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FOREWORD 

During the spring of 1980, I spent a rainy weekend in early May 

reading a book. That book was Winesburg, Ohio, Sherwood Anderson's 

collection of short stories about the lonely, inarticulate people of a 

small Midwestern town. Although nearly six years have now passed 

since I read Winesburg for the first time, the memory of that weekend 

in May is still vivid and fresh in my mind. 

In retrospect, I think that reading Winesburg, Ohio was a kind of 

intellectual and emotional epiphany for me. During the hours that I 

spent reading Anderson's stories about such "grotesques" as Wing 

Biddlebaum, Kate Swift, Alice Hindman, and the many other people of 

Winesburg, I left the "real world" and suddenly found myself living in 

an imaginary, but very real "new world." In this new world, I was 

myself a citizen of Winesburg, Ohio, and I participated in the lives 

of the people who lived there. An intense feeling of wonder, excite

ment, and awe enveloped me. For the first time, I realize now, I had 

become consciously aware of the strange power, mystery, and magic of 

literature. After I finished Anderson's book and re-entered the real 

world once again, I felt as if I had been changed in some fundamental 

way. I was no longer the same person I had been before. The real 

world seemed fresh, new, and exciting, and so did I. 

I have read many excellent books since Winesburg, Ohio, but none 

of them have ever affected me in exactly the same way. The experience 

of reading Winesburg was my own personal initiation into the world of 

literature (I was nineteen at the time), for the book ignited my 

initial passion and love for both literature and creative writing. 

Soon after reading Winesburg, I decided that I would try to be a 

writer myself and that I would try to write my own collection of short 

stories about a small town and the people who lived in it. Tales From 

the Riverbank is the result of that effort. 

Like the stories in Winesburg, Ohio, the stories in this collec

tion all take place in a small rural town; they all share a common 

landscape. This landscape is a place called Rising Star. As some 
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readers may know. Rising Star is an actual town in North Central 

Texas. But I have been there only once, and that visit occurred 

during a long automobile drive I made across West Texas two years ago, 

when I was on my way to begin graduate study in English at Texas Tech 

University. When I finally got around to visiting the town (I made a 

detour to see it), I had already written several stories about Rising 

Star. Not surprisingly, seeing the real town was very disappointing, 

because the place did not at all resemble the Rising Star I had been 

carrying around in my mind for four years. I drove quickly through 

the town without even stopping to take a closer look around. 

Thus the stories in this collection are not based upon the real 

town of Rising Star; they take place in an imaginary, fictional 

landscape that has gradually evolved in my own mind during the past 

six years (I have written ten Rising Star stories; five are included 

here). I no longer remember exactly what motivated me to give the 

name Rising Star to my imaginary town, but I know that I have always 

been attracted to the visual and metaphorical qualities that the name 

implies. For me, "Rising Star" suggests a dynamic landscape of hope, 

energy, and inspiration. It is perhaps ironic, then, that the town I 

have created in these stories is a dark, gothic, decaying community, 

and the characters who live in this landscape have a very ambivalent 

relationship with their hometown. My characters are aware--some 

consciously and others unconsciously--that they need to escape the 

oppressive limitations of Rising Star. But, at the same time, these 

characters also realize that the town sustains them. Consequently, 

although they may be desperate to escape the powerful influence of 

Rising Star, they fear that escape will leave them lost and homeless. 

Some characters, like Thomas Fry, the narrator of "Cicero Bagby's 

Cloud," manage to conquer their intense fears of being homeless and 

eventually decide to break away. Others, like Nathan Lustie, the 

narrator of "Married or Left Town," do not break away, and so Rising 

Star engulfs them. In any event, the Rising Star landscape is the 

primary unifying principle for the stories in this collection. I 

think that all five of these stories can stand alone, but I also 
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believe that they possess an added depth, richness, and resonance when 

they are read together as a group. 

Besides the use of a common landscape, I have also attempted to 

create connections between the stories in at least one other important 

way. Like the characters in Winesburg, my characters do not only 

share the same hometown, but they also share a feeling of spiritual 

isolation, estrangement, and loneliness. The problem of isolation is, 

of course, a recurring theme in American literature, and I am certain 

that my own writing is also very concerned with this problem because 

of the influence that many American writers have exerted upon me, 

particularly Nathanael West, Flannery O'Connor, Carson McCullers, and 

Jill McCorkle, whose Miss Lonelyhearts, Wise Blood, The Ballad of the 

Sad Cafe, and July 7th are four books I admire greatly. 

The characters in my own stories are all "solitaries," and they 

are all desperate to make some kind of significant emotional connec

tion with another person. Some, like Gary Anderson, the narrator of 

"Come to Confusion," desire to engage in mystical union with another 

human being. The possibility for this kind of spiritual communion 

usually comes about as a result of a character's meeting with a 

stranger or strangers, and thus the basic premise behind all five 

stories is a dramatic confrontation between two (or at most three) 

characters who know little or nothing about each other. 

These dramatic confrontations between strangers inevitably lead 

to long, involved conversations, and so dialogue is one of the major 

techniques of characterization used in these stories. In fact, a 

lengthy dialogue between two characters is about all that happens in 

"The Wrestling," a story I first wrote as a play. Using dialogue so 

extensively comes naturally to me, because I have always been inter

ested in the constantly shifting nuances inherent in verbal speech. 

More than likely, I have also been influenced in this respect by 

Chekhov and Hemingway, two writers I admire who also enjoyed experi

menting with dialogue. 
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Hemingway has exerted an especially powerful influence upon my 

writing, perhaps even more so than Sherwood Anderson or any other 

writer. "Meeting on the Floodplain," one of the first Rising Star 

stories I ever wrote, particularly exhibits the pervasive influence of 

the Hemingway style. I did not realize it while I was writing the 

story, but "Meeting on the Floodplain" is, in some respects, a com

bination of Hemingway's "The Battler" and "Big Two-Hearted River." 

Although I recognize the obviously derivative qualities of the story, 

I still think that it is a good story, mainly because I enjoy its 

crude, simplistic, colloqial style and its straight-forward, linear 

plot structure. Perhaps because it is such an early story, "Meeting 

on the Floodplain" possesses a certain naive purity, simplicity, and 

crudity that the other stories in this collection do not quite 

approach. 

If there is any kind of aesthetic principle that has guided me 

along during the process of writing this collection, it has been this 

crude simplicity of style and technique. When I first began writing, 

I decided to follow Hemingway's example and to begin with "the 

simplest things." I enjoy reading and studying all types of American 

literature, from Hawthorne's dark Romanticism to Barthelme's experi

mental post-modernism, but for my own purposes, I have gradually 

evolved a personal "philosophy" of writing. Underlying this philoso

phy is the premise that technical amateurishness should not be a 

barrier to artistic communication and expression. For this reason, my 

writing tends to be rather crude and simple, both technically and 

stylistically. All five stories in this collection are straight

forward, linear narratives, for I have not attempted to experiment 

with form or to be technically or stylistically innovative. Moreover, 

because I have attempted to incorporate the patterns and rhythms of 

colloquial speech into my writing, the style of my stories tends to be 

strongly colloquial. Among the stories in this collection, the crude, 

almost inarticulate narrative voice of Nathan Lustie in "Married or 

Left Town" is perhaps the best example of this deliberately simple, 

anti-intellectual style. 
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My simplistic aesthetic philosophy and my personal distaste for 

technical and stylistic complexity has not only been influenced by 

such writers as Anderson and Hemingway, but also by various forms of 

pop culture, particularly pop music. Along with literature, pop music 

is another of my major interests, and three styles of American music--

folk blues, rockabilly, and punk rock--have influenced my writing, at 

least indirectly. 

There is a strong tradition in American pop music of crude, 

uninhibited, emotional expressionism, and this tradition is exem

plified, I believe, by folk bluesmen like Lightnin' Hopkins, 

rockabilly rebels like Gene Vincent, and punk rockers like Joey 

Ramone. To my mind, these performers all share a similarly unpreten

tious, simple, energetic style, and I have tried to capture this style 

in my own writing. Because I tend to consider myself somewhat of a 

neo-Romantic, I tend to value spontaneity, intuition, and emotion in 

art, and I therefore believe that extreme over-intellectualism 

inhibits artistic expression by stripping an artist's work of its 

potential energy, vitality, and vibrancy. 

These anti-intellectual ideals are also the major reason why the 

stories in this collection are about rather ordinary blue-collar 

people. They are men and women of the common herd, and they work in 

feed plants, factories, and discount department stores, dine in Dairy 

Queens, shop in Wal-Marts and Seven Elevens, and socialize in places 

like the "Feed Trough" and "Buster's Git and Gallop." Some, like 

Cicero Bagby and Thomas Fry, live in mobile homes. Once again, a 

major source of influence in my desire to write about working class 

people has been popular music, especially the music of Bruce 

Springsteen, whose albums Darkness on the Edge of Town, The River, and 

Nebraska have affected the style of nearly all of these stories. 

"Married or Left Town," for example, was initially inspired by 

Sprinsteen's song "Stolen Car," a very bleak, first-person vignette 

about a man trying to deal with the breakup of his marriage. 

Probably because of the Springsteen influence and because of the 

even more profound influence that Hemingway had upon my writing at the 
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time, "Married or Left Town" and "Meeting on the Floodplain," the two 

earliest Rising Star stories included here, are both much more bleak 

and nihilistic than the other three. As I matured, I gradually moved 

away from my post-adolescent, "angry young man" nihilism and turned to 

a more optimistic philosophy of living. This change was the result of 

many different factors, not the least of which was my reading of such 

British Romantic poets as Wordsworth, Shelley, Byron, and Keats. 

Shelley's "The Cloud," for example, first gave me the idea for "Cicero 

Bagby's Cloud." 

I think that I have now written nearly all I can write about 

myself and about the stories in this collection, and I now prefer to 

let the tales speak for themselves. Writing these stories has been a 

nerve-racking ordeal at times, but overall, I have enjoyed accomplish

ing what I originally set out to do. I plan to continue writing 

fiction in the future, perhaps even write a few plays, but I am 

certain that I will never again write a story about a town called 

Rising Star. The landscape has been exhausted and pushed to its 

limits, and now it is time for me to move on, to leave town, and to 

explore fresh, new territory. This collection is certainly not as 

good as Winesburg, Ohio, but I like to think that Tales From the 

Riverbank is the work of an apprentice who can only get better at the 

craft of writing. 

Lubbock, Texas 
April 1986 
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CICERO BAGBY'S CLOUD 



Only six weeks ago in the early part of August, my life was 

looking pretty damn bad. Nothing seemed to be going right, and I 

wasn't expecting any change for the better. My hope for something new 

to happen had faded away, and I was feeling dried up inside. 

For one thing, my hometown, which is called Rising Star, was 

suffering from the worst drought of all time. There hadn't been 

hardly a drop of rain anywhere within three hundred miles of town for 

nine months, and nobody had seen a single cloud in the sky for six 

months. The land was cracking open, all the creeks and rivers and 

lakes were going dry, and brush fires were burning in the hills 

outside of town. The mayor had to declare a state of emergency. 

Every night, the police were cruising the rich neighborhoods on the 

west side of town and arresting people who tried to wash their cars or 

water their lawns. Over on the east side of town, there was a black-

market set up where the poor people that didn't have hardly any water 

pressure could buy extra water in plastic jugs. Everybody in town, 

especially all the farmers and ranchers, were saying Rising Star was 

going to turn into a dust bowl and blow away. 

As for myself, Thomas Fry, the drought was starting to make me 

feel tired and burnt out and fed up with everything. At that time, I 

was also working a deadend job as a pressline operator in a factory 

called "Petroleum States Rubber Company." Even though I was having to 

work twelve-hour shifts six days a week, I was barely making enough 

money to pay my apartment rent and still be able to eat. Since I 

hadn't had a girlfriend or even a date in almost a year, I was feeling 

lonely and sorry for myself. I felt like a loser and wondered if I 

had any future, and I figured I was just going to have to be poor and 

lonely for the rest of my life. 

But then everything changed. And I didn't even have anything to 

do with all the things that happened. For once, I guess, I just ran 

into some luck. 

The change happened mainly because of an old man I met. His name 

was Cicero Bagby. He was a retired meat butcher who called himself a 

"maker and chaser of thunderstorms." And he was. 



I met Cicero Bagby on August 7, just three days after I turned 

twenty years old. That morning I had planned to go fishing on the San 

Saba River, and so I got off work right before dawn and drove out of 

Rising Star in my pickup truck. I got off work at dawn because I'd 

been working the six-to-six night shift at Petroleum States for about 

six months. 

But that wasn't why I didn't like my job. In fact, working 

nights was the only good thing about it. Those pressline machines 

give off a lot of steam heat, and the plant isn't air conditioned. 

They've got some big open windows for ventilation, but they don't help 

much. Since at that time it was the middle of summer and the terrible 

drought was still going on, the pressline operators working the 

six-to-six day shift were sweating so bad they had to drink a quart of 

water an hour and eat salt pills to keep from getting dehydrated and 

passing out on the job. They were all desperate to get transferred to 

the night shift, when it was just a little bit cooler. One guy even 

offered me fifty bucks to trade shifts with him, but there was no way 

I was going to do it. 

But the heat inside the plant wasn't the biggest reason I liked 

working the night shift. I liked it best because I don't like sleep

ing at night anyway. I'm like a raccoon, I guess, or maybe a vampire. 

I like doing my working during the night and doing my sleeping during 

the day. Before I got hired at Petroleum States, I had an easy job 

working the night shift as a cashier in a Seven-Eleven store out on 

the highway, but a guy with a pistol came in drunk one night and 

robbed me, so I was scared to work there anymore and quit. Anyhow, 

I've always liked working during the night and then sleeping during 

the day, and since I've got black plastic bags taped over the windows 

in my apartment, I don't have any trouble doing it. 

On the morning I met Cicero Bagby, I was tired but not sleepy. 

So I decided to go fishing on the San Saba River, which is about 

thirty miles northwest of here. I knew the Saba was going to be damn 

near dry, but I didn't care. Fishing on the Saba is what I always 

like to do whenever I'm in a bad mood and fed up with things. I knew 



I had to get out of town and do something different. I had to see 

some water again, even if it was only a river about to run dry. 

Besides the terrible drought, another thing I was getting fed up 

with was having to work so long and hard on the pressline. We'd been 

working on a government project for about eight months, making rubber 

and plastic parts for airplane bombs and tank missiles. But since 

there had been all kinds of problems with some of the parts not being 

of the right specifications, the government kept sending them back in 

boxes with big red "REJECTED" stamps plastered all over them. We kept 

having to change our molds to get the parts where they would meet the 

right specifications. And because of the water shortage, we had to 

shut the presses down for two hours every night to keep them from 

overheating and ruining our molds. The presses need plenty of water 

flowing through them to stay at the right temperature. Otherwise the 

molds won't set right. 

So we were way behind schedule on the government project, and 

since the contract deadline was coming up on September 1, we were 

having to work hard to catch up. Even the supervisors were having to 

work twelve-hour shifts instead of the usual eight, and nobody was 

getting any Saturdays off. 

I guess the supervisors noticed that us pressline operators were 

starting to get a bad attitude toward our work, because the night 

before I went fishing on the Saba, they showed us a government film 

about the bombs and missiles we were making parts for. We all crammed 

into the plant's executive conference room and stared at a little 

white movie screen, watching missiles and bombs blowing up buildings, 

airplanes, boats, and fake soldiers. It was like watching a World War 

Two movie, except there wasn't a story, just pictures. But there was 

a narrator guy in the background talking about how even though there 

wasn't a war on, we had to be ready in case there was one. 

After the film finished, the lights came back on and everybody 

started clapping and yelling. We got out of our chairs and stretched 

and stood around for a while talking about how even though we hadn't 

thought about it very much before, we really were making parts for 

bombs and rockets that would kill the Russians or anybody else that 
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was crazy enough to attack us. Then we all went back to work. And 

everybody, even me, worked harder than usual. 

Like I'd heard, the San Saba River was damn near dry. There were 

rocks and boulders sticking up out of the water like white skeleton 

bones. Even worse, the river was the same color as the water in a 

commode that hasn't been flushed in three days. But even though the 

river was in bad shape, I was excited about seeing it again. 

"It don't matter," I said to myself. "The river's gone bad, but 

I'll go fishing anyway. Even if the fish are all hot and won't want 

to eat anything. They're all just sitting down there on the bottom of 

the river waiting for it to start raining again." 

So I turned off the highway onto a dirt road and drove down to 

the riverbank. After parking the truck, I got out and walked down the 

bank to the river's edge. I bent over and slid my hand under the 

river, and it was hot and stagnant and not moving any. I went back up 

to the truck, got my fishing equipment, and sat down in the dust under 

a Cottonwood tree. 

The cottonwoods and willow trees growing on the riverbank were 

about the only things around that still looked like they were alive. 

All the grass was dead and brown and turning to dust. Not a breath of 

wind was blowing. Usually there are a lot of birds singing in the 

trees on the riverbank, but all I could hear were the locusts. They 

can start driving you crazy unless you don't pay any attention to 

their whining, but that's hard to do when there's nothing else to 

listen to. 

I threw a treble hook out into the middle of the river. The 

water was so shallow you could have waded all the way across it, which 

is about one hundred yards. Even though it wasn't even eight o'clock 

yet, the sun was already starting to make me feel like I was roasting 

alive. I was sure I wouldn't catch jack, but I decided to gut it out 

and see if maybe I got lucky somehow. 

I was fishing for catfish just like I always do, so I propped up 

a forked cottonwood branch on the bank to keep my reel from getting 

dusty. I broke three branches before I found one strong enough to 



stick in the ground, and even the I had to take a piss on the dust to 

soften the dirt. The ground was as hard as the limestone cliffs on 

both sides of the river. 

Since I was catfishing, I had a big bloody chunk of liver on my 

treble hook. After getting off work that morning, I'd bought a half 

calf's liver at Wadkin's 24-Hour Minimax in Rising Star. I planned to 

eat for supper whatever I didn't use for bait. 

Just like I'd figured, the catfish weren't biting because of the 

terrible heat. So I just laid there under the cottonwood tree, 

staring at the clear blue sky. I didn't even watch my line because I 

knew I wasn't going to catch jack anyway. The sunlight pouring down 

through the cottonwood leaves was so bright my eyes started aching, 

and finally I turned over on my stomach and fell asleep. 

I had a dream about what the river had been like before the 

drought had started strangling it. In the dream, I was a giant white 

bird flying high in the sky, and I looked below me and saw the river 

running fresh, green, and fast towards the sea. I swooped down and 

dove into the water. Under the river it was cool, dark, and quiet, 

but I could see a school of shad swimming upstream. I tried to grab a 

shad with my beak, but he got away from me. 

While I was dreaming, this Cicero Bagby guy drove up in a white 

pickup truck on the dirt road above where I was sleeping. I woke up 

and got on my knees and watched him stop behind my truck. He looked 

straight down at me. 

Bagby was an old bald-headed man with a giant red nose like an 

apple and little yellow eyes the same color as egg yolk. I was scared 

just to look at him. 

He jumped out of his truck and stood there looking at me. He was 

wearing greasy blue overalls and green cowboy boots with pointed toes. 

I could tell that his boots were made out of expensive lizard's skin, 

so I figured he was probably richer than he looked. You can tell a 

lot about people by the shoes they wear. 

"You catching anything?" Bagby said. 

"Nuh-uh," I said. 

"Damned river's going dry," he said, spitting in the dust. 
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"Yeah, it's really looking bad," I said. 

"It's nothing but a sewer now," he said. "I feel sorry for it. 

The water's the same color as shit and feels hot as piss, doesn't it?" 

"Yeah," I said. "I sure wouldn't want to go swimming in it." 

"It better hurry up and rain so it can flush itself out, or 

something bad is going to happen," Bagby said. "The fish are already 

dying off. I've found some of them floating on top of the water. And 

it's all because there hasn't been a drop of rain anywhere around here 

since December. I tell you, sometimes I almost start crying about it, 

but there's no use in it because I can't cry enough to fill it back 

up." 

"Seems to me it rained about a half inch back in March, didn't 

it?" I said. 

"It wasn't jack," he said. "Next day the river didn't even show 

it. The land is baked so dry it soaked up all the rain like a sponge, 

and there wasn't any runoff." 

"It's pretty bad, ain't it?" I said, shaking my head. 

"You damn right it is," Bagby said, spitting on the dust again. 

"You ever watched Roy Cook, that weatherman guy on the television 

station out of Cross Plains?" I said. 

"Yeah, I've seen him," Bagby said. 

"You watch him last night?" I said. "The five o'clock news?" 

"No," Bagby said. "I haven't watched him for a couple weeks." 

"Well, last night he claimed it ain't going to rain around here 

again for a real long time. He said everybody might as well accept 

the fact that we're turning into a desert." 

Bagby didn't say anything. 

"I guess you know they're already having to ration water over in 

Rising Star now. The police are arresting people who try to wash 

their cars or water their lawns. They already threw two old ladies in 

jail for trying it. They were watering their yard in the middle of 

the night, but somebody told on them, and they got caught red-

handed. . . . But you can't ever tell what's going to happen with the 

weather. Maybe it'll rain next week, or it'll get cloudy and cool 

off, one. But Cook, he said there's no hope left unless a hurricane 
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comes up here out of the gulf. And he said there's no hope for that 

happening either." 

"That Cook guy doesn't know a goddamned thing about it," Bagby 

said. 

His nose turned purple and looked like a plum instead of an 

apple, and then he started screaming at me. 

"Cook don't know nothing," he yelled. I could see spit squirting 

out of his mouth. "He don't have any hope left. He's given up just 

like the rest of them." 

"What?" I said. 

Bagby reached inside his truck and brought out a shotgun and blew 

out all the tires on my truck and shot out the windshield too. The 

shotgun blasts sounded like cannon shots and echoed against the 

limestone cliffs all up and down the river. I was so scared I almost 

keeled right over, and I had to grab hold of a cottonwood branch to 

keep from rolling down the bank into the river. I didn't know what to 

do, so I just sat there on the bank. I remember how quiet it was 

after the shotgun blasts faded away. The locusts had quit their 

whining. 

Bagby took some more shotgun shells out of the bib pocket of his 

overalls and jammed them into the chamber of his shotgun. Smoke was 

pouring out of the barrel. 

"Reel your line in, boy," Bagby said, pointing the shotgun down 

at me. "You ain't going to catch jackshit anyway, and you know it. I 

saw you when I drove up. You weren't even watching your line. You 

were sleeping there on the bank." 

I started reeling my line in, hoping he wouldn't shoot me in the 

back of the head. But when I tried to bring the hook in, I got 

nervous and scraped it across a boulder. I had to start pulling and 

tugging on it. 

"Cut your line, boy," Bagby said. "Damn, you've got yourself 

hung up good," he said in a kind of worried voice. "Cut your damn 

line." 

Bending over, I chewed on the line with my teeth until it cut in 

half and went slack, sinking under the brown river. 
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"My name's Cicero Bagby," he said. 

"I'm Thomas Fry," I said. I couldn't think of anything else to 

say to him. My voice was shaky and sounded like a little boy's 

because I was so scared of what might happen next. 

"Come on up the bank and get inside my truck," he said, "and 

bring that ice chest you've got there with you. Your truck's not 

going anywhere." 

"How come you did that to my truck?" I said. "I ain't even 

finished paying for it yet." 

Bagby didn't say anything. 

I walked up the bank and got in the passenger side of his truck 

and put my ice chest on the seat. Bagby kept the shotgun pointed at 

me until I got in, and then he popped all the shells out of the 

chamber and put them back in his pocket. He got inside his truck, and 

we started driving down the dirt road next to the river. 

"There's no reason for you to be scared of me. Fry," Bagby said. 

"I'm going to take you along with me and show you my trotline. I've 

got to bait check it, and you can help me. Then I'm going to show you 

why it ain't right to give up your hope and why it ain't right for you 

to believe that Cook bastard when he says there's no hope left for it 

to rain again." 

"What've you got against Cook?" I said. "He's never done any

thing to you, has he?" 

"I don't guess he's done anything to me personally," Bagby said, 

"but I don't like him because he doesn't tell the truth. He's a liar, 

and he's trying to make people give up their hope. That's the only 

thing a lot of us have got left, and he wants to take it all away." 

Since Bagby had put his shotgun up on the window rack behind his 

head, I wasn't too scared of him anymore. I was starting to think 

about how I could beat him up and steal his truck to go get the 

police. 

"What the hell are you talking about?" I said. "Cook's just a 

weatherman, ain't he? He doesn't claim to tell the truth. He just 

tries to predict what'11 happen. What's hope got to do with it? 
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Goddamn, all he said was the only hope left for rain is a hurricane 

coming up from the gulf." 

"If Cook knew a goddamned thing," Bagby said, "last night he 

would have said that it's going to rain tonight. And that's for damn 

sure. But he didn't say anything about it, did he?" 

"What?" I said. "It ain't going to rain tonight. There ain't a 

cloud in the sky. You claim to know more about the weather than 

Cook?" 

"Yep," Bagby said, looking over at me and smiling. "I'm predict

ing it's going to rain tonight." 

"What proof do you got?" I said. 

"I've just got the feeling inside me," he said. "My guts feel 

all wet and cool, and they haven't felt like that in a long time. And 

anyway, last night I saw it lightning way out in the western sky." 

"Cook said there were some big thunderstorms about three hundred 

miles west of here last night," I said. "He showed them on the radar. 

But he said that was as close as they would make it. I don't see how 

you could've seen them if they were that far off." 

Bagby slammed on the brakes and stopped the truck. I braced my 

hands out in front of me to keep from bashing my head open on the 

dashboard. 

"Let's quit talking about Cook," Bagby said. "I'm tired of 

talking about him." 

He started driving down the dirt road again. 

"Ok?" he said. 

"Ok with me," I said. 

Putting his right hand in his overalls pocket, Bagby pulled out a 

green ball of wadded up money. 

"Here's three hundred bucks," he said, peeling off three one 

hundred dollar bills and handing them to me. "That ought to cover 

what I did to your truck." 

I was thinking maybe Bagby was trying to fool me with money from 

a monopoly game or something, so I looked closely at the front and 

backside of the bills to see if his money was real, and damned if it 

was. 
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"Yeah, I guess that'll cover all of what you did to it," I said. 

I figured it would cost me at least 250 bucks to get new tires 

and fix the windshield on my truck, so I was happy to have the money I 

needed to do it and a little bit extra too. But then I started 

worrying about how I was going to get back to Rising Star so I could 

work that night. You miss one night out there, even if you have a 

damn good excuse, and they're still liable to fire you right there on 

the spot. Pressline operators never got any respect when I was 

working there. I used to get mad sometimes because the supervisors 

liked to call us the "press apes" behind our backs. They all knew 

there were plenty of people around town who needed a job, so it was no 

big deal to fire somebody. In fact, I probably worked there longer 

than just about anybody else. I always showed up for work when I was 

supposed to, but a lot of other guys didn't. Seemed like there were 

new pressline operators coming in and out of that plant every couple 

of weeks. A lot of the guys I knew lasted only a month or two before 

they moved on. 

"You gave me enough money to fix my truck, all right," I said to 

Bagby. "But now I don't have any way to get back to Rising Star. 

I've got to work tonight at six." 

"There's no reason to worry about getting back," Bagby said. 

"I'll give you a ride back into town, and you can call a wrecker to 

come tow it back to Rising Star." 

"But that'll cost me more money," I said. "There's no telling 

how much a wrecker would charge to come all the way out here." 

"Take another two hundred," he said, reaching in his pocket and 

handing me two more bills from his wad of money. 

"You rich or something?" I said. "You sure are carrying a lot of 

money on you." 

"Don't see how it's any of your business if I'm rich or poor," 

Bagby said. "But I'm sorry about shooting up your truck. I was 

stupid to do that to it. But I've got a hot temper, and the way you 

were talking about that Roy Cook made me go crazy for a minute. I've 

been getting real fed up with hearing him and other people say there's 

no hope anymore. Things are looking bad now, but I guarantee you we 
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ain't going to turn into a desert like he claims. One day the river 

will be flowing cool and deep again, and the grass and trees will 

start growing and turn green." 

"Well, I knew you were mad," I said. "But I wasn't trying to 

piss you off or anything." 

"I know it," Bagby said. He started laughing at me. "But you 

don't have any hope, do you. Fry?" 

"Hope for what?" I said. "For it to rain again?" 

"Yeah," Bagby said. 

"Sure, I'm hoping it'll rain," I said, "but that don't mean it's 

going to. I don't have nothing to do with whether it rains or not." 

All of a sudden Bagby slammed on his brakes, and I nearly hit my 

head on the dashboard again. 

"I've got my john-boat right down there," Bagby said, looking 

down the bank at the river. We were about two miles upriver now from 

where I'd been fishing when Bagby first drove up. 
* * • * • 

Bagby's john-boat was rusty and beatup like an old beer can. I 

could tell he'd hit a lot of rocks in the river with it. 

"Hop on in," he said to me. 

Stepping off the riverbank, I sat myself down in the front seat. 

Bagby had an old yellowed piece of foam rubber for a seat cushion. 

"Didn't you bring that ice chest with you?" Bagby said. 

"No," I said. 

"What you got in it?" he said. 

"A bottle of water and a slab of liver I was using for bait." 

"Beef liver?" he said. 

"Yeah," I said. 

"You mind if I use some of it for baiting my trotline?" Bagby 

said. 

"I was going to eat it for supper," I said. 

"I won't use but a little of it," he said. "Haven't tried liver 

in a couple months." 
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Bagby walked back up the bank to his truck and came back with my 

ice chest. He shoved the john-boat away from the bank and climbed 

into the backseat. 

"Here you go. Fry," he said, reaching under his seat and pulling 

out two old wooden canoe paddles. We paddled the john-boat out into 

the middle of the river and started moving upstream. There was no 

current at all, so it was fairly easy paddling. But the heat was 

beating down on us like a blast furnace. 

"Damned this heat," I said under my breath. 

"We've got to paddle about two miles upriver to where I've got my 

trotline set," Bagby said. "Used to have a trolling motor on this 

thing, but I clobbered a boulder and tore up the propeller back in 

May. River's too damn low now for a boat with a motor on it. . . . 

You keep a look out for rocks so we don't get stuck on top of any of 

them." 

"All right," I said. "But with the water being so brown-colored 

and with no current, it's going to be hard to see them." 

"Don't I know it," Bagby said. "I bet I've hit every damn rock 

in this poor river." 
I didn't say anything. 

"You're still scared, aren't you. Fry?" Bagby said. 

"No," I said. "You left that shotgun up in your truck." 

"Figure you can beat up an old goat like me pretty easy?" 

I didn't say anything. But Bagby was reading my mind. I was 

still thinking about how I'd beat him up if he started acting crazy 

again. 

"How old are you. Fry?" Bagby said. "About twenty-five?" 

"Just turned twenty," I said. 

"An old goat and a young buck," Bagby said. "How old you think I 

am?" 

Twisting around in my seat, I took a close look at him. Bagby 

was staring at the sky with the slits of his yellow eyes squinted 

against the sun. His nose looked like a purple plum again, and there 

were little drops of sweat dripping off his chin into a puddle of 

river water in the bottom of the john-boat. 
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"I don't know," I said. "About fifty-five, maybe?" 

"You're a pitiful judge of age," Bagby said, laughing and looking 

down at me. "Either that or you're trying to get in good with me." 

Neither of us said anything more for a minute. 

"So how old are you?" I said. "A hundred and twenty-five?" 

"Ninety-five," Bagby said. "I'll be hitting ninety-six next 

week." 

"Damn," I said. "You look a hell of a lot younger than that." 

I was shocked that Bagby was that old, because he looked at least 

forty years younger. I don't think I'd ever talked to anybody that 

old in my whole life. But then I started wondering if he was lying 

about his age. 

"Yeah," Bagby said. "I'm kind of proud that I don't look my age. 

I guess it's because I never sit around doing nothing or thinking too 

much about how old I am. You've got to try not to think about how you 

might drop dead any minute, or you just go dead inside. You've got to 

keep doing the things you like to do or you just go to seed. Other

wise you'll get hot and blow up like a watermelon that's been left on 

its vine out in the hot sun long after it's already ripe. . . . You 

ever seen that happen before?" he said. 

"What?" I said. 

"When a watermelon gets so hot and ripe that it splits open and 

its juice pours out all over the ground? Like the blood of a gutted 

catfish." 

"No." 

"I have," Bagby said. "I've seen it happen to a lot of people, 

but it's not going to happen to me. No way." 

"I don't see how a watermelon is the same as a person," I said. 

"I'm not saying they are," Bagby said. "But in some ways they're 

the same, you know. A watermelon has a hard shell, but it's soft and 

mushy on the inside and needs a lot of water like we do." 

"Everything needs water to live," I said. 

"Ain't it the truth," Bagby said. "But the drought's making us 

run out of it around here. . . . Well, I'm just saying that I haven't 

let myself go to seed like some of the old goats I used to know. 
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They're all dead now. I'm damn near the only one of them that's still 

living. I tell you. Fry, I've had to slow myself down since I started 

getting old, but I still keep on doing the things I like doing." 

"Are you a farmer?" I said. 

"No," he said. "Do I look like one or something?" 

"Sort of," I said. 

"I'm a trotliner now," Bagby said. "Fishing's about all I do. 

But I was a meat butcher before I retired." 

"A store butcher?" I said. 

"Yeah," he said. "I was the butcher in Wadkin's Minimax over in 

Rising Star. I'm from there like you are." 

"I'll be damned," I said. "I bought that liver I've got in my 

ice chest at Wadkin's just this morning. I always go shopping for 

groceries there. The prices are a lot cheaper there than at H.E.B. or 

that Piggly Wiggly." 

As soon as I stopped talking, I heard a loud crunching noise that 

reminded me of the gears grinding on a truck with a bad transmission. 

It was the bottom of Bagby's john-boat scraping over a rock. 

"We just hit one of those rocks," I told Bagby, hoping he 

wouldn't start screaming at me. I was embarrassed that I'd forgotten 

to keep watching out for them. "Guess I didn't see it with the sun 

glaring down and everything," I went on. 

"There's no reason for you to apologize," Bagby said. "I'm not 

going to kill you for it. This boat's already so beat up it ain't 

going to matter. It ain't your fault anyway. Fry. It's the drought's 

fault." 

He swung his legs over the side of the john-boat and stood up in 

the river. The water came up to his waist. Pushing us off the rock, 

he grunted and climbed back inside the boat. Brown river water 

dripped from his overalls. We started paddling again. 

"Why'd you quit butchering?" I asked Bagby. "Wadkin's fire you 

or something--after you hit sixty-five?" 

"No," Bagby said. "I didn't get fired. I was a butcher for a 

long time--from the time I was 30 until I was 80. But after 50 years, 

I finally got fed up with doing the same thing everyday. That happens 
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when you do something for too long. So I retired. But I still do it 

on the side ewery now and then. I've got a reputation around here 

with the hunters and trotliners. They bring me their deer and 

catfish. I do it for free, or they give me a bottle of wine or 

something. But I haven't done any butchering for quite a while now. 

Not since deer season, and even that was pretty pitiful. When the 

drought got real bad, the catfish just quit biting. Some trotliners 

say they're all dead. Claim there's no oxygen left in the river. 

There must be a hundred trotlines all up and down the river that 

haven't been baited in four or five months. I've run a few of them 

just to see if anything's on them. The hooks are slimy and covered 

with moss. The lines are rotting to pieces in this water. It's sad. 

None of the fishermen have any hope left. Except me. I'm the only 

one left who still baits up every day. The rest of them say I'm 

crazy, just wasting time and bait." 

"You live down here on the Saba?" I said. 

"You bet," Bagby said. "I've got a trailer house up close to 

Sulphur Springs Falls. It's a pretty nice place. Damn nice. You 

ever been up to the falls before?" 

"No," I said. "I've heard about them, but I've never been that 

far upriver." 

"It's beautiful up there," Bagby said. "Like no other place 

within 300 miles of here. Green and cool like you wouldn't believe. 

But now there's only one little stream of water going over the cliff. 

The springs are starting to go dry now. I'm scared they'll go bone 

dry pretty soon--unless it starts raining." 

"I thought you claimed it was going to rain tonight?" I said. 

"That's what I'm predicting," Bagby said. "But I don't know how 

much. It's going to take a lot of rain to get everything refreshed 

again. Tonight might just be a good start." 

Me and Bagby didn't say anything more for a minute or two. I 

remember thinking about what a crazy old geezer he was, predicting 

rain when Roy Cook had said there wasn't even the slightest chance for 

any. Looking over to my right, I saw a big white goat and her kids 

climbing up the limestone cliff above the riverbank. I lost sight of 
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them when they jumped behind a thicket of brown cedar trees, but a 

second later I heard a pile of stones sliding and banging down the 

cliff as they kept climbing to the top, which is about 200 or 300 feet 

almost straight up. 

The river carved out the cliffs a long time ago, thousands of 

years before the towns all up and down her started building dams to 

make lakes and to stop the floods in the spring. The Saba hardly ever 

floods anymore because of all the dams, not even after a five inch 

rain. I learned about rivers from a class I took in high school. 

"Where you work. Fry?" Bagby said after we couldn't hear the 

goats climbing the cliff anymore. They were the first animals I'd 

seen on the river all day long, so I knew we were probably getting 

close to the falls. 

"I work down on the pressline at Petroleum States," I said. 

"That rubber plant in Rising Star?" Bagby said. 

"Yeah." 

"You like working there?" Bagby said. 

"It's all right, I guess," I said. "Right now I'm working the 

night shift, and that's the time when I like to work. But the work's 

hard and sweaty and even dangerous sometimes. Last week a guy I know 

got his hand torn off by one of the machines. You've got to be 

careful around those presses if you don't want to get hurt. I heard 

this guy who lost his hand had a bottle of tequila in his car and was 

drinking it out in the parking lot during his breaks. But there's no 

telling if it's true or not. You can get hurt bad even if you're 

sober. The pay out there ain't all that great either, but a guy's got 

to eat. At least I've got. . . ." 

"You smell that?" Bagby said, interrupting what I was telling him 

about my job. His voice sounded happy and excited. 

"What?" I said, turning around to look at him. He had his head 

tilted back, and he was sniffling like he had a bad cold. 

"There's the falls," he said. I turned back around and stared 

upriver. "You can't see them yet, but you can smell them all the way 

down here. The sulphur smells like rotten eggs, doesn't it. Fry? Or 

like a match after you've just lit it? You smell it?" 
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I took a deep breath through my nose, but I could just barely 

smel1 the falls. 

"There's a little bit of breeze blowing down now from the north," 

Bagby said. "That's how come we can smell the falls from down here." 

I quit paddling for a minute. When the john-boat quit moving, I 

felt a gust of wind cooling and drying the sweat on my face. 

"My trailer's behind those cottonwoods up there on the right," 

Bagby said. "The falls are about a quarter mile up from my trailer. 

I've got my trotline set about 100 yards below the falls." 

Bagby's trailer house sat up on wooden stilts right under the 

face of the giant limestone cliff. It was painted a faded pink color, 

and a tall television antennae stuck up from the top of the roof like 

a dead tree. The white cliff face looking down over the trailer house 

was covered with little black spots, which were caves and sink holes 

worn into the rock. There were also clumps of big round bird's nests, 

which the birds had built with gobs of brown river mud. The top of 

the cliff was covered with scraggly cedar and mesquite trees. Up 

above the trees I could see the clear blue sky. 

"You ever climbed back into one of those caves?" I asked Bagby. 

"No," he said. "Well, one time I went up there and climbed 

inside one, but it was full of rattlesnakes and bats. I came back out 

of there in a hurry. There's no telling how deep those things go back 

into the cliff. Maybe miles and miles." 
• * * • • 

I knew Bagby's trotline wouldn't have a damn thing on it, and I 

think Bagby himself was sure there wasn't going to be a single catfish 

on his line. But he never would have admitted something like that to 

himself. 

He even acted like all the empty hooks didn't bother him a bit, 

but I don't think he acted that way because he was used to never 

catching anything. He was one of those optimistic types of guys who 

don't like to let themselves think bad thoughts. They're always 

thinking that things are better than they look or that bad things are 

going to get better, no matter what. I guess that's how they keep 

going on through life even when everything looks bleak and hopeless. 
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As for me, I've always been a lot different than guys like Bagby. I 

always figure that things are already bad and are going to get even 

worse. That way I'm always ready for the worst to happen to me, and 

if something good happens, then I always feel surprised and happy, 

like somebody has given me a present. I guess I've never expected all 

that much out of life. I just take what I get. 

But Bagby was always expecting good things to happen, and I think 

that's what I liked about him the most. Usually I don't like people 

who aren't the same as me or who aren't at least sort of like me, but 

I liked Bagby because he was a lot different than me. The fact that 

he was seventy-five years older than me wasn't the only way he was a 

lot different from me. He nes/er would quit hoping or give up his 

dreams. I think he woke up every morning during the drought believing 

that it was going to rain that day. 

Bagby stripped off all the old, mushy pieces of bait from his 

trotline, and then he rebaited his hooks with a few slices of the 

calf's liver I had given him, along with some Tender Chunks dog food 

that he had in a coffee can under his seat. I held onto the trotline 

and pulled the john-boat all the way across the river while he baited 

up. 

"When was the last time you caught something?" I asked him after 

we'd let go of the fresh-baited trotline and waited for it to sink 

back down to the bottom. 

"Three nights ago," he said. "Hooked about a twenty pound mud 

turtle. He was mean and stunk like rotten mud. I finished eating him 

this morning. I catch a turtle about once a week. They don't taste 

all that good, but they're better than jack. . . . Last time I caught 

a fish was about a ten pound yellow cat back in March." 

"I don't see how you can keep baiting up every day," I said. 

"I'd have already given it up a long time ago and started buying 

farm-raised catfish in the grocery store or something." 

"I'm just a fanatic about fishing," Bagby said. "Or maybe I'm 

just crazy. But you've got to be a little crazy to be a good fisher

man. I bait up every morning and every night. Most people bait up 

only once, right before dark." 
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Raising his hands into the air, Bagby closed his eyes, looked up 

at the sky, and then started whispering a strange prayer. 

"Lord Jesus," he said in a shaky voice, like he was going to 

start crying. "Please let the big bottomfeeders that live in this 

river come to feed on my bait. And I hope you will let it rain and 

thunder this evening. As you know, me and the catfish and the river 

are getting tired of the drought. Everything's suffering because of 

it. There's no sense in letting this happen, and you know it. Amen." 

Bagby opened his yellow eyes and looked at me. Something about 

the way he said his prayer in such a trembling, serious voice made me 

feel odd. I felt sad, and for a second I had a sort of homesick, 

lonely feeling like I was standing alone on a beach at night. When I 

was watching Bagby say his prayer, I even got goosebumps on my arms, 

and my eyes started watering a little. But as soon as he was 

finished, I wanted to start laughing like a hyena. But I knew if I 

laughed I'd either hurt Bagby's feelings or make him mad at me, so I 

just smiled at him. I never could tell with Bagby, because it was 

hard to know what he was thinking or to predict what he might do next. 

"How'd you like that prayer?" Bagby said. "I made it up myself. 

I've been saying it every time I baitcheck since the drought got bad." 

"It sounded pretty good," I said, "but I'm not too religious." 

"I didn't figure you were," he said, smiling at me. 

We picked up our paddles and started heading upstream towards 

Sulphur Springs Falls again. 

"You can hear the falls now," Bagby said as we paddled around a 

sharp bend in the river. "You hear them. Fry?" 

"Not yet," I said, lifting my paddle out of the water to rest my 

arms for a second. "Now I can," I said, starting to paddle again. 

The falls sounded like a shower running in the bathroom with the 

door closed. All of a sudden the air around me seemed a lot cooler, 

and the smell of sulphur filled my nose. I saw a sparkling clear 

stream of water about three feet wide pouring over the top of a tall 

limestone cliff. The face of the cliff was covered with thick green 

mats of moss, and a little forest of ferns, bushes, pecan trees, and 
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sycamores was growing at the bottom of it. The sunlight hitting the 

spray of falling water made me see a big curved rainbow. 

After dropping to the bottom of the cliff, the falls turned into 

a stream again. This new stream ran down through a field of tall 

green reeds and rushes and finally emptied into the river. There was 

a wide round circle of clear blue water around the mouth of the little 

stream, but the river water outside the edge of the blue pool was 

still the same brown, dirty-looking color. 

Me and Bagby landed the john-boat and climbed onto the bank. We 

looked up at the top of the cliff and watched the springs tumbling 

down over the edge. 

The falls were like nothing I'd ever seen before in my life. The 

little forest growing beneath the cliff was cool and green like a head 

of fresh lettuce. All I could think about was taking a shower under 

those sparkling falls, even if the water did smell like sulphur. 

"This here is an oasis," Bagby said, staring up at the falls and 

smiling to himself. "This is what I wanted to show you so you 

wouldn't believe that it's never going to rain again. Let's get on up 

there and take us a cold bath." 

We dragged the john-boat up onto the riverbank and started wading 

up through the mouth of the stream. The water was ice cold compared 

to the Saba, and the current was flowing so fast and pushing against 

our legs so hard that we had to stagger up into it. The stream was 

about four feet wide and two feet deep, and the bottom was covered 

with shiny pieces of white gravel and little black pebbles covered 

with yellow moss. I remember watching those little mats of yellow 

moss waving back and forth in the current. 

Once we had started fording into the little stream, we were 

walled in on both sides by the field of tall green reeds and rushes. 

Up ahead and above us we could see the falls pouring down over the 

cliff and rushing towards us. Bagby stopped for a minute and cupped 

his hands under the water, splashing some on the back of his neck. 

After we were almost standing directly under the falls, he 

started stripping off his clothes. He sat down on a boulder in the 

sun and took off his boots. Turning around with his back to me, he 
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peeled off his overalls and stood there naked. His body was pale and 

white except for his neck and arms, which were burnt as brown as the 

river. 

Bagby walked slowly across the rocks to keep from slipping on the 

moss and disappeared into the waterfall. He stood there under the 

water and didn't move. Water bounced off his body and spurted and 

sprayed all around him. 

After about a half minute, Bagby came back out from under the 

waterfall and started gasping and shouting at me. Beads of water 

dripped off his body, and his eyes kept blinking and fluttering. 

"Come on and get in it. Fry," he shouted. "Yeah, you bet," he 

laughed and sputtered. "Makes you feel like a new man." 

I could barely hear what he was shouting at me because of the 

roaring noise of the falls. Bagby kept waving his arms and yelling 

for me to come stand under the falls with him, but I just stood there 

and watched him. Finally he shook his head and turned around and 

walked inside the water again. 

As soon as he disappeared, I went ahead and took off all my 

clothes except for my pants. I made sure to put the 500 dollars Bagby 

had given me into my shirt pocket. My feet felt cold and slimy when I 

walked over the rocks and stepped under the falls. 

The water was so cold at first that for a second I couldn't get 

my breath. My body felt tight as a barbed wire fence. Finally I got 

my breath back, and my body started to feel like a ball of soft cold 

clay. The water was pounding me hard, but it felt damn good. 

Suddenly Bagby's hand squeezed my arm, and he pulled me behind 

the falls. I opened my eyes and blinked a few times. After my eyes 

had adjusted to the dark, I saw that we were standing in a little cave 

behind the falls. The cave was about three feet wide at the mouth, 

and the ceiling was about a foot above the top of my head. 

It was too dark in the cave to be able to see very far into it, 

but from where I stood it looked like it went back forever and ever. 

The air inside the cave was cool and smel led wet and sweet, like a 

field of hay just after a rainstorm has ended and the sun has come 

back out. 
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"This is where I'm living now," Bagby said. 

"What?" I said. At first I had no idea of what he was talking 

about. 

Bagby moved away from me and started walking further back into 

the darkness of the cave. I lost sight of him and started getting a 

little scared, wondering what the hell he was up to. 

"Where you going?" I called out to him. 

My voice sounded like it was being sucked into the cave and then 

spit back out at me. There was an echo like when you talk in an empty 

room that doesn't have any furniture in it. 

"Come on back," Bagby's voice echoed. "Come on back and see 

where I live." 

For a minute I couldn't make up my mind about whether or not I 

should follow Bagby into the cave. I wasn't sure if I could trust 

him. In my mind I imagined him waiting naked for me in the dark with 

a sharp butcher knife in his hand, getting ready to stab me to death. 

Like I said, I'm the kind of guy who's always expecting the worst. 

"Ain't you coming?" Bagby said again. "What's wrong?" He 

sounded like he was getting farther away from me. 

"Yeah, I'm coming," I said finally. "But it's so dark in here I 

feel like I'm blind." 

"I've got a lantern back here," Bagby said. "Come on." 

"Why don't you come back here and show me the way?" I said. 

"No, you can make it by yourself," Bagby said. "There's nothing 

to be afraid of." 

I started walking back into the cave. Suddenly, it got so dark 

that I brought my hand up in front of my face and couldn't see a damn 

thing. But I kept on going deeper and deeper into the dark. The cave 

passage I found myself going through was like a skinny tunnel. The 

roof started getting lower and lower until I clipped my head against 

it, so I had to crouch over and sort of crawl my way back there. I 

put my hands out against the walls of the tunnel to keep my balance. 

The walls were covered with a carpet of cold moss that was thick and 

soft and sweet-smelling, like a woman's hair after she has just washed 

it. 
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After about fifty feet, the tunnel came to an end. I found 

myself standing in a little round cave about the size of a big bed

room. Bagby was sitting naked on a big yellow-colored couch in the 

middle of the cave floor, holding an electric lantern in his lap. The 

lantern filled the darkness with pale white light. Besides the couch, 

Bagby didn't have much furniture in his cave room. There was just a 

wooden cot, an aluminum table with four wooden chairs around it, a 

green propane campstove, a giant red and white ice chest, and three or 

four wooden peach crates filled with food and pots and pans. I stood 

there staring at everything for a few seconds. 

Bagby got up from the couch, put the lantern down on the aluminum 

table, pulled a blanket off his cot, and finally settled back down on 

the couch, wrapping the blanket around himself and smiling at me. 

"Sure is cold in here, isn't it?" Bagby said. 

"Yeah," I said, noticing that my teeth were chattering a little. 

"It stays about fifty-five degrees in here all year round," Bagby 

said. "That's about half of what the temperature is outside right 

now. Even better than having air conditioning, ain't it?" 

I didn't say anything. 

"Well, what do you think of my place?" Bagby said. "You sur

prised?" 

"Man, this is something else," I said. 

"Yep," he said, chuckling a little. "A hundred years ago, about 

the time I was born, the Indians used to spend e\/ery summer camped 

here next to the falls. They used to store their meat back here in 

this cave. People say they used to have wars over which tribe could 

stay here for the summer." 

Bagby noticed how I was shivering. 

"Take the other quilt off my cot and take a seat here on the 

couch," he said. 

I walked over to the wooden cot, picked up his quilt, and sat 

down at the other end of the couch. Gradually I quit shivering. 

"How'd you get all this stuff in here?" I said. 

"Hauled it upriver from my trailer in the john-boat and carried 

it up in here myself," he said. "Wasn't too hard of a job. Except 
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for this couch. It got stuck in the tunnel two or three times, but I 

pushed it on through." 

"Damn," I said. "How long have you been living in here?" 

"Since April," he said. "The heat was getting so bad I couldn't 

sleep in the trailer anymore." 

"How long did you live in the trailer before you moved in here?" 

I asked him. 

"A couple years," Bagby said. Suddenly he frowned and changed 

the subject, like he didn't want to talk about it. 

"You hungry?" he said. "It's getting to be about lunchtime." 

"No," I said. "Not really. Even though I didn't eat any break

fast. I came out here to go fishing as soon as I got off from work 

this morning." 

"You can eat lunch with me," Bagby said. "I've got a carp that I 

found floating dead in the river this morning. But you don't have to 

worry about the meat being spoiled or anything. I know when meat's 

fresh or not. He wasn't even bloated yet. I think the river's so hot 

now that it killed him." 

"Either that or he died of old age," I said. 

"Yeah it could have been that, too," Bagby said. "But I've been 

finding dead carp and gar floating in the river for a month now, and 

all of them have been good eating." 

"I don't know," I said. "I really need to be getting back to 

Rising Star. I've got to work at six, you know." 

"It's not even noon yet," Bagby said. "What's wrong? You don't 

1 ike eating carp?" 

"I've never tired it," I said. "But everybody I know who has 

says its trashy. One guy I know said it tastes worse than mud cat." 

"Well, It's true that a yellow cat or a channel cat tastes a lot 

better," he said. "But lately I've been taking whatever the river has 

given me. Which ain't much. If you cook carp right, it tastes just 

fine." 

"No, I don't think so," I said. "I'm not too hungry, and I 

really need to get back to town so I can take a nap and get cleaned up 

for work. And I've still got to call that wrecker." 
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"I'll tell you what. Fry," Bagby said, "I'll eat my carp, and you 

can eat the rest of that liver you've got in your ice chest. You said 

you were going to eat it for supper anyway. I'll fry it up for you 

right here on my campstove. I've even got some onions I can put on it 

for you." 

I sat on the couch and stared up at the ceiling of Bagby's cave 

room, trying to decide what to do. I knew I still had at least four 

hours left before I needed to get back to Rising Star, so that wasn't 

any big problem yet. "I don't think Bagby's going to take me back 

into town until he eats lunch," I remember thinking to myself. "And 

maybe he never will, and I really will have to beat him up and steal 

his truck. Otherwise, I'm liable to wind up being out of a job. 

Well, all I can do is go ahead and eat lunch with him and hope he 

drives me back after that." 

"Well, are you going to eat lunch with me or not?" Bagby said. 

"Yeah . . .," I said. "Looks like I've got no choice. . . . 

Fried liver and onions sounds pretty good." 

"We'll have us a damn fine meal," Bagby said. His voice sounded 

happy and excited. "I'm sorry about what I did to your truck and 

everything. Fry. But you like it out here at the falls, don't you?" 

"Yeah, it's great out here," I said. 

"I knew you were going to like it," he said. "That's why I 

brought you out here to see it. Let's go back outside now and take 

another shower before we eat lunch. I'm going to show you how to ride 

the chute. You don't know what fun is until you've floated down the 

chute." 

Bagby hopped up from the couch, turned off the electric lantern, 

and grabbed hold of my arm. I followed him through the tunnel until 

we were right behind the waterfall again. We stood under the roaring 

water for a few seconds and then stepped out into the bright sunlight 

on the other side. My eyeballs hurt like when you go see a movie in 

the afternoon and come back outside into the white light. I thought 

my eyes were going to melt. 

Me and Bagby had a lot of fun riding down the chute. It was like 

riding waves in the ocean or going down a steep waterslide at an 
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amusement park. All you did to ride the chute was lay on your back in 

the little stream that emptied into the Saba, letting the strong 

current push your body downstream until you plunged into the deep blue 

pool. Then you'd swim around in the pool for a minute, ford your way 

back up through the stream to the bottom of the falls, and ride the 

chute again. Bagby was like a little boy when he rode it. I remember 

him thrashing and flailing around in the rushing water as he went 

floating downstream, coughing and laughing and yelling about how he 

felt like a "new man." 

After about a half hour, our legs got tired and our skin started 

wrinkling, so Bagby got my cooler out of his john-boat. We went back 

up into the cave to eat lunch. 

* * • • * • 

"You rest up some. Fry," Bagby said, pulling on a dry pair of 

overalls. He squatted down and started priming his campstove. "I'm 

going to start cooking." 

I sat there on the couch with the warm quilt wrapped around me 

and closed my eyes. Bagby asked me if I wanted to put on a dry pair 

of pants, but I said I was all right. In a minute I heard the sound 

of the carp and liver crackling on the campstove. Opening my eyes, I 

watched Bagby turn the burners down low. He reached under his cot, 

brought out a big half-gallon jug of red wine, and sat down on the 

couch. 

"Try some of this wine," he said, putting the jug on my lap. "A 

guy I quartered a deer for last winter gave a gallon of it to me. He 

made it last summer with some mustang grapes he found growing on the 

riverbank. It's real good wine. Real sweet and smooth. Warms your 

belly." 

I took a pull on his wine. It was sweet and thick. As soon as I 

took a gulp of it, I knew I wanted to go ahead and get a little drunk. 

I drained an inch of it in one long swallow and wiped my mouth. The 

stuff was cold going down and then felt like a piece of red hot 

charcoal when it hit my stomach. 

"Good homemade wine, ain't it? Bagby said. 

"Damn good," I said, taking another gulp. 
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"Lunch is just about ready," Bagby said. He got up and crouched 

over the campstove again. 

I just sat there on the couch pulling on the wine and listening 

to the food frying. Since my stomach was empty, I started getting 

drunk pretty fast. Bagby stood up and sat back down next to me every 

few minutes, taking himself some long pulls on the wine jug. 

Every time he came over for some more wine, he just smiled at me 

and didn't say anything. I was getting too drunk to want to say 

anything myself, so I just grinned back at him. I don't remember why 

we kept smiling at each other, but I guess the wine was just making us 

feel happy. 

About the time we had killed about a quart of the wine, Bagby 

finished cooking lunch and put it on two tin plates. We put the 

plates on our laps and started eating. Bagby had the fried carp with 

some tartar sauce, and I had the fried liver with onions. It was a 

damn good lunch. The wine had made me hungry, so I ate fast without 

saying anything, which is how I always like to eat. 

"It good?" Bagby said, after I'd already cleaned my plate. I 

nodded and Bagby smiled at me. 

"There's some carp left if you want it." 

I shook my head. 

"You ought to try it at least once," he said. "I know how to 

fillet and cook a carp so it tastes good. I was a butcher, you know." 

"No thanks," I said. "I'm not hungry anymore. The liver filled 

me up just fine." 

I stretched back on the couch and closed my eyes. 

"How do you know it's a trashfish if you've never tried it?" he 

said. His voice sounded a little angry. "Just because somebody told 

you it's trash doesn't mean it's the truth. You can't go around your 

whole life believing everything people tell you. You've got to make 

up your own mind sometimes about what you believe or don't believe." 

"Then why am I supposed to believe you when you claim a carp is 

good eating?" 

I was starting to get a little mad at Bagby. For one thing, the 

way he was bugging me about eating the carp made me remember how my 
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Dad would always try to make me eat brussels sprouts or English peas 

when I was a little boy. I hated those things, so I always had to put 

them in my mouth and then swallow them down with a gulp of water. 

That was the only way I could eat them without vomiting. For another 

thing, I was already drunk pretty bad. Getting drunk makes some 

people get mean, even if they're not mean when they're sober, and I'm 

one of them. Usually I'm nice to people, but whenever I drink a bunch 

of wine or bourbon or something, I can have a bad temper. So I knew 

the homemade wine had hit me hard. I felt like either going outside 

and throwing rocks into the river, or just lying down on the couch and 

passing out. I wanted to do one or the other. 

The wine was also making me feel like I'd been chopped in half 

with a chainsaw, because I couldn't feel any part of my body except 

for my legs and feet. My head and chest and arms seemed like they 

were floating and spinning around in the air, like there wasn't enough 

gravity in Bagby's cave room. 

"You're a stubborn boy, sometimes, aren't you?" Bagby said. 

I took another long pull on the wine jug. 

"I don't like people who call me boy," I said, getting ready to 

bash Bagby over the head with the wine jug. 

"I didn't mean anything personal," Bagby said in a soft voice. 

He took the wine jug out of my hands and guzzled about two more inches 

of it. 

"I just called you a boy because you're a young buck, and I'm an 

old goat. You've got your whole life in front of you, and you can do 

whatever you want with it. But me, I'm an old goat, and I don't have 

all that much to look forward to except dying. . . . Fry, I didn't 

mean to make you mad at me by calling you a boy. I was giving you a 

compliment." 

Bagby had a pale look on his face like I had hurt his feelings, 

and I felt kind of bad for snapping at him. 

"You ever wish you were still a young man?" I asked Bagby. 

"You ever wish you were already an old man?" he said. 

"Not in my head I don't," I said. "But every once in a while I 

start thinking about my body getting old and then dying, and it makes 
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me feel scared. But sometimes in my head I wish I was already old 

like you are. Seems to me when you're old you're smarter about a lot 

of things." 

"You are," Bagby said, "but you've got to get old to know them. 

Nobody can tell you what it's like getting old. And even when you're 

old, there's still things you have to know about. You still come 

across things that don't make any sense to you. I guess it doesn't 

ever end until you die." 

"Like what kinds of things?" I said. 

"I don't know," Bagby said. "Maybe all the things that you can't 

seem to figure out when you're still alive. Like why it doesn't ever 

rain anymore. Lately I've been doing a lot of thinking about that 

type of thing, and about a lot of other things, too." 

"How come?" I asked him. 

"I guess it just comes from getting old and not wanting to die," 

he said. 

"Well, I don't think anybody knows why it doesn't rain anymore," 

I said. "Not even Roy Cook." 

Bagby sort of laughed, but his laugh sounded tired and hollow. 

"That's why Cook's got no right to claim it's never going to rain 

again," he said. "I don't like a man with no hope. For rain or 

anything else." 

Suddenly I felt a little embarrassed and ashamed about myself, 

since I knew I was like Cook and didn't have much of any hope, for 

rain or anything else. 

Bagby drank some wine and sighed like he was tired and wanted to 

quit talking. I was tired of talking myself, so I closed my eyes and 

curled myself into a ball on the couch. 

"I've got to take me a nap," I said sleepily. "After I wake up, 

I'll be needing you to take me back to Rising Star." 

"You aren't married, are you?" Bagby said. 

"Nuh-uh," I said, hoping he would stop talking and let me get 
some sleep. 
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"I am," Bagby said. His voice sounded high and choppy, like he 

didn't want to talk unless somebody would keep asking him questions. 

I opened my eyes and tried to sit up straight. 

"Where's your wife?" I said. Bagby didn't answer me. 

"Is she dead?" I said. 

"No," he said. 

"Doesn't she live with you?" I said. 

"No," he said again. 

"Where's she live, then?" 

"I've got her in a nursing home," he said. "She got real sick 

last winter. I couldn't take care of her anymore." 

"Were you living out here in that trailer?" I said. 

Bagby nodded. 

"Why didn't you move into town or something?" I said. 

"I did," he said. "We moved back into Rising Star for a little 

while, but she just got worse." 

"Which nursing home is she in?" I said. 

"Leisure Lodge," he said. "Over in Rising Star." 

"Yeah, I know it," I said. 

Bagby didn't say anything and looked away from me. 

"What's wrong with her?" I said. 

"Let me have another sip of that wine," he said. I passed him 

the jug. 

"She's got a disease in her brain," Bagby said. "Other than 

that, she's not sick. I don't know how it happened to her, but it 

did. I guess it's what happens to you when you get too old. You've 

been using your brain so long that it just wears out on you. My wife, 

she can't think anymore." 

"Oh," I said. "Yeah, I've heard of people getting that disease. 

My great-grandmother was the same way before she died. She was in 

Leisure Lodge, too." 

"Jackie, she can remember things all right, but only things I've 

never hardly heard of before," Bagby said. "Things from back before 

we got married." 
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"Oh," I said. "She can't remember anything else? Just things 

from before she was married?" 

"Most of the time she doesn't even know she's married," he said. 

"She thinks she's still about your age." 

"How long have you been married?" I said. 

"Seventy-five years next month," Bagby said. 

"Damn," I said. "I've never heard of anybody being married that 

long before." 

"I'm still not used to living out here by myself," Bagby said. 

"There's nowhere else I'd want to live except out here by the falls, 

but I guess I'm still not used to being by myself all the time." 

"You have any kids?" I said. 

"No," Bagby said. "Well, we had a son, but he died almost 25 

years ago. He had a heart attack. ..." 

". . . Well, I'm sorry to hear about your wife and everything," I 

said after a minute. "I guess it must be rough on you." 

"I brought Jackie up here to the falls last month," Bagby said. 

"For July 4th. We had lunch here in the cave and everything. . . . 

She didn't want to go back to the home. As soon as I told her I had 

to take her back into town, she started crying. But I drive into town 

eyery Wednesday and Sunday to be with her. . . . I tell you. Fry, it 

just kills me when I think about it." 

Bagby started crying. The wine jug slipped out of his hands, hit 

the ground, and smashed into a million tiny glass pieces, spilling the 

last of the wine all over the place. I didn't know what to do or say, 

so I just sat there with my eyes closed and listened to Bagby's crying 

fit. He kept crying and crying like he would never quit. I looked 

over at him and saw his body shaking like he was freezing to death. 

Tears were running down his face, but he turned away and tried to wipe 

them away with his arm. 

"It just kills me," he kept sobbing. "It just kills me." 

I felt embarrassed for him, so I tried to act like I didn't know 

he was crying. But he kept on and wouldn't stop. I wanted to go 

running out of the cave and ride down the chute until I plunged into 

the blue pool, but my body wouldn't even twitch. 
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Sitting there trying not to hear Bagby's crying, I started 

remembering something that happened to me back when I was nine years 

old and in the fourth grade. There was this kid in my class that I 

didn't know very well. He was real skinny and sickly, and his skin 

looked pale and gray, like he was a ghost. He always came in last in 

the fifty-yard dash in our gym class. Even the slowest girls could 

beat him. All the other kids hated him because he was a sissy and 

everything. But I sort of liked him. Maybe I just felt sorry for him 

because he was so sickly. 

One day after lunch, our teacher came crying into class and told 

everybody he had died from cancer. She let class out early and told 

us to go on home. I remember walking home with all my buddies. 

Nobody said hardly anything. We weren't even feeling happy that we'd 

got out of school three hours early. When I got home, I went into my 

room and locked the door. I started crying and didn't quit for a 

couple hours. I guess I was sad because he was the first person I'd 

ever known who died. 

My whole class went to his funeral, but the only thing I can 

remember about it was that his parents had got him a tombstone with a 

bunch of his marbles stuck in the top of it. He wasn't any good at 

running, but he was pretty good at playing marbles, so I guess that's 

why his parents had them mounted on his tombstone. Even now I still 

remember those marbles. I've got a picture of them in my head that 

won't fade away. I don't think about that boy much anymore, and I 

can't even remember his name, but when I do, I always remember those 

marbles and feel sad and hopeless. 

So when I remembered those marbles, I felt sad about Bagby and 

his crying about his wife that he had to put in a nursing home. I 

wanted to say something to him or pat him on the back or maybe even 

hug him like I would with a woman who's crying. After a minute or 

two, I couldn't stand listening to his crying anymore. 

First I tapped Bagby on the shoulder with my fingers, but my hand 

jerked back like I had just touched a red hot stove. Bagby stopped 

crying for a second and stared at me. His face was purple-colored, 

and his shin shook and trembled. 



34 

"It'll be all right, Bagby," I whispered, leaning over and sort 

of rubbing his shoulder. His body felt bony and sweaty. Gradually he 

quit shaking. He bent forward with his head between his knees and 

slumped off the couch onto the floor. I heard bits of glass crunching 

under his body. 

"I can tell you love your wife a lot," I said, "but pretty soon 

you'11 get over it." 

Bagby started rolling around in the puddle of red wine and broken 

glass. He was moaning and saying things that didn't make much sense 

to me. It was like he had turned into one of those crazy preachers 

who sometimes stand on top of cars and scream at people on the town 

square in Rising Star until the police chase them away. I don't 

really know if I can remember exactly what Bagby tried to tell me, 

because he was sort of speaking in tongues like those crazy preachers 

do, but I'll do the best I can. 

"People claim love is the most important thing in this world," 

Bagby said. "But it's not. I tell you, there's no way it can mean 

anything. It's not important at all, because only Lord Jesus can love 

you in the way you want it. Nobody else can do it. No woman or no 

man can. You can't love nobody else the way they want it, can you? 

No. That's just the way it is with people. You'd better accept it, 

or you're going to be sorry. You're going to be sorry anyway, so just 

forget it, goddammit. . . . None of them can love in the perfect way 

because they aren't perfect in the first place. But it doesn't matter 

that they aren't perfect. They've got to be replenished. Replen

ished, I tell you. I'm not talking about being born again because you 

can't do that. You can be born only once, right? Same as dying. So 

they've got to be replenished, just like the fucking river needs to 

be. But none of them have got enough hope to do it. The only chance 

left, and they're too weak to take it. I say give everything a good 

flushing. Clean us all up and make us start over. Hell, I don't know 

anymore. . . . I know a lot of them have tried hard to do it, even me 

and maybe even you too, but they just can't. Lord Jesus is the only 

one who can love you without giving a damn about how you aren't 

perfect, and when you let yourself love him, then you already know 



35 

everything you need to know for sure. Yeah, he's going to love you 

back. There's not any doubt. Lord Jesus is the only way to go if you 

need the right kind of love, and everybody does, whether they know it 

or not. Don't tell me you don't. You listen to me, because I'm 

telling you nobody can really love anybody else. Yeah, that's the 

truth I'm telling you, right here and now. They try hard to do it, 

but they know they can't do it in the same way Lord Jesus can do it, 

so then they feel ashamed and get mad about it and start hating each 

other and themselves without even knowing the real reason why they 

feel so bad. Guilt just guts them. They butcher themselves, you 

know. So they do bad things instead of loving. They know what the 

right love feels like, but they can't make it come out right when they 

want to give it to somebody else. It starts out as the right kind of 

love, doesn't it? But it comes out all changed and wrong. I'm 

telling you, people can't love each other. It's just not possible. 

People want it, but they can't have it. They aren't satisfied with 

the way it is. But I'm not blaming them. The only love can satisfy 

them, and that's the love of Lord Jesus. There's a lot of things 

that's wrong with us, but I don't know why that is. We're not per

fect, but we've got our spoiled love for each other and Lord Jesus' 

right love for us, and that's what makes us better than we are." 

After Bagby stopped raving and thrashing around on the cave 

floor, I sat stunned on the couch, feeling scared and confused. I 

didn't know what the hell he was trying to tell me, and I guess I 

still don't understand what he was ranting about. But I figure maybe 

he was feeling torn up inside because he felt like he couldn't do 

anything to keep his wife from dying or even to end the drought, no 

matter how much he wanted to. He knew he had lost his hope, just like 

everybody else, and that's what made him crazy. But I don't know if 

I'm right or wrong about what was going on in Bagby's mind, since it's 

so hard to know what's happening inside another person, especially a 

guy like Bagby. 

"You don't believe in Lord Jesus," Bagby said finally. 

"No," I said. 

"Why not?" 
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I've never seen him or anything," I said. "Maybe if I ever saw 

him or met him, I would." 

"But you aren't supposed to see him," Bagby said. "Not with your 

eyes. You can see him everywhere, but not with your eyes. You can 

hear him everywhere, but not with your ears. You can smell him 

everywhere, but not with your nose. You can touch him everywhere, but 

not with your hands. You can taste him everywhere, but not with your 

tongue." 

"I don't want to talk about it anymore," I said. "You aren't 

making any sense. I think maybe you had too much wine or something." 

Bagby started laughing and stood up, brushing bits of glass off 

his overalls. He walked over to his wooden cot and stretched out on 

it, reaching over and turning off the electric lantern. 

"I'm not trying to make any sense," he whispered in the dark, 

like he was talking to himself. "Lord Jesus doesn't make any sense, 

but that's why he can love us." 

I didn't say anything. 

"Well, we better go ahead and take a nap," he said. 

I stared into the empty black darkness around me and listened to 

Bagby's steady breathing. I didn't feel drunk anymore, but my head 

started feeling like it was spinning all around the cave again, and 

finally I passed out. 
• • * • • 

I woke up from my nap about four or five hours later, feeling 

terrified and panicked because I didn't know where the hell I was. 

Since I couldn't see or hear anything, for a second I thought I had 

died or had been buried alive. Then I remembered that I was lying on 

a couch inside a pitch black cave where an old man named Cicero Bagby 

lived. 

"Bagby?" I said, trying to hear his breathing. There wasn't any 

answer, except for the echo of my own voice. 

"Bagby?" I said again. "You here? Wake up and turn on the 

light." 

There was still no answer. I wondered if Bagby had died in his 

sleep. Jumping up from the couch, I found my way through the dark to 
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his cot. He was gone. I felt my hands and legs start shaking and 

trembling. It was the first time I'd been afraid of being alone in 

the dark since I was about ten years old. I tried to scream, but my 

throat felt like it was packed full of sand and cotton. Nothing would 

come out except for choking noises. 

About the time I thought I might collapse and pass out from being 

so terrified, I heard Bagby calling out to me. His voice sounded 

hoarse and distant. 

"Fry!" I heard him call out. "Wake up! Get the hell out here. 

The falls are dead. The water's quit. Come on the hell out of there. 

You've got to come out, I tell you. Wake up!" 

Finally I realized that I wasn't having a nightmare. I groped 

around in the dark like a blind man until I found the skinny tunnel 

that led back outside. I got out of there as quick as I could, like a 

rat scurrying out of a dark hole. 

Standing outside in the sun again, I blinked my eyes and looked 

around. I was shocked and couldn't believe what I saw. The rushing 

stream of cold water that had poured over the cave entrance was gone. 

Now only a tiny trickle dripped down over the top of the cliff and 

splattered onto the rocks below. The chute me and Bagby had floated 

down had turned into an empty ditch. Looking down towards the river, 

I saw that the little blue pool had disappeared too. The brown river 

water had mixed in with the clear spring water and swallowed it up. 

Finally I caught sight of Bagby. He was standing out in the 

middle of the green meadow, like a scarecrow in a corn field. All I 

could see were his shoulders and head sticking up above the tall green 

reeds and rushes. 

"About time you got up. Fry," he yelled up at me. "The falls are 

dead. I climbed to the top of the cliff. The springs have quit." 

"What happened to all the water?" I yelled back. 

"I don't know," Bagby screamed. 

I walked slowly across the meadow and stopped in front of him. 

His face was pale and blank. 

"Look up in the sky behind you," Bagby whispered in a sort of 

scary, mysterious voice. His eyes were big and shiny and stared at 
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something behind my head. I spun around and looked up at the clear 

blue sky. 

"What?" I said. "What is it?" 

"I saw it when I was on top of the cliff looking at the springs," 

he said. "It's a cloud. . . . Way out to the west. You see it? 

Right above the top of the cliff, way out in the distance." 

At first I couldn't see anything except for the sun and the sky, 

and I wondered if Bagby had gone crazy again or was just playing games 

with me. 

"Dammit, don't you see it. Fry?" Bagby said in an angry voice. 

"I see it. It's a cloud, if I've ever seen one." 

I cupped my hands over my eyes, and squinted hard against the 

sun. Gradually my eyes focused on a tiny white speck far off in the 

distance. The little cloud looked like a spoonful of mashed potatoes, 

and it just sat there in the clear blue sky and didn't move. 

"I see a cloud out there," I said, "but it sure is a little one. 

Looks almost like a puff of white smoke." 

"First one you've seen up there in a long time, isn't it?" Bagby 

said in a real excited voice. "Last one I remember seeing was back in 

March." 

I turned back around and looked at him. His eyes were still 

staring at the cloud. 

"Yeah," I said, "it's been a long time. But that one's so little 

the sun will probably burn it up in a few minutes." 

Suddenly I realized how late it was. 

"Oh, shit," I said. "What time is it?" 
"I don't know," Bagby said. "Judging from the sun, I'd say about 

five o'clock." 

"Dammit," I said. "Why didn't you wake me up sooner? You know I 

have to be at work by six. They'll fire me if I don't show up." 

"That cloud up there is going to be brewing into a big thunder

storm in a little while," Bagby said, "and me and you are going to 

drive out there to see it happen." 

"What?" I said. I was feeling panicked about being late for work 

and losing my job. "I'm not going to see any thunderstorm. I've got 
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to get to work. That little piece of shit isn't going to turn into a 

thunderstorm. And even if it did, there's no sense in driving out to 

see it. Dammit, Bagby, I've only got about an hour to get back. I've 

got to get back to town. I've got to get to work." 

"I'm going to drive out to see that thunderstorm," Bagby said, 

"and you can either ride with me to see it, or you can walk back to 

the highway and catch a ride with somebody else, because I'm not going 

to be able to take you back." 

"You already promised me you'd take me back," I yelled at him. 

"It's your fault I got myself stuck out here in the middle of nowhere 

in the first place, and now you've broke your promise to me. You 

ain't nothing but a fucking liar. There's no sense in trusting 

anybody anymore, because nobody will tell you the truth." 

"This is the only chance I've got left," Bagby said, and I'm 

going to take it. I'm sorry I lied to you. Fry, but I've got to do 

what's important. If I don't go out there to that cloud, then it's 

never going to rain again. . . . You can walk back into town and go to 

work in that plant if you want to, or you can do what's important and 

go with me to see the thunderstorm. You've got your choice to make." 

"I've also got a choice to beat the hell out of you and take your 

truck," I said. 

I was hoping I could scare him and change his mind, but it didn't 

work. Going out to see that cloud was the only thing on Bagby's mind. 

Nothing else mattered to him. He started walking across the meadow 

towards the riverbank, trampling down the reeds and rushes in front of 

h i m. 

"How come you've got to go see that stupid little piece of shit 

cloud?" I yelled at him. "I need you to take me back into town." 

Bagby didn't look back. I watched him climb into his john-boat 

and get ready to paddle away. 

"Dammit to hell," I thought to myself. "Bagby's a crazy old 

geezer who wants to drive around chasing a cloud he thinks is going to 

turn into a thunderstorm, and it doesn't look like there's any way I 

can stop him, other than beating him up and taking his truck. Well, 

there's no sense in me getting stuck out here in the middle of nowhere 
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by myself. I might as well go along for the ride and see what 

happens. I don't care anymore anyway. The plant can fire me if they 

want to. Fuck them. I'll find me another job. Anything's got to be 

more fun than working on that damned pressline. Fuck it all, that's 

what I say. The only choice I've got is to go with Bagby." 

Maybe Bagby had sort of cast a spell over me, because I felt like 

I wasn't in control of what was going on anymore. It seemed like I 

couldn't help doing whatever he wanted me to do. So I decided I'd go 

along with him to see the cloud, since I could tell he really wanted 

me to go along, just like he'd wanted me to help him bait his trotline 

and to see the falls and to eat lunch with him. I ran back up to the 

cave entrance, found my shirt lying on the boulder, threw it on, and 

fought my way through the tall reeds to the riverbank. I jumped into 

the john-boat, and me and Bagby shoved off the bank and headed down

stream to where he had parked his truck. 

"I was waiting for you," he said. 

* • • * • 

We paddled downstream like we were possessed by the devil, and so 

it took us only about thirty minutes to get back to Bagby's truck. 

Bagby's body was soaked with sweat, and he was breathing so hard I 

could hear his lungs rattling and wheezing. I thought he would have a 

heart attack for sure. 

"We've got to hurry," he kept gasping. "Paddle hard and strong." 

Bagby started driving his truck like he was on a freeway instead 

of a dirt road. I put on my seatbelt to keep from getting thrown all 

over the cab. He was driving so fast over the ruts and rocks that I 

hit my head on the roof and bit my tongue. 

"Goddamn, you're going to kill us both," I yelled at him, tasting 

the blood in my mouth. "Slow it down or you're going to flip this 

thing." 

Bagby didn't say anything and kept right on going. 

We got back onto the highway and headed west. Bagby took his 

truck up to about one hundred miles an hour. I got so scared I 

couldn't say anything. So I just sat there trying to hold on and 

watched the countryside whipping past. We took a couple of curves so 
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fast the truck started sliding, but somehow Bagby kept it from running 

off the road. 

"You bet," he screamed when we slid around a curve and barely 

missed slamming into a giant oak tree. He swerved to miss a car 

shooting past us in the other lane. 

"Slow it down," I said. "You want to get us killed?" 

Bagby ignored me. I looked out the windshield and saw the little 

cloud sitting just above the horizon. It still hadn't moved a bit, 

but we were probably only about ten miles east of it now, and since we 

were moving closer and closer, it was starting to look a little bigger 

than it had before. The sun was just starting to drop below the hills 

in the west. Bagby took the truck up to about one hundred and twenty-

five miles an hour, and the engine started moaning and whining like it 

was about to explode. 

After about five more miles of driving like a maniac, Bagby 

turned off onto a deserted county road. The highway veered north, but 

the cloud was still west of us. He had to slow the truck down to 

about eighty because the county road was skinny and winding. 

When we were almost directly under the cloud, Bagby slammed on 

the brakes. We were going so fast it took us about a hundred yards to 

come to a stop. I could smell the truck's tires burning behind us. 

Bagby cut off the engine and jumped out onto the road. 

"Here it is," he ye 1 led. 

I stuck my head out the window and looked up at the cloud. It 

still looked like a gob of mashed potatoes, only now it was more like 

a whole bowlful instead of just a spoonful. The cloud was as big as 

about five or six acres of land. But the strangest thing about it was 

how low it was to the ground. When me and Bagby had been driving 

west, the cloud had looked like it was about a mile up in the air. 

But now the cloud was only about one hundred yards above the ground. 

I still can't figure out how me and Bagby could have seen it from way 

back at the falls, unless maybe it had started lowering towards the 

ground while we were driving. 

I jumped out of the truck and stood next to Bagby. We stared up 

at the bottom of the cloud. 
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"Well, it's not a thunderstorm," I said, "and it doesn't look 

like there's even any rain in it. But it sure is a low cloud." 

"Yeah, it's a low one all right," he said. "Almost like it's 

fog." 

I looked back down from the cloud and watched the sun going down 

below the limestone hills in the distance. There were only about five 

or ten minutes of daylight left. I felt the bottoms of my feet 

burning on the payment, which was still red hot from soaking up the 

heat all day long. 

"I thought for sure it was going to brew into a big thunder

storm," Bagby said to me. His voice sounded pinched and cracked. 

"You can tell there's not any rain in it," I said. "It's too 

white-colored. . . . Well, you ready to go?" 

Bagby leaned over and spit onto the road. I heard his spit 

sizzling on the hot black tar. He went over to his truck and brought 

out his shotgun. Raising it against his shoulder, he shot three 

rounds straight up into the cloud. 

"What the hell are you doing now?" I said, running over to hide 

behind the truck. I thought he was going to try to shoot me too. 

"Why are you shooting that thing again?" I yelled, peeking over 

the top of the tailgate. Bagby pulled more shells out of his overalls 

and loaded them into his shotgun. 

"I'm busting the sky so I can turn this cloud into a thunder

storm," he said. "I don't know of anything else I can do. I can't 

take not having any rain anymore, so I'm going to break this cloud and 

make it rain." 

"You're crazy," I shouted at him. "You can shoot up into that 

cloud all you want, but it won't do anything but sit there. There 

ain't any rain in it in the first place." 

Bagby shot five more rounds into the cloud. I could hear the 

empty shotgun shells clanking onto the road. I wondered if he was 

going to melt down the shotgun barrel. He went back into the truck 

and got some more ammunition from behind the front seat. I stayed 

hidden behind the tailgate. Suddenly I heard him hollering and 

whistling. 
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"You bet. You bet. I knew it'd work," he yelled, dropping his 

shotgun onto the road. He started hopping around and waving his arms 

1 ike he was dancing. 

I looked up at the cloud. It had started moving. The bottom was 

swirling around like a dust devil, and I felt a cool gust of wind blow 

my hair. The whole cloud started floating higher and higher above us, 

sort of like a curtain rising toward the ceiling at the beginning of a 

show. In a minute or two the bottom of the cloud was about a half 

mile above the ground, and the top of it was starting to bubble like 

boiling milk. The damn thing was slowly turning into a thunderstorm. 

The cloud's bottom was still flat, but its color gradually changed 

from white to blue and then to black. The top of the cloud was still 

white, but it had swollen so high up in the sky that the sun hit the 

yery peak of it and turned it a dusty red color. 

Then the cloud seemed to jerk forward like a train leaving the 

station and started drifting east. Bagby stopped dancing around and 

ran down the road away from me. 

I stood there in shock and watched him following the thunderstorm 

until he was about two hundred yards down the road. Finally I got in 

the truck, found the keys still in the ignition, and started it back 

up. I gunned the truck down the road until I caught up with Bagby. 

"What are you doing?" I said, slowing down the truck beside him. 

"Stop running. You're going to have a heart attack." 

Bagby kept running alongside the truck. I mashed on the horn, 

and he glanced over at me and quit running. I hit the brakes and 

stopped the truck. 

"Listen, Fry," he said. "I've got to keep following this 

thunderstorm I made until it starts raining. I've got to stay right 

underneath it, or it won't rain." 

I was amazed. Bagby wasn't even breathing hard or gasping for 

air, even though he was ninety-five years old and had just sprinted 

two hundred yards. For a second I wondered if Bagby had put some 

drugs into the wine we had drunk. 

"There's no reason for you to go along with me now," he said. "I 

need to chase this thing by myself. . . . You can have my truck and 
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trailer and everything. Fry. I'm glad I got to show you the falls and 

that you had lunch with me and came out here with me. You were a good 

friend to me today. Fry. We were like a father and his son, even if 

it was only for one day." 

Bagby walked over to the truck and stuck out his hand, so I 

reached outside the window and shook it. 

"Where are you going?" I said. "Aren't you coming back?" I said. 

"No," he said. "I'm going to chase this thunderstorm." 

"You've gone crazy," I said. 

"I want you to have all my money," Bagby said, reaching across me 

to open up the glove compartment. He brought out a crushed paper sack 

and put it on my lap. 

"I don't want your money," I said. "You might need it." 

"You already took five hundred from me, didn't you?" Bagby said. 

"Yeah . . .," I said, patting the wad of bills in my shirt 

pocket. "But you owed me it." 

"You take the rest of it," he said. "I want you to have it. My 

life's savings are in here. . . . This way you won't have to worry 

about getting fired from your job in that plant. It won't matter if 

they do. You can live off this money for a pretty long time. You 

won't even need a job anymore." 

"But I don't want it," I said. "I hardly even know you." 

"You take it or I'll just throw it away," Bagby said. "I'm 

giving you a gift. Fry. You can't refuse a gift from a friend, can 

you?" 

He started running down the road again. I looked up through the 

windshield and saw a crooked yellow lightning bolt shoot down from the 

top of the thunderstorm. A loud thunderclap crackled in my ears and 

made me flinch. I felt goose bumps tingling on my arms and neck. 

Every time it starts thundering, I feel like I'm going to be electro

cuted and killed by lightning. 

I put the truck into gear and started driving alongside Bagby 

again. He stopped running and stared at me with his egg-yolk eyes. 

"What do you want from me. Fry?" he said. "Go on back to Rising 

Star. Quit following me. Go on back home." 
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"I've got no reason to go back," I said. 

I still don't know why, but for some reason I didn't want Bagby 

to leave me there alone. Usually I don't mind being alone, and a lot 

of the time I like being that way, but right then being by myself 

seemed like the worst thing in the world. I guess I was feeling the 

same way I had when I woke up alone in that dark cave. 

"The hell you don't," Bagby said. "You've got your whole life 

ahead of you. Go on." 

"What about your wife?" I said. "You love her, don't you? You 

were crying about her just a little while ago. You can't just go off 

and leave her alone in that nursing home." 

"They'll take care of her for me," Bagby said. "I'm not worried 

about her anymore. I already gave them enough money to take care of 

her until she dies. I've even paid for her funeral already. You 

don't understand me. Fry. I'm a maker and chaser of thunderstorms. I 

love Jackie, but love isn't important to me anymore. It ain't good 

enough for me, and I'm not satisfied with it. So I'm going to chase 

this thunderstorm I made until it starts raining. And after it dies 

out and the rain stops, I'm going to lie down in the grass and die 

ith it. The buzzards will eat me, and I'll fly around in the clouds 

with them. Up in heaven is where I hope to be." 

Bagby dashed down the road away from me. I watched him until he 

veered off the payment and crawled under a barbed wire fence. He went 

running through a cactus field and disappeared across the limestone 

hills. The thunderstorm kept drifting towards the east. 

I sat by myself in Bagby's truck for about an hour and watched 

the most awesome electrical storm I've ever seen in my life. Hundreds 

of red and yellow lightning bursts crisscrossed each other and got 

tangled up in the sky. It was like a chain reaction that wouldn't 

ever end. The eastern sky seemed to be twitching and jerking, and I 

wondered if it might somehow explode and come crashing down to the 

ground. I kept waiting for rain to start falling, but it never did. 

Gradually the time between the lightning bursts got longer and 

longer. I could see only weak yellow smears of light flashing above 

the horizon every minute or two. I couldn't tell if the thunderstorm 

w 
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had died out or if it had drifted so far east that I couldn't see it 

anymore. The whole sky was clear and dark blue and looked like a big 

bowl flipped over on top of the earth. The stars came back out and 

sparkled at me. 

Far away in the distance, I saw a pair of headlights moving west. 

A trucker driving a cattle trailer stopped and asked me if I needed 

some help. 

"No, thank you," I said. 

"Your truck ain't broke down?" he said. 

"No," I said. 

"Is that your gun sitting in the road?" the trucker said, looking 

down through his windshield. 

"Huh?" I said. Then I glanced over and saw Bagby's shotgun still 

lying where he had dropped it. 

"Yeah. . . . I guess so," I said. 

"Well, I think you'd better move it or I'm going to have to run 

over it," he said. 

I got out of the truck, ran over and picked up Bagby's shotgun, 

and jumped back inside. 

"Hey, what's wrong with you?" he said. 

"Nothing," I said. 

"Then what're you doing sitting here in the middle of the road 

with your lights off?" he said. "Somebody could come right up behind 

you and slam into you." 

He looked down at me from his cab like I was a crazy man. I 

guess I did look like I was in a daze. 

"I've been watching that thunderstorm over there," I said. 

"Yeah, I just drove through it about fifteen miles back," he 

said. "Rain was coming down so hard I couldn't hardly see the damn 

road. This old road is slick as shit with an inch of water on top of 

it." 

"It's raining back there?" I said, feeling happy and excited all 

of a sudden. 

"Yeah . . . that's what I said," he said. "It's raining like 

hell." 
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"Aren't you happy about it?" I said, smiling at him. 

"No," he said. "Am I supposed to be or something?" 

"Yeah!" I said. "It hasn't rained around here in nine months." 

"Oh," he said. "Well, I don't live around here. I live up in 

Tulsa, Oklahoma." 

"Don't you like rain?" I said. 

"Sure," he said. "I've got nothing against it. Unless it slows 

down my driving." 

"Did you see an old man running down the road anywhere back 

there?" I said. "A couple miles back, maybe?" 

"No," he said. "You're the first traffic I've seen on this road 

in about two hours. There ain't nobody out there." 

I didn't say anything and just stared off into the distance, 

wondering what had happened to Bagby. 

"Well, I better be going," the trucker said. He roared off. 

After he was gone, I sat there in the truck for another hour, 

waiting for Bagby to come back. Finally I remembered the paper sack 

he had given me and opened it to see if there was really money inside. 

I couldn't believe it. There was a total of five thousand and five 

dollars crammed into it. After counting the money five or six times, 

I decided to drive ten or fifteen miles down the road to see if I 

could find Bagby. I still didn't believe that he wasn't ever coming 

back, and I didn't want to give up. I yelled and screamed and honked 

the horn and shined the headlights into the fields on the side of the 

road, but I newer say him. Around midnight I turned the truck around 

and drove back home. 

* • • • • 

Right before dawn the next morning, a giant green and black-

colored thunderstorm moved in from the west and clobbered Rising Star. 

The San Saba River went on a rampage and finally flushed itself out. 

The town was flooded, and a lot of houses and buildings downtown were 

destroyed or ruined. Petroleum States was one of the places that got 

washed away, and I was sort of glad about it since they never had a 

chance to fire me. A little dry creekbed behind the plant turned into 

a river that morning and tore the building to pieces. The guys 
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working the night shift barely had enough time to get out of there 

before the wall of muddy water hit. 

People couldn't get around anywhere for three days unless they 

had a boat, and the mayor had to declare a new state of emergency, 

this time because of the flood instead of the drought. But even 

though the flood was the worst one of all time, nobody was hurt or 

killed. 

I was pretty lucky myself, since the apartment where I live is on 

a hill on the east side of town. I sat in my place just listening to 

the radio, sleeping, and watching television for two days and didn't 

go back outside until the flood was over. 

After the storm started, Roy Cook came on the television station 

out of Cross Plains eyery couple hours to give special weather 

bulletins. He claimed a freak cold front had made it all the way down 

from Canada and then hit a pool of hot and humid air, which caused the 

front to stall just west of Rising Star. Cross Plains, which is about 

sixty miles north of here, didn't get any rain at all. 

About ten days after the flood, I decided to drive Bagby's truck 

out to Sulphur Springs falls to see if maybe he had given up chasing 

the thunderstorm and come back home to his cave. But the dirt road 

next to the Saba was still muddy, and I had to stop the truck after 

about a mile of trying to plow through it and start walking. 

The flood had changed everything. Everything I saw looked 

different to me, and I felt the same way I do when I see somebody 

again that I haven't seen in a few years. Everything looked the same 

somehow, but also a lot different, too. 

The mud in the river had already settled down or had been carried 

downstream. Now the water was flowing fast and clear and green again, 

like it always had before the drought. Ripples and snags swirled 

around in the places where the rocks and boulders had once stuck up 

out of the water. Herds of cattle and goats stood in the shallows 

drinking the river. The grass on the riverbank was green and growing 

again, and mats of driftwood were wrapped around the forks and 

branches of the willows and cottonwoods. Birds were singing in the 

trees. 



49 

I came to the place where I had first met Bagby. I was hoping my 

truck would still be there, but there wasn't a trace of it left. The 

river had washed it somewhere downstream. 

A half mile down from the falls, I came across a terrible sight. 

Bagby's wrecked trailer house was hung up in a thicket of willow 

trees. The river had come up so high during the flood that it tore 

the trailer off its wooden stilts and sent it tumbling downstream 

until it snagged in the trees. It was wedged upside down between two 

trees, like a helpless turtle flipped over on its back. 

I walked up to the wrecked trailer and looked inside one of the 

broken windows. Inside it was dark and scary-looking. The ceiling 

was where the floor was supposed to be, and the commode was hanging 

upside down from the roof. 

The trailer was stuffed almost full with gobs of cracked mud and 

driftwood. A den of slimy black watermoccasins squirmed around in the 

piles of driftwood like a ball of nightcrawlers in the bottom of a 

bait can. 

After looking at the ruins of Bagby's trailer house, I started 

walking towards the falls again. But I found another terrible sight. 

The face of the limestone cliff had fallen apart. The entrance to 

Bagby's cave had disappeared. It was covered up with broken slabs of 

rock. 

I don't know how it had happened, but a giant chunk of limestone 

had splintered away from the cliff's face and had rolled down into the 

river. A huge boulder as big as a house sat in the middle of the 

river and stuck up at least fifty feet out of the water. The boulder 

looked like the moon to me, because it was big and round and covered 

with little craters and pitholes. I climbed around on the jagged pile 

of limestone slabs for a while and searched for the entrance to 

Bagby's cave, but I knew I'd never find it. The rockslide had covered 

it up forever. 

Even though the cave opening was blocked, the falls were pouring 

over the cliff fast and strong again. That was the only good thing 

that had changed since the flood. I stood under the waterfall and 

rode the chute a couple times, but it wasn't the same since Bagby 
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wasn't there. I remembered how he had floated down the chute kicking 

and screaming like a little boy. 

Six weeks have passed now since the last time I saw Cicero Bagby 

running across that cactus field, but even now I still think about him 

a lot. I guess I sort of miss him sometimes. That seems pretty 

strange to me, since I only knew him one day. I still don't under

stand why I met him, but I'm glad I did. He was pretty good to me, 

other than shooting up my truck. 

I still wonder if I'll ever see him again. If he's still alive 

and wants to get back the money he gave me, he could find me here in 

Rising Star without much more trouble than looking in the phone book. 

But since he's never showed up, I figure he died somewhere in the 

hi 1 Is out there. 

I've already put the 5,505 dollars Bagby gave me in the bank, and 

I'm living pretty high on it so far. I told everybody I knew that a 

rich old cousin of mine died and left me a bunch of money and a pickup 

truck. I don't think anybody'd believe me if I told them about Bagby 

anyway. Last week I drove up to Cross Plains and sold Bagby's truck 

to a used car place and bought myself another one. 

Since I've got so much money in the bank now, I haven't started 

worrying about finding a new job yet. I figure I can live pretty high 

on Bagby's money for about six more months. Petroleum States has 

started rebuilding the plant, but there's no way I'm going to work 

there again. They're not supposed to start production up again until 

next year anyway. I sure as hell don't miss slaving on that press-

line. I'm planning to move to Cross Plains once the money runs out 

and try to find a job there. Some of the guys I knew who worked on 

the pressline have moved there and have got new jobs. I might even 

try to find a day job, since lately I've been sleeping during the 

night sometimes. 

I still don't have a woman, and I'm still not dating anybody, but 

I'm not letting it bother me anymore. Some guys claim you're a loser 

and you can't be happy unless you have a girlfriend or a wife who says 

she loves you, but I don't think that's the truth. Right now I don't 

need anybody, because I'm already happy. I figure I'll meet a woman 
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and fall in love with her when I'm ready to. But right now I like the 

way things aren't too complicated. I've got plenty of money, I don't 

have to work, and I can go fishing or do anything else whenever I feel 

like it. It's a good feeling, being free the way I am. I feel sort 

of like I'm playing hooky from life. 

Six weeks have gone by now since the big rain, but jack has 

fallen since. Roy Cook says Rising Star won't be needing any more for 

another five or six months, so nobody in town is worried about another 

drought starting yet. We don't even have to ration water anymore, and 

everybody has plenty of water so they can water their lawns or wash 

their cars whenever they want. If another drought starts up, maybe I 

could go find a cloud and shoot it with Bagby's shotgun. But it 

probably wouldn't work. I think Bagby was the only person who could 

do something like that. A lot of people would probably say that it 

was impossible for Bagby to start a giant thunderstorm with a shotgun, 

but all I can say is that I saw it happen with my own eyes. 

Last week I thought about going to visit Bagby's wife in Leisure 

Lodge, but I decided against it. I've never liked going in those 

places. They make me feel scared. Everybody's so old and sickly that 

I start thinking about sad things and worrying about getting old. My 

thoughts get bad, and I start feeling hopeless and remember those 

marbles again. But there was one thing I learned from Bagby. You've 

got to have some hope or your life will seem pretty damned bad, like 

mine used to seem not too long ago. 

Since meeting Bagby, I've been trying to be more of an optimistic 

kind of guy, like he was. That was the thing I liked about him the 

most. Whenever things start looking bad again, and I'm pretty sure 

they will one of these days, I'll just try to remember Bagby and how 

he never would quit hoping for something better to happen. Tomorrow 

morning I'll be getting up early to go fishing on the San Saba River. 

Since the river is up again, I'm betting I have good luck with the 

catfish. 
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On a burning hot Saturday afternoon in early June, a young man 

carrying a fat green duffel bag wanders the street of Rising Star, 

looking for something to do or someone to talk to. But nearly every

body in town is either taking a nap or sitting under an air condi

tioner, and so the streets are deserted. The young man's starting to 

feel dizzy and lonely and thirsty, like he needs an ice cold glass of 

rum and root beer. But he knows he can't go to a bar or even to a 

liquor store, because he's already asked a guy at the bus station 

downtown where you could buy a drink in this town, and the guy had 

grinned and told him that Rising Star was dry as a bone. 

"Lot of Baptists around here, huh?" the young man had said. 

"You got it," the guy had said. "Them and the Church of 

Christ. . . . You want a drink, then you got to drive over to the 

next county." 

The young man wanders the streets for about another hour, but he 

can't find anything to do or anybody to talk to. Finally his throat 

is so dried out he can barely swallow. He wonders if he ought to take 

a swig from the bottle of Thunderbird wine he's got stashed in his 

duffel bag, but then he figures he'd better save it for the night. 

Just before dark the young man comes across an old woman standing 

in her front yard. She's watering a rose bush with a shiny green 

garden hose. He decides he'd like a cool drink from that gushing hose 

she's holding, so he jogs across the empty street and stands on the 

curb, staring at her from behind a chain-link fence. 

"What're ^ ^ doing?" he calls out to the old woman. 

She looks up at him with a shocked look on her face and drops the 

hose onto the ground. Water gurgles over the thick green grass. 

"Pardon me?" she says. 

"I asked what you were doing," he says. 

The old woman bends over and picks up her hose, starting to soak 

the rose bush again. 

"Well?" the young man says. "Ain't you going to answer my 

question?" 

"I'm watering my rose bush, young man," she says after a minute. 

"What do you think I'm doing?" 
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"You shouldn't be doing that to it," he says. "It might get 

drowned tonight." 

The old woman doesn't answer him. She's starting to get scared 

of this weird-looking young man who's standing on her curb talking to 

her like he's drunk or on drugs. After all, she's never seen him 

before in her life, and he just appeared out of nowhere and started 

asking her things like he's known her for a long time. He must be a 

crazy drifter, she thinks, wishing he'd move on and leave her alone so 

she can finish watering her rose bush and get back inside where it's 

cooler. 

"I came in on the bus from Cross Plains about two hours ago," the 

young man says. "A guy I was drinking beer with in the back had a 

radio, and we heard the news on it. They claim it's going to rain a 

shitload tonight. A real turd floater. . . . But you don't have to 

listen to the news to know that, since it's so hot and humid. . . . 

Another way you can tell if it's going to rain is by looking at an ant 

bed. You got one in your yard you can look at? No? Anyway, if the 

ants start building a little circle of dirt around the hole on top of 

their ant hill, then you know it's going to rain. They do that to 

keep from getting drowned underground." 

The old woman turns her back on the young man and walks quickly 

to the front of her house, dragging the hose behind her. She turns 

off the spigot that the hose is hooked up to. Then she opens her 

front door and disappears inside. 

"Friendly old bitch, aren't you?" the young man screams at her 

front door. "Friendly fucking dry little ghost town." 

Dropping his duffel bag onto the curb, he swings one leg over the 

top of the chain-link fence and flops backwards into the soft grass on 

the other side. He jumps up and walks across the old woman's yard to 

the spigot. Twisting it hard, he turns the water on full blast. The 

hose shudders and hisses until water starts pouring out. He jams the 

hose all the way into his mouth and gulps water until he starts 

gagging and coughing. His skin feels boiling hot, so he holds the 

hose above his head and sprays himself down. Now his clothes are 

soaked through and feel cool and soggy. Turning the spigot off, he 
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jumps back over the chain-link fence and starts wandering the streets 

again, leaving puddles of water behind him. 

About the time his clothes have dried out, he stops to have some 

supper at the Dairy Queen on Eldridge Avenue. Nobody else is in there 

except for the teenaged girl who takes his order and the greasy fry 

cook standing behind the grill. The young man scarfs down a basket of 

steak fingers smothered with cream gravy and drinks a banana malt for 

dessert. While he's eating, he stares at the giant color pictures of 

yellow cheeseburgers and hot fudge sundaes topped with red cherries 

that are hanging on the walls. Seeing the giant red cherries makes 

him start thinking about that old woman who was watering her rose 

bush. 

She was lonelier looking that anybody else he's seen in a long 

time. Maybe even lonelier looking that the bus station bums in Cross 

Plains, he thinks. She looked like she needs something to do or 

somebody to talk to, he thinks, just like me. That's all I need to 

get myself straight. He bets she was watering that rose bush just to 

have something to do, but he wonders why she didn't want to talk to 

him. She'd gone back into her house like she thought he was the devil 

himself. Then the young man remembers the big wrestling match that's 

going to be on the t.v. tonight. He thinks maybe he can watch with it 

that old lady. That is if she's got a t.v. 

Ten minutes later the young man's sitting under a streetlight 

across the street from the old woman's house. He holds the fat green 

duffel bag between his knees. Twenty feet above his head, a swarm of 

moths and June bugs spins around the streetlight's bright white bulb. 

The young man tilts his head back and stares up at the spinning cloud 

of moths and bugs. He's starting to sober up, and now he feels tired 

and sleepy and wonders where he might spend the night without getting 

wet in the rain that's going to start later. After a minute, he looks 

back down and stares across the street at the old woman's tiny white 

woodframe house. He's hoping she'll come outside for some fresh air 

or something so he can tell her he's sorry about scaring her this 

afternoon. Then he can ask her if she minds if he comes inside and 

watches the wrestling on her t.v. 



56 

He knows the old woman has a t.v. now, because he sees a pale 

blob of blue light flickering from inside her screen door. If she 

doesn't come out, maybe he'll just have to walk right inside that 

screen door and sit down in front of her t.v. That is if the screen 

door ain't locked. He's pretty sure she'll shit bricks and tell him 

to go away if he goes up there and just knocks. 

Having to wait so long for the old woman to come outside her 

house is starting to make him feel nervous and mad at her. Goddamm, 

is she going to sit in there all night long? The wrestling's about to 

start, and he doesn't want to miss any part of it. He wonders if 

she's watching the wrestling herself, or maybe some other program. 

But she hadn't looked like she'd be a fan of the wrestling. 

A gust of wind shakes the leaves of a tall sycamore tree in the 

old woman's front yard. The young man hears the shaking sycamore 

leaves and the tinkling of a metal windchime somewhere in the dis

tance. He decides he's fed up with waiting and stands up under the 

streetlight. 

Inside the screen door, the old woman is stretched out in a 

leather reclining chair. She's watching her color television set, the 

one she bought for three hundred dollars at Wal-Mart a month ago, 

because her black and white one finally broke down, and ever since she 

got this new one, she's been watching t.v. a lot more than she used 

to. Mostly she likes soap operas, game shows, the Praise the Lord 

Club, and the movies on the cable. 

Right now she's watching the P.T.L. Club. She stares at the 

giant white face of an evangelist on the television screen. He's 

praying for all the people watching the show who have physical or 

emotional problems. The old woman hears his deep voice echoing in the 

blue darkness of her living room. 

"Dear, sweet, gentle Lord," the evangelist says, "please give 

faith and strength to the sick and distressed, for they cannot help 

themselves." 

The old woman shuts her eyes and raises her arms in the air, 

waving them back and forth. Suddenly she hears the screen door behind 

her creaking open. She opens her eyes and drops her hands. 
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"That you. Miss Parks?" she says. 

Sometimes Miss Parks from next door forgets to knock when she 

comes over at night to talk and play bridge. 

The young man stops just inside the screen door and drops his 

duffel bag onto the living room floor. Squirming around in her 

reclining chair, the old woman stares at him like he's a ghost. He 

smiles at her. 

"Evening, mam," he says. Who's Miss Parks? My name's The 

Sultan. . . . I waited a long time for you to come back outside so I 

could talk to you again, but you never did. So I decided I'd come on 

in to tell you I'm sorry if I scared you this afternoon. I was trying 

to be friendly, but I guess I ain't any good at meeting people for the 

first time. Anyway, I was wondering if I could watch the wrestling on 

your t.v. with you. After it's over I was figuring maybe we could 

talk a while. I hope you aren't still mad at me." 

He smiles at her again and glances at the television screen. A 

frown ripples across his face when he sees the evangelist instead of 

the wrestling. 

"What is this shit?" he says to the old woman. 

She jumps out of her reclining chair and runs in front of the 

television. The young man watches as her white legs start trembling. 

He gawks at the way she's dressed. She doesn't have any shoes on, and 

all she's wearing is a pair of purple polyester shorts and a long 

white t-shirt without a bra underneath. He can see her nipples 

sticking up against the white cotton, and it makes him feel excited 

for a second, even though her face is baggy and wrinkled, like a 

wadded up paper sack. 

She's ugly-looking, but he can tell she was probably pretty 

good-looking before she got old. 

"Who a ^ you?" the old woman says in a croaking voice. "Get out. 

What do you want? Get out." 

The young man flinches and looks down at the floor for a second. 

"I ain't going to hurt you, old lady," he says, looking up at her 

with a frown on his face. "Unless you keep yelling at me like that. 

And then I'll kill you. . . . What I'll do to you is put my hands 
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around your neck and choke you until you stop breathing. . . . 

Listen, old lady, I just came in to watch the wrestling and talk with 

you. I'm sorry I was acting so weird this afternoon. I guess I was 

still pretty fucked up from all the beer I drank on the bus or some

thing. You remember me, don't you? I walked by when you were 

watering your rose bush." 

The old woman doesn't answer him, but she'd remembered his face 

as soon as he'd walked right into her living room. She remembers how 

she'd watched him through a crack in her curtains while he'd helped 

himself to a drink from her garden hose. He drank like a man about to 

die from thirst. After he'd left, she'd thought about calling the 

police to report a suspicious character who'd jumped her fence and 

trespassed on her property. But then "Wheel of Fortune" had come on 

and she'd forgotten all about him, until he'd come barrelling through 

her front door. 

Now she's mad at herself for not reporting him. She'd known 

there was something wrong with him the minute she saw him. He looks 

like he hasn't slept in two weeks. His hair's tangled and matted like 

a patch of dried yellow weeds, and there are big black rings around 

his eyes. He's not from Rising Star, that's for sure, she thinks. 

Maybe he's an escaped mental patient from the state hospital, or an 

escaped convict. He doesn't look like he belongs out on the streets. 

But here he is standing in my house like he owns the place, and all 

because I forgot all about him and then left the door unlatched for 

Miss Parks. She wonders why Miss Park's hasn't come over yet. That 

crazy boy might get scared and run off if she would just come over 

like she was supposed to. Maybe he's not as dangerous as he looks, 

she thinks. So maybe I can scare him away myself. 

"What in God's name are you doing in my house?" the old woman 

says. "Get out, I tell you. Get out or I'll scream for the neigh

bors. You have no right here." 

"I don't mean any harm to you, old lady," the young man says. "I 

told you I'd choke you if you start yelling, and I ain't kidding. 

Like I said, I only come in to watch the wrestling." 

"Get out," the old woman says. 
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"Calm down, will you, old lady?" the young man says. 

He moves slowly over towards the reclining chair and settles down 

into it. The old woman stands stiffly in front of the t.v. Her legs 

have quit trembling. The young man sees the remote control box for 

the t.v. sitting on the armrest. He picks it up and starts changing 

the t.v. channels with it, trying to find the station that has the 

wrestling on. Since the old woman's standing in front of the t.v., he 

can't see the screen. He leans far over to his left. 

"Do you mind moving out of the way?" he says to the old woman. 

"I can't see a fucking thing." 

After a few seconds, the old woman shuffles over to one side of 

the television. She glares at the young man, but he doesn't pay any 

attention to her. Now she's really getting mad. He's acting like he 

owns her house, like she doesn't even exist. She looks back over her 

shoulder at the television screen. She sees two fat masked men 

wrestling each other and hears the crowd screaming at them. 

"Hey. There he is," the young man says. "Kick ass. Fucking A, 

man. It's Billy Club, old lady. He's going up against Chuck Wagon. 

. . . Go get him, Billy. Beat the hell out of him. Come on, now." 

The old woman looks back around at the young man. His eyes are 

fixed straight ahead. He starts talking to her again, but he keeps 

his eyes focused on the t.v. screen. 

"Old lady?" he says. "Old lady, why don't you sit down and 

watch the wrestling with me? It's a lot more fun that that Jesus crap 

you were watching when I came in. Come on, sit down and watch it with 

me." 

"Get out," the old woman says. 

She's getting so confused about what's happening here in her own 

house that for a second she can't think of anything else to say. 

"Get out," she says again. "It's all fake. It's not real. 

Don't you know that? Now get out of my house, boy." 

"Sit down, old lady," the young man says. 

He's starting to get mad at the old woman because she won't shut 

up and watch the wrestling. 
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"Dammit," he says in a loud voice, "it'll be over in a minute and 

then I'll switch it back over to Jesus for you. Sit down, now, will 

you? I'll choke you." 

Suddenly the old woman tries to run past the reclining chair. 

She thinks she can get outside the screen door and go to Miss Parks' 

and call the police. But the young man is too quick for her. He 

jumps up, grabs her before she's even past him, and throws her onto 

the floor. He clamps one hand around her throat and one over her 

mouth. 

"Don't touch me," the old woman tries to scream into his salty-

tasting palm. "Don't you touch me." 

Her lips feel warm and dry as they move against his skin. 

"Don't you scream," the young man says. "I told you twice 

already how I'd choke you, but I don't mean any harm or anything. I 

only came in to watch the wrestling. You'll like it old lady. It's 

exciting as all hell." 

He lets go of the old woman and gets back into the reclining 

chair, starting to watch the wrestling again. The old woman lies on 

the floor with her eyes closed. 

"Dammit. Dammit," the young man says. 

Opening her eyes, the old woman raises her head a few inches off 

the floor so she can see the t.v. screen. One of the wrestlers pins 

the other to the mat. 

"You goddammed Billy Shit," the young man says. "You loser. 

Well. Damn." 

He starts changing the t.v. channels with the remote control box 

and finally stops. He sees the giant white face of the evangelist. A 

telephone number flashes at the bottom of the screen. The evangelist 

asks the audience for money. He says he's about to go bankrupt 

because of all his expenses. Pushing a button on the remote control 

box, the young man mutes the volume. 

"There we go again, old lady," he says. "Back to Jesus. I ought 

to call that preacher up and tell him I'm going to find him and tear 

out his tongue." 

"That wrestling isn't real," the old woman says. 
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She's still so shocked and confused that she doesn't even know 

what she's saying to him anymore. The words come out of her mouth 

without her having any control over them. 

"Don't you know it's not real?" she says. "It's all rigged. 

Everybody knows that. . . . Will you please leave, now?" 

"What?" he says. "You think I'm stupid or something? Hell no, 

old lady, the wrestling ain't real. But neither is that Jesus bull

shit. It's fake, just like the wrestling. They rig it up to fool you 

and take your money. There ain't none of it that's real or true. 

Don't YOU know that, old lady? At least I know that." He laughs at 

her. 

"You are an evil, wicked young man," the old woman says. 

She looks up at him. There's a tired, painful look on his face, 

like she's hurt his feelings. His eyes look shiny and watery in the 

flickering blue television light. 

"I'm not going to hurt you," he says to her. "How many times do 

I got to tell you that? Hell, what're you afraid for? I'm just a 

two-bit loser. A worthless idiot." 

The old woman props herself up on one elbow and stares at the 

young man. 

"Please go," she says. "I'm sorry, son, but you aren't welcome 

here." 

"I ain't welcome anywhere, old lady," he says. "But that don't 

matter. Why don't you want to visit with me for a while? You're all 

alone, aren't you? I knew you lived here by yourself even before I 

come in to see you. Hell, I know you're lonely. I knew that the 

minute I saw you watering that rose bush. I knew you were just doing 

that because you didn't have anything else to do. That's the same 

reason why I stopped here in this town and started walking around. I 

couldn't think of anything else to do, so I did it. Now I'm glad I 

did it, since I've met you. Come on, old lady. We ain't watching 

television anymore, are we? So now we can visit, can't we?" 

"No," she says. "Please go. I'm not lonely, young man. Not at 

all." 
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"Oh," he says. "So you got Jesus to keep you company, huh, old 

lady?" 

The young man bashes his fist against the armrest and laughs at 

the old woman with a bitter sound in his voice. 

"You know what's wrong with this fucked up world?" he says. 

"Everybody's just like you are. Scared to death of everyone else. 

Damn, it pisses me off sometimes. I talk to people like you all the 

time, but they never say anything to me and I never say anything to 

them neither. When you try to start telling them about the stuff you 

want to tell them, they always get scared and clam up. That's what 

happened with the guy I was talking to on the bus this afternoon. He 

was scared to talk about anything, so we got drunk instead and just 

talked shit that don't mean a damn thing. And you're the same way, 

old lady. Too scared to do anything but just sit there staring at me, 

hoping I'll shut up and leave you alone. Damn, it pisses me off 

sometimes." 

"I'm not afraid of you," the old woman says. "I just don't know 

who you are." 

"Then how are you going to know who I am, unless you talk to me?" 

the young man says. "I already told you my name's The Sultan. . . . 

Hell, I know you're afraid of me, old lady. But there ain't no reason 

to feel that way. Like I said, I'm just a two-bit loser. A worthless 

idiot. All I ever do is ride buses around everywhere. I stay in a 

town for a day or two and then cut out for another one. I'm getting 

the hell out of here tonight. Been in this shit town long enough. 

What do you call it? Rising Star? Jesus Christ almighty, what a name 

for a place like this. . . . Well, you ain't going to talk to me, are 

you, old lady? What the hell, I'm going to sit here and get drunk 

until you start talking to me." 

He reaches down, gropes around in his duffel bag, and pulls out 

the bottle of Thunderbird. Keeping his eyes on the old woman, he 

twists the cap off and starts drinking straight out of the bottle. 

The old woman closes her eyes and folds her arms across her chest. 
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"Want some?" he says, holding out the bottle. She doesn't answer 

him. "No, guess not, being religious and everything. What's your 

name anyway, old lady?" 

"It means nothing to you," the old woman says. 

The young man doesn't know it yet, but the old woman is a heavy 

drinker herself. She's got a big bottle of cheap cognac in her 

nightstand that she drinks sometimes at night when she can't sleep or 

when she feels dull and bored and wants to feel something. The cognac 

always makes her remember times when she was real happy or real sad, 

and that's why she likes it. She gets tired of feeling in the middle 

of everything, of feeling not either happy or sad, just numb, like she 

can't feel at all. But the young man's different. He likes drinking 

because if he has enough, he can't feel much at all, and that way he 

won't have to feel either happy or sad. He gets tired of feeling 

things. 

"You think you're tough, don't you, old lady?" the young man 

says, feeling the wine burning away at his belly and his neck starting 

to loosen. The T-Bird's cutting right through them steak fingers, he 

thinks. 

"I can tell you think nothing or nobody can touch you or hurt 

you," he says. "You think you're tougher than me, don't you? That's 

why you won't talk to me, ain't it? What you are is the Lady Jesus. 

That's who you think you are. The Lady Jesus. I like the sound of 

it." 

"My name is Ruby Gribble," the old woman says. 

He's surprised she's told him her name. She must be a proud 

woman, he thinks, a woman of pride in herself. 

"Ruby Gribble," he says. "Ruby Gribble of Rising Star. But that 

don't sound real to me. I bet you made it up just now, old lady, to 

fool me? I don't believe you. I don't trust nobody or nothing. I've 

been fooled too many times to do that." 

He takes another pull on the wine and starts talking like he's 

giving a speech to the old woman. It's a speech he's told to people 

before, but every time he tells it, he uses different words. 
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"Man," he says. "That's real wine for you. Lady Jesus? Lady 

Jesus, you ought to hit the booze at least once before you buy it. 

You're going to be dead a long time, you know. . . . I don't believe 

in God and all that bullshit myself. I used to, but only when I was 

young and stupid as hell. Then I woke up and figured out it was all 

fake, just like everything else is. Let me tell you something you 

need to know, old lady. This country of ours is a fucking joke. I 

hate it. It ain't the goddammed promised land. Never has been, never 

will be. It's a fairy tale, you know. But everybody's got to believe 

in it. I'd get the hell out of if I knew of someplace else I could 

go. But there ain't nowhere to go. Let's face it, this whole world 

is a joke, but it ain't a funny kind of joke. It's the kind of joke 

that makes you feel scared and tired and lonely, like you're a loser. 

Everybody in the world's a loser, but a lot of them don't know it or 

maybe they just can't admit it. The poor bastards. All they can see 

is butterflies and valentines, instead of hell, fire, and shit. At 

least I know I'm a loser. But it ain't my fault I'm white garbage. 

I'm a victim of society, I guess. I'm damn proud to be a loser. Lady 

Jesus. You ought to be proud of it, too. But you've got a different 

kind of pride than me, don't you?. . . . Dammit, why don't you say 

something to me. Lady Jesus? I wish you'd loosen up and talk to me." 

"God help you," she says. "You're a sick, bitter young man. 

Will you please get out of my house? You're just not welcome here. I 

wish I could help you, but I can't." 

"I don't need no help. Lady Jesus," the young man says. "Not 

from you for from anybody else. I ain't never needed nobody else, and 

I'm proud of myself because of that. There's not too many people who 

can say that without lying. . . . Why can't you just talk to me? 

Can't you tell me something about yourself, Lady Jesus? You ever been 

married or anything? Got any kids, or grandkids maybe?" 

"Get out," she says. 

"I don't understand what you're so scared of," the young man 

says. "Quit acting like you're so scared of me, will you? I'm 

getting tired of it. Let's just talk and get to know each other some. 
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Let's pretend we're friends. Why don't you trust me? I ain't really 

going to choke you. I was just fooling you." 

"I really don't want to know you, son," the old woman says. 

"But I'm really a nice guy. Lady Jesus. I'm not really white 

garbage. Everybody just thinks I am. I'm only being what everybody 

else thinks I am. I like to fool people. I fool them before they can 

fool me." 

Suddenly the young man and the old woman hear a loud thunderclap. 

The thunder is so loud and close that the walls of the old woman's 

house start rattling. The electricity goes off for a few seconds and 

them comes back on again. Looking back toward the t.v. screen, the 

young man sees the evangelist's white face being sucked into blackness 

and them spreading out again. He smiles at the old woman. 

"Fucking A," he says. "I told you it was going to rain tonight. 

That's why I told you to stop watering your rose bush. You like 

thunderstorms?" he asks the old woman. 

She doesn't answer. 

"I like them a hell of a lot," he says. "Better than just about 

anything else I can think of. I like it when the weather's like this. 

It's kind of scary and exciting. Makes you feel like you really are 

alive. You know what, old lady? I've always wanted to be killed in a 

thunderstorm. But I'm never in the right place at the right time. I 

like the lightning best of all. Once-I went out in a field during a 

mean thunderstorm and climbed up in a tree. I held a coathanger up in 

the air for thirty minutes and watched lightning bolts hitting all 

around me. The wind was blowing so hard it sounded like it was 

screaming at me, so I started screaming back. Then it started raining 

and hailing and the tree I was up in started shaking from the thunder. 

I waited up there holding the coathanger and getting pounded by the 

hail until the sun came back out. But nothing happened to me. I 

didn't get fried. I figured I'd come up with the best way to die, but 

it didn't work. I guess I'm just a born loser. . . . Well, what do 

you think, old lady? Think I'm crazy and everything? Why don't you 

tell me about the craziest thing you ever did? I'm getting kind of 

tired of just talking about myself." 
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After taking another swig of wine, the young man frowns at the 

old woman. It's starting to look like she's not going to talk to him, 

so he's thinking about giving up on her and leaving so he can walk 

around in the thunderstorm. 

The old woman stares at him with a blank look on her face. 

Suddenly she finds herself remembering the time two years ago when she 

almost tried to electrocute herself in the bathtub with a curling 

iron. The young man's the first person she's ever talked to who's 

admitted that he once tried to take his own life, and now she's 

starting to understand why he's so strange. Maybe he's just broken 

inside from something terrible that happened to him, she thinks. He's 

like I was after Charlie got killed, before I got over it and started 

feeling strong. 

"So . . ., Lady Jesus," the young man says. "Were you ever 

married or anything? You never did say if you had any kids. I don't 

see any pictures around here, so I guess not. . . . Your husband 

dead, maybe?" 

But old woman isn't hearing what he's saying to her. She's still 

daydreaming about the time she felt so weak and sick she almost tried 

to kill herself with the curling iron. 

"Why'd you try to kill yourself in that thunderstorm?" she says. 

The young man's shocked. The old woman has just asked him a 

question, instead of the other way around. For a second he can't 

think or remember anything. 

"Huh?" he says. 

"Why'd you try to electrocute yourself in that thunderstorm?" she 

says. "There must have been a reason for you to want to be dead." 

"Well," he says after a few seconds, feeling his brain start to 

work again. "I don't know. I don't guess I had any reason for doing 

it. . . . Maybe I just wanted to have something to do. . . . I hate 

not having anything to do. If I don't have anything to do, then I 

start feeling and thinking too much." 
"Did you ever try to do it again?" the old woman says. 

"No," he says. "Not with a coathanger, anyway. But whenever 

there's a thunderstorm, 1 like to walk around under it and wait to get 
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hit by lightning. But like I said, I'm never in the right place at 

the right time." 

"I tried to electrocute myself once," the old woman says. 

"Damn," the young man says. "You? In a thunderstorm, just like 

me?" 

"No," the old woman says. "In my bathtub. I was going to take a 

bath with a curling iron. But I didn't." 

"Jesus," the young man says. 

He laughs at the old woman, because the way she has started 

talking about herself is making him feel nervous. The idea of this 

old lady trying to kill herself with a curling iron seems like the 

craziest thing he's heard in a long time. But his laughing doesn't 

make the old woman mad. She starts laughing too, and it makes her 

feel good. It's like she feels free to say anything or do anything 

she wants because it won't matter anyway. 

"Why didn't you do it?" the young man says after she's stopped 

laughing. "What was it that stopped you?" 

"You aren't going to believe it," the old woman says. "The phone 

rang just before I stepped down into the water. Some man wanted to 

know if I was the dry cleaners. After I hung up the phone, I just 

didn't want to do it anymore. So I pulled the plug and watched the 

water go down the drain. I was saved by a wrong number." 

The old woman starts laughing at the young man again. After 

taking another swig of wine, he stares at her with a serious look on 

his face. 

"You sure you don't want some of this?" he says to her, holding 

the bottle out to her. 

She gets up on her knees and takes the bottle from him, and then 

sits back down on the floor with her legs crossed, taking a long pull 

on the wine. 

"I'm a drinker myself," she tells him. "But don't tell anybody." 

"I knew you probably were," the young man says happily. 

"You did?" she says. "Do I look like a drinker? I really don't 

drink all that much. I didn't even start until about a year ago." 
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"No, it's not the way you look," he says. "I don't know how I 

knew. I'm sort of like an animal, I guess. It's like I've got 

instincts or something. I'm good at feeling things." 

The old woman takes another drink from the bottle and passes it 
back to him. 

"Well, I'm glad you finally started talking to me," the young man 

says. "But why did ^ ^ want to electrocute yourself? Like I said, I 

don't think I had any real reason myself. But I never have thought 

about it much, like maybe you have." 

"I had a good reason, I suppose," she says. "At least it seemed 

that way to me at the time. You see, all that happened about two 

years after my husband was killed in an accident. He was a truck 

driver. . . . One night he had been driving twenty-four hours 

straight to get back home. He fell asleep. . . . The truck went off 

a curve about twelve miles south of town. Now the people around here 

call that bend in the highway 'Gribble's Curve.' But not out of 

disrespect or anything. Just about everybody in town knew Charlie. 

He was a good man. ..." 

"So that's how come you wanted to electrocute yourself?" the 

young man says. "Because your husband got killed?" 

"For a long time after the accident I just wanted to die or go to 

sleep for a few months," the old woman says. "I couldn't hardly drag 

myself out of bed in the morning. . . . But finally I got over it. I 

got stronger. . . . I don't know exactly how or why. Even stronger 

than I was before." 

Now that the old woman's finally started talking to him and has 

told him something about herself, the young man feels like he under

stands why she's so tough and proud of herself. Suddenly his body 

feels warm and soft and prickly, and he can hear his heart pounding in 

his ears. He wants to hug and kiss and maybe even wrestle around a 

little with the old woman, even if she's old and ugly. I must be in 

love with this Lady Jesus, he thinks. Otherwise, why would I feel 

like this when she's so old and ugly? It can't be her body or any

thing like that. Maybe that's when you know you love a woman. You 

don't care anything about her body. Maybe I was already in love with 
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her when I saw her this afternoon standing there by herself watering 

her rose bush, and that's really why I came back to see her tonight. 

At the same time that the young man's thinking about the old 

woman, she's thinking about how much better her life is now than it 

was after Charlie had been killed and she had almost killed herself 

because she was scared and didn't think she could go on living all by 

herself. She feels proud of herself, because she knows she doesn't 

need anybody else anymore. Once she had, but not anymore. She tries 

to remember what Charlie had looked like the last time she'd seen him, 

but she can't picture him in her mind. She can't even remember the 

bouncy way he'd always walked, even after he got old, and the way he'd 

always smelled like chewing tobacco and motor oil. But it doesn't 

bother her that she can't remember much of anything about him. She 

hardly ever even tries to remember him anymore. A lot of days go by 

when she doesn't even think about him. There isn't any need to. 

Well, maybe I do need the love of Jesus, she thinks, but needing him 

isn't the same as. . . . Now that the young man's stopped talking, 

she's forgotten that he even exists. She doesn't even remember that 

he's in her house, still sitting in her reclining chair. 

But then the old woman hears the splattering sound of heavy rain 

starting to come down outside. She looks up at the young man and 

comes out of her daydream. Seeing him still sitting there makes her 

feel mad that he hasn't got up and left yet. Her mind feels hard and 

cold as an ice cube. 

"Why'd you stop talking?" she says. "I thought you broke in here 

so you could talk to me. . . . Or was it just to watch that wrestling 

match?" 

The young man's surprised at the angry sound of her voice. He 

can't think of anything to say. 

"Well?" the old woman says. 

" . . . I guess I'm all talked out," the young man says. 

"Well, if you're finished talking," the old woman says, "then I 

am too." She picks herself off the floor and stands in front of the 

young man. "I enjoyed visiting with you. I've never told anybodv 
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before about how I almost killed myself. . . . But it's about my 

bedtime, son." 

"But I don't want to go," the young man says. "It's raining out 

there, and I ain't got nowhere to sleep tonight. . . . I was wonder

ing if maybe I could stay here with you." 

"I'm sorry to have to ask you to leave, young man," the old woman 

says, "but you had no right to be here in the first place. I'll ask 

you one more time to please be on your way." 

"But you and me have a lot in common," the young man whispers. 

He's starting to feel panicked because he's desperate to spend the 

night with her. He can't understand why she's so cold to him and why 

she doesn't want him to stay so they can keep talking and get to know 

each other better. 

"I think maybe I'm in love with you," he says after a minute. 

His voice sounds loud and flat. "I've only known you for just a 

little while, but I think maybe I am. I don't think I've ever been in 

love with anybody before. . . . Not really anyway. But now I think I 

finally am. I think I've been wanting to be for a long time." 

For a second the old woman feel tenderness and pity for the young 

man. She hasn't heard anyone say they loved her since before Charlie 

died. Then she feels like laughing at the young man, but she keeps a 

straight face, because she knows his feelings would probably be hurt 

if she did. 

"I love you. Lady Jesus," the young man says again in a loud 

voice. "It's true. I'm not trying to fool you." 

Suddenly the old woman feels like she wants to hit him in the 

teeth. She's finally lost her temper. He's taken her patience to the 

limit. She's fed up with listening to his voice and with hearing him 

whine and complain about everything. So she reaches out and scratches 

him across the cheek with her fingernails. 

The young man flinches and stares at the floor. His cheek burns 

and stings. 

"I'm sorry I scratched you," the old woman says after a minute. 

But she's lying to him. She isn't sorry at all. She wishes she'd 

done it earlier. "You'd better go, now." 
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The young man slides out of the reclining chair and walks slowly 

over to the screen door, carrying his duffel bag over his shoulder. 

He listens to the rain falling outside and stares through the screen 

mesh at the streetlight across the road. 

"I guess you don't feel the same way I do right now, do you?" he 

says. "I feel sort of soft and warm, like I'm a baby again." 

"It doesn't matter who you feel or how I feel about anything," 

the old woman says. "We've already said enough, son." 

"Well, thanks for talking to me and for letting me watch the 

wrestling on your t.v.," the young man says. "... I guess there 

ain't none of it that's fair, nor real, nor right, is there. Lady 

Jesus? I mean in life. That's what I always say." 

"Goodbye and good luck to you," the old woman says as he pushes 

open the screen door. 
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My name is Nathan Lustie and I come from a small town called 

Rising Star. There ain't more than 4,000 people that live here. Used 

to be a lot more of them that lived here not too long ago but every 

year more of them leave town and never come back. One of these days I 

expect there won't be nobody left. I was born here and I've lived 

here all my life. I graduated from Rising Star High about five years 

back. I'm twenty-four years old now. After I graduated from school I 

got a job working down at Jefferson's Feed Plant. I been working 

there ever since. They make animal feed and fertilizer there. After 

I made a little money working I moved out of my parents' house and 

bought a little trailer house out on the edge of town. I been living 

there by myself ever since. 

Well, anyhow, what I'm telling you ain't supposed to be about me 

so much as about a guy I used to know back in high school. His name 

is Benny Geagley. Back in those days he was about the only friend I 

had. And to tell you the truth, I ain't got that many friends right 

now either. Most of the time I sort of like to stay off by myself. 

Anyway, after me and Benny graduated we sort of grew apart and weren't 

really friends like in the old days. He went off to college and then 

came back and got a job in the bank here. Even after he came back I 

didn't see him much and when I did see him we didn't say that much. I 

was hoping we'd be friends again but he was a lot different when he 

came back than what I remembered. But then one day down at the feed 

plant I heard some of the guys talking that he was engaged and going 

to be married to a girl that was a year out of high school. I started 

wondering if he might invite me to the wedding. I figured he might 

even let me be an usher or something. Then about a week or two after 

that I heard that she had dumped him and he was depressed and maybe 

might kill himself. I decided I'd call him up and ask him if he 

wanted to go riding around and drinking with me. What I figured was 

I'd get him drunk and then he'd forget about it and wouldn't kill 

himself. Well, he was back living with his parents then so I called 

his parents' house and he answered and I asked him if he remembered me 

and he said Hell yes Nathan I hear you're still working at the feed 

plant and then I asked him if he wanted to go riding around on Friday 
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night and he thought about it for a minute and said I guess so nothing 

wrong with nostalgia I suppose and on Friday night I got in my black 

68 Impala and drove over to his parents' house to pick him up. I had 

a case of beer all iced down inside a cooler in the trunk and I was 

drinking a bottle of white wine wrapped in a paper sack. I honked the 

horn and the yellow porch light flicked on and he came out the front 

door after a minute and walked slowly down the sidewalk and got in 

next to me. 

"How's it going?" I said. 

"Okay," he said. "Drinking already?" 

"Yeah," I said. "Got another bottle if you want it." 

"Not right now," he said. 

"You want to go to the carnival?" I said. 

"I didn't know there was one." 

"Ain't you been out of the house lately?" 

"Nuh-uh." 

"There's a carnival out behind the drive in," I said. "They got 

games and rides and stuff." 

"I thought we were going riding around." 

"Let's go to the carnival first. Maybe we'll see somebody from 

school or something." 

"I doubt it. There's no one left but you and me and a few other 

losers. . . . Hell, I don't care. How much beer's in the trunk?" 

"Case." 

"You haven't changed any." 

"No. Guess not." 

I put the Impala into first and drove slowly through the streets. 

It was a hot and humid night and there was a mist in the sky. The 

lights of Rising Star reflected up into the low clouds and made them 

look like a pink ceiling. 

At the carnival we walked through the thick crowds of people and 

looked at the rides and game booths. There were spinning lights all 

around and feet shuffling in the dirt and dead yellow yellow grass and 
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the warm smell of dust and perfume and sweat and popcorn with hot 

butter on it. 

"Want to ride something?" I said to Benny. 

"No," he said. 

"Why not?" I said. 

"Don't feel like it." 

"Let's play a game, then." 

"Which one?" 

"The milk bottles one." 

"The milk bottles are lead and the baseballs are sawdust." 

"Come on," I said. "Cheer up." 

"You pay for it?" 

"Yeah." 

"All right. I'll pay one game and then we get the hell out of 

here." 

We walked back through the sweaty crowds and went to the milk 

bottles game booth. There was a man sitting on top of a wooden stool 

inside the booth. He was talking to another man standing outside the 

booth. No one else was playing the game. 

"I had some good shit come in from Jamaica last week," he said to 

the other man without looking at us." 

"How much a game?" I said to the man sitting on the stool. 

"Buck," he said finally. I held out a dollar and he grabbed it 

and stuffed it in a dirty white apron around his waist. He had long 

greasy red hair and you could tell he hadn't shaved in a week or was 

growing a beard. 

"You go first," I said to Benny. 

"You go." 

"Come on." 

"All right. Let's get it over with. . . . How many I get?" he 

said to the man on the stool. 

"Three. We're packing up and going to Cross Plains in the 

morning," the man said without looking at Benny. Benny took three 

baseballs out of a green plastic bucket on the counter. 
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He looked at the three milk bottles on the dirt floor of the 

booth for a second and then threw the first ball. It missed and 

smashed into the wooden back wall of the booth. The second one hit 

one of the bottles and it finally fell over like a tree cut down in 

the forest and then the third ball knocked another one over and rolled 

back through the dust and hit the leg of the man's stool. The ball 

was mushed out of shape and lopsided looking. 

"Your turn," Benny said. 

"Looks like you're gonna have to buy some new baseballs!" I said 

to the man. He looked down at the egg-looking baseball in the dust 

and jumped off the stool. 

"Hey!!! What's your trip, man?" he yelled at Benny. 

"What?" Benny said. 

"What the hell you think you're doing?" 

"What?" 

"You're supposed to use the softballs, idiot!" 

"Where?" 

"In the other bucket, goddammit!" 

"I didn't see it. . . ." 

"The baseballs are for the goddammed stuffed animals!" 

"I thought they were the prizes." 

"You stupid fuck." 

" . . . You go to hel1." 

"What?" 

"Shove the goddammed baseballs up your ass." 

"You little bastard." He climbed over the booth and stood in 

front of Benny. What'd you say, boy?" 

"I said: shove your sawdust baseballs and your lead milk bottles 

clean up your butt, idiot." The man clenched his fists and brought 

his sweaty face up close to Benny's. 

"Let's go," I said to Benny. "Sorry," I said to the man. "We 

didn't know." 

"You bastards." 

"Go to hell," Benny said. "White trash. Hippie garbage." 
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The man drew his fist back like he was going to bash Benny in the 

face. I grabbed Benny and jerked him back into the crowd that was 

streaming by the game booth. He didn't try to stop me and we made our 

way back to the Impala. 

"Want to get some drinks at the Feed Trough?" I said when we were 

back inside the Impala. The Feed Trough is the only bar in Rising 

Star. It's a private club and costs twenty-five bucks a year to join 

but I bought a membership because I like to drink. 

"You should have let me beat the hell out of that moron." 

"You want to get a few drinks?" 

"All right, goddammit!" 

Benny rolled down his window as we drove away from the carnival. 

He lit himself a cigarette and then started screaming with his head 

outside the window. 

"White trash! Hippie Garbage! Get the hell out of town!! Get 

the fuck out of this town!!!" I gunned the engine and got out of 

there as fast as I could. 

"Relax, dammit," I said on the way to the Trough. I took my wine 

bottle out from under my seat and screwed off the cap and started 

drinking it again. It was already warm and I had to guzzle it. Benny 

didn't say anything but finally brought his head back inside and began 

smoking the cigarette. He flicked the ashes out the window. 

"Take it easy, man. . . . It ain't worth it." 

"You go to hell, too," he said. "... I guess you've heard." 

"Yeah." 

"Everybody's heard." 

"It's a small town." 

"You just shut up and drive to the Feed Trough." 

"Why don't you loosen up?" 

"I wil1 when we get there." 

At the Trough we ordered two rum and cokes. It was still early 

and the only other people in the bar were some cowboys sitting around 

a table in the corner eating chicken fried steak and mashed potatoes 

and swigging tall brown bottles of beer. They stared at us when we 
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came through the swinging screen door and then began eating and 

drinking again. There was a juke box over against the wall playing 

country and western songs. 

After a minute, Elvis, the waitress who always works Friday 

nights, brought our drinks to us. I sipped my rum through a skinny 

red straw. Benny kept playing with the ashtray on the table. 

"I feel like getting drunk," I said. 

"So do I." 

"Good." Benny took the straw out of his rum and gulped it. 

"So what happened?" I said. 

"She dumped me." 

"I heard." 

"I'll bet you have." 

"What'd she say?" 

"We went over to Cross Plains to spend the weekend with her 

parents." 

"So?" 

"On the way back she took off the ring and threw it in the 

ashtray." 

"Shit." 

"No shit. She threw it in the ashtray all of sudden and told 

me." 

"What did you do?" 

"I sat there and drove for a few minutes and didn't say any

thing." 

"What'd she do?" 

"She stared through the windshield for a while and then went to 

sleep." 

"Then what happened?" 

"I woke her up and asked her why." 

"What'd she say?" 

"She said she never loved me and never would and said she was 

sorry about it but she couldn't marry me." 

"What'd you say to her?" 

"I said: 'Did your parents tell you not to?'" 
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"And what'd she say?" 

"She said: 'No. They said you were a nice young man but I can't 

marry you because I never loved you and never could no matter how hard 

I'd try.'" 

"Why not?" 

"Hell if I know. I was going to swerve into a Mack truck and 

kill the both of us." 

"She sounds crazy to me." 

"She said it came to her all of a sudden and she couldn't help 

it." 

"The bitch." 

"I dropped her off at lier place and she took her suitcase out and 

wouldn't even let me help her with it." 

"The stupid bitch." 

"She said she was sorry about it but that she couldn't help it." 

"What'd xou do?" 

"I damn near went crazy." 

"You still crazy?" 

"I don't know." 

"Get drunk and forget about it." 

We didn't say anything more for a few minutes and drank our rum 

and cokes. A few more people came in along with clouds of floating 

cigarette smoke and laughing voices. Benny lit a cigarette and 

watched the cowboys still eating their chicken fried steak and pota

toes. It was yery hot and dark in the bar. I watched the cigarette 

smoke drifting in the air and listened to the laughing voices and juke 

box music echoing off the walls. 

"You hungry?" I said to Benny. 

"I've been writing her letters for a month. She won't answer me 

or talk to me or even see me." 

"She's just a bitch." 

"I love her. I thought we were going to get married." 

"Forget about her. It ain't worth it." 

"How do ^̂ ou know?" 

"I just do." 
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"You've never been engaged, have you?" 

"No. ..." 

"Well? See? I tell you, Nathan, I really loved her. I still 

love her. . . ." 

"Will you shut up? Just fucking forget about her! It ain't 

worth it, I tell you!" 

Elvis brought two more rum and cokes and set them down on the 

table. She emptied Benny's ashtray and picked up the empty rum 

glasses. 

"Y'all need anything else?" she said. 

"No thanks," I said. 

"What's not worth it?" Benny said. 

She's not worth it. Dammit! Can't you see? You're better off 

without her." 

"She says she won't hold herself responsible if I kill myself. 

She says I ought to be a man about it." 

"Hell. . . . You won't kill yourself." 

"I almost did! Last week I almost blew my head off with a 

shotgun." 

"You're crazy." 

"I must be. ..." 

"Just forget about the bitch and drink your rum and get drunk." 

"I'll try." 

"All right. There's nothing else you can do." 

"You're right." 

"I'm always right." 

"Especially when you're drunk." 

" . . . I heard your little brother got married." 

"I'll bet you have." 

"Well . . ., did he?" 

"Yeah. About six months ago." 

"Shotgun?" 

"No." 

"But I heard they had a baby already." 
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"Yeah, they did . . . but the gossip you've been hearing is 

wrong. My brother is a very responsible young Baptist. He had 

planned to marry her anyway. Two months before the unfortunate 

pregnancy, he informed me personally that he was madly in love and 

planned to marry her." 

"Oh." 

"And did you hear that it was a monster?" 

"Yeah. I heard that too. ..." 

"And have you heard what it looked like?" 

"•^0- • • • All I heard was that it was a freak. And that it 
died." 

"Well, here's the exclusive story. It didn't have a face, just a 

head, and it was two feet long, weight two pounds, two ounces, and 

didn't have any feet or hands. The doctor claimed it was dead on 

arrival--if not at the scene. 'Most interesting occurrence,' he told 

my brother. 'Never seen anything like it!'" 

"That's the way it goes, I guess." 

"That's the way it fucking goes." 

"Drunk yet?" 

"Not yet." 

"Then drink your rum." 

We left the Trough around midnight. The tab was twenty five 

dollars. Benny chipped in ten dollars and I paid the rest. I'd drunk 

more than he had but he threw up most of the ten bucks in the parking 

lot next to the Impala. I waited for him to finish and then asked him 

if he was al1 right. 

"Yeah, I'm all right," he said after a minute. He choked and 

wheezed some more and spit the rest of it out of his mouth onto the 

parking lot. I guess I was pretty smashed myself. I got sick to my 

stomach watching and listening to him. His vomit smelled sour and 

bitter. Finally he stopped spitting and we got into the Impala. 

"Your sure you're all right?" I said. 

"Yeah, I'm sure." He opened his window and lit a cigarette. 

"You still want to go riding around?" 

"Uh-huh." 



82 

"Well, if you get sick again . . . try to throw up out the 

window." 

We cruised around Rising Star until one o'clock in the morning 

sobering up and listening to eight track tapes in the stereo while 

looking for something to do. But nothing was happening. The town was 

dead. Only a few Mack trucks rolled down Eldridge Avenue. A couple 

cop cars sat in their usual places in the parking lot of Anderson's 

Grocery Store. Otherwise, nothing was going on. Most everybody we 

knew had either got married or had left town. The only place still 

open was the Seven Eleven store on the east of town. I was starting 

to lose my drunk and felt a little hungry. 

"You want to get something to eat?" I said. 

"Huh?" Benny said. 

"You want to go get a frozen pizza at Seven Eleven and eat it out 

at Armadillo Park?" Armadillo Park is a roadside park about four 

mi les north of town. 

"I don't care." 

"What kind you want?" 

"Don't matter." 

I pulled the Impala into the Seven Eleven and went in and bought 

a frozen cheese pizza. They have a microwave oven in there and I put 

the pizza in there for two minutes like it said on the box. I said 

goodnight to the guy who worked in the store and went back out to the 

Impala with the hot pizza. 

"Cheese?" Benny said. 

"Yeah," I said. 

No one else was parked out at Armadillo Park so I drove in and 

turned off the Impala's headlights. Sometimes people on dates park 

out there on Friday and Saturday nights and go out in the woods. 

There have been a lot of shotgun weddings because of Armadillo Park. 

But I like it out there, and sometimes I go there late at night by 

myself and drink wine and lie down on the warm hood of the Impala and 

listen to the Mack trucks passing by on the highway and wait for the 

sun to come up before I go to work at the feed plant. 
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Well, Benny and me got out of the Impala and lay ourselves down 

on the hood. The overcast clouds had broken up and it was starting to 

get windy and cooler. I put the pizza between us and cut it up with a 

pocket knife. I got a bottle of wine out of the cooler in the trunk 

and poured two paper cupfuls. 

"Want some?" I said to Benny. 

"Okay." 

"Feel better, huh?" 

"Yeah." 

We lay on the hood looking at the stars and eating the pizza and 

drinking the wine out of the paper cups. The night was quiet and once 

for ten minutes no cars or Mack trucks passed by on the highway. I 

pushed the tape back into the stereo and turned the volume down low. 

By the time we had eaten all the pizza the wine bottle was empty. I 

went back to the trunk and got two bottles of beer and gave one to 

Benny. 

"She dumped you, huh?" I said after a minute. 

"Yep." 

"Damn. ..." 

"I'd already bought some furniture and the ring and everything. 

We were going to be married in the First Baptist Church next Tuesday." 

"What'd you do with all of it?" 

"I've still got everything." 

"You going to sell it all back?" 

"I don't know. I need the money. Right now I'm almost broke." 

"I thought you were working in the bank?" 

"I was. They had me counting money in the vault." 

"They fire you?" 

"Yeah." 

"How come?" 

"After she dumped me I quit showing up." 

"How'd you lose all your money?" 

"Spent it." 

"On what?" 
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"Don't remember. . . . The dates, the ring, the furniture 

. . . all kinds of stuff." 

"You going to get another job?" 

"Don't know. My parents are supporting me right now. They let 

me move back in with them." 

"You want another beer?" 

"Suppose so." 

I went back to the trunk and got two more beers. 

"Why don't you come over and work with me at the feed plant? 

Maybe I could get you a job." 

"Nah. I'm trying to get one at Anderson's grocery." 

"What if you can't?" 

"I don't know. ..." 

"Have to gut it up." 

"What?" 

"Gut it up, Benny. You ain't the first person this has happened 

to." 

"I don't care." 

"You've got to gut up. Life ain't what we figured it was going 

to be. . . ." 

"And you're telling me this? Do you think you can preach to me?" 

"I ain't trying to preach to you. I know you're smarter than me 

and been off to college and everything. . . . All I'm telling you is 

you got to gut up or you ain't going to survive." 

"What an idiot! Can't you fucking see I ain't got no goddammed 

guts left to gut up?" 

"Well, I'm just telling you what I see, Benny. Fact is, you just 

feel sorry for yourself. ..." 
"You ain't never loved nobody!" 

"How do you know?" 

"I know, goddammit. In school you never even had a girl friend. 

Hell, you never hardly had a friend at all--expect for me. . . . I'll 

bet you never have." 

"Love ain't worth it, in my opinion." 

"What is worth it--in your opinion?" 
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"Not much-except for wine and beer and rum and bourbon." 

"You're a pathetic alcoholic." 

"I hold it better than you! You chunked it up all over the damn 
place." 

"Dammit!" Benny said. He put his hands over his face and started 

yelling at me in a whining voice. "Why don't you just leave me 

alone?" Why won't anybody leave me alone?" 

"You're already alone, ain't you? Your woman dumped you and now 

you're like a little boy crying for somebody to come change your 

diaper. Well, nobody's going to come change it. They might hear you 

but they ain't going to listen. You're all alone and you got to gut 

it up." 

"Leave me alone, will you? Please can't you just leave me alone 

and let me get drunk? Can't you? I'm so tired of everyone telling 

me, 'gut up and be a man--it ain't the end of the world. Toughen 

up--she was just a bitch. There's other girls.' I can't hardly take 

it anymore. I'm so damn tired and worn out. ..." I thought he was 

going to break down and start crying so I didn't say anything more to 

him. 

We lay on the hood drinking bottles of beer for another hour and 

listened to the Mack trucks passing by on the highway every few 

minutes. After the beer ran out we both passed out for a couple of 

hours. 

"I'm going to take me a piss," Benny said finally. "Then I got 

to go home." 

He slid off the hood and staggered away into the darkness toward 

a cement picnic table about fifty yards away. I hear him trip and 

fall onto the ground. He grunted and got back up and began walking 

again. There was a loud crash and the sound of glass shattering. He 

had knocked over a trash can. I closed the trunk and got back inside 

the Impala. I started her up and warmed and revved the engine. After 

a minute I heard Benny yelling over the sound of the engine. 

"Nathan! Nathan! I found a baby! I found a baby!!" 

Well, I figured he had gone crazy or was playing a drunken joke 

on me but I turned off the engine and walked slowly through the dark 
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toward the picnic table. He was still screaming that he had found a 

baby. At first I thought it was a doll or something. Then I knew 

that he wasn't crazy or joking. He was holding a tiny newborn baby 

wrapped inside a paper sack. About the only thing I could see was a 

little bald head sticking out of the sack. 

"Jesus Christ," I said. 

"I knocked over the garbage can and he fell out with the rest of 

it!" Benny yelled at me. 

"Let me see it," I said. "Someone must have dumped it here." 

"He ain't more than a day old. His skin's all wrinkly." 

"We'll have to take it to the hospital," I said. 

"I'm going to give him to my brother. He wants a baby but his 

wife had a mutant that died. Whoever had him didn't want him but my 

brother does. Somebody dumped him here in a trash can." 

"Why doesn't it cry?" I said. 

"I don't know," Benny said. "He's probably tired, maybe." 

"Let me see it," I said. Benny backed farther into the darkness. 

He started shaking the baby and patting it on the back. 

"He's asleep," he said. "I can't wake him up." 

"He's dead," I said. 

"Nah," Benny said. He started slapping the baby's face and tried 

to open its eyes. "He's alive." 

"It's dead. Give it to me, Benny." 

He slapped the baby's face again and then looked hard at me. His 

eyes were shiny-looking. After a few seconds he let go of the baby 

and it dropped onto the ground. Benny walked away toward the Impala. 

I went over and kneeled over the baby. It was stiff and cold and 

smelled pretty bad. I turned the trash can back over and picked the 

baby up by one arm and put it back in there. I didn't look to see if 

it was a boy or a girl. It didn't matter. The baby was dead. 

Someone had dumped it in the trash can at the roadside park and it had 

died in the trash can or was dead when they had left it there. There 

was nothing we could do about it. Someone didn't want it so I guess 

they just decided to throw it away. 
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"Sorry. ..." I said to the dead baby lying in the bottom of the 

garbage can. "Maybe it was better this way or something. Rest in 

peace, amen." I walked back to the Impala and got inside. 

Benny was smoking a cigarette and his face was wet. I pulled out 

of Armadillo Park and headed back toward Rising Star. 

"I don't understand why anybody would do that," Benny croaked. 

"Don't try," I said. "Somebody didn't want it so they threw it 
away." 

"I feel sick," Benny said. His body started shaking and shudder
ing. 

"Try to throw up out the window," I said. 

"I just can't understand it. I just can't fucking understand 

anything. It's horrible. . . ." He started sobbing and crying. I 

was embarrassed for him. 

"Don't try to understand anything. It ain't worth it," I said. 

"It's horrible. . . . It's horrible, . . .," Benny sobbed over 

and over. "I can't understand why anything happens. I can't stand it 

anymore." 

"Forget about it," I said. 

"Aren't we going to tell the police? he said. 

"I'm not. You can if you want." 

"Why not?" 

"It don't matter, does it? It's dead and there's nothing we can 

do about it. The highway department will find it when they empty the 

trash." Benny didn't say anything. He started crying again. 

"You ready to go home?" I said. 

"Yeah," he choked. "I need to pass out." 

The Impala came to the edge of Rising Star. Eldridge Avenue was 

deserted and we rolled through flashing yellow stoplights. The cops 

had left Anderson's Grocery Store and had gone back home for the 

night. In the middle of town another car came up from behind and 

passed us in the right lane. It was an old blue Cadillac and I 

glanced over and saw an old lady in the driver's seat. I switched 

back into the right lane and got behind her so I could make a right at 
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the next intersection. There was a red light at the intersection and 

the old lady came to a stop. 

"What's that old geezer doing out this time of night?" I said out 

loud to myself. Benny stoppea crying for a minute and looked at the 

rear end of the Cadillac. 

"Hey, look at that bumper sticker," he said. I looked at the 

Cadillac's bumper and read the sticker. 

ASK ME ABOUT MY GRANDBABY! 

Benny suddenly jerked open his door and jumped out of the Impala. 

He ran up to the Cadillac and threw open the front door. He dragged 

the old lady and threw her down in the street. I sat stunned for a 

moment, then quickly shifted the Impala into neutral, put on the 

handbrake, and got out and ran up to Benny. He was kicking the old 

lady and screaming at her. 

"What about your grandbaby? What fucking about him? I'm asking 

you, bitch!!" I grabbed him and we struggled for a minute. He 

started hitting me like a madman so I punched him in the stomach as 

hard as I could. He grunted and fell into the street and started 

moaning. 

"Son of a bitch," I said. 

Luckily there weren't any other cars in sight so I picked the old 

lady off the ground and helped her back to her car. Then I put her in 

the front seat and she slumped over with her head on the floorboard. 

I made sure her legs were inside and them slammed the Cadillac's door. 

Benny was crawling back toward the Impala and I dragged him and tossed 

him in the back seat and shut the door. I hopped back inside and got 

the hell out of there as fast as I could. 

On the way to Benny's house he sat up and hung his head outside 

the window and started throwing up. I pulled up in front of his 

parent's house and turned off the Impala's headlights. I left the 

engine running and helped Benny up the sidewalk to the front door. 

The porch light was still on and I could see big tears running down 

Benny's face like giant raindrops when they hit a windowpane. 
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"Don't you like me, Nathan? Why don't you like me?" he whispered 

to me and then he collapsed on the doorstep. I rang the bell and ran 

back to the Impala and took off for home. 

Well, when I got back to my trailer that night I washed the 

Impala with a garden hose and took a shower. Then I went to bed. 

I never did hear anything about the dead baby. I figure the 

highway department emptied the trash can and didn't see it. It's 

probably buried out at the city dump. I never did hear anything about 

the old lady in the Cadillac either. I figure she was from out of 

town or something. Who knows? She probably wasn't hurt too bad and 

got the hell out of Rising Star as soon as we were gone. I thought 

she might have got my license plate number but I guess not. I was 

pretty worried about it for a while there. 

As for Benny, hell I don't know about that guy. I guess you 

can't blame him. He was pretty drunk and everything. Last I heard 

he was out in California somewhere. I ain't heard from him since that 

night and I hope I don't. For some reason some people just can't or 

won't gut it up. Sometimes, though, I sort of wish he would come 

back. There ain't been nothing to do around here lately. Seems like 

all I ever do is work and drink and watch television and the boredom's 

about to kill me. Everybody I know has either got married or has left 

town. I tell you, it gets worse every year. Guess I'll have to gut 

it up or get married or maybe even leave town. Hell, sometimes I just 

don't know what I'm going to do anymore. 
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Gary Anderson went down to the river because he was tired and 

wanted to be alone. He decided that the river would be the best place 

to go. He would be alone to do what he pleased. He could go fishing 

and drink beer and eat food cooked on a wood fire and sit by himself 

in the dark and listen. 

After work on Friday afternoon he packed his gear in the back of 

his pickup truck and drove out of Rising Star. He went on a skinny 

farm-to-market road that curved through a hilly countryside covered 

with scrub cedar and oak trees for twenty miles until it came to a 

small town on the San Saba river named Bend. He bought beer and ice 

in the store there and a carton of worms. The man who worked in the 

store told him that the fishing had been good and showed him some 

faded polaroid snapshots that were taped to the glass counter of 

smiling people holding up giant, fat catfish they had caught in the 

river. He said that lately they had been biting worms and shrimp. 

The worms were a better deal because they were Canadian nightcrawlers 

from up in Canada and they were cheaper than the shrimp and stayed on 

the hook better. 

Gary drove two miles further past Bend on a road that paralleled 

the river until he saw a dirt road that forked off the highway. The 

dirt road went down to the San Saba. A man at work had told him of 

the place. There was good fishing there and hardly anyone went down 

there and, best of all, it didn't cost anything to get in. Most 

places on the river you had to pay at least two bucks and that was a 

ripoff if you didn't catch any fish. 

The dusty road went sharply downhill toward the river for one 

hundred yards and then it turned to solid rock and levelled off. This 

was the floodplain side of the river. 

Gary moved the truck slowly over the flat rock shelf of the 

floodplain because it was very hard and had cracks and potholes in it. 

There were thin, dark cracks running in all directions in the rock as 

if someone had cut out huge chunks of stone and tried to put them back 

together like a jigsaw puzzle. But probably that was the way the 

rocks had been formed by nature. 
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The river was not yery high but it rushed along quickly down

stream. It was a greenish-brown color and was very shallow because it 

was the middle of July and the summer had been long and hot. There 

had been no rain in two months. Gary planned to sleep on a cot near 

the water. He wanted to hear it flowing and gurgling over the rocks 

when he went to sleep. 

Gary parked the truck ten feet from the water. The dull red 

summer sun had already sunk under the hills to the west and it was 

hard to see once the headlights were off. He got out of the truck and 

began looking for wood to build a fire. He found a long pile of wood 

on the rock only fifty yards downstream. The wood pile was stacked 

four feet high and was two hundred yards long. It stretched back over 

the rock floodplain at an angle to the river. Gary remembered that 

there had been a flood on the river in May and when the water had gone 

back down it must have left the huge pile of driftwood that looked 

like a curving fence or wall of wood on the rock. 

By the time Gary had gathered almost enough wood for a good fire 

it was dark and nearly impossible to see anything. He took his 

flashlight out of the truck and finished dragging driftwood back from 

the pile the river had left in May. 

He made the wood into a rounded heap of logs and sticks on the 

rock. Then he made another stack near the first one. The first stack 

of wood was for the night and the second was the back-up supply. It 

was dangerous to gather wood at night or early in the morning because 

of the snakes and there would be enough of it left for cooking break

fast in the morning. 

Gary poured gasoline on the pile of wood and backed up a few 

feet. He lit a match and threw it on the wood. Fire shot upward for 

a second and made a sound like a gust of high wind. The flash of red 

fire made Gary's face hot and then the flames died down and the wood 

burned steadily and evenly. 

Gary took a lawn chair from the back of the truck and set it on a 

level place on the rock. He sat down and drank beer and waited for 

the fire to make coals so that he could cook supper. The hills to the 

east were beginning to lighten slightly although the rest of the 
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countryside was dark. That must be the lights of Rising Star, he 

thought. I didn't know you could see the lights of such a small town 

from twenty miles away but I guess you can way out here. It could be 

Bend but there's really nothing there but the store and a few houses. 

Or it could be the moon coming up. I hope it's the moon so that I can 

see better. I should have brought the lantern but I forgot about it. 

What the hell. I'll eat and go to sleep early. I can make it without 

a lantern. The fishing might be good at dawn before it gets hot. 

I'll probably bake out here tomorrow with no shade. Probably I ought 

to go back home at noon. 

The coals were ready in twenty minutes and Gary spread them out 

with a stick and set a grill on two rocks on either side of the fire. 

He ate two thick hamburgers on wheat buns toasted crunchy on the grill 

and some smoking canned blackeyed peas with jalapeno peppers in them. 

The jalapenos burned his mouth and he drank two beers before finishing 

the food. I'm really roughing it, he thought. Started the fire with 

gasoline and didn't have to cut any wood and the hamburgers and peas 

were damn good and here I am all by myself drinking ice cold beer 

sitting in a lawn chair next to a river at night. Damn, this is rough 

living. I won't even have to wash any dishes except for the pot that 

had the peas in it. I'll dip it in the river and wash it before 

breakfast. I'm not in the mood to wash dishes right now. 

After he had rinsed out the pot in the river Gary sat back down 

in the lawn chair and opened another bottle of beer. He sipped on the 

cold beer and watched the fire and waited for the moon to come up. 

Locusts hummed and droned in the oak trees on the bluffs on the other 

side of the river. There were trees on the cutbank side but none on 

the floodplain. The locusts whined for a few seconds and then stopped 

for a moment before starting up again. When they paused he heard a 

bullfrog croaking somewhere out in the darkness. 

Gary lit a cigarette and sat and relaxed in the lawn chair 

drinking cold beer and listening to the locusts while he smoked and 

waited for the moon. The eastern hills brightened with each passing 

minute. He sat straight up in the lawn chair and leaned back with his 
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neck over the top of it to look at the sky. There were no clouds and 

the stars looked brighter and larger than they usually did. 

While he watched the stars Gary heard a car making its way on the 

dirt road that came down from the highway to the river. He quickly 

looked back down from the stars and stared at the red coals of the 

fire while listening closely to the car. The locusts made it diffi

cult to hear at first. Then he heard tires crunching on gravel and 

saw two headlights bobbing up and down in the darkness. In a few 

seconds he heard the sound of engine and a radio blaring music. Son 

• • . of . . . a . . . bitch, he thought. We have visitors. He felt 

the hair on his arms stand up. Damn it. You just can't get away from 

people. You just can't get away from them. They'll find you. It 

don't matter where you are they'll come and bother you. The goddamn 

world is getting too big. Or is it getting too small? I don't know. 

All's I know is that I came down here to be alone by myself for one 

night and camp out and sleep on a cot and now these bastards are here 

to spoil it. And I was just starting to forget the whole goddamn rest 

of the world. Son . . . of . . . a .. . bitch. Calm down, will 

you? Maybe they won't spend the night. That would be nice. He 

smoked the cigarette and swigged the beer and watched the car get 

closer. 

It parked next to the water one hundred yards upstream. Gary 

watched to see what the people in the car would do and put more wood 

on the fire. The moon was nearly above the eastern hills and he could 

see what looked like two people walking around in the dark. He heard 

their voices and the radio was still playing music although it was not 

as loud as before. The music was country and western and the voices 

sounded deep and husky. 

In five minutes the two people had started a small fire. "Why 

don't they turn that crap off?" Gary said out loud. It sure as hell 

looks like they're spending the night. Damn, they're walking this 

way. It looks like they're coming over here. They probably want to 

borrow a cup of sugar. They ain't getting none of the beer. I'll 

give them the cold shoulder and they'll go back over there soon 

enough. Oh hell, maybe they'll be decent enough people and won't 
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bother me long. If they are I'll be polite and tell them I mean ask 

them to turn off the damn radio so I can get some sleep. 

The two figures walked slowly toward Gary's camp. They talked as 

they went along but Gary could not hear well enough to understand what 

they were saying. The taller figure carried a flashlight that made a 

flickering weak yellow light. Maybe they don't want to borrow a cup 

of sugar, Gary thought. Maybe they want a new battery for the flash

light. I'll give them the one out of mine and charge them ten bucks 

plus tax. The two appeared to stagger a little and they seemed to 

laugh more than they talked. 

Gary got up out of the lawn chair as the two walked up to the 

fire. 

"How's it going?" the smaller one said as they approached. 

"O.K.," Gary answered. 

Both of them looked about twenty years old or younger. The small 

one had curly brown hair and thin lips. His dark blue eyes sat very 

close together on either side of a reddish pug nose. The tall one had 

long black hair down to his bony shoulders along with a mustache and 

goatee. His eyes were barely open and his head nodded up and down as 

if he were trying not to fall asleep. 

"Hey," the tall one said. "Can I sit here?" 

"Go ahead," Gary said. The tall one sat down heavily into the 

lawn chair. The aluminum legs scraped over the rock as he settled 

into it. 

"Caught anything?" the small one said. 

"No. Haven't been out yet." 

"When'd you get here?" 

"Dusk." 

"My name's David Yancy and he's Willie Wolfe." He stuck out his 

hand and Gary shook it. 

"Hey," the tall one said. "Ain't you gonna shake my hand?" 

Gary took the the tall one's hand for a moment and the let it go. 

It felt cold and slimy, almost like a moss-covered rock. 

"What's your name?" the tall one said. 

"Gary Anderson." 
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"You from round here?" 

"Rising Star." 

"I never heard of you. How long you lived there?" 

"My whole life. Y'all from there too?" 

"Yep." 

"I never heard of you either." 

"I was born in Rising Star," the tall one said. "But nobody 

gives a fuck. I tell them I was born in Rising Star and lived there 

ever since I was borned there but they don't give a shit. Nobody 

gives a fuck who you are or where you're from. . . . I could say I 

came from the moon and nobody'd give a shit." 

He began nodding his head up and down and mumbling. I wonder 

what these bastards are on? Gary thought. 

"You any kin to Melvin Anderson?" the small one said. 

"No. Never heard of him." 

"You a i n ' t no k in to him?" 

"Don't th ink so." 

"Hey," the tall one said. "What's your name?" 

"Gary Anderson." 

No one said anything for a minute. The small one squatted down 

near the fire and stared at the flames and the tall one sat in the 

lawn chair and mumbled to himself. 

"I used to play quarterback for the Dallas Cowboys," the tall one 

said finally. "I was the best player on the team. I used to play for 

the Los Angeles Raiders too but the bastards traded me to the 

Pittsburgh Steelers. The bastards. And I played for the Houston 

Oilers and the Baltimore Colts and the Washington Redskins but I don't 

anymore because I'm fucked up. Everybody was scared of me when I was 

playing. You ever heard of me before?" 

"No. Can't say I have." 

"You don't know my name? I'm famous." 

"What's your name?" 

"Gary Anderson. What's yours?" 

The tall one did not answer. He closed his eyes and slumped in 

the lawn chair. 
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Gary took a cigarette from his shirt pocket and tried to light 

it. The small one took his eyes off the fire and watched him trying 

to light the cigarette. He took a lighter from his pocket and tossed 

it to Gary. 

"Thanks," Gary said. He flicked the lighter and lit the ciga

rette. The flame was set too high and it singed his bangs and eye

lashes. He pitched the lighter back to the small one. The small one 

caught it and resumed staring at the fire. 

Gary smoked and remained standing with the small one squatting in 

front of him and the tall one in the lawn chair behind him. 

"Hey," the small one said suddenly. "You got any dope?" We 

figured you were cool so we came over to see if you had any." 

"Nope. I sure don't. Don't smoke it. . . . All's I got is 

beer." 

"Hey," the tall one said. "You're cool and we come over to see 

you cause we figured you were cool. You got some dope we can smoke 

with you?" 

"No. Don't smoke it." 

"Hey. You're cool anyway." 

Gary said nothing. These bastards better not try anything, he 

thought. They better get out of here quick. They're so messed up I 

could whip them easy by myself. They better get out of here, though. 

"You know Melvin Anderson?" the small one said. 

"No. Don't know him." 

"You ain't no kin to him?" 

"Nuh-uh." 

"Who you kin to?" 

"Various people." 

"Hey, you. What's your name?" 

"Gary Anderson," he said softly. 

"Hey, I'm Willie Wolfe." He reached out and tried to shake 

Gary's hand but Gary moved closer to the fire. 

"Hey, what's your name?" the tall one said. 

Gary ignored him. 
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Yancy?" 

The small one did not answer. He continued watching the fire. 

Gary clenched his fists and felt the hair on his arms stand up. His 

neck felt sunburned and his legs were weak and unsteady. I need a 

beer, he said to himself. I can drink it and hit them over the head 

with the bottle if I have to. He walked over to the truck, dug a beer 

out of the ice chest, and then went back to stand near the fire. 

"Hey, you had any good pussy lately?" the tall one said. 

"Not lately." 

"You should have seen the pussy me and Yancy fucked over in Cross 

Plains. Damn, it was good pussy. You ever heard of her? Name was 

Tammy Baker." 

"No." 

"She was the best pussy I seen in a long time, wasn't she, 

Yancy?" 

"Yeah. She was fine pussy. Daddy's a banker." 

"She was the best pussy I've pumped in a long time. I wish I 

could ram her right now. Right her in this goddamned lawn chair." 

The tall one stood up and pulled his pants down to his ankles. 

He sat back down and began playing with himself. 

"You ever need pussy, I can get you some," he said. "I know how 

to get it anytime or anywhere. Good pussy, too. Only the best and 

the cleanest. Hey. What's your name?" 

Gary did not answer and looked away at the oak trees on the 

cutbank side and the hills in the east behind them. A full moon had 

risen over the hills and sat yellow and fat just above the horizon. 

The oak trees looked gray and shadowy in the moonlight on the bluffs 

across the river. They look like dragons waiting to crash across the 

river, he thought. 

"Hey, what's your name?" the tall one repeated. 

Again Gary did not answer. 

"I guess we better be going," the small one said, getting to his 

feet. "Let's go, Willie." 
"You sure this guy ain't got no dope?" 
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"You ain't got no dope, have you?" 

"Nope." 

"Hey, what's your name?" 

"Shut up, Willie. We got to go. Pull up your pants, man." 

The tall one staggered to his feet and knocked the lawn chair 

over. He stood and urinated into the river without holding his penis. 

The small one began walking away. 

"C'mon, Willie, goddammit," he said. "Let's go." 

He stopped and turned around while the tall one jerked his pants 

up and ran after him. 

"See you later," the small one said as they walked away toward 

their camp. 

"You need any pussy, just come and ask me to get you some," the 

tall one yelled. "I can get it anytime. It won't even cost you 

nothing! You need some, I'll bet!" 

"Fuck you," Gary said. He picked up the lawn chair and sat down 

in it. 

I should have beat the hell out of those idiots, he thought while 

he sat looking at the moon. Talk about trash. For awhile there I 

thought I was drunk or dreaming. I can't believe I didn't tell them 

to clear out. That one guy was a psycho. I should have smashed his 

head. But I couldn't. I was scared. They better not come back. I 

got my knife and I'm ready. I'm tired of people bothering me. I'm 

tired of everything, now. I'm tired of thinking about Jenny and tired 

of thinking about me and tired of thinking about the baby and I ain't 

going to marry her. I never loved her and she never loved me and I 

ain't going to love the kid and she won't neither. She just says she 

will. Who says I'm the one that did it? Maybe it was that weirdo. 

Maybe it was anybody. Maybe I could love her but we never had the 

time. All we had time for was make love. We made plenty of love but 

we never kept none of it. We used it all up without thinking about 

running out of it. We were greedy. Now all we have's the kid. I 

won't marry her and she won't kill it and she don't want to marry me 

anyviay. The hell with her. The hell with me. The hell with the 

baby. The hell with all of us and those two bastards. 
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Suddenly Gary heard the car start up and turned his head and 

watched it moving away on the dirt road up to the highway. They had 

left their fire burning and he heard the car radio blaring again and 

one of them yelling something he could not understand. It was 

probably the psycho. 

Finally he could no longer hear the radio or the yelling. Then 

the car's tires screamed loudly as it accelerated back onto the 

highway from the dirt road. The tires screamed for nearly five 

seconds and Gary waited to hear the car smash into a tree or flip over 

two or three times and then explode in a flash of fire and red light. 

But nothing happened. He heard the engine rev for a moment and then 

it was quiet again. 

At least they're gone, he thought. They better not come back. 

Next time I won't be so nice. I'll fill up the empty beer bottles 

with gasoline and blow them up with molotov cocktails. Trash like 

that deserves burning. 

Gary took the cot from the back of the truck and set it on the 

rock. He unrolled his sleeping bag and spread it out on the cot. The 

fire had burned down to gray coals and he put more wood on it. He 

blew on the coals until flames lapped at the fresh wood and caught it 

on fire. The full moon made it easy to see now and he watched his 

shadow gliding over the rock as he prepared for bed. He poured 

gasoline in a circle around the cot and lit it with a match before it 

could evaporate. Fire leaped up a few inches and moved rapidly in a 

circle around the cot until there was a ring of fire around it. 

Someone he could no longer remember had told him that this would keep 

the snakes away at night. The fire died back down within a minute but 

bits of sticks and twigs that the gasoline had burned still glowed red 

on the rock. 

Gary took off his boots and lay down on the cot. He unzipped the 

sleeping bag and drew his legs up and got into it. He lay looking at 

the sky. 

Sleep was a long time coming. He kept thinking of the two 

weirdos and then of Jenny. They better not come back, he thought. He 

reached down and felt for the sharp fillet knife in its leather sheath 
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underneath the cot. I won't marry her, he thought. But she doesn't 

want to marry you. I don't care. I don't care what she does or what 

she wants anymore. It's not that important. Nothing means nothing 

anymore. Except for beer and cigarettes. And the river. 

He lay on the cot on the rock floodplain and watched the sky 

looking for falling stars. There were none to be seen. The sky was 

unmoving and calm. It didn't move. It didn't do anything. The sky 

just stared back at him. 

It was a bad night for falling stars. The moon was still bright 

although it was moving higher above the horizon and changing color 

from yellow to white. It no longer looked fat. Maybe that was why 

there weren't any falling stars. The moon was too bright. Then he 

saw a small plane blinking on and off and moving slowly across the 

sky. It looked like a tiny firefly moving steadily just above the 

horizon. Gary could not hear the planes--only the locusts in the oak 

trees and the river rushing over rocks and stones. I wonder if he can 

see my fire, he thought. He must know that someone is down here in 

the dark, still awake and watching him go across the sky like a tiny 

firefly. He turned his head and watched the plane fade from view as 

it went to wherever it was going. If I can't wish upon a falling star 

I'll wish upon a plane, he thought. It's the next best thing on this 

night. I wish those guys don't come back and I wish I really loved 

Jenny and I wish she really loved me and I wish I could fall asleep. 

He shut his eyes and soon he had fallen asleep. 

Gary woke up once in the night and saw that the sky had become 

overcast with low gray clouds while he had slept. The moon was no 

longer visible and it was pitch black. They will probably burn off 

right after sunrise, he thought to himself and then fell back to 

sleep. 

At daybreak he work once again. A terrible nightmare had wakened 

him with a start. At first he thought the two weirdos had returned 

and stabbed him in the back with the fillet knife while he was sleep

ing. He could not move and felt paralyzed from the neck down. But 

the paralysis and the terror quickly faded and he sat up on the cot 

and put on his boots. First he turned them upside down to make sure 
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that no spiders or other insects had crawled into them during the 

night. There was a strange feeling in his head. He tried to remember 

what the nightmare had been about. He knew that it had scared the 

hell out of him but he could not remember exactly why. Then he 

thought about it for a moment. There is something that I am missing 

that I once had but I can't find it anymore because it was stolen from 

me or I lost it. Wait. I know what my problem is. I know exactly 

what it is, dammit. I know what it is that is wrong with me. I can't 

love anyone. Maybe I can't love anything. I can't love Jenny. I 

can't hate anyone either. Maybe I can't hate anything. I can't hate 

those two weirdos. I can't love anyone or anything and I can't hate 

anyone either. Maybe I can't hate anything. I can't hate those two 

weirdos. I can't love anyone or anything and I can't hate anyone or 

anything. That's what it is. The thought kept repeating in his head 

and he could not make it stop. 

When the sun had been over the hills for ten minutes Gary finally 

laced up his boots and got ready to fish. The clouds had burned up 

and disappeared almost as soon as the sun had re-emerged from beneath 

the eastern hills. Now it was clear and cool and humid. 

He walked downstream for two or three hundred yards carrying the 

carton of worms and the fishing rod until he came to a place where the 

river narrowed and deepened. A snake wriggled off the bank and swam 

downstream as Gary prepared to wade out into the water. He had 

forgotten about them being out in the early morning and now he scanned 

the rest of the bank to see if there were any more. But there were 

none and he forded out into the cool morning water feeling the chilly 

wetness on his legs and the gravel bottom shifting and crunching under 

his boots. He neared the opposite bank and began casting a worm out 

into the current. The water was just below his crotch and he had a 

red and white bobber three feet above the worm so that the bait could 

move slowly downstream in the current without snagging on the bottom. 

After two hours Gary had caught three small speckled channel 

catfish that were clean and white but not big enough to keep. The sun 

was high and beginning to blister the back of his neck. Sweat dripped 
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off his chin into the river like a leaky faucet and his legs were 

beginning to tire. 

He gave up and walked back to camp feeling hungry, exhausted, and 

lonely. He was ready for a breakfast of scrambled eggs and pork 

sausage with a cold beer to wash it all down. 

There was a man in a shiny new pickup waiting for Gary as walked 

back up to camp. The pickup was parked right behind Gary's truck. 

The man got out of his truck and leaned up against the front end of 

Gary's. 

"How you doing this morning?" he said. 

"All right, I guess." 

"No fish?" 

"None worth keeping." 

"Yeah. Been slow lately. River needs a good rain." 

Gary nodded and took a beer from the ice chest. The ice inside 

had melted completely and turned to cold water. He was too thirsty to 

wait until after breakfast for a beer. The beer tasted strong and 

bitter cold so early in the morning. I wonder what the hell this guy 

wants? Gary thought. 

"Spend the night down here last night?" the man said. 

"Yeah." 

"I'm sorry to tell you this . . . but this is private property." 

"Oh?" 

"Yeah. Mr. Yancy had a sign up where the dirt road and the 

highway meet that says you can pay three dollars up at the store in 

Bend to get in. . . . But people keep tearing it down. So every 

Saturday and Sunday I have to come and collect." 

"I guess I owe you three dollars, then." 

"I'm afraid so, son." 

Gary took three dollars from his shirt pocket and handed them to 

the man. 

"Care for a beer?" he said. 

"Oh, no thanks. Too early for me." Gary nodded. 
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I wonder If this guy is a con artist? he thought. I wouldn't 

doubt it. What the hell. I guess you got to pay for everything these 
days. 

"You going spend another night?" the man said. 

"Nah. I'm going home in a little while." 

"̂ *̂ • • • ^^^^' ^'^' • . . I guess I better be going. We'll 
see you later." 

The man got in his truck and drove off. Even though it was gray 

and cold, Gary poured river water on the fire and then he cleaned up 

the camp. By ten o'clock he was back home eating breakfast in Rising 

Star. 
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Part One 

I wish I knew whether or not anyone else has been suffering from 

the same malaise I've been suffering from lately. But I can't tell if 

they are or not, and I'm too afraid to ask them about it. So all I 

can do is keep speculating and suffering in silence. But maybe if I 

knew that someone else has the same kind of malaise, then I'd feel a 

lot better about everything. Because then I'd be certain that we have 

soFnething in common. I'd feel connected to something. Knowing that 

someone else has the malaise would give me at least a little comfort. 

Or would it? I just can't accept the possibility that I'm the only 

person around here who has the malaise. 

In the past month or so I've begun to feel completely mystified. 

I guess I've been feeling so mystified because I've been watching 

everything too much. I've been watching other people, watching the 

sky, the clouds, the sun, and the moon, watching myself, and watching 

television. But I can't seem to look at anything around me without 

isolating it in my mind from everything else. Whether I want them to 

or not, my eyes inevitably break everything down into separate bits 

and pieces. The world looks like a jumbled jigsaw puzzle, and the 

fragments won't come back together again. I keep waiting for every

thing to fit back into place. 

Instead of feeling like a fragment all the time, I'd rather be a 

big white blister and burst open in the sun. I'd go shaking free from 

my bloody birth canal and start all over with a new name. I'd destroy 

everything associated with the old me and wash myself baptismal clean. 

My brain would be a shiny, brand-new black chalkboard. 

I guess what I really want is my own personal nuclear holocaust. 

But I'd be the only victim. Everyone else would be spared, unless 

they wanted to join me. I'd let them if they wanted to. But even 

though I'd be vaporized, I wouldn't actually be dead. I'd come 

surging back to life and be reborn, like a human phoenix. I'd commit 

reversible suicide. I know the whole scenario is absurd, but lately 

all of my dreams have been absurd. 
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Last night, after I had returned home from another grueling 

exhausting day at the Rising Star Record, the newspaper I write for, I 

collapsed on the couch, opened a can of beer, and began watching the 

evening news. But suddenly I couldn't stand the endless, droning 

hysteria on the t.v. anymore. I stood up and walked out the front 

door. I took my camera with me, hoping to take a few pictures of wild 

birds in the woods behind my house. 

But there weren't any birds around. A light drizzle was falling, 

and the birds had taken shelter in their nests. 

While I walked through the woods and scanned the trees for birds, 

I began to notice the rotting smell of something dead. Thinking that 

there was probably a dead dog or deer somewhere nearby, I followed the 

stench into a dark thicket. There, lying face up in a pile of syca

more leaves, was a dead man. 

I felt my heart catapult into my mouth. The hairs on my arms 

seemed to quiver. I gasped and fell to my knees, terrified and 

shocked at the sight of the corpse lying only ten feet away from me. 

I don't know if it was some kind of unconscious reflex or what, but I 

adjusted my camera and rapidly squeezed off three pictures of the 

body. 

The corpse was the first one I'd ever seen that wasn't lying in a 

casket. I stared at it and remembered filing by dead aunts and uncles 

in cool funeral parlors when I was a boy. They had seemed so peaceful 

and serene, and ever since I've always assumed that the dead are 

supposed to look that way. But the man in the leaves didn't look like 

he was asleep. 

He looked brutally, shockingly, and utterly dead. His face was 

hard and grimaced, shut tight as a combination lock. His eyes had 

broken open and stared at a hazy gray cloudbank in the sky. Swarms of 

green and black flies covered his face. Rain dripped from the syca

more leaves. 

The corpse had been a very old man. His hair was thin and wispy, 

the same color as charcoal ashes. His face was a bloated, greenish-

blue color. Even more grotesque, his genitals were hanging outside 

his unzipped fly, swollen three times their normal size. I ran back 
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home, called the Rising Star Police Department, and reported an 

apparent murder. 

By the time the police arrived, the sun had set and the cloudbank 

had scattered across the horizon. The humid warmth of the afternoon 

dissipated into the atmosphere, leaving the night very chilly. We 

went into the woods with flashlights, trudging through fields saturat

ed with dew. I led them into the sycamore thicket and showed them the 

dead man lying in the leaves. They took pictures of the body. I was 

too shaken up to watch, so I sat shivering by myself fifty yards away, 

my back leaning against an oak tree. After a few minutes, one of the 

policemen came over and said that the man probably had not been 

murdered. It looked like he had simply dropped dead in the woods. 

Last night I tried to pass out by drinking a pint of vodka, but I 

didn't get very much sleep. At three o'clock in the morning I was so 

drunk that I could barely walk, but I staggered outside and stood in 

my backyard, hoping the clear, silent cold would make me feel better. 

I stood hidden in the dark for a few minutes, just breathing and 

trying not to think. A pleasant sensation of clean sharpness filled 

my throat and lungs. When I exhaled, my breath rushed steaming from 

my lips and nostrils, forming a white cloud around my face. I licked 

my warm tongue across my icy teeth. The night was unbelievably cold 

and quiet. A metallic-looking moon threw broken black shadows under

neath the oak trees in my backyard. 

But after a few minutes, the silent cold wasn't relaxing anymore. 

I listened closely to the night around me, but heard nothing. I 

thought I had gone deaf. Holding my breath, I listened again, strain

ing my eardrums. Suddenly I heard the sound of frost settling like 

frozen white dust on everything around me. The sound reminded me of 

camping on the river and listening to drizzle falling on top of the 

tent in the middle of the night. 

My backyard was horrifying. The long black oak branches were 

writhing snakes. My legs felt like brittle icicles. A foggy mirage 

slowly clouded over my mind. I believe I had some kind of mystical 

vision, but I'm not sure. I felt like I was the only person in Rising 

Star who was still alive anc breathing, maybe the only person who was 
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still alive in the entire world. Everyone else was dead, or holding 

his breath until dawn. In a strange, perverted way, I found myself 

revelling in this feeling of total isolation. I felt powerful and 

autonomous, as if no one and nothing could touch me. But underneath 

that feeling of strength I felt a desperate sense of despair and 

loneliness. After a few seconds, I exhaled and heard the warm, 

familiar panting of my own breathing. I went back inside the house 

and finally passed out. 

Just before dawn I awoke from a terrible nightmare, the worst one 

I've had in years. I dreamed that my body inflated like a balloon and 

nearly exploded. It kept swelling up like it might eventually burst. 

Even though I was asleep, I realized that if I kept inflating, my body 

would break open and my soul would escape. My body would be scattered 

in pieces all over my bedroom. I screamed at myself to please stop 

inflating. Eventually I began de-inflating. But when I stopped 

concentrating and forgot to tell myself to stop inflating, I began 

inflating again. I had to force myself to concentrate. Finally I was 

completely de-inflated. But that wasn't the end of the nightmare. 

Then I dreamed that I was standing in front of a giant, oval-

shaped mirror. My face was so puffy and obese-looking that I could 

barely recognize myself. My eyes were a pure, solid navy blue color. 

There was no white whatsoever in them. They looked like round cubes 

of frozen blue ice. Then my eyes began melting. Drops of indigo ink 

began streaking down my cheeks. I woke up in a state of terror. 

This morning's dawn was cool and crisp, the way it's supposed to 

be in late February. The night frost was already melting, and Rising 

Star was beginning to breathe again. I drove sleepily toward the town 

square on my way to work, feeling hungover and exhausted. I drove 

past a dilapidated old boarding house on my right. The boarding house 

is painted a peeling, faded green color and faces the east. I pass by 

it every morning on my way to work. I looked over and saw a group of 

old men and Mexican laborers sitting in lawn chairs in front of the 

boarding house. They were warming themselves in the yellow morning 

sunlight. I see them sitting there every morning on my way to work. 
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Looking toward the east, I squinted at the top edge of the sun, 

just then forcing itself above the eastern horizon. "Look at that," I 

said to myself, "someone splattered the sky with an egg." I glanced 

back at the boarding house and saw a young Mexican man lifting an 

aluminum water cooler into the bed of a battered white pickup truck. 

The Mexican man's face was red and strained but still sleeping-

looking. There was another Mexican man sitting behind the wheel of 

the pickup truck. The man started the truck's engine. Exhaust fumes 

drifted up from the truck's vibrating tailpipe. 

I knew that the Mexican men were getting ready to go to work. 

Suddenly my body felt warm and prickly, and my eyes began watering and 

burning. I felt a close connection with the Mexican men. It was a 

mystical feeling of union or empathy. They were going to work, just 

like I was. Going off the work in the painful, throbbing morning, but 

like nearly everyone else, bringing home empty fatigue and a dull, 

listless feeling. I had another vision, but this time I didn't feel 

alone. It was like I had known those Mexican men all my life. We 

were best friends. I nearly stopped my car and got out to ask them 

where they were going to work. But I knew they probably worked for 

one of the local ranchers. So I drove on past their truck, turned a 

corner, and lost sight of them in my rearview mirror. 

Work today was more hellish than usual. I barely managed to get 

through the day without collapsing. For the past month, ever since 

the malaise took hold of me, my writing has been terrible. I don't 

seem to have any motivation or energy anymore. Every story I write 

seems trivial, meaningless, and horribly inarticulate. I just don't 

seem to give a damn about anything anymore, except maybe myself. My 

attitude is even worse when I have a severe hangover, and I've been 

hungover a lot lately. 

As soon as I got to the office, I slipped into the darkroom 

without anyone seeing me and developed the roll of film that had the 

pictures of the dead man on it. The negatives looked so ghastly that 

I nearly decided to destroy them, but finally I went ahead and printed 

them. As soon as they were dry, I hid them in my desk drawer. But I 
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found myself taking them out and sneaking a peek at them all day long. 

I felt embarrassed and humiliated for being so obsessed with these 

pictures of death, but I couldn't force myself to throw them away. I 

didn't tell anyone else in the office about them, because I knew 

they'd probably think I'm some kind of sick necrophiliac. They all 

think I'm beginning to lose my mind anyway, since I've been acting so 

withdrawn lately. 

About ten o'clock the police called me and told me what they had 

found out about the corpse I had discovered. There hadn't been any 

murder. The corpse had been J. C. Hackberry, an 85-year-old resident 

in a local nursing home. He had mysteriously disappeared five days 

ago. Evidently, he had run away from the nursing home, had wandered 

into the woods, had probably become lost and disoriented, had stopped 

momentarily to urinate, and, according to the County Coroner, had then 

dropped dead of a massive heart attack. 

After I hung up the phone, a headline for the story flashed 

through my mind: RUNAWAY OLD MAN DIES ALONE IN WOODS WHILE TAKING 

PISS. "Well, I guess I haven't yet lost my sense of humor complete

ly," I said to myself. Even though I knew the story was too grotesque 

and sensationalistic for the Record, I switched my typewriter on and 

wrote it in about fifteen minutes. The piece was probably the best 

one I'd written in weeks. After proofing it, I submitted it to Tom 

Shire, the editor and owner of the paper. Just as I had predicted, he 

frowned and killed the story, on the grounds that the gruesome 

circumstances surrounding Hackberry's death were really not important. 

What was important was the fact that a citizen of Rising Star had 

passed away. A senile old man dying in the woods while urinating 

wasn't news. It wasn't the policy of the Record to exploit such 

tragedies. Even though I had hoped that the story was good enough to 

go on page one, I knew Shire was right. I didn't argue with him. 

He told me to call the nursing home, to get some information 

about the deceased, and write an obituary. I hate writing obituaries. 

They're all the same. You follow the standard formula, and only the 

names and dates change. But I called the nursing home and got some 

information about Hackberry's personal history and family. 
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Hackberry had been a yery ordinary, common man. He had been born 

in Rising Star and had never left here. A moderately successful 

rancher, he was survived by various relatives, etc. He had passed 

away after a brief illness. Interment was to be Friday in Oak Hill 

Cemetery. That was it: a three paragraph obit. For a moment I hated 

myself for failing to report the truth about how Hackberry had died, 

but then I told myself that the simple, precise obituary I had written 

for him somehow gave his death a little dignity. 

As the afternoon wore on, I found myself more and more depressed. 

I guess that finding Hackberry dead in the woods sparked some kind of 

intense emotional crisis that had been building inside me ever since I 

had gotten the malaise. My mind went spiralling down, like a para

chutist with a torn canopy, and slammed into the ground. 

I sat and stared at the walls of my office until about four 

o'clock, when Shire walked in and told me to go cover an automobile 

accident over on the east side of town. He had heard about it on his 

police monitor. But it was only a minor accident. No one was hurt or 

killed. There was no reason to take any pictures or to write a story 

about it. When I got back to the office, it was already nearly five 

o'clock. Shire said I looked like hell and told me to go home a few 

minutes early. I straggled back outside and slumped into my car, 

feeling like a feeble old man on the verge of death. 

A few minutes before dusk today, I was sitting by myself in 

Buster's Git and Gallop, a convenience-store/cafe on Eldridge Avenue. 

After dark, the town drunks and other night people of Rising Star 

gather together at Buster's. A cast of seedy, nocturnal characters 

loiters there nearly eyery night of the week, just talking, drinking 

coffee, and telling jokes and stories. 

I've recently developed the habit of stopping by Buster's nearly 

every evening after work. I enjoy going there because I like drinking 

coffee and watching the night people. There's a spirit of close 

camaraderie between them that I enjoy. But I'm not one of the night 

people myself, and none of them are really friends of mine. I've 



113 

rarely even talked to them, and I don't think any of them know my 

name. I'm Gary Anderson, citizen of Rising Star. 

While I sat there at my usual booth in Buster's, I watched people 

coming briefly inside and then going back inside again. Most of them 

bought a pack of cigarettes, a magazine, or a canned soft drink and 

then hurried back outside to their cars and drove away. I didn't 

recognize any of them, so I knew that they were all travelling motor

ists just passing through town. Eldridge Avenue is actually State 

Highway 66, and it cuts through the hills north of town to Cross 

Plains, a large city about seventy miles from here. 

I was the only person sitting at a booth in Buster's. It was 

still too early for the night people to appear. I was eagerly await

ing their arrival, hoping their presence would pull me out of my black 

mood. 

Staring out the clear plate glass window on my right, I looked 

directly across Eldridge Avenue at the First Baptist Church of Rising 

Star. A young boy wearing a long-sleeved white shirt and a wide blue 

necktie sat lazily on the porch steps in front of the church, watching 

traffic passing below him on Eldridge Avenue. It was Wednesday night 

in Rising Star. 

I began thinking about how pure and innocent the boy looked, just 

sitting there relaxed on the steps high above the traffic, his back 

resting against the white cement columns on the church portico. 

Suddenly I began remembering scenes from my own boyhood. First I 

remembered how I had excelled at playing hide-and-go-seek with flash

lights in the summer. 

During late June, the sun never went down until after nine 

o'clock, and me and the other kids in the neighborhood waited impa

tiently all through the afternoon for the darkness. The Geegly 

brothers, a couple of fat kids down the street, always come out at 

dark wearing their polka-dotted pajamas. Sometimes they sat together 

on the curb eating chicken pot pies with plastic forks before they'd 

play hide-and-go-seek. 

"Daylight Savings Time always held back the night in the summer," 

I thought to myself. It was great to have the extra daylight so we 
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could play baseball with plastic bats and whiffle balls. Or we'd roam 

around the neighborhood looking for other things to do. After heavy 

thunderstorms, we caught crawdads in gutters and creeks and put the 

two biggest ones in a bucket to make them fight each other. We liked 

watching them mutilate each other with their sharp, grasping claws. 

We were a brutal bunch of kids. In the spring we formed goon squads 

and went around wiping out the neighborhood's bird population with bb 

guns. 

During the summer, we also liked killing toads. We dismembered 

them with pocket knives or put firecrackers into their mouths and blew 

them into pieces. On baking hot days the streets soaked up enough 

heat to stay warm all night long. The toads came out after dark and 

squatted on the warm pavement. Those we didn't catch were squashed by 

passing cars. By the next afternoon they had turned into hard, 

leathery patties of guts and skin. I remember someone telling us that 

they spit poison into your eyes and blinded you. We found out later 

that it was a lie, but we kept killing them anyway. A lot of things 

we learned when we were boys turned out to be lies. But I guess 

that's the way it is when you're young. If you weren't innocent, if 

you didn't believe in lies, if you weren't fooled by the illusions, 

then you wouldn't want to grow up. 

We enjoyed slaughtering the toads, but at times the summer could 

be boring. But it was only boring if you didn't keep moving around 

and searching for something to do. Sometimes when it got unbearably 

hot in July and August, we stayed inside in the air conditioning and 

watched t.v. "Leave it to Beaver" and "The Andy Griffith Show" were 

my favorite shows then, and I still haven't outgrown liking them. 

Around 7:30 or eight o'clock, we went back outside to play. We could 

always find something worth doing. 

Some nights we'd convince someone's mom to take us to the Peter 

Pan miniature golf course on Highway 66. I remember convincing my 

parents to let me have my ninth birthday party at Peter Pan. All the 

kids in the neighborhood were fanatical about miniature golf that 

summer. In June me and the Geegly brothers built our own nine-hole 

miniature golf course in a vacant lot. We charged twenty-five cents 
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admission to all the other kids in the neighborhood. Peter Pan 

charged seventy-five cents, but they had eighteen holes and astro-

turf. 

We were young entrepreneurs, boyish pursuers of the American 

dream. But the other kids in the neighborhood quickly capitalized on 

our idea. Miniature golf courses sprouted up in backyards and back-

lots all over Rising Star. Supply suddenly outstripped demand, and 

within a week, everyone was out of business, including me and the 

Geeglys. We squandered the few dollars we managed to make on cokes, 

snow cones, baseball cards, and candy. 

So I sat there in Buster's and remembered my boyhood very 

vividly. I remembered playing hide-and-go-seek with flashlights, 

killing crawdads, birds, and toads, playing Little League baseball, 

football, and basketball, and getting into fights. I guess my boyhood 

was a typically American middle-class boyhood of the sixties. 

Despite all the animals we killed, it was a simple, happy time of 

youth and innocence. There weren't any reasons to be unhappy. Our 

parents bought us nearly everything we needed or wanted. But that was 

more than ten long years ago, and now I sometimes find myself resent

ing the loss of my innocence. I guess everyone does. But I think I'm 

still pretty innocent, and I wonder if I always will be. Maybe my 

instincts will always be innocent. 

It seems sort of pathetic and sad to be so sentimental and 

nostalgic at my age. I'm 22 now, 23 next month. I must be getting 

old already, and already I find myself dreading it. Before I know it, 

I'll be lying dead in the woods somewhere, just like J. C. Hackberry. 

But the summer was always my favorite time of the year when I was a 

boy, and it still is. There is still something magical and Romantic 

about it, maybe not the same as when I was a boy, but there is some

times the same intense feeling of luster and infinite possibility. 

And of freedom and wonder and energy. Those are states of being I 

have a hard time recapturing anymore. I guess everybody does when 

they start aging. 

Daydreaming there in my booth, I began making plans for what I 

would do this summer. The summer would begin in early May and end in 
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late August. "There will definitely be the fishing," I thought, "and 

that is the best thing about the summer now that I'm no longer a boy." 

I dreamed about going fishing after a hard day at the newspaper, about 

drinking a cold beer during the twenty-minute drive out to Bend, about 

wading out into the San Saba River and casting a worm out into the 

current for channel catfish. Bend is a tiny rual hamlet northwest of 

Rising Star. Going fishing there is like going back in a time 

machine. Everything seems so simple and uncomplicated there. Maybe 

it's just a Romantic illusion, but the place is like some kind of 

bucolic, pastoral paradise to me. Only about two hundred people live 

there. Besides the people, there is nothing in Bend but a few houses 

two churches, three bait and tackle stores, and the river. Life 

revolves around the river, the weather, and goats, sheep, and cattle. 

Nothing else is really important. There's nothing to worry about or 

to care about. There aren't many places like Bend left anymore. 

All in all, my life would seem pretty bleak without fishing and 

the summer. Sometimes, mainly when I'm confused and in despair with 

myself, with work, with other people, or with everything in general, I 

think that there wouldn't be much of anything worth anything without 

fishing and the summer. I guess these two things give me refuge from 

confusion. 

Some people tell me that I'm too cynical for a 22-year-old. But 

I'm not really cynical at all. At least not most of the time. Most 

of the time I'm a cynical idealist. Either that or an idealistic 

cynic. I hate the word with a passion, but in the past month I've 

been thinking a lot about my "identity." I guess I've been trying to 

figure out if I have one or not. 

"The endless, celebrated summer," I sighed to myself as I sat and 

stared through the plate glass window. "The boys of summer." What a 

lie and what a truth those are, I thought to myself. The summer never 

lasted. Neither did my boyhood. It only lasted in my mind as a kind 

of Romantic dream. It was a dream of a sort of Edenic paradise, a 

paradise I couldn't or wouldn't yet let go of. 

An old lady began climbing the porch steps of the First Baptist 

Church. The young boy I'd been watching rose slowly to his feet and 
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stepped politely aside, making way for her. She went through the 

front door, and he followed her inside. Wednesday night church 

services were about to begin. 

I looked back down from the church portico and watched the 

traffic for a moment. The flow of passing cars had diminished, and 

the streetlights had just blinked on. A long white Cadillac glided by 

beneath the streetlights. Remembering a rock and roll song I'd once 

heard, I closed my eyes and began humming it to myself. 

"There's some big ol' Buicks at the Baptist Church, Cadillacs at 

the Church of Christ. ..." 

When I closed my eyes, I had another vision. I felt a sense of 

communion with the boy who had been sitting on the porch steps. The 

feeling was similar to the way I had felt with the Mexican man hoist

ing the water cooler into the truck. "I'm still a boy myself," I 

whispered out loud, "or at least I am during the summer. . . . The 

rest of the time I'm a man, and the boy hibernates inside me." I was 

very happy that the winter was finally coming to an end. The cold and 

dark always make me feel tired and trapped. There's never enough 

light in January, but there's plenty of light in July. I guess a lot 

of people feel that way in the winter. But I've never asked anyone 

about it. Surely a lot of people feel that same way. 
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Part Two 

The bell hanging from the front door of Buster's began jangling 

and woke me from my vision. I looked up and watched a man and a woman 

walk inside. They went up to Faydell Marley, the shy but friendly old 

woman who's the night cashier. The woman asked for two cups of 

coffee. Faydell politely told them that the coffee pot was down the 

counter and that they were to help themselves. 

I knew that the man and woman weren't Buster's regulars because 

I'd never seen them before. I wondered if they were from out-of-town 

or if they might possibly be people from Rising Star that I'd never 

seen before. They were both extremely eccentric-looking, especially 

for Rising Star. I judged that they were probably in their early 40s. 

The woman was at least six feet tall and had huge, bulging 

breasts. A sagging stomach paunch hung down below her ribs. The way 

her skinny legs supported her robust upper body reminded me of an 

ostrich or a flamingo. The man was much shorter and much more 

fragile-looking than the woman. Sipping his coffee, he turned around 

and smiled at me. My first impulse was to look quickly away, but 

instead I gathered enough courage to stare right back at him. He had 

a patchy-looking blond mustache. The coarse, wiry hairs of his 

mustache grew outward from the corners of his mouth and looked like 

cat whiskers. He had huge blue eyes like dollops of blueberry jam. 

Suddenly the man and woman walked over to my booth and began 

staring at me. I thought they wanted to pick a fight or something. 

The man looked like he wanted to punch me in the mouth. Since no one 

had ever bothered me in Buster's before, I was nervous and looked out 

the window at Eldridge Avenue. I was hoping they'd go away because I 

wasn't in the mood to get in a fight with any weird-looking strangers. 

I was in the mood to daydream about myself. 

"Young man," the woman said in a very soft, whispering voice, 

"would you mind if we sat in this booth with you and drank our 

coffee?" 

For a few seconds I pretended that I hadn't heard what she had 

asked me. I continued to look outside the window. The woman's 
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smiling face reflected back at me in the plate glass. Her smile was 

so friendly-looking that I didn't have the guts to refuse her request 

"What the hell," I thought to myself, "I niight as well be 

hospitable, even if I don't feel like it. These two might cheer me up 

with an interesting conversation." 

Twisting my head slowly around, I looked down at a sticky brown 

coffee ring on the white table top. 

"Sure," I said, tracing my fingers around the coffee stain, "I 
don't mind. Go ahead." 

They both slid into the booth on the other side of the table. 

The man sat directly across from me, 

"Young man," the woman said again. "My name is Marine]le Sexton, 

and this is my friend. Mister Edwin Flippo." 

I didn't say anything. 

"She's my friend and natural enemy," the man said in a raspy 
voice. 

"He likes to think that I'm plotting to kill him," Sexton laughed 

gently. She had a laugh like a rain shower, 

"My name's Gary Anderson," I said. 

Sexton stuck her palm across the table. Her fingers felt limp 

and flabby. 

"We're pleased to meet you," she said. 

I shook Flippo's hand. His palms felt dry and scaly, 

I was still a little nervous, so I gazed out the window at 

Eldridge Avenue again. Neither of them said anything more to me for 

nearly a minute, I saw their staring faces reflecting back at me from 

the plate glass window. They gawked at me like I was some kind of 

freak, I was trying to ignore them so that I could start daydreaming 

again, but the way they just sat there and scrutinized me confused and 

scrambled my brain. I thought about one thing for a second or two, 

and then some other thought penetrated my mind and obliterated the 

first one. I was completely unable to concentrate. My face began to 

feel hot and sweaty. I was not getting so irritated with their 

presence that I thought about either getting up and leaving Buster's 
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or just looking straight at Flippo and saying, "What the hell are you 
staring at?" 

Sexton lit a cigarette. Tilting her head back, she blew streams 

of smoke up toward the fluorescent light bulbs on the ceiling, 

"Is something wrong, Mr. Anderson?" she said, "Would you like us 

to leave you?" 

I nearly said, "Yeah, get the hell out of here and leave me 

alone," but instead I said "no." 

"Well, what's bothering you, then?" Flippo laughed at me. His 

voice was grating and aggressive. 

"Nothing," I said. "I'm just a little tired." 

"Tired from doing what?" Flippo said. 

"Working," I said, 

"You work, then, Mr, Anderson?" Sexton said, 

I nodded. 

"You a cop or something?" Flippo said. "You look like a pig to 

me." 

"He does not," Sexton laughed softly. "You look like a doctor," 

she said to me, puffing on her cigarette. 

"I'm a writer," I said. 

"What kind of writer?" Flippo said. 

"A newspaper reporter," I said. 

"What newspaper do you work for, Mr. Anderson?" Sexton said. 

"The Rising Star Record," I said. 

"I didn't know they had a paper in this town," Flippo said. 

"There ain't nothing that ever happens around here, is there?" 

"We only publish twice a week, but we've got one," I said. 

"What kinds of stories do you write?" Flippo said. 

"All kinds," I said. "Whatever the editor tells me to write." 

"What'd you write about today?" Flippo said loudly. 

He was nearly beginning to intimidate me. His voice was becoming 

louder and he was leaning across the table. His face seemed to be 

about an inch away from mine. I looked into his deep blue eyes. 
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"This morning I had to develop some pictures," I said. "This 

afternoon I went out to cover a wreck east of town and wrote an 

obituary." 

"Was someone killed in the wreck?" Sexton said. 

"No," I said. "A teenager in a pickup truck fell asleep at the 

wheel and hit a tree. His truck was totalled, but it didn't hurt him 

at all. . . . The obituary was about someone else." 

"Was he drunk or something?" Flippo said. 

"Who?" I said. 

"That guy who crashed his truck into a tree." 

"Not that I know of." 

"Then why'd he fall asleep?" he said. 

"I don't know," I said. 

"Settle down, now, Edwin," Sexton laughed, rubbing Flippo on top 

of the head. "Stop being so rude. . . . He was probably just tired. 

Like Mr. Anderson here. . . . Don't be afraid or uncomfortable," she 

continued, smiling at me. "Edwin probably seems a little crazy to 

you, but he is actually a very friendly, loving person. He is always 

aggressive around strangers. He tries to frighten them." 

"You getting scared of me?" Flippo asked, laughing hysterically. 

He abruptly stopped laughing as if someone had slapped him in the 

face. "I don't like you, man," he said. "I'd like to beat the fuck 

out of you." 

"Give Mr. Anderson a chance, Edwin," Sexton said in a scolding 

voice. 

"Well, I've got to head on back home," I said, getting to my 

feet. 

"Please don't leave us," Sexton said quickly. 

"You leave and I'll follow you outside and beat you up," Flippo 

said. 

I stood frozen for a moment, wondering whether I'd better sit 

down or get out of Buster's as quickly as possible. 

"He's just kidding you," Sexton said. "Aren't you, Edwin?" 

Flippo didn't answer. 

"Edwin?" Sexton said. 
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"Yeah, I'm just kidding you, man," Flippo said in a friendly 

voice I hadn't heard him use before. "I won't hurt you. Sit down and 

have some coffee with us." 

"Well," I said. "Thanks anyway, but I've really got to go home." 

"Please don't leave us," Sexton said. "We'd really enjoy talking 

to you. We like meeting new people." 

After hesitating for a few seconds, I sat back down. It was 

either go home depressed and watch t.v., or sit and talk with these 

two weirdos for a while. I knew the Buster's regulars would start 

showing up soon, and then everything would be normal again. And I 

really was beginning to like Sexton pretty well. She seemed intelli

gent and sensitive. There was a gentle strength about her that I 

found attractive. But I still didn't like Flippo at all. He seemed 

sadistic and hostile. 

"How long have you been a reporter?" Sexton asked me after I'd 

sat back down. 

"About six months," I said. 

"You from this town?" Flippo said. 

"Yes," I said. 

"Have you lived here your entire life?" Sexton said. 

"Except when I was in college." 

"Did you return here after college?" she said. 

"I ain't never been to college," Flippo interrupted. 

"Yes," I said. I was surprised at the accuracy of Sexton's 

assumptions. She seemed unusually perceptive. "What's going on 

here?" I thought to myself. "An inquisition?" 

"Do you like living here?" she said. 

"I don't know. . ., I said, hesitating. "I used to like it a 

lot. Especially when I was a boy. But I guess I don't anymore." I 

was stunned at the directness and honesty of my answer. 

"Then why the hell did you come back here?" Flippo said. 

I was getting pretty damn tired of his sarcasm, so I spat my 

answer right back in his face. He could try to beat me up if he 

wanted to. I didn't care anymore. 
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"I'll tell you," I said angrily. "When I was in high school I 

worked for the paper during the summer. When I got out of college, 

they offered me a full-time job. There weren't any other newspaper 

jobs around that were worth a shit either, so I decided to take it. 

That's why I came back here. This is my hometown." 

But I suddenly realized that I was lying to them and to myself. 

I hadn't come back to Rising Star because there wasn't any other 

choice. I had come back to my hometown because I was afraid to leave 

it. I had been a coward. 

Flippo and Sexton continued their barrage of personal questions. 

"Do your parents live here, too?" Sexton said. 

"No," I said. "They moved to Cross Plains while I was still in 

college." 

"Do you not like your job?" Sexton said. I was again shaken at 

the accuracy of her assumptions. It was as if she knew me nearly as 

well as I knew myself. 

"No," I said. "I did at first. . . . But I guess I don't 

anymore." 

"How come you don't like it?" Flippo said. 

My first impulse was to say "what's it to you?," but I somehow 

held my tongue. 
"It's boring," I finally said. "Just about all the stories I 

write bore the hell out of me." 

"Yeah, this is a boring little town," Flippo said. "Me and 

Marine]le have been here a week and we ain't found a damn thing to do 

yet." 

"Why are yo}i here?" I said. 

"We're portrait photographers," Sexton said. 

"We go from town to town taking pictures of people," Flippo said. 

"Right now we're over at T.G. and Y. taking pictures. We got a 

special on right now. Four deluxe five by seven portraits for only 

two dollars. You got a family? You married? We'll take pictures of 

you and your family for you." 

"No thanks," I said. "I'm not married." 

"You are a bachelor, then?" Sexton said. 
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"Yes." 

"Well, you got a woman, don't you?" Flippo said, looking at me as 

if he pitied me. "You got a girlfriend, don't you?" 

"No," I said. "Not lately. I had a girlfriend when I was in 

college, but we broke up. It's been about a year now." 

"What happened?" Flippo said. 

"I don't know," I said. "It was no big deal. We couldn't get 

along, so we broke up. I'm too young to be married anyway. I'm 

planning to wait until I'm about thirty." 

"Man, you ought to have you a woman friend like I do," Flippo 

said, looking at Sexton. "You can't know nothing about nothing unless 

you have a friend who's a woman. I never knew shit until me and 

Marine]le got together." 

"Thank you, Edwin," Sexton murmured, smiling and putting her arm 

around his shoulder. "You see, he can be sentimental, too," she said 

to me. 

Flippo leaned over and began licking her ears and neck. Sexton 

began whimpering and moaning. She reached around his back and crushed 

her cigarette out in the ashtray. Suddenly Flippo slid over into 

Sexton's lap. He began fondling her breasts while she rubbed his back 

and played with his hair. 

I was embarrassed by their public display of affection. Looking 

behind me, I saw Faydell Marley standing behind her cash register and 

staring at Flippo and Sexton with a white, terrified look on her face. 

Couples often get affectionate in Buster's, but they usually go out 

into the parking lot before things get out of control. 

Finally I couldn't stand watching them anymore. I wondered if 

they remembered that I existed. I cleared my throat and stood up. 

"Well, I've got to go," I said, staring out the window. "Nice 

meeting you." 

Sexton pushed Flippo off of her and reached across the table. 

She grabbed my hand. I tried to jerk away, but she held on tightly. 

Then she squeezed my hand and began caressing my wrist. Her touch 

felt warm and gentle. I felt my scalp begin tingling. It was the 
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first time a woman had touched me like that since I had broken up with 

my ex-girlfriend. 

"Why are you leaving, Mr. Anderson?" she said. "I hope we 

haven't embarrassed you. Sometimes Edwin can't control himself. But 

then neither can I." 

"Why don't we get this guy to take a ride with us around town?" 

Flippo said, beginning to run his tongue up and down Sexton's throat. 

She squirmed and shivered and laughed at him, reaching down and 

putting her hand between his legs. Now he began moaning and squirm

ing. "God, these people are horny," I said to myself. I felt like I 

was watching the first few minutes of an x-rated movie. 

"Would you like that, Mr. Anderson?" Sexton said. "If you don't 

mind, Mr. Flippo and I would like you to join us for a ride around 

your town. We will talk while you show us the sights." 

I stared at her with a blank look on my face, trying not to look 

at where she was rubbing Flippo's crotch. 

"What?" I said. 

Flippo grabbed Sexton's wrist and pushed her away from him. He 

looked up and glared at me. 

"What the fuck's wrong with you, man?" he said. "Why don't you 

loosen up and take a ride around town with us? Huh? What the hell 

else do you got to do tonight? We got our car out in the parking lot. 

What's wrong with you, man?" 

"Nothing," I said. 

"Good!" he said. "Let's go." 

Somehow I convinced myself that I wanted to take a ride around 

town with them. And I think that I really did want to. There was a 

certain bizarre magnetism and energy about Flippo and Sexton that 

fascinated me. They were the strangest people I'd ever met. Maybe I 

just felt like doing something crazy and irresponsible. I know that I 

was tired of thinking so much and feeling so depressed. I wanted to 

do something unpredictable and not have to think about the conse

quences. 

"OK," I murmured to Flippo. 
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"All right," he said, apparently not surprised that I'd decided 

to come along. 

He took Sexton's hand and helped her out of the booth. They 

hugged and kissed and stood next to me, their arms wrapped around each 

other. 

"We appreciate your going along," Flippo said, patting my 

stomach. 

"Yes," Sexton said. "We certainly do." 

She slipped her hand into mine and the three of us walked out of 

Buster's. 

The next thing I knew I was cruising around Rising Star with two 

complete strangers in a giant yellow 1968 Plymouth station wagon. 

Sexton was driving and Flippo and I were sitting together in the 

backseat. When we'd gotten into their car in Buster's parking lot, 

Flippo had tried to get into the front seat with Sexton, but she had 

snapped at him. He had muttered and slunk into the backseat with me. 

Now he seemed to be in a nasty mood. 

"You in love with him?" he said sarcastically to Sexton. 

"No," Sexton said. "But I think he's pretty cute, don't you?" 

"I guess so," Flippo said, glaring sourly at me. "I'm a jealous 

son-of-a-bitch," he said. "I can't help it." 

I got the impression that he was bluffing, that his violent 

threats and insinuations were all an act. 

"I like the way he's so quiet and serious," Sexton said, looking 

up into the rearview mirror and smiling at me. "He reminds me of the 

way I used to be when I was young." 

"You sure are a serious dude, aren't you?" Flippo said. 

"Are you talking about me?" I said, pretending innocence. 

"Of course," Sexton laughed in her rain shower voice. "Who else 

would we be discussing?" 

"You want him?" Flippo said to her. She didn't answer. "Go 

ahead if you want to," he said. "You slut bitch. Nasty snatch." 

Sexton didn't say anything. 
"Me and Marinelle ain't married," Flippo said. "What do you 

think about that, man?" 
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"I was wondering if you were or not," I said. 

"I love her more than me, but she still won't marry me," Flippo 

said. "That's because she don't believe in marriage. She says all it 

does is kill love. But I do. I believe in it." 

Sexton laughed. 

"Stop being so dammed dramatic, Edwin," she said. "Where shall 

we go, Mr. Anderson? Tell me where we should go." 

"Yeah, we want to see the sights around here," Flippo said. "You 

can be our guide." 

"There's not much to see," I said. 

"Is there nothing at all?" Sexton said. 

"Not really," I said. 

"Let's keep driving around anyway," Flippo said. "I like doing 

this. It's a lot better than just sitting around in that Buster's 

place, ain't it, Marinelle?" 

"How long have you two been together?" I said when Sexton didn't 

answer him. 

"Ten years," Flippo said. 

I was amazed. Judging from the way they had been all over each 

other in Buster's, I had assumed that they probably had just recently 

met and were still in the process of falling in love. 

"It's crazy that we ain't married yet, ain't it?" Flippo said in 

a sad and weary voice. 

"Oh, Edwin," Sexton said. "Shut up." 

"Let this guy drive for a while," Flippo said. "Me and you can 

put the backseat down." 

"Is that all right with you, Mr. Anderson?" Sexton said, pulling 

the station wagon over to the side of the road. She turned off the 

engine and headlights. 

"What?" I said. 

"You drive for a while," Flippo said, punching me playfully in 

the shoulder. "You know your way around this town better than me and 

Marine]le do." 

So Sexton and I got out of the Plymouth and switched positions. 

Feeling like a chauffeur, I began driving she and Flippo around town. 
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For a while they didn't say anything more to me. I drove downtown and 

pointed out the town square, the County Courthouse, the Record office, 

and the feed plant. But they weren't paying very much attention to 

me, and eventually I just shut up and drove, looking up into the rear

view mirror now and then. They began kissing in the backseat like two 

sixteen-year-olds after the prom. 

Flippo noticed that I was watching them. 

"Drive out on the highway where there ain't no traffic," he said. 

"Me and Marinelle are going to put the backseat down." 

I made a right turn and headed north, out of town. 

Flippo and Sexton climbed over the backseat together and pushed 

it forward. Now there was enough room for the two of them to lie down 

comfortably. I knew what was going to happen next, but I didn't care. 

If they were perverted exhibitionists, then I'd play the game along 

with them and let them have their fun. 

Soon they were both naked. I looked up into the rearview mirror 

eyery few seconds and watched them exploring and caressing each 

other's bodies, as if they were touching one another for the first 

time. Their feet were only a few inches behind my head. They began 

making love. 

About twenty miles out of Rising Star I heard Flippo grunt and 

cough loudly. Sexton squealed and moaned, and then the backseat was 

still and quiet again. They had finally exhausted themselves. 

I took my eyes off the highway for a minute and looked behind me. 

Flippo and Sexton were tangled in each other's arms, tenderly kissing 

each other's shoulders. 

"Can I turn around and start driving back to town again?" I said 

softly. 
"Yes, that would be fine," Sexton said. She and Flippo began 

whispering to each other. 

"I'm going to drive us back, man," Flippo said. "Marinelle wants 

you to come back here and ride with her." 

I felt my stomach rise into my throat. My hands began shaking 

and I felt faint and nauseated. "Oh, shit," I thought to myself. 

"Now she wants me to got to bed with her." 
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Flippo and Sexton began putting their clothes back on. 

"OK, I'm ready," Flippo said. "Pull over so I can switch with 

you, 

I slowed the Plymouth down and brought it to a stop on the 

shoulder. 

Pushing open the rear door, Flippo jumped out onto the highway 

and ran up to the driver's door. I just sat there, staring at him 

through the open window. His face was red and dripping with sweat. 

"I feel good," he said, grinning at me. "Come on, man," he said 

when I didn't move. "Marinelle's waiting on you." 

I gazed through the window and didn't say anything. Flippo began 

laughing at me. 

"You're afraid, ain't you?" he said. "You sure are a serious 

dude. . . . Marinelle ain't going to do nothing to you. She said she 

just wants to talk to you." 

My stomach slowly began to settle. 

"OK," I said, opening the front door. 

I walked around and climbed into the back of the station wagon, 

closing the rear door behind me. Flippo started the engine, made a 

wide, screeching u-turn on the highway, and began driving the Plymouth 

back toward Rising Star. 

I lay in the backseat propped on one elbow, my back turned to 

Sexton. I was so nervous my hands were still shaking. 

"Hello," I heard Sexton say. She reached over and stroked my 

left hand. "Turn around and look at me." I turned over. It was so 

dark in the backseat that I could barely see her face. She brushed 

her hand across my face and squeezed my hand. 
"Why are you so nervous?" she said. "You need to relax." 

"Is this a fantasy of yours?" I said. "Was that why you wanted 

me to take a ride with you two?" 

"I'm not quite sure I know what you mean," she said. "A fan

tasy?" 
"I mean you and him fucking in front of other people," I said. 

"Do you always get somebody like me to drive you around?" 
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"No," she laughed. "Usually Edwin drives and I'm back here with 

another man." 

"Oh," I said. Good, God, I thought to myself. I'm riding in a 

brothel on wheels. A mobile whorehouse. I felt naive and stupid 

because it had taken me so long to make the connection. 

"Do yoii want me?" Sexton said. 

"No," I said. 

"I knew you didn't," she said. "That's not why I asked you to 

ride back here with me. I like you very much, Mr. Anderson." 

I didn't say anything. 

"Do you like me?" she said. 

"I guess." 

"I'm glad you do," she said. "I was interested in meeting you as 

soon as I saw you sitting there alone in that coffee shop. I could 

see that you were unhappy about something, and I wanted to know what 

about. That is why Edwin and I asked you so many questions. We like 

asking people questions so that they will come outside of themselves. 

We like making other people happy." 

"Is that why you do what you do?" I said. "I mean with other men 

. . . ?" I don't think that Sexton caught my pun, or maybe she just 

decided to ignore it. 

"That's yery true," she said. "And that's why we like taking 

portraits of people. It makes them happy to see themselves. . . . 

You're yery perceptive." 

"So are you," I said. "I noticed that as soon as we started 

talking in Buster's." 

"Yes, we both have that gift," she said, "but I don't think you 

have learned how to use it with other people yet. You use it only for 

yourself, don't you . . .? But that will come later. You will learn 

to turn it outside instead of in. I was the same way at your age. 

Even so, I cannot understand why you are so unhappy." 

"Well, I really don't know exactly," I said, a little confused 

about what she was saying. I felt like I was trying to communicate 

with someone who was thinking on another plane of intelligence, higher 

than my own. 



131 

"It's impossible to explain to anyone else," I said. "Do you 

really want to know?" 

"I want you to explain it to me," she said, rubbing my shoulder. 

Gradually I felt all the tension in my body flowing out of me. I 

put my hands behind my head, closed my eyes, and began telling Sexton 

about my malaise. She sat and listened to my story without 

commenting, massaging my chest and shoulders whenever I paused. I 

kept hoping that she'd say something to me, but she never did. Flippo 

didn't say anything either. I don't know if he listened to me or not. 

I told Sexton all about how I was bored and depressed about my 

job at the newspaper, about how I didn't care anymore about the 

stories I wrote, about how I had found J. C. Hackberry dead in the 

woods all by himself, about how my eyes broke everything into separate 

pieces, about the nightmare I'd had last night when I nearly exploded 

and lost my soul. 

I had just finished my story and was about to ask Sexton if she'd 

ever had the same kind of malaise I had when I felt the Plymouth hit a 

bump. I sat up and looked outside the window. Flippo was already 

pulling into Buster's parking lot. He found an empty space and swung 

the Plymouth into it, leaving the engine running. 

"Well, thanks for taking a ride with us," he said abruptly, 

turning around and looking at me. "Me and Marinelle have got to go." 

I looked at Sexton and waited for her to say something. She 

smiled, kissed me on the check, and then opened the rear door. 

"Goodbye, Mr. Anderson," she said. 

"See you, man," Flippo said. 

I climbed out of their car. 

"I was wondering," I said to Sexton, bending over and peering 

into the back of the Plymouth. "Did you understand any of what I was 

telling you?" 
"Yes, of course," she said. "In a way, I did. Goodbye Mr. 

Anderson." She pulled the rear door shut. 

"Goodbye," I said. 

The station wagon rolled slowly out of the parking lot. I 

watched its tailights disappear down Eldridge Avenue. Glancing behind 
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me at Buster's. I looked through the plate glass windows and noticed 

that all of the booths were full of people. The night people were in 

there. It was still too early to go home yet. so I decided to go 

inside and find someone to talk to. 
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