YA Chapter Eight

BRADFORD, THE JONESES’ SON AND HEIR, fascinated Junior because he’d
been to a military academy in Virginia. The best possible school, Mrs. Jones
avowed, primarily because it was in Virginia, her home state. “Back home,”
she’d say (at least a hundred times a day, Mom claimed), “in Virginia, that
is, we did thus and so ...” When they’d moved here almost ten years ago,
Bradford was kept in school “back home” so that the southern tradition of
family and manners and customs would be firmly instilled in him. The
move to this “frontier town” was necessitated by Captain J’s
condition. Lung condition. It wasn’t exactly T.B. but his doctor had
recommended a dry climate for his delicate health generally and Mrs. Jones
made no bones about pining for the old family plantation and “another,
more gentle and genteel way of life.”

Junior’s open admiration for Bradford made them particular friends but
we were both bothered by his slyness or deviousness. But the most
disconcerting thing about him was a maddening inconsistency in his
behavior. One day, friendly to the point of not wanting us out of his sight,
other days, cold and unresponsive to the point of rudeness. One moment
roaring with laughter, the next, sullen and closed-in. That glazed look that
I’d noticed the first day was probably the most constant thing about him. It
was always there, to a greater or lesser degree. We were all puzzled by it.
So much in fact that one day Captain J slapped the side of his cot in
irritation and said, “What the hell’s the matter with that boy, Woody? He’s
in a fucking daze half the time. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear he was
pissed.”

“What?” Dad said. Captain J had spent time in England during the war
and used expressions we didn’t understand. “Did you say pissed?”

“Yes. Pissed. Swacked. Boozed up.”

Dad laughed. “God knows I know enough about that to recognize it
when [ see it.”

“Well, what do you think? Do you think he’s hitting the bottle?”

Dad knew that Captain J wanted the truth from him straight, no frills. “I
have to say that it has occurred to me. I mean, there’s something a bit ...”



“I’1l mark the bottles,” he said decisively. “Wouldn’t be at all surprised.
All southerners are alcoholics. Alice’s entire family is a bunch of drunks.”

Although he was almost eighteen, Bradford wasn’t much bigger than
Junior at thirteen and Captain J and Dad enjoyed watching them compete in
various sports—sparring with boxing gloves, playing table tennis,
badminton, foot-races down the long driveway (one of the competitions that
could include me and at which I could hold my own), or wrestling. When
the boxing gloves were brought out, I slipped out. I hated boxing almost as
much as baseball but like baseball, when forced, I showed some aptitude.
Perhaps aptitude is not right—I simply assailed my opponent with
a whirlwind attack to get the encounter over with as quickly as possible.
Captain J had been on the boxing team at Princeton University and coached
Junior and Bradford very seriously and scientifically for some time and then
encouraged a real free-for-all, becoming over-excited, calling out, “Keep
your guard up, idiot,” to Bradford and “Hit him, Woody-Two, hit him
hard.”

These bouts sometimes ended with bloody-noses but they always ended
for the Captain in a coughing seizure so violent that Mrs. Jones would
swear, “... no more! This is the last time. Y’all get too excited and besides,
I think it’s barbaric.”

Captain J had initiated the “Woody-Two” for Junior on our first day at
1548, insisting that Junior wasn’t a name, it was a designation and as for
“Totsy”, he shuddered when he heard it and steadfastly called me Carlton.

Dad of course was the undisputed baseball coach and he worked with
both boys, well, all three of us, but you could tell that his eye was on Junior.
When Dad coached Junior, it was with as much seriousness and
professionalism that Captain J brought to boxing. Dad’s eyes would shine
with that special light—that name-up-in-lights light.

Any excuse for an outing was a good excuse as far as the Captain was
concerned and the beautifully polished station wagon was often pulled up
near the practice field at school where both men could watch Junior put into
practice the coaching he’d been getting at home. And the coaching was
paying off. The seventh and eighth graders had a team that was shaping up
pretty well and Junior was making a name for himself already in just the
practice games with a couple of other schools.

We finally got the notice from Railway Express that our trunk had
arrived a week after school had started so that I could get out of the detested



girls pants and into something with a fly. I told Junior that I was going to
leave my fly unbuttoned all the time so kids would notice and point and
giggle. At least they’d be giggling about boys’ pants. I went with Dad in the
station wagon to the depot and as always when we passed the Arizona State
Mental Hospital, I had a delicious shiver looking up at the windows and
wondering which one Winnie Ruth Judd might be looking out. She had
been sent here after she was convicted of chopping up her lover and
somebody else and had been in the headlines in the local papers almost
constantly ever since. She had a talent for escape that was compared to
Houdini’s. Parents could keep their children off the streets after dark by
simply saying, “Winnie Ruth’s out again.” She could be anywhere, behind
that bush, that dark corner, that vacant lot, anywhere and everywhere. Most
recently, she’d got out rolled up in a carpet that was being sent to the
cleaners. She was one of Phoenix’s most famous citizens and her
lively escapades kept everybody amused. ‘“She’s escaped!” people
would say with that same pride they’d used back home in referring
to Bonnie and Clyde. “You think she’s crazy? Anybody who can figure out
how to get out of that nut-house is not a nut.” She was always caught again,
but she managed to get out another day. Winnie Ruth-Watching was almost
as great a sport in Phoenix as the annual rodeos.

“Now, when you go in with the notice,” Dad said as we neared the
depot, “don’t let it out of your hand. It’s our only receipt.”

“Yeah. OK.” He’d told me that four times already. We were al anxious
about the trunk, me to the point of obsession. It somehow represented our
identity. We weren’t anybody without it.

In it were photos, certificates of marriage (perhaps a divorce?), births,
even deaths, our books (not many), momentos that couldn’t be parted with,
school records, some clothes (fewer than I’d thought), Dad’s riding boots,
and three porcelain dinner plates that Mom hung up on a wall in every
house we’d ever lived in. They’d belonged to a set her family had had and
were the only remaining pieces. There were some odd bits of silver and ... |
guess that was about all. Not much. But it was us.

I jumped out of the car and was headed into the office when Dad called,
“Don’t get mixed up and get the wrong one, Tots. There’s still one of
Winnie Ruth’s they haven’t found yet.”

I was through the door before I realized what he had said. Winnie Ruth
had chopped up her lover and someone else, but what I’d forgotten was that



she’d stuffed their bodies into trunks and sent them by Railway Express
somewhere. Here? Could it have been here? She was locked up here. Here
in Phoenix. This must have been where she’d been tried. Was it here that
the victims had been found? Wherever it was, they’d given themselves
away by the leaking blood and smell of rotting flesh. Supposing ...

I was feeling a bit whoozy when a voice from behind the counter said,
“What can I do for you, sonny?”

I showed the man the notice with a trembling hand. “A trunk. For
Woods. From Galena. Missouri.”

He glanced around and I saw our beat-up old trunk just behind him. The
sight of the old familiar black tin case was such a relief that I almost
jumped over the counter to help the man load it on a hand-truck. It wasn’t
oozing blood—I knew what was in it.

The plates went up on the wall in the living room so quickly that |
realized Mom must have placed them in her mind when she first saw our
house. Books were out and on shelves. Clothes tried on—I was pleased that
I could still wear my things but secretly bothered for not having grown
more. The riding boots were polished and Dad looked at them lovingly. “It
looks like the closest I’ll get to a horse here 1s the horseshit I'm fertilizing
this whole place with,” he said resignedly.

“Why don’t we just hang the boots up on the wall too,” Junior suggested
drily.

“Sure,” I agreed. “And we can put some pots of ivy or geraniums in the
top.”

“Smart-alecks, both of you,” Mom said.

Mom cooked two Thanksgiving dinners that year. She had to prepare
the dinner for the Joneses and for us too. We were really celebrating. We
were going to have Aunt Dell, Uncle Roy, Sister and Mavis to dinner—our
first party in our new house.

Everybody was gay—Aunt Dell hadn’t fallen down recently, so didn’t
have to limp or groan; Sister was a knockout in a pale-blue wool jersey
dress that showed off her figure to a spine-tingling T; Mavis was flashing an
engagement ring with a pretty good sized stone—whether it was actually a
diamond, nobody would hazard a guess; Uncle Roy preened in new cowboy
boots and western trousers cut as tight as Levis and Mom’s dinner was quite
up to our smartly turned-out guests. Sister had brought some wine and what



with a few drinks before, by the time the meal was over, we were twice as
gay as before.

We were a bit reluctant to go outside on the lawn that separated the main
house from ours because we could see the Joneses all sitting out on their
covered porch (Mrs. Jones called it a “lanai” but Captain J confided to Dad
that if it were in Hawaii it might be a lanai, but here in Phoenix it was a
porch) that faced the lawn. Junior and I broke the ice by having a bit of
post-prandial roughhousing near our own smaller porch. “Tell them all to
come on out,” the captain called to us. “You’ve got to shake that good
cooking of Miz Milly’s down so you can have some more.” He’d
called Mom Miz Milly from the first day as some sort of private joke
that only he seemed to understand. Mom said she liked it because
it reminded her of teaching since that was what most of her pupils called
her.

Mavis had been the only one to comment on the obvious (something
Mom had always taught us not to do) when we first took the job with the
Joneses. “My God, Milly, I don’t see how you can go from being a teacher
to being a maid.”

“Well, Mavis, if you think about it for a minute you’ll see that it isn’t a
very big step. One way or the other. Taking care of children or taking care
of grownups. Pretty much the same thing.”

“I guess so,” Mavis shrugged. “But you were my teacher.”

“Oh,” Mom laughed. “It’s you I’ve let down, is it?”

One by one, we moved outside. We started a game of badminton in
which Bradford joined without his usual reticence. I soon thought I knew
why. Sister jumping in the air with a flash of tanned leg and bouncing
breasts had him mesmerized. I was also aware that Captain J was his son’s
own father. He was fairly slathering. I heard him say to Dad, “Woody, you
are the luckiest devil. A niece like that! Well, both of them for that matter
and that’s not mentioning your sister.” He poked Dad with an elbow and
added, “Or Miz Milly.” All our women were on the lawn, shoes
off, barefeet flying over the grass. “But that one,” nodding toward Sister,
“that’s for eating. I may be paralyzed, but ’'m not dead yet.”

Dad blushed for some reason, something I’d rarely seen him do and shot
a quick glance at me. “Yes, well.” He cleared his throat. “We all have pretty
good teeth. Runs in the family.”



Captain J turned his head slowly toward Dad and looked up at him with
a quizzical expression then roared like a lion from the depths of that
emaciated body with choking laughter that was only stopped by Dad
holding his glass to his mouth—bourbon and water, which was never far
from his side.

Enthusiasm for badminton, even with enthusiasts, is limited and it was
soon replaced by a most unathletic activity. We all sprawled out on the lawn
in the late November desert light—soft and purple—Ilistening to music from
Captain J’s phonograph which had been turned up by Bradford and filled
the area between the two houses, bringing them together, the two
houses and the people in them, our family and theirs, wrapping us all
in melody, tying knots around us all in a sweet musical euphoria. I’d never
known such happiness. I felt I could float up so that I could look down on
1548 with a bird’s eye view like some maps I’d seen so that each corner of
the place that I knew and loved and was beginning to feel so secure in—the
whole square, the three acres themselves, cut out by streets and adobe walls
as straight as dies, the houses all basically square, the flat roofs, the great
rectangle of lawn now with us all on it, seen from above, languid, flowing
bodies, all beautiful, smiling, happy and still—caught in a moment like a
painting or a snapshot—forever in my head, bodies not touching, exactly,
but relating to each other, forming patterns of infinite intimacy and beauty.

Soon bodies were touching. Couples formed and danced slowly on the
grass, bare feet hardly moving, only the upper bodies touching, swaying to
the music, more a suggestion of dancing than the real thing. The light had
faded and turned paler and the moon’s brightness didn’t diminish the
brilliance of the stars. I don’t remember going to bed. Dad said he carried
me in and he said I must have been having sweet dreams because | was
smiling.

Bradford’s fascination with Sister had him dogging our heels. He
followed me and Junior practically to school, demanding more information,
more stories, anything we could remember about her. He cursed not having
money. He was determined to go to The Ship every night and see her. |
wasn’t sure how old you had to be to get in but we all three knew that it
must cost a lot of money. We had no idea what sort of an allowance
Bradford got, but he referred to it as adequate for a six-year-old. He’d be
eighteen just after the first of the year and had completed his schooling at



the Academy and since his grades weren’t satisfactory he was being tutored
three hours a day in an effort to help him pass college entrance exams.

“Never get into Princeton,” Captain J said. “Too damned dumb.”

Bradford claimed that he didn’t want to go to college. “Why should 1
bother? The old fart can’t live forever and when he pops it, I’ll sell this
place so fast it’ll make your head spin. And go back to Virginia and live like
a human being.”

To Bradford, living like a human being meant a southern mansion and
about a hundred slaves. And to hear him tell it, he wanted the slaves
primarily for beating. He told us stories about the Military Academy and
most of them involved tricks of humiliation for the “darkies” who worked
on the school grounds or as their batmen. Nothing to do with baseball,
Junior assured me. How they’d sometimes tie them up and take turns
beating them with long whips. We had difficulty understanding how
students could have individual man-servants but he said that only happened
in the last year of school when you became an officer and had all sorts of
privileges. Some of the privileges included corn-holing the younger
students which apparently was not only great sport, but great fun. Junior
refused to explain to me what “corn-holing” was on the grounds that I was
too young to know, but I don’t think he understood what it was either. So |
figured it had to do with some sort of torture of a particularly nasty kind.

We listened to his stories with fascination, but Junior always said not to
believe half the things he said.

“He’s making it up, I’ll bet you. He gets a funny look in his eyes when
he tells those stories.”

“He gets a funny look in his eyes almost all the time,” I pointed out.

“Dad told me to watch him and see if he drinks.”

“Drinks what?”

“I swear to God!” He slapped his hands against his thighs with
impatience. “What do you think he drinks?”

“Well, I saw him in the garage—over by the washtubs with a bottle of
Clorox.”

“He doesn’t drink Clorox, for heaven’s sake.”

“I don’t know. He says he gargles with it all the time. He showed me.
He does gargle with it. Said that it made his breath smell fresh and since it
was a bleach, it made his teeth whiter.”

Junior looked at me for a minute. “You’re making it up now.”



“OK. I’'m making it up. But just get a whiff of his breath some time. He
smells like a washtub drain.”

By Christmas vacation, the rains had hit. We’d never seen anything like
it. The Salt River—that desert with a bridge across it near Aunt Dell’s—was
full to overflowing. Uncle Roy checked it every morning and evening for
over a week. They were afraid they’d be flooded. Parts of downtown
Phoenix had flooded. Junior and I were in a movie house one Saturday
afternoon when Dad came down the aisle looking for us and drove us
home through streets like rivers. We learned later that people had to
be evacuated from the movie house we’d been in. “I just had a
funny feeling,” Dad explained.

It wasn’t nighttime when we got home, but it was dark enough for Dad
to have the headlights on. Junior jumped out to unlock the big gates and
was drenched by the time we’d pulled through. Dad and I ran from the
garage in the pelting rain assuming that Junior had beaten us to the house.
He wasn’t there.

“He’s probably having trouble with that catch at the bottom of the gate.
Go help him, Totsy, or he’ll be out there all night.”

I grabbed an umbrella and ran. The gatelight wasn’t on and I couldn’t
see whether the gates were open or closed until I was practically at the end
of the driveway. They were closed and no sign of Junior. I looked around
and called.

“Be right there, Tots,” he called back. I thought I heard whispering. 1
was peering into the dark under the magnolia tree and wondered if Junior
was talking to MacKenzie, the parrot, when he suddenly appeared, wet hair
sticking to his forehead.

“Where’s your coat?”

“Come on. I'll tell you in a minute.” He grabbed my elbow as he ducked
under the umbrella and propelled us both down the drive.

“Did somebody leave MacKenzie out in the rain?”

“No.”

“Well, who were you talking to?”

“Brad.”

“Brad? What in the world is he doing there.” I stopped and looked over
my shoulder.

Junior tugged at my elbow. “Come on. He doesn’t want anybody to see
him.”



“Why not?”

“He’s naked.”

I stopped dead. “Naked?”’

“Stop screeching.”

“But what’s he doing? I mean, why is he naked? In the rain?” Junior
pulled me under the garage roof overhang and started whispering, “Now
listen, he doesn’t want anybody to know about it ... well, he said he thought
it might be fun to, well...”

Fun? In the rain?”

“Listen, for God’s sake,” he hissed. “Well, he thought it might be fun to
sort of ... well, he said he was just going to run around naked. It’d be fun

“He’s nuts.”

“He looked pretty nutty. He had that funny look again. You know ..
kind of like he doesn’t quite see you. Anyway, he’s naked. In the rain and
he’s cold so I gave him my coat.”

“Why doesn’t he just go back in the house?”

“I don’t know. He was mumbling something about his folks finding him
like that and he was afraid ... Oh, I don’t know. His teeth were chattering
and he looked so silly. Pathetic, really ...”

“Listen. Get Mom’s keys. There’s one of those french doors off the
guest room and we could slip him back in that way.”

“You go get them. I’ll go get him. Meet you at the back of the house.”

We flew apart. I opened our kitchen door carefully—the keyboard with
hooks was just inside the door. I felt for the keys, rattling some as I counted
the hooks to get the right ones, but Mom and Dad were in the living room
listening to the radio. I grabbed the keys and closed the door with an
inaudible click.

Brad was standing next to Junior at the french doors, shivering and
trembling, his white bare legs sticking out the bottom of Junior’s slicker. He
certainly did look silly. I unlocked the door and he squeezed through the
door without saying anything. Then he ripped off Junior’s coat and shoved
it through the narrow opening between the doors. I could see that he was
fairly hairy, but he covered himself with one hand and I couldn’t see
anything else.

The new station wagon was Captain J’s new toy but put to serious use.
Almost every weekend found us discovering all the national parks and



Indian reserves that could be reached in a day. Captain J refused to spend
the night anywhere except in his own bed so we were limited to about a
two-hundred mile radius but even so that kept us from repeating trips all
through the fall and winter. The sights were superb and varied and
apparently endless. Junior studied maps and books on archaeology and
Indian history and lore.

Before the novelty of the station wagon wore off, we’d all crowd in—
Dad always driving, Mrs. Jones beside him and Bradford beside her. In the
single seats, Mom directly behind Dad, then me, and Junior in the end next
to Captain J’s head where he’d read to him about what we were going to
see. Actually read to us all. By the New Year, it was usually just the four of
us, the captain, Dad, Junior and I. Then even I started bowing out as my
interest in my Queen Isabella became obsessive. Mrs. Jones was the first to
go. Then Bradford and then Mom. Mom with the legitimate excuse of being
just plain tired. If no outing were planned, Captain J would think of
something that would engage us all. It was obvious that he liked our
company and Bradford’s irritated him. The most enjoyable alternative to the
trips was making ice-cream. There was a big two gallon old fashioned
freezer with the wooden bucket to hold the ice and we’d all take turns
turning under the big arbor near the rose garden. It seemed to take forever
to make—Captain J supervised every step, making sure we turned the
handle at precisely the right speed, that the ice was packed properly and
salted just enough to keep it from melting—but the results were always
superb. The best was fresh peach. I can’t even talk about. I start drooling.

My birthday in March fell on a Saturday and a family get-together had
been arranged at Aunt Dell’s. It would be the first time we’d had dinner
away from 1548 since we moved in the first of October. I think Mom and
Dad had felt that they were on 24-hour call because of Captain J’s
condition. Indeed, they had been called in several times during nights when
he was having trouble with his breathing and needed to be lifted up and
moved about.

I took the North Twelfth Street bus from the corner at Missouri Avenue
and went down as far as Van Buren and then got out and walked to the
Tucson Hotel where I had a date to meet Sister. We were going to have an
“outing” she said. Sister was never on time but I was early by over half an
hour. I strolled from in front of the hotel down to the corner looking in the
shop windows, admiring the richness of the displays rather in the way one



looks at things in a museum—they were as unattainable for me as if they
were priceless and belonged to the State. A small window glittering with
silver and turquoise jewelery did make my mouth water—the turquoise held
me hypnotized, it was like water, the deepest pools that went to the center of
the earth, bottomless but where you didn’t drown but floated in a slow-
motion dance of pure delight. I had to force my eyelids down and closed
and then make myself turn away like a blind man and head back toward the
hotel entrance before I opened them again.

There was a clock above a big door on a bank across the street. Still
twenty minutes to go. I walked in the other direction, determined to avert
my eyes if I passed another jewelery shop, particularly one with the Indian
handmade silver and turquoise. I strolled, watched the people, counted out-
of-state license plates on the cars pulled up at the stop lights, found myself
crossing the street with some other pedestrians then turned back toward
the hotel. The light had changed and I was standing on the curb when I saw
Sister come out of the hotel. I started to call but she darted across the street
right through the traffic which caused me to catch my breath in fear and
disappeared behind the cars. I stretched up on tiptoe to look over the tops of
the cars, but I’d lost her. I panicked. That clock must be wrong and she’d
been looking for me and couldn’t find me and probably gone to call
Mom. Finally the lights changed and I ran down the street and stood on the
long marble step that led into the hotel lobby, making myself as tall and
visible as possible. All of a sudden I saw her crossing the street with other
pedestrians at the corner. She saw me and waved, her white teeth flashing in
her suntanned face. My chest filled with pride at being smiled at by so
beautiful a creature and looked around me to see if anybody had noticed.

“Oh, honey,” she called breathlessly when she got near me. “Am I late?”
She glanced over her shoulder at the clock on the bank and then hugged me.
“No. Not for me.” We laughed. “You just get here?”

“No, I've been ...”

“Oh, honey, you’ve been waiting, haven’t you? Oooh, how I hate that
bus. It takes forever. And Saturday traffic. Well, I finally just jumped off
and ran. That’s why I’m so out of breath.” She took a deep breath and stood
back and looked down at me. “And don’t you look fresh and sweet.” She
grabbed me by the hand. “Come on, I want to show you off.” She led me
through the lobby door that she’d come out of a few minutes before.

“Why are we going in here? You were just ...”



“I’m showing you off, honey, that’s why,” her spirits soared over the
questions forming in my mind, sweeping them up and away.

She smiled radiantly at the doorman who winked and made a vague
saluting gesture toward his cap. She seemed to know him. Maybe she was
going to show me off to him. I smiled what Junior called my “cutest” smile.

“This way, honey,” she led me across the wide carpeted lobby at such
speed that I could hardly take in its luxury. She went sailing through a pair
of swinging doors marked “Saloon” into a dimly-lighted bar, unlike
anything I’d ever seen. Not even in the movies. There were low dark brown
leather (real, I ran my hand across the back of one) couches placed around
big low square glass-topped tables in symmetrical groupings all over the
room, separated now and again by potted plants that were more exotic
than anything the captain produced in his greenhouses and I wondered how
they could grow in the dark. We headed toward a long bar at the far end of
the room in front of which were tall leather-topped stools. There was a man
in a white jacket bending down at the far end of the bar with his back to us.
He straightened and turned when Sister called a cheerful, “Howdy, Jim.”

His face beamed and his bald head gleamed as he came toward us with
arms outstretched in greeting, “Ah, my lovely. Oh, it’s almost a sin. It’s too
much. The beauty of Ginny is blinding.” He shaded his eyes from her
brilliant smile and bubbled with nonsensical good humor. “How’d it go last
night, baby,” he said confidentially, doing a little dance with his head and
eyes.

Sister’s eyes widened and she seemed to stiffen in a sort of warning.
“Fine. Good Friday crowd. We got a good band this week. The Duke.
Ellington.” She was talking as fast and as breathlessly as she had since we’d
met in front of the hotel. “But that’s work talk. I brought my real boyfriend
in to show you.” She put an arm around me and drew me to her. “This is Tot

. ah, Carlton Woods. My baby.” We were using our proper names—
Virginia and Carlton—which always gave me a sense of lost identity.
For both of us.

Jim leaned over the counter and stuck out his hand which I took and
shook. “Well, hello down there, little feller. Didn’t see you at first.” He
glanced from one of us to the other. “By golly, he’s almost as pretty as you.
Yours?”

“Sure, Jim. All of us hillbillies have babies by the time we’re ten.” We
all laughed. Jim uproariously. “But he might as well be mine. “I’ve took



care of him since he was born. Cousins.”

“And now you’re just takin’ care of Ginny. Right?”

“Weeelll,” she said, coyly rolling her eyes and easing her bottom
insinuatingly onto the stool and opening her big handbag. She pulled an
envelope from it and waved it teasingly in front of Jim’s face. It had the
name of the hotel stamped on its corner. “Sometimes | take care of you too,
don’t [?”

He clutched his hands to his heart and looked up at the ceiling. “I swear
you’re just too good for the likes of me.”

“You take care of me,” she said snapping her handbag shut with a
metallic click, “and I’ll take care of you. Buddies, right?” “Right, my
lovely, right.” He bowed his head over her hand as though he were going to
kiss it but lifted the envelope in his teeth and straightened up with his hands
in the air. “Look, Ma, no hands!” he said with a comic leer through
clenched teeth.

Sister laughed and turned to me. “Let’s get out of here. This man is
keer-aaa-zzy!” She was off the stool and halfway across the room with me
at her heels when she called over her shoulder, “Bye, Jim. Thanks a lot.
Call, y’hear?”

“Whenever I can catch a live one, my lovely. You know that.” When |
glanced back and waved, he was waving the envelope at us.

Heads turned when Sister walked by. She wore her beauty like a
thoroughbred, not arrogantly, just with a sparkling pride. She walked tall,
shoulders back, head up, with long confident strides. She knew where she
was going. Her dark suntanned skin she let shine. And it did, with a healthy
glow. “Powder just clogs the pores,” she claimed and she wore no makeup
but a touch of mascara and lipstick. She was only a year or two older than
Bradford but of a totally different generation. I was proud and amazed
by her. It amazed me how well she knew her way around the city— how
she could walk into the elegant hotel as if she owned it and be on first-name
basis with the bartender, how she handled the salesmen in the shops with
just the right amount of flirtatiousness and sophistication. Her brilliant
smile melted all obstacles. I wondered how she did it and wondered if |
could learn. I was still puzzled about many things, but I knew she didn’t
want me to know that she’d come out of the hotel, and I respected her
wishes.



She started to turn into Goldwater’s Department Store but suddenly took
my hand and said, “I guess not here,” and we walked on a few paces before
she looked down at me and smiled, “Want an ice-cream cone?” We got the
giggles right in the middle of the sidewalk.

I managed to choke out, “No, but I’d love a milk-shake. I’ve never had
one.”

She looked wide-eyed with disbelief. “You poor underprivileged child.
Come on.” We went into a chrome and glass icecream parlor and sat down
at a table. She ordered me a chocolate milk-shake and a coke for herself.
The milk-shake was like eating silk. It was a new experience that I wanted
to last as long as possible. I sipped and played with it, wanting to get inside
the tall glass like getting inside a turquoise. They had something in
common.

“Come on, honey. Stop dawdling. It’s your birthday, baby, and we’re
supposed to be home having a party. Oooohhh. Just look at the time. Your
folks’ll be there before we can get you in your new outfit.

I knew she’d got me Levis and a shirt but she’d made the purchases at J.
C. Penney’s with me outside after I’d had my waist and inseam measured.
They were gift-wrapped and I had to open them in front of everybody and
pretend I didn’t know what they were. Well, I hadn’t seen the shirt yet, but
they’d all done the same thing for Junior’s birthday in October and what
one of us got, the other eventually got too. Sometimes by a hand-me-down.

Aunt Dell and Mavis oohed and aahed at my Levis as though they’d
never seen a pair of them in their lives. The shirt | oohed and aahed over
because it was turquoise blue (how could Sister know?), cut western style
with a yoke in the back, tight fitting and little smiling pockets on the chest.
It had white pearl-faced buttons that snapped. I was overjoyed.

“I’ve got something for you out here,” Uncle Roy said. “Come on. I’ll
also give you the basic pointers on the wearin’, carin’ for and feedin’ of
Levis. They are a special breed and have to be handled with the utmost
consideration. You gotta’ tame ’em just like you would a bronco.”

In Roy’s room behind the garage, I spread out my loot on his single bed
while he kept up a running monologue, half to himself, muttering and
humming—not songs but sounds—as he gave me instructions. “Yes, put
them things down there. Uh-huh. That’s right.” He moved around the room
with preoccupied concentration. “Yes. Well, you can’t put on Levis over
your other pants. Better get outta’ them. And your shoes.” He was pulling



what looked like an old army trunk out from under the bed. “This ought to
do the trick. Yeah, that’s better. More room. Better height.” He shoved the
trunk around with his feet, pushing it back near the wall. He’d picked up
my new shirt and was looking at it carefully as though he were checking the
seams to see if it were well made. “Now, that’s a dandy. Real dandy. Good
color.” He glanced at me and frowned. “You can’t wear that undershirt with
this. Ain’t nothin’ supposed to be wore under a shirt like this. See them
tucks there? That’s the real western cut. It all flows together in a line.” With
my undershirt off, I was standing not too patiently in my socks and
underpants. I was anxious to get into my new clothes. “You want me to
help?”

“Nope.” He was unsnapping the buttons. “Got ’er now.” He bit his
lower lip and looked around him. “Come on over here, Tots, and git up on
this trunk.” I looked at him questioningly. “You’re too damn short to git at.
Come on over here.” I obeyed. “There we are.” He held the shirt for me to
slip on.

“The sleeves are just right,” I said holding out my arms. “Tailor made.”
He turned around and held my Levis up between us. “Them’s the real
McCoy. The little leather label and them brass brads. That’s how you
know.” He shook them out. “This is the hard part.” He chuckled. “They’re
really stiff, but that’ll loosen up in the wash.” He pushed his arm down the
legs and shook out some of the stiffness. They crackled with a nice fresh
new sound and smell. “You have to git them underpants off.”

I wasn’t sure I’d heard him correctly. “What?”

“Git them underpants off. You can’t wear them knitted things under
these pants. They’ll bunch up and drive you crazy.” We’d always worn
underpants. We’d been brought up to think it was ... well, indecent not to.
Mom never said so in so many words, but that was the feeling I got. “But,
I’ve never not worn underpants.”

“You ever had real Levis before?”

“No.”

“Well, there you are. You don’t know then, do you?”

“Don’t know what?”

“How to wear them, that’s what. I been wearing Levis purt’ near all my
life and I know. They ain’t like regular pants. Like I told you, they are a
special breed.”

“How?”



“They’re cowboy pants. Right?” I nodded. “Well, a cowboy has a
special job to do, don’t he? And these pants was designed for that special
job.” I nodded again. “Now listen, this can git a bit... well, technical. That’s
why I’m showing you all this. These is men’s pants. Real men’s pants. Now
...” He crossed his arms across his chest and then put one hand up on his
cheek and sort of thumbed his fingers against the side of his face. “How to
git this ... Well, let’s start at the beginning. We are men. We are made
different than women.” His eyes twinkled. “You followin’ me so far?”

“Yea-up.”

“OK.” He reached over and slipped my underpants down before I knew
what was happening. “Now just step outta’ these useless things ...” I took
hold of his shoulder for support as I did as I was told. “There.” He stood
back and looked at my naked lower body. I started to cover myself but he
grabbed my wrists. “No need to do that. We’re both men together.” He
stared at my crotch. “Well, we’re gittin’ there.” He reached out and cupped
my parts in his hand. “Yes, sir, we’re gittin’ there.” He moved things around
as he inspected me as impersonally as if he’d been a doctor. “The hair’s so
blond it don’t show much, but it’s coming’ along. It’s all comin’ along.” He
held the Levis open at trunk-top level. “OK. Now let’s git into these.” I slid
a foot into one leg and he bunched the stiff material up the leg until my foot
came through the bottom. Then the other one until the Levis caught at about
my knees. “This is, as you can see, no easy chore. Everybody needs help
that first time. Now, grab and pull.” I did and got them just up to my hips.
“Uh-oh. ‘Most forgot.” He went over to a chest of drawers and took
something out of the top drawer. He grinned and handed it to me. “From
me,” he said shyly, rubbing the back of his hand across his mouth. “My
little birthday present.”

I felt pretty silly opening a present with my pants half on and naked in
the middle. It was a belt. A beautiful one. “Real Hand-Tooled Leather” it
said on the little cardboard box with the cellophane opening showing what
was called a “Real Silver-like Buckle.” It would complete my western
outfit. I was really going to be decked out. “Oh lord, Uncle Roy, that’s
just... just perfect. Thank you.” I smelled the real leather. “Just smell that
...7 1 leaned over. “Oops, sorry.” My crotch was practically in his
face. “Excuse me ...”

He waved my apology aside. “Like the belt? It’s got that double bit
there that kinda’ laps over the other. Real cowboy belt.” He started fitting it



through the loops around the top of the pants. “Just check the size ... |
wasn’t too sure just what ...” His arm was around my waist and the other
one was reaching behind to pull the belt through on the other side. His
cheek brushed against my exposed parts. He seemed to almost rub his cheek
against me. His whiskers gave me a funny sensation and I pulled back.

“I’'m sorry. I keep getting things in the way ...”

“Now that’s just what I wanted to talk to you about.” He went on
adjusting the belt, “as I said, these pants are made for a special ... a specific
job. When you’re in a western saddle and you’re roping steers or just plain
riding along, well, this here,” he cupped my privates again, “is goin’ to rub
against that front part of the saddle—there where the horn is. Right?” He
was still holding on to me and I was beginning to feel something in his hand
that wasn’t so impersonal. “This part of you is goin’ to push up against that
front part every step that horse takes ... like that, see?” He pushed his big
hand up against my crotch, pressing my parts up toward my body in a
rhythmic motion. “And there ... see what happens? You start to get a hard
on.” I was. My knees were beginning to feel weak and I took hold of his
broad shoulders for support. “Well. That’s what any man would do. You git
your cock rubbin’ up against something warm like that and it’s goin’ to
happen to any man.” He kept the gentle rhythm going. “Now, if you’re just
ridin’ along even, you don’t want everybody to see your hard on.” He
looked up into my glazed eyes and grinned as he took his hands away and
spread them out to his sides. “There’d be a hard on because you had on
them damned underpants! Don’t you see? They got you all bunched up like
this,” he demonstrated by cupping both his hands around me and exerting
the gentle pressure again. I thought I was going to faint. “Whereas, if
you have it all like this,” he straightened me out and lay my cock gently
along my thigh, “ain’t nobody goin’ to notice anything. See?”” Mine felt so
hard that I couldn’t figure out where it could go if it couldn’t go upright.
“And everything is comfortable over to the side ...” He was trying to hold
me against my thigh but it hurt not being able to spring free. I took his hand
off it and it flew up.

“Well, that don’t look like it’s goin’ to fit in them pants sideways, does
1it? We’d better fix that...” He leaned his head forward and took it in his
mouth just as his hands touched my buttocks and pulled me slightly
forward. I think I did faint.



I felt suspended in air. His hands on my backside supported me and
moved me gently back and forth in his mouth. I was dead from my knees
down. Suddenly the same tingling sensation Ronnie had created in me
returned, starting in my finger-tips at the back of my scalp, where his
fingers kneaded my bottom, in my toes and feet that were useless except as
conduits for this electric current carrying this storm that was gathering in
my groin and was going to explode into the deep silky bottomless haven of
milkshake, turquoise, and fresh peach ice-cream that was Roy’s mouth.
I collapsed with a cry over his left shoulder, sobbing as I had with Ronnie,
not knowing what had happened, but knowing that this was something as
rare as those special things I thought about while it was happening.

I hung there limp, like a sack of flour over Roy’s shoulder, shuddering
and trembling. He soothed me with his mouth and hands, gently stroking
me back to consciousness and as consciousness came, a deep black self-
knowledge came with it—a knowledge I closed my mind to but my body
had already accepted.

Roy eased me back on my feet and straightened me up as though
stroking a piece of clay into a shape that would eventually stand balanced
on its own. He was murmuring something I couldn’t understand, just sweet
soothing noises of encouragement and reassurance. I still held onto his
shoulders, my elbows locked, my head thrown back, gasping for air.

“Sweet,” I thought I heard him whisper. “Sweet. You can come. Funny.
I’d have thought you were a bit young ...”

“Huummm?” My head was still back.

“Was it the first time?” I forced myself to look down at him. I was
terrified at what I’d see. My body couldn’t have gone through that without
us both changing. He looked the same. He hadn’t changed. Perhaps I was
the only one who had but I didn’t want to see. I didn’t know how I’d
changed, but I was sure it would show somehow. “For you to come?” he
said, slowly moving the back of his hand across his lips.

“I don’t know ...” I was stunned that I could speak and that my voice
sounded all right. Or at least recognizable. “Maybe one other time like
that.”

He was suddenly all business. “Well, that ought to fit where
it’s supposed to go now.” He eased my pants up and with great care put me
into them, easing them into place with one hand while holding the fly away
from my body. “There. That’s where that goes. Put your shirttail in and let’s



get all this locked away.” He patted and smoothed me until I felt I was
going to get hard again. “Whoa, now, baby.” He looked up at me and
laughed as he buttoned my fly from the bottom, meeting my hands coming
down from the top. He squeezed my hands and patted my cock once more.
“Locked away.” He looked up with a raised eyebrow, “Until next time?”’

I looked away from his as I buckled the stiff new leather belt and patted
it against my stomach. “Am I OK? A proper cowboy?”

“You got the makin’s ...”

Pure fake bronco-bustin’ bravado got me through the evening.
Everybody made so much noise and such a fuss over me that I don’t think
they noticed that I was in a state of shock, drowning in shame and guilt. If
I’d done what Roy said—come—then my body had changed. And the
change must show. Mom would be bound to notice it. Either she or Junior. I
found myself sitting with my hands folded over my crotch, hiding it as
though some strange essence might still be oozing from me.

“All you need now, Totsy,” Aunt Dell bellowed, “is a pair a boots—Iike
them of Roy’s—and you’d be a real cow-puncher.”

And look really tacky, I thought. That’s what Ronnie would have said.
“Hillbilly tacky. Cowboy tacky. Both the same.” I could hear his voice. If
my body had changed something else had changed too. I suddenly looked
down at the cowboy shirt with the smiling pockets that frowned from this
angle and knew that it bordered on being tacky. Imitation anything was
tacky. Boys got up to look like something they aren’t or ever will be was
basically silly. Like those men who leaned against the Court House in
Galena 1n railroad engineers caps when they’d probably never been on
a train. Little girls done up in long dresses like their mothers, wearing
lipstick before they wore bras, the boots and ten-gallon hats on men who
drove convertibles and worked in offices, all fake and tacky. But how
should I be dressed then, I wondered? Who was 1? What was 1? 1 was
getting hair and I could come. OK. But where was I going?

After dinner, I danced, showing off something awful, but I knew it was
expected of me. Dad and Mom danced around the room with everybody
saying how Woody was the best dancer any of them had ever seen. Sister
did her famous Charleston and Roy took off his shirt, flexing his muscles
and did his sixty-five—count ’em—pushups. The whisky bottle on the table
in the kitchen where we all sat around had only a bit left in the bottom and



everybody’s eyes were glittering except Mom’s. Hers were clouded with
concern.

“We’d better get back, Woody. We’re not in our own car.” It wasn’t
nagging, just a statement of fact.

Dad’s eyes flashed dangerously and his voice was unnaturally hard, but
low. “I think I got a pretty good idea of what kind of car I’'m drivin’, Milly.”
He reached for the bottle and drained it into his glass.

Junior headed for the door with me on his heels. “Where are you
goin’?”” Dad called with the same edge in his voice.

“Pee,” Junior said without turning around.

I followed him to the back hedge where it was the darkest. We peed in
silence. My cock felt different in my hand—bigger and slightly bruised.
There was a strange stinging sensation. Maybe from rubbing against the
rough Levi material. The buttons were difficult to close.

“They take time to loosen up,” Junior said, noticing my efforts to close
my fly.

“Yeah. How do you like my shirt?”

“It’s nice.”

“You don’t think the pockets are kinda’ tack ...” For some reason using
Ronnie’s word seemed like a confession of sorts. Why was Ronnie on my
mind this evening? Because of what he and Roy had done? I guessed that
must be it. But had Roy done it to Junior too when he showed him how to
wear his Levis? “... kinda’ silly?”

“You put some pencils in them and they’ll be smiling with teeth.”

It was so dark I couldn’t see his face, but I knew his brown eyes were
sparkling with mischief. I punched him on the shoulder. “Come on. Be
serious. Tell me for sure.”

“It’s fine. It’s very nice. Really.”

I tried to believe him. “Did ... ah ...”  wasn’t sure I could bring up the
subject. Then I blurted it out. “Did Roy ... Uncle Roy show you how to
wear Levis?”

“Tried to.”

“What do you mean ‘tried’?”

“Said I had to wear them without underwear.”

“Well, what did you do?” I tried to keep my voice calm and low, but
sometimes getting something out of Junior was like squeezing a stone.

“I just said I couldn’t.”



“Why?” My voice was getting out of control.

“Why?” He took my elbow and headed us back to the house. “To keep
my underpants on.”

“I meant,” I said carefully, “why couldn’t you. What did you mean when
you said you couldn’t? Couldn’t take off your underpants, I mean.”

“Oh. I said I had a heat rash down there and the new pants would irritate
it.”

“Well?” I stopped in exasperation. “Did you?”

“Did I what?”

“You know you’re going to drive me crazy one day, don’t you? You
know that?” My voice sounded not unlike Dad’s a few minutes ago. I took a
deep breath. “Did ... you ... have ... a ... rash, for Lord’s sake?”

He walked straight on toward the back door. “Of course not,” he said.

Then why me, I kept wondering as I tossed and turned in our bed that
night while Junior breathed deeply and evenly next to me. Sleeping the
sleep of the innocent? What was there about me that allowed things like that
to happen? First Ronnie and now Un ... no, just Roy. The word “uncle” was
a lie to begin with and now I simply choked on it when I thought of what
he’d done. My hands slid down between my legs. I was hard. Junior’s hands
were both on top of the covers.



