

[image: cover]



        
            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

        
    

CHASING THE WOLF

NATHAN SINGER



[image: ]
a division of F+W Media, Inc.





for simon





THEN, OUT OF THE BLUE, THIS GIGANTIC man appeared on stage. He glared out into the audience with his eyes rolled up like he was possessed … hypnotized … something … The veins in that man’s neck bulged and throbbed. His massive fists clenched. Lips locked, eyelids now locked. Jaw locked. A polytonal hum began to vibrate through the speakers with a steady crescendo. Louder now. Louder still. Steady. Steady …

Somebody hollered, “Brang it, boy!”

“Brang it on home!”

“We’s needin’ it ‘bout now!”

Wolf pursed his lips and from somewhere deep in the center of the earth, a thousand coyotes howled.

The reverb from the PA buzzed, squealed, popped, and craaaackled …

“Whoooahh I axed her fo’ watuh’/ Whoooahh an’ she brought me gasoline/dat’s duh terriblest woman-ooooo/dat I evuh seeeeeeeen!”

The whole room swayed one-and-two-and-three-and-four-and Wolf howled. Everybody howled.

“Sang da song, chile! Sang it!” they yelled.

“Whoooahh da chu’ch bell tonin’/ Whoooahh da hearse gone drivin’ slow/I hope my babeeeeee/Don’ leave me no mooooohh’!”

This moment … Don’t never forget it …





PART ONE

MIDNIGHT CREEPIN’

It was enough to make yo’ son, mama, wish he’s dead and gone.

—ROBERT WILKINS

 

WHEN I’M UPSET, BLOOD LEAKS FROM MY HEAD. That’s the truth—I’m not trying to bullshit you. I don’t know if you folks even use “bullshit” as a verb. At all. Oh well. When I’m over the edge, my gums bust open and my nose bleeds and the whites of my eyes get little red polka dots on them. I only mention that because my eyes really hurt right now. They probably look like crimson marbles with black holes in the middle. It’s been a stressful couple of days. I’ve been hiding out in these woods since I got here. I stole this paper and these pencils from a schoolhouse two miles that way. I wish there had been paints instead. Don’t really write normally. Just writing this to keep from going totally Bellevue. I don’t even know if anyone will ever read this.

My name is Eli Cooper. I’m a twenty-seven year old “neo-postimpressionist,” or so I’m told. If Edvard Munch and Jackson Pollock had a child and so on. Anyway, I am—was—the toast of the Village back home. I had the freshest agent, the dopest shows in the choiceest galleries, the flyest reviews … I could clean my brushes on an old T-shirt and the Voice would call it “The boldest statement in art since Piss Christ.” I had the smartest friends. I had the prettiest wife—

My nose is bleeding.

So you’re probably wondering what NYC’s flashiest flash-in-the-pan of the new millennium is doing stranded in the backwoods of Mississippi in 1938. So am I. So am I. So am I. So am I. There goes my nose again.

 

DONTPANIC

 

BACK HOME I had just been hired to do a jacket piece for this noise punk outfit, The Sleepy October. I hate them. I hate that whole bullshit scene. No-talent fucks.

“We’re all about shifting into a new punk paradigm,” their junkie slut lead singer told me. Horrid. HORRID!

But my agent Marcus pushed it on me.

“We can reach the teen market, Eli!” he’d say. “Like street cred with bigger payoff.” Like that means something to me. I’m a tortured artist or whatever. I’ve got a reputation to think about.

I only took the whore job because Jessie wanted a bigger apartment. Jessie’s my wife. Jessie Davis-Cooper. My mahogany queen. My little bitty pretty one. She’s a dancer with an African drum and dance troupe. “Neo-tribalist.” Everybody’s “neo” in NYC. Go figure.

“You should grab this opportunity,” she’d say. “You’d be a crazy not to. We can have a whole new life. We deserve it, Li-la.” Li-la. Miss that already.

So yeah, I detest the New York noise scene. I love the old stuff (well … I guess it’s not old to you). Big Mama Thornton. Duke Ellington. Billie Holiday. Son House … Howlin’ Wolf. (Howlin’ Wolf. Something weird about Howlin’ Wolf …) I’d put on some scratchy old jazz or blues compilation LP and Jess would laugh at me.

But after a refrain or two, hell yeah, she’d start to dance. God. Her dancing … like no one else. Wish I could see her now.

 

GODDAMN BOILING fucking hot here. Covered in a layer of slime and grit. The air is not even humid. It’s solid. Like breathing casserole. Try to sleep. Sleep it off. Sleep it away. Maybe wake up somewhere else. Good night, Jessie. I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to say good-bye.

 

“THE EMPEROR’S FUCKING NAKED, BABY!” That’s what I told her.

“The emperor is fucking naked.”

“Li-la, don’t be such a dramatic. Do this cover art, and—”

“—And what? Burn in “Sell-out Hell” for all eternity?”

“You call it “Sell-out Hell,” I call it a phat Soho co-op and no worries. Tomato, tomahto.”

“Jess, have you heard this music?”

“Oh, let me guess. It doesn’t sound like Bessie Smith or Robert Nighthawk or Skip James and they don’t record in mono into a tin horn. Right? I swear, Li-la, you are an old man trapped in a young man’s body. No, scratch that. You are an old BLACK man trapped in a white boy’s body.”

“Marcus is just trying to turn me into the next—”

“Marcus is a good agent and he wants what’s best for you and you know it. I’m asking you, please, just this once. Take this one whore job and I’ll never ask for anything ever again. You’d be a crazy not to grab this opportunity.”

“‘Crazy’ is an adjective, sweetheart. Not a noun.” She always did that. No idea why.

“It could be the start of something great. This could be your chance. We could have a whole new life.”

“I know.”

I know.

“We deserve it.” “It’s just … shallow.” “What is?”

“All this stuff. Meaningless. Hipper-than-thou drivel. Fake plastic hash. Gives you cancer of the spirit. I hate it.”

“You hate everything. You want to leave New York?” “I didn’t say that.”

“Where would be ‘deep’ enough for you, Mr. Neo-post-impressionism?”

Deep enough for me. Where would be deep enough for me …

“You’re my angel, Jessie. My little bitty pretty one.”

“You’re my little school boy. Inlovewitchoo, Li-la Delila.” Inlovewitchoo too.

 

THE NIGHT I WAS WORKING on the album art for those Warhol-loving twats The Sleepy October, Jessie had a gig down at the Burroughs Theater. Two weeks past my deadline, you know? She understood.

“I should be there. It’s opening night.”

“There will be plenty of other shows. There will be plenty of other opening nights, Mr. Takin’-My-Time.”

The piece was turning out pretty decent. Sort of Baconesque, but not overtly derivative. (Anybody who can accept a concept like “neo-post-impressionism” should be able to accept any bucketful of dog snot splattered on a canvas.) I fell asleep on my tarp sometime after midnight. I was awakened all covered in paint by the sound of the phone ringing and my friend Serj screaming on the answering machine—

“Li?! Oh shit Li! You gotta get down to St. Luke’s!!! It’s Jess! There’s been a terrible—”

I grabbed the first cab that stopped and busted ass to the hospital.

But I—

was too late.

always too late hours too late I was two hours too always too late

Backstage at the Burroughs Theater, a riser had fallen on Jess and broken her spine.

My baby’s dead.

My baby girl’s dead.

My little bitty pretty …

I don’t fucking feel like writing anymore

 

THEY COULDA KEPT THE WHOLE GODDAMN THING the whole fucking piece of shit goddamn art crowd nonsense didn’t mean a goddamn anything. I’d do anything … never needed to be an artist wasn’t a calling it was a skill a trade like jack hammering or something I’d work a day shift at Dunkin Donuts + a night shift dishing out blowjobs at the Manhole in Chicago to HAVE HER BACK!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
please goddamn it
PLEASE ANYTHING
please anything
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OKAY.

Calmer now.

When I finally got to the hospital … they said she never felt a thing because she never woke up. I started spitting and screaming like—

I was possessed. I tried to strangle myself with my dreadlocks and I tried to bash my head into a wall but Serj and Amie and these two big orderlies grabbed onto me and I finally wriggled free and went screaming out into the streets.

I was hoping a car would hit me.

No luck.

I ran in whatever direction my boots would lead me. Somebody fucking kill me.

I finally fell over and passed out in the grass. I thought I was in Central Park.

Don’t know if I was or not.

When I woke up, it looked like I was right smack dab in the middle of Monet’s Poppy Fields. I wandered into the woods and found a noose hanging from a tree branch. I tried reaching for it. Too weak.
Gave up.

I slammed my left temple into the tree trunk, but that only made me nauseous.

As I sat there crying like a damn infant, this little kid wanders up to me. Little Black kid in brown rags that looked at least two sizes too small for him. I said “Hi” and he ran off screaming about a monster a monster.

I probably do look like some sort of Medusa-creature with these long knots hanging off my head. And the piercings and all. Well, figuring somebody with a shotgun would probably be following the kid back, I took off. Don’t know why. So eager to end it all just minutes before. Go figure.

Night after night I would sneak around trying to find a decent place to sleep and figure out where the fuck I was. During that thunderstorm a couple of nights ago, after completely freaking out some horses sleeping in a barn up by the creek, I found the schoolhouse where I got these pencils and whatnot. Under the teacher’s desk was a newspaper. Clarion-Ledger.

Under the header, it read:
Thursday, July 7, 1938.

That’s how I found myself here with you good people.

I don’t understand it either.

 

SO WHAT DO I DO NOW?

My grandparents are teenagers.

I think I’ll go hunt them down and kill them.

Just to see what happens.

I KNOW IF ANY OF YOU FIND THESE PAGES, you’ll hunt me down and string me up. Or put me in the “nervous hospital.” Fine with me. But you’re gonna have to catch me first.

 

HOW

DID

THIS

HAPPEN

?

 

KEEP HAVING WEIRD FLASHES OF THAT NIGHT. That night.

Fell asleep on the tarp. In the paint. Tripped when I heard Serj on the machine.

GOTTAWAKEUPNOW!

Tripped again running down the stairs. Cabs won’t stop.

STOP MOTHERFUCKERS!

I was two hours too always too late.

GODDAMN THIS!

It will never never never never go away!! I’m fucking trapped in it!!!!!!!

This one moment. I’m trapped forever in this moment. oh god gotta get it together gotta gotta get it get it—

 

ALL RIGHT NOW. I. Am. Adequately. Chilled. Out.

When I finally got a cab to pick me up, this bag lady walked right in front of the car and stopped and stood there. Just stopped and stared at our brownstone. She was carrying boards or canvas or some shit and I’m screaming at the cabbie and he’s screaming at the lady—

“Move yer black ass, heifer! “

DRIVE YOU BASTARD DRIVE!!! White—bonnet—thing.

She was wearing some white and brown smock lookin’ dress and a little white head-wrap bonnet lookin’ deal.

She ran off and this bearded guy starts spraying and wiping the windshield.

The bearded guy had on a green slicker.

Of all the things to remember.

I tripped on the stairs at the hospital too.

Never even got the chance to say good-bye.

 

MISSISSIPPI. Center of the universe.

 

JULY 10, 1938

May as well make this a journal. Nobody will ever read this shit anyway. I appear to be just on the outskirts of West Point, Mississippi. Right outside of the “downtown” area which sure as hell doesn’t look like much. B and E is getting to be second nature. There are no alarms on anything and I don’t take enough to arouse suspicion. Some soap here, some shoes there. A shirt here, the pants somewhere else. Little bits of money at every stop. Last night I stole a suitcase. Also made off with a state map. Looks like ferries run out of Natchez. Could be useful. How many goddamn towns are in this state? I’ll probably get rid of the map. Can’t read it too well anyway. Gotta try and find a national map. See what’s north.

I’ve made the decision to try and make my way during the daylight when there are folks around. Blend in. Assimilate. When I get my moxie up, of course. I stole a razor and some scissors from Woolworth’s and I’ve been cleaning up in their back room after hours. I took out all my earrings, my eyebrow rings, my nose chain, my nipple rings, and the barbell in my tongue. I also cut all my dreads off. Shaved clean. Figure by the time my hair grows back, I’ll be ready to face the world. Without giving myself away, I’ve been trying to watch people. Absorb their mannerisms. Study their habits like I’m Jane fuckin’ Goodall.

I feel like Frankenstein’s creature.

 

JULY 11, 1938

One time I told Marcus that I wanted to get out of NY for a while.

“But babe!” he said, “Your work doesn’t play in LA! They’re not ready for it yet.” I told him I didn’t want to go to LA either, so he says, “What, you wanna go to Mars? Eli, there is no world outside LA and New Yawk.”

My hair is starting to fuzz out a little. I still look like somebody’s dick.

 

JULY 13, 1938

I keep waking up at night. Feeling like somebody’s watching. Like somebody’s walking behind me. Nobody’s there, goddamn it.

I drew a picture of Jess today. Nice to see I can still do realism. Tore the fucker up.

Last night I broke into Connor Hardware & Supply and ganked a book of drafting paper and a set of watercolors. Hell yeah.

Just had a weird memory! “The Restaurant and Social Club for Explorers and Mad Scientists.” I can’t believe this just dawned on me. I was hanging out, of all places, at The Jekyll and Hyde Club about a month before that night. (1409 Avenue of the Americas NYC … I just wanted to remember.) I’d gotten so burned on the too-cool-for-school boho scene pits that I had come to much prefer gimmicky tourist joints like J & H. Even that was getting a little too precious for me. Next stop: Applebee’s. But that night, yeah, that was a good night for being bothered when I’m trying to work. No sooner had I sat down then these two skaterpunk kids from Cincinnati, Ohio or some such place come up to me all excited. They’d seen a feature on Jess and me in Asylum Press and were talking a mile a minute about … well, I don’t really know … art and dance and music and whatnot (big fans of The Sleepy October, apparently). I told them that Jessie had a performance that weekend and if they gave me their names I’d get them on the guest list (which I did, thank you very much). That sent them on their way happy as little clams.

So then I’m just sitting there on my own, working out some new ideas, just sketching stuff at random. I’m kind of just penciling out these three cats sitting at a corner booth dressed to the nines—Armani suits, the whole deal—when across the room I see this man. Huge, barrel-chested black man, maybe a year or two older than I am, wearing a brown derby and a string tie. Looked totally out of place. For real. Although I can’t possibly imagine where this fellow would have fit in. Couldn’t help but think that I recognized him from somewhere, but I could not for the life of me place where. Not too long after I notice him, he looks directly at me and gives me this smile—a friendly, but kinda sinister sort of smile. He walks over and sits at my table.

“What ah yuh drinkin’, suh?” he asks in this deep, husky southern drawl.

“Gin and tonic,” I say.

So he orders us two doubles. Where do I know this guy from? His voice made him even more familiar, but I still couldn’t place it. “Di’n’t we meet some tahme ago in Belzonia?” “Where is that?” “Mississippi.”

“I’ve never been to Mississippi.” I’ve never been to Mississippi … I’ve never been to Mississippi!

“Mah mistake,” he shrugged. “Good to meet ya now anyways. Mah frens call meh Chess. And you’s Eli Cooper?”

“That’s me.”

“Kinda famous, eh?” He laughed, pointing at the two kids. “Gettin’ there.”

He said he’d seen me around. With Jessie. “Now that there’s one pretty lady. You’s a sho’ ‘nuff lucky man.”

Weird. He was a really nice guy, though. Chess. We talked for about twenty minutes about this and that. I did anyway. He didn’t really say too much except, right before leaving he asks me, “So which is you, Missah Coopah? If’n this is a restr’nt an’ social club fo’ explorers an’ mad scientists, which is you?”

Then he laughs this bellowing laugh, shakes my hand (about broke it) … and notices the sketch of the three Armani suits at the bar. Tenses up tight, like a fist. He looks over at them and they smile at us … real … sickly kinda.

“Goddamn,” Chess whispered. “You gots to be careful, hear?”

And he was gone.

Told Jessie about it later and she just shrugged. “Psycho fans. Your art sure brings out the peculiars.”

Maybe Jekyll and Hyde has something to do with all this! The joint was established in 1931, seven years ago. So it’s there right now! If I can get to New York, maybe I can get some answers. If nothing else, I’ll be in a familiar place. What do I have to lose?

 

JULY 16, 1938

In exactly one month Robert Johnson, the king of the Delta blues, will die. Down in the Delta outside Greenwood, Johnson will drink from a poisoned bottle of whiskey at a jukejoint—Three Forks. It’s a trippy feeling, knowing what’s gonna happen. I’m thinking about taking a trip down to Three Forks to watch it. The presence of a mysterious white man at Robert Johnson’s fatal final performance will most certainly alter the mythology for all time. How cool is that!

I will dick up the future if I damn well feel like it. Fuck Ray Bradbury.

I know I’m probably gonna look back and kick my own ass for writing this, but once that hellacious sun goes down and you get used to the crickets, it’s actually kinda beautiful out here. It’s really quiet and the air is clean … THICK, heavy, but clean. And there are about four gazillion stars. That’s an approximation, of course.

It is incredibly hot, though. And those little black bugs, gnats I guess, they get caked in the corners of your eyes. You wipe and wipe and wipe and there’s always this film of dead black gunk right in your peripheral vision. Oh well. I give up.

The watercolors are working out great. I’ve been doing a lot of landscapes. Should have been doing landscapes all along. I’m a natural.

Have hair again. Tomorrow morning I’m gonna go into town. Just gotta remember to be polite, act natural, speak slowly, and double all syllables.

Robert Johnson lost his wife too. Giving birth. Killed her and their baby. Some people say that incident is what made Johnson curse the name of God and clinch the decision to sell his soul. After August 16th, there will be black folks all over this state saying, “Robert Johnson is burning in Hell.” If you ask me, I’d say homeboy got fucked over with the 1-2 punch.

Sketched another Jess picture. I’m keeping this one.

 

JULY 17, 1938

Well I was nervous as hell at first, but everything is going okay. Asked the guy at Connor’s Hardware (yeah I went in there—how’s that for big brass balls!) where I might find some work. I told him I just got out of the Navy (thus the tattoos) and came through on a Natchez ferry by way of New Orleans. Man. I hope I got that right. He seemed to buy it.

“Now lemme git this straight, son,” he whistled through his teeth, “Yew jus’n came from N’Orl’ins tuh West Point, Mississippi lookin’ fer work. Ain’ nobody tole ya? Ther ain’t no work here no how. Les’n you’s a nigger, huh huh. Yew ain’t a nigger, son, huh huh.”

Well, obviously I didn’t want to stand around talking to this asshole all day, so away I went. Some folks have been staring at me, I guess ‘cause I’m new, but I’ve found that a smile, a wave, and a Good Morning! will win them right over. I did that in New York one time and a guy pissed on my duffle bag.

 

JULY 20, 1938

Three days. Goddamn.

But I think my luck has changed for the better. I met a really cool guy in this joint called Charlie’s Place. His name is Lennis. Lennis Martin I think. Quite a friendly gent once he decided not to pound me into a fine paste.

It was shaping up to be just as fruitless a day as the past few had been. Hot and tired and seriously stressing out, I’m sitting at this Charlie’s Place drinking a soda. Yeah, I was in there a while because I had no where else to go, obviously. And I am the only customer. The only one. I heard some chattering in the back room and I could tell they were talking about me. You know, you can just tell. Well, this big, red-haired guy comes in after a while hollering good afternoons to everybody and before too long his friend from the back room (who I found out was named Joe and runs the place) is all whispering to him and pointing at me. Fuck.

So you know he’s just got to come around and park himself right at my table.

“Sir, I don’t believe I’ve seen you around. Are ya new?” Here we go …

“That’s right,” I said. “I’ve been seeking gainful employment and some manner of safe lodging, but it hasn’t been going well.”

“You don’t say. Ha ha. Well, that certainly is an original idea. Most folks looking for work leave Mississippi. They don’t come here. Ha ha ha! Now, we don’t want to appear inhospitable, but Joe tells me you’ve been sittin’ here most of the afternoon nursin’ on a Cherry Coke. Says you had a spot of blood on your face earlier. Ya hurt?”

“No. When I get. No, I’m not hurt.”

“Then maybe you’d better go on and take your business elsewhere, friend.”

Bwoy, yew ain’ frum rond heah’, is ye?

“I don’t see why I should have to leave if I’m not causing any trouble. This dump doesn’t have any customers anyway. Friend.”

Yep, that did it.

“Now you look-a-here,” he said, darkening. “Joe is a close personal friend of mine and I’m not having strangers come into his place …” and on and on and on.

Could I have just kept my trap shut? Could I have just nodded and sulked away muttering under my breath? Could have. But nah …

“Listen, Jerk-ass. I’m just sitting here minding my own. If you have beef with me, then—”

And he immediately stands up. Fuuuuck. Towering over me. So I get up, defiant, tough guy face on (and quaking in my friggin’ boots). We’re all squared off and shit. Lennis has his hands balled into fists (looked like rocks wrapped in tanned leather). And we’re standing there and neither one of us is moving. So I’m like, IT’S ON! I grab this fork off the table, and I’m gonna jab him good, but it slips out of my hand, so I dive onto the floor to get it and I stab myself in the wrist with it, which hurt like hell, but I’m up and I LUNGE across the table, fork in hand, aimed right for this dude’s gut, but see … I didn’t factor the actual length of the table, which was slightly too long … and I’m just stabbing at the air. And he’s just looking at me. Blank.

Total disbelief.

Not even stepping back or nothing.

But I’m not giving up! I’m gonna run him through with this damn fork!!! Jab jab jab! At nothin’.

And finally … He just pulled it outta my hand. I’m done.

Of all the various ways I ever thought I might die, getting beat to death in a greasy spoon in West Point, Mississippi during the Great Depression wasn’t even on the list. But there I was, splayed across the table, waiting for the blows to commence … and he starts laughing.

“What in blazes did you plan to do with this!”

I mean laughing hard. Saying something about “tarnations” and whatnot, I can’t really make it out. So I’m pretty much humiliated and I mumbled some idiocy about the fork being the great equalizer … and then we both fell out laughing. He bought me another Coke and we ended up shooting the breeze for quite a while. And hey hey! He invited me back to his house for supper, and here I am.

His wife Anna made us chicken and corn muffins and some brown stuff that kinda tastes like salty oatmeal. It was good as hell whatever it was. Anna’s really pleased with my big appetite (yeah, I’ve been eating berries and stolen buttermilk since I got here). I think I handled myself with her questions fairly well, and kept the lying to a minimum.

“So, Eli. Navy brought you to West Point. What are your plans now? “

“Well, my dream always was to paint. I love art. But I suppose that’s not going to put any food on my table … or even get me a table. So you know. “

“Oh now don’t give up the dream. Ya ain’t married, are ya?” Shit. Be cool about this.

“To tell … the honest truth, ma’am, I’m a widower. Been years now, you understand, but it still feels like just a few days. “

“I’m so sorry, Eli.”

“It’s okay.” It’s okay.

“You poor—”

“No, it’s all right. I’m learning. I’m growing. She was a dancer. In New York. Actually almost famous. Kinda. Getting there, you know? It was an accident back stage one night. A riser propped against the wall slipped and … they said she never felt a thing because she never woke up.”

“And so young too. “

“Yes ma’am.” And so young, too …

“I don’t know what I’d do if I ever lost this one here,” she said nodding toward Lennis.

“I’ll tell ya what she’d do,” Lennis said winking at me, “Spend all her time beatin’ away all the local—”

“OH, YOU GET OUTTA HERE!” Anna wailed, punching Lennis in the shoulder, her face ruby red. We laughed like hell.

They’re AWESOME.

Lennis says he works on a farm about four miles out of town. As luck (?) would have it, they need a new guy since one of the crew got his fingers pulled off in a hay baling accident. Lennis says the pay is pretty low, but it’s probably the best thing going. Also, there’s a boarding house run by an older lady named Durning. She’ll put me up cheap and it’s pretty close to the farm.

I told Lennis and his wife that Eli is a biblical name. I don’t know if it is or not.

Changed my mind about the Robert Johnson thing.

 

JULY 21, 1938

“quittin’ time”

God, this is the worst job anyone has ever had to do. The farm is a fucking plantation—at least I guess it is, knowing what I know about plantations. It’s about seven thousand degrees in the shade out here. Lift! Toss! Stack! Lift toss stack. Lift toss stack. For twelve straight goddamn hours. I threw up after six. Thankfully nobody saw me. There is a crew of Black folks working on the lower half of the field. We are on the upper portion. Lots of, “Nigra this, nigra that.” To his credit, Lennis didn’t really hang with that. He’s not a real talkative kind of guy most of the time. The shit I’ve been telling him has got to sound completely wacko. (Like my “Navy days” and whatnot. What the fuck do I know about the Navy?) But he just nods his head and accepts the whole thing. “Well that’s mighty fine,” he says. It’s good as hell to have somebody to talk to again.

I’m writing this in Lennis’s truck. We’re riding up to the Durning House. He’s looking at me funny ‘cause I’m writing so intently. I just told him that I have to write everything down because I’m a “forgitful sumbitch.” He laughed.

More later.

Goddamn I’m tired.

 

JULY 21, 1938

evening

I’m surprised at how nice Mrs. Durning’s boarding house is considering how little I’m gonna pay to stay here. She’s a sweet old biddy, Mrs. Durning. Just like you’d expect of a fifty-or-so year old southern belle. Little prickly at first, but Lennis is The Man.

“Ah don’t let just anyone passin’ through stay hea’, Mista Ma’tin. You know that.”

“You have my word, ma’am,” Lennis said. “He’s good folk. And he’ll be around awhile. I can vouch for his employment.”

“You just met him! Ah am sorreh, but we ahe quite full right now. Ve’y sorreh.”

So he whispers to her, real slick, “Mrs. Durning, I wudn’t goin’ brang this up, on account of I didn’t want to embarrass m’ friend here. But Mr. Cooper here happens to be one of the top painters in New York City.” That got her attention.

“But see,” he continued, “He’s just here tryin’ to get some honest pay, y’understand, what with the hard times and all. “

“Hmm. Well …” Mullin’ it over, tappin’ her shoe.

“See I’m just-a picturin’ in my mind your mantle in the parlor and how mighty fine a port—”

“Mista Ma’tin! Certainly you ahe not tryin’ to—”

“Oh no ma’am. Terrible sorry. No offense intended.”

“Still and all … one must consideh the notion of Christian cha’ity.”

“Yer known for nothin’ if not godliness, Mrs. Durning.” “And these ahe hahd times.”

“Whatsoever you do to the least of my brothers …” And they both look right at me. Thanks a lot.

But it worked! I owe Lennis big time.

“This is a beautiful house, Mrs. Durning,” I said as she showed me to my room. And it really is.

“Oh, thank you so much for sayin’ so, dea’. Mista Coopah, I hope you’ll enjoy y’stay. This used to be Mr. Durning’s study befoah he passed away, God rest his soul. “

There was a sad little moment. Wasn’t sure if I should say something … but soon enough …

“So! Mista Ma’tin tells me you’re an artiste.”

“Portraits and still-lifes mostly.”

“Po’traits you say!” She swooned (I’m not lying … swooned). “Mah stahs, Mista Coopah, I always did want a po’trait of mah own, but well …” I’m surprised she didn’t say “Ah do decla’e.” I told her I’d be honored to paint her portrait.

I am so in.

Met one of Mrs. Durning’s housekeepers. Girl named Mae, probably late teens/early twenties. Real dark skin—fiiiine little slim (although I probably shouldn’t be thinking that in this day and age). Apparently there’s another housekeeper too—Ella. I haven’t met her yet. I sure heard a lot about her though. She’s the apple of Mrs. Durning’s eye.

“Po’ little Ella, she a widow just lahke me,” she said. “James, God rest his soul, died before he could give me a child so my two girls Ella and Mae, they ahe lahke my children. Ella’s husband, tsk tsk … well that was just unpleasant, to be certain.”

Whatever.

I’m dreading going back to work tomorrow.

 

JULY 22, 1938

This sheepfuck cracker named Jeb yelled at me today for not oiling the plow. At least I think that’s what he said. Where the fuck was that in the job description? After he finished pitching his little bitch fit, I wanted to scream back at him. But I knew better than to get angry, so instead I bugged out my eyes and started shuffle dancing around going, “Yassuh, massa suh. I sho’ is sorry sho’ nuff.” All the other guys laughed their asses off. I’m pretty popular now. I felt kinda bad for doing that, but I have to get in good with these guys. It’s just that way sometimes, yeah?

We cut out early today, thank God.

The men on the lower half didn’t cut out. And there are children working down there too. Little ones.

Lennis is talking some nonsense about he and Anna taking me to church with them on Sunday. Oh man.

There are four other guys staying at the house besides me (Edmund, Douglas, and I can’t remember the other two). Mrs. Durning is flittering around going, “The house is all abuzz again!” You can tell that she’s one of those ladies that just really digs having guys around. She told me when I walked in that Ella was outside hanging laundry and I should go out and say “How do” (I swear to God that’s what she said). I told her that I might in a little while but I needed to scrub up and rest a bit before supper.

“Mah goodness,” she said. “Such a hahd workin’ young man. Now don’t you go hurtin’ those talented fingahs of yo’s, dea’. That po’ man who you replaced, tsk tsk… well that was just unpleasant, to be certain.”
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