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Preface

THIS COLLECTION OF short stories was first published thirty-one years ago. The paper of the edition I look at now as I write this is already yellowed with age; and just as the book itself exists from another era, so do the stories represent another time, a time which today has become what a younger generation refers to as “history.”

Many of the stories contained in the book were written as much as a decade before the collection itself was published.

This perhaps underlines my own longevity as a writer. It is almost half a century since my first novel was published and a full half century since I wrote my first short story. Since that time, the world has changed again and again, sometimes violently, sometimes subtley. At the time this collection was first published, the Spanish Civil War was still very much part of our lives. It had led directly into World War II. And the veterans of the Spanish Civil War for the most part were still young men. Today most of them are on the edge of becoming old men, and the agonies of the Spanish Republic appear to belong to a very distant past.

The Thirties were still very much with us when this book was published, and indeed a number of the stories in it were written in the Thirties. Yet strangely enough, people who read these stories today feel that they retain vitality and validity and that they had meaning for us. In this I find very high praise indeed, and the fact that the Press Press is willing to bring out this edition confirms a belief I have long held—that a good story will strike a response in almost any epic and in any situation.

The stories about India were written during World War II, about an India that was still a part of the British Empire. Some of these stories were originally published in national mass circulation magazines. They were written in a time when newsstands were loaded with magazines that published short stories. Today such magazines are very few indeed. Other stories in this collection were published originally in left-wing magazines that have ceased to exist and have themselves become a part of history.

The short story is a form I have always loved—a form that seized the imagination of American writers almost at the moment America came into being, and which in our literature has been brought to a high point of perfection. Today, for a professional writer, the practice of short story writing is a luxury or a labor of love. The markets are few and readers are limited. I sincerely hope that this situation will change. We have in American literature a marvelous, perhaps unequalled, heritage of the short story. It should be added to by each generation. The short story, unlike the novel, is so often a true impression, a flash of insight, a way of seeing the world that no other literary form can provide. I myself have never stopped writing stories and hope to continue with the form as long as I function as a writer.


Departure

IN A WAY, it was like I had become old overnight, and I woke up heavy; I woke up like a man suddenly with a family, two kids and a wife, and rent to pay, but I had none of those things, only a feeling that this, for me, was the end of a lot of things, crazy drinking sprees and whoring and foolish bats of one kind or another, all the things that made them grin at me and put up with it, too, whatever it was, the way you put up with a clown. “Clowning,” they would say, “that sonovabitch is always clowning.” But they didn’t mind.

I shaved carefully and thoroughly, and Laurencon, who had a four-year-old girl at home, made some crack about how she did as well but without a blade, just a timeworn inept crack, but an indication that it was nobody’s lark, nobody’s day of grace. “Go to hell,” I told him.

“No offense, Sonny.”

“To hell with you, Pop. You can’t offend me. My mind to me a kingdom is. Age is no achievement; it’s just a passage of time.”

The trucks were waiting, but I still dressed slowly and deliberately. For some reason I didn’t fully understand, I had a relationship with my clothes, the boots I had won at the bandage raffle, the heavy brown pants, the blue ski jacket, the black beret. I had never liked my clothes before, but I liked them now; they seemed to be unusual clothes, and I felt foolish and sticky and sentimental toward them. I even borrowed a clothesbrush from Cohen and brushed them off. It was good for a laugh from everyone who saw me, but I didn’t do it for a laugh.

The whole battery was like that. To see them offhand, you wouldn’t have known, but as I was with my clothes, so each of them was with one thing or another; and in the thick soup of dawn, they moved with measure and deliberation, as if they were counting out steps to a prearranged dance. I try to think of some of the things that were said, but it was so long ago and I was young. Words don’t stick as well as the scent of the damp earth, the sound of the truck motors idling, the pale flash of a spotlight that had overstayed the darkness. These things made a pattern for memory; I suppose Lossowski was telling us to step lively and get moving, but I don’t remember for sure. I do remember that the truck we got into was already half-full of Croats, big, sleepy-eyed, blond men, who grinned at us and pushed together to give us plenty of room.

Our truck roared into life, and we drove out of the hospital compound.

“Good-by, Denia,” Mac Goldstein said thoughtfully and respectfully. Then he handed me one across the behind, and told me, “Nice to go home, huh, kid?”

“Home is where you make it.” Parker, an Englishman, used to say that, and I picked it up. I would pick up a lot of words and phrases then; maybe that’s the way speech grows when you’re a kid. Sometimes, I used them right, but mostly wrong, I suppose, and it may be that they stand out across all that bridge of time for that reason. A word, a phrase, or a sentence is flung away, and how are you supposed to remember, even if you have taken an oath and are up before a formal court of the law? If I were under oath and answering, I don’t know but that I’d perjure myself anyway.

How old were you?

I don’t know—twenty or twenty-one.

You don’t know? Surely you know. Surely you can think back and calculate. You are an intelligent and thoughtful human being.

Am I?

What date was it?

It was the fourteenth of January, or the fifteenth, or the sixteenth. They don’t figure a date by a date, you know; the way they figure—when my first-born saw the light, or when I threw a fistful of dirt on the grave of my blessed mother, or when the cow calved, only there were no more cows then, or when the shadow of the church was ragged instead of straight and heat lightning of four colors flashed in the east; but not by a calendar. So I can remember that before we went into the barracks at Valencia, where they all were, the men of all nations, French and Slavs and Croats and Serbs and Germans and yellow-haired Northmen and dark-haired men of the South, the Italians and the Greeks and the Crete men—before we went into the great barracks there, I saw a Spanish girl who was more beautiful than any other girl that lived, slim and with a lissome stride, and she walked past and was gone, but I remember her and that was the day it was, and I have been in love with her ever since but never saw her again.

I remember too the color of the Mediterranean sky that evening when we went down to the boats.

It was the same day?

Well, I think so. It seems to me that it was the same day. You see, I was in love with the girl, and thinking about her, and it seems that I was only in the barracks for a while, because all I remember, aside from the fact that there were many thousands of men there, was that the Greeks were singing a song. I remember that because I always thought what strange people the Greeks are, not like us or the British or the Germans, either, more like the Spaniards, maybe, and they never seemed to grow tired; it was always beginning for them; wherever they were, it was beginning, a very hopeful people. I remember the song because it was a song of love, and I was in love, in a way of speaking, and the sky over the harbor was like that, pink that turned violet and made me want to cry. You know the way guys are; they kept ribbing me because I had stopped clowning; it wasn’t fair to them, I should have kept on clowning, but I couldn’t; and then when we marched onto the boat, I began to cry; but it was almost dark and nobody noticed.

It was an excellent operation, smooth and without a hitch, just the way the League of Nations and the Congress of the United States and the Reichstag wanted it to be, except that the boats were old and dirty and rusty and nobody was very sure about what kept them afloat. We marched onto our boat and down the steps into the hold. Before we went down into the hold, I looked back at the beautiful city, Valencia, the jewel, the ancient one. How do I recall what I thought then? I was a kid, a tough, hard-boiled, wisecracking kid who would live forever, but I was tenderly in love and my face was wet with tears, and I must have thought profoundly and deeply. Or perhaps I thought of nothing but good-by.

If I thought good-by, it was the way you do when you are very young, and every place you are you will be back again, so dry your tears of sorrow. The French have a good word for it, but there is no word in English that is just right. There was a Welsh miner there from Pittsburgh, who was a captain with the 129th Brigade, who were Yugoslavs, and a hand grenade had torn open his loin, his testicles, his stomach and his legs, yet he was able to walk; and he stood at the edge of the hold, watching the darkening city, the jewel city, the bereaved one, but said nothing. I don’t know what his good-by was. There were thirty-five or forty of us who were Americans, and we went down into the cargo hold, a big, empty place at the bottom of the ship, and all around us there was warmth and odor from the men of many nations, the sick, the wounded, the stretcher cases too, and they clamped on the hatches so that not an ounce of light shone through, and the ship put out to sea.

I can tell it as a dream, but not really as a memory. When I lie at night and I am afraid to die, as all men are, except now and then when there is a thing worth dying for, I think of it, and it’s like a balm for a troubled soul. But what is memory as against the facts? And, believe it or not, there is no memory for terror, for there in that hold men couldn’t breathe or sleep or move, but I do not remember that anyone was afraid. But maybe my memory is poor and because I was a kid, they were good to me, asking me:

“How’s it going, kid?”

“Good enough.”

“Well, take it easy. Easy does it.”

“Look, lay off me. I’m all right.”

“Sure, you’re all right, kid, you’re all right.”

But where do you stow your thoughts when your thoughts tell you that the fascists must know, and they will come out in a fat-bellied German battleship and pick off the old tubs like a hunter picks off ducks? The Slavs made a song; they are the loneliest people in the world, and yet they are never lonely the way we are lonely, and when they sing a song there is a memory of all the hurts they knew and their fathers and their grandfathers. I like our songs better. We sang “Digging Our Way to China.” Then we sang “There’s a Long, Long Trail a-Winding,” which is the most beautiful song in the world, and the saddest, too, as I remember, for someone in love and lost of his love. I don’t remember anything else of particular importance, and I suppose we slept.

It was seven o’clock in the sunny morning when we arrived at Barcelona, and for some strange reason our arrival there is confused in my mind with all the old newsreel pictures I have seen before then and since of troops coming home by ship and departing too; but really I don’t suppose it was too much like that. But there were people on the dock, and I heard afterwards that Negrin was there. I don’t remember him, but I remember André Marty; it was the first time I had seen him, and the guys pointed him out.

They had let us up on deck with the sunrise. A submarine was escorting us, and after I saw it, I felt a lot better. I don’t remember us talking about anything else but the submarine, even when we entered the bomb-wracked harbor and saw the sunken ships. And the bigness of Barcelona was different from the loveliness of Valencia. We hold Barcelona, so I told it to the nameless girl who had walked past me with such a lissome stride. We hold Barcelona, and, by God, we will hurl the fascist back into the hills of Portugal, and there will be a victory parade in Madrid, and as I march down the Avenue, I will see her and she will recognize me.

You remember well, and you remember badly?

It’s that way, I’m sorry, some little things you remember and some big things you forget. I remember a melon rind floating in the water.

By eight o’clock we were all of us disembarked. The trucks for us were drawn right up to the docks, and we climbed into them. They took us to the barracks, which were on top of a hill outside of Barcelona. I don’t know what the hill was called, or what was the name of the barracks, but it was a barracks in the old Spanish style, foursquare, with a compound in the center, and there were balconies all around four or five stories high, a place big enough to hold all of us, and we were thousands. There were all the Internationals who were left; there were the men of the nations. Someone—I don’t know who it was—but someone said to me:

“Put it in your memory, kid, put it in your heart.”

“My heart is full,” I said, speaking in Spanish. “My heart is full and flowing over. I don’t want to go home. I have no home, I am the homeless one.” You say things in another tongue, and they do not sound foolish, as they would in English. Whoever he was, he answered so softly, “Vamos juntos, vamos juntos—” And I thought of the thousand and one times I had wanted to go home, whimpered to go home, pleaded to go home, wept to go home, a frightened kid and no soldier, but now I was a soldier and no land to fight for, no people to give me arms and say: Stand here, stand and no further.

They called us out and we filled the balconies and listened to Marty speak. Then Negrin spoke. Then the whole place broke into the “Internationale,” in fifteen tongues, and that is a memory, for when had it happened before and when would it happen again? And we were going away; we were leaving Spain, who is like a beautiful woman you love, and we were going away.

It could have only been a day or two later when the thing happened. The fascists had reached Barcelona, you understand, and we had moved up to a place called Cassa d’la Selva. It was the way out; it was the end already, and there were only the Cubans and the Mexicans with us, and we had stayed too long; we were guests departed but lingering, and we had given away to the Spaniards left behind our guns, our leather belts, our boots, and whatever else was of value. We ate and we slept and we waited, and rumors filled the air; but the strongest of all the rumors was to the effect of Barcelona being handed over to the enemy, the pig with a voice, the dog without even a dog’s soul, the fascist; given up and no struggle; handed over and no struggle; a gift for the devil. I lay in the sun, and my love lay beside me. I told someone then that I was in love. With whom? With a Spanish girl whose eyes are like black olives and whose lips are like poppies. They would have been fools to believe me, but we believed anything then. It was my first love and my last.

You remember what you want to remember; a man’s past is part of all the past, and everywhere little gates are carefully closed. Only when it is all finished, our way, will we open all the gates. It was two or three or four days after we were there that the big meeting was called in the one theater the town boasted. Seven or eight hundred of us crowded in there, full and overfilled and cloudy with the smoke of our brown-paper cigarettes.

This is it, kid, someone who knew and was on the inside.

He spoke in Spanish, “You men of the Internationals, amigo de corazon, you men of the Internationals who are my comrades, my brothers-in-arms, listen to me! We will defend Barcelona to the death! We go back!”

That is also a memory. I cried again; I put my hands over my face and wept, but I haven’t wept since then. Through all the rest, I was dry-eyed. No more clowning, and the kid was not a kid any more. Sitting and listening to the speakers, one after another, telling how Barcelona could be held and made a bridgehead for all free men, I made a disposition of myself. Then we went outside into the dry sunlight of Spain.

The people from our land, America of the lovely name, the free land over the mountains and over the sea, went to a carpentry shop, and there some volunteered and others said they would go home. The volunteers would not go home any more. They stayed together, talking and making arrangements for the battery; I didn’t have anything to say, and someone asked me:

“What is it, kid, worried?”

“No.”

“Take it easy, kid. Nobody is brave.”

“I’m not brave,” I said. My childhood was over, youth and adolescence and the sprouting of the weed as juices run through its stem, and the wonderful, beautiful conviction that you will live forever while all other mortals die; manhood is a benediction as well as a curse, and the calm inside of me was life’s repayment. It was a fair exchange. “I’m not brave,” I said. “I want to stay here.”

You see, it was to defend Barcelona to the death, if necessary, and most likely necessary, and you made your own choice. The great bulk of the Internationals were gone, but you had stayed with the leave-taking. You had overstayed; then sleep, and tomorrow we will break bread again.

What else do you remember?

Well, then, I also remember these things: the children who played in the streets, they the inheritors, and I was grown now and saw them as children. The fresh-baked bread we had for our dinner—oh, honored guests. We shared our bread with the children, who made us at home as you do when a guest is no longer a stranger. There were also things to be done, arrangements for the new guns, which were coming down from France, arrangements for officers and for a table of organization, arrangements into the sunset, the sweet, cool night. I was bedded with a cobbler’s family, and we sat before bed with a glass of wine and a piece of sausage.

Partake, oh cousin, and tell us about how it goes in the South. Is there death in the South? Will there be victory or defeat? Will the fascists be driven back?

A su tiempo.

Cunning words from an old fighter. You are one of the new ones, a machine gunner?

An artilleryman.

Drink the wine and don’t spare the sausage. When will Spain see better men? A glass of wine makes the couch easy.

And then I slept until a whistle wakened me, and this was it, was it not? We formed into ranks and then onto the train, and nobody really knew except—rumors; but after a while we understood. The train was going north, not south. Barcelona would not be held; the last of the Internationals were going away. This was a night train for the border, salute and farewell. Somewhere, men were afraid; somewhere men lost heart and hope, and they had opened the doors and said: Take this maiden for yourself, she with the lips as red as poppies and the lissome stride. I had only hatred and contempt for those whose eyes were wet now.

“What is it, kid?”

“To hell with you! To hell with you!”

And when the train stopped in the morning, we were in France.


The Old Wagon

ON THE SEAT of the wagon, as it drove into the little town, were a man and woman, and a child of six. The man drove two jaded horses; the child, sitting between the man and woman, twisted his head from left to right with never flagging interest. The woman, who was small, sat primly in the seat, as if she knew what a poor impression the wagon made, and desired to counteract it.

The old wagon was piled high with household goods, with pots and pans and chests and chairs and quilts, with much that was no better than junk. Over all, a patched canvas cover was drawn. Roped onto the side were two water barrels. And in back, with bare, dusty legs hanging over the tailboard, were two more children, a boy of eleven, a girl of nine.

The horses were tired, and they walked into the town slowly. The man was tired, and he slouched over his reins, a long, rawboned man with a stubble of beard on his face. Only the woman seemed as fresh as if she had just got out of bed and washed and dressed. She was a little woman, and she sat primly, with her hands folded in her lap. She wore a plain blue cotton dress that fell to her ankles, a duller blue than the color of her eyes, which were large and round and warm. The eyes were the one prominent feature in her small plain face. Her black hair was drawn back tightly under a black bonnet.

It was a few hours past midday, hot, sunny, when they drove into the town. The town consisted of one long street, carpeted with dust, and at this hour it was empty, except for a dozen or so horses standing in front of two saloons.

Briefly, the woman glanced at the town, at the flat house fronts, at the saloons and the horses, after which she folded her hands again a little more firmly in her lap. Her lips compressed, and a click of her tongue told her husband she didn’t like the town.

“Don’t like it much myself,” he admitted. “Got a name for being bad.”

“Just shiftless, looks to me,” she said. “Now don’t stop, but go right through.”

“Now, Martha,” he complained, “I got to rest the horses.”

“Rest them plenty tonight.”

He pointed ahead to where the single street of the village lost itself in flat land that was brown and yellow, hot and baked. “How do I know there’s water out along there, Martha?”

“You don’t know. But if we’re a goin’ to live there, there’s water. That’s all.”

The child said: “Maw, I’m thirsty.”

“See,” the man said. “Ain’t no reason why the little shaver shouldn’t have a nice cool cup of water.”

“No reason except that a saloon’s the place you’ll look for it.”

“Martha, there’s a trough out there, an’ you can’t drive dry, tired horses past water without giving them to drink.”

“All right,” she nodded.

The team scented the water and quickened their pace. They found the trough themselves and plunged their dusty heads into it. The man sighed. The woman clicked her tongue and looked straight ahead of her. The boy began to climb down from the seat.

“You stay here,” she ordered.

“Maw, I want a drink.”

“Stay here.”

“Suppose I get the little shaver a cup of cool water,” the man suggested.

“We ain’t got money to throw away.”

“Now, Martha, why talk that way. I took a pledge nine month past, an’ I ain’t broken it.”

She looked at him a moment. “Guess I shouldn’t a said that, Jim.”

Awkwardly, stretching his cramped legs, the man climbed down from the wagon. He drew himself up to his full height, worked his neck. Then he ambled behind the wagon and ordered the boy and girl to stay where they were. He came back and patted the horses, and the woman looked at him fondly. He grinned at her, and said:

“Maybe this here’s where our luck turns, Martha. Seems we had just about enough bad luck to last folks a lifetime.”

“You go get that water.”

As he turned to the saloon, the door opened, and two men came out—one short, bowlegged, small of face, wearing blue jeans, booted; the other larger, heavier, better dressed. Both were armed. Both grinned as they looked at the heavily loaded wagon. They came down the steps and stood by the water trough, grinning.

The shorter one said: “Mister, that’s a fine load you’re packing there.”

The other one: “Mister, you buying junk or selling it?”

The woman stared straight ahead of her. If any change came over her face, it was a tightening of her lips, a finer etching of the little lines of pain, of hope, of anxiety about her mouth.

From the shorter one: “Mister, them nags of yours had just about enough water, wouldn’t you say? You don’t want them to drink the trough dry.”

“Jim—” She left off her words and still looked straight ahead of her.

“I never yet been begrudged water,” he muttered, shifting uneasily from foot to foot, conscious of the old, patched wagon, conscious of his dirty brown overalls.

“Maybe we begrudge a lot of things to your kind,” the taller man said. “Maybe we don’t like your kind nice enough to be perlite. Maybe this is cattle country an’ not for groundscrapers.”

She saw the stiffening of her husband’s body, and she said, quickly: “Jim, we got to get goin’.”

“I’ll get the shaver a drink of water,” he said softly. Then he walked up the wooden steps into the saloon. The two men glanced after him, turned slowly, and followed.

She waited, and it seemed to her that she waited a long time, but actually it couldn’t have been more than four or five minutes. Further up the street and across from her was a sign which said CLOVER CITY EXPRESS. It hung over the front of a store, and now, as she watched, a man stepped into the street, and stood under the sign, mopping his brow, a short, stout man in his vest and shirt sleeves. He looked up the street, and then down at the wagon. He met her eyes and nodded.

She felt cold, in spite of the heat. She felt an ominous uncertainty, as before a thunderstorm.

“I’m thirsty,” the boy said again.

She heard her husband’s voice from behind the saloon door. She unclasped her hands, and they were clammy with sweat. She climbed down from the wagon, instructing the boy, “Sit there—don’t you stir.” Walking around the wagon, she saw the boy and girl on the tailboard, leaning back and halfasleep. The girl smiled at her, drowsily.

Then she made up her mind and went into the saloon.

A big place, almost empty, tables and a high, raftered roof, a long bar. She stood just inside the door, her heart throbbing, her hands wet, afraid for herself, afraid for her husband, remembering how he had grinned and told her that their hard luck was broken. She recalled the stretch of their hard luck, the child dying, her husband breaking his leg, the farm taken away from them, their long, painful journey westward.

Her husband stood at the bar. There were about a dozen men at the bar now, men in jeans, booted, armed, their hats tilted back, men somehow different from her husband. At first, she couldn’t understand the difference, why it made her afraid; then she realized that they were not men who had ever worked with their hands for a living, not farmers, not cowpunchers.

Her husband was saying: “I came for a cup of water, an’ I aim to get it.”

The bartender was polishing glasses, ignoring him.

“Jim,” she said, “come along.”

One of the men said: “Come in, sister. Have a drink.”

She saw her husband turn, walk to the man. “That’s my wife,” he said.

“Sure. I aim to buy her a drink.”

“That’s my wife you’re speaking about.”

“Jim!”

She saw his long brown form unlash, saw the booted, armed man sprawl across the room, crash into a table and chairs. She screamed. Her husband didn’t move as the fallen man fired. Then, slowly, he bent over, held the bar for support. It had all happened too quickly; it was over, and it was like a dream, like something that had never been. Her husband was bent painfully, holding onto the bar. The others, the booted men, the bartender, were watching. They hadn’t moved; they were watching, calmly, curiously. The fallen man picked himself up.

She ran to her husband, and he twisted his head to look down at her. She put her arm around him. “You’re not hurt,” she said. “Jim, you’re not hurt—”

“Maybe—a little.”

The others hadn’t moved. They were still watching, calmly. She looked at them, started to speak, then clamped her mouth shut. Her hand was wet with blood.

“I’ll help you outside,” she told her husband.

“All right, Martha.”

He leaned on her heavily, and they went through the door. None of the men moved. She shouldered the door open, helped her husband through.

“Looks like our luck kinda run out again, Martha,” the man said.

There were people in the street now, a little crowd in front of the saloon around the wagon. The children were standing by the wagon, wide-eyed, excited. When she saw her mother and father come out, the girl began to cry.

She paused on the steps, her husband heavier now, as if all his weight was leaning on her. She felt his blood on her hands. She stood there, feeling his weight, feeling weak, sick, looking at the people around the wagon.

“Some of you—help me,” she cried.

They watched her, but nobody moved. She heard the door of the saloon open, and realized that the men inside were coming out.

One man detached himself from the crowd and came up to her. She recognized the stout man she had seen on the street before. He nodded to her, and without speaking put an arm around Jim’s waist. They went down the steps, and the three children edged up, shyly, the girl still crying. The people made way for them.

“You can’t put him in the wagon, missus,” the stout man said. “Take him to my place.”

She looked at him, gained confidence from his fat, mustached face, and nodded. They went toward the shop. The children followed. The team walked slowly after them.

From the saloon to the door of the Clover City Express, a trail of blood was left. The children walked in it; the team walked in it, and the old wagon rattled after. The six-year-old was crying now, but through his tears his wide, curious eyes continued to gather everything in. They came to the door of the shop, and when the children stopped, the team stopped too, more satisfied not to move in the hot sun. Some of the bystanders had followed, and now they stood on the side of the wagon where there was some shade, peering into the shop. Two of the men from the saloon stood across the street.

Inside the shop, the woman and the fat man had stretched Jim on a bench. The woman unbuttoned his shirt, bared his breast, and wiped away the blood. His eyes were open, and he tried to smile at her.

“I guess I should a kept the pledge an’ not gone near the saloon,” he whispered.

“You’ll be all right, Jim. You’re not hurt bad.”

“Where’re the kids?”

“Outside.”

“That’s good. It ain’t nice they should see this. What kind a place is this?”

“A newspaper shop, I guess.” She glanced around, at the racks of type, at the presses, at the wet proof sheets hanging from a line.

“My shop,” the fat man said. “You’ll be all right, mister. I’m going for Doc.” He nodded at the woman, and went out. She glanced after him, saw the wagon, the children crouched close to it, the bystanders, and across the street, the two armed men from the saloon, standing close to the wall, rolling cigarettes.

When she turned to her husband again, his eyes were closed. He breathed through slightly parted lips, slowly, with effort. She made a pack of cloth over his wound, smoothed back his hair. She looked at him out of her strangely mild blue eyes, and there was no sign of sorrow on her face except the little etched lines of pain about her lips.

She shook her head and went to the door. The bystanders watched her as she came out of the shop. The six-year-old ran to her and buried his face in her skirt. The other two children stood by the wagon, their frightened faces lifted to hers.

“Now, now,” she said, “it’s all right—you understand? Your pa’s just a little hurt, but he’s all right.” With surprising strength for so small a woman, she lifted the six-year-old onto the wagon seat. “Now you stay there, out of the sun.” She turned and saw that the bystanders had drifted away. The two men from the saloon had crossed the street and were standing near the wagon.

“What do you want?” she demanded of them.

“Nothin’, missus—only that’s a pretty boy you got a settin’ up there, a hell of a pretty boy.”

Slowly, softly, she said: “I’m not a person to hate. I’m not a person to hold bitterness. What you done, you done. Now get away from here.”

“Sure, missus, that’s what we like to hear, an’ maybe we won’t hold no grievance either. Only we were thinking maybe you didn’t see nobody shoot your man. Maybe there didn’t anybody shoot him, an’ it was just an accident. Maybe you could make up your mind that it was an accident because that’s one hell of a pretty little boy you got up there.”

She turned to glance at the child, and then back to the two men, who were puffing on their cigarettes, their hats tilted back on their heads.

“Get out of here,” she whispered.

“Sure, missus. That’s a right pretty kid.”

“Get out of here!”

They strolled away. The girl and boy pressed close to her, but she seemed hardly to notice them, staring straight ahead of her at nothing.

“You get into the wagon, both of you,” she said. “A body’s got trouble enough. You get into the wagon an’ mind your brother.”

She went back into the store, and sat down by her husband. She made a fan of some old newspaper, and waved it over him to cool him. He still lay with his eyes closed. She was sitting like that when the fat man returned with the doctor. The doctor was an elderly man; thin, unshaven, he had a white mustache and a small white beard.

“This is the doctor, ma’am,” the fat man said. “I don’t know your name; mine’s Jed Logan. This is Doc Hartly. He’ll see to your husband.”

The doctor nodded, took off his jacket, and started to roll up his sleeves. He had small gray eyes that darted from her to her husband.

She rose and turned to the doctor. “My name’s Martha Wesley. That’s my husband, Jim. I guess he’s hurt bad.”

“Maybe he is an’ maybe he ain’t,” the doctor said. “There ain’t no use thinkin’ he is—yet.”

“Thank you. We don’t have much money, but I guess I can pay what you ask.”

“I ain’t askin’ yet.” He opened his bag and bent over the wounded man. Logan took her arm and led her to the back of the shop, through to a little room that held a cot bed, a table and a few chairs.

“Sit down,” he told her. “you sit down and rest. I guess you need some rest. I’ll fix you a cup of coffee.”

“Thank you,” she whispered.

“Sure. Sometimes, there’s nothing I like much as a cup of coffee, hot as the weather is.”

There was a coffeepot warming on the stove. He poured a cup of coffee and set it in front of her.

“Thank you. You’ve been good to me.”

“I’m sort of making up for the way our town treated you, I suppose. Clover City’s an up-and-coming place, but a little strange, a little strange.”

She drank the coffee. It was good, warm; in spite of the heat, she was cold inside. She liked the fat man who sat across from her. She wanted to like someone, not to feel completely in terror of the place.

“Why did they shoot him?” she asked. “Why?”

“They’ve shot others, ma’am. They’ve thieved and murdered.”

“But why?”

“Because they’re bad, ma’am. Because they’re strong, and here, on the edge of things, strength counts. Because there’s no law here yet, except the law of the gun, and they’ve got the guns.”

“Aren’t there decent people here, men with wives and children?”

“Sure,” the fat man nodded. “I’m decent sometimes, so is Doc. There are plenty of small dirt farmers, small cattlemen. But they’re afraid. We’re all afraid. They were even afraid to help you with your man.”

“You weren’t,” she said.

“No—” The fat man leaned back and looked at the ceiling. “I got no wife, I got no kids. I’m a used-up newspaperman and Doc’s a used-up medico. I’ve seen it coming, and I’m beginning to talk back. It’s a pity I’m not a fighting man, Mrs. Wesley, but I can set type. If you can tell me who shot your husband …?”

“I don’t know his name.” She was thinking of the six-year-old, sitting on the wagon seat.

“You know what he looks like. If you describe him?”

She moved back from the table, folded her hands in her lap. Her wide blue eyes were fixed on the fat man. “They threatened my son,” she said. “I have three children. My man’s shot—”

“You’re afraid.”

“I’m not afraid. We’ve had a lot of hard luck, maybe too much. I’ve learned not to hate. If my man lives, I’ll thank God.”

“And if he doesn’t live?”

“Then I’ll thank God he spared me my children.”

“And you love him?”

Her mild blue eyes fixed on the fat man’s face. “Why should you ask me that?” she demanded gently. “Maybe I never told him, maybe he never told me. We’re plain folks, an’ that kind of talk don’t come easy. We been through a lot together. We lost our first boy, fourteen, he’d be now. We lost our farm. It ain’t easy, pushing west like this in an old wagon, trying to feed three kids, trying to find a piece of land to light on.”

The fat man said earnestly: “I know that, but this is the kind of West you’re pushing into, and this is the kind of thing that has to be stopped. I don’t delude myself on the power of my press, still I put out a newspaper, and people read it. If I could print the story with proof of who shot your husband, the governor might read it. It might change things.”

She shook her head. “It might kill my child. I don’t want more trouble, mister. I want peace. I want to raise my children in peace.”

The fat man shrugged his shoulders.

“All right, Mrs. Wesley. I hope to God your husband will be all right.”

They went back into the shop. The doctor has evidently finished. He was rolling down his sleeves, buttoning them. The boy and the girl had come into the shop, and were standing in awed silence by the type case. Her husband still lay on the bench, his eyes closed. He seemed to be sleeping.

The fat man and the little woman stood and waited. The doctor crawled into his jacket, closed his bag of tools. He turned to them, then, and said:

“He’ll be all right.”

She wavered a bit, nodded, came forward and stood looking down at her husband.

“He’s sleeping,” the doctor explained. “I gave him something to make him sleep. That’s what he needs most now. The wound’s nasty, but it ain’t bad. Nothing comes of it, and he’ll be up and walking tomorrow. It’s nasty, but it looks worse than it is. Through the pectoralis major, out and through the triceps. No bullet to worry about, no organs. But he can’t stay here. Suppose Jed and me, we carry him over to my place.”

She shook her head. “You’ve done so much already—”

“Done nothing. You sit here and read the papers, and we’ll be back.”

After they had gone, carrying her husband, she sat on a chair near a press, smiling a little. The boy and the girl came and pressed close to her. Then she put her arms around them. She seemed lost in the wonder of having her husband’s life again, and at least ten minutes went by before she remembered the six-year-old.

“Where’s Billy?” she asked them.

“He was settin’ on the wagon seat, sleepin’, I guess.”

She went outside, and the boy and girl followed. The wagon seat was empty. As in a daze, she walked round and round the wagon, looking inside from the back, lifting the brown canvas cover at the sides. She called: “Billy! Billy!” Her voice sounded strange in the almost empty sunbaked street. Then she stopped walking, leaned against the wagon, limp, tired, staring at the two children who were left.

It was later in the afternoon now; shadows were longer. The little town appeared to be waking up. There were more horses at the hitching posts.

“We left him on the wagon seat,” the girl said. The girl was frightened now, ready to cry again.

The mother nodded, and pointed to the shop. “You go in there,” she told them. “Lord knows, I got enough trouble. You go in there and stay in there.”

“Where’s Billy?”

“You never mind that. You go in there and stay in there.”

She leaned against the wagon until they had gone into the newspaper shop. Then she sighed, straightened up her small form. The little, etched lines of pain appeared around her mouth again. She walked to the wagon seat, reached under it, and took out a double-barreled shotgun. It was heavy, and she held it awkwardly.

Holding it waist high, muzzles presented, she walked down the street to the saloon. In front of the saloon, she cocked both triggers. Some men, riders, were standing on the porch of the saloon, but when they saw the gun, the look on her face, they made way for her.

“Careful about that popgun, sister,” one said.

Another began to laugh, then allowed the laugh to die in his throat.

She shouldered her way through the door, stepped to one side, and stood with her back against the wall. There were more men at the bar now, men at the tables, playing cards. The man who had shot her husband was there. The tall man and the short man were there. The bartender was polishing glasses, and when he saw her, he went on polishing, more and more slowly, his eyes never leaving the shotgun. One by one, they stopped drinking, stopped playing, until every man in the saloon was staring, not so much at her as at the shotgun.

“Is this a ladies’ raid?” someone asked.

The short man laughed; the laughter spread, then stopped as abruptly as it had started. The man who had shot her husband took a step forward, hesitated, then another step, then stopped.

“What’s your game, lady?” he inquired.

Her voice trembled a little as she spoke. “You took my boy. I came for him.”

The bartender said: “Nobody took your kid, lady. Nobody seen your kid. This ain’t no place for you, an’ you’d better get out a here afore that gun goes off.”

“I came for my boy.”

Another step forward; his hand felt for his gun, closed over it.

“Don’t come nearer,” she said. “You wouldn’t shoot a woman, and if you did, this shotgun might go off. I came for my boy. I’ll wait five minutes for you to bring him to me.”

The bartender pleaded: “Lady, we ain’t got the kid.”

The man who had shot her husband stared into her wide blue eyes, shrugged, nodded. In a whisper, he said something to the short man, who walked toward the back of the saloon. The shotgun was becoming heavier, and she thought that in a little while the weight of it would be too much for her to bear. Two minutes or five minutes; the short man returned, leading the six-year-old. The child was crying.

“Stop that crying,” she said. She dropped the muzzle of the gun, and the bartender sighed and lowered the glass he was polishing. She took the child’s hand. “Stop that crying,” she said again. Together, they went out.

When she came to the newspaper shop, the fat man and the doctor were already there and waiting. She let the shotgun fall to the floor, dropped into a chair, and gathered the six-year-old in her arms. The doctor picked up the shotgun; the fat man stared at her, a curious expression on his face.

“It’s all right,” she whispered, “the gun’s not loaded.”

“They took the kid,” the fat man said.

“They took him.”

“My God,” the fat man whispered, “my God.”

She rocked the child back and forth, pressed her face to his until he had stopped crying. The fat man went into the back room and returned with a handful of lump sugar, which he divided among the three children.

“My God,” he said again.

The doctor stood there, still holding the shotgun. Outside, the sun was setting. The shadows were longer, blurred. The doctor said:

“I feel young. Young and crazy. I feel like going out there—”

“You’re not afraid,” the fat man said. “You’ll tell me who he was.”

“I’ll tell you,” she nodded, and then she went on to describe the man who had shot her husband.

“That’s Rockly. The little one’s Krane. God, I’ll make something of this. I’ll go to the governor. I’ll go to Washington, if I have to. I’ll plaster the Clover City Expresss all over the country. This place is hell, but hell’s been changed before. This will start the break. I’ll get the extra out tonight.”

“They won’t let you,” the doctor said. “They’ll come here.”

“Then we’ll fight them. It might as well come to that.”

“Who? They’re all afraid. You’re no fighting man. Neither am I. I wish to God I was. I feel young—young and crazy.”

“Get them here, Jones, Frisbee, Anlee, Forster. Maybe you can get Clemens and Angus. Get someone to ride for Kenly and Stevens. Get Mat Wythe, Gil Smith. That’ll be enough.”

“I tell you, they’re afraid.”

“So am I. She’ll talk to them. Get them here and let them look at her. Meanwhile, I’ll set type.”

“All right,” the doctor whispered, “all right.”

She sat with her children around her, while the fat man set type furiously. She sat there while the shadows grew longer, disappeared in the haze of dusk. She sat there while armed, serious-faced men entered the shop, spoke in whispers to the fat man, leaned against the wall, holding their rifles.

When they were all there, she spoke to them, and they looked into her wide, mild blue eyes. When she had finished speaking, the doctor took her hand and said:

“Better go to my house now, with the kids. Some of the women are there. Maybe you can help them.” He walked with her to his house, leading the team. At the house, he stood a moment, looking at her.

“Good night,” he said. “Your husband will be all right.” He hesitated, holding her hand. “Funny place, this town. I’d like to see it ten, fifteen years from now. Sometimes, I wish I was younger, sometimes, I don’t.” Then he turned away, and she looked after him until he had vanished in the night.

She entered the house. As she closed the door behind her, she heard the first shot—after that, many others. That was the beginning of a long, hot tense night—a night that seemed to last forever.

It was early morning. On the seat of the wagon, as it drove out of the little town, were a man and a woman, and a child of six. The man, one arm bandaged to his side, drove two jaded horses; the child, sitting between them, twisted his head from left to right with never flagging interest. The woman, who was small, sat primly in the seat, as if she knew what a poor impression the wagon made, and desired to counteract it.

Almost at the end of the long single street of the town, they passed a fat man standing in front of a print shop. He waved to them. The child stared, wide-eyed, curious. The woman moved slightly, and it seemed that she would wave back; then her folded hands relaxed in her lap, as if she realized that her prim, motionless figure was the only way she could tell the world that the tattered wagon was not the beginning and the end of their life.

The fat man watched the wagon until it became a speck on the brown and yellow plain, until it disappeared.
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