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DEDICATION

"What we have here is a dedication page,"
said Doug. "This is what we got to do first."

"What it for?" said Sue Jean.

"Well, here's where we thank everybody for
everything they did, for getting us where we are."

"And where you figure that might be?"

"Doesn't matter where, long as we're
here."

"We got the whole page?"

"The whole thing," said Doug.

"Shoot, let do it,"
said Sue Jean. "Let's fill this sucker up."

First and foremost, this book is for RUTH,
Who said, "Go ahead and write it, I'll hold down the fort." She
did, and that's why the book is here. All my love, forever,
R.B.

For JOE and LEW Who are always beside me when
I need them.

For my special band of brothers, RODGER and
TOM.

For TOSH, Who is holding a table at the Bird,
for his own Hereafter Gang.

And for GENE and
REFORD - Who already know the way.

God bless you all.

N.B.

 



I dream a life I've yet to live,

In some far spring or fall.

Pray who is Honda, Cap n Crunch, And what is
Underall?

JOHN KEATS

Next time around, I be something ain't so
troublin' as this.

hooker,

Houston, Texas

 



Chapter
1

Doug dreams he and
Erlene are at the movies. The dream comes early Monday morning
after the party Saturday night, and the fucked up Sunday after
that. They see The French Lieutenant's Woman, which Doug
didn't like when he was awake. He thinks Meryl Streep could use a
shot of Vitamin B. She has a birdlike pinkness about the eyes.
Erlene says Meryl wears silk underwear you have to buy in this one
boutique in Paris France. She likes to sit in outdoor cafés between
takes. Doug figures none of this is true. He knows where Erlene
gets her dope about the stars. Sometime during the movie Erlene
takes off her clothes. She's wearing only fishnet hose. Doug has
seen these advertised in the backs of magazines. Before you know
it, merchant seamen with Slavic features have her upside down in
the seat, doing everything Doug likes to do. Erlene doesn't seem to
notice. She finishes off a popcorn tub and a Sprite. Meryl Streep
gazes longingly out to sea. As soon as the movie's over, Doug sees
Erlene is dead. After a moment of regret, he feels as if a weight
has been lifted from his shoulders. At the funeral, Sunny D'Angelo
slips him a small glass vial. Doug can secretly apply this to his
eyes to bring tears. A beautiful girl gazes at him across the
grave. Her eyes are gray and knowing. A silent understanding passes
between them. They will meet that night at an exclusive hotel. It
is late when Doug arrives. The streets are empty, wet with recent
rain like a movie about spies. There is no light in the room but he
knows the girl is there. He can smell the fragrant oils she's
rubbed on her thighs and the tips of her breasts. These oils are
hard to get. They can't be sold in this country. He stops beside
her bed; she raises a little foot for him to kiss. Her toes taste
of cloves and good leather. She motions him to join her. She
whispers in his ear and tells him what she wants. She speaks some
language he hasn't heard, but Doug knows what she means. Dark
things ooze from out of the closet and under the bed. They've been
waiting since he was three. They knew he'd forget to leave on the
light. They crowd him to the floor and suck his breath. He smells
the wet fur of small animals, the same smell the girl has used to
lure him to her bed. A commercial starts to happen. A black man
bites into a Whopper. Doug feels a terrible loss. He knows what the
black man got. "Hey baby, don't look at me," the man tells him,
"your old lady the one that done you in..."

 



Chapter
2

Doug woke from this
dream, hung up between dread and anticipation. He seemed detached.
The clock beside the bed said 10:35 or something else. He sat and
put his feet on the floor. The sun came hot through the window,
striping the bed like a bad prison movie. Erlene had the air on
full. It was all bills paid, Erlene said, if they didn't use it
someone else sure would.

He recalled this was the best day of his life
and felt better. He meant to get things done. There wasn't any
reason why he couldn't. Fate dealt winning hands all the time. A
schoolteacher from Rose Hill North Carolina won eight-thousand
bucks on Wheel of Fortune, and didn't seem like he could
safely open a can. Dumping Erlene and quitting work couldn't be any
harder than that.

He stumbled to the shower and let water run
in his face. He thought about the dream. Did he really want Erlene
to die? He guessed not. That was some kind of symbol. You told
yourself stuff in your sleep but you had to figure out what it
meant. It didn't always mean what you thought. The water helped him
sort through emotions. He'd looked at Erlene at 6:30 the night
before and cut her right out of his life. Just like that. They were
watching 60 Minutes. One moment they were still married in spirit
and the next, during a Preparation H commercial, he didn't care if
she dropped through the floor. The product coming on the screen
just then seemed to Doug a kind of omen, that and what happened
next. An image of Erlene's mother suddenly appeared, superimposed
on the blue and yellow package. It looked like a clever special
effect.

This thought triggered another, and he
remembered where Erlene had to be. It was the last Monday of the
month, the day she drove south out of Houston down 288 to see her
mother. Otta Gee Lamprey lived in a trailer north of Clute. The
trailer was aluminum, shaped like a giant suppository. Mounted on
concrete blocks, it had sat right there since 1958, defying
hurricanes and floods and Texas summers. It was set in a cluster of
naked pines, trees dying from the kiss of Monsanto and Dow, the
hydrocarbon breath of refineries along the Gulf. Erlene told
friends Otta Gee was in the antique business, but wouldn't give
directions. On Doug's first and last visit to Clute, he learned the
antique business was a card table set in front of the trailer. On
the table were three ashtrays from the Ramada Inn in Freeport, a
Houston Oiler giveaway glass, a Dr. Pepper bottle stuffed with
faded plastic flowers. There was a Donald Duck lamp with the bill
chipped off below the eyes. Donald looked surprised.

And that was it, the whole thing. Just this
table full of shit people threw out of cars, or dumped at the Shell
across the street. Doug wasn't deep into commerce and sales, but he
could see the old lady wasn't making any bread out of this. Which
meant Erlene slipped her money now and then, and told him it went
for something else.

Otta Gee ran the antique shop on weekends
whenever it didn't rain. During the week she drank beer and messed
around inside the trailer. Erlene wouldn't go inside. She'd sit in
a broken lawn chair and talk to Otta Gee, but she wouldn't go in
the trailer on a bet. There were close to thirty years' worth of
Lone Star and chili dog farts locked up in that thing, and Erlene
wasn't sure what else. Whom the gods would destroy, they would
first drive to Clute, Doug said, which didn't go over with
Erlene.

It was a pure marvel to Doug that a
long-legged, high-kicking Kilgore Rangerette, a girl with whiskey
eyes and a soft and pouty mouth, could spring from the pizza dough
loins of Otta Gee. How could a kid slide down that channel of
horror and come out cute as a country bug? There was only one
answer he could figure, and that was Erlene's father, long gone and
never mentioned since. He had to be some South Texas Apollo. Some
god-like trucker on a toot. His super-sperm had invaded Otta Gee,
scrambled her rotten egg and fashioned Erlene from scratch. Whoever
it was had sobered up and gotten out of town fast.

Doug had been married to Erlene four years
before he noticed this slim little honey had Otta Gee traits
beginning to show. Little things at first. They went to a movie
where a psycho in a hockey mask split a lot of teenage heads.
Erlene laughed out loud. She laughed until she cried. Doug started
looking for other signs. He peeked in her nose and in her ears for
any Otta Gee hairs. Nothing. Which didn't prove a thing. A woman
who'd fuck a dentist and a shrink wouldn't stop at growing secret
tufts of hair.

Doug dried off and wrapped a towel around his
waist and brushed his teeth. He decided he didn't look half bad. An
ugly Clint Eastwood. Maybe a handsome Charlie Bronson. A full head
of hair and no gray. His eyes were dark and the whites were
perfectly clear. He felt the lines at the corners of his mouth
showed character and judgment. He reached for the razor, set it
down and looked at himself again. It struck him so quickly he was
amazed. He didn't have to shave. He could do whatever he wanted.
Starting right now. He took the razor and the package of blades and
the shaving cream and dumped them in the basket by the sink. Damn.
Two weeks and he'd be good as Willie Nelson.

Mousebreath padded into the room, curious at
the noise. She jumped lightly on top of the toilet. "I'm taking
off," Doug told her. "I don't know where but you better come too.
Stay here and you'll get your ass gassed." The cat gave him a
witless amber stare. Doug saw ancient wisdom and understanding.

He couldn't find clean shorts, and recycled a
pair from the bottom of the pile. He felt like a stranger already.
The apartment seemed revealed. He felt depressed and unattached. He
couldn't imagine he'd ever lived here at all. The walls were
painted hospital decorator green. The carpet looked like a badly
matted dog. Erlene placed furniture just slightly out of whack for
the normal eye, something she'd likely learned from Otta Gee. Sofas
and chairs seemed vaguely Target Spanish or maybe not. Plastic
flowers sat wherever Erlene could find a spot. The Sunday papers
were still scattered about floor. The coffee table held Erlene's
book, which was a history of the Kilgore Rangerettes. Beside it
were white take-out cartons, cold fries and dried barbecue sauce.
Doug figured Robin Leach wasn't dropping by here for a drink.

Erlene had left coffee on the stove. Doug
dumped it out and made his own. Even the simplest act of marriage
seemed perverse. He tried to imagine the two of them having
breakfast. What would he say? What would they talk about?
Mousebreath rubbed his leg and he opened Nine Lives and dumped it
in a dish. She sprang to the counter and nudged his hand aside.
Cats don't think about food the same as dogs, Doug thought. Dogs
are scared of God and they wolf down everything at once.

The sun was white-hot out the kitchen window.
A garbage truck labored up the alley behind the apartment. The
small fenced yards below were empty. Rusted K-Mart smokers,
houseplants set outside to die. Doug decided this would be a fine
night to check the girl in 104. Boy, she was a window peeker's
dream, regular as the ten o'clock news. He'd learned her name from
the mailbox and arranged to run into her by chance. She cut him
down with a look. She didn't want to know him. Yet, Doug knew her
as well as her strawberry douche. Window peeking was a habit he'd
picked up as youth, and seen no reason to discard. Growing up in
Waxahachie, he had a detailed map of every good window in town.
Best viewing times, age of peekee, tit rating and personal risk
factor. All this noted in Orphan Annie code, and hidden in the
closet in a box. He could remember every treasure that was there. A
dirty comic book featuring Dagwood, Blondie and Mr. Dithers. A pair
of panties stolen from Betty Allwood's clothes line. A picture of
Cyd Charise. He left his mark on a hundred clapboard walls and
cedar shrubs. The dangers then were dogs, running in packs through
the town. Today it was security guards and Levelor blinds.

He felt much better than he'd hoped. Sunday
was even worse than Saturday night, Sunday the moment of truth. The
garbage they'd dug up Saturday night, after everyone was gone,
didn't smell any better in the morning. Saturday was just
off-the-cuff sniping. Sunday they were sober, ready for a knockdown
HBO title match. Erlene locked herself in the bathroom and bawled.
Doug stomped around the apartment. It lasted until late in the
afternoon. By then they were limp with verbal wounds, empty of
invective. They held each other and cried. It was good they'd
gotten it all out in the open. That was the sensible thing to do.
Now they could sit down like grownups and work things out.

"We've both been married before," Doug said.
"We're not a couple of kids, Erlene. Things happen whether you mean
for them to or not."

"Now Doug, not anything happened at all,"
Erlene said. "Don't you start on that. Pete was just acting up. You
know how he is when he drinks."

"I just meant things could happen. I mean
they might. If they did we'd understand. That things happen."

"Well nothing did."

"Well maybe it didn't."

"Goddamn it, Doug, there isn't a maybe to
it." For an instant, her eyes turned Otta Gee mean. "You hear me
put a maybe on what I said?"

"Fine. There wasn't any maybes. I'm too old
for this shit, Erlene. I don't need some kind of hassle like who's
got the tit in the kitchen."

Erlene gave him a sly country grin. "You're
not so old. I haven't ever said that."

"I'm thirty-five. That's getting into
old."

"Thirty-six."

"I'm closer to thirty-five than thirty-six.
That's how you count it, Erlene. What you're closest to."

"You don't act old Doug and that's what
counts. You act like a man ten years younger and that's the
truth."

"Well I appreciate that. That's a nice thing
to say."

"I'm not just saying it. I don't say things I
don't mean. You ought to know me better than that. Aren't I right?
Isn't that what I always do?"

"I guess you do."

"Don't I always do that?"

"You always do, Erlene."

"Honest to God I wish you'd fuck me now,
Doug. You know getting mad makes me horny."

Doug jumped her right there. He knew the
other thing Erlene did when she got mad was change her mind. And
even if he was already thinking this was surely the end of the
line, he wanted her real bad. He didn't like her head but her body
hadn't ever done him wrong.

He guided her through fantasies they'd
collected in coastal motels with sandy floors. For once Erlene
seemed willing to do anything he liked. He shifted from tamer stuff
into the Mexican Bandit and Girl Tourist. Erlene stayed in
character, bawling with conviction she was an airline stew on
vacation and a virgin besides. Doug draped her over the sofa and
tied her hands with a kitchen towel. The sight of that magnificent
bottom upended brought tears to his eyes. How was he going to give
up that? He gazed at her overturned orchid kissed with dew.
Thirty-two years old, and still tight as a new gym sock. He hurried
down the hail, found his sombrero in the closet. He pretended to
rifle her purse.

"Have you ever been fock by real Mexicano,
señorita?" he wanted to know. "You are een for muy bueno
treat."

"Ay, steek eet in me," cried Erlene, "steek
eet in me now!"

"You don't do the accent, Erlene."

"What?"

"You don't do the accent. I'm the Mexican and
you're the tourist. You got the accent too it doesn't make any
sense."

"For Christ's sake, Doug, just do it," Erlene
said, "you got me hangin' on the edge!"

After that he did Blind Girl and the Biker.
The Sunday papers were scattered over the floor. Mousebreath joined
in the fun, hurtling through debris like a demon. Doug made Erlene
go to the mirror and read WANTED: CONSTRUCTION WORKERS on her ass.
He got them both beers and sat on the john while she soaked in the
tub.

"That stuff last night," Erlene said, "wasn't
any of it worth a hill of beans. What I want to do now is just put
all that behind us, hon. I'm sorry for what I said and I hope you
are too."

"Let's not even talk about it," Doug said. He
was totally fucked out and a little sad, because he didn't care if
they worked it out or not.

"Now Doug, I think we need to talk about it,"
Erlene said. "We got the yellin' and the making up done. I think we
ought to get to the talking part too." Erlene sat up in the tub.
Bubbles broke on her skin like Rice Krispies in a bowl. "You listen
to what I'm saying, Douglas Hoover, all right? I love you, hon, and
I don't care a thing 'bout anyone else. Pete got the feelies and
that wasn't anything at all."

"What about Ham?"

"All right I gave Ham a peck on the cheek.
And I mean not on the mouth itself and that's not even kissing.
Christ sakes, him and Aimilee've been friends of ours for years. It
isn't like you haven't kissed her a hundred times don't say you
haven't. And by the way I did not poke my tongue clear down his
throat."

"Did I say you did?"

"Just about half the night is all."

"Okay."

"Okay what?"

"Okay maybe I did."

"Isn't any maybe to it. If you didn't I
shouldn't have said it. We said a bunch of stuff."

Erlene sipped her beer. Doug looked at the
tips of her perky tits above the water.

"That isn't all you said. You said stuff that
hurt me real bad. You did, Doug."

"I said I'm sorry."

"Look at me? Will you look at me please?" She
took his hand in hers. "Just look right at me honey and tell me.
You think I'm fucking someone, Doug? Ham or Stew or someone else?
You do I want to know right now. I want you to come right out and
say it."

"No, I don't think you're fucking anyone,"
Doug lied.

"Honest?"

"Honest."

"And how 'bout you?" Her sly grin took him by
surprise. "You haven't ever put the old footlong to Shirley or
Janet I don't guess. Lord God Aimilee'd give her right foot to get
you in the sack I know that."

Doug looked guilty, though Erlene was only
partially right. He'd tried to screw Shirley, but so had everyone
else. Shirley was a dead ringer for Goldie Hawn. Aimilee was tall
and dark, a lazy looking woman with glazed ceramic eyes. Erlene was
right about her. She'd go down on him at high noon in the shopping
center if he gave her half a chance, right in front of God and
Safeway shoppers. Only that wouldn't happen, because Doug was
scared to get near her. He knew that come-on smile hid a crazy. The
invitation in her eyes was pharmaceutical at best. Her husband was
a shrink, and Aimilee ate his pills like jelly beans.

"No I haven't been to bed with Aimilee or
Shirley either," Doug said, leaving Janet out. "Jesus, if I had
they'd of told you before I got out the door."

"Would you like to? You'd kinda like to I
bet."

"Yes," he said at once, knowing this was the
right answer. "If I was going to do something like that Erlene
which I'm not. They're good-looking women I'll say that."

"Now see? I don't blame you for that, Doug.
That's a real natural thing. Lord, I get turned on now and then. I
am not goin' to lie. I guess I'm entitled to a tingle once in a
while. Isn't a thing wrong with that."

"Who?" Doug wanted to know where this was
going.

"What do you mean who?"

"Which one would you get a tingle from? I
mean if you did."

Erlene looked irritated. "I didn't say I'd
get a tingle now, Doug. Did I say that? That isn't what I said you
don't listen. I said I was entitled to a tingle is what I said. I
said there was some men we know might turn me on if I was so
inclined in that direction."

"We're just talking," Doug said. "Like you
said. If you were going to who?"

"Oh I don't know." A little Otta Gee smile.
"I just never thought about it, hon."

"Well who if you did?"

"Stew, maybe."

"Not Ham?"

"My Lord, no." Erlene made a face, showing
how distasteful she considered the idea.

"Has Stew ever tried anything?"

"Stew Geeter? Are you kidding? Why Shirley'd
cut off his balls."

"Then who else?" Doug persisted.

"No one else," Erlene said crossly.
"Let's not get off of you now, Doug. Don't tell me you go off to
Dallas or somewhere one of those little twitchy-ass secretaries
doesn't get the hots."

"Secretaries don't get to take trips."

"Uh-huh. Well how 'bout the ones already
there?"

"I stick it to every one gets in range," Doug
said honestly.

Erlene laughed. "Just get on out of here, you
old bastard. Run out and get us something to eat, okay? I don't
feel like messing around in the kitchen."

He left her soaking in the tub, grateful this
was over. He took the Toyota because the air wasn't working in the
Camaro. It was nearly September, but Texas isn't close to Vermont,
and Houston doesn't bother with the fall. Concrete pies bake in the
mega-city oven from May to October. Doug didn't care. He'd lived in
year-round summer all his life and liked the heat. It felt good
coming out of cold air and getting the sweats. Putting on his
shades against the glare, he drove out of the lot and onto the
street, past half a dozen new apartment complexes. It was hard
getting home if you were drunk. They all looked just alike and had
names like Navajo Cliffs and Hopi Buttes and Zuni Mesa. Some
developer had been to Santa Fe or seen a picture, and there were
poles sticking out of brown stucco and dead yucca plants along the
drive. If you didn't like Indians, you could go a few blocks and be
a Viking or a pirate.

 



Chapter
3

Doug thought the
Hanging Judge Barbecue #7 was the best place to eat in the world.
There were plenty of things to do. It wasn't like some place where
you ate and didn't have anything to look at but ferns. He liked the
plastic rope circling neon signs for Lone Star and Pearl beer.
There were things to see on the rough cedar walls. Branding irons
and horseshoes and early farming implements all faded into rust. A
fly-specked frame of old arrowheads, another of Western badges. One
wall had signs from Wells Fargo and Adams Express. Another was
filled with rusty relics, old guns that had lain out in the dirt a
hundred years. A Colt single action had all six chambers still
loaded with petrified shells. What happened, Doug wondered? Was the
owner too slow, did he fail to get off a shot? When you ate at the
Hanging Judge, you could think about things like that.

The floor was brown linoleum, the pattern
worn clean where people had walked, cracked the way mud dries in a
river. The kitchen behind the counter had a big metal hood, a fan
in the window, blades coated with grease, the essence of every herd
John Wayne had ever driven up to Dodge. Over the serving counter
were sepia-tone photographs of famous outlaws and lawmen. John
Wesley Hardin, Bat Masterson, Sam Bass and Jesse and Frank. Doug
didn't care for the lawmen, but he knew the personal histories of
every outlaw on the wall. He had books about them at home.

He usually got the Bob Dalton Ribs 'n' Fries
and the Clay Allison Kid's Plate for Erlene. Fighting with Erlene
had made him hungry and he ordered the Cole Younger Ham 'n' Beef
Combo for Erlene, and the Charlie Pierce and Bitter Creek Newcomb
House Special for himself. Charlie Pierce and Newcomb were pictured
on slanted boards bare to the waist in a funeral parlor in Guthrie,
Oklahoma. Pierce was riddled with bullets in the left side of his
chest. The holes looked strangely like sores or the bites of dogs.
Newcomb appeared untouched, except for a hole in the arm, but this
was misleading. As the Guthrie Daily Leader noted in the
legend down below, Newcomb "was transformed into a lead mine," with
bullets in his arms, legs and even the soles of his feet. These two
were members of the Doolin gang, and victims of late nineteenth
century progress. The telegraph alerted Deputy U.S. Marshals to
their presence in the area, and Newcomb and Pierce were soon on
display. Even in death, Doug thought, both of these outlaws seemed
more attractive and even-featured than Otta Gee.

The boy behind the counter was new. Doug had
never seen him before, yet he seemed vaguely familiar. He was
young, barely twenty if that, a boy with a mop of unruly hair. His
face wasn't handsome or ugly, but somewhere in between. Doug was
struck by the lopsided mouth that gave him a devil-may-care look.
He liked the boy at once. He made quick decisions about people and
stuck to that. The boy seemed poor and maybe lacking social grace.
He thought such people were better off and had an easier row to
hoe. His mother said the poor had a simple kind of wisdom,
pleasures they shared with their own. They would pass a small
clapboard shack in the dead of night on a lonely Texas road, and
she would point to the square of yellow light and say, "Douglas,
just look at that light, how warm and friendly it is. Those folks
in there are happy. They are content with what God gave them, and
we should be grateful we have so much more." His mother was dead
ten years now. She lived to be seventy-two, and left Doug a
forty-year stack of Reader's Digest. When his father heard
she'd died, he jerked off successfully in front of nurse named
Felicia at the Autumn Leaves Home.

The boy told Doug he was just filling in,
working at the Judge until he could get something more to his
liking. The barbecue business wasn't what he wanted to do. Doug
watched him work. For part-time help he carved the beef with real
flair. He gave Doug the end pieces where the meat was feathered up
and crinkly with fat.

"You enjoy now, hear?" he told Doug, and
handed him the big brown sacks ready to go. The paper was already
translucent with grease, like the windows in the shacks of
contented poor.

It was enough food for six. The boy smiled in
admiration. "I don't get to fix a lot of them specials"

"I thought maybe I'd do something
different."

"Listen, sometimes that's what you got to
do."

"I guess you know what happened to Charlie
Pierce and ol' Newcomb."

"Those fellas were a caution."

Doug picked up his change and left the boy a
nice tip. He looked at Custer's Last Stand and the poker-playing
dogs. Those dogs were hard to get and you couldn't buy a Custer at
any price. It seemed real funny one foot hitting the floor on
target, the other running wildly off the track. Someone hit him in
the chest with a major league bat. "Sweet Jesus!" Doug yelled. The
pain knocked the breath out of his lungs. He sat down hard on the
floor. The poker dogs pulsed in bright colors. He just sat there
getting scared. Then the boy was there squatting on his heels
looking concerned.

"Mister you all right?"

"I guess. God that sure hurt bad."

"You sit still I'll get the EMS on the phone.
Those boys are real fast."

"No," Doug said, "I'm okay. Don't call anyone
at all." The boy left and brought back a glass of water. Doug saw
his boots were worn at the heels. He helped Doug to a bench. Doug
was shaky but felt better. He drank the water then wet a paper
napkin and washed his face.

"You got a bad ticker you ought to do
somethin' about it," the boy said. Doug's heart gave a start. He
didn't like talk about organs. "I'm all right," he said. "I got
some of those Tums in the car."

"Just buyin' this shit won't do it," the boy
grinned. "You got to eat it first." He started gathering up sacks;
Doug had tossed food all over when he fell. A few fries had come
loose but otherwise everything seemed intact.

Doug figured he'd be just fine. For a minute
there he sure felt bad but it was gone. Something real serious
wouldn't go away quick he knew that. Which left out the heart or
some major malfunction of the brain. That kind of thing could
happen. On PBS they said little electric sparks made you think.
Your wiring could go bad, just like it did in a house. He didn't
care for the idea of losing his wits. Uncle Walt Curie on his
mother's side of the fence had gotten oldtimer's disease and
regularly pissed on rabbits. He got the map in his head crossed up
and thought the hutch out back was the bathroom next to his room.
Those rabbits which were all purebred got to where they'd climb the
back of the cage when Uncle Walt got anywhere close.

Doug glanced up and saw the boy brushing dirt
off his sacks. He didn't feel real hungry but maybe he would.
Someone coughed and he turned over his shoulder a little surprised.
He didn't think anyone else was there. Doc Holliday sat back in the
corner pouring salt in a Shiner beer. He wore an ankle-length
duster and smoked a pencil-thin cigar. He coughed again and he was
gone.

Doug's heart started pounding and wouldn't
stop. Oh shit, he thought, my wiring's gone bad. There's an Uncle
Walt gene in there and whatever knocked me down shook it loose!
Still, he was strangely calm. His heart began to beat at a normal
pace. Once Doc Holliday was gone he felt none the worse for
wear.

He remembered Doc's hat had a Montana peak.
You could check that out easily enough.

"I'm all right," he said aloud, "I'm just
fine."

"Good," said the boy. He handed Doug his
sacks. "You take care of yourself now."

Doug said he would. The boy offered to go
along to the car, and Doug said he could make it by himself.
Outside the heat wilted him at once. He turned on the air full
blast and started to cry. The tears just started and wouldn't
stop.

"Sweet Jesus, I don't want to go crazy or die
either," he said, sounding like something was in his throat. "I
can't fuck or anything if I'm dead. I sure don't want to piss on
any rabbits."

He took a couple of breaths and settled down.
The barbecue smell filled the car and he ate half of Erlene's
sandwich. The letters on the sacks were shaped like little brown
logs. One side of the sack read "Hanging Judge Barbecue #7." The
other said, "Food This Good Ought Be Outlawed, Pardner." Doug
started crying again. "What the hell am I thinking?" he said aloud.
"What difference does it make if I leave her or not? Who's going to
be any better?" He'd couldn't stand watching her grow into Otta
Gee, but what kind of reason was that? You're talking here
world-class pussy tangled up in the Sunday morning paper. Sweet and
surly Erlene, still small town Saturday night bitch-kitty cute, the
taste of you and fountain Coke between her legs. You could always
do different, but maybe you couldn't do any better. And every woman
alive's got a mean-eyed mama somewhere.

He cried all the way back to the apartment,
and knew he couldn't go in like that. So he drove real slow over
speed bumps and circled through the complex watching girls walking
to the pool. A colty little girl of fourteen had forgotten to bring
her shoes. She tippy-toed quick over the asphalt drive hopping like
bird on the beach. Doug longed to take her toes in his mouth and
cool them off. You could make a mint of money on little girl toes.
Wrap 'em up in foil like Hershey's Kisses.

Telling Erlene he meant to leave was
something he didn't want to think about at all. Long distance
seemed a good idea. He could go and just not say a thing. Erlene
wasn't dumb. Two or three weeks and she'd get the picture clear. He
took a couple of breaths and felt his chest. It felt just fine. He
wasn't going to die and he silently thanked Jesus for fixing that.
Doc Holliday wasn't sitting on the hood and he thanked Him for
that, too. It wouldn't be bad having visions if you could do it
without a three-base hit.

Erlene was still in the tub, so he waited a
minute and knocked on the door.

"Hey, you all right in there?" he said.

"Doug?"

"Well who do you think, Erlene? I got your
stuff, you want me to put it on a plate?"

"I don't want anything, Doug." A little catch
in her voice, and he knew that she'd been crying, too.

"You okay, baby?"

"Just go away, Doug. All right? I don't want
to talk to you now."

"Why not?"

"I just don't."

"You think you're going to eat your
fries?"

"Douglas Hoover, you can fuck your sombrero
for all I care," she said.

"Just leave me alone!"

Now what brought on all that?

 



Chapter
4

I can't remember
wanting to be anything at all, Doug thought. He'd tried to do
it right but it never seemed to work. The way other people spent
their lives didn't make a lick of sense. When he was little, his
father took him to the office and gave him a yellow legal pad. He
could sharpen as many number two pencils as he liked. One corner of
his father's big glass top desk was reserved for him. The desk and
the chairs were yellow oak. A black Emerson fan droned away in the
corner, stirring the hot afternoon air. He'd stand on his father's
chair and lean his elbows on the desk and draw pictures half the
day. Comic books full of heroes and caped avengers that shot down
the Japs. Japs were easier to draw than Germans. Just two slants
for eyes and buckteeth. Germans had monocles and scars. He wanted
to draw tits on girls but was afraid someone would see. His father
and his uncles ran a real estate office and lumberyard in
Waxahachie, Texas. This was before the family moved to Oklahoma.
The move seemed to do his father in. He tried all kinds of
different work, then finally just folded up and decided he couldn't
remember who he was. Waxahachie though was fine. Men came into the
office to talk business and make deals. They said Doug was a fine
little man and gave him Dentyne and Black Jack gum. Uncle George
had a nameplate made for the corner of the desk. Doug was proud of
that. He loved the smell of business. The mimeograph fluid and
cigar smoke and freshly-sharpened pencils. He wanted to make a
deal.

School didn't interest him at all. Whatever
they threw at him he made Cs. Being left-handed didn't help. At the
time, children who wrote upside down were considered handicapped.
One August afternoon Cindy Nance showed him the two great secrets
of life. She was fourteen and he was eleven. They stole a couple of
Baby Ruths from Kresses and ate them in her room. Cindy said if
he'd go naked she would too. This scared the shit out of Doug. He
agreed almost at once. He knew all the rumors about girls, but
nothing had prepared him for the real thing. She slipped the blue
dress over her head, catching yellow curls in the collar. Doug
couldn't breathe. He learned girls crossed their arms when they
took off their clothes, and wondered what would happen next. Cindy
moved back in shadow and peeled her underwear down to her ankles
and stepped free, leaving two little circles like knots of rope on
the hardwood floor.

"Now you, Dougie," she said, "what you
waitin' for?"

Doug was waiting for Jesus to flat
kill him, but he couldn't tell her that. He didn't want to die. He
wanted to stand there forever just looking at Cindy Nance. There
was too much to see, he couldn't take her all in. If he stood there
all his life he couldn't do it. Since he wouldn't do anything at
all, Cindy Nance did it for him. She took off his shirt and went to
her knees and worked his buckle, and yanked off his trousers and
his shorts in a single jerk.

"Oh my goodness!" she said, giving him a
silly little grin, a sly look Doug would see in a woman's eyes the
rest of his life. His stiff little tool stood straight up and poked
him in the belly. Doug noticed girls' tummys were kind of swollen.
Not fat, just round in a different way. A girl finger touched him
for the very first time and he shot all over her apple breasts.

"Well Jesus Christ, Dougie!" She jumped back
startled, but he could tell she was pleased with her work.

"I'm sorry." It was all he could think of to
say. His face was hot with shame.

"It's okay," Cindy said, "you're supposed to
do that, you're just not supposed to do it real fast." She stood
and walked to her dresser and got him a Kleenex and came back.

"Haven't you ever done it before?" she wanted
to know.

"Sure. Once or twice," Doug said. Once or
twice a night was closer to the truth.

Her feral eyes saw right through him. "You
play with it, don't you. I bet you do it all the time don't tell me
you don't."

Doug's face grew hot again. She knew
everything. There was no use trying to lie.

Cindy took his hand and led him to the bed.
"Do it for me again and I might let you do somethin' to me."

"What?" Doug said.

"You'll see. Something fun."

"Huh-unh. You tell me first."

She sat up on her knees and took his hand,
guiding one finger between her legs.

"Oh, Lord!" Doug was paralyzed.

Cindy giggled. "See? I told you it was
fun."

He wanted to keep his hand there forever.
Cindy had other plans. A guided tour with stops at points of
interest, her hand telling him exactly what to do. He did whatever
she asked, jerking off for her pleasure and his own. Cindy was
ready with the Kleenex, an ever-helpful attendant. She told him
everything he ever needed to know in a single afternoon. He could
put his thing in hers. He could, if she would let him, which she
wouldn't. He'd suspected some of this watching dogs. Now the
connection was clear.

"Can you do it all the time?" he wanted to
know.

"Any time you want. Dougie, everyone does it.
Grownups do it every night and can't anybody stop 'em."

Another shock, total disbelief. Not his
folks. They wouldn't!

He learned French kissing. Touched the tips
of her breasts and even kissed them once. Instinct drew his mouth
between her legs. He'd never heard of such a thing but reptile
memories led him on. Genetic codes dialed a number he already knew.
Yet, when he slithered down slyly past her tummy in that direction,
Cindy Nance hit him soundly in the head.

"What is it," Doug said, "what'd I do?"

"You're a dirty little pervert, that's what!"
she said.

"What's a pervert?"

"A boy who does that."

"Why?"

"It just is, Dougie Hoover, that's why. You
try and do that again I'll clobber you good."

Doug wasn't convinced.
He knew what he'd discovered. Cindy Nance knew everything, but she
didn't know that.

Now Doug knew what
he wanted to be. The future was perfectly clear. It was a magical
afternoon, hours unreal and only imagined. Cindy's small room
filled with the things girls collected. The patchwork quilt and the
sun-faded wallpaper a grandmother bride had picked new. Orange
paper shades drawn tight against the locust-hot sun. Here he
learned the exquisite indentations of the female form. Kissed a
girl's skin for the first time in dusty light. Jon Carter, and
Thuvia Maid of Mars.

Sometime between learning to stick his tongue
down Cindy's throat, and his close call with perversion, Doug was
told the second great secret of life. It happened by chance and
shaped him as surely as secret number one. Cindy asked him what he
wanted to be when he grew up. He said a businessman, like his
father and his uncles.

"I'm going to make deals," he said. "I'll
sell nigger shacks in town to dumb farmers who've lost their land."
He had heard Uncle Bert say this a number of times.

Cindy gave him a curious look. "You want to
stay in this town the rest of your life? That's what you want to
do?"

"What's wrong with that?"

"It's dumb is what it is," Cindy said.

Doug was taken aback. He switched to the
attack. "Oh yeah then what are you going to do, smarty?"

"Well," Cindy said, stretching so her tummy
went flat, pointing a little toe in the air, "I expect I'll go out
to Hollywood and be in the movies a good while. Then I'll marry a
rich and handsome man looks kind of like Tyrone Power and he'll buy
me stuff like a house in Fort Worth."

Doug began to backtrack in the face of such
breathtaking plans. Real estate and lumber no longer seemed enough.
"Maybe I'll do something like that too," he said. "Not a dumb movie
star but something else. I might go someplace and have an
adventure."

Scathing laughter from Cindy. She rolled
around on the bed. "Like fudge you will," she said. "You can't do
that, dummy."

"Why not?"

She sat and crossed her legs, stuffed a rag
doll in the spot where Doug wanted to be. "Cause boys got to go get
jobs that's why. You don't have to do it here you don't want but
you got to do it somewhere. You got to work and make money so your
wife and your children can have the things you didn't have."

Doug felt the cold
hand of fate. This last line sounded familiar. It had the awful
ring of truth. Still, at this moment, other needs were stronger.
The future was a hundred years away, and Cindy Nance was not.

He didn't forget
what Cindy said. He put it aside and let it simmer. It was nearly a
year later when it bobbed to the surface again. One Wednesday
afternoon it occurred to him playing office wasn't the same as
doing it every day of your life. He figured maybe he was slow like
Uncle Walt. It was there, he just hadn't put it all together. He'd
never really thought that his father and his uncles had to make
deals and sell lumber. That if they didn't, their asses would be
out in the street. He kept his eyes open. He saw that this was
true. Cindy Nance was dead right. Everyone had jobs and went to
work whether they wanted to or not. The truth of this shook him
like nothing had before. It wasn't a choice it was a rule! His
whole life was planned, laid out right down to the end. Empty years
lay ahead. He would buy and sell nigger shacks and lumber for
awhile and then he'd die.

Doug had several bad days. Then panic gave
way to calm appraisal. The system was faulty, but there might be
reason behind it. He had planned to grow up and make deals at
Hoover Bros. Real Estate & Lumber. Now, he wanted nothing to do
with that at all. Not if you had to do it. That took all the fun
out of making deals. He thought about the things he really liked to
do, and how he might work these into his future. What he liked to
do best was walk around and think and fish. Wander along the
cottonwood banks of muddy rivers and plunk at turtles with his
father's .22. He liked to take peanut butter and pimiento
sandwiches and G-8 Battle Aces and Startling Stories
and climb up a pecan and spend the day. He liked to watch squirrels
and listen to crows. And now, to that, he could add sticking his
thing into girls, and maybe someday getting his tongue in there
too.

He liked to do something else. Something he'd
never told Cindy Nance or even Joey Grier his best friend.
Sometimes he would hike through wooded hills and find the edge of a
farmer's field. When he was sure no one was around, he would take
off his clothes and bury himself in the cool black North Texas
loam, with only his nose above the ground. Soon the hot sun would
warm the soil and heat his skin. He could feel green shoots nudge
his back, wondering what sort of thing he might be. A rock? An
animal they didn't know? Ants established trade routes overhead.
Moles worked their subways around him, poking him with pink-finger
noses. He could hear things talking in the earth. There was no need
to leave. He had everything he wanted right there. Rain would fall
in his mouth and his body would draw nutrients from the soil. In
the fall, frost would form on the earth. Crows and squirrels would
bring him blackberries and pecans as special treats. He would sleep
through the winter cold and wake in the spring. Seeds would burst
around him. They would sound like grease in a skillet. New corn
would slide by and tickle his ribs. With the first fresh rain he
would burst free again, stretch and sit up and go home. Everyone
would wonder where he'd been.

It was a daring thing
to do, even for a short afternoon. If his father had caught him
naked in a field he would have shipped Doug to the funny farm at
once, where many years later he'd find himself.

Three days before
Doug's twelfth birthday, all the pieces came together. Two factors
seemed to explain the work ethic. Since their very first all-out
naked get-together, he'd been going at Cindy Nance like a rabbit,
finally even persuading her to let him get inside. After that there
was no turning back. He burned with a fever; he couldn't eat or
sleep or sit still. This was it, he knew, the driving force that
would shape his life. He knew what he wanted to do. He'd been
watching grown men, and learned they were obsessed with this as
well. They didn't just do it at home. They did it everywhere. In
cars, offices, motel rooms—anywhere they could. They didn't tell
their wives but it was clear that some of them knew. Some, even,
were getting things stuck in them by husbands of other wives.

There it was, then, as simple as that. A
man's purpose in life was to stick his thing in secretaries, and
waitresses at the Wagon Spoke Inn. You couldn't do that at home. So
you had to have a job. Some place to go during the day. At last
commerce and industry made sense. There were compromises to make.
Doug figured he could live with that. The prize was worth the
price.

Or so he thought. Three days before getting
to be twelve. As it turned out he was wrong, and this mistake
brought him right up to the now-point of his life with little to
show for the effort. The first secret he learned that lemony
afternoon continued to drive him, to joy and to despair. The second
great truth never took hold at all. He'd had more careers than he
could count. Each, to Doug, more pointless than the last. Nothing
even came close to walking the banks of a chocolate-brown river,
wondering what bass were dreaming about. He kept himself sane
through adulterous afternoons, through packs of lanky girls with
gray eyes. This, and the promise of the next sweetie to come, kept
him alive.

Still, when the do-nothing job of the moment
started stringing out his nerves like wires, when the threat of
promotion or some new responsibility loomed close, even pouty
country girls and commode-hugging throw-up whiskey nights weren't
enough. He knew it was time to drive far out of town and bury
himself neck-deep in the soil. By now he knew every square inch of
good farmland within a hundred miles of Houston, every broken fence
and trail through the woods. This was Doug's only real secret, and
one he intended to keep. First, because there is little good pussy
in your average state mental institution. And more important even
than that, he'd come to know, over the years, something too
awesome, too wonderful to share. He knew what soil immersion was
for. He knew why God had shown him this practice when he was young.
The truth was he wasn't thirty-six but fifty-seven. He guessed what
was happening by the time he reached forty and still looked
nineteen. He managed to make shady contacts and buy a new birth
certificate and other vital records. He figured he might die.
Someday. If a truck happened to hit him or some pretty thing's
husband walked in. If that didn't happen, he'd live to be a hundred
and six. As long as the earth renewed his body, leaching out
dysfunctions and sending vital rays loosed by the continental drift
through his cells, he'd be fine.

He didn't doubt the truth of this for a
minute. That business at the Hanging Judge Barbecue #7 had flat
scared him out of his wits, run reason out of his head. He'd
forgotten what he was. That he didn't have colds or heart attacks.
Every vital organ was tended by nature's physician, the good sweet
soil of the farmer's field. He'd be sticking his thing in girls for
maybe forty more years.

And sitting on the sofa watching Mousebreath
eat a plastic yellow rose, listening to Erlene bawl in the tub, he
wondered why it had taken him so long to get smart. Why he'd ever
thought about hanging around forever with Erlene. He could see
himself now, fatting around changing jobs about two hundred times,
Erlene looking more like Otta Gee every year. By God he wouldn't.
He'd spend his nights on the first great secret he ever learned,
and he wouldn't waste his days on the second. He wondered if Cindy
Nance had gone to Hollywood or stayed in Waxahachie. That was
something he'd like to know.

 



Chapter
5

Another bad thing
about jobs is the way they cut into the morning, thinks Doug,
giving Monday a mixed review. Morning is a very special time. Doug
likes to sit and think. His easy chair has been covered and
recovered a dozen times, riding along with him through the
different lives he has lived. The upholstery on the arms is worn
through and he can see the wooden frame and the tarnished heads of
tacks. Sometimes he studies the layers of fabric bared like
geologic eras, reminding him of the past. He knows where he was and
what he was doing when each of these layers was new.

At Lincoln Elementary he went to the little
one room store across the street to buy candy. This was on one side
of the school, Mr. Wetzel's model airplane shop on the other. Every
kind of candy you could want was on display. Walnettos and Milk
Duds and Necco Wafers. Jujubes and Forever Yours and Milky Ways.
Kids today don't know what they're missing. The candy of that time
was not the same as it is now. There were cardboard tubes of mints,
picturing soldiers in the uniforms of all nations. After you eat
the candy you can save and collect the tubes and line them up in
armies. There are flat packs of bubble gum with pictures of
baseball players and fighter planes and bombers. Doug's favorites
are the Japanese atrocity cards, picturing the rape of Shanghai and
the fall of Nanking. The theme here is Chinese babies skewed on Jap
bayonets. Bombs fall out of the sky. The cards are two-color, red
and yellow. Yellow for Oriental skin, red for exploding bombs and
bloody stumps, the hated flag of the rising sun. Doug yearns for a
complete collection. On the top of the glass counter are jars of
orange slices, lemon drops, gum drops, jelly beans and marshmallow
candy in the shape of peanuts. A penny's worth of candy fills a
small white sack. Doug's favorite is cinnamon squares the size of
sugar cubes. First there is the sandpapery coating, pleasantly
rough to the tongue. Under this the slickness, the warning of hot
to come when the fiery molecules of cinnamon are released. His
cinnamon square period coincides with the mysteries of Sunday
school and the reading adventures of Dick, Jane and Spot. Words
that sound the same have similar meanings. Sin and cinnamon. He
feels these are strangely linked. He learns this isn't so, but
these are formative years. For the rest of his life, sin leaves a
good taste in his mouth.

He has other word problems linked with
religion. He wonders about the Nazarene church. It seems unlikely
they are connected in any way to the Nazis. Still, these are the
only two words he knows that begin with these letters.

So this is the way he thinks about the
morning. It is a cinnamon square to be held in the mouth and
savored, rolled about and tasted as each new layer reveals some
pleasant thought, some moment from the past. Doug thinks only of
the past. There is nothing he cares to remember in the present,
which begins at age eighteen when he leaves Oklahoma City for a
seemingly endless series of futile marriages and meaningless jobs.
The really good things he remembers are crowded into the years
before that.

People tell Doug there are wonderful things
to do in the present. Erlene tells him this all the time. The only
good thing he can see about the present is that it will shortly
become the past.

Doug has a picture on
his wall. It is a green and yellow Siemens-Schuchert D III, a
bullet-shaped fighter plane designed by Harald Wulif in 1917. His
bookcase runs to histories of early Roman Britain, minor English
poets, World War I air war stories, and Western outlaw lore.
Instead of reading widely, he tries to learn all he can about the
narrow range of subjects he likes the best. In a matter of moments
he can put his hands on a description of Caesar's clash with the
Cassivellaunus. Cockeyed Frank Loving killed Levi Richardson in the
Long Branch Saloon. The past is chock-full of such events. Very
little of interest is happening now.

By noon Doug is part
of the freeway traffic and on the way to work. Houston began as
Allen's Landing. The Allen brothers built a wharf and started a
store on the edge of a swamp in 1826. Houston is an accident, like
Dallas. Many cities in the West were settled in this manner. Ma got
sick and grew tired of watching the ass-end of an ox. So they
stopped and did a city. The promising town in Texas was neither
Dallas nor Houston, but Jefferson. Steamboats came up the
Mississippi and the Red River, through Big Cypress Bayou to Caddo
Lake and Jefferson. In Jefferson's heyday, there were fifteen boats
at a time tied up to the docks. Everyone had a big white house. Jay
Gould came to town in 1872 and said he wanted to run the Texas
& Pacific through Jefferson. The men who lived in the big white
houses said, "Fuck off, Gould. We're into steamboats here." Gould
said grass would grow in the streets and bats would roost in the
churches. And they did.

Houston has several downtowns. The real
downtown sent concrete rootlings thrusting blindly through the
earth. Many took hold and grew. The downtowns all look alike.
Buildings no longer wear clothes. There is no place for pigeons to
sit. These dominoes of glass are set in tightly-packed rows. Men in
white trucks bring toy trees and set them about the buildings in
pots. Someday this will piss God off and he will flick the dominoes
over with his finger.

Doug sees a pretty girl in a Trans-Am. On the
radio, Pastor Jack speaks from the top of Angel Tower in Alvin,
Texas. He tells Doug he will boil in his own juices. Houston will
be consumed on April seventh of next year. Send a love offering for
an illustrated booklet of this event.
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Doug had worked for
Clinton-Fevre three years, his second longest time at one job.
Early in his working career, he discovered the art of getting paid
for doing nothing. He learned to seek out positions in the
non-functioning departments of large organizations. Rising young
executives shunned these dead-end jobs like the plague. Doug avidly
sought them out. He found the public relations department of a big
ad agency was the perfect place to hide. There was almost nothing
to do. Able assistants handled press releases and other puff pieces
for favored clients. Doug tried to stay out of the way. His boss
felt he was doing a fine job, and often recalled his name.

At work there were two call-slips on his
desk. One was from Sunny D'Angelo. He wadded it up and threw it
away. The other was from A.V. Annie Tonklin who said she had to see
him quick. Sarah Dee came in and sat down. She lit a ciggie and
gave Doug a cool appraisal.

"You look like shit, Hoover," she said.
"You're hitting the bottle some."

"That's close," Doug said. "Everything all
right down here?"

"Don't be ridiculous. Hoover I got to talk to
you." She stood and closed his door. She was a tall angular woman
with fine bones and a full head of chestnut hair. A whiz at her
job, which essentially was Doug's.

"When you going to quit," she said, "and do I
get the job when you do?"

This took Doug by surprise. "Who said I was
going to quit?"

"Lord, Hoover, you're wearing quit like a bad
suit. You shucking Erlene too?"

"I guess I am."

"You sure are a mess. Listen, you know Jane
Glynis down in media? Works for Tod Griever?"

"The blonde with big tits and bad legs."

"Hush, Hoover. That is my true love you're
talkin' about. We're tying the knot next week and I want you to
come."

"Jesus Christ."

Sarah Dee looked hurt. "Well I sure thought
better of you. I figured you'd understand."

"Sure I understand."

"Don't think I didn't see that look."

"Sarah Dee, I been chasing women a lot
longer'n you. It isn't that at all. For a smart lady you sure got a
bad case of the dumbs. Amos Fevre isn't about to hire a female
person to run this circus. If he did she'd be ugly as a hog. And he
isn't going to buy this wedding bell stuff I'll tell you that. Amos
is sixty-eight and he isn't into your alternate styles of life.
You'll be out on your ass and the lovely bride will be supporting
you on secretarial bucks. You're good at what you do, Sarah Dee,
and that isn't my job description or even close. You'd fuck up the
works in a week."

"It's not fair, goddamn it," said Sarah Dee,
raising her chin in defiance. "Why, I can do your job in my
sleep."

"That's why you're here," Doug said. "Listen
don't you think
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