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 CRITICAL ACCLAIM FOR

THE TWO-BEAR MAMBO

“A wonderfully strange trip.”

—Washington Times

“An opening David Lynch could be proud of. . . . Lansdale is on his way to taking home honors for his crime writing. . . . The conclusion is gruesome, frightening, and captivating . . . both horrific and hilarious. . . . What shines through it all is the humanity and friendship of Hap and Leonard.”

—Book Page

“You’ll be glad you dropped in on Lansdale’s new book.”

—Philadelphia Inquirer

“Veteran Lansdale brings back the incomparable Texas team of narrator Hap Collins and Leonard Pine for an encore that’s just as funny and violent and gripping as their first appearance in Mucho Mojo . . . perfectly pitched . . . guided throughout by a strong moral compass.”

—Publishers Weekly

“An entertaining waltz across East Texas.”

—Houston Chronicle

“East Texans Hap Collins and Leonard Pine are two of the unlikeliest but most likable amateur detectives in crime fiction. . . . Lansdale is an immense talent. His ability to generate sidesplitting laughter and gut-wrenching terror on the same page is unique in modern fiction. There’s something special going on here and it ought not to be missed.”

—Booklist (starred review)

“Tough, gritty, and darkly comic.”

—Fort Worth Star-Telegram

“This wickedly funny tale is as refreshing and flavorsome as a jolt of moonshine.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Dialogue that’s telling and funny. . . . The book merits the attention not only of genre fans but anyone who cares about good fiction writing.”

—Fort Lauderdale Sun-Sentinel

“Lansdale’s prose also hangs it all out, with an eye to precise description, an ear to the proper word, and a mind to expository wit. Highly recommended.”

—Library Journal

“I was bowled over—in fact, so entralled that I promptly read the two previous books in his series. . . . Runs the gamut of emotions from laugh-out-loud comedy to nail-biting drama. Lansdale gets better with each book.”

—Rocky Mountain News

“A striking mix of power and humor, and reading it is like watching some savage barroom brawl between Jim Thompson, Hunter S. Thompson, Woody Allen, Quentin Tarantino, and Harlan Ellison, with everyone holding their own and getting their licks in. . . . it’ll invite you in for a hell of a fun night.”

—Mystery News

“Humorous, readable, and fun.”

—Mostly Murder

“The book is violent, but not pointlessly so, and not excessively graphic. It is ‘equal opportunity offensive,’ raunchy and very funny. . . . It’s very good.”

—Houston Voice

“A master writer. . . . Read the book, but fasten your seat belt when it becomes a major motion picture.”

—I Love a Mystery

“A gripping story . . . you’ll laugh even as the hair rises on the back of your neck.”

—Austin American-Statesman

“A brilliant book. . . . There’s a depth and maturity [in] his characters and storylines. . . . Joe R. Lansdale is one of the best writers there is, period.”

—Charles de Lint
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This one is for my family, Karen, Kasey and Keith.

Thanks for putting up with me.

 

 



The rising world of waters dark and deep.

John Milton: Paradise Lost
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When I got over to Leonard’s Christmas Eve night, he had the Kentucky Headhunters turned way up over at his place, and they were singing “The Ballad of Davy Crockett,” and Leonard, in a kind of Christmas celebration, was once again setting fire to the house next door.

I wished he’d quit doing that. I’d helped him the first time, he’d done it the second time on his own, and now here I was third time out, driving up. It was going to look damn suspicious when the cops got here. Someone had already called in. Most likely the assholes in the house. I knew that because I could hear sirens.

Leonard’s boyfriend, Raul, was on the front porch of Leonard’s house, his hands in his coat pockets, looking over at the burning and the ass-whipping that was taking place, and he was frantic, like a visiting Methodist preacher who’d just realized the head of the household had scooped up the last fried chicken leg.

I pulled my pickup into Leonard’s drive, got out, went over and stood on the porch with Raul. It was cold out and our breath was frosty white. “What got this started?” I asked.

“Oh, hell, Hap, I don’t know. You got to stop him before they haul his black ass to the calaboose.”

“It’s too late for that, they got him. Those sirens aren’t for jaywalkers.”

“Shit, shit, shit,” Raul said. “I shouldn’t never come to live with a macho queer. I should have stayed in Houston.”

Raul was normally a pretty good-looking kid, but out here in the night, the house fire flickering orange lights across his face, he looked desiccated, like the victim of a giant spider. He was sort of wobbling back and forth, like a bowling pin that hadn’t quite got nailed solid enough by the ball, watching Leonard drag a big black guy out of the burning house and onto the front porch over there. The guy’s shirt and pants were on fire, and Leonard was kicking him off the porch and across the front yard.

I recognized the guy. Mohawk they called him, ’cause of his haircut, though, after this night, they might just call him Smoky. Mohawk and a friend of his had once jumped on me and Leonard and we’d whipped their asses. I still dreamed about it at nights when I needed something to cheer me up.

Other folks were coming out of the house through the windows and the back door, scrambling for the woods out back. None of them seemed securely on fire, but a few had been touched by flames. A short stocky woman was in the lead. She wore only a brown bathrobe and some floppy house shoes and had a wig in her right hand. Her short legs flashed when she ran and the house coat moved and her breath went out and whiffed back in cool, white bursts. The wig was slightly on fire. She and her smoking hair hat and flopping bathrobe disappeared into the woods at a run and the others followed suit, melting into the timber with her, leaving in their wake a trail of scorched clothing smoke. A moment later they had vanished as handily as a covey of quail gone to nest.

The fire truck screamed into sight, and damn near hit Mohawk after Leonard swiveled a hip into him and twisted and tossed him into the street. The fella rolled on across, banged the curbing on the other side, and the fire truck swerved and ran up on the lawn of the burning house, and Leonard had to jump for it.

One good thing, though, all that rolling had put Mohawk’s fire out. You know how it goes, that old advice the fire department gives you, “stop, drop, and roll,” and that’s what Mohawk was doing. Thanks to Leonard.

If you took the rose-colored view, you might say Leonard was doing nothing more than saving Mohawk’s worthless life.

’Course now, Leonard had gone back into the house and a short black guy with his hair on fire came out on the end of Leonard’s foot, and when he hit the lawn he got up running toward Leonard’s house, Leonard yelling at his back, “Run, you goddamn little nigger.”

I tell you, Leonard standing on the front porch, smoke boiling out behind him, fire licking out the windows, the roof peaked with a hat of flame, it caused Leonard’s face to appear as if it had been chipped from obsidian. He was like some kind of backwoods honky nightmare vision of the Devil—a nigger with a bad attitude and the power of fire. Come to think of it, the black folks in that house probably saw him as pretty devilish as well. Leonard can be irritating to most anybody when he wants to be.

I left Raul standing on the porch about the time the little guy came out on the end of Leonard’s foot, walked over and into the yard where Leonard was practicing arson and ass-whipping, put my leg out and tripped the little guy as he ran by.

He got up and I slapped him down with the side of my hand and put my foot on the back of his neck and reached down and scooped up some loose dirt in the driveway and dumped it on top of his head.

It put the fire out, except for the patch of hair burning low on the back of his head, like a spark in steel wool. The rest of his skull was smoking like a dry cabbage with a cinder in it. His body gave off quite a bit of heat, and he was wiggling as if he were being cooked alive. He was making a kind of bothersome noise that was so shrill it made my buttocks crawl up my back.

“I’m burning here,” he said. “I’m burning.”

“It’s okay,” I said. “There’s not much hair left.”

The cops got there then. Couple of cruisers and Sergeant Charlie Blank in his unmarked job. Charlie—wearing some of Kmart’s finest, including high-gloss, black genuine plastic shoes that shone brightly in the light of the house fire—got out slowly, like his pants might rip.

He paused long enough to watch one of the blue-suit cops nab Mohawk, cuff him, and slam him in the back of a cruiser, after “accidentally” bumping his head into the car door while helping him inside.

Charlie came over to me, gave me a sad look, sighed, pulled out a cigarette, stooped, lit it off the little guy’s head, and said, “I’m fucking tired of this, Hap. Leonard’s giving me gray hairs. What with the Chief in cahoots with the bad guys and Lieutenant Hanson acting like he’s got a weight tied to his dick all the time, I can’t think straight. Get your foot off that fucker’s neck.”

I did, and the little guy, who hadn’t yet stopped whimpering, came up on his knees and slapped at the back of his neck with a yell. The fire had already gone out, giving itself up to Charlie’s cigarette, but I think the slapping bit made that dude feel better.

Charlie looked at him, said, “Lay down, buddy, and stay there.”

The guy lay down. His head was smoking a lot less now.

“You know I got to run Leonard in?” Charlie said.

“I know. I thought you didn’t smoke?”

“I started. I start two or three times a year. I like to quit so I can really enjoy it when I start back. I got to run you in too.”

“I didn’t do anything. I was just puttin’ this guy out. I threw dirt on his head.”

“You got a point. The dirt could make things all right.” He said to the guy on the ground, “You think he was putting the fire out, sir?”

“Shit, man, that motherfucker tripped my black ass and knocked the dog shit out of me. I’m gonna file on his ass. I’m gonna file on everygoddamnbody.”

“See there, Hap, got to run you in.”

“Would it make any difference if I said when I hit him it hurt my hand?”

“I’ll put that in my notes. You know, being this close to the fire, it’s kinda warm. Toasty even. Very Christmas-like.”

“That’s Leonard,” I said. “Always festive.”

“The Ballad of Davy Crockett” was long gone and the Kentucky Headhunters were singing “Big Mexican Dinner.”

“I keep trying to figure that song is offensive to Hispanics or not,” Charlie said, “way the guy does that corny Meskin accent. You think it’s offensive?”

“I don’t know, ask Leonard’s boyfriend, Raul. He could tell you. He’s Mexican. But I can let you in on this, Leonard was using some bad language a while ago.”

“Uh oh. I’ll put that in my notes too.”

“He called the young man on the ground here the N word.”

“That’s right,” said the young man on the ground. “And in the house, he called me a motherfucker too.”

“Wait a minute,” Charlie said. “I got a problem here. Being how Leonard’s black, is that racist? I mean, me or you said it, it’s racist, but it’s okay a black guy uses the N word, ain’t it?”

“Changing times,” I said. “It’s hard to keep up. If it’s not racist, I think it may be politically incorrect.”

“There you are,” Charlie said. “That’s it. Politically incorrect. I think there’s some kind of fine for that.”

“Man, this is some shit,” said the guy on the ground. “Let me up. Someone sees me layin’ here, it ain’t gonna look good.”

“You think we got you out here to style?” Charlie said. “Shut the fuck up.” Then to me: “Think Leonard’s finished?”

“Well, the house is lit up good.”

And it was. The fire peaked and popped and rose up into the night sky like a red demon, roiled and licked around the blackened frame of the house. Lumber screeched and sagged. The heat was not quite as pleasant as before. I said, “It was nice of you to stand here and wait.”

“Hey,” Charlie said, his face popping sweat in the firelight, “Christmas Eve.”

Charlie looked at the firemen who were standing by with their hoses, and gave them a wave. They didn’t exactly rush, but they went over to wash the place down, get it ready for the dozer to come in and push the burnt lumber around, make room for the dopers to bring in a new crack house.

And they would. Rumor was, the Police Chief had friends who had connections to the LaBorde dope traffic, and he liked to help them out for a little slice of the pie. Rumors like that could make a man cynical, even one of my naive and trusting nature.

When I was growing up, guy with a badge was just assumed to be honest, and the Lone Ranger didn’t shoot bad guys in the head either. These days, Jesus would carry a gun, and the disciples would hold down and corn-hole their enemies.

“You think Leonard will do time for this one?” I asked.

“So far he hasn’t, and I’ll do what I can. A night in jail, maybe. But I keep him out of bad stuff this time, you got to make him understand he needs a new hobby. I know a hobby has done wonders for me. I used to be tense, then I got a hobby. You know, I don’t get Leonard. I thought queers were into passive stuff. Like knitting and bridge.”

“Don’t even let him hear you say that,” I said. “The passive part, I mean.”

“You can bet I won’t.”

“I’ll tell him,” said the guy on the ground.

“You do,” Charlie said, “And I’ll stomp a mud hole in your head.”

“I’m cool,” said the guy on the ground.

Leonard strolled over to us then. He looked a little bushed.

“Charlie,” he said.

“Howdy,” Charlie said. “Okay, Leonard, you and Hap get in the cruiser . . . wait a minute. I’m gonna handcuff you together.”

“Come on, Charlie,” I said. “I didn’t do anything, really.”

“You hit this young gentleman. Put your hands out, both of you. Supposed to handcuff you with separate handcuffs, behind your back, but like I said, it’s fuckin’ Christmas Eve.”

We were about to be handcuffed when Raul came over and took Leonard by the arm and started to cry. “Don’t,” Leonard said. “I can’t stand all that cryin’. You’re always cryin’.”

“I’m fucking emotional,” Raul said.

“Well, cut that cryin’ shit. It makes me nervous.”

“I’m crying, not you, so what are you embarrassed about?”

“It’s got nothing to do with embarrassment.”

“Hell,” Raul said, and he tugged on Leonard’s arm, but Leonard wouldn’t look at him.

“Sorry, Raul,” Charlie said. “You got to let him go. You want to see him, come down to the station. We got special times for asshole viewing.”

“No,” Raul said, letting go of Leonard’s arm. “I won’t be here when you get back, Leonard.”

“Don’t let the screen door hit you in the ass on the way out,” Leonard said.

“You could ask me not to leave.”

“I didn’t ask you to leave in the first place.”

Raul looked at Leonard for a moment, pushed his dark hair out of his eyes, turned and walked back to Leonard’s house. He moved as if he were carrying a piano on his back.

“Shit, Leonard,” I said, “Raul is just worried about you.”

“Yeah, Leonard,” Charlie said, “you don’t always got to be an asshole.”

“Man, you are one cold dude,” said the guy on the ground. “I wouldn’t talk to my woman that way, and she’s stupid as a stick. You homos, man, y’all are chill motherfuckers.”

“Shut up,” said Charlie. “This ain’t your business.”

“Man,” said the guy on the ground, “Merry fucking Christmas.”

“Here,” Charlie said, “hold out a hand.”

He handcuffed me and Leonard together and sent us over to the unmarked. Part of the neighborhood was standing out on the curb watching the crack house burn. One old man, Mr. Trotter, stood there with his arms crossed inside a coat a grizzly bear might have worn. He was smoking a cigar. He said, “Of them three fires, this one’s the best, Leonard.”

“Thanks,” Leonard said. “It’s the practice makes the difference.”

We got in the unmarked. We watched through the window as Charlie got the little guy off the ground and into an armlock and walked him toward a blue suit who came over and put the guy in handcuffs and shoved him into the back of the cruiser with Mohawk.

A handful of blue suits were combing the woods out back, and we could see one cop coming out with the bathrobed woman in tow. She was cuffed and had on her wig, which was giving off a faint trail of light gray smoke in the moonlight. She was cussing a blue streak. We could hear her with the windows rolled up. She was good at including “you fuckin’ pale-dicked ass licker” into all her sentences without it sounding strained or overworked.

Leonard settled back in his seat and sighed slowly. “Shit,” he said. “Raul’s right. I always got to be the tough guy. I really like that fag. Really. Why have I always got to play it tough?”

“You’re black and gay and inadequate sexually, and therefore find yourself doubly oppressed by white society, as well as being ill-suited emotionally for adjusting to the macho, black community that is your birthright.”

“Oh yeah. That’s right. I forgot.”

“You also smell like a smoked ham.”

Charlie slid in behind the wheel and closed the door, sharply. “We’re leaving a couple of cops here to watch your house, Leonard. Make sure Raul’s okay too. Least till he gets packed up and out. He said he’s, and I quote, ‘gone like the fucking wind,’ unquote.”

“All right,” Leonard said. “Thanks.”

“Will he really go?” I asked.

“Who’s to say?” Leonard said.

Charlie cranked the car. Leonard said, “Could we stop for ice cream before we go in?”

“It’s cold for ice cream,” Charlie said.

“I like it anyway,” Leonard said. “So, what do you say? I’m kinda depressed.”

“I don’t see why not,” Charlie said. “Frozen yogurt all right? I’m on a diet.”

“Suits me,” Leonard said. “You’re paying though. I don’t have my wallet on me.”

“I’m not paying shit,” Charlie said. “You brought it up, you treat. Damn, Leonard, you’re making my eyes burn.”

“It’s that cheap paneling in the house,” Leonard said. “It goes up quick and stinks and the stink gets on you. Fucking walls are like they’re made out of starter logs, which I guess is okay, seeing how I’m lighting the fire.”

“I didn’t hear you say that,” said Charlie.

“I got money,” I said. “My treat all around.”

Charlie eased away from the curb. I took a last look at the burning house. Some timbers were sagging and crashing in with an explosion of sparks and smoke. Raul was standing on Leonard’s porch watching us drive by. Leonard looked in Raul’s direction. Neither of them waved.

I said, “Oh, Leonard, don’t let me forget. We ever get back, I got your Christmas present in the pickup.”

“Yeah, well,” Leonard said, “I hope it ain’t HIS and HIS towels.”
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We were in Lieutenant Hanson’s office finishing off what was left of our yogurt cones, but the Lieutenant wasn’t there. Considering we hadn’t bought him anything, I guess that was best.

Charlie was sitting behind Hanson’s desk. I was in a chair against one wall, and Leonard was in a chair against the other. We were supposed to be in a cell like Mohawk and the little guy with the burned head and the others, but we weren’t. You might say we were getting special treatment. We were also getting a shadow show.

Charlie had the overhead light out and he had the desk lamp on, and he was using his fingers to throw shadows on the wall, make shapes. He did a pretty good dog and duck, but after that everything else looked like a spider.

“How about that?” Charlie said. “How’s that?”

“It still looks like a spider,” I said.

“I got to practice some more,” Charlie said. “I got me a book now. Wife says I ought to have a hobby, so I got this. It relaxes me, but the wife thinks it ain’t much. She wants me to go to the gym and work out, but this way, I can stay home and sit in the easy chair with the big light out, use the end-table light to throw a few shadows. I get tired of it, I watch a little TV. Look here, this one looks like a pussy, don’t it?”

“How in hell do you get a cat out of that?” I said.

“No, a pussy. You know, a vagina. Women have ’em.”

“Oh, yeah,” I said. “I faintly remember.”

“Look here, it does, don’t it? It’s kind of a dark V, ain’t it?”

“It looks like a spider with its legs pulled in,” Leonard said. “And don’t tell me that book of yours has a section on shadow vaginas.”

Charlie stuck out his middle finger and wiggled it. “This one’s for you, Leonard.”

A blue suit opened the door and light flooded in and the blue suit came in with it. He stopped and looked at Charlie and Charlie’s hand shadow.

“What’s this look like to you?” Charlie asked him.

“What?”

“The shadow, Jake, the shadow.”

“Oh. I don’t know. It looks like a shadow.”

“Swell,” Charlie said.

“Hey, listen,” Jake said. “Chief ain’t in—”

“Surprise, surprise,” Charlie said.

“And Lieutenant Hanson’s out.”

“He’s on his way.”

“Well, we got a guy in cell three, he wants we should call his wife, tell her to tape a National Geographic special on bears. We got to do it now, he gets to catch it. It starts in fifteen minutes.”

“What?” Charlie asked.

“He’s gonna miss it,” Jake said. “’Cause he’s gonna be here tonight. Drunk and disorderly.”

“What the hell does he think we’re running here?” Charlie said, not looking at Jake, but wiggling his fingers in such a way that brought him back to his shadow shape standards. A dog, which he made a barking sound for, then a duck, which he quacked for.

“I’ll tell him no,” Jake said.

“I guess you will,” Charlie said. “I can’t believe you came to me with that shit. Wait a minute.” Charlie swiveled in the chair and looked at the cop. “A National Geographic special?”

“On bears,” Jake said.

“Hell, call her. I ought to be glad it’s not Charlie’s Angels, some shit like that. Maybe we’re getting a better class of criminal in here. Go on and do it.”

“All right,” Jake said, and closed the door.

“Can we go?” Leonard said.

Charlie was back to trying to make a pussy. I think.

“Go?” Charlie said. “You fuckin’ me? You burned your next-door neighbor’s house down. That’s three times, man. First time you and Hap did it, we worked it out. Second time you did it, we worked it out. But you’re gonna have to take up shadow shapes or something, Leonard. Quit this arson. We could put you behind bars so long, you got out, hair on your balls would be white.”

“They’re scum, Charlie,” Leonard said, “and you know it.”

“I went around burning houses belonged to scum, this town would mostly be a cinder.”

“Bullshit,” Leonard said.

In the middle of our examining another of Charlie’s shadow shapes, the door opened again. It was Lieutenant Marvin Hanson this time. He was framed by the hall light behind him, and it made him look like the Golem. His black skin was all shadow and no features. He watched Charlie a second, then closed the door and turned on the light. I suddenly realized I preferred looking at him in the dark. That rugged face of his could be scary.

 

 

 

“Talent show’s over,” Hanson said. “And so’s sitting behind my desk.”

“Yassuh,” Charlie said, and he eased out from behind the desk and took a chair and lit a cigarette.

Hanson went over and sat down behind his desk, swiveled his chair and looked at Leonard.

“Well, well,” Hanson said, “If it isn’t the Smartest Nigger in the World.”

“Hi,” Leonard said.

“That’s the N word again,” Charlie said to me.

“Yes,” I said, “but it’s two black guys talking to one another, so we’ve got the same problem as before. Is it racist, politically incorrect, or all in fun?”

“Ain’t nothing fun about it,” Hanson said. Then to Leonard: “You dumb motherfucker. I’m sick of your goddamn cavalier attitude.”

“They killed a kid last year,” Leonard said.

“He took the dope on his own,” Hanson said.

“He was a kid,” Leonard said.

“All right, all right, one house burning is okay,” Hanson said. “But twice? Then three times? You got to respect my position here.”

“Your goddamn Chief of Police has ties to the fucks who provide that house, and you know it,” Leonard said.

“That’s a point for Leonard,” Charlie said. “He’s right. You know it, I know it, the guys in the slammer know it. They know too they’ll be out of here come morning. If it takes that long. They’ll be suing Leonard, most likely.”

“Shut up, Charlie,” Hanson said.

“Yassuh, Massuh Marvin.”

“That’s kinda racist, isn’t it?” I said to Charlie. “A white guy doing slave talk?”

“Think so?” Charlie said.

“Will you two assholes shut up?” Hanson said.

 

 

 

I could see “Yassuh” forming on Charlie’s lips, but he decided to just wiggle them instead. Wise choice, I thought.

“What are these two fucks doing in here watching you and your fucking shadows?” Hanson said. “Why ain’t they in a cell?”

“I figured they were kind of guests,” Charlie said. “I mean, hell, I like ’em.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t,” Hanson said. “Especially the Smartest Nigger in the World here. He’s always doing what he wants. He doesn’t think the law applies to him. He’s some kind of crusader. Some kind of vigilante. Yes sir, he’s the Smartest Nigger in the World.”

“I don’t know,” said Leonard. “I hear great stuff about you and Jesse Jackson.”

Hanson moved suddenly, and considering his size, it was a fast move. He grabbed the lamp on his desk and jerked it hard enough the plug came out. He threw it at Leonard, who slipped casually sideways in his chair, as if avoiding a punch. The lamp went by and hit the wall and exploded. Leonard and Hanson both stood up.

There was a beat of silence during which a lot of things could have happened, but didn’t. Finally, Leonard smiled. Then Hanson smiled. Hanson and Leonard slowly sat back down. Hanson said, “Shit, my ex-wife gave me that desk lamp.”

“And what a special little prize it was,” I said.

“What I do when I lose a family heirloom,” Charlie said, “is I go get drunk.”

“That sounds about right,” Hanson said. “Boys, get your coats.”
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Hanson said, “Can you believe that, two bears fuckin’, right there on the television set?”

We were at Hanson’s house watching the National Geographic special. Hanson and Charlie were drinking lots of beer. Leonard was nursing one, and I was having a Sharp’s nonalcoholic beer. I’d given up drinking because I thought it was stupid and expensive and not very healthy.

Beer, however, didn’t hurt Hanson’s and Charlie’s feelings.

Charlie said, “Actually, Marve, my man. Them bears are neither on, nor in, the set. Those bears fucking is recorded on videotape or something. Then they play it back so we can see it. You see those trees? That grass? It’s spring there behind them. That means those bears could have done this fucking a year or two ago. Anytime really.”

Hanson wasn’t paying attention. He took another drink from his can of Schlitz, said, “Can you believe that shit? I was a kid, they wouldn’t show two dogs one behind another for fear you might think one was gonna mount the other. And now, right there, in front of God and everybody, two bears doing the mambo.”

“That’s kind of a sexy angle too,” Charlie said. “Only thing we’re missing here is a diagram showing us the inside of the girl bear’s ass, so we can see the boy bear’s dick swell into a knot. They do that, I think. Like a dog.”

Not being specialists on bear’s dicks, none of us responded. We didn’t want to look like fools.

The bears on the special finished up the mambo, as Hanson called it. Neither of them lit a cigarette, but they both looked fairly satiated. The camera cut to a guy in khakis. He was talking about bears as he walked. The guy came across a pile of bear shit in the woods and you’d have thought he’d found a fifty-dollar bill. He whisked that shit around with a stick and told us about the health of the bear that had left it. In fact, he told us everything about that bear but its blood type and hat size. I was impressed. I know how to track in the woods, know most of the species of trees and bushes, and can tell some basic things about critters from their stool, provided I have the urge to stir their shit around with a stick. But this guy was remarkable. It just looked like a pile of bear shit to me, but here he was seeing all kinds of stuff in it.

I wondered if you went to college to learn about bear shit.

The bear show was pretty good, but I got to admit, I burned out on it. I think decoding bear shit was about as far as my interest in bears went, and I felt uncomfortable at Hanson’s house. I kept fearing Florida would come in. It was bad enough there was plenty there to remind me of her.

It wasn’t any specific thing, it was the way the house looked. I’d never been in Hanson’s house before. We mainly insulted each other at the police station and bad hamburger joints, but it was apparent there had been a feminine hand at work here. And not Hanson’s mother.

Florida might still have her apartment, might not stay here all the time, but from the well-decorated Christmas tree to the way objects were laid out on the shelves, the house spoke as much of her as it did Hanson.

And there were little clues. For instance, I seriously doubted the books in the shelf on aerobic dancing and how to make love to a man were Hanson’s, though you can’t be sure about something like that.

I did observe, however, that all around Hanson’s chair it looked like the city dump, but a little less organized. It was littered with cigar butts, ashes, junk food wrappers, and beer cans. When we came in through the kitchen, I noticed, while kicking a plastic bag of spoiled celery out of my path, that it appeared as if the place had been blown about by a tornado. I know I don’t keep a greasy frying pan full of molding scrambled eggs upside down on the floor or leave my refrigerator door open when I’m out of the house. And most everyone agrees the floor is a bad spot for celery.

I tried not to let old-fashioned ideas about women and kitchens get into my thinking, but they did. I knew Florida. She wasn’t a classic housewife type any more than she was a classic women’s lib type, but she wouldn’t have let the joint get like this. Even if it was confined to the kitchen and around Hanson’s chair.

I couldn’t imagine Hanson, slob that he was, allowing the place to get this bad either, unless his head was somewhere sad and distant.

And earlier, hadn’t Charlie made some crack about Hanson going around as if a weight was tied to his dick? Then there was that lamp-throwing business. That seemed a little intense even for Hanson.

And inviting us over to his place to watch a National Geographic special? That was too nice. That wasn’t the Hanson I knew. And why hadn’t he mentioned Florida? Was she visiting relatives? Caroling?

I began to suspect he and Florida had broken up, and a sense of warm well-being flowed over me before it was replaced by a warmer sense of shame, because secretly, I had been hoping me and her might get back together. This was a somewhat bitter and wistful sort of thought that came and went from time to time, and truthfully, I was glad to feel it go. Hanson was an all-right guy, and Florida and I had taken our shot and it hadn’t hit target. She had decided on Hanson, and I reckoned it was best all around. I knew it was over for me and her, and always would be. But I couldn’t help remembering her soft honey-brown skin and the way she moaned when I gave her pleasure, the way her legs moved, the smell of her. I couldn’t forget her smile and the razor sharpness of her thinking. And, of course, I couldn’t forget she was kind of an asshole.

I asked about the bathroom, and Hanson pointed it out. I had to go through the bedroom to get there, and as I went, I looked at the bed. It was unmade and the covers were thrown back and it smelled of sweat and perfume. Chanel No. 5. Not Hanson’s brand. He was an Old Spice man. The rest of the room looked in good shape, except there was a pile of Hanson’s clothes on the floor at the right-hand side of the bed.

The bathroom was clean and orderly except for toothpaste and whisker hair in the sink. Hanson had made a kind of pig trail from the kitchen to his chair to the bed to the bathroom, leaving the rest of the joint neat and clean.

When I got back from the bathroom, Leonard was still on the couch, but he had the book that told how to make love to a man. He was turning it at an odd angle.

He said, “I didn’t know you could do that.”

“Maybe you can’t,” Charlie said. “That’s man and woman stuff.”

 

 

 

“Homosexuals are pretty smart,” Leonard said. “Sometimes we improvise.” He put the book in his lap. “Figures. Me and Raul are broke up, and here’s something nifty we could have tried.”

“Leonard,” I said, finding my Sharp’s and my place on the couch. “You got to quit watching bears fuck. It gets you worked up.”

Hanson cranked back his easy chair, laid his catcher’s mitt hands on his chest and looked at the ceiling light. We looked with him. Nothing really important seemed to be going on up there.

“Guess I need to figure what to do with you boys,” Hanson said.

“How about paper hats and whistles and we all go home?” I said.

“I don’t think so,” Hanson said.

“Well, how bad could it be?” Charlie said. “You got them over at your house drinking beer and watching TV.”

“What I’m gonna do,” Hanson said, “is make you boys a little deal. You two go over to Grovetown and do me a little favor, and I’ll find a way not to press charges. You don’t, I’ll find a special way to press charges.”

“Hey,” Leonard said, “that’s blackmail. And what the hell would you want us to do in Grovetown anyway? Look for antiques?”

“No,” Hanson said, “I want you to check on Florida.”

“I was wondering about her,” I said.

“Figured you were,” Hanson said. “Deal is, she went over there to do a little lawyering, kind of. You fellas hear about that Bobby Joe Soothe problem?”

“Nope,” Leonard said. “I have enough problems of my own. Me and Raul, we’ve had hell trying to get a lubricant we like. K-Y is highly overrated. I bet we been through twenty-five tubes of this and that.”

“I don’t want to hear about it,” Charlie said. “But you might check Kmart. They got all kinds of lubricant stuff there, at reasonable prices. From Vaseline to forty-weight lube oil.”

“I don’t think I’ll be needing it now,” Leonard said. “Unless I’m just gonna use a little bit of it in the palm of my hand.”

“Bobby Joe Soothe,” Hanson said, “was a black man had him a little accident.”

“I did hear about that,” I said. “On the news. Hung himself in Grovetown jail with his shoelaces. Something like that.”

“Something like that,” Hanson said. “There’s a back story though. You see, this Bobby Joe Soothe, he was the grandson of L.C. Soothe. Heard of L.C.?”

“Hell yeah,” Leonard said. “Country blues guitar. I got some of his stuff. One of those boxed set things. One of the greats. East Texas legend of the late twenties, early thirties. Kind of like Robert Johnson. Had the same story about him. That he sold his soul to the devil to play way he did. Some kind of deal where he took a piss in a fruit jar and took it to the crossroads and the devil came and drank it, then the devil peed in a jar, and L.C. drank it, then L.C. had the devil in him and the devil had his soul. After that, L.C. could play that old standard guitar like a sonofabitch. Used a pocketknife or a bottle neck for a slide.”

“I can’t think of nothing I’d want so bad I’d drink wee-wee out of a fruit jar,” Charlie said.

“L.C. only made a few records,” Leonard said, “but he was a big influence on East Texas blues men. The records are rare. I think he made some recordings on 78s, whatever the method was then, and they were never released, or lost. I don’t remember the details. It’s just the general stuff I know about, and I got that out of the booklet in the collection box.”

“All I know,” Hanson said, “is a fella from up North read an article in some music magazine about this Bobby Joe Soothe who was tryin’ to build a name on his grandfather’s name, and Bobby Joe said he had in his possession this recorded, but unreleased record L.C. had made. Said too he was singing some songs L.C. had left written down, but never recorded. This Bobby Joe had a bit of reputation for good blues himself, see. So this Northern fella made contact with him, made some promises of money for the record, came down here to check it out, and supposedly, Bobby Joe cut that white boy’s throat, took his money, then got hauled into jail where he decided he couldn’t go on and hung himself with his shoe strings.”

“I thought they didn’t let prisoners keep stuff like shoe strings and belts,” I said.

“Not supposed to,” Hanson said. “Interesting thing is, there’s been more hangings and accidents and suicides of this kind in that jail in the past forty-five years than there’s been accidental prisoner deaths in all the state of Texas since nineteen sixty-five. And that includes goddamn Huntsville Prison. Guess I ought to give the cracker runs the place now some credit, though. Only one hanging, the Soothe hanging, has happened in the twelve years he’s been Chief in Grovetown.”

“What happened to the recordings?” Leonard asked.

“No one knows,” Hanson said.

“How does Florida come into this?” I asked.

“I’m gettin’ to that,” Hanson said. “Florida, as you know, is an ambitious gal. She decided lawyering wasn’t enough. She wanted to go out and do some investigative work. Go to Grovetown, ask some questions, use her law credentials, maybe get some kind of article out of this, move herself into investigative journalism. I think she wants to be on television. She’s got the looks, the voice, the brains, and the personality, so it’s not a far-fetched kind of idea. She’s been sort of looking around for something to tie her to a bigger gig. A journalism career. Thought if she cowgirl’d this one, she could write her own ticket.”

“In other words,” I said. “Florida was looking for a rat to ride, and smelled one in Grovetown?”

“Yep,” Hanson said. “She went down there couple weeks ago. I told her not to, that it was dangerous. She didn’t listen, and that didn’t surprise me. We hadn’t been doing that good anyway. We were supposed to get married, but didn’t.”

“Kind of thought the date for that had come and passed,” I said.

“Figured you were marking your calendar,” Hanson said. “Thing is though, me and her had a fight. She thought I was being a male chauvinist jerk. If being worried about someone you care about, being realistic about what can happen to them is being a jerk, then I’m a jerk. Grovetown is a scary place for black folk to go hang around and try to pry into stuff, but she went anyway.”

“Florida doesn’t strike me as that brave,” I said. “Least not in that way. Considering my own experiences with her, I’d say she’s been cautious in the past.”

“She’s cautious till she wants something,” Hanson said.

“True,” I said. “Selfishness is one of her major traits.”

“She got to Grovetown,” Hanson said, “cooled some, called to say she was okay, and that things between me and her had reached a wall. She called again a few days later to say she was okay, and things were going good, but she didn’t give details, and she said she’d have someone come for her stuff when she gets back.”

“So you’re split up?” Leonard said. “Like me and Raul. It’s like a disease going around.”

“Guess that means you don’t get to keep the aerobic book and the one on making love to a man,” I said.

“Looks that way,” Hanson said. “I gotta tell you. I like that gal. Really. But I gotta tell you too, and this will sound like some horseshit since I’ve been fuckin’ her, but it was getting so our relationship was more like father and daughter, her being so much younger. Thinking so different and all.”

“I don’t think I like the sound of that father and daughter stuff,” Charlie said. “Not with you throwing the pork to her.”

“You know what I mean,” Hanson said. “I think I was gonna cut it off between us. I didn’t feel right. Maybe it’s not just because she’s so young, but because I still love my ex-wife, goddammit. You know, like that’s gonna go somewhere.”

This was a new wrinkle. I said, “So if you were developing a more father-daughter relationship than a romantic one, and she cut the romance off, why are you so moony? And why does your kitchen look like a tornado blew through it?”

“She spent the night with me morning before she left,” Hanson said. “We had an argument. It got out of hand. I grabbed her. I’m ashamed of that, but I did. But she got right up in my face, see, and it was just reflex. I grabbed her and hurt her arm a little. It wasn’t on purpose, guys, really. I’m no woman beater.”

“We’re all human,” I said. “Everybody fucks up now and then.”

“Really, I never hit a woman in my life, and I didn’t hit her, but I grabbed her. She could be so infuriating. She was standing in there with the refrigerator open, looking for something for breakfast, and that’s when the argument started and the door got left open. She pulled some celery out of there, hit me with it, and I grabbed her. When I realized what I’d done and let her go, she snatched up the frying pan and hit me on the shoulder with it and burned me, dropped it on the floor. I still got the egg on my pajamas. She left five minutes later and I haven’t changed a thing in there since.”

“Kind of a shrine, huh?” Leonard said.

“I keep telling him she’ll get over it,” Charlie said. “Hell, she called from Grovetown, didn’t she? She knows Marve just lost his cool, and she had something to do with it. They’re both to blame. A lesson was learned.”

“It’s not the getting back together that’s bothering me,” Hanson said. “I mean, not that way, you know. I’m just worried about her down there, and if I go check on her, that’s just more male chauvinist stuff, and there’s no reason she should report to me, and theoretically, she’s out of my life, but . . .”

“Why don’t you go there anyway?” Leonard said. “You could see she’s all right, and if you’re telling it straight, it’s not like the relationship is coming back together anyway. Or that you want it to. So what’s it matter she gets mad at this point?”

“I’d like to end this on a note of respect,” Hanson said. “Not like I’m spying on her.”

“And you think these two dimwits showing up down there ain’t gonna make her suspicious?” Charlie said. “Hell, she knows them. She knows Hap biblically.”

“Thanks, Charlie,” I said, “you certainly know how to defuse a tense or worrisome moment.”

“It’s different,” Hanson said. “She sees you two, you could say Charlie told you about her, and you thought you might go down and check on her. Old times’ sake.”

“Oh, now I told them about her,” Charlie said.

“Maybe you could act like you’d like to take her on a date, Hap. Something like that.”

“That sounds convincing,” Charlie said. “I can see why you been so tired all week. All the heavy thinking it took to come up with that, I’d be strained too.”

“Yeah, you’re right, Charlie,” Hanson said. “It won’t work. It was a major stupid idea. It’s like I been having a sack of shit for a head lately. Idea like that sucks big time.”

“I can feel a draft from it over here,” Charlie said.

“Yeah,” Hanson said. “Let’s have some eggnog, then, Hap, Leonard, we’ll take y’all back to the hoosegow.”

“Grovetown,” I said, “it’s a place I been wanting to visit. I’d just like to go by the house, get a change of clothes, maybe a paperback to go.”

“Unless, of course,” Leonard said, “you’d prefer we leave tonight. Right now.”
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It was after midnight, Christmas Day, when I took the wheel of Charlie’s car and drove him over to Leonard’s. Idea was, Leonard was going to get his car and follow me to Charlie’s place. I’d drop Charlie and his car off, then we’d leave in Leonard’s heap. Charlie was just too drunk to drive.

It had grown quite cold and it was a clear night. Kind of night I relished when I was a kid. My dad, who worked as a mechanic, or at the foundry from time to time, would go out in the yard with me and we’d throw a blanket over our shoulders and sit on the porch stoop and look at the stars. We were well out in the country then, and there were no streetlights, and with the house lights off the stars glowed in the black satin heavens like white dots of neon.

Dad was a heavy man and very tired and we didn’t play ball together or do any of the classic stuff fathers and sons are supposed to do. He put in twelve-hour days and did hard manual labor, so he wasn’t up for much ball chasing when he came home. But he did his best. He taught me about the woods when he had time, went to my school plays, made sure I had money for comic books, and found the time, now and then, when he should have been sleeping, to sit on the porch and point out the Big Dipper and the Little Dipper, and he had names for some of the other stars I’ve forgotten, but they weren’t the names you normally hear. They were names given the constellations by his father or grandfather, and they had known the stars as well as a seasoned truck driver knows a road map.

Dad told me stories while we looked at the stars. He had known Bonnie and Clyde. He had driven around Gladewater, Texas, with them one Fourth of July and tossed firecrackers out the windows of their automobile. At the time, he didn’t know they were being pursued by every law enforcement agency in Texas.

Late one night during the depths of the Great Depression, down by the railroad track where he was hoboing, he and his friends had met Pretty Boy Floyd. He had fought bareknuckle and wrestled at county fairs for money. He knew handed-down stories of Billy the Kid, Belle Starr, Sam Bass, and Jessie James, and when he was a child, he’d seen Frank James giving a talk in a Sears store on the ills of crime. He may have yarned a little, but I liked it all anyway.

Now, the stories I heard were off the late-night news. Rapes and serial murders and child molestations. Children with guns and no imagination and less ambition. It wasn’t a world my father would have understood. Last time I had seen him was a Christmas many years ago. He looked as if he’d just viewed the new world he was living in for the very first time and didn’t like it and didn’t want to stay. He was dead in two weeks. A heart attack and he was out of there.


*  *  *


When we got to Leonard’s, I knew he was hoping Raul hadn’t left, but Raul’s Ford station wagon was gone. There were a couple of cops there, watching the place. Leonard thanked them, shooed them off, and Charlie let him.

Leonard went inside while we sat in Charlie’s car with the engine running and the heater turned high. It was quite cozy. Charlie was pretty drunk, but when he spoke his words were clear, so I figured he still had a few brain cells left.

“Here’s y’all’s Christmas present,” Charlie said. “Some advice. Don’t do this thing for Hanson.”

“It beats jail,” I said.

“You ain’t goin’ to jail. You know that. Hanson ain’t gonna do shit. He’ll get Leonard out of this. He knows the Chief knows he knows about the crack house. Chief knows Hanson is gonna nail him one day, somehow, if he don’t get rid of him first. They’re just playing some kind of cat-and-mouse shit. Chief fires him, Hanson can make a big enough stink all the fumigators in LaBorde couldn’t get rid of it. Chief knows he’s got to get rid of Hanson, but he hasn’t figured how. Gives him every shit job there is, hoping he’ll get killed. But Hanson, he takes a lickin’ and keeps on tickin’. So, what I’m saying is, Hanson decides to get Leonard off, he’ll get him off. He knows enough about where the bodies are buried to handle that.”

Charlie turned to look at what was left of the house next door. A charred frame, a pile of gray ash, and a few wisps of smoke. “You know,” Charlie said, “that is Leonard’s best job yet.”

“He likes his work. And Charlie, thanks for the advice, but odd as this sounds, Hanson’s kind of a friend. Considering Florida and I once had this thing going, I think he’s pretty much in need or he wouldn’t ask me to get involved.”

“All right,” Charlie said, cracking the passenger window and getting out a cigarette. “I give you that.” He pushed in the car lighter. “But this is his problem. Not yours. He feels there’s something really wrong, he ought to take care of it himself. He ought not send citizens down there to do his dirty work.”

“I think he’s just a little concerned is all and doesn’t feel it’s a legal matter.”

“Grovetown is a shithole, Hap. You ought not go down there with Leonard. They don’t like black folks unless they’re swabbing out a toilet or sweeping a floor. That’s the main reason Hanson didn’t want Florida going down there. He thought it was dumb some little black gal like her going down to Honkyland. He told her so. She thought it was some kind of male chauvinist bullshit. He was just talking good sense. There’s people down there don’t believe civil rights is a real law. They still think everyone ought to own ’em a nigger. Let me tell you something. I spent a week in that armpit on account of my sister’s husband, Arnold—may he grow like an onion with his head in the ground. He left her. He was working the lumber mill there, had this thing going with a secretary, decided one day this chippie’s pussy was all he wanted to smell, so he and her got out of Grovetown and left Sis sittin’ on her ass with two kids, both of ’em in diapers. I had to go over there and get her. There were arrangements to be made. Old bills. Some things to sell. Usual shit. I sent her home and stayed to do the stuff she wasn’t emotionally fit to do. I went into that town three, four times a week, and I tell you, man, it’s like a time warp. Hardly any blacks come into town if they haven’t got some kind of business—like buying groceries. Getting gas. Necessary stuff. And they see a white man coming they step off the sidewalk and assume a Rastus position. All teeth and bent heads. It’s what’s expected of them. It’s what they know. They don’t do that, Klan over there—or rather some offshoot of it, calls itself the Supreme Knights of the Caucasian Order, or some ridiculous handle like that—decides some black is uppity, they’ll come down on ’em. Blacks in Grovetown are outflanked. Whites have all the power there. All the power.”

“Lot of blacks would argue it’s that way everywhere.”

“And they’d be wrong. Everywhere ain’t like Grovetown. They go to Grovetown, they’re gonna find out things are a lot better elsewhere than they think. They’re gonna find what it’s like to be back in the sixties, before that Civil Rights Act. They’re gonna realize things aren’t near as bad as they’ve been. Except in Grovetown. Late as four, five years ago, a black woman was tarred and feathered by some of those Klan ass wipes. She was raped too, ten, fifteen times. Guys did that are the kind of creeps would stand up and tell you how whites and blacks ought not to be together, and whites and blacks shouldn’t date, but they don’t mind stealing some black pussy from some poor woman, tarring and feathering her. Hot tar, Hap. That shit is intense. That’s not something anyone wants on them. She damn near died ’cause most of her pores were closed up. And then there was one other little touch. They sewed up her snatch. Sewed it up with a leather-craft needle and baling wire.”

“Good God. What the hell did she do to get them down on her?”

“You’ll like this. They didn’t like the way she dressed. She was some young gal, nineteen, twenty at the oldest. Grew up in Grovetown, went off to the university here, went back to Grovetown for spring break, forgot how to play the game. Maybe thought times had changed. Year or two to someone that young is an eternity. Maybe she took an Afro-American course and bought a dashiki. Thought ’cause of that the whole world changed. She developed some pride, like anyone ought to. But then she went home and got that knocked out of her. Word was—and this was based on a couple of unsigned, unaddressed letters the editors of the university paper got from Grovetown—this all happened because this Klan offshoot thought she wore, as they put it, ‘provocative clothing of an indecent nature,’ and that the university wasn’t for ‘colored,’ and such things as education were wasted on them. It was signed the Grand Exalted Cyclops of the Supreme Knights of the Caucasian Assholes, or whatever the fuck they are.”

“They certainly sound like a progressive bunch.”

“The letter denied she’d been raped, said if anything she’d been cavorting with her ‘colored friends’ before she was tarred and feathered, and then there was some bullshit about women in general and how they ought to stay home and raise kids and not venture into the world of men, and so forth, and that she had gotten sewn up to suggest, symbolically, that the world didn’t need any more black babies.”

“Sometimes you got to wonder if we’re all part of the same human race.”

“We aren’t. Those motherfuckers are evil aliens. Got to be. Way I figure, one of those crackers came on to that gal, figured he had him a little nigger sweetie just couldn’t wait to give a big white man some pussy, and when she turned him down, it pissed him off. He and some of the boys got together, caught her off some place, and he got what he wanted. And so did his friends. Used the Assholes of the Caucasian Knights as a blind. It’s just plain old rape and brutality, justified with bullshit rhetoric.”

“Anyone ever arrested for that?”

The cigarette lighter had popped out long ago and cooled. Charlie pushed it back in. “Nope. No one over in Grovetown seemed to know anyone in any kind of Klan-like organization. No one had seen a thing. They got away with rape and brutality. No telling what it done to that young woman. Not just physically, but emotionally.”

“Do you know any nicer bedtime stories than this one, Charlie?”

 

 

 

“Nope. All I know is them kind. It’s all I see. It’s all I hear about. Don’t go, Hap. It ain’t for you.”

“I guess Hanson figures we can take care of ourselves.”

“Hell, yeah. He knows you can. You guys are dumb asses, but ain’t no one ever said you were cowards. Hell, man, Leonard, that motherfucker would wade through the fires of hell with a hand bucket half full of creek water if he thought he was doing the right thing. And you, well, I ain’t got you all figured out yet. But no one’s so tough they can beat a town. You go over there and fuck around, don’t come whining to me someone tars and feathers your ass and sews your dick to your leg. Or worse . . . Damn, I’m sick. My wife is gonna kill me I come in like this.”

The lighter popped out and Charlie lit his cigarette. He turned and blew smoke through the crack in the window. He replaced the lighter and leaned back in the seat, held the cigarette tight between his knuckles.

After a moment he said, “I’m just telling you that you ought not do this thing. Hanson doesn’t want to do it because he’s a cop. Not his jurisdiction. And him being black, it’ll look like he’s stirring trouble with all this stuff going on down there about that guy hanging himself. Then you got the bit about he don’t want Florida to know he’s sniffing her ass. Add it up, it comes out two plus two equals shit.”

“I appreciate your concern.”

“You feel you just got to do it, leave Leonard here. Not only is he black, in case you haven’t noticed, but he’s got a smart mouth, same as you. He can’t stand to let anyone think they’re putting one over on him. Guys in Grovetown, they can’t stand a smartass black guy. And it’s not like Leonard is quiet about being queer, neither. He ain’t bashful, you know what I mean?”

“I know what you mean.”

“Man, you think a black guy will work their bowels, you add queer to that, toss in you and him together doing your stooge act, it’s like throwing gasoline on a fire.”

“Leonard wouldn’t let me go by myself, even if I wanted him to. Not since Hanson asked him to go.”

“That’s where Hanson fucked up,” Charlie said. “He ain’t thought a clear thought in damn near two weeks. He’s really messed up. A week from now. A month. He’d know better’n to ask something stupid like that of either of you.”

“Leonard told Hanson he’d go. Leonard says he’ll do something, he’ll do it, Charlie. You know that.”

Charlie sighed. “I’m too drunk to argue. Let me just sum up here, Hap. You and the Smartest Nigger in the World go to Grovetown, it’s askin’ for trouble. But if you’re goin’—”

He eased his ass up, got his wallet out, unlimbered it, and gave me two hundred and fifty dollars. “You’ll need this.”

“I don’t want to take it, Charlie, but I got to.”

“I know.”

I put the money in my wallet, said, “I been sitting here wondering how I was going to afford this little trip. I hate to keep sucking off Leonard, and it’s not like he’s rich either. He sunk a lot of his inheritance into this house. Fixing it up.”

“Well, that ain’t really enough money. You’re gonna have to dip into Leonard’s jack, but as for that two hundred and fifty, don’t worry about it.”

“That’s good of you, Charlie.”

“Naw it ain’t. Ain’t my money. Hanson gave that to me to give to you before we left his place.”


*  *  *


I dropped Charlie and his car off at his house and Leonard followed. We wished Charlie a Merry Christmas when he got through puking off the side of his porch, then I drove Leonard’s car back to his house while Leonard sat on the passenger side, looked out the window and brooded.

“Was Raul’s stuff gone?” I asked.

 

“Yeah. There was one box of his things in there, packed with an address label on it. Had a note asking me to mail it to him at his parents’. Said he’d pay me back. My Christmas present for him was on top of the box. Unopened.”

“This your first spat?”

“We had one every goddamn day, but I guess this is the worst. We were fighting right before I burned those assholes’ house down. I don’t even remember what me and him were arguing about. I think that’s why I beat those fucks up and burned their place down. I mean, you know, I don’t like ’em, and that’s the biggest reason, but shit, these days, I get worked up, I burn whatever house is there down. It lets off some tension.”

“What are you gonna do until they get a new house put up?”

“I don’t know. Squeeze a rubber ball. Jerk off.”

“And what if the house gets put in there isn’t a crack house next time, but some old lady who just wants to putter around her flower garden?”

“I guess I could go over there nights and pull up her roses.”

“I can see you’ve thought this through with options.”

Leonard tapped his temple with a finger. “Thinking all the time.” He sat for a moment, said: “That goddamn Raul. I kinda thought I was ready for him to go, but you know, I miss him.”

“Raul seemed okay to me, but it’s not like I been around him much. Maybe him going away isn’t so bad.”

“That some kind of comment?”

“I haven’t seen much of you lately either, Leonard. It’s not like I know anything about y’all’s relationship. See, I sort of thought you and me being like brothers, I’d get the inside scoop on things.”

“Hey, you got to remember, I ain’t had no loving in ages. You forget how you get when you have a woman. All you want to do is fuck.”

“I guess that’s normal at the beginning of any relationship. I just thought maybe you’d have brought him around. You and me, compadre, we’re family. Besides, you can only screw so much, after a while, you got to maybe read a book, talk to friends.”

“You got enough problems in your life doing crap work for a living, being mostly worthless without ambition, and being friends with me. Figured you didn’t need me and my lover dropping by.”

“You think it’s like I got neighbors? And if I did, think they’d know just by looking at you? And if they did, think I’d give a fuck?”

“That’s not what I mean, and you know it.”

“What do you mean?”

“No matter how close we are, I think the whole thing jacks you around. You know, me fuckin’ a guy.”

“It’s different is all. I’m not used to it. I see two guys hugging up, one of them my friend, guy I think of in a traditional way most of the time, well, I won’t lie to you, it makes me uncomfortable. Not sick to my stomach or nothing, just uncomfortable. I don’t visualize what you guys are doing in the privacy of your own home, not only because it’s private, but shit, Leonard, I don’t like to think about it. I know there isn’t anything wrong with it. But I was taught one way all my life, that homos were perverts. I know now a pervert comes in hetero or homo, same as good people, but it still turns my crank backwards a little to know y’all got the same equipment to play with and you’re willing to do it with each other.”

“How do you think it makes me feel, see you kissin’ on some old gal? That ain’t natural to me, Hap. It don’t matter what’s supposed to be natural, my biology tells me one thing, yours tells you another.”

“All right. Let’s drop that. It’s not like we’re really in disagreement.”

“You know what, Hap?”

“What?”

“I really thought this one was more than just sex. I thought me and Raul had a relationship. I thought me and him were gonna grow old together and come over to your place now and then for fried chicken and maybe borrow money, you ever got any. I really did mean to bring him around. Really. I just wanted to get stabilized. And, of course, I have. I’m by myself again.”

“He could come back.”

“I doubt it. I think I saw it coming for the last two weeks. We were just too different. I was confusing sex for loving ’cause I hadn’t had either in so goddamn long. You know what? He liked Gilligan’s Island. He wouldn’t miss that fucker. Had books on that shit. Photos of the stars. Has a stack of videotapes full of Gilligan’s Island. He thought Bob Denver was a good actor, and I think he had this thing for the Professor. Raul’s big goal in life was to get a copy of the reunion episode.”


OEBPS/p20003dd4gv001.jpg
The
Two—Bear
Mambo

JOER.
LANSDALE

=t
[

GRAND CENTRAL
s






OEBPS/images/9780759524095.jpg
THE TWO-BEAR
MAMBO

Joe R. Lansdale

Hachette Book Group usa

m





OEBPS/p20003dd4g1001.jpg





