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  • 1 •




  In the end Jack Burdette came back to Holt after all. None of us expected it anymore. He had been gone for eight years and no one

  in Holt had heard anything about him in that time. The police themselves had stopped looking for him. They had traced his movements to California, but after he had entered Los Angeles they had lost

  him and finally they had given it up. Thus in the fall of 1985, so far as anyone in Holt knew, Burdette was still there. He was still in California and we had almost forgotten him.




  Then late on a Saturday afternoon at the beginning of November he appeared in Holt once more.




  He was driving a red Cadillac now. It was not a new car; he had bought it soon after he left town when he still had money to spend. Nevertheless it was still flashy, the kind of automobile you

  might expect a Denver pimp or a just-made oil millionaire in Casper, Wyoming, would drive. There was all that red paint—the color of a raw bruise, say, or the vivid smear of a woman’s

  lipstick on a Saturday night—and all of it was shining, gleaming under the sun, looking as though he had spent an entire day polishing it for our benefit.




  He drove this car, this affront and outrage to the entire town if we had known in the beginning who was driving it, drove it through Holt on Highway 34 and then turned around at the city limits

  and came back and drove north up Main Street past the water tower and the bank and the post office and the Holt Theater, and finally parked it on Main Street in the middle of town and didn’t

  get out. Instead, for the rest of that afternoon and on into the evening, he sat there as if he were waiting for something: waiting and smoking cigarettes and spitting out through the rolled-down

  side window onto the pavement and only now and then shifting in the front seat to relieve the pressure of the steering wheel against his gut. I suppose he thought someone in town would say

  something to him. But no one did. Not at first. They did not even seem to recognize him. For at least an hour his former townsmen merely passed along in front of him, shopping, going in and out of

  the stores on Saturday afternoon as usual, without once stopping to speak or even to pause very long to look at the Cadillac to see who owned it.




  Eventually someone did think to call the sheriff, though. This was Ralph Bird, who owns the Men’s Store.




  About four-thirty that afternoon Ralph Bird looked out through the front display window of the Men’s Store and noticed the red Cadillac across the street in front of the tavern. He did not

  think much about it at first. Pheasant season had begun and there were strange vehicles in town anyway. Thirty minutes later, though, when he looked across the street a second time he saw that the

  car was still there, with the man he had seen earlier still sitting alone in the front seat, and that bothered him. He began to study the car. There was nothing familiar about it. But after a

  minute or two he believed he detected something recognizable about the man inside. He turned and called to his wife at the back of the store.




  “Hey,” he said. “Come out here a minute.”




  “What do you want?”




  “Come out here.”




  Hannah Bird came out from the storeroom where she’d been working among the ranks of wooden shelves. She was a tall thin woman with hair dyed a dark shade of red. She stood in the doorway

  brushing the hair out of her eyes. “What do you want?” she said. “I’m trying to get these shoe boxes put away.”




  “Look at this,” Bird said.




  “At what?”




  “This car. See that guy inside?”




  She walked to the front of the store. “I see him.”




  “What do you think about him?”




  “I don’t think anything about him.”




  “Keep looking.”




  She looked out through the display window again. Presently while she watched, the bloated-looking man in the front seat of the shiny car turned his head to spit and now she could see the side of

  his face. Hannah Bird recognized him at once.




  “Now don’t you do anything, Ralph,” she said. “You leave that man alone.”




  “Sure,” Bird said. “I thought it was him.”




  “But don’t you bother him. You don’t have any idea what that man might do.”




  “He still owes me money.”




  “I don’t care. You let the police handle this.”




  Ralph Bird didn’t listen to her. His wife put her hand on his arm as if she meant to control him, to hold him there by force, but he brushed her hand away as though it were no more than

  store lint. He opened the door and stepped outside.




  “Ralph,” she cried. “Ralph. You come back here, Ralph.”




  Along the street it had begun to grow chill and raw. The mercury lights had come on at the street corners and there was a little breeze starting up along the pavement. Bird looked up and down

  Main Street; it was nearly empty of people; then he stepped off the curb and crossed the street toward Burdette’s red Cadillac. When he reached it he stopped for a moment to study the plates.

  The plates showed that the car had been licensed in California. Then he moved along the side toward the driver’s door. He peered in. Burdette was staring back at him through the open

  window.




  But Burdette looked bad now. In the eight years since Bird or any one of us had seen him he’d changed for the worse. He was fat now, obese; he was sloppy and excessive; his head had grown

  bald and the flesh hung on him like suet. “It was like,” Bird would say later, “like for eight years he’d been feeding on cream pie and pork steak and lately he hadn’t

  fed at all.” Still it was Jack Burdette.




  “You son of a bitch,” Bird said. “What are you doing back here?”




  “That you, Bird?”




  “Yeah. It’s me.”




  “I seen you in the mirror. Only I had about decided you wasn’t going to speak to me. I thought you just wanted to admire this car.”




  “I’ll speak to you,” Bird said. “I’ll speak to Bud Sealy too.”




  Burdette stared at Bird, then he laughed once, loud, harsh. So his laugh hadn’t changed at all; it was the same sudden explosion that everyone remembered.




  “That’s right,” Bird told him. “Go ahead. Enjoy it. You still got a few minutes.”




  “Why’s that? Because you already told Bud Sealy I was here?”




  “No. Because I’m going to.”




  “Go ahead, then. I ain’t going nowhere. And you can tell Bud—” Burdette seemed to think. He spat once more out the window into the street, this time onto the pavement at

  Bird’s feet. “You can tell him I’m looking forward to seeing him.”




  “You son of a bitch,” Bird said. “You goddamn—”




  Then abruptly Ralph Bird stopped talking. He moved away from the car and began to walk up the street toward the corner. He turned once and looked back, then he began to trot. By the time he

  reached the corner he was running. At Second Street he turned and ran east toward the courthouse a block away. He ran on, his arms pumping, a small dapper middle-aged man in suit and tie, running

  along the dark sidewalk past the storefronts and the brick facades, and then across Albany Street and up the courthouse steps.




  At the top of the steps the light in the main hallway shone out through the glass doors onto the concrete, but the doors were locked and he stood for a moment in a panic, rattling the doors and

  pounding on the glass. Finally it occurred to him that it was late Saturday afternoon. So he turned and stumbled back down the steps and immediately began to run again, along the high brick wall of

  the courthouse toward the corner of the building and then around it and along the sidewalk toward a red light above another door. This door was unlocked and he threw it open and ran down a flight

  of stairs to the basement. In the first office off the hallway he found Dale Willard, Holt County deputy sheriff, sitting at a desk with his feet up. Willard was clipping his fingernails.




  “Where’s Bud?” Bird cried. He stood panting at the counter.




  Willard looked up at him.




  “Where’s Bud Sealy?”




  “He’s not here.”




  “I can see that. Where is he?”




  “Right now? He’s at home eating his supper.”




  “Then Jesus Christ, get him on the phone. Tell him to get over here.”




  Willard allowed his feet to drop from the desktop and slowly he sat up in the chair. He leaned forward and began to brush the fingernail clippings from his shirtfront onto the green blotter on

  the desk. He was making a neat pile. “Something bothering you, Ralph?” he said. “You sound a little excited.”




  “What?” Bird said.




  He was still standing behind the office counter, panting and sweating, his face as red as beets and his eyes looking as though they belonged in the head of an alarmed poodle.




  “Excited? Listen. By god, if you ain’t going to call him, at least reach me that phone so I can. What’s his number?”




  “No. I imagine I can call him myself,” Willard said. “Soon’s I know there’s a reason to call him. Soon’s I have some idea what the hell you’re talking

  about.”




  “What I’m talking about?” Bird said. But he was shouting now. “I’ll tell you what—” Then he seemed to catch himself; he appeared to make an effort to be

  calm. But it didn’t quite work, so that he began to speak now to Willard as though he were addressing an idiot. “What I’m talking about,” he said, talking too slowly,

  “is how that son of a bitch is back in town. That’s what I’m talking about. Now call him.”




  “Sure. But which son of a bitch is that, Ralph?”




  “What? You mean you—”




  “I mean you haven’t said yet.”




  “Well it’s Jack Burdette. Jesus Christ, you’ve at least heard of him, haven’t you? You know who he is, don’t you?”




  “Yes. I know who Jack Burdette is.”




  “And you know what he did, don’t you?”




  “I know what he did. Everyone in Holt County knows what he did.”




  “Then call Bud Sealy. Goddamn it. Here that—” But again he was shouting. The momentary restraint he had managed to place on himself had disappeared and so he was shouting once

  more, his face inflamed and outraged above the loosened tie. “Here that son of a bitch is back in town again and he’s driving a red Cadillac with California plates. And he’s got

  it parked out in front of the Holt Tavern and if you don’t quit asking me these goddamn questions and get up off your fat—”




  “That’ll do,” Willard said. He stood up and leaned toward Bird. “Shut your goddamn mouth.”




  “—he’s going to—What?” Bird said. “What’d you just say?”




  “I said, ‘Shut your goddamn mouth.’ Now go over there and sit down. I’ll let you know if I want anything more out of you. In the meantime keep your mouth shut.”




  Ralph Bird was astonished almost into peace by this. He was not used to being talked to in this way; it made him quiet. He sat down in a chair in the corner and folded his hands like a child.

  But his eyes were still wild.




  Willard stood watching him. Finally he pulled the telephone toward himself across the desk. He dialed the number. While he listened to the phone ring he pushed the wastebasket with his foot

  until it was beneath the edge of the desk; then with his free hand he swept the neat pile of fingernail clippings into the trash.




  When Sealy answered, Willard said. “Bud?”




  “Yes.”




  “Bud. Listen. Ralph Bird is in here and he . . .” Willard went on to tell him what Bird had said.




  At his home Sealy listened to Willard talking. When Willard finished telling what he knew, Sealy asked how long ago that was and Willard told him and Sealy said had he checked any of it and

  Willard said no, he hadn’t checked any of it, he wanted to call first, and Sealy said he doubted it but after he’d finished eating he’d drive over to see for himself.




  “In the meantime what do you want me to do with Bird?” Willard said.




  “What’s wrong with him?”




  “He’s still a little excited.”




  “Hell,” Sealy said. “You figure it out. Take him home to his wife if you can’t contain him. At least she can feed him his supper.”




  “I imagine I can contain him,” Willard said.




  So it was full dark now. The streetlamps shone clearly at the corners of town, making pale circles of light on the pavement under

  the trees. It was that brief anticipatory moment between six and seven o’clock on a November evening when the shops on Main Street have all been closed for the weekend, when the high-school

  kids haven’t yet begun to race up and down Main Street, when even the Holt Tavern is quiet before the Saturday night rush and out along the highway there are only three or four men sitting

  quietly, drinking at the bar in the American Legion.




  At home, after he’d talked to Deputy Willard, Bud Sealy finished his supper. Then he rose and walked outside into the dark in front of his house. The stars had come out and, looking at

  them, he belched once and felt better. Then he lit a cigarette and got into the sheriff’s car parked in front of his house and drove north two blocks onto Highway 34, then north again onto

  Main Street.




  Driving up Main Street he passed the water tower and the bank and the post office and the theater, just as Burdette had done two or three hours earlier, and soon, a block ahead of him, he could

  see the red Cadillac parked at the curb in front of the tavern. He slowed. When he reached the Cadillac he parked the sheriff’s car behind it so that whoever was driving the Cadillac

  wouldn’t escape. He released the strap over his gun and got out.




  But Burdette didn’t appear to have escape or anything else on his mind. He was still sitting in the front seat. He was slumped down massively in the seat and his head was thrown back

  against the headrest. The light from the corner lamp shone palely onto his big face and jaw.




  Sealy examined him for a moment. Finally he tapped with his fingers on the roof of the car. Inside the car Burdette opened his eyes and rolled his head, looking up at Sealy as if the sheriff

  were of no interest to him whatsoever.




  “Well,” Sealy said. “So you come back, did you?”




  “That’s right,” Burdette said. “I come back.”




  “Hell of a deal.”




  “That’s what I think. I’ve been sitting here trying to remember what for.”




  “That so?” Sealy said. “I thought you was smarter than that. I thought you had it all figured out.”




  “I did once. But I seem to of forgot what a little piss ant place this is. I can’t seem to recall now what I wanted here.”




  “No? Well I imagine we haven’t changed so much. Not so you’d notice it anyway. We still get a little upset when somebody does something wrong to us. And afterward decides to

  disappear.”




  “That was a long time ago,” Burdette said.




  “Sure it was. But not long enough, don’t you see? And that surprises me. Because I can’t imagine what in hell you was thinking of. But I know one thing: you made a mistake

  coming back here. You never should of did that. Now get out of the car.”




  Burdette didn’t move. “You can’t do anything to me,” he said. “It’s been eight years. The statute’s already run out.”




  “You been talking to lawyers?”




  “I talked to a couple of them.”




  “You wasted your time. That don’t mean anything. That don’t mean diddly-shit.”




  “Sure it does. It’s the same everywhere.”




  “No,” Sealy said. “It don’t mean a thing.” He opened the car door. “Now listen to me. I’m through talking. I already been nice.”




  Burdette refused to move. He sat slumped against the steering wheel of the Cadillac, his head lolled back against the headrest.




  “Okay, then,” Sealy said. “I told you once. I did do that much.” He withdrew the gun from its holster on his belt and suddenly he jammed the short barrel into

  Burdette’s ear.




  Burdette sat up. He tried to move his head away. But Sealy followed his head with the gun.




  “Jesus Christ,” Burdette said. “What in hell you think you’re doing?”




  “Get out,” Sealy said.




  Now Burdette did move. He rose up out of the Cadillac and stood onto the pavement, tall, heavy, massive, a presence above the sheriff. He was dressed in plaid shirt and dark pants; he was

  wearing shoes but no socks. His clothes looked as though he’d been sleeping in them.




  “Turn around,” Sealy said.




  “Now goddamn it, Bud. What the hell?”




  Sealy poked him with the gun. “Turn around.”




  Burdette grunted, but slowly he turned so that his back was toward the sheriff. Sealy removed a pair of handcuffs from his back pocket and locked them around Burdette’s thick wrists. It

  took some effort to get them closed.




  “Well Jesus,” Burdette said. “You mean to tell me, you mean you’re not even going to read me my rights?”




  “What rights is that? You don’t have no rights. Not no more. Now hold still while I feel you.”




  “You son of a bitch,” Burdette said.




  “That’s right,” Sealy said. “That’s just exactly right.”




  He began to run his hands over Burdette, feeling up and down his pants legs and along the fat over his ribs. He turned his pockets out. When he was satisfied that Burdette was carrying nothing

  more dangerous than a wallet and some pocket change, he stood for a moment behind Burdette’s wide back, staring at the massive and wrinkled shirt.




  And yet it was still that quiet hour on Main Street, that brief elusive moment of peace and nothing was moving; there wasn’t another person anywhere on the street. And so, without thought,

  I suppose without even knowing he was going to, while the two of them stood beside the gleaming red Cadillac in that brief tranquillity of a November evening, the sheriff smashed Jack Burdette in

  the back of the head with the butt of his gun. Burdette howled and fell across the hood of the car. He began to curse.




  “No,” Bud Sealy said, looking down at the blood trickling from the back of Burdette’s head. “I thought you was smarter than that. I did think you knew better than to come

  back here. What in hell was you thinking of?”




  





  • 2 •




  I had known Jack Burdette all his life. Or all of it, that is, except for the four years in the early 1960s when he was in the

  Army and in Holt and I was in college and then again later for those eight years after he had disappeared when no one in Holt knew him, that period when he was out in California living on his charm

  and that sum of money which he must have thought would last him a lifetime until one day the money gave out and he discovered he had only the charm left and not much of that. But yes: I knew him.

  We had grown up together. For a long time I had even liked him.




  His father, whom people here still refer to as John Senior, was a well-known figure in town. He worked at Nexey’s Lumberyard on Main Street near the railroad tracks and he was a big man

  too—like Jack was, or like Jack was to become anyway—with a considerable gut and a big loud voice that was exactly like a bull’s bellow and of about that appropriateness. Still he

  was a likable man, I suppose. People in Holt thought so. He wore pressed overalls to work at the lumberyard, and in the evenings before he went home for supper he always drank for an hour or two in

  the bars out along Highway 34, in the Legion bar or at the Wagonwheel Lounge, with some of the other men in town who were his contemporaries.




  Jack’s mother, on the other hand, was a very small woman, very thin and pinched-looking. She wore scrupulously clean round wire glasses on the bridge of her nose and she combed her hair in

  a style that would have been fashionable in the 1920s when she was young, a kind of permanent sheared-off bob. She was a very serious woman. She never drank or raised her voice much above a

  whisper, so we understood in Holt that she tolerated her husband’s excesses because she was a good Catholic. She played the organ at St. John’s Church and made confession faithfully to

  old Father O’Brien who wore a hearing aid. She hadn’t much else in her life, so it must have been Father O’Brien and the Catholic Church which sustained her.




  They lived, during the years I am talking about, over there on the north side of town on Birch Street across the tracks. It was an old yellow stucco house and behind it they had a vacant lot,

  overgrown with cheat weed and redroot, which ran back for fifty yards toward the fairgrounds. This was the poorer part of town then, before the new tract houses were annexed into the city in the

  1970s, but people in Holt still considered the Burdettes to be an average family with adequate income and status. If nothing else, they were interesting. There was sufficient tension in the family

  to make them worth watching.




  Jack was born in 1941. His parents were already in their mid-forties then. They had been married for more than twenty years. So I assume they had long ago stopped expecting ever to have children

  and had settled into that fractious kind of truce that childless couples often accept in place of real marriage. Then Jack was born. And he was quite unexpected, of course. Consequently his parents

  tried to patch it up for a while. His father is said to have stopped drinking in the bars for an entire year and people say his mother looked almost pretty for a time, that she appeared to have a

  kind of glow. But it didn’t last. She never became pregnant again. And soon the old man was drinking regularly in the bars once more while Jack’s mother went back to playing the organ

  at the Catholic church on Sunday mornings, where in that weekly hour of temporary peace she could watch Father O’Brien from behind those clean little wire glasses of hers. It was all as if

  nothing had changed—except that there was a new source of tension now, and consequently more arguments.




  Well, he was a tough kid. He had a shock of black hair and he was always big for his age. Then when he was six they sent him to school. With his hair combed flat on his head and dressed in new

  shirt and pants, he entered for the first time that old red three-story brick building on the west edge of town, with its wide foot-hollowed stairs and its tall windows and that familiar smell of

  swept dust, and he didn’t like it. At school they expected him to sit still, to raise his hand and be quiet. So at recess he walked off the playground and went home. He did this about once a

  week. And when he arrived at home Mrs. Burdette, that serious little pious woman, would take him by the back hair, lean him across the kitchen table and hit him with the spatula. Then she would

  send him back. Except that he didn’t always go back; instead he often wandered about town, through the back alleys behind the Main Street businesses and out along the railroad tracks into the

  country. So in April they decided that another full year of the first grade and another complete term with Mrs. Peach would do him good. I don’t think they believed that Jack had been fully

  socialized yet.




  Still I can’t imagine that Mrs. Peach had any part in this decision or that she was excited by it personally. But, in any case, it was because of that routine first-grade truancy of his

  that Jack was there again the next year when I entered school in 1948. And since his name came after mine in the class rolls he was assigned the desk behind me. He was already there that first

  morning. He had arrived early; his wet-combed hair was stiff on his head and he was sitting at his desk with his hands folded as if he were bored with it all already and was merely waiting for a

  chance to escape. We didn’t interest him at all. He was a veteran of the first grade and beyond us. Besides he was at least twenty pounds heavier and a good head taller than we were. We

  didn’t even exist for him yet.




  But later, on the second or third day of school—in the middle of the afternoon when it was hot and still in the room and when the old high windows were open to the air and there

  wasn’t any air, and while we were sweating over the alphabet, copying out the letters onto lined sheets of paper—Jack popped me on the head. I turned around. I don’t know what I

  expected. But on his desk there was a dead gopher. He had it stretched out over his attempts at some As and Bs. He had squeezed out a drop of gopher blood onto the paper below his name. “You

  want him?” he said.




  “No,” I said. “I don’t want him.”




  “Well I’m done with him.”




  “I don’t want him.”




  Then Mrs. Peach was standing over us. She was standing back a little too. She ordered Jack to deposit the dead gopher in the trash immediately.




  Jack stood up and walked to the front of the room. In the far corner, beside the pencil sharpener where the wastebasket was, he turned and faced us. We were all watching him. He raised the

  gopher by the hind leg and held it there at eye level for a moment, suspended, as if he were about to make a little magic or as if the gopher itself still knew a trick or two. Then he let it go. It

  seemed to dive into the wastebasket. When it hit bottom it made a satisfactory bang.




  “Jack,” Mrs. Peach said. “You sit down.”




  Jack walked back slowly to his desk. At his desk he faced straight ahead and grinned. So we were not just watching him now. We were staring at him—in wonder and awe, and shocked admiration

  too.




  Meanwhile Mrs. Peach had begun to shout at us: “Children. Children,” she shouted. “Get back to work.” She began to clap her hands at us.




  But for the rest of the afternoon, at least twice each hour, one of us would break the lead in his pencil so he could rise and walk to the front of the room and peer down into the wastebasket

  and see the gopher. It was lying on its back with its paws curled bitterly over its fawn belly. Finally, after enough instances of this, Mrs. Peach announced that if just one more kid broke the

  lead in his pencil we would all stay after school. We were not getting off to a good start with the alphabet at all, she said.




  Thus for eight years he was passed from one grade to the next, from one old local spinster or balding man to the next one,

  passing, being promoted each spring not so much by his own efforts with books and maps and pencils as by the absolute refusal of our teachers to have anything more to do with him. (Because the

  experiment with Mrs. Peach had failed, of course. Holding him back hadn’t improved on his deportment. And none of the other teachers would even consider taking him twice.) No, he wore them

  all out. In fact when it was their year to have him in their classrooms our teachers, by the middle of September, were already counting the days until the end of May. They had big calendars

  fastened to the walls with heavy Xs scratched and double-scratched through the accumulation of finished days, and one of them, Miss Ermalline Johnson, actually resigned during Christmas

  break rather than return for another half year. “I won’t,” she told the school board. “I couldn’t be responsible if I did.”




  Then we entered high school. At Holt County Union High School—it was redbrick too and three stories high as the grade school had been, but it stood at the south end of Main Street and it

  was more ambitious architecturally; it had square turrets at both ends and the roof was red tile so that it looked a cross between a prison and somebody’s notion of a Mediterranean palace;

  you could see it from a distance, risen up above the stunted elm trees and hackberries, standing alone at the end of Main as if blocking passage out of town, the practical and symbolic notion of

  what Holt County thought about higher education, standing there for fifty years and more until in the middle 1960s it was condemned and they tore it down and sold off the old redbrick for backyard

  patios and borders for zinnia beds and replaced it with a new low one-story pedestrian affair that had a scarcity of windows—it was there, at Holt County Union High School, that Jack Burdette

  was even more of a presence. And I don’t mean just in our lives, but in the life of the entire town.




  Because he was bigger now. He was taller and stronger—taller and stronger than anybody else in school. By the time we graduated in the spring of 1960 he was six feet four and weighed two

  hundred and forty pounds. But he wasn’t fat then. He was still heavily muscled, broad-shouldered and thick-boned. So at least physically he was more than just that one year ahead of us. He

  was like a full-grown man among mere children, a colossus among pigmies. He had already begun to shave the bristle on his chin in the eighth grade—at a time when the rest of us hadn’t

  even begun to contemplate peach fuzz yet—and in high school he had a thick mat of black hair on his chest. It stuck out through his white tee shirts like little black pins. He was a kind of

  high-school boy’s high-school boy: the supreme example of what was possible in the absolute.




  The most obvious evidence of this, though—to us and to all of Holt County—was the fact that he was an excellent athlete. He started every high-school football game for four years. He

  played fullback and linebacker and almost single-handedly made us worth a damn. The rest of us weren’t much good. I wasn’t. (I played end. I was skinny, slow-footed, nearsighted,

  ignorant of technique and reluctant to cross the middle; I might manage to catch a pass if nobody was breathing down my neck, but only if the ball hit me square in the hairless chest.) But Jack

  was. Jack was something. He was a superb athlete. He was the hotshot that made it all go. When we were juniors he won the northeast conference for us. And when we were seniors he took us to the

  state championship, through the conference and then the playoffs and finally to the last game—which in the end we managed to lose anyway. We were playing a team from the Western Slope and

  they had us at a disadvantage: they were able to field more than one real player.




  But in high school our teachers had that at least as leverage. Like the rest of us, he was required by state rules to pass at least three-fourths of his classes if he expected to play football.

  And Jack managed that in his own fashion too. He feigned attentiveness during math and history and English classes—that is, he didn’t actually go to sleep—and when he was called

  on to recite he rose up and made jokes. Then there were shouts of laughter from the boys in the back rows and tittering among the girls up front. In short time our teachers learned not to call on

  him at all.




  Still he had to take tests and turn in papers as we all did. And that’s where Wanda Jo Evans came in.




  Wanda Jo Evans loved him. I believe, if such a thing is possible, that she even loved him more than he did himself. She adored him, idolized him, worshiped him, hung on him. All of that and no

  exaggeration either. She wasn’t even the only one; she was merely the most obvious and conspicuous about it. Well, she was a nice girl, really pretty and creamy, and still a little plump then

  too in a high-school-girlish sort of way, a little given to baby fat yet, with strawberry blonde hair and soft gray eyes the color of clouds. She had full breasts too and round white arms. So if

  she was in love with Jack—and she emphatically was—the rest of us were more than a little in love with her and would gladly have sacrificed that proverbial left appendage of ours to

  have changed places with him. But Wanda Jo didn’t even notice us. She didn’t see us. We were mere background and bit-players to her. Or just smoke maybe. For it was Jack alone that she

  loved.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
KENT HARUF

‘Haruf is one of the finest novelists at work today’
TIME 0UT






OEBPS/html/docimages/image1.jpg
WHERE YouUu

ONCE

BELONGED

A Novel

KENT HARUF

PICADOR





