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“It’s my theory that I’ll be reading Chris Offutt’s stories from now until I’m far too gone to read. And then my grandchildren will read them aloud to me. The stories in Out of the Woods are emotionally accurate, incessantly vivid, and utterly compelling. This is a talent for the long haul.”

—William Kittredge

“Further proof that Offutt is a lasting literary talent on a national scale . . . If you haven’t read Chris Offutt, you’ve missed an accomplished and compelling writer. . . . Masterfully written, insightful, and altogether unforgettable.”

—Chris Holbrook, Chicago Tribune

“Offutt never uses a metaphor that isn’t perfect, nor one that doesn’t reveal character. . . . Prose doesn’t get any sharper than Chris Offutt’s.”

—Laura Demanski, Baltimore Sun

“Spare and moving . . . Offutt provides no clear resolution regarding what home means for his characters. Rather he simply examines the mystery of its meaning for them, handling and burnishing it, then quietly slipping it into the reader’s hands for perusal. That, perhaps, is what the best fiction aims to do and what this collection of stories succeeds in doing magnificently.”

—The New York Observer

“This is good storytelling. . . . Out of the Woods is a splendid, compulsive, heartbroken, misleading sequence of American yarns.”

—Rick Moody, Book Forum

“Terrific . . . Offutt’s genius is how thoroughly he can scare you into seeing yourself in this hardscrabble lot that is neither here nor there. . . . Offutt’s stories of these people are especially welcome now, as we sprint headlong into the mass global village of the information age, another form of going.”

—Brian Alexander, San Diego Union-Tribune

“Out of the Woods is an exceptional work. Offutt’s economic but muscular prose is a perfect stylistic complement to the dark world he has so convincingly rendered.”

—Todd Tobias, Denver Rocky Mountain News

“The new book confirms his mastery of short fiction about rural lives rendered with laconic intensity, Offutt is a mean hand at pithy sentences, hard-edged dialogue, and the lean portrayal of masculine vices like impulsive violence and compulsive restlessness. . . . Out of the Woods is a collection to put on the shelf next to Raymond Carver and Richard Ford.”

—Outside

“Out of the Woods is unforgettable not only for the pain it records but for the healing it administers.”

—Shenandoah

“A wonderfully transparent glimpse into a culture that seems as old and ungiving as dirt.”

—Mark Bautz, Atlanta Journal-Constitution

“Uncommon and haunting . . . spare and tightly drawn . . . for readers tired of narratives that drip with irony and overflow with pop culture references, Offutt’s unique voice will undoubtedly be a welcome and refreshing alternative.”

—Mimi O’Connor, Book Summit
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Where you come from is gone, where you thought you were going to never was there, and where you are is no good unless you can get away from it.

—Flannery O’Connor, Wise Blood


Out of the Woods

Gerald opened his front door at dawn, wearing only a quickly drawn-on pair of jeans. His wife’s four brothers stood in the ground fog that filtered along the ridge. The oldest brother had become family spokesman after the father’s death, and Gerald waited for him to speak. The mother was still boss but everything had to filter through a man.

“It’s Ory,” the oldest one said. “He got shot and is in the hospital. Somebody’s got to fetch him.”

The brothers looked at Gerald from below their eyebrows. Going after Ory wasn’t a chore anyone wanted, and Gerald was new to the family, married to Kay, the only sister. He still needed to prove his worth. If he brought Ory home, maybe they’d cut the barrier that kept him on the edge of things, like he was nothing but a third or fourth cousin.

“Where’s he at?” Gerald said.

“Wahoo, Nebraska. Ory said it would take two days but was easy to find.”

“My rig won’t make it.”

“You can take the old Ford. She’ll run till doomsday.”

“Who shot him?”

The oldest brother flashed him a mean look. The rest were back to looking down, as if they were carpenters gauging the amount of linoleum needed for a job.

“Some woman,” the oldest brother said.

Kay began to cry. The brothers left and Gerald sat on the couch beside Kay. She hugged her knees and bit a thumbnail, gasping in a throaty way that reminded him of the sounds she made in bed. He reached for her. She shrugged from his hand, then allowed his touch.

“Him leaving never made sense,” Kay said. “He hadn’t done nothing and nobody was after him. He didn’t tell a soul why. Just up and went. Be ten years come fall.”

“I’ll go get him,” Gerald whispered.

“You don’t care to?”

“No.”

“For my brothers?”

“For you.”

She snuggled against him, her damp face pressed to his neck. She was tiny inside the robe. He opened the front and she pushed against his leg.

The next day he left in the black pickup. Gerald was thirty years old and had never been out of the county. He wore a suit that was snug in the shoulders, and short in the legs. It had belonged to his father, but he didn’t figure anyone would notice. He wished he owned a tie. The dogwoods and redbuds had already lost their spring color. The air was hot. Four hours later he was in Indiana, where the land was flat as a playing card. There was nowhere to hide, no safety at all. Even the sun was too bright. He didn’t understand how Ory could stand such open ground.

Illinois was equally flat but with less green to it. Gerald realized that he was driving through a season, watching spring in reverse. The Illinois dirt was black as manure and he pulled over to examine it. The earth was moist and rich. It smelled of life. He let it trickle between his fingers, thinking of the hard clay dirt at home. He decided to stop and get some of this good dirt on the way back.

He drove all day and crossed the Mississippi River at night. At a rest area, he unrolled a blanket and lay down. He was cold. Above him the stars were strewn across the sky. They seemed to be moving down, threatening to press him against the ground. Something bright cut across the night, and he thought someone had shot at him until he realized it was a shooting star. The hills at home blocked so much sky that he’d never seen one. He watched the vast prairie night until fading into sleep.

The eerie light of a flatland dawn woke him early. The sun wasn’t visible and the world seemed to glow from within. There were no birds to hear. He could see his breath. He drove west and left the interstate at Wahoo and found the hospital easily. A nurse took him to a small room. Everything was white and the walls seemed to emit a low hum. He couldn’t place the smell. A man came into the room wearing a white coat. He spoke with an accent.

“I am Dr. Gupte. You are with the family of Mr. Gowan?”

“You’re the doctor?”

“Yes.” He sighed and opened a manila folder. “I’m afraid Mr. Gowan has left us.”

“Done out, huh. Where to?”

“I’m afraid that is not the circumstance.”

“It’s not.”

“No, he had a pulmonary thromboembolism.”

“Is that American?”

“I’m afraid you will excuse me.”

Dr. Gupte left the room and Gerald wondered who the funny little man really was. He pulled open a drawer. Inside was a small mallet with a triangular head made of rubber, perfect for nothing. A cop came in the room, and Gerald slowly closed the drawer.

“I’m Sheriff Johnson. You the next of kin?”

“Gerald Bolin.”

They watched each other in the tiny room under the artificial light. Gerald didn’t like cops. They got to carry a gun, drive fast, and fight. Anybody else got thrown in the pokey for doing the same thing.

“Dr. Gupte asked me to come in,” the sheriff said.

“He really is a doctor?”

“He’s from Pakistan.”

“Run out of your own, huh.”

“Look, Mr. Bolin. Your brother-in-law got a blood clot that went to his lung. He died from it.”

Gerald cleared his throat, scanned the floor for somewhere to spit, then swallowed it. He rubbed his eyes.

“Say he’s dead.”

The sheriff nodded.

“That damn doctor ain’t worth his hide, is he.”

“There’s some things to clear up.”

The sheriff drove Gerald to his office, a small space with a desk and two chairs. A calendar hung from the wall. The room reminded Gerald of the hospital without the smell.

“Ory was on a tear,” the sheriff said. “He was drinking and wrecked his car at his girlfriend’s house. She wouldn’t let him in and he broke the door open. They started arguing and she shot him.”

“Then he got a blood clot.”

The sheriff nodded.

“Did he not have a job?” Gerald said.

“No. And there’s some money problems. He went through a fence and hit a light post. He owed back rent at a rooming house. Plus the hospital.”

“Car bad hurt?”

“It runs.”

“Did he own anything?”

“Clothes, a knife, suitcase, a little twenty-two pistol, a pair of boots, and a radio.”

“What all does he owe?”

“Twelve hundred dollars.”

Gerald walked to the window. He thought of his wife and all her family waiting for him. They’d given him a little money, but he’d need it for gas on the ride back.

“Can I see her?” he said.

“Who?”

“The woman that shot him.”

The sheriff drove him a few blocks to a tan building made of stone. Near the eaves were narrow slits to let light in. They went through heavy doors into a common room with a TV set and a pay phone. Four cells formed one wall. A woman sat on a bunk in one of the cells, reading a magazine. She wore an orange jumpsuit that was too big for her.

“Melanie,” the sheriff said. “You have a visitor. Ory’s brother-in-law.”

The sheriff left and Gerald stared through the bars. Her hair was dark purple. One side was long, the other shaved. Each ear had several small gold hoops in a row that reminded Gerald of a guide for a harness. A gold ring pierced her left nostril. She had a black eye. He wanted to watch her for a long time, but looked at his boots instead.

“Hidy,” he said.

She rolled the magazine into a tube and held it to her good eye, looking at Gerald.

“I come for Ory,” Gerald said, “but he’s died on me. Just thought I’d talk to you a minute.”

“I didn’t kill him.”

“I know it.”

“I only shot him.”

“A blood clot killed him.”

“Do you want to screw me?”

Gerald shook his head, his face turning red. She seemed too young to talk that way, too young for jail, too young for Ory.

“Let me have a cigarette,” she said.

He passed one through the bars and she took it without touching his hand. A chain was tattooed around her wrist. She inhaled twin lines of smoke from her mouth into her nose. The ash was long and red. She sucked at the filter, lifting her lips to prevent them from getting burned. She blew a smoke ring. Gerald had never seen anyone get so much out of a single cigarette.

“Wish it was menthol,” she said. “Ory smoked menthol.”

“Well.”

“What do you want,” she said.

“I don’t know. Nothing I don’t guess.”

“Me neither, except out of here.”

“Don’t reckon I can help you there.”

“You talk just like Ory did.”

“How come you to shoot him?”

“We had a fight, and he like, came over drunk. He wanted something he gave me and I wouldn’t give it back. It was mine. He busted the lock and started tearing everything up, you know, looking for it. I had a little pistol in my vanity and I like, got it out.

Melanie finished the cigarette and he gave her another one, careful not to look at the ring in her nose. Behind her was a stainless steel toilet with a sink on top where the tank should be. When you washed your hands, it flushed the toilet. He thought of the jail at home with its putrid hole in the floor and no sink at all.

“What was it he was wanting so bad?”

“A wig,” she said. “It was blond and he liked me to wear it. Sometimes I wore it in bed.”

“You shot him over a wig.”

“I was scared. He kept screaming, ‘Give me back my wig.’ So I, you know, shot him. Just once. If I knew he’d get that blood clot, I wouldn’t have done it.”

Gerald wondered how old she was but didn’t want to insult her by asking. He felt sorry for her.

“He give you that eye?”

“The cops did. They think me and Ory sell dope but we don’t, not really. Nothing heavy. Just to, like, friends.”

“Why do you do that?” he said.

“Deal?”

“No. Cut your hair and stick that thing in your nose.”

“Shut up,” she said. She began yelling. “I don’t need you. Get away from me. Get out of here!”

The sheriff came into the common room and took Gerald outside. The sky was dark with the smell of rain. He wanted to stand there until the storm swept over him, rinsing him of the jail. He underwent a sudden sense of vertigo, and for a moment he didn’t know where he was, only that he was two days from anything familiar. He didn’t even know where his truck was.

“She’s a hard one,” the sheriff said.

“I don’t want no charges pressed against her.”

“That’s not up to you.”

“She didn’t kill him.”

“I don’t know about Kentucky,” the sheriff said, “but in Nebraska, shooting people’s a crime. Look, there’s been a big wreck on Ninety-two and five people are coming to the hospital. They need the space. We got to get your brother-in-law to a funeral home.”

“Can’t afford it.”

“The hospital’s worse. It charges by the day.”

“What in case I take his stuff and leave.”

“The county’ll bury him.”

“That’ll run you how much?”

“About a thousand.”

“That’s a lot of money.”

The sheriff nodded.

“Tell you what,” Gerald said. “I’ll sell you his car for one dollar. You can use it to pay off what all he owes. There’s that radio and stuff. Plus I’ll throw in a hundred cash.”

“You can’t buy a body.”

“It ain’t yours to sell or mine to buy. I just want to get him home. Family wants him.”

“I don’t know if it’s legal.”

“He ain’t the first person to die somewhere else. My cousin’s aunt came in on a train after getting killed in a wreck. They set her off at the Rocksalt station. She was in a box.”

The sheriff puffed his cheeks and blew air. He went to his office and dialed the courthouse and asked for a notary public. Half an hour later the car belonged to the city of Wahoo. It was a Chevelle and for a moment Gerald wondered if he’d made a mistake. They were pretty good cars.

The sheriff drove them to the hospital. Gerald pulled the money out and started counting.

“Keep it,” the sheriff said.

“Give it to Melanie. She wants menthol cigarettes.”

“You and Ory aren’t a whole lot alike, are you.”

“I never knew him that good.”

“The only man I saw give money away was my daddy.”

“Was he rich?”

“No,” said the sheriff, “Daddy was a farmer.”

“You all worked this flat land?”

“It worked him right back into it.”

Gerald followed the sheriff into the hospital and signed several forms. An orderly wheeled in a gurney with the body on it, covered with a white cloth. He pushed it to an exit beside the emergency room. Three ambulances drove into the lot and paramedics began moving the injured people into the hospital. The orderlies left the gurney and went to help. A state police car stopped behind the ambulances.

“I have to talk to them,” the sheriff said. “Then I’ll get an ambulance to drop the body down at the train station.”
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