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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







In Search of Bluebonnets


This book came to NESFA in a roundabout and ultimately satisfying way.


It’s a very unusual book for us to do, too.


It’s a book for chemists who might appreciate magical realism—though that barely describes the power and passion of the material.


Like many other works by Charles Harness, it’s about loss and gain. Mostly, however, it’s about love.


It’s about love for a woman, but also for a lost time and place. It’s about a man looking at his life and beliefs, and reaching for those things that made them matter.


Reaching ever backwards for the elusive scent of bluebonnets …


Priscilla Olson




INTRODUCTION


The best way to introduce this new novel by the legendary Charles L. Harness is to start with Gene Wolfe’s words to the publisher:


“There are perhaps a thousand wonderful books. Most of us are fortunate if we so much as hear the titles of them in the course of a lifetime. Very few of us ever touch the covers of more than half a dozen. This is one of them. If you do not buy the copy you are holding, you are not likely to see one again.”


All of Harness’s novels flow from the wellsprings of autobiography. Remembrance refracted through a science-informed imagination is what gives his novels reality and conviction. The author can’t help it; his talent works by occupying his created worlds with authentic experience and knowledge, however fanciful his conceptions.


When J. G. Ballard published Empire of the Sun, his autobiographical novel about his boyhood internment by the Japanese during the Second World War, it was clear that this novel was perhaps a key to all his science fiction and later novels, in which we find the signs, footprints, and healed wounds of the past. With Charles L. Harness we also sense bits of autobiography in his fictions, which may also include dreams and what-might-have-beens from his life, transformed into artful alternate realities.


But where in previous novels the autobiographical details lend an extra emotional charge to the fantastic dramas, and need no further explanation, the story of Cybele is more overtly autobiographical, in the manner of the growing-up novel. It is full of painful joys and beauties, as well as tragedies, and a sense of youthful places. The novel explains itself, but one feels that the author was more willing to approach his secret places and the hidden center with greater courage. I’m reminded of C. M. Kornbluth’s comment that the major component of fiction, especially science fiction and fantasy, is more concerned with “unconscious symbolic material,” with “the individual’s relationship to his family and the raw universe than with the individual’s relationship to society.” Social criticism is implicit, because a human being is presented from “inside” his experience. What else the reader sees in the wider context is up to him.


Cybele is not a long novel, and it keeps intently to the details the author wishes to present. What most interests him affects us more deeply because of this intense focus which sets all else aside.


It might be described as a ghost story, even a tall ghost story, in which the teller, Joe Barnes, knows full well how much he may be fooling himself and the reader in describing the miraculous, perhaps supernatural, events that guide his life. Or they may be naturally occurring phenomena poorly observed and only fancifully explained. This first love of the teller’s life, Cybele, has an undoubted effect on his life, whatever the explanations of how this comes about, and that is the larger truth of the story. The past and its people do live on in all of us. They may do so because we keep them with us, or because it can’t be helped. There is survival after death, in this way.


The denial of death and the power of hope are major themes in Harness’s work, clearly present in his classic novel The Paradox Men, which I had the privilege of shepherding back into print three times. In that novel Alar the Thief is also a ghost of himself, bringing an active hope back to humanity, as Ulysses did when he came home and set his house in order. Ghost stories are perhaps the classic form of storytelling, because storytelling is itself a way of resurrecting the dead past. Once we began to think of death as an observed finality, we also began to wonder whether what we see in the physical ruin of a human being is the last word, and to wish that it might be otherwise. It’s not over, ever, is a grand cry, and a powerful hope. A ghost story attempts to redeem a loss by making a “return” part of the story, in itself already a re-creation. One day perhaps we’ll make it so, by another road—along the way of knowledge and its creative applications. Until then we have writing and poetry, and all the arts that live by remembrance, which includes being mindful of possible futures.


The telling of this novel is hypnotic. The various stories within stories of Texas life during the Great Depression exhibit a humane curiosity about the people who were part of the teller’s life, despite the sharp, often bloodied edges of their behavior. Harness makes us care deeply about what happens to his people. The sense of detail, both suggested and presented, is extraordinary, as is the Twain-like ease of telling—so convincing that we accept everything we are told and believe it’s so, because it is so within us.


Science, especially chemistry, plays a large role in Joe Barnes’s life. He knows how to think, except when love mercifully clouds his skepticism—all to the better. He is skeptical of coincidences, but faces up to their reality.


For those of us who have read Harness, this novel can only confirm to us what we all know: that at the heart of all his works, both personal and literary, there lives a wonderful human being, whose eager, questing response to his own humanity and to the raw universe has earned him high praise for sharing his visions with his readers. Perhaps this novel will reveal him to be the major American writer whom we read in the words. His modesty prevents him from thinking of his work in this way, even though I suspect and hope that he has some inkling of his true accomplishments. He actually doesn’t need to think of himself in this way; he has spent his time on the writing, which fulfills itself in his readers.


George Zebrowski


Delmar, New York


May 22, 2002




Miss Wilson


My first real contact with Cybele Wilson where I could daily undress her with adoring lascivious adolescent eyes, was in high school. She was my chemistry teacher.


She was well named. In ancient Phrygian mythology Cybele was the Goddess of Nature. Miss Cybele Wilson was a very special teacher and a very beautiful woman. I was sixteen, nearly seventeen, and she was not yet twenty-four. Sure, I had a crush on her. A lot of the boys did.


I had never seen a completely naked woman, but I had seen plenty of girls at the Forest Park swimming pool, and I had seen explicit pictures in art magazines. I had a fair idea of how they were put together.


Mentally, and working at top speed as soon as she walked into the classroom from the lab bay, I stripped her of lab coat, cotton print dress, slip, brassiere, teds. By the time she reached her desk she wore only her stockings and garters and low-heeled shoes. As I watched her come through that door and walk those eight steps, I knew how Keats had felt, “On first looking into Chapman’s Homer.”


She had green eyes and long light brown hair, which she gathered in a bun at the back of her head. She was of average height. If I were holding her closely, the top of her head would fit just under my chin. Her breasts were perfect, neither over-large nor undersized. They were firm, presumptively virginal, the upper surfaces sloping to the nipple.


Below her breasts came the smooth slightly rounded belly, interrupted by her navel, probably lightly touched with lint. With my hands on her opulent hips I bowed and kissed that navel. Next …


I had to quit. She was checking the roll and I didn’t want to meet her eyes. Instantly I re-dressed her and hoped my jock strap was holding.


We sat in tiers, the highest rows in the back, so the students in the rear could see over the heads of those in the front. I sat in about the middle, out of the way, yet with a good view. Sometimes, to show us a specimen of something or other, she would leave her desk and walk up through the tiers. My heart would beat like a machine gun when she passed me. She never seemed to notice.


The year before, the student body had voted her the most popular teacher – which of course made her a bit suspect in the eyes of the administration. She was always into something new. She started an early morning volunteer class in calculus. Sadly I couldn’t attend because I had an early morning paper route for the Record-Telegram. It netted about fifty cents a day. Money. Always money. The Great Depression was a bad time.


Not much was known about her prior life. Her origins were at least semi-local. She had been boarded and educated through high school at St. Joseph’s Sanctuary, a religious institution out in the country west of the city, supported by endowments and donations. That would suggest that she was an orphan. On the other hand I understood that she had been regularly visited there by a lady who might have been her mother.


St. Joseph’s had a certain bizarre claim to fame – which it neither asserted nor denied. In one of its buildings known as the Cup Chapel there was in fact a cup. And not just any cup. There were those who contended it was the very cup that Jesus drank from, at The Last Supper; which is to say, it was the Holy Grail.


It was actually on display in the Cup Chapel. You genuflected, wished for whatever miracle you had in mind, dropped your offering in the collection box, and left.


Off to one side there was a pile of discarded crutches, canes, a wheelchair, a hearing trumpet, and so on. Outrageous fakery, some said.


It was known that when Miss Wilson left St. Joseph’s, she went East. From things she let drop, it appeared that she got her B.S. and M.S. from a university in Washington, D.C. And thence back home and into the august faculty of JimBowie High.


She had run-ins with the system from time to time.


Take the case of J.D. Jones.


Now of course students were not permitted to smoke in school. Some of the boys tried to get around the rule by chewing tobacco – which generated copious saliva and required frequent spitting. Hey, no problem. J.D. Jones, for example, carried a stoppered ink bottle. In chemistry he sat on the front row and we could all watch him as he went into action. As soon as Miss Wilson turned to the blackboard he’d pull out the stopper and spit. But on this particular day, with perfect timing, she walked over and confiscated his bottle. Eventually his mouth filled, and – oh boy! – he had to swallow. In fact, he swallowed plug and all. He turned green, and she sent him to the nurse’s office. He went home for the day. His mother complained bitterly to Mr. Vachel, the principal, who called Miss Wilson into the discussion. The matter was dropped when the school nurse pointed out that nicotine in this form was a fine vermifuge and that J.D. for several years had needed a thorough worming.


Miss Wilson came out of that one smelling like a rose.


Several of the other teachers were jealous of her and suspected her of various felonies and misdemeanors, such as being an evolutionist, an atheist, or even having Yankee parents. But they were never able to prove anything.


In class she would talk about the future. “It’s on the way,” she would declare. “We’ll have synthetic soaps. And plastics, clear as glass, tough as steel. We’re going to wipe out disease with new medicines and drugs. People like Albert Einstein will show us how to split the atom. We’ll have cheap new energy sources.” When she got like this, her beautiful green eyes would snap and sparkle. She spoke with solemn certainty, like a beautiful Delphic priestess.


Of course, word of her weird prophecies got back to her wide circle of enemies, and they added “dangerous insanity” to her growing list of crimes.


So why did she stay? I think because she loved to teach. Teaching was her passion, the way painting was van Gogh’s, or music was Beethoven’s. She loved the contact of minds, the awakenings, the widened eyes when an idea registered.


My last thoughts as I fell asleep at night were generally of her. I remembered how she walked: with rhythm and meter, a lyric in classic mode. A poem by Coleridge. Even when standing totally motionless, she radiated grace. Yet it was impossible to point to any one feature that defined her beauty. It wasn’t just her face (though that was beautiful). It wasn’t just her body, though that was certainly superb. It was the sum total of all of her that overwhelmed me. I never tried to analyze it. It just … was.




Champ


I have to back up a few years.


A stretch of creek ran through a sort of wasteland about three miles from our home in Fort West. On the map the area is called Sycamore Park. But it isn’t a park. It is owned by neither city nor county. There’s no upkeep. When I was first there, aside from a few cattle wandering on the other side of barbwire fences, civilization had not yet encroached.


On this bright day of June 1925, my gang and I had gone hiking down into the park and along the creek. As usual, they went in one direction and I headed off in another.


Now, there was one particular stretch where the creek broadened into a wide flat ankle-deep mini-lake. This was my very favorite spot, because what with the long expanse of water and an abundance of flat rocks and shells along the narrow shore, I could stand barefoot in the middle of the creek bed and skip shells way up the creek.


There’s a trick to making rocks skip along the water surface. I learned it by trial and error. First, the rock (or shell) must be tolerably flat. Second, it should be fairly circular. Third, it should be of a certain size, not too little, not too big, because it must be grasped neatly in the “C” formed by the curve of thumb and forefinger. Fourth, you squat low over the water, so as to give your skipper a low angle of contact. And now with all your might you simultaneously spin your missile clockwise and throw it. Your rock hits the water, bounds, hits, bounds, hits, bounds … maybe as many as four or five times. And finally it sinks.


Only ten-year-old boys can fully appreciate the beauties of rock skipping.


Now this particular skipper was a real show-off. It bounced eight times over the water, then leaped out onto the other side of the creek. Yes, I remember the feel of the serrated edges, the exact fit between thumb and forefinger: it had the look and form and shape and performance of a true champion. Right then and there I named it, Champ. It even had a black mark on it, like a “J”. For me – Joe Barnes?


I decided I would keep it in a cigar box at home when it wasn’t in use, or being passed around for admiration and envy. The box held various of my other treasures: a Chinese coin with a hole in it, a cannon cracker I had been saving for the day school let out (and then forgot), a poison dart I had borrowed temporarily from Mr. Mathers, my Sunday School teacher. (He had been a missionary somewhere deep in Brazil, but had caught malaria and they brought him home. Then he died, and there was no one to return it to.)


For starters I would brag about my skipper to the other boys, maybe with a demonstration. So I waded over to get it.


It had landed by a fair-sized hole in the cliffside. As I picked up my Olympian skipper, I took a close look at the hole. It had been there all along, of course, but I hadn’t noticed it before, because some dead branches had mostly concealed it. But now they seemed to have fallen away.


The hole obviously led into a cave. The invitation was irresistible. I got down on my hands and knees, looked into the cave entrance, and listened.


Nothing.


Slowly, carefully, I crawled in.


Within seconds I was out again and running for my life.


As I ran, I realized I had dropped Champ inside the cave. But I wasn’t going back. Not just then, anyhow. And several days later, when I did go back, very very cautiously, and with a flashlight, Champ was gone. Very puzzling.


During my precipitous flight upstream toward the other boys and dubious safety I tried to figure out what I had seen – or hadn’t seen, and I was recalling that one of the names originally proposed for Fort West was Panther City. For all I knew, Sycamore Park was crawling with panthers.


Should I tell the gang I had probably seen a panther? As I splashed along I thought it out. No, that wouldn’t work. If I mentioned the bare possibility, word would surely get back to parents, and we wouldn’t be permitted to play there anymore. So I slowed down. When I rejoined them I wasn’t even breathing hard.




Riverside


Granted, my fear of panthers now seems pretty silly. On the other hand, for me it was real.


Here’s why.


Until I was seven we lived in Colorado City, Texas (population, then and now, 4,000). Our house was across the river from town, way off by itself, and was of course called Riverside. Dad was a country boy. He loved the solitude at Riverside, the silences. Mother was a city girl. She yearned for neighbors, noises, church activities. She wanted to live in the town; or better still, in a genuine city. And after certain things happened, she got her wish, and we moved to Fort West.


But first, about the river. The Spaniards named most of the rivers in the New World – at least those in South America and New Spain in North America. And whenever they encountered a fair size stream loaded with red clay, they called it Rio Colorado – Red River. There are two in the United States: the big one separating California and Arizona and which pours into the Gulf of California, and my Colorado River in Texas. And of course, there are towns on these rivers named Colorado City: one in Arizona, and my Colorado City, in Texas. That’s the important one. For me, anyhow. My Colorado City is in Mitchell County, in West Texas.


My Colorado River rises mostly to the northwest, in Dawson County, as a conglomeration of streams and brooks coursing rather casually and intermittently down the escarpment of the Edwards Plateau, whence they head southeast, picking up gobs of red clay and sediments in the Permian basin, then rolling past Colorado City on towards the capital at Austin and finally emptying into the Gulf of Mexico at Matagordo (meaning Thick Bushes) between the rivers of Navidad (Christmas) and Brazos (full name, Brazos de Dios – the Arms of God). All three rivers are in fact plenty muddy and red, but since my river got named first, it got “Colorado.” For tens of thousands of years all three have been doing their damndest to move the Edwards Plateau into the Gulf. This shows in the big beautiful sand bars that line the Texas coast and today help define the Inland Waterway.


Back up. I was going to tell about my encounter with a panther, and I got side-tracked, talking about the river. But it isn’t all wasted. The river’s where my little brother Peedo and I met the big cat.


Several times a week, after supper, Dad would announce that he was going for a little walk. At that time I was six, Peedo was three. I always asked Dad if I could go with him, and he always said no, it’s too brambly, or too muddy, or something. Now, there was a big bag of cotton on the back porch, and generally, as he left, he’d stuff a wad of cotton in a trouser pocket. It was all very peculiar and mysterious, and the time had to come when I decided it was absolutely necessary to follow him and see where his walks were taking him.


So when I heard the porch door slam I knew he had his ball of cotton and was on his way. I ran to the porch, watched him disappear among the scrubby evergreens, and started out after him. And wouldn’t you know it, Peedo was right behind me. “Okay,” I said, “but you be quiet. You make any noise, Dad’ll give us both a lickin’.”


He just laughed. I took his hand. “Come on.”


Five minutes into the copse, the trail vanished. We were lost. I couldn’t see Dad. I stopped and looked around. I didn’t realize it then, but this was a very beautiful patch of woodland. This knowledge came only later, in retrospect and reverie, and after I had looked up the names of the trees and shrubs. There seemed to be at least one of everything, as though someone had planted an informal paradisiacal arboretum here for the pleasure and fulfillment of the Barnes family. Here were scraggy oaks (none very tall), pines (long-leaf, short-leaf, loblolly), hickory, ash, maple, beech, juniper, sycamore, elm, cedar, walnut, pecan. As for shrubs, mesquite, of course, and those I knew because we had them in our backyard – privet, hawthorn, holly.


But to me, just then, all this was just a bewildering mix of anonymous greenery, more like an encircling army. It would have made sense to stop right there and holler for help. Dad might have heard us. But I decided, not yet. “I think he went down to the river,” I told Peedo. So which way to the river? It ought to be generally downhill. “This way.”


Sure enough, another hundred yards, and we could hear it. This Colorado, unlike the Colorado that made the Grand Canyon, was rarely dramatic or noisy. It flowed musically. In our area it was never over six feet deep, and even during spring floods there were stretches where an adult could cross the river on dry feet by judicious Olympic leaps from one sandbar to another.


We got down to the riverbank, worked our way through a maze of cypress roots, and looked around. No sign of Dad. Just the river, flowing quietly.


Peedo pointed. In a quiet eddy, just off shore, something was moving. My eyes bugged. It was the head of a snake, drifting slowly through the water, not making a ripple. I had seen snakes before. This was a big one. And he was headed straight for us. I was paralyzed. It was like in a nightmare, where you can’t move and the monster comes closer and closer. He’s in no hurry. He knows he has you.


Peedo laughed. “Nake!” He jumped up and down.


There was a blur of motion in the little pond. I played it back in my mind several times before I was able to figure it out. Peedo had frightened a frog hiding in the fern growth. It had jumped – in absolutely the wrong direction, straight into the gaping white maw of the snake. White – that’s why they call them cottonmouths. This was a water moccasin – quite the equal of the Texas diamondback rattler in the deadliness of its venom and general irascibility. Brer Cottonmouth had probably been after that poor little frog all along. However, I had no desire to tarry for further details.


I grabbed Peedo by the arm. Terror instructed me as to our return route. We fought through the shrubs and brambles and were soon at the hilltop. Here we stopped and gasped and panted. At least now I knew where we were. Through the trees I could see (and faintly hear) the vanes of our windmill.


“Ki,” said Peedo, pointing.


He was trying to say “kitty.” Our cat? Out here? I looked.


It was indeed a cat. It was mostly hidden behind the lower branches of a cedar, but I could make out eyes, big eyes, and a big snarling mouth with lots of horrid white teeth. It was a panther.


Stiff with fear, I listened to the low scraping guttural.


I understood now why the snake hadn’t harmed us. God had saved us to be eaten by this furry fiend. Today, when I think of those yellow eyes, and this scene, I think of Coleridge, and lines from “Kubla Khan”.




But oh! that deep romantic chasm which slanted


Down the green hill athwart a cedarn cover!


A savage place: as holy and enchanted


As e’er beneath a waning moon was haunted


By woman wailing for her demon-lover!





At that moment, though, I didn’t know about “Kubla Khan”. I was having a sudden vision of Dad standing on the front porch at night, listening. Off toward the river you could hear a woman screaming. Except it wasn’t a woman. “Painter,” my Dad had muttered. “Painter” was what a lot of the old-timers called panthers. I knew what panthers looked like; I had seen pictures.


I wanted to grab Peedo and run, but I knew instinctively that would be fatal.


So I stood very still, my eyes darting everywhere (maybe Dad would show up), and we waited. And that’s how I noted the thing in the little clearing near the big cat. It was a pile of excrement. It was bloody. Even in the dark shade of the trees it seemed to shine. And there were several tufts of cotton on the pile. Dad’s cotton. The wild thought struck me that this animal had killed and eaten Dad, and that this was all that was left. And while I was thinking this, and wondering how I could break the news to Mother, the cat vanished. One moment it had been there; the next, it wasn’t.


Whereupon I grabbed Peedo and we made a mad dash for the Barnes windmill.


Eventually, and piece by piece, with much eavesdropping on Mother and Dad, I put it all together. He had colon cancer. His stools were bloody. To conceal this, he moved his bowels in secret, in the woods, and wiped himself with cotton. The smell of blood had attracted the cougar.


When Dad finally got his operation, it was too late. Dad’s death brought a lot of things to an end, including the religious wars. He was an agnostic. Mother was a profound Christian believer, a member of the Church of the Disciples of Christ. The denomination had been founded by Alexander Campbell in 1832, in what is now West Virginia, Mother’s efforts to get Dad to join the church were fruitless. “Actually,” Dad once cheerfully explained, “it’s quite hopeless.” According to him, old Michael Barnes (his great-grandfather) was born in Moorefield, West Virginia and was well known to Alexander Campbell. The great divine had once declared that Hell gaped for Father Barnes and all his descendants, and that there was no hope for any of us. “You see,” Dad explained, “it’s all set. Nothing anybody can do. So we might as well relax … enjoy life …”


But she never gave up. “Faith,” she insisted. “That’s all you need.”


“Faith,” he explained pontifically, “is believing in things that ain’t so.”


She prayed for him, kneeling at their bed every night. He listened with varying reactions. After a particularly knifetwisting session he’d compare her to the prayerful Mrs. Barsad, in Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities, always “floppin’ agin’ me,” according to the irreverent Mr. Barsad.


“Prayer can help,” Mother insisted.


“Quite true,” he agreed. “For prayer reconciles you to not getting what you prayed for.”


But she always won. She knew she was right, whereas the entire premise of his agnosticism was, he didn’t know. He argued in quicksand.


Sometimes he would retreat in defeat up the ladder to the water tank and sit on the edge of the platform, thinking and brooding, trying to figure it all out while pretending to read the cotton news in the Colorado Record. He was a cotton buyer, and while he lived he made a good living as a broker.


Dad had met Mother through her voice.


The telephone company and Progress had come to Colorado City. The initial nucleus of a dozen subscribers (bank, doctor, dentist, sheriff, hotel, saloon, several cotton brokers) soon expanded exponentially to a couple of hundred. A lady was hired to help the young man operate the switchboard.


Dad had one of the new phones installed in his little office in the bank building. It was fastened to the wall and he had to stand to use it. He took the receiver down, cranked the little magneto handle on the right, and in the receiver he heard, “Number please?”


Sometimes it was a young male voice, sometimes it was a female. Sometimes he made calls just to catch her voice – sweet, lilting, rhythmic, beautifully modulated, as though she were reading from the Bible.


He sneaked into the phone office for a look.


She sat primly erect in her high-backed chair, talking softly into the apparatus hung about her neck. She wore a long thin white dress with little lace flowers covering her throat. She handled the connecting cables with deft assurance.


Dad remembers removing his hat and staring.


The office manager led him away.


The wedding was held in the Christian Church, with quite a write-up in the Colorado Record:




(From her Memory Book)


“Next came the Bride, erect, graceful and lovely, wearing a gown of white silk mull, silk net of yoke appliqued in ribbon embroidery, with girdle of white satin. She carried a shower bouquet of bride’s roses. Her only ornament was a diamond brooch, the gift of the groom. A cluster of orange blossoms caught from the sweet fair face the wedding veil of silk tulle, which completely enveloped her slender figure.”





Perhaps we lost something when we moved to the city.


The picture taken in Fort West after the honeymoon shows him sitting, very dignified in his Sunday suit. She stands at his side, also very dignified in her long white frock with lace up to her chin, her left hand resting lightly on his shoulder. He looks very serious, almost bemused. Her expression is hard to figure out. She’s smiling, but it’s a Mona Lisa smile, open to the viewer’s interpretation.


An unkind generic joke goes with these photographs: “He’s too tired to stand up, she’s too sore to sit down.” I never gave much thought to my parents’ sex life. None of my business. On the other hand, I thought maybe I understood her smile: she hadn’t told him yet that she was pregnant with me. Probably all the women on both sides of the family knew it already, and none of the men, this being the proper nature of things.


Sometimes he would talk about “the early days.” “There were no roads out here, just a few wagon ruts. It was wild. When I was a boy we still had small herds of pronghorn antelopes. They were fast – wolves and painters couldn’t catch them, but you could shoot them from a buckboard with a Winchester.” His face would glow momentarily, then he would sigh, and it would pass.


And then cancer, and death in a hospital in Dallas, with Mother holding his hand. Did he convert at the last minute? Or did he, like Voltaire, drive the priest from his deathbed?


Mother never talked about it.


What did we live on after he died? He left a little money – not much. And a little insurance. Again, not much. And he left an oddity – shares in a wildcat oil well currently being dug in an adjoining county by a group of optimistic Colorado City businessmen. This hole was being sunk deep into the Permian Basin, named after a famous similar geologic formation in Perm Province, Russia. The point was, lots and lots of dinosaurs, all shapes and sizes, had frolicked around in the Basin, then turned up their scaly toes and had decomposed into high-grade petroleum, all for the benefit of John D. Rockefeller and the American motorist. This particular hole hadn’t hit oil yet, but “sign” kept turning up in the drill cuttings, and the locals knew the bit must soon strike oil.


Some predicted a gusher. So, despite no oil yet, Dad’s shares had a substantial market value.


Agents of the standards (the big oil companies, that is) drove out across the bridge to Riverside and talked to Mother. They made offers. “It may never produce a drop,” they warned. “Your shares could turn out to be worthless paper.” All very true, she agreed. She would discuss the situation with God and let them know. Three days later she sold the shares to Sinclair Oil and deposited the certified check in the Colorado National Bank. The very next week, on a Wednesday morning, following a nitro shot, there was indeed a gusher. There was a fine picture of it in the Record, plus a detailed write-up.
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