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James Calore
Leather and Lizard
Edward “Fortune” Smith stopped and looked down at his new boots that had cost him a week and a half's pay at the postal sorting center where he'd been working in the five months since his release. He walked another twenty steps, stopped and renewed his gaze downwards; confirming his initial thought that something was wrong. The late afternoon heat was pressing down on his back like a sticky moist hand, but the boots, made of mulatto brown leather with shiny green and graduated grey lizard inserts, consumed every bit of his awareness.
Eddie Fortune, as most people knew him, was waiting for his new western style boots with square toes to speak to him and tell him what to do to make themselves right. He wanted to love them in the worst way, but now he wanted some love back. He squished his toes and squirmed his feet to relocate the fit, but he wasn’t satisfied. He contemplated this latest unhappiness in his life while deliberately raising his head skyward, drifting deep into boot-fitting thoughts, when a quick movement and the feel of a gathering urgency distracted him.
Two men in suits with matching ties were running his way, jackets flapping this way and that as they loped from side to side gaining momentum. They were, in fact, looking directly at Eddie, focused on him like a locomotive headlight coming out of a dark tunnel. His mind blank for a moment, Eddie felt his body in motion slightly before his brain told him this was a potentially harmful situation and that he probably should remove himself from the vicinity. Pronto.
Eddie darted into motion, down an alley to his right and after a short sprint and a hard body lean into another tight right, brought him down a narrow passageway that opened into a small circular brick-floored dusty plaza. To his side and angled slightly away from the sun-drenched plaza, behind a half-height retaining wall, Eddie stopped to rest his wheezing body in a nondescript, recessed doorway perhaps a dozen paces toward the west, and the slowly departing afternoon sun. The ground below his uncomfortable new boots radiated the heat up in agonizing waves that enveloped his entire being. He was considering the unpleasantness of this when he heard the men run past the alley into the small, tucked-away plaza to his left. Eddie was sweating bullets, hoping his nickname “Fortune” still held some say in his future.
The air was filled with tiny airborne motes, floating upwards from the closeness of the men in suits rushing past only a moment before. The penetrating hotness of another windless day in west Texas made even breathing a chore. Eddie was spent. His tired brain mused on the endless cycle of the sun: it heats up the cool morning earth, and the earth then gives it back later, hot and humid, as if it was on temporary loan. “Here sun, here's your warmth back, I'm done with it for now. See you tomorrow, okay?”
Eddie heard the knocking sound first and saw the middle knuckles on his own right hand rapping on the door an instant later. He regarded the sound of his open-mouthed panting, caught his breath and thought to himself, I should get myself into better shape.
The adrenaline was subsiding and Eddie started to feel heavy, like a sack of gravel, and tired as he’d ever been, but he recognized where he was, and that in itself was a welcome relief. Here he was at a small illegal cantina, that he had frequented on occasion in the past, although his unfocused mind could not pinpoint exactly why. It was about the size of two average living rooms put together end-to-end, with a bar and stools and chairs and a short wide jukebox filled with mariachi music and surf rock.
The door opened, startling Eddie for second. He leaned forward, ducked under the low overhead beam and entered. Before his eyes accustomed to the comparative dimness of the tight indoor space, his gaze was captured by the twinkling eyes of an attractive dark-haired woman. Her worn but elegant black dress had silver thread running rings around the lower half lingering at her smooth shapely calves. The dress bloomed at the waist. How comfortable that must be in this heat, Eddie thought.
“Buenos días, Eddie,” the woman said, moving in a familiar way toward him. She had a smile on her face and her hips moved with exaggeration.
The brown leather, green and grey lizard boots for some reason, came back into Eddie's mind. He looked down, checking them, first one then the other. They didn't feel so ill-fitted now. Maybe they just needed a little break-in time, he thought. Eddie looked up at the approaching woman who was now close enough to touch. She smelled of jasmine.
“Hello Rosalinda,” he said.
Cisco’s Place
A high, tight table with a pair of wooden three-legged chairs with flat board backs, tucked into the farthest corner at the other end of the room-length bar, was unoccupied. Eddie and Rosalinda, glancing around the room, saw this location simultaneously and without words glided quietly together across the rough wooden floor littered with sawdust and crushed peanut shells leaving serpentine scrawl designs in their wake. A few shadowy customers at the bar took sideways glances at the pair, turned back to their drinks and nodded knowingly to each other with a smirk. Eddie took notice of these other patrons for the first time but paid them no attention. He and Rosalinda had not spoken since they had first greeted each other at the door. He hadn’t decided on his opening gambit.
The ceiling was uneven and gradually became lower towards the back end of the cantina, where anyone above average height would have to crouch to avoid scraping their heads on the rough stucco ceiling. This was Cisco's Place, a private neighborhood dive, and it would not have been surprising to discover tufts of scalp and hair on the more jagged pieces of the ceiling.
Eddie pulled a chair away from the high pedestal table next to the mustard-colored wall, dragging two of its three legs, and farming a pair of furrows through the sawdust. A pattern of dancing, dark-umber sombreros with small furry balls, attached with thin strings along the rim of each hat, were stenciled every five inches in a repeating pattern just above table height along the wall. Not surprisingly, this visual chaos had caused the first owner, Cisco, to constantly field complaints from customers. They often claimed to him that this wall design made people uncomfortable, dizzy even, and most said this while totally discounting the fact that they had usually consumed copious amounts of tequila before voicing their complaints. Eddie had an opinion on the subject and he could easily understand the customer's side. He viewed the gaudy pattern as unnecessary and hideous, but it did give Cisco's Place its charm, such that it was.
“Good to see you again, Rosalinda, you are looking fine as ever,” Eddie paused with his hand softly caressing the back of her chair. He hoped he wasn't being too forward too fast.
“Si, yes very much, Eddie,” Rosalinda cooed back.
Eddie looked at her and then to the chair he had pulled out from under the tall table, directing her to it with his eyes. Rosalinda smoothly hovered over and slowly descended onto the worn-smooth seat like a hummingbird landing in the sweet nectar of a beautiful flower.
She twisted slightly to the side and held up two slim fingers which prompted the bartender to nod back at her and pick up two rickey glasses which he plunged into a deep slate-grey metal tub of crushed ice. She turned back around to see Eddie taking the seat opposite her, he was as handsome as ever, she thought. She disregarded the sweat stains on his teal and midnight blue shirt with a snappy short round matching collar, which she didn't like at all. He had shiny damp, black, oiled hair which was thrown from right to left up over his generous and broad head. She liked the way his hair hung long and low in the back, hiding that fashionably short round collar from a rear view. His eyebrows were placed low on his face, hooding his dark eyes, giving him an exotic look but at the same time, exposing an acre of forehead. Still, she thought him sweet beyond candy, seeing only what she wanted. Rosalinda was, is, and always has been, in love with Eddie, although this realization only recently came to her. She had always kept her distance, a relationship with him could have complications, and for this reason she never returned any of Eddie’s advances.
“Muy buena, Eddie, it is so good to see you. Thank you for coming. I am much indebted to you. Muchas gracias.” Rosalinda was making small movements from side to side, adjusting her posture on the tall chair.
Slightly flushed and feeling a bit humid from his recent adventure outside, Eddie turned his gaze from the room towards Rosalinda and those miraculously crystal-clear, deeply pooled, slate-green eyes that seemed to connect straight to the softly segmented parts of her inner self, like looking into her soul with a kaleidoscope. He fought to keep his composure.
“You knew I would. All you had to do was ask.” He looked at her face for a reaction, but dared not linger and stare. Truth was, her beauty intimidated him. “And, you know I didn't bring RuhMoan with me. I left him back in the woods. He's messed up, Rosa, I'm sorry to say.”
The ancient three-bladed fan behind him, mounted head high on the wall sans a protective safety cage, sent rhythmic puffs of air towards her, tossing the tips of her shoulder length black hair back and forth one way, then the other as it mechanically rotated on its axis, catching at each end of its travel with an unsettling grinding noise before starting out on the opposite sweep. Her hair responding to the wisps of intermittent breezes, he thought, was marvelous to watch and sensuous in a way only a man who has dreamed of being intimately involved with a woman could know. The general direction of the fan prevented him from taking in that highly personal jasmine smell of her soft caramel brown skin, particularly concentrated at the nape of her slender neck. A memory he recalled vividly and loved so thoroughly, and missed it with a longing ache much like an amputee misses a newly severed limb. The table immediately down wind was so enthralled by this surprisingly exotic scent, however, the men there felt compelled to remark whenever the fan broadcast the scent their way, irritating Eddie.
Of course, one tends to remember only the good things on occasions such as this, but the not-so-good things were now starting to creep back into Eddie's memory. Past episodes of love, he remembered, did not always go so well; there’s that still-sensitive scar on the side of his neck that the barber still finds with his electric clippers everytime without fail. The knee he twisted that time he was stupid with drink and she helped him down the long, winding stairs with a high kick to the small of his back. The knockdown, drag-out, verbal battles over trivial matters such as the way Eddie would look at his neighbor's shapely wife, which always escalated into either blood or passion. Maybe he just loved too hard, too much, like a drunk loves his hooch and was powerless to stop even though he knew, and everyone else around him knew, that it was killing him. And like an addiction, whenever love presented itself, he could never turn her down.
Cisco's Place was starting to fill with an assortment of customers now that it was late afternoon and people needed to wash away the dust and heat of the day's activities, be it work or leisure. Cisco's was illegal in that Pedro had no license to operate a cantina or serve drinks, never mind the card game in back behind the heavy ceiling-to-floor purple velour curtains just behind and to the other side of the bar, where Palo Pedro had won this place from Cisco on a disputed game of high-stakes deadman's poker with the infamous hand of aces and eights. That story was just for public consumption, however, as it never went down that way, not even close. Only a few people knew the truth, they were there when it happened, and it wasn't in their best interest to have the truth see its way clear into the light of day.
Note: Cisco's was an illegal enterprise only in the eyes of the law here in Amarillo, Texas, for arrangements have been made, you see, with the right people in the right places. Often, these arrangements included various sums of money, whatever amounts their protectors thought they could press for, other times transactions between the parties might include certain commodities, as it were, narcotics, jewelry, companionship, etc. Consequently, Cisco's Place operated with impunity.
Palo Pedro was a happy man, always smiling, greeting everyone who entered with a grin, eagerly pointing to empty places for them to settle into when they would arrive. His face, although jovial, often times much too jovial, made him appear not as friendly as you might imagine, but rather simple, like he was touched in the head, like a rubber-room resident at the local loco lounge. Those who knew him knew not to push Palo Pedro, certainly not like Cisco did. That was the legend that protected Palo Pedro. Most here in the cantina knew the story, and pity to those who didn't, for this was valuable, even vital, some say critical, information to have. As the old folks are fond of saying, Palo Pedro's reputation preceded him.
Only Rosalinda knew the true story between Cisco and Palo Pedro, and she certainly wasn’t letting that cat out of the bag. She would prefer people think what they wanted, all those wild stories about high-stakes card games and deadman’s poker hands, it was far better for her that they didn’t know the real facts. Even Palo Pedro, in all his ego-driven superiority, did not know all the details of that fateful night, and he was there! The truth to Rosalinda, in this case, was truly worth the risk.
Eddie looked up. Palo Pedro himself was grinning his way across the floor, two rickey glasses filled to the brim with amber rum, a squeezed lime wedged into a splash of orange juice poured over crushed ice with a twist of fresh mint leaf. The drinks were on a small circular tray held high above his head. Here he came, twisting sideways through the patrons who were gathering in groups, headed directly to their table tucked away in the corner, to serve them the drinks Rosalinda had ordered.
A brief tremor of terror rippled through his body. Brace yourself, Eddie reminded his increasingly nervous brain, stay calm, be confident. Palo Pedro was closing fast, smiling like the cheshire cat. Eddie scolded himself. Steady now, act like you don't give a rat's ass about that thing that happened. That unresolved incident between he and Pedro that occurred some time ago, down in Corpus Christi. That thing they never did get straightened out.
The Conversation
“Well, hello my long lost friend!” Palo Pedro smiled crookedly at Eddie handing both drinks to Rosalinda. “What brings you out of your hole?”
Pedro did not wait for a response, instead turned his back to face Rosalinda, “A cooling drink of refreshment for my beautiful and loyal companion.” Then he added, “You are still working tonight, yes?” His grin so wide his eyes were forced into thin slits from the pressure of his rising cheeks.
Eddie was trying to keep up, not privy to any new relationship between them. He hoped the introductions and pleasantries would soon die altogether and Palo Pedro would leave them alone. He wanted to enjoy Rosalinda's company, and the soothing coolness of the fan, but mostly it was Rosalinda he wanted. To his great disappointment, that was not to be.
“Of course,” Rosalinda responded, “I am working. Am I not always available to you?” Her eyes were cast downward and didn't appear to embrace either Palo Pedro or the tilt of the conversation. She smoothed her dress, folded her hands and placed them on her lap, like a schoolgirl waiting for the nuns to leave. She did not look up at Pedro, but straight at Eddie with a look he interpreted as pleading. Don't just sit there, do something! Chase this ogre! Save me, my noble prince! He imagined her begging for salvation.
The trio of people, a rosary of personalities, separate but connected each to the other. Pedro looking at Rosalinda, she looking at Eddie and he looking inward, feeling the pressure to speak, confront Palo Pedro and save the precious Rosalinda, the woman with the romantic green eyes and jasmine scent that he could not smell but knew that scent he longed to breath deeply was lingering all around her. This was a woman with whom he had history, but none of it recent. This last fact made Eddie feel like he was treading on some dangerously unknown and unsteady ground.
Nonetheless, he pulled a hand through his straight dark hair, reestablishing the right-to-left swooping wave, and said, “I have not been in a hole, Pedro.” This he said flatly and immediately wished he had said something more worthwhile, more heroic.
Slowly, Palo Pedro swiveled to face him, “We must talk. Alone. Soon. Finish your drink, I'll wait at the bar.” This was said with the tone of a school principal not wanting to alarm the children, said in such a way that all the adults would know that this is an extremely important matter that needed attention, like the stormtroopers were approaching the outer gates and the time, long known to be coming and greatly feared, has now arrived. Palo Pedro leaned over and placed both hands, balled into fists, on the table like he was preparing to perform a marine pushup. He looked at Eddie, moved to within six inches of his face to make his point, widened his eyes slightly, and tilted his head as if to say, You got that, Ace! Palo Pedro then turned without repositioning his fists punched into the table like twin-sculpted, knurled mushroom balls and smiled graciously at Rosalinda.
Palo Pedro slowly pulled one fist at a time from the table, letting the first come to a rest at his side before dragging off the second. He looked not unlike a Neanderthal man, posing at the natural history museum, while young children filed past and snickered. He looked back at Eddie and reconfirmed, “I'll be at the bar. Don't keep me waiting.” Palo Pedro stood up, straightened himself to his full height, readjusted the top button on his shirt, spun and paused, showing his back like a tango dancer and departed> His demeanor left no doubt who was in charge. His unseen grin widened with every step.
They both watched him make his grand departure. After a moment, still looking at Palo Pedro as he neared the far side of the room, Eddie said, “Do they always serve drinks like that here?” He looked back at Rosalinda. “So over the top in my opinion. Way too dramatic, don't you think?” He forced a smile. Rosalinda turned to look at him, shifting her weight on the chair, and frowned.
“Okay, I'm kidding, I'll go talk to him. I swear, I'll get this all squared away,” he hastily said when his attempt at humor fell faster than a lead zeppelin. The frown on her face did not change. Eddie added, “Although I have no idea what this is all about,” he lied. That frown of hers was serious, like a mad clown holding a banana upside down against his mouth. “Maybe you could enlighten me a little?” he inquired. Damn, that’s the mother of all frowns, he thought, it was plastered up there, unmoving, it was Mount Rushmore, for chrissakes! He whispered across the table to Rosalinda, “You were supposed to smooth this over with them, no?”
He reached across the table and pulled his drink over from in front of Rosalinda where Palo Pedro had placed it, leaving a wet trail along the tabletop and raised the glass to his mouth. Eddie turned it a few times to find a place on the rim without mint leaves blocking his way and took a small sip. He waited for her to say something. Anything.
“Oh Eddie, why must it always be this way with me? I mean, we can never be without something hanging over your head?” she said, mixing her pronouns. “You know how hard I try, but I do not understand men at all, not even my darling son, RuhMoan, who constantly disappoints me, even as you do, Eddie?”
Her grammar is so much better than it used to be, thought Eddie absently, and she still looks good for her age, doesn't she? Always kept herself firm. Curves in place. She is not too old for me, although I am about the same age as her son... I wonder if she would hold that against me. Enter fantasyland... Maybe we, the two of us, could get out of here and…
His brain was processing the words she had spoken on some sub-level, when it came to one particular word, that name, the one that caused an involuntary jerking spasm to race up his spine. An internal alarm was initiated that quickly ramped up to a raging siren, saturating his brain, muddling his thoughts.
The mention of her son, RuhMoan! That name shocked him out of his fantasy drift, jarred him back to the present, like metal banging on metal. Alert! Alert! The memories flooded back in quickly, like a monsoon soaked current, overpowering, bursting the damn of resentment that he had painstakingly built over the years. That damn kid. That damn, worthless kid! His mood and expression dropped like a nautilus grade submarine on emergency dive maneuvers. Surely this is not about RuhMoan! Not Again! Eddie, dazed, raised his rum drink and gulped a bouquet of pointy mint leaves down his rapidly constricting throat. C’mon now! This was NOT the plan!
The Moment of Change
Lying on her back, the ground hard and uncomfortable beneath her, the adobe mud walls were still cool from the night air and radiated a sharp chill back throughout the small, one room hut. Rosalinda leaned over to pull the thin blanket tighter around her infant baby lying beside her. Staring up at the peeling ceiling boards, she silently said to herself, “No more of this life, not for me and not for my new son.”
Her mother, Adalina, lay beside her on a thin straw mat motionless with exhaustive sleep. She had deep furrows in her face and hands, her fingers were cracked at the knuckles. Life was a daily struggle, a constant hard time, it was all they had ever known.
As Rosalinda lie awake on this morning, her mother’s words of advice echoed in her mind. Words that were spoken to her often during her childhood years, given as much for guidance as they were to head off any awkward questions, “You do whatever you have to do,” Adalina would always say, “it is not that hard my cherished daughter. Many times you have no choice in the matter anyway. Such is life.”
Similar words were said whenever they would wake together in yet another strange house, or a dilapidated barn, or a field with high dry, brittle tan grass shielding them from the dusty brown, rural dirt road. Mothers are capable of reading their daughter’s eyes and Rosalinda’s would awaken filled with questions about the day ahead, the night before, the loud men her mother went off with repeatedly.
Sometimes, on that rare occasion when things were going good, her mother would say to her, “In life, there is a rhythm you must find. You will know it when you do, for God smiles and you can feel His warmth no matter which way you turn, no matter which decision you make.”
Her mother’s many pieces of advice were, for her, weighty concepts to ponder, but not for today. She understood what she believed to be her mother’s meaning, the central intent of the words given her, and she appreciated that her mother cared to say them, but her full concentration was now required for this new turn in her life, she would have to reflect more fully on them at another time. For now, yet another of life’s many decisions, made only this very morning, indeed only a few minutes ago, was her new ruler. She was committed totally and would not be persuaded otherwise.
Alone in the starry cool night, carrying her baby tightly, she imagined herself crossing the Big River into a new life. The closer she came to the border, the more often she heard the same story from the old women, “Bring your baby into the States, tell them he was born there, that’s it, he will become a citizen and you are home free. It is so easy.” No more struggle, no more fear for the next dark night, the next strange man, the next unforeseen calamity waiting to appear. She had made up her mind, firmly, and she was sure now.
Her son would have opportunity, a chance to become someone, a person of dignity, not the kind of opportunity available to him here. That is the kind that leads to trouble more often than not, the path being chosen for him before he would even reach maturity. He would surely learn the ways of the street, acting like a furtive creature, wary and suspicious with no respect for himself or others. The thought of this happening to her sweet boy made her weep with sorrow and despair.
She turned onto her side, away from her mother, to hold her baby close to her, to smell deeply his infant innocence. “We will travel to the north today little one, to our freedom, to all things good, fair and just,” she whispered into his little ear. “A place where little boys can grow into strong, proud men, unafraid and confident.”
Rosalinda watched the little boy’s eyes roll under his delicate pale lids as if he understood the words being poured into his subconsciousness, even as he slept, and she hoped with all her being that these words were true.
*
After a long and nervous day of preparations, the eastern sky was finally darkening, and it was time for their futures to unfold, to begin anew. With directions to a registrar’s office in the town hall of a small border town, located not far from the opposite river bank, committed to memory, she concentrated to keep her focus. She felt a building pressure from the man whom she had paid with her mother’s last pesos to guide her across tonight. He waited impatiently nearby while she gathered up her few belongings and hugged her mother, Adalina, goodbye. She had no regrets, other than she had wished her mother was coming along, but they both knew that wasn’t possible, she wouldn’t leave, not now, not ever. It was enough to see one of her daughters have a chance at a better life and it brought a wry smile to her face. This was a rare thing to see, this crooked smile. Her mother’s thoughts were not to be shared at this time, and Rosalinda did not ask.
She hugged her mother again, more tightly this time, tears welling up, unable to let go, their cheeks were pressed warmly, lovingly, together. The guide scolded them, “I’m leaving!” he barked at them. With her anxious son squirming in her one arm, she pulled back and looked into her mother’s moist eyes, “Adios mi dulce madre,” she whispered.
Adalina nodded, raised her arm and turned her palm outward towards Rosalinda. And with that, they parted forever.
Say His Name
It was a border town, like others, with a promise of refuge from the weather for some, jubilation at a long journey’s end for others, and it had an edge of uncertainty about it as well. Rosalinda found the town hall without difficulty, which shared a common wall with the sheriff's office and next to that, a jail. The hall was situated among a connected strip of assorted retail stores at the far end of the dry and dusty main street of this small border village, not far from the sun-beaten and well-faded “Welcome to Del Rio” sign.
She paused at the entrance to the great hall, which was braced by tall wooden columns constructed to portray an image of a higher power within. Here she gathered her thoughts. Sufficiently fortified with a newfound but still fragile confidence, she entered through heavy double-glass security doors. An official immediately approached and inquired about her business there that day. Rosalinda told him the reason she was there and was then directed to one of several waiting lines for the town registrar.
Today, everything else would have to wait. Today, I do this important thing for my son, she rationalized as she waited in line knowing that she faced many pressing problems, each piling up waiting their turn for attention. She needed a job badly, money for food and a place to properly care for her baby. Rosalinda was also determined to quickly learn the ways of the Norte Americanos. She was in a new land and must do everything within her power to stay, to nurture her little boy along the right path, and to enjoy watching him turn into a man whom others gave respect. This new path to success was not very far, not even more than a dozen miles from her own country, but so very distant in opportunities that would be his to chose.
The line moved slowly, she repeated the purpose of her visit to herself constantly, like a mantra, fearful of omitting any critical fact, and as a way to stay focused while she waited. When it was her turn, Rosalinda moved to the seat placed in front of the desk and sat down nervously. The town clerk’s assistant, opposite her, finished up the paperwork from his previous customer, reached for a clean sheet of paper, a new form, and looked up at her, smiled and nodded in greeting.
“Good morning,” he said absently.
She smiled in return, paused to say something, a greeting in return perhaps, but instead something unforeseen happened. The question she was desperate to ask, the one that had been revolving incessantly in her mind for days, the one she had assembled and disassembled in every possible way, looking for the proper form so as not to embarrass herself and to insure a respectful and honest response, the one all-important question that now, somehow, had inexplicably escaped her lips without permission. With no warning, this most important question had involuntarily popped out of her mouth, and was now very audibly, feathering gently down in the warm, humid air of the registrar's office, to the man who would give her the answer she needed to hear.
“My son, he was born here! He is an Americano citizen, no?” She nearly shouted, challenging the clerk.
How did that happen, she questioned herself with rising alarm? Surprised, she lowered her head trying to disarm her loud demand, relieved that the process for which she had come, had now started, although not in the way she had imagined. She waited, and wondered if the outside of her body was trembling like the inside.
“This is true,” answered the clerk's assistant, “your son will be an American, of course, because he was born here in the states. That’s how it works. Do you have papers? Tell me his name and I will write it into the registrar’s book of births. What do you call him?” he asked.
Without hesitation Rosalinda said in a heavy Mexican accent, “Ramon, his name Ramon!” She was so excited that her boy was going to be a natural American citizen, as the old women of her village had told her, that she stumbled over the pronunciation, and it came out sounding as if it were two names.
The clerk's assistant pondered this a moment and wrote down what he had heard, “Ruh Moan,” and spun the registrar’s book around with its fresh entry for Rosalinda to verify.
She hesitated. “No, that is no right, it look different,” she said, her words trailing off.
“Isn’t that what you said, ma'am?” The clerk was more than a little puzzled now. He was not prepared for the interpreting part of this job. It was supposed to be easy work, indoors, out of the heat. That's what his cousin, who worked in the back, had told him last week when he arrived from the damp northwest to take the position.
“That's how you spell it in English,” he finally said in an attempt to placate the woman and move her out of his line and onto the next station. The line at his station had become long and his boss would soon notice the backup and surely not approve of his performance, and the bottleneck in the system. He looked away, momentarily, from the woman in front of him and the line composed of a mix of nationalities and genders curling away from his desk. He angled his head past the line and looked through the heavy glass entrance doors that were directly across from him. There he could see the town bank's electric sign, blinking alternately with the temperature and the current savings rate, on the corner across the street. Jesus, it was going to be another hot one today, he muttered to himself.
“Ma'am?” He returned his focus forward and addressed the perplexed woman standing before him. Anxiously he looked at her, his face pleading for confirmation. “Yes?”
Rosalinda moved her eyes slowly downward towards the written names, again hoping that it would look somehow right to her this time. It didn't. She felt the impatience of the clerk's assistant growing, a pressure she could tangibly reach out and feel, it was so strong. It felt like a clock that was ticking and soon a bell would ring and her time would be up; her son would not become an American on a technicality. No way, she demanded of herself, this could not happen!
She was about to cry out when a thought squeezed into her increasingly panic-locked brain, “No two name, is one!” she finally cried out loud, as if the words had been piled up tight in her mouth, jammed against her teeth and then abruptly the lips parted and they spilled out all at once, in a quick jumble onto the desk.
“No two, one! Please,” she begged, “put the word close!” This she said breathlessly, rapid-fire like a game contestant.
“His name one, no two,” she said triumphantly, more slowly this time, in a tone that now sounded final, confident. She had solved the problem, no? Yes!
The clerk's assistant beamed his understanding at her and said with a broad smile, “RuhMoan! Yes, very excellent,” he said joyfully! “Now, please, may I see the birth papers?”
Rosalinda was suddenly crestfallen, “He is born in my room. I have no paper. What paper? Please help me, what kind of paper?” she begged.
The clerk’s assistant stared at her for a moment with a disappointed look on his face, then pulled open a drawer on his left, and removed a different form from the stacks within. He breathed out with a sigh. He looked this new form over and satisfied it was the proper one, handed it across the desk to Rosalinda, “Fill this out, and go wait in that line over there,” he pointed to his right, “they will take a statement from you on the baby’s particulars, validate it, and issue you a certificate of birth.” He added in conclusion, “Good luck to you and your boy. Have a nice day, ma'am.”
“Next please,” Rosalinda heard the clerk's voice say as she turned and moved towards a standing counter nearby, with many pens and pencils every which way on it, to fill out the form for the birth certificate line. Midway there, she turned back and gave the clerk’s assistant a wide grin, she floated on a fluffy cloud and could not feel her feet touching the ground.
Clearly, Rosalinda was very happy about her accomplishment.
*
RuhMoan does not remember this, of course, being less than a year of age at the time, but it does seem like he watched it happen, wide-eyed and openmouthed, unbelieving, gazing down from a secret one-way ceiling mirror. He has heard the story from Rosalinda so many times growing up that he could easily pass a lie-detector test. Now, understandably, these days when he has to explain the unusual spelling of his name, he nearly always gives the abridged, seven-second version, “The ignorant puta couldn't spell a lick,” RuhMoan would say shaking his head. “Pendejo!” He said disgustedly as if recalling every detail.
Clearly, RuhMoan was not very happy about his circumstance.
Spring, Sprang, Sprung
One after the next, leg by leg, the black fuzzy zipper spider sidled down the crack that ran from the corner of the wall nearest his cot, in an irregular line, down to the hard packed dirt floor. The baked adobe walls were full of cracks, more cracks than wall it seems, thought RuhMoan dividing his idle time between watching the industrious spider and removing sweat from his brow with his forefinger, not unlike a windshield wiper. The beads of sweat that formed elsewhere on his head would slowly drip down his neck, irritatingly, and pool onto his sleeping area unless he leaned over the edge far enough so they would clear the frame of his cot and hit the floor, adding to the growing collection of small dark splotches already there. He was tired. He hadn't done anything for seventeen days but try to be still enough to beat the heat and survive in this eight by eight holding cell. His only companions a straw-filled cot to sleep on and a wooden bucket with a rusted handle in the corner, in which to do his business. He was tired, real tired of living this way.
He had been picked up on an out-of-state warrant for a B&E, breaking and entering, and was awaiting extradition. Time passed slowly for RuhMoan and not very well. There were three holding cells and he was the only 'customer,' as Deputy Garcia liked to call him, in the station. Sit and sweat, stand and sweat or lie down and sweat, some choices, he groused. RuhMoan sighed silently as he pushed himself up onto one elbow to reach over and squish the unsuspecting zipper spider with the back of his wrist, who had stopped to rest for a moment on the mud wall. He threw one leg over the side of the musty cot, leaned over and passed the spider remains from the back of his hand down to the edge of his boot, then kicked the spider mash out under the iron gate into the deputy's area. RuhMoan threw himself back onto the cot, his right arm gracefully gliding up over his head the way a flamenco dancer might, both the arm and his head hitting the straw mat at the same time. RuhMoan admitted to himself that he needed a change in his life.
“What's this?” inquired Deputy Garcia bending over at the waist to get a better look at the black and yellow-green blob with furry-black, stick legs poking out every which way.
“What in god's name is this!” It was less of a question now that the deputy’s small, but functional, frontal lobe had begun to deduce the only possible person that could be responsible for this mess, was lying within spitting distance from him, just to his left.
“You know anything about this here, RuhMoan?” Garcia said this while rolling over the spider mess with a pencil to inspect the evidence from another angle. This was good, solid police work, thought Deputy Garcia.
“About what?” RuhMoan answered dryly, deciding to pass a little time at the deputy's expense.
“Cut the shit, bucko. I ought to make you clean this up with your damn tongue. Know something?” Garcia continued, “You're close to crossing the line with me, RuhMoan. You better straighten up and fly right, or else… “ Garcia didn't finish the threat.
“No idea what you're talking about, deputy sir,” RuhMoan said lying on his back staring up at the ceiling trying hard to get under the deputy's skin, get a reaction, get a respite from the boredom.
“Listen, I don't want you setting a bad example, okay? We're getting another customer in here this afternoon and I don't want any shit from you. Got it?” Garcia sounded more like a high school coach than an armed officer of the law.
“I could use a new dominoes partner,” RuhMoan said shifting his weight and lifting his head to look at the deputy, who was sweating profusely from the exertion of bending his large frame down to the floor and then back upright again.
“Where'd you get dominos, you sonofabitch!” The deputy was clearly edgy about the new customer coming in but caught himself being played an instant after the words left his mouth. “Why I oughta…”
RuhMoan leaned back down on his cot with a chuckle. He still had a smile on his face when Garcia looked in on him before returning to his desk located in the open half of the square, one-story building. Front door, back door, two wooden desks facing each other at one end, although only one deputy was on duty at a time, a single grey filing cabinet, a seldom clean bathroom, free-standing coatrack and three waiting chairs for unlikely visitors at the other end. One rectangular window, with thick iron bars, was cut into each of the three walls of the mud building, the ones not backing the holding cells. The room was equally divided into law enforcement and customers.
“Say, deputy?” RuhMoan lifted his voice towards the center desk, “Who's the new customer? Why's he coming here? You signing autographs or something?”
“Funny, asshole, just keep it up. You're gonna get yours,” the deputy answered without looking up from the paperwork, onto which he was scribbling his signature with great deliberation.
“For your information, we're getting a real lowlife critter in here, the likes of which you've never seen. So, I wouldn't be trying any of your lame jokes on him, you hear? He'd cut you just a soon as look at you, culo.” Garcia went on, “He's only here for less than forty-eight hours, just until the county sheriff picks him up and takes him north. So, don't fall in love, chavalo, he ain't gonna be here but a couple days and a sleepover.”
“You sound pretty worked up, deputy,” RuhMoan teased, maybe you ought to go powder your nose and change your panties before he gets here.”
“Screw you and your horse and your mother, mariposa!” Garcia fumed and pressurized the pencil he was using to write his name with such force, built from aggravation, that it snapped the point off and sent it flying across the room. “You're an asswipe, RuhMoan, you know that?
“It's a pleasure to be at your cervix, deputy.” RuhMoan retorted, rolled over onto his side to face the wall for his afternoon siesta. “Nighty night, boss,” he called out over his shoulder. The last sounds he heard before drifting off to sleep were the low muttering curses of Deputy Garcia sharpening a new pencil with his well-worn, scuffed-up, old Swiss army knife.
*
A door far, far away slowly closed with a low drawn-out creaking sound, followed by voices too distant to understand, then the shuffle of boots and that dry crackling sound old leather boots and holsters make. Certain metallic sounds became louder. Closer, and louder still, then as if a giant alarm clock with double bells that looked like huge Mickey Mouse ears went off next to his head, RuhMoan bolted upright to see the new customer with chains dangling and clanging. Chains were hanging all over him, and he was dragging himself, with a great clatter, towards the cell next to where RuhMoan lie motionless on his cot.
Chains were attached to ankle rings and more chains attached to wrist straps with sharp welded loops, each secured to more metal loops, trap-sewn and sandwiched between a double-thick, four-fingers-wide leather belt tightly strapped around the prisoner's waist with safety-lock buckles in the back. RuhMoan was almost fully awake now but he hadn't moved even a hair, other than open his eyelids, since his soft dream turned suddenly into a jarring reality in close vicinity.
“Go on, get in there, hoss.” One of the escorting sheriff’s deputies barked at the new customer. “Go on now,” he instructed as he held open the heavy iron gate. He placed his hand firmly on the upper middle back of his prisoner, between the shoulder blades and shoved, “get in there.” The new customer took several quick baby steps, restrained by the chains, and fell twisting sideways to the floor. “Don't get too comfortable, y'hear, you won't be around but a for a happy meal or two.”
The prisoner didn't look at either Deputy Garcia or the prisoner’s escorts and said, “How about you take these chains off me so maybe I can move a little?”
“Later, hombre, after you chill out a spell,” answered the bigger of the two escorts. “I got some paperwork to do here and if I'm feeling charitable afterwards, I'll see to those restraints.” He added, “Now be a good fella and shut your damn trap for a while so I can get done and be out of here. I got dinner and a wanton woman waiting.” He turned and laughed so hard at his unintended alliteration that the force bent him over and he had to put out his hands to catch his thighs, just to keep from toppling over.
Deputy Garcia was a little unnerved by the brutish behavior of the hulking escort and weakly grinned at him just to let him know that he was on the same side. Garcia walked the other sheriff’s escort to the front door, they knew each other from their police academy days and left with promises to get together and share a beer one day soon.
The resident deputy turned back towards the desk. “Let me have your keys, I'll get those chains for you while you do the paperwork, save you some time. Get you home to that little wifey of yours a bit early,” Garcia offered.
“Hell, you think I'd be this anxious to get home to my wife!” he roared. “Hell bells, man, I've got a hot little number I picked up over the Pig, Saddle and Whistle the other night waiting on me.” He straightened and stood up from his position hunched over the desk like a third grader ciphering letters for the first time, unhooked the key ring, and tossed it to Garcia. “Here, take care of my light housekeeping, would you? And, be quick about it, I got places to go and people to see. Especially one in particular with a shape like this,” and he outlined voluptuous female curves in the air with two hands like an enthusiastic amateur mime. Then he kissed his airy creation with great exaggeration, puckering his lips like the cartoon skunk, Pepe LePew, closing his eyes and making loud sucking noises. This too caused him to convulse in laughter. Gradually he lowered his massive hulk back down onto his seat, faced the desk and resumed his ciphering, still chuckling to himself over his sexy pantomime.
Deputy Garcia caught the key ring in mid air and thought to himself, what a looney tune! He turned and moved towards the cell gate, the one with the new customer. He fished for his own set of keys to open the heavily barred gate, swung it wide and entered the cell.
RuhMoan watched from his position laying on his side in the adjoining cell, his eyes looking directly at the scene unfolding not six feet away. The new customer was looking back at him. RuhMoan felt connected somehow, as if there was a message or plan being communicated. RuhMoan watched deputy Garcia straddle the prisoner still on the floor and unlock the four sets of chains, leaving the rings, cuffs and waist belt attached. The two captive men continued to stare at each other, each from their own horizontal position. Garcia bent over to pick up the last chain from the floor, unaware that the cold, hard, metallic feel of the forged links grasped loosely in his fingers, would be the next to last thing the deputy would ever feel.
The new customer, in one swift motion, grabbed that same chain and looped it around the deputy's neck once and pulled him down into his chest, suffocating any sounds. Link crossed link, making the loop ever tighter, smaller. Garcia never made another audible sound, the breath that left his body was not replaced with any precious, vital new air. The hardened new prisoner wrapped his legs around Garcia's lower body holding him motionless, all the while continuing to tighten the chain around his neck. It was like watching a nature show on television, RuhMoan thought, where the giant python suddenly snatches and then quietly kills the unwary wild hare who, moments before, was happily skipping down a sun-dappled jungle path.
RuhMoan looked over at the big escort, who was deep in concentration, scribbling marks onto police reports with his face within inches of his working pencil, back hunched over, pressing hard to go through the four attached carbon copies. RuhMoan looked back at the new prisoner who nodded at him and indicated that he was to help him deal with the remaining officer. He turned his eyes downward to see Deputy Garcia's lifeless form, quiet as if peacefully sleeping off a midday ‘pack of beer. RuhMoan felt a pang of remorse.
The new prisoner motioned to him, RuhMoan steeled his nerves and prepared to rise. The two slithered out from their cells and, in what should have been a much harder thing to do, took the big escort by surprise from behind. The new customer pulled the police officer's head back with a great handful of greasy hair, and bludgeoned him repeatedly with one of the wrist cuffs. The sharp metal loops tore flesh away from his face wherever it was driven. RuhMoan was aghast as he watched the murderer, twist in the jagged metal and scoop out more bloody chunks, only to return repeatedly until his face was an unrecognizable bloody pulp that somehow remained attached to his body.
RuhMoan watched the life fade from the man's startled eyes, first becoming glassy and then faraway as if the large escort was refocused now on a new destination somewhere beyond the horizon. The new customer finally let the hank of hair loose and the lifeless head fell forward throwing blood all over the unfinished reports with a noisy splatter that sounded like water thrown from a bucket. He stared at his handiwork for a minute, maybe more, until he was satisfied there would be no further resistance.
Heaving from the intense physical workout, he turned to RuhMoan, stuck out his gruesome right hand spotted with pale skin, pink flesh and pieces of blue veins smeared with deep-red, thick wet blood that glued clumps of black hair here and there, all of it hanging like swamp moss in a bad Hollywood horror movie, and said, “Hi, I'm Walter. Proud to meet you. We probably should get a move on.”
It’s His Nature
The line was long and it twisted awkwardly around several corners in the old building. Eddie could not see where he was going, so he waited patiently like everyone else, taking a few steps forward every now and then. A few moments ago his father had dropped him at the curb this cool spring morning, saying goodbye and good luck while leaning over to grab the passenger door handle. His father was double parked and eager to go. Eddie felt only slightly apprehensive, he had a vague idea what was happening, and he sensed his father’s mood. Turning his eyes from the car, which was moving off now and making its way back into the Philadelphia city traffic, he looked towards the stone grey building and it's huge impersonal doors that coldly invited anybody in. The doors were revolving at the speed in which the people entered, and this morning they were rotating very quickly.
This was the place where young men were brought into the military, most by mandatory lottery draft and some who had enlisted, usually in fear of being drafted and sent to the front lines of battle in Vietnam. Draftees generally went straight into the army, then after brief training, shuttled off to some Southeast Asian jungle, it was said. By the end of this long day, each of these young men will have been examined, pushed, pulled, prodded, poked, had a portion of their body fluids removed, issued uniforms, toiletries, given papers, whisked to the airport and eventually laid their heads on a cool pillow, on a stiff cot, in a strange place with hundreds of other boys, all within smelling distance of each other.
By the time the line had moved to a point where Eddie could see the medical personnel, around the final corner, giving instructions while waving needles in their hands. They were taking blood and giving inoculations with air guns as the young men filed past. Eddie started to feel queazy. The sight of blood did that to him, always had. The mood around him was nervously upbeat. These were the enlistees and they were treated respectfully but firmly. “Keep it moving, boys. That's it, c'mon now, fill in. You, yes you! Keep it moving please, thank you.”
He remembers laying down in a velvet fog and vaguely thinking maybe he should attempt to get back up. Eddie drifted off, out of consciousness. The line passed slowly but methodically to his right. Why can't I get up, Eddie quizzed himself as he tried to break through to the surface, why am I lying down here when everyone else is standing and moving? All the surrounding sounds were echoing, running together in his head. Voices, footsteps, clothing shuffling, medical instruments were banging together, a variety of noises, none of them making any sense. He dozed off for a short time, then found himself surprisingly a bit stronger when he awoke later, and was able to sit up. “You okay there, buddy?” a male nurse asked him.
Embarrassed, Eddie stood up shakily and returned to the shuffling line. Soon he felt better, and more in control. The uncomfortable lightness left his stomach, blood returned to his extremities and his strength improved slowly. His mind, having fended off the physical insult and finally free to evaluate the environment outside of his body, discovered things around him had changed. The supervising personnel were now of a different attitude for one; gruff and insensitive, responding to the recruits curtly and the mood in this line was not unlike that of prisoners. He was now back with the draftees, he soon deduced, the young men who were not there voluntarily and grimly projected that status with their snide verbal responses and a slow, surly reaction to any orders barked at them. Each of them knew where they were headed and were powerless to alter that destination, but they weren’t going easily. These draftees were pushed along like cattle in a chute. Eddie had lost his place with his fellow enlistees, he wondered if he might cut ahead to rejoin them. Still, he kept to himself, not wanting to make waves or stand out from the others, and waited to see what would happen next.
The balance of his day here was spent in a blur of activity, told to go here, or stand there, take this to the next station, keep these papers on you at all times, and so on right up to the end where he was eventually grouped with an assortment of men all headed to the same United States Air Force base. They were whisked to the airport in stuffy buses filled with foul engine fumes and small seats intended for schoolchildren. It was a stressful day but his mind was keenly aware of his surroundings, as if in a strange dream, all senses on alert for danger.
The flight landed at Lackland Air Force base located in San Antonio, Texas, a warm, humid part of the country, a fact brought home when the door was opened and the cool manufactured air of the plane was replaced by the heavy, damp, thick choking air of his new home in southern Texas. Loaded onto buses, dragging duffle bags of gear that had been issued back in Philadelphia, they sat waiting to be taken to their living quarters. Everyone was perspiring heavily in the oppressive heat that gripped each young recruit and their belongings like a thick blanket, even though it was the middle of the night in the Lone Star State.
A large black man in olive drab military fatigues, wearing a scowl so deep and hateful that it was impossible to think anything good was about to happen, appeared at the front of the bus, blocking the exit with his bulk. The instructions came fast and furious from the sneer that was his mouth, sharply spoken that caused involuntary body spasms throughout the bus filled with edgy young men. “I can't hear you!” he screamed at one point. “YES SIR!” they all yelled back. Tired but not completely brain dead, they quickly understood what it would take to appease this demanding demon of a uniformed tyrant and get him to remove himself (please!) and the omnipresent threat he represented. This was accomplished after only the third try, answering his auditory commands with a throaty response. Repeatedly, they raising their combined vocal volume after each try until it satisfied the man.
Finally they were hustled off the bus and led into a series of temporary barracks that were dark, hard, impersonal, and packed with bunks from front to back, an environment totally unfamiliar to each of them. Personal electricity that seemed to radiate from the anxiety of each man, could be felt throbbing all around them like a force field, while the drill sergeant, screaming nonstop instructions, had everyone hopping indiscriminately here and there like Mexican jumping beans.
Sometime after the lights were turned out, the adrenaline surge reduced sufficiently to allow sleep to overtake them after a long, confusing day which began two thousand miles to the east. Each reacting to orders and trying to conform,, while not able to make sense of what was happening or what was expected. Stop and then go, repeatedly. This was referred to as “hurry up and wait” in military jargon. This was also, they learned, SOP: Standard operating procedure.
The jarring introduction to military life settled eventually into a daily routine that left little room for creativity. Told where to go and at what time, whom to see, but little of what results were preferred. As a general rule, plans were not explained in advance. This was a routine that left no time to wander or explore, and those that did found their lives complicated even further. Those that decided to more than wander, or wandered repeatedly, found themselves with whole blocks of time on their hands to reconsider their actions. Alone. In a very dark place.
Despite the original disorientation, this life seemed to suit Eddie. He was not used to evaluating a situation, formulating a plan, executing and modifying that plan according to changing scenarios, and then planning for additional options several steps ahead.
He would rather keep his mind disengaged, and simply react. It was easier that way. Besides, he would end up where everyone else did in the end, if not the ones he started with, then with others who were very similar and therefore equally as acceptable. The one piece of advice he received from his father, “Never volunteer, son,” was the only rule that he considered trump over all others. He didn't get much advice from his father growing up, so this one rule seemed worthwhile following because of its uniqueness alone, even if it was probably left over, he thought, from some ancient war decades removed from the present time. Still, if you get only one piece of advice from your father, you remember it. Eddie followed this advice and looking back, it probably helped him survive his military experience mostly intact.
That's not to say that years later, upon reflection, he was not in harm’s way, because he was. Several times, in fact, only he didn't realize it at the time, not being in the habit of analyzing, planning, acting, modifying and having options along the way. No forethought whatsoever. He simply went whichever way the wind blew him. Now, he shudders when he thinks of this lamb-like innocence that, if not for some twist of fate, would have been taken advantage of by his superiors and used for some higher-up’s indiscriminate objective in some even larger organization's agenda. He knew he would have been exploited for his very lamb-ness. He was considered as expendable as tissues were to the man with a runny nose, simply use them until either you’re cured and don’t need them any longer or you run out of tissues and, without a second though, requisition more.
Sacrifice the individual, they would say, for the good of the whole. Fine, as long as you knew what you were getting into beforehand, not used blindly and without acknowledgement. Some want to be heroes but not all, Eddie thought convincingly to himself. And whatever happened to, “One for all, and all for one” which supported the sacrifice of no one? These things were not for Eddie to contemplate, not at this time, not now. He did find out what his father was talking about, though; if they couldn’t order you to do it, it was probably illegal and so when they asked for volunteers, it was best to lay low because this was how they covered their collective asses.
Then there was the time he was asked to take a temporary duty (TDY) assignment that came with the incredible good fortune, it seemed at the time, of four hundred dollars worth of civilian clothes. Wow! How lucky can a fella get! Eddie remembered the deep pang of disappointment when the mission fell through a few weeks later. He was to be airlifted, along with a mobile ground-to-air communications van, to a remote jungle area. His duty was to get the equipment, for which he was trained, up and running, and to keep it in operational condition for the duration, ninety days. Piece of cake. He had the jeans and western shirts all picked out along with a snappy dark chocolate and tan leather jacket that was made locally right there in Angeles City, in the Philippines, where he was stationed. He would eyeball that jacket every day on his way off base, window shopping his way to an afterwork beer with his buddies downtown in Angeles City. Of course, chances were real good that a whole world of hurt would have been peeking over his shoulder just waiting for a chance to jump over and get him full-on, had he gone but he was blissfully unaware.
As it turned out, he later discovered, the civilian clothes were necessary because the country was not an ally in the conflict known as Vietnam and Eddie's government couldn't take the chance that one of their military could be found there against the world's rules of war. That and the fact that politicians had denied repeatedly that we were involved or even temporarily occupying parts of neighboring countries in support of the war. A truth that was a little too slippery to pin down.
Of course the bad news was that, this way, should the locals there in Laos have discovered the hidden communications van in their backyard, they would've tried the accompanying technician, in civilian clothes, as a spy and likely after an extended torture session, a signed confession would surface, and he would be paraded before the media, then shot by a squad of angry Asian homeboys behind a line of latrines at the local militia headquarters.
Steadfastly, the military and the government would claim ignorance time and again. Now, revealed through the twin towers of truth; knowledge and hindsight, he reflected back on what was one of those innocent (to him) episodes in his life that makes him wonder, how did I ever survive my military tour of duty?
Or the time that Eddie blindly trusted a fellow airman, without so much as a thought or even a warning twinge that danger was awaiting. This man was insanely jealous over imagined slights committed upon him, that he plotted incessantly to harm Eddie. His plan was to offer Eddie a ride to work, as he did every morning, only to make an excuse that this time they should take his motorcycle instead of his truck as usual. This they did and as Eddie sleepily sat behind the schemer, loosely holding onto his waist as they zipped along, a detour was taken, in the interest of time it was offered, across an overgrown, mostly empty field. In this field were remnants of asphalt roads that were to be a housing complex at one time, but had since been abandoned. These strips of two-lane blacktop were hidden by high weeds and assorted wispy ground plants. The roads ran one way, turned and ran off in another. The motorcycle traveled this flat terrain at dangerously high speeds, across the expanse of tall yellow hay grass, pale green reeds, exotic purple weeds and other soft forgiving vegetation in this remote section of Clarke Air Base in the Philippines, Southeast Asia.
The plotter headed directly for the edge of one of the roads, which rose a foot above the ground but hidden by the natural overgrowth. The driver aimed perpendicular to the road so that the bike would strike head-on, not at an angle, which might cause him to possibly lose control of the motorbike on contact. The effect of this, hitting the raised lip of the road at high speed and at a right angle, was to compress the front fork suspension, then allow it to spring back as the back wheel hit the edge of the road a moment later, adding compression, along with the extra weight of the two riders, to the rear wheel assembly. The result was to load the back suspension with such extra force that it released like a super-ball on the rebound, concentrating all that pent-up kinetic energy, and kicking the back end of the motorcycle up violently like an angry mule.
The result was a successful launching of the sleepy unsuspecting rider on the back, who after arcing through the air, landed on the asphalt going about the same speed as the motorcycle that he had just left moments before. Eddie remembers seeing the pebbles, stones, bumps and the jagged voids trapped in the molten blacktop when it was manufactured, all go skimming by in a blur through his helmet's yellow-tinted face mask. He also remembers, now, desperately trying to use parts of his speeding body, mostly leveraging his legs and feet, in order to change the angle at which his face was meeting the blacktop. He wanted to move the contact point higher up onto his protective mask and possibly higher, towards the top of his helmet where it was thicker, to spare his exposed chin which was being ground into hamburger meat as he skipped and skidded along the rough, hard, uneven surface.
Eddie was amazed that he couldn't answer the medical staff's questions, ones that he should have known the answers, like what's your mother's name? What state do you live in? Do you know where you are? There were so many people looking at him, all strangers, one even brought his helmet with the face mask still attached, into the room to show everyone. The tinted face mask was entirely obliterated with scratches and deep gauges scored across it from left to right, all of people present marveling at the severe damage and each imagining what that experience could possibly have been like.
Eddie didn't know why he, or any of them for that matter, was doing there. He does recall, repeating over and over in his mind, I should know my mother's name, patiently waiting at first, then more anxiously soon after, for the answer to come bubbling up from his memory, but it never did. This frightened him deeply.
Not that day, nor any the remaining days that week, could he remember a single one of the answers to those baffling, yet basic questions. Then, some time later, as if his bruised brain had declared the internal skirmish over, flags waving, it gave the go-ahead that it was okay to resume logical thinking and to open the doors to the memory vault once again, the coast was now clear. He remembered; Geraldine! My mother’s name is Geraldine!
Eventually Eddie's injuries healed and the scars became less angry, less red and less obvious with the passage of time. Yet, this was another near fatal incident that he didn't see coming, a sign perhaps, certainly a warning, but Eddie did not feel a need to change his approach to life. That was his nature. Whatever will be, will be. Que sera, sera.
For Eddie, his life was a series of caroms, or bank shots, from one situation to the next, like a pinball, generally going in one direction but never in a straight line, bumping and crashing into an array of obstacles along the way. His philosophy was that you pick yourself up, dust yourself off and go on. That is not to say that Eddie did not learn from his experiences, he did. He just didn't see the need to raise his head up, look around, and try to avoid that which could prove to be unpleasant. No, that wasn't his nature. He took life as it came, no discriminating. This line of reasoning would cause him many unnecessary adventures in the years to come, full of memorable escapes, some daring, some painful, most if given the choice, in hindsight, he surely would have elected to skip entirely.
Along The Way
Drifting through life, days filled with music and beer, nights more of the same, Eddie didn’t feel the need to attach himself to anything worthwhile, be it a cause or a career. Evenings he would find himself hanging at the local drinking hole, the Skylark Bar and Grill, shooting pool, watching sports programming on television and occasionally discussing current events, without an opinion one way or the other, with his similarly aimless friends. A good night was one in which his winnings at 8-ball balanced out his beer tab.
Occasionally one of the shot-and-a-beer oldtimers would get frisky and wobble off his stool to challenge Eddie with a thick-tongued verbal challenge that was sure to get a rise out of both the young’ins and the oldsters at the bar. Eddie always felt bad taking their money. The oldtimers, mostly truck drivers killing time between runs, were usually so drunk they couldn’t see to shoot straight and Eddie would take them down every time, like spearing fish in a barrel. It would be disrespectful not to accept their challenge, and here in this neighborhood, at this time (in the nineteen seventies), everyone mixed and the attitude was friendly, no one was looking to get someone else riled up.
Swervy Irv lurched from the bar with a dollar in quarters gripped tightly in his fist, “I got tha nexth game, s’okay?” Everyone had nicknames, all the regulars anyway, and Swervy Irv got his not from any past bar antics or infamous bouts of drinking but because of his professional road manners. Whenever Irv would take a hauling job, he would drive his eighteen-wheeler straight through, offload his cargo and start back without stopping to sleep or eat. He would arrived back home, as they say, on a wing and a prayer. Soon afterwards, the Skylark door would swing open, and Irv would hop back up onto his favorite stool at the bar, his buddies slapping his back in greeting, once again loving life at the ‘Lark.
Irv nearly made it to the closest edge of the pool table and throwing out a hand to catch himself, the quarters went flying down the green felt towards the cue ball resting down at the other end. “I wanna play fer beerz,” Irv said as he drooled on himself, he had consumed several whiskies past his limit. He pushed himself away from the near edge and looking back at his fellow truckers at the bar, continued to topple in the opposite direction. Irv, more or less, started heading for the racking end of the pool table, sliding downwards in one motion from his seat where he started, spinning a hundred and eighty degrees around, arms out for support against the rail, sliding the length of the table with one hand grabbing air for balance, the other with outstretched fingers feeling, searching for the corner pocket to halt his momentum, sort of like a fighter jet hooking the grab wire stretched across the wave-tossed deck of an aircraft carrier.
They say God watches out over small children and drunks and it must be so because Irv did indeed snag the corner pocket that his fingers were frantically searching for, bringing his uncontrolled backward spinning journey, which started some twelve feet yonder, to an abrupt halt with a whipping wraparound of his upper body that left his legs and feet continuing in the original, albeit opposite, direction. If it hadn’t been for his one-piece, over-the-shoulder Dickies dungaree work outfit he was wearing, he wouldn’t have arrived at end of the table where he needed to be in order to rack the pool balls and start a new game, not altogether anyway. The one-piece work outfit kept Irv’s body intact like a sack keeps potatoes from scattering, preventing his extremities from traveling to parts unknown. Irv shrugged his shoulders and sighed as if that was his normal method of leaving his seat at the bar.
Irv’s head came to rest about eye level to the slate table top just above the bumper rail, giving him a birds-eye view of the same four quarters he had tossed onto the table before launching himself, literally, into the game. The coins were now rapidly approaching like a squadron of silver fighter jets, staggered on approach, getting larger as they closed the gap, all on edge and spinning with such furious speed that didn’t seem physically possible. God was indeed watching because Irv, looking right down the smooth green felt runway managed to drop his eyelids from half-mast to a fully closed position just in time to avoid any serious damage. Despite the alcohol fog and general haze of his being he did, however, feel four sharp raps, in succession, directly into his aforementioned eyelids and then several more hits as the coins deflected into the general vicinity of his eyebrows and forehead. The silver hit home with an audible pinging sound, accompanied by Irv’s high pitched squeals of pain, four squeals to be exact, followed by a few other undecipherable utterances. There was, thankfully, very little blood.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/40618 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!