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  Introduction


  By Joe R. Lansdale


  Neal Barrett, Jr. is a genius.


  I’m not trying to say he’s a math wizard here, or even that he can walk a straight line and chew gum at the same time, but when it comes to the written word, he is, unquestionably, a wizard.


  I think it was about the time of Aldair in Albion and Stress Pattern that I became aware of this. I had read Neal prior to those books, and the stories had been entertaining, and I recall one, which I believe I read before the aforementioned books, called “Nightbeat,” which unfortunately is not included here, that gave me some indication that there were strange waters brewing in the cells of this guy’s brain.


  Books like Kelwin and The Gates of Time had been my first introduction to his work, and I had enjoyed them, but by the time of the first “Aldair” books and Stress Pattern, I was certain that what Barrett had become was more than a good successful writer. The water in his brain had percolated into something strange. He had become more than a craftsman of renown, he had become an artist, and not the conscious sort that bores the shit out of you. The real kind. An artist with the ability to tap into the inner regions of the mind and the heart, and the pelvic regions as well.


  This impression was multiplied by a number of brilliant short stories to follow, a novel, Through Darkest America, and, more recently, The Hereafter Gang and Pink Vodka Blues, the latter just scooped up for a movie.


  The big change in Barrett’s work is not that he went from average writer to good—he was always good—but that he allowed his strongest asset to happily overwhelm his work.


  That asset is his sense of humor. It comes across in all of the stories in this collection. Sometimes the humor is darker in one story than another, but that sense of humor is always there.


  Contained herein are some masterpieces, and some very fine fiction. You’re in for a special treat, because five of the eleven stories here have never been published before.


  “Tony Red Dog”—I admit to being especially partial to this one since I bought it for the anthology I co-edited with Pat LoBrutto called Razored Saddles. This one is kinda Elmore Leonard meets Charles Portis meets Mark Twain.


  Well, that’s bullshit. It’s Neal Barrett, Jr. playing his riffs on those writers.


  “Deviations” first appeared in a literary magazine, and stories that appear in those publications—I’ve placed a few—are usually stories kissed with the curse of death. Jacking off with a hand full of briars, giving yourself an enema with a tire tool, is usually less painful than slogging through one of those sonofabitches. But Barrett’s story is brilliant, and it made the rest of the material in the magazine look a little barren. It was the oasis in an otherwise desert-variety publication where not even cactus and horny toads could survive.


  “Interstate Dreams” is the beginning of a novel, but it stands alone as one of them thar “slice of life” stories, though the lives being sliced are, to say the least, peculiar.


  “Stairs” is a brilliant exercise in experimentation. Here, in only a few pages, Barrett does more with the language than most writers could do with an entire set of books. It is an amazing achievement.


  “The Last Cardinal Bird in Tennessee” shows another side of Neal Barrett, Jr. Playwright. I’d love to see this weird, toxic number performed. It was originally purchased as part of an Off-Broadway production, but due to financial problems, it, and the other one-act plays, were never performed. Stage it, cast it in your head, and enjoy.


  “A Day at the Fair” is a favorite of mine. It is something of a forerunner in tone and voice to Neal’s novel, Through Darkest America, and its sequel, Dawn’s Uncertain Light. Both the novels and the story are humorous, but the laughter they induce is of the gallows variety. Sort of the strangled laughter a mad man might utter just as he drops through the hangman’s chute and the rope starts to choke him to death.


  But enough. I’m running out of my allotted space. There are other stories here, all wonderful. All unique. All Neal Barrett, Jr. Undoubtedly one of the more important writers of our era, and that’s not hyperbole, friends and neighbors. It’s fact.


  You don’t believe me. Well, read the book.


  You don’t believe me then, well, all your taste is in your mouth.


  —JOE R. LANSDALE


  Nacogdoches, Texas


  August, 1992


  “Buckstop” is Chapter Ten of a novel in progress called Prince of Christler-Coke. As they say on the talk shows, this story “needs no introduction,” but you get one anyway:


  It is a festive day at Iacola Keep. The spoiled and pampered Asel Iacola is about to wed the semi-lovely Loreli. The wedding will merge the two great corporate Houses of America East: Christler-Coke and Pepsicoma-Dodge. The occasion is marred by a takeover engineered by Ducky Du Pontiac-Heinz, and Jackie Cee of Disney-Dow. Asel’s father is killed by a treacherous clerk-snipist. Asel, shorn of his heritage, is shuffled off on a prison train to the National Executive Rehabilitation Facility (NERF) in Oklahoma. There he meets Sylvan Lee McCree, former High Earl of Dixie-Datadog, the first black person Asel has ever seen.


  Asel is appalled to learn he will be forced to live in a middle-class condo, wear double-knit clothes, and eat cafeteria food. After a single day of producing tacky plaster statuettes of Nixon the Living God, Asel and Sylvan steal a truck and make their getaway. During their adventures, they meet a roaming band of mercenary professional golfers, searching for a course. Shortly thereafter, they are captured by neo-fascist nuns. Asel and Sylvan escape again, and go their separate ways. We pick up Asel, now a wanted man, lost in the desert in one of the California Franchise States.


  Hey, is this fun, or what?


  —Neal Barrett, Jr.


  BUCKSTOP


  The morning seemed dreary at best. Sorely indistinct. In the last few days, Asel had begun to suspect the average desert was entirely void of trees. At first, he imagined they had simply been removed. This didn’t seem the case. It was apparently a natural effect. Certain trends seemed the norm. No houses of any kind. No people, no animals about. Depletion was the key to local life. Flat was the decorator scheme. Altogether, a dismal place to be. Still, he reminded himself, he was free. Asel was grateful for that. Every mile put Oklahoma further in his wake, distanced him from possible pursuit. Except for lack of sleep, a proper bath, hunger and thirst, dire lacerations and bruises of the flesh and the need for decent clothes, he was doing rather well.


  As if to taunt his pride, the truck’s engine coughed, gave a high protesting screech; the vehicle jerked several times, then whined to a stop.


  Asel felt panic and alarm. There were dials of every sort on the dash. He had no idea what they could mean. Colored lights began to flash. Chilled air abruptly ceased to flow. Asel learned at once that the cab was quite efficient at trapping desert heat.


  Outside was better. Or maybe worse. The sun threatened to roast him where he stood. Asel fled to the shady side of the truck. It might be possible to reason things out. The truck contained a complex device, somewhere in the front. Sylvan McCree had felt it clearly played a part in the concept of go, in compelling the truck to move. He might be right. Sylvan could sense such things. If this was true, perhaps the device had simply died. Asel didn’t care to think about that. Maybe things of the mechanical persuasion needed rest. And if they did, how long a rest would that be?


  Heat and mental toil sapped his strength. Asel tried to sit. The asphalt road seared his hands and sent him quickly to his feet. His head struck a portion of the truck. The pain nearly brought him to his knees.


  Asel stepped back into the cab, found his jacket and brought it to the shade, rolled it up and sat. His head began to pound. His skin felt hot and then cold. Consuming all his water that morning was apparently a bad idea. But who could imagine this bare and horrid place was devoid of refreshment of any sort?


  Asel looked out across the dull and arid flats. There was nothing of interest to see. The sun played tricks upon the eyes. The line between the sky and the land was indistinct, blurred by waves of silver heat. A mountain range appeared. Upside down. Asel knew they didn’t do that. For a moment, there seemed to be trees. Possibly sycamores or oak. Two figures came in view, walking on a lake. Asel sat and watched them, having nothing else to do. The figures vanished on occasion, then abruptly reappeared. They seemed to get closer as he watched. The illusion was artfully conceived. One of the figures, the smaller of the two, appeared to sing. The other, a rather large imposing man, wore a heavy fur coat. This attire seemed clearly out of place, considering the heat. Asel looked again. Good heavens, it wasn’t a man at all—it was a bear! He recognized the creature at once. They frequently appeared in nature books.


  Asel blinked and rubbed his eyes. The visions refused to leave. Clearly, the blow had damaged organs in his head.


  The illusions stopped several yards away.


  “Afternoon, friend,” said the bear. “You headed thataway? We could sure use a ride.”


  Asel wondered how to handle this. If one recognized a vision, that might encourage it to stay. On the other hand, it wouldn’t hurt to be nice.


  “I’m afraid I can’t help,” Asel said. “The truck won’t go.”


  “I’ll have a look,” said the bear.


  With that, he lumbered around to the front. A lid popped up at once. Asel was impressed. Illusion or not, the bear clearly had mechanical skills. Asel turned to the animal’s friend.


  “Well, it is quite a hot day.” It seemed polite to speak. “It might get cooler later on. Or maybe not. It doesn’t look like rain. But then of course you never know.”


  The man didn’t answer. He seemed detached, completely out of synch. His face was dark as wood, dry as withered fruit. He seemed frail and in his prime. Sapped and strong as iron. Gray hair hung to his shoulders, braided with dirty yellow cloth. A broken feather topped an ancient derby hat the shade of dust. Donald Duck shirt. Formal tails and boxer shorts. Athletic shoes with nice beadwork on the toes. He hummed to himself, teetered and swayed. “Hai, hai ya-yo….” Found a bottle in his coat and took a drink.


  “Engine’s okay,” said the bear. He slammed down the lid. “I’ll take a look on top.”


  Asel watched as the bear climbed the cab and stomped about on the roof. The creature was immense, exceptionally broad. Yet, he certainly seemed amiable enough.


  “Well, there’s your trouble.” The bear walked to the edge and peered down at Asel. “Your solar cells is stopped up. Engine isn’t gettin’ no power. Where’d you park this bugger last night?”


  “I’m not sure. I don’t have a chart of any kind.”


  “I’d say under a tree.”


  “Yes. Why, I suppose it was. It wasn’t much of a tree, but the only one about. I haven’t seen one since. I can certainly attest to that.”


  “Dead Chicken Gap,” the bear said. “That’s where you stopped. Birds eat them juniper seeds all day an’ then doo-doo all night. That’s what’s wrong with those cells. Calcinated crud. Optical restraint. Bird shit is what you got. You have any water in the cab?”


  “No. I’m afraid not.”


  The bear looked concerned. “You driving out here, you don’t carry any water?”


  “I drank it,” Asel said. “Brushed my teeth. Made some effort to get reasonably clean. To no avail, I might add.”


  “Uh-huh.” The bear gave Asel a sober look. “You’re not from around these parts, are you?”


  “Most decidedly not,” Asel said.


  The bear muttered to himself. From somewhere within his heavy pelt he found a blue handkerchief and an army canteen. He went to his knees and began crawling across the roof. Moments later, he climbed down to the road.


  “Give her a minute, then try and start it up.” The bear took a long swallow, wiped his muzzle and offered the canteen to Asel. “Better have a swig or two. You’re looking kind of bad around the eyes.”


  Asel was appalled at the prospect of drinking after a bear, but thirst overcame his distaste. The water seemed slightly alkaline, but this was no time to complain.


  “Thank you,” Asel said. “That was quite refreshing.”


  “Never heard of no one driving in the desert without water,” the bear grumbled. He turned to his friend. “You ever hear the likes of that?”


  “Hai, ya-yo,” said the friend.


  “Goddamn right,” said the bear.


  The truck started up at once. Asel was pleased. Soon, the cab was filled with chilled air. The road looked much as it had before. Desolate and flat. No features to delight and please the eye. Asel wondered what such geography was for. It seemed to have no proper use.


  Asel found himself rigidly confined. The driving art was difficult at best; addition of the bear and his friend gave him little room to steer. There were several new scents in the truck. Rank set the tone. A fugue of olfactory offense. Woodsmoke and sweat. Whiskey and snuff. Malodorous attire. Gastric disorders of every sort. Asel cracked the window a bit, with a comment on the fine desert air.


  The bear’s friend continued to sing. A sound between a mutter and a wail. It scraped at Asel’s nerves, made him want to scratch.


  “I hope you don’t mind, but is he ill or what?” Asel asked. “He might need medical advice.”


  “That’s a dirge is what it is,” the bear said. “Al’s a Ute. Does it all the time. You get accustomed to it in a while.”


  Asel doubted that. “What’s he dirging for?”


  “Cause there isn’t any Utes except him. He’s got a lot of ethnic sorrow in his heart. Drinks to some excess. I don’t guess I got your name. Mine’s Phil.”


  “Asel Iacola,” Asel said, thinking at once that it might have been wise to give the bear another name.


  “I’d guess you’re from the East,” Phil said.


  “I guess I am.”


  “Knew an Asel Otter once. A quarter-breed Cree. Thought he was a stone. Seldom ever spoke. Where exactly in the East?”


  “Just East,” Asel said, then decided this would prompt further questions from the bear. “Pennsylvania. New York. Ohio South. The Northern Virginias sometimes.”


  “Don’t guess I heard of those,” said the bear.


  Asel brought his attention to the road. There might be mountains to the right but it was difficult to say. The highway wavered and disappeared in the heat. Inversion seemed the rule. Asel wondered if they’d find him, try to take him back. Or if anyone was after him at all, if anyone cared that he was gone. Sylvan Lee McCree had been certain that they did. Asel wasn’t sure. Sylvan had been in Oklahoma too long. He was prone to the penal attitude. Didn’t feel secure roaming free and unconfined. Still, Asel wished they had stayed together. Sylvan was someone he knew and understood. He was black, but Asel had gotten used to that. He wasn’t a bear or a Ute.


  Phil began scratching at his pelt. Asel imagined earwigs and mites. Shingles and hives. The bear opened up a little drawer in his chest and examined it with care. Asel nearly ran off the road.


  “I don’t much care for your habits at the wheel,” Phil said. “You have a tendency to veer.”


  “Never mind that.” Asel caught a glimpse of lights and wires. “Just what are you up to over there? I’d like an answer right now!”


  “Cooling agent’s on the blink,” Phil said. “Water round here’s full of minerals and salts.”


  Asel was appalled. “I don’t care for this at all. A person has a right to know exactly who or what he’s picking up.”


  “Don’t get in a snit,” Phil said.


  “Well, it’s quite clear you’re not a bear. I suspect you’re an electrical device.”


  “Listen, I got feelings too.”


  “One could argue that.”


  Phil didn’t answer.


  “Hai, ya-yo,” said Al.


  “You did fix my truck,” Asel said. “I am not ungrateful for that. Under the circumstances, you are welcome to stay. I’m sure there’s a town up ahead. I’ll be glad to drop you there.”


  “Huh-uh.”


  “What’s that?”


  “No town. There isn’t no town.”


  “Well of course there’s a town. This is a road. Roads go to towns.”


  “This one don’t.” Phil scratched his ear and gave Asel a thoughtful look. “Correct me if I’m wrong. No offense at all. It’s my guess you don’t know where the shit you are.”


  “Well of course I do.” Asel waved off his words with a laugh. “Don’t be absurd. I am in the Papal State of Greater New Mexico. Santa Faye and Albacore. Karl’s Bat Cave. South of Arkansack. I expect we’ll reach Milwaukee quite soon.”


  “Great God A’Mighty,” said Phil.


  “I am not a seasoned traveler, but I can find my way about.”


  “Where you are,” Phil said, “is Aridsoda East. Fagstaff. Phenigs. Franchise of California State.”


  “What?” Asel was shaken at the news. At the mention of California State. “Are you quite sure of this? I don’t want to go West. I simply can’t.”


  “I think we ought to get you a map,” Phil said.


  “Once, all this land belong to my people,” Al said. “The white man’s treaty lies. The buffalo are gone. Our women sell their parts. Our young are into rock.”


  “Right,” Phil said, “settle down.”


  The structure seemed reluctant to appear; first, from a mile or so away, a blemish in the silver tiers of heat, a dull insinuation on the land. Closer, somewhat more defined, it was still less a building than a natural event, a dull coloration of chicken wire and tin, scrap wood and bald rubber tires, worn adobe brick, each part in happy conjunction with the next.


  “Pull right in here,” Phil said, and Asel did.


  The sign read BUCKSTOP in faded Barnum type. A bleached pair of antlers was nailed above the door. Asel climbed down and stretched. A broad window spanned the building’s front. Asel peered in, but couldn’t see past the sand-frosted glass. He noted that a number of foreign objects were mortared in the brown adobe walls. Totally at random, as far as he could see. He felt it was an interesting effect. Bits of colored glass. Bottle caps. The bones of a snake. A clock that said 8:45. A nifty geological array.


  “Come on,” Phil said, “I been thinking about beer all day. In the bottle. On tap. Frost on the glass.”


  “Whiskey,” Al said.


  “We’ll see.”


  Asel was glad to get back into refrigerated air. The sun was still high. Asel felt dull, mentally oppressed. He was certain the heat had a feebling effect on the brain.


  The interior was pleasantly dim. Plain wooden floors. A counter and stools. An assortment of tables and chairs. Tacky plastic booths. Sun-faded pictures of unlikely vistas of the West. Asel didn’t care. Sensible decor was scarcely an issue anymore.


  Asel joined Phil and Al in a booth. The bear took up one side, and Asel was left with the Ute. A rather spare figure emerged from the back, a man with bad skin, slicked-back hair and lizard eyes.


  “Hey, Tom.” Phil waved a furry arm in greeting. “This here’s Asel. Asel give us a ride. Asel, this is Tom Micks. Cold beer for everyone, Tom. First round’s on me.”


  Micks looked at Asel. “You from the East?”


  “I guess I am.”


  “You better behave.”


  “I don’t care for that remark,” Asel said.


  “Phil, you can sit out front if you like. Just don’t go and get settled in. I got a load of slope tourists coming in on the scenic bus ride. One of those boys sees a bear at the bar he’s likely to have a shit fit.”


  “Right,” Phil said. “Send your friends out back. That’s fine. I’ll go and get bit by an ant.”


  Micks seemed to give this some thought. “I think what I’ll do is just turn them tourists all away. I sure don’t need about forty-two big-spending Nips buying three-inch steaks and those drinks with umbrellas on the top. Cleaning me out of every postcard and snake ashtray in the place. I’d a lot rather sell cheap beer to an artificial bear.”


  “I appreciate that,” Phil said.


  Micks turned and stalked away.


  “Tom’s all right,” Phil said.


  “I can see that.”


  “I’m used to bigotry and strife. It’s a way of life with me. Nobody cares about nature any more. Profit is the key.”


  “Once, the great waters teemed with fish,” the Ute said. “Beaver filled the streams….”


  “Damn right,” Phil said.


  Asel smelled something awfully nice. A hand with fingers painted coral-pink appeared right before his eyes with a beer.


  “Hi!” A pretty face and sizzled yellow hair. A desert tan and white teeth. “Listen, I’d say you’re from the East.”


  “I’d say you’re right.”


  “I’m Betty Louise Ann.”


  “I’m Asel.”


  “Phil honey, don’t you pay any mind to Tom. He’s been an ol’ grouch all day. Rattlers got up in the pump and Tom had to shoo ‘em out.”


  “That’ll put a man out of sorts,” Phil said.


  Betty Louise Ann leaned closer to Phil, a posture that greatly increased Asel’s chances for a peek. Asel prayed for gravity and excess moisture in the air. Saw a fetching collarbone, glimpsed a swell of fine dimension as it vanished out of sight.


  “If I was you,” said Betty Louise Ann, “I’d be around when that bus starts to leave. Tom’ll be so busy he won’t ever even know. You could get your picture took with them Asiatic slants. Those boys are Kodak fiends. Ought to be some good pocket money in that.”


  “Betty Louise Ann, don’t take no affront,” Phil said. “I am not a tableau. If I wanted to do shit like that I’d of stayed in Yellowstone. I’ve got pride like anyone else. I got certain unalien rights.”


  “You got to pay for all the beers you put down,” said Betty Louise Ann. “You give some thought to that.”


  Asel followed the girl with his eyes. He was struck by her charms.


  Dazzled by her tall and bony shape, her cute and sluttish ways, by her unaffected grace, by the crude and common manner of her speech. “She’s a looker, all right,” Phil said, guessing Asel’s thoughts with ease. “She isn’t real well-groomed.”


  “She’ll flat break your heart is what she’ll do. Al, I bet them Oriental types haven’t ever took a picture with a genuine Ute.”


  “Whiskey,” Al said.


  “Beer,” said Phil. “Whiskey’s coming in on the bus.”


  The tour bus arrived in the late afternoon, disgorging short men attired in business suits and lurid tropic shirts. They descended on the BUCKSTOP with enterprise and zeal, determined, as Tom Micks had said, to consume great quantities of meat, drinks adorned with fruit, hot apple pie, tacos and beer, chicken and chocolate cake. They seemed to delight in excess. They photographed everything in sight. The BUCKSTOP, the antlers above the door. Dead cactus in the yard. Several hundred leg shots of Betty Louise Ann, a slender calf, a shapely knee. 1/100, f-8.


  They bought plaster rattlesnakes, walnut salad bowls, bogus Zuni pots, phony opal rings, silver buckles big as dinner plates, well not exactly silver, as it were, but close enough.


  “They’re soakin’ up color is what they’re doing,” Phil explained. “That’s what your vacation gook is going to do.”


  “Appalling,” Asel said.


  And before all this came about, Betty Louise Ann fixed Asel a surreptitious meal, sensing he hadn’t eaten in some time. Asel devoured his chicken-fried steak, french fries and apricot pie among ten-gallon drums of English peas, pungent onion sacks, dusty cases of beer, announcing, after he was through, that he really couldn’t pay.


  Betty Louise Ann said she sure was surprised to hear that, and told him that she’d figure something out. Tom Micks usually tacked a rider on the slope tourist bill, an error in addition up to fifty-two percent, and she could slip Asel’s tab into that. If he liked, and didn’t mind the strong scent of onions in
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