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Mary Ann McClanahan had been playing leapfrog with the eighteen-wheeler for about fifty miles. He’d pass, then she’d pass him back in her little blue Toyota watching for his big hand to wave Hi there! Once his fingers splayed twice, five-five, warning her to lift her pedal off the metal, Smokey was in the neighborhood.

It was getting on toward afternoon in the northwest Alabama hills. Mary Ann thought it was pretty country. Thick green pine forests climbed up and down rolling hills toward Mississippi, though every once in a while there was the naked slash left by strip mining. Still, it was a lot nicer than where she’d been living, down south almost on the Gulf, a little town called Fairhope.

South Alabama was flat. Mary Ann was tired of flat. A curvy five-four herself, blond and pretty, her latest husband freshly buried, Mary Ann was ready for some ups and downs, some rock and roll.

Which surely wasn’t playing right now on the radio. Somebody was singing about Jesus coming to jail and paying his bail, the announcer interrupting to ask anybody in the neighborhood to come on up and bring him a fishing pole, he wanted to go catch himself some perch, gar, bream, buffalo. Then he dedicated a song to a little boy named Gucci. Why anybody would name her kid after a handbag was beyond Mary Ann. She flipped through the stations till she landed on Elvis singing “A Big Hunk O’ Love.” That had her bouncing in her seat. She loved Elvis with all her heart. He touched her in places no one else ever had, for sure.

Now she was hanging back, letting the trucker up ahead work through his whining gears after crawling through a speed trap of a little town. Slow enough for her to read a road marker that said this Route 78 was called the Bankhead Highway. Named after Senator Bankhead, Tallulah’s daddy, she thought.

Mary Ann had seen Tallulah in a couple of old movies on the TV, and she liked her laugh, but mostly she liked what she’d read about her in a Vanity Fair article. Vanity Fair was Mary Ann’s bible, and it said that Tallulah had been a wild girl. Who partied hearty. Was more than a little naughty. Which made Mary Ann right proud to be driving toward Tupelo, Mississippi, on her daddy’s road.

Mary Ann’s trucker was picking up speed, hauling butt. She let a Buick and a Lincoln slip on in between them. Make the trucker think she had better things to do. Tease him, like Tallulah would. Then over on the right, a sign caught her eye.

ALABAMA SNAKE FARM. One mile.

Mary Ann shivered. Now there was a roadside attraction she could do without.

She honked, then scooted on around the Buick and the Lincoln, both of them full of blue-hairs who glared at her with open mouths. Lord have mercy, did you see that blond hussy, Mabel, who does she think she is, burning up the road? She waggled her pink tongue at them, snuggled up to the rear of her Low Ball truck man, thinking about him wrestling that big dinosaur through the long darkness of the Bible Belt, talking about girlies on the CB. The blue tattoo on his left arm said Are You Lonesome Tonight?

Well, yes, she was. And she was thinking about pulling up, holding even with him in the road—which would be tough because the swaying tower of the truck took up exactly one whole lane—then trying to holler above his roar: Pull over at the next truck stop. She hadn’t had a conversation all day, unless you counted the one with the waitress at breakfast near Tallahassee who’d read her palm and said she was going to have a great love in her life, which was fine with Mary Ann because she sure as heck hadn’t had one yet.

Then the eighteen-wheeler’s left rear tire blew and knocked Mary Ann right over into the snake farm.
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When Harry Zack asked Sam Adams if she was sure she didn’t want to drive up to Tupelo Days and the Third Annual International Barbecue Cookoff, she’d said, “Are you nuts?”

Harry had pushed Sam’s porch swing back and forth a couple of times and stared off south across Lake Pontchartrain toward New Orleans where he lived. “Does that mean no?”

“Means much as I would love to cheer you on at the cookoff, since you and Lavert opened the Rib Shack it’s been ’cue, ’cue, nothing but barbecue—which the little dog doesn’t eat, and I’m counting fat grams. Besides,” she hefted a notebook, “I’m working.”

Sam called her book-in-progress American Weird and was enjoying the research, talking with folks like the Civil War Bungee-Jumpers, who planned to rubber-band off into the Mississippi River at Vicksburg right across from where Grant’s flotilla had parked.

The work was a relief from her years as a crime reporter—first for the San Francisco Chronicle and then back home to Atlanta and the Constitution, from which she’d taken a leave, probably permanently. She’d about had her fill of people whose notion of good times was inflicting serious damage on one another with guns, knives, sticks, stones, flame throwers, cyanide, ropes, high pressure hoses, and weed cutters.

But Harry hadn’t given up. “You could take your laptop with you. I’m staying with Red Holcomb, that man I told you wants to talk to me and Lavert about Q franchising. We met him when we were over there visiting one of Lavert’s cousins. He has a big old house, you could work. Maybe even pick up an idea or two. Town ought to be lousy with weird.”

“I don’t need any more material right now. I just need to hack out this proposal.”

Harry took a long slug of his Dixie beer, then held out the bottle and stared at it for a minute. “Cookoff’s honoring Japan this year. Samurai hog smokers versus folks like the Chickasaw County Chip Chunkers with the promise of a Mississippi Toyota plant a major factor. Can’t you see them big ole bubbas trying to outbow the Japanese? Might come down to an arm-wrestling contest to see who’s the most polite first. Might mean I have a chance to win.”

“Ummm.” Sam wasn’t paying much attention. She ran a hand through her short dark curls, much like Harry’s, and lifted another pile of notes from the porch floor.

“I’d sure love to have your company. Most folks have a whole team, and Lavert’s gonna have to stay home and mind the store.” Harry paused as a jet flew over, about the same size as a heron in the near distance. “I bet there’ll be some good music, too.”

Harry Zack was a musician himself, a thirty-year-old Uptown New Orleans society bad bad boy who, after he’d run out of song-writing luck in Nashville had tried process-serving, oil-rigging, insurance-investigating, before he’d opened a BBQ place with his best friend Lavert, an ex-con whom Harry had known since their days at Grambling State where Lavert played football and Harry was The Only White Boy.

“Well, it’s too bad about Lavert. Long drive’d give y’all the chance for some superior male-bonding.”

“Okay. Okay.” Harry stood and strolled the length of the porch with Harpo, Sam’s little white Shih Tzu, in tow. “I guess you’re going to force me into spoiling the surprise.”

At that Sam looked up at his back, at the dark curls just brushing the neck of the gray T-shirt—he needed a haircut again—the hard slim waist, the faded jeans, the right leg ripped where he’d caught it on a snag. They’d gone catfishing the night before, a balmy very-end-of-March evening, had made love in the boat pulled up against some tall grass. Got eaten alive by mosquitoes. It’d been worth it. Everything had been worth it so far with Harry, her boy toy, ten years her junior, turned lover for real. So real she’d left Atlanta a few months ago, rented—on a look-see basis, you understand—this house on the north shore of Lake Pontchartrain to see how it felt to be closer to him. Last night they’d been real close.

“We driving up in a pink Cadillac?”

“Oh, shoot.” Harry had a great grin. “You guessed.”

“And Elvis really is alive, come home to his birthplace to visit, and you’ve arranged us a blind date. You tagging along as chaperone.”

“Now you’ve gone and taken all the fun out of it.”
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When Mary Ann came to she was lying on a red plastic sofa in a ladies’ room. Two women were hovering over her. Fat women.

“Praise the Lord, she’s alive!” said the brunette, who weighed in at about two-fifty.

“Well, we knew that,” said the redhead. “She was breathing, weren’t she?”

Mary Ann tried to sit up, but they wouldn’t let her.

“You might have internal injuries,” said the brunette in that tight-lipped voice that some women use when they talk about anything below the neck. “You just don’t know. I told ’em they ought to send for an ambulance.”

“I swear, I’m okay.” Mary Ann was sure she was, except she felt kind of dizzy, and her new jeans were a mess.

“Oh, honey, don’t swear,” the redhead said. “Not when you’ve just been saved from the jaws of death.”

“Is that what it was?” Mary Ann gave herself a shove and sat up anyway. She was okay. See? She held out her hands. Just a few scratches, some little red marks that hurt like the dickens. “I thought it was a Low Ball truck.”

“Well, it was. That tire, you know, Velma and me were standing right there in the window, when that big old piece of rubber flew off that tire. It went rolling right at you, I swear it looked just like one of them hoop snakes. You know about them? They hold a stinger in their tails, roll up, and try to stave you with it. They hit a tree instead, it’ll die, deader ’n a doornail.”

Mary Ann looked around the ladies’ room, sniffed, it smelled peculiar. “This is that snake farm, isn’t it?” She tried to stand, but she wasn’t quite there yet. Or maybe it was the thought of the snakes that was making her weak in the knees. “Are there snakes in here?”

“Oh, no,” they both said, staring one another dead in the eye. Then the redhead shook her big hair that was waved and lacquered up about six inches on the top of her head. “They’re all out there.” She pointed at the door. “Our menfolks out looking at them. P.J. and Lawtey.”

“Well, listen, I think I need to hit the road. I’ll just sit here a few minutes and collect myself.”

“That car of yours, that little Toyota, I don’t know as how you’re gonna be able to drive it. It looks like it’s tore up pretty good. Ran itself up on a gatepost. One of the ones holding up the snake farm sign.” That was the brunette.

Great. That was just great. Here she was stuck in Nowhere, Alabama, with no car when where she needed to be was Tupelo. And quick. She looked up at the combined five hundred pounds of woman, not one ounce of it wearing makeup. The brunette was wearing a brown leather jacket over a T-shirt that said BFJ 1989 Fayetteville Rally, yellow on black. Mary Ann asked her if she had a cigarette.

“Oh, I don’t smoke.”

“I gave it up too,” said Mary Ann, “until just recently when my husband died. I smoke when I feel real stressed.”

She hadn’t meant to say that about Carlin being dead. The words just popped out. But the truth was, Mary Ann had noticed, you take any two or three women in the world, doesn’t matter where or what nationality or situation, plop ’em down somewhere like a ladies’ room, they’ll be talking about the most fundamental issues on earth in about fifteen seconds. Men, it takes ’em about twelve years to get past scratching themselves and football scores. No wonder so many of them are mean and cranky.

“Goodness gracious, you’re awfully young to be a widow,” said the redhead, reaching around and jerking down her bra that was creeping up on her in the back.

Mary Ann smiled. Well, she was holding her own for thirty-eight, three husbands, two grown girls, and she hated to think how many dumb jobs: waiting tables, tending bar, working the counter in a five-and-dime. At least she’d been able to sit down once she’d married Carlin.

Right now though she didn’t look her best. She needed to touch up her roots. That would happen to you when you were on the road, and Mary Ann had been traveling for about a week. Right after Carlin’s funeral she’d said to Luci, her partner in the aloe vera cosmetics and lingerie houseparty business, Honey, you just take the wheel of this thing for a while.

Luci’d said sure. Gave her that Hallmark-sympathy-card look. Everybody thinking she was knee-deep in grief, needed to run away from the memories for a while.

Mary Ann had gone to visit her two daughters from her first marriage—both determined to ruin their lives just like she had—down to Daytona Beach, where they lived. Hung around long enough to get fed up with their squalling babies and the two sons-in-law calling her Grandma, then set out with a stack of AAA maps.

The AAA lady had tried to make her some Trip-Tiks to where she was going, but Mary Ann had said, No, thank you, I appreciate it, but that’d be tough since I don’t know.

Actually she’d already been thinking about leaving Carlin, looking around for Husband Number Four, when her October issue of Vanity Fair had arrived in a plastic bag along with a separate Calvin Klein Jeans advertising magazine. It had given her a whole new outlook.

The little Calvin magazine was a story, all in pictures, no words, about this great-looking young girl—take Mary Ann back to nineteen, let her natural color grow out, you’d swear they were sisters. The girl rode a motorcycle, wore jeans, of course, and leathers, and was a lead singer in San Francisco with this rock band. The pictures showed her hanging out with these cute guys, but she wasn’t riding on the back of anybody’s motorcycle. She had her own. And when they showed somebody holding a baby, it wasn’t her. It was this blond guy with no shirt bouncing that squalling baby on his knee. What the girl did was whatever she pleased. Just like Elvis used to. She was with them, but she was a loner. Kind of a girl desperado. Riding her bike in those tight black jeans, singing her guts out.

That Calvin magazine plucked a guitar string deep in Mary Ann’s heart. It made her think. She’d been married, bing, bing, bing, since she was seventeen in New Orleans, that’s where she was born, and her boyfriend, a not-very-good bank robber, knocked her up. She was always putting up with a man because she thought she needed him. Now, why didn’t she just strike out, see what she could do on her own?

So she did, once she’d killed Carlin, she hit the road. After visiting Daytona and her daughters, she’d meandered down to Miami, ate herself some Cuban sandwiches, hung out in the dance clubs wearing some new tight Calvins, gave her new outlook a test drive.

She picked up a conventioning meat packer from Alexandria, Louisiana, who said he knew how to show a pretty lady a good time. Yeah, yeah, said Mary Ann. But how do you know what I want to do? So she led the way to dinner in a fancy restaurant that had menus almost bigger than she was, she wore her black chiffon and her red high heels and pointed him at the dance floor. He liked being told what to do. So when Mary Ann said, Excuse me to the Ladies’, you stay right here, don’t move a muscle, he did that too while she slipped out and hailed herself a cab. Gave the driver a big tip from the meat packer’s roll.

The next day she sang along with Elvis on her tape deck all the way to Key West, where she met a lot of funny folks, ate her weight in crab, applauded the sunset, decided she liked the independent girl desperado life just fine. It was probably even better than her original lifelong ambition to overcome her white trash background and become a member of the Junior League. Up until now she’d wanted to be a lady, wear big hats and pour tea, go to dances at the country club. But this looked like it was going to be more fun.

That same October Vanity Fair had had a picture of Jessica Lange on the cover. Lots of people thought Mary Ann looked like her. And the story inside told how Jessica, who’d had herself more of the world’s great manflesh than any one woman was ever entitled to, what with living with Baryshnikov, then Sam Shepard, and before them, a sexy Spaniard named Paco that Mary Ann hadn’t even heard of, Jessica said that until she was thirty-two and had her first child, she lived like a madwoman. Said she had lived everywhere and done everything. Didn’t give a rip what people thought. Said she, and Mary Ann remembered the words like they were engraved on her heart, Went down the road full tilt.

Mary Ann had leaned over the breakfast table the next morning after she’d stayed up till two A.M. looking at the girl on the motorcycle, reading the Jessica article and then one on menopause that depressed the hell out of her—take estrogen and be sane but risk breast cancer or don’t and be a raving lunatic—she’d said to Carlin, the pharmaceutical sales manager whose theory was all drugs gave you cancer, “Don’t you ever wish you could say you lived your life full tilt?”

Carlin had thrown his paper down and mashed his cigarette out in his egg yolk. “Just proves my theory it’s a shame they ever let women learn to read, and a crime some of them get paid to write for stupid women’s magazines. Now where’s my blue suit?” Mary Ann had said, “Carlin, do you mean the magazines are stupid or the women are stupid?” and then she ducked.

It wasn’t too long after that, the day after they’d visited the Elvis Hall of Fame in Gatlinburg, that Carlin had gone flying headfirst off that big old rock in the Great Smoky Mountains National Park, and she didn’t have to worry about him anymore or his damned breakfast or his blue suit—which she’d buried him in. All she had to worry her pretty little head with, as far as she could see, was waiting for Carlin’s life insurance to chunk in.

That was, until she’d called home a couple of nights ago. She’d been in Boca Raton hanging out in a tonk with a beer-drinking young real estate developer who’d been wearing lots of gold chains when the evening started. Luci told her on the phone about the insurance company and a Tupelo lawyer calling. Mary Ann kept waiting for her to say April Fool! but she never did, so yesterday at dawn Mary Ann had aimed her Toyota straight at Mississippi just like it was the pearl-handled Colt she’d inherited from her second husband, the dirty cop.

*

“You know, you look a lot like that actress, that blonde who was in that picture show Tootsie,” said the redhead watching Mary Ann, who’d discovered her purse and her lipstick still intact beside her on the ladies’ room sofa.

“Oh, I do not,” said Mary Ann. But there it was, that Jessica thing.

“Now you know you most certainly do. What color is that?”

“This lipstick? Fire and Ice. I’ve been wearing it for twenty years.” Then she bit her tongue. If she was going to act like the Calvin girl, she was going to have to drop a few. But what she’d said about the lipstick was true. Mary Ann was a firm believer in brand loyalty. She told her cosmetics customers that, even if it didn’t help her aloe vera line. You find something you like, you stick with it, and it’ll be good to you.

Now, it was too bad Carlin hadn’t felt that way, wasn’t it? Mary Ann reached in her bag and pulled out her comb, started fixing the front of her hair.

“Is that natural?” asked the brunette. “That color?” Then she slapped her hand over her mouth like she wished she could snatch back the words. “I’m sorry, that’s rude.”

“Honey, don’t think a thing about it. I sure don’t. I started bleaching it when I was fifteen. I always use Lady Clairol Sunbeam Blonde.” Mary Ann was staring at those red marks on her hands again. A few on her wrists too. They had a funny pattern to them and they hurt something awful.

“It’s really pretty,” said the brunette. “You know, you was saying about your being a widow. I bet if I was to lose P.J., my hair would turn whiter than that overnight.”

“Well, it wasn’t that way with me and Carlin. He died, it made me give some serious consideration to dyeing my hair purple.” Mary Ann giggled. “But I got over it.”

The two women cut looks at one another like they didn’t know what to do, then went ahead and laughed.

“I did go out and buy myself some bright red high heels and a couple of pretty dresses. Got one in black chiffon, it’s cut real low and draped across the bosom.” Mary Ann gestured. “I wear it with lots of rhinestones when I’m feeling trashy.”

“Honey, was he not nice to you? Your husband?” the redhead asked.

“Nice? Are you kidding? The way he treated me after I washed his clothes and cooked his meals and picked up his underwear? Wouldn’t let me eat tunafish because he didn’t like the smell on my breath. That’s exactly like Elvis did with Priscilla, that tuna thing, but I’ll tell you, Carlin had been as cute as Elvis I wouldn’t have minded.”

Just then, somebody pounded on the bathroom door. “Did that blond girl die in there or did y’all fall in?”

“Come on,” said the redhead. “That Lawtey, once he’s decided it’s time, there’s no stalling him. Honey, do you think you can walk out—”

“I’m fine.” Mary Ann grabbed her purse. She was ready to hit the road. But if her car was totaled, she’d have to think about hitching a ride.

Outside two fat men lounged up against big chopped Harleys. Well, do tell. Those two old girls sure didn’t look like biker mommas to her.

“Well, look at you!” one of them called. He was wearing neon green suspenders. Mary Ann turned around to see who he was talking to. “No, you!” he laughed, he was missing a few teeth, pointing right at her. “I tell you, when we picked you up out of that pen—”

“Now, be careful, P.J.,” cautioned the brunette.

But Mary Ann couldn’t hear the rest of what he was saying as a big truck was roaring up into the driveway which wasn’t all that wide. They scooted. Sure enough, it was the Low Ball man waving his tattooed arm out the window like she was his long-lost love.

“All them beauties hanging off you.”

Beauties? What was this P.J. person talking about?

The Low Ball man jumped down from his truck. He was older than Mary Ann had thought, but bigger and better looking too. “Ma’am,” he was saying, coming right up to her, so close she could smell his Brut, “I can’t tell you how sorry I am about that tire. It took me another mile and a half to stop, I’m telling you I thought I was going to jackknife, that empty trailer bouncing all over the place—”

“I bought one of them very king snakes we pulled offen you,” P.J. was saying. He patted a screened box on the back of his motorcycle. “’Course they ain’t poison. But I like ’em anyway.”

Pulled off of her? Pulled snakes off of her?

“Can we give you a ride somewheres?” P.J. was patting the seat of his bike, right in front of that box. Something rattled inside. “It’d be a tight squeeze, but—”

That was the last thing Mary Ann heard before she pitched over into the dirt.
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Harry’s Aunt Suzanne’s 1963 Cadillac was pink, and it sported tail fins, a rag top, and wraparound sound. Hitched to the rear was a trailer carrying a fifty-five-gallon crude oil drum on wheels—Harry’s smoker. The Caddy’s trunk was stacked with oak and ice chests full of pork, including a 125-pound whole piglet especially raised for the cookoff. And handed down from Lavert’s grandmother, the ingredients for Rib Shack secret sauce.

Friday morning, Harry was leaning on the horn with one hand, trying to comb his curls into a DA with the other. He’d been pressed to choose between his BBQ Is My Life and his Elvis Lives T-shirts. He’d gone with the King.

Yes! Sam said when she stepped out on her front porch and saw him. A tall pretty woman of forty with high cheekbones, a bright red mouth, and an aristocratic nose, Sam was wearing a plain white cotton sweater that advertised nothing but her curves, a pair of old khakis cinched with a brown woven leather belt, loafers, and a bright scarf twisted through her short dark curls. 

“Yes! yourself,” he answered.

“Get over here, bubba, let’s start this weekend off with a big kiss.”

Harpo rolled his eyes. It was going to be a long ride for a small dog who didn’t care for kissing or loud or road ’cue. And didn’t know from Elvis, though they shared the same birthday.

“Little darlin’,” Harry sang at the top of his lungs, doing his Jack to the King routine on the interstate all the way to Jackson. No time for Delta back roads, Harry wanted to get there before dark and set up his rig, but at Jackson they turned onto the Natchez Trace, the parkway following the path of Indians, hunters, and boatmen who’d sold their boats as well as their goods in old New Orleans. The two-lane ran a long diagonal through nothing but green—pasture land, forests, fields, and swamps from Natchez to Nashville—without a word of advertising.

“Bandits.” Sam was reading from the Trace brochure they’d picked up at a rest stop.

“Wild Indians,” said Harry, who’d driven the Trace before. 

“Oprah Winfrey.”

“I beg your pardon.”

“Didn’t we just pass by Kosciusko? That’s where Oprah was born.”

“You know the weirdest things.”

“That’s what I do for a living, sweetheart. Now fill me in on little old Tupelo.” 

But first Sam imagined it aloud: a village, a wide place in a dirt road peopled with Faulkner’s Snopeses—chew-spitting white trash living in houses with no doors who’d just as soon shoot you as walk around. After all, Faulkner’s Yoknapatawpha County was only fifty miles west, and Philadelphia, Mississippi, a hundred miles south, where they’d buried the murdered civil rights workers Chaney, Goodman, and Schwerner in a dirt dam.

“And a quarter of a century ago,” said Harry. She could tell he was irritated. “God, you sound like a Yankee. You lived in San Francisco too long, think anybody outside of Atlanta or New Orleans is going to bite your head off, suck your blood like iced tea. You been watching double-feature reruns of Deliverance and Easy Rider?”

“So you’re saying Tupelo’s like everyplace else in the U-S of A? Main Street dead, lousy with Jack in the Boxes, satellite dishes, and shopping malls?”

“Actually, it’s a pretty little place, prosperous, set in rolling farmland and forests, and downtown’s still alive around the courthouse. They’re doing some gentrification. But mostly it’s your average twenty-five thousand middle-class New South consumers, a van and a Honda in the carport. Even Massas in the Big Old Homes are mostly concerned with paying off their Gold Cards, don’t have time to hate nobody else no more than any other God-fearing Amuricans.”

“Shucks,” said Sam. “Here I’d been hoping for some real trash to sink my teeth into.” Then she went back to reading aloud from a pile of books about Elvis to put them in a Tupelo mood.

*

“Unconscious twice in one day. I don’t think that could be good for you.” Dewey Travis had just shifted into sixth gear.

Mary Ann could hardly hear him over the roar of the engine and the banging of the empty trailer. But sitting so way up high, would you look at that view? Had to be Mississippi up ahead. She said, “Well, it’s not been the best day I’ve had lately, I can tell you that.”

“You mean what with the—”

“Don’t say that S-word!” Mary Ann didn’t ever want to hear snake again. Nor think about them. In fact, she’d borrowed a pair of Dewey’s driving gloves so she wouldn’t have to look at her hands and those little punctures that still smarted something fierce. They’d assured her when she came to that the snakes that bit her weren’t poisonous, had struck only because she scared them. Now she conjured up this mental picture of herself flying out of her Toyota and into that snake pit and her teeth started chattering all over again.

“You ever driven one of these things?” 

The trucker had a nice voice. Kind of country, but deep and sweet. He blurred some of his words. What had he just said? 

“Do you want to drive this truck?”

“You mean now?”

“Well, better be pretty soon. ’Less you want to go with me to Holly Springs. That’s where I live, halfway between Memphis and Tupelo. I came from there just yesterday, did a quick run down to Birmingham.”

Mary Ann slid him a look. Dewey was around fifty, she guessed, maybe a little more, but holding. A handsome six feet, about two hundred, two-ten, he could lose a pound or two. Lots of light brown hair, graying at the temples. Nice straight nose. Dimples. Then there was that voice, smooth as Black Jack over ice. His eyes were another matter. Blue, which she usually liked, but there was ice in them too. On the other hand, his smile, more like a grin, was so warm it could break your heart. Hot and cold, cold and hot, that was Dewey.

“Well now, it’s gonna cost you,” he was saying, “you wanta drive.”

Damn. Why did men always have to do you like that? Well, he could have nookie on his mind all he wanted to, she still had her second husband’s little pearl-handled Colt in her bag, and she knew how to use it. Except that if she shot him going—she looked over at the speedometer—seventy-five miles an hour, it was for sure they’d both be roadkill, but on the other hand, how was he going to rape her and drive this truck at the—

“Your best secret?”

“Say what?”

“Woman, did you land on your ears? I said, I’ll let you drive if you tell me your deepest most awful secret.”

He said those words and inside herself, Mary Ann felt strangely moved. Then her mouth followed suit. “Well, lately I’ve been doing a little stealing.” Then she slapped her hand over her mouth. Mary Ann McClanahan, girl, have you lost your mind?

“It happens,” Dewey said, then gave her that slow grin like he wasn’t the least bit shocked, which in itself was pretty shocking if you stopped and thought about it. “You gonna knock me in the head, steal my truck?”

“I don’t think so.” Mary Ann laughed. That was the way to play it, like it was a big joke. But she was nervous that she’d laid herself wide open like that with a complete stranger. She watched her Fire and Ice fingertips tapping on the window. “You have anything worth stealing?” There, that was the right attitude.

“Nope. I’m a poor man.” He turned and gave her his full grin. “I hope that don’t mean you won’t have a Co-cola with me in Tupelo.”

“I thought you were going on home.”

“To Holly Springs? I am. But then I’m turning right around and coming back on my bike. There’s a barbecuing contest this weekend. Music. Some other stuff, interests me. Pretty exciting for this neck of the woods.”

So Dewey was going to be around, and she could tell he thought she was cute. Well, he might come in handy, you never knew. Especially if he’d been up to some naughty, too. She knew he had. Her second husband, the cop, had taught her that, you poke around long enough, there ain’t nobody’s Mr. Clean. “What’s the worst thing you ever did, Dewey?”

He shook his head. Wasn’t telling.

Now she was the one grinning. “I bet it was awful.”

“You showed me yours, now you want me to show you mine, is that it?” He was holding that mother of a truck even in the road while looking straight at her. He had big muscles in his forearms, big for an older guy. Maybe, she wasn’t sure yet, muscles where his brains ought to be too.

“I ain’t shown you nothing yet.” Mary Ann licked the Fire and Ice on her bottom lip, playing with him. She bet he’d do anything she asked him to, until he had what he wanted. That’s how it usually went.

“Oh, yeah?” Dewey said, then pulled the Low Ball truck across the center line, passed a Mayflower moving van, and headed straight on into a sky blue BMW. “Oh, yeah?” he repeated it, giving her that steady look again. “What else you got to show me?”

He thought he was scaring her—and he was. But Mary Ann, having decided she’d be intimidated by no mere man, guessed she’d die before she let on. “No way. I told you what I did bad. Now it’s your turn.” Smiling like butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth, all the while that Beemer was barreling straight at them. Dewey’s breathing was perfectly even. Okay, so maybe he wasn’t a wuss. “Tell me, Dewey,” she asked, smiling sweetly like she was pouring at one of those country club teas she used to dream of, “you ever robbed anybody?”

“Nu-uh.”

“Killed anybody?” Not that she intended to make a habit of it, but on the other hand, she wasn’t walking away from Tupelo empty-handed. No matter what it took.

“You mean like now?”

“Is that what you’re doing?” It sure as hell was what it looked like.

“Nawh.” Then he jerked the wheel of the highballing rig, clearing the Mayflower moving van by inches. The BMW took to the ditch. The Mayflower’s horn ripped a hole in the air. Before Mary Ann had a chance to feel relieved they hadn’t crashed head-on, Dewey said, “But I have though.”

“Have what, killed somebody?”

“Yeah, most recently was a couple of weeks ago, unless you count—”

Mary Ann slid him a look, he was kidding, right? Putting her on.

“I was hauling, everything running on schedule even with changing a flat, just like today, when this woman jumped up on her high horse. I was carrying a load of fruit from Miami to Memphis, going to stop for a minute in Lauderdale, leave the rig in a truck stop for an hour tops, go visit this woman who had the biggest collection of Elvis stuff in the whole world, outside of Graceland, of course, and the Elvis Museum in Nashville, but they didn’t have the one thing I was looking for and I thought she might.” Mary Ann nodded, unh-huh, like every day somebody told her a story about killing somebody, cool as they were giving her a recipe for chicken salad.

“I was barely in the door when she went huffy with me, right in my face, said she wasn’t interested in selling the likes of me a thing and certainly wasn’t no museum for every Tom, Dick, and Dewey. That made me mad, and the next thing I knew she was lying on the floor, her neck funny, little trickle of blood coming out the corner of her mouth.”

“You mean you killed her? For real?”

He shrugged. “That’s what it looked like to me.”

Nobody would tell you that if that’s what they really did, would they? They’d be b.s.ing. Then Dewey said, “How about you? You killed anybody?”

“Sort of,” she said, fluffing up her bangs. She’d show him two could play at being cool. Except what she was saying was the truth. She had sort of killed Carlin.

Dewey snorted. “Is that like being a little bit pregnant?” 

She grinned. “Now I answered your fool question. Do I get to drive your truck?”

Dewey turned and stared into Mary Ann’s big brown eyes as if he was just figuring out they hadn’t left all the snakes behind them at the farm. “That next stop, up about five miles,” he said. “We’ll pull over. See if you can hold ’er in the road.”
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The land was beginning to roll as Sam and Harry left the Delta behind and headed toward Appalachia’s toes. But enough already, said Sam of the pristine Natchez Trace Parkway. Enough green, enough scenery. I want to see a Burma-Shave sign. A McDonald’s. Give me Rock City.

Finally there was the Tupelo exit and they clover-leafed onto West Main Street on the outskirts of town. To the north stood open fields and a little airport. To the south they’d cut down the trees, poured concrete in cul-de-sacs with names like General Hood, Breckinridge, Stonewall Court, Rebel Drive. Never let it be said that the glory of the Old South ever died: it lives on in expensive tract housing.

Warehouses loomed in an industrial park. There was a lot of furniture manufacturing around Tupelo said Harry, the expert, who’d visited once before. They passed a spanking new mall, two barbecue pits, crummy and authentic-looking, another older mall that had seen better days.

Six minutes off the Trace they were in the old Tupelo amidst a covey of Protestant churches, three blocks of quaint two-story buildings still bustling with hardware stores, ladies’ clothiers, a stationer’s, a cleaners, an art museum, antique shops on Main Street. Sam could see the copper dome of the old courthouse a block away. Then they rumbled east across the railroad tracks toward what looked like the poorer side of town. A forgotten shopping center foundered in acres of weedy parking lot. They made a right into the fairgrounds under a banner that welcomed them in brilliant blue to Tupelo Days and the Third Annual International Barbecue Cookoff.

This was the very place, Harry announced, that Elvis made his professional debut.

“Go ’way,” said Sam. Not this shabby fenced field scattered with trucks, tents, campers, and a few outbuildings, though the dusty old grandstand looked like it might seat a couple thousand.

“Hey, he was only ten. He stood on a chair to reach the microphone and sang ‘Old Shep.’ Won second prize in the talent contest, five dollars, and free admission to all the rides.”

Sam threw her mind back to county fairs of her childhood. The thrill of it, the Ferris wheel, the merry-go-round, the Tilt-A-Whirl, bumper cars. That would have been something, a kid not having to beg for just one more time. Especially a poor kid.

“Howdy, howdy. Can we help y’all?” A large, blond, friendly looking man in a red-and-white checked shirt, overalls, and a straw hat that proclaimed him to be a Holy Smoker leaned down to the Caddy. “I’m Cooter Williams, your official,” and then he stopped, put his hands to his mouth, and yodeled, “Sooie, sooie pig,” then resumed his normal drawl, “greeter and I have to tell y’all this is one fine-looking pink Cadillac. Y’all here to sip some whiskey, get down with the hogs, smoke, and wallow?”

Sam shot Harry a look as he stuck his hand out the window and grinned. “Cooter, I’m Harry Zack, this is Sam Adams, and we sure are.” Five minutes later Cooter had them signed up, backed in, and unhitched. Harry’s plot was a staked-off area about twenty by twenty—one of a hundred and twenty-five in four double rows.

“Not many folks here,” said Harry looking around at the sprinkling of cooking rigs already set up. He pulled a diet soda out of the cooler for Sam along with two cold Dixie beers.

“Don’t mind if I do, thank you kindly,” said Cooter. “Nawh, most of ’em’ll come in tomorrow. Be ready to party hearty by sundown. Don’t take all day to do the ribs, you know. Get them done, then the shoulder, Sunday’s the whole hog and the final judging. There’ll be more folks than you can shake a stick at by then.”

“Well, I’m looking forward to it. Is Red Holcomb around?” Harry asked. “He said he might meet us here.”

“Nawh. He was here earlier. I reckon he slithered off somewhere.”

Harry winked at Sam, then said to Cooter, “Guess Red’s not your best friend.”

“Well, you could say that.” Then Cooter seemed to remember his manners, tipped his beer at Harry. “Hope I didn’t mash your toes.”

“Actually, I don’t know him very well, but we’re talking about the possibility of doing a little business. Sam and I are staying with him for the weekend.”

Cooter took a long pull on his beer and killed it, belched, begged their pardon, then squashed the can flat with one huge hand. “Well, you know what the lady said. Diamonds are a girl’s best friend. Red ain’t no girl, but he’s got plenty of diamonds and gold and silver and cars and buildings and land and you name it, he’s got it, or he’s about to buy it or trade it, but the one thing he don’t have in this town is a single friend.”

“Great.” Sam punched Harry. “Bubba, you’ve done it again. I can’t tell you how happy I am I left my work and my front porch to spend the weekend with Mississippi’s Hitler.” It had been a long time since her last meal, fat-free at that, and she was more than a little cranky.

“Well, ma’am, I wouldn’t go that far,” said Cooter, nodding thanks as Harry handed him another beer. “Though there are those who’ve said him and Saddam Hussein, you couldn’t tell ’em apart in the dark.”

Harry nodded. “That’s real interesting. Listen, Cooter, what kind of wood you using in your smoker?”

Right, Harry. Change the subject before your girlfriend goes and turns this car around and/or registers you both in the nearest Ramada, Hyatt, or Holiday Inn. Sam let the guys debate the virtues of hickory versus oak versus mesquite while Harpo lapped up his second bowl of water. Then she leashed the little dog and was about to take him for a stroll when something caught her eye. “Excuse me, Cooter? What is that?” She was pointing at an object under a blue tent that looked like an old Coca-Cola machine lying on its side with a stove pipe sticking out one end. Smoke was blowing out of the pipe. It smelled good.

Cooter scratched his head under his hat and asked, “Ma’am, is this your first Q-off?”

Sam nodded.

“Well, that is a smoker.” Then Cooter pointed at an old butane tank in the next space. “And that is a smoker.” Across the way was an aluminum beer keg that was also a smoker, as was something that she had taken to be a mobile home. Cooter shook his head as he pointed out the latter. “Now we discourage those big guys,” he said. “For a rig like that, you need some kind of sponsor, and you do that, next thing you know, you’ll be like the contest up in Memphis. I don’t mean to criticize anybody, they produce some mighty fine smoked meats up there, but it got to where your ordinary feller felt like a pine tree in the middle of a bunch of redwoods, you know what I mean? The bankers and the lawyers and the Pepto-Bismol and Wonder Bread folks, they have the kind of funds behind them, put on such a show, bands, parades, costumes, crystal chandeliers hanging over million-dollar rigs, well, that’s why we started this ’un in Tupelo, try to keep it to just folks.”

Then from somewhere behind them, there was a clanging and a couple of shouts. “What the hell was that?” asked Cooter, who had wheeled and was headed toward the sound when his portable phone, hidden by his stomach and his overalls, started ringing.

“Earl? What? Son, slow down, I can’t make out what—well, did you call nine-one-one? Then hang up and I will!” Cooter’s fat face was grim as he punched in the three numbers. “Hello? This is Cooter Williams over at the fairgrounds. We’ve got a man just turned on his rotisserie and it blasted him halfway to East Jesus. No, no. I don’t know. Yes, I’ll do that.” Then Cooter stuffed the phone back in his overalls and, still holding his beer, took off running toward the back of the lot faster than you would think a fat man could.

Sam threw Harpo in the Caddy, yelled Stay, then she and Harry took off after Cooter.

*

Mary Ann was sitting in her room in the Tupelo Ramada Inn on North Gloster touching up her Fire and Ice manicure and evaluating her afternoon.

She had found a wide variety of things to hold her interest in that truck stop she and Dewey had pulled into. She’d fingered Jockey shorts and undershirts, cowboy boots, motivational tapes that would teach you how to become a salesman if you wanted to drop off the long haul. Tacky lace undies to take home to your lady, let her know you’d been thinking about her on the interstate. Hundreds of dirty cards, only a few of which were funny, all of which were sexist, lots of Preparation H, Campbell’s soup in little plastic tubs, beef jerky, potato chips, and other not-so-good-for-you foods. No fresh fruit. But the most surprising thing was the area marked TRUCKERS ONLY.

After you, ma’am. Dewey had smiled, opening the door for her with a little bow like she was a lady. Like he didn’t intend to take her into the white-tiled shower, lock the door, strip her of her black French lace teddy from her own lingerie line, one heck of a lot nicer than the $19.95 jobbie for sale outside, soap her up six ways to Sunday, then take her likewise. “You’ve got a great body.” She’d said that afterwards when she grew tired of waiting for him to pay her the same compliment. But she meant it. Nicer than a lot of younger men.

“Karate,” he’d said, staring at himself in the mirror right next to the machine that dispensed rubbers, razor blades, shaving cream, deodorant. “Keeps me in shape.” Sliding his comb just so through a heavy coat of brilliantine.

“Is that where you learned those moves?”

“Country boy like me sure don’t know what you’re talking about, ma’am.”

Then he’d kissed her and they’d done it again nice and easy, like they’d done it lots of times before, would do it even more before they were through.

Uh-oh, she’d said to herself, back on the road. That’s what happens to women, Mary Ann. A little good loving and their brains turn to mush. Men, they just look at it for what it is. Sex. Plain and simple. Girl, she lectured herself, keep your eye on the goal.

“Hey!” Dewey had grabbed the wheel, back on the road. “Watch what you’re doing.”

It had turned out to be a lot harder than she’d thought, wrestling that monster down the blacktop. There was absolutely no leeway. Not an inch on either side. Ten forward gears, five high, five low. One reverse, not that she had any intention of going backwards.

Then Dewey had said, “You never told me why you’re going to Tupelo. To visit Elvis’s birthplace?”

“Uh-huh. That and see a girlfriend.”

He’d laughed.

“Well, I am.” He couldn’t prove she wasn’t. And she wasn’t so sure she wanted anything else to do with Dewey, other than what she’d already done. A little burst of passion like that, it cleared your sinuses, helped you focus. Now she had business to do.

“Tell the truth,” he said.

It was so weird. It was like he could make his voice suck the real story right out of you. And the next thing she knew, she was telling Dewey about how right before Carlin died, he was up on that big rock…

“And he starts talking this trash about how would I feel if I found out I wasn’t the only woman in his life? And I say it wouldn’t surprise me one bit. Nothing he would do would surprise me one bit. And he says, Well, what if it was more than seeing? And I say, You mean like kissing? Being silly, you know. Like he wouldn’t be screwing her. Like he hadn’t screwed jillions of women, for all I knew. After all, he was a traveling salesman. I just assumed, given what a generally rotten human being he was, he did that too, and I must say it made me nervous, once this AIDS business started. He says, More than kissing, more than screwing? I say, You mean like loving? Carlin, you never loved anybody in your whole life except your own selfish self.
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