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  FOR LOUISE (who liked it),

  LESLIE (who hated it),

  AND BENNO (who may yet have to live it).


  Just as the water of the famed Hassayampa renders those who drink of it incapable of telling the truth . . .

  —SPARSE GREY HACKLE


  Part I
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  THE HASSAYAMPA RIVER, a burly stream with its share of trout, rises in northern China, meanders through an Indian reservation in central Wisconsin, and empties finally into Croton Lake not a mile from where I live in southern New York State. Over the years, my son and I have hunted and fished most of its length. On the opening day of trout season, there is usually a fine, translucent collar of ice along the edges of the larger pools, and when my son was younger I would build a small fire on the bank and he would heat stones in it. While I fished, with only the most sporadic of success in the cold brown water of that early season, he placed the hot stones on the ice and squatted there, Indian fashion, until one stone, then another and another melted its way through the ice and sank to the bottom. The bubbles, he tells me, often were trapped beneath the clear ice—bubbles of steam that shrank as they cooled.

  “They writhed and changed shape and moved around beneath the ice like germs under a microscope,” he said. “You had your trout and I had my bubbles.”
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  BECAUSE OF ITS LENGTH and the immense range of country it traverses, the Hassayampa yields an incredible variety of flotsam. Playing along the river as a boy—I was Tarzan and Shif’less Sol Hyde, Bomba or Broken Hand, Markhead, Og, The Last Man off Wake Island—I collected a representative sampling of its gifts. They occupy four shelves in my study, the collection loosely divided into “Natural Gifts” and “Unnatural Gifts.”

  Among the Natural Gifts: eagle skulls, turtle shells, pumice stones warped by time and water into the heads of cretins; seeds of all colors and sizes—some as bright as a chickadee’s eye, others as dull as tennis balls; driftwood snakes and driftwood dragons; a single driftwood tit, its erect nipple as pink and smooth as a petrified rose petal; jawbones with teeth in them; the slender saw of a fox mouth, the crosscut weaponry of a freshwater shark; the weathered pizzle of a wild ox (how it survived the water trip I do not know, but even today it is as hard and smooth as mahogany; perhaps it drifted down on an ice floe); a rat nose; some leg bones, ribs, pelvises large and small, spines and beaks and shards of skulls whose eyelessness says “O”—the river is a floating abattoir.

  Among the Unnatural Gifts: bamboo flutes and willow whistles; crossbow bolts; a bent and rusty belt buckle, tediously restored with oil and lacquer, that reads GOTT MIT UNS; bamboo flutes adorned with copper wire from World War II Japanese armatures; a set of nesting bowls cut from human skulls—prime, adolescent, infantile—and decorated with the symbols of an indecipherable, interlocking geometry that some of my more learned friends say comes from another star; ax handles; a snake- skin condom; a rotting Ho Chi Minh sandal sliced from high- grade rubber and bearing the phrase VITESSE RAPIDE; a set of wind chimes strung on copper wire from World War II American armatures; a gill-net float of tarred white pine into which someone carved the stylized face of a rodent; a cigar box containing a mummified hand still clenched around the hilt of a samurai sword that had been broken off short against the guard . . .

  I found the cigar box on a winter’s morning, down on the Hassayampa where I had come in search of steelhead. The big, sea-run rainbows had arrived under a sleet storm the previous night. I could see them working their way up through the riffles, dark and agile in the grooves of the outer banks where the current had cut freeways beneath the roots of the maple-and-hemlock shore. The fish held in the soft spots where the current broke itself on those dying roots, shadowed by fiber and blue in the occasional clouds of marl that broke from the banks above. Casting into the head of the riffle to drift my spawn sack, orange and slimy, wrapped in a square of hairnet, down to the lounging trout, I snagged the cigar box. The hand, when I opened the box, was so small and crisp that at first I could not identify it. It was the sword’s haft that gave me the clue. If it’s holding a sword, it’s got to be human. . . .

  The Hassayampa as a burial ground.
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  SHORTLY AFTER MY SON had mastered the fly rod, I took him on a long backpacking trip into the Altyn Tagh mountain range, where the Hassayampa rises. The trip would be good for him, I reasoned. He was a bit of a sissy—crying when his mother refused to make waffles for his breakfast, a master of the repressed snivel, relying on a combination of charm and hurt feelings to wheedle things out of his elders. He prefers not to fight, though like the proverbial rat, he will when cornered. Still, it is difficult to find the right corner for him. When asked what he would do if he were to be drafted into a war, he says he would move to the city, change his name to Joe, and get a job as a bus driver. What if he were caught? He would join the Marines, because they have tough uniforms and teach their men karate. Often he lies awake at night contemplating such spooky concepts as infinity and eternity. What are his feelings during these sleepless nights? He shudders and says he would rather not talk about it.

  If naiveté is an open sore and cynicism a scab, the Hassayampa should put a few scars on him. On the first night out, I thought it only fair to warn him that the upper river was far different, indeed far more dangerous, than the stretch he and I had fished near our home.

  “There are bandits and predators,” I told him. “Even some ghosts.”

  We were camped among pines in a shallow swale on an eastern slope, so as to be awakened at first light. The pine fire popped and guttered, but the shadows it cast were yellow and warm. I took the 9mm Luger pistol from my pack. Its leather holster gleamed in the firelight; the weapon itself, when I drew it, glowed.

  “Do you think we’ll need it?” my son asked, his eyes the same color as the Luger. “Where do you shoot for on a predator? Or on a bandit? Or on a ghost?” I told him, and then we drank some cocoa and went to sleep. The next morning, after he fetched the water, he told me remorsefully that he had dreamed of neck shots and head shots.
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  MY FATHER DIED on the Hassayampa the month before I was born. He was cutting timber in the dark—hardwoods, my mother said. I have a photograph taken of him at the time. In it, he is wearing knee-length lace-up boots, stagged trousers and a heavy wool shirt with a checked pattern. His hair is windblown, and he is smiling under his moustache. He is a tall man, lean, with strong hands. There is snow on the ground, and a whiskey bottle stands on a tree stump in the distance. In those days, you could get $50 for a black walnut tree, $35 for a maple, $22.50 for a chestnut.

  Some say he was crushed by a falling tree; others, that he fell through the ice and drowned. A friend of mine, a physician, feels it may have been a heart attack. But he has never seen the photograph. My uncle, who tends to exaggerate, has always maintained that he was murdered by the Outlaw Ratanous. When I was young, I preferred to believe my uncle’s suspicions: it was pleasant to fall asleep vengeful. Now I’m not so sure.

  I had many copies made of the photograph. Some are walletsized; others are suitable for framing. When I am bored or unhappy, I take out the photograph (or else stare at the one on the wall) and wonder what my father was smiling about. After a while, the answer always comes: the Hassayampa.

  On the second night of our trip to the Altyn Tagh, my son and I made camp early so that we could get in a little fishing before dark. We pitched our tent on a sandy point at the foot of a long chain of rapids. I explained to the boy that if it rained upstream during the night, we might get washed out by a rise in the river, but that it was worth taking the chance since the sky to the west, where the weather usually originated, was clear and the late sun was reddening. On the point, we would not be so badly bug-bitten. He said that was okay. On his first cast with a small bucktail into the main pool, he hooked a fair-sized fish that jumped and tail-walked its way clear across the dark, marbled surface of the Hassayampa. The drag sounded like a wounded crow.

  “Oh, you sumbitch!” my son yelled as the fish started grey-hounding up the pool.

  “It’s a striped marlin,” I told him. “Next thing, he’ll sound.”

  My son cast me a doubtful glance—a freshwater marlin?—but kept the pressure on the fish. Sure enough, it sounded. For the next hour and a half, my son pumped and reeled, pumped and reeled, with the fish stripping back all the line the boy had gained before it could dry on the spool. “Shit!” he said. “I think he’s foul-hooked. Or maybe tail-wrapped. I can’t move the bastard!” I told him to take it easy—we had plenty of time. He began to sweat, and a sullen twist came to his lips. Finally, though, we saw color—the blue-and-silver flash with the wobbly black stripes.

  “I’ll get the gaff,” I told him.

  “No,” he said. “Let’s just bill him and release him. They’re not worth eating anyway. What the hell would we do with two hundred and fifty pounds of marlin meat?”

  The trip was a gift to the boy, so I let him have his way. I billed the marlin and cut the leader. I could just make out the white blur of the bucktail in the side of the fish’s jaw as the light failed and his rough bill slapped back into the Hassayampa. That night we dined on Spam and beans, but it didn’t rain.
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  ABOVE THE POOL where my son caught the freshwater marlin, the river grew wicked. Cliffs impeded our progress; swamps stuck their mosquitoes up our noses. We swatted steadily at blackflies. Briers caught and cut. Our sweat—the venom of civilization-stung in the wounds. We could hardly wait for night.

  In the evenings, we read to each other beside the campfire from our few favorite books. We had packed them along regardless of the extra weight. I read to my son from Myerson’s massive tome, Strange Waters: The Hassayampa Through Time & History (Macmillan, 1923, 847 pages): “No less an American than Jefferson seriously believed that prehistoric creatures long since pronounced ‘extinct’ by science, the mastadon and the sabre-toothed tiger among them, still survived on the upper reaches of the Hassayampa. Indeed there is evidence to support Jefferson’s contention. To this day, Hassayampan hunters sipping their gruel in the smoky wats of Tor and Hymarind occasionally mutter dim yarns concerning massive animals—vague and awesome shapes, importunate but hesitant as well—that appear betimes through the shifting, chilly gauze of a vernal blizzard to trumpet in the dark beyond the last bright tongues of the campfire. Perhaps they are merely yaks, but . . .

  “Hey, listen to this!” my son chirps in the smoky, shifting gauze of our own campfire. “ ‘Tom slammed the ship into hyperdrive and soon they were alongside the hulk of their erstwhile enemy. ‘Gee,’ said Tom, in a voice tinged both by pride and horror, ‘We really zapped em,’ The alien spacecruiser had been ripped open like a can of paint by their lasers. Out of the ragged gashes in its hull, the six-limbed bodies of its far-travelled crew spun like rimless wagonwheels to gleam in the sickly light of nearby Betelgeuse . .

  There was a crunch in the alders beyond our campfire. Then we heard a faint whinnying. My son whipped out the Luger and shot into the dark. Something whimpered and crunched back into the alders. The boy looked at me, frightened.

  “Okay,” I said finally. “You only wounded it. Because of the dark, we don’t dare follow it up right now. We’ll wait until morning.”

  “It had teeth, I know that much,” he answered.

  At dawn we followed the blood trail up through the alders into a meadow high above the Hassayampa. The few trees in the meadow had been heavily browsed, and the yellow grass was trampled flat in their shade. It was stiflingly hot. As we rested in the shifting shade, we watched a praying mantis as it waited for a kill, high on a heap of dung. When we resumed our tracking, the blood trail was dry. Ants had found it and were carrying away large flakes of dried blood.

  The animal itself lay dead at the edge of a stream, its head in the purling water.

  “It’s a mastodon,” my son said as we neared the body.

  “Let’s wait a minute,” I said. “It may not be dead.” I handed him the Luger and told him to put a bullet back of the animal’s ear to be sure. The flies flushed at the shot. As mastodons go, this one was a runt—only four feet high at the shoulder—but we chopped out its ivory and peeled the tender meat from the backbone. Already buzzards were circling, and ticks waddled from the cooling orifices of the mastodon’s ears. We carried the ivory back down to the Hassayampa and cached it under an uprooted willow tree, to pick up on the way back home.

  “Gee,” said the boy, in a voice tinged by both pride and horror, “Myerson’s right.”
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  NOW AND THEN, sleepless in my mummy bag as the fire died, I could not be certain that I had come up the Hassayampa on so innocent a mission as the outdoor education of my son. Sometimes I thought I was making the trip in pursuit of Ratanous. Over the years I had come to call him Ratnose. In the shallows of sleep I could see him dimly, thin in his fur coat (wolfskin? ratskin?) with his arms extended sideways, only his sharp nose highlighted by the fading fire. Occasionally I caught a whiff of him: sharp, sour sweat and rotten teeth, knifing through the smell of warm ash; my heart would pump crazily the way it had when I was a child and Ratnose lurked in my closet, or behind the attic door across the hall from my bedroom.

  Ratanous had been hanging around too long. I thought we had killed him years ago and dumped his body, throat-shot, into the icy Hassayampa. But he kept turning up, or seeming to turn up. I could not even be sure he existed, except that other people whose judgment I trust seem to think they have seen him here and there. I saw him once at the end of a dark alley in Nagoya, standing in a group of transvestites, and another time walking up a road on Mount Kenya with a band of Wakamba, but both times he got away before I could reach him. I did not even know how he came by his name, or when I had first heard it, who told it to me or whether perhaps I had given it to him myself. He had never harmed me, but I knew without doubt that he could. (Not necessarily that he would, but I couldn’t be sure.) I would have to kill him, or try to kill him—that was clear enough. Maybe he was up the Hassayampa. It would be his kind of country, as it was mine: empty and high and bleak, full of ruins and large animals.
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  THE BACKSTRAPS of the mastodon consumed, we searched for more meat. I knew there was a vast, warm lagoon only a short distance from the Hassayampa, near the foot of Mount Pyngyp, and that we were certain at this time of year, on this most southerly loop of the river, to find waterfowl there for our larder. Canvasbacks and blue-winged teal, mallards and sprig, perhaps a few brant or a family of Canada geese. We would not need skiffs or blinds or decoys or retrievers: the Hassayampans in this vicinity hunted their waterfowl the hard way. We would do the same, wading the lagoon up to our armpits amid the snakes and the caimans, flighting the birds with our gunfire and killing them high overhead in their panic.

  We slogged through the swamp toward the lagoon, inhaling mosquitoes, spooking birds and snakes ahead of us, our boots accumulating the foul fecal mud with every step until our feet resembled the root balls of transplanted saplings. “It’s only a little ways more,” I said. “Anything for meat. Just think: Half a dozen fat mallards stuffed with wild celery turning on the spit! Goose liver! Tender little teal that we’ll eat in two bites, bones and all!” My son grunted and spat out a mouthful of entomology.

  The lagoon spread before us like hammered steel, its horizontal tension cut by sprays of spring-green reeds. We could hear the waterfowl gabbling: the gibberish of duck talk interrupted now and then by the crabby complaints of the geese. There was continuous motion over the lagoon. The family feuds of the duck folk—Anas discors, Anas platyrhynchos platyrhynchos, Histrionicus histrionicus pacificus—are open-ended, and always the subclans and cliques were flying away in high dudgeon, bitching as they sculled their way through the air to another part of the swamp like so many outraged in-laws. A duck in flight is always in a sulk. “Okay,” I said, ‘you wade on around there to the right—take it slow and easy and look out for the potholes. With all that ammo in your pockets, you’ll sink like the Bismarck. I’ll ease on around to the left. When I shoot, the ducks will get up all over the lagoon. Wait until some of them start moving over you and then cut loose. Pick up your dead and your crips right away and stick their heads through your belt loops, but keep your eyes peeled because they’ll keep coming as long as we keep shooting. And don’t worry about the snakes— they’ll get out of your way.”

  He said okay and started moving off, with the warm water already up to his belly button. I pushed into the deeper water. It was like wading through a caldron of live bouillabaisse: blue-gills and tilapia spooked out of the weeds; shoals of minnows and darters fled from the bow wave of my chest.

  For an hour we had splendid shooting. Never were there fewer than a hundred ducks in the air, often as many as a thousand—the Yeatsian antithesis, the tightening gyre: a dozen teal caught between the guns, their delicate formation shattered and shifting to the impact of our chilled shot, turning inward and inward until only three are left to wing it out low on the deck, dodging to safety through the reeds.

  I watched my son take a final double—mallards, duck and drake—that swept in behind him as he retrieved a crippled teal. The boy heard their wing beats, that zipper rip of ducks in full flight, and wheeled to face them. The couple banked in panic, but it was too late. Pow, kapow! and they folded, bouncing and skipping upside down across the hard, flat water. The drake lay finally on his back, his orange paddles flailing good-bye to the sky. When I looked at him later, I saw that the shot had nipped off the top of his skull, exposing the minuscule brain, and his lower mandible dangled like a shoe tongue. The boy held him high and grinned at me.

  Wading back to our camp, we stopped to rest on a dry, brush-grown embankment. The sun was sloping down toward the slumped shoulders of Mount Pyngyp, and we admired its light on the iridescent blue specula of the dead ducks. A long snake slithered past us—the longest snake I had ever seen, until I saw that it was actually two snakes, one in pursuit of the other. They were of the same species—about four feet long, with green and tan lengthwise stripes and black masks on their oval (nonpoisonous) heads. Ranera—frog snakes. As the first snake raced up the branch of a low bush, the second snake raced up the first snake’s back and locked its jaws behind the first snake’s head. Instantly the snakes coiled around each other. I looked down the twist of snake bodies and saw that one of the snakes had a little serpentine pecker about three quarters of an inch long sticking out of his belly. It was a hard-on, sure enough, and he was trying to stick it into the other snake.

  But which snake was doing it to which? I went back up to the heads and traced down the body of the snake that was holding the other in submission. Wouldn’t you know it, he was the one with the pecker! He screwed for about ten minutes with slow, steady thrusts that sent undulations up his back clear to his jaws. When he came, a little ooze of snake semen bubbled out around his donglet. He released his partner, and she zipped away. The rapist shot his black tongue a few flicks and then did likewise. I sat there smiling, and then looked around to see how my son had taken it.

  He had pulled a toy dump truck out of his game pocket and was vroom-ing it around in the mud, building a freeway around the butt of his shotgun where it leaned against a shrub.
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  IT WAS TOO HOT now for much travel during the middle of the day. The sun worked its way through the triple canopy of the rain forest like a gobbet of worms through a dung heap. The morning ground fog that turned the Hassayampa’s coils into a pearly Turner seascape was devoured two hours after dawn by the worming sun. The fog was our ally, and we walked through it beaded and cool, laughing at the sudden, shocking splat of the drops that fell on us from the waxy riverside trees. But the laughter was tinged with hysteria. Through the trees, we could see the river moving under the rainbow gray of the fog, carrying mute messages of upstream disaster. A fragment of thatching from a hut built too close to the eroding bank. A shattered sampan. A dog so bloated with death that it might have been an ox, with its stiff legs poking upward like the toothpicks in some obscene plate of canapés. Once a dead man in green military fatigues, gone almost black with the river water, an amphibious vulture riding his belly as pompous as a sea captain. Through the fog, this flotsam appeared magnified, distorted into things monstrous, and at first my son clung close to me as we walked. But when the fog lifted and the imagined monsters resolved themselves into the merely dead, he grew bolder. He forged ahead and scouted out a level piece of ground where we could lie up during the heat of the day.

  Yet as we lay there, in some cool bamboo thicket, dozing or absently watching the trotlines, I often wondered what was going on deep down in his head. Was the trip really toughening him, as I hoped it would? Or was the mix of rot and beauty too strong for him—would it ultimately put him off of the wilderness for good? I would let the thought twist slowly in my mind, a philosophical spirochete common to the male human parent.

  Is my son a coward?

  Why do you ask?

  Because perhaps I myself am a coward?

  How can you be a coward with all the chances you take?

  Don’t cowards often throw themselves in front of buses?

  My son lies naked on his sleeping bag, his head propped against his pack frame, his body stained with fly dope and ridged with thorn cuts, lumpy with bug bites. But the disfigurations of the moment cannot disguise the fact that he is handsome.

  The spirochete wriggles another quarter of a turn.

  Too handsome?

  Thick, dark hair that falls well below his ears in the androgynous style favored by his generation. Large, dark eyes. Long lashes—woman’s lashes? A straight, almost delicate nose, over a cupid’s bow mouth. The chin is strong enough; the neck long and thick; the shoulders wide; a flat, hard chest. Only a hint of the baby belly—a memory long gone before this trip is out? No hips to speak of, and well hung for his age. Long, straight legs that give promise of a man of size—legs strong enough to walk me into the ground.

  Too handsome? Too graced, too blessed with the cosmetic virtues of this cosmetic age?

  Will the women of his life murmur at his knees?

  The sun crawls slowly over the river. The shadow of the bamboo crawls slowly over my son’s sleeping body. What do I want him to be? I want him to be tough. Tough as well as beautiful. Is there a contradiction there? The bamboo is tough and beautiful. . . .

  My son rolls over and wakes up. He listens to the Hassayampa gurgling at the edge of the bamboo, then walks over and urinates into the river. He stretches. He pulls in the trotlines and unhooks a string of peacock bass, caught on salamanders that he captured under the rotting logs of the riverbank.

  “Why don’t you clean the fish right now?”

  “Naw,” he says, yawning. “I’m still sleepy. All this heat, it really knocks me out. Anyway, I hate to put a knife in them when they’re still fresh and flipping.”

  The first hint of a late-afternoon breeze is whispering upstream, a taste of walking weather. I open my knife and clean the fish. My thumb and fingers work deep into the gills, holding the fish in submission as the knife does its bloody work.

  “Goddammit,” I say to him, “I want you to brush your teeth— and right now!”
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  THE MORE I THOUGHT of it, the more certain I became that I had indeed once met Ratnose—that, in fact, I had helped a friend of mine to kill him.

  That was back in the old days, when I used to trap this stretch of the Hassayampa. It wasn’t big-time trapping, of the sort one still finds in Canada and the mountain West, but it helped me to flesh out my fantasies. The only furbearers we took were muskrats, raccoons, opossums, and sewer rats. My trapping partner was a kid named Ron Fertig, a dirty-minded youth whose father was a renowned gynecologist. In those days, Ron and I always had sex on our minds. We lay in wait like tomcats for a chance to peek into one of his father’s medical textbooks: flip it open to any page and there was a shaggy slot staring you in the face. All the women in the pictures, of course, were pregnant, and the contortions of their faces were those of labor, not lust. But we weren’t looking at faces. “I Learned to Masturbate From a Medical Textbook!”

  Trapping, I suppose, was our surrogate for snatch: we took pelts, literally. Mainly we trapped the sewer outlets of one of the Hassayampa’s tributaries, the Menomonee. We looked for fresh sign in the mud at the culvert’s mouth and then set a No. 1 or a No. 1V2 steel trap along the run, covering the boiled steel with leaves that took no scent from our smoked leather gloves. During the noon hour we ran down through the fields from school and checked the traps. If there was an animal in the trap, we clubbed it to death with the nearest branch and skinned it out right there. Often the male raccoons would undergo an orgasm while they were being clubbed. The opossums and muskrats were too stupid to get any sexual thrill from death. The raccoon was the most consistent of the animals we trapped in biting through its own leg to escape. Ron and I both developed an affection for raccoons. Since it was impossible to release them, because of their ferocity, and since we caught more raccoons than any other furbearers, we soon gave up trapping.

  But not before we had trapped the Hassayampa itself. Having heard that there were mink and otter in plenty along the big river, we took a week of Christmas vacation to pack in and trap there. Neither of us read the newspapers much at that time, but if we had we might have known there would be trouble—human trouble—along the middle reaches of the Hassayampa. This was in the winter of a war year, and the government was still cleaning up on the warlords and bandits whose last stronghold was the mountainous watershed of the river. A few bands of outlaws had drifted down to the wild, impenetrable bottoms of the Hassayampa not far from where we were trapping.

  We first became aware of the bandits late one gusty afternoon while tending our traps along the river. The sunset, obscured by fast, lean clouds, had turned the snowy woods red and black. We were wet and cold, our hands stiff as we prized the warm bodies of mink from the steel. Then we heard horses snorting and stamping. There were six of them, scrawny pinto ponies carrying scrawnier men dressed in cotton quilting and rat skins, their rifles—those skinny, long-barreled Jap .25s—slung muzzle down like broomsticks on their backs. On one of the packhorses sat a prisoner, a dark and flat-faced man with a bloody rag tied over one ear under his leather cap. His hands were chained to the high wooden pommel. Our only weapon, a .22 Colt Woodsman, was back at camp—Ron was afraid of losing it in the river— and it was toward our camp that the horsemen were proceeding.

  “Maybe they won’t see the camp,” Ron whispered. “And even if they do, maybe they won’t find the pistol. I left it under my sleeping bag.” We cached our mink in a hollow tree, pissing on the trunk and the ground around it to warn curious animals away. Then we followed up the bandits’ trail. They had found our camp all right, and we watched from the woods, belly down in the snow, as they devoured our furs, which had been scrupulously salted down and were drying on willow stretchers near the fire. The hungrier bandits ate the stiff hides fur and all, while the more finicky shaved off the hair with their machetes. “Listen,” said Ron: “they haven’t looked in the tent yet. While they’re still eating, I’m going to sneak into the tent and get the pistol.”

  It was getting dark fast now, and by using the available brush and snowdrifts to good advantage, Ron made it to the back of the tent. Then he pulled his hunting knife and cut a slit in the tent wall just opposite the head of his sleeping bag. He groped for a long moment, and I saw that he had the gun. What he did next I wasn’t prepared for: after checking the magazine and pulling the slide to put one round in the chamber, he stepped out past the side of the tent and leveled on the bandits. He had the lanyard around his neck and the pistol extended at full arms’ length, both hands white-knuckled on the grip and the bead smack on the forehead of the bandit leader.

  “All right, you gooks!” he said. “Drop those furs and put your fucking hands on your fucking heads.” The leader’s jaw dropped open, his wispy beard quivering with outraged disbelief. He had only one eye, but it pierced us like a javelin. A few slippery clots of mink fur spewed from his lips as he tried to speak. “Feelthy gringos!”—and he started to rise. Ron popped him through the throat (he hadn’t followed up the man’s rise fast enough), and the bandit leader fell backward over the log, vomiting mink the way a cat might a bloody fur ball. Ron popped the next man through the forehead. I ran over and grabbed one of the rifles stacked near the drying rack to cover the others, checking the Mauser action quickly and surreptitiously to make sure I understood it. The flat-faced prisoner still sat his horse, hands chained to the pommel and immobile except for the flapping of his hat brim in the wind.

  “You speak English?” Ron asked him. “You want get freedom?” He pronounced the last word in two gong-like syllables. The man said yeah, he wouldn’t mind getting loose, and that the bandit leader had the key to the lock in his upper breast pocket. I fetched the key; the bandit leader was nearly dead now, and besides puking blood all over his shirtfront, he had crapped his pants: the inoffensive little .22-caliber hollow soft point bullet must have fragmented on his neckbone and sent a needle of lead up into that portion of the brain that controls evacuation. Perhaps, in his last moments, he was reassuring himself with memories of the outhouse. I unchained the prisoner and handed him a rifle. He smiled briefly, flexed his wrists, and then shot one of the bandits through the lower abdomen. The bandit stepped back, hip-shot, and then sat down in the mud around the campfire, hissing softly. The remaining bandits tensed up, their eyes dancing away from the muzzle, then back to it again. “We’d better, you know,” said Ron. We gunned down the rest of them then and there.

  Still, it didn’t bring back our mink pelts. The bandits had swallowed or badly gnawed every one of the hard-won furs before Ron got the drop on them. We dragged the bodies down to the Hassayampa, where the skunks and the crows would make short work of them before winter was out. The Indian told us his name was Johnny Black—Timmendequas in his native Wyandot: Black Lightning—and that the bandits had jumped him while he was jacking deer two days before up the river. “Obviously they heard the shot when I nailed a plump little doe,” he said, “and tracked me back to camp. Since I knew the country, they decided to keep me for a guide rather than kill me out of hand.” He paused and poked the fire, where a kettle of hunter’s stew was simmering, then smiled rather playfully. “They weren’t bad guys, you know. They were the enemies of the Chinese Communists—real believers in the free-enterprise system. They sure had an appetite for mink. And free-dom.”

  Ron’s mouth dropped open, just as the bandit leader’s had before Ron shot him.

  “Cripes,” he said, “I thought all bandits were Commies.”

  We turned the ponies over to the Indian. He told us to drop by and see him anytime, he was beholden, and then we headed for home. The minks we had cached in the hollow of the tree had been discovered by a bold and voracious skunk; nothing was left but a few grease spots and a scattering of rich brown fur. All told, the expedition had proved unprofitable. We had not a single hide to show for our frigid work, and for months afterward I shot bandits in my dreams, bandits who refused to die. Worse yet, even the medical textbooks had lost their prurient charm. My sexual fantasies turned to slim teen-aged girls, where they lie, locked and writhing, even today.
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  A READING from Myerson’s History: “The collusion of officialdom both here and abroad in keeping the mysteries—nay! the simple but delightful truths—of the Hassayampa from the public extends a civilized mans concept of modern criminality beyond the point of rupture. This marvelous river, marvelous in the true sense of the word, in that its indigenous wildlife far exceeds in variety and antiquity any existing on the Earth’s other waterways, is denied even its proper name on the maps of the world’s so-called ‘geographical’ societies. Peiping, though it admits the existence of a river called the H’sa Yang Po (Hassayampa) rising from the Kunlun massif, shows that river on its maps as a mere tributary of the Yangtse. No mention is made of the exotic reptilian life known to exist on the upper Hassayampa, nor of the immense profits which, according to the reports of the few European travellers who have penetrated beyond ‘the forbidding face of Mount Pyngyp,’ may be derived from the drugs and ivories extricable from the carcases of those ‘dragons.’

  “A recent enquiry directed to the League of Nations regarding the indefensible and no doubt calculated obscurity of the Hassayampa’s promise elicited the following response: ‘We have not been able to determine the location of the Hassayampa River, no more than we have that of the so-called South African Diamond Fields, lately so much in the news.’ Proof enough of collusion!”
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  THE WOODS along here were filled with the ruins of failed farms. Every mile or so we spotted a barn, leaning red and rickety in on itself, its roof cocked sideways, the tarred shingles flapping in the wind. Nearby would be a cellar built of fieldstone, with an iron stove flaking away its rusty half-life amid the shards of polished random-width floorboards. We often camped in an abandoned farmyard. There was an abundance of firewood, for one thing, and depending on the time of year, we might find asparagus or stray tomatoes—the latter sometimes green but still delicious when sliced and fried; or sweet corn that had outlived its planters ambition; sometimes potatoes; and, in the fall, usually apples or pears, runty and worm-eaten but sweet. Woodchucks felt the same way we did about the abandoned orchards, so now and then we shot a couple under the trees where they rooted in the buzzing fruit rot and had roast groundhog for dinner, stuffed with sliced apples. We always built our fire in the lee of a stone wall, and leaned back in the reflecting heat while the meat popped and sizzled over the burning floorboards. I wondered about the women who had polished those floors and sweated their dainty sweat into them year after mindless year: perhaps the fire burned blue and brighter because of that salty, pointless effort.

  My uncle and I had hunted birds and deer up here when the farms were still working. He knew many of the farmers and had defended them in court back in the days when the railroad was trying to buy up the countryside along the Hassayampa in anticipation of a major China trade. My uncle claimed that he had won nearly half the suits, and in the other half had usually gotten the farmers a better-than-average settlement for their land. Then one night a railroad goon squad had caught him on the River Road and broken his leg as an earnest of their belief in monopoly rights.

  “They built a roadblock that consisted of an old LaSalle sedan and six railroad ties,” he told me. “I was too dumb to double back, and when I stopped they didn’t even wait to talk. They dragged me to the railroad ties, laid my ankle over the top of them, and cut loose with a tire iron on my kneecap. Fortunately, it was my right leg they hit, so when I dragged myself back into the car I could still lay the weight of my foot on the gas pedal and work the clutch and the brake with my left. That got me home, and it kept me out of court against the railroad from then on.”

  It seemed to me my uncle had said that the leader of the goon squad had worn a fur coat . . . Ratanous? I could not be certain of my memory, but if it had been Ratanous, that would place him on the upper Hassayampa after my first encounter with him. A chilling thought. I threw some more floorboards on the fire and took comfort in reason: how could I be certain it had been Ratnose? I might very well have added the fur-coated goon leader to my uncle’s story; childhood memories are imprecise; they overlap and cross-fertilize one another; there is no Ratanous, only my imagination.

  But then, why do I have this clean, hard certainty that I must kill him?
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  WE WERE LONELY now. Two weeks on the river with only ourselves for company—it was time for a town and some different people. We broke from the river and hiked north over the Porcupine Mountains, a day’s march. From the height of land that formed the watershed, we could see a big lake spreading like a rain cloud and the town flashing its windows at us in the late-afternoon sun. The woods gave way to pastures, then to barbed wire and surly polled cattle. We thumbed a ride into town in the back of a pickup truck that smelled of pigs, but to our socially deprived nostrils it was the best of domestic cologne. “Do you know where Hasslich lives?” I asked the farmer when he let us off. “Otto Hasslich, the old Kraut?”

  “Yeah,” the man said, “but you’re bound to find him in Tilly’s over there.” He pointed to a tavern just up the main street. “Hasslich’s always in there on a Saturday night.” We hadn’t known it was Saturday. We walked over to the tavern. Two dogs were screwing in the parking lot, and the male—a scruffy-maned orange chow—looked over at us and rolled his eyes, his purple tongue lolling happily out of his grin. It was the first time I had ever seen a chow smile. My son asked me what they were doing and I replied with the Noel Coward line: “The one in front just went blind, and its friend is pushing it to the eye doctor’s.”

  The tosspots in the alehouse were watching a rerun of Green Acres, scratching their asses and yukking it up. Hasslich was at the end of the bar trying to make out with a woman the size of a steamer trunk. His clean, ruddy, ancient face gleamed with sincerity, only to be called a liar by his weedy white moustache. The woman chuckled at his pleas and removed his horny hand from her crotch as if she were discarding a Tampax. I slapped Hasslich on the back and asked him how were his Wie geht’s. “Na ja, der junge Gracchus!” he cried, “what brings you again to the North Country?” I told him that my son and I were prospecting for uranium—Oranien—up in the Porcupines, and that we’d come into town to register a tailing we’d found. “No money in uranium,” he said with a sniff. “Have a beer! Better yet, have a shot and a beer!”

  Otto had been a boatswain in the Kaiser’s navy during the Great War, and later was briefly married to my mother’s mother. Perhaps he had not actually been married to her, but everyone in the relationship maintained that he had. They remembered him as a cruel, miserly autocrat whose favorite admonition to my mother and her sister and brothers was: “Ich bin der Baas; du bist die Rotznase.” I’m the boss; you’re the snot-nose. Too mean and nasty to be tolerated in a city, Hasslich had built himself a cabin in the woods on the edge of the Porcupine forest. I had visited him there years before. The interior of the cabin resembled the crew’s quarters in his old ship, the battle cruiser Frauenlob: tidy, compact, smelling of clean steel and the onions festooned on the ceiling (Otto was boss now only to the onions and spuds he raised in the sour soil of the Porcupine watershed). He had a hammock; a table that folded neatly against the bulkhead; an icebox chilled by gritty blue blocks of ice which Otto himself sawed out of a nearby pond. At the top of a ladder leading to an alcove at one end of the compartment was a wooden crapper with a galvanized tin bucket under the hand-carved wooden seat. Otto was a firm believer in the utility of night soil. Though he was nearing eighty, he still came to town once a month to get laid. “Draws off the poison,” he said with a wicked little smile.
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