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The Jaguars of Southtown 

 Forty days passed without landing a sale. For a while, I felt 
sorry for myself, and then self-pity shifted gears and boiled into a 
rage that curdled everything I touched. The Deepwater spill down 
in the Gulf had put a damper on auto sales. The economy in gener-
al was in shambles, but this beat-up town hadn’t prospered much 
since the Red Mountain Cut. Meanwhile, we’re dumping good, 
hard-earned USD into foreign countries, and our Harvard-educat-
ed Kenyan president was doing all of jackshit about it. Instead of 
buying new cars, people just drive them longer. Used to I could 
sell forty cars in a month. You don’t need a Harvard degree to do 
that. 
 When DOT took a slice out of Red Mountain for the express-
way, and the folks with means moved south to bedroom commu-
nities for the schools like college campuses, most of downtown 
Birmingham self-actualized to antique ruins, reverting to a giant 
used-car lot, a smooth asphalted prairie where trash and news blew 
before the winds. I managed a downtown lot on 20th street. My 
office was in a portable trailer stacked on cinder blocks. Long sil-
ver strands of concertina wire outlined the perimeter of the lot like 
a concentration camp. The warehouse next door had been aban-
doned since I got my driver’s license. Sale banners in conflicting 
primary colors flapped and whipped in the hot winds and the flat 
air in that metal can was tight as my collar. We parked cars on the 
sidewalk. On Saturdays, when the urban prairie land was empty 
and dead, looking more and more like a southern Detroit, instead 
of making cold calls and getting hung up on by irate voices, I 
played lonely games of golf, as blue and red klaxon dopplered by. 
 I positioned my belly putter, searching for that sweet spot on 
the face-balanced club head, a custom job where I had detached 
the putter’s iron head and refitted it with a chrome leaping Jag-
uar hood ornament. Every putter has personality, and you have to 
learn what they want deep inside like finding a woman’s g-spot. 
With this special Jaguar putter I tapped the ball down a thin green 
strip of Astroturf toward a red plastic cup. Even though the trailer 
yawed toward the street, the putt was straight and simple. Then 
my lot attendant barged into the trailer without knocking and 
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swiped the ball with the edge of the door and it skittered off under 
my desk.  
 —Goddamn it, Larry. I was about to sink that son of a bitch. 
 —Hey Rick. 
 —This better be important. You see I’m busy. 
 I brandished the club in the air, twisting it in my hands, ad-
miring my craftsmanship. Kathy always said I was good with my 
hands. 
 —Guy out here wants to trade in his car. 
 —What kind of car? 
 —One of them banged-up Toyotas. 
 I looked around the trailer office for the golf ball. 
 —Let me guess, it’s one of the recall models with no brakes. 
 —You’d be guessing right. 
 —Tell him to write a check to Birmingham Tow Company, 
or give us fifty dollars to tow that piece of shit off the lot. This is 
a used-car dealership, not a junkyard, goddamn it. We don’t want 
people’s scrap metal. 
 I ducked under my desk. Larry’s boots were muddied up and 
dogshitted from where he’d been traipsing through the alleyway. I 
was about to yell at him for wasting my time and the good, untaxed 
money I paid him under the table every week, when he slammed 
the wafer-thin door on his way out. The trailer floor shook beneath 
my feet and yet the swiped golf ball did not roll out of its hiding 
place. 
 I leaned on the window, mummified moths windrowed on 
the sill, and watched Larry hustle the rice burner off the lot. The 
Cityville Lofts across the street were almost complete and then the 
lofties would move in with their two and a half kids and the value 
of surrounding real estate would appreciate and before long the 
dealership rent would go up and Larry and I would be valeting the 
cars we’d just sold for Monopoly money. The Red Mountain Cut 
was a nasty scar dynamited in the mountainside, but if it could let 
them out of the city, it could let them back in again. 
 The best were the cash-in-hand adrenaline junkies who’d 
come grandstanding into my Madison Avenue trailer, their Viagra-
dicks hanging out and wanting the fastest production car on the 
lot. I’d sell them something that would explode when they banged 
into a telephone pole or drove through somebody’s kitchen wall 
and into the family dinner because they didn’t know the gas from 
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the brake. Ever since I got into a fisticuff with some rube who 
wanted to haggle over a below-market sticker price, I’d been an-
gling to exit the business. Move somewhere nobody knew me, 
start fresh, maybe Miami, some place with a lot of golf green and 
no barbed wire, I don’t know. I once threatened to floss a custom-
er’s yellowed teeth with that barbed wire and was sent home, be-
cause the owner said I was not the type to cross the street to avoid 
a fight. Right now I just wanted my goddamned golf ball back. I 
was about to place another ball through the office window over-
looking 20th Street, and watch it bounce through traffic, maybe 
put out a windshield, when the owner of the Jaguar dealership off 
University waltzed into my trailer condo.  
 —Nice office, Rick. I love what you’ve done with the place. 
 By place, Springs meant a steel tanker desk and a sheetless 
brown mattress from my picayune marriage, the one thing I got 
out of the divorce, aside from lawyer fees. I’d been sleeping on it 
in the trailer mortgage-free since the Sheriff served me an eviction 
notice a year back. The divorce was made final a month ago; the 
summer months are the longest. The heartbreak, what there was, 
slowly drifted away until a man just let himself go. My trailer 
office was starting to look like a college dorm. An empty beer can 
rolled across the curling linoleum and stopped at Springs’ feet. 
 —What the hell is it with people can’t knock, I said to Mister 
Springs who was scanning the trailer like an interior decorator 
looking to queer up the place. Springs’ luxury car lot was about a 
5-iron distance from my trailer park, no farther than I could drive 
a ball down the fairway on a calm, windless day. He looked at the 
custom club I brandished, and I followed his eyes down the length 
of the putter where it stopped at the leaping Jaguar mounted at the 
end of the club.  
 —That’s a nice club you got there. 
 —Thanks. I made it myself. 
 —Where’d you get the hood ornament? 
 —Stole it off your lot, where else? 
 —I knew there was something missing. I can sense it. That’s 
why I come here. 
 —You need a used but not abused jalopy, Mister Springs? I 
got just the deal for you. 
 —See that pen on the desk there. 
 I looked at the desk, an old Cold War desk built to withstand 
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a nuclear attack. An oak partners desk in a corner office would’ve 
been nice.  
 —Yeah, I see it. 
 —Sell me that pen for at least twice what you paid for it. 
 —Pardon? 
 —The pen. Sell it to me. 
 —It’s my pen. 
 —Sell me the goddamn pen. 
 —All right, all right. 
 The cinch to moving cars off the lot, to the vendition of in-
ventory at a criminal markup was to assume that the customer 
was no brighter than the light bulb in your beer fridge. Through 
the artful manipulation of tone and demeanor, just the right edge 
and quantity of condescension, but not so much that you offend 
them, just so they know you’re sharper than a golf ball, you pres-
ent yourself as a professor of cars, an academic of the catchpenny 
auto-industrial complex. You know the car’s specs better than you 
know your own family, and if you don’t have a family then you 
make one up, because car-buying people trust a family man. A 
man’s handshake can seal a deal, or break it, whether firm or flac-
cid. For the evangelicals with money, you put a little Jesus into the 
sale and mirific things can happen to you. Follow me, I shall show 
you how to fish for people, you tell them, and you do not look 
back to see if they are following you. Most customers will follow 
you into the showroom like sheep to the slaughter. There’s a lot of 
high-fiving, fist-bumping, tie-pulling, arm-wrestling, soft-soaping 
and frat-boy monkeyshines. You do handstands or cartwheels if 
you have to, whatever antic it takes to make them think they’re the 
brightest bulb in the meat locker and take their checkbooks out. 
And when the checkbook comes out, you act like you’ve been in 
the End Zone before. 
 I picked up the pen, hefted it in my palm and screwed the cap 
off. 
 —You know, my wife uses this pen when she writes love let-
ters to me. She says the ink dries as soon as it hits the paper, so she 
never smears it when she writes words like love and fuck me. 

I no longer had a wife, but your buyer doesn’t need to know 
that. I could have rattled on about overhead, bottom line, peak oil, 
the rising cost of ink, but that’s the kind of business talk that will 
bore the good thrifty folks who buy used cars. I knew that Springs 

The Jaguars of Southtown 



5

was the type of dealership owner to shoot from the hip, and any 
highfalutin talk about economics would have put him off. 

—And if the ink dries soon as it hits the paper, it’ll be dry on 
your customers’ checks when they sign it, before they can think 
twice about how much they’re paying you for the best purchase 
of their lives. It won’t bleed, won’t run, writes with the grace and 
speed of a thing alive.  

He snatched the pen from my hand, hefted it in his like a 
weapon.    

—See Rick, that’s what I’m talking about. That pitch right 
there is poetry. Sales ain’t nothing but rhetoric. You could con-
vince a man he’s got a soul and that he needs to pay the retail price 
for it, plus tax. Or that a man ain’t got a soul, and he needs to buy 
one, Springs lectured, still cockblocking the doorway, looking me 
always square in the eye. —I seen what you done selling rattle-
traps and jalopies before the market got shitdeep in bubbles and 
riskiness. But that ain’t your fault. This morning I had to can my 
salesman because he couldn’t sell pussy to a thirty-year-old virgin. 
 —What is it you want, Mister Springs? A round of golf? You 
want your hood ornament back? 
 His nose minutely twitched like a rabbit sniffing a threat.  
 —I want the shirt off their backs, their shoes, their credit cards, 
their wallets, their wives, whatever will make them put down a de-
posit on one of these cats, you got me? You got too much sales tal-
ent to be wasting it in this fucking trailer park. Now, get your ass 
out of this dump and hustle some real cars for me, Mister Springs 
said as if pulling the cotton viscera out of a knifed stuffed animal.  
 He still had the pen in his hand as he opened the trailer door 
and descended the wooden steps I’d skill-sawed from 2x10’s.  
 —Oh, and keep your damn pen, he said and angled around, 
under-handing it to me. —Your wife may need it.
 The pen sailed by, end over end, and I grabbed only air, the 
pen lost among golf balls under my desk.
 

 Although I never formally agreed to take the Jaguar job, I 
drove my shit-kicker Nissan 720 pickup truck the next morning 
and rattlebanged into a space in the employee lot and cut off the 
engine. To my right, overlooking the street, was a relucent silver 
sculpture of a leaping Jaguar, modeled exactly like the hood or-
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nament only big as a real puss and chromed so bright in the sun 
it burned your retinas to even glance at it. No more sleeping on 
the floor, or sad, kitschy sales banners. I had never sold new cars 
before, but I figured I’d give it the old college try, and if that didn’t 
pan out there was always the Army, Miami, prison, other plan-
ets. I stayed strapped to my seat and listened to the faucet of oil 
dripping from the cylinder heads into the oil pan, the metronomic 
plinking of the engine, and I remembered that Mister Springs built 
his Jaguar lot on top of a black cemetery. Nothing to do with race 
or whatnot, he said — the land was cheap. Rumorists said his 
cars were spooked, the engines starting and stopping themselves, 
radios anachronistically tuned to old broadcasts from the 60’s like 
Radio Free Dixie or a soul music station. Remember soul music? 
Neither do I. 
 Mister Springs swaggered out of his office, a starched white 
shirt his wife ironed coming out of his khakis, the collar so tight 
it enhanced his considerable dewlap, ducking under a Jaguar ban-
ner, and hustled across the lot toward me and my truck. I cranked 
the window down, positioning my arm on the door like a long-dis-
tance truck driver.
 —Look, if you’re going to sell cars for me, you’re not going 
to show up to work in that oil burner. This piece of shit truck will 
downright terrify a Jaguar buyer. Get it out of here. 
 He handed over the keys to a new Jaguar XF, one of those 
luxury sports saloons that was worth more than I would ever have. 
A 5.0-litre supercharged V8 petrol engine under the hood. Chrome 
glittering everywhere, and the grace and verve of a natural cre-
ation that was born, not machined by the same species that invent-
ed carpet-bombing, leaded gasoline, the Segway, CFCs, asbestos, 
New Coke, and plastic grocery bags. 
 —Product knowledge is essential, Springs said, tapping his 
forehead. —You got to know these cars inside and out, just like 
you would your wife if you had one. He was eying my bare ring 
finger. 
 —Good morning to you too, Mister Springs. 
 —And another thing. You got to stop snubbing out cigarettes 
on plates. I saw those plates in your trailer office. Well, this ain’t 
your trailer, got it, Rick? 
 —Got it, Mister Springs. I got it. 
 Mister Springs disappeared into the heat vapors floating over 
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the rolling necropolitan blacktop, and I thought, as I handled the 
truck door open, it ain’t so bad to be buried under a black field of 
Jaguars. 

     

I spent my first day washing down the cats in the lot, waiting on 
a buyer Springs had set me up with to keep an appointment. I 
was getting sunburned from the reflection off the cars and seeing 
floating white spots, hallucinated blobs and splashes of color, so 
I pulled aviators out of my shirt pocket and slipped them over my 
face and buffed every XF until my arms were sore and Springs 
went home for the day. When he was gone, I walked the lot, 
checked all the doors to make sure they were locked and pulled 
the razor-wire gate behind me when I left.
 I did not knock at my old trailer office door. Larry was throw-
ing darts at a board he had chalked on the wall. 

 —I’m gone less than a week, and the whole place falls to shit. 
 —Rick, you back for more?
 —I see you moved up in the world of used cars, Larry. Who’s 
watching the lot? 
 —Ain’t nobody watching the lot. You want your old job back? 
I can throw darts against the side of the trailer from the lot. 
 —Larry, this is a very classy office, don’t trash it. I want to 
trade in my Nissan.   
 —Think we got enough of those, Rick. 
 Larry disagreeably cleared some phlegm from the back of his 
throat. 
 —You got any idea how many Mexicans you can fit into the 
back of this here thing? Look, I already feel like I’m donating an 
organ by giving her away. Do you know how it feels to give up an 
organ, Larry? The heart, say? Your liver? All that bile stored up 
for years just gone like that. Any idea? 
 —All right, we’ll take it. 
 Larry had always been a pushover. The place would be crowd-
ed with unsellable cars by the end of the month. Buy low, sell high 
should be the Alabama state motto. 
 I fumbled through my pants for the keys and then sent them 
sailing through the air and Larry caught them against his chest 
like a basket of eggs. I wrote myself a check from the used-car 
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dealership and pocketed it and headed for the door. 
 —Hey, Larry. 
 —Hey what, Rick, as he aimed a green dart at the trailer wall. 
 —You know what the Jaguar motto is?
 —Meow? 
 —Grace, Space, Pace. 
 —Grace, Larry said.  —That’s real funny. I used to run around 
with a bitch named Grace. Good luck, Rick. 

   
   
 Across the street from Springs’ showroom was a long low 
concrete wall that marked the territory of the vintage Southtown 
housing project, thrown up long before Hope VI. The city had 
commissioned a local unemployed artist to paint over all the graf-
fiti tags: The Jaguars in looping bubble script and the words Bir-
mingham City Jail slanted cryptically down the concrete wall in 
plain view for any potential car buyer to read. Over half the scene 
was executed before Springs recruited me for his dealership. The 
mural would be done and signed by the muralist’s handprint by 
the end of the day. 
 The muralist crouched against his work, moving between 
buckets of bright paint with many brushes. What must it be like 
to create a thing like that, and the thing for a time is you, and 
then you are finished, and it goes on in the world without you. To 
be interpreted by scalawags and villains according to the critical 
vogue of the day. The car is the closest thing we will ever create 
to something that is alive. Without knowing either from what it 
comes, or toward what end it tends. I think now the mural, though 
still there, is old and grey, graffiti covering it again, sun-faded and 
dead as the used cars I once retailed. 
 I was the only salesman on that lot no bigger than a slave ship. 
Jaguars sell themselves. You’re not going to sell a Jag to any-
one who doesn’t already dream about one. The crossless Negro 
dead beneath the black tires of white-collar luxury were silent, 
and I prospered in the easy coolness of the showroom, behind a 
sun-sparkled field of glass, sipping weak drip coffee from a Styro-
foam cup, and in a plane below the showroom’s crystalline quietus 
I detected the movement of southbound traffic on the Red Moun-
tain Expressway thundering by Southtown — the engineers routed 
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the Expressway within inches of the projects. Mister Springs said 
that the hot coffee cup warnings everywhere were symptomatic of 
our pantywaist culture. I blew breath over the surface of the cof-
fee, stirring shallow waves that died against the cup’s white walls, 
anesthetized by the white noise of Jaguar commercials buzzing in 
the background, and watched the artist erase the graffiti of South-
town’s gangs, the urban poetry of dogs marking their territory. 
      As church bells signaled the hours, the artist elaborated the 
overpainting — I don’t know how long I stood there, entranced 
behind showroom glass — into a tropical mural painted length-
wise across the concrete wall that separated the housing project 
from the boulevard down to the Expressway overpass. From his 
painstaking brushwork emerged banana leaves and floral motifs, 
pink blooms of exotically extinct species, a different kind of mes-
meric graffiti. A tropical paradise like Aruba or Miami — places 
where a man’s reach does not exceed his grasp — overgrowing 
this concrete jungle, in the gray wastes of which only one thing 
stood out: the silver Jaguar sculpture scintillated in the sun like 
the silver bean I saw when I was so desperate for a sale I drove a 
car to Chicago. 

When the mural was almost done, the jungle leaves were 
layered thick enough to get lost in. The artist’s illusion was so 
complete I felt I could part the verdure of the jungle leaves and 
walk into some prelapsarian village. At last, he brushed over the 
Jaguars’ tag. I wanted to talk with him, but knew I had nothing to 
say, and neither would he. I recalled some drunk’s bar joke, told 
around the time of my separation from Kathy, about why the car 
salesman crossed the road, but couldn’t remember the punch line. 
Remembering how a thing begins is easy, but how a thing ends I 
never could count on. Just as, after making a sale, you know who 
drives the car off the lot, but where it goes is a blind spot, because 
the mirror is all rear view. 

I knew that the muralist couldn’t see me eclipsed behind the 
angry white glare flashing across the showroom glass. But he 
must have sixth-sensed the presence of an invisible omniscience, 
for he turned around, dripping brush in hand, squinting into the 
glassy second sun behind which I kept an eye on the lot, picking 
apart my Styrofoam coffee cup till I had a harvest of snowy foam 
pieces at my feet. 

The muralist had dark eyes that drooped with drink and which 
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the light avoided. The brushes disappeared in his big hands, be-
came an appendage from which the jungle spontaneously burst 
forth. The artist stood just higher than his mural, about the height 
of a smallish truck. A hard face sensitively set, a blacker version 
of myself. I have never been what you might call an introspective 
man, and I see myself only as a shade of others. 

I jaywalked University Boulevard and took the sidewalk jag-
ged by magnolia roots and turned down an alley by a blue metal 
dumpster, holding my nose, and came out upon an empty, child-
less playground, swings dangling by rusted chains squeaking in 
the wind. So this was the punchline. I was searching for the mu-
ralist, but he was gone, leaving only his handiwork behind. A plas-
tic sheet flapped over a window. I thought of what I would leave 
behind when my work was done. Some golf balls in the trailer 
office, and a dog-eared, fatigued copy of the Kelley Blue Book. 
Mattresses like the one back in my trailer piled waist-high on the 
curb, shredded tires and meatless chicken bones whitening in the 
sun. 

I took my jacket off and draped it over my forearm and side-
stepped around an overturned, broken-wheeled grocery cart in 
someone’s front yard. A plateless car jacked up on cinder blocks 
like my old trailer office. A tribe of old men sat silently on dented 
metal folding chairs and leaned at a Formica table. I thought they 
might be playing cards, reading the paper, but they didn’t appear 
to be doing anything at all except leaning statuesquely against the 
table like a taxidermist’s work. A man younger than myself was 
grilling red meat on an open pit and I watched him moribundly 
chew on a cheeseburger like a zombie as his eyes followed me 
across the lawn. The whole place skunked up with oniony halito-
sis. I unbuttoned my collar and loosened the constricting tie knot-
ted about my neck as I stepped over water pooled in the gutters 
where an unrepaired main had ruptured, my head aching with the 
pounding purr of new and used cars on the Red Mountain express-
way nearby. I find myself in places I do not belong. 

But anyplace you can make a sale is the right one at that mo-
ment. I’ve always stood by that. I met my ex-wife when I sold 
her a used car I knew would fall apart soon as she drove it off the 
lot. I was counting the cash down payment when she phoned the 
office, saying the engine failed ten blocks south. I gave her a lift. 
After we married, she said there was something wrong in the way 
I looked at people. I didn’t look, she said, I assessed people with 
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