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The tigers face filled the windowpane, Ioolung in, its breath
fogging the glass. Turmng tail hooling out behind, the big cat
©* moved lazy and slack- -hipped across the ice, toward the others.
The clouds rested only twenty feet above the ground, as if the
whole world had a ceiling. Only wind or snow cnuld clear
the clouds, and neither was likely soon.

Clandia looked out the back window, watching her livestock.
She could not see down into the valley or up the slanted bench to
the mountains’ peaks. The air’s pressure had increased, tlghtened
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. down between the clouds and earth—it made her feel ciaustro-

. phobic, She turned, crossed the Toom, and sat down at the table

. closer to the woodstove. Three kitiens slept in a box, taking in

" the Heat. Their striped sides rose and fell.: .

- The ranch was thirty miles from' Gardiner, fifry south of
Livingston, set up in the mowmtains. Doug would be back ih‘two
days. He'd never returned early. He could make it all Wﬁﬁh-
‘while, talking Iike they were pioneers, out where no one haq

thought to be before. When she was with him, around other

people, Clandia fe;{t she Was in on ‘something, that she lived
_outmde the world of others and inhabited one they could not

imagine, Now, sometimes, she felp. that ‘way even when Dong - |

Was gone,

- Technically, he always said, who knows_ifl it’s legal? But you

can bet they'll draw t-lp‘ a whole new law if we get any attention

up here. A couple years is all we need—we'll make the maney

then we'll be out of danger. Only way anyone finds out is if we

slip up and do something stupid. :

~ Claudia wasn’t aboui to. She tarned a page in her Eook,
touched the phetograph of Dian F ossey with a table full of go-
rilla skulls, then scratched at the long scabs on her foremrms, Ouy
the front wmdow, eighty yards away, she saw that P‘m':ria;.k—the*
older brother of the ranch .managezi_fmm down the basin —was
stuck. He was delivering a load of fenceposts; stacked atop one
another, they looked like quills. o '

Patrick tried to use one of the' posts as a lever, to free the

truck. Qauﬁa could have easily. driven down and pulled hlm

out, but she figured he was finding it more entertaining than -

frustrating, and she enjoyed watching his struggle. Hé slipped

+ and fell, then stood again. He was over fifty, but dusted his knees

Like a child before once again taking hold of his lever. Claudia
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.{Vamhed his four dogs come halfway to the house and sniff the
air; they barked at each other to show their bravery, then ran
back toward him, Rounded, bundled like an arctic explorer, he
circled his truck, _ o o

In the next photograph, Dian Fossey stood with an arm

-ground an ape’s shoulder, its hairy arm around hers. Gorillas
. were so much stronger than peocple; and perhaps, Claudia

thought, they also had the ability to be that much more gentle,
their Tange, increasing on every side. She read on, about Dian
Fossey’s technique of imitating the wild gorillas to draw them
in, how Dian understood animals better than humans,

* Claudia did net claim an understanding of either, but she did
claim soine agreements, some working compromises. And unlike
Dian, irho_ sought places where the animals hadn’t been driven
into the corners, Claudia did not need a safari—here she was,
back in Montana, on the ranch where she grew up. She had
returned a year ago, with Dgug, after her father had finally -
passed away. The first thing thej} did was sell all the cattle and
half the Jand. She tried not to think of all the fences that re-

. mained, used for nothing. In all the miiles of barbed wire, there

was probably not one strand she hadw’t mended, and now so

many were left snapped a.ndsnakmg loose—whole posts pulled
out by the elk that tore through the fences, followed each other

single file, now through the clouds, smpidly trusting whichever
one was in front, blind, an easy target foif anythmg big enough
to take them down. The elk used 10 come and feed off the
haystacks when she was.a girl, but now they did not come so
close. : ' ; — .

- “Quiet,” she said to the kittens. The clouds had tightened her
nerves. She checked her watch, knowing it was feeding time,

" that they were right.' Standing, she set aside the books—Dian .
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Fossey and Jane Goodall, Canine and Felme H’mlqu, Manual ?f

Feline Befuwio?; The Meammals—and went back toward. the
kitchen. She filled the sink with hot water, then set the botiles

there to warm, There was a knock on the roofl:'op,uand_she Hs  :

tened for another that did not come. The stovepipe, she decided,
or a loose shingle—the ice got under and cracked them some-
tmes. She put the teapot on the bwrmer. R
It always took a while for the bottles to Wa:m, she had time
1o check out back. Her wool pants were covered in alfalfa, blood

and spit, their suspenders backward; one strap came up between

her breasts, splitting into a Y at her clavicle, forking over her =

shoulders. Feathers leaked from her down jacket, where duct
tape paiches slipped. S ' ' :

~ She expected the cold, the air rushing at her eyes. The tigers

and lions just watched her'—th(_ey knew it was noet feeding
timme—but she could tell they were also unnerved by the clouds,

Long golden tails rolled and whrdlled of their oum will. Yawns -

Tevealed teeth. A few cats disappeared down the alleys hetween
the fences; the structure was all  livele haphazard, bu the cars
didn’t stray as long as they were fed. . o
~ There were twenty lions and tigers, maybe twenty-five —
Doug had taken some ‘of the biggei- ones with him, separated in ‘
the trailer as he drove the long way to Texas, all the back roads,
hopih.g 10 avoid any trouble. . .
Claudia petted Hondo’s bead, scratched the tiger all the way -
" down his spine. He half sneezed in pleasure, steam rising. It had
taken some time to get used o their breath, but Clandia loved
the cats. Hondo licked her pantleg; she'd read their ‘tongues

- could take flesh from boue, but she Imew how gentle they could
be. The books also said they could leap thirty feet—she’d never -

seenr that, though of course all these cats were drugged, fed
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. quxln:ers in their meat. All except Victor, the male lion; who
ranqu

needed his energy to do his thing. He was kept in a separate

age, and now he was pacing, watching her. She felt Hondo’s
- ags

ribs under her hand, the slow rise of his heart. Something, a

' dead bird, lay on the ground in the middle of the pen. None of

the cats showed any interest. _ | .
- Doug'believed they were twice as ferocious when they were

taken off the tranquilizers, that it was from withdrawal and alksko‘
- . the release of all that resirained wildness. They didn’ forget the

jungle, he said, even the ones born righf here. He argued that it

" was all genetic, that memories were passed down. He tried to

breed Victor, the lion, with the fernale tigers, be‘lieﬁx;g people in
ITexas would pay big money to shoot and kill something they

. would nevex find in the wild.

Ligers, he said. : _ _ ]
 Now Claudia watched the big cats go in and out oflthe ga
rage, wé'hel:e ﬁeatlam?s bumg&., multiplying the power bllls‘i. S};;

listened for a rasp as they breathed, any sign of pneumonia.
her mind, the hunters alvfays missed, and the _ca.tshran frtza,
escaping, crossing the border south and seeking the.tu- climate, the
memories of their ancestors. She didn’t fike to think of Tex%x;.
As she turned to go inside, something solid slapped her be-:
‘tween the shoulderblades and knocked her down so fast she.
could not get her hands up to catch herself Her shoulder, then

" her head hit the ground. She lay there, eyes closed; when she

opened thern, her vision doubled, then righted itself. Five or six

- ats had circled close, watching. They backed up when she

moved her arm.. . S N
| “The bird was struggling next to her head, its wing broken.
Clavdia caught it by the foot and it turned and pecked at her,
1';he sharp beak right through her down jacket. Sitting up; sl:@

R Y
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" pinned its wings with her .ﬁngers the bird whistled, tryimg o
turn its head, its heart speeding. its eyes were dark red. Claudia

covered them with her hand. She ‘wrung the bird’s neck inone

_motion, felt the whole thing go loose.
- When she looked up, she saw there were more blrds all black

and white, those red eyes. Some an for cover, staying close’

together, their h1lls long and sharp, héads bobbmg on well-oiled

necks, wings out for balance, legs striight as if they had no

knees—others were still falling, as if they'd. been thrown from
just above the clouds and their wings weren’t strong enough 6
slow the force, to catch themselves before the earth broke their
bones. They rolled off the roof, some already dead, some able to
run. The cats crowded together confused and afraid, ; rtmmng for
the garage. :
Claudia stood and wept back toward the house. ‘Shg sw'ung
-the door open into a terrible screaming, and it took a moment
for her to realize it was not coming from mside her. It was the

teapot—sputtering, choking itself, almost boiled dry. She set

the dead bird on the counter, then took the kettle off the burner.
The sound did nat stop, but only changed. The Kittens were
‘ howlmg hungry. She pu]led their bottles from the sm_k then
went 1o sit by them, next to the woodstove. -

They were a]ready as big as house cats, and they scxatched at

-her -hands, impatient. Once they had all had a little milk,
she picked up the phone; first she called the operator to get the.
number, then she called the Department of Fish and Game.
She told the man who answered what had happened; and she
tried net to let-him know where she. was. She did not g1ve him
her name.

The man asked her to hold on, and as she switched bottles
she picked up the dead bird and twisted its head around on its

1oose
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neck, then. untmsted ‘it. She opened the beak and locked

inside, touched the film clesing over the dead red eye
When the voice returned, she set the bird down. She let the

' Kittens play with it. The man told her he thought he knew what
.. was going on. He asked if she had low cloud cover, and when she

said yes, be guessed she was up in the basin. ‘There was nowhere‘
glse the clouds would settle like that The birds were water 'mrds

- migrating, and they'd mistaken the clouds for a lake or pond

when they were high above it. They'd followed each other down.
Tt was a whole flock, he suspected, and they could not take off
from land. They needed a body of water.

. Claudia tried to prevent him from sendm.g someone up to
help her, but he just said there wasn’t much going on in Gar-
diner, that they had time and men to spare. She half Listened as
he went on about smowmobilers getting lost, about frosthite,

sbout some antler-collécting fool from Lodge Grass who'd frozen -
1o death, unwilling to leave his hoard behind. '

“T haxdly think,” she said, but by then all he °d say was that |
they were all governnient employees down there, that they had
to earn their salaries. He hung up as she protested. -

Pulling the Audubon book from the shelf, Claudia found the
page, then lay the dead bird on top of its picture. White feathers .
" om its stomach, black on Tts back and a cap on its head. An eared
grebe, certainly, its blood running down the book’s bmdmg I
sameone did try to find her, it would not take long. There Wc:are
only four ranches in the basin, dnly"' one farthe:r up. Clandia tried
10 thmk. :

There was a knock at the door. She closed the bird into

- the book, then opened it again, She slid the kittens” box un—
det the table and, 1oekmg around the room, closed the curtains

over the back windows. She checked the k.n:tens agam.
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When she opened the door, Patrick stood there, smiling, his

- dogs close behind him. He was a big man, his stocking cap

pulled down so far it hid his eyebrows. His boots were obviously

. from two different pairs.

“Is it dead?” he said. . : S
- “What?” Claudia said, then realized she was sl holding the
bird. . o
“Got stuck down there,” he said. “Got the posts out here

now.” : -

Claudia just looked at him, at his dogs all sniffing the an-,

whining, staying close to his legs. He looked behind him, then

" back at her, ‘ ’

“Lock them up,” she said. “Your dogs. In your truck. We

"have a simation here.”

She watched him lead them out, hold the door for them,

- They were closer to the cais there, emboldened by being inside

the truck. She'd woven black plastic through the fences in front;
the dogs could not see, but smelled the tigers and lions. The dogs

 barked behind the windshield, clirabing over each other. their

teeth showing,
“What?” Patrick said. o ‘
“Follow me.” Skie led him back ti'n-ough the hc-us.e, out into
the maze of pens. A few of the cats had caught birds, or had been
eating dead ones; blood covered their chests and paﬁs, feathers
stuck to them as they cleaned themselves, The birds had settled

- into four of five groups, spread around along the fences,

“Are they tamed?” he said.
“I mean the hirds.”
" “That'll be easier,” Patrick said.

“Have to catch them first,” Claudia said. “Round them up,”

Claudia expected him 1o say something about the cats, but he.
did not; perhaps he alréady knew. She told him what to do. _

“They’re not dangerous,” she said, but he was already walk-
ing through the middle of them. He kicked at 4 stack of metal
posts that were frozen together. As he began setting up a narrow-
ing alley of chicken wire, Claudia walked the pen with a

 Jong-handled shovel in her hands, finishing off the injured birds,

the only ones she could catch. At one end of the pen there were
bones from deer and other carcasses long since picked clean. The

‘birds’” heads rang on the flattened blade of her shovel. She turned

and headed back, Silll the clouds were not lifting.
Patrick pounded the posts with a length of pipe. When he
stopped, there was no sound at all. He did not speak, and Claudia

- appreciated his silence. The two of them circled the pen from

opposite sides and drove the birds before therm; it was easier than
she had hoped—once a few started in one dirsction it pulled the
others. She slipped on the ice, almost fell; regained her balance.
Birds ‘came out singly and in pairs, from hidden crévioes, run-
nwgwn:h their tails up and wings out.

“Hey there,” Patrick said to them. “Whup, whup.”

He pulled the loose chicken wire across behind the birds, and
then Claudia went looking for boxes. There were ninety-three

.birds, five boxes worth. The cats fust watched the whole opera-
. tion, close under the clouds, a little anxions about what might.

fz1l next. . _ _
Clandia dragged the boxes inside. She went back out and

‘Batrick was still standing in the middle of the pen, staring at

Victor. The lion paced and stared back, shaking his sorry mane.
_“Come in and get warm,” she said.
“All right,” Patrick said.
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Inside, slhe watched Him.pick up- one of the kittens; it bit

" through the thamb of his glove and he did not seem to notice,

“What ave we doing?” he said.
“Waiting.”
“YWhat for>”

“To see if someone comes.’

.- They both sat there without 1:ak_m.g off their heavy coats, -
Claudia wondered how things got so complicated, what Doug

would do, what he would say when he returned. The birds shuf-
fled agamst each other, their feathers sliding along the inside of

"the cardboard boxes. She was sure they would fly out of the

boxes—though she knew they could not do this, it kept surpris-
ing her. Here they were, pausing in their ngrauon caught short

of where they wanted to be. She looked out the w1ndow, down
_ towa:d the abandoned trucks. The Case tractor slowly rusted, a
- tin ca.n over its vertical exhatst pipe 10 keep out the wet.

“Are you thlnhng9” Patrick said.

"Claudia watched the red | eyes of the birds }erk in their sock- -

ets; they eould look at her from all angles without moving their
heads. She remembered when she was a girl, twenty years be-

fore, when Patrick had first moved out here to live with his-

brothe;-_ He would show u;i to visit a:bm;d dinner, walking with
the dogs he had then. He was a young man-—he stopped just to
say hello; he never said nuch, always turned down anything her

‘mother or father offered. Hventally, he stopped coming, and

later his brother apolegized, saying he had not realized abowt
Patrick’s visits or he would have stopped them ‘before. Now Pat-
rick petted the sleeping kittens, looking across the Toom at her.
“I like your hair,” he said. “Used to bé aurly”
“That was a long thne ago,” she said. .
- You're still Claudia.”
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' She stood to put a log in the woodstove, and then heard the.

dogs, still in Pawidk’s wuck, as they began barking.

*Someone’s corning,” he said. ‘
"She looked out the window and saw the green Fish and '_
Game truick rolling slowly up the drive. She took the kiiten from

_Patrick’s hands, then hid their box back under the table.

“Bring all the birds outside,” she said. :
Claudia ran out the door, down the stairs of the front porch

" and wildly across the ice, to intercept the truck before it got 100

close. It stopped, the driver’s door opening. _
- “You're the one with the birds?” the woman said, slappmg
Her hands together, léoking up at ‘the clouds.
" “Yes,” Claudia said. A
“Talked to your neighbors down below—even they weren't
sure who was up here.” The woman wore tight snowpants, a

parka with a fur collar, sunglasses with leather at the temples. Tt

“was not that bright. A thick blond braid snaked out the back of

her Fish and Game cap.
“I'm Dana,” she said.
“Don’t know why they sent you, Claudla sald “Everythmg s

unider control.” She locked _back at Patnck, bringing out two
_ boxes at a time: Fortunately, he had parked his truck and the

ﬁaj}er of posts actoss the fe_nce, where the cais’ pen stretched
around the house : . '
“Those are some tail fem;es,” Dana sa.Ld, lookmg in the same

. direction.

“They are.”

“Where are they?” Dana sa1&.

“Where are what?” Claudw. said.

“The birds.” - o
“Oh,” Claudia said. “He’s bringing them out”
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Twenty feet away, Patrick set down the last box, then walked

“over to his truck and tapped through the windows at his dogs,

She did net like him so close.
“I.guess I'll just take them, then,” Dana said.

Claudia looked down at the frozen ruts in the ground, the

jagged marks of chains, then up into Dana’s face.
“No,” she said ‘
“F came all this way.”
" “It bappened on my land. It’s my Iesponslbl]lty _
* “To be honest,” Dana said, “this is my first week. I'm ]ust

‘trying to do my job.”

“I appreciate it,” Claudia said. “But I don’t need your help.”

- The two stood looking at each other, Patrick coming closer, . .
then standing silently, the third pomt of a wiangle. He looked at

Claudia, then Dana, then Clandia again.

“All nght ” Dapa said. “I’ll just drive up here and tu.m'
aroun

“It’d be easter to back out,” Claudia said. “T don't need you
leaving ruts further up there.”

She helped Patrick load the last b_oxes’ into the blue pickﬁp.
He climbed in back with the birds and she eased off the choke,
rolled down toward the road. The cab of the mwuck was full of

grit and junk, wrappers and tools. The gunrack behind her head

held a shovel, two kinds of hammers, a long-handled ax. Proba-

bly thers was a gun soméwhere in the truck, loose under-the

seat, caught i the springs, tangled in baling twine, lost in a

feedbag.

“Hang oul” she shouted, and Patrick shouted somethmg
back, words she could not understand. He crouched there, hardly
out of the wind, as if he could feel no cold, In the rearview
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mirror, Claudia watched ‘the woman's truck, and then she saw

something else. She pulled over, rolled down the window.

“You let the dogs out,” she sald.
“Well,” Patrick said. ‘
“Well,” she said, “we can’ Ieave them behmd Loose like

. th.at ”

They waited until the dogs caught up, trailing steam, tongues
slapping up over their eyes. They scrambled at the side of the

- trudk, climbing from the tire, claws scratching at the side of

the bed as Patrick reached to grab each one by the collar.

“Got enough room?” she said.

“Yes”

The road was steep, cutting back and forth. A couple weeks
before, a hunter had gone off the edge, pulling a trailer with
four horses in it—it was a miracle nomé of them was killed.
The lucky man .led.them out the escape deor in the fromt
of the trailer, and some others from town managed to pull the .
truck out backward. The man. hitched everything together
again, at the bottom of the hill. Claudia had watched the horses
rear and resist, showing white all around the edges of their
eyes before they finally got-back into the tailer. -

The clouds had hardly Jifted down in the valley; as she de-
scended, she could just make out the Yellowstone, jerking back

and forth, its banks expanded by ice. Looking back to the road, |

she brought the truck around a corner and almost kit a fman ..
walking a dog. The man gave her the finger; the dog, a dalma-
tian, was almost invisible against the dirty roadside snow—Pai-
rick’s dogs were wild in back, barking at it, no doubt rampling
the birds.

Claudia drove on. They crossed the bridge, the water low, the
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' yiver narrow, ar;d it shook just a little inder the weight of both -

trucks. It always seemed more rigid in the winter. By the high-
way, tall green m’etal boxes stood, where everyone who lived up
the basin brought their garbage, where sometimes there Wwas
' somethmg—knchen scraps, lambs -or even calves that dldn’
make t—worth scavenging. Claudia turned left at the green
‘boxes, out onto the highway. Behind her, Dana, who should have
taken d right and headed back toward Gardiner where she be-
longed, also went left and continued to fallow.

- “Bitch,” Claudia said, lmowmg she could not force a cdn.ﬁ-on-
tation, that she'd have to play along to help this pass.

She drove o, up Paradise Valley, the highway parallel to the
‘river. There, the current would be too strong for the birds. -

The clouds were higher here, but still only a couple hundred feet

up. In the back of the truck, Patrick was yelling samething to his -
dogs. Claudia scanned the side of the highway, for roadkill. She |

_did this out of habit; she could always come back later. Now that

they were away from the ranch, all they hé«_i-tc ‘deal with was

the birds. One thing at a time, she told hersell.

She parked on the side of the highway, up above the pond

where, in the warm months, the swans and Canada geese gath'
ered. Now cattails and weeds stuck up, strarigled by ice..
“Cold,” Pitrick said, chmbmg down.
“You're cold?” Claqcha said.
“Yes.”

She turned 'and looked back into the cab of the iruck. She -
found two more right-handed gloves and put them in her pockf.ft.

- In a moment, she felt Dana standing behind her,

“All this crap in here,” Claudia said. “Friend of mine gotin -
-an acmdent and all his injuries were from thmgs flying around-

the cal
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“I bet,”
. “You cagry a gun?” Claucha said. “D:dn’t think so.”
“Just thought I could help.” Dana stood there, ans_wering a

_ different question. “That’s why I followed you.”

Claudia took the ax from the gunrack. She looked down

. toward the ffozen p_o:;d; then at the birds, then at Pairick. -

“You two cairy the boxes down theré,” she said, .

As soon as Patrick moved away from the mruck, all the dogs
leapt from the bed and began chasing each other out across the
field. Dana dragged a boxbeh.md her_lShfs stopped at the fénce,
next to a sngn that said KEgp OUT .

“T don’t know,” she said,

“Where in hell are ycu from?” Claudia said. -~
“Arizona.” -

“Well, T'm from 'here.”
“1 know that.”
“We're saving these birds.” Claudza was almost shoutmg '

"rYou don’t even have to be here”

Dana lifted the box over the fence, then chmbed t}uough.
Soon they had 'all five boxes on the bank of the pond. Patrick

- stiuffled off after his dogs. The ax in her hand, its heavy head
~ dragging along the ice, Claudia walked to the center of the pond
" and turned a slow éircle—cat_taﬂs,-the highway, cattle again, ice
in their tips, the cold air, the sky above. A car slowed, up on the

highway, then sped away again.
. Shé raised the ax above her head. Her feet wide apart for

. balance, she brought the ‘ax down into the ice. Splinters caught

her in the face and neck, and she sﬁng again. She liked the puil

* in her back, the solidity of the ice and kick it returned. Five
"swings and she broke through. The ice was four inches thick; she
* lifted out the slabs with the flat of the blade, trying to Keep her
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: glc-ves dry. It all came easier once the swrface was broken. The .
*. water was dark beneath the ice, almost black.

When Claudia stopped ta rest, she looked up and was almost

surprised to see Dana still stzmdmg there, next to the hoxes of -
birds. :

“Let me,” Dana said. “You've done enough.”

“No,” Claudia said. She did not want to turn the ax loose,

“Maybe you could give your hushand a chanee, then.”
“Who?" ' '

Dana poirited to Paﬁick, returniﬁg across the field with his .

dogs. They fanned around him, dark against the snow.
- “He’s too heavy to get out here,” Clandia said. She Taised
canal. | _ .
- “Cold,” Dana said, running in place.
“-A_riionaf Claudia sai&, over her shoulder.. “What do Vyon
have down there? Snakes?” She swung the ax, kicked a triangle
of ice along the pond’s surface. “We've got snakes here, but that's

just the beginning, This isn’t even a cold day.” -
“Listen,” Dana said, “I came out here to help you.”

her. . : , :
" - “There’s no-reason o be such a hitch about 1t,” Dana said.
Claudia stopped swinging. She turned all the way around.

“This here has nothing to do with us,” she said. “Tt's the -
damn birds, all right?” ' o
~ She kept chopping, turning her back again. Patrick shouted
something from " across the pond, waved, and d:zsa;;peared into -

the cattails. _ S ‘ _
“You raise cattle up there?” Dana said, her voice quieter now.
- “It’s a cattle rarich,” Claudia said. It was.” '

the ax again, moving toward the bank, chopping out a narrow

"‘Aﬁ_zdnal” Claudia said, the ax over her head, ice all around

iR
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- “Td like 10 'see it,” Daz_la'sa.i-d._-“On a day where there’s some
visibility.? 3 C . "

Claudia dropped the conversation, concentrating on her work.

- When she f]mshed, she walked to the nearest box and picked oug

a bird. The rest locked up at her, frost in the plumes on their

heads, their ev11 red eyes revolving, their necks never still. She = -

stared back at them for a moment, then knelt down and dropped

" the bird into the water. It slipped, tried to climb out, and finally -

nal, to the middle of the pond, and returned.

“I don’t know,™ Dara said, :

“T'm back,” Patrick said, his thick body looming closer.

Just then the bird turned again. It sped up, kicked its black
legs out, and splashed until it was running on the surface; fts
neck out straight and parallel to the water, it pulled itself into

decided to swim. Instantly more graceful, it went down the ca-

. the sky.

Kneeling, Patrick picked another bird from the box. He
looked up at Claudia and she knew he would do anything she
asked ‘him, anything at all. The bird slipped into the water,
testing the canal, splashing into flight. A dog barked. then an.
other. Claudia realized, watching the bird rise into the air, that
Dana’sa.tm was around her, holding her close. Clandia’s left arm

 was pinned agdinst Dana’s body; in her right, she still held the

Ancﬂ;ér. bird followed, then another. They gathered, cireled,
and waited above; they would fly sduth—mégnetslin their heads,
compasses spinning circles through their breasts—and keep go-
ing, passing over Doug as he drove north, as he returned to her.
They would fly over Wyoming, Colorada, even Texas, There, on
the land spread out far below, they would have to watch every-

“thing that happ'éned to the lions and the. tigers.
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BEYOND LUCKY

The man was wearmg a jacket from a band umfonn—gold bro-

cade around the buttons, épaulets of gold twine on the shoulders,

the whole thing a cold, leathery blue. The woman next to him

wore a turtleneck tucked into leggings, orange moonboots, &

down vest too small to close around her stomach. They stood by

the pay Phone at a service station set out on I-90, ea‘tmg iee
- Cream cones. It was not yet noon. :

Sue was pumpmg gas, watching them. Tire tracks of ice

' \ shone ‘and circled and crossed each other in the parking lot. The
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hood of her car was frozen shut, so she dld not check the 63l Oy

the way msi&e to pay, she passed closé o the couple. They

pretended not to watch her pass,
The radio inside seemed to be switching from station to sta-
tior.. Next to the cash register were-magnets in the shapes of all

fifty states, packets of powder that promised to cure hangovers, -

The man behind the counter had a cigarette burning between
his ﬁnge:rs, another in an ashtray. He paused as if he wasn’t
going to glve Sue her change; she stood there uniil he fmally
counted it out. ‘

Now they were standing by her car, waiting for her. Two
clouds of steam rose from their faces, as if they were on fire,
burning from within. Sne put her money away before stepping
closer. A cardhoard suitcase rested on the ground between them.
They did not say anything, and they were looking neither at her
nor each other—their eyes only confirmed the fact of their pres-
ence there in the parking‘lat, standing close to her car. Sue did
not épeak, either. The sides of her car were stained with lines of
salt; dirty black ice choked the wheel wells. She wondered for a

moment if the man inside was watching them, and then she .

wondered why that would change anything. There wete no
other cars, no animals on the ground or birds in the sky.

The two of them still did not say anything. They just stood
there, waiting. Sue judged by appearances—she was no fool. The

man’s moustache looked unplanned, and his jeans were so tight
. she could watch his sknmy legs shiver. The woman was so preg-
. namt it seemed she might lose her balance, that standmg TE-
~ quired an effort. She looked as if she could give birth at any
moment, as if she would. It was this fact that did it

“All right,” Sue said. “Get in, then.” ‘

Sue gave them her real name, and there’s no reason to
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change it here. The story reflects well on her, after ail. That -
winter she’d.been teaching some art classes at a community _

_ college far from where she lived. She was on her way home after

a two-week stint, tired: from actmg the expert, making proclama-
tions about art, projecting a certainty she kmew was simplistic.
When she told this story later, to friends, she was a little
ashamed at having been so trusting, yet there are cemmly far

worse things to be.

Sue pulled onto the Interstate and accelerated_ The engj_ue
bucked in complaint, straining with the weight of the new pas-
sengers. The man had not let her put the suitcase in the trunk,

- and now it crowded his feet. Ir the sxlence she heard the rasp of

his coat rubbing against 11:5e1£ She decided it was ‘not up to her

. to speak firsy; she was already giving them a ride, after all. She

hit the washer fluid, then the wipers. They scratched the liquid
into frozen lines. Pretendmg to adjust the rearview mirror, she

" looked at the woman m the backsea:.

' The woman’s stockmg cap was made from the cut—uff sleeve
of a sweatshirt—the wrist cuff hung down teward her ear, and
Sue almost expeoted to see a hand there, reaching out. She
checked the road, then looked back again, and the woman had
taken off the cap. Her hair was bright pink, in fight curls. It was

gathered inmto two short pigtails, like horns, above her temples.

She looked back into the mirror, at Sue, with no expression at
all. . :

“Ambidextrous,” the man sald, stretchmg out both arms.

Sue let that go. :

“If you need me to _hold the Wheel,” he sald “let me know.”
“What?”

“You know, to hald it steady. If you want to do something

with your hands or someﬂ'ﬁng.” :
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“1’11 let you know,” Sue said. She'd noticed that all the whigk-
ers were thicker on one side of his face, as if that side was
continually in shadow. Tt was like those psychology photographs

that divide faces in two—one half friendly and trustworthy, the:
other sinister and anxious to do you wrong. The left side,

the friendly one, was turned toward Sue.
. “Karma,” he said. “Some say that’s how l"ut.chlukmg is. The

'day’ﬂ come when you need a ride, and now you've earned it.”

“Tll keep that in mind” _

“Scott,” he said. “My name'is- Scott.”
© “What's your name?” Sue said.

“I just told you,” he said. “Scott.”

“I meant your friend,” Sue said. :

" “Chrissie.” The Woman did not turn hér face from the win-
dow 1o say H ’ )

The sun glowed fainily from behind the clouds, too weak to
ever get very far up in the sky. o .
“Mind if T smoke?” Scm:t said.
© “Yes I do” . ‘ o
*No problem,” he said. “Probably den’t have any smokes,
They kept driving, west. He offered to split the gas money,

»

and was clearly relieved when Sue said that ‘was not necessary. A
half hour péssed before they saw a truck coming. in the opposite
direction, a kind of proof that there was life where they were
headed. Scott talked in bursts, then sat silently, stretching his

arms. Hé told her they hoped to make it to Bozeman. The day |

before, he claimed, he'd been riding with a trucker and seen

amtelope with some kind of orange plastic all tanglled.-in their
" horns.- | -

. “Bight,”ﬁue said.
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“From road construction,” he said. “Why would I Le about
tha?” He smiled at her, waited a long time béfore speaking
again. “This car—you found it dependable " 7

“Pretty much so.”

“Yes,” he said. “I bet you have.” He rolled down his window
for a second let a cold slice of air inside. “Listen,” he said. “Pm
gomg to let you in on a secret.”™’

Unclasping the suitcase, he did not open it all the way, but
only a few inches, as if it held things he could not let Sue see. He
pulled out a solid wheel of tickets, a foot across, and held out the
loose end, smiling. . ‘ '

“Lcttery, he said. ,

The outermost layer of tlckets unro]]ed enough to reveal that

" the ones underneath had no numbers ‘stamped on them. Scott

did not seem to notice the blank tickets, and. Sue did not say

| A

- “State lottery or what?” she said.
“The lottery,” Scott said. “The big one:” He shouk the disc of
ﬁckets in the air, then put them away again. “Beyond lucky,” he

' said, “and 1 know what it is to lose hope. This was in a 7-Eleven,

you know—T¥ saw that the little door was open, back behind the

" comnter, and she distracted-f;hgm, down by the frozen food. She

acted like the baby was coming—it was perfect. Probably tock
hours before they realized what we got away with.” .

Looking m the mirror, Sue could not tell if Chrissie’ had -
fallen asleep or had only closed her eyes. She wondered 1f the
story was true, if Chrissie would say anything if it wasn’t,

“Montana,” Scatt said. “T'd like 0 settle ont there. Lots of ‘
celebrmes do, you know.”

It was four in the afternoon and was already gettmg dark,
Sue remembered how, setiing out this morning, she had dreaded.
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the boredom of this drive. She would welcome boredom if she

found it again. The farther she went, the more anxious she was. -

At last they came to a town, back among other people,
“I'm stopping bere,” she said, pulling into a truck stop.

“Pancakes,” Scott said. “I know I could use a little some-

thing.” He jumped out and slammed the dear before the car

" stopped moving, then opened the door and grabbed the suitcase,
PP ving ope gra

When Sue stood, she realized for the first time that Scott was

shorter than she was. A long white Cadj]lac was parked next to

her car, and he was walking around ir, 1eamng close, shading h.ls
eyes to see in through the window.
“Riding in this here,” he said, “you wouldn’t care if you ever
got where you were going.” - :
“Maybe there’s someone here who might be going closer to
where you're headed,” Sue said. Maybe even that car.”
“Then youd have to drive alone " Stoft said. “Couldn’t de
that to you.”

Chrissie followed the two of them into the truck stop’s res- A
 taurant. It made Sue uneasy, how qu.l{.{kly the three of them had
‘become attached, 4 unit. At the table next to, theirs, a Ted-faced

man was speaking in a Toud voice.

“Can’t say I've ever been this far from ’W}:;{)(Jnsln1 he was
saying. “Out here it’s a Tittle daustmphoblc Fear of the market-

place or whatever Would take days to find a decent body of
water.”
The specials were on the blackboard, every other word mis-

spelled, The menu wasn't much hetter. Up near the ceiling, 3 -

model train dirded its- tracks, following the walls around and
around, disappearing and emerging from behind a clock made of
a shellacked slice of tree stump.
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“Used to be such a drunk” the red-faced man said, “T had to
drive my tzactor to the bar.”
The woman ~with him said something, but she was not facing

‘Sue, s0 Sue couldn’t hear. The woman had a long fur coat and 1t

was draped over her chair. Chrissie had turned around and was
stroking -the coat, petting it. Sue was a.ﬁ'ald the woman would
notice. .

“Come 1 m, Sue,” Scott said. “Hello n there.”

“What?” shé said. ,

T was askmg if you drank.”

“Not really.” .

‘“Me'neithér,” he said. “I like to stay sharp.”

She watched Scott tie the fringe of his jacket, the epaulets,
intto ¥mots and untie them again. He cut his pancakes into small
pieces—all one direction, then across at right angles—before

_eating them. Sue thought of what he’d said about the antelope

of driving with the trucker, and she wondered if he’d even been
with Chrissie the day before. She thought of their theft of ‘the -

tickets, the trick they pulled, and, locking at Chrissie, she began - .

to suspect that Chrissie was not actually pregnant. Sue could not
see Chrissie’s stomach very well because of the table between
them. a
: “Tea,, Scoit said: “I never ﬁgured what kind of people drink
tea ™

“Now you've met one,” Sue sald.

The red-faced man and the woman in the fur cost stood to
leave. Tt looked Like the coat ‘was made of _fo:ies, forty or fifty;
Chrissie torned to waich it go. ]

 Sue saw her car waiting: outside, J:estmg in the parking lot.
She could not finish her chicken sandwich. Chrissie reached
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across the table to take a potato chlp, then another When the
bill came, Scott paid his part, not quite all of i, in quarters,
Sue made up the difference. On the way out-she tried to get 2
good lock at Ch:rlssm, bt Chnsae held her vest m front of her
stomach. - ‘

“Well,” Scott said, smngmg the smtcase “Let’s. get after it, -

Want me to drive? Might get there sooner.”
Sue just shook her head, then swod for a moment, ‘giving
them another chance to change their minds, to dlsperse. Scots

opened the back door for Chrissie. He chmbed in himself and

honked the horn until Sue opened her door.

She drove back to the interstate. At the edge of the town they
crossed a pair of railroad wracks and Séott suddenly threw up his
arms, pressed his palms flat against the roof, and lifted his feet
from the floorboards. :

“Do that,” he said. “And you're going to get laid tomght.”

“I don't believe in that kind of thing,” Sue said, hopmg he

“was not thinking of her. -

“(retting 1aid?®’ he said.

‘“Whatever,” she said. Sometimes, she thought, you had to .
help. people 'in spite of themselves. Even in spite of yourself. In -

any case, she was driving in this direction— they weren’t really
putting one over or taking advantage of her. She only wished she
conid help Chrissie and leave Scott.
T might sleep a little,” he said. “That all nght with you?”
“Fine™
“If it isn’t, you ]mow, you can say so. It’s kind of a tradeloff
after all—the mide for the conversation, for the company.

“Sleep,” Sue said.
Low walls of i ice flm.weled the headhghts Sue listened to.
Scott’s breathing slow and find regularity. She began to think 7
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of Chrissie, in the backseat; whether or not she was actually

pxegnant she was certainly being used. Sue wouldn’t have

picked up Sceit if he was by himself. Now she slid her left
hand back between the side of the seat and the door. She felt
the oylon of the moonboot and reached up higher, her wrist
bent and her hand upsidé dowr. The backs of her fingers
touched Chrissie’s’ leg and she scratched up and down, trying

1o send a signal.
"~ “Do you know you're muchmg me?” Chnssxe said. “T'm oy-

“ing to sleep.”

Sue whispered over her left shoulder. “Do you need help?”
“Te rest?” .
“Are you in troub'ie?” )

“Watch the road, please.”

“I am,” Sue said. “T have to.”
“T don’t mean to sound rude,” Chnssna said. “It’s ]ust that I'm

_ hoping to brmg a child into this world.

“Yes,” Sue said, “Tm’ watching the road.”
“Reckon,” Scm;t said, sitting up stralght “Reckon we're. get-
ting close.” '
 “What?” Sde sald. ‘ :
He leaned his forehead agamst the wmdsh:leld sqmnung

~ through i, and ralsed his hand to point &t the square green 51g11

that rose up only to fall away behind them.
. “Yes,” he said. “Oply seven miles.”
“To where?” Sue seid.
“Where you live,” he said. “Your home.”

. ‘Now Sue saw he held the car's registration In his nther hand,
her address printed along the top. He had to have taken it out of
the glove compartment, though she had not seen him do it. She
tried to think of a lie; none came. . '
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- “It]l be a premy col& mght,” Chn&sle said, whlspermg as if
talking to herself in the backseat. ‘

“All right,” Sue said, thinking aloud. She toek the exit, her

exit, and coasted to the stop sign. She eased the car through the
town, its quiet streets. What had been stush, now briitle ice,
cracked away beneath her tires. They passed one other car under

the trees’ bare bra.ﬁcheé;rits headlights seemed too pale to do any -

good. S ,
Her house was completely dark, the walk and driveway un-
shoveled, papers all ‘over the porch, mail jammed in the slot.

She led Scott and Chrissie around back and opened the door
" into the kitchen. She hit the light and an old grocery Yist ruffled
on the refrigerator’s doer, elose to her hand. Dishes from before

she’d left were still stacked i in the sink.

“Make yourself comfortable,” she said. “Have to check the
fumace. Down the stairs, she knew that if she was alone she'd
be worried that perhaps someone was in the house, had broken

. in while she was gone; now that fear had‘tumed into a kind of

bope. The furnace was fine, the baseﬁlent empty.,
“They were settling into the living room as she went all the
way up Lo the second floor. She heard light switches, the ﬁ'ont

~ door opening, a sound like firewood being. stacked. _
Unfortynately, there was no one upstairs, either. The drawers
of her dresser were still open from her hiurried packing, her bed

unmade as if she'd just climbed our of it. She would like to climb

back in, and she had 1o Teason to believe they'd do anything o
" more than fall asleep on the couch downstairs—ryet she also had

no reason to believe they'd stop at that She was so tired het

. mind leapt ahead. of her. .

. Chrissie had found a washcloth, wet it, and spread it over her
stomach. She was sitting on the couch with her shirt p‘qued up.

-
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" The sight of Chrissie’s stomach, the pink ekin stretched out, was

a great relief to Sue. She was ashamed to have suspected amy- -

thing else.
“These things were Frozen together " Seott Sa.‘l.d. He'd brought

" in the newspapers, all in plastic bags; he brushed the powdery

snow from them and it disappeared, meltmg into the carpet
“Are you tired?” Sue sald. '

“Slept in the car,” he sald.

“T'm mocturnal,” Chrissie said. “Pretty miach.”

“Have to fmd the most recent one,” Scott said. “Find out
when the lotr.ery numbers are announced You only have a few
days to claim it, you know.”

“My Toommate, Jim, should be back tomight,” Sue said. Her
roommate’s name was Tina and she was out of town unti}
March.- '

Scott opened newspaper a:&er newspaper, spreading them out
on the floor.

- “Would you like some tea?” Sue sald

“T figured you’d get around to that” he said.

In ‘phfe'. Kitchen, Sue listened for theu- -voices in the living

l room. Tt was silent, and she realized she hadn’t heard them say a

word to each other. They were traveling together, but beyond
that she couldn’t téll. She could certainly afford to help them a
little, she told herself, fhat this was the kind of ﬂnng that makes

s human.

- Chrissie had taken off her moonboom Hex pmk féet were

- hare. She lifted the washcloth e_md her navel stuck out like the

tip of a finger: Sue sipped her tea; she looked away, then quickly -
back, trymg to catch Seott and Chrissie makmg eye contact in

that instant. They did not.

“Havent had a shower in a week,” Chnssze sald.
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“Pm sorry,” Sue said. “Go right ahead. It’s at the top of the

“I’m fine” Scott said once Chrissie was gone. _“I’mlﬁo't'the‘

kind of person who gets very direy.”
“I see,” Sue S&J.d, then she heard Chnssm calling down the

stairs. It shocked her a little, for she had not heard Chrissie Taise .

her voice—it was almost as if someone entirely different had
broken into the house or been mmde all along
“Towels,” Chrissle called. “Clean towels.”

Sue moved slowly, then hwrried, thinking that perhaps the
time had come, thinking she should call an ambulance, someone,
‘She took towels from the cupboard on the wall, ran up the stairs,
knocked on the door.

Everything afl nght’”
“You can come in,” Chrissie mld.
The two Tubber bands were twisted like red. spiders on the
tile next to the sink, but Chrissie’s hair still stood up in its horns.

Her breasts rested on her smooth, round stomach; a dark lineran .

from her nave! to her pubic hair.

“This will be my frst child” she said.

“1 hdve a niece,” Sue said. “That’s all.”

Sue tried 1o look away when Chrissie turned around, but her
eyes only found the mirror, and it was there, too. _Extend.mg
straight from the 1ip of Chrissie’s spine, a tail hung down two or
three inches—almost an inch. wide, tapering to a point, red hairs

. along the edges. Sue took a long look, to be sure, theh stepped

back into the hall and slowly shut the door She stood there unnl _- :

_sheheardthewatermnmng

-She found Seott iz the downstairs bed:oorm whlch she used

. ‘as a stadio. Hls'backwastmedtoherhzstoodmfrcntofa
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- piece.she'd been working on when shed left, two—b'y—three—foot-

chaicoal drewing on paper, a female nude with arms out-
stretched, face upside down and looking out, either floating, ris-

.ing from, or sinking into da.;k water. Scott kept lifting his arms
" as if he would touch the surface. Sue listened 16 the fabric of his

coat scratch against iself. He spoke to her w1thout tummg

" around, as if he'd known she was there all along.

“You work with nude meodels?” he said.

“Sometimes,” she said. “When I can afford to” She won-

dered if he knew about Chrissie’s tail and decided that hé must.
“What about when you can’t afford t0?”
| “{What?” she sa.ld then, “T use photographs or memories, or
mirrors.” :
“Mirrors?” : ‘
“Forget it,” Sue said. .
“I can hold myself perfectly still,” he said. “Ijke Pm in a

. twance. Usually when I get my clothes off things head toward the
_action snie, but I eauld do that, I think, pick up some cash.”

*] could find you_ a real job,” Sue said, suddenly taken‘by‘ the
desire to contact someone outside this situation. “I could call a

~ friend of mine who's in charge at the 1umbe1yard.

“Whoa,” Scott said. “Whoa, whoa. All that talk ahout the job

- was hyperthetical, anyway. Remember the tickets? You start glv—
- .img us charity and that changes ovr whole re]ananshlp, you
"know, that puts you somewhere where you’ll start actmg all up

yourself and better than us.” .
“That’s not how 1 meant it,” Sue said.

“Whatever,” he said. “All is forgiven.”
She decided she had to make the call, regardless of not hav-
ing a cover. This was her house, after all, and she could call

S
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whomever she wanted. She went into the kitchen and pickea
the.phone. She'd almost expected that the line would be de‘Ip
and it ‘was. ' | *
When Sue retummed to the Living room, Chrissie was sittiné
_on the couch, fully dressed, a towel around her head. Scotﬁ sat m
the easy chair across the T00Mm. '
“Where’s your roommate?” Chrissie said.

“He’ﬂ get here.” Sue sat down., She checked her wamh"i-t was
only ten o'clock. | o '

Kindness,” Scott said. “Yon can’t count on the kindness of

strangers, you know, but it's sure nice when it happens.” He
pulled another chair over and put his feet on it, '
Su_;e knew they were in  kind of standoff, and to acknowl.
-ied,ge 1t would more likely heighten than defuse it. She had n
1dea what was at stake, only that she was a hostage in her e\vm{J
house. She would autwait them. They held sway over the dark-
ness.; she was counting on the sunrise. Scort sﬁeaked glances at
C.hnssie through half-closed eyes—Sue saw that, or ’thougﬁt she
de.. S.he began to wonder if she'd had it backward, Jf acmaﬂy
ChnssTe Was exerting some control over Scott. Sue pretended not
10 notice that Chrissie was staring at her, wied not to shiver
under the weight of her eyes. . -
_ . "There's plenty of time,” Chrissie said, twisting her hair back
mto. position. “I'm not really due for a week or so. Thinking of
gett:JTJ“g a t:ttoo of a zipper, whether or not. ifs a C-section.”
Time for what? § j i e sk i :
i ue said, surprised at the sharpness in her
| “Hormones,” Scott said, “Hasy now. She’s just got all these
hormones coursing through her right now.” p
Sqe close_d her eyes only to rest f_h_em.." She checked her v:-ratc}-i
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again and again, swrrepiitiously, so she'd kmow she hadn’t fallen
asleep, so later she could account for every ten minutes of the
night. She recast all that Chrissie had said, tried to think back
through all that had happened. Somehow the radio had come on,
the disc jockey sending songs out 1o tinckers and back home to
their wives. Scott was asleep. Sue could ro longer tell if Chrissie
was staring at her or into some middle distance. Hours passed,
and Sue willed them to quicken, o
She thought how Scott had said he could hold himself per-
fectly still, and she imagined drawing him—nude was how he
wanted it, and she'd teke off his pants, catch the tremor in his

* thin legs. She would leave him the band jacket, that was all, bare

from the hips down, his skeleton showing through his skin; she'd
coil tickets around his bare legs, unrolled possibilities, half his
face in daareSS. She’d do him in charcoal or she’d hold him in
colors, paint him, and as she wondered through her palette she
came to the pink of Chrissie’s hair—Chrissie, whose eyes lay
heavy on her now, in 'r.he. dim room, trying to read her .
thoughts—and she would not give Chrissie that hair, would not
show her skin or anything beneath her clothes. The moonboots,
ves, and a thick fur ¢oat, long one, and fur leggings, an Eskimo
hood that closed around to hide her face, bury those eyes. Sue
was not asleep. She chose her palette, swaddling Chrissie so she

‘ 7.50111& hardly move, so she looked like a Sasquatch, & powerless
missing link, lost out on the highway, an ice cream cone in one

gloved hand. 7 : _
Then theré was light along the windowsill Sue stood and
went upsta:rs Searchmg her closet, she found some of her largest

- clothes—halfway down the stairs she realized Chrissie hadn't
asked for them; she didnt know what had moved her, except it
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was happening already. She set the clothes on the couci'l next tg .

C]:mssw, who'didn’t thank her, but just started to pull her tun;}e.
neck over her head.

“You can change into them in the other room,” Sue said,

“Fine,” Scott said, Wakmg uwp. “I'm fme ‘This jacket’s Warmer
than it looks.”

“Good,” Sue said.

“VWWhere's that roommate of yours’ What's hls name again?®

“You didn't hear him come n?
“Na,” Scott said. “I sure didn’t.”

Sue took a scarf and her coat from the closet. She Put them :

on and stood by the front door, waiting.
“Going somewhere?” he said.
“You can't stay here,” she said. “T have meetings. People are

..oommgheretaseemywor o

“You're no.different,” Scott said. “No different than the Test.

- 1 could feel you turning that way.”

| “T've done enough,” Sue said as Chrissie returned. “Let’s go.”
“Let’s go?” he said, still sitting on the couch. “Let’s go?”
Chrissie stood silently, her eyes on the floor. She seemed

harm]ess now, as if the morning had either Wea.kened or restored

“T'rm going out and starting the car,” Sue said. “It has 1o

warm up. Tf you're in it by that time, T'm -driving to the train
station. If not, the police station.”- :

“Jesus Christ,” Scott said. “As if we're not all friends here—
“ahout which T now see T was mistaken.” .

*I'm gomg, " Sue said. ‘

“Hold on,” he said. “VVaxL It's. clear you don’t trust us enough
to leaye us alone 1 in’ here. You don’t trust us at all™ .

Sue was not drawn in. She stood in the deorway umtil Scott
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stood and walked past her, outside, Chirissie followed, and the

swo of them waited by-the car, steam rising from their faces..

They seemed less helpless, somehow, than they had the day

before. : .
 Sue did not wait for the car to warm up, and the engme

mttled, cold, the fan spinning wind around them. In the rear-
view mirror, she saw Chrissie was staring out the window. Scott

. concenrtrated on the road ahead, as if trying t¢ memorize the

cdreuitous route Sue was taking. She didn’t want them to know
how close she lived to the train station.

- “TJust drive with us;” Scott said. “The three of us eould travel
together, and then we'd just see what happened.” -

“] don’t think that would ‘work out,” Sue said.

. “All the way last night at the restaurant I saw you tummg

‘ thJs way,” he said.
' At the station, Sue gave hun twenty dollars. She bought -

them tmkets ‘going west.

“Know anything about‘the lottery?” Scott asked the station

' master

“Got some’ lucky numbers today?”

“Pleniy,” Scott said. ‘

Chrissie checked her hair in the window’s reflection, then
pulled on her ¢ap and followed Seott to the train.

" “Goodbye,” Sue said as they climbed inside, Chrissie holding
Scott’s arm for balance. Sue walked all the way along the train,
her hand on its cold metal side, and she txied to sce them

through the winﬁqw,' see them' sit down. Wher the train began

moving, she waited, expected them to be looking out the win-

dow at her waving goodbye. They were not.

Now she could drive straight home. She Wanted to believe .
- they could make it, yet she was glad they were gone. The town

-
i
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was beautiful in the morning, the snow clean and white, N
fectly friendly people on the sidewalks, dogs on leashes, 'Biler—
. already planted and just vira_iting in the frozen gréuﬁd. e '
_ She slept until evening, Wﬁgn she found they had stolen b
roommate’s quarter collection, over fifty dollars’ Worth—-]af::
she wondered abput Scott paying all in guarters at the restal ,
ranf,‘ as if he'd already stolen them. There were ways tij:: i
U . moved while she was with them that Sue would never 1;ntang1:
5 - Also, they had taken her charcoal drawing, somehow carried i
P .out right in front of her. Even if they’d rolled it up she conldn’
imagine how they had done it or where they were taking it.
| Despite all this, she still admits she would do it again, i
1 presgnted with the two of them out on the interstate. And as i:t is
. ? : reassuring to-know that there are people like Sue, those who éto
- to help, it 15 also important’ to realize that that baby, that childI:
' walks among us now. ’

: } A | _ | : : HELP WANTED

Two women with long, thick braids down their backs were doing
_ . o loads of laundry where every piece of clothing was purple. The
: - : porthales in the dryers were solid, spinning purple; at first, see-

ing that—and the two women, both all in purple—I believed
something had gone wrong with my eyes. My frame pack rested
at my feet, my dog sleeping next to it, A man reading a newspa-
pef sat on the other side of the laundromat.

One of the women dropped a sock and I picked it up.

Favorite color? I said. '

e e bt o e e
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We like it, she sajd. There was a purple ﬁbbun in helr
. hair. ‘
I'd gone in there to get out of the cold w-md, then demded 0

wash what clothes I carried. My car had failed to make it across
the Dakotas, Whmh was no surprise. I took off the license plates,
pried the VIN number from the dashboard and rolled that st
of tin into a ball. Tt rattled inside the dljrer, now separated- f:rm:i
the car by five hundred miles.
I poured some dog food into my cupped hands, but she
wouldn’t eat it umil I put it on the floor. Tn cold weather,
}J.ttchhﬂung is easler-if you have a dog along, people are more

: hkely to sympathlze with an ammal than another person. There
are no short rides in those states.

She sheds, doesn’t she? The man w-;th the Rewspaper was |
standing closer now. With a dalmatian, he said. what you got IS a

short-haired dog without the benefits.
: I don’t know about that, T said. )
This town, he sald Livingston. Would be the windiest town

' in America if the populatlon was hgher.

I didn’t understand, but- I didn’t domment. Turning away
-from the man, I fed a five-dollar bill to the change machine;
-among the quarters were two slugs of smooth metal. The d_rye;
wouldn’t take them. .
A piece of paper tacked to the wall said HELP WANTED!
' MECHANIC NEEDED, ROOM + BOARD -!-.,Nc other details, no phone
number, just a map. The two women folded all then' purple
clothmg, not even Ioo]nng at me. I want to talk about ‘Women,
but there in the Iaund:mmat nothing more passed between us. I
pulled the map off the Wall, folded it, and put it in my" pocket.
Then I sat down and waited for my clothes to dry
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: .

1 stood.on a bridge, looknig down into the river my last ride

Vhad identified as the Yel]owstone Shards of ice three or four

feet across spun past, pleoes of trees Whose branches must

have raked the riverbed.
This was the furthest west I'd ever been. The gravel road

turned off from the hzghway forty miles from town. My dog ran ;

ahead as the road climbed; it was nnposmble to tell what time of
day it was, the gray clonds ‘hanging low. The road narrowed, '
mirned to switchbacks, and straightened out again. Two pickups
came out of nowhere, bouncmg half sideways through the frozen
washboards, just missing us. Dogs barked from the bed of one, _

and then we were alone again.
The higher we chmbed, the more snow there was; we wa]ked

' for an hour, surrounded by ranch land, snowlields where cattle
- stood in clust.ers, shivering together. My dog was tired. 1 tried to

pmk her up, to carry her, but she wouldn't let me.

. First I saw the line of cars, trucks: and tmctors, then, as we
came cleser, the, dogs began barking. At the gate, a sign said No
TrEspassGilll The sign was prefahricated, but the exclamation
marks had been added. Next to the gate, a dead deer was caught
halfway over the barbed wire fence, its hind legs hooked back,

. its chest collapsed iis head down on the ground.

. The dogs were all on chains, so twisted and tangled
around each other that they couldn’t move much They went
from side to side, all together, like a confused crab. T knelt
close to the deer—it was both frozen and desmcated—and saw
how the plam:s had been dug up by its dying hooves. Tts flat
tongue stuck out, cold and pale; its eyes had been pecked

iy, e,
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out and dned blood spxdered around them like another set of
lashes. :

- Looking for sa:n:msztl:nng9 a man shouted,

- None of the pecple who ].wed on that ranch wore purple, though

I rarely had the opportimity to see many of them at one time.
Perhaps thirty people lived there, including the clnldren they
were always up to something, always busy. It was never clear
what they were doing, snd I was told that was not my concern.

. Duane, Cousin Duane, made it understood that I was not 1o
speak or interact with the women. He told me they left the dead

deer by the gate to discovrage msn:ors And don’t wander, he .

said, Don't stray. -
You all don’t trust me mmch, Y sald
. Either your dog’s got to be tied up with the rest or you have

. to keep her close; he said. Can’t afford 1o tangle with the neigh-

bors—anythmg that happens Imght bring in the government.

“We don’t need any exira attention.

Tl keep her close, I said. -

Hell, he said, we lost a dog not oo lang a.go found the.
temains. At the very least, we got wolves out there, no matter’
what the Department of Fish and Game says. Me and Cousin
Hollis did some recon at night—we had some infrared scopes,

'you know—and we saw some pretty strange thmgs.

Like what? [ said.
Nothing you need to know about.
“They called each other Cousin, but I understood eaﬂy on that

. they were not related. Cousin Duane’s words were all half whis- |
o pered, consp;mtonal His face was red, chapped all around his
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gark beard. He always wore the same stocking cap and it had
upraveled along one side so locks of h.ls dark hair poked through B

" He told me he was forty years old.

I'm not, the head guy, he said. Don't be mistaken. Tt's just

that I'm respons1b1e for youw. .
- 86 you must be prewy high up, I said.
. No, he said, Tt's not that J.mportaht, what you'll be dcmg
I asked what was important, whose’ concern that was.
. Cousin Duane just langhed. We're not doing anything illegal '
here, he said, not even anything verymtaestmg There's just no
reason you have 1 know about it. You'll be getting your infor-

" mation on a need-to-know basis. Fa1r enough?

Fa_.gr enough, I said.
You're nat a curious person?
Not nebegsarily, 1 said.

'Meals were delivered to me, out at the shop. I heard a knock at :
the door and then, when I opened it, no one was there. Just a

tray holding a sandwich, a bowl of soup going cold. The sun .
shone a couple hours a day, slicing down. Standing, holdmg ‘the
wray, I looked past the line of stranded velicles, snow drifted

. agaipst them, that I was expected to resurrect. Usually the clouds
‘were low, so T couldn’t-see the tops of the mountains. Aspens

grew thick along the stream. Sometimes elk moved in single file,
leaping fences as if they were an mchworm, all connected.
"1 studied the footprints left in the snow ‘outside my door.

' From their size, T determined that a woman delivered my meals.

Tt took & week to fgure what all T had in the shop Tools and
torches, snowshoes, canned food, plenty that didn’t belong there,
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survival equipment like tinfoil blankets and those boy SC0Ut sawy
that are just razorwire stretched between two stainless-stes]

" rings. T organized it into bins and boxes, broke it down ingg .

things T could use and things T couldn’s. T pounded long nail

into the walls and hung baskets, old bicyeles, hroken chairs gy~
of my way. Tire chains, chainsaw chains, patches of chain-link -

fence all went together, following a logic known only to.me,

Cousin Hollis and Cousin Duane would come in sometimes,

watch me without saying a word. 'They-’d bring in shovels w1th
broken blades for me to weld, ask abour the feasibility of attach-

. Ing some sort of giant screw onto the front of. a tractor. T sus.

pected they used my shop late at night; for reasons unknown,

- Usually the men were gone all day, retiuned in the middle of . A
_the night, and left again before sunrise, I won’t even speculate

or all T dida’t understand, all the questions left unasked; it was

not my job to ask questions, nor to inferact with the wornen.

There was a woodstove in the shop, and 1 would have pre-

ferred sleeping there, next to it, but that was not allowed. My

bed was in an old travel trailer that had 1o tires; its axle rested

 on cinderblocks, its tongue on a caved-in aluminum trough. The

propane heater threatened to -souff its pilot—each time T fell
asleep I ran the risk of never waking. I lay awake listening to. the

" radio T'd salvaged, all ‘the‘ company I had. The reception came )
- and went, and this made it almost worse than ne friend at all.

She moved so qﬁiétly that even when I set out to catch her
I fafled a few times. The. shop had no windows on that side; 1

~could not see her coming. Finally T drilled a hole in the wall.

She carried the tray in one hand, a baby on her other arm,

- The woman’s hair was bright red, on the verge of pink, tight

carls pulled into two points above her temples, almost like horns.

In a situation like that, the one woman you meet can seem

1. dog's.
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rdainéd, inevitable and perfect. I waited, then opened the

purnt and dirty, speckled with metal—so she could net just hand
me the iray. - ‘ o

Come in, I said. . .

I can just set it down here, she said.

No, T said, holding the door, careful to stand exactly where

: she usually set the food. Come in.

She stepped inside, set the tray on.a table, then hegan cir-

EE ding the shop, surveying thie piles I'd made, We both sigod so

. still I could hear her breathing and my own, the baby’s and the’
= . 1

What's' your name? I said. S
" When she came to my dog, she put the baby down, inside &

-{+ tire that lay empty, on its side. She petted my dog, scratched

© hard at the base of her spine, above her tail, so she stretched her
" back legs. T moved doser. I shook -the gloves off my hands,

|- letting them fall to the floor. The baby made no sound when I

picked it up. _

- She’s a dalmatian, isn’t she? the ﬁoma.n said, and 1T agree;d,

. though that was obvious.

eyes, its lashes half an inch long. With my.ﬁngers, 1 ?Qa.l'Chffd' its
mowth’ for teeth, following the smooth gums, and stil #t ze-
maiued quiet. It reached out its perfect hand and gently tugged
on. my hair. T looked deep into my eyes like it could hyprotize
me, tirn me whichever way. _

He likes you, she said. That's a new one.

He's beautitul, I said, and he was.

His name-is Alan, she said.

That's my name, I said.

"T"‘ dw-gﬁjvﬁi:y-r': ‘..». ek S

Joor before she could knock. I wore my heavy welding gloves—

The baby did not ery, it,jur;t locked at me with its dark blue =

T S VERRPESSE S )



i
i

146 - CARNIVAL WOLVES

Is it now? :

1 guess it’s both of Gur names, T said.

The baby reached out his arms to clasp his mother’s neck,
and for a moment, with his licde body against mine, the three of

us were connected.

—

My dog went missing. I was half worried about her, mostly

concerned they would discover I'd lost track of her. On my

hands and knees, I kidded myself that T could follow her faot.

prints. T walked slowly down the line of gbandoned vehicles, -

then further, hiding behind an old privy. T waited there 1o sée

. what would happen, if anyone would follow. No one did. | ;
sprinted, stumbling where the snow’s crust gave way, making
It to the first line of trees. The snow was shallow beneath the

branches; icicles pointed down. .
It was difficult, trying to call her without giving. myself

 away. I followed the stream, past Irrigation mirnouts and head-

gates, around places where the water had' backed up and
sloughed o.ver,_ where. loﬁ'g sheets of ice now stretched down
the slope. I could ‘see where animals came to drink, all different
footprinis overlapping each other, dark water sliding below the
holes they'd made. Thai’s when I heard her. ‘
It was like nothing I'd heard before. She wasn’t barking. T
thought she was in pain, caught in a trap or something worse.
T tripped and kept on. I was right underneath her before T saw
her, noises coming up from her throat, her mouth motionless,
She was standing on the branch of a tree, ten feet ‘above. The
tree’s trunk was slanted, at an angle to the ground, yet it was sl
not easy to see how she'd gotien up there. She looked down at
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me, he;' Iegs ‘wembling, hair up along her spine. T held out my
arms and she jumped down, into t};em.

- Well, the woman said, her voice behind me.

* T turned. Her dirty wool pants were rolled thick at the cuffs,

‘her down jacket patched with duct tape. I had never seen her

pefore. . -
T've been watching you for a-while, she said, holding out her

binoulars. And I can't figure out what you're doing. I do know I
don't like it. You're on my property, for one thing.

Lost, I said. :

You part of that outfit up the road?

T was looking for my dog, I said. She got lost.

The woman looked 1o be a little older than I was, though her
clothes hi& the Vshape of her body. Her derk hair blew across
her face as I wied to see it better. I could tell that she was talking
tough, that ﬁe_r words were niostlyl bluster, and I wanted to see
why. She stood there, looking at me, and my dog leaned qgajnst
my legs, trembling; before then, she had never liked to touch.
me. . . -

" Pm Claudia, the woman said. Tl show you the way back.
We walked down out of the trees. Below, I saw’ a house, a
tangle of wires and tall fencépos‘{s off to one side_ and behind it. T -
noticed how Claudia tried to stay on that side of me.

That your house? T said.

She did not answer. ) .

1 stopped walking and squinted against the glare. The sun
came out just ther, c:alhng shadows, and through the fence I saw
a dark shape move out from behind the house, into the Light,
then turn again, pacing. . - _ }
. Go down that way, she said, pointing across untouched snow-
drifts, toward the dark line of the road.
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Think I’ll go closer to your hot
vy your house, I said, then take your
Well, she said.

Look at my boots, T saad not slowm.g down to argue.. No
A4

we were closer. T almost tnpped over my dog; she Was wying 1o ©

sta lle‘W ].e C].a d].& ust Wat{:}led my face no‘i Saylﬂg

'I'he tigers stood thirty feet away, inside the fence, clearly

visible. There was nothing to say, ne words to -cover them
Standing still, they watched us approach. We walked around :;L -
‘side of the house, and all the stone of its foundation Iookej; |
burned, as if one houge had been lost to fire and another built in |

its place. Claudia opened .a door in the tall fance,

Ten feet away, steam rose from the two tigers’ mouths. Their

tails slid back and forth, twitching along the dirty ice. Black lnes
like crescent moons circled _their milky blue eves; like small

horses, so close; they stretched and their claws unsheathed to .

rake at the ice. They watched me as if they were bored already

- not hungry, yet they seemed thin, ragged, their colors paler than

I’d have expected. One yawzned, showing s teeth; T smelled

rotten meat and somethmg else. I would say mange but I could
be wrong.

Come in here, Claudia said. They’re drugged, in the meat I
give them.

- No thapk you, I said, closing the gate, staying outside. My-

dog stood halfway between me and the gate, ﬁughtened of both

directions, almost invisible in the dirty snaw.
Kneeling, Ciaudla scratched the head of ore of the hlgger |

u.gers. It rolled over, shcrmng where the siripes ended and its fur
turned soft and white. Tis long whiskers hung hmp around its
mouth., and its tongue slipped out, hckmg at her
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Cant they take flesh ﬁ'om bone with those thmgs?‘ 1 said.

T's a question of pressure Claudia said. '

ATl different kinds of wire encircled the yard, mixed with
alummum siding, forklift pallets balanced on - their ends. I
 inted to a hole in the fence, a dark path leading through t,

worn through the snow. Claundia didn’t even look up.

That’s so they can get to the stream and drink, she said. I
can’t carry all that water up here, and my pipes are frozen

They're loose, then, 1 said.
Claudia laughed. Her shadow and my own wexe: cast per-

- fectly onto the white wall of the house; I watched our silhouettes
" as we talked. The tiger’s shadow was twenty feet long, dark.

along the ground. He paced abam., crossmg our shadows blend-

ing the three of us together.” .-
I feed them, Claudia said, so they don’t go far. And they Te

‘ot exactly wild mmals :
1 stood transfixed as the tiger arched its back—loose skin

. hanging along its beﬂy, the tail slowly rising, hanging motion-

less, then cutting the air—and clrcled Clzmdm1 rubhmg agyinst

. her legs

You do work up there, she said. 1 saw you commg, wa]kmg

stra:tght down from that outfit. ,
" Well, T said. The truth is 'm doing some mechamcai work
for those folks. '

But you're net one of them, she said.

1 just dom't give ont mformamon unless T have to, I sald

Discretion, she said. P'm very glad to hear that.

Just then my dog ran into me, right into my legs. Claudia
1aughed as another tiger came up from the stream, through the

" fence. It paused to look at us before passing by.
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A

My radio had disappeared around that time and .no one Seemed‘ ’

to know anything about it. It made me a little uneasy noz
know what was happening in the world, and also that ng one
beyond half a mile—except Claudia, yet at that point I Wasnf -
sure she counted—knew where I was, :
One day I did not wait for Chrissie—that was her name—iq
deliver my lunch. T went over to the main house, ma.kiﬁg a wide
arc around the dogs. All their necks were rubbed raw because

they could not keep themselves from straining against the ropes
The broken antlers over the doar looked fragile and old. I 7-

knogked and there was no answer. The knob turned in my hand,
aud T almost expected bells to ting, announcing my entry, as I
opened the door. The silence surprised me.

" The kitchen was empty, immaculaie. T {elr the ammonia in

my eyes and nose, buxmng cold in my lungs. Alan’s crib stood In
one corner; I could hear Chrissie whistling out back, along 1w\.a:h:h
the birds. Through one door I saw a long table, surrotinded by
fm.u'geen chairs. Down the hallway, all the doors had numbers
painted above them. The doors were locked—T tried them, shirt-

tail in my hand to prevent fingerprints. I had no idea what T was

looking for or expected to find. -
~ ~Back in the kitchen, I opened every cupboard and drawer.
Flour, candles, canned vegetables. Newspaper lined one cﬁp—

‘board; I read about a train that had been derailed and spilled

poisonous chermicals into a field. The date had been torn off. Qut

t.h'g window, my dog, Iobqe; was taunﬁhg the others; she'd get

puiled into the fray and all of them would try to hump her untl

she struggled beyond their reach again, - - |
She’s a flirt, Chrissie said, coming in behind me,
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* ' .Last thing I need is pupples, I said.

Chrissie set Alan down in his crib. She was wearing the felt

“liners from her boots, an a.prbn thai looked like 1t was made out
* of bandarnas. Her skin was s0 pale that I could see the blue

veints in her face, the shadows of the bones in her arms; her skin
made me believe the color _of her hair was true. -
It your dog spayed? she said.
T dont know, I said. I don't thmk so. She wasn't always
Sitting down, I took Alan out of his crib. I set him on my lap
and he made no sound. Even then I was thinking of a time when
he would undersiand the words I'd tell him, and I wondered
what those words would be. About the best kind of person to
bedoﬁle, perhaps, or how to make ﬁ_-iends. He watched me with-
out changing his expression. His feet were bare, his toes perfect
and smooth. : '
You shouldn’t be over here, Chrissie said. |
Saved you a rip, I said. Sitting there, T saw how my dirty
footprints circled the room, went throngh both doorways, gave
‘me away. There T was. S
~ Which one? I said. Which one is your husband?
Who? Chrissie said. o
Alan’s father, I said. ;
Oh, she said. I—ﬁs father’s somewhere else—long way from
~ here. -‘ B ' o
-1 see, I said. She opened the refrigerator and I reached out
and untied the bow at the back of her apron.
You got grease on it, she said, retying the bow.
You ever get lonely here? I said.
What? she said. : : 7
Could it get you into trouble, my being here?



g T N A T S T S

152 : CARNIVA'L WOLVES

You're only the mechanic, Chnssie sa.u:L After all. It s not hke

a.uyone ’s Wa me.

The baby stared into my face as if hls vision could go deeper

-and deeper inside me. I believed Chrissie was. interested in me, |

and found it frustrating that she would not admit it. I wanted 10
tell her more abont myself, that I wasnt only the mechanje—ye
to those people 1 was only the mechanic; to be something else 1,
her would take more than words.

I haped 0. get six vehicles Tunning by canmbahzmg the seven-
teen they had. T also handled the other problems that arose,

~ pounded out dents with Cousin Hollis, tried not.to ask any ques-

tions. The wvehicles that came in—and the men, 100, some
_days——were covered in thlck red dirt, like clay. As if they had
been burrowing,

At night T heard hands flat on my trailer, someone checking.

on me. I flicked the light on, then off again, to let them know I
was inside. Then I waited another hiour before T sneaked out.
And I did. Piece by piece, T tok the pump T'd found and fized,
and I carried it up into the trees, hiding it where T could find it

in the daylight. The snow had melted a little, exposing lon.g :
strips of land, islands and spits. that made it easier for me to

move undetected. Part of it was 1 had to show myself I could get
out when I wanted, that I wasa’t entirely ‘rapped, and I also
needeqd to talk to someone who lived beyond that world Not
all the reasons I brought Claudia the pump were based in

self-interest —I did believe it was best if her tigers were fenced: .

in, if she didn’t get tangled with the Cousins and vice versa.
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Been thlnkmg about thls, I said. Thinking about you down '

° here- -~

leemse, ‘she sald.

The day we put. it together I'tried to stay dose to Clandia,

imied not to turn my back to the tigers. My dog watched from_
inside Claudxas house, her head at the window.

. Ve samk the. pump into one of the stream’s pools. The' exr.en
siort cords and hoses had to be kept outside the fence, so they
wouldn’t be chewéd. As we worked, I asked Claudia questions,
and she answered the ones she cared to. '

We re raising them for game fanns she sa1d for hunting

down in Texas.
She did not want to talk about it, nor about her hushand,

who had gone down to Texas to make a délivery. That's all she

. told me about him.

) Tn one corner of the pen was a pile of bones. Forklift pallets .
propped up on their sides formed long alleys, catacombs. The

lion was in a eage of his own because he was not drugged I

. learned, so he could be used for breeding purposes ' :

lagers are always a goal, Claudia said. Money in them.

' TFurther down the alleys, beyond the lion, I thought T saw
two tigers feeding on the carcass of another. :

* Thats an elk, Claudia said.

. We fixed the gap in the fence, stretching new wire, and then
the tigers were txapped inside and could o longer roam. Claudia
said she was pretty sure we hadn’t fenced any ont

- If so, thcy’]l come back, she said. Coffee?

Sure, I said, but once we were inside she handed me a beer. . -

That was fine with me. I settled on the conch, looking areund at

' ‘7the-mom,' at all the hooks, the record player, and T couldn’t see
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- _ a.uys:gnsefaman.Thetallwa]nutguncasewasftﬂl,though’

oue glass door hanging open.

" On the télevision, some woman was talking. Three tiger cukg |

slept in a hox by the woodstove, my dog sitting anxiously on the

_other side. Perhaps she was aller,gzc to the ‘cubs; somethm.g about
, them made her sneeze. -

Band-aids circled all of Claudia’s ﬁngezs. She was maybe ten
years older than I was, wrinkles at her eyes, a couple gray‘hairs_
She swreiched her overalls over her shoulders, then dropped
her wool Pa_ms. Her long uriderwear—men’s, with the Y- front
crotch——-—ba.gged at the knees.

. That's Mother Clalre Prophet, she said, pomtmg 0 the tele

vision. Leadér of the CUT.
The cut? I said.

Church Universal and Tnumphant, she said. Mother Cl,ane |

channels, through some ald dead guy, some spirit. She talks to
Abraham LUineoln, A.lbert Einstein, Mane Cune, Alexander the
Great, you name it

What do-they say? I said.

_They warn her of the nudear threat, Claudla said, a.ud they
tell her not to trust those Russians, never to believe all the hype
about the cold ‘war bemg over. ' '

People believe this? .

You see them around, she said. They dress all in purple

| " Standing, Claudla went rto the kitchen, then returned with
warm baby hottles of milk She sat next to me on the couch, a
tiger cub in her lap. Kittens, she called them. The news came on,
and we made a joke of the'we;fﬂlermah’s hAme. Our_ shoulders
were muchmg _ .

- That Claire womau, I said, she sure has plenty of peopie to
talk to, Smart people You ]ust have me.
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TFishing for complimems? she -said. 1 havé the cats, you know.

."_['hey hsten. ~

- 1 began to ask about her husband again, but she cut me off.

“Then the cub bit the nipple in two and milk spilled all over.

Clandia went ‘down the hall to change her shirt. [ watched the
sports, learned sameth.m.g about high scheol g:rls’ basketball in
Montana towns. ‘ .

Come in bere, Clandia ca]led

What? T said.

There’s something in here T want to show you.. ‘

I went. Clandia had taken off her wet shirt. She turned to
face me, and T saw the scar below her bra—four stripes, like

claws. She shook her head once, her dark hair sliding over her o

freckled shoulders. I wasn't sure what she wanted me to see.

. Below the scar, her skin was pale, smooth above the waistband of

her long undérwear. She pulled her hair away from her face and -
watched me, her mouth a thin line; her expréssion was calm,

“as if she were still fully clothed and we were still wa.tchmg

. “television.-

The bed was k.mg—mzed, i ﬁ]led the whole ro«:m, and the
twisted ‘bedclothes looked as if dirt had been tracked through

- thern. Tn the mirror, I saw Claudia’s back reflected and, further

in, myself, standing in the daorway. My feet would not cross the
threshold.
' She siill wore her heavy wool- socks, the samie long under-

~ wear. She crossed the room in ‘quick steps, grabbed my belt

buckle in her hand, ‘ard walked me in, turning my back te the

. bed. Unbuckling my belt, she pulled my panis to my knees, then

pushed me backward. Neither of us said a thing. I tried 1o Lift
my hands, to wuch her, but she slapped them away. The skin of -

her fingers was rough and dry. Her one hand was over my face,
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g fingers.in my eyes, and the other worked me into the from; of

her long underwear; the fabric twisted and gathemd arormd ag
she led me further in.

Cousin Duane crossed. the shop and crossed it again, always re.
turning to the dartboard. He lifted tools and then set them down,

He fed a log into the stove. I was welding a tailpipe and it took -

Iittle attention, the torch so clése to the gas tank. I took my time,

0 be sure I was calm, because the way he was ]erkmg around, o

throwing the darts hard and then yanking thém from ‘the board,
made me anxious about what he was going to say.. I felt him
turn toward me, saw the flash of his face. :

You kike it here all right? he said.

I stood. I felt slow, heavy, in the Ieathe: apron; the welding
visor was tlpped back on my head. I could zell he knew I'd been -
visiting Clandia and there was nothing I could do. o

" You going to fire me? I said, full-knowing this was the bestT -
could expect. '

. I just want to get a few thmgs stra:ight, he said.
My head tilted back to balance the visor, T saw the hooks all
along the beams,. and it oocun-ed to me that a man could. be

_ - hung there, easily enough. I did not find this reassuring. _
* Know anyﬂ:ung about those cuUT peeple? T said, suddenly :

behevmg 1 could hold him off with questmns.

That’s a cult, he sa.td, snonmg Bunch of peopie ﬁithout their

own minds.
Are you a p&'triot? I said. -
T just want 1o get some things out in the open, he said.
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Do you all pay taxes? I said.
Enough he said. “What I want to say is we like the work
Ygure doing for us. What I Wa.nted to say is we’ve noticed some-

thing else.

Isee, I said.
Cousiz Duane took off lns stockmg caP, ba]led it up in his

- ﬁsr,, ‘then put It on agam-

- ‘What it is; he said. I've notiged it and’ Cousm Hollis has and
some. others. Jt’s things with you—well, between—th.mgs be-

" tweem you and Cousin Chrissie.

Well, I said. -

It’s potertially all right with me, he said, with us, but you
should know we've noticed. .

Good, I said. T ﬁgured you had.

I mean, we want te grow, but not only for growth’s sake. We

--Iook ‘after our own. And I Want you to realize I don’t laugh at.

cults or satanism or whatever to weaken them, because I think
they're strong or something—I Iaugh because I think it's funny
Enow what T mean?

1 thick s0, I sa:td .

Hell, Cousin Duane said. When it comes to all that, we're
-gven on this side of something like the Morrmons.

— -

* Ihad screwed heavy hasps, locks on the inside of my trailer door.
- Of course T knew daylight was no promise of safety. .

One night I heard the same sounds I‘d grown used to, the -

-], flats of hands on the side of my trailer. I flicked the Light on, off

" agaiin, but the sound did not let up. Tt whispered along one side,
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around the corner under the window, and up the other side,
someone’s hands only mches from where I lay in bed, only 2 half
inch of aluminum between us. Theré was a knock at the door,

Chrissie stood there, the baby Alan in her arms. I stepped
aside, trying to stay calm, to appear comfortable. ‘

Have a seat, I said.

There’s nowhere to sit but the bed.

I know that; I sa_ld ﬁtnng beside her. I heard the sha.ke in
my voice.

I need to talk to 'you she said.

Why didn't you knock before now? I said.

What?
- Go ahead, I told her. I want T.h.mgs open between us, Seerns
Like lots is happening that we don’t talk about.

Well, she said. I want to tell you that I followed you, these -

days, down to that woman’s house. I watched you thmugh the
windows, everything’you did. -
Where? I said. T could not think of what to say, and it seemed
"as if dilence m_lght be best, if I just _played innocent ‘and let her
tell me what she'd seen. Watting out the silence, T iried to count
how many curls were pulled into the pigtail closest me. I looked
into Alan’s beawtiful eyes. I tried not to imagine Chrissie follow-
ing me—she might have seent me ’b]imi’faltjied1 tied down, a hood

"over my head Or, even worse, Clandia un_zipp'mg my fly and -

“jerking me off, neither one of us looking away from the game
show on the television, When T came it was as if we were aiming

for the spinning wheel, the pile of money. :

WelL 1 said to Chrissie, uncomfortable under the baby’s gaze.,
I was only visitmg. -

I saw you do some unnatural things, she said.

Chrissie, T said, '
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. I followed yoﬁ, she said. T saw it. She moved Alan beyond my

_reach just as 1 held out miy arms..

You're telling me because you feel bad about following me, I
szid, hoping. All T wented was to hold her close, to put my arm
round her, around the three of us.

T'm just telhng you io tell you, she said. That’s all

The blue veins forked through the’ backs of her hands, to her’
fingers. Her hps began to shape words, yet no sound came. She
had words for me, I kuew, only she was afraid to say them. The
skin of her face was transhucent, turned toward me, then Alan,
then returning to- me. )

Why then, I said, did you fo]low me in the first place, ‘
you're just telling me to tell me.

T'm keepmg an eye on you, she said: Don’t you know that by
now?

Why? 1 sald and she was already standing.

Goodnight, she said.

‘ - I
It might seem ohvious _that‘ Clﬁudia and I wonld do 1t like ani-
mals, on all fours, like tigers, but we did not. In fact, I never saw
her with her clothes off. She never let me touch her.
She would tie me spread-eagled to the bedposts so I was

 caught in the animal hair and straxige smells of her sheets. She

would leave round “circles of bite ‘marks on my back. I won't
pretend T didn’t like it; I happily took whatever she'd give. No
one else ever touched me. ‘

- You're at my mezcy, she'd sdy. You wouldnt let me tie you
up if you'd betrayed me.

B]md_folded, hobbled by a rope between my ankles hands
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. " behind my back, I sought her. Ounly to have her. come and go,
-separate her touches with long mirutes, suddenly leap behing
me with rattles, icicles. This was my. pleasure, and always I fely
‘the tigets around me, though I did not see them and 1 cannot be '
~ certain. When the blindfold came off I did see them someumes'
at the wmdow ‘locking in. Somewhere beyond them, Chnssm .

also watched, though I did not know that then.

And it was only then, once I knew she had seen me, that I
conld see myself and what T was becoming. _Stﬂl, it was not easy

to stop things with Claudia, not cold. She had not done me

- Wrong, perhaps she needed me, and 1 it’s possible we helped each

other. More than anything, T believed I was not a person who

‘could be inside another—abandoned to gasps and moans, shiver-
_ing naked and struggling for pleasure—and not feel some at-
- tachment. That I still believe.

'

Cou;sin HolBs shot it. From what I could understa;nd‘, 1t had been - .

loose, up in the trecs. There were five or six men across the yard,

more than T'd ever seen before, gathered in the daylight. T could

not hear what they were saying, but I could see ‘Hollis describing

the shot, recounting his every action. Words, pieces of the con- -

came to me. Snowbank. Gut -shot. Son of a birch.

1 hoped the tlger was not Honde or one of the others Clandia
especially loved. The men gutted it on the far side of the yard,
then led the dogs, all snarled together, to the pile of entrails.

versanon

They were-done i in ten minutes, then set to hckmg the red snow

and each other.

Hey, Alan, Cnu.sm Hollis called Your dog want any’ We set

‘some aside.
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- No, 1 said.

* This kind of bulshit, Dua.ne shouted at me, walk_mg closer o
lower his voice. Exacily this is what draws the government. You '
know anythmg about all this? Séen anyr.hmg? '

Sure don’t, I sald. Havent.
We've been watching all this for a while, he sad. Hell, I
could care less what they’re doing down there, but we've got

. women aud children here, unprotected, know what I mean?

Yes, 1 said.- :
Not that it's for you 10 WOITy abont, Duane said. This we can

. handle.

~ Over to one side, Chrissie stood on the porch, watching every-
thing, Fivst the tiger, then turning her head in my direction. It
was theIi I knew that she had not told—that she was keeping an
eye on me for her own sake, not for the Cousins’..
Later, they. hung the tiger in my shop, from its hmd 1egs Its
tail snaked hmp between its legs, skin gathering at its shoulders,

its front paws hanging like worthless. paddles, the whole thing -

spinning a little, meat still on its bortes and its brain thick as suet
in its head. I sat as far away as I could, squeezing sparkplugs

- with a plers, one after another, vl the- porcelain shattered.

. The next day, all that remained of the tiger was the dark stains.
" of blood and bile on the cement floor of my shop: I did not ask l
guestions. I s-mPped one of the last remmn_mg transmissions
from a Chevrolet; 1 cleared red clay from the air mtak&e of the
. Gase tractor. I did not lie in wait for Chrissie to deliver my
. meals, nor 1y to waylay her. I did not speak unless spoken to.
On the third day after they killed the tiger, I stepped into the
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cold sun and crossed the yard, an easy hour before my lunch was
due. I did not knock, but just opened the door into the kitchen,

- Alan sat aloxie in his crib, fixing his blue eyes on me, silent. T

knelt there, staring back, close to him, breathing his breath, and
for a moment I considered taking him with me, just the two of
us. Perhaps that's what he wanted; perhaps he planted that
thought in my mind.

Alan, Chrissie called, her soft voice coming down the hall

* Alan, she said. T reached out and put my hand flat atop his head. v

Stll he did not make a sound.

baby.
 She must have been waiting for me, somehow watched my
approach. I stood and turned toward her voice. I stepped into the
hallway.
"~ Come closer, she said, ta]lung thmugh a closed door.
1 leaned against it, anxious, thankful that the time had come.

1 would take her away. Scon we wonld be moving: The daylight

was the safest time.

" Open the door, she said.

The overhead light shone down, three other lamps lit the
walls. Chrissie stepped toward e, then stopped. 1 said some-
thing, but it made no sense, and my arms slapped around me,
beyond my control, electrieal..

AL T could see of her skin was her bare feet, the palms of her
hands, her neck and face. Evé;-ytbing’ else was tiger—tiger legs

 attached to her wrists and ankles, claws overhanging, the tail

loose and switching as if the floor was water. A ribbon Hed under
her chin held the tiger’s head atop her own, the teeth above her

- brow. Stripes bound her

No, I said.

Answer me, she said, her voice louder. Pm ot taikmg to the

R R
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A few ted curls spum loose below the tiger's jaws. Chrissies
palms ‘were ~1‘191d‘ out tor me, Hngers tremb}jﬁg, paws shaking
loose. '

Tsn't this how you want me? she said.

Listen; 1 said, but I hiad nothing to say after that. 1 saw the
tears on her face, and for a moment I thought the Cousins had
put her up to tlfls, and then I knew they had not. I had led her

 here myself. The tiger skin. was sill fresh, not dry or fully .

tannied. I could smell the blood, the wet fur. In that silence I
thought of Alan, waiting in the kitchen, and Claudla, counting
her livestock:

Alan, Chrissie sald, on the verge of sobbing. She moved
toward me, then back again, confused, finally sitting down on
the floor. The inside of the tiger skin shone red and white, all -

. blood and congealed fat.

Chrissie had followed it all through to the end, answermg

verything she watched me do, and now all that was left for me
was to betray her, to turn her away from where I had led. -

I have to think, T said, my hand on the doorknob. I thought ¥
could leave this place, I said; but now I see that’s wrong. It's best )
if 1 get back to waork.

N

+

Whaever picked up th@se tools was in an improved situation,
because I left the vehicles in better shape than I found them. At
the gate, next to the boxies of the deer, I turmed and looked back.
Tf Chrissie was watclnng, she was hidden somewhere out of my
sight. ‘

I left around noon, the sun all around me, my dog at the end
of a long rope, pulling me faster through the ice and mud. Cows
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‘and their new calv&s slowly turned their heads as we Passed,
descendmg the switchbacks, Below, the river appea:ed, hid jeseif

then showed again:

Claudia’s house looked like any other from the road, as if
nothing out of the ordinary happened there. My dog tried to go
that way, out of habit, and I held her back. A new truck, one
had not seen before, was parked out front, a long, mud-splatiered

- trailer behind it. I ran’ ‘away, in the other direction, alongside my

dog, picking up slack and then pulling her along.
The river drowned out my footsteps, my voice when I spoke

out loud, saying I'm sorry, Alan, I had to leave you behind.
Swollen, crashing under the bridge, the water ran ten feet
higher now. We crossed to the other side, then waited out on the

highway, watching the cars pass. Within an hour we caught a

. ride with a cartle truck going south thmugh the park, cutting

across Wyommg and on into Idahe.

£
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