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  Also by Larry Brown


  It was Saturday when they drove the old car into town, returning him, passing by the big houses with their blankets of dark grass beneath the ancient oaks. Midday. A hot wind blew in the car windows and rattled papers on the dash as they went up the wide and shaded avenue toward the square. It was cooler here in the hills than it had been in the Delta that morning, though not by much.


  “It’s been dry,” Puppy said. “Daddy’s well quit on him again. I’m afraid it dried up.”


  Glen scratched at a tick bite behind his ear and crossed his legs in the seat.


  “What’s he do for water?”


  “I hauled him some. His pump may be messed up again, I don’t know. I guess you can see about it when you get out there. You are gonna go out there, ain’t you?”


  “I don’t know if I’ll make it out there today or not,” Glen said. “I don’t see nobody here to meet us.”


  “What’d you expect? A parade? Why don’t you go on out there and see him?”


  “I’ll go see him sometime.”


  “He ain’t in real good shape, you know.”


  “I ain’t in real good shape myself,” Glen said.


  Puppy slowed for the intersection, pulled up almost under the traffic light and stopped. “You hungry?”


  “Yeah. Let’s go over to Winter’s and get a hamburger.”


  Puppy glanced at him and studied the traffic light. “I kind of hoped you wouldn’t want to go over there right off the bat. Lunchtime and all. Crowd in there.”


  Glen looked out over the square and the brick buildings that ringed it, the old whitewashed courthouse in the center where they had sentenced him. The dusty automobiles were parked at an angle against the deep curbing and people were moving on the sidewalks.


  “I ain’t had any breakfast.”


  The light changed and the battered old vehicle rolled forward.


  “You should have told me. We could have stopped somewhere.”


  “I was in a hurry.”


  “Afraid they’d change their minds?”


  “It wouldn’t have surprised me.”


  Puppy nodded and turned the wheel to the right and eased along until he saw an open space. He guided the car in. The bumper scraped against the concrete and he shut the motor off. They got out and Puppy stopped at the parking meter and put a nickel in it and bumped it with his hand until the needle came up. He stepped up on the sidewalk, hitching at his baggy pants, tucking in the sweaty surplus of his shirttail.


  “Well, hell, come on,” he said, and held the door of the cafe open for Glen. The screen door flapped shut behind them and they stood in a room floored with boards worn smooth from years of shoe leather. Slow fans hanging from the peeling wooden ceiling stirred the warm air.


  “You want to set at the counter?” Puppy said. “Or do you want to get a table?”


  “It don’t matter.” Glen was looking around to see who he knew in there.


  “Hey Puppy,” said a man at the back. He was wearing overalls and he had one black lens in his eyeglasses. He nodded gravely to Glen and Glen returned it with a sparse movement of his head, but he didn’t say anything.


  “Hey Woodrow,” Puppy said.


  “Who’s that stranger you got with you?”


  “You know who that is,” Puppy said. “Let’s just set at the counter, Glen.”


  They eased onto a pair of round padded stools. The linoleum of the counter was so worn it had no pattern. They could see hamburger patties sizzling on the grill behind the register. The room smelled of smoke, onions, grease.


  “Where’s Jewel?” said Glen.


  “I don’t know.” Puppy was looking around. “I guess she’s in the back.” He nudged Glen in the ribs and gazed past his shoulder. “How’d you like to have you a little of that?”


  Glen turned his head and saw a young woman reading a magazine and smoking a cigarette at one of the tables. She had on a white dress and she wore some colored plastic bracelets on her wrists. She looked oddly familiar to him, like some child he might once have known or merely spoken to.


  “Uh-huh,” he said.


  She rocked slightly in her seat to some tune in her head and mouthed silently the words she was reading.


  “Who is that?”


  “Erline Price.”


  “Naw. That ain’t her, is it?”


  “She’s growed up some, ain’t she?”


  She must have heard them talking about her or sensed it. She looked up and squinted behind her glasses. She touched the frames to see better and nodded. “Hey Randolph. Hey Glen. I didn’t know you were home.”


  “Yeah,” Glen said, smiling. “I just got in.”


  She nodded, grinned, and went back to reading her magazine. After they turned away she looked back up at him again.


  Jewel stopped halfway through the kitchen doors with a carton of hamburger patties in her hands. She set them on the counter and wiped the hair out of her eyes and came down to stand in front of Glen. She looked like she was about to cry.


  “Don’t do that,” he said. She reached out and put her hand on his arm. He let it stay there but he kept watching her face. She looked around at the people studying them.


  “I’ve got to turn these hamburgers,” she said. “I’ll be right back.”


  She went to the grill and started flipping hamburgers, glancing back at him, edging something out of her eye with the corner of her apron.


  “Right in front of the whole goddamn town,” Puppy said in a low voice, and Glen turned to stare at him.


  “You think I give a shit what these people think?”


  Puppy put his elbows on the counter and laced his fingers together. He shifted on the stool and peered up at a ceiling fan for a moment. “Far as I know you never did care what anybody thought.”


  “What y’all want to eat, Glen?” Jewel said.


  “Just give us a couple of hamburgers apiece. And some Cokes. Make em to go.”


  She came back over to where they sat. “Why don’t you eat in here? I want to talk to you. I got a lot I want to tell you.” She was trying to smile, trying to be cheerful. She didn’t seem to know what to do with her hands.


  “We got to go out to the cemetery,” Puppy said. “Glen ain’t been out there yet.”


  “Oh,” she said, watching him, glancing back at the grill where the smoke was rising thicker. “Well. I’ll hurry up and fix em then. I got some almost ready.” She turned away and stood at a table and began setting out buns from a cellophane pack. “Have you seen your daddy yet?”


  “We just got in. Just this minute.”


  “It sure don’t seem like three years now. Seems like it went by in a hurry. I sure was sorry to hear about your mama.”


  Glen didn’t say anything. He pulled out a cigarette and lit it, plucked a bit of tobacco off his tongue.


  “Let me get your Cokes,” she said. She opened the drink box and reached in for a pair of short bottles, then pried their caps off and set them up on the counter. An old man in a suit walked up and leaned on it.


  “You ain’t got my dinner ready yet?”


  She snapped her face up and her eyes got bright and hard.


  “I’m fixin em fast as I can, mister. You’ll just have to wait your turn like everbody else.”


  The old man blinked and backed up. He looked at Glen and Puppy with a hostile glare and sat down, then leaned back in his chair and muttered to himself.


  Jewel was stuffing a white sack full of hamburgers wrapped in waxed paper. Glen stood up and reached for some money but she said, “Don’t worry about that. I’m sorry I’m so busy right now. I’ll talk to you later. Okay?”


  She watched his face for an answer.


  “Okay?”


  She started to turn away but he reached over and touched her arm. A small cloud of smoke was wafting up from the grill, spreading out along the ceiling, loud sizzling and grease burning. A few people stood up to see better. He took the neck of the sack and folded it down, not looking at her. But finally he did.


  “I’ll see you,” he said.


  “I hope so. You hardly ever wrote.”


  “I got some stuff I got to take care of. You know. I got to see some people.”


  “Let it go. Don’t go lookin for trouble. I can’t take no more of that.”


  “Well,” he said.


  She leaned close and whispered, “Things has changed, Glen. We got to have a talk.”


  “Come on, Glen,” Puppy said. He was standing at the door with his hand on it.


  Glen waved the hamburger sack at her. They went out. She went back to the grill and started scraping off the scorched meat and flinging it viciously into the garbage can. She cried a little but nobody said anything. They just watched her like an audience.


  The gravel road curved away to a green and grassy hill bright and hot beneath the afternoon sun. They pulled up in the shade of the oaks and ate with the car doors open, the radio playing.


  “You gonna start back up with her, I guess.”


  Puppy wasn’t looking at him. He was staring out through the windshield, cupping his hamburger in both hands close to his lap. Glen balled up the waxed paper and started to throw it out the door, but dropped it on the floorboard instead. He turned slightly to watch his brother.


  “What did you figure I’d do?”


  “I don’t know. I thought you might want to go out to the place and stay with Daddy. Maybe try to stay out of trouble.”


  “Bullshit, Randolph.” He watched a little breeze riffle through the leaves and turn their pale undersides up. A bird sang in the distance. “I ain’t gonna stay with Daddy. I got a house of my own. Even if I didn’t have a house of my own I wouldn’t stay with him.”


  “You could try it and see how you like it.”


  “I already know how I’d like it. If you so damn crazy about somebody to stay with him why don’t you go out there and stay with him?”


  Puppy shook his head. “I’m just your brother. I just want to look out for you.”


  “Naw, you just want to run my goddamn business for me.”


  Puppy didn’t say anything. His stubbled jaw moved slowly as he chewed. Out past the dusty hood of the car the gravestones seemed to march away to the trees, the deep shade and cool of the bordering timber.


  “Where’s she at?” said Glen.


  “Over yonder on the right. Next to … well, close to Aunt Eva.”


  They sat looking at the stones until Glen made a little motion with his hands.


  “Is that where Theron is?”


  Puppy studied him.


  “Yeah, he’s over there too,” he said slowly. “I’d about decided you never would ask.”


  Glen got out and stood in the gravel and looked back inside, holding on to the door handle.


  “Well I’m gonna go on. See if I can find her.”


  “I may walk out there after while.”


  Glen let the door fall to and went up the road in front of the car. He walked fifty or sixty yards in the gravel and then stepped over a hog-wire fence, holding the wire down behind his buttocks with one hand and fending off the stands of briars with the other and stomping at them and swinging his legs over one at a time. A lizard rustled over a hot stone and the tall, dry sage grass sang softly in a short breath of wind. He stopped and looked for a moment at the stones. So many of them and where to start. The unbroken peace that place invoked. He went slowly, stepping between the headstones and pausing to read one here and there. He kept looking ahead for new earth. But it wouldn’t be new now. Not after a year. It would probably have grass growing on it by now. Each time he saw fresh dirt he went to it, but it was never hers. He was sweating a little under the sun, in the open glare of it, and he wondered what shape the house would be in after three years. He’d have to clean it all up, fix what was broken, get the electricity turned on. He had to see about his car and try to get it running, then look for a way to make some money. He had to see Jewel.


  He stopped in the middle of the graveyard and looked around. Puppy had said next to Aunt Eva, but he wasn’t even sure where she was, and she’d been dead so long. Eva’s was an old funeral, barely remembered. Kids in ties and crying women, mud on their shoes. He was little then. A Davis or a Clark, she’d be next to them. He started reading the names on the stones and working his way right and suddenly found himself in the middle of them. They were all buried together, had been for the last hundred years. Fathers, mothers, children, the grandfathers and the dead from three wars. He found the grave but he couldn’t believe it. There was no stone, only a small metal shield with a white card clamped to it and the name of the funeral home embossed on it to mark her resting place. He squatted and peered at the card, the typewritten words of ink almost bled away. No flowers, plastic or any other kind. Not even the withered stems. Just a rough patch of ground with blue and red clay. He knew that she had probably been buried in the cheapest casket they could find.


  He got on his knees there next to the little metal marker and tried to read the tiny words and numbers printed there. He looked back to see if his brother was coming. He could see Puppy’s feet sticking out a window of the car. Faint music drifted on the summer air. He felt close to these dead here with their stones and the finality of the earth that bound them together. There was a stone there he’d never visited and he finally turned his head and read it:


  THERON DAVIS

  Gone But Not Forgotten


  He cried then, rocking on his heels, watching the small brown striped bees hovering nearby in the scattered clover. After a while he stopped crying and wiped the wetness away from his face with his fingers and sat there, hardening his face, changing it so that his brother would not know that he had cried. He went out the gate and back down over the gravel to the car.


  Puppy was lying on the seat, his eyes closed, his fingers intertwined peacefully on his chest. Glen slapped his feet down from where they were propped on the door, and when Puppy opened his eyes and started up he told him, “I ought to whip your ass. You and Daddy’s both.”


  “You ain’t changed a damn bit.”


  “What’d you do with her money? Spend it?”


  Puppy held on to the back of the seat with one hand and the steering wheel with the other and struggled to pull himself upright.


  “I ain’t seen the damn money. Daddy took care of all that stuff.”


  “Why ain’t there a stone?”


  Puppy glared at him and then came on out the door.


  “Why don’t you ask him? They ain’t no need in gettin mad at me over it. I didn’t have nothin to do with it.”


  Puppy stepped past him and pulled a cigarette out. Glen kicked at the rocks he stood on and looked again out over the grass. “How much you reckon one costs?”


  Puppy lit his cigarette and sighed a lungful of smoke. He motioned helplessly. “I don’t know. I figure you could get one for a couple hundred if it ain’t too fancy. If you want, we can ride over to Tupelo one day and see.”


  Glen leaned against the car and put his hands on the hood. “I like to never found her. All her brothers and everybody out here and you can’t even hardly find her place. I want us to ride over there one day before long and price one. You reckon they’d finance it?”


  “I guess they would. They financed the funeral. We ain’t never paid for that yet.”


  Puppy turned to the car and rested his arms on the roof, smoking his cigarette and tapping softly with the tips of his fingers on the faded paint and just waiting for the rest of the questions, a small annoyance showing on his face.


  “So how much was the funeral?”


  “I think it’s about twelve hundred dollars all told. It costs a right smart to get buried these days.”


  “Well? Have you paid any on it?”


  Puppy was evading his eyes. He was clearly troubled, but he began nodding.


  “Sure. I made a few payments on it. When I could. Here and there.”


  “How much?”


  “Well goddamn, Glen, I got three kids to feed and bills to pay just like everbody else. Shit, I ain’t made out of money.”


  “How much have you paid on it?”


  “I don’t know exactly.”


  “How much would you guess?”


  “Aw. I guess about thirty dollars.”


  “Shit,” Glen said. He walked around the hood and got in the car on the other side. “Take me out to the house. I got a lot to do.”


  Puppy got in the car and closed the door. “Well you don’t have to get pissed off about it. I’ve had a lot on me. It ain’t been easy for me neither.” He cranked the car and turned it around under the trees, backing up in the gravel and scraping his tailpipe on the bank.


  “Damn,” he said. “This old car’s about wore out. I wish I had the money to buy me a new one. I went out there and cranked yours once in a while.”


  “How long’s it been since you cranked it?”


  Puppy started to answer and then saw a white car pull in off the highway and block the road. There was a six-pointed gold star emblazoned on the door. He hit the brakes and the right front wheel grabbed in the gravel so that the front slewed a little and they came to a sudden halt, sliding in the rocks. Dust flew up around them and came in through the windows.


  “Son of a bitch,” Glen said. He put his hand on the door handle but Puppy grabbed his arm. He tried to get loose and out the door but Puppy held him tighter.


  “Now wait a minute,” Puppy said.


  “Wait’s ass. I want to talk to that bastard.”


  “Hell. Don’t get sent back the first day you get home. You know he ain’t gonna take no shit off you.”


  “But I’m supposed to take some off him?”


  “Just wait and see what he wants.”


  “I know what he wants. He wants to rub my nose in it.”


  “Well don’t get out. Just stay in the car. Hear?”


  Glen turned loose of the door handle and jerked his arm loose from Puppy, then eased back in the seat.


  “I ain’t scared of him. I did my time.”


  The sheriff got out of the car with his sunglasses on and left the door open. They could see a racked shotgun above and behind the front seat. When Puppy switched off his ignition they could hear the cruiser idling, the rough stutter of the cam. Bobby Blanchard wore blue jeans and a blue checked shirt. He wasn’t wearing a gun. He stopped about four feet away from the car and nodded to them.


  “Hey Randolph. Hello Glen.”


  Glen didn’t answer, just stared into the dark glasses on Bobby’s face. Bobby’s pants were wet below the knees.


  “I ain’t come to give you a hard time, Glen.” He crossed his arms over his chest and studied the ground, toed at the gravel with his cowboy boot. “There’s not anything I can say that’ll make you feel better.”


  “You got that right,” Glen said.


  Bobby looked off to one side, looked up at the sky, then looked back. “I was just headed home to change clothes and I saw the car. I sure am sorry about your mama.”


  “He’s just upset cause we ain’t got her a stone yet,” Puppy said.


  “If it means anything from me, I hate it all happened like it did,” Bobby said. “I wish a lot of times I had a crystal ball. I could stop a lot of stuff before it starts.” He put his hands in his pockets and he seemed uncertain of what he was saying.


  “I’m gonna make sure he stays out of trouble,” Puppy said.


  “Why don’t you shut the hell up, Puppy?” Glen told him, and pointed to Bobby. “All he wants is somebody to kiss his ass.”


  “The man just wants to talk to you.”


  “I’ve done served my time, I told you. I don’t have to talk to nobody. You can set here and lick his ass all day if you want to but I ain’t.”


  The man who’d sent him up pulled his sunglasses off. He flicked them lightly along his thigh. He hadn’t shaved and he rubbed unhappily at the black bristles on his jaw.


  “I tell you what I’m gonna do, Glen. Just for today. While it’s just you and me and Puppy here. I’m gonna take a little shit off you so we can get it all straight.”


  “I figured you’d get around to that.”


  “I try to do my job. If somebody calls me up at two o’clock in the mornin, I get up and go. If it’s Saturday night and I got the fights on television, I get up and go. I been over at Spring Hill all night draggin a pond for a boy that drowned yesterday afternoon. We found him about an hour ago. Eleven years old. I just went and told his mama.”


  “What in the hell’s that got to do with me?”


  “Well, I’ll tell you. I get paid to do whatever needs to be done. I try my best to keep the drunks off the road and the troublemakers in line. Now I’ll be the first one to admit that you had some bad breaks. But it don’t excuse what you did.”


  “I told you he run out in front of me.”


  “You were drunk.”


  “I spent three years of my life in that goddamn shit hole you put me in.”


  “Which a lot of folks think wasn’t near long enough. Ed and Judy Hall would have loved to seen you rot down there. If you’d killed my kid I’d probably feel the same way. But I’m not the judge. I’m just the sheriff. You’re out now. All you got to do is act right. I know we ain’t never gonna be friends. You never did like me anyway.”


  Glen was trembling and he didn’t trust his voice. He said, “Well let me just tell you a few things. I don’t want to be your friend. And I don’t need no lecture from you. Now what do you think about that?”


  Bobby nodded and put his glasses back on.


  “That’s about what I thought. But I tried. You got two years’ probation, right?”


  “Eighteen months.”


  “Who’s your probation officer?”


  “I don’t know. I’m to go to the office.”


  “It’s probably Dan Armstrong. When are you supposed to report?”


  Glen made Bobby wait before he answered.


  “Monday mornin.”


  Bobby nodded a little more and he seemed to weigh this information while he watched the ground. He looked up quickly.


  “Okay. He’s gonna tell you everything, so you don’t need to hear it from me. Your brother there could probably talk a little sense into you if you’d let him. Long as you stay straight, you won’t hear a word out of me. I don’t want you to think you got to carry a chip around on your shoulder. Now if you want to, we’ll shake hands like grown men. Put all this behind us.”


  And he stepped closer and held his hand out, a big strong hand with freckles and fine black hair on his arm. He offered it and stood in the hot silence waiting. Glen spat out the window.


  “I’ll tell you what I’ll do,” he said. “Since it’s just us three out here. Just you and me and Puppy? You take that badge off for five minutes and I’ll stomp your ass in the ground. Then we’ll see if you want to be friends or not. See if you want to shake hands then.”


  Bobby drew his hand back slowly and said, “You wouldn’t win.” He turned and walked back to his cruiser and got in and shut the door and turned around.


  “Boy that was real smart,” Puppy said. “Man try to do you a favor and you.… Boy,” he said. He cranked the car. “I don’t believe you sometimes.”


  “Why don’t you just carry me somewhere I can get a beer and shut up?” Glen said.


  “You start any shit with him you’ll be right back in the pen.”


  “He ain’t gonna send me back to the pen. He’ll have to kill me first.”


  “If you don’t act right he will. And I didn’t think you was supposed to go in a bar while you’re on probation anyway. I thought you wanted to go home.”


  “I don’t now.”


  After Puppy had pulled out into the road and they were moving again, Glen said, “Hell, you can go in a store and buy me some, can’t you?”


  “I guess I can. Have you got any money?”


  “Hell yes, I’ve got some money. You ain’t got any on you?”


  Puppy shook his head sadly. “Ain’t got much.”


  “Didn’t you get paid yesterday?”


  “I did. And I lost most of it in a card game. And I had to put gas in the car this mornin. Reckon I could get that back from you?”


  Glen was already reaching for his billfold. “How much?”


  “Aw. I guess about ten dollars. Ten or twelve.”


  Glen gave him fifteen. They bumped over the rough old highway through the afternoon sun past stretches of timber and by yards with wrecked cars parked in orderly rows. He saw familiar things, a solitary tree in a field, the rotting hulk of a wooden wagon sinking its way into the ground. He watched everything until they pulled into a place near Abbeville, a little county joint with beer signs in the windows. Puppy parked and got out.


  “What you want and how much?”


  “Get a case and make sure it’s cold. Here.”


  Glen handed him some more money and watched him climb the steps, could see him through the windows going to the big cooler. Cars and trucks passed down the road beside him. Finally Puppy came back out with the case slanted against his hip under one arm. Glen reached and opened the back door. Puppy slid the beer onto the seat, then took a six-pack around to the front.


  Glen looked at the beer. He placed his hand on it. Cold in the hot air, clean little bright cans beginning to sweat. He tore one loose and opened it with the church key that was on the dash and turned it up to his mouth and let it stand there until he drained it. He took the can down, belched.


  “That was pretty good,” he said, and got another one.


  “Damn, Glen, they don’t allow you to drink on the premises. Got a sign right there.”


  “I don’t give a shit. Now carry me over to Barlow’s.”


  “You ain’t got no business over there. He’ll be drunk and you’ll be into it before you know it.”


  “You sound like a old woman, Puppy. I got some unfinished business with him.”


  Puppy turned the wheel and looked out the window to see if anything was coming.


  “You had any sense you’d let it slide, too. You don’t need to go over there. Let’s go see Daddy.”


  “I’ll go see him when I git goddamn good and ready. If you don’t want to take me I can find somebody else to run me over there.”


  Puppy studied him for a few seconds, resigned to it.


  “Hell, I’ll carry you. You gonna go anyway. Just don’t blame me if he whips your ass again.”


  “Ain’t no son of a bitch gonna get me down and kick me and get away with it.”


  “Yeah, and if you hadn’t cut him he probly wouldn’t’ve got you down and kicked you. Somebody cut me I’d kick him too. You lucky he didn’t shoot you. I would’ve.”


  Puppy pulled out to the stop sign, then hit the gas. They didn’t talk for a while. The few houses alongside the road rapidly gave way to plowed or planted fields and spotted cows with outsized horns and barns with roofs of brown tin and gray rotting sides. Glen turned the vent so that the hot wind rushed in to ruffle his shirt, his hair. He opened a pack of Camels and dropped the wrapper out the window.


  Puppy looked at him briefly, then turned his face back to the road.


  “What’s the first day like down there?”


  Glen didn’t look around. “Call you out on the grass. What they call the grass. Ain’t no grass, just dirt. Call you out to fight and if you don’t fight they take you down and fuck you in the ass.”


  “You fight?”


  “You goddamn right.”


  “Ever day?”


  “Till they left me alone.”


  “How long did that take?”


  “Bout a week.”


  “You gonna give me one of them beers?”


  Glen reached down and got him one and handed it to him. Puppy steered with his knees and got the opener and punched two holes in the can. Foam spurted from the top and he sucked at it. He drove with one hand, the beer between his legs, glancing out the window from time to time.


  “He might not even be up,” he said. “This early.”


  “He still got that monkey?”


  “Last time I was over there he did. That’s about a ugly son of a bitch. You ever seen the way he acts around a woman that’s on her period?”


  “Goes crazy, don’t he?” said Glen.


  “Shit. Worse than that. Jumped on some old gal over there one night, had his dick run out. She like to had a goddamn fit. He’s bit several people.”


  Glen finished his beer and threw the can out the window. He reached down for another just as they crossed the county line. “He better not bite me.”


  After an eighth of a mile Puppy let off the gas and slowed the car, checking the rearview mirror, shifting down into second, and turning into a rutted dirt road where a weathered sign on a leaning post pointed a crooked red arrow toward BARLOW’S COLD BEERDANCING POOL.


  The place wasn’t visible from the highway at all. It was hidden in a thicket of loblolly pine and the dried needles had coated the roof with a carpet of brown. On the front porch sat a Coke machine, several chairs, two big Walker hounds with slatted ribs and hanging tongues. The dogs rose to their feet with lifted hackles and snarled briefly before leaving the porch. There were no cars in the yard. Puppy eased to a stop against one of the peeled logs there. He cut off the motor. The hounds melted into the surrounding underbrush and were seen no more. Glen set his beer on the floor and opened the door.


  “Watch them dogs,” Puppy said.


  “I ain’t worried about them dogs.”


  He got out and closed the door and stood there for a moment, then crossed the yard with its litter of bottle caps and cigarette butts and stepped up on the porch. He tried the door. The knob turned silently in his hand. He looked back at Puppy, who was raising a beer to his mouth. Glen stepped inside.


  The bar was dimly lit by the sunlight that came through the dirty windows. All the chairs were turned upside down on the tables and the floor had been swept clean. The room seemed heavy with menace, as if all the bottles broken over heads and all the shots fired into human bodies had condensed into a thick and heavy presence of uneasiness and waiting.


  He walked quietly to the bar and stood listening. There was no sound. Even the ceiling fans were stilled. The ranked bottles at the back of the bar held a muted gleam, familiar labels. He thought about pouring a drink.


  The monkey climbed up on the bar ten feet away and sat silently, baring its teeth at him. It was nearly two feet tall, dark hair, a long tail. Long yellow canines dulled by tobacco juice. It grimaced and hissed at him.


  “You nasty son of a bitch,” Glen said.


  In one leap it was on him and biting his hand. The fear came up in his throat the same way it had the day he almost jumped off the barn. The monkey was clawing at him, the little leathery black fingers clutching at his clothes with terribly surprising strength. He managed to get his other hand around its throat and it began to make a dreadful noise, crying almost like a child. The tail curled around his forearm and gripped it tight. He pulled his mangled fingers free and blood spattered over them. Blood on its teeth. He slammed the monkey against the dark wood of the bar, the furry body twisting and writhing at the end of his arm and the teeth bared in that fiendish grin and all the while the scared wailing and screeching. He slammed it again and he could feel the fine bones smashing, the strength going out of it. The monkey was shaking its head and shitting on him. He gagged and threw it down and staggered back, looking at his hand. Deep lacerations, the fingers torn, vein and muscle. The monkey lay on its side until in a sudden rage he kicked it. It landed heavily against the bar and dropped back to the floor. It lay dazed, blinking. He watched it. One of its legs was bent beneath it. It passed a fist over its face almost wearily and rolled over onto its belly and put its knuckles on the boards and started trying to crawl away from him.


  “Bite me now you son of a bitch,” Glen panted. He kicked it again and it fell over on its back with the black hands trembling. He looked into its eyes and he saw shock and revelation there.


  There was one empty beer bottle sitting on the bar. He leaned over and picked it up, bent low over the monkey, and knocked a huge dent in its skull. It trembled and shook the way a clubbed fish will and then it relaxed and was still. He dropped the bottle on the floor and straightened. Blood was dripping off his middle finger, had seeped under the nail. The bar was quiet once again. The same silent chairs. He saw his harried reflection looking back at him from the mirror behind the bar, the bottles like old friends. He stepped back there and took a fifth of whiskey down.


  He turned and walked across the floor, opened the door, and looked at his brother sitting in the car. He blinked in the sunlight as the blood dripped onto the porch.


  He went down the steps. Puppy started out of the car when he saw the blood, but Glen waved him back. He walked around to the other side and got in.


  “What in the hell?”


  “That monkey. Let’s get out of here. Quick.”


  “What? Did it jump on you?”


  “Yeah. Let’s go.”


  Puppy cranked the car but could hardly take his eyes off the mangled hand. It was webbed with trails of blood that were starting to dry. He kept looking at the hand while he backed up. He stopped and turned the car around in the gravel.


  “Damn, boy, you gonna have to see the doctor about that. Ain’t no tellin what kind of filth that thing had on its teeth.”


  Glen got his beer from the floor and started drinking it. When they got to the highway, Puppy stopped and looked both ways hurriedly. “Did anybody see you?”


  “Wasn’t nobody in there.”


  “Did you kill it?”


  “Hell yes I killed it.”


  Puppy pulled out into the road, going through the gears rapidly, getting it up to sixty as fast as he could.


  “Well at least nobody saw you.”


  They rode in silence for a while then. They went across the levee and saw people fishing in the river far below the bridge, their boats and their long glossy canepoles.


  “If he knew I was fixin to get out, he’ll know it was me,” Glen said. “Did you tell anybody?”


  “A few. I didn’t figure it was no secret.”


  Glen lifted his beer and drank. Puppy watched his mirror.


  “Just take me out to my house and help me get my car cranked, then. That’s all I’ll ask of you.”


  “You not going to see Daddy?”


  “Fuck him.”


  “Aw shit, Glen.”


  “You heard me. I said fuck him.”


  “Now listen, Glen. It ain’t right to not go see him. He’s missed you.”


  “He don’t miss nothin but a whiskey bottle when he ain’t got one in his hand.”


  Puppy found a cigarette in his pocket and got it lit and opened the other beer that was on the seat and took a big drink from it, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, still watching behind them.


  “Hell, I’ll help you get your car cranked. I brought another battery just in case. Pour some gas in the carburetor it ought to crank. But let’s go over to Daddy’s first and see him just a minute anyway.”


  “Didn’t even put her down a headstone.”


  “He looked at some. I know he looked at some.”


  A long black car loomed down the road. The driver was opening it up coming into the river bottom. The sun gleamed on the chrome bumper and the car came toward them at some incredible rate of speed. Puppy’s old car rocked with a blast of wind as the thing shot by and hurtled down the road behind them.


  “Was that him?” Said Glen.


  “Yeah. That was him. Headed home.”


  “He’ll come after me. You know that, don’t you?”


  “Naw, I don’t know that.”


  “Well. I do.”


  That was all he said about it. They stopped in town and bought alcohol and bandages. Glen sat in the car with his feet in the street, leaning out the open door, pouring the alcohol over the cuts, closing his eyes for the way it burned. He drenched it good and wrapped the whole thing in gauze and while he was sitting there thinking everything over, he figured he might as well go ahead and finish it, now that it was started.


  Virgil was sitting on the porch when they pulled up. A Redbone puppy with long legs and big feet was lying beside him. It raised its head sleepily and got up, looking around to see who had come. It wagged its tail appeasingly as it got out of the way, head turned to look sideways apologetically or just to be careful. It disappeared around the side of the house.


  The place looked pretty much as it always had, the old unpainted house nestled in the weeds and the tin of the roof rusted to a mottling of gray and brown. The abandoned ’48 Chevy coupe was still parked out to the side with four flats, and his father was there in the chair just as he had been the last time Glen saw him, as if time had warped and nothing had moved these three years he’d been locked down.


  Puppy had his door halfway open, looking back at Glen. “Well? There he is. You gonna get out?”


  Glen muttered something and stepped out. They stood in the thin grass of the yard looking up at their daddy. He was still a big man and the cane he held seemed out of place and too small for him. His hair was grayer now, but his hands and his arms still looked strong. His skin was dark from the summer sun.


  Glen opened the back door of the car and brought out the rest of the beer. He walked across the yard and set it on the porch at his father’s feet. Virgil watched him for a few moments and then reached down slowly and got one. There was an opener hanging from a nail driven into a post. He opened the can, his big hands flexing, and white foam spewed out. He waited for it to stop, holding the opener out for somebody to take. Glen took it, opened two more beers, handed one to Puppy, and stood in the yard drinking silently, looking around. In the garden out by the coupe, turnips the size of softballs rested their purple heads against the dry ground. Rotted bean stakes still leaned against a rusted piece of barbed wire, sheathed in dead vines. Dried catfish heads littered the dirt.


  Glen’s daddy finally set the can on the porch beside his cane and then moved the cane between his knees as he pulled makings from his shirt pocket and set to rolling Prince Albert. He did it swiftly, from long practice. His fingers were steady and soon he was done. With the cigarette between his lips he glanced up.


  “Well,” he said. “You don’t look no worse for wear.”


  Glen didn’t answer right away. He was thinking of the days he had worked in this garden with his mother, of wandering its rows of tomatoes with a jar in his hand for the worms that crawled over the young green globes. He would pick them off and put them in his jar. She punched holes in the top for air. Or she would send him every other day to cut the okra with the small dull paring knife. When they needed beanpoles she would drive them down a dirt road into the creek bottom and they’d walk around the edges of the freshly plowed fields to the stands of cane that bordered the banks. He remembered lashing big racks of them to the top of the car, their long and limber ends. Gathering extra ones for set hooks in the river, wet foggy mornings clambering up and down the muddy banks with his father, the catfish breaking the surface and gasping for water on the ends of their lines. Virgil’s hair was still black then, and his wounds had not slowed him down so much. No bad car wrecks yet. He wrestled a catfish out of a hole in the bank one morning and it weighed forty pounds. They still had the picture somewhere, Glen guessed, but he didn’t need to see it. He could remember Virgil sitting beside the thing fifty feet back from the bank, smoking his readyrolleds then, the muscles of his broad back showing through his wet shirt, the fish breathing steadily in her new world and the sleek thickness of her shining flanks. And the fish fry that weekend, his mother cooking in the kitchen and their cousins and uncles drinking beer with his father at the table. Old voices and old times gone by and the memories of them like faded photos on a screen.


  He looked up at his daddy. “You still just look like an old drunk to me,” he said.


  Puppy swelled up. His face went red. Glen watched him for a second and then told his father, “You too sorry to even put her a headstone up. And he wanted me to come see you. Well. I’ve seen you.”


  Virgil met his eyes with a level gaze and drew calmly on his smoke. He never even blinked. The Redbone puppy poked his head out from the side of the house and watched them hopefully, wagging his tail briefly. He seemed not to want to offend anybody. It was quiet for a moment.


  Puppy sat down on the steps. He stared at the ground. He looked as if all the air had gone out of him.


  “That trip down there didn’t do you a damn bit of good,” he said sadly. He lifted his beer and drank.


  Virgil didn’t say anything. He just sat there in his chair and looked out across the road.


  Glen turned away. Off to the fields and past the trees where the clouds drifted in the sky. He reached in his pocket for a smoke, took one out of the pack, and put it to his lips. “Welcome fuckin home, huh?” he said. He lit the cigarette with a battered gold Zippo, snapped the lighter shut, and returned it to his pocket.


  The house was one of the few things Glen had salvaged from his marriage. It had five rooms and brick siding with a tin roof. Weeds had grown up in the yard and one corner of the porch was sagging. Striped wasps threaded the air over his head as he turned the knob and pushed the front door open. Inside lay the silence of a house long empty. She had taken very little, only her clothes it looked like. The furniture was coated with dust and the television sat in one corner black and dead. Somebody had been in the house walking around, footprints proving it in the solid coating of dust on the floor.


  He walked back to the kitchen. Dirt daubers had built nests on the walls and in the sink lay some dead bugs, a few encrusted plates. He went back outside and closed the door behind him. Puppy was standing in the yard and he was a little drunk. He had taken the fresh battery out of the trunk and it was sitting at his feet. A few wrenches stuck out of his pocket. They opened the doors of the car shed and pulled them back so that the late-afternoon sun glowed dully on the rusted chrome of the bumper. The hood was up. Puppy looked inside and glanced at his brother.


  “Good thing we brought one,” he said.


  Glen looked inside the engine compartment and saw the positive and negative cables lying inside the battery box. His hand was hurting and he wished the monkey was still alive so he could kill it again.


  “I be damn,” he said. “I’d like to know who in the hell did that.”


  “It was in there last time I was out here,” Puppy said. “Get the gas out of the trunk, Glen, and I’ll stick this battery in and we’ll see if she’ll turn over. I need to get on home.”


  It took fifteen minutes to get it running. Puppy adjusted the timing and the carburetor until it would idle and advance. They bled the brakes.


  “I’d put some plugs in it first chance I got and some points too,” Puppy said. “I believe I’d get some new water hoses. They’ll rot when one sets up this long.”


  Glen got behind the wheel and cranked it, revving it a little. He drove it into the yard and cut it off. His brother leaned in the window opposite. “What’s your plans?”


  “I don’t know. Get something to eat. I may go see Jewel. She still live where she did?”


  “She ain’t moved. I wouldn’t get in no trouble if I was you.”


  “You ain’t me, though, are you?” Glen said.


  Puppy just shook his head and looked down at the seat.


  “Naw, Glen. I sure ain’t you.”


  He stopped at a station two miles down the road for fresh gas, then went inside for cigarettes and two little Cokes. He mixed a drink from the bottle of whiskey he’d stolen and rode around for a while. He didn’t want to get over to her house before dark. The sun was going down and there was mown hay raked in the fields. He hung his arm out the window and smoked a cigarette, cruising past the houses set back from the road with their amber lights showing through the front windows. Suppertime. He drank from the Coke bottle and it warmed his stomach. He finished that one pretty quick and opened the other bottle and mixed another drink.


  At the red light in town he came to a stop and waited for it to turn and drove through it once it did and eased along the storefronts, looking at the cafe. The lights were off and the door was shut. He circled the square twice. A few produce vendors were still doing business. On Saturdays they sold vegetables from the back ends of their trucks, the vehicles nosed into the high sidewalks and little roofs of wood and tin built over them to shade their goods from the sun, big watermelons and bushel baskets of purple hull peas and yellow squash, bright red tomatoes. At one time that was his lot, too, rising early with his mother to go out to the truck patch and pick the produce from vines still wet with dew, loading them into the truck and getting to the square early to set up and hang the scales and lay out the paper sacks, sitting there all day to earn money that his father would drink up that weekend.


  He sipped his whiskey and glanced at the vendors a last time and then headed out of town, reading the signs in the store windows, looking at the cheap furniture on the sidewalks, the lamps and dressers, driving slow and thinking about his old man. He had first fought him when he was twelve and he had fought him five times before he whipped him the first time when he was fifteen, a prolonged battle that went all through the house with both of them knocking over furniture, breaking tables, his mother down on the floor with her hands tangled in her hair screaming for it to stop. That day he had knocked his father all the way through the screen door onto the porch, but it hadn’t resolved anything, since what they had between them could not be resolved then in that place. And maybe couldn’t be now. He smoked and drove and thought about his father, who had survived the long march at Bataan but had come away crippled, having been bayoneted through the hands and the back and the right thigh. In his childhood, Glen had heard him moan and toss and plead through his dreams, and had seen him give himself to long periods of silence when he stared off into the sky and maybe relived old memories that he would talk about only when he was drinking. He wondered if he still did that. He wondered why the Japs hadn’t just gone ahead and killed him when they had the chance. It would have made things a hell of a lot easier for everybody. He could have had a different daddy then, instead of the one he had now.


  Jewel’s room was nearly dark, but he could see the old dresser and the bureau, a tiny rocking chair and some toys scattered over the rug. The lace curtains that had flared out billowing in a black and storm-crazed spring night of his memory when the strobic lightning illuminated them struggling against each other on the bed now hung still and unmoving. There didn’t seem to be a breath of air in the room tonight.


  He stripped off the condom and went down the hall to the bathroom where a small light was plugged into the wall socket and flushed it down the commode. Then he went back into the bedroom and lay down beside her again. The whiskey was sitting on the bedside table and he reached and got it and tilted a drink down his throat. She put her hand on his leg.


  “Can you stay the night?” she said.


  “Not tonight.”


  They listened to each other breathing in the darkness.


  “Lord that was good,” she said. “It’s been so long. You don’t have to go.”


  “I got to.”


  “Will you come back?”


  He didn’t answer that. He found his clothes in a pile on the floor and he sorted through them for a sock or an undershirt. They were tangled with her things.


  “Don’t you want to see him?”


  He paused and looked over his shoulder at her. “See him?”


  “Yeah. I bet he’d like to see you.”


  He pulled on his socks and slipped his shorts over his hips, remembering a big baby in a crib who had stared up at him with dark eyes beneath a cheap mobile that spun slowly, blue fairy horses with knurled horns on their heads, orange suns and yellow stars, little pink bunny rabbits. A silent child who looked like him.


  He sat there and buttoned his shirt.


  “Hell, he don’t know me.”


  “He’s four. He knows you. I showed him the picture.”


  “What the hell did you go and do that for?”


  “I’ll go see if he’s awake,” she said. The lamp came on and he saw her arm pull back from it. She got up from the bed naked and pulled her robe off the chair nearby. She put it on and went barefoot out the door, down the darkened hall. He took another drink. It felt like something near death in here to him. He put the rest of his clothes on and combed his hair in front of the dresser next to the bed. When he turned to face a small noise at the bedroom door she was standing there holding the boy on her hip.


  “There’s Daddy, see Daddy?” she said to him softly. He was not a baby anymore yet he looked small for his age. He fixed Glen with a look of intense interest and rubbed at one eye with a dimpled fist to see him better maybe.


  “Ain’t he growed?” she said. “Look what a big boy.”


  Watching this Glen reached and got the whiskey off the bedside table.


  “Put him back in bed. It’s late.”


  “I just wanted you to see him.”


  “Take him back.”


  She spun quickly and went down the hall almost running. Glen walked through the living room and out the front door. He stood on the porch and took another drink of the whiskey. Then he went and sat in the car and waited for her to come out.


  He heard a noise. The screen door flapped faintly and she was a pale form moving rapidly across the black grass toward him. She bent down to the window and her voice had turned cold.


  “Are you not going to stay with us? After all this time? I want you to see him. You get back out of that car.”


  He didn’t turn to her, just looked out across the hood.


  “I ain’t ready for that. I was still at Parchman last night if you know what I mean.”


  She put her hand on his arm and he felt the strength in her fingers when she tightened her grip.


  “I told you I need to talk to you. Does all this time I’ve waited not mean nothin to you? Trying to raise this baby by myself?”


  “I got to go.”


  “Don’t you leave me like this, Glen. You come back in here and you sit down and talk to me.”


  He leaned back in the seat and looked at her. Her hair was loose and wild and the gown she’d slipped on was open at the top so that he could see her full breasts and her big nipples. All the nights he had dreamt of her and gone to sleep thinking about her, all the days in the cotton patches when only the thought of this night got him through, commanded him to get out of the car and take her hand and fall back into her bed and sleep with her and smell her hair and skin.


  He reached forward and cranked the car, pulled the headlights on.


  “I’ll see you later, Jewel,” he said, and let out on the clutch. She stepped back from the car and said some things, but by then he was going down the driveway and he didn’t bother to listen to whatever they were.


  Virgil was asleep. He was naked in his bed and turned on his side. The Redbone puppy whined through the screen door and a lamp with a few moths batting around it showed the cigarette butts knocked from the ashtray and empty beer cans on the floor, a chewed paper. The news played on the TV screen unheard and the light flickered on his mangled body, the scars that ran up his back and the hole in the side of his leg where they had twisted the bayonet and probed his living flesh with wide grins to his howls for mercy. The marred hands composed now, at rest.


  Glen crossed the room without looking at him much and turned on the hall light and went back to his old room. The Winchester was still there, leaning in the corner. He went to it and picked it up. The receiver and the barrel had some rust showing, but he pushed the release and shucked the slide halfway back easily. A green Remington showed itself at the ejection port, the brass softly shining in the breech. He rechambered it and turned the gun toward the bed and pumped it, the shells tossing and flipping onto the quilt with little muted thumps. He sat down and looked at them. Birdshot mostly, but the first one that had come out was 00 buckshot.


  “Shit,” he said quietly. He stuck the buckshot back in and chambered it and uncocked the hammer and laid it on the bed. He got up and walked into the kitchen and turned on the light. Dirty plates and ruined scraps. Bugs crawling away. He started opening drawers. The first one had a broken glass in it, some bent spoons, a box of matches. He shut it and opened another one. What looked to be an ancient rubber and some big red shells. One was a 10-gauge. Two were three-inch magnums, 12-gauge. His gun was a 12 but it was an old 12 and he didn’t want to blow it up in his own face. He figured that’d be worse than getting shot.


  “What do you want with these damn things?” he said to the room. He slammed the drawer and opened another one. Some old green bread was in there and a plate somebody had eaten off several years ago, looked like.


  “Goddamn,” he said, and slammed that one too.


  He moved to the other side of the sink where some of his mother’s dish towels were hanging on a little wooden rack. He took one and stuck it in his pocket and opened the last drawer. There were four rounds of 12-gauge buckshot in there on a saucer. He picked them up and looked at them. They looked like they’d shoot. There was some dried dog shit on the floor. He guessed the Redbone puppy had been coming in some. The linoleum was torn and scuffed, ripped loose in places. The room was full of dead plants in pots. He turned the light off and walked out.


  In the bedroom he picked up the gun by the stock and slipped the shells in one at a time, pushing them up with his thumb. He checked it one more time to see that one was in the chamber, then turned off the light and went back up the hall.


  In his sleep, his father looked like some huge broken mannequin. Glen studied the gun in his hands and remembered when it used to hang above the kitchen door. It had been in canebrakes and the deep jungle woods of coons on steaming nights with spotted dogs leaping and howling and trying to climb the trees with their toenails, men standing in water amid cypress knees, men with flashlights in their hands searching in the vine-choked growth of leaves and poison ivy above for two red eyes. It had been in river bottoms on mornings when ice cracked underfoot and the sudden yammering of dogs came through the woods gaining decibels and the deer broke free from the cover and rocketed forty feet in a second. It had been held beneath beech trees on foggy mornings when the squirrels moved and shook the dew from the branches or paused in profile to hull a hickory nut with their rasping teeth, little showers of shredded matter pattering softly down through the leaves to scatter on the forest floor. Or mornings when nothing came and the cold was a vivid pain that held him shivering in its grip and the gun was an ache in his naked hands where he sat huddled with misery in some gloomy copse of hardwood timber.


  He cocked the hammer now and swung the barrel up to his father’s head and held the black and yawning muzzle of it an inch away. He tightened his fingers on the checkered pistol grip. The old man slept on, father and son. Some sense of foreboding told him to pull back and undo all of this before it was done. Yet he put his finger on the trigger, just touched it. He already knew what it would look like.


  Virgil moved in his sleep, made a small sound almost like a cough. The puppy whined outside. The house was quiet but for that.


  He raised the barrel and caught the hammer with his thumb and eased back on the trigger, letting it down. He went out the door, lighting a cigarette, hurrying.
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