about to take a nice little trip for about four hours.”
He took the pills, but she cautioned him, “Don’t put too much in your stomach just yet.”
It was good advice.
He sipped enough to swallow the two pills and she said as she caressed his forearm, “You’re going to be alright. I think we have just what you need. I can’t do any antibiotic ointment just yet, so you have to really watch for infection—and make sure you keep it clean.”
He liked her tending to him, and she liked doing it, too. She was still rubbing his arm, “We can wait until the pain meds kick in, about ten minutes, and then bandage you up; or we can do it now before Brutus and Lariah come in—”
“Let’s get this done before they see it. They don’t need to be worrying about anything. They’d just fret and it would do nobody no good.”
It took her only a minute to get it all wrapped and splinted. She was just putting her med kit back into the lunch box when the kitchen door opened and Brutus and Lariah came in with a half dozen massive red tomatoes in their arms.
“Aunt Lana, can we make tomato sandwiches? We found some perfect tomato’s! And this:” and she held up her clutch of just-pulled dill sprigs.
Brutus noticed immediately but Lalana and John were giving him the sign to keep quiet about it. He mouthed with exaggerated lips, “WHAT HAP-PENED?!”
Nobody was saying anything, they were just shifting and making strange smacking noises with their mouths, and Lariah sighed, “What are you hiding? What happened?”
John laughed. He thought Lariah’s comment was funny. But then, he thought his fuse joke had been funny, too, and he laughed at that one as well.
“What happened?”
Nobody answered, but Lariah could hear more mouth smacking noises. “What... happened?!”
John felt a strange sense of... well-being. Life was okay, after all, even good. He was starting to find it all funny and good-natured... Shit just happened, and that was a good thing. Considering that Life was all about shit happening, it was better than the alternative.
“Oh, I had a fight with the pump, that’s all. Nothing you need to worry about. Aunt Lana patched it up—she’s an excellent nurse! Did you know that?!”
Brutus made the chugging symbol to Lalana and she reluctantly nodded to get it over with. “Yes, baby, tomato sandwiches sound mighty good. There’s bread in the pantry on the middle shelf, and you know where the knife is. That dill smells good.”
“And you know what else?” said John with dreamy eyes, “Aunt Lalana is a good nurse, very good. Damned fine, if that wouldn’t be impolite... or improper to point out... for the record. That she’s fine. Very good. And... very good.” He added with a whisper to Brutus, “I like her, she’s... you know... great.”
Lariah said, “You said that, Dutch—”
“But did you heeaard that?” and he laughed again.
Lariah laughed at John’s laughing, “Must have been bad if she gave you the happy pills...”
“Oh, and happy is the right word. These things are greeeaaat! You want I should paint your house before I leave?”
Lalana said to the sober two, “I might have shot a little high on the pain meds. He’s a big man, and wasn’t sure about dosing, so... It was a nasty little burn, wasn’t it, Dutch?”
Thud!
John’s forehead dropped onto her table; he was on his way out, but he could still hear them talking.
“Or maybe,” said Brutus, “It was all that hooch he drank before he got here?”
Lalana’s eyes got wide, “Liquor?! I gave him the strong stuff!” She was about to drag him to the toilet when Brutus started laughing, “Nah, I’m just messin’ with ya.”
John heard a meaty slap in the arm, and then he laughed with his nose squashed against the table top. “Didn’t have nothing to drink this morning,” he said nasally, “Didn’t have anything to eat... neither.”
Ah, the empty stomach. She didn’t know that otherwise she would have cut it down to just the one pill despite his size. He’d be okay, though.
“And another thing,” came more nasal blathering, “Aunt Lalana is a damned fine nurse. Plus, she knows her stuff. And you know what else?”
No one answered the sloppy drunk. Brutus thought is was funny, and so did Lariah, as she used her fingers to measure out half-inch slices to cut. She said to Lalana, “Mayo?”
Lalana went for the frig to fetch the mayo and Brutus was just grinning away at the back of John’s head. Lariah said, “Brutus, can you toast these slices for me while I chop the dill?”
John said, with his nose still pressed against the table, “She’s a fine woman. She’s beautiful, and classy, and smart...”
Brutus laughed at Lalana’s increasing embarrassment though he was going to pay for doing it, and Lariah laughed behind her hand. John was narco-chatty though, and on a roll, “And don’t tell her nothing, but if I was one of you, I would come courtin’ and sparkin’. Shhhhhhh. That’s just our secret, right? Don’t tell her that. She’d think I was a fool.”
The part of “if I was one of you,” concerned the other three. What did he know?
Brutus wasn’t laughing anymore when he said, “Whatchu mean?”
“You know, one of you.”
That only unnerved them even more, and now Brutus sat next to John, whose nose was still pressed painfully flat against the table. “You mean black?”
“No, man!” said John to the table, “Why is everything always black and white with you? Try to eat the whole dish once in a while, why don’t you?”
“Then what do you mean?”
John laughed, “I don’t know... A born-again? Ask Reverend Hunter. He understands these things. He gave me pants and I lost them at church. Because my armpits were hurting. I fell down and my panty-pants fell off, and made my armpits hurt...”
Brutus frowned and smiled at the same time, “Armpits? How high was you wearin’ ’em?”
But John was still on a chat-roll, “And you wanna know what...?”
Lariah said, “What?”
“Chicken-butt!” Then John was all the way out, and Brutus and Lariah snickered for the cuteness of it. Lalana thought it was just so endearing and sweet. And she let herself imagine that it was even possible. It wasn’t that it had to be, she just wanted to believe that it was possible, that’s all.
When John opened his eyes it was dark. He could tell by the smell that he was in his room and on his blankets. The nightmares had been horrible; faceless robots were probing him and telling him to just die. They wanted to kill him, and all through the dreams he could hear the voices from above his bed.
Write this one off, he’s in that place, something snotty said. Maybe, responded another.
“Shut up!” he croaked to the voices in the dark above his bed. It felt like the floor was moving, but it was the residual effects of the Oxycodone Lalana had given him.
His hand was throbbing, and he had to pee badly. He had no idea what time it was. He lifted his head and saw light from under his door. He felt numb except for the burn, which stung mightily.
When he opened the door, Reverend Hunter was sitting at a booth with Lariah and Malcolm, and they didn’t seem to be talking about anything in particular.
The evening’s tape was the ragtimey Big Bill Broonzy tickling the piano keys and a twangy guitar performing “Good Liquor Gonna Carry Me Down.”
“Well, look who’s up,” said Reverend Hunter when he saw John in his bedroom doorway with his pink mermaid blanket draped around his shoulders. John just stood there trying to get his left eye to play with the overall face team. “Unh,” he grunted.
The reverend said, “Come on over here and take a load off.”
“I think I’m... I have to pee.”
Malcolm said, “How’s your pain?”
John had to assess it, and then he grunted again, “Unh.”
“Lalana sent you home with some pain meds,” said Malcolm, “She said you can have one pill every six hours if it’s bearable, but up to two pills every four hours if it’s really bad. She only gave you about twenty, so you don’t want to burn through them if you don’t honestly need it. I’ll leave it on the counter for you.”
John thought through the fog and decided he wanted the pills by his bed; he didn’t want to grope through the dining room in the dark if he really needed them. He moped over to the counter, and Malcolm handed them to him.
The next song was “Willie Mae.” He liked that song. He moped, blanket and all, to the bathroom listening to it until he got the tinkling started, and then that’s all he could hear in the bathroom. He finished, and then flushed the old tymie toilet with confidence, and then staggered back to the dining room and collapsed in the booth closest to the counter.
His head bobbed in time with Big Bill Broonzy’s tapping foot, but it was barely perceptible that he was doing so.
“There’s a stone or something in the impeller,” said Reverend Hunter.
It took all of “Hey Hey” for that to register with John, who was still trying to coral his left eye. They’d continued on in their own conversation about... something or another when he realized what the reverend was talking about. His voice was a weak rasp, “Stone?”
“I fixed it last time.”
“How do I fix it?”
“Just take the plate off the right side of and you’ll see the impeller (it looks like a solid propeller). But I’ll run down tomorrow and fix it.”
“I’ll do it,” said John.
Lariah said, “You don’t know anything about pumps.”
“What’s to ...know? Besides ‘don’t grab the high voltage line.’ Get past that one, and it’s all cake...”
Reverend Hunter said, “Just make sure to reseat the gasket proper when you put the plate back on.”
John rattled the bottle, “Going to bed. Sorry for being so unsociable ...Good night.”
He shut the door behind him, and they heard him say, “Shut up!”
Every muscle in John’s body was sore from the shock at the well house the day before. He limped along with every other step rattling the pills in the bottle in his pocket, but got winded at the old cemetery, so he paused there. He’d taken two more pills, and they’d helped, but his right hand was still a stiff bandaged claw. He’d not be doing any real work for the rest of the week, that was for sure.
Rather than make a straight hike to the pecans, though, he decided to spend a little time in the old cemetery. It was warm, but overcast, and he was hoping the overcast would burn off by the afternoon as he started down the first row of markers. Most of them were cheap stones that seemed to be fading fast; many of the old cheap ones had dulled enough to make reading the names impossible unless the names were already familiar. There were some newer ones on the far back corner, but he was in no hurry (the pills made him very content to just lollygag along).
Tybee, Gains, Garden, Hopewell, Carter, those names he could make out, just not the first names or the years. It seemed to him that many of the older markers were not only proximate to each other in distance, but in time, as well. Roosevelt... Mackie... Joyner? He was already working his way back up the middle row, the one that would lead to the Tybee monuments in the center when he turned back toward the Hopewell markers. They were old.
He paused long enough to say, “Good morning, Mr. Tybee. Morning, Mrs. Tybee,” and then he continued.
When he was at the back corner, he saw the markers for Etta Mason Carrie, and Robert Malcolm Carrie. They’d died close to each other back in the 80’s. “So you must be Malcolm’s mom and dad. I’m John. Your son calls me Dutch. Well, everyone here calls me Dutch. Did he tell you he blew up Brutus’s truck? I don’t want to be a snitch, but he did. Brutus got a new truck yesterday, though. It’s just like the old one. He likes it...”
John stopped again, as if he’d heard something. He hadn’t heard anything, but it felt to him as though he had. He shrugged it off and continued on.
Ruthie Mae Garden’s marker was next to Robert Carrie’s. She’d died on January 4th, 1941, and below her dates was the inscription, “It Happened,” including the quotes. John thought that mighty odd, but with the pills, also appropriate for some reason.
Next to Ruthie Mae’s marker was Lonnie George Carrie’s. The dates couldn’t be read, though. “You must be Malcolm’s grandparents. I’m... Dutch. I—”
It was that silent sound again, tugging at his elbow.
He stood still and listened, and this time he could hear the distant train whistle just under the wind.
“I just thought I’d introduce myself, since I’m staying with Malcolm and Lariah. She’s an amazing singer, isn’t she? Best there ever was. Is she an angel? Or maybe she’s one of the reverend’s ‘messengers’?”
He moseyed back toward the deer trail side of the cemetery, with something nagging him more with each step. He was sure he’d seen the Gains’s markers, and the Hopewells... And he’d just met the Carrie’s... He ran through the names again in his head; something about the list was nagging at him.
Must be the pills, he thought.
When he was at the log, he leaned against it and drew a long, deep breath. The wind was refreshing, and the rustling and creaking was singing along nicely with the birds. He was just so content to be there leaning against the log. The pecans were concerned about his hand.
“Oh, this?” he said as he lifted it up for them. “It looks worse than it is. Lalana fixed me up.”
“...I was working on her pump.”
“...No, it was the power line that did it.”
He rolled his eyes at himself, “No, I thought it was loose, and I jiggled it and it sparked, and then—”
“Yeah, it was dumb.”
John thought the pines would be glad to see him injured, but to his surprise, they weren’t. They wanted to see it, too, so he held his bandaged claw up higher so they could share in the fun.
They didn’t laugh though. And, unlike the pecans, they didn’t see the humor in it (you know how pines are). He said to them, “That’s what Lalana thought, too. She said if it did, the doctors would have to amputate.”
The pecans thought her comment was a little melodramatic, but the pines agreed that it was better to be safe than sorry; they knew a thing or two about amputations, and they assured John that they weren’t pleasant affairs. “I still need to fix her pump though. Maybe tomorrow.”
When the pecans joked about his being sweet on her, he shrugged and laughed, too. “Maybe just a little.”
The pecans gave him friendly advice about minding his best manners because he never knew who was watching, and the pines admonished him to stop being stupid and to be more careful.
John was almost useless, but Brutus let him help out where he could, even though it slowed the cooperin’ quite a bit. Brutus had riveted the quarter hoop, and John was holding it while Brutus malleted here and there on the barrel.
John was unusually quiet. The pain was starting to throb back up in his hand, but he wanted to space the remaining pills out.
“You quiet today.”
“Can I ask you a question?”
Brutus shifted and leaned and then tapped another spot to make sure all the staves were tight. “Shoot.”
“How do you know what you’re called to do?”
Brutus tapped again, and then he blew on the far side of the barrel and brushed it with his hand as if he were pulling the hair out of a child’s face, “Not always easy to say. Some folks never really learn what they supposed to do. Sometimes, folks don’t find out until that great getting’ up morning. Then they look back, and they life is like a mystery novel, where all the clues was right there to see, but they never saw ’em. Sometimes the Lord just gives some folks a little nudge in the right direction.”
“Is that what you think will happen to me?”
“You here ain’t ya?”
John went to get the steel for the head hoop, and he wondered about Brutus’s answer. Was Stump, Georgia, God’s little nudge? If so, “But if I’m here as a nudge, how do I know what direction I’m being nudged in?”
Brutus rose, “The Lord’s view is bigger’n ours. You thinking in terms of it being about you. That ain’t how God thinks. It’s always about how you can be used for others. You aksin’ the wrong questions.”
John handed him the steel strip, “And what are the right questions?”
“Instead of aksin’ what’s best for you, aks what’s best for everyone else. ’Member Jesus was that way. He was all about others.”
John had the rivets in his hand and Brutus took two, and the shank coming out of the backs of them went into his mouth. John folded the steel strip into a loop while Brutus lined up the holes in the overlap, and then he used the tool by squeezing the handles several times until it chinked and the excess shank tinkled on the cement floor. A moment later, the second rivet was in place, and Brutus was jiggling it roughly to see if the rivets had any give. Then he placed the hoop on a press and it bent it slightly to flair it out on one side. He and John then made sure the staves were still lined up right and Brutus crowned the barrel with the new hoop and pushed it down to the three-quarter mark around the barrel, tapping it with a mallet and a block of wood an alternating sides until it was tight all the way around.
“Whatchu wanna do, Dutch?”
“I don’t know,” said John as both men paid more attention to the work at hand.
“Then, whatchu like doing?”
“Me? I just like being here in Stump, Georgia. I just wish I could be more useful to folks.”
“You useful,” encouraged Brutus.
John didn’t think he was, but wasn’t going to argue about it.
Brutus said, “Everyday, you have to start all over. But today you doin’ what you s’posed to be doin’. You cain’t get it more right ’n that.”
John had worked in an office since he graduated from college. And, now that he thought about it, even in college his jobs had been clerking jobs for the most part. “I worked in an office all my adult life.”
“Sounds excitin’.”
“Funny thing is, even when I was working jobs in college, I was doing the same thing, I just didn’t make too many business decisions—and the pay was a lot less.”
“Folks weren’t meant to do the same thing everyday. It’ll drive a man insane. Way back in the early days, a man had to find food, build a place to live, raise children, weather out the storms... It wasn’t just doing one thing all day long, every day. Same thing, over and over.”
“There were different projects, different assignments. It wasn’t the exact same thing everyday.”
“Let’s see... You talk to people, you write things down, you talk to people, you write things down. That about right?”
John’s hand was throbbing more, and he thought about taking another pill. Brutus said, “Ain’t how a man was designed to live. You all look at people like them Amish, and see cute and quaint; they look at you all and see rabid dogs, crazy and dangerous. I may be fat, but I ain’t crazy; ain’t thinkin’ ’bout shootin’ folks at the office up. Ain’t willin’ to kill someone because I want his shoes and watch. I ain’t demonstratin’ and screaming; don’t shove and push my way to the front of no lines; don’t eat some plastic dinner in front of the TV watchin’ ’bout all the other crazy folks killing each other, or fightin’ over crap. Where you come from, that’s all perfectly normal. That’s the difference between you n’ us.”
“Is that what Reverend Hunter was talking about when he said I wasn’t one of you ‘yet’?”
Brutus stopped and ignored the work at hand, and John added, “What do I have to do to be one of you all?”
“Why you wanna do that?”
“I’m starting to think you’re right, this is what life is supposed to be.”
Brutus put the comment into context, and a sadness came upon him, but he kept his face solid against John’s while he listened as his mind drifted back. It went back past the robbery, past the time he spent in school, and he saw men, women, and even children slinking along in a cold night swamp, hungry, scared, and stifling tears lest they be heard. He could hear the whistle of the train getting closer.
John said, “Why is there ‘us’ and ‘them’ here? I don’t get why I’m always on the outside looking in at you guys.”
“Ya know, in legal terms, you say ‘bias’ when you for somethin’, and ‘prejudice,’ when you against somethin’. But they’s just the two sides of one coin. You cain’t be for one thing without also being against somethin’ else. You keep talkin’ ’bout this color thing, and we do, too, we all do. But you need to put it all into perspective, son. My bein’ black and you bein’ white (very white, might I add), each should matter to us personally. But not to the other. It does, but it shouldn’t. You can celebrate it, and that’s fine, you should. But you should never, ever use it as an excuse or justification to do or not do somethin’. Not anything.”
“Not even something good?”
“If you base any action on it, you spendin’ that same coin. Bias and prejudice is the same coin. Cain’t have one without havin’ the other. You heart might be in the right place, but the result is always gonna end up evil. Ain’t no way ’round that. Ain’t none of us innocent on that charge, man.”
John was taken aback. Brutus was a man all too easy to underestimate; he wasn’t eloquent-sounding (like Freeman, or Malcolm, for that matter), and he didn’t look or act like a Harvard professor. But beneath all that, John had to conclude that Brutus was probably one of the smartest, wisest men he’d ever met. Appearances really could be quite deceptive, especially when, as they seemed to be in Brutus’s case, they were intentional.
“So, where does that leave me? I still feel like the outsider always looking in.”
“Reckon it feels that way at times, but you just don’t know the whole story. We all goin’ to the same station, but we start at different places. Destination may be the same, but the lines are different. Different views, different experiences, different fares, but same destination.”
“Heaven?”
“—Judgment day.”
“So if I was one of you, whatever that means, would I all my mysterious questions get answered?”
“Son, if you was one of us, you wouldn’t have no questions... But that line don’t go through daisies and roses. To get in this here club, you gotta pay some terr’ble dues, Dutch. Just terr’ble. If you ain’t all the way in yet, it’s ’cause no one here wants to see you pay those dues. All them things that happen to you in life, all those things you see, and how you answer to those things, they become baggage that you carry after the train gets to the end. You keep carryin’ those bags, and they get heavier and heavier. Whatchu think the Lord was talkin’ ’bout when He said His burden is light? He talkin’ ’bout them bags. Gold is heavy, son.”
John sighed as they inspected the barrel, “Well, if poverty is the answer, then I’m in good shape now...”
Freeman, Brutus, Malcolm and John were sitting on the porch of the old church, each with one of Red Joyner’s bottled beer in his hand, listening to the choir practice across the street. They were covering “When I Rose This Morning” (a Mississippi Mass Choir number). Lariah had evidently talked Reverend Hunter into it, and she was across the street justifying his decision in spades. The choir had stopped a few times to work something out, but by the fourth or fifth run through, they had it all worked out smooth. They could hear the joy in Lariah’s voice, and had John not promised to not sneak any previews, he’d be over there holding his socks on.
“Does it seem,” said John lazily, “like it’s getting looser?”
The other three looked first at him, and seeing him looking up at the cross atop the new church, they all watched it dance in time.
Malcolm said, “Always does that.”
“Looks like it’s dancing,” said John as they all watched it jiggle up there.
John couldn’t hear Lalana in there, specifically, but she’d waved at the boys across the way when she’d gone in earlier.
John was tapping his foot with the claps from the choir, and Brutus tapped Freeman, and then Malcolm and they all watched John tapping and staring at the dancing cross. They smiled; John had the rhythm down.
Then John sang quietly to himself, “I din’t have no doubts,” and Lariah was vamping without reservation, “I woke up this morning, I saw a brand new day!”
By the time Lariah was singing, “I got up this morning with the Holy Ghost,” Malcolm joined John as he sang, “I din’t have no doubts.” And then, just like that, they all were singing the responses and Malcolm was snapping in time:
I felt like a’walking
I felt like a’walking
I felt like talking
I felt like talking
I felt like praying
I felt like praying...
It was easier to sing it with the other three. John got a little bolder, and the other three were surprised to hear that he could actually hit the right notes, they all could, though none could come close to Lariah.
Maybe it was the joy piece. Lariah simply joyed in it more than anyone. John didn’t know if it was that the joy made her amazing, or if the joy was a result of her being amazing. Either way, it was a match that was stupefying.
After another half-dozen run-throughs, the new church got quiet.
John got curious and asked, “How come you won’t let her sing when she smokes, something you do, but you don’t have a problem with her tossing back the bourbon?”
“A little bourbon never hurt no one,” said Malcolm, “The good book says, ‘be not drunk’, not ‘don’t ever drink.’”
Freeman said, “And the Apostle Paul instructed Timothy to have a little wine every day. Didn’t say get all liquored up, though.”
“Doesn’t say anything about smoking,” John retorted.
Malcolm said, “Doesn’t say anything about eating glass, either.”
“Fair enough.”
They heard the piano first, and then Parnell’s organ, and John thought he was going to hear Lalana, but Lariah’s voice sang, “Now let us all go back (all go back), go back to the old landmark (Old Landmark).”
For a moment, John was disappointed that it was Lariah and not Lalana. Lalana was fantastic soloist in her own right, and anywhere else, she’d be the star, but it was like comparing Lake Michigan to the Pacific Ocean—to regal bodies of water, sure, but the Pacific could swallow the Great Lakes and inundate them.
He will (hear us) and be (near us)
We’ll be (given) bread from (heaven)
He will feed us until we want no more
Lariah infused her atomic might into the choir, and they each reached critical mass on their own for it. Her joy and rapture made them drunk with it, and John could hear her in there directing, calling plays after the ball had been snapped and always scoring, always scoring. She had the ability to hear everyone and everything five minutes ahead of time, and she could mentor the hymn along just in the perfect way. Lalana could sing it, but Lariah could breathe life into it like a hurricane breathed life into a seaport—He got over not hearing Lalana. It was her thing, after all, and he just wished he could see her in there doing it.
When they reached “Now preachers preach the word (Preach the word),” John inexplicably rose, and did something... It was not recognizable at first. It was sort of dancing. It was... a jig. John stood on the walk to the road, and he jigged, clucking his foot out and bobbing his head like a chicken. It wasn’t exaggerated, and was most likely prodded by the Percocets, but it was an actual chicken jig.
Brutus, Freeman, and Malcolm laughed. Not because they were laughing at John, but because they were going to get up an jig with him, despite how silly and mawkish it was. Malcolm said with resignation and acceptance of fact, “Can’t let the man dance alone...”
He didn’t jig as well as the others, but he didn’t care, and in that respect, with that level of honesty, he surpassed them. But the four men seemed to be jiggin’ in the yard, as if square dancing in the key of G, singing and jigging, the three of them knowing for sure that John was going to jig regardless of what they did. He held his bottle up and tiny-stepped his jig around a tight track and he sang with the chorus.
They looked like drunken chickens out there in the yard, lofting up their beer bottles (and claw), chicken stepping in and out of each other, in and out, back and forth, and singing, and even giggling at their own shameless silliness. When Mr. Gains came out of his store for the day, he froze to watch the men doing some joying of their own. He took pleasure in watching the young’uns doing it for all the right reasons, and he leaned against his store wall, camouflaged in all the old ads and grinned as he watch. It was as though he were watching his own children learn to walk.
That Dutch was over there wiggling himself a seat in the pew. It wasn’t quite there yet, but it was coming along nicer than he’d expect, and that put a happy song in his own heart. But it also cast a shadow over it, too. Dutch’s time to run for the old lines was getting close, if this was any indication (and it was).
“Wun’t be too long now,” he said sadly. He was going to miss Dutch, and he knew his granddaughter’s were going to miss him. He was sure that Malcolm, Brutus and Freeman, and Reverend Hunter would be missing him, too. He could tell how much Dutch was going to miss them all, too. Somewhere along the way, Dutch has started considering Stump, Georgia, his home, the first real home he’d ever had (as opposed to just having a place to sleep and keep his stuff). The universe was temporary, he reminded himself. He could see that when the time came, Dutch wasn’t going to go willingly, and he wondered how the Lord was going to finagle that. No one in Stump, Georgia, was going to make Dutch go back, even if that’s what needed to be done. He’d have to make the choice on his own to go back, and Mr. Gains wondered just how the Lord was going to set all that into motion.
Then again, nothing was ever set in stone, either. Maybe it was what was to come and it was what it was on the face of it. These things could never be foreseen in Stump, Georgia. And even when the Lord told you what He was going to do in advance, it still happened like a thief in the night, didn’t it? The rabbis and scribes had been told by the prophets, and they still missed it—not that Mr. Gains faulted them; everyone had missed it, even when it was happening in front of their eyes. No, you can’t second guess the Lord’s plan, even when He whispers it in your ear. So, maybe Dutch’s time wasn’t pulling into the station. How You gonna pull that’n off?
John looked over at the store, and saw Mr. Gains leaning against the front watching them. He flailed his gangly arms to wave him over.
Mr. Gains through about it; whatever was to happen tomorrow or the next day, tonight was a time to dance with his boys. The smile returned to his face and he stutter-stepped with his cane’s help to the old church yard just as the next run-through started up. Mr. Gains did his dainty jig, one that was a fraction of what it had been in decades past, and he smiled as he did so.
And the five men of Stump, Georgia, and the cross atop the new church all jigged in joy and listened to the angel go thermonuclear in the church. That was kind of the point of all of it, wasn’t it?
John said to Brutus, “No way the Amish are doing this!”
“That’s like sayin’ they don’t make babies, neither.”
John was the only one sitting in the dining room when Lariah came out in her bathrobe and a towel around her hair. “I’m over here in the booth,” John said to her.
She felt her way toward him, and he remembered to add, “And it’s just me.”
“Daddy’s at Latanya’s with Brutus talking shop.”
She found the booth easily and without much effort or thought, and then she sat next to him. John was drinking a Coke after having sealed the envelope to be sent off to Macon.
He said, “Wish I could have seen you guys tonight.”
She laughed, “That’s just what I was going to say!”
“You said not to, otherwise I would have.”
“No, that I could have seen you!”
John laughed, “Oh, the front yard.”
“The rest of the choir saw it and told me about it. You even had granddaddy out there dancing.”
“Bah.... Just some old men dancing like fools—”
“You were delighting in the gifts of the Lord, and He delights in that. There’s a place for the teaching, but it’s the worship of the people that excites God. Things like that is what He loves.”
“Is that your secret?”
“Yup. When I’m singing, I’m singing for the Lord. I can see Him in a pew, my heavenly daddy, and I’m his little princess. And I sing and dance for him, and I can see Him smiling and dancing, too, sometimes. And seeing that just gets me going. It’s not a small thing to make the creator of heaven and hell and all the earth smile because He likes what you do. ...What’s your secret?”
“My secret? For what?”
“You’re the first new friend my daddy has had since he was about my age. But he likes you. He considers you a friend, just this shy of being family. And you even got my granddaddy out there dancing—that’s no small thing, let me tell you.”
John thought back to that first night when Malcolm had recommended giving aspirin and liquor to a bleeding man—both thinned the blood and only increase the bleeding. “Your dad told me once that I hadn’t the good sense to die.”
Lariah had been there for that ill-considered comment. “I know. But Daddy’s got a big heart, and it gets broken easy, and it’s been broken a lot. You don’t know.”
John had an idea of it, and he almost wished he hadn’t.
“But since you got here, he’s back to being the man he used to be.”
John chewed on that for a few moments as he rotated the half-empty Coke bottle between his left palm and his bandaged claw. It hurt to do that, but he didn’t care. “So, in a town full of secrets, that’s your secret, huh?”
“Not much of a secret. Stump has two kinds of secrets; those that aren’t secret at all, but we pretend they are, like Brutus and Aunt Tanya liking each other. The other ones go deeper; they act like caps on deep wells that everyone’s afraid to open for fear of falling in.”
“So, who are they keeping the secret from?”
Lariah shrugged, “That’s not as important as why they’re keeping them, don’t you think?”
“Those guys in Valdosta... You called them ‘Polesnakes.’”
“They can’t do nothing ’cep that God lets them. Don’t fuss none about them. They aren’t wicked, just they don’t understand the plan, and they’re always trying to run out on ahead trying to ‘help’ God out with it. They’re not evil, though.”
“How come I can hear them at night? Can you hear them?”
“They’re not talking to me. But they’re not out to get you; they’re out to save you—at least in their own minds.”
John thought everyone was out to do that lately. “Save me from what?”
“Oh,” Lariah flopped her hand in disgust, “everybody thinks everyone else needs to be saved from some fool thing or another. That’s why they’re always shouting their opinions out. Daddy said he’s going to make a bumper sticker that says, ‘Your bumper sticker won’t change my opinions.’”
John laughed, “Yeah, everyone’s got an opinion about everything, and of course, his opinion is always right.”
“I use volume as the yardstick.”
“Yeah?”
“The louder the opinion, the more wrong it has to be.”
John thought about his previous life in the office world; it was true. He said, “ I got this rule about answers; the longer the answer, the more full of bullsh... crap it is.”
Lariah cocked her head and frowned, “What do you mean?”
“You know, you ask a simple question, and if you get a short answer, it’s probably worth something. But if you get a long-winded answer? You’re getting a line of bull. In my old job, we used to say, ‘It doesn’t matter if you know what you’re talking about so long as you say it with authority.’”
Lariah laughed, and then she said, “You ever notice how the worse the music, the louder the fool has to play it?”
“You mean like Rap or Hip-Hop?”
“What’s that?”
John winced in thought, and then he said, “It’s kind of like the Blues if the Blues was a mean lazy drunk on crack.”
“That’s mean... You know what gospel is when it’s drunk and sad? ...Country music.”
They both laughed, and John sang, “All I need is a good-lookin’ woman and a faithful dog (—wait, maybe that’s backwards—doesn’t matter, though), they both ran off together when I got sent to prison. Now my first ex-wife is living in my trailer and her boyfriend is driving my truck.”
Again they laughed, and then John laughed even harder as he thought about his situation, about Elsa and about prison. “Man! My life is a country song!”
“Really?” she joked, “You have a dog?”
John spoke softly to the dark ceiling above him, “Thanks for your concern. Really. But I’m good.”
The barely perceptible murmurs weren’t dissuaded.
You’re not done yet!, he thought he heard, and, Why are you just laying there?!
“Polesnakes,” is what Lariah called them. What was a polesnake?
John wanted to save his pills for when he was awake. He didn’t want to expend them while he was sleeping (if he was sleeping, he didn’t think he’d feel the pain anyway; but he’d definitely feel the pain during the day). Being nearly the end of May, it was a muggy night, and the bandaged claw was starting to ripen (it smelled mediciny and like gauze, dried blood, and oddly enough, new money). He was going to need to redress it, or better yet, have Lalana redress it, and he knew it was going to be a painful task, very painful. He was saving two pills just for that, and he was down to ten.
He was just dozing off when he heard the train whistle, this time accompanied by his bed jerking. Had it happened? Or was that just one of those times when he felt like he was falling?
“Don’t you guys ever take a break?” he whispered.
Brutus said he’d help him with Lalana’s pump, and he was eager to fix it. She needed that pump to keep the tomato’s and apples growing strong (in fact, it was what allowed her to even grow them, and why she grew those things in particular). Even without any other motivations, he would have been eager to fix the pump because someone’s livelihood depended on it.
Maybe tomorrow.
Brutus installed a new cassette player in his new-old truck, and had snagged a few tapes from Malcolm’s shelves. The current one they were listening to was a mix compilation of Sonny Boy Williamson (II, to be more specific). One song was actually attributed to Muddy Waters, even though Muddy had heard Ann Cole do it first when she was on tour with him. Muddy was timing the vocals on “Got My Mojo Workin’,” but Sonny Boy was on the harp, and they could hear it from yonder in the pump shack. Brutus had decided beer would be appropriate, and there was a cooler of it in the back of the truck.
Reverend Hunter was right; it was a rock wedged in the impeller. Brutus could wedge the heavy screwdriver behind it, but he’d needed to slide a three foot lead pipe over the screwdriver for leverage to pry it free. When he held it up, Lalana clapped happily.
Brutus leaned as much as he could back up between the right side of the pump to see John, who’d been holding a flashlight, “That was the easy part.”
“What’s the hard part?” asked John, holding his good hand out for Brutus.
“This here model has to be primed.”
“How do we do that?”
Lalana said, “Last time, Reverend Hunter flushed the lines from the other end back into the creek. He used the garden hose up by the house.”
It took five sections of old garden hose to reach from the house spigot to the middle of the creek where the pump’s intake pipe was. John had waded out to it, though it was a small creek, and he found the coarse mesh screen that had fallen off. That’s what had allowed the stone in. After he re-clipped back into place, he hollered to Brutus, who was up at the house by the spigot, and Brutus began twisting the squeaky knob, which sounded like a yappy little dog as he twisted it.
John and Brutus watched the procession of leaks in the hose shoot out minute streams as the water flowed to John’s end of the hose. The plan was that, once the hose was on, John would hold it into the pipe while Brutus switched on the pump.
They watched the leaks travel down to within twenty feet of the creek’s bank, and John waited for the water to come out his end. But it didn’t.
Brutus hollered out, “Turn on the pump?!”
John shook the hose and then said, “Not yet! Water’s not coming out!”
Brutus shook his head and started slowly walking the hose, navigating around the spurting leaks.
John examined the hose, sticking his finger into the end to see if it was obstructed. It felt like it might be.
Brutus was forty or so paces from the bank, stepping around another leak shooting over his head, so John didn’t have to shout so loudly, “Maybe it’s kinked.”
He held the hose up to the light to see if he could see an obstruction, angling it so he could see down it without casting his own shadow in his way.
Brutus saw the kink and kicked it open.
On December 9, 1964 (or was it 1963?), Sonny Boy Williamson had done a Swedish TV show, and a few very rare tunes from that unaired episode were on the tape (they were part of a documentary that had been taped on the VCR), “It’s Raining Outdoors, Baby,” and “Who’s gonna Take Care of You?” Sonny Boy was in Europe back then for that year. But Sonny Boy had used two white boys on the acoustical set of that Swedish TV show, one on guitar and the other holding an upright bass, who did a damned respectable job of keeping up with him. In the process, both of those songs were a fusion of Jazz and Blues, and John was quite taken by the two tracks. He was no stranger to Sonny Boy Williamson (either of them, actually, but we’re talking about Sonny Boy Williamson II, not the first one who died in 1948 and who was no relation to the second). Sonny Boy on the tape player had done some touring and recording with the Yardbirds while Eric Clapton was fronting guitar for them. Clapton also toured with Sonny Boy in Europe with legendary piano man Otis Spann, Willie Dixon, and Matt “Guitar” Murphy (but Sonny Boy hadn’t needed to rescue Murphy from Aretha Franklin’s Soul Food Café like Jake and Elwood had, if you get that reference). Eric Clapton was exempted from John’s “over polished” criticism for the most part, by the by, but Clapton had played with just about the entire list of legends that were still performing when he was around and on stage. That was worth something, and deserved something.
But that American Folk Blues Festival movement from 1962-1965 showed that Brits, Swedes, Danes, and Germans recognized the beauty and magic of the Blues before its native country did. What did Reverend Hunter say? A prophet is not without honor except in his own home town?
He and Lalana had come to it. He was sitting at the table while Brutus laid on his truck’s hood against his windshield staring up at the evening sky with a beer in his hand listening to the Stockholm performance, “Who’s Gonna Take Care of You” sung by the archetype of the smoothest of the cool, Sonny Boy Williamson (II).
John had his hand on the table, palm up in a soup pan full of cool water to loosen things up while Lalana was finding her scissors. He felt he should have a priest there reading him last rights. It was going to hurt, but he was sure going to try his damndest not to cry like a school girl in front of Lalana.
As he waited, he thought that before it was done, the probability was that he was going to look pretty sissified, so when she came back with the scissors, he decided he’d beat ahead of the school girl crying, and he said, “Let’s have dinner together.”
She hesitated.
Then she said, “We eat dinner together every week.”
“You know what I mean.”
Lalana did a solid job of hiding the fluster and bother and went to work on the claw’s bandage, slicing up carefully and slowly up from John’s wrist. The scissors chomped on the crusty gauze, “This part won’t hurt.”
“What part will hurt the most?”
She rolled her eyes, “When I... —Yank!— pull off the dressing. That will hurt.”
“Damn!” said John. The soaking helped, but yanking the bandage off fast like that hurt like hell, but it was over apace. She’d yanked it in the direction of the remaining flap of the skin so not to pull it open more.
“See?” she said, “That wasn’t so bad. Let me see it.”
John held it out, but didn’t want to look at it. If he saw it, it would hurt more.
“Oh, that’s coming along,” she said, “I think we can let it be. It’s not as bad as we thought.”
Lalana started dabbing a creamed-up swab softly and John winced and sucked the breath through his teeth. “You never answered my question,” he grunted, “And if you were inclined to say yes, it would be better for me if you didn’t drag it out—I’m not sure how much longer I can keep the manly-man thing going here.”
“Can’t I have a little fun first?”
“Only if you consider (ouch!) it fun to watch me squirm.”
She continued dabbing, “I’ll tell you what, if you get granddaddy’s blessing, we can sit together Friday night.”
“... ‘Blessing’? How do I do that?”
Lalana grinned, “That’s right, you’re not from around here. It’s kind of a southern thing, I suppose. You have to ask.”
“Are you going to re-wrap this?”
“First we have to peroxide it. That might sting just a little.”
John groaned and sighed, and then he said, “Is that something they teach you in nursing school? How to underestimate the pain level of everything?”
“Yes. It’s going to hurt either way, so why stroke people out with anxiety before hand?”
John resigned himself. It was going to suck. He sighed yet again, partly for courage, partly in despair, “I was in the hospital last year and now they have this new policy they call ‘informed patient.’ That’s where they tell you everything they’re going to do to you before hand, and ask you about how you feel about it. They want to talk about it all. Real touchy-feely crap.”
“That’s just the opposite of what they taught us back in the day. Back then, they taught us that the more you tell a patient the more you just worry him. At least before hand. Tell them just what they need to know to make informed decisions, and to help you help them, that’s all.”
“Your way is better. It got to the point where they’d be explain things like, ‘Sir, I’ll be inserting this electrified harpoon into your rectum, and will be extracting your manparts with acid—do you have a preference in bullet size? How will you feel about that as a man?’”
Lalana laughed as she tried to be gentle with the swab, “Dutch, honey, if you make me laugh, this is going to hurt more...”
“I got to the point (ouch!) where I started telling them I only want to know three things: One: tell me when you’re starting; two: tell me how much it’s going to hurt; and three: tell me how long it’s going to last. If I wanted to know (ouch, dammit—sorry) about what all you’re doing in there, I’d have gone to med school myself. You know what I’m saying?”
She worked and talked, “Did that work better for you?”
“Usually.”
“Did you have to ask any blessings then?”
“Only at the major holiday dinners. So what’s involved with this asking of the blessing ritual? How does that work?”
“Why do you want to do that?”
John was dumbfounded at the question; he thought it was obvious why. “You’re smart, you’re caring, kind, ...you’re beautiful. What guy wouldn’t jump at the opportunity to have dinner with you?”
Her face was at once flush, but also sad, “Nobody but you seems to feel that way. I’m just a middle-aged woman who does her best to bring apples to market. Just an old farmer.”
“—Good. Then you won’t be so picky with all the high standards you should have.”
“You’re looking for low standards?”
“Yes, ma’am. I have very high standards in what I like, but it’s good that your standards aren’t so high. I think my chances are better that way.”
She didn’t know if she should be offended by that. Saying she had low standards? John had popped two Percocets before she’d started, though. She decided to take it as it was meant: a compliment. “You’re sweet, you know that?”
“Two things going my way, then. So, any tips?”
“Wear a suit, and hit the after shave hard. He can’t stand it so you’ll get your answer faster. State your intentions both for the dinner and longer term. Oh, and do it from behind metal. Something that will stop the first round or two. It’ll give you a better chance for the door.”
“If he says, ‘No,’ you mean.”
“Not really. That will likely happen even if he says ‘Yes.’ Think of it as an intelligence test.”
“Is he going to have a problem because I’m white?”
“Maybe. He knows what can happen to interracial couples and it worries him.”
“‘Interracial’? We’re both human beings, right? Both members of the human race, right?”
“You know what I mean. If the world cares about that sort of thing, you need to care about it, too. Otherwise, the world will turn on you and treat you pretty badly.”
John had learned that there was a fair amount of truth to that. He didn’t like being subject to it, though.
“But granddaddy’s going to have a bigger problem because you don’t have a job.”
She was done with the cream and she gently moved his hand into a soft blanket of fresh gauze and started re-wrapping it.
He said, “It’s pretty complicated for such a simple town.”
“Nothing about Stump is simple. But don’t you worry over that now. Granddaddy likes you, so that’s three things in your favor.”
“This is the drill just to sit with you all at dinner in a public place?”
“I’m afraid it is. Tradition and culture die hard sometimes. Start with that, then let’s work up from there. Are you sure you want to go through all this?”
John watched her delicately nurse his wound; he was sure. “Only if you want me to. If you think it would be too awkward, or mess our friendship up, then let’s just stay friends, and maybe next year we take another look at it. You want to do that instead?”
“—Go see granddaddy.”
That was sweet, too, she thought, John thinking he had years. She had the sense that his train would be pulling into the station soon. But let it be whatever it would be in whatever time it had, she thought. Sooner or later, he was going to have to go back and finish up what was waiting for him. It was all still unfinished business.
For now, though, she’d let it be what it would be for whatever time it had, and deal with the aftermath when that bill came due.
Dutch was acting foolish, thought Mr. Gains. He was a fat goose the day before Christmas as he wandered around the store looking at things he’d seen a hundred times before. He knew where everything was. And what was with the suit and tie? That was downright silly on a hot day like that. Plus, why had he slathered on the turpentine? It was as bad as Brutus’s (in fact, it probably was Brutus’s).
Mr. Gains saw John’s eyes lift up from the other side of the first shelf, and he could see his cheeks bulge from the obstructed smile. Mr. Gains smiled back, of course, but the boy was acting hinky.
Then it came to him.
Mr. Gains reached down for the ol’ squirrely rifle that was in the back of the first shelf under his counter. And rested it butt-down on the floor; even so, it came prit-near his right shoulder at the muzzle. That gun was old, but in its day, it had killed more living things than cancer. Deer, possum, raccoons, fish, stray dogs, pigs, cows... She still had one more good shot to throw in her, don’t you fret about that.
John came up from Mr. Gains’s left side toward the front of the store with his Cokes and a pack of Snoballs. He rested them on the counter and fumbled for his wallet. It was Mr. Gains’s not moving that caught his attention, and just as it had done so, Mr. Gains let the muzzle slide a little farther out from behind his right shoulder. That’s how John came to see it.
The blood drained from John’s face. The time had come upon him a little sooner than he’d been expecting. He’d reassured himself that he’d preserved a bail-out plan that could be put into play if he need a last second abort route. Mr. Gains had ambushed him and cut off his only avenue of escape—it was a brilliant strategy on the old man’s part, very cunning and effective, that gun was. He was committed now.
John dropped his head at the counter, and his getting-longer Viking hair flopped into his face.
“Okay,” he said to himself for courage, and then he lifted his head, “Mr. Gains, I would like your blessing to eat supper with you all tonight.”
“Why?” winced a distrusting Mr. Gains.
“Because I want to spend some time with Lalana, but I want to do it proper.”
“You know what that e’en means, son?”
John became even more foolish, “No, sir, not really (I’m kind of new to all this). I was kinda hoping you would be able to tell me how to do it proper so that she thinks I already knew it. Unless you think Brutus or Malcolm knows...?”
“Those boys don’t know nothin’ ’bout it. They’s about as smooth as glass—broke glass.”
John remembered Lalana’s advice, and he recited the quiz answer, “I don’t know where it will lead.”
Mr. Gains put the rifle on the counter, “Where do you want it to lead?”
“If it was up to me? I could see us getting married some day. After I find a job... And I have a mess I got to go clean up first so it’s a clean slate here.”
“You planning on marrying her and staying in Stump, Georgia?”
“Planning? I don’t know that’s a real plan, but if that wasn’t the end of this, then there’d be no point in doing anything else. She may not even want me. Right now, I just want your blessing just to sit at the same table tonight, that’s all.”
Mr. Gains’s hand rested back on the rifle so that he could take it up and aim it. John eyed it and fidgeted. Mr. Gains said, “What if I say no?”
“Then we stay friends, and for all I know, you’d be giving the answer she’s hoping you’ll give. But even if she isn’t, I would honor it. I won’t do anything without your blessing...Are you saying no?”
Mr. Gains had a precocious, almost impish grin when he said, “...I’m saying... tu’n on around and head out that door slowly.”
“But is that a yes or a—”
The rifle was aimed at his chest. John pulled his hands up and moped very slowly toward the store’s front door. When he got next to the old floor unit chest that had the ice cream in it, the old girl let loose and ka-papped with deafening loudness and the round smacked into the far pastel blue wall a few inches from the ceiling like the others, where it put a thumb sized hole.
The walking slowly part was over, buddy; John jerked the door open and bolted through it, got a step or two out beyond it, and then returned ducking to make sure it was closed, before zig-zagging across the road back to the old church without ever noticing that the shot had knocked Mr. Gains into the shelves behind the register counter hard enough to make aiming a second shot impossible. He was covered in snack bags and the pharmacy peg board that had single servings of Anacin, Alka Seltzer tabs, and other emergency supplies. His glasses were almost vertical on the side of his head, but at least he didn’t have to grope around to find them on the floor this time.
He shook his head to get the sense to come back and got a snort full of powder smoke. “You gunna bu’n yo’ house down some day, ol’ man.” Then he said to the gun on the counter, “I knew you still had it in ya.”
Then he laughed softly at the door, “See ya tonight, Dutch.”
John had settled into his unofficial job of checking on tables, fetching drinks and taking care of the leftovers (wrapping them up for folks to take home). It was something he did while he was eating. This also let Malcolm have some down time to eat, or maybe get part of a smoke break in. John had eaten about half way through, and Lalana’s family’s booth was still empty. He still wasn’t sure if he’d gotten the yes or a no, so if it came down to it, he’d eat again. They were listening to Skip James on the tape player that night.
Luckily, he was refilling drinks and fetching corn bread when the Hopewells came in. Lalana wouldn’t look at him, but she looked extra pretty. It made him even more nervous. Mr. Gains and Latanya were also ignoring him.
At least they’d come in, though. He was glad that his personal business wasn’t going to scare off any of Malcolm’s customers.
John set the drink tray back on the counter next to “Jon’s Bible” and was heading back to his table when Mr. Gains stood up in front of him, blocking his way. He had that impish grin at big Dutchboy and there was a small stand off. John tried to lean around out of Mr. Gains’s way, but Mr. Gain’s frail old body leaned into the new path just as a new Skip James song started, “Catfish Blues.”
Then Mr. Gain’s pulled a chair from another booth and put it sideways between Latanya and Lalana, and then gave John an odd look before returning to his seat.
John sat awkwardly, not quite sure how to play, now that coach had sent him in.
Lalana said, “Good evening, Mr. Dutch.”
“Good evening, Miss Lalana. You’re looking—”
She cleared her throat softly, then he continued, “Very... pretty, tonight. As are you, Miss Latanya.”
Latanya said, “Thank you, Dutch!”
At least he hadn’t accused either of them of looking healthy or well-rested this time. All he had to do now was avoid discussions of his own personal hygiene and it would be downhill to the kill—someone’s kill anyway.
Lalana and Dutch sat on the warm night’s porch on the old church, sitting a little too close for some, but they thought the distance was just right. The humidity had nursed an overcast and the only light in Stump was from the single pole light in front of the Valley Store.
“You don’t get upset too much about the big things, do you Dutch?”
“I don’t know.”
“Don’t want to talk about it?”
“—No, not at all. I mean, I just don’t know anymore how I feel about the big things. Here in Stump, it’s not always easy to tell what things should be a big deal, and which shouldn’t. Maybe Brutus is right.”
“About what?”
“People. They way people are supposed to live, not doing one thing day in and day out.” John rubbed the back of his neck in thought. “It seems like we all just sell off our lives, one hour at a time until they’re all spent. We make money, but... It’s like most of our lives are spent waiting.”
“On what?”
He shrugged, “... Graduation... Getting a job, finding the right enough person to marry, getting a promotion, retirement...death. It’s like we go on auto-pilot until the next big milestone event in life. Then we have our moment, enjoy it if we can, and then go back to the same-old-same-old hibernation, just waiting for the next big milestone to come—”
The door opened and Reverend Hunter stepped outside to the porch, as if to go home. John leaned to his side, and Lalana leaned to her side to let him pass. But the reverend didn’t pass. Instead, he scrunched down between them, right where a proper chaperon should be.
Lalana said, “Granddaddy?”
“Un huh,” said the reverend perfunctorily.
Then the reverend perked up, “So, whatchu kids talking about out here?”
John said, “Uh, we were discussing the ramifications of the concept of space-time as a measurable entity between two random events.”
There was silence, and when he looked, he saw to wincing stares. John decided to play a little more. “Yes, so, time, itself, can be bent and manipulated, and that necessarily changes the reality as it’s experienced somewhere along the curved continuum.”
Reverend Hunter snickered. It was funny. He said, “You know, that’s one of my favorite topics.”
Now Reverend Hunter had two wincing faces aimed at him. He said, “The way I see it, reality is defined by the ability of something to be observed or perceived in the moment of occurrence, if given the opportunity and means to do it.”
“That’s reality? So does China exist?”
“Can it be observed as it exists?”
“Not by me, not tonight.”
“But if given the opportunity and means to observe it?”
John conceded, “Yeah, if given the opportunity and means, it could be observed.”
The reverend said, “And what about the past?”
“Part of reality.”
“Can you observe the past in the moment, as it happens?”
Well, no, John concluded, because it has already happened. But, “You can see the evidence of it.”
“Then it’s the residual effects that are part of reality. Not the original event, isn’t that right?”
John leaned forward to see Lalana, “See what you started?”
“And the future can’t be observed, right?” asked the reverend.
“Predicted, maybe, but not observed.”
“So, the past and the future are not part of reality... Only the present. And the present, by definition, is not sequential, it’s always a snapshot, a frozen moment. As soon as there’s a sequence, then one of those has to be in the past, and falls out of reality into history. Reality, then, is something that happens so fast that it lasts less time than the fastest event in the universe can generate a sequence—that is, it’s not when an electron moves, it’s when an electron starts to move. That’s the length of time reality lasts before it moves on.”
That actually made John stop and think. He was still thinking about that when Reverend Hunter continued, “No one can change reality. It happens too fast and, like I say, reality can’t have any sequence in it. So, you see reality and then try to change it, you’re really trying to change a preceding event, something that’s already now in the past—you know you can’t change the past, right?”
John said, “But you can change the future, then.”
Reverend Hunter shook his finger, “You can only influence the future. You can’t change something that doesn’t exist yet. The future is shaped by the residue of history, of the past. You see these super-smart scientists trying to talk about time like it was some sort of fabric. Bending it, stretching it, but you can’t really do either—”
“That’s not true. We know that speed effects time. Einstein, remember?”
“Does it? Time is just a measurement between to events. It’s not real. —Can you hand me an inch? Or a gallon?”
“Of what?”
“That’s just it. Hand me just an inch. Or a quart.”
The reverend held his palm out for it.
“Can’t do it, can you? Because they’re just measurements. You can’t bend an inch or stretch a gallon. You can bend an inch worth of something, like a piece of string, or a gallon of something, but it’s the thing that’s being measured that gets bent, not the inch or the gallon itself. Time is like that inch. You can’t bend an inch, you can only bend an inch’s worth of something else. It’s all relative, as they say. But relative to what? What if there was only one speck in the universe? How would you be able to have speed or time? How would you be able to meas—”
A train whistle blasted out in the night, and it was close.
It was clearly the ghost train.
John said, “Did you hear that?!”
Lalana became concerned and she took hold of the preacher’s arm, “Let’s get inside. Rain’s coming.”
Reverend Hunter helped Lalana up, but John rose and stepped off the porch and turned toward the Valley Store, the direction from which screamed the whistle.
Lalana said, “Dutch, we need to get inside.”
But John was staring off toward the old turpentine still beyond the pines.
Reverend Hunter said, “Dutch, let’s go on inside now.”
John turned, “You hear it though, right?”
There was a flash of light coming off the clouds above them, and the rain started to fall. They were slow lumbering bombs dropped sporadically and leisurely at first, but the full assault was not far behind. There was a final blast from the whistle which was allowed to echo about as a last warning. Then they could see the wet creeping in the darkness toward them in the light from the pole in front of the Valley Store as the wall of rain moved up the road toward the old church. There was another flash from the overcast above.
In the new silence that rushed in after the last of the whistle echoes, John could hear the polesnakes whispering murmurs in his head, and the spike was back.
Lalana said, sounding a little desperate, “Dutch, let’s go inside.”
John stood his ground and watched the flashes in the sky that might either be lightning or a light from the train—he couldn’t tell which. The rain was already at the Valley Store, pelting it with massive bombs that could be heard all the way to the church. Lalana started down the steps toward John, and John didn’t see that the preacher had taken her by the arm subtly, but firmly. The rain was only another 15 or so seconds away.
The Reverend said calmly, “Dutch, what do you think you’re getting out of standing out in this rain? Is your life going to be any better?”
John turned, “I’m curious.”
Lalana was anxious in a controlled way, but Reverend Hunter was calm, “In due time, son. In due time. Come on up here and let’s go inside.”
The full rain was ten seconds away, but the advance drops smacked him hard on his head and once in the face, on his left cheek, and it tingled and stung where the drops hit. They were massive.
John said, “What’s the big deal? We’ve all been in the rain before.”
“Now is not the time for you to be out here in the dark rain.” Reverend Hunter was having to hold Lalana with more force than was comfortable as she started to panic at the approaching rain.
When John looked back up to the porch, Reverend Hunter looked somber, and Lalana looked grave. She whispered, “Dutch, let’s go inside.” She held out her palm to him and John backed a step closer to her, just a breath ahead of the rain. She lunged out, seized his hand and pulled him up the stairs and under the porch roof with the same strength that had pulled him to his feet in front of the pump house that day. Then she wrapped around him and made sure to gate him back into the dining room just as the rain started pelting the old church.
When they were back in the old church, John realized that he’d gotten wetter than he thought. Skip James was still playing, but everyone looked at John as he stood in the doorway. The drop that had landed on top of his head had agitated the spike terrifically, and his head throbbed as the drop meandered down his right temple, down the side of his cheek to his neck; and the drop that had hit him in the face was curling along the top of his lip to the same side.
There was a gasp, and Freeman stood up as quickly as he could from the booth while John wiped the wet from his cheek, which produced another gasp.
John wasn’t sure what the commotion was about, and he took a step toward the booth where sat Mr. Gains and Latanya. Freeman was at his side with a hand on his shoulder, and was saying something, but all John could hear was Skip James singing Hard Time Killin’ Floor Blues; the rest was muddy background.
He took another step, but he wasn’t sure what direction he was going, and anyway, his foot wasn’t coming with him. It planted on the floor, which seemed to be lifting on the far side of the church, at the counter side where Malcolm and Lariah were. Malcolm seemed to be sliding down the slope of the floor toward him quickly, but he did so like an ant on a wall, coming down it, defying gravity.
The spike undulated into his brain, and it twisted and wiggled like an eel trying to get in, and John grabbed his temples with both palms. He could hear activity, but he couldn’t see.
The old church had gone pitch black.
If May had been hot, August in Southern Georgia was harsh, even in the morning.
The polesnakes had given up on him, oh, long about mid-July, and John was glad of it still. The burn on his hand was little more than a scar, but his hands and feet still tingled now and then from that night in the rain, which had actually turned out to be hail, he was told the next day. It had been bad that first week, his whole body tingled and burned in places, but it was just down to the occasional hand and feet tingling. It had been a few weeks after the hail that he was able to get around normally, but each little trip exhausted him.
He’d made it out to the pecans only a few times that June, and had regretted it when he’d made the attempts. By the time he’d gotten back, he’d been dizzy and hollow, and he’d fallen into long afternoon naps for it. He was determined, though, and it worked out for him since Lalana, being the closest thing to a doctor, would accompany him on his recuperatory walks out past the old cemetery to the pecans. Occasionally, Brutus, Freeman, or Malcolm would make the trip when Lalana had work to do. But that morning, it was Lalana, and they were sitting on the log.
The pecans liked her, and approved of her; the pines were ambivalent, but disapproved of her keeping company with John. It wasn’t proper, and it would not end well for either of them, they’d warned. The pines had lectured him about swimming in unknown waters in the pitch of night, that it was most unwise.
She’d been talking about something, something about his needing a hair cut (it was a few inches past his nape, and it hung out from below a blue scarf he’d tied around his scalp) but John wasn’t listening. He normally hung on every word she said as though they were a favorite song he’d not heard in years. But she was talking, and John was thinking about how settled he was and was wondering what came next.
It was when she took him by his hand that he came back.
“What are you thinking about so seriously?” she asked when she realized he wasn’t paying attention.
“Huh? What? I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you.”
“Already?” she poked.
“Already what?”
“Already so tired of me that you can’t pay attention?”
John flustered at the insult, “Why would you say that? Of course not. I’m just feeling a bit off this morning, that’s all.”
“Tired? Maybe we should head back.”
“In a minute. I just feel tired all the time anymore. It’s this muggy heat.”
“...Maybe.”
John scratched his beard, and then wondered, “How long have I had this beard? I thought I shaved it.”
John had been getting more forgetful over the last few months. Lalana and the others had urged him to go into Valdosta to get his head checked out, but John would have none of it. What they took for foolish stubbornness was really John’s fear of having the cops alerted to where he was. He doubted the mess he’d run out on had gotten any tidier in his absence.
One night in July, he’d been to Valdosta with Brutus, and Brutus has whizzed past a cop on the highway a good 20 miles per hour over the limit. John had virtually panicked and was still unnerved even when it became apparent that the cop had been sleeping or was otherwise engaged. Still, though, John hadn’t left Stump, Georgia, since, and with each passing day, he felt less inclined to leave it. Why would he?
“Seems like a dream,” he said absently.
She smiled has she gripped his hand, but only looked up at the pecans.
“I mean, before. Before I came to Stump.”
John scratched his beard again. When did he grow that damned thing? What did he look like with it? He hated wearing a beard. It was... scratchy.
Then Lalana laughed, “That was one of the very first things you said to me, remember? About your beard? You said, ‘I’m going to shave.’”
That seemed like a dream, too.
He couldn’t remember if he’d eaten. He wasn’t hungry, but was it because he’d eaten? Or was he just not hungry?
“Well,” he said coming back to it, “I’m going to shave again. I hate this thing. Why did I grow it back out?”
“Oh, it’s not so bad. Makes you look... Well, it makes you look...”
“Like I should have a wad of Confederate script in my boot?”
Speaking of which, how much money did he still have left?
“I was going to say you need an eye patch.”
When John didn’t laugh, she knew he was too tired and needed to head back. She slid off the log, and pulled him down to his feet, and then they started for the deer trail.
He said as they walked, “Getting close to fall...”
Lalana sighed with relief, “I can’t wait for it. It’s been a long hot summer.”
“Really? Seems like it only lasted a week.” He stretched his fingers a few times, they were still tingling. Then he scratched his face.
“When did I grow a beard?”
**
Lalana guided him to his room, and helped him lay down on his bed, which had been put on an old box frame back in June since he was spending a good bit of time in it.
John closed his eyes and pretended to fall asleep instantly. He didn’t know why he did that, other than that he really was exhausted and didn’t have much more to say, nor did he want to think about when he’d see Lalana next. It would have been nice if she could stay, but that wouldn’t be proper, even though he was too tired to do anything physical.
Lalana closed the door quietly as she left, and John lay there imagining the ceiling again.
There was no music on in the dining room. Lariah was up at Miss Tybee’s house, Brutus and Freeman were rustling the barrels that Brutus (and John) had made and making deliveries. Malcolm had already returned with his Atlanta Journal, but was in the kitchen detailing it, which was what he did on Mondays.
It was quiet. Maybe even the quietest he’d ever heard in his time at the old church.
John heard Malcolm’s muffled mumble through the door, and then he heard Lalana say, “Getting better. It will just take some time. He’s sleeping now.”
There was a lull, then he heard Malcolm say to her, “Things aren’t looking so temporary anymore...”
“Is that a bad thing?”
“For me? No. But I said, ‘looking,’ not ‘aren’t.’ He can’t hide in Stump forever. And you know you can’t leave.”
That made John’s eyes open, and it was worth the suffering and summoning of the last of his reserves to get out of bed. He trudged to the door and let it ease open. Being as quiet as it was, it might as well have been an earthquake, and Malcolm and Lalana looked back at him.
“Why?” asked John from his doorway.
Malcolm said, “Why what?”
John moped to the counter seat next to Lalana, “Why can’t she leave?”
Lalana said, “Because this is where I belong, Dutch. You know that.”
“Then why can’t I stay?”
“With me?” said Malcolm incredulously.
“Is that a problem, Malcolm? Am I that much of a pest?”
Truth was, Malcolm had grown to like having John there. John was helpful and not a bad man to talk with. John was even doing the turning now, so Malcolm could actually take a nap on Saturday afternoons (he didn’t need one on Fridays).
“No, it’s not a problem for me.”
“Then what’s the problem? Maybe this is where I belong, too. That’s what Reverend Hunter says.”
Malcolm wasn’t happy to say it, “For the time being, yes. But this is all temporary. You still have unfinished business back in your world.”
“—This is my world. This is my home now.”
John’s left eye was drifting, and he was having a hard time focusing. He’d really pushed it too hard the last few days, and church yesterday had sapped him good (but he loved church, and wouldn’t miss it).
Malcolm said, “Maybe some day. But it can’t be as long as you have unfinished business. Sooner or later, you’re going to have to go back and make things right. Believe me, running out rarely works out in the long term.”
“You all did, right? Didn’t you tell me that? That you all were chased here?”
“—By evil circumstances, not by choice. And that was a different time. The world changes.”
“Why does anything have to change?” asked John.
“That’s the problem. Nothing in Stump, Georgia, ever changes except maybe the weather. It’s always been a hiding place. You can’t fix what you need fixing from here. Sooner or later, you need to go back to the world, otherwise you wouldn’t be here now.”
John wondered what he cared about his old world. What relevance did any of it have now? He had a decent home, had good friends, he ate well (the best anyone could ever ask); there was no hustle, no stress, and he was part of a community, not just a replaceable cog in someone else’s big money machine. Lariah was almost kin to him, and he was very proud to know her. Some days he worked with Brutus as an assistant, or apprentice; he’d become the unofficial caretaker of the new church, and like it or not, even Mr. Gains was starting to see John as family, too. What a far line had been traveled since that first week when Mr. Gains would nearly stop breathing at the sight of him.
Furthermore, the polesnakes had left him alone. He’d hear the train coming in once in a while, and he now knew that if it brought rain, it was best to keep indoors. He didn’t know why that was so, but it was. Otherwise the warm Georgia rain was free to stomp in. If he kept to himself, he could even sneak out to Valdosta here and there, if he was careful and didn’t dilly-dally.
And there was beautiful Lalana.
John tried to keep his eye in line when he looked over at her, “What about you? What do you say?”
Lalana was torn between how she really felt, and the truth of what Malcolm had said. Nobody in Stump, Georgia, would be that happy to see Dutch go away; he was like the town mascot now, part of the whole crazy family. She tugged softly at the hair on his shoulder, and then combed it down with her fingers.
“I say,” she began, considering the reality of it all, “you really need a shave and a haircut...”
John scratched at his beard and became completely distracted by it, “Yes, I think you’re right.”
Malcolm sang, “Shave and a haircut, two bits,” wrapping his knuckles on the counter twice for the “two bits.”
With that, John lost his concentration to the point that he’d forgotten what they’d been talking about.
John, Brutus and Freeman were sitting on the steps on the porch, sweating. Brutus was especially wilted, but John and Freeman were not far behind. The two o’clock sun was sitting high on its horse, and it was being very stern with the three of them. The praise band had arrived at the new church a few minutes earlier and they were waiting for them to start practicing.
Malcolm had run out back a few times to hose himself with the garden hose, but Malcolm wasn’t sharing it, so they were out on the front porch waiting for the band to start its practicing.
“Why are we out here?” asked Freeman, fanning himself with a homemade notepaper fan.
No one answered.
Freeman said, “Why are we sitting out here in the sun?”
Brutus said, “No breeze inside.”
They baked a little more, and then John said, “There’s no breeze out here, either.”
“But...” started Brutus. He wiped his face with his shirt, and then said, “There’s a chance of a breeze out here.”
When Freeman looked over and saw John leaning in to catch whatever fanning spillage might come his way, he scooted over, “Get your own.”
John said, “You know what Stump needs?”
No one answered, so he answered his own question, “A beach.”
Brutus said, “You build it, and I’ll come swim with you.” Then Freeman said, “Why are we out here? It can’t be this hot inside!”
“—It is...” said the other two, and John added, “Malcolm’s got the smoker going.”
It was really a trade off for Freeman; on the one hand, the fan cooled his face; on the other, the exertion made the rest of him hotter.
John was picking at his burn scar and thinking about having dinner with the Hopewell/Gains family when a thought came to him, “Let’s go swimming!”
The fan stopped.
“Where?” asked Brutus.
John said, “Call Latanya, and we’ll go over to Lalana’s and swim in her creek.”
Freeman had yet to resume the fanning, “In mixed company?”
“What?” said John, “We’re all black. I’m sure Lana won’t have a problem with it.”
“You ever seen her granddaddy’s gun?” asked Brutus.
“As a matter of fact. Let’s invite everyone. The whole town. I’ll get some beer and some Cokes, maybe some chips or something.”
Freeman leaned back to see what Brutus’s reaction was. Brutus seemed intrigued by it; he’d just leave his shirt on.
John was sure about it, though. He rose and held a hand out for Freeman. As he pulled Freeman up, he said, “Bru, you call Latanya and Lalana. I’ll go get the reverend.”
They both helped Brutus up.
“What about me?” asked Freeman.
John said, “You tell Mr. Gains the plan, and tell him we need a chaperon. That’ll get him to close shop early. Oh, and pick up a case of beer and a case of Cokes. Put it on my tab.”
Brutus wanted to know who else.
“Everyone. Tell the whole damn town. Tell everyone to meet us at Lalana’s.”
Brutus’s new old truck had to be driven slowly. Three people in the cab, eight in the bed, and the truck was just about scraping hard on its own wheels. It only needed a better stereo and some fuzzy dice to complete the picture as Brutus grunted it up Lalana’s dirt drive, the horn frantically bleating away. It had been so packed that Brutus was sitting on a change of clothes he’d brought with him for dinner (he was self-conscious about being all sweaty).
Lalana was standing at the front of the orchard in a sun hat when the brakes on the truck gave it their best effort to stop, but not without some serious screaming from them. When it was stopped, the clowns all poured out of it and shouted greetings to Lalana. John had gotten stuck in the middle, which wasn’t so bad since Brutus couldn’t really shift it out of second gear with that much weight, and besides, it wouldn’t have been right to make Mr. Gains sit in the middle or in the back.
The worship band had been just setting up to practice, and Reverend Hunter had had a mind to get that practice in, but it was almost as hot in the new church as the old, and given the choice, the band looked such like soggy hound dogs that the good reverend didn’t have the heart to put them off—they had all piled into the back as if they were going to “Didneyland.” In the back was: Thurgood Joyner, Reverend Hunter, Freeman, Latanya and Lariah (who actually preferred to ride in the back); plus of course, the worship praise band: Parnell Mason (organ), Eddy Carter (drums), Thurgood’s younger brother Red (bass), and guitarist Joe Abercrombie. They didn’t have swim clothes, but the shorts and shirts could be worn back wet for all they cared.
They all hopped and whooped past Lalana and were quick into the creek, which was only deep enough sit in, with the water coming within a foot of the shorter ones’ necks. The depth didn’t matter, though, because it was long enough to stretch out in, and long enough to splash. Lariah screamed and squealed as Brutus carried her into the water. Mr. Gains was hobbling with his old man shorts down to his knees and in his sandals and a short-sleeve button down; it all went into the water when he finally got to it, and he was helped down. Only, when Mr. Gains squatted, his butt reacted as if the water were about to boil, and it took a few tries the get it into the water. Once done, though, he smiled and rasped to the kids to mind his glasses. Latanya was dressed almost like her grandfather; knowing he’d be there (and being more than a little surprised by that), she’d made sure of it. There’d be no belly buttons on display that afternoon of either sex, and that reassured Brutus, who was wearing a now-clingy oversized t-shirt.
...Didneyland.
John was the last out of the truck since he’d been the first clown to squeeze into it.
Lalana said, “Brutus said you made them do it.”
They watched the frolicking in the creek and John said, “Okay, if that’s how he remembers it.”
She took his arm and they walked slowly through the trees. He said, “You’re coming in, right? It’s pretty hot out today...”
Lalana said, “Maybe.” But John didn’t actually think she meant “maybe;” Latanya was the creek swimmer, Lalana was the bank sitter.
She said, “If I say no, are you going to try to throw me in the water?”
“Yes.”
She stopped.
“I’m just being honest. It’s hot, you’re just as dressed for it as everyone else, and we have the whole church for chaperons.”
He pulled her back into the slow walk through the trees.
“How did ever you get granddaddy out here?”
“Freeman told him we were coming either way, and that his granddaughters would be swimming with us manly men (that was before he found out the reverend was coming, too).”
When they reached the creek, John said, “You know, I’m still kind of sore.”
Lalana stared at him with an eyebrow raised.
“Are you really going to make me heft you into the water? I could get hurt.”
“I wouldn’t want that on my conscience, I suppose.”
Lalana waded in and sat next to her grandfather. John took a position on the other side, out of habit.
Mr. Gains looked first at her, when she sat, and then at John, when he sat, then back at Lalana.
“Oh, this is nice!” said John, stretching out.
Brutus was farther down the creek, and when he saw John reflecting the sun backup to heaven, he grabbed his face, “My eye! My eye!”
John ignored it and he and Lalana talked about nothing over and around Mr. Gains, and while they weren’t shouting, his old ears were getting a work-out. They were surrounded by a whole church, and he remembered what it was like to be a young man in love, himself—he wasn’t that old. Why didn’t Dutch take advantage of the situation like he’d done when he was courting the girls’ grandmother? It was one thing to be respectful, but, come on, Dutch was wasting a perfectly valid opportunity, and they were twisting his ears off to boot. This went on for about ten minutes until Mr. Gains said, “You ain’t long on brains, are you, son?”
John stopped midsentence, thought, and then said, “I’ve been accused of it, but never officially convicted, no sir.”
Brutus said, “All the evidence was circumstantial” and Freeman added, in his golden voice, “Antidotal!”
John frowned, “Anecdotal.”
“—That, too.”
Then John: “You’re welcome.”
“—Not at all.”
Mr. Gains watched them all playing like school kids, and was still smiling at Freeman’s little exchange. They were good boys, all of them.
Mr. Gains whispered in his raspy voice, “This yo’ idea, Dutch?”
John had to stop and think about. Whose idea had it been? “We were all hot.”
The old man got up with a good bit of quivering and sloshing. He put his hand on John’s shoulder, patted it hard twice, and then hobbled up creek to sit next to his other granddaughter.
After a while, the frolicking became lounging in the water, and someone said, “Wish we had a radio or something.”
Then someone else said, “Hey reverend, do some Dr. Johnson.”
The reverend was almost asleep he was so content to lay quietly in the cool water, taunting the sun. At first he didn’t want to do it. He just wanted to lay there and enjoy the peace of it, the Norman Rockwell-ness of it.
But eventually, he sang:
Well.... You better run, better run, better run... Oh, you better run to the city of refuge...
The kids all clapped to various beats but all within the proper rhythm. John had never heard the song before, an old “camp spiritual,” and he listened to determine the meter of it.
God called Moses on the mountain top
And He placed the law in Moses’ heart
And then He stuck His commandment in Moses’ mind
Then said “Moses, don’t you leave my children behind.”
Well, You better run, better run, better run... Oh, you better run to the city of refuge...
They all sang the backing “Run, run, run,” except for John, at least until the third verse, when he picked it up.
When You Better Run was done, Red prodded the sisters, “Won’t that be a Time!”
Lalana shook her head and waved her hand, “It’s too hot. Let Lariah do it.”
Brutus nudged Lariah’s foot with his, and Reverend Hunter was just immensely satisfied to listen as she sang, and with everyone else backing her.
Won’t that be a time, when we sail over yonder.
Won’t that be a time, when we sail over yonder...
It was a dozen voices, some struggling, some angelic, and nothing but the clap of flesh, and it could have been the nineteenth century, or the first, or the one before that. It was the worship band and Latanya supporting Lariah. It didn’t make it to the second verse before Lalana closed her eyes and sang softly as she held John’s hand under the water. At the next chorus, though, she was singing it, too, with the voice that the good lord had blessed her with.
To John, it was another great old time camp spiritual.
It was something more to the rest of them, though, he could see in their faces. He was a visitor; they were the wrongly sentenced seeing that great day of exoneration. To John, they were lyrics; to the rest of them, they were a promise to be clung to as all else fell away from beneath their feet.
Oh, My Lord! What a time!
Dues, thought John.
Laying in that shallow muddy creek, next to the apple trees under the brutal August sun, the understanding came to him.
It really wasn’t a black thing or a white thing. It was a dues thing. He’d been on another line; another line that had come through the station from somewhere else. He wouldn’t be able to go back and restart the trip, because Reverend Hunter was right: the past couldn’t be changed, nor could the present. Even if he could go back and come in on the other line, he didn’t think he’d have the fortitude to do it.
It was more than that, though, John concluded as he saw the beautiful anguish on Lalana’s face as she sang. Parnell and Red had joy on their faces, too, but it was a joy in spite of, not because of. Their train, in particular, had gone through some dark swamp on a moonless night, and it tarried there, probably long enough to discard the dead.
Or maybe it tarried long enough to retrieve the dead.
Understanding that didn’t make him less curious about it; but it did give him a whole new reverence for it. He didn’t feel qualified to sing with them.
Then Lalana’s hand jiggled his hand under the water, and it pulled his attention from Lariah. She was looking at him in a way that invited him to get up behind the wagon with the rest of them and push, too; there was room. He held her hand beneath the water and he sang the simple words,
We’re going to sing and shout together, when we (sail over yonder)...
John felt the rain again. This time, though, it started in the corner of his eye and it squeezed his throat. He smiled at Lalana and she ignored the tear, but instead squeezed his hand. She sang and watched him watching her sing. All John could manage was to whisper along, but that was enough. The intimate invitation was just too sudden, it was too much, but he’d rather choke on it than go back to the slop he used to eat back in... back in... Right: it was in D.C. He’d rather choke on his own humility in Stump with all of them rather than sit on a throne back in D.C.
Shit, how he loved them all.
That he was Dutch and they were all black was still there. It was. But it wasn’t. It wasn’t about skin color. It wasn’t even about ethnicity, or experience, or history, or anything like that. It was simply a part of who they all were, himself included, part of the individual recipes from which each was prepared. Take anything out of the recipe, and the whole meal changes. Change the heat and the meal changes. Change the timing and the meal changes. Everything about the meal mattered, everything was vital, right down to what Thurgood fed his hogs, or how much water Latanya gave the peppers. To focus on just one ingredient was to miss the whole point, but to dismiss the tiniest component was to mess with perfection. He now understood that he was wrong when he thought it didn’t matter; it all mattered, all of it. Change any tiny aspect, and they’d all be different people, and that would break his heart.
Won’t that be a time, when we sail over yonder...
Out beyond the clearing on the other side of the creek from the orchard, though, the polesnakes had gathered, and were staring intently at the band of singers in the creek from well into the pines. They took particular note of John’s emotional epiphany, but didn’t know if that worked in their favor. Maybe it did, maybe it didn’t. It meant something to them, though.
John had changed and was in the dining room with Malcolm, who had just finished turning the ribs. John was sitting with just his socks on; the shoes were still wet and were drying in his room. Brutus was in his room still changing.
“Hey Dutch, how’s about fetching me some pecan from the stack? Just a few large pieces should do it for now.”
John popped off the stool and headed for his room to get his shoes on. When he opened the door, he saw Brutus standing there bare-chested beginning to unflap the folded t-shirt.
Brutus froze, as did John in surprise.
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