














The Good Man





The Good Man



A NOVEL


Edward Jae-Suk Lee


[image: Images]




 


Copyright © 2004 by Edward Jae-Suk Lee


All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright
Conventions. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by
any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and
retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except
by a reviewer who may quote brief passages in a review.


Published by Bridge Works Publishing Company, Bridgehampton,
New York,
an imprint of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.


Distributed in the United States by National Book Network, Lanham,
Maryland. For descriptions of this and other Bridge Works books,
visit the National Book Network website at www.nbnbooks.com.


FIRST EDITION


The characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to actual
persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Lee, Edward Jae-Suk, 1975–


The good man : a novel / Edward Jae-Suk Lee.—1st ed.
      p. cm.


ISBN 978-1-882593-94-1


1. Korean War, 1950–1953—Veterans—Fiction. 2. Korean American


women—Fiction. 3. Mothers and daughters—Fiction. 4. Suicidal behavior—Fiction. 5. Nogaeun-ni (Korea)—Fiction. 6. Sheep ranchers—Fiction. 7. Massacres—Fiction. 8. Amnesia—Fiction. 9. Montana—Fiction. I Title.


PS3612.E3428G66 2004
813'.6—dc 22


2004016433


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


[image: Images] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements
of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of
Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.
Manufactured in the United States of America.




 


 


 


 


For my wife, Carly, and my mother, Sook




The Good Man





ONE


 


 


 


He walked west along the county two-lane, looking up at the familiar ridge of the Bridger Mountains, the last light of the downed sun casting a pink refraction just above the low peaks, and that halo bleeding through some woolen altocumulus clouds in the western sky.


It was a good time to return, the warmer days come about with the Chinook breeze, calling the cyclical migrants back to the myriad camping grounds and the isolation of the place. To the residents of Thalo Valley, he appeared to be one of those migrants—-just another broken old man, carrying his life in a worn leather satchel that was missing a strap, and his once-muscled body now eroded to the bone, so that the clothes he wore draped loosely around him like the last best suit of a dead man.


Forty years had passed since he’d been home, but Thalo Valley was one of those places excused from the momentum of the world, a place where a person could come and go and not miss much with the passing of time.


Despite his minimal memory, he still knew the valley in all its incarnations—all its colors under vernal equinox, all its monotones in the Montana winter. He still knew the animals, eaters and eaten both, and their migrations south to the park grounds and back, sometimes fuller in number, sometimes less. He knew the break of grazing land from wilderness wood, and the deer runs gone dry in scorching summer and mudded after the thaw. He knew the trees, the lodgepole pines and Douglas firs and the orange tinting of their bark, and the boughs short and leading to the sky. And he knew himself among them, walking hand in hand with Emily Cottage, hidden away under the canopy and only the needles underfoot. Only the chilly air in Null Gully, where the water ran fast, carrying the cold down from the mountain, and carrying the mountain itself in the guise of fine silt and sand.


From the corner of his good eye, he spied a shift of copper miners marching along Rural Road J toward the hewn-log roadhouse that stood where J intersected the two-lane. The air was crisp but not cold, the ground seeping the warmth soaked up from the day heat, and he took a deep breath and ran his fingers along the strap of a black patch that covered the scar flesh grown over his empty right eye socket, the dark hole two layers removed from the light of day. Save for the eye patch, there was no malice in his face, his nose soft and his lips full to closing, and his skin weathered and leathery like a saddlebag flap, with symmetrical wrinkling around the mouth and just a little droopiness of the fatless folds around his jowls and neck. And the one good eye, the left eye, round and blue and ever soulful, as if all the stored luminescence from his lost right eye had found that other egress.


The copper miners traversed a roadside drainage ditch to gain quicker access to the parking lot of the roadhouse, and then picked up their pace as they came back to ground level where the dirt lot met the ditch flora, all their booted feet kicking up dust as they marched to the entrance, and the dust cloud just hanging there at eye level, no breeze blowing at this junction in Thalo Valley.


The dust and the miners reminded him of another march he had witnessed along another dusty tread, a war tread he knew from a time he didn’t care to remember. And as the miners approached him, their gilded faces became those of Asian peasants, and the roadhouse lot became a jutted dirt road that ran parallel to a rail line hidden by wild wheat. He imagined hundreds of peasants marching, draped in soiled white, their expressions dumb like quagmired sheep. Marching like automatons, all those feet trolling through the dust and the prettiness of the place under that pink, post-dusk sky.


He closed his eye and breathed deeply, and the smell of the airborne dirt triggered more images—rice paddies terraced along a hillock and that same pink sunset and the tall grass hiding grouse and some sparse scrub oaks providing small blinds for the hunting of elk. Was it for the hunting of elk? Or was it cover from the enemy? And the peasants still marching, always marching, the same sun-dark faces looping over and over in his imagination, the same ones carrying swaddled babies on their backs and leading the oxen and hauling A-frame packs over their shoulders. The same dumb expressions. But there was no illumination beyond the fact that his name was Gabriel Guttman of the 7th Cavalry, and it was war.


When he opened his eye again, he found himself within the crowd of miners, swallowed by their wheezing and the smell of loamy sweat, and the herd of them just in front of the wooden wraparound deck that surrounded the roadhouse. The miners filed up its triple step and then through the open front door, their eagerness for drink pushing them two abreast through the jamb, and leaving Gabriel no more time to dwell on his memories.


The interior of the roadhouse was stark and dank, with no windows and walls of open log and old plank floors, and weak light shining from yellow bulbs hung down from the rafters. Gabriel eased his way to the bar and sat down on a stool, resting on his lap the dirty leather satchel with its two-buckle flap. He looked over his shoulder and surveyed the crowd. The miners had pulled tables together and sat in the center of the room, and a skinny barmaid had brought them cracker baskets and pitchers of beer. Stetson-wearing ranch hands stood along the walls, and some older men sat alone, staring into drams. The few female patrons loitered in the darker corners, looking plenty used.


–Bourbon. Straight up, said Gabriel to the bartender, the timbre of his voice a strong and slow tenor, and his speech polished and with no accent.


The chestnut-headed bartender nodded and set a shot glass on the bar and poured two fingers from a bottle of amber swill. Gabriel downed the shot and hard-knuckled the bar, and the bartender poured two more fingers, which Gabriel downed with one hand as he hard-knuckled the bar with the other. The bartender looked at him cockeyed, and Gabriel pulled a crisp hundred from his back pocket and dropped it on the bar and hard-knuckled the greenback. The bartender snickered, pocketing the bill, and then poured Gabriel’s next shot to the brim.


Gabriel sipped the meniscus from the shot glass until it was a half inch down, and then felt a heavy hand on his shoulder.


–Who the hell are you supposed to be? asked a woman to his left. John Wayne?


John Wayne. The name was familiar, and he kicked it around in his head until he located the broad craggy face and the slit mouth and familiar bent-back walk, and the title of a movie, and a cowboy hat too small for that chucked head, and yes, the eye patch. The black patch also too small. John Wayne. True Grit.


He smiled, pleased with himself, and touched his own patch and then looked over at the woman, examining her loose face and bleach-blond hair, which was feathered around the crown and long in the back to curtain her thick neck. She wore a white ribbon shirt draped over her wide shoulders and stout torso, her head and body uniform in girth, wide and white like a thumb. She did not stir him, so he swam his arm away from her and went back to sipping his bourbon.


–Don’t recognize your face, she said, sitting down on the stool next to him. You from the valley?


–No, he mumbled.


–Passin’ through?


He shook his head.


–Well where you headed? she asked.


–A place I remember, he said.


–So you’re a drifter?


–If that’s what you want to call me.


–You look like a drifter. Look like trouble.


–Too old to make trouble.


–Never too old to make trouble, said the woman and cackled, revealing a gum line missing its front four teeth on the top and bottom. Gabriel looked into her mouth and saw her sick tongue in the darkness between her lips. He pegged her for a whore.


–What’s your name? she asked.


–Gabe.


–Drink up, Gabe. Make me look prettier.


Gabriel looked at the chestnut-headed bartender, and the bartender laughed and topped off Gabriel’s bourbon. The woman leaned over, wavering for a moment, and then spoke in Gabriel’s ear, her breath hot and footy.


–Well, if it’s trouble you’re lookin’ for, this is as good a place as any, she said and then pointed sloppily toward the billiard tables along the far wall.


Gabriel breathed through his mouth and looked over his shoulder to where the woman was pointing. There was a bearded man leaning down over one of the tables, lining up his cue. A handsome, horse-faced boy stood against the wall nearby, a beer in one hand and a cue in the other and a black Stetson on his head worn low across his tanned brow.


–Bet you them two have it out before night’s over, said the woman.


Gabriel watched as the bearded man banked the eight ball in the near side pocket and then slapped palms with the fellow to his left. The handsome boy flared his nostrils as he tossed his cue onto the table, and then removed some cash from his front pocket and slammed it down hard on the bumper rail. The bearded man snatched it quickly and walked bandy-legged up to the bar. The boy cursed at the bandy-legger and then walked out the front door, followed closely by a dark giant, a half foot taller than anyone else in the roadhouse and black straight hair down his back.


–One with the hat’s Jude Finn, said the woman. Ham Finn’s grandson. The bowlegged bastard is Uncle Duck. Finn’s main hand.


–And the tall kid? asked Gabriel.


–Val Rey, another of Finn’s.


–Finn a cattleman?


She nodded. –Owns most the land in Thalo Valley. All the way north to the government forest and west to Road K. Got grazin’ rights northwest of that.


–What about the old Cottage ranch? asked Gabriel.


The woman paused. –Thought you weren’t from around here, she said.


–I lied, said Gabriel, no expression on his face.


The woman squinted and made a half grin, unsure of what to make of him, and then lit an unfiltered cigarette and blew the first drag above Gabriel’s head.


–Finn bought it up about twenty year ago, she said.


Gabriel nodded. –You know where the Cottage woman went off to? he asked.


–Nowhere, said the woman. Stayed here. Ham Finn let her stay on as a sharecropper. Gave her a parcel south of Null Gully for her sheep.


–So she’s still there?


–She would be if she wasn’t dead.


Gabriel felt the left half of his body begin to tingle, from the top of his scalp above the left eye down the neck and shoulder and branching down the left arm. Then his left hand began to shake.


The woman stared at Gabriel’s tremoring hand. He gripped the wrist with his right and brought both arms into his torso and stood up from his stool and whistled at the bartender, who was talking to Uncle Duck. The bartender came over and set the bottle of cheap bourbon on the bar within Gabriel’s reach.


–How? asked Gabriel as he let go of his left arm and watched it for a second to make sure there would be no more spasms before he poured himself a drink.


–You all right? asked the woman, tilting her head like a curious dog.


–Fine, said Gabriel and then took the bottle firmly with his right hand and slouched his shoulders in heartbroken fashion. How’d she die? he asked.


–Died three year back in the spring storm of ’89, said the woman. Bad storm. Wiped out a lot of animals. Put a lotta folk in a bind. Chinawoman’s boy died too.


–Chinawoman? asked Gabriel and then closed his eye tight and felt his left hand twitching again. He focused on the baseline noises of the bar, the clacking of billiard balls and bulbous laughter. It was too much, too many triggers all closing in on the dark place where his lost memories lived, trying to illuminate that darkness. As he poured himself another shot to deaden the senses, the woman held out her own empty glass. He filled her offering halfway deep.


–I figured she’d be long gone by now, he said, unable to block out the face of the young peasant girl he’d brought back with him after the war. He did not remember her name. Only that she was lovely, and that the thought of her made him uneasy.


–She’s still there, said the woman. Same as she ever was. Lives with her daughter. A real pill that one. Got the men round here blue-balled, that’s for sure.


Gabriel sat still, not really looking at anything, the pupil in his good eye dilated and his mind visiting a particular clearing on the west face of the mountain behind the Cottage compound where the bitterroots blossomed early.


–Anyway, said the woman, swirling the whiskey and trying to regain Gabriel’s attention. He got a wicked temper, that Jude Finn. Which is a bad thing for a man with a gamblin’ problem. He’s into the Cat’s Paw for a few thousand I hear. Borrows against his granddaddy’s name and keeps getting his ass kicked in Texas Hold’m.


She turned and pushed out her chest, and Gabriel looked down at it, at the sad breasts pulling down from her ribs to her waistline. The woman reached up and touched him on the cheek and then curled her fingers and combed them across the side of his head.


–You a gamblin’ man? she asked.


Gabriel closed his eye and let her stroke his head. The whiskey had settled affectionately in his empty stomach and her fingers felt good. Not good from a woman’s touch, though. A different good. A guiltless good. Like a mother’s hand upon a child’s aching belly.


–No, he said.


–Where’d you get the money, then? she asked.


Gabriel opened his eye.


–I seen that hundred, she said. A man carryin’ cash like that’s either a gambler or a thief.


Gabriel did not answer.


–What’s in the bag? she asked, looking down at his lap.


–Nothing, he said.


–You got more money in there?


–None of your business.


–I ain’t expensive, said the woman.


–I figured.


–Ain’t askin’ for much.


Gabriel nodded and reached under the satchel flap with his left hand. –Defend this child in the name of the Father, he whispered, and removed a worn vinyl-bound Bible and handed it to her. All you need’s in here. Take it.


The woman looked at the Bible and then punched Gabriel in the nose. He fell backward off his stool, landing on the floor in a puddle of old beer.


–Bastard, she said and tossed the Bible to the ground. Gabriel reached up to wipe his mouth and felt blood running down onto his lips. He pinched his nostrils shut and picked up the Bible and his satchel, tipping his head back as he walked to the rear of the roadhouse toward the washrooms.


Inside the men’s room he knelt down and stared at the Bible’s cover. He looked at the maroon vinyl finish, and the two big gold-flake words centered plainly. Holy and then Bible, it read, but he was unable to make the connection of the arrangements of the letters within the words to the sounds they produced on the tongue, only knowing that the two of them together named the journal of the Word of the Lord, and he knew that only because it was his Bible, the same one he’d had for the last two decades. A gift from somebody meaningful whom he did not remember.


He wedged the Bible tightly in the folds of an old twine-colored sweater, spine down so the gold leaf of the pages was facing skyward. Next to the sweater was a tightly sealed envelope whose unflapped side was scrawled in dark ink with his own handwriting. He removed the envelope and stared at it and ran his fingers along its surface, smearing the white stock with a streak of blood. His lost memories were in there, that much he knew, but he could not decipher the words scrawled upon the envelope.


He slid the letter into the gilded pages of the Bible and then closed the satchel flap and went to the rusted sink to let the last of his nose blood drip into the basin. The whiskey had made quick work of him, the warmth and the euphoria already gone and leaving just the lamenting. He imagined the pale face of Emily Cottage, as he had often done of late, and he chased her swirling figure as they had chased the summer fireflies in the years he remembered best.


Emily, the one who had loved him, the one who had said yes to him four decades ago among the primrose of the valley floor. He remembered the nights they spent rolling along the hillside and the wild wheatgrass, and how pretty she looked after she’d been rained upon, the water soaking into her summer dress, pressing the curves of her shoulders and hips closer to those places he’d wanted to know.


Emily Cottage. Dead.


The bleeding in his nose abated, and he rinsed his hands and face and looked at himself in the mirror, at all of his sixty-one years, and then he cried a little and slumped down to the stained floor of the bathroom. He thought of his lost love, that corrosive love that had left its mark like his scars of war, eating into him and affording no filler when it was gone, leaving only a hole, a hollowness to remind him of what he had missed, to remind him how it felt to be consumed by such a thing, to be fulfilled by such a thing.


The door to the washroom swung halfway open and he saw the thick head of the surly whore peer around the edge. She grinned at him tooth-free, and then the door opened fully and she strolled into the bathroom. Behind her followed two burly men, brothers they looked like, chested like bulls and wearing too-small flannel shirts and canvas overalls, and sporting reddish beards and thick necks like Vikings.


–Get his bag, said the whore.


Gabriel cradled the satchel tightly as the flanneled brothers came upon him.


–Come on, now, he said, scooting backward by his heels. I don’t want trouble.


–Give me the bag and there’ll be none, said the whore.


–There’s nothing of value in the bag, said Gabriel.


–Then you should have no worries partin’ with it, she said and nodded at the brothers.


They split out, one to Gabriel’s left and one to his right, and each took a handful of the loose cloth around Gabriel’s poorly tailored shirt and hoisted him up.


–You know, I never did catch your name, said Gabriel, standing now and still clutching the satchel tightly to his chest.


–Late to be tryin’ to win favor, said the whore.


–I’m not trying to win favor, said Gabriel. But seeing as how you’re in a position to harm me now, I’d like to know how to address you.


–Name’s Sweet Crude, she said.


–Is that your given name? asked Gabriel.


–You don’t like it?


–Didn’t say that.


–My daddy was an oil man, she said, looking away from him.


Gabriel nodded. –All right then, Sweet Crude, if it’s money you want, I’ll give you all I’ve got and we can part ways. It’s not much, but it’s better than nothing, and it’s all I have to give. There’s no need for your meaty friends to get worked up over a misunderstanding.


Sweet Crude shook her head. –I gave you the chance for charity and was left wantin’, she said and removed a cigarette from behind her ear and lit it with a wooden match struck on the cement wall. I’ll be takin’ that bag of yours now.


The brother to his right pummeled Gabriel in the gut. Gabriel doubled over, short-winded, and watched his satchel fall to the ground before him, and the lack of air had the hole in his face awakened and trying to re-create itself, trying to illuminate the seminal moments from the last forty-some years of his life. The streambed in Chu Gok Ri. The hospital in Pusan. The foothills of Thalo Valley. The birth of the child. A drunken sunrise alone. Casper to Ogden. Ogden to Omaha. Omaha to Oklahoma City.


From the run of those memories he found strength, becoming Gabriel of the mid-century, Gabriel of the soldiering and hay-baling and bar-fighting days, when his body was fleshed and his limb junctions coiled and quick.


That younger self wrenched free from the brothers’ grasp and grabbed the satchel from the floor and took Sweet Crude by her hair and threw her down in front of the brothers. Then he sprinted out of the washroom and through the roaring miners, and as he passed the chestnut-headed bartender, he snatched the bourbon bottle he had left on the bar, and then he was out the front door onto the wraparound deck and the monochrome of deep evening.


As he jumped down to the ground-level lot, his eye met with Val Rey’s, the tall Indian boy who had been with Jude Finn. Val pointed across the highway into the lodgepole forest, and Gabriel ran in that direction, scrambling up the slope, and turning around only when he was twenty yards up the mountain.


VAL REY WATCHED THE DRIFTER DISAPPEAR into the forest, and then turned around just as the big brothers came huffing out of the roadhouse, Sweet Crude a step behind them. Sweet Crude paused for a moment in the parking lot, looking up and down the road for movement, and then walked up to Val, her face flushed and milky sweat beading around her hairline.


–Where is he? she asked.


The brothers came to her flank, squeezing their huge hands in the air to loosen their knuckles. Val stood his ground and folded his arms across his chest. He had brawled with the brothers before and had come out no worse than they, even though he’d been outnumbered two to one.


–Ran off, he said.


The brothers clenched their jaws and hands, and stepped forward within swinging distance.


–We fightin’? asked Val.


–Not if you tell me where he went, said Sweet Crude.


–What’d he do to you?


–He’s got somethin’ I want.


–Somethin’ he stole?


–What difference does it make, Val, said Sweet Crude. And why you comin’ to his aid anyway? You know him?


–No. Just wanna know why you’re chasin’ him.


–Okay then, said Sweet Crude. He stole some money from me.


Val nodded. –He ran into the forest, he said.


Sweet Crude smiled and reached up and patted Val on the cheek. Val watched as she and the brothers began walking along the road on the forested side, venturing a few paces into the trees now and then. He especially watched Sweet Crude, who was about the same age his mother had been when she’d died, and had the same stink of liquor and body rot.


He tried his best not to remember his mother. Tried not to think of her dying in their dying town outside Spokane, dying from the inside out, always drinking the Canadian whiskey from a glass tumbler, until the hair fell from her scalp and the skin grew taught against the bones in her face like plastic.


As a child he thought the more he ate, the less she could drink, because she loved him and would never let him go hungry, not even if it meant stopping the flow of whiskey. He grew into a bear of a boy, but as hard as he tried, he could not eat enough, and his mother died like that, thin-haired and yellow of skin, and it had been slow and he had seen every day of her dying.


He was ten when they buried her, and for the next three years he bounced around state care facilities, until he ran away, east, away from his mother’s memory to the Black-feet reservation in Montana, the land of his father, who had left them before Val was born. It was on the reservation that he met Ham Finn, who would come by every now and then to look at the women. Even at thirteen, Val had had seen eye to eye with Ham, the only man or boy in the valley tall enough to do so. Finn had taken him back to the ranch, and it was there that Val caught a glimpse of the neighbor girl, the dark-skinned girl—skin like his and hair like his, and he knew he would never leave.


In the distance he saw Sweet Crude and the brothers turn around dejectedly and head back toward the roadhouse. He looked up the mountain and wondered where the drifter would be headed next. Maybe south to the park grounds. Maybe west to the Bitterroot Mountains. There was something about him that made Val hope to never cross paths with him again. Something about the way he ran. As if wherever he went, bad luck chased him.


GABRIEL RESTED ON HIS HAUNCHES FOR A MINUTE, pulling a quick one from the bourbon bottle and pouring the remainder into a leatherbound nickel flask that was clipped to his waistband. He tossed the empty bottle to the ground and stood up and began following an animal run that sloped gradually up the mountain, parallel to the road. He walked with a whiskey belly and a mind of chaff until he came to a familiar scree at the base of a mountain ledge. He knew the lay of the land from his childhood days, and he sat down on a rock berg and closed his eye and the darkness came, and from the darkness a dirt road that led to the Cottage ranch and the years he’d lost in a slow, meltwater stream. And he traveled that dirt road in his mind and felt the days peel away and he became a young man again, a young man in love.


The drowsiness overwhelmed him, and he began seeing memories in the darkness, himself on the ranch just before he left for the army, waving good-bye to Emily Cottage and her image fading in the distance. Then everything slow, and him walking along the dirt road away from her, looking back and forth across the valley, the white Rambouillet following him in a steady stream, lambs blatting and jumping upon their mothers’ backs to be carried.


And the white sheep became Korean peasants dressed in white frocks, bundles on their backs, chattering, and the sound of crying babies. He kept walking, and the hot sun made him think of hot thoughts, like the hot tea in which the panpan girls had bathed, and the warm fog that descended to the base of the Korean country hills as they strolled along the fields of rice at the base of a hillock whose sides were terraced with paddies.


A WHITE HERON GLIDES above the green fields of rice paddy rows, then swoops down to a low puddle of water trapped in a swale, searching for fish. A dense column of peasants marches east, away from the fighting near Yongdong and the advancing communists. The dirt roads have dried out and the dust kicked up by the peasant throng saturates the air, clinging to any semblance of moisture.


It is early evening, and the 7th Cavalry has reached its position on a hillside just above a long rail tunnel that runs parallel to the main north-south road stretching from Seoul to Pusan. Some of the men linger around the railroad tracks, waiting for orders, while the light artillery and mortar units dig into the hillside. Peasants walk the parallel road along with a few scraggly-looking cattle and the few oxcarts that pull larger items like stoneware and long-handled farming tools. The older men carry A-frame packs on their backs, loaded high on their shoulders with wrapped bundles, so it appears they might tip over at any moment, their short and skinny bodies tenuous under the weight borne by their legs.


The sun is low in the sky, but still burns in full. The whole country is hot. Hotter than he has ever known. He thinks of the mountain summers in Montana and the high dry sun that covers his bare skin with light downy heat, and the sun showers that come through almost every day to keep the heat honest.


He looks around at the grassy hills along the valley, cleared mostly of trees, and the higher peaks on the horizon to the south. They resemble the foothills back home and the mountains covered with Douglas firs and pines that hide the elk and mule deer.


It is almost like home. Almost like home and almost perfectly alien. The dusty haze of sunset resembles the air during the Montana summer, when the wildfires fog the sunlight, casting lines of purple and crimson at dawn and dusk, colored like the petals of the bitterroot blossoms in the clearing behind the Cottage house.


The rice paddy rows hide puddles of old low water.


He has never seen rice paddies before, or the mud huts that make up the villages along the rail line. There are scrub oaks across the mountainous areas, and low ridges that remind him of the Crazy Mountains, but it is different. Lonelier.


They have orders to dig in among the hills to provide cover along the dirt highway and the rail line for the retreating infantry that has been pushed back from the Yongdong front. They are in a narrow valley now, the hillsides steep immediately where the incline begins, a perfect spot for an ambush should the communists chase the retreating 24th Infantry east across the valley floor until the road and the rail line turn south again. He removes his canteen, guzzling the warm, metallic water, and notices some of the peasants watching him as they pass. He wonders what it would be like to be displaced like that, to be herded away from their homes and farms, their land slipping through their fingers like topsoil collapsing under heavy rain. They carry whatever they can, some of the oxcarts loaded with large clay pots and iron kettles and caged chickens, and the few cattle interspersed with the slowly moving crowd. The rest they leave behind, to be burned when the village burns.


His eyes squint against that stream of white, the frocks flecked occasionally by exposed brown skin and the babies swaddled in dirty clothes across their mothers’ backs. Some of them have cloth-wrapped bundles balanced on their heads, bobbing up and down. He watches the oxcarts trundling slowly along the rutted, pockmarked road, and the bare-skinned children running to and fro along the massive stream of people and farm animals, chasing one another in games through the middle of the herd, occasionally making their way outside the boundaries of the road.


His eyes settle on a dark, young girl with short hair. Had he not seen the small swell of her breasts rising from her loose-fitting shirt, he would have thought her a boy. He looks at her, the girl, the first time he has looked deeply at any of them, and he sees that timelessness that secretes away their ages. She is unlike anything he has ever seen, and yet familiar. Her clothes are covered in streaks of fine silt, her straight hair bunched in short tresses, the grease and sweat from her scalp pulling the strands together with the gravity of desperation.


She is unlike the girls back home, who have shown their shapes since they were twelve. She is unlike the girls back home in every way, unlike even the panpan girls, those Ginza whores with their faces painted in the colors of tropical bird feathers, calling to the men with the promise of the exotic first taste. She is a girl, straight and narrow of body, a long cylinder of clay molded in angles along her ribcage and pelvis. She is unlike any woman he has seen, and yet she is familiar.


He knows her. He knows her from a future time. Knows who she will become. And he realizes he is within a dream, and her face evolves, the angles of her cheeks changing, maturing, and the hair grown longer and the eye sockets shrinking so the whites are fully eclipsed. The tableau of the hilltops blurs so that all he sees is her face and black pearl eyes. He tries to look away, turning his attention to the other peasants, but they are all the same. All her. All her eyes on him. He tries to dream within the dream, to dream of home and the crispness of mountain air. He tries to dream of the foothills where he and Emily lie upon the primrose and clover in the late summer nights, whispering lovers’ anthems to each other amidst the coyote baying. He reaches for them, the images, but they remain only words. He sees only her. Only the peasant and those black pearl eyes.


She tells him her hair is cut short so that men like him will think she is a boy. She tells him there are enemy among the refugees, wolves among the sheep. She tells him he will never know peace, and then she laughs and within her laughter he hears the squeaking of oxcart wheels, babies crying, and the godless sound of jet fighters strafing in the distance.





TWO


 


 


 


Within the shallow gully bordering the Cottage ranch flowed a moderate creek that carried the excess of an alpine lake down to the valley floor. The water’s run was invisible from the ranch, hidden by a bend in the mountain base and a thicket of firs, but Yahng Yi could always sense its presence, as if it watched her from the gully, moving as she moved, mimicking her rhythms.


It was a warm spring day, a good day to beckon the spring lambs, and the creek was running fast again. The year’s thaw had arrived early, and Yahng Yi’s skin had already coppered to its warm-weather hue. A spade-blade shovel in hand, she walked along the log fence that paralleled Rural Road K, heading toward a band of Shetland sheep. She was tall at sixteen, and her body soft in line and gentle, like the curve of water moving slowly over rock. She wore a plain white T-shirt and blue jeans, the denim streaked where she’d wiped her hands. Her long black hair hung down in tangled waves, buttressed by high cheeks.


She stopped before a pile of wet sheep manure and bladed the shovel into the soft ground, letting the handle stand upright on its own. There was high music coming from a red pickup truck parked at the base of the gravel driveway. A woman was singing a sad song, and it reminded her of when she and her brother Jihn would sing the old sad songs their mother had taught them. Those folk songs they would all sing during the first week of warm weather, when the three of them opened up the windows in the house and let the new air come inside to bully out the old. Their voices against the running water from the gully as they wiped down the furniture and swept the plank floor. And then outside to the heat, the sun rays stern on their open skin as they beat the detritus from the rugs, Auntie Emily up on the mountain somewhere painting her watercolor landscapes.


She looked up the mountain, at the comeliness of the colored swatches on the rise near the house—the blue larkspur, and the patches of sagebrush and chokecherry bushes and the green shoots of new grasses. Above the western ridge was nothing but wide blue sky and cloud scraps that moved in the expanse like watchful ghosts. At the foothills below the tree line were grass moguls that fed the returning herds of elk. There were dozens of them now, tiny dark flecks on the open slope, the high antlers of the bulls moving across the hills.


A warm breeze blew, and she held her hair down with her hands, pressing her palms against her temples to keep the tresses from snapping. Pregnant ewes loitered around her near the fence, sticking their heads through the slats to reach the willow shoots that had sprouted in the roadside ditch. She surveyed them as they craned their necks toward the road, examining the swells of their underbellies to guess which would be the first to drop.


This year there were just thirty ewes, only six of which were pregnant. Ten of the ewes were just yearlings and hadn’t been bred. And fourteen were grannies, too old to lamb. They had sold a half dozen yearling ewes and the two rams to a breeder in Canada the year before. Without the rams to pen, Yahng Yi had torn down the cross-fencing and the barnyard fence up on the plateau to fuel the heat stove over the winter. She’d always wanted the band to roam anyway, to access the wildflowers and sweet grasses up the slope. But the band stayed near the valley floor even without the fences, waiting in that feeding spot. With the meltwater flowing into the arroyo and the fresh pond south of the drive, the band didn’t even need to come to the water troughs by the barn.


The manure had been getting thick by the fence line, so Yahng Yi tied her hair back and retrieved a rusted wheelbarrow from next to the truck, then freed the shovel and began scooping black pellets into the wheelbarrow. The blonde Pyrenees guard dogs came to her side, sniffing at the fresher dung and eating some of the pellets as if they were biscuits. She scolded them, waving the shovel at their muzzles until they sprinted away, one chasing the other and then the other chasing it back until they both sat down near the fence and began sniffing at the manure again.


She filled the wheelbarrow and trundled it to the pickup and unloaded the cargo into the bed, her arms burning from the work and the smell of the urine-soaked feces making her eyes water. She thought about Jihn, and how the two of them used to have manure fights in the barnyard. How she would taunt him as he shoveled, throwing the pellets high in the air so they plopped down on him from above like cones from the evergreens. He would chase her around the barnyard, the two of them winding through the ewes, and her laughter riling up the spring lambs so the lambs would butt around and hop upon each other and then upon their mothers’ backs. And then Jihn would catch her and dump her in the manure pile.


She missed him. Missed their play and the security she felt when he was near. Missed his broad face and big features, wide eyes and bulbous nose and fat lips, and his high voice that sang the witless stories he told. She especially missed those stories of his navy days before Vietnam. He’d told her of his visits to Japan, the port cities and the great buildings erected after the inland bombs, and the coastlines along the European continent, the white sand beaches of the Mediterranean, and the girls with Moorish blood. He told her that she resembled them, the beautiful Moors, with her olive skin and dark thick hair and that sultriness about her. She would consume his every word, imagining those places, and herself within them. Even as a child she had understood the mundanity of ranch life, with all the days like the weeks, and the weeks like the seasons, and the seasons like clockwork.


Jihn hardly spoke of his time in Vietnam, sidestepping the subject whenever Yahng Yi brought it up. He told her once that he had taken no part in the fighting—his ship used only to keep the waterways passable. She had asked him about the people there and he said that the Vietnamese looked a lot like he did, and that it would have been hard to fight them face-to-face.


Yahng Yi finished unloading the wheelbarrow and bladed the shovel again, looking across the valley and taking stock of the natural borders of the land. For all her sixteen years there had been only the valley. Only the valley and the earthen walls of the mountains and the tufted piney hills, and the veiling thickness of groundfall during the snowbound months. All of which pressed upon her from all sides, keeping her apprised of only the expanse of the valley itself and its emptiness. She had grown especially restless this spring, and the horizon had been calling her no longer in whispers, but in a deep and devilish voice that she heard often in her dreams, daring her to clear a path through the fir trees and mountain boulders and cross the low ridges once and for all.
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