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CHAPTER 1  The Herringbone Box
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The Mississippi sun stubbornly hung suspended in the late afternoon sky, as if Friday would just never end. But it was time for an ending and even the Mississippi sun understood as it slowly made its steady decline to the finality of a soft, faded evening. It dipped low on the horizon before giving up its last swath of glorious color to the privileged few who stood witness in awe. Looking up from his task, Lenny Ray couldn't help but wonder, "Am I the only lucky one?"

There he stood on the loading dock of the Clarksdale distribution branch of Budweiser Beer hefting the last three cases of longnecks into the back of his truck for the next morning's run. As he drifted into thought, Lenny Ray Johnson stood and stretched to reach the pain in his lower back. Firmly massaging the inflamed area, he reflected upon what Danny Glover repeats in every "Lethal Weapon" movie, "I'm gittin' too ol' fa' dis shit."

Of course, at forty-eight he wasn't really, but the extra thirty pounds he carried just over his beltline made it feel that way. It had been a long day. He would never again be the six-foot-two-inch black god that he'd been when he was a guard for the Higgins High Panthers. But even so, he was still a good-looking man, and he damn well knew it.

Lenny Ray jammed the locking pin into place on the truck's tailgate and heaved a sigh of relief. Finally, he and the sun were in complete synch. Now with a spring in his step, he ambled back inside the main building and headed for his locker. Lenny Ray was a man with a plan.

Once in the locker room, Lenny Ray shucked his tan work shirt and pulled his black polo shirt over his head. Now he was ready. Looking up, he grabbed a herring-boned box from the shelf in his locker, slammed the door and slapped the combination lock into place.

On his way out he stopped outside the open door of the office of his supervisor and weekend beer buddy, Johnny "Foozball" Wells.

"All done, Fooz," he announced.

"Invoices too?" Fooz asked. "They're in yo' in box."

"Watchoo got under yo' arm, Lenny Ray?"

"a little some something fo' Bertha Jean," he said holding up the box. Fooz squinted to read the logo on the box.

"Victoria's Secret? Oooo weeee! Watchoo got goin' on, my man?"

"Jes' a li'l lovin' time with my woman," he answered with a lascivious grin on his face.

"Well then git on up outa here, fool, an' go tend to bidness."

Lenny Ray winked and headed out the door. He fumbled in his overalls to find the remote clicker for his Dodge Ram pick-up, and climbing into the cab, he tossed the box onto the seat next to him and cranked up the engine to a roaring purr.

Now he was fully energized with the excitement of anticipation. All the way home, he sang the same refrain over and over again at the top of his lungs...

"Tonight's gon'na be a good night. Tonight's gon'na be a good, good night."

He might have sent native wildlife scattering into the brush, were he not moving at such a high rate of speed that he passed them before they could look up. He rolled down his window spilling his joyous acapella rendition out into the night air of the ribboned state road leading home. With the cool night air rushing in, he was joined by a chorus of crickets that filled the night with sound while fireflies danced alongside, outlining his route home, as the blurred impression of vague farm scenery brushed past his open window like memories in a time long lost. All nature and that wily setting sun was speaking to him, hurling him forward, a man on a mission. Perhaps that is why no deer dared cross his path that evening. Yes. Lenny Ray was a man with a plan.

A mere ten minutes later, Lenny Ray eased his truck to the curb in front of his modest Craftsman house. A pair of eyes bored into him from across the street. He tossed off a wave to his neighbor, Mr. Rollins, even though he knew from experience that he would not receive one in return. No one in the neighborhood knew Mr. Rollins' first name. He had never spoken a word to anyone except to say "Git yo' ass off my lawn." Or, if he was feeling particularly descriptive, "Git yo' black ass off my lawn." Rollins watched attentively through slitted eyes as Lenny Ray walked up the front walk. As always, Rollins kept a 12-gauge shotgun prominently propped up alongside his rocker. The neighborhood assumed, or rather hoped, that it was just for show, but it was as much a mystery as his first name.

As Lenny Ray stepped through the front door, a wall of intoxicating aroma, that of a simmering pork roast, wafted its way into his nostrils. Overcome, he bolted directly to the kitchen where Bertha Jean Johnson was busying herself concocting a bowl of her special secret sauce to slather over that savory roast. Lenny Ray tiptoed up behind her and planted a kiss on the back of her neck.

She nearly jumped a foot.

"Lenny Ray Johnson, you trying to give me a heart attack or somethin'?"

"Calm down, woman. It's jes' me."

"How many men you got givin' you neck kisses anyway?"

Lenny Ray's sheepish grin betrayed his understanding of the situation.

"Jes' don't be sneakin' up on me."

"Sorry, Suge."

"What's that you got there?" Bertha Jean asked, eyeing the box Lenny Ray had partially concealed behind his back.

"This? Oh, jes' a li'l present for my best girl."

"You got a present fo' me?"

"I dun'no. Are you my best girl?"

She hit him playfully on the arm then wiped her hands on her apron. With a burst of enthusiasm she removed the box from his firm grasp, but just as quick, her smile faded.

"Victoria's Secret? Looks like mo' of a present for you than fo' me."

"Jes' open it, Suge. You gon'na like it."

Bertha Jean pulled the ribbon aside and opened the box. She pulled the tissue paper apart to reveal a blazing purple bustier. Picking it up with her thumb and forefinger as if a cat had peed on it she remarked...

"What the hell is this?"

"They call it a 'boos-tee-yur' or somethin' like that."

"What am I s'posed to do with it?" she asked disdainfully.

"You s'posed to wear it in the bedroom."

"Oh naw naw naw," she said, shaking her head. "This be makin' me look like a ho'."

"Well, tha's the general idea," he said gleefully.

She hit him again, not so playfully this time.

"I ain't no ho'. I'm a lady."

"I know that. It's jes'... it's like a game. You know what they say, 'a lady in the living room an' a ho' in the bedroom.'"

"Well I ain't a ho' in no room. An' I never heard nobody say nothin' of the kind. I ain't doin' it. I couldn't even git into this contraption if I tried."

"Sure you could, Suge. You just lace it up the front like a big ol' tennis shoe."

"No!"

Lenny Ray's face fell.

"Aw right. I'll take it back."

"Don't you be wastin' our money on trash like this."

"Baby, I was jest tryin' to git you back into—you know."

"Back into what?"

"Some o' that good lovin'. We ain't done nothin' fo' months now."

"I jes' don't feel like it, Lenny Ray. I'm tired most nights an' I need my rest."

"You used to like it most every night."

"Well I'm older now."

"Do that mean you be goin' through the change-up?"

"The what? No! I ain't goin' through no change. I jes'... I cain't be doin' it if I don't feel like it."

"Don't you love me no mo'?" Lenny Ray asked plaintively.

Bertha Jean softened. "'Course I do, darlin'. You know I do. lt's jes'... after all this time, if we do it, I git... I don't know... disappointed."

The words were like an arrow through Lenny Ray's heart.

"Disappointed? In what? In me?"

"naw, Sugar. You always give me good lovin'. I mean I git disappointed that when we do it, we don't end up makin' a baby."

"That agin'?"

"Well I'm sorry. But you know I always wanted to be a mama."

"I know. But sometimes it can jes' be 'bout havin' a good time."

"It jes' gits me all down an' depressed an' I end up not havin' a good time. Can you understand that?"

"Yeah, I guess," he said, turning away. "I'll take this back tomorrow." He started out the kitchen door.

"Wait," she said, stopping him. "Hon, I'm sorry. I don't mean to be lettin' you down."

She walked across the room and took the box from him.

"Jes' leave it fo' a few days. See if maybe I can git used to the idea."

Lenny Ray smiled.

"Tha's my girl." He threw one of his big arms around her neck and pulled her close for a kiss.

"Now you go an' git washed up," she said, disengaging. "I got a nice dinner all ready."

"Smells great, Suge."

It took five agonizing minutes of self-control for Lenny Ray, seated at the dining room table swimming in the intoxicating aroma of Bertha Jean's divine pork roast, before she appeared and plopped the platter containing her signature dish ceremoniously before him.

Just as suddenly, the front door swung wide revealing Thomas "Beebo" White as he stroked into the room. Lenny Ray's oldest and closest friend never knocked when he showed up unannounced and uninvited for dinner.

At first, Bertha Jean had thought Beebo had some kind of mystical power that notified him every time she cooked a dinner. But Lenny Ray pointed out that, with the living room drapes open, all Beebo had to do was park his truck across the street and he could see straight through into the dining room.

"Evenin', Johnsons," Beebo shouted heartily.

"Hey Beebo," Lenny Ray answered.

"I'll git you a plate," Bertha Jean said, heading into the kitchen. Beebo nodded to Lenny as he seated himself at his customary place ready for dinner to be served. This ritual was one repeated regularly, perhaps as much as three times a week for the last few years.

As they ate, Beebo regaled his friends with every boring detail of his day at Boozeman's Tires and Brakes. They listened patiently as he reeled off the list of cars that he had personally refitted with new tires—how many on each car, the brands, the sizes. To hear him talk, Beebo had the world's most interesting and exciting job and to be sure, neither Lenny Ray nor Bertha Jean ever uttered a word to disparage him of that belief.

Most people who knew him regarded Thomas "Beebo" White as someone who was about as useless as a bald man's comb. But a best friend is a best friend and, while it was true that Beebo was not a great thinker, or even a mediocre one, he still counted big in Lenny Ray's book.

Beebo was sopping up the last of Bertha Jean's special secret sauce with a piece of corn bread when he gratefully belched unapologetically with his usual fervor.

"Yer welcome, Beebo," Bertha Jean answered.

"You be jes' 'bout the bestest cook in the state of Mississippi," Beebo remarked. "If you wasn't married to Lenny Ray, I'd have to scoop you up fo' my own self."

"You jes' a silver-tongued devil," she said as she rose to clear the table.

"Lenny Ray, you care to join me at the Hen & Rooster fo' a cocktail or two or five?"

"Oh I dunno, Beebo," Lenny Ray said.

"You go on ahead an' go," Bertha Jean said. "I promised the Reverend Walker I'd do the placecards fo' the Sunday church social."

"In that case, you on," Lenny Ray said to Beebo, rubbing his big hands together. "No drivin' drunk," she admonished.

"Perish the thought, Suge," Lenny Ray replied and the two men, best friends since the second grade, were out the door.
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CHAPTER 2  Face Down in Trail Mix
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The Hen & Rooster Lounge had been a Clarksdale fixture since Lenny Ray was in diapers. Not much, if anything, had changed in all those years. It appeared that all the fixtures and furnishings were original. Not a single one of the rips in the tattered vinyl-covered booths wasn't patched with grey duct tape. The floor was perennially covered in sawdust and peanut shells. A vintage Wurlitzer jukebox stood filled with doo-wop and sixties' girl groups of pure Motown gold. The Hen & Rooster's current owner, Marcus Lovecraft, had no use for hip-hop or, for that matter, any music released after 1973. He was an old school romantic at heart.

Entering the Hen & Rooster was like stepping into a time warp. It wasn't just the oldies music and the '60s decor, but the air was redolent with the aroma of stale cigarette smoke and spilt beer, this despite the ban on smoking in bars and restaurants that had been in place for more than a decade. Marcus Lovecraft was a two-pack-a-day man, and no goddamned politicians were gon'na tell him that folks couldn't have a smoke in his own establishment. Monthly notices fining him for his scofflaw behavior were the accepted bane of his existence. He dutifully paid the fines so that H&R's customers, and more importantly Marcus himself, continued to light 'em up.

On this Friday night the place was packed as it always was. Those on the make were jamming the bar and those looking to be made were welcoming and obliging. Before last call, each will have found one another and together departed the harsh light and stale smell of cigarettes of the Hen & Rooster for a more amorous ambiance.

Occupying the booth under the 8x10 black and white photo of a smiling Fats Domino, Lenny Ray and Beebo were enjoying their drinks. There was no proof that Mr. Domino had ever set foot in the place, but Marcus didn't mind if folks assumed it to be so. Leading them to that end, he had inscribed the photograph with a fake signature and a personal note... "To my good friend Marcus and the many good times...Fats." It was not exactly street cred, but it was the well-intentioned very best he could do to bridge the gap in the generations that frequented the Hen and Rooster. No one would ever be the wiser.

Time always seemed to pass effortlessly in the H&R. It was the kind of place that before you realized it, it was the next morning, and there you were dozing in your "pick-em-up" in the parking lot. Lenny Ray and Beebo were well on their way, enjoying their fourth round of a drink the H&R called the "Shotgun."

No one ever knew of what that devious potion was concocted to become the aptly named "Shotgun" and no one wanted to either. It was a tightly held secret and it was just safer that way. All they knew was that it got the job
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