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It is true that we are weak and sick and ugly and quarrelsome but if that is all we ever were, we would millenniums ago have disappeared from the face of the earth.


John Steinbeck
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When I woke up that morning it was still pretty early. Summer had just begun and from where I lay in my sleeping bag I could see out the window. There were hardly any clouds and the sky was clear and blue. I looked at the Polaroid I had taped to the wall next to where I slept. It shows my aunt and me sitting by a river; she has on a swimsuit. She’s my dad’s sister and she looks like him, with black hair and blue eyes and she’s really thin. In the photo she’s holding a can of soda and smiling as I sit next to her. She has her arm around me. My hair’s wet and I’m smiling. That was when we all lived in Wyoming. But it had been four years since I’d seen her, and I didn’t even know where she lived anymore.


My dad and I had just moved to Portland, Oregon, and we’d been there for a week. We didn’t know anybody. Two days before my school year was done we packed the truck and moved out from Spokane. We brought our kitchen table and four chairs, dishes and pots and pans, our clothes and TV, and my dad’s bed. We left all the rest.


Neither of us had been to Portland before. My dad just knew a guy who told him of a job opening as a forklift driver for Willig Freight Lines. He applied for it and got it. They interviewed him on the phone and gave him the job right then because at the time he was a forklift driver for TNT Freight Lines in Rock Springs and he’d done that sort of work for years. We lived in a motel for a few days, then he rented us a house a mile from where he worked. I’m not sure why he wanted to leave Spokane. I told him I didn’t want to go, I begged him that I didn’t want to go, but he said he’d rather go to prison and get the shit kicked out of him every day than spend any more time in a dump like Spokane.


The house we rented had two bedrooms. There was a kitchen with an electric stove and a fridge, and there was another room that was empty except for a TV we set on a chair. There was a bathroom that had a tub, sink, and toilet, and there was a back room where you could store things and where there was plumbing and electricity so you could put in a washer and dryer if you had them.


Our place was in a neighborhood of small, rundown houses next to a trailer park. The houses were built in the forties. It was called Delta Park. The streets had trees lining them and we had a backyard. Since it was a real house my dad promised we’d get a barbecue and then a dog. I didn’t care about the barbecue but I really wanted a dog and hoped this time I would get one.


I lay there for a while longer and tried to go back to sleep but I couldn’t so I got up. I put on a pair of shorts and a flannel shirt and my running shoes. It was Saturday and most of the cars in the neighborhood were still parked in front of their houses when I left and started jogging down the street.


Instead of turning left by the mini-mart like I had done every other day I turned right and ran underneath a railroad bridge. I made my way along the road and passed a series of warehouses, a machine shop, a wrecking yard, and an auto parts store. I kept going and went under another bridge and when I came to the other side I saw, in the distance, a horse track. I’d never seen one before and really the only horses I’d ever seen besides on TV were when I once went to a rodeo with my dad and some friends of his. But I always liked horses. Besides dogs, they’re my favorite.


It wasn’t even 7 a.m., but the backside of the track was already going. The whole area was fenced off in chain link and topped with barbed wire. There were at least a dozen huge buildings that housed the horses. I could see it all from the road. The place went on for acres and people and horses were coming and going out of everywhere.


I ran alongside the fence on a two-lane road. I passed a maintenance shop where two water trucks sat with “Portland Meadows” painted on them. I saw two men welding and a mechanic working on a truck. I passed the main dirt track and saw horses running on it. Then I came to the main grandstand. In front of the building was a huge empty parking lot. The building itself was old and white and green. On the front of it read “Portland Meadows” in huge red neon letters. Next to it was a galloping neon race horse.


I stopped and went up to the building, to the entrance where big glass doors were, but I didn’t go in. I just rested for a minute, then did forty push-ups and started running again.


I went for a couple miles before I stopped near a huge river. Off the banks were docks, and the docks held boats and rows of floating homes. I sat there and watched a tug boat push cargo and then I saw a speedboat and a red sailboat and then a few jet skis went racing by, chasing each other around.


I stretched out, then ran easy and slow back to the house. Even so I was dead tired by the time I got there. I went in the front door and to the kitchen to get a glass of water and saw a woman I’d never seen. She was cooking eggs and bacon and she was wearing only a T-shirt and underwear.


“Who are you?” I asked her.


She turned around and smiled. “Who are you?” she said back. She was old, maybe in her forties. There was a cigarette going in a tray on the kitchen table, and she went over to it.


“I’m Charley Thompson.”


“You’re Ray’s kid?” she said, and smoked from the cigarette.


“Yeah,” I said. You could see her nipples coming through the shirt she was wearing. Her underwear was black, and it was almost see through. She had red hair and her face had freckles all over it. She wasn’t good-looking.


“You look just like him,” she said.


“But I’m gonna be taller,” I said.


“Is that so?”


“Yeah,” I said. “I’m almost as tall as him already.”


“I’m cooking breakfast,” she said. “Do you want some?”


“Where did you get the food?”


“I made your dad go to the grocery store. All you guys had in the fridge was beer, milk, and Cap’n Crunch. I bet the cereal is yours.”


“Yeah,” I said.


“You don’t have to keep cereal in the fridge, you know.”


“There’s cockroaches here.”


She nodded, then went back to the stove.


“I’m going to get a glass of water, okay?”


“It’s your house, isn’t it?” she said, and looked back again and smiled.


I didn’t know what to think but I was hungry. I got a glass of water and sat at the table and waited. After a while my dad came out of the bathroom in his underwear and walked into the kitchen and took a beer from the fridge and sat down. He took a pack of cigarettes off the table and lit one.


“You meet Lynn?” he said, and yawned.


I nodded.


Lynn looked around and smiled at him.


“She’s a secretary in the front office where I work.” He opened his beer and drank from it. “How far did you go running?”


“Pretty far. Did you know there’s a horse track down the street?”


“I’ve driven past it,” he said.


“They were working out when I ran by. I saw maybe fifty horses.”


My dad sat back in his chair and didn’t say anything. He was looking at the woman and smoking. He was six feet or so and he was skinny and had black hair. His hair was combed back and wet. His chest had this sort of caved-in look to it, and he had a big scar on his leg from burning himself on a motorcycle. But he had a good face, it was kind and he had dark blue eyes and he smiled a lot. Everyone said he was good-looking.


Lynn stood there with her back to us. Her ass was hanging out of her underwear and I looked down at her legs and on her ankle was a tattoo of a flower, and coming out of the flower was some sort of snake.


We all ate breakfast sitting around the table. I kept looking at her and thinking about her underwear and her nipples pressing through her shirt and when I did she seemed pretty nice, she seemed alright.


When breakfast was over they went into his room to get dressed. My dad came out a few minutes later and sat across from me at the table and put on his boots.


“Is she your new girlfriend?” I asked him.


“No,” he said.


“Is she gonna be?”


“I don’t know.”


“I like her better than Marlene.”


“Marlene was alright.”


“She was mean,” I said. “She couldn’t cook either.”


“Lynn and I just work together. Plus she’s married.”


“She’s married?”


“Well, she’s separated from her husband. Supposedly he’s a Samoan.” He leaned over and whispered, “He’ll probably chop my head off with a machete.”


“What’s a Samoan?” I asked.


“You don’t know?”


“No.”


“Don’t they teach you anything in school?”


“They teach me some things,” I said.


“Samoans are big fuckers. They play football sometimes. You should know that. There’s a few pro ones here and there. They’re tough and they love to fight. They come from the island of Samoa in the Pacific. They’re the size of mountains.”


“Is he that big?”


“She says he is, but I’ve never seen him. She says he’s fucking nuts. This guy at work said the same thing.”


“Is he gonna be mad?”


“She said he moved in with a stripper, so who knows.”


“Will he come here?”


“You mean to get me?”


“Yeah.”


“No. Hell, I’m just talking, Charley. He doesn’t know where we live. Don’t worry about him. Okay?”


“Okay.”


“What did you do last night?”


“Watched TV.”


“Was there anything good on?” He finished his beer and lit another cigarette.


“Not really.”


He took his wallet out and gave me ten dollars.


“Sorry I can’t give you any more.”


“I don’t need any more.”


“You gonna be okay on your own today?”


As I nodded Lynn walked back out into the main room dressed in jeans and a black shirt. She had put her hair back in a pony tail and was wearing dark red lipstick. She went up to my dad and he ran his hand across her ass and then they left.
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I moved the TV into my room and lay on my sleeping bag and watched it until late afternoon. Then I walked to a main road and stayed on it until I came to a lady and a man walking down the street. I asked them if they knew where a movie theater was and the guy told me to walk two miles down the same road and so I did.


The theater was in a part of town called St. Johns. It was lined with stores and bars, and there were a couple of taquerias and a pharmacy that had an old-fashioned diner in it. There was a bike shop, a dollar store, and a workingman’s clothing store. I went into a used bookstore and a Salvation Army thrift store, then I bought a couple tacos and sat down against the wall of a closed-down office and ate.


When the time came for the seven o’clock showing I went inside and sat through two movies. One was about an undercover spy who gets chased all around Europe and the other was about a group of women who get trapped in a cave. The women were good-looking but it was a horror movie and I can never sleep after horror movies.


It was dark out when I left the theater. I walked around for another half-hour or so, then sat back down where I had eaten earlier. I saw a group of girls my age walk by, but they didn’t notice me. One of the girls had long blonde hair and she was really good-looking. They were all laughing and having a good time. It wasn’t much after that when I saw a fight across the street. Two men came out of a bar called Dad’s and started hitting each other. They were near a street light. One man was young, maybe in his twenties, and the other looked old. He had gray hair and a big bald spot on the top of his head. The younger man hit the old man so hard he fell to the ground. Both of them were dressed in work clothes. They had on the same orange-colored T-shirts with the same writing on the back. Then the younger guy kicked the old man in the head and he was about to do it again when people from inside the bar came out and stopped him.


They pushed him against the window of the bar and held him. The old man didn’t move from the ground. He just lay there still. An older woman came out of the bar and went to him and kneeled down. You could hear her crying and screaming. I just sat there across the street and watched. A police car pulled up and after that an ambulance. I watched the medics work on the old man and then put him in the ambulance and drive away. The young guy was still there but by then they had handcuffs on him and they were putting him in the back of the police car. I watched until they drove off, then I got up and left. I started off walking, but everything I’d seen that night had made me nervous and before I knew it I was running.


*


Back at the house I made sure all the windows and doors were locked. I turned on all the lights and got in my sleeping bag and watched TV with the sound down low. Around three or so I got up and ate a couple bowls of Cap’n Crunch before I finally knocked off around dawn.


When I woke up again it was past noon. I looked in my dad’s room but he wasn’t there, and his truck wasn’t in the driveway. I drank a glass of water and did a hundred sit-ups, then I put on my running clothes and left. I turned right like I did the day before and went under the railroad bridge and when I came out the other side I could see Portland Meadows in the distance.


I ran to the grandstand parking lot and did four laps around it before I stopped. I sprinted the last one and by the end I was so tired I could hardly stand. Then I went inside the big glass doors and saw a bar and a food stand and a souvenir shop. There were rows and rows of tables with people sitting at them watching huge TVs with races showing on them. I went outside but there were no horses on the track and I asked an old man why, and he said they only worked out in the mornings and that the real races started in a month or so. I went back inside and stayed there until the food stand closed and the bar closed and the TVs were shut down and I was told to leave.


After that I went to the big shopping center that was next to the track. It had a sporting goods place, a pet shop, and a home improvement store. For a couple hours I walked up and down the aisles of those places, then I went to a minimart and bought a can of chili and a can of SpaghettiOs and walked back to the house.


It was night by the time I got there and my dad still wasn’t home. I moved the TV into the kitchen and opened the can of SpaghettiOs and heated it on the stove and watched Sunday night TV until I got tired. I moved the TV back to my bedroom and watched from my sleeping bag but the same thing happened that night that happened every night I was alone. I began hearing things, and I got nervous and made myself get up and check the windows and the locks on the door. I turned all the lights off and looked outside. Then I turned them back on and looked in every room. After that I wasn’t even tired anymore. I lay back down and watched TV and finally fell asleep around 5 a.m.


*


The next day I got up and finished unpacking. I had three boxes and a plastic garbage bag full of clothes. I took the clothes out and laid them on my sleeping bag and folded them. I had two pairs of Levi’s, a couple long-sleeve shirts, four T-shirts, five pairs of underwear, and a half dozen pairs of socks, a sweater, and two jackets. One was a down parka for when it was really cold and the other was an old canvas work coat my dad had given me.


Two of the boxes had books in them, and in the last one was a clock my dad had gotten me from San Francisco. It was red and sparkly and had a picture of a cable car in the center of it. There were also two football trophies wrapped in T-shirts. One was an award for the best freshman defensive back from my high school in Spokane and the other was older, from Pop Warner football. It was just a normal team trophy that everyone got but I liked it just the same. I cleaned them both off and put them on the window sill.


I broke down the boxes and stuck them in my closet and watched TV for the rest of the day. I left the house in the afternoon and walked towards St. Johns. It was near dusk when I got there and I spent my last four dollars there on a burrito from a taqueria. I sat against the wall of the same closed-down office I had before and ate.


After that I started talking to three men who were sitting in an alley drinking beer. They were older and one guy was missing all his front teeth, and another one had tattoos all over his hands and every time he spoke he stuttered. The other man didn’t say anything at all. He just sat there and mumbled and wore glasses with the thickest lenses I’d ever seen. The two guys talked about a friend of theirs who got hit by a car and then they talked about some other guy who stole their backpack. Then the guy with the thick glasses puked. He didn’t move, he just sat there and threw up on himself. The other two guys got up and took their things and left and so I did, too.
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My dad didn’t come home that night either and there was no food left and I’d spent all the money he had given me. The next morning I walked down to a Safeway grocery store and stole two cans of soup and a loaf of bread. I put the cans in my coat pocket and carried the bread and left. The second I was outside I started running. I didn’t look back or stop until I was nearly a mile away. I was nervous alright but I’d done the same thing quite a bit when I lived in Spokane and I’d never been caught. I walked the rest of the way home and when I got there I ate one of the cans and five pieces of bread. After that I sat in the bathtub and tried to read a spy novel my dad had left in the bathroom.


He came back the next night. I was in bed when I heard his truck pull up. I shut the light off in my room. I could hear him unlock the front door and walk through the living room. After a while he opened the door to my bedroom and looked in. I closed my eyes and kept them shut even when he called my name. He stood there for a time, then turned off the TV and closed the door and I fell asleep right after that.


I woke up early the next morning and got dressed to go running. When I walked out into the main room I could see him in the kitchen sitting in his underwear drinking coffee.


“How have you been?” he asked in a voice that was tired and raw.


“Alright,” I said.


“I was on call all weekend but it was slow so Lynn and I drove out to Pendleton to pick up some furniture her uncle gave her. I stopped by once but you weren’t here. You get my note?”


“I got it.”


“I’ll get the phone hooked up next week.”


“Maybe we could get cell phones?” I asked him.


“Cell phones?”


“Yeah.”


“Then you get people calling all the time and everybody knows where you are. A regular phone is bad enough, with cell phones you end up talking on them while you’re on the can, while you’re in the movie theater.”


“When was the last time you went to a movie?” I said and grinned.


“You know what I mean, smart ass. I’ll get a regular phone, but I ain’t getting us cell phones. Alright?”


I nodded.


He hadn’t shaved and his hair looked like he’d just gotten out of bed. He took a cigarette from a pack on the table and lit it.


“You going running?”


“Yeah,” I said.


“How far today?”


“I don’t know.”


“I’ve been thinking, we should go to the coast this summer. I hear you can go swimming in the ocean. It’s cold, but a hotshot athlete like you could take it.”


I sat down at the table and put on my shoes.


“What did you do here?”


“Nothing,” I said.


“Did you have enough money?”


“I did alright.”


“I was gonna make breakfast but there’s nothing here, is there?”


“No.”


“We’ll go shopping when you get back.”


“Alright,” I said and he nodded and I got up.


I ran to the mini-mart and turned left and ran past a row of warehouses, then past the Freightliner plant and I came to a small two-lane road and I stayed on it until I began to hurt, then I turned around.


When I got back he was asleep on his bed. It took me a while to get him up but after a while he did and drove us to Jubitz truck stop and we had breakfast in the diner. I ate mine and part of his and then he ordered me a cheeseburger.


Afterwards we walked around the truck stop. It was like a little city. There was a movie theater, a church, a post office, even a medical office, and it was all enclosed like a big mall. We stayed there for a long time and he tried on a pair of boots in a Western store, then we went back out to the truck.


“It’s always good to go grocery shopping on a full stomach,” he said and started the engine and took us out on to the main road. He lit a cigarette and rolled down the window.


“But you never buy as much when you’re not hungry,” I said.


“That’s the point,” he said.


“It’s not a very good idea,” I said.


“How do you like Portland?” he said after a while.


“I don’t know. I haven’t seen much of it.”


“Meet any girls?”


“I don’t think there’s anyone my age in any of the houses around us. I haven’t met anybody at all.”


A man passed us in an old station wagon. His car was smoking. He had his head out of the window and was trying to drive like that.


My dad laughed.


“Do you think the car’s gonna blow up?”


“No,” he said and paused. “Hell, I don’t know. Maybe.”


We watched the car. Black smoke streamed from under the hood, then it seemed like it was coming from inside the car too. The man got in the right lane and turned down a side street but he didn’t pull over, he kept driving.


My dad turned on the radio and began going through the stations.


“Do you like it here?” I asked him.


“The work’s alright,” he said, “but I’m a low man and I’ll have to work swing and graveyard for a while. It’s better than Spokane, though. That’s for sure.” He took a cigarette from a pack lying on the seat. “There’s a Safeway around here, isn’t there?”


“I can’t go in there,” I said.


“Why’s that?”


“I stole a couple cans of soup and a loaf of bread from there.”


“You did?”


“Yeah.”


“When?”


“Yesterday.”


“You didn’t steal any beer or maybe a bottle of wine?”


“Nothing like that,” I told him.


“I should have left you more money.”


“I guess.”


“I’m sorry.”


“It’s okay.”


“You gonna turn into a bank robber?” he said and looked over to me. He smiled and pushed on my arm.


“No, I was just hungry I guess.”


“We’ll get you food. Just lay off the armed robbery, alright?”


“Alright.”


“So where do we go?”


“There’s a Fred Meyer on the way to St. Johns. If you go down to Lombard and take a right.”


“How do you know that?”


“There ain’t much to do but walk around.”


“Then Fred Meyer it is,” he said.


*


We spent over a hundred dollars grocery shopping. We bought hamburger, cans of soup, frozen dinners and vegetables, cereal, bread, hot dogs, pork chops, spaghetti, and donuts. We went to the outdoor section and he bought me an air mattress to go underneath the sleeping bag. It was the kind with the motor and all you had to do was plug it in and it would automatically fill up the pad. He also bought a small hibachi barbecue, briquettes, and lighter fluid. I don’t know how he had money then, when he didn’t a couple days before, but he did.


Back at the house we put the groceries away and he lit the barbecue. We sat outside on the front lawn. When the coals had burned down enough we put hamburger patties on the grill and he drank beer and watched them cook and I put a can of pork and beans on the stove.


When he left that afternoon he told me he was going to spend the night at Lynn’s but that he’d be home in the morning. He gave me ten dollars and got in his truck and left. But the next morning he didn’t show up and he didn’t show up that night either. I knew he wouldn’t but it still made me mad, and I still waited up most of the night for him.
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I blew the ten he gave me at the movie theater. I watched a comedy about a newscaster, and I bought a hot dog and a Coke and a candy bar. When it was over I snuck into another movie about a ship’s captain who sails around getting into fights and a kid gets his arm blown off. When it was over and I had to leave the theater I got pretty down. I knew then, that night, that Portland would be worse than Spokane. At least I had friends in Spokane.


I woke up the next day and decided I’d get a job so I could have my own money. I was only fifteen so I lied on all the job applications and applied to the places I could walk to. There were help wanted signs at Joe’s Sporting Goods, Banditos Mexican Restaurant, and Napa Auto Parts. But none of them called me after I filled out the application. I tried for a dishwasher job at Shari’s and for a job pumping gas at a 76 station but neither of them called me either. So I just stayed home and watched TV, waiting for the summer to end and for football tryouts to start in August.


I ate through that run of groceries and after that whenever he gave me money I was smarter with it. I’d buy a big package of hamburger, a couple cans of spaghetti sauce, and a box of spaghetti and I’d make a big batch of it. I’d eat on the same thing for days.




* * *





I went running past the track one morning when I saw an old man in a gravel parking lot trying to change a tire on an old horse trailer. He was swearing at it. Each time he tried to get a lug nut off he’d start cussing. He had a low rough voice, and every other word he said was fuck or cocksucker or motherfucker or motherfucking cunt. I stopped and watched from a distance.


He saw me standing there.


“What the hell are you doing?” he said. He had the lug wrench in his hand.


“Me?” I yelled over to him.


“There ain’t no one else here,” he said.


“I’m just running.”


“Are you strong?”


“I’m pretty strong,” I told him.


“Come over here,” he said.


I walked to him. He was old, maybe seventy, and dressed in cowboy boots and jeans and a flannel shirt. He hadn’t shaved in a couple days and even then just meeting him I could tell he was shitfaced drunk. He smelled like beer and his eyes were bloodshot and glassy. He had a big gut and was going bald. The hair he did have was mostly gray on the sides and he had it greased back. His right arm was in a cast and he was chewing tobacco.


“What time is it?”


“Maybe six thirty,” I said.


He shook his head.


“I gotta load two horses and get to the Tri-Cities by one, and I got a flat.”


I looked down at the tire. There were two cans of Fix-a-Flat next to it.


“Is that far?” I asked.


“Far enough. Look, my arm ain’t worth two shits. I’ll give you five dollars if you can get the lugs off.”


“I’ll try,” I told him. I took the wrench and set it on the first nut. I pushed down as hard as I could and it gave. I got four others off but I had to jump on the last one until it broke free. After that he told me he had a jack behind the seat in his truck and asked me to get it. I did and jacked up the axle and pulled off the flat, put on the spare, and tightened down the lug nuts.


When I was done he took three dollars from his wallet.


“I thought I had a five,” he said and handed it to me.


“Del,” he said and put out his left hand and we shook.


“Charley,” I told him. “What happened to your arm?”


“I slipped,” he said.


“Why are you going to the Tri-Cities?”


“There’s a race.”


“A horse race?”


“Yeah.”


“Do you need help?”


“Help with what?” he said.


“With anything?”


“You’re looking for a job?”


I nodded.


“How old are you?”


“Sixteen,” I told him.


“You know much about horses?”


“No.”


The old man looked around. With his left hand he took a can of Copenhagen from his back pocket. He knocked the can of chew into the side of his leg, opened it with one hand, and set it on the hood of his truck. The fingers on his left hand were covered in dirt and grease and his pinky was bent out like it had been broken off and put back on wrong. He put those fingers in the tobacco, took a big dip from the can, and put it between his front lip and gum. He closed the can, put it back in his pocket, and spit on the ground. Some of the spit fell on his chin and he left it there.


“Will your folks let you spend the night away?”


“How far away is it?”


“Four hours, if we’re lucky.”


“Where will we be staying?”


“I’ll be sleeping in the cab. You can sleep wherever you want, or in the back of the truck. I don’t care. You got a sleeping bag?”


“Yeah,” I said.


“I’ll give you twenty-five dollars if you help me up there and back.”


“Twenty-five?”


“Yeah,” he said.


“We’ll be back tomorrow afternoon?”


He nodded.


I had two dollars and change and the three he just gave me.


“Okay,” I said.


“What about your parents?”


“They want me to get a job,” I said.


“Over there is the backside of the track. There’s a caf just off the road,” he said and pointed towards it. “You see the beer sign?”


I nodded.


“You’ll have to talk to the security guard to get in. Just tell him you work for me, Del Montgomery, and he’ll show you where to go. I’ll be there for a half-hour, then I’m gonna load up and leave. If you’re here by then I’ll take you.”


He turned and walked away. He dragged his left leg a little and it seemed like it was painful for him to walk. He made his way out of the parking lot, then across the street and through an entrance gate where the security guard stood in a small shack. When I saw where he went I ran back to my house. I left a note for my dad, changed my clothes, rolled up my sleeping bag, and tied it with a piece of rope. I put the five dollars in a plastic bag and folded the bag as small as I could and put it in my shoe and left.
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Del was sitting by himself at a table in the caf drinking a beer and eating eggs and bacon. The restaurant was like a shack almost, but I liked the way it looked. It was rundown and old, and there were pictures of horses on the wall, and a couple of TVs going and two video games in the corner. The floor dipped and raised and the linoleum on it was worn and covered with duct tape in places.


I walked over to him and set my sleeping bag on the ground.


“Have you eaten?” he said through a mouth full of food. There was ketchup on his chin and some had fallen on his shirt.


“No,” I told him.


“Can you eat in a hurry?”


I told him I could and he said there was a woman behind the counter named Mora and to order from her and have her put it on his tab. I went to the counter and a lady came from the kitchen. I asked her if she was Mora and she said she was so I ordered a ham and cheese omelet. She wrote it down and told me I owed her six-fifty.


“Del said to put it on his tab.”


“Del said that?” the woman said.


“He did,” I told her and then I looked out across the room and pointed to him. “He’s right over there by the TV.”


“I know who he is,” the woman said. “He doesn’t have a tab. I won’t give him a tab.”


I didn’t say anything.


“He didn’t tell you that he doesn’t have a tab?”


“No,” I said. “He just told me to come up here.”


“It’s six dollars and fifty cents. Do you still want the breakfast?”


“I only have five dollars. I just started working for him today.”


“You only have five dollars?”


“Yeah.”


She shook her head and looked over at Del. “Give to it to me, but remember this is the first and last time.”


I nodded and bent down and took off my shoe and reached in and got the plastic bag.


“Here,” I said and handed her the money.


She took it and put it in the till.


I went back to Del. He was watching a horse race on TV and drinking beer.


“You order something?”


“Yeah,” I said.


He nodded, then a race started on TV and he began yelling at it. He seemed pretty upset while it was going and more upset after it was over so I didn’t say anything to him about not having a tab or about how the lady made me pay. I should have left right then, but I was flat broke. So I just sat down and waited until my food came up.


*


Del’s truck was a white 1975 Ford pickup and it was parked in the dirt lot across from the backside. There was a blanket duct taped to the bench seat and there were rust holes in the floor. You could see the ground below. The windshield was cracked in three places and it only had an AM radio, but other than that the truck was okay. He started it and moved it in front of a trailer and we got out and hooked it up. The trailer wasn’t much either. Just a faded white old rusty stock trailer with two wheels on each side.


He drove up to the front gate and the old-man guard let us in. We went past a couple buildings and then Del parked and we got out and walked down a long shedrow barn where dozens and dozens of horses stood waiting in stalls. The whole building looked like it was leaning to the right. It was dilapidated. The paint was cracked and faded and there was mud everywhere. The stalls themselves were brick on three sides. The brick was painted white, but covered in dust and mud. The gates that held the horses in were metal and most were bent and rusty. A single naked light bulb hung in the center of each stall. There was hardly any natural light shining through at all. It seemed like a prison, a foreign prison in an old movie. There were maybe fifty horses waiting in that single row and Del said there were twenty to twenty-five more rows that had just as many. He said there were almost a thousand horses there.


He came to the end of the row and stopped.


“These two,” he said and pointed at two horses that were in stalls next to each other. He opened the gate and went inside and put a halter on the first horse and led him out.


“This is Tumbling Through,” he said. “He’s a biter. If he goes for you, just hit him on the nose and he’ll quit.” He handed me the lead rope and told me to walk him down the row and wait for him by the truck.


“And don’t let him stop on you. If he wants to stop just give him a quick pull. And watch your feet, don’t let him step on you. And if he tries to pull away from you give a hard pull on the rope and he’ll stop. And remember, he’ll bite the hell out of you. And don’t let go. Okay?”


I nodded and took the rope and Del disappeared into another stall. I wrapped the rope around my hand and started going, but the whole thing made me uneasy. Tumbling Through was huge and dark brown in color. I led him out alright and stood there by the horse trailer and I tried my best to keep him from dragging me around. He didn’t try to bite me, though. Five minutes later Del came out with another horse.


“Never wrap the rope around your hand unless you want to lose your hand.” He spit on the ground.


I nodded and unwrapped the rope.


“This is Lean on Pete.”


The horse was black with a small white mark on his face. Del led him to where I was standing and took Tumbling Through from me and told me how to unlock the trailer door and I did. Then I held Tumbling Through while he loaded Lean on Pete. Pete went in easy and calm, but Tumbling Through took a long time to load and you could tell he was nervous. When Del finally got him in and closed the back door we got in the truck and drove to the gate. Del signed out with the old guard, and then we got on the highway. We left the windows down and he spit chew into an old soda cup and left the radio off. We didn’t talk. He just sat there hunched over and steered with his good hand and used his cast hand to shift gears. I tried hard not to fall asleep but I always fall asleep in cars and we weren’t even ten miles out of Portland when I conked out. I stayed that way until he got off the highway and put us on a small two-lane road somewhere in Washington.


“You ain’t much company,” he said when he saw that I was awake.


“I have a hard time staying awake in a moving car,” I told him.


“No shit,” he said.


He had a beer between his legs.


“How much farther?”


“Maybe an hour,” he said.


“Hey, Del, how old are these horses?”


“Tumbling Through is two,” he said. “He’s green but he can run. Lean on Pete’s five. He’s a piece of shit but he’s good enough for this.”


“What kind of horses are they?”


“Quarter horses,” he said, and then he began coughing and he coughed for a long time so I quit talking and looked out the window. We were out in the middle of nowhere. We passed miles of sagebrush and rocks and hills. Then farms and ranches slowly started to appear. Del turned off on a dirt road and drove down that for almost a mile before we came to a stop. There was nothing around us at all. You couldn’t even see the main road.


“We’ll get Lean on Pete out first,” he said and opened the truck door. He stepped out with his beer, finished it, and threw the can out into the desert. I followed him to the trailer and opened the back door.


He climbed inside, grabbed Lean on Pete by the halter, and led him around and out. He tied him to the side of the trailer and told me to stay with him. The horse nudged me with his head and I began to pet him. When I did he kept his head still and didn’t move. He was like a dog almost. When I’d stop he’d look at me, as if he was startled, and his eyes would look right at mine so I’d go back to petting him and he’d get still again.


Del came back with an old leather travel bag. He set it down on the hood of the truck and took a fifth of vodka from the bag, then a long needle with a huge bottle and plunger. I watched as he filled the bottle with the entire fifth and injected it into Lean on Pete.


“Why do you do that?” I asked him.


“It makes him focus,” he said.


Del was sweating and you could tell he was in pain just doing that much work. He threw the vodka bottle into the brush and took a small syringe and a glass medicine bottle. He put the needle into the bottle and filled it with liquid, then injected it into the horse’s front hooves.


“These are vitamins,” Del said. “And remember, never talk about anything concerning me or my horses or I’ll fire you.”


“Okay,” I said.


“Walk him to that tree and back, and then we’ll get back on the road.”


I nodded and started walking him. When I was done he loaded Pete in and we drove back to the main road and went another ten minutes until we came to a big ranch house where about twenty trucks were parked.


Del drove past them and up to a big red barn and shut off the engine. We got out and unloaded the horses and I followed him inside the barn and we put them in stalls.


“Do you know how to drive?”


“Sort of,” I said.


“You know how to work a clutch?”


“My dad’s truck has a clutch. He lets me drive him around sometimes.”


“This one’s tricky.”


“I’ll be okay,” I said.


“Alright,” he said and handed me the keys.


“Take the truck and trailer down the road away from the house, park it, then clean the shit out the trailer. There’s a shovel and a broom in the bed of my truck. Then come find me.”


I nodded and he walked up towards the house and I got back in the truck and started it. The clutch was going out. I stalled it six or seven times before I finally drove down to where he said and parked it. I shoveled all the shit out of the trailer and threw it into the sagebrush alongside the road. Then I locked the truck, put the keys in my pocket, and walked towards a large group of men who were all wearing cowboy hats and talking Mexican and drinking beer.


Del was standing with them. He had a beer in his hand and was talking to a man who had a patch over his eye. Not long after that another truck and trailer pulled up and three men got out and unloaded four horses.


Del looked around and when he saw me he waved me over.


“That’s who we’re racing,” he said when I got to him.


“Who are they?”


“The old guy is Estrada. He thinks he knows how to train but he don’t. He’s just got money. He owns a ranch twenty miles from here. Talking to him is like hammering a nail into your leg. The guy that owns this place has a few that aren’t too bad. He’s a different story. We’ll see.”


Del took a can of chew from his shirt pocket, knocked it against his leg, and took a dip from it. “Alright,” he said, “let’s get Tumbling Through.”


We walked to the stalls. He put a bridle on him and tied his tongue down with a strap that went over the horse’s tongue and around its lower jaw. Tumbling Through could barely stand still. Del yelled at him, then pulled hard on the bridle to get him to calm down, but even so he wouldn’t. We led him out and walked him down the road.


“Who’s going to ride him?”


“A semi-friend of mine,” Del said.


We stopped in front of the garage and two jockeys stood with helmets on, waiting. They were both dressed in jeans and T-shirts and had protective vests on. Del shook hands with one of them and then that man put a saddle on Tumbling Through. The other jockey did the same to one of the other horses. They both got on and then two men grabbed their lead ropes and led them away.


“Where are they racing?” I asked him.


“A dirt road behind the house. He told me he just graded it and added sand. It used to be a real piece of shit and I told him I wouldn’t come out anymore unless he did something about it.”


“Will he win?”


“Who, Tumbling?”


“Yeah.”


“Shit if I know. Estrada spends some money on his horses. He can’t train worth a fuck but money is money.”


We walked back to where the men stood. There were big coolers of beer and Del bought a can from an old man who was selling them. We went to the fence, leaned against it, and waited for the start of the race. The track was just a straight dirt road that went for maybe six hundred yards. There was an old metal four-horse starting gate and in the middle, near us, was the finish line and there was some sort of camera on one side of it.


I asked Del what it was and he told me it was a photo-finish camera. He said someone almost got killed there a year ago because of an argument over a race that was too close to call. One of the Mexicans said his horse won the race, the other said his did. They gave it to one of them and the loser got so pissed he rammed his truck into the other guy’s truck and totaled it.


“What happened after that?” I asked him.


“The guy who owns this place, the guy with the eye patch, Hector, bought a camera.”


“What about the two guys who were arguing?”


“Who knows? I don’t give a shit.”


In the distance you could see the horses enter the gate and then suddenly the race started. The men around us began yelling. The horses passed me in a flash. Each jockey was hitting his horse with a whip, and one of the jockeys was yelling. It looked pretty close until the end, when the other horse pulled away and beat Tumbling Through.


It took them a while to slow the horses down and they were two hundred yards past us when you could see Tumbling Through having trouble and then finally, in the distance, he stopped and the jockey jumped off. Del finished his beer in a swallow, dropped the can on the ground, and we went out to where the jockey stood trying to calm the horse. Del kneeled down to look at his front right leg.


“I’m cursed,” was all he said and stood up. He took the can of Copenhagen from his pocket. The jockey took the saddle off and said something in Mexican and Del nodded and the jockey left. We walked Tumbling Through back to the barn and put him in the stall next to Pete. He was wet with sweat and was upset and nervous.


Del told me to stay put and left the barn. After a while he came back with two Mexicans I’d never seen.


“He still won’t stand on his leg, Del,” I said.


Del nodded.


“Will he be alright?”


“I don’t know, we’ll see.” He began talking to the other men. After a while he looked over at me. “You can take a break if you want.”


“I don’t need to take a break,” I told him.


“There’s nothing to do right now so go check out the next race, alright?”


“Alright,” I said and then I left the barn.


There were two other races before Lean on Pete’s and both were really exciting. When the last one ended I went back to the barn to find Tumbling Through gone and Del in the other stall with Lean on Pete. He was holding Pete by his upper lip and twisting it. He put a handful of tablets underneath Pete’s tongue and tied the tongue down. Pete started pacing around after that. He couldn’t stand still.


I followed them out and the same jockey who rode Tumbling Through put a saddle on Pete. The whole time Pete got worse with the jitters. Del helped the jockey up and the same two men came and led the two horses down towards the start.


Del walked over to where Estrada was and spoke to him, then took money out of his wallet, counted it, and gave it to a bald-headed man who was standing with them. Estrada did the same and they shook hands, then Del went to the fence, leaned against it, and waited.


When the race went off I could see Lean on Pete pulling away. His head pushed forward and his ears pinned back, and the jockey was yelling at him and hitting him over and over with the whip. There was a great sound to it, the hooves on the dirt, the whips hitting the horses, and the group of men leaning against the fence yelling. I couldn’t believe the jockeys could stay on when the horses were going as fast as they were. Pete led the other horse by twenty feet and pulled farther and farther ahead. It was like he had wheels, like his feet were barely touching the ground. It was the greatest thing I’d ever seen, and when it was over Pete had won. I looked over and I could see Del smiling as Pete coasted down.


The jockey brought Pete back and Del put a lead rope on him and we led him off the track and to the parking lot. Pete was breathing heavy and he was dark with sweat. The jockey jumped down, took off his saddle, and Del and I walked Pete towards the barn.


“Pete’s really fast,” I said excitedly.


“If he didn’t beat that piece of shit I would have slit his throat,” Del said. “He ain’t fast. The other horse is just a pig. We’ll hose him down, then we’ll get the hell out of here before the spics get drunk and want their money back.”


But Del’s voice was lighter and easier. You could tell he was happy. We took Lean on Pete to a concrete pad where there was a garden hose. Del turned it on and sprayed Pete down, then he told me to walk him up the road a half-mile or so to cool him off.


“If he tries to get away just give him a snap on the rope. Pete ain’t much of a fighter.”


I nodded.


“After that, feed him,” he said.


“What does he eat?”


“Two flakes.”


“Of what?”


“You don’t know shit, do you?”


“No,” I said.


“There’s hay in the barn. You’ve seen a bale of hay, haven’t you?”


“I guess.”


“A flake is maybe five inches off one of them. You’ll see it. It comes off like a slice of cheese. Ask one of the spics down there if you get confused. And look, don’t run off anywhere. The second the last race is done we’re loading Pete and getting the fuck out of here.”


“What about Tumbling Through?”


“He bowed a tendon on that race,” Del said and coughed. “I sold him. I got too many fucked-up horses as it is.”


“Is he in a lot of pain?”


“That’s not my problem anymore,” Del said and walked off. I just stood there. I didn’t know what to think so I just took Pete and began walking him along the dirt road away from the barn.
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