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To Fleetwood Star Robbins, the apple,
the pineapple, the mango, the orchard of my eye.

And, of course, to all cowgirls, everywhere.






The lust of the goat is the bounty of God.

The nakedness of woman is the work of God.

Excess of sorrow laughs. Excess of joy weeps.
—WILLIAM BLAKE






I told Dale, “When I go, just skin me and put me on
top of Trigger.” And Dale said, “Now don’t get any
ideas about me.” —ROY ROGERS
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SINGLE CELL PREFACE

AMOEBAE LEAVE NO FOSSILS. They haven’t any
bones. (No teeth, no belt buckles, no wedding rings.) It is
impossible, therefore, to determine how long amoebae
have been on Earth.

Quite possibly they have been here since the curtain
opened. Amoebae may even have dominated the stage,
early in the first act. On the other hand, they may have
come into existence only three years—or three days or
three minutes—before they were discovered by Anton
van Leeuwenhoek in 1674. It can’t be proven either way.

One thing is certain, however: because amoebae repro-
duce by division, endlessly, passing everything on yet giv-
ing up nothing, the first amoebae that ever lived is still
alive. Whether four billion years old or merely three hun-
dred, he/she is with us today.

Where?

Well, the first amoeba may be floating on his/her back
in a luxurious pool in Hollywood, California. The first
amoeba may be hiding among the cattail roots and peep-
ers in the muddy shallows of Siwash Lake. The first
amoeba may recently have dripped down your leg. It is
pointless to speculate.
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The first amoeba, like the last and the one after that, is
here, there and everywhere, for its vehicle, its medium, its
essence 1s water.

Water—the ace of elements. Water dives from the
clouds without parachute, wings or safety net. Water runs
over the steepest precipice and blinks not a lash. Water is
buried and rises again; water walks on fire and fire gets
the blisters. Stylishly composed in any situation—solid,
gas or liquid—speaking in penetrating dialects under-
stood by all things—animal, vegetable or mineral—water
travels intrepidly through four dimensions, sustaining
(Kick a lettuce in the field and it will yell “Water!”), de-
stroying (The Dutch boy’s finger remembered the view
from Ararat) and creating (It has even been said that hu-
man beings were invented by water as a device for trans-
porting itself from one place to another, but that’s another
story). Always in motion, ever-flowing (whether at steam
rate or glacier speed), rhythmic, dynamic, ubiquitous,
changing and working its changes, a mathematics turned
wrong side out, a philosophy in reverse, the ongoing
odyssey of water is virtually irresistible. And wherever
water goes, amoebae go along for the ride.

Sissy Hankshaw once taught a parakeet to hitchhike.
There is not much in that line she could teach an amoeba.

For its expertise as a passenger, as well as for its near-
perfect resolution of sexual tensions, the amoeba (and not
the whooping crane) is hereby proclaimed the official
mascot of Even Cowgirls Get the Blues.

And to the first amoeba, wherever it may be, Even
Cowgirls Get the Blues would like to say happy birthday.
Happy birthday to you.



WELCOME TO THE
RUBBER ROSE RANCH

IT IS THE FINEST OUTHOUSE IN THE DAKOTAS. It
has to be.

Spiders, mice, cold drafts, splinters, corncobs, habitual
stenches don’t make it in this company. The hands have
renovated and decorated the privy themselves. Foam rub-
ber, hanging flower pots, a couple of prints by Georgia
O’Keeffe (her cow skull perlod) fluffy carpeting, Sheet-
rock insulation, ashtrays, an incense burner, a fly strip, a
photograph of Dale Evans about which there is some con-
troversy. There is even a radio in the outhouse, although
the only radio station in the area plays nothing but
polkas.

Of course, the ranch has indoor facilities, flush toilets
in regular bathrooms, but they’d been stopped up during
the revolution and nobody had ever unstopped them.
Plumbing was one thing the girls were poor at. Nearest
Roto-Rooter man was thirty miles. Weren’t any Roto-
Rooter women anywhere, as far as they knew.

Jelly is sitting in the outhouse. She has been sitting
there longer then necessary. The door is wide open and
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lets in the sky. Or, rather, a piece of the sky, for on a sum-
mer’s day in Dakota the sky is mighty big. Mighty big and
mighty blue, and today there is hardly a cloud. What
looks to be a wisp of cloud is actually the moon, narrow
and pale like a paring snipped from a snowman’s toenail.
The radio is broadcasting “The Silver Dollar Polka.”

What is young Jelly thinking, in such a pensive pose?
Hard to say. Probably she is thinking about the birds. No,
not those crows that just haiku-ed by, but the birds she
and her hands are bamboozling down at the lake. Those
birds give a body something to think about, all right. But
maybe she is thinking about the Chink, wondering what
the crazy old coot is up to now, way up yonder on his
ridge. Maybe she is thinking about ranchly finances, puz-
zling how she’s going to make ends meet. It is even possi-
ble that she is pondering something metaphysical, for the
Chink has more than once subjected her to philosophical
notions: the hit and miss of the cosmic pumpkin. If that is
unlikely, it is still less likely that she is mulling over the in-
ternational situation—desperate, as usual. And apparently
her mind is not on romance or a particular romantic en-
tity, for though her panties and jeans are at her feet, her
fingers drum dryly upon the domes of her knees. Perhaps
Jelly is thinking about what’s for supper.

On the other hand, Bonanza Jellybean, ranch boss, may
just be looking things over. Surveying the spread from the
comfort of the privy. Checking out the corrals, the sta-
bles, the bunkhouse, the pump, what’s left of the sauna,
the ruins of the reducing salon, the willow grove and cot-
tonwoods, the garden where Delores teased a rattlesnake
on Monday, the pile of hair dryers still rusting among the
sunflowers, the chicken coop, the tumbleweed, the peyote
wagon, the distant buttes and canyons, the sky full of
blue. Weather’s hot but there’s a breeze today and it feels
sweet, swimming up her bare thighs. There is sage smell
and rose waft. There is fly buzz and polka yip. Way off,
horse lips flutter; she hears the goats at pasture and the far,
faint sounds of the girls tending the herd. The bird herd.
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A rooster clears his sinuses. He’s loud but absolutely
nothing compared to what those birds can do if the hands
don’t keep them quiet. They’d better!

Still sitting, Jelly focuses her dreamy gaze on the roos-
ter. “Someday,” she says to the empty seat next to her, “if
that Sissy Hankshaw ever shows up here again, I’'m gonna
teach her how to hypnotize a chicken. Chickens are the
easiest critters on Earth to hypnotize. If you can look a
chicken in the eyes for ten seconds, it’s yours forever.”

She pulls up her pants, shoulders her rifle and ambles
off to relieve the guard at the gate.

Welcome to the Rubber Rose. The largest all-gir] ranch
in the West.






PART
I

s

)
Nature’s got a hankering after experiments.

—Trader Horn






1.

IT IS NOT A HEART: light, heavy, kind or broken; dear,
hard, bleeding or transplanted; it is not a heart.

It is not a brain. The brain, that pound and a half of
chicken-colored goo so highly regarded (by the brain it-
self), that slimy organ to which is attributed such intricate
and mysterious powers (it is the self-same brain that does
the attributing), the brain is so weak that, without its pro-
tective casing to support it, it simply collapses of its own
weight. So it could not be a brain.

It is neither a kneecap nor a torso. It is neither a
whisker nor an eyeball. It is not a tongue.

It is not a belly button. (The umbilicus serves, then
withdraws, leaving but a single footprint where it stood:
the navel, wrinkled and cupped, whorled and domed,
blind and winking, bald and tufted, sweaty and pow-
dered, kissed and bitten, waxed and fuzzy, bejeweled and
ignored; reflecting as graphically as breasts, seeds or
fetishes the omnipotent fertility in which Nature dangles
her muddy feet, the navel looks in like a plugged keyhole
on the center of our being, it is true, but O navel, though
we salute your motionless maternity and the dreams that
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have got tangled in your lint, you are only a scar, after all;
you are not it.)

It is not a ribcage. It is not a back. It is not one of those
bodily orifices favored for stuffing, nor is it that head-
strong member with which every conceivable stuffable
orifice somewhere sometime has been stuffed. There is no
hair around it. For shame!

It is not an ankle, for her ankles, while bony, were ordi-
nary, to say the least.

It is not a nose, chin or forehead. It is not a biceps, a tri-
ceps or a loop-of-Henle.

It is something else.

2.

1T 1S A THUMB. The thumb. The thumbs, both of them.
It is her thumbs that we remember; it is her thumbs that
have set her apart.

It was thumbs that brought her to the clockworks, took
her away, brought her back. Of course, it may be a disser-
vice to her, as well as to the Rubber Rose, to emphasize
the clockworks—but the clockworks is fresh and large in
the author’s mind right now. The image of the clockworks
has followed the author through these early sentences,
tugging at him, refusing to be snubbed. The image of the
clockworks tugs gently at the author’s cuff, much as the
ghost of Duncan Hines tugs at the linen tablecloths of
certain restaurants, little that he can eat now: long time no
cheese omelet.

Still, as is well known, our subject’s thumbs brought
her to myriad other places besides the clockworks and to
myriad other people besides the Chink. For example, they
brought her to New York City and, there, before the gen-
tleman Julian. And Julian, who looked at her often,
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looked at her well, looked at her from every angle, exte-
rior and interior, from which man might look at woman—
even Julian was most impressed by her thumbs.

Who was it who watched her undress for bed and bath?
It was Julian. Whose eyes traced every contour of her del-
icate face and willowy body, invariably coming to rest on
her thumbs? Julian’s. It was Julian, sophisticated, sympa-
thetic, closed to any notion of deformity, who, neverthe-
less, in the final analysis, in the sanctuary of his own
mind’s eye, had to regard her thumbs as an obtrusion on
the exquisite lines of an otherwise graceful figure—as
though Leonardo had left a strand of spaghetti dangling
from the corner of Mona Lisa’s mouth.

3.

THE NORMAL rectal temperature of a hummingbird is
104.6.

The normal rectal temperature of a bumblebee is calcu-
lated to be 110.8, although so far no one has succeeded in
taking the rectal temperature of a bumblebee. That doesn’t
mean that it can’t or won’t be done. Scientific research
marches on: perhaps at this moment, bee proctologists at
Du Pont. ..

As for the oyster, its rectal temperature has never even
been estimated, although we must suspect that the tissue
heat of the sedentary bivalve is as far below good old 98.6
as that of the busy bee is above. Nonetheless, the oyster,
could it fancy, should fancy its excremental equipment a
hot item, for what other among Creation’s crapping crea-
tures can convert its bodily wastes into treasure?

There is a metaphor here, however strained. The author
is attempting to draw a shaky parallel between the manner
in which the oyster, when beset by impurities or disease,
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coats the offending matter with its secretions, thereby pro-
ducing a pearl, a parallel between the eliminatory ingenu-
ity of the oyster and the manner in which Sissy Hankshaw,
adorned with thumbs that many might consider morbid,
coated the offending digits with glory, thereby perpetuat-
ing a vision that the author finds smooth and lustrous.

The author did not choose Sissy Hankshaw for her
thumbs per se, but rather for the use that she made of
them. Sissy has provided this book with its pearly per-
spectives, just as the clockworks—where there is tick and
tock enough for everyone—has supplied its cosmic con-
nections; just as the Rubber Rose has generated its rather
warm rectal temperature.

4.

sISSY HANKSHAW arrived at the Rubber Rose—and,
subsequently, the clockworks—as she had always arrived
everywhere: via roadside solicitation. She hitchhiked into
the Rubber Rose because hitchhiking was her customary
mode of travel; hitchhiking was, in fact, her way of life, a
calling to which she was born. Regardless of what luck
her other eight digits grabbed onto, her thumbs carried
her to many wonderful times and places and finally they
carried her to the clockworks as well.

Even had she been common of thumb, however, she
might have bummed a ride into the Rubber Rose, for she
was without private transportation, and no train, bus or
plane goes near the ranch, let alone the clockworks.

A woman came hitchhiking into a remote region of the
Dakotas. She rolled in like a peach basket that had swal-
lowed a hoop snake. It was nothing. She made it look easy.
She had the disposition for it, not to mention the thumbs.

That woman did not come to stay. She meant to leave
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no more tracks in the hills of Dakota than a water bug
might leave on a double martini. She rolled in effortlessly,
her thumbs wiggling like the hula hips of Heaven. She
planned to leave the same way.

But plans are one thing and fate another. When they co-
incide, success results. Yet success mustn’t be considered
the absolute. It is questionable, for that matter, whether
success is an adequate response to life. Success can elimi-
nate as many options as failure.

Atany rate . .. Just as there were ranch hands, politically
oriented, who objected to the 8 x 10 glossy of Dale Evans
in the Rubber Rose outhouse on the grounds that Miss
Evans was a revisionist, a saddlesore (as they put it) on the
long ride of cowgirl progress, there were interested parties
who objected to Sissy Hankshaw’s being identified with
the Rubber Rose on the grounds that Sissy is not a true
cowgirl and that, despite her friendship with Bonanza
Jellybean et al., despite her presence during the revolt, she
was only temporarily and peripherally involved with the
events that took place on that hundred and sixty acres of
lipstick criminal moonlight. Their contention is not with-
out merit. How we shape our understanding of others’
lives is determined by what we find memorable in them,
and that in turn is determined not by any potentially accu-
rate overview of another’s personality but rather by the
tension and balance that exist in our daily relationships.
That the axis around which Sissy’s daily involvements re-
volved was a result of her physical condition is obvious,
and it is equally true that whatever memorable or epiphanic
impact this singular woman has had on us occurred in a
context quite removed from the Rubber Rose—or, at least,
as the cowgirls themselves saw the Rubber Rose. It cannot
be denied, however, that Sissy Hankshaw came not once,
but twice, to the ranch, as well as to that place that, because
therein occurs both a measuring and a transvaluation of
time, we are obliged to call the “clockworks.” She came in
different seasons and under different circumstances. But on

both occasions she hitchhiked.
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5.

SISSY’S EARLIEST MEMORY was of a day when she was
four or three. It was Sunday afternoon and she had been
napping under sheets of funnies on a horsehair sofa in the
living room. Believing that she was still asleep, for they
were not intentionally unkind, her daddy and a visiting
uncle were standing over her, looking down at her young
thumbs.

“Well,” her uncle said after a while, “you’re lucky that
she don’t suck ’em.”

“She couldn’t suck ’em,” said Sissy’s daddy, exaggerat-
ing. “She’d need a mouth like a fish tank.”

The uncle agreed. “The poor little tyke might have a
hard time finding herself a hubby. But as far as getting
along in the world, it’s a real blessing that she’s a girl-child.
Lord, I reckon this youngun would never make a me-
chanic.”

“Nope, and not a brain surgeon, neither,” said Sissy’s
daddy. “’Course she’d do pretty good as a butcher. She
could retire in two years on the overcharges alone.”

Laughing, the men went out to the kitchen to fill their
glasses.

“One thing,” Sissy heard her uncle jest from a distance.
“That youngun would make one hell of a hitchhiker . ..”

Hitchhiker? The word startled Sissy. The word tinkled
in her head with a supernatural echo, frozen in mystery,
causing her to stir and rustle the funny papers so that she
failed to hear the conclusion of her uncle’s sentence:

“...1f she was a boy, I mean.”
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6.

THE SURPRISE of Sissy Hankshaw is that she did not
grow up a neurotic disaster. If you are a small girl in a
low-income suburb of Richmond, Virginia, as Sissy was,
and the other kids jeer at your hands, and your own
brothers call you by your neighborhood nickname—
“Thumbelina”—and your own daddy sometimes makes
jokes about your being “all thumbs,” then you toughen
up or shatter. You do not merely stretch rhino leather
over your own fair skin, for that would deflect pleasure as
well as pain, and you do not permit your being to turn
stinking inside a shell, but what you do is swirl yourself in
the toughness of dreams.

It is all you care about. When the other kids are playing
hopscotch or kick-the-can you go off alone to a woods
near your home. There are no cars in the woods, of
course, but that does not matter. There are cars in your
dream.

You hitchhike. Timidly at first, barely flashing your
fist, leaning almost imperceptibly in the direction of your
imaginary destination. A squirrel runs along a tree limb.
You hitchhike the squirrel. A blue jay flies by. You flag it
down. You are not the notorious Sissy then; just a shy
Southern child at the edge of a small forest, observing the
forward motion of your thumbs, studying the way they
behave at different velocities and angles of arc. You hitch-
hike bees, snakes, clouds, dandelion puffs.

In school you learn that it is the thumb that separates
human beings from the lower primates. The thumb is an
evolutionary triumph. Because of his thumbs, man can
use tools; because he can use tools he can extend his
senses, control his environment and increase in sophisti-
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cation and power. The thumb is the cornerstone of civi-
lization! You are an ignorant schoolgirl. You think civi-
lization is a good thing.

Because of his thumbs, man can use tools etc., etc. But
you cannot use tools. Not well. Your thumbs are too im-
mense. Thumbs separate humans from the other primates.
Your thumbs separate you from other humans. You begin
to sense a presence about your thumbs. You wonder if
there is not magic there.

The first time...You’ll never forget it. It’s a frigid
morning and a thin snow is filling the chinks in the wind.
You don’t feel like walking the five blocks to school. Over
your shoulder you see—Oh you can barely speak of it
now!—a Pontiac stationwagon approaching at a moderate
speed. How you suffer through those false starts before
your hand takes the plunge. Your bladder threatens to
overflow. The sweep of your skinny arm seems to last for
minutes. And even then you are passed by. But no—brake
lights! The Pontiac skids ever so slightly on the snow-
flakes. You run, actually sweating, to its side. Peer in.
Your face, beneath your stocking cap, is a St. Vitus
tomato. But the driver motions for you to getin . ..

After that you never walk to school. Not even in fine
weather. You catch rides to the movies on Saturday after-
noons (your first exposure to cowgirls); catch rides into
downtown Richmond just for practice. You are amazed at
the inherent, almost instinctive, precision with which
your thumbs move through air. You marvel at the grace of
those floppy appendages. That there were ever such in-
struments as thumbscrews bring tears to your eyes. You
invent rolls and flourishes. During your thirteenth sum-
mer you hitchhike nearly a hundred miles—to Virginia
Beach to see the ocean.

For one reason or another, you look up “thumb” in a
dictionary. It says “the short, thick first or most preaxial
digit of the human hand, differing from the other fingers by
having two phalanges and greater freedom of movement.”

You like that. Greater freedom of movement.
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7.

THEY CONTINUED TO GROV, the first or most pre-
axial digits of Sissy’s hands. They grew while she ate her
grits and baloney; they grew while she slurped her
Wheaties and milk. They grew while she studied history
(“As the settlers pushed ever westward, they were threat-
ened constantly by hordes of savage Indians”); they grew
while she studied arithmetic (“If a hen and a half can lay
an egg and a half in a day and a half how long will it take a
monkey with a wooden leg to kick the seeds out of a dill
pickle?”). They grew in the sour-smelling room where she
slept with two brothers; they grew in the small forest
where she played all alone. They grew in the summer
when other things grew; they grew in the winter when
most growing had stopped. They grew when she laughed;
they grew when she cried. As she inhaled and exhaled,
they grew.

(Yes, they grew even as millions of young Americans
under social pressure and upon the instruction of their
elders, struggled to cease growing; which is to say, strug-
gled to “grow up,” an excruciatingly difficult goal since it
runs contrary to the most central laws of nature—the laws
of change and renewal—yet a goal miraculously attained
by everyone in our culture except for a few misfits.)

They continued to grow, the first or most preaxial dig-
its of Sissy’s hands, and not quite in direct ratio with the
rest of her growing-girl self.

If Sissy was fearful that they might grow on forever,
that eventually they might reach a size that would put
them beyond her control, that they might cause her to
end up in a roadside zoo, third geek from the left, just
across the pit from the Gila monster, she did not let on.
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With no mental effort, she was expanding her breasts
from bottle-stoppers to mounds that required material re-
straint. Without any help from her brain, she was begin-
ning to sprout velvety hairs over that area between her
legs that heretofore had been as bare and ugly as a baby
bird. Lacking reason or logic to guide her, she neverthe-
less maneuvered her bodily rhythms into perfect synchro—
nization with those of the moon, at first merely spotting
her panties and then, after only a few months’ practice, is-
suing regular lunar flow. With the same calm and expert
innocence, she pumped up her thumbs, ever lengthening
the shadows they dropped on schoolwork and dinner
plates.

As if intimidated by this rank and easy spectacle of
growth—which, because they shared her room, they must
witness in intimate detail—her brothers all but halted
their own physiological progression. They remained their
whole lives short and peanutlike, with baby faces and
genitals of a size that women don’t really mind but that
other men often feel compelled to mock. Believing that
old wives’ tale about the correlation in scale of the thumb
and the penis, locker-room anatomists sometimes sug-
gested to the brothers that it was a pity they hadn’t shared
in their sister’s digital largess.

Jerry and Junior Hankshaw would have been horrified
had their thumbs assumed sisterly proportions; would
have been horrified, for that matter, if their peckers had so
enlarged. But a slight increase, a reasonable enlargement,
would have been welcome, and indeed, after numerous
clandestine consultations in the same scrubby forest
where Sissy had learned her business, the brothers de-
cided actively to seek it.

Junior, whose mechanical skills were to lead him in his
daddy’s gritty footsteps (in the tobacco warehouses of
South Richmond there is always a dryer, a humidifier or
an exhaust fan that needs repair), began work on a secret
apparatus. After no less than three used innertubes had
been ripped and stripped in vain, and following the theft
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of both rawhide laces from Mr. Hankshaw’s boots, Junior
finally produced a gadget that resembled a mix between a
vise, a slingshot and the center tube from a toilet tissue
roll. For reasons of discretion, the thumb-stretcher could
be used only late at night, and the brothers spent many a
sleepy hour in the dark taking turns at the agony dis-
pensed by the device they had fastened to their imitation
maple Sears and Roebuck bedstead.

Their endeavor was not without historical precedent.
Around 1830, when he was twenty years old, the com-
poser Robert Schumann subjected the fingers of his right
hand to a stretching machine. Schumann’s purpose was to
escalate his progress toward piano virtuosity, his pianist-
sweetheart Clara having expressed dismay over the length
of his reach. In the sugar-frosted elegance of a nineteenth-
century Leipzig drawing room, Schumann would sit
stiffly, sipping kaffee, while his stubby fingers suffered
growing pains in the grips of a contraption that resembled
a nightingale harness, a rack for heretic elves. The result
was that he crippled his hand, terminating his performing
career.

All that happened to Jerry and Junior Hankshaw was
that, with thumbs too red and raw to disguise, they soon
were questioned by their parents and ridiculed by their
peers. Thanking Jesus that he and Jerry had gone through
digital intermediaries and not subjected their peckers di-
rectly to his invention, Junior threw the device into the
James River. Poor Schumann threw himself into the
Rhine.

Only one set of thumbs was destined to grow—and
glow—in the rickety house of the Hankshaws. One set of
thumbs destined to soar and bow, as if that set of thumbs
was the prematurely shortened performing career of
Robert Schumann, continuing now in a Rhine-soaked
frock coat upon the cement stages of America’s freeways,
O Fantasia, O Noveletten, O Humoreskes, Gas Food
Lodging Exit 46.



20 TOM ROBBINS

8.

SOUTH RICHMOND was a neighborhood of mouse
holes, lace curtains, Sears catalogs, measles epidemics,
baloney sandwiches—and men who knew more about the
carburetor than they knew about the clitoris.

The song “Love Is a Many Splendored Thing” was not
composed in South Richmond.

There have been cans of dog food more splendiferous
than South Richmond. Land mines more tender.

South Richmond was settled by a race of thin, bony-
faced psychopaths. They would sell you anything they
had, which was nothing, and kill you over anything they
didn’t understand, which was everything.

They had come, mostly by Ford from North Carolina,
to work in the tobacco warehouses and cigarette factories.
In South Richmond, the mouse holes, lace curtains and
Sears catalogs, even the baloney sandwiches and measles
epidemics, always wore a faint odor of cured tobacco. The
word tobacco was acquired by our culture (with neither
the knowledge nor consent of South Richmonders) from
a tribe of Caribbean Indians, the same tribe that gave us
the words hammock, canoe and barbecue. It was a peace-
ful tribe whose members spent their days lying in ham-
mocks puffing tobacco or canoeing back and forth
between barbecues, thus offering little resistance when the
land developers arrived from Europe in the sixteenth cen-
tury. The tribe was disposed of swiftly and without a
trace, except for its hammocks, barbecues and canoes,
and, of course, its tobacco, whose golden crumbs still per-
fume the summer clouds and winter ices of South Rich-
mond.

In South Richmond, smelling as it did of tobacco,
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honky-tonk vice and rusted-out mufflers, social niceties
sometimes failed to make the six o’clock news, but one
thing the citizens of South Richmond agreed upon was
that it was not fit, proper or safe for a little girl to go
around hitchhiking.

Sissy Hankshaw hitched short distances but she hitched
persistently. Hitching proved good for her thumbs, good
for her morale, good, theoretically, for her soul—although
it was the mid-fifties, Ike was President, gray flannel was
fashionable, canasta was popular and it might have
seemed presumptuous then to speak of “soul.”

Parents, teachers, neighbors, the family minister, older
children, the cop on the beat tried to reason with her. The
tall, frail, solitary child listened politely to their pleas and
warnings, but her mind had a logic of its own: if rubber
tires were meant to roll and seats to carry passengers, then
far be it from Sissy Hankshaw to divert those noble things
from their true channel.

“There’s sick men who drive around in cars,” they told
her. “Sooner or later you’re bound to be picked up by
some man who wants to do nasty things to you.”

Truth was, Sissy was picked up by such men once or
twice a week, and had been since she began hitching at age
eight or nine. There are a lot more men like that than peo-
ple think. Assuming that many of them would be unat-
tracted to a girl with ... with an affliction, there are a lot
of men like that, indeed. And the further truth was, Sissy
allowed it.

She had one rule: keep driving. As long as they main-
tained the forward progress of their vehicles, drivers
could do anything they wished to her. Some complained
that it was the old rolling doughnut trick, which even
Houdini had failed to master, but they would take a flyer.
She caused a few accidents, taxed the very foundations of
masculine ingenuity and preserved her virginity until her
wedding night (when she was well past the age of twenty).
One motorist, a tanned athletic type, managed an occa-
sional French lick while keeping his Triumph TR3 on a
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true course in moderate traffic. Normally, however, the
limitations imposed by her steadfast devotion to vehicular
motion were met with less dexterity.

Sissy neither solicited nor discouraged, but accepted the
attentions of random drivers with calm satisfaction—and
insisted they keep driving. She would eat the cheeseburg-
ers and Dairy Queen sundaes they bought for her while
they fished in her panties for whatever it is men fish for in
that primitive space. Personally, she preferred gentle,
rhythmic trollings. And automatic transmissions. (No girl
likes to be molested by a party who is always having to
shift gears.) Being molested was, in a sense, a fringe bene-
fit of her craft, a secondary pleasure pulled like a trailer
behind the supreme joy of the hitchhike. In honesty,
though, she had to admit that it was also an avocational
hazard.

Since the brain has such a high susceptibility to inflam-
mation, there were occasional hotheads who would not or
could not abide by her rule. In time she learned to recog-
nize them by subtle symptoms—tight lips, shifty eyes,
and a pallor that comes from sitting around in stuffy
rooms reading Playboy magazine and the Bible—and re-
fused their rides.

Earlier, however, Sissy dealt with would-be rapists in
another way. When pressured, she placed her thumbs be-
tween her legs. Usually, the man simply gave up rather
than try to remove them. The very sight of them there,
guarding the citadel, was enough to cool passions or at
least to confuse them long enough for her to leap out of
the car.

Sissy dear. Your thumbs. HOLLYWOOD SPECTACULAR.
LAS VEGAS. THE ROSE BOWL. Larger than any one man’s
desires.

(Incidentally, Sissy’s mama never noticed any olfactory
traces of her daughter’s adventures. Perhaps that is be-
cause in South Richmond even a young girl’s damp excite-
ment quickly assumed the fragrance of tobacco.)
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9.

SHE WAS TAKEN TO A SPECIALIST ONCE. Once was
all that her family could afford.

Dr. Dreyfus was a French Jew who had settled in Rich-
mond following the unpleasantries of the forties. On his
office door it was proclaimed that he was a plastic surgeon
and a specialist in injuries of the hands. Sissy owned some
toy automobiles made of plastic—she used them to set up
theoretical problems in hitchhiking. Unlike some chil-
dren, she took excellent care of her playthings. The notion
of a plastic surgeon seemed silly to her. The suggestion of
injury puzzled her further.

“Do they ever hurt?” asked Dr. Dreyfus.

“No,” replied Sissy. “They feel goo-ood.” How could
she explain the tiny tingle of power she had begun to per-
ceive in them?

“Then why do you flinch when I press?” inquired the
specialist.

“Just because,” said Sissy. Again the schoolgirl could
not elucidate the true emotion, but throughout her life she
would refuse to shake hands for fear of damaging those
digits that were to be to hitchhiking what Toscanini’s ba-
ton was to a more traditional field of motion.

Dr. Dreyfus measured the thumbs. Circumference.
Length. He gave them eyeshine treatment although their
skin was not lacking in shine. He tapped them with tiny
hammers, registered (without hint of aesthetic preference)
the various tints and shades of their coloration, milked
them with syringes, pricked them with pins. He placed
them one at a time upon the scales, cautiously, as if he
were the Spanish treasurer and they musical hot dogs
brought from America by Christopher Columbus to
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amuse the queen. In a hushed voice he announced that
they comprised four percent of the girl’s total body
weight—or about twice as much as the brain.

The x-rays had a go at them.

“Bone structure, apparent origin and insertion of mus-
culature, and articulation are properly proportioned and
normal in every aspect but size,” the doctor noted with a
nod. The ghost-thumb in the negative nodded back.

Mr. and Mrs. Hankshaw were summoned from the
waiting room where Saturday Evening Post fantasies had
clouded their instinctive parental concern the way that
Norman Rockwell’s sentimental ideas cloud the purity of
a blank canvas.

“They are healthy,” Dr. Dreytus said. “There is nothing
I could do that would not cost you a year’s salary.”

The doctor was thanked for his consideration of Hank-
shaw finances. (“But a kike’s a kike,” Sissy’s daddy told
the swing shift the next time he was sober enough to
work. “Iffen he thought we had the money he’d a tried to
squeeze us dry.”) Parents and child rose to leave. Dr.
Dreyfus remained seated. His heavy black fountain pen
remained on the desk. His diploma from the Sorbonne re-
mained on the wall. And so forth.

“When he was asked by the French government in
nineteen thirty-nine how to design parachutists” uniforms
for maximum invisibility, the painter Pablo Picasso
replied, ‘Dress them as harlequins.””

The physician paused. “I don’t suppose that means very
much to you.”

Mr. Hankshaw looked from the specialist to his wife to
his high-top Red Wing work shoes (in which stolen laces
had recently been replaced) to the specialist again. He
laughed, half in embarrassment and half in irritation.
“Well, shee-ucks, Doc, it sure enough don’t.”

“Never mind,” said Dr. Dreyfus. Now he stood. “The
girl has, of course, a congenital abnormality. I am sorry
but I do not know the cause. Giantism in an extremity is
usually the result of a cavernous hemangioma; that is, a
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vein tumor that draws excessive amounts of blood into
the extremity affected. The more nutrients an extremity
gets, the larger it grows, naturally, just as if you put
chicken, how you say, manure around one rose bush, it
will grow larger than the bush that has no manure. You
understand? But the girl has no tumor. Besides, the odds
of hemangioma in both thumbs is like billions to one. She
is, if I may speak frankly, somewhat of a medical oddity.
Due to impaired dexterity, her life activities and career
potentialities will be reduced. It could be worse. Bring her
back to me if there ever is pain. Meanwhile, she will have
to learn to live with them.”

“That she will,” agreed Mr. Hankshaw, who, since hav-
ing been “saved” at the Moore’s Field Billy Graham Rally,
had begun to look with bitter resignation upon the
gnomish blimps moored to his only daughter’s hands.
“That she will. The Lord made them things big for a pur-
pose. God don’t never git tired of testing oxr kind. It’s a
punishment of some sort, for what I don’t rightly know,
but it’s a punishment and the girl—and us—got to bear
that punishment.”

—Whereupon Mrs. Hankshaw began to whimper, “Oh
Doc, if you should git a boy in here, if a young man ever
shows up here with, a young man with ugly fingers, you
know, something similar, a similar case, Doc, would you
please...”

—Whereupon the plastic surgeon remarked, “Remem-
ber the words of the painter Paul Gauguin, dear lady. “The
ugly may be beautiful, the pretty never.” I don’t suppose
that means very much to you.”

—Whereupon Mr. Hankshaw pronounced, “It’s a judg-
ment. She’s gotta bear the punishment.”

—Whereupon Sissy, like the Christ in the lurid picture
that hung above the TV set at home, beamed serenely, as if
to say, “Punishment is its own reward.”
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10.

oH YES. She was taken, also, to a specialist of a different
discipline.

Commercial practice of the persuasion of palmistry was
forbidden by ordinance in the city of Richmond, but in
the surrounding counties of Chesterfield and Henrico it
was entirely legal. Around the scuzzy edges of the town,
where pine groves and truck gardens bumped against
roadside honky-tonks and low-bid developments, there
were to be found six or seven house trailers and three or
four conventional homes within whose confines the testi-
mony of the hands was daily given.

It was simple to recognize the lair of a palm-reader.
Outside her trailer or bungalow there would be a sign on
which a silhouette of the human hand, wrist to fingertips,
palm outward, was painted in red. Always in red. For
some reason, and for all the author knows there may be a
tradition here whose origins stretch back to the Gypsies
of Chaldea, it would have been less surprising to find
flesh-colored tights in General Patton’s laundry bag than
to find a flesh-colored hand on a palmistry sign near
Richmond. Every hand was red, and directly below the
red wrist joint, where on an actual hand a watch or
bracelet might cling, the sign-painter would have ren-
dered the title “Madame” followed by a name: Madame
Yvonne, Madame Christina, Madame Divine and others.

Madame Zoe, for example. “Madame Zoe” was the
name under the red palm that was passed almost weekly
by Sissy’s mama when she rode the bus out to the end of
Hull Street Road to visit her friend Mabel Coffee, the
plumber’s wife. Mrs. Hankshaw must have passed that
sign two hundred times. She always looked at that sign as
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if it were a deer in a meadow, it was that real to her and
that elusive. But it was not until Mabel Coffee had a cyst
removed from her ovary and nearly croaked—the same
week of the same autumn that President Eisenhower’s
heart went kablooey—that Mrs. Hankshaw (moved, per-
haps, by the drama of events) impulsively pulled the
buzzer cord and got off the bus at Madame Zoe’s. An ap-
pointment was made for the following Saturday.

When Mr. Hankshaw was informed of the date with the
palmist he snorted and cussed and warned his wife that if
she wasted five dollars of his hard-earned money on a
goddamned fortuneteller she’d find herself moving in
with Mabel, her plumber and her one good ovary. During
the week, however, Sissy’s mama used the vaginal wrench
to slowly, gently turn her husband’s objections down to a
mere trickle. Mabel’s plumber, with his full set of tools,
could not have done better.

On Palm Saturday, Sissy was made to dress as if for
church. She was coaxed into a plaid wool skirt whose
every pleat was as fuzzed as the romantic dreams of its
former owners; she was helped into a cousin’s hand-me-
down long-sleeved sweater (once white as dentures, now
smoking three packs a day); she had her fair, naturally
wavy hair combed out with tap water and a dab of White
Shoulders cologne; her mouth (so full and round in com-
parison to the rest of her angular features that it seemed a
plum on a vine of beans) was smeared lightly with ruby
lipstick. Then mother and daughter took the Midlothian
bus to Madame Zoe’s, Sissy pouting the full distance be-
cause she wasn’t allowed to hitchhike.

By the time they wobbled their worn heels on the
palmist’s walk, however, the girl’s petulance had given
way to curiosity. What an inspiring drill sergeant curios-
ity can be! They marched straight to the door of the house
trailer and gave it a self-conscious thunk. Moments later it
opened to them, releasing odors of incense and boiled
cauliflower.

From the vortex of competing smells (This was outside
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the tobacco zone), Madame Zoe, in kimono and wig,
asked them in. “I am the enlightened Madame Zoe,” she
began, stubbing a cigarette in one of those enlightened lit-
tle ceramic ashtrays that are shaped like bedpans and in-
scribed BuTTSs. The trailer was cluttered, but not one
knickknack, chintz curtain or chenille-covered armchair
seemed to have come from the Beyond. The floor lamp
was powered by electricity, not prana; the telephone di-
rectory was for Richmond, not Atlantis. Even more dis-
appointing to the girl was the absence of any physical
reference to Persia, Tibet or Egypt, those centers of arcane
knowledge that Sissy was certain she would hitch to
someday, although it should be made clear, here and now,
that Sissy never really dreamed of hitching to anywhere; it
was the act of hitching that formed the substance of her
vision. It turned out that there was nothing the least bit
exotic in that house trailer except for the smoldering in-
cense, and although in the dead air of the Eisenhower
Years in Richmond, Virginia, incense seemed exotic
enough, that particular stick of jasmine was in the process
of being kicked deaf, blind and dumb by a pot of cauli-
flower.

“I am the enlightened Madame Zoe,” she began, her
voice an uninterested monotonous drone. “There is noth-
ing about your past, present or future that your hands do
not know, and there is nothing about your hands that
Madame Zoe does not know. There is no hocus-pocus in-
volved. I am a scientist, not a magician. The hand is the
most wonderful instrument ever created, but it cannot act
of its own accord; it is the servant of the brain. (Author’s
note: Well, that’s the brain’s story, anyhow.) It reflects the
kind of brain behind it by the manner and intelligence
with which it performs its duties. The hand is the external
reservoir of our most acute sensations. Sensations, when
repeated frequently, have the capacity to mold and mark.
I, Madame Zoe, chiromancer, lifelong student of the
moldings and markings of the human hand; I, Madame
Zoe, to whom no facet of your character or destiny is not
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readily revealed, I am prepared to...” Then she noticed
the thumbs.

“Jesus fucking Christ!” she gasped (and this in an era
when the expressive verb/noun fuck did not, like a barn-
yard orchid, like a meat bubble, like a saline lollipop, did
not bloom, as it does today, upon the lips of every maiden
in the land).

Mrs. Hankshaw was as shocked by the fortuneteller’s
epithet as the fortuneteller was startled by the girl’s digits.
The two women turned pale and uncertain, while Sissy
recognized with a faint smile that she was in command.
She extended her thumbs to the good madame. She ex-
tended them as an ailing aborigine might extend his
swollen parts to a medical missionary; madame showed
no sign of charity. She extended them as a gentleman spi-
der might extend a gift fly to a black widow of fatal
charm; madame exhibited no appetite. She extended them
as a brash young hero might extend a crucifix to a vam-
pire; madame recoiled rather nicely. At last, Sissy’s mama
drew a neatly folded five-dollar bill from her change
purse and extended it alongside her smiling daughter’s ex-
tremities. The palmist returned immediately to her senses.
She took Sissy by the elbow and led her to sit at a
Formica-topped table of undistinguished design.

Apprehensively, Madame Zoe held Sissy’s hands while
with closed eyes she appeared to go into trance. Actually,
she was trying desperately to remember all that her teach-
ers and books had taught her about thumbs. At one time,
as a young woman in Brooklyn, she had been a serious
student of chiromancy, but over the years, like those liter-
ary critics who are forced to read so many books that they
begin to read hurriedly, superficially and with buried re-
sentment, she had become disengaged. And like those
same dulled book reviewers, she was most resentful of a
subject that did not take her values seriously, that was
slow to reveal itself or that failed to reveal itself in a pre-
dictable manner. Fortunately for her impatience, the
hands submitted to her by the rubes of Richmond read
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easily: their owners were satisfied with the most perfunc-
tory disclosures, and that is what they got. Now here was
a skinny fifteen-year-old girl wagging in her face a pair of
thumbs that would not accept “You have a strong will” as
an analysis.

“You have a strong will,” muttered Madame Zoe. Then
she fell back into “trance.”

She grasped the outsized members, first timidly, then
tightly, as if they were the handlebars of a flesh motorcy-
cle that she could drive backward down memory lane. She
held them up in the light to scrutinize their plump mus-
cles. She placed the right one of them against her heart to
register its vibrations. It was then that Sissy, who had
never before touched a woman’s breast—and Madame
Zoe’s forty-year-old mammaries were well formed and
firm—Ilost control of the situation. She grew warm and
scarlet and retreated into adolescent awkwardness, per-
mitting the enlightened Madame Zoe, who could sense a
latent tendency as readily as she could spot a broken life
line, to regain some of the gelid composure from behind
which she was accustomed to listening condescendingly
to those pathetic proletarian palms whose little stories
were always aching to be told.

Still, Madame Zoe was awed by the blind babes in her
grip, and Sissy, despite a fluster that was doubled by the
fact that she feared her mama might notice it, was to leave
the house trailer in a sort of triumph.

The palmist began hesitantly. “As d’Arpentigny wrote,
“The higher animal is revealed in the hand but the man is
in the thumb.” The thumb cannot be called a finger be-
cause it is infinitely more. It is the fulcrum around which
all the fingers must revolve, and in proportion to its
strength or weakness it will hold up or let down the
strength of its owner’s character.”

The snake soup of memory was cooking at last. It could
almost be smelled above the cauliflower and the incense.

“Will power and determination are indicated by the
first phalanx,” she continued. “The second phalanx indi-
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cates reason and logic. You obviously have both in large
supply. What’s your name, dearie?”

“Sissy.”

“Hmmm. Well, Sissy, when a child is born it has no
will; it’s entirely under the control of others. For the first
few weeks of its life it sleeps ninety percent of the day.
During this period the thumb is closed in the hand, the
fingers concealing it. In other words, the will, represented
by the thumb, is dormant—it has not begun to assert it-
self. As the baby matures, it begins to sleep less, to have
some ideas of its own and even to show a temper. When
that happens, Sissy, the thumb comes from its hiding place
in the palm, the fingers no longer closed over it, for will is
beginning to exert itself, and when it does, the thumb—its
indicator—appears. Idiots, however, or paranoiacs either
never grow out of this thumb-folding stage or revert to it
under stress. Epileptics cover their thumbs during fits.
Whenever you see a person who habitually folds his
thumb under his fingers, you’ll recognize that they’re
very disturbed or sick; disease or weakness has displaced
the will. As for you, Sissy, you’re healthy, to say the least.
Why, I bet even as a baby ...”

An electric toaster, which shared the table top with the
forearms and hands of the palmist and her subject, and
whose shiny chrome was dusted with the crumbs from
the morning’s slices much as cathedrals are dusted with
the crumbs from eternity’s pigeons, an electric toaster,
manufactured in Indiana (for in those days Japan was still
flat on her tatami), an electric toaster, whose function it
was to do to bread what social institutions are designed to
do to the human spirit, an electric toaster reflected—Ilike a
cynical impersonation of the crystal ball Sissy thought
would be there and wasn’t—the tremors that ran through
this little scene.

“Now, as to the shape of your thumb, it is, ’'m not
pleased to say, rather primitive. It’s broad in both pha-
langes, attesting to great determination, which can be
good; and the skin is smooth, attesting to a certain grace.
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Because, furthermore, its tip is conic and the nail glossy
and pink, I’d say that you have an intelligent, kindly,
somewhat artistic nature. However, Sissy, however, there
is a heavy quality to the second phalanx—the phalanx of
logic—that indicates a capacity for foolish or clownish
behavior, a refusal to accept responsibility or to take
things seriously and a bent to be disrespectful of those
who do. Your mama tells me that you’re pretty well be-
haved and shy, but I’d watch out for signs of irrationality.
All right?”

“What are the signs of irrationality,” asked Sissy, ra-
tionally enough.

For reasons known only to her, Madame Zoe chose not
to elaborate. She pulled the young girl’s thumb to her
breast once more, breathing with relief as Sissy sweated
and swallowed, unable to pursue her questioning. The
palmist’s house trailer was neither wide nor tall, but oh it
was rich in odors that day.

“Your thumbs are surprisingly supple, flexible . . .”

“I exercise ’em a lot.”

“Yes, well, um. The flexible thumb personifies extrava-
gance and extremism. Such people are never plodders but
achieve their goals by brilliant dashes. They are indiffer-
ent to money and are always willing to take risks. You,
however, have a pretty full Mount of Saturn and, here, let
me see your head line; hmmm, yes, it’s not too bad. A
long sharp head line and a developed Mount of Saturn—
that’s the little pad of flesh at the base of the middle finger—
will often act as a sobering influence on a flexible thumb.
In your case, though, I’'m just not sure.

“I guess the most important aspect of your thumbs is
the, ahem, overall size. Uh, what was it, do you know,
that caused . . . ?”

“Don’t know; doctors don’t know,” called Mrs. Hank-
shaw from the couch, where she’d been listening.

“Just lucky, I guess,” smiled the girl.

“Sissy, dang you, that’s what Madam Zoe means when
she tells you about ‘irrational.””
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Madame Zoe was anxious to get on with it. “Large
thumbs denote strength of character and belong to per-
sons who act with great determination and self-reliance.
They are natural leaders. Do you study science and his-
tory in school? Galileo, Descartes, Newton, Leibnitz had
very large thumbs; Voltaire’s were enormous, but, heh
heh, just pickles compared with yours.”

“What about Crazy Horse?”

“Crazy Horse? You mean the Indian? Nobody that I've
ever heard of ever troubled to study the paws of savages.

“Now, I must tell you this. You have the qualities to
become a really powerful force in society—God, if you
were only a male!—but you may have such an overabun-
dance of those qualities that they...well, frankly, it
could be frightening. Especially with your primitive pha-
lanx of logic. You could grow up to be a living disaster, a
human malfunction of historic proportions.”

What had she said? With some effort—for they seemed
to hold her even as she held them—Madame Zoe let go of
Sissy’s thumbs. She wiped her palms on her kimono: they
were red like the sign. It had been years since she’d given
such a deep reading. She was more than a little shaken.
The toaster, for toasterly reasons, sat with endlessly
bowed back, its flank mirroring her wig, which now hung
slightly askew.

“So accurate a revealer of personality is the thumb”—
she was addressing Mrs. Hankshaw now—“that the
Hindu chiromancers base their entire work on it, and the
Chinese have a minute and intricate system founded
solely on the capillaries of the first phalanx. So, what I've
given your daughter amounts to a complete reading. If
you want me to consider the palms separately, it’ll cost
you an extra three-fifty.”

Confusion had the better of Mrs. Hankshaw. She
wasn’t sure whether too little had been revealed or too
much. Her eyes looked like a fire in a Mexican nightclub.
She felt she should be outraged but she wanted more in-
formation.
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“How much for one question?”

“You mean one question answered from the palm?”

“Yes.”

“Well, if it’s simple, only a dollar.”

“Husband,” said Mrs. Hankshaw, withdrawing a bill
from her ratskin bag. (The blaze, which started in a pot of
paper flowers, spread quickly to the dancers’ costumes.)

“Beg your pardon?”

“Husband. Will she find a husband?” (The bandleader
bravely led the orchestra in “El Rancho Grande,” even as
bhis pet Chihuahua was being trampled in the panic.)

“Oh, I see.” Madame Zoe took Sissy’s hand and gave it
the old tall-dark-stranger squint. But she was in too
deeply now to be deceptive. “I see men in your life,
honey,” she said truthfully. “I also see women, lots of
women.” She raised her eyes to meet Sissy’s, looking for
an admission of the “tendency,” but there was no signal.

“There is most clearly a marriage. A husband, no doubt
about it, though he is years away.” And feeling expansive,
she added at no extra charge, “There are children, too.
Five, maybe six. But the husband is not the father. They
will inherit your characteristics.” Since it is impossible to
tell these last two things from the configurations of the
hands, Madame Zoe must have been operating on psychic
powers long dormant. She might have said more, but Mrs.
Hankshaw had heard plenty.

Mother ushered daughter from the trailer as if she were
leading her from the burning El Lizard Club. (Az the
height of the inferno, a battery of overheated tequila bot-
tles began to explode in the flames.)

The elder Hankshaw female had difficulty speaking.
“I’m gonna take the bus on out to Mabel’s, sweetie,” she
said, giving Sissy a rare embrace. “You can catch a ride
home iffen you want, but you promise me, word of
honor, you won’t git in a car with no man alone.” Then
she thought to add, “And no lady alone, either. Just a
married couple. You promise? And don’t you worry none
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about the stupid stuff that woman said. We’ll talk it over
when I git home.”

Sissy wasn’t worried at all. Confused, maybe, but not
worried. She felt somehow—important—in an obscure,
off-center fashion. Although she knew nothing of such
things then, she felt important in the sense that the clock-
works is important. The clockworks is a long way, in
every way, from the White House, Fort Knox and the
Vatican, but the winds that blow across the clockworks
always wear a crazy grin.

Inside the house trailer, behind the red palm, where
once again only jasmine incense and boiled cauliflower
battled for olfactory supremacy, Madame Zoe crouched at
a window, watching her young subject hitch a ride.

(The conic tip led the way, cutting through the atmo-
sphere like the bowsprit of a ship, pulling after it the
slightly bent phalanx of logic, followed by a fairly gliding
phalanx of will and, quivering and rolling at the end of the
procession, the ever-voluptuous Mount of Venus.) Sud-
denly, Madame Zoe recalled a sarcastic saying, a bon mot,
that she had not heard in years. It made her laugh point-
edly and with little humor; she bit her lipstick and shook
her wig. The saying concerned the first or most preaxial
digit of the human hand, although it had nothing to do
with palmistry. It went like this:

“If you only had a thumb you could rule the world.”

COWGIRL INTERLUDE
(BONANZA JELLYBEAN)

She is lying on the family sofa in flannel pajamas. There
is Kansas City mud on the tips and heels of her boots,
boots that have yet to savor real manure. Fourteen, she
knows she ought to remove her boots, yet she refuses. A
Mawverick rerun is on TV; she is eating beef jerky, occa-
sionally slurping. On her upper stomach, where her pa-
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jama top has ridden up, is a small deep scar. She tells
everyone, including her school nurse, that it was made by
a silver bullet.

Whatever the origin of the extra hole in her belly, there
are unmistakable signs of gunfire in the woodwork by the
closet door. It was there that she once shot up one half of
an old pair of sneakers. “Self-defense,” she pleaded, when

her parents complained. “It was a outlaw tennis shoe.
Billy the Ked.”

11.

SO SISSY LIVED IN RICHMOND, Virginia, in the Eisen-
hower Years, so called as if the passing seasons, with their
eggs hatching and rivers rising, their cakes baking and
stars turning, their legs dancing and hearts melting, their
lamas levitating and poets doing likewise, their cheerlead-
ers getting laid at drive-in picture shows and old men dy-
ing in rooms over furniture stores, as if they, the passing
seasons, could be branded by a mere President; as if time
itself could toddle out of Kansas and West Point, popular-
ize a military jacket and seek election to Eternity on the
Republican ticket.

In the croaked air of the Eisenhower Years in Rich-
mond, Virginia, she must have been a familiar sight. In
clothes that were either too big for her or too small—
floppy coats whose hems rubbed the cement, summer
slacks that disclosed everything anyone might wish to
know about her socks—she moved through the city (the
city of which it has been said, “It is not a city at all but the
world’s largest Confederate museum”).

At all hours and in every weather the girl could be seen,
if not admired.

Her soon-to-be-lovely features were still getting their
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sea legs and at that unsteady stage of their development
must have clung clumsily to the bleached deck of her face
(which, due to unusually high cheekbones, appeared as if
it were pitched aslant in rough waters).

Her long, svelte body, as eloquently as it might assert
itself, could not have been heard above the funky din of
the clothing she wore.

Certainly her mind didn’t count for much: in the
sotweed suburb of South Richmond, no mind did. Few
were the schoolmates to notice the headlight shine of her
eyes and wonder who was driving around inside there.

When they said, “Here comes” (or “there goes) Sissy
Hankshaw,” they meant “not a thumb more, not a thumb
less.”

For wherever she went those wads of meat went with
her; those bananas, those sausages, those nightsticks,
those pinkish pods, those turds of flesh. She smuggled
them around town in her baggy duds, launching them on
appropriate corners and regarding them always as if they
were manifestations of some secret she alone understood—
although in the bank-vault air of the Eisenhower Years
in Richmond, Virginia, they must have stood out like
sore . ..

(It is surprising that she was so faintly remembered in
Richmond in later years. When the author asked the late
Dr. Dreyfus about that, the surgeon replied: “According
to the artist Michelangelo, “The human figure is the ideal
ornament for the niche.” I don’t suppose that means very
much to you.”)

If, like the cat that looked at the world through mouse-
colored glasses, she was rather insular, let it not be supposed
that she was immune from indulging those heightened hor-
mone flows and colored thoughts that, of all the trillions
of visceral/cerebral reactions triggered by the limbic system
of our trigger-happy brains, we single out to honor as “true
human feelings.”

One day, one spring Thursday near the end of a semes-
ter, more than three years after she had been examined by
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Dr. Dreyfus and a few months after Madame Zoe’s special
knowledge had come her way, she was invited to a party.
It was to be a costume party, given by Betty Clanton, a
druggist’s daughter and one of the more privileged kids in
that roach-gnawed, white-trash school.

All day Thursday Sissy thought she would not attend
Betty’s party. All day Friday and Friday night (when she
lay awake on three, yes, three pillows) she thought she
would not attend Betty’s party. But late Saturday after-
noon, with an overtime sun nosing into everything and
green froggies peeping and honeysuckle affixing a sweet
faint hem to the golden pungency that hung like a curtain
over the tobacco warehouses and a typewriter of birds
banging out sonnets in the dogwood buds (And wilt thou
have me fashion into speech Ding! Line space. Carriage
return. The love I bear thee, finding words enough Ding!
The birds hacking it out) and spring in general coming on
like a geometric progression, she began to get ideas. For
the first time in her life, perhaps (although Sunday school
had occasionally moved her and although Madame Zoe’s
bosom and the by-now-customary mobile molestings had
certainly stirred her), she felt directed by forces other than
her thumbs. She heard music that was not road music; her
head swayed to rhythms that were softer and lighter than
the rhythms of the hitch. Something in the springtime had
telephoned something in her limbic system and reversed
the charges. Something had touched Sissy Hankshaw and
it doesn’t matter what.

Sissy went out back and gathered feathers where her
mama had recently deplumed a hen. Using electrical tape,
she fashioned them—slowly and sloppily—into a kind of
headdress. With Jerry’s old watercolor kit, she painted
herself as best she could, not neglecting at the last mo-
ment to paint her hands.

She went to Betty’s costume party. She went as Chief
Crazy Horse. She drank two bottles of Coke, munched a
package of Nabs, listened to the new Fats Domino rec-
ords, smiled at some jokes and left early. Only two thin
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rivulets streaked her warpaint to reveal how she felt when
Billy Seward, Betty’s boy friend and the most popular guy
in school, bounded through the door, amid shrieks of
laughter, wearing giant papier-maché thumbs. Ach! Billy
had come as Sissy Hankshaw.

12.

“WHEN YOU GROW UP with somebody you just sort of
accept them, even if they are odd,” said Betty Seward née
Clanton. She checked the coffeepot. It was still perking.
Over and over the coffee turned in the pot. Its wheels
sang in the interviewer’s nostrils. They were singing a
song of the past.

“I mean, she wasn’t a freak, exactly, or a loony; she was
a right smart girl and right polite and nice, but you know,
she did have this peculiar development; but what I’'m say-
ing is, we got pretty used to it over the years, except that
every now and then . ..

“I remember the night we graduated from junior high.
When your name was called you were supposed to get up
and walk across the stage and take your diploma from the
principal with your left hand and shake hands with him
with your right hand. But Sissy wouldn’t shake hands.
Not even with the principal. It wasn’t that she conldn’s;
she just wouldn’t. Mr. Perkins was pretty irritated. And a
lot of the kids complained that Sissy was making a mock-
ery of our graduation.

“There’s an old abandoned rock quarry in South Rich-
mond, all filled up with water, you know, and we used to
swim there when we got the chance. The day after gradu-
ation our class was gonna have a picnic there—unchaper-
oned, weren’t we devils? all on the sly—and some older
kids who drove cars were gonna pick us up and take us.
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We were supposed to pick up Sissy, but just for spite we
decided not to. We left her. Well, about noon somebody
saw her out on the road catching a ride, hitchhiking like
she did, big as life, not scared or ashamed but getting into
any car that would stop for her, but she never showed up
at the picnic. All day long she hitched up and down the
road that runs near the quarry, up and down, back and
forth, passing again and again. But she didn’t ever stop;
she just kept passing it by.

“And, you know, most of us at the picnic got sun-
burned, and a third of us got poison oak, and a bunch of
us got drunk and sick off beer the older kids bought us
and we caught the dickens from our parents, and one boy
got bit by a watersnake and somebody sat on broken
glass. And I thought to myself, hmmm, that Sissy’s the
only one that came out of that day okay; nothing hap-
pened to her ’cause she just kept moving. You know what
I mean?”

Mrs. Seward left her chair to unplug the coffeepot.

“Right off, I don’t remember how old she was when
she found out she was part Indian. Her mama’s family, a
lot of them, had lived out West, in the Dakotas, and one of
them had married a squaw, I don’t recollect the tribe . . .

“Siwash? That’s right. That sounds like it. So one time
Sissy’s aunt—her mama’s sister—came here for a visit
from Fargo, and there was a lot of fuss about integration
here then; everybody was all upset about the Supreme
Court telling us we’d have to go to school with the col-
ored, and I guess the Hankshaws were discussing it like
everybody else when the aunt let the cat out of the bag
about Indian blood in the family. Well!! Sissy’s daddy got
furious. I don’t know why; a Indian’s not the same as a ni-
gra. But I guess he just about divorced his poor wife.
Sissy, though, was right pleased. She figured out she was
one-sixteenth—what was it?—Siwash. She talked about it
at school. We’d never seen her so excited. She showed a
lot of interest in Indians after that, although not as much
as she showed in hitching rides. Of course, she didn’t look
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a bit Indian. She was as fair as an apricot. But for a while
about then she started putting designs on her poor
thumbs. Mercy! Her own brothers had to hold her down
and wash them off.”

Having perked sufficiently, coffee made the short trip
from pot to cup. It traveled direct. There were no other
stops on its route. Betty Clanton Seward produced a box
of Saltines and a brown and yellow aerosol can.

“This stuff is the latest thing in the stores,” she said,
brandishing the can. “You spray a regular old soda
cracker with it ...” zzzzt zzzzt “. . . and it makes it taste
like a chocolate chip cookie. Here.”

The interviewer declined. He wished to ask clear and
concise questions concerning a former classmate of Mrs.
Seward’s. He didn’t want his mouth full of soda crackers,
even if they did taste like chocolate chip cookies. (What
won’t those Japanese think of next?)

“There were times, I’ll admit, when I’d look at her sit-
ting in school, sitting so straight and smiling so secretively
and all, and I’d think that maybe there was something
special about her, something other than her physical con-
dition, I mean; something positive. She couldn’t take the
secretarial program because she couldn’t use a typewriter;
she had good ideas in art class but she wasn’t able to bring
them off; heck, she only got a C in Home Ec ’cause she
couldn’t sew, and everybody got A or B in Home Ec. Just
the same, and even though her future looked hopeless, I
had this feeling that she could teach us others something.
Only I never figured out what it was, exactly. And I guess
I was as, ah, insensitive to her as the rest. One evening af-
ter dark when she thought nobody would see her, she
brought a whole armload of yellow jonquils that she’d
picked—kicked out by the roots, actually—alongside
some road or other and left them on my front porch. She
kinda liked me, I think.” Betty Clanton Seward tugged at
a strand of her hair as a preoccupied milkmaid might tug
at a teat in the dawn. “She was real quiet, but I heard her
anyway. I was upstairs putting in curlers and I looked out
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the window and saw her. I could tell who it was because
the moon was shining on her . . . her abnormality.

“Well, T couldn’t keep my big mouth shut. I told the
kids at school about it and they teased her pretty hard.

“That wasn’t the worst time, though. The worst time
was when I gave a costume party and I invited Sissy,
partly because I felt sorry for her but also because she
was, I don’t know how to put it into words, she fascinated
me, in a sense. At any rate, Bill—he’s my husband now,
he’s a chemist at the Philip Morris plant, you oughta talk
with him—Bill made himself a huge pair of thumbs outta
paper and chicken wire and that was his costume. He
didn’t really mean to be cruel, but you know how young
folks are. Thoughtless.”

She sighed. She milked another half-pint from her hair.
Then, as had the coffee before her, she perked.

“Goodness, it’s nearly two. I've gotta start getting my
face on. Can you excuse me? Young Willie has to be at the
doctor’s at three. He’s gotta have a wart burned off today.”

Whereupon the ten-year-old boy who had been loiter-
ing on the edges of the interview glomming crackers by
the dozen presented his unshod foot—washed, thank
God, in recent times—and sure enough, there was a wart
atop it the size of a burr. The interviewer wondered why
Mrs. Seward simply didn’t spray the wart until it tasted
like a chocolate chip cookie and let Willie eat it off.

The interviewer didn’t tell Mrs. Seward that.

There was something else the interviewer didn’t tell
Mrs. Seward.

He didn’t tell her that the next time persons adorned
themselves with fraudulent thumbs in imitation of Sissy
Hankshaw, it would be an act of homage.

Mrs. Seward would have thought it ridiculous, an hom-
age of tree-bark thumbs waving impertinently in the face
of the twentieth century like a forest of prehistoric diplo-
mas that expect no handshake in return. As a matter of
fact, it was a bit ridiculous. But because it was ridiculous,
we know it must be true.
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COWGIRL INTERLUDE
(VENUSIAN)

On Venus, the atmosphere is so thick that light rays
bend as if made of foam rubber. The bending of light is so
extraordinary that it causes the horizon to tilt upward.
Thus, if one were standing on Venus one could see the op-
posite side of the planet by looking directly overhead.

Perhaps it is best that we on Earth resist the temptation
to thicken our atmosphere. Maybe we should give second
considerations to those leaders who insist we learn to
think of smog as our friend.

Imagine that you are a cowgirl, trotting your pony in
the grassy hills of the Dakotas. Suddenly you hear a wild
trumpeting cry. You rear back in the saddle and look
aloft—expecting to see a flight of whooping cranes, danc-
ing in midair to their own loud music. Instead, you gaze
upon a bugler blowing reveille on the other side of the
world. The Chinese army is bivouacked all over the sky.

13.

ONE JUNE, Richmond, Virginia, woke up with its brakes
on and kept them on all summer. That was okay; it was
the Eisenhower Years and nobody was going anywhere.
Not even Sissy. That is to say, she wasn’t going far. Up
and down Monument Avenue, perhaps; hitching up and
down that broad boulevard so dotted with enshrined
cannons and heroic statuary that it is known throughout
the geography of the dead as a banana belt for snuffed
generals.

The old Capital of the Confederacy marked time in the
heat. Its boots kicked up a little tobacco dust, a little wis-
teria pollen, and that was it. Each morning, including



44 TOM ROBBINS

Sundays, the sun rose with a golf tee in its mouth. Its rays
were reflected, separately but equally, by West End bird
baths, South Side beer cans, ghetto razors. (In those days
Richmond was convoluted like the folds of the brain, as if,
like the brain, it was attempting to prevent itself from
knowing itself.)

In the evenings, light from an ever-increasing number
of television sets inflicted a misleading frostiness on the
air. It has been said that true albinos produce light of a
similar luminescence when they move their bowels.

Middays, the city felt like the inside of a napalmed wa-
termelon.

Whenever possible, men, women, children and pets
kept to the shade, talked little, stirred less, watched the
blades of fans go ’round as is the nature of fan business.
Only Sissy Hankshaw voluntarily frequented those places
where tar was sticky, where fried gravel sparkled, where
weeds wilted, where asphalt crumbled (the Devil’s left-
over birthday cake), where worn concrete translated into
Braille long bitter arguments between the organic and in-
organic levels of life. (If you have ever licked nickel or
kissed steel, you know the arguments.)

Some say excessive sunshine softens the brain (repul-
sively soft already) and maybe that’s what made her do it.
Maybe it was the yellow gloves of hydrogen boxing her
ears; maybe solar radiation caused her atoms to whirl a
trifle coocoo. On the other hand, her action may have
been merely an indication of the scope of her ambition,
and while remarkable, should hardly be considered any
more strange than little Mozart’s impulse, at age nine, to
compose a symphony.

In any case, and whichever the ever, upon a sweaty but
otherwise nondescript afternoon in early August 1960, an
afternoon squeezed out of Mickey’s mousy snout, an af-
ternoon carved from mashed potatoes and lye, an after-
noon scraped out of the dog dish of meteorology, an
afternoon that could lull a monster to sleep, an afternoon
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that normally might have produced nothing more signifi-
cant than diaper rash, Sissy Hankshaw stepped from a
busted-jaw curbstone on Hull Street in South Richmond
and attempted to hitchhike an ambulance. As a matter of
fact, she tried to flag it down twice—coming and going.

Squalling, its red lamps flashing as if in frenetic, ama-
teurish imitation of that summer’s quietly professional
sun, the ambulance was on an errand of mercy. Naturally,
it did not stop. Had she expected it to? Would she have
boarded it, joined its bleeding or gasping cargo if it had?
Had she successfully hitchhiked an ambulance, would she
next have tried a hearse?

Conjecture. The meat wagon rolled on, and Sissy, un-
like young Mozart, was rewarded by not so much as a
lump of sugar for her experiment. However, the ambu-
lance crew had not failed to notice her hailings. Before
Sissy had gotten many blocks away, she was, for the first
time in her career, arrested.

Her appearance at the station house created a minor
stit. On the one hand, the girl seemed pathetic; on the
other, she was Buddha belly serene, and to the cop men-
tality, serenity smacks of disrespect. She was underage,
her crime difficult to classify, the procedure uncertain. A
police reporter from the News Leader became the first
journalist to be intrigued by her; he telephoned his city
editor to send over a photographer. File clerks were
sneaking around corners to get a glimpse of her; other
prisoners were making remarks. Finally, the desk sergeant
lectured her against interfering with emergency vehicles
and had a policewoman hustle her home.

The photographer arrived too late to get a picture and
the reporter was peeved, but for the others involved, a
hasty release was ideal: the police got her out of their crew
cuts; Sissy got back to work. Early that humid evening, as
a roaring warehouse blaze sent the makings of a billion
Pall Malls up in premature smoke, she was arrested
again—for trying to flag down a fire engine.
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This time she was booked and held for twenty-four
hours at the juvenile detention center, although the au-
thorities once more found it expedient to set her free. Not
the least of the reasons for her release was the frustration
she caused the fingerprinter.

14.

RICHMOND, VIRGINIA, has been called a “depression-
proof” city. That is because its economy has one leg in life
insurance and the other in tobacco.

During times of economic bellyache, tobacco sales
climb even as other sales tumble. Perhaps the uncertainty
of finances makes people nervous; the nervousness causes
them to smoke more. Perhaps a cigarette gives an unem-
ployed man something to do with his hands. Maybe a
pipe in his mouth helps a man forget that he hasn’t lately
chewed steak.

In times of depression, policy-holders somehow man-
age to keep up their life insurance premiums. Life insur-
ance could be the only investment they can afford to
maintain. Perhaps they insist on dignity in death since
they never had it in life. Or is it that the demise of one of
its insured members is the only chance a family has of get-
ting flush?

Each autumn for many years Richmond has celebrated
its depression-proof economy. The celebration is called
the Tobacco Festival. (Somehow “Life Insurance Festival”
didn’t set any leather to tapping.)

Sissy Hankshaw liked to watch the Tobacco Festival
parades. From a Broad Street curb, where she would se-
cure an early position, it was her habit, once her courage
climbed, to try to hitch the open convertibles in which the
various Tobacco Princesses rode. The drivers, Jaycees one
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and all, never noticed her; they kept their gaze straight
ahead for the safety that was in it—tobacco gods would
cough lightning should a Jaycee drive up the hindquarters
of a Marlboro Filters float—but the waving Princesses,
projecting eyebeam and toothlight into the multitudes,
ever on the alert for kinfolk, boy friends, photographers
and talent scouts, the Princesses sometimes would catch
sight of a pleading pod, and for a crowd-puzzling second—
Oh the perils of innocence in the service of nicotine!—lose
their carefully coached composure. We may wonder what
thumbtales—thumbfacts evolving into thumbmyths—those
beauties carried home to Danville, Petersburg, South Hill
or Winston-Salem when that year’s Tobacco Festival had
burned down to a butt.

In 1960, the Tobacco Festival parade took place on the
night of September 23. The Times-Dispatch reported that
there were fewer floats than the previous year (“but they
were fancier, and wider by six feet”); even so, it took
ninety minutes for the procession to pass a given point.
There were twenty-seven Princesses, from whose com-
pany Lynne Marie Fuss—Miss Pennsylvania—was the
next day named Queen of Tobaccoland. The parade grand
marshal was Nick Adams, star of a TV series called “The
Rebel.” Adams was a perfect choice since “The Rebel”
had a Civil War theme and was sponsored by a leading
brand of cigarettes. The actor became piqued at one point
in the parade when he discovered, rather abruptly, that his
horse’s flank was the target of a gang of boys armed with
peashooters. There were marching bands, clowns, mili-
tary formations, drum majorettes, dignitaries, animals,
“Indians,” a few temporary cowgirls, even, their reptile-
shiny shirts loaded down with embroidery and udders;
there were hawkers of souvenirs and the aforementioned
gang of evil peashooters. City Manager Edwards esti-
mated attendance at the “noisily lavish extravaganza” at
close to two hundred thousand, by far the largest crowd
in festival history. Sissy Hankshaw was not among the
throng.
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Miles across town from the thousands (who, according
to the newspaper, “yelled, giggled and clapped”); across
the James in South Richmond, where, economic theories
to the contrary, it was always depression time; in a dim,
dinky house, frescoed with soot and some termites’ low
relief; before a full-length mirror merciless in its reflection
of thumbs—Sissy stood naked. (Never say “stark naked.”
“Naked” is a sweet word, but nobody in his right mind
likes “stark.”)

Sissy was making a decision. It was a point in life that
could not hold still for ninety minutes’ worth of bright-
leaf boosterism to pass it by.

In the seven weeks since her arrest a lot had happened
to the girl. First, an assistant commonwealth attorney, en-
couraged by the police-woman who had driven Sissy
home, was pulling strings to have her shipped to reform
school. The public defender was using those terms “in-
corrigible,” “wayward,” “curfew breaker” and “beyond
parental control,” that, when applied to a young girl,
mean simply “She fucks.” As late as 1960, the large major-
ity of juvenile females behind bars were there because
they had acquired an early taste for sexual intercourse
(early in the eyes of civilized society, that is, for by na-
ture’s calendar the twelfth or thirteenth year is precisely
correct).

That our Sissy remained free on that September evening
when animated cigarettes pranced in glittery goosesteps
down Broad Street was owing in part to the efforts of a
social worker who had been assigned to her case. How-
ever, if Miss Leonard had helped keep Sissy out of refor-
matory, insisting that the girl’s hitchhiking was a chaste
idiosyncrasy that offered no threat to society, she herself
had been an upsetting factor. A few weeks back she had
nagged Sissy to go to a dance with her, a “special” dance
where the girl would “feel comfortable.” At last the lim-
bic telephone had jingled again—“Ready on your call to
Romance. Please deposit sixty-five micrograms of estrogen
for the first three minutes”—and Sissy found herself
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throbbing into a formal gown that a cousin had worn to a
distant prom and with which some moths had recently
been dancing cheek to cheek. Repairs to the gown had
caused Sissy and Miss Leonard to arrive late at the com-
munity hall where the soirée was in progress. When Sissy
read the poster that said GOODWILL INDUSTRIES BALL,
she began to suspect that they should not have arrived at
all. Once inside, she was sure of it. The dance floor glis-
tened with drool as over it there limped, staggered, slid
and dragged the crab toes and chicken heels of a score or
more splayed, spindly and rickety organisms; while in the
red glow of homemade Chinese lanterns cleft palates,
harelips, slack jaws, tics, twitches, frothings, popped eyes,
dripping nostrils and skull points bobbed at various tem-
pos, inspired by a Guy Lombardo record and the kinetic
examples of their partners in the dance. When Sissy froze
in alarm, Miss Leonard lectured her. “Listen, honey, I re-
alize how it is with you people.” She smiled knowingly at
the remarkable creatures who were either shuffling va-
cantly or flying apart at every joint to the “sweetest music
this side of heaven.” “I’'m aware of how it is in here. The
polios can’t stand the cerebral palsies, the cerebral palsies
snub the birth defects and all three hate the retardeds. I'm
aware of that, but you’ve got to overcome it; the handi-
capped have got to stick together.” She was gently push-
ing Sissy toward the stag line, where the chair-pilots were
spinning their wheels, when the girl, for the first time in
her life, heard her own voice rise above a wispy phospho-
rescence. Sissy screamed. “I'M NOT HANDICAPPED,
GODDAMN IT!!” The cry turned Guy Lombardo’s
sugar to lumps. The dancers stopped, some taking longer
to wind down than others. They stared at her. A few of
them giggled and cackled. Then, one by one, they began
to applaud her (some of them clapping with one hand, in
flailing and unintentional illustration of Zen Buddhism’s
most famous proverb). Growing uneasy, almost afraid,
the chaperones called for quiet, and Miss Leonard, in an
effort to cast a more reasonable light on the scene, began
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tearing the red paper away from bald bulbs, but the ap-
plause flopped to an unsteady end when Sissy ran from
the hall. Sissy wore that strange applause like a corsage of
swampflowers as she hitchhiked home in her first formal
gown, waltzing the waltz of the cars.

Now she stood before the mirror. She couldn’t hear the
bands blaring “Dixie” as the talking cigarette package
kicked up its silver slippers over town on Broad Street,
but she could still hear the noise of the Goodwill Indus-
tries Ball, though weeks had passed. Perhaps sound car-
ries farther across time than across space. No matter.
There was a more pressing noise: the voice of her daddy
in the adjoining room. Sissy’s daddy was speaking in his
Carolina voice, his booze voice, the voice that sounded as
if it had been strained through Daniel Boone’s underwear.
He was speaking about the Colonel, the elderly man in
the yellow sport coat who for years had petitioned to
manage Sissy’s show biz career. “We’ll begin with my car-
nival, of course,” the Colonel would purr, and then he
would chart a path up the golden staircase that led all the
way to Ed Sullivan. The Hankshaws were embarrassed by
the Colonel’s overtures. They had discouraged his inter-
est. Recently, however, Mr. Hankshaw had had a change
of mind. For two reasons: Sissy was starting to cause him
trouble, and the Colonel had doubled his offer. Mr. Hank-
shaw was a working man, after all, and in his breast, as in
the breast of working men everywhere, there beat the
fatty heart of a profiteer (Could Marxist stethoscopes be
so universally faulty? Do all socialist heart specialists have
gum in their ears?). Sissy’s daddy and mama were arguing
at that moment about the contract, already signed by the
Colonel, that lay like a freshly ironed pillowcase atop the
TV set.

Her brothers were not home to defend her. Junior was
watching the parade with the girl he was soon to marry.
Jerry was in traction (no wonder the Hankshaws needed
the Colonel’s money) at the Medical College of Virginia.
Refused enlistment into the paratroopers because of his
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size, Jerry had stood up in a ferris wheel seat at the At-
lantic Rural Exposition—he had to do something—and
gravity, that old scene-stealer, had once more gotten into
the act.

Other things were bothering Sissy. Things as minor as
her inability to locate information pertaining to the Si-
wash Indians, about whom she wished to write a paper in
school. Things as annoying as the fact that teen-aged boys
in the neighborhood had begun to follow her whenever
she set out to hitchhike, burning to halts beside her, trying
to coax her, as much out of malice as lust, into their vulgar
Fords.

Many things had changed in Sissy Hankshaw’s world,
including her own physical image. Suddenly, in the seven-
teenth year of a life that had begun with a doctor’s dou-
bletake and a nurse’s gasp, she had become lovely. A
perfect compromise finally had been worked out between
her predominantly angular features—high cheekbones,
classically fine nose, fragile chin, peaceful blue eyes—and
her decidedly round mouth—a full, pouty mouth that the
Countess was later to compare to a mink’s vagina at the
height of the rut. Her figure had come to correspond to
the average measurements of the high-fashion model: she
stood five-nine in her socks, weighed 125 pounds and
taped 33-24-34; one of those bony beauties of whom wags
have said, “Falling downstairs, they sound like a cup of
dice.”

She had given herself completely to the hitchhike be-
cause heretofore she had nothing else nor any hope of
else. Ah cha cha, but now there was a choice. Or the pos-
sibility of a choice. She was pretty. And a pretty girl can
always make her way in a civilized society. Perhaps she
should somehow find a job, work and work and save her
money—even if it took years—so that she could return to
Dr. Dreyfus for that complex operation; so that she could
lead a normal human female life.

Every time she said it to herself, however (there before
the mirror), every time she thought “Dr. Dreyfus” or
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“normal life,” her thumbs talked back to her in
thumbtalk: tingles, throbs and itches. Until at last she
knew. Accepted what she had always sensed. She had
been correct when she had howled at the dance. They
were not a handicap. Rather, they were an invitation, a
privilege audaciously and impolitely granted, perfumed
with danger and surprise, offering her greater freedom of
movement, inviting bher to live life at some “other” level.
If she dared.

Well, about the time the steam calliope was wheezing
like emphysema through the lungs of Tobaccoland, Sissy
decided to dare. And about the instant she decided to
dare, she commenced to laugh. She was laughing with
such abandon, such secret delight, she could scarcely wig-
¢gle into her panties, even though her daddy stalked in
from the living room and took a long, granite look.

Her parents warned her not to go out, but their atten-
tions were on the TV screen when she stood at the refrig-
erator and coaxed a package of Velveeta cheese into her
coat pocket. Some olives jumped in also. An apple joined
up. A half-loaf of Wonder Bread said, what the hell, it’d
go along, what was there to lose. “Nothing,” said Sissy.

She made it out the back door during a shootout on
“Gunsmoke.” Silently, she thanked Marshal Dillon for
the cover, but it didn’t occur to her then to lament for
Miss Kitty, ever a saloonkeeper, never a cowgirl.

On a dead run, olives bouncing out of her jacket, she
reached the corner where Hull Street was intersected by
U.S. Route 1—in 1960 still the principal north-south in-
terstate highway.

By the time she got her arm in the air, the light had
changed and the first car, a boatish, blue Lincoln with Jer-
sey plates, was already passing. For a second, it appeared
as if she were late, as if the driver had missed her gesture.
But no, some aspect of it—a glint of neon on the nail,
perhaps—snagged the hem of his vision. He glanced back
in time to see the entire appendage, immense, scrubbed,
lubricated, zeppelinlike, looking as fresh and newborn as
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an egg, invoking a strange interplay between the joyful
and the ominous, as it swam at eye-level past his opposite
rear window.

He braked.

What else coxld he do?

“Going north?” asked Sissy for openers as the door
swung toward her like a slab of candied sky. Were it any
other direction she wouldn’t have cared.

“You bet your raggedy white ass I am,” said the driver,
grinning sardonically. He was black-skinned and beret-
topped, and it was difficult to ascertain which there were
the more of, saxophones in his back seat or gold teeth in
his mouth. Sissy hesitated. But what the hell? In imitation
of the Wonder Bread, she said to herself, “This is it; what
is there to lose?” She boarded.

Actually, there was a fine style about the driver, about
the tingle of treasure when he grinned, about the billow of
marijuana smoke in which he sat (how different from the
celebrated smokes of Richmond!); about the gardenia in
his lapel and the flask by his side, about the degree to
which his cameoed fingers turned up the volume on the
radio, about the speed at which he made that big Lincoln
rocket out of the tobacco slums, forever and forever, bear-
ing Sissy Hankshaw up to the heights.

And Sissy Hankshaw, knees knocking with thrill and
fear, and not knowing what else to do, reached into her
scrawny coat and offered the black man a slice of cheese.

COWGIRL INTERLUDE
(CHUCK WAGON)

Fire is the reuniting of matter with oxygen. If one bears
that in mind, every blaze may be seen as a reunion, an oc-
casion of chemical joy. To smoke a cigar is to end a long
separation; to burn down a police station is to hold home-
coming for billions of happy molecules.

Beside a marshy lake in an obscure sector of the Dako-
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tas, a campfire was smiling its head off. Around it, how-
ever, there arose from a group of cowgirls several flares of
discontent. Some of the girls were complaining that their
stew was tasteless and bland.

“This stew is bland,” said one girl.

“It’s like milk from a sick cow,” said another.

Debbie, on cook duty that day, was defensive. “But
spices aren’t good for you,” she said. “Spices burn the
tummy and inflame the senses,” she went on, using two
metaphors improperly inspired by the fire.

The dissatisfied diners scoffed, and because little Deb-
bie looked so near to tears, Bonanza Jellybean spoke in
her behalf. “It’s a well-known fact,” said Jelly, “that the
reason India is overpopulated is because curry powder is
an aphrodisiac.”

Delores del Ruby flicked an ember out of the reunion
with a sharp crack of her whip. “Bullshit,” said Delores.
“There isn’t but one aphrodisiac in the world.

“And that’s strange stuff.”

15.

“HITCHHIKING IS NOT A SPORT. It is not an art. It
certainly isn’t work, for it requires no particular ability
nor does it produce anything of value. It’s an adventure, I
suppose, but a shallow, ignoble adventure. Hitchhiking is
parasitic, no more than a reckless panhandling, as far as I
can see.”

Those were the words of Julian Gitche, spoken in exas-
peration to Sissy Hankshaw. Sissy did not bother to an-
swer Julian’s charges, and the author, who is ambivalent
about the whole matter of hitchhiking, certainly is not go-
ing to answer them for her.

From Whitman to Steinbeck to Kerouac, and beyond
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to the restless broods of the seventies, the American road
has represented choice, escape, opportunity, a way to
somewhere else. However illusionary, the road was free-
dom, and the freest way to ride the road was hitchhiking.
By the seventies, so many young Americans were on the
road that hitchhiking did take on, Julian to the contrary,
characteristics of sport. In the letters column of pop cul-
ture magazines such as Rolling Stone, hitchhikers boasted
of records set for speed and distance, and whole manuals
were published to advise those new to the “game.”

Oddly enough, Sissy was almost indifferent to this cul-
tural phenomenon. To approach her for practical advice
on the subject of hitchhiking would have been virtually
futile. For example, she could not have told you, as did
Ben Lobo and Sara Links in their booklet Side of the
Road: A Hitchhikers Guide to the United States, that
Montana laws strictly forbid hitchhiking in the vicinity of
mental institutions. And it is difficult to say how she
might have reacted to this piece of advice in Hitchhikers
Handbook by Tom Grimm: “Don’t use your thumb to
hitchhike. Use a sign instead.”

And at this Grimm observation, “I doubt whether most
girls could safely hitchhike long distances alone,” Sissy
would have had to laugh.

Because by that day in the New York clinic when Dr.
Goldman administered to her the “talk serum,” many
years after the black musician’s Lincoln had transported
her away from home and family, Sissy could say:

“Please don’t think me immodest, but I’'m really the
best. When my hands are in shape and my timing is right,
I’'m the best there 1s, ever was or ever will be.

“When I was younger, before this layoff that has nearly
finished me, I hitchhiked one hundred and twenty-seven
hours without stopping, without food or sleep, crossed
the continent twice in six days, cooled my thumbs in both
oceans and caught rides after midnight on unlighted high-
ways, such was my skill, persuasion, rhythm. I set records
and immediately cracked them; went farther, faster than
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any hitchhiker before or since. As I developed, however, I
grew more concerned with subtleties and nuances of style.
Time in terms of m.p.h. no longer interested me. I began
to hitchhike in something akin to geological time: slow,
ancient, vast. Daylight, I would sleep in ditches and under
bushes, crawling out in the afternoon like the first fish
crawling from the sea, stopping car after car and often as
not refusing their lift, or riding only a mile and starting
over again. I removed the freeway from its temporal con-
text. Overpasses, clover-leafs, exit ramps took on the per-
sonality of Mayan ruins for me. Without destination,
without cessation, my run was often silent and empty;
there were no increments, no arbitrary graduations reduc-
ing time to functional units. I abstracted and purified.
Then I began to juxtapose slow, extended runs with short,
furiously fast ones—until I could compose melodies, con-
certi, entire symphonies of hitch. When poor Jack Ker-
ouac heard about this, he got drunk for a week. I added
dimensions to hitchhiking that others could not even un-
derstand. In the Age of the Automobile—and nothing has
shaped our culture like the motor car—there have been
many great drivers but only one great passenger. I have
hitched and hiked over every state and half the nations,
through blizzards and under rainbows, in deserts and in
cities, backward and sideways, upstairs, downstairs and in
my lady’s chamber. There is no road that did not expect
me. Fields of daisies bowed and gas pumps gurgled when
I passed by. Every moo cow dipped toward me her full
udder. With me, something different and deep, in bright
focus and pointing the way, arrived in the practice of
hitchhiking. I am the spirit and the heart of hitchhiking, I
am its cortex and its medulla, I am its foundation and its
culmination, I am the jewel in its lotus. And when I am
really moving, stopping car after car after car, moving so
freely, so clearly, so delicately that even the sex maniacs
and the cops can only blink and let me pass, then I em-
body the rhythms of the universe, I feel what it is like to
be the universe, I am in a state of grace.



EVEN COWGIRLS GET THE BLUES 57

“You may claim that I’ve an unfair advantage, but no
more so than Nijinsky, whose reputation as history’s
most incomparable dancer is untainted by the fact that his
feet were abnormal, having the bone structure of bird feet.
Nature built Nijinsky to dance, me to direct traffic. And
speaking of birds, they say birds are stupid, but I once
taught a parakeet to hitchhike. Couldn’t speak a word,
but he was a hitchhiking fool. I let him get rides for us all
across the West, and then he indicated that he wanted to
set out on his own. I let him go and the very first car he
stopped was carrying two Siamese cats. Tsk tsk. Maybe
birds are stupid at that.”

le6.

THE SO-CALLED TALK SERUM is essentially racemic
methedrine with a pinch of Sodium Pentothal. It is not to
be confused with the controversial “truth serum,” which
is wholly Sodium Pentothal. Indeed, according to Dr.
Goldman, the talk serum may cause a subject to exagger-
ate. Clearly, he believed Sissy Hankshaw guilty of over-
statement while under the influence of the injection.

The author frankly doesn’t know. The author isn’t alto-
gether certain that there is any such thing as exaggeration.
Our brains permit us to utilize such a wee fraction of their
resources that, in a sense, everything we experience is a re-
duction.

We employ drugs, yogic techniques and poetics—and a
thousand more clumsy methods—in an effort just to
bring things back up to normal.

So much for that. And so much for Sissy Hankshaw’s
testimony on hitchhiking, whether distorted or exact.
There is something else to get at here. Listen.

Suppose you awoke one morning with the uneasy feel-
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ing that the world had, while you slept, somehow slipped
a-tilt and rose to find that your dresser drawers were
mysteriously open a fraction of an inch and that prescrip-
tion bottles had tipped over in the medicine cabinet (al-
though neither you nor anyone else in your household
had ventured since bedtime to get an aspirin, a condom or
a Tums) and that pictures on the wall, shades on the lamps
and books in the case were askew. Outdoors, the taller
buildings were posing a la Pisa, or, should you live in the
country, streams were running slightly outside their
grooves as fruits dropped like gargoyle ganglia from the
uniformly leaning trees. What would be your reaction to
such a phenomenon? Honestly, now, and seriously, too.
How would you feel? Would you be scared? Confused?
Puzzled and anxious? Would you telephone the police?
Would you pray? Or would you numbly await an expla-
nation, refusing to attempt to analyze the event or even to
experience it with your full emotions until you had read
the papers, tuned in the news, heard how experts from the
universities were explaining the tilt, learned how the Pen-
tagon planned to deal with it, were reassured by the P