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A-
V  

L a s t  M a n  I n  

S p i k i n g  w h i t e  i n  t h e  p i n e s ,  s u n  M a r e s  t h e  c a b  o f  t h e  

t r u c k ,  t h e  s t r e t c h e d  a q u a  o f  W i l l  B u r n e r ' s  e y e s  a s  h e  s p i e s  a  

p i c k u p  p a s s i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e  g a t e  t o  B u c k  C r e e k  w o o d s .  

" H o t d a n g ,  D o n n i e ,  w e  g o t  ' e m  t h i s  t i m e ! "  H e  s p i t s  o u t  h i s  

t o o t h p i c k  a n d  h i s  l o w e r  l i p  h a n g s  i n  h i s  l o n g  s a l l o w  f a c e .  

.  O K  .  " S o n d a b i t c h l n g  c o o n h u n t e r s  !  "  

T a l l  a n d  t e n s e ,  w i t h  a  h e a r t  f a c e  c u t  f r o m  h i s  d a d d y ' s ,  

I D o n n i e  t u g s  a t  t h e  r i f l e  o n  t h e  r a c k  b e h i n d  t h e i r  h e a d s  

p l i  
? 

f *  " A n k ! "  W i l l  s a y s  a n d  g r a b s  h o l d  o f  t h e  y o u n g  m a n ' s  w r i s t . ^  

^  " A i n ' t  n e c e s s a r y . "  H i s  e y e s  s t a y  o n  t h e  d a r k  s t o c k y  m a n  l e a n i n g  

f r o m  t h e  p i c k u p ,  s t o p p e d  j u s t  i n s i d e  t h e  g a t e .  O n  t h e  b a c k ,  

b l u e - t i c k  a n d  b l a c k  , a n d  t a n  h o u n d s  m o i l  a m o n g  f o u r  b o y s  o f  f t y / k e -« s  A  A  
a s s o r t e d  s i z e s  w i t h  t h e  s a m e  s m o k e d  f e a t u r e s  a s  t h e  m a n .  A l l  

w a t c h i n g  t h e  n e w  w h i t e  F o r d  a s  i t  r o l l s  i n  b e h i n d  t h e m  w i t h  t h e  

d u s t  .  

W i l l  s t i c k s  h i s  h e a d  o u t  t h e  w i n d o w  a n d  t h e  s u n  g l a n c e s  o f f  

h i s  s c a l p  l i k e  n e w  t i n .  " W h a t  y o u  f e l l a s  u p  t o ? "  

. 



The man plants one boot on the baked dirt as If he might 

drive off dragging it. "Me and the boys is looking for coon 

signs." 

"Well," says Will, "I been seeing your tracks and I says to 

Donnie,'Who you reckon'd be running coondogs back in here?'" 

He gazes up with eyes to match the September sky. The man 

stares off down the two-path road into the woods. Not ten feet 

apart, but leaving yet some distance for civil discussion by not 
* 

locking 1ooks. 

"Ain't no secret," says the man, "I been hunting here going 

on two winters now." One short-muscled arm is braced on the 

steering wheel, the other rests on the sprung door. The dogs 

and boys shift on the back, sober-eyed and poised to be run off. 

"Oh," says Will with a sliding smile, "that would've been 

back before I come by this place." 

"Yours now, huh?" 

Will nods and sinks into a deep study. "You new around 

here, ain't you?" 

"Fargo--live just off the Okefenoke^ Swamp. " 

"Hum, don't say." Will fishes another toothpick from his 

blue shirt pocket and picks his perfect capped teeth in earnest. 

"What's your name?" 

The man still ignores Will's eyes, now lit on him like 

summer butterflies, and the question. "So you the one bought 

Buck Creek, huh?" 

"What the deed says." 
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"Gate was open." 

"Open cause people around Withers knows their place." 

The man drums out a rhythm on the steering wheel with his 

stained fingers, figuring. 

"Woods dry like this, can't tell where a fire might break 

out," Will says. "How come I have to keep folks out of here." 

"I ain't set no fire yet ." 

"Well, you know how it goes—somebody might throw down a 

cigaret t e . " 

"Don't smoke." 

"Let me put it to you like this," says Will, not smiling 

now and preaching with his toothpick. "Ain't no coonhunters 

welcome on my place. Don't like dogs running ofi my deer. 

"Coondogs ain't gone be after no deer." The man eyes Will 

with his bear head tilted. 

"Fact is, you ain't welcome, so you best be moving on 

before I have to move you on." Will holds his toothpick shy of 

his 1ips. 

"Mister, you better look out who you messing with, says 

the biggest boy, on back of the truck. He has a round head on a 

slim column neck and black hair to his shoulders. 

Will studies the boy and his brothers stained dark, as if 

they've taken on the colors of the Swamp. "Your girl there s 

got a smart mouth." 

"Listen, mister, we ain't here looking for no fight, says 

the man, "but if nothing else won't do you " 
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Wil l  sw i ve l s  h i s  he ad  Ins ide  w i th  mul^ l s h  de l ibera t ion - - a  

man  l ayered  w i th  co n f l i c t ing  images  o f  h i s  wor th .  "Shag  a s s  o v e r  

there ,  Donn ie ,  and  show th i s  f e l l a  how t o  t ur n  tha t  p i ece -o f - a -

t ruck  around ."  

Donn ie  sw in gs  ou t  w i th  l ong  a rms  dang l ing  and  dodge s  th e  

bed  o f  the  o ther  t ruck ,  a l l  eye s  on  h im,  and  sna tches  the  man ' s  

a r m  o f f  the  door ,  and  a t  the  same  t ime  h i s  mouth  s eems  t o  sw i t ch  

on  t o  fou l  and  b lowing :  "Who  the  h e l l  you  th ink  you  are ,  man ,  

mes s ing  w i th  us?"  The  m an  doesn ' t  budge  but  braces  bo th  boo t s  

on  the  ground .  Donn i e ' s  f ace  g l ow s  l i ke  the  bones  are  burn ing  

a s  he  g rasps  the  m an' s  sh i r t  f ron t ,  j e rk ing  and  curs ing  l i ke  a  

/  tempe i^menta l  boy  be ing  g iven  some  s l ack .  F ina l l y ,  the  man  

s eems  t o  come  uns tuck  and  p i t ches  forward ,  grapp l ing  a t  D onn ie ' s  

shou ld er s  w i th  a  red -eyed  l e er ,  and  w a l t z e s  h i m to  the  d i t ch ,  

co l l aps ing  a s t r ide  and  wa l lowing  h i m in  the  crazed  m u d .  As  he  

r ears  back  t o  p un ch  Do n n ie  in  the  face ,  he  he a r s  a  r i f l e  breech ,  

the  boys  ho l l e r ,  and  turns  t o  s e e  Wi l l ' s  aq u a  eye s  beho ld ing  h im  

f rom a  p o l i s h ed  gun  s tock .  
A 

"Now ,  coonhunter ,  you  be t t e r  h igh / ta i l  i t  on  ou t  o f  here ,  

q l {  .  y ou  and  your  sooners ."  W i l l  smi l e s  good  now,  a n  unnat ura l  smi l e  

a s  t ho ugh  t o  show h i s  t e e th .  "And  t ak e  your  g i r l s  w i th  y o u ."  

The  m an  s tays  s t radd led  the  b oy ,  p i nn i ng  h i s  j erk i ng  arms ,  

and  s eem s  t orn  be tween  p unch ing  h i m and  ge t t ing  sho t  or  l eav ing  

w h i l e  he  can  Z> 
C At  lTs t ,  he  t rudges  t o  h i s  p i ckup ,  ge t s  in  and  backs  

through  the  d i t ch ,  w i th  boys  and  dogs  shuf f l ing  l i ke  a  l oad  o f  

shoa t s  .  
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W i l l  r e s t s  t h e  r i f l e  o n  t h e  w i n d o w ,  e y e b a l l i n g  D o n n i e .  " I ' m  

g o n e  m a k e  a  m a n  o u t  o f  y o u  i f  I  h a v e  t o  s h o o t  y o u  t o  d o  i t . "  

W i t h  t h e  s u n  a t  h i s  b a c k ,  t h a t  e v e n i n g ,  W i l l  a g a i n  w h i p s  

h i s  p i c k u p  a r o u n d  t h e  c u r v e  a t  B u c k  C r e e k ,  s l o w i n g  t o  c h e c k  f o r  

t r a c k s  i n  t h e  g r o o v e d  s a n d .  " J u s t  l o g g i n g  t r u c k s , "  h e  s a y s  t o  

D o n n i e .  " R e c k o n  t h e m  c o o n h u n t e r s  g o t  t h e  m e s s a g e . "  

D o n n i e  s t a r e s  o u t  t h e  o t h e r  w i n d o w  w h e r e  h i s  a r m  i s  

p r o p p e d .  " T h e y  m i g h t ' v e . "  

" L i k e  I  s a y ,  y o u  g o t t a  s t a n d  u p  f o r  y o u r  r i g h t s .  P e o p l e  

l i k e  t h a t ' l l  w a l k  a l l  o v e r  y o u . "  W i l l  w a t c h e s  D o n n i e  f o r  

e f f e c t :  i c e d  b l u e  e y e s  s u n k e n  f r o m  ^ t  h e  b l u n t  j u t  o f  h i s  

b r o w ,  h i s  s h a r p  h e a r t  f a c e ;  l i m b y  b o d y ,  t i g h t  a n d  e l e c t r i c ,  

r e a d y  t o  p o u n c e ;  s k i n  s o  f a i r  i t ' s  a l m o s t  t r a n s p a r e n t ,  b l o o d - r e d  

o r  w r u n g - w h i t e ,  d e p e n d i n g  o n  w h a t ' s  u p .  H e  i s  w h i t e  n o w ,  w h i t e  

a s  m i l k .  

W i l l  t u r n s  o n t o  t h e  r a m p  a t  t h e  r e d  m e t a l  g a t e ,  s t o p s  a n d  

s n a t c h e s  t h e  r i n g  o f  k e y s  f r o m  t h e  i g n i t i o n ,  s e a r c h i n g  f o r  t h e  

o n e  t o  o p e n  t h e  g a t e  h e ' d  l o c k e d  t h a t  m o r n i n g .  

H e  h a s  k e y s  t o  o t h e r  g a t e s  o n  o t h e r  p r o p e r t y ,  l a n d  h e ' s  

w r e s t e d  f r o m  n e i g h b o r s  t h r o u g h  f o r e c l o s u r e s  o n  l o a n s  a n d  g e n e r a l  

m i s f o r t u n e s — o n e  o f  h i s  f a v o r i t e  t a r g e t s  i s  w i d o w s  t e r r i f i e d  o f  

g r o w i n g  p r o p e r t y  t a x e s .  H e ' l l  t a k e  t h e m  t o  t h e  d o c t o r ,  r o c k  o n  

t h e i r  p o r c h e s ,  w o o  t h e m  a n d  w i n  t h e m  a n d  t a k e  t h e i r  l a n d  a n d  

g o .  U n l e s s  t h e y ' r e  g o o d  p r o s p e c t s  f o r  w i l l i n g  h i s  m o n e y  b a c k  i n  
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a  c o u p l e  o f  y e a r s .  M o r e  t h a n  o n c e  h e ' s  s e r v e d  a s  p a l l b e a r e r  a t  

s o m e  w i d o w - w o m a n ' s  f u n e r a l  w h i l e  h e r  f a m i l y  s t a r e d  o n ,  t o o  m a d  

t o  m o u r n .  H e  h a s  k e y s  t o  o l d  h o m e p l a c e s ,  h u n d r e d - a c r e  f a r m s ,  

w h i c h  a l l  J o i n e d  w o u l d  m a k e  u p  a  f a i r - s i z e d  e s t a t e .  B u c k  C r e e k  

m a r k s  h i s  f i r s t  l a n d  b i n g e :  2 , 0 0 0  a c r e s  c o n n e c t e d ,  a t  $ 1 , 5 0 0  a n  

a c r e ,  b o r r o w e d  a g a i n s t  t h e  l a n d  i t s e l f ,  t o  b e  p a i d  b a c k  o v e r  a  

p e r i o d  o f  t e n  y e a r s .  T i m b e r ' s  w o r t h  t h a t .  B u t  h e  f e e l s  l i k e  a  

g i a n t  c o m i n g  b e f o r e  a n  a r m y  o f  g i a n t s  a n d  w o n d e r s  i f  h e  s h o u l d  

h a v e  b e e n  c o n t e n t  w i t h  o w n i n g  s m a l l  p l o t s .  H e ' s  a l w a y s  e n j o y e d  

t h e  s c a t t e r i n g  o f  d i s c o n n e c t e d  t i m b e r  a n d  f a r m  l a n d  h e ' s  c o m e  b y  

i n  E c h o l s  C o u n t y :  l o o k s  l i k e  h e  o w n s  m o r e  t h a n  h e  d o e s  a n d  g i v e s  

h i m  m o r e  l e e w a y  a f t e r  s u r v e y i n g  t o  s c o o t  o v e r  t h e  l a n d  l i n e s .  

A r t i s t  a t  h i s  c r a f t ,  W i l l  c a n  a c t  p o o r ,  g e n e r a t i n g  e n v y  t h r o u g h  

h u m i l i t y - - o r  a t  l e a s t  c o n f u s i o n - - o r  h e  c a n  p u t  o n  t h e  d o g .  

H e  f i n g e r s  k e y s  t h a t  f i t  n o t h i n g  n o w - - g a t e s  t o  l a n d  h e ' s  

l o s t  h i m s e l f  w h e n  f a r m i n g  f a i l e d  a n d  h e  f a i l e d  t o  m a k e  t h e  

p a y m e n t s — a n d  k e y s  t o  t r a c t o r s  a n d  t r u c k ' s  j u n k e d  a t  t h e  t a c k e d -

t o g e t h e r  s h o p  b e h i n d  h i s  h o u s e  f o r  b u l l o u s  v i n e  t r e l l i s e s .  

R e a r i n g  b a c k ,  h e  w a t c h e s  D o n n i e  f u m b l e  t h e  k e y  i n  t h e  

p a d l o c k  a n d  f e e l s  a l m o s t  b a d  f o r  t h e  w a y  h e  s h a m e d  h i m  t h i s  

m o r n i n g  a f t e r  t h e  c o o n  h u n t e r  g o t  h i m  d o w n .  B u t  t h e  b o y  n e e d s  

t o  t o u g h e n  u p ,  n o t  j u s t  b l o w  u p — l i f e  a i n ' t  n o  b a s k e t b a l l  g a m e  

w i t h  r u l e s  t o  g o  b y .  A n d  e v e n  p l a y i n g  b a s k e t b a l l ,  w i t h  r u l e s  t o  

g o  b y ,  D o n n i e  h a d  s p e n t  m o r e  t i m e  o n  t h e  b e n c h  t h a n  o n  t h e  f l o o r  

b e c a u s e  h e  w a s  h e a d s t r o n g .  W i l l  y e l l s  o u t  t h e  w i n d o w ,  " S h a k e  

t h e  l o c k ! "  
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D o n n i e  s h a k e s  t h e  l o c k  a n d  t h e  l o o p e d  c h a i n  r a t t l e s  a g a i n s t  

t h e  m e t a l  p o s t s  a n d  t h e  h a s p  s n a p s  f r e e .  

A s  t h e  g a t e  s w i n g s  w i d e ,  W i l l  d r i v e s  t h r o u g h  a n d  s t o p s  

a g a i n  a n d  s w i g s  f r o m  t h e  p i n t  o f  J a c k  D a n i e l s  s l e e v e d  w i t h  a  

p a p e r s a c k  b e t w e e n  h i s  k n e e s .  W a t c h i n g  i n  t h e  r e a r v i e w  m i r r o r  

f o r  D o n n i e  t o  r e l o c k  i t .  G o t  g i r l s  o n  h i s  m i n d ,  t h i n k s  W i l l ,  

a n d  l a u g h s  l o w  i n  h i s  e l o n g a t e d  b e l l y .  W i l l  c a n  w e l l  u n d e r s t a n d  

t h a t  a n d  a p p r o v e s ,  t h o u g h  m o r e  t h a n  o n c e  h e ' s  h a d  t o  b r e a k  u p  

D o n n i e ' s  c o u r t i n g  — n o  j u d g m e n t  a b o u t  g i r l s  o u t  t o  t r a p  h i m —  

t h o u g h  h e ' s  a l m o s t  g i v e n  u p  w o m e n  h i m s e l f .  A n d  n o t  b e c a u s e  o f  

N e l l  h i s  w i f e ' s  h a r p i n g  e i t h e r ;  t h e  f e e l i n g  j u s t  i s n ' t  t h e r e  

a n y m o r e .  H e  y e l l s  o u t  t h e  w i n d o w ,  " W e  g o t  c o w s  w a i t i n g  o n  u s  a t  

t h e  W a t s o n  p l a c e . "  

W i l l  k e e p s  t h e  f a m i l y  n a m e  o f  h o m e p l a c e s  h e ' s  a c c u m u l a t e d ,  

o u t  o f  h a b i t  a n d  m e a n n e s s — r e m i n d s  t h e  s t r i p p e d  l a n d o w n e r s  o f  

w h a t  t h e y ' v e  l o s t ,  w h a t  h e ' s  g a i n e d .  

D o n n i e  l o p e s  t o  t h e  t r u c k  a n d  s w i n g s  i n  a n d  s l a m s  t h e  d o o r  
t w i c e .  

L a y e r s  o f  s m o k e h a z e  s e t t l e  i n  t h e  o r a n g y  d u s k  o v e r  t h e  

p i n e s ;  a f t e r m a t h  o f  s o m e  w i l d f i r e  t a m e d  i n  t h e  i n f i n i t e  f o r e s t s  

o f  t h e  f l a t w o o d s .  V i r g i n  p i n e s  i n t e r s p e r s e d  w i t h  a n c i e n t  c a t -

f a c e d  t u r p e n t i n e  t i m b e r ,  d i a g o n a l  s t r e a k s  l i k e  c a t  w h i s k e r s  o n  

g l a z e d  a m b e r  f a c e s  o f  s u n - d r a w n  r e s i n .  O c c a s i o n a l  p a t c h e s  o f  

s c r u b o a k s ,  c l e a r e d  o f  u n d e r b r u s h  b y  w i l d  h o g s  r o o t i n g  f o r  

a c o r n s .  C e n t u r y - o l d  b e a r ^ g r a s s  w i t h  t e a l  b a y o n e t s  a n d  d e a d  

b l o o m s  o n  s t a l k s  l i k e  o v e r g r o w n  a s p a r a g u s .  P a l m e t t o e s .  

g a l  l b e r r  i e s ,  t y t y s  a n d  m y r t  l e / — e v e r g r e e n  a s  t h e  l o n g - l e a f  
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p i n e s  g r o w i n g  f r o m  t h e  r o t  o f  n e e d l e s  a n d  l e a v e s  a n d  a  c o v e r  o f  

c r i s p  r u s s e t  s t r a w .  

h 1 / / 3 " W e  g o n e  c l e a r - c u t  t h i s  t i m b e r ? "  D o n n i e  a s k s .  

" A i n ' t  s h o r e  y e t , " s a y s  W i l l  a n d  h i t s  t h e  r u t s  h a r d  a s  

t h o u g h  t o  t o u g h e n  t h e m  b o t h .  H e  w i l l  c l e a r . c u t  t h e  p r i m e  t i m b e r  A  
p l o t s ,  b u t  h e  r e s e n t s  D o n n i e  s a y i n g  w e  i n s t e a d  o f  y o u  w h e n  t h e  

b o y  h a s  j u s t  g r a d u a t e d  f r o m  h i g h  s c h o o l  a n d  i s  y e t  t o  w o r k  o u t  

h i s  f i r s t  a c r e .  A t  D o n n i e ' s  a g e ,  W i l l  w a s  m a r r i e d  a n d  a l r e a d y  

o w n e d  t h e  f a r m  w h e r e  t h e y  s t i l l  l i v e .  B u t  h e ' s  g l a d  t o  k n o w  

w h a t ' s  g o i n g  o n  i n  D o n n i e ' s  h e a d ,  t h a t  s o m e t h i n g  i ^  g o i n g  o n .  

A b o u t  a s  c l o s e  a s  t h e  b o y ' s  c o m e  t o  t a l k i n g  b a c k  t o  W i l l  s i n c e  

h e  t u r n e d  f i f t e e n  a n d  h a d  a s k e d  t o  d r i v e  t h e  t r u c k  a n d  W i l l  

s a i d ,  ' W h o s e  t r u c k ? '  a n d  D o n n i e  s a i d ,  ' O u r  t r u c k ;  a i n ' t  I  h e l p e d  

w o r k  i t  o u t ? '  W i l l  h a d  k n o c k e d  h i m  s i d e w i n d i n g  a c r o s s  t h e  w a x e d  

f l o o r  o f  N e l l ' s  l i v i n g  r o o m .  A s  m u c h  a s  W i l l  w a n t s  t h e  b o y  t o  

s t a n d  u p  t o  h i m  n o w ,  h e ' d  k n o c k  h i m  d o w n  a g a i n  i f  h e  g o t  s m a r t .  

C o m i n g  u p  o n  t h e  f o r k /  t o  t h e  e a s t  s e c t i o n  o f  t h e  p r o p e r t y ,  

W i l l  n o t i c e s  t h e  t r u c k  p u l l i n g  t o  t h e  r i g h t  a n d  l e a n i n g .  " H o w ' s  

t h a t  t i r e  l o o k  o n  t h a t  s i d e ? "  

D o n n i e  p o k e s  h i s  k e e n  f a c e  o u t  t h e  w i n d o w .  " F r o n t  l o o k s  

ok_. " 

"We got two of 'em over there, you know." 

D o n n i e  t u r n s  h i s  c r e w e d  b l o n d e  h e a d .  " A  l i t t l e  l o w ,  t h e  

b a c k  t i r e  i s  .  "  

" W e l l ,  I  b e  d a m n e d ! "  W i l l  b r a k e s  t h e  t r u c k .  " M i g h t  a s  

w e l l  p u t  o n  t h a t  s p a r e .  T h i n k  y o u  c a n  h a n d l e  i t ? "  
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" Y e s s i r . "  D o n n i e  g e t s  o u t  a n d  c l a n g s  a r o u n d  t h e  b e d  o f  t h e  

p i c k u p  a n d  r o l l s  t h e  s p a r e  w i t h  a  w h u m p  t o  t h e  d i r t .  

W h i l e  h e  j a c k s  t h e  t r u c k  a n d  s w a p s  t i r e s ,  W i l l  s t a r e s  o v e r  

t h e  w a r m  a i r y  w o o d s ,  t r y i n g  t o  d e c i d e  w h i c h  l o g g i n g  m a n  h e  

t r u s t s  e n o u g h  t o  c u t  t h e  t i m b e r .  H e  k n o w s  s e v e r a l ,  b u t  n o n e  h e  

t r u s t s  n o t  t o  d o  u n t o  h i m  w h a t  h e  w o u l d  d o  u n t o  t h e m .  

A  d o e  t i p s  o u t  o f  t h e  w o o d s  o n  t h e  r o a d  a h e a d  a n d  s t a n d s ,  

w r e n c h i n g  h e r  t a p e r e d  n e c k  t o  w a t c h  t h e m ;  f r o m  t h a t  d i s t a n c e ,  

a b o u t  t h e  s i z e  o f  a  j a c k  r a b b i t .  W i l l  c o n s i d e r s  t a k i n g  t h e  

B r o w n i n g  a n d  l a y i n g  h e r  l o w .  D e e r  s e a s o n  o r  n o t ,  h e ' d  l i k e  a  

f r e s h  m e s s  o f  v e n i s o n .  B u t  h e ' s  a f r a i d  h e ' l l  j a n g l e  D o n n i e  s o  

t h a t  h e ' l l  n e v e r  g e t  t h e  t i r e  c h a n g e d .  T a k e s  e v e r y t h i n g  t o  

h e a r t .  S o m e d a y ,  w h e n  b u s i n e s s  s l o w s  a n d  W i l l  h a s  t h e  t i m e ,  h e ' s  

g o i n g  t o  t a l k  t o  D o n n i e  a b o u t  t h a t  n i g h t  o n  B i l l y ' s  I s l a n d  i n  

t h e  O k e f e n o k e e  S w a m p  w h e n  t h a t  b u n c h  o f  m e n  t o o k  t u r n s  w i t h  a  

d e a d  d o e .  H i m s e l f  i n c l u d e d .  W i l l  h a d  d o n e  i t  o n l y  b e c a u s e  h e  

w a s  d r u n k  a n d  p r o b a b l y  w o u l d n ' t  h a v e  s o b e r ,  a n d  D o n n i e ,  t h i r t e e n  

t h e n ,  h a d  b a w l e d  l i k e  a  b a b y  w h e n  h i s  t u r n  c a m e  a n d  t h e n  

v o m i t  e d .  

R e m i n d s  W i l l  o f  w h a t  a n  o l d  f e l l a  n a m e  o f  F u l l e r  S e d r i c k  

o n c e  t o l d  h i m  w h e n  h e  w a s  g r o w i n g  u p  i n  W i t h e r s .  S e d r i c k  u s e d  

t o  s i t  a r o u n d  t h e  c o m m i s s a r y - - r i c h  m a n  c a n  d o  t h a t - ~ a n d  l e c t u r e  

W i l l  a n d  a  c o u p l e  o f  o t h e r  y o u n g  f e l l o w s  o n  e v e r y t h i n g  f r o m  

w e a t h e r  t o  w a r .  W h a t  w a s  i t  h e ' d  s a i d  e x a c t l y ?  W i l l  c a n ' t  

q u i t e  r e c a l l .  S o m e t h i n g  a b o u t  a  m a n  v o m i t i n g  a t  h i s  v i l e s t  

p o i n t ,  a  m a n  h a v i n g  t o  d o  t h a t ,  t o  g e t  h i s  c r a w  f u l l  o f  e v i l  a n d  

v o m i t  i t  u p  b e f o r e  h e  c a n  s e t t l e  d o w n  t o  a  l i f e  o f  g o o d .  

A c t u a l l y ,  n o w  t h a t  W i l l  t h i n k s  a b o u t  i t ,  F u l l e r  S e d r i c k  w a s  t h e  
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r e a s o n  h e ' d  w o r k e d  s o  h a r d  t o  b e  s o m e b o d y ,  t o  o w n  l a n d - - t h e  o l d  

m a n  h a d  o w n e d  h a l f  t h e  c o u n t y ,  d i d  w h a t  h e  h a d  t o ,  c r o o k e d  o r  

s t r a i g h t ,  t o  c o m e  b y  i t .  P o w e r  i n  o w n i n g  l a n d .  

W i l l  w o n d e r s  i f  t h a t  b u s i n e s s  w i t h  t h e  d e e r  w a s  w h a t  m e s s e d  

D o n n i e  u p ,  w h a t  m a d e  h i m  d i m - w i t t e d  a n d  w e a k  a n d  k e p t  h i m  f r o m  

b e i n g  i n d u s t r i o u s .  W h e n  t h e  t i m e  i s  r i g h t ,  W i l l  w i l l  t e l l  

D o n n i e  t h a t  h u m p i n g  a  d o e  i s n ' t  a l l  t h a t  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  a  y o u n g  

m a n  g e t t i n g  h i s  f a c e  p a i n t e d  w i t h  t h e  b l o o d  o f  h i s  f i r s t  k i l l .  

A  n e w  k i n d  o f  i n i t i a t i o n ,  a n d  a  m a n ' s  g o t  t o  k e e p  u p  w i t h  t h e  

t i m e s  .  

T h e  d o e  o n  t h e  r o a d  a h e a d  s p r i n g s  o f f  i n t o  t h e  p i n e s  

' ^ D o n n i e  b o u n c e s  t h e  f l a t  t i r e  i n t o  t h e  b a c k  o f  t h e  t r u c k ,  

t h e n  c o m e s  a r o u n d  a n d  g e t s  i n ,  b r u s h i n g  h i s  h a n d s  o n  t h e  k n e e s  

o f  h i s  j e a n s  .  

" Y o u r  m a ' s  g o n e  h a v e  a  f i t , "  s a y s  W i l l ,  e y e i n g  D o n n i e ' s  

g r e a s e - s t r e a k e d  k n e e s .  

W i l l ,  w a x y  b r i g h t  a n d  b e a m i n g  a f t e r  a  d r i n k ,  s t a r t s  t h e  

t r u c k  a g a i n  a n d  t u r n s  a t  t h e  f o j r k s ^  w h e r e  t h e  s e t t i n g  s u n  t u n n e l s  

i n  a  f i e r y  b l a z e  j u p — ~ t 1 i e  t w o - p a t h  r o a d .  B e f o r e  h e  g e t s  t o  t h e  

n e x t  f o r k T  t h e  t r u c k  p u l l s  a n d  l e a n s  t o  t h e  l e f t  a n d  t h e n  r i g h t  

a n d  a l l  f o u r  t i r e s  f l o p  a n d  w h u m p  l i k e  a  t e a m  o f  h o r s e s  

g a l l o p i n g .  

" R o o f i n g  t a c k s ! "  W i l l  s a y s .  " T h a t  g o d d a m n e d  s o n d a b i t c h  h a s  

s t r u n g  r o o f i n g  t a c k s  o n  t h e  r o a d . "  
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Having  h iked  out  o f  the  woods  and  two  mi l e s  a long  the  d i r t  

road  t o  Wi t hers ,  W i l l  doe sn ' t  even  s top  for  s upper .  He  knows  

the  coon  hunter  and  h i s  boys  w i l l  be  hunt ing  Buck  Creek  be f or e  

he  ge t s  back .  Ma d  and  a  l i t t l e  drunk ,  he  t akes  the  o ld  Ford  

p i ckup  he 'd  dr iven  be fore  he  b ou gh t  the  new  on e  w i th  th i s  year ' s  

t obac c o  money  and  s t r ikes  out  aga in  for  the  woods .  

He  f e e l s  duped  and  s u c k e r e d  and  can ' t  wa i t  t o  t rack  the  

coon  h unt er  down .  He  ha te s  coon  hunter s  anyway  because  they ' re  

genera l l y  sh i f t l e s s ,  and  he  ha te s  coon  dogs  because  the y  ch ase  

the  deer  over  the  nex t  proper ty  l ine  wh ere  someone  e l s e  w i l l  ge t  

the  boun t y .  W i l l  never  hunt s  f o r  t roph i e s  but  f or  mea t  and  has  

g o n e  so  far  a s  t o  s e t  up  h i s  own  co ld  s t orage  in  on e  o f  s eve r a l  

o l d~b u t~kept  ou tbu i ld ings  beh ind  h i s  concre te A block  co t tage .  Ay / 3 ^^  

Meat  o f t en  go ing  t o  was t e ,  l i ke  vege tab le s  Ne l l  pu t s  up  e ach  

summer  in  the  two  deep  f r e e z e r s ,  and  he  has  t o  hau l  i t  a l l  o f f  

t o  the  county  dumpster s  t o  make  room for  more .  

He  r e fu s e s  t o  take  i t  t o  the  q u ar te r s ,  sou th  o f  the  t racks ,  

f or  the  s imple  reason  tha t  every  n i g g e r  he  knows  d raws  Wel fare ,  

pa id  for  w i th  h i s  t ax  money .  Won' t  work  f or  Wi l l ,  h u h  uh ,  When  

he  a sks ,  they  l augh  and  amble  o f f - -"You  so  me an ,  Mr .  Wi l l ,  a in ' t  

nobody  want ing  t o  work  f o r  you"- - to  s e l l  t he i r  R .C .  bo t t l e s  a t  

Wi l l ' s  s tore ,  or  t o  t he  po s t  o f f i c e  t o  g e t  t he i r  checks .  Not  a  

b i t  a bove  s e l l ing  Wi l l  the i r  food^tamps  though ,  f or  wh ich ,  i f  

the  government  caught  h im,  they 'd  have  h i s  head  for  mak ing  a  

p r o f i t .  D a m n e d  t h e  g o v e r n m e n t ?  D a m n e d  t h e  n i g g e r s !  

Dau gh ar ty  11  



Slinging curves along the road, heading back to Buck Creek, 

he sees the moon rising full and lemony over the bushy-topped 

pines. His hands, though sweaty, feel frozen to the steering 

wheel . 

Donnie sits forward with his keen face strutted. "They 

ain't going back in the same way," he says, "that's for shore." 

"You don't say!" Will snorts and upends the bottle. "We 

ain't getting my new truck out that way neither." 

"How are we gone get it out?" 

"You come up with something, schoolboy, you're so smart." 

Addled, Will has momentarily forgotten that Donnie is out of 

school and, remembering, thinks if he's going to keep using that 

line, he'd better put the boy in college. He doesn't mean it; 

he knows Donnie couldn't make it—barely made it through high 

school--and besides, Will thinks of college as a place for 

sissies . 

He glances at the gate to the main entrance as they pass, 

headlights swinging across the red enamel bars he'd been so 

proud of--he can't think of a single nother person who has a 

single red gate. His trademark, like the yellow bands on 

Sedrick's trees that, marked his landlines. Will feels doubly 

duped: a gate he can't use now! Roofing tacks! He'll have to 

move the gate to the east entrance of the property and fence off 

the south entrance to Buck Creek. Hungry and tired and close to 

drunk, he tries to sooth his frazzled nerves with the fact that 

one entrance means less to guard, less aggravation, but he's 

going to have that coon hunter's hide regardless and has no idea 

how to get his new pickup out of the woods. None. 
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A deer lopes across the road with it^s white tail 

flagging. "I ain't studying no deer right now," says Will, 

watching Donnie look off as if he hadn't noticed. "You better 

toughen up, boy," he says. "Forget that other business." 

He's never mentioned the doe episode in the Okefenokee 

before and feels glad and vindicated for the opportunity and 

believes in his heart that all he has to do is make mention and 

it's done, like covering tracks with tracks, in Donnie's mind. 

"Ok," Will says and laughs, "we got 'em now. See them 

tracks, that's theirs." 

Tracks on top of tracks, a layering of animal and 

automobile and man tracks, whipstitching the sandy trenches. 

There's been no rain for four or five weeks, no obliteration, 

save the tracks of the last man in. 

Donnie sits back and breathes shallow^as Will turns onto 

the overgrown buggy path through the woods, crushed dog fennels 

and cat-claw briars, with the moon spreading a silver glaze over 

the bent reeds and parted myrtle bushes that spell unwanted 

company. 

"Might want to get that rifle ready, huh?" says Donnie. 

And though Will has just thought the same, he's miffed at 

the boy's apparent cowardice and decides then and there to bring 

some good out of this humiliation and inconvenience and expense, 

to teach Donnie how to handle squatters. If he doesn't do it 

now, when he dies Donnie'11 let them take over. And it comes to 

him suddenly that he will die, as Sedrick died, and Donnie will 

own all he's hoodwinked from fools, and he can feel Donnie's 
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youth, his glassy-eyed freshness, rising up as his own lies 

down. lie almost hates his only son through whose body, as 

Fuller Sedrick would say, Will's going to live a few more 

years. The vastness of his puny ongoing through his heirs 

lashes like fire at his heart. 

He can hear the coon dogs yawping over the woods and stops 

to listen, to get a bead on their direction. When he starts the 

truck again, turning off the headlights and idling along the 

moonlit stretch, he follows the sounds till he can see the red 

reflectors of the old vari-painted pickup, like deer eyes. He 

s t ops. 

"We fixing to walk up on 'em, boy," he hisses. "Ease out 

and don't'Slam the door." 

They creep along the path to the other pickup, empty except 

for a couple of baying blue-ticks in the slat wood box on back. 

Crickets and katydids pick up in ringing between the close and 

distant yawps. A spattering of lightning bugs, like sparks from 

a campfire. 

"Shh," says Will," let's wait here and surprise 'em." 

Mosquitoes whine around their heads while they squat in 

front of the truck and gnaw on blades of grass, finally hearing 

the man and the boys whooing the dogs out of the woods. Then 

headlights crisscross the road, nearing the truck. 

"Soon as they get loaded up," hisses Will, "you dodge 

around and grab the old man." 
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Timing off as usual, Donnie starts to stand and Will 

snatches him back by his bony shoulder. "Stay low, what ails 

you?" 

Now that the coon hunters are getting nearer, Will feels 

eager--this is it, the turning point for Donnie, manhood, and 

his daddy will be there to back him up. Will could have used 

that a few times himself, but his own daddy was dead by the time 

he was Donnie's age. By the time he was Donnie's age, and 

married, and chipping boxes in the turpentine woods ...^he can 

think of dozens of comparisons. Keeping low he waits, feeling 

Donnie breathing clipped beside him, and smells fear on the 

boy's breath like wet cement or eggs—he doesn't know which. 

But he's smelled it before on himself, in the mine fields during 

the Korean War, and with other better reasons than the boy will 

ever have in this good day and age. 

As the boys and dogs load onto the back and the front door 

on the driver's side opens, Will has to shove Donnie out. 

Damnit! 

Voices rise above the dogs' yawping, a quiver on the mild 

night air, the truck shakes, the man returns curses for Donnie's 

curses, scuffling with him toward the ditch off the driver's 

side. Will ducks around the truck and sees the man dance Donnie 

to a tree and pin him while the boys scamp, from the back, the <s.T 

older one with long hair hieing a tire tool. Will shoots out 

and slams the boy on the nape with the butt of his hand, grabs 

the iron rod and stomps across the ditch and threads it between 

the locked heads of the twosome. With a force born of hate, 
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Will cranks on the coon hunter's neck, "Now lay into him, boy," 

Will says thickly. 

Donnie with deep-socketed eyes lumbers forward and pummels 

the man in the face and then the chest, gritting out curses 

Will's never heard, and even talks to the man between shortened 

breaths--words that burn into the dark. "I'm sick and tired of 

you...you acting like I ain't nothing...you bastard, you low-

down, double-crossing sonofabitch...always out to shame me...you 

mulafucking, good for nothing..." He hikes a foot to kick, and 

Will says, "Ank, none of that!" and Donnie eyes his daddy's face 

behind the man's face and socks wild at a face, any face. Will 

dodges, laughs. The man clings to the tire tool, backstepping 

Will to the ditch, and matches grunts with each shout and echoed 

shout from the other boys. 

"Sock him, boy," hollers Will. "Sock him in that old gut." 

Donnie punches as he would a life-long enemy, with that 

much feeling, while the man's knees jerk and his feet jitter and 

t hen (as)he goes slack and leans into Will, staggering under the 

weight and watching behind where the boy with long hair lies 

broken like a rifle. 

When the man no longer snorts or strains, Will drops him in 

the ditch like a sack of cow feed, turning the older boyXwith 

his^Jarogan^j unfolding and blinking up. "Now y'all better get 

your old man and go home," says Will. "And tell him next time he 

strows roofing tacks on my property, he's a dead man." 

Donnie's racked breathing is the air over the woods, the 

arc of darkness. 

</.* 

A 
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B y t he  nex t  morn ing ,  Wi l l  i s  appeased  and  sur e  tha t  the  

pro b lem wi th  the  coon  hunter s  i s  ove r .  And  he ' s  ev en  come  up  

x wi th  a  way  t o  ge t  h i s  new t ru ck  out  o f  Buc k  Creek .  

Wi th  four  new t i r e s  f rom Va^ dos ta ,  25  mi l e s  away ,  by  e l even  

o ' c lock  he  i s  once  aga in  in  the  wood s ,  w i th  Donn ie  on  f oo t  

s cout ing  ahead  for  roo f ing  tacks  a long  the  ba ck  ro a d  t o  the  spo t  

whe r e  the  t ruck  i s  parked ,  f l a t  on  i t s  r i ms ,  w i th  dewy  dus t  

drabb ing  the  g l i t t e ry  wh i t e  pa in t .  Takes  two  hours  t o  t rave l  

l e s s  than  a  mi l e .  No  t acks  so  far  f rom tha t  d i rec t i on  and  Wi l l  

makes  up  h i s  mind  t o  l eave  the  m ai n  en trance  sa l t ed  and  move  th e  

ga t e  t o  the  o ther  end  o f  the  proper ty ,  s o  tha t  anybody  coming  in  

w i thout  h i s  say - so  ca n  su f f er  the  consequences .  He  f e e l s  a lmos t  

g lad  w i th  the  fac t  o f  the  tacks  on  h i s  proper ty ,  the  ep i sode  

over ,  an d  Donn ie ' s  knuck l e s  bru i s ed  a s  proo f  o f  h i s  manhood ,  h i s  

t ak ing  ho ld .  

Whe n  they  ge t  t o  the  house  w i th  bo th  t rucks ,  and  he  s tar t s  

Donn ie  turn ing  newg ro und  for  nex t  spr ing ' s  wate r m e lon  pa tc h ,  he  

dr ive s  a cro s s  the  road  in  fur l s  o f  dus t  t o  the  ma i l  box  w i th  h i s  

name  on  i t - -Wi l l  Burner - -wh ich  n ever  f a i l s  t o  thr i l l  h im.  
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H e  p u l l s  d o w n  o n  t h e  m e t a l  l o o p  o f  t h e  d o o r ,  a n d  J u s t  a s  h e  

s t a r t s  t o  p o k e  h i s  h a n d  i n s i d e  f o r  t h e  l e t t e r s ,  h e  h e a r s  a  d r y  

r a t t l e  t h a t  m a k e s  h i s  s k i n  s h r i n k .  S i t t i n g  s t r a i g h t  a n d  s t i f f ,  

h e  p l a c e s  h i s  a r m  i n s i d e  t h e  t r u c k  a n d  s t a r e s  i n t o  t h e  s l o t s  o f  

m a i l  a n d  c a n  s e e  t h e  l i n k e d  d i a m o n d  p a t t e r n s  o f  a  r a t t l e r  c o i l e d  

n e a r  t h e  b a c k .  

H e  d o e s n ' t  k n o w  t h e  m a n ' s  n a m e  y e t ,  t h e  c o o n  h u n t e r ' s ,  b u t  

h e  k n o w s  h e ' l l  t r a c k  h i m  d o w n ,  m a y b e  k i l l  h i m .  A n d  s u d d e n l y  h e  

f e e l s  t h e  c o l d  f r o t h i n g  o f  f e a r  i n  h i s  g u t  a n d  i s  a m a z e d  a n d  

e v e n  a w e d  b y  t h e  c o o n  h u n t e r ' s  c o u r a g e  a n d  c r e a t i v i t y .  B u t  h e  

c a n n o t  l e t  s u c h  o f f e n s e s  s l i d e .  A c t u a l l y ,  w i t h  n e i g h b o r s ^ h o u s e s  

i n  f r o n t ,  b e h i n d  a n d  b e s i d e - - t h a t  s n o o p y  o l d  l a d y ,  V e r s i e ,  i s  

o u t  r a k i n g  h e r  y a r d s — h e  c a n ' t  g e t  r i d  o f  t h e  s n a k e  e i t h e r ,  

s u p p o s i n g  h e  k n e w  h o w ,  w i t h o u t  a l l  o f  W i t h e r / s  k n o w i n g  h e ' s  b e e n  

d u p e d .  H e ' s  t o l d  D o n n i e  n e v e r  t o  m e n t i o n  t h e  r o o f i n g  t a c k s  b u t  

n o w  h e r e  i s  a  d i a m o n d b a c k  r a t t l e r  i n  h i s  m a i l b o x  f o r  a l l  t h e  

w o r l d  t o  s e e .  A n d  h e  c o u l d  h a v e  b e e n  b i t t e n .  T h e  s e r i o u s n e s s  

o f  t h e  w h o l e  m a t t e r  s w e e p s  o v e r  h i m  l i k e  n e w s  o f  w a r .  

H e  r e a c h e s  s l o w l y  o u t ,  a g a i n  h e a r i n g  t h e  d r y  r a t t l e  o f  t h e  

s n a k e ,  e v e n  s e e i n g  i t s  s l i t  c a t  e y e s  i n  t h e  p i t t e d  r e a r e d  h e a d ,  

a n d  c l o s e s  t h e  d o o r  o f  t h e  b o x .  

H e ' l l  h a v e  t o  g e t  r i d  o f  i t  b e f o r e  t h e  m a i l m a n  c o m e s  

t o m o r r o w ,  b u t  h e  h a s  n o  i d e a  h o w .  ( M i s s  V e r s i e  l o o k s  u p  a n d  

w a v e s  a n d  h e  w a v e s  b a c k . )  T h e  c o o n  h u n t e r  m u s t  h a v e  p u t  i t  i n  

a f t e r  t h e  m a i l m a n  c a m e  a t  n o o n ;  i t  i s  t w o  n o w ,  w h i c h  m e a n s  t h e  

s c o u n d r e l  c o u l d  s t i l l  b e  s o m e w h e r e  c l o s e  b y .  
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B e y o n d  r a g e ,  t o  a  m a d n e s s  k i n  t o  c o l d ,  a  m a d n e s s  t h a t  m a k e s  

h i s  t e e t h  f e e l  s h a r p ,  t h o u g h  h e  s m i l e s ,  h e  t u r n s  t h e  t r u c k  i n  

t h e  r o a d  a n d  s t o p s  b y  t h e  h o u s e  a n d  s e t s  d o w n  o n  t h e  h o r n ,  a n d  

w h e n  N e l l ,  h i s  d u m p y  w i f e  w i t h  b u s h y  b r o w n  h a i r ,  c o m e s  t o  t h e  

d o o r ,  h e  y e l l s ,  " N o  m a i l , "  a n d  h a s  t o  s h o u t  i t  t w i c e  a n d  a l m o s t  

w i s h e s  h e ' d  l e t  h e r  g o  a f t e r  t h e  m a i l  t o  p u n i s h  h e r  f o r  b e i n g  

h a r d  o f  h e a r i n g .  H e ' s  s u r r o u n d e d  b y  f o o l s .  

W i l l  s l u e s  t h e  t r u c k  a r o u n d  t h e  p l o w - e t c h e d  c u r v e  o f  t h e  

f i e l d ,  b o r d e r e d  b y  s c r u b o a k s  a n d  r u s t y  s p i k e s  a n d  d i s c s  o f  

d i t c h e d  f a r m  i m p l e m e n t s ,  t o  t h e  c r e e p i n g  b l u e  t r a c t o r  i n  t h e  

w o o d e d  c o r n e r ,  r e c e n t l y  c l e a r e d .  B e h i n d  t h e  t r a c t o r ,  a  t u r n p l o w  

c h u r n s  t h e  g r a y  s p e c k l e d  n e w g r o u n d ,  n i c k i n g  u n e a r t h e d  b l a c k  

s t o b s  a n d  f a t  l i t a r d  s t u m p s .  B i l l o w i n g  d u s t  i n  i t s  w a k e .  W i l l  

b l o w s  t h e  t r u c k  h o r n  a g a i n ,  a n d  D o n n i e  j e r k s  h i s  b o n y  h e a d  a n d  

h o p s  o f f  t h e  t r a c t o r .  

" L o a d  u p , "  W i l l  y e l l s ,  " w e ' r e  g o i n g  h u n t i n g . "  

D u s t  i s  c a n k e r e d  o n  B o n n i e ' s  f a c e  w i t h  s w e a t ,  a n d  h i s  e y e s  

l o o k  b l u e r  i n  t h e  g r a y  c o a t i n g .  A  s l i g h t  s a s s  t o  t h e  e y e s  t h a t  

n e v e r  q u i t e  r i p e n s .  " L e t  m e  c u t  o f f  t h e  t r a c t o r , "  h e  s a y s  a n d  

t r o t s  b o g g i n g  a c r o s s  t h e  f u r r o w s  t o  t h e  m a c h i n e  a n d  c o m e s  b a c k  

t h r o u g h  t h e  s c a t t e r i n g  d u s t .  

A l l  a f t e r n o o n ,  t h e y  r i d e  o v e r  d i r t  r o a d s  i n  e a s t e r n  E c h o l s  

C o u n t y ,  s e a r c h i n g  f o r  t h e  c o o n  h u n t e r  a n d  h i s  b o y s .  W i l l  

d o e s n ' t  t e l l  D o n n i e  a b o u t  t h e  s n a k e ,  b u t  h e  n o w  k n o w s  h o w  t o  g e t  

i t  o u t  o f  t h e  b o s  b e f o r e  t h e  m a i l m a n  c o m e s  a n d  s t a r t s  a  s t i n k .  
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A s  t h e  s u n  r i d e s  l o w  i n  t h e  c l o u d l e s s  s k y ,  a n d  n o  s i g n  o f  

t h e  p i e c e d - t o g e t h e r  p i c k u p ,  W i l l  b e c o m e s  l e s s  m a d  a n d  m o r e  

a f r a i d ,  l e a r y  n o t  s o  m u c h  o f  m e e t i n g  t h e  c o o n  h u n t e r ,  b u t  o f  
? 

} ) < &  , w h a t  t h e y '  1 1  d o  n e x t  .  I f  t h e  m a n  k n o w s  w h e r e  W i l l  l i v e s ,  h e  

m i g h t  b u r n  t h e  h o u s e  o r  t u r n  t h e  c o w s  o n  t h e  r o a d .  O r  s e t  f i r e  

t o  t h e  w o o d s .  T r y i n g  n o t  t o  s h o w  a l a r m ,  h e  t u r n s  n o r t h  o u t  o f  

T a r v e r  a n d  h i t s  t h e  d i r t  r o a d  t o w a r d  H a y l o w .  

" O k , "  h e  s a y s  a n d  f o r t i f i e s  h i m s e l f  w i t h  a  l o n g  d r a u g h t  o f  

J a c k  D a n i e l s ,  " w e  g o n e  m a k e  a  r u n  b y  B u c k  C r e e k  a n d  t h e n  g o  

h o m e . "  H e  t e l l s  h i m s e l f  t h a t  t h e  c o o n  h u n t e r  w o u l d n ' t  h a v e  t h e  

n e r v e  t o  g o  b a c k  t h e r e  a f t e r  a l l  h e ' s  d o n e .  O n l y  a  f o o l  w o u l d ,  

a n d  a  f e l l o w  w i t h  t h a t  m u c h  i m a g i n a t i o n  i s  n o  f o o l .  B u t  W i l l  

c a n  t h i n k  a h e a d  o f  t h a t  k i n d  o f  t h i n k i n g ,  h o w  t h e  c o o n  h u n t e r  i s  

t h i n k i n g  a h e a d ,  a n d  w i l l  d o  t h e  u n e x p e c t e d - - W i 1 1 ' s  d o n e  a s  m u c h  

h  i  m s  e  1  f  .  

H i t t i n g  t h e  W i t h e r s  r o a d  o u t  o f  H a y l o w - - b o t h  o l d  t u r p e n t i n e  

t o w n s ,  p r a c t i c a l l y  s h u t d o w n  s i n c e  S e d r i c k ' s  w i f e  d i e d  a n d  h i s  

d a u g h t e r  s o l d  o u t  t o  t h e  b i g  p a p e r  c o m p a n i e s - ~ W i 1 1  t r i e s  t o  

m e a s u r e  w h e n  h e ' s  g e t t i n g  t o o  m u c h  t o  d r i n k  b y  t h e  c o t t o n y  

c l o g g i n g  o f  h i s  h e a d ,  t h e  t i l t  o f  t r e e s  b e f o r e  h i s  e y e s ,  a n d  

s c r e w s  t h e  l i d  o n  t h e  f i f t h  o f  w h i s k e y .  H e ' s  a l l  b u t  f o r g o t t e n  

D o n n i e ,  w r u n g - w h i t e  a n d  s i l e n t  o n  t h e  o t h e r  s i d e ,  a n d  n o w  

c a l c u l a t i n g  h i s  i m p e n d i n g  s t u p o r ,  t h i n k s  h e ' d  b e t t e r  s t a y  a l e r t  

i n  c a s e  t h e  b o y  n e e d s  h i m .  

S e v e r a l  t i m e s ,  W i l l ' s  g o t  t o o  m u c h  a n d  D o n n i e ' s  h a d  t o  

d r i v e  h i m  h o m e  f r o m  t h e  b e e r  j o i n t  o n  t h e  F l o r i d a  l i n e ,  b a b y i n g  

h i m  t i l l  h e  t u r n e d  h i m  o v e r  t o  N e l l .  A  f a t e  w o r s e  t h a n  b e i n g  

l e f t  o n  t h e  r o a d  t o  p e r i s h :  h e r  h e l l - h a c k i n g  w h i l e  h e  p e r c h e s  
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o n  t h e  e d g e  o f  a  c h a i r  w i t h  h i s  b e l l y  h a n g i n g  b e t w e e n  h i s  k n e e s ,  

j o l l y  d r u n k  a n d  £ u r - t o n g u e d ,  f o o d  w a i t i n g  o n  t h e  t a b l e .  A  g o o d  

w o m a n ,  N e l l ,  a  g o o d  c o o k .  

T u r n i n g  o f f  t h e  h i g h w a y  t o  t h e  d i r t  r o a d  t h a t  l e a d s  t o  B u c k  

C r e e k ,  W i l l  l o c a t e s  t h e  l o p - t r e a d e d  t i r e  t r a c k s  o f  t h e  o l d  

p i c k u p .  " W e l l  I  b e  a  s o n d a b i t c h ! "  h e  s a y s .  " B e t t e r  g e t  t h e  r i f l e  

d o w n  t h i s  t i m e . "  

H e  d u c k s  a s  B o n n i e  f u m b l e s  i t  o f f  t h e  r a c k  a n d  l o a d s  i t  

b e t w e e n  h i s  l e g s .  

T h i s  t i m e  W i l l  d o e s n ' t  t r y  t o  s l i p  u p  o n  t h e m ,  j u s t  t a k e s  

t h e  r u t s  w i t h  t h e  t r u c k  b u c k i n g  t o  w h e r e  t h e  o t h e r  i s  p a r k e d ,  

s p y i n g  a h e a d  i n  t h e  r o a d  a  c o u p l e  o f  t h e  s m a l l e r  b o y s  s t r a g g l i n g  

i  /  w i t h  t h e  b l a c k , a n d . t a n  h o u n d s .  A n d  t h e n  o n  t h e  l e f t ,  a m o n g  a  
A A 

f 

p a t c h  o f  s c r a g g l y  t y t y s  a n d  s p i n d l y  p i n e s ,  t h e  h e a d  o f  t h e  o l d e r  

b o y  w i t h  l o n g  h a i r ,  a n d  t h e  m a n  s t r i d i n g  o u t  t o  t h e  r i g h t  d i t c h  

w i t h  h i s  d e n s e  f e a r l e s s  f a c e  l i f t e d  l i k e  a  b e a r  t h a t  k n o w s  h e ' s  

b i g g e r  a n d  m e a n e r  t h a n  a n y t h i n g  a r o u n d .  

W i l l  d r i v e s  i n t o  t h e  d i t c h ,  c u t t i n g  i n  f r o n t  o f  t h e  o t h e r  

t r u c k ,  a n d  b r a k e s  a  f e w  y a r d s  f a r t h e r  u p  w h e r e  t h e  m a n  s t a n d s  

w a i t i n g  w i t h  o n e  w a l l o w e d - t o p  b o o t  o n  a  s t u m p .  " O k ,  D o n n i e ,  < s - <  

h e ' s  y o u r s , "  s a y s  W i l l .  " D o n ' t  k i l l  h i m ,  j u s t  p u t  h i m  i n  t h e  

t r u c k . "  

D o n n i e  j u m p s  o u t ,  s w i n g i n g  t h e  r i f l e  o n  t h e  m a n ,  w h o  s t a n d s  

g l a r y - e y e d  w i t h  h i s  a r m s  c r o s s e d .  L o o k s  l i k e  b l a c k b e r r i e s  h a v e  

b e e n  s m e a r e d  o n  h i s  k n o t t y  f a c e .  " I f  y o u  g o n e  p u l l  a  g u n  o n  a  

m a n ,  b o y , "  s a y s  t h e  c o o n  h u n t e r ,  " y o u  b e t t e r  b e  r e a d y  t o  u s e  

i t  
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" G e t  o v e r  h e r e , "  s a y s  D o n n l e  i n  a  s h a k y  v o i c e ,  r e d  f a c e  

s h i n i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e  m a s k  o f  d u s t ,  a n d  m o t i o n s  w i t h  t h e  r i f l e .  

" I n  t h e  t r u c k !  I n  t h e  t r u c k ! "  y e l l s  W i l l .  

T h e  t w o  b o y s  a h e a d  s h y  a n d  h i t  t h e  w o o d s ,  j o i n e d  b y  t h e  

t h i r d  o n e ,  m a t e r i a l i z i n g  o u t  o f  a  c y p r e s s  s l e w .  T h e  o l d e r  b o y  

w i t h  l o n g  h a i r  w e a v e s  a m o n g  s t a n d s  o f  s c r u b  b a y  t r e e s ,  h i d d e n  b y  

t h e  r e e d y  t r u n k s  a n d  c h a l k e d - s e l v a g e  l e a v e s ,  t h e n  s h o w s  a g a i n  

o v e r  t h e  t h i n n i n g  o f  g a l l b e r r i e s ,  a n d  p o p s  l i k e  a  p u p p e t  a l o n g  

t h e  d i t c h  b e h i n d  t h e  o t h e r  t r u c k .  

T h e  m a n  h o o k s  h i s  t h u m b s  i n  h i s  j e a n s  p o c k e t s  a n d  s t o m p s  

o u t  o f  t h e  d i t c h  a n d  t o w a r d  W i l l ' s  t r u c k ,  f a v o r i n g  W i l l  o v e r  t h e  

b o y ,  t h o u g h  h i s  b l a c k  e y e s  t e a r  i n  t h e i r  s t a i n e d  s o c k e t s  t o  t h e  

b a r r e l  o f  t h e  s e m i - a u t o m a t i c  a i m e d  a t  h i s  h e a r t .  " B e t t e r  t e l l  

y o u r  b o y  t o  p u t  t h a t  t h i n g  d o w n , "  h e  s a y s .  

" I n  t h e  t r u c k !  I n  t h e  t r u c k ! "  W i l l  b e l l o w s  i n  m o n o t o n e .  

" H e y ! "  y e l l s  t h e  c o o n  h u n t e r  t o  t h e  b o y s ,  " y ' a l l  c o m e  o n . "  

" N o t  t h e m , "  h o l l e r s  W i l l  a n d  s l a p s  t h e  d o o r  o u t s i d e .  " T h e y  

g o n e  w a i t  h e r e  t i l l  t h e i r  d a d d y  g e t s  b a c k  w i t h  t h a t  r a t t l e s n a k e  

h e  p u t  i n  m y  m a i l b o x . "  W i l l  l a u g h s  a n d  s p i e s  t h e  t h r e e  d a r k  

b o y s  j o u n c i n g  i n  f a n  c l u s t e r s  o f  p a l m e t t o e s .  A  b l u e - t i c  h o u n d  

s w i t c h e s  o u t  o f  t h e  w o o d s  w i t h  i t s  t a i l  s c u t t i n g  a n d  n o s e s  

a c r o s s  t h e  r o a d ,  t u r n i n g  w i t h  t h e  c r e e k  i n  t h e  d u s k y  f e r n s .  

"My daddy ain't  going n o w h e r e s , "  c o m e s  a  v o i c e  f r o m  b e h i n d .  
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A s  W i l l  t r i e s  t o  l o c a t e  t h e  s p e a k e r  b y  w a y  o f  t h e  r e a r v i e w  

m i r r o r ,  h e  h e a r s  t h e  B r o w n i n g  g o  o f f  a n d  s e e s  t h e  c o o n  h u n t e r  g o  

d o w n  i n  a n  u n d u l a t i n g  h e a p  a n d  D o n n i e  r e - h o i s t  t h e  r i f l e  t o  h i s  

s h o u l d e r  a n d  f i r e  o n c e ,  t w i c e ,  w i l d  o v e r  t h e  c o o n  h u n t e r  t o  t h e  

w o o d s  w h e r e  b o y s  a n d  d o g s  f l u s h  l i k e  q u a i l  a n d  d r o p .  

" N o ,  n o ,  n o , "  r e v e r b e r a t e s  i n s i d e  t h e  t r u c k  l i k e  m o r e  s h o t s  

a n d  s t o p s  w i t h  t h e  s h o t s  o u t s i d e ,  t h e  f i n a l  o n e  a  s h o t g u n  b l a s t  

t h a t  l e v e l s  D o n n i e  b e l o w  w i n d o w  v i e w ,  a n d  a l l  t h a t  r e m a i n s  i s  

t h e  m i r r o r e d  i m a g e  o f  t h e  o l d e r  b o y  w i t h  a  s h o t g u n  r e s t i n g  o n  

t h e  r o o f  o f  t h e  o t h e r  t r u c k .  

T w o  d a y s  l a t e r ,  w i t h  t h e  l o n g h a i r e d  b o y  i n  j a i l ,  w a i t i n g  

b a i l ,  W i l l  s i t s  d r i n k i n g  w h i s k e y  i n  h i s  t r u c k  a t  t h e  n e w  

e n t r a n c e  t o  B u c k  C r e e k .  E y e s  l i k e  b l o w n  t u r q u o i s e ,  h e  s c o o t s  

l o w  w i t h  h i s  h e a d  b a c k  s o  h e  c a n  t i l t  h i s  f a c e  t o  t h e  b o t t l e  

w i t h o u t  m o v i n g  f r o m  h i s  s p o t .  N u m b  f r o m  t h e  n e c k  d o w n  a n d  

t r y i n g  f o r  a  n u m b n e s s  o f  t h e  b r a i n .  H e  s w i g s  a g a i n  f r o m  t h e  

b o t t l e  a n d  h e a r s ,  f e e l s  a  g u r g l e d  c r y  i n  h i s  t h r o a t ,  a n d  t r i e s  

t o  e r a s e  D o n n i e ' s  s t a r i n g  d u s t y  f a c e  f r o m  h i s  m i n d .  N o t  t h e  

c l o s e d  c a l m  w a x y  f a c e  i n  t h e  c a s k e t .  T h e  f u n e r a l  e v e r y b o d y  c a m e  

t o  t h a t  e v e n i n g  a n d  s a i d  w h a t  a  s w e e t  b o y .  
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# 
M y r t l e  b u s h e s  h u g  t h e  t r u c k  o n  e a c h  s i d e ,  a n d  W i l l  c a n  

s m e l l  t h e  g r e e n ,  c a n  h e a r  t h e  b u z z  o f  m o s q u i t o e s  a n d  l o c u s t s ,  

n o t h i n g n e s s .  C a n  h e a r  t h e  s t i f l e d  c r y  l o d g e d  i n  h i s  t h r o a t  t h a t  

c o m e s  u p  f i n a l l y  w h e n  h e  s p i e s  a  d e e r  o n  t h e  p a t h  a h e a d  a n d  

v o m i t s .  
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