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Stories of where the normal meets the strange...


From the travails of a water-carrying alien on a harsh world.... to the loss of a child by a much-too-young father touched by the were gene. From the plight of a young immigrant painter struggling to get by... to the story of a young man who has to decide whether to help when he comes across a car in the ditch and a family fighting for survival in that wrecked vehicle... And more...


Twenty-one stories about the moment when someone's life took an unexpected turn, and that person was changed forever. Tales of heroes and cowards, lovers and leaders, the heartbroken and the heartless. Stories that leave you wrecked inside, while the characters on the page try desperately to pick up the pieces of their lives.


Take a chance on a story from a genre you might not have ever read before, and dive headfirst into the tale of a life that appeared normal but was quickly transformed into a life less ordinary, and a life more strange and more fascinating.


Michael Jasper uses genre as a weapon in these twenty-one stories. Buckle up and enjoy the ride.


UnWrecked Tales was first published in July 2018 by UnWrecked Press.




















Introduction






Stories are challenges first, surprises second.


Collected in this book are all the challenges that worked, from the past fifteen years (give or take) of my writing career.


My first collection, Gunning for the Buddha, was described by my publisher, UnWrecked Press, as "fifteen of the best stories by Michael Jasper in multiple genres, all from the first decade of his writing career."


(That was nice of them, wasn't it?)


So here's me, surprising myself as I get older, even as my focus changed from writing lots of story challenges to figuring out how to write novels. 


As I look back at the past two-plus decades, going back to my first writing workshop way back in 1995(!), I have to ask myself this: Where did all these stories come from?


Some stories were gauntlets thrown down by friends editing anthologies. Some were hatchling ideas that later were added to novels. Some were side trips from other novels that didn't make it into those bigger stories. Some were just strange nuggets of humanity that needed to be shined up and shared.


I did my best to polish up all these nuggets and organize them for you in some sort of coherent structure. But feel free to jump around and let yourself be surprised.










Addendum: About the title.


When I went to the Clarion Writers Workshop at lovely Michigan State University in 1996, one of my fellow writers (Hi Rosie!) wisely noted that a lot of my stories had car wrecks in them. 


I was taken aback by that, because I hadn't noticed that theme coming out in my writing. I do believe that fiction writers write about the key events and issues in their lives that they're dealing with at that time—I know the stories I wrote in 2009 as a father of two young boys were very different from the stories I wrote as a callow twenty-something a decade and a half earlier, or the stories I might write now as a wordsmith approaching the big five-oh.


So, car wrecks. In a way, my life was a bit of a wreck at the time, and I think I kept coming back to the life-or-death stakes that emerge in a car accident. So I was writing what I knew at the time.


And as time passed, that word stuck with me, but I had to put my own spin on it. My stories don't necessarily fix themselves by their conclusion, but I hope there's a sense of "not wrecked" to their conclusions. From the travails of a water-carrying alien on a harsh world to the loss of a child by a much-too-young father touched by the were gene, to the plight of a young immigrant painter struggling to get by, or a young guy who has to decide whether to help when he comes across a car in the ditch and a family fighting for survival in that wrecked vehicle.


These are the unwrecked tales that I've put together for readers and for myself. I hope they surprise you as much as they surprised me when I wrote them. 


Thanks, as always, for reading.


Now let's go wreck some stuff!










Michael Jasper


Blowing Rock, NC


July 2018
















Wrecked






I saw it all happen when I came around a tight, tight corner on a narrow two-lane north of Chapel Hill. I wouldn’t have been there at all if I hadn’t kept on driving past the school where I was supposed to be teaching for the day. What I saw was a car, a little red Festiva with a taillight already broken out, get caught on the lip of the road, jerk to the right, and plow nose-down into the ditch. An ugly part of me wanted to keep going and not get my lucky green shirt dirty, but when I saw a thin hand reach out of the punched-in passenger side, I had to pull over and get out.


My day so far had been pretty crazy, but at least I hadn’t butted my head into a windshield like the guy driving had. The windshield was a maze of tiny little cracks, and I couldn’t tell if he was alive or not. Broken metal and plastic from the shriveled-looking car decorated the gashed earth. From the shoulder of the road, I stared at him without thinking for a few seconds. Then I heard a woman screaming, and I ran down the embankment, slipping down the dirt in my dress shoes.


The woman in the passenger seat was trying to get her door open, the whole time screeching like an alarm clock. I yanked at the handle and the bent door sprung open, almost popping me one in the forehead. I touched my lip, but it wasn’t bleeding. The dark-skinned woman stepped onto the ground, wobbling a little bit and holding her right arm at a really ugly angle. It was bent like a Z or an N, depending on how you looked at it. My stomach did a slow turn, and I started to regret my little detour. Then she turned with a whip of her long black hair, yelling in Spanish as she reached into the back of the car with her good arm.


Once I saw what she was after, I swallowed my fear and squeezed next to her, grabbing the car seat wedged in the gap between the front and back seats. They hadn’t hooked the seat belt properly through the car seat, but the kid in it was okay. He was buckled tightly into the seat, looking at me with two big brown eyes like oatmeal cookies. His mama grabbed me so hard with one hand as she tried to get to Junior that she popped two buttons on my lucky green shirt. I’d just bought that damn shirt. On top of that, I was pretty sure the Festiva was smelling a little like gasoline by this time.


While I tried to free Junior from his impossible childproof buckles, the kind that make the tips of your fingers almost bleed, the driver from the crash moved for the first time behind the wheel. I lifted the kid out and handed him to Mama, then I stepped away from the car for a breath of fresh air. The gas smell was getting thick in there.


I took another deep breath before I went around to look at Crash. He looked like hell. You just don’t play a game of chicken with a steering wheel and a windshield and come out with your face in one piece. Blood had splattered onto the dash, the floorboards, even on the AM receiver, and it was still gushing out of his nose. His forehead had swollen up like the elephant man.


The highway behind me was deserted, with no help in sight, and Mama and Junior were screaming in español inches from my ears. I didn’t know if the car would blow like an oversized firecracker full of metal and glass, or if I’d just flip out right then and there and save myself a lot of effort. I should never have stopped, I told myself. I should’ve just put my foot down on the gas and flew away from here on the bumpy asphalt.






* * * * *






I threw my alarm clock off my sister’s end table and rolled off the couch at six in the damn a.m. I’d gotten the call around nine last night, just as I was buzzing with my fourth beer, trying to keep up with my brother-in-law. If I was smart I would’ve told the sugary old woman on the other end of the line to find some other sap to baby-sit the junior high kids, but instead I told her I’d sub for Ms. What’s-her-name. I was too broke to pass it up. Luckily, the twelve pack we were working on was already paid for—by my brother-in-law—so we finished it in no time at all.


The hot and cold shower this morning didn’t help, and neither did the fact that my nephew and niece were both awake, loading up on Frosted Flakes and Lucky Charms. I loved the kids, I really did, but this morning their voices poked at my hungover brain like some new kind of neurosurgery.


Brandon megaphoned the news about his new Power Ranger toys at me, displaying a mouthful of sugarcoated horseshoes that I didn’t need to see. I tried to sip some coffee, but my sister had made it way too muddy for me. I hated being too broke to live on my own.


I muttered something about not talking with his mouth full to Brandon, something with a bit of a threat in it, if you know what I mean, being the role model that I am to the little terror. Nobody likes getting up at these ungodly hours except little kids. It didn’t help that I’d cut my lip shaving, and I could taste blood every time my tongue touched it.


I guess I’ll never know what else the damn Power Ranger can do, because Brandon was talking with his mouth full of food again, and I had to lightly backhand him on the back of the head to make him stop.


It’s not like I hit him hard, but he started crying like I’d knocked out a tooth. Right away, of course, my sister started ragging at me and asking why I didn’t appreciate all she had done for me. I had to get out of the house, away from all this screaming, so I tightened my tie around my collar and headed for the door. Right away I could feel my pulse beating in my neck the way ties always did to me, slowly killing me. I grabbed a handful of tissues for my leaking lip. It started to throb as I buttoned the collar buttons on my lucky green shirt, tightened the belt to my khaki pants, and left.






* * * * *






I had over three-quarters of a tank in my car, so when I passed by the school at ten that morning, I just kept going. I felt much more comfortable in my jeans, although I really felt like an idiot wearing black socks and dress shoes with a pair of Levi’s. I followed the narrow road without thinking, letting it take me outside Chapel Hill into the countryside.


My lucky green shirt wasn’t tucked in all the way, and I’d left my tie behind at her apartment, but I just let it go. No one was going to see me anyway. No one who mattered. I was on my own with the whole day—what was left of it—to myself.


I guess I should have at least called the principal and let her know I wasn’t coming in to be her substitute, but I really couldn’t think of a good reason to tell her besides the fact that I was fifteen minutes late. I think you have to take a weekday vacation every now and then to see what you’re missing while you’re pulling the old nine-to-five.


From the chewed-up fields of tobacco to the crackerbox tin-roofed houses to the bare brown trees everywhere I looked, I realized I wasn’t missing much being a working stiff. It could have been worse, though. I could be looking out at a room full of prepubescent faces instead of the wasted countryside.


On my tape player, Lou Reed was talking about the last great American whale getting harpooned, and I had to smile, even though it hurt my lip. I replayed what had just happened with my girlfriend to try to ease the pain of my lip and the worry of where my life was going. Maybe I’d ponder that last one a few more miles down the road. Now I just felt like driving and not thinking.


At least the damn cut in my lip had stopped bleeding, and none of it had gotten onto my lucky green shirt. It had bled steadily for the past two and a half hours, throbbing like a toothache. People must not have any platelets in their lips.


Up ahead of me, the road curved. It kind of surprised me, sneaking up on me without warning, and I had to stomp on the brakes just to keep my car on the road. The shoulder was a couple inches lower than the highway, which would’ve made it ugly for me if my tires would’ve gotten caught on the edge. I came around the corner with my tires whining and my teeth clenched.










* * * * *






I had about twenty minutes before classes started at Wilson Junior High, my lip was throbbing and slowly dripping blood, and I’d run out of tissues. Don’t ask me why, but I suddenly felt the urge to see Liz.


Liz was an incredible girl, with the longest legs I’d ever seen and greenish-brown eyes that just about knocked me out every time I saw her. We’d been going out for almost three months, even though we never discussed our relationship or even really acknowledged it. I thought of her as my girlfriend, anyway.


She was watching the early-morning news in her short nightshirt that I’d seen once or twice before. She was surprised to see me, but that didn’t stop her from planting a huge kiss on me and hugging me. I didn’t know what she saw in me, I really didn’t, but I did know that I definitely enjoyed her arms around me.


Liz admired my professional get-up, from my khaki pants to my dress shoes to my tie and my lucky green shirt. I told her I admired her nightie and her sleep-bent hair, and I meant it. Then she saw my lip bleeding, because the damn thing still hadn’t stopped. Before I knew it, she was kissing my face and trying to stop my lip from bleeding at the same time. I couldn’t think of a good reason to stop her. I still had some time before work, I figured. Next thing I knew, we were on the hardwood floor and Liz was undoing my tie and unbuttoning my lucky green shirt.


Just as I was about to tell her that I really, really had to get going, Liz got a hold of my belt. The situation was getting a bit out of control. The thing is, Liz and I had never gone, to put it bluntly, to the final base of the diamond. I guess, up until that point, I had been pacing myself.


To make a long story short, Liz had her way with me. It’s not that I didn’t enjoy the interesting turn of events. Far from it. I just hadn’t expected it when I was supposed to be subbing for a class that had begun — I glanced at my watch on the floor next to me — five minutes ago. Luckily, I had an old pair of jeans at her place, so I didn’t have to wear my uncomfortable khaki pants on what had now become my day off. Liz went to get ready for work, and I kissed her and drove off in my car, my head still spinning. My lip had finally stopped hurting.






* * * * *






If I didn’t do something, nobody would, so I started yelling too, with my hand on the driver’s door and my feet in broken glass. I screamed back at the woman, told her to get out of the way, to go up by the road ahora, and to stay there with her kid. That seemed to work. She stopped being so damn hysterical and carried Junior in her good arm up to my car. The thing that was bothering me was the way I could smell gas everywhere. I couldn’t see any, but God could I smell it. The Festiva was going to blow, and Crash and I were going to be tenderized.


So I did it. I climbed onto the road after Mama and Junior and yelled for help, my lucky green shirt flapping around me. I ran up and down the road looking for someone to come take this situation out of my hands. As I was yelling, I swore I heard an explosion, the loud unending kind where you still hear stuff hitting the ground five minutes later, but when I looked back at the car it was still in one piece. I could see Crash in the car, trying to raise his head, but he kept flopping it down on the bent steering wheel like he was asleep and couldn’t wake himself up. I bit down on my lip and tasted blood.


Suddenly I hated myself for leaving the poor guy on that nowhere road in the middle of the afternoon. I hauled myself as fast as I could down the loose embankment back to his wrecked, gas-leaking car, and the whole time I was lifting him out I kept talking to him. I called him Crash, by God, and I told him it would be okay and all those things people say when things obviously aren’t okay and won’t be okay for a long time. He was bigger than I’d thought, but somehow I got him up onto the shoulder and propped against my car.


When Crash’s family was together again, away from the wreck, I started crying and laughing like a madman. I looked at Crash, his nose bashed in and his forehead bulging out, sitting next to his wife, her arm bent like a new letter of the alphabet, and Junior, laughing and playing in the dirt on the shoulder, unfazed by all the bad news that had just gone down. I laughed because I didn’t know these people, but I wore their blood all over my lucky green shirt. I cried because I remembered how I had almost turned away from their wreck earlier like a heartless bastard. Most of all, I laughed and cried because they were alive and I was alive, and nothing in the next few minutes would change that. 


Finally, when I slowed myself down to just sniffling and chuckling, I took off my lucky green shirt and held it up to Crash’s battered, puffy face. The poor guy was bleeding all over himself and his wife and kid. When I did, he looked up and tried to smile at me, and it was far and away the best smile I’d ever seen in my life.
















Fences






Canton woke with a gasp, his ears cold and the taste of metal in his mouth from the worn-out space heater two feet away from his bed. It must have dropped below freezing again, he thought, staring at the scratches of frost crisscrossing the two mismatched windows of the guest house. The bedroom he left behind five years ago had been offered to him on an almost daily basis since his return home, but Canton couldn’t share a roof with anyone else right now. He needed the space—such as it was in his parents’ eight-by-ten renovated storage shed—that the guest house offered. It wouldn’t be much longer until he was back on his feet again.


The promise he’d made about the fence for the horses pulled him out of bed at ten minutes after seven. This was the first big task he’d been given since he came back, and he knew his father had grudgingly assigned the job to him. Mom had been afraid to ask anything of Canton since his return, and Dad liked things to be “just so” when it came to one of his projects.


He pulled a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt on over his long johns. The icy linoleum’s touch seeped through his woolen socks, and he could have sworn he saw his breath puff out in front of his cheeks. Buttoning a flannel shirt over his sweatshirt with some difficulty, Canton reviewed his father’s instructions about how to put in the fence. 


“The whole fence has to be level, both on the horizontal and the vertical planes,” Dad had said more than once. “If you get off-center more than an inch or two, you might as well give it up.” Canton had taken enough math classes in college to understand what his father meant the first time, but he had sat through the repetition of the instructions in silence. The space heater shuddered and fell silent when Canton clicked it off.  He left the chill of the guest house, surprised at the relative warmth outside. For some reason, the small guest house was always cold.


In the workshop next to the guest house, Dad had laid out the necessary tools: a fat ball of weather-proof string, an old tape measure, a post hole digger with red clay dried to the blades, a narrow shovel, and of course, the silver three-foot level. All of the tools sat in a wheelbarrow next to the table saw. As he inhaled the mixture of motor oil and sawdust, Canton froze, thinking for a second that his father stood behind him, checking up on him. He pulled on some thick work gloves, worn shiny on the palms by Dad’s constant use, and gripped the handles of the wheelbarrow.


The new fence was for the two Tennessee walking horses his father had purchased a month ago, two days before Canton left his job in Charlotte. A mother and a colt, both of them deep brown with touches of white on their foreheads and patches of white on their forelegs. According to Dad’s stories, Blaze, the mother, could work herself into a fast trot that was smooth as riding in a car. Canton had to take his father’s word for this; he’d never learned to ride, so he kept a safe distance from the massive creatures. All he knew about horses was that it was bad luck to have a horse with white on only one leg, and he was jarred on his first day back home to find that Shadow, the ten-month-old colt, had only one thin circle of white above his front right hoof. This bothered Canton more than it should have, he thought. Blaze and Shadow watched him from their pasture, standing in identical poses of curious attention. He gave both horses a quick nod on his way across the dying grass of the front yard.


Pushing the wheelbarrow in front of him, the tools rattling in the cart and the axle squeaking, he trudged past the old barbed wire fence that he would have to pull out once he had the new fence in place. The rusted wires and weathered gray posts stood like a shaky pencil outline of the sturdy wooden fence Canton had already built in his mind. Long shadows hung over the horse’s field next to him, frosting the grass with white highlights where the sun missed it. Shadow called out to him from the two-acre pasture, a long scolding sound. I’m working on it, boy, Canton thought. Get off my case.


His parents owned eleven acres in rural Chatham Country, ten miles from the closest town, and that town barely big enough to merit more than a tiny black dot on the North Carolina map. Both of them had left for work an hour earlier. Canton pushed the wheelbarrow with an unsteady jolt onto the narrow ribbon of gravel that made up his parents’ driveway. The quarter-mile lane gave the house and the land it rested on a quiet sense of serenity, something he had always hated as a teenager, and he couldn’t have moved away soon enough after high school. Things change, he thought. He swung the wheelbarrow to the left before he reached the paved country road, easing it down into the ditch. Cold, wet grass soaked his boots after ten steps.


He rested the wheelbarrow next to the first section of fence, a one hundred and eighty foot stretch of unsteady barbed wire that separated the neighbor’s acreage from his parents’ land. This part of the fence was almost completely hidden by brush, evergreens, and leafless oaks, so if Canton screwed up, it wouldn’t be noticeable from the road. His father had put a lot of thought into the planning of the fence.


The end post was already cemented in, and a rectangular pile of four-by-four posts lay waiting under a green tarp rimmed with frost. Twenty-eight holes to dig, twenty-eight posts to plant. Canton gazed back into the trees, trying to see the guest house through the tangled limbs, but it was too well-hidden. Forget the guest house, he told himself. He couldn’t lounge around anymore. He’d seen the looks Dad had been giving Mom lately at suppertime. He tied the string to the end post and began walking the sixty yards to the other end, playing out the tacky weather-proofed string behind him. He inhaled the cold air deeply, filling the passages from his nose to his lungs with iciness, as if to punish himself for thinking about going back to bed. 


Back in late October, Canton’s mind whispered as he stepped around tree roots and calcium-laced rocks littering his path, he hadn’t needed half as much sleep as he did now. The barbed wire of the old fence snagged his flannel shirt, and he had to twist his body to free himself. Too much needed to be done back then, too many problems to solve from his office cubicle or on his car phone, speeding between Charlotte and Raleigh on business trips.  


When he finally reached the other end, he looped the string around the end post, this one also cemented in by his father two nights earlier. Canton pulled the string tight and sawed it on the sharp edge of the post until it tore. He had just finished tying the string when he heard the lawnmower engine approaching from down the road.


“Don’t tell me,” he muttered, running his hand along the string on his way back, “it’s got to be Ray.” His neighbor Ray and his riding lawn mower, the size of a small tractor, were almost constantly present in the vicinity of Dad’s workshop, as the two older men devised new projects for beautifying their adjacent homesteads. Like building fences.


The engine cut off when Canton emerged from the trees, and sitting on his green John Deere RX470 was indeed Ray Putnam. Ray had his hands on his knees, elbows pointing outward, breathing loudly through his mouth. Despite the mid-thirties temperature, he wore only workboots, a pair of jeans, and a long underwear top, his nipples poking through his shirt’s ribbed material. His buzzed grayish-black hair stuck straight up from his rounded head. “Hey, boy, got that fence done yet?” he said, his loud voice scarred from years of smoking.


Canton grunted, then realized Ray couldn’t hear that from where he sat up on the road. “Just started,” he said. Ray hadn’t worked for over twenty years, his emphysema limiting him to jobs with no physical labor, his monthly disability checks supporting him along with his wife’s two part-time jobs. Canton never had much respect for Ray’s freeloading lifestyle, until the events of a little over a month ago. Opinions change, he thought. He looked up and asked, “Want to help?”


“Sure,” Ray said as if surprised, swinging his right leg over the seat of his lawnmower with a groan. “Although I’m not sure how much help I’ll be. It’s extra bad today.” 


“That’s okay. Not much you can do right now, anyway,” he said to Ray, who had taken a seat on the tarp covering the fenceposts. “I’ve got some holes to dig first.”


Canton stood on the inside of the string, two feet from the old barbed wire fence on his left, and measured off six feet. He pressed the shovel into the cold earth to mark the spot, dropped the rickety tape measure, and began digging. The night before he’d told Dad that he thought it would be easier to dig in summer, but Dad reassured him that now was the best time, right before it froze completely, because the summer sun baked the dampness out of the dirt and made the ground almost solid. It would take some time though, his father added, to get the fence done. If he did it right. Canton had nodded and gone back to the guest house to get some sleep.


“My God, boy, you’ve got a man’s job in front of you,” Ray said from behind him, exhaling with a raspy laugh. “Did Jim pick this one out for you, or did you get to choose your torture?”


Canton smiled as he dug, feeling the tension in the forgotten muscles of his arms loosen with each scoop of earth he lifted, knowing Ray wasn’t expecting an answer. The hole was almost deep enough for the post hole digger. Chunks of red dirt, packed hard yet strangely brittle under his shovel, littered the rim of the six inch deep hole. It looked wide enough, and it was aligned with the string as well. He turned and walked back to the wheelbarrow.


Ray hid his hand behind his back when Canton passed him. The bittersweet smell of tobacco hung in the still air, and a thin line of smoke floated up from behind Ray. Canton kept walking. “Go ahead and smoke, man,” he said. “I don’t care.”


Ray nodded and looked at him with a knowing expression on his face. Canton caught the look—it said that Ray understood Canton had no grounds to lecture him about dangerous habits—and grinned. Ray had the cigarette back in his mouth when Canton returned with the digger. Canton almost laughed at the guarded, uncertain look the older man gave him.


“Measure off the next few holes for me, would you?” he said instead, falling into his father’s habit of giving orders, then trying to soften them with a question. As if Canton had ever had the option of saying, “No, Dad, I don’t really feel like helping you today,” while he was growing up.


Ray measured off six feet and kept his head turned away from Canton as he spoke. “You know, Nancy had an uncle back in the sixties who got hooked on some stuff, too, and he got carted off to the emergency room down in Sanford one night.” He paused, as if waiting for a reaction. “He’d tried to inject himself with watered-down antifreeze, right into his arm, when his stuff ran out and he couldn’t afford more.” 


“Fuck,” Canton said, spitting the word out as if he had dirt in his mouth. He slammed the blades of the digging tool deeper into the ground and pulled the handles apart, trapping the dirt long enough for him to pull it out of the hole and onto the ground next to him. The ground grew harder the deeper he dug.


Ray poked the shovel into the ground and turned his head so Canton could see his profile. A drop of sweat rested on Ray’s nose, catching the sun and turning white. “When I asked him why he’d do something so God damn stupid, well, he just looked at me like I’d asked him to kiss my behind. He said he wanted to try something new, he was bored of the same old stuff.” Ray took a drag on his cigarette and blew the smoke out in a weak stream. “Something new.”


“You’re full of shit, man,” Canton said with a laugh, pulling the post hole digger out of the hole and leaning on it. His arms felt numb already, and his long underwear was soaked with sweat. “Antifreeze’d kill you, flat out stop your heart.”


“God’s honest truth,” Ray said. He turned around and held the cigarette out to Canton. Canton shook his head. “Way I see it, the more desperate a man gets, the more appealing full-of-shit things look.” Ray coughed, a wheezing, loose-sounding noise, then spit. “Know what I mean?”


Canton looked away, into the quiet trees. A muscle in his neck twitched. “Let’s get this fence built. Dad’s going to be on my butt until it’s done.” He began walking to the hole Ray had marked off for him and picked up the shovel. Ray moved on, measuring off six more feet. “Antifreeze,” Canton muttered, loud enough for Ray to hear over the older man’s tortured breathing. “You are so full of shit.”


“Am I now? I’ve lived here all my life, boy, and I’ve seen some stuff that’d curl your hair. Used to be booze, then it was marijuana, then, well, cocaine, and now it’s crack. When I used to work with the hospital—”


“Used to work,” Canton said, jabbing the shovel into the ground.


“Don’t get smart,” Ray answered without missing a beat or raising his voice. Canton grinned. “I saw accidents and shootings and knifings, and over seventy-five percent of them related to drugs and alcohol, I’ll bet you.” As he spoke, Ray tweaked the taut string suspended next to Canton, and it made a dull throbbing sound, like Canton’s heart used to throb, just before the comedown. Ray nodded his head at the horses, hidden on the other side of the trees. “A man would be better off just staying out here, taking care of those new horses, and staying clean.”


Canton stared into the hole he had finished digging and didn’t say a word. The old Canton would have told Ray to leave ten minutes ago. Instead, he rubbed his arms, no longer numb but quivering slightly from being forced into action. 


Ray continued talking. “That Shadow reminds me of a colt I broke back when I was a little younger than you are now. For a while there, breaking horses was the only income my family had, after my pop left and my brother was in the service. Didn’t have a lot of money, but we had the farm and the horses. That colt had a mean streak in her. She’d kicked two men already, one in the head, the other, well, where he got kicked he was wishing he’d gotten kicked in the head.”


“I don’t mess with horses, man,” Canton said, scooping dirt out of his third hole. It was probably nine o’clock, he thought. This was taking longer than he’d expected. “Dad always wanted me to ride, but once I was up on top of the horse, the ground was too far away. Give me a fast car any day.” 


“Cars are okay,” Ray said, rubbing his head and gazing through the trees again. “But you get on a horse and you feel connected to the past. It doesn’t matter if it’s 1996 or 1896. It’s just you and that horse, and you’ve got to hold on. Horses make you forget time, and all your troubles, too.”


“Yeah. Maybe.” Canton walked back to the endpost and sighted down the string. His last hole was off by at least two inches. “Shit. Come on, man. I’ll never hear the end of it if I don’t get this fence right. Watch what you’re doing, will you?”






* * * * *






By noon, Canton had dug nine holes, and Ray had done little more than measure off each one for him. Canton didn’t mind. He could feel the fatigue in his arms like an old memory from the days when he had tried to keep in shape at the company gym, four days a week. Sweating through his sweatshirt, he felt healthier now than he had ever felt back then. It must have warmed at least fifteen degrees in the past few hours. He had his flannel shirt tied around his waist, and the sleeves of his sweatshirt were pushed up. The sweat drying on his arms, turning cold, felt clean and fresh.


Ray had finished twelve cigarettes, almost one per hole, and the rocky ground was dotted with butts. Most of them rested within a two-foot radius of the pile of stacked fence posts, where Ray sat watching once again.


“Take a break, boy,” he called out to Canton, who was marking off his tenth hole. “Keep working like this and you’ll end up breathing like me.” 


“Yeah, yeah,” Canton said. He stuck the shovel into the ground to mark his spot and walked back to the pile of fence posts. His back twinged, as if in agreement with Ray. Between a break in the trees, the sun shone down, a warm line of light that reminded him of the space heater when it kicked on. The only sound was Ray’s gasping and spitting, which Canton barely heard anymore.


“Smoke?” Ray asked.


“I’ll pass,” Canton said, sitting next to Ray on the other side of the posts. He didn’t like the way Ray watched him, as if waiting for some kind of aberrant behavior. “I need to save my lungs for the home stretch this afternoon. I bet I can get at least six more holes dug before Dad gets home.”


“Better put in some posts, before all the dirt you took out freezes up harder than old dog turds.” Ray coughed once, then bent into a series of spasms. Canton waited for him to recover, looking away towards the road. Ray spat again. “I can help you get them level, the way Jim wants them.”


Canton glanced at Ray without turning his head completely towards him, a prickly feeling crawling down his back. He remembered the feeling well from his paranoid days, before he blew up at his manager and tried to take a swing at him, when he was snorting up a quick fix at work and in his car between business lunches and phone calls. Everyone looked at him funny then. Ray finished his cigarette and ground it out with his boot, his forehead lightly covered with sweat. 


“I want to dig those holes first,” Canton said, watching Ray.


Ray’s back straightened slightly. “Well, do what you want. I can’t help much, anyway, the shape I’m in. I’m just saying that now’s a good time, you know. If you want to do it right.”


God damn it all, Canton thought. He pushed himself up from the pile and stood up as if stretching. Blood rushed from his head, making black dots dance in front of his eyes. His empty stomach tightened, but he ignored it, thinking of his father’s voice. Everything had to be just so. Right.


“Let’s grab some fence posts, then,” he said. “Time for you to earn your keep.”


“All right,” Ray said, lifting himself with what Canton suspected was an exaggerated effort. They carried a six foot post to the first hole and set it next to the string. Ray held the level against the post, and Canton moved the post bit by bit until it was centered.


“Keep it right there, will you?” Canton said, pushing as much dirt into the hole with his boots as he could, carefully packing the dirt down with each new addition. He picked up the shovel and added dirt until the post could stand on its own. “Level?”


Ray nodded, a slight grin on his face. “Looks good, boy. Real good.” 


“Course it does. I know what I’m doing.” He dropped the shovel and gave Ray a forced smile to take some of the edge off his words, then went back for another post.


“You know, the other day I saw a special on TV about marijuana,” Ray began, his voice strained slightly as he held the level vertically against the second post. “Said that a lot of people, after smoking it for so long, start to have these illusions and don’t know wrong from right. Well, one guy they talked to had been smoking the stuff almost half his life, and he said he thought he’d been possessed by a demon.”


“Delusions,” Canton said. He stopped pushing dirt into the hole for a second, surprised at the catch in his voice.


“What?”


“It’s not illusions, man,” Canton said, pressing his boot into the loose dirt around the post. He laughed once, loud. “Illusions are like what magicians do, sawing a girl in half or making the Statue of Liberty disappear. You’re talking about delusions.”


“Delusions, illusions, it’s all the same.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “All those hippies from the seventies, you know, they’re almost as old as me now.”


Canton gave Ray a look, eyebrows lifted and his mouth a straight line.


“Maybe ten years younger than me,” Ray continued. “Well, all those hippies became yuppies in the eighties, and now where are they? Are they having illusions during their company meetings, making the wrong decisions because the devil told them so?” Ray shook his head. “Maybe that’s why our country’s going to hell.”


“The country’s going to hell because a bunch of hippies got high twenty years ago.” Canton tried to wiggle the fence post, but it wouldn’t budge. “Good theory, Ray.”


“Don’t mock me, boy,” Ray said.


“Everyone’s smoked pot,” Canton said after a few seconds, his voice softer. Canton thought about the time Ray had caught him lighting firecrackers in Ray’s mailbox. Ray had lectured him for ten minutes about privacy and the federal law protecting the delivery of mail, and he’d held Canton’s arm tight the whole time. “It’s not going to kill anyone.”


“So are you an expert now?” Ray said. He exhaled loudly. “It can kill people.”


“It’s harmless.” Canton fought the urge to start laughing hysterically, thinking about firecrackers and marijuana.


“Why’s it illegal then?” Ray snapped.


“Do you want the real answer, or the answer politicians give?” Canton felt something break loose in his chest, as if he had Ray’s worn-out lungs. He was enjoying pushing the older man’s buttons. Some things never change, he thought.


“Don’t be smart,” Ray said, his last word ending in a rattling cough. Still coughing, he walked down to the stacked posts, fumbling for his cigarettes. Without looking back at Canton, he said, “I know why you had to come back, you know.”


“Don’t want to talk about it,” Canton muttered, picking up the shovel. 


Ray said something again, mumbling to the trees. He lit a cigarette with his lighter and stuffed the lighter into his pants, taking more time and care than Canton knew was needed.


“What’s that?” Canton said in a louder voice.


“Nothing,” Ray said, walking back toward him. He wiped his forehead and breathed out slowly from his mouth, a low hiss. 


“Tell me what you said,” Canton said, then added, “why don’t you?”


Ray shrugged and puffed on his cigarette. “I’ve got to get home and dig up some flowers before it freezes again. The wife’s been on me about this since October. I’ll be seeing you.”


“Ray,” Canton said. He held the shovel in both hands, resting it horizontally across his thighs. He tried to catch his neighbor’s gaze. “I know you think I’m trouble, but those days are behind me.”


“Never said anything about that, boy. I mean, Canton. I just said that everyone’s got their problems. We all deal with them in different ways, that’s all.”


“Right,” Canton said. Shaking his head, he turned the shovel and jabbed it into the ground. The fence was taking way too long, and he was getting tired already. “Remind me to call you next time I need Dear fucking Abby.”


Canton turned away from Ray, blinking his eyes at the reddish-brown earth below him, the rusted barbed wire and the string on either side of him, and the memories of doubled vision and one more high and the blurred emptiness of the interstate rushing through his mind. He didn’t hear Ray until the older man grabbed his arm, turning him until their faces were inches apart.


“You think you’ve got it so rough, don’t you, boy?” Ray said, his voice calm and almost inaudible. The iciness of Ray’s fingers hurt Canton more than the older man’s grip on his upper arms. “Try sitting at home, watching TV, not doing anything at all, not a God damn thing, and not being able to breathe.”


Canton opened his mouth, about to say something, anything, but Ray clamped his other hand over Canton’s lips, his forefinger jammed tightly up under his nose. 


“See how that feels?” Ray’s grip strengthened, and Canton was too shocked to try to break away. Ray stepped up close, his eyes watering. “Well, I feel that way all the time.”


Canton jerked back, and Ray dropped his hands. “Jesus Christ, Ray!” Canton said, rubbing his mouth. Ray turned away, breathing heavily, and walked down the fence to the road without coughing. Canton let him go, listening to the lawnmower engine crank into life. He could still feel Ray’s hand on his face, covering his mouth. He shivered, feeling the cool winter air for the first time since early in the morning. It wasn’t as warm as he had thought.


When the mutter of the engine faded, Canton gazed down the double fence of string and barbed wire. He had a long way to go before he reached the end. And what would that accomplish? Mom would still tiptoe around him, and Dad would still treat him like a kid whether the fence was built or not. Nothing would change.


Lifting the string so he could walk under it, he left the holes and the fenceposts behind. The four rows of barbed wire were attached to the old wooden post with bent nails, and it took little time for Canton to unhook enough wire so he could climb through. He didn’t bother rehooking the wires behind him.


He pushed his way through thinning undergrowth until he came out into the open pasture. Blaze had her head bent to the feed box inside the stable, but Shadow trotted slowly around the far side of the field, his long, shaggy tail waving lazily behind him. The frost had disappeared from the brown grass. When the colt saw Canton walking towards him, he froze, his ears pointed back and his big brown eyes focused on Canton.


“Easy there, buddy,” Canton whispered, his heavy, exhausted arms half-raised. Moving across the pasture, he felt a calmness, a rightness he had only scratched the surface of with any kind of drug. “Horses make you forget time,” Ray had said, and as Canton watched the lean colt toss his mane with a graceful, almost royal turn of his neck, he could understand why. Shadow bent his head slightly, and Canton stepped even more slowly, reflecting Shadow’s careful gaze back at the colt. The colt was almost big enough to ride. When he was ten feet away, Canton stopped and let the horse come to him. Shadow’s musky, earthy smell tickled his nose, and he held in a sneeze. The colt took one step, then another, his front hoof flashing its solitary band of white.


“That’s it,” Canton said, lifting his arms slowly as the colt approached. They were face to face, frozen for a long second, until Shadow moved his narrow head as if to kiss Canton’s forehead. With the colt’s soft mouth nuzzling his hair, Canton wrapped his arms around Shadow’s neck. The thick muscles there were like a strength he had never felt in himself or any other human. Shadow reared slightly, almost lifting him off his feet, then relaxed. He exhaled into the colt’s neck. The pasture was going to be too small, many acres too small, to contain this horse once he got his legs. Canton would have to make the fence bigger, stronger, and he would have to finish it soon.
















The Rise and Fall of Basskick






The year I turned forty was the year it hit me at last that I wasn't going to make it as a rock star.


It's the kind of thing can bring a guy like me down. I never talked about it with my friends. They never talked about it with me. But I knew it. Deep down. Inside the eyes of the guys working underneath the hoods of the cars at my shop. The guys that came in off the farms, dusty, bits of corn still in their coats and seed caps, coming in off the fields, manure still stuck to their boots. Needing us to fix their wife's cheap compact cars so they could commute to their part-time jobs in Raleigh or Rocky Mount. All of us carried this fact inside us.


None of us were going to make it.


The band, which never officially broke up, was always going to be just what it was. Something we did on the side. It was just going to be us, working like this for another twenty, thirty years, until we retired, sat around for ten years, and died. 


How about that? How about that for a prospect?


The only thing that kept me going was Kaylee. My girl. She made it okay for me not to be a rock star. Let me tell you how.






* * * * *






This all started way before Kaylee was born. Way before I knew who I was. Back when things were easy and fun. 


Look. When you're just a stupid kid in your early twenties, you think pretty much anything could happen in your life. All you have to do is just throw some effort at it, swallow some drinks along with it, and you can make it happen. The world was your oyster. What did you know then? 


And in the years that've built up since, how did you manage to forget it?


We had this band, called it Basskick. Yeah, stupid name, I know. But it sounded good, at first. Problem was, we didn't even have a bass player. We had guitars, three of them to be exact, and Russ on the drums. 


Russ was a madman on the drum kit. He thought this was life. You played drums, you had gigs, yeah, sometimes you went to work, sometimes you called in sick. Maybe you made some cash, beer money.


Me, I thought bigger. I knew that once we stopped covering the popular heavy metal headbanger bands and started making our own music, with me doing the lyrics—we'd start getting somewhere. Start making some serious cash. 


Because all of us were struggling. We were kicking to get by in an economy that was crap, in a town without much left to give. We'd practice a couple times a week, whenever we could get together. Most times it was out in an empty bay of my auto shop's garage, or in Charlie's dad's barn. Most of the time out on the farm, I figured we were turning the cows' milk for that day into churned butter with the overamped guitars we used to make up for the fact that we had no bass.


But we were going to it. We were working to make it happen. Russ was printing out flyers when he was supposed to be fixing engines or changing oil in my garage, or me, writing lyrics at my desk instead of dealing with customers or the bookkeeping. Or Charlie, skipping out of the nightly chores so he could go and get his guitar tuned up or trade in some old baseball cards or comics to get a new amp or mike. Or big Freddie, donating blood and plasma and any other bodily fluid he could get paid for. It all went to the Basskick cause.


And then, when Charlie got laid off from the battery factory and had to move four towns away for a new job, we recruited William into the band, it all just clicked.


William was a guy I'd known all my life. How many people can you say that about these days. His family lived down the gravel road from my own, and I remember playing with him in their hay barn and in the attic of their huge farm house as far back as my memory goes. 


William still lived with his parents. Lived with his grandma. And that summer, after his grandpa passed on, he was living with his brother again. He was having one crappy year, let me tell you why. After Gramps died, William's wife leaves. Moves out and leaves town altogether after living with him and all his family, sleeping in the same bed he'd slept in all his life, putting up with all that because it was supposed to be temporary. Couple years pass, and they're still living there.


But I could tell he was ready to make the break, he was ready to move away. But his dad always needed help there on the farm, something was always falling apart. William was working all the time for his dad. We all knew how it goes. You do what you can, you do what you have to. 


And sometimes, in a season like that one, when it rains all the damn time, and the fields are mud, and you can't get nothing planted, and then the cows get sick, and everything goes bad. But there's nothing you can do, just keep throwing yourself at the work, throwing yourself at the farm, at the land, the animals, and hoping that something works, something survives, something can thrive. 


Problem was, in William's case, his marriage didn’t thrive. They were both just twenty-two years old. Stuck in that farmhouse with his family, they never got a chance to grow up. 


Easy to see that now, all these years later. Easy to see how his wife Marcy had reached the busting point. How she just up and left him one morning before daylight. William told me he went out there, chased her through the snow in his bare feet, but she just got in her Cavalier with a garbage bag stuffed full of clothes and took off on him. She was gone. Says it was just, "Y'know, not working. None of it." 


So William's stuck at home. With his mom and dad. With his Grandma. Not even two weeks later, his loser brother John comes home to stay. John, the one with the gambling addiction, who was living in Charlotte, supposedly making all that money as a banker, but who ended up blowing all his money on drugs with his loser friends. Or so the story goes.


The rain was coming down all day that spring, unending, and we needed someone to replace our absent battery man Charlie.


So I threw William a bone. I said "Man, I know you know how to play rhythm guitar. Join Basskick."


Turns out we didn't need just anyone. We needed William.


William was the one you pushed us all to do our own stuff instead of covers. Rockers and power ballads, to be sure. Crowd pleasers. "Tornado in My Soul," "Exploding Eardrums," "Runaway Fire." 
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