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I  don ’ t  know who th is  Dante guy is ,  but  I  in tend to f ind out and ,  g iven the opportun i ty ,  k ick h is  ass .  Th is  shr ink 
I  had to v is i t—part of  my court - ordered t reatment for  someth ing I  d idn ’ t  rea l ly  do or  at  least  not  l ike she 
sa id—started te l l ing me th is  Dante character,  some I ta l ian poet dude ,  sa id the worst  you can suf fer  is  when 
you th ink about good t imes when you ’ re a l ready miserable .  Now you te l l  me,  what k ind of  mind-quack sh i t  is 
that? You ’ re te l l ing me-- or  th is  fat  ass wi th g lasses and weepy eyes is - - that  the fact  I ’m t r y ing to remember a 
t ime when I  was happy ,  hav ing a good t ime ,  is  just  mak ing me more miserable? Okay ,  but  l ike my granddaddy 
l iked to say ,  i f  a bu l l f rog had wings he wouldn ’ t  bump h is  ass .

A
nd all this because all I really wanted to do was just 
defend myself . I mean, my bitch wife—don’t get me wrong 
I used to love her like a madman—started running around, 
claiming I just didn’t know how to treat a good woman, didn’t 

know how to give her what she wanted, by which she meant related 
to money but that some people came to believe meant in the sack, 
where, I can damn well tell you, I can hold my own with any rich 
swinging dick . So there she is, telling shit about me all over town at 
the same time she’s sharing the goods with this hot-shit suit-wearing 
guy—real estate’s his game—who’s married and has kids, and I’m the 
one who’s supposed to be whacked out? Well, not at least till all this 
kind of bullshit started falling down on my ass, out of the fucking 
blue . 

I mean, do you know what it’s like to pull in to buy gas and see 
through the window that the two girls behind the counter are point-
ing at you and laughing their asses off—and one of them is Jimbo 
Cramer’s sister, who, word has it, once had to move out of a town 
down east because she’d already screwed every able-bodied guy in it 
and had at least three pissed-off wives gunning for her . I mean, I have 
to put up with that kind of crap from people like that?

After hearing one story too many, passed along to me by one of 
my buddies who heard it from his wife who heard it from her cousin, 
I made a point of catching up with Pauline in the parking lot of the 
strip mall where she works at Loretta’s Fashion Showcase . She was 
headed out for lunch, wrapped tight in some kind of flowered frock, 
teetering on high heels with all kinds of straps and buckles, when 
I fell into step with her, which spooked her, threw her off balance 
and caused her to topple off one of those spikes and almost fall face 
forward on the asphalt . Instinctively, I reached out and caught her by 
the arm, yanked her back up and let her get steady again .

“Goddamn you, Winston, you scared the living shit out of me,” she 
muttered, trying to regain her composure . “What the hell are you 
doing creeping around out here? I told you I didn’t want to see you 
or talk to you anytime soon, especially after what you did to Robert .”

That made me laugh . “Robert? That gold-chain wearing, low-bred 
son of a bitch? He’s lucky I didn’t haul him out of that sweet little 
office of his and whip his ass within an inch of his life .”

Actually, I was glad to hear Robert or someone had clued Pauline 
in on the fact I paid her illicit lover a visit, just kind of strolled into 
Lombardi’s Homes & Land like I had business there—which in a way 

by Gary Carter

REAL SOUTH FICTION



76 77RealSouthMagazine.com February 2013

I did—blew by the receptionist and right into his office . There was a 
woman in there with him, going over some kind of paperwork, and 
they both looked a little shocked, like some serial killer had cornered 
them .

“Excuse me, sir, can I help you with something,” Robert asked, 
standing up behind his big desk and popping down the cuffs of his 
starched shirt, which swear to God was pink .

“Well, I don’t know, Robert, unless I can persuade you nicely to 
stop screwing my wife,” I said calmly . The woman kind of quivered, 
gave Robert the eye and then me .

“Sir, I’m quite certain I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he 
fired back crisply, but I already had seen the tremor behind the eyes . 
He knew exactly what I was talking about .

“Oh, but I’m quite certain you do know what I’m talking about, 
Robert,” I said, taking a couple of steps closer to the desk, which 
caused the woman to take a quick step to the side, probably worried 
I might be going to shoot Robert . “Let’s see, you know--in fact, you 
know intimately--my wife, Pauline, works down at Loretta’s in the 
Depot Shopping Center, been slipping around with her for what I’m 
told has been four or five months, checking into the Silver Moon 
Motel way out on 73 for long lunches and Saturday afternoon delight .”

Robert had turned a shade not far removed from his shirt, and I 
knew he was shaken, and also didn’t like that the other woman was 
hearing all this, plus the receptionist who had come in behind me in 
time to catch what I said . Both of them were looking at him, and, like 
I figured, he tried to play it tough . 

“You shouldn’t be going around making accusations like that, cer-
tainly without any proof,” he said, pulling himself up and puffing out 
his chest . “This is insulting .”

I took another step closer to the desk and could tell he was having 
a little trouble holding his ground, especially since I was now close 
enough to grab him . I stood quietly for about 
five good beats, just to unsettle him some 
more, staring into his eyes with a hard-ass 
look I’d practiced in the mirror at my buddy 
Johnny’s apartment where I’d been crashing 
since vacating our house after confronting 
Pauline with her transgressions—which to 
be honest nearly shattered my stupid heart . 

I broke the silence . “Listen, Robert, you 
know the truth, I know the truth, and if you 
want me to produce proof, well, there are 
some real nice photos of you and Pauline all 
cozy in the back booth at Sir Beef over in Columbia, just laughing 
and kissing, which I bet your wife would just enjoy the hell out of . 
And Justin out at the motel showed me where Mister and Missus 
Jones had been pretty damn frequent visitors, paying cash most of 

the time, but using a charge card a couple of times, which kind of 
leaves a trail that again I bet your loving wife would find interesting .”

 Now I was just goofing about the photos, since there 
weren’t any, but he didn’t know that and I knew the idea that any-
thing like that existed was probably pretty close to causing him to 
soil his shorts about then . “Why don’t you ladies excuse us,” Robert 
said to the women who didn’t seem too eager to miss out on the rest 
of the action, probably because I’m guessing Robert is the type of 
self-important prick who likely had hit on both of them at one time 
or another, him being the Lord’s gift to women . But both finally did 
hustle out, leaving Robert and me just about nose to nose .

“Now, what the hell do you want?” he snarled, as if I was suddenly 
going to fear him .

“Real simple, Robert,” I said very calmly, almost pleasantly . “I want 
you to stay the hell away from Pauline?”

“Or what?” he asked, still trying to display his nerves of steel .
“Or, Robert, first I’m going to kick your ass from one end of town 

to the other, which is not going to be very pleasant for you . And 
then I’m going to pay a little visit to your wife—who might I say is a 
good-looking woman—and tell her some tales that I just don’t think 
she’s going to find very amusing and could be pretty costly for you, 
money bags .”

Now he was like a boxer staggered by a good straight right hand 
and trying to stay upright, act like he’s not really hurt . But you can 
see the pain in the eyes and the cold fear as reality seeps in . To be 
honest, at that point, I really didn’t care if he kept banging Pauline 
or not, since I was pretty much done with her, and not just because 
of the screwing around out of wedlock thing, but as much over the 
lies she was telling about me to cover her own sorry ass . That’s what I 
found the most unforgivable . Not that I also didn’t want to make this 
snobby little real estate magnate suffer as well, and I’d thought long 

and hard about just letting his wife in on the game . But then I figured 
I didn’t want her to hurt like I was hurting, or for his kids to have 
to go through a bunch of shit because their father was a worthless, 
slimy prick . And Johnny also had pointed out to me that people like 
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a l ready screwed ever y ab le-bod ied guy in i t  and had at  least  three p issed-
of f  wives gunn ing for  her.  I  mean ,  I  have to put  up with that  k ind of  crap 
f rom people l ike that?

REAL SOUTH FICTION



78 79RealSouthMagazine.com February 2013

Robert generally get caught sooner or later, which didn’t really help 
me much but gave me hope .

He wasn’t trying tough any longer, and his voice was kind of 
scratchy . “Listen, I don’t want any trouble, and I don’t want my family 
to get dragged into this . I won’t see her anymore, and I’ll give you 
money, if that’ll help you, you know, maybe let this go .”

It was perfect, and I got the very great pleasure of laughing in his 

face . “I don’t want any of your fucking money, you asshole . You keep 
this shit up and I’m gonna kick your ass for general principles .”

He held up his hands . “Okay,” he stammered . “Sorry . I didn’t mean 
to offend you .”

I laughed again, an act that shrink likely would term a healthy reac-
tion . “Your face offends me,” I told Robert . “And your pink shirt and 
those gold cufflinks and that bullshit hunting painting over there on 
the wall, and those ticky-tacky houses you built out on River Road . 
And in particular it offends me how you strut around like you’re 
some high-class gentlemen when you and I both know you’re just a 
low-bred old boy from a tobacco farm over in Pamlico County who 
got lucky and went to college .”

I backed toward the door, maintaining eye contact with him . I 
could tell he was relieved, so I couldn’t resist taking a quick step back 
toward him, making him flinch . “And one more thing, Robert,” I said . 
“If I hear you’ve said anything about me or Pauline, even something 
nice, I’m going to darken this door again and it won’t be to discuss 
real estate . You understand that?”

“Yeah, yeah, I got it, loud and clear,” he said, eyes down . “You won’t 
have any trouble out of me .”

“Lucky you,” I said, and turned around and walked out of the office, 
past the receptionist who was lurking right outside and probably had 
heard everything . In fact, she gave me a quick little smile, which I 
returned .

Now Pauline was eyeing me coldly . “So what is it you want, Win-
ston? And before you even mention it, I’m not interested in talking 
about us or going to counseling at the church or any of that crap . You 
may have scared Robert off, but that doesn’t change the fact I’m just 

not in love with you anymore .”
Now that still stung, but I let her have it back . “You know, honey, 

I could care less about you and your feelings . I’m done with all that .”
I could tell she hadn’t expected that, and, in fact, was probably hop-

ing for a little drama that would make her feel all high and mighty . 
But I wasn’t about to give her that pleasure . “And I’m just here to 
tell you to your face the same thing I told your ex-boyfriend—I 

don’t want to hear any more lies and bullshit 
stories about me coming from you or anybody 
else . Otherwise, I’m going to make things very 
uncomfortable for you .”

“Oh, really,” she said coolly . “And just how do 
you think you’re going to do that?”

“Hmmm, well, I guess I could just start let-
ting out some of the facts I happen to know 
about you and Robert, and all your slipping 
around . I’m sure your mama and all her Bap-
tist biddy buddies would just love that, and I’m 
even betting ol’ Loretta might have some issues 

with having a cheating wife and possible homewrecker in her store, 
waiting on these upstanding decent ladies around here .”

“You wouldn’t dare,” she said . “All that makes you look bad, too .”
“Yeah, maybe,” I said . “But you’ve already spread a load of manure 

about me, so I don’t I have a whole hell of a lot to lose . While you, on 
the other hand…”

I left it dangling and could tell Pauline was trying to figure all the 
angles . But, like I knew she would, Pauline wasn’t going to take a 
chance and said, “Okay, let’s just say nobody does anymore talking 
about anybody else . That work for you?”

I gave her one of my winning grins, the kind I like to believe used 
to get her attention back when we first met . “That works just fine for 
me, honey .”

I put one finger on her arm, tapped it and turned away, feeling mis-
sion accomplished . Naturally, being a woman and all, Pauline had 
to get in the last lick . “Just so you know, it wouldn’t have mattered 
if it was Robert or not,” she said . “I was going to be done with you 
anyway . You’re just nothing special .”

I kept walking, fighting down the urge to flip her the bird over 
my shoulder . And, okay, I’m nothing special, by lots of criteria . But 
I am a decent human being, know how to act, treat people right, 
don’t ask for much from anybody and work hard for my money . I 
run machines in a local woodworking factory that makes cabinets 
for kitchens and bathrooms that we call custom but are just standard 
shapes and sizes that we hope fit what somebody needs when the 
time comes . I’ve generally got more splinters in me than Pinocchio, 
no matter what kind of gloves and gear I wear or how much care 
I take . Not to mention that some of them just keep getting deeper 

“Your face of fends me,” I  to ld Robert .  “And your p ink sh i r t  and those gold 
cuf f l inks and that  bu l lsh i t  hunt ing pa int ing over there on the wal l ,  and 
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farm over in Paml ico County who got luck y and went to co l lege .”
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instead of rising up to eventually burst out the skin and get wiped 
away . I always figured someday some piece of wood would keep bor-
ing into me, break through into a blood vessel and go tearing into my 
heart or my brain and cash me out in a flash .

But, no, now on top of all this other shit with Pauline, I had to 
hear a couple of weeks later from some smartass doctor that there’s a 
big dark spot on my lung, which is bad enough, but also some stuff 
already lodged in other places that says pretty much you ought to 
put your head between your legs and kiss your ass good-bye . And 
maybe you shouldn’t have started smoking those damn Marlboros 
about twenty-seven years ago . 

Of course, word gets around in a small town, and guess what Pau-
line suddenly wants to know? Not direct, mind you, but through my 
work buddy Claude who’s married to a crazy loon of a woman who 
ties his butt in knots because she hauls his ashes about once a week . 
She asks if Claude knows whether my insurance is paid up, who’s the 
beneficiary and do I have a 401k? Not, oh my god, are you gonna 
be okay, but more like do you need help getting to the check-out 
counter . 

Claude didn’t know or get any pertinent facts, of course, that being 
none of his business, so, lo and behold, who shows up at Henry’s 
Roadside Tavern on a very pleasant Saturday afternoon when I’m 
just minding my business in a back booth in the company of Misters 
Budweiser and Marlboro . I don’t know if someone tipped her off or 
whether she happened to be passing by, saw my car in the parking lot 
and figured this was as good a time as any to 
determine my situation and hers .

She waltzed in like a five-dollar hooker on 
the prowl—wearing tight little orange shorts 
and a low-cut tank top against which her 
knockers, which I always found one of her 
best features, were pressing hard—and spots 
me, sliding in across from me . “Hello, Win-
ston,” she said sweetly .

Up to this point, I was perfectly content 
drinking and smoking and contemplating the 
fact it appeared I was not going to be around 
for Christmas next year, which always was 
my favorite holiday . That’s how I kept finding 
myself thinking about all this since the doc-
tor dropped the word on me—in terms of no dove season, no more 
Clemson-South Carolina season enders, no games of eight-ball with 
Johnny and Phil, no church softball, no trips to Myrtle Beach . As for 
Pauline, I really hadn’t given her much thought once I got over being 
truly pissed off to hear she was more worried about cashing in than 
me cashing out . 

“What do you want, Pauline?” I said in a grim voice I hoped would 

scare her off .
“Why, Winston, I just wanted to see how you were doing after, 

well, after this terrible news I heard,” she said, still keeping it sweet 
and innocent .

“Bullshit,” I said, focusing my attention on lighting another Marl-
boro and blowing the smoke in her direction, which she tried to 
wave away .

“Should you be smoking that?”
I chuckled . “What the hell difference does it make now?”
She turned serious, though I wasn’t buying it . “Well, it can’t be 

helpful, can it? I mean, if you’re sick, you shouldn’t be doing…”
I jumped in right there . “Listen, Pauline, I don’t feel like having this 

conversation with you . In fact, I don’t feel like having any conversa-
tion with you . I mean, you’re not here right now to tell me you want 
me to come home so you can nurse me, right? You’re not suddenly 
filled with care and concern for me, suddenly wanting to hold my 
hand while I pass on, right?”

I swear it appeared she actually was trying to work up a tear . “Cut 
the shit, Pauline,” I said . “From what I heard, the only thing you’re 
interested in is whether you’re going to benefit from my demise . I 
mean, other than not having to be bothered with me any more .”

“Now that’s just not true,” she tried . “I asked how you were doing 
and going to do, and, okay, for some reason I asked about some other 
stuff too since we are still married, technically, and I did put in my 
time…”

And that’s when I popped her—not a fist or anything, just a slap 
up side her ear, just once, that probably rang her bell pretty good but 
didn’t in my opinion qualify as aggravated assault . But, Jesus Christ, 
you’d have thought I beat her blue, strangled her half to death and 
offered her buns up to a passing motorcycle gang the way she carried 
on, screaming and calling 911 on her cell phone, and asking who had 
witnessed the assault on her person . When they showed up, she got 

I  kept  walk ing ,  f ight ing down the urge to f l ip  her the b i rd over my shoulder. 
And ,  okay ,  I ’m noth ing spec ia l ,  by lots of  cr i ter ia .  But I  am a decent 
human be ing ,  know how to act ,  t reat  people r ight ,  don ’ t  ask for  much 
f rom anybody and work hard for  my money .  I  run mach ines in a local 
woodwork ing factor y that  makes cab inets for  k i tchens and bathrooms 
that  we cal l  custom but are just  standard shapes and s i zes that  we hope 
f i t  what somebody needs when the t ime comes .  I ’ ve genera l ly  got  more 
sp l in ters in me than P inocch io ,  no matter  what k ind of  g loves and gear I 
wear or  how much care I  take . 
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Tony and Bert, two deputy sheriffs I happen to know personally, so 
worked up they cuffed me way too tight and accidentally on purpose 
banged my head into the door when they were introducing me to the 
back seat . It wasn’t until later I figured out Bert was also someone 
who’d been getting a few favors from Pauline along the way, probably 
part of her ongoing plot to get me out of her life .

But looks like now the Big C’s going do the deed for her, and she 
won’t even have to get her hands dirty . In fact, she’ll probably get 
all dolled up in something black and short and tight and play the 
grieving widow like Elizabeth fucking Taylor . Whole time in her 
mind she’ll be counting her winnings, having gambled on me and 
now cashing in .

Unfortunately for her, I happened to find out something very 
interesting when looking at my life insurance policy with Bud Fox, 
slick-talking son of a bitch he is . He got the biggest damn kick imag-
inable when the Charlie Sheen character in that movie Wall Street 
was named the same as him . You’d have thought it was a sign from 
the Lord because all of a sudden here’s this pudgy small-town insur-
ance salesman—or broker as he took to calling himself—squiring 
around in sharp suits and wearing fancy suspenders and puffing on 
big cigars . And then he started up this cable television advertising 
campaign of him making like Gordon Gekko and telling the audi-
ence “greed is good,” but just in terms of having a well-designed life 
insurance plan so that your loved ones were protected in case of 
your untimely demise . And he conveniently ignored the fact that his 
namesake went to prison at the end of the movie .

But Bud’s a pretty good guy now, having gotten over the other stuff 
and settled in to just doing a quality job taking care of his clients . I’d 
always had my car and house insurance with him, and the company 
I work for has its life and disability insurance with him . I went to 
confer with him shortly after being released from jail on my own 
recognizance by a judge who, having been clued in on my situation 

and possibly even knowing some additional facts, said the charges 
would be dropped if I agreed to six weeks of treatment by a local 
shrink, which was fine with me since by this point I figured I had a 
few questions worth asking somebody .

Bud had reviewed my policies and told me I could try to change 
the beneficiary so it wasn’t Pauline, but that she’d probably fight it 

and since we weren’t divorced or even legally 
separated it might be difficult to cut her out . 
I already had the lady at the office revise 
my 401k, which had a pretty nice chunk of 
change in it, so that my brother’s two girls 
were equal beneficiaries with the funds to 
be used for college . Figured that was the best 
thing I could do since Pauline had balked at 
having kids of our own . Then Bud said, kind 
of joking around, “Of course, if you decide to 
off yourself, she won’t get anything .”

“What do you mean?” I asked .
He looked to make sure I knew he’d been 

kidding around, but saw my question was 
serious . “Okay, it’s just that in most life insur-

ance policies there’s a rider that says if the person covered commits 
suicide then the company doesn’t pay off . It’s pretty common .”

Who knew, I thought, but grasped that it damn well explains to 
me why all these pious Christians hang around instead of heading up 
to heaven on their own schedule . I mean, I always wondered if you 
believe you’re saved and when you die you’re going to paradise, then 
why would you put up with all this day to day bullshit and suffering . 
Hell, just part the waters and get on to living on streets of gold in 
the land of milk and honey . But now I see that if you did that you 
can’t collect and nobody else can either—and nobody wants people 
talking shit about them after they’re in the ground .

That made me grin, and Bud asked, “What?”
I just waved him off and went on my way, but now I had some-

thing new to ponder that had many ramifications . And that’s why 
I’m sitting here now, sipping a little gin until I get right with putting 
the barrel of daddy’s old Colt in my mouth and going fuck you, Pau-
line, fuck you, Big C, fuck everybody, boom, I’m oughta here . Now 
admit it, you envy me, wish you could pick the time and place to 
check out because there’s nothing we mortals dislike more than, one, 
dealing with the fact we actually have to die someday, and, two, never 
knowing when it’s coming, or that it might be so long and painful 
and gruesome you’ll be praying for somebody to put you out of your 
misery . 

Me, I’m in the driver’s seat and, if there is indeed some old boy up 
there in the sky running things, well, I guess we’ll have us a spirited 
chat about how he let things get a little screwed up down here and he 

And that ’s  why I ’m s i t t ing here now, s ipp ing a l i t t le  g in unt i l  I  get  r ight 
wi th put t ing the barre l  o f  daddy ’s  o ld Col t  in  my mouth and go ing fuck 
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should cut me a break and set me up in a nice place in a really good 
part of heaven . Can’t see how that’s gonna hurt the resale price of 
eternity . But I will tell you if that Dante guy is hanging around there 
anywhere, me and him are gonna tangle—and the Lord, well, he can 
just referee . . 
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