Burnin’ Gas to Big Rock Candy Mountain 


Rob was driving which meant we were flying.  Doing ninety down US-77, we'd be in Brownsville in an hour flat.  Vickie sat shotgun, lighting Rob's cigarettes and calling out the out-of-state plates.  I was in the backseat, stretched out with my copy of "On the Road" over my face, pretending to sleep.  What I was really doing was listening to Rob and Vickie talk dirty, which would have been easier if Rob turned the music down, but he didn't realize I was eavesdropping.


"That short dress is gonna get you into some real trouble, baby doll,"


"I should take it off as soon as I can then.  I'm already in enough trouble,"


If Rob knew I was paying attention, he wouldn't have hesitated to casually fade out the Carl Perkins song so I could hear better.  More than once I've called Rob up when he was in mid-coitus.  And while most people would let it ring, he answers every time with a grunt filled "Yeah?".  I'll get half a sentence out before he lets me know what he's involved in and excuses himself.  And somehow he always manages to leave the phone off the hook.


But knowing he's playing it up for would take the fun out of listening in.


"I can help you slip out of it,"


Vicki let out a soft sigh that was followed by what must have been her hand slapping his.


"Robbie, no," she said, but I wasn't buying it.


"Victoria, I am concerned for your health.  You should not leave the house without putting on under--"


Victoria burst with giggles.


"Well, Doctor, you should pull over and give me a check up," she tried saying this seductively through the leftover giggles in her voice.


At this point in their courting, I had an urgent need to adjust my slacks.  I couldn't, mind you, because they might realize I was playing possum.  Even worse, it might look like I was pleasuring myself.  I wasn't that excited.  I was just enjoying the dramatic irony and didn't like the way my manhood was steadily becoming more uncomfortably caged in.


Just then, the car slowed down and stopped.  I rattled around and almost met the floorboard due to Rob's habit of punching the brake to punctuate parking.  I didn't use this as an excuse to pretend to wake up.


"I'll go get the bathroom key," Vickie said, this time without the giggles and with all the seduction.


"Don't get lost," I could hear the wink, "and while you're in there, grab me a Mexican Coke if they have 'em,"


"Sure.  You need anything, Johnny?"  She said this like I was awake the whole time.  I couldn't decide if that idea was exciting or if it scared me shitless.  The boost of discomfort in my pants indicated excitement.


So I faked like I was confused.  I let out a startled snort and flipped around the book like I was trying to find my place.  I was good.


"Morning, Glory!" Rob hollered.  "You wanna coke?  Maybe some trucker-grade amphetamines?"


Rob waited for an answer while he looked at me over his sunglasses.  I grinned a wide one and looked over at Vickie.  I rubbed my eyes for affect.


"Oh, yeah, Vick, thanks.  A coke."


Vickie climbed out of the car.  Her skirt was sticking high up on her leg with sweat and she adjusted it with a twirl before walking in front of the car towards the gas station.


"She does have a walk, huh?"


Rob looked right at me with a look but don't touch glare.  I sat up and leaned back into my seat.  The car lighter popped out and broke the silence.  He squinted while he lit up.


"Pass that over," I said, rushing to get out a Winston before the coil cooled.  He held it steady and I nodded when I had mine going.


Rob looked down at the book spread on my lap.


"Oh, how ironic, J-man.  On The Road?  Do you read Henry Miller while you fuck?”


I gave him that one with a chuckle.


“Yeah, and I read Bukowski at the coffee shop,” I said.


He made a pained face and shook his head.


“But not his fiction, of course.  No, Rob, for me, it has to be a collection of his poems to go along with my iced caramel latte,”


“Stop!  I’m gonna puke,” and he looked like he really might.


“Seriously, man, there is something just wrong about a cab driver reading that on a road trip,” he said.


“If you put it that way.  I could go inside and see if they have any of the choice adult magazines most cab drivers read between fares,”


“They actually read them in the cab?”


I sat up and hoisted my arms over the co-pilot seat.


“You ever hear those stories about how people fucking in the back of cabs?”


“I’ve made a couple of those stories, chief,”


Most guys would be lying if they said this.  If I didn’t own my cab, I would have to lie.  But Rob was one of the exceptions.  He was the only guy I knew that actually pulled off a hat trick and was a loyal member of the Mile High club.


“And we the members of the Taxi Drivers Union want to thank you for that, Rob-o.  But here’s what you didn’t know,” I hunkered down close to his ear.


“Half the semen they complain about cleaning up at the end of a shift,” I paused and leaned in closer and whispered, “is their own!”


Rob really did turn green at this and I fell back into my seat.


“So be grateful for the few of us that read pretentious literature to pass the time rather than jerkin’ off to the thought of what you did five minutes earlier in their ride,”


“Are you fucking serious?”


I shrugged.


“That’s like a nasty ad to promote drunk driving!”


An old brass bell jingled and out came Vickie with a green bottle of Coke in each hand and a piece of wood with a key at the end in her teeth.


“Now that’s pornographic,” Rob pointed out.


“Here you go,” she said through the keychain and handed us both a bottle.  She opened her mouth and spat out the key onto her seat.


“John, my man, I have some very important business to take care of.  Please do me this solid and watch my baby while I’m gone,”


I should only be so lucky.  But of course he meant the car.   Not that I had a chance to misunderstand.  He had scooped the key up and they were halfway behind the gas station before I could even answer.


I got out and stretched my arms and legs and took a deep breath of Gulf air before I leaned back against the hood and lit a cigarette.


I got two long cool drags and was debating on going around to see if I could hear the afternoon action before I heard the bells jingle again.


“You can’t smoke by the pumps, guy,”


Back in Austin, calling someone guy was grounds to scuffle, and I had just the boots for the occasion.  But I turned and met eyes with a man old enough to be my daddy and East Texas enough to spit dip in a long straight line and hit his mark with a ping.  I’ve been to my share of kicker bars, and this was the first time I’d seen someone do that live and in person.   Most guys have to get a good lean and get a sound closer to piss hitting an iron latrine.  He wore a flannel shirt and faded Dickies and a pair of worn out brown Hush Puppies with paint drips on the toe.  If I had to guess, he didn’t know he was dressed in the height of rockabilly fashion.  Right away I dropped my attempt at a rough demeanor.  He could call me guy.


“I got an ashtray over here on the porch.  You just make sure to walk far enough around those pumps on your way over,”


So I did.  My boots crunched the gravel and I very sincerely walked thirty feet down the road and popped a U-y back to the porch.


He was leaned up against his wall and motioned at the glass ashtray on the windowsill.


“Thanks.  Sorry for that.,”


“’Salright.  Just don’t want my shop to explode,”


I nodded.


“Your friends leave you behind?”


“Yeah, they went to go—“ I stopped before I could say fuck.  He didn’t look like he’d like people making love in his bathroom. “—To the restroom,”


He nodded.


“That’s a cherry ride ya’ll got,” he pointed with his chin.


“Yeah, it’s a Oldsmobile nineteen—“


“Fifty-One,” he finished.


My jaw hanged for embarrassment, just for a second.


“Rocket 88 engine,” he said.


“Wow.  Hell yeah.  You can spot ‘em,”


“I heard it pulling in, yup.”

We leaned quietly and stared a thousand miles off at the car.  It was midnight black and it always shined.  Rob put enough Turtle Wax on it every weekend that you could always get your hair perfect on the hood.  Wherever there wasn’t black, there was chrome, and he made sure it sparkled hot like 24 karats.  The glass was crystal clean and the white-walled tires looked good as new.

“That’s an original rocker right there.  He must love it, your buddy,”

“Yeah, more than life”

“Where y’all headed?”

I lit another cigarette.

“Mercedes.  You know it?”

He nodded.  “I’ve been there, sure,”

“Is it like they say?”

“I don’t know what they say anymore.  I headed down there for a gig maybe fifteen years ago,”

“You play?”

“Upright bass, mandolin, and a little organ.  I was playin’ bass for that outfit,”

“They say it’s hillbilly heaven.  A place kickers and rockabillys and grease monkeys can all get a cold Lone Star and a hot tamale and hear all the best tunes,”

“We were all right, I guess,” he spit right over my boots, “we had a damned old time, just like you said.  Plenty of good people and good beer, for sure,”

“You never went back?”

“Afraid not.  I sold the El Dorado and bought my place here,”

“Robby…my pal, me and him and his girl are headed down there to check it out.  We heard they have a drive-in theater that plays nothing but “The Wild Angels” and “Rebel Without a Cause” on double feature every night,”

“That right?”

“So we heard.  One of the last drive-ins in America,”

He nodded and looked off.

“And we’re gonna pick up a case of Lone Star and just get drunk and cheer, y’know?”

I was getting excited, nervous.  This old timer could step through shit like me without stopping to check his heel.

Out came Rob and Vickie, giggling while he chased up her skirt.

“Come on, rambler.  We gotta make time,” Rob shouted.

He looked over his shoulder and stopped cold, looking at the original next to me.  He sized him up fast and gave him a respectful grin and tipped his head.

“Thanks for the company…”

“You can call me Franklin,”

“Alright then.  Nice to meet you, Franklin,”

We shook hands and he went back in.

“Make a new boyfriend?”

“I guess I had to, you left me for somebody new,”

He cackled and slammed the gas.  We launched back down the road.

*****


“Hand me a CD, cowboy,”


I reached down under the seat and looked through his collection.  I settled on a record called “Geetars ‘n’ Fast Cars”, a personal favorite of mine.  I leaned between the bucket seats and slid it into the stereo, stopping for just a sniff of Vickie.  A second later we were bopping our heads to Johnny Barnett.


The car had a full surround car stereo system with an extra sub-woofer under my ass.  You wouldn’t know from looking though.  The stereo’s face looked like an original Olds car radio.  Rob ordered it from a special dealer.  That was what Rob did.   He ran a shop back in Austin that restores wagons back to original condition but made them as modern as the customer wanted.  He could get an original stereo for a 1958 Chevy, but he’s quick to advise against it.


“Why the hell would you want to have your sweet ride fit to play Clear Channel Communication?”  he’ll point out to some dimwit trying to make the car factory new.


That’s how we met, Rob and me.  I drive the only street legal 1954 Buick Taxi in Central Texas, thanks to him.  We were fast friends, as soon as he saw the work I had done already on it.


After that it was Hole in the Wall or Barfly’s every Friday night, doing shots of whiskey and pints of Lone Star.  Rob never drank any other beer.


“You think we’ll make it for the first show?” Vickie asked.


Rob gave her an incredulous look.


“Baby, if I’m not drivin’ fast enough, you let me know,”


“I think the needle stops at ninety-five, Rob,” I pointed out.


“I just don’t want to be late, when did Tara say the first movie started?”


“7:30, we’re good, babe.  Chill,”


Tara was a girl Rob used to fuck and that’s how he met Vickie.  Rob was a big fan of getting tail on reference.  In two weeks he’ll fuck someone at the store Vickie works at.  But the civil code of men says that even when Rob can’t remember Vickie’s last name (Shelton), she is off limits to me.


“What are you reading, Johnny?”


“He’s not reading anything.  It’s a prop to make him look ironic,”


“On the Road,” I said.


She laughed.


“How appropriate,”


I rolled my eyes and gave her a grin.


“I haven’t read that one yet, actually.  Is it all it’s hyped up to be?” she asked me.


“I like it,”


She took it from me and her manicure nails grazed my thigh.  My throat closed and she smiled.


We were passing through Harlingen half an hour later.  Rob slowed down to avoid the law and we all sat back and watched the Rise of Industry go by.  Vickie was about a third of the way through my book.


“Check it out!” Rob yelled.


We passed a green highway sign that read “Mercedes 13”.


“I’m stealing that on the way home.  You’ll have to go in the trunk,”


I nodded, actually tired this time and thinking about a nap.


Ten minutes later we drove into Mercedes.  There were no muscle cars and only little Mexican kids playing in sprinklers on their lawn.  We passed a pawnshop and three taco stands.


“The drive-in is the hot spot, no doubt.  Where the rough crowd meets up,”


I shook myself into focus.


“No doubt.  Where is it?”


We drove down the main drag and watched more Mexicans and some poor White trash hold the walls of second-hand stores up.  I rolled down my window.


“Johnny?  Fuck. No!”


I waved him off and yelled to cornhusk looking guy in his work clothes.


“Hey!  Where’s the drive-in movies?”

Rob stomped the gas and the guy became a blur, but not before we saw him point in the general southeast direction of town.


“We should probably take a left,”


“You should probably grow a pair,” he said, pulling the wheel to the left.


Out in a field that popped up out of the cemetery looking town we saw the rotating lights that flashed around the sign reading “Mercedes #1 Drive-In Theater” and we cheered.


Rob pulled up to the arches.  A teenage kid in need of a washcloth sat in a kiosk to the driver’s side.  Rob slowed and did his habitual lurching stop and poked his head out of the window.


“What’s showin’ tonight, champ?”


The kid’s eyes were still taking in the black shine of our automobile.


“What’s the damage, sir?  How much for three?”


The kid blinked and stuttered to answer.


“5 dollars per person.  Tonight we’re showing Barber Shop 2,”


And there was a long silence after this.  The kid stared at us.  He had a look on his face like he said something wrong, which he did.  We just looked out at the parking lot facing the screen.  It was full of SUVs, half-ton pickups, and ten year old hatchbacks waiting for rain.


“Let’s go back,” Vickie said.  The face she made said that Rob was not getting laid later, and he looked back and I knew his eyes were saying that she could kiss his ass goodbye.


“Fuck this,” Rob said, punching the wheel.


“C’mon, Robbie.  Let’s go find the local bar,” I said, trying my best.


“Fuck…Mother Fuck this shit!”  He was pissed.


Vickie reached over to him.


“Sweetie, It’s not—“


Rob jerked away, disgusted.


“Don’t fucking touch me, you bitch,”


“Bitch?”  It was getting bad.  That’s why I got out of the car.


I looked over at the kid selling tickets and then saw the three cars waiting behind Rob.  One of them honked.


Rob stuck his head out.


“Fuck you!  You in a big hurry to see Barber Shop, assholes?”


Two more cars pulled up and they all started honking at Rob.  Rob began to beat his horn and rev his engine.


“You’ll just have to fucking wait!  I’m waiting to see The Wild One, you morons!”


He beat on his horn more and turned to the screen.  At this point he had half his body out the window.


“You fools!  You fucking robots!”  He stomped on the horn with his knee.  “Buy some more cheese, you fat idiots!”


Vickie got out of the car and came to my side.  Rob was now sitting inside his window.  The kid leaned down.


“Sir, I’m sorry.  Can you move your car?”


“Oh, as soon as I’m ready!”


“I’m going to call—“


“Call em!  Call the fuckin cops.  Maybe they can tell me where my FUCKING movie is playing!”


Finally Rob collapsed against his car, holding it for support.  He looked up at us, his eyes bloodshot, and his voice cracked.


“Come on, fuck this place,”


We stood and stared at him, shell-shocked.


“Maybe John should drive…” Vickie said?


“What?!  Excuse me?  You fucking stupid…”


“Rob, come on,” I said.


“What the…” and then he climbed back into his car.


“I hope the last bus hasn’t left yet.”


He said that with total calm and gave a smart-ass wave good-bye.


And that was the last time I ever saw Rob.   I guess it’s obvious I didn’t follow the buddy code.  Vickie and I did it three times on the back of the bus.  It wasn’t until we got home that we found out about the accident.  They found Rob fifty feet from the car, covered in gashes and bits of windshield all over his back.  The car was wrapped around the pole so tight they said he must have been doing 110.
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