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December 1985



CANEY SWITCHED on the light over his bed and reached for the last of last night’s coffee… one cold oily swallow at the bottom of a chipped stoneware mug.


He’d been trying to convince himself he was still asleep ever since he’d heard the rattle of trash cans behind the cafe sometime around three. At least he supposed it was three. MollyO had unplugged the clock on his dresser so she could plug in two sets of lights she’d strung around a scrawny Christmas tree standing in the corner.


Caney had told her he didn’t want a tree in his room. He said the one she put up out front beside the jukebox was one too many, but telling MollyO not to do something was like telling a four-year-old not to stick a bean up her nose. So when she started dragging in sacks of pinecones and tangled strands of red tinsel, Caney kept his mouth shut and stayed out of her way. He’d lost enough battles to know when to give up.


Encouraged by his silence, MollyO had thrown herself into a decorating frenzy. After she finished with the trees, she hung aluminum stars from the ceiling fan, but they got tangled around the blades, causing the motor to short out.


She draped silver icicles over a length of clothesline stretched across the center of the room, but every time the door opened, icicles slipped off the line and drifted down onto plates of spaghetti or bowls of vegetable stew.


She brought in a box of old frizzy-haired Barbies that had belonged to her daughter, adorned each one with mistletoe and perched them on top of all the napkin holders. She had to position them straddle legged, as if they were doing splits, the only way she could manage to tape them down, but the ungainly pose brought lewd comments from a drilling crew that came in for breakfast each morning.


Undaunted by minor flaws and small minds, MollyO pressed on. She carted in candy canes, holiday plants and plastic elves. She hung wreaths, strung popcorn and tacked up cardboard bells.


Finally, she made a trip to Wal-Mart where she found a nativity scene made in Taiwan. She arranged it in the center of the lunch counter and placed the tiny baby Jesus, who looked oddly Oriental, into the bamboo manger.


Finished, MollyO surveyed the Honk and said it looked like a Christmas wonderland. Caney said it looked like a Chinese carnival.


But Christmas was not on his mind as he squirmed, then threw back the covers, sending a paperback sailing off the bed. After a mumbled apology to Louis L’Amour, Caney rubbed at his temples where a headache was just beginning to build.


He thought once again about sleep, but figured it was useless. He knew if he turned off the light and sank back into his pillow, the same old pictures would play in his head, reruns in which he was the only performer… a one-man show.


Three hundred miles away, at a rest stop near Kansas City, Vena Takes Horse cracked the window of the passenger door, lit a Winston and blew the smoke into the cold predawn air. The driver of the eighteen-wheeler, a shriveled little man who called himself Cobweb, was asleep in the bed behind the seat. He had tried to get Vena to crawl into the back with him, but when she told him to go to hell, he hadn’t insisted. He said he reckoned sleep would do him more good than sex, then left her sitting alone up in the front.


He’d picked her up on Interstate 59 just south of Sioux Falls, but they hadn’t said much to each other. Cobweb spent most of his talk on his CB, which was fine with Vena. She didn’t care much for conversation anyway.


She tossed the last of her cigarette out the window, then put her head back and closed her eyes. She hadn’t slept since South Dakota and hoped, now, that sleep would take her, but each time a truck rolled by on the highway, something tightened in her chest that caused her heart to quicken. She wasn’t good at staying still.


She thought of trying to get another lift, but a hard rain had begun to fall just before they stopped and she had seen specks of ice in the drops that smacked against the windshield. The cold didn’t bother her much, but she didn’t like the rain. She didn’t like the rain at all.


When she finally decided to give up on sleep, she lifted her duffel bag onto the seat beside her and fished out a half-eaten Hershey, but before she could peel back the wrapper, she heard a noise, a strange sound she couldn’t identify.


At first she thought it might have come from Cobweb, a whimpering sound men sometimes make when they dream, when they’re not afraid to be afraid. But when she heard it again, she knew it came from outside, from somewhere in the dark.


If she could have convinced herself that what she heard was the whine of tires hugging the wet road or the ping of ice pellets ricocheting off the truck… if she could have made herself believe that, then she wouldn’t have crawled out of the cab and climbed to the ground, wouldn’t have felt the sting of rain and sleet pelting her face, plastering her hair to her head.


She started toward the light poles ringing the rest stop, but when she heard the sound again, certain it came from the highway, she turned and headed in that direction.


She could hear it more clearly now, a high-pitched mournful wail. As she crossed the grassy strip separating the rest stop from the interstate, a car rounded a curve, headlights sweeping across the darkness as it veered suddenly toward the median, and in a brief slice of light, a moment before the car’s passing, she saw something lying on the highway.


She started to run then, but when she reached the shoulder of the road, when she saw what was out there, she slowed, the way people do when dread needs an extra breath.


In the middle of the far lane was a small black dog, one leg ripped off at the bend of a knee where a tendril of slick gray vein protruded, leaking blood onto the wet pavement. The dog, flattened on its side, was trying to lick life into five lifeless pups, vapors of steam rising from their still-warm bodies… and as Vena started across the road, the dog looked up, found her face with its eyes and managed one weak wag of its limp black tail.


Just down the road from Caney’s place, in the Cozy Oaks Trailer Park, MollyO peered out the window of her fifty-foot Skyline, giving some serious thought to sneaking next door and ripping down the wind chimes that were about to drive her nuts. She might have done it, too, but she was afraid the silence would wake up the whole neighborhood.


She had been up since three and had known from the first that the day was going to be a disaster. And she was right.


She’d started out by grabbing a tube of Ben-Gay instead of toothpaste, cracking her hip against a dresser drawer and losing one of her new fake nails down the drain. But that was just the beginning.


She found mouse droppings on the kitchen cabinet, a quart of soured milk in the fridge, exactly four squares of toilet tissue left on the roll and a crimson rash running up her neck.


What she didn’t find was the mate to her one fuzzy house shoe, enough water pressure to wash the taste of Ben-Gay from her mouth or an extra roll of toilet paper.


She could have blamed her troubles on insomnia—three hours of half sleep and distressing dreams she couldn’t shake until she got up and looked through Brenda’s old scrapbook. But a bad night was nothing new for MollyO. She’d been living with insomnia for so long that it was as familiar as her cowlick, as comfortable as her faded chenille robe.


No, her problem was worse than a restless night, more serious than a rash. Her problem was Christmas. Christmas without Brenda. And while the photographs she had looked at earlier had soothed the sting of bad dreams, the images of Brenda would be with her for the rest of the day.




Brenda, hair the color of quince, face set in defiant scowl, posted under a Christmas tree… a three-year-old sentry waiting up for Sandra Claus





At first, MollyO had tried to turn Christmas off. Just think of December as another gray month, the last thirty-one days of the year, four long weeks in which her propane bill would double. But she couldn’t avoid the Christmas parade down Main Street, couldn’t ignore the plywood reindeer on the lawn at City Hall, couldn’t shut out the sounds of the Methodist carolers singing “Joy to the World.”




Brenda at ten, straw-thin legs crossed in a movie star pose, ankle-strap shoes too adult for her feet, head haloed in copper curls, mouth painted sunburst coral with a tube of forbidden lipstick





But like a spoiled child demanding attention, Christmas insisted on having its own way. Christmas was coming—with its scent of pine needles and jingle of bells—and there was nothing MollyO could do to stop it. She couldn’t hide from it or get around it, but she had to find a way to get through it, so she devised another plan.


She would perform her own Christmas miracle to renew a joyless heart.




Brenda at thirteen, hair by Clairol—raven black, eyelids shadowed midnight blue, short leather skirt hugging her thighs as she climbs into a pickup, flashing a woman’s smile at the grinning boy behind the wheel





With renewed spirit and firm resolve, MollyO started her new campaign by dropping five dollars in the Salvation Army bucket, then taking a racing car set and two Dr. Seuss books to the firehouse for the Toys for Tots collection. She bought two trees from the Kiwanis lot, then pulled out cardboard boxes full of lights and ornaments.


She watched Miracle on 34th Street, addressed Christmas cards and made a pan of fudge. Then she sat down and cried.




Brenda at fifteen, cowboy booted, western suited, hair bleached, teased and pomped, bottle of Coors in one hand, guitar in the other, wedged between two slim-hipped musicians, standing beside a beat-up VW van with BRENDA B AND THE BAD AXE BOYS painted on the side





Depressed by the sight of so much Christmas, MollyO loaded up everything and took it to the Honk where she spent three days decorating for Caney. She had pretended to enjoy it and forced herself to smile. But it didn’t work. The spirit she faked was left at the cafe like an apron she could slip in and out of. Here in her own trailer, there was nothing to suggest that Christmas was just days away. Nothing at all.




Brenda, hair the color of quince


a three-year-old sentry


waiting up for Sandra Claus





Bui Khanh emptied the closet quickly, but he had little to take—a windbreaker, three pairs of pants, a half dozen wrinkled shirts… ill-fitting castoffs from the Goodwill where he shopped. He tossed everything into a paper sack, then scooped out the contents of a dresser drawer.


He had just stepped into the kitchen when he heard a car roll to a stop in the alley behind his apartment. He switched off the light, then slipped to the window.


He knew the police would come, but had hoped it would not be so soon, hoped he would already be gone.


He had seen the Houston police many times in the neighborhoods of Little Saigon. Big men with hard voices and hard eyes. Once he had seen two of them with their guns drawn, yelling words he couldn’t understand at a Thai boy in front of the U Minh Import Shop.


Bui held his breath as he inched aside a stiff window shade.


The sight of a man standing ten feet away caused his knees to buckle. But when his eyes adjusted to the darkness of the alley, he recognized the familiarity of another Vietnamese face as the man staggered against the car, fumbled open his fly and relieved himself.


Bui backed away from the window and waited for his breathing to slow. He wanted to sit down and close his eyes, but he knew if he did, he would see again the woman with yellow hair.


He could not remember her car pulling out of the darkness and into the path of his own, did not remember the jolt of the wheel in his hand or the tearing of metal as the cars came to rest at the side of the road. But he would never forget the face of the woman with yellow hair as she stumbled from her car and started to shout.


Bui told her he would take her to a doctor and promised to pay the bill, but when he tried to wipe the blood from her hair, she grabbed his arm and screamed words he had never heard.


He tried to explain, told her he had no license and no insurance for the car. Then he gave her all the money in his pocket, but she kept shouting and pointing to her car.


Bui tried again to tell her, to make her understand, but he didn’t have enough American words. And when he heard the sound of distant sirens, the Vietnamese words came too fast and too loud. When he reached for her arm and begged her to listen, she scratched at his face and tore the collar of his shirt.


He wished he could have helped her, could have found the right words, but the woman was still shouting when he ran away. And now, standing in the empty kitchen, he knew wishing was too late.


The car in the alley was gone when he peeked through the window again, but he left the room in darkness as he felt his way to a corner cabinet, empty except for a heavy bag of rice. Working quickly, he untied the bag, then ran his hand deep inside and pulled out a thick leather pouch. He didn’t take time to open it. He could tell from the heft of it that the money was still inside.


The kitchen held nothing else of value—no microwave or toaster, not even a coffeepot. Bui had made do with one blackened saucepan, three plastic glasses and a stack of plastic containers from the Cafe Lotus where he worked.


He had planned to buy nice dishes later, when Nguyet came—white china bowls and teacups edged in gold. He would buy beautiful chopsticks made of ivory and a tray painted with red flowers, and Nguyet would prepare rau c[image: image][image: image] xa[image: image] and c[image: image]m chiên v[image: image]í sauciss, not the canned fish and frozen pizzas he sometimes ate.


Nguyet wouldn’t like American food, not at first, but Bui would teach her the taste of fried chicken and baked apples. He would show her how Americans ate eggs with forks and explain why they wanted their tea with ice. She wouldn’t understand, not in the beginning, but he would help her and she would be all right. When she was with him again, everything would be all right.


The living room was even darker than the kitchen, but Bui didn’t need light to see where he was going. He had been there many times in the dark. And now, before he left, he would go there once more.


The shrine, on a rickety wooden table in a corner of the room, was small and plain. But when he lit the candle, the stone Buddha cast a giant shadow against the wall. Bui lit three sticks of incense over the candle flame, then stepped back and knelt on the floor.


He bowed his head and waved the incense three times toward the altar, then, with his hands pressed against his forehead, he prayed. He prayed for his ancestors, he prayed for Nguyet and he prayed for the woman with yellow hair.





Chapter Two



CANEY LOWERED HIMSELF into the nearly full tub, eased into the steaming water little by little, letting the warmth spread over his belly, then up his chest, around his back, as he slipped down and down until he was submerged up to his chin. He leaned his head back against the cold enamel, closed his eyes and saw himself floating in a clear stream, carried along by the current, the sun on his face… his body light, drifting, free.


He liked being there, in that stream. Thought of how fine it would be to stay all day… forever. Because when he was there, he didn’t have to worry about the fry cook showing up or the ice maker shutting down, didn’t have to think about the roof that had been leaking for six months or the meat bill that was ninety days past due.


But Caney knew he didn’t have a chance, not a chance in hell. If he stayed in that stream, just drifted along, some disaster would spoil it, something would end it all.


He’d drift into a nest of snakes or get sucked down a hole or crash into a jagged boulder. He didn’t know how or why, but he knew it would all turn bad because that’s the way dreams worked.


He scooted himself up in the tub, reached to a shelf above his head and grabbed for his cigarettes. He was expecting to find a half pack of Camels; instead, he discovered a prickly pear cactus MollyO had adorned with sprigs of holly and sprinkled with plastic snow.


The thorn that pierced the pad of his thumb was just a little shorter than the one that ran under his fingernail, the one that caused him to yell.


When he jerked his hand down, he ripped the shelf loose and everything on it slid off and tumbled into the tub with him. A bottle of Prell, two rolls of Charmin and a half pack of Camels floated around him like bathtub toys.


“Jesus Christ,” he said as he surveyed the mess he was sitting in. Plastic snowflakes and holly drifted across his belly, the Charmin settled to the bottom of the tub and dirt from the cactus pot turned the bathwater brown.


“Jesus Christ,” he repeated, then shook his head in disgust.


He couldn’t decide whether to drain the tub and start all over or just skip the whole thing. But he knew for certain that with or without a bath, he needed a smoke and it wouldn’t come from the soggy package floating between his ankles.


He wrapped his hands around the rubber grips on the sides of the tub, took a ragged breath and began to lift himself out of the water.


Great knots of muscle hardened like gristle as he started to rise. Veins swelled into dark ridges, and thick ropes of tendons corded and bulged as he raised pound after pound of resisting bone, flesh, body.


Beads of sweat popped into rivulets that streamed in his eyes, and his skin purpled as the veins in his neck gorged to bursting. And with his jaw clamped and lips stretched into a grimace, he made some sound of pain deep in his throat.


He quivered as he reached the last of it, as he strained to gain the final few inches. Then it was over.


With his arms fully extended, his weight in perfect balance, he hung in midair… back straight, head up, muscles rigid. And for a moment, for just one sweet moment, he was one of Louis L’Amour’s cowboys, gloved hands gripping the rails of a loading chute as he settled himself onto the back of a lean stallion. Flawless… except for his legs hanging heavy and still beneath him.


Then, with a practiced twist, Caney shifted his weight, slid his hips onto the side of the tub and reached for his wheelchair.




Chapter Three



THE ONLY LIGHT in the cafe came from a neon beer sign in the front window. But Caney liked the faint red glow that veiled the stains on the ceiling and smoothed the cracks in the linoleum.


He rolled to a stop behind the counter and slid a pack of Camels out of the cigarette rack. With a book of matches he found in the windowsill, he lit his first smoke of the day as he watched the sky beginning to lighten in the east.


The wind was picking up, sudden gusts sailing paper cups and beer cans across the parking lot, lashing at the branches of a pine tree that towered over the cafe. When something heavy banged against the roof, Caney ducked his head, waiting for the sky to fall.


But it was the sound of the wind that got to him, the sound that raised goosebumps up the back of his neck.


When he was little, the sound of a howling wind would shake him from sleep and send him racing to the bed of his ancient great-aunt who believed nothing good came of bad weather.


“Night creatures ride on the wind, boy,” she would whisper as she settled him against her brittle hip and covered him with quilts that smelled of lavender talc.


But all that had changed. And so had Caney Paxton. He could no longer recall the scent of lavender… his legs had forgotten the magic of running… and he hadn’t been welcomed into a woman’s bed for a very long time.


When the wind started to whine around the door and through the heating vents, Caney decided to crank up the jukebox. If anyone could outwhine an Oklahoma windstorm, it was Merle Haggard singing about low-down women and low-life men.


Caney popped open the cash register and dug out a handful of quarters, then wheeled from behind the counter, heading for the jukebox, when the front door flew open.


A blast of wind howled as it swooped and swirled into the Honk, giving new life to the dark fears of Caney’s childhood, new voice to an aunt long dead… a voice that whispered against the rushing air.


Night creatures ride on the wind, boy.


Dizzy with dread, Caney whirled, his pulse pounding in his ears, his voice stunned to silence by the banshee that loomed in the doorway, her long dark cloak billowing around her. With her hair whipping at her face, her lips stretched into a B-movie grimace, the shrillness of her scream echoed inside the dim light of the Honk.


“MollyO, what the hell are you yelling about?”


“Caney Paxton!” MollyO clutched at her heart while she worked to regain her breath. “I think you’ve gave me a thrombosis.”


“Well, if your heart stops before you close that door, then I’m pretty sure my pecker’s gonna freeze off.”


“Oh,” she said, noticing for the first time that Caney was naked. “Honey, you ought to have something on your feet.”


“My feet? It’s not my feet I’m worried about.”


“What in the world are you doing out here without any clothes on? You know what time it is?”


“No, but if you’ll shut that door…”


“Caney, are you okay?” she asked, her voice registering concern. “That kidney infection’s come back, hasn’t it? I knew I should’ve refilled your prescription soon as—”


“My kidneys are fine! My feet are fine!” Then Caney glanced down at his lap. “But this little baby here is about to ice over.”


“Well, I don’t wonder. It’s freezing in here.” MollyO slammed the door, snapped on the lights, then fiddled with the thermostat until the heater kicked on.


“You started coffee yet?” she asked as she peeled off her coat.


“Nope.”


“Good.” She hung her coat on a rack in the corner, then bent to a cracked mirror propped on a low, narrow shelf. “I can’t abide a naked man in the kitchen.” She smoothed her hair, then wiped at a smudge of rouge on one cheek. “Dewey O’Keefe, God rest his soul, thought he couldn’t cook a lick unless he was naked.” MollyO ran her tongue over her teeth once, checking for lipstick.


“By the way,” Caney said, “what are you doing here so early?”


“Couldn’t sleep.”


“Those dreams again?”


“No. Everything’s fine.” MollyO shot him her top-of-the-morning smile, but not even Merle Norman could help her pull it off. Lips shiny with Wild Poppy, cheeks flushed with Woodland Rose, skin dusted with Perfectly Porcelain… none of it could hide the lines that webbed her brow or the dark half-moons beneath her eyes or the tightness that pulled at her mouth.


“Feeling all right?”


“Great,” she said as she slipped into her cheerful Christmas apron, the skirt too tight across her hips, the bodice too narrow to cover her Maidenform double D’s. But this morning, the apron fit her better than the Christmas cheer.


“Insomnia?” The question Caney intended sounded more like an accusation.


“Too excited about Christmas, I guess.” She tried to put some sparkle into it. “Still got so much to do.”


“Well, I hope to God you’re all finished decorating.”


“Yeah, at least I’m done with that. But I haven’t wrapped not one gift and I’ve still got to—”


“Look, you want to take the day off, that’s fine with me. I mean, it’s not like we’re overrun with business here. Nothing I can’t handle.”


“Oh no!” she said too fast. “I’ll get it all done. Always do. Matter of fact, I been thinking about helping you out this weekend. No sense in having Wanda Sue come in.”


“This weekend? Christmas?”


“Well, yeah. But you know what you can expect from Wanda Sue. Sitting on her butt, drinking coffee. And you know for sure Henry Brister’s gonna show up for Christmas dinner. Can’t get a fork of mashed potatoes in his mouth, let alone the rest of it. You think Wanda Sue’s gonna cut up Henry’s turkey? You think she’s gonna do that?”


“What about Brenda? Thought you were going to Nashville. Thought you two were going to spend Christmas together.”


“That’s not going to work out the way we planned.”


“You mean—”


“See, Brenda’s got some auditions coming up….”


“On Christmas?”


“And she’s having new head shots made. Same photographer who shoots Tanya Tucker’s pictures.”


“But why can’t you go on to Nashville? I can’t figure out why you—”


“You don’t know nothing about show business, Caney. Nothing at all.”


Caney knew MollyO wasn’t telling him the whole story, not by a long shot. But when she stepped behind the counter and began to spoon coffee into a filter, he knew the conversation had come to a close.


“Now,” MollyO said, “we gonna get this place opened up or what?”





Chapter Four



MOLLYO HAD long ago given up trying to help Caney get dressed each morning, so she stood by and watched as he rocked back on the bed, then wrestled his way into a pair of Wranglers by rolling first onto one hip and then the other.


About the most she could do was make sure he had matched socks, clean jeans and a fresh denim shirt every morning. If she didn’t, he’d simply slide into whatever he’d worn the day before and the one before that. Clothes held no more interest for Caney than food or the weather or the time of day.


When someone began to bang on the front door of the Honk, Caney shook his head in disgust.


“Why the hell can’t he wait till we’re open?”


“Guess he’s hungry,” MollyO said as she peeled plastic off a shirt just back from the cleaners. “Life don’t like to wait long for his breakfast.”


Life Halstead, the most regular of the regulars, was always the first customer of the day and nearly always the last.


“He’s hungry, all right,” Caney said. “But it’s not food he’s after.”


“Then why does he show up here for breakfast, dinner and supper, seven days a week?”


“No mystery there.” Caney popped his head through the neck of an undershirt, then worked his arms into the sleeves which strained against his biceps. “You know he comes to see you.”


MollyO took a few seconds to consider Caney’s remark, then she pitched his shirt at him. “You ought to be ashamed of yourself, Caney. Why, Reba’s not been in the ground more’n six months.”


“Well, I doubt Life’s spending much time checking the calendar.”


“He’s just lonesome, that’s all. Sold off most of his land and some of his cattle, so he doesn’t have much to keep him busy. That’s why he comes here… to eat, have a little company, read the morning paper.”


“Life doesn’t read the paper. He just props it in front of him so you won’t know he’s watching you.”


“You’re beginning to sound like Wanda Sue. Biggest gossip in town.”


“Not gossip. Fact.”


“Caney, you know how old Life is?”


“What’s that got to do with it?”


MollyO stepped closer to the bed and lowered her voice, though there was little danger Life could hear her above the racket he was making out front.


“The man is old enough to die,” she said.


“Hell, we’re all old enough to die.”


“Yeah, but some’s older than others.”


“Looks to me like Life’s still got some kick left in him.”


“I doubt it. He’s had two heart attacks. Gallbladder’s gone bad. And he’s about half-deaf.”


“Too many damaged parts, huh?” Caney hauled one leg onto the bed, then stuffed his lifeless foot into a stretched gray sock. “Well, that’ll damned sure take a man out of the game, won’t it?”


The question hung between them long enough to fill the room with silence. Even the banging out front had stopped.


“Honey, I—”


“You’d better go open the door or we’re gonna lose our first customer of the day,” Caney said as he reached for his other sock. “And we can’t afford to let Life get away from us, can we?”


By the time Caney had finished dressing and rolled into the cafe, Life Halstead was hunkered over his second cup of coffee and a greasy plate streaked with cold egg yolk. Though his face was half-hidden behind the morning paper, his eyes were firmly fixed on MollyO’s bottom as she bent to swipe at crumbs on a tabletop.


“Morning, Life,” Caney said.


“Yes, it is.” Life cut his eyes back to the paper, but he was clearly not as engrossed by the print as he was by the way MollyO’s skirt stretched across her hips. “A fine morning.”


But Caney could see little evidence of a fine morning. A steady rain had started to fall, and the wind, straight out of the north, scattered scraps of yesterday’s garbage across the parking lot.


“Raccoons got into the trash again last night,” Caney said. “We got crap blowing from here to Texas.”


“I wouldn’t worry about it,” Life said. “A little more crap in Texas ain’t gonna make much difference.” Obviously pleased with this contribution of humor, Life smiled.


When Caney heard the old Plymouth pull up and park, he didn’t even have to turn to know who was coming in.


Soldier Starr and Quinton Roach were always the first of the coffee drinkers to arrive, settling in at their regular table just before seven, the same table they had occupied every morning since the day the Honk opened. The third member of their group, Hooks Red Eagle, usually showed up at seven-thirty, the galvanized tub in the bed of his pickup teeming with catfish. Hooks, always on the lake before dawn to run his trotline, sold fish to Caney from time to time and gave the rest to his neighbors, having no taste for fish himself.


All three men were Cherokees, all in their late sixties… friends from boyhood, and all veterans of World War II, the one subject they never discussed, their conversations centering instead on tribal politics, weather and women. Though they had long suspected the three topics were connected in some mysterious way, they had yet to discover it.


“Hey, Caney,” Soldier said, “I figured we were going to have to go down to the Dairy Queen to find a cup of coffee this morning.”


Caney looked puzzled. “Dairy Queen’s not open yet.”


“Looks like you’re not either.”


“What?”


“You forgot to turn on the sign.”


“Oh.” Caney stirred a spoon of sugar into his coffee, then reached over the cash register and flipped a switch on the wall.


The sign out front, once the biggest and brightest in the county, tilted and trembled against the wind. Pelted by too many BBs and battered by too many storms, it attracted no more attention now than a dozen others along this stretch of highway. Now, even the brilliance of the neon had faded.


But twelve years earlier—when the awnings were bright, when the stainless-steel kitchen gleamed, when the countertop and tile glistened—Caney hadn’t had to be reminded about the sign. Then, when even “Opening Soon” had been a fresh joke, Caney’s fingers would tingle with excitement as he reached for the switch that would turn it on. And when the first bright neon blazed in the morning sky, he would stare wide-eyed with the wonder of a boy watching his first Roman candle explode in the air.


The day the sign had been delivered and installed, Caney turned twenty, still young enough to laugh about mistakes. But after eighteen months in a VA hospital, he was not as familiar with laughter as he had once been.


Caney had designed the building with the help of Wink Webster, an amputee in the ward who had done some drafting in high school. And from the day the foundation was poured, MollyO made sure they got to “watch” the building going up by sending them snapshots she took of the construction site each week.


Then, the morning before Caney’s discharge, he called Leon’s Neon in Tulsa where he had the sign made. He told Leon exactly what he wanted: THE HONK AND HOLLER in ten-inch letters, red neon against a white background. After all the details were settled, Caney wrote a check for the deposit and put it in the mail.


That might have been the end of it if the guys in the ward hadn’t smuggled in some beer and bourbon that afternoon to give Caney a “getting-the-hell-out-of-here” party. And the sign might have been perfect if Caney hadn’t drunk half a case of Coors and if he hadn’t listened to Wink, who drank the other half.


“Hell, Caney,” Wink said, “if you’re going to put that sign up now, you ought to add ‘Opening Soon’ to it. Then everyone who drives by will know something big is going to happen.”


“You think so?”


“Sure. They’ll figure there’s going to be some kind of grand opening. Prizes, free food. That sort of thing.”


“That’s not a bad idea.”


“Maybe a band. Have a dance out there on the parking lot.”


“Yeah. I like that,” Caney said, his entrepreneurial spirit fueled by a dozen cans of beer.


“You’ll draw a big crowd, too, if you’ll tell those carhops you hire to wear short skirts.”


“Real short!”


“And halter tops.”


“Those stretchy kind.”


“Go call that guy….”


“Leon?”


“Yeah. Call him before it’s too late.”


“Well…”


“Look. Just tell him you’ve decided on a little change in design. Tell him you want to add ‘Opening Soon.’ Now how he does it is up to him, of course, but if it was me, I’d hand-letter a sign to hook on the bottom of the neon. Then, once you’re open, just unhook it, toss it in the trash and you’re in business.”


“Okay! Soon’s I finish this beer, I’m gonna call Leon.”


Three weeks later, Leon delivered and installed the sign. THE HONK AND HOLLER OPENING SOON. Mounted on steel, anchored in concrete. Six hundred dollars of red neon. Nonrefundable.


At first, living with the sign was easy. While Caney was doing the hiring, ordering stock, having menus printed, “Opening Soon” made sense. And the grand opening was grand—free hotdogs, a rock band and carhops in halter tops.


But as soon as the hoopla ended and the Honk and Holler was in business, “Opening Soon” gave the locals something to laugh about.


Caney didn’t mind, though, not in the beginning. Not when old pickups and new Firebirds and jacked-up Camaros circled the lot, waiting for a parking spot. Not when knots of teens in tight jeans fed handfuls of quarters into the jukebox. Not when long-legged carhops juggled trays of chili cheeseburgers and frosted mugs of cherry-pickle-lemon-lime-orange until two o’clock every morning.


But all that had changed.


And now THE HONK AND HOLLER OPENING SOON was just another tired old joke.





Chapter Five



THE LUNCH CROWD at the Honk wouldn’t have filled a Volkswagen van. Two checkers from the Piggly Wiggly; a telephone repairman out of Muskogee; Cash Garnette, who auctioned livestock at the sale barn; a kid cutting classes at the high school; Wilma Driver, who sold real estate for Century 21; and, of course, Life Halstead.


They’d all cleared out except for Wilma who was waiting on a steak sandwich to take home to her ailing husband, Rex.


“He was up all night,” Wilma said. “Why, I didn’t get any sleep at all. And I had a house to show Big Fib Fry at nine this morning. Going way below appraisal, too.”


“How’s he feeling now?” MollyO asked.


“Big Fib?”


“No, Rex.”


“Oh, still complaining. Says his… thing is swollen. Made me touch it to see if it had fever in it.”


MollyO shook her head, a gesture of sympathy either for Rex and his fevered penis or for Wilma, who had been made to touch it.


“He runs to the bathroom every five minutes. And would you believe he pees through my tea strainer?” Wilma’s mouth puckered with distaste.


“Took my second husband three weeks to pass his,” MollyO said.


“Three weeks?” Wilma’s voice was filled with outrage.


“Wasn’t bigger’n a plantar’s wart. ’Bout as ugly, too. But you’d of thought he had a diamond. Kept it in a little drawstring pouch, showed it to everyone in town.”


“Well, I haven’t got three weeks to spare. Rex is just going to have to understand that I’ve got a career, kidney stone or not. And as far as him showing it off like some Cracker Jack prize? That would not look good for me or Century 21. Would not look good at all.”


“Oh, oh,” MollyO said. “Duncan’s loose again.”


Wilma reached for the phone. “I’ll call Ellen so she won’t worry.”


“Afternoon, Duncan,” MollyO said as a gaunt old man shuffled inside, but he offered no response, and, of course, she expected none.


She knew what he was there for, knew he would begin moving silently around the dining room and kitchen, measuring countertops, shelving, cabinets, windows, doors.


Duncan Renfro, a carpenter for over fifty years, had helped build the Honk, as well as many of the houses and businesses around town. But now, robbed of memory by Alzheimer’s, unable to recall the familiarity of faces and neighborhoods he had known for a lifetime, powerless to voice even his own name, he was aware of only one thing—the importance of accurate dimensions.


So from time to time, whenever he was able to slip away from the confines of home, he drifted into the Honk, fumbled in his pocket for one of the half dozen tape measures he carried and set to work doing the one job he could still remember.


Then, retrieved like a lost pet, he was led home by his wife, Ellen, a wife he no longer recognized and a home he was connected to only by inches.


When Caney came out of the kitchen, he said, “Hey, Duncan. How’s it going?” but the old man, busy measuring the pass-through, never looked up.


“Did you call Ellen?” Caney asked MollyO.


“I did,” Wilma answered. “She’s on her way.”


Caney handed Wilma her sandwich in a paper bag. “Guess you wanted mustard on this. Didn’t think to ask.”


“Caney, why are you doing the cooking again?” Wilma asked. “Thought you hired a new cook.”


“I did. He showed up just long enough to draw twenty dollars against his pay and make off with ten pounds of round steak and a gallon of chili peppers.”


“Now what do you suppose he’s going to do with a gallon of—”


Wilma’s question was cut short by the sound of air brakes as an eighteen-wheeler bounced off the highway and pulled onto the edge of the parking lot. Before the rig had even stopped rolling, the passenger door of the cab opened and a woman in a short yellow dress, a faded jean jacket and red cowboy boots climbed out.


“Now there’s a fashion statement,” Wilma said.


The red boots had barely touched ground before the truck began to move.


“He’s in a hell of a hurry to get back on the road.”


“Maybe he’s just in a hurry to get shed of her,” MollyO said.


The woman dropped a limp duffel bag at her feet, then readjusted a bundle in her arms, tucking corners of a stained blanket around whatever she was carrying.


“What’s that she’s got wrapped up?” Wilma asked. “Is that a baby?”


“Look’s like it’s dead,” MollyO whispered.


Wilma screeched, “She’s carrying a dead baby?”


“No,” MollyO said with little certainty. “I think it’s a cat.”


“Now why in the hell would she be carrying around a dead cat?” Caney asked.


“We don’t know if it’s dead,” MollyO said in a voice that appealed for reason. “It might just be asleep.”


The woman picked up the duffel bag and started toward the cafe.


“Well, whatever it is, we’re fixing to find out.”


The woman looked like she had nowhere to go, but she moved like she was in a hurry to get there. She reminded Caney of a coyote. Fast. Wary. And tough.


Just as she neared the front door, she stopped and peered into the window.


“She sees us watching her.” MollyO grabbed a rag and began to polish the dials of the coffeemaker. “Look busy!”


Wilma, in a frantic attempt to busy herself, plunked her butt onto a stool at the counter, yanked her husband’s steak sandwich out of the bag and snapped off a mouthful with the exaggerated gestures of a silent film star. But Caney, quiet and unmoving, stared back at the woman through the window.


Her face seemed to be all hard edges and sharp angles—an unyielding jaw, defiant chin, the tight, straight line of uncurled lips.


Caney had known her kind before, could tell what she had been… the girl in third grade who went without eating rather than line up for free lunches, the one who stood alone in the corner of the playground, staring down an alley at something the others could never see… the girl at fourteen who smoked in the bathroom and inked H-A-T-E into the back of her hand… the girl in high school who drifted away long before senior pictures ever made it into the yearbook.


She was trouble, Caney had no doubt about that. But she was something else, too… something Caney couldn’t put a name to.


Without glancing up, MollyO asked, “What’s she doing out there?”


“Reading,” Caney said.


The front window of the Honk was plastered with signs—notices of garage sales and pancake suppers, lost dogs and free kittens, ads for houses to rent, guitar lessons, mobile homes for sale, fliers announcing talent contests, county fairs and cattle auctions, posters for the United Way and Mary Kay.


Most had been taped to the glass so long that the paper had curled and yellowed with age. But the woman outside didn’t move until she had studied each one.


By the time she stepped inside, the coffeemaker sparkled and all that remained of Rex’s steak sandwich was the mustard in the corner of Wilma’s mouth.


The woman stood in the doorway for a long time, taking it all in until she had to move aside for an old man measuring the door frame.


“Can I help you?” MollyO asked.


“I’m here about the job,” she said.


“What job?”


“Carhop.”


“Oh, we don’t use them anymore. What made you think we needed a carhop?”


The woman went to the window and peeled a small rippled sign off the glass. CARHOP WANTED. The lettering, once bold and black, had faded to gray.


“Well, that’s been there for ages,” MollyO said. “Eight or nine years, I guess.”


Then Wilma asked, “What have you got in the blanket?” Her tone sounded a bit accusatory, but if this stranger was transporting a dead baby, Wilma believed she had a right to know.


“A dog.”


“Is it sick?”


“She lost a leg.”


“Oh, poor little thing.” Wilma knew that sympathy would reflect well on her and Century 21. And she had long ago learned that appearances could be deceiving, especially in the real estate business. She would never forget the man dressed like a rag picker who had pulled fifty thousand dollars out of a paper sack to pay cash for a brick duplex with bad plumbing.


“Let me hold her for you,” Wilma said, her voice dripping with solicitude.


After a few hesitant moments, the woman gingerly eased the small bundle of dog and blanket into Wilma’s arms.


“Look,” the woman said to MollyO, “I really need a job.”


“Well, like I told you—”


“I’m looking for some steady help in the kitchen,” Caney said.


MollyO sent a spoon clattering to the floor and shot Caney a slit-eyed stare of caution.


“Can you cook?” Caney asked.


“Nothing you’d want to eat.”


MollyO winked at Wilma, clearly encouraged by the woman’s confession.


“But I’m good at the curb. I can make you money out there.”


“Wish I could help you out,” Caney said, “but I’m only looking to hire a cook. Someone permanent.”


“I’ll work for tips.”


“You wouldn’t make anything,” MollyO warned.


“I’m sorry, lady, but—”


“Vena. Vena Takes Horse.”


“Takes Horse.” Wilma looked puzzled. “Is that Cherokee or Choctaw?”


“Crow.”


“Well, truth is, Vena,” Caney said, testing the name, “we don’t have enough business in here to turn a profit most months. But out there…” He inclined his head toward the parking lot, a man pointing out the wasteland.


“I’ll take my chances.”


MollyO shook her head. “Why, you wouldn’t snag a customer a week.”


“You don’t have anything to lose, then, do you? I mean, if I’m just working for tips, then it won’t cost you a dime, will it?”


“Besides, Sunday is Christmas!” MollyO’s voice was edged with desperation now. “You can’t expect to do any business out there on Christmas weekend.”


Just then a banged-up red Mustang with a twelve-point buck strapped across the hood pulled in and made a wide half-circle around the parking lot, slowing as it headed back toward the highway.


“Glad they’re not staying,” MollyO said. “A deer with a bullet in its head and a little blood smeared across its face would not enhance our dining atmosphere.”


But when the car idled to a stop, Vena shot out the door and headed across the parking lot. The driver, a heavyset man in an orange hunting vest, had already opened his door and planted one foot on the ground before Vena reached him and talked him back into the car.


“I’ll bet you a doughnut he stopped to ask directions,” MollyO said.


The man slammed the door, then rolled down the window. His passengers, a woman and little girl in the front and a man and two teenage boys in the back, listened as Vena leaned in the window and spoke.


“I thought deer season was over,” Wilma said.


“Not for bow hunters,” Caney told her.


As soon as Vena turned away and started back to the cafe, the man rolled up his window and restarted the engine.


MollyO mocked a laugh and said, “Well, so much for curb service.”


But then, instead of leaving, the driver maneuvered the Mustang into a tight turn and pulled into one of the parking spots right in front of the Honk.


“Eight hamburgers, hold the onions on two,” Vena yelled as she came through the door. “Two chili dogs, five orders of fries, three Cokes and two coffees.”


Caney spun his chair and wheeled toward the kitchen.


“Oh, yeah,” Vena said, “you got any doughnuts?”


“Nope,” Caney said. “MollyO just bought the last one.”





Chapter Six



BY FOUR-THIRTY, Vena had snagged three cars, two pickups and a van filled with a covey of Blue Birds—a dozen little girls whose discovery of a “real” carhop was just too “cool.” The driver, a stern-looking Bird Leader, tried her best to convince the brood that eating inside her brand-new Dodge Caravan would not be nearly as “cool” as going inside, but they had seen too many reruns of American Graffiti. She didn’t have a prayer.


Just before sunset Caney ran out of hamburger buns when a gang of 4-H boys jammed into the cab of an old GMC reordered three times. The boys stuffed themselves with burgers less for the pleasure of eating than for the excitement of watching Vena cross the lot, the wind pasting her thin yellow dress against her crotch.


But she couldn’t catch everyone who pulled in. The regulars went on inside where they eyed Vena curiously as she prepared trays and picked up her orders. Each time she went out the door, though, they fired questions at Caney and MollyO about the sudden appearance of the new carhop. Most stayed longer than usual, lingering over Thursday’s special of liver and onions, their conversations enlivened by the dramatic turn of events at the Honk.


Sam Kellam, not quite as regular as the regulars, was out of his truck and halfway to the door when Vena passed him with a tray of foot-longs and fries. He paused and watched her stride across the lot before he went inside.


Sam had just turned forty, but lean and handsome, he made forty look good. Some said he had the hard, mean eyes of his daddy. But they didn’t say it when Sam was around.


An Old Testament fanatic, Kyle Kellam had kept his boys in line with fear of retribution, though they feared God’s punishment far less than they feared their daddy’s. But on the night of Sam’s sixteenth birthday, he made the mistake of diluting his fear with bourbon, and when he staggered home at two in the morning, he found his father waiting for him in the yard.


Kyle, in a brutal rage, stripped Sam, beat him with a cattle prod, then hauled him to town and chained him, naked and bleeding, to the door of Christ Temple where he was discovered the next morning as the congregation arrived for church.


Sam left town that same day and stayed gone for eight years. No one knew where he was or how he found out his daddy had died, but on the day of the funeral, Sam showed up, walked straight to the coffin and spit on Kyle Kellam’s face.


Whatever meanness was born in that boy chained to the door of a church at sixteen had taken root like a spiny cactus that had flourished on nothing more than heat for the past twenty-four years.


As he slid onto a stool near the door, he tossed two dollars on the counter, but kept his eyes on Vena while she hooked the tray into the window of a gray Cutlass.


“You looking for a beer, Sam?”


“If they’re still putting alcohol in it, I am.”


As Caney popped the top from a bottle of Budweiser, Sam watched Vena make change for the teenage driver of the Olds, a boy who looked too young to drive.


After Sam took a long pull at the bottle, he lit a cigarette, then went at the beer again before he glanced back outside at Vena.


“Where’d you find the squaw, Caney?”


“What?” Caney said, momentarily distracted by a popping noise coming from the ice machine.


Sam tilted the nearly empty bottle and used it to point toward Vena. “Nice ass,” he said, then downed the last of the beer and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Real nice-looking piece of ass.”


Caney was surprised to feel his jaw tighten with anger. He shifted forward in his chair, his face just inches away from Sam’s.


“You figure that’s any of your business, Sam? Seems to me—”


“Caney!” MollyO yelled.


Caney pivoted to see MollyO standing in a puddle of water running from beneath the ice maker.
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