
        
            [image: cover]
        

    


Black Cloud

by Janice Daugharty

 


Smashwords Edition

Copyright 2010 Janice Daugharty

 


First published by Denver
Quarterly

 


He's out early. On foot. Crossing the pasture
behind the hall-divided farmhouse built before he was born.
Sixty-two now, and at that age when he has given up the day-to-day
of putting food on the table for his four children--grown now and
on their own--and feed in the troughs for two-hundred head of
cattle, like children in their own way, and the thrill of loving
women after dark.

Free now to fight for principles born from
print. Though that's not quite right either; he's still strong,
though lean, tough and temperamental, still physical in the old
way. Not thinking in terms of what's political so much as
practical. Except for last summer when he had problems with the
IRS. He'd like to put a face to that name, Mr. IRS, and just once,
he'd like to best the government.

He shifts the barrel of his rifle from left
to right shoulder, gazing up with electric green eyes at the bluing
sky. A plastic gallon jug swings from a length of cord tied to one
belt loop and flops against his right leg. Long strides in
calf-high, lace-up boots, khaki pants and a worn green shirt with
sleeves rolled on muscular tanned arms. He used to be
six-foot-four, he used to have full sandy hair; now he is
six-foot-two and his hair is thinning like winter grass. Still, he
is handsome and proud, a ladies' man who has loved only one
lady.

In a minute he will look down, after he
passes from the open field of split-tipped smut grass, to the soft
gray dirt of the branch banks. Checking for tracks of a Texas
cougar in Southeast Georgia. Three calves lost already.

He looks up, he listens. No sound, save for
the locusts in the scrub oaks and black gums along the branch. No
helicopters (Florida Game and Fresh Water Fish Commission) whipping
the warm air.

All week, black helicopters have been
scouting his land, sweeping west from Highway 129 to the Alapaha
River, 800 acres of timberland, pasture, and swamp, in search of
one of the cougars tagged and released in North Florida.

The purpose of the experiment is to test the
suitability of the site to support a population of panthers in the
future, and to develop technology and techniques to establish a
population... The experiment uses the Texas Cougar because we just
don't have enough Florida panthers to experiment with. We used
different ages and sexes and some translocated animals, some caught
in the wild in Texas, and others born in captivity.

It reads good, it sounds good, humane and
helpful. So does Welfare. So does the IRS.

A rooty smell along the run of the branch and
what Wilton imagines is cat. Old tracks, no dirt clinging to dewy
blades of bull grass. He follows the wallowing brown water west
through the valley of trees where on his left the fenced-in pasture
is yellowing in the rising sun; and beyond, on the hill, the family
cemetery with its bleached headstones designating the graves of his
wife, his mama and daddy, and two generations of grandparents and
kin: the Nortons.

When he spots the cougar this time, he will
shoot; no holding back because he's read in the Valdosta
Herald that killing or maiming one of the tagged cats is a
crime. He cannot recall exactly what the fine cited by the
newspaper amounted to, but it seems inconsequential. He is going to
shoot the cougar anyway, first chance he gets. He has made up his
mind. No more calling the Commission to report the cat, no more
trying to persuade the voice on the phone that the tracks he has
seen aren't dog tracks. An insult. He has lived in these
woods--Georgia-side of the Georgia/Florida line--all his life. He
knows a dog from a cat.

Fresh tracks now, the daisy-wheel tracks of
the cat. Big as a boy's hand. Eyeing the hickories and liveoaks
along the west ridge of pasture, he keeps walking, walking over the
paw prints of the cat. Power in that. This is his land, land passed
down by his daddy, land passed down to his daddy's daddy, from Old
Samuel back there in the cemetery. Not that Wilton is
sentimental--he doesn't think that way--but there is a feeling of
duty and belonging in owning, in knowing that as fact. He follows
the tracks toward the river, where his dwindling herd of cattle is
grazing the fenced block of pasture east of the riverswamp. He's
already sold off half his herd to pay the IRS for back taxes he
didn't owe; another third sold to pay a lawyer who tried, but
failed, to prove Wilton didn't owe what he didn't owe, which
circled round to him owing--with interest and penalties--nearly
twice as much as they said he owed in the first place.

What was strange, what Wilton couldn't get
out of his head, was the IRS agent, a stocky, steel-eyed junior,
sent to his house last summer to assess Wilton's "holdings." That
the agent actually came was not half so strange as his coming early
in the morning, drinking Wilton's strong hot coffee in the
high-ceilinged kitchen while hedging about how he'd like to help,
but facts are facts, computers don't lie, IRS is IRS, and he was
just an agent doing his job like anybody else--that kind of shit.
He would do what he could, he said, to check it out. The People
have their rights. Atlanta, call Atlanta.

But when Wilton did call he was put on hold
for thirty minutes, then connected with another robotic agent who
spouted the same figures from the same computer file. Wilton had
asked for the top man and, after another thirty minutes, was
patched through to a woman who read off the same computerized
figures. Computers don't lie. IRS is IRS, the unseen God.
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