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Chapter 3
Abby and Davis

She said I had a pure heart. She said I was “stalwart soul.”

She said I would save her life.

It had taken me all day to screw up the courage to go inside that tent. I am not the most outgoing person. I guess you know that already. I’d seen her before. We all had, standing at the entrance by the hand-lettered sign: “Palm Readings.” Watching people come and go. But that day I really saw her –I mean SAW her –for the first time.

She was so pale. Vampire pale. Like she’d never been outside in the daylight before. The sun lit her up like the moon. Her hair was a thicket of brown ringlets down to her shoulders. Her fingernails were painted black, maybe to match the bruised color of her lips and eye shadow. She wore a thin, purplish tunic, just about the same color as the tent behind her.

She smiled as we passed, pulling her hand through the curtain of red and gold glass beads hanging around her shoulders. Combing her fingers through them like strands of hair.

My heart stalled for several beats and then raced to catch up. Something about her look. The shape of her eyes. Her lips. And something else I can’t describe. In that moment, suddenly, I found her beautiful. You have that clipping from the newspaper, the one we always talk about. But I never thought that photo in the newspaper did her justice.

The picture I have in my head will always be the sight of her that Saturday. Standing in front of her tent, holding those glass beads in the sun next to her face. It was like a bolt of lightning.

I’m not a nut, even though you probably think I am. I didn’t think she was actually smiling just at me. I thought she was smiling at all three of us. We were walking shoulder-to-shoulder through the throngs of gabbling fair-goers, covering the maybe quarter mile or so from the livestock pavilion to the carnival rides. We were still close enough to the main entrance to hear Big Tex doing his thing over and over and over. Hoooowwwdeee, fooolllllks! I’m sure you know.

It was hot for late September. Mid-nineties. But every so often a breeze blew in over the fairgrounds that felt like a wave sliding up onto a burning beach. The air smelled like sugar and fat and dust. And whenever that wave of air came in from a slightly different direction, you got a good whiff of steer shit too. Broken bits of live country music drifted by from different parts of the fairgrounds. Kids running everywhere. Yelling and screaming. Begging their parents for more of everything. More baby strollers than we could count. Levis and Stetsons and shit-kickers everywhere you turned. Even on the babies.

It was the rides we were after that afternoon. The Tornado. The Octopus. The Scrambler. We were all about the rides. Even Kenny who, among the three of us, was famous for having gotten sick two years in a row on The Scrambler.

Fat Jack, Skinny Kenny and me, Davis, the one with a name that did not conveniently rhyme with some physical weirdness. I was taller than either of them. More developed in my shoulders. I had been called good-looking, even back then. But my oddities are the invisible kind. Timid as a little field mouse. Still am. Shrank from every challenge. Still do. I had no faith in myself. Still don’t. So two years hasn’t changed me much. Not for the better anyway. So much for therapy. Sorry but its true.

The three of us have been friends from the early days of our freshman year. Skulking the halls of Davy Crockett High, trying not to be noticed. Don’t know if we would have even liked each other in any other context. But we bonded in our antisocialism, if that’s the right word. Insecure, distrusting loners. Beat down by life. Abused by our peers. Abandoned in some form or another by our families. Death or divorce or neglect. That was the glue that stuck us together.

There was no reason for Abby to separate one of us out from the others. We were a unit that day. Jack and Kenny and me. Just like always. We stuck together.

But, still. It seemed like she had smiled at me. Maybe because I was the only one of the three of us that was looking back at her. I couldn’t help but see that smile as kind of message. A personal invitation. And I was stupid enough to share that with the guys. Kenny dared me and then Jack jumped on board. They called me chicken shit and bet me money.

I’d have done the same, I guess. That’s just how we were.

It was not enough to just go in and have my palm read. Too easy, they said. I had to tell her I loved her. Or that I wanted to marry her. Or that I wanted to have raunchy sex with her. Not just sex. Raunchy sex. That was the dare. That was the bet. Ten bucks.

None of us had a girlfriend. None of us had ever had a girlfriend. But sex was close to all we ever talked about. Picking a woman out of a crowd and boasting about how she was the one. Claiming her, defending her, guessing her name. That was as close to dating or sex as we ever got. So we did it all the time, making pretend lovers of strangers.

After every carnival ride we passed back by the palm-reading tent even though it was way out of our way. Something about the rides convinced me that I could do it. That it would be easy. If you could survive The Octopus or The Tornado, how hard could it be to lie to a grown woman and tell her you loved her? It would probably make her day and what harm could come of it in the end?

Well, the opposite. The harm would come from not telling her. Even if I said nothing about raunchy sex. Even if I just told her that I loved her. If I didn’t do at least that, I’d never live it down. I’d always be chicken shit to Jack and Kenny. I was tired of all of us talking the talk. Tired of being timid. Someone had to walk the walk.

And so after every ride we would all charge dizzily off across the fairgrounds, shoulder-to-shoulder, me in the middle, headed back for the purple tent. Like declaring love to the palm reader was some sort of life-or-death mission.

When she did not have a customer inside the tent with her, she kept the curtain of glass beads tied open. We could see her in there at her table, sometimes laying out cards. Sometimes doing nothing but staring at her own hands. I almost went inside so many times, coming right up to the entrance. And then without fail, some gal would choose that very moment to slip in ahead of me pulling some guy behind her by the wrist, usually sporting a mullet and shit-kickers, and eating a corndog or a cotton candy. Kenny and Jack would laugh and spit whenever that happened, making it out like I had planned it that way all along, and then we would all run off for another ride.

But then, one time, toward the end of the day, I just did it.

I stood there near the entrance silently telling myself to Cowboy Up. Kenny and Jack were maybe fifty feet away burning holes in my back with their eyes. Not too far away at one of the bandstands, just on the other side of the people selling Kettle Corn, someone with a high, thin twang was checking the mics. You know: Check. Check. One, two, three. Check. Check. One, two…

I took a breath and stepped inside. I bowed my head a little as I entered, the way I had seen so many adults do. I was the tallest of my friends, but there was still plenty of room to spare in the doorway.

But I bowed my head anyway. Like I’d entered a church.

She looked up at me from her table. One of her hands was holding the other, palm up. I stood there, saying nothing. Terrified of her and of what I had to do. I could hear my friends skidding into a pile on the side of the tent.

She released her hand, folding her fingers over her palms as if closing a diary that she did not want me to see. She stood. Smiled. Her almond eyes turned up at the corners when she did this, making the smile personal. My heart was like something wild, twitching in a dream, running for its life.

She moved past me without a word. Just the smile.

I could smell perfume. Cosmetics. A hint of sweat.

She was only a little taller than me. Brass bangles on her wrists brushed against the folds of her tunic as she passed. I kept my head lowered, eyes wide. She wore gold sandals. Her feet were pale and delicate and beautiful, like something aquatic. I couldn’t move. I was frozen. Immobilized by fear and awe. She was so close to me I could feel the entire length of her body along the ache of my left side.

I still can. Even today. I can still feel it. I’m sure you have some fancy phrase for it. All I know is that sometimes when I think of that day it feels like she is still right next to me. Even as I write these words.

She slipped behind me, unhooking the loop of fabric that held open the curtain of glass beads, and closed the entrance. The flame of daylight at my feet that lit up the patchy grass and the Persian rug beneath the table and that burned up the sides of the tent suddenly broke into moving balls of red and gold. Indirect light filtered in through the large air vents in the top of the tent.

We were both still and quiet for several long seconds. Neither of us moved. Neither of us spoke. I could feel her standing behind me. I could smell her. I could not speak the words, but I could smell them.

Desire. Fear. Love. Fair to say that those were the words.

“Do you have a name?” she asked over my shoulder. I wasn’t prepared for the British accent.

“Davis,” I said, too softly. My voice sounded alien, like someone else had entered the tent and was speaking for me.

“Davis,” she repeated. Like she was tasting the sound of it. “Davis. I like that. That’s a sensitive name. Would you like to have your palm read, Davis?”

“I guess so,” I said.

“You guess so?” I felt her hands on my shoulders. She turned me so that our faces were only inches apart. She was so beautiful. I wanted to cry. I wanted to kiss her mouth. I wanted to run.

“Yes,” I corrected myself. “Yes, please.”

She stood, silent. Looking at me. I didn’t know what to think. She held out a hand. I thought she wanted me to shake it. She laughed at me. It sounded like music.

“No,” she said. “It costs five dollars for a reading.”

I shoved my hands into my pockets, with too much pent up energy, searching for money. I pulled out a wad of bills. Four ones and a ten. Torn ride tickets. Several coins dropped from between my fingers to the grass. I handed her the ten.

“You can keep it,” I said.

“Quite a tip,” she said with a tone of respect. I didn’t know what to say so I didn’t say anything. I stood there and blushed.

“My name’s Abby,” she said, moving past me to the table. “Come sit down, Davis.”

I did as I was told, following her and then sitting in the folding metal chair as she lit two coils of incense in tiny brass kettles. She placed the kettles on opposite sides of the table. Between them she unrolled a plush velvet runner the color of ripe eggplant like mom used to buy. It was like a purple bridge spanning the sea of white tablecloth. Thin wisps of gray smoke rose out of the kettles like snakes from a basket. The scent was thick and hard to take at first.

“What are those for?” I asked, pretending to be relaxed. Abby sat down and smiled, pointing alternately to one kettle and then the other.

“That one is myrrh. That one is dragon’s blood. Natural resins. They’ve been used for centuries.”

“Why?”

“All kinds of things, I suppose. Medicine. Religious purification. To make spells more potent.”

“Spells? You mean like witchcraft?”

“Yes. Like witchcraft.”

“Do you believe in witchcraft?” I asked.

She laughed a little.

“No. I don’t believe in witchcraft.”

I blushed at the thought that maybe she thought I believed in witchcraft.

“But I believe in destiny,” she said. “I believe we can see destiny. We can read it. Our own destiny. The destiny of others. It’s recorded on our bodies. Our palms. The soles of our feet. We can read it, Davis. You just have to know how.”

“And you do?”

“Yes. I do.”

“You’re not from here,” I said. It sounded like an accusation.

“No,” she said. “I’m from London. Will that be quite all right with you, Guvnor?”

“I… I didn’t mean it like that. I just… I like your accent. We don’t hear that much around here.”

There was a snort and a soft thudding. Abby moved her gaze to a place past me, over my left shoulder.

“Those your friends out there?”

I turned. There was a dark shadow, like a boulder or a shrub on the side of the tent. The shadow shifted and swayed. It grew an arm and then reabsorbed it.

“Yes,” I said, embarrassed.

“Are they interested in my accent too?” She was smirking.

I stood up and punched the side of the tent, dead center of the shadow. There was a sputtering of laughs. The shadow broke into two pieces and scattered.

“You come in here on a dare or something?”

“No,” I lied, sitting back down at the table.

“How old are you?”

“Almost seventeen,” I lied again. Abby nodded.

People always think I’m older than I really am. It’s not just my size. My mother said I have mature features. I have my father’s jaw line. You even said I carry myself like I have grown-up concerns. You said I have a mature way of expressing myself.

But even if you are a shrink, what the hell do you know?

“Will you give me your hand, Davis?”

Her directness, the sound of my name from her lips, the look from those deep brown eyes. These were like steel arrows, Dr. Bees, one-two-three, right into my chest. She extended her open hands across the table. I swallowed. I placed my right hand upside down into hers.

My hand was dirty and the knuckles were ragged. It was larger than hers, which were small and soft and clean. I might have been ashamed. But there was no room for shame. Abby cradled the back of my hand in her left. Using only the very tips of her fingers, she slowly stroked my palm. I felt shivers.

“You have a pure heart, Davis,” she said. “These are strong lines. Indeed, a rather stalwart soul, I should think.”

I swallowed, too overcome by the feeling of her skin moving against mine to respond. I couldn’t help thinking about sex. It was the first thing I thought about. Sex. Raunchy sex. But it was so much more than that. There was something caring, something reassuring in the way she held this one part of my body and caressed it with the tips of her fingers.

It’s all going to be okay. That’s what her fingers seemed to say to me as I imagined her naked. As I lusted for her. It’s all going to be okay.

It had been a long time since I had felt that anyone really cared whether anything was ever going to be okay ever again. Jack and Kenny were good for some things, but not that. Dad kept a roof over my head but was too angry and too deep in the bottle for much else.

In the tips of Abby’s fingers I felt not only what I wanted, but also what I had lost. It cut right through me. I had to fight back a rising lump in my throat.

She moistened the pad of her middle finger on the flat of her tongue, and then traced the lines on my palm, one after the other. Like she was spelling a word she did not want to speak.

The sounds of the fair around us seemed to fall away. I did not care if Kenny and Jack were still outside listening. I did not care if they were back on The Scrambler or if they had gone back home without me. Every thought and sensation was beneath the tip of that one delicate finger and its bright, glistening trail.

Abby suddenly lifted my hand so close to her face I thought she might kiss it. Her eyebrows knitted, coarse and dark against her moon skin. Her face pinched in sudden concern, putting a deep groove right in the center of her forehead.

Then she closed her eyes. I could see them darting back and forth beneath her dark stained lids, like frightened animals beneath a tarp.

“What?” I asked. “What is it? What do you see? Something bad?”

She opened her eyes, fixed, burrowing into me.

“You’re the one,” she said with something like astonishment. “You’re going to save my life.”

The brass bangles slid from her wrist to her forearm.

Had I been looking at her wrist rather than searching her face, I might have noticed the scars. Never saw those until much later. After there was no turning back.

Although I honestly don’t know whether seeing them sooner would have changed anything. I think it was too late from the very first time she said my name.


Chapter 5

He slips the silver car into the moon shadow beneath a rangy pecan, like the tip of a metal arrow just missing its mark. Turns out the headlights. Cranes this way and that, engine running, looking for signs of life.

There are no signs of life.

Well. Except the syrupy glow seeping through the shutters. The house waits quietly on the far side of a square of patchy turf.

He passes a moment in the dark, marveling at what daylight does for a place. What daylight does for a person. For her.

And for him.

There was a song. Wasn’t there? About daylight and truth. About daylight revealing? About all that is lain bare ‘neath the scouring noonday sun?

That’s rich, he thinks. The daylight is a lying mask. A disguise in brilliance. Everything comes off at night. Everything comes out. Truth lives in the dark.

Christ. Just look at him.

He touches the key with a finger, but then thinks better of it. Backs out from beneath the tree. Turns the car around and then slips back in so that the tip of the silver arrow is now pointing forward at the invisible road that connects back with Crowline that connects with Sawtooth that, eventually, connects with I-67 and the world.

He cuts the engine.

Silence. Like he has been swallowed.

Then, crickets.

He pulls the briefcase over from the back seat. Opens it. Takes off the ring and drops it inside. Then his watch. Takes his wallet out of his back pocket. Extracts three crisp one hundred dollar bills. Tosses the wallet in after the ring and watch.

He pats his front pockets. Looks around the car.

He sees the lime green folder in the back seat. Stretches for it with his fingers. It goes into the briefcase. He closes it. Folds down the silver latches with two sharp clicks.

He grabs the key out of the ignition and climbs out. Stretches. He closes the door, opens the trunk, deposits the briefcase, and closes it again.

He pushes a button on his key fob. The silver arrow makes its little noise.

Sheldon Davis looks up through the branches of the pecan tree at the modest house sitting on the far side of the ragged patch of lawn. He takes a deep breath of dark air and steps forward, making his way to the front door of Libby’s Nuts for the second time this day.

 

“Weh, now.” She stands in the rectangle of warm yellow that falls from the door, painting the stoop. The inside air comes too, smelling of jasmine and spices. “Looky who out an’ about t’night. Mmmmmmm-Mmm.” She shakes her head.

All he can do is look at her. Again, the dissonance between the look of Liberty Cherish and sound of Liberty Cherish has left him confused and not knowing how to respond.

“How you, Mr. Davis?” She cocks her head, mocking sincerity.

His own name is slightly arresting. Like he has heard it in the hollow of his chest where the sound has been trapped and now panics like a frightened bird in a cage of ribs.

She knows my real name, he thinks. Stupidly.

Of course she knows his name. They had spoken right here for the better part of an hour only eight hours earlier. Back when he had no reason to be anybody else. Why did he think he could be anonymous now, simply because it suited him to be anonymous?

She is dressed differently now. Has traded her jeans and New Orleans Saints t-shirt for a thigh-length kimono the color of over-ripe mango. Open-toe stilettos, covered in black sequins.

So she is taller now.

She has painted each of her nails –hands and feet –baby pink.

Her face, too, is different. Lips. Cheeks. Eyes. Everything is more intense.

Only the black hair is the same. Like a long silky tongue hanging down the small of her back.

The kimono is sashed loosely at the waist. Not that it matters. Little has been left to imagination.

She can see his difficulty. Puts her hand on a hip.

“We gon’ talk some more ‘bout Cale Hargrove sellin’ this land?”

Sheldon shakes his head.

“Mmmmmm-Hmm.”

Liberty Cherish holds out a hand and smiles wolfishly. He looks at it for a moment. Like he does not know how to interpret this alien gesture.

He takes her petite hand in his. Holds it like a small lake trout.

She pushes the door closed with the heel of her shoe. Leads him inside. Past the no-nonsense mahogany living room where they had spoken earlier in the day about deeds and development and progress. Past where they had remembered Cale and Raimey Hargrove. Past where he had thanked her for her time and then left with more questions than answers.

She keeps moving. Her heels on the hardwood are little gunshots.

She leads him through a set of double doors into a room festooned with beads and boas. The air is scented. Rose-colored. A bed covered in faux leopard and beaded pillows. Opposite the bed is a velvet settee of a deep royal plum. A lamp on a wicker table is draped with a hot pink scarf. On the walls, in place of windows, are hung all sizes of ornately scrolled, gold-painted mirrors. There are masks with plumage and beads, paisley wallpaper showing through their hollow eyes like little ovular acid trips.

“You want you a Rio Lobo?” Liberty asks, turning to look up into his face. She sees his confusion. “That a Char-do-nay, baby.”

She does not wait for an answer. Points.

“Oh hale yes you do too want some. You got that bring-it-to-me-quick-quick-fo’-I-pass-out look in yo’ eyes. I be back wit’ a glass a Rio Lobo an’ a shuga-stick. Go on an get yosef comf’table, baby.”

She moves past him, back toward the doors. Stops in mid-course. Reverses to the far end of the purple settee where there is an old record player on a draped table.

“I’ma put on some Ms. Willie Mae first. You like Big Mama Thornton, baby? ‘Course you do. Ain’t nobody don’t like Mama.”

She sets the needle in the groove. Pops and scratches punch through a high hiss. Buddy Guy leads the way into Ball and Chain. Mama follows with that voice of hers, moving in the heavy backbeat likes she’s wearing iron boots.

Sheldon closes his eyes, remembering this place. This house. Cale Hargrove over there in his rocker with his bourbon. Listening to the radio. Listening to this music. The both of them covered in the nut dust that stuck to the sweat like a second skin. Waiting for the earth to cool and the crickets to come out singing so they could ride into town and see what was doing.

A voice. Cutting through time. Singing about what it’s like to sit down by the window. Do nothing but look out at the rain.

She’s right, he thinks. Ain’t nobody don’t like Big Mama.


Chapter 6

The blue Civic. It had come to Olivia second-hand from an edentulous old cuss in Plano. Called himself Buster. Buster told her he had to sell the car. Texas had revoked his license. Next time they’d lock him up.

Fascist Nation, he had kept repeating. Fascist Nation.

At least the fascists allowed Craigslist.

Buster said his daughter wanted the car for herself but he was goddamned if he was going to let that happen since it was her intent to put him in a home. He wasn’t going gentle into that good night. Planned to fight senescence all the way to the Pearly Gates.

Buster had asked for fourteen hundred fifty dollars. Said he intended to use the money from the sale to run off to Atlanta. There was a woman there, he had said.

Then he had winked his eighty-three year old eye.

Olivia had not wanted to hear the rest. She had offered him nine hundred take it or leave it. Buster still had enough going on upstairs to know that she was ready to walk and that no one was standing in line behind her.

So he took it. She wished him luck.

Buster never told her about the door.


* * *




Fifteen. Sixteen. Seventeen.

She keeps count as she drives. Can’t help it.

She is up to eighteen by the time she hits the halfway mark between her morning job and her afternoon job. Just past The Silverado Indian Jewelry Emporium. Seven possums. Four armadillos. One rattlesnake. One coyote. Five mystery mammals. Last night had been a rough one for getting to the other side. Not a single chicken to be counted among the dead.

The corrugated sheet she has removed from the window of Buster’s blue Civic rattles violently in the back seat. Invasions of Chihuahuan air rampage through the car for signs of water. Olivia’s hair whips at her face, stinging her eyes.

She puts on cheap sunglasses. Hums a song about the ocean. The melody is still altogether wrong, she thinks. Too… too… what…

Wistful. Disconsolate.

Romantic.

Something. She lights a cigarette. It helps. She can see the notes in her head. It’s the only time she ever smokes. She tries to keep it to one a day.

Tuning the melody occupies her for the rest of the drive.

Nineteen. Twenty.

Twenty-one.

In Corbin, she has time for a quick stop at Pepita’s for her usual ensalada de pollo con jalapeños and a Coke.

“Hola, Olivia.” Eladio waves from the kitchen.

Still awkward after Miguel. Too polite. Too restrained. It is no longer possible for Eladio to joke about stealing her away. About him being the better man for her.

He is the better man. Or will be. For someone.

He will be taller than his brother, too, she thinks. He has a dancer’s ease about him. An innocent relationship with gravity.

“Hola, Eladio,” she says.

She sits on a stool at a pocked, wooden counter. In front of her is the heart carved into the bar around the name Maric. Maric, it says. Clearly Maria but for an inconveniently placed knot in the wood. It’s where she always sits. Right at the heart.

Olivia wonders whether there is some lonely and forgotten cuss named Maric out there someplace that has ever sat down on this stool to eat. Seen his own highly unusual name in the middle of the heart. Left wondering at the source of such devotion.

Maric. Maric.

She imagines that it must make his day, this imagined man. Just thinking about it. Just wondering what the carver of that heart must be like.

And when he’s driving home in the dark, window down, dry desert blowing through his long brown hair, the woman he doesn’t know, but who carved a heart around his name, is probably all poor Maric thinks about.

And all because the name is wrong. Not Maric. Maria.

The wooden, pock marked, heart-carved counter looks out of a large, clean window that opens out onto a sidewalk. Sporadic traffic trundles dustily down Broken River Road. Mostly looky-loos this time of day. Taking a mid-day detour through quaint little Corbin. Wetting their whistles and buying an ice cream at the Lick-n-Tipple before finishing the blistering trek west to Odessa. Or maybe Tucson. Or east to Waco. Or Shreveport.

Cars with stir-crazy kids fighting in the back seat.

Cars with women who have a problem pulling over to squat in a ditch. Watering the rattlesnakes, they call it.

Most all of them are coming from somewhere else and going to somewhere else. As much as anything, Corbin owed their visit, however brief, to the unrelenting Lick-n-Tipple Ice Cream and Spirits signs stretching out ten miles in each direction along the long, straight scratch in the dirt that is I-67. Something about those lips on that white, creamy mound of coldness that was just too appealing to keep most folks from heeding that impulse. Hitting the turn signal. Turning the wheel for the Corbin exit. Oh, what the hell.

The Lick-n-Tipple is the only place for a hundred miles you can buy a scoop of chocolate pecan with buttered caramel and a bottle of rot-gut whiskey in a single transaction.

Maybe two hundred miles.

There is no confusing these ice cream and liquor prospectors for the locals. Even if they lived just up in San Angelo, not but eighty miles northeast, they may as well be from another planet. Fat, stooped, dull-eyed pasty things, with glowing phones for hands. They park and roll out of their seats and stand and stretch a little. Walk in a slow, incurious huddle from the pay-lot behind the Coahuiltecan Trading Post, across the street, venturing neither a step to the north, towards the Corbin Town Square and the Evangelina Huerta Memorial Fuente de la Luna, nor to the south, towards Pepita’s and, at the end of the block, Matilde of the Sacred Heart First Church of Christ. They follow an arrow-straight line, precisely threading the hole in that old brickwork needle between the Caddo Lone Star Laundry and the Leather Craft / Jewelry Works Showcase. Disappear through the white wooden doors of the Lick-n-Tipple, beneath a cracked and faded, hand-painted rendering of those familiar burning lips.

As if the lips have sucked them right off the freeway.

Invariably, they reemerge in mere minutes. Same order of procession. Back to the gleaming vehicles from whence they came. Lobotomized expressions. Hands sticky with frozen sugar.

Eladio brings her food and a Coke.

“Gracias, Eladio.”

“De nada.” He hesitates. “How are things?”

She is already chewing.

“Oh. ‘Bout as good as I can expect, I guess. Too damn hot.”

“Yeah. It is.” He turns to go. Turns back. “Miss having you around,” he says. “Up at the house.”

She swallows. Wipes her mouth. Drinks. Looks up at him. Tries to smile.

“Shit happens, Eladio. Don’t you worry about it none. Tell your daddy I said hey.” It’s her turn to hesitate. “And as for your mama…”

She doesn’t finish. Doesn’t need to.

Eladio beams. Backs away, finger to his lips. “I never saw you.”

She eats her lunch. Looks out the window.

The true Corbinites rolling up and down Broken River Road are hard to miss. Nut farmers and ranchers in dirty pick-ups mostly. Windows down. Mutts in the back, or sometimes wiry, brown shirtless boys yelling out at their friends. KSPT –K-Spit radio –blasting the Tejano out over the scrub.

Not a one of them holding ice cream.

To be a Corbinite, a person had to live in or around Corbin. And if you didn’t actually live in Corbin, then you had to be born in Corbin, in which case you would be a Corbinite no matter where you laid your head. Olivia is both of these.

She sees Marky-B ride by in Miguel’s white, rust-eaten Toyota. Rangers hat on backwards. Left arm draped so far out the window it looks like he is trying to pick pennies up off the street. She figures Don Dickson is still laid up with a broken leg and that Miguel is stuck wrangling the pickers. No way Marky-B scores a provisions run in Miguel’s truck for any other reason.

Marky-B looks up just in time to see her in the window. Waves.

She thinks too long about waving back.

She finishes her lunch and slips some cash under the empty plate. Slaps the bar twice to tell Eladio she is leaving.

In thirty seconds she is back in the car, slamming the front door –once, twice –like she’s trying to teach it a lesson.

She checks her watch. Puts the cigarette back in her mouth. Resists the lighter. Drives.

Twenty-seven. Twenty-eight. Twenty-nine.

The front door to the house opens as she pulls up the driveway. Yvonne Lawry pokes her head out. Points to her watch. Disappears, leaving the door open.

Wednesdays are Yvonne’s opportunity to escape the life she has made. The excuse is a weekly three-hour art class at the SACC. Husband Brent, an engineer for a petrochemical company out of Houston, travels several times a month, leaving Yvonne alone with Kevin. Going on thirteen and severely dystrophic. The San Angelo Community College has a daycare program, but not one that can take on Kevin.

She finds him in his wheelchair, parked at the windows at the back of the house.

“Hey, Tiger,” Olivia says. “Watchin’ them birds again?”

He does not answer, of course. Except maybe in the way that he registers any stimulus, which is to curl bodily –fingers, hands, arms, neck, head, torso –around a fresh muscle spasm. Like he wants to keep the moment close. Keep it from leaving him. Olivia places an open palm on the back of Kevin’s neck. Moves to the front of his wheelchair. Bends. Looks at him in the eyes.

“You and me again, partner.” She grabs the napkin from his tray. Wipes his mouth. “Mama got to go paint her pretty pictures.”

Olivia and Yvonne. They go all the way back to the SACC massage school. Back when Yvonne was eying a nursing degree. Different as night and day, these two. The twilight between them was always a fondness for hating men.

Not hating. Hating.

Just hating. The way they are. The things they say. The things they promise. The way they stride around the planet.

With their penises.

There had been the hint of attraction between them.

More than a hint. Fingertips on bare shoulders. A whisper. A palpable after-drink vibe that might have bloomed into something regrettable between them.

But Olivia had known better. Somewhere between the beer and the bourbon, Olivia had heard the flat note. The one buried inside an attraction borne of enmity. Even a shared enmity.

So she had chosen not to follow Yvonne’s whiskey-soaked breadcrumbs. The moment had passed. Yvonne surrendered to the inevitability of someone like Brent and the realization that he was about as good as it was ever going to get. Not that it was all bad. She had plenty of money. And time.

Thirteen years later. Yvonne has a ring that no longer fits the plump of her finger. An absentee husband. A kid in a wheelchair. And enough frustrated ambition to fill her septic tank.

All of that and a repeating predicament on Wednesday afternoons.

Olivia can only help with the last of these problems. She’d offered Yvonne her services. Not so much out of friendship. Or pity. Or the hundred dollars of Brent’s money that Yvonne agreed to pay her. Mostly it was for a few hours of unrestricted access to the baby grand piano in the living room.

Truth is, Olivia would have paid Yvonne.

Fortunately, the arrangement seems more than fine with Kevin.

She waits until Yvonne is gone. Rolls Kevin up next to the piano.

She can’t smoke in Yvonne’s home. So she talks to herself as she works, pencil in her teeth. Untangles melodies and harmonies like long strands of fishing line kept too long in a drawer. She mutters in a melodic burble like a crazy person, wrangling the cowlicks of recalcitrant lyrics. Asks Kevin questions about meter and rhyme that he cannot possibly answer.

Kevin, so used to being the odd one in the room, looks on between spasms as if a dancing bear has stopped by for a drink on the way to the circus.

Inevitably, she hits a wall, her creative force dissipating in a bog of dissatisfaction. As often as not, she wads up the sheets of paper on the top of the piano, stuffs them into her backpack and tumbles into something well beyond her reach. A soggy, shambling boogie-woogie. Drunken ghosts and twelve-bar memories. Little Willie Littlefield. Roosevelt Sykes.

Today it’s Jelly Roll. Rolling in his grave.

Doesn’t matter. It all hangs together in her head.

Kevin, clutching awkwardly at the arms of the chair, leans sharply forward, grimaces a smile as if thrusting his slick, snaggletooth face into a storm of blue butterflies.

When Yvonne returns, they are out on the back deck. Olivia is feeding Kevin bits of cheese as they watch the wrens in the feeders. There is no sign that she has been anywhere near the piano.

Such is Olivia’s way.

“He hates cheese,” Yvonne says, leaning in the doorframe. She holds a hundred dollar bill between two fingers. Her honey blonde hair works alone now. Even the blue eyes have given it up.

“He only eats cheese for you. Why is that?”

Olivia answers without looking.

“I told him it was absolutely forbidden. But my man Kev really digs rebellion. Don’t you Kev?”

“You really shouldn’t feed him cheese. His system…”

“Missed a deer earlier.” Olivia points. “Tame as a dog. Went off past the shed.”

“I ran into Miguel,” says Yvonne.

Olivia rolls her eyes conspiratorially at Kevin. He clutches his own fingers. Throws himself forward. Back. Wrenches sideways. She glances back at Yvonne for the first time.

“You mean like, ran into him with the car, or…?”

“Funny, Liv. No, at SACC. He asked about you.”

Olivia feeds Kevin the last bit of cheese. She thinks about what they have chosen to call each other: Eve and Liv. One the beginning of an ending. The other an aspiration.

“He’s still really a nice guy, Liv. And so… mmm-mmm. If I weren’t married…”

“Well, you are. Eve. You are married.”

Yvonne absorbs it. Keeps on. Adds a little judgment of her own.

“You’d feel different if you had your own place. You need to get out from under Liberty Cherish’s roof, is what.”

“I’m sure you meant Libby Holder,” says Olivia.

“Mmm.” Yvonne looks away. “I’m sure I did.”

They are silent. Yvonne tries again.

“He’s just so handsome. You sure there’s not still some… I don’t know… Don’t you ever want…”

“You’re right.” Olivia stands. “You really don’t know. I gotta go, Eve. Manny’s on tonight.”

“Can you come by Friday? Same time? Only two hours. He wants us to try painting something from…”

“Yeah. Whatever. Sure.”

She doesn’t care about the reason. She stands. Musses Kevin’s hair. Crosses the deck, pushes past Yvonne for the house, snatches the hundred dollars. Yvonne follows her inside.

“If not, I can call…”

“I said yes, Eve. Gotta go. Bye now.” Raises her voice. “Bye Kevin.”

 

Olivia climbs in the car. Slams the door. Again. Again. Skids out of the drive. The piece of cardboard behind her seat starts its rattle and her black hair flies in the hot breath of the road as she picks up speed. She puts the same cigarette in her mouth. Leaves the flamingo-pink lighter in the handle of the door.

It doesn’t really need to be lit to do its job. It’s more like an antenna.

She hums all the way back to Corbin proper.

By seven o’clock she’s in the break room of The Diamondback pulling on a black skirt with one hand and sticking a card in the time clock with the other.

“Rye unda da wya, O,” says Manny from the hallway looking at his watch. He calls her O. Just O. Like the rest of the syllables are unimportant.

He is a fireplug, Manny, with a flat nose and a pocked face and spectacularly good teeth. He co-manages the bar with Gary Pepper, first cousin to the owner, Lou Dimond. Lou lives up in San Angelo where he owns a swimming pool and another bar called Diamond Lou’s.

Gary Pepper is Manny Soto’s polar opposite. Tall. Flawless skin. Crooked teeth. Hates drama. Lets everything slide as long as no one gets hurt. Manny wears his not-Garyness like a crown.

He knows nothing of Liberty Cherish.

Well. Manny Soto undoubtedly does know about Liberty Cherish. Many Corbinites know about Liberty Cherish in some way or another. But Manny has no reason to consider Liberty Cherish and Olivia as part of the same thought.

Which is good for everyone.

“Rye unda da fuckin’ wya, O,” Manny says again, lifting his eyebrows.

Olivia lays on the accent. “Oh, da where I live, Manny Boy.” She sways her neck. Swishes her finger in the air. “Chu know da. Rye unda da wya, Manny.”

She tucks in her white Diamondback, rattler-emblazoned tee. Squeezes out of the door into the hall. Smiles at him too sweetly.

A dangerous attitude to take with Manny. Olivia knows this. But Manny himself does not know it at the moment. Not with her breasts almost at eye level as she passes. Manny is incapable of holding more than a couple of thoughts in his head at a time. So she leaves him with a left thought and a right thought and no room for concern over her insubordinate attitude.

She picks up a tray. Heads for the nearest table. Feels him still looking from down the hall. She knows that there is a thought in Manny’s head that never seems to be very far away. Flickering back there in the dark. The thought is that she holds some interest for him. Or that she might be persuaded to hold some interest.

She has tried to extinguish that flicker. Tried depriving it of oxygen. She keeps her head down and works. Does not initiate. Does not engage. Borders on caustic. Dismissive. Even belittling. Doesn’t matter. The flame in Manny’s eyes gutters and sputters and spits back to life every time like a trick birthday candle.

Olivia fills the tray with empties. Wipes down the table. She takes everything to the bar. Slides it across. Nods to Ryan, who is busy cleaning glasses.

Sandy-blond curls on a pretty, boyish face. Inviting smile. Ryan has that all-American football-scholarship look to him. No doubt what his crazy racist girlfriend Aileen sees in him. Aileen works at the gas station, which she likes to call Checkpoint Chevron. She has a six-pack of brothers in El Paso, big into volunteer border patrol and paramilitary dress-up slumber parties.

Ryan looks up. Nods back at her. Goes back to what he was doing.

More than fine by Olivia. If only Manny Soto was so disinterested.

She puts the tray under her arm. Grabs two table settings and a fresh bowl of roasted nuts. Heads back out.

She blames herself for Manny’s delusion. It was the ride home in his truck that had done it. Her broken blue Civic had been in one of its moods. The malfunctioning door had conspired with the engine while she had been working her shift. She had climbed out, slammed the door and then slammed it again. Kicked the lifeless thing in frustration. Looked around for a solution or at least some commiseration.

And there was Manny Soto, loitering in his newly-acquired, used black Ford pick-up. Ready with an answer to the question she had never asked.

“Why you drive da piece a shit, O? You need you a real ride. You need you a big ride. You know I’m rye, O.”

She had ignored the suggestion within the suggestion. She had taken the ride. The bucket seats had been ripped out and replaced with a single black vinyl bench seat that must have come out of the back of an old Suburban. No seat belts. The only thing separating them was a grocery bag full of apples. Manny was big on apples. Most of the trip had been about his skill as a negotiator.

“He wan’ fi’teen thousand. Fi’teen, O! An’ I tell this puta madre he lucky to get him three. He say, three thousand? Fuck you three thousand. And I say suit yo’self yo. I say, this rig missin’ bucket seats, missin’ a runner on the driver’ side an’ it got shit for a stereo and it got shit for brakes an’ ain’ got no fucking horn. An he say it do too got a horn an’ I say a horn da don’ work ain’ no fuckin’ horn yo! I walk off. Jus’ lye da. I walk away. Puta madre call me da nye! Ten o’clock da fuckin’ nye! Say he sell for three thousand. He beggin’ me to buy.”

“No horn?” she had asked. Manny had pounded the steering wheel, laughing, trying to make a sound that never came.

“No fuckin’ horn!”

“Why?”

“Fuck if I know why. It jus’ don’ work.”

“No, I mean why would you buy a truck without a horn?”

“Who need a fuckin’ horn, O? In Corbin? No horn cost da puta madre twelve thousand dollars. I put in my cousin’s stereo. I don’t give a shit about no driver-side runner. An’ I lye this bench seat, man. Lots of room, yo? An’ who need a fuckin’ horn? You got you a twelve thousand dollar horn in da blue piece a shit car you drive, O?”

Her blue piece of shit car did not have a working driver’s door or an engine. She was grateful for the ride. She let him believe he had impressed her.

“Guess you know what in the hell you’re doin’ when it comes to buying trucks, Manny. No foolin’ you, huh truck stud?”

“Goddamn rye, O. Goddamn rye.”

 

She pulls a seven-hour shift. Works the entire floor by herself, slinging drinks and tortillas and beef sliders to a bunch of regulars looking to blow off some steam after a day of pulling things out of the ground or off the trees. Corralling livestock. Fixing fences. Wednesday shifts are always a hard pull because they include the last half of the Double Happy-Hour Wednesdays, from six to eight. They bring in a rowdier set looking to get drunk on the cheap. Tonight is no different.

Manny eventually leaves her alone. Switches his focus to riding the cook for using rancid oil.

“Wha da fuck, Kiko! You try to making people sick lye da? You loco? You can no smell da?”

There is a genuine fake vintage jukebox in the corner. Fire engine red metal trimmed out in fake glass and plastic chrome. White square buttons that correspond to an encased color-coded menu. It offers the predictable slate of bubble gum pop, new country, and classic rock favorites. Left to its own, the playlist is supposedly random and, given its Internet access, infinite.

Supposedly. It still plays the same thirty songs.

More shifts than not, Olivia finds occasion to kick the plug out of the wall and then plug it back in. There is a special process for rebooting.

She is diligent about reporting to Manny or Gary that the damn box is on the fritz again, just to clear herself as the culprit. Eventually they get around to investigating the origins of the problem, but it usually buys her thirty minutes to an hour of relative peace. Just the people-noise.

There is a lifetime limit to the number of times she can listen to Get Off My Cloud and Dude Looks Like a Lady and Love Me Do. Not to mention the over-sampled, atonal dreck that makes a hit record these days. Why Lou Dimond thought to purchase such a contraption without giving any thought to the music itself was beyond her. If she thought about it enough, it made her angry.

So she tries not to think about it. Contents herself with kicking the plug out of the wall.

“Damn box is on the fritz again, Manny.”

Manny spins on the greasy tile floor. Turns his back on the beleaguered cook, Kiko. Spreads his arms in a what next exasperation.

“How many time I got to tell you, O?” Pokes himself in the temple with a stubby forefinger. “You dense? You got to put in da code an let da box reboot, yo!”

She wrinkles her forehead. Looks past him at Kiko. Looks back.

“There’s a code?”

It buys her another twenty minutes. When the thing finally reboots and flickers back to life, she keys in selection G-17 three times. There is, as yet, no lifetime limit to the number of times she can listen to Etta James sing A Sunday Kind of Love.

 

Two after twelve.

Olivia sticks her card in the time clock. Logs her tips. Changes out of her uniform. Heads out the back door stepping into dark, redolent desert air.

The world is cooler now. There is the slightest breeze. It carries in the ocean of desert scrub, through an oasis of more deliberate foliage that permeates the township. A rumpled blanket of bougainvillea, yellow rose, and purple sage that Corbin gathers up close against itself to keep from dying of exposure.

A sickle of lunar bone hangs in the dark above the Fuente de la Luna.

The fountain is off now, quiet until sunrise.

Olivia crosses the parking lot. Slips behind the wheel. Slams the blue door with a vengeance. She leaves town, due west, night air pillaging the car. She hums as she drives. Finds the cigarette in the door handle. Moves it from one side of her mouth to another, looking for reception.

Then, suddenly, it is there. A song.

Not a song. Not yet.

A wisp of melody. A beginning. But still with her. Still in her head.

It has been there all night, a bird behind a tumbleweed on the side of the road, hiding from the traffic of living. Hiding from Manny Soto and the genuine fake vintage jukebox and the Hey-Hey, You-You and Dude Looks Like a Lady and rancid cooking oil and wiping tables and making change and a thousand petty concerns that all mesh together into the buzzing that is everywhere and nowhere.

The sound of oppression. The sound of









Chapter 11

She awakens in her bed to the movement of a body not her own. The pull of a sheet. The groan of the mattress. A weight slipping in somewhere behind her.

Olivia DeLuna cracks an eyelid. Realizes.

The digital clock on the antique nightstand says almost seven. The family of little Mexican cactus people are neatly arrayed behind the clock.

At least she likes to think of them as a family. Six of them, some proportionally children, and a dog with tiny pink flowers for ears. They look at her like they’ve been waiting for hours. Her little desert people. They cast their tiny shadows on the wall behind the nightstand, which has taken to a soft morning blush.

A small plane drones into the soundscape. It bores its way, she imagines, through a lone, hapless cloud.

The roosters next door are up. They remind her.

She disables the alarm before it can do its thing. Yawns. Rolls over.

“This here yo’ wake up call, baby,” says Libby. She is propped up on one elbow. Naked.

Olivia rubs her face with her hands. Yawns again. Stares up at the fan. It slowly stirs the morning air like the plane she heard had left the imagined cloud and silently crashed nose-first through the ceiling.

She closes her eyes again. Croaks.

“Too tired to get up. I don’t want to go to work.”

“Then don’t,” says Libby.

“Have to.”

“Hell you do. Want me to call up that Mista Pete? Tell him you got you some food poison from some nasty-ass Texas Chinese?”

“No.”

“Somma them dim sum fuck dumplins wit’ the fro-up fish sauce?”

“No.”

“And the moo goo gotta go to the toilet gai pan noodles?”

“Libby.”

“An the fo’tune cookie that say Mista Pete gots him a teenie, tiny lil’ egg roll fo’ a pee pee?”

Olivia laughs. Swats sideways, missing.

“You go on an’ laugh, baby. But I seen that lil’ egg roll many a time. Many a time. Try to anyway. You got to really look fo’ it.” Libby starts to laugh in that full body way of hers, clutching her midriff like she is three-hundred pounds and not one-forty-two. She lets herself fall back onto the bed. “Got to call out the dogs an’ horses an’ go on a hunt fo’ that lil’ thing. Got to get out the bye-noclas and the telescopes. Like a grain a rice. They it is! They it is! Oh. No. That just a grub worm, baby. Gots to keep on lookin’.”

They both laugh up toward the plane propeller in the ceiling, pushing around air that is already too hot. Olivia kicks at the sheet. Again, until it is off of her legs. Libby squeezes her hand.

“That Mista Pete do whatevah the hell I say, ‘Livia. He know I got the goods. Fool ain’t never got no money so he always wantin’ it at a discount.” She pushes herself up enough to look down at Olivia, offended. “Like I’m selling sofas on President’s Day.” She lies back again. “And you know he gon’ want to keep that shit goin’. President’s Day all year round.”

“You wouldn’t do that if it weren’t for me, Libby. You really shouldn’t.”

“Hush. Mista Pete also got him a wife I reckon he want to keep. You recollect that punk ass boss’ kid? What his name?

“Devin Argood.”

“Thas it. Devin punk ass Argood. Wantin’ you to massage his dingly dang. I take care of that mess with one phone call to Mista Pete an’ one phone call to Jackson Argood up in San Angelo. Shazam. Shit got done.”

“I know. I know.”

“Okay then. So you know I can deliver. You want you that day off?”

“No. It’s my job. Need the money. I’m just being lazy.”

“‘Livia DeLuna, you the most unlazy person I know.” Libby flicks her pink nails in the air one at a time. “Longhorn Fitness, five day a week.” Flick. “Diamondback, five day a week.” Flick. “Papi’s every damn weekend.” Flick. “Babysittin’ for yo’ bitchy lil’ friend, Yvonne Dyke.”

“Lawry.”

“I know the bitch’s name. Dyke is what she is, baby, ain’t her name. Open yo’ eyes to that woman. She afta the lady bits. Now stop interruptin’.” Libby flicks the last finger up into the air. “An when you come home, to my house, where you live, you givin’ massage-massages to chicken-shit white men who suddenly all-the-way married.”

Olivia lolls her head. Looks.

“Because you told me to.”

“Damn right I tol’ you to. Rich man want a massage-massage, I’m gon’ find him one. Not like you payin’ me any rent.”

It was true. But it was unlike Libby to bring it up. Olivia lifts herself.

“I wasn’t complaining. I was just…”

“Hush, ‘Livia. I’m just ringin’ yo pretty ‘lil bell. You go on to work if you want. But listen here.” Libby bugs her eyes until Olivia’s face acknowledges the moment. “You keep this here pace up an you be dead ‘fo you fifty. You want you some breakfast?”

“Ain’t hungry.”

The morning storm of birdsong rises up out of the pecan trees in the orchard behind the house. Out the corner window, she can see the middle branches of Old Faithful holding the sunlight two hundred years above the ground. Libby perches on an elbow.

“Fess up, baby. You end up having relations with that funny little rich man last night?”

Olivia looks at her. Scolding disbelief.

“You know better.”

“‘Spose I do. But that was one long-ass massage-massage. And when he left –what, three ‘clock or some such –he be like some doughy-white bullet. I’m comin’ out the baf’room and here come Sheldon-massage-massage-all-the-way-married, movin’ like some jackrabbit under the gun, down the stairs an’ out the damn door, belt in one hand, shoes in t’other. What you do to that poor boy?”

“Nothing. Gave him a massage. You had him so fuckin’ doped up on your cookies he passed out and slept for a good forty-five minutes.” Olivia looks at Liberty hard. “Two cookies, Libby? Really?”

Libby shrugs.

“Liberty Cherish here to please, baby. Man want him two shuga-sticks, I give him two.” She covers her mouth. Pretends to stifle a laugh. “Batch did come out ass-kickin’ strong this time.”

“You don’t say.”

“‘Cain’t hep it, baby. Learnt that shit the hard way. Ain’t no recipe for shuga-stick cookies. Every batch diff’rent.”

“Well, you knocked him out. I left him alone, sleeping like a baby, went and took a shower. Ate some jambalaya. Did my dishes. I had to wake him up. Then he wanted to talk.”

“Talk?” Libby hoists herself back on her elbows. Moves her shoulders up against the headboard so that her body is a smooth crescent of light brown flesh. She raises one foot, then the other, rotating each slowly in the air, to the left and then the right, admiring the pink polish on her toes. “What y’all talk about? You and chicken-shit massage-massage Sheldon.”

Olivia thinks for a moment. Remembering.

“He thinks he’s in love,” she says.

“With you?”

Olivia shrugs.

“Oooooo….” Libby points accusingly. “Rich man like that? ‘Livia done got her a shuga-daddy.”

“He was stoned off his ass. Seein’ double. Kept sayin’ I reminded him of someone. I was afraid he was gonna start cryin’.”

“Afraid? Why you afraid? Baby, that shit like gold. You ain’t had no relations and he already cryin? He pay you any damn thing you want.”

“I don’t do that.”

Libby pokes her in the arm.

“No you don’t. But I do.”

“I ain’t judgin’.”

“Hell you ain’t. Go on see if I care any.”

“I’m just sayin’ that even if he did… you know… want to pay me for it…”

Libby laughs.

“Not fo’ no relations, dummy. Jus’ to see you. Jus’ to lay his rich, married eyes on yo’ pretty lil’ face. He let you give him ten massage-massages a day. He sleep outside in his ‘lil silver car ‘til you ready. And Sheldon worth a lotta damn money.”

“And just how do you know that?”

Libby rolls over again. “Look.” Pokes herself in the chest. “We jus’ done established me bein’ the ho. This here my business. I knows money when I sees money. All-the-way married drives him a Mercedes coupe. He wearin’ no jewelry. No watch. No rings. No wallet. He hide all that shit out in the car so we don’t steal it.” She pinches up her face. Indignant. Like she smells something rotten. “Like I’ma steal his shit. Baby please. But… that mean he worth something. See?”

“Whatever.”

“Got to wear shoes, though. Can’t hide the shoes in the trunk. Show up at my do’ without no shoes I’ma think you crazy. An’ I don’t fuck no crazy people, don’t care how much money you wavin’ ‘round. So there they was, right there on his cotton-soft feet.”

“Shoes? So.”

“Here to tell you them shoes worth mo’ than the damn car.”

“Well, that ain’t …”

“Come on, girl. You saw them hands and feet. Massage-massage is groomed. He gettin’ him mani-peddies every damn week.”

Olivia nods. “Yep. Pretty groomed.”

“Sheeit. Like a damned show pony. Now he a show pony in love. He be back, too. ‘Fo the week is over, Sheldon be all up in here givin’ you googly eyes.”

“We’ll see.”

“Yes we will, too.”

It might have ended there. Libby’s penchant for idle morning chit-chat would keep her there until she got out of bed and left the room. Olivia looks again at nightstand. The clock flicks red seconds at her face.

The cactus people have their own opinions.

“He’s actually… kind of… interesting,” she says.

“Mmm, hmm. He int’restin’ alright.”

“We talked a lot about music.”

“I put on Big Mamma fo’ him. Could tell he like it, too. Ain’t no one don’t like Big Mama.”

“He likes them all,” says Olivia. “Sippie Wallace, Chippie Hill. Alberta Hunter. Ma Rainey. Mamie, Billie, Bessie, Koko. Man knows his shit.”

“We talkin’ ‘bout the same pasty white rich boy? Sheldon? All-the-way-married-massage-massage Sheldon?”

“That’s him.”

“Damn, girl. You impressed, huh?

“A little. Yeah. I guess a little.”

“Bet I know somethin’ ‘bout the man that you don’t.”

“Like?”

“Like he spent all kinda time in this house a long-ass time ago.”

Olivia sits upright. Leans back against the headboard.

“This house?”

“Mmm, hmm. Tol’ me that when he come by yesterday afta’noon. He one of Cale Hargrove’s pickers back in the day.”

“Who’s Cale Hargrove?”

“Hell, I never know the man. He dead ‘fo Antoine an’ me ever set foot in Texas. Antoine pay Cale’s boy Raimey for the house an’ the business. This house. All that land out back. All them trees. Raimey a drunk. When he won’t sleepin’ here in this very room he sleepin’ in a cell over at the Sheriff’s office in Corbin. An’ Raimey in debt like a muthafuck. Antoine got this place for a song. Anyways, massage-massage was a picker for that fool’s daddy. Cale.”

“Where’s Raimey now?”

“Dead. They all dead, baby. Raimey. Cale. Antoine. Not Sheldon. He ain’t dead. He all-the-way-married. He the livin’ dead.” She laughs at that. “Sure you don’t want you some eggs?”

“No.”

“Ham?”

“So then he was over here before last night?

“Mmm hmm. Come over in the afta’noon to find out if I own this place. I tell him hell yes I own this place and he want to know how I got it and I tell him it none of his damn business but I tell him anyway when he tell me ‘bout him pickin’ for Cale Hargrove.”

“Why’d he want to know? I mean… what the hell business is it of his?”

“He in advertisin’. Doin’ a survey.”

“What kind of survey?”

“Survey of prop’ty owners ‘round Corbin. Findin’ out who sold what to some jackasses who think they gon’ turn Corbin into another river walk like they gots in San ‘tonio.”

“Oh, the river walk thing. Put little Corbin on the map. Just what we need is a bunch of tourists.”

“Tourists. ‘Livia, that a buncha shit is what that is.”

“Why?”

Libby rolls sideways. Scrunches up her face again. Irritated.

“Ain’t no damn river in Corbin, baby. How you have another river walk without no river?”

“They say there will be. Gonna take some from the Pecos.”

“That some shit, baby. Trust me. What do Corbin got that people want to see anyway?”

“I don’t know. The Moon Garden Festival.”

Libby laughs.

“Moon Garden… Girl, you outchu mind. You been eatin’ my shuga-sticks?”

Olivia doesn’t answer. She pulls back the sheet. Stands. Stretches. Pads off down the hall to the bathroom. She brushes her teeth and showers. Dries her hair. She pulls it into a ponytail as she walks back in the bedroom.

Libby hasn’t moved an inch.

“What you want me to do when all-the-way-married Sheldon come back askin’ fo’ you?” she asks.

“What? Nothing. He ain’t coming back.”

“Hell he ain’t. An’ you betta hope he do.”

Olivia pulls on a pair of ratty jeans and a bra. She rummages through the drawers in the Mexican oak dresser for a halter. She finds it in the bottom drawer. The one so warped it sticks. She kicks at it with a bare foot.

“Hate this damned drawer.”

“Well it ain’t too fonda you neither. That dresser three times older than yo’ skinny ass. That a Cale Hargrove dresser. But you can go on an’ kick at if you want.”

Libby gets up and sways her hips out of the bedroom, swatting Olivia on the rump as she goes.

“Wait. Why?” asks Olivia. “What do I care if he comes back?”

Libby pauses for a half-swish in the hall.

“‘Cause Papi’s only gon’ be fo’ the buyin’ but so long. Then where you gon’ be wit’ all yo’ dreamin’ and schemin’? You wanchu some eggs? I make you some eggs, baby.”

Olivia dresses and follows Libby downstairs. She eats her eggs. Like always. Libby sits at the table and watches. Not like some short-order cook looking out over the customers of some dusty Texan diner. More like a mother before the school bus comes. A mother about as idolatrous and unwholesome as Jezebele of Samaria on a hot day.

But a mother just the same.

Because in her own way, that is how Libby Holder thinks of Olivia.

Her baby.

 

Out beneath Old Faithful, Olivia slams the stubborn blue door. A speckled woodpecker and a turtle dove rocket sideways out of the tree, headed in opposite directions. Like they’d been caught up to no good in a no-tell motel.

It takes three times before the door finally sticks. She starts the car and skids out in a plume of brown dust for the corner and the I-67 beyond.

The sky is a reckless, nearly unnatural color. More beryl than blue. It reminds her of water, taunting the buzzing desert from above.

When she hits the freeway, hair lashing her face, she is humming again. A song about the sea. Mother Sea. Mother Ocean. Something like that. Mother Ocean with your sorrow so deep. Your children have floated away. Something like that.

She looks for a cigarette.

It’s there in the door handle where she left it, next to the flamingo lighter. She doesn’t need the lighter. She needs the antenna. She needs the signal. She needs the tune. It’s the melody that she really needs. The words always come looking for the melody. The words will follow the melody like some lovesick schoolboy in the lunch line behind the new girl in town. Like some horny old cuss following the sound of thighs brushing together inside the frilly hoop of a skirt on a hot Saturday night. The melody is the only place the words can make sense of themselves.

Everyone needs a place to belong.

But the cigarette does not tune in the melody. If the words are out there looking for their place in a song, then they are wandering lost in the buzzing burnt brown scrub.

The only song her cigarette tunes in is the one where Sheldon-massage-massage-all-the-way-married sings about all of his money looking for a purpose in the world. It is a quick-tempo song. Double time. Triple time. Classic Jump Blues like something the Andrews Sisters chirped out in the forties.

The money in the song, green and crisp, dances. Struts. Walks on with a bounce in its step. The money, it seems to Olivia, is in a powerful hurry.

‘Cause Papi’s only gon’ be fo’ the buyin’ but so long.
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