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FOREWARD

Why I Wrote Gone South

THIS BOOK WAS MY followup to Boy’s Life, and was written basically from a dark place of despair.

I’ve had difficulty writing this commentary, because it takes me back to a point in time that was not very happy. In fact, it was just before I started writing Speaks the Nightbird, and when I knew I had to do something drastic to keep my career going. So: unfortunately, no sunshine or smiley faces to be found in here. But since I’ve been asked to do this — and paid to do it, as well — I am fulfilling an obligation.

Bear in mind that I had thought Boy’s Life was the best book I’d written up to that point, and I was pretty much dashed down upon the hard rocks when I realized Boy’s Life was not going to get much — if any — promotion. Gone South was the second book in a two-book contract following Boy’s Life. It was really tough for me to get myself together and write it, thinking that a great opportunity for success had been mishandled.

Now, I hate to get back into all this, because some will say I ought to be glad I was ever published at all, and I certainly am. But let me assure you that the road leading to Gone South is littered with a lot of pain and disappointment, and it is impossible to say anything about why I wrote this book without dredging-up some of it.

Let me go back to the beginning of my career. I came into the business with the book Baal, published as a paperback original by Avon Books in 1978. At that time, Stephen King had just started to take off, the supernatural was “hot,” and publishers were looking for writers to get on the bandwagon. I was stuck in a dead-end job writing headlines at a local newspaper here in Birmingham, but I’d always enjoyed reading supernatural or “horror” fiction, and writing short stories in that particular genre, so I thought I’d try to write a book. Looking back, I don’t think Baal was a very good book, but it was the best I could do at the time.

Baal was my first effort. I had no other “trunk novels,” as many writers do. So I basically learned how to write in public, for better or for worse.

I went through the early eighties as a horror writer, with most of my books being published as paperback originals. I was paid very well for these and I was on the track of doing a book every year. But in the late eighties I began to want more. I thought my writing was getting better, I was building a fan base, and I wanted to move away from doing strictly “horror” because I simply had other ideas I wanted to try. I also wanted my books to be published in hardback because I wanted them to remain on the shelves and get more attention than the average paperback receives.

But I started running into resistance. I was told repeatedly that my fans expected a certain type of book from me, and that was the bottom line. I suggested that I might try writing under a pseudonym, but I was told that wouldn’t work because then my fans “couldn’t find me.”

The point being, I was beginning to understand that I had a particular place in the publishing world  — that place was “horror” and I ought to be satisfied with where I was. At the same time, I drew the wrath of hardcore horror readers who thought I wasn’t bloody enough, or that I was at best a Stephen King imitator, and I drew the scorn of other writers (and booksellers) in my hometown because I wasn’t writing Southern fiction. Please understand that I’m not bashing “horror,” because I loved doing it and I reserve the right to go in that direction again if I want to. I’m bashing the idea that once you do a particular kind of writing, you’re expected to do that over and over until you die or — I guess — give up and stagger away.

I was in a book featuring Southern writers a few years ago. The chapter that profiles me has the heading of “Frustration.”

Now I’m getting to Gone South.

First, though, I want to put into your mind and imagination the myth of Sisyphus, who was decreed by the gods to push a giant rock up a steep hill, but could never quite reach the top before the rock broke loose from his grasp and rolled back to the bottom, where he had to start all over again and again and again and again and again. Forever.

Much has been made of my retirement from publishing for ten years or so. I tried to step out of the “horror” box, first with Speaks the Nightbird and then with a World War II novel called The Village. The latter novel got not a single offer. It was only by sheer luck and happenstance that Speaks the Nightbird was published by an Alabama publisher and in time I found my way back to the bright lights of New York.

The really weird thing about my career is that I sometimes feel everything would be okay if I went back to writing on the level of Baal, and if in some fractured insane universe I could be happy not wanting to grow or challenge myself or try to do anything that hasn’t already been done. For a writer  — or anyone in the arts, really — not doing something that involves risk is a path to a slow death. Here, of course, is the classic confrontation between business and the arts: one seeks to minimize risk, the other revels in it. It’s been true throughout history and is particularly true today, in this time of corporate mergers, falling stocks, and all the entertainments that are readily available to people who would rather not take the time or effort to read, or who see a book as a chore instead of a door.

Sisyphus. The giant rock. Again and again and again.

Gone South is a scream. It begins in fire and desolation and follows the plight of a Vietnam veteran named Dan Lambert, whose bad luck turns downright tragic when he gets in a fight with a bank’s loan manager, a gun goes off, and he finds himself on the run with a bounty on his head. On his trail are two bounty hunters, one a seasoned veteran with three arms and the second an addled Elvis Presley imitator.

Yes, there’s humor in the book. Sometimes you have to laugh while you’re screaming.

See, this means something to me.

I am not and have never been a writer just for money. I can’t be. An agent looked at me in anger one time and said, “Rick, just do the goddamned work!” But I can’t, if I don’t believe in it.

This means something to me. I am not a sell-out. I am not a self-promoter or a celebrity wannabe. I am a writer, by God.

Yes, by God. Because I was born to do this. I care about two things in this world: my family and my creations. I was born to do this, and though I might have had to pull back for ten years to figure out what I had to do next to keep creating, I am still here.

Still pushing that rock, again and again and again.

Gone South is a journey from Hell back to the Garden of Eden. Back to a fresh start.

Back to being new again.

I told that once to a tableful of publishing executives. Blank stares followed.

But even if no one gets what I’m trying to do, or no one cares, this means something to me.

It means purity and hope, and struggle when you think you can’t go on another step, and laughing with bloody teeth in the fucking face of failure, and lighting a candle against the dark, and standing as firm as a human can against a howling wind, and going deep into yourself to find out what makes you tick, and what your limit of mental anguish is, and how long you can go without sleep.

All to create a world and people who did not exist before I gave them life and purpose. All to speak in my own voice about the world we live in and the people we are, and I hope you get the fact that my voice may be quiet under the voices of my people, but in no way am I silent about the things I think are meaningful, important, and valuable.

It does mean something to me. Almost everything.

It means enough to me to continue pushing that rock, again and again, with hopes that this time — this time — I may reach the top.

Or not.

But it’s who I am, and it’s what I do. Sometimes I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy, but there you go. The good with the bad.

As you struggle along with Dan Lambert into the Louisiana swamp, with bounty hunters coming up behind you and your life in shambles, with no friends to call for help and nowhere to go but the deeper darkness that lies before you … fear not.

I have already been there.

And I came through just fine.

Robert McCammon

July 2, 2008

Just after midnight



1

The Good Son

IT WAS HELL’S SEASON, and the air smelled of burning children.

This smell was what had destroyed Dan Lambert’s taste for barbecued pork sandwiches. Before August of 1969, the year he’d turned twenty, his favorite food had been barbecue crispy at the edges and drenched with sloppy red sauce. After the eleventh day of that month, the smell of it was enough to make him sick to death.

He was driving east through Shreveport on 70th Street, into the glare of the morning sun. It glanced off the hood of his gray pickup truck and stabbed his eyes, inflaming the slow ache in his skull. He knew this pain, and its vagaries. Sometimes it came upon him like a brute with a hammer, sometimes like a surgeon with a precise scalpel. During the worst times it hit and ran like a Mack truck and all he could do was chew on his rage and lie there until his body came back to him.

It was a hard thing, dying was.

In this August of 1991, a summer that had been one of the hottest in Louisiana’s long history of hellish seasons, Dan was forty-two years old. He looked ten years older, his rawboned, heavily lined face a testament to his ceaseless combat with pain. It was a fight he knew he couldn’t win. If he knew for certain he would live three more years, he wasn’t sure if he’d be happy about it. Right now it was day-to-day. Some days were all right, some weren’t worth a bucket of warm spit. But it wasn’t in his nature to give up, no matter how tough things got. His father, the quitter, had not raised a quitter. In this, at least, Dan could find strength. He drove on along the arrow-straight line of 70th Street, past strip malls and car lots and fast-food joints. He drove on into the merciless sun and the smell of murdered innocents.

Lining the commercial carnival of 70th Street was a score of barbecue restaurants, and it was from their kitchen chimneys that this odor of burned flesh rose into the scalded sky. It was just after nine, and already the temperature sign in front of the Friendship Bank of Louisiana read eighty-six degrees. The sky was cloudless, but was more white than blue, as if all the color had been bleached from it. The sun was a burnished ball of pewter, a promise of another day of misery across the Gulf states. Yesterday the temperature had hit a hundred and two, and Dan figured that today it was going to be hot enough to fry pigeons on the wing. Afternoon showers passed through every few days, but it was just enough to steam the streets. The Red River flowed its muddy course through Shreveport to the bayou country and the air shimmered over the larger buildings that stood iron-gray against the horizon.

Dan had to stop for a red light. The pickup’s brakes squealed a little, in need of new pads. A job replacing rotten lumber on a patio deck last week had made him enough to pay the month’s rent and utilities, and he’d had a few dollars left over for groceries. Still, some things had to slide. He’d missed two payments on the pickup, and he needed to go in and see Mr. Jarrett to work something out. Mr. Jarrett, the loan manager at the First Commercial Bank, understood that Dan had fallen on hard times, and cut him some slack.

The pain was back behind his eyes. It lived there, like a hermit crab. Dan reached beside himself on the seat, picked up the white bottle of Excedrin, and popped it open. He shook two tablets onto his tongue and chewed them. The light turned green and he drove on, toward Death Valley.

Dan wore a rust-colored short-sleeve shirt and blue jeans with patches on the knees. Under a faded blue baseball cap, his thinning brown hair was combed back from his forehead and spilled over his shoulders; haircuts were not high on his list of priorities. He had light brown eyes and a close-cropped beard that was almost all gray. On his left wrist was a Timex and on his feet was a sturdy pair of brown, much-scuffed workboots. On his right forearm was the bluish-green ghost of a snake tattoo, a reminder of a burly kid who’d had one too many cheap and potent zombies with his buddies on a night of leave in Saigon. That kid was long gone, and Dan was left with the tattoo. The Snake Handlers, that’s what they’d been. Not afraid to stick their hands in the jungle’s holes and pull out whatever horror might be coiled up and waiting in there. They had not known, then, that the entire world was a snake hole, and that the snakes just kept getting bigger and meaner. They had not known, in their raucous rush toward the future, that the snakes were lying in wait not only in the holes but in the mowed green grass of the American Dream. They got your legs first, wound around your ankles, and slowed you down. They slithered into your guts and made you sick and afraid, and then you were easy to kill.

In the years since that Day-Glo memory of a night in Saigon, Dan Lambert had shrunken. At his chest-thumping, Charlie-whomping best he’d stood six-two and carried two hundred and twelve pounds of Parris Island – trained muscle. Back then, he’d felt as if he could swallow bullets and shit iron. He weighed about a hundred and seventy pounds now, and he didn’t think he was much over six feet. There was a gauntness in his face that made him think of some of the old Vietnamese people who’d huddled in their hootches with eyes as terrified as those of mongrel dogs expecting a boot. His cheekbones jutted, his chin was as sharp as a can opener under the beard. It was the fact that he rarely ate three meals a day, and of course a lot of his shrinkage was due to the sickness, too.

Gravity and time were the giant killers, he thought as he drove along the sun-washed highway with the back of his sweat-wet shirt stuck to the seat. Gravity shrank you and time pulled you into the grave, and not even the Snake Handlers could beat such fearsome enemies as those.

He drove through pale smoke that had drifted from the chimney of Hungry Bob’s Barbecue Shack, the cook getting all that meat good and black for the lunch crowd. A tire hit a pothole, and in the truck’s bed his box of tools jangled. They were the hammers, nails, levels, and saws of a carpenter.

At the next intersection he turned right and drove south into an area of warehouses. It was a world of chain-link fences, loading docks, and brick walls. Between the buildings the heat lay trapped and vengeful. Up ahead a half-dozen pickup trucks and a few cars were parked in an empty lot. Dan could see some of the men standing around talking. Another man was sitting in a folding chair reading a newspaper, his CAT hat throwing a slice of shade across his face. Standing near one of the cars was a man who had a sign hanging around his neck, and on that sign was hand-lettered WILL WORK FOR FOOD.

This was Death Valley.

Dan pulled his truck into the lot and cut the engine. He un-peeled his damp shirt from the backrest, slipped the bottle of aspirin into his pocket, and got out. “There’s Dan the man!” Steve Lynam called from where he stood talking with Darryl Glennon and Curtis Nowell, and Dan raised a hand in greeting.

“Mornin’, Dan,” Joe Yates said, laying his newspaper in his lap. “How’s it hangin’?”

“It’s still there,” Dan answered. “I think.”

“Got iced tea.” A plastic jug and a bag of Dixie cups sat on the ground next to Joe’s folding chair. “Come on over.”

Dan joined him. He drew iced tea into a cup and eased himself down beside Joe’s shadow “Terry got a ticket,” Joe said as he offered Dan some of the newspaper. “Fella came by ’bout ten minutes ago, lookin’ for a man to set some Sheetrock. Picked Terry and off they went.”

“That’s good.” Terry Palmeter had a wife and two kids to feed. “Fella say he might be needin’ some more help later on?”

“Just the one Sheetrock man.” Joe squinted up toward the sun. He was a lean, hard-faced man with a nose that had been broken and flattened by a vicious fist somewhere down the line. He’d been coming here to Death Valley for over a year, about as long as Dan had been. On most days Joe was an amiable gent, but on others he sat brooding and dark-spirited and was not to be approached. Like the other men who came to Death Valley, Joe had never revealed much about himself, though Dan had learned the man had been married and divorced the same as he had. Most of the men were from towns other than Shreveport. They were wanderers, following the promise of work, and for them the roads on the map led not so much from city to city as from hot-tarred roofs to mortared walls to the raw frameworks of new houses with pinewood so fresh the timbers wept yellow tears. “God, it’s gonna be a cooker today,” Joe said, and he lowered his head and returned to his reading and waiting.

Dan drank the iced tea and felt sweat prickling the back of his neck. He didn’t want to stare, but his eyes kept returning to the man who wore the desperate hand-lettered sign. The man had sandy-blond hair, was probably in his late twenties, and wore a checked shirt and stained overalls. His face was still boyish, though it was starting to take on the tautness of true hunger. It reminded Dan of someone he’d known a long time ago. A name came to him: Farrow. He let it go, and the memory drifted away like the acrid barbecue smoke.

“Looky here, Dan.” Joe thumped an article in the paper. “President’s economics honcho says the recession’s over and everybody ought to be in fine shape by Christmas. Says new construction’s already up thirty percent.”

“Do tell,” Dan said.

“Got all sorts of graphs in here to show how happy we oughta be.” He showed them to Dan, who glanced at the meaningless bars and arrows and then watched the man with the sign again. “Yeah, things are sure gettin’ better all over, ain’t they?” Joe nodded, answering his own cynical question. “Yessir. Too bad they forgot to tell the workman.”

“Joe, who’s that fella over there?” Dan asked. “The guy with the sign.”

“I don’t know.” He didn’t lift his gaze from the paper. “He was there when I got here. Young fella, looks to be. Hell, every man jack of us would work for food if it came to that, but we don’t wear signs advertisin’ it, do we?”

“Maybe we’re not hungry enough yet.”

“Maybe not,” Joe agreed, and then he said nothing else.

More men were arriving in their pickups and cars, some with wives who let them out and drove off. Dan recognized others he knew, like Andy Slane and Jim Neilds. They were a community of sorts, scholars in the college of hard knocks. Fourteen months ago Dan had been working on the payroll of the A&A Construction Company. Their motto had been We Build the Best for Less. Even so, the company hadn’t been strong enough to survive the bottom falling out of the building business. Dan had lost his job of five years and quickly found that nobody was hiring carpenters full-time. The first thing to go had been his house, in favor of a cheaper apartment. His savings had dwindled amazingly — and frighteningly — fast. Since his divorce in 1984 he’d been paying child support to Susan, so his bank account had never been well padded. But he’d never been a man who needed or expected luxuries, anyway. The nicest thing in his possession was his Chevy pickup — “metallic mist” was the correct name of its color, according to the salesman — which he’d bought three months prior to the crash of A&A Construction. Being behind the two payments bothered him; Mr. Jarrett was a fair man, and Dan was not one to take advantage of fairness. He was going to have to find a way to scrape some cash together.

He didn’t like looking at the man who wore the hand-lettered sign, but he couldn’t help it. He knew what trying to find a steady job was like. With all the layoffs and businesses going under, the help-wanted ads had dried up to nothing. Skilled laborers like Dan and the others who came to Death Valley were the first to feel the hurt. He didn’t like looking at the man with the desperate sign because he feared he might be seeing his own future.

Death Valley was where men who wanted to work came to wait for a “ticket.” Getting a ticket meant being picked for a job by anyone who needed labor. The contractors who were still in business knew about Death Valley, and would go there to find help when a regular crewman was sick or they needed extra hands for a day or two. Regular homeowners sometimes drove by as well, to hire somebody to do such jobs as patching a roof or building a fence. The citizens of Death Valley worked cheap.

And the hell of it, Dan had learned by talking to the others, was that places like Death Valley existed in every city. It had become clear to him that thousands of men and women lived clinging to the edge of poverty through no fault of their own but because of the times and the luck of the draw. The recession had been a beast with a cold eye, and it had wrenched families young and old from their homes and shattered their lives with equal dispassion.

“Hey, Dan! How many’d ya kill?”

Two shadows had fallen across him. He looked up and made out Steve Lynam and Curtis Nowell standing beside him with the sun at their backs. “What?” he asked.

“How many’d ya kill?” Curtis had posed the question. He was in his early thirties, had curly dark brown hair, and wore a yellow T-shirt with NUKE THE WHALES stenciled on it. “How many chinks? More than twenty or less than twenty?”

“Chinks?” Dan repeated, not quite grasping the point.

“Yeah.” Curtis dug a pack of Winstons and a lighter from his jeans pocket. “Charlies. Gooks. Whatever you dudes called ’em back then. You kill more than twenty of ’em?”

Joe pushed the brim of his cap up. “You fellas don’t have anythin’ better to do than invade a man’s privacy?”

“No,” Curtis said as he lit up. “We ain’t hurtin’ anythin’ by askin’, are we, Dan? I mean, you’re proud to be a vet, ain’t you?”

“Yes, I am.” Dan sipped his tea again. Most of the Death Valley regulars knew about his tour of duty, not because he particularly cared to crow about it but because Curtis had asked him where he’d gotten the tattoo. Curtis had a big mouth and he was on the dumb side: a bad combination. “I’m proud I served my country,” Dan said.

“Yeah, you didn’t run to Canada like them draft-dodgin’ fuckers did, huh?” Steve asked. He was a few years older than Curtis, had keen blue eyes and a chest as big as a beer keg.

“No,” Dan answered, “I did what I was told.”

“So how many?” Curtis urged. “More than twenty?”

Dan released a long, weary breath. The sun was beating down on his skull, even through the baseball cap. “Does it really matter?”

“We want to know,” Curtis said, the cigarette clenched between his teeth and his mouth leaking smoke. “You kept a body count, didn’t you?”

Dan stared straight ahead. He was looking at a chain-link fence. Beyond it was a wall of brown bricks. Sun and shadow lay worlds apart on that wall. In the air Dan could smell the burning.

“Talked to this vet once in Mobile,” Curtis plowed on. “Fella was one-legged. He said he kept a body count. Said he knew how many chinks he’d killed right to the man.”

“Jesus Christ!” Joe said. “Why don’t you two go on and pester the shit outta somebody else? Can’t you see Dan don’t want to talk about it?”

“He’s got a voice,” Steve replied. “He can say if he wants to talk about it or not.”

Dan could sense Joe was about to stand up from his chair. When Joe stood up, it was either to go after a ticket or knock the ugly out of somebody. “I didn’t keep a body count,” Dan said before Joe could leave the folding chair. “I just did my job.”

“But you can kinda figure out how many, right?” Curtis wasn’t about to give up until he’d gnawed all the meat off this particular bone. “Like more or less than twenty?”

A slow pinwheel of memories had begun to turn in Dan’s mind. These memories were never far from him, even on the best of days. In that slow pinwheel were fragments of scenes and events: mortar shells blasting dirt showers in a jungle where the sunlight was cut to a murky gloom; rice paddies shimmering in the noonday heat; helicopters circling overhead while soldiers screamed for help over their radios and sniper bullets ripped the air; the false neon joy of Saigon’s streets and bars; dark shapes unseen yet felt, and human excrement lying within the perimeter wire to mark the contempt the Cong had for Uncle Sam’s young men; rockets scrawling white and red across the twilight sky; Ann-Margret in thigh-high boots and pink hot pants, dancing the frug at a USO show; the body of a Cong soldier, a boy maybe fifteen years old, who had stepped on a mine and been blown apart and flies forming a black mask on his bloody face; a firefight in a muddy clearing, and a terrified voice yelling motherfucker motherfucker motherfucker like a strange mantra; the silver rain, drenching the trees and vines and grass, the hair and skin and eyes and not one drop of it clean; and the village.

Oh, yes. The village.

Dan’s mouth was very dry. He took another swallow of tea. The ice was almost gone. He could feel the men waiting for him to speak, and he knew they wouldn’t leave him alone until he did. “More than twenty.”

“Hot damn, I knew it!” Grinning, Curtis elbowed Steve in the ribs and held out his palm. “Cough it up, friend!”

“Okay, okay.” Steve brought out a battered wallet, opened it, and slapped a five-dollar bill into Curtis Nowell’s hand. “I’ll get it back sooner or later.”

“You boys ain’t got trouble enough, you gotta gamble your money away?” Joe sneered.

Dan set his cup down. A hot pulse had begun beating at his temples. “You laid a bet,” he said as he lifted a wintry gaze to the two men, “on how many corpses I left in ’Nam?”

“Yeah, I bet it’d be more than twenty,” Curtis said, “and Steve bet it’d be —”

“I get the drift.” Dan stood up. It was a slow, easy movement though it hurt his knees. “You used me and what I did to win you some cash, Curtis?”

“Sure did.” It was said proudly. Curtis started to push the fiver into his pocket.

“Let me see the money.”

Still grinning. Curtis held the bill out.

Dan didn’t smile. His hand whipped forward, took the money, and had it in his grip before Curtis’s grin could drop. “Whoa!” Curtis said. “Give it here, man!”

“You used me and what I did? What I lived through? I think I deserve half of this, don’t you?” Without hesitation, Dan tore the bill in two.

“Hey, man! It’s against the fuckin’ law to tear up money!”

“Sue me. Here’s your half.”

Curtis’s face had reddened. “I oughta bust your fuckin’ head is what I oughta do!”

“Maybe you ought to. Try, at least.”

Sensing trouble, a few of the other men had started edging closer. Curtis’s grin returned, only this time it was mean. “I could take you with one hand, you skinny old bastard.”

“You might be right about that.” Dan watched the younger man’s eyes, knowing that in them he would see the punch coming before Curtis’s arm was cocked for the strike. “Might be. But before you try, I want you to know that I haven’t raised my hand in anger to a man since I left ’Nam. I wasn’t the best soldier, but I did my job and nobody could ever say I’d gone south.” Dan saw a nerve in Curtis’s left eyelid begin to tick. Curtis was close to swinging. “If you swing on me,” Dan said calmly, “you’ll have to kill me to put me down. I won’t be used or made a fool of, and I won’t have you winnin’ a bet on how many bodies I left in my footprints. Do you understand that, Curtis?”

“I think you’re full of shit,” Curtis said, but his grin had weakened. Blisters of sweat glistened on his cheeks and forehead. He glanced to the right and left, taking in the half-dozen or so onlookers, then back to Dan. “You think you’re somethin’ special ’cause you’re a vet?”

“Nothin’ special about me,” Dan answered. “I just want you to know that I learned how to kill over there. I got better at it than I wanted to be. I didn’t kill all those Cong with a gun or a knife. Some of ’em I had to use my hands. Curtis, I love peace more than any man alive, but I won’t take disrespect. So go on and swing if you want to, I’m not goin’ anywhere.”

“Man, I could break your damn neck with one punch,” Curtis said, but the way he said it told Dan he was trying to decide whether to push this thing any further.

Dan waited. The decision was not his to make.

A few seconds ticked past. Dan and Curtis stared at each other.

“Awful hot to be fightin’,” Joe said. “Grown men, I swear!”

“Hell, it’s only five dollars,” Steve added.

Curtis took a deep drag on his cigarette and exhaled smoke through his nostrils. Dan kept watching him, his gaze steady and his face placid though the pain in his skull had racheted up a notch.

“Shit,” Curtis said at last. He spat out a shred of tobacco. “Give it here, then.” He took the half that Dan offered. “Keep you from tapin’ it back together and spendin’ it, at least.”

“There ya go. Ya’ll kiss and make up,” Joe suggested.

Curtis laughed, and Dan allowed a smile. The men who’d thronged around began moving away. Dan knew that Curtis wasn’t a bad fellow; Curtis just had a bad attitude sometimes and needed a little sense knocked into him. But on this day, with the sun burning down and no breeze stirring the weeds of Death Valley, Dan was very glad push had not come to shove.

“Sorry,” Steve told him. “Guess we didn’t think it’d bother you. The bet, I mean.”

“Now you know. Let’s forget it, all right?”

Curtis and Steve moved off. Dan took the Excedrin bottle from his pocket and popped another aspirin. His palms were damp, not from fear of Curtis, but from fear of what he might have done had that particular demon been loosed.

“You okay?” Joe was watching him carefully.

“Yeah. Headache.”

“You get a lot of those, don’t you?”

“A few.”

“You seen a doctor?”

“Yeah.” Dan put the bottle away. “Says it’s migraine.”

“Is that so?”

“Uh-huh.” He knows I’m lyin’, Dan thought. There was no need to tell any of the men here about his sickness. He crunched the aspirin between his teeth and washed it down with the last of his iced tea.

“Curtis is gonna get his clock cleaned one fine day,” Joe said. “Fella don’t have no sense.”

“He hasn’t lived enough, that’s his problem.”

“Right. Not like us old relics, huh?” Joe looked up at the sky, measuring the journey of the sun. “Did you see some hell over there, Dan?”

Dan settled himself back down beside his friend’s chair. He let the question hang for a moment, and then he said, “I did. We all did.”

“I just missed gettin’ drafted. I supported you fellas all the way, though. I didn’t march in the streets or nothin’.”

“Might’ve been better if you had. We were over there way too long.”

“We could’ve won it,” Joe said. “Yessir. We could’ve swept the floor with them bastards if we’d just —”

“That’s what I used to think,” Dan interrupted quietly. “I used to think if it wasn’t for the protesters, we could’ve turned that damn country into a big asphalt parkin’ lot.” He drew his knees up to his chest. The aspirin was kicking in now, dulling the pain. “Then I went up to Washington, and I walked along that wall. You know, where the names are. Lots of names up there. Fellas I knew. Young boys, eighteen and nineteen, and what was left of ’em wouldn’t fill a bucket. I’ve thought and thought about it, but I can’t figure out what we would’ve had if we’d won. If we’d killed every Charlie to a man, if we’d marched right into Hanoi and torched it to the ground, if we’d come home the heroes like the Desert Storm boys did … what would we have won?”

“Respect, I guess,” Joe said.

“No, not even that. It was past time to get out. I knew it when I saw all those names on that black wall. When I saw mothers and fathers tracin’ their dead sons’ names on paper to take home with ’em because that’s all they had left, I knew the protesters were right. We never could’ve won it. Never.”

“Gone south,” Joe said.

“What?”

“Gone south. You told Curtis nobody could ever say you’d gone south. What’s that mean?”

Dan realized he’d used the term, but hearing it from the mouth of another man had taken him by surprise. “Somethin’ we said in ’Nam,” he explained. “Somebody screwed up — or cracked up — we said he’d gone south.”

“And you never screwed up?”

“Not enough to get myself or anybody else killed. That was all we wanted: to get out alive.”

Joe grunted. “Some life you came back to, huh?”

“Yeah,” Dan said, “some life.”

Joe lapsed into silence, and Dan offered nothing else. Vietnam was not a subject Dan willingly talked about. If anyone wanted to know and they pressed it, he might tell them hesitantly about the Snake Handlers and their exploits, the childlike bar girls of Saigon and the jungle snipers he’d been trained to hunt and kill, but never could he utter a word about two things: the village and the dirty silver rain.

The sun rose higher and the morning grew old. It was a slow day for tickets. Near ten-thirty a man in a white panel truck stopped at Death Valley and the call went up for two men who had experience in house-painting. Jimmy Staggs and Curtis Nowell got a ticket, and after they left in the panel truck everybody else settled down to waiting again.

Dan felt the brutal heat sapping him. He had to go sit in his truck for a while to get out of the sun. A couple of the younger bucks had brought baseball gloves and a ball, and they peeled off their wet shirts and pitched some as Dan and the older men watched. The guy with the hand-lettered sign around his neck was sitting on the curb, looking expectantly in the direction from which the ticket givers would be coming like God’s emissaries. Dan wanted to go over and tell him to take that sign off, that he shouldn’t beg, but he decided against it. You did what you had to do to get by.

Again the young man reminded Dan of someone else. Farrow was the name. It was the color of the hair and the boyish face, Dan thought. Farrow, the kid from Boston. Well, they’d all been kids back in those days, hadn’t they? But thinking about Farrow stirred up old, deep pain, and Dan shunted the haunting images aside.

Dan had been born in Shreveport on the fifth of May in 1950. His father, who had been a sergeant in the Marine Corps but who liked to be called “Major” by his fellow workers at the Pepsi bottling plant, had departed this life in 1973 by route of a revolver bullet to the roof of the mouth. Dan’s mother, never in the best of health, had gone to south Florida to live with an older sister. Dan understood she had part interest in a flower shop and was doing all right. His sister, Kathy, older than he by three years, lived in Taos, New Mexico, where she made copper-and-turquoise jewelry. Of the two of them, Kathy had been the rebel against the major’s rigid love-it-or-leave-it patriotism. She’d escaped just past her seventeenth birthday, jumping into a van with a band of folksingers — “scum of the earth,” the major had called them —  and hitting the road to the golden West. Dan, the good son, had finished high school, kept his hair cut short, had become a carpenter’s apprentice, and had been driven by his father to the Marine recruiting center to do his duty as a “good American.”

And now Dan was waiting, in the city of his birth, for a ticket in the hot stillness of Death Valley.

Around eleven-thirty another panel truck pulled up. Dan was always amazed at how quickly everybody could move when the day was passing and tickets were in short supply. Like hungry animals the men jostled for position around the panel truck. Dan was among them. This time the call was for four laborers to patch and tar a warehouse’s roof. Joe Yates got a ticket, but Dan was left behind when the panel truck drove away.

As twelve noon passed, some of the men began leaving. Experience taught that if you hadn’t gotten a ticket by noon, you’d struck out. There was always tomorrow. Rain or shine, Death Valley and its citizens would be here. As one o’clock approached, Dan got into his pickup, started the engine, and drove through the charred-meat smoke for home.

He lived in a small apartment complex about six miles from Death Valley, but on the same side of town. Near his apartment stood a combination gas station and grocery store, and Dan stopped to go inside and check the store’s bulletin board. On it he’d placed an ad that said “Carpenter Needs Work, Reasonable Rates” with his telephone number duplicated on little tags to be torn off by potential customers. He wanted to make sure all the tags weren’t gone; they were not. He spent a few minutes talking to Leon, the store’s clerk, and asked again if Mr. Khasab, the Saudi-Arabian man who owned the store, needed any help. As usual, Leon said Mr. Khasab had Dan’s application on file.

The apartment building was made of tawny-colored bricks, and on these blistering days the little rooms held heat like closed fists. Dan got out of his truck, his back sopping wet, and opened his mailbox with his key. He was running an ad in the Jobs Wanted section of the classifieds this week, with his phone number and address, and he was hoping for any response. Inside the mailbox were two envelopes. The first, addressed to “Occupant,” was from a city councilman running for reelection. The second had his full name on it — Mr. Daniel Lewis Lambert — and its return address was the First Commercial Bank of Shreveport.

“Confidential Information” was typed across the envelope in the lower left corner. Dan didn’t like the looks of that. He tore open the envelope, unfolded the crisp white sheet of paper within, and read it.

It was from the bank’s loan department. He’d already assumed as much, though this stiff formality was not Mr. Jarrett’s style. It took him only a few seconds to read the paragraph under the Dear Mr. Lambert, and when he’d finished he felt as if he’d just taken a punch to the heart.

… valued loan customer, however … action as we see proper at this time … due to your past erratic record of payment and current delinquency … surrender the keys, registration, and appropriate papers … 1990 Chevrolet pickup truck, color metallic mist, engine serial number…

“Oh my God,” Dan whispered.

… immediate repossession …

Dan blinked, dazed in the white glare of the scorching sun.

They were taking his truck away from him.
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Ticking

WHEN HE PUSHED THROUGH the revolving door into the First Commercial Bank at ten minutes before two, Dan was wearing his best clothes: a short-sleeve white shirt, a tie with pale blue stripes, and dark gray slacks. He’d removed his baseball cap and combed his hair, and on his feet were black shoes instead of the workman’s boots. He’d expected the usual cold jolt of full-blast air-conditioning, but the bank’s interior wasn’t much cooler than the street. The air-conditioning had conked out, the tellers sweating in their booths. Dan walked to the elevator, his fresh shirt already soaked. In his right hand was the envelope, and in the envelope was the letter of repossession.

He was terrified.

The loan department was on the second floor. Before he went through the solemn oak door, Dan stopped at a water fountain to take another aspirin. His hands had started trembling. The time of reckoning had arrived.

The signature on the letter was not that of Robert “Bud” Jarrett. A man named Emory Blanchard had signed it. Beneath Blanchard’s signature was a title: Manager. Two months ago Bud Jarrett had been the loan department’s manager. As much as he could, Dan steeled himself for whatever lay ahead, and he opened the door and walked through.

In the reception area was a sofa, a grouping of chairs, and a magazine rack. The secretary, whose name was Mrs. Faye Duvall, was on the telephone at her desk, a computer’s screen glowing blue before her. She was forty-nine, gray-haired, fit, and tanned, and Dan had talked to her enough to know she played tennis every Saturday at Lakeside Park. She had taken off the jacket of her peach-hued suit and draped it over the back of her chair, and a fan aimed directly at her whirred atop a filing cabinet.

Dan saw that the closed door behind her no longer had Mr. Jarrett’s name on it. On the door was embossed MR. E. BLANCHARD. “One minute,” Mrs. Duvall said to Dan, and returned to her phone conversation. It was something to do with refinancing. Dan waited, standing before her desk. The window’s blinds had been closed to seal out the sun, but the heat was stifling even with the fan in motion. At last Mrs. Duvall said good-bye and hung up the phone, and she smiled at Dan but he could see the edginess in it. She knew, of course; she’d typed the letter.

“ ’Afternoon,” she said. “Hot enough for you?”

“I’ve known worse.”

“We need a good rain, is what we need. Rain would take the sufferin’ out of that sky.”

“Mr. Jarrett,” Dan said. “What happened to him?”

She leaned back in her chair and frowned, the corners of her mouth crinkling. “Well, it was sudden, that’s for sure. They called him upstairs a week ago Monday, he cleaned out his desk on Tuesday, and he was gone. They brought in this new fella, a real hard charger.” She angled her head toward Blanchard’s door. “I just couldn’t believe it myself. Bud was here eight years; I figured he’d stay till he retired.”

“Why’d they let him go?”

“I can’t say.” The inflection of her voice, however, told Dan she was well aware of the reasons. “What I hear is, Mr. Blanchard was a real fireball at a bank in Baton Rouge. Turned their loan department around in a year.” She shrugged. “Bud was the nicest fella you’d ever hope to meet. But maybe he was too nice.”

“He sure helped me out a lot.” Dan held up the letter. “I got this today.”

“Oh. Yes.” Her eyes became a little flinty, and she sat up straighter. The time for personal conversation was over. “Did you follow the instructions?”

“I’d like to see Mr. Blanchard,” Dan said. “Maybe I can work somethin’ out.”

“Well, he’s not here right now.” She glanced at a small clock on her desk. “I don’t expect him back for another hour.”

“I’ll wait.”

“Go ahead and sit down, then. We’re not exactly crowded at the minute.” Dan took a seat, and Mrs. Duvall returned to her task on the computer screen. After a few moments, during which Dan was lost in his thoughts about how he was going to plead his case, Mrs. Duvall cleared her throat and said, “I’m sorry about this. Do you have enough money to make one payment?”

“No.” He’d gone through his apartment like a whirlwind in search of cash, but all he’d been able to come up with was thirty-eight dollars and sixty-two cents.

“Any friends you could borrow it from?”

He shook his head. This was his problem, and he wasn’t going to drag anybody else into it.

“Don’t you have a steady job yet?”

“No. Not that, either.”

Mrs. Duvall was silent, working on the keyboard. Dan put the letter in his pocket, laced his fingers together, and waited. He didn’t have to be told that he was up Shit Creek without a paddle and that his boat had just sprung a leak. The heat weighed on him. Mrs. Duvall got up from her chair and angled the fan a little so some of the breeze came Dan’s way. She asked if he wanted a cold drink from the machine down the hall, but he said he was fine.

“I tell you, this damn heat in here is somethin’ awful!” she said as she backed the cursor up to correct a mistake. “Air-conditionin’ busted first thing this mornin’, can you believe it?”

“It’s bad, all right.”

“Listen, Mr. Lambert.” She looked at him, and he winced inside because he could see pity in her expression. “I’ve gotta tell you that Mr. Blanchard doesn’t go for hard-luck stories. If you could make up for one payment, that might help a whole lot.”

“I can’t,” Dan said. “No work’s been comin’ in. But if I lose my truck, there’s no way I can get to a job if somebody calls me. That truck … it’s the only thing I’ve got left.”

“Do you know anythin’ about guns?”

“Pardon?”

“Guns,” she repeated. “Mr. Blanchard loves to go huntin’, and he collects guns. If you know anythin’ about guns, you might get him talkin’ about ’em before you make your pitch.”

Dan smiled faintly. The last gun he’d had anything to do with was an M16. “Thank you,” he said. “I’ll remember that.”

An hour crept past. Dan paged through all the magazines, looking up whenever the door to the hallway opened, but it was only to admit other loan customers who came and went. He was aware of the clock on Mrs. Duvall’s desk ticking. His nerves were beginning to fray. At three-fifteen he stood up to go get a drink of water from the fountain, and that was when the door opened and two men entered the office.

“Hello, Mr. Blanchard!” Mrs. Duvall said cheerfully, cueing Dan that the boss had arrived.

“Faye, get me Perry Griffin on the phone, please.” Emory Blanchard carried the jacket of his light blue seersucker suit over his right arm. He wore a white shirt and a yellow tie with little blue dots on it. There were sweat stains at his armpits. He was a heavyset, fleshy man, his face ruddy and gleaming with moisture. Dan figured he was in his mid-thirties, at least ten years younger than Bud Jarrett. Blanchard had close-cropped brown hair that was receding in front, and his square and chunky face coupled with powerful shoulders made Dan think the man might’ve played college football before the beers had overtaken his belly. He wore silver-wire-rimmed glasses and he was chewing gum. The second man had likewise stripped off the coat of his tan-colored suit, and he had curly blond hair going gray on the sides. “Step on in here, Jerome,” Blanchard said as he headed for his office, “and let’s do us a li’l bidness.”

“Uh … Mr. Blanchard?” Mrs. Duvall had the telephone to her ear. She glanced at Dan and then back to Blanchard, who had paused with one hand on the doorknob. “Mr. Lambert’s been waitin’ to see you.”

“Who?”

Dan stepped forward. “Dan Lambert. I need to talk to you, please.”

The force of Blanchard’s full gaze was a sturdy thing. His eyes were steely blue, and they provided the first chill Dan had felt all day. In three seconds Blanchard had taken Dan in from shoetips to the crown of his head. “I’m sorry?” His eyebrows rose.

“Repossession,” Mrs. Duvall explained. “Chevrolet pickup truck.”

“Right!” Blanchard snapped his fingers. “Got it now. Your letter went out yesterday, I recall.”

“Yes sir, I’ve got it here with me. That’s what I need to talk to you about.”

Blanchard frowned, as if his teeth had found a fly in his chewing gum. “I believe the instructions in that letter were clear, weren’t they?”

“They were, yeah. But can I just have two minutes of your time?”

“Mr. Griffin’s on the line,” the secretary announced.

“Two minutes,” Dan said. Don’t beg, he thought. But he couldn’t help it; the truck was his freedom, and if it was taken from him, he’d have nothing. “Then I’ll be gone, I swear.”

“I’m a busy man.”

“Yes sir, I know you are. But could you just please hear me out?”

The chilly blue eyes remained impassive, and Dan feared it was all over. But then Blanchard sighed and said resignedly, “All right, sit down and I’ll get to you. Faye, pipe ol’ Perry into my office, will you?”

“Yes sir.”

Dan settled into his chair again as Blanchard and the other man went into the inner office. When the door had firmly closed, Mrs. Duvall said quietly, “He’s in a good mood. You might be able to get somewhere with him.”

“We’ll see.” His heart felt like a bagful of twisting worms. He took a long, deep breath. There was pain in his skull, but he could tough it out. After a few minutes had passed, Dan heard Blanchard laugh behind the door; it was a hearty, gut-felt laugh, the kind of laugh a man makes when he’s got money in his pockets and a steak in his belly. Dan waited, his hands gripped together and sweat leaking from his pores.

It was half an hour later when the door opened again. Jerome emerged. He looked happy, and Dan figured their business had been successful. He closed the door behind him. “See ya later on, Faye,” he told Mrs. Duvall, and she said, “You take care, now.” Jerome left, and Dan continued to wait with tension gnawing his nerves.

A buzzer went off on Mrs. Duvall’s desk, and Dan almost jumped out of his chair. She pressed a button. “Yes sir?”

“Send Mr. Lambert in,” the voice said through the intercom.

“Good luck,” Mrs. Duvall told Dan as he approached the door, and he nodded.

Emory Blanchard’s office was at a corner of the building, and had two high windows. The blinds were drawn but shards of sunlight arrowed white and fierce between the slats. Blanchard was sitting behind his desk like a lion in his den, imperial and remote. “Shut the door and have a seat,” he said. Dan did, sitting in one of two black leather chairs that faced the desk. Blanchard removed his glasses and wiped the round lenses with a handkerchief. He was still chewing gum. The sweat stains at his armpits had grown; moisture glistened on his cheeks and forehead. “Summertime.” He spoke the word like a grunt. “Sure not my favorite season.”

“It’s been a hot one, all right.” Dan glanced around the office, noting how this man had altered it from Bud Jarrett’s homey simplicity. The carpet was a red-and-gold Oriental, and behind Blanchard on oak shelves that still smelled of the sawmill were thick leather-bound books, meticulously arranged tomes that were for display more than for reading. A stag’s head with a four-point rack of antlers was mounted on a wall, and beneath it a brass plaque read THE BUCK STOPS HERE. Prints of fox hunts were hung on either side of the stopped buck. On the wide, smooth expanse of Blanchard’s desk were framed photographs of an attractive but heavily made-up blond woman and two children, a girl of seven or eight and a boy who looked to be ten. The boy had his father’s cool blue eyes and his regal bearing; the girl was all bows and white lace.

“My kids,” Blanchard said.

“Nice-lookin’ family.”

Blanchard returned the glasses to his face. He picked up the boy’s picture and regarded it with admiration. “Yance made all-American on his team last year. Got an arm like Joe Montana. He sure raised a holler when we left Baton Rouge, but he’ll do fine.”

“I’ve got a son,” Dan said.

“Yessir.” Blanchard put the photograph back in its place next to a small Lucite cube that had a little plastic American flag mounted inside it. Written on the cube in red, white, and blue were the words I Supported Desert Storm. “You wait about nine more years, you’ll see Yance Blanchard breakin’ some passin’ records at LSU, I guarandamntee it.” He swiveled his chair around to where a computer screen, a telephone, and the intercom were set up. He switched the computer on, pressed a few keys, and black lines of information appeared. “Okay, there’s your file,” he said. “You a Cajun, Mr. Lambert?”

“No.”

“Just wonderin’. Sometimes you can’t tell who’s a Cajun and who’s not. Alllllrighty, let’s see what we’ve got here. Carpenter, are you? Employed at A&A Construc— oh, you were employed at A&A Construction until November of last year.”

“The company went bankrupt.” He’d told Mr. Jarrett about it, of course, and it had gone into his file.

“Construction bidness hit the rocks, that’s for sure. You free-lancin’ now, is that it?”

“Yes sir.”

“I see Jarrett was lettin’ you slide some months. Delinquent two payments. See, that’s not a good thing. We can let you get by sometimes if you’re one payment behind, but two payments is a whole different story.”

“Yes sir, I know that, but I … kind of had an understandin’ with Mr. Jarrett.”

Even as he said it, Dan knew it was the wrong thing to say. Blanchard’s big shoulders hunched up almost imperceptibly, and he slowly swiveled his chair around from the computer screen to face Dan. Blanchard wore a tight, strained smile. “See, there’s a problem,” he said. “There is no Mr. Jarrett at this bank anymore. So any understandin’ you might’ve had with him isn’t valid as far as I’m concerned.”

Dan’s cheeks were stinging. “I didn’t mean to be—”

“Your record speaks for itself,” the other man interrupted. “Can you make at least one payment today?”

“No sir, I can’t. But that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. If I could … maybe … pay you fifteen dollars a week until a job comes along. Then I could start makin’ the regular payments again. I’ve never been so long between jobs before. But I figure things’ll pick up again when the weather cools off.”

“Uh-huh,” Blanchard said. “Mr. Lambert, when you lost your job did you look for any other kind of work?”

“I looked for other jobs, yeah. But I’m a carpenter. That’s what I’ve always done.”

“You subscribe to the paper?”

“No.” His subscription had been one of the first items to be cut.

“They run classified ads in there every day. Page after page of ’em. All kinds of jobs, just beggin’.”

“Not for carpenters. I’ve looked, plenty of times.” He saw Blanchard’s gaze fix on his snake tattoo for a few seconds, then veer away with obvious distaste.

“When the goin’ gets tough,” Blanchard said, “the tough get goin’. Ever hear that sayin’? If more people lived by it, we wouldn’t be headin’ for a welfare state.”

“I’ve never been on welfare.” The pain flared, like an engine being started, deep in Dan’s skull. “Not one day in my life.”

Blanchard swiveled to face the computer’s screen again. He gave a grunt. “Vietnam vet, huh? Well, that’s one point in your favor. I wish you fellas had cleaned house like the boys did over in Iraq.”

“It was a different kind of war.” Dan swallowed thickly. He thought he could taste ashes. “A different time.”

“Hell, fightin’s fightin’. Jungle or desert, what’s the difference?”

The pain was getting bad now. Dan’s guts were clenched up. “A lot,” he said. “In the desert you can see who’s shootin’ at you.” His gaze ticked to the Lucite cube that held the plastic flag. Something small was stamped on its lower left corner. Three words. He leaned forward to read them. Made in China.

“Health problem,” Blanchard said.

“What?”

“Health problem. Says so right here. What’s your health problem, Mr. Lambert?”

Dan remained silent.

Blanchard turned around. “You sick, or not?”

Dan put one hand up against his forehead. Oh, Jesus, he thought. To have to bare himself before a stranger this way was almost too much for him.

“You aren’t on drugs, are you?” Blanchard’s voice had taken on a cutting edge. “We could’ve cleaned house over there if so many of you fellas hadn’t been on drugs.”

Dan looked into Blanchard’s sweating, heat-puffed face. A jolt of true rage twisted him inside, but he jammed it back down again, where it had been drowsing so long. He realized in that moment that Blanchard was the kind of man who enjoyed kicking a body when it was beaten. He leaned toward Blanchard’s desk, and slowly he pulled himself out of the black leather chair. “No, sir,” he said tersely, “I’m not on drugs. But yeah, I am sick. If you really want to know, I’ll tell you.”

“I’m listenin’.”

“I’ve got leukemia,” Dan said. “It’s a slow kind, and some days I feel just fine. Other days I can hardly get out of bed. I’ve got a tumor the size of a walnut right about here.” He tapped the left side of his forehead. “The doctor says he can operate, but because of where the tumor lies I might lose the feelin’ on my right side. Now, what kind of carpenter would I be if I couldn’t use my right hand or leg?”

“I’m sorry to hear that, but —”

“I’m not finished,” Dan said, and Blanchard was quiet. “You wanted to know what was wrong with me, you oughta have the manners to hear the whole story.” Blanchard chose that moment to glance at the gold Rolex watch on his wrist, and Dan came very close to reaching across the desk and grabbing him by his yellow necktie. “I want to tell you about a soldier.” Dan’s voice was roughened by the sandpaper of raw emotion. “He was a kid, really. The kind of kid who always did what he was told. He drew duty in a sector of jungle that hid an enemy supply route. And it was always rainin’ on that jungle. It was always drippin’ wet, and the ground stayed muddy. It was a silver rain. Sometimes it fell right out of a clear blue sky, and afterward the jungle smelled like flowers gone over to rot. The silver rain fell in torrents, and this young soldier got drenched by it day after day. It was slick and oily, like grease off the bottom of a fryin’ pan. There was no way to get it off the skin, and the heat and the steam just cooked it in deeper.” Dan drew up a tight, terrible smile. “He asked his platoon leader about it. His platoon leader said it was harmless, unless you were a tree or a vine. Said you could bathe in it and you’d be all right, but if you dipped a blade of sawgrass in it, that sawgrass would blotch up brown and crispy as quick as you please. Said it was to clear the jungle so we could find the supply route. And this young soldier … you know what he did?”

“No,” Blanchard said.

“He went back out in that jungle again. Back out in that dirty rain, whenever they told him to. He could see the jungle dyin’. All of it was shrivelin’ away, bein’ burned up without fire. He didn’t feel right about it because he knew a chemical as strong as that had to be bad for skin and bones. He knew it. But he was a good soldier, and he was proud to fight for his country. Do you see?”

“I think so. Agent Orange?”

“It could kill a jungle in a week,” Dan said. “What it could do to a man didn’t show up until a long time later. That’s what bein’ a good soldier did to me, Mr. Blanchard. I came home full of poison, and nobody blew a trumpet or held a parade. I don’t like bein’ out of work. I don’t like feelin’ I’m not worth a damn sometimes. But that’s what my life is right now.”

Blanchard nodded. He wouldn’t meet Dan’s eyes. “I really, truly, am sorry. I swear I am. I know things are tough out there.”

“Yes sir, they are. That’s why I have to ask you to give me one more week before you take my truck. Without my truck, I don’t have any way to get to a job if one comes open. Can you please help me out?”

Blanchard rested his elbows on his desk and laced his fingers together. He wore a big LSU ring on his right hand. His brows knitted, and he gave a long, heavy sigh. “I feel for you, Mr. Lambert. God knows I do. But I just can’t give you an extension.”

Dan’s heart had started pounding. He knew he was facing disaster of the darkest shade.

“Look at my position.” Blanchard’s chewing gum was going ninety miles a minute. “My superiors kicked Bud Jarrett out of here because of the bad loans he made. They hired me because I don’t make bad loans, and part of my job is to fix the mess Jarrett left behind. One week or one month: I don’t think it would really matter very much, do you?”

“I need my truck,” Dan rasped.

“You need a social worker, not a loan officer. You could get yourself checked into the VA hospital.”

“I’ve been there. I’m not ready to roll over and die yet.”

“I’m sorry, but there’s nothin’ I can do for you. It’s bidness, you see? You can bring the keys and the paperwork tomorrow mornin’. I’ll be in the office by ten.” He swiveled around and switched the computer’s screen off, telling Dan that their conversation was over.

“I won’t do it,” Dan said. “I can’t.”

“You will, Mr. Lambert, or you’ll find yourself in some serious trouble.”

“Jesus Christ, man! Don’t you think I’m already in serious trouble? I don’t even have enough money to buy decent groceries! How am I gonna get around without my truck?”

“We’re finished, I think. I’d like you to leave now.”

Maybe it was the pain building in Dan’s skull; maybe it was this final, flat command from the man who was squeezing the last of the dignity from his life. Whatever it was, it shoved Dan over the edge.

He knew he should not. Knew it. But suddenly he was reaching out toward the photographs and the Made in China American flag, and as he gritted his teeth the rage flew from him like a dark bird and he swept everything off the top of Blanchard’s desk in a swelling crash and clatter.

“Hey! Hey!” Blanchard shouted. “What’re you doin’?”

“Serious trouble,” Dan said. “You want to see some serious trouble, mister?” He hefted the chair he’d been sitting on and slammed it against the wall. The sign that said The Buck Stops Here fell to the floor, and books jittered on the perfect shelves. Dan picked up the wastebasket, tears of frustration and shame stinging his eyes, and he threw its contents over Blanchard, then flung the wastebasket against the stag’s head. A small voice inside Dan screamed at him to stop, that this was childish and stupid and would earn him nothing, but his body was moving on the power of single-minded fury. If this man was going to take his freedom from him, he would tear the office apart.

Blanchard had picked up the telephone. “Security!” he yelled: “Quick!”

Dan grabbed the phone and jerked it away from him, and it too went flying into the shelves. As Dan attacked the fox-hunt pictures, he was aware in a cold, distant place that this was not only about the truck. It was about the cancer in his bones and the growth in his brain, the brutal heart of Death Valley, the jostling for tickets, the dirty silver rain, the major, the village, his failed marriage, the son who had been infected with his father’s poison. It was all those things and more, and Dan tore the pictures off the walls, his face contorted, as Blanchard kept shouting for him to stop. A good soldier, Dan thought as he began pulling the books off the shelves and flinging them wildly around the office. A good soldier good soldier I’ve always been a good —

Someone grabbed him from behind.

“Get him out!” Blanchard hollered. “He’s gone crazy!”

A pair of husky arms had clamped around Dan’s chest, pinning his own arms at his sides. Dan thrashed to break free, but the security guard was strong. The grip tightened, forcing the air from Dan’s lungs. “Get him outta here!” Blanchard had wedged himself into a corner, his face mottled with red. “Faye, call the police!”

“Yes, sir!” She’d been standing in the open door, and she hurried to the phone on her desk.

Dan kept fighting. He couldn’t stand to be confined, the pressure on his chest driving him to further heights of frenzy. “Hold still, damn it!” the guard said, and he began dragging Dan to the door. “Come on, you’re goin’ with —”

Panic made Dan snap his head backward, and the guard’s nose popped as bone met cartilage! The man gave a wounded grunt, and suddenly Dan was free. As Dan turned toward him, he saw the guard — a man as big as a football linebacker, wearing a gray uniform — sitting on his knees on the carpet. His cap had spun away, his black hair cropped in a severe crew cut, his hands cupped over his nose with blood leaking between the sausage-thick fingers. “You busted my nose!” he gasped, his eyes slitted and wet with pain. “You sumbitch, you busted my nose!”

The sight of blood skidded Dan back to reality. He hadn’t meant to hurt anyone; he hadn’t meant to tear up this man’s office. He was in a bad dream, and surely he must soon wake up.

But the bad dream took another, more wicked turn.

“You sumbitch,” the guard said again, and he reached with bloody fingers to the pistol in a holster at his waist. He pulled the gun loose, snapping off the safety as it cleared the leather.

Going to shoot me, Dan thought. He saw the man’s finger on the trigger. For an instant the smell of ozone came to him — a memory of danger in the silver-dripping jungle — and the flesh prickled at the back of his neck.

He lunged for the guard, seized the man’s wrist, and twisted the gun aside. The guard reached up with his free hand to claw at Dan’s eyes, but Dan hung on. He heard Mrs. Duvall shout, “The police are comin’!” The guard was trying to get to his feet; a punch caught Dan in the rib cage and almost toppled him, but still he held on to the guard’s wrist. Another punch was coming, and Dan snapped his left hand forward with the palm out and smashed the man’s bleeding nose. As the guard bellowed and fell back, Dan wrenched the pistol loose. He got his hand on the grip and fumbled to snap the safety on again.

He heard a click behind him.

He knew that sound.

Death had found him. It had slid from its hole here in this sweltering office, and it was about to sink its fangs.

Dan whirled around. Blanchard had opened a desk drawer and was lifting a pistol to take aim, the hammer cocked back and a finger on the trigger. Blanchard’s face was terrified, and Dan knew the man meant to kill him.

It took a second.

One second.

Something as old as survival took hold of Dan. Something ancient and unthinking, and it swept Dan’s sense aside in a feverish rush.

He fired without aiming. The pistol’s crack vibrated through his hand, up his snake-tattooed forearm and into his shoulder.

“Uh,” Blanchard said.

Blood spurted from a hole in his throat.

Blanchard staggered back, his yellow necktie turning scarlet. His gun went off, and Dan flinched as he heard the bullet hiss past his head and thunk into the doorjamb. Then Blanchard crashed to the floor amid the family photographs, fox-hunt prints, and leather-bound books.

Mrs. Duvall screamed.

Dan heard someone moan. It was not Blanchard, nor the guard. He looked at the pistol in his hand, then at the splatter of red that lay across Blanchard’s desk. “Oh, God,” Dan said as the horror of what he’d just done hit him full force. “Oh, my God … no …”

The gears of the universe seemed to shift. Everything shut down to a hazy slow-motion. Dan was aware of the guard cowering against a wall. Mrs. Duvall fled into the corridor, still shrieking. Then Dan felt himself moving around the desk toward Blanchard, and though he knew he was moving as fast as he could, it was more like a strange, disembodied drifting. Bright red arterial blood was pulsing from Blanchard’s throat in rhythm with his heart. Dan dropped the pistol, got down on his knees, and pressed his hands, against the wound. “No!” Dan said, as if to a disobedient child. “No!” Blanchard stared up at him, his chilly blue eyes glazed and his mouth half open. The blood kept spurting, flowing between Dan’s fingers. Blanchard shuddered, his legs moving feebly, his heels plowing the carpet. He coughed once. A red glob of chewing gum rolled from his mouth, followed by rivulets of blood that streamed over his lower lip.

“No oh God no please no don’t die,” Dan began to beg. Something broke inside him, and the tears ran out. He was trying to stop the bleeding, trying to hold the blood back, but it was a tide that would not be turned. “Call an ambulance!” he shouted. The guard didn’t move; without his gun the man’s courage had crumpled like cheap tin. “Somebody call an ambulance!” Dan pleaded. “Hang on!” he told Blanchard. “Do you hear? Hang on!”

Blanchard had begun making a harsh hitching noise deep in his chest. The sound filled Dan with fresh terror. He knew what it was. He heard it before, in ’Nam: the death watch, ticking.

The police, Mrs. Duvall had said.

The police are comin’.

Blanchard’s face was white and waxen, his tie and shirt soaked with gore. The blood was still pulsing, but Blanchard’s eyes stared at nothing.

Murder, Dan realized. Oh Jesus, I’ve murdered him.

No ambulance could make it in time. He knew it. The bullet had done too much damage. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Dan said, his voice cracking. His eyes blurred up with tears. “I’m sorry, dear God I’m sorry.”

The police are comin’.

The image of handcuffs and iron bars came to him. He saw his future, confined behind stone walls topped with barbed wire.

There was nothing more he could do.

Dan stood up, the room slowly spinning around him. He looked at his bloodied hands, and smelled the odor of a slaughterhouse.

He ran, past the guard and out of the office. Standing in the corridor were people who’d emerged from their own offices, but when they saw Dan’s bloody shirt and his gray-tinged face they scurried out of his way. He ran past the elevator, heading for the stairwell.

At the bottom of the stairwell were two doors, one leading back into the teller’s area and another with a sign that said EMERGENCY EXIT ONLY! ALARM WILL SOUND! AS Dan shoved the exit door open, a high-pitched alarm went off in his ear. Searing sunlight hit him; he was facing the parking lot beside the bank. His truck was in a space twenty yards away, past the automatic teller machine and the drive-up windows. There was no sign yet of a police car. He ran to his truck, frantically unlocked the door, and slid behind the wheel. Two men, neither of them a police officer, came out of the emergency exit and stood gawking as Dan started the engine, put the truck into reverse, and backed out of the parking space. His brakes shrieked when he stomped on the pedal to keep from smashing the car parked behind him. Then he twisted the wheel and sped out of the lot, and with another scream of brakes and tires he took a left on the street. A glance in his rearview mirror showed a police car, its bubble lights spinning, pulling up to the curb in front of the building. He had no sooner focused his attention on the street ahead than a second police car flashed past him, trailing a siren’s wail, in the direction of the bank.

Dan didn’t know how much time he had. His apartment was five miles to the west. Beads of sweat clung to his face, blood smeared all over the steering wheel.

A sob welled up and clutched his throat.

He cried, silently.

He had always tried to live right. To be fair. To obey orders and be a good soldier no matter what slid out of this world full of snake holes.

As he drove to his apartment, fighting the awful urge to sink his foot to the floorboard, he realized what one stupid, senseless second had wrought.

I’ve gone south, he thought. He wiped his eyes with his snake-clad forearm, the metallic smell of blood sickening him in the hellish August heat. Gone South, after all this time.

And he knew, as well, that he’d just taken the first step of a journey from which there could be no return.
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Mark of Cain

HURRY! DAN TOLD HIMSELF as he pulled clothes from a dresser drawer and jammed them into a duffel bag. Movin’ too slow hurry they’ll be here soon any minute now …

The sound of a distant siren shocked his heart. He stood still, listening, as his pulse rioted. A precious few seconds passed before he realized the sound was coming through the wall from Mr. Wycoff’s apartment. The television set. Mr. Wycoff, a retired steelworker, always watched the Starsky and Hutch reruns that came on every day at three-thirty. Dan turned his mind away from the sound and kept packing, pain like an iron spike throbbing in his skull.

He had torn off the bloody shirt, hastily scrubbed his hands in the bathroom’s sink, and struggled into a clean white T-shirt. He didn’t have time to change his pants or his shoes; his nerves were shredding with each lost second. He pushed a pair of blue jeans into the duffel bag, then picked up his dark blue baseball cap from the dresser’s top and put it on. A framed photograph of his son, Chad, taken ten years ago when the boy was seven, caught his attention and it too went into the bag. Dan went to the closet, reached up to the top shelf, and brought down the shoebox that held thirty-eight dollars, all his money in the world. As he was shoving the money into his pocket, the telephone rang.

The answering machine — a Radio Shack special — clicked on after three rings. Dan heard his own voice asking the caller to leave a message.

“I’m callin’ about your ad in the paper,” a man said. “I need my backyard fenced in, and I was wonderin’ —”

Dan might have laughed if he didn’t feel the rage of the law bearing down on him.

“— if you could do the job and what you’d charge. If you’d call me back sometime today I’d appreciate it. My number’s …”

Too late. Much, much too late.

He zipped the bag shut, picked it up, and got out.

There were no sounds yet of sirens in the air. Dan threw the bag into the back of his truck, next to the toolbox, and he got behind the wheel and tore out of the parking lot. He crossed the railroad tracks, drove six blocks east, and saw the signs for Interstate 49 ahead. He swung the pickup onto the ramp that had a sign saying I-49 SOUTHBOUND. Then he steadily gave the truck more gas, and he merged with the afternoon traffic, leaving the industrial haze of Shreveport at their backs.

Killer, he thought. The image of blood spurting from Blanchard’s throat and the man’s waxen face was in his brain, unshakable as gospel. It had all happened so fast, he felt still in a strange, dreamlike trance. They would lock him away forever for this crime; he would die behind prison walls.

But first they had to catch him, because he sure as hell wasn’t giving himself up.

He switched on his radio and turned the dial, searching Shreveport’s stations for the news. There was country music, rock ‘n’ roll, rap, and advertisements but no bulletin yet about a shooting at the First Commercial Bank. But he knew it wouldn’t take long; soon his description and the description of his truck would be all over the airwaves. Not many men bore the tattoo of a snake on their right forearms. He realized that what he’d worn as a badge of pride and courage in ’Nam now was akin to the mark of Cain.

Tears were scorching his eyes again. He blinked them away. The time of weeping was over. He had committed the most stupid, insane act of his life; he had gone south in a way he would never have thought possible. His gaze kept ticking to the rearview mirror, and he expected to see flashing lights coming after him. They weren’t there yet, but they were hunting for him by now. The first place they’d go would be the apartment. They would’ve gotten all the information about him from the bank’s computer records. How long would it take for the state troopers to get his license number and be on the lookout for a metallic-mist Chevrolet pickup truck with a killer at the wheel?

A desperate thought hit him: maybe Blanchard hadn’t died.

Maybe an ambulance had gotten there in time. Maybe the paramedics had somehow been able to stop the bleeding and get Blanchard to the hospital. Then the charge wouldn’t be murder, would it? In a couple of weeks Blanchard could leave the hospital and go home to his wife and children. Dan could plead temporary insanity, because that’s surely what it had been. He would spend some time in jail, yes, but there’d be a light at the end of the tunnel. Maybe. May—

A horn blew, jarring him back to reality. He’d been drifting into the next lane, and a cream-colored Buick swept past him with a furious whoosh.

He passed the intersection of the Industrial Loop Expressway, and was moving through the outskirts of Shreveport. Subdivisions of blocky tract houses, strip malls, and apartment complexes stood near warehouses and factories with vast parking lots. The land was flat, its summer green bleached to a grayish hue by the merciless sun. Ahead of him, the long, straight highway shimmered and crows circled over small animals that had been mangled by heavy wheels.

It came to Dan that he didn’t know where he was going.

He knew the direction, yes, but not the destination. Does it matter? he asked himself. All he knew is, he had to get as far from Shreveport as he could. A glance at the gas gauge showed him the tank was a little over a quarter full. The Chevy got good gas mileage for a pickup truck; that was one of the reasons he’d bought it. But how far could he get with thirty-eight dollars and some change in his pocket?

His heart jumped. A state trooper’s car was approaching, heading north on the other side of the median. He watched it come nearer, all the spit drying up in his mouth. Then the car was passing him, doing a steady fifty-five. Had the trooper behind the wheel looked at him? Dan kept watching the rearview mirror, but the trooper car’s brake lights didn’t flare. But what if the trooper had recognized the pickup truck and radioed to another highway patrol car waiting farther south? On this interstate the troopers could be massing in a roadblock just through the next heat shimmer. He was going to have to get off I-49 and take a lesser-traveled parish road. Another four miles rolled under the tires before he saw the exit of Highway 175, heading south toward the town of Mansfield. Dan slowed his speed and eased onto the ramp, which turned into a two-lane road bordered by thick stands of pines and palmettos. As he’d figured, this route was all but deserted, just a couple of cars visible far ahead and none at his back. Still, he drove the speed limit and watched warily for the highway patrol.

Now he was going to have to decide where to go. The Texas line was about twenty miles to the west. He could be in Mexico in fifteen hours or so. If he continued on this road, he would reach the bayous and swampland on the edge of the Gulf in a little over three hours. He could get to the Gulf and head either west to Port Arthur or east to New Orleans. And what then? Go into hiding? Find a job? Make up a new identity, shave off his beard, bleach out the tattoo?

He could go to Alexandria, he thought. That city was less than a hundred miles away, just below the heart of Louisiana.

He’d lived there for nine years, when he’d been working with Fordham Construction. His ex-wife and son lived there still, in the house on Jackson Avenue.

Right. His mouth settled into a grim line. The police would have that address too, from the bank’s records. Dan had faithfully made his child support payments every month. If he went to that house, the police would swarm all over him. And besides, Susan was so afraid of him anyway that she wouldn’t let him in the door even if he came as a choirboy instead of a killer. He hadn’t seen his ex-wife and seventeen-year-old son in over six years. It had been better that way, because his divorce was still an open wound.

He wondered what the other Snake Handlers would think of a father who had attacked his own little boy in the middle of the night. Did it matter that in those days Dan had been half crazy and suffered nightmarish flashbacks? Did it matter that when he’d put his hands around the boy’s throat he’d believed he was trying to choke to death a Viet Cong sniper in the silver-puddled mud?

No, it didn’t. He remembered coming out of the flashback to Susan’s scream; he remembered the stark terror on Chad’s tear-streaked face. Ten seconds more — just ten — and he might have killed his own son. He couldn’t blame Susan for wanting to be rid of him, and so he hadn’t contested the divorce.

He caught himself; the truck was drifting toward the center-line again as his attention wandered. He saw some dried blood between his fingers that he’d missed with the soap and rag, and the image of Blanchard’s bleached face stabbed him.

A glance in the rearview mirror almost stopped his heart entirely. Speeding after him was a vehicle with its lights flashing. Dan hesitated between jamming the accelerator and hitting the brake, but before he could decide to do either, a cherry-red pickup truck with two grinning teenagers in the cab roared past him and the boy on the passenger side stuck a hand out with the middle finger pointed skyward.

Dan started trembling. He couldn’t stop it. Sickness roiled in his stomach, a maniacal drumbeat trapped in his skull. He thought for a few seconds that he was going to pass out as dark motes spun before his eyes like flecks of ash. Around the next bend he saw a narrow dirt road going off into the woods on his right. He turned onto it and followed it fifty yards into the sheltering forest, his rear tires throwing up plumes of yellow dust.

Then he stopped the truck, cut the engine, and sat there under the pines with beads of cold sweat on his face.

His stomach lurched. As the fire rose up his throat, Dan scrambled out of the truck and was able to reach the weeds before he threw up. He retched and retched until there was nothing left, and then he sat on his knees, breathing sour steam as birds sang in the trees above him.

He pulled the tail of his T-shirt out and blotted the sweat from his cheeks and forehead. Dust hung in the air, the sunlight lying in shards amid the trees. He tried to clear his mind enough to grapple with the problem of where to go. To Texas and Mexico? To the Gulf and New Orleans? Or should he turn the truck around, return to Shreveport, and give himself up?

That was the sensible thing, wasn’t it? Go back to Shreveport and try to explain to the police that he’d thought Blanchard was about to kill him, that he hadn’t meant to lose his temper, that he was so very, very sorry.

Stone walls, he thought. Stone walls waiting.

At last he stood up and walked unsteadily back to his truck. He got in, started the engine, and turned on the radio. He began to move the dial through the stations; they were weaker now, diminished by distance. Seven or eight minutes passed, and then Dan came upon a woman’s cool, matter-of-fact voice.

“… shooting at the First Commercial Bank of Shreveport just after three-thirty this afternoon …”

Dan turned it up.

“… according to police, a disturbed Vietnam veteran entered the bank with a gun and shot Emory Blanchard, the bank’s loan manager. Blanchard was pronounced dead on arrival at All Saints Hospital. We’ll have more details as this story develops.

In other news, the city council and the waterworks board found themselves at odds again today when …”

Dan stared at nothing, his mouth opening to release a soft, agonized gasp.

Dead on arrival.

It was official now. He was a murderer.

But what was that about entering the bank with a gun? “That’s wrong,” he said thickly. “It’s wrong.” The way it sounded, he’d gone to the bank intent on killing somebody. Of course they had to put the “disturbed Vietnam veteran” in there, too. Might as well make him sound like a psycho while they were at it.

But he knew what the bank was doing. What would their customers think if they knew Blanchard had been killed with a security guard’s gun? Wasn’t it better, then, to say that the crazy Vietnam veteran had come in packing a gun and hunting a victim? He kept searching the stations, and in another couple of minutes he found a snippet: “… rushed to All Saints Hospital, where he was pronounced dead on arrival. Police caution that Lambert should be considered armed and dangerous …”

“Bullshit!” Dan said. “I didn’t go there to kill anybody!”

He saw what would happen if he gave himself up. They wouldn’t listen to him. They’d put him in a hole and drop a rock on it for the rest of his life. Maybe he might live only three more years, but he wasn’t planning to die in prison and be buried in a pauper’s grave.

He engaged the gears. Head to the bayou country, he decided. From there he could go either to New Orleans or Port Arthur. Maybe he could find a freighter captain who needed cheap labor and didn’t care to ask questions. He turned the truck around and then he drove back to Highway 175. He took a right, southbound again.

The truck’s cab was a sweat box, even with both windows down. The heat was weighing on him, wearing him out. He thought about Susan and Chad. If the news was on the radio, it wouldn’t be long before it hit the local TV stations. Susan might already have gotten a call from the police. He didn’t particularly care what she thought of him; it was Chad’s opinion that mattered. The boy was going to think his father was a cold-blooded killer, and this fact pained Dan’s soul.

The question was: what could be done about it?

He heard an engine gunning behind him.

He looked in the rearview mirror.

And there was a state trooper’s car right on his tail, its blue bubble lights spinning.

Dan had known true terror before, in the jungles of Vietnam and when he’d seen Blanchard’s gun leveling to take aim. This instant, though, froze his blood and stiffened him up like a dime-store dummy.

The siren yowled.

He was caught.

He jerked the wheel to the right, panic sputtering through his nerves.

The trooper whipped past him and was gone around the next curve in a matter of seconds.

Before he could think to stop and turn around, Dan was into the curve and saw the trooper pulling off onto the road’s shoulder. A cherry-red pickup truck was down in a ditch, and one of the teenage boys was standing on the black scrawl the tires had left when he’d lost control of the wheel. The other boy was sitting in the weeds, his head lowered and his left arm clasped against his chest. As Dan glided past the accident scene, he saw the trooper get out of the car and shake his head as if he knew the boys were lucky they weren’t scattered like bloody rags amid the pines.

When the trooper’s car was well behind, Dan picked up his speed again. Dark motes were still drifting in and out of his vision, the sun’s glare still fierce even as the afternoon shadows lengthened. He’d had not a bite of food since breakfast, and he’d lost the meager contents of his stomach. He considered stopping at a gas station to buy a candy bar and a soft drink, but the thought of pulling off while a state trooper was so close behind him put an end to that idea. He kept going, following the sun-baked road as it twisted like the serpent on his forearm.

Mile after mile passed. The traffic was sparse, both in front and behind, but the strain of watching in either direction began to take its toll. The shooting replayed itself over and over in his mind. He thought of Blanchard’s wife — widow, that is — and the two children, and what they must be going through right now. He began to fear what might be lying in wait for him around the curves. His headache returned with a vengeance, as did his tremors. The heat was sapping his last reserves of strength, and soon it became clear to him that he had to stop somewhere to rest. Another few miles passed, the highway leading between pine forest broken by an occasional dusty field, and then Dan saw a gravel road on his right. As he slowed down, prepared to turn into the woods and sleep in his truck, he saw that the road widened into a parking lot. There was a small whitewashed church standing beneath a pair of huge weeping willow trees. A little wooden sign in need of repainting said: VICTORY IN THE BLOOD BAPTIST.

It was as good a place as any. Dan pulled into the gravel lot, which was deserted, and he drove the truck around to the back of the church. When he was hidden from the road, he cut the engine and slid the key out. He pulled his wet shirt away from the backrest and lay down on the seat. He closed his eyes, but Blanchard’s death leapt at him to keep him from finding sleep.

He’d been lying down for only a few minutes when someone rapped twice against the side of his truck. Dan bolted upright, blinking dazedly. Standing there beside his open window was a slim black man with a long-jawed face and a tight cap of white hair. Over the man’s deep-set ebony eyes, the thick white brows had merged together. “You okay, mister?” he asked.

“Yeah.” Dan nodded, still a little disoriented. “Just needed to rest.”

“Heard you pull up. Looked out the winda and there you were.”

“I didn’t know anybody was around.”

“Well,” the man said, and when he smiled he showed alabaster teeth that looked as long as piano keys, “just me and God sittin’ inside talkin’.”

Dan started to slide the key back into the ignition. “I’d better head on.”

“Now, hold on a minute, I ain’t runnin’ you off. You don’t mind me sayin’, you don’t appear to be up to snuff. You travelin’ far?”

“Yes.”

“Seems to me that if a fella wants to rest, he oughta rest. If you’d like to come in, you’re welcome.”

“I’m … not a religious man,” Dan said.

“Well, I didn’t say I was gonna preach to you. ’Course, some would say listenin’ to my sermons is a surefire way to catch up on your sleep. Name’s Nathan Gwinn.” He thrust a hand toward Dan, who took it.

“Dan …” His mind skipped tracks for a few seconds. A name came to him. “Farrow,” he said.

“Pleased to meet you. Come on in, there’s room to stretch out on a pew if you’d like.”

Dan looked at the church. It had been years since he’d set foot in one. Some of the things he’d seen, both in Vietnam and afterward, had convinced him that if any supernatural force was the master of this world, it smelled of brimstone and devoured innocent flesh as its sacrament.

“Cooler inside,” Gwinn told him. “The fans are workin’ this week.”

After a moment of deliberation, Dan opened the door and got out. “I’m obliged,” he said, and he followed Gwinn — who wore black trousers and a plain light blue short-sleeve shirt — through the church’s back door. The interior of the church was Spartan, with an unvarnished wooden floor that had felt the Sunday shoes of several generations. “I was writin’ my sermon when I heard you,” Gwinn said, and he motioned into a cubicle of an office whose open window overlooked the rear lot. Two chairs, a desk and lamp, a file cabinet, and a couple of peach crates full of religious books had been squeezed into the little room. On the desk was a pad of paper and a cup containing a number of ballpoint pens. “Not havin’ much luck, I’m a’feared,” he confided. “Sometimes you dig deep and just wind up scrapin’ the bottom. But I ain’t worried, somethin’ll come to me. Always does. You want some water, there’s a fountain this way.”

Gwinn led him through a corridor lined with other small rooms, the floor creaking underfoot. A ceiling fan stirred the heat. There was a water fountain, and Dan went to work satisfying his thirst. “You a regular camel, ain’t you?” Gwinn asked. “Come on in here, you can stretch yourself out.” Dan followed him through another doorway, into the chapel. A dozen pews faced the preacher’s podium, and the sunlight that entered was cut to an underwater haze by the pale green glass of the stained windows. Overhead, two fans muttered like elderly ladies as they turned, fighting a lost cause. Dan sat down on a pew toward the middle of the church, and he pressed his palms against his eyes to ease the pain throbbing in his skull.

“Nice tattoo,” Gwinn said. “You get that around here?”

“No. Someplace else.”

“Mind if I ask where you’re headin’ from and where you’re goin’?”

“From Shreveport,” Dan said. “I’m goin’ to —” He paused. “I’m just goin’.”

“Your home in Shreveport, is it?”

“Used to be.” Dan took his hands away from his eyes. “I’m not real sure where I belong right now.” A thought struck him. “I didn’t see your car outside.”

“Oh, I walked from my house. I just live ’bout a half-mile up the road. You hungry, Mr. Farrow?”

“I could do with somethin’, yeah.” Hearing that name was strange, after all this time. He didn’t know why he’d chosen it; probably it was from seeing the young man who was begging work at Death Valley.

“You like crullers? I got some in my office; my wife baked ’em just this mornin’.”

Dan told him that sounded fine, and Gwinn went to his office and returned with three sugar-frosted crullers in a brown paper bag. It took about four seconds for Dan to consume one of them. “Have another,” Gwinn offered as he sat on the pew in front of Dan. “I believe you ain’t et in a while.”

A second pastry went down the hatch. Gwinn scratched his long jaw and said, “Take the other one, too. My wife sure would be tickled to see a fella enjoyin’ her bakin’ so much.” When the third one was history, Dan licked the sugar from his fingers. Gwinn laughed, the sound like the rasp of a rusty saw blade. “Part camel, part goat,” he said. “Don’t you go chewin’ on that bag, now.”

“You can tell your wife she makes good crullers.”

Gwinn reached into a trouser pocket, pulled out a silver watch, and checked the time. “ ’Bout quarter to five. You can tell Lavinia yourself if you want to.”

“Pardon?”

“Supper’s at six. You want to eat with Lavinia and me, you’re welcome.” He returned the watch to his pocket. “Won’t be no fancy feast, but it’ll warm your belly up. I can go call her, tell her to put another plate on the table.”

“Thanks, but I’ve gotta get back on the road after I rest some.”

“Oh.” Gwinn lifted his shaggy white brows. “Decide where you’re goin’, have you?”

Dan was silent, his hands clasped together.

“The road’ll still be there, Mr. Farrow,” Gwinn said quietly. “Don’t you think?”

Dan looked into the preacher’s eyes. “You don’t know me. I could be … somebody you wouldn’t want in your house.”

“True enough. But my Lord Jesus Christ says we should feed the wayfarin’ stranger.” Gwinn’s voice had taken on some of the singsong inflections of his calling. “ ’Pears to me that’s what you are. So if you want a taste of fried chicken that’ll make you hear the heavenly choir, you just say the word and you got it.”

Dan didn’t have to think very long to make a decision. “All right. I’d be grateful.”

“Just be hungry! Lavinia always makes a whoppin’ supper on Thursday nights anyhow.” Gwinn stood up. “Lemme go on back and call her. Why don’t you rest some and I’ll fetch you when I’m ready to go.”

“Thank you,” Dan said. “I really do appreciate this.” He lay down on the pew as Gwinn walked back to his office. The pew was no mattress, but just being able to relax for a little while was glorious. He closed his eyes, the sweat cooling on his body, and he searched for a few minutes of sleep that might shield him from the image of Emory Blanchard bleeding to death.

In his office, Reverend Gwinn was on the telephone to his wife. She stoically took the news that a white stranger named Dan Farrow was joining them for supper, even though Thursday was always the night their son and daughter-in-law came to visit from Mansfield. But everything would work out fine, Lavinia told her husband, because Terrence had called a few minutes before to let her know he and Amelia wouldn’t be there until after seven. There’d been a raid on a house where drugs were being sold, she told Nathan, and Terrence had some paperwork to do at the jail.

“That’s our boy,” Gwinn said. “Gonna get elected sheriff yet.”

When he hung up, the reverend turned his attention again to the unwritten sermon. A light came on in his brain. Kindness for the wayfarin’ stranger. Yessir, that would do quite nicely!

They always amazed him, the mysterious workings of God did. You never knew when an answer to a problem would come right out of the blue; or, in this case, out of a gray Chevy pickup truck.

He picked up a pen, opened a Bible for reference, and began to write an outline of his message for Sunday morning.
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