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AUTHOR’S NOTE






Although Candler Park, Little Five Points, and Hawkinsville, Georgia, are real places, and some of the other locations mentioned in the book are also real, many other locations in this book are fictional and the product of my own imagination. All of the situations that occur, and the characters to whom they occur, are fictional, and any resemblance to real people or to actual incidents is purely accidental and unintentional.
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All the Sunday afternoons I can remember have that same grainy, black-and-white quality as those old photographs in a family scrapbook.


Edna and I are at home. She’s cooking, a chicken probably, or a roast, and I’m doing the things I always do on Sundays, lounging around the house, maybe working in the yard, reading the paper, or watching an old movie on television.


We sit on the porch, my mother and I, wave at the neighbors as they drive by, cuss out the politicians, or the Atlanta Braves, or the weather, or each other. It don’t mean a thing.


Nothing happens, nothing changes. It’s a lie we tell each other, a charm to keep us safe, like the tiny gold St. Christopher’s medal Edna wears on a fine gold chain around her neck.


My daddy gave Edna the medal when he got sick and knew he would die. The Catholic Church took away Christopher’s saint franchise at about the same time we Garritys stopped going to Mass. Edna doesn’t really believe in saints, but she believes if she acts like she believes, something good could happen.


I believed it, too, until the Sunday late last summer when my ideas about goodness and evil were shaken like one of those snow globes we put on the mantel every Christmas.


It was one of those unremarkable Sundays. Not unbearably hot, because we’d had an early afternoon shower. The windows were open, and I could hear the soft swish of a lawn sprinkler nearby. I was inside the house, watching an old gangster movie. I think George Raft was in it. Edna had put a chicken in the pressure cooker, and I was supposed to be listening for the steam to be sputtering good so I could turn down the heat. She was outside on the porch, probably dozing over the Sunday paper.


All of a sudden she let out a howl like a scalded dog. I went running out just in time to see her out in the yard, beating this poor old drunk with a dripping-wet floor mop.


She chased him down Oakdale, halfway to DeKalb Avenue, his pants still at half-mast around his knees, her pink terrycloth house shoes slapping against her bare feet, and all the while she was right behind him, jabbing the wet mop at him like a bayonet.


Her heart condition has slowed her down some in the past year. Otherwise, I believe Edna would have run that old wino to ground and pummeled him to death with that mop. As it was, she stopped chasing him only because I went after her and dragged her home by the arm.



“For God’s sake,” I told her, standing there on the sidewalk, panting for breath, hoping my own heart wouldn’t give out, “that guy could have had a gun or a knife. What if he’d turned on you? What would you have done?”


“Son-of-a-bitch bums,” she yelled, brandishing the mop in the direction he’d run off in. “The son of a bitch was using my yard as an outhouse. I saw him, Jules. He came right up to the edge of the porch and took a crap on my gardenia bush!”


I was pulling her along the sidewalk toward the house, trying to get her to come along quietly. But she had an audience now. Neighbors had heard her screams, and now dogs were barking and people were standing at the edge of the street or on their own porches to see what was going on.


Old Mr. Byerly across the street met us by the driveway. Homer, his Boston terrier, was barking and snarling and running in circles around Mr. Byerly’s feet.


“I seen him, Callahan,” Mr. Byerly said, working his toothless gums in agitation. “It’s that same damned wino I caught sleeping in my car last week. Stank up the Buick so bad I had to use a whole bottle of Pine Sol on it. I think he’s been sneaking around my back porch, too, stealing Homer’s food. Homer ain’t never eat a whole box of Gainesburgers in one week. Have you, buddy?”


Homer lifted a black-and-white leg and directed a good-natured stream of urine at Mr. Byerly’s work shoe.


“It’s awful,” Edna said. “Awful. Decent folk shouldn’t have to put up with this. And I intend to put a stop to it.” But her chest was heaving so hard, she couldn’t say more. The chase had done her in.


I slipped my arm around her shoulder. “Come on, Ma,” I said. “Let’s go on inside and check on your chicken. You’ll have a stroke standing around outside in this heat.”


She pushed my arm away. “My gardenia,” she said. “I’ve got to hose off that gardenia.”


“I’ll do it,” I promised, steering her toward the porch.


“Soap and water,” she said, pausing to rest after climbing the first step. “Otherwise, it’ll be burned. Damned bum. I’ve been nursing that gardenia for four years. Longest I’ve ever been able to keep one going. Everybody says Atlanta’s too cold for old-fashioned gardenias.”


She eased down into her rocking chair, and I hustled into the house to turn off the pressure cooker, which was rattling and hissing and throwing off great clouds of steam inside the kitchen.


“The chicken’s fine,” I told her when I got back outside. She just nodded and pointed at the hose.


I squirted bright green liquid dish detergent all over the shrubs and breathed through my mouth and averted my eyes as I directed the spray at the neatly clipped azaleas, camellias, and sasanquas Edna had planted near the underpinnings of our little wood-frame bungalow. The shrubs made a frothy green hedge across the front of the house, and Edna always planted great swaths of pink and white impatiens in their shade so that it looked like a lady’s lacy underpants peeking out from under her skirts. Never red, never orange. Every year since she’d moved into the bungalow with me eight years ago, she’d planted ten flats of pink and white “Gem” impatiens—and they had to be in the ground before Mother’s Day. The shaggy green baskets of ferns had to be hanging from their hooks, two on each side of the front door, too, just as soon as it was warm enough in the spring to put them out there.


I’d owned the house on Oakdale for ten years, and poured untold buckets of sweat and money into making it livable in that time, but it was Edna who’d provided the grace notes—the glossy-leaved tea olive by the kitchen door, whose scent would waft into the house on the slightest breeze, the heavy brass knocker on the front door, which Edna herself polished every other week so that the engraved “Garrity” stood proud and businesslike, and, of course, the little fringe of grass out front, which she cosseted and babied and bullied into the deepest green velvet inside I-285.


Candler Park, where we live, isn’t exactly the garden spot of Atlanta. We’re a working-class kind of place, not country-clubby old money like Ansley Park, nor expensively remodeled historically significant Victorian yupnests like you have in Inman Park, just a mile west.


The only really significant thing about Candler Park is the fact that it’s still here at all. There have been at least two attempts to build highways through the neighborhood, and at one time the state actually condemned and razed whole streets full of houses that looked like they might get in the way of some politician’s idea of progress. Property values have waxed and waned over the past twenty years or so, but up until recently they’ve never jumped as dramatically as some of the trendier nearby areas, such as Virginia-Highland or Druid Hills.


Right now, there seems to be a renewed interest in our little pocket of heaven. You see more and more Volvos cruising slowly past the FOR SALE signs posted on Callan and Clifton and McLendon, women pushing babies in those pricey Italian jogger-strollers, and lots and lots of heavy-duty remodeling work going on. Houses that used to be rented by a half-dozen college students are now owned by Georgia Tech or Emory professors. In the last six months, we’ve lost two Korean-owned convenience stores and gained the same number of cappuccino cafés.


Of course, there’s a downside to all the cheery news in Candler Park. The sudden transformation of crummy old boardinghouses and ramshackle rentals into $950-a-month townhouses, condos, and artists’ lofts means that the most marginal of Candler Park citizens found themselves priced right out onto the streets.


My mother had been griping about the people she called “bums” all summer long. It appalled her to see somebody she considered able-bodied out on a street corner panhandling or, God forbid, sleeping in a doorway or picking through our garbage cans.


“We lived through the Depression, and my parents didn’t have two nickels,” she’d lecture me. “We ate a lot of rice and peanut butter, but we never asked anybody for anything. In those days, we didn’t have food stamps or homeless shelters. People had pride!”


The day it all came to a head, I could hear my mother cursing to herself, rocking her chair back and forth so rapidly it was wearing a groove in the painted wooden floor.


When the disinfection process was complete, I coiled up the hose and stashed it on its reel by the faucet. Then I joined Edna on the porch. “You want a beer?” I certainly intended to have one for myself.


“What I want,” she said, planting both feet in front of her to put the brakes on the rocker, “is a rocket launcher.” Her eyes had that look. It was war.
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“Look like it’s really gonna blow this time,” Baby said, pointing out the kitchen window at a sky the color of cheap new brass. “That be a for-real storm this time. See them clouds? Them’s tornado clouds.”


It was the last Friday of October, Halloween, and the weather was suitably scary. Summer had lingered through August and September, and even now, with November on its way, the air was relentlessly hot and sticky, so close you couldn’t get your breath. Tornadoes had been ripping eastward out of Texas and Alabama all week long, bright blue skies alternating with ominous plum-colored thunder-clouds. In short, the weather was as unpredictable as it always is this time of year in Atlanta.


I can remember one year when I was in college, Halloween was so warm I went to a toga party barefoot, dressed in my bikini top and a bedsheet. Edna still tells about the year I was six and there were snow flurries on Halloween. I refused to trick-or-treat with the other kids because I didn’t want to spoil my Cinderella costume by wearing my ugly brown winter coat over it.


Sister went to the window and stood beside Baby, shouldering her out of the way. She squeezed her eyes shut and cocked her head toward where the wind rattled and snapped the glass in the old windowpanes. Then she pressed long bony fingertips to the glass and bobbled her head back and forth, like a human divining rod.


After a minute, she stepped away from the window. “No, ma’am,” she said firmly. “You wrong, Baby Easterbrooks. That television weatherman fooled you again. That out there ain’t no tornado. Little bitty old thunderstorm is all that is.”


Neva Jean went to the refrigerator, reached in, and got a can of Mountain Dew. She popped the top, took a long swig, and then dabbed at her lips with the hem of her pink work smock. “Sister’s right. It’s a well-known fact that tornadoes never hit big cities like Atlanta. Swannelle was tellin’ me about it this morning. It’s like the really bad tornadoes get stopped over there in Carrollton or up in Cedartown before they can get to Atlanta. All them mobile homes just naturally attract tornadoes, and the skyscrapers downtown just naturally deflect ’em.”


“I never heard that before,” Ruby said, clutching her purse to her lap. Ruby always clutches her purse when she’s nervous. She was waiting for a ride, anxious to be home but unwilling to venture out into the queer weather brewing outside our kitchen window. It had begun to rain an hour ago, hard slanting rain that stopped as suddenly as it started.


“I’ve been through at least one tornado in Atlanta,” Ruby said. “You remember that last time a really big one came here, Edna?”


“Oh yes,” Edna said. “That storm blew right through the Governor’s Mansion and knocked it flat.”


“People were killed,” Ruby said, her voice solemn. “It was terrible. Our pastor’s wife had her baby blown right out of her arms. Oh, mercy.”


I went over and turned down the volume on the portable television we’d brought into the kitchen. The weather forecasters were starting to get on all our nerves with their nonstop predictions of Old Testament–type storms.


It was Friday afternoon, one o’clock, not even close to quitting time, but the National Weather Service had posted a tornado watch at noon, so I’d called all our personnel at their Friday afternoon jobs and told them to knock off early.


We used to call the employees at The House Mouse, our cleaning service, “the girls.” We still do, when we forget, but since we hired our first man in September, we’d been trying to mend our ways. Cheezer, the new “boy,” as the girls called him, was still out on a job. I’d beeped him an hour ago, but he hadn’t called back. That was Cheezer. He didn’t own a phone, and he lived out of his vehicle, an old U.S. Postal Service truck he’d bought at a government auction. He kept the mail truck parked behind an Egyptian Orthodox church not far from our house.



We’re small, but we get the job done. Edna and I run the business out of our kitchen, and if somebody can’t get to a job, we step in and do it ourselves.


“What do you think?” Edna asked. She was as antsy about the weather as I was, drumming her fingers, shuffling and reshuffling the deck of cards she keeps on the table for her nonstop hands of solitaire. “Think we better send everybody on home?”


“I’ll run Ruby home,” I said. “Neva Jean, would you give Baby and Sister a ride?”


“Sure,” Neva Jean agreed. “Y’all mind making a couple stops? I gotta pick up stuff for the big party tonight.”


The Easterbrooks sisters had finally, reluctantly given up driving. Sister has been legally blind since I’ve known her, and Baby’s hearing is faint at best. The only age they’d ever give was “old enough to know better.” They live in a senior citizens’ high-rise in Midtown, and cleaning a couple houses a week for us keeps them in lottery tickets and out of trouble. The only effect age seems to have on them is that they seem to shrink a little more every year. One day, I swear, they’ll be small enough to ride around in my hip pocket.


Sister put on a bright yellow rain slicker and jammed a black knit cap onto her head. The oversized cap’s brim rested on top of her Coke-bottle-thick glasses. The slicker’s hem touched the floor, and its sleeves reached almost to her knees. Baby got both their pocketbooks and took Sister by the elbow, heading her toward the kitchen door.



“Where we going?” Baby asked. “You say something about a party? Me and Sister going to a Halloween party at the center tonight. Fuzzy dice, that’s what we gonna be. Got black dancing girl tights and everything.”


Sister pursed her mouth and tried to look disapproving. “Miss Thing there has to show off her legs for all the men,” she said. “Got to show her behind to the world.”


Neva Jean put an arm around Sister’s shoulder and gently pulled the rain slicker off Sister’s bony shoulders, replacing it with the moth-eaten red-and-black high school letter sweater Sister had worn to work in the morning.


“This here raincoat’s too big for you, Miss Sister. See if this nice sweater doesn’t fit a little better. See there?” She patted Sister’s shoulder and put on her own rain slicker.


“Okay. We gotta stop at the grocery store so I can pick up some chips and dip, and then we gotta go to the package store.”


“Hard liquor?” Edna raised her eyebrows. “That must be some party you’re going to tonight. What are you going as?”


Neva Jean giggled and put a hand to her hair, which she was currently wearing in a strawberry-blond Doris Day flip complete with bangs and a two-inch tease on top.


“I’m gonna be Raggedy Ann and Swannelle’s gonna be Raggedy Andy. I’ve got the red yarn wigs and the outfits and everything. You should see the cute little short britches and striped stockings and Mary Janes I got for Swannelle. That’s why I need the liquor. I figure it’ll take about a quart of Jim Beam to get him into the outfit, and another pint to get him out of the truck and into the Moose Lodge.”


 


Cheezer’s truck came puttering up the driveway just as I was getting ready to back out in my van. It made for a colorful sight, his rusting lime green mail truck and my putrid-pink Chevy van. Psychedelic, almost.


Ruby beamed when he came around and poked his head in the car window. She’s partial to boys anyway, having raised five of her sister’s sons.


“Cheezer, where have you been?” she scolded. “There’s a big storm coming on, and we were all worried about you. They’re saying on TV it might come up a tornado.”


He squinted up at the sky, which was still that weak yellow. “Tornado? For real?”


“That’s why I beeped you,” I said. “Don’t you listen to the radio?”


He pointed to the portable CD player and headset on the seat beside him. “I listen to my tunes. Radio sucks, Callahan. Everybody knows that.”


Now I was losing patience. “I gave you the beeper so you could keep in touch with us, Cheezer. We’ve been over this before. You’re supposed to call me back after I beep you.”


He dropped his eyes to his ground, hung his head, and sagged his shoulders. I felt like I’d kicked a sick puppy.


“I’m sorry,” he said, his voice low. “I was in a groove, you know? This new house I was doing, the lady dentist over in Dunwoody? The kitchen’s the size of a football field. It’s awesome. And it’s all white. I mean everything. I was trying out this new stuff I mixed up, it’s a whitener, but no bleach. I meant to stop and call you, but once I got into it, I guess I lost track of the time.”


How do you yell at somebody for being totally dedicated to his work? Especially somebody who looks like Cheezer? With his shoulder-length tangle of light brown curls, big dopey eyes, and wispy little goatee, he reminds me of a cocker spaniel. He was only twenty-one, just out of Georgia Tech with a degree in chemical engineering, when he answered my classified ad and all my prayers back in August.


“Never mind,” I told him. “Just call next time, okay?”


He shrugged. “That’s cool. Anyway, it’s Halloween, right? You going to the Yacht Club tonight?”


“Mac is supposed to get back into town about four, and we were going to get some dinner before we headed over there. Guess I’ll wait and see what happens with this tornado watch.”


Cheezer pushed a stray curl out of his eyes. “Come on, Callahan. It’s the biggest party night of the year. Wait till you see my costume. I been working on it all week.”


“Well, now, you all need to just stay inside and be safe tonight,” Ruby fussed. “No need to be out in the streets all hours of the night. Halloween. Huh! Devil night, I call it.”


Cheezer gave me a broad conspiratorial wink. Ruby is deeply religious, doesn’t approve of drinking, cursing, or rock ’n’ roll. Even if there hadn’t been a tornado watch, she wouldn’t have wanted us out partying.


“Don’t worry about us, Ruby,” Cheezer said. “If the wind starts to pick up tonight and we see somebody dressed as the Wicked Witch of the West, we’ll just click the ruby slippers and head for home.”


“We need to head for home right now,” Ruby said meaningfully.


I can take a hint. “Maybe I’ll see you at the Yacht Club,” I told Cheezer, starting the van up again. “Who should I look for?”


“It’s a surprise,” he said, waving good-bye to Ruby.
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I took the longest, hottest shower I could stand, working on the old steambath theory that it would cause me to shed a couple of pounds before I had to get into my Halloween costume.


The long black wig hung down to my waist, the bangs brushing my eyebrows. I went a little crazy with the makeup: thick Cleopatra-like ribbons of eyeliner, shiny white metallic eye shadow, half-inch fake eyelashes, frosty pink lipstick. The effect was satisfyingly ghoulish.


But the bell bottoms were much tighter than I had anticipated. I could get them up over my hips, and the zipper zipped, but when I went to snap the waistband, which actually rode down a couple inches south of my belly button, my eyes bulged in an unattractive way.


“This ain’t right,” I muttered, grabbing a bottle of baby powder off the dresser. I sprinkled powder all over my abdomen, hips, and thighs, then lay down on my bed and began pulling the pants up again, knees bent, weight on my shoulders, my butt pushed up in the air.


“Jesus, Mary, Joseph, and all the saints.”


Edna was standing in the bedroom door, her face etched with shock.


“What are you supposed to be? The bride of Frankenstein?”


I sucked in hard and snapped, then slid off the bed to survey myself in the mirror. Not bad, if I pulled my fringed buckskin jacket far enough down over my hips. The suede platform-heeled boots gave me another three inches of height, and with the right amount of blusher, I thought I looked appropriately hollow-cheeked.


“I’m Cher,” I said, doing a little spin to give her the full effect.


“Say who?” she asked.


“Cher,” I repeated. “You know, of Sonny and Cher? ‘I Got You, Babe’? ‘Gypsies, Tramps and Thieves’? Mac is supposed to be Sonny. I’ve even got a wig and a fake droopy mustache for him.” I showed her the fringed leather vest I’d picked up for him at the Junkman’s Daughter, one of the vintage clothing boutiques in Little Five Points. “Think he’ll wear it without a shirt underneath?”


“Not this time,” Edna said. “He came while you were in the shower.”


I dropped the vest on the floor. “He’s not going.”


“It’s the tornado,” Edna said. “The Civil Defense people called some metro-wide emergency preparedness meeting down in Clayton County. He said he didn’t know what time he’d get done.”


“Don’t those assholes know it’s Halloween?” I gave the leather vest a vicious kick.


Andrew McAuliffe may be the man in my life, but he’s also second-in-command at the Atlanta Regional Commission, the planning organization for the thirteen-county metropolitan Atlanta area. Mac is a not-so-civil civil engineer by training, but he spends most of his life trying to get all the disparate city and county governments around Atlanta to work for the good of the region instead of their own narrow interests.


“He dropped off Maybelline and Rufus,” Edna added. “He doesn’t want Maybelline staying out at the cabin alone this close to the time the puppies are due, and of course Rufus let out a howl when he put her in the Blazer, so he went on and brought them both into town to stay here. Lucky us.”


My bedroom door opened a little wider and Rufus and Maybelline, Mac’s black Labs, sauntered in and dropped to their favorite place beside my bed. I knelt down and scratched the special place between Maybelline’s ears, and she raised her head and gave my hand a genteel lick. Rufus pounded a tattoo on the rug with his tail, demanding equal-opportunity head scratching.


“Guess now I’ll go as postdivorce Cher.”


“Go? You’re not really going out, are you? The wind’s picked up again. It’s not safe.”


I put four or five strands of love beads around my neck, then added a silver Aquarius medallion for effect. “It’s just the Yacht Club,” I said. “I’ll be less than a mile from home. Besides, they called off the tornado watch for Atlanta. It already missed us.”


Edna crossed her arms over her chest and pooched out her lower lip. If I hung around here, we’d have another fight.


I didn’t feel like fighting. I felt like dressing up and playing pretend. Good sense, hard work, level-headedness, where had they gotten me? I was nearly forty, never married, living with my mother, dateless on the biggest party night of the year.


Screw that. Tonight I was not Julia Callahan Garrity, former cop, cleaning-business owner, private detective. Tonight I was a raven-haired, bell-bottomed, tattooed rock goddess with exceedingly bad taste in men.


I picked up my fringed leather purse, slung it over my shoulder, and marched past my mother, listing ever so slightly in the three-inch platform heels. “Don’t wait up,” I told her.


 


The crowd at the Euclid Avenue Yacht Club spilled out onto the sidewalk and the street. Four or five people were perched astride gleaming Harley choppers on the sidewalk, while a couple dozen people sat on the curb or leaned up against the bar and its next-door neighbor, an adult toy store called YoYos.


Frisbees were sailing back and forth across Euclid over the bumper-to-bumper line of cars cruising the street, and I could hear hard-driving guitar licks pumping out the open doors of the Star Bar back up across the street.


Parking was nonexistent. Little Five Points is always rocking on weekends, but when Halloween falls on a Friday, things get really dicey. I circled the block, down Euclid, across Colquitt to North Highland and back down to Moreland twice before I found an open slot in the lot beside a health food supermarket.


As I walked past YoYos, the front door opened and a cardboard carton came sailing out onto the sidewalk. I had to jump to avoid being bowled over by it.


“Hey!” I said sharply. The carton was heavy and had grazed me on the shin. If I’d fallen down in those tight bell bottoms it would have taken a crane to get me upright. Two more boxes came flying out the door, landing on the sidewalk and spilling their contents everywhere.


I opened the door to YoYos and poked my head inside.


“Wuvvy?”


YoYos specialized in all kinds of toys for grown-ups: yoyos, of course, but Frisbees, kites, Hacky Sacks, Hula Hoops, and jump ropes were among the heaps of stuff thrown all over the store.


Wuvvy sat on the floor in the midst of the heaps, legs crossed Indian-style, staring up at the ceiling. A tear worked its way down each of her plump brown cheeks. She brushed at the tears and at the tangled gray mass of hair that kept falling in her face.


She blinked when she saw me standing there, then picked up a sleek black plastic disc off the nearest stack, holding it out toward me.


“Callahan. Want a Frisbee?”



“No,” I said, surprised. “No thanks. What’s happening, Wuvvy? You almost knocked me down when you threw that box outside.”


“Sorry.” She held out the Frisbee again. “Go ahead. It’s free. Take it. It’s all free. Anything you want.”


Her shoulders sagged. “A fuckin’ free-for-all. That’s what this is.”


I looked around the dark, cavernous space. Once kites had hung from the high ceilings and Grateful Dead tunes played an endless loop on the store’s sound system. Old rock concert posters from Atlanta landmarks like the Agora Ballroom and the Great Southeastern Music Hall had lined the walls behind displays of lava lamps and neon peace symbols, skateboards, and boomerangs.


The walls had been stripped now, and there was no music and the only light came from a single naked bulb hanging from the ceiling.


“Are you moving?”


A small brown-and-white dog trotted from a curtained-off area at the back of the store where I knew Wuvvy lived. He climbed nimbly over the stacks and deposited a battered red Frisbee in his mistress’s lap.


“No, Brownie,” Wuvvy told the dog. “No catch. Not right now.” She brushed at another tear. “Yeah. I’m moving. Lost my lease. I’m moving on down the road.”


What could I say? I didn’t know Wuvvy well. I didn’t even know if that was her real name. Mac and I sometimes saw her playing Frisbee with Brownie when we were walking Rufus and Maybelline in the park near my house. I knew she liked black Labs and cold beer. But she was a fixture in Little Five Points, and I was suddenly finding out how attached I was to the old order of life.


“Is business that bad?”


“Yeah,” she said. “Shit happens. Usually to me. Landlord’s kicking me out. Tonight’s the last night.”


“Where are you going?” I asked, wishing I’d never come inside the store.


Wuvvy put the dog down and struggled to her feet. “It’s Halloween, Callahan. I’m gonna get fucked up.” She grinned conspiratorially, reached in the breast pocket of her pink and purple tie-dyed T-shirt, and brought out a joint the size of a Cuban cigar. “Wanna get fucked up with Wuvvy? Last chance.”


“No thanks,” I said as she lit up. Dope gives me a headache. And besides, I was already wallowing in my own self-pity tonight. Wuvvy’s idea of a party was too maudlin, even for my tastes.


“I’m going over to the Yacht Club,” I said, gesturing down at my Cher outfit. “Costume contest. Come on over and I’ll buy you a beer.”


She took a long hit off the joint, pursed her lips, and sent a tendril of smoke curling toward the ceiling. “Maybe later.”


I had my hand on the door, opened it, heard the jingle of the brass bells that announced customers, back when she had customers.


“Hey, Callahan?” She held Brownie out as an offering, the same way she’d done earlier with the Frisbee. “You like dogs?”



I thought about Rufus and Maybelline, at home on the rug beside my bed. And I thought about the litter of black lab puppies that could come at any time.


“I’ve got a dog, Wuvvy,” I said, as gently as I could.


She hugged the brown-and-white dog closely to her neck, kissed the top of his head. “Never mind. Brownie goes with me.”


 


I’d just stepped outside YoYos and was looking up at the weirdly colored sky when somebody grabbed me around the waist from behind and squeezed tight.


“Ooh, Cher, baby, rock my world,” he whispered in my ear, his breath hot and boozy.


I’d been mugged in L5P once, and what with that and my years as a cop, instinct took over. I pushed away, spun around, and had my knee drawn back for a wicked groin thrust when I realized I was about to assault a lady. Or something.


“Shit, Callahan, not in the nuts,” a masculine voice said.


I took a good look. She was tall; maybe six-four, although the pale pink spike heels and the veiled pillbox hat probably added three or four inches to her stature. She wore a pale pink tweed Chanel-type suit, and her softly teased brunette hair came down to her shoulders. Black wraparound sun-glasses obscured most of her face, but the startling thing was the blood—big hideous splatters of it all down the front of the suit.



“Bucky? Is that you?”


Bucky Deavers struck a pose. Of course. The five o’clock shadow on the jowls, the hairy forearms protruding from the too-short jacket sleeves. I will say that he looked pretty good as a woman. And he was managing a lot better in his heels than I was.


I first got to know Deavers back in the old days, when we were both detectives for the Atlanta Police Department, Bucky over in Vice, me on the burglary squad. Vice was perfect for Deavers—his favorite part of the job was dressing up as a pimp or a male hooker. I left seven years ago to start my own business as a private investigator. Bucky stuck it out, got transferred over to Homicide, and actually made sergeant last year.


“You get it?” he asked eagerly. “Who I am?”


“Fashion victim?” I asked. The skirt was waaay too tight, and with Bucky’s olive skin tones, he should have avoided pastels like the plague.


“Come on,” he urged, grabbing me by the arm to steer me toward the Yacht Club. “I want to make sure the judges get a good look before they give out the prizes for best costume.”


“I still don’t get who you’re supposed to be,” I said. “Give me a hint.”


“Think early sixties,” he said. “Motorcade. Dallas. The Texas School Book Depository.”


Of course. “Jackie Kennedy,” I said. “Deavers, you are one sick ticket.”


“Thanks,” he said. “Let’s hope I’m sick enough for this crowd. First prize is five hundred bucks. I got plans for that money.”


Deavers and I weren’t alone on the sidewalk. Half a dozen people were standing around, picking through the boxes Wuvvy had thrown out.


“Vultures,” I said under my breath.


Bucky shook his head. “Yeah. I heard. Wuvvy’s closing shop. Today was her last day.”


“She just told me,” I said. “Doesn’t seem right.”


YoYos had been a L5P institution as long as I’d lived in the neighborhood. The shop had changed locations four or five times that I knew of, moving up and down Euclid and Moreland, but its stock always stayed the same; and with her tie-dyed wardrobe, long wiry gray hair, and year-round George Hamilton tan, Wuvvy was even more colorful than her merchandise, if that was possible.


“She wouldn’t tell me where she’s gonna go,” I said.


Bucky pulled open the door of the Yacht Club, pushed me in front of him, and then squeezed the two of us into the jam-packed room. That’s where our progress stopped. You couldn’t move. The bar was five and six deep with people waiting for their drinks, all the tables were full, the music was so loud you couldn’t hear yourself talk, and to add to the din, they were showing old black-and-white monster flicks with the volume turned all the way up on the wall-mounted televisions around the room.


Fortunately, Bucky Deavers doesn’t faze easily. As a waitress with a trayful of Heinekens snaked her way past, Bucky grabbed two greenies off the tray and thrust a five-dollar bill at her. “Hey!” she protested. “These are for my table.”


“Come back with two more in ten minutes,” Bucky said, giving her a wink. “I’m a big tipper.”


“You’re a pain in the ass,” she said, shoving past us.


I took a long drink of the Heineken. “What about Wuvvy?” I repeated. “Where’s she moving?”


“Nobody knows. Not even her. I heard she was behind on her rent or something, and the building changed hands, so they evicted her. She just found out last week. Somebody said they’re gonna put a microbrewery in the space.”


“That sucks,” I said loudly. “They can’t just kick her out like that, can they? I mean, she’s got a little apartment in the back there. She lives there with her dog, for crying out loud.”


Bucky shrugged. “I guess they can if they want. The neighborhood’s changing, Callahan. Going upscale. You can’t fight progress. Besides, you living here, you ought to be glad. Not about Wuvvy, of course, but these new businesses, the cappuccino cafés, the new shops, the microbrewery, they’re gonna raise property values for everybody. Get the scum cleaned out of here. The junkies, the winos, and the psychos, they got no business hanging around here.”


“I happen to like this scum,” I said stubbornly. “You want tasteful, go to Buckhead. This is Little Five Points, not Dunwoody.”


“Drink your beer,” Bucky said. “Wuvvy can take care of herself.” He plucked two more bottles from the tray of another passing waitress and handed one to me.


Just then a blue bubble light hanging over the bar began flashing on and off, sirens started to blare, and Hap Rudabaugh, the Yacht Club’s owner/bartender and unofficial mayor of the Republic of Little Five Points, climbed up on the bar and started waving his arms.


Hap was tall and lanky, with wire-rimmed glasses and a permanent stoop in his shoulders from bending over the bar and listening to his customers’ troubles. He wore baggy shorts year-round, and was always doling out a couple bucks to whoever came up short. He had a “Semper Fi” tattoo on his left forearm; I’d heard he’d been a Marine in Vietnam.


“Listen up, everybody,” he shouted, motioning for the waitresses to turn off the jukebox and the television.


“Good, they’re gonna judge the contest,” Bucky said. “Come on, we gotta get toward the front so the judges can get a good look at us.”


He grabbed me by the fringed sleeve of my jacket and started tugging me toward the bar, using his spike heels on the instep of anybody who made the mistake of standing in our way. “Excuse me,” Bucky said loudly. “Coming through. Make way for celebrities.”


Hap was introducing the judges. Chief judge was himself, of course. His white-streaked ponytail fell down the back of a rusty black choir robe he’d thrown over his usual Hawaiian shirt and shorts, and he’d also donned a mask with a dangling rubber penis nose. Very magisterial. Miranda Varnedoe, his longtime girlfriend and business partner, was a judge, too. Miranda was at least fifteen years younger than Hap, a hard worker who’d started as the Yacht Club’s first waitress ten years ago and ended up as co-owner. For Halloween she’d rigged herself up as a Vegas showgirl’s version of Satan in a tight red satin bustier, red fishnet stockings, a horned headpiece, and a long pointed tail that curled provocatively over the shoulder of her flowing cape.


The third judge was somebody I’d never seen before. He’d had the sense to ditch the jacket of his navy blue pinstriped business suit, roll up the sleeves of the white dress shirt, and loosen his tie, but he was still as out of place in the bar as a screen door in a submarine.


“This is our new neighbor Jackson Poole,” Hap announced, throwing an arm around Poole’s shoulder. Poole forced a smile and a brief wave. “Jackson here’s starting up a microbrewery. Blind Possum Brewing,” Hap continued. “And to show what a good neighbor he is, he’s the one putting up the money for the costume contest tonight. Five hundred bucks. Not too shabby, huh?”


A huge prolonged cheer went up from the room, and Jackson started to look a little happier, throwing his own arm around Miranda, who was standing next to him on the battle-scarred oak bartop.


“What about Wuvvy?”


The voice came from the far back of the bar.


“You just gonna throw Wuvvy out into the street?”


Hap craned his neck and squinted his pale blue eyes, looking out into the darkness, trying to see who the speaker was. Jackson Poole dropped the arm that had been draped around Miranda.


“Yeah. What happens to me?”


It got very quiet in the bar. Then Wuvvy was pulling herself up onto one of the rickety barstools. Backlit by the blue light atop the back bar, every frizzy strand of her steel gray hair seemed to jut straight out from her head. She stood there, swaying slightly, her red-rimmed eyes searching the crowd for a friendly face.


“What a long, strange trip,” I murmured.


“Bad trip, if you ask me,” Bucky said.


“Ask these fuckers why they kicked me out,” Wuvvy cried, pointing a finger first at Hap and then at Poole. “Ask ’em where I’m supposed to go. Ask ’em why they turned on Wuvvy.”


She swiveled on the barstool and put out a foot to try to climb onto the bar. But her foot slipped, and she would have fallen smack on her face, except that people were crowded together so tightly she merely landed on the shoulders of a group of guys who’d been standing near the front, jockeying for a good position in front of the judges. The guys were dressed in matching white shirts, red knit shorts, sneakers, and extravagant wigs. Their T-shirts proclaimed them to be the Black Widows. A cross-dressing girls’ softball team.


“Sons of bitches,” Wuvvy roared. “They sold me out. The yuppies are taking over, y’all. Ain’t noplace in Little Five Points for a cosmic wanderer. It’s the greedheads now. Yuppies and corporations and blind ambition—and greedheads like Hap Rudabaugh.”


Hap shook his head and laughed a little bit. “Okay, Wuvvy. You know we all love you. Doesn’t everybody love Wuvvy?”


A loud cheer came up from the crowd. “We love you, Wuvvy!” a guy back by the dartboard screamed.


“They not only all love her, they’ve all fucked her,” Bucky whispered in my ear.


“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked. Men are such gossips. Much more vicious than women. Especially when it comes to sexual innuendo. That’s why I prefer hanging out with men.


“Just what it means,” Bucky said. “You know Wuvvy. She’d just as soon screw as shake hands.”


“All right,” Hap was yelling. “To show Wuvvy we really do love her, the house is standing everybody to a round. How’s that? Free drinks on the house!”


Miranda reached over and gave Wuvvy a big bear hug, but Wuvvy pulled away, stony-faced. Hap was whispering something in Wuvvy’s ear then, but her expression didn’t change.


“Fuck all of y’all,” she shouted, then she slid down off the bar and melted into the crowd.


“What’ll you have?” a waitress was at my elbow.


“A martini,” Bucky said. “Stoli with a twist.”


“Are you out of your mind?” I asked. “This is Little Five Points, not Buckhead.”


“Wrong!” Bucky crowed. “Hap’s got a martini menu going now. Cigars, too. Miranda finally talked him into it. Pretty uptown, huh? If I win that prize tonight, I’ll buy us a couple of Macanudos.”


“That’s a Stoli with a twist,” the waitress repeated. “What about you?”


“Another greenie,” I said gloomily. “I can’t take all this change. What’s next? Clean bathrooms? Valet parking?”


“Lighten up, will you?” Bucky said. “They’re having people get up on the bar for the contest. Let’s go.”


“You go,” I said, taking the beer the waitress was offering me. “I want to see if I can find Wuvvy.”


“Waste of time,” Bucky said.


A moment later he was parading up and down the bar, in between the cross-dressing girls’ softball team, a woman got up in a black leotard with purple balloons pinned all over her (The Grapes of Wrath), and a guy dressed in a white disposable paper zip-front coverall, his face, hands, and neck swathed in white bandages, dark glasses covering his eyes. He kept telling the judges he was a Chernobyl survivor, urging them to write anti-nuclear messages on his jumpsuit.


Bucky was the crowd’s obvious favorite. They cheered and stomped every time he did one of his little Jackie moves. He would have won the money, too, if the biker bitch hadn’t shown up at the last minute.


She came roaring up to the doorway of the Yacht Club on the back of a big black Harley Fatboy, sending spectators diving to get out of the way. The driver didn’t get off, didn’t remove his helmet or goggles. But his passenger did. She handed her helmet to the driver, shaking the long, oily blond hair over the shoulders of her black leather jacket. She strode over to the bar and pulled herself up onto it. She planted her black leather boots and with a single defiant gesture unzipped the jacket, writhing her shoulders and throwing her head back, so everybody could get a good look at the red and blue Harley-Davidson double eagle tattooed right across an amazingly ripe pair of bare breasts. They were Ds at the very least.


The place went nuts. Screams, catcalls, people reaching out to try to touch her. But there was more. She waited until the audience was in a fever pitch—the boobs were that good—and then she took a silver whistle that had been hanging on a lanyard on her neck and let out a long shrill SHRREEEEE.


That got everybody’s attention.


With Hap and Jackson Poole standing there, their tongues hanging out, the biker bitch hooked the thumb of her left hand onto the waistband of the skin-tight blue jeans, dragging them down, way down below her belly button.


“Got something for you,” the blonde announced. And with her right hand she unzipped the jeans, exposing what Bucky would later admit was her/his winning asset.


A collective gasp went through the audience. “That ain’t real,” a guy next to me hastened to tell his girlfriend.


A second later, the bitch had zipped up. She tossed her hair again and got right in Hap’s face. “Gimme the money,” she demanded, holding out one hand.


Hap bent over double laughing, then conferred with Jackson Poole, who nodded his agreement. Miranda pulled a stack of twenties from her cleavage and counted them out into the biker bitch’s hand. Another cheer went up.


“Thanks,” the bitch said. Then she reached up and pulled off the long blond wig.



“Cheezer?” I looked around for Bucky, who’d taken off his own wig and pillbox hat and thrown them to the floor in a fit of pique. “It’s Cheezer!” I said.


“Big fucking deal.” Bucky sulked, draining his martini. “Anybody can show off fake tits.”


I would have tried out some words of condolence then, except I was too awed by the coup my employee had just pulled off. Besides, at that moment I saw Wuvvy slipping toward the bar’s rear exit.


“Wuvvy,” I called, “wait. I want to talk to you.”


She shrugged, shook her head impatiently, but she didn’t leave.


“What now?” Up close, I could see what a wreck Wuvvy was. Her eyes were dull and bloodshot, her skin dried and tanned to the consistency of an old boot, hands and nails grimy.


“Isn’t there anything anybody can do?” I asked. “Take up a collection, something like that?”


“Like what?” she said dully. “I’m fucked. Even if they hadn’t taken my store, everything’s screwed up. It’s like I can’t get a break.”


“What’s been happening?”


She brushed a strand of hair out of her face. “Everything. Goddamn shoplifters. I’m losing a hundred dollars a month in pilferage. Break-ins. Three times in the past six months. Last time they just took a sledgehammer and knocked a hole in the wall. Cleaned me out, tore the shit out of my apartment, stole my CD player and microwave oven. Hell, I had a load of stuff stolen right off the UPS truck last month. My best suppliers, they cut off my credit. I got no stock to sell.”



“Did you talk to the cops about the crime problem?”


“You’re kiddin’, right?”


“The Candler Park Commandos, I thought they’d gotten the cops to double manpower, start foot and bicycle patrols,” I said. “I thought the merchants were a big part of that.”


“Some people,” she said sullenly, nodding her head in the direction of Hap and Miranda. “Not me. The cops fuckin’ hate me. Especially that fuck-head Deavers. You know Deavers? Hangs around here all the time? Him and his cop buddies claim I’m selling drug paraphernalia. Just because I stock Grateful Dead shit and rolling papers. Had a uniformed cop standing around outside for a week, stopping everybody who came out of here, asking them about drugs and shit. It’s harassment, but I can’t do dick about it.”


“Bucky Deavers has been harassing you?”


I found that hard to believe. Bucky worked in Homicide, not Vice. Why would he be bothering somebody like Wuvvy? Although, come to think of it, I’d wondered about the racks of rolling papers and bongs and pipes YoYos sold. Wuvvy kept the stuff in plain view on a glass counter near the door. Other shops in L5P sold much more blatant merchandise geared toward drug use, but then they were head shops, where you expected to find that kind of stuff.


“Fuckin’ pigs,” Wuvvy said. Her eyes were half shut, she was slurring her words, and she swayed as she talked. She was wrecked.


“You’ll probably find another space pretty quickly,” I said, trying to sound upbeat. “What about the place up the block, where they sold crystals and incense? I saw they’ve shut down.”


“You know what kind of rent they want? Fifty dollars a square foot. Nobody in L5P can afford that kind of rent. Nobody except Hap, maybe. And dear old Miranda. Fuckin’ greedheads.”


Bedlam broke out again. It sounded like a jet engine had landed right on Euclid Avenue. The real source of the problem was that Cheezer and his escort had wheeled the Harley into the middle of the room and were busy revving the engine to the delighted screams of the captive audience.


I turned around to watch the show. When I turned back, Wuvvy was slipping out the back door. A woman I hadn’t noticed before was right behind her. She hesitated, looked around, and then went out. Another refugee from the Buckhead fern bar scene, probably. She had carefully coiffed, light brown hair, a well-cut red business suit, heels, and chunky gold earrings that matched her thick gold necklace. A lawyer, I thought, or maybe an accountant.
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