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The classic Lincoln Continental hung at eye-level
from the roof-rafters on chains, startlingly mute like the "Spirit
of St. Louis" at the Smithsonian. It was a mint '79, and Harry's
pride and joy. The last of the big hogs. Midnight blue. Tilt-wheel.
AC. Power windows. Big 460 V-8.... As the late afternoon sun slid
under the tobacco-barn roof through the open sides, the Lincoln's
gleaming chrome glowed in burnished gold.

He hadn't met her yet but Harry could see her in it.
He could feel her gratitude. He could see her pulling up to him at
the curb on palm-lined Biscayne Boulevard in Miami. He recognized
her from his dreams. Even when he was a boy he believed.

She sat so tall and elegant behind the wheel, and
icy-cool, and ebony black. A ghetto princess shipped in from the
jungles of darkest Africa by The Lord Himself, just for Harry.

The driver-side window was whirring down and Harry
leaned forward to receive her kiss. Her lips, flushed with pink,
parted.

"Do it have a title?"

 



Chapter 1 - PROLOGUE

The Black Girl Jones

Lust for a black woman was once considered a disease
when it struck a white man, and the sight of an interracial couple
on the street in the USA was rare. This at a time when the
interstate highway system was not yet complete and before home
computers were common, or cell phones, or air-conditioning in
pickup trucks. Back when drug use was a constitutional choice for
the elite. Before "Political Correctness", and before kids were
required to wear a helmet to ride a bicycle.

It was a time when "The Pursuit of Happiness" was
often legal.

—

He had left Miami before dawn. Now, a joint and a
six-pack later, Harry was heading north out of Ocala with only
three-hundred more miles to go. He had put in long hours during his
last month in South Florida and it was so beautiful to be getting
back home for a few days. "Home before dark!" he yelled, his
tanned, beefy arm hanging out the open window of the pickup and his
fist pounding happily against the door. The traffic light up ahead
was due to turn red and Harry slowed down and allowed it to catch
him. He flicked a wave at the two, teenage black girls starting to
walk across the intersection. They giggled and smiled and waved
back. So slender and animated and pretty. Not a precious ounce of
food-stamp fat. "Dear Heavenly Father," Harry said to himself, "May
I have just one? Please?" The light switched to green and the car
behind honked. Harry glanced to the side for one last look and
caught the girls looking back at him.

YOU'RE OLD ENOUGH TO BE THEIR FATHER.... The
voice of the god Harry did not believe in.

"Yeah, well, what can I say...." He gave the pickup
just enough throttle to rumble off the mark without burning
rubber.

They like blond hair. No, they like me! They like
this pretty truck....

Harry began to sing. "Jesus loves me, this I know,
'cause the Bible tells me so." US-27 North stretched out ahead
through the green and sunny Florida countryside.

Black girls got ESP. They can tell I really lust
after them....

Home before dark — that was the plan. He'd have time
to walk around the place a little, maybe watch the chickens roost,
maybe count the new ducklings down at the swamp, check out his
prize-winning hen, Peaches. So often they would lose chickens and
ducks to owls or raccoons, and gators. Harry recalled the first
time his son, Perry, had killed a wild fox. Little Perry was proud,
but at the same time he was fighting back tears when he carried the
dead animal in to show them. They had been eating dinner, and Perry
was the only one to jump up when they heard the squawking coming
from the fenced-in chicken yard.

"Big deal!" Janey said as her brother ran outside
with his .22 pistol.

Now Perry was standing in front of her, holding the
limp animal up by the hind legs. Perry tossed his long, blond hair
and shook the fox in her face. "Big deal, huh, Janey? Big deal? It
almost got Peaches!"

"That nigger hen...."

Blood was running out of the fox's slack jaws and
dripping onto the floor. Annie, the family wife and mother,
commenced to bitch at the children and Harry was forced to restore
order. The next morning, when Harry went outside to burn trash, he
found Perry's NATURAL WILDLIFE poster of a red fox. Ever since the
family moved to the country the picture had been taped proudly over
the boy's bed. So cute, the fox's long tail and cocky ears. It was
in the barrel now, crumpled but face up, on top of the heap,
waiting for someone to burn it. To end it.

Home before dark....

Harry tilted back his head and finished off the
Corona he had been sipping, tossing the empty beer bottle into the
back of the pickup with a hook-shot over the cab. The vortex of air
behind the window whipped the clear glass against the front of the
truck-bed with a healthy clunk. Harry
burped. Piss on the "open bottle" law. At least he wasn't a litter
bug.

...nigger hen....

Janey's probably more of a brat than ever now.

Neat sense of humor, though.... And tough.... She
gets that from me.

Harry thought about rolling another joint and getting
another beer out of the cooler in back. He decided to wait until he
stopped for gas, and checked the oil and stuff. With the tank full
he could drive on for a long time. Get stoned without anyone
noticing. Then, when he got near Tallahassee, he could turn on the
FM. Tallahassee had a good soul station last time he was through,
and good, hard, classic rock. Good country. No electric organ music
with canaries singing in the background. No Lawrence Welk.... No
Montovanni.... No new-age trash....

A heavy pickup truck was approaching from up ahead: a
massive winch over the front bumper and a pair of long air-horns
over the cab, like Harry's. The two drivers waved to each other as
they passed. Recognition.

Harry felt of the sharp points of the clear,
lead-crystal star which hung from a heavy, gold chain around his
neck. The star was about an inch across, and fat, and Harry rubbed
the five points with a fold of his flannel shirt, polishing the
brilliant glass. It was his magic star and it brought him good luck
and happy days and Harry believed in it.

Worse than a damn hippie....

"Yeah, well, I'm happy!"

One day you'll give that star to some colored witch
and you'll never see it or her again....

"A nice, shiny black one. Not coffee colored. They're
okay, too, but... Let the brothers have the light ones, the
coffee-colored ones." Harry caught himself speeding, and slowed
back down to sixty or so.

Up ahead was an old man, a white derelict walking
along the near side of the road. Harry hesitated before slowing
down, ready to change his mind after he got a better look. After
passing him, Harry pulled off onto the shoulder and waited. In the
mirror the man kept on coming with the same, slow shuffle, and
Harry decided to jump out and get a beer. He stripped off his outer
shirt, the day having warmed up considerably since dawn.

"You want a beer?" Harry popped the lid off with the
opener which was permanently screwed to the outside of the
passenger-side of the cab. He held out the bottle — tall and cold
and dripping wet from the cooler, gleaming in the sun.

"Don't mind if I do." The man smiled with one tooth —
the lone tooth surprisingly white. His hand was small and dark, and
the back of it was covered with short, black hair.

Harry opened another Corona for himself and they
drank, standing there. The man smelled like damp hay.

"Where you headed?"

"Perry, Florida."

"We're in Florida now!" Man, are you burned
out, Harry thought.

"There's a Perry, Georgia."

"I'll take you as far as Perry, Florida."

"'Preciate this beer." The man looked at the bottle
as if he had never seen a Mexican beer before, drained it, and
tossed the empty into the grass.

"Hey! Pick that up!"

"They got niggers pick 'em up. Pri'ners."

Harry pitched his empty into the back of the pickup.
The old man coughed and wheezed for a spell and Harry stood back
from him and watched. "I don't leave my trash and shit all over the
country."

"Yeah? Well, that's dumb."

"Yeah?" Harry looked away from him, down the road.
"Every time I pick up one of you old farts I do it because I'm
thinking: Maybe the way I've been living lately, you know, maybe
one day I'll end up like you. Fucked out of my house. On the road
and no place to go, no ride, no more family, no wife...."

A Greyhound bus rushed past them with a whoosh,
sucking over the tall grass and trailing a warm blanket of diesel
fumes.

"I got me a wife."

"Yeah?" Harry pulled out his sky-blue T-shirt, which
had been tucked into his jeans, and pulled down the zipper of his
jeans to pee. He turned his back. On the back of the T-shirt was a
picture of a long-barreled rifle with a scope. Above the rifle was
printed:

Long Distance

and underneath:

"The next best thing to being there!"

Harry commenced to piss into the grass between his
snake-skin, pointy-toed boots. Boots he wore only when
traveling.

The vagrant stopped coughing. "Yeah, I got me a wife.
I go visit her on Thanksgivin', and Christmas, or like now when I'm
broke or feelin' sick. You got another beer?"

"No. Not an extra one, anyway." Harry shook off the
last few drops and checked the big knife sticking out of his back
pocket when he zipped up.

"Well...."

"I changed my mind about giving you a ride, too."

"They see them empty bottles back here an they'll get
you DUI. You'll end up like me one day. Yup. An inch from dead.
Drinkin' and drivin' like you do."

"Listen! Drinking and driving is my favorite thing on
this planet!" Harry straightened up and heard his own voice rise.
"It's not my fault some people can't handle booze and don't know
what side of the road they're on! God made everybody different!
That's not my fault! Some people are born without legs — does that
mean I have to ride around in a wheelchair? Huh? And I'm never
going to be like you. I'm clean and you need a bath, for one thing.
I've got a ride and you don't — let God get you one! And I don't
litter and I don't hate niggers, and I brush my teeth, and..."

"I brush my tooth." The man grinned and his single,
pearl-white tooth flashed back triumphant. "Anyways, we all end up
the same. Dead. It don't matter. Least when you get old, it don't
matter no more."

"Bullshit."

"You ain't old yet."

"Bye," Harry said.

Back on the road, Harry watched the man get smaller
and smaller in the rear-view mirror.

After scoring gas in Perry, Harry took a few tokes
off the fresh joint he had rolled before pulling out. The deep
tread of the big truck tires began to sing on the
blacktop-and-crushed-shell highway, and the big V-8 under the hood
was purring white power. Soon he would be within FM radio-range of
Tallahassee, and after that, just another hundred miles and home.
He'd be cramped up and wasted by then, well, not bad wasted, and
Annie would come running out to greet him and see if he needed help
down from the truck, and Janey and Perry would be hanging back,
checking his condition out, pouting, disapproving, then finally
running up to him for their hugs and their coming-home
presents.

Harry couldn't stop grinning and his face was
beginning to hurt from it. And the pickup sounded so fine! No need
to turn the radio on just yet. His grin broadened as he remembered
the box of tapes he always brought along and never seemed to play
anymore. He pictured the hooker he had picked up in Miami one time.
A lunch-hour hooker. Young, part time, maybe even somebody's
housewife. The very next day, Harry had tried to find her for some
more. And for days after that. But she had disappeared from his
life forever. She had been so eager and happy to please. He
pictured her beside him in the truck that one time he picked her
up. He had been compelled to take his eyes off traffic so many
times to look at her while he drove her to his place — the upper
flat he rented near Miami International Airport. She was coffee
colored. Sugar and just a little cream. He pictured her standing
there in his sunny living-room that first few minutes, in her
skimpy, frilly panties — heavenly-blue with little, pink bows. She
was standing there before him proud, pulling on her dark, pokey
nipples with her fingers, toughening them up. "My name is
Jeannette," she smiled, so pretty, her eyes bright. "How do you
want me?"

Jeannette cost Harry fifty dollars and days and
nights of remembering and longing. Almost every lunch hour he would
leave the job and cruise her neighborhood. Sometimes he would stop
the few, foxy-looking hookers he could find there and ask them
about Jeannette. He would get out of the pickup and run up to them.
Sometimes they got angry and spit, and sometimes they would smile
and proposition him. "Jeannette not out today. Don' know where she
live. You wan' a blowjob? I make you forget all about that
Jeannette."

One bright and sunny noon Harry spotted the tallest,
super-fine black girl he had ever seen walking the curb. On the
other side. He pulled his pickup over to park as soon as he could,
risked crossing the busy street, and trotted back toward her. She
was in heels and tight jeans, and a red, unbuttoned blouse. Harry
would never forget the flash of her smile as she turned and waited
for him to come up to her. An Abyssinian princess. Her hair hung
down in front of one shoulder in a long, stiff, jet-black
pony-tail. Long, pointy breasts were tucked loosely into her open
shirt. Instead of becoming annoyed, she nodded and smiled when
Harry asked her about Jeannette. "I unnerstan', baby," she said.
She explained that she hadn't seen Jeannette for a long time and
that maybe she had moved out of the neighborhood. He shouldn't
worry about Jeannette being murdered or anything like that. She
would've heard about it. Then she told Harry that her name was
Tracy.

Harry took Tracy to his upper flat. When they got
there, Tracy told Harry that she loved his place, the outside
staircase, the long balcony outside the front door, the hanging
pots there full of exotic, flowering plants, the huge bathroom with
the skylight.... She laid Harry down on his big, brass bed and
loved on him for half an hour. Her long, sweet body cost Harry a
fifty dollar bill and weeks and weeks of longing and pain. He never
saw Tracy again, not that he didn't try.

A bend in the highway and a slow-moving tractor with
a hay-rake brought Harry back to earth. Stomping on the throttle
pedal, he smoked tires around the tractor, the big V-8 pressing
Harry back against his seat until he eased off. The tires began to
sing again as the engine settled back to purr along.

I'll find you one day, Tracy.... When I get back to
Miami. We'll sit out on the steps and I'll do up your hair. In
braids. A hundred long, fine braids — all in pretty rows like a
garden. And I'll kiss your beautiful eyes, and your mouth. I'll sit
there on the step above you with my legs around you and my arms
around you and I'll feel of your devil body while we sit there.
We'll watch the sun go down over the rooftops, and watch the kids
go riding by on their bikes. The neighbors strolling around after
work — they'll look up and see us and they'll wave, and they'll say
to each other: "Now that man there — he loves that woman!"

 


 



Chapter 2 - Home

 


The soul station from Tallahassee was breaking up,
out of range, and Harry was banging his fist against the outside of
the pickup to some old Credence Clearwater Revival. "Willie and the
Poor Boys". The tape was one of Harry's favorites and he was glad
that he finally plugged it in. He was drunk, and high, and it was
time to pee again but he decided he could hold it until he hit the
rest-area outside Chattahoochee. And before leaving Chattahoochee
he could get out the last Corona, "La cerveza mas fina", which was
still floating around in the slushy darkness inside the cooler (he
could see that darkness), and finish off the joint he'd started
back there near Perry. And in less than an hour — home!

I'm sorry there aren't any decent jobs for a man in
the panhandle, Annie....

It was well into Saturday afternoon now, and
Chattahoochee, along US-90, was deserted. Harry cruised through the
town as close to the speed limit as he could. He generally avoided
the Interstates. Even though there were more county mounties on the
state and county roads, they were cops Harry felt he could deal
with. The state troopers, real men all, would be less compromising
— the most likely to nail him for DUI. Just doing their job, of
course, but hey, he had a family!

Chattahoochee....

Miami must be on another planet.

There was a white girl sitting on the wide, front
steps of the Chattahoochee High School. She was reading from a
large book in her lap, and a white boy on a horse was riding right
up to her, slowly, sitting tall and proud in the saddle. The girl
would not look up.

"Chicks," Harry said aloud.

There were only two cars parked in front of the
public restroom outside Chattahoochee, and a bulldozer. After
parking behind the dozer, Harry popped open his last beer and
caught the cap in his hand, taking a swig and setting the bottle
down in the back before heading toward the building. There was a
cool breeze blowing now and it was scuttling the leaves around on
the ground, and it ruffled his hair. The crispness of the air
reminded him he that he had finally arrived in Western Florida, the
panhandle, where his family was waiting. After looking back
pridefully at his vehicle, Harry turned for the door marked "MEN"
and bumped slam into a huge white man coming out. The guy had a
grin on his fat face and was busy stuffing a revolver back into his
belt. He caught Harry by the arm to stop him from stumbling into
the wooden partition. The first thing that flickered in Harry's
brain was that he had left his own pistol back in the truck.

"Hey! Don't worry, mister!" The man laughed. "I was
just teachin' that queer in there about the fear of God." He stood
back and looked down at Harry's shiny boots for a second. "Don't be
surprised if he looks a little green around the edges!" He laughed
again and took off.

It was dark inside, and the light switch had long
been ripped out of the wall. Harry waited for his eyes to
adjust.

Got to piss!

There was a sink, a urinal, and next to the urinal, a
stall. The door was missing from the stall, and the partition
beside the urinal had a hole carved into it. At pecker height. A
pair of skinny legs was showing at the front of the stall,
underwear-shorts and trousers crumpled around the ankles. Harry
went over and looked in. It was an older dude and he was holding
his mouth, and it looked like blood was running through his
fingers. Too dark to tell.

"You all right?"

"My teeth," the man moaned. "He mashed that gun
barrel right through the hole. I didn't — I wasn't — I..."

"Yeah, sure." Harry went to the urinal. "Turn around!
I get upset when people watch me piss!"

Harry stood there staring at the cold, concrete wall
in his face, waiting for the flow to come. As much as he was
hurting to, he could not pee. The old faggot must still be
watching. God, how he hated to walk up to a urinal to piss and then
couldn't for the other people. From now on, his 9MM went with him
every time. When you're carrying a gun, everybody looks the other
way.

Well, at least he hadn't forgotten the big bear-knife
in his back pocket. "If you're watching, I'll cut your lips
off!"

"I'm not watching! I'm not watching!"

"So pull up your wormy pants and get out of
here!"

The piss came. Hesitantly at first, then a glorious
river.

"I can't! There's no paper in here! I need
paper!"

Jeez.... Harry finished, and handed the man
some paper towels from a stack at the sink.

Outside, sweet and cool, the funky country air
invaded his senses, his soul. Pine. And a hint of wood smoke.
Country! Harry let out his best rebel yell and retrieved the bottle
of Corona, parking it on the hood of the pickup between swallows
(and keeping an eye out for the law). Fuck the war on drugs and
alcohol! His pickup was painted blue — glossy, light, heavenly,
robin-egg blue — and Harry was proud of it. Proud of his taste in
such things. As part of the wonderful paint job, winged corncobs —
the DeKalb Seed Company logo — graced each side of the hood, and on
each door was painted:

"LOVE JONES"

"Love Jones!" Harry shouted. And boy, do I have a
dose of it!

A mini-van full of kids hummed past and a little
Hispanic girl with a big, white bow in her hair shot Harry a bird.
He shrugged his shoulders and lit what was left of the joint. He
was so happy. He was a man, and he was coming home. The roach
burned down to his fingertips and took the smile off his face.

Open road again. "Get it, Love Jones!" He decided not
to turn the Credence Clearwater tape back on. The truck was singing
to him again.

"Singing!" Tears came into his eyes. He was that
happy, and that high. He passed by a what looked like a black
mother-and-daughter scene. The two were standing next to an open
mailbox on a post beside the highway. Harry waved to them just as
they both raised their own hands.

They know. They can tell.

The daughter reminded him of Ruby. Ruby.... One time,
when the children were small and they all lived in the city — in
Miami — Harry had come down with the flu. It was the most sick he
had ever been. Ruby, who had moved with her parents and ten younger
brothers and sisters into the house next door, came over and found
him in bed. After making sure that Annie was away at the liquor
store where she worked as a gun-toting security guard, (Ruby often
baby-sat for them), she sat on the side of his bed for what seemed
like an hour. She told him sad stories about her childhood in the
quarters and told him about some happy moments, too. Somehow
through all of this she ended up holding Harry's hand. This was the
first, black, female hand Harry had ever held and her skin felt
like velvet, like magic. When Ruby left, she bent over and kissed
him in his ear. With his body so limp and weak with fever, the kiss
came through loud and clear, and Harry knew that Ruby was
special.

So many of them are special....

Harry pounded the outside of the door again with his
fist and let out another, happy yell.

Later, a doctor told Harry that he had had pneumonia
and didn't know it. And shortly after Harry recovered, Ruby got
married and moved out of her parents' house next door.

The town of Chipley. Then Bonifay. Caryville. "Count
down!" Finally, Westville, and his turn-off. Harry braced himself
for the dirt road. Ka BOOM! Love Jones dropped off the
blacktop. Fifty and sixty miles per hour over red clay and sand.
BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM! Over the railroad tracks. The machine and
the man were one with the scent of home. Flying past swamps and
cypress stands, tearing up and down hills, boring through dark
plots of hardwood and busting out into bright corn and soybean
fields golden in the afternoon sun. Harry slowed for the tricky
turn onto a wooden bridge and another turn for their private road.
In second gear now, he eased the pickup around the curve before his
daughter Janey's welcome sign:

DEATH TO TRESPASSERS

Past the power poles papered with his son Perry's
dried rattlesnake and cottonmouth skins. Dark woods on either side
again. Wild flowers everywhere — splashes of yellow and
purple....

Harry pulled the air-horns. He pictured weighing
Annie's ample, creamy-white tits plump in his hands. It had been a
long time....

Annie's pickup was parked next to the trailer but no
one was in sight and nobody came running out. Harry sighed and slid
down from the cab, and tested his legs. Perry's pit-bull dog was
straining to get to him, snapping his chain with every lunge,
docked tail-nub wagging, so Harry staggered over to him and gave
the monster a hug, getting his arms slobbered and scratched bloody
in the process.

"Damn, Pounder!" Harry stepped back out of range and
examined the damage. "Well, at least somebody loves me!"

"He does that."

Harry wheeled around. It was Janey. She was standing
there with her hands on her hips, her eyes squinty, hair radiating
about her head like an electrocuted lion. Faded and raggedy jeans,
and tiny nipples poking a T-shirt that said:

SQUEEZE ME

Florida Orange Juice

"You surprised me," Harry said. "You're still
growing, I see!"

"Me, or my tits?"

Harry had been about to give his daughter a hug but
changed his mind. "Janey...."

"You drunk?"

"You friendly?"

They stared at each other for a moment.

"Mommy had the name painted on her truck
finally."

"Yeah? I didn't notice. Where is she? How've you all
been?"

"She named it ANNIE"

"Heh! Yeah, well...."

"Harry!" Annie came running up, her extra pounds
heaving. She put down the basket of string-beans she was carrying
and gave Harry a hug.

"I want to fuck you," Harry whispered in her ear. He
gave her a big, happy kiss.

...kissing a white woman...

"He's drunk," Janey said, when Perry came running up.
"But not real bad."

Harry gave Perry a hug, scrunching him up off his
feet.

"The pole-beans in Annie's basket," Perry said,
nearly out-of-breath. "Mommy picked those this morning only she
saved bringing them in till you came home so she could look like on
the cover of Mother Earth News."

"Oh, Perry!" Annie said. She looked so happy, and her
face was tan from working out in the sun. Harry noticed that for
the first time in years she actually looked beautiful to him,
little wrinkles and all. They hugged again.

"It's country living does it," Annie beamed.

"You can read my mind. I love you, wife!"

"Everybody can read your mind. I love you,
Harry!"

"I'm hungry."

"Here's a cold one, Dad." Janey handed him a beer, a
can of Pabst Blue Ribbon. She turned sideways and showed her father
the leather beer-can holster she had on her belt. She laughed and
her smile seemed so wholesome to Harry. He could remember a time
when it was a chore to get her to brush her teeth.

pschttt! Harry popped open the PBR and took a
long swallow. He would put Corona on the shopping list later.

"Oh, Harry!" Annie's smile faded. "Haven't you had
enough?"

"The alcohol will dampen his sex urge," Janey said.
"Make him more manageable."

"Wrong!" Perry shouted.

"Shut up, both of you! Harry — Janey's making dinner
tonight. Beef roast and some of our own potatoes and some of our
own green beans. It'll be ready by dark."

Harry pictured Annie's heavy, over-ripe, milky-white
tits again. Hanging over his face. Hot in his hands....

...strange stuff....

He took her arm and pulled her close. "I want a
blowjob," he whispered. His penis swelled in his Levi's.

"Before dinner?" Anne whispered back.

"Before dinner," Janey said.

"Your mother and I are going for a little walk,
owl-ear. We have something to discuss. What kennel to board you
in."

Annie looked undecided.

"Funny, Dad," Perry said. "Oh, I have some bad
news."

"That's okay, Son, it can wait. Every time I come
home there's some bad news."

"There is? Well, this is bad bad news." Perry paused
for effect. "What are you grinning about, Janey? Butt out!"

"Well — what is it?"

"Peaches is dead."

Harry's eyes narrowed. Can't they do anything
right?

"Harry," Annie said. "It was only a chicken."

Harry chug-a-lugged the rest of his beer and tossed
the empty on top of the "Sacred-Mountain-of-Pabst" Blue Ribbon beer
cans he was building near the drive. (Beyond that, "beyond" because
the glass threw farther, was the smaller, newer, Corona
bottle-and-shard mountain).

Must've been a possum or a coon," Perry said.

"Damn it!" Harry loved Peaches. She was the only hen
he ever knew that would come up to him and let him pick her up and
hold her.

Annie took Harry's hand and tugged on it. "Harry —
don't start anything on your first day home. Okay? Come on, let's
go for a walk."

Janey turned and stomped toward the trailer, the
strap on the beer-can holster clicking against her ass and her hair
glowing in beams of golden light. The sun was a giant, orange,
smoldering ball sinking through the pine-tops.

"It wasn't just a chicken, Annie...."

Annie squeezed his hand. "Mommy's little boy."

 


 



Chapter 3 - Family

 


Possum-Pounder and Harry had circled to the other
side of the swamp when they heard Annie's breakfast bell ring. The
dog stiffened with anticipation, but Harry stopped and looked out
over the mist rising from the water.

"Just smell this air, Pounder! Look at all this good
stuff! What's your hurry? Annie let you sit at the table when I'm
not home?" The dog looked up at him with his tongue hanging
out.

Everything glistened with wet, and the only sound was
Pounder's panting and the dew dripping from the leaves above. They
heard the bell ring again but it sounded so far off and Harry was
reluctant to go back just yet. "We'll go hunting again tomorrow,
Pounder. Get up earlier, maybe. Get a rabbit.... The ones that are
getting stoned on my reefer. Okay, we'll go back. Meat's not the
most important thing in life. Is it?" Harry laughed, and shouldered
his shotgun.

When he returned they were all waiting for him,
sitting at the outdoor picnic table.

"The Great White Hunter," Janey said.

Harry looked at the fifteen years of wisdom he had
helped to raise. "Go back in and put on a warmer shirt."

The girl did not move.

"Oh, Harry," Annie pleaded. "It's such a beautiful
morning."

"Why do I have to chain up Pounder after
you go hunting!?" Perry said.

"Because you're a kid." Harry walked past them and
picked out a tree to urinate against — out of sight. A swarm of
gnats surrounded his fly as soon as he unzipped.

"Breakfast is getting cold."

"Marking territory?"

Harry sat down with them and tore into his bacon,
eggs, grits, and toast with homemade blackberry jelly. "Who made
the grits?"

"I did," Janey said.

"You finally got it right."

"Gee, thanks."

"Grits can't ever be right," Perry said, "'cause
they'll always be grits."

"'Cause you're a dumb-ass, Perry!" Janey said.

Harry smashed his fist down hard on the table and the
kids shut up. "I missed this home cooking, Annie. And I missed you,
too. And this place. And these bratty kids here."

"We love you, too, Pop!" Perry said.

"Family is a precious thing," Harry said.

"Yup," Janey said.

"The county ambulance crew has two jobs open again,"
Annie said.

Harry frowned. "I hated that job, Annie."

"Come on. All the stories you used to tell! Anyway, I
called them yesterday, just to check, right after you called us
that you were coming home."

"For a couple days."

"Right."

"Annie, that job doesn't pay anything. And when there
aren't any runs they expect you to work in the hospital. Orderly
stuff. Hold scrawny old-lady asses up in the air for their barium
enemas."

"So who does like to go to work?"

"I like my job in Miami."

"He likes the chicks down there," Janey said.

"Janey!" Annie shouted. "Shut up!"

"That baby died because you forgot to put the plastic
liner in the wastebasket in the emergency room," Janey said to
Harry.

"Huh, Janey?" Perry said. "I didn't hear that
one."

"Don't listen to her, Harry."

"That baby died?"

"What baby?!" Perry demanded.

"Don't, Janey," Annie said.

"Well, before Daddy quit his ambulance job, there was
this nigger going to have a baby only they couldn't find Daddy to
turn the lights on in the operating room so they had to use the
emergency room instead, only Daddy just finished cleaning up in
there and he forgot to put a liner in the wastebasket at the end of
the table — the one with the wheels on it — and..."

"Kick-bucket, it's called," Harry said.

"...and the afterbirth came first and it went right
into the thing they catch the baby with, and then the baby fell out
and it slid out of the nurse's hands right into the kick-bucket,
and the whole mess scooted across the floor into the hall with the
placenta trailing along behind." Janey laughed. "Smearing along
behind."

"Oh, Janey!" Perry said. "That true, Dad?"

"Yeah, but..."

"That baby lived," Annie said.

"Hell, it was a year ago, anyway."

"It died later," Janey said. "From an infection from
a cut on the edge of the — kick-bucket. My teacher works as a
nurse's aide on weekends. She knows."

"Must be motor-mouth Nelouise," Harry said. "She's
your teacher now?"

"English."

"One less porch monkey," Perry said.

Harry reached across the table but Perry ducked.
"Perry! Anybody says nigger or monkey one more time and I beat
their ass! Got it?"

"Oh, Harry," Annie said. "You're just as prejudiced
as anyone. I've heard you say the word many a time."

"Annie...."

"He loves them," Janey said. "Miss Nelouise says that
Daddy was always sniffing around the colored girls in the kitchen
and calling them these Wild Kingdom names like foxes and
stuff like that."

Harry leaned back a little and narrowed his eyes at
his daughter.

Annie sighed. "Well, that's your father."

"Those big lips!" Perry said. "Yuk! And that awful
hair! All frizzy, like Janey's!"

"Eat it, Perry."

"A lot of them are beautiful people," Harry said.
"Most of them. You all are too blind to see it. Beautiful people,
inside and outside."

"Daddy?" Perry said. "Aren't we beautiful
people?"

"Well?" Janey said. "Are we?"

Harry sucked in a deep breath, and turned loose a
long, resonant, bacon-and-eggs-and-grits burp.

"And Miss Nelouise said that one time Daddy told one
of the kitchen niggers he wanted a kiss and that the nigger, I
mean, negress, looked at him and said Git!"

Janey and Perry laughed.

"Is that true, Harry?" Annie said.

Harry shook his head. "Not a word. Besides, what
teacher is going to tell a fifteen-year-old girl crap like that.
Think about it."

"Nelouise Singletary," Janey said.

"Nelouise Dingleberry," Perry said.

"Nelouise Dead," Harry said. "They should roll a
condom over her tongue."

"They're called balloons now, Dad."

Annie made a face. "Harry, they're learning worse
stuff at this little country school here than they did back
home."

"Oh! Dad! Janey almost got suspended while you were
gone."

"That true, Janey?"

"He's lying."

"And all she cares about now is boys. Last week when
we went into the science classroom somebody wrote JANEY SUCKS DICKS
on the blackboard and everyone was making fun of me because she's
my sister!"

"So why didn't you erase it, Dummy?" Janey said.

"Didn't you?" Annie said.

"I erased the word dicks."

"They're all dreaming," Janey said. "It's a dumb
school, anyway. Back in Miami we had more kids on one grade than
they have in the whole school here. And when they had another one
of those re-runs of 'Roots' on TV the other night, the next day in
school the teachers were making a big deal out of it and saying
stuff like it proves communism isn't dead after all 'cause the
commies still control television. They're so dumb!"

"Yeah, Daddy, and the teachers all call Kunte Kinte
Toby!"

Annie grinned. "Well, that was his name!"

"Oh, Annie...." Harry extricated his legs from the
picnic-table bench and started to walk away.

"Going fox hunting, Harry?"

"Git!" Janey hollered.

Harry headed for The Reefer Trail. "The Reefer
Trail!" he said aloud, smiling. From the first day after they
bought their place in the Florida panhandle, they began to name
everything. After all, it was theirs now, the hills, the swamp, the
animals.... They had "dominion". Except for The Reefer Trail, which
started on their own place but followed a hillside down to the
creek and then crossed their property line over to a huge tract
which nobody around there seemed to know or care who owned. Harry
never went to the courthouse to check, either. He didn't want to
know. The trail was long and took the better part of an hour to
walk. He enjoyed it — not just because of the outlaw aspect of
growing marijuana, but because the trail itself was secluded and
beautiful, and cut through hardwood stands to open fields dotted
with clover and huckleberry bushes, sparkleberry trees and wild
azaleas.

When he neared the highest point on the narrow,
almost imperceptible path, Harry stopped near a shallow sinkhole
and sat down on a stump. He tried to see if he could spot his
plants from this distance, figuring that they should be easily over
three feet tall by now and it would be nice if they were still hard
to see. He didn't want them to be ripped off before harvest time,
or worse, get caught with them by the law — what little law there
was here. And then there were the state spotter planes....

Fucking war on drugs!

He heard the cry of a hawk and looked up. The sky was
clear and bright, and the hawk was a tiny swoop of black — swift
and deadly.

Hawks.... Eagles....

Did the same god who made them make me?

Did He make Tracy? Jeannette? Ruby?

Harry thought again about the time he had been so
sick and Ruby had come over and held his hand and kissed him in his
ear.

Should've gotten into her while I had the chance.
Before she got married and moved away....

Those Bambi eyes....

That pink dress....

Harry sighed and got up, and began to head down the
hill toward his plants. He remembered that he'd forgotten to bring
a gun along again.

That chunky-little meat-ball ass....

Goosebumps suddenly rose on Harry's forearms, and a
shiver ran up his back. He ran back to the sinkhole and hunkered
down in it, the sun just high enough to light the red-clay banks
and the chips of flint embedded in the sides. The natural
depression was deeper than a foxhole and was one of Harry's
favorite places. He waited, not knowing what had spooked him. He
hadn't heard anything.... Had he seen something so nearly invisible
that only his subconscious knew?

After a few minutes of a breathing exercise which
Harry believed in, he raised himself up and looked around over the
rim. Nothing. He climbed out and stood tall and looked back down
into the field where he had tried to spot his plants earlier, and
saw them. They were everywhere, nodding gently, silently, in the
almost imperceptible breeze.

I'm crazy....

I shouldn't have done all that acid years ago....
LSD....

One trip too many, yeah.... Well, maybe the last
two.

But I'm happy! Everybody's always telling me how they
wish they could live like me!

Thank you, God. Thank you, Doctor Albert Hoffman!

Harry gathered up his wits and followed the trail
down to the plants, placing one, black, Reebok original directly in
line ahead of the other to keep the trail as narrow as deer would
make. The spotter planes looked for trails in the middle of
nowhere, when they were flying, that is, what with the recent state
budget cuts, ha.

It was too early in the season for the plants to be
showing their sex yet, but they were nice and tall. Spindly, though
— one here, one there — rising above the scrub from the powdery
ground.

Annie promised to keep them watered....

"We need rain, God."

He headed toward the burrow where they hid the
irrigation pump. One of the hoses was coiled up and lying at the
mouth of the cache-hole in plain sight. "Damn it, Annie!" He
dragged out the pump, an item he had back-packed that spring with
much difficulty but satisfaction. The gas tank was empty. He
reached back into the hole and pulled out the fuel can. Empty,
also. The gas can was Perry's job.

Harry sat down on the can and tried to meditate
himself into a peaceful state. He pictured himself walking back
home with the empty can and returning with the gasoline. What a
beautiful walk that would be! On such a pretty day! The pump he had
built and was so proud of.... Machinery as art. Brass. Steel..
Leather. phump - phump - phump - phump — so steady and quiet
and the water clear and gleaming as it ran under the grass and
pooled around the plants.... And Annie would have something special
for lunch when he got back to the trailer — better than the
sandwiches he would buy from the roach coach on the job back in
Miami. Annie treated him like a king when he was home.

"Enjoy it!"

He shifted his ass on the gas can. He was smiling
now, remembering how he and Annie used to get high and then plan
crimes that they would never commit. They had started doing this
for fun — was it after seeing the movie "Bonnie and Clyde"? The
children were small, and Ruby did not charge much for baby-sitting.
Harry and Annie would case out a store, or a bank downtown, and
figure where they would park the get-away car. It was always agreed
that Annie would get to spend most of the proceeds and Harry could
rape one of the tellers, or clerks, or whatever it was. Annie would
dress for the part: heels and garter-belt and hose and a sexy,
black bra under a respectable suit or dress. Annie always made sure
that Harry brought rope along so he could tie her up properly,
also. One time he let her tie him up and rape him, and they both
said it was just as much fun. Behind grocery store dumpsters, in
parking garages, in grown-over vacant lots which Santeria Cubans
sometimes used to sacrifice chickens.... And then the whole
business just sort of died out. They would talk about it sometimes,
but it was over.

Harry tried to picture Ruby again.

One time, when they had left the children at home
with her, they drove around the block and parked near their own
house. They snuck into their back yard and made love on the grass
(Annie tied up this time -- with her wrists to her feet, clothes
off, heels on). From where they were they could see through the
dining-room window: Ruby reading the kids a story, little Perry in
his footy pajamas on Ruby's lap, his head against her shoulder.

Harry wondered what Ruby looked like now.

Annie had become so much older-looking through the
years. He didn't think he had aged that much.... This very morning,
before he got dressed, Annie had spotted him inspecting himself in
the full-length mirror in their bedroom. He was standing to the
side and pulling on his buttocks when she walked in.

"So you do that, too, huh Harry? It's okay. We're
getting old. A droopy ass is natural."

"I have a droopy ass?" The shock of that idea! But
Annie had quickly changed the subject.

"So why don't you move out of your flat down south
and stay up here. You could just work part-time on the ambulance
crew. I asked. I could work part-time at the chicken factory in
DeFuniak Springs. How about it, Harry? We have everything paid off
now. No mortgage like most people have. No rent to pay. You could
bring in more reefer if you stayed. The kids really love it when
you're home, even if they don't always act like it, and..."

"You're not working at the chicken plant."

"And I don't want you working at that marina!"

"Boat-yard. Hey, I like working there! Besides,
they've been letting me go on short runs with the boat-haulers. Key
West, last week. I've always wanted to drive an eighteen wheeler.
I'm getting the hang of it. They're planning on buying another
truck soon. They deliver all forty-eight states! I can't quit now —
the money would be fantastic!"

Harry always pictured the money in a stack of fifty
dollar bills.

"And besides, I'm never going to let you work at that
chicken factory. The people who work there are all swingers and
swappers and stuff. It's from working with all that blood. No
way!"

"You mean you care, Harry?"

Harry could still hear her voice saying that. He
shifted his ass again on the gas can and decided to get up.

"Yes, Annie, I care. I do. I care."

 


 



Chapter 4 - The Magic City

 


After Bo hollered, Harry stopped and waited for the
burly yard-foreman to catch up. Bo was grinning his standard,
jack-o-lantern, broken-tooth smile.

"Well, well, look who thinks he can take a week off
and stay gone the whole summer! Think you can come walking right in
here and start back to work?"

"I start Wednesday." Harry was not really enjoying
having to stare down Bo's watery eyes. "Already signed on."

"Rest of us start the week on Monday. Today! Ever
hear that word? Monday?"

"I got things to do first."

"Yeah, I'll bet you do! Felt winter coming up there
in the panhandle on your little hobby-farm, huh? Did yuh? Getting
chilly up there already? Time to come running back to Miami like
all the other snow-birds? Well, maybe one day you'll become a man,
Harry, yeah, maybe...."

"Now that we're on the subject of manhood, where's
Timmy?" Harry looked around quickly and locked eyes with Bo again.
Timmy was Bo's gay son.

Bo pulled his stubby, pink hands out of the pockets
of his porky, olive-drab coveralls. "Timmy's doing just fine. Yeah.
He's going to be plant manager! You didn't know that, did you! He's
going to be my boss!"

Harry knew about it. Timmy was one of the few people
there he could relate to, or discuss anything with. To have him
appointed the new manager was a gift from Heaven. "I'm glad, Bo.
He'll help you get your shit together. He doesn't have bad breath,
either." Harry made a point of backing away.

"I'm going to make you suffer this time, Harry. Make
you wish you never left your wife and kids all alone up there.
You'll see in a minute. Your new job. How long you staying on? Till
spring? Would it be asking too much if you stayed long enough to
finish the job this time?"

"I don't know. What's the job? Maybe I'll stay until
they get the new trucks. They're going to let me drive. Timmy
promised."

"In your wettest dreams, Harry. Not Timmy's decision,
anyway. Come on!" Bo led Harry around the converted hangers to the
far side of the yard near the chain-link fence — and the razor wire
which separated the thriving marine repair business from the real
world of food-stamp junkies, dope-shooters and all the other
non-creative units of God's menagerie.

Bo seemed uncommonly chipper. "Every one of these
here used Warren Craft are getting new engines, new outdrives, new
electronics. One at a time. And every one of these boats belongs to
the same Cuban family. Big contract. Too big for the barn, Harry.
It's all going to be done outside, right here."

Harry looked around at the row of gray, twenty-four
foot hulls, some of them already stripped of their gear, all on
trailers. They hadn't been there when he'd left for home.

"Yup!" Bo gave Harry a good slap on the back. "All
right here, outside in the sun, in the rain, in the cold when it
gets cold, ha ha! See? The Cubans already brought in this portable
boom. See the new meter-pole? Just for this project. Shit, you
might be able to plug ten or twelve extension cords into it, you
reckon? This was all set up while you were playing hobby-farm,
Harry. Timmy's idea. This contract's going to run a long time and
Timmy didn't want the shop and the hangers tied up with it. You're
going to work out in the healthy, fresh air! Great, huh? Oh!
There's more! Love it, love it! The Cubans have the right to
provide labor. Cost plus, for us. A big plus, though, Timmy says."
Another slap on the back. "I thought you'd like the last part best.
You speak Spanish, Harry?"

"Uhhhh...."

"Don't frown, Harry, it makes you look even uglier.
Everything will be okay. You'll be their nigger but on our
clock."

Harry turned away and walked between two of the
hulls, the bow-decks over his head, and stood next to the fence. He
hooked his fingers through the links. Fuck it, if I don't like
it I can always quit.... It was recess time at the elementary
school across the littered street, and the playground was full of
children, all different colors. The pay is good.... Tall
crane booms behind the squat school building were swinging
back-and-forth from the salvage yard on the Miami River. There
are other jobs.... Harry couldn't keep his eyes off the happy
kids across the street. Timmy would be a big help. He was also a
dope smoker and ex-acid head — an OK person — never mind that Harry
didn't have a limp bone in his own body. The two genuinely liked
each other and Timmy would back him up on stuff.

Harry watched some cute little colored girls with
short, thick braids with bows in them. They were climbing around
the monkey bars, white panties flashing.

"Harry — you ever take any of them nigger women
you're always dreaming about back to the farm with ya?"

Harry jumped. Bo had startled him, coming up from
behind like that. "You know what I dream about, Bo?"

"Timmy told me. He tells me everything."

"Everything?" Harry laughed.

Bo hawked up a lunker and spit it cleanly through the
fence webbing, a skill which Harry had to believe was pure
luck.

"Harry — you know what each one of those little,
chocolate dickweeds in that playground represents?"

"I'll brace myself."

"Every one of them represents some big, buck nigger
pumping come up a colored woman. At taxpayer expense!" Bo cocked
his head and looked at Harry's face. "Your pale-white peter would
get lost in that ocean of juice, boy!"

"Mister Bo?"

They turned around. It was Jimmy, the black
yard-porter. "Mister Timmy want to see you."

"Sister Timmy," Harry corrected.

"No, No, Harry. Maybe brother Timmy, yah...."

Bo snorted and sauntered off toward the barn, which
housed the second-floor office. Harry and Jimmy hugged.

"You back to work, Harry?"

"Yeah. Start Wednesday. You're turning gray, Jim.
Gray hair! Ha! You're getting old!"

Jimmy picked at Harry's blond mane, which he only
tied into a pony-tail when on the job. "What's this, huh?" Jimmy
jerked out a hair. "Look gray to me!"

"Lemme see that!" Harry snatched at Jimmy's hand,
finally got the long strand of hair, and held it out to the light.
"Not as gray as yours."

"I'm older than you!"

"By what? A couple weeks?"

"Old enough not to fall in love with a hooker!" Jimmy
immediately changed his tone. "Aw, hell, Harry, I..."

Harry sucked in a deep breath. "I know. It's dumb.
Should never told ya."

The bell rang across the street and they watched the
little kids herd in.

"You ever catch up with her?"

"No.... Pretty dumb, I know."

"It's okay.... Normal, yah."

"Dumb."

"Harry, jus'tween you an' me...."

"Okay. What?"

"You know Kathy? In payroll?"

"Um, yeah."

"Brother — a day don' go by an' I ain' dreamin' on
that white bitch. An' on weekends, yah. An' at night, layin' beside
the wife that love me, Harry."

They hugged each other again. A red, tourist-rental
LeBaron convertible was creeping by on the street outside the
fence, top down in a rough neighborhood, a family, looking lost,
all heads staring at the two men and their male embrace.

"You're in Miami!" Harry hollered. Jimmy laughed and
the driver stomped the gas pedal.

The two slapped fives. "Hey, I brought you a present,
Jimmy!"

"A bag of your stuff?"

"Yup. Buds, too."

"How much you want for it?"

"Come on, Bro! This is a freebie! Part of my
tithe!"

"Your tithe?"

"I'm giving away ten percent for thanks for a good
harvest."

Jimmy looked almost regal with his tall body erect
for a change, the little goatee.... "Harry, you the firs' white man
I ever could love."

Over in employee parking, the lot was so tight the
two could barely squeeze into Love Jones' cab through the wedged-in
doors. Harry dug down behind the seat and pulled out a garbage bag
full of ounce and half-ounce pint Ziplocs. The air had been
squeezed out of the bags — the product packed at the bottom. Gold,
with flecks of red and bright green — Harry was so proud of it! And
glad he had stayed the summer to do it right. Each year bringing in
a higher quality — learning the tricks of selective pollination.
They pulled open a bag and Harry let Jimmy sniff it first. So
exotic! And the stickiness of the resin....

When Jimmy eased out of Harry's pickup with a freebie
bag bulging in his shirt, he stuck his head in the window. "You
goin' look for your little pro now?"

"For sure!"

"Harry — ain' nothin' for sure."

"You got high just smelling it, Jimmy."

They laughed, and Harry cranked the engine. Love
Jones sounded so fine!

Out on the streets, Harry turned on the stereo FM and
nailed Diana's show right on. Diana — queen of WEDR, "Soul Star
99".

Hear Diana's voice and know God.

"Hello out there! This is Diana on a Monday morning.
Uh-huh. I made it to work — did you? Uh-huh, mmmmmm — well, for the
rest of you who didn't make it to work this morning, you can get it
together now. You can do it! Thank me later. Call them up now and
tell them you're ON YOUR WAY! You can do it. You can. And payday
will be here before you know it!"

"I love you, Diana!" Harry shouted.

"I love you, too."

Harry shivered with the cold bumps rushing down his
arms and back. And it wasn't the first time this had happened.
Surely the angels were watching his channel! After pounding his
forearms against the steering wheel in pure joy, Harry reached for
his Igloo "PlayMate" and a Corona. (He had an antique Coca Cola
bottle opener screwed to the dashboard identical to the one mounted
on the outside of the cab). He began to nod and jerk to the sounds
bursting from the eight speakers, two of them hand-made bazookas.
"You always play good shit, Diana!"

Slow down. Be cool.... Traffic was light, and
Harry's eyes cruised both sides of the street after he turned onto
Twenty-Seventh Avenue. He dropped down to Fifteenth. Back to
Seventeenth. Allapattah. Liberty City. Not a good place to change a
tire in. He crawled past a sassy-stepping colored girl in red
short-shorts and a red halter top, black heels, hoop earrings. But
she was on the sidewalk, not the curb, and Harry wasn't sure. He
blew her a kiss as he passed by and saw her waving in the mirror,
flashy smile. Traffic had picked up out of nowhere and the vehicle
behind him honked. Harry stopped the pickup. You'll just have to
go around me. But as he was stepping down the chick trotted up
to the car behind, leaned into the window for a moment, and got in.
Damn!

Cruising again. He passed a white girl in a little,
frilly-white dress walking the curb, but Harry kept on going. "Got
me a white woman at home, honey...." He rolled up the windows
against the suffocating, thick smell of hot tar, and stopped long
enough to allow a roofing truck to back out into the street. Two,
middle-aged prostitutes wearing wigs knocked on Harry's window but
he waved them away. He ignored a similar pair farther down.
Where are the foxes? Where, oh where? Come on, it's almost lunch
hour! Harry remembered that he was hungry, and pulled into the
neighborhood Burger King. While locking up, he saw an elegantly
dressed, young black woman step out of the side door, hesitate,
look back in, and step out again. She was still there, just outside
the door, when Harry walked up. Average height. Small, white purse
clasped in both hands. White, modest heels and white stockings
(probably panty-hose, Harry thought, always disappointed when
encountering the ugliness of that combination); white knit dress
(ample bosom for a young one, he thought, always checking); pretty,
pretty face; tightly drawn-back hair topped with a white pill-box
hat from which a short, white, open-mesh veil hung just over her
piercing black eyes. Maybe just a touch on the porky side, Harry
was thinking, right up to her now. And what had looked like a purse
was a white-leather Bible. So, so pretty face!

"Jesus loves you!" She flashed him a truly brilliant
smile.

Harry was half-way through the door and he stopped.
Their eyes locked, hers with the advantage of the veil. His heart
speeded up, pounding now, knowing. He opened his mouth to say
something but nothing came.

"Hey!" A handsome, young Hispanic with a lady-friend
on his arm, in a hurry to get inside. "Do we need a bucket of cold
water or what?!" The girlfriend looked down at the tiles and
smiled.

"Sorry!" Harry stepped back out of the way — back
outside. Outside with the devil-black Jesus lady. Eyes still
locked.

"You're beautiful!" Harry said.

"All God's children are beautiful!" She tucked the
white Bible under one arm and clasped her hands together with a
clap, her eyes still into his. Harry had to look away. The diamond
engagement ring on her finger flashed in the midday sun. Harry's
eyes returned to hers.

"Well, I don't know about that. I know I'm hungry.
You hungry? Come on! I'm buying! And it's cooler inside."

"Jesus loves me!" She sounded so happy. "Okay! You go
first."

That was easy.... Harry led the way inside, to
the counter.

"Thank you, Jesus," she said behind him.

Two bacon-deluxe-cheeseburgers and two coffees later
and they were still sitting at their table near the side door,
obviously admiring each other. People would look at them and smile
as they came and went, and Harry and the lady would smile back.

"...and my daddy said that they named me 'Sunday' not
just because he was a preacher and I was born on a Sunday but
because I was conceived on a Sunday, too! Only Mama would always
tell him to hush-up when he would mention that."

"My daddy's a preacher, too," Harry said. "Really.
Big church in Chicago. I haven't seen him since I was a teenager,
though. Well, once after that."

"I knew it! I knew you were a brother in the faith
when I first..."

"No, no. I don't believe in any of it."

There was a brief silence. They were back to looking
into each other's eyes, and Harry was amazed at the power of it. He
asked her how old she was.

"I'm twenty!" she said proudly. "Just turned
twenty!"

Harry shook his head. "You sure are a beautiful
twenty. I'm thirty-eight. My name is Harry."

Sunday's smile faded, but just for a moment. "You
look so — I thought you were younger."

"I am."

"Oh, now, what does that mean?"

Harry was thinking about the engagement ring. "You
live with your parents?"

"On weekends when I can get up there. My home is in
Tallahassee. I have a state job here, secretary, the library
downtown, you know, off Flagler? There are so many souls to save in
this city."

"Yeah? Ha! Well, guess what. I go through Tallahassee
on the way home. I live in the panhandle. I have a place here, too,
in Miami, but I just lease that."

"The panhandle? Do you have a family there? Oh, of
course you do! I'm so stupid. I mean, I'm only talking with you to
tell you about Jesus, so, but..."

Harry reached out across the table and took her hand.
Her hand was like velvet, and touching her gave him such a rush.
His thumb brushed against the sharp diamond of her ring. "And
you're engaged, so...."

"Oh! Silly! I just wear that to keep the brothers
off, you know, but it doesn't do much good. They all think they're
entitled to a portion. They come up to my desk, which is just up
past the stairs on the second floor, next to the elevator, and they
say: 'Hey, Baby, let's get down for lunch today!' Or they say:
'Hey, Mama, what's on the menu tonight!' — they say stuff like that
and I, well, I mean, my idea of a good man, well, he's a dream
actually, but I know that Jesus is looking for him for me right now
and that my dream will come true. The Lord always provides, Harry,
and that's a fact."

Harry was already thinking about their trip to
Tallahassee.

"Tallahassee," he said, interrupting her tireless but
promising monologue. "Sunday! You know, I really love Miami. I
don't go home much to see my family anymore. It's hard to explain,
but..."

"You don't?"

"I could try to explain it, but.... Maybe you'd
understand if you could picture what it's like to be married to a
white woman...." (Harry, hating himself for saying that but not
actually loathing himself.)

Sunday studied him, fighting back a smile.

Harry pressed on. "And the trip from here to my
property there is six-hundred miles, so far when you're alone, the
drive, just for a weekend. But if I had somebody to enjoy the drive
with me I could see the kids more often."

"Really?"

"After Tallahassee, see, I'd only have another
hundred miles or so to go."

Sunday clapped her hands. "The Lord provides!
Always!"

"Well, maybe He does!"

"Your children miss you, Harry, I know!"

"Yeah.... Do you like to travel?"

"Oh! I love it! And the Lord is going to provide me
with my own car soon, also! But not right now, I'm sure. I'm
praying for it, though!"

"Yeah, well...."

"My oldest sister is married to a white man. He's a
lawyer in Fort Meyers. And I have two younger sisters. One is in
college, FSU, and she's dating a white man. He has Sunday dinner
with us back home, but I keep on thinking maybe he's just using us,
you know, for the meals. My brother won't come by for dinner when
he's there."

"Yeah...."

"Oh! I left my purse in my desk. I have a little
notebook and pen. We could exchange phone numbers, and maybe we
could make some kind of plan."

"Want me to drive you back to work?"

Sunday clapped her hands together with such joy that
Harry wondered if there could be a more cheerful person on earth.
And the dark valley of cleavage above the third unbuttoned button
of her dress — weren't there just two open buttons when they walked
in?

"How did you get here, Sunday?"

"I had to take a cab. I only have an hour and...
Well, this man was supposed to meet me here but... I met him at the
library. I should have figured." Sunday was still smiling.

And she loved his pickup, and she hummed and sang a
little gospel tune, low and sweet, while he drove her downtown.
Parked in a bus zone, they exchanged phone numbers, and Harry
leaned toward her, thinking to attempt a kiss. It seemed like she
was just about to lean toward him to receive it but she pulled back
just in time and he took her hand and kissed the finger with the
ring on it. He watched her mount the steps to the library building.
So! He would be going back home already for the next weekend! Too
bad Sunday had a Bible study group after work. She had invited him,
but.... On the other hand, what was the hurry if the Lord was sure
to provide.

clunk!

Harry's body jerked at the sound and he jumped out of
Love Jones and looked around. A black kid wearing a woolen
watch-cap on his head had just whizzed by on his bicycle and tossed
an empty coke bottle into the back of the pickup. "Jesus loves you,
motherfucker!" Harry yelled. He looked around him again, checking
out the colorful human cornucopia of downtown Miami. Not one
hostile face. An approaching bus beep-beeped and Harry clambered
back in to vacate the space at the curb. A Cuban pickup (lots of
ladders racked across the top) stopped to let Harry into
traffic.

He pictured Sunday in a white garter belt, white hose
(real stockings), a white, lacy bra with
her blue-black nipples showing through.... "Jesus loves me, this I
know," Harry sang at the top of his voice. "'Cause the Bible tells
me so!" At the corner, an old, Hispanic lady loaded with shopping
bags, turned her head and smiled.

 


 



Chapter 5 - The Hanging Lincoln

 


Harry reached up and carefully rotated each of the
four wheels exactly one-half turn. He wanted to make sure that the
tires would not get out-of-round from remaining in the same
position too long. When he finished, he stepped backwards all the
way outside of the open-ended barn and surveyed the whole scene.
His pride in the barn and the magnificent automobile which hung
within, suspended from the roof-beams by chains, warmed his heart.
His body shivered for a moment in the crisp, early-morning air.

Annie came sneaking up from behind and gave him a
hug. "I love you, Harry."

"I love you, too, Annie." Harry wished he had said it
first.

"I just.... Oh, never mind."

"What?"

"If you would just stay home. Find a job here."

"There aren't any jobs here and nobody pays anything
here. Besides, I've only been gone a few days and I'm back for the
weekend already! Huh?" Harry tried to sound sufficiently pissed so
she would shut up about it.

"That was a nice surprise, Harry, but you'll be
leaving Sunday morning. We have one day."

"Beats zero."

"Remember when we first moved here? You were so happy
to get out of the city you stayed home and worked on the garden,
and your truck, and the reefer. The kids were happy, too — now I
can't handle them anymore. And I miss you. Sometimes I wake up in
the middle of the night and I reach over for you and..."

"Yeah? And when I was staying home we ran out of
money! Besides, getting this Lincoln out of the barn was the first
thing you mentioned when I got back last night. That's all you
cared about."

Annie backed away from him. Her eyes brightened.
"Well? Look at it! Do you know how much stuff we could put in here
if it weren't for this car hanging up in the air in the middle of
everything? Is it supposed to be the 'Spirit of St. Louis' in the
Smithsonian or something? It's not an airplane, Harry. It belongs
on the ground. Outside!"

"I did it for the effect. It's art."

"I have furniture behind the trailer with plastic
over it, furniture that belonged to my parents, getting wet and
ruined, just so you can have this nigger-car hanging in the barn.
This was supposed to be our storeroom, Harry! I paid for the
roofing repairs on it with my own money!"

"Redundant."

"Harry!"

"Funny thing is, I was standing here just now, before
you walked up, looking at it and trying to figure out how long it
would take to winch it down to the ground, and how long it would
take to get it gassed up and running — get it out of here, tow it
back to Miami — I figured it's too much of a job to have it ready
by tomorrow morning. You know, get it out of your sacred storeroom
— this was supposed to be a garage at first, if you'll recall — and
thinking about how lucky I am to have a wife who understands — and
here you are bitching and squalling and..."

"Harry!"

Harry faced her. Every time he came home she looked
more loveable. Older and more independent, though. He shook his
head. "Annie. It's good for both of us for me to be away to work so
often. You've become so independent, anyway. We'd be fighting like
dogs all the time, like we were starting to do before we sold the
house down there." A smile crossed Harry's face. "Besides, when I
met you, you were country. If I stayed home, you'd have to go to
work again, like at one of those gas stations off I-10. Only you'd
need a gun under the counter instead of that mallet you kept behind
the bar in Blackhawk."

Annie wiped away a tear. "Maybe we should've moved
all the way back to Colorado.... I would've been there when Mom got
sick. And Dad...."

"I belong down south, Annie."

"Oh, Harry...."

They hugged. "I love you so much, Annie. If I didn't
have you to come home to...."

"As long as I'm in the background, huh, Harry? The
background?"

"You're my home, Annie. I'd hardly call that
background!"

"Harry, look. Let's just step back aways and look at
a typical Harry Schaffner scene." She broke away and backed off
from the building. Harry followed her. "Now," Annie said. "Turn
around and look at this."

The barn was large, the floor was rotten, and the
sides were long gone. But the frame and roof beams were solid and
the tin roof was only two years old. Observing them with its
chrome-plated grille and shiny headlights, a huge, midnight-blue
(nearly purple-black -- a special edition color), mint-condition,
1979 Lincoln Continental, hung silently from chains.

Harry's heart swelled with pride.

"Harry. Look, okay? Do you think there is another
woman — anywhere in the world, Harry — who would put up with
something like this?"

"Yeah. I figure, probably a million of them. You're
wrong."

There was a long silence. They watched a hen go by
with her brood of biddies, the baby chicks chirping and pecking at
the ground as they hopped along. Suddenly, the peace was broken by
noises coming from the trailer.

"Kids are waking up," Annie said.

"Daddy's home, you better watch it!"

"Daddy doesn't care. I'm a girl!"

"Ohhhh, Janey. I'm going to tell!"

"Sheeeeit! You have to get out of bed for that!"

"Syph-mouth!"

Annie and Harry reluctantly started for the trailer.
They heard what sounded like Perry and Janey slapping each other,
and furniture clunking around.

"They need their father, Harry."

"They have their father." Harry spit. "I love them,
Annie, but I have my own life, too. When I was their age I had to
live the way my parents wanted. Now I live my own. The kids'll have
their way after they're old enough and on their own."

"I understand, Harry."

"I wish you did."

"What about the Lincoln?"

"Annie! It's a '79! It's the last big Lincoln they
ever made! The last of the big hogs!"

"Oh, Harry!"

Annie stomped off ahead of him toward the trailer —
"the house" as they called it, a private joke about the compromise
they had made when they moved into the woods. Harry turned back to
get his fill of the Lincoln. It was still hanging there, so patient
— so quiet — like it knew its day was coming. Its destiny....

"You don't even have a title for it!" Annie turned
and screamed. "It's hot!"

Harry sighed. He knew that in the long run he would
be vindicated. He pictured Sunday riding in it. He pictured her
driving it, cruising down Biscayne Boulevard. Cruising the
MacArthur Causeway. He pictured Sunday pulling up at the boat-yard
to pick him up after work.

Driving Sunday to Tallahassee had been fun for both
of them. They had both decided to cut work (Harry stretching his
relationship with Timmy right on) and they left early on Friday
morning. She had irritated him several times on the trip, though,
but only briefly. Once when, in the middle of the day, they pulled
into a Hardee's and she insisted they cross the highway to the
Kentucky Fried Chicken. Inside, Sunday had been bossy with the KFC
girl (who looked Indian) and had demanded extra condiments and
extra napkins (which she squirreled away into her purse), and
ordered her to put exactly two lumps of ice into her hot coffee.
Sunday's tone was so out-of-character that Harry wondered if she
might be crazy. But a minute later, back in the pickup, she
returned to her normal, exuberant self. Farther up the road, when
they stopped at a favorite spot Harry knew on the Suwannee River
where they could picnic the KFC, Sunday made him wonder again. It
was when they were resting on the river bank. Harry had spread out
a blanket on the soft, damp cliff under a willow tree so they could
watch the sluggish, muddy water flow by — and she had snuggled up
close. Harry began kissing the nape of her neck, and with his arm
around her, his fingers found their way into her blouse and inside
her bra. Fondling her heavy, warm breasts and feeling her nipples
grow brought up the urge in Harry so intensely that when Sunday
suddenly began to fight him off Harry was dangerously close to
attempting rape. Later, a half-hour down the road, when both of
them were settled enough to discuss it, Sunday broke the silence.
She explained that the reason she had let him fondle her to start
with was because she felt it was the only way she would be able to
get close enough to him where he would allow her to witness for
Christ. To save him.

At the end of the day, when he pulled up in front of
her parent's house in the quarters in Tallahassee, they embraced on
the sidewalk. It was a long, lingering embrace and both of them
seemed to be weakened by the power of it. The house was a small but
pretty frame building with a little fence and a well-kept lawn, and
somebody inside was holding the front door open a crack. Sunday
suddenly bolted and ran up the walk, and they never did get to
discuss how or when Harry would pick her up for the trip back to
Miami.

Harry moved closer to the Lincoln and looked up at it
again. It was almost as if the machine were looking back at
him.

Sunday's fucked up....

The Lincoln seemed to agree.

Harry pictured Ruby in it. Ruby — so quiet and
slender and pretty.... Ruby in her pink dress....

God will never forgive me for not getting into Ruby
when I had the chance....

Harry always pictured Ruby the way she was back then.
Now he began to imagine a fantasy girl, just like Ruby and perfect
in every detail. She would fall in love with him immediately, and
be grateful to him for the rest of her life for rescuing her from
the gray, hopeless depths of the ghetto. She would glow with
happiness like a goddess in the sunshine, and everyone's head would
turn at the sight of her.

Harry had to force his eyes to refocus on the
Lincoln. It was watching him. Waiting. It knew. Harry's fate was
fused with it, and he spoke to it:

I'll leave you safe here until I find her. She'll be
beautiful. A work of art, like you. One day, before the pretty
little bitch even has a chance to ask for you, I'll say: "Honey,
this here is your ride now. While I was away this morning, I had
the title put in your name."

The title....

Harry followed Annie's trail — the bent grass, the
suction-cup pattern of her jogging shoes in the sand — up to the
trailer. Perry was still in bed, reading comics. "KORAK". "CONAN
the Barbarian". He was in his tan, flannel pajamas, backed up
against the pillows, and Harry went up and looked over the boy's
shoulder. Conan was rescuing a long-haired, blond, jungle princess.
The scene was so familiar that it gave Harry a little rush. It was
the kind of stuff he loved when he was a boy — the exotic, wild
white women who ruled savage tribes in remote, tropical places. The
best was when they were captured and enslaved, and then rescued by
— The Phantom?

Africa....

"Perry reads that shit and plays with himself under
the covers, Dad," Janey said. She was standing in the doorway of
Perry's little room in her panties.

"Oh, Janey, that's not true! You skinny bitch!"

"Get dressed, Janey!" Harry said.

"Then why don't you ever turn the page, little
baby?"

Harry ruffled Perry's hair, pretending to be unfazed
by Janey's brazen flashing. "He's just daydreaming. I used to do
it, too."

"You mean, jerk off?"

"Janey!"

"Here's one we saved for you, Pop," Perry said. He
was raising up, pulling a comic-book off the shelf over his
bed.

"Open it to the story in the middle," Janey said. She
was in the room now, and she reached past Harry and snatched the
worn, limp book out of Perry's hands.

"The whole thing is just one story, Dummy!" Perry
said.

"Her name is Nightshade, Dad. She fights the Avengers
sometimes." Janey pushed the open comic under Harry's nose. "Here
she is."

The children studied his face while he looked. The
comic-book character was a long-legged, black girl wearing a
skimpy, leather bikini. A thick, gold choker encircled her neck and
a large pistol hung from her wide, leather belt — a gun like The
Phantom used to carry. Harry's heart speeded up. He flipped the
page. In every frame, Nightshade was dancing and prancing and
stretching her devil body as she told Captain America off. In peril
of his life, all the mighty hero could say was:

"WOW!"

Who drew this?

Whoever it is -- he knows....

I'm not the only one!

"It's a hit!" Janey yelled.

Harry jumped.

"Janey, your father said to get dressed!" It was
Annie now, standing in the doorway.

Janey did not move, and Harry refused to give his
fifteen-year-old brat the satisfaction of looking at her bare
breasts. Annie moved into the crowded room. Harry wanted to put the
book aside but it was too late. There was a long silence while
Annie looked.

"Harry?"

"Hmmmmmm."

The children were watching both of them now.

"Do you have a colored girl down there in Miami?"

"Oh, Annie...." Harry turned and gave Annie a hug,
which she did not return. "No."

"Well if you don't," Janey said, "you ought to. Soon!
Before it becomes a disease!"

Harry lost it and grabbed Janey by the upper arms and
began to shake the shit out of her. "Get dressed!"

Janey did not flinch and tried to keep looking him in
the eye as her head flopped around. "I — thought — that — with you
— I'd be — safe!"

"She means because she's white," Perry said.

Harry gave Janey a final shove which sent her
sprawling backwards out the door and Annie managed to swat her a
good one as she flew past.

"I smell breakfast," Perry said. "Burning!"

Annie narrowed her eyes at both of them and stomped
back toward the kitchen. Harry closed the comic-book and laid it
gently on Perry's bed. "I want to read this later. Okay?"

"Sure, Pop." Perry carefully placed it under some
others on the shelf. "Pop? Look. This is the one I like."
Perry turned to a page in a book he had been hiding under the
covers. A tall, blond, Nordic warrior was leading a group of
bare-breasted females through a valley infested with dinosaurs and
crawling with snakes. All of the females were young, and beautiful,
and white. All of them had long legs and tight little asses and
perfectly formed breasts with swollen, up-turned nipples — even the
ones carrying suckling children. High above, crouching on a
rock-ledge, was a gleaming black man, rippling with muscle. No
doubt by the look in his eye he was lusting after the women in the
harem below.

"Heavy stuff," Harry said. "Where do you get
these?"

"A kid in school is a collector. He only sells books
he has duplicates of. His father takes him to flea markets and
comic- book conventions and places like that. He says that at night
sometimes his father smokes pot and then he reads comics and nobody
is allowed to talk once he starts."

"Oh, yeah? Ha ha! Do they live near us? What's their
name?"

"I just told you stuff I promised not to tell, so I
can't tell you their name."

"It's okay. Your parents smoke pot."

"Yeah, but I don't tell on you, either. Dad. Look at
this page."

Harry sat down on the side of the bed and put an arm
around his boy. He tried to remember exactly what his own fantasies
were at age twelve, and it didn't seem like he'd progressed very
far. Perry had turned the page and was tapping his finger against
the right-hand side. A new female was on the scene: taller,
tougher, but just as wonderfully formed — standing, legs spread,
behind the black warrior on the rock-ledge. She was an Asian
amazon, no less. (There was no doubt that the artists were an
improvement over the hacks Harry had found so inspiring in his
youth — well, no, there was R. Crumb and Wallace Wood. And Vaughn
Bodê. Harry would never forget that tiny Deadbone dude rappelling
down from this big earth-mother girl's nipple to her belly-button
in "Climbing Abroad".

The lewd, Laotian huntress' fingers and wrists and
ankles glittered with circlets of jewels, and she wore a G-string
made of... (Harry squinted his eyes).

"Shark teeth, I think," Perry said. Dad? I know that
there aren't any girls in the whole world really like this, but,
well...."

"Oh, I don't know." Himself, he had always maintained
the hope. But then, it was best to keep in mind that Perry was
fifty percent Annie. "Perry, even if you could find a whole litter
of females like this in some faraway land, or maybe in, like, New
Orleans, the god squads would lock you up if you took home more
than one."

"Yeah.... Dad? Did cave-men really go out and when
they saw a girl they liked they just knocked her in the head and
dragged her home by the hair?"

"Ha! Um.... I think they probably carried them back.
Seriously, Son, the fact is, for most of our history, the foxiest
ladies were bought and sold."

"Well, then somebody had to own her first. See what I
mean?"

Harry had the feeling Perry was leading him into some
kind of trap. "You've been thinking this all out, haven't you.
Ha!"

"So how did the original owner get her?"

Harry sighed. "Fathers. Fathers sold their daughters,
or traded them for stuff."

"Bullshit, Harry!" Annie was standing in the doorway
again. Arms across her chest. "In the old days women had to have a
dowry and she used that to pay for a man!"

"That came later, Annie. I was talking about ancient
history. You shouldn't have smoked so much rope when you were in
school."

"Breakfast's ready, Master!" Annie stomped off.

"Can we sell Janey?"

"Perry!"

"She's not old enough?"

"Too old. I think in Bible lands they sell them at
about age twelve. Thirteen max. Yeah."

"You mean, like nowadays?"

"Yeah! The rich guys have harems, like the Saudis,
and the poor men fuck what's left. That's been going on since Adam
and Eve."

"We have Bible class every day in school here.
Yeeeech! It's supposed to be against the law, so they give us this
other book about the religions of the world, but everybody knows
that if you want a good grade, you better know the questions on the
Bible."

"Oh, yeah? Well, all this stuff is right there, in
the Bible. The right to own slave-girls, I mean."

"Where?"

"They tell you what chapters to read, huh? You want
to have some fun in religion class? I did when I was your age!"
Harry became animated, and he had to stand up. He went to Perry's
window and looked out, not really seeing anything. "You got a Bible
here?"

Perry clambered out of bed and dug a Bible out of his
school books. Harry grabbed at it and began to riffle through the
pages, the tip of his tongue licking from side-to-side between
pressed lips. "You'll love this, Son. This is what I used to do
before religion class. Your grandfather made me go to this
parochial school and we had an hour of this shit every day!" Harry
reached for a ballpoint pen on Perry's desk and began to underline
passages in Genesis. "Now remember, this King James version here
substitutes the word servant for the word slave. In the Hebrew and
Greek it says slave — don't let them bullshit you. If you don't
believe me, check it out. Look it up! Okay.... For starters,
Chapter Six! This is where the angels and God's buddies or whatever
come to Earth and fuck all the Earth women they want. Perry, you
need a New Revised Standard version — it's called the NRS — I'll
get you one. Okay! Leviticus, Leviticus... Here it is! Chapter 25!
Verses 44 to 46! I'm marking it for you. This says you can get
slaves from foreign countries!"

"Dad. Dad!" Perry grabbed his father's hand. "We're
not supposed to write in the Bible. It's against the law!"

"What? Bullshit! This is America! And your parents
paid for this book. I didn't risk my ass overseas for freedom so
that..."

"Dad! I heard your freedom speech!"

Harry's nose was still in the Good Book. "Genesis,
Chapter 9! Slavery a common practice and condoned by God. See? Here
are the rules on how you're to treat them. Wait, wait..."

"You don't care if I get an F in religion?"

"No. But you have to pass all the other stuff. Wait,
here it is! Wait..."

"Dad...."

"And tell them that if you get an F in religion, the
whole school board's going to jail!"

"This is interesting." Janey had returned, dressed,
her wild hair pinned back.

"Chapter Sixteen! Genesis!" Harry quickly moved down
Perry's bed to make room for Janey. "This is where Abraham's wife
Sarah gives him one of her Egyptian slaves to fuck, so he can have
a kid by her. Which he did but then he threw them both out in the
desert to die and that started the Israeli-Arab war, and they've
been killing each other ever since, oh, for about three-thousand,
four-thousand years, but that's another story. Anyway, the Egyptian
slave girl probably was younger and better looking than Sarah,
anyway."

"An Egyptian slave-girl?" Perry said. "Wow!"

"Oh, Perry," Janey said. "Big deal. Probably didn't
even shave her pits."

"His wife probably wasn't shaving her pits!"
Perry said.

"Right on, Perry!" Harry and Perry slapped fives.
"The slave-girl's name was Hagar. When I was your age I used to
dream about what she must've looked like." He turned to Janey, who
had plunked down beside him and was squinting into the open Bible
on his lap. "And your age! I used to ask your grandpa about her,
figuring he'd know more but he would always change the subject.
Hagar.... I used to write her name in all my school books, in
secret places. I wrote Hagar on my arm once, too, in ink,
and it wouldn't wash off for a long time. I was afraid my parents
would see it but it finally wore off."

Harry showed them the spot on his left bicep.

"Sick, Dad," Janey said.

"God outlawed slavery when Jesus came, Dad."

"Wrong, Perry! It's A-OK with The Man — Genesis to
Revelation. Even with Saint Paul, who had a problem with sex. Check
it out! Besides, Jesus is the same God and God is unchanging.
Gotchya! He didn't suddenly get religion from one dip into
Mary."

"Boy!" Perry said. "Am I going to have fun Monday!
Mister Preston — we have him for religion — he's going to shit! He
has this huge Bible on a stand and in the middle it has this
dictionary. It's called a concordance. I'm going to look up in
there every place in the Bible that tells about slaves!"

"It's not in there," Harry said.

"Dad," Janey said. "If it's in the Bible, it's in
there. Every word. By subject. Every passage that has to do with
that subject."

"Except slavery. They took that out. At least in
every concordance I've ever seen. You have to get an NRS
translation and look up the word in a computer that can search for
single words."

"I'll find it by hand," Perry said. "Fun, fun, fun! I
can't stand Mister Preston. He has yellow teeth and he wears these
baggy, plaid pants and he wears white socks and big, black shoes.
He's always telling us you should take us to church."

"Us? You mean, he tells you and Janey that?"

"Yes, Dad. He says he's coming out to see you one of
these days."

"Good! Tell him to bring his fucking Bible! Tell him
to bring God's address, too. Or at least a 1-800 number!"

"Funny, Dad," Janey said. "You better be careful —
Jesus is supposed to be coming back soon."

"Yeah? He can't. If He did there'd be so many
negligence suits slapped on His ass He'd have to hire every lawyer
on Earth!"

"Negligence?"

"If we're all God's children, then He's the Original
Deadbeat Dad. Not enough food in the world, won't pay our medical
insurance, won't divulge medical secrets, leaves lead out in the
open to poison us. Ever see a baby born with an Unleaded
Only decal on its ass? Forget it! Not a word. No cures in the
Bible. Nothing! I can show you pages and pages on how the draperies
should look in the temple, though!"

Perry was hunched over a little notebook, scribbling
as fast as he could. When Harry realized what he was doing he felt
a rush of pride.

"What else?" Perry said.

Harry sighed. "I could go on for hours."

"He could," Annie said. "Breakfast's cold."

"Just one more item for now," Perry pleaded.

"Leprosy. Know what that is?"

"It's catchy, and your nose and your ears and your
fingers rot off — stuff like that."

"Okay. If Detroit makes cars where parts are falling
off, the government makes the company recall all the defective
units so that they aren't dangerous to life and limb. Okay? In the
Bible, when Moses asks The Creator what to do about all the people
with leprosy, instead of telling him the cure He tells Moses and
Aaron to kick all the lepers out of the camp so nobody else can
catch it."

"That's a good one!" Perry, bent over,
scribbling.

"Breakfast!" Annie said. "Unleaded!" She disappeared
down the hall.

Janey got up and followed her. Perry stopped writing
and was staring at the ceiling, pen poised over the notebook.

"I love you, Son."

"I love you, too, Pop!"

"So!" Harry made a move to get up.

"Dad? Do you think slavery will ever come back?"

"I hope not."

"Really?"

"Yeah. It's not right. But, well...."

"I know what you mean.... Anyway, I know I wouldn't
want to be one."

"Right. In a way it never really died out, though.
People with more money can buy you to do things...."

Janey stomped back in. "Annie says to tell the males
that breakfast gets fed to Pounder in one minute!"

"Janey — please call Annie, Mommy — okay?"

"Okay, Harry." Janey stomped back out. "Mommy? I told
them!"

"She's a bitch, Dad."

They made it to the kitchen table, Perry still in his
pajamas. Annie and Janey were sitting there, waiting. Harry sat
down.

"You drink coffee now, Janey?"

"Hot and black."

"'Cause you're so sweet." Harry tore into his bacon
and eggs. "I haven't had a breakfast like this since I left."

"That's what you said last week," Annie said. "Think
about it."

"We were talking about white slavery, Mom," Perry
said. "It used to be okay. Thanks for not putting grits on my
plate!"

Annie looked at Harry and shook her head. Perry
gulped down a mouthful of eggs and shoved a corner of grape-jelly
toast into his mouth. "Hey, Pop, we have a black kid in school now.
The first one for our school ever. The principal said that our
school was the last one in the entire south to integrate and we
might as well get used to it. I said I was already used to it and
he said it's because we're from Miami and don't know any better,
and all the other kids laughed."

"Yeah?"

"She's in Janey's class — Janey, stop staring at me
like that! Anyway, Janey's the only one who talks to her. Everybody
else hates her."

"Well, that's nice, Janey," Harry said. "Good for
you!"

"Janey just doesn't know any better, Dad. Anyway, her
name's Constance or something like that."

"Connie."

"Constipated Constance. On warm days she comes to
school wearing this dumb, wool hat, and on cold days she wears
these awful jogging shorts. Yuk! Her legs look like liver!"

"Should I make liver for dinner tonight, Dad?" Janey
said. She took a long slurp of coffee while staring at her father
over the cup.

"Janey's nice to her because they both smoke reefer
during recess and lunch," Perry explained. "Waiting for the next
time they bring the dope-dog over, I guess. And the nigger's nice
to Janey 'cause Janey gives her the reefer. Free!"

"Not during recess, dummy! Just at lunch time! And
she gives me some, too. Only she says ours is better — you can be
proud, Dad. Her father grows it, too."

"He does?" Harry looked at Annie and raised his
eyebrows. Annie shrugged.

"Seems like everybody here in the sticks is into
weed, Annie. Surprise, surprise. Janey. You didn't tell her we grow
it, did you?"

"I lied. I told her we grow ours down in Dade county
— not here. Her father wants to trade some seeds."

"That's out, Harry!" Annie said.

"Dad's much too old for her, don't worry about it,
Annie," Janey said.

"Damn! I wasn't even thinking about that! Should I
be? I was thinking that we all agreed we weren't going to tell
anybody. We should've started a whiskey still as soon as we moved
here. Nobody would bother us for that. Harry, listen. In last
week's paper they listed a bust for felony possession of
paraphernalia over in Washington County. It was a roach clip,
Harry! A crummy roach clip!"

"It won't stick," Janey said.

"Not the point! Jail, lawyers, bond, all that time
and money!"

"Connie's father has a still, too," Janey said.

"Now this is getting interesting!"

"Yeah, but he only sells to other niggers, I
think."

"I didn't mean that — I already have the shine lined
up for taking back tomorrow. I'd just like to meet this guy."

"Oh, Harry," Annie sighed.

"Nothing wrong with that, Annie. I need a male friend
here."

"They live way off the main road, just like us,"
Janey said. "It's a neat place. And Connie has this weird sister,
too. She's real tall and thin, like a model, only she won't talk to
anybody. She just hangs out at home. She always carries this big
purse, even being at home and all, and she has a gun in there.
She's older than Connie."

"Oh, yeah?" Harry bit his lip. Doesn't she go to
school?"

"Maybe she's too old for school. She quit
high-school, anyway. No! wait! She graduated!"

"Jeez, Janey," Perry said. "Duhhhh...."

"You've seen her?"

"Jeez, Dad...."

"Well, yeah! I go over there sometimes. After school
mostly. The sister always looks real neat and sort of dressed up to
go somewhere but she never leaves."

"I told her not to go there, Harry, but Janey ignores
me when you're not at home."

"Sometimes I just stay on the bus and get off with
her, and her father drives me back here in his truck. He drops me
off at the bottom of the hill, though, because he's afraid of
Annie."

"Annie, you're a bad one." Harry attempted a
smile.

"They have pigs and stuff, too — the little piglets
are so cute. When you pick them up they feel so solid! And Connie's
house, well, I guess you'd call it a cabin — it's so neat inside.
Inside it looks like — I don't know — but they have neat draperies
and like Indian blankets and stuff on the beds — like hippies live
there, only everything is so neat and clean and cheerful
looking."

"What's the sister's name?"

"The sister? One time it started to rain and we all
had to go inside, and the sister fixed me a place on her bed to sit
— it's all one big room — so I thought she was being friendly, and
I said: 'What's your name?' But she just looked at me."

"That's not what you told me, cum-wad."

"Shut up, cum-for-brains! Anyway, the next time I was
over we were sitting around in the back — they have fruit trees
there — and I was helping them snap beans, and she sat next to me
on the bench, and all of a sudden she reached over and pulled on my
hair — no, she was just sort of feeling of it with her fingers, you
know. Her fingers are real long. And she was smiling, and she said:
'My name is Ivory.' Just like that!"

A chill shot through Harry.

Ivory....

"Well, what do the rest of them call her?" Annie
said.

"Nothing! And she doesn't have to help with anything
if she doesn't want to! Connie has chores all the time and her
father always has all this stuff to do."

"Probably too dumb to help," Perry said.

"How would you know! Anyway, ever since then she
still won't talk. Sometimes she'll just sort of look at me and
smile, you know, but I never see her smile for anybody else. And
last Friday I was helping Connie shuck corn — late-corn, they
called it — and I saw Ivory in the doorway and I called her name
and asked her if she wanted to sit with us and she smiled and came
right over to me and sat down with me the whole time. With her
purse in her lap."

"Pounder knows his name, too," Perry said.

"That's beautiful, Janey," Harry said.

"Sheeeit, Dad! Janey has you snowed, just like she
does everybody else! Except me."

"Harry," Annie said, "would you believe that when our
vegetables came in Janey was too busy to help?"

Harry nodded.

"Do you think it's okay for her to go over there?
Especially when I specifically told her not to?"

"Well.... It's too late now, Annie. If there were any
harm in it, it would've come up by now. Let her go."

"Thanks for the back-up! What about that woman with
the gun? What if she goes off the deep end when Janey's there?"

Perry snorted. "Sounds like she's already over her
head."

"Well, Annie.... Maybe we should.... Maybe we should
let Janey make some decisions of her own now that she's older."

"Me, too!" Perry said.

Annie got up from the table and began to shout. "You
always take their side! That's why they think I'm such an
idiot!"

"That's not the reason," Perry said.

Harry closed his eyes and started his deep breathing
exercise.

Ivory....

 


 



Chapter 6 - Commerce

 


When they neared the Suwannee River bridge on their
way back to Miami, Harry chanced a light-hearted invitation. "Let's
take a little romantic break. Get close -- watch the river go by —
like last time."

"Oh, no," Sunday said. "I can't give in to that."

"You didn't give in last time."

Sunday smiled. "Okay."

A few minutes later they were back at Harry's
favorite spot, and he quickly had the blanket spread out and a beer
open. Sunday was pouring coffee from his thermos.

"No fishermen," Harry said. "No brain-dead teenagers.
We've got the place all to ourselves again."

"Hmmmm...." Sunday looked around and slid closer to
him. She snapped a finger against the beer bottle as he put his
other arm around her. "Now when you find Jesus as your Lord and
Master, you won't even want to drink that mess."

"God's not against alcohol as such." His hand found
the arm-hole of her white blouse and slid inside. "Heavy," he
whispered, lifting a breast and letting it plop back into the palm
of his hand. "Full of milk. White milk."

Sunday stiffened at the word white. "If our milk is
white like yours it just goes to show we're all the same as your
people."

"My people! Oh, ho! Anyway, the milk being white only
proves that we're all the same as animals. Gotchya!" Sunday's bra
was a front-loader and Harry finally managed to disconnect the
clasp. "Oh, baby, you have such beautiful tits. Oh, baby...."

Sunday placed a hand over his and held it. "Harry,
you are such a horny man! You've been with your wife all weekend!
Now this is as far as you get, so you can give up whatever ideas
you had."

"I didn't sleep with her." Harry was not lying. He
and Annie had argued almost the whole time he was home. In
addition, Harry had spent most of Saturday night lying awake and
playing little movies in his mind about Ivory: what she looked
like, what it would be like to make love with her, what kind of
scene they could create in Miami.... But all of this was history
now.

"Would you be lying to me, Harry?"

"Sunday, if I wasn't honest I wouldn't have told you
I was married."

"Oh. Okay...."

"I have a question. Can I talk with you about
anything and get an honest answer?"

"Jesus listens to everything I say."

With her hand still over his, Harry's fingers were
busying themselves with toughening up the nipple of the warm breast
he was cupping. Sunday leaned in closer and Harry gloried in the
strange feel of her tightly-drawn hair against his ear. He tried to
move her down to a reclining position but she resisted.

"Harry, the only way you're going to get you some of
this lady is by rape, 'cause this lady belongs to The Lord!"

"Are you trying to tell me you're a virgin?"

"No.... I used to be much different. But that was
before The Lord Jesus found me and saved me. I used to wear
short-shorts and loose little tank tops and get men to buy me
things, and then...."

"And then, what?"

Sunday shook her head.

"Do you have any kids?"

Sunday shook her head again.

Harry suddenly forced her back and pinned her down
with his body. He made sure that she could feel his erection.

"No, Harry."

It did not seem to him that she was putting up much
of a struggle. But no means no, right? Anything more is sexual
harassment, right? Isn't that what they always say?

"Please, Harry, don't."

Harry stopped his probing and slid down a little, and
laid his head between her breasts. A wonderful feeling came over
him as he circled her body with his arms. Kind of thick-waisted,
though.... Her heart beat rapidly in his ear.

"I have to have you, Sunday. I knew it when I first
saw you. First saw you!"

"Me, too. I could feel it. Maybe — maybe Jesus has a
plan for us." Now Sunday's arms were around him, also. "Jesus loves
you, Harry. You just don't know it yet."

With his head buried in her bosom, her words seemed
true. She began to hum a little tune into his ear and Harry allowed
himself to rest in her loving embrace. He laid there in the comfort
of her warm body and the eerie power of her sweet voice for the
longest time. And when they finally separated, Harry's erection was
gone. Sunday looked at him accusingly and smiled when she had to
wipe Harry's slobber away before she re-clasped her bra, and Harry,
getting to his feet, accidentally knocked over his beer bottle and
was surprised to see that it had been still full.

But later that night, lying awake alone in his
bedroom in Miami, Harry could still hear her voice, could still
feel his cheek against her breasts, could still feel his erection
pressing against her legs as her arms gently closed around his
back.

I should've raped her.

She said that was how I could have her. She didn't
sound angry or scared about it.

I gave up too soon....

Why did I give up?

She sure has a big ass....

Don't like those two thick hairs next to her nipple,
either.... Should've plucked those out.

And all that Jesus talk....

Harry got up and went to the bathroom, and on the way
back decided against another Corona. He also decided to get up on
the roof at the next opportunity and clean up the skylight in the
bathroom. Chicks loved stuff like skylights and big, tiled
lavatories.

After shoving a pillow between his legs, and with
another pillow in his arms to hug (chicks liked a lot of pillows,
too, and Harry had plenty extra), he finally fell asleep as he
tried to picture what Ivory would look like.

* * *

Harry awoke with a start. He peered at the clock.
2:00 AM....

The dream!

Moonlight from the bathroom skylight streamed into
the bedroom from the open door, and orange haze from the
sodium-vapor street lamps filtered through the gauze curtains of
the open windows. Harry propped himself up and looked around at his
beautiful place.

His heart was still beating rapidly from the events
in the dream. He had been home with Annie and the kids. They were
in the future and they had to rip people off from time-to-time to
survive. There was no law. They were raiding an abandoned city and
Annie was along at first. Then they were back near the farm. Their
neighbor, old Johnny Small, was throwing dead Cubans into the back
of his pickup, his hat on sideways, a cigar in his mouth. "They
make good fertilizer," he said to Harry.

Harry marveled at the clarity, the total recall. The
last time he'd had a dream so vivid he was just a boy. He thought
about Perry and another part of the dream came back. They were all
at home and a convoy from the city was moving in on them. Invaders,
rolling down their dirt road. Trucks and home-made tanks, all
painted gray. Perry was on a small hill, picking off the drivers
with Harry's bolt-action 30-06. Harry and Johnny Small had caught
one of the vehicles separated from the others, and the two of them
were forcing the occupants out at gunpoint. The truck was full of
fat, old colored women and Johnny Small shot one of them because
she tripped and fell as she was trying to get down from the back.
She was dressed like Aunt Jemima, and while she lay wounded in the
dirt, kicking and twitching in her own blood, Perry came running up
and pumped a shot into her head. To finish her.

Perry!

Harry scrunched his eyes shut and pressed his hands
tight against his temples. The details of the dream began to slip
away, wispy snatches of it at a time. A cool breeze came up for a
moment, the gauze draperies floating inward with the freshness of
it. Harry got up, and when he was finished in the bathroom he
padded about the upper flat, admiring the ambiance and all of his
things, stopping to look into mirrors, looking back at himself,
happy with what he saw. But something was missing....

He checked to make sure that his .32 automatic pistol
was where it belonged under a pillow on the sofa, then went to the
kitchen and made sure the little .22 automatic was still hidden
behind the toaster. (He knew that the 9MM Walther was under the
covers back at the bed). Then he opened the front door wide. It was
the door to the balcony and the outside staircase and the street
out front. The flat was in an older part of Miami, between
Allapattah and the airport. What Harry loved about it, besides the
proximity to his job, was the old-timey buildings. So many
different ethnic groups had claimed portions of this area now that
in Harry's neighborhood there was no majority of one or the
another. The mix made the neighborhood uniquely safe. American
blacks, Cubans, Santeria Cuban blacks, Chinese, Dominicans,
Nicaraguans, Salvadorians, Vietnamese, Trinidadian Indians, Indian
Indians, a few Haitians who weren't able to crowd into Little Haiti
farther east.... The Santerias used the only vacant lot on the
block for ritual sacrifices, at night, their drums booming. An
ancient, white-cracker lady who lived in a large, pretty,
ginger-bread house built of Dade County pine back in the old days
when only whites lived here, adjacent to the grown-over vacant lot,
once told Harry that she was born in that house and would never
move, "...voodoo doin's or not!"

Back in bed, Harry stretched, and turned on his side
where he could see through the open front door through the bedroom
door. On the second story flat, bugs were not a problem — screens
not necessary — a City of Miami, aka "The Magic City" benefit. The
butt of the 9MM P-38 rested against his hip under the covers. Harry
was indulging in one of his favorite fantasies, fully aware that he
was probably not normal. The neighborhood was full of young ladies
— all different races and mixes of races. One night (he just knew
it) one of these foxes, who would have been keeping an eye on him,
would appear at his open doorway. She would be needing something.
Finding him asleep in his big, brass bed in his wonderful, airy
bedroom, she would slip off her clogs and tip-toe up to him, and
gently wake him. She was Rapunzel, and Tinkerbelle, and Tiger Lily,
and Cleopatra, and the Queen of Sheba. And Hagar.

But all Harry could see was Ivory. Tall, regal,
quiet, gentle, elegant, loving, sweet — with a revolver in her
purse. (An ordinary .38 police special came to mind). He had been
dreaming of her all his life.

One time an attractive, young woman did walk in on
Harry through that open front door. It happened during a rare time
when Harry had decided to go home for lunch. He did not hear her
footsteps on the staircase and she caught him by surprise, coming
up behind him while he was frying up bacon chips to stir into his
scrambled eggs. When he turned around, his heart pounding up, she
said, with a Spanish accent: "Heart-attack food. I'm sorry. I
thought you were a guy I used to know."

Harry was speechless for a second. She immediately
headed back out and Harry followed her as far as the balcony. He
tried to talk her into staying, just for a minute — give him her
name. "I'm an okay person!" was his last shot as she clicked out of
the courtyard to the street. She had turned, then, and looked up at
him at the top of the stairs.

"I know!" she said with that accent, her dark eyes
sparkling. "Really! I know! Don't worry about it!"

* * *

On the job one warm, November day — warm even for
Miami — one of the Cubans knelt on the cockpit sole of the boat
Harry was working on (he was threading a wiring harness up under
the starboard gunwale) and gave him a pat on the shoulder. "You
remember the moonshine?"

Harry smiled and nodded. "Yup! Last jug. My
tithe."

"Tithe?"

"Freebie."

The man grinned, stood up, and whistled one of those
attention-getting shrieks that only a Cuban can do. The roach-coach
happened to be pulling into the boat-yard just then — the big,
fancy one on the Mercedes chassis — popular because the vendor
always had North American food on one side and Cuban stuff on the
other, with a working espresso machine at the back. But as it was
stopping, Danny (Harry's favorite Cuban so far and apparently a
boss), was waving and shouting at the others. They would be driving
to the cantina on Twenty-Seventh Avenue for lunch today. The beer
and food on Danny, the whiskey on Harry. Cubans, Harry
thought. Noisy, to-the-point, swift decision makers....

When it was time, and after another burst of
dialogue, Danny and Harry got in the cab, and the back of his
pickup filled up with a gang of wiry, intense Cubans. At the corner
of the cantina at River Drive, "Love Jones" came roaring and
sliding into the gravel parking lot. Everybody jumping out — more
racket and wild gestures and fists holding fat rolls of bills —
then peace. Harry's whiskey jug passed around with grins and nods
of appreciation. Several of the men went into the cantina.

"One-hundred-and-twenty-eight proof!" Harry said
proudly, feeling good and fucked up already. And he was somewhat
amazed that the pure, clear whiskey was such a hit. Must be the
illegality of it — the unavailability. No, Harry preferred it to
Jack Daniel's himself so why not them? He often sold it in Miami
for two or three times what he paid in the panhandle, but mostly he
brought it along as gifts for his reefer customers. Not that these
Cuban guys were customers....

Danny emerged from the cantina with a case of
Heineken and another Cuban carrying a covered basket. One of the
men pushed a hot empanada into Harry's hand — a warm, meat pie.
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