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RUNNING OUT OF DOG






THIS THING WITH Blue and the dogs and Elgin Bern happened a while back, a few years after some of our boyslike Elgin Bern and Cal Searscame back from Vietnam, and a lot of otherslike Eddie Vorey and Carl Joe Carol, the Stewart cousinsdidnt. We dont know how it worked in other towns, but that war put something secret in our boys who returned. Something quiet and untouchable. You sensed they knew things theyd never say, did things on the sly youd never discover. Great cardplayers, those boys, able to bluff with the best, let no joy show in their face no matter what they were holding.
 

A small town is a hard place to keep a secret, and a small southern town with all that heat and all those open windows is an even harder place than most. But those boys who came back from overseas, they seemed to have mastered the trick of privacy. And the way its always been in this town, you get a sizeable crop of young, hard men coming up at the same time, they sort of set the tone.


So, not long after the war, we were a quieter town, a less trusting one (or so some seemed to think), and thats right when tobacco money and textile money reached a sort of critical mass and created construction money and pretty soon there was talk that our small town should maybe get a little bigger, maybe build something that would bring in more tourist dollars than wed been getting from fireworks and pecans.


Thats when some folks came up with this Eden Falls ideaa big carnival-type park with roller coasters and water slides and such. Why should all those Yankees spend all their money in Florida? South Carolina had sun too. Had golf courses and grapefruit and no end of KOA campgrounds.


So now a little town called Eden was going to have Eden Falls. We were going to be on the map, people said. We were going to be in all the brochures. We were small now, people said, but just you wait. Just you wait.


And thats how things stood back then, the year Perkin and Jewel Luts marriage hit a few bumps and Elgin Bern took up with Shelley Briggs and no one seemed able to hold onto their dogs.























THE PROBLEM WITH dogs in Eden, South Carolina, was that the owners who bred them bred a lot of them. Or they allowed them to run free where they met up with other dogs of opposite gender and achieved the same result. This wouldnt have been so bad if Eden werent so close to I-95, and if the dogs werent in the habit of bolting into traffic and fucking up the bumpers of potential tourists.


The mayor, Big Bobby Vargas, went to a mayoral conference up in Beaufort, where the governor made a surprise appearance to tell everyone how pissed off he was about this dog thing. Lot of money being poured into Eden these days, the governor said, lot of steps being taken to change her image, and he for one would be goddamned if a bunch of misbehaving canines was going to mess all that up.


Boys, hed said, looking Big Bobby Vargas dead in the eye, theyre starting to call this state the Devils Kennel cause of them pooch corpses along the interstate. And I dont know about you-all, but I dont think thats a real pretty name.


Big Bobby told Elgin and Blue hed never heard anyone call it the Devils Kennel in his life. Heard a lot worse, sure, but never that. Big Bobby said the governor was full of shit. But, being the governor and all, he was sort of entitled.


The dogs in Eden had been a problem going back to the twenties and a part-time breeder named J. Mallon Ellenburg who, if his arms werent up to their elbows in the guts of the tractors and combines he repaired for a living, was usually lashing out at somethinghis family when they werent quick enough, his dogs when the family was. J. Mallon Ellenburgs dogs were mixed breeds and mongrels and they ran in packs, as did their offspring, and several generations later, those packs still moved through the Eden night like wolves, their bodies stripped to muscle and gristle, tense and angry, growling in the dark at J. Mallon Ellenburgs ghost.



Big Bobby went to the trouble of measuring exactly how much of 95 crossed through Eden, and he came up with 2.8 miles. Not much really, but still an average of .74 dog a day or 4.9 dogs a week. Big Bobby wanted the rest of the state funds the governor was going to be doling out at years end, and if that meant getting rid of five dogs a week, give or take, then thats what was going to get done.


On the QT, he said to Elgin and Blue, on the QT, what we going to do, boys, is set up in some trees and shoot every canine who gets within barking distance of that interstate.


Elgin didnt much like this we stuff. First place, Big Bobbyd said we that time in Double Os four years ago. This was before hed become mayor, when he was nothing more than a county tax assessor who shot pool at Double Os every other night, same as Elgin and Blue. But one night, after Harlan and Chub Uke had roughed him up over a matter of some pocket change, and knowing that neither Elgin nor Blue was too fond of the Uke family either, Big Bobbyd said, We going to settle those boys asses tonight, and started running his mouth the minute the brothers entered the bar.


Time the smoke cleared, Blue had a broken hand, Harlan and Chub were curled up on the floor, and Elgins lip was busted. Big Bobby, meanwhile, was hiding under the pool table, and Cal Sears was asking who was going to pay for the pool stick Elgin had snapped across the back of Chubs head.


So Elgin heard Mayor Big Bobby saying we and remembered the ten dollars it had cost him for that pool stick, and he said, No, sir, you can count me out this particular enterprise.


Big Bobby looked disappointed. Elgin was a veteran of a foreign war, former Marine, a marksman. Shit, Big Bobby said, what good are you, you dont use the skills Uncle Sam spent good money teaching you?


Elgin shrugged. Damn, Bobby. I guess not much.


But Blue kept his hand in, as both Big Bobby and Elgin knew he would. All the job required was a guy didnt mind sitting in a tree who liked to shoot things. Hell, Blue was home.




ELGIN DIDNT HAVE the time to be sitting up in a tree anyway. The past few months, hed been working like crazy after theyd broke ground at Eden Fallsmixing cement, digging postholes, draining swamp water to shore up the foundationwith the real work still to come. Thered be several more months of drilling and bilging, spreading cement like cake icing, and erecting scaffolding to erect walls to erect facades. Thered be the hump-and-grind of rolling along in the dump trucks and drill trucks, the forklifts and cranes and industrial diggers, until the constant heave and jerk of them drove up his spine or into his kidneys like a corkscrew.


Time to sit up in a tree shooting dogs? Shit. Elgin didnt have time to take a piss some days.


And then on top of all the work, hed been seeing Drew Briggss ex-wife, Shelley, lately. Shelley was the receptionist at Perkin Luts Auto Emporium, and one day Elgin had brought his Impala in for a tire rotation and theyd got to talking. Shed been divorced from Drew over a year, and they waited a couple of months to show respect, but after a while they began showing up at Double Os and down at the IHOP together.



Once they drove clear to Myrtle Beach together for the weekend. People asked them what it was like, and they said, Just like the postcards. Since the postcards never mentioned the price of a room at the Hilton, Elgin and Shelley didnt mention that all theyd done was drive up and down the beach twice before settling in a motel a bit west in Conway. Nice, though; had a color TV and one of those switches turned the bathroom into a sauna if you let the shower run. Theyd started making love in the sauna, finished up on the bed with steam coiling out from the bathroom and brushing their heels. Afterward, he pushed her hair back off her forehead and looked in her eyes and told her he could get used to this.


She said, But wouldnt it cost a lot to install a sauna in your trailer? then waited a full thirty seconds before she smiled.


Elgin liked that about her, the way she let him know he was still just a man after all, always would take himself too seriously, part of his nature. Letting him know she might be around to keep him apprised of that fact every time he did. Keep him from pushing a bullet into the breech of a thirty-aught-six, slamming the bolt home, firing into the flank of some wild dog.


Sometimes, when theyd shut down the site early for the dayif it had rained real heavy and the soil loosened near a foundation, or if supplies were running latehed drop by Luts to see her. Shed smile as if hed brought her flowers, say, Caught boozing on the job again? or some other smart-ass thing, but it made him feel good, as if something in his chest suddenly realized it was free to breathe.


Before Shelley, Elgin had spent a long time without a woman he could publicly acknowledge as his. Hed gone with Mae Shiller from fifteen to nineteen, but shed gotten lonely while he was overseas, and hed returned to find her gone from Eden, married to a boy up in South of the Border, the two of them working a corn-dog concession stand, making a tidy profit, folks said. Elgin dated some, but it took him a while to get over Mae, to get over the loss of something hed always expected to have, the sound of her laugh and an image of her stepping naked from Coopers Lake, her pale flesh beaded with water, having been the things that got Elgin through the jungle, through the heat, through the ticking of his own death hed heard in his ears every night hed been over there.


About a year after hed come home, Jewel Lut had come to visit her mother, who still lived in the trailer park where Jewel had grown up with Elgin and Blue, where Elgin still lived. On her way out, shed dropped by Elgins and theyd sat out front of his trailer in some folding chairs, had a few drinks, talked about old times. He told her a bit about Vietnam, and she told him a bit about marriage. How it wasnt what you expected, how Perkin Lut might know a lot of things but he didnt know a damn sight about having fun.


There was something about Jewel Lut that sank into mens flesh the way heat did. It wasnt just that she was pretty, had a beautiful body, moved in a loose, languid way that made you picture her naked no matter what she was wearing. No, there was more to it. Jewel, never the brightest girl in town and not even the most charming, had something in her eyes that none of the women Elgin ever met had; it was a capacity for living, for taking momentsno matter how small or inconsequentialand squeezing every last thing you could out of them. Jewel gobbled up life, dove into it like it was a cool pond cut in the shade of a mountain on the hottest day of the year.



That look in her eyesthe one that never leftsaid, Lets have fun, goddammit. Lets eat. Now.


She and Elgin hadnt been stupid enough to do anything that night, not even after Elgin caught that look in her eyes, saw it was directed at him, saw she wanted to eat.


Elgin knew how small Eden was, how people loved to insinuate and pry and talk. So he and Jewel worked it out, a once-a-week thing mostly that happened down in Carlyle, at a small cabin had been in Elgins family since before the War Between the States. There, Elgin and Jewel were free to partake of each other, squeeze and bite and swallow and inhale each other, to make love in the lake, on the porch, in the tiny kitchen.


They hardly ever talked, and when they did, it was about nothing at all, reallythe decline in the quality of the meat at Billys Butcher Shop, rumors that parking meters were going to be installed in front of the courthouse, if McGarrett and the rest of Five-O would ever put the cuffs on Wo Fat.


There was an unspoken understanding that he was free to date any woman he chose and that shed never leave Perkin Lut. And that was just fine. This wasnt about love; it was about appetite.


Sometimes, Elgin would see her in town or hear Blue speak about her in that puppy-dog-love way hed been speaking about her since high school, and hed find himself surprised by the realization that he slept with this woman. That no one knew. That it could go on forever, if both of them remained careful, vigilant against the wrong look, the wrong tone in their voices when they spoke in public.


He couldnt entirely put his finger on what need she satisfied, only that he needed her in that lakefront cabin once a week, that it had something to do with walking out of the jungle alive, with the ticking of his own death hed heard for a full year. Jewel was somehow reward for that, a fringe benefit. To be naked and spent with her atop him and seeing that look in her eyes that said she was ready to go again, ready to gobble him up like oxygen. Hed earned that by shooting at shapes in the night, pressed against those damp foxhole walls that never stayed shored up for long, only to come home to a woman who couldnt wait, whod discarded him as easily as she would a once-favored doll shed grown beyond, looked back upon with a wistful mix of nostalgia and disdain.


Hed always told himself that when he found the right woman, his passion for Jewel, his need for those nights at the lake, would disappear. And, truth was, since hed been with Shelley Briggs, he and Jewel had cooled it. Shelley wasnt Perkin, he told Jewel; shed figure it out soon enough if he left town once a week, came back with bite marks on his abdomen.


Jewel said, Fine. Well get back to it whenever youre ready.


Knowing thered be a next time, even if Elgin wouldnt admit it to himself.


So Elgin, whod been so lonely in the year after his discharge, now had two women. Sometimes, he didnt know what to think of that. When you were alone, the happiness of others boiled your insides. Beauty seemed ugly. Laughter seemed evil. The casual grazing of one lovers hand into another was enough to make you want to cut them off at the wrist. I will never be loved, you said. I will never know joy.


He wondered sometimes how Blue made it through. Blue, whod never had a girlfriend he hadnt rented by the half hour. Who was too ugly and small and just plain weird to evoke anything in women but fear or pity. Blue, whod been carrying a torch for Jewel Lut since long before she married Perkin and kept carrying it with a quiet fever Elgin could only occasionally identify with. Blue, he knew, saw Jewel Lut as a queen, as the only woman who existed for him in Eden, South Carolina. All because shed been nice to him, pals with him and Elgin, back about a thousand years ago, before sex, before breasts, before Elgin or Blue had even the smallest clue what that thing between their legs was for, before Perkin Lut had come along with his daddys money and his nice smile and his bullshit stories about how many men hed have killed in the war if only the draft board had seen fit to let him go.


Blue figured if he was nice enough, kind enough, waited long enoughthen one day Jewel would see his decency, need to cling to it.


Elgin never bothered telling Blue that some women didnt want decency. Some women didnt want a nice guy. Some women, and some men too, wanted to get into a bed, turn out the lights, and feast on each other like animals until it hurt to move.


Blue would never guess that Jewel was that kind of woman, because she was always so sweet to him, treated him like a child really, and with every friendly hello she gave him, every pat on the shoulder, every What you been up to, old bud? Blue pushed her further and further up the pedestal hed built in his mind.


I seen him at the Emporium one time, Shelley told Elgin. He just come in for no reason anyone understood and sat reading magazines until Jewel came in to see Perkin about something. And Blue, he just stared at her. Just stared at her talking to Perkin in the showroom. When she finally looked back, he stood up and left.


Elgin hated hearing about, talking about, or thinking about Jewel when he was with Shelley. It made him feel unclean.


Crazy love, he said to end the subject.


Crazy something, babe.


Nights sometimes, Elgin would sit with Shelley in front of his trailer, listen to the cicadas hum through the scrawny pine, smell the night and the rock salt mixed with gravel; the pia colada shampoo Shelley used made him think of Hawaii, though hed never been, and hed think how their love wasnt crazy love, wasnt burning so fast and furious itd burn itself out they werent careful. And that was fine with him. If he could just get his head around this Jewel thing, stop seeing her naked and waiting and looking back over her shoulder at him in the cabin, then he could make something with Shelley. She was worth it. She might not be able to fuck like Jewel, and, truth be told, he didnt laugh as much with her, but Shelley was what you aspired to. A good woman, whod be a good mother, whod stick by you when times got tough. Sometimes hed take her hand in his and hold it for no other reason but the doing of it. She caught him one night, some look in his eyes, maybe the way he tilted his head to look at her small white hand in his big brown one.


She said, Damn, Elgin, if you aint simple sometimes. Then she came out of her chair in a rush and straddled him, kissed him as if she were trying to take a piece of him back with her. She said, Baby, we aint getting any younger. You know?


And he knew, somehow, at that moment why some men build families and others shoot dogs. He just wasnt sure where he fit in the equation.


He said, We aint, are we?




BLUE HAD BEEN Elgins best buddy since either of them could remember, but Elgin had been wondering about it lately. Blued always been a little different, something Elgin liked, sure, but there was more to it now. Blue was the kind of guy you never knew if he was quiet because he didnt have anything to say or, because what he had to say was so horrible, he knew enough not to send it out into the atmosphere.


When theyd been kids, growing up in the trailer park, Blue used to be out at all hours because his mother was either entertaining a man or had gone out and forgotten to leave him the key. Back then, Blue had this thing for cockroaches. Hed collect them in a jar, then drop bricks on them to test their resiliency. He told Elgin once, Thats what they areresilient. Every generation, we have to come up with new ways to kill em because they get immune to the poisons we had before. After a while, Blue took to dousing them in gasoline, lighting them up, seeing how resilient they were then.


Elgins folks told him to stay away from the strange, dirty kid with the white-trash mother, but Elgin felt sorry for Blue. He was half Elgins size even though they were the same age; you could place your thumb and forefinger around Blues biceps and meet them on the other side. Elgin hated how Blue seemed to have only two pairs of clothes, both usually dirty, and how sometimes theyd pass his trailer together and hear the animal sounds coming from inside, the grunts and moans, the slapping of flesh. Half the time you couldnt tell if Blues old lady was in there fucking or fighting. And always the sound of country music mingled in with all that animal noise, Blues mother and her man of the moment listening to it on the transistor radio shed given Blue one Christmas.


On my fucking radio, Blue said once and shook his small head, the only time Elgin ever saw him react to what went on in that trailer.


Blue was a readerknew more about science and ecology, about anatomy and blue whales and conversion tables than anyone Elgin knew. Most everyone figured the kid for a mutehell, hed been held back twice in fourth gradebut with Elgin hed sometimes chat up a storm while they puffed smokes together down at the drainage ditch behind the park. Hed talk about whales, how they bore only one child, who they were fiercely protective of, but how if another child was orphaned, a mother whale would take it as her own, protect it as fiercely as she did the one she gave birth to. He told Elgin that sharks never slept, how electrical currents worked, what a depth charge was. Elgin, never much of a talker, just sat and listened, ate it up and waited for more.


The older they got, the more Elgin became Blues protector, till finally, the year Blues face exploded with acne, Elgin got in about two fights a day until there was no one left to fight. Everyone knewthey were brothers. And if Elgin didnt get you from the front, Blue was sure to take care of you from behind, like that time a can of acid fell on Roy Hubrists arm in shop, or the time someone hit Carnell Lewis from behind with a brick, then cut his Achilles tendon with a razor while he lay out cold. Everyone knew it was Blue, even if no one actually saw him do it.


Elgin figured with Roy and Carnell, theyd had it coming. No great loss. It was since Elgind come back from Vietnam, though, that hed noticed some things and kept them to himself, wondered what he was going to do the day hed know he had to do something.


There was the owl someone had set afire and hung upside down from a telephone wire, the cats who turned up missing in the blocks that surrounded Blues shack off Route 11. There were the small pink panties Elgin had seen sticking out from under Blues bed one morning when hed come to get him for some cleanup work at a site. Hed checked the missing-persons reports for days, but it hadnt come to anything, so hed just decided Blue had picked them up himself, fed a fantasy or two. He didnt forget, though, couldnt shake the way those panties had curled upward out of the brown dust under Blues bed, seemed to be pleading for something.


Hed never bothered asking Blue about any of this. That never worked. Blue just shut down at times like that, stared off somewhere, as if something you couldnt hear was drowning out your words, something you couldnt see was taking up his line of vision. Blue, floating away on you, until you stopped cluttering up his mind with useless talk.




ELGIN WENT INTO town with Shelley so she could get her hair done at Marthas Unisex on Main. In Marthas, as Dottie Leeds gave Shelley a shampoo and rinse, Elgin felt like hed stumbled into a chapel of womanhood. There was Jim Hayders teenage daughter Sonny, getting one of those feathered cuts was growing popular these days, and several older women who still wore beehives, getting them reset or plastered or whatever they did to keep them up like that. There was Joylene Covens and Lila Sims having their nails done while their husbands golfed and the black maids watched their kids, and Martha and Dottie and Esther and Gertrude and Hayley dancing and flitting, laughing and chattering among the chairs, calling everyone honey, and all of themthe young, the old, the rich, and Shelleykicking back like they did this every day, knew each other more intimately than they did their husbands or children or boyfriends.


When Dottie Leeds looked up from Shelleys head and said, Elgin, honey, can we get you a sports page or something? the whole place burst out laughing, Shelley included. Elgin smiled, though he didnt feel like it, and gave them all a sheepish wave that got a bigger laugh, and he told Shelley hed be back in a bit and left.


He headed up Main toward the town square, wondering what it was those women seemed to know so effortlessly that completely escaped him, and saw Perkin Lut walking in a circle outside Dexter Isleys Five & Dime. It was one of those days when the wet, white heat was so overpowering that unless you were in Marthas, the one place in town with central air-conditioning, most people stayed inside with their shades down and tried not to move much.


And there was Perkin Lut walking the soles of his shoes into the ground, turning in circles like a little kid trying to make himself dizzy.



Perkin and Elgin had known each other since kindergarten, but Elgin could never remember liking the man much. Perkins old man, Mance Lut, had pretty much built Eden, and hed spent a lot of money keeping Perkin out of the war, hid his son up in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, for so many semesters even Perkin couldnt remember what hed majored in. A lot of men whod gone overseas and come back hated Perkin for that, as did the families of the men who hadnt come back, but that wasnt Elgins problem with Perkin. Hell, if Elgind had the money, hed have stayed out of that shitty war too. What Elgin couldnt abide was that there was something in Perkin that not only protected him from consequences but that made him look down on people who paid for their sins, who fell without a safety net to catch them.


It had happened more than once that Elgin had found himself thrusting in and out of Perkins wife and thinking, Take that, Perkin. Take that.


But this afternoon, Perkin didnt have his salesmans smile or aloof glance. When Elgin stopped by him and said, Hey, Perkin, how are you? Perkin looked up at him with eyes so wild they seemed about to jump out of their sockets.


Im not good, Elgin. Not good.


Whats the matter?


Perkin nodded to himself several times, looked over Elgins shoulder. Im fixing to do something about that.


About what?


About that. Perkins jaw gestured over Elgins shoulder.


Elgin turned around, looked across Main and through the windows of Millers Laundromat, saw Jewel Lut pulling her clothes from the dryer, saw Blue standing beside her, taking a pair of jeans from the pile and starting to fold. If either of them had looked up and over theyd have seen Elgin and Perkin Lut easily enough, but Elgin knew they wouldnt. There was an air to the two of them that seemed to block out the rest of the world in that bright Laundromat as easily as it would in a dark bedroom. Blues lips moved and Jewel laughed, flipped a T-shirt on his head.


Im fixing to do something right now, Perkin said.


Elgin looked at him, could see that was a lie, something Perkin was repeating to himself in hopes it would come true. Perkin was successful in business, and for more reasons than just his daddys money, but he wasnt the kind of man who did things; he was the kind of man who had things done.


Elgin looked across the street again. Blue still had the T-shirt sitting atop his head. He said something else and Jewel covered her mouth with her hand when she laughed.


Dont you have a washer and dryer at your house, Perkin?


Perkin rocked back on his heels. Washer broke. Jewel decides to come in town. He looked at Elgin. We aint getting along so well these days. She keeps reading those magazines, Elgin. You know the ones? Talking about liberation, leaving your bra at home, shit like that. He pointed across the street. Your friends a problem.


Your friend.


Elgin looked at Perkin, felt a sudden anger he couldnt completely understand, and with it a desire to say, Thats my friend and hes talking to my fuck-buddy. Get it, Perkin?


Instead, he just shook his head and left Perkin there, walked across the street to the Laundromat.



Blue took the T-shirt off his head when he saw Elgin enter. A smile, half frozen on his pitted face, died as he blinked into the sunlight blaring through the windows.


Jewel said, Hey, we got another helper! She tossed a pair of mens briefs over Blues head, hit Elgin in the chest with them.


Hey, Jewel.


Hey, Elgin. Long time. Her eyes dropped from his, settled on a towel.


Didnt seem like it at the moment to Elgin. Seemed almost as if hed been out at the lake with her as recently as last night. He could taste her in his mouth, smell her skin damp with a light sweat.


And standing there with Blue, it also seemed like they were all three back in that trailer park, and Jewel hadnt aged a bit. Still wore her red hair long and messy, still dressed in clothes seemed to have been picked up, wrinkled, off her closet floor and nothing fancy about them in the first place, but draped over her body, they were sexier than clothes other rich women bought in New York once a year.


This afternoon, she wore a crinkly, paisley dress that might have been on the pink side once but had faded to a pasty newspaper color after years of washing. Nothing special about it, not too high up her thigh or down her chest, and loosebut something about her body made

























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































OEBPS/images/MSRCover.png
New York Times Bestselling Author of
Mystic River and Shutter Island

C © STORIES





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





