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Arabel, in all manner of ways

 

I fear animals regard man as a creature of their own kind which has in a highly dangerous fashion lost its healthy animal reason—as the mad animal, as the laughing animal, as the weeping animal, as the unhappy animal.

—FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE
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Watch time. At 8:30 A.M. on April 19, a farmer named Joseph David Long, known locally as Bear, was on his way into town when he saw two men standing over a cow. Bear stopped his truck to the side of the county road and looked out across the pasture—a fringe of grassland, a background of forest. Both men laughed. They were far enough away for him to see their heads go back before he heard their laughter, which came a disconnected moment later, as in a poorly dubbed movie. Bear knew that one of the men must be Phil Scrudde because Scrudde’s big blue Cadillac was parked right out there in the pasture, next to the cow, which was lying down. Scrudde was famous for driving his Cadillac into pastures and fields, like maybe he thought he was Hud. From this distance, Bear couldn’t recognize the other man, taller and thinner.

Quickly now, Scrudde, the shorter fatter man, grabbed up a pitchfork and stuck the cow’s flank. Bear’s mouth dropped at the sudden cruelty of it and he once again saw movement—the cow stretching its neck and raising its muzzle at being impaled—before hearing the cow’s sound, a sad trumpet on this empty-stage, frost-chilled April morning. Bear exited his truck and crossed the fence.

More than a fence was crossed of course. To enter that pasture was one of those decisions fat with fate, leading to mayhem. But even if he’d known it at the time, Bear still would’ve crossed that fence: he was a dangerously uncomplicated man; on occasion he was inevitable.

When they saw him coming, Bear counting steps, Scrudde handed the pitchfork to the taller man, who turned out to be Carl Coote, twenty-five years old and considered handsome by the women. Carl preferred you hold the final e silent when pronouncing his last name, but it was a campaign he had waged without success from first grade on. Carl was called Cootie. He worked for Scrudde because no one else would have him, Carl known as a thief and fistfighter. Word was he wanted to be a rock star, though how he hoped to accomplish this, here in Appalachia, was anyone’s guess.

“Hello there, Bear,” Scrudde said with a smile like false dawn. “You’re just the man we need.” Scrudde had a problem with the pronunciation of his last name, too. He wanted you to call him “Scrud,” rhymes with Hud and sounds tough, but people who did business with him pronounced it “Screwed,” as in I have been . . . He was a sneaky little man, age fifty-six, who had acquired a fortune through deceit—cheating widows, for example. He seldom attacked directly but was relentless on the back end of a deal, stabbing you with a lawyer if it came to that. In his younger days he’d been notorious as a dog-poisoner.

“Unless we get this cow to stand,” Scrudde continued in that falsely jaunty voice, “she’ll die for sure. Now, everybody knows Bear has a way with animals. You get her on her feet for us, what do you say?”

Bear looked down at the cow’s rump and counted a dozen puncture wounds oozing thick dark blood. Bear counted things; he was also a name-giver.

“I’ll get her up,” Coote announced. He wore black jeans and a black cowboy shirt and an open letter-jacket from high school. At his skinny neck you could see the tops of chest tattoos. Coote stuck the cow with two short jabs of the pitchfork, adding six additional puncture wounds and eliciting from the creature another pained bellow.

Bear reached over and took the pitchfork from Coote, who started to protest but was interrupted by Scrudde telling Bear this was all the cow’s fault. “No use trying to doctor ’em, Bear, unless you get ’em to stand first, you know that. This one’s being contrary.” Scrudde wore lizard cowboy boots, wool pants so thick they looked inflated, a denim jacket, and a white cowboy hat. All the other farmers around here called themselves farmers but Scrudde said he was a rancher.

“Gimme that fork back,” Coote demanded.

Bear didn’t.

As Coote weighed the issue, his tongue squeezed together until it was real fat and then the tip came out between his lips—a lifelong tic. He was thin but ropy strong, long redneck hair greasy over the shirt collar, his face cut on angles and planes that caught light and cast shadows. Sometimes he played electric guitar with a garage band, more loud than good. Coote practiced sticking out his tongue onstage. He had eyes sleepy with luxury lashes and the lids halfway down, what the women called bedroom eyes, but many men took as insolence. In fact, those eyes and what he did with his tongue made some men want to slap his face on principle, which is what had turned the boy into a fistfighter.

Scrudde, seeing the two men weren’t going to engage, at least not just yet, mocked the peacemaker by saying what’s important here is not our petty differences, what’s important here is saving this poor cow, God’s creature. “Bear, can’t you get her to stand? That’ll save her life, you know it will, give me your opinion.”

There was truth to it, a sick cow that’s down and won’t get up will surrender on the whole idea of living and before you can do any good with food or water or medication, first you got to get that cow on her feet.

Bear, still holding the pitchfork out of Coote’s reach, bent to this particular cow, black with a white face, a cross between an Angus bull and a Hereford cow. She was old and had suffered a winter of low-quality hay and no supplemental grain, Scrudde squeezing a few cents more out of each pound of his cattle’s flesh. This one was also in severe dehydration owing to the lateness of spring rains. With only a few pools of mud-fouled water in the creeks, cows didn’t drink as much as they should. Bear knew that if you cut open this cow right now you’d find bushel baskets of crumbly dry feces blocking her bowels. New green grass could save her, could liquefy and clean her bowels, but it was April and the spring grass hadn’t come in earnest yet. 

“What’da you say, Bear?” Scrudde urged.

“Shoot her,” was what Bear finally said . . . which surprised the other two because Bear seldom spoke. If you knew this, then pressing him to speak, as Scrudde had been doing, became a form of ridicule.

“Shoot her?” Scrudde took off his cowboy hat, used the inside of his forearm to wipe at his high white forehead, then replaced the hat. “That’s fine advice coming from a animal-lover like you.” This was not meant as a compliment. “Get her on her feet, she’ll be fine.”

Bear shook his head because sometimes a failure to stand is not a matter of lethargy or contrariness, sometimes the cow is all but dead but simply won’t die, which was the case with this one.

“You wanna buy her?” Scrudde asked. “Everything I own is for sale at the right price, so if you want to buy this cow and save her your own way, let’s dicker.”

“Shoot her,” Bear repeated. Shoot this cow and put her out of misery’s reach. Bear had a revolver in his truck, Scrudde undoubtedly had one in that Cadillac there. Just shoot her.

“Company,” Coote said.

Bear and Scrudde looked toward the road where another vehicle, an old green Chevy Nova, was parked facing Bear’s truck. A woman had crossed the same fence as Bear and was heading toward the three men at a measured pace, almost as if she, like Bear, counted her steps.
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At eight-thirty that morning, precisely the time Bear first stopped his truck to see what the men were doing with the cow, Katherine Renault had been awakened by a phone call.

“Hi, hope I didn’t wake you.”

“Who is this?”

“Don’t you know? It’s Barbara.”

Barbara? Katherine had been living in this small town for five months and still wasn’t accustomed to the reality that everyone knew her, the expectation that she should know everyone. Who was Barbara? Must be one of the women from the library.

“I did wake you, didn’t I?”

Katherine looked at the bedside clock and lied, saying she’d been awake for hours. “What’s up?”

Barbara drove a school bus and this morning had seen something nasty, two men sticking a cow with a pitchfork. She told Katherine where, exactly, on the bus route this had happened and said she hoped Katherine would go out there and make the men stop, it was a terrible thing to see.

“How can I make them stop?” Katherine asked, sitting up, wide awake now.

“At the library you were talking about rescuing animals.”

“I meant strays, abandoned animals.”

“Well that cow needs rescuing more than any stray, those men sticking it with a pitchfork.”

Katherine asked why the men would be doing something like that.

Barbara said she didn’t know and suggested Katherine go there and find out.

“Can you come with me?”

The woman said no, sorry, she was due back home to make breakfast for her husband. “This is more up your alley,” she said. “You know, one of them rescue missions you were talking about.”

Katherine started to explain again that she didn’t mean rescuing animals from their owners, she meant rescuing strays and putting them up for adoption, but Barbara was already saying good-bye, hope you’re able to do some good and save that cow, gotta go, I did my duty by telling you.

It was last year at Thanksgiving that Katherine Renault came here, moved into a little furnished cottage owned by her fiancé. He was always apologizing for owning property in the heart of Appalachia, explaining that he had inherited it from an uncle and decided to keep it as a vacation place, fix it up, diversifying his property portfolio. After Katherine’s illness, after the operation, after she got out of the hospital, when she started going crazy because all her friends were so constantly there, doing what friends are supposed to do, offering advice and comfort and company, what Katherine most wanted in the world was some time alone. So her fiancé offered his little hillbilly cottage, as he called it, and Katherine came here intending to stay a few weeks. It had been five months.

Here, people left her alone. Katherine was the one who finally made contact after going stir-crazy, too much TV. She started taking walks around town, seeing notices about meetings at the library: book groups, civic improvement, self-esteem, weight loss. It was at one of the library meetings, attended by women and a few old men, that Katherine mentioned rescuing stray animals. For the last eight years she’d worked as a lobbyist in Washington, D.C., representing nonprofit fund-raising organizations, but before that, back when she got out of college, Katherine had volunteered with groups like Greenpeace and PETA—People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals. A person would have to be careful about mentioning animal rights here, Katherine thought—here in Appalachian farm country where animals are considered personal property, where violence is commonplace and farmers go armed in their fields. Katherine was interested in finding homes for strays, nothing more than that; she was here only temporarily, would be going back to D.C. soon and getting married.

She got out of bed, washed, dressed, and wondered how to approach men who were torturing a cow, what to say to them. Back in D.C, in Katherine’s circles, a woman could say something wiseass or provocative to a man, he’d laugh and think the woman was great fun. But not here. Katherine had seen how men here reacted when a woman was smart-alecky, acted flippant or defiant; men would get their backs up and give the woman a bad look under bristly eyes that warned her, you’d better watch your mouth.

Katherine didn’t want any part of that throwback behavior. She was here to recover, recuperate, then go home.

Heating water for tea, Katherine watched the two parrots she was caring for as they sidestepped back and forth the lengths of their perches. Outside in the fenced yard, eight dogs were awakening, stretching, walking the perimeter. All these animals had come to her in the past month, since she opened her big mouth at the library about rescuing strays.

The kettle whistled and Katherine thought, damn.
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“Hell’s bells,” Scrudde muttered as he watched Katherine approach.

“Katherine Reee-no,” Coote said, faking the French and sticking out that fat tongue-tip.

The other two apparently knew her but Bear had never seen the woman before: hovering around thirty, average height, thin and straight, with thick red hair cut short, wide mouth, green eyes, and freckles; she looked a little scared and she wore an oversized corduroy coat and boots too big, an outfit that appeared to have been borrowed from a larger brother.

When Katherine reached the men she didn’t know what to say; she had no authority here and it wasn’t in her nature to berate people, yet when she saw the cow, suffering and bleeding, her face went red with anger. She looked now at Bear, holding the fork, and told him softly, “You should be ashamed of yourself.”

He was appalled that she thought he was the one who put puncture holes in that cow. Bear wanted to explain. He’s got the pitchfork because he’d taken it away from Coote. But Bear said nothing. He had three problems in life and one of them was happening right now: his mind in a muddle when emotions ran high and an explanation was needed.

Scrudde grinned that Bear was being falsely accused, but Coote, lacking Scrudde’s instinct for the devious, came out and told Katie, “Bear’s a big animal-lover like you, he was trying to stop us, is why he’s got the fork.”

Bear thought, thank you, Cootie, thank you for telling the truth.

Katherine was glad to hear it. She liked the looks of the big man, over six feet and over two hundred pounds but appearing to take up even more space than that because his shoulders were ax-handle broad and his chest barrel deep, neck thick and hands like big mitts made for a shovel. He had a wide, high-cheeked face that was lovely and open and round and innocent, soft blue eyes, a trimmed black goatee, and long black hair that he combed straight back and tied with a string. Unusual for a country man around here, he didn’t wear an ounce of denim, neither jeans nor jacket, but instead had on a pair of worn gray dress pants, an old tweed jacket. He looked like he could’ve been an eccentric professor or funky jazz musician, maybe even an oversized poet. Katherine figured him at about her age or maybe a little older. She had a soft spot for oddballs; it was too bad this one stood there with his mouth hanging open because it made him appear moronic. (This was the second of Bear’s three problems: forgetting to close his mouth.)

“My name is Katherine Renault,” she said to Bear. “Kate.”

Coote asked her, “Who told you we was out here, Kate? It was that school bus driver, wasn’t it. I saw her slowing down when she went by.”

“I’d rather not say—”

Coote cut in, “It’s all you women hanging out at that library, trying to cook up things to do with your time ’cause you ain’t got to work or nothing.” He let the wet tip of his tongue show and said, “I know about you women.”

“What?”

Coote held two fingers, V for victory, to his mouth and obscenely worked that tongue in and out between those fingers.

Scrudde laughed.

Bear didn’t get it.

Katherine was unsettled and remembered that she’d read once about tribal women who would, upon hearing the enemy approach, hurry down to water’s edge and gather up sand and work it into their vaginas, packing themselves against the prospect of rape. It was said that when white soldiers came, the women learned to pack themselves front and back. Now Katherine thought that here in this hard country, maybe everywhere in the world, if a woman has to go out alone among men, she should start every day with sand.

She knew Scrudde and Coote, knew them from what the women at the library told her. Scrudde cheated people and mistreated his animals; he raised veal calves in the worst possible conditions. Coote beat up women and was capable of dragging Katherine back into the woods where they wouldn’t be seen from the road, and Scrudde wouldn’t try to stop him, Scrudde would be happy to watch. But Katherine didn’t know the big man with the pitchfork, where he fit on the spectrum of what men will and won’t do to a woman, and she turned to him now and asked his name.

Bear couldn’t find a voice.

“He’s Bear,” Scrudde told her.

“Bear?” She stayed riveted on him. “Is that your last name?”

Coote laughed. “Bear’s his nickname ’cause he shuffles like a big ol’ bear, ain’t that right, Bear?”

Bear didn’t answer.

“Lives in that farm up the road there,” Coote continued.

Katherine finally stopped looking at Bear and turned toward the younger man. “You’re the one they call Cootie.”

“Coot,” he corrected her. “Carl Coot.”

“I don’t mean to interfere where it’s not my business, but can you just tell me what’s happening here, why this animal is being stuck with a pitchfork?”

Coote, disarmed by her soft manner, nodded toward Scrudde and said, “His cow.”

All grease and grin, Scrudde told her, “We’re trying to save this animal. She won’t live unless she stands and she won’t stand unless we force her to. If you knew anything about cows, you’d know that.”

Before Katherine could reply, Coote said he knew a guaranteed way to get the cow to stand up. He went around gathering twigs and dry sticks. Oddly, perversely, he was doing this to impress the woman. 

She didn’t know what Coote intended but Bear did. He’d raised beef cattle all his life. On occasion he had forced cows to stand by shouting at them, pulling on their tails, kicking them in the ass. But stabbing them with a pitchfork was wrong and what Coote did now was even worse: lifting the cow’s tail and piling kindling right there at her tender vulva, then leaning down with a butane lighter.

Watching Coote, the other three waited as the air around them acquired shoulders, tensed up for what might happen next.

“Hey, Bear,” Coote asked as he took out a generic cigarette, lit it, then returned the butane flame to that pile of sticks, “you smoke?”

Bear didn’t answer.

“Well, this cow don’t know it but she’s about to start smoking.” He held the flame to the sticks until they ignited.

Katherine couldn’t believe it, the cruelty of it. She stepped forward to put the flames out but was grabbed around the waist by Scrudde.

Then it was Bear who kicked away the fire.

And time got up on a bicycle.

Katherine held down on Scrudde’s wrists to keep him away from her chest.

Coote cursed as he stood, throwing the cigarette from his mouth and making fists of both hands.

Scrudde waited there behind Katherine, excitement glistening in his eyes, he wanted to see a fight and sneak a feel when the woman struggled. But fists didn’t get thrown and Katherine didn’t struggle except to keep her hands firmly on Scrudde’s wrists. He released her and said to the two men, squared off, “Now boys.”

Coote cursed some more, then regathered the sticks and twigs, repiling them beneath the cow’s tail, reigniting the tinder.

“Both of you,” Scrudde said to Bear and Katherine as he positioned himself to keep them away from what Coote was doing to the downed animal, “this ain’t your cow and this ain’t your land.” 

For Bear it was a powerful argument here where men worshiped at the altar of private property.

But Katherine, recognizing a higher authority, asked Bear, “Are you going to let this happen?”

He threw down the pitchfork.

“If a little heat will cause this cow to stand,” Scrudde continued in that oily voice he used when reading at church on Sundays and Wednesdays, “well, then, that’s just a way of saving her life, any reasonable person would see it that way.”

Coote was leaning over and blowing on the fire, burning quickly with everything so dry this time of year. “Smells like barbecue!” he shouted, standing with Scrudde to block interference.

These are black-hearted men, Bear thought, that’s what Robert would call them. Robert was Bear’s beloved older brother, and he had a way with words. Their father used to say Bear was born with the bulk, Robert with the brains. Robert got all A’s in school and had so many girlfriends you couldn’t keep track of them without a scorecard, also something their father used to say. Robert was normal size. Bear started as a big baby and kept on growing, reaching six feet and two hundred pounds barely into his teens. It was because this growth embarrassed him that he started to hunch his shoulders and walk with a lumbering gait, giving rise to his nickname, which in later years he didn’t regret because it was a good name for someone bred by the forest’s barely people.

The third of his three problems (along with his mind getting in a muddle at critical times and that propensity for mouth breathing) was inappropriate behavior, but whether Bear was officially retarded was a topic of some debate in the local town of Briars. He had dropped out of school when it was legal, age sixteen. He went to work full-time on the farm, just him and his father because the mother had run off years and years ago and then Robert left as soon as he could too, went to Chicago and got himself a big job.

The flames were terrible now, Coote adding fresh fuel. All four people could smell the flesh cooking and so could the suffering cow. Although her anal-genital area was being burned alive, she was still too weak to stand and could only endure, stretching her neck, moaning pitifully like a trombone played in hell, rolling her eyes to white, enduring this horror because that’s all she could do, endure.

Even during the worst parts of her illness, the horrors of the operation, Katherine had stayed in control of her emotions, but now, as she watched that cow being burned alive, she went a little crazy and shouted for Coote and Scrudde to stop, please stop burning that poor animal, then she pleaded for Bear to do something.

Which he did, shoving the men aside and kicking out the fire.

Coote came around and got in a sucker punch. Bear grabbed him by the throat.

“Retard!” was all Coote managed to say before Bear squeezed, choking off further insult as Coote’s tongue emerged in earnest now.

When Scrudde picked up the pitchfork and stabbed, Bear grabbed him by the neck and lifted both men off the ground, one in each hand, suspending them in death grips.

Time rode faster as Katherine watched wide-eyed. She considered herself equal to most men she’d met, perhaps their better in perception, in endurance, empathy, but she yielded to males in this one category: violence. Her roommate in college had a boyfriend who, in Katherine’s presence, struck the roommate in the face with his fist—which stunned Katherine who’d been raised in a gentle family and had never seen violence up close. Several times in the five months she’d lived here, Katherine had witnessed local men striking their wives or children in public. It was scary the way a man could transform from what appeared to be a normal father and husband into something so terribly ready to kill.

This man here, this Bear, blue eyes no longer soft, he clearly intended homicide. Lowering his victims to the ground to get better grips on their throats, he shook them and shook them, his hands like two terriers, Scrudde and Coote the rats. Both men tried desperately to escape Bear’s grip as their faces turned a terrible purple and they voided their bladders, bulged their eyes.

I have to do something, Katherine thought, though she was already stepping backwards to put distance between herself and this man who was committing murder.

“They’re not worth it,” she said softly, retracing steps to place a gentle hand on Bear’s left arm, the one he was using to power that choke hold on Phil Scrudde. (Katherine felt something amazing when she touched Bear: the big man was actually vibrating.)

As if coming out of a trance, Bear dropped them in a gasping heap, Scrudde atop Coote, then reached into his front left pocket and took out an immense folding knife, ten inches when open. “No,” she said softly, Scrudde and Coote untangling from each other to shrink back in mortal fear.

Bear went around to the cow. Before slitting the animal’s throat, he looked up at Katherine wanting to explain what he was doing, why he had to do it, but she already understood and nodded for him to go ahead.

When he made puncture-slits in two places on the neck, the cow jolted each time as if Bear’s blade was connected to electricity. But it would take her another minute or so to die. Unlike horses and sheep, which are always rushing toward mortality, cows seem to get right up to the edge and then refuse to go over no matter the size of their suffering or the unlikeliness of their prospects.

While the cow was thus dying, Bear stood guard to make sure no more fires got started. Scrudde and Coote were on their feet, voices raw as Coote cursed Bear with terrible words and Scrudde called Bear a clay-eater.

Bear looked to the woman to see if she’d heard that slander, but the only thing on her freckled face was anguish for an animal’s suffering.

He knelt down to see if it was over yet, covering the cow’s closed eye with his hand, then pulling back her eyelid. That big brown eye fixed Bear and, just before dipping into oblivion, the cow told him, God bless you . . . and time stopped.
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Katherine and Bear walked together out of the pasture and crossed the fence. He held the wire for her and then they didn’t know what to do with each other as they stood between their vehicles. Meaning to thank him, to apologize for whatever role she had played in this morning’s trouble, Katherine took Bear’s right hand and rose up on her toes to kiss him on the cheek. But Bear didn’t get her intention and stood out of reach like a statue. Finally she made a self-conscious murmur. He raised his eyebrows: What? Turning red, thinking this shouldn’t be this difficult, she whispered, “Bend down.” He did and Katherine kissed him on the cheek while still holding his hand, kneading it in hers, telling him, “You were magnificent.” He smelled clean.

Bear stayed bending down, fighting an urge to embrace her. He was so desperate for human touch that when getting a haircut he would try to lean against the barber’s hands—until the guy told him to stop doing that, it was creepy. Bear was so embarrassed that he let his hair grow long, tying it in the back.

Katherine released his hand and made gestures—up, up—encouraging Bear to stand upright again. She was a little scared of him still, especially when he acted weird like this.

His hanging-open mouth seemed about to say something, ask her a question, but nothing came out.

Katherine had been surprised, while kissing his cheek, to feel that he was still vibrating. She’d assumed that his trembling had come from the way he’d been choking those two men, yet now here he was standing peacefully next to her, still vibrating like his chest cavity contained a large wobbly machine.

“I’m sorry if I got you in trouble with your friends,” she said. 

Bear didn’t answer, didn’t say what was on his mind, they’re no friends of mine.

Katherine thought, he’s better as a verb.

Then once again she told Bear, “You were magnificent.”

“Katie,” he said.

“What?”

Bear nodded, meaning that’s the name he was giving her. Not Katherine or Kate but Katie.

“Did you want to say something?” she asked.

When he still didn’t reply, she got into her old green car and drove home to the little cottage owned by her fiancé.
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Katherine had been engaged to marry William Trent for more than two years and though all their friends called them the perfect couple, neither Katherine nor William was in a hurry to wed. With William you got the idea he was keeping his options open, maybe someone even prettier than Katherine might come along, someone younger, with a more prestigious career. This makes him sound cold-blooded, and at times that was so, but then again William was tall and good-looking and perfectly in shape, plus he had a great job working with overseas investors and he was moderately wealthy from family inheritances. Katherine’s hesitancy about marriage arose from the old myth that you should be crazy in love with the guy you’re marrying, not just compatible with him, as Katherine was with William . . . so maybe she was keeping her options open, too, waiting for that old black magic. Meanwhile, the illness and operation had intervened, and now Katherine was recuperating here at his cottage in the heart of Appalachia.

Almost all the men she knew back in D.C. were like William: They dressed nicely, were well versed in wines, kept in shape, didn’t smoke, didn’t drink to excess, invested wisely, and were surprisingly free of demons. William had decorated his cottage to make it look English by way of Martha Stewart, all bright prints and colorful rooms, sunlit windows, vines and trellises outside, winding flagstone paths through flower gardens (which unfortunately had been trashed by the eight dogs that Katherine was caring for until they could be adopted).

Coming home to those dogs was like arriving by limousine, and when Katherine got out of the Nova to greet them, she felt like waving. Sorry, William, she thought, seeing the new holes that had been dug. She opened the gate, swarmed by her fans, the dogs wagging and barking and spinning in circles, eager for Katherine’s attention and happy for her smell. They were a battered crew with injured legs and ears and tails and eyes, one little white Jack Russell completely blind but managing quite well now that he’d sniffed out the yard’s particulars.

Katherine bent down to accept their attention and thought she’d like to see that man again whose only word to her was Katie.
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When Bear got back to his farm, he stopped the old Ford pickup in a skid. After shutting off the engine, he stared through the windshield as if waiting for a train to pass.

Also waiting, sitting outside near the driver’s door and looking up at the closed window where they could see but not smell Bear, were his two German shepherds.

That cow talked to me, Bear said to himself. As his mind tried to outstare the impossibility of it, Bear recalled another miracle, how the woman took his hand and reached up and kissed him on the cheek, said he was magnificent . . . kept squeezing his hand and called him magnificent again. This must be how Robert feels all the time, Bear thought, being made much of by women.

Still sitting in the truck, Bear realized his mouth was open and wondered if it had been hanging open the entire time he was with her. All Bear’s life, his father would tell him, “Shut your mouth, retard.” Bear’s mother, before she ran off, would tell him, too, though she did it more nicely: “Close your mouth, you’ll catch flies.” Even his brother Robert would occasionally remind him to shut his mouth. When he was reading of an evening, Bear would sometimes embarrass himself when a line of drool dropped onto the page.

Why can’t I keep my g-d mouth closed?

Outside, his two dogs whined and barked. He’d always gotten out of the truck before, why wasn’t he getting out now?

When he finally climbed down from the cab, both dogs sniffed anxiously at his pants. Bear saw a thick stain of blood high on his right leg. At first he thought it was the cow’s, then realized he was bleeding from a hole in his leg. Scrudde must’ve stuck him with that pitchfork.

I didn’t even feel it, Bear thought. So much was going on. A cow said something to me, a woman kissed me and called me magnificent twice. (Bear knew what the word meant but intended to look it up tonight and roll in the details.)

He started for the farmhouse making his way through a receiving line of ducks and dogs and chickens and cats, counting them as he went, the cats staying up out of the way on porch railings and reaching for Bear with friendly paws as he passed. Not letting any of the animals into the kitchen with him, Bear could feel the leg wound vividly and dropped his pants to look more closely: eight inches above his right knee, in heavy thigh meat, a hole oozed blood exactly the way those puncture wounds on the cow had. He shuffled over to the gas stove, lit a burner, kicked off his pants. He was trembling.

Bear had never been with a woman, had never in his thirty-two years been kissed with passion upon the mouth, had never made love. How you can go thirty-two years so bereft, you’d have to live his life to find out.

In the back room he found a coil of electrical cable and ripped loose a bare ground-wire, which he then snipped off with a pair of pliers kept on the water heater. He took this eighteen-inch length of twelve-gauge copper wire back into the kitchen, wrapped one end around a big wooden spoon, and held the free end over that propane flame.

The copper heated quickly to a glow, Bear sitting on a kitchen chair he’d dragged to the stove. Holding the spoon end, he kept the wire in the fire, using the thumb and forefinger of the other hand to spread his puncture wound, a neat round hole filled with rich red blood. He quivered until the chair could barely contain him.

When Bear was growing up, his father would inflict pain with games the old man called oogies and Dutch rubs, Indian burns and charley horses, six-inch pokes and “megahurts.” Here’s how megahurts worked: After grabbing a tender spot such as Bear’s inner thigh or the upper part of his arm, his father would squeeze with increasing pressure as he counted off megahurts and challenged Bear to take as many as he could—one megahurt, two megahurts, three megahurts. The deal was, his father would stop when the boy cried uncle. Try as he might, steeling himself against the pain, Bear as a little boy could seldom endure more than five or six megahurts. And now he wondered how many megahurts it might count to plunge a glowing wire into your own wounded flesh.

Part of this was to cauterize the wound against infection and part of it was to shock himself out of vibrating. Bear didn’t want to be hauled away in a straitjacket.

For as long as he could remember, he had feared insanity, that it could happen any time and without warning, the way fat men fear a second heart attack, and now here it was: A cow talked to me, I’ve gone crazy. He felt tight in the chest and short of breath. Years ago a neighbor woman tried to serve hay to her husband and two sons for dinner; eventually she was taken away in an actual straitjacket, her open mouth drooling, her wild eyes rolling. Bear remembered it vividly, though he never gave a name to the woman and thought of her only as the Woman Who Fed Hay to Her Family. Bear’s father was always predicting Bear would end up the same way, carted off to the loony bin. Even beloved brother Robert wasn’t above using the Woman Who Fed Hay to Her Family as a warning whenever Bear acted inappropriately. (“Inappropriate behavior,” as the term for one of Bear’s three problems, came from comments teachers used to write on his report card: “Occasionally Joseph engages in inappropriate behavior.” “What the hell does that mean?” his father would ask before the beating. Bear admitted that sometimes he would hug little girls in the playground and keep hugging them even after they hollered to be let go—in fact, sometimes a teacher would have to come over and pry Bear’s arms apart—and also he would get up in the middle of class for no reason at all and do a little shuffle dance, pirouetting with both hands in the air, pretending to tap, provoking the other kids to hysterical laughter as the bewildered teacher shouted for order.) 

How did Scrudde know to call me a clay-eater? Bear wondered. Dad must’ve said something to him. Maybe everyone in town knows, though apparently the woman, Katie, new to town, hasn’t heard the gossip or else she wouldn’t have squeezed my hand, kissed my face, called me magnificent twice—those were not things you did to a clay-eater.

“Clay-eater,” Bear murmured with self-disgust as he took the wire from the fire and held the glowing end just above the puncture wound. Keep your mouth closed you damn old clay-eating retard. When wire touched wound, there was a quick sizzle followed by the smoke-smell of meat burning, reminiscent of Coote burning that cow. Bear pushed so hard that the jagged end of the wire plunged through the bottom of the puncture wound and gouged its own channel another inch deeper. Pain bloomed, radiating from his leg, causing Bear to tremble all the more, to resonate. He jerked the wire out and threw it, spoon and all, across the room and held his leg—on fire!—with both hands. Dishes in the cupboards rattled and, outside, dogs barked.
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Sitting in the Cadillac still parked in the pasture next to that throat-cut cow, now at peace, Scrudde and Coote sucked at revenge, passing its possibilities back and forth like two drunks with a bottle of Everclear. Coote suggested Scrudde could hold a gun on Bear while he, Coote, broke Bear’s legs with a shovel or sledgehammer, whatever Scrudde had in the trunk of this Cadillac. “Or we could poison his dogs, Bear dotes on those two police dogs of his.”

The prospect of poisoning dogs again after all these years made Scrudde go all syrupy. But he had a better—that is, more destructive—idea. “Burn his barn.”

Coote liked that one right away. “I’ll do it tonight.”

Scrudde shook his head. “We’re near at the end of the hay season, Bear’s barn’ll be all but empty. You’ll hurt him the more if you do it when his barn is full up again, burn the barn and the hay.”

“You mean wait ’til summer?”

“No I mean wait until next fall or better yet winter, the price of hay’ll be at its highest and if Bear wants to replace hay and rebuild his barn, he’ll have to go into debt. It’s cancer for a ragtag operation like his, debt is. He’ll have to sell his cattle, maybe lose the farm.”

Coote took out one of his generic cigarettes. “I won’t even still be mad at him come next winter.”

“I will.” Like a troll under a bridge, Scrudde was willing to wait. When Coote flashed his lighter, Scrudde told him, “Don’t smoke in here.”

Coote stuck out his tongue tip and lit the cigarette anyway.

The older man powered down his window. Employing Coote was like owning a vicious, untrustworthy dog that you could sic on others to great effect though he might just as likely take a bite out of your own sweet ass.

“Made me piss my pants,” Coote said guilelessly, holding the cigarette in his mouth so he could use both hands to pull the sticky jeans away from his legs.

While being choked, Scrudde had fouled himself, too, but the stain didn’t show through his thick wool pants and he wasn’t admitting to it, occupying his mind with speculation that if Bear went bankrupt after a barn burning and had to sell his farm, Scrudde could buy it at public auction or, even better, make a low-ball offer to Bear before the auction. Then Scrudde could add Bear’s 320 acres to his own farm (the properties adjoined) and hire Bear for four dollars an hour to work cattle, because, weird as that clay-eating retard might be, he had a genius for animals.

“... mistake of birth,” Coote was saying.

“What?”

“Bear.”

“Oh Lord yes,” Scrudde agreed, nodding somberly. “A throwback, an abomination, a freak of nature, and a danger to others. He should be institutionalized, he could’ve killed us both; you burning his barn down next winter would be a community service.”

“Except if he’s so dumb, how come everybody brags on his cattle? Exactly what kind of retard is he?”

“Clay-eater.”

“Say what?” Coote asked.

“He was fathered by one of the barely people. Please throw that cigarette away.”

Coote lowered his window and tossed out the cigarette, then turned to his employer. “The who?”

“What the rumor is,” Scrudde said, “Bear’s mother got herself knocked up by one of the barely people and—”

“The who?”

“You know about the barely people live around here?” 

Coote shook his head.

“Good Lord,” Scrudde said. “You youngsters don’t learn nothing about your heritage or surroundings, sit in front of the damn television and—”

“Hey turn on the heat will you, freezing in here.”

Scrudde started the Cadillac. “Barely people are like what you’d call a tribe. They live back in the hills and mountains around here, so far back no roads go there and it ain’t even been timbered and these barely people aren’t on no government rolls, the kids don’t go to school, no marriage ceremonies or families as we know them, they all live together in caves and trees and breed indiscriminately” Scrudde waited to see if that word registered, then continued, “And they’re so inbred and so”—Scrudde searched for the right words—“so before the flood, that they go backwards on the scale of civilization, primitive and hairy, rumored that a few of them have tails, little remnant ones. I saw a dead body once when I was a kid but it was decayed and coulda been what was left of a black bear.”

“You going to turn on the heater or not?”

Scrudde slid the lever over to hot and flipped the fan on full blast, the sudden warm air causing smells to swirl about the car’s interior, cow shit and blood and drying urine. “You never even heard of the barely people?” he asked Coote. “Your family’s lived here for generations and nobody’s ever told you about—”

“Sounds like bullshit to me.”

“Your ignorance is—”

“My what?”

“I don’t blame you for what you ain’t been told but it’s a crying shame all this is being lost, our heritage.”

“Backward people living out in the woods and screwing each other, got tails, and you’re saying Bear’s old lady got knocked up by one of them.”

“It’s the clay eating gives Bear away.”

Coote shook his head, he was weary of this topic.

“The barely people lack certain nutrients and they develop a craving for clay and if you go far enough back in the woods where there’s no roads or trails, you’ll come across clay deposits that have been fingernailed out by barely people, who eat little bits of the clay to get those missing nutrients and minerals.”

“If you say so.”

“Sometimes traders from the city make contact with them and bargain mirrors and knives for forest products the barely people collect, ferns and moss, lizards for bait, and—”

“Let’s go to the café for breakfast, I’m starving.”

“The way Bear’s mother attracted one, she laid out in the woods after midnight stripped naked from the waist down under a waxing moon for six nights running, that’s the tradition if you want to attract a barely people male to father your child.”

Coote laughed. This was the kind of bullshit he heard from older relatives, rumors and myths involving moons waxing and waning.

“That male will sniff out the woman,” Scrudde said, “and come to her from downwind.”

Laughing again, Coote asked, “Why would any woman want to get knocked up by some old throwback who’s got a tail?”

“Sometimes it’s because the woman’s husband’s got something wrong and can’t get her in a family way or sometimes the woman is just strange and wants to be bred by an exotic—you know how women are that way, attracted to the exotic.”

“Like rock stars.”

“I was thinking more along the lines of Siamese twins or professional basketball players.”

Coote’s tongue went fat in his mouth, then the pink tip showed between his lips as he considered something. He asked Scrudde, “What do you know about that woman, little Miss Katrina Reee-no?”

“She’s staying in that cutesy-pie bungalow at the edge of town, people tell me it’s her fiancé’s but I always thought it was a three-dollar bill that owned that place. Don’t know what she’s doing here, must be rich, ’cause she don’t work.”

“Maybe I’ll pay her a visit some night at that cutesy-pie bungalow.” 

“Really?”

“For what those two done to me today ...” Coote touched his neck, which was vividly marked, thumbprint and finger bruises. “Bear gets his barn burned down to the ground—”

“Next winter when it’s full of hay.”

“—and that library bunny-hugger gets a midnight visit she won’t forget.”

Scrudde asked what Coote meant.

“You know.” The younger man smiled, taking out a cigarette and pushing in the dashboard lighter.

“Tell me what you’d do to her, you got the chance.”

Coote said, “Come on, buy us breakfast.”

“Wait a second, have you ever, you know ...” Scrudde didn’t want to say raped. “Have you ever taken a woman against her will?”

The kid smirked. “You come along with me when I go visit that Miss High ’n’ Mighty, see for yourself what I do to her.”

“Mmm, I don’t think . . . mmm, maybe.”

“Help yourself to sloppy seconds.”

“Oh, I couldn’t do that!” Scrudde was grinning, his eyes were wet. “I’m a Christian.”

“You like to watch though, don’t you?”

“Oh golly ...” Scrudde rubbed softly where Bear had choked him. “You think she’ll struggle much?”

“You don’t know the half of it.”

The lighter clicked and Scrudde quickly pulled it out and held the trembling glow to the tip of Coote’s cigarette. “Tell me.”
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That night Bear called his brother Robert to tell him about Katie Renault. Ri-KNOW was the way she pronounced her last name and Bear was the one who named her Katie. He planned to say: Guess what, Robert, she kissed me and called me magnificent twice, it means splendid and exalted and virtuous and grand. Bear had filled dozens of lined tablets with vocabulary. Although he read slowly with lips moving and blunt fingers following the text, once Bear finished a book or learned a word, he owned it.

Lifting the phone, carefully pressing numbers he knew by heart, Bear counted seconds while waiting excitedly for his brother’s voice, then immediately said, “Hey Robert, guess what, it’s your little brother Bear.” It was one of their jokes. Bear might be younger than Robert by four years but he towered over him and outweighed him by about fifty pounds.

“Who?” Robert asked. This was another of their jokes, Robert pretending he didn’t know who Bear was.

“It’s me, your brother.”

“My brother.”

Bear was smiling. “Come on, Robert, you know who this is, it’s me, Bear.”

“Oh, I thought you said it was my brother.”
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