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            Some dive into the sea

            Some toil upon the stone

         

         
            —Townes Van Zandt

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Wild Horses

         

         Karen was twenty-six. She had been engaged twice, married once. Her husband had run away with another woman after only six months. It still made her angry when she thought about it, which was not often.

         The second man she had loved more, the most. He was the one she had been engaged to, but had not married. His name was Henry. He had drowned in the Mississippi the day before they were to be wed. They never even found the body. He had a marker in the cemetery, but it was a sham. All her life, Karen had heard those stories about fiancés dying the day before the wedding, and then it had happened to her.

         Henry and some of his friends, including his best friend, Sydney Bean, had been sitting up on the railroad trestle that ran so far and across that river, above the wide muddiness. Louisiana and trees on one side; Mississippi and trees, and some farms, on the other side. There had been a full moon and no wind, and they were sitting above the water, maybe a hundred feet above it, laughing, and drinking Psychos from the Daiquiri World over in Delta, Louisiana. The Psychos were rum and Coca-Cola and various fruit juices and blue food coloring. They came in Styrofoam cups the size of small trash cans, so large they had to be held with both hands. Sydney had had two of them; Henry, three.

         Henry had stood up, beaten his chest like Tarzan, shouted, and then dived in. It had taken him forever to hit the water. The light from the moon was good, and they had been able to watch him all the way down.

         Sometimes Sydney Bean still came by to visit Karen. Sydney was gentle and sad, her own age, and he worked on his farm, out past Utica, back to the east, where he also broke and sometimes trained horses.

         Once a month—at the end of each month—Sydney would stay over on Karen’s farm, and they would go into her big empty closet, and he would let her hit him: striking him with her fists, kicking him, kneeing him, slapping his face until his ears rang and his nose bled; slapping and swinging at him until she was crying and her hair was wild and in her eyes, and the palms of her hands hurt too much to hit him anymore.

         It built up, the ache and the anger in Karen; and then, hitting Sydney, it went away for a while. He was a good friend. But the trouble was that it always came back.

         Sometimes Sydney would try to help her in other ways. He would tell her that someday she was going to have to realize Henry would not be coming back. Not ever—not in any form—but to remember what she and Henry had had, to keep that from going away.

         Sydney would stand there, in the closet, and let her strike him. But the rules were strict: she had to keep her mouth closed. He would not let her call him names while she was hitting him.

         Though she wanted to.

         After it was over, and she was crying, more drained than she had felt since the last time, sobbing, Sydney would help her up. He would take her into the bedroom and towel her forehead with a cool washcloth. Karen would be crying in a child’s gulping sobs, and he would brush her hair, hold her hand, sometimes hold her against him, and pat her back while she moaned.

         Farm sounds would come from the field, and when she looked out the window, she might see her neighbor, old Dr. Lynly, the vet, driving along in his ancient blue truck, moving along the bayou, down along the trees, with his dog, Buster, running alongside, barking, herding cows together for vaccinations.

         
              

         

         “I can still feel the hurt,” Karen would tell Sydney sometimes, when he came over not to be beaten up but to cook supper for her, or to sit on the back porch with her, and watch the fields.

         Sydney nodded whenever Karen said she still hurt, and studied his hands.

         “I could have grabbed him,” he’d say, and then look up and out at the field some more. “I keep thinking that one of these years, I’m going to get a second chance.” Sydney would shake his head again. “I think I could have grabbed him,” he’d say.

         “Or you could have dived in after him,” Karen would say. “Maybe you could have dived in after him.”

         Her voice would trail off, and her face would be flat and weary.

         On these occasions, Sydney Bean wanted the beatings to come once a week, or even daily. But they hurt, too, almost as much as the loss of his friend, and he said nothing. He still felt as if he owed Henry something. He didn’t know what.

         Sometimes, when he was down on his knees and Karen was kicking him or elbowing him, he felt close to it—and he almost felt angry at Karen—but he could never catch the shape of it, only the feeling.

         He wanted to know what was owed, so he could go on.

         On his own farm, there were cattle down in the fields, and they would get lost, separated from one another, and would low all through the night. It was a sound like soft thunder in the night, before the rain comes, and he liked it.

         He raised the cattle, and saddle-broke the young horses that had never been ridden before, the one- and two-year-olds, the stallions, the wild mares. That pounding, and the evil, four-footed stamp-and-spin they went into when they could not shake him: when they began to do that, he knew he had them beaten. He charged two hundred and fifty dollars a horse, and sometimes it took him a month.

         
              

         

         Old Dr. Lynly needed a helper but couldn’t pay much, and Sydney, who had done some business with the vet, helped Karen get the job. She needed something to do besides sitting around on her back porch, waiting for the end of each month.

         Dr. Lynly was older than Karen had thought he would be, when she met him up close. He had that look to him that told her it might be the last year of his life. It wasn’t so much any illness or feebleness or disability. It was just a finished look.

         He and Buster—his six-year-old Airedale—lived within the city limits of Vicksburg, down below the battlefield, hidden in one of the ravines. His house was up on blocks as the property flooded with almost every rain—and in his yard, in various corrals and pens, were chickens, ducks, goats, sheep, ponies, horses, cows, and an ostrich. It was illegal to keep them as pets, and the city newspaper editor was after him to get rid of them, but Dr. Lynly claimed they were all being treated by his tiny clinic.

         “You’re keeping these animals too long, Doc,” the editor told him. Dr. Lynly would pretend to be senile and that the editor was asking for a prescription, and would begin quoting various random chemical names.

         The Airedale minded Dr. Lynly exquisitely. He brought the paper, the slippers, left the room on command, and he brought the chickens’ eggs, daily, into the kitchen, making several trips for his and Dr. Lynly’s breakfast. Dr. Lynly would fry six eggs for himself, and Buster would get a dozen or so broken into his bowl raw. Any extras went into the refrigerator for Dr. Lynly to take on his rounds, though he no longer had many; only the very oldest people, who remembered him, and the poorest, who knew he worked for free and would charge them only for the medicine.

         Buster’s black-and-tan coat was glossy from the eggs, and his eyes, deep in the curls, were bright. He watched Dr. Lynly all the time.

         Sometimes Karen watched Dr. Lynly play with Buster, bending down and swatting him in the chest, slapping his shoulders. She had thought the job would be mostly kittens and lambs, but she was mistaken.

         Horses, the strongest creatures, were the ones that got the sickest, he said, and their pain was unspeakable when they finally did yield to it. On rounds with Dr. Lynly, Karen forgot to think about Henry at all. She was horrified by the horses’ pain, almost wishing it were hers, bearing it rather than watching it.

         
              

         

         Once, when Sydney was with her, he had reached out and taken her hand in his. When she looked down and saw it, she had at first been puzzled, not recognizing what it was, and then repulsed, as if it were a giant slug, and she threw Sydney’s hand off hers and ran into her room.

         Sydney stayed out on the porch. It was heavy blue twilight and the cattle down in the fields were feeding.

         “I’m sorry,” he called out. “But I can’t bring him back!” He waited for her to answer, but could only hear her crying. It had been three years.

         He knew he was wrong to have caught her off-balance like that: but he was tired of her unhappiness and frustrated that he could do nothing to end it. The sounds of her crying carried, and the cows down in the fields began to move closer. The light had dimmed: there were dark shadows, and a low gold thumbnail of a moon—a wet moon—came up over the ragged tear of trees by the bayou.

         The beauty of the evening, being on Karen’s back porch and in her life when it should have been Henry, flooded Sydney with a sudden guilt. He had been fighting it, and holding it back: and then, suddenly, the quiet stillness of the evening released it, and he heard himself saying a crazy thing.

         “I pushed him off, you know,” he said, loud enough so she could hear. “I finished my drink, and put both hands on his skinny-ass little shoulders, and said, ‘Take a deep breath, Henry.’ I just pushed him off.”

         It felt good, making up the lie. He was surprised at the relief he felt: it was as if he had control of the situation. It was like when he was on the horses, breaking them, trying to stay on.

         Presently, Karen came back out with a small blue pistol, a .38, and she put it next to his head.

         “Let’s get in the truck,” she said.

         He knew where they were going.

         The river was about ten miles away, and they took their time. There was fog flowing across the low parts of the road and through the fields and meadows like smoke, coming from the woods, and he was thinking about how cold and hard the water would be when he finally hit.

         He felt as if he were already falling toward it, the way it had taken Henry forever to fall. But he didn’t say anything, and though it didn’t feel right, he wondered if perhaps it was this simple; as if this was what was owed after all.

         They drove on, past the blue fields and the spills of fog. The roofs of the hay barns were bright silver polished tin, under the little moon and stars. There were small lakes, cattle stock tanks, and steam rose from them.

         They drove with the windows down. It was a hot night, full of flying bugs, and about two miles from the river Karen told him to stop.

         He pulled off to the side of the road, and wondered what she was going to do with his body. A cattle egret flew by, ghostly white and large, flying slowly, and Sydney was amazed that he had never recognized their beauty before, though he had seen countless numbers of them. It flew right across their windshield, from across the road, and it startled both of them.

         The radiator ticked.

         “You didn’t really push him off, did you?” Karen asked. She still had the pistol against his head, and had switched hands.

         Like frost burning off the grass in a bright morning sun, there was in his mind a sudden, sugary, watery feeling—like something dissolving. She was not going to kill him after all.

         “No,” he said.

         “But you could have saved him,” she said, for the thousandth time.

         “I could have reached out and grabbed him,” Sydney agreed. He was going to live. He was going to get to keep feeling things, was going to get to keep seeing things.

         He kept his hands in his lap, not wanting to alarm Karen, but his eyes moved all around as he looked for more egrets. He was eager to see another one.

         Karen watched him for a while, still holding the pistol against him, and then turned it around and looked at the open barrel of it, cross-eyed, and held it there, right in her face, for several seconds. Then she reached out and put it in the glove box.

         Sydney Bean was shuddering.

         “Thank you,” he said. “Thank you for not shooting yourself.”

         He put his head down on the steering wheel, in the moonlight, and shuddered again. There were crickets calling all around them. They sat like that for a long time, Sydney leaning against the wheel, and Karen sitting up straight, just looking out at the fields.

         Then the cattle began to move up the hill toward them, thinking that Karen’s old truck had come to feed them. They drifted up the hill from all over the fields, and from their nearby resting spots on the sandbars along the little dry creek that ran down into the bayou; and eventually, they all assembled around the truck.

         They stood there in the moonlight, some with white faces like skulls, all about the same size, and chewed grass and watched the truck. One, bolder than the rest—a yearling black Angus—moved in close, bumped the grill of the truck with his nose, playing, and then leapt back again, scattering some of the others.

         “How much would you say that one weighs?” Karen asked. “How much, Sydney?”

         They drove the last two miles to the river. It was about four a.m. The yearling cow was bleating and trying to break free; Sydney had tied him up with his belt, and with jumper cables and shoelaces, and an old shirt. His lip was bloody from where the calf had butted him.

         But he had wrestled larger steers than that before.

         They parked at the old bridge, the one the trains still used to cross. Farther downriver, they could see an occasional car, two round spots of headlight moving steadily across the new bridge, so far above the river, going very slowly. Sydney put his shoulders under the calf’s belly and lifted it with his back and legs, and like a prisoner in the stock, he carried it out to the center of the bridge. Karen followed. It took about fifteen minutes to get there, and Sydney was trembling, dripping with sweat, when they gauged they had reached the middle, the deepest part.

         They sat there, soothing the frightened calf, stroking its ears, patting its flanks, and waited for the sun to come up. When it did, pale orange behind the great steaminess of the trees and river below—the fog from the river and trees a gunmetal gray, the whole world washed in gray flatness, except for the orange disk of the sun—they untied the calf, and pushed him over.

         They watched him forever and forever, a black object and then a black spot against the great background of dirt-colored river, and then there was a tiny white splash, lost almost immediately in the river’s current. Logs, which looked like twigs from up on the bridge, swept across the spot. Everything headed south, and there were no eddies, no pauses.

         “I am halfway over him,” Karen said.

         And then, walking back, she said: “So that was really what it was like?”

         She had a good appetite, and they stopped at the Waffle House and ate eggs and pancakes, and sausage and biscuits and bacon and orange juice. She excused herself to go to the restroom, and when she came back out, her face was washed, her hair brushed and clean-looking. Sydney paid for the meal, and when they stepped outside, the morning was growing hot.

         “I have to work today,” Karen said, when they got back to her house. “We have to go see about a mule.”

         “Me, too,” said Sydney. “I’ve got a stallion who thinks he’s a bad-ass.”

         She studied him for a second, and felt like telling him to be careful, but didn’t. Something was in her, a thing like hope stirring, and she felt guilty for it.

         Sydney whistled, driving home, and tapped his hands on the steering wheel, though the radio did not work.

         
              

         

         Dr. Lynly and Karen drove until the truck wouldn’t go any farther, bogged down in the clay, and then they got out and walked. It was cool beneath all the big trees, and the forest seemed to be trying to press in on them. Dr. Lynly carried his heavy bag, stopping and switching arms frequently. Buster trotted ahead, between the two of them, looking left and right and up the road, and even up into the tops of the trees.

         There was a sawmill, deep in the woods, where the delta farmland in the northern part of the county settled at the river and then went into dark mystery: hardwoods and muddy roads, then no roads. The men at the sawmill used mules to drag their trees to the cutting. There had never been money for bulldozers, or even tractors. The woods were quiet, and foreboding; it seemed to be a place without sound or light.

         When they got near the sawmill, they could hear the sound of axes. Four men, shirtless, in muddy boots with the laces undone, were working on the biggest tree Karen had ever seen. It was a tree too big for chain saws. Had any of the men owned one, the tree would have ruined the saw.

         One of the men kept swinging at the tree: putting his back into it, with rhythmic, stroking cuts. The other three stepped back, hitched their pants, and wiped their faces with their forearms.

         The fourth man stopped cutting finally. There was no fat on him and he was pale, even standing in the beam of sunlight that was coming down through an opening in the trees—and he looked old: fifty, maybe, or sixty. Some of his fingers were missing.

         “The mule’ll be back in a minute,” he said. He wasn’t even breathing hard. “He’s gone to bring a load up out of the bottom.” He pointed with his ax, down into the swamp.

         “We’ll just wait,” said Dr. Lynly. He bent back and tried to look up at the top of the trees. “Y’all just go right ahead with your cutting.”

         But the pale muscled man was already swinging again, and the other three, with another tug at their beltless pants, joined in: an odd, pausing drumbeat, as four successive whacks hit the tree; then four more again; and then, almost immediately, the cadence shortened, growing irregular, as the older man chopped faster.

         All around them the soft pittings, like hail, of tree chips rained into the bushes. One of the chips hit Buster in the nose, and he rubbed it with his paw, and turned and looked up at Dr. Lynly.

         They heard the mule before they saw him: he was groaning, like a person. He was coming up the hill that led out of the swamp and was heading toward them.

         They could see the tops of small trees and saplings shaking as he dragged his load through them. Then they could see the tops of his ears, then his huge head, and after that they saw his chest. Veins raced against the chestnut thickness of it.

         Then the tops of his legs. And then his knee. Karen stared at it and then sat down in the mud, and hugged herself—the men stopped swinging, for just a moment—and Dr. Lynly had to help her up.

         It was the mule’s right knee that was injured, and it had swollen to the size of a basketball. It buckled with every step he took, pulling the sled up the slick and muddy hill, but he kept his footing and did not stop. Flies buzzed around the knee, around the infections, where the loggers had pierced the skin with nails and the ends of their knives, trying to drain the pus. Dried blood ran down in streaks to the mule’s hoof, to the mud.

         The sawlogs on the back of the sled smelled good, fresh. They smelled like they were still alive.

         Dr. Lynly walked over to the mule and touched the knee. The mule closed his eyes and trembled, as Karen had just done, or perhaps as if in ecstasy, at the chance to rest. The three younger men, plus the sledder, gathered around.

         “We can’t stop workin’ him,” the sledder said. “We can’t shoot him either. We’ve got to keep him alive. He’s all we’ve got. If he dies, it’s us that’ll have to pull them logs up here.”

         A cedar moth from the woods passed over the mule’s ears, fluttering. It rested on the mule’s forehead, and then flew off. The mule did not open his eyes. Dr. Lynly frowned and rubbed his chin. Karen felt faint again, and leaned against the mule’s sweaty back to keep from falling.

         “You sure you’ve got to keep working him?” Dr. Lynly asked.

         “Yes, sir.”

         The pale logger was still swinging: tiny chips flying in batches.

         Dr. Lynly opened his bag. He took out a needle and rag, and a bottle of alcohol. He cleaned the mule’s infections. The mule drooled a little when the needle went in, but he did not open his eyes. The needle was slender, and it bent and flexed, and slowly Dr. Lynly drained the fluid.

         Karen held on to the mule’s wet back and vomited into the mud: both her hands on the mule as if she were being arrested against the hood of a car, and her feet spread wide. The men gripped their axes and looked away.

         Dr. Lynly gave one of them a large plastic jug of pills.

         “These will kill his pain,” he said. “The knee will get big again, though. I’ll be back out, to drain it again.” He handed Karen a clean rag from his satchel, and led her away from the mule, away from the mess.

         One of the ax men carried their satchel all the way back to the truck. Dr. Lynly let Karen get up into the cab first, and then Buster; then the ax man rocked and shoved, pushing on the hood of the truck as the tires spun, and helped them back it out of the mud: their payment for healing the mule. A smell of burning rubber and smoke hung in the trees after they left.

         They didn’t talk much. Dr. Lynly was thinking about the painkillers; how for a moment, he had almost given the death pills instead.

         Karen was thinking how she would not let him pay her for that day’s work. Also she was thinking about Sydney Bean: she would sit on the porch with him again, and maybe drink a beer and watch the fields.

         He was sitting on the back porch when she got home; he was on the wooden bench next to the hammock, and he had a tray set up for her with a pitcher of cold orange juice. There was froth in the pitcher, a light creamy foaminess from where he had been stirring it, and the ice cubes were circling around. Beads of condensation slid down the pitcher, rolling slowly, then quickly, like tears. She could feel her heart giving. The field was rich summer green, and then, past the field, the dark line of trees. A long string of cattle egrets flew past, headed down to their rookery in the swamp.

         Sydney poured her a small glass of orange juice. He had a metal pail of cold water and a clean washcloth. It was hot on the back porch, even for evening. He helped her get into the hammock; then he wrung the washcloth out and put it across her forehead, her eyes. Sydney smelled as if he had just gotten out of the shower, and he was wearing clean white duckcloth pants and a bright blue shirt.

         She felt dizzy and leaned back in the hammock. The washcloth over her eyes felt so good. She sipped the orange juice, not looking at it, and licked the light foam of it from her lips. Owls were beginning to call, down in the swamp.

         She felt as if she were younger, going back to a place, some place she had not been in a long time but could remember fondly. It felt like she was in love. She knew that she could not be, but that was what it felt like.

         Sydney sat behind her and rubbed her temples.

         It grew dark, and the moon came up.

         “It was a rough day,” she said, around ten o’clock.

         But he just kept rubbing.

         Around eleven o’clock, she dozed off, and he woke her, helped her from the hammock, and led her inside, not turning on any lights, and helped her get in bed.

         Then he went back outside, locking the door behind him. He sat on the porch a little longer, watching the moon, so high above him, and then he drove home cautiously, as ever. Accidents were everywhere; they could happen at any time, from any direction.

         Sydney moved carefully, and tried to look ahead and be ready for the next one.

         He really wanted her. He wanted her in his life. Sydney didn’t know if the guilt was there for that—the wanting—or because he was alive, still seeing things, still feeling. He wanted someone in his life, and it didn’t seem right to feel guilty about it. But he did.

         
              

         

         Sometimes, at night, he would hear the horses running, thundering across the hard summer-baked flatness of his pasture, running wild—and he would imagine they were laughing at him for wasting his time feeling guilty, but it was a feeling he could not shake, could not ride down, and his sleep was often poor and restless.

         Sydney often wondered if horses were even meant to be ridden at all.

         The thing about the broncs, he realized—and he never realized it until they were rolling on top of him in the dust, or rubbing him off against a tree, or against the side of a barn, trying to break his leg—was that if the horses didn’t get broken, tamed, they’d get wilder. There was nothing as wild as a horse that had never been broken. It just got meaner, each day.

         So he held on. He bucked and spun and arched and twisted, shooting up and down with the mad horses’ leaps; and when the horse tried to hurt itself, by running straight into something—a fence, a barn, the lake—he stayed on.

         If there was, once in a blue moon, a horse not only stronger, but more stubborn than he, then he had to destroy it.

         The cattle were easy to work with, would do anything for food, and once one did it, they would all follow; but working with the horses made him think ahead, and sometimes he wondered, in streaks and bits of paranoia, if perhaps all the horses in the world had some battle against him, and were destined, all of them, to pass through his corrals, each one testing him before he was allowed to stop.

         Because like all bronc-busters, that was what Sydney allowed himself to consider and savor, in moments of rest: the day when he could stop. A run of successes. A string of wins so satisfying and continuous that it would seem—even though he would be sore, and tired—that a horse would never beat him again, and he would be convinced of it, and then he could quit.

         Mornings in summers past, Henry used to come over and sit on the railing and watch. He had been an elementary school teacher, and frail, almost anemic: but he had loved to watch Sydney Bean ride the horses. He taught only a few classes in the summers, and he would sip coffee and grade a few papers while Sydney and the horse fought out in the center.

         Sometimes Henry had set a broken bone for Sydney—Sydney had shown him how—and other times Sydney, if he was alone, would set his own bones, if he even bothered with them. Then he would wrap them up and keep riding. Dr. Lynly had set some of his bones, on the bad breaks.

         Sydney was feeling old, since Henry had drowned. Not so much in the mornings, when everything was new and cool, and had promise; but in the evenings, he could feel the crooked shapes of his bones, within. He would drink beers, and watch his horses, and other people’s horses in his pasture, as they ran. The horses never seemed to feel old, not even in the evenings, and he was jealous of their strength.

         
              

         

         He called Karen one weekend. “Come out and watch me break horses,” he said.

         He was feeling particularly sore and tired. For some reason he wanted her to see that he could always do it; that the horses were always broken. He wanted her to see what it looked like, and how it always turned out.

         “Oh, I don’t know,” she said, after she had considered it. “I’m just so tired.” It was a bad and crooked road, bumpy, from her house to his, and it took nearly an hour to drive it.

         “I’ll come get you…?” he said. He wanted to shake her. But he said nothing. He nodded, and then remembered he was on the phone and said, “I understand.”

         
              

         

         She did let him sit on the porch with her, whenever he drove over to her farm. She had to have someone.

         “Do you want to hit me?” he asked one evening, almost hopefully.

         But she just shook her head.

         He saw that she was getting comfortable with her sorrow, was settling down into it, like an old way of life, and he wanted to shock her out of it, but felt paralyzed and mute, like the dumbest of animals.

         Sydney stared at his crooked hands, with the scars from the cuts made over the years by the horses and the fencing tools. He cursed the many things he did not know. He could lift bales of hay. He could string barbed-wire fences. He could lift things. That was all he knew. He wished he were a chemist, an electrician, a poet, or a preacher. The things he had—what little of them there were—wouldn’t help her.

         She had never thought to ask how drunk Henry had been. Sydney thought that made a difference: whether you jumped off the bridge with one beer in you, or two, or a six-pack; or with a sea of electric blue Psychos rolling around in your stomach—but she never asked.

         He admired her confidence, and doubted his ability to be as strong, as stubborn. She never considered that it might have been her fault, or Henry’s; that some little spat might have prompted it, or general disillusionment.

         It was his fault, Sydney’s, square and simple, and she seemed comfortable, if not happy, with the fact.

         
              

         

         Dr. Lynly treated horses, but he did not seem to love them, thought Karen.

         “Stupid creatures,” he would grumble, when they would not do as he wanted, when he was trying to doctor them. He and Buster and Karen would try to herd a horse into the trailer, or the corral, pulling on the reins and swatting the horse with green branches.

         “Brickheads,” Dr. Lynly would growl, pulling the reins and then walking around and slapping, feebly, the horse’s flank. “Brickheads and fatheads.” He had been loading horses for fifty years, and Karen would laugh, because the horses’ stupidity always seemed to surprise, and then anger, Dr. Lynly, and she thought it was sweet.

         It was as if he had not yet really learned that that was how they always were.

         But Karen had seen it right away. She knew that many girls, and women, were infatuated with horses, in love with them even, for their great size and strength, and for their wildness—but Karen, as she saw more and more of the sick horses, the ailing ones, the ones most people did not see regularly, knew that all horses were simple and trusting, and that even the smartest ones could be made to do as they were told.

         And they could be so dumb, so loyal, and so oblivious to pain. It was as though—even if they could feel it—they could never, ever acknowledge it.

         It was sweet, she thought, and dumb.

         
              

         

         Karen let Sydney rub her temples and brush her hair. She would go into the bathroom and wash her hair while he sat on the porch. He had taken up whittling; one of the stallions had broken Sydney’s leg by throwing him into a fence and then trampling him, and the leg was in a heavy cast. So Sydney had decided to take a break for several days.

         He had bought a whittling kit at the hardware store, and was going to try hard to learn how to do it. There were instructions. The kit had a square piece of balsa wood, almost the weight of nothing, and a small curved whittling knife. There was a dotted outline in the shape of a duck’s head on the balsa wood that showed what the shape of his finished work would be.

         After he learned to whittle, Sydney wanted to learn to play the harmonica. That was next, after whittling.

         He would hear the water running, and hear Karen splashing, as she put her head under the faucet and rinsed.

         She would come out in her robe, drying her hair, and then would let him sit in the hammock with her and brush her hair. It was September, and the cottonwoods were tinging, were making the skies hazy, soft and frozen-looking. Nothing seemed to move.

         Her hair came down to the middle of her back. She had stopped cutting it. The robe was old and worn, the color of an old blue dish. Something about the shampoo she used reminded him of apples. She wore moccasins that had a shearling lining in them, and Sydney and Karen would rock in the hammock. Sometimes Karen would get up and bring out two Cokes from the refrigerator, and they would drink those.

         “Be sure to clean up those shavings when you go,” she told him. There were balsa wood curls all over the porch. Her hair, almost dry, would be light and soft. “Be sure not to leave a mess when you go.”

         It would be dark then, Venus out beyond them.

         “Yes,” he would say.

         Once, before he left, she reached out from the hammock, and caught his hand. She squeezed it, and then let go.

         He drove home thinking of Henry, and of how he had once taken Henry fishing for the first time. They had caught a catfish so large it had scared Henry. They drank beers, and sat in the boat, and talked.

         One of Sydney Bean’s headlights faltered on the drive home, then went out, and it took him an hour and a half to get home.

         
              

         

         The days got cold and brittle. It was hard, working with the horses. Sydney’s broken leg hurt all the time. Sometimes the horse would leap, and come down with all four hooves bunched in close together, and the pain and shock of it would travel all the way up Sydney’s leg and into his shoulder, and down into his wrists.

         He was sleeping past sun-up some days, and was being thrown, now, nearly every day; sometimes several times in the same day.

         There was always a strong wind. Rains began to blow in. It was getting cold, crisp as apples, and it was the weather that in the summer everyone said they were looking forward to. One night there was a frost, and a full moon.

         On her back porch, sitting in the hammock by herself with a heavy blanket around her, Karen saw a stray balsa shaving caught between the cracks of her porch floor. It was white, in the moonlight, the whole porch was, and the field was blue—the cattle stood out in the moonlight like blue statues—and she almost called Sydney.

         But then the silence and absence of a thing—she presumed it was Henry, but did not know for sure—closed in around her, and the field beyond her porch, like the inside of her heart, seemed to be deathly still, and she did not call.

         She thought, I can love who I want to love. But she was angry at Sydney Bean for having tried to pull her so far out, into a place she did not want to go.

         She fell asleep in the hammock, and dreamed that Dr. Lynly was trying to wake her up, and was taking her blood pressure, feeling her forehead, and, craziest of all, swatting at her with green branches.

         She awoke from the dream, and decided to call Sydney after all. He answered the phone as if he, too, had been awake.

         “Hello?” he said. She could tell by the questioning in his voice that he did not get many phone calls.

         “Hi,” said Karen. “I just—wanted to call, and tell you hello.” She paused, almost faltered. “And that I feel better. That I feel good, I mean. That’s all.”

         “Well,” said Sydney Bean. “Well, good. I mean, great.”

         “That’s all,” said Karen. “Bye,” she said.

         “Goodbye,” said Sydney.

         
              

         

         On Thanksgiving Day, Karen and Dr. Lynly headed back out to the swamp, to check up on the loggers’ mule. It was the hardest cold of the year, and there was bright ice on the bridges, and it was not thawing, even in the sun. The inside of Dr. Lynly’s old truck was no warmer than the air outside. Buster, in his wooliness, lay across Karen to keep her warm.

         They turned onto a gravel road and started down into the swamp. Smoke, low and spreading, was flowing through all the woods. The men had little fires going; they were each working on a different tree, and had small warming fires where they stood and shivered when resting.

         Karen found herself looking for the pale muscled logger.

         He was swinging the ax, but he only had one arm. His left arm was gone, and there was a sort of a sleeve over it, like a sock, and he was swinging at the tree with his remaining arm. The man was sweating, and a small boy stepped up and quickly toweled him dry each time the pale man stepped back to take a rest.

         They stopped the truck and got out and walked up to him, and he stepped back—wet, already, again; the boy toweled him off, standing on a low stool and starting with the man’s neck and shoulders, and then going down his great back—and the man told them that the mule was better and that if they wanted to see him, he was lower in the swamp.

         They followed the path toward the river. All around them were downed trees, and stumps, and stacks of logs, but the woods looked no different. The haze from the fires made it seem colder. Acorns popped under their feet.

         About halfway down the road, they met the mule. He was coming back up toward them, and he was pulling a good load. Another small boy was in front of him, holding out a carrot, only partially eaten. The mule’s knee looked much better, though it was still a little swollen, and probably always would be.

         The boy stopped and let the mule take another bite of carrot, making him lean far forward in the harness. His great rubbery lips stretched and quavered and then flapped as he tried to get it, and then there was a crunch when he did.

         They could smell the carrot as the mule ground it with his old teeth. It was a wild carrot, dug from the woods, and not very big, but it smelled good.

         Karen had brought an apple and some sugar cubes, and she started forward to give them to the mule but instead handed them to the little boy, who ate the sugar cubes himself and put the apple in his pocket.

         The mule was wearing an old straw hat, and looked casual, out-of-place. The boy switched him, and the mule shut his eyes and started up. His chest swelled, tight and sweaty, to fit the dark stained leather harness, and the big load behind him started in motion, too.

         Buster whined as the mule went by.

         
              

         

         It was spring again then, the month in which Henry had left them, and they were on the back porch. Karen had purchased a Clydesdale yearling, a great and huge animal, whose mane and fur she had shaved to keep it cool in the warming weather, and she had asked a boy from a nearby farm with time on his hands to train it, in the afternoons. The horse was already gentled, but needed to be stronger. She was having the boy walk him around in the fields, pulling a makeshift sled of stones and tree stumps and old rotten bales of hay.

         In the fall, when the Clydesdale was strong enough, she and Dr. Lynly were going to trailer it out to the swamp and trade it for the mule.

         Sydney Bean’s leg had healed, been broken again, and was now healing once more. The stallion he was trying to break was showing signs of weakening. There was something in the whites of his eyes, Sydney thought, when he reared up, and he was not slamming himself into the barn—so it seemed to Sydney, anyway—with quite as much anger. Sydney thought that perhaps this coming summer would be the one in which he broke all of his horses, day after day, week after week.

         They sat in the hammock and drank Cokes and nibbled radishes and celery, which Karen had washed and put on a tray. They watched the neighbor boy, or one of his friends, his blue shirt a tiny spot against the tree line, as he followed the big dark form of the Clydesdale. The sky was a wide spread of crimson, all along the western trees, toward the river. They couldn’t tell which of the local children it was, behind the big horse; it could have been any of them.

         “I really miss him,” said Sydney Bean. “I really hurt.”

         “I know,” Karen said. She put her hand on Sydney’s, and rested it there. “I will help you,” she said.

         Out in the field, a few cattle egrets fluttered and hopped behind the horse and boy. The great young draft horse lifted his thick legs high and free of the mud with each step, the mud made soft by the rains of spring, and slowly—they could tell—he was skidding the sled forward.

         The egrets hopped and danced, following at a slight distance, but neither the boy nor the horse seemed to notice. They kept their heads down, and moved forward.

      

   


   
      
         
            In Ruth’s Country

         

         The rules for dating Mormon girls were simple.

         No coffee; no long hair.

         No curse words; one kiss.

         That was about it. It was simple. Anyone could do it.

         Utah is an odd state—the most beautiful, I think—because it is one thing but also another. It is red and hot in the desert—in the south—while the north has the cool and blue forests and mountains, which smell of fir and snow. And like so many things, when seen from a distance, they look unattainable.

         My uncle and I were not Mormons. We lived in southern Utah, Uncle Mike and I and the rest of the town of Moab. In the summers, at night, thunderstorms would sometimes roll across the dry valley, illuminating the cliffs with flashes of lightning. There would be the explosions of light and for a second—beneath the cliffs—we could see the dry creeks and the town itself. The town had wide streets, like a Hollywood stagecoach town.

         There would be flash floods out in the desert: water so muddy and frothy, churning, that its anger was almost obscene. But then the floods were gone quickly, and they were easy to avoid in the first place, if you knew about them and knew to stay out of their way, and out of the places where they could occur.

         Tourists came through our town on their way to the national parks. They reminded me of the bloated steers I would see floating down the Colorado, sweeping along with the current, steers that had fallen over the cliffs and into the river below; but the tourists came only in the summers.

         Mormons couldn’t date non-Mormons. It was a logical rule. There were different values, or so it was supposed, and we chose to believe.

         Among the elders of Moab there were corny handshakes, secret meeting rooms, silly passwords, but because I was young, I could move easily through the town and among the people. I could observe, as long as I made no threats against the religion’s integrity, no overtures against its gene pool.

         I was allowed to watch.

         There was a Mormon girl, Ruth, whom I wanted to get to know. She was two years younger than I was, but I liked the way she watched things. She looked at the tourists, and it seemed to me that she too might have been thinking about the cows, the ones that sometimes went over the cliffs. She looked at the sky now and then, checking for I don’t know what.

         Other times I would see her watching me. I liked it, but knew better than to like it too much. I tried not to like it, and I tried not to watch back.

         It did cross my mind, too, that perhaps she was just crazy, slightly off, to be looking at me for so long, so directly. Just watching.

         That was how different things were. I really did not believe she could just be watching, and thinking.

         
              

         

         Uncle Mike and I ran wild cattle in the sage for a living, scrub steers that could handle the heat and rattlesnakes and snows of winter. The country in which the cattle were turned out was too vast for fences. Instead, we used brands, or nothing.

         Sometimes the cattle would be down along a salt creek in a willow flat, grazing in the dry field behind an old beaver dam. Other times they would be back up in the mesas and plateaus, hiding in the rocks.

         They had all the country they wanted, and their movements seemed to be mostly whimsical. All of the cattle were about the same size, and in trying to cut yours away from the others, out of the big herd for market—for slaughter—if you got someone else’s cow, it was all right to go ahead and take that one instead of the one you wanted. They were all pretty much the same.

         But if you had scruples, you had to tell the person whose cow it was, when you did that, so that he could take one of yours.

         It wasn’t a thing Uncle Mike and I ever worried about, because we were good at cutting the cattle, and we hardly ever picked out anyone else’s cattle, even by mistake. We knew what we were doing, and as long as we didn’t make mistakes—if the job was done properly—there wasn’t a need for rules, scruples, or morals in the first place.

         What you had to remember about cutting cattle—and it was a thing Uncle Mike had often told me—was to pretend that you were capable of being in two places at once: where the cow was going, and where it wanted to go.

         You had to get there ahead of it.

         We cut them on foot with our barking dogs. Sometimes we’d use the jeep. It was hard work, and it seemed to need doing always. Without fences, the cattle kept trying to drift north. The blue mountains shimmered, and seemed a place to go to. The mountains looked cooler than anything we had ever seen.

         So I couldn’t ask Ruth out. And why would I want to? One lousy kiss? She was flat-chested, like a seven-year-old boy, and wore librarian’s gold wire-rimmed glasses, grandmother glasses.

         Her hair was a reddish color—the kind that you think is brown until it gets out into the sun—and it was thick. I admired her freckles, and also the old overalls she was always wearing. They looked as if they made her feel good, because she was always smiling. I imagined what the denim softness felt like, on her ankles, on her thighs, and going higher.

         
              

         

         It was good, being out on the north end of town the way we were. At seventeen and eighteen, one expects the things that happen, I think; they do not come as a surprise. Sometimes Mike and I would sit out on the patio and drink a beer or some vodka, or gin-and-tonics, with ice and limes—limes from faraway, tropical cultures—and we would watch the purple part of dusk rising up out of the dry valley, moving toward us, covering the desert like a spill. And the lights in town below would come on, in the purple valley.

         Ruth’s old Volkswagen came up our road one evening, trailing dust from a long way off, and when she pulled up and got out she did not hesitate, but walked up to Uncle Mike and said that her car was dying on cool mornings, and also on hills, and that she needed new windshield wipers too.

         It was unnerving, her having come up out of the valley like that and into our part of the desert, driving in such a straight line to get there. She just did it. But once she was there, I did not want her to leave. I knew it did not fit with the unspoken deal Mike and I had cut with the town, but I liked her being up there, on our plateau, and wasn’t eager for her to go back down.

         “This is a beautiful view,” she said, looking around at the purple dusk and the lights coming on in town. I offered her my drink, which I had not tasted yet, and she sipped it, not even knowing what it was. Mike went in the garage to look at her car. I got a chair for Ruth and seated her. We didn’t say anything, just watched the desert, until it was completely dark.

         After a while, Mike came out of the garage with her old spark plugs, but I knew that spark plugs wouldn’t make her car do what it was she said it was doing.

         “Your wipers look fine,” he said. “The spark plugs will be five dollars.”

         She took the money from her shirt pocket—some of it in bills, some in coins—and handed it to him, but seemed to have no interest in leaving.

         Instead, we sat there and each had another drink, and then the wind started to blow, the way it did every night, and made the wind chimes tinkle back behind the garage.

         There was lightning to the south. We saw it almost every night, but it never seemed to reach Moab. It took her a long time to finish her drink. Then she left, the long drive back to town: her brake lights, tiny and red.

         
              

         

         There was a bishop in the church, the head bishop for all of Moab, whose name was Homer. He was an attorney, the richest man in town. He had thousands of cattle, maybe more than anyone in Utah. The way he got his cattle when he wanted them for market was to send some of his men out into the desert with rifles to shoot them.

         It was lazy and simple and I thought it was wrong. The men would load the dead cattle into their trucks that way, and take them to Bishop Homer’s own slaughterhouse. We had to bring ours in alive.

         Uncle Mike and I did not like Bishop Homer, but we did not waste time worrying about him either.

         It was my job to keep Uncle Mike’s and my cattle away from the others, if I could. Every day after school that spring, Ruth and I drove out into the desert in the jeep and chased Bishop Homer’s cattle with the dogs. We tried to keep his red-eyed, wormy dwarves away from our registered Hereford heifers. Bishop Homer had his men buy whatever passed through the auction circle at a low price, whether it was healthy or not—he didn’t look at the quality of an animal at all—and we tried to cut Mike’s and my cattle out of the big herds, and to keep them by themselves. All of the cattle gathered at the rim of the gorge, high up over the river, and they were always trying to find different trails leading down. There wasn’t any way to get to the river—the cliffs went straight up and down—but the cattle watched the river daily, as if expecting that a new path might miraculously appear.

         The bulls were always hopping up on our heifers. Bishop Homer had it in his mind that the bulls could survive the desert better than the heifers, and he was keen to buy any bulls that passed through the auction, no matter that he already had too many. He was too lazy to make them into steers. He just turned them out.

         The dogs raced alongside the stampeding bulls, snapping and barking. We ran along and behind them, shouting and throwing rocks, whenever we found them in with our heifers. Their great testicles tangled between their legs when they tried to run too fast, and they were an easy target. It was a hot spring, and Bishop Homer’s cattle began to lose weight.

         Ruth and I made picnics. We carried mayonnaise jars wrapped in newspaper to keep them cool, full of lemonade with ice cubes rattling, and we took a blanket. There were sandbars down in the river gorge, and some days we would climb down the dangerous cliffs to them. There were caves along the river, dark recesses out of which small birds flew, back and forth into the sunlight. The water was cold and green and moved very fast.

         “Can you swim?” Ruth asked one day.

         “Yes,” I told her, though I could not, and was hoping she would not ask me to show her. I would have had to try, and almost certainly would have drowned.

         “I don’t know if I can or not,” she said. She didn’t seem frightened, however.

         
              

         

         Other days we talked about Bishop Homer as we chased his cattle. He was in charge of Ruth’s ward. That was a church subdivision, like a platoon or a brigade.

         Ruth had taken an after-school job that spring as Bishop Homer’s secretary. He was good friends with her parents, and it was how she got the job.

         “He’s got three wives,” she said. “The one here in town, plus one in St. George, and one up north, in Logan.”

         Logan was a ski town, in the very northern part of the state. It took money to live in Logan, and it was usually where the not-so-very-good Mormons went, because it was a good place to have fun. A lot of people in Moab looked at Logan wistfully, on the map. I wondered what the wife in Logan was like.

         The bulls ran ahead of us at a steady trot, a sort of controlled panic; sometimes they stumbled but caught themselves.

         “I’m not supposed to know that,” Ruth shouted. “I’m the only one who knows.”

         We stopped the jeep and watched the cattle on the trail ahead, still trotting, back up into the rocks, to where there was no grass or water, not even a thin salt creek. I thought about how far we were from anything.

         There was a red-tailed hawk out over the gorge, doing slow circles, and Ruth told me that Bishop Homer had touched her once.

         The engine was baking in the heat, making ticks and moans, and the wind was gusting, lifting the jeep off its shocks and rocking it. We watched the hawk and were pleased when we saw it fold its wings and dive, with a shrill cry, into the gorge.

         Later in the spring our heifers began dropping more calves. Wildflowers and cactus blossoms were everywhere. There were dwarf calves, red calves, ugly cream-colored calves, and stillborns. They all had to be taken away to market; not a one was worth keeping.

         Mike and I had Ruth over for dinner. She had church meetings almost every day, but she skipped some of them. We drank the gin-and-tonics, and it was okay for her to sit with her head in my lap, or mine in hers. The wind on the back patio was stronger than it had been that year; it seemed to bring new scents from new places. Sometimes Ruth asked me if I was afraid of dying.

         We didn’t associate much in school. Being younger, she wasn’t in any of my classes, and it would have been trouble for her to be seen with me too often. Her parents didn’t like her spending the evenings out on my porch, but she told them she was proselytizing. So it was all right, and she kept coming out to our place to sit up there in the evenings.

         And then it was summer. We had more time than we could ever have wished for.

         We had all the time anyone could ever need, for anything.

         
              

         

         Our heifers were still dropping ruinous calves, and Mike said it had to stop. So one day, knowing what we were doing, and with the dogs to help us, we ran three of Bishop Homer’s woolly bulls right over the gorge. We shouted, throwing things, and chased them toward it, and their fear took care of the rest.

         We stood there, dizzy, exultant, and looked at the green river below, the slow-moving spills of white that we knew were rapids. One of the bulls was broken on the rocks and two were washing through the rapids.

         “How many cattle would you say he has?” Ruth asked me. She slipped her hand in mine.

         I didn’t know.

         “What are his other two wives’ names?” I asked her. She had told me Bishop Homer was still bothering her.

         We watched that hawk again—it seemed to have come from nowhere, right in front of us, I could see the light brown and cream of its breast—and Ruth told me that their names were Rebecca and Rachel.

         “You’re going to stay here with your Uncle Mike and work on trucks and cars, and raise the wild cattle, too, aren’t you, is that right?” she asked, on our way back. It was dark by then, with bright stars and the night winds starting up. The stars seemed to glimmer and flash above us, we didn’t have a top on the jeep, and instead of lying to her, I told her yes, it was what I would continue to do.

         
              

         

         We stopped wearing clothes when we were out in the desert in July, hot July: just our tennis shoes and socks. We raced the jeep, wearing our seat belts, and we set up small piles of stones, up high on the slickrock domes, where we could see forever, and we practiced racing around them, and cornering: we designed intricate, elaborate courses, through which we tried to race at the fastest possible speed.

         She was starting, finally, to get her breasts, which was all right with me. Both of us were lean, from chasing the bulls. The sun felt good, on our backs, our legs. We drove fast, wearing nothing.

         A bad thing was happening with the cattle, however; with Bishop Homer’s cattle. They were getting used to being chased, and would not run so far; sometimes we had to ram them with the jeep to get them even to break into a grudging trot.

         The desert was like a park that summer. Flowers bloomed as never before: a different batch, different colors, every couple of weeks. It stormed almost every night, the heat of the day building up and then cooling. The lightning storms rocketed up and down the cliffs of the river, and into town.

         Each night we tried to get back to Mike’s in time to watch the purple and then the darkness as it sank over the desert, like stage lighting, like the end of a show. But we didn’t always make it, and we would watch from one of the slickrock domes, or we would hike up and sit beneath one of the eerie, looping rock arches.

         Some nights there was an early moon, and we could see the cattle, grazing in the sage, and the jackrabbits moving around, too, everything ghostly in that light, everything coming out after dark.

         But other nights the storms would wash through quickly, windy drenching downpours that soaked us, and it was fun to sit on the rocks and let the storm hit us and beat against us. The nights were always warm, though cooler after those rains, and the smells were so sharp as to make us imagine that something new was out there, something happening that had never happened to anyone before.

         It was a good summer. Though there were too many cattle and too much grazing on the already spare land, the cattle did not eat the bitter flowers, and as a result, wild blooming blue and yellow weeds and wine-colored cactus blossoms rushed into the spots where the weak grasses had been, sprouting up out of the dried cattle droppings.

         In August, the mountains to the north took on a darker blue. And the smells seemed to change. They were coming from another direction. From behind us, from the north.

         
              

         

         Occasionally, Ruth’s parents would ask her how I was doing, if I was thinking about changing yet. “Converting” was the term they used, and even the thought of it terrified me.

         Ruth said that she had told them I was very close: very, very close.

         She watched me as she said this. We were sitting on the boulders down by the white rapids, throwing driftwood branches into the center.

         Then, above us, I saw a man looking down, a man with a camera. He was on the rim. He was so far up there. He took pictures of us while we sat on the rocks, and I looked up at him but didn’t move, because there was not much I could do; our clothes were up by the jeep. Ruth didn’t see him, and I didn’t want to alarm her. Just a lost tourist, I thought. A lost tourist with a big lens.

         But it was him, of course. I found that out soon enough, though I didn’t know what he looked like. When we got back up on the rim, I saw his cattle company’s pale blue truck, tiny and raising dust, moving slowly away to the north, and I realized that he had come into the desert for some of his cows.

         Ruth didn’t say much all the rest of the day, but that evening, driving home, when we stopped at a junkyard outside the city limits and pulled in and turned the lights off, she looked at all the old rusting heaps and goggle-eyed wrecks, and then, as if we had been married for fifteen years, she helped me get the picnic blanket out. The night was warm and we lay there among the wrecks, and I thought that one of us would get her soul, Homer or myself, and wasn’t sure I wanted it. It seemed like a pretty big thing to take, even if she was determined to be rid of it.

         I had her home before midnight, as was the rule.

         We did other new things, too, after that. Some new ground was opened up, it seemed, and we had more space in which to move, more things to see and look at and study. We learned how to track Gila monsters in the sand. Their heavy tails dragged behind them like clubs and they rested in the shade of the sagebrush. We tracked them wearing nothing but our tennis shoes, following their staggering trail from shade bush to shade bush. Eventually, we would catch up with them.

         They would be orange and black, beaded, motionless, and we never got too close to them once we had found them. The most beautiful thing in the desert was also the most dangerous.

         We had a rule of our own. Any time we found a Gila monster, we had to kiss: slowly, and with everything we had.

         We waded in the river, too, above the rapids. I was still afraid to go out into the deep and attempt swimming. But it was a game to see how close we could get to the rapids’ pull. Knee-deep, for Ruth; her small behind, like a fruit, just above the current as it shuddered against the backs of her knees.

         Down in the gorge like that, there was only sun, and river, and sky, and the boulders around which the river flowed. I watched for the man with the camera, but he did not come back. Ankle-deep, and then knee-deep, I would come up behind Ruth, hold her hand, and then go out a little farther. The water beat against my thighs, splashing and spraying against me. She didn’t try to pull me back. She thought it was fun. And it was; but I kept expecting her to tighten her grip, and try to pull me back into the shallows.

         Her hair was getting longer, more bleached, and she was just watching, laughing, holding her hand out at full arm’s length for me to hold on to. But she knew to let go if I slipped and went down.

         
              

         

         As the summer moved on, the thunderstorms that had been building after dusk were fewer and smaller; mostly it was just dry wind. Ruth had missed her period, and though I was troubled for her, worrying about her church and her parents’ reaction, I didn’t mind at all, not a bit. In fact, I liked it. I put my hand on it all the time, which pleased her.

         But I knew that, unlike me, she had to be thinking of other things.

         We still chased the cattle. Once in the jeep we ran an old stud Brangus over the edge, and got too close. A sliding swerve, gravel under our tires; we hit a rock and went up on two wheels and almost went over, all the way down.

         I had names picked out. I was going to build my own house, out even farther north, away from town, away from everything, and Ruth and I would be just fine. I had names picked out, if it was a boy.

         I was picturing what life would be like, and it seemed to me that it could keep on being the same. I could see it as clearly as I thought I’d ever seen anything.

         I thought because she liked the gin-and-tonics, and the river wading, and chasing cows, Ruth would change. Convert. I knew she liked her church, believed in it, attended it, but I took for granted that as she grew larger, she would not remain in it, and she would come out a little north of town to live with me. That was the picture. In my mind, the picture became the truth, and I didn’t worry about anything.

         
              

         

         Tumbleweeds blew down the center of Main Street, late at night. Dry and empty, they rolled like speedballs, hopping and skipping, smashing off the sides of buildings. They rolled like an army through town. We would sit on the sidewalk and wait for them, looking down the street—the town like a ghost town, that late at night—the wind would be in our faces, and we could never hear the tumbleweeds coming, but could only watch, and wait.

         Then, finally, very close to ten o’clock, their dim shapes would come blowing toward us from out of the darkness. We would jump up and run out into their midst, and, as if they were medicine balls, we would try to catch them.

         They weighed nothing. We would turn and try to run along with them, running down the center of Main Street, heading south and out of town, but we could never keep up, and we would have to stop for breath somewhere around Parkinson’s Drug Store. Mike had said that tumbleweeds were more like people than anything else in the world; that they always took the easiest path—always—and that the only way they would stop was if something latched on to them, or trapped them. A branch, a rock, a dead-end alley.

         During the last week in August, the north winds began to grow cool, and we wore light sweaters on the back porch. Ruth sipped lemonade and kept one of her Mormon Bibles—they had five or six—in her lap, and browsed through it. She’d never carried it around like that, and I found it slightly disturbing, but there were new smells, fresher and sharper, coming from the north, and we would turn and look back in that direction, though it would be dark and we would see nothing.

         But we could imagine.

         The north winds made the mountains smell as beautiful as they must have looked.

         Neither of us had ever been all the way up into the mountains, but we had the little things, like the smells in the wind, that told us they were there, and even what they were like. Sometimes Ruth turned her head all the way around so that the wind was directly in her face, blowing her hair back.

         She would sip her drink. She would squint beneath the patio light, and read, in that cold wind.

         I had told Mike about Ruth and he had just nodded. He hadn’t said anything, but I felt as if he was somehow pleased; it seemed somehow, by the way he worked in the garage, to be a thing he was looking forward to seeing happen. I know that I was.

         I rolled the jeep one day in August—no heat out in the desert, just a mild shimmering day, and we were clothed—and I don’t remember how I did it, exactly. There weren’t any cattle around, but we were driving fast, just to feel the wind. Over rises, the jeep would leave the ground, flying, and then it would come down with a smash, shaking the frame. We went over one rise, and must have gotten too high, and came down on our side, Ruth’s side.

         When we came to a stop, we were hanging upside down, saved by our belts, with broken glass in our hair and the radiator steaming and tires hissing, and all sorts of fluids—strong-smelling gasoline, water, oils—dripping on us as if in a light rain. There was a lot of blood, from where Ruth’s leg had scraped across the rocks, skidding beneath the jeep, and I shouted her name because she wasn’t moving.

         I still remember the way I screamed for her. Sometimes I think it would be possible to go out into that part of the desert and hunt the scream down, like some wild animal, track it right up into a canyon, and find it, still bouncing around off the rocks, never stopping: Ruth’s name, shouted by me, as she hung upside down, swinging, arms hanging, hair swinging, glasses hanging from one ear, everything all wrong, everything all pointed the wrong way.

         Mike came in his station wagon and found us with a searchlight, when I did not get in that night.

         Ruth healed, but what she did next was very strange. About two weeks later she stopped seeing me. She said she had made an error and that the gulf was too wide; that she had been mistaken. She stopped driving out to Mike’s and my home. She vanished.

         After three weeks, I went to Bishop Homer’s law office where she was working full time, and I asked to see her.

         She came out into the hall, looking very different, very changed. She had on a new dress and she was holding one of the Bibles against her chest, almost clutching it. She seemed somehow frightened of me, but also almost disdainful.

         “Ruth,” I said, and looked at her. She was all dressed up, and wouldn’t say anything. She was just looking at me: as if afraid I wanted to take something from her, and with a look that said, too, that she could kill me if I tried.

         “The baby, Ruth,” I said. I ran a hand through my hair. I was wearing my old cattle-chasing clothes, and I felt like a boy, out there in the hall. There was no one else around. We were in a strange building, a strange hallway, and the river seemed very far away.

         “Not yours,” she said suddenly. She clutched the Bible even tighter. There were tears in her eyes. “Not yours,” she said again. It’s the thing I think of most, when I think about it now, how hard it probably was for her to say that.

         
              

         

         She sent the pictures and the negatives to me after she was settled in the mountains, in a town called Brigham City. It was about three hundred miles to the north.

         Uncle Mike and I still cut our cattle for market. Bishop Homer still sends his men out into the desert to shoot his. Some days I still sit up in the rocks, with the old dogs and the jeep, and try to ambush his sorry bulls and chase them over the cliff; but other days, I just sit there and listen to the silence.

         Sometimes the dogs and I go swimming in the water above the rapids.

         I try to imagine myself as being two people, in two places at once, but I cannot do it, not as well as I used to be able to.

         Mike and I work on the trucks and cars together now. I hold the light for him, peering up into the dark maw of the engine, trying to see what part has gone wrong, what part is missing. It is hard work and occasionally we make the wrong choices.

         One of us was frightened, too frightened, and though I’ve thought about it ever since, I still can’t figure out which of us it was.

         I wonder how she is. I wonder what the things are that frighten her most now.

      

   


   
      
         
            Redfish

         

         Cuba libres are made with rum, diet Coke, and lime juice. Kirby showed them to me, and someone, I am sure, showed them to him. They’ve probably been around forever, the way everything has. But the first time we really drank them was late at night on the beach in Galveston. There was a high wind coming off the water, and we had a fire roaring. I think that it felt good for Kirby to be away from Tricia for a while and I know that it felt good to be away from Houston.

         We were fishing for red drum—redfish—and somewhere, out in the darkness, beyond where we could see, we had hurled our hooks and sinkers, baited with live shrimp. There was a big moon and the waves blew spray into our faces and we wore heavy coats, and our faces were orange, to one another, from the light of the big driftwood fire.

         It is amazing, what washes in from the ocean. Everything in the world ends up, I think, on a beach. Whales, palm trees, television sets.… Kirby and I were sitting on a couch in the sand drinking the Cuba libres and watching our lines, waiting for the big redfish to hit. When he did, or she, we were going to reel it in and then clean it there on the beach, rinse it off in the waves, and then we were going to grill it on the big driftwood fire.

         It was our first time to drink Cuba libres, and we liked them even better than margaritas. We had never caught redfish before either, but had read about it in a book. We had bought the couch for ten dollars at a garage sale earlier in the day. We sank down deep into it, and it was easy, comfortable fishing. In the morning, when the tide started to go out, we were going to wade-fish for speckled trout. We had read about that, too, and that was the way you were supposed to do it. You were supposed to go out into the waves after them. It sounded exciting. We had bought waders and saltwater fishing licenses and saltwater stamps, as well as the couch and the rum. We were going to get into a run of speckled trout and catch our limit, and load the ice chest with them, and take them back to Tricia, because Kirby had made her mad.

         But first we were going to catch a big redfish. We wouldn’t tell her about the redfish, we decided. We would grill it and drink more Cuba libres and maybe take a short nap, before the tide changed, and we had our sleeping bags laid out on the sand for that purpose. They looked as if they had been washed ashore, as well. It was December, and about thirty degrees. We were on the southeast end of the bay and the wind was strong. The flames from the fire were ten or twelve feet high, but we couldn’t get warm.

         There was all the wood in the world, huge beams from ships and who-knows-what, and we could make the fire as large as we wanted. We kept waiting for the big redfish to seize our shrimp and run, to scoot back down into the depths. The book said they were bottom feeders.

         It seemed, drinking the Cuba libres, that it would happen at any second. Kirby and Trish had gotten in a fight because Kirby had forgotten to feed the dogs that Saturday, while Trish was at work. Kirby said, drinking the Cuba libres, that he had told her that what she was really mad about was the fact that she had to work that Saturday, while he had had the day off. (They both work in a bank, different banks, and handle money, and own sports cars.) Tricia had gotten really mad at that and had refused to feed the dogs.

         So Kirby fed his dog but did not feed Tricia’s. That was when Tricia got the maddest. Then they got into a fight about how Kirby’s dog, a German shepherd, ate so much more, about ten times more, than did Tricky Woodles, a Cocker spaniel, Tricia’s dog. Good old Tricky Woo.

         On the beach, Kirby had a pocketbook that identified fishes of the Gulf Coast, and after each drink we would look at it, turning to the page with the picture of the red drum. We would study it, sitting there on the couch, as if we were in high school again, and were studying for some silly exam, instead of being out in the real world, braving the elements, tackling nature, fishing for the mighty red drum. The book said they could go as much as thirty pounds.

         “The elusive red drum!” Kirby shouted into the wind. We were only sipping the Cuba libres, because they were so good, but they were adding up. They were new, and we had just discovered them, and we wanted as many of them as we could get.

         “Elusive and wily!” I shouted. “Red E. Fish!”

         Kirby’s eyes darted and shifted like a cartoon character’s, the way they did when he was really drunk, which meant he would be passing out soon.

         “We could dynamite the ocean,” he said. “We could throw grenades into the waves, and stun the fish. They would come rolling in with the waves then, all the fish in the world.”

         He stood up, fell in the sand, and still on his knees, poured another drink. “I really want to see one,” he said.

         We left our poles and wandered down the beach: jumping and stamping, it was so cold. The wind tried to blow us over. We found an ancient, upright lifeguard’s tower, about twenty feet tall, and tried, in our drunkenness, to pull it down, to drag it over to our fire. It was as sturdy as iron, and had barnacles on it from where it had spent some time in the sea. We cut our hands badly, but it was dark and cold, and we did not find that out until later.

         We were a long way from our fire, and it looked a lot smaller from where we were. The couch looked wrong, without us in it, sitting there by the fire, empty like that. Kirby started crying and said he was going home to Tricia but I told him to buck up and be a man. I didn’t know what that meant or even what I meant by saying that, but I knew that I did not want him to leave. We had come in his car, the kind everyone our age in Houston drove, if they had a job, if they had even a little money—a white BMW—and I wanted to stay and see what a red drum looked like in the flesh.

         “I’ve an idea,” I said. “Let’s pull the tower down, and drag it over to the fire with the car.”

         “Yeah!” said Kirby. “Yeah!” Clouds were hurrying past the moon, something was blowing in quickly, but I could see that Kirby had straightened up some, and that he was not going to pass out.

         It’s been ten years since we were in high school. Some days, when I am with him, it seems that eternity still lies out in front of us; and other days, it seems that we’ve already died, somehow, and everything is over. Tricia is beautiful. She reminds me of that white sports car.

         
              

         

         We kicked most of the sand off of our shoes, and got in the car, and it started right up, the way it always did. It was a nice car, all right, and Kirby drove it to work every day—though work was only one-point-eight miles away—and he kept his briefcase in the back seat; but in the trunk, just thrown in, were all of the things he had always kept in his car in high school, things he thought he might need in an emergency.

         There was a bow and arrows, a .22 rifle, a tomahawk, binoculars, a tire inflator, a billy club, some extra fishing poles, a tool box, some barbed wire, a bull riding rope, cowboy boots, a wrinkled, oily tuxedo he had rented and never bothered to return, and there were other things, too—but it was the bull riding rope, which we attached to the tower, and to the back bumper of the little sports car, that came in handy this time.

         Sand flew as the tires spun, and like some shy animal, the BMW quickly buried itself, up to the doors.

         To the very end, I think Kirby believed that at any moment he was going to pull free, and break out of the sand, and pull the tower over: the engine screaming, the car shuddering and bucking…but it was sunk deep, when he gave up, and he had to crawl out through the window.

         The Cuba libres, and the roar of the wind, made it seem funny; we howled, as if it was something the car had done by itself, on its own.

         “Let’s take a picture and send it to Tricia,” he said. I laughed, and winced too, a little, because I thought it was a bad sign that he was talking about her again, so much, so often, but he was happy, so we got the camera from the trunk, and because he did not have a flash attachment, we built another fire, stacked wood there by the tower, which is what we should have done in the first place.

         We went back to get the couch, and our poles and sleeping bags, and the ice chest. I had worked, for a while, for a moving company, and I knew a trick so that I could carry on my back a couch, a refrigerator, or almost anything, and I showed it to Kirby, and he screamed, laughing, as I ran down the beach with the couch on my back, not able to see where I was going, carrying the couch like an ant with a leaf, coming dangerously close to the water. Kirby ran along behind me, screaming, carrying the other things, and when we had set up a new camp, we ran back and forth, carrying the larger pieces of burning logs, transferring the fire, too. We took a picture of the car by firelight.

         Our hands and arms had dried blood on them almost all the way up to the elbows, from the barnacles, and we rinsed them off in the sea, which was not as cold as we had expected.

         “I wish Tricia was here to see this,” he said, more than once. The wind was blowing still harder, and the moon was gone now.

         We got a new fire started, and were exhausted from all the effort; we fixed more drinks and slumped into the couch and raised our poles to cast out again, but stopped, realizing the shrimp were gone, that something had stolen them.

         The other shrimp were in a live well, in the trunk, so we re-baited. It was fun, reaching in the dark into the warm bubbling water of the bait bucket, and feeling the wild shrimp leap about, fishtailing, trying to escape. It didn’t matter which shrimp you got; you didn’t even need to look. You just reached in, and caught whichever one leapt into your hand.

         We baited the hooks and cast out again. We were thirsty, so we fixed more drinks. We nodded off on the couch, and were awakened by the fire going down, and by snow, which was landing on our faces. It was just starting. We sat up, and then stood up, but didn’t say anything. We reeled in and checked our hooks, and found that the shrimp were gone again.

         Kirby looked out at the darkness, where surely the snowflakes were landing on the water, and he looked up at the sky, and could not stand the beauty.

         “I’m going to try to hitchhike back to Houston,” he said. He did not say her name but I know he was thinking of waking up with Tricia, and looking out the window, and seeing the snow, and everything being warm, inside the house, under the roof.

         “No,” I said. “Wait.” Then I was cruel. “You’ll just get in a fight again,” I told him, though I knew it wasn’t true: they were always wild to see each other after any kind of separation, even a day or two. I had to admit I was somewhat jealous of this.

         “Wait a little longer, and we’ll go out into the waves,” I said.

         “Yes,” said Kirby. “Okay.” Because we’d been thinking that would be the best part, the most fun: wade-fishing. We’d read about that, too, and Kirby had brought a throw net, with which to catch mullets for bait.

         We’d read about wade-fishermen with long stringers of fish—the really successful fishermen—being followed by sharks and attacked, and so we were pretty terrified of the sharks, knowing that they could be down there among our legs, in the darkness and under water, where we could not see, following us: or that we could even walk right into the sharks. That idea of them being hidden, just beneath us—we didn’t like it a bit, not knowing for sure if they were out there or not.

         We fixed a new batch of Cuba libres, using a lot of lime. We stood at the shore in our waders, the snow and wind coming hard into our faces, and drank them quickly, and poured some more, raced them down. It wasn’t ocean anymore, but snowdrift prairie, the Missouri breaks, or the Dakotas and beyond, and we waded out, men searching for game, holding the heavy poles high over our heads, dragging the great Bible cast-nets behind us.

         The water was not very deep for a long time; for fifteen minutes it was only knee-deep, getting no deeper, and not yet time to think about sharks.

         “I wish Tricia was here,” said Kirby. The Cuba libres were warm in our bellies; we’d used a lot of rum in the last ones. “I wish she was riding on my shoulders, piggy-back,” he said.

         “Nekkid,” I said.

         “Yes,” said Kirby, picturing it, and he was happy, and even though I didn’t really like Tricia, I thought how nice it would have been if she could have seen him then, sort of looking off and dreaming about it. I wished I had a girlfriend or wife on my back, too, then, to go along with all the other equipment I was carrying. I was thinking that she could hold the pole, and cast out, waiting for a bite, waiting for the big fight; and I could work the throw net, trying to catch fresh mullet, which we’d cut up into cubes, right there in the water, and use for fresh bait: because the bait had to be fresh.

         It was like a murder or a sin, cutting the live mullet’s head off, slicing the entrails out, filleting out a piece of still-barely-living meat and putting it on the hook, and then throwing the rest of the mullet away; throwing it behind you for the sharks, or whatever—head, fins, entrails, and left-over meat—casting your hook then far out into the waves and dark and snow, with that warm very fresh piece of flesh on the hook. It was like a sin, the worst of the animal kingdom, I thought, but if you caught what you were after, if you got the big redfish, then it was all right, it was possible that you were forgiven.

         I wanted to catch the largest redfish in the world. I wanted to catch one so large that I might not even be able to get it in to shore.

         Kirby looked tired. He had put on about twenty pounds since high school, and it was hard work, walking with the poles over our heads.

         “Wait,” I said. We stopped and caught our breath. It was hard to hear each other, with only the wind and waves around us; and except for the direction of the waves, splashing into our faces from the Gulf, we couldn’t tell where shore was, or in which direction the ocean lay.

         “I’ve an idea,” said Kirby, still breathing heavily, looking back to where we were pretty sure the shore was. If our fire was still burning, we couldn’t see it. “There’s a place back up the beach that rents horses in the daytime. Some stables.”

         “They shoot horse thieves,” I said. But I thought it was a wonderful idea. I was tired, too; I wasn’t in as good shape as I’d once been either.

         “I’ll go get them,” I said, since I wasn’t breathing quite as hard as he was. It was a tremendous picture: both of us on white horses, riding out into the waves, chest-deep, neck-deep, then the magic lift and float of the horse as it began to swim, the light feeling of nothing, no resistance.

         Mares, they would be, noble and strong, capable of carrying foolish, drunken men out to sea on their journey, if they so desired, and capable of bringing them back again, too.

         “Yes,” I said. “You stay here. I’ll go find the horses.”

         Back on shore, walking up the beach to the stables, I stopped at a pay phone, and dialed Tricia’s number. The cold wind was rocking the little phone booth, and there was a lot of static on the line.

         “Tricia,” I said, disguising my voice, mumbling. “This is Kirby. I love you.” Then I hung up, and thought about how I really liked her after all, and I went to look for the horses. It would be perfect.

         We could ride around out in the Gulf on the swimming horses until they tired, casting and drinking, searching for what we were after, pausing sometimes to lean forward and whisper kind things, encouragement, into the horses’ ears, as they labored through the waves, blowing hard through their nostrils, legs kicking and churning, swimming around in wide circles out in the Gulf, in the darkness, the snow; no doubt full of their own fears of sharks, of drowning, of going down under too heavy of a load, and of all the things unseen, all the things below.

      

   


   
      
         
            The Watch

         

         When Hollingsworth’s father, Buzbee, was seventy-seven years old, he was worth a thousand dollars, that summer and fall. His name was up in all the restaurants and convenience stores along the interstate, and the indistinctions on the dark photocopies taped to doors and walls made him look distinguished, like someone else. The Xerox sheets didn’t even say Reward, Lost, or Missing. They just got right to the point: Mr. Buzbee, $1,000.

         The country Buzbee had disappeared in was piney woods, in the center of the state, away from the towns, the Mississippi—away from everything. There were swamps and ridges, and it was the hottest part of the state, and hardly anyone lived there. If they did, it was on those ridges, not down in the bottoms, and there were sometimes fields that had been cleared by hand, though the soil was poor and red and could really grow nothing but tall lime-colored grass that bent in the wind like waves in a storm, and was good for horses and nothing else—no crops, no cattle, nothing worth a damn—and Hollingsworth did not doubt that Buzbee, who had just recently taken to pissing in his pants, was alive, perhaps even lying down in the deep grass somewhere, to be spiteful, like a dog.

         Hollingsworth knew the reward he was offering wasn’t much. He had a lot more money than that, but he read the papers and knew that people in Jackson, the big town seventy miles north, offered that much every week, when their dogs ran off, or their cats went away somewhere to have kittens. Hollingsworth had offered only $1,000 for his father because $900 or some lesser figure would have seemed cheap; but some greater number would have made people think he was sad and missed the old man. It really cracked Hollingsworth up, reading about those lawyers in Jackson who would offer $1,000 for their tramp cats. He wondered how they came upon those figures—if they knew what a thing was really worth when they liked it.

         It was lonely without Buzbee—it was bad, was much too quiet, especially in the evenings—and it was the first time in his life that Hollingsworth had ever heard such a silence. Sometimes cyclists would ride past his dried-out barn and country store, and there was one who would sometimes stop for a Coke; sweaty, breathing hard. He was more like some sort of draft animal than a person, so intent was he upon his speed, and he never had time to chat with Hollingsworth, to spin tales. He said his name was Jesse; he would say hello, gulp his Coke, and then this Jesse would be off, hurrying to catch up with the others.

         Hollingsworth tried to guess the names of the other cyclists. He felt he had a secret over them: giving them names they didn’t know they had. He felt as if he owned them, as if he had them on some invisible string and could pull them back in just by muttering their names. He called all the others by French names—François, Pierre, Jacques—as they all rode French bicycles with an unpronounceable name—and he thought they were pansies, delicate, for having been given such soft and fluttering names—but he liked Jesse, and even more, he liked Jesse’s bike, which was a black Schwinn, a heavy old bike that Hollingsworth saw made Jesse struggle hard to stay up with the Frenchmen.

         Hollingsworth watched them ride, like a pack of animals, up and down the weedy, abandoned roads in the heat, disappearing into the shimmer that came up out of the road and the fields. The cyclists disappeared into the mirages, tracking a straight line, and then, later in the day—sitting on his porch, waiting—Hollingsworth would see them again when they came riding back out of the mirages.

         
              

         

         The very first time that Jesse had peeled off from the rest of the pack and stopped by Hollingsworth’s ratty-ass grocery for a Coke—the sound the old bottle made, sliding down the chute, Hollingsworth still had the old formula Cokes, as no one ever came to his old leaning barn of a store, set back on the hill off the deserted road—that first time, Hollingsworth was so excited at having a visitor that he couldn’t speak. He just kept swallowing, filling his stomach fuller and fuller with air—and the sound the old bottle made sliding down the chute made Hollingsworth feel as if he had been struck in the head with it, as if he had been waiting at the bottom of the chute. No one had been out to his place since his father ran away: just the sheriff, once.

         The road past Hollingsworth’s store was the road of a ghost town. There had once been a good community, a big one, back at the turn of the century, down in the bottom, below his store—across the road, across the wide fields, with rich growing grasses from the river’s flooding—and down in the tall hardwoods, with trees so thick that three men, holding arms, could not circle them, there had been a colony, a fair-sized town actually, that shipped cotton down the bayou in the fall, when the waters started to rise again.

         The town had been called Hollingsworth.

         But in 1903 the last residents had died of yellow fever, as had happened in almost every other town in the state—strangely enough, those lying closest to swamps and bayous, where yellow fever had always been a problem, were the last towns to go under, the most resistant—and then in the years that followed, the new towns that re-established themselves in the state did not choose to locate near Hollingsworth again. Buzbee’s father had been one of the few who left before the town died, though he had contracted it, the yellow fever, and both Buzbee’s parents died shortly after Buzbee was born.

         Yellow fever came again in the 1930s, as well as malaria, and got Buzbee’s wife—Hollingsworth’s mother—when Hollingsworth was born, but Buzbee and his new son stayed, dug in and refused to leave the store. When Hollingsworth was fifteen, they both caught it again, but fought it down, together, as it was the kind that attacked only every other day—a different strain than before—and their days of fever alternated, so that they were able to take care of each other: cleaning up the spitting and the vomiting of black blood; covering each other with blankets when the chills started, and building fires in the fireplace, even in summer. And they tried all the roots in the area, all the plants, and somehow—for they did not keep track of what they ate, only sampled everything, anything that grew: pine boughs, cattails, wild carrots—they escaped being buried. Cemeteries were scattered throughout the woods and fields; nearly every place that was high and windy had one.

         So the fact that no one ever came to their store, that there never had been any business, was nothing for Buzbee and Hollingsworth; everything would always be a secondary calamity after the two years of fever, and burying everyone, everything. Waking up in the night with a mosquito biting them and wondering if it had the fever. There were cans of milk on the shelves in their store that were forty years old; bags of potato chips that were twenty years old, because neither of them liked potato chips.

         
              

         

         Hollingsworth would sit on his heels on the steps and tremble whenever Jesse and the others rode past, and on the times when Jesse turned in and came up to the store, so great was Hollingsworth’s hurry to light his cigarette and then talk, slowly, the way it was supposed to be done in the country, the way he had seen it in his imagination, when he thought about how he would like his life to really be—that he spilled two cigarettes, and had barely gotten the third lit and drawn one puff when Jesse finished his Coke and then stood back up, and put the wet empty bottle back in the wire rack, waved, and rode off, the great backs of his calves and hamstrings working up and down in swallowing shapes, like things trapped in a sack. So Hollingsworth had to wait again for Jesse to come back, and by the next time, he had decided for certain that Buzbee was just being spiteful.

         
              

         

         Before Buzbee had run away, sometimes Hollingsworth and Buzbee had cooked their dinners in the evenings, and other times they had driven into a town and ordered something, and looked around at people, and talked to the waitresses—but now, in the evenings, Hollingsworth stayed around, so as not to miss Jesse should he come by, and he ate sparingly from his stocks on the shelves: dusty cans of Vienna sausage, sardines, and rock crackers. Warm beer, brands that had gone out of business a decade earlier, two decades. Holding out against time was difficult, but was also nothing after holding out against death. In cheating death, Hollingsworth and Buzbee had continued to live, had survived, but also, curiously, had lost an edge of some sort: nothing would ever be quite as intense, nothing would ever really matter, after the biggest struggle.

         The old cans of food didn’t have any taste, but Hollingsworth didn’t mind. He didn’t see that it mattered much. Jesse said the other bikers wouldn’t stop because they thought the Cokes were bad for them: cut their wind, slowed them down.

         Hollingsworth had to fight down the feelings of wildness sometimes, now that his father was gone. Hollingsworth had never married, never had a friend other than his father. He had everything brought to him by the grocery truck, on the rarest of orders, and by the mail. He subscribed to The Wall Street Journal. It was eight days late by the time he received it, but he read it; and before Buzbee had run away they used to tell each other stories. They would start at sundown and talk until ten o’clock, Buzbee relating the ancient things, and Hollingsworth telling about everything that was in the paper. Buzbee’s stories were always better. They were things that had happened two, three miles away.

         
              

         

         As heirs to the town, Hollingsworth and Buzbee had once owned, back in the thirties, over two thousand acres of cypress and water oak, down in the swamp, and great thick bull pines, on the ridges, but they’d sold almost all of it to the timber companies, a forty- or eighty-acre tract every few years, and now they had almost no land left, just the shack in which they lived.

         But they had bushels and bushels of money, kept in peach bushel baskets in their closet, stacked high. They didn’t miss the land they had sold, but wished they had more, so the pulp-wood cutters would return: they had enjoyed the sound of the chain saws.

         Back when they’d been selling their land to be cut, they would sit on their porch in the evenings and listen to the far-off cutting as if it were music: picturing the great trees falling, and feeling satisfied, somehow, each time they heard one hit.

         
              

         

         The first thing Jesse did in the mornings when he woke up was to check the sky, and then, stepping out onto the back porch, naked, the wind. If there wasn’t any, he would be relaxed and happy with his life. If it was windy—even the faintest stir against his shaved ankles, up and over his round legs—he would scowl, a grimace of concentration, and go in and fix his coffee. There couldn’t be any letting up on windy days, and if there was a breeze in the morning, it would build to true and hard wind for sure by afternoon: the heat of the fields rising, cooling, falling back down: blocks of air as slippery as his biking suit, sliding up and down the roads, twisting through trees, looking for places to blow, paths of least resistance.

         
              

         

         There was so much Hollingsworth wanted to tell someone! Jesse, or even François, Jacques, Pierre! Buzbee was gone! He and Buzbee had told each other all the old stories, again and again. There wasn’t anything new, not really, not of worth, and hadn’t been for a long time. Hollingsworth had even had to resort to fabricating things, pretending he was reading them in the paper, to match Buzbee during the last few years of storytelling. And now, alone, his imagination was turning in on itself, and growing, like the most uncontrollable kind of cancer, with nowhere to go, and in the evenings he went out on the porch and looked across the empty highway, into the waving fields in the ebbing winds, and beyond, down to the blue line of trees along the bayou, where he knew Buzbee was hiding out, and Hollingsworth would ring the dinner bell, with a grim anger, and he would hope, scanning the fields, that Buzbee would stand up and wave, and come back in.

         
              

         

         Jesse came by for another Coke in the second week of July. There was such heat. Hollingsworth had called in to Crystal Springs and had the asphalt truck come out and grade and level his gravel, pour hot slick tar down over it, and smooth it out: it cooled slowly, and was beautiful, almost iridescent, like a black snake in the bright green grass; it glowed its way across the yard as if it were made of glass, a path straight to the store, coming in off the road. It beckoned.

         “So you got a new driveway,” Jesse said, looking down at his feet.

         The bottle was already in his hand; he was already taking the first sip.

         Nothing lasted; nothing!

         Hollingsworth clawed at his chest, his shirt pocket, for cigarettes. He pulled them out and got one and lit it, and then sat down and said, slowly, “Yes.” He looked out at the fields and couldn’t remember a single damn story.

         He groped, and faltered.

         “You may have noticed there’s a sudden abundance of old coins, especially quarters, say, 1964, 1965, the ones that have still got some silver in them,” Hollingsworth said casually, but it wasn’t the story in his heart.

         “This is nice,” Jesse said. “This is like what I race on sometimes.” The little tar strip leading in to the Coke machine and Hollingsworth’s porch was black and smooth and new. Hollingsworth had been sweeping it twice a day, to keep twigs off it, and waiting.

         It was soft and comfortable to stand on; Jesse was testing it with his foot—pressing down on it, admiring the surface and firmness, yet also the give of it.

         “The Russians hoarded them, is my theory, got millions of them from our mints in the sixties, during the Cold War,” Hollingsworth said quickly. Jesse was halfway through with his Coke. This wasn’t the way it was with Buzbee at all. “They’ve since subjected them to radiation—planted them amongst our populace.”

         Jesse’s calves looked like whales going away; his legs, like things from another world. They were grotesque when they moved and pumped.

         
              

         

         “I saw a man who looked like you,” Jesse told Hollingsworth in August.

         Jesse’s legs and deep chest were taking on a hardness and slickness that hadn’t been there before. He was drinking only half his Coke, and then slowly pouring the rest of it on the ground, while Hollingsworth watched, crestfallen: the visit already over, cut in half by dieting, and the mania for speed and distance.

         “Except he was real old,” Jesse said. “I think he was the man they’re looking for.” Jesse didn’t know Hollingsworth’s first or last name; he had never stopped to consider it.

         Hollingsworth couldn’t speak. The Coke had made a puddle and was fizzing, popping quietly in the dry grass. The sun was big and orange across the fields, going down behind the blue trees. It was beginning to cool. Doves were flying past, far over their heads, fat from the fields and late-summer grain. Hollingsworth wondered what Buzbee was eating, where he was living, why he had run away.

         “He was fixing to cross the road,” said Jesse.

         Jesse was standing up: balancing carefully, in the little cleat shoes that would skid out from underneath him from time to time when he tried to walk in them. He didn’t use a stopwatch the way other cyclists did, but knew he was getting faster, because just recently he had gotten the quiet, almost silent sensation—just a soft hushing—of falling, the one that athletes, and sometimes other people, get when they push deeper and deeper into their sport, until—like pushing through one final restraining layer of tissue, the last and thinnest, easiest one—they are falling, slowly, and there is nothing left in their life to stop them, no work is necessary, things are just happening, and they suddenly have all the time in the world to perfect their sport, because that’s all there is, one day, finally.

         “I tried to lay the bike down and get off and chase him,” Jesse said. “But my legs cramped up.”

         He put the Coke bottle in the rack.

         The sun was in Hollingsworth’s eyes; it was as if he were being struck blind. He could smell only Jesse’s heavy body odor, and could feel only the heat still radiating from his legs, like thick andirons taken from a fire: legs like a horse’s, standing there, with veins wrapping them, spidery, beneath the thin browned skin.

         “He was wearing dirty old overalls and no shirt,” said Jesse. “And listen to this. He had a live carp tucked under one arm, and it didn’t have a tail left on it. I had the thought that he had been eating on that fish’s tail, chewing on it.”

         Jesse was giving a speech. Hollingsworth felt himself twisting down and inside with pleasure, like he was swooning. Jesse kept talking, nailing home the facts.

         “He turned and ran like a deer, back down through the field, down toward the creek, and into those trees, still holding on to the fish.” Jesse turned and pointed. “I was thinking that if we could catch him on your tractor, run him down and lasso him, I’d split the reward money with you.” Jesse looked down at his legs: the round swell of them so ballooned and great that they hid completely his view of the tiny shoes below him. “I could never catch him by myself, on foot, I don’t think,” he said, almost apologetically. “For an old fucker, he’s fast. There’s no telling what he thinks he’s running from.”

         “Hogson, the farmer over on Green Gable Road, has got himself some hounds,” Hollingsworth heard himself saying, in a whisper. “He bought them from the penitentiary, when they turned mean, for five hundred dollars. They can track anything. They’ll run the old man to Florida, if they catch his scent; they won’t ever let up.”

         Hollingsworth was remembering the hounds: black and tan, the colors of late frozen night and cold honey in the sun, in the morning, and he was picturing the dogs moving through the forest, with Jesse and himself behind them. The dogs straining on their heavy leashes! Buzbee, slightly ahead of them, on the run, leaping logs, crashing through the undergrowth, splashing through the bends and loops in the bayou: savage swamp birds, rafts of them, darkening the air as they rose in their fright, leaping up in entire rookeries…cries in the forest, it would be like the jungle.… It might take days! Stories around the campfire! He would tear off a greasy leg of chicken, roasted on the fire, reach across to hand it to Jesse, and tell him about anything, everything.

         “We should try the tractor first,” Jesse said, thinking ahead. It was hard to think about a thing other than bicycling, and he was frowning and felt awkward, exposed, and, also, trapped: cut off from the escape route. “But if he gets down into the woods, we’ll probably have to use the dogs.”

         Hollingsworth was rolling up his pants leg, cigarette still in hand, to show Jesse the scar from the hunting accident when he was twelve—his father had said he thought he was a deer, and had shot him. Buzbee had been twenty-six.

         “I’m like you,” Hollingsworth said faithfully. “I can’t run worth a damn either.” But Jesse had already mounted his bike: he was moving away, down the thin black strip, like a pilot taking a plane down a runway to lift off, or like a fish running to sea. He entered the dead highway, which had patches of weeds growing up even in its center, and he stood up in his toe clips and accelerated away, down through the trees, with the wind at his back, going home.

         He was gone almost immediately.

         Hollingsworth did not want to go back inside. The store had turned dark; the sun was down behind the trees. Hollingsworth sat on the porch and watched the empty road. His mother had died when he was born. She, like his father, had been fourteen. He and his father had always been more like brothers to each other than anything else. Hollingsworth could remember playing a game with his father, perhaps when he was seven or eight, and his father would run out into the field and hide, on their old homestead—racing down the hill, arms windmilling, and disappearing suddenly, diving down into the tall grass, while Hollingsworth—Quirter, Quirt—tried to find him. They played that game again and again, more than any other game in the world, and at all times of the year, not just in the summer.

         
              

         

         Buzbee had a favorite tree, and he sat up in the low branch of it often and looked back in the direction from which he had come. He saw the bikers every day. There weren’t ever cars on the road. The cyclists sometimes picnicked at a little roadside table, oranges and bottles of warm water and candy bars by the dozens—he had snuck out there in the evenings, before, right at dusk, and sorted through their garbage, nibbled some of the orange peelings—and he was nervous, in his tree, whenever they stopped for any reason.

         Buzbee had not in the least considered going back to his maddened son. He shifted on the branch and watched the cyclists eat their oranges. His back was slick with sweat, and he was rank, like the worst of animals. He and all the women bathed in the evenings in the bayou, in the shallows, rolling around in the mud. The women wouldn’t go out any deeper. Snakes swam in evil S-shapes, back and forth, as if patrolling. He was starting to learn the women well, and many of them were like his son, in that they always wanted to talk, it seemed—this compulsion to communicate, as if it could be used to keep something else away, something big and threatening. He thought about what the cold weather would be like, November and beyond, himself trapped, as it were, in the abandoned palmetto shack, with all of the women around the fireplace, talking, for four months.

         He slid down from the tree and started out into the field, toward the cyclists—the women watched him go—and in the heat, in the long walk across the field, he became dizzy, started to fall several times, and for the briefest fragments of time he kept forgetting where he was, imagined that one of the cyclists was his son, that he was coming back in from the game that they used to play, and he stopped, knelt down in the grass and pretended to hide. Eventually, though, the cyclists finished eating, got up and rode away, down the road again. Buzbee watched them go, then stood up and turned and raced back down into the woods, to the women. He had become frightened, for no reason, out in the field like that.

         
              

         

         Buzbee had found the old settlement after wandering around in the woods for a week. There were carp in the bayou, and gar, and catfish, and he wrestled the large ones out of the shallow oxbows that had been cut off from the rest of the water. He caught alligators, too, the small ones.

         He kept a fire going continuously, to keep the mosquitoes away, and as he caught more and more of the big fish, he hung them from the branches in his clearing, looped vine through their huge jaws and hung them like villains in his little clearing, like the most ancient of burial grounds; all these vertical fish, out of the water, mouths gaping in silent death, as if preparing to ascend: they were all pointing up.

         The new pleasure of being alone sometimes stirred Buzbee so that he ran from errand to errand. He was getting ready for this new life, and with fall and winter coming on, he felt young.

         After a couple of weeks, he had followed the bayou upstream, toward town, backtracking the water’s sluggishness. He slept under the large logs that had fallen across it like netting, and he swatted at the mosquitoes that swarmed him in the evenings whenever he stopped moving, and he had kept going, even at night. The moon came down through the bare limbs of the swamp-rotted ghost trees, skeleton-white, disease-killed, but as he got higher above the swamp and closer to the town, near daylight, the water moved faster, had some circulation, and the mosquitoes were not a threat.

         
              

         

         He lay under a boxcar on the railroad tracks and looked across the road at the tired women going in and out of the washateria: moving so slowly, as if old. They were in their twenties, their thirties, their forties: they carried their baskets of clothes in front of them with a bumping, side-to-side motion, as if they were going to quit living on the very next step. Their forearms sweated, glistened, and the sandals on their wide feet made flopping sounds, and he wanted to tell them about his settlement. He wanted five or six, ten or twenty of them. He wanted them walking around barefooted on the dark earth beneath his trees, beneath his hanging catfish and alligators, by the water, in the swamp.

         He stole four chickens and a rooster that night, hooded their eyes, and put them in a burlap sack, put three eggs in each of his shirt pockets, too, after sucking ten eggs dry, gulping them in the almost wet brilliance of the moon, behind a chicken farm back west of town, along the bayou—and then he continued on down its banks, the burlap sack thrown over his back, the chickens and rooster warm against his damp body, calm, waiting.

         He stopped when he came out of the green thick woods, over a little ridge, and looked down into the country where the bayous slowed to heavy swamp and where the white and dead trees were and the bad mosquitoes lived. He sat down and leaned his old back against a tree, and watched the moon and its blue light shining on the swamp, with his chickens. He waited until the sun came up and it got hot, and the mosquitoes had gone away, before starting down toward the last part of his journey, back to his camp.

         The rest of the day he gathered seeds and grain from the little raised hummocks and grassy spots in the woods, openings in the forest, to use for feed for the chickens, which moved in small crooked shapes of white, like little ghosts in the woods, all through his camp, but they did not leave it. The rooster flew up into a low tree and stared wildly, golden-eyed, down into the bayou. For weeks Buzbee had been hunting the quinine bushes said to have been planted there during the big epidemic, and on that day he found them, because the chickens went straight to them and began pecking at them as Buzbee had never seen chickens peck: they flew up into the leaves, smothered their bodies against the bushes as if mating with them, so wild were they to get to the berries.

         Buzbee’s father had planted the bushes, had received the seeds from South America on a freighter that he met in New Orleans the third year of the epidemic, and he had returned with them to the settlement, that third year, when everyone went down finally.
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