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Foreword

Larry hated me telling this story. But Larry also understood that the most natural place to begin is at the beginning, and this was ours.

Late in 1992 I was sitting at the upstairs bar at the City Grocery in Oxford, Mississippi, when a man approached me. He was older than me by a couple decades: neither tall nor short, sparely built, with doleful-looking eyes and a narrow face etched in worry lines. Shyly, in a smoky, murmury drawl, he asked if I was the one who’d written the short story in that week’s issue of SouthVine, a local alt-weekly. I told him I was. “My name’s Larry Brown,” he said, and while this should’ve knocked me back, it didn’t. Larry had published four books by then, the covers of which I’d seen down the block at Square Books, but I’d yet to read any of them. The writers I was reading then were all long dead; literature, I guess I thought, was the handiwork of ghosts. I was too young and too dumb, in other words, to feel any weight in the moment; I certainly didn’t sense the gears of my life shifting.

He said a few generous words about the story, and, softened, I admitted it was the first piece of fiction I’d ever published. This triggered something in him—a flash of a grin, a gleam in his expression—that I’d only understand later. “My wife and I are headed downstairs to eat some quail,” he said, pointing behind him to a woman who stood waiting with a look of tender exasperation. “Why don’t you come on down with us and we’ll celebrate?”

I need to be honest here: My stomach hollered yes before the rest of me did. On that night, like many before and after, I had about eight dollars to my name—enough for a few beers and, if any bills remained, a half-pint of chicken salad from James Food Center. (Mary Annie, Larry’s wife, would later say that’s why she put up with him inviting some random kid to dinner with them—I was clearly starving.) The City Grocery, now a Mississippi dining landmark, was brand-new that year. While the upstairs bar was humble and rowdy, with drinks served in plastic cups and a rack of Zapp’s potato chips behind the bar, the downstairs restaurant was urbane and elegant—what back then we called fancy. Candlelight shimmered across white cotton tablecloths. Servers carried expensive bottles of wine as gently as they would infant children. The green beans called themselves haricots verts.

We drank and ate and smoked and talked: about writing, some, but more about reading. Larry talked about writers the way other folks talk about athletes: staggered by their prowess and feats, quoting lines and scenes as excitedly as one might recount a game-buzzer three-pointer. We talked about music, too: another subject that always brought a glow to him. But something was gnawing at him. Every now and again, sipping a Crown and Coke, he’d glance darkly at a neighboring table, and then at Mary Annie, who’d shake her head no. Tracking his glance, I saw two couples at the table: two gray-haired men, wearing suits, with two women glinting with jewels. They had easeful laughs that, at a certain volume level, caused Larry to tighten. The more he drank, the more he kept glancing.

Finally he stubbed out a cigarette, wadded his napkin onto the table, and stood up. These were quick angry gestures, but Larry was smiling: an inscrutable, boyish smile. He walked over to the table, placed the toe of his cowboy boot on the edge of one of the men’s chair, hopped onto the table, and started—dancing. Dancing, yes: a slow tabletop version of the twist, his boot heel stirring a plate of shrimp and grits, Larry swiveling his hips and pistoning his elbows and all the while wearing a look of profound satisfaction. The restaurant, of course, froze; even the servers stopped mid-stride. The only sounds were the music, and the clinking of plates and flatware under Larry’s shuffling boots. The two couples at the table stared down into their laps. Mary Annie rolled her eyes and hid her face. But I kept staring, enthralled, even mesmerized, until the song ended, when Larry descended from the table, took his seat again, and, as though nothing had happened, lit a fresh cigarette and resumed what he’d been saying about Flannery O’Connor.

I didn’t know then why he’d done it. (One of the men, a local banker, had refused Larry a loan—insultingly, I suspect—when he was trying to quit his job at the fire department to write full-time.) I didn’t know about his long and tortured struggle to make himself into a writer, the infinite rejections he’d endured (from dozens of editors and at least one banker), the faith to which he’d clung when almost everyone and everything suggested he quit, the singular literary vision that emerged only after he’d typed his millionth midnight sentence on Mary Annie’s old Smith-Corona typewriter, the deep roar of his artistry. All I knew, in that moment, was that I wanted to hang out with this guy forever.

Larry Brown, as you’re about to see, wrote about human frailties. He wrote about people whose lives have come to feel stunted, or unmoored, and who find themselves unable or unwilling to resist perilous impulses: for sex, for alcohol, for violence, for numbness, for the kind of crazed love that doubles as a wrecking ball, even for art. He wrote about people in dire straits—emotional, financial, romantic, existential—who often choose, with varying levels of awareness, to make things more dire: to burn it all down, in some cases; in others, just to feel a new kind of heat. Among Larry’s many strengths as a writer, maybe foremost, was a kind of negative capability: He never flinched. His characters flowed onto the page without dilution or filtering, their defects left intact—their confusions, bigotries, lusts, fears, cruelties, all the sediment of their weaknesses. That’s one reason, aside from deadline glibness, that reviewers sometimes likened his stories’ effects to moonshine’s: they burn, they bite, they leave a scalded sensation in your chest. Larry never sought for us to admire his characters, or even to side with them; but he refused to let us scorn or pity them either. What he asked us to afford them was the same thing he applied, rigorously, to their creation: unsparing empathy. The source of his achievement, I think, is this very empathy—his clear and tender regard for human frailties, his adherence to Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s assertion that both good and bad people are invariably less so than they seem. It also happens to be the one thing he didn’t have to teach himself when, in the autumn of 1980, he decided to become a writer.

Not that he set out to write about the broad spectrum of human frailties in Lafayette County, Mississippi—not at first, anyway, and not at second either. No, after lugging Mary Annie’s old typewriter into their bedroom that autumn, Larry Brown set out to write about a man-eating bear terrorizing Yellowstone National Park. The ambition, then, was merely to earn some extra money, but with his mind instead of his hands.

He was twenty-nine years old, and the father of three young children. (A fourth, Delinah, died shortly after her birth in 1977.) For seven years he’d been working as a firefighter in Oxford, the county seat. Before that, and also on his offdays from the fire department, he’d worked as a grocery sacker, housepainter, hay hauler, pulpwood cutter and hand-loader, fence builder, bricklayer’s helper, carpenter, carpet cleaner, truck driver, forklift driver, dockworker, pine-tree planter, timber deadener, surveyor’s helper, plumber, and answering-service employee. The cumulative weight of these jobs was sapping him; his own life, as thirty loomed, was beginning to feel stunted. His father had worked as a sharecropper then a factory worker before dying at the age of forty-six, a destiny Larry didn’t wish to inherit. “I didn’t want to work with my back for the rest of my life,” he later told an interviewer. “I didn’t want to remain poor. I wanted my children to have better opportunities than what I had. I wanted to work for myself. I saw people work their whole lives in factories, standing on concrete forty hours a week, and I didn’t want that life. I wanted more than that from life.”

The means to that end, he thought, might be writing. As Larry would later concede, this scheme of his was, at first, almost tragicomically naïve. Merit of the work notwithstanding, fiction pays dividends the way slot machines do: lavishly for some, meagerly for others, none for most. The Man Booker Prize, as I write this, has just been awarded to the northern Irish novelist Anna Burns, for her third novel; she relied on food banks to sustain her during its writing. But Larry had more than just these structural odds stacked against him. Aside from school assignments, he’d never written before: not as a child, not as a teen, not ever—he was starting from scratch. The last piece of writing he’d done, a senior term paper about deer hunting, earned him an F, derailing his high-school graduation. Hence Mary Annie’s dry, muted response when Larry announced his intention to write: “Oh yeah?” A shrug. “Well … okay.”

The killer bear novel—all 327 single-spaced pages of it (“I didn’t even know about double-spacing,” he’d later say)—came bouncing back from publishers, as did the next four novels he wrote. (As with first loves, however, Larry never quite forgot that first novel; you’ll see it affectionately lampooned in his story “The Apprentice.”) The short stories he wrote suffered the same boomerang fate. “I know I’m ignorant of things like theme and mood, grammar in places, the basic things,” he wrote to the editor Gordon Lish in 1983, upon receipt of a rejection. “You’re talking to a twelfth-grade flunkout here.”

Yet Larry Brown’s ascent, from his humble, almost impetuous start to his eventual rank among the vanguard of American realists, wasn’t quite so improbable as some observers have characterized it. The idea of fiction writers as trained professionals—all but licensed by the nation’s guild of MFA programs—is a relatively recent one. The writers with whom Larry was most familiar in 1980—Jack London, Zane Grey, Stephen King, even William Faulkner—had essentially done what he was setting out to do: taught themselves to write while supporting themselves with other jobs, channeling their imaginations into words, and, consequently, themselves into a new and more vivid life. “I had one burning thought that I believed was true,” he later wrote. “If I wrote long enough and hard enough, I’d eventually learn how.”

This is where, in the cinema version, you’d see the writer at his desk. Fingers clacking typewriter keys. Wadded-up paper overflowing a trash can, cigarette butts clumped in an ashtray. (Larry’s editor, Shannon Ravenel, once told me she could tell immediately when a manuscript of Larry’s entered her office—the smell of Marlboro smoke, even through the envelope, would herald its delivery.) Through a window you’d glimpse the seasons passing: the steel-colored Mississippi winter morphing into the yellowy-green dog days of summer. Maybe a calendar on the wall, its pages blowing off as in old-timey films. But the typewriter, in that scene, as in Larry’s life, wouldn’t ever stop clacking.

Larry wrote ghost stories, Westerns, Civil War stories, African hunting tales, and detective stories. He wrote tongue-in-cheek outdoors instruction (under the pen name Uncle Whitney) and essays about gun safety, coon hunting, and lingerie. In the meantime he tried enrolling, as a special student, in a one-semester writing class at the University of Mississippi. When the instructor, the novelist Ellen Douglas, asked if he’d written anything before, he said yes ma’am—three novels and about a hundred short stories. (“Come to class,” she told him.) Through Douglas he discovered Dostoyevsky, Conrad, Ambrose Bierce, and Flannery O’Connor—and also the existence of a bookstore on the Oxford town square, which he’d somehow failed to notice. Its owner, Richard Howorth, added Raymond Carver and Harry Crews and Cormac McCarthy to Larry’s self-styled syllabus. Season by season, book by book, the scope of Larry’s ambition began broadening, his determination hardening all the while. “Know this,” he wrote to Lish. “I pump a fire truck ten days a month but that ain’t my life’s work. Writing is. And nothing has happened yet to make me change my mind.”

The only thing that came close to deterring him was the walk from the mailbox. It stood on the side of Highway 334, about eighty yards from Mary Annie’s mother’s house, where they were living in the early eighties and where Larry’s eldest son lives now. (Larry would build another house on the property, in 1986, and move the family there.) He’d walk out there every afternoon, on days when he wasn’t at the firehouse. Mary Annie grew to hate watching him return, carrying a deadening stack of manila envelopes: his stories, all of them returned to him affixed with form rejection notes, some stories clocking ten, twelve rejections. It sank him every time. He’d walk back slowly, as though studying the gravel.

Until one day he didn’t. One day Larry got an envelope—letter-sized, the right kind—and this time he came up the driveway fast. Easyriders, a magazine for Harley-Davidson riders (and the breast-baring women who love them), was publishing a story of his. First publication carried, for him, an intense and specific type of joy—the ecstasy of validation, as though his passport had been stamped for entry into a new and greener land. (His memory of it, I think, was the source for the grin he gave me, and the dinner invitation, when I revealed I’d just published my own first story: the headwaters of our friendship.)

When the story appeared, in the June 1982 issue, Larry’s mother, Leona, went seeking a copy at an Oxford newsstand. The salesclerk hesitated to hand it to her. One imagines the clerk anxiously scanning the cover, with its pouting, crimped-hair model, the words “evil, wicked, mean, nasty” printed on her tank top, a cover line beside her hip promising “Lotsa Motorcycle Women!” Finally he said: “Mrs. Brown, you’re a nice lady. Why’re you buying this magazine?” I never heard what Leona said back to him, but I suspect it was the same thing the writer Lewis Nordan’s mother exclaimed when she went seeking a story of his in an unfamiliar-to-her magazine called Playgirl: “My son’s in there!” Leona Brown, it bears noting, was a spectacularly proud mother, and Larry often said his mother’s reading habits—family legend says she read every book in the Oxford library—were the seeds of his own. In 1991, he inscribed his second novel, Joe, to her as follows: “For Mama, the most important one … It was a long time coming, but the world sees it now. I know some laughed at my dream but you never did. Thank you for my life. Your loving son, Larry.”

That Easyriders story, “Plant Growin’ Problems,” kicks off this collection. The spiraling tale of a marijuana-growing biker’s encounter with a seedy Georgia sheriff, it belongs to a mostly extinct species of male adventure stories, the kind Elmore Leonard and Mickey Spillane used to write for pulp magazines in the mid-twentieth century. It operates, then, within a much narrower compass than Larry’s later stories do. Yet we can already see certain hallmarks of Larry’s style fixed in place, like surveyor’s flags. The universe he sketches, for instance, is characteristically devoid of moral clarity, with the sheriff both a user and distributor of the marijuana at the story’s locus. The vernacular is gutty and fresh (“I wouldn’t try that shit, boy,” the sheriff warns the biker. “Not ’less you want the undertaker packin’ your asshole fulla cotton ’bout dark”). Spurts of humor shoot from unexpected places (as when the sheriff ambushes the biker with an Ed McMahon bellow: “Heeeeeeeeeere’s Cecil!”). Most significantly, perhaps, there’s the moral dilemma with which Larry saddles his biker protagonist: “Against his better judgment, against the nagging little voice of his conscience” is how Larry framed the character’s pivotal action. That’s trademark Larry Brown: the not wanting to do good, but doing good anyway; the not wanting to do bad, likewise.

I’ll note here, as an aside, that Larry did own a motorcycle in the eighties. I asked him about it once, after noticing a bike leaning against the back side of the house, mummified with rust and all but hidden beneath a tangle of vines and scrub. It used to be his, he explained, but he’d sold it to a guy who’d paid him $400 then said he’d be back shortly with a trailer to haul it off. He was still holding it for the guy, he told me. “How long’ve you been waiting for him?” I asked, hiking an eyebrow at the weeds enshrouding it. Larry thought about this for a while. “I guess it’s four years now,” he said. In the intervening years he hadn’t so much as touched the bike, in case the guy finally did return for it. Larry, after all, had gone and spent the four hundred bucks, and a deal’s a deal. That was trademark Larry Brown, too.

Once the thrill subsided, it became clear to Larry that first publication was just that: first. More than a year of unremitting rejections followed. If he ever feared that his single publication might’ve been an aberration, a fluke, he wasn’t alone. Barry Hannah, the South’s analog to Samuel Beckett, had recently arrived in Oxford as the university’s writer-in-residence. Larry pressed enough stories on him—“Brown’s early badness,” Barry called them—that Barry took to ducking out the back of the bar, as he’d later write, “when I saw [Larry] coming down the walk with the inevitable manila envelope.” When “Plant Growin’ Problems” appeared, “I cheered but secretly believed he’d peaked out.” (Barry confessed these doubts, I should note, for the sole purpose of eating them, crow-style, years later. “Passion begat brilliance” is how he summarized Larry’s career.)

It’s this period of Larry’s apprenticeship I find most interesting, because at some point therein Larry moved the goalposts for himself. The ambition was no longer to earn extra money, or to merely see his work in print; the ambition, as great as it gets, was to make Art. You see glints of this in the next two stories—far more dazzlingly in the latter—that he published: “Nightmare,” which the horror writer and editor T. E. D. Klein ran in Twilight Zone magazine in 1985, and “Boy and Dog,” which appeared in Fiction International a few months earlier (and later took a slot in Facing the Music, Larry’s debut collection). “Nightmare” is a brief, bilious fever dream chronicling a man’s passage into the afterlife, with a wretched caucus of ghosts attending to his destiny. It’s a horror story, down to its (exposed) bones, but note the way Larry heaped adjectives and gerunds at the front of his sentences, as if to sustain a funereal drumbeat through the story. He was playing with language now, using it less as a tool than an instrument. In “Boy and Dog” he took a much further leap, close to quantum. On one level it’s a formalist exercise, a late-night self-dare: 293 five-word sentences, stacked as evenly as coins. Yet the story it relates—a Butterfly Effect–maelstrom resulting from a car running over a dog—is wrenching and complex, with deadpan humor woven into deadpan tragedy, the constraints of the story’s form somehow magnifying its unsettling effects. With his depiction of firefighters (ineptly) battling a car fire, moreover, Larry was now drawing from firsthand experience and observation, grounding his fiction in his native soil. He was applying what he’d learned to what he’d already known.

A stray line from “Nightmare,” in retrospect, begs for repurposing: “And finally he found his voice, found that indeed he did have a voice.” Passion had started begetting brilliance.

Among Larry’s pastimes, lowriding was the favorite. That’s what he called it, anyway, and what it meant was driving around, most often alone but sometimes with a friend, without any errand or destination, in the twilit hour of the day he called “the gloam.” He’d climb into his truck and from his driveway head right or head left, depending on his mood or his whim or where the big pinkening sky of the Yocona river bottom looked most inviting. The route stuck to back roads, never coming near the bustle of Oxford, about ten miles northwest of his homeplace. He drove slowly—so slowly, in fact, that his own mother used to complain about getting stuck behind him; she’d gun the engine and shake her fist at him as she passed. The truck was always a comfortable mess inside: a scree of cassette tapes on the passenger seat and floorboards, empty cigarette packs atop the dash, a book or two wedged somewhere. Sometimes he’d throw a small cooler of beer in the truck bed; at other times he’d stash a half-pint of schnapps up front. If he was alone, he’d ride around and think, engaging in a kind of county-road meditation, chewing his mental cud until the sun petered out.

If he wasn’t alone, of course, he’d spend the ride talking. It was the best kind of talking, because unlike at the bar, or even back at the house, there were no interruptions or competing voices. There wasn’t any rush, no need to get to the point; you weren’t going anywhere to begin with. He’d talk about his writing, his reading, his family, the letters he’d received that day, the bushhogging he’d done or needed to do. He’d play new music he’d bought or been sent (musicians were always sending him their albums). He’d spy a coyote in someone’s field and stop the truck to gawk at it, as excited as if he’d discovered a new species. But always, at least with me, he’d narrate the landscape. Larry always expected me to move out that way, when and if I ever settled down, so occasionally his narration was like that of a Realtor: pointing out land and houses that could be had for cheap, quiet-looking places where one could write unbothered. But mostly he just told stories about passing landmarks, essentially dropping narrative pins on a private map of Lafayette County. The Dumpster on Delay Road where some dude used to jump out and expose himself. The bend on Old Taylor Road where a car chase once paused so that a sleeping dog in the road could rise, stretch, and dodder off, the sheriff’s deputy and his quarry resuming the chase the moment the dog was clear. The stretch of road, skid marks long faded, where two boys in a car doing ninety hit a tractor-trailer broadside, where it’d been up to Larry’s fire crew to extract their almost-decapitated bodies. The abandoned house on a scraggly pine ridge that he bequeathed to his fictional Jones family, in the novel Joe, so they’d have somewhere to squat.

Larry didn’t navigate the way other people might, on a relaxed joyride. He didn’t take a road to see where it led. He knew where every road led. He knew where to slow down because certain dogs had a thing for chasing cars. He knew whose fence it was that had a break in it, and that he ought to call him later to make sure his cattle hadn’t escaped. He knew, for the most part, who lived in the houses and trailers he’d pass, and more important, he knew their stories: what they’d done and had done to them. And he let those stories go drifting into his.

Larry never regarded the people he wrote about the way reviewers did: as (and I’m quoting here) poor whites, the underclass, lumpen, rednecks, trailer trash, white trash. (When one magazine crowned him the “King of White Trash,” Larry slyly told Leanne, his daughter, that this made her the Princess of White Trash.) These were economic and classist designations, and economics and class—and for that matter categories—never interested Larry. The models for his characters were individuals, not types: the people he’d grown up with, that he’d worked beside, that he’d get talking to at bars, that he’d rescued from crushed vehicles, that he’d listened to trading stories and gossip at the little country store he ran for a while in the eighties, that he’d see walking shoeless on the roadside with no easy destination he could imagine for them. What interested him was what their hearts contained: love, grief, meanness, longing, fear, hurt. Not the frailties that came from being poor, but rather those that came from being human.

A few more notes, before you turn to the good stuff. There are four stories wedged between those that were collected, respectively, in Facing the Music and Big Bad Love: “And Another Thing,” “The Crying,” “Tiny Love,” and “A Birthday Party.” Larry published the first two in Reb Fiction ’90, a locally published anthology that Barry Hannah edited in 1990. “Twenty-Three Short Stories from Barry Hannah’s Writing Class” was the subtitle, but as Barry intimated in his preface, the correct number should have been twenty-one. “I’ve taught everyone in these pages except Larry Brown, who never needed the school,” he wrote, “and whose name stands for the real condition of the Rebel, as rebellious against the system, the preposterous deal that life puts on us.”

Larry worked sporadically on “Tiny Love” over the course of several years, before publishing it, in 1994, in an anthology entitled Writer’s Harvest. It’s a tragicomic romp about the limits of love, the carrying capacity of devotion, that ends with a startlingly dark swerve, the photonegative of an O. Henry twist. With a fingerpicked guitar accompaniment, it could be one of the John Prine ballads Larry so loved: desolate, droll, stoical, cockeyed, prickly, lovelorn.

The fourth, “A Birthday Party,” appeared in the Southern Review in 1992. It’s my least favorite of his stories, I’ll confess—partly because I catch a whiff of secondhand smoke in it, drifting over from Charles Bukowski’s ashtray, but mostly because there’s a sourness to it that, to my ear, Larry didn’t fully calibrate. He had his own misgivings about the story, which he originally wrote to give to the friends who’d attended his fortieth birthday party, worrying that it was “too maudlin and nasty.” Maybe. It goes without saying that one shouldn’t ever infer alignments between a fiction writer’s work and his life, even when the writer appears to yoke them (as Larry occasionally did), so I’m not going to inventory the myriad ways in which Leon Barlow (our narrator here, and also in the more fully realized “92 Days”) was unlike Larry Brown.

Except one: Larry, unlike the crotchety Barlow of “A Birthday Party,” was unfailingly generous to would-be writers (I know because I was one of them), even the hopeless ones (because he understood that’s what he’d been considered, once upon a time). Permit me two anecdotes about that. Once, when Larry and I were fishing at his pond, he got to grousing—uncharacteristically—about a novel he was reading, a seven-hundred-page cinder block of some of the worst writing he’d ever encountered. What’s worse, he told me, was that he was still three hundred pages shy of finishing. I asked the name of the book, but it wasn’t a book; it was a manuscript some guy had mailed him from Idaho. (He got a lot of those in the mailbox, too, in addition to the albums.) When I noted that he wasn’t under any obligation to, y’know, finish it, Larry flashed me an appalled and shaming look. “He sent it to me,” he said, “all the way from Idaho.” A deal was a deal, apparently, even when, y’know, it wasn’t really a deal. I have no doubt Larry sent the guy a frank but gentle letter about his novel. I’m sure he told him he had more and harder work to do. But I guarantee you he told him he could do it, and believed it. “If you want to hurt bad enough for something,” goes the best line in “A Birthday Party,” “you can have it.”

Second story: Sometime in the mid-nineties a young poet made a pilgrimage to Larry’s house. From Iowa, I think. Larry put him up in the living room where the poet wrote poems while maintaining a staggering blood-alcohol level that sometimes led to howling. Days passed, then weeks. Leanne would step over him and his empty beer cans on her way out the door for school in the mornings. Finally Mary Annie couldn’t take it any longer; she told Larry he had to evict the poet. “I can’t,” protested Larry, softhearted to a fault. “He says he’s got something wrong with the brakes on his car.” Sympathy long exhausted, Mary Annie glared at him and said: “He doesn’t need brakes to leave, Larry.”

Larry Brown was the first fiction writer I knew, so for many years I thought the reactions his work inspired—the pilgrimages to his front door, the flood of letters and manuscripts from prisons and college campuses and all points between, the late-night phone calls from strangers that forced the Browns to change their phone number more than once—were normal, the standard repercussions of art. They weren’t. Nor were they limited to what we might call civilians. Writing in the Los Angeles Times Book Review, Harry Crews wrote of his first encounter with Facing the Music: “In twenty-five years of writing, it was the first time I picked up the phone and tried to call the author.” Why? Our responses to art are always particular and peculiar, so it’s dicey to generalize; but I did see a common thread over the years. Larry never came across, as many writers do, as a kind of lifeguard to his characters, monitoring them from a high, dry perch. No, Larry was always down in the water with them, no matter how deep and churning, so that when the rip tides came, the panics and struggle felt immediate and real. The word authentic often got bandied about, in praise of Larry, but that word has always seemed freighted to me, a marketer’s term. What authentic got at, but didn’t fully elucidate, was the fidelity in Larry’s work, both textural and psychological; the way he rendered life without distortion, without gloss, without sentiment; the way his stories reflected the human condition not as he wanted it to be—or the bleak flip side, how he feared it to be—but rather how it was, and how it felt. Even in “A Roadside Resurrection”—this collection’s final story, and Larry’s most parodic (and berserk) offering—he’s channeling something real: the grotesque dimensions of faith, the burning desire for transcendence. Dig a shovel into his stories, in short, and you’ll pull up clay; cut his characters and they’ll bleed. “It may be going too far,” wrote Eudora Welty, “to say that the exactness and concreteness and solidity of the real world achieved in a story correspond to the intensity of feeling in the author’s mind and to the very turn of his heart; but there lies the secret of our confidence in him.” Our confidence, and perhaps our urge to call him in the dark of the night: to commiserate with a fellow traveler who hasn’t just witnessed life’s burdens but, based on the stooped shoulders of his prose, must’ve surely also strained and faltered beneath them.

It’s been fifteen years since Larry died—in his sleep, at the age of fifty-three, like his father in one regard (dying young) but unlike him in all the ways Larry wanted. The last words he spoke, to Mary Annie at bedtime, were, “Life is good, isn’t it, M.A.?” And it was. He helped raise three children who have proven constitutionally incapable of foregoing or abandoning their dreams. In the twenty-four years he spent writing, Larry published six novels, a memoir, a book of essays, and all the stories awaiting you, carving his name, indelibly, onto the thick tree trunk of American literature. He strained and he faltered, yes, but he never lost faith. “What do you have going for you?” he asked himself in a 1982 journal entry. “Nothing but desire, no talent, and a love of the written word.” But, he added, “that last should be enough to overcome the other two.” And it was.

—Jonathan Miles
Milford, New Jersey






Plant Growin’ Problems

Jerry Barlow eased the ’67 Sportster to the edge of the sand road and shut off the motor. He listened closely to the silence of the woods. Aside from the voices of a few mockingbirds and blue jays crouched in the leaves of blackjack oak and scrub pine, nothing could be heard except the ticking of his hot motor. He got off and unstrapped the short-handled hoe and the gallon jug of liquid plant food from the chrome sissy bar.

He knew Bacon County, Georgia, was a dangerous place to be doing what he was doing, but he was sure he wouldn’t get caught. He lit a cigarette and listened carefully for a few more minutes. Hearing nothing, no approaching vehicle, he picked up the hoe and the jug and stepped off the road. He had fifteen healthy female plants not four hundred yards off the road, and it was time to water them and hoe the weeds from between the stalks.

There was a fairly worn trail leading from the road beside his bike to his small patch of grass, and he didn’t look down and see the tracks made by somebody’s heavily booted feet. He slung the hoe over his shoulder and walked through the warm August woods, carefully watching ahead for snakes. There were rattlesnakes in these woods, and some of them were as thick as a man’s wrist.

Ahead of him by a few hundred yards, Sheriff Cecil Taylor lay on his enormous gut and wiped away the streams of sweat running down under his sunglasses. His cruiser was backed up and carefully hidden down the road a piece, as it had been for the last three days in a row. He could have sent some of his deputies to do this job, but he wanted to catch Jerry Barlow with the grass himself. He liked to get these drug addicts under his thumb, especially when they were bikers like Barlow.

Sheriff Taylor had carefully estimated the yield on these fifteen plants, and by the time fall got here and they were fully matured, he was pretty sure he could make a really big bundle by selling the stuff to his brother-in-law, who also happened to own the finest whiskey still in this part of the state. But that wasn’t the whole story, not at all. Sheriff Taylor knew this particular patch of weed would probably be good enough to save back a couple of pounds for his own personal stash. He loved a good buzz as much as the next man.

He watched Jerry crest the last ridge, coming into the small clearing where the dirt was dark and sandy. He had to hand it to Barlow: he’d picked a very good spot for his weed. The soil here was just right, just loose enough for a good root system and rich enough to furnish the plants with the nutrients they needed. And there damned sure wouldn’t be anybody wandering around Rattler’s Roost in the summertime, not unless he wanted a fast, fatal case of snakebite. But Barlow had parked his bike in the same spot once too often, and Taylor had found his patch.

He had hoped the Barlow boy wouldn’t do anything stupid like trying to run or fight. He’d hate to have to shoot the shit out of him, because then he wouldn’t be able to keep the grass for himself. There’d be an investigation and some of those damned DEA boys would be in here and they’d confiscate the grass and keep it for themselves like they always did. Even so, he reached back and unholstered the heavy .357 Mark III Trooper and assumed the prone firing position.

From his hiding place under the low foliage of a small patch of honeysuckle vines, he was sure Barlow wouldn’t see him until he was ready for him to. He lay back and watched the young man as he eased carefully up to the clearing and looked all around. Sheriff Taylor chuckled to himself as Jerry laid the hoe down and began pouring the blue liquid plant food around each plant. Abruptly, the fat man hollered, “Heeeeeeeere’s Cecil!” and laughed out loud when Jerry spun to face him, his expression one of shocked surprise. Sheriff Taylor was a pretty sorry old sonofabitch, but he had a great sense of humor.

Jerry was in a low crouch, looking almost as if he meant to try and run for it, but he stopped when he heard the hammer come back on the big pistol. A drop of sweat ran down his nose and hung on the end, suspended in the hot dusty silence between them.

“I wouldn’t try that shit, boy,” Taylor said. “Not ’less you want the undertaker packin’ your asshole fulla cotton ’bout dark.”

Jerry relaxed and eased his lanky six-foot frame to the ground. He sat cross-legged, watching the red-faced sheriff get up off the ground, still holding the cannon in front of him.

“You can put the gun away, man. I ain’t goin’ nowhere.”

“Oh yeah, boy, you goin’ somewhere.” The pot-bellied officer dusted off the front of his pants and shirt but didn’t put the gun away. His tone was almost jovial, and the speech was well rehearsed.

“Definitely goin’ somewhere. Prob’ly up to Reidsville for a goodly portion of your life. Either that or out to the farm for a while.”

Jerry knew what he was talking about. The county ran a small correction unit for the lesser criminals, a condition forced onto many county law enforcement agencies by the overcrowding of the prisons and the ever-increasing numbers of felons. He’d heard some bad things about that place. He’d talked to a boy who had spent fifteen months out there for passing a bad check, and the boy had told Jerry he’d leave the country before he’d let them put him back in that rathole. The inmates were forced to work twelve-hour days in the truck patches raising vegetables, and he told Jerry that most of the money from the sale of the produce went right into Cecil Taylor’s back pocket. The boy also hinted that there were some people who went inside and never came back out. At least, not alive. He thought about all this as Taylor crossed the small patch of ground between them and stopped in front of him.

“Stand up!” The words came up from his pot gut in a wheeze. He wore a small, thin smile on his cruel lips.

Jerry stood up slowly and waited while Taylor walked in a small circle around him. His mind raced as he tried to figure a way out of this. The only chance he had was to get away right now—hit the sheriff with his fist or get the gun away from him. If the cop ever got him to the jail it would be all over. He didn’t even want to think about spending the next few years in Reidsville.

“You fuckin’ bikers think you can just do like you please, don’t you?”

Jerry didn’t answer.

“Dirty, greasy scum.” The words made the blood rush up Jerry’s neck and turn his face red. It was now or never. He whirled and threw his fist, but the fat man had already anticipated it. He stepped aside with a practiced motion and let the punch go over his shoulder, bringing the barrel of the gun down on top of Jerry’s skull. A light flashed inside his head and his brain shorted out. He didn’t even feel it when he hit the ground.

He couldn’t tell how much time had passed when he woke up, but the sun hung low in the blue Georgia sky. He was alone. Mosquitos had bitten him all over his arms and face and they buzzed around his head in a maddening swarm. He couldn’t bat them away because his wrists were firmly held by a pair of bright chrome handcuffs. Jerry jerked them apart, but the cold steel only cut into the flesh of his wrists. There was no way to break them or get them off. But maybe he could make it back to the road. He didn’t know why the sheriff had left him alone like this, but he wasn’t about to wait around for him to come back.

He got up on one knee and almost passed out again from the pain throbbing through his head. It felt as if somebody had his head between two ball peen hammers, batting it back and forth. He had to let several minutes pass by before he could get to his feet. The pounding in his temples sent jolts of agony racing through him with every step he took, but he didn’t take very many. He stopped when he saw Sheriff Taylor blocking the trail. The fat man had been watching him all the time. And in his hands he was holding a very large diamond-back rattler. It was on the end of a stick with a wire loop drawing tightly around its neck. The bulk of its thick body moved and swayed in the air below the head. The forked tongue flickered and tested the air. Jerry froze where he stood. He was about to be murdered; there was no doubt in his mind.

“Interestin’ thing about these snakes,” the sheriff said. “Catch ’em any time you want to. All you got to have’s a little piece a garden hose and a teaspoon of gas. Just stick the hose down his hole and pour in the gas. It runs ’em out every time. They’ll probably find your body sometime this winter, after deer season opens. Won’t be nobody around till then. I ’preciate you leavin’ me the dope, though.” Then he came after Jerry.

Jerry tried to run, but the pain was bad. The fat man was laughing and wheezing as he closed in on him. Jerry turned and tried to get closer to the road, but he knew he’d never make it, not while he was still hurt like this. If the situation hadn’t been so deadly it would have been ridiculous. Jerry was running and stumbling and trying to jump the clumps of palmetto and sawbriar, and the sheriff was whooping and chasing him like a fun-loving schoolboy after a little girl with pigtails, only there was no teacher for Jerry to run to. Taylor was about to catch him.

Jerry risked one glance behind him just as he got up close to a huge pin oak, and he saw an amazing thing happen. Sheriff Taylor was so intent on catching Jerry that he forgot about watching the handle of the stick, and it got tangled between his fat thighs. He tripped and landed facedown on his flabby belly. His jowls hung slack with horror as he sat up and Jerry ducked behind the tree. The sheriff squealed at the top of his lungs like a stuck pig when he saw the snake hanging from his arm, the fangs sunk to the roof of its mouth. The jaws were stretched wide, chewing and working, injecting the venom deep into his bloodstream.

He screamed while he clawed at the holster with his free hand, blubbering like a baby until he got the pistol out. There was mad panic in his eyes as he looked from Jerry to the snake and started begging him for help.

“Oh, Jesus God, help me! He bit me! He bit me! Oh, God, the sonofabitch is in my arm!”

Then he cocked the pistol, stuck the muzzle against the smooth white scales of the snake’s belly, and blew it apart with one thunderous blast. Little pieces of pink meat and snake guts splattered against his face, some of it landing on his lips. He laid the gun down, and Jerry watched in fascination from behind the tree as the sheriff grabbed the pulpy, writhing body and pulled the head and fangs out of his arm with an awful groan. Clear liquid oozed from the twin punctures on his forearm. The holes were red and puffy and he could feel a tingle starting in his fingertips. He screamed for help again.

“You gotta help me, you gotta help me! Please, you gotta cut me! Oh, lord, you gotta cut me!” Then his voice trailed off to a weak whimper as his head sagged down on his chest.

“You throw me the gun, man,” Jerry called. He didn’t intend to step out and help, and then get a hole blown through him for his trouble. “I got a knife. I’ll cut it, but you got to throw me the gun.”

Sheriff Taylor was shaking and a rigor went through his body. His heart was pounding and he knew each second that passed and each beat of his heart would send the venom closer and closer to the big muscle. But instead of throwing the gun he snatched it up and screamed. “You sonofabitch!”

Jerry ducked back behind the tree as four deafening blasts rocked the woods around him. The soft-nosed slugs tore into the trunk of the tree, and he pressed his face flat to the ground and trembled as shock after shock ran through the wood. Then he heard the dull click of the hammer striking on spent cartridges and looked up. The sheriff’s face was a pasty white color, drained of blood: the man realized that he was about to die a slow and horrible death here in these woods where the maggots and buzzards would strip his rotting carcass. He was crying now. The pistol fell from his stiff fingers and dropped to the dusty ground. Jerry got up immediately and walked toward the fallen man, holding the cuffs in front of him.

“Open ’em quick if you want me to help you.”

He knelt in front of Taylor and the fat man fumbled for the key on his belt. His hands were shaking but he found the tiny hole in the cuffs and they clicked open.

“Cut it—you gotta cut it quick!”

Jerry dug in his pocket and found his knife, a three-bladed Case that would shave the hair on his leg. He didn’t waste any time telling Taylor how bad it was going to hurt: he just grabbed the sweaty arm and made two deep, slashing cuts across the fang marks. The skin and meat peeled apart like overripe fruit as the blade bit deep. Blood jumped out in two gushing streams but Taylor didn’t seem to feel the fiery bite of the knife. A look of relief washed across his face.

“Okay,” Jerry said, “that oughta hold you till you can get to the hospital if you hurry. I don’t think he hit a vein or you’d be having a heart attack by now.”

Taylor got to his feet and swayed dizzily. He clutched at Jerry with his bloody hands and begged him for help.

“You got to walk me to my car. It’s parked right up here about two, three hundred yards away.”

Jerry pushed his hands away and backed up.

“No way, man. I did all I’m gonna do for you. I’m gettin’ the hell outta here.”

“You can’t leave me! I can’t make it out! Help me to my car!”

Jerry had started to walk away, but he turned back because the fat man was crying in the most pitiful voice he had ever heard. It was stupid even to consider helping him. As soon as he got to his car, he’d get on the radio and call for help, and more than likely for some deputies to come after Jerry. One part of him said “leave him,” but he didn’t think he’d be able to live with himself if he did that. He didn’t want to be responsible for the man’s death, even after what had just happened. All he wanted was to get away.

Against his better judgment, against the nagging little voice of his conscience, he slipped the sheriff’s arm around his neck and said, “Come on.”

The bitten arm was swelling rapidly now. Already the fingers were puffed up so bad he could barely move them.

“Which way’s your car, man?”

Jerry was having a hard time holding up the fat man. Sweat poured off both of them.

“Straight up the hill … over to … the left … buncha … pine trees.”

Jerry staggered under the dying man’s weight and the pounding pain still racing through his head. After five minutes of all-out effort, he came out on the road below the car. He was so tired he could hardly stand. Taylor sank down slowly to his knees. His arm was turning purple, and every vein stood outlined against the skin. His flesh looked as if it was about to burst.

“Can’t go … no further,” he panted. “You got to … drive the car … down … here. Get me to … a … hospital. Keys … under the seat.”

Jerry sagged against a tree and looked down at him. The sheriff had lost his hat somewhere back in the bushes and his graying hair hung in his eyes. The man appeared near death. Jerry closed his eyes briefly against the sweat stinging them, then turned and ran in a shuffling, head-jarring trot.

He almost ran past the tan cruiser, hidden in a thicket of pine trees. The keys were right where the sheriff had said they would be. Jerry cranked it quickly, then pulled out and backed down the road until he saw Taylor. The sheriff was sinking fast. Jerry couldn’t tell that the fat man was watching him carefully from under slitted eyes. He allowed Jerry to pull him to his feet and help him under the wheel. Then, with a practiced fluid movement, he reached and pulled a double-barreled shotgun from under the seat. The barrels were sawed off six inches ahead of the chambers. The spit dried in Jerry’s mouth when he found himself staring into the twin black holes.

He wondered what it was going to feel like to be shot in the face. When he heard the hammers come back, he knew there would be nothing but a roar and then blackness forever. He couldn’t hold his words back.

“Is this how you pay me back, you fat sonofabitch? You’da died if it hadn’t been for me. I shoulda left your fat ass back there.”

Taylor’s lips and face were swollen and he couldn’t speak plainly. He drooled a little. It was hard for him to hold his head up straight. Jerry had trouble understanding his words.

“You damn bikers … ain’t got … nobody fooled … not me … I … know … I … know.”

A great pain seized the sheriff’s chest, causing him to sag back against the seat. It felt like a huge fist holding his heart and squeezing the blood out of it. His tongue went up into the roof of his mouth. The barrel swung away from Jerry as he fell back, holding his flabby tit with the hideous black hand, three times its normal size. Jerry moved fast without thinking. His foot lashed out and struck the shotgun, pushing it up into the air. It went off, both barrels going at the same time, blowing a shower of pine cones and needles down through the tree limbs. Jerry didn’t wait to see anything else. He took off running, hearing the car behind him, and didn’t stop until he got to his bike. The cruiser came roaring out of the dirt road, sliding sideways with a madman behind the wheel.

The tires were churning and bucking across the dusty ground, throwing a curtain of dirt and sand into the hot air. Taylor had the transmitter of the radio in his puffy hand, howling and screeching orders and instructions that were never heard because his fingers were too thick to depress the transmit button. The Harley coughed once and roared to thundering life as Jerry put all his weight into the kickstarter. Even over the rumble of his own motor, he could hear the carburetor of the Plymouth engine sucking in a great gust of air as Taylor laid his dying foot into it.

Jerry kicked the bike into first and goosed it, popped the clutch and laid it over, spinning in a tight circle in the sand, the swingarm bouncing and jarring until he pulled it back up and flew down the road behind the tan cruiser, eating dust but determined to see the end of it. The car pulled out of sight quickly, then he was riding blind in a cloud of dust. He rode through a hundred yards of it until suddenly the cloud stopped in a sharp curve.

Jerry’s foot came down hard on the rear brake and he stopped with the sound of his motor beating loud in his ear. The big pine tree was still shaking from the impact of 6,000 pounds of airborne car hitting it at sixty plus. Sheriff Taylor was lying partway out on the hood in a pool of shattered safety glass and spewing blood.

As Jerry spun out of the sand and hit second gear, he laid the bike low into the next curve and started picking up some speed. He glanced over his shoulder, and it seemed to him that the dead man was waving good-bye with his puffy black hand.






Nightmare

Sleeping, he had a vision. Cold, he shivered and turned. The walls pressed around him in his dark sickroom and he saw that strange visitors had arrived to torment him in his dreams. They did not touch him. Snoring, he slumbered awake.

Bad things had come to haunt him; fingers forced through rotting wood had come to seek him.

Look at us, they said, and bones bore out their testimony. Have we gone to a better place? Their hair had fallen away in patches; their skulls were damp and mildewed, gray with age.

You’ve got it good here, they said. Up here on the hill. You should try it a while down in the bottom where we stay. You think this is bad? Try sleeping on wet sheets.

But he was afraid and would not answer. Chilled, he quaked and turned in his raiments.

Polyester, they said, fingering the material. Look at this. Hey, Fred, come here and look at this. They don’t use silk anymore?

He did not understand. Confused, he shut his eyes and ears. What nightmare came with consciousness?

You’re new here, they said, aren’t you? We thought so. We feel their shovels. The vibrations carry. Even their footsteps. Was it nice? Did many shed tears for you?

Betrayed, he clasped his hands. Weeping, he felt no pulse. Eviscerated, he had no heart.

The faces settled around him, chieftains gathered about a council fire. Some shot through the head. Others burst open at Belleau Wood. Here one fell at Shiloh. See his missing arm.

This one said: You might be interested to know that in 1866 45 percent of the public funds collected by the state of Mississippi were spent on artificial limbs. No? Then how about his? Fred here was walking down a road in 1942 on his way to join the army when he was run over by a family of people of German descent. They were sausage makers. Isn’t that a riot? Four of them in a ’39 Packard. The old man’s the only one left alive. He’s got some grandkids on dope in Los Angeles, but he’s never seen them. He’s hooked up to a respirator in Panama City and he’s been screaming every night for the last forty-two years. Fred’s been holding a grudge against him.

He flailed soundlessly against the sweaty material, and it seemed that a weight had settled on his chest. When he opened his eyes a small rotted child was sitting there.

No ice cream, it said. Its skull had been halved and one mad orb leaned out on a red strand like the eye of a broken doll.

No ice cream. Puppies I could have had. Swimming in creeks and touching girls at fourteen.

But it was not his fault. None of it. Silent, he screeched and tried to gag. Labored. Fought with his knotted fists what had no shape or existence. Struck mightily but without progress.

Panting, he lay composed. Thin beads of sweat never formed.

A nightmare, he said. I am having a nightmare again.

They smiled to see his logical mind, all the ordered facts to explain his embalmment, the varnished casket beginning to mold.

One in tattered rags lay upon him. Stretched out, full and cold. Feet to feet. Hip to hip. Toe to toe.

You can just stop all this foolishness right now, it said. You might as well get used to it. We’re here to help you.

And finally he found his voice, found that indeed he did have a voice.

I am sick, he said. I am a very sick man. I need my rest.

The faces watched. Gray, all gray. They had seen it before.

And kids, he said. Two in high school. One plays the guitar. He’s good on Hank Williams stuff. When I’m well we sit out on the porch and he plays for me.

They watched him. Somnolent, ravished of emotion, sleepwalkers. One yawned. Gristles hinged on a cusp of bone.

And this is just a nightmare. The medicine. I’ve had them before. Nurse? Would you come in here, please?

Something wet and dark came inside the circle of faces, a leprous, glistening thing that hissed and touched him with shards of heat. Small fires danced in his ribs. They bared their teeth and it howled and vanished, smoke left in its trail. He felt the cold take him again.

And my poor wife, he said. She worries about me so. She can’t sleep at night.

Reconciled, they let him talk on. Wise, they waited. Old, they gripped their tattered rags about themselves and leaned forward to speak of dreams and demons and faded plastic flowers.

Dead, he heard weeping high above him, and finally understood.






Facing the Music







Facing the Music

I cut my eyes sideways because I know what’s coming. “You want the light off, honey?” she says. Very quietly.

I can see as well with it as without it. It’s an old movie I’m watching, Ray Milland in The Lost Weekend. This character he’s playing, this guy will do anything to get a drink. He’d sell children, probably, to get a drink. That’s the kind of person Ray’s playing.

Sometimes I have trouble resting at night, so I watch the movies until I get sleepy. They show them—all-night movies—on these stations from Memphis and Tupelo. There are probably a lot of people like me, unable to sleep, lying around watching them with me. I’ve got remote control so I can turn it on or off and change channels. She’s stirring around the bedroom, doing things, doing something—I don’t know what. She has to stay busy. Our children moved away and we don’t have any pets.

We used to have a dog, a little brown one, but I accidentally killed it. Backed over its head with the station wagon one morning. She used to feed it in the kitchen, right after she came home from the hospital. But I told her, no more. It hurts too much to lose one.

“It doesn’t matter,” I say, finally, which is not what I’m thinking.

“That’s Ray Milland,” she says. “Wasn’t he young then.” Wistful like.

So he was. I was too once. So was she. So was everybody. But this movie is forty years old.

“You going to finish watching this?” she says. She sits on the bed right beside me. I’m propped up on the TV pillow. It’s blue corduroy and I got it for Christmas last year. She said I was spending so much time in the bed, I might as well be comfortable. She also said it could be used for other things, too. I said what things?

I don’t know why I have to be so mean to her, like it’s her fault. She asks me if I want some more ice. I’m drinking whiskey. She knows it helps me. I’m not so much of a bastard that I don’t know she loves me.

Actually, it’s worse than that. I don’t mean anything against God by saying this, but sometimes I think she worships me.

“I’m okay,” I say. Ray has his booze hanging out the window on a string—hiding it from these booze-thieves he’s trying to get away from—and before long he’ll have to face the music. Ray can never find a good place to hide his booze. He gets so drunk he can’t remember where he hid it when he sobers up.

Later on, he’s going to try to write a novel, pecking the title and his name out with two fingers. But he’s going to have a hard time. Ray is crazy about that booze, and doesn’t even know how to type.

She may start rubbing on me. That’s what I have to watch out for. That’s what she does. She gets in bed with me when I’m watching a movie and she starts rubbing on me. I can’t stand it. I especially can’t stand for the light to be on when she does it. If the light’s on when she does it, she winds up crying in the bathroom. That’s the kind of husband I am.

But everything’s okay, so far. She’s not rubbing on me yet. I go ahead and mix myself another drink. I’ve got a whole bottle beside the bed. We had our Christmas party at the fire station the other night and everybody got a fifth. My wife didn’t attend. She said every person in there would look at her. I told her they wouldn’t, but I didn’t argue much. I was on duty anyway and couldn’t drink anything. All I could do was eat my steak and look around, go get another cup of coffee.

“I could do something for you,” she says. She’s teasing but she means it. I have to smile. One of those frozen ones. I feel like shooting both of us because she’s fixed her hair up nice and she’s got on a new nightgown.

“I could turn the lamp off,” she says.

I have to be very careful. If I say the wrong thing, she’ll take it the wrong way. She’ll wind up crying in the bathroom if I say the wrong thing. I don’t know what to say. Ray’s just met this good-looking chick—Jane Wyman?—and I know he’s going to steal a lady’s purse later on; I don’t want to miss it.

I could do the things Ray Milland is doing in this movie and worse. Boy. Could I. But she’s right over here beside my face wanting an answer. Now. She’s smiling at me. She’s licking her lips. I don’t want to give in. Giving in leads to other things, other givings.

I have to say something. But I don’t say anything.

She gets up and goes back over to her dressing table. She picks up her brush. I can hear her raking and tearing it through her hair. It sounds like she’s ripping it out by the roots. I have to stay here and listen to it. I can understand why people jump off bridges.

“You want a drink?” I say. “I can mix you up a little bourbon and Coke.”

“I’ve got some,” she says, and she lifts her can to show me. Diet Coke. At least a six-pack a day. The refrigerator’s crammed full of them. I can hardly get to my beer for them. I think they’re only one calorie or something. She thinks she’s fat and that’s the reason I don’t pay enough attention to her, but it isn’t.

She’s been hurt. I know she has. You can lie around the house all your life and think you’re safe. But you’re not. Something from outside or inside can reach out and get you. You can get sick and have to go to the hospital. Some nut could walk into the station one night and kill us all in our beds. You can read about things like that in the paper any morning you want to. I try not to think about it. I just do my job and then come home and try to stay in the house with her. But sometimes I can’t.

Last week, I was in this bar in town. I’d gone down there with some of these boys we’re breaking in, rookies. Just young boys, nineteen or twenty. They’d passed probation and wanted to celebrate, so a few of us older guys went with them. We drank a few pitchers and listened to the band. It was a pretty good band. They did a lot of Willie and Waylon stuff. I’m thinking about all this while she’s getting up and moving around the room, looking out the windows.

I don’t go looking for things—I don’t—but later on, well, there was this woman in there. Not a young woman. Younger than me. About forty. She was sitting by herself. I was in no hurry to go home. All the boys had gone, Bradshaw, too. I was the only one of the group left. So I said what the hell. I went up to the bar and bought two drinks and carried them over to her table. I sat down with them and I smiled at her. And she smiled back. In an hour we were over at her house.

I don’t know why I did it. I’d never done anything like that before. She had some money. You could tell it from her house and things. I was a little drunk, but I know that’s no excuse. She took me into her bedroom and she put a record on, some nice slow orchestra or something. I was lying on the bed the whole time, knowing my wife was at home waiting up on me. This woman stood up in the middle of the room and started turning. She had her arms over her head. She had white hair piled up high. When she took off her jacket, I could tell she had something nice underneath. She took off her shirt, and her breasts were like something you’d see in a movie, deep long things you might only glimpse in a swimming suit. Before I knew it, she was on the bed with me, putting one of them in my mouth.

“You sure you don’t want a drink?” I say.

“I want you,” she says, and I don’t know what to say. She’s not looking at me. She’s looking out the window. Ray’s coming out of the bathroom now with the lady’s purse under his arm. But I know they’re all going to be waiting for him, the whole club. I know what he’s going to feel. Everybody’s going to be looking at him.

When this woman got on top of me, the only thing I could think was: God.

“What are we going to do?” my wife says.

“Nothing,” I say. But I don’t know what I’m saying. I’ve got these big soft nipples in my mouth and I can’t think of anything else. I’m trying to remember exactly how it was.

I thought I’d be different somehow, changed. I thought she’d know what I’d done just by looking at me. But she didn’t. She didn’t even notice.

I look at her and her shoulders are jerking under the little green gown. I’m always making her cry and I don’t mean to. Here’s the kind of bastard I am: my wife’s crying because she wants me, and I’m lying here watching Ray Milland, and drinking whiskey, and thinking about putting another woman’s breasts in my mouth. She was on top of me and they were hanging right over my face. It was so wonderful, but now it seems so awful I can hardly stand to think about it.

“I understand how you feel,” she says. “But how do you think I feel?”

She’s not talking to me; she’s talking to the window and Ray is staggering down the street in the hot sunshine, looking for a pawnshop so he can hock the typewriter he was going to use to write his novel.

A commercial comes on, a man selling dog food. I can’t just sit here and not say anything. I have to say something. But, God, it hurts to.

“I know,” I say. It’s almost the same as saying nothing. It doesn’t mean anything.

We’ve been married for twenty-three years.

“You don’t know,” she says. “You don’t know the things that go through my mind.”

I know what she’s going to say. I know the things going through her mind. She’s seeing me on top of her with her legs over my shoulders, her legs locked around my back. But she won’t take her gown off anymore. She’ll just push it up. She never takes her gown off, doesn’t want me to see. I know what will happen. I can’t do anything about it. Before long she’ll be over here rubbing on me, and if I don’t start, she’ll stop and wind up crying in the bathroom.

“Why don’t you have a drink?” I say. I wish she’d have a drink. Or go to sleep. Or just watch the movie with me. Why can’t she just watch the movie with me?

“I should have just died,” she says. “Then you could have gotten you somebody else.”

I guess maybe she means somebody like the friendly woman with the nice house and the nice nipples.

I don’t know. I can’t find a comfortable place for my neck.

“You shouldn’t say that.”

“Well it’s true. I’m not a whole woman anymore. I’m just a burden on you.”

“You’re not.”

“Well you don’t want me since the operation.”

She’s always saying that. She wants me to admit it. And I don’t want to lie anymore, I don’t want to spare her feelings anymore, I want her to know I’ve got feelings too and it’s hurt me almost as bad as it has her. But that’s not what I say. I can’t say that.

“I do want you,” I say. I have to say it. She makes me say it.

“Then prove it,” she says. She comes close to the bed and she leans over me. She’s painted her brows with black stuff and her face is made up to where I can hardly believe it.

“You’ve got too much makeup on,” I whisper.

She leaves. She’s in the bathroom scrubbing. I can hear the water running. Ray’s got the blind staggers. Everybody’s hiding his whiskey from him and he can’t get a drink. He’s got it bad. He’s on his way to the nuthouse.

Don’t feel like a lone ranger, Ray.

The water stops running. She cuts the light off in there and then she steps out. I don’t look around. I’m watching a hardware store commercial. Hammers and Skilsaws are on the wall. They always have this pretty girl with large breasts selling their hardware. The big special this week is garden hose. You can buy a hundred feet, she says, for less than four dollars.

The TV is just a dim gray spot between my socks. She’s getting on the bed, setting one knee down and pulling up the hem of her gown. She can’t wait. I’m thinking of it again, how the woman’s breasts looked, how she looked in her shirt before she took it off, how I could tell she had something nice underneath, and how wonderful it was to be drunk in that moment when I knew what she was going to do.

It’s time now. She’s touching me. Her hands are moving, sliding all over me. Everywhere. Ray is typing with two fingers somewhere, just the title and his name. I can hear the pecking of his keys. That old boy, he’s trying to do what he knows he should. He has responsibilities to people who love him and need him; he can’t let them down. But he’s scared to death. He doesn’t know where to start.

“You going to keep watching this?” she says, but dreamy-like, kissing me, as if she doesn’t care one way or the other.

I don’t say anything when I cut the TV off. I can’t speak. I’m thinking of how it was on our honeymoon, in that little room at Hattiesburg, when she bent her arms behind her back and slumped her shoulders forward, how the cups loosened and fell as the straps slid off her arms. I’m thinking that your first love is your best love, that you’ll never find any better. The way she did it was like she was saying, here I am, I’m all yours, all of me, forever. Nothing’s changed. She turns the light off, and we reach to find each other in the darkness like people who are blind.






Kubuku Rides
(This Is It)


Angel hear the back door slam. It Alan, in from work. She start to hide the glass and then she don’t hide the glass, he got a nose like a bloodhound and gonna smell it anyway, so she just keep sitting on the couch. She gonna act like nothing happening, like everything cool. Little boy in the yard playing, he don’t know nothing. He think Mama in here watching Andy Griffith. Cooking supper. She better now anyway. Just wine, beer, no whiskey, no vodka. No gin. She getting well, she gonna make it. He have to be patient with her. She trying. He no rose garden himself anyway.

She start to get up and then she don’t, it better if she stay down like nothing going on. She nervous, though. She know he looking, trying to catch her messing up. He watch her like a hawk, like somebody with eyes in the back of they head. He don’t miss much. He come into the room and he see her. She smile, try to, but it wrong, she know it wrong, she guilty. He see it. He been out loading lumber or something all day long, he tired and ready for supper. But ain’t no supper yet. She know all this and ain’t said nothing. She scared to speak because she so guilty. But she mad over having to feel guilty, because some of this guilt his fault. Not all his fault. But some of it. Maybe half. Maybe less. This thing been going on a while. This thing nothing new.

“Hey honey,” she say.

“I done unloaded two tons of two-by-fours today,” he say.

“You poor baby,” she say. “Come on and have a little drink with Mama.” That the wrong thing to say.

“What?” he say. “You drinkin again? I done told you and told you and told you.”

“It’s just wine,” she say.

“Well woman how many you done had?”

“This just my first one,” she say, but she lying. She done had five and ain’t even took nothing out the deep freeze. Wind up having a turkey pot pie or something. Something don’t nobody want. She can’t cook while she trying to figure out what to do. Don’t know what to do. Ain’t gonna drink nothing at all when she get up. Worries all day about drinking, then in the evening she done worried so much over not drinking she starts in drinking. She in one of them vicious circles. She done even thought about doing away with herself, but she hate to leave her husband and her little boy alone in the world. Probably mess her little boy up for the rest of his life. She don’t want to die anyway. Angel ain’t but about thirty years old. She still good-looking, too. And love her husband like God love Jesus. Ain’t no answer, that’s it.

“Where that bottle?” he say.

Now she gonna act like she don’t know what he talking about. “What bottle?” she say.

“Hell, woman. Bottle you drinkin from. What you mean what bottle?”

She scared now, frightened of his wrath. He don’t usually go off. But he go off on her drinking in a minute. He put up with anything but her drinking.

“It’s in the fridge,” she say.

He run in there. She hear him open the door. He going to bust it in a million pieces. She get up and go after him, wobbly. She grabbing for doors and stuff, trying to get in there. He done took her money away, she can’t have no more. He don’t let her write no checks. He holding the bottle up where she can see it good. The contents of that bottle done trashed.

He say, “First glass my ass.”

“Oh, Alan,” she say. “That a old bottle.”

“Old bottle? That what you say, old bottle?”

“I found it,” she say.

“Lyin!” he say.

She shake her head no no no no no. She wanting that last drink because everything else hid.

“What you mean goin out buying some more?” he say. He got veins standing up in his neck. He mad, he madder than she ever seen him.

“Oh, Alan, please,” she say. She hate herself begging like this. She ready to get down on her knees if she have to, though.

“I found it,” she say.

“You been to the liquor store. Come on, now,” he say. “You been to the liquor store, ain’t you?”

Angel start to say something, start to scream something, but she see Randy come in from the front yard. He stop behind his daddy. Mama fixing to get down in the floor for that bottle. Daddy yelling stuff. Ain’t no good time to come in. He eight year old but he know what going on. He tiptoe back out.

“Don’t pour it out,” she say. “Just let me finish it and I’ll quit. Start supper,” she say.

“Lie to me,” he say. “Lie to me and take money and promise. How many times you promised?”

She go to him. He put the bottle behind his back, saying, “Don’t, now, baby.” He moaning, like.

“Alan please,” she say. She put one arm around his waist and try for that bottle. He stronger than her. It ain’t fair! They stumble around in the kitchen. She trying for the bottle, he heading for the sink, she trying to get it. Done done this before. Ain’t no fun no more.

He say, “I done told you what I’m goin to do.”

She say, “Just let me finish it, Alan. Don’t make me beg,” she say. Ain’t no way she hold him, he too strong. Lift weights three days a week. Runs. Got muscles like concrete. Know how to box but don’t never hit her. She done hit him plenty with her little drunk fists, ain’t hurt him, though. He turn away and start taking the cap off the bottle. She grab for it. She got both hands on it. He trying to pull it away. She panting. He pulling the bottle away, down in the sink so he can pour it out. They going to break it. Somebody going to get cut. May be him, may be her. Don’t matter who. They tugging, back and forth, up and down. Ain’t nobody in they right mind.

“Let go!” she say. She know Randy hearing it. He done run way once. Ain’t enough for her. Ought to be but ain’t.

He jerk it away and it hit the side of the sink and break. Blood gushing out of his hand. Mixing with the wine. Blood and wine all over the sink. Don’t look good. Look bad. Look like maybe somebody have to kill theirself before it all get over with. Can’t keep on like this. Done gone on too long.

“Godomightydamn,” he say. Done sliced his hand wide open. It bad, she don’t know how bad. Angel don’t want to see. She run back to the living room for the rest of that glass. She don’t drink it, he’ll get it. She grab it. Pour it down. Two inches of wine. Then it all gone. She throw the glass into the mirror and everything break. Alan yell something in the kitchen and she run back in there and look. He got a bloody towel wrap around his hand. Done unloaded two tons of wood today and hospital bill gonna be more than he made. Won’t take fifteen minutes. Emergency room robbery take longer than plain robbery but don’t require no gun.
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