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Otis Lee Crenshaw is a country and western musician whose short career ended abruptly when he disappeared near Lake Mead, Arizona, under mysterious circumstances.

His only recorded album, My Donuts, Goddamn, sold upwards of a dozen copies and was described in the Country Music Journal as an album that ‘clearly smacks of someone owing someone else a favour’. He is also the author of Narvel Crump’s multi-million-selling hit, ‘The Scrabble Song’.

A second album of Otis Lee Crenshaw’s songs is due to be released just as soon as he’s finished writing them.




Also by Rich Hall

 



Things Snowball




 
 
 

 
Otis Lee Crenshaw: I Blame Society

 

 
RICH HALL

 
 
Hachette Digital

www.littlebrown.co.uk




 
Published by Hachette Digital 2010

 
Copyright © Rich Hall, 2004

 



 
The moral right of the author has been asserted.

 



 
All rights reserved.

 
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

 



 
All characters in this publication other than those clearly in the public domain are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


 



 
A CIP catalogue record for this book 
is available from the British Library.

 



eISBN : 978 0 7481 1874 8

 



 
This ebook produced by JOUVE, FRANCE

 



 
Hachette Digital
An imprint of
Little, Brown Book Group
100 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DY

 



 
An Hachette Livre UK Company




For Karen Eva




Acknowledgements:

Thanks, especially, to Mike Wilmot. 
Also, Sean Meo, Andrew Beint, Antonia Hodgson 
and, of course, Addison Cresswell.




Foreword

 



 



 



 



This ain’t no autobiography. I don’t merit one ’cause I’ve never done a single goddamn thing to advance civility. But I’ve got a story or two to tell, and you’ll hear about it.

My wives, Brendas every one of ’em, have drifted by me in a fog of bourbonitis. Now and then, there’s been moments of clarity and this is what I remember. This is my day in court.




IN THE UNITED STATES COURT OF APPEALS FOR THE SEVENTH CIRCUIT AT KNOXVILLE, TENNESSEE

The United States vs. Otis Lee Crenshaw: Defendant-Appellant

 



 



Appeal from the US District Court for the Seventh District Court at Knoxville


Judge: Hon. Milton Easterbrook

Representing the Appellant: Mr Crenshaw chooses to represent himself

Before the Prosecution: David Wendale, US Attorney



OFFICIAL COURTROOM TRANSCRIPT

 



 



 



JUDGE EASTERBROOK: Mr Crenshaw, you have been convicted in the US District Court for Eastern Tennessee on one count of conspiracy to kidnap the employees of the Bank of Knoxville in violation of 18 USC 612. Is that correct?

 



OTIS LEE CRENSHAW: Can I make a motion for a mistrial?

 



JUDGE EASTERBROOK: This isn’t a trial. This is a sentencing. Where is your counsel?

 



OTIS LEE CRENSHAW: I’m representing myself.

 



JUDGE EASTERBROOK: That’s a really bad idea.

 



OTIS LEE CRENSHAW: So was finding me guilty. This court is full of bad ideas.

 



JUDGE EASTERBROOK: Very well. You have the right to waive counsel. But I’m warning you now, I will not appoint another attorney if you choose to appeal this sentence at a later date. You have abandoned your discretion in this choice.

 



OTIS LEE CRENSHAW: I know more about what I did than any lawyer. I was there.

 



JUDGE EASTERBROOK: On the afternoon in question, you entered the Bank of Knoxville and took several employees hostage.

 



OTIS LEE CRENSHAW: I didn’t take any hostages! I took my shirt off. I yelled a few things. That’s it.

 



JUDGE EASTERBROOK: There are several witnesses to an incriminating utterance about the employees being ‘prisoners’. That was the crux of the prosecutor’s case.

 



OTIS LEE CRENSHAW: I did say we were prisoners. But I meant prisoners of debt. Prisoners of the systematic indenture of World Banking practices. Which keeps ordinary people’s heads under the water while the tide of advancing interest rates . . .

 



JUDGE EASTERBROOK: Mr Crenshaw, this isn’t the place for your polemics about World Banking. Do you have anything to say before sentencing?

 



OTIS LEE CRENSHAW: Yes, Your Honor, indeed I do. Ladies and gentlemen of the court . . . ‘a man isn’t on trial here today. Civilization is on trial!’

 



JUDGE EASTERBROOK: Mr Crenshaw, what are you doing?

 



OTIS LEE CRENSHAW: You don’t recognize that quote?

 



JUDGE EASTERBROOK: No.

 



OTIS LEE CRENSHAW: Well, you should. And you claim to be a learned man of the law.

 



JUDGE EASTERBROOK: Mr Crenshaw, I’m warning you . . .

 



OTIS LEE CRENSHAW: Judge Easterbrook, surely you are familiar with the most famous case to ever be tried in this state. I refer, of course, to the Scopes Monkey Trial, which was conducted in 1925 in a courtroom not fifty miles from where we are standing now.

 



JUDGE EASTERBROOK: I’m not standing. You are.

 



OTIS LEE CRENSHAW: Be that what it may, Judge Easterbrook, would you remind the court the outcome of that landmark case?

 



JUDGE EASTERBROOK: Mr Crenshaw, I don’t have time for this . . .

 



OTIS LEE CRENSHAW: Very well, I will do it for you. It was the consensus of the jury that the teaching of evolution in the schools of Tennessee was illegal. The People of Tennessee upheld the argument of the prosecutor, William Jennings Bryant, that man was created in the image of God and did not ascend from monkeys. And in doing so, ruled against Clarence Darrow and his argument for evolution. Wasn’t that the outcome, Your Honor?

 



JUDGE EASTERBROOK: What has that got to do with kidnapping?

 



OTIS LEE CRENSHAW: Everything! Everything! In the  titanic struggle between good and evil, between truth and ignorance, good and truth won out.

 



JUDGE EASTERBROOK: Can the histrionics. This is a courtroom, not a stage.

 



OTIS LEE CRENSHAW: The verdict in that trial stands today. To wit, you and me don’t come from no monkeys.

 



JUDGE EASTERBROOK: Are you done?

 



OTIS LEE CRENSHAW: Now, Judge, who are you and I to question the veracity of that decision? A decision made by the good, honest, God-fearing people of this Great State of Tennessee. Do you want to be the one who violates that ruling?

 



JUDGE EASTERBROOK: What do you mean?

 



OTIS LEE CRENSHAW: I mean, it is against the law in the State of Tennessee to ascend from animals. But if you send me to prison, you will make a mockery of that law.

 



JUDGE EASTERBROOK: How so?

 



OTIS LEE CRENSHAW: Because prison will turn me into an animal. And that’s pro-evolution! You ought to think real hard about that, Judge, before you go walking all over the Bible. It’s your conscience, that’s all I’m saying. The defense rests.

 



JUDGE EASTERBROOK: Thank you, Mr Crenshaw, for that stunning summation. This court sentences you to six months in the State Penitentiary of Tennessee. Good afternoon.




Some Place Better Than This

 



 



 



 



My Old Man’s name was Jack Daniels Crenshaw. No surprise what he liked to drink. As a very small child I remember teething, cryin’ out savagely for relief. Eventually he would appear over my crib and rub Jack Daniel’s on his gums until he fell asleep.

Several years later, those very teeth fell out. When the first one went, my momma told me to put it under my pillow for the tooth fairy. That night, pretendin’ to sleep, I felt her creep into the room and replace it with a quarter. Later I was awakened by my Old Man, hoverin’ recklessly over the bed. He brusquely pulled the pillow aside, and pocketed my quarter.

‘In this family,’ he said, ‘we don’t sell off our body parts.’

He returned my tooth.

The Old Man’s pride was his pompadour - a magnificent backswept pavilion of hair, Brylcreme slick, shiny and silvery as a nest of sardines. It was as intimidating as it was ridiculous. Charlie Rich would not have stayed in the same room with him. Conway Twitty would have backed down. My Old Man’s hair defied gravity and created expectations the sonofabitch could never hope to live up to.

In the few grainy photos I’ve seen of him he’s alone and wary, like a wolf. We never got into those pictures, my momma and me. Hell, we wasn’t what you would call a real family, anyway. In fact, by the time I was old enough to carry a wallet, I never bothered to remove those fake pictures of relatives that came in the photo compartment. I’d pretend those people were my real family. ‘That’s my daddy,’ I’d say to someone, pointin’ to the photo. Sometimes they’d get suspicious and say, ‘Wait a minute. I saw that guy when I bought a wallet.’ I’d tell ’em my daddy was a professional ‘Wallet Model’.

 



I spent my childhood starin’ at him through bars, first from my crib, then later, prison, after he got sent up for tax fraud, sedition and poaching. My momma would take me to visit him. Through a square of greasy, smudged perspex he’d tell me he liked it in there. You got sheet cake for dessert every night, and you could shoot all the hoops you wanted. The reason for the barbed fences, the guards in the tower, he’d say, was to keep folks from tryin’ to get in. Me, I believed him. Hell, I couldn’t wait to get in there myself.

In prison he stamped out license plates that read Tennessee: The Volunteer State. I guess maybe that word, volunteer, got drummed into him, because when he got out, he’d found himself a new career - as a Human Guinea Pig and professional Lab Rat.

During his joint, he’d gotten paid fifty dollars to be ‘voluntarily’ injected with ‘iron supplements’. The prison doctors told him it was for anemia research. But that ain’t what it was at all. It was a federally sponsored study to determine if certain ‘types’ are genetically predisposed to criminal activity. My Old Man didn’t give a flyin’ fuck what it was for. Fifty dollars was fifty dollars. Around that same time, he learned his blood, Type O, was the premium blend  hospitals paid good money for. By the time they’d released him from prison he decided he’d been put on this earth to be siphoned.

The same man who once told me we didn’t sell our body parts now offered himself up like a three-dollar whore to every medical research project within drivin’ distance. No one in the history of medicine was more of a medical pincushion than my Old Man. He got himself probed, prodded, sampled, drained, filtered, weighed, measured, shrunk, supplemented and fertilized beyond human limits. For twenty-five dollars he would cheerfully fill out any Stage 1 medical questionnaire. Fifty dollars got him naked and on a table. Throw him a C-note and he was yours to eviscerate as you pleased: MRI scans, EKGs, small-dosage radiation, sleep-deprivation studies, LSD testing, blood doping, skin grafts, fertility treatments. He’d have radioactive thymi-dine shot into his testicles (for steroid research) in the mornin’, spend the entire afternoon at a tavern, then come home and try to bang my momma (or a neighbor), tellin’ her he needed to monitor his sperm production. He absorbed Dow Chemical Dioxin as blithely as if it were Right Guard. He stayed bandaged, lumpy, swollen, stitched-up like an old saddle, slathered in experimental ointments, dubious creams, speculative unguents. Periodically, he sported an eyepatch that mysteriously kept shiftin’ sides.

When he heard about the Tuskeegee Experiments, where black men down in Macon County, Alabama, were being injected with various strains of syphilis for seventy-five dollars (and funeral insurance vouchers), he stormed down there in his Bonneville and demanded to know why the offer wasn’t open to a white man. In that respect, he was probably one of the earliest crusaders against reverse discrimination. He combed newspapers, hospitals, colleges and libraries for ads for research volunteers. He had a  goddamned third-grade education but he knew what a double-blind placebo test was and exactly how much it paid. He wore snap-button Western shirts, not because of any cowboy ethic; they were just quicker to divest of in the exploratory ward.

The attendant nausea, rashes, dizziness, cramps, bloating, emaciation, bleeding gums, spade-shaped fingertips, weird breath, lack of depth perception, overnight breasts and other side effects that came with the job, he shrugged off. Not a single hair on his head faltered or fell out. The sonofabitch was indestructible. And every cent he made, he spent on Jack Daniel’s.

 



 



 



Years later, though I suppose in some kind of direct sequence, I lost a tooth in a different way. My wife, Brenda #1, punched it out of me. Actually, she just loosened it enough to where I could pry it from my gums like a wet slippery watermelon seed.

‘Thanks a lot,’ was all I could think to say.

I never saw it comin’. Our marriage began and ended on a misunderstandin’, which I blame on poor enunciation.

We’d been wed almost two years. In that previous sentence, the word ‘wed’ is in there twice, once as ‘married’ and once as a contraction of ‘we had’. And that’s as good an explanation for marriage as there is: ‘We had.’ Marriage is the bucket that holds all the shit the two of you have been through together.


 



Brenda #1, admired by all for her tireless charity work, was plannin’ to run off with her ex-boyfriend as soon as he escaped from prison. I found that out because she was usin’ my checkbook to finance it. And she’d stolen a car. It wasn’t my car, but I was lookin’ after it for someone and she just  scarfed it, without so much as a how do you do.

She’d taken it up to Wartburg, Tennessee, right down the road from Brushy Mountain Correctional Facility. She was holed up at a motel, where, I reckon, she was tidyin’ up minor details of springin’ her asshole ex-boyfriend. And man, was he ever an asshole. That ain’t just me sayin’ that. Roughly two-thirds of America felt the same way on account of the fact that he was the guy who’d shot Dr Martin Luther King.

Knowin’ that my wife’s previous boyfriend was James Earl Ray had always been kind of a sore spot with me, particularly in light of the fact that she only started seein’ him after he’d shot King. You might think it would be a subject we’d both dance around. I knew she was sensitive about it, especially since he’d dumped her. But it made me jealous.

When I say she’d been his girlfriend, I don’t mean they dated or nothin’ like that. He wasn’t really in a position for courtship, seein’ as how he was doin’ ninety-nine years inside. But she visited him every chance she could, and they would shout their sweet nothin’s at each other through the prison glass. What she saw in him, I’ll never know. As far as I could tell, the man was an idiot, a total fuckin’ bumbler. His first crime had been stealin’ a wallet from a pair of men’s pants hangin’ in the window of a whorehouse in St Louis. He got chased down and roughed up by the owner of the pants. Imagine gettin’ your ass kicked by someone in his jockeys. With a hard-on! That should be an indication maybe crime ain’t your particular callin’. At Missouri State Penitentiary in Jefferson City, he tried to escape twice. The first time he fell and knocked himself out. The second time he got trapped in the prison’s ceiling and couldn’t find his way out. He finally gave himself up to the guards because he was hungry. The day he assassinated Dr King, he walked  out of a Memphis rooming house and dropped his rifle right on the pavement, where it was found, moments later, by the police. His fingerprints were all over it. This was the guy my wife used to call ‘Sweetheart’.

So it was fairly temptin’ to bring it up as much as I could. He made for a great scapegoat.

‘I see you still ain’t fixed that window in the bedroom,’ she’d say. The window had come off its runners and kept rattlin’ around when freight trains clattered by.

‘You’re right,’ I’d answer. ‘And you know what else I didn’t do? . . . I DIDN’T KILL THE GREATEST LEADER THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT HAS EVER HAD!!’

And that would pretty much settle her hash right there.

 



Truth of the matter is, I always kinda secretly thought I wasn’t complicated enough for Brenda. Women like complex men, even if they tell you they don’t. The more mercurial, the more they want to figure you out. Me, I’m shallow, and proud of it. Hell, people drown in the deep. Shallow, you got some place to put your feet. Women are drawn to complexity ’cause they’ve got about eight thousand different emotions and, what’s more, an additional seventy-nine thousand quasi-hybrid-mutant semi-emotions that, as a man, you couldn’t possibly hope to plumb. You can say, ‘Are you angry?’ and they’ll answer, ‘No, I’m betrayed and wistful. And limpid.’ Shit like that. So you can lay a lot of complicated stuff on them and they’re up for it. Women like a project!

James Earl Ray, inept as he was, must’ve intrigued Brenda. She was doin’ volunteer work for the East Tennessee Eyeglass Bank and one day they asked her to go up to Brushy Mountain Correctional Facility to deliver a new pair of spectacles to him. She told me later, the moment she met him she’d seen somethin’ in his eyes that made her believe he  never killed King. ‘Cataracts,’ I said, ‘that’s what you saw.’ She felt he’d been set up. And the more she looked into the facts the more she became convinced he was a patsy. She started payin’ visits to him at Brushy, bringin’ him newspaper and magazine articles, toiletries and eyewear accessories. Next thing you know he was writin’ letters to her and tellin’ her he loved her, and she got mushy on him, even though the sonofabitch - and I can’t emphasize this enough - HAD SINGLE-HANDEDLY TRIED TO NAIL THE COFFIN LID ON THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT!! On top of that, he was almost fifty fuckin’ years old.

I honestly don’t know what she saw in him. I guess he made her feel wistful and limpid.

Then he betrayed her. Dumped her for a courtroom sketch artist named Anna who he’d been exchangin’ little drawings of mountains and flowers with behind Brenda’s back. Hell, if it weren’t for Brenda givin’ him those glasses, he wouldn’t have even been able to find his paintbrush in the first place. One day she showed up to visit him and he told her he didn’t want to have nothin’ to do with her anymore. Then he got up and walked away from the visitors’ glass. She sat there stunned. I saw the whole thing from the next window over. I’d come up to Brushy to visit my Old Man who was back inside for stealin’ medical equipment.

 



I caught her on the rebound. We started goin’ out and anyone woulda figured the whole James Earl Ray business was past her.

Two months later I proposed to her at the Pickle Barrel, my neighborhood sandwich shop. In the middle of the lunch rush, I said, ‘Will you marry me?’ I tried to time it between bites of her roast-beef sandwich, but the question caught her just as she dipped in.

‘Who’s William Aramy?’ she said, munchin’ loudly. She  looked annoyed. There was a dot of mustard on her nose.

Then, before I could repeat it, she jabbed at my hand.

‘I need to tell you something.’ She jerked her head, indicatin’ the table behind us, a young couple with a little girl. The girl had palsy or multiple sclerosis, some kind of withering affliction, and was makin’ gurgling noises.

‘I cain’t enjoy my food when there’s a retard in the room,’ she said, like it was somethin’ she’d meant to tell me on our first date, but forgot.

‘I know that ain’t right, but it’s just me. Anyway . . . William who?’

I didn’t ask her again until we were in the parkin’ lot, well clear of any retards.

 



Love, then Marriage, then Babies. That’s the normal progression, ain’t it? Unless you’re White Trash, in which case it’s usually Babies then Marriage. Love don’t always figure into the equation.

The way I see it, everyone is about 3 percent real. That’s the 3 percent of yourself that no one can ever get to. Most of us ain’t even sure where it is inside us because it’s been watered down by the other 97 percent: the part that’s been sold. Sold to the boss, the bank, the finance company, friends, parents, enemies, everyone you ever knew. We all have the soul of a Lab Rat.

Eventually you reach the point where you actually believe  you’re this person you’ve sold yourself as. Then someone comes along who cuts through that bullshit - who sees right through you to your core. They’ve got your fuckin’ number. So to protect yourself, you fall in Love with ’em to keep their mouth shut. Love is chloroform.

Brenda and me skipped the Babies and went straight to Marriage, figurin’ Love wouldn’t be too far behind.

Is that so crazy? To marry first, then hope it works out?  Ain’t that how it works in lots of countries? I’d read somewhere that in the Middle East, arranged marriages have a 3 percent failure rate. How is it that two people who hardly know each other get along better than couples who think they’re soulmates hand delivered to each other by kismet? ’Cause they didn’t let their hearts make stupid decisions for ’em!  Also, I understand someone loses a hand if it goes down the dumper. Don’t quote me on that.

Something else I heard: in Saudi Arabia, to put paid to it, the husband just has to say ‘I divorce thee’ three times. The beauty of that is its simplicity; a slidin’ scale of rapprochement. You could really use that to your advantage. ‘I divorce thee . . . I divorce thee . . . I . . . make me a sandwich, now!’

 



Two years, we’d stayed together. Every time we went back to the Pickle Barrel, I’d remind her this is where it started.

‘We’re doin’ alright, ain’t we?’ I’d say. The conviction there was paper thin.

‘I don’t follow.’

‘I’m doin’ my best to make you happy.’

‘I get that part, but when do we go some place better than this?’

‘I like this restaurant.’

‘I didn’t mean the restaurant.’

 



Brenda did her charity work. (Presumably, her altruism drew the line at dealin’ with retards.) I fixed cars for Walt’s German Auto Repair over on Euclid Avenue in South Knoxville.

Up till then, I’d had myself maybe two dozen different jobs and gotten shitcanned from every one. What I’d learned was, people don’t lose their job ’cause they don’t work hard enough, they lose their job ’cause they can’t deal with other  people. And that was me. The less people I had to face, the less chance I had of gettin’ fired. Because workin’ with other human beings is stressful; workin’ alone ain’t, and that explains why it’s always disgruntled postal workers who shoot up the workplace and never beekeepers. I spent all my time underneath a greasy automobile belly, and that was fine by me. I didn’t have to look at the scrubbed, pampered, patronizing, milk-fed faces of the pompous assholes who brought in their Mercedes and BMWs. I wheeled around on a wooden creeper all day with my feet pokin’ out from under a chassis and if you wanted to talk to me about your car, you addressed my shoes. My theory is, the closer you are to the ground, the less tension.

Still, it was a filthy, stinkin’, thankless, no-hope job.

 



America is supposed to be the Land of Dreams. Well keep on dreamin’! That same tooth fairy who welshed on me as a kid has kept comin’ back to steal every damn quarter I’ve ever got my bruised knuckles across. The Big Lie about America is that it’s a classless society. Bullshit! In America, your name is a giveaway to where you stand on the ladder. If it’s on the outside of the buildin’ you work in, you’re rich. If it’s on a desk, you’re middle class. And if it’s on your shirt pocket, you’re fuckin’ poor. Bust your ass, reach high enough and you can dip into the cookie jar, same as anyone else. That’s the word on the street. Scrub up nice and kiss ass and say ‘yessir’ and ‘no sir ’, and one day that’ll be your  name on the outside of the buildin’.

Except it won’t.

There’s two colors in America: Green and Not-Green. When you’re poor, the aggregate issue of black, white, Latino, Asian, Indian is just a monochrome rainbow against the bigger backdrop of who’s Green and who ain’t. ‘Colored’ and ‘White’ may have disappeared off of toilet doors but it  was still printed clearly on the washin’ machine at our neighborhood laundromat - the one we had to go to because I couldn’t afford to buy my wife a washer/dryer combo. And I knew which button I had to push to get rid of all the stink, grease, sweat, dirt, lint, oil, gasoline, transmission fluid and blood that caked the shirt with my name on it.

 



‘When do we go some place better than this?’

One day, I was goin’ through the kitchen trash for some half-smoked cigarette butts and I found a Brushy Prison visitor’s pass. Now why would she be goin’ up there? All I could figure was she’d picked up with that ratface James Earl Ray again. I sat down at the kitchen table with a bottle of Old Grand-Dad bourbon and pictured them, starin’ forlornly into each other’s eyes through the prison glass, hands splayed against each other ’s like a couple of tree frogs. My whole brain turned to red mist.

She came home later that afternoon. I was still at the kitchen table.

‘Did you go up to Brushy?’ I said.

She didn’t answer right away. She stood at the window, starin’ out at the freight train tracks.

‘Yeah.’

‘Why?’

‘Why do you think? To visit your daddy.’

‘Oh. How’s he doin’?’

‘Same ol’.’

‘I see.’

‘You ain’t been up there to see him since we married,’ she said.

‘I got nothin’ to say to him.’

‘Well, I figgered he might like some company.’ She went over to the cupboards and flung the doors open, huntin’ for dinner.

‘I divorce thee . . . I divorce thee . . .’ I was thinkin’ to myself. My Old Man had been let out of Brushy eighteen months ago.

She made herself a sandwich.

 



 



 



The next day, Brenda stole a car, a 450 SLC Mercedes. The car was a road rocket, a collector’s dream. All-aluminum engine, low, rakish and priceless. It was sittin’ in a bay in Walt’s garage, right by the overhead doors. She breezed in, grabbed the keys off the corkboard and drove off in it. I was underneath another car the whole time. All I saw was her ankles.

I knocked off early and drove home in my pickup, past the usual shops. Shops with windows full of stuff I couldn’t buy for her. I couldn’t understand why she would tear off in a car that wasn’t hers. When I got home, I discovered her closet cleaned out. My checkbook was missin’ as well. The instinct, right under my skin, was of things comin’ unglued.

 



 



A week later some canceled checks showed up and it all got real crystal clear. There, in contemptuous handwritin’, was my signature! Made out to the Holiday Inn in Wartburg, Tennessee. There were checks to a Texaco station. There were checks to a Waffle House and a coupla other restaurants. And - the kicker - a check for $176.54 to some place called Huntley’s Men’s Wear. Now why would a gal be buying menswear? For someone in a prison jumpsuit, that’s what!

I knew then, I just knew, she was gonna run away with him! To Canada maybe, or south to Mexico or Central America, or wherever it is assassins mingle.

The canceled checks had arrived in an urgent lookin’  envelope along with an overdraft notice for $1412.87, and there was a note in there to call a certain Mr T. Grantham at the Bank of Knoxville to work out some kind of pay arrangement. T! The man wants to talk to me about my  money and won’t even tell me his first name? I bet this Mr T. Grantham, whoever he was, went home every day and said to his wife, ‘Guess what, honey, everybody I talked to today called me an asshole!’

I always knew that checking account was gonna get me in trouble. It was the one and only time in my life I’d ever had one and the only reason I’d applied for it was because Brenda insisted. Alright, that ain’t completely true. I wanted a checking account to feel like I was more than just trash - to feel like I had somethin’ over my Old Man. So I applied for it, figurin’ I’d be turned down. Next thing I know, a box of personalized checks shows up in the mail with creepy little pastel floral scenes all over ’em. I guess they’d approved me because, for the first time, I finally had a steady job.

 



I called up the number on the bank letter and asked to speak to Mr T. Grantham. I wondered if my movements were represented by pinheads on a map. Right now this T. Grantham fella was probably whisperin’, ‘We got him!’, his hand mufflin’ the phone, while around him, the Operation Crenshaw team scrambled.

He came on the line.

‘Good afternoon, Mr Crenshaw?’

‘Yeah.’

‘How are you?’

‘I was told to call this number.’

‘Yes. You’ve been referred to our department [Aha!] due to your, uh, somewhat extravagant expenditures of late.’

‘It was my wife. She ran off with my checks.’

‘I see. Is she there?’

‘How can she be here? I just said she ran off, didn’t I?’

‘Did she make the purchases without your authorization?’

‘Somethin’ like that, yeah.’

‘Well, you realize, as her spouse, you are still responsible for the overdraft.’

‘But I didn’t make the purchases.’

‘It doesn’t matter.’

‘It matters to me. It’s my damn checks.’

‘You say she “ran off”. To where?’

‘She ran off to do some volunteer prison work.’

‘That’s tax deductible you know.’

‘I don’t pay taxes!’

‘That’s interesting.’

‘And I ain’t gonna pay for somethin’ I didn’t buy! Find my wife. Get the money from her.’

There was a long pause.

‘I wouldn’t try to use that checkbook again if I was you, Mr Crenshaw.’

‘How can I use it if I don’t have it?’

 



 



The Mercedes’ owner came around lookin’ for his car. Walt, my boss, stalled him. He said the car was at a body shop right now, waitin’ for special paint to arrive from Stuttgart. Walt was a decent old coot with a set of teeth far too large and white for his mouth. I always suspected they were factory-made and someone had got the orders mixed up. Car owners saw precision in those choppers and trusted Walt with their vehicle.

‘I want the car back, friend,’ the owner said to Walt.

‘I ain’t your friend,’ Walt answered. But you could tell he didn’t like friction with the public. He’d been in the same location for twenty-five years.

When the owner left, Walt flexed his teeth at me. ‘You better get that crazy little Bathsheba of yours in line,’ he warned, ‘’cause right now, you ain’t worth shit.’

‘I will,’ I said.

I got in my old pickup and headed over to Farragut, turned North on 62, past Oak Ridge, and headed up to Wartburg.

 



How come, you might ask, if my wife had stolen a car, run off with my checkbook, and planned to spring a world-caliber assassin, didn’t I call the police?

Here’s why. Even though she was a bleedin’ heart, myopic, Stockholm-syndromed, right-wing, conspiracy nutcake with fantastic tits, she was my wife. And I ain’t, nor will I ever be, a snitch.

It wasn’t my deal, this James Earl Ray business. Brenda used to go on and on about it. She’d pull out her flow charts - weird, parabolic diagrams of overlapping conspiracies. Why was there never a public trial? ’Cause it would have turned into a never-endin’ hunt, a domino chase, she’d argue. The FBI was in on it. Everyone knew J. Edgar Hoover had a hard-on for Martin Luther King. The CIA was likely involved. They didn’t like him comin’ out against Vietnam. There were rural-type black leaders who didn’t cotton to his non-violent themes. There was someone in Montreal named Raoul who may or may not have been James Earl Ray’s brother, Jerry Ray, who was a compatriot of J. B. Stoner, the crooked lawyer who also headed the National States Rights Party when he wasn’t busy bombin’ black churches. There was a St Louis Mafia connection. Various nests of Ku Klux Klansmen festering in the shadows, white supremacist police cabals, influential Southern businessmen, so on and so on. One thing was for certain: the stupid oaf wasn’t capable of pullin’ off the assassination by his lonesome. So it  stood to reason there was more to this prison escape than my wife’s wistful leanings for a wronged patsy. She had to be mixed up with some pretty nasty characters. The less I knew, the better. Like I said earlier, the fewer assholes I had to deal with in life, the better. I was just a simple mechanic, tryin’ to hold on to my job.

All I wanted was the stolen car back. And my checks. And my wife.

 



I got to Wartburg and it looked just like I expected: a town with a prison breathin’ down its neck. You had to wonder who talked these people into putting it there: ‘Folks, we’re gonna round up the state’s grisliest murderers, rapists, pedophiles and drug addicts and put ’em right here in your town. And that means jobs, jobs, jobs!! Who’s with me?’


I found the Holiday Inn, grazed through the parkin’ lot twice and saw no sign of the Mercedes. I parked and went inside and asked at the desk if an Otis Lee Crenshaw was registered.

The desk clerk pulled a list from under the register, shielding it from me with what I felt to be unnecessary secrecy.

‘Yeah. “Otis Lee Crenshaw”. She’s been here a while.’

‘Doesn’t “Otis” strike you as an unusual name for a woman?’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘It means, I’m Otis Lee Crenshaw.’

He looked around, maybe wishin’ he wasn’t the night manager. In the daytime you got businessmen, families in station wagons, Kiwanis Club luncheoners and no riff-raff whatsoever.

‘My wife signed my name to a check,’ I tried to explain to him. ‘I guess that slipped right by you.’

He decided to start over again.

‘How can I help you, sir?’

‘I’d like the key to my room.’

‘What room is that?’

‘The one registered to Otis Lee Crenshaw.’

He rechecked the register, then handed me a key.

‘You’re an idiot,’ I said.

On my way through the lobby he called after me, ‘They screen for this job, y’know. The bad seeds get weeded out fast!’

 



Brenda wasn’t in the room. I looked around for my checkbook and couldn’t find it. I went back downstairs and asked the desk clerk for a copy of all the phone calls from my room. He was startin’ to act irritated.

‘You just got here, didn’t you?’

‘No, I’ve been here for a week. Dressed as a woman. Gimme the fuckin’ phone charges.’

She’d made quite a few calls. St Louis, Missouri. Columbus, Georgia. Piedras Negras, Mexico. Dozens of other places as well. I could’ve dialed any of those numbers and asked what was goin’ on with Brenda. But I just didn’t wanna’ know. ’Cause then I’d be in on it - a real donkey ride to hell.

I went back up to the room and laid down on the bed and thought, ‘This don’t seem right’. It wasn’t my room, but I recognized all the stuff in it. Her suitcase, her bag of curlers, her brand of shampoo, her bras, her skirts, her tops scattered everywhere. I felt like a familial intruder. For some strange reason, that gave me an erection.

Then I heard footsteps in the hall, a click of the door lock.

She didn’t even look surprised to see me. Maybe the desk clerk had mentioned somethin’ to her.

‘Whaddya know?’ she said. ‘It’s you. I’m goin’ to have a bath. If you’re nice you can join me.’

She was wearin’ a tight, pale skirt and tomato-colored  blouse. She began undoin’ the buttons, baring her tanned neckline. She seemed to be treatin’ this as some kind of sly seduction.

‘What’s goin’ on?’ I said.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I need to know where we’re headed with all this.’

‘To the tub.’ She laughed loudly, flingin’ her blouse over a chair. ‘Run it, will you? Hot.’ She pulled some bobby pins out of her hair, put them in her teeth, went over to the mirror and shook her hair loose.

I went into the bathroom and turned on the taps. Then she came in, naked.

‘Whatever you’re gonna say, you won’t get it right,’ she said. ‘Do I look drunk? I’m tiddly.’

She leaned on the sink. I was thinkin’, ‘I really need to take control here,’ but I was confused and my erection was cancelin’ everything out. I took off my clothes and climbed in the tub, then she climbed in and we both just sat there. I stared down at the half of me underwater. I looked like some weird sea creature.

I wanted to ask her, point blank, if she was about to spring James Earl Ray. But if I brought it up, there would be no turnin’ back. It would be my deal. So instead I just said, ‘I was thinkin’ we should move away. Maybe some place like Florida.’

‘I’ll tell you what, Otis, I like it pretty well in this motel room.’

‘I think you’re gettin’ yourself into somethin’ a lot deeper than you imagine.’

‘If it’s all too much for you, you need to stay outta my way.’

‘I ain’t gotta listen to this,’ I shot back.

‘The trouble with you is you have no understanding of the people who have been fucked over in this world.’

She stood up and climbed out of the tub, leaving me with my hard-on pokin’ up like a periscope.

‘I’ve left you,’ she said, ‘because, what I know now is, you’re never gonna punch above your weight.’

There was nothin’ I could say. I sat there, feelin’ I was on the cusp of some sinister vortex where Klansmen, St Louis Mafia types, guys named Raoul, shadowy underworld specters, giant domino slabs, were all ready to slam down on me just for askin’ the wrong question - any question. Christ, they could’ve been in the next room! Maybe James Earl Ray was already out. Maybe he was in the ceiling right above our heads. I couldn’t ask her a damned thing. I might as well have been chloroformed.
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