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PRAISE FOR The Good Brother

“Chris Offutt’s prose is lean, soulful, artlessly artful.”

—Dan Cryer, Newsday

“[A] wonderful first novel. Offutt . . . is an original and mesmerizing storyteller.”

—Katherine Guckenberger, St. Petersburg Times

“Offutt’s first published novel shows the polish of long experience. He succeeds in creating almost unbearable tension, not from physical peril but from the protagonist’s moral danger.”

—Roanoke Times

“His lyrical prose could make tying a shoe interesting. Offutt’s writing . . . can become very nearly addictive.”

—Ellison Austen Walcott, Lexington Herald Tribune

“Offutt’s surefooted first novel illustrates the potentially lethal crossfire between moral responsibility and familial duty, as a good man who starts out playing possum ends up a sitting duck.”

—The New Yorker

“Mr. Offutt, an exceptionally good writer, . . . develops his story with a strong, yet admirably unstrained, sense of irony.”

—Merle Rubin, The Wall Street Journal

“A beguiling first novel. Offutt’s measured prose makes Virgil’s moving story vivid.”

—Adam Begley, People

“Chris Offutt is that rare author who can portray a place and its inhabitants so they’re familiar and strange at the same time. Virgil is one of the more complex, capable characters in current fiction. [An] honest and moving novel by an extremely talented writer.”

—David Galef, The Memphis Commercial Appeal

“Offutt is a writer well-worth tracking down.”

—Frank Zoretich, The Albuquerque Journal

“The Good Brother is as close as a novel is likely to get to being The Great Western American Novel.”

—Salt Lake City Tribune

“A quintessential American story. The Good Brother is an engrossing story that carries us into dangerous territory and leaves us with more knowledge about ourselves than we may wish to know.”

—Wade Hall, Lexington Herald/Leader

“Offutt’s portrayal of two mountain settings is rich in its delineation of character and landscape. Offutt is a tremendous storyteller with an uncanny ear for dialogue. He understands the milieu in which he travels.”

—Brent Kilewer, The New Mexican

“The Good Brother is a classic tale of violence and retribution spawning only more violence and retribution, a centuries-old story powerfully recast by a tremendously gifted storyteller.”

—Rob Spillman, Salon

“[A] first-rate tale of loyalty to family and land.”

—Fabiola Santiago, The Miami Herald

“The Good Brother is a smart, engaging story of two different cultures that turn out to be more than a little similar under the surface.”

—John Barron, The Chicago Sun Times

“Chris Offutt’s The Good Brother is prose poetry.”

—Florence Gilkeson, The Pilot

“If you are searching for a new author to read whose writing ability will sustain your interest for the next few decades, the author of The Good Brother should suffice.”

—Larry D. Woods, Nashville Banner

“The character [Offutt] creates in Virgil Caudill . . . is a frighteningly accurate portrait of the American Everyman.”

—David Breeden, San Antonio Express News

“The Good Brother brings complex modern history to life with blood, guts, dark humor, and a seething hatred that suggests real love.”

—Eric Beaumont, Milwaukee Journal Sentinel

“Offutt is a fine writer . . . especially good in describing the hills and inhabitants of Kentucky and capturing their voices. The more strange and remote the people, the more brilliantly he renders them. The Good Brother is a complex book that captures rural voices, tells a compelling, contemporary story while asking difficult questions about the nature of freedom and revenge.”

—David McLean

“Beautifully written.”

— Library Journal

“The skills evident in Offutt’s earlier writing, including his pitch-perfect rendition of the vivid, terse, often droll character of the spoken word, and his talent for vigorously, precisely describing rural blue-collar culture . . . are once again on display. . . . As a portrait of a good man’s life shattered by violence, and as a meditation on the persistent attraction of violence in American society, [The Good Brother] is persuasive, original, and disturbing. The work of a sizable talent.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“In reading The Good Brother, I found myself utterly beguiled by the vividness of Chris Offutt’s world, the thorny, particular music of his voice, and the power of his storytelling. Already one of the best writers of short fiction in his—or any—generation, he has now proved himself a remarkable novelist, in possession of narrative gifts equal to his humanity and wit.”

—Tobias Wolff

“With his first novel, Chris Offutt surpasses the promise of his stories and memoir. The Good Brother is the moving work of a first-rate storyteller soaring at the height of his power.”

—Annie Dillard

“Chris Offutt takes the rough-and-tumble of our national under-life and polishes his characters into unexpected gems. The dark journey of The Good Brother from trouble in Kentucky to catastrophe in Montana is a devilishly fine cat’s-cradle of our national tensions.”

—Ivan Doig
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Give me back my young brother, hard and furious, with wide shoulders and a curse for God and burning eyes that look upon all creation and say, You can have it.

PHILIP LEVINE

“You Can Have It,” 7 Years from Somewhere
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Virgil followed the rain branch off the hill and drove to the Blizzard post office. The mail hadn’t come yet and he continued past, giving a general wave to the crowd that gossiped in the glare of April sun. He drove up a steep hill to the county line. It was only two miles from the house he’d grown up in, but he’d never crossed it.

He parked by the edge of the cliff. The color of the air was brighter at the top. Clay Creek ran through the hollow with purple milkweed blooming in the ditch. When Virgil was a kid, he and his brother had walked its slippery bank, gathering enough empty pop bottles to buy candy when they reached Blizzard’s only store. Virgil wished he and Boyd could do it again but people had stopped throwing pop bottles away when the deposit rose to a nickel. The store closed when the owner died. Boyd was dead now, too.

Virgil tried to imagine the land when it was flat across the hilltops, before a million years of rain chewed the dirt to make creeks and hollows. Clouds lay in heaps like sawdust piles. He figured he was seeing out of the county and he wondered if hawks could see farther, or just better. The world seemed smaller from above. The dips and folds of the wooded hills reminded him of a rumpled quilt that needed smoothing out.

Cars were leaving the post office, which meant the mail truck had arrived. A titmouse clung to a tree upside down, darting its head to pick an insect from a leaf. Pine sap ran like blood from a wound in the tree. Virgil drove down the road and parked in willow shade beside the creek. A tattered flag dangled above the post office, fastened permanently to a hickory pole. Every morning the postmaster, a white-haired man named Zephaniah, dragged the flagpole from the post office and slipped one end into a hole in the earth beside a fence post. He buckled a leather belt around the flagpole and the post. At day’s end he stored the pole inside.

Instead of a system of organized boxes, Zephaniah had laid out a few narrow tables to correspond roughly with the surrounding terrain—two hollows, a hill, and a creek. He arranged the day’s mail in stacks that represented the location of each family’s house in the community. Virgil leaned on the narrow shelf that protruded from the arched hole in the wall where Zephaniah worked. The shelf’s edge was round and smooth from years of use.

“Flag’s looking kindly ragged, ain’t it,” Virgil said.

“Government never sent a new one this year.”

“Can’t you tell them?”

“Could.”

The screen door banged as a man from Red Bird Ridge came in.

“Mail run yet?” he said to Virgil.

“Just did.”

“I ain’t seen you since . . .”

The man adjusted his cap, looked at the floor, and rapidly scratched his sideburn. The last time they’d met had been at Boyd’s funeral. Virgil didn’t know how to ease the man’s discomfort.

“Well, a long while went by since I seen you,” the man said.

He stepped to the window and looked through the mail that Zephaniah had gathered for him.

“Write me a order, will you, Zeph?”

“How much?”

“Ten dollars even. Mamaw owes the doctors that much a month.”

“Which doctor?”

“I don’t know, that clinic in town. The one everybody goes to.”

“Rocksalt Medical?”

“Reckon.”

Zephaniah filled out the form, printing carefully. When he finished, he waited, and Virgil knew that Zephaniah would stand there all day rather than insult the man by asking him to write his name on the money order.

“Go ahead and sign it for me, Zeph.”

Zephaniah wrote the man’s name at the bottom of the money order, and asked for eleven dollars. The man placed three fives on the shelf.

“Buying money sure ain’t cheap,” he said.

“Best to have a checking account,” Zephaniah said.

“None of my people have fooled with banks and I ain’t about to start now.”

“Need an envelope?”

The man nodded, Zephaniah wrote the address on a pre-stamped envelope and made change. The man went outside and spoke to Virgil through the screen. “Come here a minute.”

Virgil went to the door. The man pressed his forehead to the screen, his skin pushing through the mesh in tiny squares. “I knowed your brother,” he said. “You tell your mama I’m sorry.”

Virgil never knew what to say back. The man looked up and down the creek before speaking in a ragged whisper. “It was a Rodale done it. Billy Rodale.”

The man walked swiftly to his truck.

Virgil leaned against the wall and inhaled as deeply as possible. He let the air out in a long slow breath. Across the road, green tendrils of forsythia bushes dragged the creek.

“Virge?” said Zephaniah. “You all right?”

“Yeah. Just sick of it.”

“Of what?”

“You know. Boyd and all.”

“People feel bad.”

“You didn’t hear what he said.”

“I heard. Ears is the last thing I got left that works.”

“Well, I’m sick to death of it. I know who it was. The whole damn creek does, and I don’t need everybody telling me. They figure I don’t know since I ain’t done nothing.”

“A man like him ain’t worth worrying about. He’s the reason for the flag problem.”

“What?”

“I ain’t asked for a new flag because I don’t want to draw attention. When I retire, this post office will shut down. Only reason it’s open now is folks buying money orders. Half this creek pays their bills through me. We’re showing a profit here, which ain’t exactly something the government is used to.”

“So why close down?”

“Because profit ain’t what they go by.”

“What is?”

“If I knew that, I’d be President.”

Fifty years ago the post office building had housed the company store for the town of Blizzard. The community had ran on scrip issued by the mineral company. Now the mines were empty and the town was gone, along with its barbershop, saloon, train station, and doctor. Most of the families were gone, too. The remaining people still walked off the hillsides for money orders, another form of scrip.

“If they shut this down,” Virgil said, “there won’t be much left of here.”

“Church and grade school,” Zephaniah said. “I’ve throwed hours of thought at it. Blizzard’s old and wore out, and the government’s getting rid of it. They ain’t too many to care about us. I’d say even God was right mad the day he laid this place out. It’s as slanty a land as ever was.”

“Maybe you could get a petition.”

“Who’d sign it, Virge? You can’t turn in a petition full of X’s. They’d say if these people can’t read or write, what do they need a post office for? No, Virge. Blizzard’s done.”

Zephaniah stood with his shoulders slumped, his arms hanging straight as if held by weights. He suddenly seemed what he was—short and old.

“I could retire now,” he said. “I’m tired enough, but I’m the last man with a job. That’s why I keep working. If I stop, the town stops.”

“Well.”

“It burnt my daddy up that I never left out of here. He died still mad over it. I know they’s some saying you ort to take care of that Rodale boy for killing Boyd. More say it than don’t, my opinion. But I say get yourself out of here, and I don’t mean Rocksalt, either. There’s Mount Sterling to think on, even Lexington. No sense going to the state pen over your brother.”

Virgil couldn’t imagine leaving Blizzard. He’d lived here thirty-two years. Boyd was the restless one, the wild brother, the one who’d leave one day. Virgil had grown up letting Boyd do the talking and later the running around acting crazy. He drove fast, drank hard, played cards, and chased women. Finally, Boyd had done the dying.

The narrow hall seemed to squeeze Virgil and he felt a need for breath that he couldn’t quite get. He was thirsty. He stumbled outside and smelled honeysuckle vine along the creek. He drove down the road and up the steep dirt lane of his home hill. In his mother’s house, he turned on the faucet and let it run to bring water from deep in the earth. He drank two cups fast. His body recognized the water, its cold taste the most familiar sensation he’d ever known. He breathed through his nose as he drank, his chin and shirt wet.

He was drinking his fourth cup when he noticed his mother and sister watching from the doorway. He set the cup in the sink.

“Mom,” he said. “I ain’t going to that post office no more.”

His mother’s face didn’t change, but the expression of her eyes did. Virgil recognized it as the look she got when Boyd said something outrageous, but she had never regarded Virgil in this manner. He leaned on the sink and looked through the window. It was cracked from the beak of a cardinal that had repeatedly attacked its own reflection.

“Where’s the mail at anyway?” his sister said.

“I left it.”

“Well, shoot, Virgie.” Sara turned to their mother. “I’ll send Marlon directly. I’m glad I married somebody who’s got some sense, even if it’s just to pick up the mail.”

“I Just don’t like hearing that old gossip down there’s all You go, Sara, You’d talk a bird out of its nest.”

“What were they saying?” Sara said.

Beside her, their mother waited without speaking. She had spent most of her life in just such a stance—silent in the kitchen, waiting for news that was invariably bad.

“You don’t really want to know, do you?” Virgil said.

Sara nodded.

“They say that Wayne girl is pregnant,” he said.

“No!”

“Sure is.”

“Which one?”

“Up on Redbird Ridge.”

“I know that,” Sara said. “They ain’t but one bunch of Waynes. I mean which girl?”

“The littlest.”

“Lord love a duck, she ain’t but fourteen.”

“Well,” Virgil said.

“Whose is it? Anybody say?”

“They’s no question of that.”

“Well, who?”

“I hate to be the one to tell you, Sara. But it was your Marlon done it.”

Sara’s face changed color. Her breath rasped into the air. Their mother glanced at her as if to make sure Sara wasn’t going to collapse, then studied Virgil carefully.

“Sara, honey,” she said. “I believe he’s telling a story.”

Sara grabbed a sponge and threw it, bouncing it off his chest and leaving a wet mark on his shirt.

“If you went for the mail,” Virgil said, “you’d know true gossip from wrong.”

“If you can’t fetch mail,” Sara said, “you at least can mow the yard.”

Boyd had taken care of the yard and retrieved the mail. Four months after his death, the family was still trying to divvy up chores.
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Five days a week Virgil drove to Rocksalt for work, crossing water at hard turns as the road followed Clay Creek through the hills. In summer the creek dried. Men filled trucks with the flat rock and hauled it to dirt roads. Spring rains returned the rock to the creek.

The road’s official name was County 218, but everyone called it The Road. If they needed to be specific, people referred to it as The Main Road. It had two directions—toward town, and away from town. Every turnoff was a dead-end hollow.

Virgil pulled into the parking lot for maintenance workers at Rocksalt Community College. He left the keys in the ignition to keep from losing them. On one side of the lot were the blue trucks that the crew bosses drove. They were promoted from the crew and usually held the job until death or retirement. Men on salary wore a blue uniform with their first name sewn above the pocket. Virgil was due. Since working full time, he’d put in one year as a utility man, floating from job to job, and three years on the garbage truck. He hoped for a promotion by spring. Virgil dearly wanted his name on a shirt.

The cars in the lot were ten to twenty years old and American-made. They sat low on one side or high on the other. Mufflers hung by wires. Some cars had cardboard taped in place of missing windows. Several were two-toned from salvaged doors, hoods, and quarter-panels that matched the make and model but not the color. The back seats were filled with tools and toys.

Virgil joined a crowd of men in caps who circled a car, drinking coffee from thermos cups and smoking cigarettes. A pup sat on cardboard in the front seat. Rundell Day leaned against the hood. Hair grew from his ears like gulley brush.

“By God, boys,” said a man, “that’s one set-up pup, ain’t it.”

“I had his job I’d quit mine,” said another.

“I’d not give a man two hundred dollars for a pup,” said another.

“That ain’t just any old dog you’re looking at. Hey Rundell, what’s it do for that kind of money? Tricks? Roll over? Punch the clock for you, what?”

“It’ll flat tree,” Rundell said.

“Shit, that dog couldn’t tree a leaf.”

“I ain’t for sure that is a dog, boys. My opinion, that’s a possum in a dog suit.”

“It might have some possum to it.”

“Boys, I don’t know, now. I believe what it looks like ain’t possum a-tall. Take a good long gander now. See them ears. See that mouth hanging open whopper-jawed. Boys, if you was to ask me, that’s one dog looks a lot like Rundell Day,”

“Shoot, I see it.”

“What are you doing, Rundell? Trying to get your kin on the job? Best take it in to see the Big Boss, ain’t you.”

“It’s a dog,” Rundell said. “And it’ll out tree ary a dog you fellers got.”

“Boys, watch out now. Rundell says it’s a dog.”

“Can he guarantee it?”

“Two-hundred-dollar dog ort to live in a tree.”

“I got a three-legged dog that’ll out-tree that pup.”

“By God, there’s something to brag on. A man keeps a three-legged dog around.”

“It’s the kids’ dog. Old lady won’t let me kill it.”

“What else won’t she let you do?”

“She don’t much care.”

“Listen at him. His own wife don’t care. By God, mine was to hear me say that, she’d cut every ball on me off.”

“She’d not need but a butter knife.”

“Time is it?”

“It’s time.”

The men began moving toward the main building where the time clock was. Rundell opened the passenger door and the pup sprang to him, paws sliding on the vinyl seat. Rundell leaned his face for the pup to lick.

“You be good, now,” Rundell said. “Don’t you pay no attention to them boys. You’re a good old dog, yes sir, a good old dog.”

He kissed the dog on the face and locked the door. He and Virgil walked across the lot. Surrounding the town were high hills, their tops in mist.

“You really give two hundred for it?” Virgil said.

“Why, no.”

“What did you give for it, Rundell?”

“You in the dog buying business?”

“No.”

“Then I’ll tell you, Virge, but don’t say nothing. I found that pup on the road this morning.”

“Just giving them something to think on?”

“When I go to sell it, I’ll get a hundred and they’ll think it’s a real deal.”

They opened the blue door of the maintenance building. The men were strung in a line down the hall, at the end of which hung the time clock. It ticked and the first man dipped his card into the slot and went out the door. The line moved forward.

As each man left the building, he went to the crew shop where the boss assigned the day’s work. The hierarchy placed electricians at the top, followed by carpenters, painters, landscapers, and garbagemen. Off to the side and on their own were the custodians of individual buildings, quiet men who moved slowly, ignored by students and faculty. Virgil headed for the garbage dock. He cut through the main building instead of going around, walked down a hall, and came out a seldom-used door. He closed it very quietly. He stepped around the corner and stomped his feet. Two men turned quickly, half-rising from their seats. Footsteps from that direction could only mean the Big Boss.

“Don’t get up, boys,” Virgil said. “I know you all are studying on important stuff.”

Rundell spat coffee. “I wish to hell you’d not do that, Virge. Damn near woke Dewey here up.”

“I ain’t asleep,” Dewey said.

“You were asleep and you know it. You’re the only man I ever seen who can sleep standing up.”

“I don’t talk the wax out of a man’s ears,” Dewey said. “Now let me alone.”

Virgil opened the door to the garbage crew’s tiny office. Inside was a desk, three chairs, and an industrial coffee machine that had been salvaged from the trash. He filled a styrofoam cup and went outside.

“You’re on wheel, Virge,” Rundell said.

Rundell had run the garbage crew for twenty-three years and divided all aspects of the work equally. Four men could fit in the cab of the truck, and each week they rotated among driver, cabman, outside man, and gearshift man. Rundell was set to retire in a year and he’d marked Virgil as his successor.

“Where’s Taylor at?” Virgil said.

“Ain’t here yet,” Dewey said.

“I can see that. But is he on the job?”

“Well.” Dewey gave him a sly look. “His card got punched.”

“Then we got to wait on that sorry son of a bitch.”

“He’ll be here.”

“Now I ain’t trying to tell you what to do, Dewey,” Rundell said. “But you’d best watch punching him in that way. If you know he’s coming late, it ain’t nothing. But that Taylor, he’s likely to be in the jailhouse as in the bed. Get caught fooling with his card and you’re out of a job. I’ve seen it happen, boys. More than once.”

Across the back of the lot, Taylor came slipping through the gate.

“Look yonder,” Virgil said. “If it ain’t the old girl hisself. Watch this.”

He ducked into the office and hid all the styrofoam cups but one. He used a finishing nail to make a series of small holes around its brim and set the cup by the coffee machine.

Taylor came slowly across the lot, walking in a stiff way to keep his head level. His clothes were wrinkled and dirty. He hadn’t shaved in a couple of days and his lips were cracked.

“Boys,” he said. “Somebody shoot me. I can’t stand this no longer.”

He went in the office and closed the door. He kept a half-pint of whisky inside, but as long as Rundell didn’t see a man drinking on the job, he could deny it. Taylor came out of the office upright. The whisky had given his face some color, his eyes a little life. “Who’s got a smoke?” he said. Dewey tossed him a cigarette and Taylor put it in his mouth and pulled out a Zippo. He leaned his head away and tilted the lighter at an angle opposite his head. The flame shot six inches into the air. Taylor sucked hard and capped the lighter. “My hat on fire?”

The men chuckled and shook their heads.

“Boys,” he said. “I feel like I been shot at and missed, shit at and hit.”

He sipped the coffee. It came out of the holes onto his chin and a few seconds passed before he registered the burn. “Goddam you son of a blue-balled bitches. Every one of you!”

He jerked the cup away from his face, sloshing coffee onto his hand. He passed it quickly to his other hand, but held on to the coffee because of the whisky he’d dumped in it. He lifted the cup and bit off part of the rim to get rid of the holes. He spat the styrofoam and drank, lifting his eyebrows to Rundell over the cup.

“What are we waiting on?” he said. “Time to hit a lick, ain’t it.”

Dewey smiled, dark gaps speckling his mouth where teeth should be. Rundell clamped his lips like two bricks because his laugh was a high-pitched giggle that embarrassed him. Taylor choked his laughter off, lifting his hand to his forehead, his face twisted from the pain.

“Don’t,” he said. “Damn it. You boys are harder on a man than a preacher. I knew I shouldn’t have come in.”

“Why did you?” Virgil said.

“Hell, I wrecked my car last night. I woke up still in the ditch and I was closer to work than the house. I just come in for a drink to feel better.”

The men laughed on the cement dock, blowing white gusts of breath into the chilly air. The sun showed above the eastern hill. After a few minutes, they began drifting toward the truck. Virgil climbed behind the wheel, marveling at the way they moved as a group with no clear sign from Rundell, like a flock of geese. Other crew bosses had rituals that told everyone it was time, such as looking at a watch, or standing, or simply a nod. With Rundell it was an attitude. He assumed an air of resignation, as if he didn’t want to be the one to say, but he had to, which prevented him from having to speak at all.

Virgil used his old driver’s license to clear frost from the inside of the windshield. The dashboard was covered with items of potential value that the men had found in the trash, including a headless Barbie doll and a one-legged GI Joe that Taylor put into sexual positions. Virgil shifted to first and the truck jerked forward.

Taylor finished his coffee. He held the brim with his teeth so that the cup covered his nose and mouth. He nuzzled Dewey, grunting like a hog. Dewey slapped the cup away, flinging coffee dregs through the cab.

“Goddam it, Dewdrop,” said Taylor. “You got something against hogs?”

“No. Just that you ain’t one’s all.”

“You saying I ain’t a hog?”

Dewey nodded.

“Then what am I?”

“You know what you are.”

“He’s a cuckolder,” Rundell said.

“Did you call me a cuckolder?” Taylor said.

“Sure did.”

“Think I ort to let him get away with that, Dewey? Calling me a cuckolder, by God.”

“I don’t know,” Dewey said. “Maybe not if he called you it twice.”

“He’s a cuckolder,” Rundell said.

“He done it,” Taylor said.

“I’d not let him call you three cuckolders,” Dewey said. “He’s lucky it ain’t me he’s calling one. I ain’t never held nobody’s but my own.”

“No,” Virgil said. “The world’s lucky you ain’t one.”

“What is one anyhow?” Taylor said.

“Well,” Rundell said. “A cuckolder is what you’re give up to be half the time.”

“Hell, it must mean drink whisky,” Taylor said.

“No,” Rundell said. “It more or less means a man who fucks another man’s wife.”

Virgil rounded a curve and junk slid along the dashboard. Last year’s leaves still clung to the hardwoods, while the maples were beginning to bud. Ground fog rose as if drawn by a fan.

“Well,” Virgil said. “Nobody here’s married except Rundell, and I’d say Taylor ain’t got him worried too bad.”

“That’s right,” Rundell said. “The old lady’d shoot him for looking at her funny.”

“What does she use to shoot with?” Taylor said.

“Ever what’s laying handy.”

“Good woman,” Taylor said. “They mostly favor them small calibers that ain’t good for naught but beer cans and squirrel.”

“You know why that is?” Rundell said.

“Weaker sex takes a puny pistol, I guess.”

“For a man says he knows as many women as you do, you sure don’t know a lot about them.”

“What are you saying?”

“Reason women shoot little guns,” Rundell said, “is it’s men who teach them to shoot. Not many a man wants to give his woman a gun that’ll put him down. Me, I trust my wife and she can handle any gun in the county.”

Virgil turned at a long building that housed married students. A narrow lane behind it held rows of overflowing garbage cans. The men left the truck and Virgil eased forward until Dewey signaled him to stop. He and Taylor emptied cans into the hopper.

Rundell walked ahead of the truck, checking the garbage for buckets of paint and old motor oil, neither of which they picked up. His primary job was to set the pace. This was dependent on the condition of the men—the worse off they were, the faster the pace. The trick, he’d explained to Virgil, was in figuring out how to cover your own ass while covering the men’s, too. That was the whole key to being crew boss, he’d said, that and making them work.

Virgil had spent two years taking courses while working part-time at maintenance, but hadn’t fit in with the students. An hour after sitting in a classroom, he’d be on his knees in front of the same building, painting the curb yellow. The majority of students came from the surrounding counties and tried to conceal their hill-bred traits, a doomed enterprise since everyone recognized not only the habits but the attempts to hide them. Virgil’s presence was a reminder of what they wanted to leave behind.

His decision to quit school and stay in garbage perplexed everyone. What Virgil enjoyed was that no trash man could pretend he was more than what he was. Education was like a posthole digger, a good tool, very expensive, but worthless unless you needed pestholes dug.

Rundell was moving fast and it wasn’t just because of Taylor being drunk. Emptying dumpsters was the sole chore for the day, which meant the sooner they finished, the sooner they could loaf. Garbage was impossible to fake like other jobs, because once it was picked up, you were done. As Dewey said, “If folk don’t want to put out their garbage, you can’t stop them.”

People left the apartment building for school. Each time a woman drove past, Taylor smiled and waved, but couldn’t draw a glance. An old Nova went past, its big engine rumbling. A suspension kit had been added and the back end rocked gently over dips in the gravel road. Chrome mags flashed silver inside each tire.

“A loud-looker, ain’t she,” Taylor said.

“Wonder what’s under the hood.”

“I was talking about the driver,” Taylor said. “I’d eat a mile of her shit just to see where it came from. Wouldn’t you?”

“Don’t reckon.”

“Why? You got something against eating shit?”

“More or less.”

“What are you, stuck up?”

“Yeah,” said Virgil, “I’m the first stuck-up garbageman to ever walk the earth.”

“There wasn’t nothing snobby about your brother. You ever hear about the time me and him went to the bootlegger for a couple of half-pints?”

Virgil shook his head. This was the first time that Taylor had talked about Boyd since the funeral. Virgil knew they’d buddied all over the hills for a spell. Boyd had a way of using people up. He ran with a man until he’d out-wilded him, then he’d go on to the next restless boy from the darkest hollow or longest ridge. Every season he extended his range, like an animal hunting food. His former running buddies included the incarcerated, the dead, and the recently religious.

Taylor talked around his cigarette.

“It was me and Boyd and another boy name of Hack Johnson. Nobody much liked Hack on account of him dropping a tree on a man while they was logging. But Boyd, he just never went in the woods with him. I was up front with Hack. Boyd sat in the back with a brand-new coonhound that Hack was afraid to leave at home and get stole.

“We pulled up to the bootlegger and around the comer come the biggest German shepherd you ever did see. Blacker than the ace of spades. Hollering to beat hell. It was jumping at the window, tearing at the side of the car. That coonhound went right back at it. It was standing in Boyd’s lap, just filling the car with racket. I thought the window was going to bust out.

“We didn’t know what to do. We couldn’t get our whisky with that dog out there, Boyd told Hack to let the dogs fight, but Hack said no. Said that dog had cost him a hundred bucks and a good .38 to boot, and he wished he had that pistol now, he’d shoot that shepherd. He asked if me or Boyd had a gun but we didn’t.

“After a while, that coonhound started slowing down its barking in the back seat. So did the shepherd. When the coonhound stopped, the shepherd went back to the bootlegger. I looked back to see what made it stop, and there set Boyd jacking that dog off. Calmed it right down, by God. I started laughing, but Hack, he got mad. Said it would rain the dog for breeding.

“Ol’ Boyd, he got mad right back. Told Hack, he said, ‘Go fetch that fucking whisky before I have to reach up there and do you like this dog.’ Well, Hack jumped out of that car like he’d got set on fire. He came back with the whisky and Boyd said to put that dog in the trunk. Hack didn’t want to. Boyd told him now that he’d gotten a taste for dog, he might just want some more, and Hack started driving fast, saying let’s get away from that shepherd first. He pulled over at the first wide spot. That coonhound was laying in a circle asleep and there set Boyd with half his liquor gone already. He had that big grin on him. Hack picked up his dog and Boyd looked at it and said ‘Bye, honey’ and Hack got so tickled he like to dropped that damn dog. He put it in the trunk.

“We finished that whisky and went and got some more and drove all over hell and back and finally Hack asked Boyd what made him think to jack that dog off. Boyd, he just sat there a minute. ‘Give me a cigarette and I’ll say,’ he told Hack. Hack was the only one with smokes left and he didn’t like to give them up. He’d served two years in the pen over killing that man with a tree and the only change in him when he come out was getting stingy with a cigarette. Well, he gave me and Boyd both one and that was like a flat miracle for Hack.

“Boyd opened his second pint and threw the lid out the window. He took a pull. He lit that cigarette. Said one time he’d been over to Mount Sterling drinking in a rough little bar and there was a boy wanted to fight him something awful. The boy was bad drunk. Nobody liked him. Said this old boy just kept swinging and missing and staggering, and Boyd hit him a couple of times but it was like hitting a cow. Didn’t do no good. Then the boy got a lick in and made Boyd mad, Boyd, he picked up a beer bottle by the neck and busted it and held the jagged part out at the guy. The bartender came up then and said to Boyd, ‘Hey, there’s people in here barefoot’ Boyd set the busted glass down and somebody took the little drunk outside. Boyd said he couldn’t sit down because he’d got a hard-on like a prybar jammed in sideways and hung on his underwear. Said when that dog started barking, he remembered all that. It just made sense to help the dog out that way.

“We ended up wrecking that night. Run into the creek and not a one hurt. Killed the dog, though. Drowned it. Hack never did blame your brother. He knowed it wasn’t Boyd’s fault, same as Hack falling a tree on that man wasn’t no fault of his.”

Taylor stood by like a clock run down from all the talking. His clothes didn’t fit right and he was moving inside them, his body twitching like a horse shaking off flies. There was a lit cigarette in his month and he started to light it again. The pupils of both his eyes were big.

“What are you on?” Virgil said. “Trucker pills?”

“You want some?”

Virgil shook his head.

“Boyd didn’t like speed either,” Taylor said. “He was an acid man. You know what he said to me once. Said ‘I want to improve reality, not see more of it.’ Best buddy I had. Crazier than a three-bailed tomcat.”

Virgil drove to the next dormitory on their route and waited for the crash of garbage cans. About ten men had told him that Boyd was their best buddy. At first Virgil thought it was just what got said when a man died, but after a while he understood that they really meant it. Boyd’s directness endeared him to people who’d become accustomed to being discarded, but he’d never had a best friend. The closest was Virgil when they were kids, and that was an accident they’d both got stuck with.

They’d shared a long, narrow room in the attic of their parents’ house. Virgil thought monsters lived up there, and Boyd always went first, racing up the steps to the light switch, spinning rapidly at the head of the stairs to dispel the monsters and ensure his brother’s safe passage. Even then, Virgil had been glad that Boyd was the oldest and such chores fell to him.

After their father died of emphysema brought on by a lifetime of breathing coal dust beneath the earth, Boyd had never held a regular job. He stayed at home with their mother. It was as if there were two Boyds. One obeyed his mother, hauling water and splitting stove-wood, supplying fresh meat in fall and fish in summer. The other Boyd existed away from the house. He never came home drunk, bloody, hung over, or mad.

The sun moved into the lane of sky between the hills, spreading heat along the hollow. Rundell increased the pace in order to finish before breaking to eat. Like hunters, the men functioned best on empty bellies.

In midafternoon, Virgil drove off campus to the Dairy Queen on the edge of town. Taylor drank pop and ordered French fries for Dewey as a reward for having punched his timecard. The other men ate sandwiches brought from home. They sat at a picnic table in the warm sun, watching the occasional car go by. Beside them trees grew at angles from the steep-sloped hill. A dove called.

“You know,” Taylor said, “my mamaw could hear an owl of the night and tell you who was going to die and when. She was part Choctaw,”

“Which part?” Rundell said.

“You know what I mean.”

“Yeah, I do,” Rundell said. “I never worked with a man yet who didn’t claim to be part Indian. How about you, Dewey?”

“My papaw always said he had a little Indian in him,” Dewey said. “When I was a kid, I begged him to show him to me.”

The sound of an engine grew louder. The men looked toward the road, where a pickup stopped abruptly, its tires leaving long skid marks on the blacktop. The driver poked his arm, from the window, fired a pistol three times in their direction, and drove away.

“What in the Sam Hill?” Rundell said.

“Oh, shit,” Dewey said.

“Anybody know that truck?” Virgil said.

“Warning shots,” Taylor said.

“Had to be,” Rundell said. “I can throw a rock straighter than he shoots.”

“By God,” Dewey said, “he’s lucky he ain’t killed me. I’d a killed him back, by God.”

“Boys,” Taylor said, “I reckon I know what all that was over, and don’t none of you’uns have a thing to worry on.”

“Who does?” Virgil said. “You?”

Taylor ran his tongue behind his lower lip, making it swell like a fuzz worm. He lifted his cap and settled it back to his head, clamping hair from his eyes.

“Yup,” he said. “I carried a girl of his off like a cat does a kitten up to Jeff Mountain. Reckon I was lucky not to get her drawers down.”

“Goddam, Taylor,” Rundell said. “I don’t know what to think about a man gets his work buddies shot at and sets there eating lunch big as day,”

“Yeah,” Dewey said. He shoved his meal off the table to the ground. “Them bullets took the belly timber plumb out of me.”

“You ain’t going to eat that?” Taylor said.

“I couldn’t eat pie right now.”

“You act like you was town-raised.”

Taylor retrieved the container of French fries from the dirt. He picked through them like a carpenter gleaning lumber, holding them to the light, tossing some aside, keeping the good ones. When he chewed, the bill of his cap moved up and down.

“We ort to find another hiding place,” Rundell said. “Getting shot at sort of hurts this one awhile.”

“How about the ballfield,” Virgil said.

“Ag farm,” Dewey said.

“Freshman girls’ dorm,” Taylor said.

They debated their favorite places to park the truck and wait out the day until Rundell made the decision and they went to the landfill. At the end of the shift they drove back to their loading dock, where the Big Boss appeared as if dumped from a boot.

“Got a call from the sheriff,” he said. “Said shots got fired at the Dairy Queen. Said you and your men were there. Said it was oh-two-hundred in the after-damn-noon.”

“We took a late lunch,” Rundell said.

“Who was it shooting?”

“None of my men.”

“Where were you?”

“Outside eating.”

“How many men are at work on this crew?”

“Oh,” Rundell said, “about half.”

No one spoke. Each man found something to study—his boots, his hands, the hilltops beyond the lot. The Big Boss finally chuckled.

“I don’t believe the Dairy Queen is a suitable place for lunch,” he said.

Rundell nodded and the Big Boss walked away with one hand clasping the other behind his back. He reminded Virgil of a kid trying to hide a cigarette. As soon as he was gone, Taylor spat.

“Short little fucker, ain’t he,” he said.

“You best keep your timecard in good shape,” Rundell said. “He’ll be watching us now.”

“He can go to hell. I never met a boss I liked.”

“He ain’t near bad as most,” Rundell said, “You’re the first I ever heard of who got shot at on the fob. Maybe you should ask for hazard pay.”

“We all should,” Virgil said. “I don’t need no bullets hitting me. How about you, Dewey?”

“I done been shot once,” Dewey said. “Bullet cut a crease in me big enough to lay a finger in.”

“Where at?” Virgil said.

“In the ass,” Taylor shouted. “Go ahead, Virgil. Lay your finger in it.”

Expecting retribution, Taylor backstepped rapidly and stumbled into the cement block wall, “Damn it, boys,” he said. “Just when I get over my damn hangover, I have to go and make my head hurt again. You’re right, Rundell. Just working with me is a hazard on my own-self.”

The men laughed and Rundell rose from the loading dock. As one, they walked around the building to punch their timecards.
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A fierce hailstorm in May marked the boundary between spring and summer. Ice fell from the sky in blurs of white that beat tobacco beds to shreds. The storm’s passage left hailstones pooled in low spots of the earth. A few hours later the sun returned and summer began. Kentucky turned thick and heavy with green, as if the world weighed more.

At his mother’s house, Virgil entered the old smokehouse that was now a shed. The faint smell of pork still emanated from the dark walls. On an oily workbench sat a car battery, the head of a rake, and a pan full of nuts and screws. Scrap lumber leaned in a corner. He dragged the mower into the yard, jerked the cord, and the engine settled into a steady cycle. The muffler rattled against the engine housing. When Virgil tried to tighten the muffler, it came off in his hand. The threads were stripped. He figured Boyd had some private technique to keep it fastened, a wire in the right spot, or a delicate turn of the threaded end. He found wire in the shed and spent thirty minutes rigging the muffler in place.

The afternoon sun lay above the humped horizon of the hills. Virgil heard a car with an automatic transmission coming up the hill. The sound faded into the curve at the top, then increased along his mother’s ridge. The county sheriff parked at the property’s edge and strode across the high grass. Troy wore an official hat and jacket with a badge, although the rest of his clothes were casual. The last time he had visited was six years ago, courting Sara.

“Hidy, Virge,” he said.

“Troy.” Virgil nodded once in greeting. “Any news?”

The sheriff shook his head.

“Your mom home?”

“She stays home, Troy. Don’t hardly go nowhere but church. Sara takes her.”

“I’ve seen that before,” Troy said. “I’m not much of a churchgoer myself.”

“No.”

“Me and your brother, we ran together some.”

“You were pretty wild before the badge.”

“Yeah, buddy. I always remember Boyd telling me what Jesus said to the hillbillies before he died.”

“What?”

“ ‘Don’t do nothing till I get back.’ ”

Troy looked up the hillside, where road dust settled onto the brush, forming a patina over each leaf. He wiped his forehead and spat.

“You sure you can’t just talk to me,” Virgil said. “And let Mommy alone.”

Troy stared into the treeline. His tone of voice shifted, as if backing away.

“It’s got to be her. Official.”

Virgil led him up the plank steps and across the rain-grayed porch. In the front room of the small house a bare bulb lit framed photographs of Boyd and their father. On the other walls hung pictures of Sara, Marlon, and their children. There would be no pictures of Virgil until he produced kids or died.

Sara came into the room, blocking light from the kitchen.

“I warn you, Troy,” she said. “I ain’t going peaceable.”

The sheriff laughed.

“How Debbie could stand being married to a man mean as you I don’t know,” Sara said. “Has she had that baby yet?”

“Three more weeks, Sara. She’s doing fine.”

“And you?”

“Same.”

“I meant about having kids.”

“Don’t bother me,” Troy said. “I told her we’d quit whenever she wanted.”

“Sounds like you changed some.”

Troy’s face turned red and he closed his mouth. When he spoke, his voice had shifted again, as if he’d stepped behind an invisible wall.

“I’m here to see your mom, Sara. Need to talk to her direct. You all can be present, but it’s got to be her.”

Sara looked quickly at Virgil, who shrugged. She brought their mother into the front room.

“Mrs. Caudill,” Troy said.

“Hidy, Troy. You’re too late. She’s been married nigh five years.”

“Could be I’m up to court you this time.”

Her face softened briefly.

“Law says one at a time, Troy. You get the divorce, then come back.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He removed his hat. “I just wanted to tell you that the investigation is open and ongoing. At this time we have no suspects. We have no evidence and no weapon. What we have got is more rumor than an oak’s got acorns, and it all points to a man named Billy Rodale. He’s been questioned. He denies it. There’s nothing I can do.”

The sheriff slowed his words, careful to look only at Virgil’s mother.

“No one is willing to testify, Mrs. Caudill. You know how it is. People keep their mouths shut in a situation like this. If something happened to Rodale, people would stay quiet on that, too. If there’s no witness or weapon, I couldn’t do nothing about him, either. The person who did it would probably not get hisself caught.”

He stood and held his hat in both hands.

“I’m speaking for myself now, Mrs. Caudill. I feel terrible about it. All of it. But the law can’t do a thing.”

Virgil followed him to the porch. The sheriff avoided his eyes as he walked across the yard. He drove out the ridge and Virgil watched the road dust rise like smoke.

In the house, Sara and his mother sat on the couch. No one spoke. Virgil saw in their eyes what they wanted him to do. He left the house.

He started the mower and worked slowly because the grass was high, lifting the front wheels to prevent stalling. He mowed steadily, following the pattern he’d learned from his father—mark the perimeter first, then work inside it. He’d learned to paint a wall the same way. He wondered where the urge came from to delineate the edges of everything, to make maps and build fences.

He eased the mower along the edge of the hill, swerving instinctively for a tree that wasn’t there. He wondered if someone had cut it down, but there was no stump. Sweat stung his eyes and his wet shirt clung to his back. He got his bearings, which seemed ridiculous in his own yard, and saw the tree. It was in front of him, four feet over the hill, surrounded by ground cover. The tree was bigger but he recognized the angle of its growth. As a child he had pushed the mower on the other side of the tree, but now there was no grass near. He was stunned to realize that the hill was falling slowly away.

He shut off the mower and rested in shade. The raucous sound of the engine had hushed the birds, and the abrupt silence made his ears ring. The acrid smell of the septic tank drifted on a breeze. If the very earth could shift, anything could.

The sound of a car engine drew his attention, and he placed it as Abigail’s big Ford. He’d known Abigail all his life. They’d dated in high school but she had married the star quarterback of Eldridge County High and moved to Ohio. He drank and beat her, a secret she’d kept until the day she arrived at her mother’s house with a carload of belongings. She’d taken a two-year course in accounting and now worked in the payroll department of Rocksalt Community College.

For the past four years, everyone in Blizzard figured she and Virgil would get married. Virgil went along with the idea. She would marry him if he asked, and they’d talked about it in an oblique fashion, but he didn’t ask. He couldn’t, although he wanted to. He wouldn’t ask until he knew what held him back in the first place.

He tightened the muffler and returned the lawnmower to the shed. A bobwhite emitted its three-note call. He inhaled the scent of dusk, the coming dew. Katydids creaked like old bedsprings. Lightning bugs made a trail of yellow specks in the dimming air. He and Boyd used to wait until they blinked, then pull their bodies apart and smear the glowing mush on their faces.

Virgil leaned against the back door, dreading entry and supper. From inside came the rising laughter of Abigail, his sister, and his mother. It struck him that half his life happened when he wasn’t around. While he washed his hands for supper, Marlon arrived, having left the kids at an aunt’s house. Virgil stood in the kitchen door and watched him with the women. Marlon had more of a place in the house than Virgil did.

Sara noticed Virgil in the doorway.

“There he is,” she said. “Poop-head’s here.”

“Yard mowed?” Abigail said.

“You know the hill’s going over the hill out there.”

“No,” Abigail said. “I didn’t know that.”

Everyone waited for him to continue.

“This house,” Virgil said, “is a good six feet closer to the edge of the hill than it used to be.”

Marlon stomped on the floor, frowning as he gauged the walls.

“Foundations ain’t twisted,” he said, “or the windowglass’d be broke. I’d say the house’ll last awhile yet.”

“But will the hill?” Virgil said.

He sat at the metal-rimmed formica table. The ceramic salt and pepper shakers were a hen and rooster that leaned against each other.

“You sure get funny thinking in that head of yours,” Sara said. “Reckon when the hill went over? Last night?”

“No. Sort of slow and steady for twenty years.”

“We all been going over it for twenty years.”

“Yes,” their mother said, “and it’ll be going over us for many a year more.”

Abigail removed a tray of cornbread from the oven. The smell washed through the room like mist.

“Glad I ain’t from off,” she said. “People from off don’t know how to do.”

“I wouldn’t know,” Sara said. “You’re the only one here who’s left out of here.”

“Worst thing I ever did was leave.”

“Well, you came back. I know one man’s glad of it.”

Sara looked at Virgil with an expectant expression.

“I’m real glad,” he said.

“Set and eat,” their mother said. “You’uns put a bottom to your stomach.”

They gathered at the table, which held pieces of fried chicken lying on the brown paper of a grocery bag. The heavy plates were veined by a network of fine cracks. They ate without talk, as if at work, and Virgil remembered that the back and neck had been his father’s favorite pieces. The family rule was that whoever ate them also received the delicacies—liver, heart, and gizzard. Everyone took a second piece and Virgil’s mother served the neck to Marlon. Virgil wished he were in his trailer eating a frozen pot pie.

“Any dessert?” Marlon said.

“Not tonight,” Sara said. She patted her hips. “I don’t need no extra.”

“Just more to love,” Marlon said.

“Kids sure packs the weight on,” Sara said. “You all fixing to have any, Ab?”

Virgil could feel heat rush to his face. Abigail pitched her voice slightly higher in order to appear casual.

“We haven’t done any talking along those lines.”

Marlon was clearly confused. He looked from Virgil to Abigail and back. “You all go and get married?”

“No,” Virgil said. “Folks do that for different reasons.”

“I was pregnant,” Sara said.

“Sara!” her mother said.

“Well, I was. The whole hill knowed of it. I told Virgil first, before Marlon even. If our family’s got secrets, you can’t prove it by me.”

“She always did talk worser than, a jaybird,” their mother said.

“Nobody’s pregnant,” Virgil said. “Unless it’s you.”

“We’re done, ain’t that right, Marlon, I’m thinking on getting my tubes tied.”

“Sara,” their mother said, “you’re at the table,”

“It’s on TV, Mama. And I ain’t no jaybird, either, I’m the only liberated woman on the creek. I cuss in my own home and Marlon don’t care if I do.”

“Around here,” their mother said, “they ain’t no liberated nothing. Why, even these old hills got laws put to them anymore,”

“My opinion,” Virgil said, “Abigail’s on the liberated side. She works and takes care of her own car.”

“And lives alone,” Sara said.

“That’s right,” Virgil said. “But she don’t go around talking about getting herself spayed, either,”

“Leastways, I’m thinking on doing something I should.”

“Meaning I ain’t. Is that what you’re trying to say?”

“Take it any way you want.”

Virgil stood and went outside, leaving a tense silence behind him. The sky was gray between the hills. He wondered what kind of person his family thought he was. Perhaps they’d never had him right. He realized with a terrible twist in his chest that they wanted him to be like Boyd.
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