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Dedication
This book is dedicated to my public school teachers, especially Pansy Baker, who taught me to read, and Lucille Kercheville Day, who taught me to think.
Meanwhile, as the cities boom and the state changes, a great period is being wasted. Fiction in particular thrives on transitions, on the destruction of one lifestyle by another. Houston and Dallas have sucked in thousands of Rubempres, but where are the books about them? These cities are dripping experience, but instead of sopping up the dripping and converting them into literature our writers mainly seem to be devoting themselves to an ever more self-conscious countrification.
—Larry McMurtry
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Somerville, Tennessee
Texas Opportunities Announced by Local Businessman
Modern Engineering Marvel to Bring Life-Sustaining Waters to Farmers of Texas
Memphis – A public meeting was held yesterday at noon in the ballroom of the Mercantile Hotel in downtown Memphis in which Major Augustus Handley Welch of Somerville, Tennessee, announced the formation of a new public company to investors of our state. The new enterprise is the Oasis Land and Irrigation Company, which has undertaken the building of a dam and irrigation system in South Central Texas for the development of the full agricultural potential of that region.
Family and close friends of Major Welch have known him since his childhood here in Somerville by the affectionate nickname of “Aitch” (for his initials A.H.). “This new development effort,” said Major Welch, “is but a continuation of my longstanding interest in bringing modern methods to the ancient and honorable pursuit of agricultural profits.”
Welch was accompanied on the dais by Lord Leslie Phineas Cauthey of Her Majesty’s Guard (Retired). Lord Cauthey has assisted in the issuance of a large bond offering by Oasis Land and Irrigation Company to the investment houses of London and other European capitals. “Phase I funding for the actual construction of the dam is now in place,” said Lord Cauthey.
Lord Cauthey also told those assembled about “the abundant sunshine and water in those verdant hills.” He is a participant in the enterprise; having reserved for himself a parcel of land “nestled in a croft between two green hills where a hunting lodge will be built to entertain European nobility and other sportsmen. They will find the cunning Mexican wild pig known as the javelina as bracing a quarry as they now enjoy with the wild boar in Hungary and other parts of Middle Europe.”
Major Welch announced that the February 1911 tour of the project and available farms in the area would also include a hunt for which Lord Cauthey would act as hunt master. “Balmy winter nights in San Antonio are incomparable, strolling on the plaza with soft notes of guitarros wafting from the neighboring cantinas,”said Major Welch. He also reminded the crowd in attendance that their sons above the age of fifteen were also welcome on the tour. The tour has been scheduled so as not to interfere with planting or harvesting for local food and fiber producers who choose to participate.
At the conclusion of the public address, refreshments were served in the Old Hickory Bar and some two-dozen area farmers had signed on for the Texas excursion.
Major Welch also announced that a number of prizes would be offered to those who participated in the hunt for deer, wild turkey, javelinas, rabbits, and other game.
[The remainder of this clipping has been lost.]
The clear glass butter-dish with the domed cover sat on the windowsill of Agnes’ room at Golden Oaks. She kept her opal brooch in it and an unpolished garnet from her granddaughter, a red stone so dark that it looked black when the sun wasn’t directly upon it, a Brazilian stone, which her granddaughter said, “had healing properties.”
When Agnes Grace Felps looked at the dish on the window sill, she remembered her wedding to Houston Alvis Barrow as though it happened yesterday, and not in the lush spring of 1919, a year of extraordinary prosperity in Hulsey County, Texas, a year with more rain than usual, abundant grass for the cattle, and good promise of another bumper cotton crop. Even her tight-fisted father Monroe Felps had behaved with an uncharacteristic generosity, hiring two fiddlers from San Antonio to play at the wedding and Efrain Ortiz to barbecue two calves for the wedding guests. Monroe Felps did this despite the fact that he was saving up to open his own cotton gin in Felps Crossing, a feat he planned to accomplish before next year’s cotton-picking season.
One Saturday Agnes overheard some farmers talking in the drugstore in Mahler. One of them said, “Well, you cain’t take it with you.” Another replied, “No. But if you’ll give it to Monroe Felps, he’ll brang it with him when he comes.” The men laughed and talked of other things. Agnes slipped away unseen, embarrassed and proud of her father’s legendary thrift. It did make life at home a grinding trial sometimes.
Agnes remembered the pink tea-rose bouquet her mother made her, the veil of lace made by Mrs. Sepulveda, a famous lacemaker in San Antonio, her lovely ivory dress Aunt Martha and her mother made, and the tall hollyhocks in the side yard where the wedding ceremony was held. Pastor Findley from the Mahler Methodist Church performed the service, standing in his funereal black suit with sweat rolling from his bald head down through his bushy gray eyebrows across the gleaming lenses of his gold rimmed spectacles. Houston managed to look both scared and dignified in the new brown suit, which his father had bought him as a wedding present. Agnes thought he looked handsome, a fine-looking man of eighteen, someone a sixteen year-old bride could count on.
That morning as Agnes waited in her bedroom, her mother came in and sent her sisters away. “Honey, if you need to ask anything of me, I’ll try to give you a good answer. You’re a farm girl and I think you understand. I think you have picked a good man. While he has chosen to live with you among your people, he is smart enough to be a little stiff-necked about it.”
“Is the man and woman part of life good between you and Daddy?” asked Agnes.
“Oh Lord, honey. Don’t go dragging your daddy into this.” Her mother blushed and moved to the window, staring out to the field and the trees along the creek beyond. “Yes, it is. You’ll notice it isn’t his free hand with a dollar that keeps me around.” She said this laughing and turned to go. “Enough foolishness. Don’t muss that dress or your Aunt Martha will whip you like a redheaded stepchild. I love you.” Tears were coming into her eyes when she bustled from the room, leaving Agnes sitting carefully on the edge of the straight-backed kitchen chair, waiting to be called to her wedding.
Houston and Agnes went to live in the hired-hand’s house on the old Barker place about a mile up the creek from her family. Monroe Felps made them a wedding present of one year’s rent with the customary terms for farming on shares the next year. No one had lived in the hand-house in the two years Monroe had owned it, and last season he had stored baled hay in the place. When Agnes and her sisters had first gone to clean the place up, they had killed four rattlesnakes by dragging them from under the front door step with a hoe and chopping their heads off. The girls had painted the old iron bedstead white and put clothes hooks along one wall of the bedroom. By the time the wedding was over and Houston and Agnes walked along the creek to the little house, their first home had a table with a kerosene lamp on it, two chairs, and a battered old wood-burning cookstove in the kitchen. In the bedroom a mattress with bedclothes and an orange pieced quilt had been placed on the iron bedstead. Agnes’ mother said she could come and get a dishpan and some other kitchen things in a day or two. Her sisters would bring a picnic basket lunch at noon tomorrow.
Houston had been shy before her, and this enchanted Agnes. She felt bold and eager to touch him. She thought his body beautiful and she felt his gratitude for her body. He was tender, eager, and silent, until, in the darkness, he sleepily said, “I’ll try to make you a good husband, Agnes.”
She laughed and said, “You’re off to a mighty fine start.”
The next morning she slipped from the bed before daylight, left Houston sleeping soundly, and ran along the creek to her old home. She woke her sister Clara and asked for some biscuits from yesterday. Clara crept down to the kitchen and the two young women made a basket of cold biscuits, ham, fig preserves, a Mason jar of coffee, and a ball of butter wrapped in waxed paper. Clara covered the basket with a clean white tea towel and Agnes got back home with it all before Houston woke. She spread the towel on the table and set the food out. Then she undressed and got back in the bed to wake her new husband.
After a time, they ate the food, both ravenous. As they sat in the kitchen across the table from one another, Agnes said, “Donny Eugene Fuller is selling everything and moving off to California. We ought to go see if we can’t get a few things for this kitchen. We don’t even have a skillet or a coffee pot.”
“Good idea. I’ve only got twelve dollars saved, but we can spend it however you think is best.”
“Well, we don’t want to spend down to nothing, but let’s go see what we can get for a dollar or two,” she said.
Fuller’s wife had run off, though nobody seemed to know the details except that the man she left with had been traveling through the country selling creosote-treated fence posts. Donny Eugene had given his three children to his sister over in Rio Verde and announced his plan to leave the country. Monroe Felps said Donny Eugene was a fool, but most people felt sorry for him.
Agnes and Houston walked further up the creek and across the field to the farmhouse where Fuller had lived for six years. When they came up to the yard, Houston called out, “Hello the house” and they waited at the yard gate.
After a while Fuller came out on the porch and said, “You all come on in.” His overalls hung on his skinny frame and his shirt was dirty. His shoes weren’t laced nor his hair combed. They followed him into the unpainted little house where trash lay in the floor and the whole placed looked like a whirlwind had whipped through and dropped everything at random. “Everything is for sale,” he said. “Just ask if you want to know the price of anything. I can let that rocker go for one dollar.” Agnes looked at the broken man standing in the wrecked house.
“We mostly wanted to see if you had any kitchenware. We just need a basic housekeeping kit,” she said. She stared into the watery blue eyes and was grateful that Houston had come with her.
“Oh yeah, there’s a whole bunch of junk in the kitchen.” They all passed into the dark little kitchen. The tabletop was a jumble of kitchen utensils, pots and pans. “I can let you have anything off that table for a nickel for two pieces, and, if you buy a dollar’s worth, I’ll throw in another piece of your choice.”
Agnes thought the man might do all right in some place like California. She moved to the table and held up a small dishpan toward the window. She saw two pinholes of light. “That pan can probably be patched pretty easy,” said Fuller. She set the pan back and picked up a cast iron skillet, a pan for making corn sticks, a colander, a wire spatula, a medium butcher knife with a wooden handle, an iron trivet shaped like a heart, a little blue cream pitcher, and a dutch-oven with a lid recessed for coals. She set these things to one side on the floor.
Houston stood quietly by the door while Fuller and Agnes moved around the table. Finally, he spoke. “We sure are sorry to see you leave this part of the country, Donny Eugene.”
“Thank you. You know how it is. This year has just about had horns on it,” said Donny Eugene, looking at the floor.
“How much do you want for that little zinc wash tub?” asked Agnes.
“A dime, I guess.”
Agnes said, “We’ll take that, too. Is there anything else that you think we ought to look at?”
“They is some crockery, canning jars and stuff on the back porch shelves.”
Agnes stepped out on the porch and got two crockery mixing bowls, one of them large enough for bread dough, and a milk pitcher. Then she saw the little clear glass butter dish with a domed cover. The handle was a glass knob with an air bubble in it. “How much you want for this butter dish?” she called into the kitchen.
The two men stepped out on the porch and looked at the dish. “A dime,” said Fuller.
“Are you selling any linens?”
“You can just take whatever you want out of that pile there, no extra charge.”
Agnes quickly went through the stack on the counter. She couldn’t find any tea towels clean enough to take, but she took several crocheted potholders. Her own needlework was packed away in her cedar hope chest and she would unpack everything from it later today. She turned away from the stack of tattered and stained rags. “I think we have about everything. How much do we owe you?”
“Well, why don’t you all just pay me a dollar and let me throw in a couple of milk pails. One of them has a little hole in the bottom but it can be used to carry table scraps or grain to the chickens. The other bucket is perfect. Besides you can carry your stuff home in the buckets and the little tub.”
Houston paid Fuller and shook his hand, saying “Donny Eugene, we wish you all the luck when you get to your new home.”
“I’m obliged to you,” said Fuller. He put the money in his pocket and followed them out to the front porch. As Agnes and Houston left the shabby little house and weedy yard, Fuller stood motionless on the doorstep watching them.
As Agnes and Houston walked along, each carrying a milk pail full of kitchenware and carrying the little tub between them, Agnes said, “That man is about the saddest sight I believe I ever saw, standing in that filthy little shack by himself.”
“That’s what I’ll look like if you ever run off with a fence-post salesman,” said Houston, smiling.
“You’d probably have you another woman before I got over the ridge. Houston, let’s set this stuff down and sit in the shade for a minute.” They put the buckets and tub down, sat on a fallen log in the shade of a liveoak tree and looked at the creek. The creek was still high, although it often ran dry before mid-summer.
Houston leaned toward Agnes and kissed her on the forehead. She gently touched the front of his overalls and he blushed. “What are you blushing about?” she teased.
“You just surprised me. That’s all.”
“I am a married woman and I’ve got some entitlements. It’s in the Bible, I’m pretty sure.”
“I guess I skipped that chapter, but your say so is good enough for me. We’ll look up the chapter and verse later,” he said. They made love in the shade of the great tree.
Afterwards, as they lay quietly, Agnes said, “Being married is wonderful.”
“Well, there is probably a lot more to it than what we’ve been doing,” he said, and kissed her mouth.
“Let’s get this stuff on home and fix that place up. I don’t want people looking at our house and feeling about us the way I felt this morning about Donny Eugene Fuller.”
When they got to the house, Agnes heated water in the tub and scrubbed everything they had bought from Fuller. When she unwrapped the lump of butter leftover from breakfast and put it in the little glass dish with the domed cover, she placed it and the other leftover food in the center of the table, covering it all with an embroidered tea-towel from among her things. She heard Houston hammering, nailing down the loose boards in the back step. It was almost noon and her sisters would be coming soon with the picnic basket -- honeymoon provisions her sister Clara called it. Honeymoon is such a beautiful word, Agnes thought.
Crossing Social Notes
By Minnie Felps Hooper
Spring is much in evidence around Felps Crossing these days. There are abundant wildflowers along all the roads and the trees along the creeks have greened-up beautifully. This celebration of life continues in the social activities in our community.
Lois Reedy had her daughter, Brenda and Brenda’s husband, Flavil, out from San Antonio last Sunday afternoon. Flavil is about to get his master’s degree in Educational Administration from Trinity University in late May. They all had a good visit and Lois sent them home with several jars of pickled okra she put up from her garden last summer. A good time was had by all.
Dwayne and Fiona Russell had his brother Floyd visiting for a week while Floyd was on leave from his duty with the navy. Floyd said it was a real treat to have some homemade cooking for a change. He looks forward to his retirement in a couple more years.
Bob and Lurleen Hooper had their daughter Felicia down from Baylor University for several days where Felicia is majoring in Home Economics. Felicia made them one of her award-winning pineapple upside-down cakes while she was home.
Lucille Kirk went into San Antonio last Wednesday evening to attend a voice concert at the First Presbyterian Church. Her niece was a featured soloist. Lucille stayed overnight at her sister Mildred’s house and then motored on home the next morning. She said the program was beautiful and that her niece planned to study voice in college next year.
Mitzy and Bill Granger are the proud parents of a new baby girl named Jennifer Louise. The baby weighed 6 pounds, five ounces. Mother and baby are doing fine.
I want to encourage all of the citizens of Felps Crossing to let me know of your social events and I will report them in the paper. You can either jot down a note and leave it at Billie’s Tavern or mail them to me at: Box 7, Route 3, Mahler, Texas. I know we are going to have some end of school plans to announce in our next column.
“Arliss, move that damn truck. The beer man ought to be here any minute and he has to park there,” Billie shouted, leaning out from behind the screen door.
“In a minute,” hollered the youngest of the four men sitting around the wooden table in the shade of the chinaberry tree.
“No, godammit. Right now. It’s nearly three o’clock.”
“Awright, awright,” he grumped, making no move to leave the domino game.
Billie let the screen door slam shut as she retreated into the cool darkness of the tavern.
“Arliss, I appreciate you. You’re all that stands between me and the title of sorriest son-of-a-bitch in Hulsey County, Texas,” said an old man in a greasy brown hat. The men laughed and Arliss left the table to move his truck.
Billie watched them out the window. They didn’t holler at her to bring beer out to the table anymore. They came in to the bar to get it for themselves and paid for each round before they took it out. She had to train them all when she bought the place last year. The previous owner, Eldon Burrows, had been half-dead for years and stupid long before that, it seemed to her. She wasn’t about to let them treat her like they had him. Burrows’ son had come back from Arizona to sell her the place. He was manager of some electric company out there and acted embarrassed to be back in Felps Crossing.
The tavern had been locked for four months, since Eldon Burrows’ death. When she and the plump, smooth-faced young Burrows stood in the sour stench of the little building watching a rat run along the back wall, she knew she could make a good deal for the place.
Eddie’s army life insurance had paid her two thousand dollars and she was going to make the most of it. When he had been killed in Korea in June of 1951, everybody started treating her like a tragic figure of a war widow. She never corrected them or said any differently, but the truth was that she hardly knew him and she had realized, shortly before he shipped overseas, she didn’t really like him very much. He had taken his signal corps training in San Antonio about a mile from Bonnie’s Burgers where Billie was famous for being the carhop in satin short-shorts and cowboy boots. It was a good gimmick and her tips were great. She had almost two thousand dollars saved up when she met Eddie.
He was handsome, but so were lots of the young soldiers. Billie liked the way he talked, like a poet, and he laughed a lot. They married in front of the Justice of the Peace in Eddie’s hometown of Alvarado, near Fort Worth. He was twenty-one and Billie was twenty-five. Billie overheard someone talking about “the age difference.” Eddie’s mother had been there and his older sister. Billie’s Aunt Helen rode the bus over from Mineral Wells. A half-dozen of Eddie’s high school friends made up the rest of the wedding party. Fat Judge Winke had a coughing fit in the middle and they thought he wouldn’t be able to go on, but he had wheezed through to the end of his short script. They all ate barbeque at Stroud’s Cafe after the ceremony.
They had been married two months when his orders for Korea came through. By then she already knew that laughing poets could look at other women and spend money. Still, she cried when he died in an army post accident. His guard shack had been run over by a tank during a nighttime practice alert. The tank driver had been drunk. A friend of Eddie’s had written her the truth almost a month after the Army, in the person of a smug young major full of well-rehearsed sympathies, had delivered its bland, true-as-far-as-it-went version of these facts. She never told anybody the details of Eddie’s death and most people assumed he died in combat.
As soon as Billie had the insurance money she started looking for a business to buy. She didn’t tell anybody. She looked at the business opportunity section of the classified ads in the San Antonio newspaper every day. A couple of possibilities she checked turned up men who tried to talk her out of going into business on her own. “Honey, a pretty little thing like you would get eat plumb off the stalk in the liquor store business.”
Some of the ads lied and Billie would leave in disgust. After six weeks she found the beer joint in Felps Crossing. The long, low building had a galvanized sheet metal roof and was covered in brown tar-paper patterned to look like brick. It set back off the road about thirty yards at the back of a pothole-filled caliche parking lot where two rusty and unused gas pumps stood guard in the clouds of white dust. A large chinaberry tree stood to the right of the front door, shading a small concrete slab just large enough for a rickety wooden table and four rusty folding chairs. Behind the tavern was an old aluminum trailer-house sitting up on concrete blocks under a big live-oak tree. Beyond that, the lot sloped steeply down into the rocky, dry bed of a wet weather creek called Owl Branch.
She made a deal with the heirs. “We’ll need to get the deed papers drawn up by a lawyer over at the county seat.”
“You pay him out of the purchase money. He’s not my lawyer,” she said, pleased that she knew to say these words.
Billie quit her job at Bonnie’s Burgers, loaded her stuff in the car and drove the twenty-five miles west out of San Antonio. She parked next to the trailer-house and lived in the car and under the tree for two days while she cleaned the aluminum box that was her new home. The filth was indescribable. She burned trash in the creek bed all day the second day. At night she would sit still and be afraid for a little while, testing whether she really ought to be scared or not. Mostly it was quiet. A truck or car might pass on the road and sometimes she could hear dogs barking in the distance somewhere along the creek. By midnight everything was still and Billie slept in the car with the doors locked.
It took her ten days to get the tavern open. The beer distributor gave her the same terms old man Burrows had and she got the compressor fixed on the beer cooler. She was in business. A man named Peanut Tullos stopped in for a beer on the first afternoon she put the red and white “Open” sign in the window, and the next afternoon she had a half-dozen men in the bar after work. It seemed Peanut Tullos got around a bit.
She was careful with the men. She wore loose dungarees and plaid blouses with matching head -scarves. She was friendly, but not too friendly. One or two of the younger ones tried to flirt with her, but she just smiled and kept serving up the beer, beef jerky, pickled eggs, salted peanuts and corn chips. At five foot nine with light brown hair and large brown eyes Billie knew that many men considered her good looking. That was a help and a hindrance. Arliss was the only one that seemed to be serious about her and she gently kept him at arm’s length. Arliss drove a butane delivery truck and he stopped by most afternoons.
Working as a waitress and carhop gave Billie some definite ideas about men who spent time in bars and cafes. She knew they believed themselves to be worldly. After all, they had been to the border for Mexican whores, hunted coons with dogs along the creeks some nights, and got drunk on Friday evenings. But Billie knew they were ignorant and often scared. And she knew they ran the world.
Billie opened the place at eleven in the morning and closed at ten in the evening, earlier if nobody was around. After work she read or listened to the radio in the trailer-house. Sometimes she would sit at the dilapidated picnic table at the end of the trailer-house and smoke cigarettes, looking at the stars and waiting for sleep to come. I wonder if I ought to feel lonelier than I do, she thought.
She worked all the problems in the first two chapters of the Bookkeeping for Small Business workbook she had ordered from an ad before she realized that she was already doing everything the book recommended, and in ways that she understood.
One Wednesday afternoon when Billie was in the tavern alone, a large woman in a blue print dress and tiny black straw hat with a wisp of black veil set far back on her gray hair came in the front door and stood just inside. “Can I help you?” asked Billie.
“I’m Mrs. Russell Turner. My husband owns the corn-sheller and feed mill down the road. I wonder if I could talk with you a few minutes.”
“Why, sure. Come on in and sit down. Do you want a cup of coffee?”
“No. I can’t stay long.” She hadn’t moved from her post near the door. The big woman hesitated. “Some of the women of the community were wondering if you could run this place more like a grocery store.”
“What do you mean?” asked Billie.
“You know, quit selling beer. We are concerned about there being a beer … place … here. The children … and … well, some of the men around here … .”
“Mrs. Turner, I can’t make a living selling bread and vienna sausage.”
“What you do is not our concern. We just want to have a clean community. Some of us were glad when Burrows died. We figured nobody else would want this place.”
“Well, you were wrong as it turns out. Now, do you want some coffee or not?”
“I have to go,” Mrs. Turner said, her face red. She turned and strode out, slamming the screen door.
Billie felt a trembling in her stomach that stopped as soon as she wondered what kind of man Russell Turner was.
Peanut Tullos drove up in his pick-up as Mrs. Turner gunned her Buick and sprayed caliche dust and gravel behind her as she pulled onto the road. Tullos came into the bar smiling and said, “I see you been welcomed.” Billie laughed and brought him a bottle of beer with a small glass turned upside down over the neck of the open bottle and a saltshaker. He sat at a table near the window where he could see the road.
Tullos was supposed to be a welder. His truck always had acetylene tanks and equipment in the back, but she never heard of him doing any work. He always wore freshly ironed khaki shirts and pants that gave his bulky six-foot frame a military look. His gray grizzled hair buzzed off in a burr haircut added to the military impression. He spent most afternoons at her place drinking beer slowly for several hours. Peanut Tullos never seemed to get drunk. He was friendly with the other men who came later in the afternoon, and Billie knew he liked her and didn’t want anything from her except cold beer. She got used to him being the only customer in the early afternoons on most days.
When the others would start to drift in, Tullos would get loud and make them all laugh. Sometimes they played dominos but often they just talked among themselves, all listening intently when Tullos talked. Later she realized that he had a reputation as an outrageous liar. When he was not present, anyone who quoted him had to hold both hands in the air with his fingers crossed. If someone forgot to cross his fingers while quoting Tullos, he had to buy a round of beer for everybody in the bar as a penalty. But they all listened when he spoke and quoted him freely when he was absent, their work-hardened hands in the air, fingers crossed. Tullos’s talk was too good to discount just because some of it wasn’t true.
He once spent almost two hours describing for them the battle of Bastogne and his role in it. Five men leaned forward, intent and quiet, as Tullos described bloody deaths in dark forests, the fear he felt, the arrogance and stupidity of his company commander, the exhaustion of the troops as they pushed on in day after day of fighting, the charm of the villages and the grateful women.
When he got to the part about women, his voice dropped low and Billie couldn’t hear from her place behind the bar, but she could see the Malone twins, Alf and Ralph, leaning forward and breathing through their mouths as they did when their attention was required. After Tullos left, old man Hooper said, “That is the best he ever told it. It makes me damned sorry the man never served in the Army.” Everybody laughed and they went back to their domino game.
As the weeks went on, Billie slowly made improvements in the place. She got the oldest Ortiz boy to help her paint the inside one Sunday, and she put a little grocery shelf near the front door with canned meats, crackers and other picnic food on it. The guy who drove the truck for the grocery distributor in this part of the county was friendly and helped her make choices about what kinds of things might sell. He was good looking and Billie was pretty sure he was queer. She liked him and looked forward to his Monday afternoon deliveries.
She got a telephone for the bar by paying a special one-time charge for stringing the wire from the highway down the two miles of gravel road to her place.
On Sundays she would drive back to San Antonio to see a movie with some of the women she used to work with or just drive around the countryside looking. She loved looking at the delicate green of the scrubby mesquite lining the bar ditches and the huge clumps of prickly pear growing at odd angles along the railroad right-of-way. She admired the dark green of the live oak trees scattered along the banks of the dry creek beds.
An old mama raccoon started coming up from the creek at night with three raccoon kittens, and Billie would watch them turn over the trash barrel and rummage for scraps. Billie started leaving food scraps on the picnic table, and she would sit in an old lawn chair watching the animals in the yellow light of the bug bulb by her trailer. She left a big basin of water out for them after Arliss told her about raccoons washing their food. One night she left saltine crackers on the table and laughed as the mother coon carefully washed each cracker until it disappeared. It was funny at first, but then it seemed cruel. She never did it again. After that, Bille left pieces of beef jerky, apples and table scraps for her coon family.
One day Billie realized she was making more money than she had in San Antonio. She was pleased, not about the money really, but because it meant she was doing business right. Some of the families in the area started sending their kids to buy bread, eggs or soda water. The women still didn’t come into the tavern except for Inez Ortiz who came by twice a week to sell eggs and pan dulce. Sometimes Inez would take a bottle of beer with her when she left, hiding it under the towel in the metal bucket she had brought the sweet bread in.
About three o’clock one afternoon Billie was alone in the place drinking a cup of coffee and filling out a vendor’s report for the State Liquor Control Board. She looked up when she heard a car pull up outside. She recognized Mrs. Turner’s dark green Buick; she didn’t recognize the tall, thin woman who climbed awkwardly out of the passenger seat and started toward the door. The woman walked like a large, long-legged bird, her black purse clutched to her stomach with both hands, her head bowed as though she were looking for something on the ground. The limp gray gabardine suit seemed to flap about her as she moved.
Billie stood and shoved the papers beneath the bar. She took a deep breath, preparing for some additional treat from Mrs. Turner.
The tall woman entered and walked to the bar. When she rested her purse on the bar, she lifted her face and Billie was suddenly staring into vast, calm gray eyes that were of startling beauty and wholly unexpected. “I wonder if I could use your telephone to make a call. I would pay you, of course,” the woman said in a quiet voice.
Billie was flustered and her effort to overcome it made her sound falsely cheerful. “Sure. You bet. Come on down to the end of the bar. That’s where the phone is.” She felt foolish.
“I am Belle Tullos. I need to call my son at school in Austin. Mrs. Turner’s telephone is out of order and she doesn’t want us to bother Mister Turner down at the mill.” The two women stood looking at one another as though some other preliminary might occur to them.
“Is something wrong?” asked Billie.
“Yes. Samuel drowned over at the Cauthey reservoir about noon.”
“Samuel?”
“Oh, Peanut. I am … was … his wife,” Belle explained simply. “I guess I’m the only one who calls him Samuel since his mother died.”
“Peanut Tullos is dead?” Billie felt tears come into her eyes.
“Yes. He was fishing and must have fallen out of the boat. Noe Ortiz found him about an hour after Samuel left the house to go fishing,” Belle said. She seemed to be giving a report of something that happened long ago, to someone else. “Our boy Sammy is in Presbyterian seminary in Austin. I need to call and let him know.”
“Of course. Please come sit here and I’ll hand the phone across to you,” Billie said, pointing to the stool at the end of the bar. She hurried behind the bar and lifted the black phone up on the counter top. Billie studied Belle as she took reading glasses and a little address book from her purse. Except for those extraordinary eyes Belle was sort of homely. There was a large, faint scar on the left side of her forehead which pushed even farther back the already high hairline on that side. It looked like a burn scar to Billie. The jacket of her suit had once had puffed sleeves, but the shiny limpness of the worn material made the puffs look now like puckered lumps on top of each of Belle’s shoulders.
Billie moved away, down the bar, trying to give Belle privacy for her call, but she still overheard Belle’s part of the conversation.
“Sammy … Your daddy drowned this morning … I am OK. Can you come home? … Please, Sammy. This is not the time … I can set the funeral off for a day … I love you too, honey … Everything will be all right. I’ll see you tomorrow night … I have to go now. This is a long distance call and I’m using a business phone … OK. Bye, bye.” Belle gently set the phone back into its cradle and rose from the stool. “The boy and his daddy didn’t get along too well,” she said.
“I’m so sorry … about everything,” Billie blurted out.
“Oh, well thanks,” Belle said absently. “You are probably too young to remember rationing during the war.”
“I remember we couldn’t get bubble gum,” Billie said.
“Well, rationing was hard. Sugar, coffee, gas, tires. But you knew what your allotment was and you learned to live with it. That is what my life with Samuel was like. I was prepared for ever smaller rations as time went on. Who would have thought rationing might end while I still had a taste for sweetness.” Belle gave this long speech while staring off into a distant place that Billie could not imagine or see. Suddenly, Belle seemed to remember where she was and she smiled a wan smile at Billie. “I have to go. Mrs. Turner will be getting hot and impatient waiting out in the car.”
“I think that woman was born hot and impatient,” said Billie without thinking. Both women laughed, but Billie was embarrassed she had said such a thing under the circumstances. “Please come back to see me sometime. I like to sit out in the evening and watch a mother coon bring her babies up to eat scraps on the picnic table out back.”
Belle was moving toward the door slowly. She turned and said deliberately, “I’ll come Thursday evening of next week. Not this week, of course, but next week.”
“Of course,” said Billie. “Come about nine. I’ll close then. I’ll make us some cheese sandwiches and coffee.”
“Don’t go to any trouble,” said Belle, clearly pleased. She left quickly and crossed the parking lot in that peculiar loping gait. The Turner Buick sped away in the afternoon heat.
Billie felt strange being in the big room alone now. She poured another cup of coffee and stood sipping it, staring out the door. Maybe I ought to buy a couple of loads of gravel for the parking lot, she thought.
Classified Notices
Whosever hog is in my pasture come and get it. –Adolph Vogel
I’ll tell you one goddamn thing, Mahatma Gandhi was a sonuvabitch. You want your oral history, you turn that tape machine on and I’ll give you some oral history. Sure, I saw that Gandhi movie on television. What a crock. During World War Two my army unit was sent over there to get the goddamn Indian railroads back to running. The food was not fit to eat. Damn cows all over the place and not a decent steak to be had anywhere. Every once in a while one of us would shoot some skinny old cow and cook it over a campfire.
The Indians were more interested in fighting the British than whipping Tojo. They could tear up more track in one day than we could lay in a week. They didn’t give a plug nickel if it killed fifty train-crew as long as it pissed the limeys off. And all the time that little half-naked Gandhi was running around in a diaper making Life magazine think he was holier than any bleeding Catholic saint.
I guess religion is the same everywhere, at least in some ways. My daddy use to say that many a man had been trudging along behind a mule and a plow in the blazing heat when he got called by God to go preach somewhere in the shade.
Anyway, ever now and then the British Command would send over a case or two of potted meat that tasted like soap. I was hungry the whole time I was over there. Even the cafes that was supposed to be for the English served up some of the most peculiar stuff I had ever seen set on a table. I dreamed of a river of cream gravy, and when I came home my momma stood at that old wood-burning stove for four solid days cooking, trying to fill me up. Finally she told daddy to take me to town and buy me steaks until I couldn’t eat no more.
We would get one rail-line running and have to go back and fix the line we fixed the month before. The Mahatma was preaching peace and some of his followers was tearing up track non-stop. The most you could hope for about the food was that it didn’t have maggots in it. The people were hostile little brown bastards, and the weather was something else. I mean, I grew up on Texas and I know something about hot weather, but India was hotter than a two-bit whore on nickel night. I like to have died for the heat. One old boy from Vermont or one of them places asked the chaplain where he would be sent if he had to go to military prison. When the chaplain told him San Francisco, he jumped up and slapped the living fire out of the major sitting next to him at the bar. Of course, a couple of military police beat the crap out of him and he had to come to work the next morning like everybody else. No San Francisco for him or any of us. I tell you it was hot.
We had ten old steam locomotives shipped over from the States. Typical army deal. Had to practically rebuild them from the ground up to put them into service. Whenever we got one of them to run on a few yards of track, a general would show up to have his picture made hanging off the cow-catcher, grinning and saluting the camera.
So, you kind of get an idea of how I formed my opinion of Gandhi. A year after I got home I married Hazel and she finally told me that nobody wanted to hear my opinion of Mahatma Gandhi anymore. I knew she was right. She generally was right about things. She knew before the doctor told her that she couldn’t have kids, and she knew when she was dying before her doctor told either one of us.
So, I kind of quit talking about Gandhi and the war. Every now and then I would run into somebody and talk about it a little. One time they hired six of us welders to put up the new mill south of town and one of those guys had fought in Europe. He told me about the Battle of Bastogne and I told him about India. But mostly I just quit mentioning any of it. I’d hear other guys talking on the job about Adlai Stevenson, inflation, or Viet Nam, and, of course, communism was real popular for a while. I even worked on a job that old man Vogel poured the foundation for and one of his boys talked non-stop about movie stars. Somebody told me that boy later run off to Oklahoma to become a homosexual, and I can believe it because I’ve met people from Oklahoma. But the point is I quit talking about the war I knew about.
I moved to this nursing home after I had a little stroke. They don’t like you to call it a nursing home. They say it is a “retirement village.” That word village reminds me of India and I say this place is a nursing home.
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