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 WILD AT HEART

 THE STORY OF SAILOR AND LULA

This book is dedicated to the memory of Charles Willeford

 

 

You need a man to go to hell with.

—Tuesday Weld





 GIRL TALK

Lula and her friend Beany Thorn sat at a table in the Raindrop Club drinking rum Co-Colas while watching and listening to a white blues band called The Bleach Boys. The group segued smoothly from Elmore James’s “Dust My Broom” into Robert Johnson’s “Me and the Devil” and Beany let out a snort.

“I can’t stand this singer,” she said.

“He ain’t so bad,” said Lula. “Carries a tune.”

“Not that, just he’s so ugly. Guys with beards and beer guts ain’t quite my type.”

Lula giggled. “Seein’s how you’re about thick as a used string of unwaxed dental floss, don’t know how you can criticize.”

“Yeah, well, if he says all that flab turns into dick at midnight, he’s a liar.”

Lula and Beany laughed and swallowed some of their drinks.

“So Sailor’s gettin’ out soon, I hear,” said Beany. “You gonna see him?”

Lula nodded and crushed an ice cube with her back teeth and chewed it.

“Meetin’ him at the gate,” she said.

“I didn’t hate men so much,” said Beany, “I’d feel better wishin’ you luck.”

“Can’t all husbands be perfect,” Lula said. “And Elmo prob’ly wouldn’ta ever got that second one pregnant you hadn’t kicked his ass out.”

Beany twisted her blond bangs into a knot on her forehead.

“Shoulda put a thirty-eight long in his groin, what I shoulda done.”

The Bleach Boys kicked into some kind of Professor Longhair swamp mambo and Beany grabbed a waitress.

“Bring us a couple more double-shot rum Co-Colas, ’kay?” she said. “Damn, Lula, look at that bitch wiggle.”

“You mean the waitress?”

“Uh huh. Bet if I had a butt like hers Elmo wouldn’ta stuck his dick in every other keyhole this side of the Tangipahoa.”

“Hard to say for sure,” said Lula.

Beany’s eyes watered up. “I guess,” she said. “Only I’d give up plenty—Valiums even, maybe—just to have me some kind of a butt anyway, you know?”






 WILD AT HEART

Sailor and Lula lay on the bed in the Cape Fear Hotel listening to the ceiling fan creak. From their window they could see the river as it entered the Atlantic Ocean and watch the fishing boats navigate the narrow channel. It was late June but there was a mild wind that kept them “not uncomfortable,” as Lula liked to say.

Lula’s mother, Marietta Pace Fortune, had forbidden her to see Sailor Ripley ever again, but Lula had no intention of following that order. After all, Lula reasoned, Sailor had paid his debt to society, if that’s what it was. She couldn’t really understand how going to prison for killing someone who had been trying to kill him could be considered payment of a debt to society.

Society, such as it was, thought Lula, was certainly no worse off with Bob Ray Lemon eliminated from it. In her mind, Sailor had performed a service beneficial in the short as well as the long run to mankind and should have received some greater reward than two years in the Pee Dee River work camp for second-degree manslaughter. Something like an all-expenses-paid trip for Sailor with the companion of his choice—Lula, of course—to New Orleans or Hilton Head for a couple of weeks. A top hotel and a rental car, like a snazzy new Chrysler LeBaron convertible. That would have made sense. Instead, poor Sailor has to clear brush from the side of the road, dodge snakes and eat bad fried food for two years. Because Sailor was a shade more sudden than that creep Bob Ray Lemon he gets punished for it. The world is really wild at heart and weird on top, Lula thought. Anyway, Sailor was out now and he was still the best kisser she’d ever known, and what Mrs. Marietta Pace Fortune didn’t find out about wasn’t about to hurt her, was it?

“Speakin’ of findin’ out?” Lula said to Sailor. “Did I write to you about my findin’ Grandaddy’s letters in the attic bureau?”

Sailor sat up on his elbows. “Were we speakin’?” he said. “And no.”

Lula clucked her tongue twice. “I was thinkin’ we’d been but I been wrong before. Sometimes I get like that now. I think somethin’ and then later think I’ve said it out loud to someone?”

“I really did miss your mind while I was out at Pee Dee, honey,” said Sailor. “The rest of you, too, of course. But the way your head works is God’s own private mystery. Now what about some letters?”

Lula sat up and fixed a pillow behind her back. Her long black hair, which she usually wore tied back and partly wrapped like a racehorse’s tail, fanned out behind her on the powder blue pillowcase like a raven’s wings. Her large grey eyes fascinated Sailor. When he was on the road gang he had thought about Lula’s eyes, swum in them as if they were great cool, grey lakes with small violet islands in the middle. They kept him sane.

“I always wondered about my grandaddy. About why Mama never chose to speak about her daddy? All I ever knew was that he was livin’ with his mama when he died.”

“My daddy was livin’ with his mama when he died,” said Sailor. “Did you know that?”

Lula shook her head. “I surely did not,” she said. “What were the circumstances?”

“He was broke, as usual,” Sailor said. “My mama was already dead by then from the lung cancer.”

“What brand did she smoke?” asked Lula.

“Camels. Same as me.”

Lula half rolled her big grey eyes. “My mama smokes Marlboros now,” she said. “Used to be she smoked Kools? I stole ’em from her beginnin’ in about sixth grade. When I got old enough to buy my own I bought those. Now I’ve just about settled on Mores, as you probably noticed? They’re longer.”

“My daddy was lookin’ for work and got run over by a gravel truck on the Dixie Guano Road off Seventy-four,” said Sailor. “Cops said he was drunk—daddy, not the truck driver—but I figure they just wanted to bury the case. I was fourteen at the time.”

“Gee, Sailor, I’m sorry, honey. I never would have guessed it.”

“It’s okay. I hardly used to see him anyway. I didn’t have much parental guiding. The public defender kept sayin’ that at my parole hearin’.”

“Well, anyway,” said Lula, “turns out my mama’s daddy embezzled some money from the bank he was clerkin’ in? And got caught. He did  it to help out his brother who had TB and was a wreck and couldn’t work. Grandaddy got four years in Statesville and his brother died. He wrote Grandmama a letter almost every day, tellin’ her how much he loved her? But she divorced him while he was in the pen and never talked about him to anyone again. She just refused to suffer his name. But she kept all his letters! Can you believe it? I read every one of ’em, and I tell you that man loved that woman. It must have broke him apart when she refused to stand by him. Once a Pace woman makes up her mind there’s no discussin’ it.”

Sailor lit a Camel and handed it to Lula. She took it, inhaled hard, blew the smoke out and half rolled her eyes again.

“I’d stand by you, Sailor,” Lula said. “If you were an embezzler.”

“Hell, peanut,” Sailor said, “you stuck with me after I’d planted Bob Ray Lemon. A man can’t ask for more than that.”

Lula pulled Sailor over to her and kissed him soft on the mouth. “You move me, Sailor, you really do,” she said. “You mark me the deepest.”

Sailor pulled down the sheet, exposing Lula’s breasts. “You’re perfect for me, too,” he said.

“You remind me of my daddy, you know?” said Lula. “Mama told me he liked skinny women whose breasts were just a bit too big for their bodies. He had a long nose, too, like yours. Did I ever tell you how he died?”

“No, sugar, you didn’t that I recall.”

“He got lead-poisoned from cleanin’ the old paint off our house without usin’ a mask. Mama said his brain just fell apart in pieces. Started he couldn’t remember things? Got real violent? Finally in the middle of one night he poured kerosene over himself and lit a match. Near burned down the house with me and Mama asleep upstairs. We got out just in time. It was a year before I met you.”

Sailor took the cigarette out of Lula’s hand and put it into the ashtray by the bed. He put his hands on her small, nicely muscled shoulders and kneaded them.

“How’d you get such good shoulders?” Sailor asked.

“Swimmin’, I guess,” said Lula. “Even as a child I loved to swim.”

Sailor pulled Lula to him and kissed her throat.

“You got such a pretty, long neck, like a swan,” he said.

“Grandmama Pace had a long, smooth white neck,” said Lula. “It was like on a statue it was so white? I like the sun too much to be white like that.”

Sailor and Lula made love, and afterward, while Sailor slept, Lula stood at the window and smoked one of Sailor’s Camels while she stared at the tail of the Cape Fear River. It was a little spooky, she thought, to be at the absolute end of a body of water. Lula looked over at Sailor stretched out on his back on the bed. It was odd that a boy like Sailor didn’t have any tattoos, she thought. His type usually had a bunch. Sailor snorted in his sleep and turned onto his side, showing Lula his long, narrow back and flat butt. She took one more puff and threw the cigarette out the window into the river.






 UNCLE POOCH

“Five years ago?” Lula said. “When I was fifteen? Mama told me that when I started thinkin’ about sex I should talk to her before I did anything about it.”

“But honey,” said Sailor, “I thought you told me your Uncle Pooch raped you when you were thirteen.”

Lula nodded. She was standing in the bathroom of their room at the Cape Fear Hotel fooling with her hair in front of the mirror. Sailor could see her through the doorway from where he lay on the bed.

“That’s true,” Lula said. “Uncle Pooch wasn’t really an uncle. Not a blood uncle, I mean. He was a business partner of my daddy’s? And my mama never knew nothin’ about me and him for damn sure. His real name was somethin’ kind of European, like Pucinski. But everyone just called him Pooch. He came around the house sometimes when Daddy was away. I always figured he was sweet on Mama so when he cornered me one afternoon I was surprised more than a little.”

“How’d it happen, peanut?” Sailor asked. “He just pull out the old toad and let it croak?”

Lula brushed away her bangs and frowned. She took a cigarette from the pack on the sink and lit it, then let it dangle from her lips while she teased her hair.

“You’re terrible crude sometimes, Sailor, you know?” Lula said.

“I can’t hardly understand you when you talk with one of them Mores in your mouth,” said Sailor.

Lula took a long slow drag on her More and set it down on the edge of the sink.

“I said you can be too crude sometimes. I don’t think I care for it.”

“Sorry, sugar,” Sailor said. “Go on and tell me how old Pooch done the deed.”

“Well, Mama was at the Busy Bee havin’ her hair dyed? And I was alone in the house. Uncle Pooch come in the side door through the porch, you know? Where I was makin’ a jelly and banana sandwich? I remember I had my hair in curlers ’cause I was goin’ that night with  Vicky and Cherry Ann, the DeSoto sisters, to see Van Halen at the Charlotte Coliseum. Uncle Pooch must have known nobody but me was home ’cause he come right in and put both his hands on my butt and sorta shoved me up against the counter.”

“Didn’t he say somethin’?” said Sailor.

Lula shook her head and started brushing the teases out of her hair. She picked up her cigarette, took a puff and threw it into the toilet. The hot end had burned a brown stain on the porcelain of the sink and Lula licked the tip of her right index finger and rubbed it but the stain wouldn’t come off.

“Not really,” she said. “Least not so I recall now.”

Lula flushed the toilet and watched the More come apart as it swirled down the hole.

“What’d he do next?” asked Sailor.

“Stuck his hand down my blouse in front.”

“What’d you do?”

“Spilled the jelly on the floor. I remember thinkin’ then that Mama’d be upset if she saw it. I bent down to wipe it up and that got Uncle Pooch’s hand out of my shirt. He let me clean up the jelly and throw the dirty napkin I used in the trash before doin’ anything else.”

“Were you scared?” Sailor asked.

“I don’t know,” said Lula. “I mean, it was Uncle Pooch. I’d known him since I was seven? I kind of didn’t believe it was really happenin’.”

“So how’d he finally nail you? Right there in the kitchen?”

“No, he picked me up. He was short but powerful. With hairy arms? He had a sort of Errol Flynn mustache, kind of a few narrow hairs on the rim of his upper lip. Anyway, he carried me into the maid’s dayroom, which nobody used since Mama lost Abilene a couple years before when she run off to marry Sally Wilby’s driver Harlan and went to live down in Tupelo? We did it there on Abilene’s old bed.”

“ ‘We’ did it?” said Sailor. “What do you mean? Didn’t he force you?”

“Well, sure,” said Lula. “But he was super gentle, you know? I mean he raped me and all, but I guess there’s all different kinds of rapes. I didn’t exactly want him to do it but I suppose once it started it didn’t seem all that terrible.”

“Did it feel good?”

Lula put down her hairbrush and looked in at Sailor. He was lying there naked and he had an erection.

“Does my tellin’ you about this get you off?” she said. “Is that why you want to hear it?”

Sailor laughed. “I can’t help it happenin’, sweetheart. Did he do it more than once?”

“No, it was over pretty quick. I didn’t feel much. I’d broke my own cherry by accident when I was twelve? When I came down hard on a water ski at Lake Lanier in Flowery Branch, Georgia. So there wasn’t any blood or nothin’. Uncle Pooch just stood and pulled up his trousers and left me there. I stayed in Abilene’s bed till I heard him drive off. That was the bad part, lyin’ there listenin’ to him leave.”

“What’d you do then?”

“Went back in the kitchen and finished makin’ my sandwich, I guess. I probably took a pee in between or somethin’.”

“And you never told nobody about it?”

“Just you,” Lula said. “Uncle Pooch never acted strange or different after. And he never did anything else to me. I always got a nice present from him at Christmas, like a coat or jewelry? He died in a car crash three years later while he was holidayin’ in Myrtle Beach. They still got way too much traffic there for my taste.”

Sailor stretched an arm toward Lula. “Come on over to me,” he said.

Lula went and sat on the edge of the bed. Sailor’s erection had reduced itself by half and she took it in her left hand.

“You don’t have to do nothin’ for me, baby,” said Sailor. “I’m okay.”

Lula smoothed back her hair with her right hand.

“Damn it, Sailor,” she said, “it’s not always you I’m thinkin’ of.”

Lula sat still for a minute and then she began to cry. Sailor sat up and held her in his arms and rocked her and didn’t say anything until she stopped.






 MARIETTA AND JOHNNIE

“I knew this would happen. Soon as that piece of filth got out of Pee Dee I knew there’d be trouble. He’s just got some kind of influence over her I can’t decipher. There’s somethin’ wild in Lula I don’t know where it come from. You gotta find ’em, Johnnie, and shoot that boy. Just kill him and dump the body in a swamp. Eliminate the problem once and for all.”

Johnnie Farragut grinned and shook his head.

“Now, Marietta, you know I can’t kill Sailor.”

“Why in blazes not? He killed a man, didn’t he? That Somethin’ Somethin’ Lemon person?”

“And he served his time for it. Another thing: If Lula is with him of her own volition—willingly, that is—there ain’t much can be done about it.”

“Don’t talk down to me, Johnnie Farragut. I know what volition  means, and that’s why I want Sailor Ripley off the planet! He’s pure slime and it’s leakin’ all over my baby. You could push him into makin’ some kinda move and then shoot him dead. You’d only be defendin’ yourself and with his record nobody’d fuss.”

Johnnie poured himself another tumblerful of Walker Black Label. He held the bottle out toward Marietta but she shook her head no and put a hand over the top of her glass.

“I’ll locate Lula, Marietta, and if she’s with the Ripley boy I’ll give him a talkin’-to and try to convince her to come back with me. That’s about all I can do.” He took a long swallow from the tumbler.

Marietta began to cry. She blubbered for a few seconds and then stopped as abruptly as she’d started. Her grey eyes glazed over and turned slightly purple.

“Then I’ll hire a hit man,” she said. “If you won’t help me, I’ll call Marcello Santos. He and Clyde were always close.”

“Now, Marietta, I am goin’ to help you. And don’t be gettin’ carried away. You don’t want to be bringin’ Santos and his people into it. Besides, he and Clyde weren’t gettin’ along so well there toward the end.”

“It was the lead paint killed Clyde, Johnnie, not Marcello. You know  that. And anyway, Marcello Santos has been sweet on me from before I married Clyde. My mama didn’t want me to have nothin’ to do with him, so I just always kept it polite. Prob’ly I shouldn’ta listened to her. Look at Lula. She don’t pay me no nevermind.”

“Times is different now, Marietta.”

“Manners ain’t. Might be kids nowadays got it on their mind the world could blow up any second, but seems hardly any of ’em care or know how to act proper anymore.”

“I’ve noticed,” said Johnnie. He took a big sip of scotch, leaned all the way back in Clyde Fortune’s old Niagara chair, and closed his eyes.

“Lula included,” Marietta said. “And mostly it’s my own fault. After Clyde died, I tended to indulge Lula more’n I should have, I suppose.”

“Yours was not an uncommon reaction, Marietta.”

“I understand that, but this obsession she has with this murderer I  don’t understand.”

Johnnie belched softly and opened his eyes.

“He ain’t a murderer. You got to get off that kick,” said Johnnie. “And far’s I can tell Sailor was entire clean prior to that event involved Lula. Even there he was protectin’ her. Just got too forceful is all.”

“Maybe I oughta take a trip, Johnnie. Go to Cairo or Spain or Singapore on one of them tours the Diners Club is always sendin’ me brochures about. Think Lula’d go with me?”

“I believe you’d best take things one step at a time, Marietta.”






 HEAT WAVE

“I used to like the heat, Sailor, I really did,” said Lula. “But right now I don’t care how good it is for my skin. I could use a cool breeze.”

Sailor Ripley and Lula Pace Fortune were sitting next to each other in lawn chairs on the porch of the Cape Fear Hotel. It was early evening but the temperature was still in the nineties, down from the high of a hundred and six that had been reached at just past three o’clock in the afternoon.

“Who told you that the heat does anything good for skin?” asked Sailor.

“Magazines, honey. The ones for women? Like you get in the Winn-Dixie by the checkout.”

Lula was wearing her yellow one-piece and Sailor was naked except for his blue boxer shorts with white polka dots on them. She stroked his arm nearest her, the left.

“You’ve got beautiful skin, Sailor. It’s so smooth. I just love to trace my fingertips down your arm or back without thinkin’, you know? It reminds me of a skier slidin’ through perfect white snow.”

“It’s ’cause I don’t go out in no hot sun,” said Sailor. “I don’t get fried up like you.”

“Oh, I know,” Lula said. “There’s lots of articles now about how many people, kids even, are gettin’ skin cancer? ’Cause the ozone layer is disappearin’. Seems to me the government could do somethin’ about it.”

“How’s that?” asked Sailor.

“Keepin’ us separated from outer space and all,” said Lula. “One of these mornin’s the sun’ll come up and burn a hole clean through the planet like a X ray.”

Sailor laughed. “That ain’t never will happen, honey,” he said. “Least not in our lifetime.”

“It’s the future I’m thinkin’ of, Sailor. What if we have children and they have children? You mean you wouldn’t be upset if some big ol’ fireball loosed itself on your grandkids?”

“Peanut, by that time they’ll be drivin’ Buicks to the moon.”

Lula stared out at the water. Now that the sun had completely gone, a beacon from the Cape Fear River pilot’s tower, which was a hundred yards or so south of the hotel, lit up a path along the channel. Neither Sailor nor Lula spoke for several minutes. Down the row on another porch a woman laughed. It was a kind of wild, crazy laugh, and for the few seconds it lasted Lula squeezed Sailor’s arm as tightly as she could.

“You okay, honey?” Sailor asked, rubbing his arm where she’d squeezed it.

“I guess so,” she said. “I’m sorry I grabbed you so hard but that woman’s laugh creeped me out. It sounded like a hyena or somethin’, didn’t it?”

“Never heard one,” said Sailor.

“Oh, you know, like on the National Geographic TV?”

“Just sounded like an old gal havin’ a good time to me.”

“Of all the movie stars?” Lula said. “Susan Hayward had the best laugh. She was all throaty and husky soundin’. You ever see that old picture on the late movie she was the woman went to the electric chair or the gas chamber, I forget which?”

“Nope,” said Sailor.

“She was married to this dope addict who beat her up? And she was friends with these robbers and there’s a killin’ and she’s mostly innocent but she ends up with the death sentence anyway. Well, she got to laugh a lot in that one.”

“Until they croaked her,” Sailor said.

Lula nodded. “Uh huh. But Miss Susan Hayward didn’t get cheated on her laugh.”

“You hungry yet?” Sailor asked.

“I could eat, probably,” said Lula. “But I need me a kiss first, honey. Just one?”






 SOUTHERN STYLE

Lula put on her favorite pink shortie nightgown and snuggled up next to Sailor, who was lying on his stomach with only his undershorts on watching The Dating Game on the television.

“What you want to watch this silliness for?” Lula asked. “Ain’t one of those people have a real thought in their brain.”

“That so?” said Sailor. He kept his gaze on the TV. “You want to tell me what if any real thoughts you had lately?”

“What you have to get personal about so quick?” said Lula. “All I mean is you could possibly read a book or somethin’. I hate the way people look and act on TV? They’re like puffed-up dolls? And sick lookin’, especially in color. People are better off in black-and-white.”

Sailor grunted.

“What’s that, honey?” said Lula.

“We didn’t have no TV up at Pee Dee, baby, you know? They don’t make no special A-number-one effort to keep county farm inmates entertained. You kind of have to make do with what you got.”

Lula slid her head up and kissed Sailor on the cheek. “I’m sorry, sweetie,” she said. “I forget some moments where-all you been the last two years.”

“Twenty-three months, eighteen days is all,” Sailor said. “Don’t need to make more of it than it was.”

“While you were away?” said Lula. “Mama insisted on throwin’ this dinner party for the Armisteads, some acquaintances of hers from Mississippi. They’d drove up to deliver their daughter, Drusilla, to the college? Sue and Bobby Breckenridge was there also, and Bobby’s mother, Alma. Alma must be eighty-six or eighty-seven years old now? She just sat in a corner chair and didn’t move or say a syllable. She must be deaf because she never reacted to anythin’ anybody said all evenin’. You listenin’, Sailor?”

“I been trained to do more’n one thing at a time, peanut, you know that.”

“Just checkin’, so I know I ain’t talkin’ for no good reason. Well, Eddie  Armistead is just one very tall anteater of a man? Runs a drugstore in Oxford, where he was born and raised. And Mama has all these books by William Faulkner, you know, the writer? Paul Newman was in a old movie of one of ’em? And Lee Remick when she was so young and beautiful? Now she’s old and beautiful, of course. So Mama went to visit William Faulkner’s house once in Oxford, ’cause it’s a museum now I guess, and wound up meetin’ the Armisteads.”

“What about the wife?” asked Sailor.

“Mrs. Armistead?” said Lula. “Oh, well, she didn’t say very much. Elvie, I think that’s her name? The anteater did all the talkin’. He said stuff like when he was a boy Mister Bill—that’s what he called William Faulkner?—would scold him for runnin’ through the tulip beds of his plantation. Rowan Oak, I think it’s named. ‘You must run around the flowers, Eddie,’ the anteater said William Faulkner told him. ‘Yes, sir, Mister Bill,’ the anteater said he’d say, before runnin’ off over William Faulkner’s tulip beds again. For some reason my mama thought this was someway humorous.

“Anyway, Sailor, what I wanted to tell you was about the dinner. That was the best part. Drusilla? The daughter? Why, she looked like somethin’ you drink through a straw. And when Mama was fillin’ her plate for her Drusilla shouted out—so far, like old Alma Breckenridge, she hadn’t said a thing all evenin’ either—not to let the potatoes touch the meat? Bobby and I just looked at each other and laughed. ‘What’d you say?’ he asked Drusilla. ‘I just couldn’t eat at all if they were touchin’,’ she said. Don’t you think that’s about the strangest thing you ever heard?”

“Heard stranger,” said Sailor. “But she’s a case.”

Lula clucked her tongue. “And then, later on? After the Armisteads had left? Bobby said Drusilla was the first real Mississippi belle he’d ever met.”

On The Dating Game a cute blond girl in a short white dress was standing and giggling and hugging a tall cute guy who had lots of dark hair.

“So what’s happenin’?” Lula asked.

“This couple’s goin’ on a date to Hawaii,” said Sailor. “The girl chose him over two other guys.”

“Don’t the reject guys get anythin’?”

“Gift certificates to Kentucky Fried Chicken,” Sailor said.

“That don’t seem fair,” said Lula.

“Hell, why should The Datin’ Game be different from real life?” asked Sailor. “At least them boys is gonna get somethin’ to eat.”






 THE DIFFERENCE

“I’m not sure what to do about Mama.”

Lula was sitting on the edge of the bathtub smoking a More while Sailor stood in front of the sink, shaving.

“What can you do?” said Sailor. “She’s been your mama for twenty years and change now. You know she ain’t about to change her ways at this late date.”

Lula was looking up at the back of Sailor’s head, admiring his curly chestnut hair.

“Honey?” she said. “I sure am glad that prison haircut is on its way to growin’ out. Gives me somethin’ to grab hold of while we’re makin’ love.”

Sailor laughed. “When I was twelve there was a girl lived next door named Bunny Sweet who was a couple or three years older than me. Bunny loved an old hit record, ‘Party Doll’ by Buddy Knox, and she used to go around singin’ it all the time, especially the part where he says, ‘run my fingers through your har.’ That’s how he says it, ‘har’ not ‘hair.’ One day Bunny and two friends of hers came up to me and asked if they could run their fingers through my har, like in the song. They liked that it was so long and wavy. These girls were kind of the bad girls in the neighborhood. Hung out with the local hard asses, guys older than them. They were real sexy, you know? So, sure, I told ’em, go ahead. They formed a circle around me and Bunny slid her long, purple nails into my hair, and then her friends did it, too.”

“What’d they say when they did it?”

“Somethin’ like, ‘Ooh, baby, it’s so soft!’ I remember the tobacco stains on their fingers, the way they smelled from Florida Water and cigarettes. I thought about their hands, that they’d jacked guys off and stuck ’em in their own pussies. I had a hard time standin’ still. When they finished they sniffed their fingers, rubbed ’em together and wiped ’em off on their skirts. It got me real excited.”

“You never done nothin’ more with ’em?” asked Lula. She flicked the ash off her cigarette into the tub.

“Not with those girls, I didn’t,” said Sailor. “It wasn’t much after that time, though, that I went with a buddy to a party at some girl’s house I didn’t know. We got into a game of spin the bottle and I wound up goin’ into a back room with a very proper-lookin’, pretty little blond girl wearin’ a blue-checked dress. We were supposed to just kiss once and come back out, but it didn’t happen that way at all. She had shiny red bee lips and we really got into it, takin’ our time and usin’ our tongues.”

Lula laughed. “That’s hell o’ raw for twelve years old,” she said.

“It was a surprise, too,” said Sailor. “For me, anyway. ’Specially from this straight-lookin’ chick I ain’t never seen before. So after about three or four minutes we hear the kids in the other room hootin’ and hollerin’ and whistlin’. Both this girl and I were hot, right? And like I say, real surprised by it. ‘I guess we better go out now,’ she says to me. We were in a kind of storage room, with pieces of furniture all stacked around us, in some dim red light, and her eyes and lips looked huge. She put her hand on the side of my head and real slowly brushed her fingers through my hair. I tried to kiss her again but she dodged it and ran out. I heard the kids hoot and shout even louder when she came back in the other room. I remember startin’ to wipe her lipstick off with the back of my hand, but I stopped and decided to leave it there. Then I followed her out.”

Lula tossed her More into the toilet. “You know, there’s somethin’ I ain’t never told you about, Sailor. When I was almost sixteen I got pregnant.”

Sailor rinsed his face and toweled himself off. He turned around and leaned back against the washbasin.

“You tell your mama?” he asked.

Lula nodded. “She got me an abortion in Miami from some old Jewish doctor with the hairiest nostrils and ears I ever seen. He told me after I’d be able to have kids no problem. He did it in a hotel room on the beach and when we were goin’ down in the elevator? And I was almost passin’ out and cryin’ with my mouth closed? Mama says, ‘I hope you appreciate my spendin’ six hundred dollars, not countin’ what it cost us to get here and back, on Dr. Goldman. He’s the finest abortionist in the South.’ ”

“You tell the boy who knocked you up?”

“It was my cousin, Dell, done it. His folks used to visit with us summers.”

“What happened to him?”

“Oh, nothin’. I never let on to Mama about Dell bein’ the one. I just flat refused to tell her who the daddy was? I didn’t tell Dell, neither. He was back home in Chattanooga by then anyhow, and I didn’t see the point. Somethin’ terrible happened to him, though. Six months ago.”

“What’s that, peanut?”

“Dell disappeared. He’d started behavin’ weird? Like comin’ up to people every fifteen minutes and askin’ how they were doin’? And just seemin’ real spacey and actin’ funny.”

“Actin’ funny how?” said Sailor.

“Well, like Mama told me Aunt Rootie—Dell’s mama?—she found Dell up in the black of night all dressed and makin’ sandwiches in the kitchen. Aunt Rootie asked him what he was doin’ and Dell told her he was makin’ his lunch and goin’ to work. He’s a welder? And she made him go back to bed. Then he’d carry on about the weather? Talk about how rainfall’s controlled by aliens livin’ on earth sent as spies from another planet. Also how men wearin’ black leather gloves ’cause they got metal hands are followin’ him around.”

“Prob’ly the rain boys from outer space,” Sailor said.

“It ain’t so funny now, though,” said Lula. “December, before Christmas? Dell disappeared and Aunt Rootie hired a private eye to find him. He was missin’ for almost a month before he wandered back in the house one mornin’. Said he’d been drivin’ to work and the next thing he knew he was in Sarasota, Florida, on a beautiful beach, so he decided to stay for a while. The private eye cost Aunt Rootie over a thousand dollars? Then a little while later Dell run off again to someplace and nobody seen him since.”

“He don’t sound so crazy to me,” said Sailor. “Probably just he needed to make a change is all.”

“One thing about Dell?” Lula said.

“What’s that?”

“When he was about seventeen he started losin’ his hair.”

“So?”

“He’s twenty-four now. A year older than you? And he’s about bald.”

“There’s worse things can happen to a man, honey,” said Sailor.

“Yeah, I suppose,” said Lula. “Hair does make a difference, though.”






 DIXIE PEACH

Sailor and Lula sat at a corner table next to the window in the Forget-Me-Not Cafe sipping their drinks. Lula had an iced tea with three sugars and Sailor had a High Life, which he drank straight from the bottle. They’d both ordered fried oysters and cole slaw and were enjoying the view. There was a nail paring of a moon and the sky was dark grey with streaks of red and yellow and beneath it the black ocean lay flat on its back.

“That water reminds me of Buddy Favre’s bathtub,” said Sailor.

“How’s that?” Lula asked.

“My daddy’s duck-huntin’ partner, Buddy Favre, used to take a bath ever’ evenin’. Buddy was a stumpy guy with a mustache and goatee and kinda slanty eyes so he looked like a devil but he was a regular guy. He was a truck mechanic, worked on big rigs, eighteen-wheelers, and he got awful filthy doin’ it. So nights when he got home he soaked himself in a tub full of Twenty Mule Team Borax and the water turned a kind of thick grey and black, like the way the ocean looks tonight. My daddy would go over to Buddy’s and sit in a chair in the bathroom and sip I. W. Harper while Buddy bathed, and sometimes he took me with him. Buddy smoked a joint ever’ night while he was in the tub. He’d offer it to Daddy but he stuck to the whisky. Buddy said the reefer come from Panama and that he was gonna end up there one day.”

“Did he?”

“I don’t know, honey. I lost track of him after Daddy died, but Buddy was a pretty determined type of man, so I imagine he’ll make it eventually if he ain’t already.”

“Where’d you get high first, Sailor? You remember?”

Sailor took a long swig of his High Life. “Sure do. I was fifteen and Bobby Tebbetts and Gene Toy—my half-Chinaman friend I told you about?—we was drivin’ Bobby’s ’55 Packard Caribbean to Ciudad Juarez so we could get laid. Bobby’d been down there before when he’d been visitin’ some family in El Paso, and he and a cousin of his went over to Juarez and got their peckers wet for the first time. Gene Toy and I got  Bobby to talkin’ about it one night and we just decided on the spot to get up and go get it done.”

“That’s an awful long way to go,” said Lula, “just to get some pussy.”

“We was only—let’s see, I was fifteen and Tebbetts was seventeen and a half and Gene Toy was sixteen. I had my first taste on that trip. At that age you still got a lot of energy.”

“You still got plenty energy for me, baby. When’s the first time you done it with a girl who wasn’t hookin’?”

“Maybe two, three months after Juarez,” said Sailor. “I was visitin’ my cousin, Junior Train, in Savannah, and we were at some kid’s house whose parents were out of town. I remember there were kids swimmin’ in a indoor pool and some of ’em was standin’ around in the yard or the kitchen drinkin’ beer. A girl come up to me that was real tall, taller than me, and she had a real creamy complexion but there was a interestin’ star-shaped scar on her nose.”

“Was it big?”

“No. About thumbnail size, like a tattoo almost.”

“So she come up to you?”

“Yeah.” Sailor laughed. “She asked me who I was with and I said nobody, just Junior. She asked me did I want a beer and I held up the one I was holdin’. She asked me did I live in Savannah and I said no, I was visitin’ family.”

“She know them?”

“No. She looked right at me and run her tongue over her lips and put her hand on my arm. Her name was Irma.”

“What’d you say to her then?”

“Told her my name. Then she said somethin’ like, ‘It’s so noisy down here. Why don’t we go upstairs so we can hear ourselves?’ She turned around and led the way. When she got almost to the top step I stuck my hand between her legs from behind.”

“Oh, baby,” said Lula. “What a bad boy you are!”

Sailor laughed. “That’s just what she said. I went to kiss her but she broke off laughin’ and ran down the hallway. I found her lyin’ on a bed in a room. She was a wild chick. She was wearin’ bright orange pants with kind of Spanish-lookin’ lacy black stripes down the sides. You know, them kind that doesn’t go all the way down your leg?”

“You mean like Capri pants?” said Lula.

“I guess. She just rolled over onto her stomach and stuck her ass up in the air. I slid my hand between her legs again and she closed her thighs on it.”

“You’re excitin’ me, honey. What’d she do?”

“Her face was half pushed into the pillow, and she looked back over her shoulder at me and said, ‘I won’t suck you. Don’t ask me to suck you.’ ”

“Poor baby,” said Lula. “She don’t know what she missed. What color hair she have?”

“Sorta brown, blond, I guess. But dig this, sweetie. Then she turns over, peels off them orange pants, and spreads her legs real wide and says to me, ‘Take a bite of peach.’ ”

Lula howled. “Jesus, honey! You more than sorta got what you come for.”

The waitress brought their oysters and slaw.

“Y’all want somethin’ more to drink?” she asked.

Sailor swallowed the last of his High Life and handed the bottle to the waitress.

“Why not?” he said.






 THE REST OF THE WORLD

“I’ll drop Mama a postcard from somewhere,” said Lula. “I mean, I don’t want her to worry no more than necessary.”

“What do you mean by necessary?” said Sailor. “She’s prob’ly already called the cops, my parole officer, her p.i. boyfriend—What’s his name? Jimmy Fatgut or somethin’?”

“Farragut. Johnnie Farragut. I suppose so. She knew I was bound to see you soon as you was sprung, but I don’t figure she counted on us takin’ off together like this.”

Sailor was at the wheel of Lula’s white ’75 Bonneville convertible. He kept it steady at sixty with the top up to avoid attracting attention. They were twenty miles north of Hattiesburg, headed for Biloxi, where they planned to spend the night.

“I guess this means you’re breakin’ parole, then?” said Lula.

“You guess,” Sailor said. “My parole was broke two hundred miles back when we burnt Portagee County.”

“What’ll it be like in California, Sailor, do you think? I hear it don’t rain much there.”

“Considerin’ we make it, you mean.”

“We got through two and a half states already without no problem.” Sailor laughed. “Reminds me of a story I heard at Pee Dee about a guy had been workin’ derrick on the Atchafalaya. He hooked up with a prostitute in New Iberia and they robbed a armored car together, killed the driver and the guard, got away with it. The woman done the shootin’, too. She planned the whole thing, she told this guy, only she was followin’ a plan laid out by her boyfriend who was doin’ a stretch for armed robbery up at Angola.

“They were headed for Colorado and had gone north through Arkansas and then over through Oklahoma and were around Enid when who bushwhacks ’em but the boyfriend from Angola. He’d gone over the wall, went lookin’ for his old squeeze, and learned about the armored-car robbery. It’d made all the papers because it was so darin’ and ingenious. It couldn’t have been nobody but her, he figured, ’cause of the  way it’d been pulled off, and he’d told her the best route to take to Colorado where the cash could be hid out in a old mine he knew about. He never counted on her attemptin’ to pull this gig on her own, of course. It was the score he’d reckoned on makin’, maybe usin’ her, when he got out of Angola. Anyway, he caught up with ’em before the feds did, and blew ’em both away.”

“Nice story, honey,” said Lula. “What on earth made you think of it?”

“They’d made it through two and a half states, too, before the road ended.”

“What happened to the hardcase from Angola?”

“He got caught by the FBI in Denver and sent back to Louisiana to finish his time on the robbery beef. He’s supposed to’ve stashed the armored-car loot in the Colorado mine. The bodies ain’t never turned up.”

“Maybe they’re buried in the mine, too,” said Lula.

“Could be. I heard this from a guy’d done time in Angola. You hear lots of stories in the slam, babe, ain’t many of which float. But I buy this one.”

Lula lit up a cigarette.

“That don’t smell like a More,” said Sailor.

“It ain’t,” said Lula. “I picked me up a pack of Vantages before we left the Cape?”

“They sure do stink.”

“Yeah, I guess, but they ain’t supposed to be so bad for you.”

“You ain’t gonna begin worryin’ about what’s bad for you at this hour, are you, sugar? I mean, here you are crossin’ state lines with a A-number-one certified murderer.”

“Manslaughterer, honey, not murderer. Don’t exaggerate.”

“Okay, manslaughterer who’s broke his parole and got in mind nothin’ but immoral purposes far’s you’re concerned.”

“Thank the Lord. Well, you ain’t let me down yet, Sailor. That’s more’n I can say for the rest of the world?”

Sailor laughed and shot the Pontiac up to seventy.

“You please me, too, peanut,” he said.






 ON THE GULF COAST

“Life is a bitch and then you marry one.”

“What kinda trash talk is that?” said Lula.

Sailor laughed. “What it says on the bumper sticker up front. On that pickup.”

“That’s disgustin’. Those kinda sentiments shouldn’t be allowed out in public. Is this Biloxi yet?”

“Almost. I figure we should find us a place to stay and then go eat.”

“Got anyplace special in mind?”

“We oughta stay somewhere outa the way. Not in no Holidays or Ramadas or Motel Six. If Johnnie Farragut’s on our trail he’ll check those first.”

They passed the Biloxi City Limits sign.

“How about that one?” said Lula. “The Host of the Old South Hotel.”

“Looks more like the Ghost of the Old South,” said Sailor. “We’ll try her.”

The lobby smelled of fried-chicken grease and there were three old men sitting on straight-backed chairs under the giant ceiling fan watching The Oprah Winfrey Show on a big black-and-white television. All three of them looked up at Sailor and Lula when they walked in. There was a giant leafy potted plant that looked like marijuana next to the TV.

“When I was a kid,” Sailor whispered to Lula, “my grandaddy showed me a photo of his daddy at a reunion of veterans of the Confederate army. These old geezers over here remind me of that picture. If one or two of ’em had long white beards, they’d look just like them old soldiers in Grandaddy’s album. According to Grandaddy, by the time that picture was taken just about all the survivors had promoted theirselfs to general.”

The room was small but cheap, sixteen dollars. The plaster on the walls and ceiling was cracked and there was an ancient Motorola TV with rabbit ears hulking in a corner. There was a card table with four plastic  glasses and a pink ceramic pitcher on it. In another corner was a decrepit brown bureau and in the middle of the room was an enormous bed with a chipped black headboard. Lula stripped off the dishwater grey bedspread, tossed it over by the bureau and stretched out on the bed.

“I hate hotel bedspreads,” she said. “They don’t hardly never get washed, and I don’t like the idea of lyin’ on other people’s dirt.”

“Come look at this,” said Sailor.

Lula got up from the bed and looked out the window. She noticed that the lower left pane was cracked in two places.

“What, honey?” she said.

“There ain’t no water in the swimmin’ pool. Just a dead tree fell in, prob’ly from bein’ struck by lightnin’.”

“It’s huge. This musta been a grand old place at one time.”

Cars zoomed by on the beachfront highway that ran in front of the hotel.

“Lots of servicemen here,” said Lula.

“Let’s get fed, sweetheart. The light’s fadin’ fast.”

After dinner, Sailor and Lula went for a walk on the beach. The full moon bleached the sand stark white and turned the Gulf a wrinkled magenta. Lula took off her shoes.

“You really figure Mama got Johnnie Farragut after us?” she said.

“If anyone, it’d be him, honey.”

A headless wave rolled up to Lula and she allowed it to wash over her feet. They walked along without talking for a few minutes. The only sounds other than the waves breaking on the beach were cars and trucks honking and racing up on the road.

“You think he’ll run us down?” asked Lula.

“Who? Johnnie?”

“Yeah.”

“Might. Then again, he’d maybe have better luck findin’ Elvis.”

“You don’t believe Elvis is still alive, do you?” said Lula.

Sailor laughed. “No more’n James Dean is a wrinkled, twisted-up vegetable shut away in a Indiana rest home.”

“But you gotta consider all them strange facts. Like the corpse was shorter and weighed less than Elvis?”

“That’s just stuff to sell more magazines, sweetheart.”

“Well, I wouldn’t blame Elvis, though. If he was alive and just wanted to lie low?”

“He’s lyin’ low okay,” said Sailor. “About six feet lower’n we do. Don’t concern yourself with it.”

Lula clucked her tongue twice. “I heard somethin’ awful on the radio the other day,” she said. “About this old rock ’n’ roll guitarist, he was forty-seven? He got arrested for bein’ drunk in Virginia and hanged himself in his cell. Left a wife and seven children. Radio said his daddy was a Pentecostal preacher.”

“Guy up at Pee Dee, when he found out a old cell buddy of his got blown away by the son of a bitch his wife took up with while he was servin’ time, said, ‘Another derailment on life’s railway to heaven.’ I don’t know, peanut, if maybe we won’t get a little lucky.”






 ORDINARY COMPANIONS

Johnnie’s first meal, whenever he was in New Orleans, was always at The Acme. He got right in the lunch line and ordered rice and beans with sausages and an oyster sandwich. After he paid for the food, he set his tray down on a table by the window and went over to the bar, where he asked for a Dixie, got it, refused a glass, paid for the beer and walked back with it to his table.

Johnnie ate half of the oyster sandwich before he took a man-sized pull off the Dixie. Still the sweetest beer in the South, he thought, as he swallowed. The polluted river water gave it that special taste, and no doubt if a body drank enough of it he would begin to glow in the dark. That stretch of the Mississippi from Baton Rouge to New Orleans isn’t called the Cancer Corridor for no good reason. But it sure tasted good on a ninety-eight-degree day in the Big Easy.

As he ate, Johnnie thought about where, other than New Orleans, Lula and Sailor might have gone. N.O. seemed the most likely place, since they could find work for which they could get paid under the table and fit in more easily than in Atlanta or Houston. Besides, Lula always liked New Orleans. She’d stayed there many times with Marietta, mostly at the Royal Sonesta, whenever Marietta needed to get away on an antiques-shopping trip. Of course, they could be most anywhere by now: New York, Miami, even on their way to California. But N.O. was a good enough guess for now.

“Do you mind if I share this table?”

Johnnie looked up and saw a large, chocolate-colored man in his late forties or early fifties, wearing a powder blue porkpie hat and holding a tray filled with plates of food, smiling at him.

“The others,” said the man, “they are ocupado.”

“By all means,” said Johnnie. “Make yourself to home.”

“Muchas gracias,” the man said, sitting down. He extended his well-developed right forearm and offered Johnnie a big hand to shake. “My name is Reginald San Pedro Sula. But please do call me Reggie.”

Johnnie wiped off his right hand on his napkin and shook.

“Johnnie Farragut,” he said. “Pleased to meet ya.”

Reggie did not remove his porkpie hat and began eating ferociously, finishing half of his meal before saying anything more.

“You are from New Orleans, Señor Farragut?”

“Johnnie, please. Nope. Charlotte, North Carolina. Here on business.”

Reggie smiled broadly, revealing numerous tall, gold teeth. “I am from Honduras. Originally from the Cayman Islands, but now for many years in Honduras. Do you know Honduras, Johnnie?”

“Only that it’s supposed to be a pretty poor sight since the hurricane come through last year.”

“Yes, that’s so. But there is not much to destroy. No big buildings like in New Orleans. Not where I live in the Bay Islands.”

“Where is that?”

“North of the mainland. On the island of Utila. We have a certain sovereignty in the islands, you know, since the United States forced the British to give them up over a century ago.”

“What do you do there?”

“Oh, many things.” Reggie laughed. “I have an appliance shop. But I am also with the government.”

Johnnie took a bite of the oyster sandwich.

“In what capacity?” he asked.

“In many capacities. Mostly with the secret service.”

Reggie reached into his back pocket and took out his wallet. He handed a card to Johnnie.

“ ‘General Osvaldo Tamarindo y Ramirez,’ ” Johnnie read aloud. “ ‘Teléfono 666.’ ”

“He is my sponsor,” said Reggie. “The general is the head of the secret police of Honduras. I am one of his operatives.”

Johnnie handed the card back to Reggie and Reggie gave him a small piece of paper, folded once. Johnnie unfolded it. The printing was in Spanish.

“That is my permiso,” Reggie said. “My permit to kill. Only if necessary, of course, and only in my own country.” He laughed.

“Of course,” said Johnnie, refolding the piece of paper and handing it over to Reggie.

“I am authorized to carry a forty-five, also,” said Reggie. “United  States Marine issue, before they made the unfortunate switch to the less dependable nine millimeters. I have it here, in my briefcase.”

Reggie held up his stainless-steel briefcase and then replaced it on the floor beneath his chair.

“Why are you in New Orleans?” asked Johnnie. “If you don’t mind my askin’.”

Reggie laughed. He took off his hat and scratched furiously at his completely bald head for a few seconds, wiped the sweat off his scalp with his napkin and put his hat back on.

“Certainly not,” Reggie said. “I am here only briefly, in fact, until this evening, when I fly to Austin, Texas, to visit a friend of mine who is an agent for the CIA. He wants to take me bass fishing. He comes to Utila and goes fishing with me. We are in the same businesses and also we are fishermen.”

Johnnie swallowed the last of his beer. He’d eaten all he could and stood up to leave. This fellow Reginald San Pedro Sula, Johnnie thought, was undoubtedly telling the truth, but Johnnie had no desire to get into it any deeper.

“It’s been a real pleasure, Reggie,” he said, extending his hand. “I wish you buena suerte wherever you go.”

Reggie stood up. He was at least six feet six. He shook Johnnie’s hand.

“The same to you,” he said. “If you are in Honduras, come to the Bay Islands and visit me. The Hondurans are great friends of the American people. But I have a joke for you before you go. If a liberal, a socialist and a communist all jumped off the roof of the Empire State Building at the same time, which one of them would hit the ground first?”

“I couldn’t say,” said Johnnie. “Which one?”

“Who cares?” said Reggie, grinning.

Johnnie walked down Iberville Street toward the river. He was eager to get back to his hotel room and read more of Robert Burton’s The Anatomy of Melancholy. Burton’s book, the first treatise on the subject written by a layman, had been published originally in 1621 and was still relevant today. As Johnnie turned the corner and headed north on Decatur, he repeated to himself Burton’s definition of melancholy: “A kind of dotage without a fever, having for his ordinary companions fear and sadness, without any apparent occasion.”

He’d read for a little while, Johnnie thought, then take a nap. It was more likely he’d run onto Sailor and Lula, if they were here, at night, anyway.





 HUNGER IN AMERICA

“Hear now how leeches is comin’ back into style,” said Sailor.

“Say what?” said Lula. “Honestly, sugar, you can talk more shit sometimes?” She took out a cigarette the length and width of a Dixon Ticonderoga No. 2 pencil and lit it.

“Got you a pack of Mores again, huh?”

“Yeah, it’s a real problem for me, Sailor, you know. When I went in that drugstore by the restaurant in Biloxi? For the Kotex? I saw ’em by the register and had the girl throw ’em in. I’m not big on resistin’. So what about a leech?”

“Heard on the radio how doctors is usin’ leeches again, like in old times. You know, when even barbers used ’em?”

Lula shuddered. “Got one on me at Lake Lanier. Lifeguard poured salt on it and it dropped off. Felt awful. He was a cute boy, though, so it was almost worth it.”

Sailor laughed. “Radio said back in the 1920s a I-talian doctor figured out that if, say, a fella got his nose mostly bit off in a barfight or somethin’, and he needed a skin transplant there, they’d sew one of his forearms to his nose for a few weeks, and when they took it off they’d slap a couple leeches where the new skin attached from his arm to keep the blood movin’ so the skin’d stick.”

Lula rolled down her window on the passenger side of the front seat of the Bonneville. They were on the outskirts of New Orleans.

“Sailor? You expect me to believe a man’d be goin’ around with a arm sewed to his nose? For weeks?!”

Sailor nodded. “How they used to do it,” he said. “Course they got more sophisticated ways now. Radio said the Chinese, I think it is, figured a better idea is by insertin’ a balloon in the forehead and lettin’ it hang down on the nose.”

Lula shrieked. “Sailor Ripley! You stop! You’re makin’ this shit up and I ain’t gonna sit for it!”

“Honest, Lula,” Sailor said. “I prob’ly ain’t precisely got all the facts straight, but it’s about what they said.”

“Honey, here we are in N.O.,” said Lula, “and it’s time to change the subject.”

Sailor pulled off the road into a Gulf gas station mini-mart.

“We’re about dry bones, sweetheart,” he said, stopping the car next to a self-serve pump. A sign on the top of it said PLEASE PAY INSIDE BEFORE FUELING.

“Get me a Mounds?” Lula shouted to Sailor as he went into the store.

A tall black man about thirty-five years old, wearing a torn green Tulane tee shirt, grease-stained brown slacks, no socks, ripped tennis shoes and a dirty orange Saints baseball cap, was piling items on the counter by the cash register. In the pile were four ready-made, plastic-wrapped sandwiches, two tuna salad and two cotto salami; six Twinkies; a package of Chips Ahoy chocolate
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