
        
            
                
            
        

    
Praise for Things Get Ugly

	 

		“A potent blend of stories from one of the all-time greats, Things Get Ugly is the kind of collection you never want to end—as it shows the versatility and command of the craft only a legend like Lansdale can execute. A can’t-miss book.”
 
	—Alex Segura, bestselling author of Secret Identity

   

	“A rollicking, sometimes haunted trip through his piney-woods-soaked noir landscape, Things Get Ugly confirms that Joe Lansdale is to crime fiction what Willie Nelson is to country music: wholly original, genre-defying, raw, gritty, soulful, and, lastly, timeless.”

	—May Cobb, author of The Hunting Wives

   

	“Lansdale’s writing hits like a brass-knuckled punch to the face: Hard and nasty and visceral. This collection of nineteen ugly stories shows the master of the crime thriller at the height of his formidable powers.”

	—Marc Guggenheim, creator of Arrow and Legends of Tomorrow

   

	“The spiritual heir to both Walt Whitman and Elmore Leonard, Joe R. Lansdale is the bard who sings America: in gem-hard, polished prose that never lets up, no matter how ugly things get, as they do indeed in the seminal retrospective that is Things Get Ugly.”

	—Lavie Tidhar, author of Central Station and Neom
 
   

	“Things Get Ugly is packed page by page with writing lessons for both beginners and old pros hoping to improve: Get right to it. Keep it moving by surprising. Trust the English language to observe as closely as Joe's line, ‘thin and flexible as a feather.’”
 
	—Justin Scott, author of the Ben Abbott mysteries

   

	“When Lansdale turns his pen to crime stories, you get his signature wild imagination, humor as dark as the bottom of a well and characters who live and breathe (the ones who make it out alive, anyway). A best of Joe R. Lansdale is a best of the genre—full stop.”

	—Eric Beetner, author of There and Back

   

   

   

Praise for Joe R. Lansdale

	 

	“A folklorist’s eye for telling detail and a front-porch raconteur’s sense of pace.”

	—New York Times Book Review

	 

	“A terrifically gifted storyteller.” 

	—Washington Post Book Review

	 

	“Like gold standard writers Elmore Leonard and the late Donald Westlake, Joe R. Lansdale is one of the more versatile writers in America.”

	—Los Angeles Times

	 

	“A zest for storytelling and gimlet eye for detail.”

	—Entertainment Weekly

	 

	“Lansdale is an immense talent.”

	—Booklist

	 

	“Lansdale is a storyteller in the Texas tradition of outrageousness . . . but amped up to about 100,000 watts.”

	—Houston Chronicle

	 

	“Lansdale’s been hailed, at varying points in his career, as the new Flannery O’Connor, William Faulkner-gone-madder, and the last surviving splatterpunk . . . sanctified in the blood of the walking Western dead and righteously readable.”

	—Austin Chronicle
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	Back in 2019, I was in Dallas for a huge crime-writing convention and I found myself  sipping on a whiskey sour as I waited to read at a Noir at the Bar event. The crowd that night was boisterous and a bit rowdy, and I was a little concerned we wouldn’t be able to grab the attention of the patrons.

	Then, a hush fell over the room. 

	There were all kinds of writers in attendance that night—debut authors, bestsellers, millionaires with names that were industries unto themselves. But we all sat in awe of the man who had come up to the lectern . . . a square-jawed Texan with a sparkle in his eye. The man who could grab your attention without saying a word 

	That’s the effect Joe Lansdale has on people. 

	The thing I’ve always admired about Joe is his steadfast defiance of genre constriction. If he wants to write a rural noir, he writes it. If he wants to write a supernatural Western, he writes it. If he wants to write a creature feature set at a cursed drive-in, by God, he writes it and throws in a T-Rex, because why the hell not? 

	In this amazing collection, you’ll see the width and breadth of Joe’s staggering talent. The kind of talent that only inspires adulation not envy. Reading a Joe Lansdale story is what it must have been like when listening to Mozart compose, or watching Picasso paint, or seeing Lawrence Oliver live onstage. 

	You realize you’re in the presence of a true master. A master who has honed their natural ability to a wicker edge. But don’t be afraid . . . he isn’t going to cut you, just slice away your inhibitions. Expand your mind, break your heart, make you laugh, move your soul. 

	Now, let me get out of the way. You didn’t pick up this book to hear me prattle on. You came for the stories, and Joe Lansdale is definitely in the story business. 

	And folks, business is booming.

	 

	S. A. Cosby 
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	These stories were written over the course of my career. There are other crime stories I’m quite fond of that didn’t end up here, but a book can only be so long. I’d love for there to be in a second volume of my crime stories. Some of the stories we left out are better known than these, but for this volume, these were mine and the editor’s choices. As a way of throwing that editor a well-deserved bone—hell, let’s make it an entire fresh carcass, his name is Rick Klaw.

	I should also note that some of my favorite short crime stories include my series characters, Hap and Leonard. I’m especially fond of those in Blood and Lemonade and Of Mice And Minestrone. These stories show them in their youth. Mostly Hap. None of those ended up here, because both of those volumes, as well as two others, Hap and Leonard and Born for Trouble, are still in print from Tachyon. I invite you to check them out.

	I don’t love labels, but I do love packaging my stories for new readers. Some of these hit the crime classification securely enough, and others, not so much. But they can all be easily justified as crime stories. I like to think there’s no question they are good stories.

	I’ll let the reader decide.

	I will also say that if you have a lot of my collections, you may have most of these already. But new readers may want to find an available volume that collects the best of them. Older readers may like the idea of a fresh volume with a few they don’t have.

	Another thing. I don’t do trigger warnings. No way a writer knows what triggers someone. Look at it this way. I wrote it, that’s advisable enough. If you’re of a sensitive nature, my work is not for you in any arena.

	I’m proud of these.

	I hope you enjoy them.

	 


   

“The Steel Valentine” was my attempt to write a more graphic, Alfred Hitchcock–style story. I thought it was a solid, workmanlike story. Sometimes you build a cathedral, sometimes a chair. I thought it was a solidly good chair. I thought it was a chair. I discovered it was more than a chair, and not a cathedral, but in fact a story that had resonance with a lot of readers. It got a lot of attention when it came out, was reprinted more than I expected, and even had its own chapbook. It still lives on, and I've come to think of it as one of my better crime and suspense stories, having reread it for the first time in years. As to exactly what inspired it, I'm uncertain. Too much time has passed, and I may not have known the true source even when I wrote it. Stories sometimes have a way of hiding in the shadows, forming their shape, and then leaping out of the shadows to surprise you. I do remember that I originally wrote it for a crime Valentine anthology, and it was rejected because it offended the editor. It was good to know I hadn't lost my touch.
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	Even before Morley told him, Dennis knew things were about to get ugly. 

	A man did not club you unconscious, bring you to his estate and tie you to a chair in an empty storage shed out back of the place if he merely intended to give you a valentine. 

	Morley had found out about him and Julie. 

	Dennis blinked his eyes several times as he came to, and each time he did, more of the dimly lit room came into view. It was the room where he and Julie had first made love. It was the only building on the estate that looked out of place; it was old, worn, and not even used for storage; it was a collector of dust, cobwebs, spiders and desiccated flies. 

	There was a table in front of Dennis, a kerosene lantern on it, and beyond, partially hidden in shadow, a man sitting in a chair smoking a cigarette. Dennis could see the red tip glowing in the dark and the smoke from it drifted against the lantern light and hung in the air like thin, suspended wads of cotton. 

	The man leaned out of shadow, and as Dennis expected, it was Morley. His shaved, bullet-shaped head was sweaty and reflected the light. He was smiling with his fine, white teeth, and the high cheekbones were round, flushed circles that looked like clown rouge. The tightness of his skin, the few wrinkles, made him look younger than his fifty-one years. 

	And in most ways he was younger than his age. He was a man who took care of himself. Jogged eight miles every morning before breakfast, lifted weights three times a week and had only one bad habit—cigarettes. He smoked three packs a day. Dennis knew all that and he had only met the man twice. He had learned it from Julie, Morley’s wife. She told him about Morley while they lay in bed. She liked to talk and she often talked about Morley; about how much she hated him. 

	“Good to see you,” Morley said, and blew smoke across the table into Dennis’s face. “Happy Valentine’s Day, my good man. I was beginning to think I hit you too hard, put you in a coma.” 

	“What is this, Morley?” Dennis found that the mere act of speaking sent nails of pain through his skull. Morley really had lowered the boom on him. 

	“Spare me the innocent act, lover boy. You’ve been laying the pipe to Julie, and I don’t like it.” 

	“This is silly, Morley. Let me loose.” 

	“God, they do say stupid things like that in real life. It isn’t just the movies . . . You think I brought you here just to let you go, lover boy?” 

	Dennis didn’t answer. He tried to silently work the ropes loose that held his hands to the back of the chair. If he could get free, maybe he could grab the lantern, toss it in Morley’s face. There would still be the strand holding his ankles to the chair, but maybe it wouldn’t take too long to undo that. And even if it did, it was at least some kind of plan. 

	If he got the chance to go one-on-one with Morley, he might take him. He was twenty-five years younger and in good shape himself. Not as good as when he was playing pro basketball, but good shape nonetheless. He had height, reach, and he still had wind. He kept the latter with plenty of jogging and tossing the special-made, sixty-five-pound medicine ball around with Raul at the gym. 

	Still, Morley was strong. Plenty strong. Dennis could testify to that. The pulsating knot on the side of his head was there to remind him. 

	He remembered the voice in the parking lot, turning toward it and seeing a fist. Nothing more, just a fist hurling toward him like a comet. Next thing he knew, he was here, the outbuilding. 

	Last time he was here, circumstances were different, and better. He was with Julie. He met her for the first time at the club where he worked out, and they had spoken, and ended up playing racquetball together. Eventually she brought him here and they made love on an old mattress in the corner; lay there afterward in the June heat of a Mexican summer, holding each other in a warm, sweaty embrace. 

	After that, there had been many other times. In the great house; in cars; hotels. Always careful to arrange a tryst when Morley was out of town. Or so they thought. But somehow he had found out. 

	“This is where you first had her,” Morley said suddenly. “And don’t look so wide-eyed. I’m not a mind reader. She told me all the other times and places too. She spat at me when I told her I knew, but I made her tell me every little detail, even when I knew them. I wanted it to come from her lips. She got so she couldn’t wait to tell me. She was begging to tell me. She asked me to forgive her and take her back. She no longer wanted to leave Mexico and go back to the States with you. She just wanted to live.” 

	“You bastard. If you’ve hurt her—” 

	“You’ll what? Shit your pants? That’s the best you can do, Dennis. You see, it’s me that has you tied to the chair. Not the other way around.” 

	Morley leaned back into the shadows again, and his hands came to rest on the table, the perfectly manicured fingertips steepling together, twitching ever so gently. 

	“I think it would have been inconsiderate of her to have gone back to the States with you, Dennis. Very inconsiderate. She knows I’m a wanted man there, that I can’t go back. She thought she’d be rid of me. Start a new life with her ex–basketball player. That hurt my feelings, Dennis. Right to the bone.” Morley smiled. “But she wouldn’t have been rid of me, lover boy. Not by a long shot. I’ve got connections in my business. I could have followed her anywhere. . . . In fact, the idea that she thought I couldn’t offended my sense of pride.” 

	“Where is she? What have you done with her, you bald-headed bastard?” 

	After a moment of silence, during which Morley examined Dennis’s face, he said, “Let me put it this way. Do you remember her dogs?” 

	Of course, he remembered the dogs. Seven Dobermans. Attack dogs. They always frightened him. They were big mothers, too. Except for her favorite, a reddish, undersized Doberman named Chum. He was about sixty pounds, and vicious. “Light, but quick,” Julie used to say. “Light, but quick.” 

	Oh yeah, he remembered those goddamn dogs. Sometimes when they made love in an estate bedroom, the dogs would wander in, sit down around the bed and watch. Dennis felt they were considering the soft, rolling meat of his testicles, savoring the possibility. It made him feel like a mean kid teasing them with a treat he never intended to give. The idea of them taking that treat by force made his erection soften, and he finally convinced Julie, who found his nervousness hysterically funny, that the dogs should be banned from the bedroom, the door closed. 

	Except for Julie, those dogs hated everyone. Morley included. They obeyed him, but they did not like him. Julie felt that under the right circumstances, they might go nuts and tear him apart. Something she hoped for, but never happened. 

	“Sure,” Morley continued. “You remember her little pets. Especially Chum, her favorite. He’d growl at me when I tried to touch her. Can you imagine that? All I had to do was touch her, and that damn beast would growl. He was crazy about his mistress, just crazy about her.” 

	Dennis couldn’t figure what Morley was leading up to, but he knew in some way he was being baited. And it was working. He was starting to sweat. 

	“Been what,” Morley asked, “a week since you’ve seen your precious sweetheart? Am I right?” 

	Dennis did not answer, but Morley was right. A week. He had gone back to the States for a while to settle some matters, get part of his inheritance out of legal bondage so he could come back, get Julie, and take her to the States for good. He was tired of the Mexican heat and tired of Morley owning the woman he loved. 

	It was Julie who had arranged for him to meet Morley in the first place, and probably even then the old bastard had suspected. She told Morley a partial truth. That she had met Dennis at the club, that they had played racquetball together, and that since he was an American, and supposedly a mean hand at chess, she thought Morley might enjoy the company. This way Julie had a chance to be with her lover, and let Dennis see exactly what kind of man Morley was. 

	And from the first moment Dennis met him, he knew he had to get Julie away from him. Even if he hadn’t loved her and wanted her, he would have helped her leave Morley. 

	It wasn’t that Morley was openly abusive—in fact, he was the perfect host all the while Dennis was there—but there was an obvious undercurrent of connubial dominance and menace that revealed itself like a shark fin every time he looked at Julie. 

	Still, in a strange way, Dennis found Morley interesting, if not likeable. He was a bright and intriguing talker, and a wizard at chess. But when they played and Morley took a piece, he smirked over it in such a way as to make you feel he had actually vanquished an opponent. 

	The second and last time Dennis visited the house was the night before he left for the States. Morley had wiped him out in chess, and when finally Julie walked him to the door and called the dogs in from the yard so he could leave without being eaten, she whispered, “I can’t take him much longer.” 

	“I know,” he whispered back. “See you in about a week. And it’ll be all over.” 

	Dennis looked over his shoulder, back into the house, and there was Morley leaning against the fireplace mantle drinking a martini. He lifted the glass to Dennis as if in salute and smiled. Dennis smiled back, called goodbye to Morley and went out to his car feeling uneasy. The smile Morley had given him was exactly the same one he used when he took a chess piece from the board. 

	 

	 

	 

	“Tonight. Valentine’s Day,” Morley said, “that’s when you two planned to meet again, wasn’t it? In the parking lot of your hotel. That’s sweet. Really. Lovers planning to elope on Valentine’s Day. It has a sort of poetry, don’t you think?” 

	Morley held up a huge fist. “But what you met instead of your sweetheart was this. . . . I beat a man to death with this once, lover boy. Enjoyed every second of it.” 

	Morley moved swiftly around the table, came to stand behind Dennis. 

	He put his hands on the sides of Dennis’s face. “I could twist your head until your neck broke, lover boy. You believe that, don’t you? Don’t you? . . . Goddamnit, answer me.” 

	“Yes,” Dennis said, and the word was soft because his mouth was so dry. 

	“Good. That’s good. Let me show you something, Dennis.” 

	Morley picked up the chair from behind, carried Dennis effortlessly to the center of the room, then went back for the lantern and the other chair. He sat down across from Dennis and turned the wick of the lantern up. And even before Dennis saw the dog, he heard the growl. 

	The dog was straining at a large leather strap attached to the wall. He was muzzled and ragged looking. At his feet lay something red and white. “Chum,” Morley said. “The light bothers him. You remember ole Chum, don’t you? Julie’s favorite pet. . . . Ah, but I see you’re wondering what that is at his feet. That sort of surprises me, Dennis. Really. As intimate as you and Julie were, I’d think you’d know her. Even without her makeup.” 

	Now that Dennis knew what he was looking at, he could make out the white bone of her skull, a dark patch of matted hair still clinging to it. He also recognized what was left of the dress she had been wearing. It was a red and white tennis dress, the one she wore when they played racquetball. 

	It was mostly red now. Her entire body had been gnawed savagely. 

	“Murderer!” Dennis rocked savagely in the chair, tried to pull free of his bonds. After a moment of useless struggle and useless epithets, he leaned forward and let the lava hot gorge in his stomach pour out. 

	“Oh, Dennis,” Morley said. “That’s going to be stinky. Just awful. Will you look at your shoes? And calling me a murderer. Now, I ask you, Dennis, is that nice? I didn’t murder anyone. Chum did the dirty work. After four days without food and water he was ravenous and thirsty. Wouldn’t you be? 

	“And he was a little crazy too. I burned his feet some. Not as bad as I burned Julie’s, but enough to really piss him off. And I sprayed him with this.” 

	Morley reached into his coat pocket, produced an aerosol canister and waved it at Dennis. 

	“This was invented by some business associate of mine. It came out of some chemical warfare research I’m conducting. I’m in, shall we say . . . espionage? I work for the highest bidder. I have plants here for arms and chemical warfare. . . . If it’s profitable and ugly, I’m involved. I’m a real stinker sometimes. I certainly am.” 

	Morley was still waving the canister, as if trying to hypnotize Dennis with it. “We came up with this to train attack dogs. We found we could spray a padded-up man with this and the dogs would go bonkers. Rip the pads right off of him. Sometimes the only way to stop the beggars was to shoot them. It was a failure actually. It activated the dogs, but it drove them out of their minds and they couldn’t be controlled at all. And after a short time the odor faded, and the spray became quite the reverse. It made it so the dogs couldn’t smell the spray at all. It made whoever was wearing it odorless. Still, I found a use for it. A very personal use. 

	“I let Chum go a few days without food and water while I worked on Julie. . . . And she wasn’t tough at all, Dennis. Not even a little bit. Spilled her guts. Now that isn’t entirely correct. She didn’t spill her guts until later, when Chum got hold of her. . . . Anyway, she told me what I wanted to know about you two, then I sprayed that delicate thirty-six, twenty-four, thirty-six figure of hers with this. And with Chum so hungry, and me having burned his feet and done some mean things to him, he was not in the best of humor when I gave him Julie. 

	“It was disgusting, Dennis. Really. I had to come back when it was over and shoot Chum with a tranquilizer dart, get him tied and muzzled for your arrival.” 

	Morley leaned forward, sprayed Dennis from head to foot with the canister. Dennis turned his head and closed his eyes, tried not to breathe the foul-smelling mist. 

	“He’s probably not all that hungry now,” Morley said, “but this will still drive him wild.” 

	Already Chum had gotten a whiff and was leaping at his leash. Foam burst from between his lips and frothed on the leather bands of the muzzle. 

	“I suppose it isn’t polite to lecture a captive audience, Dennis, but I thought you might like to know a few things about dogs. No need to take notes. You won’t be around for a quiz later. 

	“But here’s some things to tuck in the back of your mind while you and Chum are alone. Dogs are very strong, Dennis. Very. They look small compared to a man, even a big dog like a Doberman, but they can exert a lot of pressure with their bite. I’ve seen dogs like Chum here, especially when they’re exposed to my little spray, bite through the thicker end of a baseball bat. And they’re quick. You’d have a better chance against a black belt in karate than an attack dog.” 

	“Morley,” Dennis said softly, “you can’t do this.” 

	“I can’t?” Morley seemed to consider. “No, Dennis, I believe I can. I give myself permission. But hey, Dennis, I’m going to give you a chance. This is the good part now, so listen up. You’re a sporting man. Basketball. Racquetball. Chess. Another man’s woman. So, you’ll like this. This will appeal to your sense of competition. 

	“Julie didn’t give Chum a fight at all. She just couldn’t believe her Chummy-whummy wanted to eat her. Just wouldn’t. She held out her hand, trying to soothe the old boy, and he just bit it right off. Right off. Got half the palm and the fingers in one bite. That’s when I left them alone. I had a feeling her Chummy-whummy might start on me next, and I wouldn’t have wanted that. Oooohhh, those sharp teeth. Like nails being driven into you.” 

	“Morley listen—” 

	“Shut up! You, Mr. Cock Dog and Basketball Star, just might have a chance. Not much of one, but I know you’ll fight. You’re not a quitter. I can tell by the way you play chess. You still lose, but you’re not a quitter. You hang in there to the bitter end.” 

	Morley took a deep breath, stood in the chair and hung the lantern on a low rafter. There was something else up there too. A coiled chain. Morley pulled it down and it clattered to the floor. At the sound of it Chum leaped against his leash and flecks of saliva flew from his mouth and Dennis felt them fall lightly on his hands and face. 

	Morley lifted one end of the chain toward Dennis. There was a thin, open collar attached to it. 

	“Once this closes, it locks and can only be opened with this.” Morley reached into his coat pocket and produced a key, held it up briefly and returned it. “There’s a collar for Chum on the other end. Both are made out of good leather over strong, steel chain. See what I’m getting at here, Dennis?” 

	Morley leaned forward and snapped the collar around Dennis’s neck. 

	“Oh, Dennis,” Morley said, standing back to observe his handiwork. “It’s you. Really. Great fit. And considering the day, just call this my Valentine to you.” 

	“You bastard.” 

	“The biggest.” 

	Morley walked over to Chum. Chum lunged at him, but with the muzzle on he was relatively harmless. Still, his weight hit Morley’s legs, almost knocked him down. 

	Turning to smile at Dennis, Morley said, “See how strong he is? Add teeth to this little engine, some maneuverability . . . it’s going to be awesome, lover boy. Awesome.” 

	Morley slipped the collar under Chum’s leash and snapped it into place even as the dog rushed against him, nearly knocking him down. But it wasn’t Morley he wanted. He was trying to get at the smell. At Dennis. 

	Dennis felt as if the fluids in his body were running out of drains at the bottoms of his feet. 

	“Was a little poontang worth this, Dennis? I certainly hope you think so. I hope it was the best goddamn piece you ever got. Sincerely, I do. Because death by dog is slow and ugly, lover boy. They like the throat and balls. So, you watch those spots, hear?” 

	“Morley, for God’s sake, don’t do this!” 

	Morley pulled a revolver from his coat pocket and walked over to Dennis. “I’m going to untie you now, stud. I want you to be real good, or I’ll shoot you. If I shoot you, I’ll gut shoot you, then let the dog loose. You got no chance that way. At least my way you’ve got a sporting chance—slim to none.” 

	He untied Dennis. “Now stand.” 

	Dennis stood in front of the chair, his knees quivering. He was looking at Chum and Chum was looking at him, tugging wildly at the leash, which looked ready to snap. Saliva was thick as shaving cream over the front of Chum’s muzzle. 

	Morley held the revolver on Dennis with one hand, and with the other he reproduced the aerosol can, sprayed Dennis once more. The stench made Dennis’s head float. 

	“Last word of advice,” Morley said. “He’ll go straight for you.” 

	“Morley . . . ,” Dennis started, but one look at the man and he knew he was better off saving the breath. He was going to need it. 

	Still holding the gun on Dennis, Morley eased behind the frantic dog, took hold of the muzzle with his free hand, and with a quick ripping motion, pulled it and the leash loose. 

	Chum sprang. 

	 

	 

	 

	Dennis stepped back, caught the chair between his legs, lost his balance. Chum’s leap carried him into Dennis’s chest, and they both went flipping over the chair. 

	Chum kept rolling and the chain pulled across Dennis’s face as the dog tumbled to its full length; the jerk of the sixty-pound weight against Dennis’s neck was like a blow. 

	The chain went slack, and Dennis knew Chum was coming. In that same instant he heard the door open, glimpsed a wedge of moonlight that came and went, heard the door lock and Morley laugh. Then he was rolling, coming to his knees, grabbing the chair, pointing it with the legs out. 

	And Chum hit him. 

	The chair took most of the impact, but it was like trying to block a cannonball. The chair’s bottom cracked and a leg broke off, went skidding across the floor. 

	The truncated triangle of the Doberman’s head appeared over the top of the chair, straining for Dennis’s face. Dennis rammed the chair forward. 

	Chum dipped under it, grabbed Dennis’s side. It was like stepping into a bear trap. The agony wasn’t just in the ankle, it was a sizzling web of electricity that surged through his entire body. 

	The dog’s teeth grated bone and Dennis let forth with a noise that was too wicked to be called a scream. 

	Blackness waved in and out, but the thought of Julie lying there in ragged display gave him new determination. 

	He brought the chair down on the dog’s head with all his might. 

	Chum let out a yelp, and the dark head darted away. 

	Dennis stayed low, pulled his wounded leg back, attempted to keep the chair in front of him. But Chum was a black bullet. He shot under again, hit Dennis in the same leg, higher up this time. The impact slid Dennis back a foot. Still, he felt a certain relief. The dog’s teeth had missed his balls by an inch. 

	Oddly there was little pain this time. It was as if he were being encased in dark amber; floating in limbo. Must be like this when a shark hits, he thought. So hard and fast and clean you don’t really feel it at first. Just go numb. Look down for your leg and it’s gone. 

	The dark amber was penetrated by a bright stab of pain. But Dennis was grateful for it. It meant that his brain was working again. He swiped at Chum with the chair, broke him loose. 

	Swiveling on one knee, Dennis again used the chair as a shield. Chum launched forward, trying to go under it, but Dennis was ready this time and brought it down hard against the floor. 

	Chum hit the bottom of the chair with such an impact, his head broke through the thin slats. Teeth snapped in Dennis’s face, but the dog couldn’t squirm its shoulders completely through the hole and reach him. 

	Dennis let go of the chair with one hand, slugged the dog in the side of the head with the other. Chum twisted and the chair came loose from Dennis. The dog bounded away, leaping and whipping its body left and right, finally tossing off the wooden collar. 

	Grabbing the slack of the chain, Dennis used both hands to whip it into the dog’s head, then swung it back and caught Chum’s feet, knocking him on his side with a loud splat. 

	Even as Chum was scrambling to his feet, out of the corner of his eye Dennis spotted the leg that had broken off the chair. It was lying less than three feet away. 

	Chum rushed and Dennis dove for the leg, grabbed it, twisted and swatted at the Doberman. On the floor as he was, he couldn’t get full power into the blow, but still it was a good one. 

	The dog skidded sideways on its belly and forelegs. When it came to a halt, it tried to raise its head, but didn’t completely make it. 

	Dennis scrambled forward on his hands and knees, chopped the chair leg down on the Doberman’s head with every ounce of muscle he could muster. The strike was solid, caught the dog right between the pointed ears and drove his head to the floor. 

	The dog whimpered. Dennis hit him again. And again. 

	Chum lay still. 

	Dennis took a deep breath, watched the dog and held his club cocked. 

	Chum did not move. He lay on the floor with his legs spread wide, his tongue sticking out of his foam-wet mouth. 

	Dennis was breathing heavily, and his wounded leg felt as if it were melting. He tried to stretch it out, alleviate some of the pain, but nothing helped. 

	He checked the dog again. 

	Still not moving. 

	He took hold of the chain and jerked it. Chum’s head came up and smacked back down against the floor. 

	The dog was dead. He could see that. 

	He relaxed, closed his eyes and tried to make the spinning stop. He knew he had to bandage his leg somehow, stop the flow of blood. But at the moment he could hardly think. 

	And Chum, who was not dead, but stunned, lifted his head, and at the same moment, Dennis opened his eyes. 

	The Doberman’s recovery was remarkable. It came off the floor with only the slightest wobble and jumped. 

	Dennis couldn’t get the chair leg around in time and it deflected off of the animal’s smooth back and slipped from his grasp. 

	He got Chum around the throat and tried to strangle him, but the collar was in the way and the dog’s neck was too damn big. 

	Trying to get better traction, Dennis got his bad leg under him and made an effort to stand, lifting the dog with him. He used his good leg to knee Chum sharply in the chest, but the injured leg wasn’t good for holding him up for another move like that. He kept trying to ease his thumbs beneath the collar and lock them behind the dog’s windpipe. 

	Chum’s hind legs were off the floor and scrambling, the toenails tearing at Dennis’s lower abdomen and crotch. 

	Dennis couldn’t believe how strong the dog was. Sixty pounds of pure muscle and energy, made deadlier by Morley’s spray and tortures. 

	Sixty pounds of muscle. 

	The thought went through Dennis’s head again. 

	Sixty pounds.

	The medicine ball he tossed at the gym weighed more. It didn’t have teeth, muscle and determination, but it did weigh more. 

	And as the realization soaked in, as his grip weakened and Chum’s rancid breath coated his face, Dennis lifted his eyes to a rafter just two feet above his head; considered there was another two feet of space between the rafter and the ceiling. 

	He quit trying to choke Chum, eased his left hand into the dog’s collar, and grabbed a hind leg with his other. Slowly, he lifted Chum over his head. Teeth snapped at Dennis’s hair, pulled loose a few tufts. 

	Dennis spread his legs slightly. The wounded leg wobbled like an old pipe cleaner, but held. The dog seemed to weigh a hundred pounds. Even the sweat on his face and the dense, hot air in the room seemed heavy. 

	Sixty pounds. 

	A basketball weighed little to nothing, and the dog weighed less than the huge medicine ball in the gym. Somewhere between the two was a happy medium; he had the strength to lift the dog, the skill to make the shot—the most important of his life. 

	Grunting, cocking the wiggling dog into position, he prepared to shoot. Chum nearly twisted free, but Dennis gritted his teeth, and with a wild scream, launched the dog into space. 

	Chum didn’t go up straight, but he did go up. He hit the top of the rafter with his back, tried to twist in the direction he had come, couldn’t, and went over the other side. 

	Dennis grabbed the chain as high up as possible, bracing as Chum’s weight came down on the other side so violently it pulled him onto his toes. 

	The dog made a gurgling sound, spun on the end of the chain, legs thrashing. 

	It took a long fifteen minutes for Chum to strangle. 

	When Chum was dead, Dennis tried to pull him over the rafter. The dog’s weight, Dennis’s bad leg, and his now aching arms and back, made it a greater chore than he had anticipated. Chum’s head kept slamming against the rafter. Dennis got hold of the unbroken chair, and used it as a stepladder. He managed the Doberman over, and Chum fell to the floor, his neck flopping loosely. 

	Dennis sat down on the floor beside the dog and patted it on the head. “Sorry,” he said. 

	He took off his shirt, tore it into rags and bound his bad leg with it. It was still bleeding steadily, but not gushing; no major artery had been torn. His ankle wasn’t bleeding as much, but in the dim lantern light he could see that Chum had bitten him to the bone. He used most of the shirt to wrap and strengthen the ankle. 

	When he finished, he managed to stand. The shirt binding had stopped the bleeding and the short rest had slightly rejuvenated him. 

	He found his eyes drawn to the mess in the corner that was Julie, and his first thought was to cover her, but there wasn’t anything in the room sufficient for the job. 

	He closed his eyes and tried to remember how it had been before. 

	When she was whole and the room had a mattress and they had made love all the long, sweet, Mexican afternoon. But the right images would not come. Even with his eyes closed, he could see her mauled body on the floor. 

	Ducking his head made some of the dizziness go away, and he was able to get Julie out of his mind by thinking of Morley. He wondered when he could come back. If he was waiting outside. 

	But no, that wouldn’t be Morley’s way. He wouldn’t be anxious. He was cocksure of himself, he would go back to the estate for a drink and maybe play a game of chess against himself, gloat a long, sweet while before coming back to check on his handiwork. It would never occur to Morley to think he had survived. That would not cross his mind. Morley saw himself as Life’s best chess master, and he did not make wrong moves; things went according to plan. Most likely, he wouldn’t even check until morning. 

	The more Dennis thought about it, the madder he got and the stronger he felt. He moved the chair beneath the rafter where the lantern was hung, climbed up and got it down. He inspected the windows and doors. The door had a sound lock, but the windows were merely boarded. Barrier enough when he was busy with the dog, but not now. 

	He put the lantern on the floor, turned it up, found the chair leg he had used against Chum, and substituted it for a pry bar. It was hard work and by the time he had worked the boards off the window his hands were bleeding and full of splinters. His face looked demonic. 

	Pulling Chum to him, he tossed him out the window, climbed after him clutching the chair leg. He took up the chain’s slack and hitched it around his forearm. He wondered about the other Dobermans. Wondered if Morley had killed them too, or if he was keeping them around. As he recalled, the Dobermans were usually loose in the yard at night. The rest of the time they had free run of the house, except Morley’s study, his sanctuary. And hadn’t Morley said that later on the spray killed a man’s scent? That was worth something; it could be the edge he needed. 

	But it didn’t really matter. Nothing mattered anymore. Six dogs. Six war elephants. He was going after Morley. 

	He began dragging the floppy-necked Chum toward the estate. 

	 

	 

	 

	Morley was sitting at his desk playing a game of chess with himself, and both sides were doing quite well, he thought. He had a glass of brandy at his elbow, and from time to time he would drink from it, cock his head and consider his next move. 

	Outside the study door, in the hall, he could hear Julie’s dogs padding nervously. They wanted out, and in the past they would have been in the yard long before now. But tonight he hadn’t bothered. He hated those bastards, and just maybe he’d get rid of them. Shoot them and install a burglar alarm. Alarms didn’t have to eat or be let out to shit, and they wouldn’t turn on you. And he wouldn’t have to listen to the sound of dog toenails clicking on the tile outside of his study door. 

	He considered letting the Dobermans out, but hesitated. Instead, he opened a box of special Cuban cigars, took one, rolled it between his fingers near his ear so he could hear the fresh crackle of good tobacco. He clipped the end off the cigar with a silver clipper, put it in his mouth and lit it with a desk lighter without actually putting the flame to it. He drew in a deep lungful of smoke and relished it, let it out with a soft, contented sigh. 

	At the same moment he heard a sound, like something being dragged across the gravel drive. He sat motionless a moment, not batting an eye. It couldn’t be lover boy, he thought. No way. 

	He walked across the room, pulled the curtain back from the huge glass door, unlocked it and slid it open. 

	A cool wind had come along and it was shaking the trees in the yard, but nothing else was moving. Morley searched the tree shadows for some telltale sign, but saw nothing. 

	Still, he was not one for imagination. He had heard something. He went back to the desk chair where his coat hung, reached the revolver from his pocket, turned. 

	And there was Dennis. Shirtless, one pants leg mostly ripped away. There were blood-stained bandages on his thigh and ankle. He had the chain partially coiled around one arm, and Chum, quite dead, was lying on the floor beside him. In his right hand Dennis held a chair leg, and at the same moment Morley noted this and raised the revolver, Dennis threw it. 

	The leg hit Morley squarely between the eyes, knocked him against his desk, and as he tried to right himself, Dennis took hold of the chain and used it to swing the dead dog. Chum struck Morley on the ankles and took him down like a scythe cutting fresh wheat. Morley’s head slammed into the edge of the desk and blood dribbled into his eyes; everything seemed to be in a Mixmaster, whirling so fast nothing was identifiable. 

	When the world came to rest, he saw Dennis standing over him with the revolver. Morley could not believe the man’s appearance. His lips were split in a thin grin that barely showed his teeth. His face was drawn and his eyes were strange and savage. It was apparent he had found the key in the coat, because the collar was gone. 

	Out in the hall, bouncing against the door, Morley could hear Julie’s dogs. They sensed the intruder and wanted at him. He wished now he had left the study door open, or put them out in the yard. 

	“I’ve got money,” Morley said. 

	“Fuck your money,” Dennis screamed. “I’m not selling anything here. Get up and get over here.” 

	Morley followed the wave of the revolver to the front of his desk. Dennis swept the chess set and stuff aside with a swipe of his arm and bent Morley backwards over the desk. He put one of the collars around Morley’s neck, pulled the chain around the desk a few times, pushed it under and fastened the other collar over Morley’s ankles. 

	Tucking the revolver into the waistband of his pants, Dennis picked up Chum and tenderly placed him on the desk chair, half-curled. He tried to poke the dog’s tongue back into his mouth, but that didn’t work. He patted Chum on the head, said, “There, now.” 

	Dennis went around and stood in front of Morley and looked at him, as if memorizing the moment. 

	At his back the Dobermans rattled the door. 

	“We can make a deal,” Morley said. “I can give you a lot of money, and you can go away. We’ll call it even.” 

	Dennis unfastened Morley’s pants, pulled them down to his knees. He pulled the underwear down. He went around and got the spray can out of Morley’s coat and came back. 

	“This isn’t sporting, Dennis At least I gave you a fighting chance.” 

	“I’m not a sport,” Dennis said. 

	He sprayed Morley’s testicles with the chemical. When he finished, he tossed the canister aside, walked over to the door and listened to the Dobermans scuttling on the other side. 

	“Dennis!” 

	Dennis took hold of the doorknob. 

	“Screw you, then,” Morley said. “I’m not afraid. I won’t scream. I won’t give you the pleasure.” 

	“You didn’t even love her,” Dennis said, and opened the door. 

	The Dobermans went straight for the stench of the spray, straight for Morley’s testicles. 

	Dennis walked calmly out the back way, closed the glass door. And as he limped down the drive, making for the gate, he began to laugh. 

	Morley had lied. He did too scream. In fact, he was still screaming. 

	 


  	 

I love stories with young people as protagonists. I love coming-of-age stories. People have asked, How do you write about young people? Well, we’ve all been one, haven’t we? I am also interested in the Great Depression, as my parents lived through it. They were older when I was born, so the Great Depression had colored the totality of their existence. My wife and I save everything. Too much. We have a lot of crap that we are just now divesting ourselves of, and should have long ago. This is the Depression-era mindset: “Save that. You might need it.” There was a time, growing up, when it always seemed we did. Now, we save things and put them up, forget where they are, buy replacements when needed, put up extra materials—rubber bands, paper clips, as well as items much larger—and then forget where they are. The process starts over. I have always been interested in Geronimo as well. He was an amazing warrior and held off the United States Army with slightly more than twenty warriors for years. So, my interest in the Western era and the Great Depression, coming-of-age stories, and being asked by my friend Patrick Miliken to write a story having to do with an automobile for an anthology he was editing produced this. It's also a road story. Lot of bases are covered with this one, and it is one of my personal favorites. I have quite a few. More than fifty years of writing, or close to it, have allowed me to produce a lot, so I don't have to pick one or two stories out of a dozen. I'm into hundreds of stories, and I've made no secret that of all my writing, the short story is my favorite form of expression.
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	We ought to never do wrong when people are looking. 

	—MARK TWAIN

	 

	 

	 

	I hadn’t even been good and awake for five minutes when Mama came in and said, “Chauncey, you got to drive on up to Fort Sill, Oklahoma, and pick up your Uncle Smat.” 

	I was still sitting on the bed, waking up, wearing my nightdress, trying to figure which foot went into what shoe, when she come in and said that. She had her dark hair pushed up on her head and held in place with a checkered scarf. 

	“Why would I drive to Oklahoma and pick up Uncle Smat?” 

	“Well, I got a letter from some folks got his body, and you need to bring it back so we can bury it. The Wentworths said they were gonna leave it in the chicken house if nobody comes for it. I wrote her back and posted the letter already telling her you’re coming.” 

	“Uncle Smat’s dead?” I said. 

	“We wouldn’t want to bury him otherwise,” Mama said, “though it took a lot longer for him to get dead than I would have figured, way he honky-tonked and fooled around with disreputable folks. Someone knifed him. Stuck him like a pig at one of them drinking places, I figure.” 

	“I ain’t never driven nowhere except around town,” I said. “I don’t even know which way is Oklahoma.” 

	“North,” Mama said. 

	“Well, I knew that much,” I said. 

	“Start in that direction and watch for signs,” she said. “I’m sure there are some. I got your breakfast ready, and I’ll pack you some lunch and give you their address, and you can be off.” 

	Now this was all a fine good morning, and me hardly knowing who Uncle Smat was, Mama not really caring that much about him, Smat being my dead daddy’s brother. She had cared about Daddy plenty, though, and she had what you could call family obligation toward Uncle Smat. As I got dressed she talked. 

	“It isn’t right to leave a man, even a man you don’t know so well, laying out in a chicken house with chickens to peck on him. And there’s all that chicken mess too. I dreamed last night a chicken snake crawled over him.” 

	I put on a clean work shirt and overalls and some socks that was sewed up in the heels and toes, put on and tied my shoes, slapped some hair oil on my head and combed my hair in a little piece of mirror I had on the dresser. I packed a tow sack with some clothes and a few odds and ends I might need. I had a toothbrush and a small jar of baking soda and salt for tooth wash. Mama was one of the few in our family who had all her teeth, and she claimed that was because she used a brush made from hair bristles and she used that soda and salt. I believed her, and both me and my sister followed her practice. 

	Mama had some sourdough bread, and she gave that to me, and she filled a couple of my dad’s old canteens with water, put a blanket and some other goods together for me. I loaded them in a good-sized tow sack and carried it out to the Ford and put the bag inside the turtle hull. 

	In the kitchen, I washed up in the dish pan, toweled off, and sat down to breakfast, a half a dozen fried eggs, biscuits, and a pitcher of buttermilk. I poured a glass of milk and drank it, and then I poured another, and ate along with drinking the milk. 

	Mama, who had already eaten, sat at the far end of the table and looked at me. 

	“You drive careful now, and you might want to stop somewhere and pick some flowers.” 

	“I’m picking him up, not attending his funeral,” I said. 

	“He might be a bit stinky, him lying in a chicken coop and being dead,” Mama said. “So I’m thinking the flowers might contribute to a more pleasant trip. Oh, I tell you what. I got some cheap perfume I don’t never use, so you can take that with you and pour it on him, you need to.” 

	I was chewing on a biscuit when she said this. 

	I finished chewing fast as I could, said, “Now wait a minute. I just got to thinking on this good. I’m picking him up in the car, and that means he’s going to go in the backseat, and I see how he could have grown a mite ripe, but Mama, are you telling me he ain’t going to be in a coffin or nothing?” 

	“The letter said he was lying out in the chicken coop, where he was living with the chickens, having to only pay a quarter a week and feed the chickens to be there, and one morning they came out to see why he hadn’t gathered the eggs and brought them up—that also being part of his job for staying in the coop—and they found him out there, colder than a wedge in winter. He’d been stabbed, and he had managed to get back to the coop where he bled out. Just died quietly out there with their chickens. They didn’t know what to do with him at first, but they found a letter he had from his brother, that would be your father—” She added that like I couldn’t figure it on my own. 

	“—and there was an address on it, so they wrote us.” 

	“They didn’t move the body?” 

	“Didn’t know what to do with it. They said in the letter they had sewed a burial shroud you can put him in; it’s a kind of bag.” 

	“I have to pour perfume on him, put him in a bag, and drive him home in the backseat of the car?” 

	“Reckon that’s about the size of it. I don’t know no one else would bother to go get him.” 

	“Do I have to? Thinking on it more, I’m not sure it’s such a good idea.” 

	“Course you got to go. They’re expecting you.” 

	“Write them a letter and tell them I ain’t coming. They can maybe bury him out by the chicken coop or something.” 

	“That’s a mean thing to say.” 

	“I didn’t hardly know him,” I said, “certainly not enough to perfume him, bag him up, and drive him home.” 

	“You don’t have to have known him all that well, he’s family.” 

	My little sister, Terri, came in then. She’s twelve and has her hair cut straight across in front and short in back. She had on overalls with a work shirt and work boots. She almost looked like a boy. She said, “I was thinking I ought to go with you.” 

	“You was thinking that, huh,” I said. 

	“It might not be such a bad idea,” Mama said. “She can read the map.” 

	“I can read a map,” I said. 

	“Not while you’re driving,” Mama said. 

	“I can pull over.” 

	“This way, though,” Mama said, “you can save some serious time, just having her read it and point out things.” 

	“He’s been dead for near two weeks or so. I don’t know how much pressure there is on me to get there.” 

	“Longer you wait, the more he stinks,” Terri said. 

	“She has a point,” Mama said. 

	“Ain’t they supposed to report a dead body? Them people found him, I mean? Ain’t it against the law to just leave a dead fella lying around?” 

	“They done us a favor, Uncle Smat being family and all,” Mama said. “They could have just left him, or buried him out there with the chickens.” 

	“I wish they had,” I said. “I made that suggestion, remember?” 

	“This way we can bury him in the cemetery where your daddy is buried,” Mama said. “That’s what your daddy would have wanted.” 

	She knew I wasn’t going to say anything bad that had to do with Daddy in any manner shape or form. I thought that was a low blow, but Mama, as they say, knew her chickens. She knew where I was the weakest. 

	“All right then,” I said, “I’m going to get him. But that car of ours has been driven hard and might not be much for a long trip. The clutch hangs sometimes when you press on it.” 

	“That’s a chance you have to take for family,” Mama said. 

	I grumbled something, but I knew by then I was going. 

	“I’m going, too,” Terri said. 

	“Oh, hell, come on then,” I said. 

	“Watch your cussing,” Mama said. “Daddy wouldn’t like that either.” 

	“All he did was cuss,” I said. 

	“Yeah, but he didn’t want you to,” she said. 

	“I think I’m gonna cuss,” I said. “My figuring is Daddy would have wanted me to be good at it, and that takes practice.” 

	“I ain’t forgot how to whip your ass with a switch,” Mama said. 

	 

	 

	 

	Now it was figured by Mama that it would take us two days to get to the Wentworths’ house and chicken coop if we drove fast and didn’t stop to see the sights and such, and then two days back. As we got started out early morning, we had a pretty good jump on the first day. 

	The clutch hung a few times but seemed mostly to be cooperating, and I only ground the gears now and again, but that was my fault, not the car’s, though in the five years we had owned it, it had been worked like a stolen mule.
OEBPS/cover.jpeg
THINGS
Pl

Wﬁf BE @f”
RIME STORIES

JOE |
LAMMLB

HI}AH M‘MHD WINI ING T ] M’ HN MKt






OEBPS/Intro_JRL.jpg





OEBPS/Intro_SACosby.jpg





OEBPS/02_Geronimo.jpg
VDRIVIEERB%II'WS& GR :






OEBPS/01_SteelValentine.jpg





OEBPS/HalfTitle.jpg





