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The blood had come hard ...

Turning the Earth

His two good horses he ...

In the last three days, ...

For two days thereafter, the ...

It's karel who first sees ...

In their room after dark, ...

A Breeding of Nettles

The year's cotton was long ...

Up in shiner at the ...

Just over the Fayette County ...

Her water broke at the ...

Come nine o'clock, in the ...

At the parish hall, during ...

There was beer left aplenty, ...

Half an hour later, after ...

A Sacrament of Animals

All of the cool afternoon, ...

In town, in the candlelit ...

A mile away, the Knedlik ...

Perched on his hay bale ...

From where father Carew sits, ...

Karel had expected that she ...

After the townsmen break away ...

On the banks of the ...

Karel lets his horse find ...

On the edge of town, ...

Meander Scars

Not yet nine in the ...

The Blind Janus

Overnight, the cold had deepened, ...

In the front room of ...

Come the following morning, on ...

In the days before Vaclav ...

Twenty miles to the northwest, ...

Karel decided to leave the ...

As expected, the door was ...

By quarter of eleven, Karel ...

Meanwhile, when the Knedlik twins ...

After a long day in ...

They waited until an hour ...

Testaments to Seed

There is opportunity enough—whether with ...

Graciela leaves the lantern low, ...

On the farm-to-market road, just ...

He sleeps past dawn and ...

By the time he cracks ...

Three hours later, near on ...

A Reaping of Smoke and Water

The wind had broken before ...

He found the filly nibbling ...

On the northern horizon, beyond ...

When he reached the bare ...

For the women of Lavaca ...

Nearing noontime, once he'd pulled ...

It would prove a wearisome ...

A New, Warm Offering

Come evening, she appeared with ...
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 For my mother ...

and for Marya—this and any that may follow




 Author's Note

Some years ago, I acquired a map of Lavaca County, Texas, that was printed in1896,and I noted that a large parcel of land had been owned at that time by one Mr. Patrick Dalton. Because Dalton is a name that goes back many generations in my family—as my godfather's name, as my own middle name, as my son's name—this seemed, since I had just begun to imagine the fictional town of this novel, a kind of serendipity. Two years later, once the novel's landscape had become all but indelible in my imagination, I discovered that there exists, way up in the northeast corner of the state and some350miles from the events of this story, an actual Dalton, Texas, an old timber settlement with a current population of fewer than one hundred residents. Hence the need for clarification: Though Lavaca County and many of the towns and landmarks depicted in this work are quite real, as are some historical figures who appear as minor characters, all are used fictitiously. Likewise, Jackson Gregory's novel Judith of Blue Lake Ranch was in fact serialized in the Shiner Gazette during December of1924, but I have fictionalized it here, altering to varying degrees both its characters and storyline. The Dalton, Texas, of this novel is entirely a product of my imagination.



 It is good for a man that he bear the yoke in his youth.

He sitteth alone and keepeth silence, because he hath

borne it upon him. He putteth his mouth in the dust;

if so be there may be hope.

—LAMENTATIONS 3:27–29




The harvest is past, the summer is ended, and we

are not saved.

—JEREMIAH 8:20




 A Winter Harvest

FEBRUARY 1895




 THE BLOOD HAD COME hard from her, so much of it that, when Vaclav Skala awoke in wet bed linens to find her curled up against him on her side, moaning and glazed with sweat, rosary beads twisted around her clenched fingers, he smiled at the thought that she'd finally broken her water. He pulled back the quilt, a wedding gift sent six years before from his mother in the old country, and kissed Klara on the forehead before climbing from bed to light the lamp. He struck a match, and there it was, streaked down his legs and matted in the coarse hair on his thighs—dark and half-dried smears of his wife's blood.

And it kept coming. He saddled his horse and rode shivering under a cloudless midnight sky to the Janek farm to fetch Edna, the midwife. By the time they made it back, Klara's eyes were open but glazed in such a way that they knew she wasn't seeing through them anymore. Her pale lips moved without giving voice to her final prayer, which entreated the child to come or her own spirit to stay, either one.

When the baby arrived, their fourth boy, blood slicked and clot flecked, he appeared to have been as much ripped from flesh as born of it. Klara was lost, and Edna tended to what had been saved, pinching the little thing's toe to get the breathing started, cleaning him with a rag dipped in warm milk and water, wrapping him in a blanket.

Vaclav Skala stood at the foot of the bed, grinding his back teeth slowly against a stringy mash of tobacco he'd chewed flavorless half an hour before. He watched Edna, a slight young woman with narrow hips and long hair as black as her eyes. She bunched pillows beneath the dead woman's shoulder blades and behind her head before resting the baby on his mother's stomach. Taking one of Klara's breasts between her thumb and finger, she puckered the nipple so the baby could get hold of it. The little thing threw his hands up about his face and worked his legs beneath the blanket, and Edna held him unremittingly to the breast until he hollowed his cheeks and found it with his mouth. "It's no hind milk in her yet," she said, "but he might get some of the yellow mother's milk. We'll be needing a wet nurse. It's several up county who might do it."

 Vaclav stepped back into the doorway and looked down the dark hallway toward the room where his other three boys were sleeping. "We'll be needing a hell of a lot more than that," he said. "Let him get what's left of her if he can. He's done taken the rest."





Just before dawn, after Edna had washed the body and wrapped it in clean bedding, Vaclav carried it out and up into the loft of the barn so the boys wouldn't find her when they woke. Then he dragged the drenched mattress from the house and out through the young pear grove to the hard-caked plot of earth where he planned one day to build his stable. There, beneath the wash kettle, he kindled a fire with last year's fallen mesquite branches. The mattress was soaked through and heavier than Klara's body had been, and Vaclav found himself cursing its weight even while he recalled how Klara had stitched the ticking and stuffed it with goose feathers before their wedding night; how, when he lay pressed for the first time between her tender skin and the soft warmth of the bed she'd made for him, he'd startled his bride, so loud was his laugh.

Now, as the horizon gave way to the pink glow of another south Texas dawn and the mockingbirds came to life in the pear grove, Vaclav worked his knife along the mattress seam, undoing his wife's work, as he would find himself doing for years. With several inches of the stitching cut away, he reached in and pulled out the feathers, one bloody handful after another, and fed them to the fire, which spat and sizzled before blazing into yellow flames and thick white billows of smoke.

 In the near pasture, the cattle stood lowing against the fence, and had Vaclav been paying attention the way he usually did, he would have puzzled at their behavior, wondering what it was that kept them clustered against the fenceline instead of in the center of the parcel near the three square bales of hay he'd set out for them the day before. Instead, he stood staring into the fire, adding the steady fuel of feathers, looking into the flames so he wouldn't have cause to look at his hands, which were chapped and creased deeply with calluses and stained with the blood of the only woman he'd ever been fond of.

The townsfolk would assume, from this day forward, that Klara's death had turned a gentle man bitter and hard, but the truth, Vaclav knew, was that her absence only rendered him, again, the man he'd been before he'd met her, one only her proximity had ever softened. He'd known land in his life that, before a few seasons of regular rainfall, had been hard enough to crack a plow point, and he knew that if, by stubbornness or circumstance, that earth became yours to farm, you'd do well to live with the constant understanding that, in time, absent the work of swollen clouds and providence, your boots would fall loudly, giving rise to dust, when you walked your fields.

With the sun breaking clear of the horizon and the ticking gutted of its down, Vaclav whittled his knife against a brick of lye soap and added a handful of shavings to the boiling kettle water. He squinted against the sharp fumes of Klara's strong soap, and when he got the bloodstained ticking into the kettle, the water roiled and frothed red like so much sick stew.

Softly, a cool wind came up from the north and swirled the smoke around the kettle and out into the newly lit morning. Across the pasture, hidden in the far hedgerow near the creekside stand of trees, three half-starved coyotes raised their twitching snouts to catch a breeze laced of a sudden with the hot, iron-rich scent of blood. Their mouths flooded with anticipation as they hunkered their bellies low and inched forward, shifting their feet beneath them and waiting, their reticence born more of caution than patience. In the pasture, the cows went to lowing again, pressing themselves together against the fencewires.

 With a twisted mesquite branch, Vaclav moved the ticking around in the boiling liquid and then threw that wood, too, on the fire. When he turned toward the house and weaved his way through the grove, he found the back door swung open, his three young boys standing just inside wearing nightclothes and wet cheeks. The oldest, Stanislav, was only five, but he held on to his brothers' shoulders the way a father would. The wind gusted enough to ripple Vaclav's shirt, and when it calmed he heard the baby crying inside. Standing in the bare yard, he took his plug of tobacco from his shirt pocket and tore off a portion with his teeth. Edna appeared behind the boys and turned them away from the door. "Their breakfast's gone cold on the table," she said. "They're asking after her."

He nodded and spit tobacco juice into the hard earth near the porch, and then, without washing his hands or taking off his boots, he stepped into the house where, for all but one wailing newborn, as in the pasture and the hedgerows, even hunger had been plowed under by fear.


 Turning the Earth

MARCH 1910




 HIS TWO GOOD horses he saves for racing, for the straight makeshift furlongs of the moonlit creekbed, for the chance to take more land from his godforsaken neighbor, Patrick Dalton, whose Scots-Irish surname remains on the town map and postmark but no longer on the largest deed in the county. Nowadays, that deed is in Vaclav Skala's name, for just shy of six hundred acres, nearly a third of it taken, over the past four years, by wit and force and fast horses from Dalton himself.

As likely to spit tobacco juice on a woman's shoes as to tip his hat at her, Vaclav has, since his wife's death fifteen years ago, only one source of weakness: his pair of towering roan quarter horses. For them, there are well-oiled leather bridles and carrots pulled straight from the mineral-rich earth. For them, hand-forged shoes and alfalfa and sweet feed and as many good mares to mount as he can find without insulting their bloodlines.

The horses, they're beautiful, though no longer the most beautiful in Lavaca County, and they don't work the fields. They race, they rest, they eat, they mate, and they race. They don't pull a plow. That work Vaclav leaves to his four sons, and when Guillermo Villaseñor drives his two Spanish-bred stallions and three olive-skinned daughters up the farm-to-market road from town, and when the carriage clears a thick stand of mesquite trees with arthritic branches and thorns long enough to skewer a foot in a way only careless barefoot boys and Jesus might fully appreciate, and the girls get their first glimpses of their future husbands, what they see, instead of blond-haired and handsome Czech farm boys, like they've been told by their father to expect, are weathered young men straining against the weight of the earth turning in their wake, their necks cocked sharply to one side or the other, their faces sunburned despite their hats and peeling and snaked with raised veins near the temples, their boots sliding atop the earth they're sweating to unearth. The four of them work harnessed two abreast in front of their father, who's walking in their work, one foot in each furrow, spitting stained juice between his front teeth and periodically cracking a whip to keep the boys focused and the rows straight.

 The boys are moving toward the carriage—which is coming toward them, coming to change everything—but at first they don't see it, don't see the horses or the puffs of dust coming up from their hooves, don't see these fine animals, longer of leg than any the boys have known before and higher of step, their withers soaked through and shining black with sweat despite the cool morning breeze, their carriage one of wealth and women and a future the boys could not have dreamed up if they'd been left, any short night of their lives, to their beds long enough to dream much anything at all.

Here in these parts, in the black-soil heart of Lavaca County, where the Czech farmers have run off all but the last of the red-haired and ruddy settlers who came before them; where, if a man has two bits' worth of good seed and a strong back and a certain degree of stubbornness—that and a good wife who lives long enough and with enough of God's favor to grant him sons—he might harvest two hundred acres of cotton without calling on even his neighbors for help; here, where men make their own worth, they don't have much use for outsiders, and until this week there's been neither a man nor woman in the county who's often laid either an eye or a thought on a Mexican.


 IN THE LAST three days, Villaseñ and his two armed escorts have been busy throwing their weight—and nearly their weight in gold—around town. On Monday, in town at the First Federal Bank and Trust, where Lad Dvorak sat at his desk working through the inventory list of the Butler farm foreclosure, Guillermo came tracking mud through the doors with his men. His hair was black and oiled back and tinged with gray in such a way that he looked to have spent the duration of his life walking into the same wet and gypsum-laden wind. His spectacles he wore down low on his nose, and he spoke with an accent that sounded to the tellers more refined somehow than their own.

One of his men stood at the door with his rifle while the other brought in the saddlebags, some eight of them in all, and then they held the door open and refused to do their business until the rest of the customers were cleared out and the doors bolted. Guillermo's daughters were taking lunch at the inn, forbidden, as usual, to accompany their father on occasions where money changed hands, of which there had been hundreds over the years, and perhaps, had they been in the bank, Lad might have been rendered as slack jawed and inarticulate by their lovely Spanish features as he was presently by the weight of their father's saddlebags.

Lad lifted the first of them to his desk, saying, "Most of it's silver, I'm betting."


 "A man should know better than to make his bets blind," Villaseñor said. "I wouldn't have my good horses shod with silver."

Lad laughed and worked his fingers through the patchwork of bristled hair on his chin while Villaseñor's men stood with their rifles held casually and crosswise beneath their bellies, their thumbs hooked behind their belts. Lad figured them for nearly forty, but they wore the mustaches of boys, combed straight and too thin to hide the skin of their upper lips. Their shirts were laundered, creases pressed in the sleeves, but their boots were caked with mud and, by the smell of it, dung. They were two of the shortest men Lad had ever seen, and he snorted and jerked his head at them and said, "If it's something worth protecting in these bags, mister, I'd expect your boys here to be a shake bigger than a pair of well-fed housewives."

The men didn't flinch, and Lad knew then that they didn't speak English. Villaseñor acted, too, like he hadn't heard. He took his spectacles off, pulled a folded handkerchief from the vest pocket of his suit coat, and when he replaced the spectacles, he squinted and a tight smile creased the corners of his mouth while he spoke to his men in Spanish. They laughed, turned their backs, and went toward the door. The two tellers backed away from their windows, eyes wary. One of Villaseñor's men unlatched the door and went outside. The other propped his gun against the far wall, pulled a cigar from his shirt pocket, and waved the chewed end beneath his nose before putting it in his mouth. He unbuckled his belt and dropped a hand down into the front of his britches to make some adjustments, and when he got himself situated to his liking he pulled the belt tight under the slump of his belly and buckled up. He had an audience in the two tellers, and he gave them a wink and went back to sucking on his cigar.

When his partner came back in the door, he carried a smallish box that looked, for all its varnish and shine, like a coffin built for a rich man's tomcat. He turned the bolt on the door and put the box beside the first saddlebag on Lad's desk.


 "And what of this?" Lad said.

"That's my wager," the old man said. "I'm betting that after we weigh these coins and you hand me a voucher, you and your boys are going to need what's in this box."

"Is that so," Lad said, winking at his tellers. "And what would that be?"

"Shoeblack. My men's boots need some attention."

Now they all had a laugh, and Lad called his men over to help weigh the gold, which they had to do in small batches because the old triple-beam scale on the premises was calibrated with only a five-pound counterweight. By the time they finished, Lad Dvorak was perspiring and salivating both. Here was a new account worth all the cotton in Lavaca County, and a fair share of the land, at that.

The men took the saddlebags to the safe, and before he wrote out the voucher Lad shook Villaseñ's hand and asked if he needed some of his balance in bills. The man raised his brows, pulled a fat fold of American currency from his coat, and removed the clip. "It doesn't seem so," he said, removing three five-dollar bills and letting them fall to the varnished bureau top.

Lad had his tellers sign as witnesses to the transaction and handed Mr. Villaseñ his voucher. "It's a pleasure," he said, "having your business. Did you need some smaller change for these?"

"The pleasure is mine," the man said. "And those bills are for you. And for your men."

"Beg pardon?"

Villaseñ lifted the lid of the box and removed two cans of shoe-black, a brush, and a felt strop. "My wager," he said, running his thumb through the stiff bristles of the brush. "The way I see it, I can leave my money here in your bank, or I can withdraw it tomorrow and do my business over in Shiner or Yoakum. I'm betting you'd rather I didn't, and I'm betting, because this is true, that when I get back in an hour from having a word with Monsignor Carew about my daughters' Nuptial Mass, you and your boys will be just about finished putting a shine to these undersized men's boots. Five dollars apiece is more than fair—don't you think?—all things considered."

 Now Lad's fingers were back in his beard and his ears were flushed with blood. "I'm certain," he said, "that you would be happier with the twenty-cent shine they'll get around the corner at Wasek's barbershop, but let me be the first to congratulate you on your daughter's wedding. Who's the lucky man?"

"I don't believe I said." Villaseñ fished a cigar from his suit coat. "Not to you, I didn't. And I'd be happier, sir, if you didn't presume to tell me what would make me happy. That money there, it's yours. And so is my business, assuming these little farmwives here, who've put more men in the ground for me than yours have swindled for you, have, by hour's end, boots in which I can see myself well enough to shave."

Then he bit the tip from his cigar, ground the tobacco with his back teeth for more than a wordless minute, and sent from his lips onto the bureau top a long string of thick black spit. He lighted his cigar and the whole room went suddenly and sweetly ripe with its smoke. "There," he said, "another token of my generosity, Mr. Dvorak. If your spit's too good for my men's boots, then you can use mine."


 FOR TWO DAYS thereafter, the talk about town was constant as the lowing of cattle in the pastures. While the townswomen sat together quilting or stood clustered in kitchens, polishing copper pots or latticing dough over pies filled with fruit canned the previous summer, their lips moved faster than their hands. Faster, their husbands said, than their minds.

Gathered in the icehouse, the men took long pulls on their pilsners and shook their heads, feigning indifference, but at home, even after sweating behind plows or beneath the weight of hay bales, they found themselves these days with more patience for their women's words. They'd sit at their tables long after they'd eaten, elbows on each side of their coffee cups, and they'd listen to the stories the women brought home.

The Mexican had rented the whole second floor of the Township Inn for a month. Paid in advance, he did. Then there was Sy Janek's wife, Edna, who claimed that, on her way home from delivering the Knedlik twins, she'd seen the girls, all three of them, riding black horses after dark, running the animals hard out behind Patrick Dalton's granary and into the pecan grove by the north fork of Mustang Creek. In dresses they were, with a foot in each stirrup and God only knows what, if anything, between their tender parts and the saddle leather. There was Father Carew, who'd canceled both Masses for this coming Saturday and would say, when pressed, only that this Villaseñ fellow had wedding plans, and for more than one wedding, and that to secure the church he'd brought with him a Papal Indulgence, the first Carew had ever seen, and three Sundays' worth of collections in cash. And then there was Patrick Dalton, who'd been seen taking lunch with Villaseñ and his men at the inn, and who had called Lad Dvorak to tell him that he'd run suddenly short of room at his stable, that the banker would have to come fetch the drays Dalton had boarded for him all these years in exchange for prime interest rates at the bank. These wives, the broad-hipped women who bore bad news and children both with a sad but softened look around the eyes, claimed Dalton had been seen smiling at the feedstore while he ordered two hundred pounds of molasses oats, smiling even while he shouldered them out to his wagon, two forty-pound sacks at a time.

 And this is where the men of Lavaca County stopped listening.

This is where they breathed in abruptly through their noses and pushed their chairs back from the table and took their coffee out into the swirling night air, which was growing cold of a sudden and sharp with pecan and mesquite and oak from the chunkwood fires smoldering in their smokehouses. They stood out on their porches or out back of their barns, and while the low moon slid behind thin bands of clouds and they pulled tobacco from the bib pockets of their overalls and rolled cigarettes with callused thumbs, they grew more certain than ever of their wives' willful foolishness, of their forthright and feminine need to believe the world a far more mysterious and alluring place than it was. Patrick Dalton, the men knew, hadn't smiled in coming up on four damned years, not since the night when he'd for the first time lost an acreage-staked race to Vaclav Skala.

They'd been there, after all, and in their memories they'd borne witness to the race the same way their wives had borne their children—with the assurance that they'd each played a vital and thankworthy role, and with the misguided confidence that, for having done so, they would remain forever attuned to both the memory of the bearing and the born alike.


 And so it was that on this March night, smoking out behind their barns, the men of Dalton, Texas, and its hinterland drew from the oft-unswept corners of their memories dozens of mismatched and contradictory notions of a night four years back, a night that, by all accounts, had seen them standing in the shuddering light of two rock-ringed finish-line fires, their undershirts starched yellow with the dried sweat of an August day's work, their backs to the creek where they'd floated their jars of corn whiskey and beer bottles to keep them cool. They'd stood drinking and smoking, comparing crop yields and woman troubles, making half-dollar bets with their neighbors while the riders readied themselves.

Some forty yards to the west, just beyond the swinging cattlegate, Vaclav Skala's youngest, Karel, sat his pop's biggest roan stallion. The boy's neck, like his brothers', was kinked from so much time harnessed to a plow, warped such that his head cocked sharply to the left and made him look a little off-kilter in the saddle. Still, there was an ease in the way he handled the animal, a casual confidence that kept his boots slid back in the stirrups so that it appeared he rode only on his toes, the reins held so delicately between fingers and thumbs, held the way a lady might hold her most precious heirloom linens after washing.

He turned the horse a few times back beyond the gate and edged him up alongside the Dalton boy on the county's newest horse, a nervous, twitching red filly his daddy had shipped in from Kentucky or Tennessee or some-damned-where. The boys kept the animals reined in just the other side of the gate while their fathers shook hands.

These were the communal truths, the recollections the landowners and townsmen shared the way they kept in common a constant worry over rainfall and boll weevils and cotton futures. What they didn't know, though they might have suspected as much, was that Vaclav had taken in those days to praying shamelessly of a Sunday that pestilence might visit the Dalton herd, and that Dalton had once that summer crept in the moonlight among the outermost rows of Skala's melon crop, injecting the ripe fruit with horse laxative. These two, given a normal night, would have sooner sat bare assed on a cottonmouth nest than exchange pleasantries with each other, but here they were, something about the night and the onlookers and the improvident stakes pushing to each man's lips at least the pretense of sporting civility— Good luck, then, neighbor— before they went to inspect their animals.

 Dalton pulled on the saddle straps and slapped his son on the leg, leaning in to offer some last bit of advice. As for Vaclav Skala, he didn't say a word to his boy. He'd said what he needed to half an hour before when he handed young Karel his crop. His mouth moved only to work the tobacco. He spat juice into the weeds and scratched at the arc of blond curls he had left behind his sun-speckled crown, pulled a nine-inch blade from the sheath on his belt and held it up to his horse's nose, letting it glint there awhile in the flickering hint of firelight while the animal got a good, strong smell of its steel.

The men of Lavaca County looked questions at one another and shook their heads, laughing together by the fire nearest the creek. That Vaclav's a few deuces shy of a deck, someone said.

But he's shored up straight compared to Laddie, ain't it? Where is it you're going after this, Dvorak? Bury a bishop?

And sure enough, Lad Dvorak had been there, all turned out in one of the suits he wore to work, his eyes wide enough with unease to give the lie to the rigid set of his jaw. He was holding a little .22 revolver stiffly at his side, and he looked, when he moved, like he considered his steps before taking them, each an act of pained determination, the walk of a man whose bowels had seized up on him, or who was heading to the confessional with something venial to cut loose from his conscience.

Suspect of anything that couldn't be learned from acreage or animals, the locals wondered if that's what education did to a man. Sure, he'd drawn up the papers for Dalton, making the whole wager legal as the sale of heifers or hay, but you couldn't trust a man who walked flat pastureland like he'd gone all day plugged up by his own turds. He might have held liens on half the acreage in Dalton and Shiner, but he sure looked a silly son of a bitch holding a gun.

 Still, it had been left to him to fire the shot that would send the horses and their riders churning dirt through a half mile of dust and darkness, up around the thick and twisted stand of water oaks just shy of the parcel's far hedgerow, and back to the fire-lit finish line where now all the men stood waiting, pointing and laughing at Dvorak, who held his pistol so tentatively in front of him that the barrel drooped downward like the willow tip of a divining rod.

Got-damn, Lad, that ain't your dead daddy's pecker you're holding. Put a squeeze on it the way you do them purse strings of yours.

Lad squinted into the darkness and shrugged it off. There wasn't a man here who hadn't yet come to him for a loan, and if his position of power wasn't apparent in the way he held a gun, he more than made up for it with his willingness to foreclose on a loan, with the reticence of his Sunday smile, the simple withholding of which could set a man's wife to fretting in the pews, praying her husband hadn't missed a payment.

To be certain, as Patrick Dalton swung the gate out and the horses threw their heads around and lifted their tails to drop great clods to the turf, Lad would have his hand in this, too. He came out from the fenceline, watching, on account of his new shoes, where he stepped, and when he positioned himself a few yards out of the way near the pine saplings clustered alongside the creek, he waited for a nod from Dalton, one from Skala, and then he raised his arm and pointed the gun at a sky strung brightly with stars.

Since the first wagonloads of Czech settlers rolled onto the flat and fertile land of south Texas from the port of Galveston, folks had joked that if a sober man rode over these Texas plains from the coast, and if he thought, before nearing Lavaca County, that he saw in the distance even the slightest rise, even the gentlest hint of a valley, then what he was noting was nothing more or less than the very curvature of the planet. Here in Dalton, between the two forks of the creek, the land offered its first embellishment, a gentle swell that came to a two-hundred-acre plateau and then fell away to sloughs near the water's edge. And so it was on that night, despite the indecisive summer winds, that the highland discharge of such a small caliber gun brought farmwives even a half mile away to their kitchen windows and caused their sleeping children to twitch in their beds.

 The horses reared and surged, and the smoke from Lad's gun flew up in a windswept whirl and circled itself like a confused spirit into the creekside trees. The boys got up fast in their stirrups, and by the time they urged their animals up to speed, hoof sod flying behind them as they tore past the cheering line of men and between the two fires and into the darkness, eleven-year-old Karel was laying it on thick with his whip.

This boy had been outriding his older brothers since he was nine, and when his old man bragged on one of his sons—which was rare and only brought on by drink and never within earshot of the boys themselves—the words he found himself slurring were always the same: That youngest of mine, men, he could whip some fast into a common ass.

The truth, Karel knew, though he could not have yet put it into words, was that the horse wanted the whip, wanted it the same way Karel wanted his pop's strap, the stinging and unambiguous urgency of its attention, and, for Karel, the closest he got to his father's touch.

Now he kept his crouch tight and marveled as always at the way the ride smoothed out the faster the horse ran. He would come, in later years, to find the same comfort in hard loving, in the convergence and confusion of violence and tenderness, but tonight he knew only the nervous thrill of it, the hot smelter of fear and joy found only in this kind of abandon, in riding for a stake in another man's land, in riding for the father who had refused to hold him on the day of his birth, or any day thereafter, in riding into a darkness that his adjusting vision was only now beginning to brighten, and while he alternated pops of his crop on the animal's hindquarters, he kept Billy Dalton in the corner of his eye, making sure to hold him close and on his outside flank as they approached the quarter-acre stand of oaks they were to circle before heading back to the fires and their fathers at the finish line.

 The horse, Whiskey, the youngest and fastest of his father's prized pair, wanted to turn it all loose, wanted to shred acres of sod with his hooves and fill the night with the hot breath of his nostrils. Karel could feel it as he squeezed his thighs to bring the horse into the left-hand turn, the rippling ribbons of muscle beneath the animal's hide, the quivering resistance to the slightest tension on the reins. And then, just before the moss-veiled cluster of trees with their low-hanging, skeletal branches, the Dalton boy stood in the stirrups and cut back behind Karel to take the turn clockwise instead.

Whiskey threw his head to the left and broke stride, and Karel snapped the crop across the right flank and crouched into the turn, keeping the horse tight against the treeline and, because of the cant of his neck, squinting his eyes against the branches that reached out, slapping at his shoulder and face, snagging and snatching clumps of hair along the way.

The Dalton boy was out of sight, orbiting the same sizable stand of oaks in the opposite direction, and for Karel, now, there was only the sound of wind and hoof strikes, the hot pumping of breath from the horse, the memory of his old man's words when he'd handed him the crop half an hour before, the stuttering seconds before two horses would meet headlong at all but full speed.

Sooner than he expected, Karel looked up to find the Dalton horse coming on hard, Billy tucked forward and low behind the filly's windswept mane, his look one of tight-eyed determination. It was a matter of who would hold his ground and who would veer to the outside, and it was, Karel knew, one horse or the other, rather than the rider, that would likely make the decision if left to the last second.


 It was Karel, too, who knew that wasn't going to happen.

When the horses were ten yards shy of colliding, Karel dug a knee into Whiskey's left flank and the horse swung out to the right, away from the trees, and then, as the Dalton boy's lips turned up at the corners and he leaned in harder, thinking he'd gained an irremediable advantage, Karel pulled his crop back sharply and, just as the horses passed, he did what his father had told him to do.





What the men of Lavaca County remember correctly is that Karel Skala broke first into the firelight, and that he blew past them at full stride before standing in the stirrups, his head cocked, as always, so far off-kilter, and slowing the horse into a wide circle out beyond the cattlegate before cantering back to where his father and brothers awaited him. Patrick Dalton went red-faced with disbelief as he stood taking it in, watching his landholdings dwindle, sucking snot up through his nose and spitting it, one last time, into the soil he'd just lost. And then waiting, waiting while Karel dismounted and handed the reins to his father, waiting while the older Skala boys gathered around their brother, slapping him hard on the shoulders and laughing. Waiting a full minute or more until the other boy, his own son, came ambling atop his filly out of the night, his right arm twisted into his lap, the shoulder hanging loose of its socket, the left side of his face puffed up and split open from cheekbone to chin.

The men standing creekside, they either pulled forth or pocketed coins, crept back to the creek for their jugs, circled around the horses, and watched while Lad Dvorak handed over both fifty-acre deeds to Skala. The Dalton boy, he was protesting, his eyes awash in tears, his face gone to a sickly blue around the wound. "The son of a bitch," he said. "I was winning."

Skala took the deeds, folded them into the back pocket of his trousers. One of the men handed him a bottle of whiskey and he bubbled it good before offering it to Dalton. "Looks like your boy caught a tree branch," he said. "They hang low around that turn, ain't it?"


 Dalton refused the bottle, took his son's arm and pulled down on it and then raised it straight-elbowed until it popped back into the joint while the boy howled, crying in earnest now. "It's more than enough of that," Dalton told him, and he grabbed Billy by the hair and dragged him out into the saplings by the creek. There was some breathless whispering out there, more of the boy's complaints, and then Dalton, loud enough that everyone could hear: "It's worth fifty goddamn acres, then, is it? That's what you'll have me believe, boy? A stripe on the face?"

Dalton stomped back out into the firelight, his shoulders forward. On his face, fitful furrows. He was heading straight for Karel, who took a step or two back before standing his ground beside his father.

"Skala," Dalton said, sucking more snot. "Can I make loan of your boy's crop for a spell? My boy can't seem to keep a bead on his."

Karel looked up at his father, who was working a big wad of tobacco with his molars, nodding. Karel handed over the crop and Dalton snatched it, heading back toward the trees, snapping it against his thigh until he was once again out of sight but not nearly out of earshot: "Now, you chickenshit. You little pigtailed sister. You tell me when it feels like fifty acres' worth of hurt, and we'll see when I agree."


 IT'S KAREL WHO first sees the carriage, who stands straight against the weight of his brothers' progress and brings the plow point to its sudden and subterranean stop. "Shit, boy," his father says. "Is it someone told you to quit?"

The boy jerks his head up toward the road where the wheels and horses are stirring dust in their slow approach. The carriage is a two-seat covered surrey paneled in dark hardwood, varnished and gleaming and coming forward in the midmorning light. Harnessed abreast, the two sizable horses step with such a regulated cadence that their hooves hit the ground in tandem.

"Couple fine horses," Karel says.

"Talking when you should be listening," Skala says, "ain't it?" But he, too, is taking note of these animals, both of them shining oil black with broad blazes white as bleached cotton. The four boys stand transfixed, their necks cocked such that from the carriage they appear to the girls each to be puzzling some monumental and impenetrable question.

Guillermo Villaseñor brings the surrey to a stop and gives Skala a nod before setting the brake and climbing down. He smoothes the sleeves of his dark suitcoat and produces a handkerchief with which he cleans his spectacles. The three girls stay in the shaded back seat while the horses blow and tramp idly in the dirt. Karel's eyes move from horse to girl, girl to horse, awed in equal parts by each of these striking animals, the stallions with their brushed black manes and long forelocks, the girls in their flowered dresses that scoop down at the neck just enough to afford a boy a view of their delicately ridged clavicles and the tanned topmost slopes of their breasts.

 My word, Karel thinks, and his father lets loose the plow handles, hangs his whip there, and bends forward to swipe the spent tobacco from his mouth with a finger before pulling his plug from his bib pocket and biting off a new portion. He sets to chewing, then he heads out to where Villaseñ is waiting by the road in a tailored suit, his hands held out from the waist with the palms open to the fields as if to say that he's brought nothing of harm or help, either one.

The boys free themselves from the harnesses and Stanislav runs his fingers through his hair and tucks his shirt into his trousers. And then they stand there, toeing the soil with their boots, crossing and uncrossing their arms while their father walks to meet the Mexican at the edge of the cropfield.

All of the morning there's come a cool breeze just strong enough to rustle the mesquite trees up the road and ripple the boys' shirts, and now the sun works its way in and out of the clouds. Out east toward the creek, a red-tailed hawk has been circling and gliding, circling and gliding, and when it tucks its wings and drops to the earth in its swooping dive, a covey of quail bursts from the scrub grass and all of them make their escape but one. The boys, they have their backs to it, but the girls see it, and the youngest one, the one sitting closest to the field, the one with lovely full lips and wide animal eyes, opens her mouth slightly at the sight, and Karel stands straight and locks his knees against these new stirrings in his stomach, and those below. He has seen the wet tip of her tongue.

On the road, Villaseñ puts his hand out and Skala looks at it and spits into the dirt. "You needing directions?" he says.

Villaseñ smiles and pulls his hand back and narrows his eyes as if he's studying a man across from him at cards. "Not in the least," he says. "I'm precisely where I mean to be."


 "Well, I mean to be plowing my fields, not standing around like an old woman on the church steps, so why don't you let me to it."

"I will, sir. I will. Thing is, I've got an enterprise in mind that could leave you with twice the fields you have presently. I've heard it in town you've more land than anyone in Dalton, perhaps more than anyone in the county, and I'm thinking you wouldn't mind having a good deal more." He pulls a cigar from the breast pocket of his coat, turns his back to the breeze, strikes a match with his thumbnail and puffs the thing lit.

"They're saying at the feedstore it's a Mexican in town passing time with Patrick Dalton, and I'm thinking if you're that Mexican then you can take your fancy buggy and your enterprise and your little split-tails there and turn them all presently around and go on back to town."

The man neither flinches nor frowns. He works at the cigar and lets the smoke roll in his open mouth and drift into the breeze. "Dalton's stabling my horses. Nothing more. And I'm Spanish, Mr. Skala. My ranch, sir, was down in Guanajuato, some three thousand hectares, beef cattle and horses, but that's finished now. Still, my family, I can assure you, is not of mixed blood, though that too will be finished, soon enough. Sometimes a man has choices in such matters and sometimes he has not."

"That's a fact," Skala says. "I'm expecting you've got a choice for me, then, am I right?"

"My girls," the old man says, "they're of age. They need husbands."

"Hell," Skala says, "it's a mess of needs go unmet around here."

"I'm willing to pay to see that this one doesn't. Two hundred acres per daughter, cash or land, if there's land enough around to be had."

Now Skala laughs and spits and turns to have a look at his boys, who are standing just this side of the furrows now and moving their eyes from the carriage to Villaseñ without moving their heads. 
"Shit," he says. "What use is more land if I'm out the bodies to farm it?"

 Villaseñor considers telling the man that he might buy some good workhorses instead of tethering his own flesh and blood to a plow, but instead he takes the cigar from his teeth, puts two fingers in his mouth and whistles sharply, waving his cigar at the carriage.

The girls climb down from the surrey and walk out front of the horses and stand there in a line like they're at auction and somehow prideful of it. They offer the boys closed-lipped smiles that appear soft and kindly but a far cry from shy, and they stand without moving their feet or swinging their arms and in this way they seem as at ease here in the bare daylight on another man's land as they might in their own bedrooms. The wind plays against their dresses, which flare out gently over their slight hips, and the hems fall a few inches below the knee and ripple there against their taut brown calves.

They do not avert their eyes, and neither do the boys.

Across the road, a threesome of Skala's shaggy heifers comes to pull at the brittle grass around the fenceposts, and then, taking note of the men, they push their square heads over the top wire of the fence and cross their eyes and commence to lowing.

Villaseñor raises a hand to his daughters and another out to the boys in the field. "They seem interested enough in one another," he says. "Why should we break their hearts?"

"We ain't doing a damn thing, not together we ain't. And I'll break a heap more than their hearts if they go taking Mexicans for wives, you mark it." Now he turns to make his way into the field, saying, "Boys, get back in front of that plow. I'm all talked out."

Villaseñor waves his cigar again at his daughters and then presses the kindled end dead against the heel of his boot while the girls climb back into the surrey. Stan runs a hand through his hair, takes another long look at the girls as they mount the carriage, and Villaseñor laughs when he catches sight of it. "Mr. Skala," he says. "I hear from Dalton you've got a pair of good-running horses."


 Skala reaches the plow and takes his whip in hand and twirls it like a down-flung lasso in the furrows beside him. Without looking back toward the road, he says, "Well, he'd be one to know."

"Claims he does."

"I reckon he learns then, even if he learns slow."

"Perhaps, then, you'd rather wager than cut a deal. Win some land and keep your hands all the same—assuming you win, of course. Would you consider that?"

Skala coils the whip and hangs it on the plow handle. He clears his throat, turns to Karel, and looks a question at him. The clouds race overhead, and the hard wind blowing up cold from the west snaps the leather riggings against one another. Karel smiles, ducks into his harness, and tightens the straps.

Vaclav fingers the whip coiled up on the handle while the clouds throw their fast shadows onto his land, then he turns back toward the road and gives the Mexican a nod. "I just now did," he says.


 IN THEIR ROOM after dark, while the three older boys lie back on their beds, bare chested in just their long drawers, hands clasped behind their heads, Karel sits on the floor working cottonseed oil into the horses' bridles. The moonlight slants its way into the room to play there against the lamp smoke hanging in the air.

"It don't matter to me which one I get," Stan says. "So long as I get one of them."

Thomàs rolls onto his side to face his brothers while he smiles and cups a hand over his crotch. "Generous of you, big brother. Then I'll have me the little one with the kissing lips. You boys see the brisket on her? Oh, Lord. I do believe she makes my sticker peck out."

Eduard sits up, his lumpy feather pillow in hand, and hurls it at Karel, who ducks out of the way and shoots his brother a look. "Poor little boy," Eddie says. "He's going to be stuck here with nothing but his own hand greased with cottonseed oil."

"Worse," Stan says. "Stuck here alone with Pop."

"It's your dream," Karel says, going back to his work, "so have it whichever a way suits you. There ain't no way I'm losing that race."

"I aim to have it a mess of ways what suit me," says Thomas. "I aim to have it sunup, sundown, and Sundays."

***


 That night comes the first dream Karel will ever remember carrying with him past dawn, one that will visit him often enough over the years that he will come to wonder, when he wakes, why it so troubles him still. He's standing over his father in the barn while the man hunches forward to hold Whiskey's pastern bent back between two knees and pull from the hoof a shoe that is cracking in hairlines at the nail holes. It goes unstated, but it's clear that Karel has undershod the horse and that the hind heels are now underrun and that Vaclav Skala believes his son to be about the piss-poorest farrier on the planet.

Still, the job is routine. Karel has cross-tied the animal and now there's nothing left for him but to lean against the horse and breathe in the smells of animals and hay and sweat while he watches his father's deft hands at work. Whiskey stands patient as ever in this endeavor, but when the shoe is pried loose and Vaclav drops the hoof to the dirt unshod, the horse lifts it as if he's gone half lame and throws his head about, snorting and blowing. Karel keeps his hand on the animal's neck and talks to him softly, but when Vaclav reaches down again to have a look at the hoof, the horse sidesteps and kicks, and there's a sound like what you get if you stomp a boot heel down hard on a green pecan, only louder, much louder, when the hoof strikes Vaclav Skala's forehead and drives him back into the dirt and hay.

But this is not what jerks Karel awake in bed. Instead, he keeps dreaming as he always will, watching himself run over to his father, who lies groaning and facedown with his arms thrown out to each side, the horseshoe still in one hand, the hay dust borne up by his impact hovering over him, a thousand airborne particles glinting in a kind of murky and suspect halo over the man whose fall has given rise to them.

Karel bends over the old man, whose visible eye is open but rolling too loose in its socket, and when he stands straight again, the blood rushes to the boy's head and the whole world goes red of a sudden. He stumbles, lurching to one side to catch his balance, and there's that sick sensation you get when you're out along the creekbed and your boot comes down on a bullfrog, all that fleshy give before the abrupt and splintering and skeletal resistance.

 And then his father is screaming, sitting up and cursing red-eyed and furious, holding before him an outstretched arm and a quivering hand, the horseshoe still flat, defying gravity, against the man's downturned palm despite his fingers, which are straightened and thick knuckled and now running with blood in thin streams from the back of the man's hand, a hand tufted with blond hair and run through such that the points of two shoeing nails have come up sickly between the bones and through the skin and show themselves nesting in the swollen and bloody punctures.

Upright in bed with sweat-drenched sheets adhered to his skin, Karel blinks the dream back and sits listening to his brothers' throaty breathing while his eyes try to find purchase in the darkness. The window is so black it appears to Karel the world outside has been reduced to two unlit dimensions, and because he knows himself awake now, he has no choice but to puzzle some sense out of it. He puts the night at some late hour after the moon has passed through its arc and gone on to brighten other dark horizons. After midnight, then, long after, and the horses, always still at this hour, are complaining such that he can hear them through the dense pear grove that stands between the back porch and the stable. What the devil, he thinks, and he throws back the sheets.

After pulling on his socks and trousers, Karel slips into an undershirt and slides the suspender straps over his shoulders before feeling his way down the hall with a hand on each wall and stepping into his boots by the back door. They've lost two calves in the last six months to coyotes, so Karel grabs the J. C. Higgins .22 they keep leaning and loaded against the backdoor molding. He checks his trouser pockets to make sure he's got matches, and then he steps out into the windless night that's loudly alive with tree frogs and crickets and with the panicked animals in the stables.


 He pulls the lantern down off the nail that's driven into the door frame, and when he gets the wicking lit, he heads down the steps with the rifle in his right hand and the light in the other. The horses sound like they're all but gone mad, stamping and knocking themselves against the stall planks and speaking loudly out against whatever has come to torment them.

Karel moves through the grove rather than around it, hoping to conceal himself long enough to get a good bead on whatever it is he's about to shoot, but once he clears enough of the trees to get a view of the stable doors, Karel's guts flash hot with adrenaline. The slide-to door of the stable stands gapped open a foot or more, which would be normal enough, Karel knows, were there not a flickering and yellow light at work inside and a dark horse standing in the shadows between the stable and the water tank, its head sweeping back and forth as if listening at once to the other horses and to whatever it senses moving in the grove.

Karel leans his gun against a tree and blows out the lantern. He takes a knee behind the tree, one he's climbed dozens of times as a kid on account of its low berth of branches and its sweet summer fruit, and now he hunkers there with his rifle leveled at the open door and waits while his guts work against themselves in such a way that Karel wonders if a man can set himself afire with only the friction of his own fears.

He doesn't wait long there before the stabled horses grow muted and still and the entrance falls void of its glow so abruptly you'd swear there was a darkness inside capable of consuming even firelight.

Karel's eyes go useless and he thinks about how, in winter hay season, a day baling in the freezing wind can make it so even a tepid bath is too hot to sit down in all at once. Got-damn, he thinks, and he concentrates, tries to see with his ears, to find beneath the commotion of tree frogs and insects some more human and telling sound. At first he believes he's imagining it, dreaming it as acutely and convincingly as he's dreamed nails through his father's flesh, 
but when the slightest of a breeze pushes through the grove and the critters stop their calling from the trees to take note, there they are—footfalls, out beyond the cattletank in the yard.

 Karel tries to follow them with a gun barrel he can't quite see the length of, but then his eyes begin finally to find some depth in the darkness, to see into the black rather than only the black itself, and he leaves the lantern there among the surfaced roots of the tree and makes out across the dirt with his rifle raised.

When he comes upon them, the animal sidesteps and nickers and its ears come forward. The rider startles, lets loose the reins, and sits the horse staring at him.

She's beautiful, and he damn near shoots her.

"Get on down from there," Karel says, taking his finger from the trigger.

She widens her big black eyes at him and parts her lips and sits there running her fingers between the horse's ears and down its white blaze. "And if I'd rather not?" she says, her voice smooth and cool as river-bottom stones.

She's in the same dress she'd worn in the carriage, only now its hem is riding up on account of the saddle. He drops his eyes to her legs, bare to the thigh above her riding boots, and he feels like it's nothing inside him but hot liquid swirling around his bones. He motions at her with the gun barrel and tries to drop his voice low, tries to mean it when he says it: "Then I reckon you'll be the handsomest dead woman I ever see."

Her hair falls straight and dark in front of her shoulders, a few wisps pasted to the corner of her mouth. She looks down at the gun and works visibly to keep a smile reined in while she pulls her hair back behind her ears. Then she takes hold of the pommel and swings down from the saddle. She's slight enough that she scarcely ducks her head when she stands beneath the horse's throat to rub its neck. "Do I look so dangerous?" she asks.

Karel considers the question for a moment before he realizes the gun's still leveled at her. "Either that or you're lost," he says, and he drops the barrel and holds the rifle at his side. "The hell you think you're up to in there?" he says, nodding at the stable.

 She steps from under the horse and it nudges at her with its great head and sniffs and nibbles at her hair, and Karel goes cool with something akin to envy, a kind of longing he feels often in the presence of animals. There's only the trace of a northern breeze, and he takes a sideways step, hoping he might get downwind enough of her to find her scent there in the air amidst the traces of woodsmoke and turned earth and cattle.

Gathering the reins in her hands, she holds them out to Karel. "I only wanted to see them," she says. "So here. Have your fill. Fair is fair."

There's not yet so much as a hint of light on the horizon. Karel rests the butt of the gun on the ground and leans against the barrel while the horse jerks its head up against the reins and works its jaw from side to side against the bit. "I don't have to handle a horse to outrun it," Karel says, but then he notes her hand there, extended with the reins, and curses himself. If he'd reached for them, he might have touched her.

Now she raises a brow and slides the toe of her boot around in the dirt as if she's intent on drawing something of importance, something he might understand. "No," she says, "I don't suppose you do. That's an impressive pair of horses in there."

Karel glances at the stables, then back toward the house, then down at what she's drawn in the dirt. He's gone his whole life asking himself unspoken questions about his mother, and now something about the cool, unlit morning and this girl in her dress and riding boots has him wondering if his mother ever sat horseback, ever rode while he was inside her for those months when, unlike every month since, he could touch her, even if he didn't know he was doing it, when they were together in that way and both alive and maybe riding together amidst the morning light and the fields of alfalfa and the smells of coming rain and late-cut hay.

The girl walks her horse to the cattletank and waters him. She acts, for all the world, as if she's paying a friendly, daylight visit to an old acquaintance.

 "You better git," Karel says. "Pop catches you here it'll be hell to pay."

The girl reaches down between her knees and gathers her dress hems together in one hand, then she slides a boot into the stirrup and swings herself into the saddle. Her skin shines even in the darkness, and her lips look swollen and tender and wet when she smiles. "And what about you?" she says. "What if it's you who catches me?"

Karel lifts his rifle and flexes his fingers around its forearm and smoothes over with his boot the work she's done there in the dirt. "Just see that it isn't," he says.

The girl taps a heel to the horse's ribs and its oily eyes roll in its head as she swings him around, and then she tosses her hair to one side and looks back at Karel over her shoulder. "I will," she says. "Tomorrow night. When we race."

Karel tries to laugh, but what comes out of him is a sound more like that of the critters in the trees than that of a man who's filled up with certainties. "Is that a fact?" he says. "Your father lets his girls do his racing for him?"

"He likes to win."

"Well," says Karel, "seems only fair that you tell me your name, don't it? Before you leave me in the dust, I mean."

She turns the horse back at him and walks it up slowly so that she's looking directly down on him, her eyes so deep and full of their dark allure that Karel imagines she could pull him out of his boots and into the saddle with nothing more than a look. She curls a few strands of the horse's mane around her finger and wets her lips with her tongue, and, before she gives her horse a heel and gallops him into the early morning fields, she leans down over Karel such that her hair brushes against his face and he breathes her in and she smells of lavender and of beeswax and of sweet feed, and then her voice is in his ear and she's whispering: "Ask me Saturday, and I'll tell you it's Skala."
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