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Part 1

Matters of Life and Death in Dogtown

 


 



Chapter 1: Delirium

 


Adele Fortenberry emptied the tenth teaspoon
of sugar into the crystal iced tea tumbler.

Her father’s taste buds were
shot, and sweet tea was the only drink that still tasted good to
him. Unless she brought him a virtual simple syrup, he would rail
at her, “This ain’t nowheres near
sweet enough.”

“I sure hope you’re hungry,” she called to
him. “I made your favorite supper.”

No response came from Ike’s sick room.

“Don’t you dare fall asleep on me,
Daddy!”

The sugar crystals swirled in the vortex of
the rusty liquid as she stirred. As scattered as poor Daddy’s mind,
she thought.

Adele watched the setting
sun from the kitchen of their comfortable house perched atop the
Park Hill palisade. From this suburban aerie, she could see the
rudimental skyline of Little Rock crouching along the southern bank
of the Arkansas River. She garnished the edge of the Waterford ice
tea tumbler with a wheel of lemon and mint sprigs. Brimming with
ice cubes, the drink resembled the staged perfection of a Lipton
Tea ad in The Saturday Evening Post.

Why even bother? she thought. Daddy will just
swill it down without noticing.

Still, small sensory details like the aromas
of citrus and mint could trigger pleasant associations in his
fading mind. Cues that might just snap him out of it.

She pursed her Revlon-red lips and shook her
head. The doctors had pronounced her father terminal. Oh, face it,
Adele. You don’t snap out of what Daddy has. You just slowly settle
to the bottom. Like the spent sugar grains in his ice tea
glass.

Lately, Ike had been acting more addled than
usual, staring out the window and muttering in a low voice,
sometimes refusing to eat or sleeping the entire day.

The ice tea shimmering in the tall tumbler
appeared surreal to her.

Sunrise on a tropical
island in the Red Sea choked with icebergs.

God, what a mind! she thought. I swear, I’m
getting as bad as Daddy.

Adele swatted a wisp of dark hair from her
eyes and huffed, her bangs fluttering like a marabou feather in the
upward exhalation.

She had prepared Ike a light supper—a ham and
cheese Po’ Boy on a thick French roll slathered with horseradish,
mayonnaise, and a generous dab of Tabasco. She added a sweet pickle
spear and spooned a mound of lime jello cubes onto the plate.

Costume jewelry emeralds for Daddy’s
dessert.

She hoped the comfort of familiar food might
help him see things more lucidly. When he ate well, conversation
was possible, although it invariably regressed back to his past and
his career with the railroad, the only events still green in his
dormant memory.

“This looks delicious,
Daddy,” she called out to him in her breathy voice.
“Yum!”

Years ago, when she could
still take Ike to the movies without attracting stares, they had
seen Gentlemen Prefer
Blondes. Afterwards he told her, “You talk
just like that blonde gal on the screen.”

Ike sat staring out the window on the bed’s
edge, his mouth slack. He reached into his pajama pocket for his
solid-gold pocket fob watch and stared at it.

Poor Daddy, Adele thought.
Lost in the swamps of the past. He looks so forlorn.

Laden with the tray, she carefully stepped
over the high threshold of the kitchen’s old Dutch door. To better
hear her father’s cries, she had the door removed. She set the food
tray on his withered lap. The large butcher’s knife she used to
halve the Po’ Boy still rested on the blue Delft dinner plate.

“What do you want?” he bellowed. “Come to give
Ike some sugar? Brown sugar?” His pink tongue wet his upper lip and he flashed her a
grotesque smile.

“Daddy, don’t be ugly.”

“You on the rag again, Caldonia?”

Her face grew cross. “Hush.”

The nasty tone of her father’s voice and his
suggestive gestures alarmed her. She had grown accustomed to his
eccentric dialogues with phantoms—her dead mother; childhood
acquaintances; his sister; his union workmates at the
Missouri-Pacific. However, the coarseness of this last remark was
something new. Could this be the man who once fired railroad day
laborers for uttering profanities when ladies were present?

Ike winked a rheumy eye at her.

She scowled and studied him as he fingered
the handle of the butcher’s knife.

“Oh, shoot!” she cried and
threw up her hands. “I completely
forgot your sweet tea, Daddy. Be right
back.”

 


* * *

 


Ike admired the whore’s swinging hips as she
exited. His hands steadied the food tray on his lap as he leaned
back and stared at the ceiling.

This old railroad viaduct gonna fall down
one day.

The air smelled of creosote to him. And the
must of dry rot.

Rot clean through. Kill all them black
whores hidin’ in the shadows. Serves ‘em right.

Ike shook his
head.

Them damn bitches infected
me back when Roosevelt was running things.

A rivulet of drool slipped
from the corner of his cracked lips.

Now we got a damn Republican in the White
House? One with the same name as me.

Ike slammed his fist into his palm.

Damn sluts gave me a dose right here. Under
this viaduct. Probably Caldonia. Them railroad nigger whores was as
dirty as they come, but Caldonia was the nastiest. Coffee eyes. The
whites stained yellow at the corners. I can still see them yellow
eyes lookin’ up at me as she was goin’ at it.

He heard footsteps approaching.

Here she comes
again. Where does this nigger bitch get
the gall to call me “Daddy” and try to boss me
around?

 


* * *

 


“You need to eat a good supper, sweetheart.
Build up your strength so you can get well.”

She added another spoonful
of Godchaux’s to his tea and stirred it in. Lagniappe, she thought.

“I ain’t your damn ‘Daddy,’” Ike yelled
from his sickbed. “If your worthless Daddy ain’t dead or in jail,
he sure as hell ought to be.”

His ugly remark made her swallow hard. She
hurried back into the bedroom with the iced tea and stubbed the toe
of her Capezios on the raised wooden threshold. The tumbler
squirted out of her hand and shattered on the hardwood floor like a
detonated land mine.

“Goddamn clumsy bitch!” Ike jeered.

Adele regained her balance and stared down at
the wet mess. Vagabond ice cubes and shards of crystal gleamed up
at her like impossibly large, rough diamonds. She picked up the
largest glass shard, the base of the tumbler still attached to
it.

“See what you made me do with that ugly talk
of yours?” she cried, shaking the remnant of Irish glaziery at him.
“Mother’s good crystal.”

“Hah!” Ike smirked. “Your sorry mother didn’t have a pot to piss
in, much less crystal.” His eyes narrowed as sunlight glinted off
the jagged piece of glass in her hand. “Put that away, woman. I
swear, you niggers can’t even decide if you wanna screw or you
wanna fight.”

“Do what?” she bleated. “Fight
you?”

“Yeah. But first we screw,
and then we
fight.”

Ike’s vulgarity stunned her.
“It’s me, Daddy,” she cried. “Adele. Your daughter.”

Her father blinked hard as though her voice
confused him. Coughing, he wiped a string of saliva from his mouth
with the back of his hand. “You want a ‘Daddy’ tonight? C’mere
then. Sit on the bed beside Daddy.”

Her father winked salaciously. His gaze
shifted to the butcher’s knife on the food tray. Bringing the
polished steel edge close to his eyes, Ike studied it as though it
were a mystical talisman.

“Put down that knife and eat your sandwich,
Daddy.”

Ike scowled at her like a child who feared
losing a toy. He switched the butcher’s knife to his other hand. As
Adele tried to wrest the heavy, nine-inch blade from him, he
slashed the air with it.

“No,” she screamed, leaping backward, her face a mix of fear and
astonishment.

A thin, linear gash traced
red across the back of her hand like suddenly electrified neon. She
stanched it with her voile
handkerchief and tried to compose herself. “Give
me that knife, Daddy. Right. This. Minute.”

“Go to hell, you black dirty leg,” he rasped,
pointing the butcher’s knife at her. “Burn there forever for giving
all us hard-working railroad men your poison.”

Ike sprang at her, tossing the food tray
high.

Jello cubes, fat-seamed ham, and
mayonnaise-stippled bread rained down on the wood floor, befouling
the patina of the oak she had lovingly waxed to a high luster.

Adele backpedaled as he closed on her with
surprising speed.

Ike suddenly pitched backwards and crashed to
the floor, his skull drumming a sharp, sickening rimshot on the
hardwood.

Jello cubes, Adele thought. Slippery as
pollywog eggs.

She stooped to aid him.

“Damn you, bitch!” Ike
cursed, rising painfully to one knee and pushing her away.
“Get away from
me.”

Electricity prickled her
skin as Adele felt the whoosh
of air from Ike’s windmilling knife. Leaping back,
she fled to the kitchen, his groans and a litany of foul curses
assaulting her ears. Yanking open the drawer where her father’s
nickel-plated Smith and Wesson .38 was hidden under the good linen
napkins, she felt around inside, not wanting to take her eyes off
her advancing father. Her fingers closed on heavy metal and she saw
grey metallic gumdrops protruding from the cylinder’s
perimeter.

Good. Loaded.

Wheeling around, Adele blinked hard as her
father limped toward her, the butcher’s knife in his bony grip.

“Daddy, no! Please.
Stop,” she screamed, but
he kept advancing, a taunting smile on his sickbed-white
face.

She flung open the French doors to the
veranda, which overlooked the steep, wooded slope of the Park Hill
palisade below. Edging backward through the double doors across the
sun-dappled terrace, she kept the gun trained on her father. She
felt the masonry balustrade bump against her legs and could move no
further backwards.

“Daddy, please wake up,” she pleaded, her
voice a hoarse trickle of sound.

“Looks like your Daddy ain’t comin’ today,
Caldonia.” Ike was panting, his face an ugly red. “Well, don’t
worry none. I’m gonna do you a lot better than he ever did. Even
give you some money afterwards. You ever charge your daddy for
it?”

Adele edged along the balustrade, fighting
the terrible thoughts flooding her mind.

“Listen to me, Daddy,” she begged. “You’re
sick, darling. You-you should be in bed. Remember how you made
Mother rest when she was—”

“Catherine? How the hell do you know
about Catherine, you black bitch?”

He took a bold step forward, and she caught a
whiff of him—urine and putrid, festering bedsores.

“Daddy,” she said, leveling
the .38 at his chest, her voice firming, “I mean it.”

The afternoon sun glinted off the shiny
barrel of Adele’s .38, and she saw Ike’s sunken eyes cutting from
side to side as though he might be regaining his senses. At the
edge of the veranda, he turned and peered down at the steep
drop-off to the forest floor far below.

 


* * *

 


Trees? Where in tarnation did they come
from? Hell, cain’t no trees grow under a railroad viaduct.

Ike blinked his eyes rapidly.

If that whore thinks she’s going to cut me
with a goddamn broken Coke bottle, she’s dead wrong. Hell, I got a
real knife and a hundred pounds of muscle on her.

 


* * *

 


When Ike charged, Adele shot him before she
realized what had happened.

Her father grunted from the impact, grabbed
his flank, and staggered a step backwards, his eyes those of a
terrified brat receiving the spanking he deserves. He fell back
against the balustrade, blood erupting from his pajamas.

The gun’s blast temporarily deafened her to
his incoherent explosion of words.

“Daddy, please. . .
stop,” Adele
sobbed.

She stepped forward to aid him.

“Go to hell!” He lunged at her, the knife
plunging downward.

Her second shot hit him squarely in
mid-thorax, and he jerked violently backward like a lassoed cowboy
on a moving horse, plummeting over the Ionic colonnade veranda
railing.

Down, down, through the kudzu and tree limbs
her father fell, one-hundred feet below to the stone-pocked forest
floor.

 


* * *

 


Catherine stood haloed in
pure whiteness, her arms beckoning him sweetly.

Ike reached for her.

Then she was gone and the blackness descended
over him like a heavy, suffocating curtain.

 


* * *

 


“Daddy!” Adele screamed. “No!”

When the inevitable thud of her father’s body
hitting the ground reached her ears, Adele jumped
involuntarily.

“Oh, God! Please,
no!” she wailed over and
over, but no sound returned from the stillness of the dense woods
separating the fine houses on the Park Hill palisade from the
shabbiness of Dark Hollow in the flood-plain below.

Adele felt her stomach
clench like an angry fist. She canted her body severely over the
balustrade, hoping to catch a glimpse of him below. The canopy of
the trees began to spin in circles like a moiré pattern, and she felt
disoriented and nauseated.

Just tip forward, her numb mind urged her.
Join him.

 


 



Chapter 2: Duel at the Park Theater

 


“Chick, chick, chick-en. Ba-awwwk!“ Willie taunted.
“What’s the matter? Your friend can’t fight his own
battles?”

“Forget about him,” Jimmy
said, his eyes dead. “Worry about me.”

Willie saw Jimmy pass the switchblade from
hand to hand.

Trying to break my concentration.

Stilettos held fingertip-light and palms
down, the two young men coiled their bodies low to the ground,
ready to spring and strike. They feinted and bobbed like wrestlers
probing for an opening. Willie’s tall, lanky frame gave him the
wingspan advantage, but Jimmy’s compact, muscular body appeared
quicker and more explosive.

With a lunge, Jimmy slashed at Willie’s
midsection.

Rather than give ground,
Willie rose on his toes and twisted his hips like a
torero executing a
veronica. His chrome-studded black motorcycle jacket hung loose and
jangling over his stovepipe Levis, white shirt, and Cuban-heeled
ankle boots. He wiped a shock of long, dark hair from his
eyes.

Jimmy cursed and semicircles
of sweat appeared at the armpits of his olive-drab USMC T-shirt.
His left sleeve bulged at the shoulder, as though masking some
terrible physical deformity. The bulge—a fresh deck of soft pack
Marlboros—called attention to Jimmy’s powerful shoulders, wide and
mesomorphic, and as he wielded the knife, the blue veins in his
right forearm stood out like river tributaries in a
bas-relief map.

The late afternoon sun cast long, oblique
shadows across the concrete parking lot, where a crowd of young
people ringed the two duelists in a wide, irregular oval.

Jumping back to avoid Jimmy’s slash, Willie
plunged into the crowd’s midst. Amoeba-like, the throng shifted its
perimeter to envelope him, and he felt random hands press against
his shoulders, forcing him back into the makeshift arena.

 


* * *

 


“Who are they?” a blonde girl in the crowd
asked her boyfriend.

She wore a shirtwaist Villager dress; he a
madras buttoned-down Gant shirt. They accented their fashions with
identical pendant necklaces—silver half-hearts with serrated
interior edges to fit together as one.

“The short guy I’ve seen around,” the boy
replied. “Works for the railroad. I think the other guy drives a
tow truck and is, like, a hood.” He scratched his head. “Willie
Bakaka or somethin’ like that.”

“Pretty cute for a hood,” the blonde girl
said.

“Who? Willie Tow Truck there?” The boy’s laugh was a nervous
quaver. “He’s probably a criminal. C’mon, I better get you out of
here.”

He reached for her hand.

“No, I want to stay.”

 


* * *

 


Jimmy’s blade slashed the arm of Willie’s
motorcycle jacket, the stiletto leaving a cleanly ripped trail
along the black leather.

Willie’s face reddened with anger, and his
temples began to throb as he watched Jimmy again tossing the
switchblade from hand to hand. Adrenaline flooded his blood stream
and blind rage overtook him. In a bum’s rush, he charged his
rival.

His stiletto bit soft flesh high in Jimmy’s
chest near the shoulder, then hit solid bone.

Jimmy’s switchblade clattered to the
pavement. A police siren keened in the distance.

Willie watched Jimmy’s face transition in an
instant from disbelief, to anger, and finally, panic. He jerked his
blade out, the blood first spurting a thin stream back at him and
then blooming darkly across the olive USMC T-shirt like a rosebud
opening in time-lapse photography.

The crowd hissed like steam venting from a
boiler, and the human arena collapsed like the Maginot Line,
terrified gawkers peeling out of the lot, most for fear the alcohol
fumes on their under aged breath would be noticed if the police
began questioning witnesses.

Willie watched the blood trickle between
Jimmy’s fingers and saw his friend struggle to mute his cries. He
felt detached from the scene yet integral to its existence like a
projectionist in a cinema. He yanked out his handkerchief and
pressed it against the messy wound. “I’m sorry, Jimmy. I-I didn’t
mean—”

“I thought we was just playin’,” Jimmy
moaned, his voice breaking. “Goddamn, Bakelekos!”

The police siren keened higher and the
urgency of the remaining cars to exit the parking lot grew more
frantic.

Willie held the blood-sodden cloth to Jimmy’s
chest. “I think the bleeding’s stopped.”

A police cruiser pulled up beneath the
theater marquee that read: “West Side Story—Held Over 16
Weeks!”

 


* * *

 


“You’re damn lucky the kid didn’t press
charges,” the police officer said.

In the patrol car’s back seat, Willie
Bakelekos rolled his eyes. “Look, Jimmy’s like family. He knows I
didn’t mean to stab him!”

Traffic parted obediently as the cruiser’s
siren broadcast its shrieking whoop into the rush hour traffic on
Park Hill.

“Besides, we were just play-acting.”

“Well,” the cop said, “the next time you have
a dress-rehearsal, use rubber switchblades.”

“Relax. I told him I’d cover his doctor bill.”

“This is Dogtown, son,” the
officer retorted. “This ain’t West Side
Story, and you ain’t Bernardo. You been actin’ like
a damn hoodlum lately, Willie. Hangin’ out with Clovis and Little
Bobby and them.”

“Shut up!”

The cop half-turned in the seat and scowled.
“Damn it, you’ve been blessed with a 141 IQ and you’re still
drivin’ a tow truck?” He exhaled strongly. “I swear, poor Mama must
be turnin’ over in her grave.”

“Don’t be bringing Mama into this, Theo,”
Willie said, slumping in the back seat at the mention of their
departed mother.

“What if I didn’t take the call at the Park
Theater? Tell me that, huh? What if another uniformed gorilla
showed up? You’d be stewing in the lock-up by now, buddy boy.”

Willie eyed his older brother coldly. “Hey,
man! Are we gonna make the wrestling matches in time or what?

“Yeah, but I can’t believe you still want to
go after what just happened to Jimmy.”

“C’mon, Theo. The Rasslin’ Russian Jewboy’s on the card tonight. I
hope they tear his damn head off.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Theo said. “We’ll make it.” He
rubbed his face and stepped on the accelerator. “But I ain’t
s’posed to be usin’ the siren for personal trips. Against
regulations.”

The police car sped down Highway 107 towards
Robinson Auditorium in Little Rock, where Hercules Entertainment
International staged monthly pro wrestling bouts. Willie and Theo
would often go to the matches together, since as an off-duty cop in
uniform, Theo received free admission for them both. This policy
was a pragmatic move on the part of the wrestling promoters, who
knew from experience that the only truly dangerous action at the
bouts would come from the audience, not the ring

Theo and Willie bore enough resemblance to
one another that one could sense they might be related. Theo was
shorter, darker, and more powerfully built, with thick, black,
close-cropped hair and an affable manner. He was the spitting image
of their father, Panos, whereas Willie’s slim, rangy build and
moody disposition favored his Irish mother’s side of the
family.

At twenty-one, Willie was a very good-looking
young man—“pretty like Elvis”—his girlfriend, Jill Parkin, had told
him. However, in this blue-collar railroad town, he had often felt
self-conscious about his looks. The long, black ducktail and hoody
clothes, he decided, might project a more menacing image and better
proclaim his manhood.

The police radio crackled to life, squelchy
and overdriven. “Unit 12, you copy?”

Theo grabbed the mic. “Ten-four,
Eleanor.”

“We got us a shootin’ on Park Hill, Theo,”
the female dispatcher screeched, her small-town Southern
inflections betraying her efforts at precise radio enunciation. “32
Skyline Drive. What’s your twenty?”

“I’m nearby. Over.” He turned to Willie.
“That’s my patrol area. I got to take this one.”

“Aw, man!”

Willie crossed his arms, scowled, and slumped
back into the seat.

“The woman’s frantic,” the
dispatcher said. “She specifically
requested you, Theo, but refuses to give her name.
Over.”

“Yeah, Roger that. On my way. Out.”

Willie watched his older brother horse the
police cruiser into a squealing U-turn.

“Hold on to your ass, son,” Theo said,
spinning the wheel. “This may be a lot more interestin’ than the
wrestling matches.”

“‘Specifically requested
you,’ huh?” Willie said, sarcasm dripping from his voice. “You got
yourself an outside woman now, Theo?”

“Shut up!”

 


* * *

 


Officer Theo Bakelekos pulled his patrol car
into the driveway of the well-appointed home on Skyline Drive.
Admiring its manicured lawn and beautiful flowerbeds, he thought
there must have been a mistake.

He had responded before to shootings in Dark
Hollow, the largely Negro district of Dogtown located in the flood
plain below Park Hill, and there the neighborhood had been abuzz
with bystanders and rubberneckers. Yet here, the stately homes and
streets were as placid as becalmed square-riggers in the horse
latitudes.

In respectable Park Hill, gunplay was
rare.

He shambled up the walk and mounted the two
steps to the porch.

“Police,” Theo boomed in his practiced
command voice, rapping on the heavy oaken front door with its
cast-iron clapper. “We’re answering an emergency call. Please open
up.”

After repeating this call several times to no
avail, he sighed and then ambled around to the rear of the house.
On the veranda, Theo saw a tall, dark-haired woman, her hands
supporting her as she peered intently over the edge of the stone
balustrade, her back to him. “Excuse me, ma’am. Did you just call
the police?”

The woman remained immobile, staring fixedly
downward into the forest canopy. Below, the Park Hill palisade fell
away sharply to the flood plain.

Theo repeated his question, louder this time,
but the woman remained frozen in her silent search. He shook his
head and then returned to the front of the house.

“We can still make the rasslin’ matches,
Theo,” Willie said hopefully. “Just call it in as a false
alarm.”

“I told you to stay in the car, dammit!” Theo
moaned. “Now, I need backup to break down the door.” He looked
sternly at his brother and then swallowed. “There’s a woman in
there, but I don’t think she’s right in the head.”

“This is the Fortenberry
house, Theo. I used to throw it on my paper route for the
Grenadier.”

As Theo opened his mouth to speak, he heard
the bolt of the front door shoot. Hinges creaking from disuse, the
heavy door slowly swung open. A dark-haired woman stood mutely
facing them, eyes cast down, her tailored clothes mussed. Her right
hand hung limply at her side and held a snub-nosed .38
revolver.

“Hit the deck, Willie! She’s got a gun.”

Theo dropped to the ground and reached for
his service revolver.

Willie just stood and stared at her.

The woman’s gun clattered on the wood
floor.

“Th-Theo?” she said, her faint voice
hesitant.

“Adele?” Theo got up off the ground and fixed
his dark eyes on her. “Adele Fortenberry? My Lord, what did you
do?”

“Oh, God, Theo! I just shot Daddy.”

Theo placed his hands on the narrow shoulders
of his old high school classmate and felt them tremble. “Just tell
me what happened, Adele.”

She cocked her head toward Willie. “Who’s
he?”

“He’s okay,” Theo said. “My kid brother.
Willie.”

Adele stared at Willie as though she doubted
his word.

Theo’s face reddened with exasperation. “See,
I was off-duty when you called in and we were on our way to the
wrestl—”

“Willie?” she said, her eyes incredulous. “Little Willie?”

“That’s right, Adele,” Theo said. “Excuse us
a minute.”

He stepped off the front porch and walked
over to where Willie stood on the lawn. “Just wait in the car while
I talk to Miss Fortenberry,” he whispered. “I think you spooked
her, son.”

Willie looked longingly at Adele and then
defiantly at Theo.

“I mean it! Now!” Theo commanded, his face
choleric and eyes flashing.

“Hey!” Willie shot back. “Who do you think you are anyway? JFK?”
He eyed Adele as if entreating her to intercede on his
behalf.

“No,” Theo said, never breaking his gaze,
“but I got a badge and you don’t.”

“Relax, man, I’m
going,” Willie said,
muttering to himself as he walked back to the patrol
car.

“Excuse me for that outburst, Adele,” Theo
said. He craned his neck, looking past her into the catacombed
interior of the dark house.

What the hell did she have
stacked up in there?

Following her inside, he saw at least ten
years’ worth of newspapers stacked to the ceiling on both sides of
the foyer.

She led him to the veranda, her gait slow and
halting like a zombie. Wordless, Adele pointed to the spot on the
veranda where Ike fell.

 


* * *

 


A balding medic in hospital whites squatted
next to the fallen man, trying to revive him.

Ike Fortenberry lay face-up in the woods at
the base of Park Hill, eyes wide open and limbs contorted at
unnatural angles. Blood pooled under him.

A balding medic in hospital whites thumbed
Ike’s eyes shut, then rose from his haunches and shook his head.
“No pulse. He’s long gone, Officer,” the medic said to Theo. “He
caught one square in the heart.”

Theo nodded, his mouth fused tight. He knelt
and studied the pajamaed corpse sprawled at their feet. Ike’s upper
torso was tangled in some brush and one bare foot rested in an inch
or two of water from the small creek that drained Park Hill.

Shading his eyes with his palm, Theo gazed
upward to the veranda. “How far you think he fell?”

“Got to be at least a hundred feet,” the
medic said. “Then he rolled down to the creek.” The medic pointed a
latex-gloved finger at Ike’s chest wound. “But he was probably dead
before he ever hit the ground.”

“No doubt,” Theo said.

“Guess we’re done with him, Officer,” the
medic said.

“Yeah, the Coroner’s people will take it from
here. Thanks a bunch.”

“You bet.”

Theo watched the medic labor
up the steep hill. Retrieving his spiral notepad, he jotted down a
summary of the incident: “Two gunshot
wounds from a .38, the fatal shot to the heart, and the other a
superficial wound to the victim’s right flank. Knife wound to the
lower left abdomen above the hip, possibly post-mortem from the
fall from balcony of victim’s home approximately one-hundred feet
above the point of impact. Daughter claims shooting in
self-defense.”

He heard a rustle in the bushes above him and
saw a black leather jacket emerge from the brush.

“Dammit, son! I told you to wait in the car.
Last thing I need now is your sorry ass at a crime scene.”

“What’s shakin’, Joe Friday?” Willie said
with a smirk.

“It ain’t him, Slick.” He cocked his head
toward the corpse. “That’s Ike Fortenberry. Old railroad guy with
MOPAC.”

“I remember that old man. All eat up with VD
they say. ”

“Syphilis.” Theo shook his
head. “Yeah, Adele just cured him of that.”

“Just the facts, ma’am,” Willie said, Jack
Webb-ing his brother. “Just the facts.”

Theo managed a small grin. “Self-defense. She
said he chased her around the house with that big butcher’s
knife.”

Willie squatted on his haunches, studying
Ike’s pale, shattered body.

“Ain’t that pretty at all, is it?” Theo
said.

Willie didn’t answer.

Theo wondered when his
younger brother was ever going to shape up. Lived in his own world
most of the time. Did just what he pleased. Never hit a lick. Like
today. Play-acting the knife fight scene from West Side Story. My God, I bet he’s
seen that damn movie at least ten times already. If he don’t
straighten up soon, he’s gonna end up in the
penitentiary.

Knife-fightin’ in there sure ain’t
play-actin’.

 


* * *

 


Willie hunkered down over Ike, viewing his
death grimace with morbid curiosity. Not counting his mother, Ike
was the first dead person he had ever seen close-up, and certainly
the first freshly dead, violently dead, and
unvarnished-by-the-mortician dead person as well.

He couldn’t tear his eyes away.

“I remember this old man,” he said,
cocking his head towards the corpse. “I’d catch him watering his
lawn sometimes when I collected on my paper route. He would pretend
to squirt me with the hose.” Willie sighed. “I liked
him.”

“Yeah,” Theo said. “And
I definitely liked
his daughter, but for some reason she was always cool toward me. A
real beauty, though, and smart, too,”

Willie chuckled. “And you were neither.”

Theo scowled and then laughed. “You got me
there, baby brother. You got all the good genes in the family. I
got the ones you need to get into police work.” He stroked his
chin. “No, honestly, I just thought she was stuck up. But, I tell
you what, son—Adele Fortenberry was one sharp lookin’ broad in high
school.”

“She’s not a ‘broad,’” Willie said. “She’s a
beautiful woman, man. . .”

He paused as if daring his older brother to
make another disparaging remark.

“And maybe she’s just real shy, Theo. Ever
think of that? Like Aunt Flo was after she got divorced.”

“Beautiful, but nutty,” Theo said. He
expectorated on the ground. “Word is she never leaves the damn
house anymore. I mean, if she couldn’t get over that guy she was
gonna marry, I can’t imagine what this is gonna do to her.”

Willie didn’t pay any attention to Theo’s
words. He was lost in thought.

Despite their nine-year age differential,
Willie knew he had been infatuated with Adele Fortenberry since he
was twelve.

Since 1952. The same year Mother died.

Ike’s death called up a wealth of memories
for Willie, memories of his first job, throwing Adele’s house every
day. His best memories, however, were of the days he would ring the
Fortenberry’s doorbell to collect.

He thought of Adele answering the door and
calling him by name. Because of Theo, she knew his name and that
had thrilled him. It was pure joy to hear a sweet young woman’s
voice speak his name with kindness.

Like Mom had.

He remembered standing on her porch, watching
her comb through her purse for money, gazing at her lovely face as
her perfume wafted out the door and settled around him like a
lover’s embrace. Invariably, she never had the correct change,
which suited him right down to the ground. The longer she fumbled
for it, the longer he could stay there just looking at her.

A flurry of feelings—nostalgia, youthful
infatuation, longing, and irrevocable loss—washed over Willie, and
he wiped his eyes with stealth to hide his emotions from Theo.

Funny how Ike Fortenberry’s
body lying dead in an overgrown ravine could get me choked up like
this.

Seeing Adele today ignited those old feelings
again in him. He remembered the time she opened the door dressed in
an expensive, flounced ball gown. Back then, Adele was not a
shut-in. In fact, in 1952, she was quite the opposite. To Willie,
she had looked like a bride, although she was merely on her way to
a society event in Little Rock.

 


“Oh, Willie, I’m afraid we’re just on our
way out the door.” Adele turned and called back inside the house.
“Ben, do you have any money to pay the paper boy? I don’t have my
purse.”

A man wearing a sober black tuxedo with a
narrow bow-tie stepped in the doorway, scrutinizing the contents of
his wallet. He seemed much too old for her.

“So, Willie what’s Theo doing these days?”
she asked, making small talk as Ben ran through his pockets for the
money.

“He’s a cop. He just passed the police
exam.”

“Give him my regards,” she said, bending
down and looking at him up close.

He could smell her fragrant hair and felt
her warm hands on each side of his face.

“I swear Willie—you’re gonna be even better
looking than your brother.”

Ben pointed to his wristwatch. “Adele, we
really need to be going.” He shoved the money at Willie. “Keep the
change.”

“I won’t be but a moment, Ben.” Adele did a
turn in the doorway like a model. “So, Willie—how do I look?”

“You look like-like. . .” he stammered. “You
look beautiful, Miss Fortenberry.”

Ben started walking towards the car. “Adele!
Schnell!”

“Coming! Bye, honey. You be
sweet,” she said as she kissed him on the cheek.

 


* * *

 


“Step aside, buddy.”

Willie snapped out of his daydream and gazed
up at the man. He wore a jumpsuit that said, “Coroner.”

A team of angry faces stared down at him.

He stood up and backed away from Ike. Theo
was not around.

Willie slowly made his way up the hill to
Highway 107. At the crest, he saw his brother directing the
backed-up traffic, one hand held out straight like a football stiff
arm while the other pinwheeled.

He slipped into the back seat of the police
cruiser, unable and unwilling to stop thinking about Adele. As soon
as traffic was flowing normally, Theo got behind the wheel.

“Now what?” Willie asked, completely
forgetting his former urgency to attend the wrestling matches.

“Back to Skyline Drive to give Adele the bad
news.”

Theo kicked the car in gear, and they drove
in silence the two short blocks to the home of the late Ike
Fortenberry.

Willie secretly rejoiced at the prospect of
seeing Adele again, and when they parked in the street in front of
her house, he saw her burst through the front door, her expectant
eyes greeting their dour ones.

“Oh, Theo, please tell me he’s still
alive.”

They sauntered slowly up the walk to the
front porch as if to forestall the delivery of the bad news as long
as possible.

“Adele, I’m sorry,” Theo whispered, his mouth
taut. “There was nothing we could do.”

Willie saw Adele glance uncomprehendingly at
him, her arms clasped tightly across her like she wanted to shrink
into nothingness. Her face convulsed, chin quivering and eyes
clamping shut as repressed sobs trickled from her lips.

“I need you to go over your statement one
more time, Adele,” his brother said, the professional objectivity
in his voice wavering at the sight of her grief.

Willie watched Adele’s slender shoulders
heave as if to say, “What next?” Petulant, her gaze confronted his
brother’s for a full ten seconds.

A silent protest for having to rehash the
trauma, Willie thought.

Then she sighed, turned on her heels
abruptly, and marched into the interior of the house.

What the hell is this? Willie thought as he
stepped into her cluttered hallway. Why, she must have a hundred
years’ worth of old newspapers stacked up in the hall!

“Wait here,” Theo said to Willie.

They stepped onto the veranda and closed the
French doors for privacy.

From the kitchen, Willie could see them
standing together near the balustrade. She was sobbing and talking
all at once, her scalloped handkerchief clutched in a death
grip.

 


* * *

 


“Theo, you know good and well I loved Daddy
and would never have harmed him for the world. Not after all the
years I gave him.”

Theo struggled to write down in his tiny
notepad Adele’s frantic, elliptical statement about the shooting
.

“Oh, I didn’t mind the bad talk—that was the
sickness, not Daddy. But, Theo, he was still as strong as a bull,
and when he grabbed that butcher’s knife off the tray—bless his
heart—I told him, ‘Daddy, I’m not a whore! It’s me, Adele, your
daughter.’”

Adele’s words jumbled together like a ten-car
pileup on the freeway.

“But, he just kept coming,
cursing me and—Oh, my
goodness!—speaking such filth! Thank God I found the revolver
in time.”

“You got anyone you can stay with, Adele?”
Theo asked. “I mean, until this thing gets straightened out?”

“No, Theo, it’s just been me and Daddy since
Aunt Dodie died.”

“Your mother?”

“Dead since I was five,” Adele said,
retrieving a fresh scalloped and starched handkerchief from her
purse just in time. “Dear God, I’ve got no one now!”

“It’ll be all right, Adele, I promise,” Theo
said. “I mean, everybody who knows you will believe it had to be
self-defense. Your Daddy was just—”

He paused and swallowed hard. “Just out of
his mind with the syph.”

Adele’s eyes flashed as though Theo, not Ike,
had just called her a whore.

“Don’t ever speak of him like that!” she
said, her red, wet eyes now aflame. “He was a good man, Theo. A
very good man.” She paused and sniffled into her handkerchief. “I
preferred to think of Daddy as a victim of the greed of the
railroad robber barons.”

Theo scratched his head, considering her
rationalization. “Well, I don’t know about all that, Adele.”

“Oh, please, Theo,” she
pleaded. “Don’t take me to jail. I couldn’t bear it after what—”

Theo’s eyes softened. “Normally, I would have
to take you in for questioning, however, I know you don’t like to
get out... in public.” He scratched his head. “I’ll speak to the
Chief about waiving this rule although—”

“Oh, thank you, Theo. Thank you so much.”

Theo held up his hands, palms out. “I will
need to impound your car keys, however.”

She nodded. “I understand.”

“Adele, because we went to school together
and all, I’m gonna stick my neck out here for you.” He eyed her
sternly. “So, promise me you won’t leave town until we can get this
thing settled.”

“I promise.”

They left the veranda for the kitchen. Adele
fished through her purse and handed Theo the keys to the Oldsmobile
Super 88.

“All right, then,” he said. “You stay put,
Adele.”

She nodded and then her gaze settled on
Willie. “I can’t believe it’s you.” She gave him an evanescent
smile. “Sweet little Willie.”

“You take care now, Adele,” Theo said,
patting her arm.

She recoiled from his touch.

At the front door, Willie turned and saw
Adele standing on the veranda. She sank into the fetal position at
the exact spot on the balcony where her father plummeted to his
end.

“Let’s go,” Theo said, nudging Willie. “See,
I told you this would be a lot more interesting than the wrestling
matches.”

He slammed the front door shut, its heavy
cast-iron knocker clanging like a jail door at lock-down.

 


 



Chapter 3: The Rasslin’ Russian Jewboy at
Work

 


“I tell you what, Leroy, it looks like little
Oni Waikiki is in big trouble tonight.”

“You said a mouthful, Billy. The Rasslin’
Russian Jewboy’s got poor little ol’ Oni in an unbreakable choke
hold.”

The marquee of the Robinson Auditorium in
downtown Little Rock announced “Hercules Entertainment
International Presents Pro Wrestling Tonight.” At ringside, TV
play-by-play announcer Billy Daniels and his color commentary man,
wrestling promoter Leroy Valentine, were in high dudgeon.

Inside the ring, two wrestlers had come to
grips.

The smaller of the two was bare-chested,
barefooted, with dark, tousled hair and clad in a blue-and-white
Hawaiian sarong. The other wrestler towered over the Hawaiian and
looked to be evil incarnate. The six-foot, six inch behemoth
sported a Stalin moustache, a wildman’s unkempt black mane, a
thick, hairy torso, and heavily mascaraed eyes. He wore a black
leotard imprinted with a yellow “hammer and sickle” insignia
against a red background and knee-high, black jackboots.

“Just listen to that crowd tear into the
Jewboy, Billy!”

“Yeah, Leroy. Looks like the little Pacific
Islander is at the big man’s mercy.”

The Rasslin’ Russian Jewboy grimaced and
shook his fist at the audience, unleashing a rolling wave of
boos.

“By God, Billy, the Jewboy’s
really running his mouth down there in the ring,” Leroy Valentine
said. “Boy, would I ever love
to have a microphone on that
conversation.”

“He seems to be verbally taunting the bantam
Hawaiian,” Billy said. “Really rubbing salt in the wounds, from the
looks of it.”

 


* * *

 


“Who’d you get to work on your ‘57 Chevy,
son?” the Jewboy grunted.

“Skeeter,” Oni Waikiki replied, breathing
hard. “You can’t touch him when it comes to carburetors.”

“I been wondering what happened to him,” the
Jewboy said. “How long has he been out of the ring? Two, three
years?”

“Naw, it’s been at least five,” Oni said with
a grimace.

“You ready for the buckle?”

“Yeah. Watch the neck!”

The Rasslin’ Russian Jewboy rammed the little
Hawaiian’s head into a leather turnbuckle, his massive body lunging
against the side ropes to soften the impact an instant before Oni’s
head hit.

Oni acted dazed and staggered around the
ring.

 


* * *

 


“My Lord, Leroy! Did you
see that? A
neckbreaker turnbuckle slam.”

“Billy, in the thirty years I been in the
rasslin’ bidness, I ain’t never seen a rassler meaner than this
doggone Russian Jewboy.”

“Meaner than Elvis Detroit, Leroy? Meaner
than Elephant Boy?”

“Elvis Detroit was mean, that’s for sure,
Billy, but he could, by God, rassle right, and he sure as hell
warn’t no damn Commonist.”

“You’re saying the Rasslin’ Jewboy can’t
rassle, Leroy?”

“Yessirreebob, Billy. The Jewboy cain’t
rassle a dadgum lick. He’s just a big dumb gorilla.”

“We also hear the Russian’s an atheist,
Leroy.”

“That’s right, Billy. And he don’t believe in
Jesus neither.”

The Jewboy pulled a studded, black leather
dog collar out of his singlet and looped it over Oni’s head. The
ref admonished the Jewboy to no avail and then the crowd began
throwing cups and bottles into the ring. The Jewboy released the
dazed Hawaiian momentarily and threw the referee out of the ring,
the official’s fall broken by a folding table.

“Oh, my Lord, Leroy! That’s illegal as sin!
Somebody has to stop this or God help us all!”

The Rasslin’ Jewboy yanked the dog collar,
and Oni grabbed his throat, eyes bulging.

“That pore little guy cain’t hardly seem to
catch his breath good,” Leroy said.

“There’s murder in the air tonight at the
Robinson Auditorium, Leroy.”

“See, Billy, it’s like I alway say: ‘Never
trust a Russkie.’ Cheatin’ to them is like sayin’ the Pledge of
Allegiance to us. For example, take a fine ‘merkun rassler like ol’
Sputnik Monroe. Sure, he was mean—meaner than a snake, some say—but
he never by God had the gall to go to his trunks for a foreign
object to whup up on some pore sombitch like this here Jewboy done
tonight.”

Billy frowned at Leroy.

“Uh, I mean—some pore so-and-so, that is.”

Back in the ring, the Jewboy spun Oni Waikiki
around by the neck, the diminutive Hawaiian tugging frantically
with both hands at the bottom of the dog collar to keep from
choking.

“Leroy, we got us a real situation here,”
Billy Daniels said, alarm registering in his voice. “The ref is out
of the ring, and I believe the Jewboy’s fixin’ to choke pore little
Oni Waikiki to death! Somebody’s got to do something pretty soon
or, sure as shootin’, the little Hawaiian’s a goner.”

“I don’t know what any of us
can do now,” Leroy moaned. “But—wait a
minute. Hold the phone, son. By God, I
don’t believe my eyes! It’s-it’s—”

A tall, strong figure in a Western-cut suit
and white cowboy hat walked slowly down the aisle towards the ring.
The girth of his neck appeared equal that of a fire hydrant. He
tipped his hat to the crowd, stripped off his suit coat, popped the
mother-of-pearl snap buttons of his Western shirt, and climbed into
the ring.

“It’s the
Cowboy, Leroy. Cowboy
Danny Watts. Oh, thank God he’s here in the audience
tonight.”

The crowd roared at the mention of the
Cowboy’s name.

“There’s a new sheriff in
town, Billy, and I garan-dadgum-tee you what, the Cowboy
does know how to rassle
and he’s ma-a-ad.”

The Cowboy landed a feet-first drop kick to
the Russian’s chin. The Jewboy fell to the canvas like a ton of
bricks and struggled to get up, his mouth spurting blood from the
wallop of the Cowboy’s alligator boots. The Cowboy wrapped up the
dazed Russian giant in the ropes and then removed the noose from
Oni’s neck.

The tiny Hawaiian became immediately
reinvigorated, launching one drop kick after another at the head of
the immobilized giant Rasputin.

The crowd became hysterical.

The referee climbed back in the ring and
freed the Rasslin’ Jewboy from the ropes. Oni quickly pinned the
whipped colossus.

“O-o-o-eee, Leroy—now
that’s rasslin’! Cowboy
Danny Watts!” Billy screamed into the mic.

“Yeah, Billy, the Cowboy—in his street
clothes, mind you—just wailed the tar out of the Rasslin’ Russian
Jewboy!”

“Let’s get down to ringside, Leroy, and see
what the Cowboy has to say.”

On the concrete floor outside the ring, the
Cowboy glowered at the Jewboy, who sat head-in-hands.

Billy Daniels stuck the mic
in Cowboy Danny Watts’ face. “Ladies and gentlemen, I have here
World Heavyweight Champion, Cowboy Danny Watts. Cowboy,
congratulations! We sure were glad to see you take charge of this
situation, amigo!
Tell me, Danny, whatever possessed you to take on the Jewboy
tonight in your street clothes?”

“Well, Billy—I tell you what—somebody had to
do somethin’ about that doggone Russian Jewboy. Good thing my
friend, Oni Waikiki, asked me to be here tonight as a favor.”

“You can say that again, Cowboy!” Leroy put
his arm around the raw-boned man’s shoulders. “Lemme tell you
something, folks. There ain’t nothin’ prettier than seeing a good
ol’ ‘merkun white boy like Danny here whuppin’ up on a giant
Commonist atheist.”

“Thanks, Leroy,” Danny Watts said. “I was
just happy to help another fellow American.”

“Billy, I believe we may see the Russian
Jewboy in church tomorrow after the whuppin’ the Cowboy gave
him.”

“Yeah, Leroy, the Jewboy’s hurtin’ for
certain,” Billy enthused. “And his face’ll be doin’ the hurt dance
for awhile after Oni went to work on him with those drop
kicks.”

“So, Cowboy,” Leroy asked in
a worshipful tone, “you say Oni asked you to come to the match
tonight?”

“That’s right, Leroy. You know, me and Oni
been pards from way back,” Cowboy Danny Watts said, putting his arm
around Oni. “We have been fortunate enough to have won the
International World Championship Tag Team Belt for the last three
years.”

“And great champions you both are,
Cowboy.”

“Anyway, Leroy, Oni told me thudder day he
had some notion in his head the Jewboy might try to pull a stunt
like this here.”

Oni grabbed the mic from Billy Daniels.

“That’s right, Cowboy. I’m Hawaiian, you
know, and I had a dream where my ancestor, King Kamanawanaleia
appeared and warned me that my life was in danger. Thank the Good
Lord the Cowboy was here for me tonight.”

“I see some welts around your neck from the
Jewboy’s noose, Oni. Maybe you better go backstage and have the doc
take a look at it.”

“Sure, Billy. And thanks
again, Cowboy. Aloha.”

Oni and the Cowboy raised the World Tag Team
Belt above their heads amid cheers. Oni shook hands all around and
departed with a wave to the crowd.

“Remember, little podnah, the Cowboy’s always
watchin’ yore back. You get well, you hear?”

The Rasslin’ Russian Jewboy’s face was a
bloody mess as he sat watching the two victors. The Cowboy walked
over, cocked his fist, and grimaced at the cowering Russian.

“Whoa now, boys!” Billy Daniels said as he
interposed himself between them. “Let’s leave all that back in the
ring. Now, Jewboy, we have come to expect this sort of thing from
you. What do you have to say for yourself?”

The Rasslin’ Russian Jewboy gave the Cowboy a
pitiful look.

“I sorry I try hurt Oni.
See, Jewboy used to rassle this way in Roos-sha. I get confuse over
here sometime. I want you please to shake hand and forgive Jewboy.
OK? Friends?”

Cowboy Danny Watts stroked his chin and
regarded the Jewboy with suspicion. Then, his gaze softened and he
offered the Russian his hand. “Oh, what the heck? It takes a big
man to admit he’s wrong. Sure, we’re friends. Put ‘er there,
podnah!”

The Jewboy and Cowboy Danny Watts shook hands
and parted smiling.

When the Cowboy’s back was turned, the Jewboy
hit him in the back with a folding chair, and the two began to
scuffle in the aisles.

“Well, folks,” Billy Daniels said with a
sigh, “it looks like you just can’t trust the Rasslin’ Russian
Jewboy. I’m afraid we’re out of time, friends, but we hope you’ll
all tune in next week for the grudge match between the Great Lobo
Brothers from south of the border down Mexico way and Arkansas’ own
Scufflin’ Ozark Farmboys.”

“Friends,” Leroy said, “on behalf of Hercules
Entertainment International, good night and watch out for flying
chairs.”

 


* * *

 


Back in the locker room, Habeb Aboud wiped
off his Rasslin’ Russian Jewboy makeup with a wet towel and sipped
a beer. Surrounding him were Leroy Valentine, the promoter of the
match, referee Jimmy Devlin, Oni Waikiki, announcer Billy Daniels,
and Cowboy Danny Watts.

Leroy Valentine took a long drag from his
unfiltered Camel and then produced a prodigious roll of bills from
his pants pocket.

“Thar yew go, Jimmy,” Leroy said, snapping a
bank-crisp C-note from the roll. “Yeah, boys, when Habeb thew old
Jimmy out the ring, I thought for shore the Irish boy waddn’t gonna
git up.”

“I should get an Academy Award fer me
perfermance, Leroy,” Jimmy Devlin said, his brow arched in mock
defiance. “Did ye fancy the way I started to stand up and then
fainted again.”

Leroy Valentine scowled. “There he goes with
them ‘fancys’ again, boys. I tell you what, Jimmy—the only thang
they gonna give you is a one-way ticket back to Dublin if they find
out about them hot checks.”

Oni Waikiki piped up. “Jimmy, you oughta go
on out to Hollywood to make sure they know you’re available. They
got a lotta nice young girls out there.”

“Oni, son,” Cowboy Danny
Watts said, grinning like a chimp, “you wear a skirt on stage,
and you’re giving
Jimmy advice on picking up girls?”

“It’s a sarong, you big Okie shitkicker. What
can I say? They think I’m cute! Besides, it’s what’s underneath
that counts.”

“Yeah, yore bare feet,” Leroy said, eliciting
raucous laughter from the other wrestlers. “But don’t worry, son,
in the Deep South that ain’t no problem for the wimmen.”

“Boss,” Habeb pleaded, “you
got to let me win a match every once in a while! It’s starting to
get to my kids. They get into fights every other day because I’m
the Rasslin’ Russian Jewboy. How about letting me win one once in a
blue moon? At
least beat Erich von Schwanz. He’s a damn Nazi.”

“Hell, son,” Leroy said, “ain’t nobody stirs
up them rednecks like you do. The way you look, Hap, you’ll always
be the rasslin’ heel, I don’t care if you’re rasslin’ Hitler and
Tojo put together.” Leroy gave Hap a quick half-smile. “I mean,
don’t get me wrong, son, you’ll always be tip-top in my book.”

“‘Tree-top’ is what ye are,
Hap,” Jimmy Devlin crowed. “A six-foot, six inch, two-hundred and
sixty-pound treetop wrestlin’ heel, ye be. Aye!”

Laughter echoed through the tiled locker room
and Habeb eyed his cohorts, visibly annoyed.

“Son, the thang is,” Leroy said, “well,
dammit—you just don’t look ‘merkun enough to be a white hat
rassler. Leave that to Danny and Oni.”

After an awkward silence, Habeb pressed on.
“I need to talk to you about something, Leroy.”

“I hope it ain’t what I think it is,” Leroy
muttered. “Boys, ya’ll git yore big asses outta here for a
minute.”

Jimmy Devlin chuckled. “For the love of Pete,
Leroy! You’re gonna have to give Habeb a raise, ye old
tightwad.”

The wrestlers left the dressing room
laughing.

“Boss, I’m thinking about retiring from the
ring. I’m thirty-seven, and I got a good job offer from the
railroad.”

“Yep, that’s what I was afraid of.”

“The other thing is—hell, Leroy—I’m starting
to enjoy being the bad guy too much.”

 


 



Chapter 4: Adele Turns Thirty Alone

 


A year later, in the spring of 1962, Adele
Fortenberry turned thirty alone, living like a wraith in Ike’s
large, well-appointed house perched on the rim of the Park Hill
palisade.

She had not left the house since the
shooting.

Once a striking brunette given to wearing her
hair in chic bangs like Keely Smith, Adele’s skein-wound, stringy
hair and indifferent dress now made her appear from a distance to
be quite unearthly. The ghostly pallor of her skin, white as
Havilland china, accentuated her onyx eyes, which seemed to burn
with the dispossessed madness of a fallen aristocrat’s. Before
Ike’s death, her clothes had come from New York and, until her
break-up with her fiancé several years ago, Adele had always
appeared in public as though Edith Head had designed her wardrobe
to complement the strengths of Cinemascope.

Despite her beauty, she had not married. A
long love affair with a Jewish doctor ended in 1958 over her
religious intransigence. After breaking off her engagement, her
reclusion deepened and, as befitting an only child, her life became
subsumed to caring for her disturbed father, Ike.

Like Al Capone, Ike Fortenberry had suffered
from morbid depression and delusions brought on by tertiary
syphilis, which he contracted in the 1930’s from the Dogtown whores
under the railroad viaduct at Seventh and Main. A union labor
leader, Ike had fought the Missouri-Pacific Railroad tooth and nail
until they blackmailed him into retirement by threatening to both
expose his whoring and void his pension for reasons of “moral
turpitude.”

Over the years, as the spirochetes had
progressively pocked his complexion and eaten into his nervous
system, Ike finally reached the point where he often didn’t
recognize his own daughter, and this obliviousness to her pushed
Adele, already withdrawn, across the line into agoraphobia.

After her father’s violent death at her
hands, Adele was unable to leave the house, nor could she bear to
have “strange people about” to care for the grounds. Consequently,
her father’s beautifully landscaped home became overgrown with
weeds and brush. The once-magnificent “Pride of Mobile” azalea
bushes and twin poplar trees flanking the narrow porch meandered
beyond their beds, scraggly and unpruned, like Adele herself.

The Oldsmobile Super Eighty-Eight that had
stood idly beside the house that year had become completely
engulfed in a cocoon of vegetation, the English Ivy and morning
glory vines lattices bordering the driveway insinuating themselves
with the untrimmed privet hedges. The big Buick appeared to be held
against its will like an unfortunate insect imprisoned by a spider
for leisurely consumption.

Inside the house, years of newspapers she
compulsively saved were kept in tall stacks, creating a tunnel
effect from the front entry of the house to the living room. Adele
now lived out the days following her father’s death sewing brightly
colored quilts, praying, and reading from her extensive library.
The Zenith Air Commander television console in the parlor sat dusty
and unused, and she only turned on the radio to hear the forecast
when the weather threatened.

Adele’s mother, Catherine Fortenberry, had
died in the winter of 1935 from long-standing complications of
dysentery. A nurse, Catherine contracted the disease while helping
the victims of the Great Flood of 1927, which left Main Street
under two feet of foul, pestilent water for months. In 1932,
although still in poor health, Catherine became pregnant. Adele was
born healthy, but her patchy memories of her mother centered around
her chronic ill-health.

When Catherinc finally succumbed, she left
her baby daughter her Black Irish good looks and Roman Catholic
faith. Adele was raised by Ike’s sister, Dodie Fortenberry, a
maiden aunt who was especially close to her brother and took on the
job of raising Adele as a duty and labor of love.

Ike had grieved terribly for Catherine and
never remarried, but he suffered frequent bouts of depression, and
during such times, his appetites for drink and sex binged. After
work, he drank with railroad cronies from the union and came to
rely on sex surrogates around the rail yards to ease his
concupiscence.

Aunt Dodie never let the child see her father
when he was binging, so Adele didn’t know until the mid-Fifties
that her Daddy was riddled with syphilis. Aunt Dodie had simply
told her the railroad was just working her father too hard, and
Adele prayed constantly for him, attending Mass daily out of the
sense of guilt she felt about her birth causing her mother’s
death.

When Aunt Dodie died of a heart attack at the
parish bingo in 1946 (after having just won five hundred dollars in
the final cover-all game of the evening), Adele and Ike were left
to fend for themselves until, in 1958, Ike’s dementia required
Adele’s constant care.

Between Ben and her ailing father, Adele had
given over ten years of her life to older men who eventually
betrayed her.

Ike had had the foresight to
see to Adele’s education, and her graduation from college had been
a source of pride for a man who went only as far as the sixth
grade. Liberally educated, she graduated summa cum laude in 1953 from William
Woods College in Missouri, following curricula in political science
and fine arts. After college, she worked for the
Arkansas Grenadier newspaper in Little Rock as an editorial assistant to the
publisher, Hiram Woodville, and began saving every edition of the
paper she worked on with an eye to scrapbooking the editorials she
helped proofread.

Save a rebellious, experimental fling with a
college professor, Adele’s love life had been unremarkable, the
usual college crushes and breakups, until in 1953, she met Ben
Weiss, a Jewish medical student in his early thirties from St.
Louis who was completing his studies at the University Medical
School across the river from Dogtown.

After an initial whirlwind mutual
infatuation, their courtship settled down into an extended, uneven
relationship, with Ben finally asking Adele to marry him at the
completion of his residency in 1958. However, by then doubts about
their compatibility overwhelmed her, and she ended it with him over
what she told herself were cultural and religious reasons.

After breaking the plate with Ben, Adele
retreated into the familiar, insular world of the big house on Park
Hill to care for her ailing father.

A perfunctory investigation into the
circumstances of Ike Fortenberry’s death had exonerated Adele, the
verdict justifiable homicide in self-defense. As next of kin, she
received Ike’s house from the probate court and a small survivor’s
pension from the railroad.

Adele, however, did not feel exonerated. Her
guilt over shooting her father felt like a toxic presence inside
her, and she began covering all the windows in the house with
exquisite embroidery quilts she made as therapy after the
shooting.

Friends and neighbors noticed Adele never
seemed to appear in public anymore, even her stout Catholicism
waning as her guilt and agoraphobia waxed. Dispossessed of a
mother, lover, and now a father, she had totally withdrawn from all
public activity—shopping, dining out, volunteer work, and even
attending Mass at St. Patrick’s. Her consuming guilt induced a
soul-sickness, which reigned over her, strengthening,
month-by-month, in a feedback loop that enervated her in the same
way a starving body first consumes its reserves of fat and then
organs and muscle.

 


* * *

 


Bright light filtered around the edges of the
windows blanketed with heavy quilting, giving the parlor of the
house on Skyline Drive an eerie, supernatural ambience.

Adele paced back and forth across the
cluttered room, her hair unkempt as a cobweb.

“Oh my God, I am heartily sorry for having
offended Thee and I detest all my sins because I dread the loss of
Heaven and the pains of Hell. . .”

She held a set of rosary beads in her long,
delicate fingers. They were the fingers of a pianist, perhaps, or a
painter.

“. . .but most of all because I have offended
Thee, O Lord, Who art all good and deserving of all my love. I
firmly resolve, with the help of Thy grace to confess my sins, do
penance and amend my life forever. Amen.”

As her fingers moved serially over the
obsidian beads, Adele said the same prayer, the Act of Contrition,
over and over in the fashion of a rosary. Even for a Catholic as
devout as she, this compulsion was clearly overkill, for the Church
taught that one such Act, when said with perfect contrition, caused
all past sins to be forgiven and one’s soul to be cleansed and
placed in a state of perfect grace.

Her prayers said, Adele sighed, her breast
heaving under her housecoat. She trudged into the kitchen and
glanced at the calendar on the wall.

It’s been over a year.

She tried not to think about Ike, but he was
all she ever thought about.

Almost out of food, she
thought as she poked her hand inside her cupboard. She peered
inside. What’s this?

The bright foil wrapper caught her eye, and
she pulled out a heavy one-pound bar of Hershey’s Unsweetened
Baker’s Chocolate, broke off a chunk, and nibbled it, contemplating
supper.

Probably canned green beans, crackers, and
what she could pick from the bones of the roasted chicken in the
Pyrex dish in the icebox.

Need to make out my grocery list and stick it
in the mailbox for Bill Campbell, she reminded herself. Bill was
the manager of the Black and White grocery store on Park Hill and
made sure her groceries were delivered each Friday, since she had
not ventured out of the house for more than a year.

Pouring a glass of iced tea, Adele opened the
can of string beans and heated them in a saucepan with a dab of
butter. From a drawer, she retrieved a carving knife and began to
slice the roast chicken, avoiding the congealed fat at the bottom
of the Pyrex dish holding the partially-dissected fowl. Even though
she was alone, Adele carefully set her place at the table and then
looked for something to read.

Reading, reading, always reading, she
thought.

Rummaging through the
mountain of old newspapers in the hall, she found the
Society section of
the Arkansas Grenadier, June 1952. Her eyes scanned the headline: “Marion
Hotel Soirée Honors New Physicians” and lingered on the picture of herself
in her Dior ball gown gliding across the dance floor with Ben.
Looking over her shoulder at the camera, both she and Ben were
smiling. Her hair was cut short in chic bangs, with parentheses of
dark fronds on either side of a perfectly dazzling smile. The
caption under the picture read, “Dr. Benjamin Weiss of the
University of Arkansas School of Medicine escorting Miss Adele
Fortenberry, editorial assistant of the Arkansas Grenadier.”

She speared a morsel of
chicken and popped it in her mouth. It tasted nothing like the
chicken cordon bleu at the physicians’
soirée.

Oh Ben, let’s wait. Please, you know how I
feel about the issue. It’s not that I don’t love you, it’s just—you
know—what we talked about. I know you don’t care about religion,
but I do. You’re a very intelligent man, but surely you must have
some—I don’t know—apprehension about the consequences of not
believing?

After dinner, she dumped the dirty plates and
flatware in the sink so the new dirty dishes made a plateau on the
old dirty dishes. Her normal routine was to quilt after dinner, so
she sauntered back into the living room and sat in her mother’s
antique rocking chair. She picked up the quilt she had been
stitching together with brightly colored cloth remnants. Yesterday,
she had used up the last of her fabric swatches, so the
quilt-in-progress now appeared asymmetrical.

Adele thought about cutting up another one of
her good cocktail dresses to complete the pattern, but rejected the
idea for sentimental reasons.

Restless, she got up and paced the room.

From the mantle over the native stone
fireplace in the living room, Adele picked up a framed, sepia-toned
picture and studied it intently. A tall, fragile woman, her dark
hair held in a soft bun, sat in the same rocking chair holding a
very young child. She cast a calm smile at the child, a dark-eyed
little girl with black bangs wearing a white cotton dress with a
satin bow at the waist.

“Mother, I am so sorry. I tried to take such
good care of Daddy, but it wasn’t easy after you-you left us. I
tried to take care of him like you would, but what could I do?”

Adele wiped her eyes with the embroidered
handkerchief she kept stuffed down the sleeve of her housecoat and
set the picture back on the mantle. She obsessed on the picture for
a long time, hunched over and whispering to it.

Suddenly, she bolted upright, her eyes
wide.

“I did so! Yes, I
did,” she spoke to the
picture, her voice regressing to the tone of a child.

She set the picture back on the mantel and
rushed down the hall, her face a mask of resolution. Adele dug
through a pile of newspapers towering nearly to the ceiling.

“Aha!” she exulted when she found the one dated April 18, 1961.
The headline on the front page of the Arkansas Grenadier
blared out: “MOPAC Union Leader Shot by
Daughter.”

“I did so shoot Daddy! It says so right here
in the paper, Mommy.”

She pushed the newspaper in front of the
framed picture.

“Daddy called me a ‘whore,’
Mommy! Why? Why? Oh, why? Was it because of
Ben?”

She sat down on the floor sobbing, a tear
falling on the half-toned news photo of a smiling, barrel-chested
man with a shock of black hair combed straight back from his low
forehead and an IWW button featured prominently on his lapel.

 


 



Chapter 5: The Jewboy Emigrates to
Dogtown

 


Driving across the Arkansas
River that afternoon, Habeb Aboud thought it looked like a scale
model of the Mississippi they had crossed at noon leaving
Memphis—the same silted-up channels, sluggish current, meandering
banks, and café a lait color. Everything he had seen of Dogtown so far seemed
scaled-down, at least when compared to Memphis.

He liked that. Smaller was good. Kept things
simpler.

He just hoped the attitudes and expectations
of the citizens of Dogtown toward him and his family were
scaled-down as well. The one thing he didn’t need was a repeat of
Memphis.

Knock on wood.

Habeb gazed blearily over at
his wife, Cindy, and then turned to check on his twin boys, Mansour
and Mike, asleep akimbo like Siamese twins in the vast, red
leather Transvaal of the Cadillac’s back seat.

The conspicuous luxury of the gleaming white
Cadillac sedan always made Habeb think of Leroy Valentine, who gave
him the car as a going-away present. Ever since Habeb retired, Mr.
Leroy and the world of pro wrestling had never been far from his
thoughts.

The Eldorado looked to him like a mutant,
two-tailed Great White shark designed by Salvador Dali. He knew
Valentine to be an extravagant man with shady connections, but the
gift of the car had touched Habeb deeply. Valentine had “acquired”
the Eldorado when its previous owner, a dim-witted dry cleaner,
welshed on a gambling debt, although because of its bad electrical
system, Habeb often suspected the “gift” was merely a way for Leroy
to shed himself of a white elephant.

In Memphis, Habeb had been a
local celebrity—a cult icon with the nom
du sporte, “The Rasslin’ Russian Jewboy.”
Leroy Valentine had given him the title thirteen years ago, when he
first hired the shambling history major. Despite his scoring
records in college, Habeb had been unable to attract the attention
of pro basketball scouts. So, in order to stay in the game he
loved, he joined the Harlem Globetrotters as a member of the
traveling “chump” team the Globetrotters trounced
nightly.

After witnessing the Globetrotters perform in
Memphis, Valentine and his partner had rushed back stage and
introduced themselves to Habeb.

The particular Globetrotters shtick that
impressed Leroy involved Habeb guarding Goose Tatum, who would
proceed to dribble the big man into a dizzying chase until Habeb
crashed into his own teammate. Goose would then leap over the two
of them, make the lay-up, and then proceed to fan them both with a
towel as they lay in a heap on the hardcourt.

“Son,” Leroy said, his arm around Habeb in
the locker room, “‘like I told my partner when we was sittin’ there
in the stands—I said, ‘Goddamn, One-Nut—that’s my Eye-talian
partner’s nickname, you see?—that great big old hairy
jewboy-lookin’ SOB shore knows how to take a fall.”

Valentine was referring to his partner,
Anielio Biondo, a soldier for the Kansas City mob, which at the
time had its fingers in the till of regional pro wrestling.
Although he once wrestled professionally under the name “Vinnie
Mussolini,” Anelio actually started out as a pug who eschewed heavy
bag workouts. His first nickname, “Light Bag,” also slyly referred
to Anielo’s cryptorchidism; he had only one fully-descended
testicle.

Leroy began calling him “One-Nut” and the
name stuck.

Valentine had taken one look at Habeb’s
swarthy, menacing appearance and knew instantly he had all the
makings of a classic wrestling heel. He christened Habeb the
“Rasslin’ Russian Jewboy” soon thereafter.

Leroy had designed the
Russian Jewboy character to look like a giant Joseph Stalin
manqué—thick, wild black
hair, toothbrush mustache, and hairy back—precisely the persona to
fan the flames of Cold War hysteria seething within the psyches of
American pro wrestling fans in the 1950s.

When asked why he added the “Jewboy” tag,
Leroy quipped: “Ain’t nothin’ scarier in the Bible Belt than a
giant Commonist Jew whuppin’ up on a good ol’ American Christian
white boy.”

Despite this unsavory
stage persona,
Habeb—whose nickname was “Happy”—was actually the most gentle of
men and wasn’t Jewish at all, but Lebanese Catholic. A small
college All-American basketball player at Spring Haven College in
Louisiana, his nickname became “Happy” because he invariably
sported a perpetual bottle-nosed dolphin’s grin both on the court
and off.

“No matter what else you do, son,” Valentine
counseled at the advent of Habeb’s first pro match, “just don’t
goddamn smile.”

Habeb was the son of a
Lebanese tailor, Mansour Aboud, who immigrated to Louisiana from
Beirut after the Great War. The lad grew up and up and up and
entertained taking up the tailoring trade until his father told
him, “No son of mine who is six-feet, six inches tall, and can make
ninety-eight free throws in a row, will ever be a tailor.”

His coach at Spring Hill College, an old
Cajun named A.J. Boudreau (who could neither pronounce “Habeb” nor
“Aboud” with any degree of consistency), also thought Habeb was
Jewish, so he anglicized Habeb’s name to “Happy Abbott.”

This pseudonymic
substitution kept the school booster club “happy” and also served
to keep a thirty-point-a-game player from giving up his scholarship
to some crew-cut, blond-haired Southern jarhead WASP who
did have the right
surname but the wrong percentage of fast-twitch muscle
fiber.

After giving his notice to the Globetrotters,
Habeb went on the road with Hercules Entertainment International,
and soon, Valentine had his Rasslin’ Russian Jewboy character
fulminating at the TV camera in a red singlet, a Cossack fur hat,
wild Rasputin-like mascaraed eyes, and a Russian accent tinged with
southern inflections indigenous to Lake Charles, Louisiana, where
Habeb was raised.

Valentine had concocted a background story
for the Rasslin’ Russian Jewboy character—he could only win by
cheating. “Everyone down here hates them Commonist Russian
bastards,” Leroy explained. “And I threw in the ‘Jewboy’ thing to
add a little extra mystery. Hell, most Bible Belt rednecks have
probably never seen a real Jew before—or a Russian for that matter,
either. I figured I’d just throw the kitchen sink at ‘em.”

In the script, Habeb’s “Jewboy” could always
be relied upon to resort to illegal skullduggery in the first act
of a televised match, pulling something ominous and often,
metallic, from the waistband of his tights. Whacking the hell out
of his “hero” opponent with an illegal object was the Jewboy’s
trademark. He always was the “heel,” whom Valentine pitted against
a wholesome wrestler—Cowboy Danny Watts, Oni Wakiki, or the
like.

Just when it appeared the Jewboy’s treachery
would win out, his good guy opponent, flat on his back and pinned
to the mat, would suddenly come roaring back from the dead like a
righteous Gentile Lazarus to destroy the Jewboy.

Woozily, Habeb would brandish some gleaming
metallic object for the crowd to see while the ketchup squib he had
bitten down on sent “blood” streaming down his chin. The Jewboy
would complain in broken English to the television cameras that he
was the innocent victim of his opponent’s treachery.

Subtle it wasn’t, but it worked, since folks
at ringside weren’t all that particular about verisimilitude.

Coy Leroy Valentine resembled what Long John
Silver might have become if he were he raised on Beale Street by
Satchel Page and Marjorie Main. With his black eye patch, greasy
pompadour, and more jewelry than was politic for a man to wear in
1962, he wasn’t aiming for a Pulitzer Prize. The fact was Leroy
didn’t give a hoot about subtlety or realism. He was only
interested in what put “meat in the seats” for Hercules
Entertainment International.

Still, Habeb was steadfastly devoted to Leroy
Valentine. After all, “Mr. Leroy,” as they all called him, got him
off the road with the Globetrotters and settled in Memphis to
better take care of his wife and twin sons. To Habeb, Mr. Leroy was
a surrogate father figure, although admittedly one who had mob
ties, drank a lot of whiskey, never filed an income tax return, and
fined you twenty dollars for missing a wrestling cue.

In 1961, however, Leroy had decided to
redesign Habeb’s character.

The Rasslin’ Russian Jewboy had been a very
good Cold War villain up until the Freedom Rides started, when many
passionate Jewish college students were being jailed and harassed
with death threats all over the South. Leroy decided CORE, CCJ, and
SNCC were bad for the entertainment business; he scrupulously
avoided handling any Negro wrestlers

As a result, Valentine removed the Jewish
component from Habeb’s character. However, he still wanted to keep
Habeb on the payroll and offered him another Russian “heel” to
play.

Uncle Joe Pravda.

“Hap, this new heel is putty much yore
standard Rasslin’ Russian Jewboy character,” Leroy told him, “but
without yore Jew.”

Habeb knew Mr. Leroy never threw away
anything that worked. He apparently meant to ride the Russian hard
until it stopped working.

“Uncle Joe is meaner than the old Jewboy,
Hap, and is a giant. Ah moan need you to shave your head for
thissun—so folks won’t know it’s really just the old Jewboy
wallpapered over. You with me? Okay, so Uncle Joe’s big gimmick is,
well, he’s got this ‘Hammer and Sickle’ noose he pulls out of his
red tights when the ref’s back is turned. ‘Course, Hap, you only
bring the noose out when yore opponent’s gonna pin you. Suddenly,
you flip flop the good guy. Whaddya think?”

Although Habeb was intrigued by the new
character, he had already decided he’d had enough of pro wrestling.
Mike and Mansour were suffering because of his Jewboy image. Their
public schoolmates in Memphis called them “Christ killers” or
“kikes” and tried to pick fights daily with one or both of
them.

Habeb had fans among the Memphis railway
workers and, consequently received a peach of a job offer to become
foreman of the MOPAC hump yard in North Little Rock, Arkansas.
MOPAC officials were seeking a physically imposing man to take on
the often unruly labor force and union officials.

So, at thirty-seven, Habeb Aboud retired from
pro sports.

This thrilled his wife,
Cindy Thibodeaux Aboud, his home town honey from Lake Charles High,
with lapis lazuli eyes, tawny-golden hair, and high, perfect
cheekbones.

“This move is a dream come true for me,”
Cindy told him. “I’m so tired of the sweet man I love being shown
on that foolish wrestling show as an atheist bully.”

Cindy came from a long line of deeply-devoted
Louisiana Irish Catholics, some of whom still believed Habeb was a
Jew. She insisted he remain anonymous in their new home in Arkansas
so the twins wouldn’t be harassed as they had been in Memphis.

As an additional precaution, Cindy planned to
bypass the Dogtown public school system entirely, which she knew
was still stigmatized by the 1957 desegregation crisis. Instead,
she enrolled her sons at St. Patrick’s, a small parochial
school.

 


* * *

 


After crossing the Arkansas River bridge on
his first morning in Dogtown, Habeb drove his family down Main
Street in the ichthyologicl Eldorado.

He noticed a billboard on the roof of the
Union Guaranty Bank building trumpeting the slogan, “Keep banking
on the Unbank.” The word “Unbank” was rendered in a typeface which
appeared to be carved from granite, with the serifs extending to
the central perspective vanishing point like the “Ben-Hur” movie
poster.

Then, the Eldorado began to honk
incessantly.

The car had a habit of eccentric electrical
behavior at the oddest times; the horn would honk if the wipers
were left on too long or if the glove compartment were opened
without first turning off the radio.

Without a word, Habeb pulled over to the
curb. He was used to this. He turned off the ignition and waited
for the car to exorcise its electrical demons, smiling and
shrugging at the pedestrians rubbernecking them.

“I might as well open us a bank account
across the street,” Cindy said, her voice still musical even when
dead tired. “We’re going to be stopped here for awhile.”

She pronounced the word “for” as “fuh”. Her
voice had a celestial quality to it—her legato, faintly broguish
head tones sounding like she had a Therimin for a voice box. “I
don’t like carrying around eight hundred dollars on my person.”

Habeb saw the “Grand Unopening” signs on the
door of the Union Guaranty Bank and decided Cindy was right.
“Yeah,” he said, “I guess that makes sense. Take the boys with you.
Let them stretch their legs a little.”

“Look, boys, the bank’s giving away free
Seven-Ups,” Cindy said to the fidgeting twins in the back seat.

“Let’s go!” Mike Aboud said, climbing over
his brother and pushing the door open.

Habeb couldn’t help but
notice the hubbub of the “Grand Unopening.” On the sidewalk in
front of the bank, he saw a bevy of young, smiling hostesses
with bouffant hair
styles, clad in pink bouclé
tailored suits and matching pillbox hats, bearing
trays of champagne glasses containing Seven-Up.

Aha, he thought. The “Un-Cola” for the
“Un-bank.”

As he watched Cindy and the twins disappear
inside, he wondered if Mr. Leroy had somehow expanded into Arkansas
banking. This “Unbank” deal looks like one of his hokey wrestling
gimmicks.

Leroy Valentine had many sideline businesses
in the Memphis rackets, and he often used his wrestlers in these
enterprises as shakedown artists, skip tracers, repo men, or bagmen
for the cash he skimmed from his line of coin-operated condom
machines in over two hundred service station restrooms across
Tennessee.

Waiting there in the shrieking Eldorado,
Habeb remembered how Mr. Leroy had acquired the ill-tempered
vehicle. The Cadillac Eldorado story began when One Nut, who ran
Leroy’s bookie operation in Memphis, got a call from a dry cleaner
in Bolivar, Tennessee.

Chester Norwood operated a successful chain
of dry cleaning shops called Klassic Kleaners and wanted to bet
three thousand dollars on the outcome of a tag team grudge match.
The card featured the Scufflin’ Ozark Farmboys versus the Great
Lobos, both of whom Valentine had in his employ.

The Farmboys were a versatile duo in that
they weren’t consistently “heroes” or “heels” but good utility
infielders who could assume either role. If the Farmboys were on
the card opposite, say, Cowboy Danny Watts or Irish Mike McGuirk,
then the Farmboys were doomed to fight dirty and lose, but if their
opponents were totally irredeemable heels —Elephant Boy and Eric
von Schwanz—then The Farmboys would win, being the “lesser evil” by
comparison.

Norwood, the dry cleaner, obviously believed
in the “lesser evil” theory and bet against the heels, the Lobos,
who had never won an entire match, although they might win a fall
or two. Had Chester Norwood known beforehand that Leroy controlled
both the book and the bruisers, then he might still be driving his
Eldorado to this day.

That not being the case, Norwood went with
the percentages, expecting to make a killing. After all, what
red-blooded American wouldn’t feel kinship with the poor-but-honest
Scufflin’ Ozark Farmboys rather than with mask-wearing Mexican
cheaters like the Great Lobos?

The Farmboys wore straw hats, overalls, red
bandanas, Smith Brothers beards and generally looked like what Huck
Finn might have turned into if he never ran into Tom Sawyer. Their
Farmboys shtick consisted of one of them signaling a new wrestling
maneuver to the other by making the noise of a certain barnyard
animal.

In real life, the Farmboys
were actually three-hundred-pound twin brothers, Robert and Bobby
Loudermilk, who Leroy found working in a Fort Worth slaughterhouse
where they perfected their repertoire of snorts, moos, whinnies
and clucks.

The Lobos, on the other
hand, sported full-body black leotards and inscrutable headpieces
with eyeholes that made them look like frogmen in wetsuits. A
mariachi band at ringside would launch into “Malagueña,” and the Lobos would make
their grand entrance wearing red masks, wide-brimmed Spanish hats,
and black satin capes. Their true wrestling genius, however, lay in
their accessories. Not “fashion accessories” such as their red
satin sashes or their pointy-toed stacked heel wrestling boots, but
rather the “accessories” they secreted in their sashes and
boots—illegal metal objects such as saps, brass knuckles and, once,
a cast-iron crucifix adorned with a ceramic Jesus in a
sombrero.

The Great Lobos were actually Jesus and
Felipe Guerro from Nuevo Laredo, Mexico, and could only speak in
broken English when Leroy saw them wrestle a bottle-fed yearling
bear at a Cinco de Mayo festival.

“Habeb, them Messican boys, Haysus and
Fay-Leep, was the naturalest-born rasslers and showboats you ever
seen, son. When I seen ‘em, they was dressed up in bullfighter
suits made out of vestments they swiped from the parish church—I
think it was Our Lady of the Guacamole or some such. And they was
working with a bear.”

A wrestling bear was a reliable gimmick for
attracting crowds, Habeb thought. Hell, after all, football great,
Paul “Bear” Bryant, got his nickname from wrestling a bear at a
county fair as a young man in in Fordyce, Arkansas.

“Their act was set-up like this here: the
idea was the bear—name of Santiago—had went and got possessed by
the devil. It was Fay-Leep and Haysus’ job to cast out the demon
from Santiago by using the sacrament of rasslin’. Yeah, Habeb, old
Santiago would grab old Fay-Leep in a pretty goddamn good full
nelson and roar like he was gonna eat the pore bastard. Then,
pretty soon old Haysus would pull a big-ass ol’ crucifix outta his
sash and commence to hypnotize Santiago while sayin’ the doggone
‘Postle’s Creed or some such in Messican. Well, as soon as that
goddamn bear saw the cross, them boys had done trained him to turn
a-loose of ol’ Fay-Leep and flop on his belly, his paws over his
eyeballs.

Now, see Hap, the deal was Fay-leep could
only pin Santiago whilst old Haysus was a-holdin’ the heavy damn
cross up high and prayin’ like a sombitch in Messican. If Haysus
got tired out from prayin’ and put down his hands, then, well, that
bear would commence to a-roarin’ again like a damn house-afire.
Them boys kept on doing this thang until Santiago went flat on his
belly, plumb defeated. Fay-leep would pour water all over that damn
bear’s head as Haysus commence a-prayin’ in Messican.

Ol’ Fay-Leep and Haysus had done paid some of
them Messicans up in the cheap seats to play like they was all eat
up with old Santiago’s miracle conversion. Them bought wetbacks
would come down out of the stands and act like they wanted to get
rebaptized along with the bear. So, in addition to rasslin’, them
Lobos was workin’ this tent revival angle, too. I’m telling you,
Habeb, them boys had a real sharp act, and I made ‘em a deal to
come to America and become rasslin’ stars.

So, this dumb ass dry cleaner, Chester
Norwood, got the notion in his head that a “grudge match” couldn’t
be fixed because, after all, it was televised live. I told One-Nut
“either that pore dumb sombitch inhaled way too much naptha over at
the dry cleaning plant or he don’t know I run the book, too.

‘He doana know-a you run-na da book,’ Leroy
said, imitating One Nut’s Italian accent. He think-a thees a-gonna
be a fair-a fight-a.

‘This mook good for the three large?’

‘I do-na know,” One-Nut
said, “but he’sa got-ta a new Cadilllac-ca, capisci? Bee-ga as my-a Sicilian
gran’mo-tha.’

I said, ‘Book it on credit then. Hell, this
is easier than wooin’ a widder woman.

Habeb remembered Leroy explaining how he
fixed the match.

Them Loudermilk boys was stunned when I tole
‘em, ‘Bobby and Robert, I need ya’ll boys to lose to them Lobos—but
make it look good.’ Then I tole Fay-Leep and Haysus, ‘Boys, yore
gonna win thissun, but whatever you do, don’t do the bit about
pullin’ the metal object out yore tights. It has to look real fair
and square.

Well, I swear to goodness,
Habeb, you shoulda seen old Chester’s face when them Scufflin’
Ozark Farmboys got tore up by them Lobos. Hah! He didn’t know whether to shit
or go blind.

Natcherly, old Norwood couldn’t raise the
three large. That’s when I told the Lobos to repo his white ‘59
Eldorado.

Fay-Leep and Haysus just
stomped into his dry cleaning shop in full rasslin’ outfits and
said, ‘Take a leedle ride wif us, puta!’

Fay-Leep told me old Chester looked like his
ass was puckering. Y’see, Habeb, Chester didn’t hardly speak no
goddamn Messican, and he probably thought these here crazy Lobos
took it personal he bet against them. Finally, when he got it
through his thick head that they was just gonna repo his ‘59
Eldorado against the crawfished bet, that pore sombitch was so
plumb relieved he threw in a free dry cleanin’ for their Lobo
outfits.”

Habeb shifted in his seat and sighed. A big
bottle-nose dolphin’s smile crossed his face.

The Eldorado stopped honking as suddenly as
it started.

 


* * *

 


“I feel so much better,” Cindy said as she
slid in the front seat.

“It finally stopped honking, huh, Dad?”
Mansour said.

“We need a new car that works right,” Mike
grumbled.

“No, boys,” Habeb said.
“This car is special.”

“Let’s drive by the twins’ new school,” Cindy
said. “St. Patrick’s. It’s on our way. Right down the street.”

At Twentieth and Main, the Eldorado circled
the St. Patrick’s parish. The school sat next to the new parish
church, its classrooms hewn out of the old church and rectory. The
architecture of St. Patrick’s was blocky, buff brick Romanesque,
the only sacred remnant being the roseate, stained-glass window at
the entrance.

“It’s old,” Mike said. “And small. Our old
public school in Memphis was twice as big.”

“Small is good, boys,” Cindy said. “Believe
me, small is good.”

They drove around to the rear of the school,
and Mansour cried, “But look at that playground! Basketball courts,
swings, merry-go-rounds, slides.” Then the boy’s dark eyes grew
anxious. “But what if the kids find out Dad’s the Rassling Russian
Jewboy?”

“I’m not the Jewboy any more, boys,” Habeb
said. He cut his eyes toward Cindy. “Right, Mom?”

She paused and exhaled sharply. “That’s the
plan.”

 


 



Chapter 6: The Jewboys of St. Patrick’s

 


“These are our new sixth grade classmates,
the Aboud twins,” Sister Petrona announced to the class. “This is
Mike and this is Man-soor. Mike and Mansour Aboud. They’re from
Memphis and now live on Park Hill.”

Caleb Kellar saw the diminutive Irish nun’s
eyes zero-in on him.

“Caleb, I’d like ye to show the twins around
this week. Since they live near ye on Park Hill, maybe ye can walk
home with them, too.”

“Yes. Sister.”

“An the rest of you—please intraduce
yerselves to yer new classmates. Try to help ‘em all ye can.”

The twins took their seats.

Caleb nodded at them. One gave him a shy
smile.

Sister Petrona launched into her catechism
lecture. “Open yer books please to chapter seven.”

One of the girls asked, “Are we going to have
to memorize this?”

The nun raised her ruler. “I’ll ‘memorize’
you if ye talk outta turn again.”

“Yes, Sister.”

The resolute bride of Christ scanned the
classroom for wise acres, then continued. “The point of today’s
lesson is this—what ye tell the priest in confession can never be
revealed. Never. Even if ye killed the priest’s brother, the priest
cahn’t reveal it to the police. Does anyone know what that’s
called?”

The tiny nun stared at a sea of blank
faces.

Mansour raised his hand. “The seal of the
confessional?”

A rumble of “ooohs”rose from the class.

“Very good, Mansour! And how would ye be
knowin’ that, son?”

Mansour blushed. “My mother teaches us
catechism at home because—you know?—we went to public schools and
all.”

Caleb studied the new
boys. They’re big. And
smart.

Most kids he knew were one or the other. Not
both.

When lunchtime rolled around, Caleb led the
Aboud boys to the lunchroom through the school kitchen, where the
sixth-grade mothers were dumping packages of Finkbeiner All-Beef
Frankfurters into big steaming kettles of water.

His job on “Hot Dog Day” was to collect the
green plastic milk tokens shaped like shamrocks and hand out milk.
He gave Mansour a quarter. ‘Buy me two chili dogs with mustard and
save me a seat.

As he performed his lunch duty, he noticed the girls generally
preferred white milk and the boys chocolate.

Mike and Mansour, however, both asked for
white milk.

“How come you don’t like chocolate?” he asked
them.

“We do,” Mansour said, “but our parents won’t
let us drink it because the sugar is not good for us.”

“But it gives you extra energy on the
playground.”

“Yes, but sugar rots your teeth.”

Caleb squinted at them. “But milk builds
strong bodies twelve ways.”

“Where did you hear that?”

“TV.”

Mansour shook his head.

“No, guys, really,” Caleb
said. “If you see it on television, it’s got to be true. Those big companies
wouldn’t spend all that money and not get their facts
straight.”

The twins looked at each other and then
nodded.

Caleb liked the idea of having twins as
friends. Double your pleasure, double your fun, he thought. Just
like in the commercial.

The lunchroom buzzed with high spirits as the
six-graders drank their milk and chowed down on the
frankfurters.

“So you guys are twins, huh?” Caleb
asked.

“Right.

“Who’s the oldest?”

“Mansour is twenty-minutes older, but I’m
better-looking,” Mike said with a grin.

“But you guys look different. You have blue
eyes and white skin and your brother’s dark.”

“We’re not identical twins,” Mike said. “I
take after my mother, but Mansour looks more like my dad.”

“So... what does your father do?” Caleb
asked.

“Um, he’s the foreman at the hump yard for the railroad,” Mike
said.

“That’s a good job. Is he a big guy? I
mean—you guys are big.”

“Yeah,” Mansour said, “He’s six-six and
weighs two-sixty.”

“Wow! Did he play pro football?”

“No,” Mike said. “But for a while he played
on the team that played against the Harlem Globetrotters and then
became a professional wrestler.”

This set Caleb on a jag.

“I really love to watch pro wrestling on TV.
My favorite is Oni Waikiki, the Hawaiian drop kick artist,” he
rhapsodized. “He’s so quick! I love it when he gets really mad and
takes on a big bad guy like Erich von Schwanz or the Rasslin’
Russian Jewboy.”

Mike and Mansour looked nervously at each
other.

“Um, our dad is the Rasslin Russian Jewboy,” Mike said.

Caleb’s mouth fell open.

“Oh, my God! You’re famous” was all he could
think to say.

When the lunch bell rang, Caleb led the new
kids back to class.

He could not stop thinking about his good
luck. He had never known any famous kids before. Mike and
Mansour—the Rasslin’ Jewboys.

Holy smoke! he thought. I’ve given them
nicknames. Perfect nicknames.

He hoped they wouldn’t be
offended, because he really liked them. And he knew being the first
friend of some famous new kids was not a bad deal at all.

Caleb’s head whirled with his after-school
plans.

Since they all lived on “The Hill,” he
decided to invite the twins to walk home with him rather than take
the bus. Walking home was fun, like recess, whereas taking the bus
was like school, he thought. Besides, walking home would introduce
twins to the JD Shortcut, a scary trail that ran from St. Patrick’s
through Dark Hollow and then up the steep wooded slope to Park
Hill.

Mike and Mansour were big enough to hold
their own if they ran into trouble along the JD Shortcut, Caleb
thought, and while they walked, he could fill them in on the local
legends of Park Hill, their new neighborhood.

After all, new kids needed to tipped off
about Tow Willie, the Witch, and Dark Hollow.

 


* * *

 


“Why do you call it the JD Shortcut?” Mike
asked Caleb as they exited the schoolyard at three o’clock.

“It’s because we cut across Jeff Davis to get
up to Park Hill,” Caleb said. “Get it? JD—Jefferson Davis Junior
High.”

In 1962, only white kids attended Jeff Davis.
Colored children went to Booker T. Washington in the poorer section
of Dark Hollow.

Mansour was silent as they left the school
grounds but finally inched toward Caleb as though he needed to get
something off his chest. “That big kid with the Hollywood flat-top
haircut at recess. You know? When we were playing football?”

“Yeah,” Caleb said. “Herbie Lollar?”

“Yeah, him.” Mansour paused and chose his
words carefully. “I mean, he’s kind of a jerk, isn’t he? Running
over that little kid like he’s a big deal and all.”

“He’s not good in school,”
Caleb said, “so recess is
a big deal for him.”

“Well,” Mansour said, “I think he found out
today he’s got some real competition on the playground.”

“Yep,” Caleb laughed. “Right now, he’s my
only competition, and you guys are way better than him. Heck, I
mean, you’re almost as good as me.” He grinned broadly.

“Oh, yeah? Race you to the corner,” Mike
challenged, sprinting ahead.

This was great, Caleb thought as he gave
chase. He was friends with the Rasslin’ Russian Jewboy’s kids, and
they were as nice as pie.

Nothing at all like their dad’s
character.

Out of breath at the corner, Caleb wanted to
ask them if they thought wrestling was fake. He decided to wait
until he got to know them better. He didn’t want to ruin a great
day by hurting their feelings.

At Jeff Davis Junior High, Caleb warily
watched the few kids playing on the football field. Seventh and
eighth graders, mainly.

“It’s best to walk in groups through here
because sometimes the J.D. Demolay kids will beat you up if you’re
wearing a St. Patrick’s uniform,” Caleb warned. “Some of them just
don’t like Catholics.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know,” Caleb replied. “They just
don’t.”

The Demolay kids belonged to the Masonic
youth group named after Jacques de Molay, the French Knight Templar
Grandmaster who, along with five hundred of his fellow Templars,
were burned at the stake as heretics by the Pope in the fourteenth
century. The Pope feared the Templars were becoming too rich, too
strong, too worldly.

And too heretical.

To Rome, the Templars introduced dangerous
ideas of religious syncretism that conflicted with Catholic
dogma.

Naturally, the Templars weren’t big fans of
the Pope’s after that fiery purge.

As the boys walked warily
across the JD football field, the kids they encountered were
playing chase and didn’t look particularly tough or incendiary. If
they were Demolay
kids, Caleb figured he and the Jewboy could take them.

Definitely.

The boys still faced the Scylla and Charybdis
of the JD Shortcut: Dark Hollow and the Witch’s house.

As they passed the shacks of Dark Hollow,
they watched the mosquito smoke trucks rumble down the street,
broadcasting DDT-laden oil smoke over this low-lying, flood-prone
area. In Dark Hollow, colored people lived in houses little more
than shacks. As the boys passed, some of them waved and some just
stared at them. Caleb noticed quite a few of them fishing with cane
poles in the drainage ditches.

“Are the colored people real mean down here?”
Mansour asked, looking uneasily at the shacks.

“My Dad says the only good answer to a
question like that is, ‘It all depends.’”

The twins looked confused.

“On the person, I mean. It all depends on the
person you’re talking about. My Dad told me a really good story
about a colored man down in Dark Hollow, if you want to hear
it.”

The Jewboys nodded.

“Okay, then. Well, one night Walter
Kunstler—the man who owns Kunstler’s Bakery—had to come down to
Dark Hollow to dig up Sam Lewis, a colored baker who hadn’t shown
up for the night shift. So Mr. Kunstler drives to Sam’s house and
his wife, Bernice, says ‘Oh, Messa Walt, Sam already have did pick
up his paycheck and ain’t come home yet. I believe somebody have
did cahrd him over to his sista’s house and he shonuf drunk as he
can be.’”

“Hahahaha!” Mike laughed. “Where’d you learn
to talk like that, Caleb?”

“You know ‘Sapphire’
on Amos and Andy?
Kind of like a cross between her and my grandma’s colored maid,
Frankie,” Caleb said. “You know, like the song? Frankie and
Johnny? It’s fun to listen to Frankie talk.
She says ‘horspital,’ ‘lesson I’ and messes up some of her words.
She didn’t get a chance to go to school much.”

“Lesson I?” Mansour said.

“You know, like ‘You better stop it lesson I
have to take a switch to you.”

“Oh, yeah.”

“Anyway, Sam’s wife didn’t realize Sam had
found out about the spell she put on him. See, when Sam got paid
and didn’t give her enough money for groceries and stuff, she got
mad and put a spell on him.”

“I don’t believe in that ‘spell’ junk,”
Mansour said. “Do you?”

“No, but Sam sure did. Anyhow, Mr. Kunstler
goes over to Arthela Lewis’ house on Cotton Plant Street in Dark
Hollow—not far from here—and, sure enough, there’s Sam, drunk and
deathly afraid to leave the house.

Mr. Kunstler says, ‘What’s wrong with you,
Sam? Why’re you so scared?’

Well, Sam says his woman believed he was
cheating on her, so she put a spell on him by mixing some of her
pee in his morning coffee.”

“Eee-yeeew!”

“So, ever since Sam learned about the spell,
he started drinking hard all day long at his sister’s house. He was
sure he was gonna be burnt up in the big ovens if he set one foot
inside of that bakery.”

“What did Mr. Kunstler do then?” the Jewboys
asked.

“Well, it’s the middle of the night and if he
doesn’t get Sam to work, there’s gonna be no Vienna Bread going out
to the Kunstler stores the next morning, right? So, even though
he’s in nigger town in the middle of the night, Mr. Kunstler drags
Sam, kicking and screaming, out of his sister’s house and down to
the bakery. Sam’s so drunk he can’t even stand up, so Mr. Kunstler
makes him drink about a pot of coffee to sober up. But Sam’s still
not goin’ anywhere near the big ovens. No way. So, Mr. Kunstler’s
still got himself a big problem, right?”

“Right. What did he do?” Mike asked.

“This is the good part,”
Caleb said, his voice rising in pitch. “The way Mr. Kunstler got
Sam to work that night shift was so sharp!”

Caleb would usually say “neat” if something
sounded interesting, but, if something were really special, he
would say “sharp” like the high school kids did.

“Sam—who’s still drunk,
says, ‘I ain’t care what you say, Messr Walt. I jess cain’t work
dem big ovens tonight! Bernice done put a spell on my black ass,
and I gonna shonuf get burnt up.’ Suddenly, Sam stops cryin’ the
blues and notices Mr. Kunstler is soaking an extra large bakery
uniform in the sink and then puts it on—dripping wet—over his own street
clothes.”

“So Sam asks, ‘Say, er uh, what it is you
doin’ wif yo’ sef, Mr. Walt?’”

“Mr. Kunstler puts on a dry white bakery
apron over his wet uniform, and wets a towel and wraps it around
his head. Then he whips out his Zippo and sets his dry apron on
fire.”

“No kidding!” the Jewboys ask.

“I kid you not!” Caleb said. “Sam yells ‘Lawd
hab mussy’ and, I swear, jumps straight up in the air like a bottle
rocket on the Fourth of July.”

“That sobered him up, huh?”

“Yep. So Mr. Kunstler lets the fire sputter
and smoke for about fifteen seconds, then finally puts out the
flames with a fire extinguisher. He says, ‘See, Sam, there’s no way
you can get burnt up with a wet uniform. Sam starts to get the
picture, and now he’s not scared like he was before. Mr. Kunstler
says, ‘We gotta get the bread baked tonight, Sam.”

“Wow, that was some quick thinkin’,” Mansour
said. “The wet uniform idea, I mean.”

“That’s a great story! Where’d you hear it?”
Mike asked.

“My dad works at Kunstler’s Bakery. Plant
Engineer,” Caleb said with pride.

“So, the black people aren’t mean around
here?” Mike asked him.

“They’ve never been mean to me, but it all
depends,” Caleb said, shaking his head. “Just like with white
people.”

By the time Caleb finished his story, the
boys had passed through Dark Hollow and entered the woods at the
base of Park Hill.

“See that big house on the side of the hill,”
Caleb said, pointing upward. “That’s the Witch’s. She never comes
out of her house.”

“Why not?” Mansour asked.

“She shot her crazy daddy last year.”

“Dead?”

“Dead.”

The Jewboys looked at each other and said
nothing.

“See, the Witch’s daddy, ‘Old Man
Fortenberry,’ had gone nuts—don’t ask me why. As he got older, he
got meaner and nuttier. Back in the olden days, Old Man
Fortenberry’s wife gave him an expensive gold watch as a wedding
present. The old man was never without that goll-darned watch—it
was one of those old-time pocket watch jobs. You know? With a
chain?”

“Like the ones they hypnotize people with?”
Mike asked.

“Yeah, one of those, and Old Man Fortenberry
loved it. No matter what he wore—pajamas, bathing suit—you name
it—he always had the watch on him. They say it was because, in his
younger days as a brakeman with the railroad, he always had to be
on time.”

“Yeah.”

But I think he always carried the watch
because it reminded him of his wife, who died young.”

“How crazy was he?” Mike asked.

“Pretty crazy at the end,” Caleb said with a
shrug. “From the looks of the Witch, it must run in the
family.”

“Weird,” Mike said.

“So one day last year, for no reason, Old Man
Fortenberry starts chasing his daughter around the house with a
butcher knife. She wasn’t the Witch yet—she was really pretty back
then.”

“Why would he try to kill his own daughter?”
Mansour said, aghast.

“I don’t know” Caleb said
and then took a stab at unscrewing the inscrutable. “Maybe he
thought he was back in the war fightin’ the Japs or something.
Who knows?”

“He didn’t even recognize his own daughter?”
Mansour asked.

“Right. Remember, he’s nuts,
okay? So, he finally chases her out on the balcony up there,” Caleb
said, pointing up the hill. “Just as he starts to stab her, the
Witch unloads on the old man with his own .38. Bam. Bam. The first shot just grazes
him in the side. But the second shot gets him right in the heart,
and he flies backwards over the balcony, through some trees and
lands right about here in the creek on some bushes.”

The Jewboys shuddered.
“That’s over a hundred feet.”

“You ain’t wrong,” Caleb said. “But—you know
what?—Old Man Fortenberry was dead before he even hit the ground.
He didn’t feel nothing when he hit.”

The Jewboys were silent a moment, then
Mansour said, “He didn’t even get a chance to say the Act of
Contrition. You think he went to hell?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Caleb said. “Once you’re
crazy, nothing you do counts against you. But still, one minute the
old man’s runnin’ around with a butcher’s knife and, the next thing
he knows, he’s dead, falling off the balcony. But let me finish the
story, guys. The best part’s still coming.”

“Okay.”

“So... what happened to the gold watch? You
know he had it on him.”

The Jewboys eyes widened.

“Well, people think his railroad watch must
have flown out of the pocket of his pajamas—it was never found,
either on his dead body or in the Witch’s house. If Old Man
Fortenberry always had the gold watch on him, it must still be out
here somewhere, right?”

“Right,” Mike said, excitement in his
voice.

“They say it’s solid gold and probably worth
five hundred dollars.” Caleb paused and lowered his voice. “I think
it’s still down there under the bushes by the creek.”

Caleb could see the wheels turning in the
Jewboys’ heads. “Ya’ll ought to come look for it with us—me and
Chris, my little brother. We’ve been looking for it every chance we
get, but haven’t found anything.” Caleb saw the Jewboys’ eyes perk
up. “But with four sets of eyes, we could cover every inch of
ground down here.”

“Split it four ways!” Mike gushed.

“Sounds good to me,” Caleb ventured. “With
that kind of money, I know what I’d get me.”

“What?”

“Well,” Caleb said, stroking his chin, “I’d
ride the bus to Spaulding Sporting Goods over in Little Rock. If
you ever go to Spaulding’s, guys, be sure and ask for Bobby Redman.
He’s a real nice guy with red hair and a flattop and helps all the
Little Leaguers. Anyway, I’d tell Bobby I needed a Rawlings Trapeze
glove for baseball, a Hillerich & Bradsby “Al Kaline”
twenty-nine inch bat, a Voit all-weather basketball—I love the
smell of a new Voit, don’t you? Then I’d get a Wilson Official
Collegiate football and a set of Mike Souchak youth golf clubs.
Then, I’d walk over to the Ben Franklin Five and Ten cents store
and get me a Daisy Winchester B-B gun, a Duncan Imperial Yo-Yo—it’s
the Cadillac of tournament yo-yos, you know—and still have enough
left over to buy a MoPed.”

Mike said, “I’d buy some
Revell models, maybe the USS
Forrestal, a good three-speed English
racing bike, and a dog—a collie like Lassie.”

Mansour surprised everyone. “I’d give a
hundred dollars to the Mission’s pagan baby fund drive at school.
Ransom a bunch of pagan babies in Africa.”

Caleb couldn’t believe Mansour. He looked
very tough, almost mean, but acted like a goody-goody. “Come on,
you wouldn’t buy yourself something?”

“Well, maybe I’d buy some Dreamsicles and
some chocolate milk,” Mansour said defensively.

“Heck, they don’t cost anything. What would
you do with the rest?” Caleb demanded.

“I’d give it to my Dad to put in the bank for
me so it would last,” Mansour said.

“Man! I can’t believe you wouldn’t even buy a BB gun or
something,” Caleb said. He thought Mansour looked hurt.

The dark eyes of the Jewboy flashed and he
said, “Suppose you had three wishes. What would you wish for?”

“Oh, a million dollars, a miniature golf
course in my backyard, and a Corvette.”

Mike said, “Naw, do this. Wish for good stuff
on your first two wishes and then make your last wish a hundred
more wishes.”

“Yeah. Then you’d never run out of wishes,”
Caleb said, embarrassed he didn’t think of that obvious stratagem.
“That’s what I’d do, too.”

“No joke, Sherlock,” Mike said.

“I wouldn’t need three wishes,” Mansour said
quietly.

“Well, you only need one wish. Wish for a
million more wishes,” Mike countered.

“No,” Mansour said, his seriousness a damper
on the mood. “All I’d wish for is a free ticket to Heaven and have
God hold it for me, so I wouldn’t lose it.”

In the silence that ensued, Caleb suddenly
understood the Jewboys were very different from one another.

He paced around the site, thinking hard, then
stopped and put his right foot on a huge boulder near the creek.
“You know, as many times as I have walked the JD shortcut, I can’t
remember ever seeing a boulder this big around the creek.”

“Maybe somebody put it here as a resting
place,” Mike said. “The trail goes straight up from here.”

“Or maybe it washed down the hill in a
mudslide during that big thunderstorm a couple days ago,” Caleb
said. “Big clap of thunder shook our house. Woke everybody up. I
thought the Russians had dropped the H-Bomb on us.”

Mansour stared at the trail. “The ground’s
pretty chewed up around this boulder.”

Caleb shrugged. “Let’s
go. The Three Stooges will be on soon.”

He kicked his Keds off the edge of the huge
boulder and started walking up the JD Shortcut. The Jewboys
shuffled behind him, their strides growing shorter as they ascended
the steep trail up the Park Hill palisade.

Directly above Caleb’s head, the rays of the
afternoon sun glinted off the gold Waltham watch residing in a
squirrel’s nest atop a medium-sized sycamore. The nest seemed to
vibrate with mirage heat waves as the egg yolk sun began its slow
flop onto the immense griddle of the horizon.

Halfway up the slope, Caleb turned and viewed
the boulder they had used as a resting place, noticing from his
higher perspective a line of rough tracks, broken soil, and furrows
around the massive stone, which now looked to him like an ancient
pagan altar set in the ground there by some great, misbegotten
god.

 


 



Chapter 7: Broken Promise

 


Habeb awoke Saturday at dawn, feeling alert
and refreshed.

Careful not to disturb Cindy, he rose from
bed and padded to the kitchen in his pajamas to start the coffee.
Being native South Louisianans, coffee had started the day for
Habeb and Cindy since childhood, and the twins at eleven were now
inveterate java drinkers, too, although they took theirs heavily
creamed and sugared.

He eased down the hallway, still cluttered
with boxes from the move-in, and switched on the kitchen light.
Opening a new can of Hills Brothers coffee, the aroma of the
vacuum-packed grounds flooded his nose with roasted pungency.

Ummm, heavenly!

He ladled several scoops into the perforated
metal basket atop the percolator’s long water conduit. From the
front window of their new house on the Park Hill palisade, Habeb
gazed out at the panoramic view of the capital city and the
Arkansas River and listened to the perking noises as hot water
become coffee.

Pouring the freshly brewed, hot black coffee
into one of Cindy’s hand-thrown ceramic mugs, Habeb savored his
first sip and listened to the morning sounds as the eastern corona
of sunlight spread slowly across the land.

Peaceful, he thought. I think I did the right
thing moving us here.

In the distance, he could make out the
patchwork of streets, greenery, and buildings that formed the
downtown area. In the foreground, the massive, buff-brick façade of
Dogtown High School perched atop Wildcat Hill like a medieval
fortress.

To the east, in the Dark Hollow flood plain,
Habeb could see his new workplace—the viaducts, rail tracks, and
spurs comprising a MOPAC complex know as the “hump yard.” The yard
was a sort of open-air depot for boxcars, a place where whole
trains would be broken up, reassembled, and rerouted to new
destinations.

As the new foreman of the hump yard,” Habeb
was responsible for over six hundred men. He felt a shudder—part
panic, part excitement—wash over him as he contemplated his new
career with the Missouri-Pacific Railroad.

The first week had gone as well as could be
expected. He had learned the physical layout of the hump yard and
met hundreds of people. Since many were of Polish descent, Habeb
had come up with mnemonic nicknames for them —“Zak” for Fred
Zakrezewski, the Shops manager, “Shep” for Mark Siepiela, his shift
chief, “Dom” for Vitus Domaraski, the personnel guy.

On the kitchen table, he
scanned the headlines of the Arkansas Grenadier, the local
newspaper.

Habeb read that the U.S. Corps of Engineers
were at work on a series of locks and dams on the Arkansas River
near Dogtown which would “make flood control via seawall an
artifact of the past and transform the dirty brown color of the
river to a lake-like green.”

They should do that same thing on the
Mississippi, he thought.

The article went on to cite the last major
flood in 1956, when the Arkansas River crested at thirty-four feet
and precipitated such an immense amount of topsoil that two poor
wretches asleep against the Dogtown seawall had been entombed in a
sarcophagus of sedimentary sludge.

He felt a hand on his shoulder and a kiss on
the back of his neck. He patted her hand without looking up from
his paper.

“Anything interesting going on in the world?”
she asked.

“Not a damn thing,” he said. “Peaceful little
town.”

“Yeah,” she said. “Anyplace is peaceful
compared to Memphis.”

He hugged her good morning.
“Here. Read for yourself all about the river navigation project,
why don’t you.” He handed her the Arkansas
Grenadier. “Twins still asleep?”

“Like the dead.”

“All this peace and quiet is good for the
boys,” Habeb said. “As far as I’m concerned this town suits me just
fine.” He yawned, stretched, and got up to pour another cup of
coffee. “Yeah, baby, I think this town suits me right down to the
ground.”

“I hope so,” she said, giving him a
half-smile. She peeled eight rashers of thick-cut bacon out of the
pack and laid them into the heavy cast-iron skillet.

Soon, the bacon and Habeb’s customary order
of six fried eggs were sizzling in the greasy skillet. Combined
with the percolating coffee, the breakfast aromas smelled wonderful
to him.

“Oh. My. God!” Cindy
shuddered. She was reading the Local section of the paper as she
stood at the stove.

“What?”

She threw the newspaper at him. “I thought
the railroad promised not to talk about the Jewboy.”

As Habeb read the story, his jaw clamped
taut.

 


MOPAC Names Ex-Wrestler Manager of Hump
Yard

By Bob McCabe

 


NORTH LITTLE ROCK, ARKANSAS. Habeb “Happy”
Aboud was named as the new foreman of the railroad train switching
division known locally as the “hump yard,” a spokesman for the
Missouri Pacific Railroad said Wednesday. Aboud will assume the
duties at the railroad formerly held by Ernest D. “Bart” Bartosky,
who passed away from a gunshot wound sustained in the course of his
management duties.

Aboud is new to the railroad industry,
having wrestled professionally under the name of “The Rasslin’
Russian Jewboy.” Shown in the picture below in the garb of his
former profession, Aboud was a professional wrestler with Leroy
Valentine’s “Hercules Entertainment International” syndicated TV
program. Aboud, who is 6’6” tall and weighs 260 pounds, hails from
Lake Charles, Louisiana. He and his wife, Cindy, have twin boys,
Michael and Mansour, who attend St. Patrick’s School.

Aboud was not available for comment, but
Vitus Domaraski, a spokesman for the railroad said, “We have a very
high regard for Mr. Aboud and think he is the perfect man to get
the hump yard back ‘on track’ after the recent union
upheavals.”

 


“Damn those lying bastards,” Habeb shouted,
rolling up the newspaper and beating it against his palm. Outside,
the morning silence was broken by car doors slamming and an
undertone of voices.

Cindy walked to the living
room window and peeled down a Venetian blind slat. A crowd of about
twenty people had assembled themselves on the front lawn. “I
knew this would happen,”
she cried. “Your public has found you.”

Habeb leapt to his feet.

“Don’t open it,” Cindy said, her deep-blue
eyes wide.

Habeb brushed her aside gently and opened the
front door. From his elevated porch, he confronted the throng.

A cheer rose up from his lawn.

“Excuse me,” he said, his hands motioning
downward as a sign to mute the cheers. “May I help you?”

The throng stormed the porch and surrounded
Habeb, flooding him with questions.

“Are you ever gonna wrestle again?” a
reporter with a notepad asked.

Several teenage boys muscled the inky wretch
aside.

“Who was tougher—Cowboy Danny Watts or Oni
Waikiki?”

“Did you ever get tired of being the bad
guy?” a woman asked. A waitress, he judged from her hairnet and
uniform.

“Go back to Russia,” an older, scruffy man in
an Army field jacket taunted.

The crowd grew silent.

The man grinned from ear to ear and then
sidled up to Habeb, fixing him with a surly gaze. “Hell, you ain’t
nothin’ but a damn Commonist Jewboy.”

The man’s insolent manner, and the fact that
he stood uncomfortably close, perturbed Habeb, who struggled to
maintain his aplomb. He raised his hands and spoke to the crowd.
“Please, you must understand that I am retired from pro wrestling.
Permanently.”

The crowd groaned.

“And I would appreciate it very much if you
would kindly step back from the porch.”

The throng grudgingly retreated a few
feet.

“Now, I would be glad to sign autographs, but
please—don’t confuse the character I played on the TV wrestling
matches with what I am today: a proud, new employee of the Missouri
Pacific Railroad.”

“Leopard cain’t change his spots, Jewboy!”
yelled the man in the Army jacket.

Habeb shook his head and regarded the irate
man warily, a slight smile coming over his face, which seemed to
irritate the heckler. The rest of the crowd was well-mannered,
waiting their turns as he signed autographs.

Still, the man made him nervous, and he
whispered to Cindy to keep the twins inside. After the others left,
the Army-jacketed figure approached Habeb and Cindy.

“That give you a real charge, did it? Them
hero-worshippin’ kids? Well, I hope this don’t hurt your feeling’s
none, but I don’t want your goddamn autograph. You know, we really
don’t need no Russians, Jews, or Catholics here in Dogtown, and we
sure as hell don’t need no more down at the MOPAC. You might want
to watch your step around the yard, Jewboy. Lots of accidents
happen down there.”

With a smirk on his face, the man spit on the
porch. The gob landed near Habeb’s feet.

He and Cindy watched him walk across the
lawn.

“Who was that awful man?” Cindy asked
afterwards, alarm in her voice.

“Borden, Freddy Borden,” Habeb said, pulling
a random name out of the air. He gave Cindy a hug and said, “Don’t
worry, sweetheart. They already tipped me off about him. He’s a
little unbalanced but basically harmless.”

Habeb had no idea who this man was who had
just threatened him, but his little fib might save some wear and
tear on Cindy. He watched his wife shake her head and walk back
inside their house as he remained on the porch a moment to insure
the man did not return.

If the railroad broke a promise this quickly,
he thought, what would they do next to him?

He pounded the wrought iron railing of the
porch with his fist, and the bottlenose-dolphin perpetual smile
Habeb Aboud normally wore disappeared.

His face lapsed into his old Rasslin’ Russian
Jewboy grimace.

 


 



Part 2

The 1962 Norge/Hotpoint User’s Guide to Bank
Robbery

 


 



Chapter 8: Inside Job

 


Little Bobby Cordell felt Clovis grab him
under his armpits and raise him high in the air.

As he was hoisted aloft, the pawnshop .38 in
the waistband of his white bakery sanitation pants shifted downward
towards his wedding tackle.

Bobby saw his feet dangling over the lip of
an open washing machine carton. The sturdy Norge/Hotpoint container
sat in the bed of Willie’s tow truck, and when Clovis set him
inside the box, Bobby felt the truck’s leaf springs sag.

Inside the garage of Dark Hollow Tow and
Salvage, Bobby readjusted the black woolen ski mask he wore over
his head. The mask was itchy in the May warmth, and as he scratched
his head, it came to him why it itched.

Lord, he thought, I plum forgot to take off
my hairnet after work.

His bakery uniform was mottled with oil spots
and the assorted crud associated with his vocation as a pan
greaser. The strong odor of cinnamon, vegetable oil, and sweat
wafted from Little Bobby as though he were a human Air-Wick.

“Hell, boys, I’m doin’ all
the damn work,” Bobby grumbled aloud, standing in the
wood-reinforced bottom of the Norge/Hotpoint carton. “I
deserve more than
a third of the take.”

Clovis mopped a dab of sweat from his brow
with a huge right-hand that was light two fingers. “Son, that old
woman that runs the branch is old and give-out. She ain’t fixin’ to
rassle with you over the gun.” The big man’s curly hair was
sweat-matted to his brow, which jutted forward an inch or so over
his brown eyes like the roof soffit of a split-level. “Just stick
to Willie’s plan, Bobby—you’re the robber, I’m the muscle, and he’s
the brains and getaway driver.”

“That old gal in there ain’t even gonna see
me, big un’,” Bobby said, irritated that Clovis had already
forgotten the finer points of their plan. “But listen—if I have to
use the gun, I automatically get ten percent more. I mean, after
all, throwin’ down’s got to be took into consideration.”

“Forget that noise,” Tow Willie said, getting
out of the truck cab. “Listen, you screw up and it’s
all our asses, Spudnut.
Don’t even think about firing that damn gun in there. You hear?”

“Kiss my ass,” Bobby said.
“You know-it-all son-of-a—Hey!”

Before he could finish cussing Willie out,
Clovis pushed Bobby down hard so that he now hunkered on his
haunches inside the Norge carton.

“Forget it, Bobby,” Clovis whispered through
the peephole in the side of the Norge carton. “This bank job’s a
bird nest on the ground, son.”

Little Bobby looked up and saw Clovis weave
the cardboard top flaps shut above him. Weak light from the
handhold side cutout filtered into the carton, and Bobby scanned
his gear: duct tape, a couple of large sacks, and black leather
gloves, which he pulled on, wiggling his fingers to snug them.

He felt the tow truck lurch as Willie swung
it out of the garage into the street, and a couple of minutes later
it skidded to a stop. When the tailgate flopped open, Little Bobby
fought to keep upright in the cardboard box as unseen hands slid it
down to the lip of the truck bed like the planchette of a Ouiji
board.

“Brace yourself, Bobby,” Clovis whispered.
“We almost done.”

A big, mangled hand gripped the cutout in the
side of the carton, and Little Bobby grabbed the nylon straps on
the box’s wood-bottom to steady himself.

Bobby felt Clovis pick up the washing machine
box and set it on the ground. He heard a quick rasp as the lip of
the hand dolly scraped the pavement under his feet and then felt
the Norge carton tip backwards as Clovis wheeled him to the back
door of the Union Guaranty Bank.

He listened to the sound of his big friend’s
size 15 EEE’s crunching on the gravel of the bank parking lot and
then heard a door slam. Peering through the cutout, he saw Willie
pull the truck away, stopping in the alley where they would watch
out for him in case he got into trouble.

Bless his heart, Bobby thought. Clovis done
had a lot of bad luck,

The boy’s about snakebit when it come to his
plans working out. His girl friend Verna’s pregnant, he ain’t got
all his high school, and the bank repoed his Studebaker last month.
He thinks he’s jinxed or something, but the truth is he’s worse
than jinxed. All his life, he’s been switched around. It’s like,
the day Clovis was born, Life went out and cut a big willow switch
and has been wearing him out with it ever since.

Little Bobby hunkered down
inside the Norge box and watched the back door of the bank, his
brown, sanpaku eyes staring out the carton’s peep hole like a predator in the
African bush. Willie had cased the place and learned the old woman
always left by the back door to have a shorter walk to her car. He
scanned the parking lot for the ’56 Desoto Willie said she
drove.

Yep, there it is. Not twenty foot from the
back door.

When she locks up, I make my move, Little
Bobby thought.

He unsnitched the safety of the .38.

 


* * *

 


From the front seat of the battered tow
truck, Clovis Swope and Tow Willie Bakelekos stared at the
Norge/Hotpoint carton like two hungry alley cats watching a mouse
hole.

The truck sat in the long alley separating
the Union Guaranty branch bank from the Sportsmen’s Hangout bait
shop and the Rose City Model Market. Willie hung his arm out the
driver’s window, partially obscuring the “Dark Hollow Tow and
Salvage” inscription on the dented, primer-gray door.

Glancing over at the big man next to him, who
took up a full two-thirds of the tow truck’s front seat, Willie saw
Clovis studying himself in the rear view mirror, fussing with his
mop-thick hair. Clad in a blue grease monkey’s jumpsuit, the
embroidered moniker over his left breast read “Clovs” because the
seamstress at the uniform company had misread his tiny, cramped
handwriting.

Dark Hollow Tow and Salvage did not require
Willie to wear a uniform to drive “Big Jolene,” which was the name
Cleve Elrod, the owner, had given his heavy duty tow truck. Willie,
however, chose to wear one anyway and it was the uniform of a
rebel—black leather jacket, Dickies blue jeans, a white T-shirt,
white socks, black work boots and a dark pompadour somewhere
between Conway Twitty’s and Johnny Cash’s.

Tow Willie saw the female bank manager appear
in the rear doorway of the bank, her mouth gaping as she stared
down at the Norge carton.

“He’s talkin’ to her, Willie,” Clovis
whispered. “We got us a bird nest on the ground, son.”

“Yep, if that little peckerwood doesn’t do
something stupid like shoot her,” Tow Willie said.

He flicked open his switchblade and idly
stabbed the thick sole of his work boot with the chrome blade tip,
his eyes trained on the Norge carton.

 


* * *

 


“Drag me inside, woman,” the voice within the
Norge/Hotpoint carton said. “Don’t make me have to shoot you.”

The woman jumped back with a yelp. “What?”
she bleated weakly, swallowing hard. “I don’t know what you
mean.”

Locking up the branch bank for the day, the
middle-aged woman saw a revolver pointed at her through the hole in
the side of the cardboard carton.

“The box, goddammit! Drag this here box
inside the bank,” the Norge carton repeated.

The barrel of the gun waggled and partially
extended from the hole.

When the woman heard the box speak to her,
she first wondered if it was some kind of drill or test. Or could
it be a joke?

“Now!” the box growled.

She heard the crisp, metallic cock of the
gun. No, it definitely was not a joke, she decided. The woman
banker finally gained control of her emotions long enough to tilt
back the big carton and drag it inside the bank.

A tall, sturdy-framed Polish
woman originally from Belleville, Illinois, Eudora Lukas began work
at the Union Guaranty Bank twenty years ago when her husband, a
brakeman with the Missouri Pacific Railroad, transferred to
Dogtown. She had been humming a hymn, the Pange Lingua, in anticipation of helping after work with the St. Patrick’s
first communion class.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/20267
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg
Flyover






