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thunk!

Morris chopped the girl’s hand off with a hatchet, then isolated the index finger and inserted it into his anus.   The poor mulatto   wailed, her stump pumping.   Morris chuckled the darkest laughter while he straddled her chest and masturbated in her face.

Cutton was appalled.   He hadn’t even gotten his trousers off before Morris had pulled this move.   “What’choo do that for!” he bellowed.

Morris had giggled some spittle onto his shabby beard.   “Aw, shit, so what?”   His hand squeezed out the last of his climax, which dribbled across the whore’s chin.   “She’s mixed, Cutton, a mixed whore.   And I paid her a dollar.   Mixed don’t charge but twenty cents no how.” 

It was the strangest sight Cutton’s eyes had ever beheld: a severed hand sticking out of a man’s ass.   He could barely speak as he refastened his belt.   “You’re crazy, Morris!   The whore-mother in the other room’s gonna fetch Marshal Braden!”

Morris cradled his testicles now, in some bizarre denouement.   The girl was shuddering beneath his spread thighs, entering shock. “Awwwwww, shee-it. Gast owns the marshal, and we work for Gast. We was just havin’ some fun in a whorehouse is all.”

Fun?  Choppin’ a girl’s hand off is fun?   Cutton tugged a leather string from one of his Jefferson shoes and tied off the girl’s stump. “You’re about as smart as dog puke. This girl could die.”

Morris pulled the hand out of his ass and dropped it on her quivering stomach. “She ain’t gonna die, Cutton. Look, see, I’ll make it right.”   He dropped a five-dollar silver piece on the floor.

“You’re one crazy son of a bitch. That’s the last time I go drinkin’ with you,” Cutton raged and walked for the door.

Morris couldn’t believe it. “Ain’t you even gonna take your turn?”

Cutton stalked out of the brothel into dusty darkness. Shit. He’d known Morris awhile now; they’d worked the Delaware track together. But it just seemed like that man had turned crazy since they’d signed on with Gast and his rail crew.

Crazy... or evil? he wondered.

Number 3 Street stood dark. On the next block, he could hear they were still drinking at Cusher’s Tavern. But Cutton didn’t want to go back there. They’d ask him how it went.

The door flapped open behind him. Morris, with his kersey work pants back on, implored, “Aw, come on, Cutton. What’s your dander up for?   She’s mixed, for God’s sake!”

Cutton walked off. He didn’t care that she was half-Negro; it wouldn’t even matter if she was full. Lynchin’ a slave for stealin’ or rape’s one thing, but what he done is just plain ungodly. Cutton loped into more darkness. There was nothing left to do now but head back to the bunkhouse and get some sleep. He’d spent most of the day on his horse, inspecting track and making sure Gast’s slaves were up to speed. Dog tired, I am. All he’d wanted was to get a quick load off in a   whore.

Not... this.

“You done with your carryin’ on?” a soft voice stopped him.

Cutton turned at the crossroad. It couldn’t be someone from the whorehouse; that was the opposite direction. He squinted.

More feminine words: “You done or lookin’ for more?”

Cutton’s eyes fixed on the ghostly image: a curvaceous white blur. The shadow of a branch obscured her face.

“Lady, I just walked out of some carryin’ on that I didn’t care for at all,” he said. “Who’re you?’

“Come on!” and then a warm hand grabbed his and pulled.

She led him up the hill, brambles crackling. Nets of moonlight through the trees never quite allowed any detail, but as Cutton hustled behind her, he eventually could tell she was naked beneath the sheer gown.

“You ain’t from the whorehouse, are ya?”

A soft chuckle fluttered. “Just come on.”

Cutton grew half-aroused just from the feel of her hand, that soft warmth over his calluses—that, and something more abstract, like   anticipation. She seemed desperate as she led on.

“Where are you taking m—”

“Don’t talk!   We’ll be at the house in a second...”

House. Something heavy slipped into Cutton’s heart. There ain’t but one house up this hill, he knew. A servant-girl?   But he’d heard that all of Gast’s house-staff were Negroes. “You work for Mr. Gast?” he asked.

“No,” she giggled, “but I’m married to him.”

Cutton stopped like a grapeshot blast to the chest. He turned her around and looked her right in the face, a face like a beautiful blur, curly hair glowing the same color as the moon. “Shit!   You ain’t lyin’!”

“Are you coming or not?”

Cutton froze. “You’re—you’re my boss’ wife...”

“Say it louder so the slaves’ll hear you all the way over at the Sibley compound.”   Now the moonlight fixed on her; she seemed to glow. “My husband’s in Tredegar, at the iron works. He’s buying more track from a federal broker. He won’t be back until tomorrow.”   Her voice was sweet as syrup. Next, she lifted one breast out of the gown’s top and simultaneously cupped Cutton’s crotch. “Come inside now and fuck me.”

It was more intensely sexual than her hand rubbing: hearing that soft, genteel southern accent speak those two words. “Fuck me.”   A gal can’t get more direct than that, Cutton thought. His reply?  

“Let’s go, ma’am.”

The great angular house stood like a shadowed mesa. He’d only seen it from afar, and didn’t care about it now. The door clattered, then they were in and she was guiding him up the stairs. Cutton ignored the sumptuous details of the interior, focusing instead on the sheer gown sliding around her rump, and the sides of her breasts swaying. Down a carpeted hall lined with framed pictures, then—click—into a room.

Woe...

The room smelled bad right off the bat, and usually when the room smelled bad, so did the woman. But Cutton stood corrected—or it should be said that he knelt corrected—when she immediately pushed him to his knees and raised her nightgown. It was that abrupt—no need for courting or sweet talk. Cutton had time to think, What I get myself into?   This is my boss’ wife! when the next realization slapped him like a hand. He expected a downy patch of hair that matched the blond tresses on her head but found a hairless pubis in his face instead.

Cutton had heard of women doing this—upper crust women—but he’d never seen it himself. He stared in awe, frozen. Shaved bald...ain’t that somethin’... His fingers traced over the fresh, white triangle. A clean shave, too, hardly any stubble. Looks like a sourdough roll ‘fore ya put it in the oven...

The bare stomach quivered before his eyes, then, something less than the Southern belle, she ordered, “Lick it. Eat it.” 

The soft buttocks was hot in his hands. She tasted like rose water.

He couldn’t concentrate, however, and she seemed to sense this, her nails digging into the back of his neck when he faltered. Cutton’s tongue roved the slick groove but his mind swam. Once he stopped, looked up at her face: “But, uh, Mrs. Gast, if your husband comes home early, I will be in a bad way.”  She skimmed the nightgown off entirely. “I told you, he’s buying more track!” and then urged him all the way to the floor and sat on his face.

“Now lick it!”

Her sex pressed down over his mouth. Gast would have me killed, Cutton suspected. Other men had whispered of this woman’s delights but was it worth it?  Cutton gave her succor until she spasmed. Her white thighs quivered against his cheeks, and there was a flood of juices.

“That was lovely,” she sighed and rolled over. “The perfect way to begin.”

At least Cutton liked the sound of that. She hadn’t even given him time to take off his rider coat, and he’d already made her come.

“The bed, now,” she said.

The bed stank, but Cutton wasn’t a delicate man. She lay beside him, running her hands up and down the white body, fingertips twisting dark nipples. “I apologize about the odor. I’ll have to get Jessa to replace the mattress again.”

Again. Cutton guessed she’d fucked many men on this bed, most of them dirty from the field, and some of the slaves too—he’d heard—right off the line. But what else did she say?  A name.

Jessa?

The maid! Cutton realized. “What, uh, what about the maid?  What if she hears us?  What if she comes in?”

“The maid does what I say.”

“And your children. You didn’t even lock the door behind you. They could walk in any sec—”

“They’re asleep, like all decent people at this hour.”  She smiled at the implication. The gentle accent lifted. “Now, are you going to fuck me, or will I be forced to find someone else?”

Blast it!  If I get caught, well... at least I’ll have gotten to split this bald pie... Cutton hauled off his riding clothes. He’d heard she was a staunch woman in bed, and she proved that a moment later, once his trousers were off. He’d been under the hot sun all day, making sure Gast’s nigrahs laid the ties at the proper interval. I ain’t exactly smellin’ like a flowerbed, he knew. He expected just to fuck her and get out but before he could even lay back, she’d curled around him, and had his balls in her mouth. She didn’t hesitate; in fact, the odor of his day’s work seemed to incite her. Cutton just fell back and let her do it. His hand kneaded her ass, then he slipped a finger into her sex, which he found pouring with more excitement. She alternated each ball into a mouth full of spit. Cutton’s cock felt harder than the iron spikes they’d been driving all day.

The sensation hit him like that first shot of whiskey after a hard shift. He kicked off his Jefferson shoes and once his canvas trousers were off, she aligned him on the bed without ever taking his balls out of her mouth. Eventually, the tip of her tongue drew slowly up the center of his shaft. When she squeezed it with her hand, an abundant line of drool oozed out.

“Mmm,” was all she uttered.

Cutton’s entire body tensed; Mrs. Gast’s finger played with the drool, her eyes wide as if marveled. More blood pumped into Cutton’s shaft, blue veins bulging. The end of the woman’s pinkie teased Cutton’s piss-slit; were the pinkie a little smaller, she could’ve inserted it. Good Gawd, Cutton thought.

Her lips sealed about his corona’s rim, then sucked out more drool. He could feel her playing with it in her mouth. Cutton’s balls bunched up at the luxurious torment. He couldn’t stand it anymore. The image of her curled up next to him—perfect breasts, perfect rump, perfect legs, and the sensations of her mouth... It all mounted into a wild mental pressure that thrust him beyond reason. This was his employer’s wife; he should not be here, he should’ve walked away when he’d met her on the street. And if word got out?  Gast’d have me buried alive, he felt sure. Couple men who worked for Gast had disappeared shortly after rumors, and several of the nigrahs had been executed in the field, for the same allegations.

But Cutton didn’t care now.

The tight lips continued to suckle his glans; Cutton thought of an urgent baby at its mother’s tit—and he had plenty of “milk” in wait. One hand kneaded her sex, the other pulled her mouth off. Each time his heart thudded, so did the gorged cock. “You got me all in a swivet, Mrs. Gast, and I’m chock full of a big load’a spunk that’s gonna go somewhere now. So, you choose where it goes. In your mouth, or your pussy.”

Her horniness was breaking her out in a prickly heat, blushing her cheeks, her belly, and the soft skin below her throat. Her only vocal reply was a parched mewl, and she rolled over and brazenly spread her legs.

And there it all was for him to see, opened like a flower shiny with nectar. Cutton nearly came merely looking at her: splayed, soft, panting. He slid between her legs, then sunk his cock into her like a log into a post-hole.

Ain’t gonna last much longer than a moth in a campfire, he feared, but his instincts only raged further. She was hot inside as a brisket right out of the smoker, and just as running with juice. Soft, slick arms and legs wrapped around him, desperate trusses to keep him in place. Cutton ground his teeth trying not to come, his cock sliding in and out ever so slowly. Her lust was so fervent she was sobbing, and nibbling his neck. “Fill me, fill me up,” she pleaded.

Cutton couldn’t believe she was coming again. The channel of her sex flooded, then spasmed around his cock. He wanted to last a bit longer, though, to draw his own pleasure out to the last, but then her pussy squeezed down hard as a deft mouth. Cutton’s load of sperm poured out of him.

He came for considerable moments more, then collapsed to her bosom.

“That was beautiful,” she whispered and licked his neck.

Shit, when I drop a load, I don’t fool around, Cutton thought. Felt like I put enough jism in her to fill a tin cup.

But now that he’d come, his reason returned. “I gotta get my ass out’a here, Mrs. Gast,” he reminded. He began to push off but her arms and legs tightened back around him. She wasn’t letting him go, wasn’t letting him pull out yet.

“Not just yet,” she whispered. One more thing remained for him to do.

***
[image: ]


Next morning, Cutton watched two Strongarmers decapitate one of the nigrahs in the field. That was the first thing he saw when he dismounted his horse.

They’re killin’ another one...

Cutton hadn’t heard anything about it.

Bean and cotton fields lined either side of the several miles of track they’d already lain; Cutton understood that the beans were that newfangled one from the orient, something called soya. The female slaves worked the field, while the men drove the spikes. It was a strange sight now...

Total silence stretched out over the sun-lit morn. The hundred or so slaves who lined the track-way seemed to stand at attention, akin to a military formation, along with Gast’s white foremen and other hires.

“That’s a good clean cut,” Morris said from the field. The Strongarmer who’d done the work had used an adze, a chopping tool like an ax but perpendicular-bladed. Standing beside Morris, he held the Negro’s severed head for all—especially the slaves—to see.

Morris shouted out, “As yawl know, ‘round here this is what happens to nigrah’s who commit crimes. Yawl have been guaranteed your freedom once this railroad’s finished, so’s ya need to think real hard before you do somethin’ stupid. This nigrah here molested a white woman who shall remain nameless”—Morris grabbed the head and looked at it—“and this is the price he pays. Mr. Gast is a fair and generous man, but we don’t tolerate insubordination or crime. This poor, stupid nigrah will never be a free man, but you all most certainly will if ya work hard, stay in line, and keep your hands off white women.”

Wide white eyes blazed in fear from the long row of black faces along the track-line. Other Strongarmers stood back, with repeater-pistols and blunderbuss shotguns that could drop a row of men with one squeeze of the trigger.

Shit, Cutton thought. The slave they’d executed was one he knew—called Meti. Gast let all the slaves take African names. They were well-clothed, well-fed, and well-housed, and with the promise of freedom when the final rail was spiked in Maxon, they all listened well. Meti had been one of the strongest spike-drivers of them all. It was bad to lose a good worker. He’d been stripped of his valuable working clothes and boots. Now he’d been reduced to a headless, naked body.

Poor bastard should’a kept it in his pants. Probably raped one’a the town girls.

But when Cutton peered further down the line, he thought Shit! again. Perched atop the familiar white steed was Mr. Gast, spectating. Gast nodded to Morris when eye contact was made.

“Bring up the sledges!” he ordered. “Yawl know the drill.”

Four assigned slaves stepped forward with twenty-pound sledgehammers.

“I’m sorry you boys have to do this to one of your own—that’s the way it is. But it ain’t just a lesson to yawl, it’s a lesson to white men too. We’se doin’ serious work for our country buildin’ this railroad. The Yankees got close to 30,000 miles of train track but the south ain’t got but nine. Mr. Gast’s railroad is important for the future. We all have to keep our minds on the task.”  Morris paused, perhaps only for effect. “Pound him.”

The sledgehammers rose and fell, landing great sickening thuds. The headless body was pummeled, and in a minute it was crushed, every bone in the dead man’s body fractured.

“Axes!” Morris ordered.

Four more slaves stepped up, just as grim-faced as the first. In unison their axes blurred down in scarlet arcs, like a diabolical camshaft. In moments the pulverized body was chopped up into pulp.

“Shovels and hoes!”

The finality now. The slaves hoed the pulp into the soil.

Morris bellowed, “This criminal was a disgrace to yawl, but now he’s gone. He’ll never molest no more women. We’re stronger by losin’ him, and now his useless criminal body will finally do some good, by fertilizin’ this good land which puts food in our bellies!   Mr. Gast just done got back from a long trip to Virginia to bring us more rail and ties, so let’s make him proud, and lay a quarter-mile-plus!  Right, men?”

The hundred slaves snapped out of their gloom and cheered.

“Remember, your freedom’s at the end of this track!  Right?”

More cheers, more rallying.

“Now take twenty!  Then we’re back to work!”

Cutton remained speechless as the ritual ended: the two Strongarmers in the field placed Meti’s severed head on a high stake and sunk it in the ground.

Good Jesus...

Morris came down to the track line. “Hey, Cutton. Sorry, I didn’t know you were the squeamish type.”  He pronounced the word type as “tap.”  “But you shouldn’t of bailed last night. I dropped five in the whore-mother’s hand’n she forgot all about what I done to that little mulatto girl. And she got me two more girls!  I had me plenty of fun.”

Cutton tried to banish the image. “Meti was a fine worker, Morris. What exactly he do?  Force himself on a town girl?”

Morris bit off some tobacco. “Between you’n me?”

“Sure.”

“Gave Mrs. Gast’s ass a squeeze, he did.”

Cutton’s gut shimmied. If they cut off his head and tilled his corpse into the field for grabbin’ her ass... what would they do to me?

“Wouldn’t be surprised if she asked for it, though. And that’s between you’n me, too.”

Cutton yearned to change subjects. His eyes flicked to the prominent, long-coated man on the white horse. “I thought Mr. Gast wasn’t comin’ back till tonight.”

Morris shrugged. He glanced up at the severed head on the stake but seemed unaffected. “Got back this mornin’. And he brought four flat cars stacked high with track segments.”

“Iron from Tredegar, I heard.”

“That’s right.”

“A damn sight better than Yankee iron. Costs more, too.”

“Well, Mr. Gast wants only the best for his railroad.”  Another glance to the field showed normality returning, even with the staked head looking down at them. Female slaves in cool cotton dresses began to walk back to the soybean rows with their wicker baskets. Morris looked one more time at the head.

Did he smile?

Cutton shuddered.

A sudden shadow crossed them. Cutton looked up... and nearly froze.

“Mornin’, Mr. Gast,” Morris greeted.

The stern-faced man nodded. Salt-and-pepper muttonchops bristled his face. “Morris. It’s a shame about the nigrah, but you talked it up just right, as always.”

“Thank you, sir. Like you taught me, don’t put ‘em down, even when we gotta discipline ‘em.”

“Mornin’, Mr. Gast,” Cutton said over his unease. Holy shit, why do I got a feelin’ he knows I fucked his wife?

“Mornin’, Mr. Cutton. How have the track inspections looked in my absence?”

“‘Bout as perfect as I ever seen, Mr. Gast.”  His struggled to talk through the dryness of his throat. His heart was pounding. “Gauge is dead-on. We’ve done close to five miles already, and we ain’t even been goin’ two weeks. And the coupling-work is perfect.”

“Good, good.”  Gast turned his darkened face up to the sun. “My wife mentioned that she spoke with you yesterday.”

Cutton’s heart felt like a rock that had just slid down into his stomach. “I—Why, yes, sir, I did tip my hat to her, yes, sir.”

“She tells me you’re a courteous gentlemen—”

“That’s, uh, right kind of her—”

“—even though you’re from Delaware.”

The moment turned rigid. Then Gast and Morris broke out in laughter.

Cutton almost pissed his canvas trousers, but eventually he got it and laughed too, however nervously.

“I’m just havin’ some fun with ya, Mr. Cutton,” Gast assured. He looked down at them both. “You men are doin’ damn fine work. Keep it up.”

“Yes, sir,” Morris said.

Cutton added, “We surely will.”

Gast took his horse off, back down the track-line where the flat-cars laden with rail and ties sat.

But Cutton couldn’t help but notice... Gast’s eyes. Just before he’d ridden away, when he’d looked down—the whites of the man’s eyes seemed stained, off-yellow, like maybe jaundice.

“Is Mr. Gast under the weather?” Cutton mentioned.

“Not that I know of. Why?”

Cutton chewed his lips. “Thought his eyes looked a little funny.”

“Looked fine to me, Cutton, and I got a burr in my ass now.”

“Why’s that?”

“He calls me Morris but he calls you Mr. Cutton. Shee-it.”

Does he?

“Bet’choo suck his willy ever nat, huh?”  Morris bellowed a laugh and slapped Cutton hard on the back. “Let’s go to the whorehouse again tonight. Have us some fun.”

Cutton easily remembered Morris’ idea of fun. “Naw, I—”

A brown-toothed grin. “Shit, Cutton, far as I know it’s been a spell since you got your gun off in some pussy.”

Then you don’t know much... thank God. Cutton was drenching nervous sweat. “Maybe. I’ll see how I feel after we’re done with work.”

Cutton looked one more time at the staked head. No one noticed, no one cared in the least. Just another killing of a rowdy slave. He shook his head when Morris offered him a chew.

And noticed something.

Ain’t that the damnedest...

The whites of Morris’ eyes looked a bit sickly. Tinged a pale-yellow.

Just like Gast.

He shook his head. Must be the light or somethin’, he dismissed.

“You two!” Morris shouted to the two Strongarmers in the field. “Get these nigrahs back on the line. Time to get back to work.”  He slapped Cutton hard on the back again, billowing dust. “See ya tonight, buddy.”

Morris got back to his business. The slaves began to branch off into their assigned groups, and soon tools could be heard clanging.

Cutton mounted his horse but held up a moment. His gaze still hung on the severed head and its yawning dead face. Is this really justice? he wondered. Then the most unbidden inclination told him it was more than that.
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“So, you just leave, just like that?” the voice whined. “That’s so you, Justin. When there’s a problem, all you do is get on a plane and fly away.”

Collier felt cramped in the rental car, and annoyed that the squawking phone call was diverting him from the scenery. “Evelyn, dear, I wouldn’t define a divorce as a problem. It’s merely an event. The problem is the notion that you and I ever thought we could be compatible marital partners... but that’s a moot point by now.”

The tiny cell phone seemed to vibrate when she objected, “What’s that supposed to mean!”

“Look, Evelyn, I have to finish this book. The deadline is next week. If I miss my deadline, then there’s the theoretical possibility that my publisher would cancel the contract in which case I’d have to pay back the $50,000 advance. Now, put your little thinking cap on and consider those ramifications, since you’ll likely get half of that advance in the divorce settlement.”

Silence. Then, “Oh.”

“Yes, my love. Oh. Along with half—and I repeat: HALF. Of everything else I’ve earned.”

Another rail: “Hey, I work, too!”

“Honey. Caterers in L.A. are more than a dime a dozen. They’re like old people in Florida, i.e. too many.”

Collier knew he shouldn’t have referred to her failed business endeavor. He knew what she would say even before she said it:

“I’m glad your stupid show’s getting kicked off the air, you pompous asshole!”

Ahh, the good life, Collier thought. True love and domestic bliss. “Evelyn, let’s not fight. I’ll be back in a week to sign the papers, okay?  I’m not evading the issue, if that’s what you think. But I have to do this.”

“What do you have to go to Tennessee for?  You write books about beer.”

“I only have one more entry before the book’s done, and I think I may have found it here. I need it to be unique, I need it to be something no one’s heard of. I can’t just throw in some routine microbrew; I don’t want my books to be like that.”

“Well... fine,” she simmered down.

“I’ve got to go now. I left the airport four hours ago, and I’m still lost. Tell you what, I’ll call you mid-week, to see how you’re doing.”

“Okay. ‘Bye.”

click

Collier felt as though a large animal had just climbed off his back. He banged his elbow when he put the cell phone away. Why’d I ever get married?  All my married friends told me not to. When married people tell you to NEVER get married?  That’s like the chef coming out of the kitchen and telling you the food sucks. Pretty qualified advice. Evelyn was beautiful, of course, but quite a few other men in L.A. seemed to think so too. It’s the way of the modern world. You have great sex, then you get married, then you get divorced. And the man gives the woman HALF.

Great sex wasn’t worth it. By now, in fact, he’d forgotten what great sex was.

Deliriously green pastures and farmland swept by on either side. Collier loved the view, especially after four years in L.A. It wasn’t a city, it was a city-state. Hollywood!  Spago!  Venice Beach!  Rodeo Drive!  They can have it, he thought. Had the town lost its charm, or was it something else?  He found that the older he got, the less interested he was in things. His Food Channel T.V. show, Justin Collier: Prince of Beer, paid enormous money for the first three seasons but now they were giving his slot to some hot-shot chef from San Francisco. Seafood Psycho, they were calling it. Just as well. Collier hated L.A., and the show—though it had turned him into a semi-celebrity—was wearing him down. At 44, most of his hair was gray now, and he felt like a ninny having some makeup girl at the studio dye it for him. His books on craft-made beer always did well enough to make him a solid living, and that’s what he yearned to go back to.

Maybe I’m just getting old, he considered. But 44 wasn’t old, was it?

He knew it was the show, redrafting his own scripts, contracting suppliers, finding new things to talk about and demonstrate, not to mention the schedule. They’d shoot half a season in twenty days. No wonder he was about to miss his book deadline—books and the show were too much to juggle at once. I could’ve done it when I was younger, he supposed. When Collier was 25, he’d felt 18. When he was 35, he’d felt 25, and when he was 40, he’d felt 30. Not bad. But then the show came along, and at 44, he felt 64.

Damn...

The only thing Hertz had to rent at the airport was this awkward VW Bug. It looks like a fuckin’ kiddie car, was the first simile that came to mind when the clerk gave him the keys. Worse was the color: sherbert-green. Yeah, I can see me driving THIS on the 405. The inside was aggravatingly cramped, but he could still see Lookout Mountain, site of a famous Civil War battle that had put the final nail in Confederate pomp. Even this far east, he could make out the details of the mountain’s 2000-foot peaks. The image soothed him, not that the mountain signified a wartime slaughter, but the assurance it brought that he was nowhere near L.A.

More miles passed behind him. No, I’m nowhere near home... but where the hell am I?  When he’d run a Mapquest for Gast, Tennessee, he kept getting that PAGE EXPIRED message. He’d found it on a 7-Eleven map but the convolution of minor roads had turned into a maddening webwork. How hard could it be to find a town with such an unlikely name?  The winding country lanes had yet to offer a single signpost.

Collier pulled the bright-green car into a rundown gas station. When a tube-triggered bell rang, it occurred to him that he hadn’t heard that sound at a gas station for decades. He stopped at the first pump and got out.

Price-gouger, he thought when he noted how much a gallon cost here. Figures. Collier was fixed on every cliche of the South: corruption, apathy, yokels. The guy who works here probably wears overalls and has missing teeth. Then he looked through the station’s front glass and saw a scrawny man in overalls, with missing teeth, sitting with his feet propped up on a desk. He was reading a magazine; Collier barely could make out the title: DUNE BUGGIES. There’s no sand dunes around here, he was sure. The man frowned when he noticed Collier, then begrudgingly came out.

Immediately he noticed the funky green car. “Where’d you get that thing?” came an exasperated twang. “Fire Island?”

“Funny,” Collier replied. “It’s all they had at Hertz.”

“Hertz?”

“You know, the car rental place.”

Something unrelated to age lined his face. “I knew a guy once, named Dick Hertz.”

“What?” Collier paused. Dick. Hertz. Then he got it, like the old joke names: Peter Standing, Peg Board.

“Ya want gas?”

No, Collier thought. I want five pounds of fresh shad. Why else would I come to a GAS station?   “Yes,” he said. “Fill it, please.”

Scuffed boots slapped old, oil-stained asphalt. “Thought ya might just be some asshole tourist only wantin’ directions.”  He grabbed the hi-test pump without asking and started pumping.

Talk about the wrong foot. “Actually, I am a tourist, though—well, sort of. I’m here to do some research. Could you tell me how to get to a town called Gast?  Haven’t seen a single direction sign.”

“Where ya from, boy?”

This deep-south ape is calling me boy, and I’m probably older than him. Collier tried not to get flustered. “I’m from California.”

“California?”  The attendant perked up. He cracked a gap-toothed smile. “I ain’t never met no one from California worth more’n a used corncob. Ain’t nothin’ there but pinkos and homos and silly folk eatin’ lentil loaf and that Jap sushi and shit, and drinkin’ fuckin’ green tea. The fuck is that?”

Collier was astounded to speechlessness. Is that supposed to be the answer to my question?

The pump was racing. “Hope the next earthquake breaks the whole fuckin’ state off and drags it into the ocean. Then no more’a my federal tax-dollars’ll be buyin’ foodstamps for fat wetback welfare mothers, and ‘acourse the nig—”

Collier gnashed his teeth. “Look, man, you’re entitled to your opinion, but I’m entitled to not be forced to listen to it. Can you tell me how to get to Gast or not?”

The man ran his tongue over the tooth-gaps. “That’s why I asked where you’re from, boy. Figured it was California. And I guess you Left Coast folks think you’re too almighty important to open your eyes.”

Collier squinted his dismay. “What?”

The attendant showed wet armpits when he pointed over his shoulder to a sign just past the station.

GAST—2 MILES

“Oh,” Collier said. “Uh, thank you.”  Then he jumped an inch off his heels when the attendant jerked and pointed at Collier.

“Ah, shit, now I know. I seen you on T.V.”

Oh, please, no, Collier thought.

“You’re the guy who does that beer show, ain’t ya?”

Collier sighed. “Yes.”

“What is it, Jim Collins’ Queen of Beers or some shit?”

What did I do to deserve this? Collier wondered. Just fill the goddamn tank, will you?   And why did this straggly redneck find it necessary to assault Collier’s heterosexuality?  Eventually, he corrected: “That’s Justin Collier: PRINCE of Beer.”

“Damn silly-ass show if ya ask me. Real men don’t drink any’a that fussy beer no ways.”

Collier was past getting irked now. “Really?   So what do you drink—a real man such as yourself?”

“Whiskey, boy. Tennessee whiskey.” He jacked the pump handle back up and screwed on the gas cap. “Twenty-eight bucks.”

Collier gave him a twenty and a ten, and waited.

“What?  You want change?”

“Keep it,” Collier said. I’ll just be out of here that much sooner.

The attendant shoved his hands in his overall pockets, then rose on his tiptoes a moment. “Want some advice, boy?”

By now Collier could’ve laughed. “Why not?”

The man eyed the bright-green rental. “Stick to town. Don’t be drivin’ that fruit wagon ‘round the back roads. They’ll stomp a mud-hole in your queery California ass.”

I don’t believe this... “I’ll keep that in mind,” then Collier rushed to get back in the car.

The attendant went back inside. Collier found his heart racing. He didn’t like confrontations, especially ones he couldn’t fathom. But then: Damn it! 

There was one more thing he needed to ask.

Inside the station, the attendant was back to reading the magazine, but this time his feet weren’t on the desk.

“One more thing, if you don’t mind?” Collier asked.

“Yeah?”  The attendant didn’t look up.

“Are you familiar with a place called Cusher’s?”

“The restaurant’n tavern?  Yeah. Tourist joint, a ripoff. And they ain’t got liquor at the bar, just beer and wine—right up your alley, huh?   Everybody yaps about their beer but it tastes like piss, you ask me. Some micro-shit they call it.”

“Microbrew,” Collier said. “Handcrafted beer made in small batches.”

“Shee-it.”  The attendant held the magazine at an angle which wouldn’t allow Collier to see inside. “Guess you’re gonna do an episode of your show about it, huh?”

“No, actually, I’m here to finish a book. I’m also a writer.”

“I’ll bet ya are.”

“Any motels around?”

“Just the Branch Landing B&B. Great big five-part right on top’a the hill.”

“Five-part?” Collier questioned.

“Don’t they teach ya nothin’ in California?  Big-ass house with five sections, antebellum-period they call it. Old bitch with big tits named Butler runs it.”

The man’s cynicism was dicing Collier’s focus. He wasn’t sure, but with another stray glimpse he thought he made out fleshtones inside the magazine. “Uh, thanks for your time.”

“Wait. Come ‘round here, boy. Lemme show ya something.”

The attendant set the magazine down, and after a brain-stall Collier realized he’d read the title wrong.

DUNE BUDDIES.

Two naked men sat sneering and cross-armed in an ATV with big tires.

“Take a look.”

Collier saw that the attendant’s overalls were opened, revealing a veiny, purple-domed erection.

“Go ahead and take a chug—it’s all right by me,” and then the man flexed it once, and winked.

Collier took long strides out of the station.

“Have fun in Gast,” the drawl followed him.

The Bug rocked when Collier slammed the door. He left so fast, the tires chirped.

Welcome to Tennessee, he thought.

***
[image: ]


The cliches evaporated when he entered the town. GAST, TENNESSEE - TOWN LINE, a fancily framed sign greeted. A CIVIL WAR HISTORICAL SITE. The town stood clean and bright in its re-incarnated anachronism: fine clapboard buildings lining a cobblestone main drag called NUMBER 1 STREET. Normal-looking middle-classers walked to and fro on immaculate sidewalks, past the expected antique shops, bistros, and collector’s warrens. MINIE BULLETS! one sign boasted. BATTLEFIELD MAPS!

At the corner, two elderly ladies strolled by and smiled. Collier smiled back—“Good afternoon, ladies”—but then it appeared they were chuckling. It’s this eyesore on wheels! he realized. The oddball car stuck out here like a sore thumb. Hurry up and turn green! he thought of the traffic light. More pedestrians, now, stopped to eye the car with furtive smiles. That’s definitely making an entrance... He turned aimlessly, just to get away from the passersby but immediately spotted the sign and arrow: LODGING.

Collier bisected roads similarly marked—NUMBER 2 STREET, NUMBER 3 STREET, etc.—but noted the road he was on: PENELOPE STREET. Collier peered ahead, and muttered, “That psych-job at the station was right,” for past the town’s nexus, the roadside-wound up plush green hills, atop which sat a splendid antebellum house.

Some joint. Collier wasn’t much into architecture but when he pulled round the center court, he couldn’t help but be impressed. An elaborate two-story veranda formed the main structure’s face, propped by Doric columns chiseled with intricate fluting. He remembered the vile attendant’s description—a “five-part” and saw what he meant now. The center edifice was octagonal and walled by hand-made red bricks, while four more one-story wings flanked outward. White clapboard comprised these wings, and each possessed a deep wraparound porch. Out front a granite boy in Confederate dress blew water from a flute into a mortar-and-stone pond beside which grew a gnarled oak tree more massive than any Collier could remember. He parked and got out. The shadow of the central building cooled him.

Lush weeping willows, fifty feet high, fronted the estate, while some even older oak trees seemed to circle the immediate property. Mops of Spanish moss hung in perfect stillness.

Collier approached. He noticed several cars parked in a side lot, and hoped they belonged to guests, not just staff; in spite of the building’s old splendor, Collier didn’t want to be the lone lodger. Though he couldn’t be sure, he believed he might’ve seen a face peering at him from a narrow window on the closest addition. The face looked inquisitive, or warped by old glass.

WELCOME TO THE BRANCH LANDING INN, the high stone entablature read. A low brick next to the door had been crudely engraved: MAIN-HOUSE, 1850.

White granite blocks framed a massive front door. Since this was a rooming house, he didn’t feel the need to knock in spite of the presence of a peculiar knocker: a face of brass bearing wide empty eyes but no nose or mouth. For some reason, the knocker caused an odd sensation, then he reached for the brass doorknob and noticed that it too had been imprinted with the featureless face.

Collier almost shouted—

An unseen hand opened flat on the small of his back, while another hand opened the door for him.

“Jesus!”

A short woman in her early ‘30s had come up behind him without making a sound. Collier looked at her after the start she’d given him: short, petite and shapely. She was barefoot and dressed in a shoddy demin frock. Couldn’t be a guest, he thought, but then he spotted a name tag: HELLO!  MY NAME IS LOTTIE.

Collier brought a hand to his chest. “Wow, you really scared me. I didn’t see you.”

She smiled and remained holding the door for him.

“So, you work here?”

She nodded.

Now that the scare had receded, he noticed that her body was exceptional for such a petite frame. Curvaceous, flat-stomached. The bosom of the frock supported lemon-firm breasts.

Great body, Collier thought, but...

Her face was less than comely, and her eyes seemed dull, even crooked. She smiled again. A shag of unkempt, muddy brown hair had been cropped at the middle of her neck.

The moment seemed disarrayed. She simply stood there without saying a word, holding the door. 

“Thank you.”

He entered a small, but ornate vestibule which fronted another set of doors, only these were angled plate glass. The thick oval throw rug beneath their feet appeared hand-woven.

“So, Lottie. Do you have any rooms available?”

She nodded again.

Not exactly a chatterbox. But it dawned on Collier now that her silence wasn’t the only thing causing discomfiture. When she opened the next door, her other hand pressed again to the small of his back, or a little lower. Is she about to grab my ass, or is this just Southern Hospitality?

A pleasant chime peeled when the next door came fully opened. As for Lottie’s hand on the small of his back?  It seemed harmless, like when you briefly touch someone’s shoulder when following them into a room.

Awareness of the woman’s hand faded when they stepped into an enormous entrance salon, whose 30-foot-high ceiling dragged Collier’s gaze upward. Very large oil paintings hung high behind the service counter, and higher than those stretched a long stair-hall. More patterned throw rugs covered the hardwood floor, these much more refined than the thick vestibule rug. Antique sitting tables surrounded by high-back chairs were arranged about the great open space, and glass-faced book and display cases lined the walls.

Impressive, Collier thought.

Semi-circular stairwells swept up on either side of the long mahogany service counter, and behind the counter a wall of stained oak pilasters touted hand-carved flower designs.

“This really is a beautiful place,” Collier mentioned to the girl.

She nodded.

It was twenty feet to the check-in counter; behind it, an old woman’s face looked up and smiled through wrinkles. Mid-‘60s, probably. A storm-cloud-gray perm of curls, very short, crawled around her head—the kind of hairstyle that only women close to nursing-home age thought looked good. Even at a distance, Collier could detect the deepness of the wrinkles, and bags under her eyes, and the face seemed almost masculine with its slab-cheeks and heavy jaw. Collier immediately thought, If Jack Palance had a twin sister... I’m looking at her.

“Well, I’ll be!” her peppy twang rang out. “I say it must be celebrity month!”

“Pardon me?”

“I swear I seen you on the TV!”

Collier hated to be “recognized.” The elderly eyes glittered between puffy lids. “Couple weeks ago we had some fella from the New York Yankees check in, and now we got the Prince of Beer!”

“Hi,” Collier said, depressed already. Now he had to put up the front. “Justin Collier,” he said and extended his hand. 

“I’m Mrs. Helen Butler, and welcome to the Branch Landing Inn. That short little thing standin’ next to you’s my daughter, Lottie. I run the place, she keeps it spic’n span.”

Collier nodded to Lottie, who nodded eagerly back.

“Lottie don’t talk,” Mrs. Butler explained. “Never could for some reason. She tried when she was a tot but could just never get it, so one day she quit tryin’.”

Lottie splayed her hands and shrugged.

Mrs. Butler jabbered on, “Why, I saw ya on the T.V. just last night.”

“Oh, so you’re a beer connoisseur, Mrs. Butler?”

“Actually, no—I won’t lie to ya. I’se always watch the show comes on after yours, Savannah Sammy’s Sassy Smokehouse.”  She added rather dreamily, “I just adore that man, Savannah Sammy.”

That dick!  Collier’s pride rebelled. The comment challenged him. First of all, he’s not even from Savannah, he’s from fucking Jersey, and he doesn’t even write his own shows!  He’s an arrogant cokehead who fucks the female staffers two at a time. His show SUCKS!  But then a thought like the voice of his alter ego suggested: If his show sucks, how come it’s not getting cancelled, like yours?  Collier felt wounded, but what could he say?  “Yes, ma’am, Sammy’s a great guy.”

“But don’t get me wrong, your show’s terrific, too. In fact, my son watches it all the time, raves about it.”  She leaned forward, lowered her voice. “Say... do you know Emeril?”

“Oh, sure. Great guy, too.”   Actually, Collier had never met the man.

“Oh, please, Mr. Collier,” she gushed next. “Please tell me that you’ll be stayin’ with us a spell.”

“Yes, I’d like to stay for at least a few days.”

“That’s wonderful! And it just so happens that the room with the best view is available.”

Collier was about to thank her but instantly fell to speechlessness when the old lady stood up and rushed to the key cabinet.

I don’t believe that shit...

Mrs. Butler wore a simple orchid-hued button-front blouse and matching knee-skirt. But it wasn’t the attire that stunned Collier, it was the body.

Brick fucking shit-house, he had to think.

Her plain clothes clung to a proverbial hour-glass physique. Wide-hipped but tiny-waisted; strong, toned legs like a female swimmer, and a burgeoning bust, heavy but high—and Collier didn’t detect a bra-line. This broad’s got the wrong head on her shoulders, he thought.

The bosom rode with each vigorous step back to the counter. She handed him a brass key, like the old-style keys that fed into a large circle-atop-a-flange keyhole. It was on a plastic ring shaped like a wagon wheel, and the wheel’s diameter was akin to the bottom of a condensed soup can which, judging by the ghost-shapes beneath the cotton blouse, so were the old woman’s nipples. How could a woman with a face that old and haggard have a body like THAT? 

“Room 3, it’s our best, Mr. Collier,” her drawl assured. “Best view, I’m tellin’ ya—the best.”

“I appreciate that,” but he thought, The view of your rack is pretty damn good too. His sexism made him feel unrefined and juvenile but the bizarre sexuality seemed to reflect off her like sunlight off a mirror. That’s the hottest bod I’ve ever seen on a woman her age, and if it weren’t for the Jack Palance face, she’d be first rate. But finally, he got his head out of the trash. “Let me go grab my bags and I’ll be right b—”

“Just keep your feet right where they are,” she ordered. “Lottie’s gettin’ ‘em.”

Collier noticed now the girl was gone. “Oh, no, Mrs. Butler. Lottie’s too small a frame to be hauling luggage.”

“Don’t’cha bet on it...”  Mrs. Butler came around the counter. The bosom tremored with each step.

Magnificent...

She continued, “Lottie don’t weigh a hundred pounds but she can sure as heck tote twice that. Strong gal, hard-workin’ as they come. Poor thing’s 30 now, and can’t get a man. Lotta folks think she’s slow ‘cos she can’t talk, but she’s really smart as a whip.”

“I’m sure she is,” Collier said. He stared at the back of her toned legs as she led him to the center of the salon. 

“Anyways, once you’re settled in your room, come back’n see me. I’ll’se show ya the whole place.”

Collier stopped to peer into a burbling fish tank but quickly saw there were no fish.

“Turtles and newts,” Mrs. Butler informed.

Collier squinted. He saw a good half dozen of the familiar little pet-shop turtles, but—“Where are the newts?”

The old woman looked in and laughed. “Looks like the turtles et ‘em all. Lottie insists on putting newts in there with ‘em; it’s her tank. But the aquarium ain’t all we got, Mr. Collier. See, we’re more than just another southern inn, we’re a bonafide historical landmark. What we got here’s better than the museum in town.”

Collier dragged his eyes off the wide, tight rump. “Yes,” he uttered, an after-thought. “All the display cases. I noticed when I came in.”

“And lot’s more. I’ll show ya.”

He tried to snap out of his warped sex-daze and say something. Dappled sunlight shifted in through the tall front windows. Heavy red-wine curtains with gold frills hung in several layers. “I’ve never seen drapes like that.”

“Not drapes, Mr. Collier. Swags. Bet’cha didn’t know this. Until electricity came along, American homes didn’t have much use for curtains. Windows were expensive enough, and they were for lettin’ light in. But early housewives got the idea of hangin’ the wet laundry on pegs over the windows durin’ the winter, to dry ‘em faster. A’course, it didn’t look good, so they thunk to hangin’ fancier-lookin’ strips’a cloth over the laundry, and they was called swags.”

Collier thought about it. “That’s fascinating.”   She’s right. Back then everything had a purpose. Practicality based on means.

“Most folks don’t know a lot of things ‘bout how people lived back then.”  Speaking of this clearly enlivened her, her eyes even brighter now in the bagged lids.

But Collier’s brain continued to ooze the dirtiest thoughts. Shit, I’d pay money just to see her naked... but with a bag over her head. He imagined closing his hands over the plump breasts which were surely as firm as grapefruits.

Then he winced at himself and ordered his mind off the subject. He turned quickly...

A large oil painting hung on the side wall: a stern-faced man in coattails and muttonchops. His expression looked preoccupied and unpleasant. “Who’s that?”

Mrs. Butler’s craggy face seemed to grow more craggy when he asked. “That’s the man who built the house your two feet are standin’ in right now. Mr. Harwood Gast. The most famous man to ever live in this town.”

“The town’s founder, I presume.”

Why did she seem perturbed now?  “No, sir. The town was originally called Branch Landing.”

“Same as your bed and breakfast. But... I don’t understand.”  Without conscious forethought, his eyes were back to roving the richly curved body tight in the cotton garments. Jesus...

“The town was called Branch Landing ‘cos three main roads branched out from it, to three major rail cities. But when Harwood Gast arrived with all his cotton money—and his damn railroad—the townsfolk were all too happy to rename the place in his honor. This house, in fact, was called the Gast House until the day I bought it from my uncle. See, he was related to the folks who bought the place in 1867. But the minute I took over here, I changed the name of the inn.”

The words floated. Collier, ignoring the woman’s old face, was rapt again on the filled bosom, and obsessed with the idea of what they must look like nude. But as the image percolated, he finally became aware of this strange taint of his character.

What the hell is wrong with me! he yelled at himself. At once he felt ashamed. I’m lusting after an OLD LADY, for God’s sake!   Get your head on straight, you pervert!  Then he shoved his attentions back to her discourse.

She changed the name, he thought. Why?  “I’m still a bit confused. This entire town is a Civil War attraction. Why not call your bed and breakfast the Gast Inn?  It seems to make the most commercial sense to keep the name of the town’s most famous figure, doesn’t it?”

Sullenness fell over the old woman like a cloud’s shadow. “No, Mr. Collier, and I’ll tell ya why. Harwood Gast weren’t just the town’s most famous figure. He was also the town’s most evil figure.”

II

––––––––
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The fat man was crying, on his knees, and he—

“That’s it, bitch,” the younger man said. He V’d his middle and index finger, pushed his balls back against the root. The gesture lengthened the already considerable penis he was admitting into the fat man’s m—

The fat man moaned in anguish, his lips a tight, wet ring, sliding back and forth. Sweat beaded on the bald pate. More tears flowed from squeezed-shut eyes—tears of joy.

The younger man grabbed wings of snow-white around the bald pate, like handles, and began to thrust. “Yeah, that’s it, fattie. Lemme fuck your fat face some.”  The sun glowed on his bare back; he always took his shirt off for this one. Sweat made the muscled lines gleam. More sweat ran in rivulets between the toned pectorals, to settle in the pubic hair. He wasn’t attracted to the fat man at all, of course, which is why he filled his head with images of Hollywood’s most preeminent men: Cruise, Pitt, Gosling. Shit, yeah. I’d LAY me some love on those studs. Hell, I’d floss my teeth with their ass hair...

But no amount of fantasy could shut down the reality. The man so urgently sucking his cock was nothing to look at—and close to 60—and whenever he opened his eyes, Pitt’s chiseled visage turned into the fat man’s bald head. Gotta get this over with. He grabbed the man’s fat jowl and pushed his mouth off, then grabbed the bottom half of the shaft whole-handed, like a ball bat. A good four inches still stuck out. “Get that tongue out, bitch, and lick my knob. Lick around it real fast...”  When he squeezed, the glans reddened and even seemed to increase in size. “Lick that knob up and down while I squeeze them fat tits’a yours,” and he reached down and kneaded the man’s ample chest fat. “Yeah, that’s right, honey, you like that, don’t’cha?  Yeah, you got some BIG fat tits on ya. Next time I just might have me a tittie-fuck as much fat as you got.”

“Oh, God, yes!” the fat man paused and sobbed.

“SHUT up and keep that tongue workin’, bitch!”  He jacked the erection up now, like a stick-shift, and exposed the scrotum and testes. “Tongue them nuts”—another twist of the white hair—“and do it right, bitch, less’n you want me to kick your ass.”

The fat man mewled at the thought.

“Yeah, shit, girl, I’d tie ya to your bed and slap your face black and blue, then piss on ya—”

The fat man bucked on his knees, a ball in his mouth, and whined at the words and the perverted image they must’ve generated. His free hand clenched the crotch of his trousers, then a wet-spot appeared.

What a fuckin’ weirdo, the younger man thought. “All right, get your dirty mouth back on that cee-gar,” and he plugged it right back in the man’s face. “Fast, now, and suck harder.”

It was a pathetic sight: this obese man crying joyously as his mouth blurred back and forth over the shiny column of male sexual meat. When the younger man thought of giving Cruise a tongue-kiss, that did it the job.

He always came big. The first four jolts when right into the fat man’s mouth, then he pulled out and creamed the remaining eddies over the mustache, Van Dyke, and quivering lips. “Don’t you dare spit that out, ya fat bitch,” he added. “If ya do, I’ll punch ya right in the pussy...”

The fat man shook his head no in assurance, and some failed attempt to vocalize resulted in a thick gargling sound. The fat throat wobbled as he swallowed.

The younger man stepped back in the sun to appraise the job. Poor fucked-up bastard, he thought. The sperm splotched in the mustache looked like white snot; tears continued to stream down the bulbous face.

“Game’s over,” the younger man said, hitching up his jeans. 

“I-I adore you...”

“Aw, come on now. You know the rules, I gotta go.”

“But—please. Just—”

The gleaming washboard abdomen flexed when the younger man pulled his tight t-shirt back on. “Huh?”

Sheepish, embarrassed. “You know.”

The younger man frowned. “Oh, yeah.”  He stepped forward and—

ccccccur-HOCK!

—spat in the fat man’s face.

“Oh, God!  Thuh—thank you!”

Whatever.

The younger man—now that he was done—gazed across the sweeping field. Trace breezes shifted the miles of belt-high rye grass and Queen Anne’s Lace. He’d heard that during the Civil War, Gast’s plantation tracts took up thousands of acres: cotton, soybeans, and corn, mostly. He thought of the sad irony: I just come in a fat man’s mouth sitting on the same land that probably fed half the Confederate Army way back when. Now it was just green wasteland, and he knew why. But he was not quite complex enough to realize how securely he was standing on a plot of significant American history.

The fat man was still on his knees, crying.

Aw, Jesus!  “Why don’t’cha git up now?  I need to be gettin’ back.”

Chopped sobs hacked out the words, “But you’re so important to me!  I couldn’t live without you!”

Pain in the ass. The younger man only understood a little of this. Usually they pay me to do the sucking, not to GET sucked. Had he been more learned, he’d know that the sexual psychology of some folks was quite skewed. Debasement, like masochism—for instance—served a strange toggle in the mind that had been conditioned for years (since childhood, often) such that what tended to turn most people off—ugliness, abuse, exploitive behavior—lit the fuse of arousal. Oh, well. He didn’t particularly like the overweight bald man, but he similarly didn’t enjoy treating him like sexual garbage. He’d heard somebody talking once about this guy a long time ago named Hitler, who was, like, the king of Germany, and this guy couldn’t even get his dick hard unless a gal shat on him. The younger man guessed something similar was going on here. Weird, he thought. “Come on now, let’s git. Oh, and where’s my money?”

The quivering, plump hand held it out, a personal check for $30.00.

“Thanks,” the younger man said.

“Let’s go to lunch,” came more hacked sobs. “Anywhere you want.”

The younger man grinned. How could he resist?  “Shit, you just had lunch.”

Wet eyes implored him. “At least, at least tell me I do it better than your lover...”

A futile exhalation. “You suck a fine dick, that’s for sure,” came the overly generous charity. Actually, it was mediocre work. “But I told you, I ain’t got no lover, and I don’t never get attached in somethin’ like this. You know that. This deal’s gotta be like what we agreed. One thing in exchange for another. Right?”

Dismally, the fat man nodded.

“Here, lemme help ya up,” the younger man offered. He grabbed a fat hand. Ooof!  Ya damn near weighs more than a fuckin’ washer’n dryer!  Once up, the guy wouldn’t let go of his hand. Ain’t nothin’ worse than a mushy fag. He pulled away.

The fat man stared, tears still streaming. “I’d do anything for you...”

Oh, man!   The younger man knew he needed to be careful. After all, this was good money for fast work. “Look, I can tell you’re out’a sorts right now, so I’m gonna take off. I’ll walk back. But just you stay here a while and calm down, git yourself together. You don’t wanna be going back to town all cryin’ like ya are. And wipe that come off your face.”

A jowly nod, a handkerchief across the eyes, lips, and Van Dyke.

“That’s better.”  The younger man held up the check. “You call me when ya wanna go again,” and then he turned and walked off.

He strode right out of the clearing into a path between the high grass not even shoulder-wide. Dissolving words faded behind him:

“I love you...”

Shee-it...

He strode faster, to get away. Walking was fine. He liked the fat man’s car—a new Caddy, with some fine a/c—but when he got in these mushy moods, shit—

I’ll walk.

Another step and—

Damn it to hell! 

—he stumbled and fell. His knees thunked, and when he arched around to see what he’d tripped on...

His mind quieted.

A brown skull, half-buried, looked back at him.

He wasn’t squeamish but then he did believe some of it. He’d seen some things, for sure.

A quick chill rippled up his sun-baked back. He knew the skull was very old. He also knew it was likely the skull of a slave, not a soldier killed in the field.

The skulls were actually all over the place.
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“You’re right,” Collier said to the old woman. He marveled over one of many glass display cases. “Your inn is like a mini-museum.”  Below his gaze an array of Civil War-era implements lay. Each one was labeled. MESS PAN - 1861, MORTISE TWIVEL - 1859, SELF-COCKING STARR REVOLVER - .36 CALIBER - 1863.

“Just you take a look at the Gast Museum downtown and tell me what we got here ain’t a lot finer’n more interesting,” Mrs. Butler bragged.

The next case sported gloves, belts, and footgear. “Brogen?” he asked of the clunky black shoe.

“That was the standard combat boot back then. They were as important to a fella’s survival on the battlefield as his rifle.”  She leaned, pointed to a different styled shoe. The gesture caused Collier to run his gaze across the sweep of her bosom, after which he blinked hard to sideswipe the distraction.

“But this ‘un here,” she continued, “was the cream’a the shoe crop. The Jefferson shoe, or bootee as it was called. Mr. Collier, you could put that shoe on right now and it’d fit better than any fancified Gucci you might buy today.”

Collier looked at the high-top leather shoe. Save for a few scuffs, it looked in excellent condition. The label read: “FEDERAL PATTERN JEFFERSON BOOTEE - 1851 - WORN BY MR. TAYLOR CUTTON, RAIL INSPECTOR FOR THE EAST TENNESSEE & GEORGIA RAILROAD.

“Everything here was found on this premise at one time or another,” Mrs. Butler said. Now she stood back proudly, crossing her arms under her breasts, which made them appear even larger. “I get a   tax break through the state historical commission by displayin’ it all... and by keepin’ that blasted portrait of Gast hangin’ up there.”

The most evil man to ever live here?  Collier was amused. It was likely just promotion. “If this man was so evil,” he baited, “I suppose the house is haunted, huh?”

“Only by the memory of that low-down bastard,” came the strange response.

Collier changed the subject, back to the Jefferson shoe and its long-dead owner. “But I’ve never heard of this railroad. Was this pre-War?”

“They started in 1857 and finished in 1862,” she said. “It was Gast’s railroad. He put down track from here to the middle’a Georgia, the perfect junction from the main roads that branched into town. He built it with a hundred slaves and fifty white men—not a bad feat for back then. That’s a lotta rail to lay.”

The notion impressed Collier. They had no machines to do it back then, just hard-muscled humans lugging iron rails and driving spikes with hammers. Five years... Collier suspected that the hardest labor he ever did was carrying groceries from the car to the house.

“And this?” he asked.

ASH CAKE - 1858

“Ash cake is what they used for soap back then,” Mrs. Collier went on. “Weren’t no Ivory or Irish Spring, you can be sure.”

The grayish cake was hockey-puck-sized. “How was it
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