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Stovall, Texas, 1973


1.


Because Earl’s clothes were line-dried, they smelled of sun, grass, earth. But the girls on the bus said he smelled like creek mud. The girls were even meaner in the winter when he wore parkas donated by the Kiwanis Club coats-for-kids drive, easily recognized by the fake fur collars, which reeked of the kerosene used to heat their house.


At home, his family treated him like a second cousin much removed. “Oh, look, Earl,” they’d say after he’d been sitting quietly in a room for a half hour. He was seventeen and did not mind being unseen, but he knew he was creek mud to them, too. And so he refused their offer of a snack of celery filled with peanut butter and dotted with raisins, because, seriously? Ants on a log?


Into the smoke from neighbors burning their trash in rusty barrels slipped Earl, on the lookout for someone to whom he might define himself. But he always ended up in the woods, listening to the transistor radio his father had given him, or reading aloud from the biography of Lead Belly he carried with him always.


His people were proud Louisianans who’d moved, for reasons unknown to Earl, across the border to Stovall, Texas. His father was vaguely around. His mother talked all the time to her sisters in Bossier City, installing a twenty-foot cord on the telephone so she could sit outside on the front stoop and smoke and ask her sisters about the fates of various men she might have married instead.


Prison, preacherman, gay, career military, Port Arthur were the answers Earl imagined coming across the line. “Shoo now, Earl,” said his mother when she caught him snooping.


Earl had two brothers, two years older: Cary and Larry, identical twins. They were sly and slow-eyed. When they were young, all three boys wore striped T-shirts and crew cuts. Therein ended the likeness. Now, his brothers rode their banana bikes cock-legged, hips jutting as they looped surly circles down the street, talking sideways to each other in a language both unique and precociously foul. They spent most of their time heckling Cedric Drawhorn, who had been beat in the head with a tommy gun during the Korean War and thereafter walked the streets shooing imaginary swarms of gnats from his head.


Earl liked to believe his family were not bad people. Nobody ever beat him with a garden hose. His brothers were technically juvenile delinquents—they put out the eye of a neighborhood boy with a slingshot and dropped bricks from overpasses onto only Winnebagos—but aspects of their choices could be intriguing. They wore cutoff blue jeans year-round. They sheared off the pant legs in a zigzagged pattern that impressed Earl, even as he struggled to understand it.


His father, when he worked, laid pipe or worked in the oilfields. He claimed to be Acadian but his mother said he was out of Lawton, Oklahoma. She once told Earl that their last name was “assumed,” adding that this didn’t bother her because Boudreaux sounded better than Miller, which she’d spent her first seventeen years hating. Wherever his father was from, his brothers and cousins soon arrived in Stovall and a compound of trailers and vehicles sanded down to primer or missing bumpers or outright wrecked beyond repair sprung up in the piney woods on the outskirts of town. Earl’s father once took him on a walk through the woods to a pond, where he taught him the words to “I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry.” Even when his father disappeared for weeks, Earl had his transistor radio, on which his father claimed to have listened to stations out of Fort Wayne, Indiana, and Matamoros, Mexico, when he was a boy in his bed at night. Was there anything in the world more romantic than listening to radio stations from other countries illicitly after lights-out?


Yes there sure was, and Earl came one day to hear it on some old forty-five of his father’s. Earl couldn’t even remember who was singing or about what. He just remembered lying on the floor watching the warped vinyl hiccup and here came an ample solo of what he would learn was pure pedal steel. Earl felt draped by a blanket and shocked by a cattle prod. The pedal steel both softened and sharpened. Say you were a river. Say there was no wind. Still river equaled words set to music written out flat on a page. Now add pedal steel. Wing it in on a westerly breeze. Hear the plaintive shiver of leaves through trees lining the bank.


Pedal steel could turn a song into what, Earl didn’t know, your heart struggling to stay in rhythm and burst out of you at the same time? Trying to define it made Earl feel foolish and that is how he knew it was true. He would die trying and that is how he knew it was true.


Earl walked the outskirts of town, past tire shops that sold only retreads, stores that claimed to repair sewing machines. The air smelled of bacon grease, gasoline, and pine resin. Paths snaked off into the piney woods, beer cans and castaway underpants lining the trail instead of the breadcrumbs of phony fables.


On his walks he often ran into street lurkers: Moonwalk, Sleepy T., Burnt Cheese.


“Hey, ho, Earl, what’s the good word?”


“The blue light was my baby, the red light was my mind,” said Earl, a line he’d heard his father sing while shaving.


Often he would see these same men later in his backyard on nights his daddy was in town. They gathered there to listen to music by their shed, its wormy chestnut walls painted by the day’s last slant of yellow. They favored what Earl dubbed the negative adjectival: if a man did not have a light, he was one no-pack-of-matches-having sapsucker. Earl liked to listen to them argue over what was worse. He never heard them argue about what was better. On into the night they would argue, while the world turned black and white and branches in shadow clawed at the walls of the shed, though only Earl seemed to notice.


Was he put on earth to notice? He saw a Band-Aid stuck to the bottom of a swimming pool. Once he’d seen it, he couldn’t not. He saw it in the sky while floating on his back, watching grackles chase each other from the limbs of a live oak to the top of a telephone pole. Between the live oak and the telephone pole, a Band-Aid the size of a jumbo jet, wavy in the manner of items on the bottoms of pools. He saw a grocery cart come not to rest at the bottom of a roadside culvert and its eternal restlessness did not unnerve him. It was no blight, unlike the music played on the radio, 97 percent garbage food from a chain store. Nor did the lone shoe in the median bring on a bout of melancholy. Most would consign to this sight only loss; Earl saw independence, freedom, escape.


On his walks he collected scraps of sun-dyed paper dancing leaflike across lawns. Grocery lists; receipts from the gas station; on a lucky day, love notes. All he had to do was bend to pluck the paper and sometimes scrape dried mud to read the words. Sometimes the paper was stiff from having been soaked by what Earl believed to be tears. Here came the sun to dry off and preserve the better part of it, send it on to Earl. Baby why you do me like you do me? Darling are you really only fifteen? Meet me at the fiddler’s convention outside Alexandria. As he read them he heard his aunts recounting the fates of his mother’s might-have-marrieds.


Other people’s messages: on index cards filed in a plastic box, he wrote them down, along with other phrases, some he’d found in books he checked out from the Stovall library and some he overheard on his walks. As for other people themselves, well: he welcomed their company, but he preferred to talk to himself.


“I am the light of this world,” he told himself, because he had heard it said in a song. “I am good at stripes. I can recognize the four basic face shapes, I can hum the minor-key melodies that accompany movie credits playing in my head.”


“Well, let me ask you this, Earl,” replied a voice celestial but garbled by a passing logging truck. “Can you be not good at No and not terribly good at Yes?”


“But of course you can if you want to please everybody by going along for the ride. Just pat your pockets for your forgotten wallet when the car rolls up to the gas pump.”



2.


Days after they met, Tina would say to Earl: “I always think of when in school we studied various origin stories. From many cultures worldwide. I don’t know what month it was but maybe November because there was rain and leaves falling out of the sky, and I was somehow able to stare outside at the wet leaves sticking to the sidewalk waiting to be carried away on the bottom of somebody’s shoe and listen to how a certain Native American tribe believed an eagle dropped the first two of them—their Adam and Eve—into this sacred valley. The valley was in the desert, but it was also blue or maybe turquoise with some streaks of silver. I was really into it until this girl Sharon raised her hand and said, ‘How’s that different from the whole stork thing?’ And the teacher said, ‘What stork thing?’ And Sharon said her mother told her that a stork delivered her and her brother and sister and the teacher said, ‘That’s not really an origin story as much as it is a euphemism.’ And then Sharon’s mouth fell open in a slack ‘Say what?’ position that was pretty much its normal position and the teacher took pity on her and said—instead of, ‘Your mother does not think you are mature enough to know how to get down’—‘Does your mother believe our civilization arose out of stork deliveries?’ By civilization she meant the white people of Texas because she was a racist bitch, her idea of created equal was to let a Black or brown kid beat the erasers clean on a tree once a semester, and Sharon said, ‘Um, yeah, she does?’”


Earl and Tina were in the woods not far from where they had first come upon each other. Deep silence alternated with the gunshots of offseason poachers and the buzzing of illegal sawmills. Tina did not need to spell out what all this had to do with Earl. Earl knew she would not mind switching out their origin story.


But Earl treasured the way they found each other because it was so normal as to be unbelievable. One day Earl was sitting on a log in the woods reading Lead Belly: His Life and Times when Tina appeared.


She was freckly and appeared tall, though it was true Earl was sitting low on a log. Her hair might have made it to her shoulders had it not twisted away in curlicues that made Earl think of ribbon and also smoke. She was bony. He thought of a line from his other favorite book, Satchmo, the authorized biography of Louis Armstrong, wherein Satchmo described a slender woman as being “raggedy as a bowl of cole slaw.” And yet Tina glowed with a rare pale energy.


“Read me some of that book,” she said by way of greeting.


Earl read from the section where Lead Belly was freed from prison due to his astonishing musical ability. When he was done, Tina said, “I know this guy from Brazil. Soccer player, only he calls it football.”


Earl did not see why, if a famous folklorist discovering raw genius in the cotton fields of Angola evoked a memory of a Brazilian soccer player, he ought not to be able to skip the interminably awkward chitchat he knew was up next and go straight not just to necking but love. He was planning his move when Tina started telling him about going to see Leon Russell in Houston.


“There were so many thousands gathered, of all walks of life, singing ‘Delta Lady.’ I guess you could say it was really something.”


She sang into the silence of the woods, between gunshots and chainsaws, “‘Please don’t ask how many times I found you / standing wet and naked in the garden.’”


Earl said he would never ask such a question. He did ask her, in an attempt at chitchat, or rather a land speed record at getting such chitchat out of the way, what scared her.


“School nurses. Cuckoo clocks.”


Not the most original primal fears but at least not cave crickets or spelunking. She sat down beside him on the log and told him to keep on reading and he did, but the words were delivered as if by stork, for he was discovering what he would always love about Tina: he could be with her and also elsewhere. For instance: in a sunken field he once passed on the way down to the gulf. Late winter and cloudy. Standing water in the furrows of roadside fields. A tractor disking black earth, a string of gulls in tow. All Tina had to do was be Tina for Earl to remember a booth he favored in a diner at the edge of town. Duct tape covered a rip in the Naugahyde. The seat cushion was so worn, the springs so long shot, that the space between it and the back of the booth nipped sweetly at Earl’s buttocks.


Earl shared with Tina his love of pedal steel. Tina said she favored a Hammond organ. Why, he asked, and she was ready with the answer: Because I like to roller skate backwards.


Only later did Earl learn she was from Navasota. Her father had sent her to live with his sister in Stovall after her mother got committed to the state hospital in Austin. That was all he knew about her for the longest time. Talk fell off when they went to kissing. Earl thought, while kissing Tina, of pressure washers powered by air compressors. And he thought of snowflakes, and sought a compromise, with his lips, between the two.


Turtles sunned themselves on shore. Their indifference to budding love was annoying and noteworthy.


Earl took Tina night swimming. Her skin felt like velvet, but in an oil slick.


“What do you see yourself doing in five years?” Tina asked Earl as he held her in the dark water.


The question put Earl in the mind of mathematics, of outer space. Yet he had some idea of where he would not be at age twenty-two. When he was still in grade school he had decided that, much as he loved the country, and maybe because he loved the country, the country was no good for him. If you tended toward melancholy, the country—its cornfields raspy in the autumn wind, and its line of woods in the distance beyond the fields, the shadowy mouths of those woods as bloodred as the mouths of love singers he had watched on television, contorting with microphones, their love wracking their bodies with seizures, wacko love about to strike them dead on stage—the country whispered secrets. According to the country, love was dark and wet and deceitful.


“You first,” he said, thinking of the far future, the last of his days, which he would spend in some city high-rise reserved for elderly swimmers, with a view of water and of afternoon storms rolling in from the west and lights blinking on at dusk.


“My friend Alicia goes out with one of the roadies from ZZ Top,” said Tina. She said she was going to go to Houston and get her GED and live in an apartment with Alicia, who didn’t have to work because the roadie floated her from his roadie money plus what he made selling pot to high school students, which is how he met Alicia.


“I guess I’ll get work at a water park,” said Tina, but Earl hardly heard her because he had a vision of the future. A ferry crossed a river. It docked at an abandoned shipyard. Tugboats rusted at a tilt, as if listing in surf, in waist-high sea oat. Only Earl knew how to get there, by back road.


“You can come with us,” Tina was saying. “Alicia goes on the road with the band sometimes.”


In the future Earl would have no body at all. He would hear the voice of his beloved everywhere—in sirens, the cries of seagulls circling the abandoned shipyard—and he would be without vertebra or even cartilage. He would be a note slurred by a trumpet muted with a balled-up pair of tube socks. But who was this beloved?


“My father told me Tres Hombres was recorded just up the road in Tyler,” said Earl.


“I think not,” said Tina.


“Maybe not, then,” said Earl, though he was pretty sure his father would not lie about ZZ Top. He might lie if he had another family in Arkansas, but not about Tres Hombres.


“I’m glad I’m not scared of things I can’t see in the water in the night,” said Tina.


She pushed herself out of his embrace and swam away from him. She wanted him to follow and he did, underwater, his arms extended, pretending to be a school nurse holding a cuckoo clock.


Tina needed to get home to her aunt. Her aunt was respectable and Methodist and probably lesbian according to Tina.


“At the very least a thirty-eight-year-old virgin,” Tina said. They had dried off and were lying in the sun on a bedspread by the water. “My life would open up in astounding ways if only she would take a secret lover. I don’t care male or female, just so long as she had something to do besides me.”


“Why does the lover need to be a secret?” Earl asked.


“She couldn’t just up and start dating at her ancient age. He would have to be married or a she.”


“My mother can’t stand her,” said Tina. “She never cared for any of my father’s people. My mother is from Houston and she eloped with my father against the wishes of her family. Now where are they? He’s gone and locked my mother up in the bin.”


“Maybe we can go see her,” said Earl.


“Oh really, Earl, can we?” Tina said, scooting close. She spoke in the theatrical manner of an actress in a grainy movie from the forties you could only see on a television when you were home sick from school and there was a lull in game shows. Though his mother loved these movies. The women in them all wore boxy-shouldered dresses and wavy hair and they made his mother cry when they said things at once desperate and vulnerable.


“Oh can we please?” Tina was saying. “Would you do that, would you do that for me?”


“I can borrow a car from a cousin. I have about twenty-three, give or take. Between them they have enough vehicles to put the Stovall Christmas parade to shame.”


The first time Earl brought Tina around to the shed where the lurkers sat passing bottles and joints, Burnt Cheese said, “Hold up now, there goes our boy Earl, stepping out and stepping up!”


There had followed elaborate introductions from each, ranging from Hey Little Mama I am pleased to acquaint myself to yourself, they call me Sleepy T but you can call my hotline anytime to Earl is our special one and only pearl so go easy now Tiger Lily, treat him royal, etc.


To escape the scrutiny (which Tina did not seem to mind) Earl led her away from the shed and into the house, down the back hallway, where he pulled down the folding stairs to the attic. He wanted her to see his safest place: his treasured eaves. Because the attic darkened at its sloped edges and those edges in their endless shadow suggested to Earl not only the world beyond his world but the very curve of the earth, he had spent hours here, having strange thoughts: that he would spend his last days in a city high-rise watching the plumes of passing airplanes imitate clouds; that, should he live where it snowed and it snowed, he wanted only to think, well, it’s snowing, just that, without wondering or caring whether it was a good thing or not, snow.


“Are there any dressmaker’s dummies up here?” Tina asked. “In movies, old attics like these are full of dressmaker’s dummies. Oh man I forgot to tell you Alicia told me about going to this ranch with her roadie boyfriend, some filthy rich guy who hired the band to play his private pool party for like thousands and they all got high and rich dude took them all up to the top floor of this barn where you’re supposed to store hay bales and it was filled with piñatas hanging from the rafters and the piñatas were filled with pills.”


“No way,” said Earl, staring at the hypotenuse extending into infinity. He used to come here hunting silence. If it was not to be found—if his mother was outside yelling into the phone at one of her sisters so loudly it was coming through the vents for the attic fan, if his brothers were downstairs bragging, if the noise of the record player terrorized his quiet—if phone ring, if floorboard creak, if bird song—he waited. And when silence came, it was a showering of cotton balls come to bury him. He lay himself down to sleep in it.


But now he wanted Tina to see what he saw in the sloping shadows.


“It’s hot up here,” said Tina.


Earl pointed to the corners, and explained, as best he could, his mysterious eaves.


Tina put her fingers in his belt loops and pulled him to her.


“Are we about to slow dance?” said Earl.


“Better,” said Tina, and she kissed his neck and said, “You see everything, don’t you, Earl. That is why I can’t stand it when you go away. I just sit around and look out a window and think, what would Earl see that I don’t? And how does he see all that when’s he not even high?”


Sometimes they did get high on the dirt weed his brothers hid, badly, beneath a brickbat out by the shed. He watched them hide it, from the woods one day. His crazy-mean brothers: they would kill him if they saw him spying from the woods when they stashed the baggies they carried in their underwear, certain that no cop would pat down their crotch. He was careful to pinch only enough to roll a scrawny joint. Earl could only feel it if he put his head under some pond water and breathed bubbles, but Tina got all glassy-eyed and laughed into hiccups at a twig tangled up in Earl’s hair. Either she wanted to be high so bad the very ritual of it got her off, or the grass worked on parts of her that Earl did not have.


He fell hard in love with those parts. They were inexhaustible and Earl believed they would always be, for his love was high hope as much as lie down and die. Sometimes, though, he felt more of the latter when she was over at her aunt’s looking out the window trying to see what he might see.


One day after he’d brought Tina home several times, his mother found him sitting under a tree with Lead Belly: His Life and Times.


“So where did y’all meet?”


“In the pines,” said Earl.


His mother sighed her once-I-had-aspirations sigh. “I guess that’s just what happens when forced to raise children in the wild,” she said.


“Where did you meet dad?”


“He’s just always been there.”


“You knew him when you were little?”


“We were little when we got together if little means how old y’all are now which by the way that is exactly what little means.”


“She’s eighteen.”


“I like her hair,” said Earl’s mother. “What she’s up to with it and all.”


“She doesn’t believe in those blow dryers. Something about carcinogenic.”


“She seems a little odd? Baby, I know I can say that to you. I know you won’t hate me for it like your brothers would if I were to say something about the trash they string around with, which why bother? I like her, Earl, but have you noticed that when she speaks it’s like she’s all of a sudden been given the lead in some musical? Except she can’t sing?”


Earl said no, but he meant, well, yes. Or he meant, actually, she can sing, just off key and a little too loud.


His mother said, “I wouldn’t know her people because I am not from this godforsaken town but who is she?”


“She’s from Navasota. She came here to stay with her aunt.”


“Her parents sent her off? What did she do?”


“She didn’t do anything. Her mother is in the hospital.”


“Oh dear. Poor girl. I take it all back. Except about the hair.”


“The hospital is in Austin. I want to take Tina to see her.”


“That’s nice. Your father seems to like to go to Austin instead of to the oilfields where he is meant to go. I have no idea what he does there and I don’t think I care anymore.”


“Are you going to leave him?”


“Oh, Earl,” his mother said. “Put down your book for once.”


Earl held Lead Belly: His Life and Times tightly to his chest. It was open to a favorite passage, and he did not want to lose his place.


“Listen,” his mother said.


But she didn’t say anything. They sat listening. At first to nothing, and then to trees falling in forests. The thrum of traffic on Interstate 20, an hour north. The faint drumbeat of marching band practice in a Dallas suburb, the squawk of badly played horns ricocheting off buildings and cars.


The silence became symphonic. What they heard together was everything in the world, beyond the terrifying thump of blood in their hearts.


“Did you hear?”


“Yes.”


“Just remember, Earl.”



3.


You did not need a license to drive in the black-mouthed country so long as you observed the etiquette of Texas back roads: pull to the shoulder when a vehicle comes up on you traveling at a higher rate of speed. Do the same for an ambulance. Always stick up an index finger in greeting to all pickups and never fail to keep to the right of a passing lane unless passing.


So long as your feet could reach the pedals and you could steer enough to keep it between the ditches, Johnny Law would not waste time on your no-driver’s-license-possessing self, at least in the country. But what about the city? Earl had never even been to one, and he’d certainly never driven in one.


For all he knew there was a gate around Austin. High fence topped with barbed wire, or at least the low enclosures of the ranchettes they passed as they cut down Texas 31 toward Corsicana. The ranchettes were humble but proud, each marked by its own ornate wrought iron gate framing the rutted two-track that led off into pasture or piney woods. When houses and outbuildings were visible, they were studded with rusty tin Lone Stars the size of wagon wheels. The Texas flag adorned entire sides of every other barn they passed.


They had packed sandwiches, which they ate an hour outside of town at a roadside picnic area by the Trinity River. Earl wanted to strip down and fling himself into the water, which was black and still and, being liquid, inherently dangerous and sexy, but Tina had not stopped talking since Earl picked her up in the Galaxie 500 he borrowed from his cousin Leif (not his real name, stolen from a teen idol who stole it from a Viking) and was talking about some Western she’d seen. Maybe it was two Westerns? Earl came up from the bottom of the river to hear Tina recounting the plot of They Call Me Trinity, but when he submerged himself and popped up again, she was on to Trinity Is Still My Name.


Neither seemed her type of movie. Certainly they weren’t his. Earl favored movies featuring the blind. The Miracle Worker, A Patch of Blue. When he was in the first grade his father had loaded them all up in a station wagon and taken them to the drive-in to see a double feature of Help! and A Hard Day’s Night. Even then he knew that he preferred the Stones to the Beatles, though he’d yet to hear the Stones. He just knew things he’d never heard or seen and when he saw them, heard them? Let’s say they existed only for him to encounter them and when he did—when he heard for the first time “Ruby Tuesday” or saw in a library book a reproduction of Christina’s World, he was all like, Well, yeah.


Tina talked on, free-associating about Westerns that shared a name with the river Earl floated down in his mind. The river emptied into the gulf where Earl got a job on an oil derrick cooking for roustabouts too dissolute to make it in the oil fields, or anywhere on dry land. Barbarous souls, pirates essentially, who used their shifts at sea to dry out, though they were always popping White Crosses or Black Beauties so that they might stay up all night to see the sun rise from the ocean where they were convinced it slept.


The question in Earl’s head at the moment, however, aside from how to drive in Austin proper, was: Was Tina the sort of person whom one might call complicated? She ate everything you put in front of her and remained mostly bone. Was this the result of the famously revved-up teenage metabolism or some deep and hopefully conflicting desires raging in her soul, requiring 24/7 fueling? Earl was slow to eat his sandwich, so preoccupied was he by the river, and when he looked down he saw that she’d eaten half of it, plus a can of Pringles and some grapes. Also it was barely nine in the morning and they’d already stopped for lunch.


Of course she was nervous about seeing her mother, who was locked up in the Texas state asylum. Your daddy’s rich and your mother’s good looking but crazy. Hush little baby, don’t you cry.


Back on the highway, Tina was talking about donut holes, which she saw as a symbol of greed and also stupidity because the whole point of a donut as opposed to a kolach was that it had a hole in the middle, as did, she said, most adults—especially her aunt, which she could easily fill with a secret lover—but back to donuts, it made no sense at all to sell the holes cut from donuts as it rendered the concept . . .


Earl had to quit listening and pay attention to his driving since he was without a license. The speed limit was seventy until you came to one of the hamlets that appeared every five to ten miles. Earl was especially careful not to speed in these backwaters because Moonwalk had told him that all these busted, no-revenue-earning towns could only fund their Fourth of July fireworks show if they pulled people over for going a mile over the limit. Earl mostly coasted, which was difficult in East Texas. You could only coast for a few yards before pumping the gas.


“You are a very staccato driver,” Tina said, which made Earl beam, as it seemed proof of her complexity.


“Why don’t you have your license?” Earl asked Tina once, and she blamed it on her aunt, which Earl could have predicted. She blamed everything on her aunt, her father being rich and her mother good looking but maybe insane, which was somehow also her aunt’s fault.


Earl saw a sign for Navasota. He thought to point it out, but he was at that moment in a helicopter above the brownish Gulf of Mexico, which is how he got to work at his job in the galley of the oil rig.


The radio played forgotten songs.


“See can you find any Roy Orbison,” said Tina.


“You like Roy Orbison?” He’d only heard her talk about ZZ Top.


“My mother’s favorite singer,” she said.


And so he twisted the dial, lingering a bit on the preaching, which he had a thing for. It was the rhythm of their testimony—chicken-fried incantatory if they were white, hot-buttered gospel if they were Black—that carried the message. Hell, it was the message. But Tina wasn’t about to put up with the preaching, and so he twisted the knob past the raucous accordions of a Tejano station; brash advertisements for ambulance-chasing personal injury lawyers, which made Earl sad as he pictured them busting out of their cheap, shiny suits, fat off the proceeds of someone losing a lung from working in an asbestos plant; rock and roll of the stripe he would live to later hear called “classic”—searching for Roy Orbison but encountering only thunderous static.


Tina was talking about the Houston water park where she would get a job while attaining her GED. The apartment where Earl could stay with her (you might have to pay some rent, she said) would have a balcony. Who doesn’t love a balcony? She wouldn’t be draping any wet beach towels and bathing suits over it, even though come to think of it she would probably have to wear a bathing suit to work.


“It would be my uniform,” she said. “Think of me in a bathing suit with a name tag.”


Try as he might, Earl couldn’t quite picture the name tag.


Around Waco the trees thinned. Slight hills appeared, covered in blonde grass and clumps of cattle. Cacti clumped together also, often around mailboxes. Earl, who had never been west or south of Stovall, wondered if this was a strategic move to keep folks from stealing mail, putting a mailbox upside a bunch of cacti.


“When we get to Austin we should go by and see my friend Richie,” Tina was saying.


“Don’t you want to go see your mother first?”


She had not said a word all morning about her mother. But why would she? Surely she was terrified to see her and maybe even more terrified to see her in a place she could not leave.


“Richie works at Tower Records. He gets a crazy discount. You should see his collection. Well, you’re about to.”


“How do you know this Richie?”


“This Richie? You sound like my aunt. Already you don’t like him.”


“Already I don’t know him. I am not your Methodist upright possibly lesbian aunt.” The traffic was thickening. They were suddenly on the sort of highway called super. Back home it was called a four-lane and avoided for back roads. Earl longed for a back road into the city, one that exposed, like the tracks that carried trains, the backs of things: factories, foundries, banks, houses. What might you see from the window of a train? The part not meant for public viewing. Backyards littered with toys. Some teenagers sleeping on a trampoline. A man cutting another man’s hair on a back porch. Maybe lovers in their glorious apex. An entire family dancing to “Fun,” by Sly and the Family Stone.


“So many dang trucks,” said Earl. He clutched the steering wheel hard as if the Galaxie might get sucked by passing trucks into another galaxy, in the manner of his thoughts and especially his thoughts when he was with and simultaneously not with Tina.


“What do you have against Richie anyway,” Tina was saying.


“I don’t have anything against Richie,” he said. “Maybe he can tell us how to get to the hospital.”


“Get off here,” said Tina, pointing to an upcoming exit, which Earl had to cross two lanes to make. They passed a massive football stadium where Tina said she’d seen Emerson, Lake and Palmer. The piano player, you wouldn’t believe it, his piano rose up in the air and started doing somersaults and he was playing it the whole time.


Earl wondered how he defied gravity, but he was too busy driving to ask, plus Tina had pointed out the tower where the sniper shot and killed all those people some years back.


“I believe he shot a pregnant lady and her baby maybe lived? Imagine that kid’s life.”


Earl was happy to be invited to imagine anyone’s life, but he was, he realized, too busy imagining his own. Plus, so many people! It was warm out and everyone drove with their windows down, sending stray guitar and even drum solos out into the street, as well as clouds of smoke. It was not unlike tuning a radio, driving down this street, which Tina referred to as “the Drag.” On one side a strip of pizza and beer joints and T-shirt stops and on the other the orderly quads of campus. All the roofs were tiled in the Spanish manner and the bricks were yellowish as they were in Earl’s part of Texas, which was essentially Louisiana once removed.


“Turn right,” said Tina. She seemed awfully familiar with the neighborhood, but her mysterious knowledge was sexy to Earl. They passed blocks of houses with grassless yards and ratty couches pulled close to porch railings.


“Here,” she said, pointing at a house with a turret where a party, it seemed, was in progress. As soon as Earl put the car in park, Tina was out the door and up the sidewalk and into the grassless yard and up on the porch.


He found her in the kitchen, having passed many people sitting around listening to some sort of jazz fusion, if that was the term for it. Jazz fusion had not reached Stovall, which made Earl both wary and insecure. The kitchen was packed with slit-eyed people who looked as if they came with the house, like a stove. Wandering the house in search of Tina, Earl saw records and posters, musical instruments, a lamp made from the bottom half of a female mannequin. Also a paper-mache llama, which Earl suspected was filled with pills.


“Richie, this is Earl. Earl, Richie,” said Tina. They were wedged in a corner hard by the fridge. Richie wore his hair pulled back in a ponytail and his mustache extended to the edges of his jaw. There was a name for this, but Earl did not remember things like the names of mustache styles. It seeped in some part of his brain that absorbed information of no real use to him now or later. He was never going to say to Richie, “I really like your [insert name of style of mustache here].” Nor would he ask Tina why her friend Richie favored [insert name of style of mustache here].


Anyway, in a few minutes they would be on their way to the hospital.


Richie slid his hand along Earl’s outstretched palm and gripped his fingers in what seemed to be a weak modification of the elaborate handshakes favored by the likes of Moonwalk, Sleepy T, Burnt Cheese.


Earl said, “Are you from Navasota?”


“From where?”


“Where she’s from,” said Earl, but Tina was pulling Richie by the hand to another side of the kitchen where she whispered into his ear something long and breathless, which made Richie shake his head in a manner that made Earl realize that Tina was right, he did not care for Richie at all. But then they came back over and Richie pulled a joint out of the pocket of his T-shirt and lit it with a flick of a zippo and passed it to Earl and said, “Welcome to Austin, Tina was just telling me you’ve never been here so please allow me to be your ambassador and your emissary not to mention I can get you anything you want, whatever you desire, say the word, boss man.”


Earl was used to the tiny-buzz-and-big-headache weed he stole from his brothers. Richie’s grass was of a quality that allowed him to pick out a bass line in the faraway jazz fusion and pronounce it profound.


After a half dozen hits Earl was striking up conversations with strangers. He introduced himself as Clothesline, the nickname Moonwalk and them gave him because, they said, he could hang. Someone handed him a beer and it seemed to still be in his hand an hour later, half full. He had embarked upon a long lecture on the proper uses of what he had dubbed, after studying it during many late-night drinking sessions by his father’s shed, the negative adjectival. His audience was a philosophy major named Eric, who quoted some Germans and introduced everyone who passed by to Clothesline, Master of the Negative Adjectival. Earl was called upon to demonstrate the unknown construction for every new person and no one minded when he called a fellow a no-mustache-growing-look-like-a-hairy-wind-blew-out-the-barbershop-window-and-grazed-you-lightly-above-your-lip son of a something or another. Well, maybe the fellow minded, but the laughter was so general he was forced to join in.


“Wherefore art thou, Tina?”


Wherefore doesn’t mean where, said Eric the philosophy major, and Earl understood he had spoken aloud.


“You check Richie’s room? Upstairs. You have to go through the bathroom to get to it. Richie lives in a walk-in closet.”


Why would Tina be in a closet with Richie asked the part of Earl diligently mindful of their errand, which was to visit Tina’s mother in the Texas state mental asylum, to which she had been committed wrongfully by Tina’s father. Remembering his purpose made him feel deeply ashamed for impersonating someone named Clothesline and the shame deepened into anxiety, quickening his breath and then nearly robbing him of it. Once Moonwalk told him that a cat would suck the breath out of a baby.


“Never leave a baby alone with a cat,” he said.


“You are one strange dude, Clothesline,” said Eric.


Off he ran in search of Tina. The stairs were hard to climb, crowded as they were with people who sat staring down at the landing as if it were a stage. The jazz fusion had thankfully been replaced by Workingman’s Dead, a record that Earl admired for its unabashed and seemingly pure embrace of country music, especially the pedal steel and the high, sweet, lonesome harmonies.


High and lonesome is what you are in this world, said the no-driver’s-license-possessing part of Earl.


Upstairs were many rooms with mattresses on the floor and on the mattresses passed-out people and in one room a naked couple making unself-conscious love in a shaft of sunlight. They would have been beautiful if they had not appeared to be wrestling. But light hit the hair of the woman, isolating its wild strands, emphasizing its resemblance to a thicket, and Earl said, Oh. Unlike his “wherefore,” he spoke to himself, which was a good thing as it made his departure from the room and from the house far easier.



4.


“Nice to meet you, Earl. How you feeling?”


Had he felt like talking to a cop, Earl would have said he felt like creek mud. He had been up for three days and his belly felt like a trash-burner wood stove of the stripe he’d seen in country churches. He was thirsty enough to drink dew off poison ivy.


“Whenever your lawyer gets here, I’m going to ask you some questions and I want you to answer me honest Injun, okay?”


Honest Injun, was this guy for real? Earl was seventeen not six. Plus, the racist fuck, what if Earl was Injun?


“How old are you, Earl?”


Well now that depended. Earl was there but not there, which messed with time, making murky even the number of his years on earth.


“It’s not a question requires a lot of thought put into it, Earl.”


“Seventeen and a half.”


The door opened and a big man in a small suit arrived. “Don’t tell him anything,” the man said, which led Earl to assume, from watching Perry Mason once or twice with his mother, that he was the lawyer.


The lawyer looked at the tape recorder and said to the cop, “That thing rolling?” and the cop said, “Of course not, you’re late as per usual, Arthur,” and the lawyer leaned over and said into the machine, as if it were recording, “Let the record show that counsel is only five minutes late” and the cop played along with the tape-recorder-switched-on game and said, “Let the record show that counsel was waiting in line at Sunrise Biscuit when he should have been in this room and also while we are showing, let’s show that counsel did not bring me nor his client jack to eat or drink though he himself is sipping on a large iced tea and has in hand a bag so greasy it’s got to be a chicken biscuit.”


“I didn’t know what kind of biscuit you favored, Phil.” The lawyer looked at Earl. “You neither, though you ought to be out of here in a half hour tops and I’ll buy you a biscuit on the house. Well, your mother’s paying for this, so it’s not exactly on the house. I just mean I won’t charge her extra.”


The cop pushed Play on the machine. He said his name and that he was a detective for the Stovall Police Department and then he said the lawyer’s name, which was Arthur something, Earl didn’t catch the last name, and that he was also present.


“How did my mother find you?” asked Earl, who would have figured his father more familiar with the law, unless his mother didn’t pay her phone bill.


“It was a family friend brought me to your mother’s attention,” the lawyer said. “I believe you might know him by his nickname. Sleepy T. he goes by.”


“Lord in Heaven,” said the cop.


“That smacks of prejudice, Phil. You might be familiar with the fellow, but his character is irrelevant in the here and now. ”


The cop sighed and asked Earl to state his full name and his date of birth.


“You know the boy’s name and you don’t need his date of birth,” said the lawyer. He was about to bust out of his slick suit. He looked to have walked out of one of those radio advertisements that promise to procure folks with incurable cancer fat settlements from asbestos plants. But he was not unlikeable. He seemed like the type to wink at everything without actually winking.


“It’s procedure,” said the cop.


“Proceed right on with the charges, then,” said the lawyer, opening the bag and pulling out a chicken biscuit and taking a big bite and rudely chewing.


“He’s already been charged. Auto theft and driving without a license. You knew that or you would be sitting in your booth at Sunrise, cussing over editorials of the Stovall Daily Advance, as is your daily habit. But there’s the question of this missing girl and your boy here being the last person seen in her company.”


“I don’t see what his driving without a license has to do with this missing girl. He’s old enough to drive.”


“That’s your defense?” said the cop.


The lawyer turned to Earl.


“Why don’t you have your license?”


“It’s on the list,” said Earl, which was something he had always wanted to say.


“Are you going to shut up and let me interview this little peckerwood?”


The lawyer smiled sidelong at Earl and said, “We got that on tape, him telling counsel to shut up.”


The lawyer didn’t seem to mind Earl being called a peckerwood.


The cop was bulky. He was wearing a light green dress shirt too tight about the neck. Something about him suggested to Earl he had been turned down by all branches of the armed forces including the Coast Guard, which took in Burnt Cheese until they found out what he was made of, which was burnt cheese.


“Let’s start with Adelaide Morgan.”


“Start with who now?” Earl said.


“The young lady last seen in the passenger seat of the car you stole.”


“I never stole it. I borrowed it from Leif. And are you talking about Tina?”


“You were driving a car that was reported stolen. Without a license, to boot. But let’s talk about this young lady that’s not been seen since she left town with you in that same vehicle going on three days now. Where and when did you and Adelaide Morgan first meet?”


“In the woods. Not sure when.” Farmers were burning their fields. Her hair smelled of smoke.


“What woods?”


“Behind the gravel pit.”


“What were you doing in the woods?”


“Sitting on a log reading a book.”


“Doing your lessons, were you? What book?”


“What does it matter what he was reading?” said the lawyer to the cop. He turned to Earl. “Just out of curiosity, though, what were you reading?”


“Lead Belly, His Life and Times.”


“Not a great role model,” said the lawyer.


“Who is Lead Belly?” said the cop.


“Are you culturally illiterate as well?”


“As well as what?” said the cop.


Sometimes Earl lived in the country. Sometimes he got a notion. He wondered what did old Huddie Ledbetter mean he would get Irene in her dreams? Was he saying, Girl, catch you later in dreamland or was it more like, You can’t escape me, even when you’re lying up in your bed sweet-dreaming? Which? What makes it a good song Earl guessed was the not-quite-sure-could-go-either-way, but sometimes there is one answer, like for instance, now: He had never stolen anyone’s car and last time he saw Tina she was with some asshole named Richie up in Austin. Earl had nothing to do with whatever they thought he did which they would not even tell him what that was.


“Hasn’t it been a half hour?” Earl asked the lawyer.


“I just need to ask you a few more questions,” said the cop.


“Okay then, fucking ask,” Earl said.


“You best watch your mouth, son,” the cop said.


“I am not your son.”


“There’s no call for that kind of talk, Earl,” said the lawyer. “Though I never did like it when a man not my father referred to me as ‘son’ neither.”


“You were in the woods reading a book called Lead Belly and this Adelaide Morgan all of a sudden just shows up?”


“Yes sir.”


“And what was she doing walking around in Beamon’s woods?”


“She never said. It’s not the kind of question I tend to ask, why someone’s walking around in the woods.”


“You sure you didn’t meet her in town and take her down into those woods? I know that’s how y’all boys do, I know what all goes on in those woods.”


“You know this how?” said the lawyer.


“It’s my business to know everything goes on in this town.”


“Oh, so this is a business you’re running? The harassment-of-innocent-kids business?”


“It would be good of you, Arthur, to back the hell off and let me ascertain why this girl was in those woods like your boy is claiming.”


Ascertain, said the cop. He wasn’t just trying to find things out.


“I’ve managed to find out a bit about this Adelaide Morgan,” the lawyer said. “From what I have learned, she might just be the type to go walking around in woods like that.”


“I wouldn’t go blaming the victim,” said the cop.


“Victim of what? All y’all got is her family raising hell and claiming my client abducted her in a stolen vehicle which in fact was lent him by his cousin.”


“He told us he borrowed the car from a fellow named Leif. I checked and there is not a soul in this county named Leif.”


“Leif is not his real name,” said Earl. “He stole it off the radio, but it came originally from a famous Viking.”


“He’s not talking about the football team out of Minnesota,” the lawyer explained to the cop.


“Your boy Earl here lied when the arresting officer asked him whose car he was driving. As I said, there is no one in this county or likely the state of Texas name of Leif. And I know what a goddamn Viking is, Arthur, so I’m going to choose to ignore you. Sort of like everyone did in high school when you ran for student body president. Put up all those corny-ass signs in the halls above the lockers. ‘Have a heart, vote for Art.’”


“I won,” the lawyer said sidelong to Earl. “Landslide,” he whispered.


“So you met her in the woods. What happened then?”


“I read aloud from His Life and Times. The part where he gets freed from Angola. When I was done, she said she knew a boy from Brazil who played soccer only he called it football.”


The lawyer leaned over to Earl and whispered, just for his edification apparently, “That’s what they call soccer everywhere but in America. In South American it is spelled F-U-T-B-O-L.”


“Hold up just a minute,” said the cop.


“I thought you were all about moving forward so we can get out of here,” said the lawyer.


“I am just trying to understand this bit. He reads to her about some convict, and she starts telling him about some guy from Brazil and soccer or football or what have you?”


“Yeah, well,” said Arthur, “as I was saying earlier, my research into this young lady has revealed a long history of—”


“There you go blaming the victim again.”


“What is she a victim of, exactly?”


“She has disappeared. She was last seen with this boy. I am trying to figure out where she is. Sooner you let me ask my questions, sooner you can get over to Rosa’s for your meat and three.”


The lawyer put his hand up, all “please ma’am after you.”


“So you continued to see this girl, Adelaide Morgan, over time?”


Over time they kissed alongside lakes, indifferent turtles their witnesses. Likely you won’t get word one out of them. In the night they floated in the velveteen oil-slick water while the Naugahyde nipped Earl or maybe it was minnows. Over time he was there but also not.


“Yep.”


“And how come you stole your cousin’s car and run off to Austin with her?”


“Leif’s just mad because I was a little late getting the car back to him.”


“Two days late is what the cousin claimed.”


The lawyer turned to Earl. “Did you wreck it?”


“No, sir.”


“Spill Pepsi on the windshield? It’s a bitch to get off, man, makes you wonder what they put in there.”


“I didn’t spill anything on it. I was on my way to return it to him full of gas when they pulled me over. I had even checked the oil.”


“Quart low I bet,” said the lawyer.


“Quart and a half,” said Earl. “Though I only had money for one.”


The cop turned to Arthur and said, “So I’m supposed to believe that my man here borrows a car, essentially performed maintenance on it and it took a bit longer than he originally expected. Let me ask you Arthur how many times you have taken your car into the dealer and he claimed it’d be ready by noon and you’re still waiting for him to call you when you get off work?”


“It’s not about the car. His cousin’s not the most reliable source, I admit.”


“Well at least he has taken the name of a valiant Norseman,” said the lawyer.


“I think he got it from the singer,” said Earl.


The cop said to the lawyer, “Ask your boy here for his driver’s license.”


“Why would I? You already arrested him for driving without one,” the lawyer said. “That’s how come I’m here. Earl’s mother hired me to make sure y’all didn’t try to pull something sneaky like, for instance, pinning the disappearance of this Adelaide Morgan on him.”


“How did you even know about Adelaide Morgan anyway?”


“It’s my business to know what goes on in this town. It doesn’t make much sense, you calling him in for questioning before he’s even been charged. I figured you must have had something other than this bullshit.”


“I am glad you are staying busy, Arthur. We pulled the boy over because he was driving a car that had been reported stolen. And it turned out he didn’t have his license. That last part I might be willing to talk to the DA about dropping. I am also willing to talk to the DA about what the boy is claiming was just a misunderstanding with the cousin if Earl here will tell us about the girl.”


The lawyer looked at Earl. “You get all that?”


“He wants me to tell him about Tina.” Earl said into the tape machine. “She’s scared of school nurses and cuckoo clocks. She loves a Hammond organ. I never saw her roller skate backwards, but I don’t believe she’d lie about such a thing. Also, she is awfully fond of Leon Russell and ZZ Top.”


“Leon Russell’s the best thing to ever come out of Tulsa,” said the lawyer.


“You don’t like J.J. Cale?” Earl asked him.


“Goddamn it, we ain’t here to talk about y’all’s record collections. What led you and Adelaide to take a trip down to Austin?”


“She kept talking about wanting to see her mother, who is locked up in the state hospital down there.”


The lawyer studied Earl a little too long. Then he studied the cop to see what he was thinking. He was a studier.


“Her mother’s been in my office twice in the last four hours,” the cop said finally. “She lives down in Houston. Real estate agent. Drives a LeSabre.”


“What was her girl doing in Stovall, then?” said Arthur.


The cop appeared reluctant to divulge this info. But the lawyer was smiling at him like he already knew everything and so he said, “She was staying with her aunt for a while.”


“And why is that?”


“I guess you know why, seeing as how you done all this research.”


“I get the sense my client is in the dark.”


The cop said to Earl, “How well would you say you know this girl?”


What does it mean to know someone well enough to be with them and elsewhere at the same time? To Earl it meant in bone and blood. She was pedal steel. If wind was desire, he’d be blown out the jail-house wall and all the way to the black-mouthed woods.


“She told me her name was Tina,” Earl said.


“Proving my point,” said the lawyer.


“What point would that be?”


“We have a girl can’t leave her house without getting in trouble back down in Houston. Truancy, shoplifting, underage drinking, simple possession. Her daddy’s a big cancer doctor at MD Anderson and her mother’s one of those real estate ladies who handles mansions up in River Oaks. The girl’s messing up their image, so they ship her to the father’s sister in Stovall, thinking, Piney woods backwater, no big-city temptation. Thinking she could stay with her aunt for a while and get her grades up and . . .”


“Are you about done?”


“Not about. She meets my client, and she lies first of all about her name and then she trots out some sad story about her mama being locked up in the bin and could they please go see her, and my client, smitten, believes every lie she breathes.”


The lawyer leaned back. He rested his hands on his ample stomach. He rested his case.


“So this peckerwood got took,” said the cop, pointing at Earl. He’d never been called a peckerwood before, and he had to switch around to see who they were talking about.


“You know as much about this girl as I do,” Arthur said to the cop.


“I know she ain’t no choirgirl and I also know I’d be hard pressed to find a teenager in this town, or hell, up in Tulsa, since y’all love to talk about Tulsa, that hasn’t messed up some. The other thing I know is that she’s missing. So maybe she told little Earl here some fibs. He’s still the last one to see her.”


“No I’m not,” said Earl.


“Who is?”


“Richie.”


“Who would Richie be?”


“Insert type of mustache here,” said Earl.


“Say again?” said the cop.


So Earl told them what happened when they got to Austin, leaving out certain facts such as the quality of the herb and its effect on his personality, i.e., turning him into someone named Clothesline. He left out his lecture on the negative adjectival to the philosophy major and other interested parties. He told the lawyer and the cop how he lost Tina in the kitchen and found her upstairs in bed with Richie. How he walked out of the house and left her there.


“You never said anything to her?”


“What’s he going to say, Phil?”


“If she was mine, I’d of said get your clothes back on and I’d of took this Richie . . .”


“Really, Phil? We’re going to put on tape what you would have done had you been in my client’s shoes?”


“I’m just saying.”


“You’re always just saying. All y’all are just saying. My job would be a lot easier if y’all just stop going around saying stuff.”


“She wasn’t mine,” said Earl.


“Say what now, son?” the cop said.


“You said what you would do if she were yours. She was never mine. She was just something I knew and then she wasn’t anyone.”


The cop leaned over the table. Earl could feel the lawyer sizing him up sidelong, like he’d said something wrong.


“What do you mean she’s just ‘something?’ And while we’re at it, what do you mean when you say she was not anyone”?


“Not anyone to me,” said Earl, which was his first and maybe his only conscious lie of the day.


Both men looked long at Earl. Finally the cop said, “Let’s say your story is true. This fake-named cousin of yours reported his car stolen because you were two days late returning it. So my question to you is, if you left the girl with this Richie fellow not long after y’all got to Austin, where were you the last two days?”


The lawyer watched Earl, as if he was just fine with the question. He appeared at the moment hungry and annoyed. Not only did he appear hungry, but beneath his hands, resting on his stomach, came a volcanic rumbling.


Earl said he couldn’t say.


“Can’t say or won’t?” said the cop.


“Let me have a minute alone with my client,” the lawyer said.


“About time you did some actual lawyering.”


“Justice academy let you double-major in law?” Arthur said. “I thought they had their hands full teaching y’all illegal choke holds.”


“I’m going to bring your client a Pepsi. Since you’re too selfish to have brung us a biscuit from Sunrise.”


The lawyer pulled a roll of bills from his pocket. He unpeeled a dollar.


“Buy yourself one too. And turn this tape off before you leave.”


The cop reached over and pushed Pause. He made his exasperation known by chair scrape and door slam.


“Be better to push Stop than Pause, wouldn’t you say, Earl?”


Earl looked down at the desk. It was scrawled with what appeared to be the Phoenician alphabet. If he had time and means to leave his mark, he’d say, I am the light of this world. He’d say, Tell everybody in this world.


“Okay look, you’re right,” Arthur finally said. “I hear you about J.J. Cale. He plays a mean slide. But he’s the quiet type. Smart, though. You can hear how smart he is in the way that first record is mixed. It’s all muddy. You know what I mean? He buries his vocals and the lyrics are not much more than whispered to start. You can see him thinking a muddy sound is best because the guitar comes out so crisp it’s like a ‘ring in a bell’ to quote another dubious musical role model. But Cale, seems like he made a lot of other people famous. Eric Clapton, Lynyrd Skynyrd. People heard his songs and went looking for his album and discovered his versions were superior to the covers. But he didn’t care. He was content to sit back. Let someone else take the credit. It’s not un-admirable. You seem like that type to me, Earl.”


“I don’t write songs,” said Earl. “Only thing I know how to play is my dad’s radio.”


“Where were you the last two days?”


“Did you know it’s mostly ocean, this world? And the human body, if you were to wring it out like a sponge, there’d be about a third of you left.”


The lawyer sighed over his stomach rumble. “Okay, I’m going to share something personal with you and then you can reciprocate. So old Phillip here”—he pointed across the table at the cop’s empty chair—“used to go with my younger sister. They were together all through high school. And then she went off to Sam Houston State and he decided he wanted to be a cop and even though it’s not that far down to Huntsville, she got tired of coming home on the weekends just to hear him go on about his police training, so she dumped him for some old boy from Plano who to tell the truth has not turned out to be an improvement over Phillip. This is a small town, Earl. Phillip is not fond of my sister and even though it’s going on twenty years or more since they split, I get the sense I remind him of her.”
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