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BOOK ONE






Chapter One



The first time I saw a spirit, I was fourteen years old, going down the furrow behind a single-tree plow and a mule named Lancelot, the baked ground folding over the point of the plowshare, my dress little more than cheesecloth, blowing in the dust and wrapping around my thighs, with nothing more than lonely thoughts in my head.


The colored lady who pulled me out of the womb was named Aint Minnie and said she knew I was special as soon as my eyes popped open. She said I had a haint and directly I would see the Other World. Now I knew what she meant.


The spirit had a face the shape of an ax, and was leaning against a pine trunk, paring his nails with a penknife, the way soldiers leaned against street lamps in town. He had greasy bronze hair that was combed up in a pompadour, and never lifted his eyes. “Come talk to me, little girl,” he said.


“You have goat’s feet,” I replied. “I don’t talk to goats.”


“I was born with little feet. I ain’t no goat.”


“Even though you have hooves?”


“Those are my shoes. They’re Buster Browns. Have you seen Buster Browns on an animal lately?” He lifted one foot and brightened his shoe on the back of his leg.


“You’d better git before my father comes out,” I said.


“That surrey tied up at your veranda is owned by a certain woman who don’t spend a lot of time at church. I think your daddy has his hands full right now, if you get my meaning.”


“No, I do not get your meaning.”


The spirit, if that’s what he was, folded his penknife against his palm and placed it in his pocket. Then he lifted up his face and let his eyes crawl all over my body. My skin was cold and pale as last week’s milk. He walked toward me, his teeth showing at the corner of his mouth, like his jawbone was broken. The sky was stacked with black clouds, towering all the way to the heavens, crackling with electricity. With no warning, the spirit reached out to touch me. I had never been so afraid. I stepped backwards and almost fell down.


“You got hair like cotton candy, except a lot thicker and not sticky,” he said, lowering his hand. “Are you part albino? You’re mighty pretty. Walk me up to your house.”


“That is the most obnoxious thing I have ever heard a human being say. Walk your own self.”


He turned his back and began heading toward the paintless, two-story Victorian home in which I was born, now inhabited by only my brother Cody and me and a father who I loved but who in turn did not love me.


I did not know what to do with this spirit. So I wrapped the reins on the plow’s handle and leaned it in the furrow and followed him to the house. He looked back at me, his expression playful. “What’s your name, little thing?” he asked.


“Little thing?”


“I didn’t mean no offense.”


“Bessie Holland, if it’s any of your business,” I replied.


Why did I just do that, I asked myself, although I probably didn’t want to know, because the fact was I didn’t have many friends.


“That’s quite a name,” he said. “It bounces around. Like a jawbreaker.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“Nothing. My name is Slick. But there’s some that calls me ‘Hit-it-and-git-it.’”


He laughed loudly, his mouth wide, like a funnel, just as a bolt of lightning split the sky. The windmill by the barn was spinning, the hogs grunting in their pen, grit flying, the air blooming with the smell of rain. That was Texas in the dry season. Oh Lordy, I wanted to float away on a cloud. My days were not happy. I longed for my dead mother and my other siblings who found their way to the cities and disappeared into the grind of the twentieth century.


The spirit had walked fast and left me behind. Now he was looking over his shoulder, smiling like a jack-o’-lantern. He hammered the door with the flat of his fist, all the time grinning at me.


“My father has been ill,” I said.


“Yeah, he’s ill, all right.”


I looked at his feet again. His cuffs covered his shoes and I could not see his ankles or socks and the goat hair I believed I had seen on his ankles. “Be advised, sir,” I said. “My father is one of the most critical, insulting people I have ever known.”


The heavy wood door jerked open, and suddenly my father was in the doorway, all six foot six of him, in his suspenders and unironed clothes and his deep-creased, hand-tooled Mexican boots. “What are you doing on my property?” he said.


“A few friends of mine want to settle up with you, Hackberry,” the spirit said. “Financial-wise. Get my drift?”


“You address me as Captain,” my father said.


“I can certainly do that, even though you ain’t exactly in the Texas Rangers no more. Is that lady on the couch who I think it is?”


A woman dressed in mourner’s black with a scarlet silk blouse was sitting erectly in the gloom, one hand cupped on a gold-knobbed walking cane. She was in her forties, and had a small waist and a large bosom and skin that looked powdered with talcum and the hooked nose of a hawk and lilac eyes lined with a pencil. Her name was Bertha Lafleur. I didn’t like her, and never knew what to call her. Her eyes could take you apart, like a ceramic doll that’s been run over.


Behind her were shelves filled with ancient encyclopedias, the covers worn, the pages stained with whiskey rings, in no order, many of them published by different book companies. Papa read them every day. He also had guns on the wall and hidden in the furniture and in the tool shed and barn. He also kept cats in the house, with names like Dr. Medico, Rumper, and Fat Kitty. On occasion he let in the lambs or a chicken or two, and dared anybody to call him eccentric.


“Let my daughter in before I knock you down,” Papa told the spirit.


“He didn’t bother me, Papa,” I said.


The spirit stepped aside and bowed like a musketeer as I walked inside, then followed me in without asking permission. My heart started beating like a drummer boy rolling on his snare drum. I didn’t like this smart-aleck spirit, but I didn’t like seeing people picked on either.


“Papa, did you hear me?” I said.


My father’s eyes were riveted on the spirit. Papa had a profile like an Indian, and hands that hung like skillets from his shirt cuffs. The woman with the cane rose from the couch. In a voice as soft as a feather, she said, “Hack?”


No reaction from Papa, who looked like he was about to pop the spirit in the face.


“Do not put yourself on the level of white trash, Hack,” she said.


The spirit knew he had stepped in it proper. His face was twisted out of shape, as though he couldn’t find the expression he needed for the moment, scared he was going to excite Papa more and scared to show how scared he was. He raised his chin and rolled his head like he had a crick in the neck. “Trash?” he said. “You call me trash? That is not seemly or fair or deserved. Not in my opinion. No, sir!”


Good try. The woman was not fazed and gave the spirit no recognition. “Sit down with me, Hack,” she said.


Papa came out of his daze and looked at me as though I had wandered in from a dream. His eyes were a washed-out blue, his cheeks flecked with broken blood vessels inside his whiskers. “Where’s your coat, daughter?” he asked.


“I lost it,” I said.


“Whereabouts?”


“Probably at church.”


He looked into space. “Today is Thursday.”


“No, sir, it’s Friday,” I said.


“Why aren’t you at school?”


“I quit going three weeks ago.”


He wiped his face, then stared again at the spirit. “Why are you standing there?”


“I got my job to do,” the spirit said. “The people I work for has bought up all your paper.”


“What paper?” Papa said.


The spirit made a coughing sound, like a piece of chewing gum was stuck in his windpipe. “Debts in three gambling houses. Also a shitload of back taxes on your ranch.”


“So they sent a little-bitty moron who cain’t button his britches?”


The spirit had walked in with his fly open and his shirt sticking through it. His face turned as red as a lamp. I did not like to watch what was happening. The Hollands were a violent family but they weren’t bullies. Papa always said you don’t pick a fight with a weakling; it’s unseemly. His shoulders were like a pair of anvils. Before liquor got him, he was treated as a hero by the whole state. He was a friend of Susanna Dickinson, the only white survivor of the Alamo, and also a Texas Ranger who rodeoed with Tom Mix and was good to Mexicans and colored people.


Bertha Lafleur walked slowly behind him and placed her hand on his shoulder. “Sit down, Hack. This young man is fixing to leave. Aren’t you, young man?”


“Yes, ma’am,” the spirit said.


She paused and looked at the spirit in a kindly way. “I’m sorry I offended you, sir.”


“No, ma’am, I ain’t offended,” he replied. “Not a-tall.”


His teeth were still clicking.


“Then go quietly now,” she said. “You’ve done your job. Tell your employers that the debts will be paid. They have my word.”


The spirit was shaking so bad he could hardly speak, the kind of fear that makes people give up all caution, and I knew he was going to say something he would regret the rest of his life. The biggest fear of a coward is the knowledge that he’s a coward. There was a knot in his throat as big as a doorknob. “I don’t let nobody call me trash, though,” he said. “It just don’t set right. It’s like a saw going across a sixteen-penny nail.”


There was a long pause. “I obviously mistook you for someone else,” Bertha Lafleur said. “I deeply regret my mistake.”


“Well, that’s mighty nice,” the spirit said, gulping a mouth load of air, his eyes widening with relief. I doubted if Lazarus could have been happier.


“Did you want to say something else?” Bertha Lafleur said.


“No, ma’am, apology accepted,” the spirit blurted. “Forgotten. Erased, all bad feelings down the honey hole.”


But my father wasn’t finished. The spirit had said something that would not go away. “The people you work for are fixing to take my ranch?” he said.


“I don’t know nothing about that,” the spirit said. “I just carry the message.”


Papa’s light-blue eyes looked painted on his face. He loved his ranch more than any material thing in his life. He looked at the Henry rifle that was mounted above the mantel. I shoved the spirit out the door and down the steps and on his face in the dirt. I was amazed at his weightlessness. Or how strong I was when I needed to be.


“Run!” I said. “Run and run and run and don’t ever come back! If you do, my father may kill you.”


But the lady in black had closed and locked the door behind us, and the spirit knew he had been spared. He got up and dusted himself off. However, instead of thanking me, he reconstructed the arrogant personality that could have gotten him flung into the hog pen. “You ain’t seen the last of me, little girl. Like the expression ‘A family that prays together, stays together.’ I got big people behind me.”


“Call me ‘little girl’ again and I will bash you in the mouth.”


“You don’t have to get violent about it,” he said.


“Pull up your britches and show me your feet.”


“I ain’t no demon. That’s all that matters.”


“Do you know what your problem is?” I said. “It’s not that you have bad manners. It’s that you don’t have any manners at all.”


“Well, people has got different kinds of talents,” he said. “You don’t have to be personal about it.”


My heavens, some people, I thought. I went back to plowing and continued my various discussions with Lancelot’s rump.





Chapter Two



Cody was two years older than I, but each of us was delivered by a different stork. I had one personality. Cody had a closet full of them, all of them taking turns hurting each other. He beat up Jubal Fowler, the tallest and roughest boy on the schoolyard, for peeking in the outhouse when I was in it, then the same day he kicked me in the knee where I had a boil. When I asked him why he did such a mean thing, he said, “You deliberately got Jubal Fowler interested in you and forced me to punch him in the nose. Now we’ll never get rid of the Fowler family.”


“I did not get him interested, and I certainly didn’t ask him to watch me in the privy.”


“Stop lying.”


Maybe he was partly right, but he didn’t have to be so ugly about it. “All right, I’ll take care of my own self,” I said. “I’ll also tell people I’m not related to you. You hurt me real bad, Cody, inside and out.”


I wished I didn’t say any more. But I did and I also started crying. “I hope you die,” I said.


He flinched at my words. See, that was the little boy in him. The only reason he could beat up an older and bigger boy like Jubal Fowler was because he knew how to box. Everybody knew it, too. Cody’s fists were a blur. He sent off ten cents and a comic book coupon, then knocked out a professional fighter behind the Green Lantern Saloon in town.


Late the same day he kicked my boil, he came upstairs into my bedroom with a pallet and lay down on the floor, the moon shining on him. He looked like a corpse.


“What are you doing down there?” I said.


“Guarding you.”


“No, thank you. There’s a screech owl in the pecan tree. Why don’t you guard him?”


“I’m sorry for hurting you, Bessie. Sometimes I ain’t no good. Something just takes hold of me.”


“Don’t use bad grammar, Cody. You know better.”


“I wake up feeling like there’s no point in anything. Like every minute of the day is just gonna get worse. Papa doesn’t fuss at me, but he doesn’t say anything good, either.”


“Mama used to say, ‘A drunkard is full of love, and his biggest love is his liquor.’ The only thing she got wrong is that Papa doesn’t love even that. He hates his whiskey and what it does to him, but he drinks it anyway. He’s not mad at you or me. He’s mad at what he is.”


“I beat up Jubal Fowler for more than one reason, Bessie. His uncle is a constable in San Antonio. He says Papa goes to a straddle house there.”


“A what?”


“A whorehouse.”


The rawness of the term, as least in its association with my father, was like a slap on the ear.


“That woman who was here in black clothes and carrying a cane is a madam, Bessie. Her name is Bertha Lafleur. She’s a bohunk.”


“I know who she is. What’s a bohunk?”


“Somebody who is half Mexican and half Bohemian. Most of them are fence-post cutters. Like gypsies and such.”


“I’m not going to talk about other people like that,” I said, trying to change the subject.


The truth is I knew my father’s weakness for women. He wasn’t just a womanizer; he had them on the brain all the time, drunk or not, every race, thin as clothes hangers or fat women who ate Goo-Goo Cluster bars around the clock. He claimed God’s only perfect creation was women and would say it in the middle of a full saloon or at the church, and either embarrass or enflame anyone within earshot.


By the way, Papa’s father was Sam Morgan Holland, a violent man who rode the Chisholm Trail and shot and killed nine men and lost two thousand longhorns to dry lightning outside Wichita, Kansas, which he dealt with by staying drunk on his horse all the way back to San Antonio. After sitting many Sundays on the mourners’ bench at the local Baptist church, his depression rose like ash lifting from a dead fire. Supposedly he became a saddle preacher and did good deeds for the Indians on the Staked Plains and visited the graves of the men he killed on the Chisholm Trail. But I have seen his photograph close-up, and since then have doubted I would enjoy one of his sermons.


Sometimes I wanted to flee my family and all their lunatical behavior and live like a normal person, but I have yet to learn what a normal person is. Papa’s male friends spat tobacco constantly and drank their coffee from the saucer. Most of them still carried guns, whether they were still lawmen or not. Every one of them would go after a calf in a lightning storm, but had no remorse in taking human life if they considered it legal. That gave me considerable concern.


“I have nightmares all the time,” Cody said.


I rolled on my side and looked down at him. He had curly black hair, thick locks of it, and clear skin and plump arms and a chest shaped like a turkey’s. He was wearing the cotton gown Aint Minnie gave him for his birthday, because Papa never remembered birthdays, not even his own.


“Nightmares about what?” I asked.


“Us all burning up. The house, everything. The horses running in the barn and you and me trying to get blankets over their heads.”


“A dream cain’t hurt you,” I said.


“I saw lights out in the woods tonight.”


“What kind of lights?”


“People chanting and walking in circles.”


My stomach turned to water. “Go to sleep.”


He had brought a blanket with the quilt he used for a pallet. He pulled it to his chin, his face suddenly quiet, the way a baby’s face can turn quiet. I knew that one day he would be a ladies’ man. Not because he was a fraud or a predator, because no matter how violent the Holland men were, down inside they were always looking for the nipple. At least that’s what Mama said. He stared at me for a long time, with the same light-blue eyes as Papa, then they clicked shut, like a doll’s, his hands curled into balls of white dough on the blanket’s edge.


I went to the window and looked at the woods by the dirt road that led to town, and thought I heard a cowbell clanking. A few years ago that would not have been unusual. We had over one hundred head of Brahman. Now, thanks to my father’s gambling and financial recklessness, we had virtually nothing.


A rain cloud moved across the moon, dropping the woods into darkness, like a great shaggy animal falling asleep. Then I saw a man wearing a flop hat ignite a lantern and raise it over his head in the middle of the dirt road. My heart stopped. Was it the man self-named Slick? His eyes were aglow under the brim of his hat. Then he spun into the ground and his lantern went out. I wet my underwear and could not get out of bed. I trembled under the blanket until sunrise, ashamed of my fear and too scared to do anything about it. I never wanted my father so much, except the night my mother died in childbirth.


In the morning I decided to go back to school. Why? Because of my English teacher Miz Ida Banks. She was a spinster and a Yankee and stood out like Queen Victoria in a cattle herd. Our textbooks were used and tattered and smeared with food and half-erased pencil marks and contained little literary merit, so she brought her classics to the school and perched her bottom on her desk and her glasses on her nose and read and read and read, especially the works of Hawthorne and Homer and Keats. But the boys were interested only in stories about the Alamo and the War between the States, and the girls wanted something that dealt with their first period.


She said little about her political beliefs, but there were rumors she had been a suffragette, which made our local politicians uncomfortable, particularly after a San Antonio newspaper published an editorial about “filth” being taught in Texas schools. The editorialist did not mention Miz Banks’s name, but he said “a Northern, unmarried female teacher” was sexually corrupting the young women of our county. How was she doing that? Why, teaching the poems of Emily Dickinson.


Poor Miz Banks. The other teachers started avoiding her. The principal pretended he didn’t know her in public, and the janitor tried to ask her out in front of her students.


The other reason I went back to school was the walk. It was almost a mile, but I loved the freshness of the morning and the smell of the wildflowers that bloomed in the spring. Have you ever seen a Texas prairie blanketed with bluebonnets and Indian paintbrush? After Mama died and Papa got drunk again, I was angry with God and I wanted to ask Him about all those innocent people who died on those endless Texas prairies and were buried without a gravestone or a shade tree, under an empty and endless sky that took no notice of their travail.


But He gave me no answer. Thousands slept under the wildflowers. White infants murdered by Comanche Indians, Indian babies murdered in kind by white people, the Tonkawa Indians exterminated by Texas Rangers, the Sutton-Taylor feud that extended the Civil War into the 1890s and left many a cowboy facedown down among the tumbleweeds.


Mama said the frontier wasn’t a new territory waiting to be discovered. She said it was a necropolis already groaning with the dead.


I sometimes talked to the flowers and pretended the people down below could hear me. When the grass was tall in the summer and the wind blowing from the Gulf of Mexico, I could hear a tinny musical sound, like the strings of a lyre being played with invisible fingers. I wondered if the wildflowers and the grass were showing the dead another way to heaven, because none of them expected to die where they did.


Cody had been skipping school, too, but this morning I made him go with me.


“Cain’t Miz Banks fight her own fights?” he said.


“Some bad people are spreading rumors about her, Cody.”


“How are we supposed to change that?”


“You can stand up for her, cain’t you?”


“What if the rumors are true?” he said.


“Then we should stand up for her even more.”


“You’re gonna get us killed,” he said.


“Fail your friends and you’ll never have any peace,” I said. “Now pack your lunch and stop being a worrywart.”


I should have borrowed Papa’s watch and arrived right before the principal clanged his cowbell and watched everyone file into the old church house that served as our school, one with a small bell tower that had bats in it. Instead, we were twenty minutes early, and Jubal and his cousins and his friends were on the back of the playground. Jubal was shooting a slingshot at an abandoned boxcar that tramps sometimes slept in.


The Fowlers were what we called “po’ white trash,” but of a different kind. They had more money than ordinary trash. They usually stole it, but they had it. It didn’t change either their state of mind or their outlook on the world. The men always walked in front of their women, spat every chance they had, forced colored people to step off the sidewalk, and beat their children and thought themselves good Baptists. Back then there was no town in the South that didn’t have them. Papa said that’s because toadstools grow around outhouses.


Jubal Fowler’s face lighted up like a lampshade when he saw us, then he and his gang headed across the playground, all the other children getting out of their way. I saw Miz Banks looking out a window, her face puffed, as though she had been crying. Then she was gone. I had no idea what was happening.


“Go home, Cody,” I said. “Now. Please.”


“I’m not going anywhere without you,” he said.


He pulled off his belt, one that had a big buckle, and wrapped it around his hand. “Hey, Jubal,” he said. “You need another ass-beating?”


Jubal was fifteen and somehow always grew faster and more mature than the rest of us. He knew about our private fears and how to insult us about the changes in our bodies. He knew about our secret loneliness and the failings of our parents, particularly the ones who had no power and instilled low self-esteem in their children.


That was the big irony. If Jubal wanted, he could have been a hero. His chest and stomach were plated with muscle, as though his whole body was as flat as a plank from his chest down into his jeans, and I sometimes felt guilty about the thoughts I had when I looked at him. And he had long brown hair that he washed and kept clean and let hang in his eyes like a little boy’s. Sometimes I couldn’t sleep when I thought about these things, and they made me feel guilty and I didn’t know why.


Secretly I said prayers for Jubal. But I didn’t have much faith in my prayers. Jubal had eyes I didn’t like to think about. They were as colorless as water and would brighten with a thought he was having or turn as gray as lead, but whatever he was thinking never escaped his lips. Supposedly his father whipped him with a belt when he was two years old. I guess that’s why I could never get mad at Jubal. It was hard to believe any parent could be that cruel, but that’s why we called white trash white trash.


Well, anyway, that spring morning I wasn’t thinking about Jubal’s background. His teeth were gritted with pleasure, the thoughts in his eyes like a beehive someone had thrown a rock at. “Hear the news about Miz Banks?” he said. “She just got her Yankee twat kicked north of the Mason-Dixon.”


“What for?” I said.


“What do you think, twerp?” he replied. “She’s a hermaphrodite. Hey, Cody, look at me.”


“What for?” Cody said.


“How do you like my nigger-shooter?”


“Neat,” Cody replied. “Why don’t you shoot yourself with it? Or cram it up your ass?”


“Then I couldn’t do this.”


Jubal pulled back the strips of rubber on his slingshot and fired a marble right into Cody’s eye.


That was on a March day in 1914. I do not remember the exact date, but for me that day the world changed forever. I thought I was smart and understood the people around me, the good ones and the bad ones, and was confident I could take whatever the world threw at me. But I had been fooling myself.


Cody and I had to walk home by ourselves, him with a handkerchief wadded in his eye. Not one person stood up for us or even offered a kind word. They were all scared of Jubal Fowler and his peckerwood family. My feet hurt because I hadn’t had time to rest after walking almost a mile earlier. I also had to go to the bathroom, and now the wind was blowing cold out of the north, and the sky was full of yellow dust clouds, and water was leaking out of the heel of my brother’s eye, even with the heel of his hand pressed to it.


“Don’t worry,” I said. “Papa will take us to the hospital in the buggy. Then he’ll have something to say to the principal and the sheriff.”


“People don’t care what Papa says, Bessie. He’s a drunk and makes a fool of himself every time he goes to town.”


“Don’t talk about him like that, Cody. He’s sick, just like somebody who has pneumonia or measles. You wouldn’t call them to task, would you?”


“My eye is throbbing,” he said. “I got to sit down. I’m gonna kill Jubal Fowler.”


I felt miserable. I had forced Cody to return to the school, when I could have left well enough alone and saved all this trouble and the effects it would have on Cody’s life. Cody had his faults, but if Mama hadn’t died the best things in him would have flowered and choked out the bad seed in him, namely the Holland family rage and violence we passed down generation after generation, going back to a chain gang in Louisiana in 1835. Now because of me Cody was talking about killing a teenage boy. Worse, I knew he meant it.


Up ahead was a wood bridge over a creek that had water running in it most year-round, swelling and wobbling over the pebbles, a cool tannic smell rising from it in the shade. The creek led into a woods where two outlaws were hanged and their bodies degraded in a way I don’t want to describe and left to be picked to pieces by birds. Some people still believed the year-long presence of the water in the creek was an acknowledgment of a little girl’s kidnapping ordeal and death. Her body was never found, but the natural world gave her a home. Sometimes I tossed flowers off the bridge onto the riffle and watched my reflection float with the petals into the woods, and felt a chill I couldn’t explain.


I was just about to say something to Cody about his threat to kill Jubal Fowler, but I didn’t have the chance. Up ahead a figure was leaning against the rail on the bridge. It was the man who called himself Slick or Hit-it-and-git-it.


“What the hell happened to him?” he said.


“None of your dadburn business,” I said.


“I have two chairs down by the creek. Y’all are welcome to sit down. In fact, I insist.”


I had never wanted to put my bottom in a chair so bad. My back and feet were aching, and my eyes were like sandpaper from lack of sleep. But if you give an inch to a man who calls himself Hit-it-and-git-it, he’ll take a mile. “I told you I do not seek company with billy goats, or nanny goats either.”


“And I told you I ain’t no goat.” He pulled up his britches. “See, my Buster Browns and my clean socks and my white ankles are winking at you. If you like, I’ll take off my Buster Browns and my socks and you can examine my feet and toenails.”


“I’ll take your word,” I said.


“I’m awful dizzy, Bessie,” Cody said.


I got his arm over my shoulder and walked him down to the creek among the trees, and eased him into a slat chair. The other chair was split through the middle, but I sat down on it anyway. The creek side was colder and damper in the shade, but the water in the creek was rippling over the pebbles like green Jell-O and so relaxing I wanted to go to sleep there and stay for a hundred years, even though the chair hurt my bottom something fierce.


“What are you doing here, Mr. Slick?” I said.


“Mr. Slick?” he said. “That has a nice bounce to it. In answer to your question, I camp here sometimes and study nature in all its manifestations.”


“The devil has many devices,” I said. “You have not quite convinced me you’re all flesh and blood, so don’t go sticking your nose in the air.”


“Is that a lunch sack you have?” he asked.


“The last time I looked.”


“I could sure use a bite.”


“Mr. Slick, you must have had a special kind of upbringing.”


“You’re wrong about that. I didn’t have no upbringing.”


I sat down and watched him eat almost everything in our lunch sack, except one crust of bread with mustard smeared on it. He looked as though he had forgotten something and needed to concentrate on what it was. He squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them. “Excuse me, y’all want some of this?”


“Oh, no, go right ahead, Mr. Slick. We always fix lunch so we can find somebody on a dirt road and give it to him.”


He sucked the mustard off his fingers, then wiped his fingers on his britches. “I’m sorry I went banging on your door about your daddy’s debts. I just don’t have much choice about my vocation.”


“I’ll lend you my Bible. In case you’re not aware of its subject matter, it’s called redemption.”


He tore a strip of paper off my lunch sack and twisted a hard point on it so he could pick his teeth. “I hate to tell you this, but you were part right about my spiritual composition. There’s people that ain’t bad enough to go to the hot place but ain’t good enough to get in Upstairs. I ain’t no goat. But I ain’t no reg’lar person, either.”


“You’re dead?”


He stared into the woods. When the wind puffed the canopy and straightened the air vines, the shadows seemed to leap from tree limb to tree limb, like bears bouncing through last winter’s leaves. “Put it this way,” he said. “I ain’t alone. I got lots of company. People just cain’t see them.”


“I doubt that.”


“Pardon?” he said.


“I don’t think you have friends. Your hair is dirty. You smell bad and do your dental cleansing in front of others. What is the matter with you?”


“What do you expect from someone with no education?”


“Why don’t you stop feeling sorry for yourself?”


“I feel like throwing you in the creek,” he said.


“Try it and see what happens.”


“I thought we would have a decent discussion,” he said. “I was even gonna tell you a few things about the land under your feet.”


“The land under my feet looks like dirt and grass,” I said.


“There’s a big war coming in Europe. A lot of money is gonna be made. There ain’t gonna be no tax on it, either. You just have to know where to put the drill at. Are you hearing me?”


“Yes, and I don’t like the notion of making money from a war. Neither does my father.”


“He don’t seem bothered about losing his money to gamblers and liquor and girls of the night while his children go without.”


I had no defense for his words, as though he had found a bruise on my soul where he could sink his thumb. Cody looked at me, then at Mr. Slick, and removed the wadded handkerchief from his eye. The white in it had turned into a blood-red clot; a single, long tear streamed down his cheek. “I’ll get you for talking that way about my father,” he said.


“You got a mouth,” Mr. Slick said. “I cain’t blame you. My daddy was no good, either.”


I heard a mechanical sound that was like the music of the spheres. I told you earlier I felt the whole world had forsaken Cody and me. Now a machine made in 1910 was coming up the road with a sound like the oiled wheels and clogs turning with the deliberation and exactitude in a clock. It came over a rise and descended into its own dust, the driver’s face barely visible under her large, wide-brimmed hat, her chin tilted upward so she could see over the wheel.


Thank You, Lord, I said to myself. I will never leave You as long as there is still one person on earth like Miz Banks, because as long as she is here, so are You.


She veered off the road and almost tipped her Model T Ford into the creek. Her vehicle had only a windshield and no other glass. The top was canvas. She climbed out of the seat backwards, her rump swaying back and forth, then waved a handkerchief in front of her face until the dust settled. She wore a plum-colored shirt and a long, pleated beige dress that touched her shoes, an ivory brooch on her bosom, and had a pug nose and a face that was as round as a cake pan and curly hair the color and tint of polished mahogany. No matter how Miz Banks dressed, her clothes looked like they belonged on a child. But I loved her and wanted to be like her and to have her knowledge and manners. She smelled like a pineapple cake with vanilla icing on it.


“I am so sorry, children, for what has happened to you this morning,” she said.


“Did they fire you, Miz Banks?” I said.


“Yes, they did, but I should not have let it bother me,” she replied. Then she saw Cody’s face. “Oh, goodness, get in the car. We need to get you to the hospital.”


“A hospital cain’t fix an eye, Miz Banks,” Cody said.


“Is your father home?” she said. I know she started to add “Or somebody?” But she didn’t.


“Yes, ma’am, my father is resting at home,” Cody said.


“Well, we’ll see what your father has to say,” she said. “But one way or another, you’re going to see a doctor, Cody. You’re a good boy, but don’t argue with your friends when they try to help you. I’m not always going to be around here.”


“You’re not going back up North, are you?” I said.


Her eyes began to mist. Then she put her arms around me. “I don’t rightly know,” she said. “I just hate to leave you.”


“Can you give Mr. Slick a ride?” I asked.


“Who?”


“Over yonder, in the shade,” I replied. “He puts on like he’s a bad fella. But I think he’s more afraid than bad. I have to warn you, though. He might be a spirit.”


She stared into the shade, quizzically, then gazed at me. “You children have had a very stressful morning and carry a burden that should not be yours,” she said. “Now hop in. One way or another, we’ll make this a better day. And no talk about spirits.”





Chapter Three



When we reached the ranch my father, unshaved and hung over and dressed in his long underwear and his canvas britches and floppy, colorless boots and sweat-ringed, battered Stetson hat, was carrying buckets of water in both hands from the windmill to the tub in the barn with the fire burning under it. To this day, I cannot believe the degree to which he punished his body and still managed to do the physical labor of an elephant. I always had the feeling he nursed his pain in order to absolve himself of the great harm he had done his family, particularly my mother, who bore him one child after another until she died in a wagon trying to make the hospital.


Miz Banks drove straight to the barn and got down and told him what had happened to Cody. He stood stock-still, an empty bucket in each hand, a column of sunlight striking the gin roses in his face.


“Is that what happened, Cody?” he said. “You didn’t hit the Fowler boy first?”


“No, sir, I didn’t,” Cody said.


“Where’s the boy now?” he said.


“If I were you, Mr. Holland, I’d concentrate on us getting Cody to a doctor,” Miz Banks said.


My father dropped the buckets to the ground, then squatted down and cupped his hands on the points of Cody’s shoulders. “Do you feel flashes of light inside your head?” he asked.


“No, sir.”


“Don’t lie.”


“Yes, sir, like stained glass broken out of a window.”


My father stood up and looked out the barn door at the sky and a huge balloon of yellow dust blowing behind a row of poplar trees. I could smell the heat in his body. His right hand opened and closed on the side of his thigh. “Does Mr. Fowler still work at the slaughterhouse?” he asked me.


“What are you thinking about, Papa?” I said.


“Getting Cody to the doctor, like Miz Banks said,” he replied. “First things first.”


Oh, Lord, don’t let him open the top drawer in his bedroom, I thought. Please. Please. Please.


I knew my father’s capabilities. At fifteen he was flying hell-for-breakfast across the Cimarron, Indian arrows stuck in the mail bags tied to his cantle. As a Texas Ranger he dared Deacon Jim Miller to draw on him, and later complimented Miller as the most religious, well-dressed bucket of pig flop he ever knew. In 1897 he danced with Etta Place, the Sundance Kid’s mistress, at the Brown Palace in Denver; told Longabaugh (Sundance) he had no legal authority in Colorado; but suggested Longabaugh find a rat hole before he got blown out of his socks. People at our church said Papa might be a sinner, but he couldn’t be accused of mediocrity.


He wet down the fire in the steel plates under the tub and went into the house to get his long coat, at least that was what he said, and got in the back seat of Miz Banks’s Model T and shut the door and put his arm over Cody’s shoulders. “We’ll get you fixed, son,” he said. “Yessiree.”


But we all knew better. The eye doctor surely did. He cut right to it. “I wish we were in Switzerland, except we’re not,” he said. “Change the bandage and come see me in a week. In the meantime stay away from white trash.”


“What do I owe you, doc?” Papa said.


“Nothing,” the doctor replied. “Just keep in mind this is the twentieth century. Do you get my message, Mr. Holland?”


“Yes, sir, I do,” Papa said. “Which door is the way out, doc? I always get confused in this place.”


Outside, the wind had kicked up and was blowing the dust from our dirt streets high above the two rows of brick businesses that constituted our business district, newspaper and empty cardboard and apple boxes bouncing and scudding along our elevated sidewalks, the kind that still contained tethering rings, the grit so dense it could knock a squirrel out of a tree, the dust so high the sun was a pink wafer. Only last week a traveling tent preacher was picked up by a tornado and dropped outside Goliad without a mark on him. Supposedly he preached three days straight before he passed out. I think this is why William Sherman said if he owned Texas and hell, he would rent Texas and live in hell. I also think William Sherman helped starve the Indians and made Southerners blame the Negroes for their grief.


Papa helped Cody into the back seat of the Model T and tipped his Stetson to Miz Banks.


“Thank you, ma’am,” he said. “I have some business to do here in town. I would appreciate you taking my children back home.”


Miz Banks leaned sideways so she could see past me into Papa’s face, the dust vibrating on the hood, sliding off the fenders. I knew Miz Banks. She was incapable of ignoring the plight of others, and that included all creatures, either in the ocean or the air or slithering in a bog. She buried a bird that broke its neck on her classroom window, and got the children to say a prayer over it, which caused them to be late for gym class and earned her a lecture from the principal, who believed the universe was created in seven days.


“You need to get in my vehicle, Mr. Holland,” she said.


He lifted his hat, his long coat whipping in the wind, and made no reply. As I mentioned, Papa respected all women, but particularly Miz Banks, and would take a bullet rather than offend her. But he walked away, just like that, not saying a word, and that scared me to death. Papa had been an admirer of Wild Bill Hickok and Wyatt Earp because they lived by the same credo of all good lawmen: don’t speak, don’t blink, and don’t miss.


“You listen here, Mr. Holland!” she called out. “You will not leave these children alone!”


I put my hand in Miz Banks’s. It was a forward thing to do for a girl my age, but I hated to see her drawn into all the trouble I started over Jubal Fowler. “Just take Cody home,” I said. “I’ll stay here and watch out for Papa and be along directly.”


“No, you will not,” she replied.


But this was one time I had to go my own way. I jumped out on the road, feeling empty and disloyal, wanting a tornado to suck me up its funnel the way it did the preacher. “They had no right to fire you, Miz Banks,” I said. “You’re the best teacher any of us ever had. I’ll always love you.”


“Bessie, your father is a violent man. Do not let him take you down with him.”


“I won’t,” I said. “I promise.”


I hurried after my father, although I had no fix for him or Miz Banks or finally anything. Ambrose Bierce called pacifists dead Quakers. We say we’re a peaceful people, but does anyone really believe that? It was hard being a child back then. Work and pain were the norm, and often there was no mercy for the weak. Is it a surprise our churches were full?


I followed him past the hardware store, one that sold guns and ammunition; a clothing store that contained no clothes but a Sears, Roebuck catalog you ordered from; a decrepit, two-story brick jail where a black man bashed his head against the bars and walls until his brains came out his nose and he lost his ability to speak; a mortuary; a loan and bondsman’s office; a grocery and a bakery; an all-night café that caught the railroad clientele from the train station, the biggest building in the county; and finally the saloon, one that had batwing doors and had been open since 1870. This was the town where the Chisholm Trail began.


The concrete sidewalks were darkened by the balconies overhead and gave shelter to the local drunkards and loafers perched on their chairs below. Papa knew every one of them and always acknowledged their greetings and treated them with goodwill. Not this day, however. He walked stone-faced past them, his long coat swirling, his Stetson pulled down on his eyebrows, the first drops of a real frog-stringer pattering on the felt.


“Papa!” I cried out. But he heeded me no more than he did the loafers who were now looking at his back in confusion.


To my mind, the slaughterhouse was a physical obscenity and a disgrace, not just because of its long, black, windowless walls and the offal stink from its chimney, but because its presence contradicts the Book of Genesis, particularly the description of the Fourth Day of Creation and Yahweh’s words about the critters and fish and birds we are supposed to take care of. I know preachers and deacons whose Bible I would like to take from their hands and pound them in the head with.


“Papa!” I yelled again. “Maybe I started it all! Maybe I made Jubal Fowler have some bad thoughts!”


He stopped in the entrance of the slaughterhouse, frozen, his back to me. The doors were gigantic and slid back into the walls, so that the interior of the building resembled an empty mouth. He pinched the back of his neck and turned around.


“Wait for me at the drugstore, Bessie,” he said, and took a buffalo nickel from his watch pocket and flipped it at me with his thumb. “Get yourself a soda. I won’t be long.”


I let his nickel bounce off my chest. Then he smiled, the way he used to when he was a sober and loving father. “You’re like your mama,” he said. “You never cut bait.”


“I cain’t lose you, Papa,” I said.


“Learn it now or learn it later, Bessie. The only difference between a Fowler and a Gila monster is a Gila monster turns its prey loose at sunset.”





Chapter Four



I followed him through the gloom and a pair of swinging doors that for me was the closest place I had ever gotten to hell. The stalls were piled with congealed woodchips and sawdust, the planks in the floor blackened with blood of every kind—pigs, cattle, lambs, chickens, and turkeys. Their squeals and cawing, the bolt guns thudding on bone, the ripping sounds of viscera torn from a hanging carcass, the hooves sliding in the gore before an escaping animal was slammed to the planks, the steam rising from the scalding pots, the raw feces streaked on the walls, the rubber aprons and gloves and goggles on the workers greasy with feathers and hair and brains; it was a symphony of pain and terror.


I suddenly lost my reserve about the fate of Jubal Fowler’s father, whose first name was Winthrop, who, like most white trash, had a grandiose name.


Papa cornered him in front of a stall where three lambs were tied together by their necks. “Your son shot a marble in my boy’s eye this morning,” he said. “You have a comment on that?”


Mr. Fowler was not tall but had shoulders as rectangular as a door and arms that looked as hard and dark as oak and stained even darker with purple and blue ink and rippling, green-blood veins that ran from his wrists to his armpits. He worked off his goggles and honked his nose in a handkerchief. “Cody made up a story about my Jubal looking into the privy while your daughter was doing her business. If that wasn’t enough, he hit Jubal with a board.”


He finished wiping his nose and put away his handkerchief.


“That’s a goddamn lie,” Papa said.


“Ask the other children.”


“I was one of the other children, Mr. Fowler,” I said. “Cody fought with his fists, not a board.”


Mr. Fowler laughed under his breath, nodding his head. “Yes, Jubal has told me all about you. Looks like you’ve kicked into season, Missy.”


“What did you say?” Papa asked. Then he said it again. “What did you say?”


“It don’t matter the species, rutting time is the nemesis of us all,” Mr. Fowler said. “Now stop pretending about what went on. I’m willing to call it even. We done here?”


I will never be sure about the events that followed. For years the images have been like pieces of broken glass from a pictorial scene in a medieval church window. The more I try to push the pieces together, the more I cut my fingers. I saw Mr. Fowler reach under his rubber apron, a smile on his face. Then almost simultaneous I saw my father push back his long coat and reach behind his back for the .38 Special I knew he had taken from his bedroom drawer at the house. I also knew what Papa planned to do. He was an admirer of Wyatt Earp, who had put many a gunman or drunk cowboy in jail by clubbing him across the head without firing a shot. But Wyatt Earp was not a drunkard, and my father was.


Last night’s whiskey was not done with him. His coat had a heavy silk lining, one that he had torn and not repaired. The gun barrel caught in the rip and dropped to the plank floor. Mr. Fowler’s face split with a grin. “I think you have finally fired your grits, Mr. Holland,” he said.


Oh, Papa, what have you done? I thought.


But I was thinking only of the fool he had made of himself, and the shame he would feel every time he saw the Fowlers and the employees of the slaughterhouse and the saloon crowd to whom he was a Texas Ranger and a hero. He looked sick, his face suddenly old and helpless. He had twisted his knee, and his right leg was about to cave. I thought he was having a seizure.


“What is it, Papa?”


He reached out toward me. “Go home! Now!”


Mr. Fowler’s hand was inside his apron. He had taken something from either his belt or his vest.


“Gun bolt!” Papa said.


I had forgotten the tool the butchers used to stun the animals before they cut their throats. Mr. Fowler lifted a cylindrical, dark object from under his apron. “Want a little of this?” he said, an iniquitous light in his eyes.


I picked up the .38 Special. It was heavy because of the fat rounds in the chambers. But when I swung the iron sight at Mr. Fowler, the frame and checkered grips and the coldness of the steel were like helium, as though the pistol wanted to float up to the ceiling and not do what I wanted it to, or maybe I had taken on a physical strength I didn’t know I had possessed.


I pulled the trigger twice. The .38 jumped in my palm, the flame leaping from the barrel, while the lambs squealed. The first round struck a spot between Mr. Fowler’s neck and shoulder, and slung a strip of blood on a post behind him. The second round clipped a piece of scalp and bone out of his head, just above his ear. He looked frozen in midair, like a puppet tangled in its own strings, a grin painted on its face. Mr. Fowler was holding a tightly packed, dark-leaf cigar in his right hand, pointed at me, as though he wanted me to take it.


I had just shot an unarmed man.





Chapter Five



For three days the skies stayed dark and the rain pounded down on our small town while I sat in the same cell where a man of color had left his blood and hair on the bars. The cell was in the basement, where the windows were half size and gave a prisoner a view of the world that was cut off above the waist. When the sun broke, I could hear people’s voices, but what I could see of their bodies did not coincide with their conversations or their tonality. I learned a lot about people from their navels down to their feet:


A businessman jingling the coins in his pocket while talking to someone in a three-piece suit. A colored lady stepping aside so a white man could pass. Raggedy kids trailing behind an ice wagon. A man in overalls without socks wearing shoes that must have filed the skin off his feet. A deputy sheriff talking through a car window, pressing one hand to his loins. A preacher known for his fire-next-time sermons and his pointy, spit-shined boots, a spur on one heel, the rowel clotted with hair and a speck of blood.


Miz Banks said her favorite British novelist was Charles Dickens because he saw the world from the bottom up. I now had a much better understanding of what she meant.


Mr. Fowler didn’t die, but he wasn’t going to get well any time soon either. Maybe some of his motors were damaged. The doctors didn’t know. He drooled and couldn’t control his speech, and walked lopsided when he was taken to pee, which was not helping Papa’s attempts to get my bail set. The country judge and sheriff were not my father’s friends. The judge called him a drunken embarrassment to the community, and the sheriff denounced him for throwing a Klansman off a bridge in the dry season.


Miz Banks and Papa both visited me and brought me clean clothes and a package of fruit and some warm tamales wrapped in corn shucks and a bottle of Hires root beer. I was glad to have the soda, because my faucet water was brown and had orange rust in it, but I couldn’t get the food down, no matter how good it was.


I hated Mr. Fowler and everything he represented; however, I wasn’t up to shooting people. I’ll tell you something about shooting a person. The guilt and fear in the aftermath are not because you shot somebody; your real worry is why you did it. You start searching the inside of your head and learn all kinds of things about yourself, almost all of it bad. You learn it doesn’t take a big person to pull a trigger.


Mr. Fowler made fun of me. He and his son probably laughed about his son peeping in the privy. Why? I was holding my dress up so it didn’t touch the streaks around the honey hole. If there was a single reason I shot Mr. Fowler, it was pride or shame and the sound of boys laughing at me. Nobody knows how much that hurts a girl.


“I know what you’re thinking,” Papa said on one of his visits. “You’re blaming yourself for busting a cap on a fellow human being. Get those thoughts out of your head. Mr. Fowler is not a fellow anything. His kind are not born but are defecated into the world. Number two, I hollered ‘bolt gun.’ That was my order for you to drop him. You were doing what I told you. It was a done deal as soon as the words left my mouth.”


“I could have shot low.”


“Believe me, daughter, if Fowler had a bolt gun, either you or I would be dead or crippled or blinded. Why do you think he works in a slaughterhouse? He enjoys it. Don’t let your gentle side hurt you.”


This was Papa without the alcohol. His mantra was “Be fair, firm, and flexible.” He was a good man inside a ferocious body. A lawman who never took advantage, and never looked back. I prayed every night he would never drink again.


“You reckon the judge is going to set a bail we can afford?” I asked.


He was sitting in a wood chair just outside the cell door, the dried blood of the colored man on the bars just above his head. He gazed down the corridor and rubbed his hands idly, his calluses as rough as a board. A line of buckets overflowing with feces stood in a shiny silhouette outside the cells, like a military tribute to a degenerate world. “I’ve made us ‘land-poor,’” he said. “I told myself God wasn’t making any more dirt. Now the oil under other people’s property is going to eat us alive. I hate those sons of bitches.”


Two hours later I had another visitor, this one cutting across the courthouse lawn, ignoring the sign warning not to walk on the grass, not even glancing at the statue of Sam Houston on horseback at the Battle of San Jacinto. Yes, you guessed it, it was my friendly spirit, Mr. Slick, his oily, bronze-colored hair freshly barbered, his face shaved, his clothes pressed and his shoes shined. Why is it that when you’re in trouble, only troubled people come to see you, and usually to see how they can capitalize on your trouble?


Then he walked out of my vision. And remained out of my vision. Since I was locked in the jail, I could tell when people came and left, because the acoustics were like a bowling alley. But five minutes passed and I heard nothing. Then suddenly he was standing in front of my cell, like one of those buckets lined up down the corridor.
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