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For James;

& to the memory of Uncle Jeff & Uncle Johnny;

& for Ken Kesey, the last wagon master.


“By my father’s grave there let mine be,
And bury me not on the lone prairie.”

“Oh, bury me not—” And his voice failed there.
But we took no heed of his dying prayer;
In a narrow grave just six by three
We buried him there on the lone prairie . . .

—“The Dying Cowboy”

We beat the drum slowly
And shook the spurs lowly,
And bitterly wept
As we bore him along;
For we all loved our comrade,
So brave, young, and handsome,
We all loved the cowboy
Although he’d done wrong . . .

—“The Cowboy’s Lament”

“I first took to drinking and then to card-playing”—
and they’d all be drunk when they was singing it,
most likely. Cowboys loved to sing about people
dying; I don’t know why. I guess it was because
they was so full of life themselves . . .

—Teddy Blue, We Pointed Them North
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An Introduction

I MET LARRY MCMURTRY AT MR. CATFISH, AN ALL-YOU-can-eat catfish restaurant in Tucson, Arizona, in 1985. My companions knew his friends, and so we joined Larry and Leslie Marmon Silko at their table for dinner. I had finished reading Lonesome Dove a few weeks earlier, while on my way to visit an old friend in Montana. I was leery of sitting close to Larry or engaging him—wondering if it were true that novelists sometimes appropriated things they heard in conversations with others for their fiction—and as an extremely private person, I had no intention of revealing myself to a stranger, even a singular one like Larry McMurtry. So I positioned myself at the opposite end of a vast dining table, as far away from Larry as possible.

I don’t know if Larry noticed me, but I studied him. He wore what I found out later was his “uniform”: black-rimmed Ray-Bans, a blue Oxford button-down shirt, 501 Levis, and black Stewart cowboy boots handmade in Tucson. His Mark Twain–like mane was long, wild, and unruly, his appearance belying a monotone voice that was flatter than the West Texas plains.

Leslie, a distinguished Laguna Pueblo writer, grew up on the Laguna Pueblo reservation in New Mexico and is considered the premier Native American writer of her generation. Leslie was and is quite beautiful—dark-haired and sultry—and her voice was poetic, as soothing as a lullaby.

That night I would learn how Larry greatly admired Rebecca West, the defiant, wayward, brilliant writer and suffragist—our mutual admiration for her was the second thing we had in common—second to catfish, that is, although he preferred filets and being more of a catfish purist, I preferred whole fish. I found Leslie intellectually seductive and intriguing and was determined to read everything she had written.

“There is no such thing as conversation,” wrote West in her story “The Harsh Voice.” “It is an illusion. There are intersecting monologues, that is all.” Larry and Leslie epitomized West’s conviction that night. They were the most charming individuals at that table of thirteen diners as they held court with us for three hours. Their discourse was a macro-education about books, writing, politics, the law, civil rights, and free speech. The other dinner guests spoke little; no one had a chance, since Larry and Leslie, longtime friends, segued into one another’s sentences seamlessly.

“There was a definite process by which one made people into friends, and it involved talking to them and listening to them for hours at a time,” continued Rebecca West. Our paths would intersect in the months that followed, and our acquaintance quickly matured into a solid friendship. Larry’s vagabond lifestyle brought him through Tucson four or five days each month, and he would drop by my secluded territorial-style home at the foot of the Catalina Mountains for a visit and a meal. He and my young daughter Sara, a bright, self-possessed, and soon-to-be-sullen adolescent dressed in layers of black from neck to ankle, soon developed an easy rapport.

My father was raised in a tiny, provincial mountain village in Italy. I grew up in a fundamentally European household in the sense that our house was always open to family. My friends, however, were neither welcome nor allowed to visit our home, so I was determined when I became a mother to make my children’s friends feel welcome. I arrived home from work one afternoon to find Larry at my dining table, joined by Sara, and for the first time with his portable typewriter in hand. Larry had a letter from Sara—she had written him at his bookstore in DC and asked him to consider being her godfather—and Larry was there to graciously accept. Sara quickly announced that she and her new godfather had decided our guest room was ideally suited to Larry’s needs for peace, privacy, and a quiet place to write, giving him more “godfather time” when in Arizona. I gave the go-ahead without hesitation since Larry’s presence would provide respite from Sara’s dour pre-teen eye rolling.

Larry promptly parked one of his harem of Hermes 3000s on my Stickley library table in the guest room. That particular typewriter has lived on that same table for thirty-three years now, through Sara’s graduation from high school, college, and grad school; during her splendid basketball career; then through Larry’s long, melancholy recovery from quadruple bypass heart surgery, and beyond. During all those years, Larry and I talked. And talked. And talked some more.

In a Narrow Grave was the third McMurtry book I read, following All My Friends Are Going to Be Strangers and Lonesome Dove. Larry brought me a copy of these essays the same day he moved into my guest room. He explained that reading this book would give me a sense of who he was as a young man.

In a Narrow Grave is one of Larry’s better books, even by his estimation, and is as relevant now as it was fifty years ago. Written with wit and grace, he gives us his unconventional notions about film, literature, writing, sex, small-town culture, big-city greed, and family—and all definitive of what it means to be a Texan.

The humble origins of the book itself involved Bill and Sally Wittliff, based out of Austin, Texas (Bill would later adapt Lonesome Dove into the acclaimed miniseries), who traveled to Houston and begged Larry to give them the rights to publish this collection under the imprimatur of their fledgling Encino Press. Larry agreed and then wrote and chose the various essays included in the final version, first released in 1968. In a Narrow Grave was an instant success and established Encino Press as a distinguished publisher.

Much of Larry’s discourse contained here was prescient and gives the reader a clear sense of who Larry is today. It’s also an excellent companion to his later nonfiction book Walter Benjamin at the Dairy Queen: Reflections at Sixty and Beyond, where he ponders culture, the writing life, ancestry, and more, expressing a similar ambivalence about his country and his people. In the initial intro to this collection, Larry mentions the slim possibility that he might someday be able to journey to New York and meet Susan Sontag. In the late 1980s, Larry would become president of PEN, the international writers’ organization headquartered in New York City, the first president to reside outside New York. Soon after, he and I had dinner one evening with Susan at Petrossian, a posh Manhattan caviar restaurant. She outfitted herself with a coat-of-many-colors kaftan straight out of biblical Joseph’s closet, which handsomely complemented her shock of white hair against black. I’m known for my determined walk, but Susan out-walked us both. She was so thrilled at the notion of Larry treating her to a bowl of Beluga that we nearly jogged to dinner. I found Susan to be far different from her dispassionate though brilliant writing; she was warm and lively, curious about my life and me, and it was clear, too, that she recognized Larry’s sophistication—that he was far more than a “minor regional novelist,” as he referred to himself, but a real citizen of the world. She adored Larry as an intellectual equal.

“Here’s HUD in Your Eye” is an essay that reveals attitudes which Larry holds to this day; for example, that film sets are boring and tedious affairs, and that he has little to no concern whether or not any film adaptation of his work remains faithful to the novel. Larry rarely, if ever, returns to his previous works, unless it involves adapting one of his novels for television or film. He reasons that once he writes the final page of a book, he immediately lets it go to clear his mind for the next literary adventure. He has strong opinions, of course, evident from his dry, funny observations about Hud, but he isn’t proprietary about the ways in which other media treat his writing. The novels will always be there, separate and apart from the film.

As our writing and producing partnership evolved, we have adapted several of Larry’s novels to film, and even then he prefers to leave much of the legwork to me. He hands most producing duties to me, too, only visiting the sets of our miniseries for a few days during filming. In 1997, we optioned the short story “Brokeback Mountain” in order to write the screenplay. I was the film’s advocate during the years that followed, allowing Larry to work in his bookstores and write novels. Larry stayed home and wrote a novel during the 2004 production of Brokeback, relying on my daily telephone calls from the film set for news and gossip.

During one of our long phone calls from the Brokeback set, Larry confessed to me that his father Jeff McMurtry, a cattle rancher, never saw Hud; he considers it a lost opportunity, for the elder McMurtry might have responded to the film because it was the place where he and his entire family lived.

Larry’s essay “Cowboys, Movies, Myths, & Cadillacs,” written after his first three Texas novels—Horseman, Pass By; Leaving Cheyenne; and The Last Picture Show—asserts vigorous views about Western movies and literature in general and their portrayal of cowboys in particular. Larry has the utmost respect for the working cowboy—his father and eight uncles were all ranchers and hard-working cowboys themselves—but his disdain remains for any Hollywood production that perpetuates the romantic myth of the West. Larry’s observation that the cowboy way of life was dying speaks to his fascination with cultural myths and their demise and why he went on to try and subvert Western mythology in his Lonesome Dove novels, Anything for Billy, Buffalo Girls, and more, including his most recent novel, The Last Kind Words Saloon.

“Eros in Archer County” is Larry’s sharp, hilarious, and subversively clinical look at sexual mores and prejudices in West Texas and their meager evolution. I asked Larry how he feels about this piece today, and he wanted me to quote Ms. West again here: “There is, of course, no reason for the existence of the male sex except that sometimes one needs help moving the piano.” In the body of his essay, Larry writes: “Years ago someone pointed out that Texas is hell on women and horses. He was wrong about horses, for most horses are considered to be valuable, and are treated well. He was absolutely right about women, though: the country was simply hell on them, and remained so until fairly recently.” His youthful clarity about women’s place and struggle in a world dominated by men is one reason why well-drawn and realistic female characters are a hallmark of Larry’s novels. The many friendships and connections he had with women when I first met him in the 1980s are as strong today as they were thirty years ago. He has at the same time maintained only a handful of friendships with men in the last three decades. His rationale has always been that he can learn little about life from men; if one wants to know anything about the life of emotion, for example, one must go to women.

In “A Look at the Lost Frontier,” Larry’s narrative about a fifteen-hundred-mile drive that began in Houston and ended in Texline, a small town on the northwest Texas border, he chronicles his musings about his home state and also teases his nonfiction book Roads: Driving America’s Great Highways, written some forty years later during a long, contemplative drive across America. I would accompany Larry on excursions from Arizona through New Mexico and into West Texas, and I stayed many nights in Larry’s original family ranch house—a Montgomery Ward bungalow purchased by his grandparents, where Larry spent the first six years of his life—that stands outside Windthorst, Texas, a modest hamlet established by Germans in 1891. The ranch house rests on an open plain near Idiot Ridge just north of where the cross timbers begin, and only a mile from Texas State Highway 281. We would spend evenings on the wide porch watching headlights from cars and trucks, wondering aloud who was inside, where they might be coming from and where they might be headed. “Lost Frontier” embodies Larry’s relentless curiosity about people and places that codifies both his fiction and nonfiction and is a companion to “The Old Soldier’s Joy,” his next piece about a musical venture to East Texas during the Old Fiddlers’ Reunion. That trip seems ironic, in the sense that Larry is tone deaf—the catalogs of his son James and his grandson Curtis, both exceptional musicians, narrowly but tastefully define his interest in music.

One of Larry’s favorite essays, written in 1965 after the opening of Houston’s new sports stadium and the first ever constructed with a dome, touted as the “Eighth Wonder of the World,” is “Love, Death, and the Astrodome”: “The Humanities Research Center [in Austin], for all its riches, comes too close to being a kind of intellectual’s Astrodome. The University’s almost frenzied acquisitiveness [of rare books and manuscripts] seems to stem not so much from a vision of the needs of future generations as from its own immediate intellectual insecurity . . . it is the acquisition of books and manuscripts, rather than their use, which seems to be the dominant concern . . .” is in his mind the most humorous observation in the entire piece. Larry acquires books to either read them or sell them, not simply for the sake of possessing a huge number. He is a lover, an accumulator, rather than a collector of books and has, in fact, read nearly all the 28,000 volumes that live in his great prairie-style mansion in Archer City. His droll contempt for excess—be it collecting rare books out of intellectual insecurity, or money ill-spent on “municipal vulgarity” for the sake of making more money—is apparent in nearly every paragraph.

“I doubt, in fact, that I have any business setting a novel in any city, Texan or otherwise . . . with very few exceptions, no Texas novelist has drawn a novel of any distinction out of city experience . . .”—an opinion of Larry’s expressed here and debunked with the publication of his book Terms of Endearment.

“Take My Saddle from the Wall: A Valediction” is the final and most important essay in this collection. It is far and away the most potent, not merely because of the force of the prose and Larry’s insights, but because it is about his family. No one in Texas had written anything quite like it before the 1960s. Here, he contemplates his contradictory impulses toward Texas, the myth of the cowboy, and his own family, contradictions that are all parts of the whole, the essence, of the writer and the man. The themes he visits have repeated themselves, much to our benefit, in his more than thirty novels, his several autobiographical volumes, and his varied collections of essays.

Larry is now edging into his ninth decade. The horizon is narrowing for him, as it will for us all. My personal regard for Larry McMurtry as a writer, as an intellect, and as my profoundly loyal and beloved friend is channeled best in a quote from Larry’s Uncle Johnny, a proud cowboy to the end, speaking of Johnny’s friend the Pitchfork Kid: “His equal will never be seen on earth again, and if he is camping the wagon and catching beeves in the great perhaps and I am fortunate enough to get there I won’t be foolish enough to try and run ahead of him . . . I know it can’t be done.”

—Diana Ossana

Archer City, 2018


A Preface

THIS FIRST COLLECTION OF ESSAYS REPRESENTED, FOR ME, something in the nature of a pregnant pause. I had written, more or less in one motion, three short elegiac novels (Horseman, Pass By; Leaving Cheyenne; The Last Picture Show), all of which dealt in a small way with a large theme: the move from the land to the cities (or the small town to the suburbs), which occurred in so much of America shortly after World War II.

Before I was out of high school I realized I was witnessing the dying of a way of life—the rural, pastoral way of life. In the Southwest the best energies were no longer to be found in the homeplace, or in the small towns; the cities required these energies and the cities bought them. The kids who stayed in the country tended to be dull, lazy, cautious, or all three; those with brains, zip, and daring were soon off to Dallas or Houston.

I recognized, too, that the no longer open but still spacious range on which my ranching family had made its livelihood for two generations would not produce a livelihood for me or for my siblings and their kind. The cattle range had become the oil patch; the dozer cap replaced the Stetson almost overnight. The myth of the cowboy grew purer every year because there were so few actual cowboys left to contradict it.

The oil patch, curiously, has as yet produced no myth; the gaudy figure of the wildcatter goes only about as far as James Dean took it in Giant.

In the Foreword and Introduction which follow, written in 1968, when In a Narrow Grave was published, I say in essence what I’ve said above, and say it perhaps with a bit more poetry. In those days I had yet to grow weary of my own prose; I might live with a sentence through five or six drafts, whereas nowadays two are usually all I can stomach.

What I didn’t know then was that I was about to leave not merely the land itself but also the rural point of view and, in a sense, the myth. As soon as the essays were published I set about writing a counterbalancing trio of novels (Moving On; All My Friends Are Going to Be Strangers; Terms of Endearment), which dramatized the same or similar experience from the urban point of view.

Excepting the Foreword and Introduction, only three of the essays were written specifically for the book: the ones on sex in Archer County, on Southwestern literature, and on my family. Looking through the volume now. I think that the essay I remain proudest of is the one on Southwestern literature. As a critical essay it is straightforward, if not pedestrian, but it does take the first hard look at those iconic figures Dobie, Webb, Bedichek. This was not merely useful, it was a necessary thing to do; the somewhat too earnest but reasonably energetic school of criticism which exists in Texas now owes something to that essay, although most of the critics themselves disagree with it.

I had actually been living in cities for fourteen years when I pulled together these essays; intellectually I had long been a city boy, but imaginatively I was still trudging up the dusty path that led out of the country. The essays were a sort of bridge: behind me lay the mystic plain, ahead the metropolis of the muses. I wanted to cross; I hope I have.

Larry McMurtry

1989


A Foreword

IN HIS INTRODUCTION TO CANNIBALS AND CHRISTIANS, MR. Norman Mailer draws a succinct and provocative distinction between two sorts of writers who publish essay collections:

The first kind writes sufficiently well to induce his publishers to put together his very separate pieces, and they are printed as a convenience to his readers. In such collections there is a tendency for the attitude to belong to the subject more than to the author—professional football is seen as professional football and ladies’ fashion as ladies’ fashion. The other kind of writer may be better or worse, but the writings always have a touch of the grandiose, even the megalomaniacal: the reason may be that the writings are parts of a continuing and more or less comprehensive vision of existence into which everything must fit. Of course, if the vision is interesting, the fit can be startling, dramatic, illuminating . . . but good or poor, the unspoken urge is to find secret relations between professional football and ladies’ fashion and bring them in alive as partners to the vision . . .

Mr. Mailer, brilliant and durable provocateur that he is, naturally wants his own collections in the second category, and he devised, as long ago as 1959, a method of commentary—partly autobiographical, partly metaphoric—which functions as a sort of highly tensile intellectual baling wire, very useful to him when he wants to bring a cutting of essays out of the field and put them, as it were, in the literary barn. His method is well worth pondering, particularly if one is, as I am, a young writer about to publish a book of essays, all of which deal with a subject of less interest to literate Americans than either professional football or ladies’ fashion: to wit, Texas.

Unfortunately, the essays I have published are so few and so local that no amount of commentary could bind them into an interesting bale. I should perhaps have left them to rot in the fields, but instead I have chosen to subsume them into a longer and (I hope) a larger work. For a time I thought it might be possible to stitch the individual pieces into a single lengthy essay, a seamless, well-cut aesthetic garment. Indeed, it might have been possible, but if so, I was not a good enough tailor. The garment that resulted is ragged and anything but seamless, and in a number of places the skin of my original subject has been left quite bare.

Nevertheless, though what follows is not a single essay, it is, I believe, continuous. My vision of existence is based almost entirely upon a prolonged scrutiny of West Texas and is probably too dry and flat; and I have no wish to be either grandiose or megalomaniacal. What I do claim is that the attitude in the following pages belongs to me, not to my subject. An interviewer once asked Mr. John Barth if it were true that there came a time in the creation of a novel when the characters suddenly rose up and took command of a narrative. Mr. Barth said no, but it was clear that the mere prospect of such a literary mutiny left him somewhat shaken. “Those rascals aren’t going to get control if I can help it,” he added staunchly. I feel much the same way about my subject here. I haven’t spent thirty years in Texas just to be able to be objective about the place.

In the same interview Mr. Barth goes on to speculate that perhaps the novelist’s basic motive is a desire to reinvent the world. A noble motive, surely, and never more so than now. Perhaps such a motive is no less noble when applied to smaller geographical units. If someone in the twenties had had a competent go at reinventing Texas, what might we be today?

In any case, I agree with Mr. Barth that the novel is a superb medium for such a reinvention—very probably the best medium that we have. For myself, the novel is a habitation; the essay is neither so familiar nor so constant. The essay is a place one visits occasionally, when one is tired of home. It offers the comforts of a fine hotel: one can stroll about in one’s best clothes and ruminate upon all those things one never has time to ruminate upon at home. And what I generally find I am ruminating upon in the essay is home itself, the place where my characters live. I can never be quite sure whether home is a place or a form: the novel, or Texas. In daily life the two become crucially but vaguely related, and it is difficult to say with precision where place stops supporting fiction and fiction starts embodying place. One of the purposes of these essays is to investigate that relation, if only indirectly. I have a feeling I had better decide where I’m living before I do any more remodeling or reinventing.

IF I COULD SUMMON TWO writers from the Shades and set them the task of writing about this state, I think I would summon D. H. Lawrence and Machado de Assis. I would want Lawrence as he was in the early twenties, at about the time of England, My England or the Studies in Classic American Literature; Machado I would prefer in middle age, perhaps around 1880, when he was fed up with romantic convention and ready to write the Epitaph of a Small Winner. With Lawrence at his keenest and Machado at his driest and most deft, Texas would be had.

Of course if left around too long they both might end up liking the place. Lawrence was susceptible to the primitive, Machado to the feudal; and a great many visiting sharpshooters do end up liking Texas. One sees them here and there about the state, settled comfortably amid their chipped and shattered targets. At any rate, it is not always the aim one admires in Lawrence and Machado, it is the assurance with which they shoot. It is their authority, the clarity of their observations, and their quickness, here one paragraph, there the next. Such agility is enviable, and particularly so if one is setting out to write about Texas. Faced with such a task, one would like to be quick, clear, and agile; let a thought or a memory get a few yards head start and one might have to chase it halfway across the state. It is like roping in the brush country: if you don’t catch the calf in the first clearing you may be in for a long and thorny pursuit.

In what follows I have been as succinct as possible, hoping to spare the reader thorns. At times I have been more than succinct—peremptory would be the accurate word. Much of the book is opinion, my opinion, and for the most part I have chosen simply to lay it out, garnished with a sliver of memory or the salt of metaphor. Pussyfooting is a vice I have been concerned to avoid.

It has come to my notice, however, that in these parts directness is frequently taken for malice. With that in mind, I might say at the outset that in criticizing Texas I have not been unaware that there are other states to which the same criticisms might apply. If so, that’s dandy. I am sure there are potatoes in Nebraska, but Nebraska is not my rooting ground.

Larry McMurtry

1968


Introduction: The God Abandons Texas

BEING A WRITER AND A TEXAN IS AN AMUSING FATE, ONE that gets funnier as one’s sense of humor darkens. In times like these it verges on the macabre. Apparently there was a time in the forties and fifties when people sort of enjoyed reading about Texas, if the reading was light enough. The state was thought to be different—another country, almost. It had Nieman-Marcus and the Alamo and a lot of rather endearing millionaires. As late as 1961 Mr. John Bainbridge of The New Yorker was able to do well with a book called The Super-Americans, a collection of polite anecdotes about the millionaires. For Texas letters, the forties and fifties were the Golden Age; that is, J. Frank Dobie was still alive. To Texas readers he was a notch above Homer and a notch below Shakespeare, while the world outside reckoned him almost as good as Carl Sandburg. One moderately good writer was all that was expected of a place like Texas.

In those days, of course, Lyndon Johnson was still only half of Rayburn and Johnson. The nation’s intellectuals lost no sleep over him, and MacBird was undreamt of.

Alas, all is changed. We aren’t thought of as quaintly vulgar anymore. Some may find us dangerously vulgar, but the majority just find us boring. As a subject, Texas has become frankly stultifying: if it’s another country, it’s a country literate America hopes to hear no more about. That magisterial stream, the “Pedernales,” is frequently pissed in now by intellectuals who appear to hope that the products of their literary bladders will somehow eat holes in the Presidential motorboat. Having yielded Mr. Johnson, it is hardly to be expected that the state will yield anything funny in the next few years, much less anything aesthetically interesting.

THUS THE WRITER LIKE MYSELF, whose characters live in Texas, may find himself writing into a rather stiff wind. If he is ambivalent about the state as a place, the stiffness of the wind may cause him to become discouraged about it as a subject. This is particularly apt to happen if he attempts to write from Texas, as well as about it. Many Texas writers migrate, of course, and make their way to the literary capitals; there they often find their frontier manners and their experience in the boondocks so marketable socially that they have little time for reflection, and, indeed, little desire to reflect upon the place they have left. What most of them find the time for is nostalgia, a somewhat different thing.

It would be a pity if the chill literary winds discourage too many people about Texas as a subject, for present-day Texas is a very rich subject, particularly for the novelist. Present-day California might be even richer, but California, whether as a subject or a place to live, is almost too taxing. There the confusion is greater, the rivalries of manners more intense: the question is whether anyone can live in California and comprehend it clearly now. Nathanael West would have a harder time with the state today than he had in 1939.

Texas is almost as intense, but much less dizzying. Society here is divided, but it is not yet fragmented to a degree that would raise difficulties for the novelist. The state is at that stage of metamorphosis when it is most fertile with conflict, when rural and soil traditions are competing most desperately with urban traditions—competing for the allegiance of the young. The city will win, of course, but its victory won’t be cheap—the country traditions were very strong. As the cowboys gradually leave the range and learn to accommodate themselves to the suburbs, defeats that are tragic in quality must occur and may be recorded.

I STARTED, INDEED, TO CALL this book The Cowboy in the Suburb, but chose the present title instead because I wanted a tone that was elegiac rather than sociological. Nonetheless, I think it is essentially that movement, from country to subdivision, homeplace to metropolis, that gives life in present-day Texas its passion. Or if not its passion, its strong, peculiar mixture of passions, part spurious and part genuine, part ridiculous and part tragic.

However boring Texas might be to move to, it is not a boring place to be rooted. The transition that is taking place is very difficult, and the situations it creates are very intense. Living here consciously uses a great deal of one’s blood; it involves one at once in a birth, a death, and a bitter love affair.

From the birth I expect very little: the new Texas is probably going to be a sort of kid brother to California, with a kid brother’s tendency to imitation.

The death, however, moves me—the way of life that is dying had its value. Its appeal was simple, but genuine, and it called to it and is taking with it people whom one could not but love.

The last, the affair of the heart and blood, is really more physical than would have seemed possible, with a land so unadorned; but the quality of one’s intimacy with a place seems to depend as little on adornment as the quality of one’s intimacy with a woman. One should not, perhaps, call it a bitter love affair—merely one that has become a little too raw, too real, too stripped of fantasy. The time may have come to part or marry, but, for myself, I put no trust in either alternative. Parting would not leave me free, nor marriage make me happy.

There is a song Texas kids still sing, a song about the passing of the cowboy:

I’m going to leave

Old Texas now,

They’ve got no use

For the longhorn cow.

They’ve plowed and fenced

My cattle range

And the people there

Are all so strange . . .

It is a slight song, but, for the Texas writer, an inescapable subject. When I think about the passing of the cowboy, my mind inappropriately hangs on the poem of Cavafy’s, from the scene in Shakespeare, from the sentence of Plutarch’s: the poem in which the god abandons Antony. I like Cavafy’s treatment best, with Antony at his window at night in Alexandria, bidden to drink past all deceiving while the god and his retinue file away. In Shakespeare only the guards hear the strange music that marks the god’s departure, but it is still a telling moment—indeed, a telling fancy.

I can believe I have heard such music myself, in Fort Worth, Houston, Dallas; by the Rio Grande and the Brazos; in the brush country and on the Staked Plains.
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