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The Mlitary Science instructors would tear everything up
Monday, inspecting. To get even. Dusk faded fromthe

hi gher red hues to the deep orange gl ow of sunset. The day
was fadi ng.

Ezra wal ked up to the Huss Shack where sergeants and
Nat i onal Honor Society nenbers were allowed to watch
television. They were all nmesnerized by Batrman. Shadows
fromthe western wi ndow stretched to not hi ng.

Ezra stepped outside again, his hands in his pockets--a
sin. He thought of the instructor who would inspect A

Conpany, Captain Mastiff. "I never killed anybody in Veet-
Nanme, " he would say, "ny Huey m ght've bought a few gook
farms, tho'." An animal in human skin. He |ooked like a

policeman. There would be a real fine inspection. Ezra
hoped Farris had the Southern Confort shitcanned by then.

Ezra passed through the secret cut in the Acadeny fence.
Of limts.

"N," he said to hinself, "one letter's all the difference
bet ween uni formed and uninfornmed.” He wal ked down UWval de
Street on the side without streetlights, "Just a couple of
n's. N neans no."

The houses in this neighborhood were shabby, run-down frane
dwel lings built long before the Second Wirld War.

Abandoned by the small town bourgeoisie, they housed the
poor bl acks whose former county |and had dissolved in the
anti-prosperity of real estate devel opers and welfare
offices. The power and tel ephone |ines drooped from pol e
to pole like these souls fromyear to year. Fences here
did not stand and the streets bore the weather and wear

Wi th steady sure sacrifice.

There was a grocery and honespun pharmacy where the ol d man
sold beer. He had the ol dest, spindizziest gilt-edged cash
regi ster Ezra had ever seen, nore ornate even than the old
bookst or es.

The bell jingled when Ezra stepped through the screen door
wi th the ancient Coca-Cola sign. This store had incense and
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tobacco for all uses: chew ng, snuffing, dipping, snoking,
incanting. Against one wall were all the canned goods and
in back was the old freezer for mlk and w ne. The beer was
in a long Coca-Cola ice chest. The counter ran the length
of the other wall with the tobacco under glass and behi nd
it was the old man's gl orious assortnent of renedies,
medi ci nes, tonics and elixirs. Every color of |abel and
liquid was behind that counter, for every ailnment known,
unknown, suspected, or feared. The place snelled of

[ iquor, conjuring and al cheny, as did the old man, his
white kinky hair rising behind the crown of his high black
f orehead, one thousand knowi ng winkles of wise smles and
pai nful tears.

The face of an apostle. N codenus stood braced with a
gnar | ed cane.

A gospel tune played on the granophone. The player was
el ectrical but the speaker was an old horn, the hearty
voi ce of a big, dark woman pouring forth

The peopl e keep a-com n'
but the train done gone.

"What m ght a young man need?" the old man al nbst sang.

"Beer, | think, N codenus," Ezra net the old man's eyes
wi th reverence, "then maybe sonething el se.™

Ni codenus pul led a couple of beers froma personal cool er
under the register. He opened both bottles and gently
pushed one toward Ezra.

The first swg is always the col dest and nost refreshing.

Every sort of edible flora was hone-jarred here. Even the
stuff with brand nanes was unfamliar to Ezra.

"Wher ever you be, you gots to be there wit' the endin',"
said Nicodenmus. The old man had been readi ng the newspaper
about the war in the Dom nican Republic, his hone. "You
gots to pick the right voodoo."

"Not just be there," Ezra drank, "I want ny cut."

"Yes, just that and never nore, boy!"
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The old man waited patiently.

"add Man, sonething for-" Ezra set the enpty on the
counter and Ni codenus redeened it w th another

cold bottle, "-for making a girl like ne. L--love." | want
to | ove and be | oved.

The ol d man chuckl ed and perused his concoctions. GCh yes,
there was sonething here for that. Using his step | adder,
Ni codenmus brought down a small vial. The container had been
| abel ed by fountain pen on white tissue under sone
yel | om ng scotch tape.

"Price too high, boy," explained N codenus, "you gets in
fo' freel”

Ezra held it to the light and read the nebul ous
prescription.

Upon the fall of night, drink w thout sadness.
The contents of the vial gave an odor that, once inhaled,
filtered through the body, penetrating the nuscles into the
bl oodstream down to the bone marrow and al ong the spine by
secret routes.
"A toast?" offered Ezra.
"Drink deeply," nodded N codenus proudly.
Ezra took a long pull w thout hesitation. The vial seened
not to be depleted. A new thirst suddenly cane over him
t he pl aces bel ow and behind his navel warned to this potion
Ii ke an oven! Again Ezra tasted it, glow ng, then handed
the tiny flask back to the old man. Ezra washed it down
w th anot her swal |l ow of beer. N codenus sipped beer with
himand tal ked of a world Ezra did not conprehend.
The di stant wonman of the granophone | anented,

No nore cane on the Brazos..
Then it was tine to go.

Ezra |l et the screen door slap closed, jingling the bells.
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