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PART I





  
Falling out of Love





  Sheena Baby, the one that I loved, and I were walking around. It was late one evening. All the clouds had gathered up into big marshmallows and mushrooms, and it was an evening as fine as you could ask for except that we had two flat tires on our car some miles back down the road and didn’t know where we were or who to ask. Besides this main emergency, I knew things weren’t right. We were about ready to kill one another, and I’ve spoken on this subject once before.




  Sheena Baby was LOVE, a sex-kitten goddess. I’d loved her for a long time, ever since I’d gotten rid of Miss Sheila, and I felt like I’d given part of myself away. Sheena Baby didn’t hurt for me like I did for her. I knew it. I’d thought about shooting her first and me second, but that wouldn’t have done either one of us any good. It wouldn’t be nothing but a short article in some paper that strangers could read and shake their heads over, then turn to the sports. Love goes wrong. It happens every day. You don’t need to kill yourself for love if you can help it but sometimes it’s hard not to.




  If we’d had inflated tires I could’ve got her off over in the woods somewhere, put some Thin Lizzy on, told her how we could work it out. Told her not only to be my baby but to be my only baby. Later, in the dark, we could have moved together. But she didn’t love me, and I could see that finally, so I decided to be real nasty to her.




  I said: “You just don’t want to listen to anybody.”




  She said: “I’ve bout had it with your goddamn mouth.”




  “Jam it,” I said.




  “Kiss my ass,” she said.




  “Make it bare,” I said, hoping she would, but she didn’t, and we walked off in different directions.




  I didn’t know why something that started off feeling so good had to wind up feeling so bad. Love was a big word and it covered a lot of territory. You could spend your whole life chasing after it and wind up with nothing, be an old bitter guy with long nose and ear hair and no teeth, hanging out in bars looking for somebody your age, but the chances of success went down then. After a while you got too many strikes against you.




  I didn’t know what to do, where to go. We were miles and miles from any town, anybody who might have flat-fixer services and could perhaps send a tow truck. I could see myself walking for days, sleeping in the ditches. I knew the first man who came along would pick her up, but I doubted that the first woman who came along would pick me up. I turned around and looked at her. Sheena Baby was getting smaller in the distance with each step, and I could see that fine ass she had wobbling. I knew she’d wobble it harder when she heard something coming down the road. She wouldn’t even have to stick out her thumb since she already had plenty of other stuff sticking out, and I couldn’t see myself doing without her for the rest of my life. I’d finally found the one I wanted, and now she didn’t want me. I knew I’d done it to myself, staying up all hours of the night playing Assorted Golden Hits and cooking french fries at two a.m., and letting the garbage pile up in the broom closet, not keeping my toenails cut short enough and scratching her legs with them at night in my sleep. It looked like when you first met somebody everything was just hunky-dory, and then you got to know each other. You found out that in spite of all her apparent beauty she had a little nasty-looking wart on her ass or she’d had six toes when she was born and they’d just clipped it off and then you got to wondering about genetics and progeny. You woke up in the morning before she did and leaned over and smelled her breath and said, Jesus Christ what the hell did you eat? Stuff like that broke the illusion, and formed opinions were changed when you really got to know somebody, when you lived with her and saw her in the morning and noticed that the backs of her thighs had little ripples of fat on them.




  I wanted to run after her, though, because I loved her the way she was and I knew that nobody was perfect, especially not me, but I also knew that when a person found out how bad somebody else wanted them it automatically turned them off and they would begin to put distance between you, since the hunger one person has for another is seldom shared equally between them. It was sad, and it was messed up, but I had to figure a way out, because she was walking back the way we’d come, all the way back to Oxford, looked like, if she had to, and I needed two tubeless tires mounted and inflated pretty fast, or at least patched, and I needed a jack, and a four-way lug wrench, none of which I had. We’d gone out without those amenities, just for a short run to the beer store, and then picked up some Budweiser and things deteriorated from there. Went riding. Said fuck it. Decided to wait until later that evening to cut the grass. The smallest laid plans of mice and men.




  An argument arose, one that had been brewing, about me talking to some chick a few nights past in a bar, somebody who’d seen some of my work. I’d warned her about that, about how I couldn’t avoid that, and for a while she’d seemed to understand. She even suffered their phone calls for a while, various ladies calling at all hours of the day and night.




  But then she got to saying, “Another call for you,” handing me the phone with a tight-lipped smile, pulling up a stool to watch me while I hunkered down over the phone and spoke a soft and inquisitive hello into the mouthpiece, and listening to every word. She wanted the number changed. I didn’t. She wanted it unlisted. I protested. People needed to get ahold of me for consultations, estimates, I told her. They need to get ahold of you for other stuff, too, looks like, she said. It got pretty bitter. We started fighting. We’d have to make up before we could make love, and that’s always a killer. It got to killing the sensitivity between us, and once you get that eating at you, you’re a prime candidate to end up chasing somebody down a road, like I wound up doing that evening.




  She kept walking and I started walking after her. I was trying to get close enough to call out to her. I knew it would sound awful, and you know it would if you think about it, but I knew too that she’d probably just ignore it, keep on walking, do me like that.




  It kind of reminded me of being at the Memphis Zoological Gardens one time, years before, before puberty hit me. I was walking around with a balloon on a stick in one hand, a cone of cotton candy in the other. I was just wandering, and wandered over near the bear pits, where a large group of people had gathered. They were large bears, I don’t know, brown, or maybe grizzly. Something was going on, you could tell. The bears were down in a large pit with rocks and an artificial pool and an artificial cave, living out their artificial lives. People were pointing down into the pit and grinning. I pushed my way up through the crowd to see what was happening. Fathers had children sitting on their necks, holding them by their legs. There were two bears down in the pit, big fuzzy things. One of them was standing and the other one was lying on its back with its front paws up in the air, waving its head around and looking at the people. It looked a little drunk.




  I looked at the bears and looked at the people and then looked at the bears again. The bear that was standing put its nose between the hind legs of the bear that was lying on its back and took a long hard sniff. The bear that was lying on its back raised its head and curled its lips out in a long tunnel and said ROOOOOOOOOOOO! real loud. The bear that was standing raised its head and shifted its feet and stuck its nose between the other bear’s legs again and the bear on its back waved its forepaws when the other bear took a long hard sniff and said OOOOROOOOOOO! MOOROOOOOOO! GROOOOOOOO!




  The people grinned and pointed and the bear that was standing wiggled its nose and stuck it back between the other bear’s legs and took another long hard sniff and the bear on its back closed its eyes and waved its head and said BROOO-OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO! Then the bear that was lying on its back got up and licked the other bear for a little bit, they both did, then they slowly turned together and went into their cave and out of sight. The crowd kept looking. I did, too. The bears didn’t come back out, though. I felt, even way back then, that something strange and mysterious was going on, something we weren’t going to be allowed to see. The crowd drifted away after a while, in ones and twos, then threes and fours, until I was the only one left. I kept watching the dark mouth of that cave, but there was nothing to see except the black air inside it, and shadowy forms slowly moving in there. After a while I went away, too, and left them alone.




  I suddenly remembered all that, going down the road after Sheena Baby, the way you will. I was afraid for some stranger to pick up Sheena Baby, because I didn’t know what he might do or try to do to her. These days, you don’t want to be hitching rides with strangers. There’s too much that can happen. I didn’t want to see anything worse than me befall her. I was bad enough, and I knew it, and I wanted to be better to her, try and rectify things if only I could. But she seemed to be walking faster, and I wasn’t getting any closer to her. My legs were hurting, and it was hot, but there was some beer in the car. She’d already passed it but I was getting closer to it. I finally reached it and stopped to take a breather beside it, and saw the cooler in the floorboard and said, Well, hell, as long as I’m here.




  We’d conveniently had our two flats under a shade tree, and it wasn’t bad under those large reaching limbs. It was almost cool, and the beer was cold, so I helped myself to one and sat down on the side of the road, leaning up against the car. It gave me ample time for reflection. You can figure out just about anything if you get ample time for reflection. You can sit back then and get the big picture. I opened that beer and took a long cold drink of it, then lit a cigarette, and the world didn’t seem nearly as bad then. There were some other trees on the side of the road, and it was nice and shady, and there was a little ditch with some frogs sitting in it. It was kind of tranquil. I thought, Well, what if she does leave me? Is it the end of the world? No, it wasn’t the end of the world. The world wasn’t going to roll off its axis just because somebody had a broken heart. The sun wasn’t going to stop rising. I asked myself if it would be painful. Yes, it would be painful. It would hurt for an undetermined number of days or weeks. If I was lucky it wouldn’t hurt for the rest of my life, but there was no telling how long it would be until I found another one as good as her. They didn’t make them like her every day. I looked up the road. She was gone.




  I sat there and drank beer for a while, smoked cigarettes. It wasn’t a bad way to while away the time. I didn’t know what to do about the car (it was her car). I didn’t want to just leave it. I didn’t know but what there might be vandals about, unlawful guys who might strip off the wheels and rip off the radio/tape player, make off with the battery. I didn’t want to sit around there and watch it all night, though. So I got to looking at the car. Both the flats were on the driver’s side. And suddenly the idea came to me, Why don’t you just drive it like it is, but real slow? It was such a good idea I couldn’t figure out why I hadn’t thought of it before. I had read somewhere that you could drive on a flat for ten miles if you drove real slow. I knew that even with two flats I could probably drive it faster than Sheena Baby could walk, and that I might eventually catch up with her. So I got in the car and put the beer between my legs. I turned the key and it cranked right up. It was just sitting a little low on my side. I knew it looked a little ridiculous, probably, and I hoped nobody would drive up behind me and start hooting at me.




  I turned around slowly in the road, testing the feel of it. It felt a little bumpy. The thought came to me that I might be ruining the tires, but I just got another beer out when that thought hit me.




  I tried to see how fast I was going once I got straightened out and headed after Sheena Baby, but I was still in low gear and the speedometer was just bumping up and down between 0 and 5 mph. I figured Sheena Baby was probably walking about 2 or 3 mph. I wondered: Could I shift into second? I did. The tires went to slapping a little faster. The needle rose to nearly 10 mph. I smiled. I knew I’d overtake her before long.




  I turned on the radio and tried to find a little music. I put my sunglasses on. I felt like I was making some real progress.




  The last time I’d been in Sheena Baby’s car there’d been two or three joints in an empty Marlboro pack in the glove box. I flipped it open and the Marlboro pack was still there. I elbowed the wheel and peeked inside the pack and, sure enough, there were still two whole joints in there. I got one out and put the other one back up. Things were getting pretty groovy. It was a Sunday evening and Army Archard was counting down all the top 100 hits of 1967. I lit that joint and bumped down the road drinking my beer and keeping time on the steering wheel, holding the smoke in deep. After a while I was just shaking my head over how good it all was. I listened to Jimi Hendrix and Janis Joplin and Elvis Presley and The Doors and Cream and Grand Funk Railroad and CCR and Percy Sledge, wawa wawa wa. I got to singing out loud and moving my shoulders around and when that joint got short I took little tokes and got all I could out of it. Army was breaking in once in a while, commenting on how fine it all was and talking about how lucky we’d all been to be alive in that era. I agreed with him 100 percent. I wished I’d gone out to San Francisco and worn flowers in my hair. I wished I’d been hip instead of picking cotton. All of a sudden it didn’t bother me any more that Sheena Baby was leaving me, and I saw that it had been inevitable. We were two different people. We came from different backgrounds, and our interests were not similar. It was a wonder that we’d stayed together as long as we had. Love took a lot of different forms and sometimes what appeared to be love wasn’t really love at all, was just infatuation in disguise. It hurt when that happened, and it messed you up for a while, but sooner or later you got back on your feet and faced the world and saw that love was hard to find and sometimes it took some looking. Love wasn’t going to just walk up and slap you in the face. It wasn’t going to tackle you around the knees out on the sidewalk. Love wasn’t going to leap out of a second story window on top of you.




  I rode along there, slightly bumping, the needle wobbling between 7 and 10 mph. The tires went whop whop whop, and the rubber squirmed under the iron rims, and it made the car rock gently. I knew I was going to make it. I knew all this was just a temporary setback.




  Army Archard kept playing those great hits from 1967. I kept drinking that beer. There was plenty more in the cooler. I had plenty of cigarettes. I saw a figure walking along the road, growing larger as I got closer, and I beat time with my hand on the steering wheel and slapped the floormat with my tennis shoe. I knew she’d feel funny when I bumped by in her car. It hit me too that I’d go home and sleep alone, that I wouldn’t have her arms around me to hold me in the night, not have her arms any more forever.




  Her arms, any more, forever.




  I slammed on the brakes right beside her. She stopped walking and turned and looked at me. We looked at each other for about a minute. There were a lot of things I could have told her, a lot of promises I could have made and broken later, just anything to get her back in the car. But all I said was, “You want a ride?”




  She didn’t say anything when she got in. She shut the door and knelt on the seat across from me, with her fine thick legs folded up under her, deeply tanned, muscled as hell, a bodybuilder with fourteen trophies. I was skinny, coughed in the mornings, had a lot of gas most days. Her eyes were close to me, staring into mine, deep blue and beautiful. She came to me. She came to me and she wrapped her arms around me and squeezed me (she could bench two hundred) tight. She mashed her lips down over mine and crushed my mouth tight against hers and pushed me back against the door and I could hear her breathing hard through her nose. She was sucking all the air she could and kissing me as hard as she could. My side of the car was low and she was on top of me, trying to climb up into my lap, pawing at me and hugging me alternately, pushing me hard against the door. The door opened and I fell backwards out into the road and Sheena Baby crawled down from the car on top of me except for my feet, which were still in the car, and she laid down on top of me, kissing me, pushing the back of my head down hard on the asphalt, mashing my ears between her two hands, panting, forgiving all, covering me completely with love, blocking out the sun with it, there beside a flat tire and the rusty underside of the car on the open road where anybody driving by wanting a testament to love could ride by and see it, naked, exposed for the whole world to view.




  That was when the cops pulled up, two of them, with hard faces and shiny sunglasses, and I saw with a sick feeling in my heart that our happy ending was about to take a turn for the worse.




  
The Apprentice





  This can’t be living. I drink too much Old Milwaukee and wake up in the morning and it tastes like old bread crusts in my mouth. All my underwear’s dirty, I can’t find my insurance policy.




  Here I was thinking we had a good normal marriage. She dirtied up my car and changed the TV channels for me, and I’d bring her Butter Pecan Crunch home from Kroger’s. I’d tell her to just leave the dishes until tomorrow, things like that. I didn’t even say anything when her dog pissed in my chair. For better and for worse and all that. I even nursed her in sickness once.




  Judy wanted to be a writer. Writewritewritewritewrite. That’s all she studied. She was always writing something, and always wanting me to read it. Hell, I’d read it. Some of it. I’d tell her it was pretty good if it was. Only most of the time it wasn’t. I’d try to be honest. She wrote this story one time about a man whose wife was always speeding and getting tickets. This woman would get three or four tickets a week. She’d come home and tell her husband about the tickets, and he’d raise hell with her. This went on for a while. The tickets were piling up. They owed something like sixteen hundred dollars to City Hall. So finally the guy decided he’d do something about it. He killed his wife. Blew her head off with a shotgun, and then confessed to the whole thing. When the cops found him he was wiping up her blood with the old traffic tickets. Terrific story, right? I told her I didn’t think much of it, and she got pissed off. That was the thing of it. If I told her I liked one of her stories, she’d pin me down on the couch with the story in her hand and try to get me to point out every paragraph, every sentence, hell, every word I liked. And if I didn’t like it, she’d sulk around the house for three or four days. There just wasn’t any pleasing her.




  She didn’t want to have children yet. There was plenty of time, she said. Wait till I sell my novel, she said. I even took this high-paying job, working inside a nuclear reactor, so she could quit the post office and write full-time. I didn’t mind. I didn’t even mind having to eat TV dinners by myself sometimes. I mean, if you love somebody, you put up with them. Hell, I told her to go for it, grab all the gusto she could. But even that wasn’t enough. When we first got married, we’d go to a movie every Friday night. Then on Saturday night, we’d go out somewhere with some of our friends and listen to a band, have a few drinks, do some dancing and just kick up our heels.




  And then she started writing. She wrote a novel first. Blasted straight through, seven months, night and day. I’d be in there on the couch watching old Hopalong Cassidy or somebody and hear that typewriter going like an M-60 machine gun in the bedroom. That’s where she writes. I’d stay in there by myself until the movie or Johnny Carson or whatever I was watching went off, and then I’d get up and open the door and ask her if she was ready to go to bed. And most of the time, she’d say she was right in the middle of a scene and had to finish it. She’d give me this sort of pained but patient expression that said clear as glass, Shut the door and leave me alone.




  What the hell. We had some fights about it. Anybody would. We had some knock-down-drag-outs. I busted a picture that her mother gave us over the goldfish bowl one night, and another time I kicked a hole in the bedroom door after she locked me out.




  And that wasn’t the worst of it. All our friends started wanting to know why we never went out with them any more. The only thing I could tell them was that she was working on her writing. I hated doing that. You tell people something like that and they look at you like you’re crazy. I mean, who sits around writing fiction besides Edgar Rice Burroughs or Stephen King, or in other words, somebody who knows what the hell he’s doing? I used to tell her that shit. Especially if she’d just written something I didn’t particularly like. Like this one time, she wrote a short story about a woman who was a hunchback. She called it “The Hunchwoman of Cincinnati.” It wasn’t worth a shit! I didn’t want to hurt her feelings, but it was boring as hell. And the whole time I was reading it, she was sitting right beside me on the couch, sipping a glass of wine, smoking one cigarette after another. She was looking over my shoulder, trying to see where I was on the page. This damn woman who was a hunchback had a son who was a cripple. The only thing he was good for, apparently, was shoveling out horse stalls. But every night he’d bring his little twopence or whatever home. I think it was supposed to be set back in olden times or something. They were trying to save up enough money for an operation. But she didn’t say who was going to get the operation, the woman or the kid. That was the big suspense of the whole crappy story. It turned out they had this damn dog you didn’t even know about until the last page, and the dog had some rare disease that only this veterinarian in Cincinnati could cure, for—you guessed it—the exact same amount this kid made after working for a year shoveling all this horseshit. I damn near puked when I got through reading it.




  But I didn’t say anything when I finished it, not right away. I got up and went into the kitchen and got a beer. I still had on my radioactive work clothes. She hadn’t even given me time to eat my supper. I was trying to think of some nice way to bring her down, but hell, I didn’t know what to say. She was sitting on the couch with her legs tucked underneath her, grinning. Sipping that wine, smiling like the cat that ate your sardines.




  “Well?” she said. “What did you think of it?”




  She leaned forward a little on the couch and held her wineglass between her hands. I told her I didn’t know. I told her I thought I ought to read it again to sift out the ambiguities and decide which mode of symbolism the denouement pertained to. I took some English Lit classes in college and that was the only thing that saved my ass that night. It was like old times when we went to bed. She came twice. She said I was the greatest husband and the most understanding human on earth. I felt like a real bastard.




  The next morning was Saturday, and I didn’t have to go to work. I remember waking up and thinking about a little early morning love, but then I heard the typewriter pecking. I dozed off for a while because I didn’t want to be by myself all day. Saturdays she wrote all day. When I got up and went into the kitchen to make coffee, it was already made. There was bacon laid out on a paper towel just as pretty as you please, hash browns and scrambled eggs on the warmer on the stove, and my plate was set with the morning paper folded right beside my cup. She had butter and biscuits and molasses on the table, just like in a restaurant. I really felt like a bastard then.




  I didn’t know what to do. If I said it was bad, she’d sull up or maybe cry. She cried a lot when I didn’t like her stuff. And if I said it was good when it really wasn’t, she’d get very encouraged and sit right down and type it up all nice and neat and send it off to Playboy or somewhere, and then get all broke down when it came back rejected. I used to hate mail-time on Saturdays, when I was home. About eleven o’clock, if she had a story out, she’d sit down on the couch and open the drapes on the front window, watching for the mailman. She’d sit there with a cup of coffee in her hands. She’d start doing that about three days after she’d sent a story off, I think. I guess she did it every day while it was out. I don’t know. But I’m sure she did. She wouldn’t even write while she was waiting for the mailman. When she was waiting for the mailman, she wouldn’t do anything but look out the window. Every once in a while, she’d get up and go to the front door and open it, and look up the street to see if she could see him coming. And finally, there he’d be. She’d get up and get over to one side of the curtains, and peek out to see what he was pulling out of his bag. If it was just some small stuff, some white envelopes, or circulars from TG&Y or somewhere, she’d rush out as soon as he put the stuff in the box. But if she saw him pull a long brown manila envelope out of his bag, she’d jerk the curtains back together and sit down fast on the couch and put her face in her hands.




  She’d say: “It came back” like she was talking about a positive test for cancer of the womb. She’d sit right there and shake her head and never lift her face from her hands.




  “I don’t want to go out and get it,” she’d say. “Lonnie, you go out and get it.”




  So I’d go out and get it. What the hell, it was no big emotional experience to me. Just a piece of mail. That didn’t mean I didn’t know what it meant to her. I knew it hurt her to have her stuff come back. But Playboy is never going to publish something like “The Hunchwoman of Cincinnati.” Never. Ever. Not in a million years. I’d bring it in, and she’d be sitting there. She wouldn’t look at me. She would have turned on the TV by then. She’d be looking at it like she was really interested in it. We had this routine we’d go through. It was always the same thing.




  “You want to open it?” I’d say.




  She’d shake her head quickly, violently almost.




  “No! You open it.”




  I’d always tear the damned thing opening it, and she’d scream, “Be careful! There might be a note in it!” She meant like a note from an editor.




  Of course there never was. There was never a note from Playboy inside the envelope. Big Daddy Hugh had never taken the time to tell her he was dying to see something else she’d written.




  “Open it slow,” she’d say. “Look in.”




  I’d open it slow. I’d look in.




  “Do you see anything?” she’d say.




  I always said the same thing: “Yeah, I see something.”




  “What?”




  “I don’t know.”




  “Is it a note?”




  “I don’t know.”




  Then there’d be this small period of silence. She’d lean forward and turn down the volume on the TV She’d look over at me like we were about to be gassed and only had a few remaining moments between us.




  “Look,” she’d say.




  I’d reach in and pull it out. “The material enclosed has been given careful consideration and is not suitable for use in our publication at this time. Due to the volume of submissions received, we regret that we cannot offer individual criticisms. All submissions should be accompanied by a stamped, self-addressed envelope if their return is desired. Your interest in blah blah blah is most warmly appreciated. The editors.”




  And then she’d go off on a crying jag. She’d just get up and rush off into the bedroom and throw herself on the bed. So I didn’t want another one of those scenes coming up that Saturday morning. She didn’t have anything out right then; she’d sent some stuff off to Redbook, but they’d rejected all of it. I think she’d already gotten about fourteen rejection slips when she wrote “The Hunchwoman of Cincinnati.” I was sitting there eating my breakfast when she came in. I had the story beside my plate. I’d been reading it over again, but it didn’t look any better than it had the night before. As far as I could tell, the kid was a nerd, and his mother was a turd, and the only thing the dog did, even on the last page, was lie around and whine and thump “its tail weekly against the hard unforgiving gray cobblestone pavement littered with cruel gray pigeon droppings.”




  “Well,” she said. She was grinning again. “You’ve slept on it.”




  Yes I had.




  “I didn’t know you knew so much about literature,” she said.




  “Ah, I’m a closet fan of Flaubert’s.”




  “Who’s he?”




  “Gustave. I like Melville, too. You ever read Moby Dick?”




  “No, but I saw it on the late movie. Gregory Peck and all them. Did that come from a book?”




  “Yes, it did, dear. A very great book.”




  “Well, I didn’t know it was a book. What’d you think about my story?”




  I knew that if I said I liked it, she’d ball my brains out. She’d shut down the typewriter, lock all the doors and pull the curtains closed, strip naked down in the floor and tell me to climb on.




  “It was something else,” I said. “Indescribable.”




  She started stripping out of her clothes.




  “Unbelievable.”




  She stepped out of her panties.




  “I can’t believe you wrote it.”




  She got back on the pillows of the couch and put one foot on the coffee table and said, “Come and get it, big boy.”




  “You’re better than Jackie Collins,” I said, and went to her.




  Okay, so it was a lousy thing to do. But it made her happy, for a while at least. Naturally she typed up a clean copy of “The Hunchwoman of Cincinnati,” didn’t change a word, and sent it off. I think it set some kind of record for coming back. I came home from the reactor one evening and she was drunk in the living room. She had a bottle of vodka, a pint, and she was halfway through it. She had it mixed up in some grape Kool-Aid, and she was soused. Supper wasn’t fixed, and she started getting sick, and I wound up holding her head over the commode for her while she threw up.




  All this happened before things got bad.




  I really got into that first novel she wrote. It was about this grizzly bear in Yellowstone National Park that had lost its fear of humans and was running around eating everybody. The story line was pretty good, even if her dialogue did suck, and she somehow knew how to make all these narrative hooks. For instance, getting one of the characters into a tight squeeze, then cutting to another chapter so that you’d rush along to see what was going to happen. And she invented all these people. That was what amazed me. She just made up all these people out of her mind. I mean people that were nothing like us. It was all about these park rangers who were trying to kill this bear. Most of them had bad marriages, but one of them, this young guy named John, was a newlywed. He was a real upright guy, loved his wife and all that, was dedicated to the Park Service. But his buddy, Jesse, had this wife who looked like Ann-Margret and was always coming on to him. Okay. Then, there was this other ranger named Walker, who’d already been dipping his wick into Jesse’s wife, Glenda, and this Walker dude was sort of nuts. But he kept it carefully hidden. He was a big muscled-up mean motherfucker with a temper like a short fuse. John had this other friend, Ben, who knew what was going on between Walker and Glenda, but he didn’t say anything. (You know how that shit goes if one of your friends’ wives has ever been messing around on him and you didn’t want to tell him. I mean, you’re sort of caught in the middle. You can tell your friend, and risk him knocking the shit out of you and calling you a liar, or keep your mouth shut and feel like a bastard for not telling him.) So that’s what old Ben was going through. He had a wife, too, but she was almost nonexistent in Judy’s novel. All these park rangers were running around trying to kill this man-eating bear, and the bear was killing their dogs and eating campers. They had a bunch of close encounters with the bear, missed some shots and things, and then close to the end of it, old Jesse went one-on-one with this bad Ursus Horribilus, missed his shot, and got killed. Very painfully. That was a heart-breaker. I liked old Jesse. And right after that, old Ben almost went crazy because he hadn’t told Jesse that Glenda was messing around on him with Walker. And then he really went crazy. He beat the shit out of this other dude named Tommy, who’d been messing around with Glenda a few years before, and they kicked him off the Park Service. And see, that left John and this maniac Walker to kill the bear. I didn’t know what was going to happen. I imagined all sorts of bad things happening. What I figured was going to happen was that Walker was going to rape John’s wife, and John would come in and catch them in bed at the same time he found the bear going through the garbage in his back yard, and there’d be this big incredible scene of bloodshed and retribution right at the end. But the ending was so disappointing that I don’t even want to talk about it.
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