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THE REAL WESTERN CANON

Larry McMurtry, the preeminent chronicler of the American West, celebrates the best of contemporary Western short fiction, introducing a stellar collection of twenty stories that represent, in various ways, the coming-of-age of the legendary American frontier.

Featuring a veritable Who’s Who of the century’s most distinctive writers, this collection effectively departs from the standard superstars of the Western genre. McMurtry has chosen a refreshing range of work that, when taken as a whole, depicts the evolution and maturation of Western-writing over several decades. The featured tales are not so concerned with the American West of history and geography as they are with the American West of the imagination one that is alternately comic, gritty, individual, searing, and complex.

 

CONTRIBUTORS

Wallace Stegner • Dave Hickey • Dan Strom • Dagoberto Gilb • William Hauptman Jack Kerouac • Ron Hansen • Diana Ossana • Robert Boswell • Tom McGuane Louise Erdrich • Max Apple • Mark Jude Poirier • Rick Bass • Jon Billman Richard Ford • Raymond Carver • Annie Proulx • Leslie Marmon Silko • William H. Gass

“A fine collection. . . Every contributor, famous author or not, is strong and Sure-footed.” —ADAM WOOG, THE SEATTLE TIMES

“It has been said that good short stories create a single impact that sticks with the reader. Every story in this anthology qualifies.”

—SYBIL DOWNING, THE DENVER POST
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INTRODUCTION

Still Wild is meant to remind readers of, or introduce them to, short fiction by twenty good writers who, at one point or another in their careers, have taken as their subject life in the American West—but taken it in a special way. Theirs is not so much the West of history or the West of geography as it is the West of the imagination: funny, gritty, isolate, searing, tragic, complex.

Part of my intent as a compiler has been to assemble a coming-of-age anthology, because it seems to me that it has only been in the second half of the twentieth century that the West has come of age as a producer—as opposed to an importer—of first-rate writers. From the time of the California gold rush to at least the end of World War I, most of the writers who achieved popularity by writing fiction set in the West—writers whose work aspired to be at least a rung or two above the dime novel or the family anecdote—came from the East. Jack London was a native, but most were not, and the work of Owen Wister, Charles King, Zane Grey, Eugene Manlove Rhodes, and others reads now like dude-ranch fiction, a sort of white-collar pulp. Many of these writers loved the West deeply, and, once they found it, never left it, but, still, they wrote as outsiders: fans, rather than natives; and, as fans, they were likely to wax romantic about the western life that they saw, or, perhaps, imagined.

Most of them wrote for the illustrated magazines of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, where they were matched in their romanticism by two generations of equally romantic illustrators: Frederick Remington, Alfred Jacob Miller, Charles Schreyvogel, Frank Schoonover, Nick Eggenhofer, Edward Borein, Will James, and others. Most of the stories were quite flimsy; the writers needed the illustrators and perhaps were not aware to what an extent they were in competition with the artists whose drawings supported their stories.

Indeed, competition with the image is a factor in the development of western writing that is seldom mentioned, though it was certainly serious. The grandeur of western landscape drew gifted painters immediately; gifted writers followed in their wake. Washington Irving’s Tour of the Prairies (1835) contained some fairly vivid word pictures, but not as vivid as the actual paintings of George Catlin, Karl Bodmer, Alfred Jacob Miller, or Thomas Moran. Then, before the painters quit, the camera arrived, followed in only a few decades by the motion pictures, which, throughout the whole of the twentieth century, competed vigorously not just with western literature but with all literature, though it was probably in relation to the West that the challenge movies raised to literature was most acute. It takes a genius-level descriptive sentence to compete with the beauty of horses running, a pure kinetic joy that can be had in even the trashiest western films.

Image-competition apart, there were other reasons why good writers, in any sort of critical mass, were slow to appear in the West, the main one being that until the 1950s much of the West either wasn’t settled enough or hadn’t been settled long enough to produce first-rate writers. The severities of pioneer life yield up no Prousts. The native peoples of the nineteenth-century West, whether of the plains, the desert, or the coast, at least had societies, whereas the whites who fought them and displaced them for a time, and a considerable time, mainly just had families. Writers need schooling, need to have at least some contact with a society that values literary effort, but it was not until almost the midpoint of the twentieth century that literate society and reasonably good schooling could be assumed in the West.

Though it may startle several of them to hear it, the simplest thing one can say about the writers in this anthology is that they are not self-educated. Though only a few of them, notably Wallace Stegner and William H. Gass, made full and prominent careers in the academies, all of them have at least drifted through a college campus and gone to a party or two—by which I mean that all of them write with a developed awareness of literary tradition. Wallace Stegner and Jack Kerouac wrote very different prose; Stegner stayed in the academy, whereas Kerouac left it, but both were men who had studied hard, and the same can be said for most of the writers whose stories I have chosen for this book. The younger among them may have gone to school to Donald Barthelme or Raymond Carver, the older ones to Chekhov, Hemingway, Lawrence, Joyce, or Faulkner, but they are all aware—as earlier generations were not—that there had once been giants in the land and that they must first read them if they hope to extend what they had done.

Perhaps the most famous quote in D. H. Lawrence’s Studies in Classic American Literature, published in 1924, is this: “Never trust the artist. Trust the tale.”

I take that to mean that, having located and arranged these twenty stories, I now have license to leave, so that the process of trusting can begin. I could go through the table of contents, pointing out the obvious: that Wallace Stegner never lost sight of the cruelty within the beauty of the West, that Jack Kerouac, in “The Mexican Girl,” wrote a great love letter to L.A., and so on. But to track through these twenty stories and chart, for the reader, their themes and affinities, is not my job. Better to go to Lawrence again, to the essay called “The Spirit of Place,” written in 1924:

 

The real American day hasn’t come yet. Or at least, not yet sunrise. So far it has been the false dawn. . . .

 

It is no longer 1924. By the time of Lawrence’s death, only six years later, Hemingway and Faulkner had already published their best work. The sun had well risen, and it’s up there still. The writers in this book all work in the strong western sunlight of the real American day.

—Larry McMurtry


STILL WILD



BUGLESONG

WALLACE STEGNER

From The Collected Stories of Wallace Stegner,
Random House, New York, 1990

There had been a wind during the night, and all the loneliness of the world had swept up out of the southwest. The boy had heard it wailing through the screens of the sleeping porch where he lay, and he had heard the washtub bang loose from the outside wall and roll down toward the coulee, and the slam of the screen doors, and his mother’s padding feet after she rose to fasten things down. Through one half-open eye he had peered up from his pillow to see the moon skimming windily in a luminous sky; in his mind he had seen the prairie outside with its woolly grass and cactus white under the moon, and the wind, whining across that endless oceanic land, sang in the screens, and sang him back to sleep.

Now, after breakfast, when he set out through the west pasture on the morning round of his gopher traps, there was no more wind, but the air smelled somehow recently swept and dusted, as the house in town sometimes smelled after his mother’s whirlwind cleaning. The sun was gently warm on the bony shoulder blades of the boy, and he whistled, and whistling turned to see if the Bearpaws were in sight to the south. There they were, a ghostly tenuous outline of white just breaking over the bulge of the world: the Mountains of the Moon, the place of running streams and timber and cool heights that he had never seen—only dreamed of on days when the baked clay of the farmyard cracked in the heat and the sun brought cedar smells from fence posts long since split and dry and odorless, when he lay dreaming on the bed in the sleeping porch with a Sears, Roebuck catalogue open before him, picking out the presents he would buy for his mother and his father and his friends next Christmas, or the Christmas after that. On those days he looked often and long at the snowy mountains to the south, while the dreams rose in him like heat waves, blurring the reality of the unfinished shack that was his summer home.

The Bearpaws were there now, and he watched them a moment, walking, his feet dodging cactus clumps automatically, before he turned his attention again to the traps before him, their locations marked by a zigzag line of stakes. He ran the line at a half-trot, whistling.

At the first stake the chain was stretched tightly into the hole. The pull on its lower end had dug a little channel in the soft earth of the mound. Gently, so as not to break the gopher’s leg off, the boy eased the trap out of the burrow, held the chain in his left hand, and loosened the stake with his right. The gopher lunged against the heavy trap, but it did not squeal. They squealed, the boy had noticed, only when at a distance, or when the weasel had them. Otherwise they kept still.

For a moment the boy debated whether to keep this one alive for the weasel or to wait till the last trap so that he wouldn’t have to carry the live one around. Deciding to wait, he held the chain out, measured the rodent for a moment, and swung. The knobbed end of the stake crushed the animal’s skull, and the eyes popped out of the head, round and blue. A trickle of blood started from nose and ears.

Releasing the gopher, the boy lifted it by the tail and snapped its tail-fur off with a dexterous flip. Then he stowed the trophy carefully in the breast pocket of his overalls. For the last two years he had won the grand prize offered by the province of Saskatchewan to the school child who destroyed the most gophers. On the mantel in town were two silver loving cups, and in a shoe box under his bed in the farmhouse there were already eight hundred and forty tails, the catch of three weeks. His whole life on the farm was devoted to the destruction of the rodents. In the wheat fields he distributed poison, but in the pasture, where stock might get the tainted grain, he trapped, snared, or shot them. Any method he preferred to poisoning: that offered no excitement, and he seldom got the tails because the gophers crawled down their holes to die.

Picking up trap and stake, the boy kicked the dead animal down its burrow and scraped dirt over it with his foot. They stunk up the pasture if they weren’t buried, and the bugs got into them. Frequently he had stood to windward of a dead and swollen gopher, watching the body shift and move with the movements of the beetles and crawling things working through it. If such an infested corpse were turned over, the beetles would roar out of it, great orange-colored, hard-shelled, scavenging things that made his blood curdle at the thought of their touching him, and after they were gone and he looked again he would see the little black ones, undisturbed, seething through the rotten flesh. So he always buried his dead, now.

Through the gardens of red and yellow cactus blooms he went whistling, half trotting, setting the traps anew whenever a gopher shot upright, squeaked, and ducked down its burrow at his approach. All but two of the first seventeen traps held gophers, and he came to the eighteenth confidently, expecting to take this one alive. But this gopher had gone into the trap head first, and the boy put back into his pocket the salt sack he had brought along as a game bag. He would have to snare or trap one down by the dam.

On the way back he stopped with bent head while he counted his day’s catch of tails, mentally adding this lot of sixteen to the eight hundred and forty he already had, trying to remember how many he had had at this time last year. As he finished his mathematics his whistle broke out again, and he galloped down through the pasture, running for very abundance of life, until he came to the chicken house just within the plowed fireguard.

Under the eaves of the chicken house, so close that the hens were constantly pecking up to its very door and then almost losing their wits with fright, was the made-over beer case that contained the weasel. Screen had been tacked tightly under the wooden lid, which latched, and in the screen was cut a tiny wire door. In the front, along the bottom, a single board had been removed and replaced with screen.

The boy lifted the hinged top and looked down into the cage.

“Hello,” he said. “Hungry?”

The weasel crouched, its long snaky body humped, its head thrust forward and its malevolent eyes staring with lidless savagery into the boy’s.

“Tough, ain’t you?” said the boy. “Just wait, you bloodthirsty old stinker, you. Wait’ll you turn into an ermine. Won’t I skin you quick, hah?”

There was no dislike or emotion in his tone. He took the weasel’s malignant ferocity with the same indifference he displayed in his gopher killing. Weasels, if you could keep them long enough, were valuable. He would catch a lot, keep them until they turned white, and sell their hides as ermine. Maybe he could breed them and have an ermine farm. He was the best gopher trapper in Saskatchewan. Once he had even caught a badger. Why not weasels? The trap broke their leg, but nothing could really hurt a weasel permanently. This one, though virtually three-legged, was as savage and lively as ever. Every morning he had a live gopher for his breakfast, in spite of the protests of the boy’s mother that it was cruel. But nothing, she had said, was cruel to the boy.

When she argued that the gopher had no chance when thrown into the cage, the boy retorted that he didn’t have a chance when the weasel came down the hole after him either. If she said that the real job he should devote himself to was exterminating the weasels, he replied that then the gophers would get so thick they would eat the fields down to stubble. At last she gave up, and the weasel continued to have his warm meals.

For some time the boy stood watching his captive, and then he turned and went into the house, where he opened the oat box in the kitchen and took out a chunk of dried beef. From this he cut a thick slice with the butcher knife, and went munching into the sleeping porch where his mother was making beds.

“Where’s that little double naught?” he asked.

“That what?”

“That little wee trap. The one I use for catching live ones for the weasel.”

“Hanging out by the laundry bench, I think. Are you going out trapping again now?”

“Lucifer hasn’t had his breakfast yet.”

“How about your reading?”

“I’n take the book along and read while I wait,” the boy said. “I’m just goin’ down to the coulee at the edge of the dam.”

“I can, not ‘Ine,’ son.”

“I can,” the boy said. “I am most delighted to comply with your request.”

He grinned at his mother. He could always floor her with a quotation from a letter or the Sears, Roebuck catalogue.

With the trap swinging from his hand, and under his arm the book—Narrative and Lyric Poems, edited by Somebody-or-other—which his mother kept him reading during the summer “so that next year he could be at the head of his class again,” the boy walked out into the growing heat.

From the northwest the coulee angled down through the pasture, a shallow swale dammed just above the house to catch the spring runoff of snow water. In the moist dirt of the dam grew ten-foot willows planted as slips by the boy’s father. They were the only things resembling trees in sixty miles. Below the dam, watered by the slow seepage from above, the coulee bottom was a parterre of flowers, buttercups in broad sheets, wild sweet pea, and “stinkweed.” On the slopes were evening primroses, pale pink and white and delicately fragrant, and on the flats above the yellow and red burgeoning of the cactuses.

Just under the slope of the coulee a female gopher and three half-grown puppies basked on their warm mound. The boy chased them squeaking down their hole and set the trap carefully, embedding it partially in the soft earth. Then he retired back up the shoulder of the swale, where he lay full length on his stomach, opened the book, shifted so that the glare of the sun across the pages was blocked by the shadow of his head and shoulders, and began to read.

From time to time he stopped reading to roll on his side and stare out across the coulee, across the barren plains pimpled with gopher mounds and bitten with fire and haired with dusty woolly grass. Apparently as flat as a table, the land sloped imperceptibly to the south, so that nothing interfered with his view of the ghostly line of mountains, now more plainly visible as the heat increased. Between the boy’s eyes and that smoky outline sixty miles away the heat waves rose writhing like fine wavy hair. He knew that in an hour Pankhurst’s farm would lift above the swelling knoll to the west. Many times he had seen that phenomenon—had seen his friend Jason Pankhurst playing in the yard or watering horses when he knew that the whole farm was out of sight. It was the heat waves that did it, his father said.

The gophers below had been thoroughly scared, and for a long time nothing happened. Idly the boy read through his poetry lesson, dreamfully conscious of the hard ground under him, feeling the gouge of a rock under his stomach without making any effort to remove it. The sun was a hot caress between his shoulder blades, and on the bare flesh where his overalls pulled above his sneakers it bit like a burning glass. Still he was comfortable, supremely relaxed and peaceful, lulled into a half-trance by the heat and the steamy flower smells and the mist of yellow in the buttercup coulee below.

And beyond the coulee was the dim profile of the Bearpaws, the Mountains of the Moon.

The boy’s eyes, pulled out of focus by his tranced state, fixed on the page before him. Here was a poem he knew. . . but it wasn’t a poem, it was a song. His mother sang it often, working at the sewing machine in winter.

It struck him as odd that a poem should also be a song, and because he found it hard to read without bringing in the tune, he lay quietly in the full glare of the sun, singing the page softly to himself. As he sang the trance grew on him again; he lost himself entirely. The bright hard dividing lines between individual senses blurred, and buttercups, smell of primrose, feel of hard gravel under body and elbows, sight of the ghosts of mountains haunting the southern horizon, were one intensely felt experience focused by the song the book had evoked.

And the song was the loveliest thing he had ever known. He felt the words, tasted them, breathed upon them with all the ardor of his captivated senses.

 

The splendor falls on castle walls

And snowy summits old in story. . . .

 

The current of his imagination flowed southward over the strong gentle shoulder of the world to the ghostly outline of the Mountains of the Moon, haunting the heat-distorted horizon.

 

O, hark, 0 hear! How thin and clear,

And thinner, clearer, farther going!

O, sweet and far, from cliff and scar. . . .

 

In the enchanted forests of his mind the horns of elfland blew, and his breath was held in the slow-falling cadence of their dying. The weight of the sun had been lifted from his back. The empty prairie of his home was castled and pillared with the magnificence of his imagining, and the sound of horns died thinly in the direction of the Mountains of the Moon.

From the coulee below came the sudden metallic clash of the trap, and an explosion of frantic squeals smothered almost immediately in the burrow. The boy leaped up, thrusting the book into the wide pocket of his overalls, and ran down to the mound. The chain, stretched down the hole, jerked convulsively, and when the boy took hold of it he felt the terrified life at the end of it strain to escape. Tugging gently, he forced loose the gopher’s digging claws, and hauled the squirming captive from the hole.

On the way up to the chicken house the dangling gopher with a tremendous muscular effort convulsed itself upward from the broken and imprisoned leg, and bit with a sharp rasp of teeth on the iron. Its eyes, the boy noticed impersonally, were shining black, like the head of a hatpin. He thought it odd that when they popped out of the head after a blow they were blue.

At the cage by the chicken house he lifted the cover and peered through the screen. The weasel, scenting the blood of the gopher’s leg, backed against the far wall of the box, yellow body tense as a spring, teeth showing in a tiny soundless snarl.

Undoing the wire door with his left hand, the boy held the trap over the hole. Then he bore down with all his strength on the spring, releasing the gopher, which dropped on the straw-littered floor and scurried into the corner opposite its enemy.

The weasel’s three good feet gathered under it and it circled, very slowly, around the wall, its lips still lifted to expose the soundless snarl. The abject gopher crowded against the boards, turned once and tried to scramble up the side, fell back on its broken leg, and whirled like lightning to face its executioner again. The weasel moved carefully, circling.

Then the gopher screamed, a wild, agonized, despairing squeal that made the watching boy swallow and wet his lips. Another scream, wilder and louder than before, and before the sound had ended the weasel struck. There was a fierce flurry in the straw of the cage before the killer got its hold just back of the gopher’s right ear, and its teeth began tearing ravenously at the still-quivering body. In a few minutes, the boy knew, the gopher’s carcass would be as limp as an empty skin, with all its blood sucked out and a hole as big as the ends of his two thumbs where the weasel had dined.

Still the boy remained staring through the screen top of the cage, face rapt and body completely lost. And after a few minutes he went into the sleeping porch, stretched out on the bed, opened the Sears, Roebuck catalogue, and dived so deeply into its fascinating pictures and legends that his mother had to shake him to make him hear her call to lunch.



THE CLOSED SEASON

DAVE HICKEY

From Prior Convictions, Southern Methodist University Press, 1989

That dream I had while Virgil and I were down in Edmunds County wasn’t so unusual. Once I dreamed that we were honky-tonking down on Lower Main Street when we ran into Pa. He invited both of us into the Rustic Lounge and bought us a Lone Star beer. Then I dreamed that I found Pa laid up in the Osteopathic Hospital where he was dying of cancer; but I only had that cancer dream once, when I was trying to quit cigarettes. I dreamed all the time that Pa was still alive, though, that he showed up at the house—not the new house, but the old house over in South Fort Worth where we lived before Pa started doing well. I would come into the kitchen and Pa would be leaning against the icebox grinning while Mom cussed him for leaving her alone.

I sat on the steps of the old house at sunup, smoking a cigarette and enjoying the first cool bite of autumn. When Pa had added the second story, he had had to put the steps on the outside, and those were the steps I sat on, in this dream, under the big chinaberry tree, looking at the new asphalt-shingled houses across the Santa Fe tracks. Behind those neat, square white houses, the morning sky spangled like the scrubbed bottom of a brass pan, and the grass in the yard sparkled like green glass. I had to squint my eyes against the light; then I saw Pa standing in front of me, or I thought I saw him, because shafts of light slanted around his head, over his shoulders and between his legs. I could make out the shiny toes of his alligator boots against the sparkling green grass. Yellow chinaberry leaves tilted on the grass. The smell of cottonseed was on the air.

“Hidey, squirt,” Pa said.

“Hi, Pa! Let me tell Mom you’re here.”

“No need to upset your mother,” he said, waving his hand. “She’s doing just fine without me. I came to see you, squirt.”

“But we all thought you were dead, Pa, and Mom had all your clothes altered to fit Virgil and me—”

Pa laughed. No, he said, he wasn’t dead but if Mom came out, he might as well be. He tousled my hair like he used to when I was a kid, and said he hadn’t come all the way from Amarillo to argue whether he was dead or not. I felt a fool for mentioning Pa’s clothes since at that very minute I had on his old Levi jacket.

“I wonder if you still have my old .410, Gordon?” Pa said.

I couldn’t look at him or close my eyes against the glaring light, so I stared down at the step. The planks had weathered; black and gray grains ran through them. Pa asked about the shotgun again; his voice was sharp this time.

“You shot yourself with it, Pa,” I said, but he went on to say that the reason he wanted the shotgun was because he and George and Flickey—two of his old air force buddies—wanted to fly up to South Dakota and do some hunting. Pa said he had himself a new airplane, a sweet little Jetstream.

“You shot yourself with it, Pa,” I said again. “Mom threw it in the Trinity.”

“Well, you’re not much help, squirt,” Pa said, sticking his thumbs in his gabardine slacks. “I just thought I’d drop by and see if you still had it. That was a fine piece of machinery, Gordon. It deserved to be taken care of.”

He stopped me when I stood up and put his arm around my shoulders. Next to my cheek, I could see the black hair curling on his tanned forearm and the yellow cigarette stains on his manicured fingers. Then I looked up into his face and it was Pa all right; his eyes were blue as petunias. There was the mole he cut when he shaved, right next to his left nostril. I have a mole there too, but I use an electric razor.

“Come on, squirt,” Pa said. “Don’t walk away from me. Virgil wouldn’t.” I really did love him, but I ran like a scalded cat into the street. The street might have been running with quicksilver. It didn’t make any difference to me, in this dream, where Pa lived. He could live in Amarillo and fly anywhere he wanted to with George and Flickey, but I ran toward the street until Virgil was pulling on my ankle. We were hunting down in South Texas, so Pa couldn’t have the shotgun anyway. But what the hell, I thought, I can use one of Virgil’s guns. Old Virgil had some nice guns: he is also gettin’ some nice tail, I’ll bet, off Mildred Ranserhoff. But what the hell, I thought, then I couldn’t think what the hell what because Virgil’s hand was cold and hard on my ankle. Cold air rushed in under the blanket.

“You’re freezing my ass, Virgil,” I said.

“Well, you better get your frozen ass out of the sack if you’re hunting with me,” Virgil said, looming over me in the darkness. He pushed his long, stringy cowlick off his forehead and grinned at me.

“I have to use one of your shotguns, Virgil, I—”

“I know it, dumb-butt,” Virgil said, dropping my leg.

Without turning on the light, Virgil stuck his feet in his old combat boots and clumped to the door. Every time his left foot hit the floor, his right shoulder dipped from an old rodeo injury. In his white longhandles and those combat boots, he looked more comical than usual. Three years ago, he got pitched off a bronc out at Fort Stockton. Instead of going to a doctor like any sane man, Virgil packed his shoulder up in ether and ice and won the day-money the next afternoon. According to Virgil, Absorbine Senior cures any disease of man or beast, but his shoulder never did heal right, though he kept it taped up and rubbed down with Absorbine for nearly a month. He keeps pretty much away from rodeoing now—which is all right with Mom.

“I’ll fix some breakfast,” he said, going through the door. “Since you probably couldn’t if you had to.”

When Virgil closed the door, I pulled the blanket back over my shoulder and snuggled down into the little nest of warmth I’d made for myself. It was damn cold for this time of the year. My breath fogged in the air, billowing out across the pillow, and I lay there, half awake, and wondered what Mom would do if she knew I was out hunting with Virgil. I remembered the night she threw Pa’s guns off the Forest Park bridge. She stood on the bridge with her hair up in curlers, with the cold wind flapping her blue housecoat around her ankles, and dropped the guns over one by one while I waited in the car. I heard Virgil throw some kindling into the stove, and the heavy thuds as he threw some ash logs in on top of the kindling. It was a comfortable sound, so I closed my eyes and slept a little more, dreaming a crazy dream about Virgil and me riding horses, chasing this other horse. Then the kitchen door slammed and, still holding the blanket to my shoulder, I rolled over toward the window.

The moon was down but there was no sign of the dawn; the sky was black and the air was cold and clear. My breath fogged on the pane so I stuck two fingers out from under the blanket to clear it, my fingers squeaking on the cold glass. The gravel road running down to the creek, the barn beside the road and the limestone bluff beyond the creek glowed white in the darkness, while along the crest of the bluff a few scraggly trees were blacker than the sky full of stars. It was still as death out there—until Virgil came striding across my field of vision, looking a little silly since he had thrown his big sheepskin coat on over his longhandles. His legs looked white and skinny between the big coat and the unlaced combat boots.

Virgil trudged up the rise to the water tower and started fooling around with a knob on the pipe. Finally he walked away from the tower, kicking around in the weeds until he found a two-by-four. He picked up the piece of board and swung it like a baseball bat. There wasn’t a sound. I could see Virgil’s breath trailing in the clear air; I could see the arc of the board as it hit the pipe, and Virgil’s lips moving as he cussed it, all in silence. It made me feel so cut off, so lonesome and alone, that I rolled over and stared at the dark ceiling until Virgil yelled from the kitchen for me to come get it before he threw it out and spit in the skillet. I had to run across that cold room and put on my hat and shirt before I could even light a cigarette. By then I had my blood moving, so I pulled on my Levi’s and boots quickly and went clumping down the dark hall. The sound of my boots echoing in the hall made me happy. By the time I grabbed the cold knob of the kitchen door and pulled it open, the lonesome feeling was gone. Virgil turned bacon in the skillet. I could smell the sizzling meat as the light and heat rushed around me. In that bright kitchen with the cabinets trimmed in red, with yellow curtains shutting out the dark morning, all that dreaming seemed pretty silly to me. Virgil turned around with the skillet in his hand and told me to get my ass in there and close the door.

The day before, while Virgil and I were driving down from Fort Worth, the Mexican caretaker had hauled a pickup-load of groceries and whiskey out from Randall Springs, so for breakfast we had eggs sunnyside, Canadian bacon, thick toast and milk with ice in it. Afterward we had black coffee from Neiman-Marcus mugs with the Ranserhoff brand on them, and Virgil started to roll a cigarette. I lit a ready-made and watched Virgil’s skinny face wrinkle and relax while he worked the tobacco around in the paper. I thought that if the truth were told, I favored Pa a lot more in the face than Virgil did. But inside, it was probably different.

“Your boss has a nice layout here,” I said.

“Mmmmm,” Virgil said. He licked the paper and fitted the cigarette together. “Mil Ranserhoff’s a damn good woman,” he said when he was done.

“You like her, huh?” I said. “You could find people in Fort Worth who don’t.”

“I could find people in Fort Worth who don’t like you, squirt,” Virgil said.

“Don’t call me squirt, huh?” I said.

“Mil’s damn good with horses, squirt. She just keeps me around ’cause she has them stashed all over the hot-damn state.” He put the cigarette neatly in front of him on the table and walked to the cabinet. “Yeah, I like her fine,” he said, “regardless of what Mom says.”

Mildred Ranserhoff is a hard, blond-headed old girl of about forty who likes whiskey and horses better than people, with the possible exception of Virgil. And what Mom said was that Mildred was a rich tramp and that it killed her soul to go to a party and see her own son standing around in his rough-out boots drinking sidecars—but it went a little deeper than that.

After Virgil got hurt out at Fort Stockton he went to work for Stanley Bracker training quarter horses. Mom didn’t think training quarter horses was a very respectable profession, but Stanley was a friend of the family and training horses beat the hell out of rodeoing. Pa had redesigned two DC-3s for the Bracker oil operation and hunted some with Stanley; then when Pa died, Stanley started taking Mom around to the parties, mostly out of politeness, I guess. So as long as Virgil worked for Stanley, she pretty much let him alone. Then there was the run-in over Stanley’s Triple-A Rocket Bar colt.

It happened one afternoon while Stanley and Mom were out at the stables. Stanley was about half-tight and showing off his horses, but he made the mistake of running that nice little colt around for a while and putting him up wet. Virgil flipped. He told Stanley that if he was gonna be careless with four thousand dollars’ worth of horse, there wasn’t any reason for him, Virgil, to stay around there. Virgil cussed him out good and proper while old Stan hung his head and shuffled his boots in the dust. You’d have thought they caught him eating his soup with his salad fork. Stanley ended up apologizing all over the place but Virgil quit him anyway and went to work for Mildred Ranserhoff. Well, that tore it with Mom. It was bad enough quitting Stanley, but going to work for Mildred, who has a rough reputation to say the least, really ripped the sheet. Of course Virgil, not being a social butterfly of any kind, didn’t really understand. He was just going where they treated horses right.

As it turned out, he was going where they treated Virgil all right, too. Just the week before out at Mildred’s stable, he mentioned he’d like to shoot some dove and Mildred walked over to her desk, opened the drawer and tossed him the keys to the ranch house. Then she sat down and called the Mexican about food and whiskey. So last Friday, for some reason, Virgil called me. I answered the phone in the hall on my way to class.

“Hey, squirt,” he said. “How’dja like to go dove hunting?”

Mom was in the living room playing bridge with some of her friends, so I lowered my voice and asked where.

“Edmunds County. Mildred’s got a place down there that hasn’t been hunted in five years. Also seems the local law is in somebody’s back pocket.”

“Damn right,” I said. “Damn right I do.”

I told Mom we were going to a horse show.

Virgil scratched a kitchen match under the table and lifted the yellow-blue flame carefully to his cigarette, his blue eyes crossing a little as he did. After taking a long drag that turned a half-inch of cigarette into ash, he pulled the cigarette from his lips, balanced the ash for a few seconds, then flicked it into the remains of his yellow eggs.

“You ever heard of an ashtray?” I said.

“I prefer the plate, Miz Vanderbilt,” Virgil said. “I’m just a crude country boy, not up on citified ways.”

He grinned, showing me the gold tooth nestled in the side of his mouth which he got much the same way he got his shoulder. I asked him how he got off calling me citified since we grew up in the same damn house, and Virgil said that everybody who went to college was a citified bastard unless they went to Texas Tech or Sul Ross. I told him that Mildred Ranserhoff probably went to Vassar, and he said that was an altogether different thing. He pushed the dirty plate away, though, and dragged the ashtray over with one finger.

I had to admit, then, that I liked Virgil for all his faults. His worst fault had been his talent for starting a fight at home when we were kids, and then walking out. It was a real gift. Virgil could get everybody in the house cussing and screaming and slamming doors, then walk out the door, climb in his pickup and go off to drink some beer. Sis always locked herself in her room, so that left me to take the crap that was being dealt out. It was a fine talent, though, and I think Pa envied it as much as I did. In fact, Pa probably preferred Virgil to me on most counts, though he never let on.

When Virgil had finished his cigarette, he slid his chair back and stood up, stretching and scratching his stomach. “You clear the table, Miz Vanderbilt,” he said. “I’ll fetch the weapons.”

While he fiddled with the combination on the window box, I scraped and stacked the dishes and the skillet. I had rinsed the dishes off with icy water and decided they were pretty well washed when Virgil asked me if I knew about the time he ran into Pa in New York City.

“No,” I said.

“Well, hell,” he said, opening the window box and taking out two shotguns in soft leather cases. “It was my first trip to the big city, and my first and last time riding in the Madison Square Garden. Let me tell you, squirt, I wasn’t nowhere near those old boys’ class, never was. At the time of course I said I was getting beat in the hat, but I was getting beat in the saddle and that’s for sure. Man, Jimmy Shoulders was in that rodeo. Anyway, the day after the show closed I was stove up and broke and sitting around Rockefeller Center looking at the pretty girls when who should come striding by in a silk suit with a big-titted blond on his arm, but Pa. He taken one look at me, and I taken one look at that blond, and he loaned me fifty bucks. The idea was that every time I thought about that blond, I put a big steak in my mouth.”

“That’s more than he ever loaned me,” I said.

“Well, you never caught him in New York City with a blond,” Virgil said with a sly grin. “But you know what I did with that money?”

“I guess, knowing you, that you got pretty well drunked up.”

“Hell, I wasn’t even that smart.” I finished wiping off the table with the dishrag and Virgil laid the guns down. “I caught the first subway down to Green Witch Village and got this artist down there on Bleecker Street to do this chalk portrait of me in my riding clothes, number and all. Then I got my boots polished and tipped the boy two dollars. I finally ended up hitchhiking back to Texas and not eating for three days. Pa was dead when I got back.”

“He would have got a kick out of it,” I said. “He used to tell me if you were gonna spend money sensibly there wasn’t any reason to work for it.”

“I still have me a pretty good picture, though, or had a pretty good picture. I gave it to Mildred, for Christmas.” He untied the strings and reached into the first gun case. Grabbing the end of the stock with one hand, he slipped the leather cover off a Winchester pump with a carved walnut stock. “When was the last time you were out?” Virgil said. “Three years?” He laid the Winchester down and picked up the other case.

“Closer to four. I’m glad you asked me, Virgil.”

“What did you tell Mom?”

“I told her we were going to a horse show.”

“You know you shouldn’t let yourself get bitched at Mom. She’s got a right.”

“I know she’s got a right,” I said. “That’s a nice gun.”

“You damn right it’s a nice gun, honcho,” Virgil said, balancing the second gun on his palm. It was a Browning automatic, one of those fancy gas-operated, Belgian-made models. Virgil hiked it up under his arm and walked to the cabinet; he took down six boxes of shells and slapped them down on the table.

“We goin’ to war, Virgil?” I said.

“Toss me that rag under the sink, will you?”

Virgil wiped the excess oil off the Browning and laid it on the table and I watched it resting there, dark against the white enamel tabletop. I remembered Pa telling me that a good shotgun was the most beautiful piece of machinery in the world, and it had a strange effect on me, watching that gun resting on the table. I remembered things that had happened so long ago that there were no words for them—things that had happened even before I was born. Watching that beautiful Browning, glowing bluey gray and dull walnut against the white table, I felt older and stronger and a little scared—as if everything that had happened since I had been hunting last hadn’t happened, had been a dream. Then I noticed Virgil watching me, so I picked up the automatic. It was lighter than I remembered and finer. I ran my hand along the cool walnut stock, then slapped it into my shoulder. The stock was cut for Virgil but it felt fine. I sighted on a pair of antlers over the sink, then looked over the stock at Virgil, who was wiping the oil from the pump mechanism of the Winchester, his forehead wrinkled in concentration.

“I forgot what a thing I used to have for guns,” I said, pulling the stock away from my cheek and dropping it from my shoulder.

“It gets in your blood,” Virgil said, not looking up. “Calf-ropin’s like that for me. Can’t look at a calf without gettin’ an itchy rope-hand.” Putting down the Winchester on the drainboard, he grabbed his Levi’s off the stove, where he’d hung them up to warm. He hopped around on one foot while he stuck the other into the jeans.

“You have trouble with the water this morning?”

“Naw, you just got to bang the rust loose.”

“We’re not gonna get arrested for this, are we?” I said as I walked to the door to get my big coat.

“This is South Texas, old boy,” Virgil said. “Everything’s squared away.”

“Well, let’s get moving.”

“We’re good as gone.”

Virgil slipped what was left of a bottle of Wild Turkey bourbon into one of the pockets of his sheepskin coat; then we stood across the table from one another slipping shells into our pockets. When the boxes were empty, Virgil picked up the Browning automatic.

“Gordy, why don’t you use the pump? It’s a safer gun and I wouldn’t want you to. . . ”

“Okay, okay,” I said. “Jus’ so it shoot.”

“It shoot, all right,” Virgil said, but I had already grabbed the pump and walked out into the cold, dim morning.

The chill would fade when the sun hit the air but as Virgil guided the jeep down the yellow ruts the cold was quick and dry. The rims of my eyes stung, and my nostrils and the tops of my ears above the collar of the coat. I pulled the collar up higher as we passed the barn and turned down toward the foot of the limestone bluff. Above the bluff the sky was gray and overcast, and the bluff itself was the same raw color as the clouds.

Virgil drove with both hands on the wheel.

“Little brother?” he said.

“Yeah, Virgil.”

“You can use the automatic if you want to.”

“Forget it. I couldn’t hit anything with a howitzer.”

“Well, I’d just as soon use the Winchester. I know you can shoot, for God’s sake. You used to shoot circles around me.”

“It’s all right. I’ll use the pump.”

“Well, it don’t make no nevermind to me,” Virgil said, then added, “if you can say that.”

“If you can say what?”

“It don’t make no nevermind,” Virgil said. “That’s not good English, is it?”

“Hell, Virgil, it’s as good as anything,” I said. “Anyway, two years at TCU doesn’t make me any kind of authority.”

“Well, use whatever gun you want to.”

“I’d just as soon use the pump.”

“Suit yourself,” Virgil said, looking straight ahead at the road.

A breeze lifted out of the grass and slid along the slope. The breeze was still cold, but there was a taste of warm in it—only a taste. We were driving through the taller grass along the creek bank. A few scrub oak overhung the road, and through their bare branches I saw the clouds begin to move like a herd of dirty sheep. The humps and billows of gray slid down the sky toward the bluff that loomed above us now.

“Say, Gordy,” Virgil said, “will you do something for me?”

“Sure, what do you want?”

“Well, acknowledgin’ the fact that you aren’t any kind of authority, I want you to correct me when I say something stupid like ‘don’t make no nevermind’ and all that crap. Whenever I say something really stupid.”

“You talk all right, Virgil.”

“Hell I do. Not all the time. Sometimes I say something stupid around Mil, that’s Mrs. Ranserhoff, and I feel like a fool.”

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll correct you when it’s really bad.”

Virgil never once looked at me. Tall grass slapped against the side of the jeep, and looking back over my shoulder I could see the slate-green roof of the barn. The grass we had driven through was darker than the rest of the grass on the slope. Virgil was saying, “What I really ought to do, little brother, is to get some dogs. Good hunting dogs and learn to train ’em. Anybody as good with horses as I am ought to be able to train a hound.”

“I read in the barbershop the other day that poodles used to be good hunting dogs before the ladies got hold of them,” I said.

“That so?” Virgil said. “You know old George Simmons’ wife has a poodle that’s dyed pink. We ought to sneak over there some evening and steal the little beggar, teach him how to hunt. You know, we’d wash that goddamn dye out and teach him to hunt birds.” Virgil grinned. “I bet that little pink peckerwood would have the time of his life.”

“He might that,” I said.

“Here’s the ford,” Virgil said. “This creek is called Indian Creek, don’t ask me why.” He edged the jeep into the dull brown water. As we moved deeper, a brown swell rolled before us and the floating weeds on the far bank rose and fell. At the deepest part of the creek, Virgil pushed the shift lever down into four-wheel low and gunned the motor. “Hang on!” he yelled. We reared out of the water in a flume of spray and bounced onto the steep road that ran up the bluff. A rabbit broke cover and scampered along in front of us. After about fifteen yards the rabbit veered off into the brush and almost fell over his own feet. We followed the yellow-gray ruts up a narrow arroyo until we were about fifty feet from the top; then Virgil stopped.

Another arroyo came running in from the northeast, and on the delta of high ground between the two arroyos, a barbed-wire fence petered out. The dirt had washed from underneath the last fence post and it hung off the incline at a crazy angle, held up by the tangled wire. Resting his arm on top of the windshield, Virgil pointed upward.

“Fence up there runs a good two mile,” he said. “If you take that side and I take this one, there’s a chance we won’t kill each other if we fire away from the fence.”

We didn’t speak for a while. I leaned against the spare tire slipping shells into the breech of the Winchester while Virgil sat on the hood and loaded the Browning. Down below, the creek riffled through some high rocks, and above us the wind shushed through the grass on the plateau. The shaggy clouds were sliding faster now.

“Looks as if it’s gonna fair off,” I said.

“Yeah,” Virgil said, sliding off the hood. “You can still use this gun if you want to.”

I just waved my hand and waded into the tall grass at the mouth of the little arroyo. In a minute Virgil was out of sight and I was alone. At the head of the arroyo a scrap of morning blue broke through the clouds; it turned gray and then there was some more blue off to the left. I could hear Virgil crashing brush as he moved up the other arroyo. For some reason I had pumped the Winchester twice, and two red shells lay in the damp grass. I reinserted the shells and stood with my feet apart, resting the butt of the stock into my hipbone; then I slapped the stock into my shoulder, sighting on the tops of the windswept scrub oaks along the crest of the bluff. There was sun up there, and a few remaining leaves winked gold and green. This was the way Pa used to shoot when he was showing off at the gun club. Virgil and I would sit on the ground outside the box while Pa stood on the line with the stock into his hip and his black hair flaring in the wind. “Pull!” he’d shout, yanking the gun to his shoulder and firing in the same movement. The pigeon didn’t break, it disappeared. Virgil and I would tell Pa what a fine shot he was and Pa would smile and wink. He always did things the hard way, but he was a damn fine shot.

I picked my way through the cenizo and around the occasional patch of prickly pear that grew along the arroyo. My sweat chilled on my forehead and I wished to hell Virgil was walking with me, but it was just like him, leaving me alone. It was a Vernon family trait, leaving people alone, except for Mom and she tended in the other direction, and I was in my same old fix. Pa was four years dead, and nothing had changed. I was in the thick of a family fight, just like always, with Pa yanking on my butt and Mom yanking on my head, and Virgil, that son of a bitch, squatting off in the corner with a silly grin on his face. I was so mad at Virgil for leaving me alone that if he’d walked up, I might have shot him.

Then I tripped over a root and landed with my hand square in a patch of nettle. This revived me proper, so I climbed on up the arroyo, scratching my palm and thinking about Pa. It was funny, I could only remember him doing two things: having dinner in the old house with the chinaberry trees and fooling with guns. Sometimes after dinner he climbed the stairs to my room with an armload of guns. We would clean them together and he would tell me about being a boy in Orange, Texas, and how much he hated cotton farming. That was how he got to flying, as a crop duster in a little Piper after the war. Then he and two of his hard-drinking air force buddies went into the airplane business. They ended up redesigning old multi-engine jobs into posh executive planes, and coining the money. It was about this time we sold the old house with the chinaberry trees, moved to the west side, and Mom started in on us to call him “Dad” instead of “Pa.” My little sis changed but Virgil and I never could. So, finally, there seemed to be two men living in the house. One was “Dad” and the other was “Pa.” Pa took us hunting or out to the gun club and Dad flew to New York and Washington and down to South America where some of the big honchos down there were his best customers.

When I was a kid, I was never sure that the fellow in the narrow gray suit was Pa. It was, though; they buried him in a narrow gray suit and a South American general, who was in town at the time, came to the funeral in a private limousine. After the service he gave Virgil and me one of his medals and told us that Pa was “muy simpático.” I hadn’t thought about all these things for a long time. In some ways they were all thought out for me since they didn’t explain anything. So I thought about that blond in New York, which didn’t explain anything either, and nearly stepped on a blue jay. The jay clattered, burst in an explosion of blue feathers right past my face. My hand jerked on the Winchester so hard that I nearly fell down again, but suddenly I was at the head of the arroyo.

Rolling country spread away from me in the sun which shone through two gray ranks of clouds. The light, falling at a sharp angle, washed the prairie grass on the ridges bright yellow and left the coulees full of shadows. Starting to walk, I spotted the fence about thirty yards to my right. The muzzle of the Winchester watched the tangled sod in front of me, but I kept losing my balance and weaving. The slightest ridge or dip in the sod threw me off balance; stale coffee rose up in my throat, my stomach gathered into a fist, and I sweated like a hog. It took every bit of concentration I had just to put one foot in front of the other. A whole flight of dove could have broken and I would have never known because I was watching the grass at my feet. The grass was brown at the top and darker green down on the body, then yellow and purplish red down next to the sod, like veins. I stopped and looked around but Virgil was no place to be seen and I felt naked and alone under the sky. It had been stupid for us to split up when we could have hunted just as well together, but here I was. So I tried to think about Virgil and Mildred Ranserhoff and Virgil asking me, of all people, to tutor his English, but the thoughts slipped right out of my mind. It was like grabbing minnows in a bucket. All I could think about was that goddamn lonesome prairie, and the effort it took to walk.

There was a lone hackberry about fifty yards to my left and I started moving toward it. The idea of getting under that hackberry really appealed to me. I glanced around from time to time, pretending to myself that I was hunting, but that just reminded me of the Winchester in my hands and the shells in the magazine. When I reached the hackberry I leaned against the rough bark. I just leaned there taking deep breaths while sweat ran down the side of my nose. I was so damn glad to be underneath something. Three little ants crawled out of the bark onto the shoulder of my coat, but I let them be. A scudding cloud covered the sun and the gold drained away from the ridges. I was sweating something terrible now, so I unbuttoned my coat and sat down in the soft damp grass with my back against the tree. With both hands I held Virgil’s shotgun upright between my knees. For no reason I tried to hold as still as possible. I tried not to move at all, to blank every little thought out of my mind, but there were thoughts that I couldn’t understand and couldn’t stop. They swirled just below the surface, like black bass in a dark pond, and I couldn’t stop them. I sat there and watched my knuckles whiten on the breech of the Winchester. I hooked one thumb in the trigger guard, but other than moving those three bones in my thumb, I held perfectly still. I even held my eyes still, gazing past the gun at the gray country. The gun seemed to disappear when I focused my eyes on the prairie. The prairie spread as far as I could see into the pale blue horizon, but I dropped my eyes. The butt of the stock slid an inch or two toward the damp heels of my boots. It was the damnedest thing, since I was holding so still, to see that fine carved walnut stock slide smoothly through the grass, and the smooth deep muzzle lower toward my face. Until my thumb had moved, I didn’t realize that I had taken the safety off. It was probably an old reflex, but no, I knew exactly what that guy sitting under the hackberry was doing. He was trying to keep as quiet as possible, but the blood kept gushing and pumping through his wrists so it was impossible to keep completely quiet. So he thought about blood: about his blood, and his pa’s and his brother’s. Then he realized that his blood was thinking.

For a second, when the shot rang out, and for two or three seconds longer, while the noise echoed around me, I didn’t know whether I was alive or dead. Then slowly, so slowly that if you had been watching me you probably couldn’t tell, I pulled the muzzle of the Winchester away from my forehead. I heard Virgil calling, something about birds, but his voice died and everything was quiet again. Off to my right I saw the birds, two bandtails, skimming over the top of the grass. If I didn’t want to take a chance of hitting Virgil, I would have to fire with the birds going away at an angle. I scrambled to my feet, bringing up the gun. The birds, coming fast and staying close together, began to climb. A piece of sun broke under the clouds and their fluttering brown bodies were burned against the light. Giving the first bird a slight lead, I squeezed the trigger. The shot hurt my ears and knocked me back a step, but I didn’t fall on my ass.

I hadn’t led him quite enough. The second bird, though, was caught full. It was knocked about two feet along the path of the shot, then it fell like a rock. The lead bird bucked in its flight. It lifted its wings two or three more times, and then started to cut a clean arc toward the ground with one wing swinging behind it like a free rudder. Watching those birds fall, I knew I had killed one hell of a lot more than two pigeons. I had killed my pa—not finally, maybe, not forever, I knew, but for that rising moment at least, I had really fucking done it and I felt so light I could have flown. Virgil ran toward me, holding the automatic out from his body. He came up smiling and panting with his gold tooth glinting in the sun, and grabbed me around the shoulders.

“You shoot good, old boy,” he said, shaking me like a rag doll.

“Shoot well,” I said.

“Huh?”

“The right way to say it is ‘You shoot well,’ ” I said.



CHICKENS

DAO STROM

From The Southern Anthology Southern Prize, 1996

The relatives were waking up. Hus Madsen could hear them moving around inside the van and the storage shed where they had slept in their sleeping bags. Hus took his cigarettes and headed down the hill to smoke and admire the view. The relatives had arrived just two days ago to visit the Madsens’ new home. It was only the second time Hus had met them in the five years he and Tran had been married. Walking down the steep driveway, he kicked up the fresh red dirt with his boots, and stepped onto the concrete foundation they had poured for the house just last week. He stood there and looked out over the valley with his arms folded across his chest. He could see the mid-August sun rising over the mountains and the river winding soundlessly through the bottom of the valley.

Behind him, from the top of the driveway, he heard the dogs’ collars jingling and their paws scraping excitedly on the ground as the trailer door banged open against the sharp morning air. Then, he began to hear the voices of the relatives. They spoke in slow, broken English, or rapidly and loudly in their native tongue which he didn’t understand a word of. He had insisted, when he married Tran, that they speak only English in their home. It was more important for the children to speak the language of the country they were growing up in than for them to be clinging to a culture they had left. It was what he had done himself upon coming to America, twenty-two long years ago, and if they were to succeed in this society, it was what they would have to learn as well.

Of the three children, only the youngest girl was his by blood. The other two had come with their mother from Vietnam by boat, just three months before he had met them. While in the refugee camp, Tran had written an article about her and her children’s experiences, which had been published in a Sacramento newspaper. Hus was in Sacramento looking into a transfer of air bases when he read the story. He had felt so sorry, because he had heard these stories before, he knew these people could prosper if only someone would give them the chance and the right circumstances. And then it occurred to him. He had no one else. He was forty-two years old, still living alone. He had a cat, a Siamese the lady upstairs had asked him to watch when she went away on vacation, and then had never come back. He was not an unattractive man, rather the opposite. Women had often said things to him, that he looked like he should be on TV. But all these women he had known were flighty and frivolous, and they got on his nerves. He had given up. These women, they knew nothing of struggle, or hardship, or endurance. They would never understand him, the things he had gone through. But here, as he read the story in the paper, here was a woman who had done some fighting in her lifetime. Here was a woman for whom life had not been easy. Here was a woman who had endured, who possessed character. He sat in his tiny two-room apartment, and wrote a letter to the newspaper. He wanted to do something for this woman who was a fighter. It meant something to him. What could he do, he wrote.

When they met, his heart went out to her and to himself also, in a strange way. They were married two weeks later.

The girls were coming down the hill, holding hands with the girl cousin. He couldn’t remember all the cousins’ names, and he couldn’t pronounce them all, either. There were seven of them and the second-oldest was the only girl, named Huong, maybe seventeen. He knew her because he thought her the most pleasant and considerate of all the cousins. When they ate dinner, the boys left their plates on the table, and Huong did all the cleaning. As they came down the hill, he called out to them, “Well, good morning! Come and look at the view. I’ll bet you’ve never seen a view like this before.” He held his cigarette away from his lips as he spoke.

His daughters, he noticed, had been dressed up in the flimsy, strapless dresses the relatives had brought as gifts. They had been wearing these foolish outfits both days since the relatives had arrived. Even on a woman with a full figure, the dresses would have looked nothing more than cheap, he thought. The seven-year-old’s dress was glittery and purple, and his four-year-old was wearing a satiny blue one. They came tottering toward him down the steep drive in high-heeled shoes that were far too big for them and only made them look more ridiculous. He hadn’t known what to say without seeming rude, so he had decided, from the beginning, not to even acknowledge the dresses.

“Hi, Daddy,” the girls exclaimed.

“Aunt Mary and I made the girls look very pretty,” said Huong, smiling brightly. She was wearing a tiger-striped bathing suit and a floppy straw hat.

“Why don’t you show your cousins how to take a bath?” Hus said to the girls.

The girls got excited at this suggestion. “We’ll show you the way we take a bath in the country!”

“Good idea,” said Hus.

He watched as the girls hobbled over to the rack of gallons and showed their cousin how to feel for the warmest gallons of water. The rack was made of wood and had black sandpaper nailed to it to absorb the sun’s heat. They each picked up a gallon and started back up the hill. It was good, he thought, to see his four-year-old daughter lugging the heavy gallon of water as well as her older sister and cousin did. He heard his seven-year-old explaining, “See, the sun heats up the water.” He called after them, “Make sure you lather first!”

His wife came out of the trailer. She was a very small-boned woman, wearing cut-off jeans with cowboy boots. She was speaking in Vietnamese with her sister, the one they called Aunt Mary, and the two of them were laughing. The sister’s husband, who they called Uncle John, was smoking a cigarette, standing outside the trailer with his shirt unbuttoned to below his chest. His eyes were narrow, his brown skin mottled, and he had a straight, black moustache. He wore a cheap gold necklace and he was a skinny man, at least a head shorter than Hus. Hus had never understood men who wore necklaces. Uncle John saw Hus and waved his hand.

“Come, eat!” he said in his thick accent, and nodded his chin and waved his cigarette in the air.

Hus put a hand on his stomach and shook his head. “No thank you,” he said loudly. “I have to go check on the pups.” He pointed to the doghouse on the hill. Then, he stepped off the foundation and dropped his cigarette, grinding it into the dirt with the heel of his boot.

Since the doghouse sat on a slope, at night sometimes the puppies rolled down the hill in their sleep and fell into the trench that had been dug for the septic system. The trench was six feet deep and the dirt at the bottom was still fresh and moist. He walked along the length of the trench now, searching it. This was something he usually got the boy out of bed in the mornings to do. That morning, there were two puppies whining and clawing at the bottom of the trench. He felt some irritation that the boy had not been out there first thing in the morning to help the puppies. But the boy was a teenager, fourteen, and what more could one expect? He hopped down into the trench, and picked each puppy up by the scruff of its neck. They kicked their legs and yelped. They were so young, they had not yet opened their eyes. As he held them up and looked at their soft faces, he imagined how, in or out of the trench, the world was still dark for them. He wondered, could they feel him helping them even when they couldn’t see him? Later, when their eyes opened and they could see, would they recognize him as the man who had helped them?

He carried the two puppies back up to the doghouse where the mother dog was nursing, and he carefully set them down among the others.

 

He heard voices and splashing as he headed back up the hill. At the side of the trailer around the stump the girls usually stood on when Tran bathed them, the cousins were loosely gathered, bathing, each with their own gallon of water, and the girls were instructing them, teetering on their high heels and still wearing the dresses. The cousins were in their bathing suits, the boys small and scrawny in their swim trunks. They were giggling and stomping and shaking themselves as they poured water over their heads. They looked like chickens. Hus couldn’t believe these people were his relations.

He walked up the road toward them, lighting another cigarette, and he called out to them that it worked best if they poured the water slowly. “Just enough to get you wet first,” he said. “Then put the gallon down, and lather up and shampoo. Then, rinse. Out here in the country, we have to conserve water.” As they looked at him, he made lathering motions around his body to illustrate what he meant. They were laughing and smiling at him. They put down their gallons while they rubbed shampoo into their hair. Then, one of the boys picked up a gallon and splashed water at his brothers. They began to shriek and laugh and chase each other around. Seeing this, Hus waved his arms. “Hey, hey,” he called, “we have to conserve water here. No horsing around now.”

 

This was the plan Hus had designed for their sewage system: a large septic tank buried deep in the ground and twenty feet of pipe running the length of the trench across the hillside, attached at one end to the porthole of the septic tank and the other—when it was ready—to the sewage pipes beneath the house. For the meantime, however, Hus planned to leave one end of the pipe loose, so that it could be dragged up the hill and attached to the waste tank underneath the trailer at least once every week. The boy, wearing thick rubber gloves, would be in charge of this chore. Hus had already shown him the lever to open the trailer’s sewer tank, allowing the waste to flow down the long pipe, through the trench, into the septic tank.

The boy had said nothing, had just stared glumly at the coils of pipe as Hus explained all this to him. Hus had tried to make a joke of it, ruffling the boy’s hair and joking, “You may hate it now, but one day you’ll realize, this was one of the most interesting experiences of your life! Hey, how many kids get a chance to man a septic tank every week anyway?” Of Tran’s two children before Hus, only the boy was old enough to realize the changes they had gone through in coming from Vietnam and his mother remarrying. While Tran’s daughter had accepted Hus easily, the boy was gloomy and reticent. Hus had tried to teach him things, fishing, distinguishing car brands, model airplanes. The boy had listened unenthusiastically, but in private, Hus discovered, the boy worked intently on the model airplanes or drawing pictures of cars. The boy’s reclusiveness was frustrating because Hus took it personally.

The large septic tank sat now at the top of the driveway, a huge, black submarine-shaped hunk of iron and aluminum. Today was the day Hus and the boy would drag the tank down the hill and maneuver it into the hole they had dug for it next to the trench. With two thick coils of braided rope, Hus and the boy fastened a harness around the body of the septic tank. The cousins were playing soccer with a deflated ball on the concrete foundation, the girls running after them barefoot in the ridiculous dresses, and Tran had set up lawn chairs in front of the trailer for Aunt Mary and Uncle John, who were lounging in the morning sun with glasses of iced-tea to watch Hus and the boy. As they were finishing the harness, a black Chevrolet truck appeared at the top of the driveway, and a man got out.

“Howdy!” the man called out.

Hus couldn’t recall ever having seen this man before, though he recognized the truck from passing it occasionally on the roads. The man was tall and wiry, in his thirties, dressed in jeans and cowboy boots. His muscles showed like knots through the thin fabric of his t-shirt and his arms were covered with tattoos. His skin was sunburnt in patches high on his cheeks, and he wore an orange baseball cap. He had a thick moustache and walked with his hands dangling loosely.
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