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For R. V. Cassill




Jessy Rose Ryan (age three):

When does the night never come?

Me: I don’t know Jessy Rose. When?

Jessy Rose: In the dead end of the day.

Portland, Oregon, September 1982





Home is always recognizable, though eyes may never have been set upon it.

—Grayson Silas





Chapter 1

It wasn’t that David Larson returned home from Vietnam to find that his girl had taken up with another man; he didn’t have a girl when he left. He’d spent his time in the army telling people that he was from Georgia, then trying to explain to them and, with time, to himself, why he didn’t have a southern accent; finally coming to “I guess I never had one.” He did have parents when he boarded that transport plane in San Francisco, but in his absence, their car had plunged from a bridge into the Savannah River and they had died. He did have a sister. But while he was gone, she had married a man who claimed to be the eighth and unrecognized (rightly so, thought David) member of the Chicago Seven. Of course, Jill and her new husband wanted nothing to do with a “soldier.” David hadn’t had the good sense, the keen foresight to get wounded and lose a limb, and though certainly affected by his tour, he did not come home emotionally or mentally scarred, suffering from flashbacks or a fear of thin people on bicycles. He returned as unremarkable as he had been when he left, in the last wave of States-bound personnel, having been asked to sit, stupidly, around Saigon for three months before leaving. Just a soldier, a man without the courage, conviction, or cowardice to have run north to Montreal or Toronto.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea that you come by,” Jill had said on the phone.

David didn’t understand. He looked out the window of his motel room at Interstate 95 and then, for a lack of anything else to say, “I’m your brother.”

“I’ve changed.”

“What do you mean, you’ve changed? We have things to discuss.”

“We have nothing to discuss. Mom and Dad left us very little. Give me your address.”

“I don’t have an address.”

“Well, when you get settled, write me and I’ll send you what’s coming to you.”

“I’d like to see you.”

“It’s the times, David.”

David threw one of the motel glasses, still wrapped in paper, against the wall, breaking it. “What the hell is that supposed to mean? It’s the times. What kind of shit are you giving me? I’ve been in the jungle protecting you and your hippie husband.”

Click.

David bought a used Dodge Dart and left Savannah and Georgia. West was the direction he chose. The car performed well in the summer heat. He drove across Iowa, then Nebraska, stopping in the town of Chadron to look up a buddy. He didn’t find his friend, so he drove west across the prairie, his .45 in his lap. The game he played went one bullet per jackrabbit as he spotted them along the roadside. He’d hit only one, knicked its ear, hardly disturbed its stride. Then one of the tall, slender hares leaped across the highway in front of the car. He fired over the hood of the Dart, missed the rabbit, but got his engine. The bullet passed through the radiator. He studied the wound, the afternoon sun hitting the back of his neck. Slowly, a short distance at a time, allowing the engine to cool, he made his way to a gas station.

The station attendant, a lanky man with a salt-and-pepper beard, stepped toward the car, wiping his hands with an oily rag. He looked at the radiator, then at David. “Get him?” he asked. “You were shootin’ jackbunnies, weren’t you?”

David just looked at the man. “Can you fix my car?” he asked finally.

The man spat and slipped his oily rag into his hip pocket. “You need a new radiator.” He slammed the hood. “Two weeks.”

“Two weeks?”

“Maybe one. Depends on when I can get to Casper.” He scratched his head. “Might be able to find one in Ross.”

David was not ready for this. He looked out over the rolling grass and down the road at a little store and some other buildings.

“Yep, at least a week.” The mechanic walked over and lifted the lid of the pop machine, pulled out two Cokes. “Here you go. On me.”

David took the bottle. The soda was good and cold and burned pleasantly as it went down. “Where am I?”

“This here is Slut’s Hole, Wyoming.”

“Slut’s Hole.”

“Cowboys named it and the name ain’t never been changed.”

“Why Slut’s Hole?”

“Because everybody comes here and then they leave. That’s the story anyway.”

“You’re still here.”

The man smiled. “Born here.” He took a gulp from his bottle. “Name’s Mitch.”

“David Larson.” They shook hands. “I don’t suppose there’s a motel around here.”

Mitch shook his head. “There’s one in Ross. I know where you can rent a room, though. I‘ll take you there.” Mitch rubbed the cold bottle across his forehead. “Just driving cross-country?”

“Yeah. Just looking around.”

“Service?”

“Army.”

“Were you over there?”

David nodded.

“I wanted to go, but they said I was too light. I’ve filled out a little since then.” He noticed David looking at his graying hair. “Too old, to boot.”

“Yeah, well, you didn’t miss much. Where is this room?”

“I’ll take you. Let’s go.” Mitch dropped his bottle into the rack and started toward the old pickup parked alongside the station. “Grab your gear.”

“You don’t have to leave the station,” David said. “Just point me in the right direction.”

“Don’t worry about the gas. Folks’ll just leave the money by the pumps. Get in.”

Mitch drove David down and up a dusty, winding road, then off onto a bumpy drive to a two-story house. “The old woman’s name is Sixbury, Chloë Sixbury. Now, let me explain something; she’s got a wooden leg. She hates for people to look at it.” He pulled to a halt beside the house, beneath a cottonwood.

The old woman was down by the barn. There was a young man with her, carrying bags of feed from a pickup truck into the barn.

“That’s Patrick,” Mitch said, as they walked toward the barn, “Sixbury’s son. He’s an idiot. Don’t say nothing.”

Sixbury saw the two men approaching and walked over to meet them. “Hey there, Mitch.”

“Sixbury. Got a fella here who needs a room. David, Sixbury.”

“Ten dollars,” she said.

“Ten?” David shook his head. “I don’t know.”

Mitch put a hand on David’s shoulder. “She means a week.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“I cook the meals,” she said. She turned and looked at her son. “My son is retarded. He won’t say anything, but he’s a good boy. Harmless.”

Mitch left and Sixbury showed David to his room. It was downstairs, just off the kitchen, with a window that overlooked the barn lot. Sixbury lived on the small spread with only her son, raised about thirty sheep and a few chickens. She had two horses, an Appaloosa mare and a fourteen-hand, calf-kneed quarter horse. She managed the ranch by herself, her son helping with the chores. She met the bills with money from mineral rights; her ranch was dotted with oil rigs.

Sixbury did not fool around when she sat down to a meal. Dinner that first evening was something to behold—generous portions of lamb and potatoes, with beets and several other vegetables. Patrick had a hearty appetite and Sixbury did more than hold her own. David liked Sixbury, though she was only slightly more talkative than her son.

After dinner, David stepped outside. If the day sky of Wyoming had been big, the night sky was overwhelming. In the darkness, the slightly more than flat landscape of the basin ran into the sky. The stars were huge and bright.

Sixbury stepped out onto the porch while David was in the yard. She was holding a bottle and two glasses. “Some place, eh?” she said, sitting on the steps.

“Yes, indeed.”

“All I’ve got is bourbon.”

“Sounds good to me.”

She poured and handed a glass to David as he sat down beside her. “It’s a chilly night.”

“You know, I really missed this country.”

“It’s a big hunk of real estate. Where were you?”

“I was in Vietnam.”

“What’s wrong with your car?”

“I shot a hole in the engine.”

“Jackrabbits?”

David laughed. “A familiar sport in these parts, I take it.”

She knocked her whiskey back and poured herself another. “Mitch mentioned you were overseas.”

David looked at her. He didn’t know when Mitch could have told her.

“He called, to be sure everything was going okay. Were you in the fighting?”

“You might say that.”

“My Frank was in the Second War. He was with lots of women over there. Were you,” she cleared her throat, “active?”

“Moderately.”

“Frank denied it, but I know.”

“How did Frank die?” David took the bottle and poured another.

“Car crash. I lost my leg. I used to have a peg. I think I like it better.” She knocked on her prosthetic limb. “People never had to guess which one was phony.”

David smiled and looked at the old woman. “You know, I like you. I don’t like a whole lot of people, but I like you.”

“Yeah, well, it ain’t been a whole day yet.”

After a silence, David said, “I’ve been trying to figure out where I should live.”

“Where were you born?”

“Georgia.”

“Settle there. People should live where they have a history.”

“Don’t like it there. Never did.”

“Then go where God takes you.”




Chapter 2

The retarded man was sitting in the bed of the pickup, his back against the wheel housing, wearing a complete set of yellow rain gear. Sixbury and David were in the cab. The rain, which had been falling all morning, was letting up. David looked over his left shoulder, through the window, at Patrick.

“He’s okay,” said Sixbury. “He never gets sick. I think it’s called compensation. Like the way blind people develop a keen ear. He ain’t jelled mentally, so he don’t get sick.”

They were on their way to the livestock auction just outside the town of Ross.

“You planning to buy anything?” asked David.

She shook her head, then leaned forward, looking up through the windshield at the rain. “Damn strange weather.”

David watched the rain falling on the grasslands. It was a sight that he’d never thought to imagine. He could see in the distance the edge of the storm. Sixbury pulled off onto the muddy parking area.

As they walked to the hall, they were greeted by ranchers and cowboys standing beneath the overhang.

“Hey there, Sixbury.” A man tipped his Stetson.

“Joshua,” said Sixbury.

“Some weather, eh, Six?” said another man.

“You bet.”

“You’re new,” a man said to David.

“Yeah. David Larson.”

“Howard Dale,” said the short, bearded man and shook David’s hand. “Just move to these parts?”

“Yeah, I shot a hole in my radiator.”

The man frowned. “Why would you do something like that?”

“I was shooting at jackrabbits.”

The man just looked at David.

“I was under the notion that this was a common activity.”

Howard Dale raised his brows and coughed into his hand. “Yeah?”

“Take a week to fix it.”

“Just out of the service?”

“Is it written on me somewhere?”

They stood around without talking for a couple of minutes. Then David asked, “What do you do? You a rancher?”

“I’m a veterinarian.”

“Yeah? How do you like that?” David waved to Sixbury, who had drifted across the room.

“I like it. Are you staying over at Sixbury’s?”

David nodded.

The auctioneer switched on the microphone and blew into it. People began to sit. David said goodbye to Howard and went to sit next to the old woman.

First up were a sow and a litter of piglets. Two cowboys stood at either side of the corral and herded the animals about. Then they brought out the largest hog that David had ever seen, a huge brown-and-black boar, as big as a pony. The animal wasn’t so much fat, just tall. “How’s he get down to it?” someone shouted out. Everyone laughed.

After about an hour, they brought out a buck sheep with tremendous horns that spiraled inward and pressed against the animal’s head near the eyes. The sheep stood motionless in the center of the pen. He had trouble holding up his head. One of the cowboys buzzed him with a prod and he started to run, but his heavy head got out in front of him and pulled him down into the sawdust. Everyone laughed as the buck struggled unsuccessfully to stand. “One dollar!” shouted Sixbury.

The auctioneer looked over to the owner of the buck. The owner nodded and slid down into his seat. “Davis, is that your ram?” someone shouted at the owner. “Why didn’t you cut them trumpets?”

“One dollar,” said the auctioneer. He looked around. “It’s yours, Sixbury.”

“What are you going to do with him?” David asked the old woman.

“Take him home and kill him.”

“Oh.”

David pulled the truck around back while Sixbury stood in line to cough up a buck for the sheep. He parked and dropped the tailgate. He was standing there waiting for Sixbury when he saw Patrick being pushed around by three boys. David walked down the aisle between the holding pens.

“Hey, idiot,” said one of the boys, pushing Patrick, “tell us what it’s like.” The teenager tripped him.

Patrick pulled himself up from the ground and livestock shit and tried to walk away, but another boy stepped in front of him.

“How’re you boys doing?” David asked, stepping between Patrick and the kid and knocking some of the shit off Patrick’s slicker. “Everything all right?” David looked at the boys.

“Everything’s fine,” one mumbled, and they scratched their heads and turned away.

“Come on, Patrick. It’s time to go.” Patrick did not look at David. He just stepped past him and walked to the truck.

Sixbury came and the sheep was loaded into the back of the truck.

“How are we going to keep him in there?” David asked.

“Lay him down, Patrick,” Sixbury said.

Patrick climbed into the truck and flipped him onto his side. Then he sat down himself, his back against the cab.

“Let’s roll,” said Sixbury.

She climbed behind the wheel and started the engine. David slammed his door and rolled down his window.

“What went on back there?” asked Sixbury as she pulled out onto the road.

“Some kids were hassling Patrick.”

“That happens.” They drove along in silence. “I’m an old woman. I’ve been around as long as the dirt.”

David said nothing, he just looked at her.

“I’ll have to die one day.”

This was their second day knowing each other and David was lost. He didn’t understand what she was saying, nor did he have any idea why she was speaking so familiarly with him.

Sixbury looked at David. “You think I’m crazy. Maybe I am. I don’t get to talk to a lot of people. I guess I’m trying to take advantage of your being here.”

David remembered some of the conversations he had had in Vietnam, how quickly very personal subjects surfaced with the most unfamiliar faces.

“Everybody dies,” David said.

“Look behind you. That’s who will survive me. I’ll have to worry throughout eternity about him. I’m his mother, but he ain’t a part of me. Does that sound awful?”

“No, Sixbury.”

“I have no children.”

At that moment David had the thought that he should stay here, where he had so oddly landed.

Sixbury pulled through the drive and to the side of the house. She got out and walked to the back. David joined her. She let down the tailgate and looked at the buck; he was still on his side. Patrick climbed out.

“Patrick, get me the shotgun,” Sixbury said.

“You’re going to kill him?” asked David.

“I told you that.”

“Why? Why buy him if you going to shoot him?”

“Hell, David, look at him. His damn horns squeeze his head; he can’t stand up. And what good is he? He can’t even mount a ewe. And that’s if you’d want him to.” Patrick returned with the shotgun and handed it to his mother. “I’m doing the pathetic creature a favor.” She raised the shotgun and fired into the animal’s head. The blast pushed the animal back a little. Blood spread slowly through the fleece. Sixbury handed the gun to David.

“I’m going to take him to the dump.”

David let the barrel fall by his thigh and looked at the sheep. There was less blood than he would have expected. He watched as Sixbury and her son drove away.

He was impressed by this old woman, comfortable with her. She was hard and honest, solid. He looked out over the rolling grass, the buttes in the distance, and pictured it all covered with snow.




Chapter 3

David spent the days on the ranch walking around, one day for miles along the Belle Fourche River. He sat in the intense noon sun, looking at the river, imagining cowboys herding cattle through it. He looked at the mesa on the other side. He wondered what it must have been like to see this country for the first time, without any notion of what to expect.

He hiked back to the house, borrowed Sixbury’s truck, and drove to Mitch’s filling station to check on his car. Mitch was filling a white pickup with gas. Printed on the door of the truck was STATE DEPT. OF ROADS.

“Hey, Mitch,” David said.

“Howdy there.”

The driver of the state truck stepped away from the cooler, bottle of pop in hand. “You’re new.” He shoved his hand forward. “Craig Hraboy.”

David shook his hand. “David Larson.”

“I would have introduced you,” said Mitch.

“I see you work for the state,” David said.

The man nodded. “Car trouble?”

David just looked at him.

“You got kin here?” he asked.

David shook his head.

“Then it’s car trouble. And that’s Sixbury’s truck.” He pointed.

“Hey, Hraboy,” said Mitch. “How’s that oil?”

“It’s all right.”

“I’ll get your receipt,” said Mitch, studying the pump figures, then walking inside.

“Sure is a pretty place,” David said.

“It’s a place you’ve got to be born to. Not too many people, none that I know of, think it’s pretty.” He put some chewing tobacco in his mouth and offered the pouch to David. David declined. “Yep, you can’t take a place like this unless you’ve been born to it.”

“Well, I was thinking I might hang around for a while.”

Hraboy looked at David, then spat. “What the hell for?”

“Seems like a decent place.”

Mitch came out with the receipt. “You know, if we was in a place like New York, we’d be working out one of those kickback deals.”

“Mitch,” said Hraboy, “David here says he might want to stay in these parts.”

“How’s that?”

“I’ve been in the jungle for three years. I can take it here.”

“They ain’t got winter in the jungle,” said Mitch.

“Or snowsnakes,” said Hraboy.

“What’s that?” asked David.

“Oh, you got to watch out for them,” said Mitch.

“What are snowsnakes?”

“Well, they’re white,” said Hraboy. “And they ain’t very long.”

“Not long at all,” said Mitch.

Hraboy said, “And whatever you do, don’t shit in the snow.”

“Why?”

Hraboy and Mitch laughed. Hraboy said, “Because one of them critters’ll crawl up your ass and you’ll freeze to death.”

“Very funny,” said David. “How’s my car?”

“That ain’t so funny. I called around and found you a radiator, but you need a water pump, too.”

“How long?”

“I’ll be in Casper tomorrow.”

“Are you seriously considering hanging around here?” asked Hraboy.

“I’m thinking about it.”

“The reason I asked is that I know of a job.”

“Yeah? What kind of job?” asked David.

Hraboy spat. “Working at a rest area over on the freeway. You’d have to clean up the place and work behind the information desk.”

Mitch slapped Hraboy playfully with his oily rag. “Hraboy, I might have wanted that job.”

“Who do I talk to?” asked David.

“Me. Do you want the job?”

David looked at Hraboy, then Mitch, then out across the plains. “How do you kill a snowsnake?”

The two men smiled at David. “It won’t be so bad,” said Hraboy.

“And I guess I’ll pick you up a gas-tank heater,” said Mitch.

“Excuse me?”

“So you can plug your car in to keep it from freezing up on you.”

A Jeep wagon came rolling into the station. It was Howard Dale, the veterinarian whom David had met at the auction in Ross.

“Fellas,” said Howard.

“Hey there, Howard.”

“Howard,” said Mitch, “have you met our newest resident?” He savored the syllables of the word.

“Yes.”

“Resident,” said Hraboy.

“You’re staying here?” asked Howard. “Why on earth?”

“Just to give it a try.”

“Okay,” said Howard. “I just came from Sixbury’s; she told me you were here. Does she know you’re staying?”

“I just decided. Let me ask you fellas a question. If it’s so bad here, why do you stay?”

Hraboy answered, “It’s not that it’s bad here. It’s like I said, you have to be born to it.”

“It ain’t so bad,” Howard said.

David was stunned that he was staying, but he felt that he had gone with the right feeling, felt comfortable standing in front of the pumps in that dusty gas station with these men.

“Women is scarce, though,” said Mitch.

“This is true,” said Hraboy, “but I’m married.”

“You gotta go to Casper or Cheyenne to meet women,” Mitch said. “College girls in Laramie.”

“Yeah,” said Howard, “you gotta go some to meet girls.”

“Some Indian girls around,” said Mitch.

“Yeah, they’re nice,” said Howard.

Hraboy spat. “Thank God I’m married.” He looked at the sky. “Speaking of which . . . I’ll see you guys later.”

“What about the job?”

“I’ll call you at Sixbury’s.” Hraboy got into his truck and left.

“Job?” Howard looked at David.

“Working in a rest area on the interstate.”

Howard nodded. “Looks like you’re all set.”

“I guess.”

“You got plenty of long underwear?”

“Yeah, you’ll need plenty of long underwear,” said Mitch.

“It’s middle of summer,” said David. “I wish you people would stop talking about winter.”

“Winter’s never very far off around here,” said Howard.

“You’ll get on fine,” Mitch said.

“Well, I’ve got to drive over to the Gerlach place,” said Howard. “He’s got a sick bull.”

“Okay, Howard,” said Mitch.

“I’ll see you tonight,” Howard said to David.
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