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  Cobratown

  WE’RE REALLY FINE when we’re together, aren’t we? I mean, when it’s just the two of us.”

  “Uh-huh. How long till we get to the reptile farm?”

  “Oh, less than an hour, I think,”

  “Will they have a giant king cobra, like on the sign?”

  “I’m sure they will, sweetheart/’

  “I hope it’s not asleep when we get there. Mom, do cobras sleep?”

  “Of course, snakes have to sleep just like people. At least I think they do.”

  “Do they think?”

  “Who, baby?”

  “Snakes. Do they have a brain?”

  “Yes. They think about food, mostly. What they’re going to eat next in order to survive.”

  “They only think about eating?”

  “That’s the main thing. And finding a warm, safe place to sleep.”

  “Some snakes live in trees, on the branches. That can’t be so safe. Birds can get them.”

  “They wait on the limbs for prey, some smaller creature to come along and the snake can snatch it up, or drop on it and wrap itself around and squeeze it to death or until it passes out from not having enough air to breathe. Then the snake crushes it and devours it.”

  “You’re a good driver, aren’t you. Mom? You like to drive.”

  “I’m a very good driver, Roy. I like to drive when we go on long trips together.”

  “How far is it from Key West to Mississippi?”

  “Well, to Jackson, where we’re going, it’s a pretty long way. Several hundred miles. We go north through Florida, then across Alabama to Mississippi and up to Jackson, which is about in the middle of the state.”

  “Will Dad be there?”

  “No, honey. Your dad is in Chicago. At least I think he is. He could be away somewhere on business.”

  “Who are we going to see in Mississippi?”

  “A good friend of Mommy’s. A man named Bert.”

  “Why is Bert in Mississippi?”

  “That’s where he lives, baby. He owns a hotel in Jackson.”

  “What’s the name of the hotel?”

  “The Prince Rupert. “

  “Is it like the Casa Azul?”

  “I think Bert’s hotel is bigger.”

  “You’ve never seen it?”

  “No, only a photo of it on a postcard that Bert sent.”

  “How old is Bert?”.

  “I’m not sure. I guess about forty.”

  “How old is Dad?”

  “Forty-three. He’ll be forty-four next month, on the tenth of April”

  “Will he invite me to his birthday party?”

  “I don’t know if your dad will have a birthday party, Roy, but I’m sure he would invite you if he did.”

  “Some dinosaurs had two brains, Mom, do you know that?”

  “Two brains?”

  “Yeah, there’s a picture in my dinosaur book that Dad sent me that shows how the really big ones had a regular-size brain in their head and a small one in their tail The really big ones. It’s because it was so far from their head to their tail there was too much for only one brain to think about, so God gave them two.”

  “Who told you God gave dinosaurs two brains?”

  “Nanny.”

  “Your grandmother doesn’t know anything about dinosaurs,”

  “What about Bert?”

  “What about him?”

  “Do you think he knows about dinosaurs?”

  “You’ll have to ask him, baby. I don’t really know what Bert knows about.”

  “You said he was your friend.”

  “Yes, he is.”

  “Why don’t I know him?”

  “He’s kind of a new friend. That’s why I’m taking you to Jackson, to meet Bert, so he can be your friend, too.”

  “Is Bert a friend of Dad’s?”

  “No baby. Dad doesn’t know Bert.”

  “How far now to the reptile farm?”

  “We’re pretty close. The last sign said twenty-six miles. I can’t go too fast on this road,”

  “I like this car, Mom. I like that it’s blue and white, like the sky, except now there’s dark clouds.”

  “It’s called a Holiday.”

  “We’re on a holiday now, right?”

  “Yes, Roy, it’s a kind of holiday. Just taking a little trip, the two of us.”

  “We’re pals, huh?”

  “We sure are, baby. You’re my best pah”

  “Better than Bert?”

  “Yes, darling, better than anyone else. You’ll always be my favorite boy.”

  “Look, Mom! We must be really close now.”

  “The sign said, “Ten minutes to Cobratown.’“

  “If it rains hard, will the snakes stay inside?”

  “It’s only raining a little, Roy. They’ll be out. They’ll all be out, baby, don’t worry. There’ll be cobras crawling all over Cobratown, just for us. You’ll see.”
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  Chinese Down the Amazon

  WHAT DO YOU THINK, BABY? Does this place look all right to you?”

  “Is it safe?”

  “Safe as any motel room in Alabama can be, I guess. At least it looks clean.”

  “And it doesn’t stink of old cigarettes, like the last one.”

  “We can stay here.”

  “I’m tired, Mom.”

  “Take off your shoes and lie down, baby. PU go out and bring back something for dinner. PU bet there’s a Chinese restaurant in this town. There’s Chinese everywhere, Roy, you know that? Even down the Amazon it said in the National Geographic. I can get some egg rolls and pork chow mein and egg foo yung. What do you think, baby? Would you like some chow mein and egg foo yung? I’ll just make a quick stop in the bathroom first. Out in a jiffy.”

  “Could I get a Coca-Cola?”

  “Oh! Oh, Christ! This is disgusting! Come on, baby, we’re moving.”

  “What happened, Mom?”

  “Just filth! The bathroom is crazy with cockroaches! Even the toilet’s filled with bugs!”

  “I don’t see any bugs on the bed.”

  “Those kind come out later, when the light’s off. Get off of there! The beds are probably infested, too. Let’s go!”

  “I’ve got to put on my shoes.”

  “You can do it in the car. Come on!”

  “Mom?”

  “Yes, Roy?”

  “Could I get a hamburger instead of Chinese?”


  Bandages

  I WAS VERY SHY WHEN I WAS A GIRL, so shy it was painful. When I had to leave my room at school, to go to class, I often became physically ill. I got sick at the thought of having to see people, or their having to see me, to talk to them. I think this is why I had my skin problems, my eczema. It came from nerves. Being sick allowed me to stay by myself, wrapped up in bandages. People left me alone.”

  “But weren’t you lonely?”

  “Not really. I liked to read and listen to the radio and dream. I didn’t have to be asleep to really dream, to go into another world where I wasn’t afraid of meeting people, of having them look at me and judge me. I really felt better, safe, inside those bandages. They were my shield, I suppose, my protection.”

  “Prince Valiant has a shield.”

  “I like this song, Roy. Listen, I’ll turn it up: Dean Martin singing ‘Ain’t Love a Kick in the Head.’ He works hard to sound so casual, so relaxed. I always had the feeling Dean Martin was really very shy, like me. That he affected this style of not seeming to care, to be so cool, in order to cover up his real feelings. That’s his shield.”

  “Are we still in Indiana?”

  “Yes, baby. We’ll be in Indianapolis soon. Well stay there tonight.”

  “Indiana goes on a long time.”

  “It seems that way sometimes. Look out the window. Maybe you’ll see a farmer.”

  “Mom, are there still Indians in Indiana?”

  “I don’t think so, baby. They all moved away.”

  “Then why is it still called Indiana, if there aren’t any Indians left?”

  “Just because they were here before. There were Indians, many different tribes, all over the country.”

  “The Indians rode horses. They didn’t have cars.”

  “Some of them had cars after.”

  “After what?”

  “After people came from Europe.”

  “They brought cars from Europe?”

  “Yes, but they made them here, too. That’s where the Indians got them, the same as everybody else.”
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